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In 1909 as a young ironworker I was forced into a long peri-
od of unemployment after being blacklisted by the employers. 
I’d already started scribbling poems and really enjoyed this 
pursuit; I was more interested in producing rhymes than in 
looking for another job. […] The debut of the Holnap [To-
morrow, a short-lived modernist journal published in Oradea, 
Transylvania, 1908–1909] poets made a fundamental impact 
on me. I was full of excitement and high hopes, and wanted 
to visit Paris at any cost. One evening in late April, without 
any particular precedent or consideration, I decided with my 
friend Gödrös to set out into the world the very next day. And 
this is what we did. We left without any money or knowledge 
of foreign languages, travelling as far as Bratislava by boat, 
and from there on foot, all the way to Paris. We walked and 
walked, all night and all day, like dogs, sni!ng everything 
that crossed our paths, and like beggars, muscling our way in 
everywhere. We were completely fascinated by the world, and 
also wanted to get to know everything that does not exist in 
reality. We had set off for Paris, but were not in a rush, we 
bummed our way across half of Europe.1

Lajos Kassák, one of the central figures of the Hungarian avant-garde, 
was a writer, poet, editor, and movement organiser. He began his life 
at the turn of the twentieth century as a factory worker in Budapest, 
where he also came into contact with the socialist principles of the 
organised workers’ movement. He would later lose his job because of 
his political activity, and in spring 1909, influenced by modernist Hun-
garian literature and the poet Endre Ady in particular, he set off for 
Paris to immerse himself in the European capital commonly regarded 
as the catalyst of modern culture. He made the entire journey, which 
lasted more than half a year, on foot. The experiences, acquaintances, 
and connections he gathered en route would later greatly influence the 
evolution of his career in the first half of the 1910s, as well as his work 
organising the nascent Hungarian avant-garde group he led.

On the Road 1909 
Introduction

1 Kassák 1972, 165.
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In the 1920s, Kassák wrote about his 1909 experiences in two 
stylistically different literary texts, both of which influenced his later 
works. The first was A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek (The Horse 
Dies the Birds Fly Away), a long poem citing Dadaist influences, writ-
ten in 1920 and first published in 1922. Kassák worked on the second 
text for many years, from the mid-1920s until the 1930s; it was first se-
rialised in the modernist journal Nyugat (West) before being published 
as book. This was his autobiographical novel Egy ember élete (The 
Life of a Man), in whose third volume the chapter Csavargások (Vaga-
bondage) narrated the story of his journey to Paris in a wholly different 
narrative environment from his Dadaist poem of a few years earlier. 

At the centre of this present volume are these two works, per-
haps the most-cited and best known of Kassák’s texts among Hungar-
ian and also international readers. Both works are reproduced here in 
full, in both Hungarian and English. The poem A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek was translated into English in 1987 by the Scottish writer 
and translator Edwin Morgan, on the centenary of Kassák’s birth, while 
the Csavargások chapter of Egy ember élete is published here for the first 
time in English, translated by Adél Várszegi. We are publishing these 
two standard works together with studies shedding new light on the 
contexts of their genesis, as well as supplementary sources. The aim of 
this volume is to reinterpret these works of literary and poetic signifi-
cance from the perspective of the connections between literary, artistic 
and social history, and to provide the background information required 
to appreciate the historical contexts so that we can better understand 
Kassák’s wanderings in Western Europe in 1909 and their impact.

Three studies here focus on A ló meghal a madarak kire-
pülnek. The literary historian and aesthete Tamás Seregi provides a 
re-reading of Kassák’s avant-garde, Dadaist period to refine the image 
of this poem within Kassák’s oeuvre and the history of the Hungarian 
avant-garde. Márió Z. Nemes’s meta-essay examines the ‘temporal cri-
ses’ in Kassák’s poem using contemporary aesthetic and philosophi-
cal theories. The art historian Merse Pál Szeredi offers a ‘biography’ of 
Kassák’s poem, which links the story of the poem’s genesis to its pub-
lication and canonisation. Furthermore, he incorporates unpublished 
sources from Kassák’s estate which have, to date, been glossed over or 
neglected. 

The second part of this volume is dedicated to the Csavargások 
chapter of Kassák’s autobiographical novel Egy ember élete. Here we 
would like to evoke historical milieus and characters with the help of 
turn-of-the-century postcards depicting the towns and places Kassák 
visited on his travels, and portrait photographs of the people he met. 
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These materials are held in the Kassák Museum’s collection. Since 
Kassák did not consider his novel as a work of art, but rather as a ‘doc-
ument’ recording an era and a series of events, it seemed self-evident 
to use other types of sources and analyses related to his 1909 travels 
in Western Europe to bring the reader closer to his journey. Kassák 
himself provided many clues to the ‘illustration’ of the text: he men-
tions the poems he wrote during his vagabondage, and refers several 
times to details of his correspondence with Jolán Simon, who remained 
in Budapest and would later become his wife. In the interests of com-
pleteness therefore, we are also publishing Kassák’s earlier poems and 
his correspondence from the period, which is held at the Kassák Muse-
um, as well as recollections, photographs, and explanatory notes. With 
their micro-historical focus, Magdolna Gucsa and Merse Pál Szeredi 
offer an interpretative framework for a kaleidoscopic image of Kassák’s 
vagabondage, bringing the characters, situations and places into vivid 
focus. Magdolna Gucsa devotes a separate essay to Kassák as he re-
flected on himself on his travels to Western Europe, and Emil Szittya, 
his partner in vagabondage who had a significant influence on the early 
Hungarian avant-garde. In this part of the volume, we have cross-ref-
erenced the documents to help the reader navigate between the novel, 
the letters and poems. 

As with Kassák’s literary works and oeuvre, the symbolic cen-
tre of this volume is his 1909 Western European vagabondage. In both 
works discussed here, Kassák interpreted his journey unambiguously 
as the story of his own development as a poet, as LAJOS KASSÁK. 
Yet the real transformation within him – and unlike in the case of the 
Francophone modernist writers and artists – was not triggered by Par-
is, but by something completely different: the act of vagabondage, the 
journey, and the bohemians and outsiders he met en route. For Kassák, 
the experience of becoming a poet arose from a very different, atypical 
situation. It is this ‘journey’ experience that the title of our volume 
evokes, paraphrasing the title of Jack Kerouac’s Beat novel, which has 
influenced a way of life for generations. 

≈

The idea for this volume arose in connection to our research for the 
Kassák Museum’s temporary exhibition in 2017/2018, The New 
Kassák – The Horse Dies the Birds Fly Away (Kassákism 2). In prepa-
ration for the exhibition, we had worked through the documents in 
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Kassák’s estate relating to his journey of 1909, and presented the 
history of its canonisation for the first time in the exhibition. Most 
of these documents, letters, manuscripts and reproductions are being 
published here for the first time. Research and publication was made 
possible by support from the Petőfi Literary Museum and the Fonda-
tion Jan Michalski in Switzerland, for which we would like to express 
our gratitude. This publication is the first volume in the Kassák Muse-
um’s Kassák Workshop series, which will be published in open access 
digital format. In launching this series, our aim is to a provide a new 
platform for the Kassák Museum’s broad-ranging research on art, lit-
erary and social history. 

Translated by Gwen Jones



I. 



Lajos Kassák

The Horse 
Dies the Birds 
Fly Away 
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Now I heard time neighing I mean it parrotishly spread its wings I say 
gapingwide red gate

with my lover black diamonds bricked into her face and trailing 3 
children in desperation

we sat under factory chimneys
we knew tomorrow the winding lines
ho zhooop ho zhoop
and she said my KASHI I know you’re going off and for me it’s 

shrivelling on the dais and modelling for mister nadler’s 
cacocanvases

what else
what else
the lord god lets pretty women slip out of his mind
already the demichrist the woodcarver is here
young reeking with truth not to be put down
tomorrow we’ll be over the hungarian border
well yes h’m yes
what else what else
the city flew past
squirmed to and fro and then reared up
I saw my father’s crumpled straw hat floating over the chemist’s frosted 

glass to the holy trinity statue and back
ah well the old man dreamed I’d be a chaplain at 21 in the parish of 

érsekujvár
but just ten years earlier I fed on smoke in the workshop of mister 

sporni the locksmith
and now the old man very seldom came home to us
and soon my well-planned future was soaked in and pissed out with his 

beer
he fell in love with and old cleaner
his hair dropped out he had no friends but gypsies
25 april 1909
I was ready to walk to Paris with the woodcarver
the hick town squatted in its puddle and squeezed its accordion 
oh saint christopher I must take my wings off you you will never be your 

father’s son

The Horse Dies 
the Birds Fly Away

Source of this translation: Kassák 2007.
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a drunk sobbed crocodile tears as I propped up the wall of the “Golden 
Lion” inn

I felt everything was at an end
a red railway-track ran through me and bells rang in the towers
pigeons tumbled above the roofs
no they galloped with the suncart
the new franciscan bell just about sang
he who prepared for sleep should brighten up the lead bars
the hours are spectres white sheepdogs
I felt everything was at an end
vintners and haberdashers shut up shop
good friend go back to your children go back now
the wheels have stopped turning back
man casts his milk-teeth and stares into the emptiness where life 

devours its own tail
into the emptiness
oh jiramari
oh lebli
oh Boom Boom
but the ship bobbed us along like a pregnant woman
and behind us there was at least someone manoeuvring the scenes 

intoplace
this was the first slashed-across day in my life
torches and bottomless pits flickered inside me
papagallum
oh fumigo
papagallum
coppery birds crowed in bands of twenty on the bank
the hanged were swaying from the trees and crowing too
now and again we got glances from the brooding corpses in the river-

bed
but we were 21
the woodcarver’s chin sprouted an ugly frizz of pink bristles
otherwise we lived all right
but for the diagonal of our bellies
it was useless though we tightened the screws the oxen made off again 

and again into the stubble-fields
and it was all we could do to scrape our eyes off girls’ ankles
at times like these I always gave vent to cries like cymbals
Vienna saw us sleeping rough 3 days
then finally we wrenched ourselves out of ourselves 
what is civilization after all
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you smear yourself with a glaze of enamel and start shuddering at the 
lice

well what are family ties
you eke out your umbilical cord with silk ribbon
well what’s the worship god
you take on fear to get shot of fear
we nailed the highways to our soles and the sun was with us in space 

on his golden seven-league-feet
believe me the elephant is not bigger than the flea
red is not redder than white
and if we really went, we went
ahead only on kameralogos if we set up scales when we ever better off
and then our eyes were opened
and soon we were deep like the black wells in mining country 
and so we continued
13 angels walked ahead us
on foot too
and sang for us about our youth
we were already well-tried tramps with tame fleas in our armpits
we enjoyed fruit from the roadside ditch
sour milk
and jewish community funds
and we had brothers round us oh from everywhere
wonderful skins like brick a world’s languages on their lips
each had his special smell
and some had been planed to the bone by kilometres and others came 

with milky mouths from their mother’s breast
the roads lay under us in white quilts
the telegraph-wires jerked tight and wrote mantras on the sky
at night we glimpsed flowers blooming between women’s legs
but we were vegetarians and misogynists
and dragged ourselves through Passau
Aachen
Antwerp
the woodcarver grew splinter-thin and his beard pure ginger
poems and hajura forests began to spring up in my head and
swam twice across the light-rivers in front of us the rats
on their big rafts festooned with birds’ eggs and trouser-buttons
letters from my lover were waiting for me in the post-boxes
but I knew nights were worst for lice
so I got to work on my poems then and they streamed from my head 

like some golden-fleeced flock of sheep
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these are certainly the most timorous put-upon creatures
but let someone stick the slate behind his ear
the startled shutters roll down
this is our life
at all the stations customs-o!cers stamp our hearts
and we only swim further away to where dawn is
in fact it would be more sensible if everybody dealt in sweet tree-roots or
glucose
ration the world you live in
no trouble for us to leave it behind 50 kilometres a day
in tunnels on hill-crests and in soundless german forests
we notice the fresh dung smell of the fields
the mountains swivel round at times and the trees shiver in the wind 

like cithers
the trees what are they but pregnant girls
but look closely at the boundary-stones and they are pregnant girls too
in a low voice they confess to each other:
if he leaves me I’ll kill myself
yesterday I was hemming nappies with gold thread all day
little angel she’ll be christened I’ll hang cherries of diamond in her ears
or perhaps all they say is:
every man’s but a lame dog
the mountains are arched right over us now
and still the giant snake gulps down the sun with a smack
I’ll come to be a poet someday
well then let’s swing the rattles anyhow what’s the cause of the fuss but 

miss anna’s tantrums
yesterday I sent home a couple of poems to independent hungary
and again we dropped back to stuttgart
we sat at the beggars’ table ate jam tarts
and a styrian peasant’s heart gleamed down from the rafters
mass was celebrated by the SALVATION ARMY in the courtyard next 

door
flutes and clarinets were shrill under the stars
we saw the young mothers bowed over by the yellow glass owls
oh lamb of god who takest away the sins of the world
the demichrist began to get going again in the woodcarver and he was 

determined to speak at all costs
shut your great trap the styrian peasant shouted
as he shoved his heart under our very noses
look at it 7 rusty daggers went through it
7 lies my lovers told me my dear brothers
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see this green border here on the right?
it’s the last mark of my master’s teeth my dear brothers
I am 26 and my life has been as pure as the morning dew in winter 

I was all day sweeping the yard in summer I brought in the 
happy crop

hey ai-yy man’s fate is like the
all eyes were opened and behind the walls we saw the world change its
cloak
budapest–paris–berlin–kamchatka–st.petersburg
the woodcarver was drunk by this time and sadness seeped from his 

eyes like something from gutters
the cries kept making for the corners to snuff their flames
swear you’ll put faith in nothing now except the magic power of neat 

long-john elastic
I demanded out of the blue
and I saw my voice approaching from the neighbouring courtyard
I am a poet
after all I know
the lanterns burn well because twice turatamo
and full of para!n
what biting misery was in me I wanted to give something to these 

wretched people
but the stars had already left guard-duty
the 13 angels are probably snoring now with their mouth open on the 

attic stairs
my lord god
the bugs are marching down from the walls in red battalions
we should all rub salt on our nose
see how brief life is
but after all we’ll be tomcats yet on the fire-walls of paris
hushaby baby hushaby so
the man falls asleep
so the verticals become horizontals
and vice versa
and ink-children skip down from the sky
some with me come through the garden
over there on the river-bank Mary rocks her son to sleep
we must all snap the bolts over our minds
my memories go phosphorescent on the floor in puddles of yellow
in the corners the rucksacks opened up and started barking at me like 

crazy things
I cradled the whole garden in my lap like



19

Mary with her son
and further down look
here are the good man-fridays with their 1 1/2 marks
sighs glaze
flowers flower
ah well here you are too
I and you
I
on you
won’t you lock your knees over me
little woman my
own silver salamander
parrot
frogging of my life
fruit-tree
plucked-out star
ah no ah no
we should all twist the glass stoppers
the hours quit their starcoops
and the elephants swing towards the east with their long corky trunks
the first sound I heard was a gramophone bawling from the suburbs
the woodcarver had to stay in bed this morning
I think I’ve had it he said I think I’ve had it
the beggar-queen stood with an enormous washing-up basin over her 

head
the bonehead cuckoo emerged from the clock with his humble becks and 

bows
I think I’ve had it the woodcarver cried I think I’ve had it
and everyone saw death
passing twice through the room
but why must you leave us my brother
why? 
you have not yet driven the herd home from the meadows
you have not yet lit the lamps in your yellow hair
and in your eyes too the serpents all lie asleep
oh never mind the kitschy coffeepot that bit the housemaid’s navel
and now the two of them lie pregnant
I think I’ve had it the woodcarver shrieked I think I’ve had it
and the houses leaned towards the church in a long slow rhythm
a single creamy foal poked its head through the window
and whinnied
who’ll buy my coat I also said
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5 crowns going gone for 5 crowns
and suddenly the mountain roads began to rush down
so to go
once more to go
I have not seen the poor woodcarver since that time
for all that we were the best of friends and his nocturnal beard glowed 

before me like the burning bush
2 weeks I wandered alone
I was sad as an old donkey and I washed my head in every puddle
I would have washed away my memories which had sunk dreadful claws 

in my brain
and it’s true they brandished black banners down towards the river-

banks
but which bank which bank
I felt I shared banks with a headlong river
rich only in green frogs and stunted palms
because by then I was a poet inoperably
in regular correspondence with my lover
and I knew if I sliced my chest out would pour pure gold from my heart
these belgian peasants what makes them such scruffs
these chauvinist brutes what do they know yet of the ways of the world
I can stand in the midst of them to no end
not one of them can see my forehead star
I was like the 7 orphans
but for all that the winding lines met in me here
here I met szittya who arrived from zurich and was bound for chile as a 

self-appointed guru
I really did think he would come to something
his ears had gone scabby in the strangest way
we sprawled about the antwerp quays and he harangued the cotton-

bales and sprat-barrels
fellow-citizens he sang out fellow-citizens
rabbits are the most prolific fowl and the mills are smuggling rat’s 

teeth in among the corn
still you know they grind just the same and this is not pointless
what are you afraid of you useless creatures
my words were flaring already in the meadow flowers
an end to those who need a point of rest
in the morning we set off toward the sun for god’s wayside inn
lilies unfolded in my wretched mind
it is true in the morning we set off toward god’s wayside inn
in the thatched barn we shall drink lacrima christi and plum brandy
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oh but there’s always one crocodile that slides down into all good folks’ 
fate

and he who came from zurich hostel and was bound for chile as a self-
appointed guru

got dose of clap this night in the seamen’s brothel in the rue de rivoli
and the card-castles collapsed silently
fences rose around us like those you see in the zoo
21 times in succession I called up to the sky
latabagomar
o talatta
latabagomar and finfi
the discs rotated without interruption
craftsmen’s black hands should be sawn off
the cabinetmakers thrust out every knot from its place
the locksmiths cannot fit their bolts
no surprise if our cages disintegrate one day
look how Isabel has lost one of her gloves too
oh well why on earth should anyone worry about us poor miserable 

three-eyed things
birds flap over the houses and fly off to other countries
szittya forgot the key of the new religion left it in the changing-room
and that first day he cried and cried for it like a child
then he spread vaseline on his ears and we went away towards brussels 

like people who had been robbed
we gave up everything in the knowledge that time alone would 

understand us
oh it will never let us fall from its embrace
in the evening we were already sitting at the long tables of the maison 

du peuple and we smoked straight belgian tobacco
saw vandervelde walking across the hall to the socialist secretariat
other well-known leaders were dealing new playing-cards in front of the 

cashier
the place was a gigantic reservoir brimming with a mush of men
blue-eyed russians betrothed to the revolution
oil-rancid dutchmen
prussians
wiry montagnards
magyars with droopy moustaches
pathetic garibaldi-clansmen
everyone but everyone was here who was down and out and whose home 

had no bread
some shoulders held up the sleepless skyscrapers of new york
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some eyes had hatred leaning redly out of them
look how the world’s strongest energies move out from the station
hurricanes are roaring
telephone wires are screeching from the heart of moscow
tovarishch smooth your dress at the piano
we are threaded by waiters with black soups
knots of proletarians are seen outside cinemas
the man in the cooperative hands out his tickets in tens
dogs scurry up the split-toothed walls and sing like old women
somebody said down with the oligarchy
and suddenly:
rome
paris
tifilis
stockholm
samarkand
and the mines of the ruhr
can you hear the little town-hall bells of munich?
in florence the pigeons sleep on the apostles’ shoulders
everybody knew god’s hour must now be near
the skin of fanatics twitches faster than the seismograph
and every one of us is scratching
tovarishch smooth your dress at the piano
arise
arise
oh if I could now latch onto my lover’s diamond eyes
the salamanders have set sail beside the central lamp
szittya was already lying in the red pools asleep
as beautiful now as a young bulldog
even in an hour there are many ways of getting rich
supposing we were sharp like say a camera
but man is always the hermetic one and worlds he never feels wheel past 

over his skin
at midnight we went to the petit passage and the russian meeting
a blond tovarishch spoke he was just like a child
his lips bloomed with flames and his hands flew like red pigeons
are we not all descendants of dostoevsky’s possessed
we bit off for ourselves the seventh head of sentimentality
and wanted to bring everything down in ruins
oh Russia land under a curse
who could see your helpless pain if your star-branded sons would not 
europe spits at the asian in us
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but for all that we are the ones to climb the peak
certainly the astrakhan baker girl or the st.petersburg whore
will one day give birth to the new man
russia is pregnant with revolution’s red spring
but the steppes of russia are slow and loath to bloom
but russia is like the land that has never been cultivated
help then!
brothers
luckless sons like us of europe
help help!
and we watched his head burst into flames beneath his old cap
we all sat in his palm
three cheers for Russia! long live! zhivio! three cheers!
then a hump fell off from my back
frost-flowers blossomed on windows
and szittya who was to become police spy and agent-provocateur
kissed his russian coat
I’m as pure as a child
he said – if I didn’t have the clap I’d go to tsarskoye selo and kill the 

tsar
this was one night we kept off the brandy
we washed our feet and put love out of our minds
a hungarian printer who later got 12 years for revolt took cards and 

told the housemaid’s fortune
and we sang softly sang far-sounding
at last then at last
the time has come and we are mature like grafted trees
and we thought the gold flags of march were deployed above us
the swans perched up on swings and gave a two-tone laugh
on edward square I yearned to offer myself for the table of the poor
but dawn found the belgian police coming after us at very first light
there were no baedeckered strangers gathered at the pissing statue
those squalid streets actually thought themselves in paris
the golden-scrolled town-hall mocked at us
as we took our chained hands in the pouring blue
down the steep stairs
in front of the iron-hooped potato-roasters
through tavern swill
through the morning stench of fishmongers
miserable tramps herded together by the law and about to see god die 

in them
in the rue mouffetar we met the whores
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I was happy
it pleased me greatly that at daybreak they could look so beautiful
their chignons leaned into the leaning whitewashed wind
a diamond veil hid the sun peering at them from the fire-walls
ours was a saintly vigil all through the night
and now their cigarettes made me wet my lips
wish I could scratch my back groaned szittya who not so long ago was 

a messiah bound for chile
somebody waved a white sheet from a balcony
the blond russchild came into our minds the one who lived on flames 

like marinetti futurist god
and loved russia with more than a son’s love
now they throw him over the belgian frontier and one blue morning he’ll 

hang in front of the kremlin
help then
brothers
luckless sons like us of europe
help! help!
what am I but a plain-minded poet there’s an edge in my voice that’s all
what good is it to stick the tumaronian witch with a paper sword
12 days we sat in the vagrants’ detention-barracks which reeked of 

mice
105 of us in a single hall
day and night
night and day
at night we dreamed of highways and we squashed bugs
in the morning we got warm water at midday cold porridge and all day 

long we had to pray aloud unintelligible belgian prayers with 
the bearded guard who was perched up on a high platform like 
some idol

then we were driven to the french border in dark green wagons
my lord god at last
my lord god
here comes paris
of which I have heard resounding wonders
and which is still unknown to me
I know the french coat-of-arms has a red cock in it
I know french soil is blessed with girls and arts
at crack of dawn zola’s peasants were swimming on silver guitars
the seine deposited its blue bodies on the grassy bank
szittya talked about dunajec the hungarian teacher
violin virtuoso now in the chat noir
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9 lovers he has alien french girls war-horses from the franco-german 
war

I glanced through my notes: I have now seen 3004 christpictures
I found 9 sorts of birds’ eggs in the nest
I shooed off 2 cows at liége
therefore
I was 300 kilometers from paris
and above our heads parrots went about on crutches
O PARIS!
PARIS!
endre ady saw you naked and guillaume apollinaire simultaneist poet 

was born over your bloody rubble
we felt pretty sure we had the smell of pilgrims
and every day we walked 
60-70 kilometers
and approached the shadow of the iron tower
buy our blisters we called out to the people
buy our blisters kept in excellent condition
if you pierce it with a fine pin you don’t get the aftertaste of burning
the french all in all are not unlike the belgians
bavaria has the decentest of the dummkopf brigade
it could be good malt beer got them that way
it could be also that in fact christian philosophy set whatever thames 

they had on fire in them
our necks were forever burdened with the swollen lachrymal sacs we had 

swinging there
like a brace of heavy salty cowbells
for days we lacked lodgings
oh why did our mothers give birth to us if they were unable to set a 

house on our back at the start?
a jailer otherwise a shoemaker
pushed us half a day into the straw
out of yellow pipes with lances pliers and russian pikes lice paid us 

visits
but this was nothing
we slept on our faroff moonswing to flutemusic
somebody sang and sang above us
YOU ARE MY TWO INDEX FINGERS
and we had morning coffee round the skirt of the shoemaker’s wife
who remarked I had very nice hair
and on a closer look I was like a lad called igor
who drowned himself in the seine 20 years ago all for love of her



26

that black coffee mulled about priestlike in our bellies and I promised
I’d send her a picture postcard from paris with
two clasped hands and a pigeon billing and cooing on it
PARIS O PARIS city of fine suicides and who knows why
and I shall never forget her voice
she cried through the whistle of the customs-o!cers
and laughed through the electric horns of the city
laugh then you fool
can’t you see you’re snug in a gold-nest of life
Paris is dandling us boy said szittya and completely forgot his clap
once I even milked angels’ blood from the stars here
compared to that my mother’s milk was sodawater
pin up your wings my friend
pin up your wings
tomorrow we’re going to GRIZETTE
tomorrow we’ll be slipping oysters over on the boulevard italien and 

we’ll take a look at the electric birds
tomorrow we’ll try the tuileries
and the star-bar
ah yes
yes
sad sad feeling the nails growing on my sick legs
pain oh
pain
I’m reached by miracles bearded and plasterless
2 × 2 = 4
briars spread everywhere
but modern horses have teeth of iron
and he who starts off in the morning can never be sure to get home in 

the evening
happiest of all is the reversible skin man
for who can look beyond himself
what we set up is set up
what we set up has no meaning
the rivers will splinter in shreds if they have to hurry
gentlemen can hardly walk on two legs like sparrows
we know women leave their husbands
the monkeys examined their backsides in mister goldmann’s mirrors 

and have absolutely no complaints
say I could play chess
yet I’m really good at nothing
sliced pig-shanks sit on shopwindow merry-go-rounds
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I saw paris I saw nothing
my lover waited for me pregnant at angyalföld station
my mother in her poverty was already lemonhead
I could have laughed in front of them but embarrassment took over for I 

had two pairs of trousers on and no underpants
certainly the poet can either construct something that pleases him
or he’s at liberty to collect cigar-stubs
or
or
birds have devoured the voice
yet the trees went on singing
this is already a sign of old age
but it means nothing
I am LAJOS KASSÁK
and our heads twist up for the flight of the nickel samovar

 Translated by Edwin Morgan
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‘I Saw Paris 
 I Saw Nothing’
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29 2. Lajos Kassák, Vienna, 1920 
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From the mid-1910s to the mid-1930s, Kassák made great strides 
in the development his art and (political) thought, and although he 
always tried to present this as a ‘separate path,’ it nevertheless ran 
parallel to the well-known path(s) of avantgarde or, in more general 
terms, modern art. If we continue with this metaphor, we might then 
say that Kassák’s case was not so much a separate road as rather one 
lane of a wider road, from which it was always possible to switch to 
another (but not just any other) lane, and which he therefore always 
had to redefine and sharply distinguish from the rest. For Kassák, this 
meant that the futurist-expressionist concept of art from the 1910s 
and the activist-messianic worldview gave way to the Constructivism of 
the 1920s and the grassroots revolutionary spirit after the failed 1919 
revolution in Hungary, the short-lived Soviet Republic. This period was 
followed in the 1930s by the gradual disappearance of avant-gardism 
in favour of classicization, moving towards various realisms, and in the 
political realm, the final renunciation of revolution and ever-increas-
ing disillusionment and isolation. This has been interpreted by many 
– partly correctly – as Kassák’s adoption of a middle-class lifestyle and 
perception of art. To illustrate this process with just one example: the 
third point of the Programm (Programme), published in the tenth issue 
of A Tett (The Action) in 1916, clearly emphasises the nature of the 
separate path: ‘The new literature cannot be sworn in under the banner 
of any ism.’1 From the early 1920s however, Kassák was more interest-
ed in proving the developmental logic of isms, that is, their necessary 
succession. Rather than rejecting isms in the abstract, he favoured the 
developmental history of modern art – of which he himself was a part – 
and which would promote his own views more effectively in the long run. 
The narrator of his 1933 novel A telep (The Slum), who bears an eery 
resemblance to the author, recalls the following:

A friend arrived from abroad, Diego Novarro, with whom I had 
wandered about Paris for two years. He belonged to the early 
surrealist movement, but I had already completely recovered 
from my -isms phase, like a symptom of illness and the times, 
and this is why we obviously quarrelled so much. Where has 

‘I Saw Paris I Saw 
Nothing’

1 Kassák 1916.



31

all the fuss about isms gone? Since then, some of the enthu-
siasts fell out with the world, just like perfume traders, local 
secretaries or car dealers.2 

Viewed from a slightly longer perspective then, we find nothing excep-
tional in the changes to Kassák’s oeuvre and thinking. It can be said 
that he tried to inhabit his own era according to his own slogan ‘let 
us live in our times,’ which in practice meant that once the two great 
periods of avant-gardism were over, it was precisely his loyalty to his 
own axiom that forced him to accept that its meaning was condemned 
to perpetual obsolescence. This was a paradoxical situation, but as we 
shall see, it was by far not the only paradox with which the avant-gar-
de movement in general and Kassák in particular had to contend, not 
least because viewed from within, the entire process was not appar-
ent, even at the time. If we accept the theory of complete rejection of 
the past, then we (may) come closer to the realm beyond art, at least 
according to the avant-gardists, yet this also leads us to a no man’s 
land, which necessitates the search for companions on our great under-
taking. In other words, the abstract principle of rejecting the past may 
bring about a type of community, a ‘movement,’ which bases its ac-
tivity only and exclusively on originality (Kassák termed avant-garde 
artists ‘new artists’), and which finds it di!cult to curb the affectation 
of originality and the individualization of its members within the move-
ment. Ultimately, this can lead to the disintegration of the movement’s 
unity. To overcome this paradox, Kassák introduced the concept of the 
‘collective individual’ in early 1919, between the first, Social Democrat-
ic and the second, Soviet-style revolution. At a reading on 20 February 
1919, he presented his text Aktivizmus (Activism):

In our view therefore, revolution cannot lead to results in the 
foreseeable future without parties, party struggles, or some 
injection of heat. There must be parties. It follows from this 
that we, as the collective individuals fighting for the collective 
individual who unites the crowd, must take a stand against 
and for parties active in today’s social upheaval.3

Having introduced the concept of the collective individual, and once 
revolutionary activity became reality, the notion of the ‘eternally cheer-
ful man’ from the aforementioned A Tett manifesto had to be clarified, 
although here Kassák was in fact talking about much more. By tes-
tifying to advanced perceptions of reality, he acknowledged and ac-
cepted that without differences of opinion, arguments and rivalries, the 

2 Kassák 1933, 169. 3 Kassák 1919a. On the possible sources of the 

concept, see K. Horváth 2019. 
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movement could only end up in a state of entropy. Perhaps this is also 
the reason for the fact from the early 1920s, he had started to concen-
trate on relations between the isms and their history, and posited that 
there was a sharp dialectical opposition between the two great schools 
of the avant-garde, the Futurist-Expressionist-Surrealist, and the Cub-
ist-Constructivist-Activist.

However, it appears that the concept of the collective indi-
vidual was not yet clearly defined for Kassák in the 1920s, and would 
only be realized later, in the Munka-kör (Work Circle). Nevertheless, it 
proved to be a serviceable weapon against both bourgeois individual-
ism and the collectivism that homogenized the masses. But crucially, 
Kassák himself never became the collective individual he proclaimed, 
and remained a leader who did not tolerate anyone professing opposing 
views from his. He retained his leader status in every group he organized 
around himself, even in the Munka-kör, in which he retreated somewhat 
into the background, probably because of his advanced age, yet this 
only meant that he became a figure of absolute authority for the young-
er members. It remains unclear to me whether this was because of his 
personality, or the circumstances in question. In any case, the problem 
or paradox remains present to this day in community art: if there is no 
initiator able to keep things in hand in the long run, then a community 
created on the (artistic) ideologies of cooperation and participation 
is futile, and sooner or later the group will fall apart. If, on the other 
hand, there is such a person, then they will necessarily impose their will 
on the others. Yet, in the latter case, the reverse side of the pursuit of 
originality will emerge: complete rejection of the past often leads to 
an unreflecting adoption and replication of novelty, even when we try 
to apply a new name to something that already exists. Here, I concur 
with Krisztina Passuth, who writes: ‘Thus Moholy-Nagy, Kassák and 
Bortnyik create the genre of “picture-architecture.” But in fact it is the 
same genre that others simply call “geometric abstraction”.’4

In the following, I shall briefly review three defining, mythical 
formations that were dominant in Kassák’s activities from the early 
1920s onwards. I refer to them as mythical because they refer to the be-
ginnings or the end, more specifically, they function as myths of origin 
or myths of redemption. 

The first is revolution. In the first half of the 1920s, and like 
many others, Kassák spent much time struggling to come to terms 
with the fact of the failed revolution. In principle, the revolution should 
function as a myth of redemption, but how can a failed revolution deliver 
on this promise? From very early on, Kassák favoured a sober analysis 

4 Passuth 1975, 118.



33

of events. For instance, in his Levél a magyarországi ifjúmunkásokhoz! 
(Letter to the Young Workers of Hungary!), he agreed with those who 
felt the revolution should not be repeated in the same way. For this 
reason, instead of social revolution, he proposed a ‘revolution of love,’ 
the essence of which was not altruism but self-love. This, according to 
Kassák, manifested itself most intensively in creative people.5 Here, it 
is as if he is no longer talking about revolution, but about art. In fact, 
if we take a look at his short text about the painter, graphic artist and 
communist activist Béla Uitz, we read the following:

He presents two periods of his development to date in this 
exhibition […]. One is an illustration of the feelings of revolu-
tionary man within the framework of aesthetic and art history, 
the other is the explosion of revolutionary force itself directly 
into colour and form. Art. Revolution. […] He became light 
from light. But whoever wants to see via him must resemble 
Uitz – the revolutionary man.6 

But, after a failed revolution, the conceptual pairs of ‘art = revolution’ 
and ‘revolution = art’ were no longer credible. No wonder that by 1926, 
a much more modest platform of ‘everyone should make revolution in 
their own home’ had evolved out of this thinking. In his famous text 
Éljünk a mi időnkben (Let us Live in our Times), he wrote: ‘We are rev-
olutionaries by nature and we make revolution with the calculatedness 
of chess masters. The politician in politics, the technician in technique, 
the artist in art.’7 In other words, everyone should stick to what they 
know best. As to what the totality of social transformation should be 
like, and who should define how it happens – unfortunately we do not 
receive answers to these questions. 

Bearing that in mind, it is understandable that this – ‘every-
one should do their own thing on their own patch’ – was not Kassák’s 
sole solution to the problem, and we should also add that luckily, it was 
also not the most successful. It also suited the image of Kassák as the 
‘absolute man’ or the ‘culturally revolutionized new man,’ formed during 
the Soviet Republic, by participants in the revolution (mostly thanks to 
Kassák’s exchange of verbal blows with Béla Kun, People’s Commissar 
of Foreign Affairs and de facto leader of the Republic). During the rev-
olution however, when the time came for Kassák’s loudly proclaimed 
action, it seemed that these concepts were no longer su!cient. We can 
also see the consequences of this stance in József Lengel’s novel Viseg-
rádi utca (Visegrádi Street):

5 Kassák 1920f.

6 Kassák 1920g.

7 Kassák 1926c.
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There was no point in Ottó [Korvin] asking to hand over the 
room, we’ll find him another flat. Kassák thought it was fine 
right up until 21 March – although the revolutionary organi-
zation took place behind his doors – he just always remained 
the offended ‘über-revolutionary.’8

‘We make revolution with the calculatedness of chess masters’ – wrote 
Kassák in 1926. This bon mot reveals the extent to which he invested 
so much intellectual energy into preserving the concept of revolution. 
To do so, he naturally needed to transform the meaning of the concept, 
which he backed up with historical arguments. As early as 1922, he 
wrote that:

We are proud that we reached the second stage of our devel-
opment directly after the pure revolutionary period. I must 
however emphasize that this does not concern a change in 
essence, or a shift in objectives, but the pressing will to gather 
[…] new strengths.9

At this point, it was not yet completely clear whether this particular 
second stage was a part of the revolution, or a part of its end. Two 
years later, his phrasing was more precise in Álláspont (Standpoint), 
where he distinguished the negative (destructive) phase of the revolu-
tion from its positive (constructive) phase: ‘the new revolutionary activ-
ity must grasp the compulsions and possibilities of our time in order to 
set out in the spirit of construction.’ He characterised Lenin as follows: 
‘And this man was not the man of destruction but of construction. His 
main characteristics, which distinguish him from all other revolution-
aries to date: the inner harmony of his self, from which emanates his 
unilinearity and rational actions.’10 Lenin was, according to Kassák, 
a ‘constructor.’ From this point onwards, and based on his model of 
the historical construction of isms, Kassák differentiated between two 
periods of revolution, which he situated in parallel to Dadaism and 
Constructivism. The former was a necessary precondition for the lat-
ter, and it was only in the latter that the revolution could be fulfilled. 
‘Demolish in order to build and build in order to win’ – we read in his 
famous 1922 typography. 

And thus the construction built out of conceptual and his-
torical elements was complete, in other words, everything fell into 
place. Only one problem remains however: it is not entirely believable. 
Who honestly believed that after a failed revolution, the second stage 
of the revolution would be construction based on rational principles? 

8 Lengyel 1968, 36.

9 Kassák 1988, 309.

10 Kassák 1924, 26. and 25.



35

Probably not even Kassák himself believed this entirely. By the end of 
the 1920s, he had deleted the term revolution from his vocabulary, and 
in the 1930s, he simply wrote that: ‘Nowadays no thinking person has 
any doubt that the revolutions of 1918/1919 were not born of the crea-
tive desire of accumulated healthy forces, but rather were the unavoid-
able consequences of the demoralization and disorganisation caused 
by war.’11 What is actually going on here? First, Kassák transforms 
revolution’s myth of redemption from the 1910s into a myth of origin, 
and then he simply demythologizes it entirely. Two years earlier, he had 
published the final volume of his autobiographical novel that dealt with 
the Soviet Republic. Allow me to risk the assertion that his readers had 
expected more from this volume, perhaps a level-headed assessment of 
the revolution with the benefit of hindsight, or at least its mourning and 
lament. Yet what do we read instead? Kassák complaining that during 
that period, he had his first (and only) place of work which he had to 
attend every single day, or writing about how he got up and left for the 
countryside with his first wife Jolán Simon, where he occupied himself 
with writing a play. The revolution, which, in Kassák’s reading, is once 
again the conclusion of something, is permanently exiled to the past. 

The second myth relates to Kassák’s personal self-image. ‘To 
whom should I give this book of mine first dash towards a new Kassák 
and under my heart I opened the honeycombs’ – thus reads the very 
first line of the first of the numbered poems.12 The time was directly 
after the revolution, and understandably, Kassák wanted to move on 
beyond the previous decade’s community-based and revolutionary con-
cept of art. He aimed his growing individualism – which he had already 
established theoretically with the concept of the collective individual – 
on himself and his own life history, so that it would serve as an example 
to others who, like him, were fighting for freedom. He started to build 
the Kassák-myth, which was formed not only by him personally, but 
also by those around him, his colleagues and friends.13 

In order to understand how Kassák viewed his own person-
ality, we only really need to read the first few pages of Egy ember élete 
(The Life of a Man). ‘I was eleven and a half years old when I pulled out 
anchor from underneath my parents, started to walk on my own two 
feet, and intervened in my fate with my own mind. I was a serious and 
seemingly very thoughtful little person.’14 These are the first sentences 
of the novel, which follow a brief introduction. The opening passage 
always is of key importance in any autobiography, almost defining the 
whole story, and revealing much about what kind of identity the author 
attributes to themselves. However, Kassák opens his autobiography 
in unusual fashion. Unlike many authors, who try to mine traces of 

11 Kassák 1937a; cf. Standeisky 2003. 

12 Kassák 1921b.

13 On this point, see the first monographic work 

on Kassák, whose title, willingly or unwillingly, also 

expresses the intention to create a cult. Gáspár 

1924. On the question, see also Csaplár 2002. 

14 Kassák 1983, vol. 1, 6.
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childhood experience from their memory, he barely addresses the first 
ten years of his life; nor does he mention his ancestors. The time of 
narrative identity usually does not coincide with the person’s life, but 
precedes it, usually by two generations. Let me provide one example: 
the first scene in Sartre’s famous autobiography Les Mots (The Words) 
concerns his grandfather, a proud Frenchman on German territory and 
a proud German on French territory. Of course, one of the greatest 
problems of Sartre’s identity is immediately articulated here, whether 
he knew it or not when he started writing his autobiography. In other 
words Sartre, in the autobiographical sense, came into the world two 
generations before he was born. Most of us would also take this ap-
proach, but Kassák went for the diametric opposite: instead of timing 
the beginning of his autobiographical self with his biological birth, he 
postpones it by eleven and a half years. That Lajos Kassák, the real 
one with whom the autobiography’s author can identify, the factory 
worker, the tramp, the artist – was born aged eleven-and-a-half. 

How then was this particular Lajos Kassák born, if not when 
his mother brought him into the world? The answer is right there in 
the opening scene of the novel: the young Kassák does not want to go 
to school, even hiding his books behind a dog’s kennel every morning, 
or spending the whole time in class drowsing on the bench at the back. 
‘We got our results before the Easter holidays. I had failed in every 
subject.’ And this is exactly what he wanted, he didn’t want to study, 
but wanted to be an apprentice locksmith. He bravely stood before 
his father to tell him all this, because he had already decided. The an-
swer to our question therefore is this: Kassák, the subject of narrative 
identity, was born in that moment when he made his first independent 
decision that would define the rest of his life. This is a truly modernist 
identity, that of a self-made man, and the most radical possible version 
thereof. Here, there is no social determinism, nor any biological or cog-
nitive determinism, even the determinism of indeterminism, this almost 
typical modernist identity form, does not exist.15 What determines the 
personality is solely and exclusively pure decision, and pure self-crea-
tion. We are now faced with one of the greatest myths of modernism, 
one that Kassák completely appropriates without thinking any more 
deeply about what the consequences might be for our notions of human 
nature when elevating such an omniscient, omnipotent subject onto  
a pedestal. Similarly, he probably also did not think through whether 
it was not too great of a challenge for all those to whom he presented 
his autobiography as an example. But in Kassák’s case, are we really 
witnessing the birth of a collective individual? Is this how a collective 
individual is born?

15 Bourdieu 1996, 24 et passim.



37

The third mythical formation is that of vagrancy. Why vagran-
cy? Whom do we even call vagrants? Kassák dealt with this subject 
a lot, from the early 1920s until the end of the 1930s, and provided  
a definition in 1929: vagrants are ‘those individuals who can only im-
agine living their lives outside the social limits.’16 This is the concept of 
‘bare life,’ which has nowadays become fashionable, thanks to Giorgio 
Agamben (the phrase is also found verbatim in Kassák’s work). So why 
did vagrancy become such a central idea for Kassák, apart from the 
fact that he had personally experienced it, and it would therefore ap-
pear in his work at some point? On the one hand, the concept allowed 
Kassák to locate a mediator between the collectivity derived from revo-
lution, and the punctiform, self-creating individuality of personal iden-
tity. As the previous quotation shows, vagrants are the sort of individu-
als who win their status not through presuming themselves, but in their 
rejection of society, and among whom a kind of special community and 
fraternity emerges. As we read in A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 
(The Horse Dies the Birds Fly Away): ‘and we had brothers round us 
oh from everywhere / wonderful skins like brick a world’s languages on 
their lips / each had his special smell / and some had been planed to 
the bone by kilometres and others came with milky mouths from their 
mother’s breast.’ Or in Csavargók, alkotók (Vagrants, Creators): ‘The 
devils of restlessness set them off, and they arrive with the glory of hu-
man solidarity around their heads.’17 But the concept of vagrancy pro-
vided Kassák with the basis to create a new myth of origin. As we have 
seen, he felt uncertain around revolution and the crowd, and this feeling 
only intensified after the failure of the revolution. The transformation 
of revolution into a myth of origin was, from the individual’s point of 
view, an indifferent factor. At the same time, he must have felt that his 
personal image, formed around conscious decisions, was unstable as  
a construction, and needed further work and reinforcement. 

But how can a personality be established without history, 
tradition, or indeed any past at all? How can a personal history be 
formed by omitting such references as childhood or social milieu, or is 
it like the salvation offered by promises from the future? Under these 
conditions, the image of the self can only be consolidated through an 
exclusive positioning outside society. The volume entitled Egy ember 
élete: Csavargások (The Life of a Man: Vagabondage) opens with the 
following passage: ‘A man’s life extends. I set out for the second time 
to extend my life. These weren’t any conscious moves, I couldn’t tell ex-
actly why and where I wanted to go, but the cravings were there, work-
ing their way somewhere deep within me and every passing hour bore a 
brand-new urge to spring me into action.’ So, as he says, he set off for 

16 Kassák 1929, 349. 17 Kassák 1935b.



38

the second time. The first departure was the big decision to become an 
apprentice locksmith, and all of its consequences, including moving to 
Budapest and joining the workers’ movement. Vagrancy is also a new 
beginning. What is the difference between these two beginnings? Ex-
actly the same difference as between the apprentice locksmith and the 
vagrant. The former is a social role that can be chosen, and this was 
the subject of Kassák’s first great poem of collective identity, Mester-
emberek (Craftsmen), in the first edition of A Tett.18 The vagrant how-
ever, at least in Kassák’s interpretation, is someone who stands out-
side all given social roles, an individual who connects by means of his 
exceptionalism to other similar individuals, that is, to other vagrants. 

The concept of the vagrant has one further function in Kassák’s 
thinking that cannot be neglected: the intensification of human per-
sonality. ‘These were not conscious movements…’, he writes, and ‘at 
the deepest point inside me there were desires at work’. An interesting 
construction of narrative identity emerges from Egy ember élete, one 
that is not entirely untrustworthy, even from the perspective of develop-
mental psychology. According to our everyday notions of how person-
ality develops, the slow process of maturity in childhood sooner or later 
enters a conscious phase, from which point on, one’s ideas and aims be-
come clearer in relation to one’s own future. But is this really the case? 
Kassák has a point when he writes about how children identify with all 
sorts of roles early on (wanting to be a pilot, a singer, a doctor etc.), and 
only later discard these roles in order to pursue their own path. Kassák 
needed a second ‘departure’ as well, one that destroyed the order of his 
life to date, and opened up his half-adult personality to the most di-
verse experiences and adventures. Thus in Kassák’s thought, the idea 
of vagrancy stepped into the space previously occupied by revolution;  
a kind of private revolution, like the ‘Dadaism of life.’ This latter phrase 
is not used accidentally. Kassák attributed huge importance to Dada, 
not only because of its destruction of the past, but also because of its 
openness to construction of the future. The meaning and function of 
the Dadaism of life will be the same: an artificially produced19 ancient 
chaos, from which the human and artistic personality can emerge and 
clarify. As the years went by, Kassák (Csavargások was written in 1927!) 

18 Kassák 1915.

19 The artificial nature of ancient chaos is due to the 

fact that for Kassák, vagrancy was a conscious choice. 

For reasons of space, I cannot analyse at length the fi-

nal great summary of the vagrant myth, the four writers 

given as examples in Csavargók, alkotók. The question 

arises whether other such figures of world literature 

can also be termed vagrants, such as Jack London, 

Maxim Gorky, Knut Hamsun and Panait Istrati. On the 

subject of the (ethical) dimension of the decision, and 

bearing in mind when these life stories began, I should 

highlight one important difference between Kassák 

and Maxim Gorky. When did Kassák’s autobiography 

begin? With the assumption of a social role and a 

conscious decision, which later proved to be insuffi-

cient and replaceable (hence the second decision and 

the second departure). In contrast, Gorky’s biography 

begins with the death of his father and younger sister. 

Gorky did not choose to become a vagrant, instead 

it was forced upon him by life, or rather death in the 

family (his mother was forced to place him with his 

grandparents). Gorky was a neglected person who did 

not step out of society, but who, left to himself, sought 

his own place within it. Cf. Gorky 1920, 3–5. 
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needed something to precede the ‘great decision,’ an origin, and since 
this could not have been the past (any type of tradition), childhood, or 
revolution, the only thing that remained was the chaos of bare life and 
being outside the law. This is also what would give rise to the work that 
would further deepen the creative and psychological foundations of the 
experience of revolution and art made ‘with the calculatedness of chess 
masters.’ Or: ‘En route they are preoccupied with finding themselves, 
and they meet themselves in their souls, thus the work is born within 
them, like the pearl in the oyster.’20

The post-revolutionary period also provided Kassák with  
a new artistic point of departure. He began making fine art works, 
transformed Ma (Today) into a truly international forum, honoured his 
earlier promise to write epic verse (Epic in Wagner’s Mask), radically 
renewed his poetic language, embarked on autobiography, and even 
became a true novelist as well (from this point onwards he published 
his most important prose works, reaching almost one volume per year 
from the late 1920s onwards).21 I shall now deal briefly with the fol-
lowing themes relevant to our inquiry: the epic, the renewal of poetic 
language, and autobiography. 

Following the defeat of the Soviet Republic, Kassák began writ-
ing his epic poem of the revolution, which was eventually published in 
1920, entitled Máglyák énekelnek (Bonfires Sing). The result: complete 
failure.22 I would not draw our attention to this work at all were it not 
for its thematic and genre significance for A ló meghal a madarak kire-
pülnek. Máglyák énekelnek will eventually turn out to be the size of a 
book, but one that contains neither experiences (as has been mentioned 
already with reference to the revolution) nor, for the most part, a story. 
The characters are one-sided, but they fall far short at least in their 
elaboration of the individualized and, to use Kassák’s favourite term, 
‘life-ly’ (életes) descriptions of the figures in A ló meghal a madarak 

20 Kassák 1935b.

21 Having already mentioned the paradoxes of 

avant-garde art, now would be the time to analyse 

Kassák’s characteristic paradoxes, but given the lack 

of space, I will instead provide a list, one that is by no 

means complete. 1. On the international scale, Kassák 

was a thinking ‘man of the world,’ yet his years in em-

igration led him only as far as the next nearest capital 

city, Vienna, which, during the Austro-Hungarian Mon-

archy, had been part of the same empire in which he 

grew up. At the first available opportunity, he hurried 

back to Budapest (where a warrant for his arrest was 

still in force at the time). 2. Kassák declared himself 

to be a constructivist artist, while in his art and often 

his theories he sharply rejected modern technology. 

Although Kassák never explicitly rejected construc-

tivism’s emphasis on productivism, he himself never 

worked in any of the new technical media. 3. He wrote 

traditional, naturalist prose that had nothing to do with 

modernism, while his poetry and fine arts attempted 

to be radically avant-garde. 4. His self-image was 

simultaneously collective and individualist, but he could 

not reconcile these two concepts without tension. 5. 

He wanted to address the simple, uneducated working 

class, but did so in the latest inaccessible artistic style. 

We know that he had his own theory on this, namely 

that people were unable to accept avant-garde verse 

because middle-class art had ruined their tastes, 

and consequently when presented with avant-garde 

art they would, over time, be able to understand and 

appreciate it. But over the years, Kassák moved further 

and further away from this position.

22 I must confess that I had never been able to read 

this one of Kassák’s works all the way through, despi-

te having tried a few times. It was for this study that I 

was finally able to complete this task I set for myself. 
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kirepülnek. The text is overwritten, which unfortunately renders the 
message monotonous and redundant, and Kassák even manages to 
spoil the lines which would have had more impact if expressed more 
sparingly, in ‘tightened up’ shorter form. Kassák forces the Expression-
ist, list-based poetic structure that he had tried out in the 1910s (not 
only in the descriptions, but also in the narration of the story), which 
expands into neither a chaotic vision of the end of the world nor a tight-
ly-woven allegorical structure. Rather, the text is repetitive and boring, 
the story plods along, always viewing the present – and only the present 
– from the same distance. Where is all this in the József Lengyel-style 
report-like dramatization of the revolution in the spirit of the new objec-
tivity, or the Ervin Sinkó-style narrative of epic breadth and depth in its 
classic, nineteenth-century novel form? Not to mention the fact that the 
poetic language built on predicate verb metaphors – one of the most im-
portant characteristics of Kassák’s poetry in the 1910s – which, in this 
work, by virtue of their quantity and sadly also their quality, becomes a 
parody of itself. It is di!cult to read such typical sentences as ‘Facto-
ries began sleeping without restraint’ or ‘Knots knotted paths’ without 
laughing. These examples show how well the predicate verb metaphors 
can become meaningless. The first sentence presents us with sleep as a 
banal metaphor for strike action, which even Kassák probably felt was 
unsatisfactory and jumped out in front, forcefully inserting one more 
adverbial modifier, which only ruins the whole thing even further. In 
the second sentence, and in a similar manner, he tries to flee from the 
equally banal metaphor of ‘knots knotting,’ switching the subject and 
the object, but since the expression ‘entangled paths’ would have meant 
something entirely different, the duplication of ‘knot’ makes the linguis-
tic construction even more redundant and visually confusing. 

Thus, in Máglyák énekelnek, Kassák not only bids farewell 
to the revolution (although he would only become conscious of this 
some years later), but also to his pre-revolutionary poetic language. 
His new direction is better indicated by the numbered verses he began 
writing at this time, finishing in the mid-1930s with poem number 100. 
In roughly the first forty of the 100 poems, situation within the poem 
has almost completely disappeared. There is no unified or identifiable 
spatio-temporal system – divided neither by past and future, nor by the 
us-against-them confrontation that characterized his activist poems 
of the 1910s – and thus the text comes to closely resemble the end-of-
the-world visions of Expressionist lyrical poetry. Closely related to this 
is the changed position of the subject in the poem. Although Kassák 
never completely abandoned the statement-like, even communicative 
use of language around the subject, these statements and addresses 



41

are no longer tied to an underlying subject, which turns them into al-
most unmarked quotations, often coloured with an ironic tone. All in 
all therefore, the staging of the ‘I’ or the ‘we’ is over.23 If this staging 
is no longer present, then the poem’s montage quality intensifies in 
its visual, modal, and semantic aspects. The last of these is termed 
‘desemiotization’ in the literature, the breaking down of conventional 
relations between signs. This means that in the ideal type of avant-gar-
de poetry, nothing means what it does in everyday speech; avant-garde 
poetry is open to reality, and therefore open in theory to absorbing any 
kind of linguistic ‘output,’ – be it colloquial, rough, or nonsensical etc. 
– even debris (another interesting paradox). 

Kassák had therefore reached the ‘peak’ with his numbered 
poems, at least when viewed from the perspective of avant-garde the-
ory: dissimilation of the self, montage structure, and desemiotization. 
Yet rather than solving the problems, this is when they start to multi-
ply. Here, I would mention three such problems: the first is Kassák’s 
artistic ideology that identifies with constructivism, the second is his 
concept of his personality, that of the (collective) individual, and the 
third is the communicative dimension (or even the social function) of 
art. Kassák provided answers to all three questions relatively early in 
1925,24 but by that time he had already expelled almost all avant-garde 
traits from his poetry. I would cite his poem number 41 in Tisztaság 
könyve (Book of Purity) as an emblematic example of the ‘solution.’ 
The first line reads as follows: ‘I seldom meet people I am sad some-
times I pull my cap right down over my eyes.’ The lyrical self has re-
turned in marked fashion (just as the ‘we’ does in the next poem, num-
ber 42), for the time being in an almost pantheistic, all-encompassing 
pre-revolutionary form, yet this identification also disappears slowly 
over time, giving way to the bare desire for identification. The poems 
become increasingly homogeneous, at first only in terms of their at-
mosphere, and then later in the form of concrete situations. The dese-
miotization also disappears, to be replaced by direct, confession-like 
statements. In other words the second and third problems are resolved, 
if we view the return to more traditional forms and modes of expression 
as a solution. But how then does Kassák’s constructivist world view 
take shape? And what would constructivist verse be like in any case? 
Not many examples of constructivist poetry exist from that era,25 yet 
Kassák knew of at least one version that could have fit in well with his 

23 It is perhaps no coincidence that with the 

formation of choral speaking groups (not for lyrical 

but ‘dramatic’ reasons) in the late 1920s, the 

desire for this returns, when he stages his earlier 

masterpiece Mesteremberek, rather than one of his 

numbered poems. See Simon 1929. 

24 This was more or less the time he returned to 

Hungary, although the person who returned was 

already completely different – the non-avant-garde 

Kassák – from the person who left. Despite that, 

upon his return, he immediately established a new 

avant-garde periodical Dokumentum (Document), 

which, however, folded not long after. On this see 

Dobó 2018b.

25 This school only really became significant after 

the Second World War, known as concrete poetry.
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perception of the development of isms: the poetry of Kurt Schwitters. 
Although Kassák did not want to follow Schwitters’s path, which would 
have demanded far more radical desemiotization from him, he insisted 
nevertheless that art must have some form of expression (the source of 
his lyrical sentimentalism and, at times, his downright sentimentality). 
Instead, he transformed the meaning of constructivism, stripping it of 
all artificial qualities that entailed the violent reduction of ‘matter’ and 
the imposition of form onto matter. And so in the end, only one thing 
remained, directness in every sense of the word: the honest, the simple, 
and everyday clarity. In the second half of the 1930s, he wrote that:

Poetry borders on the state of awake-dreaming, and yet there 
are moments, not moments of sterility or superficiality, when, 
in the mysterious wanderings of the soul, one thirsts to know 
simple reality, like one who has realised that there is no such 
fantastic and mixed-up dream that is not rooted in the order 
of simple reality.26 

To my mind, the question of whether we can term such a concept of 
art as Constructivist can only be answered after an overview of the 
long and wide-ranging history of the school, and even then the answer 
might not be a straightforward yes or no. Yet the fact remains that the 
second half of the numbered verses, and in particular the last 35, were 
of a far higher standard.27 Such a statement is naturally risky, since 
it could be interpreted as a judgement that the poems are not that 
good because they are avant-garde poems. Nothing could be further 
from the truth, and to prove it, in other words to prove that Kassák 
could also write avant-garde masterpieces, it is enough to refer to  
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. If, after reading this work, we turn 
to the numbered verses, then we cannot fail to sense the affectation of 
avant-garde forms. Upon his debut on the international stage in Vienna, 
Kassák most likely felt a strong urge to prove he was writing the ‘most 
avant-garde’ poems, which would not only evidence a popular ‘rush’ 
towards ‘the new Kassák,’ but also serve as a guide to the whole of the 
avant-garde poetry scene. He wanted to address everyone, to address 
the whole world, but he was often unable to rise above the debates and 

26 Kassák 1937b, 244. Or: ‘The socialists, among 

whom I count myself, believe that the new world will 

resemble the collective clarity, health, and vitality of 

a world long gone. And they also believe that the 

new art will be something like Bach’s collective, 

monumental art. I do not believe in this idea. But I do 

believe that a new world will come, one that is more 

beautiful, more bearable and thus more desirable than 

today’s, but what exactly it will be like I have not the 

faintest idea. I also believe that today’s technicalized, 

mechanized art will be replaced by a more humane art 

that is more comprehensive in content and simplified 

up to the purity of direct expression, but I do not think 

that it could resemble the art of Bach or Giotto, 

obsessed with God, with its rich splendour and pious 

puritanism.’ Ibid., 192–193 (emphasis added – TS).

27 In this text I approach the works not (only) from a 

literary theory standpoint, but an expressly aesthetic 

point of view. By aesthetics I refer not to the study 

of perception, or art theory, but judging the quality of 

individual works, which today is usually called literary 

criticism. 
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battles within his own movement (not only) at the time; the poems are 
full of petty and aggressive swipes and digs at Sándor Bortnyik, János 
Mácza, Sándor Barta, Lajos Kudlák, and József Nemes Lampérth (see, 
in particular, poem number 16).28 It remains undeniable that even one 
hundred years later, these poems have not gained admittance into the 
Hungarian literary canon, or become popular among readers, and lit-
erary scholars still do not really know what to do with them, at least as 
far as the interpretation of certain verses is concerned.29 

It is important to emphasise canonization because A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek certainly did enter the canon in the 1970s and 
1980s (it became a compulsory text in middle schools), and was almost 
elevated to the ranks of ‘the’ Hungarian avant-garde poetic work.30 
This was achieved even when its subject matter – always an important 
factor in canonization in its broadest sense – was, from the perspec-
tive of contemporary Socialist ideology and cultural policy, completely 
deviant. It is not surprising that the Socialist system did not embrace 
Kassák’s epic of the 1919 revolution, Máglyák énekelnek, because it 
had appropriated interpretation of the Soviet Republic for itself (this is 
why, for example, in the 1957 edition of Egy ember élete, the last two 
books on the Republic were edited out). However, the subject matter of 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek did not even give rise to questions 
of interpretation, because simply put, it is about the avoidance of work, 
which was criminalized at the time by means of the stigmatizing cate-
gory in criminal law as KMK, short for köveszélyes munkakerülés, the 
‘public threat of work avoidance.’

Why then was A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek judged to 
be far better than the numbered verses, which were written at the same 
time, or Máglyák énekelnek? Of course this is also a speculative ques-
tion, yet I think that we can enumerate a number of factors that were 
decisive reasons for its success. In contrast to his recent experience of 
failed revolution, Kassák had spent twelve years bringing the subject of 
vagrancy to maturity, which probably greatly contributed to his ability 
to properly process the experience. But, far more importantly, he had a 
definite purpose in mind. With Máglyák énekelnek, it is quite clear that 
he did not really know what do with the experience of revolution: he 
did not want to mourn its passing, but nor did he believe that it could 
be certified as the forerunner of a new revolution. By the time that he 
wrote A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, he had lost all interest in 
revolution anyway, and was more concerned with his own person and 
life history, hoping that he himself could provide some form of example 

28 On the contemporary battles within the move-

ment see Deréky 2000. 

29 Zoltán Kulcsár-Szabó’s interpretation of Kassák’s 

poem number 6 could be mentioned here as an 

exception. Kulcsár-Szabó 2000, 52–55.

30 To mention but one example, in 2001, the Cluj-based 

journal Korunk (Our Time) asked 104 writers and literary 

scholars to choose the most beautiful twentieth-century 

Hungarian poem. A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 

made it into the final top ten. Balázs – Kantor 2002. 
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for his readers. He found own story to be better suited for illustrating 
the worldview-meets-art theory construction he was focussing on at 
the time, the foundation for the necessarily succession from Dadaism 
to Constructivism. He used Dada to clean the surface on which art 
and life took place, so that he could build freely on it. The experience 
of revolution was not suitable for this purpose, since he felt that its 
failure had terminated the potential for initiative that the former revo-
lutionaries had once held in their hands. However, Máglyák énekelnek 
could have been instructive for him from the view of poetics, and he 
could also learn from past mistakes. What were these mistakes? For 
example, if he wanted to write narrative verse, he did not necessari-
ly have to undertake a huge, all-encompassing epic work. Thus, the 
most important examples in his direct line of vision were not German 
Expressionists, but rather the French poets Guillaume Apollinaire and, 
most of all, Blaise Cendrars. Moreover, the text did not end up as an 
epic, but instead the kind of ‘long verse’ that others around him were 
also attempting at the time, such as Tibor Déry’s Ámokfutó (Running 
Amok). However, the numbered verses also served as a lesson, in that 
Kassák could free himself from the list-based Expressionist style (Rei-
hungsstil) that had certainly defined the poetics of Máglyák énekelnek. 
This had a twofold effect: on the one hand, in place of the almost punc-
tiform images of bare lists closing in on themselves, a more complex 
and far-reaching relationship could emerge between the images, which 
made the text more homogenous. On the other hand, the identically 
equal, even homogenous elements of the list could be replaced by a far 
more heterogenous verse structure. To illustrate this rather abstract 
statement, let us examine the opening stanzas of the poem: 

Now I heard time neighing I mean it parrotishly spread its 
wings I say gapingwide red gate / with my lover black dia-
monds bricked into her face and trailing 3 children in desper-
ation / we sat under factory chimneys / we knew tomorrow the 
winding lines / ho zhooop ho zhoop

This is no traditional situation in poetry, if we understand that to be 
a location defined by spatio-temporal coordinates, one that situates 
what we are reading into a scene; nevertheless, we still feel the connec-
tion between the lines. The text departs from an abstract level, and 
the theme that gives vagrancy its context is time, or more precisely, 
what is termed in philosophy as the ‘time of initiative.’31Kassák renders 
this tangible with three analogous images, combining the phenome-
na of voice, movement and colour. Then however, we are immediately 
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plunged – in the most concrete terms – into the subject (description of 
the lover) and the location (under the factory chimneys). The relation 
between the two is created by the sharp contrast. Yet it is not only the 
abstract and the concrete that end up in confrontation, but also the dy-
namic of abstract time and the stasis of concrete time: we were sitting 
underneath the factory chimneys. (And of course, we must not neglect 
the text’s symbolic plane, created by the erotic association between 
the static factory chimney pointing upwards, and the open red gate.) 
The two opposing elements are then connected together in the follow-
ing two lines: first in abstract terms (winding lines), then much more 
specifically, also including movement (ho zhooop ho zhoop). What are 
these winding lines, and what do they have to do with ho zhooop ho 
zhoop? Well, among other things, the telegraph wires that follow in the 
poem were important constituent elements not only of the new era, but 
also of the new art world (it is enough here to recall László Moholy- 
Nagy’s photo montages). The dynamic images of deluge, opening, and 
radiation thus merge in rocking motion together with the stasis of the 
factory chimneys in such a way that the chimneys become electricity 
pylons. This rocking motion ejects ‘Kashi’ and the ‘demichrist’ wood-
carver out onto the roads, creating a new visual dynamic and internal 
contradiction between the horizontal evenness and homogenous move-
ment of the road, and the rising-and-falling, accelerating-decelerating 
pulsating rhythm of the telegraph wires that run alongside. Obviously, 
these elements do not come together to form a single image, yet we 
can clearly feel the connection between them. This is what Peter Bürger 
has termed the allegorical nature of avant-garde poetic images and 
works,32 which, for Kassák, was undoubtedly the outcome of the new 
poetics of numbered poems. 

However, at the start or initiation of the journey, both place 
and time change. Suddenly, both will have a direction and an aim, a 
final destination: ‘I was ready to walk to Paris with the woodcarver’. Or, 
a little more abstract: ‘so the verticals become horizontals’. Paris is 
the vanishing point in the infinite of space, and those setting off on the 
journey quite naturally believe that it is reachable. In its material terms, 
the poem is about how this frays into nothing. Before the arrival in 
Paris, we read: ‘O PARIS! / PARIS! / endre ady saw you naked and guil-
laume apollinaire simultaneist poet was born over your bloody rubble’. 
Yet the sobering moment arrives rather soon, and the poem’s narrator 
must inevitably draw the sad conclusion: ‘I saw paris I saw nothing’ 
(note how the capitals have all been replaced by lower case letters!). 
We are thus confronted with a true modernist spatio-temporal struc-
ture, a utopian space-and-time that combines a place that can never be 

31 Paul Ricoeur, L’initiative, in: Ricoeur 1986, 

261–277. 

32 Bürger 1984, 68–73.
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reached with a future that can never become the present. A space-and-
time characterised by linearity and solely by linearity. Apparently. Or by 
no means apparently, on the contrary, it really is reality, but this reality 
must be discovered, while the discovery process is accompanied in the 
poem by the disappearance of the vectoral quality of space and time. 
The steps, the kilometres, the days are endlessly repeated, which can 
only be noted, listed, and counted: ‘and if we really went, we went’, ‘and 
so we continued’, ‘so to go / once more to go’, ‘and dragged ourselves 
through Passau / Aachen / Antwerp’, ‘I glanced through my notes:  
I have now seen 3004 christpictures / I found 9 sorts of birds’ eggs in 
the nest / I shooed off 2 cows at liège’, etc. The utopia gradually frays 
into nothing, and with it the world itself too. All this brings a tempo-
rary sense of liberation (‘ration the world you live in / no trouble for us 
to leave it behind 50 kilometres a day’), but what it ultimately offers 
is shapeless, all-encompassing duration and simultaneity: ‘we gave up 
everything in the knowledge that time alone would understand us / oh 
it will never let us fall from its embrace’.

But this naked juxtaposition and succession of things and 
events, against no background, is unable to create real space and time. 
The frames of reference within which we speak of ‘next to’ and ‘after’ 
have collapsed: ‘so the verticals become horizontals / and vice versa’. 
As I mentioned earlier on, in connection to Máglyák énekelnek, that af-
ter a while, the Expressionist list style renders the narrative completely 
monotonous, points on a geometric line, which produces a certain re-
dundancy in the text. Yet in A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, exactly 
the opposite is true. By making the subject of the narrative strictly 
linear (and not the narrative itself), the possibility remains that the 
narration will break the linearity. Again and again, Kassák can inter-
rupt the story (and it is very easy to return, all one needs is ‘and so we 
continued’), which allows for the interpolation of ‘inserts’ into the text, 
all varied in terms of subject matter and language use. This is what 
makes A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek such a varied and many-lay-
ered text. Again and again, the narrative parts are broken up by lyri-
cal, expressive, reminiscing, dialogic, reflective, oratory, even prophetic 
sounds, thus elevating the narration out of its linear course. And just 
as the horizontals (narrative parts) become verticals (inserts) and vice 
versa at the level of linguistic utterance, so does the visual world of 
the text become more complex. The monotonous unidirectionality of 
the march is broken again and again by transversal movements (‘a red 
railway-track ran through me’, ‘this was the first slashed-across day in 
my life’, ‘we are threaded by waiters with black soups’), then by revolv-
ing, irregular movements (‘the discs rotated without interruption’, ‘the 
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telegraph wires jerked tight and wrote mantras on the sky’), until the 
rotation becomes reversal (‘all eyes were opened and behind the walls 
we saw the world changed its / cloak’), and this change takes place 
not only in the external world, but also within the actors in the poem 
(‘happiest of all is the reversible skin man’, ‘then finally we wrenched 
ourselves out of ourselves’). The road leading to a specific destination 
thus becomes a ‘gigantic reservoir’ in which everything becomes an 
unformed mass (‘brimming with a mush of men’). 

I have argued that in material terms, the poem communicates 
Paris as a reachable and attainable destination that frays into noth-
ing, which Kassák expresses by turning the text’s vectoral spatial ar-
rangement into bare linearity, then into a circularity that closes into it-
self, and finally into nothing. But what does this all mean in subjective 
terms? Who returns at the end of the great adventure to the original 
point of departure (since the story ends not with reaching the destina-
tion, but with returning home, and this is also a circular structure)?

The question can only be answered, of course, from the point 
of view of the poem as a whole. Here, two tempting options present 
themselves. First, we read the whole of the poem as a story of devel-
opment based on the modern tradition of the Bildungsroman, minus 
the motif of the hero’s poetic role. The hero is therefore contrasted 
with events in the outside world, while his journey appears as a failure. 
But as a personal story it is successful, since it is this that transforms 
Kassák into a poet. This impression is reinforced by Kassák’s own re-
marks: ‘I will come to be a poet some day’, or the thought expressed in 
the middle of the verse, that ‘because by then I was a poet inoperably’. 
It is also possible that our hero had already set out as a poet: ‘yesterday 
I sent home a couple of poems to independent hungary’, indeed it was 
exactly this that motived him to set out (and which is also confirmed by 
his later references to Ady and Apollinaire). Naturally, the latter does 
not rule out the poetic development he may have undergone en route, 
but the question remains: is the poem really about Kassák becoming a 
poet? In my opinion, there is more to the matter: on the one hand, it is 
about the radical transformation of the personality, and on the other, 
about the change in the meaning and purpose of the poetic existence.33 
The second tempting possibility is to go in exactly the opposite direc-
tion, to read the work not as a story of development (or even a story 
of downfall), but as a tribute to vagrancy, a hymn to life outside the 
law and society. This view is also a projection onto the poem of hippy 
ideology, according to which happiness exists on the road, while arrival 
means death. Yet if we approach the poem from this perspective, then 

33 To give one example of the poem’s interpretation 

as an instance of becoming a poet: ‘At the start of 

his journey, Lajos Kassák was not a poet. With only 

a little exaggeration it can be said that he becomes 

such in front of the reader’s eyes, and one of the 

meanings of the poem is the description of precisely 

this process.’ Endre Bojtár, A Kassák-vers “tartalma”, 

in: Hankiss 1971a, 361.
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we have overestimated the significance of Dada. The problem here is 
that we have neglected the gradual change in the nature and function 
of Dadaist elements in the poem. The initial Dadaist inserts are the 
characters’ expressive bursts of enthusiasm (‘torches and bottomless 
pits flickered inside me / papagallaum / oh fumigo / papagallum’), be-
fore becoming a kind of linguistic-logical autoeroticism broken off from 
the subject (‘I am a poet / after all I know / the lanterns burn well be-
cause twice turatamo / and full of para!n’, or ‘fellow-citizens he sang 
out fellow-citizens / rabbits are the most prolific fowl’), while by the 
end of the poem, these inserts once again move closer to the speaking 
subject, strongly saturated by emotion. The difference now lies in the 
domination of melancholia and renunciation (‘what we set up is set up 
/ what we set up has no meaning’). By the end of the poem the Dadaist 
attitude, and vagrancy as a form of life-Dadaism, have drowned in dis-
appointment and aimlessness, with the almost hymn-like voice becom-
ing elegiac. Yet there is an arc to the text which ultimately points to a 
departure from Dadaism. 

In the light of the above, how then do we interpret the famous 
penultimate line: ‘I am LAJOS KASSÁK’? According to the first ap-
proach, it is the manifestation of the birth of the author’s name, the 
name that appears above the poems and on the book covers. From the 
other point of view, we can evaluate the proper name as the triumph 
of a meaningless linguistic element. Or, as one of the representatives 
of this latter line of interpretation puts it: ‘The proper name, “LAJOS 
KASSÁK,” which can even be read here as a signature, may indicate 
that the founding power of the name is independent of the subject it 
denominates, and is therefore only able to create by erasing its experi-
ential uniqueness.’34 The problem with both interpretations is that nei-
ther approaches the lines of verse from the point of view of the poem as 
a whole. The first concerns only the first stage of the process we have 
reconstructed, the idealism of setting off on a journey, while the second 
views only the later period, in which Dadaism plays a more prominent 
role. If we regard the arc of the whole process however, then we see the 
line in a completely different light. 

I saw paris I saw nothing / my lover waited for me pregnant at 
angyalföld station / my mother in her poverty was already lem-
onhead / I could have laughed in front of them but embarrass-
ment took over for I had two pairs of trousers on and no under-
pants35 / certainly the poet can either construct something that 
pleases him / or he’s at liberty to collect cigar-stubs

34 Bónus 2000, 130. 35 Kripke 1972.
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The lyrical self, arriving back ‘from nothing,’ wants to laugh, wants to 
relate to what awaits him at home with Dadaist reflexes, but is unable 
to do so because he is ashamed that he too has become nothing (‘I had 
two pairs of trousers on and no underpants’). The destroyed self has no 
option other than to cling to his own name, onto that meaningless lin-
guistic element that functions as a rigid signifier, which is his only re-
maining possession, and which connects him to the world. Grounded in 
this certainty, construction (Constructivism) can begin, from where he 
can now wave goodbye to the Dadaism of life and art: ‘and our heads 
twist up for the flight of the nickel samovar.’

Translated by Gwen Jones
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3. Lajos Kassák, Vienna (Schwarzwaldschule), 1925
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(intro) In this essay I will attempt an experimental reading of Lajos 
Kassák’s legendary text. According to György Lukács, the essay can 
only be an attempt in the first place, but in this particular case, it is 
still worth clarifying the aspects of ‘digression.’  A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek (The Horse Dies the Birds Fly Away) is surrounded on all 
sides by literary interpretations, yet to this day still remains a mysterious 
work, one that I wanted not to ‘place,’ but to ‘displace’ according to my 
own personal and current preferences, even at the expense of over- or 
misinterpretation. In doing so, I had to assume the risk of anachronism, 
re-writing Kassák according to contexts that will be alien to his 
historical and poetic orientation. This is why anachronism has become 
one of the central concepts in this text, signifying a specific experience 
of time (temporal crisis) that seeks both to feature and counterbalance 
the loss of the future in our contemporary culture. I think that we need 
to reinvent artistic ways of thinking about the future, but this means 
that we need to proceed as some kind of archaeologists of the future, in 
other words, we need to appropriate the heterogenous imprints of past 
futures, utopian desires, and dystopian fears. We must understand the 

The Imprint of Utopia 
and the Anachronism 
of the Imprint

‘what we set up is set up
what we set up has no meaning’

Lajos Kassák

‘Revolution is nothing more than an accumulated moment of catastrop-
he; what history is in the long term: change, movement, failure. Infini-
tely delaying the occurrence of the dreaded catastrophic event as some 
sort of positivist end state beyond historical time actually becomes a 
catastrophe itself. It can be said that the posthistoire becomes an infi-
nitely slowed-down recording of the catastrophic moment.’

 Hannes Böhringer 
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‘utopian motion’ directed towards the future, which I believe is one of 
the cornerstone motifs of avant-garde ideologies. At the same time, we 
need to be aware that this artistic ‘future gesture’ is ultimately only 
accessible in its past form, that is, as an imprint. From my anachronistic 
perspective, A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek can be understood as 
a sort of imprint-generating mechanism, one that not only practices 
the utopian motion, but whose unique textual games also produce the 
self-critical/ironic liquidation of this avant-garde ideology. Or rather, it 
diverts the impossible motion of the leap into the future into a vortex 
of times, energies, and materialities straining against one another. In 
order to visualize this vortex, I too will avoid linear explanation, and 
instead try to break and thus sketch out the poetic wave motions in the 
Kassák-text by means of certain concepts, headings, and metaphors.

(posthistoire) The posthistoire discourse infers from the ‘crystalizing’ 
tendency of (the history of) culture1 that we have reached a state of ‘end 
without end’ (Endlosigkeit), in which we have lost our ability to generate 
the future. This discourse, whose heyday peaked in the 1990s and around 
the millennium, had its optimistic representatives, such as Francis 
Fukuyama, who, departing from Alexandre Kojève’s reading of Hegel, 
celebrated the end of history as the global triumph of liberal democracy, 
in which sense the free market of global values and goods could be 
legitimized.2 In the political realm, this self-deluding liberal euphoria that 
concealed its own aspirations to economic power was quickly dispelled 
by the breakthrough of neo-nationalism and religious fundamentalism, 
while at the same time the cultural, political, and social phenomena of 
posthistoire remained with us; this can be interpreted as the totalization 
of what the left-wing cultural critic Mark Fischer termed ‘capitalist 
realism.’3 From the perspective of cultural production, this all means 
that evolution has switched over into involution, from which nothing 
new materializes, but in which processes only ‘take place’ by means of 
algorithms and programmed series of operations. In this haunted world 
of ‘lost futures,’ the most diverse futurisms, poetics, and ideologies of 
the future appear increasingly to be important, while we look back, in 
paradoxical and perverse fashion, with nostalgia at the ‘past’ futurisms. 

After the fierce opposition that accompanied / Futurism / from 
its birth, / it appeared so astonishing, / like nothing else on 
earth, / yet as natural as can be, / and no-one was in the least 
astonished. / Futurism could only have been born in Italy, in 
this land / definitively and exclusively oriented towards the 

1 In Über kulturelle Kristallisation (Bremen: 

Angelsachsen, 1961), Arnold Gehlen argues that 

modern industrial civilisation is characterised by a 

cultural rigidness, to which he applies the metaphor 

of ‘crystallisation,’ a process that generates notions of 

stability and timelessness.

2 Cf. Fukuyama 1992.

3 Cf. Fisher 2009.
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past, where only the past is timely. / And that is why Futurism 
is timely today, / since Futurism is over.4

Aldo Palazzeschi’s 1972 poem is an account of the ‘history-denying’ 
avant-garde itself becoming history, with all its tendencies at the mercy 
of musealisation. Yet in that respect, Futurism represented a separate 
case in that this movement, which fought for a militant utopia of the 
future through acceleration, was (also) a reaction to a completely specific 
geo-cultural situation. As we read in the Futurist painters’ manifesto: 
‘In the eyes of other countries, Italy is still a land of the dead, a vast 
Pompeii, white with sepulchres.’5 With regard to the local historical 
experience, Palazzeschi also buries Futurism, or rather considers it 
relevant precisely because of its zombified temporality, insofar as its 
presence can only be phantom-like in a cemetery-country. However, if 
we think of the posthistoire context, then we see that the ‘field of the 
dead’ has grown radically, since our entire globalized cultural reality 
has begun to function as a sort of digital Pompei. 

In the era of crystallization, only that which has already 
formed can crystallize. Apart from developments in certain 
sub-fields of the natural sciences, basically nothing new will 
emerge, according to Gehlen. In the absence of anticipation 
of the future, one turns to the past. There is nothing to lose. 
Only ‘stock-taking’ remains (Gottfried Benn). This is the time 
of historians coming to the fore, great historical exhibitions, 
the foundation of museums, the ‘archaeology of knowledge’ 
(Michel Foucault), traces of recordings, slums, and the spread 
of universal collecting.6

Or rather, a sclerotic state comes about which, while producing liveliness 
and the exchange of trends and codes, is fundamentally defined 
by nostalgia for forms. This summoning of ghosts, which grows ever 
stronger with the arrival of digital culture’s database-like structures, 
differs from Fredric Jameson’s notion of the intertextual postmodern 
saturated with creative energies,7 in that nostalgia is unable to become 
style, but rather is exhausted in compulsive mechanical repetition, which 
places retromania on a par with the operation of the death instinct. 

(utopian motion) All this has serious consequences from the 
perspective of our contemporary judgement of avant-garde movements 
‘sinking into the future’ (interwar author and polemicist Dezső Szabó). 

4 Untitled poem, quoted after Szkárosi 2010, 309.

5 Balla – Boccioni – Carrà 2011, 10.

6 Böhringer 1982.

7 Cf. Jameson 1991. 
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As Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi puts it in his book After the Future, the Italian 
Futurists’ 1909 manifesto is one of the twentieth century’s most 
significant documents of self-reflexive representation that defined its 
own identity via the future.8 Euro-Atlantic modernity, which ‘turns’ 
the consequences of economic (upward) acceleration into cultural 
discourse, used the utopian imagination to create mythologies of 
the future, to simultaneously mask and legitimize the ever-increasing 
acceleration of techno-capitalism. But after 1977, designated as a 
turning point by Berardi (and made emblematic by punk’s ‘No Future’ 
slogan), the imagination exercises that fed from the legacy of avant-
garde mythologies increasingly oriented towards dystopia. In other 
words, in the context of a ‘cultural freezing over,’ the avant-garde 
utopia becomes its own negative likeness, a dystopia. At the same 
time, perhaps the more embarrassing turn is not the conversion into 
totalitarian nightmare, but the process by which cultural databases 
capture in ghostlike fashion the avant-gardes’ desire for the future. 
Two possible alternatives follow from this. (1) The compulsion towards 
repetition transforms the futures of the past into a retrotopia,9 that 
is, with its reactive aesthetics of dwelling on the known, it suspends 
working on time, so that the difference of once-there-was-a-future 
becomes blurred in the empty deserts of posthistoire, while the 
global ‘timeliness’ of directionless nostalgia eliminates all specific 
obsolescence, transgression, and asymmetry. (2) The appropriation of 
‘imprints’ of past futures. This demands careful investigative tracing 
and on-site inquiry: uncovering the anachronism of the imprint which, 
according to Georges Didi-Hubermann, means understanding the 
critical coexistence in which the diverging times dislocate one another, 
while breaking up linear, teleological and narrative chronologies:

There are imprints everywhere, in front of us and behind us. 
Many of them we do not notice, many wane and disappear, 
sometimes in front of our eyes. Some are transparent, almost 
unnoticeable, others almost gouge our eyes out. Some 
disappeared long ago, but something tells us that they are 
still here, buried, and become recoverable on some sort of 
archaeological detour of method or desire. Some even seem 
to chase us at times. Many will actually outlive us.10

Today’s ‘archaeologists of the future’ and the researchers of lost futures 
must therefore bring to light the composite temporal structure of once-
there-was-a-future, those chrono-political tensions, as Futurisms change 
into their own afterlife instead of the future, while trying to establish 

8 Cf. Berardi 2011, 12. 

9 The concept of retrotopia refers to the nostalgic 

channelling of the social imagination of the future 

into the ‘living dead’ pasts. Cf. Bauman, 2017, 10–13. 

10 Didi-Huberman 2008, 11. 
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and simultaneously delete an unfixable present. The momentum and 
di!culty of transcending, leaping, and accelerating into the future are 
written back into history as traces, wounds and traumata. This is thus 
the imprint of the utopian motion which, as an imprint, suspends the 
suddenness, simplicity and presence targeted by the movement with 
the possibility of (technological) reproduction, deviation and repetition. 
The will to the future lives on as its own posteriority in the imprint, 
but this paradoxical afterlife is not the return of ‘the same,’ or the 
repressive frozen state of sameness, but the constructive possibility 
of surplus production. The future archive of digital culture can remix 
the lost futures with precisely this surplus, and thus restart the do-it-
yourself nature of time, although this perspective is neither utopian nor 
dystopian but anachronistic, because it is defined not by the desire 
or denial of the new metaphysics, but the old-new dialectical tension 
understood as times crashing into one another. 

(primordial soup) A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is the non-temporal 
primordial soup of the Hungarian avant-garde, whose exact recipe I 
won’t even try to reconstruct, since perhaps this is the most interesting 
aspect of the reading experience: how the poetic codes originating from 
various isms re-organise themselves in such heterogenous fashion. 
Or is there no ‘pure source’ of the avant-garde? This thought would 
fit perfectly with my own avant-garde ideal, according to which the 
isms cannot be ‘clarified,’ or if a given text can be seamlessly reverse 
engineered to an aesthetic ideological algorithm, then it loses precisely 
that inversive potential which would have been the condition for 
belonging to an ism. There must always exist a ‘gap’ and/or an excess 
that guarantees the infection and de-writing of the ‘pure source,’ the 
design and the ideology. In other words, what attracts me is the self-
liquidating and anarchic text-machine, which is clearly why I approach 
the question from Dadaism, even while I consider the ‘Dada honour’ 
too static an ethos.11 But does the avant-garde even exist without 
honour and commitment? The most agreeable form of commitment is 
Kassák’s manifesto of ‘always onwards!,’ insofar as we interpret this 
not as some sort of utopian breakthrough, but as a net-like movement 
across that overwrites theology, so not just always onwards, but always 
and onwards, or and always and onwards. Of course this contradicts 
commitment’s heroic origin myth as being bound to a foundation, but 
it also contradicts the anti-myth of mourning the loss of origin. Instead, 
it cites the Walter Benjamin-like context of the origin-vortex, which 
desynchronises avant-garde time via the temporal crises of leaping and 

11 ‘The honour of Dada wanted nothing to make 

sense, and for a seemingly coherent sentence to 

rapidly lose its fraudulent appearance.’ Bataille, 

2005, 224.
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decaying, disappearing and surviving.12 In his comprehensive study The 
‘Speech’ of Alienated Language: On the Avant-garde Tradition, Ernő 
Kulcsár Szabó writes with reference to A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 
that it is in Dadaism where we first recognize the significance of a 
writing style which, (not only) in its aesthetic use of language, exposes 
exemption from ideological inscription as an illusion. On this point he 
cites Wilhelm Emrich: ‘The unavoidable historical merit of Dadaism 
is that it saw through and abolished the dialectics of all fixed-content 
utopia.’13 For Kassák, this may have been important insofar as the 
Dadaist elements of the avant-garde primordial soup allowed for the 
soup’s utopian motifs to be overwritten. According to Kulcsár Szabó:

In the poetic background to Emrich’s realisation, the 
contours of a type of language use are outlined whose 
additional elements are the provocative charge of nonsense 
and gibberish. Utopian formation is rendered impossible by 
the fact that avant-garde fragmentation itself originates from 
such contingencies that undermine the ways in which the 
lasting correlative assignation works. It does so mostly by way 
of the performative course of action that not only foregrounds 
with incalculable randomness the empirical unreality of built-
up semantic relations, but also destroys the established 
correlations in similar sudden fashion.14

What is interesting for me in the operation of ‘avant-garde fragmentation’ 
is how the utopian motion can also be understood in the text as a montage 
of poetics and aesthetic ideologies, and – inseparably from this – how it 
becomes a phantom-like imprint in the temporal crisis of ‘performative 
courses of action.’ That is, I am curious about the ‘dislocation’ of organic 
and narrative process-development that articulates its will to the future, 
those anachronistic constellations within the primordial soup that lay 
out, confuse, and eddy the surface of origin.

