
Table of Contents 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

a. The importance of the present research 4 

b. Premises and hypotheses 9 

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND, CLARIFICATION OF TERMINOLOGY 

1. Literary parody and parodic modes of discourse 11 

1. 1. A short history of parody in world literature 11 

1. 2. The antecedents and beginnings of parody in Hungarian literature 15 

1. 3. A typology of parodic modes of discourse 17 

1. 4. Linguistic relativism 20 

III. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO LITERARY PARODY  

2. Parody and criticism 23 

2. 1. The associations between parody and criticism 23 

2. 2. The critical aspects of parody 29 

2. 3. The place of parody in the relation of criticism to literature 30 

3. Parodic discourse and power  34 

3. 1. Postmodern canons and parody 34 

3. 2. Power, the subject and parody 37 

3. 3. The relation between parodic modes of discourse and political power 42 

4. Changes in the modes of parodic discourse in function of changes in the political 

power system               47 

4. 1. Variants of parody in Transilvanian literature before and after 1989 47 

4. 2. The role of parodic modes of discourse in the political power system 58 

4. 2. 1. The case of the typical singular 58 

4. 2. 2. Revealing facial representation in the caricatures of the sixties 61 

5. The reception of parodic modes of discourse 

5. 1. Parodistic phenomena in the Hungarian literature of Romania in the fifties and 

eighties. Laughter, humour, satire 63 

5. 2. Phenomena of ”parodycanonization” in contemporary literature 78 

 1



5. 3. Transcentral text generator. The awkward/forward canon of the Előretolt helyőrség 

(Forward Outpost) circle. Canon- and parodistic phenomena in Transilvanian literature 

after 1989 79 

IV. PARODY AND THE EXTENDED FUNCTIONING OF PARODIC MODES OF 

DISCOURSE 

6. Allegory and irony in the formation of tradition 95 

6. 1. The dialectics and liminality of faces and masks in the text 101 

6. 2. Parodic discourse as a cultural meme  116 

7. Caricatures in the press before 1989 126 

7. 1. Intermediality in literary caricatures 130 

7. 1. 1. Erzsébet Surány  133 

7. 1. 2. Helga Unipan  134 

7. 1. 3. Gusztáv Cseh  136 

7. 1. 4. Sándor Benczédi  139 

7. 2. A ”Map of Caricaturemania” from the seventies 140 

8. Humour and irony as a formula of self-addressing in contemporary literature

 144 

8. 1. The problems of parodic rewriting in Dániel Varró’s poetry 144 

8. 2. Further written Karinthyisms about Hungarian fellow writers 152 

8. 3. “Disharmonia infernalis” 157 

 

V. CONCLUSIONS 174 

 

VI. BIBLIOGRAPHY 179 

 

VI. APPENDICES 204 

 

 2



Résumé 

 

My thesis proposes to study the presence and functioning of literary parody and different 

modes of parodic discourse in Transylvanian Hungarian literature. For this purpose, my thesis 

undertakes to research and draw comparison between two different periods: the development 

of parodic discourse between 1945-1989 through the texts and visual representations 

published in the literary periodicals of the Hungarian press in Romania and the gazette Előre; 

and, at the same time, it focuses on the manifestations of the parody genre in newer 

Transylvanian Hungarian literature, which underwent a process of renewal after 1989. The 

latter part will refer mainly to the phenomena, works and events taking place in the period 

until 2005. 

The study of literary parody and parallel parodistic phenomena in the above-mentioned 

periods is based on the material found through mapping the most significant periodicals and 

publications of the Transylvanian Hungarian press from after 1945. With reference to the 

period before 1989 I have studied issues of the daily gazette Előre from 1956 to 1989, from 

the weekly, fortnightly and monthly literary or cultural periodicals issues of the Igaz Szó 

between 1953-1989, Korunk between 1950 – 1989 and Utunk between 1950 – 1989, A Hét 

(started on October 23, 1970) between 1970 – 1989 and also issues of the Echinox (started in 

1968) published between 1968 – 1989. 

