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BOOK REVIEWS

Abolish the Past Once and for All.  
A kommunista aszketizmus esztétikája [The Aesthetic of  Communist 
Asceticism]. By Dávid Szolláth. Budapest: Balassi, 2011. 288 pp.

While the literary and cultural history of  the socialist period has begun in recent 
years to reemerge as an important field of  research, one nonetheless cannot 
help but sense a certain failing if  one examines the works dealing with this era. 
Interestingly enough, in spite of  the fact that there is a clear desire to reassess 
the literature of  this time, which was the longest period of  twentieth-century 
Hungarian history and therefore also a period that left perhaps the deepest 
marks on the cultural landscape of  the country, the essays that deal with the era 
often seem to adopt very similar perspectives. In general, they first offer at most 
a short sketch of  the cultural and political context and then turn their attention 
entirely to works of  the period before the change of  regimes in 1989 that are 
still widely read today. Other works (of  which there are many to say the least) 
are relegated to the realm of  the “deservedly forgotten” or the “interesting at 
most from a historical point of  view.” This is not necessarily a problem, of  
course, since clearly the works of  the era that are less interesting today from 
an ideological or poetical perspective will be given less emphasis in narratives 
of  literary history. What remains problematic, however, is that often we too 
easily dismiss compositions of  the era with the contention that they belong 
not to literary history but rather to cultural or social history. It is perhaps not 
an overstatement to claim that with very few exceptions the most interesting 
articles to be published over the course of  the last two decades dealing with the 
literary and cultural history of  the past half-century were written not by literary 
historians, but rather by historians and sociologists, and for the moment the 
literary history of  the communist era still waits to be written. 

Dávid Szolláth’s new book seeks in part to address this hiatus. As the author 
indicates in the introductory chapter, he has two principal aims. Building in part 
on the recent debates regarding literature, he examines the potentials of  literary 
history, focusing precisely on a period that scholars of  literary studies have in 
recent years neglected. Furthermore, as he demonstrates, this period obliges 
us to formulate some of  the basic aesthetic and methodological questions and 
rethink some of  the fundamental principles of  our approach to the study of  
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literature and our overview of  literature itself. The book explicitly examines 
works by authors who, in simple terms, are no longer part of  the canon, such as 
Tibor Déry or Erzsébet Galgóczi, or works by authors that are not part of  an 
individual author’s canonized oeuvre, such as the labor movement poems or by 
people who are peripheral at this point of  our notion of  literary history (or they 
completely fell out from our literary canon).

Of  course these names might prompt one to raise the question with (false) 
ingenuity, why should we deal with works and authors who are peripheral (or 
perhaps not?) at this point to our notion of  literary history? Why should we 
have to read the texts of  the communist era, the better part of  which are dull 
and uninteresting today? Does it not suffice to familiarize ourselves with the 
philosophical and aesthetic ideas of  the young Lukács? Why should we have to 
have penetrating discussions about his later theory of  Realism or (spare us) his 
theses regarding Social Realism, which, let’s confess, are not the most engaging 
part of  his oeuvre? Not many people read the novels of  Social Realist writers today 
(and that is as it should be). These questions, of  course, are deliberately (falsely) 
ingenuous, and in addition to the fact that the very engaging analyses offered 
in the book demonstrate quite clearly the relevance of  the themes, the author 
alludes to several thought-provoking principles underlying the importance of  
the study. According to Szolláth, following the change of  regimes, a narrative of  
literary history emerged that essentially adopts the presuppositions, with regards 
to aesthetics and literary history, of  the Nyugat generation (the generation of  
writers that published in Nyugat, the leading literary journal of  the first half  of  
the twentieth century), and today this narrative has become not only pervasive 
but even dominant. With the “rereadings” that became fashionable in the 1990s, 
this narrative has conserved these presuppositions, or, more precisely, adapted 
them to today’s literary tastes and poetic references. While Szolláth does not 
make this explicit (and I imagine this may well have been intentional on his part), 
I cannot help but wonder if  the polemical tone of  the introductory chapter 
is in response to the literary-history narrative of  Ernő Kulcsár Szabó and the 
notion of  “interrupted continuity.” According to this concept, which has been 
promulgated to great effect by Kulcsár Szabó and his students, in 1948 there 
was a rupture in the history of  Hungarian literature, when literary tendencies, 
which until then had been developing in an “organic” manner, were suddenly 
silenced by the forces of  power politics. The repressed poetics of  Hungarian 
literature, thus severed from its past, emerged again sporadically in the 1960s, 
and the Postmodern turn essentially can be seen as the organic resumption of  
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these tendencies.1 Szolláth criticizes not so much the relevance of  this notion as 
its exclusiveness. He suggests that it is in part due to this narrative that the works 
of  the 1950s have essentially disappeared from Hungarian literary history and, 
moreover, even the compositions of  the 1960s are seen as relevant only to the 
extent that they can be understood as forerunners of  the prose turn (authors 
such as Géza Ottlik, Miklós Mészöly, or György Konrád) or as representatives 
of  a Realist, mimesis-based literature on the other side of  the spectrum (p.13). 