(samovar) ‘and our heads twist up for the flight of the nickel samovar.’ 
Re-reading the last line of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, which 
has become something of a maxim, we are completely indifferent to the 
‘relative’ absurdity of the samovar’s ability to fly and are more interested 
in where the samovar is flying, whether its levitation has a direction 
or a defined vector. (But I would be equally justified in asking: where 
does a maxim fly, and is it possible to stabilize the reflexive movement 
of language?) On this point, Ernő Kulcsár Szabó states that in the 

12 Didi-Huberman 2008, 16.

13 Kulcsár Szabó 2000, 25.

14 Ibid.
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reception of the Kassák, one of the text’s problematic interpretative 
traps is the discussion of the samovar’s ideological course – in other 
words the direction of its travel as cipher for ideological reductionism 
– which reconstructs the trajectory of the celestial phenomenon 
according to the great narrative structure of the Bildungsroman. ‘The 
sequence’s interpretative code (that can also be organized as a process) 
here clearly stands in sharp contrast to the principle of discontinuity 
indicated everywhere in the avant-garde mode of writing.’15 All kinds 
of things want to fly in this text, but we cannot really control the 
direction of these airborne take-offs, instead they remain breaking-
offs. From Budapest, Hungary, the Earth, youth and KASHI, family 
and language, and the complex of symbolic signifying systems, and I 
could go on, filling this lift-off space with meanings, reading the would-
be-flight’s point of departure so that it is stable. Because we might 
guess that a take-off can only leave from something that is stable, it 
is this that makes it a point of departure, this initiates a Story into a 
founding origin, and thus leads us right back towards the temptation 
of designating a direction. 

If we consider the interpretation of time as formed in the 
realm of the experience of wandering, it can be said that the 
beginning of the journey is characterised by an appreciation of 
the future and the teleological structure of time, insofar as the 
journey as future entails not only the promise of the new, but 
also the notion of happiness. The interpretation of time in the 
text’s narrative dimension thus ends up linked to the search 
for the self, a process understood by the aforementioned 
interpreters of the poem as a teleologically fulfilling sequence 
of events, placing the journey of the evoked self into this 
secular salvation story.16

At the same time, at the start of the journey, anti-utopian tendencies 
are already written into this promise, into the unfolding of the utopian 
motion, because ‘I felt everything was at an end’. Already at an end 
before it even started, at an end before they had even set off. ‘25 april 
1909 / I was ready to walk to Paris with the woodcarver’. Budapest 
would like to end up in Paris, but Paris is already at an end in Budapest. 
‘I saw paris I saw nothing’. For breaking-off is not merely an aimless 
flow, escape, or burring, because it also uproots the beginning from 
itself, casting doubt on and displacing it, while also dispelling the 
notion that it once had a stable identity. The nickel samovar’s flow 
between Paris and Budapest, Budapest and Paris is ‘time travel,’ 

15 Ibid., 27. 16 Bónus 2000, 128.
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a backwards-bending signal that ties the breaking-off into a noose to 
disperse its new metaphysical instance, almost breaking the present off 
from the long-awaited future, and thus depriving the present from the 
basis of its identification. The flying samovar somewhere is a parody 
of the Futurist cult of the machine and speed, an automated ‘means of 
transportation’ that is ‘out of place,’ something ‘old’ and ‘new’ at the 
same time, a multiple anachronism like the time-travel vehicles in the 
pop culture of the 1980s and 1990s, such as the legendary Delorean car 
in the Back to the Future trilogy. That is, KASHI and LAJOS KASSÁK 
and the ‘others’ (disorganised segments from the search for the self) 
flew away in or as the samovar – writing progression out of the process. 
Meanwhile this is an ‘impossible’ flight, a non-flight, a mobility that 
cannot be stabilised, one that pleads flight against flight, or flying 
away from flight. 

(virtuality) Aviation was one of the greatest fantasies of mobility and 
technology at the time. While Gabriele D’Annunzio’s wartime aerial 
escapades were generally well-known, the Italian Futurists had already 
tried to reconcile literature and the (cultural) technology of aviation 
in the form of poetic exercises, such as Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s 
1932 Manifesto dell’Aeropoesia (Manifesto of Aeropoetry). Presumably, 
air travel today is still able to convey this liberatory experience, the 
euphoria of space obliterated by technological omnipresence, yet for 
most of us, digital culture has turned it into an aspect of everyday life, 
while taming the wild nature of the experience by ordaining virtuality 
into the foundational motion of mobility. At the same time, all of this 
can also be read ‘backwards,’ in that from the perspective of the digital 
turn, the originating virtuality of the movement is revealed, which 
only exposes and radicalises the ‘total mobilisation’ (Ernst Jünger) of 
(post-)modern technological desire. The Futurists had already sensed 
this virtual dimension, which they paraphrased as the ‘purity’ of speed. 
Marinetti wrote that: ‘Speed, since it is the intuitive sum of all forces in 
motion, is naturally pure. Slowness, as essentially the rational analysis 
of all stagnant tiredness, is naturally dirty.’17 At the same time, the ‘great 
journey’ of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is, from the perspective 
of the cult of speed, explicitly ‘dirty,’ since the vagrants’ trek of 50 
kilometres a day ‘pulling themselves’ through Passau, Aachen and 
Antwerp does not represent the mechanised purity that the Futurists 
associated with the death of Space and Time. Paul Virilio writes that 
the origin of accelerated movement is kidnapping, that is, travellers 
vulnerable to speed are abducted and deported subjects whose territorial 
bodies are scattered in permanent motion. Accordingly, travelling by 

17 F. T. Marinetti, Manifesto dell’aeropoesia, La 

Gazzetta del Popolo, 22 October 1931.
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horse or other means of transport is a disembodiment, a kind of virtual 
death, followed by the resurrection associated with arrival.18 (Of course 
the travellers in the text do not walk the entire journey on foot, yet 
the sections in which they use other means of transport help make 
the journey more of a labyrinthine entanglement, rather than just 
faster.) So, compared to the purity of technological ghosts, the dirty 
vagrants of slowness experience movement as a heightened and raw 
physical experience in the form of frictions between mobility and its 
milieu: ‘we nailed the highways to our soles and the sun was with us in 
space on his golden seven-league-feet’. At the same time, the vagrants 
benefit from some kind of ‘negative’ completeness that forms against 
technological acceleration, complete material and cultural degradation 
in terms of ‘(self-)surrender: ‘we gave up everything in the knowledge 
that time alone would understand us / oh it will never let us fall from 
its embrace’. But what is this time ‘into’ which the vagrants, broken off 
from everything and breaking everything, walk?

(pegasus) Just like the last line of the poem, the first line also attempts 
to write itself out of the text(body)’s organic spatial and temporal 
structure. ‘Now I heard time neighing I mean it parrotishly spread its 
wings I say gapingwide red gate’. Time animated by neighing incites a 
metaphorical storm, or rather launches its reading by it laying out in 
a code labyrinth. There is no point in trying to accelerate along some 
vector, or to break through, this narrative-wanting ‘rush’ is only enough 
to confuse time. That is, time will not help in the ‘narrative’ or the 
‘narratability;’ rather than epic evocation this is an evocatio sacrorum, 
which expels God from its city, itself, and its form. Exiling time in 
language initiates mutation through language rather than narrative, 
a metamorphosis accompanied by neighing and a flutter of wings. 
At the same time, the species status of animalised time is in doubt, 
since one animal’s ‘vitality time’ is not enough, since it immediately 
tries to escape and branch out in many directions. Its ‘parrotish-ness’ 
stacks up Dadaist intertexts,19 although I will not concentrate here 
on the gesture ‘made to speak’ time in parrot-like repetitions, thus 
emptying itself in mechanical automatisms, but on the problem of the 
relationship between the horse and the bird. The horse takes fright and 
runs away, or flies away (?), since here, everything yearns to fly away. 
At the same time, the two types of animal would set off on ‘two sorts’ 

18 Virilio 1995, 46–53. 

19 ‘The bizarre, grotesque or jarringly ‘shrill’ aesthetic 

qualities of the impact element of speech share 

definitely the same motifs as Huelsenbeck, Goll, 

or Arp (Der Dadamax). And it is not just that the 

Dadaists’ favourite parrot motif  – in a related context 

– is most often found in Huelsenbeck.’ Kulcsár Szabó 

2000, 21. Kulcsár Szabó is referring to the parrot 

motif in Huelsenbeck’s poem Baum (Tree), which 

appears in the same sort of montage as can also be 

found in the eternal form of A ló meghal a madarak 

kirepülnek’s closing image. 
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of escape route, which would then be further ripped up by the otherwise 
chaotic time. Here, analysis based on the principle of coherence would 
hurry to help bifurcating time, since the zoological schizophrenia of the 
neighing and the winged entity can be remedied through the addition 
of the mythological emblem (‘pegasus’). That is, once again we have 
one ‘time-image,’ and so we can believe that we have remedied the 
foundational crisis. We have found a mythological wonder in the avant-
garde text, which presumably turns everything around it into gold 
(meaning)! Lajos Sándor Szigeti analyses the mythological stabilisation 
of time’s metaphoric self-rupture, applicable as a generator of meaning 
to the ‘whole’ of the work: 

I just want to make it clear that both time and the horse, and 
the notion-motif of the wing perform a Pegasus-function in 
Kassák’s work, specifically in the sense of becoming a poet. 
In this way, we can speak of a traditional plot-story, because 
in my interpretation, Kassák is referring not only to the 
early nineteenth-century poet Dániel Berzsenyi, but also to 
his contemporary and fellow poet, Mihály Csokonai, and the 
‘Horse-change’ in the title of the present study not only refers 
to Kassák ‘changes horse’ (meaning that he switched poetic 
faith), but also to the title of one of Csokonai’s early poems.20

The stabilisation of meaning brought about by the ‘pegasus-function’ 
not only constructs the narrative of poetic conversion, but also 
succeeds in intertextually embedding Kassák’s project in the history 
of Hungarian poetry, thus securing the ‘flight’ path of A ló meghal a 
madarak kirepülnek. Yet the problem with this manoeuvre is not that 
it tracks down certain turns in the text’s mobility, but rather it is a 
meaning-centric demobilisation of mobility, which gives rise to the 
suspicion concerning the nickel samovar’s aforementioned direction 
above the ideological battles below. 

(suddenness) Not everything that neighs is a horse, and not 
everything that has wings is a bird. At the same time, the dissolution of 
inconsistencies merely drains the schizoid energy that gives Kassák’s 
non-flight(s) their driving force. We have almost ‘misled’ and ‘spread 
out’ time ‘made into a horse’ from its chronological path. Time does 
not find its own ‘reality,’ as it does not recognise itself driven into the 
form of a horse through metaphoric evocation. At the same time, this 
confusion appears as a shock-like event, since the first sign of the horse 

20 Szigeti 1999, 776.
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quality of ‘horse-time’ is the neighing. According to Virilio, acceleration 
in the animal world fundamentally originates in fear and the feeling of 
being in danger, that is, the compulsion to speed up is, in the literal 
sense of the word, future shock: dropping down dead in time.21 Thus, 
the shared feature of horse-time and becoming a horse is: suddenness.22 
From here, one further intertextual leap presents itself, which holds 
out the promise of fresh reconciliation between the horse and the wing, 
since winged time in Berzsenyi also ‘suddenly flies away.’ But there 
is no trace of Pegasus in Berzsenyi’s poem. That is, suddenness cuts 
the horse from time and forces it into a new metamorphosis, one with 
wings but without neighing. (Meanwhile of course, the neighing also 
continues to echo in the sudden.) The new flight back into mythology 
leads now not to Pegasus, but to Kairos, the god of the turning point, 
who is usually depicted as a young man with wings on his shoulders 
and heels. The Greek concept of time is already split, that is, it will not 
force Kassákian time – already exiled from itself – to return once more, 
but can only clarify the aspect of exile by means of Kairos’s modernist-
avant-garde interpretation. 

In his interpretation of Apollinaire’s poetry, Jauß views 
the literary approach to Italian Futurism and the poetics 
of the French poet as the twentieth-century paradigmatic 
reinterpretation of modernity, and describes the avant-garde 
movements as ‘modernity characterised by development and 
continual dashing ahead,’ that is, with the approach that – as 
the name confirms – defines the modern not as the present 
continually becoming the past, but the future continually 
becoming the present.23 

Therefore, in the chronocentric experience of time interrupted by 
suddenness, we evoke the intrusion by the future. But we should be 
cautious. The intensified present/presence flies over itself in imaginative 
fashion, and not ‘ahead.’ Because the future is not ‘there’ but already 
‘here,’ in fact it is already over, since the samovar’s movement has no 
direction, and nor does its suddenness. Suddenness is a wound, a mark, 
an imprint that comes into being with the intersection of the ‘present 
continually becoming the past’ and the ‘future continually becoming 
the present.’ Horse-time is therefore dead time, ‘empty’ only in terms 
of the pragmatic and progressive flow of time, the time of the dead and 
ghosts is a temporality turned inside out and drained of flavour, the 
non-place of the constellation and divergence of times. 

21 Virilio 1995, 40.

22 Cf. Böhrer 1981.

23 Bónus 2000, 131.
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(old-new) Kairos does not create a present by wounding Kronos, but 
dead time, anachronism, a ‘dialectical image.’ 

The anachronistic view, which primarily means the moment 
and challenge of anachronism, emerges when there is no story. 
It does not come into being to take the place of the story, 
but so that it can be born on a point that we have previously 
neglected. [...] This is how Walter Benjamin, with his 
‘dialectical image,’ established a fascinating hypothesis on 
the anachronism of works which have not yet attained a state 
of historical ‘legibility’: in them, he says, the Then encounters 
the Now in a sort of half-light [...]: it is not something that 
would unwind, but a tattered image – an image in which the 
past and the present dislocate one another, transform into 
one another, critique each other to create something that 
Benjamin terms a constellation, the dialectical configuration 
of times that do not fit together.24 

One example provided by Didi-Huberman is Carl Einstein, who 
‘discovered’ African sculpture, whose 1915 Negerplastik work departs 
from the Cubist notion of useful value to update objects reduced to the 
state of useful tools. How can an artefact from the past become the 
art of the future in the present? How can something ancient become 
new? In the Cubist appropriation, a constellation is created which is 
not ‘new’ (if we understand the new as a presentation of some sort of 
‘pure’ alienation); this is an absurd notion if only because we could not 
perceive such a new as new, since it is so radically different from our 
cultural matrix. In On the New, Boris Groys examines the metaphysical 
opposite (implied in the utopian motion) between in the ‘new’ opening 
up the future and the ‘old’ holding up the power of the past, by re-
evaluating the museum context.25 In his reasoning, the forced amnesia 
represented (not only) by the Futurists, or the elimination of historical 
consciousness (also represented by the museum), brings the new 
productivity to an end, since the new is formed by the constant shifting 
of the boundary between archived and non-archived things, whose 
functioning presumes the museum perspective and its contextual 
openness. The intrusion of the new, as a present becoming the future, 
occurs only with the ‘prolongation’ of the present becoming the past, in 
the mutual disturbance and writing of the two dimensions: as old-new. 

(hyphen) The old-new hyphen just indicates the tormented nature and 
cruelty of the mismatch. If we examine the philosophy of punctuation, 

24  Didi-Hubermann 2008, 13. 25 Cf. Groys 2008.
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then according to Giorgio Agamben, the hyphen is the most dialectic 
punctuation mark, since it only ties together as much as it separates, 
that is, it permanently holds meanings in the oscillation between 
identity and non-identity, which property makes it suitable for 
indicating the dislocated temporality of the dialectical image.26 ‘all 
eyes were opened and behind the walls we saw the world change its / 
cloak / budapest–paris–berlin–kamchatka–st.petersburg’. The world 
changing its cloak refers to the change in the world’s perceptibility, 
since the concepts of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ change place, it is about a 
reversal of ‘reality’, although it is not clear whether the change takes 
place towards concealment or unmasking. We can conclude from the 
list of geographical spaces (big cities and Kamchatka) that the change 
in perception can be identified in the avant-garde phenomenology of 
simultaneity, that is, utopian motion returns once again, while at the 
same time the hyphens only synchronise as much as they desynchronise. 
Moreover, this is not simply about hyphens, but non-adhering dashes, 
which point graphically not to the words, but to the void between the 
words, to dead time, almost starting a new thought after the old one, 
even though they forge the new and the old – in this constellation – 
inseparably. This is where the rhizome’s and-and-and structure or 
movement across appears, the ‘intermediate’ heap of various speeds, 
not the freeze-frame perspective of homogenising ‘insight.’

(non-economy) ‘man casts his milk-teeth and stares into the emptiness 
where life devours its own tail / into the emptiness’. The vomiting 
away and/or out of the milk teeth once again metaphorizes, from the 
perspective of time-made-horse, the chronocentric time of the biography, 
or the sudden break on principle of its logic. It appears that the man 
without milk teeth has not yet grown his mature ‘horse teeth,’ since he 
resides in an intermediacy where he only ‘stares’ at the ‘emptiness’ of 
growing up. This helpless staring in the non-time of between hangs in 
the ‘emptiness,’ or rather stagnates, although this ‘emptiness’ is cut 
out of life-time by the vomiting away of the milk teeth. Suddenness 
therefore, instead of organising time in a direction (initiating the 
narrative of growing up), derails upon an encounter with a counter-
suddenness (or its repetition directed against itself). The man cannot 
bite because he has vomited his teeth, but vomiting is the promise of 
a bite, since losing a tooth foretells a new tooth with which he will be 
able to devour, feast and gorge on life. The tooth is not there, but this 
absence is just the between, which will be filled by the negative presence 
of the tooth. That is, the man bites out the emptiness of between with 

26 Agamben 2013, 432. 
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the promise of the tooth, and at the same time life bites back, or rather 
together they bite the emptiness, almost grappling for it, meanwhile, 
the emptiness is repeatedly produced in this exchange of bites. But 
next to the teeth we also have the tail as well. Life(time) devouring its 
own tail is the figure of the Ouroboros, which attempts to structure 
the promise of growing up by means of the economy of return. At the 
same time, this is not simply about looping together and closing, but a 
break-like contact, a touching non-touch or self-wounding intertwining, 
because when life bites its own tail, it does not merely connect back to 
itself, but also disconnects, since its own tail is: ‘emptiness.’ That is, 
the return is the simultaneous revelation of a break, a split, a ‘mark’ of 
biting. This could be ‘the first slashed-across day in my life’. The day 
being ‘slashed-across’ is the point at which the end of his life meets the 
origin, that is, it represents the looping together of linear time as (self-)
incision dropped on temporality. The circle does not hermetically seal, 
and this is why the Odyssean structure of pure repetition and economic 
narration becomes impossible in the vortex-like origin-motion:

Oikonomia would always follow the path of Ulysses. The 
latter returns to the side of his loved ones or to himself; he 
goes away only in view of repatriating himself, in order to 
return to the home from which En partir duquell the signal 
for departure is given and the part assigned, the side chosen 
[le parti pris], the lot divided, destiny commanded (moira). 
The being-next-to-self of the Idea in Absolute Knowledge 
would be odyssean in this sense, that of an economy and a 
nostalgia, a ‘homesickness,’ a provisional exile longing for 
reappropriation.27

The exchange of bites also consumes nostalgia while producing the 
imprint of the ‘lost future,’ since because the circle cannot be closed; 
we cannot insert the relationship between KASHI and LAJOS KASSÁK 
into the Bildungsroman narrative, which would be a condition of 
looking back in nostalgia. Driven by the origin-vortex, KASHI and 
LAJOS KASSÁK ‘levitate,’ the connection between them functionally 
corresponding to the old-new relationship between Budapest and 
Kamchatka.

(imprint-generating mechanism) The utopian motion is therefore an 
impossible motion, non-flight, or rather a flight that by mobilising its 
own impossibility, still simultaneously stirs up the origin into a vortex. 
It is impossible because it is the desire for a lost future, yet at the 

27 Derrida 2003, 7.



66

same time this future was already lost before it was wanted, at least 
from the perspective of anachronism, which examines the imprint of 
the utopian motion. In the imprint, the lost future is still able to want, 
it has sensitivity, although ‘it forces a phantom-like proximity, its 
anticipation that the departed stands too close to us.’28 The proximity 
of the departed and the phantom-like proximity form a dialectical 
image in the imprint, which can be described as a temporal crisis, an 
intermediate heap of various times and speeds. The utopian motion of 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek therefore occurs, and does not occur: 
its occurrence as an impossible motion coincides with its becoming an 
imprint. This is why I see Kassák’s text as fundamentally an imprint-
generating mechanism in which the forms of time, according to Didi-
Huberman’s notion of the dialectic, work on each other. ‘It is a movement 
in which the lifeless blends with the living, where life is nothing more 
than an unsettling form in motion at work – where dying and birth, “life-
energy” and “decay” (to use Steinberg’s phrase), decomposition and 
morphogenesis combine, or more precisely, dialectically intertwine.’29 
The technological metaphor of the imprint is clearly unable to cover 
every aspect of the text’s richness and workings, but I think that the 
temporal tensions of the utopian motion can nevertheless still be 
portrayed in the critical constellation of the dialectical image, without 
the various speeds, suddennesses and intensities dissolving in some 
sort of ideological reconciliation.

28 Didi-Hubermann 2008, 119. 29 Ibid., 165.
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Lajos Kassák’s best-known poetic work is undoubtedly the long poem 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek (The Horse Dies the Birds Fly 
Away).1 The poem deals with his 1909 vagabondage through Western 
Europe, while its language and style are linked to Dada, one of the 
most radical artistic movements of the early 1920s. The work’s bio-
graphic subject matter, its complex, montage-like structure, and its 
original poetic devices have inspired a multitude of analyses in the 
decades since its publication. Yet among the countless interpretations 
we do not find one single final, straightforward ‘solution’ to this special 
work of Hungarian literature. A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is the 
sort of open work that conceals within it a multitude of possible inter-
pretations, and this is perhaps why it has become Kassák’s most-cited 
lyrical work, as well as one of the masterpieces of Hungarian literature. 

To date, the poem has been analysed by many and from many 
different perspectives, yet it is curious that the literature provides such 
scant information on the poem’s genesis, or the history of its publish-
ing and reception. We do not know the precise date or circumstances 
of when it was written, or the history of its publication and reception, 
and the story of its canonisation is also absent in the literature. These 
questions have not been at the focus of literary history and literary the-
ory analyses, yet by answering them, I believe that we can move closer 
to an interpretation of the poem and a more precise definition of its 
place in history and literary history. 

In this essay I shall not analyse the poem as a literary work, 
but elaborate on its genesis, various editions, reception, interpreta-
tions, and translations. I will therefore endeavour to write a ‘biography’ 
of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. When was the work written? 
How did it come to be the best-known piece in Kassák’s oeuvre? How 
did it become a canonised work of the Hungarian and international 
avant-garde? My aim is to answer these questions by uncovering pri-
mary sources and analysing contexts. The essay is divided into two 
main parts: the first deals with the poem’s genesis in the first half of the 
1920s, while the second presents the process of its canonisation from 
the Second World War until today. 

1 Research for his essay was supported by the 

Dénes Deák Fellowship. The essay was prepared as 

a part of the research project of the Petőfi Literary 

Museum–Kassák Museum K-120779 entitled ‘Lajos 

Kassák’s Avant-Garde Journals from an Interdisci-

plinary Perspective (1915–1928)’, supported by the 

Hungarian National Research, Development and 

Innovation Office.
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1. The ‘New Kassák’: The History of a Programme Poem from Vienna 
to Budapest 

Lajos Kassák first established the journal Ma (Today) in Budapest 
during the First World War, and it quickly became the most important 
forum for Hungarian avant-garde arts. During the short-lived Hungar-
ian Soviet Republic in 1919, it had seemed that the avant-garde plat-
form of Ma would find a place in the cultural life of the dictatorship of 
the proletariat. The journal’s editors, Lajos Kassák and Béla Uitz, also 
played an active role in the directorates of writers and artists. Kassák 
and his colleagues believed that the in the wake of the proletarian rev-
olution, activists would create the lyrical and visual form language of 
the art of the ‘new world.’ Activists had supported the Communist rev-
olution that promised social transformation, but had never envisioned 
their work in the service of Party policy. Kassák’s independent streak 
quickly led him into conflict with the Republic’s leaders.2

Despite these debates, Kassák and his circle had committed 
themselves in support of the Soviet Republic, and after its collapse, 
they followed the many other left-wing politicians, intellectuals and 
artists fleeing to Vienna to escape reprisals under the new regime led 
by Miklós Horthy. In the first half of the 1920s, the Austrian capital 
hosted a significant colony of Hungarian exiles: numerous Hungar-
ian-language journals and daily papers were published, and the old 
Budapest factions reorganised themselves anew in Viennese coffee 
houses.3 Kassák re-launched Ma in Vienna in May 1920. The first few 
issues continued the Expressionist project launched in Budapest, but 
within one year in the Austrian capital, the spirit of the journal was 
radically transformed. Kassák had now entered the international realm 
and formulated his new concept to address the artists of international 
avant-garde movements. 

The events, debates, and lessons learned from the revolution 
also contributed to the Viennese edition of Ma. Kassák addressed its 
first programmatic text to ‘all the artists of the world,’4 and set out the 
goals of cultural elevation of the proletariat and broad propagation of 
‘new art’, that could be described as ‘avant-garde’ today. He had been lib-
erated in Vienna from the pressure of compulsory revolutionary activity, 
and instead aimed towards broad-ranging dissemination of the new art 
that had discarded the tools of direct political agitation. However, Kass-
ák’s social and cultural programme during his émigré years was essen-
tially cultural in nature, and not political. This notion had been present 
in his work since the collapse of the Republic of Councils, and would later 
culminate in his 1930s work organising the Munka-kör (Work Circle). 

2 Szeredi 2018.

3 Szeredi 2017b.

4 Kassák 1920a; Lajos Kassák, A világ új 

művészeihez (To the New Artists of the World), 

typescript, July 1919, Kassák Museum, inv. no. 

KM-an. 13.
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Influenced by contemporary artistic currents, Kassák ex-
changed the Expressionist perspective for the spirit of Dada and Con-
structivism, and consequently, Ma moved further away from its earlier 
1919 programme of revolution. By 1922, the group of activists who 
once had been united in spirit in Budapest, had argued, split, and fi-
nally fallen apart. Kassák’s earlier colleagues – among them Béla Uitz, 
Sándor Barta and Erzsi Újvári – turned against him because they did 
not agree that avant-garde art could be used to create a committed 
left-wing platform.5

Kassák and Dada

During the First World War in Budapest, Kassák had been able to build 
close ties to a number of international avant-garde groups, specifically 
German anti-war Expressionist journals and movements, including ac-
tivists of the journal Die Aktion (The Action), and the Expressionists 
around Der Sturm (The Storm), led by Herwarth Walden. After the 
failure of the Soviet Republic, Kassák turned away from Expression-
ism as he felt that its programme was exhausted, and in any case, in 
his post-revolutionary exile there was no milieu in which Expressionist 
poets and visual language had any force. His attention turned towards 
the new currents and phenomena in European avant-garde art, which 
is how he came to know Dada, and on the basis of this encounter, he 
transformed the concept behind Ma. 

The Dada movement was born in 1916, during the First World 
War in neutral Zurich, among émigré anti-war artistic and intellectu-
al circles. Dada was a cultural phenomenon characteristic of the First 
World War, and created a new paradigm, new language, and new artistic 
attitude. Dada’s early manifestations and provocative cabaret perfor-
mances were regarded by the audience as self-centred events, designed 
to annoy the middle classes. In 1917, these sporadic events were or-
ganised into a movement led by Tristan Tzara, with a programme ad-
dressed to ‘all the avant-garde artists of the world,’ just like Kassák’s 
1920 declaration in Vienna.6 Kassák and Ma first came into contact 
with Dada in the summer of 1920. In his letter addressed to the Dada 
movement in Zurich, Kassák promised to collaborate with Tzara, who 
soon sent journals, books, and reproductions to the Hungarian activ-
ists in Vienna.7 Kassák’s thinking on art was vigorously transformed 
by this relationship: poems, manifestos, and visual works by Tzara, 
Hans Arp, and Francis Picabia became authoritative influences for 
him. Kassák noticed Kurt Schwitters, Dada’s peculiar representative 

5 For more details see Szabó 1971; Szabó 1981. 

6 For more details see Sudhalter 2016.

 

7 Lajos Kassák’s letter to the Dada group in Zurich, 

from Vienna to Zurich, 6 December 1920. Published 

by Csaplár 1994, 18. 

5. Dada, cover by Tristan Tzara, December 1918
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in Hannover who produced Merz – assemblages and collages out of 
industrial and paper waste – in Der Sturm, and soon entered into corre-
spondence with him.8 Kassák dedicated the entire January 1921 issue of 
Ma to Schwitters, and artists of the international Dada received priority 
among the journal’s pages; throughout the 1921 issues of Ma, Kassák 
wanted primarily to focus on Dadaist artists for his readers. 

Kassák and his fellow artists also adapted the Dada ‘attitude’ 
during 1920–1921. They turned away from conventional artistic forms 
with ever greater daring, leaving syntax and narrative register behind 
in their poems, and making abstract visual works. The left-wing Ger-
man Dada group was a great influence over Kassák’s younger sister 
Erzsi Újvári, who was experimenting with Expressionist verse at the 
time, and her husband, the poet Sándor Barta. Kassák chose George 
Grosz’s social satirical drawings as illustrations for a volume of poems 
by Újvári, while Barta wrote absurd political declarations inspired by 
the Berlin Dada manifestos.9 Kassák’s connection to Dada’s liberated, 
political, and yet anti-art phenomena, and his communication with the 
movement’s artists proved to be a turning point in the history of Ma. 

But however great the Dadaists’ influence over the Ma art-
ists, Kassák never wanted to subordinate his programme to the Dada 
movement. As he emphasised in the spring of 1921: ‘the Dadaists 
have nothing to do with Ma […] they are already a conservative school, 
I really don’t feel like belonging to them and I won’t allow Ma to end up 

6. 391, cover by Francis Picabia, February 1919

8 Schwitters’s works and poems were published in 

the April 1919 issue of Der Sturm. Lajos Kassák’s 

letter to Christoph Spengemann, from Vienna to 

Hannover, 25 July 1920, published by Csaplár 1994, 

18. Lajos Kassák’s letter to Kurt Schwitters, from 

Vienna to Hannover, 30 October 1920, published by 

Nantke – Wulff 2014, 12–13.  

9 Újvári 1921; Barta 1921. 

7. Vernissage of the First International Dada-Fair, 

Dada Almanach, 1920
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in their hands.’10 Kassák had therefore recognised 
that he could only protect the independence of his 
own movement by maintaining a distance from the 
‘institutionalised’ groups of international Dada, de-
spite the fact that he felt that Dada’s artistic tenden-
cy and style indeed represented a suitable response 
in the years following the First World War. 

‘First Dash Towards the New Kassák’: 
the Numbered Poems

Kassák formulated his new programme in the first Vi-
enna issue of Ma from May 1920, in which he looked 
back at the Hungarian revolutions and set out the 
new direction for the activist movement. He further 
promised to reckon with the events of the Soviet Re-
public and reflect on the failed revolution. The out-
come, written during his first few months in Vienna, 
was the free verse epic about the Republic, Máglyák 
énekelnek (Bonfires Sing). Its first sections were pub-
lished in the 1920 Viennese issues of Ma, while the 
complete text came out at the end of that year in the 
Bécsi Magyar Újság (Viennese Hungarian Daily).11 In 
the poem, Kassák reassessed the lessons of the rev-
olutions and the dictatorship of the proletariat in a style both analytic 
and heroic, objectively, but also shot through with emotion. He also re-
garded this work as closing the previous chapter of his earlier activism. 
This epic, and his other work, Hirdetőoszloppal (Advertising Column), 
originally published in Budapest in 1919 but pulped after the collapse 
of the Republic, opened the way for the creation of the ‘new Kassák.’12

The publication of Máglyák énekelnek marked the beginning 
of a radical change in Kassák’s poetry. From the winter of 1920 un-
til 1929, Kassák worked on a verse cycle whose verses were numbered 
rather than titled.13 The complete series consists of one hundred verses, 
most of which were written during his exile in Vienna. The numbered 
verses represent a break from his earlier characteristic form and con-
tent. Its linguistic context displays humour, irony and self-irony, as well 
as numerous Dadaist elements taken from Tzara, Arp, and Schwitters. 
We can safely state that it was in his early numbered verses that Kassák 

10 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Ödön Mihályi, from Vienna 

to Košice, spring 1921, Petőfi Literary Museum, inv. no. 

V. 2293/113. For more details see Forgács 2016. 

11 Kassák 1920b; Kassák 1920c. For more details 

see Aczél 1985.

12 Kassák 1919b. The volume is a collection of his 

Expressionist poems in revolutionary tone, written in 

1918 and 1919. 

13 Kassák 1921b.

9. Lajos Kassák, Máglyák énekelnek, cover by 

Sándor Bortnyik, 1920
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became a Dadaist poet. He referred to the acknowledgement in the last 
unit of Máglyák énekelnek: ‘the activist poet, whom the police beat 
with bank robberies, excelled himself in his poems right up to the edge 
of Dadaism.’14 In the poems, which deconstruct poetic means and lin-
guistic structures, and often have no concrete subject, free associa-
tions alternate with absurd metaphorical images, and colloquial-style 
text extracts passing comment.15 With these numbered verses, Kassák 
took a sharp turn away from the subject, description, and ‘depiction 
of reality.’ The untitled series of poems, clearly organised in a cycle by 
means of the numbering, also heralded Kassák’s unique undertaking 
in contemporary literature. 

Kassák began writing the numbered verse cycle in December 
1920, during his time as a patient at the Wiedner hospital in Vienna.16 
The first numbered verses were published not in Ma, but in the Bécsi 
Magyar Újság, noted as ‘Wiedner Krankenhaus, 1920.’17 Later, the Feb-
ruary 1921 edition of Ma published the first cycle of the numbered verses, 
entitled ‘Kassák Lajos új verseskönyvéből’ (From Lajos Kassák’s New 
Book of Poetry). Poem number 1 set out the ‘new Kassák’ programme:

To whom should I give this book of mine first dash towards 
the new Kassák and under my heart I opened the honeycombs 
/ back then our king was still sitting on eggs in the Swiss 
castle I left with lame planets in my eyes / now 24 young girls 
whitewash the walls clean inside me oh art I often think of 
Nemes Lampérth the painter he had just got used to the top 
hat and the glass gloves when the Lord presented him as a 
gift to the fools / certainly I say all bright prospects crumble 
into sad potato stew / and if the tallow corpses of poets had 
not served us without restraint we would have died long ago 
/ they are the poets then with their gentle lambs’ heads and 
they are the sweet roots sucked dry / when they speak the 
monkey jumps bashful into the water hosanna, blessed are 
they / and we open our windows / to hear the jaguars crowing 
aesthetics at dawn / but we have nothing to fear / our beloved 
firemen are lined up on the banks of the river Tohu wa-bohu.18

The ‘new Kassák’ programme is not defined by the committed activist’s 
zeal for political change, but rather by an inner monologue driven by free 
associations, from which the commitment to improve society nevertheless 

14 Kassák 1920c, 109. 

15 Aczél 1975. 

16 We know of his illness from one of Jolán Simon’s 

letters: ‘Uncle Kassák has been in hospital for five 

weeks now. His body was covered in carbuncles 

from the bad bread, and the doctors are cutting them 

up now.’ Jolán Simon’s letter to her daughter, Etel 

Nagy, from Vienna to Helsby, 12 December 1920, 

Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2067/2. The receipt 

from the hospital shows that Kassák spent a total of 

forty days at the Wiedner hospital from 30 November 

1920 to 8 January 1921. Kassák Museum, inv. no. 

KM-an. 19/13.

17 Kassák 1920d; Kassák 1921a. 

18 Kassák 1921b.
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emerges in every piece of verse. Revolutionary fervour 
was replaced by the voice of the ‘new Kassák,’ who was 
coming to terms with his own past not only in Mág-
lyák énekelnek, but also his autobiographically in-
spired long poem, A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek.

The reception of Kassák’s new poems was 
negative: in the Viennese Hungarian press, émigré 
literary critics contrasted its incomprehensibility 
and self-centredness with his earlier activist pro-
gramme. Kassák’s Dadaist orientation further divid-
ed the Ma-ists. The contingency and playfulness of 
Dadaist language, however, ultimately overwrote Kassák’s political lyr-
ic poetry. ‘Words are not there to haul meaning about like stevedores’, 
he wrote in one of the verses.19 He continued with this idea in his first 
theoretic text defending the new poems: ‘the closer something stands 
to absolute art, the less its content can be grasped by intellect.’20 In 
the spirit of the unbroken advance of the avant-garde, Kassák stated 
that the new programme was a ‘veto against yesterday, to which we can 
never return with the mottos of the beautiful or the good.’21 The ‘new 
Kassák’ had eliminated ‘the external subject’ in favour of ‘the subject 
from within, created by himself.’22 

The first cycle of the numbered poems was completed in 1920–
1921, and were the most characteristic representatives of Ma’s new 
direction. In the journal, Kassák published his own poems alongside 
verse and compositions by artists of the international Dada movement, 
thus creating the international context for his own works.23 This ges-
ture allowed him to place his own verse and poems by representatives of 
Dada on an equal footing in the international realm of the avant-garde. 
The first cycles of the numbered verses prominently featured the actors 
in Kassák’s ‘old’ and ‘new’ as well too, in which he undertook a kind of 
reckoning with the Hungarian activist group and opened up a new tab-
leau for the international avant-garde artists with whom he wanted to 
connect. He provided his former colleagues, the ‘Ma-ists,’ with epithets 
in the verses: the painters József Nemes Lampérth who had gone mad 
after the revolution and Sándor Bortnyik in a ‘tin hat,’ the theatre critic 
János Mácza ‘carting around a pale zest for life,’ Sándor Barta the ‘pig-
headed relativist,’ and his own life partner Jolán Simon, ‘the first-rate 
Dadaist actress.’ Next, he listed the artists on the international scene: 
the painter who had greatly influence the Cubists, the ‘customs o!cial’ 
Henri Rousseau, Paul Klee, Tristan Tzara, and Kurt Schwitters, whom 
he referred to as ‘little Anna’ as he had first come across the German 
artist via his poem An Anna Blume (To Anna Flower). 

19 Kassák 1921c.

20 Kassák 1920e. 

21 Ibid.

22 Gáspár 1924, 41. 

23 The first 18 numbered verses were partly 

renumbered and printed together in Kassák’s 

Világanyám (My world mother) anthology (1921e). 

10. Sándor Bortnyik, Béla Uitz, Erzsi Újvári, Andor 

Simon, Lajos Kassák, Jolán Simon and Sándor 

Barta, Vienna (Hietzing), 1922 
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24 Bakos 2018, 35–37.

25 Whitman 1921. 

26 Ibid., advertisements.

27 Máglyák énekelnek was translated into German 

as Scheiterhaufen singen! by Manfred Georg, a 

journalist at Weltbühne, in 1920–1921 in Bres-

lau, where he was working as a correspondent for 

Vossische Zeitung. The translation was not published; 

the manuscript is held at the Kassák Museum, inv. no. 

KM-an. 67. 

Context of the Verse’s Genesis

A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek was first published in the autumn of 
1922, yet the story of its genesis reaches back at least two years earlier. 
Kassák presumably wrote the poem at the same time as the first cycle 
of the numbered verses, at the end of his first year in exile. On 21 Sep-
tember 1920, he signed a publishing contract with Ferenc Bán who had 
set up a publishing company in Vienna with the artist Sándor Bortnyik, 
Kassák’s close colleague. According to Bortnyik’s recollections, the en-
trepreneurial businessman Bán had invented a new way of advertising 
on the reinforced frames of coffee house newspaper holders, and used 
the profits generated by this to set up his own publishing company.24 
Bortnyik designed the publications’ cover art and illustrations, yet of 
their many plans only a few came to fruition, namely two volumes of 
Kassák’s selected poems and short stories, as well as Walt Whitman’s 
poem cycle Song of Myself, translated into Hungarian by Endre Gáspár.25 
The Bán Verlag planned to publish a series of works of world literature 
under the title Falanx-könyvtár (Phalanx Library), featuring Hungarian 
translations of works by Tolstoy, Heinrich Mann and Dostoyevsky, as 
well as an edition of socialist writer Béla Révész’s latest work.26 

In September 1920, Kassák and Bán signed a contract for 
four publications: one volume each of Kassák’s collected verse and 
short stories, the German-language edition of Máglyák énekelnek, en-
titled Budapests Blutgesang (Budapest’s Song of Blood),27 as well as A 
ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, which would appear as a standalone 
booklet. In the contract, Kassák promised to deliver the manuscripts 
within one month. The poem therefore should have been finished in the 
autumn of 1920, two years before it was actually first published. Be-
cause the manuscripts of Kassák’s poems written in Vienna have been 
lost, much uncertainty surrounds the date of its genesis. In other words, 
we can at best approximate the history of one of Kassák’s major poems 
only on the basis of contextual information. 

It transpires from the surviving documents that Kassák had 
definite ideas about and concrete international examples for the publi-
cation of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek:

Length: 32–48 pages. / Format: similar to the Arp book (der 
vogel selbdritt). / Print run: 1,000 of which 800 should be 
bound with good paper, 150 copies on higher quality paper 

11. Walt Whitman, Ének magamról, cover by 

Sándor Bortnyik, 1921
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with soft binding, 50 copies on Dutch handmade paper with 
a colour supplement and fine binding. / The books are to be 
printed using glaring Cicero type.28

Kassák therefore envisioned the poem as a standalone booklet, in a 
similar format to the Hans Arp volume. The Arp volume to serve as a 
model was der vogel selbdritt (The Bird Thrice with Itself), published 
in Berlin in 1920 with Arp’s free verse and abstract woodcuts.29 At the 
time, der vogel selbdritt was one of the most important publications of 
Dadaist book art, together with Arp’s Die Wolkenpumpe (The Cloud 
Pump), also published in 1920. These volumes arrived at the Vien-
nese editorial o!ces of Ma via Tzara, so Kassák must have known 
them well. In 1921–1922, Ma also published many poems by Arp, and 
the March 1922 issue was dedicated to his works.30 Kassák’s estate 
did not include Arp’s books, however Tzara’s 1920 volume of poetry 
Cinéma calendrier du cœur abstrait, Maisons (Cinema Diary of the Ab-
stract Heart, Houses) ended up in the Kassák Museum’s collection via 
Andor Tiszay.31 Hans Arp’s publications also served as models for the 
Tzara volume, for which Arp himself made woodcuts.

Kassák would later return to Arp and Tzara’s volumes illus-
trated with large-format, loosely set, full-page abstract woodcuts in 
one of his subsequent publications. In the autumn of 1921, the German 
translation of his Képarchitektúra (Picture architecture) manifesto was 
first published by Ma, which Kassák illustrated with his own full-page 
graphics and designed the cover with unique, abstract illustrations.32 

According to the contract signed between Kassák and Bán, 
all four volumes should have been completed in December 1920, yet 
ultimately only two were published at the turn of 1921–1922: Kassák’s 
collected poems Világanyám (My World Mother), and Novelláskönyv 
(Book of Short Stories), with covers designed by Sándor Bortnyik.33 
Both volumes also contained announcements of the planned publica-
tion of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek:

In press and appearing soon: A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. 
Epic from the poet’s life. Lajos Kassák, who roamed Europe 
on foot aged 20–23, gives a synthesis of this journey and his 

28 Lajos Kassák and Ferenc Bán’s contracts 

concerning book publications, Vienna, 21 and 27 

September 1920, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-an. 

6/1–2. Cicero typeset is a technical publishing term 

and refers to a 12-point-sized font. 

29 Arp 1920a. 

30 The August 1921 issue of Ma (vol. 6. no. 8) 

mentions der vogel selbdritt on the back cover, in the 

list of ‘books and journals received.’ Several of Arp’s 

poems were translated into Hungarian by Sándor 

Barta, Kálmán Kovács, Lajos Kudlák, and Pál Sánta 

and published over the course of 1920–1921 in 

various issues of Ma. Arp 1921a, source: Hans Arp, in 

jener zeit…, Arp 1920b, 2; Arp 1921b, source: Hans 

Arp, weh unser guter kaspar ist tot..., schwarze winde 

hängen..., die flüsse springen..., Arp 1920a, [n. p.]; Arp 

1922a, source: Hans Arp: In der gräsern hingen 

die klöppel..., Arp 1920b, 3; Arp 1922b, source was 

presumably the manuscript sent by the author, since 

the poem was only published in German two years 

later (Arp 1924).

31 Tzara 1920.

32 Kassák 1921d. 
33 Kassák 1921e; Kassák 1921f.
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12. Ma, cover by Hans Arp, March 1922
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13. Tristan Tzara, Cinéma calendrier du 

coeur abstrait, Maisons, illustrations by 

Hans Arp, 1920

14. Lajos Kassák, Bildarchitektur, 1921
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15. Lajos Kassák, Világanyám, cover by Sándor 

Bortnyik, 1921 

16. Lajos Kassák, Novelláskönyv, cover by Sándor 

Bortnyik, 1921 
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17. Lajos Kassák, A ló meghal és a madarak 

kiröpülnek, performance copy, 1921 
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34 Kassák 1921e, 147. ‘Amateur copy’ refers to the 

small print run and refined presentation, intended for 

collectors. 

35 Ferenc Bán left Vienna in 1921, causing Bortnyik 

financial damage. On this, see Bortnyik’s letters to 

Iván Hevesy, from Vienna to Budapest, 1921–1922, 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Manuscript Archives, 

inv. nos. Ms. 4512/64 –71 and 82. In the 1950s, Kassák 

took up correspondence again with Bán, who was living 

in Sydney, and sent him more recent publications so that 

Bán could work on English-language translations. Ferenc 

Bán’s letter to Lajos Kassák, from Sydney to Budapest, 8 

May 1958, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 1512. 

36 Lajos Kassák, A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, 

public reading copy, Vienna, 1921, Kassák Museum. 

37 Anon. 1921. 

38 ‘On 16 October, the “Ma” held its third reading 

soirée in Vienna at the Konzerthaus. Tickets were 

already sold out days before the event. The programme 

was as follows: Lajos Kassák: Introduction; Jolán K. 

Simon: Poems by Schwitters and Arp; Sándor Barta: 

Excerpt from “Respected Mortuary”; Andor Simon: From 

poems by himself and Erwin Enders; Lakos Kassák: 

“A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek”; in the second half: 

Jolán K. Simon: recital of poems by Huelsenbeck; 

Sándor Bortnyik: reading sections from Adolf Behne’s 

“Wiederkehr zur Kunst”; Imre Klein: read poems by 

Újvári, Mihályi and Remenyik; Andor Németh: read out 

Tristan Tzara: The First Celestial Journey of Mr Antipirin.’ 

Ma, vol. 7. no. 1, 15 November 1921, 151.

life experiences enlivened by his mighty poetic imagination. In 
this book, Kassák has reached the highest and most complete 
stage of his development. The work appears in 1,000 amateur 
copies in large format, with a cover designed by the author.34 

Ultimately, the volume was not published, because Bán’s publishing 
house ceased operations due to financial problems.35 However, one 
copy of the planned Bán Verlag publication remained in Kassák’s es-
tate: the complete text of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek printed on 
nine sheets of coloured, dipped paper, and using the same typeface as 
Világanyám and Novelláskönyv. This copy was used at public readings 
of the poem by Kassák and Jolán Simon, as indicated by the pencil 
marks signalling emphasis to help the reader.36 

The Poem’s First Reading in Vienna by Kassák

One year before its first publication, the poem was recited live by Kassák 
in Vienna. This was partly a chance for him to define the direction of 
his own interpretation of the poem, and partly an opportunity to test 
out the poem’s impact on the Viennese audience. 

Kassák organised Ma’s third reading soirée in Vienna on 16 
October 1921 in the small hall of the Konzerthaus. In his introduction, 
‘he drew attention to the significance of poets active outside political 
parties who, with their nerve, sensitivity, and strong souls protested 
against apathy in everything, the living carriers and sirens of a fuller 
and healthier humanity.’37 This was the debut of the Kassák circle’s 
Dadaist programme: in the spirit of the Berlin Dadaist absurd manifes-
tos, Sándor Barta read from his Tisztelt hullaház (Respected Mortu-
ary), Andor Németh read his own translation of Tristan Tzara’s 1916 
play La première aventure céleste de Mr Antipyrine (The First Celestial 
Adventure of Mr. Antipyrine), while Jolán Simon read poems by Kurt 
Schwitters, Hans Arp and Richard Huelsenbeck.38

18. Advertisement of the third Ma soirée in Vienna, 

Ma, September 1921 
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It was also the first occasion when Kassák read his poem A ló 
meghal a madarak kirepülnek. Also present at the soirée was Ferenc 
Göndör, editor of the émigré social democrat newspaper Az Ember 
(The Man), who wrote a sarcastic criticism of Kassák’s poem:

Lajos Kassák read out something very long entitled A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek. Some sections dazzled with their force, 
colour and scent, some truly inner, deep sobbing shook out 
from the richly textured lines. However, when Kassák caught 
himself out in these beauties, he immediately started speaking 
such strange, sad and incomprehensible things, that we re-
garded him with amazement and resignation.39 

The soirée was not a success among Viennese Hungarian émigré cir-
cles. As the Bécsi Magyar Újság wrote in its report on the evening, ‘it 
did not turn into a scandal, which is a rather indictment proof of the 
audience’s moral sensibilities – at least according to the Dadaists.’40

The First Publication: 2×2

A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek was finally self-published by Kassák 
in the journal 2×2 that he launched with Andor Németh, well-travelled 
publicist, in the autumn of 1922.41 Kassák and Németh followed an unu-
sual editorial principle, dividing the publication up between themselves, 
with each filling 32 pages of content in his own ‘half space.’ Kassák 
viewed the joint work as a distinctive space for debate in which two pro-
gressives, with minor differences in their philosophical, social and artis-
tic views of the world, could clash. The structure and concept of 2×2 was 
a unique offering among the journals of the time: the concept of building 
up a journal on the basis of comparison, even confrontation between the 
two editors was completely unusual. 2×2 did not proclaim an activist 
programme, but instead wanted to be the ‘organ of the post-Nyugat 
generation.’42 Andor Németh tended to publish writers close to the Ma 
movement, yet his editorial freedom also allowed him to publish poems 
by film theorist Béla Balázs, who was in open conflict with Kassák. 

Kassák emphasised openness to the international scene, and 
mostly chose works by non-Hungarian authors. Among others, he 
published a poem by the German Expressionist August Stramm, and 
French filmmaker Jean Epstein’s criticism of Freud, as well as reviews 
by Ma permanent staff members János Mácza and Endre Gáspár of 

39 Göndör 1921.  

40 Anon. 1921.

41 Tverdota 2017.

42 Kassák 1922a. Translator’s note: established 

in 1908 by Hugó Veigelsberg, writing under the 

penname of Ignotus, Nyugat (West) was the 

first modern journal of Hungarian literature. The 

groundbreaking journal featured three ‘generations’ 

of writers until it ceased publication in 1942. 

19. 2×2, cover and typography by Lajos Kassák, 

October 1922 
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the latest Russian, French, German, Italian and British avant-garde 
publications. In his own ‘half space,’ Kassák also created publicity for 
himself by publishing A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, printed over 
eight pages, illustrated with two full-page prints of his own Picture 
architectures, and using an unusual typeface.43 He did not lay out the 
lines of the poem underneath each other, but as a flowing text with ty-
pographic marks (asterisks) dividing the lines, and also set the poem’s 
title using a unique lino-cut composition. Kassák’s Picture architec-
tures appeared embedded in the text, signifying the transferability and 
intellectual conjunction of the various genres. 

In his introduction written for 2×2, Kassák elevated certain mo-
tifs in the poem’s title directly into the programme of the journal. In his 
wording, 2×2 was ‘a new magazine with the impetus of seeking and ascer-
taining in its wings. A bird with the exclamatory voice of man and a boat 
with the sworn, merciless gift of man.’ He published ‘the best of today’s 
art works’ available to him, which were as one with him, with ‘the creator 
and editor.’44 Kassák therefore felt that the 2×2 journal was the appro-
priate context for the first publication of his poem. For Kassák then, not 
even Ma was the suitable environment for the publication of A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek: he wanted to publish it in a prominent place in the 
first edition of a completely new journal, without any technical compro-
mises, so that its complete aesthetic and typography could fully prevail. 

The fastidious workmanship, excellent quality paper, and large 
format of 2×2 were all equally important for Kassák; his original plan to 
publish the poem as a standalone booklet also precisely defined these 
criteria. He personally took over the entirety of the typographic design 
for 2×2 so that his poem would appear in exactly the format as he had 
imagined it.45 In the first half of the 1920s, avant-garde journals were pub-
lished in tandem with developments in printing technology, with ever-more 
experimental and groundbreaking typography and many reproductions. 
The role of design increased in value as the primary carrier of information 
in relation to the new art. Kassák had already turned his attention to good 
quality paper, fastidious reproductions, and eye-catching front covers for 
his journals published in Budapest during the First World War. During its 
Vienna years, Ma was published with more complex typography and, in 
unorthodox fashion, in a square format. The large-sized, square format 
was unique among contemporary journals: as an analogy we might men-
tion Wendingen, the journal of modernist architecture published in Am-
sterdam, or the Viennese art nouveau paper Ver Sacrum, a few issues of 
which had been published two decades earlier. It is conceivable that Kass-
ák’s use of the square format was a nod to the Constructivist programme, 
and specifically Kazimir Malevich’s 1915 painting Black Square.46

43 Kassák 1922b. 

44 Kassák 1922a. 

45 Németh 1973, 610.

46 Van den Berg 2017. 
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As one of the pioneers of modern Hungarian typography, 
Kassák regarded his journal as a Gesamtkunstwerk in which image 
and text complemented one another, and he was by no means unaware 
of the competition between the avant-garde papers that were springing 
up like mushrooms at the time. He was perfectly clear on the impor-
tance of competition: ‘I think we are today one of Europe’s most beau-
tiful papers,’ he wrote immodestly to one of his fellow editors in 1921.47 
Kassák was particularly proud of the first edition of 2×2, declaring in 
a letter to Theo van Doesburg that it ‘resembled Broom, but naturally 
with better content.’48 Broom was one of the best-known journals of 
American modernism, which regularly published works by avant-garde 
artists from Eastern Central Europe in the first half of the 1920s. 

Kassák paid special attention to the reception of his new jour-
nal, but it did not enjoy great success. As he wrote: ‘the paper was re-
ceived with such animosity that I would not be surprised if the publisher 
closes up shop. All in vain, manna is not for Hungarians. They need 
pulp. The writers need it, like the journalists, like the public.’49 The sec-
ond issue of 2×2 was never published, presumably due to Kassák and 
Németh’s inability to drum up enough subscribers for it. The journal 
as envisioned by Kassák and Németh – based on constructive debates, 
the clash of opposing aesthetic views and an international outlook – 
did not therefore find a receptive audience in Vienna in 1922. However, 
it did become one of the most definitive publications of the Hungarian 
avant-garde by first publishing A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. The 
question then arises of whether 2×2 was not in fact founded to enable 
Kassák to publish his poetry on a platform specifically designed for this 
purpose, in a ‘self-canonising’ context of his own creation. He wanted 
the poem published as a matter of urgency, but was also aware that his 
work did not fit the profile of any other publication on the market. A ló 
meghal a madarak kirepülnek was published in 2×2 exactly has he had 
wanted, both in terms of form, and artistic and literary aspects. 

Kassák in the Larger World: Planned and Published Translations

The exceptional importance of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek for 
Kassák is also illustrated by the fact that after its first publication, he 
tried to have it published in a number of foreign languages. He felt 
therefore that the poem represented the ‘new Kassák’ programme not 
only to a Hungarian readership, but that it would also be worthwhile to 
make it available to the readers of international avant-garde journals. 
In 1922–1923, he exchanged many letters with international artists, in 

47 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Ödön Mihályi, from Vien-

na to Košice, spring 1921, Petőfi Literary Museum, 

inv. no. V. 2293/113.

48 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Theo van Doesburg, from 

Vienna to Leiden, 30 September 1922, published by 

Csaplár 1994, 22–23.

49 Tverdota 2017, 169.
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20. Lajos Kassák, A ló meghal és a madarak 

kiröpülnek, 2×2, October 1922 
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the interests of having the poem translated into German, French and 
Dutch. However, in the first half of the 1920s, only the German version 
was completed and published by Der Sturm in a volume of his poems.50

Kassák and the editor-in-chief of Sturm, Herwarth Walden, 
were already in contact with each other during the First World War, 
when Ma and Der Sturm advertised one another.51 However, the two 
men only met in person in the early 1920s. In November 1922, Walden 
invited Kassák to Berlin, where he held a reading soirée in the Sturm 
gallery to Hungarian émigrés. Kassák arrived in Berlin with his part-
ner Jolán Simon, and read out an excerpt of A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek on the evening. Simon read out works by the contemporary 
Dadaist artists Schwitters, Arp and Huelsenbeck, as she had done ear-
lier in Vienna at the Ma reading event. According to the report in Bécsi 
Magyar Újság, the evening was mainly attended by young Hungarians 
living in Berlin. ‘The Ma-ists’ first evening in Berlin gave the impres-
sion that the audience, which found it di!cult to approach the essence 
of the poem in print, were able to thoroughly enjoy and appreciate it in 
recital’ – wrote the correspondent.52

The event presumably inspired Walden to have Der Sturm pub-
lish Kassák’s poems in a standalone volume. The poems Kassák chose 
were translated into German by his polyglot colleague in Vienna, En-
dre Gáspár. The volume was designed by Kassák and his poems were 
supplemented with his own Picture architecture woodcuts. The book 
was completed in February 1923, with Kassák once again responsible 
for its typography and printing, and finalised at a Viennese printing 
house. Via Walden’s publication, the poem reached many new read-
ers and contributed to Kassák’s international reputation. An excerpt 
of the poem was published in the March issue of Der Sturm, almost 
as an advertisement for the volume.53 After the German translation of 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek came out, Kassák aspired to have 
it translated into even more languages. He asked Tzara in December 
1922 to prepare a French version on the basis of Gáspár’s German 
translation.54 A few weeks later, Kassák asked Jozef Peeters, editor of 
the Antwerp-based journal Het Overzicht (The Panorama), to prepare 
the Dutch translation.55 Unfortunately, neither of them agreed to the 
request, nonetheless, a typed manuscript of a French translation, by 
Émile Malespine, survived in Kassák’s estate.56 The translation is un-
dated and it is not known whether it was ever published, but we can 
presume that it was based on the German translation and written at 
Kassák’s request, in around 1923. Malespine published the avant-garde 

50 Kassák 1923a. 

51 Pacsika 2017.

52 Anon. 1922. For more details see Ferenc Csaplár, 

‘Kassák Lajos Berlinben,’ in Csaplár 1987, 14–18.

53 Kassák 1923b.

54 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Tristan Tzara, from Vienna to 

Paris, 10 December 1922, published by Csaplár 1994, 23.

55 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Jozef Peeters, from 

Vienna to Antwerp, 27 February 1927, cited by 

Bajkay 2000, 376.

56 Louis Kassák, Le cheval meurt et les oiseaux s 

envolent, transl. Émile Malespine, typed manuscript, 

undated, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-an. 99. 

21. Ludwig Kassák, Ma-Buch, cover and 

typography by Lajos Kassák, 1923 
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journal Manomètre (Manometre) in Lyon from 1922 
onwards, and was in regular contact with Kassák. In 
March 1923, Malespine published his own transla-
tion of Kassák’s introduction to Buch neuer Künstler 
(Book of New Artists), edited by Kassák and László 
Moholy-Nagy.57 

Debut in Budapest: the Tisztaság könyve 
(Book of Purity) 

Kassák’s poem first appeared in Hungarian, or as 
we have seen, was first heard as he read it aloud to 
many audiences of Hungarian émigrés. But the work 
was not legally available in Hungary, where Kassák 
was branded as a communist writer and his publica-
tions, including his journals and volumes of poetry, 
were confiscated at the border by customs o!cers. 
Kassák returned from exile to Budapest in the au-
tumn of 1926, having spent much time working on an 
anthology for a domestic Hungarian audience of his 
poems, texts and works of art written and created in 
Vienna.58 The Tisztaság könyve (Book of Purity) was 
published in the spring of 1926, and it was Kass-
ák’s first publication in Hungary after the collapse 
of the Soviet Republic that was available commercially in Budapest, 
rather than illegally.59 The volume was a representative cross-section 
of his Constructivist programme developed over the five years in exile, 
a collection of his poems and their translations, short stories, mani-
festos and writings on art theory. The Tisztaság könyve also included 
a republication of his autobiographical poem, which could now reach 

57 Kassák 1923c. 

58 Dobó 2018a; Dobó 2019; Dobó 2020. In the 

summer of 1926 and before returning to Hungary, 

Kassák travelled to Paris where he held a reading 

soirée with his young colleagues for Hungarian 

workers in Paris, in the hall of the Societé des Savants 

on the city’s outskirts. Eman Freiberg, a Hungarian 

performer and translator from what is today southern 

Slovakia, read out a section of A ló meghal a madarak 

kirepülnek in a very successful recital (Anon. 1926a). 

Eman also translated a longer section of the poem into 

German in around 1925, but this was never published. 

Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-an. 100.

59 Kassák 1926a.

60 Ibid., 15–30. In documents written prior to the 

poem’s first publication, and in 2×2, the title was A 

ló meghal és a madarak kiröpülnek (or kirepülnek). 

(Translator’s note: the use of ‘ö’ rather than ‘e’ in the 

last word only denotes a different pronunciation, and 

does not change the meaning.) The conjunction ‘és’ 

(and) appeared in Endre Gáspár’s German translation 

and Émile Malespine’s French translation, but Kassák 

left it out from the title in his 1926 publication. In 

later editions of the poem, the title was mostly the 

same as in the Tisztaság könyve, although sometimes 

appeared with a comma in between the two phrases: 

A ló meghal, a madarak kirepülnek. In the first 

publication, the date 1907 appeared at the beginning 

of the poem, although Kassák later changed this to 

1909 in the Tisztaság könyve, and 1909 remained 

in all further editions. There are no significant 

differences in content to be found in single editions 

of the poem, only minor differences in standard 

language use, punctation and the layout of the lines. 

22a. Lajos Kassák, Tisztaság könyve, cover by Lajos 

Kassák, 1926 
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a Hungarian audience.60 The poem was now embedded in a new con-
text in Tisztaság könyve: instead of Dada, it was now surrounded by 
works from Kassák’s Constructivist programme. Moreover, the poem 
reached a newer and much broader readership in Budapest thanks to 
this volume, whose eponymous essay series was published in Ma in 
1923. These texts, containing both personal, intimate episodes as well 
as expositions on art theory, summarise Kassák’s Constructivist ideas 
in an almost manifesto-like fashion. The aim was to create ‘pure’ art, 
one based on the inner motivation of the Constructivist artist, free from 
external influences, but also committed to transforming society (and 
thus not l’art pour l’art).

At the time of its first publication in 1922, few people had 
paid attention to Kassák’s autobiographical verse, and of them, only 
Hungarian groups in Vienna and Czechoslovakia received it warmly. 
We find few examples of what Kassák disapprovingly called ‘hateful’ 
critiques, overall, critics found the poetic work to be original. Aladár 
Komlós wrote in the Bécsi Magyar Újság that:

As Kassák conjures up the dazed wanderings of his youth 
from a small Hungarian town to Paris in this lyrical autobi-
ography, as we can smell the air of the entire era on the fig-
ures and images that turn up in his path, shabby and insane 
youth setting off for new springs on the meadows of Europe 
and the sad contrast between the two eras, as he looks back 
today disillusioned and contemptuously at his own naïve and 
wild youth: Kassák has turned this poem into one of his most 
heartfelt, best writings.61

Writing in Kassai Napló (Košice Gazette), Gábor Gaál selected the 
poem as the most important writing of 2×2: ‘the most immediate val-
ue of the journal is in the second part, and this is Kassák’s autobio-
graphical, broad and warm song recalling his travels. The poem is the 
most worthwhile and purest work of Kassák’s later period.’62 In 1926 in 
Budapest, Tisztaság könyve provoked more vehement reactions. Most 
local critics rejected the ‘new Kassák’s lyrical and autobiographical 
verse. Evidently, they were able to compare the avant-garde poems in 
Tisztaság könyve with the other major work by Kassák from that peri-
od, his novel Egy ember élete (The Life of a Man), which had been se-
rialised in the journal Nyugat from 1924 onwards. Kassák had started 
writing this autobiographical novel in 1923 at the request of the Bécsi 
Magyar Újság, which had closed down in the meantime. Kassák then 
managed to successfully submit his manuscript to the pre-eminent 

22b. Lajos Kassák, Tisztaság könyve, typography by 

Lajos Kassák, 1926 

61 Komlós 1922. 62 Gaál 1922.
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journal of modern Hungarian literature Nyugat in Budapest. The novel 
was a great success as soon as it was first published, a significant fac-
tor in which was its far more conventional, almost naturalist style, in 
contrast to Kassák’s activities as avant-garde poet and editor, often 
termed ‘incomprehensible’ and elitist. 

In 1926, critics praised the novel’s style even after reading 
Tisztaság könyve, yet were negative towards the influence of isms over 
the poetry. Andor Pünkösti wrote in Az Újság (The Gazette) called the 
work ‘a hopeless example of excess and shapelessness,’63 and an anon-
ymous critic in Reggeli Hírlap (Morning News) was also withering to-
wards the poem:

Where can we find even one person who could enjoy […] the 
poem entitled A ló meghal a madarak elrepülnek [sic!], even 
with a magnifying glass it is impossible to detect the most 
meagre of connections between its title and contents. […] 
Mere laxness, mere contrivance. Lajos Kassák is waging a 
fierce battle against the individualists’ l’art pour l’art and yet 
his book was written for a small number of enthusiasts and is 
a typical product of l’art pour l’art.64

In his article written in response to the criticism, Kassák stated in his 
defence that the autobiographical novel was not art but a historical 
document, and that he actually felt the most representative cross-sec-
tion of his writing were the poetry and novellas published in Tisztaság 
könyve.65 He regularly addressed the question of avant-garde lyrical po-
etry in Dokumentum (Document), the new journal he set up in December 
1926, in which Kassák and others, Andor Németh, Endre Gáspár, Gyula 
Illyés and Tibor Déry argued for the socially transformative role of the 
‘new poems.’66 But this project was also dismissed by critics, and Doku-
mentum closed down in the spring of 1927. Kassák then turned away 
from poetry for many years, and instead concentrated on writing novels. 

Models and Analogies: The International Context of the Poem

While A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is unique in Hungarian 
avant-garde poetry, numerous parallels exist in international avant-gar-
de literature. Kassák could have had many models available to him 
while writing, and the poem fit well in among the avant-garde exper-
iments of 1920–1922, where we find numerous analogies of form and 
content in journals published across Kassák’s network, as well in works 

63 Pünkösti 1926.

64 Anon. 1926b. 

65 Kassák 1926b; for more details see Dobó 2015. 

66 Dobó 2018b.
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by certain artists. In the following section, I shall present three possible 
models and three close analogies for A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, 
which allow us to place the poem in its international context.

Three Models: Apollinaire, Cendrars and Schwitters

Literary scholars have often posited a link between the structure and 
poetic techniques Kassák used in his poem and the French Simultanist 
school, in particular the works of Guillaume Apollinaire and Blaise Cen-
drars.67 Apollinaire was the founder of French avant-garde poetry, and 
his 1913 volume Alcools (Alcohols) became one of the main works of 
Cubist-Simultanist verse.68 In literature, Simultanism proclaimed com-
plete freedom in choice of viewpoints, much like Cubist painting. Ac-
cording to the Hungarian reading of the school by Kassák’s colleague 
János Mácza: ‘In its artistic practice, Simultanism primarily expressed 
this view by rejecting any law of literary and artistic forms that defined 
the relativity of time and space; it denies logic and the logical method 
of composition. It wants to be the central radio station for all human 
feelings and every phenomenon in the world, it aims to articulate an 
objective synthesis of the world outside of time and space.’69 

Apollinaire was the first to exclude punctuation from his po-
ems, consistently apply a montage structure, and connecting occur-
rences distant from each other in time and space. ‘A la fin tu es las 
de ce monde ancien’ (at last you’re tired in this elderly world): thus 
begins his long poem Zone, published in the December 1912 edition 
of Les Soirées de Paris (Paris Evenings), one of the first examples of 
Simultanist technique.70 In the poem, the poet walks the streets of Paris 
from dawn to dawn, which conjures up many memories and free as-
sociations in him. It first appeared in Hungarian in Miklós Radnóti’s 
translation in the 1940 Apollinaire volume co-edited by István Vas.71 
Kassák already knew Apollinaire’s verse, since he was the first to pub-
lish his poems in Hungary, in the first edition of A Tett (The Action).72 
According to Kassák’s recollection, the Hungarian translation of Le 
musician de Saint-Merry (The Musician of Saint-Merry) was sent by 
post to A Tett by the francophone modernist poet Tivadar Raith, who 

67 Rónay 1959; Rába 1970.

68 Apollinaire 1913.

69 Mácza 1978, 36.

70 Apollinaire 1912. 

71 Apollinaire 1940. 

72 The introductory commentary to the poem 

was: ‘Guillaume Apollinaire is the editor of Soirées 

de Paris and works at Mercure de France one of 

the most conspicuous representatives of French 

literature. His volume of poems was published by 

Mercure de France with a Cubist portrait by Pallo 

Picasso [sic]. Title: L’Alcool. Appears for the first 

time in Hungarian in this paper.’ A Tett, vol. 1. no. 1, 1 

November 1915, 8. 

73 Kassák 1964a, 220. Raith’s poetry volume 

Alkonyi szimfónia (Twilight symphony) was printed in 

Békéscsaba in 1914, its imprint was Maxime Ferenczi 

in Paris. Its illustrations were woodcuts by two young 

Expressionist artists, Ernst Kempter from Germany 

and Aloys Ludwig Wach from Switzerland. The first 

publication of Apollinaire’s poem as a volume was in 

1918: Apollinaire 1918, 44–49.

23. Guillaume Apollinaire, Alcools, 1920



was studying in Paris, and who presumably read it 
in the February 1914 issue of Les Soirées de Paris.73  
Kassák must therefore have already known of Apol-
linaire’s poetry and Simultanist technique in the 
1910s, which then became one of the important 
sources and methods for A ló meghal a madarak kire-
pülnek, written one decade later in the early 1920s. 

Blaise Cendrars was born in 1887, the 
same year as Kassák, and like him, also dropped 
out of school to learn a trade. In 1904, he moved 
to Saint Petersburg to work as an apprentice for 
a watchmaker, and returned to Paris in 1907. He 
wrote the poem Les Pâcques à New York (Easter in 
New York) in 1912, which attracted the interest of 
Parisian avant-garde artists.74 According to one an-
ecdote, Cendrars’s poem also inspired Apollinaire to 
write Zone.75 The two poets had lived together in the 
summer of 1912 a few steps from the Pantheon, in 
a tumble-down hotel on Rue Saint-Étienne-du-Mont, 
and their window faced onto the tower of the church 
containing the grave of Saint Genevieve, the patron-
ess saint of Paris.76 In 1912, Cendrars set up the 
short-lived literary publishing house and journal Les 
Hommes nouveaux (The New Men) with Emil Szittya, 
who would later accompany Kassák on his travels, 
and Maurice Hanot.77 Szittya was probably respon-
sible for introducing Cendrars to leading Cubist art-
ists and the Delaunay couple, as well as the artist 
community of the inexpensive atelier known as La 
Ruche (Beehive) on Montparnasse, whose figures 
included Marc Chagall, Amadeo Modigliani, Chaïm 
Soutine and József Csáky. Les Hommes nouveaux 
published Les Pâcques à New York and also, a few 
months later in the spring of 1913, the Simultanist 

74 Cendrars 1963, 21–32.

75 Carmody 1963. 

76 Szittya 1962; Cendrars 1985, 334.

77 Weinek 1987a; Gucsa 2017.

24. Blaise Cendrars and Sonia Delaunay, La Prose 

du Transsibérien et de la Petite Jehanne de France, 
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masterpiece by Cendrars and Sonia Delaunay, La 
Prose du Transsibérien et de la petite Jehanne de 
France (Prose of the Trans-Siberian and of Little 
Jehanne of France). La Prose du Transsibérien is a 
part-genuine and part-fictive poem based on Cen-
drars’s experiences in Russia, in which the sixteen-
year-old poet and a Parisian girl named Jehanne 
travel by train from Moscow to Mongolia during the 
1905 revolution and the Russo-Japanese war. The 
heroes are accompanied throughout by suffering, 
hunger, subjugation and apocalyptic images of the 
war, and Jehanne’s recurring question is something 
of a refrain: ‘are we very far from Montmartre?’78 

Cendrars’s work was printed in an unusu-
ally large format, on almost two-metre-long strips 
of paper glued together, with Sonia Delaunay’s ab-
stract watercolours reproduced using early stencil 
techniques along the left-hand side of the text. We 
can follow the stages of the journey with the map 
attached to the title section. The sole concrete ele-
ment in the painting is the symbol of Paris, the Eiffel 
tower, which appears as the final chord. La Prose du 
Transsibérien was one of the catalysts for modern 
art books and abstraction; its publication marked 
a milestone in French avant-garde literature. It was 
the first Simultanist poetry book that was a Ge-
samtkunstwerk product of the collaboration between 
Cubist artists and writers; a picture-sized poem with 
strong visual impulses. Cendrars and Delaunay pub-
lished the visual and poetic elements alongside each 
other as a type of montage, but had already tran-
scended the boundary between poetry and fine art. 
From this perspective, their work was entirely unique. 

In 1913, a total of sixty copies were print-
ed, of which only a few remain.79 We do not know for 
sure whether Kassák was aware of the work when 
he wrote his autobiographical poem. We do know 
from his recollections that he met Szittya again in 

78 Cendrars 1963, 33–50. 

79 Le Quellec Cottier 2017.
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Budapest in the summer of 1915, who brought his attention to the 
German Expressionists and showed him the journal Der Mistral, pub-
lished in 1915 in Zurich. It is not improbable that a copy of La Prose du 
Transsibérien was also lurking in the itinerant Szittya’s coat pockets.80 

Alongside French Simultanist poetry, Kassák’s most intensive 
artistic experience while writing A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek was 
his encounter with international Dada. The art of Tzara, Arp, Huelsen-
beck, and Schwitters was instructive for Kassák when writing his num-
bered poems and experimenting in fine arts – which he later called 
Képarchitektúra (Picture architecture) in 1920. Schwitters’s poetry vol-
ume Anna Blume was also a part of Kassák’s estate, and was the first 
Dadaist text to be published in Hungarian translation in the February 
1921 issue of Ma,81 together with the first series of Kassák’s numbered 
poems. Ma’s April issue published more Dadaist verse translated into 
Hungarian by Lajos Kudlák: an excerpt from Hans Arp’s volume Die 
Wolkenpumpe,82 as well as Richard Huelsenbeck’s poem Baum (Tree), 
first published in 1916 and again in 1920, in his volume Phantastische 
Gebete (Fantastic Prayers).83 All three poems were published based on 
their 1919–1920 editions, which probably reached Kassák in the sum-
mer of 1920 via his first Dadaist contacts. Each poem can also be 
linked to the symbolism of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek.84 

The title poem of Schwitters’s volume is a confession of love 
to a fictive person, in which he musters the entire range of Dadaist 
poetry techniques with his own specific montage technique. Schwitters 
made collages out of refuse, and wrote poems based on wordplays and 
sounds, which he called Merz.85 The definition of Merz poetry first ap-
peared in the Anna Blume volume, and was summarised by Schwitters 
in the manifesto Selbstbestimmungsrecht der Künstler (The Artists’ 
Right to Self-determination) as follows:

Merzpoetry is abstract. Similar to Merzpainting, it employs 
full sentences as given units from newspapers, posters, cat-
alogues, conversations etc., with and without amendments. 
(This is awful.) These units do not need to make sense, be-
cause there is no more sense. (This is also awful.) Nor are 
there any more elephants, only the units of the poem. (This is 
terrible.) And you? (Subscribe to war bonds!) Decide for your-
self what the poem is and what the frame is.86 

80 Szeredi 2016; vö. Ferenczi 1987. 

81 Schwitters 1919 (Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-1802)

82 Arp 1921a.

83 Huelsenbeck 1921, source: Richard Huelsenbeck, 

‘Baum,’ in Huelsenbeck 1920, 9 (Kassák Museum, inv. 

no. KM-1874). A cut-out of the poem with Kassák’s 

handwritten corrections is held at the Kassák 

Museum, inv. no. KM-an. 254.

84 See e.g. Kulcsár Szabó 2000, 25–27.

85 On Schwitters, see Passuth 1978. 

86 ‘Die Merzdichtung ist abstrakt. Sie verwendet 

analog der Merzmalerei als gegebene Teile fertige 

Sätze aus Zeitungen, Plakaten, Katalogen, Gesprächen 

usw., mit und ohne Abänderungen. (Das ist furchtbar.) 

Diese Teile brauchen nicht zum Sinn zu passen, denn 

es gibt keinen Sinn mehr. (Das ist auch furchtbar.) Es 

gibt auch keinen Elefanten mehr, es gibt nur noch 

Teile des Gedichtes. (Das ist schrecklich.) Und Ihr? 

(Zeichnet Kriegsanleihe!) Bestimmt es selbst, was 

Gedicht, und was Rahmen ist.’ Schwitters 1919, 37. 
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25. Reproductions of artworks by Kurt Schwitters, 

Ma, January 1921
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26. Kurt Schwitters, Anna Blume, cover by Kurt 

Schwitters, 1919 

27. Richard Huelsenbeck, Phantastische Gebete, 

cover by George Grosz, 1920 
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Schwitters had created Merz as a method with Gesamtkunstwerk as 
his goal, and referred to both his fine arts and literary works as Merz.87 
Kassák also experimented with Merz at the turn of 1920–1921. Many 
of his artist contemporaries mentioned Kassák the novice painter in 
their memoirs. Sándor Ék recalls that he met Kassák when he was 
lying in a bed and painting abstract pictures in the Wiedner hospital 
in Vienna, perhaps at the same time he was also writing his first num-
bered poems. Kassák had claimed: ‘I’ll show you painters what the new 
pictures are all about!’88 Sándor Bortnyik remembered the beginnings 
of Picture architecture as follows: ‘once Kassák brought along a folder 
and said, “Now I’m going to show you something!” […] He took out 
some coloured pieces of paper from the folder and dropped them on the 
floor, they were cut out in different shapes, and he put them together in 
a composition. He said, this is it, this is what must be followed.’89 The 
other source is a brief recollection from Pál Demény, who dates Kass-
ák’s first encounter with Merz to 1920:

I went to visit the Kassáks. Jolán opened the door and sig-
nalled I should be quiet: ‘Kashi is painting.’ He stood there, 

29. Lajos Kassák, Collage, Ma, November 1921 

28. Ma, cover by Lajos Kassák, January 1921 

87 Elderfield 1985, 94–117.

88 Ék 1968, 152.

89 Hajdu 1976, 19
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30. Lajos Kassák, Picture architecture, 1922 
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dressed only in a shirt, before a large-sized board on which 
he was daubing colourful geometrical shapes. I already knew 
the Cubists but was surprised by the toothbrush glued onto 
the board and the lid from a tin of shoe polish. I asked him 
what sort of picture it was. He just replied: ‘Merz,’ and car-
ried on painting.90

 
We can therefore discern that for Kassák, in late 1920 when he was writ-
ing A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, international Dada, and the art 
of Tzara, Arp, Huelsenbeck and Schwitters in particular, was instruc-
tive. His encounter with Dada opened up new opportunities: as well as 
literature, he also started creating visual works. It is also important to 
emphasise the encounter with Dada and the application of montage 
techniques in relation to the context in which A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek was written, because the poem was only published in the au-
tumn of 1922, two years after it was written, and by that time Kassák’s 
main influence was no longer Dada, but international Constructivism.

Three Analogies: Goll, Eliot and Mayakovsky

The closest analogy to A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is the 1921 
long poem by the Franco-German poet Ivan Goll. From 1921 onwards, 
Kassák was in contact with the avant-garde journal Zenit (Zenith), of 
which Goll was one of the editors at the time. Zenit was based first in 
Zagreb, then Belgrade, in the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slo-
venes.91 During the First World War, Goll had joined the anti-war Ex-
pressionist group around the journal Die Aktion in Berlin, with whom 
Kassák had also been in contact since he established A Tett. Dur-
ing the post-war revolutionary period in Budapest, Ma also published 
Goll’s poems in Hungarian translation. After the war, Goll turned away 
from political verse and began composing long poems that depicted the 
world of modern times, the bustle of the big city, and the alienated ‘new 
man’ who had found himself there. An example of such was his famous 
1920 ‘filmpoem’ Die Chapliniade, illustrated by Fernand Léger, which 
Kassák published in Ma translated into Hungarian by Imre Bolgár.92 

This principle of the relationship between text and illustration, 
and Kassák’s method (of connecting his poetry to his own Picture ar-
chitecture) shows, in my opinion, related thinking. Kassák illustrated A 
ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek with compositions built on geometric 
abstract elements, unlike Léger, whose graphics portrayed the ‘cubized’ 

90 Demény 1987, 8.

91 For more details see Sasvári – Franceschi – 

Sudac 2012. 
92 Goll 1923. Imre Bolgár was a Hungarian 

journalist and translator living in Vienna who 

translated numerous works of international literature 
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of the 1920s, including works by Dostoevsky and 

Heinrich Mann. 

31. Ivan Goll, Paris brennt, 1921
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Blanke, illustrations by Fernand Léger, 1920
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figure of Charlie Chaplin, however, Kassák’s playful arrangement of 
building blocks and uncertain asymmetry – otherwise uncharacteristic 
of his Picture architectures – do resemble Léger’s works. 

One year later in 1921, Goll published his long poem Paris 
brennt (Paris Burns) in a special edition of Zenit edited by Ljubomir 
Micić. The poem uses a montage structure to present one day in Par-
is, the dynamic metropolis, with the film-like quick succession of fast-
paced images.93 Goll illustrated the poem with Parisian postcards and 
press photos, thus strengthening the poem’s montage-like character. 
Its structure resembles that of László Moholy-Nagy’s 1924 film script 
Egy nagyváros dinamikája (Dynamic of a Metropolis), as well as oth-
er big city montages: Walter Ruttmann’s 1927 Berlin film Berlin: Die 
Sinfonie einer Großstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Metropolis) and Dziga 
Vertov’s 1929 classic Человек с кино-аппаратом (Man with a Movie 
Camera).94 In the June 1921 issue of Ma, Kassák published an extract 
from Paris brennt in Hungarian translation, which demonstrates that 
he already knew Goll’s work when it was published.95 

While it cannot be linked directly to Kassák’s poem, it is nev-
ertheless worth mentioning that T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land was first 
published on exactly the same day as A ló meghal a madarak kire-
pülnek. This poem, together with James Joyce’s Ulysses, are among 
the most influential masterpieces of anglophone modernism. Eliot 
published the long poem in the first issue of The Criterion, which he 
founded and edited, in October 1922 in London, at exactly the same 
time as Kassák’s poem appeared in 2×2.96 In other words, both Eliot 
and Kassák resorted to the same solution: they created the context for 
their poetic works themselves by publishing them in the first issue of 
brand new, independently edited journals. 

93 Goll 1921a; for more details see Ullmaier 1995. 

94 Moholy-Nagy 1924. 

95 Goll 1921b; the complete Hungarian translation 

of the poem based on the 1923 French edition: Goll 

1925. 
96 For more details see Rainey 2005. 
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One month later, the American journal The 
Dial also published Eliot’s poem, which was proba-
bly translated into Hungarian around 1922–1923 as 
Kopárország (Barrenland) by Endre Gáspár, the pol-
yglot contributor to Ma.97 Although Gáspár’s ren-
dering preceded any published Hungarian transla-
tion by many years (such as István Vas’s Átokföldje 
[Land of Curses] and Gyula Illyés’s A puszta ország 
[The Deserted Country]), this early translation re-
mained unpublished in manuscript form. Kassák did 
not publish The Waste Land either in Ma or any of 
his later journals, and we do not know the reason 
why.98 Almost the same length as Kassák’s contem-
poraneous poem, The Waste Land was also based 
on the montage technique, similar to the Dadaist 
works mentioned earlier. However, the British mod-
ernist Eliot did not gather his references from popu-
lar culture, but from various facets of his enormous 
literary, historical and philosophical learning. In 
other words, his poem is not based on the poet’s 
personal experiences or feelings, as Kassák’s was. 
Kassák saw the world from his own personal horizon, 
while Eliot viewed the individual from the perspective 
of the world. Moreover, he supplemented his poem 
with lengthy philological explanations, in which he attempted to dis-
entangle his cultural and historical references for his reader.99

In 2×2, Kassák laid out his poem not line by line, but as a 
flowing text with typographic asterisks dividing the lines. The free 
verse, whose more than 500 lines are of varying lengths, was therefore 
printed in a block-like format on mirroring pages of full text, which 
was undoubtedly a typographical novelty for the time. The poem’s 
publication thus represented a strong statement not only in terms of 
content, but also visually. One close contemporary analogy exists for 
Kassák’s chosen typographic composition. In May 1922, the Russian 
avant-garde poet Vladimir Mayakovsky’s poem Слушайте, сволочи ! 
(Listen, you Bastards) was published in French translation as Écoutez, 
Canailles in Вещь/Gegenstand/Objet (Object), the journal edited by 
El Lissitzky and Ilya Ehrenburg in Berlin. Compared to Kassák’s au-
tobiographical poem, this work is relatively short and political, almost 
manifesto-like, and was published with El Lissitzky’s black squares 
dividing the lines.100 Mayakovsky’s poem was published again one year 

97 T. S. Eliot, Kopárország, transl. Endre Gáspár, 

Vienna, 1922–1923, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-an. 
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37. Vladimir Mayakovsky, Ecoutez, Canailles, Вещь/
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38. Vladimir Mayakovsky, Svolochi, Dlia golosa, 

typography by El Lissitzky, 1923 
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later in 1923 in the anthology Для голоса (For the Voice), with typog-
raphy and illustrations by El Lissitzky, and a much more unconven-
tional Constructivist design.101 The journal Вещь/Gegenstand/Objet 
was published in Berlin, and aimed to present the latest Russian-Soviet 
artistic tendencies for the European arts scene. During this period, El 
Lissitzky was in personal contact with Kassák, who was mentioned as 
a foreign contributor in the journal’s first issue, in April 1922.102 Both 
issues of the journal are in Kassák’s estate. The influence of El Lissitz-
ky can be seen in the typography Kassák used in Ma, 2×2, and Buch 
neuer Künstler published in the autumn of 1922. 

A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek was written in 1920, at a 
decisive turning point in Kassák’s life and art. Having learned the les-
sons of the failed 1919 revolution in Hungary, he broke with left-wing 
activism in favour of a more utopian, less political artistic programme. 
At the same time as he changed conceptual direction, the style of his 
art also underwent a significant transformation: having encountered 
the international Dada movement, Kassák adapted the Dadaists’ pre-
ferred techniques (free association, montage) in his art. Yet he did 
not regard Dada as an example to be followed, rather, his discovery of 
groundbreaking works by the movement’s members allowed him the 
opportunity to create his own new style. This ‘new Kassák’ made his 
debut at the end of 1920 with the first cycle of his numbered poems, 
and we can also discern his search for a new path in his autobiographi-
cal poem, which was written at the same time. After writing A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek, he made it public in numerous various ways: at 
readings, in journals, in anthologies, and in Hungarian and German. 
Once had had written the poem, he now assigned particular impor-
tance to having his works appear in as many preferable contexts as 
possible, be that in print or at readings.