With reference to the period after 1989 I continued studying the issues published after 1990 of 

the above mentioned periodicals and publications some of which have kept their old names, 

for example Korunk, A Hét and Echinox, while some published under new names (see Előre – 

Romániai Magyar Szó, Igaz Szó – Látó, Utunk – Helikon). Naturally, more recent publications 

have been included in the research, for example issues of the Előretolt Helyőrség which 

appeared in printed form between 1995-1997, or the magazines Székelyföld and Irodalmi 

Jelen. The scope of the research justifies the inclusion in the study of relevant contemporary 

publications from Hungary and Slovakia, too. Thus, I paid special attention to important 

writings on the topic published in different issues of the magazines Élet és Irodalom, Tiszatáj, 

Bárka, Holmi, Alföld, Jelenkor, Műút, Prae and Kalligram. I have also followed literary 

portals (eg. Litera) which, especially in the last years, have played a significant role as regards 

the exploring of contemporary Transylvanian literary parody through the literary writings and 

interpretations, commentaries published. 

The study of the above mentioned periodicals and publications is justified by the 

representative and critical character of parodic modes of discourse following current literary 
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phenomena and making them visible through the crooked mirror of literary parody. But the 

birth and functioning of parodic modes of discourse presupposes the existence of events and 

processes founded on a necessarily “live” relation between the parodied texts, phenomena, or 

writers and the audience of the discourse. Therefore, it depends on a medium which is suitable 

for the fast, actualizing and dialogue provoking gestures towards the texts, phenomena or 

persons reflected through the crooked mirror of parody. 

The corpus of parody texts published before 1989 included in this study is mainly made up of 

the literary parodies published in the literary magazines of the time (eg. Andor Bajor, Zoltán 

Sinkó, Sándor Tomcsa, Attila Zágoni), and their readerly and critical reception (Lajos Kántor, 

Gusztáv Láng, Attila Mózes, Imre Robotos, Géza Szávay, István Szőcs etc.). Their 

interpretation aims at exploring the reciprocal relationship between them. In my thesis the 

investigation of parody and parody texts from after 1989 focuses on the phenomenon of the 

audio magazine Éneklő Borz (The Singing Badger) from the beginning of the 90s, and the 

parodies and parodic texts written of each other by the authors grouped around the magazine 

Előretolt Helyőrség active from the middle of the 90s, as compared to parodies written by 

Csaba Székely about these writers. 

The first chapter of my thesis (following the introductory chapter) is a review of literary 

parody and the parodic modes of discourse from a literary history perspective both in 

Hungarian and world literature. In the following chapter I analyze the critical aspects of the 

discourse by comparing parody and criticism, while looking for the answer to the essential 

question of the position of literary parody between literary texts and criticism. 

The third chapter explores a question connected with the critical aspects of parody, which 

means that the object of research is the complicated relationship operating between the 

parodic discourse and political systems. The analysis focuses on the associations facilitating 

that different modes of parodic discourse simultaneously mock and question, and at the same 

time, further and strengthen existent political systems. This ambivalent mode of operation of 

the parodic modes of discourse is successful in the Transylvanian Hungarian parody and 

parodic literature both before and after 1989, although in the first period (before 1989) it 

mainly refers to the relationship with the political system while in the latter period, to the 

relationship with the literary canon. The fourth chapter of the dissertation analyses the 

relationship between parody literature and the political power of the two periods, and the 

changes in this relationship through the analysis of parodies, caricatures and humorous texts. 

The fifth chapter explores the very different characteristics of theory and literary criticism 

applied to the reception of the parodic discourse before and after 1989, while at the same time 
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looking for the contacts among the parody literature of the two periods. The next chapter 

takes this approach to the next level by analyzing the parody traditions further developed and 

renewed in the literary parodies from after 1989. 

During my research, next to literary and parody texts published in the Hungarian press from 

Romania in the period before 1989, I discovered a quite rich and meaningful body of 

caricatures, which were a very important and dynamic part of the parody literature of the time. 

The seventh chapter consists of the analysis of these caricatures, the analysis of cycles of 

literary caricatures by Gusztáv Cseh, Helga Unipan, Erzsébet Surány and Sándor Benczédi 

being an organic part of this analysis. 

