
the way the author's mind flits from 
Jorge Louis Borges and the Koran to W. 
B. Yeats and Louis MacNeicc. This 
topic , i.e., the search for national identity 
in the poetry of Northern Ireland could 
only be discussed properl y within the 
frame work of a separate book. 

On the whole Racz's book is 
impeccabl y researched and annotated, 
and he gives some penetratin g and 
thought-provoking analyses. It is a 
valuable contribution to the study of the 
genr e of dramatic monologue . 

Bela Po!yak 

The Story Goes On 

Zoltan Abadi-Na gy: Vildgre._giny -
Regi'!)·vildg lThe Novel of the World - The 

World of the No vel] Orbis Litteramm Series 
2, Kossuth Egyetemi Kiado, Debrecen, 1997. 

The foremost Hun garian critic 
of contemporary American literatur e has 
at long last disclosed some of the secrets 
hidd en in his drawers - or disk files, 
times being what they are. Those in the 
know had long been aware that he had 
kept some thing from us, and even the 
less attentive readers might have spotted 
the six relevant refer ences in Abadi -
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Nag y's previou s work, which, in a 
gesture not unlik e those of some of th e 
authors he analysed, sent us looking for a 
book not yet published, basically 
whirling us in a time warp. The previ ous 
critical volume, published in 1995, tells 
us that interviews with certain renowned 
American authors are available in a book 
called The Novel of the World - The World of 
the N ovel. However, this latter work came 
out two years later, although, obviousl y, 
it was in th e making at the time its 
predecess or was put together. 

The Novel of the World - The World of 
the Novel is Zoltan Abadi-Nagy's fifth 
volume of criticism. He started out with 
Swift, a szatinkus is a tervez!J [S,vift: Satirist 
and D esigner" Budapest: Akademiai 
Kiad6, 1973], went on with Va/sag is 
komikum - A hatvanas evek amerikai regenye 
[Crisis and Com edy - The American 
Novel in th e 60s" Magveto, 1982], which 
latter proved to be the first in a series of 
critical wo rks cover ing contempora ry 
American fiction from the late fifties up 
until December 31, 1999. No kiddin g. 
After Az amerikai minimalista proza 
[American Minimalist Pro se" 
Argumentum , 1994] came Mai amerikai 
regenykalauv 19 70-1990 [A Guid e to 
Contemp orary American Novels" 1970-
1990] and Vilagreginy - Regenyvilag [The 
Novel of the World - The World of the 
Novel, herein after: NOW-WON ], and 
there l S no stoppm g: Abadi-Nag y 
(hereinaft er: ZA N) is alread y working on 
the next vo lum e, which bo th 
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chronol ogically and logically follows the 
themes of the prec eding works . This 
time, however, he also decided to take 
care of his intellectual heritage by 
launchin g a commend able project ; he 
has gathered around him a group o f five, 
research ers and stud ents, named them 
America 2000, and is involving them in 
writing and compilin g the next book, 
which will be on the question of identi ty 
in the literature of th e 1990s (henc e the 
exact closing date above) , and whose 
chapters will be produc ed by resp ective 
member s of the group - includin g ZAN 
himself both as editor and contribut or. 
The boo k will be publish ed in 2001. 

Th e latest volum e, NOW-W ON, 
includes int erviews with six Americ an 
classics: Walker Perc y, Kurt Vonn egut , 
William Ga ddis, E.L. D octorow , Ronald 
Sukenick , and Raym ond Pederman , and 
strays from the path s of the auth or's 
other works on Am Lit in at least one 
major way, and from interview s in 
general in another . T he one way in 
which N O W-WON deviates from the 
series is chronological. Vdl rdg es komikum 
explored American fiction in the 1960s 
with a focus on black humour and 
entrop y; Az amerikai minima!ista prdza 
concentrat ed on the generati on (s) 
followin g the high postm odern period; 
while the Mai amerikai regenyka!aut 19 70-
1990 too k on introducin g a wide range 
of Am erican novels and novelist s in the 
period indicated in it s title. In other 
words, the real sequel to these thr ee, as 
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far as chronolo gy is concerned , will be 
the identity vo lum e; rath er than 
continuing it, NOW-WON 
compl ements the Guide. What ZA N 
offers us in NOW-WON is a selection 
of the by-produ cts of the first two 
volumes in the series. Notice I have not 
said "o nly." You would assume it is not 
a critical work but simpl y a bunch of 
con versations typed up and neatl y edit ed 
- and this is exactl y where you wo uld be 
wron g. A mere generic chan ge takes 
place, not one in quality; it must be 
stressed that as a consequenc e of the 
thorou ghly researched, well-con sidered 
questions, the bo ok, with all its analytical 
and theoretical conclusions, gains an 
imp ort ance that is characteristi c o f an 
indi spensable critical vo lume. 