2. The Canonisation of the Poem: From the Periphery to the School 
Books

After its publication in Vienna in 1922 and then in Budapest in 1926, 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek remained unnoticed within Kassák’s 
enormous output for many decades. The poem only resurfaced after 
the Second World War in volumes of his collected works. In the first half 
of the 1960s, Kassák ended up in Paris once more, where an exhibition 
was organised for him at Denise René’s gallery. On the basis of these 
recent experiences, he began to talk more about his 1909 journey to 
Western Europe, and his autobiographically inspired poem returned to 

101 Mayakovsky 1923, 16–25. 102 Вещь/Gegenstand/Objet, vol. 1. no. 1–2, April 
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112

the focus of his attention. The renown that the poem enjoys today is 
in part due to the special attention Kassák received in his later years. 
For instance, in 1967, the upcoming actor Zoltán Latinovits performed 
a reading of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek to celebrate Kassák’s 
eightieth birthday. In the same year, the poem was published for the 
first time as a standalone volume by Magyar Helikon. Klára Kárpáti, 
Kassák’s second wife and widow, took every opportunity to further the 
full promotion of his written legacy and the canonisation of Kassák. 
She prepared the publication of his collected poems, and endeavoured 
to have them all – in particular the complete text of A ló meghal a ma-
darak kirepülnek – translated into as many languages as possible. In 
1968, young literary historians at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
(MTA) organised a poetry analysis conference publicizing the Structur-
alist literary theory method in Hungary, at which Kassák’s emblematic 
poem was one of the main subjects. After the conference, there was 
no longer any doubt that Kassák would end up on the school curricu-
lum via this work. Following a series of reforms in literature teaching 
and fifteen years after his death, Kassák was included in the secondary 
school curriculum and a younger generation of readers could read his 
poem in their school books, published in 1982. 

Rediscovery of the Poem after the Second World War

In the interwar years, A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek was not per-
formed at Kassák’s readings, nor was it included in his 1935 collected 
volume of poetry.103 In the 1920s, the poem had played a significant 
role in the construction of the ‘new Kassák.’ During the years in which 
he edited the journal Munka (1928–1939), Kassák himself moved fur-
ther away from the avant-garde style, which later played no role for 
him at all. This indicates that the poem came into being as a result of 
specific life circumstances. 

After a long hiatus, the poem was republished by Új Idők 
(New Times) in 1945 in a new volume of Kassák’s collected poems,104 
and then again on the occasion of his sixtieth birthday, in Hatvan év 
összes versei (Complete Poems of Sixty Years).105 Kassák took an ac-
tive role in public and artistic life during the three years of coalition 
government (1945–1948) after the Second World War, but under the 
Stalinist regime of Mátyás Rákosi, he became a persona non grata 
and his works could not be published. He spent part of the 1950s in 
‘internal exile’ in the northern Budapest suburb of Békásmegyer.106 
However, in 1956, the year of the Uprising, Kassák was elected to the 

103 Kassák 1935a. 

104 Kassák 1945. 
105 Kassák 1947.

106 For more details see Aczél 1999, 339–373; 

Standeisky 2007a, 211–245; Standeisky 2007b. 
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40. Kassák Lajos, Hatvan év összes versei, 1947
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board of the Hungarian Writers’ Association, and Magvető, which 
functioned as the Association’s publishing house, published a book 
of his collected poems.107 Following on from this, Magvető then pub-
lished newer editions of his poetry, novels, and his autobiographical 
novel Egy ember élete.108 Surprisingly however, these publications gave 
erroneous dates for A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek: it was wrong-
ly dated to 1924 in the 1945 and 1947 editions, and dated to 1925 
in the 1956 edition. After his death, Kassák’s widow Klára Kárpáti 
organised for a collected volume of his poems to be published, again 
by Magvető. This volume appeared in 1970, and now included the 
correct date for the poem’s first edition, 1922.109 We have no unequiv-
ocal information on why earlier volumes of Kassák’s poetry dated the 
poem to 1924 or 1925. Because of these errors however, many literary 
historians have felt it more worthwhile to link Kassák’s poem to An-
dré Breton’s 1924 French Surrealist manifesto, rather than to Dada-
ism. Kassák himself contradicted this notion in a comment made to 
the poet György Rába: ‘my poetry never had or has anything to do 
with surrealism.’110

After the war, the young poet Ágnes Nemes Nagy, an active 
contributor to the journal Újhold (New Moon), first noticed the poem in 
the collected volume published for Kassák’s sixtieth birthday in 1947:

Kassák has gathered together all his poems in this volume, 
once again we are convinced that truly very few people can 
write free verse in Hungarian, and with his unique form of 
expression, he alone can use this verse formation. […] To-
day, Kassák’s already particularly affecting form, his imagi-
nation jumping across free image associations, has emerged 
from out the fog of incomprehension. Today, we can clearly 
see that close, contemporaneous connection that ties him 
to styles abroad, and we feel the demanding, strict editing 
principle in every single line. Perhaps our fathers would have 
found the great epic poem A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 
grotesque; now we can clearly see the direct, brilliant colours 
of a foreign path, and a series of wanderings and adventure.111

41. Kassák Lajos válogatott versei, 1956

42. Kassák Lajos összes versei, 1970
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109 Kassák 1970, vol. 1, 159–163.
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Nemes Nagy and Kassák later formed a close friendship, yet from the 
perspective of the poem’s later history, Nemes Nagy’s lonely praise did 
not play a major role.112 In 1961, Kassák’s study Önarckép – háttérrel 
(Self-portrait – With Background) was published. In the first part he 
presented the development of his poetry, and touched on criticism of 
his works in the interwar period as well as during the post-war social-
ist years. He also gave a detailed analysis of his poems from the early 
1920s, signalling that his poetic language during this years was close 
to Dadaism. He repeated once more that he ‘had never been a Dadaist,’ 
but acknowledged that ‘he understood their desperate writhing and 
sympathised with them.’113 He regarded ‘the autobiographical poem 
of almost 600 lines’ A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek as his most 
important work: ‘I think this work of mine contains the most “oddness” 
and most significant value in all my poetry. It unfolds before the reader 
without substantive or formal conventions.’114

The history of the poem’s rediscovery in the early 1960s is 
closely connected to the simultaneous international rediscovery of 
Kassák as an avant-garde artist. In 1960 and 1963, Kassák was able 
to organise solo exhibitions of his earlier and more recent abstract 
works at Denise René’s Gallery in Paris, with the help of the Hungari-
an-born artist Victor Vasarely.115 For Kassák, who was living in ‘inter-
nal exile’ in socialist Hungary at the time, the opportunity to exhibit 
internationally opened new doors towards the recognition of his art: 
in Önarckép – háttérrel he also reflected on the fact that his art was 
already accepted in the West, while it was still criticised in his home 
country because of its ‘formalism.’ He was unable to travel to Paris for 
the opening of the first exhibition for political reasons, but did receive 
permission to travel in 1963, and thus returned to the French capital 
once again at the age of seventy-six.

Before the exhibition opening, a book launch was held of 
Kassák’s poetry in French. Hommage à Lajos Kassák (Homage to 
Lajos Kassák), was produced with Kassák’s involvement and edited 
in 1962 by the literary translator László Gara, an important cultural 
intermediary who was living in France at the time.116 The book includ-
ed a selection (from the beginnings to the 1960s) of Kassák’s poems 
translated into French by thirty-seven contemporary French poets and 
literary translators, an introduction to the poems written by Gara, and 
illustrated with graphics by Kassák and Vasarely. Gara provided a 
rough translation of the poems for the French poets, who then created 
the final versions.117 The Parisian sections of A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek were translated by Anne-Marie de Backer for the book.118 

44. Hommage à Lajos Kassák, 1963

43. Victor Vasarely and Kassák Lajos, Musée des 
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The same section had already been published in Paris by Béla Pogány 
in his 1927 anthology of contemporary Hungarian poetry, and trans-
lated into French by László Gara.119 

Back in Budapest, Kassák was interviewed at length about 
his recent experiences at his 1963 Paris exhibition by the radio pro-
ducer Áron Tamás. Kassák also recounted his 1909 journey in detail, 
and talked about plans to publish the entire text of his poem in French. 
Kassák spoke in analytical mode in the interview about his first journey 
to Paris, as he had also done in Önarckép – háttérrel:

1909… This was my famous journey to Paris, when I set off on 
foot and really did arrive in Paris in eight months. I might say 
that I was still a young adolescent then. Why did I go? Clearly I 
was under the influence of Ady’s Paris propaganda, blinded by 
it, and very excited. When I arrived in Paris, I found an elderly 
city. Nothing else of interest. It took weeks, or even months 
for me to get to know Paris, its architecture, the nonchalance 
of the Parisians, their cheerfulness, directness, and to get a 
deeper knowledge of the intellectual life. […] Back then I had 
only seen people from a distance: Picasso, Braque, Apollinaire, 
Blaise Cendrars, but in any case this view from a distance was 
inspiring in all sorts of ways. I noticed for the first time that 
the world does not end at the Hungarian border, and I also no-
ticed that whoever does not see the wider world will sooner or 
later end up as a provincial artist, have lower standards, and 
will try to convey their work to a completely narrow circle.120

119 Gara – Largeaud 1927. 120 Tóbiás 2015, 74.

45. Lajos Kassák, Mrs Lajos Kassák and Balázs 
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46. Lajos Kassák at his apartment, Budapest, 1963 
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Kassák also enthusiastically recounted the Hommage book launch:

[In Paris] the vernissage starts at 9 pm and lasts until mid-
night. The rooms were filled to bursting with people, the whole 
spectrum of Parisian Hungarians was present. French paint-
ers and poets were there too. At six in the evening, Denise 
René organised a cocktail party for the thirty-seven poets who 
had translated my poems into French, and whose work was 
published in the anthology. […] The cocktail party was very 
elegant and luxurious, they set out long tables, with wait-
ers wearing white, French drinks and everything. More like 
fifty poets turned up, not thirty-seven. […] We had a cracking 
good time… I hadn’t yet attended, and could not [in socialist 
Hungary] have attended a cocktail party organised for poets 
in a gallery at an exhibition opening. Naturally I enjoyed it. I 
stood there like an orphaned child among those people who 
had come to like me in a couple of weeks, and perhaps even 
gave me more credit than I deserved.121

In the interview, Kassák said that he had proposed to the poet Alain 
Bosquet, one of the translators who had worked on Hommage, that 
he should publish László Gara’s translation of his work in his Brus-
sels-based journal Revue L’VII. ‘We later agreed that he would publish 
my poem A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek together with an essay. 
The essay would try to prove that only three works in this vein existed 
in modern poetry. The first was Blaise Cendrars’s Siberian Journey, 
the second was Apollinaire’s Zone, and the third was mine, which ap-
peared in 1924. So they’ll try to bring it out in Paris, which of course 
would be really good for me… Maybe if I couldn’t get out of Hungary, 
then maybe I could manage to break in from the outside. And then 
here in Hungary they’ll say that A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is 
a great Hungarian poem, isn’t it.’122

The planned publication was not completed then, but one year 
later, when Anne-Marie de Backer’s French translation of the complete 
poem came out in Revue L’VII.123 During this period, Kassák corre-
sponded regularly with Gara, and pushed for the standalone French 
publication of the poem to be completed.124 In a letter written in late 
1963, he gave Gara precise instructions concerning the volume:

121 Ibid., 79–80. 

122 Ibid., 81–82. 

123 Kassák 1964b.
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I would really like for the poem to be laid out so that together 
with the drawings, it makes a 64-page book. In terms of the 
layout, each page should contain a thematic component of 
the poem in longer or shorter sections. This would be good 
typographically and impart a special emphasis on the whole 
work. I don’t have to explain this further to you as you have 
a great understanding of typography. But don’t forget our 
agreement with Bosquet that you would write an introduc-
tory essay for the poem. In this essay you would outline the 
relationship and peculiar reality between Blaise Cendrars’s 
Trans-Siberian Express and Guillaume Apollinaire’s Zone, 
and mine. Cendrars’s poem was written in 1913, Apollinaire’s 
in 1914, and mine in 1920.125 

The French publication was finalized in the end, but only after 
Kassák’s death. The first complete French translation of A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek was put together by a founding member of the 
Magyar Műhely (Hungarian Workshop) in Paris, Tibor Papp, and 
the literary critic Philippe Dôme, and published in 1971 in an issue 
of Fata Morgana, founded by Bruno Roy and dedicated exclusively to 
translation.126 Similar to the Hommage volume edited by László Gara, 
this was too illustrated with Kassák and Vasarely’s graphics. The in-
troduction was written by Hans Richter, one of the leading figures of 
the Dada movement. Richter and Kassák had first met in the 1920s 
as Kassák was editing Ma, and picked up their correspondence again 
decades later, in the first half of the 1960s. As a chronicler of Dada, 
Richter had included Kassák’s geometric abstract works in the early 
avant-garde international canon in the 1966 anniversary exhibition 
he organised for the movement, as well as in his books.127 The recep-
tion of Kassák’s oeuvre, as Kassák himself noted in the 1963 inter-
view, was somewhat asymmetrical during that period. On the inter-
national scene, and thanks to the Paris exhibition, he enjoyed a new 
status: his art was rapidly gaining acknowledgement and recogni-
tion. At the same time, Kassák fell outside the socialist realist canon: 
neither his writings nor his art could reach the rightful audience.128 
The domestic process of canonisation only began a few months before 
his death, and A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek played a significant 
role in this process. 

125 Lajos Kassák’s letter to László Gara, from Buda-
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Kassák’s Eightieth Birthday

March 1967, Kassák’s eightieth birthday, marked a turning point in 
the canonisation of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. He was award-
ed the gold Labour Order of Merit medal to mark his birthday, and a 
large celebration was organised in his honour on 20 March in Buda-
pest’s Fészek Club.129 Speeches were held in praise of his work as a 
writer and poet, and the young actor Zoltán Latinovits performed A ló 
meghal a madarak kirepülnek.

This recital, lasting more than thirty minutes, was the first 
time Kassák’s poem had been performed in Hungary. The very next 
morning at dawn, Latinovits wrote an enthusiastic letter to Kassák, 
who replied with praise for the young actor’s outstanding interpreta-
tion. Latinovits described how he had encountered Kassák’s name as 

129 Established in 1901, the prestigious Fészek 

(Nest) club is named after the Hungarian acronym 

for painters, architects, sculptors, musicians, singers 

and comedians. After 1950 it was run by the state 
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Club, Hungarian Writers’ Union, and Hungarian 

Artists’ Union invitation to the evening programme 

celebrating Lajos Kassák’s 80th birthday on 20 

March 1967 at the Fészek Artists’ Club. Kassák 

Museum, inv. no. KM-2016.23.1. For more details 

see Csaplár 2002, 16–26.
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a child, and what a great challenge it had been for him to interpret the 
poem that many claimed was ‘unperformable’:

[…] my shame is that I grew up […] in an age in which you were 
not ‘taught’ or ‘spoken of,’ – they blew smoke, or rather poured 
scorn on this work; logically I only heard KASSÁK, the name; 
always the ‘alienated,’ the ‘homo individualis,’ the ‘unsociable,’ 
whose person was not accessible in our narrow country, neither 
in pictures nor in books. […] Only much later, and practically 
impossibly, did I encounter KASSÁK five years ago in connec-
tion to BLAISE CENDRARS.130 […] Then the request came: ‘A 
ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek.’ […] I struggled alone with 
the preparation for its performance, and did not telephone or 
get in touch. Preparing for birth is undoubtedly a sign of life, 
waiting in labour and mainly sustained by UNDERSTANDING. 
[…] This poem is as essential as water, salt, bread and air. And 
without SELF-KNOWLEDGE and without knowing you, the 
static dynamic is STERILE and the construction illogical. To 
me, involuntarily and compulsorily, it supported the TRUTH 
out of free choice, with dependable […] human columns.131

Kassák replied to Latinovits by return of post, and wrote how much he 
had enjoyed the young actor’s recital:

Dear Zoltán Latinovits, please allow me to address you like 
this, since fate has tied us together by your great performance 
of my poem of over 500 lines entitled A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek. It was a great production because of the poem’s 
composition, use of words, and image associations, and you 
completed the task in full. This is a rare occurrence in Hun-
gary and deserves great praise. This praise could be felt in the 
audience’s applause. And now I too would like to give special 
thanks and ask you to accept my sincere kind regards.132

Latinovits incorporated the poem into later literary recitals, at which he 
often read out Kassák’s letter as well.133 According to Ibolya Surányi’s 
memoirs, Latinovits’s performance was ‘received by the audience at the 
Fészek Club and University Stage’s Kassák evening without so much as 
a murmur, with baited breath and in a state of tension.’134 Based on Lati-
novits’s success, Kassák’s intellectual, artistic, and literary ideals could 

130 Here Latinovits is referring to Kassák’s volume 
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come to be followed by a younger generation of intellectuals, artists, 
and writers. In the first half of the 1960s, Kassák’s flat in the northern 
Budapest suburb of Óbuda became something of an informal meeting 
place, where neo-avant-garde artists and writers would later meet and 
exchange ideas in the 1970s and 1980s. For many young artists, Kassák 
filled the role of the first decisive ‘master.’ In 1974, a radio recording was 
made of the University Theatre’s evening dedicated to Kassák, which 
was also pressed as a vinyl record on the state Hungaroton label.135 

Three volumes were also in preparation for Kassák’s eighti-
eth birthday, but he did not live to see them. He died on 22 July 1967. 
For years he had been working with the Basel-based art collector 
Károly László (Carl Laszlo) on producing a volume of source texts in 
French and German and Kassák’s art works for the Panderma publish-
ing house, which finally came out in 1968, and greatly contributed to 
Kassák’s international renown.136 Kassák had also contributed to the 
first monograph on his complete works for Magvető, which was also 
published, in which the volume on Kassák’s poetry was written by Imre 
Bori, the literary historian from Novi Sad who was one of the first to 
work on Hungarian avant-garde literature, while the fine arts section 
was written by the art historian Éva Körner.137 

The third volume was published by Magyar Helikon, in which 
Kassák had wanted to publish the full text of A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek, with reproductions of his earlier and more recent abstract 
artworks.138 This volume was put together with Kassák’s involvement, 
and it was the first Hungarian-language standalone edition of the 
poem. It was published in the weeks immediately following his death. 
In the blurb, the publisher emphasised the ‘documentary’ aspect of the 
work, saying that the poem ‘has no truly epic content, […] yet it perfect-
ly portrays the chequered fate and spiritual world of those members of 
the workers’ movement forced into exile, while erecting a lasting monu-
ment to the contemporary, now historical Europe in which they lived.’139

Egy ember élete – On Stage

Kassák’s widow attempted in the 1970s to bring his life works to as 
broad an audience as possible. The Magvető publishing house put out 
volume after volume of Kassák’s selected writings, novels and poems, in 
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which his widow played an active role.140 As well as this, and certainly of 
her own free will, she also planned a film version of Kassák’s autobio-
graphical novel Egy ember élete. In 1962, while Kassák was still alive, a 
highly successful feature film was made of his 1929 novel Angyalföld, en-
titled Angyalok földje (Angels’ Land) and directed by György Révész. Mrs 
Kassák presumably had the success of this work in mind when she draft-
ed the film script of the later autobiographical novel’s first three volumes. 
According to the draft left in her estate, the film would have ended with 
Kassák’s last train journey of his travels and, in Mrs Kassák’s concept, 
formulating the idea for A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek:

On the train home: samovar, Russian revolutionary, quick 
succession of images so that the connection between the 
two becomes clear. [Kassák] is thinking of the Russian and 
his own childhood. Horses are tearing along, the Russian is 
preaching, doves are flitting about and the water for tea is 
quietly boiling in the samovar. 

Train station at home: Jolán is waiting. – Tell me, 
what was it like? – K[assák] – Nothing. Listen, I’m going to 
write a longer poem. – About what? – Not sure yet. The hors-
es die, the doves fly away, a Russian is preaching, the samovar 
is giving off steam, but doesn’t also fly away. Or something 
like that. – Jolán: how lovely, Kashi my dear. A silver samovar 
swimming in the air. Like a big bird. – K[assák] – Got it: And 
our heads twist up for the flight of the nickel samovar.141

The planned film was never produced, but a theatrical version of Egy 
ember élete was staged at the Thália Theatre, directed by Károly Ka-
zimir, on 28 November 1980. The script was written by Kazimir, with 
contributions from János Elbert and Mrs Lajos Kassák.142 As director 
of the theatre, Kazimir’s aim was to produce famous works of Hun-
garian literature for the stage, including this performance, which was 
finally produced in 1980 after many years’ preparatory work. The aim 
here was to capture the ‘essence’ of the autobiographical novel, and the 
drama of becoming a writer and life in the workers’ movement.143

Lajos Kassák and Jolán Simon were played by a famous act-
ing couple, András Kozák and Andrea Drahota, while the role of the 
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Jolán (Andrea Drahota)

Kassák (András Kozák), ‘Herr 

Potyke’ (Róbert Rátonyi) and 

Szittya (János Gálvölgyi)

Kassák (András Kozák) and 

the ‘Mutter’ (Erzsi Pásztor)

Kassák (András Kozák) and 

Szittya (János Gálvölgyi)

Kassák (András Kozák) and 

Szittya (János Gálvölgyi)

Kassák (András Kozák) 
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bohemian fellow wanderer Emil Szittya went to János Gálvölgyi. Re-
views of the performance were unanimous in their praise of the act-
ing, and György Rajkai Jr.’s Cubist-Constructivist stage design.144 The 
performance focussed on the events of 1918–1919, while scenes from 
Kassák’s childhood and wanderings in Western Europe were also in-
cluded. As the programme for the performance stated:

Based on the explosive power and amusing twists and turns 
of the novel, this new dramatic version sets the ‘cruelly formed 
man’ [Kassák] and ‘the life of a man’ on the stage. With do-
mestic emotions, figures, petty squabbles and outbursts fa-
miliar from Italian cinema, the quarrelsome but loving family 
nest around Mutterka looks back at the richness of everyday 
life at home. And it is from here that the hero of the story sets 
off on what Antal Szerb, one of the best experts on Hungarian 
literature, called his ‘rich and entertaining adventures.’ […] 
From the flat in Angyalföld leads a path full of appalling and 
hilarious episodes not just to Vienna and Paris, but also the 
great political movements of the era in Hungary. The lonely 
locksmith boy and his social passion slowly arrive at the very 
centre of Hungarian life. The Thália Theatre’s performance 
promises not just moments of drama and poetry, or even a 
theatrical evening full of resounding laughter, but also, we 
hope, that many can take this great work of Hungarian liter-
ature into their hands once again.145

The primary emphasis of the performance was on the drama of fam-
ily and working-class politics, while also thematising Kassák’s 1909 
wanderings in Western Europe in the form of recollections. The director 
dwelt on the comical side of Emil Szittya’s character, who appeared on 
stage in exaggerated costume as a bohemian wanderer of the world. 
The performance also included a number of excerpts from A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek.

Kassák and Literary History

Despite his international successes, the reception of Kassák’s liter-
ature and art in Hungary in the first half of the 1960s was contro-
versial. O!cial cultural policy and Marxist literary histories rejected 
avant-garde art, and the regime attempted to control the discourse 
around his art as much as possible. The socialist system could not 

144 See for example Major 1980; Rajk 1980; Koltai 

1981. 

145 Lajos Kassák: The Life of a Man. A play in two 

parts. Written for the stage by Mrs Lajos Kassák, János 

Elbert and Károly Kazimir, directed by Károly Kazimir, 

Thália Theatre, Budapest, 1980–1981, theatre 

programme, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-2261. 
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categorise Kassák as a banned ‘enemy’ or as an approved ‘friend,’ 
however, his person and art were already unavoidable. Analysis of his 
literary works began during this period in specialist workshops, and 
in the appraisal of his lyrical work, A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 
received special attention. 

In 1963, a discussion took place at the MTA’s Institute for 
Literary Studies over how to include Kassák’s works in the forthcom-
ing literary history textbooks. At the focus of the debate was the pre-
vailing negative judgement of Kassák’s early avant-garde poetry and 
abstract works, for which reason he could not be included in the can-
on of socialist literature.146 Farkas József and György Szabó’s study of 
Kassák’s avant-garde period was published in 1966 in the sixth vol-
ume of the o!cial literary history textbook, popularly referred to as 

“spenót” (spinach) because of its characteristic dark green cover. The 
authors linked Kassák’s early poetry from the Vienna years to Dada-
ism and presented it as a negative emotional reaction to the trauma 
of the failed revolution, as a transitional phase between Expressionist 
activism and forward-looking Constructivism. ‘The winding sentences, 
often further complicated by various typographic manoeuvres, com-
plain that “everything is at an end”.’ They continue: ‘Even his auto-
biographical poem, the song of his youthful wanderings A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek (1925) emanates this despair that slowly ap-
proaches resignation: the outrage and (according to the rules of the 
school) ‘shock’-provoking image of the closing lines (“I am LAJOS 
KASSÁK and our heads twist up for the flight of the nickel samovar”) 
imply a mental state of commotion and lost cohesion.’147

One year later in 1967, Imre Bori’s analysis of the poem was 
published, and in complete contradiction to the “spenót” approach, he 
praised Kassák’s early Viennese poetry incorporating Dadaist ele-
ments as a high point of his work. In Bori’s opinion, the autobiograph-
ically inspired work presenting the ‘new Kassák’ was a ‘hero poem,’ 
which reflected on Kassák’s 1909 travels as much as on the sad reality 
of his exile in Vienna.148 The first Kassák monograph, annotated by 
Imre Bori and Éva Körner, marked a turning point in the interpreta-
tion of Kassák’s work. Its significance primarily stemmed from the 
combined – rather than separate – analysis of Kassák’s literature 
and art together. The volume’s authors emphasised Kassák’s early 
avant-garde era in both their art and literary history essays, and by 
means of careful analysis, they placed works by leading figures of the 
Hungarian activist group within the international avant-garde move-
ment. Bori was living in the less ideologically hard-line Yugoslavia at 
the time, and was the first literary historian who attempted to ground 

146 József – Szabó 1964. 

147 József – Szabó 1966. 

148 Bori – Körner 1967, 110–122. 
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53. Programme of the conference ‘Formateremtő 

elvek a költői alkotásban’ (Form-creating 

principles in poetry), MTA Stilisztikai és Verstani 

Munkabizottság, Budapest, 1968
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discussion of the Hungarian avant-garde in the international context. 
His essay on Kassák (correctly) designated Dadaism as the context 
for A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek.

The next Kassák monograph was a shorter work by the poet, 
writer and literary historian György Rónay, published in 1971 as part 
of the Szépirodalmi publisher’s popular series Arcok és vallomások 
(Personalities and Testimonies). After Kassák’s death, and parallel to 
the series of publications of his literary works by Magvető, interest in 
Kassák among literary history circles started to grow. Rónay’s popular 
introduction brought Kassák’s work to a much wider readership, which 
was also significant because Rónay provided a detailed presentation of 
his avant-garde period, examining Kassák through ‘the lenses of his 
works and testimonies’ and using documents from his estate. Rónay’s 
aim was to outline a portrait of Kassák as artist and man. He also in-
troduced A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek as Kassák’s outstanding 
work of his Vienna period, and an important example of the ‘synthesis’ 
between isms and Kassák’s earlier poetic language.149 

Alongside these two shorter monographs, the MTA’s Institute 
for Literary Studies also began to approach Kassák’s works from a new 
perspective after his death. The recently established Work Committee 
on Stylistics and Metrics organised its first conference of poetry anal-
ysis in November 1968. Over two days of debate, a younger generation 
of literary historians – among them Mihály Szegedy-Maszák, Lóránt 
Kabdebó, Árpád Bernáth and Károly Csúri – aimed to present newer 
methods and approaches in the study of literary history in Hungary, 
and structuralist principles in particular. This was contrary to the ear-
lier model of socialist literary history based on and dominated by the 
György Lukács tradition of analysis. 

The young scholars chose Kassák’s poem as well as Mihály 
Babits’s later 1936 work Ősz és tavasz között (Between Autumn and 
Spring) as vehicles with which to introduce their new ideas and per-
spectives on literary history. According to Elemér Hankiss, the main 
organiser of the conference, ‘these poems at opposite ends of the poetic 
spectrum proved most suitable for a thorough discussion of multifacet-
ed methods of analysis, based on both the traditional literary, history of 
ideas and stylistic approach, as well as newer semantic, semiotic, com-
munications theory, structuralist and quantitative methods.’150 This 
new spirit of literary history elevated and properly represented Kass-
ák’s work. As the young scholars stepped out of the existing socialist 
realist paradigm, so the poem also came to be viewed in a new light. 

This conference represented a breakthrough in the reception 
of Kassák. At one stroke, the conference and its published proceedings 

54. Formateremtő elvek a költői alkotásban, 1971 

149 Rónay 1971, 186–195. Rónay paid particular 

attention to the date of the poem’s first publication 

(1922), and demonstrated that works published in 

the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s had incorrectly dated 

it as 1924.

150 Hankiss 1971, programme blurb. 
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lifted A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek from obscu-
rity to becoming one of the most analysed poems 
in Hungarian literature.151 Numerous approaches 
and methods were presented at the conference, from 
traditional literary history and comparative analysis 
to structuralist, semiotic, linguistic and psychologi-
cal perspectives. Kassák’s poem was elevated as an 
example of avant-garde experimentation par excel-
lence – in contrast to Babits’s ‘classic modern’ poem 
– through which the characteristics of the rest of his 
works could be approached. During the presenta-
tions and discussions that followed, numerous types 
of ‘decoding solution’ were proposed to decipher the 
‘meaning’ of Kassák’s poem. The conference explicit-
ly emphasised the parallel multiple perspectives and 
divergent readings, thus highlighting the possibility 
of interpreting avant-garde works in numerous ways. 

As Lóránt Kabdebó phrased it afterwards, 
the conference coincided with the birth of the Hun-
garian neo-avant-garde, and in the political realm, 
with the realisation that socialist systems were in 
crisis.152 It was the first opportunity for the young 
generation of literary historians – who applied Struc-
turalist methods following the French example to 
Hungarian literary studies – to present their work. 
Structuralism was present as a method not only in literary history, but 
also in the global outlook, which was present in many arenas and rep-
resented a form of liberation from the confines of Marxism. As Gábor 
Bezeczky assessed the significance of the conference: ‘Hungarian liter-
ary historians collectively slept through one or more eras, and the arrival 
of Structuralism woke them up from this hibernation.’153 The country’s 
socialist leadership viewed the experimentation with Structuralism as 
oppositional in nature because of its application of Western methods. 
Shortly after the publication of three volumes edited by Elemér Hankiss 
(proceedings of the poetry and novel analysis conferences,154 as well as 
a collection of Structuralist texts155), the nascent research community 
was broken up by a political argument provoked by the authorities.156 
Kassák’s poem can also be interpreted within this context: in the late 
1960s, the early avant-garde verse became the point of reference for a 
new generation of literary historians in a new political situation.

55. Irodalom a gimnázium III.  osztálya számára, 

1982

151 Kassák’s widow paid great attention to the 
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copy of the lecture summaries (Kassák Museum, 
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152 Kabdebó et al. 2000, 80–81.

153 Bezeczky 2006.
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155 Hankiss 1971c.

156 For more details see Bezeczky 2006; 
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129

Parallel to the Structuralist interpretation of Kassák, wide-rang-
ing reforms of the educational system were initiated in the early 1970s, 
which culminated in a new concept for literature instruction by the mid-
dle of the decade. New, reformed textbooks were put together for second-
ary school students aged 14 to 18, based on concepts from Mihály Sze-
gedy-Maszák and András Veres, members of the Circle of Young Literary 
Historians, formed at the MTA. The new curriculum also included works 
from Kassák’s oeuvre: Mesteremberek (Craftsmen), his Expressionist 
verse with a political tone representing his early lyrical poetry, and A ló 
meghal a madarak kirepülnek representing his isms era. The planned 
textbook for the third grade of middle school was accepted in 1971, and 
finally published after lengthy arguments in 1982. Earlier textbooks had 
generally dedicated one page to analysis of Kassák’s works; this volume 
contained ten pages on him. In a 1982 lecture, András Veres summa-
rised their new concept: ‘I see the two main innovations in the new text-
book as the break with the concept of interpretation and appraisal that 
makes everything uniform, and the attempt to provide the reader with as 
many points of view and interpretative techniques as possible.’157 The 
variety of interpretations therefore received as important a role in the 
new textbooks as at the earlier conference, Principles of Form Creation. 
The Kassák chapter in the third-grade textbook was written by Mihály 
Szegedy-Maszák, in which he analysed A ló meghal a madarak kirepül-
nek in detail, saying it ‘can be unambiguously regarded as Kassák’s 
main work.’158 The textbook did not detail the poem’s autobiographi-
cal aspects, but provided an interpretative framework for its poetic lan-
guage, montage structure, and literary historical context. ‘There can be 
no doubt about Kassák’s originality,’ wrote Szegedy-Maszák. ‘Its struc-
ture is conceived on a large scale, it is consistently designed and trans-
parent. The first section lays down the main rules of the text’s system 
of signs, and the last two sections simply place the two temporalities 
alongside each other: the autobiographical narration and the apparition 
of the Russian revolution.’159

After its publication, the third volume of the new textbooks 
found itself in the critics’ line of fire.160 The textbook’s most important 
innovations – its analysis of works using new methodological princi-
ples – were also the most criticised. Writing in Népszabadság (People’s 
Freedom), which functioned from 1956 to 1989 as the central daily pa-
per of the ruling Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, Péter Nagy drew 
attention to this ambivalence, saying that the volume ‘teaches excellent 
analytical techniques – using many stylistic, poetic, rhetorical and oth-
er methods, techniques, concepts and technical terms that our students 
have certainly not yet heard of, and I fear neither have most of our Hun-

157 Veres 1982, 508.

158 Szegedy-Maszák, et al. 1982, 424. 

159 Ibid., 425.

160 For more details see Pala 1991. 
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garian teachers.’161 Looking back, András Veres also saw this as the 
main reason for the textbook’s ‘ambiguous’ reception: ‘some teachers 
had a problem with our preference for poetical and rhetorical perspec-
tives they were unfamiliar with, and we tried to minimize the ideological 
explanations, to which however the teachers were unaccustomed.’162 On 
the basis of Veres and Szegedy-Maszák’s decision, Kassák’s poem be-
came a permanent fixture of middle-school literature instruction, and 
from the 1980s onwards, it was included in almost all school textbooks 
and readers.163 

Recent decades have seen countless literary and art historical 
analyses published on Kassák’s works, and in particular the interpreta-
tive possibilities of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek.164 Among liter-
ary historians, standalone studies of the poem include those by György 
Rába,165 Géza Aczél166 – whose Kassák monograph was serialized in 
journals before being published as a book167 – and Pál Deréky, who 
analyzed what he called the exemplary ‘abstract avant-garde poem.’168 
In 1999, the Literary History Department at Miskolc University or-
ganized a conference on Kassák’s avant-garde poetry as part of its 
Újraolvasó (Re-Reader) series. Presenters at the conference subjected 
not only the avant-garde poem itself but also the secondary literature 
on Kassák to re-reading.169 The successor to “spenót”, the new hand-
book of Hungarian literature, was published in 2007. The volume on 
post-1920 Hungarian literature was edited by Mihály Szegedy-Maszák 
and András Veres, while the Gesamtkunstwerk experiments of Hungar-
ian avant-garde literature, arts, and theatre were presented by Zoltán 
Kékesi and Gabriella Schuller.170 The point of departure for the study 
was 1921, when Kassák’s Világanyám was published, yet A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek was also accorded prominence. The MTA’s In-
stitute for Literary Studies is currently working on a new handbook of 
Hungarian literary history, for which András Kappanyos is writing the 
section on modernism and avant-garde literature.171 In 2012 he wrote 
his sample analysis of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek for the work-
in-progress handbook, in which he read Kassák’s poem from the per-
spective of contemporary literary history and closely linked the poem’s 
content to the historical context of exile in Vienna.172

161 Nagy 1991.

162 Veres 2015.
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The literary history canonisation of Kassák’s poem was closely 
intertwined with the application of new literary studies methods, which 
were ideally applicable to the work’s complex construction and original 
use of language. This process of canonisation began after Kassák’s 
death, and ended in the 1980s with his poem becoming part of the 
middle school curriculum. Later analyses and textbooks both attribut-
ed an important role to the poem in Kassák’s oeuvre as well as for the 
whole of the Hungarian avant-garde. Kassák’s work is continuously 
re-canonised in both literary and art history discourse, while the image 
we have of him continues to change and re-form. This is also borne out 
by the academic analyses of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. 

Kassák in the International Arena: Translations of the Poem

Translations of Lajos Kassák’s autobiographically inspired poem into 
many languages began in the late 1960s, at Mrs Lajos Kassák’s inter-
cession. From the late 1970s, the work was increasingly mentioned in 
connection with avant-garde epics by Blaise Cendrars and Guillaume 
Apollinaire. As we have already seen, foreign editions of the poem were 
important to Kassák from the date it was first published. The Ger-
man translation by Endre Gáspár was published almost immediately, 
but during his exile in Vienna, Kassák pushed for its translation into 
French and Dutch.173 Later translations began towards the end of the 
1960s, when Kassák was still alive. Although it was not his primary 
aim, this was when the poem was rendered into the languages of ‘East-
ern Bloc’ countries by excellent translators. The Serbian translation 

57. Telegraph of Danilo to Lajos Kassák, 
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by Danilo Kiš, the outstanding translator of modern Hungarian po-
etry, was published in 1966.174 Kiš had translated works by Endre Ady, 
Miklós Radnóti, Attila József and other modern Hungarian writers into 
Serbian from the 1950s onwards, into which succession Kassák’s poem 
fitted well. The poem was also performed the same year on Belgrade 
Radio, on the evening of 5 October, which Kassák and his wife listened 
to in their Budapest flat, having received the precise frequency and time 
of broadcast in a telegram from Kiš.175 Mrs Kassák recalled the broad-
cast in a letter written to Danilo Kiš in 1970: ‘I will never forget that 
evening I spent with my husband sitting next to the radio, listening to 
the Serbian translation of Ló meghal with the Hungarian book in our 
hands, and to our greatest amusement we could follow it easily, thanks 
to the international and nonsense words.’176

The poem was translated into Polish by the literary scholar 
Grácia Kerényi, and published in Warsaw in 1967.177 Kerényi had first 
met Kassák in 1956 at an artists’ house in Visegrád, and they later met 
regularly in Szigliget, where the Kassáks spent the summers.178 The Slo-
vak translation was by Vojtech Kondrót, a Bratislava-based poet who 
had also translated Babits, Weöres and Illyés, and published in 1971 
in a volume of Kassák’s selected works.179 In Romanian, only excerpts 
of the poem were published before the system changes, in a volume of 
selected poems edited by Petre Pascu;180 the complete translation was 
published in 2011 by the literary translator George Volceanov.181 The 
poem is yet to be translated into Russian. 

Alongside the Eastern European editions, translations were 
also made in Western Europe. It was translated into Italian by the 
poet and literary translator Paolo Santarcangeli,182 who knew Kassák 
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personally, and who had also translated Ady and already started on 
A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek when Kassák was still alive.183 The 
translation was published in 1969 as a standalone volume by the Vanni 
Scheiwiller publishing house in Milan.184 Ten years later, the poem was 
translated into Swedish by Gunnar Harding, the Swedish translator of 
Apollinaire, Mayakovsky, and the American beat poets. The translated 
poem was published as a standalone volume in Stockholm and, like 
the Italian edition, was illustrated with Kassák’s own works.185 The 
translation was checked by János Csatlós, who had emigrated to Swe-
den after the 1956 revolution and translated many Hungarian novels 
into Swedish in the 1970s and 1980s. The work appeared in English in 
1987, on the centenary of Kassák’s birth. For this occasion, two Eng-
lish translations came out at the same time: one by the Scottish poet 
and translator Edwin Morgan, and published together with English 
translations of other poems by Kassák in The New Hungarian Quar-
terly, the cultural journal edited by Iván Boldizsár.186 The second Eng-
lish translation was the work of Kenneth McRobbie, a British profes-
sor of history living in Canada, and Mária Kőrösi. It was published in 
the Hungarian P.E.N. Club yearbook.187 From the northern European 
countries, the Swedish translation was followed in 1990 by the Finnish, 
by Hannu Launonen, a literary scholar, and Béla Jávorszky, a literary 
translator. It was published in the anthology Anyagot formálok (I Form 
Material).188 In 1991, the Japanese Hungarian specialist Hukaya Sitori 
donated his unpublished translation of Kassák’s poem to the Petőfi 
Literary Museum (PIM) library as a gift. He dedicated it as follows:

To the PIM library with love, Tokyo, 6 June 1991, on my son 
Simon’s 9th birthday. Hukaya Sitori, who made this transla-
tion and was once a boarding student at the Eötvös halls of 
residence.189

In 1996, Itamar Yoaz-Kest, an Israeli poet of Hungarian origin, trans-
lated a selection of Kassák’s poems into Hebrew.190 A ló meghal a 
madarak kirepülnek has also recently been translated into Estonian by 
Lauri Eesmaa, and published in 2017 by Elusamus in Tallinn, illustrated 
with contemporary photograms by Taavi Piibemann and Madis Kats.191 
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A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek is Kassák’s most translated 
work, with complete translations available in German, French, English, 
Italian, Serbian, Polish, Slovak, Romanian, Finnish, Swedish, Hebrew, 
Japanese and Estonian. Yvonne Mester’s translation into Spanish was 
completed in 2017 at the Kassák Museum’s invitation, which brings us 
to a total of fourteen versions that can be read on the homepage of the 
Petőfi Literary Museum’s Digital Philology project.192

Conclusion

My aim in this essay has been to present the genesis of A ló meghal 
a madarak kirepülnek, and to show how it came to be Kassák’s best-
known poem. In the first section, I outlined the historical and artistic 
contexts within which the work was written, and presented the histo-
ry of the poem’s genesis and early editions, its critical reception, and 
also the international avant-garde context. In order to reconstruct the 
work’s genesis and publishing history as accurately as possible, I con-
sulted documents in Lajos Kassák’s personal estate. In the second sec-
tion, I laid out the main phases of the poem’s canonisation in thematic 
segments, from the post-war period until today. As we have seen from 
the series of events and publications detailed above, in the last decades 
of his life, Kassák regarded this poem as one of his most important 
works, and endeavoured to secure the broadest possible recognition 
for A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek. Yet the complete ‘rehabilitation’ 
of the poem did not take place in his lifetime, and so Kassák’s widow 
continued the work he had begun. However, the poem’s contemporary 
renown is not primarily due to the efforts of Kassák and his wife, but 
to the generation of young literary historians that emerged in the late 
1960s, and who regarded Kassák’s work as the very highest accom-
plishment in Hungarian avant-garde poetry. 

Much the same as Kassák’s life and works, the history of 
the reception and canonisation of A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek 
is also a characteristically Eastern-Central-European story. Written 
in the early 1920s at the same time as numerous other avant-garde 
long poems which became known around the world, Kassák’s poem 
was condemned to far greater obscurity than similar works by West-
ern European avant-garde artists, because of the post-1945 asym-
metrical canonisation of modernism and avant-garde art in Eastern 
and Western Europe. Today, however, thanks to the numerous foreign 
language editions, and the many literary and art history interpreta-
tions, Kassák’s work has finally found its place within the history of 

192 Kassák 2018.
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European avant-garde literature. I have attempted here to convey this 
process, with all its detours, for readers of the poem. The assessment 
of Kassák’s poem has shifted in tandem with all the major political, 
artistic and literary history currents of the twentieth century. The 
poem was always able to stand out against an extraordinarily complex 
background, and this is the true context of A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek: in each and every one of these various circumstances, it 
managed to remain on the surface. 

Translated by Gwen Jones
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Vagabondage
Lajos Kassák
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Lajos Kassák set out writing his autobiographical novel, Egy ember 
élete (The Life of a Man) during his Vienna exile, at the end of 1923. 
The style of the novel-flow that he continuously broadened while pub-
lishing his avant-garde journals and anthologies during the 1920s is 
realistic and objective, its aim being ‘to record the journey of a man’s 
progress.’ Kassák looked upon his autobiography not as a work of art, 
but as a ‘description’ that documented his personal progress.1 In Egy 
ember élete Kassák gives an honest account on the most minute de-
tails, however, his work is not an objective autobiography, but a novel 
that presents his life through the arch of a labourer becoming an artist. 
Initially, Kassák started writing the novel upon the request of the edi-
tors of Bécsi Magyar Újság (Viennese Hungarian Daily), however, ow-
ing to the extinction of the Viennese paper, it was Nyugat (West), the 
modernist Budapest literary journal that began its publication in 1924. 
The three volumes following Kassák’s life through his early school years 
up until 1909 first appeared in Nyugat as a sequel, until 1927, when 
it was published by Dante publishing house in three separate volumes: 
Gyermekkor (Childhood), Kamaszévek (Adolescence), and Csavargások 
(Vagabondage). The fourth book, titled Vergődések (Struggling), was 
brought forth in 1931, also in Nyugat, then a year later the second tril-
ogy was published as individual books, accompanied by the volumes 
Kifejlődés (Growth) and Háború (War). The final two volumes, describ-
ing the happenings during the 1918–1919 revolution, were published at 
the end of 1934. Hereinafter, we are disclosing the third book depicting 
Kassák’s Western-European vagabondage from 1909, accompanied 
by the last chapter of Kamaszévek, leading to the events, as well as 
the first chapter of the fourth book, Vergődések, which is focusing on 
Kassák’s return.2 For aesthetic reasons, we have chosen to translate 
Csavargások as Vagabondage, rather than using the literal term ‘loiter-
ings.’ The Hungarian term ‘csavargás’ contains both meanings.

Vagabondage

1 On the novel, see: Csaplár 1987, 129–176; 

György 1988; Deréky 1998a, 123–179; Azcél 

1999, 195–210; Balázs 2013; Dobó 2015.

2 The final chapter of the second book of Egy 

ember élete was first published in the second issue 

of the 1927 volume of Nyugat, while the third book 

in issues 7 to 16 of the 1927 volume of Nyugat. 

The first chapter of the fourth book was published 

first in the thirteenth issue of the 1932 volume of 

Nyugat. The disclosed text follows the 1927 and 

1932 volumes of Dante publishing house.
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One day, Jolán, who until then could have been the paragon of neat 
middle-class women, surprised me by having her hair cut. It was fol-
lowed up by ample amounts of outrage in the family, but there was no 
quarrelling her back under those heavily be-ribboned hats and the four 
blind walls. However, this odd hairstyle wouldn’t let the street rest in 
peace either. Whenever we went somewhere together, people from the 
outskirts would turn their heads and the children would send a couple 
of stones after us. Gödrös grew a goatee as well later on, and lived 
amongst us with the red tuft on his chin like a tamed Lucifer. We were 
certainly the most unique figures in Újpest and Angyalföld. 

The missus didn’t savour working in the factory either. Later on, she 
skipped work and a painter friend of ours recommended her, alongside 
with Gödrös, as models. They were posing at the Academy in Epreskert, 
Gödrös as Judas, herself as Christ. She truly belonged with us now. To-
gether, we frequented the guild and together, we frequented the coffee 
house. Here, where we could find people like us, we felt great, but there 
were rarely anyone talking to us at the guild. Oh, but how vast and 
colourfully exhilarating the world felt around us! Apart from the dumb, 
sanctimonious people, there also were brilliant books, novels and po-
ems, and we could live harmoniously and intelligently with these books. 

At one of the tailors’ groups matinee, where Kosztolányi was doing a 
gig as well, his poetry book, Within four walls, fell into my hands. Up 
until then, I barely had any feelings for this writer. But now, after read-
ing his poem, The thief on the left, my opinion of him changed. This 
was a strong and severe poem. 

Later on, I found some more in the Hungarian sonnets that I liked. The 
book provided us with fresh debate material and we spent a lot of time 
with this newly discovered poet of ours. 

But still it was Ady, the greatest amongst them all. 

One night, in the middle of a great dispute, Jolán exclaimed.

‘Well, boys, if I were you, I would go to Paris. Life must be different there 
from what it is here, after all.’

It gave way to a wild and fearless daydreaming. 

Introduction: The Departure
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‘Paris, Paris.’

‘Man-repleated gigantic wilderness,’ Gödrös recited, his red goatee 
blazing in the night. 

‘Go on, boys,’ the missus repeated, ’Then write to me, and I’ll be com-
ing after you too.’ 

There was no room for acting smart any longer. 

‘We’re going!’ I said, ‘Then we’ll write to you, and you can come too!’

Gödrös was raving like a child. 

‘We’re leaving tomorrow.’

And that was that. 

At noon the next day, the three of us went down to the harbour. Without 
luggage, without everything. I had eighty-three pennies in my pocket. 

We got ourselves tickets to Bratislava, we decided to proceed on foot 
from thereon. 

We bade goodbye to the missus, who gave a kiss to Gödrös as well. 

We waved from the boat and shouted onto the shore. She looked like 
she was crying. 

Then they rang the bell and blew the whistle and the boat departed with 
us slowly and sluggishly upwards the Danube. 

It was Thursday, six in the afternoon. 



74. Postcards of Budapest, c. 1909

146



147

1. 

A man’s life extends. 

I set out for the second time to extend my life. These weren’t any con-
scious moves, I couldn’t tell exactly why and where I wanted to go, but 
the cravings were there, working their way somewhere deep within me 
and every passing hour bore a brand-new urge to spring me into action. 
Other twenty-two-year-old young men were intoxicating themselves 
out of their wits, or thinking about laying down the foundations for a 
peaceful family life, and I departed into the foreign world that I only 
knew anything about through other people’s incomprehensible poems 
and the jabbering of the lie-prone Gödrös. 

I was on a boat for the first time in my life. The sounding of the alarm 
bell was still ringing in my ears, the water was rocking us and I had to 
laugh at its drunken movements, and on the shore, amongst the swarm 
of people, I saw the missus waving a white handkerchief. I didn’t feel 
that I was departing from her, I didn’t feel anything. I just lived my life 
that, had I been able to appreciate it, I would have found limitless and 
brilliant. 

I looked at Gödrös and I saw that for some reason he was sad. 

‘Are you scared?’

‘No. It’s no big deal, is it?’

‘The good thing is, that you speak German.’ He acted as if he couldn’t 
hear me and eluded the answer. He looked towards the shore and said,

‘It will be nice, when she comes after us. Will we write to her?’

‘Who’d tell what the future may bring...’

We swam away from the harbour, we couldn’t see the missus any longer, 
but I didn’t long for her either. The restless water, the machine in mo-
tion, with us standing motionless upon it and the darkening sky, they 
all held onto us. 

From Budapest to Vienna
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We met the missus again at the umbilical bridge. She travelled all the 
way to Újpest with the tram and by the time we reached the bridge, 
she was there, standing above the high pillars, shouting, waving and 
throwing some slips of paper towards the boat. She wasn’t alone. An 
old acquaintance of ours, a man named Csitér was standing beside her, 
who had been milling about the missus with his bandy legs and sneer-
ing face for months and whom, for reasons unknown to even myself, 
from the minute we first met I didn’t like, almost detested. We leaned 
out after the slips of paper through the railing, but we didn’t manage 
to catch any of them. 

I was curious about the messages of the missus, she probably want-
ed to say something important. This is how I felt for a few seconds 
and then suddenly the opposite of it all and some strange, unnerving 
thoughts sprang to life inside of me. 

‘Did you see Csitér?’

‘I did,’ I said indifferently. 

‘He came here to see whether you’re truly gone or not. He thinks he can 
have her now.’

I didn’t reply. What can a man say to that anyway. On a hindsight, 
I had nothing to do with this woman, she’s better off leaving with Csitér. 
Aloud, I merely replied,

‘He will be perfect for her with his bandy legs and crooked face.’ 

Gödrös didn’t ask who I was talking about, he was probably thinking 
about the missus and my words fit in with his train of thoughts. 

We got inside the ship. There were only a few of us, there was even 
enough room for sleeping on the hard benches staggering to and fro. 
I didn’t know anyone and I didn’t take a closer look at anyone either. We 
weren’t hungry yet, but with nothing else to do, Gödrös brought out his 
baggage and we started eating in silence. Perhaps, now that we cut all 
strings attached to our many times uncomfortable and never satisfying 
past, we should have been happy and carefree. Gödrös was moving his 
sharp, pink goatee, like a ruminant goat and I got immensely tired or 
became sleepy for some reason and I couldn’t create order amongst the 
thoughts gathering around inside my head. Neither in my feelings, nor 
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in my thoughts could I find a steady point to hold 
on to. I couldn’t understand what was wrong with 
Gödrös, but it was probably the humid steam-filled 
air that affected me in such a depressing manner. 
I reclined on the bench and I felt like I was utterly 
sleepy and I couldn’t keep my eyes shut. I felt so cold 
that my teeth were chattering.

‘Are you asleep?’ I asked Gödrös, who was lying along 
the bench above me. He didn’t reply. ‘Lucky him,’ I 
thought, ‘He can go to sleep here as well, just like he could, with some 
strange and almost unhealthy indifference, on Mária’s sofa.’ I turned 
restlessly from one side to the other, the hard deck breaking my bones 
and I could feel the cold drilling and biting into my body. Later on, 
I woke up with my restlessness loitering by my side to and from on board. 

I was cold and sleepy. As if I had indigestion after some great feast-
ing, having befuddled my head with pálinka fumes and useless sadness. 
I never could have thought that there’d be such huge differences between 
my regular loiterings and such an ordinary cruise as this one. The wind 
that ran through the draughty boat felt like water’s direct continuance, 
it was cold and wet, almost to the point of suffocation. I ended up later 
on above the engine room, the sight of working man, the slippery game 
of the shiny machine parts, the sound of movements made me feel a lit-
tle less tense. I’d been out of work a lot lately, I’d taken a liking to irre-
sponsible passivity, still I could feel now that the love for working hadn’t 
died in me. I longed for living amongst the half-naked workman, beside 
the beautiful machine. The volatile vapours warmed my blood and the 
fast, steady movement fed my eyes with beauties and novelties. But the 
cold Danubian wind was working its way behind me, attacking my back 
from under my thin coat and making my lungs hurt. I looked for a place 
where I could rest. I took shelter by the foot of the chimney, I fell asleep, 
with my back leaning against the warm sheet... How familiar and how 
satisfying here life is. Mária is about to enter through the garden door, 
leading a big pet rabbit of some noble line on a ribbon beside her. On 
her other side, she has the jute factory under her armpit, therefore I can 
see that both her arms are occupied and that with another pair of hands, 
which are still the same ones, she’s waving at me amicably. I was glad to 
see her and I was just about to borrow her pet rabbit, when she merrily 
set off on her wings and the pet rabbit was Jolán in an ugly ribbon hat 
and she was squinting badly. ‘Is that you?’ I asked inadvertently and 
turned my head so that I wouldn’t have to see her. My eyes were looking 

75. Postcard of Bratislava, c. 1909
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forward, but through my head, they could see backwards as well. This 
missus was plain ugly. What the hell it is then, that would always want 
to show her to me again and again? To make it clear, that I have noth-
ing to do with her, I start singing aloud… I woke to one of the crew tap-
ping my head against the chimney and awakening me with these words. 

‘Go back to your seat,’ he said, ‘There is enough free benches there, 
sleep on those.’ 

I stood up and I felt even colder now, with no fire in me, I was moving 
like some machine, almost unconsciously. Gödrös was sleeping immo-
bile, as if he’d fallen out of the universe. I was thinking of nothing, 
waiting with sour tastes in my mouth for the morning to brighten up. 
Then Gödrös woke up too and half-naked, we washed ourselves on deck, 
before the others could stir. It was a fresh morning, pure and immac-
ulately fragrant. The sun’s warmth wiped the idleness out of me, my 
blood moved healthily, my eyes could see and my ears could hear. Up 
until then, I’d always stood indifferently at the sight of nature, and now 
I found the two sides of the Danube beautiful, the mountains felt like 
living, throbbing bodies and I could almost feel the growth of distant 
trees and the breath of the meadow patches spread about. 

‘Look!’ I told Gödrös, ‘Life is truly alive.’ He was chattering rapidly, 
being equally as carefree and happy as I was. My entire past, like some 
heavy burden, fell off of me, it was left behind. 

‘We’ll look for a job in Vienna, and if we can find work, I will never go 
back to Pest at all.’ 

‘Of course,’ replied Gödrös, ‘We’ll learn good German and we’ll be writ-
ing in German too.’

It was already late in the morning, everybody was up on deck. We 
cruised like this until five in the afternoon, making fun of the chattering 
of people, watching the naked arms of girls and making vulgar, dumb 
remarks on those we’d claim worthy to love. We didn’t talk about the 
ones left behind. I wasn’t thinking about them at all, I was completely 
in the moment. One can only feel this good, when in the state of feral 
purity. Yesterday was gone and tomorrow didn’t matter. 

We arrived under Bratislava fresh and ready for everything. We didn’t 
even discuss the most immediate plans of action while on board, we 
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were so unconcerned about our fates. We asked the first man we met, 
who must have been some sort of a mason, if there was a Catholic 
Young Men’s Society in town. 

‘God knows,’ replied the man, ‘Are you craftsmen?’ 

‘Yes,’ answered Gödrös, ‘We are bachelors and looking for some type of 
a place to stay.’ 

‘Trade unionists have a place at the Workers’ House, but hoodlums can 
all go rot in hell.’ 

All at once, Gödrös understood the situation. 

‘We are trade unionists, we’re only looking for the Young Men’s Society 
to make their beds nice and soiled.’ 

The man shook our hands and gave us the address of the Workers’ 
House. It was night time by then, the wind was blowing from the Dan-
ube, we were cold again and we both felt a remote sadness. We proved 
ourselves with our membership cards before the caretaker of the House, 
he confirmed them, addressed us as comrades and was hospitable to-
wards us. We got soup and stew for supper, he used to work in Pest 
sometime in the past, he was asking about how things were there and 
we could feel that he respected our city-roots. 

‘Before you go to sleep, undress yourselves, comrades. Hang your 
clothes on these hooks.’ 

We were in a badly-lit basement corridor. There were long hooks 
stretching out of the walls, tossed on top of these, our pieces of clothes 
overshadowing the white walls looked like some hanged corpses. We 
didn’t understand the reason for undressing so soon. When we were 
ready, with hands covering our groins, we ran dithering after the care-
taker, who was walking ahead of us. 

The bedroom was a whitewashed, pretty basement slot. There were iron 
beds made up alongside the walls, like in a barrack, or a hospital. The 
caretaker lit the lamp dangling from the middle of the ceiling. We were 
the sole occupants of the room. The beds, as if they’d been absorbing 
moisture for a long time, almost froze our bodies, then we suddenly 
made it home, under the warm blankets, we felt at ease with our lives. 
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‘Isn’t he, who works, a fool?’ said Gödrös laughing, ‘If things continue 
the way they do now, there is no way I’m taking on a job again.’

We kept raving for a long time, but still it wasn’t about our future plans, 
just talking into thin air again. Then, all of a sudden, the lamp above 
us burnt out. We didn’t remember where we’d been, what we’d done in 
our dreams, come early morning, we were ready for the road. We re-
ceived our identifications from the caretaker and he also handed us a 
few pennies. 

We were undeniably in the thick of loitering. We marched towards Vi-
enna on the empty highway, carrying only a small food parcel. We met 
no gendarmes, or any other control o!cers. We were in a good mood, 
singing romantic travelling songs, and we didn’t even notice that we 
crossed over the Hungarian border. Back at home, Gödrös told me that 
he spoke German, and so I was moving forwards without any internal 
doubts, trusting him completely. At home, we used to be people of the 
guild, merely sitting around. Solely out of necessity, only rarely did we 
do any work, still our muscles didn’t get tired.

‘What could Jolán be doing now?’ asked Gödrös abruptly. 

‘She must be sitting at the guild with her Csitér by her side,’ I murmured 
moodily, ‘I’ve never seen such an ass as that oaf of a tutor.’ 

We were back by the water’s edge again, we ate the last of our morsels 
and then we set out again. We were tired and wordless. I was silently 
cursing myself for having set out on this journey so lightly, and I was 
thinking with unlimited awe of some warm recess, where I could recline 
in impassive tranquillity. 

It was late at night, when we reached Vienna. 
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2. 

Who knows where the road is, that would lead us to resolution. We 
were walking aimlessly, guided by our eyes that looked, but didn’t see 
anything. The city was dark, we only met a few people, we didn’t dare 
address them. 

‘I’m tired,’ said Gödrös, ‘I’m tired, I’m almost dead.’ 

‘Ask someone, we might get a place to stay somewhere.’

‘I said I’m tired, I hate these Germans now.’ 

We staggered forward for another hour at least. It felt as if we were walk-
ing under a dark glass cover, the lamps blossoming through the night 
here and there, figures passing us, of their muddled speech, I couldn’t 
understand a single sound. We arrived at some kind of a square, there 
were benches all around it. We lowered ourselves tenuously onto one of 
them. Every now and then, we uttered something, but both of us were 
talking about something different and so we couldn’t even keep our-
selves awake with words. 

‘Aren’t you cold?’ I asked frequently, over short periods of time.

‘I’m cold,’ replied Gödrös in response, and you could tell by his voice 
that every word uttered was filled with pain. Then he didn’t reply at 
all. He must have fallen asleep. We must have been sitting somewhere 
near a tower, occasionally I could hear the clock-beats catapulted into 
the dark heights above. For seconds, I forgot about myself, I could 
have slept for an hour or so at such moments, then I jerked awake, 
looking around inaptly in this foreign land. These tiny naps made me 
feel even more exhausted, there was moist hatred in my entire body, 
I opened my bitter-tasting mouth to fresh air. Some physical object 
was dragging my eyelids down, and I could see the light travelling to-
wards us from some unexplored distance. We were sitting in a square 
in front of an enormous building covered with grey adornments indeed. 
A strange cart with an iron boiler arrived, squirting water in huge 
moustache-shaped jets on either side. It went around the square, far 

In Vienna
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away from us, and yet we could feel the coldness of the gushing water 
deep within our bones. Roadsweepers followed the cart, painting the 
hard ground clean with their enormous brushes. The wet stones were 
mirroring the brightness of the sun. 

All of a sudden, as if having grown out of the ground, a policeman 
appeared in front of us. He spoke something in German, but I couldn’t 
reply anything. Could be, that this fancy man squeezed in uniform 
had been standing behind us all night, and now when the sun came 
up, he came forward as well to perish us. I watched him with dumb 
incomprehension, and I watched Gödrös, and I couldn’t understand 
what might have happened to him in these moments. His otherwise 
pink head was crimson now, and I could see the sounds taking flight 
above his pink goatee. 

‘Bitte, bitte,’ he kept repeating this gibberish many times. He was 
fidgeting nervously in his pockets, as if he was looking for some weap-
on inside them. 

The policeman was talking and waving his arms. I could tell now that 
he wanted something from us, that he was urging us to do something. 

Finally Gödrös pulled out a tiny red dictionary from his pocket and 
stuttering, he read out some tongue-twisting German words. Every now 
and then, the policeman cut in by saying ‘Pass’. But Gödrös continued 
reading from the dictionary, as if he hadn’t noticed. In the end, the 
policeman grabbed us both by the arms and led us out of the square. 
We crossed foreign streets, people coming along the way stared at us 
first, but when they passed us they were smiling condescendingly. At 
the station, the policeman started speaking again, using big gestures, 
and Gödrös began his dictionary reading again, which was seemingly 
incomprehensible to everyone. This lasted for several long minutes and 
finally the policeman let out a painful howl. He was probably swearing, 
but I could definitely tell that he was scolding us. There was no use 
saying ‘Bitte’. The policeman took the dictionary off of him, placed it 
carefully on the table, then pulled Gödrös forward and started rummag-
ing through the startled man’s pockets with great clamour. His hands 
were soon filled with dirty pieces of cloth and even dirtier slips of paper. 
Then, it was my turn. ‘There’s no use jabbering to me,’ I thought, ‘If 
Gödrös, the scoundrel couldn’t talk to you, what could you want from 
me? I don’t even have a dictionary.’ 
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He carefully searched amongst my papers. I looked at Gödrös, but 
he didn’t dare look back at me. He tilted his head back a little, as if 
he was looking for something on the ceiling, stroking his goatee with 
four fingers. 

The policeman probably found what he was looking for. He lifted our 
membership cards from the pile of paper, you could tell that he was 
happy, musing over our stamps collected in the factories in Budapest, 
then, with a satisfied smile he said, 

‘Pass…’

‘Ja, ja,’ Gödrös rebounded as well, almost happily and looked at me, 
and his eyes were giggling. 

The policeman said something else as well, and that was that. He sig-
nalled us to leave and patted us on the back. 

‘You see what an idiot even policemen are around here?’ said Gödrös, 
before I could even open my mouth, ‘There’s no need to speak German 
here. ‘Pass’ means passport and that idiot thought that those lousy 
stamps in our membership cards were all there to prove our good 
conduct.’ 

I was bitter, I couldn’t even look at him.

‘Now I can see that you cannot be without your lies. Why did you lie 
about speaking German, when you don’t speak a word of it. If I catch 
you out on another one again, I’m leaving you.’ 

‘It’s a good thing we didn’t get married before setting out,’ he said and 
laughed sardonically, ‘You’re a stupid little bourgeois, if you can’t un-
derstand that there’s no need to speak German around here.’ 

We were quarrelling for a long time, then we reconciled all the same 
and wandered around for hours on end, gazing around on these foreign 
streets. We began to feel the hunger around noon, but we had neither 
provisions, nor money. Gödrös, who the night before yesterday claimed 
that he’d never work again, suggested we’d pop our heads into a few 
workshops after all, to see if we could get admitted somewhere. 

‘Only for a little while,’ he said, ‘Until we have some food.’ 
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He knew the word for his profession in German, we looked up mine in 
the dictionary. I entered the first locksmith shop alone. It was a build-
er’s workshop, people were working beside two long benches. I stopped 
inside the door, twirling my hat nervously between my hands. I greeted 
them in Hungarian, waiting for someone to notice me. A workman, the 
foreman himself maybe, came up to me and said something in German. 

‘Schlosser, facér?’ The man answered something, but again, it was in 
German. 

I looked at him helplessly, ‘Schlosser.’ I said again, and I could feel 
myself slowly overflown by anger and despair. The workers close to me 
stopped and smiled at me benevolently. 

‘Schlosser.’ I said almost desperately. As if the sounds were torn from 
the throat of a profoundly deaf person, uttering this word physically 
hurt me, and it hurt me that I couldn’t add anything to continue. 

The man facing me was laughing loudly by then, but I couldn’t detect 
any mockery or contempt in his voice. He looked at me cordially, as if 
he felt sorry for me. Then he turned to the others and spoke to them, he 
took off his hat and asked them something. He was asking for money 
and everybody dropped some into his hat. He handed me the pennies 
he collected, I didn’t know how to say thank you, but I bowed politely, 
almost childishly towards all of them. I left, nearly dying of shame. 
Outside, I started swearing, shaking my fists with feral anger towards 
the sky. Gödrös lay low slyly, he let me finish my ravings and only then 
did he ask me what had happened. 

We counted the money, it was more than twenty pennies. 

‘You see, this is how it goes here, it would be foolish going back to work 
around here,’ said Gödrös. 

‘I am not walking into any more places. I cannot do this.’ 

‘Oh well, my little friend, life will be hard, if you just keep whining all 
the time.’ 

‘Goddammit! Do you take me for a beggar or what?’

‘All right, we’ll see what you can do when we run out of food again.’ 
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We set inside a small pub, bickering, then we ate stew and quietened 
down a little while we were eating. Gödrös scribbled words out of the 
dictionary, also in silence. We drank wine, we spent all the money. When 
we were outside, he said.

‘I’ll go with you too, if you’re afraid to go on your own. I’ll talk to them.’ 

We kept on quarrelling for hours, then, since we had neither supper, 
no money for accommodation, we agreed on visiting the workshops 
together. He entered first, holding the slip in his hand with the German 
words on it. We didn’t have any luck with the first place, no matter how 
much nonsense Gödrös delivered, the craftsman was a dour man, he 
said a few words, then turned back to his work, he didn’t even acknowl-
edge us, as if we had ceased to exist for him completely.

‘You see,’ I said when we were outside, ‘It isn’t such an easy profession 
as you make it out to be.’ Nevertheless, I didn’t speak angrily, some 
unknown fear was stirring inside of me, I was thinking of the days to 
come, and I was almost swept away by hopelessness.

‘Then again, such scoundrels can be found everywhere,’ replied Gödrös 
and you could tell he wasn’t worried about our failure. We were looking 
at the signs, sni!ng around, like some hounds, then we entered a place. 
Again the same comedy was staged, again we received nothing. Then 
the third place, we were given the dirty look there as well. We became 
nervous and impatient. We didn’t dare speak to each other, we could 
feel that the tiniest contradiction would enrage us into fighting. 

At last, at the fourth place we got something. Then we continued, yet 
again with no results, time was passing above us, we had to hurry, 
twitching our heads for signs. We collected a few pennies by night, but 
we were just as exhausted by begging as if we’d been by crushing stones. 

We started looking for a place to stay for the night, and we got a room 
at some lousy hostel for ten pennies each. We had a bit of money left. 
We wanted to have supper before turning in. 

‘You know what?’ suggested Gödrös, ‘We have to save money, let’s buy 
something cheap.’

‘Of course,’ I said, ‘Some type of sausages.’ 
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‘Let’s buy donkey sausages.’ 

‘All right, they’re brilliant, or so they say.’ 

We looked up donkey and sausage in German in the 
dictionary and Gödrös did the shopping. He brought 
something back resembling a salami, but it was very 
expensive, we had no more left for bread. We chewed 
on the expensive donkey meat on the way to the 
apartment. It was brutally tough, flavourless and 
defatted. 

‘Goddammit, that scoundrel!’ Gödrös exploded, ‘He 
could have packed sawdust into that horse gut, in-
stead of stu!ng it with this mortified donkey, for 
what it’s worth.’

I resigned myself to fate and I didn’t rebel. I’d been 
feeling sleepy ever since I left Pest, and so all I want-
ed now was to sleep, and sleep comfortably. 

Our room turned out to be some cursed chamber 
with four suspiciously dark beds. The whole place 
was separated from the other chamber by a plank 
wall. The cracks on the wall had been stuffed with 
several layers of newspaper, at various places these 
slips were torn, as if someone had inflicted a couple of large, contami-
nated wounds on the walls. There was a candle at one corner, its flame 
barely bigger than a pinhead, this was all the light we had. No chair, no 
sink. We undressed by the bedside, putting our clothes at our feet. We 
were tired, we barely talked to each other. When I closed my eyes, I was 
standing at the edge of a channel, dirty water was seeping out, sliding 
under my feet, taking me on its back and setting out with me, like a 
giant animal. I jerked awake, because someone was giving me a push, 
squeezing me against the wall. I could hear people speaking German 
above me, and I could feel that someone with a large, foul-smelling 
body lay down beside me. Terrible murders came to my mind, I crouched 
almost completely flat against the wall, I would have loved to disap-
pear, I hardly dared to breathe. I was curious who it was that was 
lying beside me, I was surrounded by pálinka fumes and I was seized 
by sleep again in this putrid stench. But I couldn’t truly sleep, I could 
feel everything with my skin, my nose and my nerves, only I didn’t have 
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enough power to defend myself. Something was biting my leg and from 
time to time I could feel as if I was being prickled by a blade of grass, 
as if something was crawling on my face. 

It was barely dawn when I woke. There was a fat old man lying beside 
me. His large, bloated, naked body erupted from the bed in front of me, 
the sight almost made me puke. He spoke to me in German and he was 
angry that I couldn’t reply anything to him. I took a look at the other 
bed. Gödrös had a partner too. But he stayed on the far side of the bed, 
soundly sleeping still, his goatee shining above the blanket. 

The night’s disgust stayed with me all day. Even when my mind let go 
of it, my entire body remembered, every bit of me was feeling sick with it. 

We were occupied with visiting and begging off locksmith workshops all 
day. What money we gathered was barely enough for food, we went into 
the night without a penny, and we were cursing and clawing at each 
other like enemies.

3. 

Someone suggested we went to see the Asyl, if we arrived in time, we’d 
get free lodging. We found it hard to orientate ourselves towards our 
destination, the Asyl was lying outside the city, and the vast grey stone 
wilderness and its countless intersections ahead of me seemed to be 
without end. I was buried in exhaustion, boredom and hopelessness. 
When we finally left the last house behind, a grassy plain with hilltops 
and valleys stood ahead of us. I had a feeling that we’d arrived at 
the end of the world. It was swiftly getting dark, we were scouting the 
ground above the meadow, we didn’t see the house that was supposed 
to be waiting for us with warm supper and beds made up anywhere. Fi-
nally, we found someone who we could question, a tramp in his forties 
or forty-fives, who was also planning on sleeping at the Asyl. We joined 
him and swam above the meadow at an accelerated pace. The man 
was silent, keeping his head forward wearily, his arms moving back and 
forth, like plucked wings, like two weighty pendulums. The Asyl mate-
rialized behind one of the hills. It was a sad, large building, standing 
all alone in space. In order to reach the entrance we had to get round 
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the house. It was around seven in the evening, the gates weren’t open 
yet, there was a long human-snake beside the wall, waiting in lines of 
four, incessantly growling and restlessly stirring. We wanted to get in 
front of the gate, all of a sudden everyone was protesting against us, 
we were commanded to the back of the human queue. I was looking 
around distrustfully at the where and whom I had fallen in with. Thin 
youth and yellow, bloated old men and women were crowding around 
me. I wasn’t the type of man who’d be easily excited by things and 
moved by situations. Nevertheless, now I was close to crying. More and 
more people arrived through the meadow, and I felt that these dark fig-
ures were bringing with them my tomorrows and days after tomorrows 
too. I was walled in, and the sky was starless above me. I was think-
ing of home, how nice it would be to sit at the Meteor Café now, amid 
properly dressed, well-washed people, the freshly baked crescents lying 
in large baskets on the tables, the fan buzzing, and real, live, beautiful 
artist girls walking before me. The things I found ugly and boring back 
at home were all blossoming skywards wonderfully before me, my head 
was swooning and my nerves hurt. ‘I’m going back tomorrow,’ I made 
up my mind, ‘This life is not for me, a man’s stomach turns to shreds 
here from the hunger, and one of these days I will surely be devoured by 
lice.’ And through the meadow, more and more people arrived. Women 
and men and children. Those who were standing around me were quar-
relling with each other, exchanging lousy stuff and there were some who, 
standing with eyes half-closed, were already asleep. I read somewhere 
about the lepers, who were ostracized because of their nasty sickness 
by the entire city. I felt like the leper of poverty, chased onto this dark 
meadow by life’s fortunates and well-off. Class-conscious, I was long-
ing for barricades, I wished to create order in the world. 

But finally, the gates opened up before us. Crammed tightly, people 
were pushing their way inside. My chest, my back and my sides were 
pressed amid foreign bodies, I was swept away by this flood, like some 
piece of stone. There were servants standing on the corridors, prepar-
ing for the big job ahead of them, like butchers. Countless people, al-
ready aware of the rules, were forming into one line, presenting them-
selves to the servants, agents of law and order, with cowering humility. 
In their great meekness they were all equals before the degrading tra-
ditions of the house. Men and women were all getting half-naked and 
loosening the wrinkles on their briefs and skirts. The servants, with 
grouchy, cruel faces were hunting for lice. What purgatory of the mer-
ciless God! We were offering ourselves, like sacrificial beasts, so that 
they could decide on our fates with a yes or a no. I saw the seasoned, 
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old vagabonds feeling around searchingly for worms with their dirty 
fingers so that the servants wouldn’t notice. If they found something, 
they let it drop on the ground beside them, like hempseed. My body 
was tingling, as if there were ants crawling under my skin, and my 
stomach was churning with disgust. 

‘Also!’ the servants were screaming, ‘Also!’ And we slowly marched for-
ward, as if we were standing on a giant sieve, those who’d already been 
eaten by lice were ruthlessly sifted out from among us. There was no 
excuse for them and no one cared about them anymore. I saw them still 
and I felt their pain when I arrived here, but half an hour passed, and 
now I was whimpering for myself only. And even if everyone else were 
thrown out, it was most important above all that at least I should be 
admitted in. Those who stayed inside had to undress fully after the 
examination. We went to a large, stone-clad hall, where the servants 
washed the twenty-thirty people standing in the middle of the hall with 
large rubber hoses, dreadfully cold water-jets. Sanitation of such kind 
was merciless torture, but afterwards, when dressed and warmed up a 
little I had to admit to myself that you could only keep things in order 
with such rigid approach around here. 

The warm supper that I’d been fantasising so wonderfully about was 
a big mug of watery black coffee and a quarter loaf of bread. The first 
sip didn’t want to go down my throat, I had to restrain myself so that 
my mouth wouldn’t open wide and I wouldn’t spit back this swill. And 
I didn’t become an outlaw. If there was some measuring instrument on 
how a man can turn into a sibling- and self-denier, it could have been 
mercilessly measured on me. Everyone was chewing and swallowing 
greedily around me, the shadows bending forward on soft-wood, trestle 
tables, the heads set in panels of moulted eyebrows and moustaches 
working clumsily, and I was stu!ng myself with the nauseous bites 
too, so that I could keep on begging the next day and so that the next 
day I could relive all my sufferings. We could feel that we were done 
with today, we were through with our struggles. Everyone was probably 
thinking about bed, my body and my soul were longing for relief. It was 
my first time in such a place, everything was strange and foreign for me. 

The servants ruled over the beds in the bedroom. This room was a gi-
ant, cold chamber, crammed with iron beds. They were plaited, but the 
mattresses or the pallets were missing. We only received a large, grey 
blanket each, the pillows were made of plated wires below our heads 
too. There was an iron pole stretching upwards at the head of the bed 
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with a hanger-like hook on top. We bound our clothes in small bundles 
and hung them up on the pole so that the worms wouldn’t be able to 
approach them. We had to go to bed naked, and we rolled up our shiv-
ering bodies inside the blankets so that we wouldn’t freeze. I was asleep 
within seconds, I don’t remember having had any dreams. 

We woke up well-rested in the morning, we looked at each other with 
Gödrös and chuckled out loudly. The naked wires that we’d slept upon 
imprinted its plaited patterns onto our nude bodies, and so, having 
been engraved in such manner, we did look very comical naked.

‘They’ve pressed their stamp on us big time,’ said Gödrös, ‘But that’s 
all right, they will recognize us easier tonight.’

‘Perhaps we should enter the city in such fashion too. At least, it would 
be easier for the craftsmen to take pity on us,’ I said cynically, carefree. 
The rest were talking loudly and giggling loudly, like golden children or 
horses ready to run. 

At breakfast, which was black coffee and bread again, we re-joined 
the women once again, who’d been separated from us last night. They 
must have been sleeping naked, on naked plates as well, you could see 
the square-shaped pattern of the wire plate upon their faces and hands. 
But they were also light-hearted and talkative. Sunlight was dripping 
through the windows facing East, metal and pottery were sparkling in 
the hall, and people were talking noisily to and fro. Then we walked 
out into the body-warming summer, we didn’t push, we didn’t overtake 
each other through the young meadow, as if we’d paid for yesterday’s 
sins, we departed calmly and clean towards Vienna. 

The city, in which I could only see monotonous greyness yesterday, 
seemed to have beautified itself before us, the wide clean roads, the 
parks filled with children were alive and colourful. Had someone asked 
me, if I wanted to start working, I don’t know what I would have an-
swered, but I had no desire for the darkness of the factories or work-
shops. Compared to my own fate, I didn’t feel jealous about the fate 
of workmen. If we saw a locksmith sign, we both entered the workshop 
without prior discussions. We were humble and also a lot better at 
making ourselves understood than yesterday. I watched the working 
men and it was the brightness and freedom of the streets that I felt I be-
longed to. It didn’t exasperate us if we were unsuccessful somewhere. 
We didn’t want to collect a fortune, after all. We had our free accom-
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modation for the night, and we refused to believe that anyone could 
ever have died of the hunger in this lush flurry. At noon, we lunched on 
sausages, fig-bread and wine. We were wandering on the streets with 
eyes wide-open and clear-sighted. We were window shopping and were 
inspecting the sculptures in criticism. I liked the sitting sculpture of 
the poet or actor in front of the Volkstheater, so I took notes on it in 
my notebook. 

‘This is it,’ I said, ‘Not like those lousy ones at Pest. Just watch the way 
it sits, I can feel the paleness of the face.’ 

Gödrös was also enthusiastic about the sculpture and he made quite 
a clever sketch on it. Then we continued visiting the workshops. Night 
was upon us, and now that I was thinking back on the shelter, I became 
a bit sad. Despair didn’t tempt me, a lot of things had happened to me 
in the past two days, but I could still feel that it wasn’t the place for 
me, this lifestyle humiliated me and had a great effect on me. A group 
of humans was standing before the gates, dirty and bedraggled. There 
were a few among them who greeted us like acquaintances. 

The servants chased us up with great clamour. Yesterday evening there 
were a lot of people thrown out with lice from among us and my fear 
of such fate made me determined that I would defend myself against 
worms at all costs. I pulled my only luxury item, the clothes brush I’d 
brought from home, out of my bundle. I was standing beside the bed 
with my hairy, well-developed body and I asked Gödrös to brush me 
back and front, so that no vagabond crocodile would stay in my furs. 
I found this a very good idea indeed, later on, I held onto this method 
and presumed it even more important than everyday washing. If my 
body felt fresh enough for it, I could feel the tinkling of the hard brush, 
and if I was feeling playful, I would whinny up a few times, like some 
steed. The vagabonds liked us and were happy with our games. 

This morning we didn’t head for Vienna any more. We decided within 
seconds that we’d move on forward. We were heading for Paris, after all, 
we didn’t want to needlessly waste our days. We departed for Germany 
without a map, following the half-understood explanations of the vag-
abonds. If we reached a village, we begged around for our food and got 
a place in some shed or a loft. They were good people, these Austrian 
peasants and we quickly learned their ways. I had to acknowledge that 
our lack of German language didn’t bring any huge troubles in our lives. 
People talked to us, questioned us and explained and we hummed in 
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pious uselessness. In the cities, we did the locksmiths again, later on, 
we also had the carpenters, whose profession was related to Gödrös’s, 
lined up within our food-servicing districts. For a bit of relief and ac-
commodation we applied at the party organizations and workers’ hous-
es. There were always people in such places that would aid us with a 
few pennies out of their own pockets. Gödrös was jabbering in German 
quite well by then and I also learnt the most necessary words of thanks 
and greetings. None of us was thinking of getting a job. Whenever this 
came up among us, we both started speaking very severely about Paris. 
And we shamelessly confided to each other that instead of a beastly job 
we both felt that some more special profession was awaiting us in life. 
We wandered the dirty highways and fantasized about art. Memories of 
our readings remained with us and we had unbroken, great fate in the 
future. We decided that we’d take notes on the new and beautiful things 
that we noticed on the road and if we ever made it home, we would write 
a book on our experiences. Our enthusiasm, however, didn’t live long. 
We scribbled in a few pages, then we threw the whole thing away. We 
lived freely in our moves, actions, we rarely wrote any poems either. We 
were in constant mail contact with Jolán through poste restante. We 
kept promising her that she could come after us soon, we sent her our 
poems and we ordered her on which editorials to deliver them to. Our 
letters were written in telegram-style and in strongly cynical manner. 
Gödrös was afraid of me, he didn’t dare be affectionate and nice and I 
didn’t want to look like a sentimentally moon-struck lover before the 
missus. Not that I cared about her opinion much in particular, but I 
was wary of making her unnecessarily full of herself. I am feeling ex-
cellent without her, after all. We wake up early in the morning, we go 
to bed late at night, caring about her person doesn’t cross my mind 
for days. When we reach a city, I might say I only go to the post o!ce 
out of habit and I also only curse out of habit, if no letter has arrived 
yet. Let her tend to what we’d trusted her with, I thought reassuringly, 
everything is going to be fine then. If she does a bad job at something 
once, I will surely never write to her again. 

With broken feet, but still carefree we crossed villages and towns. 
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4.

We arrived at Passau. We were hardened man, cynical and unashamed. 
Two of those that get around in life, willing to pretend that they’d smash 
their heads against the wall, but always thinking solely of their own 
little selves, taking nothing more seriously than their own irresponsible 
freedom. The sentimentalism of the rural folk that had blossomed in me 
before the Asyl, in Vienna, completely withered away, and here, in this 
border town filled with nooks and crannies, it was the instincts of a thief 
awakening inside me. The highways were a great transforming influence 
on me, the ever-evolving scenery, the good and bad people of the foreign 
villages and cities. I wasn’t helplessly expecting anything from anyone, 
I knew that if I didn’t want to die of the hunger in one of the ditches, 
I had to stand on my own two feet and trust only my own abilities. 

After a few weeks of experimenting we felt that we were working with a 
systematic and bulletproof method now. We didn’t speculate on chanc-
es, and we didn’t waste our energy unnecessarily. Upon arriving in a 
town, we didn’t insist on visiting the iron- and woodworking workshops 
exclusively, we started begging at the very first house. We regularly 
visited the tombstone mason’s first. Being sure of success, we parad-
ed around as stonemasons. Never did these naive embellishers of the 
dead disappoint us, we would cry the most pennies out of their gritted 
pockets. Our second stop was at a nearby inn where we took a bit of 
cordial for the stomach and the heart to get along with our business. 
We consciously arranged it in a way that we’d arrive at the towns in the 
evening, and by the time we wanted to go to sleep, we had the nightly 
beer and accommodation expenses collected. As we were leaving, in the 
morning, we would bum off the workshops situated on the road leading 
out of town, so that we wouldn’t be left entirely without money during 
the day either. We socialized with people solely in such ways, almost 
in a momentary transition. We loved being out on the fields, the high-
way running across the meadows and the riverbanks unsupervised. We 
knew there was nothing better than marching without excitement and 
a greater goal, or lying on the grass with weary limbs, towards the sun. 

Passau was a rigid city with an unpleasant effect on me. Compared 
to the peaceful and placid Austrian people, here we happened upon a 
nest full of frozen order and rushing canniness. The entire city’s built 
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resembled some mysterious molehill, the streets were filled with guards 
and customs o!cers, you could feel the smell of shepherd dogs and 
police informers in the air. They could tell within the first hour that 
we were different and they escorted us to the police station. We hadn’t 
been peddling yet, we hadn’t committed any sins against German punc-
tuality. We showed our party handbooks that we’d been using regularly 
as a passport now, and the sour and pompous inspector found them in 
perfect shape. We could see that he was feeling happy for the countless 
number of stamps too. 

‘Sehr gut, sehr gut,’ he said with godly complacence. 

We found everything in order too, and were already out on the street 
with leering faces. We set down at a small park to hold a war council. 

‘This will be a tough nut,’ we said, ‘Tough nut. These people will keep 
us under a magnifying glass.’ Many plans were being hatched, but 
none of them did we find suitable for execution. 

‘I’m going to try something new,’ said Gödrös, ‘We’ve neglected the 
dirt-scratchers so far anyway. Today, I’m going to be a barber.’ 

We departed, looking for a victim. We were walking upwards on 
crammed, dark streets. We were stealing sly glances from under the 
rims of our hats, we didn’t dare to look at anything for long, if we heard 
the clanging of shoes behind us, we stopped and waited for the person 
to pass us by. We took everyone for a police informant. 

We arrived in the city centre, people were bustling around here, we found 
this place more convenient for the job.

‘Oh well, God help me, I’m going in there,’ Gödrös sighed and brushed 
his goatee with dirty fingers and curled up his moustache as befit a true 
barber. He disappeared behind the dim glass door. 