As a result of the changes in the social and power relations after 1989 the existent cultural 

borders and contacts underwent a qualitative change. The relationships and contacts among 

literary texts from Transylvania, Hungary, Serbia, Slovakia and Ukraine have multiplied and 

conseqently the possibilities of their parodic rewriting expanded. The eighth and final chapter 

of my thesis – through the analyzed works – offers a general view on the characteristics of the 

Hungarian parody literature. At the same time, it confronts us with the question whether it can 

still make sense to talk about contemporary Transylvanian literature in itself, along the lines 

of strict political borders, since the close contacts and interrelatedness of contemporary 

literary texts, critical works and parody literature of different regions are definitory as regards 

its character. The studies contained in this thesis aim at revealing the contacts, points of 

juncture and parallel trends through the research of literary parody and parodic modes of 

discourse. 

 

Assigning the possible starting points for a theory of parody, this dissertation examines the 

evolution of literary parody and of parodic modes of discourse as well as its variations calling 

in Michel Foucault’s theories of power and subjectivity, Richard Rorty’s concept of 

contingency, Linda Hutcheon’s theory of parody and the intertextual and critical aspects of 

parody. 

In comparing the parody literature before and after 1989 I applied Mary Douglas’s theory of 

laughter, and on its basis I examined the systems created as a result of the effects of different 

“exogenous social factors”. From this perspective, parody texts published during the 

communist dictatorship and their critical reception carry extremely important possibilities of 

interpretation from the point of view of the complicated functioning of censorship, which may 

have affected the organizing principle of texts, too.  
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Using the above mentioned theoretical frameworks my thesis analyzes – by examining the 

Előretolt Helyőrség  phenomenon – the canonizing characteristics of literary parody and 

parodic modes of discourse in contemporary Transylvanian literature. I approach the writers 

of the young Transylvanian literature of the 90s, the phenomenon connected to their 

appearance in literary life and Csaba Székely’s parodies of them from the point of view of 

Paul de Man’s theory of rhetorics, trying to find out how these different linguistic meaning 

generating activities appear in and through these texts. 

At the same time, it became necessary to apply the perspectives of cultural anthropology, too, 

in my thesis. Thus, on the one hand, I examine the blending between written and spoken, 

colloquial language by taking into consideration changes of register in Transylvanian literary 

parodies from after 1989 based on Walter J. Ong’s theory of anthropology of communication. 

On the other hand, applying K. Ludwig Pfeiffer’s media theory, I examine the possibilities of 

parodic rewriting and continuing of contemporary literary texts manifoldly impregnated with 

humour, parody and irony. Pfeiffer’s theory draws the attention to the pitfalls of periodically 

returning parodic rewritings in contemporary literature, the so-called “self-deception” quality 

hidden in absolutizing. 
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Premises and hypotheses 

 
In the study of contemporary Transylvanian parody literature my point of departure was the 

idea that literary parodies written after 1989 continued primarily the tradition of Frigyes 

Karinthy and Jenő Rejtő, leaving practically out of view the body of Transylvanian literary 

parodies written in the era preceding their age. When studying Transylvanian Hungarian 

parody and parodic literature from after 1945 one is faced with a body of texts clearly divided 

into two, due to the political, social and economic changes after 1989. Several of the main 

questions raised in the present thesis arise from this fact: what are the criteria for 

characterizing the parody literature written in these two separate periods, what kind of 

relationship may be found between the two, what were the factors influencing this 

relationship, and what factors influence present views about the parody literature and visual 

representations of the period under study from the perspective of several decades, under 

changed power relations. 

The further problems raised by the present thesis are related to the possibilities of parodic 

rewriting and continuing of contemporary literary texts impregnated with humour, parody and 

irony, considering the question whether and when these parodic rewritings become exhausted. 

By means of the critical attitude expressed through irony parody corrodes the system of power 

and hierarchies, thus parodic discourse and parody is a key element of the postmodern, being 

– in Péter Szirák’s words – ”the critic and, what is more, the subverter of a tradition that 

seems exhausted”. When the system of values of a shaken cultural hierarchy are being 

relativized and reordered, borders become blurred just like the difference between popular and 

elite culture, and the so-called fringe genres become popular. In this sense, thus, parody, as a 

specific fringe genre of literature, on the one hand dissolves the pathos of the frustrated 

culture that is being „serious”, on the other hand, it restructures literary tradition in a way by 

leaking through the cracks at “breakpoints”. Through its playful nature it also helps literature 

override its failings and reveals its underlying crisis, making it possible that literature uses its 

imperfections for its own benefit. 