Th e author s have been arranged 
accordin g to a pattern that is neith er 
alphab etical nor chro nological in ord er. 
ZAN start s out by admitting thi s in the 
prefa ce: he inform s us that he had 
picked as an organising principl e the 
extent to which the authors in their 
writin gs dissent from convention al novel 
form s 111 term s of structur e and 
techni que; that is, Percy, wh o mostly 
empl oys traditi onal means and effects of 
m1mes1s, preced es Sukenick and 
Fed erm an , who sometimes engage in 
creating an elaborate stru cture, 
som etimes a cheap disguise; while 
Vonn egut, Gaddi s and D octoro w linger 
in between, minglin g elements o f both 
strat egies, experim ent al in spirit and 



often in methods, yet, at the same time, 
their roots strong and firm in tradition. 

While reading this review in English, 
on interviews with authors whose 
mother tongue is also English, we should 
keep in mind that this particular 
collection of conversations was 
published in Hungarian . Although we 
find no translator named on the 
copyright page, we are certainl y right in 
assuming that ZAN translat ed the text 
himself. There is only one ref erence to 
translation in the preface: in his last but 
one opening remark ZAN says he felt 
that any formality of the language 
"would misrepresent the circumstances 
of the int erviews, and would distort their 
atmosphere and style, when used in 
conversations recorded in a casual mood 
based on informality" (p. 12.). ,-\t first I 
took this to define all of the interviews, 
but now it seems the words "when used" 
mark a subtle, perhaps unintended 
distinction: they impl y that forma l 
language is perfectly appropriat e when 
used in conversations lacking that certam 
mood. Should it be so, we might 
conclud e that only Gaddis and 
Doctorow refused to cooperate m 
establi shing a relaxed situ ation (the 
reason why formal langua ge is used in 
the Sukenick interview prob ably being 
that, as an exception in the collection, it 
had been published before, and the text 
is a reprint of the 1984 ver sion). It is no 
wonder, considering the widely known 
fact that the se two authors tend to turn 
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down interviews ,vith repugnance. Our 
conclusion 1s further supported by 
Gaddis's opening statements and by 
ZAN's menti on of how Doctorow 
refused to consent to the publication of 
the interview in E nglish and how he cut 
the Hungarian version by half durin g 
revisions. Unlike Gaddis, who seems to 
warm to the situation and gets fairly 
loosened up with time, Doctorow 
remams upti ght and pedantic 
throughout. A tough guy. Oh, and by th e 
way, the tran slations are excellent. 

Althou gh this seems contradictory to 
what I just said, openness appears to be 
one of the remarkable common features 
that pre vail in the int erv iews . In spite of 
Doctorow 's rigidity, which can in fact be 
put down to an uncomprom1s111g 
strictness and precision not only with the 
critic bu t himself as well, the fact 
rema111s that he did agree to the 
interview and afterwards to its 
publicati on 111 Hungary a trne 
achievement on ZAN's part. Zi\N also 
mana ged to tame Gaddis, and was 
successful in coming to terms ,vith the 
other four write rs in a manner that 
reflects both mutual respect and an urge 
to explor e and explicate. He succeeded 
in puttin g the authors in a state of mind 
in which the y sens ed not only an 
obligation to satisfy the base informatio n 
hunger of the everyday reader but also 
an inner dnve to crystallise certain 
crucial point s in critical reception , no 
matter what their general attitude 
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towards it. Strangely enough, the parties 
reach a point in each conversation 
where, as a result of how ZAN seeks to 
understand them and their work, the 
authors are driven to search for 
responses to their own unanswered 
questions as well . The questions appear 
to awaken a need in the interviewees to 
put into words some sort of self-
definitioo, or describe the process of its 
evolution without prevarication. A 
process full of struggles, obviously; and 
the expectation of the partner luckily 
coincides here with the speaker's 
fundamental urge to express this formula 
- another common feature of the SL'-

