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THE POEM IS ALIVE, 

JUST LIKE THE AUTHOR THEMSELF 

AN ESSAY ON THE EVOLUTION AND 

DEFINITION OF ‘THE POEM AS SUCH’ 

 

 

So many people tried to define the criteria, 

function and essence of the poem as such that, 

in fact, it is perhaps superfluous to write down 

anything about this topic, and it is really 

difficult to state anything new. Certainly, it 

depends on whether one approaches the poem 

as a literary scholar, as a writer or only as a(n 

average) reader, trying to grasp and to define it. 

There are as many ways of (poem-)reading, 

(poem-)writing and definitions of the concept of 

the poem as many people there are in the world. 

Furthermore, there is as many times infinite, 

but at least innumerably many kinds of similar 

or even contradictory possible ways of reading, 

interpretation of a given poem as many poems 

there are in the world.   

Certainly, the present short essay will not 

invent anything new. However, as for its 

intentions, it must make an attempt to conceive 

a subjective, but moderate opinion about what 



 
9 

the poem can be, how it operates, what goals it 

should have, from the perspective of a 

professional reader of literary texts.   

One thing for sure, the poem is a 

linguistic product. It is a kind of rhythmic text, a 

rhythmic piece of text that mediates something 

in a condensed manner, metaphors, medial 

contents of meanings. In the case if we speak 

about a poem that is alive, that is, it can 

operate, is valuable in the aesthetical sense of 

the word (we must stress the definition all of it 

is very subjective, and certainly, there are non-

operating, that is, bad poems that are still 

poems, but they are not worth much – 

furthermore, perhaps the majority of poems 

being born belong to this category!), then the 

poem is a text that speaks in a more condensed 

way than the genre of prose, in a much shorter 

extent, and it does all of this in such a way that 

the all-time reader is impressed by it. In a better 

case, a poem is not didactic. In contrast to the 

genre of prose, the genre of poetry should be 

characterised by the fact that it conceives its 

messages in as many words as unconditionally 

necessary, and it makes the all-time reader 

think about and interpret it in some manner. In 



 
10 

general, we speak about texts of shorter extent, 

but certainly we do not have to define the 

concept of the poem based on its extent. The 

poem is a very high-level, complex and encoded 

form of communication – in general, especially 

sensitive persons who are able to see behind the 

words read and interpret poems; therefore, we 

might resign from making the statement that 

poems that are able to communicate on a higher 

level are understandable to everyone. Certainly, 

there are different layers of interpretation, and 

there are occasional poems that are sometimes 

written for propagandistic goals, but perhaps 

everyone can agree with the fact that the 

aesthetic level of such poetic texts can be very 

doubtful, although it is true that this kind of 

poetry can also be practiced on a very high level.        

 So what may define the concept of the 

poem? The topic, the form, the content? 

Probably none of them, since it is possible to 

compose very superb poems about any topic, in 

any form and with any content – we may speak 

much more about the original, individual, 

creative use of language. Certainly, there is no 

common, wide-spread, completely valid and 

exact way of composing poetry, not even if it is 
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widely known that many technical aspects of 

poem-writing can be learnt. There are also 

poems that build themselves up of well-known 

commonplaces, but they are not worth being 

spoken about. Good poems – certainly, on 

different levels – speak in a way as no text 

before them has ever spoken, they conceive 

some message via new poetic images, figures 

and phrases that has never been conceived 

before by any other text in such a form. 

Certainly, we have still stated very little – in 

practice, the success(fullness) of poems depends 

on individual cases and individual reactions of 

the readers. That is, there is no exact and 

acknowledged way of composing a good poem 

that speaks in an original voice. A poet is either 

able to do so or not, however, so much seems to 

be justified from the practice that it does not 

matter about what we write, but it matters how 

we do that, and how much the individual way of 

language use created within the frameworks of 

the given poem is able to approach someone 

else about whom we suppose that they is able to 

receive works of art at a fairly high level.   

 But how does the poem evolve if we have 

at least some draft-like conception about what it 
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is at all? Probably there can be several answers 

to this question, and the most traditional and 

most common statement sounds something like 

this: the poet, the person who is capable of the 

unique and creative use of language departs 

from the phenomena of the outside world 

perceived by them, from their own experiences, 

they finally takes a pen, or rather in the 

contemporary more and more ‘technicalised’ 

world, a notebook and produces a text that 

contains fairly condensed, enclosed, indirect 

elements of meaning, for the purpose of 

recording their own thoughts / feeling and 

conceiving them toward others. In an optimal 

case, the text produced like this has an aesthetic 

function – that is, it delights the reader, and it 

also has a didactical function, that is, it ‘teaches’ 

the reader – certainly, not in the negative, 

strained sense of the word, as we established in 

above –, and even if it does not teaches the 

reader some kind of new knowledge, but at least 

it makes an attempt to open up some higher 

contents the learning of which, that is, thinking 

over the text makes the reader – intellectually 

and emotionally – more than before. Certainly, 

the aesthetical and didactical functions are not 
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unconditionally present in the poem to the same 

proportion. It may occur that a poem is rather 

beautiful, that is, it rather delights the reader, 

but it is much more difficult to define what 

message it conceives, and in other cases, it can 

also occur that a poem mediates some fairly 

explicit message to us, and the real weight of the 

text rather stands in the strong way of 

conceiving a message, and at the same time we 

think the text to be much less beautiful, 

aesthetic than being a strong statement. When 

we state that a poem teaches us, we still do not 

have to think about poetry that carries only 

some current, occasional meaning, perhaps of 

political content, although the poetry of 

representation, the poetry of public life can also 

represent a very high level of literature, and it 

can also mediate universal truths to the reader 

beyond the contents of (current) politics. We 

speak about the fact the poem as such makes an 

attempt to tell us something about which we 

have already known, and it only reinforces our 

knowledge, some of our convictions about the 

world, or it even highlights some fact that has 

probably been there in front of our eyes, but we 

needed an accidentally found text, a message in 
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the bottle – as the great modern Russian poet, 

Osip Mandelstam conceived, and from whom 

Paul Celan also borrowed the metaphor – to 

realise it. It can be either some kind of political 

content, some universal truth of life, some state 

of emotions or even some traumatic experience, 

and we could continue it up to infinity. The 

essence is evidently in the fact that the poet, the 

subject who creates the poem takes their 

material from the outside world and from their 

own emotions and experiences, and when they 

starts speaking / writing, perhaps they may 

rightfully suppose that the all-time reader has 

very similar experiences and knowledge of the 

world to their own. Perhaps one of the criteria 

of the good poem is that it mediates such a 

content or emotion, informs us about such a 

situation or experience in its form of existence 

filled with metaphorical layers of meaning with 

which the readers can identify themselves in 

some manner. For this reason, it may be 

established that under no circumstances does 

the poem come into existence from nothingness, 

via the subject of language, but it is really an 

artistic product that comes into being from the 

feelings, experiences and mind of a human 
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being, that is, it is the (result of the creative) 

work of an author, of a person, and although it 

can be separated from the author as an 

autonomous work of art made of language to 

some degree, but at the same time, to some 

degree, it is also inseparable from its author. 

The poem is not else but the linguistic trace of 

the life, emotions and world-view of the author 

that undoubtedly belong to the author, but 

meanwhile it may belong, it belongs to everyone 

else who reads, receives, thinks over and 

interprets it.    

 Naturally, all of this does not mean at all 

that we should return to the interpretation of 

poems based on mere biographical facts in a 

very old-fashioned manner, simplifying the 

possible interpretations of poetic texts. The 

reception, that is, the understanding and 

interpretation of the text take place first and 

foremost from the direction of the living text 

itself; however, perhaps only a few people would 

challenge the statement according to which it is 

useful to know the biography, the possible 

experiences and motivations of the author, the 

historical context in which the text was born if 

we would like to interpret a certain literary text. 
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That is, the author is not completely dead as it is 

stated by the commonplace of literary studies 

that has already become empty by today – the 

author is very alive, namely, he lives within the 

text, in the same way as, at least in an optimal 

case, the text itself also lives an autonomous life 

and is able to speak as a living subject, calling to 

the sensitive reader.      

Certainly, within the frameworks of the 

present short essay, we have not invented or 

discovered any important novelty. We have not 

done anything else but writing down some 

statements about the essence, the function and 

the way of evolution of the poem, which 

someone can agree, or they can even think the 

very contrary. Perhaps we are also fortunate, 

because the poem as such is a kind of text about 

which it is very difficult to make exact 

statements. Therefore, it can always seem a 

current problem to people dealing with 

literature to make an attempt to define, grasp or 

understand the essence of poem. Even if it is not 

possible to describe the poem with the methods 

of natural sciences, with objective formulas of 

truth, but perhaps, together with all of the 

statements made about it, we can get closer to 
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the understanding of what type(s) of text(s) we 

must face. In the same way, when we encounter 

good, aesthetically valuable poems and we are 

able to hear out the message of them, we get 

closer to what we have been really searching for: 

the essence of the poem as a text, as a work of 

art made of language…  
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IN THE STATE OF EARTHLY 

DAMNATION 

THE MOTIF OF DAMNATION IN 

EDGAR ALLAN POE’S ‘THE RAVEN’ 

 

 

Introduction 

The aim of the present essay is first and 

foremost to examine and explore the motif of 

damnation in the well-known poem called ‘The 

Raven’ by the early 19th-century American poet 

Edgar Allan Poe, within the frameworks of an 

in-depth analysis. The starting point is that the 

poem can be interpreted as a poem of 

damnation; that is, damnation is one of the 

dominant motifs within the poem. I intend to 

define damnation as a state or situation from 

which there is seemingly no escape, as a 

hopeless and possibly final state of mind and 

soul that may even manifest itself at physical, 

not only at a psychical level. In the present 

context, this state of damnation mainly derives 

from loss. Furthermore, this state defined as 

damnation can also have different degrees and 

may be experienced at several different levels. 

As a first step, I would like to briefly explore the 
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circumstances of the composition and make an 

attempt to establish connections between the 

possible biographical circumstances of the 

author and the writing process of the poem, 

presenting possible biographical motivations 

that the author might have had in composing 

one of the most prominent pieces of his poetic 

work.  

After the short examination of the 

circumstances of the composition and the 

possible biographical motivations, I intend to 

examine the poem and its narrative structure 

stanza by stanza, and find motifs and 

references among the lines that may support 

that damnation is one of the key motifs of the 

work. In addition, I would like to provide 

several levels of possible interpretations and 

reveal what different kinds of damnation may 

be present in the poem; in other words, to 

analyse how many ways the narrator telling the 

narrative poem might be considered to be 

damned. After revealing several modes and 

grades of damnation supposedly implied in the 

poem, I intend to make an attempt to provide 

an interpretation that may bring closer the 

different aspects of damnation in the poem to 
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each other, based on the text itself and on a few 

biographical data and / or accepted critical 

approaches. 

Finally, after the in-depth analysis and the 

exploration of the motifs that imply damnation 

in the poem, I will make an attempt to reach 

some conclusion, making some concluding 

remarks on the analysis of the poem. 

 

Possible Biographical Motivations and 

Circumstances of the Composition 

Before attempting an in-depth analysis of the 

poem based on the text itself, it might be worth 

having a few glances at the possible 

biographical motivations of the author and the 

circumstances of the composition. The starting 

point is that the poet’s biographical events, at 

least partly, may have influenced the creation 

of the poem, and the poetic narrator can be 

considered partly identical with the author 

himself. Although it may be considered evident 

to a certain degree, yet these aspects might 

have some relevance from the point of view of 

interpretation.    

 Poe supposedly wrote ‘The Raven’ in 1844. 

It was first published on January 29, 1845, in 
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The New York Evening Mirror. It became his 

probably most prominent poetic work already 

in his life, and it was reprinted and published 

many times after the date of the first 

publication. Partly due to ‘The Raven’, Poe 

became a highly popular author within the 

contemporary American literary circles. ‘The 

Raven’ appeared in numerous anthologies, for 

example, in the anthology entitled Poets and 

Poetry in America, 1847, edited by Rufus 

Wilmot Griswold.  

 As it can be read in The Cambridge 

Companion to Edgar Allan Poe, the poem is 

now analyzed in middle schools, high schools 

and universities, almost creating a literary 

myth around itself. (Kopley 193). It was named 

‘the poem about remembering’ by Poe’s 

contemporary William Gilmore Simms, but it is 

interesting to examine what role ‘remembering’ 

could play in the composition of the poem, not 

strictly separating Poe himself from the poetic 

narrator of his work.  

First of all, in his essay entitled ‘The 

Philosophy of Composition’, in which he, in 

fact, analyses his own poem ‘The Raven’ and 

discusses the circumstances of the writing and 
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justifies his selection of the topic, Poe openly 

denies that the poem was mainly inspired by 

biographical facts and his own memories.  

However, considering only the number of 

the people whom Edgar Allan Poe lost in his life 

(although I do not get immersed in the 

biographical events of the author in detail, due 

the limited extension of the essay, the people 

whom he lost and the personal tragedies of his 

life are well-known for biographers and literary 

historians) before writing his poem called ‘The 

Raven’, it may seem evident that these losses 

could lead the poet to a very depressed and 

seemingly hopeless state of soul, which could 

play a serious role in writing a poem about loss 

and the hopelessness felt for it. The dark 

atmosphere of the poem is mainly created by 

the poetic narrator’s loss of his beloved called 

Lenore, as it is well-known, and this loss of the 

beloved woman may lead to a mental and 

psychical state similar to or identical with 

damnation, damnation that can be defined as a 

situation that is seemingly final and from which 

there is no escape.  

In ‘The Philosophy of Composition’, 

published in the April issue of Grahams 
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Magazine, 1846, as mentioned above, Poe 

makes an attempt to present the analysis of his 

own poem ‘The Raven’ and also to describe the 

circumstances of the composition. The author 

claims that he considered each aspect of the 

poem and that he had a completely conscious 

conception about what to write. 

Although in the present essay I do not 

intend to analyse ‘The Philosophy of 

Composition’ in detail, I attempt to use it in 

order to spotlight the supposed circumstances 

of the composition of the poem and the poetic 

intention depicted in it. As it can be read in the 

tenth paragraph of the essay, Poe himself 

strongly argues that the poem was the result of 

conscious poetic work and he had an exact 

concept about what and how to write:   

 

‘The initial consideration was that of extent. If 

any literary work is too long to be read at one 

sitting, we must be content to dispense with 

the immensely important effect derivable from 

unity of impression — for, if two sittings be 

required, the affairs of the world interfere, and 

every thing like totality is at once destroyed. 

But since, ceteris paribus, no poet can afford to 
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dispense with any thing that may advance his 

design, it but remains to be seen whether there 

is, in extent, any advantage to counterbalance 

the loss of unity which attends it. Here I say 

no, at once.’ (Poe)  

 

That is, as a matter of fact, Poe himself 

concentrates on his poetic purposes and his 

intended literary achievement in a seemingly 

impersonal voice. In the essay, his style is 

rather analytic than emotional, he seems to 

consider himself a craftsman. 

Nevertheless, several literary historians and 

critics doubt that Poe himself thought it 

completely serious what he wrote down in ‘The 

Philosophy of Composition’, and it is widely 

considered to be a pedantic writing towards the 

public audience rather than an honest 

confession about the composition of the poem. 

For instance, T. S. Eliot himself also dealt with 

the possible circumstances of the composition 

and argued that ‘The Raven’ rather seems to be 

the result of personal motivations than the 

result of a conscious poetic concept. As he 

states it:    
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‘It is difficult for us to read that essay without 

reflecting that if Poe plotted out his poem with 

such calculation, he might have taken a little 

more pains over it: the result hardly does 

credit to the method.’ (Eliot, cited in Hoffman 

76) 

 

In addition, also one of the famous biographers 

of Poe Joseph Wood Krutch describes the essay 

as, ‘a rather highly ingenious exercise in the art 

of rationalization than literary criticism.’ (98) 

That is, it cannot be neglected that several 

literary scholars tend to treat the essay as a 

kind of posterior attempt to rationalize the 

writing of a poem that was supposedly induced, 

at least partly, by the authors real emotions and 

remembrances. Furthermore, as written in the 

literary-historical work entitled A History of 

American Literature – from Puritanism to 

Postmodernism, it does not seem to be very 

probable that Poe really wrote ‘The Raven’ so 

thoughtfully and methodically as he claims in 

his own essay – the authors rather tend to 

suppose that the narrator of the essay is one of 

Poe’s ‘maniac’ narrators that can be observed in 

several of his short stories; for instance, in ‘The 
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Fall of the House of Usher’, ‘The Black Cat’, 

‘The Mask of the Red Death’, etc. (Ruland and 

Brandbury 651)     

The present essay also tends to accept the 

assumption that biographical motivations 

played a serious role in the composition of one 

of Poe’s most significant poems, and he did not 

write it completely so consciously and 

analytically, since it strongly seems to be an 

honest confession about a state of soul in which 

he possibly really was in the period when he 

wrote the poem. Biographical events in 

themselves may seem unimportant from the 

point of view of analyzing the text itself; 

however, this aspect will be highlighted again 

in a further chapter of the present essay, since 

the supposable poetic self-confessional 

character of the poem might pave the way for 

examining ‘The Raven’ as a meta-poetic work 

that is also meant to express the necessary 

damnation of poets.  

After the attempt to briefly outline the 

possible biographical motivations of the author, 

henceforth I intend to explore several levels of 

damnation in the poem, within the framework 

of an in-depth analysis.    
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Damnation as a General Aspect within 

‘The Raven’ 

As mentioned above several times, the main 

aim of the present essay is to interpret the 

poem called ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allan Poe as 

a poem about damnation. I intend to define the 

concept of damnation as a state of suffering 

from which there is no escape, or a situation for 

which there is no solution at all, either in the 

physical or in the mental and psychical sense of 

the word. Several leitmotifs of the poem, such 

as midnight, winter, solitude, mourn, loss, etc. 

refer to the fact that the fictitious world created 

within the literary work and the poetic narrator 

enclosed in this world are surrounded by, and 

actually exist in the state of damnation. In the 

present section I intend to explore some of the 

motifs that might be interpreted as references 

to the state of damnation of the poetic speaker, 

mainly based on the text of the poem itself, 

illustrating with textual examples, then in the 

following section I make an attempt to find 

several different possible levels of damnation 

within the poem.  
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It may sound like a commonplace that the 

poem itself begins with a very dark and 

ominous overture, as it can be read 

immediately in the first stanza, and this 

ominous atmosphere is created by words and 

phrases such as ‘midnight dreary’, ‘weary’, 

‘forgotten lore’, ‘rapping’, ‘muttered’. That is, 

the first stanza is full of words that contribute 

to the dark atmosphere, and this dark 

atmosphere is immediately created in the 

beginning of the poem:   

 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I 

pondered weak and weary, 

Over many a quaint and curious volume of 

forgotten lore, 

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly 

there came a tapping, 

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my 

chamber door. 

Tis some visitor, I muttered, `tapping at my 

chamber door - 

Only this, and nothing more. (1-6) 

 

As it is interpreted in the same way by several 

critics and literary historians who have ever 
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dealt with Poe’s ‘The Raven’ (e. g., Artúr Elek, 

Charles Kopley or Jay B. Hubbel), the narrator 

of the poem is supposedly a young scholar who 

has recently lost his beloved, and in order to 

forget a little about his grief, he tries to be 

immersed in (possibly scientific) books. It is 

midnight and December. The whole starting 

situation seems to be depressed, hopeless and 

gloomy. As written in the first stanza, the 

speaker nearly falls asleep. It may even be 

interpreted that he is near to death; in other 

words, this half-sleeping state is a transitory 

condition between life and death, although 

physically he is still alive.  

Until the Raven itself appears, the situation 

within the narrator’s room is nearly static and 

unchanged. He only hears knocking on the 

chamber door and remembers his lost beloved 

several times, but the atmosphere is not 

broken. As a matter of fact, in the first six 

stanzas, the first third of the poem there is not 

much more than a static poetic meditation and 

a prelude to the real events of the narration. 

Closely examining the first six stanzas and their 

atmosphere, it may be discovered that the 

speaker tries to escape from his mourning for 
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Lenore and hopes for a guest who will save him 

from his hopeless solitude behind the knocking 

on the chamber door, but he is disappointed 

every time when he attempts to check who is 

outside, and everything, every single noise 

makes him remember only his lost Lenore.  

As the poetic narrative goes forward, the 

Raven suddenly appears in the room of the 

narrator, from outside, and the only one word, 

the later recurring refrain of the poem is 

pronounced by it for the first time. All of this is 

depicted in the seventh stanza that can be 

interpreted as a turning point within the 

narration:  

 

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with 

many a flirt and flutter, 

In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly 

days of yore. 

Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute 

stopped or stayed he; 

But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above 

my chamber door - 

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my 

chamber door - 

Perched, and sat, and nothing more. (43-48) 
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The static and hopeless nature of the situation 

is seemingly broken up by the appearance of 

the bird that lands on Pallass bust. Then, at 

least for a while, the Raven remains silent, and 

the poetic narrator seems to feel better, due to 

the presence of the unexpected and bizarre 

night visitor.  

  The key phrase of the poem, the recurring 

refrain closing down every single stanza from 

here is pronounced at the end of the eighth 

stanza:  

 

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy 

into smiling, 

By the grave and stern decorum of the 

countenance it wore, 

`Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou, I 

said, `art sure no craven. 

Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering 

from the nightly shore - 

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Nights 

Plutonian shore! 

Quoth the raven, `Nevermore. (50-56) 

 



 
32 

The Raven answers to the question about what 

his name is; that is, he may name himself and 

does not only repeat the phrase mechanically as 

the poetic speaker assumes it in the beginning. 

Even in the beginning, it may have a much 

deeper relevance within the poem than the 

persona himself or readers would think it for 

the first sight.  

Whatever the poetic voice asks of the Raven, 

the answer is always the same: nevermore. 

Certainly, when he starts supposing that the 

Raven is, in fact, a herald from the afterlife – all 

the same whether from heaven or hell – and he 

asks about his lost beloved Lenore, the answer 

is the same: 

 

Then, methought, the air grew denser, 

perfumed from an unseen censer 

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled 

on the tufted floor. 

‘Wretch, I cried, ‘thy God hath lent thee - by 

these angels he has sent thee 

Respite – respite and nepenthe from thy 

memories of Lenore! 

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and forget 
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this lost Lenore! 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. (79-84) 

 

As it can be read in stanza 14, it suddenly runs 

through the speaker’s mind that the bird sitting 

on the bust of Pallas may not be an ordinary 

bird, but some supernatural creature that was 

sent to him to bring news from over there. In 

the moment when the speaker realises that it is 

not an ordinary, earthly creature present in his 

room, at first it is hope that flashes up for a 

little while within the whole dark and 

seemingly impenetrably hopeless atmosphere 

of the poem and within the state of soul of the 

speaker.  

However, when the Ravens answer is 

nevermore to the speaker’s question whether or 

not he will see Lenore one more time, even if 

not in this earthly, mortal human life, but in his 

afterlife, his hopefulness and momentary good 

mood suddenly turns into fury and deeper 

despair than before. Nevertheless, once again 

he repeats the question in stanza 16, trying to 

control his fury:  
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Prophet! said I, ‘thing of evil! – prophet still, if 

bird or devil! 

By that Heaven that bends above us - by that 

God we both adore – 

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the 

distant Aidenn, 

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the 

angels named Lenore – 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the 

angels named Lenore? 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. (90-96) 

 

Despite the fact that the Raven answers 

nevermore to any question, the narrator’s 

hopefulness flashes up one more time, and he 

supposes that perhaps in another life, in a 

dimension beyond his present human and 

consequently helpless existence he will perhaps 

meet his lost beloved. He may know exactly 

what the next answer of the bird will be, yet he 

asks the question once again, deceiving himself 

in a certain way. Stanza 17 might be interpreted 

as another important turning point within the 

poetic narration, as a point of no return, where 

all of the hope flashing up before gets lost in the 

darkness, and nothing remains within the room 
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and within the soul of the speaker but 

bitterness, hopelessness, and despair; that is, 

he finds himself in a form of damnation.  

The last stanza in which the poetic narrator 

states that ‘…[his] soul from out that shadow 

that lies floating on the floor shall be lifted – 

nevermore!’ may be interpreted as the vortex of 

damnation where the dimension of time that 

has been present and observable in the former 

stanzas seems to cease, and some endless, 

eternal damnation surrounds the speaker, both 

his physical body and his soul. The room 

becomes a place where the shadow of the Raven 

rules; furthermore, it is strengthened by the 

fact that the speaker condemns himself to 

damnation, since it is him who pronounces the 

last nevermore within the poem.  

Having made an attempt to briefly explore 

the presence of some general aspect of 

damnation within the stanzas of the narrative 

poem, henceforth I will turn to the different 

possible levels of damnation that are behind 

the general impression made by the 

atmosphere and imagery of Poe’s poetic work.  
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A Possible Approach – The Raven Itself 

as the Carrier of Damnation 

The Raven, the key motif, and effectively the 

protagonist of the poem may be interpreted as 

an entity that carries damnation, and brings 

this damnation into the internal world of the 

speaker and upon the poetic speaker himself 

from outside. In this case, it should certainly be 

presupposed that the poetic narrator is not 

originally damned, and the internal literary 

world of the poem is not in the state of 

damnation from the very beginning.  

The present section of the essay attempts to 

provide one possible interpretation about one 

certain level of damnation within the poem – 

damnation that is brought upon the poetic 

narrator by the Raven itself. In other words, in 

the present analysis it is supposed that the 

narrator is not in the state of damnation at the 

beginning of the narration, but he gradually 

reaches the state of damnation after the Raven 

appears in his room and lands on the bust of 

Pallas Athena, goddess of wisdom in Greek 

mythology. One possible interpretation of the 

poem, from the point of view of damnation is 

that it is not enough that Lenore, the beloved 
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woman has died and the poetic narrator simply 

mourns her, it is not the only reason in itself for 

which he is slowly surrounded by the dark and 

impenetrable atmosphere of damnation.    

Literary critic Granger B. Howell also argues 

that the atmosphere of the poem in itself 

foreshadows a state that is similar to 

damnation, or it can even be treated as 

identical with damnation, damnation in the 

Christian sense of the word. As Howell writes in 

his essay entitled ‘Devil Lore in The Raven’:  

   

Its not simply that she is dead. It is that he has 

damned himself. It is no mistake that the 

month is ‘bleak December’ rather than an 

equally dreary November. The forces of 

darkness are never more powerful than 

during the high holy days of the Christian 

year, and December, with its share of the 

twelve days of Christmas, ranks foremost. The 

mention of ‘each separate dying ember [which] 

wrought its ghost upon the floor,’ is 

reminiscent of Coleridges ‘Christabel’ in which 

other embers reflect the presence of evil in 

much the same way. 
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Howell suggests that December and midnight, 

the time of the narration itself creates an 

atmosphere that is favourable for the ‘powers of 

darkness’ in the Christian sense; that is, the 

environment depicted in the poem surrounding 

the narrator is a completely suitable place for 

damnation.  

Attempting to find the appropriate passage 

about Edgar Allan Poe within the book entitled 

Az amerikai irodalom története (History of 

American Literature, one of the most known 

comprehensive works about American 

Literature published in Hungarian), it is 

observable that the authors make  nearly the 

same suggestion as Howells: the presence of 

the Raven gradually brings ultimate despair 

and darkness into the room and into the mind 

of the poetic narrator, and the refrain 

nevermore repeated time and again slowly but 

securely strengthens the sense of damnation, 

the sense of a state from which seemingly there 

is no way of escape. It is also argued that the 

final /r/ phoneme of the refrain (pronounced in 

the rhotic American accent after the long /o/, 

while usually unpronounced in Standard 

Southern British English) also carries some 
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darkness and ominous character within itself, 

the symbolism of sounds, mainly that of the 

dark vowels apart from final /r/-s that 

predominates the poem also contributes to the 

dark, gothic and apparently hopeless 

atmosphere that surrounds the whole narration 

(Országh and Virágos 65-66).            

One key argument for the statement that the 

narrator is not, at least not completely in the 

state of damnation until the Raven appears in 

his room may be the fact that in the first six 

stanzas, as mentioned above, in the first and 

apparently static phase of the poetic narration, 

the narrator is sad and mourns for his lost 

beloved, but no supernatural force is explicitly 

present within the room. He can be treated as 

only an average man, with average pains and 

sadness. In the present essay it may be 

accepted that although the atmosphere is 

ominous and sad from the beginning of the 

poem, in the first six stanzas only premonitory 

signs (e. g., the ominous knocking on the door, 

the howling wind outside, the whole mood 

generated by ‘the bleak December’, etc.) of 

damnation are present. As analysed above, the 

seventh stanza of the poem in which the Raven 
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suddenly flies into the room from outside, is 

the turning point of the poetic narration where 

the static state and motionlessness is broken 

up.  

The sudden appearance of the Raven 

undoubtedly generates tension both in the 

mind of the poetic speaker and in the course of 

the narration. The speaker’s monotonous 

mournfulness suddenly turns into curiosity and 

pale hopefulness. He is curious about the origin 

of the bird, and when he suddenly realises that 

the Raven is not an ordinary animal, but it may 

be in possession some supernatural forces, he 

wants to believe that there is maybe hope for 

him to meet his lost beloved one more time, if 

not in this world, then in some kind of afterlife. 

But when the Ravens answer is nevermore to 

any question asked of him, the hope that 

flashed up in the poetic speaker’s heart and 

mind suddenly starts fading away. As it is 

written in the last stanza of the poem cited 

above, he realises that the bird has not brought 

news to him about his lost beloved, even if it is 

sent and governed by supernatural forces. On 

the contrary, the Raven was sent as an 

executor, in order to destroy even the last 
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splinters of hope in the narrator’s heart and 

mind, always and timelessly making him 

remember that there is no way out of the state 

of damnation. The narrator must realise that he 

will never see his lost beloved Lenore again 

either in his mortal human existence or in his 

afterlife. It is also suggested that he will not 

even reach any kind of afterlife, rather he will 

stay in his room for ever, in eternal grief and 

despair, in a transitory state between life and 

death; in fact, in the state of damnation that 

falls on him in the form of the Ravens dark 

wings.  

At this level, damnation can be interpreted 

as a process, or at least the result of a process 

rather than a static and unchanged state. The 

persona goes through a process and gradually 

reaches damnation, due to the appearance and 

presence of the Raven, and the hopelessness 

and darkness generated by it. The soul of the 

speaker may not be lost from the very 

beginning of the poem, but it gets lost in the 

dark gyres of loss, hopelessness and 

unavoidable remembrances. The Raven is 

supposedly a supernatural entity who comes 

from outside – from outside, where there is 
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only darkness, night and winter – and breaks in 

the poetic speaker’s room; that is, the Raven 

penetrates into his internal world, into his 

ultimate lair where he might have escaped from 

his own loss, remembrance and dark thoughts 

resulting from them. But there is no escape – 

the Raven as the carrier of damnation, coming 

from outside, finds the narrator even here, in 

this enclosed environment, and makes him 

realise that he cannot hide from the pain of loss 

and cannot deceive himself into hoping that 

once he will find his lost beloved again, if not 

here, then in some dreamland, Eden, anywhere 

else beyond his present human existence. The 

Raven, as the speaker himself suggests in the 

last stanza, will stay with him for ever to make 

him remember his losses and his hopeless 

situation. His room, where he escaped from the 

outside world, from damnation, becomes itself 

the place and prison of damnation.  

Examining one of the possible aspects of 

damnation within the poem, the Raven as the 

carrier of damnation, in the following section of 

the essay I will make an attempt to explore 

another possible level of damnation present 

within the poem.           
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Damnation as an Original and 

Unchanged State in the Poem 

As outlined in the previous chapter, although 

the aspect of damnation can be interpreted as a 

process, not situation or a state originally given, 

it may also be examined as an original and 

unchanged state. Having explored arguments 

for accepting the suggestion that the poetic 

narrator of ‘The Raven’ might not be in the 

state of damnation from the very beginning of 

the poem, in the present section of the essay I 

would like to examine another possible level of 

damnation in the poem from a different 

perspective, proceeding from the assumption 

that the speaker is perhaps in the state of 

damnation from the beginning. Now I make an 

attempt to examine the poem supposing that 

the Raven is not the carrier of damnation, but it 

is only something that makes the poetic 

narrator realise the truth.  

As discussed above, the atmosphere of the 

‘The Raven’ is clearly ominous and dark even in 

the first stanzas when the Raven is not yet 

present. This atmosphere of melancholy and 

darkness is created immediately in the very 



 
44 

beginning of the poem, and it is sustained all 

along. The narrator is sitting in his room, 

mourning for his lost beloved Lenore and 

meditates about whether or not he will see her 

once again in some form, when the mysterious 

knocking from outside suddenly disturbs his 

meditative state of mind, and he wants to 

explore who is knocking on his door at any 

price. In the second stanza it is also mentioned 

by the narrator that he ‘eagerly (…) wished the 

morrow’; in other words, he is waiting for the 

end of the ominous and dark night that 

strongly contributes to his sad and hopeless 

state of soul, apart from the pain of loss that he 

feels. 

When the Raven appears, as discussed 

above, the poetic speaker wants to believe that 

the bird may give him some hope and can lead 

him out of his originally hopeless and dark 

situation. He may even see some saviour in the 

bird that has arrived to somehow redeem him 

from damnation. But when the Raven repeats 

only nevermore, it becomes clear for the 

speaker that he is in a situation from which he 

can escape no more, and he does not reach 

damnation gradually, since there is nothing to 
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reach, only damnation exists as an unchanged 

state from which it is impossible to break out.  

John F. Adams also suggests that the Raven 

is in fact a kind of ‘private symbol’, as he calls 

it; that is, not a physical entity, but rather the 

projection of the grief of the poetic persona, an 

abstract entity that stands for the feelings and 

the state of soul of the narrator. (In his essay 

the author also compares the traditional 

folkloric and mythological properties and 

associations as for ravens and the properties 

and associations that are observable in and 

generated by E. A. Poe’s poem and its title 

character. The author draws the conclusion 

that Poe uses the motif of the raven in a very 

individual way and creates a so-called ‘private 

symbol’ of it, rather than using it as an allusion 

to various folkloric and mythological sources in 

which otherwise controversial connotations are 

attributed to ravens.) As Adams writes it in his 

essay entitled ‘Classical Raven Lore and Poe’s 

Raven’:  

 

In the course of the poem, the Raven develops 

and modifies this and its other associations, 

becoming more and more a private symbol, 
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more and more a dream or hallucinatory 

figure generated by the persona’s emotional 

bankruptcy, increasingly symbolizing private 

spiritual dryness rather than personal 

lamentation for a specific loss. 

 

Adamss argumentation seems to be 

supportable if I consider the basic atmosphere 

of the poem and the original state of soul of the 

poetic narrator that are, in fact, not drastically 

changed by the appearance of the Raven and 

the continuous repetition of the phrase 

nevermore. Certainly, the Raven can be 

interpreted as something that is not completely 

part of reality, a supposedly supernatural 

creature that appears in the environment of the 

poetic narrator in a physical form, but also a 

kind of mental entity that appears within the 

mind of the speaker. It is hard to decide 

whether its presence in the room is physical or 

symbolic, but the present approach seems to 

support that it is rather a visionary figure 

existing within the narrator’s mind than a 

concrete physical entity.  

If the Raven is treated as a ‘private symbol’, 

it is not necessary to interpret it as a mystic 
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herald or a carrier of damnation, not even as an 

independent and physically existing character 

of the narrative poem. It can also be only the 

projection of the speaker’s dark thoughts and 

unbearable sense of loss. When he talks to the 

Raven and hears the same answer every time – 

nevermore, the dialogue may not be between 

him and another living character, but he may 

only talk to himself, gradually comprehending 

the fact that his beloved really died and nothing 

or no-one can resurrect her. Furthermore, 

considering the fact that the poetic speaker is 

supposedly a young scholar, a man 

knowledgeable about (possibly also natural) 

sciences; that is, supposedly a rational and 

intellectual person, the Raven may also be 

interpreted as nothing more than the 

awakening of his own rational sense of reality 

that suggests him that no-one may resurrect 

from death, however he loved Lenore, he 

inevitably has to resign himself to the fact that 

she is dead. However, he cannot work up the 

fact that the beloved woman exists ‘nevermore’ 

in any form, and even love cannot overwhelm 

human mortality. In vain does the speaker’s 

mind know that Lenore is dead, his soul is 
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incapable of accepting the cold, rational and, as 

a matter of fact, paradoxically natural truth. 

This realisation, this complete and ultimate loss 

of the last splinters of hope might lead the 

speaker to a mental state from which there is 

no way out; that is, into a state of mind and 

soul that can be treated as equal to damnation. 

It is not suggested at all that the speaker 

physically dies, but it is rather suggested that 

he has to resign himself to the fact that his 

beloved is dead, and no-one on earth can 

escape from death. Perhaps he will live for 

much more time, beyond the scope of the 

poetic narration and the frameworks of the 

poem, but since he has lost all of his hope by 

facing the death of someone whom he loved, 

the rest of his life will probably be unhappy and 

desperate. He will have to live in a kind of 

earthly damnation until his death, without any 

supernatural force that leads him to 

damnation, because surprisingly it is him who 

condemns himself to damnation by his own 

sadness and ultimate loss of hope.  

After revealing two possible levels of 

damnation in the poem, in the next section of 



 
49 

the essay I attempt to explore another, and 

maybe interesting possible level of damnation.        

 

Meta-poetry in Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The 

Raven’ – the Necessary Damnation of 

Poets 

In the present section of the essay, I make an 

attempt to provide one more and perhaps a 

little unusual interpretation of the poem, from 

the point of view of damnation. Several literary 

historians and critics who have ever written 

about E. A. Poe in some form agree that he was 

undoubtedly one of the most prominent and 

original figures in the history of American 

Literature, or at least during the 19th century. It 

is often argued that his poetic magnitude and 

poetic sense of the world that manifests itself in 

nearly all of his writings cannot be neglected 

within the analysis of his obviously most known 

poem of high aesthetic value.   

As Hungarian literary critic Artúr Elek wrote 

in 1910, it is never to be neglected that Poe was 

a poet in every single piece of his works; 

therefore, his obsessive engagement to 

aestheticism and beauty cannot be ignored, no 

matter which piece of his literary lifework is 
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being analysed. (67) (Although Eleks critical 

approach may seem old-fashioned today, 

comparing them to contemporary trends of 

literary criticism, it may be worth examining 

the same text from even highly different 

perspectives of different eras of literary history 

in order to explore as much possibilities of 

interpretation as possible.)     

If the assumption is accepted that Poe was a 

poet in each of his works, and his being a poet 

is inseparable from the atmosphere and 

possible interpretations of any of his poems (or 

even his prose works), then it is possible to 

examine and interpret ‘The Raven’ and see the 

presence of damnation within it with a 

completely different eye. 

