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The name of Gizella Mollinary barely sounds familiar to today's readers. 
And yet she was a fine poet of the first half of the 20th century whose 
excellence was recognized by renowned critics such as Antal Szerb and 
Ignotus.1 She was also the author of an autobiographically inspired 
bestseller, Betevedt Europaba [Lost in Europe], a novel which first 
appeared in 1941 and subsequently had eighteen editions.2 Later, Molli-
nary wrote four sequels: Betelt a fold hamissaggal [The Earth has 
Become Saturated With Falsehoods], Meddo sziiret utan [After a Barren 
Harvest], Vadoltuk egymast [We Accused Each Other], and Az Isten 
hallgat [God Is Silent]. Because the author openly declared her anti-
German sentiments during the intolerant times of World War II, in 1944, 
after the Nazi occupation of Hungary, she was arrested and tortured by 
the Gestapo. Betevedt Europaba was thereupon put on the list of forbid-
den books. According to Klara Szeles it remains, however, an open 
question why, after 1945, this novel continued to figure on the list of 
undesirable literature until its re-publication in the 80s.3 It certainly 
presents a rather unusual image of the last decades of the Austro-Hungar-
ian monarchy and sheds an unflattering light on it from the perspective of 
a multiply marginal, peripheral figure: Gizella, the illegitimate daughter of 
a young Croatian woman. Hence the meaning of the title, betevedt, 
"having entered a place by chance," needs to be taken literally in more 
than one sense. Using Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of dialogism and its 
application in feminist criticism, I would like to demonstrate how, and on 
what levels the "centre" and the "periphery" enter into a dialogic relation-
ship in this text thus endowing it with a particular kind of heteroglossia.4 

Edward Shils defines the centre as the "centre of the order of 
symbols, of values and beliefs which govern the society;" therefore it 



offers a value system for the periphery.5 In Betevedt Europdba, the centre 
and the periphery at first function as binary oppositions on multiple 
levels: the periphery stands for the village (geographical level), its inno-
cence and purity (moral level), the peasants (social level), the Slavic 
world of Croatia (linguistic and cultural level), and the woman, the 
mother (gender roles). The centre represents the opposites: the city (Buda-
pest, with its false luminosity, the gentlefolks (urak), Hungarian (the lan-
guage that is initially foreign to Gizella's mother), and the man, the father. 
The centre normally offers a valid value system for the periphery; yet in 
this novel the centre's value system is at first deconstructed and shown as 
invalid because of its hypocrisy toward the seduced young woman and 
her illegitimate child. Bakhtin's term of dialogism denies the possibility 
of binary systems that mutually exclude or silence each other, or, to quote 
Dale Bauer: "No voice can resist the other voices which influence it; no 
voice can be purely 'monologic'."6 If we apply the notion of dialogism to 
Mollinary's novel, we can see the shifting of what initially seemed a 
binary opposition to the level of a "fruitful interaction between potential 
dichotomies."7 However, the reader has to be aware at the same time of 
the fact that this interplay of voices in a text is not free of power relations 
and domination which "determine that some voices survive and others die 
out."8 These power relations in Mollinary's text and their shifting gender 
paradigm will become apparent particularly in relation to language and 
the power of writing. 

The periphery and the centre are introduced in the novel simulta-
neously on the geographic, cultural, social, moral, and gender levels: 
Gizella's9 mother Tinka, a young, innocent and uneducated girl from a 
small Croatian town is seduced by an Italian doctor whose train stops at 
the station on its way to the capital, Budapest. The brief encounter is 
not without consequence: in her naivety and her longing to escape from a 
peripheral existence, Tinka leaves her family in order to find the father 
of her child in Budapest. She leaves in her legitimate conviction that he 
will marry her. The centre, Budapest, is just about to celebrate the 
millennium in glaring opulence while the peripheral characters of the 
Danubian monarchy — Croats, Serbs, Slovaks, Gypsies, all sharing some 
darkness in their stories — gather around Tinka's bed at the Rokus 
hospital where Gizella will be bom. However, the line dividing the 
centre and the periphery virtually disappears and the two spheres overlap 
as the narrator critically points at their shared moral hypocrisy: both the 
father of her child and her family in Croatia reject Tinka as she advances 



in pregnancy. Gradually, the gender dichotomy also starts losing its 
oppositional force. At this point, it is still the father who, as the represen-
tative of the male sex, is presented as immoral and irresponsible since, 
after having kept Tinka in a state of insecurity, he goes off to marry a 
rich girl in order to advance faster in his career. The narrator continues 
to take side with the woman, the mother who is shown as an innocent 
victim of circumstances: 

When a woman goes downhill, she always ends up deeper than 
a man. So they say, the parasites of morality. And it is ap-
pealing since it sounds almost true. But nobody asks how 
many strong arms have been necessary to push a woman down 
into the abyss. And how many cowardly lies have these very 
same strong men used. (Mollinary 38) 

