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HUNGARIAN literature is being taught at
several universities in the English speaking world. The language of
instruction is mostly English, but there is no up-to-date general
history of Hungarian literature in English, and there are a few
books only on major writers, in spite of a recent upward trend in
Hungarian studies in the United States.

The first references to Hungarian
literature in English are surprisingly early. Richard Bright
(1789-1858), who is remembered for the discovery of ‘Bright’s
disease’, was the first Englishman to make critical comments about
it in his Travels from Vienna to Lower Hungary
(Edinburgh, 1818). The real pioneer was, however, Sir John Bowring
(1792-1872) who in the 1820s and 1830s called attention to the
lesser-known literatures of Europe. Although his knowledge of the
languages concerned was slight, his enthusiasm and industry seem to
have been unlimited. In his introduction to the Poetry of the
Magyars (1830) he produced the first historical survey of
Hungarian literature, with some original observations. In the
course of the nineteenth century numerous articles were written by
others, like Julia Pardoe (1806-62), particularly after the 1848-9
War of Independence, when public attention turned to Hungary. In
addition, literary magazines of high quality, like the
Academy or the Athenaeum, carried notices
of books from Hungary and reported literary events from there, and
there were scholars, mainly in the British Museum (which has been
systematically collecting books in Hungarian since the 1840s), like
Thomas Watts (1811-69), E. D. Butler (1842-1919), and R. Nisbet
Bain (1854-1909), a diligent translator of Jókai, who paid
attention to Hungarian literature and were familiar with the
language, and who supplied information on Hungarian literature to
reference books, including the Encyclopaedia
Britannica. None of them, however, attempted to write a
continuous, major narrative, although at least one of them would
have been fully qualified to do so.

The need for a detailed history of
Hungarian literature arose at the turn of the century mainly
because of the spectacular success of a single Hungarian author,
Jókai, whose novels were published in quick succession and in large
editions on both sides of the Atlantic. The first full, book-length
history of Hungarian literature was commissioned by Jarrold &
Sons, the London publisher of Jókai. True, it was preceded by a
short, seventy-page survey produced in Hungary for a commemorative
volume (The Millennium of Hungary and its People, ed.
J. Jekelfalussy, Budapest, 1897) which was an abridged translation
of a popular work, A magyar irodalom kistükre (1896),
written by a leading scholar, Zsolt Beöthy (1842-1922). This book,
like many books published in English on the Continent, passed
almost unnoticed in England. In addition it was an outlandish
attempt in both conception and execution.

Not so the book published by Jarrold &
Sons, written by a versatile man of letters, Emil Reich
(1854-1910), a Hungarian by birth and upbringing who settled in
England and became a popular author and lecturer. His
Hungarian Literature: An Historical and Critical
Survey (1898) is a noteworthy attempt at presenting
Hungarian literature to a public totally unfamiliar with its
history and characteristics. Reich made many interesting
observations and comparisons, for example, about the lack of a
bourgeois trend in nineteenth-century literature,
which is a commonplace view now, but was a novelty then.

The next and so far the best history was
produced by a professional, Frigyes Riedl (1856-1921), who was
Professor of Hungarian Literature at the University of Budapest.
Commissioned by Messrs Heinemann of London for their Short
Histories of the Literatures of the World, Riedl wrote an
original work which has never been published in Hungarian. Riedl,
who took special care to tailor his book to the needs of the
English-speaking reader, was a pupil of Taine, with whom he shared
the view that the complete expression of a society is to be found
in its literature and that the way to obtain an idea of a society
is to study its literature; his History of Hungarian
Literature (1906) was also published in New York in the same
year.

After World War I, interest in Hungarian
literature declined and scholarship was also neglected until the
1930s. The only competent scholar to emerge before World War II was
a Hungarian-American, Joseph Reményi (1891-1956), who eventually
became Professor of Comparative Literature at Western Reserve
University (Cleveland, Ohio). He published articles on an
astonishing number of Hungarian writers in scholarly journals and
reference books, employing the methods of comparative literature
and profiting from his vast knowledge of European literatures.
Unfortunately he never wrote a continuous history, yet his essays,
collected and edited by August J. Molnár (Hungarian Writers
and Literature, Rutgers U. P., 1964), seem to form a
nearly-complete portrait gallery of the major Hungarian authors,
and the reader of the present book will find many references to
Reményi’s works in the bibliography. In Canada Professor Watson
Kirkconnell (1895-1977) deserves mention, though his interest in
Hungarian literature was confined to translation.

The Encyclopaedia Britannica
has always contained well-informed articles on Hungarian
literature, and an expanded version of the essay written by Béla
Menczer for the 1955 edition was published separately under the
title A Commentary on Hungarian Literature
(Castrop-Rauxel, 1956). Mr Menczer’s book is by a non-specialist
for the general public, yet his approach is often original, as he
is not fettered by the traditional views unconsciously adopted by
scholars in close contact with the Hungarian literary scene.

After the revolution of 1956 conditions
returned to normal in the early 1960s, and official Hungarian
cultural policy once more set out to implement an age-old cultural
aspiration by energetically popularizing Hungarian literature
abroad, particularly in the West. Besides translations, the need
for a modern Marxist history of Hungarian literature was strongly
felt. A recently written short history, Kis magyar
irodalomtörténet (1961), by three leading scholars (T.
Klaniczay, J. Szauder, and M. Szabolcsi) was translated into
several languages, including English (Budapest, 1964). The original
Hungarian version reflected the changed times; scholarship was no
longer in the grip of Stalinist dogmas, a fact which was welcomed
by the Hungarian public. Looking at the slightly modified text in
English, however, the foreign reader may still be baffled by the
persistent use of Marxist jargon, unfamiliar clichés, and a maze of
outlandish names. This was of course noticed by the authorities,
and a new, shorter, and considerably improved version of the book,
brought up to date and in a revised translation, was published in
the bulky handbook Information Hungary (ed. F. Erdei,
Oxford, 1968).

Needless to say, no ‘official’ history
could provide adequate coverage of Hungarian literature, as such a
history must be governed by non-literary considerations and
restrictions. One such restriction is that it ignores Hungarian
literature written outside Hungary, although in the past few years
efforts have been made in Hungary to admit the existence of authors
living abroad. In addition, the need for a modern, non-Marxist
history has for some time been felt in the United States, where
there is an increasing interest in East European scholarship, and
even such obsolete books as Reich’s and Riedl’s have been
reprinted. In the early 1970s the Joint Committee on Eastern Europe
(set up by the American Council of Learned Societies), having
surveyed the state of recent scholarship, decided to give high
priority in the field of humanities to providing comprehensive
histories of the national literatures of the region; consequently a
number of such histories, including one of Hungarian literature,
were commissioned.

The present work was written between 1973-8
and its aim is twofold: first, to provide a textbook, as
comprehensive as possible within the limits of space, for students
of literature whose mastery of the language is not sufficient to
study Hungarian literature in the original; and secondly, to serve
as a guide to one aspect of Hungarian intellectual history for
those whose interest in Hungary is broader than, but includes, its
literature. The nucleus of the book originated in my teaching
experience at the University of California, Berkeley, which
suggested that I should write a conventional history. Consequently
the reader will find here a general outline of the stages of growth
of Hungarian literature with brief descriptions of the major
intellectual movements, examined within the context of the
religious, historical, social, and political background, including
foreign influences when appropriate, a critical survey of all the
major authors, and short sketches of the minor ones, together with
some indication of their more significant works. Most authors are
illustrated with at least a few lines from their work; detailed
biography is included whenever the life-work of a particular author
warrants it.

In addition, knowing that detailed analysis
of major works is obligatory in a study of a literature so remote
and little known as Hungarian, I have included detailed studies of
a number of masterpieces. There would be no justification for such
details about King Lear and Tom Jones in
a history of English literature, but all statements about The
Peril of Sziget or Csongor and Tünde require
instant reference to a summary of the plot. Moreover, when
selecting authors for inclusion I have had to pay special attention
to writers whose works have been translated into English. Many
third-rate authors have been translated as part of a certain vogue,
be it political or some other; non-specialist librarians may have
enriched their college libraries with such authors, and the
occasional readers may use them as a basis for his opinion about
the whole of a national literature. It is necessary to put these
authors into their correct place in the history of their
literature.

A textbook should be as objective as is
humanly possible, but I am aware that any history of literature is
merely a compilation of facts, events, and views arranged by its
author’s choice and decision, which are always influenced, if not
governed, by personal tastes, preferences, and aversions. This is
not a peculiarity of literary history; Bertrand Russell, for
example, could produce a highly enjoyable history of Western
philosophy without once mentioning Kierkegaard. For the most part I
have tried to adhere to conventional views and arrangements, as my
intention was to convey a traditional view of Hungarian literature
to the reader, but I could not avoid a certain degree of
divergence, the outcome of my own studies and reinterpretations. In
such cases I have felt obliged to refer to the generally accepted
view.

One particularly annoying feature of
writing a history of literature is the arrangement of its
chronology. While T. S. Eliot could claim that ‘the whole of
literature of Europe from Homer has a simultaneous existence’, a
sequence of authors must be decided in a book. This is
easy in the earlier centuries, when authors are few, but can be
well-nigh impossible in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
when writers and schools emerged at an alarming rate and nearly
simultaneously. In addition, history produced sharp dividing lines
in literature, notably 1849, 1919, 1945, and 1956, yet there are
many authors who can be discussed either before or after these
dates. This is a major problem of Marxist literary history, in
which literature is viewed as an organic growth and periods are
therefore treated as organic units. There have been long and
tedious controversies among Marxist scholars to establish the
theoretically correct periods of Hungarian literature, with
unconvincing results.

I decided to establish the sequence of
authors based on the dates when they first came into prominence, or
when they produced their most significant works, which often, but
not always, coincide. This of course created difficulties with
authors whose creative career was exceptionally long. Grouping
authors was far easier, as Hungarian writers of similar artistic or
political creed frequently rallied round periodicals which they
established and made into strongholds of their literary camp.
Consistent application of the above premises may have led to
absurdities, since the division into periods is artificial in any
case, although no history of literature can do without them as a
matter of convenience.

The material here presented gradually
increases in volume as we approach the present. Hungarian
literature before the Enlightenment, with the exception of Balassi,
Zrínyi, and Mikes, is of limited interest to the foreign student.
Literature in Hungary has always been primarily a vehicle for
national survival and social improvement, yet I believe that it is
not merely the record of the collective experience of a people
which is preserved in order that posterity may reflect upon it.
While my main concern has naturally been to describe the mainstream
of Hungarian literature, I have also taken pains to show those
facets, particularly in this century, which are less introspective,
less devoted to national issues. This was a hard task, since
histories of Hungarian literature, both Marxist and non-Marxists,
have been on the whole blind to authors who neglected their share
of national responsibilities. This was one of the lessons I learnt
while writing this book, and I could receive no greater reward for
my efforts than if future scholarship should set out to unravel
from the national priorities and idiosyncrasies a literature which
is largely unknown to Hungarians.

Each chapter is constructed as a unit on
its own with a brief sketch of the historical or social background,
as one cannot assume familiarity with the general background. Each
chapter has its own protagonists, with a supporting cast of minor
authors. I have paid special attention to English-Hungarian and
American-Hungarian literary relations, and have incorporated the
literary opinions on Hungarian literature produced in the
English-speaking world in the past hundred and fifty years. In the
later chapters I had special difficulties with authors of the
recent past who have been unduly neglected or disowned by Marxist
scholarship; certain writers have never been included in a history,
and sometimes even accurate philological data about them are rare,
not to mention reliable critical evaluation.

Titles of books and periodicals are quoted
in English in the main text, with a few exceptions (e.g.
Nyugat, which is now a byword for a Hungarian literary
movement). They are either translated by me or are borrowed from
existing English translations. To avoid confusion, however, all the
original titles are recorded in the Index of Authors and Works
Quoted. While this arrangement was employed to reduce the number of
foreign words in the main text, the translation of bibliographical
references in my opinion serves no useful purpose but takes up much
space. Therefore entries in the General Bibliography are given in
the language in which they have been published.

Titles of books are italicized and followed
by the date of the first edition unless otherwise indicated; titles
of short stories and poems are in inverted commas and followed by
the date of writing whenever it can be firmly established. Place of
publication is given unless it is Budapest. Place-names,
particularly historical place-names, follow Hungarian usage,
otherwise the reader may experience unnecessary difficulties in
identifying them when dealing with material in Hungarian. A list of
modern equivalents is provided in the Glossary.

Notes are kept to a minimum; no references
are given, as this would impose an additional burden on
readability. My most important sources may be identified by
reference to the appropriate section of the bibliography. Special
explanatory notes are provided for terms used in Hungarian when
they first occur, unless they are self-evident in the context. When
a term is familiar from works in English specializing in Hungarian
history (e.g. The Conquest or The Settlement), or when it is more
or less self-evident (‘pure rhyme’ or the ‘classicist triad’) I
have preferred the English terms. Nevertheless I have introduced
several Hungarian terms, mostly those which are indispensable (e.g.
virágének) and/or cannot be adequately translated or
would create a strange impression if used in English, or which are
of historical interest as they are no longer standard expressions,
though earlier scholarship used them extensively (e.g.
f?rangú poets). All such terms are included in the
Glossary.

A major setback in writing a book of this
kind is the scarcity of artistic translations, and, as a history of
literature is a lame story without some illustrative material, I
have often had to make do with literal translations which do not
have the force of the original or of a literary rendering. This is
particularly sad in the case of poetry since this is the leading
genre of Hungarian literature. Still, I hope the substitutes I have
given can stand on their own in English and convey, if not the
beauty of the original, at least an adequate impression of the
original.

Finally, on a more personal note, let me
conclude this introduction with a reference to Professor Riedl’s
History of Hungarian Literature. When he surveyed the
state of contemporary literature at the end of his book, he felt
compelled to write: ‘The golden age of Hungarian literature has
been followed by a period of comparative mediocrity, and the great
talent and lofty inspiration … are missing.’ These words were
published in the very same year as Ady triumphantly broke in on the
literary scene with a volume of verse that radically altered the
course of Hungarian literature and heralded a new golden age. When
I came to write the last chapter of the present book and to survey
present trends and new departures, I too was unable to discover
outstanding young authors comparable to the now classic masters of
the Nyugat period. I hope I may be proved as wrong in
my conclusion as Professor Riedl was in his prediction of seventy
odd years ago.
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THE Hungarians have been living in their
present country since the end of the ninth century (AD 896). Having
embraced Christianity, they established in AD 1000 an independent
kingdom that survived until the Turkish Empire overran the country
in 1526. The largest part of the country remained occupied by the
Turks for one and a half centuries, a smaller part came under
Austrian rule, and the third region – Transylvania – existed as a
semi-independent principality under the patronage of the Sultan of
Turkey. By the end of the seventeenth century, on account of the
decline of the Turkish Empire, the Austrians were able to extend
their rule to virtually the whole country; Hungary was thus
incorporated in the Habsburg Empire. The Habsburgs regarded their
new acquisition as a colony; foreign settlers were sent into
devastated areas and the local economy exploited.

The end of the eighteenth century witnessed
a strong intellectual ferment in Eastern Europe, responsible for
the growth of national consciousness and culminating in the
revolutions of 1848. Hungary was no exception; the national revival
of the first half of the nineteenth century gradually led from
demanding home rule to the War of Independence of 1848-9, which was
crushed. The Habsburgs’ power, however, grew weaker, and in 1867 a
compromise was reached. The Empire was divided between the
Austrians and the Hungarians, to become the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, a major European power before World War I. The war brought
about a catastrophe for the Central Powers, including
Austria-Hungary. The Empire was partitioned among the various
nationalities living there; Hungary, having been reduced to
one-third of her former territories, remained nominally a kingdom,
but with a regent instead of a king. Her foreign policy served one
purpose only: to regain at least partially the lost territories.
Hungary’s geographical position led inevitably to an alliance with
Germany, who supported the Hungarian cause for reasons of her own.
After World War II a republic was declared (1946); after a short
struggle for power Hungary came under Soviet domination. In 1956 an
abortive attempt was made to achieve independence and neutrality.
The struggle ended in brutal repression but, just as after the War
of Independence, concessions eventually had to be made. The new
regime, although unflaggingly loyal to the Soviet Union, is
relatively liberal, tolerant, and consolidated to a degree
unimaginable prior to the revolution of 1956.

Even this miniature survey testifies that
Hungary is the opposite of a happy country that has no history. It
is little wonder then that the Hungarian national obsession is with
history. The student of Hungarian literature will find a very close
connection between the country’s literature and its history; for a
people whose chief claim to fame is that they preserved their
national identity in the face of major threats, history is a deadly
serious business.

While the other small nations of Eastern
Europe have shared that fate of the Hungarians, Hungarians have an
additional ‘misfortune’ of their own – the obscurity of their
origin. From the ninth century we have a more or less coherent
narrative of the Hungarians’ doings, but their earlier history has
been based on various interpretations of a handful of short
Persian, Arabic, and Byzantine narratives describing the various
peoples of the Age of Migration. All other knowledge has been
derived from conjectures based on circumstantial evidence supplied
by archaeology, comparative religion, linguistics, anthropology,
and folklore.

It is important to summarize what can be
reliably said about the early history of the Hungarians, for there
is an abundance of misconceptions even today, so much so that the
student might be inclined to discredit those few facts that can be
ascertained with little doubt. It is also important to the
understanding of various movements in Hungarian literature, as
Hungarians have been far from innocent in spreading fiction where
gaps in knowledge left space for the imagination.

The proto-Hungarians lived very probably
around the southern slopes of the Ural Mountains, and began to move
westwards around the fifth century. They lived in a loose tribal
organization as hunters and fishermen. During the next four
centuries they kept on moving westwards over the vast Russian
steppes, and we have evidence – mainly linguistic – that they came
into contact with various Turkic and Iranian peoples. How far this
contact took the form of conquest by the Hungarians or by the other
peoples it is impossible to decide. Living on the steppes, they
became a nomadic people and acquired martial habits – otherwise
they would have been unable to survive in regions where tribal
boundaries moved with the camping-places of the nomadic herdsmen.
We have evidence also that not all the Hungarians moved westward
from their original home – thirteenth century travellers all talk
about a certain ‘Magna Hungaria’ in the region between the river
Volga and the Urals. Furthermore, the migrating Hungarians shed
some clans or tribes on the way: Hungarians were living for example
in the Caucasus in the tenth century. Various non-Hungarian tribes
also joined them; how far they were absorbed by the Hungarians, or
how long they kept their tribal identity, is the subject of much
scholarly debate.

From about AD 830 we are on firmer ground.
The Hungarians then lived near the Sea of Azov in a semi-military
organization of seven tribes. They were all ‘free men’-slaves were
provided by the conquered peoples. The basic social unit was the
clan, the members of which claimed common ancestry. A number of
clans formed a tribe. Besides the traditional herdsman’s way of
life, they practised a little agriculture, a despised occupation
considered fit only for the women and the old. The able-bodied men
spent most of their time in the saddle. They may not have invented,
but definitely used the stirrup (kengyel), which
enabled them to use their favourite weapon, the bow and arrow, from
horseback. Their livelihood was provided by raids and campaigns,
and they sold the surplus on various Crimean markets.

They had a shamanistic tradition, and
comparative anthropology makes us believe that their shamans
(táltos) used hallucinogenic substances – probably
obtained from the mushroom. It now seems probable that they were
acquainted with the art of writing and even possessed a runic
alphabet of their own, yet they did not, so far as can be
ascertained, commit to writing any account of their origins and
doings until a much later date. It is almost certain from surviving
relics of folklore that they possessed an oral literary tradition.
It is unlikely, however, that they produced any longer heroic poems
of the Germanic or Anglo-Saxon saga type. From the
early nineteenth century onwards much speculation was lavished by
both poets and scholars on what these oral traditions might have
been, but very few, if any, of the conjectures can be
substantiated.

Apart from their origins, there is another
riddle concerning the Hungarian people: that of their language. The
name of the people and the language in their own tongue is MAGYAR.
Before discussing relevant facts about the language, certain
features of the words Hungarian and
Magyar ought to be examined with reference to their
usage in English. These two words were used in nineteenth-century
English histories dealing with Hungary as follows:

1. ‘Hungarian’ referred to any native of
the kingdom of Hungary regardless of his native tongue, i.e. to
include any of the numerous nationalities living in that
kingdom.

2. The term ‘Magyar’ was restricted only to
those ‘Hungarians’ who spoke Hungarian as their native
language.*Bertalan Szemere objected to this usage as early as the
mid-nineteenth century, cf. his Hungary from 1848 to
1860 (1860) pp. 9-10. It is not difficult to discover
the analogy of ‘English’ and ‘British’ in this usage, since the
latter included those English-speaking peoples who regarded
themselves non-English, but who were living in the British Isles.
Needless to say, the distinction between ‘Hungarian’ and ‘Magyar’
is useless and leads to confusion. Moreover, early in the present
century the term ‘Magyar’ became emotionally loaded. In both
British and American usage it was used either to refer to a ‘true
Hungarian patriot’ or, equally often, in a pejorative sense, to
signify a ‘nationalistic Hungarian’.

The word ‘Hungarian’ appeared in the
English language in the middle of the sixteenth century, derived
from the German word which goes back via medieval Latin ‘Hungarus’
to the Turkic ‘onogur’, one of the earliest recorded names for the
Hungarians. The term means ‘ten arrows’ and refers to a coalition
of ten tribes before the ninth century. It is interesting to note
that in most European languages Hungarians are called by
derivatives of this name, except for the immediate Slavonic
neighbours who have been in contact with the Hungarians ever since
the Conquest.

The term ‘Magyar’ has always been used by
the Hungarians to denote themselves and their language (although
the early chronicles – written in Latin – preferred the term
‘Hungarus’, probably to avoid confusion). To summarize the various
attempts at cracking its etymology would go far beyond the scope of
the present chapter. Most authorities agree, however, that it is a
compound word derived from *magi or *mogi
plus *eri. The first part is understood to be a
proto-Ugrian word denoting ‘a male’, ‘man’, or ‘people’, while the
second part is a later formation used with the same semantic
content, except that it is a Turkic word according to some
authorities. It seems to be a feasible etymology: primitive tribes
often call themselves ‘people’. Later when the meaning became
obscure, or when foreigners constantly called them the
*Mogi people – i.e. *mogi-eri – eventually they
themselves adopted the term. The word Magyar appeared
in English at the end of the eighteenth century only, and was first
used extensively by travellers who visited Hungary in the first
half of the nineteenth century, and popularized the word in their
books.

From the earliest occasions on which
Hungary was visited by foreigners, the Hungarian language presented
a mystery to them, since it has no recognizable relationship with
other European languages. The Hungarians were no less puzzled by
their own tongue, and incredible theories were put forward
concerning languages to which Hungarian might be related. It was in
the late eighteenth century that a learned Hungarian Jesuit,
Sajnovics, established the linguistic relationship of Hungarian
with the Lappish language spoken in the northern part of
Scandinavia, a region which he had visited in connection with his
work as an astronomer. This was a discovery that eventually led to
the classification of a group of languages called the
Finno-Ugrian, with two main branches: the Finnic
languages – named after the most important language in the branch:
Finnish – and the Ugrian languages with Hungarian as the most
significant language in the group. The two branches separated many
thousands of years ago, and the relationship between the Finnic and
Ugrian branches is less obvious to the linguistically untrained
observer than the relationship between English and Sanskrit. The
nearest kindred language to Hungarian is Vogul, but an Englishman
and a Russian would understand each other more easily than a
Hungarian and a Vogul.

The discovery of this relationship gave a
new aspect to the mystery of the origin of the Hungarians. Most of
the Finno-Ugrian tribes lived in the north of Europe and Asia and
were peaceful hunting-fishing people, while the Hungarians were –
according to all sources – fierce warriors, much more like the Huns
or other nomadic steppe peoples living in the area of the Black
Sea, or rather on the vast open space between Europe and China.
This seeming contradiction has been reconciled by the hypothesis
that Hungarians were the most southern branch of the Finno-Ugrians,
and their close and prolonged contact with Turkic people changed
their way of life drastically. Linguistic research has presumed the
existence of a larger family of languages: the Ural-Altaic, of
which the Finno-Ugrian appears to be one subdivision, the various
Turkic languages being another.

The Finno-Ugrian origin of the Hungarian
language has been successfully proven by the following basic
features: the structure of the grammar is similar in all these
languages; the complex Hungarian suffix-system can be traced to a
common proto-Finno-Ugrian suffix-system; the basic vocabulary can
be traced again to a common Finno-Ugrian stock of words which
follows a regular pattern in the various shifts of vowels and
consonants. Still, Hungarian etymology is a tricky business. The
various stages of growth of the vocabulary have been pinpointed,
but examination and re-examination of words may always yield new
results. It has been generally accepted that various layers of
non-Finno-Ugrian words were incorporated into the Hungarian
vocabulary. The earliest contacts presumably involved old Iranian
and a number of Turkic languages. Words borrowed in the Age of
Migration seem to be related to animal husbandry. When the
Hungarians conquered the Carpathian basin, numerous Slavonic words
were borrowed to cover various aspects of church-life and local
administration. In comparatively modern times – from about the
Middle Ages – Latin and German have been the most important
European languages to enrich the Hungarian vocabulary. In our own
day many English words – particularly in the field of the sciences
– have become part of standard Hungarian.

It is disquieting, though, that a
proportionally significant part of the Hungarian lexical stock is
of unknown etymology. There are various theories to explain this.
These words – mostly abstract verbs and nouns – could still be of
Finno-Ugrian origin, except that they survive in no other
Finno-Ugrian languages, or may have been distorted even beyond the
recognition of trained linguists. Since there were a great number
of languages spoken on the steppes about which we have no knowledge
at all – in a few cases only their names are known – these
mysterious loanwords could have come from any of these languages;
there are words even in English which successfully defy all
attempts to find their etymology, in spite of the fact that the
etymology of English words has never been a tiresome subject.
Moreover words can travel in unexpected ways. It is generally known
that the word hussar came from Hungarian into English
via German or French, but few would guess that coach
(Hungarian: kocsi) was originally a small Hungarian
village (Kocs) giving its name to a certain type of
large carriage that became known all over Europe in the sixteenth
century.

Modern Hungarian is spoken by over 15
million people all over the world. Of these about 10 million live
in what is known as Hungary. Outside present-day Hungary, but
within the boundaries of historical Hungary, live
another 3-3.5 million Hungarians. These Hungarians found themselves
abroad after World War I when ‘historical Hungary’ ceased to exist
together with the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and new states were
created (e.g. Czechoslovakia), or existing ones were enlarged (e.g.
Romania) by the Trianon Peace Treaty in 1920. The Hungarian
minority in Romania is the most numerous: there are about 2 million
of them, mainly in Transylvania, and this number includes the
Székely (sometimes spelt in English:
Szekler), a people who by their language and cultural
heritage are Hungarians, but whose origin is far from being
satisfactorily explained. They supposedly lived in Transylvania
before the Hungarian conquest and apparently adopted the Hungarian
language. It is also claimed sometimes that they are the
descendants of Huns and have been living there ever since the
Empire of Attila. Today’s Székelys possess no distinguishing
features, if they ever had any, except their proud assertion that
they are Székelys and not Hungarians. About one
million Hungarians live in the southern part of Czechoslovakia, and
about half a million in northern Yugoslavia. A small autochthonous
Hungarian population is found in the westernmost part of the Soviet
Union on the western slopes of the Carpathians, and in eastern
Austria, in Burgenland.

The rest of the Hungarians living abroad
emigrated beyond neighbouring countries of their own free will. The
majority of them (about one million) settled in North America (the
USA and Canada), but Hungarians also went to South America
(particularly to Argentina) and to Australia. In Europe, Austria,
Germany, France, and England all have received Hungarian
immigrants. Mass emigration took place at the end of the last
century: large numbers of unemployed Hungarians moved to North
America. After both World Wars Hungarians fled abroad mainly for
political reasons. The last wave of refugees, some 200,000, left
Hungary after the revolution in 1956.
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Having conquered the Carpathian basin, the
nomadic Hungarian tribes successfully maintained their traditional
way of life for about a century. They continued their raids and
plunderings, this time not against their nomadic neighbours, but
against Christian princes all over Europe. The raids were
successful and profitable on account of the Hungarians’ novel
tactics and superb horsemanship. Their chief virtue was lightness
and swiftness, and the feudal armies in heavy armour could not
stand up to an invisible army ignoring all the proper rules of
warfare. By the second half of the tenth century the tactics of the
Hungarians became sufficiently well known – for between AD 898 and
955 no less than thirty-three major expeditions were recorded by
historians as far afield as Bremen, Cambrai, Orléans, and
Constantinople – and were successfully counteracted. Hungarian
policy also changed, because the heavy losses incurred even in
their victorious battles taught them – or at least some of their
leaders – a lesson, and they realized that as a nomadic steppe
people they had little chance of survival in the heart of Europe:
they had to change their way of life. It was under Géza, the
grandson of the conquering Árpád, that a new era dawned. Géza
established a friendly relationship with the Christian rulers and
decided to convert his unruly subjects to Christianity. His task
was completed by his son, the iron-willed Vajk (or Bajk) who was
crowned as Stephen I, first King of Hungary, at Christmas in the
year 1000.

Both the Roman and the Eastern Churches
were competing for the souls of the Eastern European peoples. In
the case of Hungary, Rome eventually won. The crowning of Stephen
I, with a crown sent by the Pope, changed dramatically the status
of the Hungarians and their ruler. From being an outlawed horde of
barbarians against whom all pious Christian princes had a duty to
take up arms, they became a member of the family of Christian
nations, whose king, ruling by the grace of God, was on an equal
footing with the other Christian rulers. The newly-established
Christian Church not only cemented foreign relations, but
introduced new values and altered the existing way of life.

The political changes were followed by
social changes in the second half of the tenth and the first half
of the eleventh centuries in Hungary. Not only did the whole social
structure change within four or five generations, but all customs
relating to the former way of life were to be erased systematically
with blood and iron’. It was not an easy task to teach the people
to build churches and pray to a hitherto unknown God whose foreign
preachers promised only hard work and suffering in this world
instead of the easy riches of foreign cities, of which the
Hungarians had become so accustomed to avail themselves. And the
Hungarians did not easily acquiesce in their new circumstances, as
was proved by the numerous foreign missionaries martyred, and by
bloody uprisings against the new regime.

Hungarian literature was born out of the
cultural and social shock induced by the radical changes that took
place in the early centuries of the new Christian culture. The
price of survival as a newly-established kingdom included the
eradication of the memory of a pagan past, rituals, and oral
tradition, the ancient treasure of all primitive people. The
existence of such traditions brought from the steppes can be traced
only in the derogatory references made by medieval chroniclers who,
when describing the early history of the Hungarians, were apt to
remark that history can be studied only from the ‘proper’ sources
and ‘not from the stupid tales of the ignorant peasants’. The
‘stupid tales’ of the peasants might or might not have been
relevant to the history of the nation, but as far as literature is
concerned, posterity lost the chance of judging for itself whether
these ‘stupid tales’ were the songs and ballads of an heroic age,
folk-tales important to the student of cultural anthropology, or
relics of ancient pagan rituals. In addition, contemporary foreign
eye-witnesses recorded that the feasts of the victorious Hungarians
were accompanied by animated singing, which they interpreted, not
knowing the language, as ‘shouting to their heathen gods’ – as one
God-fearing monk wrote in his chronicle.

The ruthless extermination of pagan
traditions successfully broke the continuity of the national
heritage. In the scholarly nineteenth century, when ‘the songs and
ballads of the people’ came into fashion, both poets and scholars
often wondered what these early songs might have been about. It is
scarcely surprising, on the other hand, that the early centuries of
the new Christian culture witnessed no outstanding achievement in
literature.

Laying the foundation of a Christian
culture demanded the training of native clerici, as
the first representatives of the new religion were all foreigners –
German, French, and Italian missionaries. The earliest educational
establishment, the College of Pannonhalma, was founded in AD 997,
but Hungarian students frequented various foreign seats of higher
learning from the twelfth century onwards. A particular favourite
was the University of Paris, where Hungarian clerici
were received in the ‘Natio Germanica’ together with English
students of theology. Other universities were also visited by
Hungarian students, yet it still comes as a surprise to find that
the first student ever recorded by name at the University of Oxford
was a certain ‘Nicolaus de Hungaria’ in the late twelfth
century.

Latin was used universally for writing.
Being the language of the Church and the State, it served
international understanding in the primary sense among the learned,
but at the same time it excluded the newly-converted population
from the benefit of understanding what took place during services
in the Church. It was on account of this inconsistency that efforts
were made to bridge the gap created by the exclusive use of Latin.
On certain occasions the Church expected the laymen to participate
in services, or at least expected the priest to address them in
their native tongue. Preaching and common prayer presented such
occasions, and the first Hungarian text to survive might be the
result of one of these efforts.

It is a funeral sermon of 32 lines
containing 274 words. The Halotti Beszéd, as it is
customarily called in Hungarian, is a free translation from the
Latin, made around 1200. It might have been a ‘ready-made’ text, or
model, for the use of the priest at funerals. It was discovered in
the late eighteenth century in a Latin codex containing religious
texts. Besides its significance of being the first continuous
Hungarian text known to us, or indeed, the earliest text extant in
any of the Finno-Ugrian languages – earlier manuscripts only
contain Hungarian words, proper names, and phrases, inserted into
the Latin texts – the ‘Funeral Sermon’ also possesses literary
significance; it reveals the marked effort of its author to produce
a solemn, rhetorical effect. Consequently, it would be premature
conclusion to regard the ‘Funeral Sermon’ as the very first text in
Hungarian. The use of literary devices throughout (e.g.
alliteration and its partly rhythmic prose) leaves no doubt about
the literary craftsmanship with which it was produced: we can
consider the ‘Funeral Sermon’ as a surviving specimen of a
religious genre.

Another text in Hungarian, a medieval poem,
was discovered in a Dominican Codex*The
National Széchényi Library acquired it in 1982. in a Belgian
University Library in 1922. Experts date the poem, known as ‘The
Lament of Mary’, around 1300. Freely translated from the ‘Planctus’
of the French Geoffroi de Breteuil, it produces an altogether
secular effect. Its subject-matter is common in medieval
literature: Mary is lamenting the death of Jesus. The Hungarian
version mentions neither Mary nor Christ by name, thus the poem is
devoid of religious accents; the image of a pleading, humiliated
mother torturing herself over the death of her son is beautifully
conveyed in the stereotyped medieval frame. The text, not divided
into lines of verse, has been preserved in 37 lines. When restored
into lines of verse, it comprises 12 stanzas.

The structure of the poem is both dramatic
and effective: each group of two descriptive stanzas is followed by
an outburst of an increasingly piercing cry, preparing the effect
of the last line: the offer of a senseless self-sacrifice made by a
woman who has almost lost her bearings (‘Kill the mother / With her
beloved son!’). This last outcry cancels her former pleadings and
accusations, it shows submission and unbearable suffering only. The
versification is simple, yet powerful; scholars usually quote the
following lines as of particular interest:







	Világ világa
 

Virágnak virága
	(Light of the world-‘lux mundi’ [cf. John 8,12 and 9,5])
 

(Flower of the flowers)









These lines have perfect rhymes and
alliterations, both lines consist of two beats, short enough to
produce a dramatic exclamation, and there is a semantic ambiguity
in the meaning: világ, like its Slavonic equivalent
(svet), by evolving from concrete to abstract, means
both light and world, so the line
conjures up the additional meanings of ‘light of lights’ and ‘world
of the worlds’, both being appropriate to Christ.

Even if additional relics of literature in
Hungarian from medieval times were to be discovered, the writings
in Latin ought to be considered more characteristic of the age,
since Latin was the natural vehicle of expression for the Church
before the Reformation. It is easy to recognize this aspect of
medieval literature if we survey Latin-Hungarian literature.

Its early products were mostly devoted to
the pious deeds of Hungarians or foreigners who promoted the cause
of the Christian Church in Hungary. It is unnecessary to describe,
or even enumerate, all these works here, for although they may form
an integral part of the Hungarian cultural heritage, they are of
limited interest to the non-specialist. For the record, however,
the earliest texts extant should be mentioned. The very first is
the Lives of a Polish missionary named Zoerard and his
disciple Benedict, written by Bishop Mór of Pécs about 1064. Two
further significant Lives are those of Saint Gerard
and Saint Stephen. Saint Gerard (980-1046), or Gellért, as he is
known in Hungarian, was an ardent missionary of Italian origin who
was killed in one of the anti-Christian uprisings and thus became a
martyr of the new regime, and was consequently canonized. The
other, also a contemporary Life, is of Saint Stephen
(977-1038), the iron-willed first king, who was largely responsible
for the conversion of his unruly subjects to Christianity. Both of
the Lives came down to us in a shorter and a longer
version (Legenda Minor and Legenda
Maior).

The use of Latin began to decline only with
the rise of religious reform movements, when the national Churches
all over Europe decided to bring their teaching within the grasp of
the layman. The aims and growth of the various reform movements,
eventually culminating in the Reformation, need not be discussed
here, with the exception of their powerful effect on the
development of the vernacular languages, aided by the early Bible
translations. The Bible was translated into Hungarian for the first
time as an outcome of the Hussite movement, and it greatly improved
the chances of the Hungarian language becoming a vehicle of
literature.

Quite apart from the Bible, a slowly
growing demand existed for pious texts, and more and more books
were written entirely in Hungarian. The subject-matter of these
handwritten books was the same as those of their Latin
counterparts: the lives and the deeds of Hungarian or foreign
saints; the only difference was that these accounts were now
written in a style of naive piety in the Hungarian language.

This is the kind of story that was offered
to God-fearing Hungarians:

It happened on a very cold day that Saint
Elizabeth, taking good care that nobody should see her, carried
pieces of bread and the remnants of dinner to the poor outside the
gates, a thing she was forbidden to do. And behold! her father, the
King suddenly stood before her. He was astonished to see her all
alone and walking so hurriedly, and said to her: ‘Where are you
going my child, Elizabeth? What are you carrying?’ The King’s noble
daughter, being very timid and gentle, felt ashamed, and could not
answer anything but ‘I carry roses’. But her father being a wise
man, remembered all of a sudden that it was not the time of the
year for roses, so he ordered her to come to him and show what she
was holding in her lap, when, oh! wonderful! the crusts had all
become roses. Oh, immortal, blessed, immaculate purity! The ever
blessed King of Heaven did not let the words of His beloved one
bring her to shame…*Quoted by F. Riedl: A History of Hungarian
Literature (1906).

The excerpt makes its point well, that
literature was a medium of instruction and it served one purpose
only: illustrating religious teaching. It was what medieval men
expected – stories were supposed to provide a moral, or rather
stories written to provide enjoyment were usually given a moral
conclusion to disguise them.

