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1. The aim the of the doctoral dissertation 
 
 
The dissertation explores the question of designating the borders between the art and literature 

of English Romanticism, and seeks the consequences of the violation and transgression of 

borders. The paper starts out from an aesthetically special case of framing, the phenomenon of 

so-called parergon. Its aim is to point out the changes of this phenomenon in the history of 

literature and art. Parergon mainly touches on the problem of borders and bordering. Parergon 

always means the remainder, the subordinated, the external, something that does not belong to 

the inner, complete representation of the object, but is “only” its complement or subsidiary. It 

emerges around the object. The literal translation of the compound of the Greek parergon 

(πάρεργον, para-ergon) can also be rendered as ‘something that appears beside the work; a thing 

that is primarily subordinate and secondary’. The roots of the notion date back to Antiquity, 

when in verbal and visual arts it meant those parts of the work of art that were subordinated, 

secondary and subsidiary to the main unit of the work. This is why parergon concerns the 

problem of bordering, the question of what belongs to the inner, complete representation of the 

work and what function as external, complementary elements. This is why the changes 

concerning the history of interpretation of the notion of parergonality are related to how closed 

we regard the frames and autonomy of the work of art. According to Kant, parergon is always 

a secondary element; it does not have an aesthetical value on its own: it appears as the physical 

frame of the picture, or as the cover, the table of contents or appendix of a literary work, and 

its function is to help the receiver recognize the patterns of the work. Contrary to Kant’s 

opinion, Derrida formulates that parergon is not an external form, but rather something that is 

organically part of the work, a hybrid of outside and inside. Thus, one of the aims of the paper 

is an aesthetical historical review, which briefly outlines the traditions of the artistic 

phenomenon of parergonality of various ages and orientations, and includes works in the 

discourse that already asked interpretive questions about the phenomenon before Kant. The 

synthesis of the differences emerging between the interpretations of the notion provides a 

possibility for the thesis to reflect on the claims of the Derridean history of reception, some of 

which are provable, while others seem deceptive. The dissertation does not aim to reveal and 

eliminate the (self-)contradictions in the history of the notion outlined from its first antique 

records until today, but much rather attempts to recognize and synthetize the differences 

between the interpretations, opening a discussion of parergonality from different points of view.  

At the same time it is essentially important that the paper does not only discuss the notion as 

part of a theoretical context, but interpretations of specific works of art establish that we can 



ask more complex questions about the aesthetical nature of parergonality. The interpretive 

chapters following the works of art concentrate on two aspects in the dissertation: 1. first, what 

the artists and the movements they represent believe and accomplish from the point of view of 

bordering and parergonality; 2. secondly, how the theories about parergonality from the 

Antiquity until the 20th century can reread and show the works in a different light. Rereading 

the notion, the review tries to offer new possibilities for interpretation by fitting into the line of 

interpretations of parergon and at the same time keeping distance from them.  

 

2. The structure of the dissertation 

 

After clarifying the theoretical foundations of parergonality, the dissertation reviews the more 

notable interpretations of the notion from the Antiquity. The chapter discussing the history of 

the notion divides the interpretation history of parergonality into two larger traditions: 1. In the 

first tradition, the interpretation of parergon starts from the designation of a closed system most 

of the times, in which the clear separation of different spaces has a prominent role. Therefore, 

parergon itself always occupies a constant, unchanged space: it appears as the picture’s physical 

frame or as the cover, table of contents or appendix of a literary work, and its role is to help the 

receiver recognise the principles of the work. This concept is represented by, among others, 

Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Immanuel Kant and Georg Simmel. 2. The other tradition of 

the history of the notion starts from the proposition that parergon is a phenomenon that is part 

of the work, or if it cannot be considered as closely part of the work, it does not stand outside 

of it, but rather fulfils an intermediary role between the work and the receiver. According to 

this concept, parergon does not help the receiver designate the work’s autonomy, but helps 

ergon to introduce itself as a work of art. Plato’s, Jacques Derrida’s, Jean-Claude Lebensztejn’s 

or Luis Marin’s conception of parergon can be considered as belonging to this tradition. 