In the study of the polyphony of canon-forming mechanisms in young Transylvanian 

literature the distribution of works produced by different groups and workshops should be 

taken into consideration. The texts characterized by the emphatic use of humour and irony 

written by the group of authors gathered around the magazine Előretolt Helyőrség, which 

through specific stylistic gestures created its own myth, constitute an interesting problem. In 

my specific analyses of texts I am looking for the answer to the question when parodic 
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discourse becomes pointlessly repetitive in a literary text, when the discourse starts to spin 

around until exhaustion, when is it that irony and humour serve merely as means of self-

legitimation and popularization forming part of a (self)cult-creating gesture. 

A most topical problem related to the chain of parodic rewritings is the question how far a text 

may be written and rewritten, when does the circle close, when does it become an endless, 

pointless, self-repetitive manifestation. Is it possible that the self-referentiality characterizing 

the figures of irony and parody does not turn into a kind of self-sufficiency of the discourse? 

When does literary culture become oversaturated with parodic and ironic texts, when does the 

discourse possibly start to revolve around itself and for itself. 
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Conclusions 
 
 
The researh targeted at the exploration of twentieth century literary parody and parodic modes 

of discourse may be of special relevance in respect to contemporary literature and literary 

studies, since there are very few contemporary literary texts that remain untouched by 

different variants and figures of this mode of discourse. In this respect, it is also important that 

in studying it we are not only contemplating the characteristics and associations of the 

functioning and reception of a certain literary mode of discourse, but we are faced with a self-

reflexive mode of discourse that, apart from itself, points back to literature as a system by 

revealing its canonized power relations and actual system of values from the inside. Parodic 

discourse and parody, on the one hand, question and criticize literary texts and phenomena 

reflecting them through crooked mirrors, distorting them, on the other hand, however, they 

also help them on and strengthen them in their position. 

While studying Transylvanian Hungarian parody texts and caricatures from before 1989 the 

question frequently arises, which texts may be regarded as indeed parodic, since, along with 

historical and social changes, this kind of texts may easily lose their parodic features. In case 

of other texts and works of art the case is the exact opposite: they become their own parodies. 

During the study of this body of texts one is frequently faced with the fact that certain 

originally non-parodic texts and drawings may grow parodic in the eyes of the 

reader/onlooker due to changes in the social and political power system. Having power 

relations in view, this also points to the fact that the hierarchy among texts is neither fixed, it 

not being encoded in the texts themselves, since they are and may be removed from their 

power positions through reinterpretations and rewritings at any time. 

As regards the functioning of parodic modes of discourse and literary parody and the opinions 

formed about it, the answers to these questions might provoke the finding of new perspectives 

in the interpretation of the position, role, functioning possibilities and limits of this mode of 

discourse in contemporary literature. 

Besides, this research does not only offer us an exciting insight into the thriving humorous 

literature of the period of the dictatorship before 1989, but also confronts us with the fact that 

in the time of total censure, when the genres serving and promoting the consolidation and 

conservation of the existing power system were favoured and supported by the political 

power, the different kinds of parodic discourse could also survive and make it to the spotlight. 

Due to political pressures these texts suffered necessary modifications, becoming less radical 
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and critical, requiring rather a hidden kind of reading and ”interpretation between the lines”, 

but they played, however, a powerful tension relieving therapeutic role in society. 

The study of the parodic texts and pictures of the period published in the press has made it 

clear that it would be incomplete to speak about parodic texts, parody literature from before 

1989 without taking into consideration the caricatures and humorous drawings of the age. 

Looking through the publications of the Transylvanian Hungarian press from between 1950 – 

1980 one may be surprised at the rich and varied body of caricatures to be found in them, as 

well as at the abundant visual material provided by literary articles (having in view here first 

of all the series of literary articles published in the magazines Utunk and Előre in the 1950 – 

1970s). Several publications and omnibus volumes of parodies aimed at gathering together 

and presenting the parody literature of the period in question have been published lately. 