There was another, equally important,
secular aspect of medieval Hungarian literature in Latin: the
establishment of an historical tradition. Chroniclers professed to
know better: they despised oral tradition, frowning upon ‘silly
stories’ by ignorant peasants, but curiously enough all knowledge
about the mythical origins of the Hungarians has been preserved by
these same historians. The medieval Hungarian chroniclers wrote
their works to justify the line of succession in, and to preserve
the mythic origin of, the House of Árpád which gave kings to
Hungary in an unbroken succession till it became extinct in 1301.
(In the last two hundred years many modern historians have
scrutinized and commented on these chronicles as historical
documents, often with conflicting results. )

The earliest surviving chronicle,
Gesta Hungarorum, is the most famous, the most
obscure, and the most exasperating of the numerous chronicles. It
has come down in a single manuscript of which the title page is
missing, thus leaving the way open to speculations about its
author. The cue is given in the much-quoted first line: ‘P. dictus
magister ac quondam bone memorie gloriosissimi Bele regis Hungaria
N. suo dilectissimo amico.’ Here is what Professor Macartney the
leading foreign authority on the early history of the Hungarians
has to say about this introduction:

Thus the very opening words raise a haze of
mystery, for it has not even yet been decided quite certainly
whether the P is a medieval monogram, in which case the author’s
name must at least have begun with the letter P, or whether we have
here an abbreviation of the word Praedictus: for with
typical perversity the author in his later text uses this
particular word several times, sometimes with, and sometimes
without, this abbreviation. On top of this, there were, of course,
four King Bélas of Hungary and the author omits to make clear which
of the four he had served as notary.

Most scholars are convinced now that the
author was the notary to King Béla III, in which case he wrote his
Gesta in the third quarter of the twelfth century, and
some experts venture to identify the name with a certain
Magister Peter. But generally the author is called
The Nameless Notary, or in Latin
Anonymus. Anonymus, very probably educated at the
University of Paris, wrote more like a romantic novelist than a
dry, factual historian. His account of the Conquest of Hungary is
full of exciting episodes, very few of which, unfortunately, can be
substantiated from other sources.

Although the Gesta of Anonymus
is the first surviving historical text, we have reason to believe,
supported by references and textual criticism, that there were
earlier chronicles written in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Had they survived we would still regard the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries as the Golden Age of the early Hungarian
historical literature. For some reason unknown to us the
Gesta of Anonymus was not widely known in its own day.
Later compositions drew on chronicles which were utilized by
Anonymus, but did not use Anonymus himself. Of the best known
texts, the Gesta Hungarorum by Simon Kézai seems to
have been the most influential. Kézai, a cleric of Ladislas IV,
wrote his work around 1283 and is believed to be largely
responsible for introducing the idea of the Hungarian-Hunnish
kinship, a theory more probably extracted from foreign sources than
based on Hungarian oral tradition. Western chroniclers postulated
the common origin of the Huns and the Hungarians not only because
of the obvious similarity of their names, but also because both
Huns and Hungarians were warrior-like steppe peoples with a totally
unintelligible language who made numerous inroads into Europe with
devastating results. In making this link between the two races the
chroniclers sought to denigrate the Hungarians, who show up in a
very bad light in their writings; they further postulated that just
as the Empire of the Huns had been crushed, so would the might of
the fierce Hungarian tribes be broken. Kézai discovered the
potential of this fabrication for ‘home consumption’ – if the
Hungarians were the descendants of the Huns, the claim to the
country of the Huns was lawful, thus vindicating Árpád’s conquest.
At the same time the riddle of the origin of the Hungarians was
solved – for if the Huns were the Hungarians’ ancestors then their
history (known from Jordanes and other, Greek authors), including
all the barbarian splendour of Attila, was the early history of the
Hungarians! A theory with such ample possibilities and serving such
a useful purpose has fired the imagination of the Hungarians ever
since.

The first part of Kézai’s narrative – the
so-called Hun Chronicle, which contains an elaborate
description of the theory summarized above – is a remarkable
literary achievement. Kézai, who probably attended one of the seats
of higher learning in Italy, wrote his story in rhythmic prose. His
description of contemporary Hungary (the centuries since the
Conquest) is thought to be reasonably reliable.

The third of the great narratives was
compiled in the fourteenth century, and is known as Chronica
Hungarorum or the Chronicon Budense. The text
is preserved in different codices and in a number of variants.
Basically it is drawn from Kézai’s work, but with additions and
omissions and the story brought up to date. The variants have been
many times scrutinized by scholars and there are various theories
about the authorship, dating, and the interrelations of the main
texts. As the Chronica Hungarorum is the most
widely-read narrative of early Hungarian history, its most
outstanding variants ought to be described here.

The best-known variant, entitled
Chronica Hungarorum, was circulated in a printed form.
Produced in 1473 by András Hess, it is the first book ever printed
in Hungary. The most famous of the variants is the Chronicon
Pictum Vindobonense, or the Viennese Illuminated
Chronicle, deriving the name from its truly magnificent
illustrations and the fact that it was kept in the Viennese
Imperial Library. Having since been presented to the Hungarian
National Library in Budapest, it is now called the
Illuminated Chronicle only. For a long time its
author, or rather compiler, was thought to be a certain Canon Márk
Kálti. The last and longest version was produced by János Thuróczy
(c.1435-90), the first layman known to have written a book in
Hungary. This work (Augsburg, 1488; and Brno, 1488) presents events
as seen by an educated nobleman, and excels in lively episodes.

There were many other variants and copies –
and there were other chronicles describing contemporary events
embellished with many interesting, even miraculous, episodes; but
from the point of view of creating – or reviving – the national
myth of the Hungarians, the works of Anonymus and of Kézai are the
most essential, together with the Chronica Hungarorum
which popularized Kézai’s Hunnish-Hungarian kinship and preserved
various fragments of the ancient beliefs of the early Hungarians.
The authenticity of their sources and related problems need not to
be discussed here, as a history of literature is concerned less
with establishing historical facts than with what puzzled the
chroniclers’ minds about the origins of their people and what myths
they have preserved.

Since medieval Hungarian historians, as
historians have always done, concerned themselves with reconciling
the accumulated traditions and the political necessities of their
own age, it is not too difficult to guess their biases. Their aim
was to uphold the authority of their kingdom, still comparatively
young among the Christian nations of Europe. Their business was to
preserve certain traditions or to rewrite others, but to alter none
beyond recognition; if they had done so they would have lost
credibility in the eyes of their contemporaries. Their task,
therefore, was to alter them in such a way as to maintain loyalty
and a sense of community in the populace, just as ecclesiastical
writings sought to bind a converted people to the Church.

The main themes emerging from the
chronicles, narrated in slightly different versions, concern the
Hungarian-Hunnish kinship, the line of succession in the House of
Árpád, and the vindication of the Conquest of Hungary.

The saga of Hunnish-Hungarian kinship is a
curious mixture of surviving oral traditions coming down from
prehistoric times and of foreign narratives suitably doctored to
fit the accepted Christian version of the origin of the world. The
tale relating the mythic origin of the Hungarians is known as
The Wondrous Hunt. Ménrót,*Ménrót is a name frequently equated in scholarship with
the Biblical Nimrod. who according to Kézai was a direct
descendant of Noah, had two sons, Hunor and Magor (i.e. Magyar).
One day when they were hunting, a stag suddenly appeared out of
nowhere on the steppe, and they pursued it day and night into the
marshes of Maeotis (the Sea of Azov). Eventually they lost sight of
the wondrous stag, but discovered that the area was excellent
grazing-land. Having returned home they asked their father’s
permission to move to the newly discovered land. After his consent
had been obtained Hunor and Magor settled there with their
followers. The area was relatively secluded, and they lived there
happily. As time passed, however, they began to explore the
neighbouring countryside and came by accident across the unattended
wives of King Belar’s sons. They abducted them, and among the women
were the daughters of Dula, the Prince of the Alans. One of them
married Hunor, the other became the wife of Magor. Their children
were the Huns and the Hungarians respectively.

Emese’s Dream gives an account
of the line of succession in the House of Árpád. The noble warlord
Ügyek married Emese in Scythia, who bore him a son. The name
Álmos*i.e. ‘of the dream’. was given to the child on
account of the extraordinary dream which Emese had while pregnant.
In this dream she saw a certain unknown type of bird of prey
(turul) who fathered her child. At the same time she
experienced a strange sensation. From her womb a torrent gushed
from which a long line of famous kings sprang forth, not in their
homeland, but in some distant, strange countries.

The story of The Conquest of
Hungary is as follows: the Hungarians, having heard that the
land in the Carpathian basin was fertile, its rivers abundant in
fish, and the grass superior to any they knew of, sent their envoys
to Prince Svatopluk of the Moravians who lived there. Svatopluk
received them kindly, for he believed that they would come to his
country as settlers to cultivate the land. So he gave the Hungarian
envoys specimens of the grass, of the water of the Danube, and of
the soil. The Hungarian chieftains examined the specimens and found
them to their liking, so they returned their envoys with a princely
gift: a handsome white stallion with a gilded and heavily
embroidered saddle. Svatopluk was so pleased by the wonderful gift
that he asked how he could compensate them for the gesture. The
envoys were very modest; they asked for more land, water, and grass
only. Svatopluk said smilingly: ‘Take as much as you want.’ The
envoys reported this advantageous transaction to Prince Árpád, who
thereupon entered the country with his seven captains and claimed
it, declaring that Svatopluk had bartered its land, water, and
grass for the white horse, and henceforth the Hungarians were the
sole owners of all land and water which up to then had belonged to
him. This is how the cunning Hungarians conquered Hungary.*A large canvas depicting this scene, executed by M.
Munkácsi for the celebrations of the 1000th anniversary of
statehood in 1896, still adorns the Hall of Reception of the
Hungarian Parliament in Budapest.

There are, of course, many stories
preserved in the chronicles relating to the Age of Raids when
Hungarian captains excelled in outwitting and defeating the enemy.
Unfortunately, no heroic poem celebrating these events has survived
in the vernacular, although we have numerous references to heroic
songs and/or ballads, not only in the Hungarian chronicles, but
also in foreign narratives. Vernacular traditions, however, may
have persisted for a long time in spite of all official efforts to
suppress them, since we have references to their existence up to
the sixteenth century. Sir Philip Sidney, for example, who visited
Hungary in 1573, was so much impressed by the Hungarians’ habit of
singing of past glories that he described it vividly more than ten
years later in his Apologie for Poetrie:

Certainly I must confesse mine owne
barbarousnesse, I never heard the old Song of Percy and Duglas,
that I founde not my heart mooved more than with a Trumpet; and yet
is it sung but by some blinde Crowder, with no rougher voyce than
rude stile: which being so evill apparelled in the dust and
Cobwebbes of that uncivill age, what would it worke, trimmed in the
gorgious eloquence of Pindare? In Hungarie, I have seene it the
manner at all Feasts, and other such meetings, to have songes of
their Ancestours’ valour; which that right soulder-like Nation
thinck the chiefest kindlers of brauve courage.

Besides heroic songs, we have evidence of
another entirely secular genre, traditionally called
virágének (Flower-Song). A few fragments have survived
by chance. These fragments – the best known are The
Flower-Song of Sopron and The Dance-Song of
Körmöcbánya – were found in unusual places: for
example, in the boards of codices or as scribblings on official
documents. An early Hungarian Bible scholar, János Sylvester,
described one of the poetic devices of the
Flower-Songs in a note to his translation of the
New Testament (1541). Referring to the frequent use of
metaphors in the Bible he wrote:

The Holy Scriptures are full of these [i.e.
metaphoric] expressions, and the reader must get used to them. For
our people it is particularly easy, because figures of speech are
not alien to them. The people use similes in their everyday
language; we also find them in songs and particularly in the
Flower-Songs.

The Flower-Songs were
love-poems, as the surviving fragments reveal, and most probably
similar to folk-songs which have been preserved in an
ever-increasing number in manuscript song-collections from the
eighteenth century onwards.

To conclude this attempt at an outline of
the early centuries of Hungarian literature it is to be stressed
that the history of early Hungarian literature is: ‘literary’
archaeology in which the shards of occasional finds are pieced
together. Scholarly explanations and conjectures, even well-founded
conjectures, do not compensate us for the loss of texts. The
existing body of medieval Hungarian literature is mostly in Latin.
The majority of these works consists partly of historical writings,
essential for the shaping of the Hungarian national consciousness,
and partly of non-secular literature. On the other hand, the by no
means insignificant body of religious writings in Hungarian were
little more than a vehicle for pious instruction.

In view of the historical circumstances of
the birth of Hungarian literature, it is little wonder that
literature in Hungary became at the earliest stage of its
development a vehicle for service. The Hungarians were
latecomers on the medieval European scene, and felt isolated on
account of their language and outlandish traditions. Literature had
to serve their transformation into a fully-fledged
member of the European community of nations.










Chapter 2
The Renaissance in Hungary


THE power of the Hungarian Kingdom reached its peak at the end
of the Middle Ages under the reign of King Matthias I (1458-90). In
the fifteenth century, Christian princes all over Europe, and
particularly in its central and eastern parts, were alarmed by the
successful military campaigns of the Turkish Empire. After the Fall
of Constantinople the Turks swiftly advanced north on the Balkan
peninsula, and within three years the Ottoman Army was standing at
the gates of the southernmost fortified city of the Hungarian
realm: Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade). It was the decisive victory by
János Hunyadi in 1456 that stopped the Turkish Empire’s northward
thrust for a long time, but the relief of Belgrade, in
commemoration of which the Pope ordered all the church bells of
Christian Europe to toll daily at noon, was Hunyadi’s last feat; he
died a few weeks later of a fever contracted in the camp. Hunyadi
was not the King of Hungary but the Regent. His son Matthias also
became a national hero, and was at least his father’s equal if not
his superior in fame and in the reverence in which he was held by
posterity; he became the elected King of Hungary. Matthias, though
not so brilliant a military leader as his father, was
unquestionably a great soldier, besides being a skilful diplomat, a
keen administrator, an intelligent legislator, a brilliant
linguist, and a discriminating patron of the arts and letters. His
character has been remembered ever since in popular tradition and
folktales as Matthias the Just. What impressed his
contemporaries, foreign and Hungarian alike, was his ostentatious
extravagance; the splendour of his court surpassed anything seen in
Eastern Europe before. In a word, he was a true Renaissance
Prince.

Thanks to his flamboyance the Renaissance
reached Hungary at an early date. Matthias, brought up by eminent
Humanists, was passionately fond of the new artistic luxuries, and
highly prized the relics of classical Greece and Rome. After he
married Beatrix of Aragon (daughter of the King of Naples),
representatives of Italian Renaissance found a second home in his
court.

The Renaissance literally signified a
‘rebirth’ of the Arts and Sciences. It signposted the birth of a
new era when the premises of the medieval
Weltanschauung no longer seemed valid. Religion was no
longer able to provide satisfactory answers to the questions that
interested man; society and human relations could no longer be
explained in theological terms. Man suddenly found himself the
centre of his own interest, and no longer the devout champion of
the other world. Princes were unashamed in their love of worldly
values, of power, splendour, and lust.

Contemporary descriptions of the court of
Matthias provide splendid pictures of the feasts where, after
exotic and highly spiced dishes, Matthias and his guests –
Hungarian lords, foreign diplomats, scholars, astronomers –
indulged in spirited and witty conversations, with frequent
references to the newly discovered and fashionable authors of
Greece and Rome, were entertained by musicians, magicians and
artists, and listened to poetry being recited. Apart from these
descriptions of Matthias’s grandeur, only a few architectural
relics of his reign and part of his library survived.

Matthias’s collection of books – most of
them lavishly illuminated manuscripts in fine bindings – is known
as the Corvina*i.e. Corvinus (Latin: corvus = crow), an
allusion to the raven in the family crest of the Hunyadis.
Library. The greater part of the collection was destroyed during
the Turkish wars, but we know of several hundred surviving volumes
scattered all over the world. Most of the codices are now housed,
after long vicissitudes, in the Hungarian National Library, but
individual volumes are to be found in the British Library in London
as well as in the New York Public Library, and many more may come
to light.*The
latest Corvina to turn up came from an English private collection
and was sold at Sotheby’s in 1974 for about $100,000. It was not
one of the particularly outstanding examples of the Corvina
Library-for some of these sumptuous volumes were executed by the
best craftsmen of Italy and were unparalleled north of the
Alps.

Matthias also patronized the latest
technical invention – latest as far as the Western world was
concerned – and in 1472 a printing press was set up in the capital,
Buda. In 1473 the first book to be printed in Hungary was produced
there by András Hess; it was the Hungarian Chronicle
in Latin, predating the first book published by Caxton in England.
It was also Matthias who founded the University of Pozsony in 1467
– unfortunately a short-lived creation.*There were two universities founded in the Middle Ages
in Hungary. The first, the University of Pécs, was founded by Louis
the Great in 1367, followed by the University of Óbuda (1389). Both
of them had a short existence only. Much of the architecture
suffered during the wars that were to follow, but those buildings
which did survive, in particular the magnificent Coronation Church
of Buda, prove to modern tourists that Matthias’s capital was one
of the most elegant cities of the Europe of his time. Recent
excavations have unearthed another fine example of Renaissance
architecture of his age, the Royal Palace at Visegrád.

Who were the people surrounding King
Matthias? He invited to his court learned foreign Humanists, and
wandering scholars, usually from Italy. Two of these foreigners
ought to be mentioned here, for their works became part of the
Hungarian cultural heritage. Antonio Bonfini (1434-1503) came to
Hungary in 1486 seeking a position at the court of Queen Beatrix,
and was eventually commissioned by the King to write a history of
Hungary. His history (Rerum Ungaricarum Decades Quattuor et
Dimidia, 1487-96) was finished only after the death of
Matthias, and published much later (Basel, 1543). It narrated
events up to 1496. Bonfini’s work is a compilation of Hungarian and
foreign sources embellished with the Humanist technique, but when
he talks of his own age he becomes more original. His real power
lies in characterizing his contemporaries vividly, describing what
he has seen and dramatizing scenes. He is a victim, of course, of
the absurdities of the day: for example, he has traced the
Hunyadis’ ancestry back to a Roman consul, Matthias being a direct
descendant of Jove and a nymph. But his main message, the depiction
of the idolized figure of Matthias as the mighty prince of the
Hungarian national Renaissance, influenced Hungarian historians for
a long time.

The other foreigner, Galeotto Marzio, was
also Italian. He became acquainted with the poet Janus Pannonius in
Ferrara and visited Hungary several times, staying for long
periods. For a time he was librarian to the Royal Library, the
Corvina. He also lectured at the University of
Bologna. On account of his philosophical views he had to appear
before the Inquisition, and it was King Matthias who saved him. A
versatile person, he wrote on widely differing subjects. His
manuscript, written in Latin, Of the Remarkable, Wise and
Amusing Sayings and Deeds of King Matthias, was published
posthumously (Vienna, 1563). It is a collection of anecdotes and
personal reminiscences of the court of Matthias as seen by a
foreigner, frequently witty and entertaining, and always praising
Matthias as the true Renaissance Prince, or paying tribute to his
eloquence and depth of knowledge. The work displays definite
literary ambition, and it is also remarkable as a source of
information on the daily life in the court of King Matthias. As
Galeotto did not know Hungarian, he could report only business
conducted in Latin in the court, yet he did not fail to remark that
the noble Hungarian lords and the King were best entertained when
singers praised the heroic deeds of their forefathers in their
native tongue. Moreover, Matthias’s human weakness also emerges
from the anecdotes (e.g. he was an excellent orator in Latin:
nevertheless Galeotto once caught him using the relative pronoun in
the wrong gender. The king immediately corrected himself, as
Galeotto faithfully recorded, yet the modern reader cannot suppress
a smile; this mistake is made by many Hungarians, since Hungarian
has no grammatical gender). Galeotto, unlike Bonfini who died in
Hungary as a naturalized Hungarian and had been ennobled by
Matthias, led a life shared by many Humanist scholars; he stayed in
various courts*Sir
Walter Scott, in his novel Quentin Durward (1823) made
him appear as a minor figure in the court of Louis XI. as a
guest, whose well-read and often amusing though superficial
conversation was a contribution to the entertainment of the court,
and a tacitly agreed return service to his royal host.

Among native Humanists, perhaps János Vitéz
was the most outstanding figure. Born around 1400 in a family of
Croatian lesser nobles and educated at the University of Vienna, he
rose swiftly to the position of Lord Chancellor and eventually
became the Archbishop of Esztergom, the highest ecclesiastical
dignitary and second only to the King in the secular world. In the
1460s he opposed the King’s intention to conquer Bohemia, and
became the leader of a conspiracy that aimed at the overthrow of
Matthias. Matthias exposed the conspiring lords in 1472 and
Archbishop Vitéz was arrested. Although Vitéz was eventually
released he did not outlive his fall from grace. Having had an
excellent Humanist education, he was an eloquent church dignitary
and one of the Humanists most accomplished in the art of
letter-writing. It was his nephew who became the first lyric poet
of Hungary.

 

Janus Pannonius

<
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Janus Pannonius (János Csezmicei or
Kesencei), the only truly significant poet of the Hungarian
Renaissance, and one of the better-known figures of Humanist poetry
in Europe, was born on 29 August 1434 in a small village near the
Drava in a corner of Slavonia that belonged to the Hungarian
kingdom. Janus’s father was probably a Croatian nobleman, but
little is known about his family background. His mother, Borbála
Vitéz, was the sister of Archbishop Vitéz. Pannonius was brought up
by his mother; then in 1447 his uncle sent him to Italy for a
Humanist schooling. He attended the School of Guarino da Verona at
Ferrara where the pupils were educated in Latin and Greek authors
under the guidance of a noted teacher of the Italian Renaissance.
The young boy was considered the brightest pupil of his generation
by both his teachers and fellow-students. He soon revealed his
ability to write poetry according to the rules of classical
prosody; he was around thirteen when he wrote his first epigrams.
His higher education was completed at the University of Padua in
canon law, and after making an educational tour of Rome, he
returned to Hungary in 1458, the year of Matthias’s accession to
the throne. For a time, he worked at the Royal Chancery, and soon
became the Bishop of Pécs and later Vice-Chancellor of the country.
Janus Pannonius was thus an influential intellectual in the
country, and one who never severed his connections with the leading
Italian Humanists.

In spite of his delicate health, he took an
active part in the country’s political life, at first as a
supporter of Matthias’s policies; but when Matthias, having
defeated the Turks, turned against Bohemia and Austria, Janus,
together with his uncle, Vitéz, became involved in a conspiracy
against the King. Matthias discovered the plot and most of the
conspirators were captured. Janus was about to flee to Italy but he
died on the way on 27 March 1472 in the small town of Medvevár. He
was 38 years old. The qualities of Janus’s poetry were recognized
by his contemporaries in both Hungary and abroad. In the eyes of
posterity he was the best Latin poet Hungary had every produced,
for he wrote exclusively in Latin, as most of the Humanist authors
did; his age favoured classical tradition and Latin was an
international language understood wherever some education was
claimed.

His poetry is best characterized by his own
lines: ‘Look around and don’t forget to be a true son of the
present.’ The main theme of the poetry was not God or Heaven, but
man and his natural surroundings. In medieval poetry the cult of
Mary was almost universal; but Janus no longer expressed his
emotions in religious images; he wrote, for example, poems
addressed to his mother. Poetry was no longer an indulgence in
religious piety, but was prompted by the worldly desire to preserve
one’s own fame. Janus Pannonius was first of all a discoverer; he
explored and described the beauties of landscape and the problems
of the emotional life for the first time in Hungarian
literature.

In the early part of his career in Italy,
Janus cultivated the epigram with extraordinary dexterity. His idol
was the greatest writer of epigrams in classical antiquity:
Martial. The subject of his epigrams were his enemies, his
fellow-students, casual lovers, or the hypocrisy of the clergy. He
was particularly bitter about the latter; enlightened Humanists
frowned upon the commercial undertakings of the Holy See. In 1450,
when the Holy Year was in full swing, Janus wrote a series of
epigrams in which he pointed out what good business a Holy Year was
for the Papacy (‘Ridicules the Pilgrims’), and was deeply surprised
to find his friend Galeotto among the pilgrims (‘Ridicules
Galeotto’s Pilgrimage’), for in his view religion was not meant for
Humanists like Galeotto but for ‘old wives’, and moral standards
ought to have been taken from Epicurus, who taught that the
greatest evil was suffering. He was no less critical about the
Papacy itself, and took every occasion to sneer at it:

<
tbody>



	
Why aren’t the testicles of the Popes





	
     examined nowadays as they used to be?





	
A woman, Peter, once dared to sit on your throne,





	
     becoming the centre of faith to all the
world,





	
A fact which time could easily have kept hidden





	
     if she had not overplayed her hand, in
childbirth.





	
After this Rome was not to be taken in,





	
     a pope’s robes were explored for what lay
under them.





	
No one was trusted with the keys of heaven





	
     unless his testicles were found present and
correct.





	
My query is, why was this custom given up?





	
     Anyone should prove he is a man
beforehand.*Translated by Edwin Morgan.






The epigrams addressed to mistresses and
written about his carnal desire are sometimes characterized by a
blunt straightforwardness, minutely detailed descriptions,
ambiguous allusions, pretended hypocrisy, and grotesque excesses.
When his friends make him visit a brothel he uses the occasion to
describe what he has seen there with apparent delight, then
complains that his friends had promised him a quiet stroll in the
city, so he will report the affair to Guarino (‘Complaining that
his Friends Misled him’). The quick pace of the rhythm illustrates
the excitement of the adventure. On another occasion he rejects ‘an
unfounded accusation’:

<
tbody>



	
You’ve got a child, you say, and I’m the father.





	
Come off it, Sylvia, how can that be true?





	
Why, walking through the thistles, you might rather





	
Say, ‘That’s the one that pricked me through the shoe!’*Translated by G. F. Cushing.






(‘To Sylvia’)

Janus also wrote eulogistic epigrams
addressed to his benefactors, all respected citizens, but these
poems were less vivid than his satirical epigrams and reflect more
the fashion of the times; also they were much more padded with
classical allusions.

The epigrams were written mostly during his
stay at Ferrara. After his return to Hungary he preferred other
poetic forms; though he never completely abandoned writing
epigrams. In spite of being a bishop, Janus attacked Pope Paul II
in a series of vitriolic epigrams. The change of his tone in
Hungary, however, is best characterized by an epigram written in
March 1466 which is elegiac in inspiration; it is addressed to an
almond tree that suddenly blossomed out in the middle of the winter
(‘To an Almond Tree in Pannonia’).

Janus had little interest in epic poetry,
but did write longer panegyric poems in the Humanist manner. Poets
wrote long and elaborate eulogies to their patrons or to eminent
personages from whom they expected assistance, usually protection
or simply gifts. The best of Janus’s panegyrics was addressed to
his master Guarino da Verona. The poem was not written out of
expectation of any remuneration, but indicated Janus’s desire to
preserve his master’s fame for posterity. It is a labour of love, a
poetic biography of Guarino. It became his most often published
piece, and hence his best known poem.

His elegies express more personal feelings
and are more lyrical in subject-matter, partly because the elegy is
more suitable for self-expression than the sarcastic epigram or the
panegyric, but rather more on account of Janus’s poetic maturity
which he reached after his return to Hungary. In the winter of 1451
he visited Várad, a major city on the Lowland and the burial place
of King Ladislas I, the saint, a hero of medieval legends. Before
setting off for Buda by sledge he wrote a poem: ‘Takes Farewell of
the Holy Kings of Várad upon Leaving the City’ (known by the
shorter title: ‘Farewell to Várad’). The poem consists of seven
stanzas linked by the refrain:

<
tbody>



	
On then, friends, let us eat up the road.






The first three stanzas are a poetic
description of the winter scenery around Várad admired by the
travellers ready to depart:

<
tbody>



	
Rivers and marshes can’t keep us back,





	
All the low ground is rigid with ice.





	
The man who cautiously rowed these waters





	
Now gives hard-frozen waves a kick





	
With his uncaring, flaunting feet.





	
          On then, friends, let us
eat up the road.*Translated by Edwin Morgan.






In the next three stanzas he describes the
sights of the city: the hot springs, the library of Archbishop
Vitéz, and the golden statues of kings. In the last stanza Janus
implores the Holy King, Ladislas I, for protection on their
journey. The poem is written in hendecasyllables, and the swift
rhythm lends the descriptions a sense of urgency appropriately
terminated by the imploration of the last stanza. The winter
scenery of Várad is the first poetic portrayal of the Hungarian
countryside.

One of the main themes of his poetry was
the constant warfare against the Turks. While the decisive victory
of Matthias’s father, János Hunyadi, halted the Turkish expansion
at the southern frontier of Hungary, his son still had to face
renewed attacks from the Ottoman Empire. Janus, struggling with
ill-health, is enthusiastic about the virtues of military life and,
according to the rules of Humanist rhetoric, contrasts his
bedridden existence to the healthy life of his friend Balázs, who
is a soldier seeking glory in the campaigns (‘Janus Struck by Fever
to Balázs in the Camp’).

Suffering preoccupies him and pervades his
poetry more and more. In another poem (‘When he became ill in
Camp’) he again uses Humanist imagery, contrasting Mars and
Minerva, but personal suffering lends to his poem an authenticity
rarely found in the Humanist tradition. His illness is depicted in
its physiological reality when he describes his symptoms with
precision. Janus revolts against his fate – life is beautiful, he
is still full of expectations and plans – but then he realizes his
efforts are in vain; death is coming to carry him off. After a
touching farewell to life he makes his testament: his last will is
that malice should avoid him at least in his grave. The grief over
the death of his mother (‘Lamenting the Death of his Mother
Barbara’) is expressed in a similarly personal poem.

In his last years, inner experiences
dominated his poetry (e.g. ‘To his Own Soul’), culminating in a
long poem (‘Of the Great Flood’) in which his personal fears are
projected on to the outside world: a great, almost cosmic deluge
comes to destroy the nations and culture of Europe. The subject
draws on his memories of the great floods of 1468; a comet was seen
before that natural disaster, and the omen was interpreted by
contemporaries as indicating a catastrophic ending to the world.
Janus, worried by the Bohemian war of Matthias, and submerged in
his own anxieties which were augmented by his astrological studies,
depicted all these horrors in one long and awesome vision of
devastation. The poet flees to Parnassus because there the tide is
stemmed by the sacred mountain of poetry, and the poet – a
personification of optimism – becomes the symbol of universal
rebirth upheld and protected not by Christianity but by the
Humanist creed alone.

Janus’s poetry transplanted the Humanist
tradition to Hungary, a tradition which, in turn, influenced
Hungarian literature written in the vernacular in the next century
– for the use of Latin in the writing of poetry declined in the
sixteenth century, although scholarly treatises were written in
Latin for a very long time, almost until the end of the eighteenth
century.

The Renaissance proper in Hungary did not
end with the deaths of its chief benefactor, King Matthias, and its
foremost poet, Janus Pannonius. The Humanist spirit survived in the
court of the Jagiello kings, but the whole Renaissance culture was
doomed when the Ottoman Empire, sensing the weakened power of the
Hungarian kings who followed Matthias on the throne, began its
successful expansion into Hungary at the beginning of the sixteenth
century. The crowning success for the Turkish Sultan came in 1526
on a battlefield near Mohács in Southern Hungary, when the army of
Louis II was crushed. In Hungarian history the Battle of Mohács is
called the ‘Disaster of Mohács’ (mohácsi vész), and
not without reason: the independent Hungarian kingdom, which had
existed for over five centuries, came to an end. The Turks
eventually occupied and held Buda, the capital, and more than half
the country for a long period. The north-western strip of the
country became easy prey for the expansionist policy of the growing
Habsburg Empire. It was used as a buffer between the lands of the
Habsburgs and the Turkish Empire. Hungarian intellectuals fled to
Western Hungary and abroad from the devastated areas. Another
refuge for the intelligentsia was the semi-independent principality
of Transylvania, where the Transylvanian princes continued a
Humanist tradition, and attempted to preserve the Hungarian way of
life and the flickering light of Hungarian culture.

Of those numerous Humanists who were active
abroad in the sixteenth century, special attention is due to
Stephen Parmenius of Buda, who became the first of his countrymen
to venture beyond the Atlantic to the New World which he had
acclaimed in verse. He left Hungary around 1579 as a young scholar
to improve himself abroad, as many of his contemporaries did, and
came to Oxford. There he befriended Richard Hakluyt and set out on
a journey westwards with the explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert. It was
his ill-fortune eventually to drown in what are now Canadian waters
on 29 August 1583. The eloquent comment of a contemporary is
Parmenius’ best epitaph:

… Amongst whom was drowned a learned man,
an Hungarian, borne in the Citie of Buda, called thereof Budaeus,
who of pietie and zeale to good attempts, adventured in this
action, minding to record in the Latine tongue, the gests and
things worthy of remembrance, happening in this discoverie, to the
honour of our nation, the same being adorned with the eloquent
stile of this Orator, and rare Poet of our time.

Parmenius left behind, however, two poems
written in Latin hexameters (Thanksgiving Hymn,
London, 1582, and An Embarkation Poem, London, 1582).
The first celebrated his safe journey from Hungary to England, the
second was a fine eulogy of Elizabethan England and the
achievements of her explorers. It is a sad loss that this great
epic planned about America was never written.










Chapter 3
The Reformation: the Triumph of the Vernacular


THE battle of Mohács in 1526 signalled the beginning of a
miserable period in Hungarian history, the loss of independent
statehood and the degradation of the larger part of the country
into a barren wasteland, which the Turks regarded as a convenient
camping ground for their military expeditions and at the same time
as a useful supply store for various commodities, taxes, and even
manpower. No economy could withstand such a systematic exploitation
– the population of the cities and towns decreased rapidly; in
addition whole villages disappeared as a result of perpetual
epidemics. Economic life came almost to a standstill; people were
quite content to produce just enough for bare subsistence, and thus
large districts, particularly between the Danube and the Tisza,
became depopulated and uninhabitable.

The situation was hardly better on the
western fringe of the country, which had fallen into the hands of
the Habsburgs; they had claimed possession by virtue of succession
to Louis II, who had died on the battlefield at Mohács. The
frontier between ‘Royal Hungary’ and ‘Turkish Hungary’ was not
fixed and defended properly, and the Turks frequently carried out
successful expeditions into Western Hungary, devastating,
plundering, and burning whole towns and villages and dragging the
inhabitants to distant slave markets to be sold.

Only Transylvania provided a relatively
secure way of life for its inhabitants; most of the Hungarians who
fled from ‘Turkish Hungary’ went to Transylvania instead of to
‘Royal Hungary’. Being a mountainous region, it provided some
protection against the plundering Turks, and the Sultan was content
to have the Prince of Transylvania as his vassal, forcing him to
pay heavy taxes in order to preserve his semi-independent
status.

The disaster at Mohács determined the
course of events for a long time to come: it also left a deep scar
on the national ego, thereby producing a state of mind which was
reflected in almost everything written in Hungary. But equally as
important as the traumatic experience of Mohács itself was the new
religious movement, the Reformation. The teachings of the reformers
began to spread in the 1520s. In the general turmoil following the
Battle of Mohács, the new teachings gained ground against little
opposition. The constant Turkish wars, internal struggle, and civil
strife were largely responsible for the easy victory of the
Reformation. People sought and found comfort and an explanation for
their own misfortunes and for their country’s pitiful state in the
teachings of fervent preachers. At the same time, the Reformation
proved to be a strong source of inspiration for both spiritual and
military resistance against the Turkish occupying forces. It also
had a marked tendency to indict the upper classes for the loss of
independence and the misery of the common people and for all the
suffering and social inequality in the dismembered country.

Hungarian literature profited in two
distinct ways from the ideology of the Reformation. First of all it
was inherent in the movement that its preachers were eager to reach
a much broader stratum of the population than Christianity had ever
attempted to reach in the previous centuries, having accepted a
limitation in its appeal by its exclusive use of the Latin
language. Communication with peasants was possible only in their
native language. Secondly, on account of the very nature of the
movement – being polemical and so relying on debate as its chief
weapon – it inevitably had to make extensive use of the vernacular,
and had also to employ certain literary devices in order to make
debates effective and popular. Two literary devices, dramatization
and dialogue, became essential features of the debating technique.
The contribution of the Reformation to the growth of Hungarian
literature was not exhausted by these technical innovations. The
Protestant preacher-writers (prédikátor írók) not only
denounced the moral degradation of the Catholic Church but attacked
with equal vehemence the corrupt upper classes and held them
responsible for all social and political evil in the country; it
was this powerful social commitment which imprinted its image on
Hungarian letters in the next centuries. The attitude of Hungarian
writers to social responsibility was born in the days of the
Reformation.

The Protestant preacher’s most effective
weapon was the Bible, which he had to cite on all occasions in the
vernacular, if he was to make it accessible to the unlettered among
the laity. Therefore a translation of the Bible was essential. The
large corpus of myths, legends, parables and descriptions included
in the Bible made it a difficult task for the translators; a whole
world had to be converted into Hungarian. The first efforts to
translate the Scriptures were made in the 1430s by two ‘heretic’
priests, Thomas and Valentine, stimulated by their involvement in
the Hussite movement. Substantial parts of their translation have
come down to us, showing their resourceful coinages and laborious
efforts to standardize spelling.

A new translation was undertaken by three
biblical scholars, followers of the Humanist erudition of Erasmus,
Benedek Komjáti, Gábor Pesti, and János Sylvester worked according
to the standards of Erasmian exegetics which involved an intensive
study of both the Latin and Hungarian languages. Pesti was an
excellent stylist: he translated the Four Gospels
(Vienna, 1536) into Hungarian with remarkable skill. Pesti
advocated that the most prominent classical authors should also be
translated into Hungarian, and he set a good example by translating
Aesop’s Fables (Vienna, 1536).

For these scholars the study of their
native language became a sacred duty, and their ardent fervour
produced significant by-products. Pesti compiled the very first
dictionary with Hungarian equivalents (Vienna, 1538). Sylvester,
who translated the whole of the New Testament
(Újsziget, 1541), also compiled the first Hungarian
Grammar (Sárvár, 1539). Thus much-needed scholarly guides to
the study of the Hungarian language were created. At the same time,
by the use of the most advanced contemporary philology to describe
the ‘rules’ of the language, the respectability of the vernacular
had been established once and for all. A language which could carry
the colourful images and stylistic niceties of the Bible was not
inferior to Latin; it was, therefore, suitable for all
literature.