This is problematic from several perspectives. I myself  have been surprised, 
for instance, to notice that in university courses on the Hungarian literature of  
the 1960s and 1970s my students have not responded to the works according 
to values and preferences that to me seemed self-evident. For instance, they did 
not always enjoy Ottlik, and only rarely enjoyed the early Péter Esterházy. In 
contrast, Ferenc Sánta or Galgóczi were often met with interest and enthusiasm 
among the students, at least at first reading. In addition, it can be difficult, to say 
the least, to speak of  the contextual aspects of  Esterházy’s novel Termelési regény 
(“A Novel of  Production”) or Kis magyar pornográfia (Little Hungarian Pornography, 
translated by Judith Sollosy) if  one has no knowledge whatsoever of  the various 
constituents of  a production novel genre or the origins of  the metaphor “the 
writer is the engineer of  the soul” (a statement attributed to Joseph Stalin). Of  
course we can bewail the alleged lack of  taste or erudition of  younger generations, 
or perhaps in the best case scenario we could speak knowingly of  the need 
for more education in aesthetics. Or we could think about the relativeness of  
the canon today. We could consider the possibility that there is more than one 
narrative of  twentieth-century Hungarian literary history, and that various texts 
will mean different things to various interpretive communities. Indeed, works 
that are considered significant today may have been interpreted quite differently 
at the time they were written. 

There is another possibility—or trap—as well, what I would refer to as 
“spasmodic re-canonization.” Fortunately, the book avoids this. Szolláth does 
not strive to create an alternative canon. He does not wish to demonstrate 
that the forgotten works of  the communist era were in fact masterpieces. He 
argues, rather, that aesthetic standards are historical constructs, and that literary 
historians should not presume to found their inquiries on a given notion of  
“literature,” but rather should remind themselves that “literature” is a living, 

1 See Ernő Kulcsár Szabó, A magyar irodalom története 1945–1991 [The History of  Hungarian Literature, 
1945–1991] (Budapest: Argumentum, 1993).



Book Reviews

421

functional concept (to use Terry Eagleton’s term).2 In other words, much as it 
is not the task of  the historian to analyze the past as if  it were some kind of  
prologue to the present and project the preferences of  the present onto the 
past, but rather to approach the events of  the past as a stranger, at least to the 
extent possible, the scholars of  the literature of  the twentieth century should 
not regard the works or tendencies of  earlier times as a prologue to the prose 
turn or the Postmodern. Rather they should attempt to write the history of  the 
shifting phenomenon to which we refer as “literature.” As Szolláth emphasizes 
at one point, one does at times have the impression that historians of  twentieth-
century Hungarian literature seem hesitant (sometimes almost proudly so) to 
make use of  tools from other, related fields of  inquiry (such as branches of  the 
history of  science, philology, etc.) the use of  which would have been self-evident 
and accepted for scholars of  literature in centuries past (p.13). Thus most of  the 
historians of  the literature of  the twentieth century actually study not literary 
history, but rather the history of  contemporary literature. The past is relevant to 
them only to the extent that it can be tied to the recent literary tendencies. 