 The first interpretive chapter of the dissertation starts from the history of literary and 

artistic representation of Medusa’s head and follows the changes in the representation of 

Medusa’s figure. The chapter specifically deals with the interpretation of a Medusa-image 

attributed to Leonardo da Vinci and the related poem by Percy Bysshe Shelley describing the 

picture. Shelley wrote only one ekphrasis all his life, which was later published in a posthumous 

volume edited by his wife, Mary Shelley. Shelley’s poem, as every ekphrasis, carries the 

question of bordering and subordination and parergonality. This, on the one hand, follows from 

the temporal primacy of the visual work; on the other hand, it is a result of the illustrative nature 

of the genre, since due to the fact that the verbal work of art explains and interprets the picture, 



it places the original work into focus again and again. Furthermore, the dissertation quotes the 

last stanza of the poem published by Neville Rogers in 1961 and its Hungarian translation, 

which can be considered as an additional stanza to the poem. Mary Shelley did not regard it as 

part of the poem in her husband’s first posthumous publication, and opinions vary among 

literary scholars if it can actually be considered as part of it. As far as I am concerned, it is part 

of the work, on the one hand because it provides a frame structure together with the first stanza, 

and it refers to the frame of the painting; on the other hand, because Shelley thematises his 

views on fragments in this stanza.  

 The other chapter reveals the connections between the representation of the sublime and 

space in the artistic works of William Turner, and by this, highlights how the demand for 

borders and their removal changes in certain works claimed to be sublime. William Turner's 

oeuvre, however, does not only include artistic, but also literary works, as it has been pointed 

out in the last fifty years of research, though very rarely. During his life, Turner attached a 

poetic work of his own or a quotation from contemporary or classical authors to more than 53 

pictures. The comparison of these literary works with the pictures forms the main part of the 

chapter. The interpretation of the texts attached to the paintings could provide vitally important 

additions to the opinions of the Turner-reception evolved so far. The aim of the dissertation is 

to offer internationally relevant, and at the same time new information for the Hungarian 

aesthetical and literary discourse.  

 

3. Methods and theses of the doctoral dissertation 

 

The dissertation is committed to the field and research methods of comparative literature. It 

begins with a historical and interpretive chapter of the notion, outlining the attempts at 

definition, which occurred parallel to each other and many times got into competitive fights 

concerning the phenomenon of parergonality. During the review of the aesthetical forms of 

parergon, the dissertation is not only limited to literary works, but also examines artistic ones; 

in addition, it undertakes the comparative interpretation of non-verbal works of art. The 

dissertation carries out the research on the myths and symbols of Medusa’s head from the 

Antique to the Romantic forms of representation.   

 The theses of the dissertation includes the claim that Medusa’s story can also be read as 

the conceptual example of the question of parergonality. The representation of the mythological 

figure in a fragmented woman body highlights this the most, where the remaining limbs do not 

even appear, or provide a frame as ornamental elements to the dialogue about the head and the 



glance. The fragmentary Medusa, the head of a woman deprived of her body represents 

completeness with its own deficiencies; it represents everlasting beauty. The Medusa head is 

the symbol of a fragmentary poem. Fragmentation is a basic element constituting meaning in 

Shelley’s conception. Shelley considers precisely this incompleteness, openness and unfinished 

quality the most valuable feature of Romantic creation.  

 The other interpretive chapter compares the literary and artistic works of William 

Turner. The translations and aesthetical, interdisciplinary and intertextual interpretations of the 

poems unknown for the Hungarian audience may contribute to the Hungarian reception of 

English Studies examining the English literature and poetry of Romanticism. The dissertation 

does not isolate the lyrical works from the pictures, but rather handles them as parerga which 

broaden the borders and scope of meaning of the paintings by amplifying the hidden contents 

underlying the picture surface. The poems are parerga that offer different approaches to the 

interpretation of the paintings, and mediate between picture and receiver as a verbal frame. 

 The dissertation does not exclusively handle the question of parergonality as the frame 

of verbal or visual works; it does not exclusively define parergonality as a paratext or frame, 

but a border that emerges between literary and visual works. It does not examine parergonality 

as only the supplement of certain works, but as a question of comparison, as a dialogue between 

the works. 
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