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Summary

Attila Bartis is an unavoidable figure in contemporary Hungarian literature. He has won
several awards and scholarships, and his works, including his best-known novel, Tranquillity (4
nyugalom) have been translated into many languages. He is the author of three novels (The Walk
— A séta; Tranquillity — A nyugalom; The End — A vége), two short story collections (Bluish Mist
— A kéklo para; A Lazar apokrifek), three plays (Depravity — Romlas; Directing — Rendezés and A
félszent, co-written with Istvdn Kemény), a discussion book (Amirol lehet), also co-written with
Istvan Kemény, and an autobiographical volume on photography (A4z eltiint idé nyoma), and, along
with his exhibitions (Engelhard-hagyaték;, Photo Pygmalion; 33 Fotogrdfia, A vilag leirdsa,
reszlet; A szigeteken, Wayang Orang), four photo albums (Anyam, Kleopdtra; A csondet ugy, A



vilag leirdsa, reszlet; A szigeteken). His short stories were also published as a self-published
volume entitled Tizenegy novella, but fragments of this can be found in Bluish Mist and A Lazar
apokrifek.

Among his works, the novel The Walk (1995) is the story of a lonely child, rejected by
everyone, his escape, his coming of age and his confrontation with death; Bluish Mist (1998) tells
"lies", origin stories, death stories, with an atmosphere of magical realism; Tranquillity (2001)
depicts the unhealthy relationship between a mother and her son living under the same roof; 4
Lazar apokrifek (2005) speaks of God (or his non-existence) in twelve sketch-stories in twelve
months; Amirol lehet (2010) addresses important social, political, ethical and historical issues
related to art through the biographies of the two authors (Bartis—Kemény); The End (2015) tells
the story of becoming a photographer and the loss of the protagonist's close relatives; and Az eltiint
idé nyoma (2019) presents a "hundred notes" on the author's relationship with photography,
through which we also gain insight into the author's biography. A félszent (1995) is a play about
the events following a medieval crusade, the bringing of the holy flame to Florence, and the
anthropomorphisation of the miracle, through the drama Romlds (2009), we gain an insight into
the last months and death of a famous photographer (the process of creating a last monumental
work of art, 30,000 photographs), and through Rendezés (2016), we get a glimpse into the behind-
the-scenes of a play rehearsed by a theatre director and his actors.

Of the exhibition material, Az Engelhard-hagyaték (1996) includes twenty-four portraits of
writers, twenty-two portraits of women (the twenty-third is a black background) and a collection
of texts, and is currently in the possession of the Petdfi Museum of Literature, the nine images of
Photo Pygmalion (1998) (for which a single enlargement was made) are in the ownership of the
author, 33 Fotografia (2007) presented an excerpt of the later published diary images of 4 csondet
ugy (2010), while Wayang Orang (2024) featured studio portraits of people from Java. Two of the
exhibitions have also been published in a photo book, namely A vilag leirasa, részlet (2016),
which, according to the preface written by Istvan Kemény, collects photographs taken between
2013 and 2015 in different parts of the world (Berlin, Budapest, Taiwan, Java, Bali, Beijing and
Targu Mures). and 4 szigeteken (2018) is a photo album containing over two hundred photographs,
mainly set on the islands around the Java Sea. Anydm, Kleopdtra (2003) is unique among the
albums in that it brings together photographs taken by the author during rehearsals for a theatrical

adaptation of Tranquillity.



The topicality of my research is that it reviews the entire body of works of art attributed to
Attila Bartis, examines them as an organic whole, and creates a monograph-like reception in
dialogue with the critical discourse on his work, exploring and mapping his oeuvre. No
interpretative work has yet been written on all of Attila Bartis's writings, nor has there been a major
study that has taken his photobooks into account along with his writings. Some of Bartis's texts,
such as the drama Rendezés, have received unfairly little critical response, but the same has
happened with the photographs of the forgotten Az Engelhard-hagyaték, which contain portraits
of writers and, in my opinion, serve as a very important literary historical document, and thus I
would like to make up for this shortcoming with this study. I consider the last thirty years (the
author's first novel, The Walk, was published in 1995) to be enough time to be able to approach
his oeuvre and the changes in contemporary Hungarian literature with sufficient distance, which I
considered necessary to take into account in the course of this research.