At the age of four, Gizella pays her only visit to her father. She is 
brutally rejected by him: he kicks her. After this incident, the narrator's 
siding with the mother becomes absolute and the gender dichotomy seems 
to be firmly established. However, while the little girl lives in the house 
of her godparents in Pest, the woman-man dichotomy with its initial 
preference for female qualities turns around in favour of the man: it is the 
godmother who mistreats the child and the godfather who defends her, is 
fond of her, and accepts her as his substitute child. In terms of gender, for 
the moment the centre and the periphery do not stand opposed to each 
other any longer. As more women characters enter the scene of the centre 
(Budapest), the dichotomy woman-honesty-innocence versus man-dishon-
esty-corruption is getting blurred: Gizella experiences hatred and rejection 
from another woman for being an illegitimate child, whereas she is accor-
ded sympathy and affection by several men for the very same reason. 

The relationship between the centre and the periphery shifts also 
in geographic and linguistic terms when Tinka takes Gizella to Berlin and 
abandons her there at the railway station. Suddenly the language that was 
still foreign to her mother, Hungarian, turns out to be Gizella's only 
tongue. Faced with Berlin's foreign culture, Hungary and Budapest for a 
short moment become those peripheral places for the daughter where she 
thinks she belongs, although her Croatian mother always felt unwelcome 
and a stranger there. But after Hungarian officers who take her back on 
the train to Hungary brutally insult her regarding both her illegitimate 
status and her mother, Gizella looks back with nostalgia at her short stay 
in Berlin, where she was taken care of at an orphanage: "I thought that 



they didn't love me because I was a stranger. But — if they didn't love 
me and could still be this good to me — how would they be if they were 
Hungarian or if I were like them?... One day, when I'll be a big girl!..." 
(64) The centre moves here from Budapest to Berlin, then back to Buda-
pest, a process that will repeat itself with various locations throughout 
Gizella's story. 

In the next episode, Hungarian officials take Gizella to her 
mother's native Croatia, that place of eternal nostalgia for the mother. For 
Gizella, Croatia presents itself in a way very different from its initially 
peripheral purity that her mother remembered. Not only does she not 
understand the language but her relatives deny any connection with her. 
They do not let her step over their threshold and set the dog on her: "This 
new world that I had built in my fantasy based on my mother's frag-
mented and nostalgic tales sank right in front of my eyes, before I could 
even step onto its grounds, with its unfenced courtyards, closed gates, and 
its dogs set on me." (90) 

The child is taken back to Budapest to an orphanage, which, 
unlike the one in Berlin, she abhors for its inedible food and its severe 
treatment of children by the nuns. She subsequently undergoes several 
experiences where the different voices of the centre and the periphery 
become further intertwined. They merge more and more in Gizella 
herself who increasingly turns out to be a product of both the periphery 
and the centre. The first stage of this process takes place when five-year-
old Gizella learns how to lie (initially a centre-value) in order to survive 
during the hardships of serving as a goose-herd on a farm where she is 
sent by the orphanage. This is when it suddenly dawns on her that she is 
neither a peasant nor gentlefolk: "I am neither the one nor the other." (96) 

The next episode brings about an important turn in Gizella's life: 
the orphanage finds a family that wants to adopt her. Although they are 
people from the Hungarian periphery, peasants from the Szolnok area, 
they introduce a new voice into the novel's heteroglossia: the voice of 
rural, Calvinist Hungary. The value system this voice stands for is, in 
some aspects, similar to the peripheral world Gizella's mother came from. 
Even though Tinka, on the one hand, wanted to escape from this world it 
in order to become a gentlewoman, she kept longing for certain of its 
qualities: honesty, morality, and hard work above all. Gizella feels very 
close to her prospective foster-parents' frugal lifestyle, their straight-
forwardness and lack of submissiveness which greatly differs from the 
hypocrisy she had experienced both in Pest and in Croatia. She reaches 



the point that she wants to become a Calvinist Hungarian. This process is 
interrupted when her mother suddenly shows up in order to take her back 
to Pest, the centre, that "abominable city" (133), as Gizella now refers to 
it. However, her identification with the Hungarian periphery remains 
incomplete even after a third attempt by the orphanage to find her a 
foster-home. She talks to the wind with the following words: "Hey you! 
Where do you come from? From where we are, from Croatia?" (217) 
This time, at the age of eight, she willingly leaves her new foster home 
by choosing a peripheral life in Pest with her mother, her little brother, 
and her mother's new partner and his children. She does so despite the 
premonition that her mother will treat her badly, and that she will have to 
be the one to look after her siblings and take care of the household while 
her mother prefers to be preoccupied with maintaining the appearance of 
an elegant lady who despises work. 

