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A Hungarian Novelist's Literature of Fidelity

By ERIC ORMSBY

The past, for certain writers, isn't "a foreign country," as the English novelist L.P. Hartley wrote in "The Go-Between." The past is the only familiar country; it stands firm, it does not fluctuate. It may have been bad—it may have been worse than bad—but it had order and structure and even a certain imagined grandeur. In the works of a distinguished generation of Central European writers, such as the Austrians Stefan Zweig and Joseph Roth or the Hungarians Anton Szerb and Sándor Márai, the past serves as a foil for the present.

This has nothing to do with nostalgia; these novelists have no use for the sentimentality of antiquarians. They were explorers of memory's ruins, alert to each tottering column and mildewed arch. Their explorations are laced with a savage irony. For these writers, when all is said and done, it is the present that is the country where they really do things differently. Their characters—particularly Márai's—experience the present as strange, disorienting and enigmatic; the present puzzles them like a code that only stubborn recollection—and perhaps not even that—can decipher.

In Márai's novels especially, the present moment seems strangely immobile; it is the distant past that writhes with life. Márai was loyal to another vanished but tangible realm. Like Roth and Zweig, he revered the old Europe of the Austro-Hungarian Empire even in its most shadowy duplicities; it was the empire where memory reigned supreme.

In "Esther's Inheritance" (1939), Esther has no life beyond her bare daily routines; only in tortured recollection does she feel alive. If she lives at all, it is for that long-awaited moment when the decisive moments of her past life will somehow be clarified and so, perhaps, set her free at last. Like the aging general in "Embers" (1942), all Márai's personages live backward in what comes to seem a mad anticipation of the past.

Sándor Márai (1900-89) would learn all there was to know about waiting. He was born in the Austro-Hungarian city of Kassa (now in Slovakia) and died by his own hand in San Diego. A prominent novelist in Hungary since the 1920s, he fled in 1948 as the communists rolled in. He spent the next 40 years in exile, working in New York for Radio Free Europe before retiring to California. All the while he wrote dozens of novels in Hungarian that were published, primarily, by émigré presses. Literary renown in English came to him in 2002 with the translation of "Embers." "One spends a lifetime preparing for something," he remarks in the book, "but when that something arrives, it is barely recognizable."

One way Márai achieves a sense of depth in his novels is by treating time as strangely elastic. A single instant, half forgotten, will reveal its full import only decades afterward. His characters wait for years to grasp what one fleeting encounter portended. In "Embers," the General has been waiting for 41 years to confront the friend who has betrayed him. In "Esther's Inheritance," Esther waits more than 30 years for the man who traded her inheritance for a worthless bauble, and in the end she surrenders her house and property to him.

*"Portraits of a Marriage" (Knopf, 371 pages, $27.95),* is the fifth Márai novel to be made available in English by Alfred A. Knopf since its success with "Embers" (it was followed by "Casanova in Bolzano," "Rebels" and "Esther's Inheritance). "Portraits" (1941) tells the story of the aristocratic Peter, who waits through 12 long years of a loveless marriage to take possession—or rather, be possessed by—Judit, the beautiful servant girl with whom he had a single exchange of words one Christmas Day. Márai shows how the past eludes us even more cunningly than the present, mutating as we examine it. Worse, remembrance is never unanimous; a shared past is a disputed past. Sometimes we believe we've uncovered some lost, almost irrecoverable moment and think it to be the moment that determined—or destroyed—our lives.

This is what Peter tells himself as he prepares to leave his wife, Ilona: "I understood that the decisive events of our lives are moments of stillness and silence, and that behind the visible, sensible events there lies another level, where something lazy is slumbering, a sleeping monster lodged under the sea or deep in the forest, in the heart of man, a dozy monster, some primeval creature, that rarely shifts itself, that yawns and stretches but rarely reaches for anything, and that this too is you, this monster, this otherness."

This appears to be an impressive insight, the hard-won result of Peter's dogged examination of conscience. As it turns out, it's really much too easy. The monster he finds dozing within is actually a composite beast, made up not only of his own tenuous image of himself but the image of him created by his two overpowering and equally implacable wives. Ilona loves him too much; she wants to possess him completely, to winkle out "the secret of his soul." Judit, by contrast, stands aloof, drawing him to her just as a magnet drags an iron filing irresistibly to itself. 
As their successive monologues reveal, none of these three sees the others for what they are. To Peter, Judit is "terrifyingly beautiful," but Judit, a poor peasant girl who grew up in "a ditch" that her family shared with field mice, is mesmerized by the glittering accoutrements of Peter's affluent life. She marvels at his impeccably polished shoes in their dozens or at the special drawer designed for his many pairs of gloves. Each of these entangled characters comes through as thoroughly credible and desperately human. Though Márai's eye is unsparing, he refrains from judgment. He's less interested in presenting his characters' spiraling self-deception— though he does that with uncanny insight—than in laying bare the terrible isolation that underlies all human relationships.

One of Márai's contemporaries, the great Hungarian poet Sándor Weöres, expressed the frightening sense of something dark and fathomless beneath our busy lives. In his poem "The Secret Country" (as translated by the Scottish poet Edwin Morgan), he wrote:

Below earth and sea there is a black lake,

motionless and mirror-sharp, 
no one knows its chasms.

Such subterranean awareness gives Márai's fiction its compelling force. Ilona or Peter or Judit are presented with all their quirks and little peculiarities. Their habits, their way of dressing, the patterns of their speech, their emotional swerves from profound boredom to blazing rage, are all meticulously rendered. The scenes of their disclosures—a café in Budapest, a sleazy bedroom in Paris—are conveyed in a few deft strokes. But the novel's realism only serves to intensify the uneasy feeling that these three people are always teetering just on the brink of that black lake with its unknowable chasms.

Unlike Proust, for whom the recovery of the past, even in its humblest instants, epitomizes an involuntary, almost magical occurrence, Márai offers no madeleines cooked up by nostalgia for our delectation. Instead, he treats memory as a caustic; it strips away the cozy lies and half-truths, the well-buffed legends, we concoct about ourselves. Yet, surprisingly, such corrosive remembrance confers unexpected nobility on his characters; their fixation on the past stands finally revealed not as a pathological symptom but as a rare fidelity to something essential in themselves, to some small but hard-won truth about their obscure lives that even time recovered cannot eradicate.

—Mr. Ormsby's most recent book is "Fine Incisions: Essays on Poetry and Place" (Porcupine's Quill).
