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An existential-ontological dialogue-experiment with the poetry of Attila József 

 

Abstract 

 

Amid the broad academic literature covering the poetry - and worldview - of Attila 

József, my dissertation instead of providing a descriptive account, aims at exploring the works 

of Attila József as a philosophical discourse, thus placing the emphasis on ascertaining the 

questions raised by the poet. Even if though the present paper makes no attempt of providing 

a comprehensive biography, it will nevertheless strive to study those lyrical works of the poet, 

where there is an adequate amount of reflection to prove his deeper philosophical aims. My 

starting point was an approach to József Attila’s poetical world-view through the history of 

philosophy, especially by examining the recurring philosophical terms and issues in his 

works. The poetry of Attila József (in a philosophical sense) is a constant questioning on 

being, under which lies the metaphysics of “perceived nothingness”, which - based on my 

understanding - is arranged is in order during in his later works. 

As I see it, the poetry of Attila József has certain characteristics, which besides their 

contribution to the spread of certain literary trends, are able to dig deeper by prompting 

serious existential-ontological explorations. 

The academic goal of the paper is - while keeping in mind the inner structure of the 

analysed poetry - to highlight those aspects, which may transform the poet’s work into a more 

reflected, consciously articulated, living and fertile space for philosophical discourse. I 
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wished to examine the thought of Attila József (the philosophical content of his lyrical works) 

in an existential-ontologist sphere, which does not neglect the philosophical references 

bearing influence over his world-view, and which made it possible for the poet to use a lyrical 

language not only capable of understanding, but also of demonstrating the way humans are 

thrown into being - their existential vulnerability.  

 During the close and conscious reading of József Attila’s poems, I have discovered a 

philosophical system which received relatively little attention by scholars. So far, scholarly 

literature has examined the relation of the poet with philosophical theories and terms only 

through one or few of his works. The goal of the present paper is to explore it in an entire 

narrative, starting from the birth of his personality, up until the hermeneutics of his suicide. 

 The initial starting point of my research was, that Attila József - this unique sensitive 

intellectual - demonstrates the ontological laws of being by leading us up until the state of 

ceaseless questioning - to “delimited infinity”. Based on my receptive hypothesis, Attila 

József’s poetical model cannot be conceived as a mere aesthetic experience, for the “asthete” 

broadens itself into an ontological being, the existential essence of which is in constant 

attempt to unerstand oneself. What (among others) prompts this to be an essential element of 

understanding the poet’s works, is that Attila József’s relation to the world consists of nothing 

else but the imposition of questions having philosophical nature. 

 While taking into account all these, the paper aims to show through five chapters the 

relevant philosophical terms and issues appearing in the most important works of Attila 

József, by examining them from different aspects. During the examination of poetic language 

I have made separate remarks on the possibility for the “poetic word” to create truth to 

demonstrate that through this process its philosophical perspective manifests itself. I have 

further explored the way in which the poems revisit the approach of using merely 

philosophical terms, and how these terms eventually gain new meanings, or - in given cases - 

fertility. 

 In the second part of the paper I have analysed those results of the scholarly reception 

of Attila József which served as a ground for examining his works to me.  Besides, I have 

relied upon a methodological basis to be influenced by the constitutive principles of 

Heidegger’s existential-ontologist works on the self, death and dying, and the Hegelian 

concept of consciousness/self-consciousness. Heidegger’s fundamental-ontological thoughts 

convinced me of the way the human being arrives at the understanding that death is not 

merely brutum factum, mere medical-biological fact, but it is always constitutive, imperative, 

as humans do not simply die, but have a constant attitude towards death. In addition to the 
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Heideggerian concept, while examining the ontological landscape poems of Attila József, the 

Hegelian phenomenological analysis of consciousness and self-consciousness proved to be 

the adequate ground for understanding his works. The reason why this was an essential 

aspect, is that in Attila József, landscape is pictured as an inherently subjective product - to 

put it in phenomenological terms: a constituent of consciousness -, even if in certain cases 

some of its elements can also exist without being fully contingent on our consciousness. 

 In the third part of the present dissertation, I have shed light on such points, which 

based on my understanding, discuss the will of the self to accomplish oneself: the existential 

will to find certainty. As such, the selection of the studied works was done based on a given 

theme: the self-creation of oneself and the issue of consciously being in the world. It is to be 

noted though that my selection should not be presumed to be comprehensive, it may at any 

time be extended by the study of further works of the poet. In this chapter, I have aimed to 

closely examine the topic and the perspective: I have focused on the way the individual 

creates oneself, that is to say, how one can only arrive from mere existence to their true self 

through constant questioning.  

The fourth part of the dissertation aimed to demonstrate the reason why the landscape 

poems of Attila József should not be taken to be “landscape poems” in the original sense, 

discussed the role the “projected landscape” plays, and eventually suggested that they should 

rather be understood as ontological poems, as argued by Péter Pór. According to my 

hypothesis, in the poetically constructed landscapes Attila József did not only picture the 

aesthetic experience of the given landscape, but also mapped the horizon of human existence. 

Through this, we are metaphorically introduced to the different modes of existence, so that we 

can ultimately understand the cosmic order of human existence within the view of the 

landscape. I have further aimed to reflect on the ability of these poems to lead the reader to 

the recognition, that the projected view of the landscape helps understand the ontological 

structure of consciousness. In an ontological sense, I therefore take the relationship between 

the observer and the landscape to be a unification. The close analysis of the poems clearly 

gave an insight to the fact, that in the cosmic structure of the drawn space we can recognise 

the importance of an inner world, which consciousness articulated in a way that the existence 

of the self cannot be understood as substance, but rather as the self-consciousness of different 

change processes. As such, the self-conscious wishing to accomplish itself will eventually be 

manifested in an inner structure, which is only possible in its fluctuating form. 