Since the author's oeuvre so far, as I mentioned, spans almost thirty years, including the
photographs (The Walk, 1995 - Wayang Orang, 2024), the duration of the works opens up several
possibilities for interpretation, allowing us to speak of the combined validity of multiple concepts.
In this study, I will highlight one of these, namely the recurrent use of metalepsis as a narrative
technique. I have chosen this concept because in Bartis's prose, narrative procedures (especially
metalepsis) have a role in organising meaning, as the title of the drama Rendezés (Staging)
indicates (the emphasis of the drama is on the act of staging itself, thus the work attempts to break
down the boundaries of narrative levels). The phenomenon of metalepsis can be observed in the
structure, in the transgression of different story levels, in the dismantling of the linearity of stories,
in the mixing of media (photography and writing) and in different border situations (e.g. identity
borders). Based on their occurrence in Bartis's oeuvre, we can speak of performative metalepsis
(addressing the reader), metalepsis between writing and imagery (image-like texts, images that
allude to textuality, ekphrasis, visual metalepsis), a series of which, following Francoise Lavocat,
can be collectively called intermedial metalepsis, but we also encounter dream narratives,
transgressions between autobiographical elements and the fictional world, moreover, metalepsis
plays a major role in representations of historical transitions.

In the context of metalepsis and the oeuvre, I use an important Bartisian term, namely "the
unbridgeable gap" (4 vége: 322), which I have chosen as the title, since this term metaphorically
encompasses everything that is essentially Attila Bartis' art. According to the novel The End, this



unbridgeable gap is everywhere (in writing, in photography, in human relationships, in
transcendence, even in understanding and the search for clues), the most fundamental component
of the universe, which I value as the most essential characteristic of the Bartisian microcosm. The
unbridgeable gap manifests itself individually in the different works, in the different motifs. It is
present in the difference between image and vision, in the visualisation of the true, innermost self-
portrait. This gap is an Iserian void to be filled, a Bodorian lacuna, ellipticity, a voyeuristic creative
stance, the experience of being an outsider, of being a stranger in one's own home, of subjects
unable to reach themselves in their malgré soi dissidence. The unbridgeable gap is essentially a
fundamental question of the processability of death, of funerary art, the essence of inspiration, of
the artistic process, the presence of transcendence, the attempt to make the invisible visible through
writing and photography. The attempt to reach the unbridgeable gap is in fact Attila Bartis' ars
poetica.

The very use of metalepsis (which functions as a trope, an organizing principle throughout
the oeuvre), the metaleptic narrative, can be interpreted as an unbridgeable gap, since the essence
of this narrative technique is that a border is formed, which is ultimately dismantled, blurred. We
know that there is a border (be it between narratives or characters' voices, between the layered
compositions of photographs or between identities), but at the same time we do not perceive it.
The unbridgeable gap is a Mdbius strip, even if we set off on an interpretative path, we find
ourselves back on the original side, so that existential questions such as "what is the truth?", "what
is the subject?", "what is art?", "what is fiction?", "what is reality?", "what is individual or
collective historical trauma?", as formulated in Bartis' texts and photographs, become
unresolvable. My thesis is essentially an attempt to bridge this gap between the work of art and its
recipient, just as the whole oeuvre is always a product of this endeavour, that is, the attempt to fill
this unbridgeable gap.

I have not only relied on the theoretical discourses of the last couple of years, but I have
also taken into account the tendencies that may have influenced Attila Bartis' work over the last
thirty years. My work is not exclusively concerned with the phenomenon of metalepsis in Bartis's
oeuvre, it is only one of the points of connection - albeit the most emphatic - through which I seek
to interpret the corpus of texts and the photographs as one entity. Alongside the views on
metalepsis (Gérard Genette, Francois Lavocat, John Pier, Marie-Laure Ryan, Werner Wolf),

names such as Nicolas Bourriaud, Michel Foucault, Wolfgang Iser, Brian McHale, Jacques Lacan,



Jean-Francois Lyotard emerge in the course of the interpretation of the writings, and, in relation to
photography, the ideas of Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag, but also those of André Bazin, Walter
Benjamin, Jean Alphonse Keim and Siegfried Kracauer.

Taking Attila Bartis's art as a whole, my research addresses the creation of a personal
mythology, the emphasis on autobiographical elements, the affinity with funerary art, the historical
context, the practice of the search for God, the omnipresent divine creative position, the
possibilities of canonization of the oeuvre and Bartis's thematization of the reminiscence and
importance of different artistic disciplines. Attila Bartis places great emphasis on art as such, its
self-reflexivity and the fact that everything he creates is a work of art, behind which he clearly
intends to be present. This is the basis on which the autobiographical elements and the personal
mythology can be interpreted.

The ongoing theme and subject of Bartis' life is Art with a capital "A", the way in which
different artistic disciplines influence each other (intertextuality, intermediality, transmediality,
interartiality) and the impact they have on the individual, the recipient and the creator. Given the
equal importance of writing and photography in Attila Bartis's art, it is clear that these two art
forms influence each other in a kind of scripto-visual and metaleptic relationship. This can be
found, for example, in the way A csondet ugy borders on genres (diary pictures), in the play on the
title of 4 vilag leirasa, részlet (Description of the World, Fragment), in the whole of Az eltint id6
nyoma, since this volume addresses the author's relationship to photography including
autobiographical elements, or in the way Istvdn Kemény interprets some of Attila Bartis'
photographs as poems in the photo album A szigeteken. Photography also functions as a subject, a
narrative technique in his written fictional works, as the characters' vision is photographic at times,
as well as the storytelling, which gives a sense of a camera's movement, involving the doubling of
the narrator.

