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Summary 

 

In my doctoral thesis I carry out a comparative analysis of Gábor Bódy’s and 

András Jeles’s films. My former degree thesis, in which I analysed the intermedial 

relationship between film and literature in Gábor Bódy’s Narcissus and Psyche [Nárcisz 

és Psyché], as well as several conference papers and studies dealing with the particular 

aspects of the relationship between text and image serve as the starting point for the 

present research. 

The idea of a dialogical approach to Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s works 

derives from the topic of the conference entitled Double Projection organized in Szeged 

in November 2007. I took part in the conference with a paper entitled Dialogue of Anti-

Films, which was a comparative analysis of Gábor Bódy’s Dog’s Night Song [Kutya éji 

dala] and András Jeles’s Dream Brigade [Álombrigád]. The main objective of the 

conference was a comparative approach to Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s artistic 

achievements, as part of a wider series aimed at the exploration, the comparative and 

intermedial analysis of the effective history of the Hungarian neo-avant-garde.  

Experimental film, carrying on the heritage of the avant-garde, ultimately questions 

the limits of spectatorship. Freed from norms and conventions, experimental film seeks the 

forms of expression through which its medium comes to the fore and is overtly interpreted, 

even in a self-assertive way, to the detriment of smooth reception. It rejects the classical 

units, coherence as well as narrative conventions; instead, it focuses on metatextuality, 

initiates an active dialogue with the other arts, and formulates questions – in the language 

of film – related to artistic creation, to art in general. 

The relations among text, image and motion picture, approached from a 

hermeneutical viewpoint, constitute the wider framework of the investigation in which I 

have placed and discussed Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s cinematic art. Both directors 

strive to create total meanings; the related tendencies and conceptual differences can be 

best demonstrated in the “double projection” of a comparative approach; along the 
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versions of cinematic meaning attribution the intermedial relationship between the verbal 

and the visual also requires reconsideration and reinterpretation. 

The dialogical view prevailing in the thesis is present not only in the act of 

comparing the two directors, but also in the research method aiming at the exploration of 

the network of intermedial relations.  

In Bódy’s és Jeles’s writings there appears the issue of the relations among film and 

the other arts. According to Bódy this complex relationship makes possible the mutual 

reflection and thus self-scrutiny of the particular arts, in this way film acts not only as the 

forum of manifestation, the documenting framework of fine arts, music and theatre, but 

primarily as a medium resorting to them as structuring principles, initiating a fruitful 

dialogue with them and thus becoming a transforming, renewing medium that places its 

own mediality in the focus, claiming the necessity of intermedial research: “(...) as if the 

various arts gravitated in one point in order to transgress their own domains. It is the 

particular possibility of film that it possesses the power of expressing the gravitation that it 

is itself part of. Maybe only transitionally. Still, it is hard to ignore the prominent role that 

film has played in the self-analysis and documentation of the art and music trends of the 

past half century.” (Bódy In. Zalán ed. 2006, 94).  

Jeles’s thoughts “gravitate” in a similar direction; he formulates the paradox that a 

particular medium can best express its own mediality, can best display its own materiality 

if it gets close to some other medium, to some “foreign” material, to the other arts: “There 

seems to be a peculiar tendency in art: to create forms which display the most profound, the 

most mysterious features of the material, which show the power and message of the 

elements lying within. It is a shocking paradox: if the form makes visible its own material, 

if the medium reveals its most private qualities, then it almost steps out of the circle of its 

own possibilities and gets close to a foreign territory, to the language of another art.” (Jeles 

2006, 8)  

In line with the explored topic, the method applied in the thesis is “of 

experimental character” in itself: I undertake to examine the intermedial relations of film 

by “dismantling” them to the individual arts/media. After a theoretical-historical 

foundation, I study in turn, in separate chapters, the relations between sound and image, 

further on, film’s relation with literature, theatre, painting and photography respectively 
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in Bódy’s and Jeles’s films. Thus the thesis carries out an applied research on 

intermediality; this main goal structures the whole thesis, and the main viewpoints along 

which the particular films are discussed are subordinated to this research objective and 

completed with viewpoints offered by hermeneutics and reception theory. 