As mentioned above several times, the 

poetic narrator is often interpreted as a young 

scholar; in any case, an intellectual who 

mourns her lost love Lenore. But would it not 

be possible to interpret the figure of the 

narrator as a poet, a man of letters who 

attempts to be immersed in literature in order 

to forget about his memories and pain for a 

while? If it is supposed that the poetic narrator 

is, at least partly, identical with Poe himself, 
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and as discussed above, biographical 

motivations may also have inspired the 

composition of the poem, (although Poe 

himself argues in ‘The Philosophy of 

Composition’ that he had nearly no 

autobiographical inspiration and his only aim 

with the poem was to write a beautiful piece of 

poetry of deep content), it becomes more and 

more acceptable that ‘The Raven’ can also be 

interpreted as a meta-poetic work, a certain 

kind of poetic self-confession, a confession 

about a poet’s sufferings resulting in the 

composition of an aesthetically valuable poem.  

The opening situation of the poem is 

unchanged, even if it is accepted that the poetic 

narrator is rather a poet than a natural 

scientist. But it may also be audaciously 

supposed that he is writing a poem about the 

loss of his beloved Lenore when he suddenly 

hears something from outside that disturbs his 

melancholic and meditative state of mind. 

Going further, it also appears to be imaginable 

that the poetic narrator is writing his poem 

called ‘The Raven’, a poem in which the bird is 

a symbol of his personal pain and the loss of his 

beloved. Then suddenly the poem comes to life 
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and becomes reality, at least for the poet 

himself, within his own room, and finally the 

Raven, the embodiment of his grief and 

unforgettable memories comes to life and 

appears in front of him – it can even be claimed 

it is the text itself that comes to life via its own 

poetic power. If I consider this possibility of 

interpretation, then the statement that a 

(poetic) text comes to life and becomes 

independent of its creator at one level, but at 

another level it may become one with its 

creator, is not so far from the widely accepted 

postmodernist trends of literary criticism 

according to which the text lives its own life, 

introduced and accepted by the 

Deconstructionists and others.  The persona / 

poet may face his own poetic visions, and 

through the presence of the Raven, which, in 

fact, may exist only in the poet’s fantasies and 

in the physical reality at the same time, he 

becomes one with his poetry. It might be a 

possible approach that a perfect poem can be 

born only at the price of the deepest emotional 

shock that a human being can go through: the 

loss of someone, the loss of a beloved beautiful 

woman. A poet has to experience emotional 
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and physical extremities of the highest degree 

in order to become capable of creating a perfect 

piece of literature, perfect in every sense, in 

order to be able to write a valuable poem 

similar to ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allan Poe. In 

other words, it is necessary for the poet to 

experience and survive an extreme situation, a 

nearly unbearable state of soul and mind, a 

state close to damnation in order to gain the 

capability of achieving aesthetic perfection. In 

this sense, damnation can also be treated as a 

psychological state, bringing the concepts of 

madness and damnation very close to each 

other. Considering the fact that the key motif of 

several of Poe’s short stories is madness, it may 

not sound so weird if madness and damnation 

are treated as similar to each other, or even 

accept the hypothesis that madness can be 

treated as a certain type of damnation.   

In ‘The Raven’, the poetic narrator lost his 

beloved, and this loss is very hard to get 

through. This loss is what leads to a mental and 

emotional state that is close or identical with 

damnation. The narrator has to face solitude, 

hopelessness and probably everlasting grief. 

His room is a place for sufferings, and facing 
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the creature of his own poetic imagination, the 

Raven that is meant to express all of his sorrow, 

pain and dark emotions, he undoubtedly 

experiences damnation within his own poetic 

mind. He hears the cruel refrain nevermore 

pronounced again and again, pushing him 

deeper and deeper into his own grief and pain, 

but from inside, not from outside. The room, as 

an enclosed environment, may also mean much 

more than only the poet’s room in the simple 

physical sense. This room can also stand for his 

mind and soul within which the interaction 

between him and the Raven – that is identical 

with his own sorrow and remembrances which 

he is seemingly unable to get rid of – occurs. As 

a result of this interaction, the poetic narrator 

reaches a state of soul that is very similar to 

damnation and from which seemingly, as 

stressed above several times, there is no way 

out. However, experiencing a state similar to 

damnation, in parallel with unbearable 

emotional pain and the darkest sorrow that a 

man can live through, he also gains the 

capability to write perfect poems, to see human 

existence from a higher perspective and 

produce pieces of literature that are everlasting 
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and have some superior message to the all-time 

reader; pieces of literature that can cause 

aesthetical pleasure and make people think 

about their own existence at the same time.  

In the last stanza, the poetic narrator 

condemns himself to damnation explicitly, and 

although the rest of his life after the loss of his 

beloved may be sad and nearly completely 

hopeless, having gone through a serious trauma 

and experienced damnation, now he possesses 

the capability of creating everlasting pieces of 

poetry, and for a poet it is maybe much more 

important than living a normal and happy life 

in the everyday sense. At least partly 

considering his biographical data and possible 

motivations discussed in the beginning of the 

present essay, even if this it seems to contradict 

postmodernist critical approaches according to 

which the biography of the author does not 

matter in the interpretation of a text, the author 

himself may have been completely aware of the 

fact that it is nearly necessary for a poet to 

experience extremities of life and states close to 

damnation in order to be capable of writing 

something that is more valuable and beautiful 

than any average piece of literature in the 
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world, since the honest suffering of an artist 

may add something more to the value of the 

given work of art. In this sense, the meta-poetic 

character of ‘The Raven’ and the concept of 

necessary poetic damnation can be connected 

with the 19th century French literary tradition 

called the poète maudit (accursed poet), also 

considering the fact that Poe was nearly the 

contemporary of Charles Baudelaire, one of the 

French poets traditionally named Les Poètes 

Maudites and had a serious influence on 

several French symbolist poets. French Literary 

historian Pascal Brisette even states that Poe 

himself was one of the authors called by this 

name, despite the fact that he was American, 

just like John Keats, whose life and poetry also 

show features referring to damnation and 

cursedness (Brisette 36).  

This way, the meta-poetic interpretation of 

‘The Raven’ and the introduction of the concept 

of necessary poetic damnation within the 

poem, for the sake of creating everlasting 

poetry, may seem to be a supportable approach 

that brings closer older traditional and 

postmodernist readings to each other, among 

the several other possible approaches and 
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interpretations of this well-known poem 

written by one of the prominent canonised 

American poets of the 19th century.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

Literary historian Charles Feidelson Jr. claims 

that E. A. Poe was a poet who apparently 

seriously believed in the ‘physical power of 

words’ (37). Making an attempt to examine 

probably one of his most prominent poetic 

works entitled ‘The Raven’, this statement may 

be seen justified. The complexity, the multi-

layered character of the poem obviously proves 

to both literary critics and readers that the 

author might have been one of the prominent 

and most original poets within the history of 

American Literature.  

In the present essay, I examined and 

explored the aspects of damnation within the 

poem. Examining only a few possible levels of 

interpretation from the point of view of 

damnation, it became clear that several 

possible ways of interpretation may prove to be 

acceptable, several ways that can even be seen 

as controversial approaches, yet somehow they 

complete each other, and together they 
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constitute a whole. Damnation can be a process 

initiated by or a state carried by the Raven. 

Simultaneously, it can be seen as a state that is 

unchanged from the beginning, and the bird 

only makes the narrator realise that he has 

been in the state of damnation for long. 

Furthermore, beyond the loss of the beloved 

women, being a poet identical with being in the 

state of a kind of damnation also arises as a 

possible manner of interpreting ‘The Raven’ by 

Edgar Allan Poe. Different types of damnations 

are revolving within the same kaleidoscope, 

different levels of interpretation appear to be 

valid for the same poem, and these different 

approaches may present a complete picture 

about the poem as a whole. Damnation, state or 

process, poetic or just simply mental and 

emotional, is the very state within which the 

narrator of Poe’s ‘The Raven’ suffers, and the 

Raven itself is the physical embodiment, the 

incarnation of this damnation within the poem. 

By reading ‘The Raven’, Edgar Allan Poe invites 

the reader to a journey, a journey to a world 

where damnation rules – but even if this poetic 

world of Poe is ruled by damnation, it is not to 

be forgotten that it is poetic. And this poetic 
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quality is what gives a wonderful character to 

the gloomy and melancholic atmosphere 

created in ‘The Raven’ by Poe, and via this 

poetic quality, the author becomes capable of 

making the reader experience different aspects 

and levels of damnation; but at the same time, 

he also saves the reader from this damnation, 

via ‘the physical power of words’, as quoted 

above from literary historian Charles Feidelson 

Jr. 

Certainly, the present essay, due to its 

extension, is not able to explore and discuss all 

possible dimensions of damnation within the 

poem. However, examining a possible leitmotif 

of it and offering a few possible approaches and 

levels of interpretation from a certain 

perspective, it may have highlighted a few main 

aspects of the complex and multi-layered 

character of ‘The Raven’, which makes it a 

nearly legendary poem even at an international 

level and has been arresting the attention of 

several literary scholars and readers time and 

again in the past 160 years.         
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EDGAR ALLAN POE: The Raven  

 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I 

pondered weak and weary, 

Over many a quaint and curious volume of 

forgotten lore, 

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly 

there came a tapping, 

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my 

chamber door. 

‘Tis some visitor, I muttered, ‘tapping at my 

chamber door – 

Only this, and nothing more. 

 

Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak 

December, 

And each separate dying ember wrought its 

ghost upon the floor. 

Eagerly I wished the morrow; – vainly I had 

sought to borrow 

From my books surcease of sorrow - sorrow 

for the lost Lenore – 

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the 

angels name Lenore – 

Nameless here for evermore. 
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And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each 

purple curtain 

Thrilled me – filled me with fantastic terrors 

never felt before; 

So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I 

stood repeating 

‘Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my 

chamber door – 

Some late visitor entreating entrance at my 

chamber door; – 

This it is, and nothing more, 

 

Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating 

then no longer, 

‘Sir, said I, ‘or Madam, truly your forgiveness 

I implore; 

But the fact is I was napping, and so gently 

you came rapping, 

And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at 

my chamber door, 

That I scarce was sure I heard you – here I 

opened wide the door; – 

Darkness there, and nothing more. 

 

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood 

there wondering, fearing, 
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Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever 

dared to dream before; 

But the silence was unbroken, and the 

darkness gave no token, 

And the only word there spoken was the 

whispered word, ‘Lenore! 

This I whispered, and an echo murmured back 

the word, ‘Lenore! 

Merely this and nothing more. 

 

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul 

within me burning, 

Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat 

louder than before. 

‘Surely, said I, ‘surely that is something at my 

window lattice; 

Let me see then, what thereat is, and this 

mystery explore – 

Let my heart be still a moment and this 

mystery explore; – 

Tis the wind and nothing more! 

 

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with 

many a flirt and flutter, 

In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly 

days of yore. 
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Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute 

stopped or stayed he; 

But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above 

my chamber door – 

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my 

chamber door – 

Perched, and sat, and nothing more. 

 

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy 

into smiling, 

By the grave and stern decorum of the 

countenance it wore, 

‘Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou, I 

said, ‘art sure no craven. 

Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering 

from the nightly shore – 

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Nights 

Plutonian shore! 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. 

 

Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear 

discourse so plainly, 

Though its answer little meaning - little 

relevancy bore; 

For we cannot help agreeing that no living 

human being 
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Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above 

his chamber door - 

Bird or beast above the sculptured bust above 

his chamber door, 

With such name as ‘Nevermore. 

 

But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, 

spoke only, 

That one word, as if his soul in that one word 

he did outpour. 

Nothing further then he uttered - not a feather 

then he fluttered – 

Till I scarcely more than muttered `Other 

friends have flown before – 

On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes 

have flown before. 

Then the bird said, ‘Nevermore. 

 

Startled at the stillness broken by reply so 

aptly spoken, 

‘Doubtless, said I, ‘what it utters is its only 

stock and store, 

Caught from some unhappy master whom 

unmerciful disaster 

Followed fast and followed faster till his songs 

one burden bore – 
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Till the dirges of his hope that melancholy 

burden bore 

Of ‘Never-nevermore.’ 

 

But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul 

into smiling, 

Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of 

bird and bust and door; 

Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself 

to linking 

Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous 

bird of yore – 

What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and 

ominous bird of yore 

Meant in croaking ‘Nevermore. 

 

This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable 

expressing 

To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into 

my bosoms core; 

This and more I sat divining, with my head at 

ease reclining 

On the cushions velvet lining that the lamp-

light gloated oer, 

But whose velvet violet lining with the lamp-

light gloating oer, 
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She shall press, ah, nevermore! 

 

Then, methought, the air grew denser, 

perfumed from an unseen censer 

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled 

on the tufted floor. 

‘Wretch, I cried, ‘thy God hath lent thee – by 

these angels he has sent thee 

Respite – respite and nepenthe from thy 

memories of Lenore! 

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and forget 

this lost Lenore! 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. 

 

‘Prophet! said I, ‘thing of evil! - prophet still, if 

bird or devil! – 

Whether tempter sent, or whether tempest 

tossed thee here ashore, 

Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land 

enchanted – 

On this home by horror haunted - tell me truly, 

I implore – 

Is there – is there balm in Gilead? – tell me – 

tell me, I implore! 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. 

 



 
67 

‘Prophet! said I, ‘thing of evil! – prophet still, if 

bird or devil! 

By that Heaven that bends above us - by that 

God we both adore – 

Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the 

distant Aidenn, 

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the 

angels name Lenore – 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the 

angels name Lenore? 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. 

 

‘Be that word our sign of parting, bird or 

fiend! I shrieked upstarting – 

‘Get thee back into the tempest and the Nights 

Plutonian shore! 

Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy 

soul hath spoken! 

Leave my loneliness unbroken! – quit the bust 

above my door! 

Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy 

form from off my door! 

Quoth the raven, ‘Nevermore. 

 

And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still 

is sitting 
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On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my 

chamber door; 

And his eyes have all the seeming of a demons 

that is dreaming, 

And the lamp-light oer him streaming throws 

his shadow on the floor; 

And my soul from out that shadow that lies 

floating on the floor 

Shall be lifted – nevermore! 
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CREATION, IMAGINATION 

AND METAPOETRY IN 

‘KUBLA KHAN’ 

AN ESSAY ON SAMUEL 

TAYLOR COLERIDGE’S 

PARADIGMATIC POEM 

 

Introduction 

Kubla Khan is one of the best-known works by 

the famous romantic English poet Samuel 

Taylor. Many interpretations of the poem are 

possible, different critics have represented 

completely different opinions about the message 

of the work in the past more than 200 years. 

The aim of the present essay is to approach the 

poem from one of the numerous points of view, 

within the frameworks of an in-depth analysis  

One of the possible interpretations is 

meta-poetry; that is, poetry written about 

poetry itself. But before we attempt to explore in 

detail what motifs seem to support that that the 

poem is a kind of meta-poetic self-confession, it 

is worth having a glance at the circumstances 

under which the work was written, and what 

comments the author himself later added to it. 

Henceforth we attempt to summarize what 
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biographical motivations played what roles in 

the creation of the poem, before we start the in-

depth analysis and the exploration of the motifs 

referring to the meta-poetic character of the 

work. 

 

Possible Biographical Motivations 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote his poem called 

Kubla Khan in the autumn of 1797, allegedly in 

a farmhouse near Exmoor, but since it was 

published only in 1816, it seems to be probable 

that the author revised it several times before 

the publication. Coleridge himself claimed that 

the poem was inspired by and opium-induced 

dream, as it is implicitly referred to in the 

secondary title of the poem: A Vision in a 

Dream. Furthermore, it is also supposed that 

the imagery of the poem is partly inspired by 

Marco Polo’s reports about his journey to China  

and  the description of the area called ‘Shangdu’ 

(which is identical with the poems spot called 

Xanadu), where Mongolian ruler Kubla Khan 

really used to have a palace in the 13th century. 

The description by Marco Polo was included in 

Samuel Purchass book entitled Pilgrimage (Vol. 

XI, 231).   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Purchas
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As Samuel Coleridge himself writes in his note 

to the poem:  

 

‘In the summer of the year 1797, the Author, 

then in ill health, had retired to a lonely farm-

house between Porlock and Linton, on the 

Exmoor confines of Somerset and Devonshire. 

In consequence of a slight indisposition, an 

anodyne had been prescribed, from the effects 

of which he fell asleep in his chair at the 

moment that he was reading the following 

sentence, or words of the same substance, in 

Purchass Pilgrimage…’ 

  

Since the poet himself commented on the 

composition of the work, it is really probable 

that he wrote, or at least started to write it 

under the influence of drugs, or the vision 

described in the poem was originally really 

caused by intoxication.  

True, Coleridge commented on his own 

poem after it had been published, he himself 

gave no explicit interpretation about the 

message of the work. That is why the poem is 

debated by many critics, whether it is just a 
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kind of visionary poetry without any kind of 

previously planned message, just in order to 

cause aesthetic pleasure to the reader, or 

although the author himself left no kind of 

explicit interpretation, there was an underlying 

conception behind the creation of the 

mysterious lines, and there is really a kind of 

very well-developed message under the surface.  

From here, as mentioned above, after 

having a glance at the circumstances under 

which the work was supposedly composed, we 

will make an attempt to interpret the poem as a 

kind of meta-poetry, a poetic interpretation of 

poetry, art, and the assignment of the poet 

himself.  

 

A Possible Interpretation of ‘Kubla 

Khan’ 

The poem is divided into three paragraphs by 

the author. It starts with the description of a 

wonderful palace built by Mongolian and 

Chinese ruler Kubla Khan in Xanadu, a really 

existing geographical area situated in China. 

However strange it sounds, a loose historical 

background is observable behind the dream-like 

vision set into poetry, since the Khan was a real 



 
75 

historical personality, and the palace described 

in the overture of the poem really existed in 

some form. Outside the visionary palace a holy 

river, the Alph is flowing into the dark, ‘sunless 

sea’, as Coleridge writes. Then the poem 

continues with the description of the ‘fertile 

grounds’ near the palace, and it also turns out 

that the building is surrounded by ancient 

forests and hills. To sum it up, the first 

paragraph describes a historical, but at the same 

time seemingly supernatural and mythical, 

majestic world, dominated by Kubla Khan and 

his ‘pleasure dome’. This world seems to be a 

static picture where everything is unchanged, 

like a timeless, painting-like place, where the 

dimension of time does not exist, or at least it 

cannot be observed, a kind of empire of eternity. 

It must be mentioned that in the first paragraph 

the poetic speaker describes the sight as a 

spectator from outside, he is not an active 

character, is not present in the world where the 

dream-like settings exist.   

However, in the second paragraph of the 

poem a drastic, dramatic change of view can be 

observed:  
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‘But oh ! that deep romantic chasm which 

slanted 

Down the green hill athwart a cedarn 

cover ! 

A savage place ! as holy and enchanted 

As eer beneath a waning moon was 

haunted 

By woman wailing for her demon-lover 

!...’ 

 

That is, a little further from the fairy-tale like, 

majestic and idyllic palace of the Khan the 

speaker describes a hell-like, mysterious and 

ominous environment, ‘a savage place’, which is 

beyond the boundaries of the area that is 

dominated by Kubla and his ‘pleasure dome’. 

Pagan-like, supernatural forces appear in the 

poem, breaking out from the depth, disturbing 

the idyll of the world outlined in the first 

paragraph. A source of a fountain is described 

that feeds a river that floods through trees and 

rocks, and this river finally inundates Kublas 

gardens. As the last lines of the second 

paragraph describe:  
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‘And mid this tumult Kubla heard from far 

Ancestral voices prophesying war!’ 

 

That is, as the water inundates Kubla Khans 

wonderful domain, the ruler hears voices, 

‘ancestral voices’, supposedly the voice of the 

spirits of his ancestors who remind him that the 

flood is just a kind of prognostication, and he 

will soon have to face war against something or 

someone. Summarising it, the second paragraph 

is a kind of contrast to the first, in which the 

destruction, the annihilation of the idyllic and 

seemingly perfect land described by the first 

paragraph is outlined. However perfect and 

visionary the domain of Kubla Khan was, it was 

destroyed by a flood, probably motivated by 

mysterious, supernatural forces that might have 

been envious of the Khans power, as he was a 

mortal human, despite what he had possessed 

and what he had achieved, he could not reach as 

much power as certain supernatural forces, 

maybe gods who punished him for having 

wanted too much.  

In the third, last paragraph of the poem 

the speaker continues to describe what 



 
78 

happened after the palace was destructed by the 

flood, he claims that: 

 

‘The shadow of the dome of pleasure 

Floated midway on the waves; 

Where was heard the mingled measure 

From the fountain and the caves. 

It was a miracle of rare device, 

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!’ 

 

That is, the shadow of the dome was reflected by 

the water, and in vain it got destroyed, some 

kind of wonderful sight emerged from the water, 

and in some form the palace (and possibly the 

ruler himself) re-created itself (and himself) in 

another dimension of existence.  

Finally, suddenly the poetic speaker shifts 

into first person singular, starts to narrate in a 

much more personal voice, appears as not a 

simple narrator, but as a kind of character of the 

poem. As Coleridge writes: ‘In a vision once I 

saw…’, that is, the speaker acknowledges in a 

way that all that he described in the first two 

paragraphs was a kind of poetic vision, as was 

the ‘Abyssinian maid’ playing a dulcimer 

mentioned in the further lines of the poem. The 
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speaker claims that if he had the capability to 

recall the music played by the mysterious maid, 

then he would be able to reconstruct Kubla 

Khans visionary palace from mere music, and he 

would be able to become as enormous and 

powerful as Kubla Khan himself. The very last 

lines of the poem:  

 

‘And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 

His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 

Weave a circle round him thrice, 

And close your eyes with holy dread, 

For he on honey-dew hath fed, 

And drunk the milk of Paradise.’ 

 

That is, it is described how powerful and fearful 

the poetic speaker himself would become if he 

were able to reconstruct the palace and gain the 

power of Kubla Khan. A possible interpretation 

is that he could even become one with Kubla 

Khan in some kind of supernatural, timeless 

dimension, he himself could become the 

mythical ruler.  
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Concluding Remarks – Meta-poetry 

in the Poem 

The poetic speaker himself could become much 

more than he is in mortal, human reality, and if 

we attempt to interpret the poem as a kind of 

meta-poetry, a work about the creative power of 

poets, we might even risk the statement that 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (and all other great 

poets in his world view) are all Kubla Khans, 

who have the power to create and dominate 

within the world of imagination. Since the poem 

itself is a mixture of dream and vision, as the 

author himself claimed, everything is possible in 

the world described in it. Although Kubla Khan 

is the powerful ruler of a seemingly perfect and 

dream-like world, he has to face the destruction 

of his domain, but somehow all of it resurrects 

in a new form. Poets, who are all creators and 

rulers of their own imaginary worlds, may have 

to face the destruction of what is important to 

them. But on the other hand, if they are real 

artist, they have the power the re-create their 

own worlds, their own works of art, even if they 

are destructed time by time. But no matter how 

many times ones imaginary world is destructed, 

the eternal power of art is somehow outside the 
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dimension of time, and poets must be able to 

possess this kind of power. The destruction of 

Kubla Khans palace and the flood can also be 

interpreted as the destructive power of time that 

shows no mercy towards anything mortal. But 

since the Khan / the poet (?) is a man of 

exceptional artistic abilities, he has the power 

and the courage to fight against time and 

resurrect from total destruction and finally 

reach a kind of eternity via his creative power 

and works of art.  

Since the search for eternity and the cult of 

geniuses were amongst the key characteristics of 

the period of the Romantics, Coleridges poem 

may be read as a kind of romantic guideline for 

poets, a meta-poetic work that reminds artists 

that eternity can be reached if they are really 

talented enough and brave enough to fight 

against the destructive power of time and 

human mortality, not merely as a vision-dream-

like poem that perhaps causes aesthetical 

pleasure to the all-time reader, but its real 

message is hard or even impossible to decode.       
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SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE: Kubla 

Khan  

 

Or, a vision in a dream. A Fragment.  

 

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan  

A stately pleasure-dome decree:  

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran  

Through caverns measureless to man  

Down to a sunless sea.  

So twice five miles of fertile ground  

With walls and towers were girdled round;  

And there were gardens bright with sinuous 

rills,  

Where blossomed many an incense-bearing 

tree;  

And here were forests ancient as the hills,  

Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.  

 

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which 

slanted  

Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!  

A savage place! as holy and enchanted  

As eer beneath a waning moon was haunted  

By woman wailing for her demon-lover!  
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And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil 

seething,  

As if this earth in fast thick pants were 

breathing,  

A mighty fountain momently was forced:  

Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst  

Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,  

Or chaffy grain beneath the threshers flail:  

And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever  

It flung up momently the sacred river.  

Five miles meandering with a mazy motion  

Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,  

Then reached the caverns measureless to man,  

And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean;  

And mid this tumult Kubla heard from far  

Ancestral voices prophesying war!  

The shadow of the dome of pleasure  

Floated midway on the waves;  

Where was heard the mingled measure  

From the fountain and the caves.  

It was a miracle of rare device,  

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!  

 

A damsel with a dulcimer  

In a vision once I saw:  

It was an Abyssinian maid  
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And on her dulcimer she played,  

Singing of Mount Abora.  

Could I revive within me  

Her symphony and song,  

To such a deep delight twould win me,  

That with music loud and long,  

I would build that dome in air,  

That sunny dome! those caves of ice!  

And all who heard should see them there,  

And all should cry, Beware! Beware!  

His flashing eyes, his floating hair!  

Weave a circle round him thrice,  

And close your eyes with holy dread  

For he on honey-dew hath fed,  

And drunk the milk of Paradise. 
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IN THE SHADOW OF DIFFERENT 

TYPES OF DEATHS 

THE MOTIF OF DEATH IN WILLIAM 

BUTLER YEATS’S POETRY AFTER 1920 

 

 

Introduction  

William Butler Yeats the well-known Irish poet 

wrote more and more about death (not only 

about the possibility of his own personal death) 

in the late period of his life, after 1920.  

The motif of human mortality appears in 

many poems from the late period of his poetry. 

The aim of the present essay is to select and 

analyse a few pieces from among his most 

important works, supporting the statement that 

death, passing of life and destruction together 

with it became a key motif in his late poems. But 

before we start the in-depth analysis of separate 

poems by the author, it is worth having a glance 

at the general tendencies and changes that are 

characteristic of Yeats’s poetry, mainly after 

1920. 
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General Changes in the Poetic Style of 

W. B. Yeats’s Late Poems  

Yeats is considered to be one of the most 

significant poets writing in English by many 

literary critics. In the beginning of his poetic 

career he wrote his poems mainly in classical 

verse forms. He is considered to be one of the 

latest romantic and one of the first modernist 

authors at the same time. His earlier poems are 

‘conventionally poetic’, as it can easily be proven 

by examining his first volumes. His early poetry 

is considered late-romantic in many senses, 

since it is largely based on Irish folklore and 

Celtic Myths. Nevertheless, in his three volumes 

titled In the Seven Woods, The Green Helmet 

and Responsibilities that are from the middle 

period of his poetic lifework he uses a more 

direct approach to his themes and writes in a 

much more personal voice. The experience of 

getting old is a determining motif in the last 

twenty years of his poetry; for example, in his 

poem called The Circus Animals Desertion, he 

describes what inspired his late works: 

 

‘Now that my ladders gone 
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I must lie down where all the ladders start 

In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart’  

 

In his works after 1920 Yeats deals much more 

with contemporary problems than topics 

deriving from myths and folklore, and he 

mentions his son and his daughters in his late 

poems more and more frequently.  

Some literary critics also state that the 

author spanned the transition from the 19th 

century into the 20th century and he created a 

kind of bridge between romanticism and 

modernism. All in all, nearly all of literary critics 

agree that Yeats’s poetic world view derived 

from a wide range of sources, just to mention a 

few from among them, Hinduism, Christianity, 

Voodooism, Romanticism and Modernism, 

many social and political trends, etc. Such a 

mixture of ideas served as the basis of his late 

poetry as well. W. H. Auden criticized his late 

works as the ‘deplorable spectacle of a grown 

man occupied with the mumbo-jumbo of magic 

and the nonsense of India’. Yeats did not trust 

in human intellectuality anymore in his last 

twenty years, he rather turned to a kind of 

mysticism and conceived his otherwise very 
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straightforward and deep thoughts in visions, 

imaginary worlds and timeless pictures. His 

volume published in 1925, titled simply A Vision 

illustrates his delusion of cold intellectuality in a 

very spectacular way. A kind of dramatic 

transformation can be observed in the change of 

his style. His last poetry volumes (The Tower – 

1928; The Winding Stairs – 1929; and New 

Poems – 1938) contained some of the most 

significant images of the twentieth-century 

poetry, and his Last Poems are considered the 

best pieces of his lifework. 

Although the signs of anti-democracy and 

the sympathy with Fascism and other political 

extremities are observable in some of Yeats’s 

late works, his last lines undeniably visualize the 

rise of Christianity and the coming of a better 

world after the total destruction of the frail and 

delusory mortal human world.  

As for the motif of death in his poetry, from 

his late period maybe two poems deserve special 

attention: Sailing to Byzantium, as a vision of 

his personal death, and The Second Coming as a 

kind of vision about the decline and the 

collective death of the European civilisation. 

Henceforth we will make an attempt to discuss 
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the two poems mentioned above in detail, 

focusing on the motif of death and destruction 

as the key motifs of Yeats’s poetry after 1920. 

 

Sailing to Byzantium – Yeat’s Vision of 

Death and Afterlife 

Sailing to Byzantium is one of W. B. Yeats’s 

best-known poems, first published in 1928, in 

the poetry volume titled The Tower. The poem 

consists of four stanzas, each one is made up of 

eight ten-syllable lines. It is the description of 

the poetic speaker’s imaginary journey to 

Byzantium, the capital of the ancient South-

Roman Empire, a kind of homeland of eternity 

in the poem. It is a kind of vision about what 

can happen to an elderly artist after his death, 

whether or not he can achieve the dream of 

probably all artists in the world, eternity. Many 

critics parallel this one of Yeats’s poems and 

John Keatss classical romantic poem called Ode 

on a Grecian Urn, since both of them are based 

on the contrast of human mortality and eternity 

that may be reached by becoming one with art. 

The first stanza of the poem is an 

introduction in which the poetic speaker 

describes the mortal world and his former life 
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which he is soon to leave for the sake of another, 

probably much better and higher form of 

existence. The speaker describes his mortal life 

as a land that he does not like and has no more 

place within it. ,,That is no country for old 

men…’, writes Yeats immediately in the first 

line, as a kind of delusion of the whole mortal 

existence.  

  

‘In one anothers arms, birds in the trees 

– Those dying generations – at their song, 

The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas, 

Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long 

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.’ 

 

Yeats depicts his whole existence as a kind of 

seemingly happy, but superficial and declining 

world in which the circulation of life and death 

is permanent, but everything must die and 

nearly nothing represents an eternal value; 

besides, the ‘monuments of unaging intellect’ 

are not respected at all, they are ‘neglected’ in 

the ‘sensual music’; that is, it is much easier for 

everyone to think of momentary joys and enjoy 

life as long as possible instead of thinking about 

what is valuable and what is not, what is worth 
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dealing with and what is not. Physical joys are 

much more important than intellectual values, 

and the poet is disappointed at this kind of 

world view in his old age. It is also possible that 

Yeats described not only the human existence in 

general, but the situation of his own Ireland and 

his own age. As it can be read in Encyclopedia 

Britannica: 

  

‘[The poem] is grounded in literal meaning as 

well, for in 1924 the ailing Yeats left Ireland, no 

country for old men, to view Byzantine mosaics 

in Italy’ 

 

The second stanza of the poem describes the 

aged man as ‘a paltry thing, a tattered coat upon 

a stick’; that is, as a pitiful and helpless creature 

who has no more power and is subjected to the 

ignorant and unfair world. According to the 

poetic speaker, the only chance of an old man to 

rise up from his pitiful situation is to create 

artefacts and trying to redeem himself with the 

power of poetry from his mortality. But in order 

to be able to do so, an old man has to ‘learn’ a 

kind of magical song from the monuments 

mentioned in the first stanza. That is why the 
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elderly poet confesses that, as he writes at the 

end of the stanza: 

 

‘And therefore I have sailed the seas and come 

to the holy city of Byzantium.’  

 

That is, the elderly poet finally arrives at 

Byzantium, the holy place where it becomes 

possible to get rid of his tired, mortal human 

body and liberate his soul, and finally become 

one with his own art, gaining a kind of eternity 

and immortality. Concerning Byzantium, 

Encyclopedia Britannica writes: 

 

‘For Yeats, ancient Byzantium was the purest 

embodiment of transfiguration into the 

timelessness of art’ (Britannica). While 

Byzantium has historically been known to be 

the art and cultural successor of Rome, the 

speaker also refers to this place as a ‘holy city’.’ 

  

The third stanza describes the poetic speaker’s 

vision after he finally arrived at Byzantium. He 

asks ‘the sages’, the wise men of Byzantium to 

come down to him from Gods ‘holy fire’ and 

become the ‘singing masters of his soul’, and he 
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begs to them to liberate his soul from his dying 

body at the same time. The ‘holy fire’ represents 

the supernatural and timeless character of 

Byzantium, the power through which one can 

liberate himself from his or her mortal 

constraints and enter into a higher form of 

existence. It can be seen as a metaphor similar 

to the Purgatory in the Holy Bible, in which the 

soul is cleansed, in this case not unconditionally 

from its sins, but from everything that bound it 

to its former world, making it capable of 

reaching eternity. The motif of the fire can also 

be treated as a similar motif to the fire of the 

Phoenix, a mythical bird that is consumed by 

fires time and again, but always resurrects from 

its own ashes. The poetic speaker also wants to 

be annihilated on the one hand, but on the other 

hand he wants to gain the capability of 

resurrection in another dimension of existence. 

He is ‘fastened to a dying animal’, his own 

mortal and tired human body, and he evidently 

has to break out of it if he really wants to belong 

to the supernatural existence, the eternity of 

Byzantium. Encyclopedia Britannica writes: 
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‘The old man of Sailing to Byzantium imagined 

the citys power as being able to gather him into 

the artifice of eternity – representative of or 

embodying all knowledge, linked like a perfect 

machine at the centre of time.’ 

 

The fourth stanza is a kind of continuation of 

the poetic speaker’s prayer for being granted the 

capability of reaching a higher form of 

existence. He expresses his desire that once he 

was finally transformed by the ‘holy fire’, he 

would never like to return into any kind of 

‘natural form’, but would rather become a kind 

of mechanic golden bird that is able to entertain 

‘the drowsy Emperor’ (of Byzantium) ‘keeping 

him awake’, singing about ‘what is past, passing 

or to come’. That is, he wants to become 

something that is able to sing the song of time 

itself, some kind of embodiment of eternity 

against human mortality, even if it is something 

lifeless, something mechanical, as if he wanted 

to somehow unite the features of organic, 

biological (and necessarily mortal) life with the 

features of timelessness, eternity and majesty, 

but if it is not possible to achieve in a form 

similar to organic life, then let it be mechanic 
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and inorganic. The motifs of ‘hammered gold’ 

and the ‘Grecian goldsmiths’ strongly resemble 

to the imagery of Keatss Ode on a Grecian Urn, 

as mentioned above. The ancient land of Greece 

and Byzantium appears in both poem as some 

kind of embodiment of a higher form of life, 

existence and culture that survive human 

mortality, but only artists can reach this kind of 

existence via their works of art, which is in 

Yeats’s case is mainly poetry, whereas in Keatss 

case all manifestations of art are covered. 

Furthermore, in the last stanza Yeats identifies 

himself as a kind of seer who can see the events 

of the past, sees through the events of the 

present and is also capable of predicting the 

events of the future; but since he is in 

possession of the state of eternity, time is 

already only a relative category for him. 

To sum it up, Sailing to Byzantium is one of 

the most significant pieces of William Butler 

Yeats’s poetry after 1920. It is one of the key 

poems as for the motif of death in his poetic 

work from the examined period. Although the 

poetic speaker, as an elderly man, predicts his 

death in a certain way, it is not simply the 

prediction of physical death, but the vision of an 
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artist about what is possible after death and how 

it is possible to escape from death and complete 

destruction. In the poem Yeats does not see his 

personal death in the future as something that 

must be feared of, but as a kind of possibility to 

leave a frail and valueless world at which the 

elderly poet is already disappointed in order to 

enter a new reality dominated by perfection and 

eternity, where only the chosen ones, that is, 

only artists can reach after their death, 

becoming one with their works of art. As an 

artist, Yeats optimistically thinks that his death 

will not be the death of a simple mortal human, 

but he will finally become one of the chosen 

ones who can experience a higher form of 

existence beyond the mortal human world and 

finally enter the gates of Byzantium, the holy 

city where artists can unite with their art, as a 

kind of reward for their lifelong work in the 

mortal earth. 

Having attempted to make an analysis of the 

presence of the poet’s personal death in Yeats’s 

poetry via examining Sailing to Byzantium, 

henceforth we will make an attempt to discover 

the motif of collective death in his lifework, via 

the analyses of his poem The Second Coming. 
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The Second Coming – The Vision of 

Collective Death  

The Second Coming was first published in 

November 1920, in The Dial, and afterwards in 

Yeats’s poetic volume entitled Michael Robartes 

and the Dancer (1921). Strong religious 

symbolism is used in the poem in order to 

pinpoint the decline of the European culture 

and visualise the prediction of the collective 

death of the western culture or the whole 

humanity. It is based on a belief that civilisation 

is nearing to a turning point around the second 

millennium, the second coming of Jesus Christ, 

according to the Holy Bible. 

The poem was supposedly written as a kind 

of aftermath of the First World War, and also 

strongly inspired by the French and German 

revolutions, and the Russian Revolution of 1917.  

  

‘Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world…’ 
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The poem, as we can see, starts with an in-

medias-res-like overture, a vision-like 

description of what is in process at the 

(timeless) moments of the poetic narration. The 

first passage of the poem is not else but a series 

of chaotic, ominous pictures, according to which 

nothing is the same as used to be, something 

has drastically changed and the world is 

breaking into pieces, is sinking into anarchy. It 

is to be mentioned that Yeats uses the word 

‘gyre’ in the first line of the poem, a word that is 

also used in Sailing to Byzantium and several of 

Yeats’s poems. According to Yeats’s own 

explanation, by ‘gyre’ he means two conical 

spirals, one of them situated within the other. 

The term is to express Yeats’s theory of history, 

which is present in his 1925 poetic value titled A 

Vision.  

   In the beginning of the second passage the 

speaker of the poem stops and establishes the 

following: 

 

‘Surely some revelation is at hand; 

Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

The Second Coming!’ 
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Yeats speaks about some revelation that 

turns out to be the Second Coming. Then the 

series of chaotic and ominous scenes is 

continuing, a sphinx or sphinx-like beast is 

outlined within the lines of the poem: 

 

‘...somewhere in the sands of the desert 

A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds....’ 