The apartment building on Gat street, where the family lives, and 
which the narrator herself names "a product of the periphery" (261), is 
populated by different non-Magyar nationalities from all parts of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire: Czechs, Germans (the so-called Swabians), 
Slovaks, Jews, Gypsies. Their mentalities are revealed to the reader from 
Gizella's perspective. There are also Magyars among the tenants who are 
peripheral in the big city by their lower social status. A new social class 
with its ideology10 enters the novel's heteroglossia: the working class that 
Gizella's stepfather, Molnar, a carpenter, belongs to. Gizella accepts this 
new existence in poverty, not without bitterness at the beginning, for 
several reasons: the main one being that it dissolves the dichotomy 
peasant-gentlefolk (physical labour versus disdain of such work). At the 
same time, the concept of manual labour and the logic of capitalism are 
introduced with the possibility of turning the results of such labour into 
profit, as Molnar is trying to save money to become independent and 
open his own workshop. 

With the introduction of this social aspect, the gender dichotomy 
will become even more apparent. Gizella's longing for a father whom she 
never had, and whom she will partly find in Molnar, reveals itself as the 
projection of her desire to be a part of men's world — to belong to the 
centre dominated by men — and to assume the roles assigned to them but 
denied to women. As she is repeatedly told that it is a pity she was not 
born a boy because she is as intelligent as boys are supposed and ex-
pected to be, she starts building up an intellectual identification with men. 



Already in Abony, her last foster-home before going back to Pest, while 
reading some romances, she sided with the male characters: 

But as much as I was taken by the male heros' daring and 
hazardous adventures, I was just as much angry at the count-
esses and princesses. All they could say during a rendezvous at 
the family tomb in a stormy night was that they were carrying 
a child under their heart... — They aren't any better than my 
mother! — I said as I threw the book at such phrases into the 
grass. (220) 

Although she does not cease loving her mother and, paradoxically, 
looking after her better than her mother ever did it for her, Gizella in-
creasingly identifies with Molnar and his value system, and distances 
herself from that of her mother. It is Molnar who encourages her to learn 
and who insists on her education, an idea Gizella's mother always op-
posed with her philosophy that a woman does not need any education 
since it suffices for her to be beautiful. At that point, Gizella tells her 
mother that she is a stupid rac,n but that she herself is Hungarian. This 
way, she declares herself a person of the centre along with Molnar, the 
man, the father, and detaches herself from the periphery, the mother. 

The education issue also raises the dream about emigrating to 
America, a dream that will eventually become impossible to realize due to 
Molnar's death brought about by tuberculosis. Gizella is attracted to this 
image of a new centre for several reasons: for one, it represents the 
possibility of a third option, a society beyond the dichotomies she experi-
enced during her childhood, beyond the fixed hierarchies and divisions 
into rich and poor, gentlefolk and peasant, centre and periphery, still so 
apparent in ftn-de-siecle Austria-Hungary: "America is the place where 
everybody is equal. There aren't any lords or peasants, no legitimate or 
illegitimate children. There are only smart people and stupid people. 
They don't ask you what you were before but rather watch you to see 
what you will become." (Mollinary II 162) The dream of a society of 
equal opportunities, where "even the factory worker wears a top hat and 
tail coat in the evening" (II 221), brings in, though only marginally and 
towards the end of the novel, the voice of another discourse, the voice of 
socialism, which Gizella starts to sympathize with.12 For Gizella, the 
idealized image of America stands, first and foremost, for the eradication 
of those seemingly unchangeable gender patterns she has observed around 
herself. America indicates the possibility of another world where women 



are granted the same opportunities as men, the same freedom of choice 
and of decision-making over their lives: "Could I have only helped gluing 
and varnishing downstairs in the good, warm workshop. But we were not 
in America where the girls also could learn professions." (II 170) Molnar 
and Gizella are dreaming together about America while their relationship 
for moments verges on incest; thus Gizella, although not consciously, 
distances herself further from the mother and gets ever closer to a longed-
for father. Her learning how to read and write can be interpreted along 
the same lines. 