cooversations. 
Gaddis does not hesitate to come 

out with reasons for his reluctance to 
appear in public as a writer: he says he 
cannot stand stupid questions and does 
not think very much of criticism. He 
claims his resistance stems from the 
tendency to ask childish chit-chat 
questions in a talk show fashion, whereas 
he prefers the focus to be on the work 
rather than the author. Let us face it: he 
does have a point there. It suffices to 
thumb through two volumes of Inte,jtt! -
Na,_f!Y irok miihe!Jeben [Interviews with 
Great Writers, Budapest: Europa, n.d.] 
and check out the Anglo-Saxon authors. 
One cannot be more baffled when 
coming across questions like "Cao you 
play cards?," "Which is your favourite 
season?," "\'{!hat do you have for 
breakfast?" or "Do you write in the 
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morning or at night?". These are the type 
of questions Gaddis ridicules by calling 
them "Which side of the paper do you 
write on?" questions. Make no mistake 
about it, you will be happy to find ZAN 
crushes that tradition. 

In addition to the chance of meeting 
the six authors, we have an excellent 
opportunity to get acquainted with 
ZAN's analytical mind and his tireless 
drive to interrogate the writers. He 
makes excuses in advance, saying that he 
feels bound in his questions to give the 
reader an angle on the works in question 
and their context, as a consequence of 
which his deeply probing questions are 
at times in sharp contrast to the brief 
answers. This is especially true for the 
cynically pragmatic V onnegut, who 
relapses into an attitude reminiscent of 
his characters and habitually shortcuts 
the interviewer's well-researched abstract 
questions. Not a wordmonger, not he. 
Each author refutes ZAN's 
interpretation once or twice, saying that 
it is too far-fetched and is aimed at 
establishing links that conflict with their 
original intentions; and no doubt, there 
is sometimes a sense that ZAN intends 
to push a preconsidered idea a little. The 
fact that the interviews are edited 
reinforces this suspicion because any 
unevenness in the dialogue might create 
in us the false impression that some 
remarks and comments are cut out and 
thus left unreflected, when, in reality, the 
author is simply hard pressed for time 



due to his tight schedule. 
Two things kept bothering me 

throughout the book, and one of them 
ended up turning into a strong irritation. 
Firstly, to my taste, ZAN massively 
overuses italicisation in his collection. I 
frequently bumped into sentences where 
two or even three words were printed in 
italics, as if ZAN did not trust us to spot 
the really significant parts in what they (yes, 
the same goes for his questions) had to 
say, or he preferred the readers' stresses 
to coincide with his choices. Secondly, I 
had a strong sensation of being treated 
like a high school nincompoop welling 
up in me at the sight of some of the 
footnotes. Try as I might, I cannot come 
to understand why you would want to 
clarify in a university press publication 
on world literature the following 
"obscurities": neuron, mutatis mutandis, 
carte blanche, euthanasia, fait accompli, 
par excellence, erratum, dyslexia, 
Watergate scandal, or Armageddon, to 
name but a few. I am sure we deserve 
more credit ab ovo. Particularly irksome 
are the verbatim definitions imported 
from Bakos' dictionary of foreign words. 
On the other hand, uninitiated and 
underinformed novices are left in the 
dark as to what the key sentence is in 
Percy's The Moviegoer (p. 49.), which 
about-to-be-ready novel Vonnegut 
describes (p. 97-8.), which of his books 
had been officially burnt and where (p. 
116.), and when the Hungarian weekly 
E!et is lroda!om [Life and Literature] 
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published a debate on where Houdini 
was born (p. 174.). 