The problems of picture theory and film poetics outlined in the first chapter of the 

thesis (Pictorial Turn – Interpretive Turn) represent the wider and, respectively, narrower 

theoretical context of the research. Picture theories can be traced back to the basic 

question of art philosophy and visual anthropology, namely what is the image. In his 

study entitled The Age of the World View, by distinguishing between the image (Bild) and 

representation (Abbild), Martin Heidegger formulates a fundamental recognition of 

representation criticism, according to which, differently from representation, the image is 

not the representation of the world, but we grasp the world itself as image. 

On the soil prepared by Heidegger a series of theoretical considerations come to 

light centred on the problems of the “iconic turn” and “pictorial turn” respectively. As 

the result of the changes of view that have taken place in the philosophical, aesthetic and 

anthropological discourses of cultural sciences, image/visuality is not secondary, not 

subordinated to written culture, not exposed to the logos, but an ally of equal rank, 

organically completing verbality.    

In the past decades several recent recognitions have emerged in the varied 

orientations of research of the relation between image and text, especially in the field of 

intermediality, image-text studies and the mediality of literature. As film, due to the 

features of its medium, brings into question this relationship from the first, the general 

considerations of picture theory are also relevant in this narrower, film-theoretical aspect. 

The assumed research task is oriented towards the system of relations among the various 

media: the intermedial relations are in the focus of research. Film integrates the domains 

of word and image, of the verbal and the visual, and provides several possibilities for 

these relations to manifest themselves, from inseparable unity to various figures of 

discordance, distancing, subversion and playing off one against the other. 

Intermediality gains special overtones in neo-avant-garde arts. Several endeavours 

of Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s cinematic art are aimed at reconsidering the 

integrative intermedial character of film – embracing other branches of art –  and they 
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conceive their films as scenes of dialogue among various media. The medium of film 

invites us to think about the possibilities and nature of intermedial relations, as the 

“cinematic specificity” essentially refers to film’s capacity of using, integrating the signs 

and specificities of other media. The intermedial endeavours amplified in the neo-avant-

garde are explicitly connected to the ideal/utopia of Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk. In 

Richard Wagner’s vision Miklós Erdély identifies the totality that can be created with 

artistic means of expression, and dreams about cinema as transmitting similar total 

signification.  

In the second chapter (Experimentalist Endeavours in the Context of Hungarian 

Film History) I examine Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s experimental works in the 

framework of Hungarian film history. In the specialist literature of film history the terms 

“the seventies”, “the eighties” are used, indicating distinct film historical periods. 

However, these terms are treated with criticism both by Gábor Gelencsér and András 

Bálint Kovács, as the periodization of Hungarian film history is not necessarily aligned 

with the order of decades. In the context of the seventies Gábor Bódy’s film entitled      

American Torso [Amerikai anzix, 1975] is the landmark of Hungarian experimental film, 

the forerunner of alternative modes of film narration, of new narrativity. The 

masterpieces of the eighties are born in 1983: Gábor Bódy’s Dog’s Night Song [Kutya éji 

dala] as well as András Jeles’s Dream Brigade [Álombrigád] radically formulate the 

questions of experimental filmmaking; they can be linked to the prose revolution taking 

place in Hungarian literature in the same period. The two directors both turn their 

attention to the medial and generic limits of film; they see the possibility of renewing 

film language and film narration respectively by enlarging film’s boundaries. 

Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s names can hardly be mentioned without Miklós 

Erdély’s name. András Jeles describes the view and filmmaking practice that closely 

connect the three directors as “harmony of essences”. The attitude of radically rejecting 

the institutional or personal expectations also relates these directors; their films have 

often been criticised, however, the exploration of the questions, relevant also 

theoretically, which their films and writings are connected to, transform the task of re-

reading and reinterpretation into an exciting adventure. 
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In the next chapter (The Relationship between Film and Theory in Gábor Bódy’s 

and András Jeles’s Writings) I examine Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s major writings. 

