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One could define the contemporary Hungarian crime novels that appeared in the market after 

the 2008 publication of Vilmos Kondor's "Budapest noir" as "new Hungarian noir". This 

definition, however, is somewhat misleading: it gives the impression of the renaissance of a 

long lasting tradition whereas, as I explain in my thesis, this genre had hardly had any 

examples in Hungarian literature before. As I argue in my thesis, there are several criteria 

along which the "new noir novels” can be discussed together and which set them apart from 

previous Hungarian crime stories.

One of their most important common characteristics is that hey are not using the genre's 

stylistic criteria for the purpose of parody as opposed to previous Hungarian examples. While 

the purpose of the authors of "traditional" Hungarian crime novels was to create highbrow 

anti-detective stories, the "new noir" novels are following the traditions of the genre and are 

not trying to change that radically.

The two most prominent authors of the "new Hungarian noir" so far are the aforementioned 

Vilmos Kondor and Katalin Baráth . The former has written a selection of stories and four 

novels that bring the traditions of the so-called hard-boiled crime to Hungary while the latter 

has created four classical analytical detective novels. Both authors have been focussing on 

historic crime stories. 

My thesis focusses on the first three pieces of Vilmos Kondor's sequence of novels (Budapest  

noir, Bűnös Budapest, A budapesti kém) and Katalin Baráth 's first novel (A fekete zongora). 

The Kondor's stories take place in the period between 1936 and 1956 whereas Baráth brings 

the atmosphere of the pre-war era to life.  

I introduce my thesis with briefly discussing why crime stories played a secondary role in 

Hungarian literature for a long time. As part of this discussion, I touch upon the main features 

of  the contemporary international crime literature and on the specificities of our region. 

In the first big thematic section of my thesis, I give an overview of the history of the 

Hungarian crime literature in the context of discussing the questions of interpretation of 

popular literature. Then I turn to the relationship between "consumption" side of popular 

literature and literary criticism relying mainly on  Tamás Bényei's relevant studies. 

In particular, I analyse the aesthetics of reading crime in detail as well as the dominant 

strategies of interpretations in the Hungarian literary criticism. 



The next thematic section of the thesis (The place of history) looks at the history of story 

writing and historical novels. In the first subsection of this chapter I briefly discuss the main 

developments of narrative history in the past decades, with a focus on the interactions 

between history writing and novel writing. A cornerstone of this analysis is  György Lukács' 

concept of "necessary anachronism" which offers an approach that enables one to see 

individual events as well as the entirety of the historical process. In this context, the present is 

unavoidably the consequence of  past processes and actions. 

The concept of the hero in the centre of actions á la Lukács has relevance for the new 

Hungarian historic crime stories as well. Both Kondor's and Baráth's protagonists fulfil the 

criteria: neither of them are directly influencing the "great story" but at the same time their 

social status and personal stories give an opportunity to zoom into the society of the era.

Historic novels and, as I argue, historical crime stories are (also) about the past of the present 

and they stem from the need and urge to look for answers from the experience of the world 

out of joint. This thought is particularly fruitful if we try to find the reason why the authors of 

new Hungarian crime novels place their stories in the past.  I further distinguish between 

historic novels and their impact on narratives according to modern or postmodern historic 

novels. The authors of the classical historic novels assumed that there is some kind of logic 

behind the historic process and that history is moving towards fulfilling some kind of purpose. 

As a consequence, understanding the present comes from understanding the past and the 

information accumulated by historical research. In contrast, the postmodern historic novel 

does not consider that such direct link between past and present which is also reflected in 

contemporary historic novels. 

I analyse Baráth's sequence of novels primarily along the functioning of the particular 

communication structure she uses, namely gossip. This gives us the opportunity to 

demonstrate how the author managed to create a convincing and credible study about the 

atmosphere of the pre-war countryside Hungarian town. She does not only give a credible 

picture of the era's social structures and relations but also of the everyday experiences of 

ethnic conflicts. 

The starting point of my analysis of Kondor's Budapest series is the critical reception of the 

novels. This is because the critical discourse of the first piece (Budapest noir) can be viewed 

as a turning point in the reception of popular literature. A particular question of my analysis is 

that of the discourse around "borrowed" text which took a different form in the case of the 



Kondor novel than in the case of other pieces which were considered "high-literature". 

So far, the genre of hard-boiled crime, which is now known in Hungary thanks to Kondor, has 

hardly been analysed. Therefore, I dedicate a separate chapter to this genre and in particular to 

the use of subjective narrative and the role of coincidences in creating the storyline.      