As usual, ZAN has again produced 
true pioneering work. His critical volume 
precedes the publication of most of the 
primary literature it is based on: with the 
exception of Vonnegut and Doctorow, 
the authors included in ZAN's selection 
have been hugely neglected both by 
Hungarian publishing houses and 
academia, the extreme being \Villiam 
Gaddis, whose work does not seem to 
be considered worth being introduced to 
the Hungarian public. As usual, I said, 
because the lack of corresponding 
material available in Hungarian has been 
a major characteristic of ZAN's critical 
works ever since the second book in the 
series, the one on Minimalism, which 
broke into a total critical vacuum, and 
will be succeeded by the publication of 
the Hungarian translation of the primary 
pieces only early next year. 

For two reasons, it is a pity that the 
last interview was reduced to half the 
length of its original version. First, it 
would have made nice symmetry to 
begin and end the book with a seventy-
page interview. More importantly, I have 
found Federman the most likeable writer 
- or I should use the word "person" 
because when I say this it is not his 
artist's credo or fiction theory I recall. 
ZAN claims the conversation was cut in 
order to reduce the size of the book, but 
I must say I do not really see what 
difference thirty more pages would have 
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made in a 250-page book. Either way, let 
us hope that some tim e in the futur e we 
will have access to the full versions of all 
the intervi ews as well as more lefto ver 
bits and pieces from Zoltan Abadi-
Nagy's draw ers - first of all, to what he 
has on Coo ver and Barth, if I may 
suggest . 

JuditBakos 

Legitimising the Apocryphal? 

Tamas Bcnyei, Apokriflrat ok. 
Mdgik11s realista reginyekr6! [Apocryphal Texts. 
Magic Realism in Novels], Orbis Litt eramm 

Series 3, Debrecen : Koss uth Egyetemi 
Kiad6, 1997. 

The term 'ma gic realism' itself is 
rather contradictory so far as it 
interp olate s the subjective, the magical, 
and th e spiritual 'mode' within the 
objecti ve , the realistic, and the ph ysical 
'mode' o f \vriting. Acco rding to th e 
author the supernatural is 'imman ent' in 
magic realist texts, a 'hidd en propert y of 
reality,' gro"ving organic ally out of the 
represent ed world. 1 Are they meant to be 
sacred texts, the apocryphal versions or 

3Tamas Benyei, 'Rereadin g "Magic Realism"' 
H[EAS , /I0/.3, No. I (1997) p. 152., further referr ed 
to as 'R' 
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simulations of hol y boo ks (R. p . 174)? 
Ben yei's compact, well balanced study 
supplies the reader with an answer to 
this question amon g many other s. 

The introducti on , by observing the 
'popul ar ' connotati ons of 'magic realism' 
- that is, the allusions to the exotic, the 
fantastic, the unknown - emphasi ses the 
need for a closer analysis, a poss ible 
rereadin g of the term, suggesting new 
appro aches to the und erstandin g of this 
'mode ' o f writing. Fo llowing the critical 
canon, Benyei defin es the texts of 
magical realism to be analysed as 
'paradi gmatic' and 'typical.' Th ere is a 
wide range of authors and works he 
labels 'magic realist ' out of which his 
paradigm atic text s will be: Garda 
I\fargue z's One Hundred ·y·ears ef Solitude 
(1967) and Salman Rushdie's Midn{ght'r 
Children (1981); and the 'typical': To ny 
Morri son's Song oj·Solomon (1977), Angela 
Cart er's i'\1i,ghts at the Circus (1984), 
Graham Swift 's Water/and (1983). 

T he author's underlying assu mptio n 
is that the magic realist 'mode of writing' 
is a part of th e postmodern mode, 
alth ough the two terms should not be 
blurred, or under stoo d as synony ms. It 
is, as he sees it , close to the po stmo dern 
novel-p oe tics elaborated by Linda 
Hutch eon in th e 1980s . Th ough he 
accepts the the ory tha t mo st 'magi c 
realist' texts have been born in a 
po stco lon ial cont ext, Benyei emphasises 
that this mode of writing itself is not 
nece ssarily, 'per definitionem' the 