Several affirmations of Bódy’s theoretical writings clash with the theoretical framework 

and paradigm in which they were born. He assimilates the leading film theoretical 

orientations of the seventies and the eighties (linguistic, semiotic approaches to film), 

however, in his theoretical works he raises several representational and medial issues which 

have recently become core questions in scientific discourses; the thesis highlights these – 

hermeneutical, phenomenological, anthropological – connections. 

The following chapters examine particular aspects of the network of intermedial 

relations indicated in the title of the thesis. In this way the fourth chapter focuses on the 

sound-image relations. In the experimental filmmaking practice the complexity of film 

experience is created through undermining the “classical unity” of sound and image. 

Bódy’s and Jeles’s films turn against the principle of complementarity between sound and 

image; they apply techniques that split the “unity” of the two, alienating the optical/visual 

and acoustic/verbal dimensions from each other. In this chapter I examine the relationship 

between soundtrack and image, between natural and artificial sound, between the 

inarticulate (noise) and highly articulated (music) sounds with speech situated in-between, 

the incongruences of image frame and sound frame, the characteristics of narratorial voice 

and narrative viewpoint, and last but not least, what dimensions of signification these 

techniques and procedures reveal and what kind of experience they offer the viewer.    

The next chapter investigates the relationship between literature and film. As 

theoretical foundation I discuss general issues regarding media change and translatability, I 

survey various conceptions of adaptation, including the hermeneutical and intermedial 

approaches, the latter grabbing the relationship between film and literature in terms of 

alliance and in-betweenness. Then I examine Gábor Bódy’s and András Jeles’s adaptation 

strategies/visions, the versions of the dialogue between film and literature represented by 

two peculiar moments of Hungarian adaptation history, Narcissus and Psyche [Nárcisz és 

Psyché] and The Annunciation [Angyali üdvözlet] respectively. Bódy’s adaptation 

revaluates the traditional relation between the “literary source” and its “cinematic 

reproduction”; it transforms the literary source material into a hypernarrative, while Jeles’s 

work adapts The Tragedy of Man only in part in the spirit of the romantic cult of 
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fragmentedness. By interpreting Imre Madách’s drama in terms of the universal human 

condition, the film explores metaphysical depths. In both cases the stake of linguistic and 

intermedial experimentation is the transgression of limits, the extension of the boundaries 

of film language, the shaping of the metapoetic dimension of the motion picture, while, in 

the act of mediatedness, the literary work itself undergoes a change; literature and film 

form a special alliance and mutually overwrite each other. 

Chapter VI explores the liaison between film and theatre. This dialogue forms an 

important part of the manifold relations between film and the other arts. Apart from 

literature, theatre has exercised the most powerful influence upon the art of film: besides 

the transmedial adventures of storytelling (adapting literary works to the stage and to the 

screen, film adaptations of dramatic works), directing, acting, the scenery, the props, the 

costumes all designate the common playground of theatre and film; at the same time, this 

playground is also divided as all the elements listed above function differently, produce 

distinct effects in the medium of the theatre and that of the film respectively. After briefly 

discussing the differences between theatrical and cinematic space, between the 

experience conveyed by theatre and film, and outlining their contact surfaces, I analyse 

three theatrical performances which are related to the medium of film/video: Gábor 

Bódy’s Hamlet as well as Jeles’s Dramatic Events [Drámai események] and The Empire of 

Smiles [A mosoly birodalma]. Bódy’s Hamlet, created within the institutional framework of 

the Kisfaludy Theatre from Gyır, was turned into a TV production; the two performances 

directed by Jeles were recorded to film within the Béla Balázs Studio. Theatre is a 

determining part of Jeles’s artistic career; he creates a unique theatrical discourse that is 

“perpendicular” to the institutional structures of theatre, representing alterity even in the 

context of alternative theatre. 