I sat on a step at a gate entrance, opposite the shop. Gödrös had been 
staying inside for a remarkably long time. I was impatient, angry at 
him, but I didn’t suspect anything bad. People passing me by were 
eyeing me suspiciously, and out of boredom, I was staring after them 
too. For some time I was entertaining myself by undressing the women 
waddling and peacocking before me. I only saw their disabilities, their 
obscenities, the healthy desires of a young man did not awaken in me. 
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Gödrös must have been in the shop for at least a quarter of an hour 
and he still wouldn’t show up. I took out my papers, I tried finishing a 
half-completed poem of mine. I noticed now that there was some sort of 
a disorder inside me, the thoughts were jumping chaotically in my head, 
not a single good line could I fish out from among them. Thank God 
the door of the shop opened. But it was only a greasy-haired apprentice 
walking down the steps. He was heading for somewhere, he spotted me 
accidentally, I don’t know why, but he crossed over to me, he eyed me up 
with a snigger, and only then did he go after his own business. I became 
agitated, bad suspicions were nestling under my skin. As if the air was 
also getting cooler around me. There was still no sign of Gödrös. After a 
good few minutes, I could see the apprentice coming back with a young 
man. They were talking, using big gestures, but in front of the shop, all 
of a sudden they became serious. I took it for certain that something 
wasn’t right with Gödrös. I was cursing silently, we should have bolted 
out of this town on the shortest possible route, all our attempts around 
here were going to cost us. ‘Maybe they’re only looking inside. He could 
have gotten sick, or who knows what folks he’d fallen in with, maybe they 
killed him’ I was agonizing in myself, filled with doubts, and finally the 
door opened. ‘Finally,’ I thought and the next second, Gödrös was flying 
out of the shop, his feet above the ground. His crimson head, like some 
streak of light, was fluttering in the air, then, with his full bodyweight, 
he crashed on the pavement. There were three or four horrible folks 
standing in the shop window. I didn’t understand what had happened 
yet, but I was already ready to run. Gödrös was on his feet in a second 
and running ahead of me already, he screamed, ‘Run, run, because we’re 
in trouble.’ We escaped into the nearest side-street, like lunatics. 

‘What happened to you?’ I asked urgently, ‘What did they do to you?’

He was slowly recovering from his fright, his hat askew on his head, his 
clothes dusty from the fall. 

‘May they all rot in Hell, those scoundrels,’ he said, ‘No one has ever 
did me away this way before.’ 

‘Did they beat you up?’

‘No. But they tortured me like conquistadors,’ he said angrily. You 
could see that he was very disheartened, but his sadness was melting 
away the very same moment. Then, he happily told me the story, as if 
it was some prank. 
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‘The moment I shut the door behind me and I saw the two apprentices 
playing domino, I knew I was in the wrong place. They pretended they 
believed me, that I was a barber. They started talking to me about 
professional stuff, I was stuttering apprehensively, and I wanted to 
be outside already. Then, they pretended that they were admitting 
me, and they stood me there to cut and shave one of the apprentices. 
There was no use resisting, I set out working, my hands were shaking 
and sweat was rolling off of me. That brute let me chop up his hairdo 
patiently. Then they said ‘Good job’, they pretended that they were 
satisfied with me, they waited for me to begin the shaving. I knew 
something was about to happen to me, I wanted to leave, but they 
didn’t let me. I whipped up the foam, but before I could start shaving, 
they all burst out laughing, swearing, they wanted to tie me up, to 
take me to the police in such manner. The shop was owned by the 
president of the barbers’ association, and we made the mistake of let-
ting ourselves chased in there by the devil himself. I begged them and 
they suggested that if I let them throw me out of the shop, they let 
me go free. Naturally, I agreed. Goddammit, it’s a good thing I didn’t 
break my neck.’

We hadn’t even agreed on what we’d be doing, how we’d come by some 
food, our legs were already carrying us out of town. What helpless, 
dumb adolescents we’d been in Pest, we could observe now that each 
part of our bodies was living a separate life, defending itself against 
troubles and fighting for self-preservation. It would have been a tough 
job, trying to make us throw ourselves into a well. Then again, we took 
nothing more seriously than our everyday food and shelter. We merely 
wanted to live. Free and healthy, taking our chances into account. The 
fact that we’d fallen into this near-fatal trouble only upset us for a few 
moments. We had to have shelter above our heads, come night, we 
were measuring the highway in long strides. We were barely thinking, 
we didn’t see, we didn’t hear. All our energies were concentrated on 
moving forward. It slowly turned dark above us, our hearts were beat-
ing fast from the quick march and we couldn’t even feel the nearness 
of a village or a town. After about an hour, deep inside the fields, we 
spotted some kind of a farm. There was a light burning in the window. 

‘Shall we go?’

‘Let’s go.’
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We wandered off the highway, towards the bright-eyed house cluster. 
It must have been some kind of a manor before the village. Dogs were 
barking before us, the voices multiplying in the dark. 

We were banging on the gate, a peasant came out to see us. He didn’t 
want to let us in, we were softening him with humble pleadings. 

‘No,’ he said, ‘No,’ and the dogs were barking behind him. But we didn’t 
give up either and finally, we imposed ourselves upon him. He locked 
us inside a stinking pantry, among the chicken. We growled after him 
when he left, tired as we were, we still didn’t find this bedroom suitable 
for us. The air was putrid and the ground was full of dung. We were 
sitting in a squatting position for a long time, then we started giving 
out to each other over the hunger. 

‘Do you know if hens lay eggs in June?’ asked Gödrös alertly, all of 
a sudden. 

‘I don’t know,’ I said, and I finally understood the significance of his 
question, ‘Eggs, that would be good!’ 

We pulled out the matches and cautiously looked around the pantry. 
There were plenty of poultry crammed inside here. We reached inside 
one of the baskets, we took an egg out from under one of the hens. We 
broke it up, but we couldn’t eat it, there was a chicken inside already. 
Then we tried another three or four places without any luck. We tucked 
back the broken eggs under the hens. The hens woke up, flapping their 
wings, snapping towards the light like some predators. The dogs were 
barking madly around the pantry. We had to give up our hunt, we 
squatted back on the ground to sleep. 

It was barely breaking dawn, when we were snapped awake by some 
unfamiliar clamour. The cocks were having a crowing contest on the 
bars stretched out above us. As if my ears were jabbed by deadly dag-
gers, all of a sudden dream escaped from me. Suddenly, I couldn’t find 
my bearings. It was only when I spotted Gödrös keeling over beside me 
that I could finally remember yesterday’s happenings and I understood 
our momentary situation. 

‘Get up,’ I was shaking Gödrös, who was still lost in a dream, ‘Get up, 
the cock has crowed three times.’ 
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He scrambled to his feet wearily, ‘What, what? Who, the cock?’ he 
asked in alarm. He was looking around with daydreaming, uncompre-
hending eyes, ‘God be with us, where are we?’

‘Don’t you know that we were turned into hens yesterday, and now we’re 
living here, in the manor beside Passau.’ 

At the mentioning of the word ‘Passau’, all of a sudden the situation 
became clear to him too, ‘The devil take them!’ he mumbled, ‘Those 
chaps did us away big time… I’m as hungry as a dog.’ 

‘Which way do we go today?’ 

‘Towards Stuttgart.’

‘Let’s make some noise on the door, they might be up already.’

‘I am not moving, not even for God himself!’

‘Fine. Me neither.’ 

In a few minutes we could hear that the farmer was walking around 
the yard. Our room-mates must have noticed him as well, they started 
clucking and crowing vehemently. 

The sun was shining warmly outside, the manor was awake, there were 
half-naked men washing by the well. We walked towards the water as 
well, we sprinkled ourselves cautiously and dried ourselves with the 
linings of our coats. People were talking to us, whereas we, we were 
complaining screechily, as if there was a faulty gramophone speaking 
through our throats. This method would always achieve the desired 
effect. The farmer’s wife placed a big bowl of Brotsuppe in front of us 
and only let us leave the manor after we finished it.

‘There is a God, after all, smoking his pipe above us,’ said Gödrös cyni-
cally, ‘We write to Jolán today, and we’ll tell her that we are very happy, 
because we’ve become like the lilies of the field, who are nurtured by 
heavenly providence. 

‘Let’s write to her at once. We’ll go up to yonder hill, there’s plenty of 
sun there and we can sleep some more as well in comfort.’
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Gödrös composed long, funny sentences on the postcard. ‘Best regards, 
Kasi’ was all I found prudent enough to say. 

We lay ourselves out on the high grass, the sun shining on our faces, 
our bellies, and we could feel dream, our fates’ biggest present, ap-
proaching. 
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5.

Days without joys or sensations were lying ahead of us. I didn’t have 
any inner struggles, we looked around us almost beast-like. When we 
received some poem or news from home, whether we liked them or not, 
we read them all the same, but we didn’t start a dispute about anything. 
As if we were becoming estranged, in general. This could have been a 
reaction generated by the first few weeks’ colourful experiences, but 
maybe we truly became burdensome, unwanted in each other’s eyes. 
Gödrös’ continuous jests that used to entertain me at home felt like at-
tempts at my expense here. Our system of begging was shaped so that 
seemingly we worked together into one single till. But I noticed things 
that went against Gödrös’ honesty towards me. For example, when 
I was hungry he never complained about hunger. When I ran out of 
cigarettes he somehow always managed to have a last one left. These 
petty things aroused my suspicion, and once I could watch him delib-
erately cheat me. We arrived after lunch to some little town, we had 
money and we immediately looked for a place to stay. We took out the 
upstairs room of an inn. I stayed at home, he left to beg off the tailors. 
I was standing by the window by chance and I could see him counting 
the money at the far corner and splitting it up into two different pock-
ets. He was complaining when he came upstairs that the trip went very 
bad, and indeed he only accounted for a couple of pennies. As of this 
case on, I became consciously distrustful and irritable towards him. 
But for the time being, I didn’t make any changes about the situation. 
Being moneyless and homeless joined us together and we were walking 
for long hours on end side by side, like some soulless machines. And so 
our trials became more burdensome and our marching more toilsome 
on these stony, lime-dusted highways. We put thirty-forty kilometres 
behind us each day and I could feel intense pain in my muscles during 
the night. At home, I used to like fresh, hard surfaces to lie on and now 
I could literally loose myself, for one night I could literally die on a soft 
pallet, under the suffocating duvets. And come morning, everything 
started all over again. 

This sense of estrangement prevailed between us for a long time and 
since we were doing everything half-heartedly, we had to work much 
harder than before for even the smallest things. Later on, as we dwelled 

On the Road Between Passau 
and Stuttgart 
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deeper in Germany, we met foreign vagabonds, we partnered up for a 
bit of the way here and there. These cooperations also drew the two of 
us closer together and we learnt a lot of new begging techniques from 
these strangers. 

In Germany, vagabonds were aided by the government as well. As if 
we’d arrived back at the guild system, here, it was almost obligatory for 
young apprentices to wander the highways, take the responsibility to 
see, live, gain experience for their future lives. For young people willing 
to see the world there were ‘Verpflegung’ stations set up in every town 
and county. Every wandering apprentice would receive his free supper 
and breakfast at these aid stations. We’d only discover this additional 
basis in our wandering lives just now. 

When we arrived tired and bored into a city, we inquired about these aid 
stations first and foremost. We met dirty and battered people like us 
from all parts of the world here. These nests didn’t have the warmth of 
the parental home, mostly they resembled petroleum-lit caves or empty 
wood sheds. Still, they may have been perfect the way they were. No one 
cared for us, we didn’t have to wash before eating, we could swear and 
spit as we pleased. If the owner entered, we called him ‘Godfather’. He 
didn’t despise us either, he pushed our supper forward in plates baked 
red as if he’d been sprinkling heavenly manna before us. Our food was 
tripe soaked in vinegar all year long, on the day of the appearance of 
the Tongues of Fire as on the day of the Ascension of Jesus. Some-
times this sour brutality was blessedly good, but when there was a bit 
of bread in my stomach, the tripe-ropes swimming in vinegar looked 
like creepy-crawlers that were alive and kicking. And still the plate was 
always left empty and still we always said good-bye blissfully to these 
state stockbreeder farms. And sometimes we crossed some seasoned 
vagabonds, whose heads were almost horse-like from the acrid dirt and 
the misery working a plough inside them. And there were giggling wom-
en there, with frighteningly huge bellies and blonde, dried-out pigtails 
on the top of their heads. And these abortions of the world would talk 
about the wonders that they’d met on the highway and tell disgusting, 
erotic tales that had never happened, but that they themselves had 
been longing for all their lives. Sometimes I wondered on these things, 
I felt disgusted by these figures surrounding me and I felt disgust to-
wards my own person, who seemed almost on the verge of liking these 
things. I already knew that as easy as it was to step onto the highway, 
it would be just as di!cult to return to the so-called normal people, ac-
cept those convoluted rules, their rule-abiding ways. Most young men 
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start out in discovery of the world clean and curious and all perish like 
a soulless, completely enervated worm in a ditch, a shelter or a hospital. 

But was there anyone here seriously contemplating on what was woeful 
and hopeless? We packed up after supper and walked down to the Asyl 
as a group. And even if this place had been hell itself for me, I couldn’t 
have cared less, there was a lousy horizontal something to stretch out 
on and I slept as if I’d been placed in the hands of God. These Ger-
man shelters were none the less lice-shelters than their infamous Aus-
trian equivalents, the only difference being that they confiscated our 
papers at night and handed them out again after two hours of work 
in the morning. All these shelters seemed to have been sawmills, the 
yards were filled with logs and we had to saw wood and carry them into 
sheds in return for our nightly lodgings. There were a hundred, maybe 
two-hundred people creeping and crawling among the giant woodpiles. 
But all of this was only for the show here. The servants were shouting 
to no avail, the world had hardly ever seen such army of workers any-
where else. One couldn’t rule out the possibility that we left more work 
behind us than there had been before we’d gotten started. There were 
men in twos and twos standing by the saw-horse but they’d more likely 
scold and curse the logs lay out before them than injure them with the 
teeth of the saw. Men in threes were carrying each log from one end of 
the yard to another. It would have probably been more convenient to do 
this job alone rather than in threes, but there was no changing these 
decade-long rules. Men would constantly growl at each other, step-
ping on each others’ heels and the adversaries had to be separated all 
the time. Working time was over at eight and everyone dropped tools 
wherever they were standing and the whole yard remained a battered 
battlefield behind us. In the beginning, I found it hard, this form of 
useless working, but later on, the saw was either moving on its own 
accord or else I didn’t move it either. It never occurred to me, in gener-
al, that somewhere and for some reason I’d have to start working. My 
nose didn’t long for the smell of burnt iron, my muscles didn’t have any 
memories of grabbing tools and lifting weights. 

To avoid even the possibility of working, we invented a method for beg-
ging that was protecting us and misleading others. Before arriving at 
a city, we’d always tie our right arms to our necks as if we were injured. 
Therefore we didn’t look for work inside the workshops any more, but 
merely held out our lefts for some money relief as invalid locksmith-, 
cobbler-, tailor-, barber- or confectioner assistants. People usually find 
it harder to give proper wages to the working man than distributing 
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some hand-outs to the miserable. And we weren’t being haughty either. 
We spoke no word of German, if it needed be, and we turned into pious 
fools, if we thought that it would benefit us more, or we could have act-
ed out our own death without actually dying, if that had been the case. 
Gödrös liked to sharpen these mockeries of ours into pranks. I was 
acting more humbly and prudently. Therefore my method was more 
comforting from the inside and more successful from the outside. 

We arrived at a village, the first house was a blacksmith workshop and 
Gödrös wanted to enter alone. 

‘No, that won’t do,’ I said, ‘Don’t do anything funny, because if they find 
out, they will break your bones!’

We went in together and I did the talking. 

The blacksmith was a big oaf of a man, he was standing beside the 
furnace, there was a piece of metal locked inside the forceps heaving in 
the fire.

‘What? You, a blacksmith?!’ he screamed at me grouchingly. He was 
laying his hands on his hips and was looking down at me like the giant 
at Gulliver. ‘Are ye coming from the circus, or what?’ and without caus-
ing any pain, he held onto my long hair. 

I was overcome by pride, what foolishness, for once now I’m telling the 
truth and this man refuses to accept it. 

‘Wait a minute now,’ he said sniggering, ‘If you really are scoundrels, 
I will bake you.’

The fire was sparkling behind him, the metal hidden among the coal 
was melting, burning. 

‘If you’re a blacksmith, sharpen this piece of metal!’ 

I didn’t hesitate for a second. The good old zest was burning inside me, 
the heat of the fire struck my face, I could feel the evil, malicious eyes 
of the master in my back. I lifted the metal out of the fire, the sparks 
were flying up and spraying around. The next moment I was standing 
beside the forge, my hammer chiming on the horn of the anvil and 
the whitely-glowing piece of metal was burning and heaving under my 
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strong right arm. I could feel the foreign, senseless world wane around 
me. It is only the blacksmith before me and with dishevelled strings of 
hair and drops of sweat bursting on my forehead I can see his two eyes 
staring at me. He’s glaring at me with childish wonder, it is me who’s 
become the giant spinning the whole world now. The metal is screech-
ing under my strikes and is forced into a sharp end. When I was ready 
I threw the whole thing on the ground. 

The blacksmith shook my hands and praised me as if I’d committed 
some act of kindness on him. You could tell that he was happy he 
wasn’t disappointed in me. And I was happy too, I was overflown with 
satisfaction. Not even to my father had I ever been so close as I was 
now to this probably very dumb and very undemanding mammoth of  
a man. 

‘Even though ye look like a circus fool,’ he said, ‘I’d hire you if I had any 
work. Good blacksmiths are badly needed in Germany.’ 

He gave us twenty pennies when we left and I continued my wander-
ings with a warm human blessing and unbroken youthful strength. The 
taste of triumphant work stayed with me for quite a while. Even after a 
few days I was still haunted by the desire to return towards Pest, leave 
Gödrös together with his lies, leave the asylums, the swill buckets of the 
shelters and get back to the workbench and fulfil my profession that I’d 
been born to do. But all of this I was thinking threw on the highway, my 
legs pattering recklessly on the ground, the endless sky above me and 
I was walking, as if urged by the wind blowing from Pest, into unbro-
ken space and time still unaccounted for. The love of work was merely  
a momentary bad illness in me. Some uncompromising forces were liv-
ing inside me, it was these that carried me and I obeyed. As to the 
where and the how, I did not care. 

6.

Days passed above us unaccountable. Always in general, there was no 
episodes, nothing to evoke the feeling of responsibility in us. The lack 
of a serious pursuit annoyed us, we rarely stayed in the cities, we were 
living on the highway between villages and manors. We got to under-
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stand peasants from way up close and we exploited their pious sim-
plicity. It was much easier to come to food and shelter but we had to 
pay for these easier comforts with frugality and monotony. Wandering 
apprentices weren’t likeable to peasants, some among these had never 
left his village in his entire life and his sons were also staying at home 
in slavery to the land. In the beginning, it was hard for them to open 
up their pockets and kitchen doors before us, but soon we adapted and 
found the way to ensnare them. We didn’t beg humbly, instead we al-
ways wanted to purchase whatever we needed. Whatever money we had, 
we’d always take out one penny before opening the gate and scuttle 
inside with mock-effort. 

‘We are hungry wanderers,’ we’d say, ‘We have no father, no mother and 
we haven’t had a warm spoonful in my bellies for three days now.’

The peasants would growl and want to chase us out of their ports. But 
we’d respond by saying,

‘We don’t ask for free food, we’ll gladly pay for it.’ 

The peasant would ease up and in twenty houses out of twenty the rest 
would be the same. 

‘We are poor people too,’ the peasant would mumble, ‘We have nothing 
but sour milk.’ But he wouldn’t even wait for our reply, he’d be off to get 
the skimmed sour milk and pour it into large pottery plates before us. 
We took out our penny and tried to bestow it upon him humbly. At first 
he’d look at us uncomprehending, then he’d gasp as if we’d stabbed 
him with a penknife. 

‘The devil take you, scoundrels. You will not make fun of me. This good 
milk here is worth five pennies even among brothers,’ at this stage the 
missus and the children would already be standing around the farmer. 
The missus would snatch the plate from before us to put it away and 
we’d stretch our eyes in pursuit. 

‘But if this is all we have,’ we’d start whining, ‘What can we do, if this 
is all we have?’ We knew in advance that the missus would soften up 
and the milk would stay before us. And indeed, this is how it would 
always happen.
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‘Take your penny to the devil,’ she’d say, but without being angry any-
more and she’d push the plate in front of us, ‘The trouble is, we always 
take pity on you. Peasants work like animals all year around and then 
these birds come that would talk even the sour milk out of our pots.’ 

We’d listen with our heads hung, as if we relented. Then, when she was 
about to leave, we’d timidly say,

‘If you don’t want us to pay for the milk, give us at least a tiny piece of 
bread for this penny.’ As if they’d already notice that we’d been playing 
with them, most of the time they’d burst out laughing, these good men, 
they’d ease up completely and give us bread and there were rarely any 
among them who’d accept the penny. There were some, who’d sit beside 
us and strike up some serious conversations. It wasn’t a rare occasion 
to have wandering apprentices around, they’d hear a few things about 
the cities, the living wild world from the ones that’d come before us and 
now they were asking some more. At the end of our conversations we’d 
always come to the question of war. 

‘Have you heard any news on Germany’s fate? Will there be a war these 
days?’ they’d ask and we lied to them all sorts, we light-heartedly 
promised them a winning war and prophesied that every German would 
be horribly rich afterwards. The only true part in all of this being that 
we filled ourselves with sour milk, stuffed ourselves with black bread 
and departed carefree. 

We headed for the meadows to lay our idle bodies out under the sun. 
But it didn’t always happen as nicely as we’d plan beforehand. The 
sour milk started working inside our stomachs already ruined by the 
numerous sorts of jumble and was cruelly twisting our intestines. We’d 
overcome by horrible dyspepsia. It felt like our entire insides were to 
leave us, we were weakened, we felt desperate, we became hungry again 
and we didn’t have the spirit for pushing on. It took us days to get used 
to milk, for our stomachs to be able to digest it normally. And we feast-
ed without moderation and our noses slowly filled with curdled odours, 
the world around us became hideous sour milk and sour milk poured 
onto our cerebra. During the night, if we dreamt at all, sour milk would 
appear in big jugs and barrels, it fell upon us like fresh flood and it 
practically drowned us day and night. It was no use calming ourselves 
that this was only due to our own needless finickings, that we should 
be patient, we could nourish ourselves well in this land, and it would 
be much easier to evade the troubles still awaiting us on this way. We 
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couldn’t take it any longer. We practically fled, we washed ourselves at 
the nearest stream, lay out our clothes on the brookside so that the 
wind would clear the rotten smell of milk out of them. 

‘Life is hard with you,’ said Gödrös, ‘I would have been all right, my ribs 
are sticking out anyway. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have set out on this 
journey with you.’

‘You can leave now just as well.’ 

‘If you were better at German, I’d go for sure. It’s foolish that a person 
should adjust to another all the time. Wasn’t it enough for me in Újpest, 
everyone growling at me and always wanting to convert me in opposite 
directions to wherever I desired to go? If I was alone now, I could stay 
here in this land until autumn.’ 

‘But if I were you, I’d stay here all my life. Do you know, we weren’t head-
ing for Paris! We don’t want to see the world or write poems. But you 
can prattle all you want, I will not drown in sour milk.’ 

‘Sure, it’s all different with you! One can tell you’re a genius by your long 
hair and hence, you want to save the world like a lunatic… My lungs 
hurt and all I want is just to live well somewhere for another few years.’ 

‘You see, if you had chosen to become a novice instead of a wood carv-
er way back, you could be an elderly bishop by now. Then again, one 
of the village goats would surely be tugging at your goatee above the 
trough full of sour milk.’

We spent the entire day with such dumb bickering. We arrived at a small 
town late at night, begging was out of the question, we bought our-
selves lodgings for a few pennies at one of the inns. 

‘Let’s not go to bed just yet,’ said Gödrös, ‘There might be something 
for us around here.’ 

We walked down to the pub room, we settled by a lonely table at the 
corner. The place was empty still, we stayed quiet too and snuffed like 
sick people. There was a petroleum lamp dangling from the ceiling, it 
illuminated the room scantily and elongated the tables’ and the chairs’ 
shadows absurdly. A tiny altar, the portrait of the kaiser, hunting 
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scenes and pictures of battles hung on the walls. The inn keeper didn’t 
even ask us if we wanted something. He was having his supper behind 
the bar, letting out a shout every now and then, yelling towards the 
kitchen through the open door. 

Somewhere a cuckoo clock stroke eight pm. 

Guest started drifting in slowly. These were half-peasant, half-towns-
folk, you could tell they had finished their work and finished the family 
supper. They ordered beer in big stone jugs, they talked about daily 
business. We watched them with upraised chins and I felt that their 
lives were so much more deserving than ours. The inn keeper brought 
out fresh beer, the foam splashing onto the table and I licked my mouth 
as if I could feel the beer’s flavour. 

‘God damn these shabby Germans, they know how to brew it.’ 

‘It wouldn’t be bad begging off of them, it is easy to take a few pennies 
from these types of people.’ 

‘I won’t do it. I hate these fat bourgeois.’ 

Someone shouted at us from another table.

‘What is wrong with you, lads? Why are you so silent, like dead spar-
rows?’ 

I wanted to stand up with mechanic movements so as to answer them 
humbly like the beggars we were. But Gödrös grabbed me by the coat 
behind the table. We stayed silent in calculated self-awareness now. We 
could see the inn keeper saying something about us to the company. 
They nodded in sympathy, then the inn keeper rose and came up to us. 

‘Order yourselves a beer,’ he said, ‘The gentlemen are paying for it.’ 

Gödrös rose from the bench like a school child and quietly and very 
wisely refused the present. 

‘Come on now, stop acting up,’ said the inn keeper, ‘It won’t be your 
money, the gentlemen are happy to pay for it.’ 
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‘Thank you very much,’ said Gödrös, ‘But we don’t drink.’ And as if he’d 
been touched by death, he lowered himself back onto the bench. I had 
nothing to say, I was looking at the two men and I enjoyed Gödrös’ gig 
tremendously. 

The inn keeper was calling back noisily over his shoulder, ‘They don’t 
want to drink,’ he waved a hand towards us and went back to the 
company. 

‘Something good is going to come out of this one,’ I whispered to 
Gödrös. 

‘Of course it will,’ he replied, ‘But be quiet now, act as if you fell asleep.’ 

‘Hey, Comrade! Could you deign yourself to come here with that beauti-
ful goatee of yours,’ one of the guests told us, ‘Let us not be so sad, the 
end of the world is not upon us.’ With the man encouraging him and 
the other sniggering, Gödrös heaved himself up with di!culty. 

‘Would you be deigning to come closer, dear wandering gentleman, 
if you please!’

Gödrös was already standing before them, bowing his thin back and 
he was skinny, sly-faced with his goatee pushed forward like a tomcat 
back home from his vagabondage. 

The members of the company were all talking at the same time and 
finally, Gödrös played his ace. 

‘How could we drink beer, my dear gentlemen, when we haven’t had 
a warm spoonful in our bellies for three days now. We’ve been walking 
through bad lands, we’ve almost perished of the hunger.’ 

The company was laughing happily. 

‘But why didn’t the wandering gentlemen deign to tell us that they were 
hungry? Wurst for these two!’ they commanded the inn keeper, ‘As 
much Wurst as they can stomach, and more beer than they can mus-
ter.’ The inn keeper placed an entire wreath of bratwurst and two big 
stone jugs of beer before us and also before the gentlemen. We drank, 
we ate. At first, we only whispered between ourselves, then our tongues 
turned loose and we were conversing loudly with the other table. There 
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were a few among the company who had travelled here and there in the 
world, one of them had lived in Paris for years. His brain was already 
addled by the bitter-tasting wort and when he learned that we were 
heading for Paris, he wanted to talk to us in French no matter what. 
We weren’t going to give in and kept replying to him in Hungarian. The 
inn keeper urged us to drink, he filled our jugs again and again. The 
atmosphere in the room turned very jolly. The man who’d been to Paris 
was greeting us in German and French, the others were cheering, they 
were communicating with hands and feet, we clank our jugs together. 
As to why we’d been given this great honour, we couldn’t have been 
able to say, but we didn’t search for the reasons for too long either. We 
found the whole thing, the way it all happened, in order. 

It was past midnight when we went to bed. We bowed before the compa-
ny’s table, I could feel that we were heading towards the door stagger-
ing, and as to what happened next, I have no recollection. God knows 
how we made it up the rickety steps to the attic room where our beds 
were. We woke up the next day in our clothes, our mouths bitter, our 
heads hurt. Our pockets were filled with the bratwurst that we’d saved 
cautiously last night from the wreath. The inn keeper gave a bottle of 
pálinka to each of us for the road, which were also paid by the guests. 
It was already late, we should have been out on the highway for ages 
now, but we had no money, we had to beg off of a part of the town. We 
worked with quite good results, as if this town had been the birth-nest 
of luck. We deliberated for a while whether we should stay here for a 
few days, we were excited by our easy successes, but still we decided in 
favour of moving on in the end. We knew that we wouldn’t be able to 
reach a town by night and we were already scowling at the peasants 
with their sour milk and bread-soup. 

‘What if we bought food from them with real money for once?’ I sug-
gested, ‘They surely must have some type of meat as well.’ 

‘No,’ insisted Gödrös, ‘I’ve decided a long time ago that these are not 
taking a single penny into their pockets out of me! It is enough to show 
them the penny. Sour milk won’t be that bad now either. It will set our 
bellies right after all this feasting. And what bratwurst we have left, we 
can eat them during the night.’ 

‘We are having it mighty good for sure. We can eat bratwurst at night 
as well.’ 
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We were marching with long, light steps. We were in a good mood, we 
forgot about each others’ insufferable flaws, we were being mates with-
out boundaries and poems were being mentioned again between us. 

‘I like Ady even better since we left home,’ said Gödrös, ‘The rest must 
be sentimental, soppy men, but he must be dealing with girls the same 
way he does with words. He takes them down if he fancies and whoever 
gets out of his hands will not resemble her yesterday’s self… I’ve heard 
he has syphilis too.’ 

‘Could be, and it’s not all right either!’ I said, ‘I could be wrong but 
I think that you don’t necessarily need a lot of alcohol and a venereal 
disease to be a great poet. Come to think of it, I don’t accept Ady as 
a socialist poet. These poems are beautiful and stinging, but I have to 
agree with his enemies that they aren’t healthy. You see, now that we are 
talking about poems, I honestly confess that I feel myself ashamed for 
last night’s happenings. And I also confess that I have the feeling that if 
we keep on loitering like this, we’ll come to nothing. We are nastily irre-
sponsible people now, playing at cheap pranks and rushing away blindly 
beside anything beautiful or brilliant that happens before us.’ 

‘True,’ mumbled Gödrös in self-scrutiny, ‘We haven’t seen a single 
church, museum or cemetery. Goddammit, when your whole life is taken 
up by chasing after your daily bread.’ 

‘We could do it differently, though!’

‘Fine, let’s do it differently.’ 

We were planning and discussing, we were terribly smart. If anyone from 
home had heard us now, they probably wouldn’t have recognized us at 
all. Then again, it could be that Gödrös was only saying these nice 
words for nice words’ sake. But sometimes these inanities can also feel 
extremely nice for a person. Fresh air was caressing our faces and the 
highway, like an endless eiderdown, lay humbly below us.
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7.

We lived mightily well. We succeeded in whatever we touched. As if we’d 
arrived at the land of good spirits, we lived in private places and we ate 
at inns. We must have been about hundred-and-fifty kilometres from 
Stuttgart, we decided to show up without any detours. But we didn’t 
exert ourselves, we sat into a Herberg-like little inn before setting out. 
This place was the nest of local beggars and vagabonds. There were 
plenty of us in the room, people in their twenties and sixties, eating 
meat and drinking pálinka. A bearded vagabond was educating us on 
highway morals. 

‘Those with sticky fingers,’ he preached, ‘Are not meant for the highway. 
The ground shakes off the thieves and murderers of itself. Vagabonds 
are men’s friends. Doors are open before the vagabond. He is given 
the opportunity to do anything by chance, therefore it would be a nas-
ty sin to abuse this predicament. A true vagabond doesn’t want any-
thing other than to live, he needs neither two sets of clothes, nor mon-
ey saved. Everybody should be satisfied with his own district, whoever 
wants to wade through the big wild world looks a dubious, insatiable 
person to me.’ 

‘Whoever thinks this way is no more than a plain truant,’ I replied, 
‘Such man is devoured by his own passivity and goes down in one of 
the ditches.’ 

‘Well, I stand by being a truant! I also couldn’t care less whether I keel 
over in a ditch or the bishop’s sofa. Not working is good and it would 
be foolish to walk into the world in uncertainty. A person can make it 
somehow from one house to the next, but the devil would want to under-
take more than he was forced to. You see, if a person didn’t have brains, 
he’d say to himself now, “It’s a warm summer now and at such times 
I go to the villages where I can live quite well, like a king.” But take it 
from me, there is a difference between us and the king. If I drop in on a 
peasant, begging for food and I start whining in front of him about not 
having any work that I survive on, the scoundrel’d immediately grab 
hold of me, like a giant spider. He’d force me into doing some foolish 
work that neither my body nor my soul would desire. He’d say, “I feel 
sorry for you, brother and I want to help you out of the goodness of my 
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heart and you’ll get some sour bread and sour milk that will make your 
head split in two.” But thank be the God, we have just as much brains 
as the peasants. We stay in the city during the summer, keeping cool 
in the inn and during the winter we go to the villages. The peasant 
sleeps behind the stove then, there is no work, but hearts are not rotten 
completely either, and we are left with some warm nook around there 
somewhere too for two or three months.’

It seemed, for the first few moments, that there was a lot of truth in 
this man’s argument, even so, I didn’t feel the desire for his lifestyle. 
The neighbourhood’s locally-based vagabonds were sitting around me 
here, they were hopelessly shabby, stretching and gaping with boredom. 
I could feel that their absolute aimlessness would lead me even further 
down the slope too, I’d completely lose my human features. We are 
vagabonds as well, we don’t do any productive work either, but there is 
nothing holding us down either. There is strength living inside us, we 
go where we please and we can say that the world is ours. Today, for 
example, we were sitting about in this inn until almost noon, we ate 
and drank away what money we had, but then we set out again without 
fear or speculations. 

We were happy like children. There were twenty-five kilometres before 
us, approximately four hours’ walk. The sun was baking hot above us, 
we took off our shoes to make things easier. Now was the first time we 
set out barefooted. As if we’d stepped onto burning sheet, the dust was 
burning our feet for the first few minutes, but then we got used to this 
as well, we were full of good feelings. We walked and we walked and if 
we felt like it, we shouted into the cool wind. Would you need anything 
better, a life more full of life for a person who was born to live? 

‘How foolish we were to having broken our feet in crooked boots,’ 
lamented Gödrös happily, ‘This feels like rebirth.’ 

‘I can still feel my sole a bit, though,’ I lifted my feet up and showed 
them to him, ‘You see how red they are? What if our feet get swollen?’ 

‘Let’s sit down for a while,’ said Gödrös, ‘I don’t feel anything yet, but 
my feet may be hurting too.’ 

We set by the side of the ditch, the shady pit cooling our feet.
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‘I’ve been thinking about what the old man said in the inn,’ Gödrös 
began, ‘It isn’t all foolishness… How much more have we gained from 
wearing ourselves out this way? I can see now that it was dumb leaving 
home all together. Ady didn’t go to Paris on foot either! If you wer-
en’t there for me, I would have stayed behind in the city. To be honest, 
I don’t want to become neither Apollo nor Tirteus… My feet hurt, God 
may rot this whole wild world.’ 

‘They hurt, they hurt,’ despair broke out of me too, ‘Well, mine hurt too.’ 

When we got on our feet, we felt sharp pain, as if a thousand needles 
were lying all over inside our feet. Pain bit into us with every step.

‘Maybe it would be better to take on our boots after all,’ suggested 
Gödrös. He was looking at me with his squinting mice-eyes and he 
didn’t seem too happy. 

We sat down on the side of the ditch again and we tried to pull our 
boots back up. We had to resign to the fact that all our cunningness 
and finesse were of no use here. Our swollen feet didn’t fit inside these 
stiff creations any more. 

‘Too late,’ we said, ‘Too late!’ We got up and shuffled on. Those few 
kilometres left were all of a sudden stretching out into the great beyond 
and we felt that our situation was turning strangely hopeless. We were 
getting ahead slowly, we weren’t clinging into the ground with our soles, 
we weren’t clutching with them, we were merely lifting them under our 
bodies. Tiny burnt dots were born on our soles, they grew painfully 
from the ground’s caress. 

There was no changing the situation. We were through with the first 
half of the road, we had to reach the nearest town, unless we wanted to 
be left shelterless in the night. We were cursing at God and ourselves 
inarticulately. But this did not result in any changes in our fates either. 
The swelling in our heels did not go down and the ground did not turn 
soft and cool under our soles. Every now and then one of us would say, 
‘Come on, come on now.’ ‘Come on, it’s almost night time.’ 

We were encouraging each other and we were snarling at each other 
hatefully. 
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‘Be happy, now that you took your boots off. Why aren’t you chattering 
now? Perhaps you could sing something too.’ 

‘You are cruel!’ shouted Gödrös. His eyes were flashing and you could 
tell that he wanted to jump at me. But he wasn’t capable of more than 
vulgar and whimpering cursing. Our momentary problems were so 
much bigger than for us to topple over each other fighting. As if we 
were walking on thorns, every step we made was causing us pain. And 
time quickly passed above us and the town was horribly far. 

We sat down again, and again we were forcing our boots up our feet. Our 
soles, our heels and our fingers were all full of blisters already. Gödrös 
had bigger boots then me, they could have come up my feet but I didn’t 
dare tell him. I was so despaired, if he’d lent me his boots, I would have 
surely left him on the highway. And so I stayed silent, saving myself 
from temptation. I didn’t want to take advantage of the unpleasant 
situation, now that we’d stayed together for so long. Our moods kept 
changing second by second. We fell from blazing anger to almost spin-
ster-like whining. We kept moving, bent forward with feet lifted high. 

We kept looking around, in case a fiacre or a cart might show up on the 
horizon, but we were alone, as if the whole world had died out around 
us. We were like two divers under the sea, solitary and vulnerable. 

Nothing lasts forever. We finally arrived. But we couldn’t enter the town 
barefooted, or else the first policeman would have arrested us. 

‘We have no choice now,’ I said, ‘We have to pierce these blisters and 
pull on our boots.’ 

‘Pull them on,’ mumbled Gödrös, ‘No other way, pull them on.’ 

We pulled out the pocketknife. We lifted our sore feet in our laps and 
began the dumb butchery. We punctured the first blister with edge of 
the knife, there was white water coming out from under the white skin 
and the burn wasn’t as painful as we would have first thought, after all. 
We were working with great care, but sometimes the knife’s edge would 
touch the living flesh and it felt as if we’d been touched by burning iron, 
we were wincing. Then it was time to do the pulling.

‘God help me!’ sighed Gödrös, ‘Have mercy on us!’ But you could tell by 
his voice that the true meaning of his words weren’t the ones said out 
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loud. He was still not truly relenting, there was a cynical grin on his 
face, his hands were shaking with repressed excitement. 

We were struggling persistently with our boots. As if we were trying to 
stick our feet inside some kind of sharp-teethed jaws, these crooked 
beasts were hostile and biting. Gödrös hurled one of his boots away, 
screaming, but then he took some time catching his breath, he crawled 
after it on all fours. 

It was me who succeeded in doing it first, I already had my feet forced 
halfway into the boots without moving when some slow numbness took 
hold of my entire body. My jaws felt as if they were stiffened, I couldn’t 
even shout. With my eyes bulging out, I could see the sky darkening, the 
flower gardens of fairy tales and comets unbound were orbiting in space. 
Then, all of a sudden, as if out of the depths of the well I was reaching 
the clear sun-sparkle, I was over the pains. The boots, like steel pliers, 
were pressing my swollen feet within, but the burning and stinging pains 
were gone and an almost numb relief came over me. Gödrös kept whin-
ing for a long time, swearing that he’d rather hang himself, but that he 
couldn’t take this. Finally, he was over the worst too. 

Rather than touching the ground while walking, it felt as if we were 
moving on some kind of a lifting and falling skin-bridge. It was late, 
the shops were closed, there was no point thinking on moneymaking. 
We reached the Asyl hungry. As if we were drunk, we couldn’t perceive 
our environment, we were terribly exhausted by the entire day’s strug-
gles. Before going to bed we were deliberating on whether to take our 
boots off, or else to leave them this way, perhaps they’d heal better if 
they stayed pressed in. We decided on getting naked. But it didn’t feel 
right either, as soon as we stretched out on our beds we felt as if our 
feet were swelling up rapidly and the strained skin was hurting. Later 
on, I recalled that I heard in my childhood that if a person’s boots were 
tight, he was to hold his feet high up, so that the blood would go out of 
them and the pain would disappear. 

I gave it go, I put them on the high back-end of the bed and the pain 
did indeed recede after a few minutes. 

‘Put your feet on the back-end of the bed,’ I suggested to Gödrös, ‘And 
you’ll get better immediately.’ He obeyed and his pains receded too. 
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Thus, with our feet towards the sky, we slept till the morning. We woke 
up ready to work, except we were cross and impatient. We started beg-
ging, following our regular routine, but it felt like the entire town was 
against us, we couldn’t gain success. After our four or five days of liv-
ing in heaven, we suddenly fell down into hell now. There was no other 
option, we had to move on. Walking on the highway, however, we found 
that impossible. We knew that in Germany they severely punish those 
who travel without a ticket, but still we decided to try our luck. 

‘They can put us away for two months for this,’ said Gödrös, ‘But this 
would be a blessing right now.’

‘What with our luck, even that won’t be happening either, getting our-
selves put away. One thing is for certain though, we are not setting out 
again barefooted.’ 

We walked out to the station, we examined our options and we decid-
ed to travel on with the next train. As to where that train might lead 
us, we did not even care. The important thing was to get beyond this 
wasted land. 

Soon, the first train pulled in. We crept onto the tracks behind the re-
pository and we got inside one of the carriages from the other side. We 
were peeking through the window and we saw that the conductor got 
on up front and we were situated at the back. We thought that if we 
were lucky we could get off at the next station. It didn’t quite happen 
this way. We were very nervous at first, then we calmed ourselves down 
and since we still weren’t caught, a mood for gambling rose inside us. 
We didn’t leave the train at the first station, but changed from the end 
to the front instead. We guessed that the conductor’d be on his way 
towards our previous carriage by now, therefore we’d be safe for at least 
another station. In the end, so that we wouldn’t be leaving too many 
unplundered places behind, it was our greedy, blind instincts that got 
us off the train. We crept through the station successfully. 

‘This went well,’ we said chuckling, ‘We should do this again for sure.’ 
We were full of lively confidence. 

‘Let’s start with the stonemasons right away,’ I said, ‘You go inside and 
I start working on some private house.’ 
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‘We’ll be lords again by night,’ Gödrös was blazing too, ‘It’s not that 
easy to catch us out after all.’ 

We were reaching the first house. The stonemason’s workshop was 
standing there before us surrounded by a small garden, black and 
white marble pillars glittering in front of the house. 

‘Christ, look at that,’ said Gödrös chuckling, ‘We’ve already been to a 
grange such as this one before.’ There was a building resembling a villa 
not far from the workshop.

‘It looks familiar to me too,’ I said a little taken aback, ‘Look at that 
house there, I swear to God I’ve already been there once.’ Gödrös’s 
head suddenly caught fire, ‘The whole street is very familiar.’ 

‘Yes, the whole street to me too.’ We were still standing in front of the 
stonemason’s garden, the apprentice came out of the workshop with 
a lunch box now, he had to pass us on his way, he greeted us with  
a familiar ‘Grüss Gott.’

‘God Almighty!’ Gödrös screamed out, ‘We’ve been here already, four 
days ago.’ This scream sounded like it was ringing out from some 
abyss. 

We were completely devastated. What business would we have in such 
land that we’d already plundered four days ago? We kept quiet and we 
didn’t dare look at each other. We set out slowly but we didn’t dare drop 
in anywhere, there were familiar faces at every shop window. We were 
hungry, we asked a policeman where the ‘Verpflegungs’ station was 
and we headed towards that out of shear instinct. It was early yet, the 
sun was shining, they didn’t really fancy welcoming us. The stains of 
yesterday’s supper were still on the tables, an old woman and a young 
girl were chopping up pieces of tripe on some kind of a pastry board 
to marinate for next week with big, wide knives for next week. The 
old woman was grumbling, she wanted to oust us onto the street but 
we wouldn’t move any more. We were like condemned men. Thoughts 
ceased to exist in our heads, we didn’t dare think about tomorrow. We 
were staring at the two working figures and we barely saw anything of 
them except for the flickering of the knives moving up and down. 

Then slowly, as if we were walking down a spiral stairway, we were lost 
in a snooze. 
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8.

Silently, not yet fully articulated out loud, the desire to get separated 
had been living between us for a long time. This came true now too, we 
didn’t have enough strength in us to keep our hatred for one another in 
balance on this pre-plundered land. On the second day, we were lying 
on a meadow, neither of us wanted to go on. In the end, Gödrös became 
agitated, he wanted to leave, but there was no moving me. 

‘If you don’t come, I’ll leave you,’ he said angrily. 

‘Go,’ I replied, ‘I don’t need you at all.’ Then I closed my eyes, I was mo-
tionless, as if I couldn’t have cared as to what was happening around 
me. Gödrös did indeed arise and set out alone. I heard his receding 
footsteps, I didn’t look at him, I didn’t want to acknowledge where he 
was going. I felt that even reaching my goal on the same road as him 
would be burdensome, almost unbearable for me. 

It was getting dark when I set out as well. I knew very little German, 
there were feelings of uncertainty living inside me, still I entrusted my-
self on the highway to lead me since it truly didn’t matter where I would 
arrive. I met strange, late vagabonds on the road, we used to walk in-
differently past them, now I greeted them, I asked for directions. They 
confirmed that I was indeed heading for Stuttgart and they also gave 
me further useful guidance. 

They also asked me about the land I’d come from, what methods were 
the best for getting by and they asked for specific, proven addresses 
as well. 

‘Addresses? Why would you need addresses?’ I asked incomprehensibly. 

They were laughing condescendingly. They took out a dirty, warn-out 
notebook and educated me on how a truly astute vagabond should 
cater for himself. There were names and specific addresses collected in 
the notebook. 

Stuttgart
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‘Write this down for yourself. In the nearest town, in street X there is a 
Jewish businessman called Y, if you plead smartly with him, he is sure 
to let loose half a mark.’ 

‘But I’m not a Jew.’ 

‘That doesn’t matter! Pretend you’re Jewish. The Jews are the most 
valuable around here.’ 

I scribbled down the details and I also announced what I knew of the 
land I previously begged off. I got to know the fantastic coterie of vag-
abonds this day. Thus, solidarity among highwaymen isn’t just mere 
legend. From then on, I also made notes and we changed addresses 
with those who came past me. I don’t know how I would have survived 
on my own without this discovery, no serious harm came to me this 
way. I didn’t dare go to the Jews lined up, but the rest of the addresses 
worked perfectly. 

I didn’t wear myself out too much with walking, I didn’t go out to the 
Asyl, I sat in the inn alone at night, I waited for someone to be inquir-
ing about my sad fate. I was remarkably good at it and I was given my 
free beer and free bratwurst every night. 

I arrived at Stuttgart during the afternoon of the fourth day. I was mon-
eyless, but I didn’t worry, I already knew that in such a great city the 
most important needs can be resolved even in the last minute. I already 
had the address of the Herberg on a piece of paper, that is where I went 
first. This was a giant brick red building with a clean and peaceful ex-
pression. There were no rough, braced-up servants standing in my way, 
no one wanted to intervene forcefully into my life, the doors were open 
before the newcomers. I arrived in a huge hall surrounded by stone floor 
and white, flat walls. There were people buzzing inside. They were eat-
ing, arguing loudly and drinking beer. But these weren’t the old vaga-
bonds of the country inns, most of them were young, healthy teenagers 
in nice clothes and backpacks. They were talking in Hungarian some-
where. These familiar words felt especially nice to my ears. I walked up 
among the speakers and I greeted them. 

They didn’t welcome me too warmly, they were eyeing me suspiciously 
and they only hemmed back to my questions half-heartedly. I slunk 
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away from them, dejected. Could be they feared I might be broke and 
that I was looking for help off them, but maybe I wasn’t sympathetic 
to them at all. 

I sat by the end of a table of a German group on my own. The Germans 
were eating huge, freshly-baked potato cakes, I kept glancing towards 
them in secret, saliva drying up in my mouth. 

‘Are you Hungarian?’ someone asked me all of a sudden. There was a 
badly shaved, long-haired little man in a cravat standing before me. He 
was eyeing me sharply, his mouth pulled together, as if he was posing. 

‘Yes, I am Hungarian,’ I replied. 

‘You’ve just arrived here now, have you not? On your own?’

‘Yes. We set out with a friend from Pest, but we got separated on the 
way.’

‘Do you mind if I sit here?’

‘Of course I don’t.’ 

Before sitting down, the little man shook hands and introduced himself. 

‘I am Szittya… Emil Szittya.’

I told him my name too. Szittya sat down on a chair opposite to me, 
gently crossing his legs. He was talking, accentuating the words force-
fully, he took great care to look more substantial than me, and still  
I found the whole person a very strange, goofy figure. The shoes on his 
feet were crooked till the ankle, there was a sailor’s pipe with a nibbled 
stem looking out from his breast pocket, his hair was thick and tough 
as wire, like the quills of a hedgehog. 

‘Are you not hungry perhaps?’ he asked after a while, ‘I can see you 
don’t speak German well, I can order something, if you don’t mind.’ 

‘Please don’t order. I haven’t got a penny.’ 

‘Oh, that part of the business is solely on me.’ 
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‘I’d like a pie like that,’ I said and swallowed afterwards, I could already 
taste the warm pastry with my gums.’ 

Szittya was rattling on the table.

‘Naturally, I cannot eat this, but as you wish.’ 

I couldn’t comprehend who this man was and what he wanted from 
me. Out of all that were present, he looked the most like a vagabond 
and yet he was acting like a cursed prince now in front of me. The pie 
already arrived, it was indeed exquisite, I swallowed it like fresh dew. 
Szittya was looking at me happily, you could tell that he enjoyed my 
greedy appetite, he was asking questions, I could barely keep up re-
plying them. He already knew that I was writing poems and he already 
confessed that he was a writer. 

‘But I only write in German. And I don’t do poems because I find them 
very feminine matters. I know you will say to this that there’s been poets 
who’s had great influence on humanity’s evolution. I have to confess 
though, that humanity, as a big mass, has never interested me. I have 
great plans, but these plans only interest me as means to solve the dif-
ficult task. I’ve decided to write a book called The images of Christ in 
Europe and this undertaking engages me completely.’ 

When I finished the pie, he asked me cheerfully.

‘Would you fancy another one?’

‘Yes, I would like to eat another one,’ I said apologetically, ‘It is very nice.’ 

I was so full, I could barely take the tightness of my belt. I was sitting 
frozen straight and I could only see the little man gesturing before me, 
as if through some mist, his voice flapping into my ears, like some far-
away rattle. And he was still talking, until late at night. I only answered 
him when he asked me if I had a place. I already knew that you could 
get a place at Herberg too, people were acquiring bedroom tickets from 
the waiter and slowly, they started drifting out of the hall. 

‘I have nowhere to stay and as I’ve already told you, I have no money 
either,’ I replied, ‘Even though I haven’t slept for two days now.’ This 
wasn’t true, but I wanted to push the little man to help me out. 
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Szittya, as if he was genuinely angry, exclaimed, ‘Such incapable people 
should never leave the confines of their mothers’ skirts.’ Then he fell 
silent, thinking, ‘Well, naturally, we can help you with that. Wait here 
for me a little, I’ll be back right away.’ He departed hurriedly, paddling 
with his body pushed forward forcefully between tables, his outside and 
inside pockets bulging out with the paper waste stuffed within. 

I had no doubt that the fanatic man would return, I was resting peace-
fully, listening to the Germans’ tasteless, drastic jokes. After a few min-
utes the waiter arrived, I asked him if there were any beds still available. 
His reply made me feel comfortable, I was carefree and relaxed now, 
both in body and soul. 

After approximately an hour Szittya returned and purchased two bed-
room tickets from the waiter. ‘I have a proper place to stay, but I am 
sleeping here too, so that I can stay with you,’ he told me this in Hun-
garian, the waiter was still standing beside us, he didn’t know what was 
being said, he exclaimed to Szittya attentively, ‘Your bed from yesterday 
is still available.’ Szittya was swearing in Italian or French, you could 
tell that he was deeply disgusted by the chatty man, he turned his back 
on the fellow, as if he wanted to erase him from my sight once and for all. 

We got adjacent beds and half-asleep, I could still hear his tongue 
clattering. We went to bed naked here too, but I didn’t have to brush off 
my body for lice and bed bugs in the morning. Carefree and idle days 
lay ahead of me. Szittya, like a mother-duck, took me under his wings, 
nourishing me with fresh pies and purchasing my bed for the night. He 
didn’t tell me where he was acquiring the money necessary for the two 
of us from, and I didn’t inquire on the matter. I stayed inside all day at 
the Herberg and he always returned with fresh money. I had no doubt 
that he went begging at such times, I was greatly impressed by his 
aptitude and the fact that he didn’t say a word about it, he was neither 
whining, nor boasting. Yet, he was only a man too and he couldn’t 
withhold himself for eternity either. We were addressing each other in-
formally by then and he whispered to me cordially, 

‘Today I found a new resource, but you’ll have to come with me there 
too. We might be acquiring a room of some sort. It is an old Hungarian 
tailor and his strangest vice is that he believes himself to be a misun-
derstood musician and opera singer. You’ll have to address him as 

“Herr Potyke”. You just watch how I talk to him and then you should 
talk the same way too.’
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‘Herr Potyke’ lived at the other end of the city, in the new quarter, his 
windows facing the meadow and the mountains. 

Szittya was playing the role of the cursed prince with horrendous rou-
tine. Potyke was welcoming us a little doubtfully, but no sooner did we 
take our seats, than Szittya asked him to play something on the piano, 
saying we were both great music lovers and he himself was writing re-
views on concerts worthy of attention. 

Master Potyke was smiling agreeably, he let us beg him for a while, then 
he stood up from beside the tiny tailor’s table, he removed the measur-
ing tape from his neck, took on his velvet vest in front of the mirror and 
took his seat by the piano. Like some cunning virtuoso, he ran his fin-
gers through the black-and-white teeth of the piano and then he began 
some sweet Mozart composition. His thin body was swaying back and 
forth after the melodies, he was literally transcended, he must have been 
walking somewhere near the gates of Heaven already. Then his throat 
opened up as well, he resonated his vocal cords, I could feel the sound 
waves stretching to their limits, washing me away, causing me physical 
pain, almost clubbing me to death. I had to keep vigil like this, between 
life and death for a long time and when the concert was over, Szittya 
started clapping and like an obedient extra, I too had to start clapping. 

Potyke stood up from behind the piano and playing with his trimmed 
moustache he asked, ‘So, gentlemen, what do you think about it, the 
whole thing? Be honest, no one can cause me any more injuries.’ 

Szittya was delivering his praise almost on a plate. He was massaging him 
with sweet, scented words, but he didn’t forget whining about our situation 
either. He talked and he talked and in the end, a sweet-and-sour candy 
made of starch fell out of his speech. Master Potyke couldn’t have denied 
that he’d met some good true friends, he must have felt that he was owing 
us his gratitude, he was kind and welcoming towards us. He invited us for 
lunch. Not only was Potyke a pianist and a singer, but, so as to cleans his 
soul, he also kept himself from meat; he was a vegetarian. We ate oranges, 
bananas and other Southern fruits. Szittya could deliver sermons about 
vegetarianism too, but I became profoundly deaf, I could still taste the pie 
from the Herberg and the bratwurst and beer of faraway inns in my gums. 

‘May it be my pleasure some other time as well, gentlemen,’ raved Po-
tyke, ‘Good friendship is like the good taste of life, gentlemen. I’d be 
happy if you fully converted to vegetarianism, the artistic soul should 
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exterminate every animalistic feature from within, thus the crude habit 
of meat-eating too. The future is for the clean souls.’ 

‘I’ve always been a follower of vegetarianism,’ replied Szittya and made 
a conquering gesture towards me, ‘My friend as well. But how much 
easier it is for you to remain consistent, than for us. Even though you 
might not be valued enough in art yet, being a tailor brings you the 
necessary minimum for making a living. But us, poets, we have neither 
a steady income, nor a place to stay.’ 

Potyke looked as if hesitant for a while, then he said that he had a roof 
chamber, where he was keeping his books. If we didn’t object to this place, 
he would be happy to leave it at our disposal. Szittya found it hard to 
decide on this matter, he wished to view the little room first and he only re-
plied after, ‘If it can be of any use at all, we are naturally willing to accept it.’ 

We arrived at the little room with its high roof beams travelling through 
two floors. This chamber was not too big but nice and clean, with at 
least twenty-five dreadful novels in one corner and a window opening 
upwards on the ceiling. 

Szittya accepted the offer and Master Potyke was happy that we’d keep 
him delighted. 

‘I will get some mattresses brought up later on for the gentlemen. I will give 
you an aluminium key downstairs, keep it with you at all times, please.’ 

All three of us said goodbye contentedly. 

Late at night, I returned to the new accommodation on my own.

9.

I only met Szittya again at the Herberg the next morning. He was lively 
and well-rested.

‘Forgive me for not having come home,’ he said, ‘I had a lot to do last 
night.’ 



202

I wasn’t upset, I slept just as soundly as I would have, if he’d been home 
with me too. Master Potyke, however, did not invite me for breakfast,  
I was waiting for Szittya to pay for me. As if he could read my mind, he 
asked if I wanted tea or coffee for breakfast. 

We had coffee and were talking about unimportant things. Later,  
I started writing a letter to Jolán, I realized that it was time to finally 
report to her in details on my adventures so far. I was loquacious, re-
ferring to everything that might have been interesting. 

‘Who are you writing to?’ asked Szittya. 

‘To a young woman at Újpest. She is a very peculiar woman, she likes 
new poems and she can be daring at every matter.’ 

‘Do you love her?’

‘Maybe,’ I said condescendingly, ‘But I’m hardly in love with her. I don’t 
even know this feeling.’

‘It is childish. How anyone would fall in love with a woman is beyond me.’

‘But there are thousands who do.’

‘The plebs. This conventional sexual life of men is hateful. It was com-
pletely different with the Greeks. Oh, the gorgeous bodies of the young 
athletes!’

At first I didn’t understand the meaning of his sentences, I smiled hes-
itantly. 

‘You are a beautiful boy too, but this beauty is still rough and insensi-
ble. It’s a pity you’re so unintelligent. The chiselled soul is attracted to 
clean things, the young male body is always cleaner than that of the 
female.’ 

‘Go to hell,’ I murmured testily, ‘I said I don’t know what love is, but  
I sure am not a fool, running after “young athletes”.’

Szittya, as if taken by some sort of disgust, stood up, he no longer 
found me worthy of talking to any further about this strange topic. 
He left later on and only came back for lunch. I befriended the other 
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Hungarians at Herberg, now they were welcoming me more kindly, they 
talked to me. 

‘Be careful,’ one of them said, ‘Because this bloke of yours is a homosex-
ual. Everyone knows him around here and no one likes to talk to him.’ 

Such talk affected me unpleasantly, some fear or disgust took hold on 
me. It triggered my imagination, all sorts of things yet to be seen and 
felt came to my mind. After lunch, so that Szittya wouldn’t notice, I 
escaped home to Master Potyke.

I would have had to lie in our shared bed naked, but since I came 
to know what dangerous animal Szittya was, I wouldn’t have had the 
courage to happen under the same blanket with him so vulnerable. I 
told Master Potyke that I didn’t have any underwear, I asked him to 
lend me some type of a nightgown. He gave me a long shirt, he talked 
to me eagerly and offered me tea. We were sitting close together by the 
table. ‘You have beautiful hair,’ he said, stroking it in a fatherly manner. 

I was listening, shyly.

‘You are an attractive boy, but that Szittya gentleman, him I do not like. 
It seems that he hardly takes care of his body, one has bad feelings, 
when near him. Be careful with him and if for some reason he doesn’t 
want to live with you, you can still use the room further on by yourself.’ 
He reached out to me, as if he wanted to hug me. I recoiled from him 
fearfully. 

‘Is it very tickly?’ he asked, showing his teeth and his whitened gums. 

‘I have to go,’ I said. I promised to return soon, he wanted me to stay, I 
found it hard to escape from him. 

I rolled up my sleeping gown, I took it with me to the Herberg and 
strange, mixed-up thoughts kept buzzing in my head on the way there. I 
felt as if I was in some unwadeable kelp between the two people. I didn’t 
know exactly what they wanted from me, but even thinking about them 
was unpleasant. I couldn’t get rid of my anxiety up until the evening. 
Szittya was achingly good to me, doubtless, I could see that he was 
courting me. I decided not to be intimidated, I felt that I was stronger 
than him. I felt relaxed, if he wanted to commit anything impertinent, 
I’d beat him up viciously.
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He had chocolate and fig-bread for supper in the evening and ordered 
me potato pie. We ate with gusto and went home early. 

The four white walls surrounded us, like some cool sheeting. We didn’t 
dare talk loud, but this didn’t prevent us from quarrelling for hours on 
who should be situated next to the wall on the mattress. Szittya want-
ed to force me inside, no matter what. I was full of bad premonitions, I 
didn’t let myself be defeated. In the end, it was him who was compelled 
to retreat to the inside. He still had his underwear, he crawled under the 
blanket in these dirty clothes. I was undeniably anxious, I undressed 
half-heartedly, to the touch, I could feel goose bumps on my skin. I 
turned out the light and took on the night gown. It was much longer 
than me. I sat by the side of the bed and tied a knot on the gown at 
the bottom. I remembered that they used to protect small children from 
cruel games in such manner. I relaxed a little. I slid under the blanket 
in silence. I closed my eyes, but I couldn’t sleep for a long time. I was 
waiting with taut nerves, I could feel that something odd was going to 
happen. And nothing happened. Szittya was already asleep, facing the 
wall beside me. But I couldn’t relax, in case he was only feigning. Hours 
passed by like this, in terrible apprehension, then I could see the stars 
disappearing from the window and the indigo-coloured sky slowly turn-
ing lighter. Before Szittya could wake up, so as to conceal my nightly 
cowardice, I untied the knot on the bottom of the gown and I stretched 
out nonchalantly, as if I’d woken from a good dream. 

‘You’re an unbearable person for moving so much during the night,’ 
Szittya said, ‘This is why I told you to move to the inside, that way I 
could keep away from you better.’ 

‘There is no way I move next to the wall.’ 

Without using any water, we dressed up and hoping for some food, we 
went down to see Master Potyke. The prodigious tailor was sitting by 
the piano and belting out ear-splitting arias. Naturally, we praised his 
talent once again, and once again, he kept us well with oranges and 
bananas. 

I was full and I was wandering around, feeling great, yet it seemed that 
the days of idleness would soon be leaving me behind. Without further 
ado, Szittya said,
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‘I’ve reaped all territories, now you’ll have to start working too. Do you 
know the Jewish charity box?’

‘How would I, since I’m not a Jew!’ 

‘But since you’re no archbishop either, you can claim the two marks at 
the Jewish charity box.’ 

I was listening to him uncomprehending.

‘I’ll escort you all the way there. The box window is in the hall, you wait, 
until it’s your turn, then you say, “Ich bitte, arme Jud.”’

I was helplessly making excuses. 

‘What if they notice that I’m not a Jew?’

‘Nothing. They cannot tell from the window, whether you’re a Jew or not. 
If they ask you where you come from, tell them you are from Hungary, 
Tiszaeszlár, where your entire family was killed and it was only you who 
managed to escape. That’s why you are here now, you have no relatives, 
no acquaintances, no money.’

Such turn of events was to my liking, I convinced myself to go through 
with this game.

The enormous waiting hall was full of people, wearing sideburns and 
beards. It was buzzing with life, like a beehive. They were talking in 
Russian, Polish and Hebrew with each other, with windmill gestures, 
they made the air turn sour and scattered the light into pieces. Later 
on, I learnt that a part of the crowd fled from the Russian-Polish po-
groms, these were deeply saddened, homeless people. The other and 
bigger part of them, however, were mere vagabonds, who’d leave home 
in spring, beg off the Jewish charity boxes of half of Europe and return 
home with a bit to spare, come autumn. These are impatient, violent 
people, scheming against each other and showing off their artificial-
ly nurtured miseries, like some holy sacraments. The servants recog-
nize them from afar, but there is no escape from their invasive whining. 
They haven’t been broken by family tragedies, haven’t been frightened 
off by the threatening of murderous hands, they vault themselves on 
everything, like leeches. The regulations and preaching were all made 
to no avail, they wriggled in first to the box window. None of them 
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moved, until they received the sum they were entitled to. The cashier 
was speaking in German and they were answering in horrible lingo. 

This obtrusive, filthy flood went on for hours on end before me. 

I was standing there by the window. 

‘Ich bin arme Jud,’ I stammered. The words, as if made of pieces of 
glass, were piercing my tongue painfully, my face wilted bloodless and I 
didn’t dare gaze at the cashier.

‘Wovon?’

I told him the memorized script, I could feel my heart wanting to jump 
out from under my coat, I was nearly suffocated by the hot air in the 
room. 

‘O ja, Tiszaeszlár, ich weiss,’ the cashier said with a melancholic sight 
and scattered two silver marks in front of me. 

Szittya was still waiting for me, dog tired outside the gate. 

‘Do you have it?’ he asked uncertainly. 

‘I do,’ I said, ‘I’ve done a horrible, disgusting thing now, I feel ashamed 
for myself. Had I been sure, that between the two of us you weren’t the 
biggest scoundrel, I’d tell you to spit on me, report me to the police for 
this devilry.’ 

‘Oh, please! Just imagine the kinds of potato pies a person can buy 
from this money. And anyhow, why should it be the Polish Jews tak-
ing it instead of us. A person should not have any moral principles in 
a capitalist society. Stirner and Nietzsche are accurate when talking 
about the absolute rights of the individual. What necessities should 
have the right to impede the extension of my own life?’

‘Such silly phrases. There is no way we can build a socialist human 
society on this basis.’

‘I know, the sheepish socialist intelligentsia believes in this. Us, anar-
chists are not worried by moral worms. I’ve decided that when I finished 
my book on the paintings of Christ, I will hold speeches on anarchy. 
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Tolstoy is a silly, self-proclaimed philosopher, we shouldn’t compare 
mankind to God, we should rise above God… I, for instance, definitely 
feel that I was born to become a ruler.’ 

We were already sitting at the Herberg, he ate pickled fish and I ate pie. 
He was still talking incessantly. The Hungarians in the room all trick-
led in around us, they didn’t know where our conversation was coming 
from, they merged into the dispute all the same, like wolves, they fell 
upon Szittya. He didn’t back down. Afoot by then, he was preaching, 
like some prophet. 

Then the waiters appeared and established silence. 

We went out to the city at night to wander around. The sound of the 
afternoon’s dispute was still ringing inside me, but I didn’t find beg-
ging off the Jewish charity box such a huge sin any more. What Szittya 
was saying was the result of pure imbecility, yet I still had to admit 
that if a person of our kind wanted to live the way we did, he had to 
commit a lot of seemingly uncomfortable things to keep himself above 
surface. Doubtless, I committed the basic mistake, when I set out on 
my journey with rash audacity and now I had to accept all necessities 
coming. I don’t even know what is more right, to work in a factory from 
early morning till late at night and perish as a beggar at the age of 
forty without acknowledging anything in the world, or to earn the daily 
bread through small deceptions, shameless defiance and live in the big 
world, live the life given to us truly… People were coming and going on 
the streets, the shop windows were alight and the scent of fresh food 
was flooding through the inns’ doors. I wasn’t tired, I wasn’t hungry, I 
was enjoying the sounds, lights and scents fully.

‘We have enough money left for tomorrow,’ said Szittya, ‘We could go to 
the museum in the morning, and we could visit one or two churches in 
the afternoon. If you want to obtain a serious role as a writer, you have 
to study. Have you ever heard of Rembrandt or Böcklin?’

‘Rembrandt is a painter from Amsterdam, I’ve seen some reprints of his 
and I like them. About the other, I have never heard anything.’ 

‘That one is a painter too. You’ll see his paintings tomorrow, he is the 
master of mystical silence and melancholy.’ 
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We went out to the station as well, chatting in such manner, then we 
wandered home, feeling a bit weary. 

As we were there alone in the room upstairs, I was gripped by last 
night’s fear again. Szittya tried to arrange to get the outer side of the 
mattress again, and again, I didn’t let myself be defeated. Then it all 
became silent, but I tied myself up in the night gown before slipping 
under the blanket, just in case. 

10.

They were knocking on our door in the morning, it was barely dawn yet. 
It was two detectives, wearing long canes and bowler hats. 

‘We are coming from the police,’ they said, ‘How long have you been 
living in this room?’

‘For two days,’ said Szittya. His sleepy eyes stared out fearfully from 
under his dishevelled head. 

The detectives scribbled something down in their books, then they 
commanded us sullenly. 

‘Get dressed, you are coming with us!’

Szittya, like some hamster, was protesting wildly, but all was to no avail. 
We had to climb out from under the blanket, we dressed up grumbling. 

They recorded our nationalities at the station, and even before under-
standing who we were exactly, they already treated us like felonious 
homosexuals. One of the detectives was searching for our criminal re-
cords in the catalogue. 

‘They’re not in here,’ he said and set down to commence working on en-
listing us among the recorded. He was waiting alert, while his supervi-
sor cross-examined us. We were both objecting to the silly accusations, 
and I truly couldn’t have said anything of substance on homosexuality. 
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Szittya pretended to be a simpleton all together. They couldn’t get 
anything compromising out of us and thus we weren’t put on the list of 
the recorded. 

‘So far we have no evidence against you,’ claimed the police o!cer, ‘But 
you have to leave Stuttgart within two weeks still. Until then you are 
not allowed to sleep in the same bed and now you have to follow this 
gentleman to the laboratory, where they will take your pictures and 
your fingerprints. You have no right to stay beyond two weeks. Do you 
understand?’ 

‘Yes, we do!’ we said, and without a word, we went to the laboratory with 
one of the detectives. They took our pictures before a white background 
in front of the window, from the side and the front, then we stood on a 
scale, they measured us, how tall we were and in the end, they daubed 
our thumbs and index fingers in some liquid, and they made us print 
with them on a piece of paper. Thin, delicately veined prints were left 
on the paper behind our fingers. This could have been no more than 
child’s play before the eyes of some stranger, but these minutes, they 
truly shook me. Had they simply convicted us for a few months, I would 
have probably taken that more superiorly. Such recording of my person-
al identification traits seemed inhuman degradation to me. I felt that 
I wasn’t the king of my own castle, they’re keeping track of me here, as 
if they’d bound me up in some long chain that they can pull me out of 
the world with, any time if they please. 

‘Nonsense!’ said Szittya on the street, ‘This is German bureaucracy. 
They record everything, and they thing they have solved everything this 
way. But our brains and will, they simply leave them out of the game. 
This is my seventh fingerprint in Germany and I’m still here.’ 

‘Such things affect me very viscously. Even if they hadn’t banished me 
out, I still couldn’t stay here any longer.’ 

‘Let them rot away, for all I care! I am not as sensitive as you. But if 
you didn’t want to go to Paris, the place I’ve just come back from two 
month ago, straight away, then I’m happy to go with you. Come with 
me to Brussels first, we stay there for a few weeks and then I go to Paris 
with you too.’ After much haggling, we came to an agreement. 

We went to the museum, as decided the day before. I was looking 
through the innumerable pictures with hungry, well-rested eyes, there 
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were many that made me stay, that could maintain all my attention. 
But amongst them all, it was Böcklin’s deep blue colours that could 
talk to me most fully. 

‘They’re beautiful, truly very beautiful,’ I told Szittya ecstatically, ‘These 
are true pictures of feelings, but these feelings become embodiments 
with the paint built on the canvas. I think I can perceive everything in 
them that the painter felt when he was painting these.’ 

Szittya kept talking about Böcklin for hours on end, about the man 
and the painter as well. I was listening with pleasure and I didn’t deny 
that I learnt a lot that day. There was hardly anything positive in what 
he said, but the enthusiasm with which he was talking triggered a flood 
of appreciation, I hardly ever felt such strong desire for creative work. 

I was writing my poem, Silent island in the afternoon at the Herberg. 
Szittya liked the composition very much, he said it had very good tech-
nique and deep human meaning. I was happy, like some innocent child 
being praised, and to proclaim these unusual joys, I sent the poem 
home to Jolán and I also wrote a long letter to go with it. This was 
the first occasion that the words came onto my pencil without any sec-
ondary intents, I was excessively exuberant. ‘Looking forward to your 
answer,’ I wrote to the end of the letter, ‘I’d love to be with you now and 
I confess you were better for me than any other women. The poem I’m 
sending you here, I consider a work well put-together, if you agree, take 
it up to the Független Magyarország. Send the paper by express mail, if 
the poem is published in it. Kisses, Kasi.’ 

This limitless good feeling of mine didn’t last for too long. Had we been 
able to manage to live more frugally, we should have had a couple of 
pennies left out of the two marks, but we ate excessively, furthermore, 
we were munching on sweets as well, and so we were moneyless once 
again. Szittya fished out some new addresses from this notebook, I had 
to beg these off, following his instructions. 

Towards the evening, we went to the Journalist’s Aid Association and, 
before retiring to sleep, to the Journalist’s Club. Szittya was a well-
known figure in both these places, he was leading me up as if on a leash, 
and was strongly patronizing me. 

They didn’t welcome us too warmly. But Szittya didn’t seem to acknowl-
edge it, he was working shamelessly in my favour. 
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‘It is curious how you, the Hungarian colleagues, should arrive abroad 
so impoverished, moneyless,’ lamented the secretary at both places. 

‘Why would you come to us, if you don’t speak German? How can you 
have any hopes of acquiring any positions here?’ 

‘Oh, gentlemen!’ said Szittya, ‘For my part, I’ve had no complaints late-
ly. My things are being published at many places and financially I do 
not have any troubles. I can tell you that the young colleague is a very 
interesting talent and when I brought him up here, I took your benevo-
lent support towards him a certainty.’ 

The secretary was smiling reluctantly. 

‘Please, please, you probably aren’t mistaken,’ and he already took the 
receipt book out, wrote five marks on it and sent us to the cashier. 

I took the money and we were rich again. 

‘It is very hard to get by with you,’ grumbled Szittya, even when we were 
already sitting by our chocolate and potato pie again, ‘You are so used 
to begging for pennies that you don’t dare open your mouth at a place 
a little more posh.’ 

‘I admit that you are more of a big shot beggar than me, but you see, at 
the Publisher’s Club even you couldn’t achieve anything.’ 

‘I couldn’t, because my hands were tied. You are too badly dressed for 
these people to be moved by your momentary situation. If you pop in 
in such clothes as you are in now, you simply fall outside their range 
of vision and they will be unwilling to acknowledge you. Everything 
depends on first impressions. If you had better clothes, the very fact 
would result in having more food immediately… I don’t need these for-
malities any more. In seconds, I can handle myself in new situations, 
I can speak their language and I can show myself to them whatever way 
I want to.’ 

I wanted to retort by saying that he was an even more scare-crow-like 
figure than me, but his last sentence convinced me of the differences 
between the two of us.
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‘I have nothing here but back at home there is one set of black gar-
ments and a pair of shoes left,’ I said, ‘If you believe that this might 
make it easier for us, I can get it sent after me.’ 

‘Send for them today and ask them to be delivered to the main post 
o!ce at Frankfurt am Main.’

We went home late and we were a bit scared that the detectives from 
the morning might be spying on us. We crept past the gate, like some 
strangers, we entered the house and climbed up to the dark loft only 
after looking around from across the street. It appeared comical to me 
that the police should be setting guard over certain people’s morals 
with special magnifying glasses and still it is common knowledge that 
there aren’t as many crimes of passion and homosexuals anywhere in 
the world as there are in Germany. There must be deeper social reasons 
for these deformities, but the mechanically working bureaucracy set-
tles for masking the surface. No one reaches out to us more seriously, 
with helping hands, but they take care that two bedraggled vagabonds 
should not stay beside each other in bed. They were frightened of us, 
but I wasn’t afraid of Szittya any more at all. His alleged homosex-
uality was no more than the boastings of an eccentric man. I didn’t 
try defend myself with childlike caution from some fictional attack any 
more. I didn’t pull over to the side of the mattress so that I would 
be balancing anxiously between sky and land all night. Szittya was a 
typically good sleeper, he turned towards the wall, he just slept in cold 
anaemia, so that you could even have thrown him out of the window. 
I stayed awake for a long time, and although I wasn’t afraid of him 
anymore, I couldn’t get used to the strange body next to mine. During 
the day, Szittya was smoking and the acrid smell of tobacco, as if the 
bitter solution had been creeping under his skin as well, was emanating 
from his body. I crashed into my dreams with anxious exhaustion every 
night. But this wasn’t the result of some bodily or mental illness, I woke 
well-rested and fresh in the morning. 

We visited Master Potyke almost every day. We calculated his Southern 
fruits into our daily bread and we insisted on our decision without any 
modifications. Even though it wasn’t a low price at all that we paid for 
these materialistic pleasures. Master Potyke was happy to see us, the 
audience tangled up in his net, he let his vocal cords resonate and he 
neighed and howled before us, as if he was being tortured by hot iron. 
Maybe there truly was something talented in this man, but my musical 
arts’ knowledge and receptive capacity hardly extended beyond the en-
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joyment of the singers in public gardens. I was swaying on the surface 
of some murky, grey see, the sound waves emitted were threatening the 
world around me with shipwrecking. My stomach was churning, my ears 
were splitting, and following that scoundrel, Szittya, I had to clap my 
hands at the end of the concert too. This form of enjoying art was unde-
niable suffering to me, but our businesses didn’t go well, we had to serve 
our landlord. All of a sudden though, the sun did shine up above us. 

One morning, out of sheer boredom I was looking around our loft and 
we found some fruit spread out on a sheet behind our room, obviously 
conserved for the winter. Ripe figs preserved in their own sweetness, 
slices of apples, skins of oranges, walnuts kept within their shells and 
other things were lying in abundance under the sun trickling through 
the attic window. Master Potyke could have died in solitude, for all we 
cared now. We didn’t need to sit at his table any more, we came home in 
the evening, we held an extra feast of the dried fruits and we stuffed our 
pockets with provisions for the day in the morning. Had we no source 
of income at all, we still wouldn’t have had to die of the hunger. And in-
deed we were promptly heading for the moment when we’d be out of all 
our money-making options. There was no association or club in town 
that we hadn’t visited already and where I hadn’t taken at least the 
possible minimum to take. Quite frequently, this minimum was nothing. 
Not speaking good German was to my advantage with my begging at 
the villages, here, however, the servants refused me, no sooner had I 
arrived at the doorsteps. In the villages I was a wanderer with great 
hopes, but here, I was just an inconvenient beggar. 

‘The ground below us is on fire. It’s time to move on, otherwise we’ll 
slide into the canal,’ but rather I was just lamenting a lot, in my head 
I wasn’t by all means insisting on leaving instantly. The idle man’s 
unconscious love of comfort was holding us back, we kept delaying 
our journey from one day to the next, and in the end, we only left for 
Frankfurt am Main after the two weeks granted by the police were over. 

Once again, I was on the highway, in the hands of God, none the 
wealthier than when I left from home, none the more sophisticated and 
carefree, the only difference being that instead of the cat-faced Gödrös 
it was the pug-faced Szittya tottering next to me. He was carrying a 
backpack, stuffed with heaps of paper files and he was holding onto 
the ground persistently. We left the kilometre stones behind at a steady 
pace. He seemed the one with the weaker physique, yet it was me men-
tioning fatigue first. 
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‘It is no big deal,’ he said, ‘If there is perseverance in a person, one can 
grind away fifty kilometres per day.’ 

‘But what for? Who could command us to do such insanity? No, what 
is important for a person is not to be walking a lot, but to be living the 
most comfortably.’ I wanted to have some rest at the very first village, 
but he just kept moving, as if some silly machine was working inside 
him, pulling me along like a living magnet. 

‘What do you want from these villages,’ he grumbled, ‘These are no 
places for us. I hate ambitious beggars, there is a lot of this pettiness 
in you still. Our farms are the cities. It is true that we also live from 
begging, like the rest of the vagabonds, but still we are more intelligent 
than them, let us at least repaint our signboards. There is real differ-
ence between asking humbly for a piece of bread from a peasant and 
appearing before the secretary of some association. With us, “writers 
who’ve gotten into momentary financial troubles”, it is all about style.’ 

He was already getting wild with his preaching. Even though I didn’t 
listen to a word, the words were flooding out of him incessantly today. 
He was dressing himself in flowers and embroidering with the help of 
his fantasy unleashed. 
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11.

We arrived at the first town. We had no money, yet we didn’t start beg-
ging immediately. I was looking around instinctively, evaluating the 
possibilities that we were missing out on at the houses left unvisited. I 
was thinking of Gödrös, I wanted to pay a visit behind the gates and 
act out our usual everyday comedy. Szittya, as if he was working by a 
previously laid out plan, was pushing forward deliberately, taking me 
with him to the inside of the town. 

We sat down at a smaller inn for supper. I didn’t yet know my partner’s 
true method, it bothered me that we were settling down feasting just 
like this, without money or any realistic prospects. Szittya was order-
ing without any consideration, and he asked for the book of addresses 
and apartments as well. He was a bit short-sighted, he was ploughing 
through the initial letters in the pages of the book with his pencil-hold-
ing hand. And he was taking notes, all the vegetarians, Gnostics, the 
Salvation Army, the Jewish religious community, the socialist and other 
associations and clubs available in town were put down on his list. He 
ordered me beer after supper and he set about to make some money. 
He didn’t take me with him, there was a sick bravado living inside him 
and some sort of motherly sentimentalism. He wanted to look like an 
extraordinary phenomenon before me, and it made him feel good to be 
patronizing me, the more unskilful one. 

‘Just order yourself another one, if your beer is gone,’ he said, ‘I’ll be 
here soon with the money.’ 

He shot through the door and I could see him from the window, pro-
ceeding almost at a run along the street. People coming from the op-
posite direction must have taken him for some imbecile painter, his 
grotesque figure sticking out among the pedestrians. I’d been with this 
man for weeks now, yet he was a stranger to me too, I couldn’t under-
stand his true self. I knew it for certain that he wasn’t a homosexual 
or Jack, the Ripper, still he remained a secretive, masked stranger. He 
talked like he’d been sent from God and he was shabby and dirty, like 
dogs gone rouge in autumn. ‘Good person? Bad person?’ I used to ask 
myself. And I couldn’t find a definite answer to my question. Perhaps 
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I should have known his childhood, or way back further, his ancestry, 
even. He must have been one of those legendary Jews who are on the 
road all their lives and never arrive home. I could have asked him why 
he was luring me to Brussels, and if indeed we wanted to arrive there, 
why did we set out in the near-opposite direction. 

But this question did not interest me too much either. I’d gotten to like 
loitering for loitering’s sake by then. If I had food and a place to stay – 
I had everything. I didn’t exert myself hard for anything, I realized that 
it would be foolish to wear myself out over petty things. Some type of 
heavenly or hellish providence is looking after us, and something will 
always come of it, as it always does.

I was drinking my third pint of beer, when Szittya returned. He’d been 
away long; therefore he must have worked hard, yet he looked happy 
and contented now. 

‘I don’t like beer,’ he said and ordered himself some liquor. The inn-
keeper said something funny, he answered back condescendingly. In 
general, if there was a bit of money in his pocket, he immediately trans-
formed into a cursed prince, he was hysterically irritable. 

We were up late this night, Szittya was preaching about books, pictures 
and weird life experiences and he was very grateful that I was listening 
to him. 

In the morning we set out again without begging off the houses hap-
pening on our way. It was a hot summer, the sun was literally burning 
us on the shadeless roads and from time to time, I found the continu-
ous marching inhuman torture. 

‘Why are we rushing so unremittingly,’ I mumbled, ‘Whether we arrive 
at a town today or tomorrow, it’s all the very same to us.’ 

‘As to which town we arrive at is of no importance to me either, what is 
important is that we arrive at one. Out here, among the dirty peasants, 
I feel humiliated, these are no men, they are boorish thugs, surrounded 
by animals and piles of dung. I live for my soul and I like clean, beau-
tiful things. In general, I feel that I belong to the Jewish aristocracy. If 
I have the means once, I will get a palace built for myself, one with the 
windows facing East. But don’t you think I’d do it for religious pur-
poses! There will be thick carpets on the floor and just imagine that 
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a person will be able to recline on them naked. They will be soft, like 
grass and yet they won’t be grass. There will be flowers on them that I’ll 
order from the weavers. I will insist that only young girls can work on 
my carpets. Oh, my God, the lace-making girls of Brussels!’ 

I barely replied to him. I was walking beside him, eyeing this specimen, 
this gingerbread-pug, this curly-haired desert camel, this seven-colour-
ed parrot, laden with a backpack and I pretended as if I’d taken seri-
ously all his peculiarities and I’d been enthusiastic about them. He has 
the right after all to imagine himself to be the way he pleases. The fact 
that I could only see the filthy, battered vagabond in him was probably 
the result of my own peasant nature. My fantasy could not soar as high 
as his, I could feel the physical tribulations, the hot, cruel ground and 
the even crueller sun. But there was no changing these things. I was 
tied to Szittya, he was carrying me. And he was tireless. He kept on 
marching unremittingly, preaching or writing on the dirty paper slips 
all the while. His inner anxiety did not let him be bored or tired phys-
ically. I imagined him dying on the way, still staying in motion, unrec-
ognisable, on the highways.

As if we were being chased, we kept wandering from one town to the 
next, then suddenly, without any reason or purpose we got stuck some-
where. At such times, we always ran out of money and we were back in 
the Asyl again. These financial breakdowns frightened me every time, 
but Szittya was better at handling these as well, he accepted the most 
horrible things with indifference. Yesterday, he’d claim he hated pota-
to pies and spent over a mark for a cream cake, today we are here, at 
poverty’s purgatory, having soup for supper and lying down to sleep 
on the naked ground. There were times when our situation had gotten 
entirely desperate. At first, I didn’t understand these sudden changes, 
later on I realized these were all the results of Szittya’s eccentricities. 
All of a sudden, as if his life energies were blown out, he began relying 
on mere chance and he was unwilling to do anything for himself and 
me. These were the mud-holes following the big flares. At such times 
he’d walk next to me on the highway or sit beside me on a chair with 
blank, sightless eyes and lips puckered by some sort of arrogant con-
ceit. In the beginning I was trying to comfort him, then as I got to 
know these peculiarities of his, I let him struggle out of these critical 
states through his own flaming strength. Life was hard, definitely hard 
by his side. When he fell into these helpless depressions, the grease 
dried off his bushy hair, he turned tawny red and he was squinting his 
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eyes frighteningly. At such times you could see there were demons liv-
ing inside him, merciless urchins and evil old women. 

We arrived at Frankfurt am Main weeks later. We went to the post, I had 
a letter from Jolán and my garments arrived inside a big parcel as well. 
I found nothing peculiar in the long letter. I would have been curious 
about what the missus was doing back home, who she was meeting, if 
she had anyone, but she wrote nothing on these at all. I felt there must 
have been a reason why she was so cunningly talkative about different 
matters. I wanted to let her know that I wouldn’t be angry at her if she 
had a different boyfriend, but how the hell was I to write this down to 
her. She’d probably have misunderstood it. She would have made out 
from my letter that I was mad for her and anxious about her. This 
was definitely not true. I was thinking about her sometimes, but only 
as some friend and if a disconcerting feeling came upon me, that was 
understandable, because ever since I left home I only received words 
of pity and a piece of bread each time from the missus. Still I decided 
that if she didn’t write any details on herself, I wouldn’t write down my 
feelings and thoughts to her either. There were poems in the letter, my 
poems, that had published in the Független Magyarország. I was happy 
about them, I showed them to Szittya and he liked them too. But these 
were small prints still, and the garments that arrived from home initiat-
ed a much bigger effect on me. There were a pair of shoes, a black suit 
and a black cravat in the parcel. In the evening, as I was dressing up 
at the Herberg, Szittya was enchanted, he literally fell in love with me. 

‘This is it! Now I can go some places with you,’ he said with nervous ap-
prehension, ‘You’ll see how easier a person can live, if he has the right 
clothes. Do you know Gottfried Keller’s novella called Clothes Make?’ 

‘I don’t.’

‘On the other hand, you’re right, the whole thing is confused gibber-
ish. But take a look at the Eastern flowers, why do they dress in those 
gorgeous colours? If men were beautiful by nature, like flowers and an-
imals, we wouldn’t have to hide ourselves in clothes. As it is, however, 
it is important to have nice clothes. You’ll come with me to the associ-
ation today, you’ll see how easily we’ll collect our marks.’

