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1. Goals and Objectives of the PhD thesis work

The dissertation aims to conduct a spatial-centered
analysis of Péter Nadas Parallel Stories, published in 2005
at Jelenkor Publishing, Pécs. The main goal of this
dissertation is to enrich the reception and aesthetic
readings of the book with novel approaches that would also
introduce new aspects of the reception of his oeuvre.
Parallel Stories is not only a highlight of Nadas’ works but
also that of contemporary Hungarian and European
literature. It also prompts us to review our traditional
aesthetic and theoretical methods of interpreting literature.
According to the central thesis of my dissertation, the
foregoing reception of the book focuses mostly on the
novelty of its narrative techniques, its body-philosophical
and anthropological aspects, its historical, political and
ideological themes, and its relations with Nadas’ earlier
books. This dissertation, however, aims to analyze the
book according to complex architectural and spatial-
poetical aspects that derive from the rhetorical and
narrative structure of the book.

The viewpoint of the dissertation is twofold. On the

one hand, it advocates the viewpoint of aesthetic
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interpretation that subsumes itself of the indisputable
uniqueness of Parallel Stories. On the other hand, the
analysis cultivates a mellowing of the scientific parlance
of literary analysis that considers itself a monocultural
field of discourse. Therefore, our method seeks to enrich
the traditional aspects of literary analysis with the
perspectives of related scientific fields and related arts.
The first viewpoint can be defined as close reading that is
centered on the phenomenality (the moods, sensations, and
associations triggered by the book) and the textuality (the
grammatical, sentence-poetical, rhetorical and narrative
structures) of the analysis. The latter aspect, however, can
be described most adequately with a quote from Péter
Balassa’s Nadas monography that is central to this
dissertation: “Here the theory and the history of thought is
not really the internal problem of dealing with literary
works; rather the problem appears on the surface of the
unique philosophical questioning method of the book and
on the apparent horizon of the author’s philosophic
interests and his previous readings.” [1] This means that in
the dissertation the artistic and interdisciplinary parallels

and allusions will diverge or approach the text according
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to these aspects that are based on this “unique
philosophical questioning.” Just as in Balassa’s book and
in the standard interpretations of Nadas that are central for
this dissertation “the questions to the theory are given by
Nadas’ art and not by the theory itself.” [2]



2. The Methodology of the PhD thesis work

At the same time, we can distinguish three main directions
of interpretation with regards to the methodology of the
dissertation. The first direction seeks to open the novel into
itself, i.e. in order to find textual relations and interweaving
narrative intersections and parallels that reveal the peculiar
spatial structure of the novel. This can be achieved by
putting the different “narrative layers” of the book, that are
scattered both in time and space, together throughout
unique spatial-poetical aspects that enable these parts to
communicate with each other.

The second direction tries to open Parallel Stories
towards other works of Nadas’ oeuvre that somehow relate
thematically to the book. This analysis does not nurture the
ambitions of a monographic investigation but seeks to re-
arrange the monuments of the oeuvre from the aspect of
spatial-poetical analysis. This also means that the
interpretational gestures towards the other texts of the
oeuvre will always depart and return to Parallel Stories.

The third interpreting technique, encouraged by the

exceptional knowledge of the author displayed on arts,



history, and humanities, will open the world of the book
towards the literary, architectural, fine artistic, and movie-
related parallels that are interfacing with Nadas’ literary
works or with the novel itself. On the other hand, the
dissertation aims to enrich the book’s reception via
following the narrative of the Parallel Reader
[Parhuzamos olvasékonyv] that published the documents
that ensure the historical authenticity and atmospheric
liveliness of the depicted events, epochs, venues and
figures.[3] This is how, for example, the analysis of
housebuilding scenes in the interwar period, the articles
from contemporary architectural journals on the urban
challenges of the era and the contemporary discourses on
housing and accommodation can be legitimately lumped
together. This means that the dissertation tries to broaden
the possible interpretative horizons of the novel throughout
Nadas’ authorial methods and all-encompassing

knowledge.



3. Theoretical context of the PhD thesis work

By analyzing Parallel Stories with regard to spatial
aspects, the dissertation seeks to bring about theoretical
insights on the literary space itself and on the problem of
the literal depiction of space. The analyses of artworks are
neither concerned with the abstract spaces that belong to
the realm of physics and geometry, nor with the
engineering spaces of architecture. The spatial-poetic
investigation seeks to discover venues and places of
literature that are full of experiences and atmospheric
allusions. As Gaston Bachelard wrote in The Poetics of
Space (1957) natural sciences mostly deal with
homogenous, quantitative abstract spaces that are without
any preferred or special directions.[4] On the other hand,
our everyday experiences reveal that the proper spaces of
human life are divided into rather qualitative sections that
are full of experiences, emotions, and atmospheres that are
intermitted by designated points, directions and venues.
The investigation of spaces depicted in literary works aims
to reveal not the abstract space, but the spaces of

experience that are manifested by the poetic imagination.