Sylvester in his learned zeal made an
important discovery, to the benefit of Hungarian literature: he was
astonished by the ease and grace with which classical hexameters
could be written in Hungarian. Hungarian is better suited for
classical prosody than the Romance or the Germanic languages. In
the nineteenth century this property of the Hungarian language was
attested also by foreign scholars. The reason why Hungarian lends
itself so easily to the rules of classical prosody is due to the
flexibility, the extreme richness, and a certain interchangeability
of the suffix-system, which give the right proportion of long and
short syllables in the right places. Sylvester’s only surviving
poem in distichs (‘To the Hungarian People’, 1541) illustrates the
adaptability of the language to the rules of classical prosody. At
the same time the poem bears witness to the pious intention of the
translator of the Bible:

<
tbody>



	
He who spoke in Hebrew and Greek and later in Latin,





	
He now speaks to you in Hungarian;





	
Addressing each nation in his own tongue,





	
That all should live according to His law,





	
          and adore His name …






The Reformation in Hungary included widely
differing varieties of the reform movements, from the moderates
following the Augsburg Confession to the extremist Antitrinitarians
and Anabaptists. The preacher-writers (prédikátor
írók) were often in conflict not only with the Catholics but
with one another too. It was the activity of these preachers that
gave birth to a vigorous, forceful Hungarian prose. There were a
great number of preacher-writers; a few of them deserve special
attention.

Gáspár Heltai was born around 1490, very
probably in the small Saxon village Nagydisznód in Transylvania. He
was educated in Germany, like many of his fellow-pastors from
Hungary, and became a pastor in the prominent Transylvanian city of
Kolozsvár. In 1550 he established a printing house with György
Hofgreff with the express purpose of printing Hungarian books.
After the death of his partner he remained the sole owner and
manager of the press until he became the victim of an epidemic in
1574. The Heltai press did much for the standardization of
Hungarian spelling, which had previously followed the pronunciation
of widely divergent dialects.

He wrote and published in German and Latin
too, but his main works are in Hungarian. His translations served
the development of literary language: he produced, assisted by
collaborators, a nearly complete Bible, significant for its
polished style. His most popular work, A Hundred
Fables (Kolozsvár, 1566), was based on Aesop. The
interpretation of the fables was his own work; their morals were
applied to contemporary Hungarian society. The fables in Heltai’s
version contained sharp social criticism; he was describing the
wrong-doings of the Hungarian upper classes and showed sympathy for
the middle class and the peasants, but preached patience; God would
take vengeance on the despots. To illustrate this view he quoted
examples of fallen autocrats who were responsible for the loss of
the independence of Hungary. The political accusations were only
thinly veiled by theological arguments. The animals in the fables
represented clear-cut types in Hungarian society with a
well-delineated background-sketch. One of the fables was an
original tale (‘The Nobleman and the Devil’). The plot is developed
with skill and humour: it describes how a nobleman employs the
devil as his overseer to exploit the peasants more efficiently, but
it is the devil who gets the upper hand – for he is after the soul
of the wicked nobleman. In A Hundred Fables Heltai
employs various literary devices, anecdotes, proverbs. dialogues,
and elements from folk-tales.

His other works included The
Net (Kolozsvár, 1570), which was an open vindication of
antitrinitarian teachings; in the postscript he again attacked the
Catholic clergy for their political intrigues – how they sided with
the Habsburgs, to preserve their religious authority. His
Chronicle (Kolozsvár, 1575) was published posthumously
by his widow. It is a compilation of Hungarian history based on the
Latin works of Bonfini and subsequent historians. It is the very
first history of Hungary in Hungarian. Heltai used his sources with
certain reservations – he shed much of the Humanist embellishment
from the text and included anecdotes about King Matthias hitherto
existing in oral tradition only. The Chronicle with
its dialogues and lively sketches makes colourful reading. Literary
value, however, was only of secondary importance for Heltai; his
message is clearly a criticism of social evils.

The same tendency can be observed in the
other significant contemporary writer of prose: Péter Bornemisza.
He was born on 22 February 1535 in Pest into a well-to-do
middle-class family. When the Turks overran Pest, the family fled
to the Upper-Tisza region in the east. Bornemisza studied first in
Upper Hungary, in Kassa, and later at the University of Vienna.
During his stay abroad, he also visited the universities of Italy
and Germany. In his youth he wrote poetry, of which his ‘Farewell
to Hungary’ describes his state of mind when he left the country.
The six stanzas of the short poem are linked together by a refrain
(‘When and if I shall ever live in good Buda again’), and express a
pathetic homesickness for his birthplace and for the whole country
divided by Austrian and Turkish rule, and at the same time bitterly
attack the Catholic nobles for their contempt of the true God.
While a student in Vienna he translated, or rather adapted,
Sophocles’ Electra (Vienna, 1558). The most burning
political problem of Hungary is reflected in the relevant question
of Bornemisza’s Electra: ‘Is it permissible to rise
against the tyrant when the country is suffering under his cruel
yoke?’ As an answer the tyrant is murdered on stage – a departure
from the original, clearly expressing Bornemisza’s radical
political leanings.

After many vicissitudes he became a
Lutheran pastor. For some time he was the family priest of the
Balassi family and tutor of Bálint Balassi, the only outstanding
lyrical poet to emerge before the late eighteenth century. Being a
Lutheran pastor in sixteenth-century Hungary was not a peaceful
vocation; he was often persecuted, and his lifestyle bears witness
to his insecure existence. In spite of his trials, in the 1570s he
published his main work, his collected sermons in five volumes.
These writings were not sermons in the modern sense; they contain
an encyclopedic portrayal of Hungarian society in the second half
of the sixteenth century, a fitting time for a preacher to summon
God’s wrath – besides the Turkish wars, several epidemics, and the
organized persecution of the Protestants kept the inhabitants of
the country in constant fear for their day-to-day existence; in one
of the epidemics Bornemisza lost his wife and children. The
insecurity of life produced a macabre effect on people in all walks
of life. He looked with abhorrence on the low morals of the
country. Society seemed to disintegrate as if the devil had indeed
taken control. The Sermons reflected not only the
general atmosphere of human misery, but described various patterns
of human behaviour.

The volumes making up his
Sermons were published between 1573 and 1579. Volume
Four had a bulky appendix, The Temptations of the
Devil (Sempte, 1578), which was also published separately in
the following year. Bornemisza’s style is at its best in this
volume; it is characterized by terseness and economy of expression.
The Temptations is a direct attack on the higher
clergy and the noble lords, yet another portrait of the crisis of
conscience and an intimate portrayal of the licentiousness of the
age. ‘Devil stories’ were common in sixteenth-century prose,
particularly in Germany, and Bornemisza’s Temptations
contributed his own personal observations and his own internal
struggles, which made him write:

When I was about to write the fourth part
[i.e. of the Sermons] God let the Devil lead me into
secret temptations. I spoke of these temptations only to a few
people, but I never revealed them fully even to them. As a result
of the temptations I was forced to write about them; but the
stories that came to my mind were so horrible that I was afraid to
commit them to writing, and I begged God in tears that He should
instruct others to write about them. The more I wished to suppress
the evil temptations, the more they overwhelmed me, and I would do
nothing less in my shame than expose them. For if you have eyes,
you can see your own loathsomeness, just as if a basilisk looked
into the mirror …

The reception of his work was unfavourable;
the Church authorities demanded that he should withdraw his book.
Bornemisza refused to comply with the court order and fled, but he
was soon afterwards arrested and imprisoned. He managed to escape
eventually and spent his last years in solitude in a small
village.

In these years he made a collection of
Protestant church songs, Hymn Book (Detrek?, 1582),
and a selection of his own sermons for use in the Sunday service
throughout the year. As a conscientious writer he edited and
polished his own texts, for he felt that he was already working for
the benefit of generations to come. He died in the small village of
his exile in 1584. What distinguishes Bornemisza from other
contemporary preachers is his unique sense of commitment to social
causes. The Reformation in Hungary produced much social criticism,
because of the circumstances in the country at the time the
Reformation began to spread, and Bornemisza seemed to epitomize the
prevailing trend. Besides the social commitment it is the highly
personal character, an almost confessional quality, that makes
Bornemisza’s contribution to Hungarian letters valuable; he is
usually regarded as a forerunner of modern Hungarian prose.

A less radical figure of the Reformation,
Gáspár Károlyi (?1529-91), who often interpreted the decay of the
country as punishment by God for the sins of the people, is
remembered chiefly as the translator of the complete Bible. The
translation – like King James’s Authorized Version (1611) in
England – became the standard Protestant Bible and is still in use
with minor corrections in Hungary. Károlyi published his version on
his own printing press set up for the purpose (Vizsoly, 1590).

The contribution of the Reformation to
Hungarian poetry is less important. Though many of the
preacher-writers wrote verse, the growing need for hymns for the
Protestant divine services was mainly satisfied by translating
foreign verse, including medieval Latin hymns or those of Martin
Luther and other German and French Protestant authors. The
translations were paraphrases of the original in more than one
sense; they were adapted to the spiritual needs of the Hungarian
layman and the didactic tendency was perhaps even more prominent in
the Hungarian version than in the original, even at the expense of
lyrical accomplishment or verse-form. Of course there were original
efforts as well, although these were strongly influenced by stories
from the Bible. The Old Testament in particular was a favourite
source, and on account of its great influence on contemporary
poetry, narrative elements from the Bible became very well known.
The preachers found a fitting parallel; the Hungarians felt
themselves homeless in their own country, just as the Jews had
done. Of the significant song-writers the first was András Batizi
(fl. 1530-50): an author of stories from the Bible, he
also wrote a world-chronicle in verse. Mihály Kecskeméti Vég is
remembered as the translator of Psalm 55, set to music by Kodály
(Psalmus Hungaricus, 1923). Another interesting figure
was András Szkhárosi Horvát whose sermons in verse were full of
satirical references to the Catholic Church and the
aristocracy.

Biting satire and irony characterized the
first efforts of the Hungarian drama, which was also born as a
direct result of the Reformation. Mihály Sztárai, who had also been
writing songs, produced the earliest plays: The Marriage of
Priests (Kolozsvár, 1550) and A Mirror of True
Clergy (Óvár, 1559). The titles reveal their aim, to point
to crucial issues of the Reformation. These early dramas were all
characterized by presenting a discussion on the stage, with little
or no dramatic action to their credit, but all having the redeeming
quality of successful mockery of their chosen subjects.

At the same time the first plays with
secular subject-matter began to appear. The anonymous author of
A Comedy about the Treachery of M. Balassi
(Abrudbánya, 1569) presented a satirical portrait of a villain of
aristocratic birth engaged in double-dealing. The play maintains a
certain interest on account of its lively dialogue and reasonably
well-drawn characters. The tone of the play is sharp as in the
religious dramas, with strong social criticism.

The sixteenth century saw the beginnings of
purely secular poetry. The two main genres are the
széphistória named after the Italian bella
istoria, and the históriás ének. The
históriás ének is the older type; a number survive
from the previous century. The históriás ének relates
historical events considered by contemporaries to be significant.
The authors, who often wished to remain anonymous, were learned
laymen who lived by visiting the manor houses and stately homes of
the aristocracy and providing entertainment at their tables. The
earliest históriás ének extant is ‘The Fight for
Szabács’ (1476) relating the capture of the fortress of Szabács by
the army of King Matthias. It is a dry narrative written in
couplets. The same applies to Demeter Csáti’s ‘Taking of Pannonia’
which is a narrative of the conquest of Hungary based on one of the
chronicles relating the ‘trick’ of the Hungarians with the white
horse though the exact source cannot be identified. Csáti, who
possibly wrote, but definitely committed the song to writing around
1526, might have drawn on oral tradition.

It was in the second half of the sixteenth
century that the históriás ének gained wide
popularity. The itinerant singers who performed them differed from
their predecessors: they had almost always written down their
compositions, which frequently survived in print. Most of them had
formal education and were able to accompany their songs on a
musical instrument. They made a meagre living out of their skill
and were welcomed in every végvár.*A fortress on the borderland between ‘Turkish’ and
‘Royal’ Hungary. The network of these fortresses withstood the
periodic attacks of the Turkish army. Besides providing
entertainment for tired soldiers, they served a useful purpose: as
‘living journals’ they passed on news of minor victories, defeats,
or other military events in their songs. Their more ambitious
compositions about great battles encouraged troops and civilians
alike.

Sebestyén Tinódi the Lutenist was the most
accomplished author of históriás ének we know of. He
was born around 1505 in Transdanubia into a family of serfs who
belonged to the Török family. It was the wealthy and influential
Bálint Török who was responsible for the education of Tinódi; we
find him in Török’s court in the 1530s. After the capture of Buda,
Török was taken a prisoner of war and Tinódi remained without a
protector. He was compelled to earn his living as an itinerant
singer, and in the late 1540s and 50s he wandered around Hungary
visiting the castles of various lords. In 1553 he was ennobled by
Ferdinand I, and for his collection of songs published in
Transylvania (Chronicle, Kolozsvár, 1554) was
specially rewarded by the King. He died early in 1556.

In his early works he used classical and
biblical themes, but soon turned to Hungarian historical themes of
the previous centuries (e.g. King Sigismund). His best songs are
all devoted to contemporary or near-contemporary events. (e.g.
‘Song Reporting the Loss of Buda and the Capture of Bálint Török’.)
These songs are characterized by the personal approach of the
author and an effort to draw from the story a moral that may be
generally accepted by his audience.

His importance as a singer was particularly
great around 1552-3 when the Turks started a new offensive in
Hungary. Tinódi wrote his songs in quick succession: The
Peril of Szeged (1552) describing the reckless
hajdú*Hajdú (English: heyduck)-riginally
cattle-drovers, later a special body of foot-soldiers who were
settled on the eastern Lowlands with special privileges.
troops, Death of Losonczi in Temesvár (1552),
The Bravery of János Török (1553), The Story of
Ali Pasha of Buda (1553), The Defence of Eger
(1553) – all described episodes of the Turkish offensives. These
poems were written exclusively to be sung and lack a poetic effect
in mere recitation, though they are not entirely without poetic
merit; the monotonous rhymes, for example, stress the grim aspects
of the story. Tinódi was very careful about his facts; events were
reported faithfully and his contemporaries found his songs not only
entertaining but a valuable public service.

The following excerpt from The Story
of Ali Pasha of Buda illustrates Tinódi’s merits and
defects:

<
tbody>



	
Of cannons and mortars there were twenty-four





	
In Zolnok, of sakers a thousand and more,





	
Fifteen hundred muskets from Biscay brought o’er





	
Nine hundred pood weight of good powder in store;









	
There were firearms in plenty, much iron and tin





	
And gold, which had late in the royal chest been,





	
But, alack! all was captur’d the city within





	
(Yet how could a foeman hope Zolnok to win?)










	
O mighty was Zolnok and beauteous, I trow,





	
On one side the Tisza its current did flow,





	
On the other Zagiva did murmuring flow,





	
Uniting together the city below.










	
On one side of the North was a trench deep and wide,





	
Three bastions stood up at three corners in pride;





	
Huge ramparts the place of high walls well supplied





	
The house-tops behind them could scarce be descried.*Translated by George Borrow observing the original
rhymes and using the rhythm of old English ballads.







(‘The Fall of Szolnok’)

The excerpt provides only an exact, almost
topographical description of the fortified city of Szolnok, yet
poetry appears when the author disregards the time sequence and
gives away the end of the ‘story’ at the beginning of the
description (‘But, alack! all was captur’d the city within!’)
immediately contrasting with a rhetorical question (‘Yet how could
a foeman hope Zolnok to win?’) and ending the interruption in the
description, ancitipating the sense of loss (‘O mighty was Zolnok
and beauteous, I trow’) to which he is working up his audience in
this episode. Similar poetic devices appear quite often in Tinódi’s
songs and lend them a sense of personal involvement which contrasts
well with objective descriptions of men and events.

Tinódi regarded his poetry as a medium for
uniting Hungarians against the Turks. His commitment is
unfaltering: he relentlessly analyses the events he sings about –
How could the Turks capture a well-fortified town? What was the
reason behind the treachery of this or that particular captain? and
so forth. The author, whose personality nearly always remains in
the background, occasionally emerges to draw the audience’s
attention to his own misery with touching simplicity:

<
tbody>



	
In Colosvar city these lines compos’d I





	
Sebastian Tinodi in great misery





	
Blowing on my nails in a cold chamber high





	
For want of a penny some fuel to buy.*Translated by George Borrow.






Not all of Tinódi’s poems were devoted to
the defensive wars against the Turks: some of his lighter verse has
also survived. Of these ‘All Sorts of Drunkards’ (1548) describes
the habits of drunkards, whom he addresses in deadly earnest:

<
tbody>



	
Hearken, all you drunkards, while I sing your wickedness,





	
All the sins committed in your raging drunkenness;





	
Time and time again forgetting all God’s righteousness.






After relating how Noah invented wine
Tinódi addresses his audience again:

<
tbody>



	
Listen now, you drunkards, you must grasp the liquor laws:





	
Men have different traits and different wines must be the
cause.






Then he produces an elaborate and amusing
catalogue of drunkards, for example:

<
tbody>



	
Seventh, comes the drunk that grows as wise as Damian’s
steed,





	
Argues high theology, expounds the Prophet’s Creed;





	
Sobered up, just hand the man a text – the fool can’t read!






Women are no exception:

<
tbody>



	
Wines are scorned by all wetnurses with enormous jugs;





	
Still, they’ll taste it, only for the milk inside their
dugs;





	
Next, they fall down drunk and squash their babies flat as
bugs.






Having given the long exhortation of
mockery, Tinódi suddenly declares his intentions to the surprised
audience:

<
tbody>



	
One they call Sebastian wrote this song in bitter thirst;





	
In Nyírbátor, fifteen fortyeight, he sang it first:





	
Steward of the Court, now give us wine or stand
accursed!*Translated by W. D. Snodgrass.






Tinódi’s poems were written without
exception to be sung – we have no fewer than twenty-three different
melodies composed by himself, and they lend a powerful effect to
his verse, which is a simple yet fitting witness of an era that
looks colourful to posterity, but was also one of the most bloody
centuries of Hungarian history.

The other popular genre of
sixteenth-century Hungarian poetry is the
széphistória. The széphistória was the
earliest genre that was neither the work of committed writers nor
concluded with an explicit moral; it was written for sheer
enjoyment. The subjects varied widely – episodes from classical
authors (e.g. Virgil’s Aeneid) or from the well-known
Gesta Romanorum were translated and adapted into
narrative verse. But stories from Boccaccio (e.g. Walter and
Griseldis, Gismunda and Gisquardus, Titus and Gisippus) and popular
German tales also became available in Hungarian adaptation.

The széphistória like the
históriás ének, did not evolve in the sixteenth
century, but had its origin in earlier centuries; in the sixteenth
century it became, however, one of the most popular genres. Besides
the translations and adaptations, original romances in verse were
also composed.

Of the adaptations, The Story of
Eurialus and Lucretia (Debrecen, 1587), originally a short
story in Latin by Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, is noted for its
well-delieneated sketch of the female character: the multiple
sufferings of a woman in love. The most charming of the
széphistórias was probably ‘The Story of Prince
Argirus and a Fairy Virgin’, written by Albert Gergei (Gergely or
Gyergyai). The original edition has been lost, but scholars date it
c. 1570-80. It is an adaptation from an unknown Italian bella
istoria, yet it contains numerous motifs from Hungarian
folk-tales. The plot revolves around Argirus’ love for the
beautiful fairy; he loses her and is eventually reunited with her
in Fairyland, having overcome various obstacles. As the Italian
original is unknown, though the author himself claims that he has
translated it from an ‘Italian chronicle’ we cannot tell how far
Gergei modified his original. Our poem contains no didactic
elements, the style is concise, the descriptions are colourful and
the author/translator had a special liking for scenery (the action
often takes place in beautiful Renaissance gardens). This
széphistória was published many times up to the
eighteenth century, and its motifs were later incorporated into
several folk-tales. In 1829-30 Vörösmarty made an adaptation of
Árgirus – one of the finest pieces of Hungarian
Romantic literature.

Another, original
széphistória, ‘The Story of Szilágyi and Hajmási’, was
written in 1560. Its author is not known. The story concerns two
prisoners of war, Szilágyi and Hajmási, who escape from captivity
with the assistance of the daughter of their captor, the Sultan.
The beautiful daughter of the Sultan is in love with the prisoners,
and after many adventures the young men successfully return home.
The chief virtue of ‘Szilágyi and Hajmási’ lies in the composition,
in the successful exploitation of dramatic situations, and in the
richness of the language. Many variations of the theme were
recorded later in folk-ballads and in South Slav and Slovak
narrative poetry.

On the other hand, themes from Southern
Slav poetry appeared in Hungarian too. A light and humorous example
of a translation from the Croatian is ‘The Story of King Béla and
the Daughter of Bankó’, written in 1570. Neither the author or
translator, nor the original is known. The theme reappeared in
folk-ballads, though scholars do not consider it to be derived from
the széphistória. Old Bankó feels so old that he is
unable to pay homage in the court of King Béla; since he has no
male issue, he decides to send his youngest daughter dressed as a
man to represent him. The King is suspicious about the sex of
Bankó’s ‘son’; but the girl fools everybody at the court, and it is
at the very end only, when she is already on her way back home in a
boat on the Danube that she uncovers her breasts to show her ‘two
beautiful apples’ to the startled King and his knights, and thus
prove that she has made a fool of them. The plot is constructed to
culminate in this humorous turn. Its effectiveness is accentuated
by the lightness of the verse and the quick pace of the action.

Of the authors of
széphistória, Péter Ilosvai Selymes was the most
prolific. Few facts are known about his life and a number of his
works have been lost. His earliest known work, about Alexander the
Great, was written in 1548; his last works appeared in the late
1570s. An inclination to moralize is apparent in his earlier works;
it is, however, missing entirely from his best-known
széphistória, The Story of the Remarkable Nicholas Toldi’s
Extraordinary and Brave Deeds, which was published in 1574.
Scholars still disagree as to whether ‘the remarkable Toldi’ was a
real person or the brainchild of Ilosvai, or a folk-hero. According
to Ilosvai, Nicholas Toldi was born in 1320 and had the reputation
of having almost superhuman strength. Nicholas, an uneducated
peasant lad, who is the younger of two brothers, is living in their
father’s village Nagyfalu, while his elder brother enjoys life as a
knight in the court of Louis the Great (thus surnamed, as he was
the mightiest of the medieval Hungarian rulers). Nicholas startles
everybody with his unbelievable strength, and after many adventures
becomes the favourite knight in Louis’s court, accompanying him in
his campaigns in foreign lands. Nicholas’s success, due to his
exceptional strength, is portrayed in the first part of the
narrative, which in conception comes close to the folk-tales; the
second part, describing the ageing Toldi, has features similar to
the French chanson de geste.

The adventures are usually the results of
his strength (e.g. he tames a fierce bull simply by holding it; he
duels with foreign knights), and some are humorous in a
Boccaccioesque fashion (as when a young widow who has invited him
to dinner asks him to jump on to the wall, but directs him to a
window covered by a carpet, and the amorous hero, partly undressed,
falls into the middle of the market place of Buda). In the second
part, Toldi gains some additional characteristics – his fear of
becoming ridiculous in front of the young knights makes him into a
pathetic figure. Ilosvai often refers to his ‘readings’ about
Toldi, of which we have no trace. Still, it is likely that he
composed his story using both written sources and oral tradition.
In the nineteenth century, when interest in early literature
revived, the Toldi tale, like Árgirus in Vörösmarty, found an
expert adaptor János Arany, who, using Ilosvai’s Toldi
as a source, wrote his own narrative masterpiece
Toldi.

The sixteenth century, in spite of
conditions unfavourable to literature, was exceptionally rich in
works written in Hungarian: Latin was still very widely used for
non-fiction but, on account of the strong impact of the
Reformation, writers were able to address a much wider circle of
readers in their own language. Again on account of the Reformation,
literature was heavily padded with didactic material and pious
moralizing; for this reason numerous authors have been omitted from
this short survey, which is intended only to outline the salient
characteristics of the major genres. The lack of true lyric poetry
at the time is remarkable, not only because it has since become the
leading genre in Hungarian literature, but even more because the
first of the great lyric poets, Bálint Balassi, was born in this
century. He is a lone figure – we find no lyric poet of his stature
before Csokonai, at the end of the eighteenth century.










Bálint Balassi


Bálint Balassi

<
!—/teihtml-struct.xsl::writeDiv::stdheader-->

Bálint Balassi was the first poet to create
a school in his lifetime, but it was not until the end of the
nineteenth century that his entire ouvre became
generally appreciated. The reason for this was that his love-lyrics
were not published in his lifetime, nor indeed until long after his
death. For centuries his reputation rested solely on his religious
verse (istenes ének). The discovery of a manuscript
that contained his love-lyrics and its subsequent publication in
1879 changed the image of the poet. The Balássi we know today is
perhaps more like the real person who lived in the sixteenth
century than his image in nineteenth-century Hungarian literary
essays.

Baron Bálint Balassi was born on 20 October
1554 in the fortress of Zólyom, Upper Hungary, into a Protestant
aristocratic family. His home-tutor was Péter Bornemisza and at a
very early age he was sent to Nuremberg to complete his education.
He inherited from his father not only a reckless nature, but
burdensome political affairs; his father became the victim of
trumped-up charges brought against him by the Crown to dispossess
the wealthy Balassi family of its estates, and the poet had to
suffer the consequences. The story of Balassi’s adult life reads
like an adventure story. His father, János, to prove his loyalty to
the Crown, sent his son on an ill-fated military campaign against
Prince István Báthori of Transylvania. Balassi was taken prisoner,
but found a pleasant home at the court of Báthori. When the Prince
left Transylvania to become King of Poland, Balassi was in his
entourage. In Poland he enjoyed life in the sophisticated royal
court until he returned to Hungary in 1577 on family business:
meanwhile his father had died and the young Baron found himself
dispossessed of his lawful inheritance. The next years he spent
arguing, scheming, and intriguing in a resolute effort to regain
the social position to which he felt he was entitled by his noble
birth and upbringing. His plans to improve his circumstances by
marriage were doomed to failure, partly on account of his
impetuous, violent nature, partly by sheer lack of luck – with
marriage, though as a lady-killer he was irresistible. Anna,
daughter of István Losonczi, captain of Temesvár, a married woman
of exquisite charm, left a permanent mark on his poetry – she is
the heroine of the Anna Poems. His ambitions drove him
to the frontierlands*Végek: a term traditionally denoting the
defence lines of ‘Royal Hungary’ on the Turkish frontier which
consisted of fortresses (végvárak).. He served
as a lieutenant in the végvár of Eger, remembered for
its heroic defence, and he was determined to obtain the captainship
of a végvár for himself. Although he did not lack
personal courage or other military virtues, the Royal Court did not
approve the candidacy of Balassi, who was considered by his
contemporaries an enfant terrible – not without
reason; he had to leave the fortress of Eger on account of his
recklessness, and in the following years he proved himself to be a
plundering feudal Baron hated and feared by the honest, God-fearing
middle-class citizens of Upper Hungary, but adored by their
wives.

In a desperate last bid to create financial
stability for his shaky existence he decided to marry his own
cousin, Krisztina Dobó, the widowed daughter of Captain István
Dobó, hero of the successful defence of the végvár
Eger. She was young and wealthy. Balassi put an end to his
relationship with Anna Losonczi who had forgiven him his minor
amorous adventures – and with a remarkable manoeuvre that included
the successful occupation of the fortress of Sárospatak with his
own private army, he married Krisztina only to find himself
defendant in a double legal suit. He was accused of incest for
marriage with a first cousin and high treason for occupying a
fortress belonging to the Crown. The marriage was a failure on all
accounts. He fell into an entangled web of lawsuits, and in
addition his wife left him. It is characteristic of the age that he
eventually managed to clear himself more or less and was again
appointed as a lieutenant of the végvár of Érsekújvár,
meanwhile busily scheming for the hand of his former love Anna
Losonczi, a lady of by no means negligible wealth. The scheming
resulted in a new cycle of love poems (Júlia Poems)
and nothing more, so once again he decided to serve Mars instead of
Venus, and left for Poland in 1589 to take part in the impending
Turkish-Polish war. He was seemingly indestructible and survived
many military adventures. He died the death of a Christian hero –
in a large-scale military operation at the beginning of the Fifteen
Years War he was mortally wounded by a cannon-ball at the siege of
Esztergom on 19 May 1594, and died after an unsuccessful operation
on 30 May as a converted Roman Catholic, repenting his sins and
crimes.

His poetry reflects the contradictions and
extremes of his life only too well. What is surprising is that this
intriguing and tormented aristocrat found the time and inclination
to acquire a thoroughly Humanistic education, and when there arose
a need he devoted time to acquire even a legal knowledge from
Werb?czi’s Tripartitum, the handbook of Hungarian
civil law. Besides his native Hungarian and classic Latin, he spoke
seven languages including Italian, German, and Turkish. His
biography epitomizes the fate of a type among Hungarian poets: in
spite of all personal needs and feelings he ultimately placed above
everything a strong commitment to his country, the crowning
experience of which was his death at the siege of Esztergom.
According to his first, contemporary biographer Rimay, he
consciously prepared himself to be a repentant sinner ready to die
as a defender of the faith and for his country.

His first poems known to us were written
during his stay in the court of István Báthori in Transylvania
around 1575-6. This early period in his poetic activity lasted
until his marriage in 1584. We possess twenty-seven poems from this
period, witnessing the fast development of his craftsmanship which
originally included only Humanist devices of a typical ‘courting
poetry’. The main theme was the amorous yearnings of the poet,
addressed to various young ladies – the names of the beloved ones
are not infrequently known from the initial letters of the lines of
his poems (i.e. acrostics). The marked influence of Petrarch can be
observed in the early poems, but folk-poetry also had its effect on
him; we find a wide variety of themes and devices borrowed from
Hungarian, Turkish, Romanian, and South Slav folk-poetry.

The first striking feature of Balassi’s
poetry is the new use of rhymes. Poets before him and even his
contemporaries used only either suffix rhymes (ragrím)
i.e. using the same grammatical ending for both nouns and verbs, or
simply repeating the very same noun or verb, very often through the
whole four lines of the stanza, thus creating a monotonous effect.
These types of rhymes were suitable for poems which were to be
sung, as the melody greatly improved the effect. In fact, when the
songs were performed the rhymes linked certain words and phrases in
such a way that the audience would not lose the meaning of the text
on account of the singing. Balassi successfully employed pure
rhymes, sometimes with striking effect (e.g.
Cupidó-Didó-szító, or színe egy-ért
meggy-Aetna-hegy). His conscientious effort to improve the
rhyme-schemes of his poetry resulted in the invention of what we
today call the Balassi stanza, consisting of nine
lines with the following rhyme-scheme: AADBBDCCD, i.e. three
couplets interspersed with a fourth rhyme following each couplet.
Earlier he had employed internal rhymes in longer lines (consisting
of more than twelve syllables) with the rhyme falling at the end of
each unit, and it was these early experiences with internal rhyme
that led to the creation of the Balassi stanza.

Balassi’s love lyrics entered a new phase
in 1587 when he turned again to Anna Losonczi and wrote a cycle of
poems addressed to his former love: the Júlia Cycle
(1588-9). The object of the poems was to gain the hand of the
wealthy widow whom he had rejected as a lover when he had planned
his marriage to Krisztina Dobó. Balassi very probably knew
Petrarch’s Il Canzoniere, a widely-used model for
cycles of love-poetry in the Renaissance era, but the twenty-five
poems of the Júlia Cycle reveal more intense feelings
than might have been expected from a cycle of poems with a definite
aim in mind and with a borrowed model. Anna, the Júlia of the
cycle, is far away, representing only memories and desires for the
poet and thus he is able to express his feelings with an intense
personal lyricism. His sentiments are transformed into a yearning
for unattainable happiness. The best pieces of the cycle (‘To the
Cranes’, ‘Invocation to Cupid’, ‘On Meeting Júlia Thus he Greeted
her’, ‘On his Eternal and Imperishable Love’), bear the marks of
his restless life: his love and devotion for Júlia is expressed by
the imagery of the soldier and the embittered exile. He addresses
the cranes with the following words:

<
tbody>



	
I hide as an orphan





	
In foreign countries,





	
As a pilgrim who lost his way





	
I wear in my grief





	
Dark garments.





	
In my heart great pangs –





	
I have no wings like you





	
That I could fly with you





	
To the beloved one.






On another occasion he describes Júlia as
the perfect ideal, the one who is above all human faults and
represents ethereal love only:

<
tbody>



	
Júlia is my two eyes,





	
My unextinguishable fire,





	
My infinite Love.





	
Júlia is my merriment,





	
Sometimes my great sorrow,





	
My happiness and torment.





	
Júlia is my life,





	
My only soul,





	
The one who possesses me alone.






(‘Júlia my Two Eyes’)

His love for Júlia remained unfulfilled. He
went again to Poland, and the tone of his late love-lyrics changed
from Petrarchian devotion to Mannerism. In his new cycle of love
poems, addressed to the wife of Ferenc Wesselényi, he made use of
the new technique. The Coelia Poems, if contrasted
with the Júlia Poems, are the result of a transient
carnal affair and have nothing of the idealism that radiates from
the latter. Their relationship reflects an air of unreality, the
poems lack the balance of Júlia cycle, but at the same
time sensuousness lends the poems a sense of urgency not to be
found in the subdued self-torture of the Júlia Poems.
His last love poem, addressed to a certain Susanna, a girl in
Crakow who played the cittern, represents his new style at its
best.

Although Balassi wrote only a few pieces
that could be termed soldiers’ songs, his imagery frequently
reflects the circumstances of a soldier’s life. A ruby on the dress
of his love reminds him, for example, of freshly dropped
bloodstains on the ice of a frozen river, glittering in the
sunshine. He himself confesses that very often his poems were not
written at the table indoors, but in the countryside among his
comrades, during lulls in the fighting. One of his poems was
written ‘next to my good horse on the grass’, another ‘beside a
cool spring when I awoke from my sleep’. It is his account of
nature seen through the eyes of a soldier that makes his poetry
unique in Renaissance and Mannerist poetry. Nature for Balassi is
not only a liberation from the medieval
Weltanschauung, or part of the Renaissance imagery,
but a place where bloody fighting takes place, where cunning
soldiers ambush the enemy, where tired horses graze, or beautiful
peasant-girls appear barefoot out of nowhere, and which is first of
all a symbol of freedom, of the basic human instinct: the freedom
of movement, a source of ‘re-birth’ in the literal sense.

Of the few poems that are explicitly
written about the soldier’s life, ‘The Wine-Drinkers’, was composed
in 1583 when he was in the végvár of Eger. It is a
hymn to the rebirth of nature after the long winter, a praise
addressed to Whitsuntide, which awakens nature and rekindles the
bravery needed by the soldiers for their day-to-day existence. It
is a celebration of life by a soldier who, perhaps, knows the value
of life better than other mortals not living in constant peril.
Balassi’s best-known soldier’s song, ‘In Praise of Frontierlands’,
is considered by many critics his greatest single achievement. This
poem, written in 1589, using the Balassi stanza, was a
tribute to the heroic spirit of his fellow-soldiers who fought the
Turks daily on the borderlands of Christendom and Islam. Each
stanza contains a brief description of the plight of the soldiers
in realistic terms, not glossing over the hardship of their
life.

<
tbody>



	
The huge, wide fields, pleasant groves and woods





	
Are their realm if they want a stroll,





	
The ambushes by the roads, the place of hard fights





	
Are their school for training,





	
Hunger, thirst, heavy sweating,





	
And tiredness provide their entertainment.






The last stanza, however, is an outburst of
praise to the heroic resilience and moral stature of the
soldiers:

<
tbody>



	
Oh praiseworthy army





	
Of young brave soldiers of the frontiers!





	
Who have all over the wide world





	
A reputation before all,





	
As God blesses trees with an abundance of fruit





	
So He should bless you with good fortune on the fields!






God frequently comes into his poetry, and
in fact is the sole subject of about half of his whole poetic
output. It would be difficult to arrange the chronology of his
istenes poetry; Balassi wrote religious poems all the
time, not only in one particular period of his life. Balassi’s God
is a very personal deity; although the tone of his poetry reveals
certain similarities with those of the preacher-writers, Balassi
turns to God not only with the humility of a repentant sinner, but
also argues with Him, demanding His assistance or wishing Him to
take vengeance on his foes.

In one of his early istenes
poems he pleads:

<
tbody>



	
Forgive Lord the sins of my youth





	
Many disbeliefs, ugly loathsomeness,





	
Erase its hideousness, all its perfidy





	
Relieve my soul’s burden.






But after giving a catalogue of his sins,
he suddenly gives his opinion on sins, as if his salvation were
subject to his bargaining power:

<
tbody>



	
The more my sins are forgiven,





	
The more your mercy is only a gesture





	
And what could you forgive, if your flock did not sin against
you?






Too many ‘whys’ are emerging; why is it
good for God if his flock is condemned? For sinning is natural to
men and God’s mercy has meaning only if he has the chance to
practise it! No doubt, it is a theology based on ‘legal’ cunning,
but realistic again – Balassi saw it only too well – for human
nature cannot resist temptation successfully all the time.

The imagery of his istenes
poetry is very often linked to his way of seeing Nature and his
military surroundings. God is like ‘a sharp sabre’, or ‘the
swiftness of steeds’. God’s epithet is very often
kegyelmes, which means both ‘merciful’ and ‘full of
grace’. His relationship with God is everchanging: first, the
bargaining lawyer defends himself, next the prodigal son surrenders
himself unconditionally:

<
tbody>



	
Merciful God in whose hands I have laid down my life





	
Look after me, show my way for I can rely only on you.






In his last poems the idea of death enters
his mind. It is not only a Baroque preoccupation with the ars
moriendi, the wish for a ‘good death’, but rather the
sincere resolution of a lonely human being, a preparation for the
last journey. It is not that Balassi was aged or infirm – he was
around forty years old when he prepared the final lyric balance of
his life. He realized that he ‘had not made good’, that his
personal life was in a mess, and that his friends had left him;
worst of all, it is clear that the occasional love-affairs did not
radiate sufficient warmth for the aimless expatriate. ‘I have
nowhere to go, merciful Lord’ he cries out in one poem, and in
another:

<
tbody>



	
Give me tranquility, peace of soul, heavenly Lord,





	
Protect my fugitive mind and my heart from sorrow;





	
It is pierced by much pain.






His last poem is a paraphrase of Psalm 50,
from Theodore Beza’s version. Balassi’s own version, made by the
mortally wounded soldier literally on his deathbed, is an account
of his agony:

<
tbody>



	
Revive my mind by sending your joy.





	
Don’t let the marrow dry up in my bones because of my grief,





	
Don’t look at me in anger





	
But cleanse me of my sins.






His last words were, according to a
contemporary account: ‘Lord, I was your soldier, I followed your
camp.’ – fitting last words for a repentant great sinner, whose
life, even without the redeeming quality of his poetry, belongs to
literature. His self-tormenting soul has much more in common with
the heroes of Dostoevsky than with the unscrupulous
condottiere that his biography makes him out to
be.

Besides writing poetry Balassi translated,
or rather adapted, an Italian pastoral play. It is Castelletti’s
Amarilli (Szép magyar comoedia), and was
used by the poet in his attempt to win Júlia’s hand. It was
dedicated to her, and the plot, in his version, well fitted their
relationship. Only a fragment of the published version survived,
and it was in 1958 that a manuscript copy of the whole text was
discovered.