I wasn’t as enchanted by his raving as he was by my clothes. I’d have 
to re-join the money-making process now, this area of work could only 
bring me discomfort. For months, my life had been about walking, 
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eating and sleeping, from now on I’d also have to share the troubles of 
collecting money with Szittya. By then it wasn’t just serious, daily work 
that repelled me, but begging as well. I’d gotten used to being a kept 
person and now it hurt that I should let go of my great love of comfort. 

Szittya wrote down the addresses and we set out on the hunt. He was 
talking ravingly about our prospects, but I soon had to experience that 
things were only this beautiful in his own drunken fantasy. We visited 
four places this night, but nowhere did they mistake us for the wise 
men from the East. They were merely talking to us reluctantly, in two of 
these places we got nothing and in the other two places we literally had 
to plead the marks out from under the cashiers’ skins. They’d known 
Szittya from way back at these places, he probably had begged off of 
them a few times already and so, out of tack, he didn’t ask anything for 
himself now. We visited the writers’ association too. Szittya slyly led me 
out, like some circus stallion, he introduced me forcefully to the sour-
faced secretary and selflessly launched into a speech as an admirer 
compatriot of mine. 

‘Let me,’ he said, ‘Introduce you to my young colleague. Hungary’s 
most talented young poet, he’s working for the most elegant news-
papers and three of his short plays have been staged at the National 
Theatre during the autumn season…’ 

The elegant gentleman was eyeing me suspiciously, I smiled back at 
him with my most charming expression.

‘He is on a field trip,’ Szittya continued with his diction, ‘And as you 
well know, Hungary is a poor little country, an agricultural state… Thus, 
consider for a moment what financial situation a young writer must be 
in,’ he suddenly turned to me, ‘Your membership card, if you please.’ 

As agreed beforehand, I handed him my socialist membership card, he 
acted as if he’d asked for it for the cashier, but then it was him who 
opened it up, he counted the stamps loudly and gave it back to me ex-
tremely contentedly. ‘Very well, all is in great order,’ then, ‘If you could 
give him some emergency aid, please.’ 

The man was humming, slowly and very reluctantly he resolved to 
say something. Finally I received the five glorious marks. Szittya was 
thanking him for this insignificance in a very gentlemanly fashion, he 
was proving to be an excellent manager. 
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We collected ten marks all together, this was definitely a nice sum and 
we could look forward for the days coming carefree. 

‘We are going to continue to work with this method,’ said Szittya, ‘They 
know me in person in the good places and so we could have easily 
missed out on them. Now, however, we are insured against shipwreck.’ 

We went to a small restaurant for supper, we smoked expensive cigars 
and we only went back to sleep at the Herberg after midnight. The next 
day, we were idly strolling around the town and since it was Szittya han-
dling the money, we ate a lot of creamy cakes. 

‘Do you want to come with me tonight?’ asked Szittya, when we were 
up to the neck with all the good stuff, ‘I know a brilliant place around 
here, where only beautiful boys come together. They undress you naked 
and you don’t have to fear the police either. I’ve already talked to you 
about homosexuality. You’ll see there, how more beautiful a boy’s body 
is than a girl’s.’ 

‘But I’d still rather be interested in girls. I’d go to such a place with 
pleasure. It’s been such a long time since I’ve been with girls.’ 

He grabbed me by the arm, ‘Trust me on this one. A person should not 
be a conservative in anything. If you knew the amazing Greek culture, 
I wouldn’t have to talk so much to convince you on the ideal beauty.’ 

I was making excuses still. I truly wasn’t curious about the gorgeous 
boys promised, but there was some restlessness in me, I yearned some 
adventure, I was hungry for some sensation. 

‘I’m not going,’ I said, ‘I’m not going to such a place,’ and we went 
there. It was a warm summer’s night, people were walking the streets in 
pairs, you could hear music seeping out of the inns. Szittya was talking 
to me and his voice surrounded me like the ruckus made by children’s 
hand clappers on a fair. We arrived at one of the dark alleys of the town 
centre. 

We stopped in front of a house, we looked around to see if there weren’t 
any policemen close-by. 

‘It’s ok,’ said Szittya silently, and arm in arm we entered through the 
gate.
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12.

We were in an overcrowded, underground room full of naked men and 
boys with lipsticks and foppish grey-haired old men. My first impres-
sions of a brothel came back from when I used to be an apprentice, 
I was mistrustful towards this new company. Szittya must have been 
here before, he was feeling almost blatantly at home. A young, spindly 
man was playing the piano, the notes fading away in the cigar smoke 
and thick body sweat. The glass ceiling of the saloon was mirroring 
the mixed company. I was looking around with bovine prudence, there 
was boundless nervousness in me towards these people and I could 
still see them specifically and even through my buttoned-up clothes 
I could still feel the naked boys’ bodies swarming before me. Instead of 
the beauty Szittya had been talking about, there were lush, poisoned 
plants blooming around me. 

We made room for ourselves at a table and we ordered drinks. Everybody 
was having green, blue, red and yellow alcohol, we also received some-
thing similar. When I swallowed the first sip I felt like I was gulping 
down fiery sparks and I could feel it burning and scalding my stomach. 

‘Have a look at what you see around you,’ said Szittya, ‘You’ve never 
seen anything like this before. This is life that is forced underground 
today, but will come out of hiding tomorrow and sprinkling the soil 
with flowers. What do meek moralists know about what life is truly 
like? The trouble is, a person cannot come here without money. Nev-
ertheless, not everyone is as cloddish a figure as us. Our parents turn 
us into dim-witted fools, which is why we only get as far as the corner 
of the table anywhere we go. But take a look at that boy, I know him 
personally, he solved things for himself. To be able to come here, to be 
able to live for his natural passion, he has sold himself to an old female 
aristocrat for the day and now he’s living his nights out of her money. 

The boy that Szittya was talking about was sitting by the table of one 
of the old gentleman. He was wearing a long silk gown, his naked body 
showing through the material, his painted lips giggling femininely and 
he was talking ceaselessly, prancing with flippant frivolity. I was dis-
gusted, I was positively disgusted by this image. And there were similar 
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figures posturing in rows along the tables and the old men were languid 
and imprudent, like some moulted, ageing animals. 

‘I abhor them,’ I told Szittya, ‘Everything I see here I find unnatural. 
There are great powers in me and I refuse by nature all lizard-like way 
of living such as this.’

‘If all that you were preaching would be true, then it would be impossi-
ble for you to make valuable art. If you had heard anything about Oscar 
Wilde, you’d flinch at yourself. You are still a peasant, you’re just like 
an unchiselled, burly peasant.’ 

An old gentleman came to our table, he introduced himself very elo-
quently and sat by my side. He was talking to me, but I couldn’t answer 
him, I shied away from him, as if he were contagious. 

‘Don’t be shying away from him,’ whispered Szittya, ‘The gentleman is 
a well-esteemed politician, if he gets to like you for real, your career is 
sorted.’ The room was buzzing around me, nasty visions sprang into 
my head, my eyes were filled with the old gentleman’s wax-visage and 
anger broke out of me unavoidably. I started swearing peasant-like, 
with foolish beastliness. All I needed was just one tiny word, one offen-
sive look and I would have upturned the table and I would have broken 
all that I could get my hands on, be it glass or human bones. But all of 
this only lasted for a moment. The piano went silent, the old gentleman 
shied away from me and two enormous servants appeared before me, 
as if they’d come out of the walls. They lifted me up in the air with deft 
precision, I couldn’t kick and I was screaming to no avail. 

I was out on the streets and the gate was closed behind me. 

Szittya stayed inside, the street was yawning emptily before me, the sol-
itude felt extraordinarily good. Entire universes opened up in my mind 
within minutes. I recalled my past, my industrious tribulations, my en-
thusiastic friends left behind, my goals from the day before yesterday, 
and I was looking forward for my tomorrows with dull ignorance. The 
night, filled with a cool, mild wind, slowly calmed me down. Minutes 
past, like visions of the feverish, they were left behind me, I could feel 
the power to resist them and despair gave way to belief and self-confi-
dence. I didn’t think broodingly about anything, I was guiding myself 
among the lines of houses with some exquisite completeness, I could 
see the lamps shining above, I could hear the noises seeping through 
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the darkness, I could experience the entire world in its completeness. 
I would have liked to sit in somewhere, among the simple people, chat 
with them about things that were simple and crystal-clear. I was feeling 
inside my pockets; all our money was left with Szittya. I was loitering 
around for a little while longer, then I went back home to the Herberg. 
I found it hard to fall asleep and I had bad, depressing dreams. 

I only met Szittya around noon, down at the cafeteria. His eyes were 
fuzzy with drunkenness, he seemed terribly tired and battered. 

‘Give me some money,’ I told him without mentioning last night’s hap-
penings. 

‘Forgive me, my friend, but I haven’t got a penny on me,’ he was talking 
abjectly, he was meek and humble, like a monk. 

‘So now we can go back to the start with our begging.’ 

‘Spit upon me, my friend, I confess with all my heart that I am a dis-
gusting worm. Believe me, I didn’t do anything there, I also detest the 
entire company from the soul, but I am not as strong as you, I cannot 
resist the bizarre. But if you cannot forgive me, then hit me, humiliate 
me for my follies and I will not fight back.’ 

I was looking at him and I could barely hold back my laugher. If 
I hadn’t read the very same sentimental laments before in Russian nov-
els, I would have mellowed down perhaps, I would have found it in my 
heart to feel compassion for him. 

‘Shut up,’ I said indifferently, ‘I saw how happily you were living in that 
dirt yesterday and now you’re lying through your teeth so that you 
can wash yourself again in your own word-muck. I’ve told you already, 
I do not believe that you are a homosexual, but I do believe that you 
cannot live without dirt and you’d die if you couldn’t play out your 
hysterical poses.’ 

He didn’t reply. We stayed silent for a long time. 

The waiters were serving lunch already, the air was filled with the smell 
of fat and oil. Instruments of cutlery were clattering everywhere and 
hunger united us involuntarily again. 
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‘You just stay here,’ said Szittya, very abjectly still, ‘I will see if I can get 
something.’ He got up, he was pale, as if in the aftermath of some great 
sickness, he was walking through the room hesitantly. 

I was looking around moodily. There were Hungarian words soaring 
in the air, I saw some familiar figures around the tables, I could have 
probably gotten some food, but I didn’t feel like talking to anyone. I was 
waiting, or else, I was living aimlessly. 

Laments were trickling out of Szittya, when he arrived. 

‘I’ve already gone through my good places and today I had to do what 
I haven’t done for years. But I did this only for you. I’d rather die than 
go begging at a private house. There, here’s sixty pennies. This is as 
much as I could gather, don’t give me any of it, if you don’t want to.’ 

We ordered our lunches together and Szittya was miraculously unfas-
tidious, he was lowering the potato pie down his throat in large bites.

‘Let’s move on,’ I suggested, ‘There is not much left for us in this town.’ 

‘I cannot go yet. There are two more churches left, I haven’t yet written 
anything about their paintings of Christ about, I cannot go until I’ve 
processed this material. Later, we can go to the Esperantists and the 
vegetarians, maybe we can gather something there too.’ 

We went there, we were working all afternoon and what we gathered was 
only enough for bread and bed. I was moody, I felt that bad days were 
coming upon us, but I still didn’t want to leave on my own. 

‘Just let us last somehow until Friday,’ lamented Szittya, ‘Then we can 
go to the Jewish temple, after our show we’ll get supper and Saturday’s 
lunch.’

I didn’t tell him again that I wasn’t a Jew, I knew it already that success 
was up to a person’s skills. Now, however, it was only Wednesday night, 
therefore we still had two full days to struggle through. And during 
these two days we visited everywhere, where we’d suspect any success. 
Szittya could give up smoking easily, but raising money for my ciga-
rettes was causing me extra trouble. I could gather one or two from my 
acquaintances at the Herberg, then I’d be picking up the cigarette and 
cigar butts all along the streets. Even though we’d never made more 
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than eight or ten marks all together throughout my vagabondage with 
Gödrös, I still lived relatively more easily than now. Ten marks would 
have been enough for me to live by for half a month, but Szittya was 
throwing our money around. And I couldn’t even sincerely object to 
his mania. He’d undoubtedly helped me a lot, there were times when 
he was wasting his gaining on me, therefore now I had to endure his 
spending my income on others or himself. And I knew that this present 
tribulation of ours wouldn’t last forever. Without coming to a greater 
tragedy, we made it to Friday night. 

We were standing by the temple a good while before the ceremony start-
ed. We didn’t go up to the very front so that the temple servant wouldn’t 
spot us, but we didn’t want to be the last ones either. The temple serv-
ant would remember the last ones to enter just as much as he would 
the first ones. We cautiously slid past him among the noisy and gestic-
ulating believers. 

This was the first time in my life that I’d been to a Jewish temple. Szittya 
already instructed me outside not to take off my hat, to act naturally 
and to try and mime everything he does deftly. But all these instruc-
tions were to no avail, as soon as we entered the door I reached out to 
my hat mechanically, I wanted to take it off politely, I only remembered 
the warning at the last moment, I scratched my forehead elaborately, 
self-evidently. We slunk down onto the last bench, the beggars’ seat. 
We weren’t alone, Polish Jews with beards and side burns were sitting 
beside us. Then, some more arrived, we were situated approximately at 
the middle of the bench. Everything I saw and heard I found extremely 
interesting now. Mystical images of our churches awakened inside me 
and here I had reality standing before me, golden walls with Hebrew 
writings, a large heap of people turning piously towards a God, covered 
in colourful clothes and talking to their neighbours at the very same 
minute about profane financial business and then turning back to God 
himself yet again. 

‘Don’t be looking around so conspicuously,’ whispered Szittya, ‘Take 
your book out too, don’t you see everyone around here is praying al-
ready?! Be careful, so the temple servant doesn’t notice anything.’ 

I pulled the terribly worn prayer book out of the bench, I was turning the 
pages incomprehensively. I heard some steps, I looked up and I saw the 
temple servant eyeing me, while leaning on one of the pillars. He was 
coming towards me now. Szittya noticed him too, he nervously whispered,
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‘Turn it around, turn it around...’ 

‘What should I turn around?’ I asked, also nervously and uncompre-
hendingly. 

The temple servant was standing behind us. 

Szittya whispered, ‘The book, you idiot!’

I quickly turned it around so that the letters were facing upwards. 

The temple servant placed his hand on my shoulder and asked me quite 
loudly, ‘Are you a Jew?’

Szittya knew how to handle the situation and he snapped at me, ‘Are 
you a fool that you’ve lost your brain here in the temple?!’ he grabbed 
the book out of my hands, he turned it around and started turning the 
pages nicely from the back towards the front. He pointed out a page 
and said in Hungarian, ‘Pretend you’re reading it,’ and he handed me 
back the book with pretentious contempt, ‘You should throw out such 
fools next time.’ 

I kept silent and I pretended as if I was reading the text. But I didn’t 
dare move my head neither to the right or the left among the lines, 
since I still didn’t know whether to read the text from left to right or 
from right to left. 

Due to the suppressed tensions, I broke into a sweat, my skin was itch-
ing on the top of my head and in the middle of my back, but I didn’t 
dare move a muscle. The temple servant stayed behind us for quite 
a while longer. The punishment couldn’t surely have been more cruel, 
even if I’d been locked up in a pillory for the same period of time. Then, 
the ceremony was over and us, beggars received our tickets for supper 
and tomorrow’s lunch. We lined up in front of the temple servant in a 
row, he was gazing at me for a second as if he wanted to see through 
my skin and flesh. 

‘So, you are also Jew?’ he asked. 

‘Yes. Of course I am a Jew.’ 
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‘He’s a Jew,’ said Szittya, ‘I can confirm that he is a Jew.’ 

Everything was in order, I could feel the yellow slips in my folded palms. 

13.

But what was a good supper and a good lunch to our suddenly inherit-
ed misery? Time passed above us with dark flags, every day brought us 
new di!culties. There was no use telling Szittya that we should leave 
town, he was completely muddled up in studying the paintings of Christ. 
There was no making him move forward. I could say that he became 
unfaithful to me, lurking inside the churches all day and working, fill-
ing the dirty paper slips with sloppy, chaotic writings. But he wouldn’t 
even talk about this revolutionary work of his to me now. When we were 
together at the Herberg, he liked to sit aside alone in the shade, he 
looked depressed, almost physically sick. He didn’t want creamy cakes, 
he didn’t talk about colourful beverages, all of a sudden, he became 
even more frugal than me. We were living on pennies for days and even 
these we collected from our acquaintances at the Herberg. And we slid 
even further. Now we’d go to sleep at the Asyl and vegetate on cold 
meals. I couldn’t understand why we’d have to go through all this. The 
nearest town would have surely been better, an unplucked area for us. 

‘Let’s go,’ I said, any time I could talk to Szittya, ‘Let’s go, because we 
are going to be completely broke here.’ He didn’t even want to have a 
serious discussion on it, like a depressed donkey, he became completely 
obstinate. 

We received a new address in town from someone, a wealthy old Jew’s 
address, whom the poor fellow Jews could rip off for a mark. Szittya 
finally resolved to visiting this new victim. He was away for long, he 
came back swearing. 

‘May he rot there, that dirt, if he’s torturing you so much for that one 
lousy mark,’ he was looking at me while talking and I could see the 
hate in his eyes emanating towards me. He threw the money on the 
table and said, ‘There you go, do what you want with it, so you won’t 
have to be scared of dying of the hunger.’ 
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We were quarrelling for a long time. 

‘What is your problem anyway?’ I asked in the end, ‘Did someone break 
your ribs or have you fallen in unrequited love?!’

He was looking at me hesitantly, maybe he wanted to say something, 
but he didn’t have the courage for it. I kept asking him cordially and 
he gave in, the words trickling out of him slowly, pitifully. He contacted 
a sexual disease somewhere and this was the sudden reason for his 
moodiness and passivity. 

‘I’ve asked myself many times, for what reasons do I live anyway,’ he 
whimpered, ‘It is foolish that I’m running after those paintings, my 
scribblings are foolish and the entire world is foolish. I feel like a dirty, 
ugly animal and I’d rather you didn’t look at me either. Now I can carry 
this curse for years.’ 

‘This is silly. Others have had such problems too, go to the doctor.’ 

‘I had it before too, but I didn’t go to the doctor then and I am not going 
there now either. It disappears after a while,’ his eyes were sparkling, as 
if they’d been painted and there were deep blue circles under them.

All my persuasions were to no avail, he didn’t want to resort to going 
to a doctor. This dumb sadness lasted for days, then, as if he’d for-
gotten about his misery, his depressed mood slowly melted away. But 
his work ethic didn’t become any better, he couldn’t see the world with 
any greater interest. He ate with better gusto and you could talk to 
him, that was all. He didn’t want to take care of the financials, I had to 
gather our daily minimum any way I could. 

‘Go to that old fool I went to the other day,’ said Szittya, when I’d 
reaped the last strand of grass around us already, ‘He’s a nasty animal, 
but if you are smart he’ll give you the one mark. It is his obsession to 
make people read out of a Hebrew book. If you knew at least two or 
three letters, you could rip him off.’ 

I wasn’t too hopeful concerning this business, but I had to try. I was 
thinking up all sorts of tricks in my head, finally, for lack of a better 
solution, I trusted myself on chance. I decided that I wouldn’t leave the 
old man until I got some money and this decision made me feel relaxed, 
provided me with reckless bravery. 
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There were two old men with sideburns in the hall already, I hunkered 
down beside them, I was watching them to see if I could perhaps learn 
some good methods off them. But hard as I tried, I couldn’t understand 
anything they jabbered. I took it as a deliberately bad sign that one of 
them asked me if I was a Jew. If even these don’t consider me a fellow 
man, what will the third one think of me.

A good-looking, thin and bearded patriarch stuck his head out from 
one of the doors. The two old men jumped up from beside me and 
forced their ways into the room almost crushing each other, the next 
moment, one of them was shoved back to where I was. He was grum-
bling, must have been saying some terrible curses at the luckier fellow, 
twirling his sideburns like some expandable screwdrivers with his long, 
dirty fingers. We must have been waiting for at least half an hour, when 
our fellow came out and the other slipped in, sighing. 

‘How much did you get?’ I asked the old man. 

‘Nü, five marks.’ 

I was marvelling loudly, ‘Five marks?!’

‘Of course, we were burnt twice in Warsaw, the pogrom slaughtered half 
my family and how could I possibly explain to you what more has hap-
pened to us still. So what is five marks for such misery?’ 

I knew the old man wasn’t speaking the truth, but I didn’t get into a 
quarrel with him. I was deeply pre-occupied. I had some hopes that if 
the old man received five marks, then I should come by something too. 
It was my turn. 

I was in a wide room with the curtains drawn. A tall, thin old man was 
standing before me and some strange, religious atmosphere was lin-
gering above us. The old man didn’t examine me closely, he placed the 
aforementioned Hebrew book on some kind of music stand, moving as 
if through some mechanism, then he lowered himself onto one of the 
armchairs. He bowed his head in his palms in great, expectant silence. 

Moments passed. Finally, without looking up he asked, ‘What are you 
waiting for?’
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‘Oh-h-h-h-h-h-h,’ I stuttered, with eyes bulging out with the effort, with-
out managing to utter a single word. When I entered the room, I could 
still greet the old man relatively normal, but upon noticing the big 
book, that very moment I decided I would pretend to be a half-wit so 
that I might mislead the old man easier, ‘No, no, there’s no need to pre-
tend,’ he said. He was already standing in front of me and I could feel 
him boring his eyes into me, ‘Why did you come here, if you are no Jew?’ 

‘I-i-i-i-i am a Jew… I am a Jew, a good Jew I am.’

The old man exclaimed cruelly, ‘If you are a Jew, then read this!’

‘I-i-i-i am a lunatic,’ I pulled one of my legs up the way I’d seen geese do 
it on the ice a long time ago and I started gesticulating with my hand 
above my forehead. I must have been an ugly, desperate figure at this 
moment. I could clearly feel that all humanity was falling out of me now, 
I am conducting the most viscous battle, disowning myself for bread. 
I was pretending to turn savage all of a sudden, I was letting revolting, 
unarticulated sounds leave my throat. The old man still didn’t want to 
give in. He grabbed my shoulder and was trying to shove me out. 

‘You, a Jew? You’re just a common beggar! Would a Jew be allowed to 
shave his head this way? How could you be a Jew with this gypsy hair 
of yours?’ 

He was pushing me outward, but I wasn’t made of sugar either. I was 
so getting into character that I was weeping and stuttering loudly, pro-
ducing scattered, painful words, like a condemned man. We were strug-
gling with each other for minutes, finally it was the old man who got 
tired of it first. 

He threw fifty pennies before me, ‘Here you go, you dirty gypsy, if you 
want to rip me off! But get out of here now, or else I’ll have you arrested!’ 

I picked up the money, I didn’t say a word, but I burst out laughing at 
the door. I was outside already, I heard the old man cursing after me. 
‘The devil take you,’ I thought, ‘finally I have this half mark. Never be-
fore have I worked so hard for a few pennies.’ I went back triumphantly 
to the Herberg. 

Szittya was in a sentimental mood and when I told him my adven-
ture with the old man, he was feeling sorry for me, almost like a child. 
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He didn’t want to take the money, he let me manage it. And indeed, we 
didn’t spend on either creamy cakes or dates now. I heard from someone 
that a new fish stall was opened at the marketplace, where we could buy 
a big piece of fried fish for a few pennies. We wandered there cordially. 
It was early, the fish market wasn’t open, we were loitering outside, 
among the venders’ stalls. Colours and smells were enticing us and our 
memories were buzzing, scattering around and our dreams were flying 
all about like loose rockets. I wasn’t a connoisseur by nature, but now, 
what with the fruit towering in baskets around me, it would have been 
easy to turn my simple humanity into a thief, or a murderer even. And 
Szittya, the connoisseur, was flaunting with his puritanism, as if he had 
no eyes and no respiratory organs, he was passing by the food indiffer-
ently, he seemed completely lost in himself. Maybe it was the result of 
the sickness, the despairing mood swings would return, he’d be pitiable 
at such times, like some helpless old person. 

When we became bored with our loiterings, we sat on the parapet that 
was already full with foreign vagabonds and the beggars of the town 
opposite the market. We were staring ahead airily, our heads pushed 
out inquiringly towards the shop, like some birds preying on garbage. 
I’d never eaten sea fish before, stinky smells were spreading towards 
us, I almost had to force myself to restrain from breaking away hungry 
from this miserable neighbourhood. And then we bought big fish meat 
and it was good. It was only the smell, the dull, warm smell emanating 
from the meat that was tormenting me. But this merely lasted for a few 
moments, I could feel the salty taste with my gums and I could feel that 
my stomach was full and heavy. 

‘We’ll come here again,’ I told Szittya eagerly, ‘It costs practically noth-
ing and you get to gorge yourself up to your ears.’ 

Szittya was walking there beside me, he was shuffling his shoes and 
didn’t reply. 

‘Or are you still hungry?’ 

‘No. No, I’m not hungry.’ 

I thought he was in pain, maybe because of the sickness, or maybe he 
was still feeling disgusted by our lunch. I was struggling with myself 
so as not to offer him a few pennies for cakes or sugar. But I couldn’t 
refrain myself from my gift-spreading mania for too long. As soon as 
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we passed by a confectionery, without saying anything I entered and 
bought him a creamy cake. I didn’t like such things, I considered them 
a tawdry mixture, but I was happy now that the pastry was still quite 
warm, it must have been freshly retrieved from the sheet, I handed it 
over to Szittya, like some immeasurable treasure. 

We were happy like children and there was clean, human goodness liv-
ing inside us. How wonderful it is that this was all it took for us to 
become aligned again and feel that it was worth living by each other’s 
side. Quite little could keep us in a good, normal state, but when we 
gathered a bit more, we fell apart from one another, Szittya went wan-
dering in night clubs and the next day I feared him, I hated him when 
he sat beside me at the table. I could feel the filth deposited on his skin. 

Finally, the time came when we had to inadvertently move away from 
the town. Szittya’d scribble heaps of pages full with his notes on the 
paintings of Christ and they weren’t willing to tolerate us till the end 
of time at the Asyl. As always, we stepped on the highway without 
any determined goals now. It would have been foolish to come up with 
any kind of program anyway, since we could be delayed at the closest 
place for days for no particular reason, or we could be meeting another 
vagabond, who with some enticing words, could be leading us into a 
completely different direction from where we were heading now. 

14.

Our situation wasn’t getting any better. Our possibilities shrunk before 
us, as if we were touching things with two left hands. We were loitering 
on the highway aimlessly, we couldn’t bring ourselves to getting down 
to begging systematically, the Jewish charity box becoming our sole 
source of nourishment almost. Sometimes it happens that you become 
cursed by the devil. We don’t stand on iron structures all the time as 
it is, we do have to be in touch with the world, things do have an effect 
on us. I was already convinced that there were days when Szittya would, 
without any reason visible, falter, become helpless. And now I was 
the same. If he doesn’t want to beg, I won’t beg either, we are hungry 
and struggling, without me knowing the real reason behind all of it. It 
doesn’t even occur to me that I could get a job and change back into 
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an ordinary man, moving within a civilian framework. And if someone 
had asked me, why I didn’t want to work, I would have simply replied 
that there was no point. And that nothing had a point. Neither working, 
nor not working, nor living. I felt like a lowly object, moved around by 
foreign hands, yearning for nothing and being responsible for nothing 
either. This mood was obviously issuing from Szittya onto me, but I 
didn’t defend myself against it, the more I dwelled into loitering, the 
more natural I found this murky denial of everything. 

Even continuous deprivation could shock us each time only for a mo-
ment. Once, we arrived late in a town, hungry and exhausted and with 
no chance for getting a place to stay for the night. At the final moments 
we even considered thieving, but we had to resign from even that, as we 
couldn’t have turned anything into money because of the lateness of 
the hour. We wandered through the streets of the town, until we reached 
as far as the river where we noticed that they were building a bridge.

‘We should give it a try after all, they might hire us,’ I suggested. 

Szittya agreed without any objections, ‘Fine. We’ll work for a week, 
I like this little town anyway.’ 

Working hours were over, men were resting in the grass on the river 
bank. Some were chewing on cold meals, others were already finished 
with their supper, they were playing cards in groups. We were loitering 
cowardly and we didn’t dare approach any of them. 

‘Are you looking for someone?’ a well-dressed man, walking around on 
his own, finally asked us. He must have surely been a clerk or a fore-
man, I talked to him with my hat in my hand. 

‘We are wandering apprentices, we’d like to apply for some kind of work 
at the construction.’ 

‘It’s possible,’ he said, but there wasn’t much encouragement in his 
voice, his words had an almost hurtful effect on me, ‘Do you have any 
professions?’ 

‘I am a locksmith, this one is a clergyman, but he can do hand labour 
too.’ 

‘All right, we do need locksmiths, you can both come out in the morning. 
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We start work at six.’ 

‘We’d like to ask for some advance payment, because we don’t even 
have money for accommodation.’ 

He didn’t argue, he took a look in our papers then sent us to another 
man from whom we received one mark each in advance. 

We had supper and we went to sleep. We didn’t talk about tomorrow. 
Szittya seemed irrationally sad, there were some unpleasant, depress-
ing feelings working in me too. Ever since I left Pest behind, this was 
the first time that the possibility of working sincerely popped up before 
me. Should I have been happy that my life circumstances were being 
resolved? No, I wasn’t happy at all, I was scared rather than enthu-
siastic. I couldn’t have explained why the outlook on these new situa-
tions wasn’t appealing to me. I remembered Győr, the bridge builders 
at the wagon factory, the enormous cranes, the iron rivets dwarfing 
under each strike of the hammer, the half-naked bodies of the workers, 
my own persistent, healthy zest, I almost relapsed into my past desire 
to work, and yet I decided out right that I wouldn’t start working in the 
morning. 

‘Are you asleep yet?’ I asked Szittya.

‘No.’

‘Wake me up at half past five, otherwise I feel that I’m going to over-
sleep.’ 

‘Don’t count on me, I am sick.’

There was no need to talk any more, I knew that he’d also come to the 
same decision as me, I turned towards the wall peacefully. 

The landlady chased us out of bed at eight in the morning.

‘Well, we’ve done it, we’re lucky they didn’t come for us,’ I said gently, 
‘We should have done a week’s work at least in truth.’ 

‘I have no qualms in such matters, my dear friend. I’d find it the biggest 
foolishness, exerting ourselves for those few marks.’ 
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‘True,’ I agreed without any objections, ‘If we managed to make a living 
until now, we won’t perish from now on either.’ But we had to give up 
loitering in this town, even for a minute. We should have passed the 
bridge, but we made a detour, carefully turning back to the river. We 
waded across the river naked about half a kilometre from the building 
site, laughing cruelly at the group of people we were leaving behind. 
The bridge’s framework was already built, people were moving about 
back and forth between the iron beams, like some bugs, we were watch-
ing the impetus lifting the hammer and we were entertaining ourselves 
by how long it took for the sound of each stroke to reach us. 

‘You see how foolish our entire life is,’ said Szittya, ‘These men are 
killing all their strengths into this bridge and then, when it is finished 
and they want to cross it, they will have to pay tax. This is why I am an 
anarchist. The destructive tendency inherent to the anarchist concept 
is the only true socialist tendency in our lives. If you want a bridge, 
build one. As you could see, we didn’t need one, we waded across the 
water. Culture and civilization are the blights of human life. Isn’t it 
terrible that there are women who are sewing and washing all day and 
that there are thousands of men producing cufflinks and brooches? 
What for? These are produced by capitalism, which also dictates mor-
al, etiquette, fashion, and it does all these things for the sole purpose 
of multiplying itself. We should simply destroy the machines, burn the 
department stores and problem solved.’ 

‘So, we should go back to the jungle?!’

‘There is no need to laugh! Of course it’s back to the jungle! Back to the 
cavemen! The ones that had only natural needs. Have you not noticed 
how the tinkling of the tram is getting on people’s nerves? Houses take 
away our light! Smoke is rotting our lungs!… Yes, my friend, back to 
nature. If monkeys and giraffes can live outside, so can we.’ 

‘But we’ve already noticed that we are different from simple animals 
in many ways. It would be foolish, wishing to go back to the primitive 
ancient state of life. It is one of the very tendencies of the socialist 
movement to use technical culture in the interests of the people. Let’s 
not wish to go back to the jungle, but create ourselves such towns that 
let the light in, have no smog and tram bells.’

Szittya was stomping hysterically. 
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‘Who do you think I am, a sacrificial beast?! Do you want to reform the 
world at the cost of my life? I’m already born and I don’t want to con-
struct life, I want to live it. If I manage to collect some money in Paris, 
I will move out on a hidden island anyway.’ 

‘That will be great. Just tell me this, will you be a monkey, or a giraffe 
out there?’ 

‘Plebs!’ he said and eyed me up degrading, ‘One can tell where you came 
from and what you are to become.’ 

He stepped in front of me, marching fast, he wanted to leave me behind, 
he was completely gone wild. 

‘I’m sorry, Szittya,’ I shouted after him, ‘If you want to be a giraffe, I’ll 
go with you too.’ 

‘Plebs!’ he called back again relentlessly. And he pushed on with his 
backpack, completely bent forward, working again, keeping his notes 
close up to his short-sighted eyes and taking notes on the paintings of 
Christ. I said a few more jests, but he didn’t reply. We were walking for 
a long time like this, just the two of us, the sun was high up in the sky, 
but the wind kept bringing fresh scents into our lungs. It is good to live 
like this, there is some truth in what Szittya is saying. Living without 
work and responsibility is not a bad way to live. 

An elderly, quite battered vagabond was coming from the opposite di-
rection. 

Since it was Szittya up front, he was addressing him, but Szittya didn’t 
respond. 

‘Where are you going, my dear colleagues?’ he asked me as well. 

‘I don’t know,’ I replied, ‘To the nearest town here. Are there any shops 
worthy to go to there?’ 

‘Sure, there are, I have a lot of addresses. If you would like to switch 
with me, I’m sure you’ll do well with my addresses,’ he said and we were 
amicably conversing on first-name terms already. 
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Szittya, as if he had forgiven me, was quietly seeping back to us. I was 
haggling with the stranger and he was keeping quiet. You could tell 
that he was evaluating the addresses switched around with great inter-
est. He said to me in Hungarian, 

‘It looks like the old man has quite a big bundle.’ 

‘But why didn’t you tell me that you were Hungarians?’ the stranger 
cried out happily, ‘My name is Ignác Fischer, the pleasure is mine!’ We 
introduced ourselves, although Szittya was still acting a bit reserved. 

‘The pleasure is not entirely mine, all the Hungarians have betrayed me 
so far,’ he mumbled, ‘And what’s more, you are also Jewish, as far as 
I can see.’ 

Our colleague was giggling merrily.

‘Don’t be giving me all that as if you were a gentry, when I could tell 
from two kilometres how the religious community of Dob street was 
coming along my way.’ 

Szittya was growling, he wanted to leave but still he stayed. We were 
already sitting down by the side of ditch and he only lowered himself 
down among us when we returned to talking about more serious busi-
ness trades again. 

‘It is the Jews that are worth the most in this land. The religious com-
munity will give you some, the clothiers and the grain men will also 
each give you some. But you have to be able to pray. Can you pray?’ 

Szittya said something, from what we could deduce that he could pray. 

I said I wasn’t Jewish and that I couldn’t pray either. 

‘You know what? It doesn’t matter to me which way I go. I was heading 
for Hamburg to be a tobacco vendor, but if we made a deal, I could go 
backwards just as well. We can make business by doing halves. I give 
you the addresses, I teach you how to pray and half of your income is 
mine, in return for all that.’ 

Szittya was objecting, ‘First of all, I hate Jews in general,’ he said, ‘sec-
ond of all, it is terribly unaesthetic for you to be haggling like this.’ 
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All of this he was telling me, terribly cold and condescending. He still 
wouldn’t acknowledge the old community member. 

‘Fine, if you please, you don’t have to enter the same time as us, though. 
You can go in first or a bit later. But it would be a shame for me to lose 
my part completely,’ he sat aside, curling his lips down and he left us 
there to come to an agreement. 

‘But this isn’t such a big deal,’ Fischer colleague insisted on his idea, 
‘It is enough to learn a few lines from what they say when they cut up 
the challah,’ and with that we began our studies right there and then. 

‘Listen… Boruch átó ádonáj elauhénó melech hoálom hámauci léchem 
min hoórec.’

I didn’t understand a word from what he said. I was looking at the old 
vagabond, some deep opening was moving between his moustache and 
beard and his words, like some rubber balls were banging against my 
auricle. 

‘Don’t be grinding, like you were milling grain. I didn’t understand a sin-
gle word from what you said. Start again and say it syllable to syllable.’ 

He started again, ‘Bo-ruch á-tó á-do-náj e-lau-hé-nó me-lech…’

I couldn’t keep the old man at bay, as if he was being swept away by 
some flood, he got lost in the cascade of words yet again. 

‘Write it into his notebook,’ Szittya told him and got up, ‘You won’t be 
able to get this gibberish into the head of this Goy even with a funnel,’ 
and there was direct contempt in his voice. 

The old man wrote the text promptly into my book, the way it was to be 
pronounced. Then the three of us set off. They went up front, already a 
bit more cordially, I went behind, studying the prayer half aloud. I found 
it hard to get this totally strange thing into my head that’d been unac-
customed to studying, I was memorizing it half aloud and I could feel 
that my tongue might break into this work any moment. About half an 
hour later, the old man questioned me. I could already write the text 
down, but I couldn’t give back the pronunciation. Szittya was sighing 
loudly beside me, the old man was scratching helplessly, ‘It isn’t bóruc, 
you fool,’ he was screaming, ‘you have to pronounce these together. 
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The very first temple servant will be able recognize that you’re cheating!’

I started over again and by the time we reached the town, even though 
it didn’t sound Jewish, I could say the prayer unintelligibly. I came into 
a big fortune without a doubt. This little gibberish would be my weap-
on and lifeboat in my daily struggles. It worked perfectly on my first 
public audition. The old man was waiting on us in front of the temple 
servant’s house, but Szittya became overwhelmed by the spirit of good 
will and he didn’t leave me alone there. He was walking ahead of me, 
like a real, monetarily financially crippled intellectual, bowing gently 
and praying with the zeal of a Baltwile. In the light of this holy Bengal 
light I was only serving as the extra. The entire thing worked out splen-
did and our colleague, Fischer received his half a mark outside. 

‘Well, may God help us out like this further on, still,’ he said, ‘You’ll see 
now, if the three of us keep doing business together, you’ll get into no 
trouble at all.’ 

And we began chattering. This small success electrified us so much 
again that our ambitions were breaking down barriers, we were plan-
ning our tomorrows through imagination, with happy beginnings and 
successful endings. Sitting by the greasy table of an inn, laden with 
creamy cakes, idle and accompanied by a few young lovers, we were 
practically living in Paris already. Szittya was preaching about his ad-
venture in Paris last year and we could see ourselves strolling down the 
boulevard following his lead, the road below us sprinkled with golden 
dust and at dawn, starts snowing above our heads. 

15.

We were loitering together, the three of us for days, until it turned out 
that Fischer wasn’t made differently to us. One morning he was gone 
without a trace. As much as Szittya used to quarrel with him until 
then, now he was literally crying after him. Ever since he turned sick, 
living with him had been insufferable. This little man was taken hos-
tage by some flippant, vain sadness, he was living beside me, like a 
burdensome, big stain, sometimes on my back and sometimes on my 
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cerebellum even. And if he was talking about something, you could see 
that he was up with the clouds and I was merely an insignificant little 
dot in his eyes. However, these things didn’t bother me too much. I ac-
cepted life the way it was happening to me. If we couldn’t get some food, 
then we wouldn’t eat and that was that. 

We arrived at one of the towns in such battered mental state. We aim-
lessly begged off the cash registers as best we could, we didn’t have 
the energy to settle in, and nor did we have the energy to move forward 
either. Should someone have cleaned up with a giant sweepall, they 
would definitely have swept us out onto the dump, along with all the 
rubbish made up of papers, rags and fruit. We went to sleep at the 
lice-infested asylum and we were living on cold meals. Then we weren’t 
living on that either. We heard from someone that they were handing 
out free lunch to the poor people in town, at the friars’ convent, we also 
joined the line as a last resort. 

The convent was a gigantic building with walls that were shredding 
their skins. It had tiny windows and an arched gate. We didn’t have to 
wait outside, shabby, depraved people were wandering into the large, 
sunlit courtyard, as if they were home. Throughout my vagabondage, 
I met the most typical figures in here. These were old, venerable vaga-
bonds with grey beards and weeping eyes. There was a well with a stone 
basin in the middle of the courtyard and there were old basins, cooking 
pots and chamber pots with their ears missing, lying around on top 
of each other before the well. I never would have believed that once I’d 
become as strong as I was feeling now. As the old men arrived, they 
went straight up to the well, they kicked and dug into this garbage of 
pottery, then finally they each lifted up a piece that was to their liking 
and retreated to the shelter, beside the wall. There they were, sitting 
around in line, with their pots, tubs or chamber pots before them and 
they seemed to be getting ready for lunch in all seriousness. They took 
out their spoons from their pockets, some of them were licking theirs 
idly, like children would their sugar, others dropped theirs into their 
pots with a big thud. For us, this was our first time, we didn’t know the 
house rules yet and we were left without pots alongside the ones that 
came after us. 

‘If we have to eat out of these horrible things here,’ whined Szittya, 
‘Then that’s a very tawdry thing to be doing.’ 
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‘Don’t you be talking nonsense now,’ I said, ‘You cannot seriously con-
sider that they are serving us our food in these junks! God only knows 
why these people are picking up this rubbish.’ 

It was twelve o’clock. The bells started chiming in the convent’s church, 
pigeons flew in all directions from the tower windows, circling above 
the courtyard like giant, white flakes. For a moment I forgot about 
everything, I remembered the pigeons and rabbits of my childhood, 
I could feel they used to be my dearest friends. 

‘You see, these are rollers from Munich,’ I told Szittya completely elated. 

‘What are rollers?’ he asked uncomprehending. 

‘Parlour roller pigeons. Have you never had any pigeons, rabbits, birds?’ 

‘Oh please, I always hated this sentimentalism! Only village folk can 
amuse themselves with such types of stuff. Modern people play with 
aeroplanes. Just imagine, you sit on an aeroplane in the morning and 
in the evening you arrive at America.’ 

I turned away from him, his presumptuous chattering was boring and it 
was disgusting me now. It is true that yesterday he wanted to become 
a monkey or a giraffe in the woods, I could have teased him with that 
until his death, but what for? Is it worth wasting words on this at all? 
The bells were still ringing, I could see the pigeons somersaulting from 
below the clouds, shining in the sunlight and opening the gates of dis-
tance up before me. 

People were moving about under the walls, two pairs of friars came 
out through one of the doors, with big copper cauldrons hanging on 
bars. They put them down in the middle of the courtyard and the vag-
abonds stood around them in a circle with their disgusting pots. The 
friars began to pray and we all followed their prayer with hats in hand. 
As always, there were a few teacher’s pets here as well, these were al-
most standing on tiptoes, outbidding everyone, caterwauling in fal-
setto. These moments would have seemed terribly comical to the ob-
jective spectator, on me, however, it had a tragically cruel effect. I was 
watching it all, puzzled and uncomprehending and I didn’t want to be-
lieve my eyes. And the others were right. Apart from death, a man can 
take on every trouble and tribulation. After the prayer, the friars ladled 
some deep-brown, thick liquid into the beggars’ pots. Everyone said 
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thank you for the gift in the name of God and started consuming their 
food there and then, still standing. We didn’t have any spoons, we had 
to wait for someone to lend us one. I was disgusted by the food, but 
I could feel that this state of waiting could be so much worse than the 
actual eating. There were three to four people standing around each 
pot, raising it to their mouths with shaking hands and devouring it and 
slurping it down like carnivores. 

The bells stopped, standing somewhere up above with their brass bod-
ies, in the vicinity of God and the black and white parlour rollers were 
pecking golden wheat grains off the ground. 

Finally, we received our spoon, someone stepped away from the trough 
and I stood in his place awkwardly, clumsily. The so-called food looked 
desperate from this close, I tried to find my mouth with the first spoon-
ful with my eyes closed. I’ve always been very sensitive to smells and 
taste and now I was flooded simultaneously by heavy and indefinable 
smells and tastes. Bean soup, a piece of chocolate-flavoured cake and 
gnawed bone fragment were all at once in my mouth. For a moment 
I thought that I became terminally ill from what I had seen previously, 
that is why I can feel twenty-five different tastes in my mouth all at 
once. But it wasn’t so. The soup, meat and cake leftovers were all defi-
nitely together in our pot. I opened my eyes and I could see the wreath 
of yellowed beards, the moustaches bathing in food and the rapidly 
blinking eyes that looked like impenetrable puddles. My knees were 
shaking, but I didn’t give in. 

After all, the important thing is to have one’s belly full, apart from such 
minor inconveniences, life is beautiful. And I want to live. 

Szittya was also quite broken by this feast. He was grovelling cowardly, 
eyeing me humbly from underneath his dirty locks. 

‘It’s all right, we’ll have it better later on,’ he said in the end, ‘I can 
bear this with dignity, but I was feeling sorry for you, you looked like 
a drowning man.’ 

‘Well, I can manage too. There are a lot of people who couldn’t take 
being an apprentice for four or five years and I could take that too. 
Nevertheless, I am at a stage where I could kill my own father, no 
questions asked.’ 
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‘We are not feeling our best.’ 

We didn’t whine too long over this topic. Hours passed above us and 
the next day we appeared at lunch, well-equipped with spoons that we’d 
stolen at the asylum. Everything seemed to be happening the same way 
as yesterday, but I had a cynical figure inside of me sneering and I was 
having fun trying to distinguish between the mixed-up tastes in our 
trough, to see if I can taste them separately. Szittya was grateful for 
my acting so nonchalantly. This great misery did not break us, we were 
childishly good friends, we went inside the churches together, Szittya 
was creating his notes at full speed, I was looking around merely at my 
own pleasure. In fact, this was when I understood some of the values in 
painting that used to be unknown to me until then. Copies of classical 
paintings were standing on the altars and two Grünewald Christ com-
positions that I took a great liking to. This is where I realized the cer-
tain differences in value among the paintings I’d seen so far. Until now, 
for instance, if a painting was showing the dead Christ, I accepted the 
painter’s description without any emotions and accepted that the mass 
of paint lashed onto the wall was describing the dead Christ indeed. In 
other words, I acknowledged without further ado what was meant to 
be seen on the paintings. The crucified Christ of Grünewald, however, 
became my experience. I couldn’t have given any forms of expression to 
my elevated feelings, but somewhere within the depth of my conscious-
ness, I could sense with absolute uncertainty that the dead Christ of 
Grünewald was alive, this image was not talking to my senses, but to 
my whole cosmic life. I mentioned this feeling of mine to Szittya, he was 
greatly impressed by my insights and we were arguing on questions of 
art in all seriousness for a long time after. During conversations like 
these I always felt a great feeling of security burning inside me, I could 
feel that these were the times when I was most myself, I was inspired 
and I started working like a person in whom the repressed energies 
were blossoming again. 

And at such times material miseries did not bother me, burdens fell off 
of me and I could fly, almost disembodied. And I noticed that when 
I was so occupied by enthusiasm, I could also solve material issues a 
lot easier. At this same town, for instance, where we’d already begged off 
the Esperantists just as well as the socialists and the religious centres, 
I volunteered to revisit all these associations and I executed my plan 
with some success. When we were already out on the highway, there was 
some money jingling in our pockets and our imagination was blossom-
ing, like the gardens in May. We left kilometres and days behind. 
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‘We are all right now, but I told you already that we’ll be better still, lat-
er on,’ Szittya chattered, ‘In the end, all depends on a person. I’ve been 
thinking a lot about the problem of death and once, when I am ready 
for it, I will write a book about it too. I will write down that if a person 
truly wants it, he doesn’t even have to die. A person only turns from 
alive to dead if there isn’t enough energy of will for living inside him.’

‘I accept this as well. But tell me how a person would want to live, if 
as you stated, there is no life energy inside him? Because will is not an 
independent thing that lives in a vacuum. Those who have life energy 
are bound to have the will for life. If someone doesn’t possess the will 
for life, it is because there is no life energy inside him.’ 

‘Just leave it to me, please, I will explain all that. I don’t like chatting 
about things that I want to write down.’ 

Everything was quite all right, but still. You cannot live off either phi-
losophy or poetic fantasies on the highway. We had to return to the 
towns, we had to revisit the associations and we had constant appetite 
for the Friday suppers and Saturday lunches of the religious centres. 
We knew that God would be keeping the Jews in his favour until eternity 
as well as us, and if we weren’t swearing at them, then we were blessing 
them gratefully. We merely had to sit into the furthermost bench of the 
temple in the evening and fresh challah’d be crunching under our teeth 
and freshly cooked meat was teasing us within the hour. Then again, 
even these good things couldn’t turn us inside out. The feasts we loved 
the most were the ones that they ordered for us at the private rooms of 
the inns. At these places we were in complete control, not even the tem-
ple servant would drop in on us. At private houses, however, we had to 
take care of ourselves, we had to eat through an entire supper or lunch 
while acting all sanctimoniously. This was hard work indeed, because 
on each occasion there were as many Christians among us as there 
were Jews. If someone from the household sat inside with us, we were 
parading sanctimoniously, but if they left us on our own, we stuck our 
hands inside the plates, we pocketed the challah and were quarrelling 
in rough, gibberish language. 

Once, they placed us at a small room next to the kitchen for a Satur-
day lunch. There were nine of us, four Jews, seven Hungarians and five 
Christians out of those seven. I was the youngest. The cook was mov-
ing around us, we had to begin our lunch nice and normal. We washed 
our hands, taking turns in the kitchen and at the table it befell onto 
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me, as the youngest member, to say the prayer and break the challah. 
It was hard work for us Hungarians to refrain ourselves from laughing. 
We were given wonderful food. We excluded the two Polish Jews from 
our conversation during the meal. We were telling jokes about the cash 
register and we were chiding our host with great gusto. We knew that 
no one could speak Hungarian here, we admitted to each other how 
many among us were Christians and we just couldn’t stop making fun 
of and chiding our host in general.

All of a sudden, it all turned sour. The cook appeared in the doorway 
and as if some holy miracle was performed on her, she called out in 
perfect Hungarian, 

‘Don’t you be so shameless to be chiding the person who’s making you 
his guest here. In all honesty, I’d never sit at a Jewish table, if I were a 
Goy. But if you are staying, even though you are Christians, at least you 
should be humane.’ 

A glazier apprentice stood up and, like some rhetorician, he answered 
her, 

‘You are right, mother, you are perfectly right, but at least do not tell on 
us. We admit that we are shameless Goys, but even we deserve to live.’ 

Peace didn’t come easily between us, but come it did. The cook was 
young enough to appreciate us. She was asking about Pest, she told us 
that she was from Upper-Hungary and surrounded by dirty plates, she 
sat among us for two whole hours. 

And on this day we also received nice, strong black coffee after lunch. 

16.

The waters are turning our mill, but then a beam descends across the 
stream and blocks up everything. Within our wavering lives, we were on 
our way up on the stairs for days and owing to our optimistic nature 
we believed that nothing bad in particular could happen to us. And still, 
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on a Friday night we arrived late to one of the parishes, the service was 
over and we went to the temple servant’s house in vain, the holy man 
didn’t even want to acknowledge us. 

‘There is nothing, nothing! You should have come earlier,’ he was 
screeching through the keyhole, ‘If you have nothing else to do, at least 
respect our peace!’ 

‘We are hungry,’ we were whining, ‘We are tired.’ 

Our argument turned into an ugly, hateful clamour. He wanted to 
chase us away at all costs, but we played out the Russian Jews’ combat 
method, we were insisting on our alleged rights, we were demanding 
his help. The people on the streets were surrounding us in a big circle. 
The peasants were snickering, urging us to get into an actual fight, the 
Jews, bearded and big-bellied tradesmen, were standing by the temple 
servant, disgruntling and cursing. Initially, Szittya was merely throwing 
insults out of cunning, in favour of a better result, later on, however, he 
became fiercely hysterical, completely forgetting his eloquent poises. 

‘Go to Hell, or else I’m calling the police!’ the temple servant was 
screaming at us, ‘If you were honest Jews, you’d realize that you are cre-
ating an uproar wrongfully. Similar vagabonds as yourselves are every-
day guests here and they have completely plundered the charity box.’ 

We’d been loitering for a good few months now, but we’d never come 
across a place like this. We always managed to attain some help every-
where, these people were acting terribly stubborn, we considered them 
our personal enemies. We were quarrelling and people standing by were 
getting more and more involved in the cacophony. 

‘Police! Police!’ shouted the temple servant and immediately there were 
those that passed on his cry for help. 

I didn’t really dare acting up, but there was no restraining Szittya’s 
pride. 

‘Shut up, you scoundrel or else we smite you! We’re going to burn your 
house on you today, you scoundrel!’ 

There were two policemen at the scene by that time, we had to admit 
defeat. 



248

‘Lock them up because they want to murder me’, screamed the temple 
servant. He stepped out from behind the door and with his long, red 
beard he looked like a rooster gone wild, ‘They’ve come here begging 
and now they want to murder me, imagine that.’ 

People were screaming to-and-fro, in a few minutes we did indeed stand 
there as if we had wanted to commit murder, everyone was making 
accusations against us. Some were demanding our arrest, others sug-
gested that they should throw us out of the parish. The policemen 
didn’t start a dispute, they grabbed us by the arms and told us in great 
confidence, ‘Come on, then,’ and they shoved us in such manner that 
we involuntarily set off towards the road leading out of the parish. They 
were coming along beside us with long strides and without a word. We 
were dragging the clamorous crowd on invisible ropes behind us. 

As we passed the last houses, the police said, ‘Just keep going nicely, 
and don’t even try to come back, or else we’ll beat you.’ Our situation 
was desperate, but we didn’t want to beg and we didn’t dare resist ei-
ther. There was a long tree-lined alley with benches underneath, these 
were no doubt used by the lovers of the parish, exhausted, we slunk 
down onto one of them. 

‘Now we have it,’ I said, ‘We’ve done great. You were the donkey for 
threating your man, now go on and burn him down.’

‘I will burn him down,’ Szittya was spitting, ‘I haven’t given up on de-
stroying that scoundrel. But I am happy that it happened this way, at 
least now you can see what sacred social solidarity truly is. Now you 
can see where Judaism is heading for. They were willing to hand us over 
the police on a Friday evening. It is of little consequence that Jesus 
used to tread on this Earth and Zoroaster is just a naive donkey.’ 

I was moody and tired. 

‘I’d rather you told me what we’re going to do now. It is chilly and it will 
probably rain as well.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter. We set off, we’ll surely find some shelter on the way.’ 

‘Let’s try and sleep here on this bench. If anything happens to us, at 
least we are close to the houses.’ 
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We agreed on staying. Still, we didn’t have to lie on the ground and the 
trees were protecting us from potential raining. We weren’t talking to 
each other, we both felt that it would be best to fall asleep and forget 
about everything that was happening in the outside world. I was lying 
stretched out on my back, heavy ink stains were swimming on the star-
less sky, I could hear Szittya groaning and sighing loudly, like pregnant 
women. I didn’t say a word to him, I didn’t want to madden him into 
making another speech. I was alone and slowly, I got completely lost in 
myself. It’d been a long time since I thought of Jolán and devil knows 
how, but she was on my mind now. I was remembering her not as a 
friend, but as a woman and not just with my mind, but with my entire 
body. This was the first time such thing happened to me throughout my 
vagabondage. The tingling lifted me up and carried me over hedge and 
ditch towards Újpest. A wishful play of desires and accomplishments 
started to unfold, I was at the cash register at Munich, before the Lucas 
Cranach pictures at the Stuttgart Museum and in Újpest, sitting on the 
bedside of the missus, just like I had sat for the first time, when she’d 
pulled me onto her, my hands clasping for her breasts under the blanket. 

‘Kasi, Kasi,’ I could hear simultaneously from a thousand directions. 
The sound rushed towards me like birds seeking shelter, turning into 
burning teeth as they got closer to me. They startled me awake. 

I was cruelly cold, I could feel my blood was cold as well, my entire 
body was shivering. I got up, went over to Szittya, he was sitting on the 
bench all curled up, he was awake and terribly cold. 

‘I am shivering so much that my teeth are almost falling out,’ he said 
deadly disheartened, ‘We should move on after all, or else we’ll keel 
over here.’ 

‘Let’s go, moving might even refreshen us a bit.’ 

We set off, but we didn’t feel like talking. We must have been walking 
on some underwordly passages, our steps were echoing from afar. Be-
yond the alley we could feel the cold even more, moisture was turning 
into thick water drops, we didn’t know whether it was steam ascending 
from the ground or it was raining from the sky above. It must have been 
around eleven pm, we’d already walked for about fifty kilometres previ-
ously, we could barely drag ourselves now. Szittya was so depressed that 
he wanted to cast away his backpack along with all his Christ notes. 
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‘Don’t do it,’ I said, ‘We are not going to give in. The problem is that 
we’ve gone soft.’ 

‘The problem is that we are thrown out into the world,’ groaned Szittya, 
‘I’d love to sit in some good old leather armchair and put my feet on the 
table like the Americans.’ 

‘I’d rather eat some donkey wiener.’ 

‘Who knows when I’m to come by the type of creamy pastry that we ate 
in Stuttgart the last time.’ 

We were dragging the backpack, this beast lined with scribbled-on pa-
per slips, laced around our arms, in joint effort. I didn’t think much of 
the doodles that were inside it, but I was meek and sensitive now, like 
a spinster. I thought there was no reason why this man shouldn’t keep 
his innocent hobby still. If anyone shoved or saved him of this mania of 
his, he’d be lost in the world. And anyway, a person’s good deed feels 
the best when a person himself is in serious trouble too. Poor people, 
for instance, are always willing to aid each other, wealthy ones, howev-
er, are always indifferent towards those in trouble. 

‘This is definitely rain,’ said Szittya again, ‘And I can barely keep mov-
ing forward.’ 

‘Let’s try and lie down a little again. Uphill to the ditch, so that it’s less 
likely that the water washes us away.’ 

We lay down, placing our heads real close to each other on the back-
pack. But unfortunately, not only could we not fall asleep, we couldn’t 
even stay lying down to get some rest. Our clothes were soaked with 
rain, the drenched rags were sticking to our bodies and now we were 
chilled to our bones. Szittya was groaning,

‘If I wasn’t so far away from that cursed temple servant, I swear to God, 
I’d burn his house down. I’d burn it down just to get a bit warmer even. 
I do not understand why God invented water. Couldn’t he have thought 
the whole creation up without water?! And also, the way this whole 
world has been created! I am going to discuss this question in details 
in my Christ paper… Water is there to soak us. And you can thank the 
Jews for this whole thing, the ones you used to praise. It would be high 
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time for men to come up with a new religion. If you came to Chile with 
me, we could put something together there.’ 

‘Oh, God, he’s doing it again,’ I thought to myself. I didn’t dare move a 
muscle, I didn’t dare make any remarks so as not to give him any clues 
for carrying on. But he was just getting started. From planning, he slid 
into his usual profanities, he became an anarchist yet again, the Mes-
siah among the Chileans, monkey in the jungle and old, cursing Jew, all 
in one. All this, however, did not even for a second change our fate. We 
could feel the minutes wearing us out and we pulled ourselves up once 
more and shuffled on. 

‘This night will never end,’ I said.

‘If only we had a revolver with us.’ 

‘True, but a piece of frankfurter would be even better.’ 

We found it hard to lift our feet and if we had been able to listen, we 
would surely have heard the grinding of our thoughts rubbing together 
inside our nervous systems. It might have been nearing daybreak, but 
light didn’t reach us through the cloudy sky for a long time still. And 
we had to rest more and more frequently and we gained less and less 
strength from these rests. We were truly only living by the mercy of 
God. If it hadn’t been raining, the young men we were, we should have 
easily gotten through this night. Be as it was though, we thought we 
were surely going to be taken by the devil before the morning. And yet 
we weren’t. 

I hadn’t eaten Brotsuppe for a long time, and come daylight, we were 
sitting under the roof of a peasant house and we were lapping up the 
ambiguously tasting soup from a big bowl. Petőfi’s poem, The song of 
the wolves involuntarily sprang to my mind and as I opened my mouth, 
my voice was less pitiful, I would hardly have helped Szittya carrying 
his bag now. It is possible though that he wouldn’t have burnt the 
temple servant’s house any more either. It would be foolish indeed for 
a person to get into trouble over such small matters. Sometimes a per-
son is drowning in water, sometimes he is sitting on the sunny shore, 
like a lord. And as a matter of fact, we were lords already, sitting on the 
shore now. Now that he was feeling better, Szittya was thinking about 
Chile again and he was talking to the old housekeeper who gave us the 
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Brotsuppe about his self-fabricated new religion, as if it was some sort 
of well-approved divine revelation. 

‘And now you’re going to see the wild people, my poor children,’ said the 
old housekeeper, ‘May God help you, you are so very young. It would be 
a pity if you were being devoured there.’ 

The children gathered around us too and together they were an excel-
lent audience for Szittya. He moved into full swing, I could see now that 
he hadn’t been studying the pictures of Christ for nothing, he couldn’t 
have played the role of the Chilean prophet any better, even in a theatre. 

When we departed from the peasants, he held out both his hands and 
said,

‘Pray and remember the man who was here with you today!’ 

I was looking at him and I could tell that he wasn’t messing. He was se-
rious about it all, and I saw that the peasants could feel the magnetic 
dreams radiating through his exhausted eyes. 
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82. Postcards of Aachen, c. 1909
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17.

It could be that it wasn’t us moving forwards, but the Earth moving un-
der us. We must have been pattering on a giant platform, the platform 
being moved by a giant hand and that is how we got from mountain 
to valley, from valley to mountain, from the heart of Germany to the 
dark border-town, Aachen. We decided to get to France and all the 
way to Paris through Belgium. However, here at the Belgian border we 
reached an indestructible wall. Wandering in Germany was easy, what’s 
more, as a young apprentice it was to be praised even. Belgium, however, 
we could not enter without money. We only found this out at the bor-
der. People wandering on the Belgian highways must have at least five 
franks with them in order to be able to move freely and not to be taken in 
by the gendarme first thing. As a border-town, Aachen was under strict 
police supervision and apart from the local honorary beggars, begging 
was prohibited for everyone. Thus, we couldn’t stay here without money 
for long. We were deliberating about this unhappily, loitering helplessly 
on the streets. Finally we decided to try and sell my tippet and use the 
money in exchange as a compensation for our rights to Belgium. We 
walked down to the marketplace, haggling until the evening, bartering 
among the tradesmen, until finally we got rid of the tippet for fifteen 
franks. But it was already late by then, we didn’t dare step on foreign 
ground and we were terribly exhausted from all the running around. 

There was no Asyl as such in town, we asked for accommodation out-
side, at the local beggars’ shelter. I’d seen a lot of things and I’d tried 
a lot of things in my life, but I was still not apathetic enough, I could 
still encounter more surprises. I was already used to lice and bedbugs, 
but the human inhabitants of this semi-inn-and-semi-shelter had af-
fected me miraculously, arousing all human sufferings. Never before 
had I seen so many maimed, both physically and mentally deranged 
figures all in one place. If someone was to write them into fiction, no 
reader would have found it realistic, they would have condemned it as 
a sick figment of imagination. 

Lit by crimson kerosene lamps from the outside, the small house had 
the one room for us all. We were on the ground floor and yet a person 
felt like being in a widely spread out and low basement room. The ceil-
ing was standing on old timber beams, the windows were barely bigger 
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than the palm of a hand, the floor was made of soil, ugly, yellowish 
black, patched soil. There were trestle tables standing around the walls 
with spoons lying on the wooden boards, all bound up by chains. There 
were two ancient pool tables in the middle which you could only tell by 
their shapes. I was certain it had been Noah, who upon realizing that 
the pigeon he’d let out would never return, had thrown them out of the 
barge. One quarter of the room was separated by a wooden rail, the 
kitchen was behind the barrier, furnished with a dilapidated brick stove, 
garbage and pots gathered from all over the place. 

‘Nice,’ said Szittya, ‘Holy romanticism, it would have been a pity to 
miss this.’ 

In front of the barrier that separated the kitchen there were old or sim-
ply old-looking women, with their feet, at least one meter in diameter, 
hanging out from under their skirts, they were spraying their German 
accent around and peeling potato with ugly German hand knives. 

For the time being, we were the only men in the room and we didn’t 
cover our eyes and what we saw could have disenchanted the sentimen-
tal soul for an entire life. Later on, the lords of the room, the honor-
ary beggars of the town started drifting in, with enormous metal plate 
numbers on their breasts and all of them dumb, blind or without legs, 
bound to small carts like some monsters. 

We were sitting in a corner in silence. We were looking around, this 
sight being distinctly new and exciting for both of us. I’d seen similar 
horrifying figures inside the tent of a travelling wax museum during 
my childhood. The statues of the murder of Draga, the Serbian queen, 
the lady with the fish tail, the women-abducting giant monkey, they 
all came to my mind now, my imagination went on fire and I was fully 
living in the company of these humanoid monsters. The air was heavy, 
the smell of liquor and cigarettes was suffocating me, the plasticity of 
things was lost and it felt as if some fog was towering above us and 
sometimes we could only make out the dark outlines. 

The women were working, then the wooden plates were placed beside the 
chained-up spoons. Everyone was eating and we were eating the soggy, 
disgusting potato stew too. The munching and the bantering were fill-
ing up the entire place. And after supper, the bustling began; the liquor 
drinking, the chatting up of women and what was most sensational, the 
pool playing. Four people were playing at each table and just like in 
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a downtown café, the sponges were rearing up and jeering around them. 
They played in money and people were cruel with their partners, but they 
gained no advantages for that. The legless were travelling around the 
table swearing in their crude carts, stretching their bearded heads about 
a meter out from between their shoulders in order to see something from 
the game. When it was their turn, two of their partners grabbed hold of 
the cart at the front and the back and placed it on the chair and the 
anxious man lunged at the balls greedily. Anxiety was generally at a 
high voltage. These cripples knew that they had to rely on each other’s 
help, yet instead of the appreciation of one another, this common desti-
ny was flourishing a feral hatred inside them. 

‘People like these should kill themselves,’ I said involuntarily, ‘These 
are worse than corpses. They’re living corpses! I would never want to 
live with such disabilities.’

‘There is some perverted pleasure in keeping on living against the 
healthy people’s rules. It is not unlikely that it would feel great for a 
wrestler, for example, if someone thoroughly bate him just the once. 
I’ve met rich people who were desperately whining about having tax 
issues and were honestly jealous of the poor who apart from having to 
gain their daily bread belong to themselves only. Just imagine what 
pleasure it must be for this invalid beggar to be able to push the ball 
and see it scatter back and forth on the table.’ 

‘I still find it hard to wish for such life for myself. I love coming and going, 
acting by nature and I refuse to acknowledge any prevailing obstacles.’ 

We were pondering foolishly and life was happening around us. The 
women already peeling tomorrow’s potato were slowly being surround-
ed by those men who weren’t preoccupied at the pool table and you 
could hear the sound of coarse jesting and the ugly, snickering laugh-
ter of the women. And all of a sudden, someone crudely, ghoulishly 
cursed inside this chaos. The people that I previously believed were 
not worth living, being so dumb and maimed, were now tangled up in 
love making, the devil of jealousy blazing in half-blind eyes, someone 
yanked out a knife, cues were lifted in the air, the wheels of the small 
wooden carts screeching. 

We were standing on top of one of the tables with Szittya, we were ex-
cited by the deadly acts and we couldn’t detach ourselves entirely from 
the turbulent group. 
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‘Beat him!’ screamed Szittya, ‘Beat him, goddammit!’ He was like an 
ecstatic child, clapping his palms and stomping on top of the table. 

I was also affected by the tragicomic frenzy, but it evoked aversion in 
me, superhuman sadness instead of compassion. I felt like I should 
stand among the fighters with a terrible scythe and without a word, but 
with mighty great force, I should cut them all down. Such form of bru-
tality I’d already noticed in me many times and I didn’t feel guilty for 
it, such was my basic nature. I was longing for creating order in some 
instinctive way. 

Policemen entered the room and dispersed the fighters. No one dared 
openly attack the drawn swords, but forced against the walls, behind 
and under the tables, the invalids were snarling like skinny Alsatians 
and loud-mouthed bulldogs at the more powerful ones. The policemen 
were merciless, murderous authority was blazing in their eyes, whoever 
they looked upon lay low and to us it seemed that this was an everyday 
story and the story ended the same way every day. It was when the 
policemen left that we realized that the whole thing was an enormous 
clamour rather than an attempted murder. There was no sign of blood 
apart from scratches and swellings. And it seemed that the chosen 
males were given back their rights. The one with the filthy beard, who’d 
just been lifted onto the chair off his green little cart a while ago, was 
now acting all cocky among the women cartless. And everyone who 
had the strength and courage for it already had his match. They were 
drinking for a while longer, talking about their daily experiences, then 
they dragged themselves up in pairs to the attic rooms. 

We stayed in the room below, hugging each other tightly, we slept until 
dawn. 

We already had our necessary five francs per head, we could have crossed 
the border, but still we visited a few places on this site beforehand. We 
collected some money, we ate and we exchanged what pennies we had 
left with the border guard. We merely had to wait for the iron barrier to 
be lifted before us, we merely had to cross over the symbolic ditch and 
we were already on Belgian soil. On the other hand, the trees were green 
here as well, the sun was shining above us and the air was filled with 
the scent of the meadows. Had we not met people who were dressed dif-
ferently to the Germans and had they not spoken a different language 
to the Germans, we may not even have noticed that after those long 
months we finally left Germany behind. 
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Peasants were working at the border with horses and mules, just like 
in Hungary and Germany. No sooner had we set off, we already sat 
down by the highway, resting and looking around. We wanted to talk to 
someone, learn about local customs and opportunities, but we didn’t 
understand the language of the people. There were no vagabonds com-
ing our way either, we wanted to join someone or have someone join 
us, but we remained companionless for the entire day. It was only the 
gendarme, wandering around the border, who kept constantly bumping 
into us and whom we were unable to evade. These were threatening-
ly polished soldiers, with steel weaponry and all-crushing boots. The 
way we could tell, these ridiculously serious figures were openly hunting 
vagabonds like us at the border. We were chatting unawares and all of 
a sudden, they appeared before us. As if springing up from the ground, 
like indestructible stakes, they didn’t let us pass. Szittya knew a bit 
of French and they also talked in bad French. They asked for our five 
franks and our paper certs. We showed them the money and opened our 
membership cards with sly inner irony. 

We were allowed to pass. 

I don’t know whether this was mere formality or these meek simpletons 
did truly believe that if we showed them the five franks, then everything 
would be fine and the Belgian nation may live and die in peace thanks 
to their efforts. Maybe they did truly believe in this. The two of us, 
however, we were taken by hunger and we found a way to come to some 
food. We were looking after our five franks, like the apple of our eyes 
and we ventured into houses asking in bad French what time it was 
and if we saw that there was no hostility, we would beg the same way 
as in Germany. We were working carefully and persistently, still it was 
very hard to manage. These big-pantalooned Belgians were nowhere 
near as sentimental monkeys as the good old Bavarians. They were 
strict, they wanted to ask everything about us and they found it so 
hard to give away a bit of bread, as if it was sliced off from beneath their 
hearts. And there were few Jews around here and those were cruel and 
their hearts were callous. They didn’t keep an open charity box, it was 
harder to get near the temple servant than a stone idol. These Belgian 
chauvinists were true lords. It is also true though that we didn’t meet 
any Russian Jews for days on the highway. Those did not enter this 
valley of drought, where there were neither government-run aid stations, 
nor shelters, nor charity boxes. We were living off fruit trees bred by the 
highway for days, what money we could stealthily gather, we spent it 



259

on accommodation. If, from Germany, we could write to Jolán that we’d 
become the lilies of the meadows, from here, I had to write to her that 
we became stray dogs, gathering our daily bread with sweat and blood, 
just as it had been ordained by God for the first human couple expelled 
from the Garden by Eden. 
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18.

As if we were pulling ourselves up on a serpentine road to a steep moun-
tain top, we were advancing at a terribly slow pace towards Brussels. 
From the towns, we almost had to flee, police law enforcement was 
strong and people didn’t let their hearts be softened. At the associa-
tions we came upon such forms of bureaucracy that try as we did, we 
couldn’t break through with our inaccurate papers. We were leeching 
off villages. These peasants weren’t light-fingered either, sometimes we 
had to beg before them for hours on end so they would throw something 
at us. To their questions we replied that we were artists of Hungari-
an origins, they were staring at us curiously, of such type and nation 
they’d never heard before. Austria they’d heard of and they hated it 
fanatically. They said, 

‘So you are Austrians too? Ugly, robbing thieves along with their em-
peror,’ and they pushed us out of their farmyards. 

Later on, we claimed to be Czechs and it was easier to manage this way. 
Or rather we found it easier to get food and easier to find some hole, 
where we could shelter. But both the lords and peasants of Belgium 
remained cold, inaccessible people to us all through the way. 

Our way of lives changed a bit near Brussels. Here, we could buy sea-
fish, cooked mussels and fried beetles for very little money. Every small 
town had a fish hall and places similar to our dairy joints, where they 
were selling cooked mussels and there were vendors moving their small 
carts up and down the streets like greengrocers and were selling long-
horned beetles, grilled yellow by the gallons. These carts were pulled 
by dogs, the vendor was screaming hoarsely and the customers, with 
the two of us among them, arrived and bought some of the heaven-
ly manna. The heaped-up beetles were measured out into paper bags 
and one of these was enough to alleviate our hunger a bit. Neither our 
gums, nor our stomach were being too spoiled, however, as I was lifting 
some of the grilled beetles with four fingers into my mouth, I could feel 
my hair stand on end under my hat and my eyes bulging out from my 
head in terror. Yet this was all but foolish imagination. The beetles 
were nicely crunchy and had a pleasant oily taste, like Mongolian ha-
zelnut. True epicures could definitely have snacked on these, but we ate 
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them as bread and stew and so we could merely state 
that it wasn’t bad food at all. And it was the same 
with mussels. These vending stations had four glass 
walls and you could see from the streets the mussels 
cooking in big cauldrons and the poor people sitting 
by the tables, forcing open the shells of the mussels 
with knives and eating the funny-looking white ani-
mals from inside the shells. Szittya could not handle 
these. I, however, found them easier to take than the 
beetles. A person merely had to be careful so that it 
didn’t get cold, when cold, they stuck onto the pal-
ate, I could barely work them off of there and they tasted like foul tal-
low. It was important, however, that this was much more, after all, than 
watery soup and fruit rotting off the trees. It was meat, whatever kind, 
it did not matter, I devoured it with some perverted sensuality and 
I could feel I was in a closer relation to the mountain eagles and the 
body-snatcher hyenas. We rarely came to anything to drink, but when 
we did, we drank pálinka to forget about our problems and to pump up 
our blood to the highest regions. And still we arrived plump to Brussels, 
thanks to this bad hunting ground.

Finally, we were among people, easy-going, friendly groups and com-
rades. Among socialists, syndicalists and anarchists. The Maison du 
Peuple, this enormous international granary, invited us in and intro-
duced us to others and introduced to us the humankind it had filtered 
in from all over the world. There was a gigantic, clean room with clean 
tables and people debating around the tables, who, beyond their daily 
troubles and coincidences, were fanatics of different ideas. There were 
naive, clumsy fools among them and there were the so-called profes-
sional revolutionaries. The latter ones resembled the boher, beginning 
their debating in the morning, they could still not stop the tirade until 
late at night. They were pulling out international names and statistics 
from their throats. They’d seen the world, they had exact data on bomb 
attacks, they’d tried out German, American and Russian prisons. Far 
from being the moralists of trade and party unions, they were all devo-
tees of direct action. The o!ces of the second internationals were also 
in the building and if a functionary crossed the room, they were letting 
out sly remarks, they were deadly enemies of all bureaucracy. Still, we 
did not neglect the o!ces completely. We all had a party tax booklet, 
we had to apply at the secretary’s and we received our four-week aid 
without further ado. Thus, we could be rid of begging and financial 
troubles in general for a while. We were living quite well and we didn’t 
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immoderately smoke the ridiculously cheap Belgian tobacco. We only 
had any serious troubles concerning accommodation. The inhabitants 
of the city were divided into two nations. One part was inhabited by the 
Belgians, the other by the Flemish. 

We couldn’t get accommodation among the former, the latter were ma-
licious and dirty people and they would only give us beds in the attic 
rooms of tiny inns for a fortune. We would only approach these nests as 
a last resort, their beds were smelly, dilapidated and come early morn-
ing, we were flying out, like birds onto the sunny streets. 

Szittya already knew Brussels by heart, he took me to the museum, 
churches, he showed me the world-famous peeing sculpture in front of 
which there’d always be, as there were now, strangers with guidebooks 
standing. We visited the cinema of the socialists and we admired the 
golden ornaments of the city hall above us. And this is how I got closer 
to modern art in general. I’d already read something about Meunier in 
Népszava and now I could get to know about his entire art. The family 
was just organizing a memorial exhibition out of the collected works 
of the artist in one of the museums and I could stand face to face with 
Meunier’s figures sculpted in stones and cast in bronze. I could see the 
brown stone muscles of the tied down slaves, the mother with her child 
and the débardeur of Antwerp. I claimed Meunier an artist embodying 
my thoughts and desires, in none of his works did I see the complaint, 
the despair of the poor, it was the brute force, working on self-libera-
tion and keeping the world economy going that were present in stone 
and ore. The horizon opened up before me, I was happy and filled with 
preparation for a grand masterpiece… A few days later we saw Rodin’s 
retrospective exhibition. I already had the taste to differentiate. I was 
passionate about Meunier, but now I noticed that Rodin was even clos-
er to me in some respects. Even though he doesn’t present me with the 
symbols of workmen, he still uses a fresher language than the other, 
and even though this language is no more satisfying, but is definitely 
more enticing to me. I’d barely heard anything about Rodin until now. 
Szittya was talking about him with great elation. I agreed with him 
on Rodin being an extremely remarkable artist, but among his works 
it wasn’t the ones he liked that I liked the most. The Thinker, The 
Burghers of Calais and some other similar sculptures that Szittya was 
admiring and praising barely touched me, I’d come across such figures 
in stronger compositions with Meunier. To me, I found the Monument 
to Balzac as his best work. It was standing there in the middle of a line 
of portraits, an enormous stone boulder that one could barely make 
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out the giant bullhead of Balzac jotting out of. This sculpture, with its 
stylistic roughness had such an effect on me that I’d compare all sculp-
tural work to this one for a long time and I found it even better than 
the statues of the Greeks… I was inside the universe of art and I could 
live inside it intensively, so that I barely had any time and endeavour for 
the rest of the world’s issues. I understood and loved art not as a so-
cialist, but as a universal man and it was probably because of this that 
the third exhibition I saw in Brussels had such a revolting and almost 
disconcerting effect on me. 

We were at the Wirtz Museum. Szittya was talking about this man as 
if he was an anarchist. He told me about his weird life and made me 
believe that his pictures would be wonderfully astonishing and filled 
with human tragedy. It was all to the contrary. There were pictures 
four-five meters in diameter hanging from the walls of a gigantic room 
with disgusting stories painted on them that had neither the gripping 
colours, nor the aesthetic appeal. There was a dishevelled, horrifying 
figure standing in the middle of one the pictures, with legs spread wide 
apart, surrounded by millions of grasshopper-sized men, as if repre-
senting buzzing society itself. The giant reaches down with one hand 
among them, his other hand is already filled with tiny men and he’s 
squashing them between his enormous fingers like a bunch of grapes. 
The blood squirted out is dripping in big, red stains over the canvas. 

‘What is this?’ I asked Szittya, ‘Is this the embodiment of anarchy? Or 
is this the lousy daubing of a foolish man?’ 

‘This is anarchist painting. A man saving society does not have time 
to be making aesthetic paintings. It cannot be the goal of any serious 
man to be producing beautiful pictures. Painting, just like literature, 
just like street cleaning, is to assist people to a better life.’

‘I remember hearing similar things from Uncle Krausz. However, I can 
see now that there is no prospect of any kinds of positive feeling or de-
sirable outcome in your anarchy. You’re saying that the only goal is the 
improvement of humanity’s life. And where do I see such things on this 
picture?! I accept that a street cleaner is working for the improvement 
of life, a clean street is doubtlessly prettier, more desirable, on both a 
mental as well as a physical level, than a dirty street, therefore we can 
deduce that a street cleaner is doing a useful, what’s more, uplifting 
job in the interest of his fellow humans. If, however, I am looking at 
this picture, it is shear disgust that awakens in me, I can see no trace 
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of the possibility of a better life in it. I find it a downright antisocial 
work. By contrast, to me, socialist art is Meunier’s art, because he 
depicts healthy life force, and from a general perspective, Rodin’s art 
is socialist art to me as well, who, while not depicting socage, is still 
doing an excellent, soul-lifting work. But this, this is a rich man gone 
lunatic, who god knows why, has decided to turn into an anarchist and 
is now painting horrible man-eaters, such as this one and is painting 
melodramas fit for a wax museum that can only be seen adults through 
a looking glass.’ 

Szittya was grinding, ranting, acting all superior, but his bullying was 
to no avail, he could not make me accept his point of view. Throughout 
my vagabondage, which didn’t seem to account to more than careless 
vagrancy, I toughened up gradually, my sight developed, my thoughts 
and feelings cleared up. I used to be an inconsiderate child when I had 
departed, now I was standing before things as a grown man. I had an 
individual standard that I could measure things by and with the help of 
which I could search for general values on a higher level. Rather than 
the means, I considered art to be a true section of the end. 

What I saw and what I heard were affecting me in a prolific manner 
and I was shaken back to work without making a conscious decision 
on it or preparing for it in any ways. While others were playing cards 
or dozing off carefree at the Maison du Peuple, I was writing poems in 
one of the corners and sending them back to Jolán along with some 
lengthy letters. So far, there could be no deeper friendship developing 
between me and Szittya and it’s interesting the way the longer and 
farther I got from the missus, the closer I became to her and the more 
I felt that beyond sexual desire I had some previously unknown feel-
ings of friendship towards her. I was writing to her in details about my 
current life, the latest things and I asked her to answer me in lengths 
and commenting. I could tell by her letters that she had similar views 
to mine and although she did not see the things I was talking about, 
but on a general level she did agree with me as a socialist on my views 
on art. I felt that had she been there with me, I would have been able 
to struggle through the material obstacles more easily and gather my 
experiences more successfully. Being as it was, I always had to set off 
climbing the mountain from the very start on my own, and I always 
made it to the top on my own. And I wasn’t passionate by nature, I al-
ways yearned for the state of clear balance and what I did, I didn’t 
do out of ecstasy, but by instinct. It wasn’t my overexcited impulses 
sweeping me away, I set out for somewhere or stood up for something 
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with my entire bodyweight. I never felt a deadly desire for anything, yet 
I never gave up anything, even though gaining it resulted in dangerous 
situations. Resigned inertia would definitely have killed me, my will for 
transformation kept touching things and shaping them to make them 
whole and to make me satisfied. 

19.

We were living with a young Hungarian printer, the three of us. He was 
an intelligent, physical worker, a socialist and a good partner as such 
against Szittya’s eccentricities. We were debating a lot, but we weren’t 
demagogues, we weren’t committed to any parties and so we didn’t 
refrain from the anarchist ideology either when we came across some-
thing that could be used by the labour movement in its class struggles. 
In a certain sense, the printer was more well-read than me, you could 
discuss a lot of things with him, he liked my poems and later on, he 
confided that he was also writing poems. Szittya would not let us be on 
our own much, he was watching over us, taunting us, he was outright 
jealous, like a lover. Whatever we were debating about, there was noth-
ing we could say that he wouldn’t try and outbid, he was acting out 
the role of the all-destroying, bloodthirsty terrorist. But he was driving 
himself wild in vain. I knew that all of this was just a game, and had 
it come to real action, he would have been the first one to refrain from 
any response, who’d guiltily have himself be pushed out of the queue. 
His ideals were the Russian revolutionaries, he was enthusing about 
them like some child, glorifying their names with red and golden col-
ours. Herzen, Bakunin, Kropotkin and another legion of names from 
the Revolution of 1905, they were rolling on our tongues like pearls 
made of gold and blazing above us like living torches. And just as with 
everything else, we were unable to keep our revolutionary excitement 
within moderation either. 

Szittya was brilliant at making new friends, we got to know the inhab-
itants of the Maison du People flocked together on a thousand differ-
ent paths along with the Russian expatriates through him. This group 
alone was leading a truly active political life, they had their secret 
meetings and public gatherings and there were young student girls and 
old physical workers among them who were running errands between 
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Moscow and Brussels, spying at the police and planning conspiracies 
against the tsar and his ministers. They were fantastically beautiful 
human specimens to my simplistic, blooming mind, when around them, 
I was inseminated with enthusiasm and will power and I felt that the 
time had come for me to become their companion on the steep paths 
and to share in the joy and tribulation of true socialists like them. 

We attended an assembly in the rooms of the inn on the Petit-Passage. 
We were overcrammed together, Russians, French, Germans, Italians, 
slit eyed Chinese, brown, roar-prone Hungarians, Jews and Chris-
tians, all unassorted. On top of the table, a blond tovarish was making 
a speech on top of the table, he was only a child, with hair curling out 
from under his hat, his Christ-beard floating above us, like the pigeon 
of the Holy Spirit and his hands lifting up in an arch and pointing far 
away, towards invisible lands. He started off his speech scientifically, 
talking about Russia’s development potentials, the inhuman oppres-
sion of labour and peasantry, the objectives of the 1905 revolution and 
about its instantaneous results and its horrible crushing. There was 
profound silence when he was talking about sad things and when he 
was sprinkling the promises of the future above us, enthusiasm erupted 
in all types of voices and languages, the room was suddenly filled with 
flourish and raised fists. 

I understood little of his speech, my neighbours explained to me what 
he said, but all this did not prevent me from feeling for the speaker 
with both body and soul, and I felt that in this fight we were one, both 
body and soul. Szittya was standing beside me, I could see that he was 
trembling with excitement, squinting with his eyes, as always when his 
nerves were overstrained, and he was screaming almost inarticulately 
with enthusiasm. 

‘If I didn’t still have the venereal disease, then I would feel like the son 
of God now, clean like a fresh flower,’ he said, ‘If I wasn’t having the 
venereal disease, I’d go to Tsarskoye Selo and I’d kill the tsar.’

I believed what he was saying, I understood his passion and I would 
have taken under any assignment for the cause. 

We didn’t wander into any pubs that night, we didn’t want to drink and 
we didn’t talk about love. We went home early, we washed our feet be-
fore we went to bed, we drank tea Russian-style, with rum and without 
lemon and the printer had his fortune told by the maid. 
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‘Read us something from your poems,’ said Szittya, ‘I am full of good-
ness today, I can imagine how nice and beautiful the child was that 
I used to be, when I was six.’ 

I read some of my poems, then the printer asked us to listen to some 
of his work.

Later, we hid under our rough blankets and our iron beds, like trained 
animals, darted away with us to Russia, we were singing under the col-
ourful towers of Moscow, wandering on the Siberian snowfields, being 
tortured in the dungeons of Saint Petersburg and melting away in the 
air, like the colours and scents of spring. 

It was barely getting light in the morning when there was a knock on 
our door. Detectives came for us, some snitch told on the assembly, we 
were led out of our accommodation in shackles. The citizens of Brus-
sels were still asleep, only the street sweepers were working and the 
tired street girls swimming before us by the sides of the houses, like 
sick, giant cats. I was feeling sentimental, like probably never before. 
I was watching these dumped relatives of mine, out of some powerless 
necessity, I felt proud of them, I would have liked to kiss their pale, 
old faces and I would have liked to ask them for a cigarette that they 
bought from the money they got for selling their bodies during the 
warm, summer night. 

But we had to keep walking, walking in silence, in dumb resignation. 
The detectives were coming with us, like the komondors of the under-
world, we had to be scared of them, so they wouldn’t crush us with their 
paws and sink their teeth into us. 

‘If only I could scratch my back,’ whined Szittya, who fell down before 
the speaking Russian in ecstasy last night and not so long ago was 
planning on going to Chile to become a religious founder. But he was 
whining to no avail, he couldn’t scratch his back, he was coming in the 
middle, like the most dangerous among us, his right hand shackled to 
me, his left hand to the printer. 