This is particularly important and problematic if  the field of  inquiry itself  
seems to require us to set aside the aesthetic approach. And for the most part this 
is the case with regards to the subject of  the book, the literature of  communism, 
when literature had a specific function and the notion of  aesthetics was very 
clearly subordinated to political, historical, and ideological “grand narratives.” 
In other words, if  we are studying the history of  the functions of  literature, 
in the case of  communism it does not suffice to speak of  the subordination 
of  art to power (nor is this is a simple matter), since the texts are not merely 
“aesthetic” objects, but rather acts that have certain social functions. From this 
perspective, knowledge of  context can add a great deal to the interpretation of  
the texts. Indeed, it can bring to the foreground the importance of  the study of  
the history of  the uses of  literature, an approach suggested by József  Takáts. 
According to this approach, one addresses questions regarding when literature 
was used, under what circumstances, by whom, and in the service of  what aims, 
as well as the functions of  these uses (which often were not aesthetic, or at 
least not only aesthetic) in the given context.3 As one of  the most interesting 
and most original essays demonstrates (an earlier version of  which Takáts cited 

2 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, Second Edition (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1996), 8.
3 József  Takáts, A használattörténet = Thomka-symposion. Ünnepi kötet Thomka Beáta köszöntésére [The History 
of  Use = Thomka Symposium. A Commemorative Volume to Beáta Thomka], ed. Tamás Kisantal, János 
D. Mekis, Péter P. Müller, and Dávid Szolláth (Pozsony: Kalligram, 2009), 398–406.



422

Hungarian Historical Review 3,  no. 2  (2014): 418–468

as an example of  the history of  the uses of  literature), in order to interpret 
some of  the labor movement poems of  the 1930s, we must be familiar with 
the (sub)cultural political rituals in which they emerged and in which they were 
used. These verses were created not “simply” as poems, but rather as texts that 
acquired some kind of  specific functions (agitation, emboldening, ritualistic) 
and were often given voice by a speaking chorus. Here the author examines not 
only and not even primarily the propaganda poems of  the workers’ poets of  
yesterday, but rather authors who occupy a prominent place in today’s canon 
as well. For instance, Sándor Petőfi’s poem Föltámadott a tenger (The Whole Sea 
Has Revolted, translated by George Scirts) acquires a different meaning when 
recited by a speaking chorus, and some of  Attila József ’s poems, such as Tömeg 
(“The Masses”) and Munkások kórusa (“Workers Chorus”) were composed 
precisely for such presentations. Szolláth argues that some knowledge of  the 
circumstances of  a poem’s composition at the very least has the potential to 
enable us, in addition to having some grasp of  the broader interconnections 
of  direct and contemporary poetic tendencies in the case of  the poetry of  
Attila József  (for instance), to understand more thoroughly the entire system in 
which the poems came into being, a system which is both social and aesthetic. 
A sketch of  the context under communism can offer a significant interpretive 
framework, particularly if  one takes into consideration the fact that the essays in 
the book cover a very long period of  time. Some of  them deal with the workers’ 
literature of  the 1930s (for instance analyses of  the aforementioned essay on 
the speaking chorus or Déry’s novel A befejezetlen mondat, “The Unfinished 
Sentence”), while others offer more comprehensive case studies of  the oeuvre, 
stretching over a period of  several decades, of  a given author (such as the essay 
on Lukács’s theory of  critical Realism and canon formation or the thorough 
analysis of  the private and public roles that Galgóczi attempted to represent). 
Szolláth chose to adopt an admirably prudent approach that avoids making the 
context overly broad. He interprets “communism” not in the traditional sense 
as an ideological or political movement or an event in the history of  ideas, 
but rather as a particular practice of  persuading or compelling individuals to 
develop self-reform techniques. This is necessary because this is the sphere in 
which, according to the author, one can find the common components in the 
communist visions and practices of  different eras, components which in the case 
of  an inquiry into the history of  mentalities either become too homogenizing 
(such as in the case of  Hannah Arendt’s conception of  totalitarianism, as 
Szolláth notes) or are too divergent. 
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In adopting this approach to communism as a system of  self-reform and 
self-control of  the individual, Szolláth recalls the late works of  Michel Foucault. 
He uses the methodology of  Foucault’s The History of  Sexuality in his analysis 
of  communism as an ensemble of  power discourses and practices that was at 
work simultaneously on the social and individual level. In the case of  the latter, 
the socialist ideology and conception of  history can only be adopted on the 
individual level if  the individual is able to exert control over him or herself  and 
maintain oversight over his or her own instinctive spheres. Thus the adoption (as 
a personal view) of  communism as an ideology or belief  system can be thought 
of  as a history of  salvation or initiation. The individual joins the Party (he or 
she converts), and from then on his or her new life is one of  asceticism. The 
new “Communist Man” exercises ethical control over himself. He is willing to 
forego the many advantages of  his earlier life and sacrifice his earthly happiness 
for the final victory of  the proletariat and the Utopia of  a classless society.4 
This asceticism is paired with a distinctive approach to literature as well. The 
new “Communist Man” does not simply bring his desires and personal well-
being under the oversight of  his vigilant consciousness (since—especially in the 
1930s—membership in the party was illegal, and therefore clearly compelled 
the individual to sacrifice his or her carefree life to the movement and accept 
in its stead tough work and persecution), but also his personal tastes. Literature 
becomes one of  the tools of  the struggle and one of  the implements of  social 
engineering. In this struggle, aesthetic taste as understood in the traditional sense 
is not the guiding principle. The “Communist Man” prefers not the “beautiful,” 
but rather the “useful.” This is particularly interesting when there is something 
personal at stake. The “heroes” of  the book for the most part are transitional 
figures who stand on both sides at once, figures who deliberately try to renounce 
the determining features of  their earlier selves in order to live a genuinely ascetic 
life. In other words, what is truly interesting to Szolláth is not so much the “pure” 
functioning of  communism, but rather the transitional figures, the individuals 
who stood at the border of  the two worlds. This is palpable primarily in the essay 
on Lukács, since the history of  his life clearly exemplifies the domination of  