Chapter VII of the dissertation investigates the relationship between painting and 

film. This relation has formed an especially rich and manifold tradition in film history, 

while several theorists have reconsidered and nuanced the schematic oppositions 

indicating the specific differences between the two arts. Experimental filmmaking, 

opening towards the other arts, among them towards painting as well, resorts to cinematic 

procedures representing or imitating paintings with the purpose of transgressing media 

boundaries, of reflecting upon the film’s own medium, indicating at the same time the 
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live connection between the two media. Along examples taken from Bódy’s and Jeles’s 

films the thesis discusses the modes of film’s dialogue initiated with painting, and analyses 

the significance and role in meaning construction of inner frames, de-framing, still pictures, 

imitations and paraphrases of paintings as well as metapictures. 

Chapter VIII, exploring the relationship between photography and film, deviates 

from the line of thoughts followed in the thesis so far as it does not carry out a parallel 

analysis of the works of the two directors; it contains a theoretical argumentation related to 

the problem of indexicality of photography and motion picture respectively. This problem 

is accentuated in Gábor Bódy’s theoretical writings, in this way he joins a current critical 

discourse and points forward to the changed status of cinematic representation in the 

postmedia age. The theoretical argumentation is followed by a comparative analysis of        

Blow-Up (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1966), Dog’s Night Song (Kutya éji dala, Gábor 

Bódy, 1983) and Caché (Michael Haneke, 2005). In each of these films the topic of 

investigation is associated with the mediality of the trace. The problem of mediality 

reflected in the strongly related approaches leads to significant conclusions also from the 

viewpoint of the evolution of the topic in film history. The examination of Gábor Bódy’s 

conceptualism placed in between modernism (Antonioni) and the postmedia age 

(Haneke) turns attention to subtle displacements of emphasis. 

 The last chapter of the dissertation reflects on the relationship between mediality 

and aesthetic experience. The stylistic toolkit applied in experimental film urges the viewer 

to get distanced from his/her customary viewing habits and to partake of a more profound 

sense of foreignness; at the same time it directs attention to the texture, to the materiality of 

the medium. The integration of impulses deriving from distinct sensory areas makes 

possible for the viewer to perceive the film in an in-between, intersensorial space. The 

manner in which experimental film activates the intermedial relations, initiates dialogue 

with literature, theatre, music, painting and photography, the intense moments created in 

the ruptures are aimed at conveying total experience. Ultimately, experimental film seeks to 

designate the meeting points of media and the senses, to create the conditions of integrated 

exprerience conveyed by intermedial connections and haptic reception, intersensoriality in 

the cinematic medium.  
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Conclusions 

Bódy’s view of the cinema, powerfully oriented towards reflexivity, towards the 

medium itself, is related to the term of document(ary), while Jeles is attracted towards the 

metaphysics of the cinematic image. Bódy’s experimentalism challenges the tradition of 

fiction film; for him documentary is not merely a cinematic genre but rather a meta-term 

pertaining to the ontology of the motion picture. Jeles rejects the patterns and conventions 

of narration and states that the true dimension of visuality does not rely on narrative 

principles. In Jeles’s films the deconstructive character of film language manifests in a 

more powerful way than in Bódy’s works: Jeles radically turns against the conventions of 

film narration, while at Bódy certain conventions of narration persist, though rather in 

stylised forms.  

For Gábor Bódy and András Jeles film is the meeting point of the concordances 

and discordances, resonances and incongruences of various forms of artistic expression, 

of various media. The main objective of the doctoral thesis was to explore and interpret 

these meting points. These encounters are of crucial importance in both oeuvres: film’s 

relationship with literature, theatre, music, painting, photography and video sheds new 

light upon the cinematic medium, rewrites the aesthetic experience of film and opens up 

an intermedial playground where the various modes of transgression, interaction and 

reflexivity result in figures of in-betweenness. 

Bódy’s and Jeles’s films and writings testify that the mysterious relationship 

between words and images, the correlation between the visual and the verbal are especially 

exciting problems for them. The topicality of their art is attested by the fact that their films 

and writings raise questions that became central in scientific research after the pictorial 

turn, in the nineties and at the beginning of the 21st century. Bódy’s several affirmations 

formulated in the transitional period of the transformation of audiovisual culture predict the 

evolution of the fate of pictures after the pictorial turn (W. J. T. Mitchell), in the age of 

“postmedia aesthetics” (Lev Manovich), in today’s changed conditions of multimediality.   
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