Beyond investigating the spatial-poetical aspects of
literary text the thesis also relates to the discourse of the
so-called “spatial turn”. Just as the “linguistic turn” in
philosophy at the beginning of the 20" century and the
“pictorial turn” of the postmodern, the “spatial turn” meant
an all-encompassing scientific shift whose aim was to
facilitate the interdisciplinary investigations of venues and
spaces in the discourses of social sciences and humanities.
Michel Foucault’s seminal study Of Other Spaces: Utopias
and Heterotopias can be considered a direct prequel of this
“spatial turn” in which he depicts our era as the “epoch of
space”, compared to the 19" century that was dominated
by the concepts of time. According to Foucault, “our
experience of the world is less that of a long life
developing through time than that of a network that
connects points and intersects with its own skein”. [6] The
discourses of the “spatial turn” do not consider space as a
mere abstract philosophical or scientific concept or as the
practical field of architectural design. Space is rather
becoming a social, psychological and linguistic
construction in the intersection of theory and practice; a

construction that blends the phrases of power and scientific
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discourses with the personal desires, sensations, and
experiences that characterize space.

The dissertation will analyze Parallels Stories in
the light of these relations and implications and seek to
enrich the spatial-centered literary and cultural scientific
discourses that are currently gaining more importance in
Hungary. Moreover, the dissertation is probably the first
scientific work written in Hungarian that examines Nadas’
oeuvre from spatial-poetic aspects with regard to the
“spatial turn”.[7]

4. New results of the PhD thesis work

The dissertation aims to conduct its investigations in line
with the above discussed methodical and theoretical
framework. In this section, we will present the new results
of the dissertation, the main perspectives of its chapters

and its logical cohesion.

4.1 Portraits of architects (Samu Demén and Alajos
Madzar)

This first chapter of the dissertation, titled Portraits of
architects in Parallel Stories, can be regarded as a thesis-

chapter and will analyze the two architects of the book,
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Samu Demén and Alajos Madzar, two central figures, from
a spatial-poetic respect, as well as the descriptions of the
buildings they planned.

According to the inner historic logic of the novel,
the main goal of the chapter that describes Samu Demén,
who worked in Budapest at the end of the 19" century, and
the modernist Alajos Madzar, who was active in the
interwar period, is to analyze the main spatial-poetic
problems, the architectural works and the architects who
appear in novel and to investigate the epochs and the
architectural schools they were part of. The chapter also
examines the architectural, conceptual, artistic and socio-
historical questions of the portraits and their parallels
within Nadas’ oeuvre. The very first chapter already
introduces some of the spatial-poetic aspects (from the
micro-descriptions of interior designs and objects to the
neighborhoods and to the topographical macro-
descriptions) that will also appear in the later chapters.

Another aim of this chapter is to analyze one of the
central narratological innovations of the novel that is
creating a non-hierarchical relationship structure between

the description and the narration of the plot, the characters,

11



the venues and the objects. The narrative cementing points
or the conceptual focal points of the book are not
constituted only by the intersections of the characters, but
certain objects, venues, buildings, atmospheres and
sensations that create equally important connecting points.
These bonds, that transcend personal fates, are constituted
in the everyday objects, furniture and the sensational
spaces of the city and become a net of connections that
create the cohesion of the book.

These latter aspects are actually pointing towards
the guestions of the second chapter of the dissertation that
will treat these spatial and objective elements as the main
connection points in the eerie spatial-poetic narrative of
the book. Thereafter we are seeking to reveal the
characteristic schemes of authorial consciousness that
create the unique non-linear structure of the book that
consists of associative transitions and topological
connection instead of the traditional linear narration.

4.2 “The architectural uncanny”

The second chapter of the dissertation will investigate

materials, objects, qualities, sensations, and atmospheres.
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As demonstrated above, instead of the relationship
structures between the characters, the “narrative islands”
that are scattered in space and time in the fictional world
of Parallel Stories are rather connected throughout the
buildings, objects and materials that surround the
characters and by the sensations and qualities that are
immanent in these objects.

In this chapter, we will analyze those architectural space-
descriptions of the book that deal with the special spatial
experience of the uncanny (Unheimlichkeit) that emerged
in the late 19" century and reached its zenith in fin de siécle
urban discourse.[8] The main thesis of the chapter is that
the eerie experience of urbanity that can be grasped as a
pathology of modernity also connects to the other central
discourse of the novel, namely to the problem of the
clinical viewpoint. As Anthony Vidler notes in his seminal
paper on the psychopathological aspects of the fin de siécle
urban experience, the discourses on the eeriness of
architecture are mainly dominated by medical,
environmental-psychological and hygienic topics. [9] Via
analysis of the eerie spatial experiences depicted in the

book the second chapter of the dissertation tries to
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demonstrate how the spatial experiences of different
atmospheres and the interrelated feelings of coziness and
strangeness are becoming a non-linear narrative principle
in the book. These connections create the wider sensational
environment in which the characters, venues, and events
constitute the eerie relations-network of similarities,
parallels, repetitions, divergences and differences. All this
will lead to the spatial-poetic insight that it is not only the
acts that are happening in certain venues or around objects,
but it is the linguistic event, the special textual act itself
that reveal the sensational phenomenality of these venues

and objects.