For Gizella, a major and lasting ambition of her unhappy child-
hood was to acquire the ability to read and write: "And I was stubbornly 
longing for the letters. Everything got a significance this way and 
obscure things became solved. I could learn everything and carve it into 
my memory. I believed that I was collecting weapons for a victory over 
my life." (225) Her initial desire to learn how to read and write originated 
in her yearning for the father. As a child, she wanted to be able to write 
a letter to her biological father, the doctor. At the time, she believed that 
such a letter could change her and her mother's life, but she never wrote 
the letter. This identification of the power of writing with the father-
figure, the man, reveals the gender structure associated with the power of 
education still dominant in fin-de-siecle Europe. Men, who were in 
possession of knowledge, were given better positions in society than 
women who often, especially in rural communities, did not even know 
how to read and write: "When I become a big girl, I will know how to 
write. It is true that neither my mother nor aunt Anka nor my grand-
mother knew it... only the boys. The men who become kings, priests, 
judges, and doctors all know how to write. Why wasn't I born a boy?... 
Because only a boy is the real child." (146) 

If we go back to Shils's definition that the centre stands for the 
order of symbols, we can say that for Gizella the search for the centre 
converts into her desire to literally inscribe herself into the symbolic 
order, the language of the Father. According to Jacques Lacan, the 
entering of the symbolic order, represented through language, is mediated 
by the father, not by the mother who keeps the child at the level of an 
oedipal, symbiotic relationship. Thus the process of acquiring the lan-
guage, which in Gizella's case stands for the acquiring of the power of 
writing, means the exclusion of the mother and the affirmation, through 
language, of the patriarchal social structure.13 Gizella's process of eman-
cipation thus can be understood as her coming to writing which, paradoxi-



cally, becomes an affirmation of the world and of the word of the father, 
for: "He is our father, our head." (II 81) 

The poem that she writes at the age of nine entitled "Az elet" 
(Life) shows this yearning for the father and his giving him preference 
over the mother: 

Above everything, I would like 
To have a father, 
But not even the cattle know 
Who their father is. (II 104ff) 

There is, however, another significant aspect to the fact that Gizella writes 
poetry. Julia Kristeva, a follower but at the same time an "overcomer" of 
Lacan, applied Lacan's psychoanalytical theory to literature by distin-
guishing between the symbolic and the semiotic,14 Whereas the symbolic 
stands for the language in its everyday, communicative use, the semiotic, 
that trace of a pre-oedipal language, is expressed in poetry because poetry 
deconstructs the symbolic structure of language. The semiotic is an articu-
lation of basic energies whereas the symbolic sets fixed meanings in 
which the primary quality of language has been lost. In poetry, this 
primary quality of language is touched upon through the use of rhythm, 
rhyme etc. Thus Gizella, by using the power of writing for the writing of 
poetry, manages to deconstruct the symbolic, the word of the father, the 
centre itself. This poetic use of language is opposed to its commercial 
use; however, Gizella also applies the latter in order to make money when 
her family is in a dire financial situation, when she has to replace the 
absent father, Molnar, who spends some time in prison for fraud. She 
writes letters for lovers in which she uses ready-made phrases she has 
learned from reading romances, such as "my passionately desired Erzsi-
ke!," "your Karoly who craves you with an unquenchable thirst," "your 
lover who will remain faithful even beyond death," and the like. (II 127) 

The birth of her first poem raises the question of the conditions of 
writing for women through history. Gizella escapes from home where she 
not only has to share a limited space with her three siblings but also look 
after them and her sick mother in Molnar's absence. She simply runs 
away for several days into the solitude of nature without any obvious 
reason, in order to find what Virginia Woolf called "a room of one's 
own," that place of peace and quiet so necessary for the creative process 
most women have lacked over the centuries.15 It is only in this isolated 
place, in this symbolic "room of her own" in the middle of the forest that 



Gizella manages to compose her first poem. And it is interesting that 
Gizella's coming to writing occurs in this place so abundant with ancient 
feminine symbolism, such as the earth and the water, the trees. She digs 
herself a little bed in the earth and she lies there, warmed by the sun, 
during the daytime whereas at night she climbs up the tree just next to 
her earthy "nest" in order to feel physically safer. Her coming to writing 
thus becomes an emancipatory process on two levels: not only does she 
manage to create a linguistic form, the verse, that is able to deconstruct 
the language of the centre, of the father with that very same language, but 
she also indirectly formulates, in this very process, the conditions of 
writing that women of her (and unfortunately not only her) time lacked so 
badly.16 The periphery, woman, meets here the centre, man, by claiming 
for herself the same power and, at the same time, deconstructing this 
power by the means of its most powerful device, language. 

We have seen the shifting relationship between the periphery and 
the centre in the novel Betevedt Europaba in connection to gender and the 
power structures associated with it. It has been suggested that the different 
voices in the text coming from the centre and the periphery are linked in 
a dialogic process but that, nevertheless, some voices remain dominant. 
The position of dominant voices was mostly revealed through the charac-
ters in possession of the power of writing, i.e. the male characters. 
Gizella is the only one among the female characters who manages to 
break through this power scheme not only by acquiring the power of 
writing but also by deconstructing the dominant linguistic structures of the 
"language of the Father," by turning language into poetry. This way she 
opens "a room of her own," a space for her femininity yet an empowered 
one. To conclude with Dale Bauer, the power relation of voices that form 
the novel's heteroglossia is best revealed through Gizella's process of 
coming to writing. 
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