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The emergence of the grotesque on the Hungarian theatrical scene in the 1960's 
and 1970's could easily be seen as an aesthetic manifestation of a strategy. As 
Hungarian literature gradually incorporates elements of the absurd of the European 
avant-garde, by way of transformation, it congeals these very elements into an 
aesthetic coating on bad medicine. The technique, constituting an an/aesthetic for 
the provocation and the eventual pacification of intense and often very complex 
emotions, is a survival aid for the past and the present: used to help erase 
memories of the horrors of the war, or, under the neo-Stalinist regime, to 
comfortably numb the sensory system. However, in the long run, the side-effects 
carry serious implications. As we shall see, the grotesque transforms the desire 
for living into death itself. 

Western audiences are usually not familiar with this typically East 
European anomaly.1 Particularly in Hungary, the Magyar language's resistance to 
translation aggravates the basic non-convertibility of feeling and form. The most 
widely per-formed Hungarian playwright of the grotesque, Istvan Orkeny remains 
relatively unknown in the West, although Pisti a verzivatarban (Pisti in the Blood 
Bath) was performed at the Seattle Annex Theatre in 1990. (The play focuses on 
Pisti, "Everyman", who is allowed to take on a series of identities in the time of 
an undefined political crisis only to realize that these identities have been 
prescribed for him in the first place.) In addition, Macskajdtek (Catsplay) was 
first presented in 1976 in Minneapolis by the Guthrie Theater, prefaced by 
Orkeny's own lecture addressing the issue of this uneasy mixture of Hungarian 
pleasure and pain. 

The ironic disjuncture between style and subject matter, as we might define 
the grotesque, could equally characterize absurdism as a dramatic style, since in 



its essence the absurd also positions perfectly normal characters in an abnormal 
situation, or, vice versa, abnormal characters in a normal situation. Both styles 
have their own inherent principles, which are imposed on the participating 
characters with unrelenting rigor. Thus the rules of the resulting dis/order might 
not resemble those of the world outside the stage, but they operate with the same 
consistency and cruelty. Aesthetically speaking, in both the grotesque and the 
absurd the contrast emerges between the horrible and the comic, stimulating 
intuitive rather than intellectual faculties. Moreover, both are strategic theatrical 
devices containing a host of components intended to achieve a certain end. The 
absurd, a dramatic form that abandons traditional devices of drama — such as 
meaningful dialogue, and normal characterization — aspires to awaken feelings 
of ambivalence and unease by frustrating the expectations of dramatic logic. The 
grotesque, although it also challenges traditional dramatic structures, has a 
different impact on its audience: it facilitates psychological release. The release 
is pleasant — albeit strictly temporary — as symptoms of devastating pain 
disappear into the rhapsody of what Charles Baudelaire, the French symbolist poet 
calls "absolute laughter," 

From now on onwards I shall call the grotesque 'the absolute comic' in 
antithesis to the ordinary comic, which I shall call 'the significative 
comic'. The latter is a clearer language, and one easier for the man in 
the street to understand, and above all easier to analyze, its element being 
visibly double — art and the moral idea. But the absolute comic, which 
comes much closer to nature, emerges as a unity which calls for the 
intuition to grasp it. There is but one criterion of the grotesque, and that 
is laughter, immediate laughter. Whereas with the significative comic it 
is quite permissible to laugh a moment late — there is no argument 
against its validity; it all depends upon one's quickness of analysis.2 

What seems unusual when one tries to apply Baudelaire's description to the 
post-war East European theatrical grotesque is that in this case, the intuition 
implied in the "absolute laughter" is a socially developed one. Therefore when 
we examine the relationship between the emergence of an aesthetic and a specific 
socio-political framework, fundamental dissimilarities appear between the absurd 
and the grotesque not merely with respect to the laughter they solicit but also in 
regards the context of such laughter. We can quite easily explore this context if 
we compare the plot structure of The Birthday Party (1958) by the British 
playwright Harold Pinter, and that of one of Orkeny's most popular plays in 
Hungary, Totek (The Toth Family, 1969).3 We may recapitulate the rather well 
known series of events in Pinter's The Birthday Party along the following lines: 
Two unexpected visitors arrive in the perfectly normal life of Petey and Meg, who 
for some time have been providing board for Stanley, a middle age man with a 
somewhat ambiguous past. They intend to take Stanley away and Stanley is afraid 
of them. Nobody understands the situation, and Stanley is apparently terrified but 



never makes any physical effort to escape the visitors, so finally they carry him 
away. Stanley is quite obviously broken yet shows no signs of resistance. 