They interrogated us at the police, then they took us to the detention 
centre. We knew that we weren’t guilty of anything and it was because 
of this that the days that followed felt so horribly unbearable. We were 
held up for twelve days in this place. They locked us up in pairs, in big 
wire cages lined up in a row. We had beds made of wires hanging on 
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wire walls, they were narrow, so we could only lie on them fully stretched 
out, no pallets, no pillows, we were covering ourselves with a single 
wool blanket. We had to get up at five in the morning, we were herded 
like flock to a room crammed with school benches and we had to sit in 
these tight pillories until the evening. There was just the one window 
in the room, before the window there was the platform with the guard 
sitting on it. He was presiding above us with his big moustache and a 
cane. Like school children being punished, we had to keep our hands 
on the benches, which was the biggest punishment conceivable for us, 
nervous wanderers with no tolerance for boundaries. The suppressed 
wildness was torturing us so much from the inside that our bones were 
aching with it. If only they gave us a bit of work, something to do, an-
ything, even if it’d been permitting us to beat each other to death. Like 
everywhere else, there were teacher’s pets here as well and these could 
indeed make their lives easier within a few days. They were delivering 
pieces of tangled up string by the baskets from some string factory, 
whoever towards whom the guard felt lenient, were given a fistful of this 
junk so they could untangle them, work on them all day, so they could 
get themselves away from painful inertia. But us, Hungarians somehow 
botched our cases. We were talking in Hungarian in front of the guard 
and talking was not permitted anyway, and devil knows why, maybe 
because of the sound of our voices or maybe because he couldn’t un-
derstand anything we were saying, the man became utterly bewildered 
against us. He was watching us, if we moved a muscle, he was roaring 
at us. And we gave him all the opportunity to hate us, we spilled out 
the morning soup, we sprinkled out the porridge at noon, we asked per-
mission several times during the day to visit the privy. We would have 
tried curbing our evil nature in vain anyway, we just couldn’t stay still. 
We were searching for any opportunity of mischief and this is how it 
happened that they put an extra week on our imposed penalties. 

We had to pray loud before every meal. We would stand beside the 
benches, someone would say the prayer up front in solo and with feigned 
piety, the rest would murmur the French text after him. 

The guard would choose the solo prayer as he pleased and one time he 
set eyes on me. 

‘I can’t pray in French,’ I told him in German.

He didn’t understand, there were five or six people interpreting for him 
simultaneously. 



270

‘Pray as you can, you German dog!’ he screamed and was getting com-
pletely out of control, ‘The God Almighty will accept even your barking 
gracefully.’

I was inciting him for a long time, until he finally walked off the plat-
form, he lifted his cane in order to strike me with it. 

‘You start praying right now, you foul creature, or else I beat you up like 
a dog!’ 

‘I will,’ I replied, ‘I will, but I can only pray in Hungarian.’ Suddenly, 
I had a devilish idea, I waited for the guard to return to the platform, 
then I made the sign of the cross as was customary before praying 
and loud and lamenting I broke into an endless stream of Hungarian 
cursing and swearing. The guard thought that I was bemoaning some 
psalm in the Gypsy language, he folded his hands piously and his eyes, 
like some dirty marbles, were turned up towards the sky. Most of my 
companions were muttering some French prayer after me, but there 
were four or five Hungarians altogether among us and they were bub-
bling with laughter at my first few words already. In the beginning, they 
were doing so, quietly, snorting, but as I kept on relentlessly churning 
out the most exquisite curses, they couldn’t control it any longer and 
they plunged into loud, untameable laughter. The guard was cursing 
them in outrage, referring to God’s punishment, promising them that 
the devil would take them, but they would not be silenced, he fell upon 
them with his cane. 

I kept on cursing, completely straight-faced. 

The entire room was tangled up, everyone was laughing by then, the 
guard was running to and fro among my companions. He was beating 
them until he got tired of it, he was praising me and so that I would 
know how much he appreciated me, he handed me a piece of tangled 
up strings immediately. 

‘It’s a pity that you belong to that ugly race,’ he said, ‘You have such 
pale skin that you could become a decent person. But, if not today, 
then come tomorrow, these scoundrels will ruin you.’ 

‘I don’t care about them,’ I replied, ‘My goal is to become a decent 
person and if I get out of here, I’m going to sign up as a bell-ringer or 
a clerk somewhere.’ 
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He didn’t understand my words and when they translated them to him, 
he was eyeing me doubtfully, I could feel that he was suspecting some 
devilishness behind my words. He left me on my own and order was 
slowly restored in the room. 

Being crammed together with multiple kinds of nations in such a way 
under a baton, we could observe that it was us Hungarians possess-
ing the most disruptive force. At night, tired out from another day’s 
idleness, when the others wanted to sleep in their cages, we started 
shouting out inarticulate owl sounds. This game was like some disease, 
nestling in among the vagabonds, and here and there, the hooting 
would be ringing out. The guards were raging, running back and forth 
like lunatics, but they couldn’t decisively put the shouting on anyone. 
The game would last up until midnight even, then we fell asleep up in 
the air in the wire troughs hung on the tall wire walls. 

And come next day, it all started from the beginning, we turned it al-
most into the exact copy of the day before. 

Finally, our detention was over. At five in the morning, they put us 
on chains yet again. They linked together about twenty of us in fours, 
they pushed us onto the covered cart and delivered us to the station. 
We were sentenced to deportation and when they stocked us up in the 
cattle wagons, they let us know offhandedly that we were being taken 
to the German border and they locked the doors on us. It was a freight 
train that was carrying us, we were travelling without bread and water 
until dawn. We were back to Aachen. 

We weren’t welcome with flags and virgins here either. The authori-
ties received us like some valueless livestock and through main streets, 
where on-lookers gathered in groups around us, they herded us into 
the police station. Our Belgian escort declared that if we dared cross 
the border once more, we shall be locked up for four months. And now 
I was seriously scared that the Germans in Aachen might know about 
our police record in Stuttgart. But it wasn’t so, so far we were unknown 
creatures in their territory. They created a file on each of us, entering 
our data and issuing the sentence. There were some Germans among 
us, who were held there until further judgement, Szittya and I were sen-
tenced to immediate deportation. 
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‘You’ll get some coffee and bread now,’ said the police o!cer, ‘You can 
wait for the night in one of the cells, then, when it is dark, a policeman 
will escort you up to the Belgian border.’ 

‘We can’t go back there, they’ve just brought us here from there,’ we 
were lamenting, ‘If they catch us there, they will lock us up for four 
months as recidivists.’ 

‘That is their business. I have no use for you. I can’t even lock you up 
because you haven’t even done anything here. Your papers here say 
that you are dangerous anarchists. You just go back and do your an-
archy on their turf.’ 

We were done with. They locked us up in a cell and no sooner it was 
dark, a policeman came for us and escorted us to the border. 

On a small hill, there was a wooden fence covered in barbed wire. The 
policeman said, 

‘This is the Belgian-German border. You are standing on German soil 
now, but if you duck under this fence here, you are in Belgium. Also, 
vorwärts!’

We were trying to resist, we wanted to soften him a bit, but he remained 
adamant, glaring at us, he almost impaled us with his eyes. 

We ducked under the fence and slid into a ditch. 

It was still too light for us to venture on, we silently lay low on our 
bellies. 
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20.

We were waiting for an hour without anyone bothering us, then, under the 
thick blankets of the night, we crept forward, up until the station guard 
house. We wanted nothing more from the inhabitants of the small cot-
tage than to tell us the way and help us out of our momentary situation. 

The guard was a lonely man, as he told us later, he was sent here, to the 
middle of nowhere as a punishment and he became friends with us. We 
didn’t ask him and he gave us food, we talked about socialism and later 
he helped us on the train, so we could be in Brussels before the morning. 
The express got in at nine pm, taking water at the guard house, the 
guard stole us over the tracks, wandering around with us in the dark for 
minutes. Then, under one of the carriages, he opened a door and then 
another one as well, and he hid each of us into a compartment hidden 
within the undercarriage of the carriage. This compartment was the 
size of a co!n, dark and drearily lonesome. Later we learnt that these 
places were used for transporting the dogs of distinguished passengers, 
we only fit in between the tin walls stretched out and still. The guard 
closed the doors on us, the air soon became suffocating, we could feel 
the train departing, the rhythmic rattling of the wheels was deafening. 
Szittya was lying about two or three carriages away from me and so we 
had enough time to think about our lives on our own and for mystical 
childhood memories and the fear of the possibility of being found out 
to awaken inside us. 

On other occasions, when I got into a critical situation, after the first 
seconds it would become all the same, resolutely or not, I’d still believe 
in the coming dangers or, without further ado, I’d merely give myself in 
to my fate. Now, however, the order of things was somehow decompos-
ing inside me. The longer we travelled, the more anguished I became, 
but it could be that I wasn’t even scared of the appearance of the police 
anymore. It could be that this was pure physical unrest, I could feel the 
pain of not being able to move freely inside the compartment all the 
way to my bones. In the beginning, I was suffering from this squeezed-
in state only in my head, then I wanted to stretch my arms at all costs, 
I felt that I was going to die, if I couldn’t at least lift myself on all fours. 
And I couldn’t, I couldn’t do anything. I am locked up in a co!n, lying 
half-dead, rocked by jerks and rattles… And how is Szittya doing now? 

French Lands Towards Paris 
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I still have some healthy brakes to turn on, but his mechanism has 
fallen apart a long time ago, he can be driven mad by any little thing. 
It could be that he’d already crawled out of the compartment, slid un-
der the train, the wheels ran over him, infecting the summer night’s air 
with the stench of his bad blood. ‘Then again, we are locked up here,’ 
I murmured, ‘They might have locked us up forever.’ I tried the door, it 
was merely closed on me, I opened it slightly. Fresh air came in through 
the slit, I could see the stars zooming past me above. As if I’d lost my 
senses, I felt like I was floating between sky and earth. 

Sometimes we stopped at stations, lamps were being shone, screaming 
people were running on the platforms, then we were lost again in the 
endless night. 

We arrived at Brussels with the early dawn. I climbed out of the hole, 
crawling face down, I managed to steal over the tracks, I was outside 
the station, between cars and carriages. I started waiting. What state I 
was in, I couldn’t tell, there was no mirror put in front of me. But I was 
terribly exhausted, I felt that my flesh and bones were in shreds. I was 
waiting for several moments still, then, from the back, beside the toi-
lets, Szittya appeared. Hatless, his hair filthily dangling into his face, 
he was extremely filthy in general, one could tell that he’d gotten sick 
inside the co!n. And now, in the grey of dawn and in my great exhaus-
tion I noticed that he didn’t have his backpack on him. And suddenly 
I remembered that it wasn’t on him yesterday either, we didn’t bring it 
with us when we were being deported from Brussels. 

‘Where is your backpack?’ were my first words I asked him. 

He stopped, looking at me hesitantly, smoothing the locks of hair out 
of his forehead. 

‘My backpack? I lost my backpack…’

‘We left it at the deportation centre. Now that we are back in Brussels, 
if you want to, we can go back for it.’ 

Szittya spat towards me viciously.

‘You rogue scoundrel!’

As always, when he became mad for no reason, I burst out laughing. 
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But I didn’t say a word. All in all I knew that this was only a momen-
tary bad mood with him and the next minute we’d be on the same track 
again. And of course we were.

‘Why are we standing here?’ he said, ‘Perhaps you’d like to get yourself 
locked up for four month, wouldn’t you?’ 

‘Where shall we go?’

‘Follow me!’

We entered the busy streets undetected, we evaded the market place, 
the town hall’s building and we were back to the house where the blond 
Russian had been preaching. We entered the inn. Szittya said some-
thing to the waiters, they took us up the o!ce room, we received two 
train tickets from an old woman to the French-Belgian border. 

Come night, we were on French soil. 

‘Finally,’ I said, ‘Finally we are getting closer to Paris, the French soil is 
blessed with women and flowers. For all our sufferings, so far we will be 
reimbursed by the exposed wonders of Paris.’ All that I heard or read 
so far on Paris was now blooming inside my cerebellum, was chasing 
my blood and I was setting out next to Szittya’s sombre, dark figure as 
a young bride departing for her wedding. 

But everything has two sides, and we were the lovers of phantasms for 
a reason, everything would only show its dark side to us. I thought 
that France was the land of the idealistic civil liberties and classical 
culture. But we only met dumb, chauvinistic peasants who looked down 
on us, foreigners, they wouldn’t even talk to us, they chased us out of 
their lands. They were surrounded by dark, musty walls, they welcomed 
those who came near them with curses and they cursed those who left 
them behind. We could only beg enough money to devour something 
and to find ourselves shelter for the night through the greatest indig-
nities and with the greatest of efforts. Tobacco we had none, and we 
didn’t meet a single match for days on end. 

At night, at our shelter in the inn, even if they talked to us, no one could 
do more than cursing the Germans who defeated the French during the 
last war and now there was a state monopoly on tobacco and matches 
due to the substantial indemnity. We denied any connections to the 
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Germans, but fact remained that we could barely speak French and 
so in their eyes we were doubtlessly foreigners. And they knew nothing 
about anyone or anything in the world that was happening outside 
France. We told them we were Czechs or Polish to no avail, they said 
‘So you are Germans,’ they berated us and pushed us away. There were 
places where they wouldn’t give us anything, not even in exchange for 
money. In a corner of these inns, there was an eternal light burning un-
der the cross of Christ and women from the kitchen and the peasants 
with their rasping pipes came here to light their fire. As if I fell back 
into the Middle Ages, chauvinism and clericalism were literally rag-
ing around here and thickening into wallows. There were no wanderers 
coming this way, the news of the world did not make it here and I found 
no traces of the results of the great French revolution. 

We arrived late at night in one of the villages. We had no money for 
shelter, we were going through the houses begging, they turned us 
down everywhere. A bright idea conceived in Szittya.

‘Let’s go to the judge,’ he said, ‘Let us be locked up for the night, as 
it makes absolutely no difference to be sleeping in the stinky stable or 
a lousy prison.’

We found the village hall, but we were wrong in believing that we might 
get even the tiniest bit of space in prison. 

‘Get the hell out of this parish, you atrocious German devils,’ they 
wouldn’t even listen to our appeals, ‘We did not build this prison to be 
nourishing vipers inside it.’ 

We were exhausted, begging desperately. To no avail. 

We ventured on, consuming the highway in a hurry towards the closest 
village. It was already late, knocking at private houses was out of the 
question. Once again we tried getting a prison shelter.

The servant at the village hall was an old master cobbler, a reasonable 
man, we found it very di!cult to get along with him. In the end, never-
theless, he took pity on us. He was cursing the Germans, these curses 
were coming out of these people like used up sound flakes from an old 
street organ, but finally he listened to us as well and he was willing to 
believe that it wasn’t us defeating the great French nation and it wasn’t 
us setting up the match and tobacco monopoly. 
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‘Come in, then, come, I can see that you are similarly miserable crea-
tures to us.’

He went in front of us with his tiny oil lamp, his grey goatee glowing 
like silver in the night and indeed, had our eyes been able to see, we 
would have seen him carrying shattered palaces and the big bundle of 
shredded memory on his stooped back. 

The prison was a dark, lice-infested hole filled with suffocating stench-
es. If only there was a wooden bunk for a person to recline onto. There 
was nothing, but the wet walls and the ground sprinkled with worn out, 
blotted straw. The cobbler’s lamp, like a bleeding heart, was shining 
above us, then even that disappeared as the door was closed upon us. 

It was summertime and we were cold, we were teeth-chatteringly cold 
in this pit. 

‘This is no life that we live, my friend,’ Szittya was moaning, ‘How have 
we deserved to become the lowliest in this world.’ 

‘Stop talking like that, or I’ll burst out crying,’ I answered, ‘Or else I will 
indeed turn into a German devil and burn down this whole dump.’ 

‘Just remember, there’s a monopoly on matches here!’

‘Then let flood devour them, all of them.’ 

But we weren’t even in the mood for such cheap, rough cursing either. 
Like two obliging dogs, we huddled together on the straw to warm 
up a little, folding our legs together, laying our wilted heads on each 
other necks. 

Sleeping is good. Angel wings sprout from each person and he forgets 
where he is and can look into the sky where only the poor may enter 
and where all the good sit at the Lord’s right side and the evil at His 
left side. 

The cobbler came early in the morning and took us back to his own 
place. We caught the scent of warm coffee and we had great confidence 
in the women who was spinning fat before us and who, we were hoping, 
would be offering us some food. 
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We were sitting around the old man’s tool table and black coffee was 
indeed put in front of us in large pottery bowls. Who the hell cared what 
the swill tasted like. We let it glide down our throats in big gulps and 
we could feel the warmth flooding our bodies. 

‘And where are you off to now, young men?’ asked the woman, ‘And why 
are you wandering around the world like this, if you have neither money, 
nor horses?’ 

‘We are going to Paris,’ we replied, ‘We’ve been walking for seven years 
now to reach the world’s most famous city.’ 

‘Paris, that is the city of all evil, that one,’ grumbled the cobbler, ‘Be 
careful never to confuse France with Paris. The revolution was stem-
ming from there and they even went after the Pope there as well.’

‘Don’t listen to my husband. He has these strange eccentricities, but 
he is an old man, you may forgive him for that. I still remember Paris 
clearly and a young man called Igor, he was of the Russian race or 
so, he had beautiful, blond hair down to his shoulders and one day he 
killed himself in the Seine for me.’ 

‘All nonsense,’ grumbled the old man, ‘I’ve heard this many times be-
fore, but I don’t remember any such story. Why didn’t you tell me this 
when I carried you out of that hell?!’ 

85. Postcard with wedding greetings, c. 1900
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We received another bowl of black coffee. No one cared for the two 
old people’s laments but we were getting along with them fine anyway, 
thanking the wife all the while, as if we were her own meek children. 

She gave us her blessings when we were leaving. 

And we promised to send her a postcard from Paris with two folded 
hands and a cooing dove on it. 
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86. Postcards of Paris, c. 1909
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21.

Paris was already casting its shadow on us, we were marching eighty 
kilometres in a row, day and night, through burnt down stubbles and 
run-down bridges and we had visions and we were inhaling foreign 
scents, hearing foreign sounds, seeing foreign colours. But it could be 
that all this merely turned into blooms due to our strenuous march, the 
over-exhaustion of our nerves. And we experienced everything and we 
were through with the material sufferings. The mere thought that we 
made it so close to Paris set us on fire and it made the human that had 
been condemned to passivity in us become complete again. We weren’t 
living in the now any more, but for the future. And we just kept on car-
rying our bodies with us, like some unnecessary burden. 

Szittya was greatly weakened by his disease and the eighty kilometres 
behind us was much harder on him than his thousand-year-long calvary. 

‘I can’t take it,’ he said, ‘I can’t take it,’ and the edge of his narrow lips 
were white and his eyes couldn’t hold on to anything and his back was 
bent under the unconveyable weights. We were walking between two 
ditches on the highway, wobbling, as if on a reed-slim bridge and all of 
a sudden, Szittya was flooded by some spasm-ridden nervous break-
down. He fell on the ground, moaning in inarticulate voices and as if 
the Earth was being angry at him, it convulsed under him, sending the 
exhausted, shattered body up high in the air. 

I was exhausted as well, high hopes lending me strength, I was watch-
ing the struggling man powerlessly. And we were on our own and I still 
had to help him. His muddled head crashed on the ground with heavy 
bangs, then it rose again, only to crash back again. Unable to come 
up with anything better, I lay on his spasm-ridden body with my entire 
heavy body weight and concentrated with all my energy on forcing the 
body lying below me into tranquillity. 

It was hard to calm him down, but still, this wasn’t to be the hour that 
would eternally catapult him out of life. Soon, he was walking beside 
me, silent and dark, like a shadow. 

Paris
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We could already see Paris and we saw the gates of salvation, assuming 
the promised land behind the sky-high towers, I remembered Zola’s 
flesh and blood novels and soon we would be by the banks of the Seine, 
where we’d be entering Ady’s footsteps, where Guillaume Apollinaire, 
the cubist poet bought his flowers. And we were tempted by the mo-
ments of final disintegration and we were dragging ourselves with the 
last of our wits and I could hear now my knees screeching, like parts 
of some malfunctioning machine. This must have been the biggest ex-
haustion in my life so far.

‘Come,’ Szittya would keep saying, ‘Just another quarter of an hour, 
just pull yourself together for a couple of more minutes and everything 
will be all right.’ 

I could feel that he was holding my hands, leading me, like a disabled 
and blind person, and I truly couldn’t see where we were and the dark 
houses were lying on top of me and suddenly I lost sight of myself and 
I lost sight of the world. 

I came to myself on a bench. There was a warm sausage and fried po-
tatoes in my hands. 

‘Eat up, my friend, this little piece of warm meal will put you on your 
feet again, you’re not an elderly man, after all,’ Szittya was standing 
there before me, murmuring kindly, as if he was being inhabited both by 
my mother and my father at the same time. 

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘You see, it is a good thing that we’ve managed 
to stand by each other after all, first it was you, now it was me, who 
nearly died.’ 

‘And you’ll see that it was worth going through all that we went through. 
We’ve left the roads behind us, we are in Paris, the city of beautiful 
women and extended arts. Now we’re going to the Hungarian Associa-
tion and if we can gather a bit of money, you may lie next to a beautiful 
French girl by midnight and tomorrow we shall eat oyster for lunch and, 
all in all, you shall see that life is made of gold and pearls. 

I ate the sausage and the fried potatoes and we walked up to the Hun-
garian Association. They knew Szittya all too well here, they didn’t 
give him too warm a welcome but they were nice to me and gathered 
some money for me without request. The members of the association 
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were tradesmen, mostly furriers and tailors, their speech mingled with 
French words and many of them were idealistic anarchists. They were 
sitting around tables in large groups, debating over the expropriation 
of state power, free love and many such things that had been unknown 
to me so far. I didn’t participate in the dispute, I didn’t share their 
beliefs but I wasn’t strong enough to pick a fight with them that may 
promise to end in my favour. I wasn’t falling back, I just wasn’t be-
ing offensive either. And naturally, come midnight, I didn’t lie beside 
the promised French girl. We were still running round on the same old 
course and so we went to sleep in the Asyl. Here, however, we didn’t 
have to worry about contagious diseases and dreading worms. The 
walls were white, we were sleeping in beds made up white, like princes. 
And we could sleep almost as long as we wanted to. At dawn, my eyes 
opened out of some mechanic need, I wanted to jump out of bed, but 
as I realised that everyone around me was still sleeping, I quietly stole 
myself back under the blanket. 

At eight in the morning, a servant entered the room and rang us up with 
a nickel bell. 

It could well be that this was the most clean and happy morning of my 
entire life so far. But why, oh why does everything that’s nice only last 
for a short while for me? Without a doubt, the Asyl in Paris was more 
beautiful and warmer than any of my previous homes, but unfortunately, 
a person could only get accommodation there for one night. You could 
tell the French only maintained it to spread their good reputation, giv-
ing asylum to anyone in need for a night, etching the memories of white 
beds into his life, then the gates are shut before him, no one caring 
about him anymore. We spent the second night in the Jewish quarter, 
back to the old squalor and misery. But even around here, we weren’t 
among the typical beggars and irredeemable vagabonds. It was the 
Jewish immigrants of the 1905 Revolution that gathered around here. 
I got to know the true fanatics of the Revolution here, the book-lov-
ing make-me-a-miracles and the propagandists of action. And even 
though the misery of the asylum did burn me indeed, these poor, mis-
erable men, so that my life would be worth living, sowed my cerebrum 
with fire and red flowers. Large families lived in dark, little holes, job-
less, totally lost in fantasies of the future and perpetual debates. In 
order to divert the attention of the authorities, they were all announced 
as botchers, every hole had a small tool table filled with cut up pieces of 
rags. This was perfectly su!cient for misleading the authorities and for 
them to unravel their problems in peace, munch on their oily herrings 
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and drink their black tea all day long. They didn’t curse, these ones, 
and they didn’t rage, like my previous comrades. You could tell that 
they were filled with tragic memories, there were some among them, 
whose wings had been broken by the failed Revolution, these would 
submerge in themselves in a state of melancholy, sailing on the waters 
of hopelessness and surrounded by the haunting shadows of suicide. 
There were some, who, even as defeated as they were, would soar up 
high on their memories. They weren’t without hope, merely serene, their 
every step becoming contemplative, tactical, after the defeat. A man 
named David, who had half a dozen children and half an eye, would say, 

‘The fact that they broke us does not mean that they have become 
stronger. According to Marx, proletariat has a historical vocation and 
I think the Tzar has already fulfilled his historical vocation. The Rus-
sian peasant, even if he’s god-loving, is not a misanthrope, he loves God, 
because he wants to become like him. There is a desire for self-cleansing 
living inside him, it is only a question of who may be able to transform 
this mystical longing into the driving force of a revolution. I am an anar-
chist, I believe that a large human commune can be accomplished, but 
I am no believer of the propaganda of action. Eliminating the Tzar does 
not mean the moral and economic transformation of society. The Tzar 
is merely the symbolic personification of the feudal ideology. If we mur-
der Michael, Michael will take his place, since the idea that formulates 
the governing laws and elevates the ruling class on the throne is still 
living on, almost entirely untouched. Things must be changed at their 
core. Underground, conspiring endeavours are not enough, we need to 
reconstruct the ideology of the masses in order to have the possibility to 
rebuild the economic and political structure of the society.’ 

‘But think of what you’re saying, David. You are saying that people’s ide-
ology can be transformed, but think about it. How could such a thing 
happen under czarism, where there is neither the freedom of speech nor 
the freedom of the press. Your argumentation is similar to that of Count 
Tolstoy’s obsession. He says, ‘Cleanse yourselves, be like God, then our 
evil land of today will turn into the land of God.’ And I understand 
this, that Count Tolstoy is preaching to the peasants living in turd. But 
how can we say the same? Superior men can only stem from superior 
social order. If the soviets had remained in Moscow, those would have 
been able to create the basis of human development. They would have 
opened up new schools and decreased pálinka-consumption. Now, that 
we’ve been defeated, schools are closed before the peasant even more so 
and there will be more pálinka distilleries in villages and towns.’ 
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‘What shall we do then?’

‘Either we believe that we can transform the world on our own and out 
of sheer will, or there is nothing else for us to do than what the desper-
ate novel writers teach us to do. Bang our heads against the wall, so 
that it blows up, like some green pumpkin.’

‘Oy vey,’ they sighed, ‘Oy vey. If the world is wrong and we cannot even 
fix it, then we have to break it.’ 

They were speaking in German, I was sitting among them, I was re-
minded of the devils of Dostoevsky. These people were living in some 
dark, sunken world, surrounded by seemingly indestructible walls and 
I could hear their teeth grinding and I believed that someday they will 
chew themselves through the walls. I went to sleep among them, I woke 
up among them, I could barely make out their dialect and yet I didn’t 
feel any difference between them and I. I was standing at the entrance 
of a waste tunnel, a dot of light as small as the point of needle visible 
in the distance, and I was sitting before the tiny tailor’s table and still 
I reached out, and still I was getting closer to the dot of light. 

A few days later, I met a Hungarian, called Weisz. He also claimed 
himself to be an anarchist, yet he was nothing but a mere opportunist. 
He didn’t consider the social norms self-complementary, he could get 
money and he liked to live like a gentleman. He lived in a hotel and he 
promised to get us a room there. 

‘We have no money,’ I said, ‘We have nothing to eat either, let alone 
enough for accommodation.’

‘That’s all right. I can tell you’ve already been diseased by the Jews. 
Those monkeys just sit in the asylum, decide to commit suicide every 
day, yet they just keep on living, like rats forced underground, unbear-
ably stinking of herrings. A person has to live in this world, therefore, 
he has to accommodate. I am an anarchist as well, and I say, this is 
doubtlessly a rotten world surrounding us all, therefore I doubtlessly 
have to do everything in order to save myself. I am an anarchist, be-
cause I cannot be a capitalist. The laws of capitalism do not suit me, 
therefore I place myself outside these laws. I was a printer for ages, 
starving, sleeping in Asyls, but since I decided to be an aristocrat, I live 
quite well off my momentary financial issues, I eat with the inner circle 
of well-off families and I live in a hotel.’ 
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I couldn’t quite figure out who this man was and what he wanted from 
us. Still, since he promised to take us to the hotel, where we could live 
on credit for a while, we followed him. This hotel was no garden of par-
adise, but an old pub house. We rented two adjacent rooms on the sec-
ond floor on a post-payment arrangement. God knows wherever we’d be 
able to get the money for the first payment, but we were definitely free 
from our most urging troubles for a month. And it was indeed different 
living here, than living in the asylum. We visited the Russians every day, 
but, as a few weeks passed, both Szittya and I were getting a taste of 
Paris, walking the museums, the private exhibitions, and we were writ-
ing, as if some surge was flooding our insides. 

I became a poet, irredeemably. My poems were appearing often in Füg-
getlen Magyarország, and I often received letters from Jolán. These let-
ters were devoid of any amorous sentimentality, they were informative, 
her praising my work and me asking for delivering them. But when she 
asked for my opinion on Paris, the things I’d seen and heard, I became 
half-wittedly silent. I’d been walking the broad boulevards for weeks 
and I didn’t see anything but old, faded houses, I’d been living in mu-
seums for weeks, but I didn’t encounter anything that would wow me 
into ecstasy or make me feel astonished, although I wasn’t blind and 
I wasn’t being indifferent towards new things. Unnoticed, in my soul, 
I was prospering, but this growth of mine was not ready for the world 
yet, I didn’t even know myself enough and I couldn’t yet say what I had 
to say. All the things I gained, settled inside of me in layers, all that 
was needed was the opportunity for my tongue to loosen and my eyes 
to turn into beacons of light. 

‘I don’t know why, but I cannot see Paris the way Ady sees it,’ I wrote 
in a letter to Jolán, ‘He is amazed by everything around here and he is 
ecstatic about everything, I merely acknowledge everything. This could 
be due to my spiritual poverty, but this I cannot change. Poets are al-
ways writing with such awe about things, I simply say that this is like 
this and that is like that, and such statements satisfy me completely. 
Tell me what you think, could a sober man like me be a poet?’ 

My letter may have gotten lost, I did not receive any answer. 

These days I got acquainted with Dunajec, who used to be an educa-
tor back home, here he was a fiddler, and Zádory, Rodin’s young and 
conceited discipline. Both men were of the acutely artistic types and 
I became greatly alienated from them. 

87. Portrait of Ferdinánd Dunajec, c. 1909 

88. Portrait of Oszkár Zádory (Gergely Finta), 

1900s
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‘You may come for dinner with me tonight, young man,’ said Zádory 
one day, ‘Since you don’t know anything about the authentic French 
cuisine anyway.’ 

I flatly declined the offer, but Szittya, who was friends with the sculptor, 
lured me into going to the dinner somehow. 

We sat in the middle of an extremely elegant restaurant, under a row 
of lamps shining brilliantly. I didn’t feel well, I was uncomfortable be-
cause of the bright lights, the waiters in their tail coats, like some 
giant swallows, were flittering before my eyes. I always had adverse 
feelings towards the sculptor and as he was speaking French to the 
waiter, laughing and sometimes glancing at me, this feeling elevated 
into a near-hatred. 

The waiter brought a huge plate of mussels to the table. 

‘Oyster,’ said the sculptor, ‘You must like it!’

Oyster, I’ve heard about this before, I thought, and how horribly slimy 
it is. I stole a glance at Szittya, he was sitting with his head bent, but 
I could tell just by the top of his head that he was on the verge of ex-
ploding from suppressed laughter. It was at this moment that I noticed 
that they were having oysters at the neighbouring table as well and they 
were squeezing lemon on it. 

‘It has been a year even that I last had them,’ I replied to the sculptor, 
‘But I only like them with lemon.’ 

The waiter placed some lemon on the table. 

I could feel my ears flaming red and I was starting to see circles. I lifted 
a mussel, squirted lemon on it, lifted it up to my mouth and sucked out 
the entire thing in one go. It felt as if I had quicksilver rush through my 
body. My teeth were eroded, I felt something horrible was happening 
to me that moment. But by God, the things a man can take! I reached 
out for the second one in the greatest tranquillity, I put lemon on it 
and swallowed it. I looked at the sculptor, I was waiting for him to ask 
me something. He didn’t ask anything. At this moment, I was sitting 
approximately twenty-four meters higher than him. The Russian Jews 
from the asylum could not have imagined the tzar having a better din-
ner than I was having now. 
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I was back on the streets, like some swollen bagpipe. The sky was full 
of stars, I was journeying upwards on the ladder of my triumph. Paris 
was neighing, crying and barking. I saw a tiny dot underneath, I threw 
down one of my shabby shoes onto it and I was seized by a great feeling 
of ecstasy that the grand sculptor, the chosen genius died helplessly 
from his wounds. 

22.

Autumn was greatly upon us. It had been raining for days, we were 
walking around chilly among the ancient walls, we were almost insuf-
ferably weak and sad. We told the hotelier that we were clerks of a Hun-
garian firm, and so, as to not draw any suspicion onto ourselves, each 
morning we left home early. Until now we could kill the days somehow, 
loitering up our time, but now we could feel our poverty and home-
lessness horribly. We went to the Russians for tea and to museums to 
get warm. But all this had to be done like some obligation from our 
part and so soon it all became burdensome and boring for us. The 
Russians were not a step further, making their speeches incessantly, 
and even though we felt ourselves to be revolutionaries, we couldn’t 
stay among their unforgiving dogmas and loud clichés. Undoubtedly, 
I learnt a lot from their debates, but I didn’t become more of an anar-
chist, their ways led me back to Marxist socialism instead. Back at 
home, the great words of the anarchists of Szentkirályi street used to 
captivate me, I liked their grandiose gestures, here, however, I con-
sidered everything with a critical mind. I wasn’t being excited, rather 
I was learning. And the better I understood my thoughts, the farther 
away I became from these people, from the plateau of romanticism, 
I transferred onto the planes of popular movements.

‘All that you are saying may be impressive Bengal light coming from 
the mouth of a hero in a novel,’ I said, ‘But they have little value in real 
life. An organized capitalist class must be opposed by an organized 
working class.’ 

Like children in river water, we were paddling around in the stream of 
endless debates, not being able to make the other accept our viewpoints 
and none of us emerging triumphant from these wordily disputes. 
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These gatherings became more and more about hot tea for me, and 
then I left them feeling either depressed or elated at my own truth. 

Szittya was more like their type of person, quarrelling with me, prais-
ing their individual attempts. With him, however, I was merely talk-
ing condescendingly and without any inner ecstasy. I knew him well 
enough not to take him too seriously. I’d witnessed how he gave up 
writing his historic piece on the pictures of Christ, how he sacrificed 
the role of the Chilean preacher for the latest phantasm of a Parisian 
vagabond. Now, he was getting ready to go to Alaska as a gold digger, 
planning the whole day, searching for travel companions, he decided 
that once he has enough money, he’ll return to Paris and launch an 
entire expedition to Russia to assassinate the tzar. But I already knew 
that all this meant no more than a broken button on a pair of pan-
taloons. We were loitering on the streets and I barely uttered a word, 
waiting for him to finish these mad speeches and for us to enter one 
of the museums. 

But lo, I didn’t feel at home in these places either. Szittya was explain-
ing things in front of the pictures, sometimes almost perfectly trans-
formed by his own ecstasy, and I wasn’t sharing his thoughts here 
either. The things he liked, mostly I did not like. I found the pictures 
of the impressionists too superficial, the Greek statues were cold, as if 
cast from of ice. I was standing there, in the room of the famous Venus 
de Milo, I walked around and around the giant statue and I couldn’t 
find anything on it that would either wow or amaze me. 

‘Tell me, then, what is it that made this statue world-famous, that peo-
ple adore in him so much, that the critics speak volumes of?’ 

‘Notice the refined built of the belly,’ said Szittya with grand, connois-
seur-like gestures, ‘The shoulders and the neck. The greatest delica-
cies of a woman are captured here.’ 

I was looking and looking and since I couldn’t see anything of what 
Szittya just mentioned, perhaps extremely dumb indeed, but with a 
resolve rather self-contained, I replied, 

‘The biggest mistake of this statue is that it looks as if it was a woman, 
yet it is merely a fragmented piece of stone.’ 
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Szittya was smirking at me cynically. 

‘And you want to be an artist, do you? You parched-brained peasant.’ 

‘If I am not an artist, then why did you praise my poems? You used to 
say that there was some harsh, extraordinary strength in my writings. 
Now I’m saying that it is this extraordinary strength that is making 
me say these words. If I was parched-brained, I wouldn’t consider the 
pictures of Giotto, Cimabue art either. But I am indeed saying that 
their art is an extremely great art. Their figures in general don’t look 
like the most beautiful of human shapes, their paintings barely resem-
ble anything realistically existing in normal life, yet they are the most 
beautiful pictures I’ve ever seen.’ 

Szittya was fighting with grave and aggressive arguments with me and 
there were still some uncertainties living inside me. The words that 
I now ejected were not my seasoned thoughts, they merely tumbled out 
of me uncontrollably. I couldn’t argue methodically, I didn’t have any 
purified concepts since there was so little I’d seen from life yet. 

There were people sitting around in the room, foreign people with 
guide books, having travelled from far away to the statue of the Venus 
de Milo, and they were whispering and rolling their eyes, like before 
some holy revelation. For a few moments I envied them and for a few 
moments I was doubting myself. 

And then they left and I could readjust my feelings and thoughts in-
side me. 

Our situation was already very bad with the hotelier when we final-
ly managed to gather some money and with great pride we paid a 
month’s rent. 

‘Now that you’ve paid for this month,’ said our friend, Weisz, ‘You may 
live with him on credit for another two months.’ 

He, himself, hadn’t paid a Sout for months now, his example giving us 
confidence, we nestled inside the two cold, yet nevertheless wall-en-
closed rooms even more so.

‘We have a stove in here,’ said Szittya, ‘We should also solve our issues 
on burning materials. 
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‘There is no way we can get money for this too,’ I replied, ‘In the evening, 
as we are passing by the market, we could bring some wood chippings 
and straw with us from what they peel off their merchandise.’ 

And so we sorted our issues on heating for a while. We regularly went 
home after midnight, when the vendors were already working around 
the markets, we were loitering amongst them and we loaded up on 
burning materials under our coats. But this work would soon become 
tiresome and uncomfortable for us as well. Nowadays, that we paid for 
our first month’s rent, we were lazing under the warm blankets until 
noon even, and we told our hotelier that we didn’t have to visit the 
factory for the time being, as the production was interrupted due to a 
vast fabric congestion. And one noon, as we were debating on whether 
or not to wash ourselves in this cold, we noticed the cupboards, night 
stands and other furniture placed inside the room. 

‘Don’t you see how foolish we are?’ I told Szittya, ‘We are stealing 
straw and wood chippings from the market just so we can make this 
room a bit warmer.’ 

‘And so what?’

‘Here we have these lousy pieces of furniture, we can burn the backs 
and bottoms of these nicely.’ 

‘I don’t understand.’ 

‘Trust me on this one. I used to be a tradesman, I will fleece this junk 
so that their owner will die the second he meets us.’ 

It would have been foolish to debate over this any further. I reached 
inside the giant cupboard, I took out the coat rack, we pulled the en-
tire thing a bit away from the wall and I lifted out its rear wooden wall 
as well. We split it up with our knives and stayed at home, inside the 
warm room all day. From now on, we had no trouble with heating, we 
were enjoying the joyous warmth and returned to our creative lives. 
Szittya was unable to arrange the expedition to Alaska and so that 
he wouldn’t have to renounce his plans, he decided to write a novel 
and live out his fascinations for adventure in such a way instead. I was 
churning out poems throughout. As usual, I sent these home too, but 
letters arrived scarcely from Jolán. I couldn’t understand the reason 
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for it, but it would have hurt if this woman had grown apart from me 
now. Then, one day, the mysteries were untangled. 

I got a long letter, written in some condescending, derisive tone of 
voice, and this was what was standing at the end of if, ‘Also, I inform 
you that Mária Hegedűs is with child, and rumour has it that you 
are the father of said child. I don’t know whether it is true and as to 
what you make of it yourself, however, let me congratulate you on this 
matter. Please write to her and sort things out with her. If you are not 
inclined, do not write to me on this matter. I salute you as a soon-to-
be father, Jolán.’

At first, I was greatly shocked by the news. That I should become 
a father? I decided a long time ago never to get married and never 
to have children. The clouds were towering cruelly upon me. I made 
some calculations on how long I’d been away from home and as to 
whether I may have had anything to do with this at all. The calcu-
lation resulted in leaving the possibility of me being the father open. 
And yet, what foolishness this whole thing was. I already read some 
things from Strindberg by then, now I felt his doubts were mine. That 
Mária Hegedűs would be the mother of the child she gives birth to, was 
a certainty, but one cannot leave out the possibility of the hideous, sly 
Gödrös being the father. It’s true that he merely came along with me to 
sleep… still he could have done something without my knowledge. But 
could we surmise that he would have been able to deceive me?! I had to 
answer. Either I accept that I was taken for a fool by Gödrös, or that 
I indeed am the father of the child. I accepted the latter to be true. And 
I answered Jolán, coming to this knowledge. 

‘I’ve been waiting on the news for a long time now,’ I wrote, ‘And I am 
very happy, knowing that I will have an heir in this life. I feel like I am 
a healthy tree that is sprouting its first blossoms.’ I knew this was 
a dumb cliché, but I was thinking that the missus might believe me. 
I rather accepted the uncertain fatherhood, than her stooping over me. 

Still, the news left grave traces in me and diverted me from my course 
that I had set upon a few days before. Instead of writing poems, I was 
passing my time in futile ponderings and I neglected the Russians 
and I neglected the museums. Once a week, I visited the socialists for 
my weekly relief, otherwise I was sitting around at home, burning the 
furniture of our apartment piece by piece in the fire and quarrelling at 
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full speed with the scribbling Szittya. And I became shabby and I was 
neglecting everything. Now I was beginning to open my eyes on Paris, 
now I was noticing the beauty of old houses, now I was getting in the 
mood for the extraordinary proportions of the French girls and all at 
once, I was plummeting into the most bottomless of depths. 
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‘I want to go home now,’ I told Szittya, ‘I am bored of this city, Ady may 
have found it truly beautiful indeed, he was a lord here, after all, and 
always high, but as you told me, I am but an unrefined peasant, and 
I can’t find anything here that would satisfy me.’

He wasn’t quite holding me back. ‘Go,’ he said, ‘but I am staying here, 
I will finish my book and get it translated into all the languages.’ 

I set upon my calvary to the Hungarian Embassy. I heard that one 
could gain free tickets home there. To set out on foot, I hadn’t the 
strength. It was very di!cult. At first, they didn’t even want to talk to 
me, but later on, as I kept up my persistence, my wailings and demands 
softened them up somewhat. They provided me with words of advice, 
but free tickets they would have nothing to do with. 

‘But I don’t want to stay here any longer, nor do I want to starve here 
any longer, or work here at all. If you don’t give me the ticket, I will lay 
down here, on the Embassy’s threshold and only the morgue wagon 
may take me away from here.’ 

‘Do not be impertinent, young man, you should have thought this over 
earlier and stayed at home behind your mother’s skirt.’

My fellow vagabonds taught me well on the best way to bully these 
people around here. I started screaming desperately.

‘I am a Hungarian citizen and I want to go home. It is the duty of the 
Hungarian Embassy to help us, poor Hungarians. You either take me 
home, or I shall die here, on the threshold.’ 

‘Then die!’ They dealt with me haughtily and shoved me out of the 
room.

I decided on lying down on the threshold after all. Even though I had 
no intention to die, I was certain that such a method will grant me 
some results. In the afternoon, when the employees of the Embassy 
were leaving the o!ce, they found me lying on the stairs, they wanted 
to walk past me, but I kept shouting ‘Give me a ticket, so I can go 
home!’, like a maniac. They didn’t take me seriously and walked past 
me, jokingly laughing. Come nightfall, I ran home soaked to the bones, 

Epilogue: The Journey Home
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but come morning, well before the o!cial hours, I was already lying 
there on the stairs. I could tell the people coming to the o!ce were 
a bit astonished by me. 

‘Give me a ticket, so I can go home.’ I told them many times in a row, 
‘Give me a ticket, so I can go home.’ 

Soon, a servant came for me, he invited me into the o!ce, let me know 
that a ticket was ready for me and a servant would accompany me to 
the station later on, in the evening. 

‘However, we feel inclined to point out once more that such men are but 
living stains on our country. They only bring dishonour and shame on 
our nation and should you happen before us ever again, we will lock you 
up without mercy.’ 

‘Thank you very much,’ I replied, ‘Should the servant be otherwise pre-
disposed, there is no need to come with me to the station. Just kindly 
give me the money and I shall pay for my ticket.’ 

‘You are too late with this lame excuse of yours, my friend! You want us 
to give you the money so that you can drink it all in some great com-
pany and come back here for more in a week’s time, don’t you? Just so 
you know, should you not be out there at the station by 6 am, we will 
wash our hands of you once and for all.’ 

I said goodbye and I was at the station in the evening. 

At first, I thought I wouldn’t say anything to Szittya about my journey, 
but then I remembered the ruined furniture, it would have been very 
unscrupulous to leave him there in the claws of the hotelier. We already 
owed him almost two months’ rent, if the hotelier had spotted the ru-
ined furniture as well, he would have broken Szittya’s bones too. The 
cupboards had neither their backs, nor their bottoms any more. One 
merely would have had to blow really hard on these frameworks and 
they would have fallen apart. We also removed every second deck from 
the beds and it was barely possible to sleep on them. What will happen 
if the owner notices all these things? 

In the first few moments, Szittya was attacking me ferociously, then he 
calmed down and while talking about the furniture, we were laughing 
the cruel way of childhood pranks at the owner’s future despair. ‘I am 
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desperately tattered,’ I told Szittya, ‘I have neither any overgarments, 
nor any undergarments, when I bend down, you can see my naked flesh.’ 

‘Wait a little,’ Szittya offered, ‘I’ll run over to the Russians and perhaps 
I might be able to get some trousers off of them.’ 

He was rushing back, panting, with some shabby stuff. I pulled them 
on and since the two pairs of trousers weren’t torn at the same places, 
they nicely covered up each other’s holes. 

Szittya packed away his scribbles and escorted me to the station in 
a very cordial mood. We found the Embassy’s servant, but he wouldn’t 
hand me the ticket here either, he said he was also travelling with me 
for one stop. 

‘Farewell,’ Szittya told me when we said our goodbyes, ‘Hurry up, my 
friend, learn a lot and you might become an artist, after all. I’ve always 
been impressed by the fact that you are such a hard, wilful person. My 
God, if I could also have the will to do something worthy!’ He was 
squeezing my hands with two hands and I could see that the eyes of 
this aged, eccentric child were full of tears. 

‘Farewell, my friend,’ I told him, ‘Should you be in Pest some time, visit 
me, if my things are looking up by then, I’ll buy you a pair of cord pan-
taloons so that your shanks aren’t going to get tattered and I will have 
such a pair of shoes made for you that you can never wear out, even if 
you walk all day.’

I sat on the train, the wheels clattering into my nerves, I was looking 
out the window and I was watching Paris disappear behind me. The 
city where I made my pilgrimage to without any food or water, which 
I read so many magnificent poems and heard so many magnificent 
legend about and all of these, lo and behold, I myself could never see. 

If I was to take stock of things now, I would have had to ask myself, 
‘Was it worth it all? Why am I on this world? What drives me, why could 
I not remain a toiling peasant, or why could I not remain a gentle, la-
bouring mule in the factories like my father and my siblings? 

Pest. Pest.
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I was alone, the engine’s sparks were flying by my window, I was travel-
ling on an enchanted carriage at the bottom of the seas. 

There were desires and apprehension blazing inside me when I set out. 
‘Pest,’ I told myself, ‘Oh, Pest!’ And I was thinking of a strange city at 
that, with such curiosity and love that one might have for a distant 
relative in his childhood memories. A relative, a man with grand mous-
tache, unbuttoned shirt, lifting you in his huge arms, telling you gentle 
words and protecting you from the wind and the cold. This was how 
I remembered Pest, whose palaces and streets crowded with people and 
commingling, happy life was replaying in my excited fantasies. 

And what a gift that ticket was, the one I was allotted, after much 
wailing, at the Parisian Embassy. The train was rushing ahead with 
me, as if flying and I didn’t know that they would lift me out of this 
comfortable nest at one of the stations and put me on a much slower 
train and later on, to the filthy carriage of an ordinary cargo train. This 
last thing happened in Germany.

I met some strange passengers here, all of us must have been lost 
items on our nations’ accounts, hopelessly and whining, like animals, 
we were crowded together in the carriage. The train travelled with us 
at a slow pace, making huge detours. The lamp of the brake operator 
or the conductor was blinking on the wagon’s wall, spreading a heavy 
smell of oil above us and bloodying the entire place with its tiny, red 
flame. There were Germans, Italians, Russian-Polish, Dutch people 
among us, speaking about sea journeys between them, and there were 
Christians and Jews and all sorts of souls thrown on a heap, like cheap 
garbage inside some battered chest. During the day, we were talking 
erratically, at night, we were dozing off, falling against each other, and, 
through his crooked nose, an old Jew was blowing his trumpet above us 
for hours, as if he was jangling with a golden shofar towards the wak-
ing dawn. Oh, what a ticket it must have been that they awarded me 
in Paris, and what punishments they crammed into this gift of theirs? 

The journey lasted three days and it left me with dreadful thoughts and 
scars.

I arrived on my own at the Hungarian border, then, later on, at the 
station in one of the small towns they forced a female passenger into 
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my wagon. She was a sweaty, ill-looking wench with yellow teeth and 
cracked lips. Out of her tattered bag she produced a dried-out walnut 
cake and some withered fruit. 

‘Have a bite, mister!’, she said, ‘I left these in my bag some time ago, 
now they will be perfect for the two of us. Trust me, young mister, I used 
to have it good once.’ She offered me her open bag, and a rancid stench 
was emanating out of it, like some evil, invisible ghost. 

I didn’t even look at the speaker. I was sitting close to the wagon wall, 
glaring at the thick, rough planks. It was be-scribbled with all sorts of 
vulgar, strange words. The woman was laughing and the sounds came 
to me as if screeching through the clattering of the train wheels and 
were slithering towards me, like long, red-bodied worms. 

‘Have some food, little brother! What with this look and travelling in 
this wagon, you might as well give up on your salvation. Nothing par-
ticular will ever happen to the likes of us any more, in this life or the 
other life.’ 

I was hungry, I broke a piece off the cake and I took a bite into the ap-
ple that had soft, huge patches of brown inside it. 

‘Where from?’ I asked, ‘Heading for Pest?’

‘There. I travelled down the country for the funeral of a relative, I thought 
I might as well stay there, but the police didn’t take a liking to me and 
now they are transferring me back, like some useless thing. And where 
are you flying from yourself?’ 

‘From Paris!’ 

She was looking at me, as if she didn’t want to believe what I just said. 
She was eyeing me hard and intently. I averted my eyes off her, her gaze 
almost literally hurting me. 

‘Yes,’ I said once more, defiantly, ‘From Paris. What is so hard to be-
lieve about that?! A person walks about in this world, takes a look at 
this and that, takes a bite into this and that. Now I’m eating rotten 
apple, but in Paris I was eating oysters.’ 
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‘Paris. I’ve heard a lot about it. It must be a beautiful country, huge 
country. How different your lives are. A man, even if he is only a little 
midget, can just set out into this world, then, one day he is here and the 
next day he is over there. Ugh, you should all be spat upon.’

I let out a loud laugh. It felt good that this worn-out soul would turn 
against me. There was some thick shell on me, her words could not 
harm me. The cake had a thick, brown crust, I was crunching on it 
loudly and rhythmically between my teeth. There was defiance in my 
behaviour, I wanted to provoke my travelling companion even more so, 
but it could be that she had more brains than I did. She was showing 
a more relaxed face now, eating and taking care of her teeth, she didn’t 
bury them into the crunchy cake the way I did. With two hands, she 
was grinding it between her fingers bent, and thus throwing it into her 
mouth by the handful, as if into some dark, bottomless pit. 

The train wobbled with the two of us until Pest. We were talking about 
many foolish things and tried to provoke each other, like two starving 
komondors on chain. 

The engine was whistling, hu!ng in under the smoky glass structure, 
but our wagon, situated at the end of the row, stayed under the open 
sky. We weren’t prisoners, the door wasn’t locked on us, I stepped to-
wards it and I bashed it to the side with zeal. There were no stairs be-
low us, since they used to herd animals inside and out of these wagons 
on planks. I jumped off, my travelling companion throwing my bundle 
after me.

‘Now then, help me, so I can also reach the ground,’ she said, her lips 
drawn towards her ears in mischievous laughter, ‘Help a lady, will you, 
the poor thing deserves it.’ 

She was squatting there before me at the high door opening, her skirt 
drawn up, the stockings wrinkled up like an accordion on her thin lower 
legs. I lent my two arms, she grabbed them with her claws. With all her 
heavy weight, she fell with a thud beside me. 

I didn’t want to enter among people with her by my side. I was scurry-
ing, but I could hear her hu!ng and her clanking, crooked steps beside 
me. The station was full of people, I dug myself forward like a snake 
and made it to the square on my own. I was tired and dirty. Why was 
I worrying about some acquittance catching me with my companion 
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I travelled with on the train? Who could tell whether it was arrogance 
or cowardice on my part? It might have been the latter. What reasons 
would I have to look down on the other, as doubtless she resembled me 
more than any other people. But it was easier to slip away in the crowd. 
The two of us could have caught people’s eyes, made them stare, as if 
we were some freaks, and look down on us, as on some fugitives. I felt 
that I was stronger and braver being by myself than the two of us. 

I didn’t meet any acquaintances. 

There were trams jingling on the square, carts waddling, cars honking 
and screaming, like frightened cattle. Nothing has changed since I left 
the city. And I’ve forgotten nothing. I remember the houses, the ven-
dors at the doorways, the rail switch operators with the iron rods in 
their sagging arms. I would have wanted to climb onto the tram cart, 
but I hadn’t a penny. On we go on foot, then. My bundle was pulling one 
of my shoulders crooked, my hair was hanging out of my hat shaggily, 
my face was hairy and filthy, as if covered in glazing. Should I make 
a face, I felt that my skin might crack with it. It was a sunny afternoon, 
I was scampering forward beside the walls. My mother had already 
moved out of the old apartment, I was wandering on streets unknown. 

How few people there are here and how big the silence is. Out there, 
I had a completely different memory of the city. Paris is huge, full of 
nooks and crannies, houses, people, life. Now I felt like Pest would fit 
inside a single street of Paris. It is a tiny, filthy, feebly adorned structure. 
A childhood image came to my mind. Once, I saw that the son of Kol-
legner, the spice man, playing with small wooden blocks, building hous-
es, temples, an entire city out of them. I was reminded of this play city, 
and because of this memory, I felt restored, filled with superiority. Once, 
back in the country, I was longing for Pest so much, as if it was some 
sort of a miracle in this world, and now, after Paris, it became a dwarf, it 
shrank before me. My eyes must have opened up, until today, I used to 
merely use them for looking, but now I could truly see with them. 

We were living at the Sevenhouse tenement. The horrible yellow build-
ing was standing before me almost like a complete alien. It must have 
had about a thousand windows with tiny, dark rooms behind the win-
dows, where dark, poor men lived. In Paris, I lived in a cold, malevolent 
hole, and yet now I was recalling a hotel with two rooms. One had to 
ascend a spiral staircase, and I was recalling a huge window on the 
rooftop through which one could look up at the starry night. 
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‘Oh well,’ I thought and I set out on the stairs. They were worn out and 
filthy. Up to the third floor. On my way, I could take a look at the open 
door of a kitchen: there was a man stripped down to his shirt, playing 
the zither. He was thrumming a joyous, light-hearted song on the wires, 
the sounds were escaping from the apartment, squeaking and mewing 
and were fluttering in the courtyard’s air, like colourful paper ribbons 
chased by the wind. Or maybe they weren’t paper ribbons after all. In 
Paris, there was a fish place on the boulevard, and there were yellow, 
blue, crimson and golden lightning fast fish swimming behind its glass 
tub. Maybe the sounds of the zither weren’t paper ribbons after all, but 
lightning fast fish, swimming up all the way here from Paris and now 
living and sparkling in this dim courtyard. The man probably knew 
nothing about this miracle, thrumming on his strings and dabbing his 
sweaty hands into the side of his trousers every now and then. 

I found the key hidden in the corner of the door. Such was our hab-
it since I could remember. We weren’t frightened of thieves, yet each 
housewife had their own way of doing things. I felt childishly excited. 
As I reached the door, I could feel my heart pounding in my throat, all 
at once I was going to stand before my mother and my siblings. How 
strange and unintelligible it all felt. I was relieved upon finding that the 
door was closed.

The kitchen was tidy and clean. There was nothing new, no growth since 
I left. Yet, finally, instead of the one hole, where we used to live among 
mice and roaches, this one had a separate kitchen and a separate room 
with two windows. Indeed, a person may live this way! The ancient, big 
sofa was lying in the kitchen, in an inner corner in the dark. I didn’t 
understand. Why was it in the kitchen? Why? And who was sleeping on 
it? This used to be my nest. With what great determination it used to 
break my bones, mice playing the zither among its springs. Inside the 
room there were two beds and a wooden bunk at one end. There were 
curtains on the windows. I recognized them, they were from the shroud 
factory, with sparkling glitters woven into them. They were pretty, still 
it felt as if they were carrying the faint smell of cemeteries and chapels. 
And they made the room dimmer, I can feel that this should not be so. 
But I feel relieved. I don’t long to be back in the hotel in Paris. 

I searched for the basin, I stripped down to my waist for a wash. The 
water pipe is inside the kitchen, another sign of moving upwards. I note 
that while I was gone, these have gotten quite well-off. Water is flowing 
in a cascade into the large tin basin, its crude, strong smell sending 
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shivers through me, my body erupting in goose bumps. Then I im-
mersed myself in the water. The spicy soap smelling of carcass is let-
ting out white foams, water squirting in sparkles onto the stone floor of 
the kitchen. I was splashing around with my back to the door. During 
these moments I experienced all that was great and the joy of being 
clean. As all the filth was peeling off of me, hope and trust were begin-
ning to be reborn inside me.

Someone may have entered the door. I didn’t turn around, I was playing 
like a splashing child. 

Then someone gently hit me on the back and said, 

‘What is it, miss, have you cut your hair?’

I didn’t understand what was happening around me, it felt as if I was 
dreaming. And then I could hear the same voice again. 

‘Does mummy know that you’ve had your hair cut?’ 

I stood up and turned around. There was an elderly woman standing in 
front of me with crooked, bent back, head tied up inside a scarf, she was 
eyeing me in fright, my hairy face, my hairy chest and let out a fearful, 
desperate scream. 

I want to say something soothing, but she flees shrieking and slams the 
door behind her. I didn’t understand the situation and nor did I know 
who the woman was and why she ran away into the world in such a 
fright. Then I thought that it must have been one of our neighbours 
and from the back she must have mistaken me with Mariska or Terus 
perhaps. A tiny, tin-framed mirror was hanging above the water pipe, 
I took a look inside and I burst out laughing. My hair was standing 
scru!ly in all directions, my beard protruding out even more so than 
usual. ‘Well, if truth be known, a young miss does not look like this 
indeed.’ And I only noticed now how much weight I put on through-
out my loiterings. My face had a plump, fresh, vivid colour, my chest 
was swollen, my arms were round. I’ve never been this fat before, and 
now I was feeling ashamed before myself. My hair could also have been 
pinned up in a bun. 

I searched around for a comb. I found a small canvas bag above the 
sofa and a comb inside it. It was an old ox horn comb with broken teeth. 
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The veins were all visible on it, they looked like the rings of a cut-down 
tree. I was moving around at a leisurely pace, touching and contem-
plating the comb, I walked to the door with it and all at once, I became 
breathless. My fingers were trembling, I could hardly handle this light 
little thing at this moment. I’d been contemplating it joyously and then, 
through its teeth, lice was clambering out. It was climbing slowly and 
then stopped at the side of the comb, as if at the edge of some pothole. 
It was a sickening, grey beast with a dark stripe on its back. I threw 
it on the ground, stepped on it and put the comb back inside the bag. 
I didn’t dare touch my hair, I washed my hand hard once more, and only 
after all that did I comb it with my ten fingers. ‘Who is the person living 
on the sofa?’ I asked myself again. ‘Whose comb could this be, oh, dear 
God?’ Fresh water had woken me up, spurring my blood into action, 
and now a sudden sadness took hold of me, cowardice and helpless-
ness, as if I was being sick. How happy I had been for the cleanliness 
and warm silence and now, here I am.

I found my old clothes, I dressed out of my rags and I sat at the corner 
of the sofa in such manner that I could keep an eye on the comb holder 
to see if there was anything setting off from inside of it. It was turning 
into dusk outside, people were drifting home from the factories, chil-
dren were playing noisily in the courtyard. 

Soon I could hear my mother’s voice from behind the door. She was 
laughing heartily, happily, as the neighbour told her what happened. 
I would have wanted to go outside to greet her, but I couldn’t. I was just 
sitting there helplessly. 

In a few moments the door slammed open and my mother entered, 
dressed in her Sunday best, and she was still laughing. 

‘Well, you did it nicely!’ she said, ‘You have given a nice fright to the 
entire house! You’ve made it home at long last, you vagabond.’ 

I moved towards her, we held hands, I could feel by her movements that 
she would have liked to hug me and kiss me too perhaps after the long 
leave. But I didn’t offer my face. I looked down on such sentimentalities, 
and I would have felt literally ashamed of myself, should my mother 
have thrown herself upon me and started mollycoddling me, likes some 
helpless little child. 

‘Good afternoon,’ I said. 
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Nevertheless, my mother could not control herself, she reached out with 
her hand and was stroking my face. 

‘You are home, at long last. I am glad, my son, believe me, we were 
thinking about you a lot. Me and the girls, we were talking a lot about 
you. Take a seat so, I’ll give you something to eat in a minute.’

She put coffee and bread with goose fat on it before me. We were sitting 
inside the room by the table. She was asking me questions and slowly 
and disinterested, I started to talk.

Translated by Adél Várszegi
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The most authentic records of Kassák’s vagabondage are those letters 
that he sent, initially together with his fellow vagabond, József Gödrös, 
then alone – but in the company of Emil Szittya – to his friends he left 
behind in Budapest: Jolán Simon and Károly Kiss. Altogether twen-
ty-three letters remain in the archives of the Kassák Museum, however, 
we can presume that they did exchange more letters during the journey, 
a part of which are lost. The exchange of letters begins in Passau, the 
Austrian-Bavarian border-town, one-third into Kassák and Gödrös’s 
travels and, apart from a few minor interruptions, it records the West-
ern-European vagabondage through Germany, Belgium and France to 
Kassák’s return to Budapest.  

On one hand, in the exchange of letters the events recorded 
in A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek (The Horse Dies the Birds Fly 
Away) and Egy ember élete (The Life of a Man) by Kassák are gaining 
a new meaning, on the other hand, they are enriching the narrative of 
Kassák’s vagabondage with further details. The letters are allowing 
us to catch a glimpse at the behind the scenes details on the literary 
wing-spreading of Kassák and Gödrös. As is seen in the letters, Jolán 
Simon and Károly Kiss were actively participating in placing their po-
ems in the daily newspapers in Budapest. Kassák was trying to do 
everything in order to gain some money from his friends to finance his 
vagabondage. We can follow the development of Kassák’s and Jolán 
Simon’s relationship through their intimate exchange of letters. Kassák 
and Gödrös received most letters poste restante, which – in the absence 
of a reliable address –  they picked up at the post o!ce at the ensuing 
station of their travels. The letters are published in their original form 
and spelling with editorial notes.

The Correspondence 
of Lajos Kassák and 
József Gödrös During 
the Vagabondage

This edition was prepared as a part of the research 

project of the Petőfi Literary Museum–Kassák 

Museum FK-139325 entitled “Digital Critical 

Edition of the Correspondence of Lajos Kassák and 

Jolán Simon between 1909 and 1928, and New 

Perspectives for Modernism Studies,” supported by 

the Hungarian National Research, Development and 

Innovation Office.
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Letter 1. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös to Jolán Simon 
From Passau to Újpest, 4 June 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2017.

Dear Jolán, 

You must be curious to know how we are keeping, since indeed, we hav-
en’t written about that until now, have we? But you don’t find it worthy 
either to let us know about your well-being, do you? Well, beware, you 
rascal, we are going to write our address down for you so you’ll have no 
excuses. Reply as soon as you receive this paper, because come Sunday, 
we will be in Munich.1 Write to us there, using the name Lajos Kassák, 
post.restant.2 Send us what we asked for.3 (Also, write the name of the 
sender on the envelope.)

 Goodbye,
 G. L.4

Greetings to the poets!
How is Károly?5

Keep an eye on the Függ6 because L.7 sent a new poem from Passau.

1 The postcard was written on a Friday and they 

were planning their arrival to Munich on 6 June.

2 Poste restante: a system in which a post office 

keeps someone’s post until it can be collected, 

usually used by people who are travelling.

3 The previous exchange of letters did not survive, 

thus the subject of the request is unknown. 

Kassák and Gödrös were probably asking Jolán 

for the copies of their poems published in the daily 

newspapers in Budapest.

4 József Gödrös and Lajos Kassák. 

5 Károly Kiss (1882–1910) ironworker, poet. His 

poems were published in Népszava (People’s 

Voice), his only individual anthology was published 

under the title Piros mezőkön… Proletárversek (Red 

Fields… Proletarian Poems) in 1908. Following his 

death, Aladár Bálint wrote an obituary on him in 

Nyugat (1910, issue 15). He was part of Kassák’s 

circle of friends, their relationship was captured in 

Egy ember élete. 

6 Független Magyarország (Independent Hungary, 

1902–1919) the daily newspaper of the Independent 

Party, edited by Márton Dienes. The paper regularly 

published literature, including the first poems of 

Kassák as well. 

7 Lajos Kassák
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József Gödrös, 1909 (Letter 2)
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Letter 2. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös 
From Újpest to Munich, poste restante, 15 June 1909
Letter card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/3.

Dear boys,

I would not have thought that you too were going to treat me this way. 
I don’t know whether this rebuke is meant to be a joke or you are se-
rious?  Because I did write to you and I sent a lot of poems as well. It 
is truly baffling that you haven’t received them. I am only sad for the 
bunch of poems that were in it.  

What is it you are doing otherwise? Don’t you yearn to come home? 
Don’t you miss me just a little? Well, don’t laugh at me, but I do miss 
you. I regret losing you. Now you’ll say, ‘What’s with the tone of voice 
this woman is using now?! We can tell she’s been away from us.’ But 
you see, you are wrong, because I am still the same old lecherous wom-
an. I go out every now and then for some debauchery (I have you on my 
mind then, obviously), I go to the Meteor8 as well.

I buy the Független every day and I inquire about everything you might 
be interested in. Both of you have a poem published in it. ‘Bulkers,’ 
‘Sunday in the factory.’9 [↗The poems of Kassák: June 1909] [↗Gödrös’s 
story] Dear boys, respond promptly, as soon as you receive my letter, 
because then I will let you know about everything in bigger details.

 Goodbye. 
 Your loving Jolán

8 The Meteor coffee house opened in 1906 on 

the ground floor of the Hotel Meteor (6 Erzsébet 

boulevard), opposite Café New York. Alongside with 

the circus and cabaret artist, it was a popular coffee 

house among the social-democratic intellectuals, 

until the middle of the 1910s it was Kassák’s 

favourite spot.

9 Lajos Kassák, Gabonahajók (Bulkers) and József 

Gödrös, Vasárnap a gyárban (Sunday at the Factory), 

Független Magyarország, 6 June 1909, 19.
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Letter 3. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös 
From Újpest to Munich, poste restante, undated [June 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/4.

Dear boys,

Do accept my apologies for not writing my letter as greatly detailed as I 
promised to do so beforehand. But as you can see, I cannot, since I am 
extremely tired. But I will do what I can, even so. 

I haven’t had the chance to talk to Gyagyovszki10 yet, but I will go the 
Meteor tomorrow and I will do so then, hopefully. Then there is Bodro-
gi11 asking intensely about your well-beings. Naturally, you know what 
I replied. Oh, boys, those are such lazy folk, talking such nonsense. The 
only bad thing was that upon leaving, I had no one to laugh at them 
with. I truly missed you then! 

I was at Feldmann12 yesterday and I had a look at the address of the 
Hét’s13 editorial: it is under 22 Népszínház Street, district VIII. 

I have recently made acquaintance with Béla Balázs, poet and play-
write.14 He is a very kind and witty boy. I think you know him by name, 
he belongs with the ‘Holnap’ folk.15 I will bring him your poems next 
time. You won’t mind, will you? 

I safely say I feel quite relaxed in this new company. As far as the paint-
ers are concerned. And you? You see, I would have deserved at least 

10 Emil Gyagyovszky (1881–1961) poet, writer, 

the staff member of Népszava, a social-democratic 

daily newspaper. The pioneer of proletarian poetry 

in Hungary, his first anthology, Az utca (The Street) 

was published in 1907.

11 Zsigmond Bodrogi (1874–1937) poet, writer. His 

social-democratic spirited poems were published 

in Független Magyarország and Népszava, his first 

anthology was printed in 1908, titled Tövises tarlón 

(On Thorny Stubbles). He became acquainted with 

Kassák at the Meteor Coffee House. 

12 József Feldmann was the owner of two coffee 

houses in Újpest, the Pannónia (48 Árpád street), 

and the Democrat (at the corner of Árpád and Rózsa 

street).
13 A Hét (The Week, 1889–1924) was the literary 

and political weekly of József Kiss, the leading 

paper of the progressive citizens and modernist 

literature before the departure of Nyugat. In 1909 

Kassák was unsuccessfully trying to publish his 

poems in the paper. 

14 Béla Balázs (1884–1949) writer, poet, film direc-

tor. He finished his academic studies in Budapest 

and Berlin, and was in Paris with Zoltán Kodály 

in 1907. His poems were published in the Holnap 

(Tomorrow) anthology (1908–1909) and Nyugat, 

his first drama was introduced in April 1909 in 

Budapest, Doktor Szélpál Margit (Doctor Margaret 

Szélpál). He only became acquainted with Kassák 

in 1916, around the time of the publication of A Tett 

(The Action).

15 The ’Tomorrow’ folk were the authors of the 

modernist anthology Holnap, published in 1908 

and 1909 in Nagyvárad (Oradea, Romania): Endre 

Ady, Mihály Babits, Béla Balázs, Ákos Dutka, Tamás 

Emőd, Gyula Juhász and Jutka Miklós.
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receiving a decent letter from you. Don’t you think? I am also curious 
as to when you are bringing me out there too?!

Furthermore, my dear Gödrös, I received your lines with great delight, 
but for once, Kassi16 could grace me with his handwriting as well. 

Kari17 has just left the house. Poor boy, he won’t make it far either. 

Also, Fischer18 was here the other day. I dealt with that one all right! I 
was in a good mood. Naturally, Kari is still idolizing him. Truth be told, 
I got so careless the other day that I got mixed up with the swine, I was 
nearly devoured. But I will take care in the future!

And you, Gödrös, my son, don’t be writing to that gang, because they 
are only laughing at you. Believe me, I experienced that the other day.

But enough with the gossip. I can only send you so many poems at 
once, but if you write me your address more frequently, you will receive 
more poems. There is no word from the editorial. 

Write to me loads.

 Lovingly,
 Your Jolán

16 Nickname of Lajos Kassák.

17 Nickname of Károly Kiss.

18 The figure of Jenő Fischer was preserved solely 

in Kassák’s Egy ember élete. He was the one who 

financed Károly Kiss’ first anthology. 
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Letter 4. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös to Jolán Simon 
From Munich to Újpest, 18 June 1909
Picture card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 401/1.

19 Nándor and Dezső were the brothers of Jolán 

Simon. Nándor – according to Egy ember élete 

– was a carpenter’s apprentice in Baja, who died 

young in tuberculosis. Dezső was enlisted in the 

First World War, he returned home from a Russian 

prison of war in 1919. 

20 Unknown person.

21 Among the editorial notes of A Hét József Kiss 

did not mention the poems that Kassák sent him.

91. The Munich Victory Gate (Siegestor) on the 

postcard of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös, 1909 

(Letter 4)
Dear Jolán, 

Let there be a graphic memory of the art nest for you. We know every 
nook and cranny of the city by now, we are sending you a piece so that, 
even though only on paper, you may see Munich. Give our regards to 
your dear mother, and Nándor and Dezső.19 Also, Gyervai20 as well – if 
he is there. Come Wednesday, we will be in Augsburg, we will stay there 
for a day. 

 Goodbye. 
 Gödrös Lajos

Keep an eye on the editorial notes of the ‘Hét’ because L. sent them  
a poem.21 
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Letter 5. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös to Jolán Simon 
From Augsburg to Újpest, 23 June 1909
Picture card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 401/1.

Dear Jolán, 

We are writing to you on such beautiful picture card because you ad-
dressed our letter correctly and we were able to receive it without hin-
drance. And if you keep on writing in such manner, you will come by 
more picture cards of this sort. Why didn’t you send us our poems? 
And what about that detailed letter? Write to Stuttgart, poste restante.

 Goodbye.
 Gödrös Lajos

Where is Klári’s address?22 
What do you think of our taste? 

22 The figure of Klára Balázs, factory worker and 

proletarian agitator was solely preserved in Kassák’s 

Egy ember élete. According to the novel it was she 

who introduced Kassák to József Gödrös. 

92. Josef Limburg’s statue The Violinist on the 

postcard of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös, 1909 

(Letter 5)
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Letter 6. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös 
From Újpest to Augsburg, undated [June 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/5.

Dear boys,

I received your card. I can tell you, I was delighted. Finally, I am satis-
fied with you now as well! Isn’t it so?!

How long will you stay there? When will you be in Paris? Guess what? 
I’m sitting with a famous painter and he’s talking so much about how 
I should go to Paris. I could make a great living there, because models 
are paid well and food is cheaper. He used to live there for fourteen 
years. He’s called Karlóvszki.23 Do you know him? You know, boys, how 
much artists love me. They say that I have a great head. But you know 
this already. 

But I would love to know for once what you do with your time. I hope I 
am not being indiscreet. Write to me loads. 

Klára’s address: Fiume Ilona bathhouse. If she is still there. I think she 
has already left. It’s been a long time since I wrote to her. 

Why didn’t you write to Kari? He is sending his regards, by the way. He 
is better now. Tell me what you think? Rózsi24 has become a model too, 
the queen of affect.25

I am sending you good and bad poems, but I cannot send you any of 
yours, because nothing has arrived from you, only Kassi, but that one 
was lost by Kari. 

Write to me loads, boys and send me nice cards. 

 Goodbye
 With love,
 Jolán

23 Bertalan Karlovszky (1858–1938) naturalist pa-

inter. He finished his studies at the Munich Academy, 

then went to work alongside Mihály Munkácsy in Pa-

ris. He was working in Budapest from 1894, he was 

a regular exhibitor at Műcsarnok (Kunsthalle). Under 

the influence of Kassák, Jolán Simon left her job at 

the lamp factory in 1909 and was sitting as a model 

at the Epreskert studio of the University of Fine Arts, 

undertaking the job of being a nude model there and 

at other places as well. 

24 Rózsi Nepp, Kassák and his friends knew her 

from the workers’ movement. Károly Kiss informs 

Kassák of her premature death in Egy ember élete. 

25 Affect: affecting, acting artificially.



316

Letter 7. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák
No address [From Újpest to Augsburg?], undated [June 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/6.

Dear Lajos, 

I have read it. – – – I knew it was you. I knew that had you written, you 
would only write to me in such manner. And I like it about you, your 
cliché-free honesty. 

As far as the kissing is concerned, I wouldn’t be against it either. And 
the hell, well, I have wished it back on me many times, but to no avail. 
But it is your fault. You know that anyway. Don’t worry, there will come 
a time when we can kill each other again. Can you believe that? Write 
to me about the pain and how great it feels. 

But let us move on to the wiser side of matters. I talked to Gyagyovszki. 
They will probably accept your [poem] but he will rewrite it, because a 
lot of the sentences are written in bad Hungarian and he is going to 
correct those.26 But he will make sure that they pay you 20 crowns prior 
to publication. There is nothing coming from the Független [Magya-
rország], not even a message. Neither from the ‘Hét.’ 

When will you arrive in Paris? I would so love to be there with you already.  

And I almost forgot; I am sick. The doctor just left. Therefore, don’t 
be wondering that I am writing my lines so hectically. I think you will 
forgive me for that. 

Dear boy, I started this letter yesterday, but I had to stop as I got so 
sick. I am not feeling excellent today either, but it is more sufferable. I 
take three to four aspirins a day, I am completely numb by now. I was 
given alkali. 

But it is not my intention at all to fill this letter with moaning about my 
sickness. I don’t think you would take it so well either. 

I would so love to write to you a long letter. To write everything down.
I am not having a liaison with Jóska anymore. I hate him. Szabó, the 
tall is madly in love with me. Fenyő (we got acquainted in Meteor) 

26 Kassák eventually had his poem Este a csavar-

gó-tanyán (Night at the Vagabonds’ Lair) published 

in Népszava on 13 February 1910. Following this 

breakthrough, his poems and short stories were 

regularly published in the social-democratic daily.  
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would love to make me his lover. I hate him. Rozgonyi confessed that he 
is in love with me. Náci Szabó wants me. I hate him. A sculptor asked 
me yesterday to go and live with him, I hate him. A painter wanted to 
take me to Venice, I hate him.27 I hate them tremendously and I cannot 
sleep during the night because my desires will not let me. 

Do not believe that I have written you these things out of sole braggary. 
No. It is only because you are the only one I can tell, I think you will 
understand me. 

I don’t know what had happened to me, it is as if I am changed entirely. 
I think you will laugh at me, but you are the only one I am yearning. Oh, 
I could bite you now. You wait, I will pinch you, beware!

It is true: I haven’t been able to talk to Balázs28 because he left. But 
next time, when I get the chance.  

Write to me loads.
 I’d kiss you immensely.
 Goodbye,
 Jolán

27 The suitors of Jolán Simon cannot be identified, 

it is only ‘the wood-sculptor Rozgonyi’, that appears 

in Egy ember élete.

28 Béla Balázs.
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Letter 8. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös to Károly Kiss
From Stuttgart to Újpest, 9 June 1909
Picture card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 433/1.

Dear Károly,

We have partially fulfilled your request as we cannot get a hold of such 
papers around here, but as soon as we reach Munich again, or from 
Paris perhaps we will send you more in the envelope.29 You may only 
receive one at a time every now and then of those that we put away for 
our personal use. But we will get ourselves others. We are staying in 
Stuttgart for a longer period. We will write longer next time. 

 Goodbye
 Gödrös Lajos

Send us a ‘Újpesti Napló’30 urgently. 

29 We don’t know exactly which were the 

newspapers Kassák and Gödrös were reading in 

Germany. 

30 The social-democratic weekly, Újpesti Napló 

(Újpest Diary) was situated in Újpest-Rákospalota, 

its editor in chief was Béla Negyedi-Szabó Béla 

(1879–1935). Kassák had poem published in the 

paper 1 January 1910, titled Elátkozott sziget (Cursed 

Island). 

93. Portrait of Károly Kiss with an unknown man, 

1907 
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Letter 9. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös to Károly Kiss
From Stuttgart to Újpest, 11–12 June 1909
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 433/2.

Dear Károly,

Here you have a longer letter. We want to tell you that Kassák is going 
to publish a book here in Stuttgart together with another writer (whom 
we got acquainted with here and who is also Hungarian), his name is 
Emil Szittya.31 He (Szittya), on behalf of us, is nominating you to kindly 
go to Gyula Vojticky32 and ask for 10 books that Szittya and Vojticky 
have written together and send here, poste restante. Vojticky lives at 7 
Vasvári Pál Street, if he isn’t there, you will surely find him at the ‘Free-
dom Worker’s Association’ (3 Aggteleki Street). 

Do this for us, please, we will return your favour. If you are talking to 
Vojticky, tell him that Szittya`s future depends on these ten copies and 
he hopes that Vojticky will hand over the books. 

Furthermore: if you have any money, then Kassák is asking to bor-
row as many crowns as you can spare for covering the publication of 
his book. If you have no money, then send him a few copies of ‘Piros 
mezőkön’33 that we will sell here and we will return your money when the 
book is published.  

Kassák has asked for a few crowns from Jolán as well and he will further 
receive some from home and this way the price of the book will come 
together. If you are talking to Jolán, mention this to her, in case his 
letter went missing she should know about this thing.

Emil Szittya is asking for another favour. That is: At Baross Square, near 
the toilet, women are selling flowers, and there is the entrance to a house. 
A sculptor named Fridman34 lives there, visit him and tell him to send 
Szittya’s package here to Stuttgart, poste restante. If József Fridman, 
the sculptor is away from home, ask Fridman`s brother (he also lives 
there) to know where Szittya’s package is and tell us…  [The second page 
of the letter is missing.]

31 The proposed anthology did not get published 

and neither did the ancient Greek tales of Emil 

Szittya survive. 

32 Gyula Wojticzky (1887–1958) poet, publicist. He 

started his career in the social-democratic youth mo-

vement, his political essays were published in several 

papers. He tried himself out in poetry as well and, 

alongside Emil Szittya he wrote an essay compilation 

on praising modernist lyrics – and mostly Endre Ady 

– titled Az Újak irodalmáról (Of the New Literature). 

33 Károly Kiss’ anthology titled Piros mezőkön... 

Proletárversek (Red Fields… Proletarian Poems) 

was published in 1908 at the Világosság press.

34 The life of sculptor József Friedmann is unknown. 

He was enlisted as a soldier during the First World War, 

in 1916 he created the statue of national sacrifice in 

Losonc (Lučenec, Slovakia) in the form of a medieval 

knight. See Tolnai Világlapja, 21 September 1916.

[képek] 
92. Szittya Emil és Wojticzky 
Gyula, Az újak irodalmáról, 
1909
93. Kiss Károly, Piros mező-
kön..., 1908

94. Emil Szittya and Gyula Wojticzky, Az újak 

irodalmáról, 1909 

95. Károly Kiss, Piros mezőkön..., 1908 
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Letter 10. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon
From Stuttgart to Újpest, undated [c. 12–14 July 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2031/2.

Dear Jolán,

I am informing you on a highly important matter (if indeed poems still bear 
any value before you). I met a Hungarian writer in Stuttgart,35 who is pos-
itively debauched (the type of Oscar Wilde36 debauched genius). He has a 
great knowledge, he is doing lectures on books, music and paintings and is 
writing studies on all manners of art. And with this man, here in Stuttgart, 
together we are going to publish a book in two weeks’ time. I have twenty 
poems and he will have his Ancient Greek tales published. This is the eas-
ier part of it. Here comes the second part where arithmetic comes into the 
picture but you know that this part is completely blank so far, therefore I 
am asking you to help me fill this void with whatever you can. 

As I have mentioned above, unless being hindered by the financials, I 
will have a book published in two weeks. I am sending letters to several 
people now and I am asking for loans and so I am including you into 
this too (you do find it strange, don’t you?). I am asking you, please, to 
raise a few marks from somewhere, as many as you can afford at all, I 
will pay you back shortly (forgive me for writing to you so insolently). I 
will send you a prepayment sheet next week, I hope you will do your very 
best? You know, I have few friends I can turn to for help in such cases. 
The book will most likely be published with my portrait.

Now let us move on to our own business. How are you keeping? What 
news do you have from home? How is your mother and the boys and 
your little one, are they healthy? 

I have little to say about us, our hands still remain unstained by real 
work, we live hand to mouth, the old writer is supporting us, in a way, 
anyway. But if the book gets successfully published, we will have a life 
without worries and money to fill our boots (I am exaggerating now) and 
we will get to Paris immediately, where we will be visiting those famous 
whorehouses, where together our once again small gang will drink itself 
under the table.  It will be great like that! Help me out with something 
if you can, but the sooner, the better, as I have to pay the printer. My 
address is the same: Stuttgart poste restante.

 Goodbye Lovingly, 
 Lajos

35 Emil Szittya. 36 Oscar Wilde (1854–1900) Irish poet, writer, 

playwright.
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Letter 11. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák and József Gödrös 
From Újpest to Stuttgart, undated [July 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/7.

Dear boys, 

I am hereby sending you twenty books, but I can send you more, if this 
isn’t enough.37 It was me dealing with what Gödrös wrote to Kari, be-
cause Kari is lying in bed, sick (the boy is going to keel over).38 With 
great di!culty I have discovered Vojticki and Friedmann. About Vo-
jticki I can only say that he is a great big scoundrel. He has already 
fooled me into meeting him at the coffee house so he could hand me 
over the copies and so far I haven’t received anything from him other 
than lies. The Friedmanns said that they will find the package until 
Sunday, because it is up in the attic. I wanted to send the books to-
gether originally, but since it is still uncertain when I am receiving that 
thing, I found it more prudent to send Kari’s books up front. 

I was at the editorial of the ‘Függ’39 as well. The name Kassák almost 
had magical effects. They became so friendly with me all of a sudden. 
They were inquiring about you greatly. Your stuff is being published on 
the front page now. Bodrogi said that I can go back for a bit of royalties 
in five to six weeks. It is true that among other things he did mention 
that I should let you know that they are criticizing, berating, praising 
you in literary circles, be happy about it, it means you are being noticed.

Why don’t you write to that boy. I have noticed that your carelessness 
is hurting him. If you do write, address it to Meteor, 2 Erzsébet blvd. 

And what about me, why don’t you write to me? Are you too busy? You 
know that I am joking, even though I am not in the mood for it at all 
right now. The prospect of a horrible fight with my husband40 is lying 
ahead of me. Can you imagine that that filthy Csatár41 is in good rela-
tionship with him and sends all the news to Kari from there. But I will 
shoot the dogs. Then again, leave it all be. 
 
 Goodbye,
 Jolán

37 Károly Kiss’ anthology, Piros mezőkön.

38 Károly Kiss was suffering from tuberculosis, died 

on 1 July 1910 and was buried on 3 July. Népszava 

published an obituary on his death (2 July 1910, 9.) 

39 Független Magyarország.

40  The husband of Jolán Simon Jolán János Pál 

Nagy was a cabinetmaker’s apprentice who she 

married at the age of seventeen (1907).  They had 

three children: Piroska (1903), Rudolf (1905), and Etel 

(1907), however, their marriage turned bad and Jolán 

Simon moved out with her children in 1908. Their mar-

riage was dissolved by the Hungarian court in 1922 

due to the divorce lawsuit initiated by the husband. 

41 Unknown person.



322

Letter 12. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák 
From Budapest to Frankfurt am Main, poste restante, 18 August 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/8.

42 Móric Miklós was the co-editor of the social-de-

mocratic papers, Újpest and Újpesti Napló, according 

to Egy ember élete he was the friend of Kassák and 

Károly Kiss. 

Dear Kassi,

Please, have a bit of patience still, because I cannot do anything at 
the moment, I am going to the hospital tomorrow. Still, whatever I 
can do, I will. Try and write to Miklós.42

Kari Kiss is going to the hospital.

 Goodbye,
 Jolán

I will write you my address.

96. Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák, 1909  

(Letter 12)
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Letter 13. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon 
From Brussels to Újpest, undated [August 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 378/1.

Dear Jolán,
 
I received both your two letters today, although there is a very big dif-
ference between the two, concerning the writing, but let us leave these 
matters run their own course. As far as the picture card is concerned, 
will you allow me to express my opinion on it? 

If so, then they are as follows. 

I. I love purity.
II. It is my principle to get as close to simplicity as possible. 

You, my baby, however were posing in front of the photographer. Take 
better care of being stylish next time. But no matter, there will come a 
time perhaps when you as well will be able to do what every independent 
thinker must… [The rest of the letter is missing.]

upon poems
Hand over the 1st and 2nd together, under the name ‘Songs from the hos-
pital,’ give the third one individually to the Független [Magyarország], 
sign it Frankfurt. [↗The Poems of Kassák: Lost Poems]

Write to me to Brussels imminently about everything. 

 Goodbye.

97. Portrait of Jolán Simon, c. 1900 
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Letter 14. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák 
From Újpest to Brussels, undated [late August 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/12.

Dear Kassi,

Finally I can (even though a bit hectically, but) answer your letter. I 
know you were surprised by my alleged negligence, that I am neither 
writing anything, nor am I managing your business with su!cient dil-
igence. But you see, boy, I couldn’t, up until now. When you asked me 
for that specific thing, I was without a penny and a job, so that I had to 
sew for mother. Then I was sewing and sewing, I kept sewing until I be-
gan spitting blood and called in sick. I felt horribly and on top of it all, 
Nándor43 carried out what he had promised in spring – he threw me out. 
I am with the Nagy family44 since then and the children are with their 
father. I am probably going to the hospital, but there is no room there 
now. Did you know? Kari is in hospital. He was coughing up blood. 