 

As Yeats himself claimed it, the notion of 

such a beast had long captivated his mind even 

before he wrote The Second Coming, around 

1904, but later he finally wrote it down in his 

poem. Litarary critic Yvor Winters writes about 

the poem: 

 

‘…we must face the fact that Yeats attitude 

toward the beast is different from ours: we 

may find the beast terrifying, but Yeats finds 

him satisfying – he is Yeats judgment upon all 

that we regard as civilized. Yeats approves of 

this kind of brutality.’ 
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That is, the beast described in the poem can 

be interpreted as a kind of executioner of 

human civilization who comes to punish instead 

of Jesus Christ, and the Second Coming, as the 

title says, is his arrival to earth. A creature that 

will cause the total destruction of humanity, but 

in order that a higher form of existence can 

evolve after everything frail and mortal has 

perished. 

Yeats himself writes in his notes to the poem:  

 

‘The end of an age, which always receives the 

revelation of the character of the next age, is 

represented by the coming of one gyre to its 

place of greatest expansion and of the other to 

that of its greatest contraction. At the present 

moment the life gyre is sweeping outward, 

unlike that before the birth of Christ which was 

narrowing, and has almost reached its greatest 

expansion.’ 

  

The poem is closed down with a question: 

 

‘And what rough beast, its hour come round at 

last, 

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?’ 
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That is, maybe even the poetic speaker himself 

does not really know what is coming and what 

will really happen, but evidently something that 

must happen out of human will. All in all, it is 

evidently a kind of vision of complete 

destruction and collective death, but similar to 

Sailing to Byzantium, a kind of optimistic end is 

possible even after collective death. If 

everything mortal is destroyed, perhaps a new 

world can evolve after the old one is finally 

judged, punished and annihilated. Annihilation 

is the precondition of a new beginning, and just 

like in the case of his own death, he also hopes 

for a better and higher form of existence after 

the collective death of the whole humanity.  

Interestingly, an article was published in the 

near past, in New York Times that paralleled the 

imagery of the poem and the permanent wars in 

the Middle East. That is, it is possible that the 

prediction of Yeats from 1920 seems to become 

reality in some way, at least partly, if it is 

interpreted as the prediction of a destructing 

war that once will break out in the Middle East; 

namely in the ancient land of the Holy Bible 

where Jesus Christ was once born. 



 
103 

 

Concluding Remarks 

Although many of the motifs of death appear in 

several poems of William Butler Yeats after 

1920, in the last period of his oeuvre, Sailing to 

Byzantium and The Second Coming are 

amongst the best known and the most salient 

poems in which death and destruction appear as 

key motifs. As the poet started growing old, 

death and passing became more and more 

important topics for him in his poetry. But he 

did not treat death – at least not in all of his 

poems – as simply the end of life, but as a 

necessary prerequisite to a new beginning, the 

gate to a new existence that might be much 

higher and much better than the mortal, human 

existence in which all of us have to live and the 

constraints of which all of us have to face every 

day. As a poet, he believed in the idea that man 

can break out of the constraints of human 

existence – body, mortality, old age, frailty, 

weakness, the barriers of time and place, etc. – 

and gain the capability of entering a new, 

supernatural world via the power of art. As a 

matter of fact, Yeats is not at all the first poet 

who writes down his thoughts about how one 
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can reach immortality through arts, but as one 

of the most significant poets of the twentieth 

centuries, he writes about it in a very original 

and eloquent manner, setting an example to 

other poets and artists about the power of arts 

and talent that can even overcome death and 

passing, if one strongly believes in it. 

It is also worth mentioning that although the 

strong artistic self-awareness is apparent in 

several of Yeats’s poems written before his 

death, as in the two works discussed above, he 

did not call himself in each of his works a 

prophet or artist. In his last poems written not 

long before his death he does not deal with 

afterlife so much, but as an old man, reconciles 

himself to the fact that he must die, just like 

others. 

  As he writes in one of his short, haiku-like 

final poems that was allegedly written down as 

his own prospective epitaph: 

 

‘Cast a cold eye 

on life, on death. 

Horseman, pass by!’ 
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READING ‘BIRTHDAY LETTERS’ 

A PERSONAL ESSAY ON 

INTERTEXTUAL AND PERSONAL 

RELATIONS DEPICTED IN TED 

HUGHES’S POEM ‘WUTHERING 

HEIGHTS’ 
 

 

The poem called Wuthering Heights by English 

Ted Hughes was published in the volume 

Birthday Letters in 1998. The last poetry 

volume of the author is a kind of 

correspondence to his dead wife, American poet 

Sylvia Plath, who committed suicide in 1963. 

Wuthering Heights is one of the 88 poems 

addressing, in fact, Sylvia Plath’s spirit after her 

death. That is why it may not be so hazardous in 

the case of such a personal and biographically 

motivated collection of poems to state that the 

poetic speaker of the texts is not fictional, but he 

is in essence identical to Ted Hughes, the 

authors biographical self.  

Wuthering Heights by Ted Hughes shows 

many characteristics of intertextuality, because 

it is also partly based on the novel by Emily 

Brontë; furthermore, Sylvia Plath herself also 
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wrote a poem under the same title, and 

Hughes’s final volume of poetry is also partly 

treated by literary critics as the mixture of the 

two authors poetry, an explicit personal and 

poetic dialogue between them and their literary 

works, since Wuthering Heights is not the only 

poem within the volume that has the same title 

as one of Sylvia Plath’s poems. 

The poem opens with a simple statement: 

‘Walter was guide.’, then it turns out very early 

to the reader that the poem is, in fact, a kind of 

narrative text, recording an event from the 

common life of Hughes and Plath, narrating it 

from the point of view of Hughes. As the text 

goes on, it becomes clear that the poetic speaker 

is remembering his and his wifes journey to the 

Yorkshire moors, the land where Emily Brontë’s 

romantic novel takes place and where Brontë 

herself grows up. The setting is the ruin of a 

house, probable the ruin of the house that is 

documented as Wuthering Heights in Brontë’s 

novel. The event narrated in the poem probably 

took place in reality and it is not only the 

product of Hughes’s poetic imagination, that is 

why it can be stated that the writing of the poem 

(as the majority of the poems included in 
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Birthday Letters) had strong biographical 

motivations. Hughes’s speaker speaks to Sylvia 

Plath directly, that is why the poem shows 

similarities to a letter, a monologue, or to a 

conversation of which only one party can be 

read / heard by the reader. The speaker 

compares the addressee to novelist Emily 

Brontë herself and meditates on what her life 

was like in the moor before she died and what 

motivations she may have had to write her 

immortal novel Wuthering Heights. He 

supposes that Plath, as a female author and 

fellow poet, had the same ambitions and the 

same feelings as Brontë had had once, when 

they visited the scene of the novel. ‘Werent you 

twice as ambitious as Emily?’, asks Hughes’s 

speaker from his dead wife.  

The alter ego of Sylvia Plath described and 

spoken to in the poem seems to be a young, 

energetic and ambitious woman author who is 

meditating at the birthplace of her literary 

predecessor (?) and, at the same time, at the 

scene of her world-renowned novel. The scene 

of the poem is a group of ruins, ‘among the 

burned out, worn-out remains of failed efforts 

and failed hopes’. These lines probably refer to 
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Emily Brontë’s tragic personal faith, since she 

died at young age and became an appreciated, 

canonised author only after her death. 

According to Hughes, his wife probably did not 

want to have the same destiny as Emily Brontë, 

on the contrary, she wanted to become and 

appreciated woman author in her life. 

(Examining the biographical data of Plath, it 

seems to be completely true, she always wanted 

to spasmodically become a professional writer.) 

‘The future had invested in you’, claims 

Hughes’s speaker in the text, acknowledging 

that he himself knew that time that his wife was 

a really talented poet, just like he himself, and 

had the chance to become one of the greatest 

poets writing in English language in the 20th 

century. He also remembers how quickly Plath 

became inspired and with what a heave she 

wrote her poems. Comparing to Emily Brontë, 

Sylvia is described in the poem as a strong, 

decisive, ambitious representative of the 

literature of the present, whereas Brontë 

appears as a ghost-like, bitter, shadowy figure 

representing the past. The poem narrates that 

Plath had a great chance to achieve what Brontë 

had never managed to achieve in her life as a 



 
110 

woman author, under the social circumstances 

and oppression over women intellectuals in the 

19th century. Not only two biographical people, 

two woman authors are contrasted by Hughes’s 

poetic speaker, but also two ages, the literatures 

and the circumstances of the 19th and the 20th 

centuries, the present and past.  

The environment described in the poem, the 

whole gloomy landscape of the Yorkshire moors, 

the wild and romantic scene of the dramatic 

novel Wuthering Heights gives a very dark and 

ominous atmosphere to the whole poem. 

Intertextuality also shows very spectacular and 

demonstrative power inside the poem, recalling 

and borrowing the atmosphere and 

impressiveness of Emily Brontë’s novel (and as 

mentioned above, also intertextually referring to 

Sylvia Plath’s poem having the same title, and 

having a similarly strong, obscure and dark 

atmosphere.)  

Towards the end of the poem Hughes / the 

poetic speaker even explicitly refers to Emily 

Brontë’s spirit, supposing that she was envious 

of Plath’s poetic ambitions there, that time: 

‘What would stern / Dour Emily have mode of 

your frisky glances / And your huge hope? (…) 
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And maybe a ghost, trying to hear your words, 

/ Peered from the broken mullions / And was 

stilled. (…)’. That is, Hughes’s speaker meditates 

in the poem what Brontë’s ghost (who was 

evidently there might have thought about Plath 

and her ambitions as the poet of the future and 

aliveness. Similarly to the novel Wuthering 

Heights, Hughes consciously presents a ghost in 

his remembrance / meditation-like poem in 

order to create the same gothic, oppressive, 

dark atmosphere for the reader – seemingly 

nothing happens on the surface, but it maybe 

stated that in the deep structure of the poem 

ominous powers are hiding and waiting for the 

emergence.  

There may be another possible interpretation 

of the poem that is far beyond the supposition 

that it is a mere remembrance, a letter- and / or 

dramatic monologue-like poem written by 

Hughes to his dead wife, just for the sake of 

remembrance or dialogue with Plath. It must be 

mentioned that it is very characteristic of the 

poems published in the volume Birthday 

Letters that they are very suggestive, ponderous 

works of art with strong subjectivity of the 

speaker within them, opening several possible 
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layers of interpretation, apart from mere 

biographical facts or events recorded within 

them. It is common knowledge that the 

marriage of the two poets ended tragically, and 

– mainly due to the nervous disease of Sylvia 

Plath – they lived a scandalous, dissonant and 

extremely passionate life, and Plath had several 

attempted suicides before her final one causing 

her death. Hughes may have selected the title 

for his poem in order to deliberately refer to the 

contradictions and passionate character of his 

and Plath’s marriage before Sylvias death, 

because Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë is 

also a story about a contradictory, extremely 

passionate love that has a very tragic ending. It 

might not be a very exaggerated assumption to 

suppose that Ted Hughes deliberately wanted to 

parallelise his and Sylvia Plath’s contradictory, 

passionate and tragic love relationship with the 

romantic relationship of Heathcliff and 

Catherine Earnshaw narrated in Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights – expressing that he and 

Sylvia had their own ‘private Wuthering 

Heights’, and their personal, emotional life was 

very similar with the strong, extreme emotions 

resulting in bitterness and tragedies. As it is 
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well-known, in the novel Catherine Earnshaw 

also dies, and Heathcliff becomes an extremely 

bitter and vengeful, nearly demonic man, taking 

a lifelong revenge on the whole Earnshaw family 

for the loss of his love. It is an interesting 

biographical fact that although Hughes himself 

married again some years later following the 

tragedy, he could certainly never work up the 

death of Plath. Reading his oeuvre, The traces of 

guilty conscience and sense of responsibility are 

also observable in his poetry written after 

Plath’s death – the letter-like poems published 

in Birthday Letters, a few months before 

Hughes death, can be considered as the peak of 

Hughes’s confessional poetry about his 

relationship with Plath and its contradictions, 

these 88 poems including Wuthering Heights, 

the poem analysed in the present essay, are the 

most explicit and confessional pieces of 

Hughes’s poetry, exploring his own personal 

attitude towards Plath’s suicide. Therefore, it 

can also be stated that the poetry and the 

private life of two individuals are mixed within 

the poetic world created by Birthday Letters, 

the poem called Wuthering Heights among 

them. Perhaps due to the strongly personal tone 
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of the poems, as mentioned above, it is also 

hard to decide on whether the poem analysed is 

to be considered as a letter; that is, a mainly 

written piece of text, or rather a sort of poetic / 

dramatic monologue addressing (the ghost of?) 

Sylvia Plath; that is, a piece of text that can also 

be a manifestation of spoken poetry of full value 

that does not only exist in a written form, and is 

not only to be read.  

Wuthering Heights might be considered as 

one of the most impressive pieces within the 

volume Birthday Letters. It refers to two other 

pieces of literature with the means of 

intertextuality; offering several possible layers 

of interpretations, as mentioned above, far 

beyond the biographical background of the 

author, despite the fact it is definitely a 

personal, confession-like work of poetry in 

which the poetic speaker and the biographical 

self of the author can be considered to be nearly 

identical. The poem ends up with a gloomy, 

multi-layered and obscure closure, raising a 

sense of unfinishedness in the reader’s mind, 

probably consciously increasing the suggestive 

aesthetic power of the text. The unfinished 

character of the text also gives several 
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possibilities of interpretation of different 

depths, making the reader be involved in the 

world of the poems, completing the details that 

are only implicitly referred to inside it.  

Within the frameworks of the present essay, 

certainly, we do not have the chance to discuss 

Ted Hughes’s poetic lifework in detail, but 

focusing on the poem called Wuthering Heights 

we may have managed to get an overview about 

the probably most prominent piece of Hughes’s 

lifework, his final poetry volume entitled 

Birthday Letters. Furthermore, we may also see 

how a love with a tragic ending can produce 

wonderful pieces of poetry, and how a personal 

tragedy like the love of Hughes and Plath, the 

two maybe greatest English-speaking poets of 

the 20th century could serve as a background to 

great and valuable poetry volume, constituting a 

part of world literature. Moreover, parallelising 

the real events of Hughes and Plath’s biography 

and the story narrated in Emily Brontë’s novel, 

it may also become clear that literature is not 

always so far from life – as it is often said by 

people of letters, it is not always literature that 

imitates reality, but on the contrary – reality 

may also imitate literature, and although such 
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cases can be very tragic, at least it may become 

clear that literature is not, should not be 

something completely abstract and 

unintelligible. On the contrary, literature is 

about, is based on our everyday human life, 

serving as an inherent constituent part of our 

own reality. 

 

 

TED HUGHES: Wuthering Heights  

 

Walter was guide. His mothers cousin  

Inherited some Brontë soup dishes.  

He felt sorry for them. Writers  

Were pathetic people. Hiding from it  

And making it up. But your transatlantic 

elation  

Elated him. He effervesced  

Like his rhubarb wine a bit too long:  

A vintage of legends and gossip  

About those poor lasses. Then,  

After the Rectory, after the chaise longue  

Where Emily died, and the midget hand-made 

books,  

The elvish lacework, the dwarfish fairy-work 

shoes,  
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It was the track from Stanbury. That climb  

A mile beyond expectation, into  

Emilys private Eden. The moor  

Lifted and opened its dark flower  

For you too. That was satisfactory.  

Wilder, maybe, than ever Emily ever knew it.  

With wet feet and nothing on her head  

She trudged that climbing side towards friends 

– 

Probably. Dark redoubt  

On the skyline above. It was all  

Novel and exhilarating to you.  

The book becoming a map. ‘Wuthering 

Heights’.  

Withering into perspective. We got there  

And it was all gaze. The open moor,  

Gamma rays and decomposing starlight  

Had repossessed it  

With a kind of blackening smoulder. The 

centuries  

Of door-bolted comfort finally amounted  

To a forsaken quarry. The roofs  

Deadfall slabs were flaking, but mostly in 

place,  

Beams and purlins softening. So hard  

To imagine the life that had lit  
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Such a sodden, raw-stone cramp of refuge.  

The floors were a rubble of stone and sheep 

droppings,  

Doorframes, windowframes –  

Gone to make picnickers fires or evaporated.  

Only the stonework – black. The sky – blue.  

And the moor-wind flickering.  

(indentation) The incomings,  

The outgoings – how would you take up now  

The clench of that struggle? The leakage  

Of earnings off a few sickly bullocks  

And a scatter of crazed sheep. Being cornered  

Kept folk here. Was that crumble of wall  

Remembering a try at a garden? Two trees  

Planted for company, for a child to play under,  

And to have something to stare at. Sycamores 

–  

The girth and spread of valley twenty-year-

olds,  

They were probably ninety.  

(indentation) You breathed it all in  

With jealous, emulous sniffings. Werent you  

Twice as ambitious as Emily? Odd  

To watch you, such a brisk pedant  

Of your globe-circling aspirations,  

Among those burned-out, worn-out remains  
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Of failed efforts, failed hopes –  

Iron beliefs, iron necessities,  

Iron bondage, already  

Crumbling back to the wild stone.  

(indentation) You perched  

In one of the two trees  

Just where the snapshot shows you.  

Doing as Emily never did. You  

Had all the liberties, having life.  

The future had invested in you –  

As you might say of a jewel  

So brilliantly faceted, refracting  

Every tint, where Emily had stared  

Like a dying prisoner.  

And a poem unfurled from you  

Like a loose frond of hair from your nape  

To be clipped and kept in a book. What would 

stern  

Dour Emily have made of your frisky glances  

And your huge hope? Your huge  

Mortgage of hope. The moor-wind  

Came with its empty eyes to look at you,  

And the clouds gazed sidelong, going 

elsewhere,  

The heath-grass, fidgeting in its fever,  

Took idiot notice of you. And the stone,  
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Reaching to touch your hand, found you real  

And warm, and lucent, like that earlier one.  

And maybe a ghost, trying to hear your words,  

Peered from the broken mullions  

And was stilled. Or was suddenly aflame  

With the scorch of doubled envy. Only  

Gradually quenched in understanding. 
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THE POEM LOCKED IN ITSELF 

ON PAUL CELAN’S POETICS AND 

POETRY 

 

 

Paul Celan, originally named Paul Antschel, the 

German-speaking Jewish poet from Bukovina 

was evidently one of the most prominent figures 

of the post-war European literature. Although 

he is frequently called the poet of the Holocaust, 

many literary historians agree that apart from 

his well-known poem entitled Deathfugue 

(Todesfuge) and his early, by and large 

understandable poetry, his late and much more 

mature, clearer poetry is more interesting for 

literary studies.  

 According to Jacques Derrida Celan was 

one of the most important poets of the 20th 

century, because all of his poems were dated; i. 

e., they were in a sense separated from the 

dimension of time and place, reaching some 

artistic eternity (Derrida 1986: 46). 

Furthermore, the hermetic and mysterious 

poetry that Paul Celan wrote mainly after 1960, 

as it is also mentioned by one of the most 

prominent Hungarian translators of Celan 
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László Lator, Celan’s poetry was completely 

appropriate for the ways of analysis of the new 

trends in literary scholarship spreading in the 

1960-70s, such as Deconstruction, 

Hermeneutics or Discourse Analysis. Although 

Lator appreciates Celan’s literary importance, 

but it may seem that he also sees Celan’s poetry 

too theoretical as for his concepts about 

language and the expressibility or the lack of 

expressibility via language (Lator 1980: 94). 

 According to Imre Oravecz, another 

Hungarian poet and literary critic who also 

translated some poems by Celan into 

Hungarian, Celan’s poetic reality is not based on 

experience, and it can be grasped only from a 

philosophical perspective. Oravecz defines 

Celan’s poetic language as a meta-language, a 

language about language, poetry about poetry 

itself (Oravecz: 1970: 292).  

 I myself believe that Celan’s literary 

importance is constituted by the fact that he 

managed to create a kind of poetry that did not 

exist before, although certainly he, just like 

other authors in literary history, had his 

predecessors and sources; that is, his poetry is 

not completely original, but completely original 
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poetry, due to the continuity in literary history 

simply does not exist.  

 Celan’s late poetry – speaking about the 

volumes and poems published after his volume 

of poetry entitled Atemwende – Breathturn is 

mainly constituted by short, hermetic, hardly 

decidable poems containing several intertextual 

and cultural references. The system of 

references and the recurrent, but difficultly 

interpretable motifs of this poetry create a 

poetic world within each poem in which the 

meanings in the traditional sense may overlap, 

or even contradict each other, and the concept 

of meaning in the traditional sense may even 

disappear in certain poems, making the 

interpretation difficult or even impossible.     

 Although, as mentioned above, Celan, due 

to his strong Jewish identity and his 

controversial relationship to the Jewish religion 

and traditions, is considered one of the most 

important poet of the Holocaust,  according to 

the point of view of most of the analyses about 

his work it is not only to be considered a poetic 

lifework about the tragedy of the Jewish people, 

and his poetry has a much stronger character 

that derives from deeper, from more abstract 
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lyrical and spiritual depths, giving a more 

universal message and a sense out of certain 

contexts to this kind of poetry. As Hungarian 

Celan-scholar Béla Bacsó states it at several 

places in his monograph, Celan’s poems cannot 

be evidently included in some category of 

literary history or theory – the poems has their 

own world enclosed into themselves, and this 

world is really hard to be discovered by the 

readers (Bacsó 1996).         

 Although in his early poems Celan uses 

many poetic images and easily decidable 

references (e. g., in the volumes entitled Mohn 

und Gedächtnis – Poppy and Memory, Von 

Schwelle zu Schwelle – From Threshold to 

Threshold, Der Sand aus der Urnen – Sand 

from the Urns, Sprachgitter – Speech Grills), 

around the end of the authors life, in the 1950-

60s the extension of his poem decreased, their 

contextualising elements gradually faded away, 

and only the nucleus of the poems remained for 

the reader. In his early poems Celan knowingly 

and deliberately made poetic confessions about 

the Holocaust, the controversies of Jewish, the 

horrors of the Second World War and the social-

spiritual breakdown after the war. It is testified 
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by his probably best known poem entitled 

Todesfuge – Fugue of Death that would be hard 

not to symbolically interpret as a poem about 

the horrors in Hitler’s Germany. However, as 

Celan’s poetry made headway, concreteness and 

easy interpretability gradually disappeared from 

his works. Undoubtedly, Todesfuge is one of the 

most significant poems of the 20th century 

written in German; however, the later products 

of Celan’s poetry from which metaphors and 

lyrical material nearly vanish may be much 

more interesting for literary analyses.      

 Postmodern trends of literary studies like 

Deconstruction, Discourse Analysis and 

Hermeneutics became widespread around the 

date of Celan’s death in 1970. Although Celan 

himself is not or only party to be considered a 

post-modern author, it is doubtless that 

Deconstruction, the most known literary trend 

that nearly or completely ignores the context of 

a literary work rather concentrating on internal 

structures of the text itself proved to be the best 

one for the posterior analysis of Celan’s (mainly 

late) poetic works.      

 One of the key term of Deconstruction is 

the ignorance of context, the existence of the 
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text as and independent entity, the other is the 

instability of meaning, including its permanent 

re-explainability. If we only examine a few 

poems of Celan’s shorter, fairly late works, we 

can easily see that they are in fact enclosed 

structures, poems enclosed into themselves. By 

poems enclosed into themselves I mean that 

under one certain layer of meaning of a given 

poem there is always another, and this way 

these enigmantic, bizarre poems that most of 

the times possibly generate associations in the 

sensitive readers, creating another text, another 

poetic world, another system of associations 

within themselves, even up to infinity.   

 The lean and hermetic minimalism the 

semantic depths of Celan’s late poetry may 

highlight the fact that in certain cases the 

number of possible readings can be very high, 

even infinite. If we have a glance at, for 

example, one of Celan’s emblematic poems 

entitled Unlesbarkeit – Illegible, we may see 

that the same poem can be interpreted as a 

poem of the Holocaust, a decadent poem 

criticizing the given age, a philosophical poem 

about the aspects of life, etc., and in many cases, 
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Celan’s poems can also be seen as meta-poetic 

works, poetry bout poetry.  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

IllEGIBLE this  

world. Everything doubled.  

 

Staunch clocks 

confirm the split hours, 

hoarsely. 

 

You, clamped in your depths, 

climb out of yourself 

for ever.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN TEXT OF THE 

POEM:  

 

UNLESBARKEIT  dieser 

Welt. Alles doppelt.  

  

Die starken Uhren 

geben der Spaltstunde recht, 
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heiser.  

 

Du, in dem Tiefstes geklemmt, 

entsteigst dir 

für immer. 

 

If the world is illegible, then the poem itself is 

also practically illegible – at least in the sense 

that in vain we read the poem, we cannot be 

certain about the whole sense of the small signs 

constituting the poems. If the text is, according 

to the Deconstructionist view, amorf, then 

practically the poem is able to create new poems 

within itself – as many new poems as many 

times we read or re-read, re-think, re-interpret 

the same text, deconstructing it, dividing it into 

small elements, then mentally reconstructing it. 

In the second half of the 20th century, in a world 

spiritually destroyed, in Europe after the Second 

World War – but even ignoring the context of 

time and space, considering the general loss of 

human ideas and the finite character of 

obtainable knowledge – poetry does not want to 

teach (docere) anything to people any longer, it 

does not want to didactically tell what it exactly 

means. Poems rather offer possibilities to the 
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reader for thinking about, creating further 

poems concealed within themselves, for the 

continuous revision and re-thinking of 

everything in the world. In my opinion, it is one 

of the key points of Paul Celan’s poetry, at least 

as for his semantically deep, short, hermetic late 

poems. Hermetism and semantic depth can be 

seen as the poetic embossments of this poetry. 

Can an artwork have a more universal value if it 

intends to tell the untellable out of the context 

of time and space, enclosed into itself, creating a 

poetic world independent of reality? The 

celanian poetry locks a poem within the poem, 

but there is another layer under every single 

poem, giving possibility for permanent re-

thinking and re-interpretation of the same texts, 

granting intellectual and aesthetic experiences 

to the sensitive reader that was succeeded by 

few European poets in the 20th century. The 

weight of the poem is constituted by the fact 

that its meaning is not stable, it is not fastened 

to something or somebody – partly in 

accordance with Deconstruction, but in fact 

independently of this given theoretical 

approach, the poems secede from the author, 

the age, the culture and the space. It becomes an 
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independent whole withdrawing to its own 

existence, becoming complete within its own 

hermetic textual reality within which the 

sensitive reading is able to generate newer and 

newer poems, exploring more and more 

possible semantic layers. It is true that the 

universal character of these poems appears in 

abstract and complex form, and the 

understanding of the texts may require 

increased attention and sensibility, but if the 

poem enclosed into itself is finally able to open 

up to the reader via the reading process, then 

the semantic richness of the layers opening up, 

the productivity of the re-interpretable 

character of the poems is effectively infinite. 

Celan’s short late poems can constitute the 

nucleus, the starting point of a potential mental 

textual universe the existence of which is maybe 

a prominent cornerstone of modern European 

poetry.  

Due to the multi-layered character of 

Celan’s poetry and the hermetism of his poems, 

however, the translatability of Celan’s poetry – 

unfortunately – becomes questionable, at least 

up to a certain degree. The question whether or 

not these complex poems originally written in 
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German can be translated into any other 

language successfully becomes important and 

justifiable.  

 Certainly, as every other poem, Celan’s 

poems can be transliterated from the source 

language into a given target language in a 

certain form, as it is discussed by Noémi Kiss in 

her doctoral dissertation as for the comparison 

of the different Hungarian translations of 

Celan’s fairly well-known poem Tenebrae (Kiss 

2003). The problem is rather the fact that in the 

case of hermetic, enclosed poems, the given 

translation nearly automatically becomes a 

certain reading of the translated poem in the 

given target language – that is, we do not only 

speak about simple transliteration in the 

traditional sense. In this case, if a translation is 

at the same time a reading, an interpretation of 

a source-language text, the question arises 

whether the reproduced, translated poem is able 

to transmit the same poetic power as the 

original one, however strong, faithful and 

aesthetic a translation it may be. Although I do 

not want to go into details about the Hungarian 

philological reception of Paul Celan and the 

translation history of his poems into Hungarian, 
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since the author of the present essay is 

Hungarian, it may be mentioned that examining 

some of Celan’s poem if they exist in several 

Hungarian translations, it can be concluded that 

there can be significant differences between 

them. The translators do not only translate, but 

necessarily interpret the poetic text in their own 

native language, and in the case of such a 

complex, multi-layered poetry the 

interpretation, the result of the translation 

process is not always the same. The question is 

whether the poems enclosed into themselves 

can be transliterated from one language into 

another, or the translated poem is already 

another, partly independent text creating new 

layers of meaning within the original one, 

making further readings, mental re-thinking 

and re-writing possible. Is it language-specific 

that the poetry of a prominent poet can be 

transposed to the reader with another native 

language without or with minimal loss, creating 

an infinite, or at least nearly infinite textual 

universe of potential mentally re-formed 

poems? In my opinion, if I consider the 

philological facts available in my native 

language, Hungarian as for the translation of 
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Paul Celan’s poetry, Celan’s poems considered 

significant or less significant exist in several 

good translations by prominent Hungarian 

poets (László Lator, Gábor Schein, Imre 

Oravecz, etc., just to mention a few of them), 

and for the Hungarian-speaking reader the 

answer of the question asked above is that this 

lyrically enclosed character of the poem, this 

hermetism and productive re-interpretability 

that can be considered on of the cornerstone of 

Celan’s poetry can be mediated between the 

given languages to a certain degree. Celan’s 

poems enclosed into themselves are not 

completely lost in translation, but they evidently 

change, in a way as they are changing via 

reading.  

 And if the poem enclosed into itself can be 

treated as a universal concept, it is independent 

of the context of time and space, even of the 

linguistic context. That is, it can be re-created, 

becoming more universal, and it can be 

mediated between different cultures.    

 However, I do not think that what seems 

to be valid in a German-Hungarian context is 

necessarily universally valid in a German-

English relationship. The main aim of the 
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present study is to examin John Felstiners 

English translations of Paul Celan’s poem. But 

before I start examining the concrete English 

translations, I think that mentioning one thing 

may also bring as closer to the understanding of 

the problems deriving from the translation and 

translatabilty of Celan’s hermetic poetry – and 

this is the poet’s concept about the entity that 

makes it possible for poems to write – 

language.  
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LOST IN TRANSLATION 

POSSIBLE PROBLEMS AROUND THE 

TRANSLATABILITY OF PAUL CELAN’S 

POEMS 

IN THE MIRROR OF 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATIONS 

 

 

The translatability of Paul Celan’s poetry has 

been a current problem in literary studies 

arresting the attention of literary translators 

and scholars about since the 1980s, not only in 

Hungary and Europe, but also in the United 

States.  

        If we have a glance at George Steiner’s 

opinion about the translatability of Paul Celan’s 

poems, we may see that he approaches the issue 

with serious doubts. Steiner claims that it is 

also doubtful whether Celan himself wanted his 

readers to understand his poetry, conceiving 

his statement connected to the analyses of the 

poem entitled Das gedunkelte Splitterecho – 

The darkened echo-splinter (?). Steiner writes 

that meaning is a temporary phenomenon, and 

the poems can be understood only 
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momentarily, since another interpretation of 

the same poem will decode the text in a partly 

or completely different way, exploring different 

layers and structures of meaning. Literature 

wants to break out from the frameworks of 

everyday human language, becoming the 

authors own idiolect, heading for 

untranslatability, unrepeatability in another 

language (Steiner 2005: 158-159). 

       In her doctoral thesis Noémi Kiss refers to 

the approaches of Paul de Man and Walter 

Benjamin (Kiss 2003: 76-77).  According to 

Benjamin, translation is only the temporary 

dissolution of the alienation of language; at the 

same time, historically it becomes more 

canonised, since in an optimal case a translated 

text cannot be translated further. Translation is 

a text that has its own identity, serving for 

reading together with the original artwork, 

constituting the metaphor of reading (De Man 

1997: 182-228). However, according to De Man 

the situation of the translator is ironic, since the 

danger of mis-translation, misinterpretation is 

hiding in every single translation; i. e., 

translation itself automatically makes re-

translation(s) necessary. Translation is not a 
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progress that has a final goal, it has no final 

result, but each translation is a new station 

towards the more complete understanding of a 

given text written in a foreign language, 

interpreted by the given translator.  

       According to Noémi Kiss in case of a 

translation the translator and the reader 

evidently have to consider the possible 

differences between the two languages, and in 

the analysis of a translated poem the text 

cannot automatically be treated as identical 

with the original source language poem, and the 

possible similarities and differences of the 

source text and the target text must also be 

examined in a literary analysis (Kiss 2003: 69). 

The question may arise how much Paul Celan is 

still Paul Celan in a given translation. Would be 

a more exact statement that a given translation 

is the common artwork of the poet and the 

translator, since the translator always 

necessarily adds something to the original text, 

and he or she also takes certain elements from 

the content and semantic structures of the 

source text, mainly if the literary translator is 

also a poet who forms the translated text 
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according to his/her own notions, integrating it 

into his/her own artistic works. 

       Jacques Derrida claims that the radical 

differences between languages necessarily 

mean serious problems for literary translators 

(Derrida 1997: 119). Noémi Kiss, referring to 

Derrida quotes the so-called Babel-metaphor 

according to which translation, at least the 

exact translation saving every single element of 

the meaning from one language into another is 

almost impossible, since different human 

languages after their evolution constitute 

enclosed structures, and the passing between 

them is not completely possible. This approach 

is very similar to Paul Celan’s concept of 

language – human language generally has its 

limits and is not able to express everything, 

then why would it be possible to translate 

something said or written in a given language 

into another, similarly imperfect and limited 

language?  

       However, if we accept the supposition that 

translation in the traditional sense is nearly 

impossible and we had better speak about 

interpretations, re-writings of a given poem, it 

may also be stated that translating poetry itself 
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is also poetry, since it does not only 

transliterate the foreign authors work into the 

literature and culture of the target language, 

but it also re-thinks, re-interprets, rewrites the 

given work, creating another poem that is close 

to the original one, but it is not identical to the 

source text.  It raises the question whether or 

not poetry translation can be treated as an 

intertextual phenomenon, since the translated 

text evidently refers to the source text, a 

discourse evolves between them, but the two 

texts – and it may be agreed by most of literary 

scholars and translators – cannot be treated as 

identical structures.    

       Hans Georg Gadamer states that no-one 

can be bilingual in the hermeneutic sense of 

understanding – ones own native language 

plays a more serious role in understanding; that 

is, translation should necessarily be a kind of 

trans-coding of the source text into the mother 

tongue of the translator (Gadamer 1984: 269-

273). Noémi Kiss states about Gadamer’s and 

Benjamin’s approach of translation that 

Gadamer describes understanding, our 

universal wish to defeat the alienation of 

language as a permanent act of translation – 
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understanding and translation are a 

compromise with the alien character of 

language, recognising that everything can be 

understood only up to a certain degree (Kiss 

2003: 155). According to Gadamer’s approach 

the task of the literary translator is to create a 

third language as a bridge between the source 

language and the target language, and this 

bridge language somehow should integrate both 

of them. Via this process, translation also 

becomes a historical phenomenon that makes it 

possible to understand a given text in a given 

historical age up to a certain degree (Gadamer 

1984: 271). Walter Benjamin’s concept of 

translation is very similar to Gadamer’s notion 

– translation gives the chance to a given text to 

live on, not only to survive. As the sentences of 

life are harmonised with the living themselves, 

without meaning anything for them, the 

translation of a given text is evolving from the 

original one (Kiss 2003: 66).  

       Perhaps the above cited pieces of scholarly 

literature reveal that the translation Paul 

Celan’s poetry into any language from German 

is not a simple task for a literary translator, and 

it may hinder the complete understanding of 
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the texts that they were written in German, in 

the poet’s mother tongue to which he had a 

controversial relationship and from which he 

wanted to break out. Is it possible to translate 

poems that intend to destroy even the 

standards of their own language, heading for 

something outside human language?       

Different scholarly literatures by and large 

agree that the translations made from Celan’s 

poems, due to the multiple coding, the frequent 

intertextual references and the obscurity and 

hermetism ruling between them nearly always 

have some interpretative nature; that is, the 

translation of a given text written by Celan also 

necessarily becomes a reading of the poem.    

Hungarian poet and literary historian György 

Rába states that a kind of beautiful faithlessness 

can be observed in certain poetry translations 

comparing them to their original source text, 

and the translator’s own poetic voice frequently 

speaks from translated poem, combined with 

the poet’s original voice (Rába 1969: 12). That 

is, a literary translator does not only 

mechanically transcribe words based on the use 

of a dictionary, but makes an attempt to decode 

and understand the text written in the foreign 
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language. Since translation often involves 

interpretation, the translator has to make 

decisions – on these grounds, the result of the 

translation of Celan’s or any other authors given 

poem can be considered as the result of poetic 

activity, and the translation is not only the 

authors, but also the translator’s artwork that 

may be integrated into the oeuvre of the 

translator. A poem can be understood 

differently by different translators, if a poem 

exists in several translations in parallel, then it 

is nearly necessary that the readings of the same 

poem in the target language shall also be 

slightly or completely different.     

        After examining some aspects of the 

possible problems around the translation of 

Paul Celan’s poetry, now I attempt to examine 

some concrete examples of translation within 

the sphere of the English language – John 

Felstiners English transcriptions, beginning 

with a few earlier poems by Celan, but mainly 

selecting from the authors more mature late 

poetry that may be more interesting for 

scholarly analysis. I would like to begin with one 

of Celan’s emblematic poem entitled Tenebrae, 

which is a reference to the biblical darkness 
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falling upon the world after Jesus Christs 

crucifixion.  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS TRANSLATION:  

 

Tenebrae 

 

Near are we, Lord,  

near and graspable. 

 

Grasped already, Lord, 

clawed into each other, as if 

each of our bodies were  

your body, Lord. 

 

Pray, Lord, 

pray to us, 

we are near. 

 

Wind-skewed we went there, 

went there to bend  

over pit and crater.  

 

Went to the water-trough, Lord. 

 

It was blood, it was  
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what you shed, Lord.  

 

It shined.  

 

It cast your image into our eyes, Lord.  

Eyes and mouth stand so open and void, Lord.  

 

We have drunk, Lord.  

The blood and the image that was in the blood, 

Lord.  

 

Pray, Lord. 

We are near.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

Tenebrae  

 

Nah sind wir Herr,  

nahe und greifbar.  

 

Gegriffen schon, Herr,  

ineinander verkrallt, als wär  

der Leib eines jeden von uns  

dein Leib, Herr.  
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Bete, Herr,  

bete zu uns,  

wir sind nah.  

 

Windschief gingen wir hin,  

gingen wir hin, uns zu bücken  

nach Mulde und Maar.  

 

Zur Tränke gingen wir, Herr.  

 

Es war Blut, es war,  

was du vergossen, Herr.  

 

Es glänzte.  

 

Es warf uns dein Bild in die Augen, Herr,  

Augen und Mund stehn so offen und leer, Herr.  