Now let's summarize the plot of Orkeny's play, Totek. Toth and his wife 
live a quiet life in the countryside during the time of World War II. Their son is 
away in the army and they are worried about him. One day the Toths receive a 
letter from their son informing them about his Major's visit to the region. They 
decide to offer the Major their hospitality for their son's benefit. The Major takes 
a keen interest in Toth's occupation "dobozolas", the art of making boxes out of 
cardboard paper. However, the\Major's initial interest soon turns into an oppres-
sive nightmare: he insists on spending every single minute of his time making 
boxes, constantly harassing Toth. In an attempt to escape him Toth hides in the 
toilet. Yet even there the Major finds him, and the Toths can hardly wait for their 
"guest's" departure. The day arrives and the Major leaves to catch his train at the 
station. The Toths are about to settle back into their lives when the Major shows 
up at the door and announces that he has decided to stay on for a while. Mrs. 
Toth takes him to the second floor and kills him. 

The two situations are structurally similar. An alien visitor(s) enter into 
a normal situation but as the plot unfolds the arrival transforms the normalcy of 
the original set-up into absurdity. The character of the outsider is never revealed 
or framed in psychological terms (we will never know what exactly motivates the 
two strangers to take Stanley away, or why the Major becomes obsessed with the 
boxes). In fact, psychological motivations behind the force that disrupts the initial 
situation are left ambiguous intentionally. The difference between the two situ-
ations lies outside of the dramaturgical structure, in the definition of details and 
the concretization of nuances. 

Time and space are left undefined in The Birthday Party. The identity of 
the organization which sent the visitors is not clarified, neither is the nature of 
Stanley's association with it. The circumstances are too general to locate the plot 
in England if we disregard the obviously Anglo-Saxon names of the characters. 
The play sends out signs of undefined menace, guttural fear and general unease, 
but the relationship between these emotions and the current socio-economic 
situation is at best abstract. The play thus addresses the public on an existential 
level, where the aforementioned qualities (worry, horror and intimidation) are 
universalized and treated without specifics. 

In Totek careful attention is paid to contextualized details. The son is con-
scripted into the army, that of the Hungarian military of the Second World War. 
Relationships are perfectly clear: Toth's son is the Major's subordinate. The 
reason for the Major's visit is equally obvious — he is on leave. The parents wish 
to please the Major because their son's fate is in his hands, and finally kill him 
because, despite all this, they can no longer tolerate his imposition on their lives. 
The situation is quite evidently based on the Hungarian context, making the 
identification process relatively easy for the audience. Thus, the domestication of 
the details of a potentially absurd plot creates the Eastern European version of the 
grotesque. Orkeny himself addresses this point in his 1976 lecture, delivered on 



the occasion of the Guthrie Theater's performance of Catsplciy, from the point of 
view of a working playwright: 

W e prefer to locate our dramas in time and space concretely and 
precisely, and start the action from the past, either from an episode taken 
f rom our history, or with a typical situation of the present. We don't feel 
comfortable in a vacuum, we have to touch the ground in order to gain 
our energies from it. I believe this is the case because — as opposed to 
the French and British playwrights of the absurd — we haven't lost our 
interest in the present and the past.4 

On the basis of this comparison, we could say that Orkeny historicizes the 
absurd by way of specification and contextualization. While the absurd operates 
on an existential level without any particularly defined framework (see for 
instance, Harold Pinter's The Dumbwaiter, Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, 
or Eugene Ionesco's The Bald Soprano), the same plays if presented in Hungary 
and adapted to the Hungarian situation, will create an altogether different mode. 
The new aesthetic is not the consequence of fundamental changes in tone or 
structure but that of "domestication" by members of the audience. In semiotic 
terms, receivers of the code define the style of the play: a particular community 
makes it or breaks it. In other words, the Hungarian audience (or in fact any East 
European audience) will create the grotesque out of the absurd by putting it into 
the context of their own situation. The spectators' identifications will be based on 
crossing the line between horrifying vision and menacing reality. 