Balassi’s poetry influenced to a certain
extent all poets of the next century. Some of them, like János
Rimay (c.1570-1631), regarded themselves as disciples of Balassi.
Rimay paid homage to Balassi in a most carefully-composed
epicedium. He also decided to publish the collected
poems of his late master. We have the introduction of his projected
volume, the first critical appreciation of Balassi’s poetry. Around
1600 Rimay found his own, independent way of expression – a poetic
language rich in bizarre novelty, startling imagery and rhyme
schemes.










Chapter 4
Counter-Reformation and Baroque


By the beginning of the seventeenth century there had grown up
generations of Hungarians for whom an independent Hungarian kingdom
was only a faint memory, while the grim reality of the Turkish
occupation was a fact of life. The frontiers of ‘Royal Hungary’ and
the Principality of Transylvania changed often according to
victories and defeats on the battlefield or as a consequence of
successful or abortive political intrigues, particularly in
Transylvania. The Hungarian intelligentsia with a social
conscience, mostly the Protestant preacher-writers, had learned
their lesson – they had realized that the interests of their
country had little or no relevance to the wrestling of the two
great empires, the Austrian and the Turkish: for ‘Royal Hungary’
was a thinly-camouflaged colony of the Austrian Habsburgs, and
‘Turkish Hungary’ was at the mercy of the whims of the Ottoman
Empire. The reality of the situation was easy to comprehend, but
hard to digest.

Since political, let alone military,
measures were impossible, dissatisfaction with the existing state
of affairs could be expressed only by self-torment and pointed
questions – who was responsible for the loss of independence, for
the deplorable conditions that prevailed? The activities of the
Protestant pastors had a clearly distinguishable tendency,
manifested in their writings ever since the Reformation, to point
out a general decline of religious feeling and at the same time
indict the Catholic Church as the culprit for these conditions. The
Catholics expected the Royal Court to expel the Turks and to
improve conditions generally, the independent-minded Protestants
placed their hopes in the Principality of Transylvania.
Geographically, Eastern Hungary and Transylvania were predominantly
Protestant, with Debrecen on the Eastern Lowlands and Kolozsvár in
Transylvania as their respective intellectual centres, along with
some other seats of learning, e.g. the College of Sárospatak whose
teachers included professors of high reputation, among them the
Czech educator J. A. Comenius. The Catholics lived in Western
Hungary, including Transdanubia and the western part of the
Uplands, their intellectual centres being the Austrian capital
Vienna, Pozsony, and the University of Nagyszombat, founded in
1635.

Of the Protestant intellectuals who
admonished their countrymen, perhaps István Magyari was the most
characteristic. Educated in Wittenberg, he served as the family
priest with the Nádasdy family. One of his tracts, On the
Causes of Diverse Evils in the Countries (Sárvár, 1602)
stands out among Protestant polemic tracts. It was written in reply
to Catholic allegations claiming that the anarchy and moral
degradation of the country was the work of the Protestants. The
distinguishing features of Magyari’s tract are a lucid style and an
ability to present his arguments. He draws a convincing picture of
the ill effects of the methods employed by the Catholic Church to
regain its flock, of the presence of the plundering Habsburg army,
of the untrained officers of the Hungarian army, and so on. The
reader cannot fail to discover the influence of Erasmus in the
chapter written in praise of peace. The ideas expressed in his
tract were in many respects the antecedents of the views held by
Miklós Zrínyi, who criticized his fellow countrymen not only in his
political writings but also in his epic.

The Protestant students usually returned
from their foreign studies with a high standard of scholarship
which they used to great advantage in biblical studies and
lexicography. Albert Szenczi Molnár (1574-1634) was prominent among
them; he published a revised edition of the Bible, and new
dictionaries. He left his mark on literature, however, chiefly
through his masterly translations of the Psalms. The poetic
achievement of these translations ranks with the
istenes poetry of Balassi as the best of the age.

The Protestant students’ desire to travel
and to better themselves was responsible for the first travel-book
of literary merit written in Hungarian. Márton Szepsi Csombor was
born in 1595, and completed his higher education in Poland, after
which he embarked on a tour of Europe. He left Poland by ship,
visited Holland and England, and then crossed the English Channel
to France, returning home on foot on the eve of the Thirty Years
War. His book was published under the Latin title Europica
Varietas (Kassa, 1620). He became a schoolmaster in Kassa
and later a family tutor. He died in 1623 at the early age of
twenty-eight, a victim of one of the deadly epidemics so
characteristic of the age. He published another book and left
behind a couple of poems, but his chief work is the Europica
Varietas, a vivid account of his travels, which gives him a
secure place in Hungarian literature. He travelled on foot with few
belongings: ‘with a shirt and a Bible’. His intentions, no doubt
shared by many fellow-students on the roads of Western Europe, were
to utilize his experiences for the benefit of his impoverished
country. Some of his personal reminiscences are marked by a subdued
lyricism so far not found in Hungarian prose. His own misery during
his travels is described with a sense of humour and irony: his
character emerges from the book as a keen observer and a very human
person.

The Catholic trend was instrumental in
bringing about a new translation of the Bible. Magnificently
executed by the Jesuit György Káldi (15721634), it became ‘the
authorized version’ of the Catholic Church, and, with minor
corrections, is still in use. The outstanding figure of Baroque
literature was, however, Archbishop Péter Pázmány (1570-1637), who
was solely responsible for the success of the Counter-Reformation
and for establishing the University of Nagyszombat in 1635 which,
after its transfer to Budapest, became and still is the first and
foremost educational establishment in Hungary. A Catholic convert
and a Jesuit by training, he became Archbishop of Esztergom in
1616. As head of the Catholic Church he was one of the most
influential men in the country a defender not only of the faith and
the interests of the Church, but also of the Habsburgs in Hungary.
Nobody before him had written with such force, eloquence, and
precision; his long, elaborate Baroque sentences were constructed
with clarity and great care; he left an indelible mark on Hungarian
prose. He published numerous works, most of them polemics,
defending the Catholic Church, arguing with Protestant authors. His
works do not reveal such straightforward political commitment as do
those of his Protestant opponents. His Answer
(Nagyszombat, 1603) to Magyari’s work is a good example of his
ability to omit social and political argument and to present his
views purely on theological grounds. His most significant works in
Hungarian (he also wrote in Latin) include: Guide to Divine
Truth (Pozsony, 1613), Prayer Book (Graz,
1606), and a masterly translation of Thomas á Kempis’s
Imitation of Christ (Vienna, 1624).

With Pázmány the age of fierce polemical
literature approached its end. The Protestant preacher-writers were
no longer prominent on the literary scene owing to the success of
the Counter-Reformation. The importance of Catholic writers also
declined gradually, although scholarship, particularly history,
remained a profitable field of activity for highly-trained Jesuits
even in the eighteenth century, by which time literature had
already lost its religious character. Hungarian letters were
dominated by the upper class after the Reformation and before the
Enlightenment; the cultivation of literature needed leisure which
the lower classes could ill afford. One of the earliest of the
f?rangú (i. e. aristocratic) writers, Count Miklós
Zrínyi, stands out both as a writer and as a public figure.










Count Miklós Zrínyi


Count Miklós Zrínyi
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The wealthy Zrínyi family had lived in the
south-western part of Hungary for generations; some members of the
family considered themselves Hungarians, others retained the
original national identity of the family, which was Croatian. The
family tradition was one long, continuous struggle with the Turks,
since their estates were situated around the Frontierlands, and
were often raided by Turkish troops. One of the most prominent
members of the family was Count Miklós Zrínyi, the
great-grandfather of the poet, who resisted the invading army of
Suleiman the Magnificent in 1566 at the family fortress of
Szigetvár for more than a month. When defence became no longer
possible Zrínyi led his men in a final sortie and died a soldier’s
death. The defence of Szigetvár was one of the most heroic actions
fought during the sixteenth century, which came to symbolize
Hungarian resistance against the Turks.

It was almost three-quarters of a century
later that his namesake, the poet Miklós Zrínyi, was born at
Csáktornya in 1620. Having lost his parents at an early age he was
given a thorough Jesuit education in Austria and Italy, supervised
by his guardian Cardinal Pázmány. He came into possession of the
family estates with his brother in early 1637, and settled in
Csáktornya. It was at a time when the Hungarian frontier outposts
were weakened, many had fallen into Turkish hands, the morale of
the troops was at its lowest; they very often went unpaid, their
equipment was poor, and supplies were erratic. Vienna was not in
favour of military campaigns, the Royal Court concentrated its
power in the Thirty Years War. Zrínyi soon proved himself a worthy
descendant of his great-grandfather. Although the Austrians frowned
upon his military campaigns, he continued to raid the nearby
Turkish garrisons. It was in these years that his main political
conviction was formed – that the appropriate time had come to expel
the Turks from Hungary. The changes on the European political scene
made him believe that the might of the Ottoman Empire had weakened,
and that if proper military preparations were made the outcome of
the campaigns could not be in doubt.

As a writer, Zrínyi served the idea of
liberating Hungary all his life. His most significant literary
work, The Peril of Sziget (often called in Hungarian
Zrínyiász) reflected this conviction. It was written
in the winter of 1645-6, and was published (together with a few
miscellaneous pieces of poetry) under the title of The Syren
of the Adriatic Sea (Vienna, 1651). Composed in the manner
of the classic epic poets and their sixteenth-century successor,
Tasso, this relatively short work (6272 lines, about two-thirds the
length of the Aeneid) is written in four-line
Hungarian alexandrines. The subject is the heroic but unsuccessful
defence of Szigetvár by the author’s great-grandfather. It was an
excellent subject for an epic, for the defence of Szigetvár was
remembered as a great feat. Although the fortress fell and Zrínyi
and his soldiers died, the Turkish army suffered heavy losses and
the mighty conquering Sultan, Suleiman the Magnificent, died during
the siege. Zrínyi studied the contemporary descriptions carefully,
but above all it is his family feud with the Turks and his
extensive knowledge of and experience in military matters that
impart to the epic authentic details of description and a
convincing attitude of moral commitment to his hero and namesake,
Miklós Zrínyi.

His work is singular among epics in so far
as it is written from the point of view of the vanquished; as if an
epic on the fall of Troy were presented from the Trojan point of
view. Zrínyi’s task, to present the vanquished heroes as heroes of
epic dimensions, seemed unsurmountable. In order to reverse roles,
the victorious Turkish army had to be surpassed in moral stature by
the handful of defenders who prepare for their final sortie at the
conclusion of the epic. The problem was solved by Zrínyi’s
Christian conception – it is God who holds sway over the events.
God was benevolent to the Hungarians – He led them into their
present beautiful and rich country, but they indulged in sin, so He
decided to avenge himself; He let loose the forces of Hell, who in
the form of the Turks became the instrument of Divine punishment.
The Hungarians were to suffer under the yoke of the Turks until
they realized that they had abandoned their God and that they
should repent their sins. By this device Zrínyi achieved for the
reader an external point of view of the epic, as when
the camera recording a battle at close quarters shifts to a long
shot, putting both parties in perspective; at the same time he
employed the most popular contemporary argument adduced by the
Protestant preacher-writers for the explanation of the moral,
material, and military degradation of the country.

Based on the above premises, the simple
plot unfolds in fifteen cantos. Having created the framework for
the epic in describing God’s intention with the Hungarians (a
reference in Canto I indicates that God intended to punish the
Hungarians for ‘three or four generations’ – i.e. the term of His
punishment was just about to end at the time Zrínyi wrote The
Peril of Sziget), Zrínyi presents the opponents, his
ancestor Zrínyi and Suleiman, together with their armies. The
Sultan is clever and brave but also an unmerciful tyrant, while
Zrínyi is patriotic and religious, hence his moral strength. In his
accounts of various skirmishes and military raids the poet achieves
a balance between the small Hungarian army and the enormous Turkish
forces, a balance which is essential to the structure of the epic
and which could not be maintained in full-scale battles. A council
of war in the Turkish camp (Canto VIII) serves to depict their war
aims, which are not much more than the seeking of personal glory.
In contrast Zrínyi has a moral purpose: he and his heroes are
fighting for Christendom. The battle-scenes lead to the final
siege, when supernatural powers assist the Turkish army (Canto
XIV-XV). The victory for the Turks is counterbalanced by the very
last scene; the fallen heroes are taken to heaven by angels.

Besides the main story, the epic is given
variety by a number of episodes. In the Turkish camp a youth is
singing about Fortune (Canto III), reflecting Zrínyi’s
preoccupation with fate; there is a love-story skilfully interwoven
into the main plot (Deliman the Tartar’s love for Cumilla the
Sultan’s daughter, Canto XII). Zrínyi also stresses that the heroes
of Sziget can expect assistance from no one: his two messengers
(Juranics and Radivoj) who were to have taken word about the
hopeless situation to the King, are captured (Canto IX), and so are
Zrínyi’s carrier-pigeons (Canto XII), the last desperate attempt to
obtain help. The young poet’s concept is echoed in his later
political tracts – the Hungarians must rely on their own resources
in fighting their adversaries.

The epic was written in the
Göcsej*A
small district in SW. Transdanubia. dialect, employing a
certain number of Croatian, Turkish, and Latin words. (Zrínyi was
bilingual and, in addition to Hungarian and Croat, he knew Turkish,
Italian, and Latin.) Because of his indiscriminate use of foreign
words and seemingly careless metres, the work was much criticized.
Scholars pointed out that in about one-fifth of the lines the
caesura is not correctly halving the lines, as later poets argued
it should, but makes 7/5 and 5/7 lines. If Zrínyi’s alexandrines
are compared to the smooth and polished versification of his
contemporaries (e.g. Gyöngyösi), it becomes clear that the perfect
caesuras produce a monotonous effect, which shows how right Zrínyi
had been to relieve his epic with a variety of caesuras. Many
scholars consider Zrínyi’s lines to be a Hungarian variation of the
alexandrine, whose exact rules are still debated.

The structure of the epic stresses that it
is a portrayal of the clash of two different worlds, Muslim and
Christian. The figures are well delineated; in spite of their epic
dimensions they are still human beings. Repetitions are carefully
avoided – death occurs very frequently, but Zrínyi never describes
it twice in the same way: all death scenes have their
individuality. Because of his first-hand knowledge of the
Frontierlands Zrínyi is able to draw minutely realistic battle
scenes, and represents the Turkish heroes as real
people, at a time when Turks were often depicted in contemporary
European literature as soap-opera figures, including Tasso’s
Turks.

The message of the epic was clear. The
death of the heroes of Szigetvár was accepted by the Almighty as a
sacrifice for the salvation of their country, and consequently the
Hungarians’ term of punishment expired – the country was no longer
in disgrace – so it was time to liberate her from the Turkish yoke.
The timely message was lost however, as Zrínyi’s epic was not known
and appreciated by contemporaries to the extent that it could
exercise any influence. It was rediscovered and republished at the
end of the eighteenth century, when growing national consciousness
resulted in a universal search for relics of the nation’s past, and
The Peril of Sziget has been considered ever since a
national classic.

After the publication of The Peril of
Sziget Zrínyi no longer wrote poetry. He devoted all his
energy and literary activity to what he considered his main task:
the fight for the liberation of his country. At about the same time
as he completed his epic, he was made a general. He realized that
the time had come for a decisive onslaught on the Turkish army,
whose grip on the country had slackened. Zrínyi knew that to unite
forces for the expulsion of the Turks before the termination of the
Thirty Years War was not a practical proposition, and in any case
the Hungarian army needed a thorough reform.

To gain experience Zrínyi carried out
well-planned local raids and studied the best contemporary military
theories. Influenced by Machiavelli, he embarked on the writing of
a series of military essays. His Short Treatise on Camp
Organization was not devoted entirely to the technique of
warfare and administrative reform – he echoed convictions he had
put forward in his epic: the paramount importance of unflagging
loyalty as a unifying bond between troops and leader, and of
personal courage on the part of the leaders. The Gallant
General, written in 1650-3, contained his further
observations on military science, in the form of short essays and
aphorisms, which were a popular form of discourse in the
seventeenth century. While Zrínyi revealed his expertise in
military science, he also created a work of literary merit. He
justly claimed that he had ‘taken pains to write in good
Hungarian’, for The Gallant General displayed his
mastery of prose. Notwithstanding his great respect for military
studies, he refuted the infallibility of theory as the exclusive
source of success with his notion that in addition to all the
skills and material resources the general still needed support by
Fortune who was an instrument of God’s will. In fact, this
preoccupation with Fate became his motto: Sors bona nihil
aliud*Good fortune, nothing else (i.e. is needed).

His political ideas were put forward in the
Reflections on the Life of King Matthias, in which he
advocated a strong, centralized, national monarchy. For the purpose
of illustration the resolute Matthias, the powerful Renaissance
king, was the natural choice. Zrínyi’s analysis of Matthias’s
policy revealed the importance he attached to Matthias’s campaigns
against the Austrian Emperor. He believed that the gulf between
Hungarian and Austrian interests was difficult to bridge; in his
own day he attributed the gulf mainly to scheming counsellors. His
own life illustrates that his belief was not unfounded. Although he
had already been appointed Bán*Bán: introduced by the Avars in the early
Middle Ages, the Báns were the governors of military
districts (bánáts) in S. Hungary. In Zrínyi’s time and
later the title, primarily, referred to the governors of Croatia
and Slavonia. of Croatia by 1647, he was unable to persuade
Vienna to embark on a general campaign against the Turks; in fact,
he was hindered even in his own efforts. Vienna’s interest seemed
to be in the outcome of the Thirty Years War, while the mared
interest of Hungary was the expulsion of the Turks.

Zrínyi’s wish for a potential ruler of
Matthias’s stature remained unfulfilled: he had hoped that Prince
György Rákóczi of Transylvania would be able to bring about at
least a partial fulfilment of his designs. His plans, however, came
to nothing, and Zrínyi, embittered by this failure and by family
tragedies, wrote his highly emotional Remedy against Turkish
Opium (1660-1). It was a desperate outcry at a time when
Prince Rákóczi’s inept policies resulted in the ruin of several
important Transylvanian strongholds, and a devastation of
Transylvania by the Turks.

Fortune seemed to desert the gallant
general, and the political situation in Hungary also deteriorated.
Frustrated in his own campaigns, Zrínyi made a bitter stocktaking
in the Remedy. His painful analysis left him no
alternative; Hungary had no potential allies. The powerful kingdoms
of Europe had other interests than the liberation of Hungary. He
could suggest only one remedy; the nation must rely on its own
resources and once more become unified to get rid of Turkish rule.
In spite of the emotional charge of the Remedy, it is
a masterpiece of construction, each section following logically
from the previous one. The urgency of his plea, his irresistible
rhetoric, lends the essay a dignified power rarely met in political
literature. There can be little doubt that the Remedy
represents the peak of Zrínyi’s achievement as a prose-writer.

Yet his last years were spent in untiring
negotiations with Vienna to bring about the much-desired Turkish
campaign. It hardly met with success – Zrínyi himself, as far as
his private resources permitted, waged several campaigns against
the Turks, the most successful of these military expeditions being
the capture of the Eszék bridge on the Drava in the winter of
1663-4. He died in an accident on 18 November 1664, killed by a
wild boar when hunting. It is characteristic of the times and the
strained relations between the Hungarians and Vienna that
contemporary gossip made Zrínyi out to be a victim of a Viennese
plot. A war of liberation did start however, almost twenty years
after his death: Buda was recaptured in 1686 by the Duke of
Lorraine, and by the end of the century the weakened Turkish forces
were expelled from most of the Hungarian territories.

The death of Zrínyi was mourned all over
Europe: poetry was published in his honour, and Italian, French,
and English biographies were written about him. Contemporary public
opinion abroad knew little about his achievements as a writer – he
was known and celebrated as a successful general, defending
Christendom against the Ottoman Empire.

His ideas were not forgotten by his
countrymen. His essays circulated in manuscript and were known and
utilized by Ferenc Rákóczi and his followers at the beginning of
the next century.

The poet who enjoyed an undisputed
popularity with contemporary Hungarian readers up to the eighteenth
century was István Gyöngyösi. Although his family belonged to the
lesser nobility with no pretensions to aristocracy, he is
nevertheless associated with the f?rangú poets. Born
in 1629 and educated in the College of Sárospatak, where he
acquired a thorough knowledge of the Greek and Latin classics, he
served as a lawyer with various aristocratic families. From
political considerations he became a Catholic, although his family
background was entirely Protestant. His whole career was
characterized by political opportunism; he loyally served whoever
was in power in the part of Hungary where he lived. By the time of
his death in 1704 he was in possession of large estates, and with a
poetic fame unparalleled in Hungary.

Gyöngyösi’s first longer poem, entitled
The Venus of Murány United to Mars, appeared in the
year of Zrínyi’s death, in 1664. The plot of the poem, based on a
true historical episode, concerns the romantic marriage of the
Palatine, Ferenc Wesselényi, and the Countess Mária Széchy.
Wesselényi is besieging the fortress of Murány whose Captain is
Countess Maria Széchy of the National Party. The General of the
Imperial Army and the legendary beauty are each captivated by the
other’s fame and gallantry and they fall in love. By virtue of the
treachery of the Countess the Imperialists gain the stronghold,
while the General obtains the hand of the ravishing beauty. The
poem appears to be an epic, having all the necessary allusions to
classical mythology, as the title already reveals. Events are
influenced by the gods of Olympus, but the subject is unheroic and
of ephemeral interest; classical technique is introduced only to
elevate it. Nevertheless Gyöngyösi’s success with his readers was
not entirely due to his allusions to the classics, although they
contributed to his popularity to a great extent, since the
Hungarian nobility had a classical education and they were pleased
by Gyöngyösi’s efforts to involve the Roman gods in the
contemporary affairs of Hungary. The chief attraction of The
Venus of Murány lay in the fact that Gyöngyösi wrote in
polished, pleasing, impeccable verse. He served contemporary taste
with his florid descriptions, wealth of detail, and minute
elaboration. His language is full of poetic invention, marred only
by his tendency to overdraw his figures and, in general, to
overstate in description. His readiness to exaggerate was derived
from his poetic conception, or rather from the contemporary view
that poetry was purely a technique, that effect, and hence success,
was achieved by the poet’s craftsmanship, and that poetic
craftsmanship could be successfully mastered by studying the
classic poets, since poetry is merely imitation.

His other long narrative poems can also be
characterized by the above description. The subject-matter is
usually a ‘true story’, as in the case of The Phoenix that
Sprang to New Life from his Ashes, or the Memory of János
Kemény (1693). This is about a historical incident – János
Kemény, a Transylvanian magnate, is assisting Charles X, King of
Sweden, in his struggle against Poland, but is eventually captured
by the Tartars, the allies of Poland. The first part of the poem
tells about the sufferings of the hero; the second part narrates
how he has returned to Transylvania, where he has become Prince,
and how he has married his love Anna Lónyay. The subject gave
Gyöngyösi ample opportunity to describe the longing of the
separated lovers, and to employ his superior technique in the
unexpected turns of the plot, and in pure rhymes.

Clearly, historical events are only a
pretext for Gyöngyösi, who can hardly be accused of being a
committed writer in any sense. In The Deceitful Cupid
(1695), another of his narrative poems of lasting success,
Gyöngyösi is using a different pretext ‘to protect the innocent
from the dangers of love’. His deterrent examples include the
descriptions of the victims of sinful love, usually cases of
adultery, but, as often happens in Baroque literature, the
moralizing tendency is lost in the erotic details. The
Deceitful Cupid was published posthumously, and
eighteenth-century readers enjoyed it in many editions.

Religious ecstasy also formed part of
Gyöngyösi’s poetic world. His Rosary (1690) is a
meditation on the life of Jesus Christ, or rather ‘an explanation’
of the ‘secrets’ of the rosary. Gyöngyösi’s brilliance glitters in
the various moods of the narrative poem; he is equally at home
describing the torments of Christ in vivid detail, or in simply
showing a fervent devotion, devoid of any pretence.

Gyöngyösi wrote for pleasure. He served no
causes; even when he had touched on subjects with a potential case
for commitment, the underlying motive had always been
entertainment, and this feature made him unique in Hungarian
literature. The other poets of the f?rangú trend
lacked Gyöngyösi’s technical virtuosity or the profundity of
Zrínyi’s ideas. There were many who chose themes with great
potential, and it was either their inability to grasp the concept,
or their indifferent creative talent, that prevented them from
writing something more than mediocre verse.

True Baroque literature was produced only
in ‘Royal Hungary’ – literature in Transylvania developed on
different lines. While in ‘Royal Hungary’ the Counter-Reformation
successfully regained the lost flock of the Catholic Church, in
Transylvania Puritanism took root. The emergence of Puritanism was
largely due to Transylvanian connections with the original home of
the movement, England and the Low Countries. Beneficial though it
might have been to the intellectual development of Transylvania,
Puritanism frowned upon belles-lettres, and
particularly on the ornate, Baroque type of poetry. This may
account for the apparent neglect of poetry in Transylvania. It is
prose, particularly non-fiction and memoirs, that is the dominant
literary form in the second half of the seventeenth and in the
eighteenth centuries.

The Puritans were responsible for the
educational reform of various schools and colleges, including the
College of Sárospatak. It was their leader, János Tolnai Dali, who
invited the renowned educationalist Comenius to the College. The
leading figure of the movement was János Apáczai Csere (1625-59), a
disciple of Descartes, who compiled the first Hungarian
Encyclopaedia (Utrecht, 1653). Csere made conscientious
efforts to create a Hungarian terminology of scientific terms. As a
professor first in the College of Gyulafehérvár, and then in
Kolozsvár, he advocated Cartesian educational principles.

The power of Puritanism seemed to be spent
by the 1660s, but it was still the Protestant intellectuals who
dominated the literary scene. Ferenc Pápai Páriz (1649-1716), for
example, published in several fields: as a physician he was
responsible for the first medical books in Hungarian; he earned
posterity’s gratitude, however, by his lexicographical works. His
Latin dictionaries were still in use in the early nineteenth
century, important educational tools in a country where scholarly
investigations and scientific treatises were presented in
Latin.

One of the most colourful personalities of
the age was Miklós Tótfalusi Kis (1650-1702). He was already thirty
when he visited the Low Countries to study typography. Having been
an apprentice of Blaeu in Amsterdam, he soon proved himself to be
an able type designer: the modernized version of his types is still
in use.*Often incorrectly called the ‘Janson
type’. He also designed and cut typefaces for the first book
printed in Georgian, a language using non-Latin script. Having
returned to Transylvania in 1689, he had many plans, and set up his
own well-equipped press in Kolozsvár. His publishing policies
included the standardization of Hungarian spelling and the increase
of book-production at a lower price. His aims were only partially
achieved; both the turbulent times and the lack of goodwill from
the Church authorities contributed to his failure.

By the time of his death he was completely
disappointed, and as a final gesture he put all his bitterness into
writing: An Apology of Himself, of his Life, and of his
Strange Activities (Kolozsvár, 1698). The book is a mixture
of personal reminiscences, refutations of allegations made by his
enemies, and a survey of the intellectual life of Transylvania. The
unifying features in his book are his passionate exposition and
relentless criticism, and the highly emotional tone. To add insult
to injury the authorities successfully forced him to withdraw his
‘wicked views’, and this humiliation ultimately caused his
death.










Chapter 5
Living in a ‘Fool’s Paradise’


IT was on 2 September 1686 that the soldiers of Prince Charles,
Duke of Lorraine, hoisted the Austrian Imperial flag with the
double eagle on the fortress of Buda. The campaign, which started
after a Turkish attempt to occupy Vienna in 1683, was a truly
international affair. Many European nations sent troops to the
siege of the Hungarian capital; several English and Scottish
officers were among them. The great triumph was reported to the
Christian world by eyewitness accounts in French, English, Italian,
German, and even in Spanish and Portuguese.

In Hungary a new era dawned – by the end of
the century almost the entire territory of Hungary had been
liberated. Peace was ratified with the Sublime Porte at Karlowitz
in 1699. The balance sheet of about one hundred and fifty years of
Turkish rule in Hungary drawn up by later historians makes sorry
reading. The population of the country, which had numbered about
five million inhabitants in the late fifteenth century (roughly the
amount of contemporary England’s population), had been drastically
reduced. Estimates of the remaining population vary between two and
four million. The heavy losses in human life were not exclusively
incurred by casualities or random massacres by both the Turks and
the Austrian mercenary troops in the long warfare; people were
systematically rounded up and carried off to distant markets in
Asia Minor to be sold as slaves, and young boys were kidnapped to
be trained as janissaries of the Turkish army to fight on several
borders of the vast Turkish Empire.*It
was not long after World War II that a tribe called al-Magheri was
discovered on the banks of the Nile; to the surprise of scholars
they turned out to be the descendants of the Hungarian
janissaries.

Hungarians soon found out the whole truth
about their liberators; Austrian rule in the country proved to be
only somewhat less brutal and oppressive that the Turkish yoke. The
country became a sort of colony in the growing Austrian Empire,
regarded as an inexhaustible source of natural wealth and cheap
agricultural goods. Austrian rule was guided by economic
considerations; and it showed its nature most clearly by its prices
policy in the eighteenth century. Prices of agricultural products
and raw materials were kept artificially low, while manufactured
goods were imported into the country at exorbitant prices.
‘Luxuries’ were available only to a handful of aristocrats. Private
enterprise in native hands was almost non-existent, and so no
significant middle class emerged in Hungarian society, which had
been stagnant ever since medieval times.

Immigration into the depopulated country
was successfully encouraged by the authorities, to compensate for
the losses in manpower. The policy of inviting foreign, mainly
German-speaking, settlers was not aimed against the Hungarians as
‘an evil plot’ but was a rational administrative measure to provide
cheap farm produce by utilizing the country’s unquestionable
agricultural potential. The principality of Transylvania was ruled
separately, and Southern Hungary was organized into a ‘military
frontier’ (határ?rvidék), providing a buffer against
the Turkish Empire, which now was restricted to the Balkans.

The Hungarians did not easily yield to the
new rule. Already in the seventeenth century there were
conspiracies and popular revolts aimed at home rule and at
improving social conditions. These movements culminated in a war of
independence (1703-11) led by Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II. When
Rákóczi and his followers went into exile after the surrender of
the kuruc army, Hungary offered no more resistance,
and caused little trouble to the Habsburg Emperors until the
country was once more stirred by new ideas, this time those of the
Enlightenment at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.

The period from the failure of the war of
independence (1711) to the first signs of a national revival (1772)
has been traditionally labelled ‘the Age of Dormant National
Spirit’, as if the energies of the nation had been spent. This was
a Romantic concept born in an over-imaginative age. However,
various later schools of literary history have also vehemently
criticized the eighteenth century for its alleged lack of national
values. Marxist scholars have based their criticism on the direct
connection between history and literature: when political activity
is stagnant, literature is bound to be at a low ebb also. Yet this
was the age in which the way was paved for the sudden outburst of
energies, in all walks of life, that characterized the early
nineteenth-century Age of Reform in Hungary.

Backward and underdeveloped though Hungary
might have been in the eighteenth century, the peaceful
three-quarters of that century provided what the country needed
most for a fresh start from the wasteland of historical upheavals.
Peace, in the parochial days preceding the rise of modern
nationalism in Eastern Europe, provided a quality of life in rural
Hungary which was far from being unpleasant. Rural society needed
very little for its well-being. The nobility had a narrow view of
the world; they were content with the products of their own estates
provided by their own serfs. What happened beyond the horizon of
their manor-houses was of little or no interest to them;
consequently very few of them cared about such outlandish ideas as
providing and maintaining roads, sanitary equipment, or medical
facilities. They led a pleasant life, eating well and with gusto;
they had plenty of leisure time for dipping into their favourite
Latin poets or for reading occasional verses by the local pastor
while smoking home-grown tobacco in their pipes. Their contentment
was epitomized by the contemporary Latin saying ‘Extra Hungariam
non est vita, si est vita, non est ita’.*There is no life outside of Hungary, if there is, it is
unlike it.

Yet this seemingly indolent way of life
accounts for a general consolidation and standardization of certain
national, social, and moral values. Society had ceased to be torn
apart by the political, religious, and social issues of the
previous centuries which began with the collapse of the independent
Hungarian kingdom, the ideological movement of the Reformation, and
the social inequalities codified by Werb?czi after the peasant
revolt in 1514. Tranquillity, tolerance, and a benevolent
patriarchal attitude towards the serfs, together with a general
political passivity, characterized the Hungarian nobility, and in
feudal Hungary nobility was the nation, for serfs the misera
plebs contribuens*‘The wretched tax-paying people’: a contemporary
reference to the serfs, usually attributed to Werb?czi.,
irrespective of their nationality or creed, were excluded from the
nation.

The intellectuals of the age were
introspective; they turned to the past, perhaps unconsciously, but
in any case avoiding the issues of the present. The consequence of
this was a general upsurge in historical scholarship and related
subjects. The school system and the standard of general education
improved radically; furthermore, in the newly-established colleges
and gimnáziums much of the instruction was in
Hungarian, a fact often overlooked by critics of the apparent lack
of ‘the national spirit’.

Book-publishing flourished, for a
sufficiently large reading public not only maintained the printing
industry, but was responsible for certain books becoming
‘best-sellers’. The re-established University Press in Buda became
a centre for publication not only in Hungarian, Latin, and German,
but also in the Slavonic languages and Romanian. Censorship
practised by both the State and the Church was strict but erratic,
so books on proscribed subjects did get published by several firms.
True, no major original talent appeared on the literary scene;
public taste demanded light reading with little or no social or
political message. Higher education and scholarship were almost
monopolized by the Church; particularly the Jesuits and, to a
lesser extent, the Piarists were the educators of youth. While the
Jesuits restricted the free flow of ideas in the country, they were
also responsible for laying the foundation of modern historical
scholarship based on publication and criticism of primary sources.
György Pray (1723-1801) and István Katona (1732-1811) published
monumental works on Hungarian history, for example. Hungarian
Jesuits, however, were active all over the world, particularly in
Latin America, primarily as missionaries, but also collecting and
publishing a mass of ethnographical and geographical information on
the American Indians and producing early maps of Mexico and
California.

It was the Hungarian aristocracy which was
losing its national identity. The new type of aristocrat was a far
cry from the type represented by the Zrínyis or the Transylvanian
Counts – it would have been very difficult to find zealous
individuals among them who were committed to the national cause.
They despised their own language, which they hardly knew, but were
conversant in four or five other European tongues, kept their
residences in the imperial capital Vienna, and travelled widely. On
the other hand we find that they were sophisticated connoisseurs of
the arts; some of them amassed vast fortunes in paintings,
sculpture, rare books, coins, and medals. There is no modern
Hungarian collection which does not owe some of its most treasured
items to the efforts of eighteenth-century aristocrats. The richest
of them, the Esterházys, who became princes of the Holy Roman
Empire, were able to maintain magnificent country palaces that were
compared to Versailles by contemporary observers, and in one of
them the musical director was the celebrated composer Joseph
Haydn.

During the reign of the Empress Maria
Theresa (1740-80) (known in contemporary English political
literature as the ‘Queen of Hungary’) various social reforms were
carried out and conditions slowly improved. The truce between ruler
and ruled became a peace sanctified by the often quoted scene in
the Hungarian Diet: when the young and beautiful Queen appeared
before the Hungarian estates with her young child in her arms
asking the support of the ‘chivalrous’ nobles for her foreign
policy, they voted by acclamation ‘Vitam et sanguinem pro rege
nostro’.*‘Our life and blood for our Queen!’
(Note. The official title of Maria Theresa was
Rex and not Regina according to the
peculiarities of the Hungarian Constitution).

The literature of the age is marked by two
distinct features. In prose the dominant genre was the memoirs of a
succession of statesmen and members of the upper class in
Transylvania. The magnates of Transylvania had much cause for
reflection, as the fortunes of the principality had changed often
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, from the powerful
principality of Gábor Bethlen (1613-29) which was a factor in
European politics to a country ravaged by Turkish, Tartar, and
Austrian troops, then becoming a vassal of the Sultan, and
eventually ending up as a province of the Austrian Empire.

In Royal Hungary, which now included
practically the whole territory of the former Hungarian Kingdom, it
was mainly poetry that was cultivated. There were hardly any
significant poets, the main feature of the original poetry being
the perfection of form and construction in the late Baroque
tradition following in the footsteps of Gyöngyösi. It is in the
poetry of Faludi that innovation can be discerned. Faludi very
probably unconsciously transplanted népies elements
into his gallant verse. It is significant, because the
népies trend became predominant in the next century
and has been ever since an important factor in Hungarian
literature.

The first significant figure in a
succession of great Transylvanian writers of memoirs was János
Kemény (1607-62), himself Prince of Transylvania. He wrote his
Autobiography in 1657-8, while in Tartar captivity.
Educated in the Court of Gábor Bethlen, he saw the decline of
Transylvania in the second half of the seventeenth century, a
decline which became irreversible after the death of Prince György
Rákóczi II in 1660. The Autobiography relates both his
private and public life; his memory reaches back to the beginning
of the century. Kemény is completely disillusioned, hence the
ironic humour of his style. He employs both long descriptive
sentences and scenes with vivid dialogues, which enliven his
prose.

Of the önéletíráses in
Transylvania, Count Miklós Bethlen wrote the outstanding example.
Born in 1642 in a small Transylvanian village, Bethlen had an
excellent education. In Kolozsvár he was influenced by Csere, who
introduced contemporary science and the philosophy of Descartes to
him. He spent three years abroad studying in Vienna and Heidelberg,
in Utrecht where he studied physics under Regius, and in Leyden
studying theology under Cocceius. He also spent some time in
Oxford; King Charles II received him in London. In Paris he visited
Colbert, the founder of mercantile economic policy. Having returned
home, he decided to study military science, both theoretical and
practical, in Zrínyi’s court. He was able to witness only the
hunting accident in which Zrínyi lost his life. In Transylvania
Bethlen was a devoted representative of French culture and way of
life. His public life was eventful. His political concept,
Transylvanism, was modelled on Zrínyi’s idea. Instead
of a national kingdom, however, Bethlen advocated only a separate
Transylvanian state – even this proved to be wishful thinking. As a
result of his political ambitions he was imprisoned by the Austrian
authorities in 1704. After four years in prison he was transferred
to Vienna, where he wrote his Memoirs (1708-10). He
never saw his family and Transylvania again, and died in Vienna in
1716, shortly after his release.