 

Wir haben getrunken, Herr.  

Das Blut und das Bild, das im Blut war, Herr.  

 

Bete, Herr.  

Wir sind nah. 
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The above cited poem entitled Tenebrae is one 

piece of Celan’s fairly early poetry, full of 

biblical and other religious references. First of 

all, the title probably refers to the darkness that 

fell upon the world after Jesus Christs death on 

the cross. It can be interpreted as a so-called 

counter-psalm or anti-psalm, since it is written 

in the traditional psalm form (a prayer to God), 

but it is turned upside down, since it is the 

poetic speakers, a group of people wandering in 

the desert who calls up God to pray to them. 

Probably, the poem intends to express the 

controversies of the world after the Holocaust 

and the Second World War, suggesting that the 

traditional order of the world simply turned 

upside down, and nothing can be considered as 

holy anymore.  

       Comparing Felstiners translation and the 

original German poem written by Celan it can 

be seen that the first two lines of the poem are 

nearly literally identical in the original text and 

in the translation, the translator even preserves 

the inversion Nah sind wir… – Near are we….  

What can be spectacular as for comparison, in 

my opinion, at first appears in the seventh line 

of the poem. Pray, Lord… – Bete, Herr… in itself 
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may mean in English that We pray to us, God…; 

i. e., in English this traditional form is not 

unconditionally imperative, whereas in German 

it is evidently a second person singular 

imperative form (or a first person singular 

declarative form, but it lacks the obligatory 

grammatical subject ich.). Furthermore, the 

verb beten in German does not only mean pray 

in the religious sense, but it also means beg to 

someone without even any religious connotation 

– beten and beg, since it is spoken about closely 

related Germanic languages, may also have 

some common etymology. In the ninth line of 

the poem, in my opinion, it can be questioned 

whether the German compound windschief is 

evidently wind-skewed in English, since it may 

also mean something like chased by wind or 

hindered by wind, but the translator had to 

make certain decisions. It may also be one of the 

remarkable characters of the translation that in 

the thirteenth line of the poem, while Celan 

wrote Zur Tränke gingen wir…, Felstiner wrote 

Went to the water-trough…, simply omitting the 

grammatical subject present in German, and it 

could certainly be also present in the English 

translation – i. e., the omission of the subject 
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does not seem to be justified, although it may 

mirror the translator’s intention to preserve 

Celan’s fragmented poetic language. In the 

fourteenth and fifteenth line it seems also that 

the translator manages to remain faithful to the 

original version – in German, the lines Es war 

blut, es war, / was du vergossen, Herr. may 

either refer to the blood of men that God shed as 

the punishing God of the Old Testament, or 

Gods, i. e. Jesus Christs blood that he shed for 

the salvation of men. As we can see in Felstiners 

translation, It was blood, it was, / what you 

shed, Lord. makes the same interpretation 

possible, not deciding whether it is the 

punishing God who shed the blood of probably 

pagan / disobedient men, or it is God who shed 

his own blood for the salvation of men. In the 

twentieth line of the poem it is also interesting 

that the line Wir haben getrunken, Herr. is We 

have drunk, Lord. in Felstiners translation; i. e. 

the translator even wants to preserve the tense 

of the original version of the poem – the so-

called Perfekt is the German counterpart of the 

English Present Perfect Tense, although little 

differences may occur; e. g., in German where 

there is Perfekt, in English there may also be 
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Simple Past in many cases. In the last line it is 

also interesting that although it is nearly the 

same as the first line of the poem, there is no 

inversion: Wir sind nah. Felstiners translation 

also preserves this lack of inversion with the 

very simple sentence We are near. 

       It may be stated that Felstiners translation 

of Tenebreae is a fairly exact, form- and 

content-faithful English transcription of the 

original poem that can rather be treated as a 

translation in the traditional sense than an 

interpretation / adaptation. The main reason for 

this fact may be that this poem is one of Celan’s 

early, linguistically simpler works which I 

intended to use as an example of this period of 

the authors poetry, but henceforth I would like 

to examine with a few later, more mature poems 

by Celan, comparing them with their English 

translations.  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS TRANSLATION:  

 

IN RIVERS north of the future 

I cast the net you  

haltingly weight  

with stonewritten 
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shadows. 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

IN DEN FLÜSSEN nördlich der Zukunft 

werf ich das Netz aus, das du 

zögernd beschwerst 

mit von Steinen geschriebenen 

Schatten. 

 

The above poem is one of Celan’s much later 

and much more hermetic poetry that probably 

means a much larger challenge to any 

translator. It was published in the volume 

entitled Atemwende – Breathturn in 1967, only 

three years before the authors tragic suicide.  

       I am aware of the fact that the poem above 

cannot simply be analysed in the traditional 

way, since it has its own hermetic poetic world; 

therefore, I only mention that the poetic speaker 

symbolically casts his net in the rivers in some 

imaginary country where someone that he calls 

as you weights his fishing net with stonewritten 

shadows. Stone is a traditional element of 

Jewish Mysticism that may have several 

connotations; e. g., Jewish people often put a 

stone on the grave of the dead to express their 
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respect and memory felt for them. The shadows 

may refer to the fact that what appear in the net 

are not real, only their shadows can be 

perceived by the speaker – it can be a reference 

to one of the greatest dilemmas of Celan’s 

poetry, the incapability of language to 

communicate or express any explicit content. It 

can be mentioned German philosopher Hans-

Georg Gadamer deals with the topic of the 

relation of you and I in Paul Celan’s poetry, but 

in the present article I would rather concentrate 

on the similarities and differences between the 

original and the translated version of the poem 

(Gadamer 1993: 421). 

      It may be a spectacular difference between 

the original version and the translation of the 

poem that while Celan starts his poem with the 

beginning In den Flüssen – In the rivers, 

Felstiner translates it only as In rivers…, 

omitting the definite article present in German, 

annihilating (!) the definite character of the 

poem, placing it into an indefinite landscape. 

Seemingly it is only one little word, one little 

difference, but it may change the whole 

atmosphere of this otherwise very short poem. 

It is also questionable whether the German very 
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aus/werfen meaning to cast out is simply cast in 

English, since as if in the German version it 

were stressed that the poetic speaker casts out 

his net in the rivers. Whether the German word 

zörgend is the most appropriately translated 

into English with the word haltingly may also be 

a question. It is also interesting that while Celan 

does not use a compound neologism in his 

original poem in the penultimate line while 

neologisms are very characteristic of his poetry, 

Felstiner translates the expression von Steinen 

geschriebenen literally meaning written by 

stones into a compound neologism stonewritten 

as if he would like to become more celanian 

than Paul Celan himself.  

      After the short examination of the otherwise 

also short poem it may be established that there 

are spectacular differences between the original 

version and the English transliteration of the 

same text; i. e., they cannot be considered 

identical, and their separate analysis may even 

lead to slightly different readings. Felstiners 

English translation has a strongly interpretative 

character that digresses from Celan’s original 

text, making certain decisions within the 

process of reading and translation.  
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JOHN FELSTINERS TRANSLATION:  

TO STAND in the shadow 

of a scar in the air. 

 

Stand-for-no-one-and-nothing. 

Unrecognized, 

for you 

alone.  

 

With all that has room within it, 

even without  

language.  

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

STEHEN im Schatten, 

des Wundenmals in der Luft.  

 

Für-niemand-und-nichts-Stehn. 

Unerkannt, 

für dich 

allein.  

 

Mit allem, was darin Raum hat, 

auch ohne 

Sprache.  
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The above cited poem is one of Celan’s 

emblematic work from his late poetry that was 

also published in the volume entitled 

Atemwende – Breathturn. Although it is also a 

hermetic and hardly decodably poem, it may be 

stated that in fact it refers to the task of the poet 

– to stand, under any circumstances, to stand, 

fight and write, without any reward.  

      Examining the first two lines it can be 

spectacular that while Celan writes im Schatten 

des Wundenmals that literally means in the 

shadow of the scar, Felstiner translates the 

German definite article into an indefinite article 

– in the shadow of a scar. The definite 

Wundenmal – scar created by becomes 

indefinite in the translation, and vie this little 

modification the whole poem may lose its 

definite character.  

      However, despite the seemingly little 

difference between the original and the 

translated text, in the second paragraph of the 

poem the translation and the original version 

seem to be nearly completely identical. The 

neologism by Celan Für-niemand-und-nichts-

Stehn is translated by Felstiner into Stand-for-
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no-one-and-nothing, although the Stehn – 

stand element of the original and the translation 

are in different places, Celan’s original texts 

ends in Stehnn, while Felstiners translation 

begins with stand, but this difference probably 

derives from the grammatical differences 

between German and English.  

      The third paragraph of the poem may show 

differences in its first line – while in German 

Celan writes Mit allem, was darin Raum hat, 

Felstiner translates this line into With all that 

has room within it. However, Celan’s original 

line may also mean With all for which there is 

enough room / space within. Felstiner made a 

decision, but this decision is not unconditionally 

the best one and the meaning of the two lines in 

German and English, although they can meany 

approximately the same, they can also be 

interpreted differently. It is not evident whether 

the German noun Raum should be translated 

into its German etymological counterpart room, 

since it may rather mean space in this context. 

Nevertheless, there may be no doubt about the 

fact that the lines auch ohne / Sprache are well-

translated into English with the expression even 

without / language.  
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      Similar to the previous poem compared in 

original and in translation, in the case of the 

present poem it can also be established that the 

translation has a strongly interpretative 

character, and the translator digressed from the 

original version at several places. The lack of a 

definite article, as seen above, may modify the 

whole atmosphere of a given poem in 

translation compared to the original text. That 

is why I think that it would rather be more exact 

to speak about adaptations / interpretations 

instead of translations in the case of the 

transliterated versions of Paul Celan’s certain, 

mainly late and mature poems.   

       

JOHN FELSTINERS TRANSLATION:  

THREADSUNS  

over the grayblack wasteness. 

A tree- 

high thought 

strikes the light-tone: there are 

still songs to sing beyond 

humankind.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  
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FADENSONNEN 

über der grauschwarzen Ödnis. 

Ein baum- 

hoher Gadanke 

greift sich den Lichtton: es sind 

noch Lieder zu singen jenseits 

der Menschen.  

 

Fadensonnen – Threadsuns is one of the 

emblematic and well-known pieces of Celan’s 

late poetry. The poem is not so hard to decode 

as several of Celan’s late texts, since it seems to 

mirror the authors philosophy of art. The short 

piece consisting only a few lines is probably a 

vision about the language beyond human 

language, a system of representation that may 

be able to tell the untellable beyond the limits of 

human language and sing the songs beyond 

humankind. However, this vision can also be 

interpreted in a negative way, since it is possible 

that in the world in which the songs are to be 

sung humankind exists no more – the question 

whether or not human beings are necessary for 

the existence of art and poetry may arise. 
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       Analysing the translation and the original 

text, it can be observed that the beginning word 

of the poem is a neologism that probably means 

late autumn sunlight, but it is questionable in 

the case of Paul Celan’s word creatures. The 

unusual neologisms in Celan’s poetry may be 

treated as the elements of an independent, new 

poetic languages in which the words get rid of 

the limits of their traditional meanings. 

Felstiners translation of Celan’s neologism may 

be treated as precise, since the German word 

Faden means thread in English, although other 

interpretations are also possible.  

 It is also an interesting character of 

Felstiners translation that the german 

compound adjective grauschwarz is translated 

into English as grayblack, which is an exact 

translation, but it may also be considered that 

the German adjective grau – gray has a common 

stem with the noun Grauen – horror. Certainly, 

this semantic fact cannot be translated into 

English, but something is necessarily lost in 

translation. The compound adjective baumhohe 

(baumhoch in an undeclined form) is translated 

into English as tree-high, and Felstiner even 
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preserves the poetic hyphenation of the word in 

his own text.  

 Another difference between the original 

and the translated version of the poem can be 

that while in the original version Celan uses the 

verb greift sic that approximately means grasp 

something, in Felstiner translation we can read 

that the tree-high thought strikes the light-tone, 

and this verb creates a much stronger poetic 

imagery than Celan’s original verb use. In this 

sense, Felstiners translation is rather 

interpretative, creating the texts own reading in 

English. Furthermore, the last word of Celan’s 

original poem is only Menschen that means only 

men, humans, while Felstiner translates it into 

humankind, which gives a much more solemnly 

connotation to the English version of the poem, 

digressing from the athmosphere of the original.  

 It may be established that the English 

translation of one of Paul Celan’s classic poems 

by John Felstiner strongly interprets the 

original one, creating its own poetic world in 

English; therefore, reading the English 

counterpart of Fadensonnen demands the 

analyst to consider the fact that not each 

translated text can be treated as identical with 
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the original one, mainly when it is spoken about 

poetry translation.  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS TRANSLATION:  

 

WORLD TO BE STUTTERED AFTER, 

in which Ill have been  

a guest, a name  

sweated down from the wall 

where a wound licks up high.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

DIE NACHZUTOTTERNDE WELT,  

bei der ich zu Gast 

gewesen sein werde, ein Name 

herabgeschwitzt von der Mauer, 

an der eine Wunde hochleckt.  

   

The above cited poem was published in the 

volume Schneepart – Snow-part in 1971, one 

year after the authors death. It is also a poem 

that mirrors poetic and epistemological 

problems. The poetic speaker claims himself to 

be only the guest of the world, identifying the 
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world (or himself?) with a name that is sweated 

down from the wall. The hermetic, visionary 

world of the poem may even be terrific – the 

world is to be stuttered after; i. e., no knowledge 

can be conceived, communicated by human 

language. The limits of human language and the 

wish to create a new poetic language is one of 

the main topics of the celanian poetry – the 

present, fairly well-known poem may reperesent 

the same approach to language.  

 Comparing the original text of the poem 

and its version translated into English it can be 

seen that the strange tense structure, the Future 

Perfect in German, bei der ich zu Gast gewesen 

werde is preserved in the translation – Felstiner 

writes by which Ill have been a guest, suggesting 

that the poetic speaker will have been a guest in 

some point of the future; i. e., the unusual 

temporal dimension of the poem is not lost in 

translation. However, what is a compound 

participle in German – nachzutotternde cannot 

be translated into English with a similar 

compound, only with the expression to be 

stuttered after. This solution, on the other hand, 

means that the unusual composition of words 

that is one of the main characteristics of Paul 
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Celan’s poetry is lost in this case of translation, 

the translation adds and takes certain elements, 

but this untranslatability of the compound 

structure derives from the differences between 

English and German. If we have a glance at the 

German compound herabgeschwitzt which 

really means sweated down from somewhere in 

English, we may see that it is not translated into 

English with another compound either. 

However, Felstiner maybe could have translated 

the compound into English as downsweated 

which would certainly sound strange, but since 

Paul Celan is a master of the creation of strange, 

unnatural poetic compounds, it might even be 

preserved in English – i. e., what sounds strange 

in German should also sound strange and 

unnatural in the English translation, although it 

is merely a supposition.    

 

Concluding Remarks 

Hungarian literary historian Mihály Szegedy-

Maszák examines the issue of untranslatability 

and the chance of traslateability in a general 

aspect (Szegedy-Maszák 2008: 235-248). It may 

seem evident that in case of translation the issue 

of the differences between languages and the 
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question of temporality arise; that is, the 

phenomenon of untranslatability must exist to 

some degree, as it is impossible to create 

completely form- and / or content-faithful 

translations. Certainly, reading the English 

translations of Paul Celan’s certain poems it 

becomes evident that as it is mentioned by Imre 

Madarász that in parallel with untranslatability, 

translatability also exists to some degree, rather 

it is worth dealing with the question how much 

the translation of a given text is able to 

represent the atmosphere and references of the 

original text (Madarász 2005: 86-88).  As it 

seems to be justified by the translations above, 

the translation of a given artwork in the target 

language is an independent literary entity, and 

the parallel translations of the same source text 

may not be considered identical to each other 

either. Perhaps it is not an overstatement that 

there can be as many Paul Celan as translators 

within the literature of a given language into 

which certain works of the author were 

translated – all translations speak differently, 

mediating certain elements of the original poem 

in a different proportion being a reading in 

itself, and it may depend on the attitude of the 
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analyst which translation he or she chooses or 

whether he or she draws back to the original 

text of the poem avoiding the translations. 

Certainly, it has to be done if a given work to be 

analysed has not yet been translated into the 

native language of the analyst, but if a text was 

already translated into a certain language, in my 

opinion, the translated text should not be 

avoided and ignored by the analyst, since it is an 

already existing reading of the source text that is 

part of the literature belonging to the target 

language.  I do not think that it would 

unconditionally mean a problem in 

interpretation if a given text exists in 

translation, even if in several different 

translations, since a translation may add more 

aspects to the analysis of the same work. 

Although meaning may really be enclosed in 

language, and Celan’s complex, self-reflexive, 

hermetic poems evidently mean challenge to 

literary translators, their translation, if not even 

completely faithfully, but is possible and is able 

to contribute to the success of understanding 

them. 

 Although as if some scholarly literatures 

in Hungary and elsewhere had mystified the 



 
166 

issue of the translatability of the celanian 

poetry, it seems that the hermetism, obscurity 

and self-reflexive quality, at least in the majority 

of the cases, can be transliterated from the 

source language into several target languages 

including English. However, when analysing a 

poem by Celan in translation it cannot be 

forgotten that the given text is a translation / 

interpretation; i. e., it is worth knowing and 

examining the original German version of the 

given poem, buti t does not evidently mean that 

the translated quality of a given text leads to 

incorrect interpretations. In my opinion, on the 

contrary, the translated and the original version 

of a given poem may even complete each other, 

adding extra aspects to the analysis and 

interpretation. The celanian poetry and its 

transliteration in any language require 

especially sensitive reading, but the original 

poem and the translated version do not 

unconditionally disturb each others 

interpretation, they rather add something to 

each other, supporting each others textual 

structures. A good translation (I use this term 

very carefully, since it is a very subjective 

judgement which translation of which poem is 
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good and how) may be able to legitimise a 

foreign text within the culture and literature of 

the target language, and even a higher, more 

complete interpretation may evolve from the 

interaction of the translated and the original 

text. In my opinion, John Felstiners 

interpretative English translations of Paul 

Celan’s poetry evidently added something to 

Celan’s Anglo-Saxon reception, supporting the 

fact that on the one hand, all texts of the world 

literature are translatable to some degree; on 

the other hand, Celan’s textual universe, since it 

does not always intend to be unambiguous even 

in its original German language, via the 

translations richer, deeper, more complete 

interpretations can evolve than only in German. 

All national literatures into which he was 

translated can have their own Paul Celan that 

makes the segments of unusual and richly 

whirling poetic world sound from different 

points of view, not falsifying the original version 

for the readers.    
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‘MESSAGE IN THE BOTTLE’ 

PAUL CELAN’S SPEECH THE 

MERIDIAN AS A MANIFEST OF ART 

AND POETRY THEORY 

 

 

Paul Celan’s well-known speech The Meridian 

can be interpreted as a manifest of a complete 

theory of art. If we depart from the text itself 

and less from the critical reception, then we 

may state that poetry, the production of 

beauty via language, according to Paul Celan, 

is evidently a lonely and bitter, excruciating 

activity.  

Celan, although he does it in a little 

obscure and esoteric way, evidently separates 

the categories of poetry and art from each 

other. As if poetry, this way of language use of 

exceptional power took place at a much 

higher level, as the embodiment of (an idea 

of) beauty standing in itself, cleaned up from 

any external factor, outside any system of 

reference.  

 For Paul Celan beauty, in the 

aesthetical sense of the word can be – and 

here we should think of something similar to 



 
171 

words spoken by God, some type of sacralised 

poetic speech – what is free of every kind of 

ornament or external reference, and authentic 

beauty is created in this completely naked 

state of existence. It is enough if we think of 

Celan’s poem entitled Stehen – To stand. 

Celan in his speech The Meridian makes an 

attempt to destruct the hierarchical systems 

of reference (first and foremost, those of 

artistic and aesthetical nature), or at least to 

ignore and / or by-pass them.    

 As for the idea of beauty circumscribed 

in the speech, it seems certain that the text 

can be connected to Martin Heidegger’s 

paradigmatic essay The Origin of the Artwork, 

even because, as testified by mere philological 

facts, Celan might have read this work already 

in 1953, together with the other items of 

Heidegger’s collection of essays Off the 

Beaten Track (Holzwge). According to 

Heidegger, authentic artistic beauty is created 

without artificial human factors, without the 

dominion of technology over art. The result of 

this creation process is not some static, 

unmoving content of beauty and truth in the 

artwork, but it is rather event-like (Ereignis), 
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close to the ancient Greek philosophical 

conception of aletheia. Aletheia does not 

mean some factual truth, it is not an answer 

to a question to be decided that can imply the 

dichotomy of true or false. It is not a static 

fact whose content of truth can simply be 

checked in the external reality, it is rather an 

event, truth taking place via which something 

that earlier was concealed becomes visible to 

us. Under no circumstances is this content of 

truth related to the scientific sense of the 

word, since the truth of art and the artwork 

helps man to become more in some sense 

than earlier, reaching a higher level of 

existence. This type of truth shows itself, 

opens up via the artwork – for example, via a 

poem, the artistic use of language – and 

reaches the receiver.   

 Heidegger evidently had a powerful 

impact on Celan’s thinking, as testified by the 

text of The Meridian. The speech can be read 

as an implicit conversation with the 

philosopher. For example, Celan conceives 

objections against technology and the 

technicalisation of human society, and these 

notions can be related to another of 



 
173 

Heidegger’s paradigmatic essays entitled Die 

Frage nach der Technik (The Question 

Concerning Technology) that was evidently 

read by Celan, true, only after the 

composition of The Meridian, around 1968 

(K. Lyon 2006).     

 If we read Celan’s text cautiously, then 

we can see that he speaks about automatons 

at several loci, in a very negative voice (and at 

the same time, referring to Georg Büchners 

work, since The Meridian was written on the 

occasion of receiving the Georg Büchner 

Prize):  

 

‘Please note, ladies and gentlemen: One 

would like to be a Medusas head to … seize 

the natural as the natural by means of art!  

 One would like to, by the way, not: I 

would.  

This means going beyond what is 

human, stepping into a realm which is turned 

toward the human, but uncanny – the realm 

where the monkey, the automatons and with 

them …oh, art, too, seem to be at home.’ 

(Celan 2003: 42-43)   
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* * * 

 

‘The man whose eyes and mind are occupied 

with art – I am still with Lenz – forgets about 

himself. Art makes for distance from the I. Art 

requires that we travel a certain space in a 

certain direction, on a certain road.  

 Andpoetry? Poetry which, of course, 

must go to the way of art? Here this would 

actually mean the road to Medusas head and 

the automaton!’ (Celan 2003: 44) 

 

Celan imagines authentic art as being 

independent of technology. Perhaps he also 

refers to the neo-avantgarde trends of arts 

spreading in the 1960s (here we may mention 

Walter Benjamin’s prominent essay about the 

degradation of art to consumption and the 

reproducibility of the artwork) (Benjamin: 

2006), together with Heidegger’s concepts of 

existential philosophy Technikpessimismus 

(technological pessimism) and Machenschaft 

(the wish to dominate the world via 

technology) (Heidegger 2006). That is, the 

artwork, mainly the artwork existing in / via 

language should be free / independent of 
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technology that depraves the human being, 

the Dasein and alienates him or her from 

Being. Based on it, Celan sees the essence of 

the truth and beauty of the linguistic artwork 

in its uniqueness and irreproducibility.       

 For Paul Celan, poetry (Dichtung) is not 

only the art of placing words beside each 

other, that is why art (Kunst) is used in The 

Meridian in a very restrictive (and sometimes 

negative, bound to social systems of 

reference?) sense. Returning to Heidegger’s 

and Celan’s intellectual relationship, although 

Heidegger himself never strictly separated the 

notions of Dichtung and Kunst in his 

writings, in his post-war essays he seemingly 

tries to define the artwork as an entity outside 

the artificial frameworks of human society. 

According to him, it is also a realistic danger 

that modern society may deprave language 

itself – considering Celan’s well-known 

concept of language, mainly of his mother 

tongue German violated and abused by the 

horrors of the Second World War and the 

Holocaust, the poet is seemingly afraid of the 

same, or he even considers this thought as a 

fact that already came true.  
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In contrast to Celan’s negative opinion 

about modern(ist) poetry (despite the fact 

that literary history thinking in epochs 

considers him as one of the last poets of the 

paradigm of late modernity), there is a 

conception according to which real (meaning 

free of artificial elements) poetry is similar to 

the concept of the absolute poem conceived 

by Mallarmé, also mentioned by Gottfried 

Benn in his ars poetical essay Problems of the 

Lyric (Probleme der Lyrik) written in 1951 

(Benn: 2011). Implicitly debating with Benn, 

Celan conceives his aversions in The Meridian 

against the neo-avantgarde trends of 

literature like concrete and experimental 

poetry which, according to him, seem to be 

too artificial:  

 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, what I am actually 

talking about when I speak from this position, 

in this direction, with these words about the 

poem, no, about THE poem?  

 I am talking about a poem which does 

not exist!  

 The absolute poem – it, certainly does 

not, cannot exist.  
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 But every real poem, even the least 

ambitious, there is this ineluctable question, 

this exorbitant claim.’ (Celan 2006: 51)  

 

In Georg Büchners drama referred to by 

Celan Dantons Death the exclamation Long 

live the king! is pronounced after the king’s 

death. This absurd verbal manifestation is, 

according to Heidegger’s philosophical 

terminology, a counter-word (Gegenwort), 

which is not else but an action deriving from 

mans instinctive desire for freedom. It cannot 

be excluded that in this certain counter-word 

Celan also sees the possibility of the 

realisation of politically motivated poetry – 

although he himself did not write so many 

poems of explicit political content, but he 

produced text that allow political 

interpretation, for example his poem 

beginning with the line In Eins.   

 For Celan, Counter-word is the 

manifestation of real poetry, a manifestation 

of language that is clear, free of interests and 

true – that is, beautiful in aesthetic sense of 

the word, a type of language use that is free of 

the distorting, rhetorical and artificial 
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characters of language. Celan’s The Meridian 

contains even more radical and provocative 

elements than Heidegger’s philosophy of 

destruction, intending to re-evaluate the 

whole history of human thinking. His concept 

can be related to the pair of notions Rede 

(speech) and Ge-rede (babble) from among 

which Rede may also refer to the clear, pure 

(poetic?) way of language us, while Ge-rede 

can serve in order to deceive the other and 

conceal the truth (K. Lyon: 126).   

 In contrast to Heidegger, Celan 

accentuates in The Meridian that it is the 

poem itself that speaks and states itself, not 

the person of the poet. Although Heidegger 

states it at several loci in his writings that it is 

not else but the subject language itself that 

speaks vie human beings, according to Celan, 

the poem is an artwork bound to a certain 

time and place – referring to Georg Büchners 

short story Lenz. Büchners Lenz lives in an 

enclosed, very narrow state of existence, in a 

type of exile, and he always speaks out of this 

state. This experience of being locked up, 

being exiled entitles him to pronounce the 

truth. The poem exists thrown into, locked 
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within the dimensions of time and space in 

the same way, being defenceless, and this 

defencelessness can encourage it to 

pronounce contents that may not be 

pronounced via other forms of utterance of 

language.    

 Despite the similarities, we may state 

that Celan’s The Meridian conceives a theory 

of lyric poetry, and more generally, a theory of 

art that is very different from Heidegger’s and 

Gottfried Benns. Poetry, as both Heidegger 

and Benn states, basically has a monological 

nature. Nevertheless, according to Celan, the 

poem exists in a state similar to the 

monologue only at a certain level of its 

creation process.   

Although Heidegger writes about 

answers given to utterances (Entsprechen) at 

several loci, Celan seems to interpret it in a 

different way. According to The Meridian the 

poem becomes present (Präsens), as if it, as a 

product of language, became also 

personalised, individualised, giving some 

answer itself. The poem is pre-sent in the 

present tense, in the temporal dimension of a 
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certain moment of time, but it speaks out of 

the present (K. Lyon: 131).  

As Celan states, the poem is lonely and 

underway, as he conceives it, being en route, 

and it is also possible that Celan adjusted 

Heidegger’s thoughts to his own thinking, 

even if he did not misinterpret the 

philosopher’s complex system of thinking. 

The poem is not else but a message in a bottle 

tossed in the ocean, sent to an unknown 

addressee – as Celan borrows this notion 

from Osip Mandelstam –, and it either 

reaches the potential addressee / receiver or 

not. However, Celan does not only suppose 

some encounter, but also dialogue, 

conversation with the Other, based on 

reciprocity, realised via the poem. Although 

the poem exists in a lonely state, it is not to be 

forgotten that it is permanently en route, 

moving towards someone (the receiver?), and 

this movement, this dynamism is much less 

accentuated in Heidegger’s writings on 

language.    

 That is, Celan evidently refuses the 

monological nature of language / pronounced 

words / poems, since the poem, as mentioned 
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above, always has a (potential) addressee and 

a destination. The poem is not else but a 

performative type of language use that also 

has an aesthetical function – if it reaches the 

undefined addressee, the Other, and it is not 

only words shouted into nothingness, it 

becomes an artwork of language. For Celan, 

poetry is the path of voice in the direction of 

the ‘you’, a metaphorical meridian connecting 

two – or more – subjects.  

  Art is not else but homage to absurdity, 

a dissonant secession from the monotonous 

context of weekdays, but at least an attempt to 

get out of this context. Art is the phenomenon 

that distances man from his own self, placing 

him in the context of the unknown, the 

terrific, the Uncanny (Unheimliche). As if 

artistic beauty, in Celan’s interpretation, 

existed in symbiosis, or at least in a 

complementary relationship with horror. 

With the horror that we, human beings are 

forced to control in some way. The horror 

(Entsetzen) and silence (Verschweigen) also 

mutually suppose each others existence, since 

the poem carries so ponderous contents that 

are nearly impossible to pronounce – it 
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implies that Celan’s late poems written in the 

period around the composition of The 

Meridian also show a powerful tendency 

towards the poetics of silence:  

  

‘It is true, the poem, the poem today, shows – 

and this has only indirectly to do with the 

difficulties of vocabulary, the faster flow of 

syntax or a more awakened sense of ellipsis, 

none of which we should underrate – the 

poem clearly shows a strong tendency 

towards silence.  

The poem hold its ground, fir you will 

permit me yet another extreme formulation, 

the poem holds its ground on its own margin. 

In order to endure, it constantly calls and 

pulls itself back from an already-no-more into 

a still-here.’  (Celan 2006: 49)  

 

Conceiving the aesthetics of dialogue, 

according to The Meridian poetry means 

Atemwende, breath-turn, as also referred to 

by the title of one of the late volumes of poetry 

by the author. It is the return to a primordial, 

natural state of existence that existed before 

art, and in a certain sense it is free of every 
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kind of art, since in Celan’s interpretation, art 

is a constructed, artificial formation, and 

poetry of artificial nature only deceives us and 

conceals the truth:  

 

‘Poetry is perhaps this: an Atemwnende, a 

turning of your breath. Who knows, perhaps 

poetry goes its way – a way of art – for the 

sake of just such a turn? And since the 

strange, the abyss and the Medusas head, the 

abyss and the automaton, all seem to le in the 

same direction – it is perhaps this turn, this 

Atemwende, which can sort out the strange 

from the strange? It is perhaps here, in this 

one brief moment, that Medusas head shrivels 

and the automatons run down? Perhaps, 

along with the I, estranged and freed here, in 

this manner, some other thing is also set 

free?’ (Celan 2006: 47)    

  

Perhaps the poem is created from the 

recognition of some danger (Bacsó 1996: 71-

83). From the danger that prevents the lonely 

artwork that is thrown into the ocean like a 

message in the bottle from reaching the 

addressee / the Other, from fulfilling its 
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aesthetical function, from initiating a 

dialogue. The poem undertakes an 

endangered mode of existence (Bacsó 1996: 

81), even risking to be thrown out of time and 

space, but at the same time, it finally becomes 

free. Celan asks the question whether or not 

the task of the linguistic artwork is to enlarge, 

to expand the frameworks of art?   

 

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have come to the end 

– I have come back to the beginning.  

 Elargissez lart! This problem confronts 

us with its old and new uncanniness. I took it 

to Büchner, and think I found it in his work.  

 I even had an answer ready, I wanted to 

encounter, to contradict, with a word against 

the grain, like Luciles.  

 Enlarge art?  

 No. On the contrary, take art with you 

into your innermost narrowness. And set 

yourself free. I have taken this route, even 

today, with you. It has been a circle.’ (Celan 

2006: 51-52) 

 

As The Meridian suggests it, we can speak 

about much more. The goal is rather to create 
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a (poetic) space that is so narrow that implies 

horror and fear, and within which there is no 

place for circumlocution.  

 As for the notion of the author, reading 

The Meridian in its textual reality, less based 

on the critical reception, we can see that Celan 

has a very specific concept about the role of 

the author – although he personifies and 

individualises the poem, he also claims that 

the poem is the travelling companion of the 

poet.  

The poem is an entity bound to a given 

date, and as an utterance it speaks for itself, 

but it is also able to speak for someone else – 

interestingly, Celan perhaps does not even 

question the validity of poetry representing 

others:  

  

‘Perhaps we can say that every poem is 

marked by its own 20th of January? Perhaps 

the newness of poems written today is that 

they try most plainly to be mindful of this 

kind of date?  

 But do we not all write from and 

towards some such date? What else could we 

claim as our origin?  
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 But the poem speaks. It is mindful of its 

dates, but it speaks. True, it speaks on its 

own, its very own behalf. 

 But I think – and this will hardly 

surprise use – that the poem has always 

hoped, for this very reason, to speak also on 

behalf of the strange – no, I can no longer use 

this word – on behalf of the other, who 

knows, perhaps of altogether other.’ (Celan 

2006: 47-48)  

 

The poem that is beautiful in the aesthetical 

sense of the word, the poem that carries and / 

or generates aesthetical beauty holds its 

ground somewhere on its own margin, and 

shows a strong tendency towards silence – it 

pronounces only as much as unconditionally 

necessary. At the same time, the poem 

behaves as the extension of its author 

(perhaps similar to the Dasein in 

Heideggerian sense?), and it is evidently 

searching for the chance of encounter. 

The poem is searching for the Other like 

a person, an individual, and in the sense of 

the aesthetics of dialogue it makes the 

receiver to turn to the Other; that is, to 
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initiate a dialogue, a conversation. The poem 

becomes the property of the receiver, the 

receivers own, and evidently makes him or 

her think it further:      

 

‘The poem becomes – under what conditions 

– the poem of a person who still perceives, 

still turns towards phenomena, addressing 

and questioning them. The poem becomes 

conversation – often desperate conversation.  

 Only the space of this conversation can 

establish what is addressed, can gather into a 

you around the naming and speaking I. But 

this you, come about by dint of being named 

and addressed, brings its otherness into the 

present. Even in the here and now of the 

poem – and the poem has only one, unique, 

momentary present – even in this immediacy 

and nearness, the otherness gives voice to 

what is most its own: its time.  

 Whenever we speak with things in this 

way we also dwell on the question of their 

where-from and where-to, an open question 

without resolution, a question which points 

towards open, empty, free spaces – we have 

ventured far out.  



 
188 

 The poem also searches for this place.’  

(Celan 2006: 50)  

 

Celan’s statement according to which there is 

no absolute poem has a paradoxical nature. 

The poet may rather conceive a kind of 

requirement, claim, expectation towards the 

poem that does not, cannot be completely met 

with.  

 The poet / reader who follows the poem 

as a travelling companion goes on by-passes, 

detours, and although he or she can also 

reach someone else, as Celan 

autobiographically refers to it in The 

Meridian, finally one gets closer to oneself, 

returning to oneself. The Meridian is circular 

geographical formation that connects places 

that are very far from each other, but 

compassing the whole Earth it also returns to 

its own starting point. As we can read in the 

final paragraphs of The Meridian:   

 

‘I shall search for the region from which hail 

Reinhold Lenz and Karl Emil Franzos whom I 

have met on my way here and in Büchners 

work. I am also, since I am again at my point 
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of departure, searching for my own place of 

origin. 

 I am looking for all this with my 

imprecise, because nervous, finger on a map – 

a childs map, I must admit.  

None of these places can be found. They 

do not exist. But I know where they ought to 

exists, especially now, and … I find something 

else.  

 Ladies and gentlemen, I find something 

which consoles me a bit for having walked 

this impossible road in your presence, this 

road of the impossible. 

 I find the connective which, like the 

poem, leads to encounters 

 I find something as immaterial as 

language, yet earthly, terrestrial, in the shape 

of a circle which, via both poles, rejoins itself 

and on the way serenely crosses even the 

tropics: I find … a meridian.’ (Celan 2006: 54-

55) 

 

If we make an attempt to read Celan’s speech 

with the technique of close reading, by and 

large ignoring the constant references to 

Georg Büchner’s works, we can see that it 
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conceives essentially simple statements – it 

formulates the aesthetics of dialogue and the 

aesthetics of the return to ourselves and self-

understanding, in some way following the 

thinking of the philosophers of the German 

hermeneutical school Wilhelm Dilthey and his 

20th century successors Heidegger, and finally 

his disciple Hans-Georg Gadamer. It is not to 

be forgotten, as mentioned above, that among 

other possibilities of interpretation Celan’s 

speech can be read as in implicit conversation 

with Heidegger. Furthermore, it is also a well-

known philological fact that Gadamer wrote a 

whole booklet on Celan’s poetry, finding the 

poem cycle Atemkristall – Breath-crystal to 

be the most appropriate example to apply his 

hermeneutical method of interpretation, also 

conceiving a dialogical aesthetics of poetry 

(Gadamer 1993). As we can read it in The 

Meridian:  

 

‘Is it on such paths that poems take us when 

we think of them? And are these paths only 

detours, detours from you to you? But they 

are, among how many others, the paths on 

which language becomes voice. They are 
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encounters, paths from a voice to a listening 

You, natural paths, outlines for existence 

perhaps, for projecting ourselves into the 

search for ourselves … A kind of 

homecoming.’ (Celan 2006: 53)  

 

Finally, it may be a risky, speculative 

statement, but Celan’s The Meridian perhaps 

does not only conceive the aesthetics of 

dialogue and self-understanding, an art 

theory very close to the German 

hermeneutical tradition, but, since this 

tendency is strongly present in Celan’s poetic 

oeuvre, the text also seem to conceive the 

desire to by-pass media and mediality, the 

wish to reach immediacy, mainly in the 

linguistic sense of the term. Basically, the 

poem is not else but a medium, a vehicle of a 

message and a message at the same time, but 

in a certain moment of the encounter the 

receiver / addressee gets closer and / or 

returns to himself or herself. The poem and 

the receiver nearly become one, united, and 

the receiver is allowed, via the (personified?) 

linguistic artwork, to glance into a privative, 

enclosed reality within which the dichotomy 
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of mediatedness and immediacy has already 

nearly no sense, since this reality exists 

enclosed in itself, at a certain level in an 

immediate way, but at least without multiple 

mediatedness. Certainly, this immediacy 

might only be an illusion – an illusion that the 

receiver can experience only during the 

(short) time of the encounter with the poem / 

the Other, and for a moment he or she can 

become part of some higher, less mediated, 

purer and more essential poem-reality / art-

reality: the autonomous reality of the artwork.  
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THE ILLUSION OF IMMEDIACY 

MEDIAL ASPECTS OF PAUL CELAN’S 

POETRY 

 

 

Introduction 

In the present research paper I intend to 

examine one of the very important aspecst of 

Paul Celan’s poetry – namely mediality, the 

problems of mediality and immediacy, 

highlighting how the problem of mediatedness 

by media and the impossibility of immediacy, 

and the fight against the medial nature of the 

world appear in several works by the poet.  