Although both the grotesque and the absurd address "the existential tragic," 
i.e. suffering induced by being cast into the world, the grotesque as an aesthetic 
framework suggests that the imbalance between man and the world stems from 
social problems. This doesn't imply that the dark humour of the play is lessened 
in any way but, paradoxically, that it will produce a healing effect, rather than that 
of incomprehension or discomfort. Most Hungarian plays composed in the vein 
of the grotesque (Csurka: Doglott Aknak, 1971; Hazmestersirato, 1978; Orkeny: 
Verrokonok, 1974; etc.,) simultaneously foreground and ridicule the predicament 
of having to live a primarily "social existence" amidst the political and economic 
upheavals of Hungary. The political impetus and the resulting aesthetics converge 
in the use of a black humour that constantly pervades the main theme: the 
presentation of the common man against the monolithical State. This produces the 
East European equivalent of Arthur Miller's Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman, 
offering an altogether new kind of dramatic hero. The Hungarian drama critic, 
Erzsebet Ezsias sees the forces behind this phenomenon in the larger context of 
East European drama, but her point of view is closely related to Miller's argument 
that the common man has replaced the traditional tragic hero. As she points out: 

The Hungarian grotesque is the necessary consequence of changes in 
life-style and perspective: the traditional types of literary heroes seem 



outdated and devalued, while the life and problems of the common man 
are foregrounded. What characterizes its East European variants is valid 
for the Hungarian grotesque as well: the desire to amend through 
reprobation, to provide a "critique of the mundane."5 

Viewed from this perspective, the "devaluation" of the traditional hero 
affirms rather than eliminates some psychological responses traditionally 
associated with the tragic/comic dichotomy. By providing avenues for 
identification with the hero through laughter and pity, the grotesque produces a 
cathartic effect both in terms of rehearsing emotions in preparation for real life 
situations and by supplying a space for relief and recuperation. The plays are 
therapeutic in that they liberate the spectators of their fears and urge them to 
participate in a strategy of survival. The result is the formation of a community 
that "understands"; in fact, the public feels privileged, assuming that the play is 
particularly addressed to them as insiders. Members of the audience will deny 
that an outsider is capable of deciphering the message, thereby making their 
socio-aesthetic experiences an entitlement. This implies only one way of truly 
enjoying the play, in which the prerequisite of pleasure is thorough familiarity 
with the political context surrounding the piece. Initiation to such entitlement is 
only by fire, that is by living under the neo-Stalinist regime of Hungary. The 
"absolute laughter" thus becomes a social privilege. 

Hence the political and the aesthetic join forces in creating ties between 
members of the theatrical community. The psychology of laughter supports their 
sense of uniqueness: a rather poignant illustration of Freud's interpretation of the 
joke based on the dynamics of inferiority and superiority. As opposed to a typical 
audience response to the absurd, which includes feelings of bemused incompre-
hension and alienation, spectators of the grotesque gain a sense of superiority by 
resolving the inherent ambivalence in the tone through recourse to immediate, 
social experience. 

The potential for creating a community through the appropriation of a 
certain aesthetic is echoed through Orkeny's lecture, in which he points out the 
following differences between the absurd and the grotesque: 

...the western absurd is based upon the complete negation of com-
munication. We (Hungarians) also see humanity aimlessly roaming 
around in the age of the atomic bomb, but as individuals living in our 
uncomfortable situation at the border of two worlds, we have not lost our 
relationships. ...we go on understanding each other in our private lives 
as well as on the stage.6 

Orkeny assumes certain basic differences between the communication 
patterns of Western and Eastern European individuals, and typically addresses the 
Eastern European perspective only from a social point of view. Nonetheless, 
given the political climate in Hungary in the 1960's and 1970's, he is voicing an 



opinion shared by most writers of the period. As Orkeny's comments reveal, the 
East European grotesque distinguishes itself by responding to social rather than 
metaphysical paradoxes, with the implication that for most Hungarians 
metaphysical dilemmas would be considered a luxury in a pressing social 
situation. 