Unfortunately, these gave no attention to the visual representations of parodic modes of 

discourse, not taking into consideration the fact that these texts were in most cases completed 

by the humorous images accompanying them, thus enriching and dynamizing each other’s 

interpretation.  

The tension relieving therapeutic effect that characterized literary parody and parodic texts 

from before 1989 disappeared in the texts written after 1989. The emphasis moved away from 

the pressure of censure and views limited or determined by ideological expectations, and was 

laid rather on the textuality and linguistic possibilities of the literary discourse, as well as 

more and more on processes of canon formation, intertextual gestures and the problems of the 

multiplication of texts related to the process of parody becoming an era-specific genre. The 

different modes of parodic discourse became important means serving the canon-forming 

mechanisms of contemporary literature through their popularizing effect, thus fulfilling the 

role of a cultural form of advertisement, becoming an important, emphatic requisite for the 

popularization of literature, for making it more marketable, more familiar to the audience, its 

readers. 

The phenomenon of the Előretolt Helyőrség (Forward Outpost) magazine and the series of 

public readings of the Éneklő Borz group constituted an organic part of the sociocultural space 

occupied by Hungarian literature at the beginning of the nineties, thus they may be regarded 

as a regional series of events in its whole. The different regional Hungarian literatures 

separated by political borders thus lost their separate character. In the nineties and after, 

political obstruction of the communication and movement among Hungarians and the 

Hungarian literatures of Transylvania, Upper Hungary (Slovakia), Vojvodina (Serbia), 

Transcarpathia and Hungary ended, and consequently contacts among these literatures and 
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dialogues among texts written in these different regions started to multiply. A significant part 

of contemporary Transylvanian writers and literary people publish their writings in 

contemporary literary and cultural magazines in Hungary, Upper Hungary and Vojvodina, just 

like the notable literary people of other regions, who are recurring guests at Transylvanian 

literary forums and events, too. 

Literary parody, through its critical aspects, reveals and dissects literary texts, and also the 

structure and functioning of the whole literary system sometimes, through the mirror of 

certain controversial phenomena. On the other hand, due to its lightness and playfulness, as 

well as its acceptance and compassion towards the one criticized, it contributes to the 

dynamics of literature and helps in overcoming failings, thus making it possible to profit and 

use imperfections, too, for literature’s own good. 

From a cultural anthropological point of view, in parody literature is faced with a special, self-

referential functioning of its own structure. Through the rewriting gesture underlying parodic 

discourse the different elements and interests of literature are put in motion, dynamized. It is 

also worthwhile to take into consideration the cultural-ecological motives of the criticism in 

parodic rewriting/continuation, to consider for instance those innovative elements that point 

towards moving away from accepted canons. These will incorporate and make use of the 

”empty” or emptied components. Manifold rewriting, on the other hand, draws along a kind of 

linguistic orgy and autonomy of the discourse, after which parodic rewritings will re- and 

overwrite parodies themselves, too. The parodies of parodies thus may be seen as 

autopoietic systems creating and recreating themselves continually in contemporary 

literatures. 

In contemporary views parody, a genre formerly considered unindependent, parasitic, started 

to be interpreted as a genre offering the possibility of dialogue among different cultural spaces 

and texts, and emphasis was laid more and more on the idea of permeability, multiplication 

and renewal of texts. Literary parody thus leads from the already written work to another or 

several other texts. Parodic rewritability, just like the possible further parodizability of the 

parody remains open due to the fact that parodic rewritings choose always one or a few 

specific aspects of the original text to parody, creating thus a new variant of the existing text. 

However, the questions referring to the possibilities of parodic rewriting and continuation of 

contemporary literary texts permeated by humour, parody and irony are open. It is still a 

topical question when parodic rewritings in contemporary literature become exhausted, and 

when the discourse starts to function as a self-spinning mechanism driven to the end, a mode 

of discourse in which humour and irony, as bare means of self-legitimation or popularization, 
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serve the purposes of (self-)cult creation in literature. It is also a topical dilemma whether 

parody and parodic discourse, through its self-referentiality, may remain untouched by 

complacency, when is it time to speak of this mode of discourse as saturated and exhausted. 
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