Nowadays, we may speak about a number 

of types of media, that is why I think that it is 

worth examining poems that permit 

interpretations from the direction of mediality. 

First and foremost, perhaps it is worth 

investigating what Paul Celan could think about 

one of the most primordial media that were also 

considered an imperfect means of 

communication even in the age of the poet – a 

few words about language.  
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Language as Medium by Paul Celan   

Paul Celan’s view about language is very 

controversial, and it has a dual nature. On the 

one hand, the poet wished to demolish the 

limits of human language considered as an 

imperfect medium for communication; on the 

other hand, Celan’s poetry permits an 

interpretation according to which he wanted to 

create a new poetic language that is beyond the 

human language used in everyday 

communication, even if not ceasing, but 

perhaps somehow reducing the mediatedness 

and mediality of the world. To illustrate this 

view of human language, one of the authors 

well-known, programme-like poems entitled 

Sprachgitter – Speech-Grille may serve as a 

good example, in which Celan makes an effort to 

cease the limits of human language:  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

‘Speech-Grille 

  

Eyes round between the bars.  
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Flittering lid,  

paddles upward, 

breaks a glance free. 

Iris, the swimmer, dreamless and drab:  

Heaven, heartgray, must be near.’ 

 

 

THE ORGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

‘Sprachgitter 

 

Augenrund zwischen den Stäben.  

 

Flimmertier Lid  

rudert nach oben,  

gibt einen Blick frei.  

 

Iris, Schwimmerin, traumlos und trüb:  

der Himmel, herzgrau, muß nah sein.’  

 

Metaphors – at least according to Celan’s 

concept – increase the distance between two 

subjects; that is, they increase the mediatedness 

by language, and it may be the metaphorical 

nature of language because of which there can 

be no clear communication mediating messages 
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over the everyday language. If we have a glance 

at the above cited lines, we may see that the 

poetic images lack the reference to something, 

which would be the gist of the traditional 

definition of metaphor. As it is mentioned by 

Celan himself, it was the above poem in which 

he tried to conceive that he was bored with the 

permanent hide-and-seek game with 

metaphors. (Felstiner 1995: 106-107) Although 

the American monographer of the poet John 

Felstiner writes that at the time of writing 

Speech-Grille, in 1957 Celan did not yet 

completely cease the use of metaphors in his 

poems, but he did his best to divide them into 

an internal and an external reality. This way, 

symbolically, the mediatedness by language is 

not ceased, but it may be decreased, and words 

are perhaps able to speak to the reader in a 

more immediate way.  

 Celan’s fight against metaphors may be 

read as an experiment of the clearance of the 

language and the decrease of the mediatedness 

by language to some degree (Mihálycsa 1999). 

In the poems written later than Speech-Grille 

the words do not function as metaphors, do not 

refer to anything, only stand alone, constituting 
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poetic realities (Bartók 2009: 29). The wish to 

clear language from metaphors also appears in 

one of Celan’s late, fairly known poem entitled 

Ein Dröhnen – A rumbling:  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

A RUMBLING: it is  

Truth itself 

walked among 

men, 

amidst the 

metaphor squall.  

 

 

THE ORIGNAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

EIN DRÖHNEN: es ist  

die Wahrheit selbst 

unter die Menschen 

getreten,  

mitten ins  

Metapherngestöber.  
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That is, human language is not more for Celan 

than a metaphor squall, a chaotic medium 

lacking any sort of system. Some transcendent 

Truth walks down, among men amidst this 

chaotic squall of metaphors, and it may make us 

remember Nietzsches theory about metaphors 

(Kiss 2003: 112). According to Nietzsche – and 

it is no novelty for Linguistics – even linguistic 

commonplaces are metaphorical. Thinking after 

Celan, the language of our everyday life is an 

inadequate medium to mediate unambiguous 

information, because it is too medial and 

mediated. May there be Truth only if we 

conceive it in a language that is free of 

metaphors? The question evidently has no 

adequate answer, but based on Celan’s above 

poem it may seem that a language cleared from 

metaphors could be able to express truths, and 

the cessation of metaphoricalness may decrease 

the multiple mediatedness and mediality of 

human pronunciations and experiences.  

 In some of Celan’s poems, the poet 

perhaps tries to demolish, or at least by-pass the 

excessive mediatedness of human language by 

the method that certain poems are not written 

in one of the concrete national languages, but 
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the poet borrowed words from different foreign 

languages – that is, it is hard to establish in 

which language the given poem speaks, unless 

we do not count the words of different 

languages on a statistical basis. The poem 

entitled In Eins – In One, or at least the 

beginning verses of the poem can be a good 

example to this tendency:  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

In One 

 

Thirteenth February. In the hearts mouth an  

awakaned shibboleth. With you, 

Peuple  

de Paris. No pasarán.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

‘IN EINS 

 

Dreizehnter Feber. Im Herzmund 

erwachtes Schibboleth. Mit dir,  

Peuple  
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de Paris. No pasarán.’  

 

The above extract was originally written in 

German (the English translation of the German 

elements also tends to cease the borders 

between languages), but foreign expressions can 

be found in it nearly in the same proportion. 

The word shibboleth (originally meaning river, 

but in the Bible it was a secret tribal password 

used at border-crossing) is from Hebrew, the 

expression Peuple de Paris (people of Paris) is 

from French, while the expression No pasarán 

(they will not break through) is borrowed from 

Spanish. As for the poem, Derrida says that in 

the text a border-crossing takes place between 

different languages (Derrida 1994: 23-24). 

Although there is no doubt that the text of the 

above extract is a pronunciation in human 

languages, it is not easy to define in which 

language the poem speaks. The cessation of the 

medium of a concrete human language can also 

be interpreted as a poetic experiment to cease, 

or at least decrease mediality and mediatedness.  

 It may also seem that Celan’s poetry treats 

the natural human language as a disaster 

(Lacoue-Labarthe 1996: 193-213). The poetic 
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word wishes to demolish the limits constituted 

by the language of the everyday life, and 

necessarily, it wants to transgress these limits. 

The non-conventional words of Celan’s poems 

and their new, surprising meanings also serve as 

the basis of this intention, since Celan ignores 

the earlier forms of poetic behaviour, and 

experiments to re-define the concept of 

poeticness. 

 There can also be a radical notion 

according to which poetry is not else but the 

cessation of language itself, and poetry takes 

place at the spot where language is already 

absent (Lacoue-Labarthe 1996: 199-200). This 

language certainly does not mean natural 

language, since if the poetic word is an 

autonomous entity, then poetry is not else but 

the liberation from limits. When the word takes 

place, that is, it is pronounced, the continuous 

speech is suspended, and the word as an 

autonomous entity rises above the system of the 

language, in a similar sense to Hölderlins notion 

of caesure and clear word (Reines Wort). 

Celan’s compound words created only in poetic 

constellations exist outside natural language; 

therefore, they may be treated as clear words. 
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Poetry is constituted by the word that testifies 

human being and presence. This type of word is 

called by Celan counter-word (Gegenwort) in 

his speech called Meridian, after Georg 

Büchners drama Dantons Death (Paul Celan 

1996). Poetrys intention is to pronounce 

existence, mainly human being within it. The 

gist of the pronunciation of existence is that 

although poetry cannot reverse the tragedy of 

the imperfection of human language and mans 

scepticism about language, but at least it writes 

down and archives the tragedy of language 

(Lacoue-Labarthe 1996).  

 Despite the fact that language can be 

experienced as a tragedy, it may seem that 

written, mainly literary texts and poetry is 

trying to fight against the extreme mediality and 

languages tendency to distance subjects from 

each other. Language may lose its accentuated 

role and become one medium among many, and 

maybe it is languages main tragedy (Lőrincz 

2003: 164). That is why I think that it is worth 

examining how written texts are represented in 

Celan’s poetry as media.  
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Writing as Medium in Paul Celan’s 

poetry  

Writing and written texts, literary texts within 

them are recurring motifs in Paul Celan’s 

poetry, and writing seems to appear a somewhat 

clearer medium than any other one. 

 Thinking with Gadamer, knowing Celan’s 

cycle called Atemkristall – Breath-crystal the 

poem can be the medium of the encounter of ‘I’ 

and ‘You’ (Gadamer 1993). Although a poem is a 

medium consisting of language, the written text 

is evidently beyond the spoken language, since 

it is more imperishable – and at the same time, 

more material. This materiality, however, 

implies that a written text can place itself 

outside of its own historical existence, and a 

literary work may become a classical work 

(Gadamer 1984) that is historical, past and 

present at the same time – a material, that is, 

mediated entity, but at the same time existing 

outside the dimension of time, becoming 

immediate and in some sense transcendent.  

 Derrida highlights the primacy of the 

medium of writing and, despite the Saussurean 

paradigm, its original nature that may have 



 
206 

been existed even before the appearance of 

language (Derrida 1991: 21-113). For Celan as a 

poet, writing is evidently a primary medium, 

several poems by author refer to it, and 

although he apparently does not believe in the 

exquisite capability of mediation of language, 

following Derrida’s thoughts it is imaginable 

that poetry / poetic texts can function as media 

beyond the spoken language, as according to 

Derrida writing can express any message much 

more clearly than a spoken text.  

 Poetry is the possible medium of the 

expression of superior messages. The truth 

value of the messages may remain undistorted, 

and beyond all of this we may think about non-

linguistic, electronic and optical media, to which 

Celan’s well-known poem entitled Fadensonnen 

– Threadsuns may refer (I will deal with it in 

detail later on).  

 One of Celan’s late poems entitled Das 

Wort Zur-Tiefe-Gehn – The word of in-depth-

going can also be interesting for us, since it 

contains strong references to the motif of 

writing:  

 

ENGLISH TRANSLATION: 
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THE WORD OF IN-DEPTH-GOING  

that we have read. 

The years, the words, since then. 

We are still the same. 

 

You know, the space is endless, 

you know, you do not need to fly, 

you know, what wrote itself in your eyes, 

deepens the depths to us.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

DAS WORT VOM ZUR-TIEFE-GEHN 

das wir gelesen haben. 

Die Jahre, die Worte seither. 

Wir sind es noch immer. 

 

Weißt du, der Raum ist unendlich, 

weißt du, du brauchst nicht zu fliegen, 

weißt du, was sich in dein Aug schrieb, 

vertieft uns die Tiefe. 

 

In the closing lines of the poem something is 

written, writes itself to the poetic addressee, 
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and this undefined entity deepens the depths 

(vertieft … die Tiefe); that is, it is able to open 

up deeper spheres of sense. Eye is the medium 

of sight – based on the last verse of the poem 

above, we may conclude that writing, written 

text is a phenomenon that written in the eyes of 

someone is able to mediate messages that may 

not be mediated by spoken language. The 

writing of the text into the eye is an important 

motif, because one decodes any text through 

one’s eye. Writing, written texts are primarily 

optical media which we are able to decode based 

on our sight.  

 We may even risk the statement that 

human life is organised by linearity and 

continuity because of the continuity of phonetic 

writing systems (McLuhan 1962: 47). Starting 

from this thesis of McLuhan we may presume 

an opposition between verbal and written 

culture, just like between visual and acoustic 

media.  

 Certainly, it is worth mentioning that one 

of the monographers of McLuhan completely 

doubts that writing would be a primarily visual 

medium, since it can operate as a reflected sight 

if the reader, for example, reads foreign texts, 
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and these times he or she comprehends the 

meaning of the text without decoding the form 

(Miller 1971: 10).  The phonetic alphabet does 

not only separate the sight and the sound, but 

also separates each meaning from the 

phonemes signed by the letters, which results in 

meaningless letters referring to meaningless 

phonemes (McLuhan 1962).   

 Considering the same problem, we may 

cite George Steiner, according to whom the 

system of the phonetic alphabet and the 

printing that uses moveable letters based on it 

are not metaphysical inventions that are able to 

express transcendent messages – the reasons 

for their inventions is to be sought in the linear 

structures of the syntax of Indo-European 

languages (Steiner 1998: 253-257). However, 

this way writing would be degraded to a 

completely material level, while literature and 

literary texts may be able to express 

transcendent messages, even if the medium 

containing the message is physically tangible. As 

McLuhan states it, it is possible that writing 

makes texts uniform, but this uniformity 

concerns only the physical appearance, the 
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medium of the work of art, but the artwork itself 

is able to remain unique.  

 Among others Walter J. Ong deals with 

the history and spread of printing and with the 

dominance of sight that in the history of 

humanity gradually replaced the dominance of 

hearing (Ong 1998: 245-269). Due to printing 

one has a different relation to texts already 

written by someone, since although handwritten 

texts counted as irreproducible, unique objects, 

in some cases artworks created by their author, 

printed texts are distanced from their author, 

are uniform in some sense, and can be 

reproduced in an unlimited number. Speaking 

about lyric poetry this revolution can lead to the 

conclusion that certain literary texts are able to 

mediate their complete message only in a 

printed form – for example, let us just think of 

the typographic image poems by E. E. 

Cummings. Apart from handwritten texts, 

printed texts can be treated as finished works, 

since they cannot be written any further. As for 

Paul Celan’s poetry, it may have importance in 

the case of the late, hermetic poems by the 

author – these short poems consisting only of a 

few lines or words in many cases are evidently 
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finished texts, as for their printed form. In 

Celan’s work even punctuation marks play an 

important role and may modify the 

opportunities of interpretation. Some poems, as 

Derrida emphasises, are even dated, and the 

appearance of the date in some editions below 

the printed poem may also accentuate their 

finished character (Derrida 1994: 3-74). 

 Gadamer emphasises that written, literary 

texts can have some specific truth value. 

According to the traditional definitions, a text is 

poetic if it lacks the factor justifying the truth 

value of the utterance (Gadamer 1994: 188-

201). Literary / poetic texts can be adequately 

heard only by the so-called interior ear. 

However, when Gadamer speaks about the 

interpretation of an artwork, he metaphorises it 

as reading. All artworks in the world must be 

read so that they should become present in the 

Heideggerian sense. As for Paul Celan’s poems, 

we may state that a poetic text always carries 

some message and has some truth value – even 

if in a negative way. In Celan’s case, the message 

is perhaps pronounced by its withdrawal, its 

negative form of pronunciation. In the 20th 

century literature a new norm of truth appeared 
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that belongs to the essence of poetry (Gadamer 

1994: 200). Celan’s poems tell the truth to the 

reader in a way that by their hermetism, hard 

interpretability and self-enclosed nature 

withdraw themselves from the reader and from 

the word. The truth is expressed in a negative 

form, seemingly withdrawing itself from the 

poem, not explicitly stating itself. Connected to 

the metaphor according to which the whole 

understanding of the world is not else but 

reading, it may be worth having a glance at one 

of Celan’s late poems entitled Unlesbarkeit – 

Illegible: 

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

ILLEGIBLE this 

world. Everything doubled.  

 

Staunch clocks 

confirm the split hour, 

hoarsely. 

 

You, clamped in your depths, 

climb out of yourself 
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for ever.   

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

UNLESBARKEIT dieser 

Welt. Alles doppelt. 

 

Die starken Uhren 

geben der Spaltstunde recht, 

heiser. 

 

Du, in dein Tiefstes geklemmt, 

entsteigst dir 

für immer.  

 

Based on this poem the illegibility of the world 

means that things, phenomena of the world in 

their complex relations cannot or can hardly be 

interpreted, understood in any way. The nature 

of all phenomena is doubled, on the one hand, 

they are visible and tangible, but there must be 

some hidden essence behind everything – and 

this hidden essence, this behind is not reachable 

or tangible. The only way to read the world, says 

Celan poem, may be that the subject should 
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climb out of oneself, alienates oneself from ones 

own identity. In the sate of this ecstasy one may 

experience the world in a more immediate, 

deeper way, at least in the world of Celan’s 

poem. It is, certainly, only one of the possible 

interpretations of the poem above, and it can be 

acceptable only in a poetic context, since it 

contradicts the hermeneutical principle 

according to which no form of understanding is 

possible without mediation and mediality. 

 Perhaps it is an acceptable reading of the 

text that literature, the literary text is some kind 

of partaking in some experience that would 

otherwise finally deny us itself. The art of the 

past, due to mediality and material 

representation, may serve the needs of the men 

of the present (Stierle 1996: 286). Following 

Gadamer, it is possible only through media – 

one cannot step out of historical time, and one’s 

existence in time has its end. Certain artworks 

can become permanent within time, becoming 

classic works, and – even if it is not an adequate 

statement within scientific frameworks – they 

may place themselves out of space and time, 

becoming eternal.  
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 Literary text can be an eminent example 

of the phenomenon when something is not an 

answer to some question, but the representation 

of real things within imaginary frames. Lyric 

poetry may be the best example of the often 

debated relationship of artworks and media. 

Poetry can also be interpreted as the 

transgression between the schemas of literary 

genres (Stierle 1996: 270). A literary text 

through the written / printed material mediates 

much more towards the reader than just itself. 

The ‘You’ appearing in lyric poems, the 

addressee of a given text can always refer to 

several subjects, can have an inter-subjective 

character. Considering Celan’s late poems often 

referring to themselves, it can be an 

interpretation that not simply the poetic 

speaker speaks to the reader / addressee, but 

the text becomes the speaker itself, and this 

way, the degree of mediatedness between 

speaker and addressee may be reduced. Even if 

the text of a poem is a phenomenon of language, 

something mediated by the medium of 

language, the artwork-character and literariness 

of the work fills the whole medium. After 

McLuhans notion, in a poem the message and 
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the medium may be able to become one, and 

speak to the addressee in a more immediate and 

less mediated manner, even if mediality cannot 

be completely ceased. However, it seems that 

poetry, and in the present case Celan’s hermetic 

poetry makes an attempt to cease the mediated 

nature of reality.  

 

Possible References to Optical and 

Electronic Media in Celan’s Poetry in the 

Mirror of the Poem Fadensonnen – 

Threadsuns  

As stated above, writing, written and printed 

texts can be treated as optical media, it is only a 

question of approach. Paul Celan’s poems 

permit the interpretation according to which 

written texts may be considered as a kind of 

primary medium, at least for the poet, and 

written texts are able to mediate and archive 

information and meanings which are lost or 

incompletely mediated in spoken language. 

 One of the fairly well-known poems by 

Celan may refer among others to the 

technicalising culture and optical and electronic 

media of our present. This poem is called 

Fadensonnen – Threadsuns.  
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JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION: 

 

THREADSUNS  

over the grayblack wasteness.  

A tree- 

high thought  

strikes the light-tone: there are 

still songs to sing beyond 

humankind.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

FADENSONNEN  

über der grauschwarzen Ödnis.  

Ein baum-  

hoher Gedanke  

greift sich den Lichtton: es sind  

noch Lieder zu singen jenseits  

der Menschen. 

 

The above poem, similarly to other minimalist 

and hermetic poems by Celan, permits several 

possible interpretations, even if the number of 
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possible readings is not endless. The text 

consisting of only seven lines turned the 

attention of literary scholars to itself a number 

of times during its history of reception. We may 

presume that the text speaks about not more 

than the transcendent character of poetry, and 

the songs to sing beyond humankind refer to 

transcendent meanings that cannot be mediated 

by everyday language, only by art, namely 

poetry (Gadamer 1997: 112). In parallel the 

poem permits an ironic interpretation, 

according to which nothing more exists beyond 

humankind, reaching the transcendent in any 

way is impossible, and the poetic speaker is only 

thinking about it in an ironic manner (Kiss 

2003: 175-177), and this way under no 

circumstances can we take the statement of the 

last line serious.  

 The phrase beyond humankind and the 

songs sung there / from there may refer to the 

transcendent, metaphysical world beyond the 

visible universe (either the world of platonic 

ideas or the underworld in the religious sense), 

but it is also possible that this beyond is to be 

understood in time, in an age from where 
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humankind has already disappeared in the 

physical sense.  

 Is it possible that Celan’s poem does not 

only refer to mystical, transcendent entities and 

meanings, but also to the quickly evolving 

technical media of the poet’s own age? It cannot 

be decided whether this interpretation is 

legitimate or arbitrary, but if we read Celan’s 

poetry from the direction of mediality and 

mediatedness, it can evidently prove an 

interesting approach.  

 Examining the opening line of the poem 

the poetic text makes the reader see threadsuns 

(the suns radiation through the clouds?) over a 

certain grayblack wasteness. A landscape is 

presented to the reader; that is, the poetic text is 

based on the sight, the imaginary sight created 

by the power of the words before the eyes of the 

reader. As we read the text further, we may read 

a tree-high human thought that strikes the 

light-tone, which is an acoustic and optical 

medium at the same time. Light-tone, as John 

Felstiner translates it, Lichtton in German is not 

Celan’s neologism, but an existing technical 

term used in film-making; that is, the name of 

an optical medium.  
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 The technique called Lichtton, namely 

Lichttonverfahren in German, translated in 

English as sound-on-film (apart from Felstiners 

possible misunderstanding / poetic 

interpretation of the text) refers to one of the 

oldest film-making technologies. It implies a 

class of sound film processes where the sound 

accompanying picture is physically recorded 

onto photographic film, usually, but not always, 

the same strip of film carrying the picture, and 

this process did not count as a very new 

technology even in Celan’s age, in the middle of 

the 20th century. As the poem suggests, the 

human thought is recorded on film – mediated 

by light, an optical medium, and sound, an 

acoustic medium at the same time. The dual 

usage of these media may also make us 

remember the more developed technical media 

of the present days, for example DVD-player, 

television or the multi-medial, virtual world of 

the internet. Is it possible that this striking of 

the light-tone is, as a matter of fact, equal to the 

songs beyond humankind? The mystery of the 

connection between the opening and the closing 

lines of the poem may be solved by this 

interpretation.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sound_film
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 Medial cultural techniques and the 

incredibly quick development of electronic 

technical media in the 20th century provided 

completely new types of experience to people, 

and in the modern age it also led to the radical 

change and re-formation of poetry (Ernő 

Kulcsár Szabó 2004: 166-178). Mechanical 

archiving systems and discourse networks were 

invented, discourses multiplied themselves, and 

it is not clear at all to whom messages – if we 

can still speak about messages at all – are 

addressed in the seemingly chaotic context of 

human culture that is mediated multiple times. 

Medial changes also caused changes in the field 

of literature, and Celan’s poem which has been 

interpreted many times, may be considered as 

the imprint of these changes.  

 It is Friedrich Kittler who states that no 

sense is possible without some kind of physical 

carrier, medium; that is, our human world and 

culture are necessarily mediated and medial. 

However, the notion of noise introduced by 

Shannon nearly always enters the process of 

mediation, disturbing factors never can be 

excluded (Kittler 2005: 455-474). Poetry is 

maybe one of the clearest manifestations of 
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language, a use of language that in principle 

should not be disturbed by any noise. The gist of 

poetry is that it creates its elements as self-

referential elements, and it was the well-known 

model of communication by Jakobson that 

increased the distance between sign and noise 

as large as possible. Poetry is a medium, a form 

of communication that defends itself against 

disturbing factors called noises. If we consider 

the hermetic poetics of Celan’s works and their 

wish to place themselves out of space and time, 

out of all networks that can be disturbed by 

noises, then it can be interpreted as a wish for a 

kind of immediacy. 

 Despite all of this, nowadays, numberless 

kinds of noise shadow the communication in 

our culture. Today noise can also be technically 

manipulated, and it is even used to mediate 

secret, encoded messages, as it can be observed 

in secret technologies of military 

communication (Kittler 2005). The relationship 

between noise and sign has been gradually 

blurred since it became possible to manipulate 

their relationship and since the mathematically 

based communication systems became able to 

change the nature of noise. It may even lead to 
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the conclusion that it is not certain at all that 

the addressee of certain messages can be called 

man. By and large it seems to be compatible 

with the possible interpretation of Celan’s poem 

according to which the addressee of the songs 

that are sung beyond humankind we necessarily 

cannot call man / human.  

 The conquest of the electronic and optical 

media and the strong tendency of 

technicalisation in our society make it possible 

to conclude that we can gain knowledge about 

our own senses only via media. Art and 

technical media can serve the goal to deceive 

human senses. The technical media of our days, 

similarly to Celan’s poetry and the above cited 

poems, create fictional worlds, illusion. 

Furthermore, in some cases this illusion may be 

so perfect that even the definition of reality 

becomes questionable (Kittler 2005: 7-40). 

These medium are first and foremost optical, 

and only secondly acoustic, since for the man of 

the present day the sight, the vision is becoming 

more and more primary.  

 Optical and electronic media, compared 

to the historical past, treat symbolic contents in 

a completely new manner. While the human 
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body in its own materiality still belongs to the 

(physical) reality, media are more and more 

becoming the embodiment of the imaginary, the 

unreal existence and bring this unreality closer 

and closer to man. Paul Celan’s above cited 

poem may also turn our attention to this 

tendency. Perhaps it is worth speaking about 

technicalistaion and the new types of media in a 

neutral manner, not judging them, but the 

extreme presence of technology in our society 

and the possible disappearance of humankind 

as such, the message, the songs beyond 

humankind in a temporal sense may be a 

fearsome thought. We are not to forget that the 

poem entitled Fadensonnen speaks about a 

grayblack wasteness (a landscape burnt to 

ashes?), a deserted waste land, in which we may 

see only a thought striking the light-tone – but 

no human being. Due to the extreme presence of 

technology in the (material) human culture, 

certain phenomena can be liberated that cannot 

be dominated by man anymore. Celan’s poem, 

and the possible negative utopia that it suggests 

can be read as a warning. Citing Georg Simmel, 

the tragedy of human culture (mainly in terms 

of mental values) is in the fact that after a while 
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it may cease itself – man means the greatest 

danger to oneself, and not some external factor. 

(Simmel 1999: 75-93). 

 

The Illusion of Immediacy 

We may presume a tendency in Paul Celan’s 

poetry according to which the poetic texts 

intend to cease, or at least decrease 

mediatedness and mediality, mainly the 

medium that has been proved to be imperfect 

for communication by these days: language. 

However, if art is not able to overcome the 

mediatedness by language, then it may 

experience to withdraw itself from all systems 

and laws of human world, creating its own 

reality. As it was mentioned above, art 

frequently mediates the world of the imaginary.  

 As if some of Celan’s poems also tended to 

make art completely privative, ceasing or 

defying mediality and mediatedness by 

resigning from any type of mediation. Poems do 

not mediate anything more, only stand in 

themselves, beyond everyone and everything. 

This intention may be conceived in the late 

poem entitled Stehen – To stand. 
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JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  

 

TO STAND, in the shadow 

of a scar in the air. 

 

Stand-for-no-one-and-nothing. 

Unrecognized,  

for you, 

alone. 

 

With all that has room within it, 

even without 

language.  

 

 

THE ORIGINAL GERMAN POEM:  

 

STEHEN im Schatten 

des Wundenmals in der Luft. 

 

Für-niemand-und-nichts-Stehn. 

Unerkannt, 

für dich 

allein. 
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Mit allem, was darin Raum hat, 

auch ohne 

Sprache.  

 

The poem places itself out of the dimension of 

time – it is also testified by the infinitive form of 

the first word of the text, lacking grammatical 

aspect or tense. This standing does not takes 

place sometime, even the where of the poem (in 

the shadow of a scar in the air) is questionable. 

We may not even state that it is some poetic 

speaker who stands – no more speaker, no more 

subject exists, it is merely the poem itself that 

withdraws itself from everywhere, into its own 

reality where nothing else exists beside it. This 

standing is also imaginable even without 

language, as the poem says – no more 

language, no more medium is necessary 

anymore, since nothing more is mediated. 

McLuhans statement according to which all 

media contain another medium (McLuhan 

1964) is suspended in this poetic context, since 

the poem refers to only itself without mediating 

any linguistic or non-linguistic message, placing 

itself out of technical media, meanings, or 

anything tangible. From outside the poem is not 
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graspable anymore, and anything can be valid 

only in its enclosed world. This way, the 

enclosed and seemingly unreachable world is 

able to create the illusion of immediacy, lacking 

any kind of mediation and mediality. Certainly, 

we can ask the question how understanding is 

possible if the poem speaks merely within its 

own reality, mediating, carrying no more 

meaning. This statement is evidently valid only 

within imaginary, artistic, poetic frameworks, 

and just for a certain time, since the reader, 

nevertheless, is granted something from the 

poetic world of the poem defining itself 

unreachable and free of mediation by reading 

and interpreting the text, at least receiving the 

splinters of this poetic reality, remaining at the 

level of intuition and suspicion, even if complete 

understanding does not seem possible anymore.  

 Essentially, the same idea of the cessation 

of mediality may be conceived in one of Celan’s 

last poems entitled Schreib dich nicht – Dont 

write yourself:  

 

JOHN FELSTINERS ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION:  
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DONT WRITE YOURSELF 

in between worlds, 

 

rise up against  

multiple meanings, 

 

trust the trail of tears 

and learn to live.  

 

 

THE ORGINAL GERMAN POEM: 

 

SCHREIB DICH NICHT 

zwischen die Welten, 

 

komm auf gegen 

der Bedeutungen Vielfalt, 

 

vertrau der Tränenspur 

und lerne leben.  

 

In the above poem the metaphor of 

understanding the world as reading repeatedly 

appears – the poetic speaker / the poem itself 

calls itself on not writing itself between worlds; 

that is, is should not take the role of the medium 
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or experiment to mediate anything between the 

different dimensions of existence, for example 

between man and man, subject and subject, 

since due to the illegibility of the world and the 

extreme mediatedness the exact mediation of 

meanings is maybe impossible. The tragedy of 

language – and of other media – is in the fact 

that after a while they tend to eliminate 

themselves. Human culture evidently needs 

media (Pfeiffer 2005: 11-49), and medium can 

even be the synonym for art in certain contexts. 

However, a question arises: what sense does it 

have to try to mediate anything, if nothing can 

be perfectly mediated? Certain pieces of Paul 

Celan’s oeuvre lead to the conclusion that they 

give up the intention of any form of mediation. 

The poem rises up against multiple meanings 

and does not intend to mediate anything from 

the chaotic and dubious flow of meanings, 

departing to a lonely travel (Celan 1996) and 

reach a world where mediatedness and 

mediation is no more necessary. This world is 

concealed within the poem itself. The poem can 

only trust the trail of tears – the tears shed for 

the pain of the lack of immediacy and the 

multiple mediatedness of the world. The poem 
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can learn to live only if it reaches the self-

enclosed state of immediacy, standing for itself 

alone, where it is not exposed to language or any 

other technical medium. Certainly, this poetic 

withdrawal is only illusionary, yet for a moment, 

perhaps, we may feel as if the experience of 

immediacy became possible. 

 It may be an interesting observation that 

after the gloomy decades of the linguistic 

scepticism the desire for immediacy gradually 

recurs in the discourse of literature and literary 

studies of the present days (Kulcsár-Szabó 

2003: 272-307), as it also seems to appear in 

some of Paul Celan’s late poems. Although we 

know well that our culture and all human 

experience are originally mediated, and 

mediality belongs to the essence of human 

existence, the immediate experience of 

phenomenon seems to be impossible, it is good 

to hope that somehow it is possible to bypass 

mediality. Art and poetry within it as a way of 

speaking clearer and perhaps more immediate 

than everyday language – as Celan’s poetry 

intending to demolish linguistic limits – may 

grant us the hope that we can experience certain 



 
232 

phenomena in an immediate way, accessing 

their substance.    
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THE FLOOD OF DECAY – ALREADY 

SO CLOSE? 

ESSAY ON A POEM BY ISTVÁN GÉHER 

 

 

‘... a víz a leggonoszabb ...’ 

 

micsoda beszéd? fél év  s már kiárad,  

hömpölyget lombkoronát, tetemet,  

mossa a partot, s ami rajta száradt,  

beszívja magába, levet ereszt  

a gát alá, lazítja, átszivárog  

a réseken, kő kövön nem marad,  

ha csábítják sustorgó vallomások,  

ilyen vízen hajózni nem szabad.  

 

eveznél? jó dolog, de csónakázás  

asztaltól ágyig? örvénylik szobád.  

elúszik minden, mert ez nem beázás,  

ez árvíz, ennek nincsen ne-tovább...  

         folyjon tehát? az életeden átereszted?  

         ám pusztítson /ha kell/: övé kurafi tested.  

 

 

 



 
239 

THE LITERAL TRANSLATION OF THE 

POEM INTO ENGLISH:  

 

‘…your water is a sore decayer...’ 

 

what speech is it? half a year – and it floods out,  

drifting away leaves and carcasses,  

eroding the river bank, it sucks in  

what dried upon it [the bank],  

seeps under the dam, undermining it, leaking 

through  

the breaches, no stone remains upon another 

stone, 

if it is tempted by whispering confessions, 

it is forbidden to sail on such waters.  

 

would you row? a good idea, but is it possible to 

boat from the table to the bed? your room is 

whirling,  

everything drifts away, it is not some little leak,  

but it is a flood, it cannot be stopped…  

 so shall it flow? you let it run through 

your life?  

 let it destroy /if it is a must/: now it 

possesses your whoresome body.      
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The opening poem of the volume entitled ‘Új 

Folyam’ [New River / Stream] by the 

contemporary Hungarian poet István Géher 

(1940-2012) written in 1998 was composed in a 

classical Shakespearean sonnet form – which is 

very characteristic of the author, mainly of his 

late works. The text consists of three units, of an 

eight-line, then of a four-line stanza, then of the 

two-line final unit, the so-called coda. These 

units are not only the metrical and strophic 

components of the poem, but they also 

constitute finely composed units of thoughts.  

 István Géhers poetic speaker starts 

speaking in a contemplative-meditative, 

subjective poetic voice, combining it with the 

figure of self-apostrophe, calling to himself, 

which is also very characteristic of his poetics. 

Although at first sight the text of the poem is not 

more than some kind of subjective poetic 

meditation, perhaps a little too philosophical 

contemplation about human existence as such, 

a text that does not need any much deeper or 

much more multi-layered interpretation, 

superficial readers can easily be disappointed. 

Namely, although the text consists of fairly 
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simple lyrical ‘bricks’, its message, if it has one 

at all, and the system of literary references and 

allusions concealed within it are much more 

complex, and we cannot close the interpretation 

down with so few words… [Although the literal 

and rough English prose-translation of the 

Hungarian poem cannot really mirror or give 

back the strict metrical composition of the text, 

but it may mediate something from its 

message.]   

 The central poetic image and symbol of 

the poem, with noble simplicity, is water; that 

is, flood, the flood that drifts away and destroys 

everything, manifesting in a nearly apocalyptic 

extent. It is and absurd and surrealistic flood 

that reaches the poetic speaker in his very 

home, breaking in the most private places of his 

life: in his room, in his bed. As the poetic 

speaker who speaks using the first person 

singular declares it, calling to himself, together 

with not just a little self-irony, it is impossible to 

row or to boat in such a situation, since here the 

room is flooded by such water that drifts away 

everything; water which cannot be stopped, 

against which it is impossible and useless to 

defend ourselves. It is not some kind of tiny 
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leaking, as the speaker ironically contemplates 

in the end of the second stanza. It is much more 

some incontrollable and unstoppable flood that 

is nearly identical with the Genesis flood 

narrative of the Bible that breaks in the room 

that symbolises the personal space of life of the 

speaker. The destroying flood does not mercy 

anyone or anything, and the room, and together 

with it a whole life disappears into nothingness 

amidst the whirling water, and the experience of 

decay, even if the poet himself is not forced to 

face it at once, comes very near to him…       

 If we make an attempt to interpret the 

text from the point of view of lyrical rhetoric, 

the figure of climax that can be observed in the 

three structural units of the poem that gradually 

consist of less and less lines due to the metrical 

characteristics of the Shakespearean sonnet is 

very spectacular. The first eight lines are the 

phase of conceiving the questions, of 

meditation, of the exact description the 

situation – the speaker is still fairly calm, but at 

the same time, he is also sceptical: ‘micsoda 

beszéd? fél év – s már kiárad…’ – ‘what speech 

is it? half a year – and it floods out’ – the alter 

ego of the poet within the poem asks the 
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question, and then he establishes with the same 

(certainly, only relative) tranquillity the fact that 

the flood washing and eroding the river bank 

will drift away everything. He knows it exactly 

that decay, death is dangerously near to him, 

but at the same time, he also distances himself 

from the threatening danger, and philo-

sophising about the phenomenon he wisely 

states: ‘ilyen vizen hajózni nem szabad’ – ‘it is 

forbidden to sail on such waters’. But how 

could one avoid sailing upon the waters of life? 

Namely, the flood that is mentioned in this 

context is probably not only the water of death 

that drifts away and destroys everything, but 

also the water of life that flows into unknowable 

directions, since, as the ancient Latin proverb 

says, navigare necesse est, that is, it is 

necessary to sail, however dangerous waters we 

speak about… After the recognition follows the 

second phase that is encompassed only into four 

disciplined lines: here the poetic speaker can no 

longer distance himself from what necessarily 

has come very close to him. ‘Eveznél?’ – ‘Would 

you row?’ – he asks himself, trying to mock the 

situation, since poetic irony is also perhaps a 

way of survival. Certainly, it is impossible to row 
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or to boat, since the flood is already flowing 

there within the room, drifting away everything, 

as it is also stated by the speaker, still with 

relative tranquillity, but realizing the closeness 

of the threatening phenomena: ‘ez árvíz, ennek 

nincsen ne tovább…’ – ‘it is a flood, it cannot be 

stopped…’. It is a stoic statement, but at the 

same time, it is also the brave recognition of the 

situation. Namely, it demands much bravery not 

to escape from something that directly threatens 

our existence, but to take notice of its closeness, 

or even to turn against it. This turn of István 

Géhers poem is some kind of stoical bravery, 

and this is the point where we step into the third 

phase in a lyrical rhetorical sense: the last two 

lines of the coda do not speak anymore in a 

stoic, but rather in a rhapsodic voice, concealing 

not little, but at the same time, not too much 

pathos either within itself. In the last two lines 

the lyrical subject asks himself a cardinal 

question, and perhaps this question is the most 

important moment of the poem: ‘folyjon tehát? 

az életeden átereszted?’ – ‘so shall it flow? you 

let it run through your life?’, and with this 

question, he permits the destructive flood to 

flow through his life. The answer, even 
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unspoken or half-spoken, is in fact ‘yes’. The 

frail, ‘whoresome body’ of man is evidently at 

the mercy of flood, of decay, either one wants it 

or not – the poetic speaker of István Géher’s 

poem is able to accept this fact with dignity, but 

the dignified acceptance is, it seems, mixed with 

much defiance. The poetic subject has no other 

choice but give in to the flood that is much 

stronger than him – but it does not mean at all 

that, together with the acceptance of the 

unavoidability of the phenomenon, he does not 

make an attempt to resist destruction and 

decay, since sometimes the human instinct of 

survival can prove to be stronger than anything 

else. This strategy of climax and the 

controversial ending of the poem, the mixture of 

stoicism and resistance give exceptional power 

of lyrical rhetoric to the text.        