The central focus is on the creation of the Artwork with a capital "A", which marks the
fundamental problem of what the act of creating art actually means: murder, voyeurism,
outsiderism, divine creative position, the promise of new life, or perhaps an ungodly, death-
bringing judgment. In fact, everything in Bartis's oeuvre is a work of art (even the author's
appearance in many cases, as discussed in the introduction). Art is therefore a vital issue. It appears
in the character portrayals, since practically every one of them is an artist (Andor Badr, Andor

Weér, Andras Farkas, Director Janos, Andras Szabad, Rebeka Weér, Judit Weér, Engelhard,



Kornél Erdés, Eva Zarai, etc.), the locations are also works of art (the antique shop Jozsef és
Testvére, the apartment of Andor Weér, full of theatre equipment, Andras Szabad's room, or rather
his personal museum, Andras Farkas's photography workshop, the basic space of Rendezés, the
stage), but art as a theme is also outlined, thus turning novels and dramas into artist novels and
artist dramas. In this way, they also become workshop novels and workshop dramas, since they
often give the feeling that they are being created in the present, before the eyes of the reader and
viewer, that is, the act of writing and photography (often an act of atonement, confession, spiritual
reconciliation, but also an exercise in self-absolution) becomes the story. The protagonist of the
fiction forms the fiction itself, and this is, according to the study of narratology, genre-wise a
Mobius strip story (which, as we have seen, is not unique either in world literature or in Hungarian
literature). Examining the characteristics of the self-written drama and novel, it was found that the
narrators (and in the case of The Walk, Andor Baar) are characters in their self-made fiction and
are simultaneously voyeurs of this fictional world, highlighting the experience of outsiderism of
the individual who longs to relate.

In the second major chapter (after introduction) of my thesis, entitled Metalepsis as a
Feature of Postmodern Fiction, 1 first present the history of research on the concept of metalepsis,
from its emergence to its most recent mentions, and I discuss the history of its development (from
classical rhetoric to narratology and fiction theory) as well as its various forms. In the same chapter,
I will present two passages from Bartis's biography that can be interpreted purely as metalepsis of
narratives, and then turn to the addressing of the reader as addressee as a postmodern narrative
procedure that can be identified as performative metalepsis.

In the third chapter, entitled Attila Bartis's Visual Narratives, I analyse the imagery found
in Attila Bartis's texts, as well as specific photographs. I will examine the two most important
elements of the author's art, i.e. writing and photography, and their relationship, the metaleptic
interplay, the contamination of media that affects the whole oeuvre. I will describe the borderline
situations that lead to ekphrasis, image-like texts and text-like images. In the same chapter, I will
also focus on the importance of the cover illustrations of the Bartis volumes and the importance of
Az Engelhard-hagyaték.

In the fourth chapter, Dramatic Narratological Analysis of Attila Bartis's Work
“Rendezés”. The Mobius Strip as a Text Organising Principle, 1 approach the undeservedly

underrecognized drama Rendezés from a narratological perspective, since the author - perhaps



because of his prose-writing habits - is inclined to use narrative techniques in drama as well. This
is the work of Attila Bartis, which is clearly based on metalepsis, and one of its manifestations, the
Mobius strip phenomenon. This drama establishes that the characters, the content, the dramatic
structure, the genre, and the fundamental themes: the created, inseparable binary oppositions such
as fiction/reality, truth/lie, subjective/objective reality, can all be imagined as a Mdbius strip, in
fact, as one big Mobius strip, which is Rendezés (Staging) itself. The Mdobius strip in the text is
also metonymy. It is part of the semantic structure, not only as a narratological device, but also as
a contributor to the creation of meaning.

The fifth, Postmodern Self-Reflexivity in the Works of Attila Bartis. The Self-Writing Novel
as a Mobius Strip Story is closely related to the fourth chapter, as it discusses the self-writing
drama as a genre and as a Mobius strip story in narratology, but this Mdbius strip story also appears
in the other works (4 séta, A nyugalom, A vége, Romlas), since the self-writing novel, the reference
to the creative process of the writer, is in fact a form of postmodern self-reflexivity. In the context
of writing and photography as a technique, their death-bringing quality, their parallel with birth,
the labyrinth motif and the unreliable narrator are discussed.