I will surely bring in your poems during this week and I will visit Miklós45 
again to urge them about your pass. You’re not angry at me, boy, are 
you? You see, it is so odd the way everything turned out. Don’t laugh 
at me, but people are hideous. That lousy Csatár went to my husband 
too and told him all kinds of lies. And so on and so on. But let’s not 
worry, all will pass in time.
 
All I want to know is when I am going to see you again?! Did you here 
that Gödrös is in Paris? Mischievous crook, he wrote a card filled with 
lies to Kari. [↗Gödrös’s story]

Amongst other things, he asked for a Hungarian-French calendar from 
Kari, Kari would have fetched it for him, but I didn’t let him. 

And you, what was wrong with you? Why were you sick? It seems that 
it was for your benefit, because your poem, ‘Before the final journey,’ is 
beautiful. [↗The Poems of Kassák: Lost Poems] Rózsi46 liked it very 
much as well. 
 
As far as the Független [Magyarország] is concerned, boy, I couldn’t 
buy it, even in the greatest determination, because – I have no money.47 

43 Nándor: Jolán Simon’s brother. 

44 The parents of Jolán Simon’s husband. 
45 Móric Miklós. 

46 Rózsi Nepp. 

47 Független Magyarország published two poems 

of Kassák in its August 26 issue in 1909: Ünnep 

álomországban (Dreamland Feast), and Egy boldog 

óra (Merry Hour).
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You shouldn’t have spent so much time on that particular photo. You 
could tell it was bad, anyway! But it wasn’t because I was posing, but 
because the boy who was standing there was saying a lot of nauseating 
things that I didn’t find comely to listen to and I moved, that is why 
that photo is bad. My friend, I have given up posing since then.

Klára is not here.48

Dear Lajos, next time, when I am more relaxed, I will write to you about 
my future plans. Will that be good? Will you be interested? But let us 
leave that for now.

 Goodbye, with kisses. 
 Jolán

You will reply promptly, won’t you?

My address: 
Jolán Simon
23 Baross Street, Újpest

Kari’s address: 
New Saint John Hospital, 
III. pulmonary barrack 1st ward. 
Károly Kiss

48 Klára Balázs.
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98. Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák, 1909

(Letter 15)
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Letter 15. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák 
From Budapest to Brussels, 9 September 1909
Letter card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/9.

Dear Lajos,

I am struggling here helplessly in the hospital bed.49 I have been oper-
ated on. Whether luckily or not, I cannot tell, but I am still alive. And 
tomorrow I will return to the chest ward, because I am lying in another 
ward now, as you know. I will probably be out by the beginning of next 
month. Please don’t be angry at me, Kasi, that I haven’t dealt with your 
business, but as soon as I am out, I will do, promptly. Miklós will bring 
your pass in here, that is why I am asking you to write promptly whether 
you are staying there and if I should send it registered, or not?50 And 
don’t you be complaining boy that you feel lonely, because ever since 
I’ve been lying in hospital, not a soul has come to see me. I don’t even 
have a shabby god to appeal to. You can at least pour your feelings 
into poems, but I am too dumb for even that.  It is true that even Rózsa 
liked that first poem of yours. The rest is quite pretty as well, one can 
see you are getting stronger, boy. It is true that it sounds immodest 
of me to be critiquing your poems, but I believe you will forgive me for 
this. Won’t you?

49 According to the address on the postcard Jolán 

Simon was being treated at the new Saint John 

Hospital.

50 Kassák was probably trying to gain a journalist’s 

license from Miklós Móricz, one of the editors of the 

social-democratic papers in Újpest. 
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Letter 16. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon
From Brussels to Budapest, undated [September 1909]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 378/2.

Dear Jolán,

I am still in Brussels; therefore I have received that lately penned reply 
that you wouldn’t have hoped for me to get at all. 
Yes, I am still here, and I will likely stay here for a few more days. Then, 
from here I will head towards Paris. Believe me, I’ve had enough of loi-
tering (as far as moneyless loitering is concerned). 

And what do I do to keep myself afloat and what are my future plans? 
The answer is very simple: I try ripping off every better-looking person, 
based on their line of work. It has been five months since I left home 
and I haven’t done a stroke for money until now, mind. Thus, I must 
make do or rather vegetate on what I can pray out of the working man. 
I have several painter, sculptor and writer friends and these make up 
the larger part of the paying class. 

≈

I am asking you, please, that as soon as you get out of hospital, look 
into the things involved in my previous letter promptly and make haste 
so you can get some money for the poems; furthermore, get me those 
copies from the editorial of ‘Függ’51 that had any of my work in them 
during the time you were sick. 

No more of me. Let us talk about your business now: 

I received your letter; I read it and I can tell that the sharply painted 
colour of despair is clearly visible. You were looking for words to paint 
with, to give life to the dead, rigid paper. 

You are speaking: of sickness, of human vice and a future that you are 
wearily weaving with your tender body on the loom of dreams amid 
the cold walls of the hospital. You are complaining about sicknesses 
and are happy to the extent of childish admiration through your tears 
about having found a way towards healing. 

≈

51 Független Magyarország. 
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I can tell that you are happy and I can see a soft, red spot sliding across 
your face when you are thinking of being healthy again and being able 
to walk among people who used to hurt you with a rosy cheek. You are 
week and in despair.

Beneath the serious woman there is the soul of a selfish, hungry child 
struggling. One that hides from the thundering lightning, praying, but 
when her mother arrives and puts her on her lap, she looks into the 
killer light every now and then and whispers to the side how beautiful it 
is… This is how you feel, yearning to sit on the lap of the rain with fully 
formed muscles, giggling, so you can deftly claim: life is beautiful indeed.

Am I right? You are bored with sadness in the Eden of eternal dreams. 
You want to ask from people instead of giving. Just imagine, if all of us 
were tough fisted, rough athletes, what would remain of beauty; of the 
world we’ve dreamt. We would be stooping under the yoke among the 
others and come weekend, we would be happily carrying the hidden mess 
of the weekdays on our Sunday walks. Do you consider this life? Is it life 
where equal, fat crowds are wandering around, empty, apathetic, dumb?

No, this is no life. I desire a different world. I want to give to people, to 
give them a soul so they can suffer and I can weep for them, because 
you can only love those who suffer. And I love you too, because you 
have a soul, because you are a ‘sinner’ and sick…

As far as your aforementioned plans for the future are concerned, those 
I cannot answer anything in certain to for the time being, since I don’t 
know what will become of me by then. Maybe, if I can attain a ticket all 
the way home from Paris, then I will be home this year. But if I don’t 
succeed, then I want to head towards Africa, which may take years or 
even a lifetime.

Please write to me loads as soon as possible. 
My address: Ludwig Kassák. Bruxelles Belgium. Poste restante. 

 Goodbye
 With kisses, 
 Lajos. 

We are connected to the local anarchists and I am sending you a French 
pamphlet that was confiscated, but beware so that it doesn’t excite you 
into committing something harmful.
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Letter 17. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák 
From Újpest to Paris, poste restante, undated [September 1909]
Letter card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/10.

D[ear] […]!52

Now I re[…] the letter you […] and I am rushing to repl[…] I was shocked 
that you could be part of those things. Had I known, I would have held 
you back with both arms, this is so not for you! You belong somewhere 
different. For you to be wasting your talent is a deadly sin and I am 
begging you, if you value me at all, not to do it! Kassi! You will do this 
for me, won’t you? Otherwise, how are things with you? I am idle sitting 
again.53 (Not like you though, of course.) Life around here is the same 
indeed, I am just as lecherous as I was before. Impenitent, in other 
words. Though I still hate people, even though I love them. Write to me 
loads! Write to me about the things I am interested in. You know what! 
I will write to you as well. And take the above to heart.

 Goodbye, with kisses,
 Jolán

52 The postal stamp was later cut out of the 

postcard, making the first lines decipherable only in 

fragments. 

53 Model sitting.
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Letter 18. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Károly Kiss
From Ghent to Újpest, 3 October 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 383/1.

Dear Károly, 

Forgive me for not writing to you for so long, but I was the same with 
everyone, not just you. I had to go through an awfully lot of discomfort 
in a short period of time which brought me down greatly. The police 
raided us during a forbidden assembly of an anarchist group. We were 
locked up without a hearing. After doing our time, we were deported 
to Prussia, where they had us banned for life. Thus I have been stum-
bling around between two countries for 3 weeks now. I have arrived to 
Brussels tonight and I will travel in a bee-line towards Paris at dawn. 
[↗Anomalies of the Route] I am writing you this card at an anarchist 
shelter in a hurry, it is eleven pm. Please go to Jolán and tell her that  
I have received her letters and tell her to forgive me for not replying 
yet. This happened for the same reason above, tell her not to bring the 
poems to the papers, only get hold of the ones that are in print, also 
buy a book from Vojticki and send it to my address as soon as possible: 
Paris Central poste restante

Send me the pass as well. 

Write to me loads, both of you. 
Goodbye. 

Write me both immediately and I will reply you. 
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99. Letter of Lajos Kassák to Károly Kiss, 1909 (Letter 18)

100. Letter of Lajos Kassák to Károly Kiss, 1909 (Letter 19)
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Letter 19. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Károly Kiss
From Paris to Budapest, 28 October 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 383/2.

Dear Károly, 

I am writing to you again and again and I am waiting for a reply but 
to no avail. I am writing to one, I am writing to the other, but it seems 
none of you find me worthy to reply to. What is the reason for this? Are 
you simply bored with all the scribbling? Or is it something else? 

Oh well, it won’t last much longer now! 
If it all goes well, you’ll have no one to scribble to anymore by Novem-
ber. I wrote to you: Jolán replied to that one. I wrote to Jolán, neither 
her, nor you bothered with that one. I asked her to visit you and ask 
you to send me a few of the books so I can sell them as this would be a 
good opportunity for me to sell them, since I am trying to get home and 
I will have plenty of opportunity to pay you back. These are the things I 
wrote to Jolán and now I am telling you these things again (in the hope 
that naturally, you will reply promptly!)

What is happening at home? How are you getting along with poetry? 
They keep breeding for me, so far. They keep breeding, but nothing 
more. Please, write to me promptly and send me the books promptly as 
well, if you have the chance, now they can help me out. 

My address: Ludwig Kassák Paris Rue Mouffetard 86 Hotel. 

What is happening with Jolán? 

 Goodbye,
 Lajos
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Letter 20. 
Letter of Jolán Simon to Lajos Kassák 
From Újpest to Paris, 5 November 1909
Letter card, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 2063/11.

Dear Kasi,

Amid my extremely numerous engagements I am finally making some 
time to write a card to you. I think you won’t withdraw your friendship 
from me in the future just because I am writing to you so rarely. Since 
You must understand what it’s like when a person is forced to go under 
the yoke not just for herself but for others to have the bare essentials. 
As far as the books are concerned, you will receive them this week, I will 
wrap them up during the night, if needs be. Although Kari could easily 
do it since he’s walking around all day. But no more on that. Peace be 
with you, until we meet again. 

 Goodbye,
 Jolán

Letter 21. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon
From Paris to Újpest, 15 November 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 378/4.

Dear Jolán! 

I received your card. I cannot make head or tail of your upside-down 
thinking. How can it be, that when someone – be the most filthy among 
us – is turning towards us pleading and at our mercy to be released 
from the hands of the police and we arrange an exchange of letters 
for weeks on end. Does one need advice, agreement to give someone’s 
freedom back, if it only depends on us, then it is not just our decency 
but our obligation to do so. Do everything that needs be done pronto 
to help him be released.54

 Goodbye,
 Lajos

54 The postcard was sent back to Kassák’s address 

in Paris, marked address unknown. We don’t know 

who the person in prison was in Budapest.  
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Letter 22. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon
From Paris to Újpest, 11 December 1909
Postcard, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 378/5.

Dear Jolán,

You are right, I almost forgot to acknowledge your logical conclusion. 
You know, the one about sending the books. You are truly right, it is not 
worth throwing out 7 crowns for those who have it just so that a penni-
less can make 30–40 Franks of it, what matters is that a person should 
always think with his own purse. By the way, I am getting on the train 
heading for home, it is 9 pm on Tuesday, I will be home by Wednesday. 

 Goodbye,
 Lajos

Letter 23. 
Letter of Lajos Kassák to Jolán Simon
From Budapest to Újpest, undated [December 1909, after his arrival]
Letter, Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 378/7.

Dear Jolán,

I’m not sure you received my letter that I sent you this week. I sent you 
two, both of which I wrote was the same as the other one, but you nei-
ther came nor wrote. 

Please visit me if you have the time today or tomorrow, I would have 
come to you pronto, but I am shattered from the 75 hours of continu-
ous travelling. Please make sure you come, today even, if you can! Bring 
me my poems that Károly Kis corrected. 

If you aren’t coming, tell me promptly on a card. 
My address: 4 Árbóc Street, third floor, door 49.55

 Goodbye,
 Lajos
 

Translated by Adél Várszegi

55 ‘Hétház’ (Seven Houses), was a block of flats 

between Váci Street and Visegrádi Street, built in 

the last years of the 19th century by rum and alcohol 

wholesaler Manó Ehrlich for factory workers. Kassák 

lived there with his family until the early 1910s.
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101. Lajos Kassák’s poetry notebook, c. 1905–1908 
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The Poems of Lajos Kassák 
from his Vagabondage

In this section, we publish the early poems of Lajos 
Kassák. These poems are the records of the young 
poet’s quest in spreading his wings and there are 
quite a few that did not make it into the 1970 com-
plete edition of his poems, compiled by his widow, 
therefore, since 1909, this is the first time we can read 
them in print.1 The series of poems begins at the end 
of 1908, when Kassák started sending his poetry 
to the social democrat periodicals of the Workers’ 
Movement, based in Újpest, Újpest and A Jövő (The 
Future) regularly. From April 1909 on, Kassák’s lat-
est poems were published in the Independent Party’s 
national daily newspaper, Független Magyarország 
(Independent Hungary). He was forwarding his po-
etry written during his Western-European vagabondage in 1909 to the 
newspapers in Budapest with the help of Jolán Simon. He was trying to 
reach other papers as well: the social democrat daily, Népszava (Peo-
ple’s Voice), as well as sending poems from Germany to an influential 
newspaper of modernist literature, A Hét (The Week) – unsuccessfully, 
at the time. His literary breakthrough took place in the first half of 
1910, following his return: this was the first time his poems were pub-
lished in Népszava, and also in a literary periodical called Renaissance 
in July. The editors, Árpád Zigány and Béla Révész published Kassák’s 
poems – among which we can find his first published free verse poems 
as well – with the following comment: ‘These poems were written by 
a 23-year-old ironworker.’2 On the columns of Renaissance Kassák was 
present among the prominent figures of modern Hungarian literature, 
Nyugat writers: among others, Béla Balázs, Dezső Kosztolányi and 
Endre Ady all published in the newspaper. 

1 On the early poetry of Kassák, see Bori – Körner 

1988, 9–32; Szabó 1987.

2 However, in his letter to Kassák, dated 14 July 

1910, Árpád Zigány underlined that he read the 

poems of Kassák with ‘true pleasure and delight’, and 

welcomed the fact that Renaissance could contribute 

to ‘making his talent known more widely among the 

profession.’ Kassák Museum, inv. no. KM-lev. 275. On 

the periodical, see Sándor 1970.

102. Lajos Kassák, Vienna, c. 1925 
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After Work3

From early morning to late at night
– Though many-a-tears stick to my eyes
With head bowed down low, semi-unconscious
I am dragging the yoke, silent, unwise; 
But then when the greyness of these weekdays 
bury me whole in sorrow and worry, 
It is you I visit to liven my spirit. 
In this town’s furthest cellar drinkery. 

Where your unleashed embrace filled with fever
Is chasing my blood to my pale face,
And if upon my sombre, faint lips
Your stormy, hissing kiss I may trace: 
Upon my heart they silently glaze,
Those faded hopes, frigid desires,

And my drunk soul plays a farewell tune
To the flame-bellied furnaces’ fires. 

On the greying horizon, it appears,
The vision, I long to be in my dreams,
Where a piece of bread ties me not to the ground:
I can roam freely around my world!
And if my strength gets broken at times
By the filth-stacked earthly yoke, 
Amid a promising, long embrace,
Through your kisses all be revoke.

The Poems of Kassák 
Prior to His Departure 
(1908–1909)

3 A Jövő, September 1908, [n. p.], ‘A New Proletarian 

Poet’; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 503.

4 A Jövő, November 1908, [n. p.]; Kassák 1970, vol. 

2, 475.

From My Nights4

Mara 

I keep vigil throughout the night by your bedside;
Weaving sorrow from your memory’s shadow,
And with bloodshot eyes, down on my two arms,
I whisper your name in sorrow.

I am thirsty for your fierce, searing kiss – 
Where is my Mara, the ever-smiling?
And I quench the sooty lamp a hundred times
– Maybe, in the dark she’d be coming.

I’m looking for you, calling… in vain,
And sometimes it cracks, the shabby lot,
As if the furniture, mute, lined in dust,
was also beginning to sob...

I know, my Mara, I know, I’d wait in vain!
Your lips are hardened, frozen-divine.
And in vain is my sick heart calling you:
Never again will you be mine.
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Poverty5

Widowed, she stands all alone with her sick child
The mother, and she’s left with no one to sooth 
them.
With his tiny two hands the shivering child
Timidly tugs at the dark lines to smoothen
What’s been carved into his face by bother
And says ‘I am so very hungry, mother.

Look how my entire body is shaking
Eating some soup would be truly so fine
Yesterday you promised me some sweet bread,
and evening is upon us one more time,
Yet not a morsel of bread there is,
Give me just one bite, mother, please.’

‘Nay, my child, there is none to be given,
There’s none left for you, not even a crumble
You must patiently wait until tomorrow
Lay your tiny head to rest, nice and humble,
Hope of my life, my encouraging flair,
In your dear mother’s lap, dream something fair...’

The hungry child fell silent upon this,
A blush crept on his face, tender and bleak
And like the pensive moon on the cloudy sky,
Between tattered rags he sank deep into sleep.
– Thus, life for him as well is filled with grace – 
That is, until he wakes.

Demi-monde6

Enough of all this faked brightness,
It’s radiance pierces tears in my eyes
And in vain I keep filling my cup of joy – 
To me it brings merely pain and demise.

And I feel as if my heart was bleeding
When upon rosy, lush carpets I trace,
The scent of mild perfume says nothing to me,
I’m severing ties with you, oh life of disgrace!

In squalor, your pleasures have wrapped me,
Sucking me dry of my marrow, my blood,
Tearing at the virgin fields of my charms,
Everyone lived, but me, I did not. 

Split open at once, you night void of stars,
You secret veil of begrimed pleasures,
I already hate this butterfly fate
Where kisses offer no glow, no treasures. 

I wish to escape from the cold lamplight
Where once seeking lustful sins I chose,
Where pleasure swayed me in blazing fire
– yet my soul, it completely froze.

5 Újpest, 2 November 1908, 2; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

615.

6 Újpest, 29 November 1908, 3; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

632–633.
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My Mating7

On marrow-boiling nights a-shaking,
That’s when it happens, my mating.

On marrow-boiling nights a-shaking,
When my runt heart’s grabbed by craving
and lust, from behind my cushions and under
I hear the feverish, blood-curdling laughter
of a naked woman with red-poppy face.
The one that keeps vigil with me every night
And once she’s done blazing lust to my heart,
She lays her head down tousled into my lap 
and come morning her lips are all frozen dead. 

Hey, hey, my very mating
is a drunken dream filled with lust-choked craving. 

Rapture8

I severe ties with you, golden wisdom,
Death of eternal greed, you bone-handed.
No matter where I cross your sharp, barren fields,
Amid the cradles of dark graves I’m stranded. 

I will be the Lazarus of rapture no more, 
Enough of the suffering, enough of the pain!
Upon the tatters of my blood-grazed heart
Fiery nights of enchantment remain. 

Away with you now, you hundred-eyed Caesar!
Fires of Hell, farces all with blood filled.
Let today be a day of ravenous pleasure,
And with me let the whole world be thrilled!

Let my lips melt onto your crimson red lips,
Kiss-thirsty girls full of chatter and yearning – 
Hey-ho, I will bury my soul here today,
This frost-beaten flower of hurting.

Ecce Homo9

With open wounds, lonely and grieving,
Groaning numb, I crawl in the shades,
And while my soul soars away in burning fever, 
In the dust, behind me, blood drops are a-blaze.

The coquettish fires of the red-eyed sun
With her blazing lashes have long diet out
A wild, vagrant snicker rings about me
In the black and hollow, mournful night.

Many hundred-thousand shadows crawl behind me:
Eagles wounded, Titans left to fast,
And to the jaded, thirsty cerebellum
I preach of words, new and vast.

And as if some ruffled tongues of flame 
Were licking around the musty Notre-Dame:
The pale faces of Christ are beginning to blush
And their rattling bones are ringing an alarm. 

In the blunt, starless, black of night
Where strength, desire lumber in sorrow,
I search for the night-slaying torch-bearer dawn 
of the valiant, giggling tomorrow. 

7 Újpest, 22 December 1908, 6; Kassák 1970, vol. 

2, 637–638.

8 Kassák’s poem was published among poems by 

Károly Kiss, Rózsi Forgács, János Batizfalvi, and 

József Gödrös, with the title ‘Poems by Five Young 

Poets.’ Újpest, 31 January 1909, 2–3; Kassák 1970, 

vol. 2, 642–643.

9 A Jövő, 15 March 1909, [n. p.]; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

473 (with the title ‘Searching for Dawn’).
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From the Hallway of Death10

Dishevelled rows of beds amid white walls:
Soaked to the bone, they shuffle here, all a mess.
Those that were weighed down and bested by life
– This is the hallway of death.

They all dance the sad dance macabre,
When dim autumn nights descend upon them,
Fresh young girls with bodies like lilies,
Kiss-thirsty boys and grizzled old men. 

On crippled feet, they stagger creakingly on,
Breaking through life, endlessly shrieking,
And I am there with them, dancing the polka,
To the distant tune of some holy gospel,
With lungs shattered and bleeding. 

I’m dancing the dance amid awful death rattle,
My kisses are ice, my voice is hollow.
And when, playing fiery songs on his gilded flute 
The mystic hour of the past arrives,
There is nothing in me, but sorrow, sorrow.

10 Független Magyarország, 3 April 1909, 16; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 668–669.

11 A Jövő, 15 April 1909, [n. p.]; not included in 

Kassák 1970.

Ghosts11

Tired ocean, my tiny room, you are…
Your squalor of old is lost in silver haze. – 
And some wavering, vast silken veil
is gently stroking my tearful face. 
– Languid slumber sits on my dewy lashes;
But I am awake when midnight arrives:
I have to play the waltz with my broken bow
on the hollow lap of a gri!n-necked bass.

The door is swung open… someone’s sneaking in… 
She giggles… spits on the greasy cup of flames,
Then flicks about her enchanted whip… 
– There’s at least a hundred following in haste… 
They’re screaming… then they start a cheery dance.
The ancient wooden floor is cracking underneath...
The air is filled with the dead’s musty smell.
… The dancers are yellow figures of bones and 
teeth...

Come on!… Come!… they hiss at me
And the ring is swollen, heaving as it waves…
And the dusty mirror falls apart a-jingling…
… I am exhausted… choking with the craze!…
And they’re treading on me in fits of laughter. – 
I am the slave of this superstitious gang,
Unconsciously playing, with bleeding fingers…
Somewhere soft laughter rises… and stops the 
dance:
Bone with bone stealthily shares a kiss…
Through the window an owl is hooting in:
Hark!… it is past midnight! No more beats! – 
They’re running away, screeching their curses.
My blood paints their yellow nails all red,
And the last one is ordering me, laughing:
– Take care of the bow!… Tomorrow we’ll be back!… 
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Upon My Nights12

The pale candle light has withered away.
It is dark – and my lips are trembling,
I can see shadows surrounding my bed,
Fleshless, silent shadows.
There is Hell residing inside my brains. – 
Dazed and moaning, I recall days long spent.
And amid the pillows I’m hiding, trembling,
my sweat-pearled, huge, messed-up head.
Rivers of fire circle inside my veins,
I am tortured and torn by yearning:
Come to me, I’m burning!
Crackling wildly
I’d love to hug you, to tear you.
To rip off the virgin fields of your body
But, alas, there’s no way to reach you.
I yearn for you and yet you can’t come,
My shivering arms limply relapse.
And into the vast, black silence it cries a hole:
the vagrant shadow of your soul.

12 Újpest, 25 April 1909, 3; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

694–695.

13 Független Magyarország, 28 April 1909, 17; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 688–689.

Antique Statue13

On some flea market he fell into my lap,
Filthy, soiled black with dark bruises.
The sad figure of a withered peasant
As upon a broken plough he muses.

Ever since, he’s the other I of my soul,
And when by the girl of dreams I am kissed,
I sit down beside the mangled statue
To recount all my dreams that he missed.  

At such times I can see his muscles quiver,
The nervous, skinny hands of the artist
Have stolen some pain inside his brass figure. 

And sometimes a hushed sigh floats into the skies,
As if amid the heavy brass wrinkles
The master’s sad, worn soul still thrives.
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Kassák’s Poems 
in May 1909

Sonnets14

Before the Canvas of Life

I’m sitting before the rough canvas of life:
– towards Mount Zion my pagan soul soars –
With hungry eyes I stare into the mist
And colour the grey face of tomorrows.

In ecstatic fever I feel the eternal,
On me prolific dreams’ sharp lights do reign.
Burning in never-before-seen new colours,
On the clear white palette of my brain. 

I rule over space with purposeless purpose:
Of Yesterday’s heir I sing my song.
Fallen religions, orgies of ideals,
In one crimson line they all come along.

≈

I’m sitting before the rough canvas of life:
Today it is mine, direction, dust, flare,
But once the colours all melt into one,
what will there be, what will be there?

Elegy

I’m leafing through tales of Greek sages,
They’re guarding the myths of gods outcast,
Long time ago, in the ancient past,
These yellow parchment pages. 

Brimming with beauty and ecstatic charm,
Like dreams they’re silken and tender,
Swayed by shadows on a bed of cinder,
These magical spells of rhythmic swarm.

Oh, enchanted Power, Beauty, Kiss-Song.
What virgin lovers shyly conceived: 
is now by monger-hands sold and sealed. 

Under the blue sky of heroic legends
Plundered flocks burn with ginger flames
And nobody knows where life remains.

14 Független Magyarország, 20 May 1909, 19; not 

included in Kassák 1970.
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Bulkers15

I.

Fierce, screaming, the blue field is howling,
The wind digging froth-furrows upon its skin.
A storm’s brewing, boiling scraps of sliver,
And like kiss-bites on a fresh female body,
Bulkers are swaying under the shores of the river. 

Force-seeds are sprouting inside their guts,
Dreams’ mysteries lie beneath their greasy ribs,
And though a line of fire is burning in their wake,
Like night’s eternal, great torture-patches,
They’re turning the sun-song a darker shade.

II.

...And lo, enters man, alone in the motley crowd,
Upon his hunkered shoulders the riches of life.
For brand new paths his dark eyes are swollen. – 
He rushes by the noisy Jesus Christs
And sings a hosanna for those that’ve fallen.

Noise he shuns. He lives for silence solely,
Grimly turning the years into crumbles
And while on his face yesterday drew lines,
Behind the yellow-domed bone-walls
A new world bearing miracles is to rise.

(Passau)

Kassák’s Poems 
in June 1909

15 Független Magyarország, 6 June 1909, 19; not 

included in Kassák 1970.
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Me and My Body16

We’ve been walking the streets together for years:
A boy with a pale moon face and I. 
Chased, Cursed away by a woman’s kiss,
Ever since – as if we’re on fire – 
We’ve been walking the streets together for years.

For beauty we’re searching, in secret, by stealth,
We’re held down by tatter, street-mire
And if Life laughs upon us for moments
The stench of graves will be following after.
For beauty we’re searching in secret, by stealth.

Together we’re walking. When he cries, I jeer.
I am not tortured by sin or silt
I am unphased when days of toil appear.
He is the body. I’m the spirit.
Together we’re walking. When he cries, I jeer.

Kassák’s Poems 
in July 1909

16 Független Magyarország, 7 July 1909, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

17 Független Magyarország, 7 July 1909, 1; Kassák 

1970, vol. 2, 640–641.

Song of the Hungry17

Go on, my siblings, all you human-wolfs!
Our stomachs are rumbling, it’s food they crave.
Go on! Life is passing us by this moment, 
This shining chariot of enormous scale.

Our bodies are drooping, we need to eat –
And while we’re ploughing on in our own demise,
Our empty bones are pounding out a song, 
And the world is spinning before our very eyes.

Famine shines through our teary faces
There is none amongst us yearning for lust
Hey, life’s desire used to be our mother,
yet decay has become the sole lover for us.

Inside our blue veins blood’s spinning slow,
We know no beauty, no sensuality
And if somehow our hearts are touched by delight
Life will waddle across us wearily,
This chariot weighed down by spite.
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Lucifer18

Hail, Lucifer, you cursed rebel soul!
I’m singing hosanna to your highness.
Rather you than a puny, bloodless world.
Their souls are faded, full of sloth and illness. 

But to me, it is you, standing the closest,
You shine before me through the night to come – 
And you are boiling my blood, my marrow,
So yesterday’s clone I will not become.

For with you only daring eagles aspire, 
There are no boundaries within your path,
You’re the ruler of Idea, Desire. 

You are the owner of Thought, Power, Goal –
And you are the monstrous Jehovah, 
In whom the world’s salvation, curse do soar!

Thirteen (Upon the Picture of J. R. Vehle)19

Thirteen grave ascetics amble along,
On a thin moon-crease towards the city – 
While they’re exchanging kisses with a sigh:
The meadow-kings in their crimson crowns
and a sleepy June sunset upon the sky.

The Master up front, followed shy and covert
By the grave, obedient crowd of the desert.

It is night time. 

Rebels are walking towards the city,
Washing away the ancient verbs of Rome,
That Zion’s soul upon the tablets scribbled, 
Sowing fire seeds into the dead veins
These beggar-giants, these folks unbridled. 

18 Független Magyarország, 5 July 1909, 1; variation 

in Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 635–636.

19 Független Magyarország, 22 July 1909, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

The painting was made by Johannes Raphael Wehle, 
the president of the Dresden Academy of Fine Arts, 
well-known painter of his time. The composition 
was very popular and was distributed as lithography, 
oil prints and postcards as well. The blurred pho-
tographic reproduction taken of the fragment with 
Christ, Luke and Thomas on it was also being sold 
as a mystical image from the Holy Land during the 
turn of the century. Kassák must have seen the oil 
print version of the picture in one of the asylums, 
and got inspired to write his poem.

103. Johannes Raphael Wehle, Christ and the 

Apostles, 1900 
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Moods20

Night

It is seven. The wheel of the world is
Turning, cool breath stumbles upon the trees,
Dusk’s racing on a raven-chariot
Through pollen-covered hundred-coloured fields.

It is waning, the sun’s blood-dipped face,
Shadows escaping from her closing eyes,
Night is flourishing his ink-black flag
Upon the distant, blue Westerly mounds. 

And in her cup her gold-blush disappears,
As she’s bending low on the horizon,
Swallowing back all her fragmented beams. 

Then it is twisted dark, her sallow head,
And with her shroud she’s laying a curtain
Upon the sunset-sky coloured in red. 

Morning

In labour, the darkness is groaning, 
Towards the dust his giant black wings glide.
In purple mist the shadows are wasting.
– This is the final hour of the night.

The veil is being torn by shaking hands, 
Light goes into battle with the gloom,
And like a blushing, virgin goddess,
clad in white robe comes the morning bloom. 

Sounds are stirring. Colours turn the streets bright,
Cawing, a flock of crows are soaring by
Under the opal-coloured autumn sky.

Then, silence. Shadows are fighting a battle lost,
And through the withering, heavy sheet of fog,
shines the eternal ethereal-light.

20 Független Magyarország, 31 July 1909, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

21 Független Magyarország, 5 August 1909, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

July Song21

A red wheel’s rolling on the sky-road, 
Half the world it has already swum across.
A song is winding upon the empty stubbles,
The crowd with the sickles are drinking a toast. 

The boys are singing, the girls are giggling,
And as a newcomer is brought in by the cloud
They’re snoring, the grey crowd of the wastelands,
Like a monster, exhausted, a hundred-eyed.

The old bug cantor starts a brand new song, 
But silently, the newcomer is gay,
That instead of living they dug the soil,
And the shed dreams of being a castle today.

(Augsburg)
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Dreamland Feast22

The cottage stands in the middle of the sea. 
From behind, the sun’s saying bon nuit,
And like a sick dream carved into the mist,
A woman is brooding by the ruin. 

Sighs travel upon the frills of the sea,
Like the convent organ’s graven voice,
Silence is playing on a green guitar. – 
Such music must have been Venus’ pure choice. 

Sirens are weaving the crying clouds in silk,
riding their stallions made of songs and tune,
Good old dreamland’s preparing for a feast, 
Today the mermaid will marry her groom. 

Midnight. Darkness. And a bridal sung by silence.

Kassák’s Poems from 
August to October 1909

22 Független Magyarország, 26 August 1909, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

23 Független Magyarország, 26 August 1909, 1; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 643.

Merry Hour23

It’s dark. And in the grey, superstitious silence 
From my sickened heart fresh blood is spraying.
Try not to make too much noise, good people,
This is the terrible night of dull aching. 

Ashen, in tears, like an autumn dream
Mara’s grave ghost is hovering in sight,
And she’s offering her pale lips for a kiss
In the trembling, silvery candlelight.

There’s a quiet, swell music to her voice,
Singing her dirge melody on a lily-horn
And when I offer my arms around her:
A cool breathe runs across my little dorm. 

Hark… quiet… my old lover is around:
Stitching a crimson blood-snake to my heart. – 
Avoid my house today, good people,
This is the night of the passion of Christ. 

(Mannheim)
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Silent Island

In Egy ember élete (The Life of a Man) Kassák men-
tions that he was writing a poem under the influence 
of an Arnold Böcklin painting he saw in a museum in 
Stuttgart. [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 10] The paint-
ing is the 1877 version of the symbolist artist’s Villa 
by the sea composition that was painted in dark col-
ours, emanating an ominous atmosphere. It is still 
part of the collection of the Staatsgalerie Stuttgart. The poem, titled 
Silent Island did not survive – it could be the same as the verse titled 
Cursed Island, published in Újpesti Napló (Újpest Diary) in January 
1910. [↗Kassák’s poems: Cursed Island]

Songs from the Hospital 

Kassák gave Jolán Simon the instructions in his letter written from 
Brussels, in August 1909 to hand his two poems, to be titled Songs 
from the Hospital, to the editorial of Független Magyarország. The po-
ems did not get published in the journal and neither do we have any 
information about the manuscripts. [↗Correspondence: Letter 13]

Before the Final Journey 

Jolán Simon mentioned several times in her letters to Kassák how much 
both she and her friend, Rózsi Nepp enjoyed the poem called Before the 
Final Journey. [↗Correspondence: Letter 14] The poem did not make 
it to any periodical – perhaps at Kassák’s request, who asked Károly 
Kiss in October to tell Jolán not to take the poems he sent home to 
the papers. [↗Correspondence: Letter 18] Based on its style and theme, 
the poem could presumably be the same as the one titled The Final 
Journey, published in A Hét on 18 January 1914. This is the only poem 
of Kassák that was published in József Kiss’s periodical. Kassák, who 
by then had already been trying himself out in the avant-garde free 
verse and had already published in Nyugat (West), presumably sent 
this work of his to the paper probably without changes in the hopes of 
receiving the royalties. 

Lost Poems

104. Arnold Böcklin, Villa by the Sea, c. 1877 
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The Final Journey24

It is five o’clock. A sad flute sounds without. 
Beneath the hills, where pearly frosts attack 
A man is approaching through the ground, 
With the sun bleeding upon his empty sack. 

The secretive woods are rustling in the still.
On the brown stubbles a wild wind laughs aghast.
Out of metal the meek welcomes do spill, 
Making the vagrant cry with sorrows past. 

His bad, crippled feet are on a slippery road, 
There is no inviting candlelight to sooth him. 
The locks of warm huts are slammed closed, 
Inside, the fairest kiss-flowers are blooming. 

His love caressed him long ago this way,
He once lay on a soft nuptial sheet,
And the meekly dreaming house was begging him 
to stay; 
But the fever took his wild heart on the street. 

He dreamt of a dream, strange and masculine:
He was galloping across these virgin sites. 
Endless worlds were calling out for him
And miracles were forming before his eyes. 

His wounded ankles were standing in blood today.
Upon his bones cursed winds are blowing.
He’d wish to see once more far-far away,
But the valley is deep, no signs foreboding. 

’My eyes are searching for mysteries of old – 
Blessed are the ones that make it home blindly!
Fire, water, endeavour: all means naught,
When my sinews are worn and death is around me. 

There is no road to lead my fate today
And all my desires are running home in grief’
Thus on his flute the orphan would play
And before his soul the holy gates were sealed. 

Down a deep ditch was his resting haven. 
He was fanning his shiny hair in the runny mud 
And as his trembling mouth uttered an amen: 
His two eyes glared into the blue stars above. 

24 A Hét, 18 January 1914, 38–39; Kassák 1970, 

vol. 2, 486–487.
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Upon Meeting the Old Man25

Somewhere, on the shore of the Seine,
a mist-embellished autumn afternoon,
– When Eve’s sin is winning on the scales –
In red longing, I was singing of a woman:
I happened upon a great-bearded sage. 

He was carrying books under his arms.
Within his bony grasp pale loti were hanging.
White hair fluttering in a mess behind,
Upon his face the grief of pubs was glowing,
When on Tuileries’ rugs he was swaying along.
The wind’s scattering the merry chords ahead, – 
He stops – he doesn’t like them,
He’s nodding dumbly with his bulky head. 

His lips are trembling. – Of winter he speaks:

– The lips of women are like crimson cups,
Curse is on the sky and ground underneath.
We have no joy, no grace, no sin – 
We can only live when we do not live.
Only one’s sacred: the primal force, the beast. 

He greets me – we’re walking together since,
And it seems as if I wasn’t me
I’ve become older than him, the elderly.
I’m unmoved by colours, young girls, ladies
And when I’m joined by the crazy blood of springs
I whisper hoarsely into the old man’s ears,
Careful, old sage, I’m treading on your heels.

The Poems of Kassák After 
Returning Home (1909–1910)

25 Független Magyarország, 24 December 1909, 

1; not included in Kassák 1970.

26 Független Magyarország, 25 December 1909, 18; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 675–676.

Voices from Our Village26

Lajos Kassák was discovered by Független Magya-
rország. His first poems showed us the memorable ef-
forts of a self-educated man. Some of his great emo-
tions, powerful moods, never-before-heard attributes 
were already standing out. Today, he is an accom-
plished poet. When we are presenting yet another two 
of his beautiful new poems to our fine audience in 
today’s edition, we are also announcing that Lajos 
Kassák, currently living in Paris, is going to have a 
book of poetry published soon, the title of which shall 
be Voices from our village. 

Our Village

Far-far away, well beyond life,
Where dust was never stirred by human steps, 
Of white wish-stones a village was built,
To be the grave dream-yearning young men’s nest. 

Upon black roses, teary dreams are born
And even the most pagan looks towards the sky,
Here, the time for joyous songs is over, 
The spirit of death is brandishing a crown. 

Within the white walls blue flames are burning, 
Round here, everything is painfully fair, 
But forever his face will be pale, 
Upon entering our village, our lair. 
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Cecily

Virgin Cecily, you deaf, grey no one,
Filthy ghettos’ grave and dreamy daughter,
Though the great dream of ancient times is in you,
You never wished the fair prince to come yonder.

You were carrying the stones of the new churches, 
And yet rags and streets were your only roots,
While pumping away gaily the blood of your soul,
Upon the hoarse-throated wooden flutes. 

You were cheating fire from a blackened world,
And gods were soaring upon a drunken blaze. – 
Feeble-faced daughter of the muddy streets,
My other half of a thousand decades. 

From road-dust I’ve also stirred up a song,
But twilight embraced me in her icy warmth.
Come here, kiss off my bloody eyelashes,
Since it was you who left me the dreams, the songs. 

Cursed Island27

I’m lying here, on the blue dead water’s shore,
The land is writhing with festering pain.
Dark as sorrow, they’re all around me,
The cursed souls encircling the plain. 

They’re dancing, they’re crying, they’re chuckling,
Riding their hearses, showing their wounds around
They’re ringing the bells with lustful women-hearts,
And whining folks are emerging from the ground. 

Their limp bodies are exploding into life,
With the orgy of pain, the air’s filled with screeching 
They’re building altars out of fresh, new skulls, 
Where the priest of sins will later on be preaching.

Blue will-o’-wisps are sitting on the shore
They’re blanketing all with death’s shroud,
Stealthily, already midnight has arrived, 
They’re going to confession, the cursed crowd.
Midnight…

Now is the end, it is the finest hour, 
From the wall of flames crackling bolts appear, 
And upon the hill of skulls, close to the sky, 
He’s fiddling, the padre with the sneer. 

27 Újpesti Napló, 1 January 1910, 2; not included in 

Kassák 1970.
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In Search of Beauty28

We are but few, all sallow, all grave,
Who drink the perfume of flesh in tear. 
In whom it blooms, this longing – cursed, dear,
Whose souls fall into sin for beauty’s sake.

Our house is on agony’s very edge,
With our hearts Platoon’s son loves to play,
Whenever a kiss we yearn or we give away.
In our dreams the prison walls do drench. 

The sins of the others may glow in blood,
Ours is honey, the whitest rose of all,
But it is us who are not allowed to love.

And sometimes, we’re filling our souls with tears
When from time to time we step into the light,
And at such times, blood colours our dreams.

Upon Reading Nietzsche29

How fair it must have been, that sun-up
How they must have played, the crimson beams 
of light
When he left his mountain to spread the gift of love
Disdainful Zoroaster, the shepherd-god.

But here, the heart builds its home in vain,
The ancient pus is gushing through everywhere. – 
While your soul and the sun were in the air,
There was no one to understand your fate.

You have left the solace, lulling, sweet, 
And your weary ship that led you to the shore: 
A thousand curses and a few friends deceased. 

Oh master, why have we not met before.
I know now that my end will be the same,
To be all alone and live in my own name. 

Night at the Vagabonds’ Lair30

I’m lying on the desk bed of a shelter,
Outside, the blue sky appears from the purple 
shade.
Beneath sweaty pillows my flesh is burning
Like I was swimming inside a burning lake. 

Inside, it’s vagabonds, outside, the lovely night,
And the music of kisses is knocking on my door...
Oh, what beauty, what great sorrow,
That sits upon the courtyard of my soul.

What beauty, what sleeping sorrow,
All looking for a joyous, hopeful child.
My bones are aching, let me rest at ease,
Its been a long time since summer left my heart. 

New premonitions are swaying my soul,
I’m not racing for foolish dreams,
I don’t need desires hungry for beauty,
I could give my life for the kiss of peace.

28 Független Magyarország, 5 January 1910, 1; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 678.

29 Független Magyarország, 5 January 1910, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

30 Népszava, 13 February 1910, 2; Kassák 1970, vol. 

2, 683–684.
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Upon Brand New Ports31

Orphaned, singing, I am waiting for dawn,
I’m spun around by false, asp-like tongues.
The playful go-getters, happy are those ones,
Happy are the resourceful pagans. 

They are stronger, they can take it better.
Upon them manna is sprinkled already
While my fists are still bloody and sweaty
From yesterday’s age-old labour. 

The songs of the new gods are grinding,
By the side of a crumbling Stone Christ,
I would love to recite my confiding. 

To throw into dust every goal, every need,
Then whistle dumbly after the healing,
I would go on, like the rest of the meek. 

September’s Music32

I recall: it was fall and late in the night,
Upon the windows star-fire was playing, 
Before me, the past’s secret book was open.
I was fiddling with some words of magic,
And upon the ancient, yellow pages
The moon was throwing its silver arrows. 

On dream-wings its edge was moving. It was quiet. 

I stayed awake before the book, all alone. 
It felt as though the grave woods’ solitude
awaited me with hidden pleasures’ passion. 
Nodding towards me on virgin mountain-peaks,
A hundred dream-flowers, brimming with secrets.
Were rushing through the valley, towards the ridge,
And I didn’t even notice that while I
Was searching for the crib of the girlish songs, 
Giggling upon the slant letter-woods:
Young girls were bringing me the co!n of my soul. 

The moon is hiding. Suddenly, there’s darkness. 

I can see: they’re bringing my laid-out soul.
The rain is rapping a dirge on the windows. 
The withered pages are writhing around, 
Their sacred words slurring into a wild roar. 
A yellow light is weaving on the wall, and I feel
The beast of gloomy hells is torturing me.
Within my blue veins blood is frozen,
And amid the pillows I’m hiding, trembling,
my sweat-pearled, huge, messed-up head.

≈

I recall: it was fall, grave September’s night,
In deep sleep, the whole world was snoring.
I was lying upon the cold lead pillow,
And was giggling at the burial of my soul. 

31 Független Magyarország, 17 February 1910, 1; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 690.

32 Független Magyarország, 15 March 1910, 42; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 679–680.
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Into the Diary of My Siblings33

Akin are our virgin, grave sorrows,
Akin we all are, singing and in grief. 
Poor old Jonah, discarded blood of mine, 
We both are the holy carpenter’s seeds. 

Ours is rebellion, ours is peace,
We give absolution to lords, scoundrels – 
And like that graven, golden-worded Jew,
We are nailed on the cross of our fathers. 

Our fate: labour, our fate: never to live, 
Fair, eternal dream beckons us in vain, 
We’re spreading our flags to the joyous world,  
But, alas! On the Calvary, we’re slain. 

Ode to the Woman34

Oh, ye hundred times fairer and hundred times 
more gracious
Then the rigid bodies of all virgin women.
Oh, ye adorned house of all vagaries, sins,
To you I owe my few moments of peaceful bliss, 
And to you I owe barren matings’ sweet pleasure, 
Oh, fragile, gorgeous cup, from which I too have 
tasted
blithely the sweet, violet-coloured nectar, – 
Let me mumble my grave praise to you today. 

Of the great tree of life I’m tearing off mere minutes, 
I feel despair at nights’ lonely sorrows,
And, like the hungry, cowardly pirate,
My ship sails along shallow waters and the edges 
of shores.
At night, in terror I’m pouring fresh oil in my lamp, 
And I’m thinking of you through the tears, through 
the books,
You dear, you glorious, you holy great sinner, 
While on small streams our fates are trickling 
slowly, 
With great big humility, we are worshipping you,
Since without you, we’d lose ourselves in grave 
philosophy.
Only the ones hanging onto your sweet breasts can 
feel alive,
Oh, happy, a hundred times happy are the ones, 
who, on a grave, grey night
Are carried carefree to the afterlife in your fiery, 
mating arms. 

33  Népszava, 27 March 1910, 22; Kassák 1970, vol. 

2, 677.

34 Független Magyarország, 1 April 1910, 1; Kassák 

1970, vol. 2, 653–654.
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Night-talk for Me Only35

It’s hard and painful, like life itself is, 
Sitting so alone in the silent night.
Another heart’s throbbing spirit pains me
And ugly doubts are beating at my heart.

Juvenescence is fading, lost in time,
Sprinkling fresh, rebel blood onto the dust,
It has slid down in tears before a woman
And would forever praise her when squashed.

Ever since, life is teary, wine-ridden,
My every fair writing, my every poem,
Is kisses’ taste, the grave praise of a woman.
Oh, where am I, and where is the dream,
When blood was pushed to the mirrors of my eyes
As my heart was crying me a trickling stream.

From the Songs of a Vagabond36

The discarded are talking through my eyes,
Sacred mysteries are the sighs of my soul.
Around here, no chuckle is ever born, 
Here, on the barbed side of the fenced wall. 

Inside, the no ones built their bonfires,
While my own blood is falling on the dust, – 
And tears are breaking the sight of my two eyes,
When to the framed windows I look up. 

Here, they’re dancing, there, an intimate hug,
And over there, in a soft rocking chair, 
A fancy dame is playing with her pug. 

But who cares for me? The boy of the streets.
Hey, my lords, I have the right for a seat:
My grandfather’s blood was mingled in the silt.

The Choir of the Factory Town Boys37

Our road is tailored to thorn-ridden roads
And our memories are grey factory walls,
While frost’s covering our sooty hearts
Under the thatched roofs inside our homes.

And if we kiss on some stolen hour,
From labour our body, our soul’s been bled, 
Bitter are our lips and the lips of our lover. 

Tearful, we’re turning our days into nights, 
Our joys, our bliss is for someone else,
And early spring, cursed, we reach our demise.

The years of labour drain our blood away,
– Oh, where are you, our glorious twenties
And where are you, life, lived only by others. 

Our road is tailored to thorn-ridden roads,
And our memories are grey factory walls,
While frost’s covering our sooty hearts,
Under the thatched roofs inside our homes.

35 Független Magyarország, 9 April 1910, 1; Kassák 

1970, vol. 2, 670.

36 Népszava, 1 May 1910, 26; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

684.

37 Népszava, 8 May 1910, 2; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

670–671.
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At the Weaving Looms of Life38

Love is a must and preaching is our duty,
– A woman’s guarding our co!ns and our hearts. –
And with bleeding fingers, upon the old chair,
Looping, looming a torn thread is a must. 

There’s no snow round here and it’s sin to go forth,
Sitting on the trees are these ancient crows
My heart is beating anxious and grave,
Here, I will never encounter any souls. 

Here, there is no one to cry at my song, 
And my legs are no longer meant for dance. – 
Oh, lord, please place me elsewhere, hence.

Somewhere, where I can write all my scripts,
And maybe for a day, or even a week
I could feel the blessings of my speech.

In Praise of Sin39

I love you, oh sin, every women’s light, 
And blessed is your name, you clever lie,
To hide your strength, you’re merely limping by
And coaxingly bite your enemy’s behind.  

For us you exist, yet we push you into weed.
On peaceful hours, our home’s filled with bliss,
On sunny days we pass you with our ships,
But you arrive when our galleys reach a peak. 

Oh, blessed is the sin, this sober vertigo,
You are the passage in our dreadful fates,
And you are the first with whom we could let go. 

You are pure brilliance, the virtue of hell,
Who lies fake hope into the dying man’s fate,
And brings a soulmate to every sad ape. 

Repentance40

Exhausted, teary and soaked to the bone,
Like a beggar pushed by the crowd at a fair:
From life’s great road I’ve come home again,
Exhausted, teary and soaked to the bone. 

A kiss-harvest it was and I couldn’t get drunk,
– Again, a few kisses and a mating short –
Monthly grievance, the price of a moment’s joy,
A kiss-harvest it was and I couldn’t get drunk. 

Onto paper I’ve stolen my other, my soul,
Oh, grave nights, great plans and great sorrows,
I am yours, as I was never before. 

My poems, the fair ones now all come to life.
And I finally am who I always have been,
I play for you today and my own heart’s delight.

Midnight Mass41

On my table the night-lamp is burning,
With a minion-image I’m making love.
The old-fashioned light is green with envy,
Like an ascetic’s eye, full of teary blood.

The full moon, like an ancient death larvae,
With its faint fire is seeping in my window,
And in the shivering, secret, dead light
I can hear a grave, revenant song’s echo. 

On my lips a hot, little breast is on fire, 
And thus, half-dreaming, I admire
The lullaby of the weary souls. 

This is how it is, every year, for one night,
A deaf, vast silence falls upon us in white.
And you can hear the dusty violin. 

38 Független Magyarország, 15 May 1910, 

36; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 688.

39 Független Magyarország, 28 May 1910, 1; Kassák 

1970, vol. 2, 681.

40 Független Magyarország, 28 May 1910, 1; Kassák 

1970, vol. 2, 695.

41 Független Magyarország, 7 June 1910, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.
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Sadness42

Eternal sadness, you enchanted dream, 
I’ve rented a fairy-palace at your house,
Away from the noise, it feels so pleasing, 
Crying back the age of the solemn Christs.

Guarding small Sebastian’s dreams,
Labouring before a song-plough in tears, 
Weaving tales of a world crumbled in dust, 
Like some sample from a thousand years. 

Sacred sadness, I’ll live with you forever, 
Cover me up in shadow’s profound chill,
Let the trenches that are circling under
my eyes become ever deeper still. 

Fires Akin43

I’ve seen many playful, blood-coloured fires
Thunder and rocket, sparkling star-swirling
And I’ve seen, when – in incessant tears – 
Crackling, the brown haystacks were burning.

The blue-misty fire of rotten love, 
The grim sun-ancestor of the pensive moon
And I’ve seen the deadly, torch-lifting army,
When blood-fires were flaming from the gloom.

And I’ve seen the crying, solemn night-lamp, 
Small, orphaned lights, burning for mere moments, 
like my soul, in a room of grief they’d stand. 

They break on the stone-body of the dead,
Or are held above the fevered child’s bed, 
By the mother’s trembling, shaking hand. 

105. Renaissance, July 1910 

42 Független Magyarország, 7 June 1910, 1; not 

included in Kassák 1970.

43 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 7, 10 July 1910, 437–

439; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 681–682.
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Psalm44

With palms bloodied by ugly, murky labour
I’m turning to you with face grave and sweaty,
I would love to kiss your joyous, pretty forehead,
I, the loitering, dust-worm of great fancy.

I cannot stay put by the tiny stations,
(Oh, why am I not also laid in the mud?)
And my weary soul is yearning for your answer:
Whether I shall fulfil my dreams at last?

Will there be a minute, when I wake for me only,
And my two eyes aren’t shedding tear after tear
For the ones I have always detested. 

Tell me: will I ever hear my voice in outer-space,
And will there be a time, when like wedding ring 
threads:
I return from the grand life journey. 

Tears of Dawn45

The bells are ringing, it’s five at dawn. 

Alas, when the solemn wing of the night falls into 
dust:
When through the windows – like rogue youth to his 
lover – 
The sun is looking in with hammered-golden face,
And the dull shadows of the furniture are almost 
waning:
At such times, I see myself laden with ugly trials
And with two eyes burning, sitting hungry, antici-
pating in the silence,
And beside me, my lover, solemn other of my fate,
Who was beaten towards me by the swineherd of 
ails and thoughts. 
Broken is the sweet, fair passion of women,
Her thirsty, warm lips call my lips for mating only. 
And four tearful eyes flash fearfully through the 
gloom,
Oh, sweet, crimson dawn, you dreadful spirit of 
mysterious walk, 
Who we long to see, like the Messiah to our great 
miseries, 
And who, with her rosy hands, like an ancient mas-
ter, steadily
cross out in one draw the plans that are laid out of 
us. 
Oh, stay away still and slow your arrival tomorrow 
once more,
We have a few more carvings on the timber beam.
Let two people of trials a-plenty love each other
This way, concealed from each other in the blessed 
gloom,
For who knows, on a day close by, perhaps, in ice
We will be wearing the solemn clothes of death, 
waiting
For the morning to fill us with gentle glee. 

44 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 7, 10 July 1910, 437–

439; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 685–686.

45 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 7, 10 July 1910, 437–

439; not included in Kassák 1970.
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Florence Sonnet46

Florence’s fair sky is hidden in torchlight,
Today, all is covered in November’s doom.
The bells are tolling their metallic music,
Blue incense scent is flying around the dome. 

In solemn light the street view is burning,
Empty are the inns, the groves with their palms,
And upon the graveyards’ sunken hills
The aged are singing their funeral psalms.

Long-gone fires are sucking at my soul, 
Trotting beside me are meek country-folk,
Only the priest’s silk robe is full of blood.

I am silently kneeling by Dante’s bed, 
And praying in the torch-lit sunset:
To the ugliest man in Florence. 

The Joy of the Solitary Man47

I looked at myself in the mirror yesterday:
I was pale and had rings under my eyes.

And I looked at the deep mirror of my soul,
And inside I saw Mara’s pale face, 
A girl who was loved and is gone away.
I went down to the deep dust of my soul:
This is my joy: I have seen her dear face,
She loves me still and she’s happy, for she’s dead.
This is my joy: that my soul is grieving,
Since it has found its pair inside its plain mirror.
Oh, tearful eternity of grievous times,
Throw your anchor into the dark waters of my fate,
And fish out my grave memories from the past,
Like the smart fisherman fishes for pearls,
From sea-slurry to the rocky shores,
And make me lose all my desire binding me to life:
For happy is the one that turns to the dead for love.

Yesterday, I looked at myself in the mirror:
I was pale and blue arches were bending under my 
eyes,
Like the courtyard is bending under the autumn 
moon.
And now this is my biggest joy. 

46 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 7, 10 July 1910, 437–

439; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 686.

47 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 7, 10 July 1910, 437–

439; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 654–655.
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Vagabonds’ Song48

We are far greater lords than any king.
With fierce rivers our fates are flowing,
And while life’s frosty mud is breaking,
How good it feels to be roaming new roads,
Daring new fires, for eternity.

No sorrow cries from our orphaned hearts,
We are glaring darkly with mocking eyes,
And when desire’s blood-blushed stream starts 
flowing,
We long for two soft hands and the pleasure:
That should be eternal and should be clean, like 
dawn’s first light.

But times, solemn, brown-bosomed are coming
And the deep bells of our souls are ringing:
Who are we? Cunning night of summer days,
Who are we? Mourners of all that is fair, 
Who are we? Bother to ourselves and mere bother 
to others.
And alas, our end is grievous and eternal. 

Spring Sorrow49

Spring is here, my lord! Spring is here!
(I’m sitting beside my wine and mourning myself)
Spring day: Spring sorrow:
Spring is blazing inside the deep-tilled valley
And the fire of life is burning far away.
Oh, Lord, the grave, grievous song is killing me:
One day I will rid myself of my brakes, 
And like a young peasant from the lush meadow,
I will be bringing blue glee as well
and I will be bringing my soul, this multi-coloured 
meadow,
Filled with flowers and desires,
So I can skip over the ditch in lustful spirit
And burn all my grey troubles on a fire. 
Oh lord, I am bringing my desire to burn
And to, with mischievous tongue
herd the flock and to spread the word:
The loud hymn of the fire,
For, alas, we forever tread in murky mud, 
Forever fearing time
And forever mumbling and having tears in our eyes.

48 Népszava, 17 June 1910, 2; Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 

683.

49 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 8, 25 July 1910, 713–714; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 649–650.
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At the Time of the Harvest50

The fat mountain’s back is left barren
And barrels are breaking the bumpy, narrow road,
The dry throats of servants are gulping keenly.
Only the owner is not joining in the romp. 

He’s looking for a woman and his lone soul
Is carried away through the grey incline,
And while the crows are beating the lush grove:
He’s solemnly drinking yesterday’s wine. 

Our fate is akin, lone man here above
I too stuck my stakes into the hill of my dreams,
But its sweet grapes are for a different crowd.

And while across cool plains I’m hunted by woe,
Like a lone peasant, in his heart’s sorrow,
I’m sipping at the grave wine of my soul. 

Sonnet to My Childhood Self51

Like a drunken painter upon a lush palette,
Time beat upon me with his bony fists,
And like stove-chippings from slender pine, 
I have turned into a dreamy theist.

Who would believe that there are two of me
One before the mirror and one on this old script:
One with waist bent, lamenting on his sins, 
And a chubby child inside a coloured crib.

I’m sitting here, at beginnings’ first light of day,
And a hundred times I’m praying to you
Lord, let me be greater than the great.

But upon my soul’s grave lake I’m cast away,
And I’m crying back the fierce village youth:
And I’m thrown into stars by my lonely fate. 

Under Palaces52

In great summers’ times I started out from dust,
And pinned a flag up on the fierce ravine,
But I am yearning refuge to no avail:
Light-catching mud has become my beggar-kin. 

I detour around beauty’s hundred colours,
I sing to myself only, never to others,
And like humble game during the hours of mating, 
I’m being shot at by cunning poachers. 

My fate: is the fate of gold gone awry,
That is bought and sold by street children
And there’s no hope, I may reach my haven. 

My wheeled road will come to no ending
And while to Mount Ararat I’m fetching, 
These stones, I am my own stone-boundary.

 Translated by Adél Várszegi

50 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 8, 25 July 1910, 713–714; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 647.

51 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 8, 25 July 1910, 713–714; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 646–647.

52 Renaissance, vol. 1. no. 8, 25 July 1910, 713–714; 

Kassák 1970, vol. 2, 646.
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Margin Notes 
on Kassák’s 
Vagabondage

Magdolna Gucsa and 
Merse Pál Szeredi
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107. Lajos Kassák, Egy ember élete. III. kötet. 

Csavargások, 1935

106. Lajos Kassák, Egy ember élete. III. kötet. 

Csavargások, 1927
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Margin Notes on Kassák’s 
Vagabondage

Lajos Kassák’s 1909 vagabondage in Western Europe with József 
Gödrös and Emil Szittya is a true story about which the most direct 
information comes from Kassák’s own works: his novel Egy ember 
élete (The Life of a Man), and his long poem A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek (The Horse Dies the Birds Fly Away). Because of their au-
tobiographical inspiration, Kassák’s writings offer the possibility of 
a referential reading as well as a literary one. Above all, Egy ember 
élete provides us with deeper insights into his travel experiences, the 
artistic and intellectual influences he encountered, and the inspira-
tions that shaped his later career. It is valuable to compare Kassák’s 
personal ‘accounts’ with documents in the Kassák Museum’s archival 
documents, his early poems, correspondence, photographs, and later 
writings. In addition to the collation of various types of sources, per-
sonal memories and documents, we are also interested in how the ref-
erential dimensions of the novel, supplemented with examples from the 
cultural history of vagrancy, can be used to create the most credible 
reconstruction of Kassák’s journey in terms of a better understanding 
of his œuvre.1

1 Reconstruction of the ‘veracity’ of Kassák’s 

1909 vagabondage has already been undertaken 

by Ferenc Bodri, in addition to the important 

contributions from Christian Weinek and others 

on Emil Szittya. Bodri 1988a; Bodri 1988b; Bodri 

1990b; Weinek 1987a; Weinek 1987b.
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Various branches of history and the social sciences have approached 
the history, motivations and constraints of human displacement from 
diverse perspectives. Lajos Kassák and Emil Szittya’s 1909 journey 
to Western Europe is situated at the intersection of two different 
approaches. On the one hand, it can be seen as a version of the ad-
ditional apprenticeship, a sort of working trip of a skilled craftsman 
called journeyman, that developed within the mediaeval guild net-
work, or as an extremely déclassé version of the grand tour, originally 
the preserve of the bourgeoisie and aristocracy, but which was later 
included in the field of art education. On the other hand, in terms 
of their social position and legal status, vagabond travellers found 
themselves at the curious intersection of legality and illegality: as in-
dividuals who posed a threat to society, they were subject to various 
criminal sanctions according to country (prison, forced labour in 
workhouses, expulsion and deportation to colonies) largely until the 
middle or last third of the twentieth century, when European states 
decriminalised this form of poverty, transferring its management 
from criminal law to social policy. In order to be considered part of 
mainstream middle-class society in Europe at the turn of the twen-
tieth century – and not be regarded as a shifty, dangerous element 
against whom criminal sanctions were applied – one needed to meet 
two basic criteria: to have a permanent residence, and the financial 
means with which to support oneself.2 These expectations may have 
been explicitly linked to the requirement of wage labour, although 
this did not apply to the upper classes, who lived primarily from cap-
ital gains rather than labour income. Since our heroes certainly had 
no permanent residence or employment during their vagabondage, 
and only sporadic means of subsistence, they constantly faced cours-
es of action on the part of the authorities to eradicate their way of life, 
as well as general societal disapproval. 

From these two cultural and social history assumptions on 
collective phenomena arise specific questions on personal experience. 
To what extent were Szittya and Kassák aware of these two aspects 
of their European journey? How did all this influence their artistic 
careers? How did they channel and thematise these experiences in 

Introduction to the Cultural and 
Social History of Vagrancy
Magdolna Gucsa 

2 Gönczöl 1992, 157; Maeseele 2013, 1720.
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their works, both in terms of their interpretation of their artistic de-
velopment, as well as in implicit terms of their artistic self-represen-
tation and self-positioning?

The Grand Tour as an Art History Topos

It is di!cult to define the exact duration and itinerary of the grand tour, 
or the age, social status, and personal and intellectual travel-related 
aims of the typical traveller since, as the cultural historian Daniel 
Roche put it, everyone saw their own Italy (or France, etc.) depending 
on whether the pilgrims set out with religious intentions, scholarly cu-
riosity, or political or aesthetic motivations.3 In any case, from the 15th 
and 16th centuries onwards, aristocratic men, mostly from England 
but also from France and Germany, travelled to Italy for cultural and 
educational purposes, primarily to acquaint themselves with the leg-
acy of antiquity as they entered adulthood. Although travel remained 
the prerogative of the privileged classes, the class profile of travellers 
broadened over time, and by the 18th century, the grand tour had be-
come fashionable across Europe. The Hungarian aristocracy, and 
later the wealthy bourgeoisie, also sent their sons on trips beyond It-
aly, to the great European cultural centres, from where they brought 
back knowledge and often art collections too (private collections such 
as those of Miklós Esterházy and Marcell Nemes formed the basis 
of Hungarian public collections during the 19th and 20th centuries). 
By the end of the 18th century, personal acquaintance with antiquity 
and Latin culture had already become part of humanities and arts 
education, as evidenced by works such as István Sándor’s travelogue 
Egy külföldön utazó magyarnak jó barátjához küldetett levelei (Letters 
Sent by a Hungarian Travelling Abroad to a Good Friend), or the Ital-
ian landscapes of painters Károly Kisfaludy and Miklós Barabás. We 
have no precise data on the proportion of artists who received grants 
to study abroad. But as Erika Szívós has shown in her social histo-
ry of Hungarian fine art, Hungarian cultural authorities of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Monarchy era were attentive towards artists’ educa-
tion and willing to provide relatively generous support: at least one 
fifth of the artists studied by Szívós received state, local or individual 
patronage grants during their studies, part of which may have been 
used to gain knowledge and practice abroad.4 

Kassák and Szittya were therefore following a tradition that 
had existed for centuries when they set off on their journey to expand 
their knowledge. From the art history point of view, the real novelty 

3 Roche 2003, 687. 4 Szívós 2009, 65–66.
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in their case was that they – and also Constantin 
Brâncuși – travelled outside and completely inde-
pendently from the formal art education system, 
without financial help or money.5 Legend has it that 
Brâncuși walked 2,000 kilometres from Bucharest 
to Paris in 1904, five years before Kassák, to find in-
spiration and a welcoming environment. Although 
he actually made much of the journey by train, and 
his travels were less well documented than Kassák’s, 
some details are nevertheless known: in Vienna he 
was most interested in Egyptian sculpture, while in 
Munich, where he spent six months, it was Art Nou-
veau that seized his attention. Likewise, Tristan 
Tzara also arrived in Paris as a vagabond, where he 
became close friends with the other great adventur-
er Francis Picabia whose travels, as the wealthiest 
figure in the entire avant-garde, were much more in 
the grand bourgeois luxury style of the grand tour. 
Among the Hungarian avant-garde, we also find 
other young artists as dedicated as Kassák, such 
as the sculptor József Csáky, who arrived in Paris 
on foot in 1908, one year before Kassák. On his way, 
he worked occasionally as a plasterer and arrived in the French capital 
with forty francs in his pocket and where, within a few years, he could 
establish himself as one of the leading Cubist sculptors.6

‘[…] and we fantasised about art’ is how Kassák described 
his motivations, while he also wrote at the start of Csavargások 
(Vagabondage): ‘I set off for the second time to complete my life.’ His 
remarks signal a central interest in artistic phenomena, yet he was 
also counting on experiences like those formulated as early as 1788 
at the Academy of Lyon concerning the role of travel in education 
and character development, which stated that travel was important 
for developing value judgements grounded in experience, essential for 
moral education, and also an opportunity for physical education and 
the development of physical skills.7 The narrator of Egy ember élete 
– who cannot be fully identified with either the vagabond or the author 
Kassák writing about his vagrancy, yet is in the possession of the 
experiences and literary-political motivations of both – regarded the 
historical figures of the guild itinerant journeyman and the explorer 
as potential role models with whom he could identify. This subject, 
as Beáta Thomka has shown in light of Paul Ricœur’s theory of nar-
rative identity, is being constructed as both the reader and writer of 

5 Petre Pandrea, Portrete si Controverse (1945), 

cited in Brezianu 1965, 19. 

6 Csáky 1972.

7 The main lines of argument in entries to the 

Academy of Lyon’s competition on the role and 

benefits of travel. See Roche 2003, 78–79.

108. Emil Brack, Planning the grand tour, c. 1900 
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his own life in the act of narration.8 Thus, when this narrator-subject 
writes of his experiences of vagrancy as a form of self-positioning in 
the modernist journal Nyugat (West) in 1927, he is combining these 
two perspectives together. Notably, the historical narration of the cir-
cumstances and social status of these 1909 contemporary relatives of 
the guild itinerant journeymen, travellers whom Kassák explicitly de-
scribes as vagrants, is thus intertwined with the reflection on individ-
ual experience.9 These reflections make it clear that the narrator had 
more or less the same expectations of vagrancy as those thematised in 
the aforementioned aristocratic and later academic approach to trav-
el. At first, he reports on the steady decline of his morals, the awak-
ening of his thieving instincts, his mental undressing of the women 
wobbling and preening before him, of becoming a puddle, the condem-
natory power of ‘the workshy man’s unconscious love of comfort,’ but 
the significance of vagrancy becomes clearer: ‘What I saw and heard 
inspired me towards prolificacy, and without making up my mind or 
doing much preparation, I settled down into the work.’ Although far 
from the aristocratic physical ideal and typical sports, such as fenc-
ing and horse riding, Kassák, Gödrös and friends soon became well-
trained guys from the regular physical effort of walking. This moral, 
physical and ‘professional’ development, and thus the reading of the 
chapter (and the whole novel) as a Bildungsroman is strong, yet also 
have their limits due to the author’s social status, which the next sec-
tion shall address. 

On the Boundary Between Legality and Illegality

Kassák and Szittya’s vagrancy took them through the territories of 
states that no longer exist, and they were thus confronted with a num-
ber of legal systems and state law enforcement apparatuses. In Egy 
ember élete, Kassák provides a graphic account of his conflicts with 
the police and the coercive measures used against him and his friends, 
so it is worth taking a brief look at the relevant states’ legal provisions 
concerning offenses (alleged to have been) committed by vagrants – 
vagrancy, begging, sodomy – and comparing these with the literary 
account. However, we should bear in mind that from an epistemolog-
ical perspective, literature has a radically different concept of truth 
and knowledge from those of the social sciences, and that in order to 
present the former and create and transmit the latter, it uses other 
modes of writing that do not follow standards other than scientific 
(and inherent to literature). Therefore, the aim of my investigation is 

8 Thomka 2000, 150.

9 Kassák spoke of vagrants in Egy ember élete, and 

called them guild itinerant journeymen in his newspaper 

articles on vagabondage. Kassák 1914a and 1914b. 
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not to verify the accuracy and veracity of events – although in the 
case of Kassák’s texts it will be a by-product of such an analysis – but 
rather to understand how the experience of vagrancy contributes in 
the process of narration to the construction of a narrative identity,  
a writer’s image.

The Vagabond: The Literary Topos, the Pauper and the Criminal

Vagrancy, Begging

At the turn of the twentieth century in industrialised European societ-
ies, vagrancy evolved into an area of concern for representatives of law 
enforcement, social institutions, as well as medical and social sciences. 
When Kassák and Szittya joined the ranks of vagrants on French roads 
in 1909, this group numbered around 2–400,000 people (0.5–1 per-
cent of the French population) and consisted mostly of the rural poor 
streaming towards the industrialising urban centres. Most of them 
eventually ended up settling in districts of larger and middle-sized 
towns, while a smaller proportion became permanent vagabonds.10 In 
France, the vagabonds inundating the roads and towns came to be re-
garded as an increasingly serious problem, which the decision-making 
elite wanted to handle with a dual policy of assistance and reprisals.11 
Emphasis was not on the socio-economic definition of the problem, but 
on a distinction based on moral categories and eugenics between the 
‘deserving poor’ and the ‘workshy vagrants.’ The latter were viewed as 
those who were not willing to contribute to social production through 
wage labour, even though they were able to.12 While the former could 
count on solidarity from the Third Republic, the workshy ended up as 
common criminals in dépôts de mendicités, institutions that combined 
the characteristics of a social home (providing food, lodging and basic 
health care) and a prison (which one could not choose to leave, and 
which had a strict timetable), where residents were integrated into the 
system and educated for work.13 Their nearest British equivalents were 
workhouses. For the foreign vagrants, as Kassák and Szittya, these 
dépôts represented the final stop before expulsion from the country, as 
it is described with the Brussels workhouse in Egy ember élete. In Bel-
gium, vagrancy and begging were considered minor offences, with the 
former punishable by 3–6 months in prison and, in exceptional cases, 
5–10 years of police surveillance, while the latter was punishable by im-
prisonment from one month up to two years, depending on whether va-

10 The estimate of 400,000 comes from Jules 

Méline’s socio-economic history Le Retour à la terre 

(The return to the land), which was widely quoted in 

the contemporary press. Other authors however cite 

lower figures. In Paris alone in 1894, 168,000 people 

spent at least one night in social hostels. See Smith 

1999, 825. 

11 Ibid., 822–823.

12 Ibid.

13 Ibid.
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grants were apprehended at their normal site of residence or elsewhere, 
a place with a dépôt de mendicité.14 In this regard, Belgian legislation 
and the principles it was founded upon bore many similarities to the 
French. Like the French law, the Belgian 1891 law against vagrancy 
and begging distinguished between undeserving and deserving va-
grants, depending on whether they appeared suitable for reintegration 
into society.15 Those deemed deserving vagrants were interned for up to 
one year in ‘vagabond colonies,’ where they received money for (forced) 
labour they performed, while the undeserving were kept in beggars’ col-
onies, which were much like prisons, for terms of between two to seven 
years. These criminal sanctions, as well as the vagabond and beggars’ 
colonies, were viewed positively by the international community.16 

Following in Szittya’s footsteps and also based on his own 
experience, Kassák spoke very favourably of the situation of vaga-
bonds in Germany, and emphasised the fact that many religious, po-
litical and state/local charitable institutions helped the vagrant poor: 
there were congregational and occupational Jewish funds that sup-
ported Jews in need, Protestant relief organisations, poorhouses fund-
ed by local authorities, as well as associations run by the socialist 
party, trade unions, and lifestyle-based organisations (Esperantists, 
vegetarians).17 The direction of both charitable institutions’ services 
and policing measures, as well as the concept of man they presumed, 
were determined by moral philosophical considerations and typical 
fin-de-siècle scientific trends. For example, according to the German 
Protestant missions’ philosophy on welfare, poor social standing was 
due to the individual’s moral shortcomings. As Edward Snyder has 
demonstrated in relation to one major Protestant organisation (the 
Bethel), the responses to this problem identified two main courses of 
action.18 The conservative tendency favoured the creation of workers’ 
colonies that reinforced the work ethic, social responsibility and the 
role of the family. In practice, this meant something resembling forced 
labour in a workhouse situated far from the social centre of the locale 
in question. The progressives, on the other hand, mainly wanted to 
attract the younger generation of (medical) experts with their empha-
sis on the role of science in treating (deviant) poverty, on the basis of 
the most modern science (psychology) and what has since proved to 
be a pseudoscience (eugenics). The Verpflegung centres and aid sta-
tions mentioned by Kassák were thus, in some respects, the heirs of 
the guild institutions had helped travelling jorneymen with food and 
lodging, but, as a part of a network linked to the work colonies, they 
also served the aims of the Protestant organisations that financed 

14 See paragraphs 269–273 (vagrancy) and 274–

276 (begging) of the French criminal law statute of 

26 February 1810.

15 Maeseele 2013, 1721.

16 Ibid.

17 Kassák 1914a, 8–10.

18 Snyder 2004, 151.

109. Gustave Courbet, The Vagabond, 1845 
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them by making it impossible for vagrants on Ger-
man soil to receive any kind of benefaction that did 
not also entail the compulsion to work.19

The moral dilemma of receiving benefac-
tions without performing work also preoccupied the 
vagabond writers, at the community and political 
level, and in terms of their personal life strategies. 
Szittya rejected Marx’s principle of ‘from each ac-
cording to his ability, to each according to his needs’ 
for the equitable distribution of goods in a socialist 
society when he told a meeting at the German anarchist club in Paris 
in 1910 that one of the things that distinguished anarchism from so-
cialism was its disbelief that ‘money means happiness,’ and that ‘an 
anarchist always disinterestedly helps the traveller, while the social 
democrat demands work in exchange for bread.’20 The Csavargások 
chapter of Egy ember élete is permeated, although less explicitly, by 
the narrator’s constantly changing, sometimes by the minute, emo-
tional response to this dilemma. ‘I must have been an ugly, desperate 
figure at that moment. I had the distinct feeling that all humanity had 
fallen from me, and I was, despite myself, waging the most terrible war 
for bread,’ he writes of the shame that gripped him as he pretended 
to be a lunatic to elicit a donation from a charitable Jew. But then, as 
soon as he succeeded, the bad feelings vanished: ‘I burst out laughing 
at the door […]. I returned to the Herberg in triumph.’ Life without 
work alternately filled him with serenity (‘We were happy like children, 
and there was pure human goodness within us’) and nihilistic despair: 
‘And if someone had asked me why I didn’t want to work, I would sim-
ply have said that there’s no point. And that nothing made sense. […] 
The more I got into vagrancy, the more I took this confused denial of 
everything for granted.’ The humiliation of begging sometimes made 
an impression of ‘tragic cruelty’ on Kassák, while at other times his 
‘cynical face was grinning’ from within his innermost being, exuberant 
in the joy of cheating the logic of the market economy. This dilemma 
also marks the limits of the aforementioned edifying function of travel: 
our vagrant writers fighting for their survival could not have had at 
their disposal any of those social or charitable frameworks that made 
the middle-class definition of moral development possible. 

It strikes the reader of Csavargások that Kassák had thought 
long and hard about where to find (and also to avoid) work while 

110. Dêpot de mendicité, Hoogstraeten (Belgium), 

c. 1900

19 Ibid., 156. 

20 ‘C’est que les anarchistes, a-t-il ajouté, ne croient 

que l’argent donne le bonheur […] Il a indiqué 

que tandis que l’anarchiste sera toujours prêt à 

aider d’une manière désintéressée le voyageur, le 

social-democrate, au contraire, demandera le travail 

correspondant à ce qu’il mangera.’ Police report 

from their files on Emil Szittya, file on Emil Szitya 

[sic!] (Adolphe Schenk), Fonds Moscou (Dossiers 

individuals de la Sûreté nationale), National Archives 

of France, ref. no. 19940457/52.
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he roamed across Europe. His definition of work 
stemmed from a number of factors: his working-class 
background, socialism, a preference for manual la-
bour, and his worker-peasant value system. In com-
parison, he drew a new conclusion en route which 
represented a significant shift: the writer can take 
part in the social division of labour by means of cre-
ative work (‘I settled down into the work’), and the 
desire to reintegrate into society was created pre-
cisely by the vagabond lifestyle that inspired prolif-
icacy. This recognition also indicates that Kassák 
and Szittya’s journey also offered the real possibility 
of social mobility, unlike the aforementioned grand 
tour or the other contemporary forms of cultural 
mobility that offered only physical, but not social re-
location. The vagabond writers were first made dé-
classé, and in fact then transgressed the boundary 
between deserving and undeserving – a distinction 
defined using legal language but grounded in moral 
judgements – by virtue of their unwillingness to be-
come part of the social division of labour. The vaga-
bond lifestyle is thus incorporated as a usable model 
of identity into the ‘empirical fiction’21 of Egy ember 
élete, primarily as a déclassé form of the itinerant 
journeymen’s travel and study trip. This is despite the fact that the 
narrator/hero has clearly internalised common thinking on the func-
tioning of social structures, which was also enshrined in law, namely 
that only labour allowed participation in social relations, and that 
undertaking creative work did not stretch these boundaries. Szittya’s 
pronouncements on the role of labour were much more radical than 
Kassák’s (either in Kassák’s empirical literary fiction or newspaper ar-
ticles22), and indicate a far more systematic political erudition. Howev-
er, both Kassák and Szittya also used the fact of moral transgression 
and concrete law-breaking, verifiable by police archive documents, in 
their partly-empirical literary fiction, in order to create a narrative 
identity, one of whose characteristics was the rebellious stance that 
left the frameworks of middle-class life far behind. Szittya does this in 
a way that appears to be more explicit than Kassák’s approach but 
which in fact conceals the writer’s intervention, while at the same time 
referring more consciously to literary antecedents, the vagabond and 

111. Guy de Maupassant, Le vagabond, cover by 

Théophile Alexandre Steinlen, 1902 

21 Thomka 2000, 155.

22 Kassák wrote of ‘modern-day miscreants’, who 

were ‘mostly healthy people,’ the sort of workshy 

vagrant types who never left their home towns; 

these terms reflect the moral and legal categories of 

deserving and undeserving vagabonds. See Kassák 

1914a, 8–9.
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outlaw writers beyond the law.23 In his collection of anecdotes/episodic 
novel Das Kuriositäten-Kabinett (The Cabinet of Curiosities), he intro-
duces himself as someone who ‘was arrested in nine cities on charges 
of vagrancy, theft, forgery, anarchist incitement and fencing,’24 thereby 
pretending that this was a statement of empirical fact in historical 
narrative, rather than a poetic act aimed at constructing a narrative 
identity which, in Ricœur’s terms, belongs to the narrative layer based 
on the imaginative force of personal memory. 

This model identity offered by the figure of the vagabond, cre-
ated by poetic means, also held great appeal for the next generation 
of the Hungarian artistic avant-garde and left-wing progressives. An 
account by Ferenc Mérei, a psychologist, testifies to this attraction: 
‘I not only learned the word [vagabond] from [Kassák], but also the 
phenomenon. […] We imitated everything he did: it was perhaps in his 
footsteps that we travelled on foot, or travelled for free to Germany 
(Weimar), we copied him in going to Paris where we ate with a big 
spoon in the Jewish Aid Society canteen on a Friday night. Most im-
portantly: we became avant-gardists because of him.’25

Sodomy

Kassák and Szittya clashed with law enforcement in a number of 
states belonging to the German Empire. In Stuttgart, the capital of 
Württem berg, they were taken in for questioning by police on charges 
of sodomy charges. Homosexuality had been already decriminalised in 
some (mainly Francophone) states some 50–100 years earlier,26 yet in 
comparison, German legislation of 1909 was quite strict. Prior to Ger-
man unity, legislation on (male) homosexuality varied between member 
states. At the strictest end of the scale was the Prussian anti-sodomy 
law, which lived on in Paragraph 175 of the new 1871 post-unification 
criminal code and continued to regulate same-sex relations between 
men (despite attempts to broaden the scope to include same-sex rela-
tions between women) as belonging to the same category as ‘bestiali-
ty’ (zoophilia).27 This new criminal code represented a marked severity 
compared to the earlier liberal practice of many German territories, 
including Württemberg and within it Stuttgart, under whose juris-
diction Kassák and Szittya found themselves. Previously, Württem-
berg had decriminalised same-sex relations, unless one party used 

23 François Villon, Hans Ostwald, Jakob Schaffer, 

Maxim Gorky, Fyodor Dostoevsky and Jack London 

were important figures of reference for Szittya. 

Szittya 1923, 13. 

24 Ibid., 8. 
25 Mérei 1985, 14–15.

26 As a consequence of the French revolution, 

the new French criminal legal code introduced in 

1791 made no mention of sodomy, thus effectively 

decriminalising homosexuality. Belgium followed suit 

after 1830. Beach 2010, 807. 

27 Ibid., 804.
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coercion or was aged under 12. By the turn of the twentieth century 
however, the application of Paragraph 175 had given rise to numerous 
legal problems, such as the definition of the sexual act, and provoked 
serious public debates: progressive psychiatrists and sexologists were 
able to mitigate punishments by providing expert evidence on miti-
gating circumstances, although they did not succeed in having the law 
struck from the books. There was good reason for Szittya ‘acting the 
simpleton’ during police questioning: in 1909, two-thirds of the prose-
cutions for homosexuality ended in convictions, even in a professional 
and social climate that was becoming more and more liberal.28 

Kassák’s palpable, alarmed aversion to homosexuality in 
Egy ember élete was even more pronounced in an earlier newspaper 
article on vagrancy in which he described French vagrants with no 
intellectual pretensions as those who ‘like working citizens, in many 
cases never leave their place of birth for their entire lives. They live 
on brandy and cadged bread beneath the villages, or in better cases, 
they sleep in shacks and out-buildings. Perhaps they are all homo-
sexuals and veritable hotbeds of infectious diseases. They are a poi-
sonous, destructive fungi on the body of France.’29 Just like his views 
on vagabonds and the moral significance of work, Kassák’s opinions 
on homosexuality also essentially reflected the public thinking of the 
time.30 According to the cultural historian Christopher Reed, the ac-
ademic term ‘homosexuality’ was originally defined in contrast to 
the gender identity considered normal, and not as the opposite of the 
heterosexual, a term invented much later.31 Sentimentality and hys-
teria were defined traditionally – and not independently of Freudian 
theories of sexuality – as feminine qualities by fin-de-siècle psycholo-
gy and the interested, (semi-)lay public. It follows from this that when 
Kassák the narrator describes Szittya’s personality and behaviour 
using expressions with such connotations (moodiness, helpless sor-
row, obstinacy, sputtering words out in complaining fashion), he is 
implying implicitly that his travelling companion’s strangeness lay in 
his atypical feminine traits, and thus in his lack of traditional mas-
culinity. By contrasting Szittya’s femininity – such as the lack of suf-
ficient willpower to resist eating sugary cakes or ‘bathing in dirt’, a 
euphemism for homosexuality – Kassák the narrator is setting up a 
distinction between Szittya and the morally pure masculinity of the 
young and inexperienced manual labourer. Meanwhile, Egy ember 
élete evinces neither knowledge of the developing field of social psy-
chology, nor any consistent, refined system of convictions. Kassák’s 
attitudes towards the place and role of the sexes in society was 
not only commonly found in social discourse in the early twentieth 

28 Baumann 1985, 262. 

29 Kassák 1914a, 9.

30 For more details on Kassák’s attitudes towards 

homosexuality, see Gucsa 2022. 

31 Reed 2011, 72.
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century, but also in avant-garde circles. The artists of the major Ger-
man Expressionist groups – Die Brücke, Der Blaue Reiter, Der Sturm 
– held conflicting ideas on the qualities, roles and modes of behaviour 
regarded as female or feminine. Following Nietzsche and Freud, they 
mostly associated the female gender with pejorative connotations, a 
lack of creative power, and inferior intellectual abilities.32 Some of the 
German-educated artists associated with the Zurich Dada, includ-
ing Walter Serner and Emil Szittya, knew of and directly cited such 
pseudo-scientific psychological and philosophical works33 in their 
wartime texts that would seem shockingly misogynistic, homophobic 
and chauvinistic to today’s reader, but which played a major role in 
the public discourse of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy at the turn 
of the century. The rhetoric of Egy ember élete reflects a knowledge of 
the vocabulary, argumentation and associated social reflexes of such 
texts, if not the texts themselves. 

Political Crimes

Gathering intelligence on foreigners (étrangers, non-French citizens) 
was the responsibility of two police forces in the Third Republic, the 
police municipale (police with territorial jurisdiction) and the Direc-
tion de la Sûreté Générale (the political police force established under 
the Second Empire and attached to the Interior Ministry). One part of 
the latter’s documents is the ‘Moscow Fonds,’34 which contain, among 
other things, files on foreigners who attracted the attention of the 
Sûreté for various reasons,35 comprising a total of 650,000 documents. 
Among these are the files on Emil Szittya who, as a political activist 
and anarchist, had to count on the attentions of domestic security 
agencies.36 The systematic surveillance of left-wing political activists, 
party members and trade unionists began with the banning of the 
French Communist Party (PC-SFIC) in 1939, and a significant number 
of the surveillance files date from this period. However, anarchists had 

32 West 2000, 70–72.

33 On, for instance, Otto Weininger’s Geschlecht 

und Charakter (Sex and character), see Serner 2006, 

44; Szittya 1915/6, 1. 