If we make an attempt to read the text from 

the direction of the techniques of composition of 

poetic images, we can see that that the scale of 

poetic images enumerated in the poem is very 

traditional, and for the first sight it is perhaps 

less inventive. The flood is a literary topos, a 

well-known and frequently used poetic image – 

practically, it demands no deeper explanation. 
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At a primary level, the image carries the very 

same meaning – it can be interpreted as the 

symbol of decay, of annihilation, and finally, as 

the symbol of death. However, the poem that 

seems to be very easy to read on the surface also 

has further deeper layers of meaning(s), and the 

system of images and symbols is much more 

complex than we would think it for the first 

sight. Although it is not very conspicuous, and 

István Géher’s poetry is not so strongly 

characterised by the presence of intertextual 

references, the reader can easily pass over it, the 

poem is in fact not else but a paraphrase of 

Shakespeare, but at least it is in a very a strong 

intertextual, or namely in this case, in a 

hypertextual relation with one of the best 

known works of the great English playwright 

and poet – Hamlet.     

The genre, the metric form itself is also an 

allusion to the oeuvre of the great English writer 

without even referring to any concrete specific 

work by Shakespeare – as it was already 

mentioned above, we do not need to be very 

knowledgeable about metrics and strophic 

forms to establish that we are reading a 

Shakespearean sonnet. István Géher really liked 
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this form that demands an immense degree of 

discipline. The Shakespearean sonnet 

encompasses the poetic message in very strict 

metrical frames, there is no place for poetic 

circumlocution, and the author of the above 

sonnet who was also a prominent literary 

scholar and researcher of Shakespeares oeuvre 

knew it very well, as the text itself testifies it. 

The form itself alludes to the author from whom 

it borrowed its name even without involving the 

concrete works by Shakespeare in the space of 

interpretation. It is a kind of intertextuality 

generated by the mere metrical form, we could 

say. However, beyond the mere ‘how’ of the 

pronunciation of the poetic message, in this 

case, the elements of meaning and content are 

much more interesting.   

In Shakespeares drama it is one of the 

gravediggers who pronounces the sentence that 

includes both the title and the closing sentence 

of the poem by István Géher: ‘…your water is a 

sore decayer of your whoresome dead body’. 

The whole text of the poem refers back to this 

only one sentence as a hypertext, certainly, re-

interpreting it to some degree, since water does 

not only appear as the ‘decayer’, the enemy of 
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the dead body, but also as the enemy of the still 

living body. The intertextual system of 

references of the text that is not so spectacular 

for the first reading is the most important point 

that also opens much deeper dimensions of 

lyrical rhetoric than the rather traditional image 

of the flood drifting away everything or the self-

calling poetic voice that can also be considered a 

very traditional form of poetic speech. That is, if 

we examine the poem more carefully, due to the 

intertextual references to Shakespeares Hamlet, 

the poetic speaker of the poem written by the 

poet who was also a prominent Shakespeare-

scholar, we are the witnesses of the 

transfiguration of both the poetic speaker and 

(to some degree) the biographical author 

himself into a Shakespearean hero within the 

internal world of the poem – and absurdly, here 

and now, in this moment locked in a poem, it is 

the (never-existing) old Hamlet who speaks to 

the reader, a literary hero who, with his stoic 

and meditative voice, has already resigned 

himself into the necessity and irreversibility of 

decay…     

The self-apostrophe that is so 

characteristic of István Géhers poems is 
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essentially not else, but the verdict of the poet 

on himself, a verdict which is not 

unconditionally more serious than the verdict 

above any human being, and the pronunciation 

of this verdict does not mean at all that the 

intention of resistance, the instinct of survival 

that can prove to be stronger than anything else 

is not there in the speaker at all. Namely, this 

instinct is even able to fight against time, this 

flood drifting away everything, the natural and 

necessary process of human aging and decay, 

even if it is necessarily impossible to overcome 

aging and death. Although within the world of 

the poem the destructive flood of decay is very 

close to the poetic speaker, it has not yet 

defeated him at all. The acceptance of the 

unchangeable facts does not mean giving up the 

fight immediately, here and now. It is the poem 

of the dignified acceptance of reality, but under 

no circumstances is it the poem of immediate, 

unconditional and undignified surrender to 

death…     

 As for the final message of the poetic text, 

taking it all round, it can seem to be very 

pessimistic. However, since we are reading a 

multi-layered poetic text, this is only one of the 
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possible messages against which we can also 

conceive radically different interpretations. 

Finally, the personal, subjective and the 

universal perspectives fuse, and the old Hamlet, 

this strange, from a literary point of view, 

paradoxical, absurd and (self-)ironic figure 

turns the absurdity of his own (textual) 

existence against decay that once reaches 

everything and everyone. Although he does not 

overcome or avoid decay, since no-one is able to 

do so, but perhaps temporarily he defies it. And 

those who gain time also gain life (perhaps also 

gaining some kind of eternal life through the 

eternity of literary texts?) – and this possible 

interpretation of the poem may immediately 

give us the reason for much more optimism 

than the reader would think it for the first 

reading…     
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THE DOUBLE CROSS BLOOD UNION 

OUTLINE OF THE HISTORY OF A 

SECRET MILITARY ORGANISATION OF 

HUNGARY IN THE 1920S 

 

 

It is surely not a promosing endeavour to write 

about secret societies, since these organisations 

generally produce few documents, or do not 

produce documents at all. Furthermore, the 

larger is distance in time, the harder it is to 

trace back and reconstruct the activities of an 

organisation. The so-called Horthy-era (1920–

1944) was one of the tumultuous periods of 

Hungarian history that was full of – mainly 

right-wing, irredentist and nationalist, and 

often intolerant and strongly anti-Semitic – 

secret associations, federations and societies 

that often overlapped, and had some degree of 

influence on politics.1 These secretly operating 

formations sometimes had a legal cover 

organisation in the form of an association the 

                                                 
1 Krisztián UNGVÁRY, A Horthy-rendszer mérlege. 

Diszkrimináció, szociálpolitika és antiszemitizmus 

Magyarországon 1914–1944, Pécs, Jelenkor Kiadó–Országos 

Széchenyi Könyvtár, 2012, 97–100.  
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constitution of which was approved by the 

Ministry of the Interior, but sometimes they 

operated in completely informal frameworks, 

based on verbal discussions and instructions 

between the members.  

 The Hungarian military secret 

society/secret irregular military formation 

called Kettőskereszt Vérszövetség – Double 

Cross Blood Union is very peculiar among these 

organisations, because it was definitely present 

in contemporary Hungarian publicity in the 

1920s, and several illegitimacies (for example, 

political murders, murders and robberies, 

assassinations, terrorism and coup attempts) 

were attributed to its members in contemporary 

newspapers and other sources, yet it produced 

very few documents, or at least is documents 

were not preserved in the custody of archives. 

That is, historians know only little about it, and 

its concrete activities can often be based on 

presumptions, guesses and the attribution of 

certain events to the organisation, which can be 

confirmed only partially. 

 Basically, the Double Cross Blood Union, 

if we can trust the sources and widespread 

information, was not else but the military or 
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paramilitary wing/sub-organistion of the very 

influential Hungarian secret society of the 

Horthy-era called Etelközi Szövetség – Union of 

Etelköz, which included the members of the 

political, military and bureaucratic elite. Due to 

the memoirs of military bishop István 

Zadravecz,2 the diary-memoirs of notorious 

paramilitary commander Lieutenant Colonel Pál 

Prónay3 and the diary-memoirs of General 

Kálmán Shvoy4 – these three basic documents 

that were also published in edited book form in 

the communist Kádár-era –, despite its secrecy 

and enigmatic character, we know fairly much 

about the Union of Etelköz, the politically 

                                                 
2 István ZADRAVECZ, Páter Zadravecz titkos naplója, 

forráskiad. BORSÁNYi György, Kossuth Könyvkiadó, 1967. The 

original source can be found at the Historical Archives of the 

State Security Services under the reference code HU-ÁBTL-A-

719.  
3 Pál PRÓNAY, A határban a halál kaszál. Fejezetek Prónay Pál 

naplójából, ed. Ervin PAMLÉNYI–Ágnes SZABÓ, Budapest, 

Kossuth Könyvkiadó, 1963. The source can be today found in 

the custody of the Hungarian Archives of Political History and 

Trade Unions: HU-PIL-IV-973. 
4 Kálmán SHVOY, Shvoy Kálmán titkos naplója és emlékirata 
1920–1945, forráskiad. PERNEKI Mihály Budapest, Kossuth 
Könyvkiadó, 1983. The original source can be found in the 
custody of the Csongrád-Csanád County Archive of the 
National Archives of Hungary: HU-MNL-CSML-XIV-12.  
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influential secret society5 that was established 

as a kind of ‘white’, nationalist counter-

freemasonry.6 The Union of Etelköz controlled 

the Hungarian irredentist and race-defending, 

legal and illegal assocations to some extent, or 

at least it tried to control them, so it can be 

considered as a kind of right-wing umbrella 

organisation. For conspirative reasons, its name 

was shortened by the members as EX, ET and X. 

The organisation was established in 1919, 

Szeged,7 in the close environment of the 

Hungarian counter-revolutionary government, 

and later it had approximately 5000 members, 

led by the so-called Vezéri Tanács – Council of 

Captains, a 7–12-strong leading body until 16th 

                                                 
5 The Constitution of the Union of Etelköz also remained in the 
records of Dr. József Minich’s People’s Tribunal trial in the 
custody of the Budapest City Archives: HU-BFL-XXV-2-b-
8311/1947.  
6 Hungarian historian Miklós Zoltán Fodor wrote a 

summarising research article on the history of the Union of 

Etelköz: FODOR Miklós Zoltán, Az Etelközi Szövetség története, 

Nógrád Megyei Múzeumok Évkönyve, 2007/XXXI, 118–156. 
7 The Union of Etelköz certainly had some political influence, 

since high-ranking politicians, administrative officers and 

military officers were among its leaders and members. See: 

László ERDEÖS, A magyar honvédelem egy negyedszázada 

1919-1944, szerk. Zoltán BABUCS, Gödöllő, Attraktor Kiadó, 

2007, 115–117. 
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October 1944. The Union of Etelköz installed its 

seat at the hall of the strongly paramilitary 

Magyar Országos Véderő Egylet (MOVE) 8 – 

Hungarain Defence Force Association which 

included mainly active and demobilised soldiers 

                                                 
8 The MOVE – Hungarian National Defence Force 

Association was founded on 15 November 1918 as a 

paramilitary counter-revolutionary association, and gradually 

became one of the largest mass organisations of the Horthy 

Era, with a large part of its membership made up of military 

officers. One of its founders was Gyula Gömbös, later Prime 

Minister. In the 1920s, together with the Association of 

Awakening Hungarians, it was one of the most influential anti-

Semitic and revisionist associations of the period, with a 

majority of representatives of the Arrow Cross and other 

extreme right-wing parties (e.g. László Bánkúti, Gábor Baross, 

László Endre, Berthold Feilitzsch, etc.) in its leadership from 

the second half of the 1930s. From 1942 onwards, its 

leadership mobilised to unite Hungarian far-right 

organisations, and many of its members joined party milita of 

the Arrow Cross Party.  After the German invasion of Hungary, 

the smaller radical righ-wing associations were merged into 

the MOVE by a decree of the Minister of the Interior. The 

fragmentary surviving records of the association can be 

searched in the Central Archive of the National Archives of 

Hungary: HU-MNL-OL-P 1360. About its history see the 

following monograph written in the Communist period: 

Rudolfné DÓSA, A MOVE. Egy jellegzetesen magyar fasiszta 

szervezet, Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 1972.  
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in Budapest, Podmaniczky street.9  As for its 

rites and outlook, the Union of Etelköz wanted 

to resemble Freemasonry, detested and 

considered to be unpatriotic by its members, 

and ironically even the common hall of MOVE 

and EX was confiscated from the Symbolic 

Grand Logde of Hungary. Through its network 

of relations the organisation had a serious effect 

on the political life of the era, since influential 

politicians like Prime Ministers Count István 

Bethlen and Count Pál Teleki, ex-Prime 

Minister Count Gyula Károlyi, Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Count Miklós Bánffy, or Tibor 

Eckhardt, President of Ébredő Magyarok 

Egyesülete (ÉME) – Association of Awakening 

Hungarians,10 the most influential nationalist 

                                                 
9 Zsuzsa L. NAGY, Szabadkőművesek, Budapest, Akadémiai 

Kiadó, 1988, 68.  
10 The ÉME – Association of Awakening Hungarians was the 
most influential nationalist social association in Hungary after 
the First World War and the revolutions, maintaining its own 
auxiliary police militias and paramilitary units in the early 
1920s, and exerting a strong influence on party politics. Its 
members committed a number of notorious anti-Semitic and 
irredentist crimes, as well as acts of terror. Among its founders 
and board members there were many politicians and 
influential military officers such as Pál Prónay, Iván Héjjas or 
Gyula Gömbös who later became Prime Minister of Hungary. 
At its peak, its membership was in the hundreds of thousands, 
and its presidents in the early 1920s were György Szmrecsányi, 
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mass organisation of the era11  were among its 

members. Those who were invited to the 

membership of EX, had to take oath to life and 

death stating that they will serve irredentist and 

race-defending, nationalist goals. The Council of 

Captains discussed all important political 

issues. The cover organistion of the Union of 

Etelköz was Magyar Tudományos Fajvédő 

Egyesület – Hungarian Scientific Race-

Defending Association, which was established 

                                                                                              
Tibor Eckhardt and Dezső Buday, members of the parliament. 
Its importance gradually declined after 1923, with the 
emergence of the Hungarian National Independence Party 
(commonly called Race-defending Party) which had split from 
the governing Unity Party (officially called Christian-National 
Peasant, Smallholder and Bourgeois Party), and more 
significantly with the formation of the Western-style 
Hungarian fascist and national socialist parties in the 1930s, 
some of whose members were members of the association. The 
Awakening Hungarians continued to operate alongside various 
radical right-wing political parties until 1945. About its history 
see: Tibor ZINNER, Az ébredők fénykora, 1919–1923, Budapest, 
Akadémiai Kiadó, 1989.; Tibor ZINNER, Adatok az Ébredő 
Magyarok Egyesületének 1918. november–1920. március 
közötti történetéhez, Budapest Főváros Leváltára Közleményei, 
1978/1, 251–284. 
11 According to Hungarian historian Miklós Zeidler, the 
Hungarian National Defence Force Association, the 
Association of Awakening Hungarians, the Union of Etelköz, 
the Double Cross Blood Union Association and other 
nationalist societies basically defined the ideology and cadres 
of the counter-revolutionary regime. Miklós ZEIDLER, A 
revíziós gondolat, Pozsony, Kalligram, 2009, 105. 
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on 28th September 1920, and the Minister of the 

Interior approved its constitution on the same 

day. The informal supreme leader of the EX was 

Minister of Defence, then finally Prime Minister 

Gyula Gömbös from 1932 until his death of 

1936,12 while in the 1920s he also played a 

leading role in the activity of secret and semi-

secret associations and paramilitary formations 

connected to the ÉME and the MOVE, although 

he wore no formal position beyond being the 

President of the MOVE for a while.13 

Furthermore, Gömbös was not only the 

informal leader of the radical right-wing 

movements of the era, but he might have known 

about the crimes planned and committed by 

different paramilitary formations, perhaps he 

even supported them,14 while the Union of 

Etelköz operated as a mastermind/umbrella 

organisation of the different rightist 

movements. 15 Gömbös who left the governing 

                                                 
12 Jenő GERGELY, Gömbös Gyula. Politikai pályakép, 

Budapest, Vince Kiadó, 2001, 208.; and SHVOY, ibid. 74. 
13 József VONYÓ, Gömbös Gyula, Budapest, 2012, Napvilág 

Kiadó, 100–101.  
14 VONYÓ, op. cit. 101.  
15 Erről Zadravecz István tábori püspök is ír emlékiratában: 

ZADRAVECZ, op. cit. 148–149. 



 
260 

party and established the so-called race-

defending fraction in the Parliament in 1923, 

which not much later transformed into Magyar 

Nemzeti Függetlenségi (Fajvédő) Párt – 

Hungarian National (Race-Defending) Party 

for Independence, had a very active relation 

with paramilitary commander First Lieutenant 

Iván Héjjas who was one of the establishers of 

the ÉME and organized its local sub-

organistaions in the Hungarian Plain. From 

November 1924 the local sub-organistaions of 

the ÉME and the Race-defending Party 

arranged their political assemblies in the 

Hungarian rural regions together, so it is 

unlikely that Gyula Gömbös did not know about 

the violent crimes committed by ÉME milita 

members and the paramilitary formations of 

Iván Héjjas.16 After the death of Gömbös, during 

the period of World War II the Union of Etelköz 

was becoming a more and more extremist right-

wing organisation, orienting itself towards the 

Hungarian National Socialist Arrow Cross 

movement under the leadership of Baron 

Berthold Feilitzsch, the influential, highly pro-

                                                 
16 József VONYÓ, Gömbös Gyula és a hatalom. Egy politikussá 

lett katonatiszt, Pécs, Kairosz Kiadó, 2013, 169–170. 
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German background politician of the era of 

German ancestry, while loosing its political 

importance in parralel.17 However, it must be 

mentioned that in the 1940s the Union had a 

much more moderate wing under the leadership 

of conservative politicians, ex-Prime Ministers 

István Bethlen and Miklós Kállay which 

supported Regent Miklós Horthy during the 

unsuccessful attempt of getting out of the war in 

1944.18 

 That is, we know fairly lot about the 

Union of Etelköz, however, as for its 

(para)military brother organistaion,19 the 

Double Cross Blood Union the situation is 

somewhat worse. If the sources are credible, 

then the Double Cross Blood Union was 
                                                 
17 Baron Berthold Feilitsch, the leader of the Union of Etelköz, 

one of the influential background politicians of the Horthy Era 

finally joined and supported the Arrow Cross Party and its pro-

German puppet government in 1944–1945. See Róbert 

KEREPESZKI, A Turul Szövetség 1919–1945. Egyetemi ifjúság 

és jobboldali radikalizmus a Horthy-korszakban, 

Máriabesenyő, Attraktor Kiadó, 2012, 177. 
18 Nóra SZEKÉR, Titkos társaság. A Magyar Testvéri Közösség 

története, Budapest, Jaffa Kiadó, 2017, 81. 
19 Géza Komoróczy defines the Union of Etelköz a paramilitary 

organistaion. See Géza KOMORÓCZY, A zsidók története 

Magyarországon II. 1849-től a jelenkorig, Pozsony, 

Kalligram, 2012, 380.  
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established in the end of 1919 in order to defend 

the counter-revolutionary regime and to fight 

Communist and other left-wing political 

powers; and later, after the ratification of the 

Treaty of Trianon the aims of the organisation 

were completed with irredentism, the intention 

of restoring Hungarys territorial integrity. The 

commander of the organisation was Colonel, 

later General Tihamér Siménfalvy, 20 hero of 

World War One, who were in contact with 

foreign radical right-wing organistaions, mainly 

Austrian and German paramilitary nationalist 

groups. The commander of the organisation 

outside the capital was artillery captain Imre 

Makkay/Makai, furthermore, the commanders 

included the notorious detachment leaders of 

the Hungarian white terror First Lieutenant 

Iván Héjjas and Lieutenant Colonel Pál Prónay, 

the later Prime Minister Gyula Gömbös, László 

Endre, military bishop István Zadravecz, 

Colonel György Görgey, General Károly Csörgey 

and Colonel József Sassy Szabó. Basically, the 

Double Cross Blood Union was strongly bound 

                                                 
20 Lajos SERFŐZŐ, A titkos társaságok és a róluk folytatott 

parlamenti viták 1922–1924-ben, Párttörténeti Közlemények, 

1976/3, 79–80. 
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to the counter-revolutionary government of 

Szeged and the military forces commanded by 

Admiral Miklós Horthy, commander of the 

National Army,21 and politicians and military 

officers who later became very influential and 

were those times very open to the idea of 

military dictatorship participated in the 

establishment of the organistion. In these very 

tumultuous times Admiral Horthy who was 

soon elected as Regent Governor of Hungary by 

the parlieament was also open to the 

introduction of military dictatorship, and the 

Entente powers and mainly moderate 

conservative politician Count István Bethlen 

could only gradually persude him of resigning 

from this ambition and make him return to 

parliamentary, constitutional frameworks of the 

state.22 Horthy himself otherwise was not the 

member of Double Cross Blood Union or the 

Union of Etelköz formally, he did not participate 

at the rites of these secret societies or swore 

their oath, since as a pragmatic and down-to-

                                                 
21 See Ferenc PÖLÖSKEI, Hungary After Two Revolutions 

1919–1922, Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 1980, 15.  
22 Dávid TURBUCZ, Horthy Miklós, Budapest, Napvilág Kiadó, 

2011, 66–92.  
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earth politician and military officer he was not 

attracted by secrecy and mysticism. 

Nevertheless, both closely overlapping secret 

organistaion informally considered the Regent 

their real leader,23 and Horthy could easily 

enforce his will and influence in the right-wing 

secret societies and openly operating nationalist 

organistaions strongly connected to them. 24     

 The members of the militarily organised 

units of Double Cross Blood Union swore a very 

strict oath with the following text:  

 

‘I, XY hereby swear to the Almighty Lord and 

to everything which is saint to me that, if it is a 

must, I fought againsts all movements and 

provocations of red persons subversing my 

country, and if it is a must, I fight with arms in 

order to recapture the robbed territories of my 

1000-year-old Hungaruin Homeland, and if 

necessary, I even sacrifice my own life. I 

loyally execute the orders of my commanders 

and superiors. If I break my oath, I am subject 

                                                 
23 See PRÓNAY, op. cit. passim.; SHVOY, op. cit. passim.; 

ZADRAVECZ, op. cit. 130–132. 
24 UNGVÁRY, op. cit. 98–99.  
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to the sentences of the Blood Court of the 

Double Cross Blood Union. So help me God.’25  

 

The text of the oath otherwise remained among 

the documents of the suit of reserve First 

Lieutenant Gábor Jenő Kiss who was the deputy 

commander of the Department of National 

Defence of the Association of Awakening 

Hungarians which was a state-sponsored militia 

belonging to the Double Cross Blood Union and 

First Lieutenant Iván Héjjas’s paramilitary 

Alföldi Brigád – Brigád of the Great 

Hungarian Plain. Gábor Jenő Kiss was involved 

in a serious embezzlement affair in 1923 and 

was sentenced to four months in prison. In 1940 

he made an appeal of rehabilitation and wanted 

to become unpunished in a legal sense, and the 

most important documents of his suitcase 1923 

were also attacted to his case file of 1940. From 

these archival sources it turns out that the 

operation of the Association of Awakening 

Hungarian, its military-like detachment of 

national defence, the National Association of 

Home Defence, Double Cross Blood Union and 

the Brigade of the Great Hungarian Plain cannot 

                                                 
25 ZINNER, op. cit. 568.; HU-BFL-VII-5-c-198/1940.  
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be strictly separated from each other, and 

according to Gábor Jenő Kiss, these were not 

simply self-organising militias, but semi-offical, 

secret military formations under the control of 

the General Staff of the Army which were 

organised mainly for anti-Communist and 

irredentist aims by the Government.  All of this, 

of course, is consistent with other available, 

scattered sources and seems to confirm the 

quality of the secret military corps as a state 

agency. At lower levels, of course, these 

irregular military units, largely composed of 

veterans, enjoyed a high degree of autonomy, 

and their commanders were bound by secrecy to 

avoid reprisals from the Entente powers for a 

country under severe restrictions of armament. 

According to Jenő Kiss Gábor, the Chief of Staff 

of the Double Cross Blood Union was General 

Károly Uhlig (later changed his name to 

Csörgey), which is also in line with other 

sources.26 However, Jenő Gábor Kis does not 

mention General Tihamér Siménfalvy as the 

commander of the Double Cross Blood Union, 

and it is obviously not known how much Kiss 

                                                 
26 HU-BFL-VII-5-c-198/1940.  
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himself knew about the higher level operations 

of the secret military organisation. 

 Another version of the oah of the Blood 

Union is also known, which was also published 

by the illegal left-wing opposition press, which 

dealt much with radical right-wing secret 

societies, although we must treat it with careful 

criticism of the source precisely because of its 

uncertain origin: 

 

‘I, XY, swear by Almighty God, and pledge by 

all that is holy before me, that I will obey the 

commands of my leaders and their appointed 

superiors with the utmost fidelity, and will keep 

the events of the Double Cross Blood Union in 

the strictest confidence. I swear that I am 

under no obligation to any other irredentist 

organization, and that I will take such orders 

only from my superiors in the Double Cross 

Blood Union. I will not deal with any political 

questions or the issue of kingship within the 

framework of the Double Cross Blood Union, 

and if I become aware of any such case, I will 

report it immediately to my superiors. If I  

break this oath, I will acknowledge the right of 



 
268 

the Double Cross Blood Court to judge over my 

fate.’27  

 

Although the constitution of the organisation 

has not yet been found in archival documents, 

the nationalist-irredentist, anti-Soviet, anti-

Semitic and, due to the over-representation of 

former and active soldiers and the paramilitary 

structure of the organisation, clearly militaristic 

spirit of the Blood Union can be inferred from 

the versions of the oath. The subtle differences 

between the three versions of the oath are not 

surprising either, since the organisation was 

probably founded in 1919 with an anti-

Bolshevist aim, and irredentism became the 

guiding ideology of the organisation later, after 

signing of the Peace Treaty of Trianon in 1920. 

The obligation of apoliticism is not surprising, 

since the ideas of irrendetism and territorial 

revisionism in Hungary in the 1920s brought 

together people of very different mindsets, so in 

this secret organisation legitimists, those who 

wanted to freely elect a king, or those who 

imagined an authoritarian, military state found 

                                                 
27 See [SZERZŐ NÉLKÜL], A Kettőskereszt Vérszövetség 

eskümintája, Az Est, 07. 05. 1926.  
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their common goals.28 There is nothing 

extraordinary about the fact that several 

versions of the oath have survived, since like all 

similar organisations, the DCBU had several 

local sub-organisations, so there was certainly a 

degree of decentralisation in minor issues. 

Especially if we assume that the clandestine 

irregular military formation was never under a 

completely unified leadership, and that the 

various paramilitary commanders – usually 

senior officers of the army – competed with 

each other to get as many members as possible 

to obey them. 29 

 As for the number of members, it is rather 

uncertain, but in it is estimated to have been 

several thousands in the early 1920s. Endre 

Kürthy, a demobilised soldier and member of 

the Budapest battalion led by Captain Szigfrid 

Umlauf reported that he himself recruited 

around 300 members for the organisation – a 

figure which may of course be a gross 

exaggeration.  The members of the association 

                                                 
28 Miklós ZEIDLER, Külpolitika és revízió – Mindent vissza?, in 

A Horthy-korszak vitatott kérdései, Budapest, Kossuth Kiadó, 

2020, 175–196. 
29 Prónay’s diary, HU-PIL-VI-973-volume III. p. 355. 
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held their meetings in the gymnasium of the 

elementary school at 9 Nyár utca, which was 

made available to them by the local government 

of the capital. 30 In all likelihood, the cover 

organisation of the DCBU was Nemzeti Múltunk 

Kulturális Egyesület – National Cultural 

Association of our Past, which was formed much 

later than the secret society itself, with its 

constituion only approved in 1922. 31 According 

to a political police report that remained in 

custody of the Budapest City Archive from 1946:  

 

‘The Union was divided into territorial 

divisions in Budapest and in the countryside. 

Each division had general observers, chief 

observers and observers. These reported 

monthly on left-wing movements in their 

areas. If any data was needed on anyone, these 

observers were obliged to obtain it 

immediately. The political convictions of the 

members were not restricted within the anti-

Semitic and anti-Bolshevik character of the 

right. Thus, among its members one could find 

                                                 
30 SERFŐZŐ, op. cit. 79.  
31 SERFŐZŐ, op. cit.; HU-BFL-IV-1407-b-XI. üo.-151/1922. cited 

by ZINNER, op. cit. 564.  
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pro-Horthy, legitimists, race-defenders and 

national socialists. 

 Their aim was not only to monitor the 

left, but also to rally and arm reliable elements 

on the right. Their armed terrorist units 

worked mainly in the Great Plain.  

Their anti-Bolshevik objectives gave 

them considerable political influence, but this 

began to fade during the Bethlen-era, as did the 

importance of the whole Blood Union in the 

1930s, especially due tu other modern right-

wing movements. They were replaced by the 

Union of Etelköz.’32 

 

According to the above cited political police 

report, which is probably largely speculative and 

tries to exaggerate the past role of the 

organisation, Miklós Horthy’s membership in 

the organisation cannot be proven, but he 

undoubtedly exerted his influence in it. Among 

the members of the DCBU leadership we find 

such prominent, mainly right-wing persons as: 

                                                 
32 HU-BFL-VI-15-c-205/1945. Report of the Political 
Department of the Budapest of State Police to the Mayor of 
Budapest on the data of the dissolved Double Cross Blood 
Union, Budapest, 3 December 1945.  
32 Ibid.  
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Baron Károly Than, General Kamilló Kárpáthi, 

General Jánky Kocsárd Jr. István Horthy, 

Lóránt Erdélyi, the chief notary of the county, 

Iván Héjjas, Lieutenant Colonel Szigetváry, 

Counts Mihály and Béla Teleki, Countess Vass, 

Dr. Petrányi Rezső, Count Teleki Tibor, MP, 

Chief Notary Vilmos Ernst, School Director 

Kálmán Ferentzy, Baron Lajos Hatvany, Captain 

Helle, Chief Notary János Kemény, Kunó 

Klebelsberg, Pál Prónay, Bishop Ottokár 

Prohászka, etc. Perhaps the most surprising in 

this list of names - which includes mostly right-

wing historical figures, but also seems random – 

is the person Baron Lajos Hatvany, the member 

of an assimilated Jewish bourgeois family, who 

can hardly be accused of Horthyism, 

exaggerated nationalism or anti-Semitism, and 

who the best demonstrates that this source 

should also be treated with careful criticism.  

According to Krisztián Ungváry, the 

organization held its secret meetings in the 

Nádor Garrison (one of the headquarters of the 

Prónay detachment, which suggests a close 

personal overlaps with the paramilitary corps of 

Pál Prónay), and its members were mainly 

gendarmerie and military officers, landowners 
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and administrative officials. In addition to the 

Budapest headquarters, there were sub-

organisations in every major city and county 

seat, and the members of the DCBU were 

mainly involved in the state apparatus in order 

to identify and prevent individuals and 

organisations with communist tendencies.33 At 

the same time, the DCBU also included a large 

proportion of demobilised and therefore 

decommissioned officers from the enormous 

army of the dissolved Habsburg Monarchy,34 

who were struggling with existential problems.35 

An encyclopaedia article on the 

organisation which is often quoted in a number 

of publications, says: 

 

‘The Double Cross Blood Union was a covert 

intelligence and terrorist organisation directly 

subordinate to the Union of Etelköz. Founded in 

                                                 
33 UNGVÁRY, op. cit. 98–99.  
34 On the dissolution oft he Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and 

its consequences see in detail: Ferenc SZÁVAI, Az Osztrák–

Magyar Monarchia felbomlásának következményei. Az 

államutódlás vitás kérdései, Pécs, Pro Pannonia Kiadó, 2004.  
35 Iván T. BEREND, Magyarország gazdasága az első 

világháború után 1919-1929, Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 

1966, 13.  
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July 1919, it supported the irredentist and race-

defending policies of the Hungarian leadership 

through camouflaged assassinations, the 

organisation of free troops carrying out 

subvertive actions in the Hungarian-populated 

areas of the surrounding countries, and 

intelligence activities (e.g. in 1938 its members 

also took part in the actions of the Ragged 

Guard Operation in Transcarpathia). The 

leadership of the organisation was never 

unified. During World War II, this was 

particularly evident when a legitimist group of 

the organisation joined the parties of the 

Hungarian Front under the name Double Cross 

Alliance, while another group joined the Arrow 

Cross Party.’36  

 

The notes written by General István Ujszászy, 

the head of the military secret service and later 

of the centralised intelligence agency called 

Államvédelmi Központ – the State Protection 

                                                 
36 Magyarország a második világháborúban. Lexikon A–Zs, 

ed. Péter SIPOS, Budapest, Petit Real Könyvkiadó–Magyar 

Tudományos Akadémia Történettudományi Intézete–

Honvédelmi Minisztérium Hadtörténeti Intézet és Múzeum–

Zrínyi Miklós Nemzetvédelmi Egyetem–Magyar 

Hadtudományi Társaság, 1997.  
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Centre, while in the custody of the ÁVH, the 

Communist State Protection Authority in 1948, 

coincide with this publicly circulating 

information, and among them we can find a 

very interesting document. According to this 

document, in the 1920s, a secret group of 

officers – mainly irredentistically motivated – 

were operating illegally within the Hungarian 

Defence Forces, but with the knowledge and 

consent of the Government and the Regent 

Governor. The group was led by Colonel 

Tihamér Siménfalvy, director of the Double 

Cross Blood Union, and later by Lieutenant 

Colonel Dezső Papp. The Siménfalvy Group was 

based in the building of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs in the Buda Castle, and its activities were 

primarily focused on the Little Entente states, 

with the goal of preparing the reconquest of the 

Hungarian-inhabited territories. According to 

Ujszászys note, Iván Héjjas detachments, and 

from 1932 the so-called (second) Ragged Guard 

were also subordinated to the same 

organisation, and in 1936 the 5th Press and 

Propaganda Department of the General Staff of 

the Hungarian Defence Forces, now under the 

command of Colonel Sándor Homlok, grew out 
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of this secret military group. This department 

did not only serve the propaganda purposes of 

the Hungarian Defence Forces, but, like the 

previous secret group, it also prepared and 

carried out sabotage and sabotage operations in 

the neighbouring Little Entente states, and did 

all this in close cooperation with the Prime 

Ministers Office and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. 37 The Siménfalvy group, later the Papp 

group, and finally the 5th Department of the 

General Staff led by Colonel Sándor Homlok 

undoubtedly existed, and from their activities, 

as well as from the organizing activities of 

Tihamér Siménfalvy (until his death in 1929), 

we can conclude that there were close overlaps 

with the Double Cross Blood Union. The 

planned establishment of a secret intelligence, 

sabotage and subersion group under the joint 

control of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

the Ministry of Defence is also documented in a 

brief archival record written in 1920: 

                                                 
37 István UJSZÁSZY, Vallomások a holtak házából. Ujszászy 

István vezérőrnagynak, a 2. vkf. osztály és az Államvédelmi 

Központ vezetőjének az ÁVH fogságában írott feljegyzései, ed. 

György HARASZTI–Zoltán András KOVÁCS–Szabolcs SZITA, 

Budapest, Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára–

Corvina Kiadó, 2007, 356–359.  



 
277 

 

‘Agreement on the organization of the 

irredenta in the annexed terrotiries: for the 

supreme leadership of the irredenta, a secret 

body under the control of the Government is to 

be established, under the leadership of one 

civilian and one military individual. This body 

shall receive instructions on general directives 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in political 

matters and from the military leadership in 

military matters, but shall act in agreement 

with the Minister for National Minorities in 

political matters. As executive organs of this 

central secret body, social organizations 

(leagues) shall be established separately for 

each national minority group. Financial 

support for irredentist purposes may be 

provided by the Government or by individual 

resorts only through the secret organisation.’ 38 

 

The document quoted above is certainly not a 

mere draft, as the Archives of Military History 

                                                 
38 HU-MNL-OL-MOL-K 64-1920-2-60. Record without title or 
signature, 1920. 04. 06. Cited by Béla ANGYAL, Érdekvédelem 
és önszerveződés. Fejezetek a csehszlovákiai magyar 
pártpolitika történetéből, Fórum Intézet–Lilium Aurum 
Kiadó, Dunaszerdahely, 2002, 50. 
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do indeed contain documents on the activities of 

a military unit of intelligence nature under the 

command of Colonel Tihamér Siménfalvy. For 

example, the Siménfalvy group was involved in 

the Hungarian irredentist diversionary activities 

in Transylvania in 1919-1920, which, among 

other things, resulted in the so-called Timisoara 

Levente Suit, based on largely fabricated 

accusations, but which nevertheless had some 

real basis.39 In this case, young Hungarians 

from Timisoara, mostly high school and 

university students were brought before the 

Romanian Extraordinary Military Tribunal for 

plotting against the Romanian state power (at 

the time when the future borders of Romania 

and Hungary had not yet been clarified by 

international peace treaties and the status of 

Romanian-occupied Transylvania was still in 

question) and for acquiring large quantities of 

firearms and explosives. It is difficult to clarify 

to what extent the Hungarian military 

intelligence service of the National Army of the 

                                                 
39 About the levente trial at Timisoara see Béla Borsi-Kálmán’s 

monograph: Béla BORSI-KÁLMÁN, Kisfiúk a nagy viharban. A 

temesvári ‘Levente-pör’ – az első román ‘irredenta per’ 

története, 1919–1922, Budapest, Kortárs Kiadó, 2020. 
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time were behind the Hungarian student 

conspiracy, which did not mean a serious threat 

to the Romanian state. However, a certain 

intelligence officer named Lieutenant József 

Mike was involved in the case, and documents 

relating to the Timisoara student conspiracy 

and the criminal trial were also sent to Colonel 

Siménfalvy. The officers of the Hungarian 

military secret service probably started 

organising an irredentist conspiracy on their 

own initiative, without any higher orders, or at 

least they were involved in a spontaneously 

evolving movement, and Colonel Siménfalvy 

initiated the prosecution of Lieutenant József 

Mike József at the Hungarian General Staff.40 It 

would be a mistake, therefore, to simplify the 

Timisoara student conspiracy to a covert 

operation of the secret military unit known as 

the Double Cross Blood Union which operated 

for irredentist aims. However, based on the 

sources, it is certain that the military formation 

under the command of Colonel Siménfalvy 

played some role in this case, and its members 

influenced the events.   