Orkeny continues to detail the differences between the absurd and the 
grotesque, yet again contextualizing them socially, this time focusing on dramatic 
action. He remarks on the main characters of Beckett's play, Waiting for Godot 
that, 

Vladimir and Estragon don't act, because waiting is a passive form of 
behavior. Vladimir and Estragon have neither a reason nor a goal to 
prompt them to act. In contrast, our characters —just like the ordinary 
and simple people in our countries — are active. This is not a question 
of temperament, but of experience. We have preserved our capacity for 
action, because more than once we have managed to change our lives 
through action.7 

In the lecture Orkeny doesn't examine the concept of action when he 
extends the theatrical to the world outside the stage. Inaction as the only possible 
response to a rapidly changing and completely irrational social reality doesn't 
emerge as a dramaturgical possibility from the East European point of view. The 
same attitude is evident in drama critic Erzsebet Ezsias's characterization of the 
absurd, which she contrasts to the grotesque on the basis of content. While 
maintaining that the grotesque attempts a social analysis, that it implies a complete 
action and provides venues for identification between hero and audience, she 
claims that the absurd, 

...does not contain a specific action that starts and ends at a definite 
point. In the absurd dramas there are only fragments of an action, which, 
however, don't possess any organic significance, as there is nothing in the 
plot they could propel. Time marking the invisible coordinates of life 
has disappeared, and as the vision has no time dimension, the duration 
of the play becomes accidental. The characters are not socially and 
psychologically distinguished representatives of humanity; mostly they 
are mere indications, abstractions, or bipedal symbols. Their dialogue is 
often limited to empty cliches and impersonal commonplaces. No change 
whatsoever occurs in their situation. Identification with these characters 
is not an imperative.8 

The comparison between the absurd and the grotesque reveals that in its 
East European version the grotesque becomes a perspective rather than a style. 
The perspective is the result of a particular geographical location as much as that 
of a shared historical past. The common experience creates a phenomenological 



sensitivity for both the playwright and his audience, who find their channel of 
communication in the grotesque, in the curious mixture of dark humour, 
alienation, melodrama and irony. Thus besides its ability to shape a theatrical 
community, the grotesque provides a framework which facilitates the 
transformation of a potentially subversive theme into laughter. 

The State understands the disarming qualities imbedded in the act of 
displacement, therefore the grotesque is frequently staged. Despite the inherent 
mobilizing capacity of the theatrical grotesque, its audience appears merely 
potentially, rather than actually subversive. Ties formed within the entitled group 
are emotional, intellectual, and above all ideological, but because the State's 
license to provide a new space for bondage is inherently deceptive, the 
revolutionary potential is suppressed by its very masquerade, as subversion is 
dispersed immediately after the spectators have left the auditorium. 

It is because of its impact on the Hungarian audiences and the resulting 
reconfirmation of the power of the State that the grotesque eventually turns into 
"bad medicine" failing to adequately address social problems. The treatment is 
symptomatic, which aggravates rather than eliminates suffering. The latent call 
for action in the final analysis of the grotesque, which Orkeny celebrates 
enthusiastically, dissipates through laughter. Thus the playwright, by allowing the 
audience to "blow o f f ' steam, involuntarily becomes an agent of the political 
status quo. Reinforcing the idea of uniqueness in the "insiders", the plays 
themselves support the containment of subversive energies. Audiences leave the 
theatre with a sense of relief and satisfaction and work out the ramifications of the 
tension created by the piece through discussing it in terms of its bravery or veiled 
subversion. 

NOTES 

'The grotesque doesn't emerge in isolation in Hungary; in fact, the analysis that 
follows is in part applicable to the plays of Tadeusz Rozewicz, Slawomir Mrozek, Vaclav 
Havel, and Marin Sorescu, written in neighbouring socialist countries and displaying quite 
similar ideological and aesthetic components. Because this essay looks at Totek in detail, 
I am focusing on the Hungarian variant of the East European grotesque. 

2Charles Baudelaire, "On the Essence of Laughter" [1855], in The Mirror of Art, 
trans, and ed. Jonathan Mayne (New York: Phaidon Press Ltd., 1955), pp. 131-153. 

3Robert Sarl6s's unpublished translation of Istvan Orkeny's play is the property of 
the University of California, Davis. For a published translation of Orkeny's novel based 
on his paly see: The Flower Show; The Toth Family, translators M.H. Hein and Clara 
Gyorgyey (New York: New Directions, 1982). 



4Istvan Ork6ny, "A kozep-eur6pai groteszk" [The Grotesque of Central Europe] 
Magyar Nemzet, April 4, 1992. p. 10. The following quotes are my translations from the 
Hungarian original. 

5Erzsebet Ezsids, Mai magyar drama [The Hungarian Drama of Today] (Budapest: 
Kossuth konyvkiado, 1986) pp. 16-17. The text appears in my translation. 

5Orkeny, "A kozep-europai groteszk," p. 10. 
7Ibid. 
8Ezsias, Mai magyar drama, pp. 14-15. 