 In the last part of my dissertation I have examined the way in which hopelessness - 

with its operation through anxiety, fear and admission - becomes to be a key determinant of 
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certainty in existence. In the final chapter I have also dealt with the way in which Attila József 

presents the unique ontology of death, how the accomplished self relates to the ontology of 

the non-existent in an authentic way. I hold this to be an important aspect, as these thoughts 

prompt a dialogue between the poems and Heidegger, in whom death does not appear as 

something happening at the end of existence, but rather as an a priori necessary condition for 

human existence. The phenomenological and hermeneutical death conception of Heidegger 

provides me a conceptual framework, within which I can take some earlier and later poems of 

Attila József to imply the ability of death to provide meaning to existence. It is my sincere 

belief, that the emergence of consciousness of death in the poet is parallel with the 

construction of the self, as during that different layers of the person get expressed, through 

which the perspective of the “accomplished person” (in the sense mentioned above) is 

established. Finally, I wanted to reflect on the fact that the constant experience of nothingness 

predestinates the poet to choose suicide as the only alternative. 

 The chapters of my dissertation aimed to demonstrate these experiments of showing 

the philosophical dialogue embedded in Attila József’s poetry. My initial goal was to 

articulate the philosophical aspects of the work of Attila József and to explore its effects on 

poetry in general, during which I utilised his literary integration of philosophical terms and 

issues in the examined poems. Through the opportunities provided by philosophical analysis, 

I hope to have been able to demonstrate some unique features of the world-view of Attila 

József. 

 The main goal of my dissertation was to implement a unique examination of the poetic 

world of Attila József, which resolves the issue of human existence through the construction 

of the self, the ontological structure of space and death.  

 I see the main relevance of my research to be the clarification of the way in which the 

poetry of Attila József deals with the issues of the ontology of the self and death. The results 

of my research seem to verify that there is room for further studies to be made on the 

philosophical aspects of the lirical world of Attila József, through which new perspectives 

could be opened. Through the lense of hermeneutics, phenomenology and existentialism I 

have aimed to examine the most important works of Attila József as a dialogue between the 

terminology of philosophy and literature. Besides finding the common ground between these 

two distinct terminologies, I have also deemed it important to recognise the unique features of 

the “poetical word” in contrast to the terminological language of philosophy. 

 In the past two decades the scholarly research on Attila József has revealed several 

facts on the philosophical aspects of his poetry, however this these mostly remained on a mere 
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reflective level, or stuck to examining only one or few texts. Even if renowned scholars 

rightly shed light on the influences of Heidegger on the poet (Antal Bókay, András Lengyel), 

or the re-evaluation of Heideggerian terminology in his poetry (Lajos Sándor Szigeti, György 

Tverdota), its evolution or its philosophical opuses were never studied. Thus, my parallel 

reading of poetry and philosophy made me both convinced and capable of examining the 

works of Attila József in an existential-ontologist paradigm. I consider it to be important 

because the current perception of the poet’s work only partially takes into account this 

parallel, while in the past years his theoretical writings have undergone close examinations 

through the hermeneutical research of István M. Fehér. 

 Having examined the thought process of Attila József, we can identify, that through 

his struggle to make peace between himself and the world, he finally arrived at the state of 

“being accomplished”, which verifies the ontological issue of “having exhausted myself, until 

my own limits”. This approach to understanding the limits and opportunities of the human 

being in the world presupposes (and makes it clear) that the ontological issue of being can 

only be resolved through recognition of the inherent timeliness and finity in humans. 

 Among the results of my research is the realisation of the inherently intelligent way in 

which Attila József sheds light on the path towards death from the perspective of the 

“accomplished human”. On the same token, I found it important to demonstrate how the 

“accomplished human” (to be constructed by the poet) is able to grasp the concept of death 

through the existential analytic of being in the present. However, grasping this issue in its 

entirety would have gone beyond the scope of the present dissertation, for such there would 

be a need for a longer and more comprehensive study. 

 By outlining the possible ideas prompted by my research, I have aimed to show that  

the later poems of Attila József are (among else) “proofs” of the fact, that death loses its 

immaturity, its ungraspable alienity, and above all, unites with life in a unique way to become 

its inherent part. There will eventually be a possibility to articulate the “soft pillow”, by which 

death enters the realm of the graspable, understandable and acceptable. It was the poet’s way 

to suicide, the tragic narrative of his last years, which verified this hypothesis of mine. 

 Besides, I have placed special emphasis in my dissertation on showing the poetic 

inevitability of facing the long struggle for certainty in understanding oneself and the world, 

based on a narrative, which requires an attitude of poetic openness, meaningful and thoughtful 

questioning. Based on my understanding, the fertile dialogue with Attila József provided me 

with further matters to think about, instead of giving clear and absolute answers. However, 
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this further supports my claim, according to which the crucial questions raised by the poet can 

only be grasped and answered by taking the unique paths they require. 

 The realisation, that Attila József was able to contribute to the Hungarian poetry of the 

30s in a way that has been so far neglected by scholarly research, can be noted as an ultimate 

result of my research. This contribution was best understood by me in an existential-

ontologist sphere. I hoped to have shown the way in which the terminology of this 

philosophical tradition appears in poetic language, the way they contribute to its imagery and 

meanings. I found it especially important not to fall in the trap of evaluating poetic language 

based on the criteria of a philosophical one, as the purpose of philosophy is to find the 

terminology with which it is able to communicate with poetic language. 

 My dissertation should be understood as a coherent collection of hypotheses, which 

may assist the reader in providing an ascertaining-practical framework. 
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