His Memoirs are divided into
two parts: the first part narrates his life up to 1666; the second
carries the story up to 1710. The first striking feature of his
Memoirs is his complete frankness. No incident was too
sensitive for him if it served for his own characterization. This
first part of the Memoirs is of the confession type
very popular with writers of relentless self-analysis from St.
Augustine to Saint-Simon and Rousseau. In the second part, his
private life is suppressed, his compassion is reserved for minor
human tragedies which he observed and for the general description
of decay in Transylvania. Yet it is not an apology for his own
activity; Bethlen made a strenuous effort to present the facts in
an unbiased way, but made no attempt to write a history of
Transylvania: ‘If I were a historian I could write quite a lot
about events, but it is not my business’, he often remarked. The
reader is able to witness the intellectual discipline by which he
subordinated the free flow of his memories to his aim; only those
episodes are discussed in detail which he considered to be of
relevance. To avoid descriptions of scenery and of pleasing sights
at all costs, for example when he wrote about his foreign travels,
was one of his intentions, yet his pen slipped and he elaborated on
these ‘unimportant topics’. He often remarked penitently: ‘My pen
was carried away by my mind.’

On the other hand, retailing impressions
and characterization of people was considered essential; the most
colourful incidents he describes are those in which he relates how
he asked for the hand of his first wife, recalls the circumstances
of Zrínyi’s death, and his reception by Colbert in the court of the
Roi Soleil, or gives dramatic descriptions of the
savage cruelty committed by Austrian troops in Transylvania.

Bethlen wrote in colloquial Hungarian as
used in Transylvania; he employed colourful metaphors and
adjectives. Every now and then, Latin phrases were inserted into
his Hungarian sentences, in accordance with contemporary practice.
He frequently referred to the Bible, finding there the explanation
of, or at least parables for, many of the events he described. The
reader discovers anew in every paragraph that the author was a
deeply religious person, a sensitive chronicler of the human
condition.

In the rich variety of memoirs in the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries there are at least two
further examples which add extra detail to what has already been
said about this literary form. The first entitled
Metamorphosis Transylvaniae, was written by Baron
Péter Apor (1676-1752) in 1736. Apor, educated by Jesuits, came (as
did Bethlen and other memoirists), from an ancient aristocratic
family. He also wrote other prose works, and cultivated poetry as
well. These works were, however, inferior to the memoirs of the
learned Baron. What distinguishes the Metamorphosis
from the other memoirs is its nostalgic tone. Apor does not want to
tell of his personal life; he wishes to record a way of life, ‘the
good old days’ of Transylvania, when bread tasted better, women
wore simple dresses, people were kind to one another and respected
‘true’ values. Apor had little interest in politics; his political
comment was restricted to giving a reason why the old values had
vanished: he claimed that it was due to the first appearance of
Austrian troops in Transylvania in 1687. ‘It was their evil
influence’, he moralizes, ‘that corrupted people. Look at the
Transylvanian’ he cries out, ‘it is indeed not the taxes of the
Emperor which limit his means, but the vainglorious, fanciful
fashion of his wives and daughters.’ He is equally upset about the
greed of his own days: ‘Transylvania used to be a very humane
country; it was possible to journey across the entire land without
a single penny, and both you and your horse had enough to eat.’
Apor wrote in colloquial Hungarian like Bethlen, his style
abounding in obsolete words evoking an atmosphere of bygone days.
The wealth of detail, his minute descriptions, makes
Metamorphosis Transylvaniae nostalgic reading.

The other memoirs are those of Countess
Kata Bethlen (1700-59), a niece of Chancellor Miklós Bethlen.
Composed in the early 1740s and published posthumously in 1762,
A Short Description of the Life of Countess Kata Bethlen
Written by Herself was the result of remorse
over a futile life. Her tragedy originated from her marriage to a
Roman Catholic Count, her own half-brother, at the age of
seventeen. The family of her husband pressed the young wife
unreservedly to convert to Catholicism, and when she divorced her
husband their children were separated from her, lest she should
bring them up as Protestants. The bigotry of her in-laws and the
tragedy of her second marriage (her children and her husband died
early) made Kata Bethlen’s life miserable. She regarded her own
life finished at the age of thirty-two, and channelled her
frustration into different practical activities: managing her own
estates, all kinds of charity work, supporting Protestant schools,
collecting old books and manuscripts, and creating around herself a
small court of intellectuals. Yet she still felt that her life was
ill-spent; this profound experience impelled her to write her
memoirs. The message of the memoirs provides a cautionary tale for
others.

The Short Description is
divided into 218 very brief chapters. The most striking feature of
her writing is the immediacy of her suffering and her self-torture
over a tragic life. Memories flooded her mind, things occurred to
her ‘as if taking place on the very same day’ when she wrote them
down. Her sufferings were sublimated into an overwhelmingly
religious feeling, her devout Protestantism revolted repeatedly
against ‘the foreign religion’. She never lapses into
generalization, but stays on the firm ground of her own
experiences; this is the story of her inner self and her immediate
surroundings. There are, however, excellent descriptions of
incidents which may seem unimportant but are terrifying to simple
people who believe in omens: a flood, a hailstorm, outbreaks of
fire, or a migration of locusts. The Short Description
is written in a lyrical style; its composition is very often broken
up by short prayer-like interjections at the conclusion of each
little chapter – sometimes these exclamations lend her prose a
mystic quality, completely alien to the rationality of her own
religion. She was an instinctive writer, metaphors occurred to her
naturally, and in excessive quantity: ‘Oh Lord, would you attack a
quivering reed, would you crumble a dried leaf, or if you were an
ever-consuming fire, would you go against a scutch? Because I am
all these in your presence.’ Yet when she is talking about her
suffering she is often short of words: ‘If every tiny bit of myself
were to become a tongue, I still could not tell it all.’

The memoirs as a leading literary form
began to decline in the second half of the eighteenth century as
Transylvania lost her identity in the Habsburg Empire. The
Transylvanian writers, however, have ever since added a distinct
flavour to Hungarian literature; perhaps it was less perceptible in
the nineteenth century, when demand for the unification of the
két haza*i.
e. ‘two homelands’. Hungarians used to refer to Hungary and
Transylvania thus. was successfully met. In modern times,
particularly after World War I when Transylvania and parts of
Hungary were incorporated into Romania, Transylvanian Hungarian
writing revealed once again its distinctive features, adding to the
variety of Hungarian literature.
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The most significant literary work of the
century, however, though also by a Transylvanian, was written in a
different literary genre: in letters. The art of letter-writing has
been a favourite form of self-expression since Roman times; the
letters of Pliny and Cicero were addressed not only to a particular
person but also to posterity. The epistolary art has flourished
since the seventeenth century: it is enough to refer to Mme de
Sévigné, Voltaire, or Horace Walpole.

Mikes’s letters came to be written in
rather curious circumstances: he spent most of his adult life as an
exile in Tekirdag, Turkey, and the letters were addressed to a
fictitious aunt, a certain Countess P. They were discovered only
many years after his death and published in 1794.

The reason for Mikes’s exile was his
involvement in the War of Independence (1703-11) led by Prince
Ferenc Rákóczi II (1676-1735). Rákóczi, the best-known member of
the family both in Hungary and abroad, was educated by Jesuits who
wished to suppress ‘the spirit of rebellion’ in the scion of a
notoriously rebellious family. He did not even know the language of
his forefathers, yet he gradually became involved in the movement
of kuruc popular resistance against Austrian rule. He
was imprisoned for seeking foreign aid and when he escaped he
became the natural rallying-point for the sporadic and disorganized
resistance. His pity for the sufferings of his people made him
formally raise the banner of the insurrection. The successful
military campaign of the kuruc malcontents led by him
resulted in the dethronement of the House of Habsburgs by the
Hungarian Diet in 1707, and, at the same time, he was elected
Prince (fejedelem) of Hungary. Rákóczi’s war was
supported by Louis XIV, but when he withdrew his assistance even
the unprecedented national unity generated by the magnetic
personality of Prince Rákóczi was not enough to save the cause of
independent Hungary; he and a handful of his faithful followers
left the country for ever in February 1711, not long before the
final act, the Treaty of Szatmár, terminated the rebellion. The
exiles went first to Poland and then to France to their former
ally, but since Rákóczi realized that no political or military
support could be obtained to start a new war against the Habsburgs,
he accepted the invitation of the Sultan of Turkey, and in October
1717 the Hungarians arrived in the Port of Gallipoli, where Rákóczi
was received in a manner befitting a prince. There was a young man
of twenty-seven in his entourage who wrote the following letter on
the day of their arrival:

Gallipoli, 10 October 1717.

My dear Aunt,

Thanks be to God, we arrived here safely today, having set out from
France on 15 September. Our Prince, thank God, would be in good
health, if only the gout were willing to take its leave of him; but
let us hope that the Turkish air here will drive it away.

My dear Aunt, how good it is to walk on the
earth. You see, even St. Peter was afraid, when his legs sank in
the water; how should we sinners not be afraid, when our ship
turned from one side to the other, in waves as great as the mighty
mountains of Transylvania. Sometimes we sailed on their peaks,
sometimes we fell into valleys so deep that we were waiting only
for those mountains of water to descend on us; yet they were humane
enough not to give us more to drink than was proper …

Our Prince had not yet disembarked, when a
Tartar Khan, who is here in exile, sent him some presents; among
other things a fine horse with its saddle. Here they have given the
Prince good lodging, though we are housed like dogs; still I like
being here better than on board ship.

… however fond of you I am, I can’t write
any more; for I feel as if the house were going round, as if I were
still on board ship.*Translated by D. Mervyn Jones. All other excerpts are
his translations unless otherwise indicated.

Mikes never sent the letter to any ‘aunt’
but copied it into a ‘letter-book’. His last, the 207th, was
written in 1758, more than forty years after he had landed at
Gallipoli; he was by then an old man in his late sixties. Mikes was
born in 1690 in a small Transylvanian village, Zágon (hence his
epithet Zágoni i.e. of Zágon). His father had been tortured to
death in the captivity of the Austrians when Mikes was a young
child. His stepfather converted him to the Catholic religion.
Having been educated in the Jesuit school of Kolozsvár, he was
recommended to Rákóczi by an uncle and entered his service as a
page-boy at the age of seventeen in 1707. After the defeat of his
master he chose to follow the Prince into exile.

It was his unflagging devotion and loyalty
to Rákóczi that made him a writer in an alien land, writing for
posterity while leading a seemingly empty and frustrated life. His
devotion to his master and his deep and sincere religious belief
lent a redeeming quality to his life as it emerges from the
Letters from Turkey. Mikes was a singular writer; very
few, if any, talented young men of any nation matured into major
creative writers in their own language in complete isolation
(Joseph Conrad became a writer in English, Nabokov eventually
switched languages); others were established writers before being
exiled, or returned home.

The tone of the Letters from
Turkey is set by the very first letter; describing the fate
of the exiles, but focusing on the feelings, impressions, and
experiences of its author, who succeeds in creating an often sad,
sometimes nostalgic atmosphere, but never loses the tone of
self-preserving mockery as he belittles his own distress. Yet in
the first three years spent in various places Rákóczi entertained
high hopes for the Porte’s support of his case, hopes which are
reflected in Mikes’s letters; however, when the exiles were
transferred to Tekirdag*In
the Letters: Rodostó (in Hungarian) from the Greek
name Rhaidestos. on the Sea of Marmara all hopes faded.

Rákóczi and his followers settled to a
simple life and a strict daily routine was observed. There was not
much to do; life became still, varied only by petty quarrels,
jealousies, self-torment, and soul-searching. But above all it was
the general boredom due to the lack of activity that harmed the
ego. A lively mind, like Mikes’s, experienced all these sufferings,
but he found an escape in reading and translating (he translated
about 2000 pages, mainly from French educational works, while in
Rodostó), and above all in writing his letters to his beloved Aunt,
who supposedly lived in Constantinople and seemed to show a marked
interest in the petty affairs of the exiles, and who received the
secret emotions of Mikes’s soul sometimes with sympathy, sometimes
slightly frowning upon them. The Prince had an excellent library,
and Mikes was an avid reader; Mikes himself was also in touch with
the French Ambassador in Constantinople, thus having access to the
latest French books. While he was in France the French culture of
the Court of the Roi Soleil had made a lasting
impression on his mind; he was addicted to the sophisticated world
of eighteenth-century French literature till the end of his
days.

The French influence may be traced in his
Letters from Turkey. His ambitions as a writer were
modelled on Parisian taste: a preference for light, refined prose,
imitating the free flow of the spoken word, yet witty, humorous,
and sarcastic, often overflowing with sentiment, but never
melodramatic – his Letters were always carefully
composed. The Transylvanian nobleman was as gallant to his aunt as
a French Marquis could ever be, with an additional measure of
sincerity ensuring the authenticity of his letters as human
documents.

In the first years Mikes wrote between ten
and fifteen letters yearly, in 1721-2 only three or four, followed
again by a spell of greater productivity. In the 1730s his energies
seemed to have been sapped. A period of the darkest gloom
characterized his letters when the Prince died in 1735. ‘What we
feared is now upon us. God has made orphans of us, and today has
taken from our midst our dear Lord and father, some time after
three o’clock in the morning’ – Mikes begins Letter 112, and in the
next passage he reveals the feelings of the terrified exiles:

Let us shed copious tears, for truly has
the mist of grief descended on us. But let us weep not for our good
father, because God has taken him after so much suffering into the
heavenly abode where He gives him drink from the glass of bliss and
joy, but let us weep for ourselves, that we have been made utter
orphans. It is impossible to describe what great weeping and grief
there is among us today, even among the humblest of us. Judge, if
you can, in what condition I am writing this letter.

Mikes became the executor of the deceased
Prince’s will, and when the Prince’s son, Prince József Rákóczi,
who had been called to Rodostó to be the figure-head of the exiles,
died three years later Mikes’s duties as steward of the exiles
carried more responsibility. He was in no way a politician; he just
managed the Hungarians’ affairs, and fate destined him to watch
them die one after another. In the last years there were fewer and
fewer of them: in October 1758 he was left the sole survivor of the
exiles. Mikes closed his correspondence with his aunt:

When I wrote my first letter to you, dear
Aunt, I was twenty-seven; this one I am writing in my sixty-ninth
year. Deducting seventeen years from this, I have spent the
remainder in fruitless exile. I ought not to have said ‘fruitless’,
because there is nothing fruitless in God’s ordinances, for he
orders all things to his own glory. Therefore we must be very
careful so to use them, and then every ordinance of His affecting
us will be our salvation. Then let us desire nothing other than
God’s will. Let us ask for a life sanctified, a good death, and
salvation. And then we cease from asking, and from sin, from exile,
and from unfulfilled wishes. Amen.

(Letter 207)

It is this simple yet heart-rendering
statement which closes the account of a frustrated life spent in
constant training to reject the natural human desires of the soul.
It shows that Mikes was not embittered, but was preparing himself
for the ‘good death’ which was of overriding importance in his
life. In 1761, three years after putting the finishing touches to
his Letters from Turkey, he died of plague. In the
last years of his life Mikes was granted permission to correspond
with his relatives in Transylvania. It considerably brightened the
last years of the aged exile; but the sober tone of his
real letters – letters to a living person and not
addressed to the fictitious Countess – reveal that exile as a way
of life had reached a point of no return: ‘the long years of exile,
the life in a foreign land, I will not say have become a second
nature to me, but I have grown accustomed to them.’ Mikes knew that
adjustment was no longer possible; the last time he set his mind on
returning to his country of birth was at the time of the accession
of Maria Theresa in 1741, but the unforgiving Queen rejected the
petition of the former enemies of the House of Habsburgs with the
sentence: ‘Ex Turcia nulla redemptio.’*No redemption is possible from Turkey.

Mikes, the exiled writer par
excellence, avoided the perpetual scheming of the
expatriates that is so characteristic of exiles of every nation. He
was first and foremost a writer who set out to immortalize the
state of exile as a human condition in order to save his own
sanity. He wrote without the slightest hope of ever being
published, without encouragement or criticism. Even if his prose
had lacked artistic qualities, this single-mindedness and strength
of will would have made him into a unique character. He saw the
futility of being an exile very clearly:

May God grant that nobody follow our
example, and that the story of our long exile be heard with horror.
But my dear Aunt, were we the first exiles? Certainly not. Did we
learn from others? No. Why not? Because at all times a certain
reason had led, is leading and will lead men into the situation in
which we are now. He alone will be more fortunate whom the Lord
takes as it were captive into His own domain. I never had any
reason for leaving my country other than my great affection for the
old Prince: though to my heavenly Father there were also other
reasons for my leaving.

(Letter 145)

Mikes is very probably the first to record
that state of mind which modern psychologists term as ‘mixed
loyalties’: ‘We possess a real hearth and home here at last; but
the more I like Rodostó, the less I am able to forget Zágon.’
(Letter 37).

As a record of his life or the lives of the
other exiles, Mikes’s Letters are incomplete. They
should not, however, be regarded as a continuous narrative; besides
describing the main events of the exile, Mikes dwells mainly on his
own state of mind, but he often fills his letters with a wealth of
information regarding local Turkish customs. Every now and then he
draws on his reading in order to illustrate his efforts to amuse or
edify his aunt retailing anecdotes, or describing and commenting on
events.

His most acute personal problem, which his
shyness made him reluctant to enlarge on, was that he suffered
terribly from the lack of female company. Socially the Hungarians
had to be self-contained, and as for ladies, the local Turks and
Armenians kept their wives and daughters virtually under lock and
key; moreover, there was the obvious language barrier. Among the
Hungarians there was only one girl of marriageable age, a certain
Susy, but she married Count Bercsényi after the death of his first
wife. It is clear from the Letters that Susy’s
marriage to Bercsényi was a cruel blow to Mikes. He affects
detachment when he refers casually to the event:

… for a whole month our Prince has been ill
and has been unable to stand on his feet, because of the gout. To
this you could reply that my fingers were not suffering from the
gout, and I might have written; my answer is that both my heart and
my mind have been laid low by the gout. I should not even have seen
the newly married wife, had I not been obliged to go there with the
Prince; nevertheless I must confess that the obligation gave
pleasure to the gouty heart, and when I was there a few reproaches
for not having been to see them for so long, cured me.

(Letter 51)

Another time he makes light-hearted
resolutions: ‘In the New Year let’s be merry, and if we can, let’s
get married’ (Letter 59). After long suffering, Bercsényi died
leaving behind the young widow. Mikes confessed to his aunt:

I know of someone who would wish to make
Susy discard her weeds, but she is unwilling. I do not know the
reason, though I do know that they loved each other when she was
only a girl. Is it because she does not want to relinquish the
title of Countess, or because he has not much gold glittering in
his box?

(Letter 68)

Another time his feelings overwhelm
him:

What put it into your head to ask me who
the Templars were? … I’d rather laugh with Susy for half an hour
than spend ten hours writing about that.

(Letter 71)

The end of the one-sided affair draws near:
‘I often go to see the widow Susy, who is preparing to go to
Poland…’ (Letter 73). There was an outbreak of plague which perhaps
hastened the departure of Susy:

What I have to say is no joyful thing, for
the little widow Susy is just making her preparations, and every
one of her belongings I see her pack into her trunk is like so many
knives driven into my heart … I try often enough to persuade her to
stay. I think perhaps her heart advises her to do so; but I cannot
win her mind … she sees that all my fortune, all my assets, are
built on ice. So she seeks advice, not from her heart, but from her
mind; how can I argue against that? It is certain that intelligence
gives us better advice than our hearts; for the heart only sighs
over the present, but the intelligence thinks about the future … .
Why should I wish anyone to bear my misfortune as well as their
own?

(Letter 75)

After the. departure of Susy, Mikes fell
very ill with malaria; but he survived both his emotional crisis
and the illness. His deeply religious attitude to life, which
sought to see the hand of Providence in everything that befell him,
helped him no less than his indestructible vitality and common
sense. Next to the failure of his plans to marry Susy, and the
death of the Prince, the third greatest tragedy in his life was
when the Queen refused their petition to return home, thus changing
the uncertainty of their temporary stay in Rodostó into a state of
permanent doom. This last blow was received by Mikes with wry
humour:

We must be grateful to the Queen for
excluding us from our country, where many things conspire to wear
away one’s life … We have no worries over the acquisition or loss
of estate. We do not envy another’s lot, his honours, his
advancement or his country seat.

And he adds hesitantly: ‘I imagine that
others do not envy our lot either …’ (Letter 165). He writes three
short letters in the next two years and then there is a gap of
almost three years in the correspondence, a sure sign of crisis in
Mikes’s life.

When Mikes is not occupied with the exiles’
fate or with his personal problems he is an amusing
raconteur; he has a flair for putting his anecdotes
into context. When he learns that war has broken out between
England and France (Letter 199) he tells (to illustrate the
‘hard-heartedness’ of the English) the story of the young English
businessman who sold as a slave the beautiful savage girl who had
saved his life from her own tribesmen, in spite of her revelation
that she was bearing his child. This is the story of Inkle and
Yarico, originally published in The Spectator by
Richard Steele, which became popular on the Continent; the anecdote
in Mikes, based on a French version, is vivid and well-constructed.
At other times he relates a story because it just ‘occurred to
him’. Then there are various other topics in the
Letters: short historical essays, digressions on the
education of women reflecting progressive views, or observations on
local marriage customs.

Mikes never saw in print a word he wrote.
The Letters were regarded by Hungarian critics for a
long time only as source for the history of the exiles. Much futile
research was made in an attempt to find traces of the mysterious
Transylvanian Countess P., who eventually proved to be only the
elusive Muse of a writer immortalizing the lives of a handful of
exiles, not only by what he told, but by what he suppressed about
them, or replaced with seemingly irrelevant incidents, anecdotes,
or digressions. His achievement is remarkable: Mikes wrote perhaps
the best Hungarian prose in the eighteenth century, in a colloquial
style previously unimaginable, preserving the Transylvanian
peculiarities of his language and describing pathetic lives without
sentimental overtones or self-pity, blending humorous incidents and
tragedies with neutral material in a proper mixture to give the
reader a sense of the full life of those who were condemned to lead
a limited existence only.

While the only major writer who could be
associated with the War of Independence led by Rákóczi was Mikes,
it was the same political movement that gave rise to an upsurge of
anonymous poetry, written by kuruc*kuruc was the contemporary name of those
Hungarians who opposed the Habsburgs. Their opposites were the
labanc who sided with the Austrians. The etymology of
the word kuruc (first recorded: 1679) is not known.
The popular misconception that it is derived from the Latin ‘crux’
(cross) persistently crops up in both Hungarian and English
reference books, ever since Mátyás Bél committed it to writing in
the eighteenth century. soldiers, outlaws, and other
socially discontended elements, labelled collectively as
Kuruc Songs. The kuruc movement started
in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, and the songs, as
far as they can be dated, are contemporary products. Some of them
are of striking lyrical beauty (e.g. ‘The Song of Jakab Buga’),
others reflect the atmosphere of the kuruc soldiers’
optimistic spirit (‘Csinom Palkó’, or ‘Heyduck Dance’) and others
express their sorrow over their own destitution, or over lost
battles, or give an account of historical incidents (‘Thököly’s
Council of War’). The central hero of a significant part of these
songs – most of them had been actually sung – was Rákóczi himself.
Even after the failure of the War of Independence Rákóczi remained
the legendary ‘father-figure’ of the kuruc soldiers in
hiding; they put their hopes in the exiled leader who would one day
return to his homeland, when the labanc and their
Austrian supporters would be expelled from the country. The
kuruc heritage of songs became the chief kindler of
national resistance in the eighteenth century. The best known of
these kuruc songs was the ‘Rákóczi Song’, secretly
sung in numerous variations all over the country. The Austrians
banned it, but it became known all over Europe when Berlioz and
Liszt popularized their versions (The Rákóczi March)
and used its motifs in various compositions in the 1840s and
later.

None of the kuruc songs was
published in the contemporary period; most of them survived in
manuscript collections of songs, or copied on to the blank pages of
various books. They became extremely popular in the nineteenth
century, and even modern poets, like Endre Ady, profited from the
kuruc tradition by writing several poems ‘in the
kuruc fashion’.

It is only possible to indicate a few of
the topics of the kuruc songs here; social discontent
was another theme that was important in these poems. Their
versification was traditional, employing simple rhyme schemes,
metaphors were rarely used; the social function of the poems was to
give vent to the accumulated grievances of the ordinary people.
Their significance was, however, great; it was the tone of defiance
in these poems that became imprinted on the collective subconscious
of the Hungarian people as a basic attitude of resistance to
foreign rule for centuries to come.

As far as poetry proper was concerned, in
the eighteenth century no major poet emerged in Hungary. Poetry was
either the bearer of social and national grievances, as
kuruc poetry showed, or else it became an
over-sophisticated vehicle for playful ideas far removed from
personal experience or feelings; most contemporary poets busied
themselves with the Rococo-type gallant poetry very much in fashion
all over Europe.

One of the gallant poets was the last
representative of the f?rangú lyrics, Baron László
Amade (1703-64). Educated by the Jesuits, he lived a life which was
a series of unsuccessful marriages and amorous adventures,
befitting a professional soldier. He wrote mostly amatory poetry
and also some istenes poems. The outstanding feature
of these poems was their polished form; Amade was able to use the
most complicated metres gracefully and with ease. The poems were
carefully composed to achieve the desired effect – to win the heart
of the adored one. His best known poem, however, is a recruiting
song (toborzó ének) with an impressive catalogue of
selected facts about the glittering life of soldiers. Some of his
love poetry has lost very little of its original appeal, thanks to
the playfulness of his rhymes, his humorous use of diminutives and
his lively rhythms.

The same skill characterized the poetry of
his school-mate, Ferenc Faludi (1704-79), a versatile Jesuit
writer. A quiet, humble man, he travelled widely and had a superior
education even by Jesuit standards. He was fully conversant with
the culture of Catholic Europe, spoke a number of languages, and as
a diligent worker of the Jesuit order was bent upon the moral and
cultural improvement of his countrymen. To achieve his aims he
translated moralizing works of his fellow Jesuits into Hungarian,
but later he translated, or rather adapted freely, works purely for
the entertainment of his readers (Winter Nights,
1778). He also edited works, wrote moralizing plays, and was a
professor and the director of the University Press. Useful as these
latter works were, they would secure only a modest place for him in
the history of Hungarian literature. It is his poetry upon which
his well-deserved reputation rests.

Faludi showed an interest in poetry from
his school days. When the Order of Jesuits was disbanded in Hungary
in 1773 he went into semi-retirement and lived under the patronage
of the Battyhány family at Rohonc. The learned abbé,
no longer inconvenienced by the strictures of his Order, gradually
lost his adherence to the non-secular viewpoint, as a result of
which his literary activity, particularly his poetry, greatly
profited. Faludi had always been a conscious stylist; he studied
the various dialects of his native language, compiled long lists of
effective constructions, and coined new words (mostly compounds).
He was also the first poet to experiment with the sonnet in
Hungarian (‘On the Pipe’). Influenced by foreign models, he
introduced new rhythmic patterns.

His poetry, on the whole, was inspired by
the Rococo ideal, characterized by careful composition, perfect
rhythm, and the use of polysyllabic strict rhymes. A good example
of the meticulous execution of his poetic ideals is ‘The False
Maid’:

<
tbody>



	
She has wit, and song, and sense –





	
Mirth and sport and eloquence;





	
She has smiles of ecstasy –





	
Grace and beauty’s treasury.





	
          What avails it all to
me?





	
          She is false as false
can be!*Translated by Sir John Bowring,
1830.






The poem, consisting of six stanzas,
enumerates in detail the desirable characteristics of the ‘false
maid’ – connected by the common refrain by which all these
characteristics are refuted: ‘She is false!’. The twin piece of the
poem, ‘The Answer’, describes in equally eulogistic terms the
suitor as seen by the false maid:

<
tbody>



	
Wisdom all his forehead arches,





	
He is tall as mountain larches;





	
Waving locks of chestnut hair,





	
Lips as twilight dawning fair:





	
          Yet I love him not – and
I





	
          Know full well the
reason why!






The six stanzas are again linked together
by the common refrain, and the very last, altered line of the
refrain retorts to the young gentleman’s mocking accusations:

<
tbody>



	
Yet I love him not – for I





	
Heard him call me false – that’s why!






The poem, or rather the two poems, are
built around a change in the structure – a playful invention
supported by a vigorous rhyme-scheme.

Another structural model, no less
effective, is found in ‘The Gay-plumed Bird’. Here the alternating
refrain of the six short stanzas lures the reader into riding an
apparently innocent, emotional see-saw between the two opinions.
First the gay-plumed bird is happily flying about in an orchard
(1). The refrain is:

<
tbody>



	
Were I a gay-plumed bird





	
I would happily fly with you,





	
Gay-plumed bird!






But when the bird is caught by a fowler’s
trap (2) the refrain changes:

<
tbody>



	
Were I a gay-plumed bird





	
I would never fly with you,





	
Gay-plumed bird!






The bird is then set free (3), and put in a
cage in turn (4). Although well fed and cared for (5), the unlucky
prisoner is eventually plucked and prepared for a dish (6). By
changing playfully the refrains, which follow the ups and downs of
the little bird until its inevitable end, Faludi is able to comment
on the folly of placing too much trust in one’s good fortune. This
Baroque preoccupation with fortune is the subject of another poem,
which has equally lively rhythm and graceful rhymes (‘Changing
Fortune’).

Some of his pastoral idylls are noteworthy
for a distinct feature: Faludi observed contemporary real-life
shepherds, and the classical allusions of the Rococo pastoral were
to be replaced by features of contemporary Hungarian shepherds in
his verse. This application of local colour is a novelty in
Hungarian literature; these are the earliest signs of the
népies*For
a discussion of népies ideology cf. Chapter VI.
trend that became dominant by the middle of the nineteenth century.
For the time being it is rather the external appearance of
népies figures that are depicted: Faludi’s shepherds
have csákó instead of cap, they wear long shirts,
often hold hatchets in their hands, and play popular tunes on their
bagpipes. Although they speak in impeccably correct sentences,
every now and then they employ a popular idiom (e.g. ‘Pastoral
Poems’).

Faludi also wrote hymns and at least one of
these is still sung in Catholic churches in Hungary, but he is best
remembered today for his experimenting intellect. His approach to
the language anticipated the language reformers responsible for the
literary renewal at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. His observations of ‘the people’, their language and
folklore – before Herder directed general attention to ‘the people’
in Central and Eastern Europe – resulted in a particular blend of
refined Rococo and népies elements. All in all, his
experiment, the first of its kind, with the rhythmic structure of
the folk-songs makes him a bridge between old and modern Hungarian
literature. The development of the latter was rooted in principles
which Faludi, with his inquiring mind, was the first to observe and
to put into practice.

Finally, far from the mainstream of
contemporary literature towers the enigmatic figure of an
eccentric, Oxford-trained linguist, György Kalmár (1726-?1795), who
was completely forgotten until recently. His Summa
(Pozsony, 1770), consisting of 5624 lines in hexameter, is only a
fragment from a monumental work, which he may never have finished,
and which has no antecendents or parallels. It is a strange, uneven
piece, in which Kalmár gives free rein to his rich fancy and
amasses interesting material on widely differing subjects,
including his travels. Some of the passages are first-rate poetry,
and its author, who was a misanthrope with a brilliant mind,
deserves more attention.










Chapter 6
The Birth of Modern Literature


THE last quarter of the eighteenth century in Hungary was
totally different from the rest of the century as far as political,
social, and literary movements were concerned. Modern Hungarian
literature is traditionally dated from the publication of the
Tragedy of Agis by György Bessenyei in 1772. While the
literary debut of Bessenyei and his fellow writers, the so-called
test?r írók, definitely marks the beginning of a new
era in Hungarian literature, their appearance represents only one
particular facet of a vigorous revival, the suddenness and the
complexity of which have perplexed many students of Hungarian
literature. This facet was striking enough to arouse even foreign
interest; a nearly contemporary traveller, Richard Bright, who was
the first Englishman to get a glimpse of Hungarian literature,
wrote: ‘When the Empress formed her Hungarian guard, a number of
young men of birth were called to Vienna, both from Hungary and
Transylvania. Here they found leisure, and had both sufficient
opportunity of improvement, and sufficient excitement to emulation.
It was from amongst these that the more celebrated writers in
poetry and belles-lettres in the Hungarian language appeared.’

The Hungarian Guards of Maria Theresa was
founded in 1760, and young noblemen in Vienna – then one of the
most sophisticated cities of Europe – were soon ‘infected’ with the
ideas of the French Enlightenment, and lost their native innocence
about the slogan ‘Extra Hungariam’, for they realized that Hungary
– to reverse Pangloss’s often quoted line in Voltaire’s
Candide – is not the best of all possible worlds.
Posterity is not so harsh in passing judgement on
eighteenth-century Hungary: the very gradual recovery of the
economy after the devastation of the Turkish wars was all that
could be expected. The test?r*Guardsman. Writers in Maria Theresa’s Hungarian Guards
are traditionally called test?r writers.
writers were much more critical: they compared their country’s
state with the material wealth, institutions, and intellectual
achievements of the West European countries and found Hungary
hopelessly backward, impoverished, and an intellectual desert. The
realization of backwardness was one of the mainsprings that forced
writers to work for the improvement of their country’s social
structure and intellectual climate. The writer became the social
and moral conscience of the country, a position which has been
characteristic of East European intellectuals ever since those
days.

The most prominent of the
test?r writers was undoubtedly György Bessenyei, born
probably in 1747, of noble parentage, in the county of Szabolcs.
Having received his education in the ancient College of Sárospatak,
he entered the Hungarian Guards in 1765. In Vienna he became
familiar with the ideas of the French and English Enlightenment
through the works of Voltaire, Rousseau, Holbach, and Pope and
Locke. He also discovered many of the semi-forgotten earlier
Hungarian authors in the Imperial Library. With an astonishing
capacity and aptitude for work Bessenyei started on a career of
translating and writing. His first works were published in 1772,
representing entirely new ideas in Hungarian literature. The
following year he left the Hungarian Guards and in 1782 returned
home, retiring into a self-imposed exile, where he died in 1811.
Bessenyei was not exclusively a writer of
belles-lettres, though he achieved his first success
with his tragedies, taking as their subjects events from Hungarian
history, with the exception of The Tragedy of Agis
(Vienna, 1772). Agis’s tragedy – a thin classical disguise – is
that he sides with the people against the ruler, but he is unable
or afraid to recognize their revolutionary spirit and has to die as
a solitary rebel. Bessenyei himself was not sure whether
enlightened despotism was unequivocally beneficial to the people,
but he was convinced that to improve his country’s economy an
easing of the burden on the peasantry was needed.

Of his comedies, The
Philosopher (Vienna, 1777) is the most significant. Written
in prose, the plot revolves around a young couple – Parmenio
seeking true love, befitting his philosophical ideals, and
Szidalisz, a young lady whose desire is to be loved for her
spiritual qualities, not for her wealth and social position – and
has a happy ending. The comic characters in the play include
Pontyi, a provincial squire who, with his natural behaviour, his
rejection of the sophisticated tastes of the worldly young, and his
traditional education firmly based on the Bible and the
Corpus Juris, is the archetype of the backward,
narrow-minded Hungarian provincial gentry, very often criticized by
poets and writers. Yet he is not without redeeming qualities: his
rural common sense, his peculiar way of speech, and his preference
for traditional values make him a lovable, amusing, and only
occasionally a ridiculous creature, for it is his views on politics
and affairs of the world which Bessenyei wants to criticize.

Bessenyei’s cultural programme emerges from
his numerous pamphlets published during his stay in Vienna. The
programme devoted paramount attention to the cultivation of the
native tongue, for ‘no nation has created its own culture in a
foreign language’ he argued in Hungarianness (Vienna,
1778); he also demanded thorough modernization of education and the
absorption of progressive views (A Hungarian
Spectator, Vienna, 1777, and Miscellanea,
Vienna, 1779). He proposed the establishment of an Academy (A
Pious Wish Concerning a Hungarian Society, Vienna, 1790).
His entire cultural programme was mainly characterized by a desire
to reach all strata of society.

The term nation in
eighteenth-century Hungarian thinking embraced only the nobility;
it was Bessenyei who first wanted to extend the benefit of
education to all sections of the population, including
the peasantry. He argued that by virtue of the exclusive use of
Hungarian it was the serfs who preserved and maintained the
language. As the use of the national language was considered to be
the basic premise for creating a national culture, it followed in
Bessenyei’s argument that the ‘common people’ were the
trustees of Hungarian culture. ‘While the serfs speak
in Hungarian’, he claimed, ‘their overlords cannot dismiss that
language.’ This argument was the basic tenet of the
népies trend which became dominant in
nineteenth-century Hungarian literature, supported by the literary
discovery of folk-songs and by Herder’s theory of the
Volksgeist. This trend proved to be so powerful that
the upper classes, who were prone not only to adopt the culture of
foreign nations, but very often to use foreign language only,
especially German and French, as their medium of communication,
felt obliged to re-learn their forgotten native language as a
patriotic gesture in the course of the next half-century. The
tenet, that it is ‘the people’ (i.e. nép, hence the
adjective: népies) who are the trustees of the native
culture, had a marked social content. The effort of the Hungarian
upper classes to renounce the language of the uneducated peasants
was based exclusively on their social superiorty; they imitated
their social equals, that is, the educated upper classes of
Austria, not only in their way of life and cultural needs, but also
in their language. On the other hand, accepting and employing a
common language with ‘the people’ involved a certain degree of
identification with their values, beliefs, and way of thinking. In
other words, the emergence of a national identity was accelerated
by the educated upper classes’ discovery of their national
language. Of course, it was a long and gradual process, and
Bessenyei’s early writings on the subject constituted only the very
first steps towards the creation of a specific national
culture.

The bulk of his later works, written in his
retirement in the county of Bihar, was never published in his
lifetime, and therefore had little or no effect on the development
of a trend which he had initiated. Bessenyei was in his late
thirties when he retired to his estates in Bihar, perhaps to
‘cultivate his garden’ in Voltairean fashion, but more probably
because his ideas did not meet with an immediate response. For a
while he took an active part in the public life of his county, but
his disappointment in enlightened despotism led him more and more
to live the life of a recluse.

His works written in these years included:
The World of Nature, or Common Sense, a philosophical
poem with fine descriptive passages and rich in original ideas,
though influenced by French materialist thinking. Censorship
prevented its publication. He made no attempt to publish The
Hermit of Bihar, a tract which summarized his lifelong
experiences and most of his views. He wrote also a satirical novel
entitled The Travels of Tarimenes (1804). Tarimenes is
the traveller who arrives in a fictitious country – Totopos – with
his tutor Kukomedonias, a late-begotten ‘noble savage’ who is full
of good intentions and ideas, unhindered by contemporary social
norms, but unaware of the etiquette of the Totoposian world. The
novel consists of three parts: the first part describes the society
of Menedia from where the young traveller sets out, the second part
is devoted to the world of Kantakuci – probably an ironic portrait
of the ageing Bessenyei himselfand the third deals with the
discussion between the savage and Trezeni, a minister in Totopos.
The savage, or, as Bessenyei calls him, the kirakades,
looks with a keen eye at the class structure of ‘modern’ society.
His naïvety is eventually lost in the world of Totopos – in order
to marry he becomes converted to the Catholic religion. One of the
characters summarizes the unexpected complications that befall the
traveller with a seemingly commonplace statement, accentuating the
satirical tone of the conclusion: ‘who would believe the story of
his own manhood, if it were forecast in his youth?’