4 The asceticism of  communism is perhaps the most spectacularly embodied in Béla Biszku, one of  the 
characters of  the recent novel Igazságos Kádár János [“János Kádár the Just”] by Vilmos Csaplár. Biszku is a 
stern, humorless communist who lives on kefir and dry bread in order to hasten the coming of  the “World 
Revolution.” The book elegantly presents the strange memory of  the Kádár era. Asceticism has become 
lunacy and is in stark contrast with the indulgences of  the hedonistic petty monarchs, who carouse and 
hunt with machine guns.
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ideological and power oriented self-control over the aesthetic sphere. Following 
the Hegelian and Marxist turns, the messianic aesthetic ideology of  the young 
Lukács, which drew on German Romanticism, Dostoyevsky, Kierkegaard, and 
other influences, became an ideological aesthetic, which first sought its place in 
the theory of  classical Realism (giving up on Dostoyevsky and Flaubert as the 
first great “renunciations” of  ascetics in favor of  Tolstoy and Balzac) only later 
to flow into the self-renunciation of  critical (Socialist) Realism through the ritual 
of  self-criticism, which was prompted by the Lukács debate and the influence of  
power pressures. Aesthetic asceticism thus can only function in cases of  figures 
who know the other side as well, who form the art of  the new era while in 
some way being aware of  the values of  the “bourgeois,” “Western” canon—and 
possibly, heaven forfend, the greater value of  this canon (a short section, but a 
very chatty digression makes reference to a later literary historian and theorist, 
Pál Pándi, who as one of  the powerful scholars of  the Kádár era and the editor-
in-chief  of  Kritika disparaged tendencies in contemporary Hungarian and global 
literature with such conviction that one cannot help but presume he himself  was 
very aware of  their merits).

In addition to ascetic aesthetics, the book also examines the aesthetics of  
asceticism, in other words, the works of  authors that were created out of  this 
attitude and conduct of  self-formation and self-control. The chapter on Galgóczi 
is perhaps the most interesting in this regard. Szolláth emphasizes the conflict 
between the role that the writer forces on herself  as a representative and the 
efforts to meet the expectations created by this model. Another far more evident 
form of  asceticism emerges here. As Galgóczi’s correspondence makes clear, 
she expressed her own lesbianism in the discourse of  the class struggle and with 
the language of  the ideology of  power. It is perhaps particularly interesting to 
note that Galgóczi regarded her homosexuality not as some external stamp, but 
rather as the failure of  her very own communist self, as a “bourgeois, decadent 
inclination.” Prompted by this diagnosis, Galgóczi abandoned her role as a writer 
who represented the party and the people and in the 1970s gradually came to 
figure in the role of  the critical, peripheral intellectual, for instance in Törvényen 
belül (“Within the Law”) or Vidravas (“Otter-Iron” – a plate-shaped implement 
used to kill small wild animals that pose a danger to house pets and domesticated 
animals).