                                                 
40 BORSI-KÁLMÁN, op. cit. 113–114. 
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 However, it is worth treating the above 

mentioned sources with thorough criticism, 

because on the one hand István Ujszászy, for 

example, wrote his own notes at least partly 

under the influence of communist state security 

bodies, and on the other hand, no sources about 

the Siménfalvy-group called the Double Cross 

Blood Association by its name. However, legal 

historian Pál Nándori, in his highly Marxist but 

still usable monograph on the international 

legal aspects of the assassination of King 

Alexander I of Yugoslavia and the French 

Foreign Minister Barthou in Marseilles, which 

resulted in death, clearly described half a 

century ago that the Siménfalvy-group was 

identical to the DCBU, and later the Hungarian 

military secret services, of which the DCBU can 

be regarded as a kind of predecessor, were also 

in close contact with various Croatian 

paramilitary groups.41 Referring to archival 

sources, Nándori claims that from the very 

beginning the DCBU was under government 

control, and was not a self-organising 

organisation, but a state agency, a clandestine 
                                                 
41 About paramilitarism in Yugoslavia see: Dmitar TASIĆ, 
Paramilitarism in the Balkans. Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and 
Albania, 1917–1924, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2020.  
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military formation, whose primary objective was 

indeed to prepare terrorist attacs, sabotage and 

subversive actions against the Little Entente 

states, and in the medium term, territorial 

revision of Hungary.42 According to a Foreign 

Ministry draft, the military commander of the 

organistaion was really Colonel Tihamér 

Siménfalvy while the political leader was 

diplomat Kálmán Kánya, later Foreign 

Minister.The diversionary activities were 

planned to be directed mainly against 

Czechoslovakia, Romania and especially 

Yugoslavia. Another submission passed to the 

Foreign Minister describes in great detail how 

acts of diversion, sabotage and terrorism were 

to be carried out beyond the borders.43 

 According to the testimony of the 

sources, the Double Cross Blood 

Union/Siménfalvy group did not only 

prepareacts of sabotage in the territory of the 

Little Entante states, but also actively sought 

contacts with German and Austrian far-right 

paramilitary organisations, including the militas 

named ORGESCH (Organisation Escherich) and 

                                                 
42 HU-MNL-OL-K 64-1921-41-187.  
43 HU-MNL-OL-K 64-1920-41-515. 
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ORKA (Organisation Kanzler). In 1921, at a 

meeting in Graz, the possibility of a joint 

Hungarian-German occupation of 

Czechoslovakia in the event of a future war was 

negotiated about.44 In addition, the aim of the 

DCBU was not only to carry out diversionary, 

and sabotage terrorist operations,45 but also to 

circumvent the restrictions of armament 

imposed on the defeated states of the First 

World War, since it allowed a large number of 

people to be recruited and trained in secret 

military status.46 The Blood Union in this sense 

may have been very similar to the German 

Black Army (Schwarze Reichswehr).  Among 

the militias within the German Black Army, 

there was also a paramilitary unit, the so-caled 

Organisation Consul, under the command of 

senior navy officer Corvette Captain Hermann 

Erhardt, which operated as a secret society and 
                                                 
44 HU-MNL-OL-K 64-1921-41-221.; HU-MNL-OL-K-64-1921-

41-199.; Katalin G. SOÓS, Magyar-bajor-osztrák titkos 

tárgyalások és együttműködés, 1920–1921, Acta Universitatis 

Szegediensis de Attila József Nominatae. Acta Historica, 

1967/XVII, 3–43. 
45 Pál  NÁNDORI, A hirtenbergi fegyverszállítás, Hadtörténelmi 

Közlemények, 1968/4, 636–657. 
46 Pál NÁNDORI, A Marseille-i gyilkosság nemzetközi jogi 

vonatkozásai, Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 1972. 
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had a secret service character, and to which 

several political assassinations were attributed, 

and whose members often carried out 

diversionary activities against the Entente 

states. With some simplification, it can be said 

that this irregular military unit which operated 

clandestinely and far exceeded the limits of the 

law even at home, gradually grew up into the 

military secret service of National Socialist 

Germany, the Abwehr, under the command of 

Admiral Wilhelm Canaris.47 Based on 

international, mainly European examples, the 

Double Cross Blood Union can therefore be 

compared with other secret, quasi-state 

paramilitary organisations after the First World 

War. Nevertheless, Pál Nándoris monograph 

cited above also acknowledges that the sources 

of the Hungarian irredentist secret military 

formations48 are rather scarce, so we can only 

draw some general conclusions about their 

                                                 
47 Robert G. L. WAITE, Vanguard of Nazism. The Free Corps 

Movement In Post-War Germany 1918–1923, New York, W. 

W. Norton and Company, 1969. 
48 S. d. N. C. 518.M. 234. VH. Requête du Gouvernement 

Yougoslave en vertu de l’article paragraphe 2, du Pacte. 

Communication du Gouvernement Yougoslave, 34–41. 1. Cited 

by NÁNDORI, op. cit. 88.  
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actual activities from the sources rather than 

make definite statements about them. 49 Of 

course, not only Hungary, but also the Little 

Ententa states, like the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats and Slovenes, operated intelligence 

services, and for understandable reasons, they 

were most suspicious of Hungarian activities. A 

Serbian intelligence report from 1926 started 

that in addition to the right-wing umbrella 

organisation Társadalmi Egyesületek 

Szövetsége – Federation of Social 

Associations50 and the banned Területvédelmi 

                                                 
49 NÁNDORI, op. cit. 88–89.  
50 The Társadalmi Egyesületek Szövetsége (TESZ) – 

Federation of Social Associations was a right-wing umbrella 

organistation in the 1920s which included all the influential 

irrendentist social associations like the Association of the 

Awakening Hungarians and the Hungary Defence Forces 

Association as well. It was presided by the influential politician 

Baron Berthold Feilitzsch, but it was really controlled by its 

vice president, later Prime Minister Gyula Gömbös. About its 

history see: Róbert KEREPESZKI, A politikai és társadalmi élet 

határán. A Társadalmi Egyesületek Szövetsége a Horthy-

korszakban, in ‘...nem leleplezni, hanem megismerni és 

megérteni’. Tanulmányok a 60 éves Romsics Ignác 

tiszteletére, ed. Sándor GEBEI Sándor – Iván BERTÉNYI JR. – 

János M. RAINER, Eger, Esterházy Károly Főiskola, 2011, 373–

388.  

https://m2.mtmt.hu/gui2/?mode=browse&params=publication;2045358
https://m2.mtmt.hu/gui2/?mode=browse&params=publication;2045358
https://m2.mtmt.hu/gui2/?mode=browse&params=publication;2045358
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Liga – League for the Protection of Territory,51 

there were some twenty secret irredentist-

terrorist organisations operating in Hungary, 

whose members were engaged in intelligence 

activities in the Little Entente coutries: 

 

‘From these organisations come the so-called 

Christian Socialist workers who replace 

socially organised workers wherever possible. 

These Christian workers work in factories 

where war material is secretly produced. They 

were used to counterfeit French francs, as well 

as passports, banknotes, revenue stamps and 

the seals of certain military commands of the 

Little Entente states. In addition, Hungarians 

living in the Little Entente states are used to 

obtain official documents, proclamations or 

instructions from the authorities on how to 

behave towards local non-national elements. 

On the basis of these proclamations or 

instructions, they produce false documents in 

which they accuse the governments of the Little 

                                                 
51 NÁNDORI, op. cit. 90. 
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Entente and send them to London, America, 

Rome and Paris.’52 

 

These lines could certainly refer to the 

Hungarian paramilitary auxiliary police 

organisation called Nemzeti Munkavédelem – 

National Labour Protection, which, according 

to some notable sources, was a form of survival 

of the Double Cross Blood Union, and which 

will be discussed later in more detail. 

 We have already discussed the overlaps 

of personnel between the various nationalist-

irredentist associations, secret societies and the 

armed forces and other state bodies in the 

beginning of the Horthy Era.  In addition, in the 

early 1920s, the various (right-wing) civilian 

militias claimed and/or exercised authority in 

the manner conferred on them by the (then still 

fragile) state, or by arbitrarily exceeding the 

powers conferred on them by the state, so it is 

not at all to be excluded or surprising that the 

members of the Double Cross Blood Union in 

the 1920s closely overlapped with the apparatus 

                                                 
52 Délszláv levéltári források 1919–1941, ed Áprád HORNYÁK, 

Pécs–Bp., Kronosz Kiadó–MTA BTK TTI, 2016, 126–127. 
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of the later Hungarian secret service agencies. 53 

Gyula Gömbös, later prime minister and 

chairman of MOVE, often stressed that he was 

in possession of much secret information and 

gave the impression to his military and political 

colleagues that he exercised considerable 

influence over the armys intelligence and 

counter-intelligence apparatus, which was not 

without any basis at all. Namely, in 1919-1921, 

there were close informal links between the 

National Army, the military intelligence and 

counter-intelligence services and the MOVE, 

which were formed in Szeged, and the secret 

societies had a great influence on their 

operation. 54 In contrast to the Union of Etelköz, 

which was not just a secret political organisation 

with pragmatic aims, but a mysterious, mystical, 

philosophical-esoteric organistaion of 

spirituality, which wanted to create a kind of 

special Hungarian nacioanlist religion for its 

members, it is not known whether the DCBU 

had any mystical rituals apart from the very 

strict oath which threatened the members even 

                                                 
53 Tamás KOVÁCS, Az ellenforradalmi rendszer politikai 

rendészetének genezise, 1919–1921, Múltunk, 2009/2, 66–92.  
54 GERGELY, op. cit. 80–83. 
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with death penalty for members in the event of 

treason/insubordination. The UoE, although its 

meetings presumably resulted in political 

decisions, or at least exerted real influence on 

them through its senior public officials, can be 

described as a political speculative secret 

society. Its members did not gain their influence 

by becoming members, but the other way 

round, the society tried to recruit people with a 

certain level of influence, who were considered 

trustworthy and loyal to the right-wing political 

regime. Certainly, however, as is the case with 

any man-made organisation, the personal 

connections made here did not necessarily 

hinder anyones career. 55 The DCBU, on the 

other hand, was an armed paramilitary 

organisation, mostly composed of active and ex-

soldiers, and its aim was to carry out 

operational activities (intelligence gathering, 

data collection, even armed repression if 

necessary) against left-wing movements, and 

later to prepare the revision of the Paris Peace 

Treaties and restore the countrys territorial 

integrity. The DCBU was therefore much more a 

clandestine military formation and intelligence 

                                                 
55 ZADRAVECZ, op. cit. 140–141. 
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service, operating with the knowledge and 

consent of the Government, although 

sometimes arbitrarily deviating from its 

objectives at the level of individual members or 

groups, than a self-organising secret 

association. 

In line with all this is István István T. 

Ádáms memoir-monograph on the West 

Hungarian uprising, written in 1935 partly for 

propaganda purposes, based on the memories of 

the insurgents, and thus politically rather 

biased, which also devotes a short chapter to the 

DCBU, mostly about the organizations 

participation in the uprising.56 According to the 

author, the DCBU was a patriotic, disciplined 

military organisation whose members took a 

strict oath to serve their country, and 

membership gave them essentially no rights, 

only duties. Their meetings were held in the 

gymnasium of the Szalag Street Primary School 

in Buda, they closely overlapped with Pál 

Prónay’s detachment in the Nádor Garrison, 

and in 1921 they participated with the greatest 

enthusiasm and honour in the defence of 

                                                 
56 István T. ÁDÁM, A nyugat-magyarországi felkelés története, 

Budapest, Külpolitika Kiadása, 1935, 115–118.  
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Burgenland on the Hungarian side, since the 

Entente had decided that the area would be 

annexed to Austria. In the Communist Kádár 

Éra, Marxist historiography tried to 

oversimplify the importance and activities of the 

radical right-wing social associations and secret 

societies of the Horthy Era, which really existed 

and were influential, sometimes even portraying 

them as a kind of shadow government. 57 This is 

the same in the case of the Double-Cross Blood 

Union. In his monograph on the counter-

revolution, which is useful in terms of its data 

content, but highly propagandistic in tone, party 

historian Dezső Nemes, for example, writes that 

the DCBU was one of the most significant secret 

organisations of the first period of the Horthy 

Era, and it was founded by the so-called ‘twelve 

captains’58 of Szeged, the later commanders of 

the National Army in July 1919. The 

organisation was all the time under the control 

of the Hungarian military, and its medium-term 

aim was to use its paramilitary units to break 

out tension and rebellion in the Hungarian-

populated areas annexed to neighbouring states 

                                                 
57 Rudolfné DÓSA, op. cit. 84–132.  
58 Tamás KOVÁCS, op. cit., 64–92, 75.  
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after the Treaty of Trianon (mainly in the 

Highlands, which had been annexed to 

Czechoslovakia), where the regular army would 

then move in to reoccupy these areas with the 

pretext of restoring the order. According to 

Dezső Nemes, the DCBU was also involved in 

counter-espionage, internal counter-reaction 

and the commission of domestic terrorist 

attacks allowed by the Government, and he also 

claims, referring to Prónay’s diary, that the 

organisation was established before the 

formation of the Union of Etelköz, even though 

it was later somehow supervised by the political 

secret society.59 Although Dezső Nemes makes 

rather strong statements about the DCBU, he 

refers only to press sources, apart from Pál 

Prónay’s diary, so although his statements have 

some truth, they should be treated with 

thorough criticism. Prónay himself also writes 

in his notes – obviously with some exaggeration, 

in order to emphasise his own historical role - 

that he himself organised the irredentist 

military units, including the Double Cross Blood 

                                                 
59 Dezső NEMES, Az ellenforradalom története Magyaror-

szágon 1919–1921, Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 1967, 155–

160.  
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Union. Prónay names as the leaders of the 

organisation, among others, officers and senior 

officers György Görgey, Sándor Teleki, Imre 

Makay, Jenő Ranzenberger (later Ruszkay), 

General Pál Nagy, Commander-in-Chief of the 

Hungarian Defence Forces, and General Károly 

Uhlig (later Hungarianised his name to 

Csörgey), Chief of the General Staff of the 

Budapest Law Enforcement Troops those times. 

The number of members of the KKVS in the 

1920s was relatively large, considering that it 

was not an ordinary, self-organizing association, 

but an irregular military unit (mostly consisting 

of armed members) – it could reach even 15–

20.000 men.60 As we can see, the source base of 

the DCBU is very scattered, and the information 

available to researchers on the functioning of 

the organisation is still contradictory. However, 

in the 1920s, at the beginning of the Horthy Era, 

following the civil war after the fall of the Soviet 

Republic of Councils of Hungary, there were a 

number of shockingly serious crimes, 

sometimes demanding several peoples lives, 

committed by the secret and less secret social 

associations and paramilitary formations of the 

                                                 
60 ZINNER, op. cit. 173.  
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period. The Double-Cross Blood Union was 

associated with them in public discourse, in the 

press and in parliamentary debates.  

For Count Bethlen Istváns Government 

who were striving for consolidation in domestic 

and foreign policy as well, the bomb raid of 

Csongrád on 24 December 1923 which caused a 

great outcry and claimed the lives of three 

persons was one of the last drops in the glass. 

Bethlen promised at the Parliament on 3 

January 1924 that he would personally 

interrogate paramilitary commander First 

Lieutenant Iván Héjjas about the Csongrád 

bomb outrage among other things, and if his 

responsibility was to be found, he would be 

treated in the same way as anyone else.61 Héjjas 

was also interrogated by the police in 

connection with the Csongrád bomb explosion 

and the conspiracies of nationalist secret 

societies and paramilitary groups in general, in 

the presence of the National Police 

Commissioner Imre Nádosy himself, but in the 

end it was not proven that he was personally 

                                                 
61 Nemzetgyűlési Napló, 1922–1926/XVIII, 337–338. Lajos 

SERFŐZŐ, A titkos társaságok és a konszolidáció 1922–1926-

ban, 36.  
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involved in any criminal activity.62 Of course, 

this was certainly nothing more than a bargain 

between the paramilitary commander and the 

government and possibly Regent Governor 

Miklós Horthy himself.63 Besides Horthy, Gyula 

Gömbös, who later became Prime Minister, 

must have played a major role in the fact that 

Héjjas was never brought to trial during the 

Horthy Era, and was never seriously prosecuted 

for the acts committed by him and others under 

his command, even though his crimes were 

obvious to many people.64  The example of Iván 

Héjjas described earlier tells us a great deal 

about the relationship between radical 

irredentist-nationalist associations, secret 

societies and the paramilitary units with 

countless links to them and the Hungarian 

government. Not only did the former 

paramilitary commander not have to answer for 

his actions before the judiciary system, but he 

later received Vitézs title,65 a kind of specifically 

Hungarian knighthood, earned a doctorate in 

                                                 
62 SERFŐZŐ, op. cit. 36.  
63 BODÓ, op. cit. 
64 BODÓ, op. cit. 
65 Ibid. 
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law for his book on aviation law, became a 

member of parliament and was later a well-paid 

and respected official of the Hungarian state. He 

owed his political rise to Gömbös who became 

Prime Minister of Hungary a few years later, in 

1932.  

Of all the paramilitary commanders with 

a common past and common crimes, and once 

with formidable power, it was Lieuenant 

Colonel Pál Prónay who was the most unable to 

achieve any kind of consolidation. Because of 

his failure to show sufficient loyalty to the 

Regent Governor on the occasion of King 

Charles IVs second attempt of return, and 

because the brutal activities of his detachment, 

his arbitrary assassinations and adventurer-like 

political actions he became increasingly 

burdensome for the Bethlen government,66 and 

he was eventually force to retire, become 

sidelined, and was also expelled from the Union 

of Etelköz, the pro-government political secret 

society of the Era.67 

In accordance with the spirit of the 

consolidation, the paramilitary formations and 

                                                 
66 Péter KONOK, Az erőszak kérdései 1919–1920-ban, 84.  
67 PRÓNAY, op. cit 322–324. 
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national defence militias still operating in 

various areas of the country, such as the Héjjas 

Brigade of the Great Hungarian Plain and other 

armed units of the Association of Awakening 

Hungarians were then essentially disarmed and 

regularised, and their law enforcement and 

military powers which could be traced back to 

the turbulent civil war of 1919 were definitely 

and unequivocally abolished. At the same time, 

a new paramilitary organisation, the Office of 

National Labour Protection was set up under 

the control of the Ministry of the Interior and 

the State Police, primarily to break strikes and 

regulate left-wing workers’ movements and 

riots. It was a kind of white, strognly right-wing 

workers milita whose members were equipped 

with handguns and had the same powers of 

action and use of weapons when on duty as  as 

those of the police, buit it was rather an 

auxiliary police rather than a military force.68 

The Brigade of the Plain, the State Security 

Agents and the national defence militias of the 

Awakening Hungarias were also integrated into 

                                                 
68 HU-MNL-OL-K 26-XXII-6010; 5.818. M. E. számú rendelet 

a nemzeti munkavédelmi intézmény fegyverhasználati jogáról, 

1923. augusztus 2., Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára, 1923, 274. 
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this organisation, so they were under much 

tighter government control, but could 

essentially continue to operate.69 

The Double Cross Blood Union also 

continued its activities within the framework of 

the National Labour Protection, but it is 

interesting to note that General Kálmán Shvoy 

wrote in his diary that the DCBU was founded 

under this name in 1923, as a kind of successor 

organisation to the Brigade of the Great Plain 

led by Iván Héjjas, and that it allegedly 

continued its activities under the codename 

Főtartalék – Main Reserve70 as a secret special 

operations military unit, formally within the 

Ministry of the Interior and the National Labour 

Protection, but in reality subordinated to the 

Ministry of Defence. Shvoy thus dates the 

genesis of the organisation itself to this period, 

to the end of 1923. There is also an archival 

source about the integration of the DCBU into 

the Office of National Labour Protection: a 

confidential circular from the Ministry of the 

                                                 
69 DÓSA, op. cit. 151–152.  
70 Csak szolgálati használatra!. Iratok a Horthy-hadsereg 

történetéhez, 1919–1938, ed. Tibor HETÉS–Tamásné MORVA, 

Budapest, Zrínyi Katonai Könyv- és Lapkiadó, 1968, 499–500. 
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Interior from 1926 which forbids the members 

of the National Labour Protection to refer to the 

new strike-breaking auxiliary police force as the 

Double Cross Blood Union even among 

themselves, as it is associated with rather bad 

public memories.71 The National Labour 

Protection was a strike-breaking auxiliary police 

force, but de facto it also operated as a covert 

military reserve force at the same time. 

Although it obviously had no significant combat 

value, its tens of thousands of members who 

were otherwise civilians in their daily 

occupations, but who owned firearms and were 

trained and couble be mobilised to a certain 

extent, made a significant contribution to 

circumvention of the serious military 

restrictions imposed by the Trianon Peace 

Treaty. In this way, it also helped to pacify the 

former (in some cases irregular) soldiers of the 

National Army which had once numbered over 

100.000 and was reduced to a maximum of 

35.000 after 1921. In this strange, voluntary 

auxiliary police and reserve military status 

many people still felt being useful and in the 

service of the state. That is, the Hungarian 

                                                 
71 HU-MNL-OL-K 149-1926-6-3473.  
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radical right-wing militia movement which was 

loosely controlled by the Double Cross Blood 

Union continued to exist partly within the 

framework of this organisation, in a, so to say, 

domesticated form.72 

The testimony of General Count Károly 

Csáky, Minister of Defence in the bombing trial 

of József Márffy and his associates, one of the 

most important archival documents in the 

history of the Double Cross Blood Union already 

cited earlier also testifies that the DCBU was 

really established after the fall of the Soviet 

Republic of Hungary in the end of 1919, with the 

aim of bringing paramilitary organisations 

operating in the capital and the countryside 

under unified (state and military) control in 

order to restore the order, on the initiative of 

General Béla Berzeviczy, Chief of the General 

Staff of the National Army. It was then dissolved 

around 1923 in the form in which it had 

previously operated, and by dissolution Minister 

Csáky presumably means the integration of the 

DCBU into the National Labour Protection 

which officially took place towards the end of 

                                                 
72 DÓSA, op. cit. 134.  
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1922, but in practice perhaps somewhat later, in 

several steps.73  

The Government Decree No. 7502 of 19 

October 1923 definitely prohibited the 

participation of state employees, including 

members of the armed forces and law 

enforcement agencies to be members in 

associations whose activities were against or 

incompatible with the lawful order of the state 

or which did not have a constitution approved 

by the Minister of the Interior. That is, it was 

essentially the membership in secret societies 

that become prohibited for state employees.74 In 

reality, of course, it was still not easy for the 

state to check – if it really wanted to check in 

the case of right-wing, pro-governnment 

organisations – who was a member of what kind 

of association or with whom, how and for what 

purposes cooperated, especially if the given 

secret organisation produced no written 

documents for conspiratorial reasons.  

In this way, although the Double Cross 

Blood Union officially ceased to exist in 1923, its 

members, in some form, were still partly in the 

                                                 
73 HU-BFL-VII-5-c-16193/1923.  
74 Budapesti Közlöny, 24 October 1923.  
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service of the state, and they could continue 

their activities to achieve the goals which they 

thought to be patriotic... 
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THE HUNGARIAN BEER HALL 

PUTSCH  

THE SZEMERE–BOBULA–ULAIN COUP 

PLAN, 1923 

 

 

Although domestic policy of Hungary was fully 

determined by British and French interests after 

the signing of the Peace Treaty of Trianon, 

secret negotiations with radical right-wing 

German and Austrian organisations, which went 

back to 1919, continued for a time in 1921 and 

1922 with less intensity than before.The Bethlen 

Government continued to maintain moderate 

contacts with German radical right-wing 

politicians, including former Bavarian Premier 

and later Commissioner General Gustav von 

Kahr, General Erich Ludendorff and Adolf 

Hitler, who was then an emerging and very 

ambitious young far-right politician in Munich, 

the centre of the German radical right-wing 

movements.  In the spring of 1922, Prime 

Minister Bethlen sent Miklós Kozma, then the 

director of the Hungarian Telegraph Office to 

Munich to negotiate and gather information and 

to revive Bavarian-Hungarian political relations, 
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which had been declining since the end of 

1921.75 Kozma also personally negotiated with 

General Ludendorff, a leader of the German 

radical right about a possible Bavarian-

Hungarian cooperation initiative,in which the 

Hungarian Government circles would have 

bought weapons from Germany, for example. 

The German general complained to him that his 

political influence had recently declined 

considerably within the Weimar Republic, and 

even within Bavaria, the centre of the radical 

right, and that there was such a great disunity 

among Bavarian right-wing politicians that they 

essentially did not agree with each other on 

anything.76 Bethlen, informed by Miklós Kozma 

and Gyula Gömbös, chairman of the Hungarian 

Defence Force Association (MOVE) and a 

prominent politician of the Hungarian radical 

right (who was then still a member of the 

governing party), concluded that the Hungarian 

Government could not hope for any useful 

cooperation with the Bavarians, and 

negotiations on such cooperation were 
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temporarily suspended.77 Behind the 

negotiations, of course, the name of the secret 

military organisation, the Double Cross Blood 

Union was involved, since among others, 

Colonel Tihamér Siménfalvy, the head of the 

organisation was one of the influential figures 

on the Hungarian Government side who had 

previously encouraged the maintaiance of lively 

relations with the Bavarian and Austrian far-

right movements.78 

As we have mentioned, from 1922 

onwards, Bethlen’s consolidation policy led to a 

decline in attempts of cooperation between the 

Hungarian Government and the German-

Austrian far-right organisations. At the same 

time, the nationalist-irredentist organisations, 

which were increasingly opposed to the 

Hungarian government, though sometimes 

united with it in common interests, especially 

the then still influential Association of 

Awakening Hungarians which had considerable 

political influence and a large number of 

members, and the radical circles of military 
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officers that were also part of its leadership, 

continued to actively seek international 

cooperation with organisations on a similar 

ideological platform. In 1921 the Awakening 

Hungarians represented the Hungarian radical 

right in the international anti-Semitic congress 

in Vienna where the possibility of forming an 

International Anti-Semitic League was raised.79 

The first years of consolidation continued 

to be characterised by a social and economic 

situation that was very favourable of political 

extremism. Several political groupings also 

played on the idea of attempted coups and 

violent takeovers. The failed revisionist right-

wing alliance, the White Internationale dreamed 

up by Ludendorff was the predecessor of  such 

an adventurous and essentially frivolous coup 

plan, which nevertheless attracted great political 

and press attention, and was put forward by Dr. 

Béla Szemere, a hospital director, the used-to-

be commander of the auxiliary police militia 

known as the National Organisation of State 

Security Agents (Állambiztonsági Megbízottak 

Szervezete, shortended as ÁBM) (by then under 

the control of the National Labour Protection, a 
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right-wing workerss militia under the 

supervision of the State Police), Hungarian-

born American architect Titusz Bobula, and Dr. 

Ferenc Ulain, a lawyer and race-defending 

member of the National Assembly who had left 

the governing United Party and was the 

confidant of Gyula Gömbös, the leading 

politician of the Hungarian far-right 

movements. Given that the three men planned 

to overthrow the Bethlen Government, which 

they believed to be excessively liberal, pro-

Entente and pro-Jewish, by force with the 

armed support of the German National Socialist 

movement led by Hitler and General 

Ludendorff, carrying out their plans at roughly 

the same time as the Beer Hall Putcsh, making 

their action dependent on its success, their coup 

plan is perhaps most aptly should named the 

plan of the Hungarian Beer Hall Putsch. 

Ironicaly, the headquarters of the Association of 

Awakening Hungarians was located in Sörház 

Street – the name of which in English roughly 

means Beer Hall Street. 

The preparations for the strange coup 

plan must have begun sometime in early August 

1923, when a young German man named 
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Friedrich Fritz Döhmel appeared in Budapest, 

claiming to be a representative of the Hitler-

Ludendorff-led Bavarian National Socialist 

movement and the closely allied paramilitary 

organisation Kampfbund, and approached 

several Hungarian far-right organisations and 

public figures with various seemingly credible 

German-language letters of recommendation. 

One of Döhmel’s first trips, whose motives were 

not entirely clear, was to the headquarters of the 

Association of Awakening Hungarians, which 

had previously maintained good relations with 

the Bavarian nationalists, where he wanted to 

meet members of the organisations leadership. 

He got to one of the associations leaders, 

Lieutenant Colonel Pál Prónay, but Prónay did 

not believe the German young mans claims. 

However, Döhmel did not give up, and he finally 

reached Titusz Bobula, a wealthy Hungarian-

born architect who had returned from the 

United States of America and who held a 

confused radical right-wing perspective, and his 

friend, Dr. Béla Szemere, a medical doctor and 

hospital director, and his circle. Szemere, as the 

de facto commander of the above mentioned 

State Security Agents militia, which continued 



 
308 

to operate with some intensity, and Bobula who 

provided financial support to the Hungarian far-

right had been thinking for some time about 

how to remove the Bethlen Government, but 

their activities were limited to planning. It is not 

clear fom the available sources exactly when 

Döhmel contacted them, but it is likely that he 

was in contact with members of the radical 

right-wing association of the Hungarian 

Cultural League led by Szemere as early as 

August 1923.80 

It seems, however, that Döhmel 

approached Bobula who rented a suite in the 

Hotel Gellért at the end of October 1923, and 

Bobula almost immediately he called Szemere to 

him as well. This may not have been the first 

time that Szemere and Döhmel met, but in any 

case it was at this time that the Hungarian 

parties believed that Döhmel was indeed an 

agent of the Bavarian nationalist organisation, 

who was visiting Hungary to make concrete 

arrangements for cooperation with similar 

Hungarian far-right formations. Negotiations 

began in German, and Bobula translated what 
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Döhmel said to Szemere who did not speak 

German. Döhmel asked how many people 

Szemere as former commander of the State 

Security Agents could call to arms in the event 

of a takeover attempt. Szemere replied that 

although the State Security Agents had not 

previously been set up for the purpose of 

conspiring against the state, there would 

certainly be some people willing to join the 

cause. There is also contradictory information 

about whether the majority of the members of 

the State Security Agents had previously 

surrendered their anti-riot service weapons, but 

it is certain that the Szemere were not backed by 

a serious armed force, and could have fielded at 

most only a few hundred men with handguns. 

Soon afterwards, the race-defending MP Dr. 

Ferenc Ulian was involved into the plotting, 

since he himself had long been in contact with 

Bavarian nationalist organisations, including a 

close acquaintance with Hitler, and he also gave 

credence to the claims made by Fritz Döhmel. 

On Döhmel’s initiative, the parties also drew up 

a treaty German on how the Bavarian state 

(which was to be established as an independent 

state that would separate from Germany) and 
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the Hungarian state (which would be led by a 

new, radical right-wing government after the 

removal of the Bethlen Government) could 

cooperate in the realisation of their irredentist 

and anti-Semitic aims. The document was 

drafted in German by Döhmel himself and dealt 

with political, military and agricultural issues in 

eleven articles and three annexes. The essence 

of the document was that the newly created 

Bavarian state would recognise the newly 

created Hungarian state with its borders of 

1914, before the beginning of the First World 

War and the signing of the Trianon Peace 

Treaty, and that the contracting states would do 

everything possible to help each other militarily.  

In particular, they decided to send forces 

against the Little Entente Czechoslovakia and 

provide military assistance to each other if 

either Bavaria or Hungary were attacked by the 

Czechoslovakians. The treaty was signed on 5 

November by Szemere, Bobula and Ulain, and 

was scheduled to be signed in Munich by 

Ludendorff and Hitler on the German side. 

Ferenc Ulain otherwise knew exactly what was 

being prepared in Bavaria, how and especially 

when the the Bavarian far-right organisations, 
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independently of Fritz Döhmel, and he 

envisaged the possible overthrow of the 

Hungarian Government in close coordination 

with the Munich beer coups. If Fritz Döhmel 

may have been an impostor/agent provocateur 

who may never previously have been in contact 

with Bavarian revolutionary organisations in the 

way he claimed to be a phantasmagorical 

Hungarian conspirator, Ulain’s previous 

negotiations and information may have told him 

certain things. It is therefore worth examining 

the Bavarian Beer Hall Putsch/Hitler-

Ludendorff coup at least for a few sentences, so 

that we can place the activities of the Szemere-

Bobula-Ulain group with all its absurdity and 

frivolity in international context. 

As Ulain later confessed before the State 

Police, he had already held talks with Hitler and 

Ludendorff in the summer of 1923. Bavaria 

which had a high degree of autonomy within the 

Weimar Republic as a federal state was at this 

time in a very turbulent political situation with a 

devastated economy and social discontent that 

favoured extremist political formations. These 

included the NSDAP, that is, the National 

Socialist German Workers Party, and its close 
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allies, the paramilitary Kampfbund that mainly 

consisted of veterans. Political power was 

exercised by the former Bavarian Prime 

Minister Kahr who at the time was a 

Commissioner of the German Federal 

Government with provisory powers and had 

been given a mandate to solve the political and 

economic problems, together with Colonel Hans 

von Seisser, the commander of the Bavarian 

Police and General Otto von Lossow, the 

Reichswehrs district commander in Bavaria. 

The representatives of the executive who 

exercised special powers to solve the crisis were 

ideologically not very far from the political 

extremists and the group led by Hitler and 

General Ludendorff, but they would have sought 

to make political capital out of the crisis by 

excluding the National Socialists.81 

Hitler and Ludendorff feared that 

although Bavaria had been taken over by 

nationalist politicians, they would be ignored. 

That is why in early November 1923 they 

organised a coup détat and tried to seize power 

by force. The so-called Beer Hall Putsch began 
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in the Bürgerbräukeller, the Munich beer hall 

where Gustav von Kahr was addressing a speech 

to his supporters, and where Hitler and his 

armed men stormed in on the evening of 8 

November and declared the arrest of the 

politicians in power. To demonstrate the 

seriousness of the situation, the building was 

surrounded by some 600 armed SA-militamen 

under the command of Captain Ersnt Röhm, 

and Commissioner Kahr, under the threat of 

armed force, assured Hitler and his men of his 

support. Hitler, a politician with truly 

outstanding oratory skills, made an incendiary 

speech at the same venue, and within moments 

had persuaded the thousands of people 

gathered in the beer hall to stand by his side. 

The National Socialist militia then mounted an 

operation to seize Munichs main government 

buildings and public facilities, and later that 

night, Hitler and his men, believing they no 

longer needed Kahr and his associates, released 

the Commissioner. 82   

The Nazi Partys free troops were rioting 

on the streets, but the coup attempt had the very 

serious shortcoming that the police did not 
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stand by and support the Nazis at all. On the 

following morning, 9 November, Hitler and his 

gunmen took the Bavarian Provincial 

Government hostage, and at the suggestion of 

General Ludendorff a march of 2,000 men set 

out to occupy the building of the Bavarian 

Ministry of Defence, but at the Odeonplatz in 

Munich Hitler and his militiamen were 

confronted by the armed forces loyal to Gustav 

von Kahz and the Federal Government, and a 

gunfight broke out. Sixteen coup fighters and 

four policemen were fatally wounded in the 

clash, and Hitler and the coup leaders fled the 

scene. It was here that it became clear that the 

coup attempt miserably failed, and Hitler was 

arrested by the police within a few days.83 

The future German dictator was 

eventually sentenced to five years in prison for 

treason, while General Ludendorff, a great and 

highly respected hero of the First World War, 

was acquitted of all charges despite his leading 

role in the Beer Hall Putsch. Partly thanks to his 

growing popularity, Hitler himself spent only 

nine months in prison and wrote his memoirs 

Mein Kampf – My Struggle. The attempted 
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coup made Hitler a nationwidely renowned and 

popular politician in the longer term, and  ten 

years later, in 1933 he was constitutionally 

elected Chancellor of Germany, but soon 

became a bloodthirsty dictator.84 

Although the Bavarian beer coup, just like 

the Hungarian beer coup which had a much less 

serious background and was essentially devoid 

of armed forces, miserably failed, both – 

probably closely related – far-right political 

actions already pointed out in the first half of 

the 1920s, what crises and traumas that were at 

work in the societies of the states that had lost 

the First World War, and foreshadowed the 

subsequent, seemingly unstoppable rise of 

political extremism in the 1930s. 

As for the Hungarian putschists, Ferenc 

Ulain left by train on the eve of the Munich beer 

coup as planned, but never made it to Munich, 

so he was unable to meet the Bavarian 

nationalist politicians who were preparing for 

the beer coup. At Hegyeshalom, on the Austro-

Hungarian border, he was stopped by the police, 

told that the Hungarian authorities were aware 

of the plot and confiscated the documents 
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addressed to. Ulain was not detained on the 

grounds of his immunity as a member of the 

Parliament, but was kindly asked to visit the 

Budapest police the next day, where he was 

already arrested. Shortly afterwards, Dr. Béla 

Szemere and Titusz Bobula were also detained 

by the detectives. 

It became clear to the Hungarian 

conspirators that the coup plan had not escaped 

the attention of the police, and archival sources 

make it clear that the authorities had been 

monitoring the groups activities for weeks when 

Ulain travelled to Munich. As already 

mentioned, Fritz Döhmel appeared in Budapest 

in August 1923 as a lobbyist for the Bavarian-

German National Socialist organisation. The 

details of his stay in Budapest between August 

and October are unclear, but it seems certain 

that he was not the only representative of the 

Bavarian National Socialists in Budapest at this 

time. In fact, in the autumn of 1923, the police 

arrested no fewer than fifty-seven young 

German men in the Hungarian capital who, as 

agents of the Hitler-Ludendorff-led 

organisation had letters of recommendation 

addressed to the Association of Awakening 
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Hungarians. Several of these German lobbyists 

were arrested and expelled from Hungary. 

Szemere, Bobula and Ulain were eventually 

suspected and charged with forming an alliance 

to incite rebellion. The case of MP Ferenc 

Ulain’s immunity was discussed also by the 

Parliaments Committee on Immunity in the last 

days of November 1923, and a thorough 

investigation was carried out. The race-

defending MPs led by Gyula Gömbös sought to 

excuse Ulain and his associates and emphasised 

their opinion that Ulain and his associates were 

victims of an agent provocateur hired by the 

police, and they made accusations primarily 

against the bourgeois liberal representative 

whose aim, they claimed, was to openly 

discredit the race-defending politicians. On 24 

January 1924, the Royal Criminal Court of 

Budapest conceived the first-instance verdict in 

the case, sentencing all three defendants to one 

month and fourteen days in prison. The 

defendants were released in December 1923 and 

their sentences were deemed to have been 

completed in arrest. They exercised their right 
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of appeal, and they were acquitted by the court 

of appeal shortly afterwards.85 

Although Béla Szemere, Titusz Bobula 

and Ferenc Ulain were eventually found 

innocent by the Hungarian Supreme Court even 

of the relatively mild charge of forming an 

alliance to rebel, the coup attempt they planned 

with Bavarian-German collaboration was 

undoubtedly frivolous precisely because it was 

no more than a mere plot, but it caused a major 

political scandal in 1923-1924. Furthermore, it 

raises many questions up to this day. The 

largest question mark is, of course, the identity 

and motives of Fritz Döhmel, the young German 

man who approached the coup plotters and 

tricked them into it, presumably to mislead 

everyone. The historical literature on the 

Szemere-Bobula-Ulain conspiracy is generally 

of the opinion that Fritz Döhmel was probably 

nothing more than an agent provocateur hired 

by the Bethlen Government to use him to 

discredit and politically isolate Gyula Gömbös’s 

far-right race-defending group of MPs that left 
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the governing party,86 or historians are content 

with the even simpler explanation that Döhmel 

was in fact an agent of Hitler and his associtates 

and that there was some real connection 

between the German and Hungarian far-right 

organisations.87 Even in the international 

literature, the Hungarian beer coup appears at 

the level of mention, and academic works 

written in foreign languages usually treat it as a 

fait accompli that there was a cooperation 

agreement between the Hungarian and German 

sides.88 Döhmel is referred to in various works 
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as a diplomat, and agent, a swindler, an 

international adventurer and an agent 

provocateur, but since the works that mention 

the coup plan at all mostly do not discuss the 

Hungarian Beer Hall Putsch in any great detail, 

nor do they really refer to its archival sources, 

they do not shed light on the apparent 

contradictions. It is undoubtedly true that 

Ferenc Ulain and the race-defending faction of 

MPs leaving the governing United Party which 

not much later became a party itself caused 

relative inconvenience to the Bethlen 

Government which was working on 

consolidation by the disclosure of numerous 

corruption cases connected to the Government. 