The bitter satire of The Travels of
Tarimenes epitomized the state of Bessenyei’s mind; he
considered himself partly a failure, a kirakades for
whom the world of Totopos with its strange mentality remained
foreign territory. Bessenyei never wrote again, and died in 1811 as
‘the hermit of Bihar’, embittered by his failure and with strong
feelings against religion.

Among the test?r writers
Ábrahám Barcsay (1742-1806) was the most significant poet; he came
from an ancient Transylvanian family and, having joined the
Hungarian Guards, he became a close friend of Bessenyei. Most of
his poems were written in epistolary form, addressed to his
friends. He was deeply influenced by the ideas of the Enlightenment
and, caught in the conflict between his chosen military career and
what he saw to be the result of wars and colonization, he was
particularly critical of contemporary wars, the process of
colonization, and the slave trade. An example of his attitude to
social injustice is seen in the following short poem:






	
A Cup of Coffee





	
A bloody fruit perspired by Saracens





	
Sent by tight British to far continents,





	
To all the nations for their treasured gold





	
That you, cane sugar, send back manifold.










	
And you, small beans, that Mocha grows the best,





	
You make slaves suffer also in the west –





	
The sage feels horror from their origin





	
In which he shares when gulping British sin.*Translated by 3. Grosz and W. A. Boggs.







The other test?r writers
included educated men of letters and translators, all influenced by
the French enlightened authors. While the role they played on the
contemporary cultural scene was important, their works did not
survive the critical appreciation of posterity.

The test?r writers were also
responsible for a phenomenon hitherto unknown in Hungary – the
birth of irodalmi tudat. Before the début of Bessenyei
and his circle, creative writers in Hungary led isolated lives,
writing in response to an inner compulsion, but for a small
audience only, usually friends; often they had no desire to publish
their works, and were ignorant of the literary past of their own
country. Bessenyei was the first writer to show a marked interest
in the earlier writers of the country, thus establishing a sense of
continuity. Writers before him were acquainted with the authors of
classical antiquity and perhaps some contemporary foreign authors,
but as far as Hungarian literature was concerned they behaved as
though they had no past, since they were simply unaware of their
predecessors, or frequently even of their contemporaries. Of
course, Bessenyei’s efforts were only the first steps taken towards
forming an irodalmi tudat, just as he was the first
writer to demand a national culture. The full creation of
irodalmi tudat came after the début of Kazinczy, who
not only had definite literary policies, but seemed to know
personally all writers, including the ageing Bessenyei. As the main
arbiter of literary taste in his day he had a unique influence over
other writers. By the 1820s the growth of readership, increased
publishing activity and theatrical life, and the mushrooming
periodicals and magazines had achieved a fully developed
irodalmi tudat, the prerequisite of a healthy literary
life. The last step in the process was that Pest became the capital
of the country and also its literary centre. Most of the writers
moved there, and most publications – magazines, books – were issued
there.

Yet the magnetism of Bessenyei and his
test?r friends was already to be felt in Vienna at the
end of the eighteenth century. Several writers – older than the
test?r writers and of a completely different mould –
were drawn into their circle.

One of them, L?rinc Orczy (1718-89), a
retired cavalry general, was a f?rangú poet who wrote
for his own amusement until drawn into Bessenyei’s circle. Although
his readings included authors of the Enlightenment, he did not
share Bessenyei’s enthusiasm for progress, for he was a lover of
the traditional way of life, praising the simple, rustic life of
the country squires. It was his staunch opposition to German
intellectual trends and his appreciation of specifically Hungarian
values that gave him the impetus to write. His natural liking for
rural tranquillity, flavoured with Rousseauesque yearnings (‘back
to nature’) riveted his attention on the life of the peasants. His
colourful description of the csárda of Bugac (‘In
Praise of the Csárda of Bugac’) is typical of his poetry and its
background. The csárda, a lonely inn in the middle of
nowhere, not particularly comfortable, the meeting-place of outlaws
and peasants, a refuge of tired travellers, stands for a peaceful,
secluded world, where the bread tastes good, the wine is enjoyable,
and the night is restful. It has more appeal to Orczy than the
‘modern’ hotels of Pest. His work praises the simple way of life
and its values long before ‘ecology’ or ‘organic’ food were
invented.

On account of his views Orczy has often
been labelled a poet of the ‘traditionalist trend’ (magyaros
iskola). It was, however, József Gvadányi (1725-1801),
another aristocrat and general who happened to be of Italian
extraction, who epitomized this trend. He was against all
innovations and reforms, including Bessenyei’s literary ideas and
the reforms of Joseph II who succeeded Maria Theresa. Joseph II, an
enlightened despot, had a great vision of thoroughly reforming the
administration and the economic and social life of his empire. His
efforts were fiercely opposed by the Hungarian nobility. Gvadányi’s
poetry, written in the traditional narrative form, the alexandrine
(he considered Gyöngyösi his master), included humorous and often
satirical poems. His main message – that the country was going to
the dogs because of the alien customs acquired lately by the
nobility – was received with enthusiasm by that very same nobility.
He succeeded in creating lively characters (e.g. Pá1 Rontó).

The best of his very popular narrative
poems is A Village Notary’s Journey to Buda (Pozsony,
1790). The notary sets out from his village to study the new law at
Pest. Gvadányi makes his hero the victim of amusing misadventures
on his long journey, and at the same time introduces the reader to
local colour; the notary is rescued from his troubles by ‘genuinely
typical’ provincial characters e.g. a gulyás (cowboy),
a juhász (shepherd), or a csikós,
(horseherd), who personify for Gvadányi ‘Hungarianness’ at its
purest. At the same time Gvadányi is delighted to take any
opportunity to describe the eating habits of the notary with gusto
and realism.’ While in the first, shorter part of the poem the
notary is depicted as a faintly ridiculous figure, the second part,
describing his stay at Pest, shows a change in the author’s
intentions; now the notary goes over to the offensive, finding the
fashionable dandies and ladies of Pest ridiculous; their fancy
dresses are described with deadly satire.

Besides being delightful reading, the work
was important in that it illustrated what Gvadányi and his
contemporaries understood by the peculiarities that characterized
the Hungarians. ‘Hungarianness’ at this stage was the glorification
of certain features which were thought to be the essence of the
‘Hungarian way of life’: good food was what ‘the people’ ate,
proper dress was the traditional garments of the nobility. True
Hungarians rejected everything that came from abroad. It was a
salient feature of the emerging nationalism, yet it was not
political opposition to foreign influences – political nationalism
came a good many years later.

The other major writer who was a
self-professed guardian of Hungarian values also came from an
immigrant family. The ancestors of András Dugonics (1740-1818) were
Dalmatian merchants who settled in Szeged. Dugonics joined the
Piarist Order and became a professor of mathematics. He was a
prolific writer and the author of the first best-seller in Hungary:
Etelka (Pozsony, 1788). Nothing he wrote ever
surpassed the success of Etelka, a pseudo-historical
romance of loose construction and of partial originality only. The
tremendous success of the novel was due to the subject-matter;
Etelka takes place at the time of the Conquest of
Hungary. Dugonics made use of the contemporary publication of the
chronicle of Anonymus and the then hotly-debated Finno-Ugrian
origin of the Hungarians. The novel also attempted to criticize the
enlightened despotism of Joseph II, and the exotic tale satisfied a
deep-seated craving in his readers for a ‘glorious past’, hence its
tremendous success.

Alongside an increasing attention to the
language, and a sense of excitement about the ‘true’ Hungarian
dress, dwelling on the heroic past became the third and most
important facet of the emerging national consciousness. The heroic
past became all-important with the rise of the Romantic movement in
Hungary, and as a source of escapism it was to remain a permanent
feature of Hungarian literature until the twentieth century.
Etelka is hardly readable today, because of its
author’s indiscriminate use of dialect-words and generous seasoning
with proverbs and popular sayings. Dugonics’s use of fanciful
language was deliberate; he believed his experiments would create a
splendid literary language eagerly awaited by writers and public
alike. His efforts as a novelist of the népies style
are of little interest today; but the wealth of ethnographical
information, obscure dialect-words, and idioms amassed in his
books, are nevertheless, of considerable value for scholars. The
same fate befell Ádám Pálóczi Horváth (1760-1820), whose versatile
activity included the writing of epics and the first book in
Hungarian on psychology, and who is remembered today mainly on
account of his folk-song collection, containing numerous authentic
pieces.

While the writers of the
magyaros trend were busy preserving the traditions of
the nation, others felt the heavy burden of traditional Hungarian
prosody, which more often than not included only the Hungarian type
of alexandrine with its monotonous rhyme-scheme, either AAAA or
ABAB. The intricacies of classical prosody were successfully
explored in the sixteenth century by János Sylvester, but because
of the lack of irodalmi tudat in that and subsequent
ages, they were equally successfully forgotten. The first modern
poet to experiment with the introduction of classical prosody was
Gedeon Ráday (1713-92) in the 1730s. His diligence was remarkable
for an aristocratic dilettante. He directed his contemporaries’
attention once more to the possibilities of classical
versification. Next, three country priests, working independently
of one another, began to experiment with the classical metres.
Called now ‘the classicist triad’, they were middle-of-the-road
writers: they sided with the traditionalists in opposing foreign
(i.e. German) influences (their effort to introduce classical
metres sprang from a love of Greek and Roman authors, and a desire
to surpass the German translations of the classics); on the other
hand, their reverence for scholarship and cultural progress made
them followers of Bessenyei.

József Rájnis (1741-1812), a Jesuit, was an
enthusiastic translator of the classics, particularly of Virgil.
His original poetry reflected his religious feelings and a sense of
patriotic duty, the latter finding expression in his praise of the
Hungarian language and way of life. The most talented member of the
classicist triad was Dávid Baróti Szabó (1739-1819). A
Székely by origin and a schoolmaster by profession,
Baróti Szabó took part in editing the earliest literary periodical,
Magyar Museum, with Kazinczy and Batsányi. The
subject-matter of his poetry had much in common with the themes of
Rájnis – in other words, the triad’s poetry subsisted on the same
ideas that were cherished by the traditionalists. It was due to
Szabó’s poetic craftsmanship that the first excellent specimens of
classical metres were written in Hungarian. (e.g. ‘Ode to a Fallen
Walnut-Tree’). The third member of the classicist triad, Miklós
Révai (1750-1807), was a scholar rather than a poet. His restless
intellect found satisfaction in research; he was the first linguist
to apply the historical principle to grammar, and one of the first
scholars to investigate the possibilities of comparative
linguistics. As a professor of Hungarian language and literature at
the University of Pest he wrote a handbook of stylistics
(Good Hungarian Style, 1805) which remained in
manuscript. His poetry is characterized by a refined style and a
relatively narrow sphere of interest, limited to patriotic
themes.

The poetic achievement of the classicist
triad paved the way for the extensive use of classical metres which
enlarged the scope of Hungarian poetry. It was a near-contemporary
poet, Benedek Virág (1754-1830), who first profited by the
classical experiment. Of peasant stock, and a former Pauline monk,
Virág made ample use of the classical forms in his poetry. He
successfully overcame the monotony of patriotic themes, almost
obligatory with his contemporaries, and somewhat boring for modern
readers. He was a lifelong devotee of Horace, all of whose poetry
he translated into Hungarian. In his own poetry he successfully
united the Horatian view of life with the ideals of the Hungarian
nobility. In his old age – respected as a ‘holy old man’ – Virág
lived in almost Diogenes-like poverty in Buda. He rejected the new
trend of Romanticism and upheld the traditional values, and the
middle-class virtue of hard work. Writers from Pest and the
provinces often paid visits to the ‘holy old man’ to listen to his
ideas and to admire his serenity. His circle of admirers became the
nucleus of Pest literary life, which eventually became the centre
of Hungarian literature.

The third major literary movement in
Hungary in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, less
significant than the other two trends, was Sentimentalism. It was a
distinct revolt against the cold rationalism of the Enlightenment
upheld by Bessenyei. Writers of the Sentimentalist trend –
previously called the German School (németes iskola)
by scholarship – were fascinated by the emotions, the inner life of
the individual, unlike the traditionalists, who were eager to
perpetuate the national consciousness in their poetry. The external
paraphernalia of Sentimentalism in Hungary were more or less the
same as anywhere else in Europe: poets contemplating the futility
of life by pale moonlight, a preoccupation with the ephemeral
nature of life, the cult of graveyards, and the undeserved
sufferings of separated lovers over whose fate the reader was
supposed to shed gratifying tears. The majority of Hungarian
Sentimentalist writers were of humble origin, coming from peasant
families, while the guardians of the traditions usually belonged to
the nobles, who set their way of life as an example to be followed
by the entire nation, so equating the nobility with the nation.

There were, however, no accentuated class
differences in the works of writers belonging to different trends.
In any case, some writers underwent considerable changes in the
course of their career. A case history of the changes produced by
several consecutive influences is furnished by the poetry of Pál
Ányos (1756-84). This Pauline monk who came from a noble family,
first joined the circle of the test?r writers out of
sympathy with their ideas. His vocation and a secret, unfulfilled
love clashed, and he experienced a sense of alienation, futility,
and meaninglessness. In addition, the deterioration of his health
contributed to his depression and he died at the age of
twenty-eight. Not all his poetic works survived. His poetry
reflected overreaction to his emotional problems, at first in the
more common terms of Sentimentalism; later it revealed more of his
personal experiences, seasoned with overtones of the rovings of his
fancy and a restless desire to revolt (e.g. ‘On a Sleepless
Burdensome Night’, ‘The Complaints of an Unhappy Youth beneath the
Pale Moon’). Ányos, like his traditionalist contemporaries,
eventually discovered Gyöngyösi for himself, and paid tribute to
the cult of patriotism in some of his poetic epistles. An unusually
radical political view characterized the poem ‘The Hatted
King’,*i.e. kalapos király. Joseph
II was never crowned King of Hungary, he wanted to postpone the
responsibilities of a crowned king by renouncing this symbolic act,
hence the adjective: kalapos. in which he
declared Joseph II to be a merciless despot. In his last years his
loneliness drove him back to religion, where he found both
inspiration for his work and a last refuge.

It is not without irony that the
biographies of the Sentimentalist writers live up to expectation;
their lives were short, full of wounds self-inflicted, yet not
without their external causes. Suffering and self-torture are the
key words to the understanding of their works. The life and poetry
of Gábor Dayka (1769-96), not unlike Ányos’s, seem to be an
appropriate illustration of the interaction of life and literature.
Dayka, the son of an untitled family, had the chance of a better
life and higher education only if he chose the one profession open
for commoners to avoid social discrimination incurred by low birth,
the church. Dayka had a particularly rough time; hardship
characterized his childhood, trials his adult life. His enlightened
views on religious tolerance invited the wrath of his superiors in
the Church. Thoroughly disappointed, he left his chosen vocation to
become a schoolteacher. His marriage proved to be a failure and he
died at the age of twenty-eight, poverty-stricken, of an incurable
disease. His poetry is not devoid of classical reminiscences, yet
his best poems always radiate a mellow, elegiac atmosphere enhanced
by carefully chosen imagery and meticulous execution; Dayka is a
master of restraint. The reader is both puzzled and fascinated by
the gloomy moods, blurred images, and esoteric sorrow of his
succinct lines. The fascination is largely due to the impenetrable
envelopment of his inner self: no one has access to the core of his
‘Secret Sorrow’:
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I fain would weep, yet can find no tears –





	
Nought but the broken sigh and stifled groan:





	
These are the tenants of my heart alone,





	
And their deep underminings steal my years.*Translated by J. Bowring.






Dayka’s poetry was very highly appreciated
by the literary ‘dictator’ of the early nineteenth century,
Kazinczy; ever since, he has been grossly underestimated and
largely neglected, due, very probably, to his lack of social
conscience.

There was one significant prose-writer in
the late eighteenth century whose main work, The Memoirs of
Fanny (1794), bears definite marks of Sentimentalism. This
writer, József Kármán (1769-95), made only a very brief appearance
on the literary scene. After studying law at the university of
Pest, he spent some time in Vienna. In the glittering Imperial
capital the young man had a truly sentimental romance; his love for
an older, married woman was a source of disappointment. Back in
Pest he was received in the best circles, he frequented the salons
of wealthy patrons of the arts, the drawing-rooms of the
aristocrats, and Masonic lodges. Some influential friends supported
his ambitious plan for establishing a literary quarterly. This
periodical, Uránia, was of high quality. Kármán aimed
at female readers, for he was convinced that the ‘gentler’ sex was
instinctively more sensitive to the arts. He wrote most of the
articles himself; occasional contributors included the poet
Csokonai. Kármán revealed brilliant intellectual gifts; he proved
to be an accomplished essayist and a sensitive writer of fiction.
In one of his essays, The Adornment of the Nation
(1794), he outlined a bold cultural programme. If Hungarian
literature was to assert itself, Kármán argued, it needed more
original works – a bold statement indeed, at a time when most
writers made little distinction between translation or adaptation
and original works. Bessenyei demanded translations to popularize
the literary ideas of the culturally advanced nations, and Kazinczy
was preaching the desirability of imitating the German spirit.
Kármán demanded critical evaluation, and frank self-examination,
for he felt that writers and the nation alike were infected with
self-righteousness and conceit to a degree which prevented progress
either in literature or in social conditions.

It was in Uránia that Kármán
published The Memoirs of Fanny. The touching story of
Fanny is related in a selection of entries in her fictitious diary
and in letters, addressed to a certain Baroness L. The story of
Fanny, a delicate young girl, and the lack of love that surrounds
her in the family, culminates in a tragic end when her father, a
harsh country squire, discovers her secret longing for a certain
young man of not particularly promising future or exceptional
social standing. She has met him at a country ball, they have
fallen in love, but her father’s apprehensiveness and her
stepmother’s nagging drive her to an early death. It is a plain
story, Kármán’s creative power is manifested in the wealth of
psychological detail with which he characterizes his heroine. The
psychological insight may or may not have been due to a sublimation
of Kármán’s own romance in Vienna; scholars have argued about this
for a long time. (The correspondence between Kármán and the
Viennese lady has come down to us by a curious chance. It proves
only that he was an excellent stylist. ) Kármán is very fond of
employing descriptions of nature, but his scenery is always
subjective – the beauty or aloofness of nature is always there to
contribute a nuance, a shade to the characterization of his
heroine. ‘The inhabitant of a narrow, solitary valley, when
climbing the peaks surrounding his dwelling-place for the first
time, and viewing the open space lying beneath his feet, beholds
the region and the objects in the haze of distance only as shadows.
An immense and chaotic infinity is opened up for him; he looks, he
sees, but is unable to perceivethat is how I feel now’, writes the
bewildered Fanny when she discovers her feelings.

Goethe’s Werther has often
been suggested as Kármán’s source of inspiration, but apart from
the obvious similarity of the theme (unhappy love) there is very
little to be said for the parallel. Kármán’s work possesses the
hallmark of genuine experience, the originality of the
psychological and social background validated by the local colour
of Hungarian country life. His style is modern; it is hardly
possible to consider him a contemporary of Dugonics, for example.
The overflowing sentiments are restrained by the strict economy of
his style; he often achieves effects with carefully chosen
adjectives. The greatest merit of his style is the scarcity of
obsolete words, even though his short literary career took place
before nyelvújítás (language reform).

Uránia proved a short-lived
periodical; only three numbers were ever published. In the summer
of 1795 Kármán went to a small town to attend the funeral of his
father, and nobody ever heard of him again; he was forgotten by his
contemporaries. When Toldy published Kármán’s works about fifty
years later no conclusive evidence could be found about the way he
had died. Family rumour professed to know that he had been in some
way involved in the Martinovics conspiracy that had aimed at
overthrowing the monarchy and establishing a republic in
Hungary.

Ignác Martinovics, the controversial leader
of the conspiracy, was a restless but brilliant intellect. An
unfrocked monk, a philosopher, and a free-mason by turns, perhaps a
former agent provocateur of the Austrian secret
police, Martinovics organized the discontented radical
intelligentsia, including many writers, into a secret society
fashioned after the radical ideas of the French Jacobins. The
Austrian police uncovered the plot in the summer of 1794 and the
ensuing trials sent the leaders of the movement to the scaffold in
the summer of 1795; many writers, lawyers, and other learned
conspirators perished in Austrian prisons. The secrecy of the
trials and the harshness of the sentences (Kazinczy, for example
was sentenced to death for copying one of the pamphlets of the
movement, although his death sentence was commuted to imprisonment
at the King’s pleasure) and the ensuing political terror and
persecution gave more than a sufficient taste of the professional
hazards awaiting Hungarian intellectuals in modern times. The
republican movement was an isolated incident – the conspirators
received support neither from the nobility nor from the peasantry.
Its consequences can be gauged mainly by its impact on the literary
scene.

Among the imprisoned poets was János
Batsányi (1763-1845), arrested on grounds of suspicion only.
Nothing was ever proved against him, yet he spent one year in the
fortress of Kufstein. The son of an artisan who claimed to be of
noble origin, Batsányi represented a new poetic attitude, that of a
seer prophesying radical changes in the country. He expected the
revolutionary transformation of the social and political structure
of Hungary in consequence of the fertilizing impact of the ideas of
the French Revolution:
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Nations still trapped within the snare of servitude!





	
Peoples who groan in pain, by iron bonds subdued,





	
Who have not shaken off the collar of the slave,





	
The yoke that drags you down into a wretched grave!





	
You also, sacred kings who, consecrated kill





	
– Since earth cries out for blood – the subjects of your
will





	
To Paris turn your eyes, let France elucidate,





	
For king and shackled slave, a future and a fate!*Translated by Matthew Mead.






This poem, entitled ‘On the Changes in
France’, voiced a revolutionary conviction new in Hungarian poetry.
It is this relentless voice demanding social change that
characterizes Batsányi’s poetry in the first period of his career.
In another poem, entitled ‘The Seer’, Batsányi envisages social
justice ruling in the world, based on rationalism:
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Let us endow schools of morality





	
For studious nations, where philosophy





	
Shall teach no harm or falsehood to slip past us,





	
Justice and liberty our only masters.*Translated by John Fuller.






His anti-royalist sentiments, expressed in
no uncertain terms in his poetry, resulted in the loss of his
office job as early as 1793. He was one of the co-founders of the
periodical Magyar Museum which he edited with Kazinczy
and Baróti Szabó. After his release from prison he remained in
Vienna, married the celebrated Austrian poetess Gabriella Baumberg,
and managed to find a modest position. His poetry, including the
powerful Elegies from Kufstein, remained unpublished,
and when in 1809 he translated Napoleon’s proclamation to the
Hungarians, he had to flee to France. Batsanyi, like most of his
East European contemporaries, entertained high hopes for Napoleon’s
East European campaign: Napoleon was awaited as the liberator from
Habsburg rule.

When the Allies occupied Paris, Batsányi
was handed over to the Austrian authorities and was exiled to Linz,
where he spent the rest of his life in obscurity until his death in
1845. He lost contact with contemporary literary life, and although
a collection of his poetry was published in Pest in 1827, many of
his works written in exile are lost or unpublished.

Batsányi’s close friend, suffering in the
cell next to his in Kufstein, was neither a revolutionary poet, nor
a radical thinker. László Szentjóbi Szabó (1767-95) was sentenced
to death for being a member of the secret society of conspirators,
but later royal clemency commuted his sentence to indefinite
imprisonment. Noble by birth and a teacher by profession,
Szentjóbi’s early poetry reveals the influence of Faludi; his
idylls show the lightness, but not always the grace, of Rococo. His
best poems reflect vividly his childhood memories, an entirely
novel subject for Hungarian poetry. He also described the everyday
life of peasants with humour often concealing compassion (e. g.
‘The Simpleton’). He published a volume in 1791, but his later
works were most probably destroyed by himself before his arrest. He
died in prison.

Ferenc Verseghy (1757-1822), who spent
almost nine years in prison, was, unlike Batsányi, not a writer of
radical revolutionary thoughts. His most radical act was the
translation of the Marseillaise, the popular song of
the French Revolution, yet he was sentenced to death in the first,
overzealous moments of the Jacobin trials. Of humble origin, he
chose, like many of his contemporaries, the only opportunity for
higher education – he became a Pauline monk. His poetry revealed
the influence of Faludi, his attitude as a priest showed him to be
a passionate believer in the ideas of the Enlightenment. In prison,
he worked with undaunted spirit; his main inspiration came from
Sterne and Herder. After his return to the literary scene he became
involved in the fierce controversies around the spelling reform, a
cardinal issue of the renewal of the language. A prolific writer,
besides writing poetry he tried his hand at writing novels and
aesthetic studies.

It is certain that the Martinovics
conspiracy changed the prospect of many Hungarian writers; careers
were cut short or ended in futile exile. Among the survivors, only
Ferenc Kazinczy emerged from prison with undiminished energy to
become the sole arbiter of literary taste in the first decades of
the nineteenth century.










Mihály Csokonai Vitéz


Mihály Csokonai Vitéz
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Kazinczy was readily accepted as the
unquestioned leader of literary life by a young poet whose
originality left a permanent mark on Hungarian literature. Mihály
Csokonai Vitéz’s allegiance to the imprisoned Kazinczy was rather
an act of defiance than of principle, for Csokonai, as true artists
have always been, was a rebellious mind. Of lower middle class
parentage, he was born on 17 November 1773 in the largest town of
Hungary at the time, Debrecen. He was educated at the College of
Debrecen, an educational establishment of controversial
intellectual profile: while its professors included some of the
best brains of the country, its administrators and not a few of its
scholars were noted for their conservatism and not infrequently for
a certain degree of academic bigotry. Csokonai revealed an early
talent for poetry, and was at ease with all the classical metres
both in Latin and Hungarian. A promising academic career awaited
him; he was appointed an assistant professor of poetics, but the
jealousy of his senior colleagues, (his informal classes drew large
audiences) and his own limited respect for pedantry and authority,
resulted in his summary dismissal in July 1795, at the time when
the Jacobin conspirators were executed in Buda. It is not unlikely
that his dismissal was an indirect result of the general
intimidation of the intelligentsia subsequent to the infamous
trials, although Csokonai was not involved in the conspiracy and
abhorred the violence of the French Revolution.

Never again did Csokonai have a proper job.
He wanted to study law at the College of Sárospatak, but he gave up
his plans after a while and decided to make a living by writing
poetry only. He roamed restlessly throughout the country, spent
some time in Pest and later in Pozsony, where he published a
‘poetic’ newspaper (Diétai Magyar Múzsa). For some
time he was employed as a relief-teacher in a small town in
Transdanubia, but bitterly disappointed with life he went back to
his native Debrecen and spent the remaining years of his life in
utter poverty. He grew tired of begging from aristocratic patrons
of the arts and in one of his plays summed up his experience: ‘He
who wants to be a poet in Hungary is a fool.’ Equally unlucky in
his love for the daughter of a rich merchant in Komárom,
immortalized in his Lilla Songs (she was married off
to a rich suitor), Csokonai, a desperate and sick man by now, died
a fitting death for a poet – while delivering an obituary eulogy in
verse for the deceased wife of an aristocrat, he caught pneumonia
of which he died on 28 January 1805. He was thirty-one. Embittered
he might have been but melancholy was despised by the poet, an
optimist by temperament. Even on his deathbed he was said to have
been making jokes with visitors.

While at the College of Debrecen, Csokonai
acquired a sound knowledge of languages and poetic forms; Italian,
French, German and Persian models can be traced in his poetry. He
was able to unite the gracefulness of Rococo poetry with the
simplicity of Hungarian folk-songs:

<
tbody>



	
I am scorched by





	
The all-consuming fire of a mighty love.





	
Beautiful little tulip!





	
Only you can provide balm for my wound.









	
The lovely sparkle in your eyes





	
Is the lively fire of dawn;





	
The dew on your lips





	
Dispels a thousand worries.










	
Respond with angelic words





	
To your lover’s request:





	
I shall repay your response





	
With a thousand kisses of ambrosia.







(‘A Reticent Request’)

His early poetry reflected political
idealism; the young poet was full of expectations. He envisaged
brighter prospects for the peasantry with the assistance of
education and the disappearance of religious bigotry; it is not
difficult to see in his ideals the impact of the Enlightenment and
of the fermenting ideas of the growing national consciousness. At
the same time he poked fun at the naïve nationalism of the
nobility: he felt that showing off the national dress whenever
possible was not only in bad taste, but revealed a preference for
appearance only, and little interest in the material and spiritual
progress of the nation (‘The Owl and the Heron’, ‘Battle of the
Frogs and Mice’ – the latter being an adaptation or, as Csokonai
called it, a ‘travesty’, of an ancient parody of Homer).

His social criticism rests on solid
Rousseauesque foundations. A nostalgia for ‘the golden age’ when
the greed for private possessions did not corrupt mankind makes the
poet turn in his desperation to the moon, which has an entirely
different significance here from that given to it in the imagery of
contemporary Sentimentalist poetry:

<
tbody>



	
It is you only, golden moonlight,





	
where plots are not measured yet,





	
and it is you, invigorating air, which





	
is untouched by the instruments of the land-surveyors.






(‘The Evening’)

The poem ‘Constantinople’, for example, is
a strong attack on what he thought to be the ‘dark forces’ of the
Church, disguised as a description of the Muslim religion, but
leaving little doubt as to what he was aiming at.

In this first period of poetic activity
Csokonai also attempted to write plays. The Dreamy
Tempef?i (1793) was never completed. It contains social
criticism directed against class distinction with ample opportunity
for satiric comment. The hero is a dreamy poet who, because of a
debt incurred by the printing of his verse, lands in trouble. When
it is revealed that he is of aristocratic origin his position
immediately improves; he is treated as a different person with due
respect for his rank. The dialogue is sparkling and the
characterization of the minor figures is remarkable.

Csokonai’s second period, after his
dismissal from the College of Debrecen in 1795, is dominated by a
strong personal lyricism as opposed to the political message of his
earlier works. The chronology of his poetry is uncertain, and a
number of poems in the collection Lilla Songs
(Nagyvárad,1805) may have been written prior to 1795, before his
unhappy romance with the daughter of a rich merchant in Komárom.
The Lilla Songs, though not exclusively addressed to
Lilla, are however a complete cycle of love-poetry, expressing as
many poetical moods as there are poems in the cycle. The variety of
the moods includes restrained emotions expressed by graceful Rococo
lines, boundless ebullience, or playful flirtation, bitter
complaints of a deserted lover, utter despondency, or the serenity
of fulfilled love:

<
tbody>



	
Now in the jasmine arbour





	
On this cool summer eve





	
I sit close to my Lille





	
And play the game of kisses





	
While her brown pretty tresses





	
Zephyr’s whisper caresses.*Excerpt from ‘Happiness’. Translated by Paul
Tábori.






There are poems which are conceived in the
traditional Rococo galanterie; nature, flowers, or
fruits remind the poet of his Lilla, as in ‘The Strawberry’ where
beauty of the colours, fragrances, and shapes of fruits are all
claimed to be worthy of the table of the gods, but all fall short
of comparison to Lilla, because:

<
tbody>



	
I will see thee,





	
lovely strawberry,





	
On the table of the Gods;





	
If thy tongue could find a language





	
Or a kiss, thou would resemble





	
Lilla’s ever beauteous lips.*Excerpt, translated by John Bowring.






The poem that concludes the cycle, ‘To
Hope’, is noteworthy for its perfect construction and virtuoso
technique. Its four stanzas evoke a range of moods: starting with
an ironic invocation, then cherishing nostalgic memories when
favoured by Hope, changing the mood to a reflective account of the
cause of grief, ending on a rising tone of universal despair, a
farewell cry for the loss of Lilla:

<
tbody>



	
Depart from me, O cruel Hope!





	
     Depart and come no more;





	
For blinded by your power I grope





	
     Along a bitter shore.





	
My strength has fail’d, for I am riven





	
     By all thy doubt and dearth;





	
My tired spirit longs for heaven





	
     My body yearns for earth





	
I see the meadows overcome





	
     With dark consuming blight;





	
The vocal grove today is dumb,





	
     The sun gives place to night.





	
I cannot tune this trill o’mine!





	
     My thoughts are all at sea!





	
Ah, heart! Ah, hope! Ah, Lilla mine!





	
     May God remember thee!*Excerpt, translated by Watson Kirkconnell.






The imagery of the poem is derived from
nature and the rhyming is effortless. While in Transdanubia
Csokonai wrote a comic epic Dorottya (Nagyvárad, 1804)
which he subtitled ‘The Triumph of the Ladies at the Carnival. A
Strange Heroic Poem in four parts.’ The ‘strange heroines’ are old
maids led by the indefatigable Dorothy against Prince Carnival,
angry that the time allotted by him is too short to get married.
The register of births is an object they desperately want to get
hold of, so that they can erase the record of their ages (Dorothy
is sixty years old!) and pass themselves off as still eligible for
marriage. In the ensuing, hilarious ‘battle of the sexes’ the
younger women also join in eventually. When Venus arrives
unexpectedly and rejuvenates the old maids, their reconciliation
with the opposite sex is instant, bringing about the happy relief
of marriage. Csokonai made use of the classical epic tradition
(e.g. the guests of the ball are induced to quarrel by the goddess
of strife, Eris). He may have been influenced by Pope’s Rape
of the Lock, though he is not consciously satirical, but
rather depicts Transdanubian society with effects near to the
burlesque. The construction of the epic rests on the classical
unities of time, place, and action. Descriptions of the mock-battle
scenes between the ladies and the gentlemen (Part III) are full of
robust humour; but behind the overdrawn characters, as behind the
masks in a fancy-dress ball, we find the sad faces of the country
nobility with their provincial solitude, lack of refinement, and
earthy jokes.

His comedy The Widow of Mr Karnyó and
the Two Rascals (1799) is an occasional play. The amorous
inclinations of an ageing shopkeeper are made use of by two suitors
who are after her wealth. Their intrigues against each other are
the source of comic situations. Eventually the husband, who had
been believed dead, returns; he has been a prisoner of war in
France. Mrs Karnyó poisons herself, the scoundrels and the husband
also drop dead, but a good fairy brings them to life – they cannot
escape the ridiculous situation. The play is concluded with a
‘serious’ epilogue advocating national unity and action against the
French (it is the time of the Napoleonic wars); hence the
occasional character of the play, which, in spite of its improvized
plot, provides an outlet for Csokonai’s comic talent.

His last years, spent in poverty in his
home town, Debrecen, and in a constant struggle against his failing
health, saw a last outburst of the desire to celebrate life. The
result was a collection of Anacreontic songs. The concluding poem
of the series, ‘The Grave of Hafiz’, commemorates the ‘sweet
songster of the Orient’: it is a celebration of the pleasures of
life, sung by a solo female voice and answered by a chorus.
Csokonai’s last poems reveal his resignation to the transience of
human existence (‘Over the Grave of Dr Földi’, ‘On my Pneumonia’).
He was perplexed by the eternal question of ‘to be or not to be’,
and feverishly sought an answer in the study of nature in the
botanical garden of the College (‘To Lieutenant Fazekas’); in
another poem he pondered on the immortality of the soul (‘Funeral
Songs’). The funeral song, an ancient and popular Hungarian
genre, was usually written by occasional
verse-writers; Csokonai, however, was able to charge the unassuming
occasional verse with poetry which at times assumes a sublimity
indicating the greatness Csokonai might have achieved had he
lived.

Csokonai succeeded in publishing only a few
of his works during his lifetime. His Lilla Songs were
published after his death; unfortunately they were overshadowed by
the enormous success of Himfy by Sándor Kisfaludy.
Refined critics often declared him coarse, sometimes even vulgar;
what they really resented was that Csokonai did not accept
contemporary tastes, but stuck to his own. His life and his poetry
are difficult to reconcile: behind the playful, light Rococo poetry
lay the reality of his insecure day-to-day existence.

Among his intellectual friends at Debrecen
was Mihály Fazekas (1766-1828), a retired, educated Hussar officer
who spent most of his days studying the natural sciences in a
manner befitting a gentleman-officer, and also wrote poetry
expressing his enlightened disgust with warfare and violence. His
Lúdas Matyi, written in 1804 (Vienna, 1817), is very
probably based on a folk-tale, whose exact origin has provoked much
scholarly discussion.

Matyi, the hero, suffers a gross injustice
at the hands of the servants of the local squire when he attempts
to sell his geese at the market (hence his name: ‘Lúdas’). The plot
revolves around Matyi’s cunning scheme to avenge himself, for he
decides to ‘repay the haughty squire three times’. The episodes
abound in humorous and unexpected turns. Fazekas develops his story
with economy and skill, the plot is realistic in detail with sound
observations of characters. The single-mindedness with which Matyi
learns various trades in order to approach Döbrögi, the squire,
without arousing suspicion, does much credit to its author, while
Döbrögi is a well-observed, typical Hungarian squire, no better and
no worse than others of his type.

The popularity of this short peasant
narrative was due to the authentic way Matyi succeeded in acting
out his revenge-fantasies. Matyi is the first hero in Hungarian
literature in whom the have-nots are victorious over the haves.
This is a new aspect of the népies literature; it has
a definite social message – the have-nots, at the bottom of the
social ladder; can expect to rise and have their say only if they
have the will and persistence to improve their social standing by
learning a trade or profession as Matyi did. The
népies literature that culminated in the poetry of
Pet?fi explicitly catered for the need of ‘the people’, rendering
them social justice at least in literature; at the same time, by
producing an awareness of social inequalities, it hoped to serve
social progress.

We have no reason to suspect that Fazekas
wrote Lúdas Matyi on the basis of a consciously
népies ideology; more likely the memories of his early
experiences (he served in the army as a private for seven years
before being commissioned) and the philanthropic ideas of the
Enlightenment accounted for his sensitivity to social
injustice.

Debrecen never became in the strict sense a
centre for Hungarian letters, although its College definitely had a
place in the intellectual life of the country in the eighteenth
century. From the beginning of the nineteenth century Pest achieved
prominence and in a short time became the capital not only of
Hungary, but of Hungarian letters as well. The greatest unifying
force responsible for its status was the language reform, perhaps
the most important single factor in the realization of
irodalmi tudat.