34 The Moscow Fonds (fonds Moscou) were named 

after their historical journey: the documents were 

transported to the territory of the Third Reich in 1940 

by the German army occupying France, and were 

then taken to Moscow by the Red Army after the 

Germans’ capitulation. From there they were returned 

to the National Archives of France between 1944 

and 2001. Devaux 1997, 78–79. 

35 The files fall into nine main categories: 

surveillance of political activists; administration 

of foreign persons with identity cards (and also 

residence permits); surveillance of suspected 

agents; briefings and reports concerning checks 

on foreigners; expulsion orders and prohibitions 

on gambling; offences involving the imprisonment 

of French citizens banned from cities or other 

administrative units; applications for citizenship; and 

passport applications. Devaux 1997, 79–82.

36 File on Emil Szitya [sic!] (Adolphe Schenk), Fonds 

Moscou (Dossiers individuel de la Sûreté nationale), 

National Archives of France, ref. no. 19940457/52. 

The individual documents in the file do not carry 

separate identifying marks. Cited with the permission 

of the right holder of Emil Szittya. 
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already been under the watch of the political police 
from much earlier, the legal basis for which was pro-
vided by the highly controversial lois scélérates (vil-
lainous laws) of 1893–1894. These three laws were 
passed, at least nominally, to counteract anarchist 
political action, assassinations and violent strikes 
carried out in the name of ‘propaganda of the deed.’ 
In reality, and as the laws’ left-wing critics such as 
Léon Blum and Jean Jaurès demonstrated,37 the 
laws actually intended to radically restrict freedom 
of the press and freedom of expression, and to systematically silence 
a political movement, which led to a wave of arrests and show trials 
of anarchist theorists.38 Because the laws obfuscated the distinction 
between intention and deed, and between political opinion and con-
spiracy,39 Szittya’s theoretical lectures and writings were su!cient to 
attract the attention of the Sûreté Générale, in whose files he was iden-
tified on the front page as ‘Reichmann’s friend.’40 His file comprises 
documents created between 1910 and 1915. The earliest one, which 
also indicates how Szittya ended up in the sights of the French po-
lice, is a report on an anarchist meeting that took place at 3 Places 
des Victoires, on 12 March 1910.41 At the meeting, Szittya discussed 
whether social democracy would ever become an intellectual school 
like anarchism, which had produced its own theorists (according the 
informer, the speaker was referring here to Mikhail Bakunin and Ernst 
Haeckel). Szittya further noted that for anarchists, the happiness of 
the working class could only be achieved through the arousal and sat-
isfaction of the workers’ intellectual needs. His most radical idea, as 
already mentioned above, was to do with the futility of wage labour. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the French ex-
perience of the 1871 Commune and the growing concern about the in-
creasing number of anarchist assassinations of the 1880s prompted law 
enforcement bodies across Europe to cooperate more closely and coor-
dinate legal sanctions aimed at combatting terrorism.42 As a result of 
this cooperation, Szittya’s file contains Swiss and Prussian expulsion 

113. Herberge zur Heimat, Stuttgart, c. 1900 

37 Jaurès 1984; Blum 1898. 

38 See for example the Procès des trente (Trial of 

the Thirty).

39 Following Blum (1898), Kempf (2019) has shown 

how the state of the time restricted the freedoms of 

everyday citizens via laws directed against political 

groups viewed as enemies of the state. 

40 Adolf Reichmann was a Romanian-born French 

anarchist who formed and led the Federation of 

Revolutionary Communists (FRC) in 1910, later 

renamed as the Federation of Communist Anarchists 

(FCA) in July 1912, the first French anarchist group 

that was active on a nationwide basis. Following the 

introduction of various anti-anarchist laws, anarchist 

organisations were infiltrated by police agents and 

agents provocateurs. It was within this context that 

the FCA accused Reichmann of being a Romanian 

agent, but he cleared his name. Lequin 2014.

41 See footnote 20. 

42 Arbet 2017, 191–193.
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orders indicating the writers’ current whereabouts,43 as well as three 
photographs taken in connection to the Prussian expulsion order. 

According to the dossier, Szittya was not prosecuted for an-
archism in France, nor was he subsequently expelled from the coun-
try. At present, the research consensus is that he does not appear to 
have published any text in France that could have been regarded as 
problematic at the time, and was thus not subject to the ‘vile laws’ on 
incitement and anarchist propaganda that restricted freedom of the 
press,44 but would have clearly been vulnerable to charges of participa-
tion in (anarchist) conspiracies or sympathies.45 Because Szittya only 
sporadically stayed in France between 1910 and 1915, this would have 
made any potential charges against him di!cult to prove. In any case, 
Szittya’s file clearly illustrates the suspicion with which the French 
(and also Belgian and Swiss) police viewed any individual with broader 
left-wing sympathies, and specifically members of anarchist groups, 
all of which the police regarded as identical. However, this suspicion 
was not always accompanied by systematic surveillance, and foreign-
ers suspected of anarchism, and who barely or badly spoke the local 
language, were routinely imprisoned, first for shorter periods, then for 
longer periods as repeat offenders, and finally expelled: ‘I can’t even 
lock you up because you haven’t even done anything here. Your papers 
say that you are dangerous anarchists. So go back and make anar-
chism for them over there,’ said the Prussian policeman to Kassák 
and friends, as he was expelling them from Prussia into Belgium, from 
where they had been kicked out only 24 hours earlier.46

Like the vagabonds, the penniless anarchists were easy tar-
gets for border guards in neighbouring states, who passed them back 
and forth. Although Kassák’s text provides a reliable account of the 
absurdity of the situation, the most accurate reflection on the strate-
gies used by various authorities to rid themselves of the administra-
tive burden posed by undocumented vagrants comes from B. Traven, 
a writer whose identity has been disputed ever since, but who was 
probably a German anarchist. In his 1926 novel Das Totenschiff (The 
Ship of the Dead), the protagonist, an American sailor who has lost 
his papers, is expelled from Holland. He is escorted by police to an 

43 Szittya was expelled from Prussia on 17 January 

1912 (see the German criminal police report no. 

3921 attached to the letter from the director of the 

Prussian Royal Police). He suddenly left Bále without 

paying his rent (see the Swiss public prosecutor’s 

office circular no. 3, dated 28 March 1912). On 13 

June 1912, the court in Bruges sentenced him to 

four days in prison for using a false name, a lack of 

identity documents, and vagrancy. He was further 

banned from the Swiss canton of Aargau for 20 years 

(see the Swiss public prosecutor’s office circular no. 

6, dated 15 June 1912). The Swiss Confederation 

circular dated 26 February 1915 states that he was 

currently in Zurich. He was expelled on the grounds of 

vagrancy from the Swiss canton of Ticino on 17 April 

1915 (see the Swiss public prosecutor’s office circular 

no. 4, dated 12 October 1915). 

44 See the laws of 11 December 1893 and 28 July 

1894. 

45 See the law of 15 December 1893. 

46 On Kassák’s relationship to anarchism, see: 

Andrási 1979; Balázs 2013. 
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114. Dossier of Emil Szittya. Direction de la Sûreté 

générale, Paris 

115. Secret police report on Emil Szittya’s lecture to 

German anarchists, 12 May 1910 

116. “Adolf Schenk (known as Emil Szittya), 

anarchist and writer, who was expelled from the 

Kingdom of Prussia.” From the German criminal 

police report, February 1912 



382

abandoned section of the Belgian border in the middle of the night, 
and warned that if he steps foot on Dutch soil again, he will face pris-
on and internment.47 In any case, the police stuff the sailor’s pockets 
with money and cigarettes, and advise him on how to buy a train ticket 
at the nearest Belgian railway station without attracting attention. 
He is soon captured by the Belgian border guards who, in the belief 
that he is trying to enter the Netherlands illegally, escort him a short 
distance on the road to Antwerp, where he falls into the hands of cus-
toms o!cials who transport him back to the Netherlands. Not one of 
the o!cials involved in passing border trespassers back and forth is 
willing to suspect any of his counterparts of descending into what they 
themselves are doing, which is ultimately people smuggling. Thus the 
social problems embodied by the vagrants, balanced on the boundary 
between legality and illegality, as well as the responses to them from 
the authorities, in the form of tacitly consensual illegal – and immoral 
– measures, come together in an unbroken circle of mutual complicity. 
The narrative of this absurd phenomenon, combining its social aspect 
with individual, personal experiences, can be told by (the momentary) 
vagabond writers who rely on the aesthetic quality of the grotesque.

Conclusion

A reading of the 1909 European vagabondage of Lajos Kassák and 
Emil Szittya, two writers at the beginning of their careers, as a device 
for self-education, as well as physical and social mobility, reveals the 
hidden perspectives of the vagabond lifestyle, but also its limitations. 
The literary and political texts by vagabond writers show how they 
themselves took these issues into account, departing at times more 
(Szittya), at times less (Kassák) from the theoretical and moral frame-
works emerging in legislation and academic discussions, and seeping 
into contemporary social discourse, and which defined the ability to 
work, merit, and the system of accessing social benefits on the basis 
of need in European nation states. This balancing act necessarily en-
tailed an assessment of the social role of writing, and the development 
of text-immanent narrative identities that build on the various, some-
times contradictory aspects of vagabondage, be they more poetic, or 
more empirical descriptions of being outside the law, the rebellious 
character, poverty, or the search for freedom. 

47 Traven 1967, 43–46.
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It’s around twenty years since I too was out on the roads as a decent 
and honest vagabond, and I was even decent and honest in their sense 
too, and it never occurred to me to admit that the bourgeois philis-
tine was right, growing soft in his fluffy bed, worrying over his crummy 
herbs and canvases, all the while speculating. I might have gone for 
days without enough food, and had to pretend to be stupid and crip-
pled for someone to throw me a bite of bread, but still, for me this was 
not the hell of poverty, but a heroic age of freedom. I almost cried when 
I stepped out onto the road, but in the meantime I learned from the 
chapped-skinned, lanky or potbellied vagrants how much better it is 
to live free, rather than collapsing in abundance without desires. And 
I felt then that these ‘outsiders’ were right, these wild men despised by 
all, who had neither God nor home, and who still wandered across hills 
and valleys embracing one another, and if they felt like it, they could 
even step onto the clouds and travel further on heavenly rafts in their 
dreams. And for a whole year it didn’t occur to me that I should change 
the direction of my life and my companions loved me, because I was as 
starving, worm-eaten, and divinely arrogant and haughty as they were. 

When we got tired of wandering, we sat on the edge of the 
ditch and talked philosophy. But none of us ever said, ‘I’d like to be 
lying somewhere in a soft bed right now, or sitting at the wedding table 
of some house.’ In general, we were as hungry for girls as we were for a 
bite of bread, but never did we sacrifice our freedom for either. And we 
didn’t know whether we were cursed or blessed by this boundless yearn-
ing for freedom. We simply lived as was in our nature. And no doubt, 
for all its thousands of miseries and thousands of troubles, this life is 
a beautiful one. It’s as if one is constantly intoxicated by some alcohol 
we absorb into ourselves together with the warm summer air or the 
piercing winter winds. Our minds might be confused, but we certainly 
have no sense of responsibility, and this, this nothingness exempts us 
from all laws, and to be outside the law is the same as being happy for 
a man with a vagabond nature. There were only very few people who 
wanted to leave the state of lawlessness and retreat back to behind the 
bars of social morality and the caste system, and who would turn back 
from the endless highway for the courtyards of the slummy tenements 
or the musty, stale ravines of the peasant hovels. With some slight re-
sentment, some childish defiance, people just step out onto roads one 
day and walk, just walk as if they had already passed beyond the real 

World Congress of Vagabonds
Lajos Kassák 
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world itself, and only really take a rest when they fall unconscious into 
a ditch, or forget to wake up one morning from the bunk in a shelter or 
some bug-ridden iron bed in some execrable hospital. 

I wasn’t exactly one of their kind. For one year, I saw myself 
as one with them, and then I left their ranks without any further ado. 
The year that passed was just one of the episodes in my life that I can 
never forget. I ended up back where I started, vagabondage could not 
exercise my muscles enough, I couldn’t appreciate freedom the way 
in which wolves appreciate it. I longed to return to civilisation, to in-
dustrial work and to the company of my fellow men, whose fare I once 
again shared, for better or for worse. Those with whom I’d marched 
along the roads only yesterday must certainly have spat at me in con-
ceit and contempt, at the renegade petty bourgeois. Since then I have 
often thought back to the year I went astray, and I really could not 
make up my mind about who was right, them or me.48

48 Kassák 1929, 349–350.
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Our only information on József Gödrös comes from Kassák. We do not 
know the details of his biography or his artistic works; all that remains 
is photograph of him as a young man, in Kassák’s estate. On the reverse, 
there is an inscription: ‘Gödrös from the autobiography’ (Image 73).

We know from Egy ember élete that the young sculptor, like 
Kassák, also tried his hand at poetry, which is how they met each other 
through the workers’ movement. Gödrös’s poems appeared in the pages of 
Újpest and Független Magyarország (Independent Hungary) at the same 
time as Kassák’s early poems were also published.49 Following in Endre 
Ady’s footsteps, they left together for Paris in April 1909, corresponding 
with their mutual acquaintances Jolán Simon and Károly Kiss until they 
reached Stuttgart. However, they split up halfway along their journey. 

It is not clear, however, when or why Gödrös and Kassák part-
ed ways for good. A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek suggests that it 
was in Stuttgart, where the ‘woodcarver’ remains behind due to illness. 
Kassák then wandered alone for two weeks and later, also in Stutt-
gart, he met Emil Szittya. According to Egy ember élete, Gödrös sud-
denly abandoned his former companion in the heat of anger during 
the journey between Passau and Stuttgart. [↗Vagabondage: Chapters 
5–7] Kassák then continued on his journey alone for four days, before 
meeting Szittya upon his arrival in Stuttgart. Yet on the basis of the 
surviving correspondence, it appears that Gödrös and Kassák travelled 
together from Passau to Munich and via Augsburg to Stuttgart, where 
they met Emil Szittya together. [↗Correspondence: Letter 9] Of course, 
it is also possible that Kassák and Gödrös split up between Passau and 
Stuttgart, but caught up with each other once again in Stuttgart before 
continuing their separate journeys on Szittya’s suggestion. 

The fact is that Kassák continued his journey from Stuttgart 
only with Szittya. Gödrös did not turn back either, and continued to-
wards Paris, eventually reaching the French capital before Kassák and 
Szittya, who took a detour to Brussels. We know all this from Jolán 
Simon: ‘Have you heard that Gödrös is in Paris? The dirty bastard 
wrote a pack of lies to Kari,’ she noted in a letter written in August, 
addressed to Kassák in Brussels. [↗Correspondence: Letter 14]

Gödrös’s poems published in Független Magyarország may 
provide further insights. His first poem was published during the jour-
ney, at around the same time as Kassák’s poems sent from Passau 
were also published:

Gödrös’s Story
Merse Pál Szeredi

49 József Gödrös, Azokat. Öt fiatal poéta 

költeményei, Újpest, 31 January 1909, 2–3; 

József Gödrös, A halott, Független Magyarország, 

7 April 1909, 16. 
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Sunday in the Factory50

From the cracks in the smoky walls
Flows the echo of heavy sighs. 
The soundless din sings accusations,
Nauseating, sad melodies.
The inflamed soul of the factory now falls silent:
Life slumbers now in its boiler-bosom – 
And the stern glance of the cold walls 
Sinks into celebratory silence. 

But lo! The tempestuous brain
Of quiet air-vapours demands struggle – 
And the dormant factory awakens from deep sleep
With a muted roar. 
And the war ravages on in silence, soundlessly:
Inciting every bolt, every wheel. 
The rigid machines summon the 
Frozen body of the works into battle. 

And tomorrow will come the plundered, 
And the indifferent hopeless – 
And the impoverished slave-men
Will subjugate the fighting army. 
And the work and the factory will once again unite.
And the struggle will continue, - just like when
After dazzling night-time lightning
The darkness split in two heals over.

50 Független Magyarország, 3 June 1909, 16. 
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After a longer pause, there followed two poems in January 1910, signed 
in Zurich.

On the Hill of Pain51

Every night around two o’clock
I wade through the lake of granite bush.
On these tear-burst, soft silken stones
I lament my frozen sigh.
 
Here I spin a palm of white moonbeams, 
I cannot laugh or cry; – only here
I scratch the fountain of bloody dreams
Into the night with a rag of clouds.

Here the pain is lost in a wail
And here the rainbow entangles
The mist of my soul with the waters of the lake. 

Here is where Christ’s crown is painted in blood,
Till the fiery sun disk ascends
To proffer before me his throat of fire. 

In the East52

From the West I struck out to the eternal East
In youth, boldly – like a fool. 
I rose from the apple blossom spring,
Seeking a kiss for my drunken lips, 
From which my blood caught fire. 

I was driven to weep for a harp, 
To live wild; to want so much:
I desired the kiss of an Eastern woman
And to proclaim the western Sun. 

To embrace an ardent, lusty virgin
And thrust murder into her bosom,
If clinging to the lips of Buddha statues. 
– To inhale the sorrowful melody which 
Springs from the threads of the Persian carpet. 

To infect the incense-scent, 
To drive the cowardly East into tomorrow,
To crush the ten commandments. 

But the bright sunrays of the West
Crashed into the walls of the temple. 

51 Független Magyarország, 16 January 1910, 23. 52 Független Magyarország, 18 February 1910, 16. 
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The Labour Day issue published the last poem foreshadowing Gödrös’s 
future suicide, fictitiously or actually written in Heidelberg:

Last Minute (Heidelberg, 1919)53

On the writing desk’s ebony surface
The suicide notes will lie. 
It will be autumn. Foggy, gloomy twilight. 
I will be tired.

There will be a dull, sluggish quiet in the room, 
Only Life will be grinning nearby,
With a triumphant, maddened laugh – 
When the bullet flies into my head. 

I’ll have a swan song, a priest, funeral music
If creaking furniture makes me cry. 
For it was only brain matter that spilled out,
Nothing else happened.

Nothing else happened, only on the autopsy table
Were a few scientific compliments heard. 
Only under my shirt, did the hands of 
The big red clock meet as one. 

53 Független Magyarország, 1 May 1910, 25. 
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In November 1914, Kassák published a two-part essay summaris-
ing his experiences of vagabondage in the weekly Új Nemzedék 
(New Generation), entitled ‘Egy csavargó notesz-könyvéből’ (From 
a Vagrant’s Notebook). Here, he discussed his travels in the West in a 
journalistic context, as opposed to Egy ember élete which, despite its 
autobiographical elements, should be regarded as literary fiction. 

Some years ago, when the new Hungarian literature glorified 
Paris over and above anything else it had to say, I too set 
off to see the modern Babylon with eighty fillér [pennies] in 
my pocket. Without much deliberation, and merely under the 
influence of a common cold, I set off medicated and on foot 
through Hungary and Germany to the heart of France, then 
the pinnacle of Hungarian desires. I packed a lot of youthful 
enthusiasm in my bundle but by the time I reached my des-
tination, it had all been consumed by my poverty, and the 
monumental beauty of Paris gave nothing in return.54

In the text, and compared with the information in the novel and his 
correspondence, we discover certain anomalies in the route Kassák 
and Szittya took. The route taken by Kassák and Gödrös as far as 
Stuttgart can be verified thanks to their correspondence with friends 
in Hungary, from which we learn that they reached the Austro-German 
border on 4 June, and sent a letter to Jolán Simon from Passau. [↗Cor-
respondence: Letter 1] They were in Munich in mid-June, and in August 
for the rest of June, while their last joint letter was written around 11 
July from Stuttgart. [↗Correspondence: Letter 9] The problems arise 
because, among other reasons, a large of part of the correspondence 
between Kassák and Jolán Simon is undated, and we can only infer 
the dates on which the letters were written using indirect information. 
A total of three letters bear a precise date, which makes it easier to 
identify the individual stages of the journey: Jolán Simon’s letter dated 
9 September to Kassák, from Budapest to Brussels [↗Correspondence: 
Letter 15]; Kassák’s letter dated 3 October from Brussels [↗Corre-
spondence: Letter 18]; and Kassák’s letter to Károly Kiss from Paris, 
dated 28 October [↗Correspondence: Letter 19].

Neither Kassák’s novel nor the documentary material pro-
vides any clues on the details of Kassák and Szittya’s vagabondage 

Anomalies of the Route
Merse Pál Szeredi

54 Kassák 1914a, 8.
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in Germany. Only two locations are certain: Mannheim, from where 
Kassák sent his poem later published in Független Magyarország on 
26 August [↗Kassák’s poems: Merry Hour], and Frankfurt-am-Main, 
where he wrote his poem cycle Kórházi nóták (Songs from the Hospi-
tal) which has since been lost, and also sent a letter to Jolán Simon 
on 18 August. [↗Correspondence: Letter 12] We know from Egy ember 
élete what impact Matthias Grünewald’s paintings of Christ had on 
Kassák in Karlsruhe.55 ‘I might have asked him now why he [Szittya] 
lured me to Brussels, and if we were indeed going there, then why had 
we set off in the opposite direction,’ writes Kassák in the novel, after 
they left Frankfurt. Mannheim and Karlsruhe are to the south, so 
this would have been the right direction. [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 11] 
Perhaps even they did not know where they were going: ‘it’s possible 
that it wasn’t us moving forwards but just the ground moving beneath 
us. We must have been running in circles on a huge plateau, the pla-
teau was moved by some giant hand, and we ended up passing from 
hill to valley, from valley to hill, from the heart of Germany to the 
dark border station of Aachen. We decided to travel through Belgium 
to France, all the way to Paris,’ writes Kassák in Egy ember élete. 
[↗Vagabondage: Chapter 17]

In Brussels, Kassák and Szittya made contact with local an-
archists, but after one of their meetings, they were raided by the police 
and arrested. Kassák recorded the incident in verse, his autobiogra-
phy, and also in detail in the aforementioned journalistic article:

I’d been living in Brussels for about a month when I was wo-
ken one morning by furious knocking on the door of my attic 
room above an ale-house. Someone had denounced me, and 
the police were on my trail. I was searched, and, in addition 
to the Belgian Francs I needed, they also found awkward 
brochures and letters on my person, and so after the four 
days of state hospitality I endured in remand prison, I was 
transported to the German border. The Prussian police were 
already waiting for me in Aachen. We were chained together 
and led through the town like murderers and robbers, sur-
rounded by rows of children and malicious old women. They 
already knew what was waiting for us and laughed in antici-
pation of our five minutes of despair. We were received in the 
o!cial room by two strict men who, after reading out the 
list, split us into two groups. Locals in one group, foreigners 
in the other. When the o!cial wrote down my nationality, he 

55 Matthias Grünewald, The Procession to Calvary 

and Crucifixion (Tauberbischofsheimer Altar), around 

1523–1525. Karlsruhe, Staatliche Kunsthalle, inv. 

nos. 993–994.
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117. Expulsion order of Lajos Kassák from the 

Kingdom of Prussia, Aachen, 30 September 1909 
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took my fingerprints in a self-important way and handed me 
a large, stamped sheet. As a dangerous anarchist, I had been 
banned from Prussia forever.56

The expulsion order to which Kassák refers is held in the Kassák Mu-
seum’s collection, which is how we know that the incident took place 
in Aachen on 30 September 1909. Kassák provides two very different 
written accounts of that evening and the events of the following day. In 
his 1914 article in Új Nemzedék, we read the following:

We arrived from Belgium at dusk, having not eaten in sixteen 
hours, and were escorted to the border at Aachen the same 
evening. On the top of a hill, a border guard made a big show 
of pointing out Belgium to us, where we were forbidden to re-
turn under penalty of three months’ imprisonment, and where 
he now sent us back, despite all our clever explanations and 
artful pleas. We descended down the hill but waited for night-
fall in the first ditch, then we stole across to the station and 
(since we had some money) we escaped back to Prussia on 
the first train. But, because we had been marked as politicals, 
we had to keep all our wits about us. The first time we could 
breathe out freely was in Munich. As common vagrants how-
ever we couldn’t go much further: by virtue of the expulsion 
order from the Prussian police, we really did end up mixing in 
anarchist circles and this is now our eyes were opened to the 
conservatism of the Germans.57

According to Egy ember élete, Kassák and Szittya took the dawn train 
from the Prusso-Belgian border to Brussels, and from there travelled 
on to France the same day. [↗Vagabondage: Chapters 19–20] Yet in the 
1914 article, they got on a different train which took them straight back 
to Munich. Kassák wrote the following on his next few days in Munich:

Munich is not only a centre for the arts, but is also in part 
a hotspot for Bavarian political movements. The anarchists 
held their meetings in the Soller restaurant around Marien-
platz, and their leader was the well-known writer Erich 
Muhsam [Mühsam]. The group met once a week, when they 
would discuss the contents of their paper ‘Kain’ and some 
tactical details for the future. But nobody should think that 
talk was only of world revolution. 

56 Kassák 1914b, 9. 57 Ibid.
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This menacingly-named little group lived up to its 
name only on the outside, like naughty children under po-
lice surveillance. Serious conflict between them and the state 
arose only one time. It happened about four or five years ago, 
when Erich Muhsam was arrested as an anarchist inciting 
robbery and arson. However, the length of his imprisonment 
was very minimal, thanks to the intervention of [Frank] We-
dekind and He[i]nrich Mann. Ever since then, it was business 
as usual. The only ones in real trouble are the foreign com-
rades. The authorities resort to the strictest methods against 
them. There is nowhere else where expulsions are as frequent 
as in Germany. Just as we were leaving Munich, the painter 
Johanes Icsne [Hans Itschner] and the writer Dr. Margarette 
Fass [Margarethe Fass] were being carted off to the border. 
Both of them were Swiss anarchists. 

Both these cases are just two instances among hun-
dreds of examples of the German police’s eagle-eyed vigilance 
over the moral and ethical integrity of the country. We trav-
elled from Munich to Stuttgart intending to find some source 
of steady income, but barely had enough time to warm up. 
We wanted to make a complete break with the vagabond mi-
lieu, and so we didn’t go to the Herberg to sleep, but instead 
rented a small cabin. We were as poor as church mice and 
wanted to work, but were caught by the police one week later. 
The two of us were sleeping in the same bed and were expelled 
from the city as ‘sinners against modesty.’ The second inci-
dent was in Berlin. My travelling companion started a lecture 
series for six marks at the Hungarian socialist club, which is 
why he was kicked out by the police…58

It is di!cult to establish what exactly the above description refers to. 
The incident in Stuttgart is discussed in detail in Egy ember élete as 
taking place in Stuttgart, and not in relation to any other stay in Ger-
many. [↗Vagabondage: Chapters 8–10] It is more likely that Kassák 
based his description of the Munich anarchist group not on his own 
experiences, but on Szittya’s later account. Szittya was in frequent 
contact with Erich Mühsam’s anarchist group.59 Mühsam’s journal 
Kain was only launched in 1911, which, in addition to the rather imper-
sonal nature of the description, further supports this assumption. The 
unnamed ‘travelling companion’ mentioned in the 1914 article was 
Emil Szittya, who held a (verifiable) lecture series in Berlin before leav-
ing for Budapest. It is possible that the two men met here, in February 

58 Ibid. 59 Linse 1982; Kauffeldt 1983.
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that year.60 The next time Szittya was in Budapest was in the summer 
of 1915, when he met Kassák, whom he may have inspired to launch 
the journal A Tett (The Action) with his report on the German anti-war 
avant-garde literary journal Die Aktion.61 The fictional nature of the 
Munich detour is also supported by the letter Kassák wrote to Károly 
Kiss from Brussels, in an ‘anarchist camp at 11 in the evening.’ [↗Cor-
respondence: Letter 18] The letter was posted on 3 October in Geneva 
– certainly not by Kassák himself, but by an anarchist colleague. At 
that time, Kassák and Szittya were already approaching Paris on foot, 
through the ‘French countryside.’ [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 20]

The 1914 article was thus as much of a mixture of real and 
fictional elements as Kassák’s later narratives. However, the most 
divorced from reality is his earliest interpretation of the story of his 
vagabondage: this was a report written by an unnamed journalist 
about the young Kassák in January 1912 for Független Magyarország, 
which had regularly published Kassák’s poetry. Here, Kassák pre-
sented his vagrancy in Western Europe as the story of his becoming 
a bohemian artist:

After three months of bitter deprivation, having begged his 
way through Austria and part of Italy, he arrived in Paris. 
He collapsed on the banks of the Seine in exhaustion, ampli-
fied by his great self-consciousness upon seeing Paris. […] He 
wandered through France and across the German empire, the 
Netherlands and Belgium. In Russia [in fact Brussels] he was 
arrested at an anarchists’ meeting and spent days in prison. 
He was then deported to the Belgian border, from where he 
set off again on foot into the night and reached Amsterdam, 
at the cost of superhuman suffering. He recently returned to 
Hungary and began to work quietly here at home. This work 
of his is fresh literature with healthy, ancient roots, sprouting 
forth from a life that is real, ordinary, raw, and in flashes, 
also beautiful.62

On the basis of this report, Kassák also made the journey back to 
Hungary on foot. In fact, he travelled from Paris to Budapest by train, 
less than two months later. ‘I’m getting on the train home now, it’s 9 
pm on Tuesday and I’ll be back on Wednesday,’ he wrote to Jolán Si-
mon on 11 December. [↗Correspondence: Letter 22] His journey home 
was no less eventful than his six months of vagrancy across Europe. 
He had already planned in Brussels to return home by train, rather 
than on foot, but he also suggested the possibility of a much longer 

60 Weinek 1987a, 49–54.

61 Szeredi 2016. 

62 [Kassák] 1912.
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detour to Jolán: ‘perhaps if I can get a ticket all the way back home 
from Paris I can get back before the end of the year. But if this doesn’t 
work out I intend to take a trip to Africa, which will take years or prob-
ably a lifetime.’ [↗Correspondence: Letter 16] On Szittya’s recommen-
dation, Kassák wanted to finance his journey home with help from the 
Austro-Hungarian Aid Association. But as we know from a report by 
Kornél Tábori, the Association made no efforts to help poor Hungari-
an youth. ‘Many scandalous, disheartening incidents take place at the 
Austro-Hungarian Aid Society, which is supported by the governments 
of both states,’ wrote Tábori in 1911. ‘Destitute Hungarians – mostly 
students and artists – who need to return home very rarely receive 
train tickets. – First you need to pay 26 Francs – they are told by the 
wealthy club – otherwise just walk home.’63 Kassák finally got his train 
ticket, according to his autobiography, by staging a sit-in strike on 
the Association’s doorstep, which means that he embellished his own 
story when he told the journalist that he had also made the journey 
home on foot. [↗Vagabondage: Epilogue] It is important to draw at-
tention this contradiction, because it was here that Kassák began to 
fictionalise and shape his own story as a bohemian artist. 

On the basis of the surviving documents and letters therefore, 
we cannot reconstruct the itinerary of Kassák’s vagabondage with any 
certainty. Nor do his texts written in the 1910s help in this respect. 
However, a parallel reading of his correspondence and the stories in 
Egy ember élete will convince us that the narrative of his autobiograph-
ical novel is plausible, and thus the most accurate account of his va-
grancy. In the 1910s, at the beginning of his poetic career, Kassák 
made several references to his vagabondage in Western Europe, in 
some cases exaggerating actual events or supplementing them with 
details that were either purely fictional, or received second-hand from 
Emil Szittya. These statements may have helped Kassák to construct 
his own image in the literary public of Budapest, as a well-travelled, 
bohemian artist who led an adventurous life. 

63 Tábori 1911, 21–22.
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‘I saw paris I saw nothing’ – we read this claim in both Kassák’s poem 
and in his autobiographical novel. But what could Kassák have seen in 
Paris? And what did he not see? Which exhibitions and museums did 
he visit? Which publications and journals did he read? Whom did he 
meet? How far did his experienced travelling companion Emil Szittya’s 
circle of foreign acquaintances extend in 1909? We cannot answer 
these questions with absolute certainty, but Kassák’s statement – ac-
cording to which he saw nothing – certainly needs to be qualified. Of 
course, this sentence was also a rhetorical quip on his part, which had 
some truth to it, since he only scratched the surface on his travels and 
did not experience the depths of Paris. Yet on the basis of fragmentary 
information, it is safe to say that ‘the true parent and liberator’ of 
Kassák’s art was, as he himself put it, Paris. 

Kassák arrived in Paris in the first half of October 1909, after 
spending over five intense, exhausting months travelling on foot. We 
know from his autobiographical novel that he and Szittya finally (and 
after some trouble) managed to find long-term accommodation in the 
middle of the bohemian Latin Quarter. [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 21] 
The address of the place where they stayed can be identified from the 
letter Kassák wrote to Károly Kiss in late October: the hotel above 
the Lion d’Or (Golden Lion) cabaret at 86 Rue Mouffetard, behind the 
Pantheon. [↗Correspondence: Letter 19]

Having solved the problem of long-term accommodation, 
Kassák and Szittya now had the opportunity to get to know the city’s 
cultural life better. ‘Both Szittya and I slowly, over a period of weeks, 
got a taste of Paris, we visited the museums and private collections, 
and we wrote, as if some flood had overwhelmed our insides. […] What 
I absorbed was deposited in layers within me, and it only took a mo-
ment for my tongue to loosen and my eyes to light up,’ as we read in 
Egy ember élete. [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 21] Unfortunately, Kassák’s 
autobiographical novel does not really give us any clues as to exact-
ly what cultural experiences he had in Paris. He was similarly tight-
lipped and vague when talking about Paris in the aforementioned re-
port in Független Magyarország:

He lived for a long time at the bottom of Paris, tirelessly 
seeking out the cemeteries and treasures in the art galleries. 
Behind the Quartier-Lateine there is an alms-house where he 

What did Kassák not See?
Merse Pál Szeredi 
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slept at night among the hooligans and vagrant beggars of 
Paris. He was woken up by hushed conversations as the va-
grants planned a break-in or the details of a highway robbery. 
He became fully acquainted with the criminal, unbridled wild 
nightlife that raged in Paris, and which was not infrequently 
rich in genuine beggar beauty. Full of these deep impressions, 
he left Paris and travelled on.64

We learn more about Kassák’s Parisian experiences from his writings in 
later life, mostly from Az izmusok története (The History of the ‘Isms’), 
co-written with Imre Pán in the 1950s, but published posthumously:

Finally Paris. The first impression: an ugly old town, shame-
less and somehow secretive, only revealing eternal youthful 
charms after a long acquaintance. I took in all the city had to 
offer. And I took in a lot, I was no longer the same person who 
had left Budapest some months earlier. I wandered around 
all day long and wrote poems, one after another. […] I had 
arrived here as a crude wooden stump, but in a few months 
had become polished, interested in what the world had to 
offer, human creations. It was the first time I had heard of 
Guillaume Apollinaire, Pablo Picasso, and Henri Rousseau.  
I could not access Apollinaire’s poems, which were praised to 
the heavens, but what I knew of them was enough to be deeply 

118. Rue Mouffetard, Paris, c. 1900 

119. Hotel du Lion d’Or, Paris, c. 1900 

64 [Kassák] 1912.
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unnerved to leave the beaten tracks and, like a blind man, set 
off for I don’t know where. I turned my back on my former self 
as something unknown, something I had believed in unques-
tioningly. I saw Picasso’s pictures in a separate room (not a 
hall) of an art dealer, and two of Rousseau’s pictures in the 
window display of some shop. I could talk endlessly about 
the effect that true art can have on unbiased souls who are 
capable to grasping the greatness of a work. I felt that I had 
become another person in a matter of minutes, and conse-
quently began to believe in my own budding little talent. It 
was during these days that I wrote my first ‘free verse’ which 
was later published in the journal Renaissance. I had reached 
the end of a road, and a new door opened up in front of me.65

Even more details of his encounters with new artistic trends in Paris in 
1909 are contained in his 1961 essay Önarckép – háttérrel (Self-portrait 
– with Background), in whose third chapter Kassák analyses his own 
artistic oeuvre.66 As recounted in Az izmusok története, it was primarily 
Henri Rousseau and the Cubists that were of most interest to him:

I saw my first Cubist paintings in a Parisian gallery that con-
sisted of two small rooms, and at the same time saw two 
works by Rousseau in the window display of a paint shop. At 
first, these [works], the likes of which I had never seen before, 
generated neither protest nor wonder in me. As if I had land-
ed on an alien planet, I struck upon secrets which initially 
appeared to me indecipherable. They could not be explained 
using reason, but nor were they entirely alien to my feelings. 
I was not an academic expert on art, but there was enough 
empty space in me not filled with dated dogmas so that af-
ter some meditation and investigation, I could take in new 
things I encountered in the world. I could sense Picasso’s raw 
power and magnetic personality just like Rousseau’s primi-
tive rapture, the stumbling yet complete expressiveness of his 
brushstrokes. This was enough for me to keep my eyes open, 
to deal with my emotional unnerving. I soon got to know the 
Fauve works too. Intellectually and emotionally it was easier 
for me to grasp them, they had something in them of those 
painterly traditions with which I had already become famil-
iar. […] Returning home from Paris, my first poems already 
bore the imprint of new messages and new forms of expres-
sion. I saw how the new artistic movements were increasingly 

65 Kassák 1972, 166–167. 66 On the context of the essay, see Szeredi 2017. 
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breaking away from classicist and naturalist traditions. Most 
of all, Walt Whitman and Guillaume Apollinaire were the 
guiding stars for my poetry, while the Cubists’ experiments 
and output formed the basis of my painting.67

In his remembrance of Blaise Cendrars however, Kassák contextualised 
his 1909 journey to Paris in relation to the avant-garde poet’s work:

In 1909, and with no money or local knowledge, I wandered 
the boulevards of Paris, and like Rimbaud’s famous ‘waifs 
and strays,’ I sniffed out the alcohol and food of the bistros 
from the street. I was searching for myself on the borderline 
between life and death, driven by an unfocussed restlessness, 
when by chance I met a Cubist sculptor. He was a well-dressed 
young man in an upbeat mood, and one evening, with nothing 
better to do, he invited me to dinner at the Dôme. I was hun-
gry and excited, for this world-famous coffee house was pur-
gatory for the younger generation of modern artists: for some, 
the road from here led to hell, and for others to heaven. I will 
always remember eating my first oysters that evening, and 
hearing about Blaise Cendrars for the first time, the young 
poet who was not yet famous but could already be described 
as infamous, and who was, until the end of his life, one of the 
founding fathers of modern French poetry (and modern poet-
ry in general). Words of wonder and praise poured out of the 
poet. What he told me about Cendrars, about the man and 
the poet, was more intriguing and captivating than reading 
an adventure novel. It was only years later that I became con-
vinced that the young poet around my age, with a long face 
and protruding ears, who spoke with the guttural French let-
ter ‘r’ and gesticulated wildly at the Fauve and Cubist young 
painters’ table, really was an exceptional person, and a new 
standard-setter in poetry. Later, as an editor, I published 
Apollinaire and Cendrars’s poems for the first time in Hun-
garian, in A Tett and Ma.68

Let us examine Kassák s recollections a little more closely. Kassák 
and Szittya could have been exposed in a number of locations to the 
innovative trends of contemporary French painting, and with Fauve 
and Cubist works that transcended the Impressionist approach to art. 
They visited the 1909 Salon d’Automne, which was open right up until 
November. It is most probable that they saw the Cubist paintings in 

67 Kassák 1961c, 592. 68 Kassák 1961d, 613; see also Bodri 1990a. 
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the gallery of Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler, who owned and sold works by 
Braque and Picasso.69 In 1909, Kahnweiler published Guillaume Apol-
linaire’s L’Enchanteur pourrissant (The Enchanter Rotting), with illus-
trations by André Derain, which was the first major avant-garde book 
project of the period. 

The art of the other painter mentioned by Kassák, ‘Le 
Douanier’ (The Tollkeeper) Rousseau, was just being discovered by the 
avant-garde painters of the French capital at the time. The Hungarian 
sculptor and gallery owner József Brummer, who became famous in 
Paris as, among other things, a dealer in African tribal sculpture, had 
his portrait painted by Rousseau in 1909. It is therefore possible that 
Kassák first saw Rousseau’s paintings in Brummer’s gallery. At the 
same time, it cannot be excluded that he really did encounter the age-
ing master’s pictures in a shop window display. According to the fa-
mous anecdote, Picasso saw his first Rousseau painting in the summer 
of 1908 in the window of a second-hand shop, and bought it (as canvas 
to be recycled) for five Francs. His enthusiasm grew, and in December 
the same year, he threw a banquet in honour of Rousseau, introducing 
him into the circles of young avant-garde artists.70 Kassák’s enthusi-
asm for Rousseau may also have been inspired by Emil Szittya, whose 
first book of poetry, published in German in Budapest in 1915, bore the 
bizarre title Die Haschischfilms des Zollners Henri Rousseau und Tat-
jana Joukoff mischt die Karten (The Hashish Films of Henri Rousseau 
the Tollkeeper and Tatiana Joukoff Shuffles the Deck of Cards). In sev-
eral places, Szittya’s book cites Rousseau’s vapour-rich mystical jun-
gle world, or his paintings of peasants celebrating: 

At one point, it was like sensing the exotic perfume from a 
faraway fairy tale. Your strong body is in pursuit, the spring 
desire overgrows the evening with diamonds. […] I am young, 
like the boy. The heavens speak with your purple shades, 
brushstrokes bleed gold onto the green hills.71

Or:

Once, when we were celebrating the harvest together with the 
peasants, Rousseau wanted to paint us all, we hadn’t seen 
each other, and finally we completely forgot ourselves. And in 
the dull silence that often accompanied me, between 11 and 
12, I decorated the mattress with paintings. Cendrars had 
just finished the Trans-Siberian.72

69 Monod-Fontaine 1984.

70 Passuth 2002.

71 Emil Szittya, Die Haschischfilms des Zollners 

Henri Rousseau und Tatjana Joukoff mischt die 

Karten, Szittya 1915, [n. p.]

72 Emil Szittya, Für meinen Sohn, Szittya 1915, [n. p.]
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Szittya viewed Rousseau’s primitivism as an inspiration of liberatory 
force, and as painterly freedom, it was a precursor of Expressionism. 

In Egy ember élete and his recollections of Blaise Cendrars, 
Kassák also recalled the evening he spent with the ‘Cubist’ sculptor 
Oszkár Zádory (born Gergely Finta).73 [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 21] At 
the time, Zádory was a student of Rodin and was a well-known figure 
among Hungarian artistic circles in Paris, so he could have informed 
Kassák and friends about other interesting things happening on the 
contemporary art scene. It is important to emphasise here that in 
1909, Kassák was probably not yet aware of Apollinaire’s Simultanist 
poetry or F. T. Marinetti’s Futurist movement, which he founded in 
spring that year.74 

Kassák most probably had Szittya to thank for these signifi-
cant, intense artistic experiences; Szittya was far more knowledgeable 
than him and had a wide network of foreign contacts. When they met in 
Stuttgart, Szittya was collecting material for his book A Krisztus-ké-
pek Európában (The Images of Christ in Europe). [↗Vagabondage: 
Chapter 8] One of the recurring themes in Kassák’s autobiographical 

120. Henri Rousseau, The Dream, 1909/10 

73 Egri 1969; Egri – Győrffy 1973. 74 See for example Aczél 1999. 
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121. Musée Meunier, Brussels, c. 1939

122. Workshop of Constantin Meunier, c. 1905
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novel is Szittya making notes on individual depictions of Christ in Ger-
man churches and picture galleries. They visited the major picture gal-
leries wherever they could: in Stuttgart, for example, Kassák was most 
impressed by one of Arnold Böcklin’s paintings. [↗Kassák’s poems: 
Lost Poems] They also visited several exhibitions in Brussels. 

Kassák wrote enthusiastically, for example, about the realist 
sculpture of Constantin Meunier. [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 18] Meunier 
had died in 1905, but during his lifetime was one of the favourite figures 
of reference for the workers’ movement. An exhibition of works from his 
estate was organised at the Budapest Kunsthalle in spring 1907, which 
was covered in the left-wing daily Népszava (People’s Voice), and where 
a number of guided tours for workers was organised.75 Kassák could 

123. Edward J. Steichen, Balzac, 

Camera Work, 1911 

a. The Open Sky

b. Towards the Light, Midnight

c. The Silhouette, 4 a. m.

75 For more detail on the exhibition, see Anon. 

1907a; Anon. 1907b. 
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therefore have known about Meunier’s works from Budapest. Just be-
fore Kassák and Szittya arrived in Belgium, an exhibition of Meunier’s 
life work had taken place from May to June in the University of Lou-
vain’s ceremonial hall. However, they did not encounter his works there, 
but in the Ixelles district of the capital, in Meunier’s studio, which was 
regularly opened to the public by members of his family (the Musée 
Constantain Meunier opened here in 1939).76 As Kassák wrote in Egy 
ember élete: ‘The family had just organised a commemorative exhibi-
tion of his collected works in one of the museums, where I came face to 
face with Meunier’s figures in stone and bronze. I saw the bound slave 
with his shining brown muscles of stone, the mother with her child and 
the Antwerp docker.’ 

Besides Meunier, the greatest influence on Kassák was 
Auguste Rodin’s sculpture, including the Monument to Balzac (1892–
1897). We do not know where exactly Kassák saw the plaster models 
for Balzac’s statues, but it is certain that he encountered the definitive 
Impressionist sculptor’s innovative works either in Brussels or Paris. 
In his novel, Kassák also described in detail their visit to the Brussels 
museum dedicated to Antoine Wiertz, the Belgian Romantic painter fa-
mous for his enormous, allegorical works on mythical themes. Kassák 
and Szittya argued about art theory while standing in front of Wiertz’s 
ten-metre-tall painting Un grand de la Terre (A Giant of the Earth). 

Of all the museums they visited in Paris, the novel mentions 
only one specific location: the Louvre. Here, Kassák was greatly im-
pressed by the Italian primitives, Giotto and Cimabue: ‘their figures 
generally do not look like the most beautiful human forms, their paint-
ings scarcely resemble any other real thing in life, and yet they were the 
most beautiful paintings I had ever seen.’ [↗Vagabondage: Chapter 21]

124. Louvre, Grande Galerie, c. 1900 

76 I would like to express my gratitude to Dr Davy 

Depelchin, curator at the Musée Constantain 

Meunier, for his help. 
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It is generally true to say that in his autobiographical novel, 
Kassák only gave an account of a small part of his cultural influences 
and impressions. However, these were largely related to older art, or 
early modernism at most, rather than the encounters with avant-gar-
de art he mentioned in his later memoirs. For Kassák at the time, 
the Holnap (Tomorrow) poets and Endre Ady in particular were the 
model to be followed, whose aesthetic values were closely connected 
to the fin-de-siècle world. He also had to confront the insurmount-
able distance, grounded in class differences, that separated his Paris 
from the Paris of Ady, ‘the Hungarian gentleman.’ Kassák really did 
see Paris and really did see nothing of it: his statement also stands 
up in retrospect. After more than half a year of travelling on foot, he 
spent only one month in Paris in late autumn where, lacking financial 
resources, he and Szittya spent most of their time finding the small 
sums needed to support themselves and secure their accommodation. 
In the autumn of 1909, Kassák and Szittya had no access to the con-
temporary elite of modern French art: apart from museums open to 
the public, they only came into contact with the emerging avant-garde 
art via chance encounters or stories they heard from other Hungar-
ians living in Paris. Nor did Kassák’s early poetry reflect any French 
influences in this period. It was under Walt Whitman’s influence, and 
not Apollinaire’s, that he began experimenting with free verse in the 
early 1910s in Budapest. And it was not until later, before First World 
War, that he became acquainted with the cutting edge of the interna-
tional avant-garde, again with the help of Szittya, among others. From 
the perspective of Kassák’s art, the defining experience of his 1909 
vagabondage was the journey itself, and not his experiences in Paris. 
It is therefore understandable that the thematic emphasis of both his 
poem and his autobiographical novel is not on his stay in Paris, but 
rather on the journey that led there. 

Translated by Gwen Jones
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125. Musée Antoine Wiertz. Cartes postales, c. 1900
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127. Portrait of Emil Szittya, c. 1900 



410

Why don’t We Know Who 
Emil Szittya Was?

The knight enshrouded in fog, the pariah dog, the oddball, the satyr 
or the holy seraph: all these metaphors were applied – by the histori-
an Ferenc Bodri, and two writers, Lajos Kassák and Hugo Ball – to 
describe Emil Szittya, born Adolf Schenk, the Hungarian author and 
painter active in the first half of the twentieth century.1 Just as we have 
scant verifiable information on Szittya as a real person, or on the myth-
ical spaces of vagabondage in Western Europe that were created by 
poetic means (the subject of this volume), or on a reconstructible sym-
bolic chronology that may coincide with the historically credible, so too 
do we have few verifiable facts on the relationship between Kassák and 
Szittya. Szittya ‘initiated’ the young Kassák into the fine arts, if only 
out of sudden enthusiasm [↗Correspondence: Letter 9] and, according 
to the testimony in Egy ember élete (The Life of a Man), Szittya sup-
ported the publication costs of Kassák’s first volume. Later, after the 
period discussed here, a conflict arose between Szittya and Kassák in 
February 1918, described by Ferenc Bodri as the Konsten affair, and as 
the accusation of espionage by historian Éva Standeisky.2 According to 
the relevant passages in Egy ember élete however, Kassák emphatically 
distanced himself from Szittya in the autumn of 1915, when A Tett (The 
Action) first came out; the chronological discrepancy indicates that 
this was Kassák’s subsequent interpretation from the 1920s.3 Szittya, 
whom Kassák portrayed as a police informer in A ló meghal a madarak 
kirepülnek (The Horse Dies the Birds Fly Away), was alleged to have 
spied on Mihály Károlyi, a social democratic pacifist forced onto the 
political periphery. These allegations were made by journalists close 
to Károlyi, who claimed that Szittya worked for an agent, variously de-
scribed as belonging to the German secret police, Turkish intelligence, 
or simply as a Turkish agent provocateur.4 Following these allegations, 
the former fellow vagabonds Kassák and Szittya never spoke to each 
other again, or at least not for a long time. Bodri and Standeisky sug-
gest that Kassák’s poem Elporozott évek (Years Covered in Dust) im-
mortalised a subsequent meeting of the former friends in Budapest.5 

1 In sequence: Bodri 1980, 281; Bodri 1990b; 

Kassák, Egy ember élete; Ball 1993, 135. 

2 Bodri 1990, 138–156; Standeisky 2017, 46.

3 Kassák 1983, vol. 2, 236–254.

4 See, among others Kéri 1918; Balla 1918. Due to a 

lack of evidence, Pál Kéri and Ernő Balla themselves 

attempted to play down their first, serious allegations. 

5 Bodri, 1980, 302; Standeisky 2017, 46. The authors 

suggest that the poem cites Szittya. Standeisky posits 

in footnote 16 that the repetition at crucial points of 

the lines ‘I saw you last ten years ago’ and ‘I saw him 

ten years ago’ infer that Kassák met Szittya again in 

1953 in Budapest. 
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The use of tropes is less surprising in documents that men-
tion Szittya, which tend to be literary (and therefore require complex 
reading strategies), rather than academic. It is the infiltration of lit-
erary figures into academic literature that points unmistakably to the 
specificity of Szittya’s artistic career, artistic milieu and reception. It 
is di!cult to find valid categories to adequately describe his varied 
career across diverse arts (literature, painting), genres (novels, crit-
icism), languages (Hungarian, German, French) and artistic milieus 
(German bohemian, vagabond writers, Zurich Dada, and the École de 
Paris until 1915 and again from 1927) and groupings; this di!culty 
is also not without consequences. For as Anna Boschetti has point-
ed out, drawing on Bourdieu’s basic concepts of the sociology of art, 
the various isms are to be understood less as pure aesthetic catego-
ries, but rather as temporary mutual convergences (convergences pro-
visoires) based on shared problems and references, or the rejection of 
existing positions, and which allow new entrants in the artistic realm 
to position themselves and gain visibility.6 Szittya’s (scarce) visibility is 
directly connected to the fact that although we often encounter various 
groupings in his vicinity, he was never able to join any of them on a per-
manent basis. His relationship to Kassák, also outlined in the poem 
at the centre of this volume, was close, sometimes one of master-stu-
dent, at other times based on artistic sympathy, and it was because 
of this close connection that Szittya could have been the international 
correspondent for Kassák’s journals A Tett and Ma (Today) through-
out the First World War, thus acting as an important cultural vector 
vis-à-vis the international avant-garde. In 1915, Szittya launched a 
short-lived journal in Zurich, Der Mistral, which could have established 
his place within the Dada movement and even more so because, like 
Tristan Tzara, he had also moved to Paris in the 1920s. Yet his failure 
to achieve none of the above can be attributed to a number of a factors, 
from personal conflicts to Szittya’s vagabond lifestyle, his money prob-
lems and lack of language skills, factors that Bourdieu would describe 
as a lack of social, cultural and economic capital. The status of being 
an outsider had obvious disadvantages, but Szittya tried to turn it to 
his advantage: he felt he could secure his renegade position by distanc-
ing himself from all groupings and isms with which he was associated. 
Paying no attention to Kassák’s struggle for autonomy in the short-
lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919, Szittya denounced Kassák 
for his supposed blind Communism in Das Kuriositäten-Kabinett (The 
Cabinet of Curiosities), a collection of travel writings and anecdotes,7 
and also distanced himself from Dada because he believed it lacked 
creative power as a counter-movement.8 (However, his objections were 

6 Boschetti 2014, 265.

7 Szittya 1923, 300–301.

8 Szittya 1964.
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ultimately not to do with the movement’s artistic merit,9 but its gravi-
tational force as an ism; everything in its temporal and spatial vicinity, 
such as Der Mistral, inevitably merges with it. Szittya’s manifest desire 
for independence was very similar to that of Kassák, who also tried 
to maintain an arm’s length between himself and Dada.10) In 1912, 
Szittya set up a newspaper and publishing house named Les Hommes 
nouveaux (The New Men) with Blaise Cendrars in Paris, but after Cen-
drars’s death, Szittya wrote an obituary for him that was described by 
the literary historian Christine Le Quellec Cottier, in a tone rarely used 
in academic texts, as ‘cold-blooded revenge.’11 

For Szittya, these encounters with other novices who, like him, 
were new to the arena of cultural production – such as Kassák when 
he launched A Tett, or Cendrars at the time of writing Séquences (Se-
quences) or Transsibérian (Trans-Siberian Express) – only lasted a few 
months, at most a year, but in any case, not long enough to secure vis-
ibility. However, he necessarily had to follow the exact same strategy of 
radical isolation that otherwise allowed other artists to successfully or-
ganise themselves into a group in order to stake out a position: hence 
the constant critical edge in Szittya’s writings, and what Le Quellec 
Cottier termed his sharp, bitter temperament.12 The ‘accursed artist,’13 
just like all the other actors at different points in the field, had to view 
all the various options that constituted the space for opportunities as 
incompatible at any given moment, according to the logic of the field.14 
Szittya could therefore not accept Cendrars’s artistic choices, which 
resulted in his integration into the mainstream of French literature, and 
admonished him for accepting ‘prizes and awards.’15

Posthumous readings however – by historians, by artists 
themselves, and by the market – have, to various degrees, tended to 
link artistic achievement and innovation with individual names, thus 
obscuring the actual source: inherently collective endeavour. This is 
not only for objective reasons (the inability to reconstruct phenome-
na and relations because sources are lost, missing or destroyed), but 
also because of the interests of the parties involved: the market is in-
terested in ‘producing’ consumable narratives, experts and privileged 

9 ‘Die Dadaisten wollten über die Kunstpose 

kindisch lachen, um wieder die reine Kunsttat 

zuhaben. Wäre der Dadaismus nicht ein mißlungener 

Geschäftsschwindel gewesen, wäre von hieraus sicher 

eine neue Kunstempor gekommen.’ (The Dadaists 

wanted to laugh childishly at the art-pose in order to 

have the pure art deed back. Had Dadaism not been 

a failed business racket, a new art-tempor would 

certainly have come of it.) Szittya 2014, 123. 

10 Lajos Kassák’s letter to Ödön Mihályi, from Vienna 

to Košice, spring 1921. Petőfi Literary Museum, inv. no. 

V. 2293/113. For more details, see Forgács 2016. 

11 Le Quellec Cottier 2004, 180.

12 Ibid., 184. 

13 See Pierre Bourdieu on the concept of the artiste 

maudit, in Bourdieu 1993, 176–191.

14 Ibid.

15 Emil Szittya, La Bohème internationale, la 

psychanalyse, l’anarchisme, la pyromanie, source 

du premier gang de la drogue en l’Europe. Les 

comparses dans la littérature et l’art au début du 

siècle, undated manuscript, published by Le Quellec 

Cottier 2004, 183.

128. László Moholy-Nagy, Caricature of Emil Szittya 

in Café New York, 1918 
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consumers refrain from provoking the canon in order to maintain their 
own socio-cultural position, while the artists themselves attempt to 
gain as prominent an ‘innovator’ position as possible in this symbol-
ic hierarchy. The fact that Blaise Cendrars did not mention his Ger-
man-educated fellow artists of the 1910s in a major interview about his 
life,16 or that Kassák portrayed Szittya as a scatter-brained mystic who 
could not be taken seriously as an artist, says more about the autom-
atism of the artistic field than about Emil Szittya himself. 

Szittya’s position therefore shows us such characteristics of 
artistic careers and cultural fields in general that can otherwise be ob-
scured by individual success stories of the ‘consecrated artist’17: the 
kinds of emancipation opportunities, integration di!culties and choic-
es that arise for people from socially disadvantaged backgrounds (Jews, 
the poor and uneducated), but who still wanted to learn and create in 
the milieu of the international avant-garde. Emil Szittya left behind 
some two hundred and fifty paintings, twenty books in German, and 
ten in French. In this study, I will discuss Szittya’s positions within the 
avant-garde, and the interplay between these positions and his early 
oeuvre. In addition, I will touch on three features of Szittya’s artistic ca-
reer in the 1910s that provide points of reference for readings of his first 
volume, Die Haschischfilms des Zöllners Henri Rousseau und Tatjana 
Joukoff mischt die Karten. Ein Roman gegen die Psicho-Analise (The 
Hashish Films of Henri Rousseau the Tollkeeper and Tatiana Joukoff 
Shuffles the Deck of Cards: A Novel against Psychoanalysis).18 First, I 
examine the circumstances of his early career emigration in search of 
international perspectives within the German bohemian context, and 
the physical presence of this linguistic and intellectual German bohe-
mianism in Paris, through the joint ventures of Blaise Cendrars and 
Emil Szittya on the (figurative) periphery of French literature. Second, 
on the basis of Szittya’s first volume published in the mid-1910s, I an-
alyse the place of his poetics in relation to the two ‘consecrated artists,’ 
Kassák and Cendrars.19 Thirdly, I aim to shed light on the (sometimes 
decisive, sometimes weaker) influence that the spiritual and political 
schools of thought (theosophy, Tolstoyism, anarchism) and psycholog-
ical methods (primarily psychoanalysis), that he encountered through 
German-speaking bohemian milieus, had on Szittya’s work.

16 Cendrars 2003, 649–661. 

17 On his concept of the écrivain consacré, see 

Bourdieu 1993, 176–191.

18 Hereafter Die Haschischfilms. 

19 Szittya 1915/6. The volume contains no 

publication date. Fähnders (2016) refers to a 1916 

publication date, Bodri (1988) to 1915. 
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The First Volume and the Context of Szittya’s Early Career

Born into a poor Jewish family in the northern Budapest suburb of Óbu-
da in 1886, Szittya’s first poetry volume Die Haschischfilms was pub-
lished in German in Budapest.20 Although this choice of language was 
obvious for other minority authors elsewhere in the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire – such as Franz Kafka, Max Brod and Felix Weltsch – it was an 
unusual choice for a native Hungarian speaker. Hungarian literature 
and its institutions (the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, leading lit-
erary journals, publishers, and Hungarian-language higher education) 
had supported the early careers and development of Hungarian writers 
long before the turn of the twentieth century. A rich body of Hungarian 
literary translation also existed in the 1910s and 1920s. When Szittya 
began his career, important works of Western classical and modernist 
literature and isms had already been translated into Hungarian, while 
journals published a mix of works by older and more recent foreign 
authors. Thus, in 1915–1916, A Tett featured both Walt Whitman’s 
less thematically innovative, Gothic, romantic, but formally fresh free 
verse21 as well as Emile Verhaeren’s form verse.22 Szittya would there-
fore have had a locally-available palette offering a more or less fresh 
international perspective around which to orient himself, but what he 
wanted was more direct artistic and life experience. Traces of his pres-
ence can certainly be found in the Munich coffee house Simplicissimus 
before 1910, in the circles around Hugo Ball, Klabund and Marietta di 
Monaco,23 and in the Swiss town of Ascona at the Tolstoyan-anarchist 
community of Monte Verità around 1908,24 from where his interest in 
anarchism originated. One of his great heroes was the Russian anar-
chist Pyotr Kropotkin, and he also wrote approvingly of the pro-peace 
social democratic Austrian politician Friedrich Adler, who assassinat-
ed Austria’s pro-war Minister President in 1916.25 

Szittya’s cultural literacy was very heterogeneous. The articles 
he had published around this time reveal a keen enthusiasm for mod-
ernist literature and Endre Ady in particular, his international orien-
tation towards the classics, especially the nineteenth-century Russian 
novel, which he read in Hungarian translation, as well as an interest 
in German-language texts on sexual psychology and deviance, locat-
ed on the border between literature and the emerging field of (mainly) 
Freudian psychology, which were all the rage in international bohemian 
circles at the time. In this last respect, Szittya acted as an important 

20 On the family see the details provided by Zoltán 

Rockenbauer 2017, 90. In addition, Szittya had 

an older brother Miksa, born on 7 April 1880 to 

Ignác and Regina (Régi, Regie) one year after they 

were married (Source: Jewish Vital Records Index, 

1800–1945). 

21 Whitman 1915.

22 Verhaeren 1916.

23 Gucsa 2017, 11. This connection is the subject of 

Marietta di Monaco’s poem first published in German, 

then in French translation. Di Monaco 1926. 

24 See, for example, the poem dedicated to 

Johannes Nohl. Szittya 1915/6, 8–9.

25 Szittya 1916.
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vector of Franco-German cultural transfer: when he first met the young 
Blaise Cendrars in Leipzig, he handed him these texts which Cendrars 
then translated in part into French.26 Les Hommes nouveaux, the jour-
nal they published together first in Leipzig and later in Paris, reflected 
the breadth of their current knowledge as well as their divergent in-
terests: Szittya wrote on the connection between politics and the psy-
chological novel, while Cendrars was more interested in creative work 
than in criticism. Szittya did not yet know French in 1913 and was 
thus unaware of developments in contemporary French poetry, while 
his 1915/6 volume reflected mainly what he had learned from Ady and 
Cendrars, whom he saw ‘in operation’ as a poet, and who published his 
first poems in Les Hommes nouveaux. 

As far as we know, Szittya did not seek contact with Hungarian 
artists in Paris,27 and was only sporadically in touch with French literary 
figures until the end of the Second World War, when he was forced to 
switch languages and start publishing in French, due to the increasing 
anti-German resentment that followed the trauma of occupation.28 In 
Paris bohemian circles, he moved specifically among German-speaking 
artists and minorities, most of whom were Jewish artists and other em-
igrants with empty pockets from the Russian Empire, and this also fun-
damentally shaped his experience of the city. Like Ady and Kassák, he 
presented Paris in Die Haschischfilms as a utopian universe of art – one 
limited to the actual spaces frequented by artists, in this case Montpar-
nasse and the Latin Quarter – and as a literary topos (popularised by 
Ady in Hungarian literature), a symbolic map onto which one marks one’s 
own nodes and sites of private memory, as an initiation into art.29 And 
as in A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek, Szittya directed the text-imma-
nent conquest of space at the imaginary city and a space of possibility to 
be occupied. Through the window he hears the bell of the Saint-Julien-le-
Pauvre chapel, he sells a Marquis de Sade book to a Jewish book dealer 
on the rue Mouffetard, a street full of nitrous old houses running down-
hill from Sainte-Geneviève (Manchmal [Sometimes]), he wants to play 
cards or drink absinthe with Cendrars at the Porte des Italiennes [sic!] 
(Die Strassen [The Streets]), and a street organ is played from under 
the Odéon arcades (Gabrieles Meinung über meine Haschischstunden 
[Gabriele’s opinion about my hashish hours]).30 This rather typical map 
would be redrawn forty years later in his 1955 monograph on Chaïm 

26 Among others, by Stanisław Przybyszewski and 

Erich Mühsam. See Le Quellec Cottier 2004, 186, 

195–199. 

27 Rockenbauer 2017, 95 and 100.

28 As evidenced by his letters to, among others, 

Tristan Tzara (Farkas 2010; Gucsa 2017, 112) 

and Guillaume Apollinaire (Guillaume Apollinaire. 

Correspondance. I Lettres reçues. XVII, Sa–Sz, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, 299–300). 

29 Szeredi 2017a, 355.

30 Szittya 1915/6, 3, 24. In order: ‘In der Kapelle 

Sanct Julien de Pauvre schlagt man 3 Uhrnachts,’ ‘Ich 

habe Marquis de Sade bei einem jüdischen Bukinist 

in Rue Mouffard verschachert,’ ‘Heute möcht ich mit 

Cendrars Kartenspielen oder mit ihm bei Porte des 

Italiennes guten Absinth trinken,’ ‘Unter den Arkaden 

des Odeon spielt eine Drehorgel.’

129. Emil Szittya, Die Haschischfilms, 1915/6, 

dedicated to Lajos Hatvany 
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Soutine, in which the topography – made legendary by the creative work 
of the artists themselves, then recycled and commodified by the art trade 
– is more nuanced, in that it reveals the spatial manifestation of linguis-
tic and material forms of social exclusion: he designated the reality of 
artistic life in Montparnasse next to the slaughterhouses and no man’s 
land as ‘the extension of the Russian ghettos.’31

We cannot avoid the question of why a book aimed at a Ger-
man avant-garde readership was published in Budapest. The book’s 
list of earlier works features impressive publishing locations – Paris, 
Berlin, Zurich, Brussels – so it must have been for practical reasons. 
The copy in the National Széchényi Library is dedicated to author and 
patron of the arts Lajos Hatvany, ‘who is much more than a rich man.’ 
This inscription suggests financial support on the part of Hatvany, one 
of the backers of the first major modernist journal Nyugat (West). Nán-
dor Dunajec, the printer who worked on the volume, may have waived 
part of the printing costs for 100 copies, implied by the fact that that 
the poet remembered him very warmly.32 Szittya Whenever he had the 
money, Szittya had his work printed there in small print numbers, just 
like the smaller avant-garde journals who published on an ad hoc basis. 
In the international avant-garde however, several practices existed to 
turn disadvantage into advantage, and consciously position oneself: 
presenting important publications as contacts (e.g. Ma) and partners 
or foreign acquaintances as international correspondents (e.g. Szittya 
in Die Zone, and Ma), publishing members of the small editorial team 
under a number of pseudonyms in one issue, or exaggerating demand 
by referring to non-existent previous issues (e.g. Les Hommes nou-
veaux). When the poet adds Budapest to the aforementioned list of 
places in which Die Haschischfilms was published, he is also following 
this strategy of proving the international dimensions of his work. 

Why is Die Haschischfilms a Novel? 
Avant-garde Practices from Violating Boundaries to Building Legends

The volume’s subheading – A novel against psychoanalysis – immedi-
ately raises a genre question (why a novel?) and a disciplinary, criti-
cal problem (why against psychoanalysis)? Two observations on the 
unusual genre designation may bring us closer to Szittya’s authorial 
intentions. Developed by Guillaume Apollinaire and Blaise Cendrars, 
Simultanist free verse poses a strong challenge to traditional rhym-
ing form verse, on which Cendrars reflected in his poem La prose du 
Transsibérien et de la Petite Jehanne de France (The Prose of the 

31 Szittya 1955, 24. 32 Szittya 1923, 259.
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Trans- Siberian and of Little Jehanne of France), illustrated by Sonia 
Delaunay’s Simultanist33 painting, and published by Éditions des 
Hommes nouveaux, which Cendrars set up with Szittya. ‘In Trans-Sibe-
rian I used the low Latin “prose” and “dictu” for the word Prose. Poem 
seemed to me too pretentious, too closed. Prose is more open, more 
popular.’34 Szittya chose the genre description novel for similar reasons: 
the subheading anticipated the fact that in terms of form and prosody, 
the texts in the volume, as well as the editorial practice used within the 
text units, straddled both poetry and prose. Moreover, the author also 
used the term novel to describe other texts not traditionally considered 
as such: he called his collected descriptions of 82 dreams a ‘new genre 
of war novel.’35 The reason for this, at least in part, is a recognition 
of the narrative capacity of dream description, which Szittya believed 
was inherently capable of documenting experiences, and which would 
otherwise only be possible in longer literary texts or interviews. This 
assumption also seems justified in the case of Die Haschischfilms, in 
that he wanted to emphasise the narrative quality of the texts, and in 
this reading, his acquaintances, friends and idols to whom he dedicated 
poems are transformed into characters and incorporated into fiction. 

There sixteen poems in the volume, divided into units of var-
ying length by stanza-like caesuras similar to the chapter numbering 
in novels. It avoids the use of pure metrical feet and rhyme, while the 
rhythm of the texts is provided by recurring elements (‘Ich bin wieder’ [I 
am again], ‘Meine Mutter hat schon oft wegen mir geweint’ [My mother 
often cried because of me]), similar to Cendrars’s Trans-Siberian (‘j’étais’ 
[I used to]), which is also punctuated by sudden stops and caesuras. 
He uses the first person singular for much of the time; the calculated 
effect of the fragmentation that results from the frequently associative, 
rambling, mosaic-like construction of tropes based on distant thought 
associations is enhanced by the spontaneous constellations (confusing 
sentence construction, unexpected word order) that arise in part from 
the poet’s lack of formal linguistic training. Since the avant-garde poem 
challenges its own reception via the conscious and continuous trans-
gression of linguistic conventions, Szittya’s presumed grammatic and 
stylistic errors and typos require constant reflexive attention on the part 
of the reader – and especially the first reader, Walter Fähnders, the liter-
ary historian who edited Szittya’s German-language legacy – since they 
alternate between interrupting the semantic continuity and unexpectedly 
making sense. Fähnders mentions the example of the manuscript Hinter 

33 Simultanism was the term used by Sonia 

Delaunay-Terk and Robert Delaunay to describe their 

artistic experiments portraying pictorial elements 

from competing points of view, or the simultaneous 

representation of distant time plains. Of the French 

writers concerned with similar problems, Blaise 

Cendrars is the most famous.

34 ‘Pour le mot Prose, j’ai employé dans le 

Transsibérien dans le sens bas latin »prose«, »dictu«. 

Poème me semblait trop prétentieux, trop fermé. 

Prose est plus ouvert, plus Populaire.’ Cendrars’s letter 

to Victor Smirnoff, published in Cendrars 1969, 371. 

35 ‘Un nouveau genre du roman de guerre.’ Szittya 

2019, 18. 
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den Schützengraben (Behind the Trenches), in which Szittya’s apparent 
typos are in fact plays on the morphological similarities between ‘das 
Grab’ (grave), ‘der Graben’ (trenches) and the verb to dig.36 

The temporal and spatial expansiveness characteristic of 
Szittya’s poems comes from the way in which everyday rooms, dreams, 
poems, and his and others’ paintings pass through and open into each 
other. ‘People in loose velvet trousers and with a fair amount of dirt are 
eavesdropping on me. In my drunkenness I turn into porcelain on which 
comic figures were painted long, long ago. And the room starts to be-
come my smell.’37 The volume is not illustrated – he could not have 
afforded illustrations even if he wanted them – but he consciously cites 
the visual world of various painters. ‘And once, as we celebrated the 
grape harvest with peasants and Rousseau wanted to paint us all. […] 
There were wooden shacks there, literary historians with long beards, 
women with big bellies, orderly streets. And the poorhouse I painted 
would be gaped at in the Louvre by a tall skinny Englishwoman’38 – 
writes the poet, and the reader involuntarily adapts the visual world of 
the vividly coloured dancing whirl in Henri Rousseau’s Le centenaire 
de l’indépendance (A Centennial of Independence) to the Szittya-esque 
celebration. Striking imagery was also a basic feature of Cendrars’s po-
etry, which is repeatedly cited in Die Haschischfilms, in particular the 
Trans-Siberian scenes depicting writing or drinking.39 This is reinforced 

130. Henri Rousseau, 

A Centennial of Independence, 1892 

36 Fähnders 2016.

37 ‘Menschen mit breiten Samthosen und ziemlich 

viel Kot belauschen mich. In meinem Blau werde ich 

zu Porzellan, auf den man vorlangen, langen Zeiten 

komische Figuren malte. Und das Zimmer beginnt 

mein Geruch zu sein.’ Szittya 1915/6, 7. The original 

layout is not marked, since the text uses printers’ 

automatic line breaks. 

38 ‘Und eimal, als wir mit Bauern Weinlese feierten 

und Rousseau uns alle malen wollte. […] Holzküffen 

waren da, Literatur-Historiker mit langen Barten, 

Frauen mit grossen Bauchen, geordnete Strassen. 

Und das Asyl, das ich malte, wurde im Louvre von 

langen, dünnen Englanderinnen begafft.’ Ibid.

39 Ibid., 3, 24. 
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by the fact that the first publication presented Cendrars’s poem together 
with Sonia Delaunay’s Simultanist imagery, thus creating a new quality 
beyond image and text for the reader, a total artwork that evokes con-
stant synaesthesia. Szittya’s first volume does not quite reach these 
heights, but his 1964 collection of dreams can be seen as a dual media 
experiment that attempts to weigh the possibilities of narrative and 
visual recording of dreams against one another, even if the poor quality 
of the reproductions means that it is di!cult to measure precise visual 
and intermedial programme of the work. 

The texts of Die Haschischfilms return again and again to the 
backdrop of a childhood, clarifying and refining the scene identified by 
the narrator as an image from his memory: ‘In my parents’ castle hall 
there was a big heavy wardrobe, covered in woodcuts of the Parsifal and 
Mélusine legends, while knights with strange, burning satyr faces killed 
snub-nosed devils’ (Manchmal),40 ‘I am once more clean and calm, like 
in my ancestors’ castle hall of yore. Damsels keep watch over me with 
kind, old-fashioned movements’ (Augen [Eyes]).41 Our only information 
on Szittya’s origins and childhood comes from him, yet these accounts 
– even if they appear to be factual in an autobiography – should be 
read as a long poem or prose. Such is also the case with Kassák’s long 
poem A ló meghal a madarak kirepülnek and Egy ember élete, as well 
as Blaise Cendrars’s Le lotissement du ciel (Subdivision of the Sky). It 
is necessary to distinguish between Genette’s levels of narration (récit), 
story (histoire), and discourse (discours) and their respective functions: 
those of the narrator, the fictional character who speaks in the text, 
and the author. If I can ignore my own admonition for the duration of 
a thought experiment, I can refute each of the artist’s claims on the 
basis of the only independent source I am aware of, the Jewish regis-
ter of births. Szittya’s father Ignác appears on the Schenk children’s 
birth certificates as, variously, peddler or shoemaker, while the mar-
riage records name the parents as Ábrahám Schenk and Éva Klein; 
the marriage to Szittya’s mother was, as was customary, announced 
three times in his birthplace, the synagogue at Mezőcsát, as well as 
the synagogue in Óbuda. All the children in the family bear the name 
Schenk at birth, and all the sons are circumcised. The father could 
hardly have been a Swabian who changed his name out of sympathy for 
the Hungarian revolution42 (and if he had, Szittya would have been a 
native speaker of German, which he was not43), nor do we suspect that 

40 ‘Im Schlosssaal meiner Eltern war ein grosser, 

schwerer Schrank vollgeschnitzelt mit Parsival, 

Melusinelegenden und da waren Ritter mit komischen 

flamischen Satyrgesichtern, die den von der Zeit 

stumpfnasig Teufel töteten.’ Ibid., 4. Szittya’s text refers 

to Jean d’Arras’s legend of the Melusine water fairy.

41 ‘Ich bin wieder rein und ruhig wie die Legenden 

im Schlosssaal meiner Ahnen. Burgfrauen bewachen 

mich mit lieblich altmodischen Gesten.’ Ibid., 8. 

42 Le Quellec Cottier’s assumption is based on 

Szittya’s ‘little black booklet’ found in Marbach. Le 

Quellec Cottier 2004, 182, footnote 2. 

43 Fähnders (2016) notes that Szittya neither 

spoke German as a mother tongue nor learned it 

systematically.
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he was a member of the Hungarian gentry who had lost his lands,44 if 
only because the family’s constantly changing addresses lead only into 
poor Óbuda streets, and not the vicinity of the local Zichy castle. Of 
course, none of this is of any importance in the context of what Szittya 
calls the practice of legend-making,45 in other words the creation of an 
alter-ego through prose-poetic means, whose major function is liter-
ary-political, fostering his positioning within the literary field. Blaise 
Cendrars proved particularly effective in ‘producing’ this fictive author, 
who then acquired very real visibility in the French literary field. 

By way of illustration, and without taking a detour into the 
poetic dilemmas of Cendrars’s origins and travels, I would mention the 
example of the Légende de Novgorod (The Novgorod Legend). Cendrars 
called this text his first poem, and on the basis of this claim, it appears 
in first place in of a number of Cendrars bibliographies compiled by lit-
erary historians. However, nobody has ever seen the poem, and profes-
sional consensus regarded it a symbolic mythical text, a textual deficit, 
one that had not been lost because it never existed, at least until 1995 
when its Russian translation appeared. While the authenticity of the 
Russian version has been contested ever since, Nina Parish argues con-
vincingly that the question of its authenticity is irrelevant in light of the 
fact that this symbolic textual absence, this ‘untitled text’ can never-
theless point to a creative process by which Cendrars referred his miss-
ing text to the territory of literature, which he thus defined as a space of 
possibilities with a constantly moving framework.46 Several processes 
are taking place as the childhood castle of the Haschischfilms narrator 
joins the various, hard-to-define, interconnected spaces of the volume 
as a metaphor for a utopian, unreachable time-plane that existed as a 
relic in the past. The parents’ retelling of legends domesticates origin 
stories lost in the mists of time, written by named authors but passed 
on by word of mouth, into the realm of family tradition and then per-
sonal memory. Just as the lyrical self produces its own personal and 
artistic origin in these passages, so does Szittya the author create his 
own pseudo-biography, which he then carried over into the text of Das 
Kuriositäten-Kabinett which, at first glance, appears more ordinary 
and thus accessible, in its elimination of literary modes of reading. In 
doing so, he creates on the one hand a phenomenon that seems new, 
and which by virtue of its novelty seeks to claim a position offering vis-
ibility in the artistic milieu, while on the other hand also unlocking the 
trap of referential reading into which both contemporary readers and 
historians can fall. Of course, this challenge is one that all autobio-
graphical works pose in terms of their reception, moreover, the complex 
relations between the fictional hero figure in which the author dresses 

44 Szittya 1923, 7. 

45 Ibid.

46 Parish 2012, 8.
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himself and the other characters can further complicate evaluation of 
the work’s status and relevance to reality. Although Beáta Thomka 
has addressed the problems arising from the intertwining of the author, 
narrator and character trinity in Egy ember élete,47 it is still worthwhile 
pointing out that Kassák’s caricature-like portrayal of Szittya – who 
pushes the boundaries of traditional gender roles with norm-breaking 
feminine whimsy and presumed homosexuality, of political sobriety 
with anarchism, and of social structures with his vagabond lifestyle – is 
nonetheless an inverted staffage figure, whose extremism conceals the 
fact that as he ambles along beside Kassák, he too is the subject of a 
narrative identity produced through literary narration, in other words 
therefore, a fictive character. 

Why a Novel Against Psychoanalysis?

Interest in psychoanalysis was already evident in Hungary at the turn 
of the twentieth century, and this a!nity was institutionalised in 1913 
with the establishment of the Hungarian Psychoanalytical Association. 
Moreover, thanks to the artistic and political connections of its found-
ing doctor, Sándor Ferenczi, and his contacts with Nyugat and the 
atheist free thinkers of the Galelei Kör (Galileo Circle), the new Associ-
ation’s fast-growing membership was dominated by representatives of 
these prestigious groups, a phenomenon not seen elsewhere in Europe 
at the time. Indeed, one of the Association’s founding members was 
Ignotus (born Hugó Veigelsberg), the chief editor of Nyugat.48 Howev-
er, although Szittya read Nyugat and regularly visited the fashionable 
coffee houses, he probably learned of Freud’s theory of dreams and the 
basics of psychoanalysis not through the Hungarian Association, but 
in Ascona. I will try to reconstruct the reasons behind Szittya’s antip-
athy indicated by the subheading of Die Haschischfilms with reference 
to that volume and certain propositions from Szittya’s 1963 collec-
tion of dreams. The works are separated by almost fifty years, yet their 
comparison is justified by the fact that Szittya consciously remained 
within the territory of literature, and did not attempt to enter specialist 
philosophical discourse. In both corpora, the author describes a dream 
(in Die Haschischfilms and 82 Rêves) or dreamlike images, spaces and 
scenes (in Die Haschischfilms) with reference to information that al-
lows for both the framing of the dream and the identification of real-life 
events from which they arose, but refrains from any attempt at inter-
preting the dreams in the Freudian way. In the brief preface to 82 Rêves, 
he also states that he deliberately kept the dreams in their raw state 

47 Thomka 2000. 48 Friedrich 2017, 57–58.
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Currently comprised of around 250 paintings, 
Szittya’s oeuvre forms a distinctive unity that is dif-
ficult to tie to one specific era, because of its stylistic 
unity and also because the paintings are undated. In 
any case, most of them would have been made after 
Szittya settled in Paris in 1929. Although his sub-
jects are abstract, his paintings are essentially fig-
urative: in otherwise flat picture plains consisting of 
fields of pure, unmixed colour marked off by minimal 
line drawing, faceless human figures and heads cre-
ate a minimal plasticity with their differences in size, 
indicating their distance from one another. His land-
scapes are either based more on a central perspec-
tive, or broken down into basic shapes, frieze-like, flat 
decorative compositions reminiscent of the Delaunay 
couple’s Orphism. His limited financial means deter-
mined his choice of materials and media: he paint-
ed predominantly with cheap watercolours and inks 
on paper or cardboard which, like his canvases, he 
repeatedly repainted, sometimes incorporating ele-
ments of the earlier composition. Like the German 
expressionists and Chagall, Szittya too had been 
preoccupied for many years by the visual representa-
tion and verbal narratability of dreams, with which 
he experimented in many of his paintings, some of 
which he used as illustrations for his book of Sec-
ond World War dreams, 82 Rêves pendant la guerre 
1933–1945 (82 dreams during the war 1933–1945).49 

49 Szittya 2019.

131. Emil Szittya, Village

132. Emil Szittya, Portrait of Blaise Cendrars
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133. Emil Szittya, Composition with Faces

134. Emil Szittya, Composition with Figures

135. Emil Szittya, Composition
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because he is convinced he has no right to analyse or explain them, and 
that painters such as Klee or Picasso who captured the raw images of 
thought might understand more about dreams than Freud, who would 
prefer to treat them while viewing them as symptoms.50 Although the 
transformation of a dream – essentially a visual and auditive cogni-
tive phenomenon – into a narrative can hardly be considered a raw 
state (moreover, in the case of 82 Rêves, since Szittya himself is not 
the dreamer, and another narrator is involved in the process of record-
ing the dream), but it is clear that the author is explicitly seeking to 
preserve the image-like quality of the dream, because he considers that 
to be the most intrinsic aspect of the phenomenon. For Szittya, who is 
‘still always dreaming poems’ (Das Bordell [The Bordello]), the dream 
is much more the sophisticated, highly visual product of the psyche, 
similar to artistic creation; and thus to regard the manifest dream con-
tent as the sort of raw material whose latent content had to be extract-
ed by way of interpretation required a form of mutilation – into Freud’s 
trinity of id, ego and superego – of what he regarded as the indivisible 
human psyche.51 The motifs in Die Haschischfilms that evoke the world 
of childhood, the female figures that embody either his mother or the 
maternal archetype, the dreamlike images and dream imagery inevita-
bly elicited psychoanalytical readings in the era in question, which nec-
essarily blurred the distance between the author and the lyrical self. In 
his dedication, Szittya sought to avert the danger inherent in Freudian 
readings for the author and thus also for the autonomy of art, which 
liken the process of artistic creation to the reversal of the repression of 
wishes and needs, which arises from the internalisation of social norms. 

Die Haschischfilms also echoes the Tolstoyan cult of nature 
Szittya experienced at Monte Verità, as well as holistic, spiritual reli-
gious schools and Jewish mysticism. The card-playing Joukoff of the 
title, the table dancing scene in Die Malerei (The Painting), and the 
ghostly faces appearing in the mirror (Die Malerei, Der Morgen [The 
Morning]) bring to the volume the expressive arsenal and thinking of a 
heterogenous, mystical reform movement demanding social and intel-
lectual renewal which was, for partly social history reasons, completely 
absent from the Hungarian historical avant-garde that was primarily 
associated with the art and artistic fora of Lajos Kassák. Yet in other 
artistic centres of the Dual Monarchy, such as Prague and Vienna, this 
reform movement had much more influence, and exerted a fundamen-
tal impact on such important artistic innovations and oeuvres as the 
mystical traits of Egon Schiele’s painting or the spiritual elements of 
František Kupka’s abstract painting.52 

50 Szittya, 2019, 21.

51 Ibid. 

52 This was featured in the Prague National Gallery 

and Schrin Kunsthalle’s joint exhibition Artists and 

Prophets: Schiele, Hundertwasser, Kupka, Beuys 

and Others in 2015, curated by Pamela Kort.
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Conclusion

The fundamental characteristic of avant-garde artistic achievements 
– created at the intersection of various cultures, traditions, and social 
groups – is in-betweenness, and the consequence of the in-between 
position is innovation and the inherent challenge posed by innovative 
work vis-à-vis its own interpretation. From the latter point of view, 
the linguistic basis of literature poses an even greater obstacle, since 
knowledge of the language and the resources required for translation 
slow down the process of transfer even further; at the same time as 
Szittya’s poetry was unfolding, numerous visual innovations (such as 
the abstract facial depiction of African masks) introduced by the Cub-
ists were able to infiltrate the European painting tradition far more 
easily. The defining feature of Emil Szittya’s poetry in the 1910s is 
that it drew on many sources, but never truly integrated into any of 
them. It does not fit into the corpus of German Expressionism as much 
as it does not – because of its spiritual and mystical elements – into 
the Hungarian avant-garde milieu. Due to the peculiarities of Hun-
garian social development, there was no extensive upper middle class 
in Budapest in the 1910s that wished to navigate the world, in this 
metaphysical brothel of emotions53 by means of nascent psychology 
and spiritual doctrines, and where Szittya’s poetry could, on this point, 
have found an audience. And even if such an audience had existed, 
Szittya’s poetic language would have proved too radical, as it was clos-
er to that of Lajos Kassák than to that of the Nyugat writers, desig-
nated as the classical modern per excellence in literary history. Kassák 
meanwhile – the Kassák of the 1930s, not of the 1910s – would have 
regarded many of the intellectual currents that preoccupied Szittya as 
bourgeois remnants, at best. Nor could Szittya have developed further 
with Cendrars, since this poetry – written in French from the 1910s 
and an organic part of the French literary milieu – was inaccessible to 
him for a long time due to the language barrier, and Cendrars himself 
had in any case already left the German bohemians in Paris and Les 
Hommes nouveaux far behind. 

Thus, a closer examination of Szittya’s oeuvre reveals – pre-
cisely because of the aforementioned in-betweenness, and the lack of 
(direct) integration – international and inter-traditional phenomena 
which could not have been part of any canon, nor recurrent themes in 
any art or intellectual history discourses. Psychology’s image of man, 
produced using psychoanalytic and dream interpretation methods, as 
the subject of art, and the artistic adaptation of the aforementioned 
psychological methods (and by no means in reverse logical order: the 

53 Koestler 1988, 113.
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work of art as the subject of psychoanalytic readings is more often 
found on the pages of books and exhibition walls than is entirely jus-
tified); the potential impact of individualist anarchism’s image of man 
in Szittya’s French-language art monographs; or the impact of German 
bohemia on the French artistic milieu – all these may offer new per-
spectives for research into the avant-garde. 
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