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By IRVING HOWE

Beneath the Iowest rung of society
live the 'speechless. They are the
broken  and deranged, the flotsam
and the lumpens, all those helpless
people ‘who have signed a separate
peace with reality and now choose
not to confront regulations, skills, re-

' sponsibilities. The hierarchy of class
_crushes them, but they do not form
| part’ of it. They are the waste of
modern life, and they are kept going,
. and kept down, by agents of the
"~ ) /state whom we call social workers.
~ Modern literature has noticed
them not as “‘cases” but as creatures.
They appear as tragic buffoons in
Dostoevsky, rasping comic voices in
Céline, grotesques in Nathanael
West’s “Miss Lonelyhearts,” stumps
of life in Hubert Selby’s “Last Exit
to Brooklyn.” But never, to my
knowledge, have they been evoked
with such intimate authority and
grating clarity as in “The Case
Worker,” a brilliant first novel by
a new writer from Hungary. With
this one book George Konrad, him-
self a social worker in Budapest,
strides to the forefront of contem-
porary European literature.

Because it is an original book, one
grasps at straws of comparison in
order to stake out its originality. The
claustrophobic atmosphere of un-
feeling bureaucracy and torpid
streets — a faint echo of Kafka? The
bizarre gaieties of the deformed —
perhaps like Grass? A fixation upon
physical detail and sensory assault
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>taken through

plot of sorts, with the narrator

 cate its desires and reeking of
urine, “has become my fate.”

picture,
a slightly over-
focused camera. The graphic
prose carries one from para-
graph to paragraph, with no
expectation of pleasure or ac-
cumulation of suspense, yet a
need to share in the fated jour-
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of ourselves, since the author

is trying for other effects—the
~effects of a kind of ratiocina-
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tive blow, almost a cringing
before the extreme possibilities
of existence. But what saves
the book from mere shock is
that Konrdd believes over-

whelmingly in the moral signifi-

- cance of other people’s experi-

ence, and writes out of the
conviction that the world, no
matter how terrible, is still the
substance of our days.

The materials of this book
are of a kind that in recent
years have often become the
special property of document-
ary movies—we have even been
told that the old-fashioned
printed word cannot match the
film for vividness. But “The
Case Worker” shows, if anyone
doubts it, that language re-
mains the greatest of human
powers, with unrivaled capacit-
ies for evocation, parallel and
echo. A notable debut, a re-
markable achievement, and a
vindication of the word. W
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