Chapter 7
The Reform of the Language and irodalmi tudat


OF Joseph II’s numerous attempts at reforming his Empire nothing
caused greater concern, at least to Hungary, than his project to
introduce the German language for public and official transactions.
When he issued the Royal decree on 6 May 1784, he could not have
envisaged the opposition which it would meet from all quarters in
Hungary. The decree was conceived in the rationalist fashion of the
times; in his Empire no fewer than seventeen languages were spoken,
representing a minor Babel – why should not the language with the
greatest tradition be spoken universally at least as far as
officialdom was concerned? Hitherto Latin had served the same
purpose: as the lingua franca of his subjects in the
Kingdom of Hungary, it had the approval of the Hungarian nobility,
for they had been educated in that language. ‘If the old, the
customary, the legal Latin language is to cease for us’, claimed
the deputies of one of the megyes,*A megye is an autonomous selfgoverning
administrative unit, somewhat similar to the English
county, or the French départment;
historians often use the term comitat (derived from
the Latin comitatus) as its equivalent in
English. ‘and the foreign and to us novel language of
Germany is to be introduced in its stead, it is impossible to say
what a fearful convulsion of all things, the state included, must
ensue.’ Another body of petitioners stressed the role of Latin as a
carrier of national traditions. ‘The idiom to be destroyed
is … the language of the learned, the universal tongue, the
tongue which for eight centuries up to the present time our beloved
Kings have studied, have used, have made their common speech – in
which from the very cradle of the Kingdom all our laws, decrees,
charters and privileges have been drawn up and so handed down to
posterity.’

These statements may have contained much
rhetoric, but they also contained a grain of truth. The use of a
dead language had some justification; being the native
language of no one, its use offended nobody. The
introduction of the German – although Joseph II was guided by the
loftiest principle, rationalism – apparently offended everyone
whose native tongue was not German, including Slavs, Hungarians,
and Romanians.

It particularly offended the rising
national consciousness of the Hungarians. Why should not Hungarian,
the language of the people who had founded the Kingdom, and who
constituted the majority (although not absolute majority) of the
population, be the official language, if Latin was to be discarded?
The Hungarian nobility suddenly realized that their most treasured
possession was the neglected and despised language of the Hungarian
peasants, and since the time of Bessenyei they had been fully aware
of the fact that a national culture can flourish only in the
national languge. In other words, the decree of Joseph II directed
public attention dramatically to the Hungarian language and started
indirectly a process which served its modernization.

Bessenyei and other writers noticed that
their language was underdeveloped: its vocabulary lacked important
native words for expressing abstract ideas, as a tool it lacked
sophistication and precision, the former being necessary for
literary usage, the latter for scientific and scholarly use. Most
of the abstract notions were expressed by Latin words: universe,
revolution, or virtue were universitas,
revolutio, and virtus in Hungarian as in
Latin. For an Englishman ‘poet’ is a natural English word – only
educated people knew that it is derived from the Latin
poeta. Hungarians used poéta,*Apparently the Latin poeta superseded the
native költ? (first recorded 1395) in the
seventeenth-eighteenth centuries. but the word was
immediately felt to be foreign by all speakers; in addition
uneducated speakers might not understand it at all. The lack of an
‘Anglo-Saxon’ word for the above ideas caused no concern for
Englishmen, but the same words did not satisfy speakers of those
languages which have no common ancestry in Latin. In addition
everyday life, particularly trade, commerce, and town life, was
interspersed with German words and expressions, and as German was
regarded as the language of the foreign overlords of the country
the alien nature of German words was felt twice as strongly as that
of other ‘ordinary’ foreign words. Hence, the political
implications in the attempt at reforming the language were
inherent. Joseph II’s experiment lacked the political wisdom to
treat a sensitive issue carefully; in the present century too we
have seen how the dormant nationalism of otherwise peaceful people
is immediately awakened if their language is felt to be at
stake.

Apart from the political reaction to the
introduction of a foreign language, the zealous reformers were not
raising a false alarm – certain words were restricted to dialects,
and perfectly good words in the contemporary vocabulary were
quietly superseded by fashionable foreign words. Hungarian as a
vehicle for literature and intellectual life was seriously
endangered. The aim of the reformers was threefold: to enlarge the
vocabulary, to reform the spelling, and to raise the language to
the highest status, that of the official language of the
country.

The obvious model for the reform was the
German experiment. It was in the eighteenth century that the
Germans realized that their various dialects diverged to such an
extent that their language might serve rather as a barrier than a
common medium for understanding each other. The language needed
standardization if it was to be understood by everybody. Hungarian
dialects on the other hand, were not so different, and the aim in
Hungary was not to choose a certain dialect to become the literary
language, but to create a literary language out of all dialects.
Divergences in pronunciation did not affect mutual understanding;
differences arose rather as a question of class – on one hand the
speech of the educated classes with a heavy load of foreign
phrases, and on the other the unspoilt language of ‘the
people’.

The ideology of the reform was rooted in
the philosophy of history as taught by Rousseau’s German disciple,
Herder. Herder became a household name in Hungary on account of his
reference to the Hungarians in his Ideen zur Philosophie der
Geschichte der Menschheit, in which he claimed that the
Hungarians would probably disappear altogether in the sea of German
and Slav peoples and that their language would face extinction. The
prophecy caused much heart – searching and torment among Hungarian
intellectuals and was the chief cause of pessimism about the future
of the country, epitomized in the Romantic vision of
nemzethalál (death of the nation), which was
popularized by leading poets. But Herder’s teaching about a mystic
Volksgeist was equally important to the Hungarians.
Herder claimed that all peoples have their own specific character
rooted in prehistoric times and that the language, popular tales,
songs, and customs preserve the ‘spirit of the people’
(Volksgeist). To gain knowledge of the properties of
that ‘spirit’, its manifestations (i.e. the songs and tales) have
to be examined. The reason for the study of these properties of the
Volksgeist was paramount in Herder’s teaching – they
represented distinct values in the universal diversity of the
nations, for according to Herder’s philosophy it was not the
universal and general, but the particular and specific that were
the main values of mankind.

Herder’s influence was twofold. On the one
hand, the value of the language as a distinct entity, the carrier
of a particular way of thinking, the treasure-trove of the
fundamental values of those who spoke it, became clear to Hungarian
intellectuals; on the other hand, they realized that if the
language was indeed the carrier of the Volksgeist,
they ought to have paid it much more attention in an attempt to
distinguish those specific traits which made the national identity
different from any other.

While the sudden interest in the language
resulted in many studies which explored different facets of the
Hungarian language, it was bound to produce excesses as well. Most
of these excesses manifested themselves in efforts to find the
‘truly’ distinguishing marks of the Hungarian language at any cost.
The universal search for characteristics which no other language
possessed overstressed the alleged or genuine peculiarities of the
Hungarian language and provided fuel for both national pride and
inferiority complex, the two most important characteristics of
nationalism. While dilettantes produced the most
extraordinary proofs of the uniqueness of the Hungarian language
(e.g. stories or poems made up of words containing identical vowels
in all syllables, or long palindromic sentences),
Kazinczy, the chief architect of the reform, was worried about the
shortcomings of the language. ‘Herder says’, – he wrote to a
friend, ‘that when a nation does not possess a word, it does not
possess the idea or the thing that it represents.’

Therefore the first and foremost task which
faced the reformers was how to enlarge the vocabulary, or rather
how to replace foreign words. Of course there were as many views as
reformers, but a pattern emerged for the successful coining of new
words. Obsolete words and suffixes were reactivated, dialect words
were introduced into the standard language, foreign compound words
were translated, and even non – existent roots and suffixes were
used (e.g. Latin materia became anyag on
the analogy that mater equals anya, but
the suffix* -g probably never existed, although words do end in –
*g, e.g. csillag ‘star’). What was surprising was that
the public accepted a fair proportion of the coined or reactivated
words, and within a generation they became part of the standard
language indistinguishable from other, ‘natural’ words. No valid
reason can be found why certain words became popular and others did
not. Properly formed words were rejected, sometimes curious hybrids
survived; words formed by employing the same principle did not all
have the same chance of survival (e.g. ‘villany’ ‘electricity’
became standard, ‘éleny’ ‘oxygen’ was rejected). The language
reform (nyelvújítás), however, definitely proved at
least one property of the Hungarian language – its elasticity, and
an almost infinite variability of suffixes and prefixes.

The reform of the spelling was a relatively
simple business; by reaching a successful compromise, although not
without fierce debates between the advocates of the historical
principle and of the standard pronunciation, the reformers produced
a spelling which, unlike that of English or French, caused little
difficulty for schoolchildren and foreigners alike. In spite of the
simplicity of the task, the reform of the spelling had its
difficulties, epitomized by the so-called ‘Y war’. One group of
reformers was inclined to employ the historical principle when the
various suffixes could be recogized in the spelling (e.g.
láthatja) the other party preferred the phonetical
spelling (e.g. láthattya). Eventually the historical
principle was accepted, and Hungarian spelling has seen only minor
changes since the 1830s (e.g. the apostrophe was abolished, the
compound letter ‘cz’ was deleted from the alphabet in 1910, except
in family names, and certain rules regarding compound words were
simplified).

From the 1790s onwards the use of the
Hungarian language gradually gained ground in schools and
establishments for higher education (a chair for Hungarian language
and literature at Budapest University was established in 1792), as
well as in scholarly works. By the 1830s no self-respecting scholar
would publish a treatise in Latin, and the crowning success came in
1844 when a bill was passed in Parliament making the use of
Hungarian legally binding in all public transactions.

The chief architect of the language reform,
as has already been mentioned, was Ferenc Kazinczy (1759-1831). His
career really started when he returned to public life after having
spent 2387 days in prison for his involvement in the Jacobin
conspiracy. Before his sentence Kazinczy, a nobleman by birth, was
only a highly-educated county official whose chief aspiration was
to establish and serve a refined literary taste mainly through
translations. The long days in prison, with ample time for reading
and thinking, released some hidden qualities in Kazinczy’s
personality which compelled him to take the leading role on the
literary scene.

He was pardoned in 1801 at the age of
forty-two, and moved to a small place in north-eastern Hungary
which he renamed Széphalom,*Fairhill. and which became a symbol and the
chief stronghold of the language reform, for Kazinczy, although
living alone there, soon become involved in an extensive
correspondence with his fellow-intellectuals. Kazinczy was not a
truly creative artist; although he attempted to write both poetry
and prose, these writings lacked the inspiration of a creative
genius and were rather the products of a refined mind with a
cultivated taste (except for his personal reminiscences and prison
diary, which are rich in subtle observations and belletristic
details). He was at his best as a translator; he provided examples
in his translations of his clearly formulated ideas about the
language as a vehicle for sophisticated communication.

He was a true child of the eighteenth
century; his thinking was characterized by bold ideas and a
theoretical approach, but he apparently lacked any appreciation of
historical continuity. In other words, he represented the radical
spirit of the French Revolution in his approach to the reform of
the Hungarian language. He upheld the view that language must be
freed from obsolete conventions and that new laws can be
artificially formed if they are in accordance with the
genius of the language. Greatly influenced by Herder’s
ideas, Kazinczy and his followers left no stone unturned in the
universal search for new words and construction. Opposition to them
came mainly from the Debrecen area, noted for its conservative
thinking, although some writers in Transdanubia also opposed
Kazinczy’s eagerness for innovation. The conservative intellectuals
could not bring themselves to approve any outlandish influence in
case it meant losing the old way of life (and traditional values)
and, which they believed to be the only valid manifestation of
national identity. In the endeavours of Kazinczy and his followers
the conservatives saw an essentially foreign (i.e. German), and
therefore evil, influence. Everybody professed to know that what
was at stake was more than just how to coin a couple of thousand
words – this modernization of the language was incompatible with
their conservative thinking and thereby their whole way of life. As
they feared, the language reform did indeed contribute to the final
rejection of the age-old philosophy expressed by the aphorism
‘Extra Hungariam non est vita’.

Kazinczy’s programme was unfolded in his
enormous correspondence. He established contact with every writer.
He approached them in long letters, containing friendly chatter,
discussion of new books, advice, and criticism. In a relatively
short time he gained the recognition of practically all writers,
who respected his opinion on most subjects, following his advice
and happily accepting his verdicts. In short, he became an
‘enlightened despot’ in Hungarian letters; to be a Hungarian writer
was to be a friend of Kazinczy. Kazinczy’s programme was more
moderate than that of his predecessor, Kármán; he was convinced
that the first and foremost need of Hungarian literary life was to
absorb and imitate all the significant literary achievements of the
culturally advanced nations. He realized that to accomplish his
goal translations were of paramount importance, and this was the
chief reason in Kazinczy’s mind for the language reform – to create
a suitable medium for the transmission of the sophisticated
literary products of other nations. It was not, however, an
overambitious programme; he opposed originality, believing that a
mastery in imitation had to be acquired first, because he held, not
without reason, that originality could not manifest itself until
the tools of the trade – language and style – were ready for those
with original ideas. ‘We have merely begun the work of reform. Our
life has had to be spent in clearing and preparing the path of
progress. But the time draws nigh when the sons of the gods will
appear and cover Hungary with glory. Still, if the path has been
made ready for them, the merit is ours’, commented Kazinczy on his
own role in bringing about ‘an elevated style’ (Fenntebb
stylus).

By the 1820s the dictator’s grip on
literary taste was slackening; the young generation of writers who
became known as the Aurora Circle rejected his ideas
and leadership as both old-fashioned and unacceptable. In other
words, ‘the sons of the gods’ eagerly awaited by the ageing master
appeared at last, led by the poet, Mihály Vörösmarty, but paid
little respect to the master who had paved the way for them. Their
appearance was the result of the emergence of Pest as the literary
centre; no Hungarian writer had lived permanently in Pest until the
beginning of the nineteenth century. (The earliest group of
significance was the short-lived association of the
test?r writers, centred in Vienna; it was followed by
Kármán’s attempt to form a loose association of writers in Pest at
the very end of the eighteenth century.)

The potentialities on which the
Aurora Circle could rely to establish literary life in
Pest grew out of changes in the social structure of the city. Till
the early nineteenth century the city had been predominantly
German-speaking; its emerging middle class, after the recapture of
the twin city on the Danube, consisted mostly of German-speaking
settlers; but then the national spirit penetrated the Hungarian
upper class and the nobility, and they began to assert their
nationality by using their native language more often in public,
and by their dress. Contemporary foreign travellers frequently
referred to the colourful Hungarian national dress to be seen on
the fashionable streets of Pest and Buda. At the same time a
process of assimilation started up among the middle class. Of
course, these external signs of awakening nationalism and
assimilation were not enough to change the intellectual climate of
a city. The milestone in the radical change that took place in the
course of half a century (1780-1830) were the establishing of
various cultural institutions in Pest, all serving explicitly the
Hungarian intellectual revival. The Royal Hungarian University of
Nagyszombat was transferred to Pest in 1784; a Hungarian National
Museum was founded in 1802; the Hungarian Academy of Sciences,
advocated by Bessenyei, was founded in 1825, mainly as a result of
a single-minded magnate, Count István Széchenyi, son of the founder
of the National Museum.

Periodicals were established which proved
not to be short-lived attempts (unlike Kármán’s Uránia
or Magyar Museum, Kassa, 1788-92, edited by Kazinczy,
Batsányi and Baróti Szabó), but became organs of a thriving
cultural life. The paper Domestic Intelligence was
founded by István Kultsár in 1805, complete with a literary
supplement from 1817 to 1842 (Useful Entertainments).
The leading cultural periodical Scholarly Miscellanea
was started in 1817, and in the course of the next two decades it
featured many prominent writers and scholars on its pages. Its
reputation was quickly established; its quality was noticed abroad
barely two years after it was first launched. ‘This journal,
although it is confined to Hungary alone, obtains extraordinary
success … (and) proves that Hungary does not remain behind in
the progress of civilization,’ claimed the contemporary London
Monthly Magazine in 1819. The verdict on Useful
Entertainments was again favourable: it was said to be ‘very
carefully digested … and the relation of the articles does
honour to the taste of the editor’. Booksellers and publishers
transferred their shops and offices to Pest and Buda, among them
the University Press from Nagyszombat (founded in 1577) which was
transferred to Buda in 1777. New publishing and bookselling firms
were also established, or new branches opened.

Plans for a permanent Hungarian National
Theatre had existed since the 1790s; however, it was a German
theatre which was founded in 1812, for the opening of which
Beethoven composed the incidental music. At the same time
provincial companies were performing their plays in Hungarian in
Pest, very often with great success, although the permanent
National Theatre was not established until 1837. The success of the
provincial companies and the increasing number of bookselling firms
proved the existence of an educated public in Pest prepared to
spend its money on Hungarian cultural commodities. With the
appearance of a public whose cultural needs could be catered for
only in Hungarian, the prerequisites of a healthy literary life
were present. Furthermore, the demands of this public, as reflected
by the bookselling and publishing trade, provided useful guidelines
for the writers as to the tastes of their readers.

The writers attached to the new
institutions were able to keep in touch, form groups, and later
earn a living by their literary activity, thus achieving
professional status, and above all losing their sense of isolation,
which until then had been the greatest handicap of former Hungarian
writers. The subject of paramount common interest for most of the
writers was the language reform. Kazinczy’s views were represented
in Pest by a group of writers, traditionally called ‘Kazinczy’s
triad of Pest’. These writers acknowledged Kazinczy as their leader
and championed his views, sometimes vehemently, against opposing
trends. The nucleus of the group was formed at the time of the ‘Y
war’ (Révai versus Verseghy. These writers accepted Révai’s
historical principle and, as Kazinczy shared Révai’s opinion, he
too became involved. When Kazinczy visited Pest on his way to
Vienna in 1808 the loyalty of Horvát, Vitkovics, and Szemere to
Kazinczy became almost unconditional. Among other things, they made
ambitious literary plans for publishing a critical periodical and
prepared the works of Dayka and Berzsenyi for publication. They
established contact with Berzsenyi and Kölcsey – who lived in the
countryside – both of whose writings were greatly appreciated by
them. Horvát produced a literary almanac in which he published the
writings of Kazinczy’s friends, and Vitkovics held literary
evenings where not only were new works presented and discussed, but
visiting writers always found a congenial atmosphere.

The oldest of the triad was Mihály
Vitkovics (1778-1829), son of a Greek orthodox priest whose native
language was Serbian. Vitkovics befriended Horvát during their
university years: their common respect for the teachings of Révai
brought them together. A part of Vitkovics’s original works was the
result of his interest in the folk-poetry of the Serbians, highly
fashionable in those years, thanks to Goethe’s favourable verdict
on a collection published by Talvj. Vitkovics wrote several
successful folk-song imitations, but his other poems, notably his
love-poetry and poetic epistles (a form enjoying great contemporary
popularity) also revealed his craftsmanship, while his native
heritage contributed to the variety of his poetic forms. As a
self-appointed host to the pro-Kazinczy writers, he secured the
friendship of the younger generation of writers; Vörösmarty and
other Aurora writers also frequented his meetings.

His friend István Horvát (1784-1846)
studied law at the University of Pest and was influenced by the
ideas of the Enlightenment. His main driving force, however, was
his unconditional loyalty to the national movement; probably this
accounts for his profound, though sometimes misguided, interest in
the language and early history of his country. While this interest
produced little of lasting value, as a professor at Pest University
he directed his students’ attention to the problems of early
Hungarian history, which was to be a cardinal factor in shaping the
second phase of Hungarian nationalism. First it was the language
reform on which the general interest focused, interest which had
been partly generated by the ideas of the Enlightenment; then the
attention of the intellectuals turned to the early history of the
nation, coinciding with the Romantic movement, and providing a
special feature of Hungarian Romanticism. Not that the Romantics in
other countries lacked the inspiration of remote ages – ever since
the ‘discovery’ of the Ossianic songs in the late eighteenth
century, the semidarkness of early, unwritten history had
fascinated both poets and writers – Tennyson’s interest, for
example, in the Arthurian legends lasted till the 1880s, well over
the peak of the Romantic movement.

The quest for a national identity was
served by the investigation of the distant past. Several
self-professed historians, in whose writings critical acumen was
sadly lacking, often yielded to wishful thinking. Yet the discovery
of the earliest relics of the national culture and traditions was
the result of interest generated during the Romantic era. At the
same time, the popular success of epic poetry dealing with the
ancient glory (régi dics?ség) also illustrated the
prevailing literary taste, which was shared by writers and readers
alike – Vörösmarty was as fascinated by Horvát’s research as were
his students, or the general public who gratefully admired and
dutifully bought the contemporary flood of epics.

The third member of the triad Pá1 Szemere
(1785-1861) came from a noble family, and had the usual education
of the nobility: law. From the beginning of his literary career he
was the most devoted follower of Kazinczy. He made a name for
himself with his experiments in sonnet form, and his sonnets were
justly received with acclaim; they were polished and meticulously
executed, athough they seem somewhat affected to the modern reader.
His record as a reformer of the language is impressive; following
Kazinczy’s principles and constantly seeking his approval, he
coined a fair number of words, without which it would be impossible
to write criticism – among other things – in Hungarian now. The
very word irodalom (literature) is one of his lucky
strikes. When coining words he revealed boldness, happy instinct,
and sure taste; his driving force was to achieve a sonorous effect.
It was Szemere who, with Kölcsey, poked fun at those opponents of
Kazinczy who attacked their master in Harangue (1813)
for the alleged excesses of the innovators (Answer to the
Harangue, 1815).

Kazinczy’s supporters included János Kis
(1770-1846) whose father was a serf in Transdanubia. A Protestant
pastor who eventually rose to the office of the Transdanubian
episcopate, Kis was a faithful and loyal satellite in Kazinczy’s
‘solar system’. His own poetry reflected his mentor’s taste well
enough, but he lacked originality and power. His loyalty was
acknowledged and rewarded by the Kazinczy circle; Kölcsey wrote a
flattering piece of criticism about his poetry. Kölcsey’s view, a
misplaced enthusiasm for the perfect pupil as it were, nevertheless
illustrated the influence of Kazinczy’s magic circle – partisan
views were one of the most noticeable features of the newly-born
literary life. Kazinczy’s camp also included László Ungvárnémeti
Tóth (1788-1820), who had been educated in the classics,
particularly the Greek authors; his own poetry revealed the marked
influence of Pindar and Anacreon, and his knowledge of prosody left
little to be desired. There is currently a revival of interest in
his poetry, the chief promoter of Ungvárnémeti’s popularity being
Sándor Weöres, one of the major poets of our own day, who has found
much congeniality in the delightful lines of the earlier poet.
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The only major poet to emerge within
Kazinczy’s circle was Ferenc Kölcsey, born on 8 August 1790 at
Sz?demeter. It took time and effort for Kölcsey to channel his
emotional tension into deeply felt poetry on patriotic themes, and
he is chiefly remembered today as the author of the Hungarian
national anthem (‘Hymn’, 1823). There was a great demand for verses
written on these themes, and whereas for less talented writers they
were merely obligatory exercises, for Kölcsey patriotic emotions
became a way of life.

Having lost his parents at an early age,
and handicapped by the loss of one eye, he completed his schooling
in Debrecen in solitude and was known as a retiring youth with an
intense, almost pathological, love of books. His imagination was
fired by the classics, particularly by the Greek poets and the
German classicists. He became known to Kazinczy’s triad and to
Berzsenyi when he went to Pest to the law school in 1810, the
traditional conclusion of education for the son of a country
squire.

His early lyrics were noteworthy for his
individual use of words: when he chose a word, it was less on
account of its precise meaning, but rather for its power to suggest
blurred images and evoke an atmosphere. Kölcsey was fond of
expressing abstract notions of beauty, ornamented by colourful
adjectives, and thus creating a sense of ethereal vibration. The
tone of his early poems is sentimental and self-torturing. Kazinczy
appreciated his poetry, as it met with his own ideal which had also
been formed under the influence of the Greek and German classicist
models.

Kölcsey’s inborn pessimism was aggravated
by his solitude in the countryside. He lived in complete isolation
on his family estates at Cseke with only books for company, reading
and writing very often until the small hours. It is a fascinating
picture that the pale, eccentric, ethereal youth might have
presented to the occasional intellectual visitor, in contrast to
his neighbours who were wealthy, red-cheeked country squires with a
robust sense of humour and a grand appetite for enjoying life,
types similar to the rowdy characters of Fielding’s novels. His
early love lyrics reflect his solitude only too well – they are
full of images of unfulfilled dreams, yearnings, and repression,
and a general desire to escape from his surroundings. He seriously
contemplated emigrating to America. On one occasion he wrote to a
friend:

The country, where I live, is hidden from
the human eye, the scenery is beautiful, yet singularly lonely. In
one direction I am surrounded by large forests; in another
direction there is an opening and the horizon is limited only by
the snowy caps of the Máramaros Mountains. Is it not a poetic spot,
my friend? The trouble is, however, that I lack company, and I am
not content with lifeless beauty.

He frequently planned to move to Pest, but
his plans came to nothing, except for the occasional visit to see
his friends, first of all Szemere. In 1817 he wrote his first
patriotic ode (‘Rákóczi, hajh’) in which he reproaches public
opinion for its apparent lack of respect for the historical past,
particularly for the memory of national tragedies, such as the
disaster at Mohács, or the ill-fated uprisings against Habsburg
rule. The poem’s rhyming iambics, heroic diction, increasing
intensity of emotions, and sharp contrasts, and the noble vision in
its conclusion point towards Kölcsey’s break with the classicist
tradition and to the impact of the Romantic mood. His prose,
particularly his philosophical and aesthetic writings, also
revealed his contacts with Romantic ideas. History and human
culture were for him the result of organic evolution, the prospects
for progress seemed gloomy, and he had his doubts about the
cherished ideas of the French Revolution. At the same time, Kölcsey
revised his own views about the language reform, and became opposed
to its being forced through at an unreasonable pace. In literature
he protested against imitation, adaptation, and translation, and
demanded original works. These views unintentionally estranged him
from Kazinczy.

When looking for new ideals to achieve
originality in poetry he turned to folk-poetry: ‘If my gloomy moods
permit’, he wrote in 1818, ‘I experiment with the tone of the
peasant-songs. I have never had a more difficult subject. To
transfer the embittered spirit from the solemn tone of sentimental
lyrics to the capriciously playful, yet warm and noble tone [of the
folk-song] was a trying effort.’ This devotion to folk-poetry arose
from his patriotic sentiments, and from the Romantic preoccupation
with ‘the songs of the people’. A shift of interest and tone
revealed itself not only in his lyrics but also in his ballads, an
entirely new poetic form for Kölcsey (e.g. in the lively dialogue
and lyric manner of ‘Lovely Lenka’, the anguish of a girl seeking
her lover in the stormy waters, while he is waiting for her
ashore). His ballads show his concern with historic topics (e.g.
‘Dobozi’), a distinct feature of the Hungarian Romantic
movement.

In the early 1820s his poetry became
increasingly concerned with patriotic themes, because of his own
disposition, and his growing involvement in contemporary politics,
which eventually led him to prominence in public life. The most
representative piece of his poetry, epitomizing his views on
Hungarian history, was the ‘Hymn’ (1823), evoking the glory of the
early centuries – the Conquest and the reign of King Matthias –
while presenting a morbid catalogue of national tragedies from the
Tartar invasion and the Turkish occupation to anti-Habsburg
rebellions which had been violently suppressed. Kölcsey’s biblical
manner recalled the tone of the sixteenthcentury preacher-writers.
At the conclusion of the poem he pleads with God for mercy, saying
that the severe punishment received in past centuries should have
served as a just atonement for the sins of both past and future. On
the publication of the poem in Aurora (1829) Kölcsey’s
pessimistic view of history and his solemn manner of delivery made
an indelible effect on the nation, – and when it was set to music
by Erkel (1844) it became the national anthem, surviving all
political creeds ever since. Kölcsey’s interpretation of the past,
although it was hurtful to the nation’s pride, coming as it did at
a time when hitherto unsuspected strengths and energies were
surging to the surface during the Age of Reform, nevertheless
expressed a philosophy that was more suitable for a small nation –
namely, that of an unfaltering hope in a better future, since if
hope were given up no alternative would be left. Another motif in
the reasoning of the poet (the idea that if the nation had already
been punished for its crimes and sins, it deserved a fairer share
of happiness) had a part in the formation of a political concept at
the time of the Settlement of 1867. This was essentially a moral
reaction to any real or imagined political grievance (sérelmi
politika).*a
policy based on grievances: gravaminal policy.
It might strike the outsider as a singularly inefficient political
concept, yet sérelmi politika was, and to a certain
extent still is, the basic moral justification for any political
aspiration of the average Hungarian.

Kölcsey’s other politically loaded poems
written in these years include ‘Ode to Freedom’, where the genius
of freedom is represented allegorically, as a glorious lady, and
the poet awaits her arrival with a yearning befitting a
love-stricken man, and with typical Romantic imagery, her speech is
described as ‘a sparkling whirlwind’ and her ‘green ivy chaplet is
bathed in blood’. He calls down curses on the head of the cowards
whose fate is to be subjugation. The same motif returns in
‘Rebellious Song’. It is easy to see the moral lesson of the
cursing: the sacrifice of the glorious ancestors was in vain, if
the degenerate descendants are prevented by their own cowardice
from gaining their freedom. It is an ever-recurring feature in
Hungarian Romantic literature; Romantic literature all over Europe
was heavily imbued with enthusiasm for freedom, but it was
particularly topical in Hungary where the notion of freedom, or
rather the lack of freedom in national and public life, was the
touchstone of any national aspiration; hence the pressing urgency
of the message of poets who deputized for political forces in the
struggle for social transformation. Lord Byron’s fight for Greek
freedom was the fulfilment of a distant, Romantic dream, whilst the
Hungarian Romantics fought for a political cause directly related
to them.

Kölcsey’s inborn disposition towards
pessimism is to be found in all aspects of his writings: it is most
strongly present in ‘Vanitatum Vanitas’, a poem devoted to the
intrinsic value of mankind’s progress. Kölcsey broods over the
specific human values produced in the course of centuries, and
comes to the conclusion that our earth is an ant-hill, the events
of history pass as a sigh, the greatest of battles is no more than
a cock-fight, faith and hope are mere illusions, immortality
evaporates like the scent of a flower. His nihilistic utterances
spare neither ideals, nor events, nor personalities, yet they are
not the manifestation of despair, but the sudden realization of the
disparity of proportions between human affairs and the immenseness
of the universe – an idea befitting the existentialist thinker
rather than the Romantic poet. His conclusion deserves particular
attention: ‘Nothing is good, nothing is bad / but everything is
futile.’ (This abrupt rejection of moral values found an echo in
Madách’s Tragedy of Man half a century later. The
effectiveness of the poem derives from a tension between the
message and the state of mind of its author; the self-enforced
sarcasm and aloofness are contradicted by the muted pain, by an
effort to repress an intense passion, the very source of
inspiration.

In 1826 he again visited Pest, where he
re-established his connections with his friends, and met personally
the celebrated poet of the younger generation, Vörösmarty, and
writers of the Aurora Circle. The collaboration of
these writers produced a critical review, Life and
Literature, which provided an outlet for Kölcsey’s critical
acumen and in which he published essays on diverse subjects.
Kölcsey may be regarded as the founder of serious criticism in
Hungary. So far critics had been content to praise the patriotic
spirit of their fellow-writers. Kölcsey set a high standard;
praiseworthy intentions did not satisfy him. His critical remarks
about Csokonai, the idol of his youth, and about Berzsenyi
contained many valid points, and with the exception of his
ill-founded enthusiasm for Kis, they have withstood the judgement
of posterity as respectable pieces of criticism. His
contemporaries, however, were outraged at the severity of his tone.
Berzsenyi was gravely offended, and the only effect of Kölcsey’s
criticism was to discourage him from writing.

In historical essays like
Mohács (1826) and National Traditions
(1826) Kölcsey summarized the reasons why he attached importance to
preserving the national heritage.

Every stone erected to commemorate the
deeds of our forefathers, every bush planted at the grave of the
illustrious dead, every song sung about former heroes, every
investigation devoted to the study of former centuries, each of
these is one step by which our present generation mounts higher.
National character can be preserved only by bestowing care on
monuments of the past, or where lack of these monuments prevents
their care, it is the poet’s duty to erect poetic monuments to the
past deeds of the nation.

The link established by Kölcsey between the
national past and the duty of the poets is a prominent feature of
the Romantic age and at the same time, it is a definition of the
task of writers in Hungary. It provided an additional reason for
the cultivation of didactic literature, and rejected literature’s
function as a medium of entertainment, of aesthetic experience or
of experiment; the existence of non-committed literature was
claimed to be detrimental to the nation’s very existence. The
doctrine of literature’s particular function became imprinted, like
a genetic message, on the minds of generations of Hungarian writers
to come, but at the same time it became the shackles of convention
for writers less interested in preserving the national spirit,
particularly in the present century. Such justification for the
existence of literature is characteristic to a certain extent of
all East European, including Russian, literature, and it is one
reason why foreigners are frequently unable to enjoy the literary
products of those countries.

In the late 1820s Kölcsey became more and
more involved in public affairs. First he joined the civil service
of his county, and in 1832 he became his county’s delegate to the
Parliament of 1832-6 as a Liberal Member. His public life left
little time for writing poetry, although some of his most effective
poems were produced during these years. ‘Huszt’, a poem of
epigrammatic brevity advocating action, expresses the spirit of the
times best: its fervent patriotism is the source of a desire for
urgent political and social improvements. As a leading spokesman of
the opposition, Kölcsey commanded the respect of all parties, not
only because of the humanitarian approach of his speeches, or the
paramount importance of the subjects he touched upon (e.g. the case
for Hungarian as the official language), but because of his ability
to present his case with clarity and precision and at the same time
with effective emotion, springing from the inner conviction which
permeated all his activity in public life.

The county of Szatmár recalled him in 1835;
thus he was forced into semi-retirement on his estates at Cseke.
This second ‘exile’ was not inactive, for he devoted himself to the
same issues of national importance and also found time to write
belles-lettres. When Kölcsey tried his hand at writing
short stories he displayed a psychological insight into the motives
of human action (e.g. Treasure in the Carpathians,
The Hunter’s Lodge). He also found time to summarize
his political testimony, in a work addressed to his nephew
(Parainesis).

Among the poems written in the last period
of his life, ‘The Second Song of Zrínyi’ deserves special
attention. Kölcsey’s grave concern for his country is the subject
of the poem. Whilst the gloomy pictures presented in the earlier
‘Hymn’ were relieved by a firm belief that the course of events
would eventually turn in the nation’s favour, this time the
conclusion of his tormented imaginings left little doubt that
Kölcsey had lost all hope. The conclusion, a foreboding picture of
the extinction of the nation (nemzethalál), was again
an overtly Romantic vision, an echo of Herder’s prophesy. Together
with Vörösmarty’s ‘Appeal’, it made an unparalleled impact on his
contemporaries.

One of the mainsprings of the national
awakening was to overcome the fear of the total extinction of the
Hungarian people as a separate entity in the Carpathian basin,
where not a few peoples had disappeared, leaving no record of their
existence but their name. The image of the Carpathian basin peopled
by other nations, speaking different languages and having different
ways of life, evoked considerable terror and self-pity, yet the
fear was not entirely without foundation. The Hungarians had
existed without independent statehood ever since the Turks had
overrun the country in the early sixteenth century. By the
eighteenth century they had lost the absolute majority in their own
country because of large-scale immigration and the high birth-rate
of the other nationalities. If the same demographical trend
continued, they might well find themselves in a situation parallel
to the various Celtic peoples in Britain or France. The emerging
nationalism, however, had averted this danger; Hungarians, whose
national interest clashed violently with the growing nationalist
aspirations of the Pan-Germanic and Pan-Slav groups, found in this
vision of nemzethalál a strong stimulus to their
determination to survive.

When Kölcsey died in 1838 the basic issues
of achieving a self-reliant, independent statehood were far from
being settled. It was his merit that he directed his considerable
poetic talent to presenting the perils that threatened the nation
in a suitable Romantic dressing for his contemporaries; his was a
self-assumed role adopted by many a Hungarian poet with a
conscience assuming responsibility for the destinies of his
community.
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It was János Kis, Kazinczy’s disciple in
Sopron, who discovered Berzsenyi’s literary talent. Nothing could
be further from the urbane, sophisticated ideals of Kazinczy’s
circle than the parochial straightforwardness of this robust,
solemn nobleman. Berzsenyi, an archetype of the ideals of the
Hungarian nobility, was born in a small Transdanubian village in
1776 and educated in the grammar school of Sopron. Most of his life
he spent farming at his family estates at Nikla, occasionally
visiting his literary friends, and quietly suppressing his wish to
move to Pest, the centre of literary activity. After Kölcsey’s
stern criticism he wrote less and less poetry, and by the time he
died in 1836 he was taking very little part in the thriving
literary life.

Berzsenyi’s poetry – the chronology of
which has not been satisfactorily established – was based on his
deep respect for traditions, and on an almost fanatical devotion to
the classical Latin poetry, particularly to Horace. The former
characteristic of his poetry marks him as the last representative
of the traditional trend (magyaros iskola), the latter as a
successor of the classicist triad and Virág. At the same time his
subjective moods often break the restrained classical forms, and
his love for tradition represents a higher order of values than
simply the extolling of the external features of the traditional
way of life. The fashionable ideas of the Enlightenment, or the
outburst of Romantic excesses in his contemporaries both at home
and abroad in the latter part of his life, left him untouched. Like
all genuine poets, he was preoccupied with his own sensibilities;
he longed for harmony, tranquillity, and a balance of the inner
self. By forcing himself to accept and praise the envied golden
mean of his idol, Horace, Berzsenyi achieved contentment with his
fate, yet his poetry reveals a nervous vibration, a tension
accentuated by the extremity of his images, notions of
monumentality and robustness interchanged with suddenly subdued
tones. The effect conveyed, curiously enough, is not Romantic,
although excesses and extremes do characterise the Romantic mood,
but rather one of a pulsating radiation of power.

For it is this power that first strikes the
reader of Berzsenyi’s poetry, whose themes are limited to his
concern with the decay of the individual, which is projected either
on the community (the nation) or on the world surrounding him
(nature). This notion of decay springs from an inner uncertainty:
Berzsenyi perceives the world in motion, and this creates an
uneasiness in him, a constant awareness of the beginning and the
end. No other aspect of existence is important for Berzsenyi,
because everything moves unceasingly, without resisting, towards an
end, hence his everrecurring sense of decay. The struggle against
this dominant sensation produces boundless energies, and these
energies erupt like volcanoes.

The theme of the decay of the nation takes
the form of a comparison between its former glory and its present
pitiful state, and it is dressed in classical imagery and
allusions: ‘The iron hand of the long centuries causes upheavals. /
The noble Ilion is in ruin. / The power of proud Carthage is gone.
/ Rome and mighty Babylon have fallen.’ Historic upheavals are
contrasted to activity in the microcosm: ‘It is slow poison and
slow death that now consumes everything. / Look: the proud oak, not
felled by the northern / gale, has its firm roots ground by worms
growing inside.’*‘Ode to the
Hungarians’ (final version, 1810). The same theme appears
repeatedly (e.g. ‘Ode to Prince Esterházy’, ‘To the Eighteenth
Century’, ‘The Battle of Ulm’), and Berzsenyi always maintains his
thundering voice and cosmic dimensions. His concept of decay bears
no relation to the Romantic notion of nemzethalál – the classical
tone and the overwhelming force of his lines make his vision
incompatible with that of the Romantics.