Chapter six, as the title suggests (Metanarrative Interpretation), offers an understanding
through a metanarrative lens. By metanarrative interpretation, I refer to the web of meaning that is
essentially outlined throughout the thesis, and to the idea that I view the creations as a cohesive
whole, a Mobius strip that turns back on itself. In this chapter, I seek to answer why the author
always returns to the same motifs (death symbolism, our relationship with death, the search for
God, denial of God, cloud photography), the same names (Andor, Andras, Janos, Eva, Rebeka),
why the stories are similar in their writing style and themes. The point is not just that Attila Bartis's
oeuvre is a predictable, homogeneous one, nor that it is an attempt to satisfy the demands of
consumer society (although I do not deny these factors), but that the works of art are composed as
a whole, as a metanarrative, as a master narrative, and this is part of the creation of a personal
mythology. The creation of a personal mythology is greatly helped by the personal elements, which
push the boundaries of autobiography, and by the concrete passages and images, which can be
interpreted as actual autobiographical elements, offering an author-centred way of interpretation.
The autobiographical elements also allow a glimpse into the private sphere, into the intimate
moments of the author's biography. The Bartisian Great Story can be understood as a

metanarrative, a master narrative, which is a sort of return to modernism. In this chapter, I discuss



recurring themes, motifs, the conglomeration of names akin to Bodorean prose, and
autobiographical elements within the writings, all of which contribute to the development of
metanarrative and, through it, of a personal mythology.

Expanding on the previous chapter, the seventh, The Man Without an Aura. The Experience
of Rootlessness and Absence of a Home in the Works of Attila Bartis. Attempts at Canonization, |
start from the premise that Attila Bartis's style is generally introspective and personal, in which
self-interpretation and the search for identity are key themes. Chapter seven, therefore, focuses on
the representation in the artworks of the search for one's own identity and place in the world. In
this chapter I am mainly focused on the construction and redefinition of the subject in relation to
the absence of a place to call home. Regarding the search for one's place, I will also examine Attila
Bartis's oeuvre to see where the biographical author himself is situated on the spectrum of
contemporary Hungarian literature, since many have already remarked that it is difficult to link his
works to any particular ideology, to classify them into any particular movement.

Considering the historical context, the depiction of the impact that history has on the private
sphere is emphasised in the works: the Kadar era (Tranquility, The End), the post-regime change
period (Tranquility, The End) and the transition between the two, the narrativity of the change
itself. It is precisely this transition, through the depiction of which Attila Bartis's art can be brought
into parallel with the Prose of the Turn as defined by Eva Banyai. It is also in the light of the
historical context, namely through the neurotic literary representation of informants (Andrés
Szabad Sr. and director Janos's history with the secret services in The End and Rendezés), that
Attila Bartis's art can be linked to the so-called "agent-literature" in contemporary Hungarian
literature, as defined by Sarolta Deczki. With Attila Bartis' early works (The Walk, Bluish Mist),
he is also connected to the post-Bodorean current, also formulated by Eva Banyai, where
characteristics such as the iterativity of names (the kinship between the names Baar-Baal or
Andras-Andor) are worth mentioning, the name Léazar as both authorial voice and motif), poetic
distortion, apocalyptic and bizarre scenes, non-natural narratives, as well as the creation of an
alternate history and religion.

Looking at the works as a whole, I find that the Bartis oeuvre is not quite as unique as
previous receptions of Bartis have suggested. With regard to the canonisation of the oeuvre, we
can conclude that Attila Bartis' works respond differently to postmodern and post-postmodern

phenomena, due to the chronological difference between his works (exactly twenty years passed



between his first and third novel, and almost thirty years between his first artwork and his latest
exhibition). Certain aspects of the oeuvre fit neatly into Hungarian postmodern literature (for
example, the use of metalepsis and the Mdbius strip, and the self-reflexivity of the self-writing
drama and novel), while his later writings bear the hallmarks of the post-postmodern, or
epimodern, if you will. In the early stages of the oeuvre, The Walk and Bluish Mist still adhere
precisely to postmodern strategies (and to Bodorean prose), whereas The End mostly transcends
postmodernism, but as we have seen, many postmodern features adorn the oeuvre as a whole.
Overall, it can be concluded that Attila Bartis is a traditionalist both in the field of literature
and photography. It cannot be said that he would depart from his predecessors and subvert literary
paradigms, experiment with new techniques in the field of photography, or bring something
completely new to the field of contemporary art and contemporary Hungarian literature. This
cannot be said for the metalepsis, the self-writing novel and Mdbius strip that can be linked to the
metalepsis, the permutation, labyrinthine story construction, the use of self-reflexivity, metafiction
(the golden age of these phenomena is the second half of the 20th century), his views on
photography (in this, he mainly follows the theories of post-structuralism, the views of Roland
Barthes and Susan Sontag) or the mixing of media (photography and writing), since, as mentioned
previously, the transplantation of photography, image-like, film-like qualities into literature is a

legacy of Mészdly's prose.
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