4.3 Poetics of cities (Mohacs, Berlin, Budapest)

As we have already noted at the beginning of the first
chapter, the spatial-poetic investigations of the dissertation
range from the descriptions of the object-focused interior
design to the ekphrasis of singular buildings and
neighborhoods, to the descriptions of landscapes.
However, these scales vary not only within the chapters of
the dissertation, but they also structure the whole

dissertation. While the first, thesis-oriented chapter
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focuses on the description of the buildings, interiors, and
furniture designed by the architects of the book, the second
chapter dwells into the general environmental,
atmospheric and spatial-psychological relations that
outstretch the singular buildings and objects. The third
chapter will analyze the spatial-poetic characteristics of
geopolitically, historically and culturally more complex
cities that can be considered as an even wider and more
comprehensive architectural scale.

As Viktoria Radics emphasized in her essay on
Parallel Stories it is extremely difficult to subsume the
book into a certain literary genre. The book resists being
defined on the grounds of the structural criterion of
homogenous novel genres because it contains several
genre-types. [10] One of the constantly occurring genre-
codes of the book is that of the “city novel” but it never
unanimously prevails. There are three cities in the city-
focused analysis of the novel: Mohacs, Berlin and
Budapest. Beyond the dramaturgical logic of the novel, all
of these cities have unique identities and spatial-poetic
statuses. This is the reason why we are analyzing the

descriptions of these cities in the book and comparing them
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to other city descriptions of the novel and that of Nadas’

oeuvre.

4.4 “Other spaces” (Margaret Island)

The fourth and the fifth chapters of the dissertation will
analyze two seemingly inclusive venues that are in fact
structurally interconnected but are anti-theses of each
other. Both of them are utopian literary spaces that oppose
the status quo spatial orders of the book, be these official
spaces oppressing, heteronormative political powers or
biopolitical regimes with eugenic ambitions.

The fourth chapter will conduct the spatial-poetic
and spatial-political analysis of the homosexual orgy
scenes that unfold on Margaret Island in the second and
third volumes of the book. The venue of events is being
depicted via the narrative perspective of Kristof Demén,
one of the central characters of the book. The venues of the
night on the island are interpreted in the dissertation as an
“other space” that irritates and opposes the homogeneity of
normative social spaces. The Margaret Island scene is a
spati-poetic inclusion not only because it is isolated in

geographical and urban aspects, but it is also punctuated
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by the natural alternation of times of the day. The
ambivalent relationship between the daylight and the night
creates the separated viewpoints of social aspects, and it
also duplicates the characteristics of Kristof’s self-
representation.

In his study on diverging spaces Michel Foucault
explains that a heterotopia is not only the inverse sphere
that is excluded from the hierarchized spaces of normative
society, but it “can be written on it”, since it is “capable of
juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several
sites that are in themselves incompatible.” [11] To
illustrate these counter-space structures thickly layering
onto a certain physical space, Foucault applies the
theatrical space-metaphor of a revolving stage. This
effectively evokes the staging of sensuality in linguistic-
spatial composition with regards to the events on Margaret
Island. In her study, A néma test diskurzusa [The Discourse
of the Silent Body] Eniké Darabos also stresses that the
events on the Island actually represent the grammatical and
theoretical dimensions of “theatrical sensuality” in a
thematic sense since for Kristof “the homosexual theatre

on the Margaret Island starts to work as a language whose
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signifiers are the wallowing, elated bodies that are
communicating with each other during the unfolding of
their relationship.”[12] The next to last section of the
dissertation will explicate the spatial-poetical aspects of
this “sensual theatre”.

4.5 The laboratory of a perfect life (The boarding

school in Wiesenbad)

The last chapter of the dissertation will analyze the spatial
realization of another significant social utopia of Parallel
Stories that is the other inclusive “diverging space” of the
book. The Nazi eugenic research laboratory, that was set
up in a medieval castle in the interwar period, is located
near Wiesenbad in Germany. The castle is a key venue of
the book and was already alluded to in earlier volumes.
The last section of the dissertation will investigate the
venues of the racial-hygienic institution that is disguised
as a boarding school for boys and the Kaiser Wilhelm
Racial Biological, Racial-Hygienic and Hereditary
Institution.

The main goal of this chapter is to interpret the

spatial-configurations of the Nazi racial-hygienic theories
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beyond the individual and intersubjective interactions that
operate as a backdrop of power-related and ideological
discourses. The Wiesenbad boarding school is one of the
key places of the eerie spaces depicted in the spatial-poetic
structure of the book since it manifests the mutual and bi-
directional interaction and pervasiveness that stretches
between the concrete physical structure of architectural
venues and the language of power that organizes its
discursive spaces. The last chapter of the dissertation seeks
to analyze those anthropological aspects of the novel that
also have spatial-poetic relevance: from the control that
exaggerates the classical humanist education concept to
the hygienic observation that is motivated by natural
sciences and political concepts, to the dehumanizing

aspects of Nazism.
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