The case studies in the book examine certain fundamental phenomena 
of  communism as a mode of  self-formation. The clever and penetrating 
analyses offer a system of  perspectives from which one can rethink the art of  



Book Reviews

425

one of  the dominant ideologies of  the past century. This rethinking, however, 
its inventiveness notwithstanding, sometimes yields debatable results. The 
analyses complement the theoretical framework well, but in my view from time 
to time the author falls into the trap that he himself  criticizes with regards to 
“rereadings.” However much he may emphasize the contextualization of  the 
texts and the relativity of  aesthetic judgment, he tacitly and sometimes explicitly 
shows certain aesthetic preferences, and he passes, however subtly, aesthetic 
judgment. In other words, his efforts notwithstanding, he too represents 
the aesthetic approach of  the present moment, if, however, in a much more 
nuanced manner than those he takes to task. The finest works of  the “heroes” 
of  the narrative are those that “go beyond their context.” They were created 
(allegedly) not in conformity with their original context, but rather in conflict 
with it. More precisely, “decontextualization is not just a concomitant of  their 
survival and their attainment of  universality, but a precondition” (p.257). In 
other words, aestheticism is present, if  in parentheses. One cannot read without 
it. Here too the value judgments of  the present inevitably overwrite the original 
context. I should note, I mention this not as a flaw of  the book, but rather 
as a fact of  the writing of  literary history, a fact that we may not be able to 
surmount. The author shares a great deal with the approach to literature that 
he criticizes, an approach that is oriented to the present. Of  course there are 
many differences of  degree, and sometimes they are striking. For instance, in 
the case of  Attila József  Szolláth persuasively demonstrates, with reference to 
the original context, that some recent interpretations, however legitimate as 
readings, may have little relevance from the perspective of  literary history, since 
they function only as decontextualizing readings that transform the poet into a 
contemporary of  the reader. In other words, the author, as a literary historian 
with good taste (or to use terms that would be more palatable in the study of  
literary history, sharing contemporary literary tastes and values), reads within the 
framework of  a decontextualized, aestheticizing canon of  masterpieces, though 
he recontextualizes these works and searches for their literary place. 

I also have the impression that the aforementioned problem of  contextual 
value may arise in part due to the scope of  the essays. The distance in time of  
the themes of  some of  the chapters sometimes creates confusion. Following the 
aesthetic-political debates of  the 1930s and 1940s, in the chapter on Galgóczi 
the book radically changes context. In the discussion of  the socialist discourse 
after the 1950s more emphasis is given to the similarities to the earlier period 
than the (often highly notable) differences. One can argue for and against 
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the essay collection as a structure. In the case of  this book, the fact that the 
methodological and theoretical unity is coupled with an impressive thematic 
diversity is an argument for it (in addition to the aforementioned works and 
authors, at the beginning of  the book the reader is provided with a short analysis 
of  some of  the films of  the 1980s that criticized the asceticism of  communism). 
However, some of  the themes and the span of  the oeuvres of  some of  the 
authors are an argument against it. At least two of  the four longer chapters, 
the one on Lukács and the one on Galgóczi, resemble preliminary studies for 
a monograph, their cogency notwithstanding. In addition, in order to situate 
properly the important works (those that somehow go beyond the context in 
which they were composed), perhaps it would have been worthwhile to have 
dealt a bit more with the “average” works. The “great” works of  Socialist Realism 
are mentioned only as examples, without any actual discussion or presentation. 
Alexander Ignatyevich Tarasov-Rodionov’s 1922 novel Chocolate, which was a 
kind of  parable of  ascetic conduct in the 1930s, is given the most attention. 
The virtues and vices which for the party faithfuls of  the time were of  primary 
importance, are exemplified by this work, but we are given no real insight into 
the nature of  its actual influence, beyond its ideological and messianic poses. 
Why was it read by so many people, and why did it become a kind of  illegal 
bestseller? This is what gives rise to the fragmentary nature of  the collection, 
which the author addresses at the end of  the book. It is not, he observes, a 
monograph on the asceticism of  communism, but rather “merely” an analysis 
of  some careers, authors, and viewpoints and an attempt to put them in proper 
context. By no means does it aspire to offer a complete image of  the era. The 
book “merely” offers an example of  the use of  an impressive methodology 
alongside persuasive analyses in a field that today is rarely made the subject 
of  inquiry, or when it is, then with debatable results. One can only hope that 
the nuanced analyses, which exemplify an important approach and system of  
perspectives, will find readers and perhaps prompt more thorough study of  the 
literary history of  the socialist era.

Translated by Thomas Cooper  
Tamás Kisantal