Ulain himself had interpellated in the 

Parliament on several occasions on various 

corruption cases, thereby discrediting Bethlen’s 

Government.89 Some senior government 

officials including Interior Minister Iván 

Rakovszky were bribed with free shares, and 

several state officials appeared to be implicated 
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in the corruption case.90 In the summer of 1923, 

the Hungarian General Credit Bank granted gift 

shares to several government and opposition 

MPs for a total of about 300 million koronas, 

and they also seriously violated speculation 

rules.91 Even under pressure from the ruling 

party, Justice Minister Emil Nagy refused to 

cover up the case and ordered the Prosecutors 

Office under his ministry to launch a serious 

investigation. This case was partly responsible 

for his resignation from the Ministry of Justice 

shortly afterwards in 1924, and his relations 

with Prime Minister Bethlen also deteriorated. 

Ulain personally had a great deal to do with the 

breakout of one of the biggest corruption 

scandals of the Horthy Ea, whic did not directly 

cause a government crisis, but discredited the 

Bethlen Government to some degree and led to 

a major press campaign against it. It may have 

been Bethlen’s interest to discredit the race-

defending MPs led by Gömbös, including Ulain 

Ferenc, but based on the archival sources it is 
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doubtful that Döhmel was simply an agent 

provocateur hired by the Hungarian 

Government for this purpose, and nothing 

more. 

If we look closely at the testimony of Imre 

Hetényi, the deputy police commissioner 

investigating the case, the report sent to the 

Budapest police commissioner and the 

testimony of Detective Inspector Jenő Seibold, 

it becomes clear that Fritz Döhmel was probably 

in Budapest and was seeking contacts with 

Hungarian far-right organisations as a 

representative of Hitler’s Bavarian nationalist 

movement before his activities came to the 

attention of the police. Döhmel did indeed 

become an agent of the Hungarian political 

police for a short time, as Döhmel and Hetényi 

confessed the same. Döhmel reported to the 

authorities and some members of the 

Government on the activities of the 

conspirators, mainly in the hope of gaining 

financial benefits, but initially he seems to have 

sought contact with them independently, 

without the knowledge or involvement of the 

Hungarian authorities. There are also 

indications that Döhmel was indeed acting as an 
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agent of the German radical right-wing political 

forces, but that he had already reported to the 

German state authorities in August 1923 that 

the Bavarian radical right was preparing to 

enter into serious international cooperation 

with its Hungarian counterparts.92 

We may ask the question whether it is 

possible that a strange situation could have 

arisen in which the political investigative 

department of the Hungarian police and Iván 

Rakovszky, the Minister of the Interior would 

have recruited a person who was apparently a 

native German speaker to act as a mole for the 

conspirators, by the authorities conspiratorially 

pretended that they had only learned of his 

activities later, after Döhmel had already incited 

the Szemere-Bobula-Ulain group, which really 

wanted to overthrow the Government, to some 

degree of action. Would the police have 

conspiratorially produced documents largely for 

internal use which prove that Döhmel had 

initially acted independently of them and only 
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later cooperated with the authorities, even 

though he had been a hired provocateur for the 

state authorities from the beginning? The 

answer is, of course, this is possible, but hardly 

likely or realistic. 

It is also possible that Fritz Döhmel may 

have been recruited by another Hungarian state 

agency, at the highest order of the Bethlen 

Government, and in the greatest secrecy, for 

example by the military secret service, the 

Department 2 of the General Staff of the 

Ministry of Defence, which was operating under 

secrecy at the time because of the restrictions  of 

armament on Hungary, to discredit Ferenc 

Ulain and his associates with a conspiracy that 

he himself had practically incited them to 

pursue, but the likelihood of this is also very 

small. The idea sounds impossible and 

irrational because, if the sources are to be 

believed, Döhmel originally approached Béla 

Szemere and Titusz Bobula who were indeed 

thinking about the possibility of overthrowing 

the Government completely independently of 

Döhmel, and Ulain as an MP with some political 

influence and a person with real links to 

Bavarian nationalist circles was only involved in 
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the conspiracy somewhat later. That is, when 

Döhmel contacted Szemere and Bobula, there is 

a good chance that he did not know that Ferenc 

Ulain would soon become a key figure in the 

conspiracy. In fact, it seems that Döhmel was 

not originally the agent of the Hungarian 

Government, but acted independently, it is not 

known exactly on whose behalf, and only later 

did he start reporting to the political police. 

It is also possible that Fritz Döhmel was 

originally an agent of the Bavarian nationalist 

organisations – it seems the most likely scenario 

–, but later he became self-employed man and 

literally sold out the conspiracy and the 

information he possessed, primarily for 

financial gain, while at the same time, he was 

trying to magnify the activities of the 

conspirators to suit his own interests. The 

contradictions in his repeated testimonies, the 

almost laughable elements in which he said, for 

example, that although he was originally linked 

to the German far-right, but as for his political 

beliefs he were in fact an idealistic communist 

and philo-Semite, and that he had exposed the 

radical right-wing conspirators in order to 

prevent the violent anti-Semitic acts they were 
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allegedly planning also suggest that he may have 

been motivated by financial gain.93 On the other 

hand, he deliberately sought to create as a large 

scandal as possible and confuse everyone as 

much as possible.  

However, the first instance judgment of 

the Royal Criminal Court of Budapest conceives 

interestingly, saying that Döhmel’s identity is a 

mystery even to the Hungarian state authorities, 

and although it is likely that the circles behind 

him are to be sought abroad, they are certainly 

not in Bavaria, and Döhmel badly misled both 

the participants in the Hungarian Beer Hall 

Putch and the Hungarian authorities.94 Abroad 

but not in Bavaria could also mean – although 

we do not have to agree with the criminal court 

in the absence of written evidence – that the 

mysterious young man in question was an agent 

of the secret services of a foreign state who was 

instructed to try to sabotage the attempts of 

cooperation between German and Hungarian 

far-right organisations and to discredit them in 

the eyes of each other. 
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If we allow ourselves to speculate, we 

could ask the logical question of which state or 

states had an interest in preventing the 

emerging German far-right organisations from 

building international links during this period. 

The answer is obvious: France, Austria, or even 

the Weimar Republic itself. Indeed, in the 

relatively recent past, in 2009, a French 

intelligence report was discovered in the 

custody of the the National Archives of France 

and received some press coverage according to 

which the French intelligence service had been 

monitoring the emerging National Socialist 

leader and his circle, and which painted Hitler 

as a politician with the oratorical qualities and 

charisma similar to that of Mussolini.95  The 

same could also be true of the neighbouring 

Little Entente states which also clearly did not 

want Hungarian political forces to have serious 

foreign allies for the revisionist ambitions, so 

                                                 
95 Thomas WIEDER, Genre fasciste. Dans les années 1920, 

Adolf Hitler était surveillé par les services français. La fiche 

rédigée sur le futur Führer dort dans une armoire des 

Archives nationales, Le Monde, 2009. november 20. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2009/11/19/adolf-

hitler-genre-fasciste_1269349_3214.html  

https://www.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2009/11/19/adolf-hitler-genre-fasciste_1269349_3214.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2009/11/19/adolf-hitler-genre-fasciste_1269349_3214.html
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they cannot be excluded from such assumptions 

either. 

Furthermore, there was also Austria there 

that had newly become and independent and as 

one of the successor states to the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, was struggling with serious 

domestic political and economic problems. The 

crisis after the loss of the First World War 

provided an excellent breeding ground for 

political extremism here as well, and the 

Government faced the real danger that Germany 

would eventually annex Austria in order to 

restore the unity of Germany, as the National 

Socialist German Regime under Hitler really did 

it fifteen years later in 1938. National Socialist-

style, pro-Anschluss movements had already 

made their appearance here early, and it was 

therefore not in the interest of the Austrian state 

that the Hitler-Ludendorff circle should build 

successful international cooperations with 

politicians from other nations with similar 

ideological platforms.96 

                                                 
96 See: Róbert FIZIKER, Habsburg kontra Hitler. Legitimisták 

az anschluss ellen, az önálló Ausztriáért, Budapest, Gondolat 

Kiadó, 2010. 
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Finally, there was the Republic of Weimar 

itself there, then under the leadership of 

President Friedrich Ebert and Federal 

Chancellor Gustav Stresemann, which, as the 

biggest loser of the First World War, was also 

struggling with huge economic and social crises 

as the empire was transformed from a 

monarchy into a republic. It was precisely these 

crises and the growing discontent that increased 

the popularity of demagogic politicians such as 

Hitler and the National Socialists who professed 

and promoted extremist ideas. It is certain that 

the secret services of the Weimar Republic had 

undercover agents in radical political 

movements, since it is a little known fact of 

Hitler’s life that he initially came into contact 

with National Socialism after the defeat of the 

short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic in 1919 as 

an officer of the German armys intelligence and 

propaganda unit in Bavari. Hitler’s task was to 

gather information on organisations and 

individuals propagating political extremism and 

to carry out vigorous anti-communist 

propaganda. One such radical right-wing 

organisation monitored by the German military 

intelligence service was the then insignificant 
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DAP (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei), the German 

Workers’ Party, which Hitler managed to 

infiltrate so well that he soon became its leader 

and, within a few years, had organised it into a 

nationwide political movement under the name 

NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers 

Party.  The predominantly liberal and social 

democratic Government of the Weimar 

Republic thus understandably had no interest 

that the National Socialist movement should 

build up significant international relations and 

fought against political extremism within 

Germany in much the same way as the 

consolidationist Bethlen Government did in the 

Hungarian context. There are also indications 

that Döhmel was in contact with the German 

state security services as early as August 1923, 

and that he reported to them that Bavarian and 

Hungarian far-right organisations were trying to 

re-establish contact and revive the cooperation 

that had been initiated earlier.97 It also seems 

certain that Döhmel was indeed originally in 

contact with Hitler and his circle, as a 

Hungarian detective had followed him to 

                                                 
97 PA AA (B)-R 30531-Bd. 1. Cited by: István NÉMETH, A 

Wilhelmstrasse és Magyarország. I. rész, 80.  
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Bavaria on behalf of Deputy Police 

Commissioner Imre Hetényi and checked if 

Döhmel had really in conecction with National 

Socialists.  Although Hungarian historian István 

Németh has also published some German 

diplomatic documents in his extensive source 

publication in connection with the Ulain case as 

well, primarily from the correspondence 

between the Hungarian and German law 

enforcement and diplomatic services, these do 

not, of course, reveal the true identity of the key 

German figure in the conspiracy, Fritz Döhmel. 

All that is known is that in November 1923, 

Deputy Police Commissioner Hetényi informed 

the German embassy in Budapest that Döhmel 

had been under surveillance by the Hungarian 

police for some time and that dozens of young 

German men were in Budapest to initiate a 

cooperation agreement between the Hungarian 

and German far-right organisations.98 The 

scarce German sources of the case reveal that 

Döhmel’s motives were not known to German 

                                                 
98 PA-AA-(B)-R-30531-Bd. 1. István NÉMETH, Magyarok és 

németek, 384; A Wilhelmstrasse és Magyarország. Német 

diplomáciai iratok Magyarországról (1918–1934). I. kötet. Az 

1920-as évek, 346. 
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state authorities, and mention that Gerhard 

Köpke, an official of the German Foreign 

Ministry (Auswärtiges Amt) wrote to the 

Imperial Commissioner for the Supervision of 

Public Order (Reichskomissar für die 

Überwachung der Öffentlichen Ordnung) and 

asked information of him about the case.   A few 

days later, the Foreign Ministry sent a summary 

of the case to the representative of the German 

Federal Government in Munich, requesting 

further information, in particular on the links 

between Hungarian and German radical right-

wing organisations. However, the German 

Imperial Commissioner for the Supervision 

Public Order, who was practically the head of 

the German federal political police service 

interestingly confused the issue even further by 

not providing the Foreign Ministry with any 

relevant information, and in his reply expressed 

the opinion that Fritz Döhmel had really no 

connection with the National Socialists, and, 

referring to a rather unreliable press source, the 

daily titled Germania of 25 November 1923, 

claimed that he was in fact a Communist.99 

Although this is all in the realm of conjecture, it 

                                                 
99 István NÉMETH, Magyarok és németek (1914–1934), 385.  
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cannot be excluded that Fritz Döhmel, among 

his other motives and activities, possibly in 

conjunction with his earlier actual National 

Socialist involvement, was an agent of the 

German secret service whose aim was to disrupt 

the activities of the National Socialists, 

especially their international relations, and that 

the German political police and secret services 

were therefore not interested in exposing his 

true identity. 

Although Hitler also issued a press 

statement in the Hungarian far-right newspaper 

called Szózat in which he categorically denied 

that Döhmel was his or his partys agent, and all 

of this was also stressed by National Socialist 

leaders Alfred Rosenberg and Anton Drexler, 

this proves absolutely nothing.100 Hitler had just 

been arrested for an unsuccessful coup attempt, 

and he did not want to add to his already 

difficult situation by admitting that he would 

have wanted to carry out the Bavarian Beer Hall 

Putch with some international involvement if it 

had been possible or that he would have 

                                                 
100 [ANONYMOUS AUTHOR], Hitler nyilatkozata az Ulain-

ügyben. Sohasem akart beleavatkozni a magyar ügyekbe 

Döhmel, köpenicki diplomata, Szózat, 23. 12. 1923., 7.  
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interfered in the internal affairs of another 

states if it had been successful. That is, Döhmel 

may well have been in contact with the Hitler-

Ludendorff circle in some way, as his knowledge 

of the Bavarian domestic political situation and 

his ability to convince Ferenc Ulain who was 

indeed in contact with Hitler would suggest. 

Fritz Döhmel’s unusually high level of education 

and diplomatic skills may also be indicated by 

the fact that, according to the conspirators’ 

testimonies, he put his somewhat absurd but 

nevertheless professional draft treaty about the 

Bavarian-Hungarian political cooperation on 

paper without drafting. 

While it is also possible that Döhmel was 

a simple swindler driven purely by the prospect 

of financial gain, his high-level disinformation 

activities with which he deceived the 

conspirators themselves as well as politicians 

and policemen may suggest an international 

intelligence game in the background. 

Of course, Fritz Döhmel’s true identity 

will probably never be completely known, even 

after almost a hundred years, so we can only 

rely on what seems to be logical theories. 

Whatever the truth about the Hungarian Beer 
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Hall Putsch is, it is certain that, like the much 

more serious Bavarian Beer Hall Putsch, it 

failed from the very beginning. The White 

Internationale between the radical right-wing 

forces under General Ludendorff’s leadership 

did not come into being, and just as the German 

federal government succeeded in marginalising 

the extreme right for a time, so by the end of 

1923 the Bethlen government had succeeded in 

isolating Gömbös and his circle in parliament 

and in marginalising to some extent their 

political activities which were dangerous to 

consolidation. 

However, it is ironic and at the same time 

somewhat frightening that the representatives 

of the Hungarian far-right sought contact with 

the German politician who was not taken too 

seriously at the time, and was even considered 

ridiculous by many, and expected him to help 

them realise their own political legacy who less 

than twenty years later, became the most 

notorious, mass-murdering dictator of the 20th 

century. It is perhaps an exaggeration to say 

such a thing, but nevertheless, the Hungarian 

Beer Hall Putsch, this attempted coup which at 

the time seemed so ridiculous somehow 
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foreshadowed and predestined Hungarys 

mournful political and military involvement in 

the 1940s and its becoming one of Nazi 

Germanys most loyal allies in the Second World 

War. Interestingly, on an individual level, the 

same could be said of the Hungarian leader of 

the 1923 conspiracy: Ferenc Ulain who began 

his political career in the United Party and later 

was the MP of the Race-defending and Peasant 

Parties, finally joined the Arrow Cross Party led 

by Ferenc Szálasi in the 1940s, which, in the 

final months of the war, staged a coup with 

German help and brought to power a pro-

German puppet government, causing enormous 

losses to a country that had already evidently 

lost the war. 
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THE BOMB OUTRAGE IN 

ERZSÉBETVÁROS 

AN ACTION OF POLITICAL 

TERRORISM IN HUNGARY, 1922 

 

 

After World War I, in the 1920s, paramilitarism 

and paramilitary violence was an almost natural 

phenomenon in Hungary, just like in many 

other countries of Central Europe. After the 

dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

and the collapse of the Hungarian Republic of 

Councils, the new right-wing government 

establishing its power with the help of the 

Entente states could only difficulty rule the 

quasi anarchistic conditions of the country. In 

1920–1921, Budapest and the Hungarian 

country were terrorized by irregular military 

formations that were formally part of the 

National Army, but often operated completely 

independently. 

This 2-year-long wave of paramilitary 

violence which was committed by mainly 

detachments subordinated to influential 

paramilitary commanders First Lieutenant Iván 

Héjjas, Lieutenant Colonel Pál Prónay or Major 
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Gyula Ostenburg-Morawek is called the White 

Terror. Radical right-wing irregular soldiers 

exploiting the weakness of the government 

committed several serious crimes like robbery, 

plunder and even murders, frequently by anti-

Semitic motivations, and they did it in the 

disguise of law enforcement measures, since in 

this period the military authorities possessed 

police jurisdictions over civilians as well in 

order to restore the order. 

The government led by Prime Minister Count 

István Bethlen gradually ceased the White 

Terror, and disbanded/regularized 

irregular/paramilitary troops and formations. 

The otherwise strongly right-wing Hungarian 

government really did its best to tranquilize the 

radical right-wing forces and create some kind of 

social and political peace at last, after the long 

years of war and civil war. 

Although paramilitary violence finally ceased, 

and irregular military formations were formally 

disbanded, the radical right-wing Hungarian 

militia movements mainly consisting of World 

War I veterans, active and demobilised soldiers 

lived on the form of secret right-wing 

paramilitary organisations. The influential 
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radical right-wing organisation Ébredő 

Magyarok Egyesülete (ÉME) – Association of 

Awakening Hungarians which sometimes 

operated in a similar way to a political party still 

had a strong paramilitary character, and it had 

its irregular militia called Nemzetvédelmi 

Főosztály – Department of National Defence. 

The government, mainly the army and the 

Ministry of Defence still used up Freikorps-like 

militia units consisting of veterans for two 

reasons. On the one hand, the right-wing 

political and military elite was still afraid of 

another possible Communist takeover attempt, 

and used the radical right-wing militias as 

auxiliary political police forces, keeping them 

prepared; on the other hand, the countries of 

the losing side of World War I were subject to 

serious limitations of armament. Therefore, the 

government and the military leadership did its 

best to circumvent limitations, and treated free-

corps-like irregular military formations as secret 

semi-official reserve forces of the army, 

preparing for a war in the near future in which 

the territories that were truncated from 

Hungary by the Treaty of Trianon were to be 

reoccupied. Hungarian anti-Communist and 



 
340 

irredentist troops were coordinated by the 

secret military organisation called Kettőskereszt 

Vérszövetség – Double Cross Blood Union in the 

1920s, and thousands of armed people were 

kept in secret military status, waiting for 

deployment. The military and the radical right-

wing political movements had very strong 

relations these times due to the historical 

traumas, and hyper-nationalism and 

exaggerated patriotism nearly necessarily 

coupled with violent anti-Semitism. 

Some secret irregular military formations, 

mainly related to the Department of National 

Defence of the ÉME and Double Cross Blood 

Union started becoming concerned in political 

terrorism, like the luckily prevented bomb 

outrage plan in Jászkarajenő in 1922, the bomb 

outrage of Erzsébetváros that required 8 

casualties on 2 April 1922, or the bomb outrage 

of Csongrád in which 3 people died on 24 

December 1923. All the third grave terrorist 

incidents were committed by the members of 

the Department of National Defence of the ÉME 

who were at the same time irregular soldiers of 

Double Cross Blood Union, and paramilitary 

commanders First Lieutenant Iván Héjjas and 

https://hu.bab.la/szótár/angol-magyar/exaggerated
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Lieutenant Commander Pál Prónay arose in all 

the three cases as possible instigators, together 

with Captain Gyula Gömbös, later Minister of 

Defence, then Prime Ministers, in this period 

the leader of the oppositional Party of 

Hungarian National Independence (popularly 

called race-defenders). 

The struggle of the parliamentary elections 

1922 was disrupted by a series of events that 

also provided the state with another opportunity 

to take stronger action against political 

extremism. In the spring of 1922, the members 

of the District 9 National Defence Department 

of the Association of Awakening Hungarians – 

despite the government’s measures to disarm 

various militias in several stages, the Awakening 

Hungarians were still operating such armed 

paramilitary units, which were operating 

practically without any real state control – 

decided to commit a bomb outrage against the 

Democratic Circle of Erzsébetváros, a liberal 

political-social organisation at 76 Dohány 

Street, presided by opposion liberal MP Vilmos 

Vázsonyi, thereby killing several people they 

considered enemies of the nation. The 

assassination and the subsequent trial of the 
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alleged perpetrators was one of the most 

shocking and publicised events of the 1920s, 

and was largely referred to in the press as the 

bombing trial and the Márffy trial after the 

accused number one called József Márffy.101 

Unsurprisingly, the name of the Double Cross 

Blood Union also appears here, and the 

documents of the criminal tiral include one of 

the most valuable and fundamental archival 

sources of the secret military organisations 

activities. This document is the testimony of the 

Minister of Defence, General Count Károly 

Csáky.102 

On 2 April 1922, a bomb exploded at a 

meeting of the Democratic Circle of 

Erzsébetváros, killing eight people and 

wounding twenty-three. Given the extremist 

political situation of the time, assassinations of 

Jews and of persons and institutions perceived 

to be pro-anti-Jewish, and the fact that behind 

them there was the Association of Awakening 

Hungarians in nearly each cases, and, more 

specifically, the figures of Iván Héjjas and Pál 

                                                 
101 HU-BFL-VII-5-c-16193/1923. Józef Márffy and his 

associates’ trial. 
102 Ibid.  
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Prónay, the bomb raid of Erzsébetváros was no 

longer tried alone, but was finally tried in a 

triple indictment, together with other anti-

Semitic and anti-Antisemitic crimes:  

 

1. The explosion the Democratic Circle of 

Erzsébetváros was linked to an allegedly 

attempted pogrom against the Újpest 

Synagogue, planned by two young individuals 

associated with the Association of Awakening 

Hungarians named Tivadar Péter and János 

Salló, but it was not finally carried out. 

 

2. There was also an attempted bomb attack on 

the Courts Palace of Koháry Street and the 

French and Czechoslovak embassies in 

Budapest, and it was only by luck that these 

bombs finally did not explode. 

 

3. Liberal newspaper owner and journalist 

Andor Miklós and Károly Rassay, a liberal 

politician and member of the parliament, well-

known opposition politicians of the time, were 

given packages containing grenades, and it was 

also only by luck and the vigilance of those 

present that these bombs did not explode when 
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opening. At the same time, the Headquarters of 

the Hungarian State Police in Budapest, the 

Speaker of the National Assembly and the 

French Embassy received a life-threatening 

letters signed by some people under the name of 

the ‘Committee 101’. 

 

The investigation was personally led by József 

Sombor-Schweinitzer, one of the prominent 

leaders of the political police of the era, and the 

Royal Criminal Court of Budapest accused the 

yount national defence militimen on the basis of 

documents seized from the Awakening that  the 

militiamen had deviated from the central 

national defence objectives, prepared anti-social 

attacks, and sought to make it impossible for 

citizens of the Israelite religion to remain in 

Hungary by so-called Jewish beatings and bomb 

raids.103 József Márffy and his associates were 

also accused of organising a so-called blood 

court, an internal, arbitrary judiciary body of 

the organisation, which was to impose death 

sentence in the event of disobedience, desertion 

or any acts of treason by its members, József 

Márffy, in turn, used intimidation and death 

                                                 
103 Ibid. 
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threats to persuade his accomplices to help 

organise and carry out the assassinations. This 

is however contradicted by the fact that, 

according to the documents, József Márffy only 

ordered the establishment of a blood court on 14 

April 1923 when many of the crimes charged 

had already been committed. The political 

gravity of the case is illustrated by the fact that 

Minister of Defene General Count Károly Csáky 

and Prime Minister Count István Bethlen were 

called as witnesses at the main trial. As Károly 

Csáky told in his testimony,104 after the fall of 

the Soviet Republic of Hungary, during the 

turbulent civil war, Hungary had no unified 

regular army, and in addition to the semi-

irregular National Army organised by Admiral 

Miklós Horthy there were about fifty civilian 

militias in Budapest alone. Among these were 

the national defence units of the Association of 

Awakening Hungarians. In this chaotic 

situation, the consolidating new Hungarian 

government needed these armed paramilitary 

units to maintain order, and in 1919–1920 Chief 

of the General Staff Béla Berzeviczy tried to 

bring these militias under the control of the 

                                                 
104 Ibid. p. 457–469.   
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Hungarian Army. Among other things, this led 

to the creation of the Double Cross Blood Union 

as an umbrella organisation for the various 

irregular military formations under the control 

of the army. In order to preserve the honour of 

the army, the Minister of Defence also stressed 

in his testimony that although the various 

militias were under some military control, the 

army no influence on personnel matters, 

including the composition of the national 

defence militas of the Awakening Hungarians, 

and the members were not seriously trained and 

armed by the army, but they were rather treated  

as a kind of reserve military force which could 

be deployed if necessary to restore the very 

fragile order.105 According to the Ministers 

interpretation, they basically had no authority 

in the legal sense, at most they had arbitrarily 

authorised themselves to do so, and the 

members of the various national defence 

militias were only actually called in one time, on 

23 October 1921, during Charles IVs second 

attempt to return, and the militiamen mobilised 

                                                 
105 Tibor ZINNER, Adatok a szélsőjobboldali egyesületek 

megalakulásának körülményeihez, Történelmi Szemle, 

1979/3-4, 562–576; 566–567.  
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were only given weapons and salary for that 

short period. After that, the Ministry of Defence 

no longer needed the various irregular military 

units. The restoration of the Soviet Republic of 

Hungary and a possible new Communist 

takeover were no longer a real threat by 1922, so 

paramilitary units such as the national defence 

militias of the Awakening Hungarians that 

mostly consisted of radical right-wing young 

men became superfluous for the consolidating 

Horthy-Bethlen government and the Kingdom 

of Hungary which was seeking to settle its 

relations with foreign countries after the 

Trianon Peace Treaty. It was precisely because 

some of its members had committed serious 

crimes that the government had to disband the 

Double Cross Blood Union in 1923. Of course, 

by the dissolution of the Double Cross Blood 

Union, Minister Károly Csáky most probably 

meant the dissolution and/or regularisation of 

the various paramilitary units and the creation 

of an auxiliary police force called the earlier 

mentioned National Labour Protection on their 

basis. At the time of the bomb outrage 

Erzsébetváros, the members of the National 

Defence Department of the Awakening 
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Hungarians of District 9 led by József Márffy 

were already operating as a self-proclaimed 

civilian militia without any serious military 

control or instruction, and what they did was of 

their own free will. 

Prime Minister István Bethlen appeared 

as a witness before the court less because of the 

political implications of the case rather than 

clearing himself as a private citizen.106  József 

Márffy, in order to show off his own importance 

and influence, had claimed at an early stage that 

he was on good personal terms with the 

incumbent prime minister and his family, that 

he had played tennis with István Bethlen’s sons 

and that he had often travelled in the prime 

ministers car. Bethlen, on the other hand, 

categorically denied in court that he or any of 

his family members knew Márffy even 

superficially. The Márffy trial, in Tibor Zinners 

correct view, was primarily necessitated by 

foreign pressure for the Hungarian state to 

demonstrate to the Entente, and especially to 

France that the revolutionary and civil war years 

following the First World War were over.107 The 

                                                 
106 HU-BFL-VII-5-c-16193/1923.  
107 ZINNER, Az ébredők fénykora, 172.  
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government wanted to prove, that political and 

social order had been restored, Hungary 

accepted the territorial losses imposed by the 

Trianon Peace Treaty, and that the process of 

consolidation had finally begun. Nevertheless, 

we cannot and do not intend to claim that the 

bomb outrage the Democratic Circle of 

Erzsébetváros was not organised and carried 

out by József Márffy and the militiamen of the 

national defence unit of District 9 of the 

Awakening Hungarians, as there is a lot of 

convincing direct and indirect evidence in this 

case, as the record of the main trial in the first 

instance testifies. However, it seems highly 

probable that the other crimes attributed to 

them were arbitrarily linked to them by the 

police for political purposes, and the 

prosecution and the courts also to linked these 

crimes to the horrific bombing perpetrated by 

Márffy and his associates under political 

pressure. Although Márffy was sentenced to 

death in the first instance, neither he nor his 

fellow prisoners who were also sentenced to 

death were ever executed. The trial was 

continued at the Royal Court of Appeal in 
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Budapest and at the Royal Hungarian Curia, 

and ended with much lighter sentences. 

The Budapest Royal Court of Appeal 

sentenced József Márffy, the first defendant, to 

6 years of imprisonment as the main defendant 

and 1,500,000 koronas as a subsidiary penalty. 

 The Royal Supreme Court sitting in third 

instance, sentenced József Márffy to 8 years of 

imprisonment as the principal penalty and a 

fine of 1,500,000 koronas as a subsidiary 

penalty, while the other pleas of nullity were 

rejected or dismissed. 

 József Márffy died in 1971 in Kőszeg at 

the age of 73 as a pensioner.108 He served most 

of his prison sentence in the prison of Vác.109  

He was released on parole in 1929 after being 

diagnosed with severe lung disease. He then 

settled in Kőszeg where he had family ties, first 

as local party secretary of the ruling United 

Party and later as a local leader of the Arrow 

                                                 
108 [ANONYMOUS AUTHOR], Halálozás, Vas Népe, 23. 08. 1971. 

Furthermore, the death records in custordy of the Vas County 

Archive of the National Archives of Hungary verify that the 

man called József Márffy who deceased in 1971 is the same 

person involved in the bomb trial.  
109 HU-BFL-VII-101-c–fegyenc-I–8184. József Márffy’s prison 
record.  
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Cross Party. Márffy never denied his identity or 

his past in prison, although he never publicly 

admitted to the acts he had previously been 

accused of either. 

The afterlife of the bomber includes a 

propaganda publication in the form of a small 

booklet by the Associations of the Awakening 

Hungarian, published by the unknown author 

under the pseudonym Dr Benevolus (Dr 

Benevolent), entitled The real perpetrators of 

the Dohány Street bomb raid. The author of the 

publication has not been clearly identified, but 

we can only suspect László Budaváry, Ferenc 

Ulain, Mihály Kmoskó or another enthusiastic 

contemporary leader and propagandist of the 

far-right mass association. The severely 

libellous and provocative pamphlet, for which 

the Awakening Hungarians were granted a 

distribution licence for only three months, 

claims nothing less than that it was radical Jews 

who killed or had killed their own fellows of 

religiion in order to frame the assassination of 

decent, Christian Hungarians, and that behind 

the whole Dohány Street bomb raid there was 

nothing other than a well-organised Zionist 

conspiracy. As is typical of the anti-Semitic 
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propaganda literature of the time, this piece of 

writing begins its own narrative with citing the 

Protocols of the Elders of Zion, while at the 

same time it calls on the Jews of Hungary to 

take action, to join with the Association of the 

Awakening Hungarians and help Hungary 

recover from the shameful situation to which 

their fellow believers had led it through the First 

World War, the dissolution of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, the Soviet Republic of 

Hungary and the Trianon Peace Treaty. The 

scandalous pamphlet caused outrage among 

many and disillusioned many former supporters 

of the Associations of the Awakening 

Hungarians. 

Although the police did its best to investigate 

several grave bomb outrage cases together with 

the bombing in Erzsébetváros, and these cases 

were closely related to each other via the Double 

Cross Blood Union and the Association of 

Awakening Hungarians, and lower-ranking 

paramilitary commanders like István Keő-

Kucsera, József Márffy or János Piroska (all 

informally subordinated to First Lieutenant 

Iván Héjjas) and their minions were committed 

to trial for their actions, it seems that influential 
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military and political circles tried to save them 

from prison or even from capital sentence. It is 

very curious that in the end only the young 

veteran József Márffy, the mastermind of the 

bomb raid of Erzsébetváros who was 

responsible for the death of 8 people was 

sentenced to 8 years of imprisonment. Although 

the evidences in all the three criminal suits 

seemed to be persuading, someone had the 

power to influence the judges and achieve that 

terrorists should be exempted from the charges 

or sentenced only to a couple of years in prison. 

Although Prime Minister Count István Bethlen 

did his best to create consolidation in Hungary 

in the political, social and economic sense of the 

word, radical right-wing political forces still had 

some influence, and for example Gyula Gömbös, 

the informal leader of the Hungarian radical 

right-wing movements of the 1920s, had a 

personal good relationship even with Regent 

Governor Admiral Miklós Horthy who had used 

to be a paramilitary commander himself in the 

civil war of 1919–1920 before elected by the 

parliament as Regent Governor with the strong 

support of the Entente Powers. The age of the 

bomb raids, as the press of the opposition 
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sometimes called the period between 1922–

1924 finally ended with the fact that murderous, 

radical right-wing, anti-Semitic terrorists 

remained at large, and many of them found 

their places in the authoritarian conservative, 

strongly right-wing regime of Hungary of the 

1920s.  

The present short essay was originally written 

as the introduction of source publication 

published in Hungarian language that makes an 

attempt to reconstruct certain serious, 

terroristic crimes committed by the members of 

irregular military formations that operated 

under the supremacy of the secret Hungarian 

military organisation Double Cross Blood Union 

via micro-historical case studies, mainly based 

on archival records of criminal suits in the 

custody of the Budapest City Archive and in the 

Central Archive of the National Archives of 

Hungary. Furthermore, beyond the introduction 

and analysis of the individual cases of three 

different, but interrelating bomb outrages from 

the period 1922–1924, it intends to draw 

general conclusions about the controversial and 

complex relationship between the early 

Hungarian paramilitary radical right-wing 
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movements and the Government abd the 

military leadrship. 
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IS THE BILDUNG ENTERTAINMENT 

PARK TRUE OR FALSE?  

A SHORT ESSAY ON PERGAMON 

MUSEUM IN BERLIN 

 

 

Entering the Pergamon Museum in Berlin – 

although this may be true for many other 

European or American museums – one is 

reminded, wittingly or unwittingly, of 

Gadamer’s famous criticism of the museum as 

such. The essence of this is that, in addition to 

its numerous advantages and positive qualities, 

the museum juxtaposes the products and works 

of art of different historical eras and different 

cultures, not recognizing them in their diversity, 

but also definitively removing them from their 

original spatial and temporal context. This 

decontextualisation irrevocably mutilates the 

artwork itself. 

The Pergamon Museum located in Berlin, 

at least I believe, is a prominent example of the 

phenomenon outlined above. The tourist with a 

thirst for culture and education, or Bildung in 

German, barely enters the foyer of what is 

perhaps the most impressive part of Museum 
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Island before he is greeted by the Pergamon 

Altar which was deconstructed stone by stone, 

transported to Germany, then rebuilt in the 

museum and irrevocably incorporated into the 

museum building itself.  

 

 

 
The Pergamon Altar in the Pergamon Museum, Berlin 
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This is very ood for the European public who 

love and respect culture, because they do not 

have to make the pilgrimage to the original site 

to see the monument. However, it is also bad 

because it is not known which parts of the 

building are real and which are simple 

reconstructions. A little further on, in the same 

position, one can see the façade of the lobby of 

the Market Gate from Miletus.  

 

 
The Market Gate from Miletus in Pergamon Museum, Berlin 

 

A complete part of the building, stone by stone 

in place, irrevocably implanted in the body of 

the museum building. In other words, it is not 

going anywhere from here, at most together 

with thea museum. The highlight of the 
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museum is, of course, the Babylonian Ishtar 

Gate, is a few rooms further, together with part 

of the parade route that goes with it. Our brave 

Germans, so to say, were not hard-hearted – 

when it was still possible, i.e. when there were 

colonial empires but no proper international 

conventions, they disassambled the beautiful, 

world-famous structure brick by brick, then it 

travelled some 5,000 kilometres to be rebuilt in 

the heart of Berlin, so that whole Europe, and 

especially the educated German people could 

see it.  

 
The Isthar Gate in Pergamon Museum, Berlin  

 



 
360 

The result is a very grandiose, large-scale 

museum of worldwide historical significance on 

the one hand, and a somewhat impressive 

Bildung entertainment park on the other, taking 

monuments from the ancient world out of their 

original context and reconstructing them like 

Hollywood sceneries. It is a very contradictory 

facility, and especially to visit it is an especially 

contradictory cultural and aesthetic experience. 

We are there and we are not there, what we see 

is both a real monument and sceneries, reality 

and deception in the very same moment. The 

Ishtar Gate, for example, is largely made of the 

same coloured clay bricks that once dotted the 

end of Babylons processional route, so it is 

clearly an original monument in that respect. 

On the other hand, the rearrangement of the 

bricks is probably quite arbitrary, so that what 

we see is original only in terms of the material, 

but it is a reconstruction in terms of the 

arrangement of its components. Therefore, with 

a little exaggeration and malice, it is a fake.  

The question arises: what are in fact our 

rights to do with cultural monuments and 

historical heritage? Are we allowed to remove 

antique works of art, even entire buildings, and 
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then rebuild them thousands of kilometres 

away, all in the name of preserving the past and 

the very noble ideal of Bildung? The answer to 

these questions is obviously not simple to give, 

and, in fact, there are several possible answers. 

One thing is for sure: we have managed to 

preserve our cultural heritage (hence the plural 

for us Europeans in this case), but it is another 

matter that what we see in the Pergamon 

Museum in Berlin, among others, under the 

heading of cultural heritage, is not exactly our 

cultural heritage, but that of countries from 

which Europeans insolently and arbitrarily had 

removed entire sections of buildings and carried 

them on their own continent... 
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