Decay, when it appears in nature, is
presented in a subdued voice and elegiac manner, no havoc brought
about by the forces of nature, but an almost unnoticeable
evanescence bringing on the withering of the foilage and the mood
of the poet. In ‘Winter Approaching’ Berzsenyi evokes the bygone
beauties of the summer, whose absence now conjures up a vision of
the approaching winter, the oppressive images of which confront the
memory of more pleasant seasons. The elegiac mood makes way for a
personal confession: ‘winged time’ flies by, ‘my beautiful spring
leaves me, yet I hardly tasted its nectar, I hardly touched its
fragile flowers’. On another occasion a landscape receives
exclusively personal treatment. The elegiac lines of ‘Farewell to
Kemenesalja’, the birthplace of Berzsenyi, evoke memories of his
childhood and youth, and the occasion of his parting with the
well-known landscape takes on a profound significance; the
departure appears to be final and irrevocable, like death.

Berzsenyi occasionally succeeds in assuming
a contented mood, as in ‘My Lot’. The poetic stock-taking of his
commodities raises the question: ‘Should I ask for more from the
gracious gods?’ The answer is no, if the Muse stays with him even
when ‘I tumble on the eternal snow of Greenland, or on the burning
hot sand of the Saracens’.

Berzsenyi, like Kölcsey, wrote little – his
life’s work amounts to a couple of hundred poems. He used almost
exclusively the classical forms, among which he preferred the ode,
the elegy, and the poetic epistle. His poetic images were original,
frequently giving the effect of free association, (e.g. ‘to paint
the moss on the ash-urn purple’, or ‘to groan under the colourful
leash of glittering tide’). When Kölcsey accused him of mixing
metaphors, he proudly rejected the accusation, and at the same time
defended the principle on which modern poetry rests:

Expressions like ‘the circular flames of a
dithyramb’, ‘the Alps of steam-barricades’ displease me too, if I
look at them coldly. But are we supposed to look at them coldly?
Let us assume the exalted spirit in which they are written, then we
shall immediately realize that these images are nothing else but
the natural dress of the exalted spirit, i.e. the exalted images of
an exalted imagination.

The realization of this principle is the
reason why Berzsenyi’s classicism is not classicism in the ordinary
sense, but rather a revolt of words, the liberation of the
imagination within the frame of classical forms.

At the same time, it indicates the special
place occupied by Berzsenyi in the development of poetry; his
revolt against classicism was instinctive, he employed the forms,
but his energies burst out of the classical restraint. He never
became a Romantic, unlike his contemporaries who followed the
inevitable road from Classicism to Romanticism; Berzsenyi stands
alone and aloof, a solitary figure of heroic proportions.
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Sándor Kisfaludy

At the same time as the forty-two year-old
would-be literary dictator Kazinczy emerged from prison, a hitherto
unknown young nobleman published a volume of love poetry which
immediately won him recognition and popular acclaim previously
unknown in Hungary. A near-contemporary testimony given by an
English traveller provides a glimpse of the literary significance
of the event: ‘I can only say that Hungarians, with whom I have
spoken, men conversant with French, German, Italian, and some even
with English literature, speak with a rapture of the late poems of
Kisfaludy, which, after all fair allowances for national feeling,
obliges me to believe that their merit is of the first order.’ The
poems referred to were The Loves of Himfy (Bitter Love, 1801; Happy
Love, 1807), published originally without disclosing the name of
their author, whose poetry owed much to the traditions of the
f?rangú lyric, unlike the writers of Kazinczy’s circle who
considered themselves innovators.

Born in 1772 into one of the most ancient
Hungarian noble families in Transdanubia, young Kisfaludy received
the traditional education of the nobility – gimnázium and law
school – after which he entered the Hungarian bodyguard in Vienna.
His licentious life in the Imperial capital earned him a
dishonourable discharge, and the dashing young officer was
transferred to an ordinary regiment stationed in Northern Italy.
The changing fortunes of the Napoleonic wars then made him a French
prisoner of war in Provence.

While he had been trying his hand at poetry
from an early age, it was in Provence, partly under the influence
of French Rococo and Classicism and partly inspired by Petrarch,
whose spell he fell under while in Italy, that Kisfaludy composed
most of Bitter Love. As the title suggests, it is elegiac in tone.
The real-life hero of many amorous adventures, in the guise of
Himfy, sings about ‘the haughty beauty’ whose favours are denied
him. The loosely composed story has few turns. The rejected lover
in his desperation seeks death in the turmoil of the Napoleonic
wars. After his return Himfy entertains new hopes which are crushed
by the merciless Lisa’s second rejection. Bitter Love is presented
in a cycle of poems consisting of a sequence of cantos and songs.
There are twenty cantos,*Canto 21
remained a fragment. making up the narrative, each followed by ten
songs. The songs provide a lyrical accompaniment to the theme
presented in the cantos, contrasting the happy moments of the past
with the gloomy present, musing about the contradictory desires of
the heart and the mind. His success was due largely to the idyllic
cravings of his readers for the traditional way of life of the
nobility (the majority of them were nobleman), and his strong
appeal to the emotions of both sexes.

The cycle is written in what became known
as the Kisfaludy stanza, containing 12 lines presenting the theme
in the first 8 lines (exposition) and concluding it in the last 4.
Its rhyme and beat scheme is rather simple, it was developed
alongside the technique employed by Amade and Gyöngyösi, with
slight improvements. There are three four-line units composed of
lines consisting of 8 and 7 syllables. In the first two units of
four lines the syllables alternate: 8-7-8-7, with matching rhyme
scheme ABAB and CDCD The last four lines are, however, without
alternation, i.e. 8-8-7-7, and the rhymes are couplets: EEFF. The
execution of the stanzas is flawless, producing, however, a
somewhat artificial effect. The language of the poems bears witness
to the indiscriminate use of dialect words, obsolete and
newly-coined words. Kisfaludy cannot be regarded as a conscious
innovator in matters relating to the language; he used words from
all sources as they suited him.

The second part of the The Loves of Himfy
was written after he had married the young lady whom he had earlier
courted unsuccessfully in Bitter Love. The thematic variations are
less numerous in Happy Love than in the first part, although
Kisfaludy succeeded in painting the landscapes of his native
Transdanubia with genuine inspiration. The versification of Happy
Love is inferior to Bitter Love and the cycle remained unfinished,
yet his idyllic sketches of provincial life captivated his readers,
though not all of his critics. Kazinczy strongly criticized his
provincialism, which he termed a lack of ‘elevated style’. This
criticism contributed to Kisfaludy’s hostility to Kazinczy’s circle
– he was one of the chief enemies of the reformers.

His interest in the local history of the
Balaton area made him write a series of narrative poems (rege)
using local legends as points of departure for romantic love
stories (e.g. Csobánc, Tátika, Somló). The economy of their
constructions and a peculiar lyric atmosphere account for their
success. After the 1820s his inspiration seemed to decline, and his
later works reveal very little of the power of the Himfy and rege
period. Kisfaludy and the ageing Kazinczy came to terms over their
ideas about literature, mostly in reaction to the debut of the
young Romantic authors of the Aurora Circle, whose new voices
gradually suppressed and surpassed both Kazinczy’s authoritative
sentences and the faltering voice of Kisfaludy whose last years
were spent in almost complete isolation; and he died, forgotten, in
1844.










Chapter 8
The Hungarian Romantics: the Aurora Circle


IN 1821 a literary annual was published under the title of
Aurora. The publication of the annual did indeed
indicate the dawn of a new era; Pest became the centre of literary
life once and for all. The new generation represented a new breed,
that of the professional intellectuals, lacking the traditional
outlook of earlier Hungarian writers who had been shaped by their
background only, although most of those who unfurled the colours in
Aurora came from the nobility, and revolted against or
rather disregarded the authority of Kazinczy. The degree of
transformation is made clear by the first glance at the pages of
Aurora; the handsome volume with engravings depicting
elegant ladies accompanied by young dandies was more sophisticated
than anything produced before in Hungary. Its contributors, from
the third issue onwards, were newcomers to the literary scene;
their writings revealed an effort to present original belles
lettres, signalling a theoretical disagreement with the
ageing dictator who preached diligent imitation. The manner of the
young authors was also controversial; they acknowledged politely
the advice of Kazinczy and then completely disregarded it. They had
little reverence for the older generation; articles submitted by
well-established writers were often considered boring and
old-fashioned. Kazinczy was defeated by his own weapons; the
Aurora writers’ connections with contemporary European
trends were more solid than those of the dictator, and were based
on personal experience. Kazinczy rarely advanced beyond Vienna,
either in the literal or in the figurative sense of the word; not
so the young intellectuals. Toldy, for example, travelled around
Europe and visited Goethe, who received him cordially; had a chance
of meeting the respected philosopher Hegel; and from London could
claim in his letters home that at a literary soirée
his English hosts had proposed a toast in honour of his master, the
founder of Aurora, Károly Kisfaludy. For a moment it
seemed that the sense of isolation experienced by the Hungarian
intelligentsia had been overcome and the brotherhood established of
all those engaged in literary pursuits.

The echo from abroad, however faint it may
have been, seemed to reward their efforts, they felt that Hungarian
literature was no longer locked up in the language; but that
Hungarian writers could now address not only their compatriots, but
other Europeans as well. This feeling was strengthened by an
ambitious anthology of Hungarian poetry published in German
translation and prepared by Ferenc Toldy (Handbuch der
ungrischen Poesie, 2 vols., Pest, 1828) and by a subsequent
collection translated and edited by a versatile English literary
gentleman, John Bowring (Poetry of the Magyars, 1830).
The publication of the English anthology took place at a
particularly felicitous moment; in England, under the spell of
Romanticism, faraway and exotic tales and the simple charm of
folk-songs were much in demand, therefore Bowring’s anthology
suited the prevailing mood and was enthusiastically received by
critics and public alike. In Hungary poets were flattered – they
had been published in the language of Shakespeare.

The founder of the annual
Aurora, and the oldest of the new authors, was Sándor
Kisfaludy’s younger brother Károly (1788-1830). The literary
success of his brother made a lasting impression on Károly, who
became a celebrated playwright following the success of his first
play, The Tartars in Hungary (1809, premiére 1819).
Károly Kisfaludy was a bohemian, light-hearted and witty. His early
years were spent in aimless roaming – a failure at school, in turn
a reckless officer in the army, a vagabond in Italy, and an
unsuccessful painter, he eventually tried his hand at writing
dramas, relieving the boredom of garrison life in Southern
Hungary.

As a play, The Tartars in
Hungary, although it was also acclaimed when performed in
Vienna, is excessively Romantic and melodramatic for the taste of
the modern reader or theatre-goer. The plot revolves around the
loftiest principles – patriotism, self-sacrifice, and magnanimity.
All the fashionable paraphernalia of Romantic plays are skilfully
incorporated, including a blood-curdling scene in the obligatory
cave. Its historical significance, and that of his other plays
(Ilka, the Captive Maiden, 1819; Voivode
Stibor, 1819; Irene, 1820), lies in its
subject-matter which clearly showed that Hungarian theatre-goers
demanded patriotic themes. (All his plays were bursting with
patriotism, inevitably set in a historical setting.) Before the
début of Kisfaludy the Hungarian public had been entertained mainly
by German melodramas; when this déclassé nobleman
provided them with bold Hungarian knights and self-sacrificing
maidens, speaking in perfect iambics, instead of German
Ritters, the public went wild with enthusiasm.
Popularity did not corrupt Kisfaludy; the comedies he wrote after
his initial success do not lack social criticism (e.g. The
Suitors, 1817, premiére: 1819). Plots revolve around
well-utilized comic situations and impersonations; representatives
of the younger generation, all progress-loving educated liberals,
are confronted with the older, less sophisticated traditional
characters. Some of the character-sketches in his comedies are well
observed and show his undoubted talent for the theatre.

Within two years (1819-21) Kisfaludy rose
from obscurity to fame; he became the editor of Aurora
and the most celebrated author of his day. When editing the annual,
his attention turned to new forms, the short story and poetry. His
stories, apart from his early love for Romantic excesses in
historical guise, revolve mostly around jealousy. The best stories,
however, are those with satirical elements. Simon
Sulyosdi, a short character-sketch, is perhaps the prototype
of the inactive, indifferent, and indolent East European nobleman
(immortalized later in Goncharov’s Oblomov) who is
unwilling and unable to care about his affairs or his fellow-men.
(The various subjects learnt at school by Simon were successfully
forgotten; if he had money he spent it, if he did not, he could not
care less. His only achievement in life was that as he did nothing,
he harmed no one.)

Kisfaludy also wrote lyric poetry, using
classic forms with ease. His poem commemorating the battle of
Mohács (‘Mohács’, 1824), written in elegiac couplets, was a
characteristic product of the Hungarian Romantic movement without
those excesses which marred his plays. The construction of the poem
is rhapsodic; idyllic and elegiac parts are blended, yet its
passionate tone grows in intensity as Kisfaludy employs powerful
language to conjure up heroic images; and he ends the poem on an
optimistic note – the past should serve as a lesson for. the
future. Kisfaludy also experimented with folk-song imitations and
ballads, using simple language and carefully avoiding newly-coined
words and Romantic images.

In his last years he wrote more comedies.
Of these Disappointments (1826) is enjoyable to modern
readers, thanks to the lively dialogue, skilful use of humorous
situations, and well-drawn characters (e.g. Mokány – a robust
country squire, half-educated, but a sincere and warm person whose
outspoken comments dissolve many complicated misunderstandings
caused by other characters).

Kisfaludy was only a figurehead of the
Aurora Circle; unlike Kazinczy, he required no
theoretical conformity from his fellow-writers. His work as editor
of the annual was continued by József Bajza. After Kisfaludy’s
death friends and admirers founded a literary society to
commemorate his activity.*The
Kisfaludy Society (1836-1952) became a leading organ of Hungarian
literati for over a century. By the end of the nineteenth century,
however, it was gradually transformed into an ageing body of
respectable academic conservatism. The new editor of
Aurora, József Bajza (1804-58), was himself a
discovery of the less autocratic literary dictator, Kisfaludy. As a
poet Bajza lacked originality and poetic genius, and the bulk of
his poetry reflects his deftness at imitating the German
Sentimentalist trend. His metres, however, were varied and precise.
He employed the classical elegiacs and alcaics with ease, and was
equally at home with trochaic and iambic lines. The subjects of his
poems frequently were the usual topics of the Sentimental era – the
moon, the sea, romantically dark forests, or storms. No doubt his
natural inclination towards melancholy played an important part in
his choice of subjects. True Romantic inspiration came from outside
events, all of them firing his love for his country and his concern
for her future.

It was not, however, the poet in Bajza who
played a significant role in the newly-created literary life of
Pest, but his critical acumen. Bajza may have been a dreamy poet,
but he was a relentless warrior as a critic. When he began to write
criticism, not much had been achieved, apart from Kölcsey’s
attempts, although it was criticism that gave the final mould to
irodalmi tudat; writers need not only the admiration
of their readers, but also criticism by their fellow-writers in the
form of both encouragement and admonition; also the detailed
critical remarks help them to see their image as reflected in their
contemporaries’ evaluation. Bajza seemed to possess what makes a
good critic; he was observant, and took pains to school himself in
the theoretical writings of the German aestheticians. His detached
critical judgements were appreciated by the Aurora
Circle. It was in shaping literary policies that Bajza showed his
full armour, and was able to drive home a number of basic concepts
about literature. In the so-called
Conversations-Lexicon dispute (the original issue was
about possible contributors to an encyclopedia), Bajza successfully
upheld the principle that the realm of literature is a republic,
where the religion, social position, or rank and age of the
participants should give them no advantage. It was a revolutionary
idea proposing full rights for the talented, and the talented only.
It was revolutionary, since the newly-born Hungarian literary life
reflected the class structure of society, and authority was derived
from age and standing.

His other, equally successful campaign led
to the clarification of the vexed question of authors’ rights. This
was the by-product of his dispute with the printing firm which
published Aurora and which, when Bajza withdrew his
commission, produced a rival Aurora with a different
editor in 1834. Establishing the rights of authors was again a
cardinal issue, since authors translated and adapted works rather
freely and consequently plagiarism was not frowned upon. As the
growing demand for original works made writers aware of the
significance of the protection of their intellectual products,
Bajza’s campaign was welcome.

Aurora ceased publication in
1837; the Viennese authorities had always considered its
increasingly liberal tendency dangerous, and although it had never
been suspended, the harassment of censorship definitely contributed
to numbering its days. Its successor, Athenaeum,
edited by Bajza and Vörösmarty, appeared twice weekly and provided
a forum for the Aurora group. Athenaeum
paved the way for political journalism, the public was given the
opportunity to become accustomed to violent clashes of different
views on both literary and public matters. It became a tradition in
Hungarian literature that literature and public issues were
inextricably entangled, and self-respecting writers have usually
served public causes with their pens ever since.

When Athenaeum ceased
publication in 1843 Bajza’s critical activity also came to an end;
he occupied himself with historical studies, journalism, and
managing the National Theatre. After the political struggles of the
1840s, the failure of the War of Independence in 1849 left Bajza
broken in body and mind, and his death seven years later came as a
relief.

Bajza’s friend and brother-in-arms, who
earned the respect of posterity as the ‘father of the historians of
Hungarian literature’, Ferenc Toldy (1805-75), was a good example
of the assimilating power of the Age of Reform. Coming from a
family of middle-class Germans living in Pest, and trained as a
physician, Toldy’s enthusiasm for literature made him an ardent
propagator of Hungarian letters. With Bajza he was the chief critic
in the Aurora Circle; he was the first to analyse
Vörösmarty’s epic poetry, and his sound scholarship, trained mainly
on Romantic critics, laid the foundation of our notion of the
salient features of Hungarian literature. From 1861 he held the
chair of Hungarian literature at Budapest University. His various
histories of Hungarian literature can still be used with profit
because his approach, his analytic mind, and his sound knowledge of
related subjects (philosophy, aesthetics, linguistics, and history)
produced not only a wealth of detail but a systematic and
well-delineated framework for them.
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Mihály Vörösmarty

Every age produces a poet who represents
its main aspiration. When the twenty-five year-old Vörösmarty
published his epic poem, The Flight of Zalán, in 1825 he fulfilled
the literary expectations of a nation. Even a cursory glance at the
state of literature at the turn of the eighteen and nineteen
centuries would convince anyone that the main preoccupation of
poets and writers alike was with the national past. It was to quote
the opening words of the epic, the ‘ancient glory’ (régi dics?ség)
of their forefathers that poets sang about, writers dwelled upon,
and historians researched ceaselessly. Underlying the popular
national pastime lay an all-pervading notion, nurtured by
generations of intellectuals since the Turkish occupation, that
Hungarians had received an unfair deal from fate. Taking refuge in
past glories served a useful purpose: by compensating for the
injuries done to the national pride, it strengthened self-respect,
which in turn, encouraged faith in a better future. This artificial
restoration of national consciousness produced undesirable
side-effects. It was one of the cardinal aspects in shaping
irodalmi tudat that Hungarians often compared themselves not,
curiously enough, with their neighbours who fared no better in
history – the Poles or the Czechs – but with the powerful nations
of Western Europe. These comparisons were bound to inflict
imaginary wounds on the national ego.

When attention was turned to the national
past, the scanty evidence of that past offered only a few clues to
the existence of a national epic which may or may not have been
comparable to the great epics of the Germans, the Nibelungenlied,
or to Beowulf. Since the Finnish epic Kalevala was discovered
later, and published in 1835 only, in the first decades of the
nineteenth century, the unproven fear shared by many was that small
nations probably never possessed an epic, that an epic of the
warrior-forefathers seemed to be a prerogative of powerful nations.
This unspoken assumption urged the Hungarians to produce a
substitute which would make up for the possible deficiency in their
national history. Most of the poets at one stage in their career
planned a spectacular epic to commemorate in heroic hexameters how
Árpád and his bold fellow-warriors conquered the land that became
theirs, with the Aeneid in mind as their ultimate model.

The task seemed insurmountable. When minor
poets produced epics (e.g. Sándor Aranyosrákosi Székely), their
efforts did not even live up to the expectations of contemporary
readers and critics, who were not particularly fastidious in this
respect, for they all eagerly awaited the long overdue birth of a
true national epic. This explains the tremendous acclaim that
greeted The Flight of Zalán.

In spite of first winning fame by writing a
classical epic, a somewhat paradoxical beginning to his career,
Vörösmarty became the greatest Hungarian Romantic poet, whose
mastery both of poetic form and of language remains unrivalled. As
to the epic, the timeliness of its subject was accentuated by the
date it appeared. 1825 was the year the Hungarian Diet reassembled
after twelve long years’ adjournment; Hungary had been under
absolute government ever since Emperor Francis had dissolved the
Diet in 1812 for refusing to agree to his financial demands. The
opening of the new Diet indicated the beginning of a new era. Those
latent forces which had been responsible for the national revival
in the last quarter of a century came into the open; this
parliament and the subsequent ones, in spite of Viennese
opposition, initiated large-scale political, social, and economic
reforms, affecting the structure of Hungarian society. For this
reason, it is customary to refer to the period between 1825 and
1848 as the Age of Reform (Reformkor).

The subject of The Flight of Zalán is the
conquest of Hungary, based on the narrative of Anonymus. It centres
on the battle of Alpár, in which Árpád defeats his most formidable
enemy, Zalán, the ruler of the Bulgarians whose country lies
between the Danube and Tisza. Three streams of epic action, all
with their counterpart in the Aeneid, run parallel. Árpád, the
great leader and father-figure of his people, fights Zalán and his
general Viddin, a man of Herculean proportions. Ete, the young and
idealistic Hungarian warrior, fights the diabolical Bulgarian hero
Csorna ‘who cares nought for God or man’. In heaven Hadúr (The God
of Hosts), the national God of the Hungarians, fights and conquers
his arch-enemy, Ármány (probably modelled on the Zoroastrian deity
Ahriman). A love-story is skilfully interwoven into the plot; Ete
loves Hajna, the beautiful daughter of an old Hungarian warrior.
Ete’s rival is the Fairy of the South, whose temptations Hajna
resists, and the lovers are reunited at the end.

Vörösmarty’s epic contains descriptive
passages of incomparable magic and Oriental splendour. It is
forceful and charming, gentle and riotous, playful and majestic at
the same time, and the masterly flow of the hexameters is
effortlessly maintained throughout the epic. The main device in
Vörösmarty’s imagery is the use of light and shadow which produces
a strong visual effect. This constant use of light effects is
consistent with the primaeval aspects of the epic, in which light
is life, darkness is death, and it may be symbolic that Árpád has
removed the visor on his helmet, so that when his last day comes,
he ‘can see the fair fields of the earth and the sparkling skies
for the last time’.

Critics pointed out, however, that the
figures of the leading heroes in the epic do not stand out in
portraiture from among the multitude of minor characters and
mythological creatures. The enemy leaders are at least
differentiated; the Hungarians, on the other hand, tend to be
monotonously idealized warriors. Árpád, though he is invested with
all the virtues of the perfect soldier and leader, remains a
shadowy figure, of whom we see nothing for long periods. In the
title Vörösmarty revealed a somewhat unconscious sympathy for the
defeated enemy: the last lines portray the beaten Zalán who flees
to Belgrade: ‘wrapped in grief, he looked only from afar on his
own’. On the other hand, Ete and Hajna are infused with all the
charm of youth, love, and heroism, perhaps on account of
Vörösmarty’s autobiographical inspiration in the creation of the
graceful Hajna (a memory of his youthful, undeclared love for
Etelka Perczel in whose family he had been a tutor for some
time).

His creative power was also manifested in
his mythological figures. Jung once claimed that if the collective
traditions of mankind were erased from its memory without trace the
next generation would recreate the entire human mythology. This is
precisely what one feels when reading about Hadúr, Ármány and the
other deities and fairies in Vörösmarty’s epic; he recreated a lost
mythical tradition for the Hungarians.

This poet whose epic gained the admiration
of a grateful nation was born at Kápolnásnyék, a small village
south-west of Budapest in Transdanubia on 1 December 1800, not long
before Kazinczy was released from prison. The short quarter of a
century that elapsed between Kazinczy’s early struggles for
language reform and the publication of The Flight of Zalán in a
poetic diction inconceivable by him indicates the remarkable growth
of Hungarian literature.

Coming from an impoverished noble family,
Vörösmarty was educated in Székesfehérvár and then in the famous
Piarist gimnázium of Pest. The Piarist school might well be called
the nursery of the Age of Reform; it had a long tradition of
service to Hungarian literature and the patriotic cause. In
addition to Vörösmarty, Bajza and Toldy also studied there, as did
a number of leading politicians, including Count István Széchenyi,
and General Mór Perczel of the revolutionary Hungarian Honvéd army,
whose father employed Vörösmarty as a tutor to his children.

Ths success of The Flight of Zalán was
followed up with a series of heroic epics. Cserhalom (1825) relates
an episode of the Cumanian attack on Hungary in the eleventh
century; Eger (1827) is a tribute to the heroic defence of that
town against the Turks in 1552. In Cserhalom Vörösmarty shifts the
emphasis to the love episode and the history remains in the
background, with the result that the characters became more
life-like. In The Valley of the Fairies (1826) and in the
unfinished Island of the South (1826) Vörösmarty abandons the
historical disguise, and in both narrative poems (The Valley,
written in four-line alexandrines, and The Island, in hexameters)
projects his unrequited love for Etelka Perczel into a timeless
world created by his Romantic imagination. Although The Valley of
the Fairies seems to have vague references to the prehistoric times
of the Hungarians, these allusions are confined to a few personal
and geographical names only, because the plot revolves around the
rivalry of Csaba and Döngöre for the fair maiden Jeve. The Island
of the South is, on the other hand, purely allegorical. The island
itself embodies the most essential symbol of Romantic escapism. It
is faraway, secluded, mysterious, and exciting at the same time,
and it has different aspects (like Defoe’s island in Robinson
Crusoe or Stevenson’s Treasure Island). Vörösmarty’s island perhaps
contains an allegory of the prehistory of mankind, but as he never
completed the poem, we cannot be sure of its interpretation. The
existing fragment, rich in poetic images of an Oriental kind, had
the promise of a masterpiece.

His other, shorter epics include Széplak
(1828) which is set in the fifteenth century, and is a story of
jealousy. It was followed by Rom (1830): Rom (Ruin), a deity
invented by Vörösmarty, promises to fulfil three wishes of the
first pilgrim who visits his desolate abode. A young man happens to
pass by, and Rom grants him three wishes: the first is for
solitude, the second for human company, and the third for happy
love; but he is overcome by restlessness, and his craving for the
pleasures of civilized life makes him abandon his pastoral
happiness and drift on. He comes across a people ravaged by
internal strife and enslaved by a foreign power, and longs to
liberate them, but Rom does not grant his fourth wish. Vörösmarty
shows how the young man’s restless longing, the insatiability of
his wishes, have ruined his idyllic life; and he also makes it
clear that individual happiness cannot be separated from the common
welfare of the nation. The last of Vörösmarty’s epics, The Two
Neighbouring Castles (1832), written in hexameters and divided into
four cantos, is a knightly romance set against thirteenth-century
historical background. It is a story of a family feud, told with
intense ferocity: it is full of blood and horror, enough to jade
the palate of any reader.

Some of these epics are on themes which are
clearly unsuitable for heroic treatment (both Széplak and The Two
Neighbouring Castles would make better ballads), and Vörösmarty
himself grew tired of hexameters. Surveying his epics, one is
struck, besides the Romantic features, by the abundance of Oriental
colours in them. Superficially their presence may be explained by
the influence of The Arabian Nights, which he had translated into
Hungarian. On a deeper level, however, the brilliant colours of the
Orient were a consequence of a preoccupation with the East present
not only in Vörösmarty, but in other writers; it can be seen, for
instance, in the highly Romantic novels of Jókai in the first
period of his creative career. This preoccupation with the East is
not simply the Romantic yearnings of an exalted spirit, as it was
with many Western writers (e.g. Coleridge in Kubla Khan); it stems
from a subconscious uncertainty, from the contradiction between the
Eastern origins of the Hungarians and their place and aspirations
in Western civilization. Certain aspects of Hungarian traditions
show markedly Eastern features: Hungarian music, for example, with
its characteristic pentatonic scale; or the language itself, with
its Eastern overtones. What emerged in Vörösmarty’s epic simply as
exotic features presented a real dilemma to most of his
contemporaries and to later generations. The conflict between East
and West manifested itself on many levels, not only in the vaguely
traceable traits of the national character, but as a clear
alternative springing from an inner uncertainty: where do the
Hungarians belong? Progressive intellectuals have always stressed
that, ever since the nation accepted Christianity, Hungary has
belonged to the Western family of nations, while disappointed
nationalists have found a refuge in the eastern traditions, filling
out the meagre facts with fiction.

The dilemma of East versus West also
appeared in the shorter lyrics of Vörösmarty: ‘The Hungarian looks
West, and then looks back to the East with dismal eyes; he is an
isolated, brotherless branch of his race’ (‘Zrínyi’, 1828). This
sense of alienation, of not belonging wholly either to the Western
family of nations or to the East, caused much gloom in the
intellectual climate of the Romantic era. Surrounded by growing
pan-Slavism and pan-Germanism, the Hungarians felt more acutely
than ever before that Herder’s prophecy sounded a note of truth.
This was bound to result in many intellectuals of mediocre stature
being overcome by self-pity, while in the case of outstanding
writers of Romantic vision like Kölcsey and Vörösmarty it
inevitably led to the recurring nightmare of nemzethalál.
Vörösmarty’s vision (in his ‘Appeal’, 1836) of an entire nation
being engulfed in a gigantic communal grave, while other European
nations simply stand by and look on, was perhaps even more
suggestive than was the sombre picture Kölcsey presented in
‘Zrínyi’s Second Song’. In Vörösmarty’s ‘Appeal’ nemzethalál
appeared as only one alternative, for he also envisaged ‘a better
age’ which was bound to come. ‘Appeal’ became a sort of second
national anthem for Hungarians on account of its basic premiss: its
irresistible message demanded unconditional and unflinching loyalty
from each member of the then emerging nation.

By 1830 Vörösmarty’s fame, won by The
Flight of Zalán, was fully consolidated. He gave up his tutorship
with the Perczel family in 1826 and moved to Buda. In the same year
he was offered the editorship of the leading periodical of the day,
Scholarly Miscellanea, and his financial difficulties were over.
Thus he became a professional intellectual whose day-to-day
existence was not endangered by insecurity. In 1826 he was also
elected an ordinary member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences,
and his first collected works were published in 1833.

The first period of Vörösmarty’s creative
career can be regarded as coming to a close in these years. Its
main characteristic had been the use of classical metres, with the
predominance of the hexameter. It was also in these years that the
memory of his one-sided love affair with Etelka Perczel, though
leaving a permanent scar, ceased to torture him. He continued to
write narrative poems, but the fire and excessive colours seemed to
have gone; the style of his compositions was coming to be marked by
a brevity and economy more typical of the ballad form (e.g.
‘Student Gábor’, 1830). One of the best of Vörösmarty’s narrative
poem is ‘Fair Ilonka’ (1833), the story of a romantic love-affair
between a forester’s grand-daughter and the disguised King
Matthias. The poem is full of moving and tender charm, and
Vörösmarty excelled in the psychological observation of the three
characters: the King, Ilonka, and her grandfather Peterdi. The
King, hunting in the Vértes mountains and annoyed by his bad luck,
is perplexed when, instead of the quarry he expected, he catches
sight of a girl. The gentle stranger is invited by fair Ilonka to
supper: her grandfather proposes a toast to the King, who sits
there unrecognized, and has come perhaps with adventure in mind.
But the honesty and honour of the old forester and childish
innocence of Ilonka touch the disguised King; he invites them to
Buda. It is in Buda that old Peterdi and Ilonka realize who their
guest is; they recognize him by chance in a pageant they happen to
witness. Saying little, they return home heartbroken.

The delicacy of these character-sketches
reveals the preeminently lyrical quality of Vörösmarty’s genius.
The hidden love of Ilonka, the embarrassment of the King faced with
the awkward situation, and the gentle consolation offered by old
Peterdi, who foresaw the inevitability of the tragedy which has
stricken the innermost being of his lonely grandchild, reflect a
deep understanding of human relations and an exceptional ability to
depict their precarious equilibrium.

In the second period of Vörösmarty’s
creative career, the place of the epic was taken over by the drama.
He had experimented with plays ever since 1820 when he first became
acquainted with Shakespeare, but his youthful efforts show only the
author’s lack of experience. In 1831, however, he succeeded in
creating a masterpiece, Csongor and Tünde, which surpasses all the
dramas that he wrote before or after it. In fact, his reputation as
a playwright rests solely on this light-hearted piece. Csongor and
Tünde is regarded by many of his critics as the climax of his
poetic achievement. Basing his plot on a sixteenth-century
széphistória, the Árgirus romance, and probably influenced in his
treatment of the subject by Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream,
Vörösmarty sets out to explore the possible answers to the
questions: Are human beings capable of achieving happiness? Is
there a kind of happiness that completely satisfies man? The answer
Vörösmarty gives to the ageless question wrapped in the glittering
fairy-tale is straightforward: the sole source of human happiness
can only be reciprocated love. As a philosophy about the meaning of
life, Vörösmarty’s answer is sincere and devoid of pretensions and,
even more remarkable, it ignores the Christian tradition of
‘higher’ aims or of spiritual compensation in the other world; thus
it is a worldly and pagan, if not hedonistic, philosophy.

The young hero Csongor*The summary and analysis of Csongor and
Tünde is based largely on the essay by D. Mervyn Jones; all
quotations are his translation. is loved by the fairy, Tünde.
Csongor has just abandoned his search for the ideal of his dreams.
In his own words: ‘I have travelled in every country, every distant
land, and the one who lives in my dreams, the glorious heavenly
beauty, I have found nowhere on earth.’ ‘The glorious heavenly
beauty’ is merely an abstraction for the reader at this stage,
since Vörösmarty does not reveal the object of Csongor’s romantic
yearnings. Tünde, however, has planted a ‘fairy-tree’ in Csongor’s
garden, which entices him to look for her. Having met Tünde
Csongor’s love is aroused, but the evil power of the witch (Mirígy)
separates them. It seems that he has lost what he was looking for,
and the play is about how he regains the object of his love, Tünde,
from Fairyland. For Tünde is forced to return to her heavenly
abode, because of the spell Mirígy has cast over her by cutting off
a lock of her hair. Csongor starts searching for her all over the
world, and the only clue to the whereabouts of his beloved is the
enigmatic remark made by Tünde’s companion that ‘the middle of
three roads which meet on a plain will lead to his goal’.

So we find Csongor vainly attempting to
identify the ‘middle’ of the three roads at the beginning of Act
II. Three travellers are approaching: a Merchant, a Prince, and a
Scholar. Their values are quite different from those of Csongor:
‘Fairyland is here in my pocket’ claims the Merchant: ‘Fairyland is
where I am: come, be my knight’ replies the Prince to Csongor’s
inquiry; and the Scholar shows his contempt for the childish dream
of the poets and his pity for Csongor’s effort to find the land of
his dreams, Fairyland. Csongor finds the cold rationalism of the
Scholar particularly repulsive: ‘as if death were walking on living
feet bearing a barren grave in place of a warm heart’.

He sums up their pretentious claims when
they have resumed their journey:

‘And is this all for which man lives? Dark,
empty, boundless breast, O terrible must be thy loneliness! So my
travellers will not set me on the path. One embraces base dust as
an idol, the second would lay the world in ruins, just that he
might be its master. And the third is the most horrible of all …O
Love, light a star for me, and be my guide to reach Fairyland.’

Just as Csongor concludes his monologue, he
hears a cry from another, unexpected character, Balga, who has just
fallen from the branch of a tree, his appearance strikes a note of
comic relief. Balga calls himself the ‘tailor of the barren earth’
who ‘clothes it with ears of corn’. His vision of life is
earthbound – his path takes him in and out of taverns. His story is
that he was about to hang himself, because he too was separated
from his beloved, who immediately after their betrothal grew wings
and left him. Csongor realizes that Balga’s sweetheart has been
transformed into none other than Tünde’s fairy attendant, Ilma.
Balga is accepted then by Csongor as his somewhat Sancho Panzaesque
companion in his search, primarily because he thinks that ‘Fortune
favours the foolish’.*Balga means
foolish in Hungarian. The down-to-earth character of Csongor’s
companion lends the drama the same contrasting robustness which the
mechanicals impart to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. At the same time
Balga’s sane common sense is also a source of balance between lofty
idealism and pedestrian realism.

They discover the footprints of their
beloved ones, but they are dogged by three goblins, whose presence
gives Vörösmarty a chance to introduce new fairytale devices (the
invisible mantle, the running sandal, and the whip which starts the
sandal running) to assist or rather to hinder Csongor on his way,
for only the goblins know the magic words by which the running
sandals can be stopped, and Csongor who tricked the goblins out of
their inheritance meets Balga again in the Land of Dawn. Their
trials are far from being over: they are bewitched by Mirígy and
her magic well; tempted by visions of sensual love; overcome, first
Balga by fatigue (which the goblins are quick to exploit), then
Csongor by sleep; in the meantime Tünde and Ilma come to the Land
of Night, where the Queen condemns them to perpetual banishment
from Fairyland to the transient earth – ’because earthly love
possessed your heart’, and so ‘live hours only instead of
centuries, brief years of fleeting pleasure!’.

After their misadventures Csongor and Balga
find themselves back at the crossroads again. Csongor’s despair is
‘relieved by seeing companions in misery’. The Merchant approaches
on crutches, a beggar who lost his riches by a series of
misfortunes on land and sea, and then the Prince, deposed, for the
people who had at first been child-like, meek subjects had grown
into a powerful nation and overthrown him; finally the Scholar,
driven to madness by his inability to gain control over his own
fate: ‘I did not want to be, yet I am, now I do not wish to cease
to be, yet I am bound to die.’

Csongor might have found some relief in the
sorry fate of the three travellers, but his relief does not last
for long, because he is captured by the goblins. But the goblins
are now Tünde’s servants, and when their mistress arrives, they
release him from his bonds. The place where he has been taken
prisoner is near the ‘Fairy-tree’, and when he is awakened from his
weary sleep the Fairy-tree has been transformed into a beautiful
palace. Both pairs of lovers are finally united: first Balga to
Ilma, whom Tünde tells: ‘rule your husband with power, and as a
punishment fatten him until he cannot move and eat’. Tünde, by
removing her veil, reveals herself to Csongor and the banished
fairy is now ready to consummate the short spell of pleasure
promised by the Queen of Night. A song can be heard from afar which
ends with the words: ‘only love alone is awake’.

The mainspring of the action is Mirígy’s
initial hostility to Csongor: it does not lack plausibility; for
malevolence is characteristic of her kind. The fact that the
particular causes of her intrigues lie outside the action of the
play is unimportant. Yet critics often accused Vörösmarty of
lacking dramatic suspense in his play. There are some grounds for
this, but the reader is compensated for the absence of suspense by
the lyrical beauty of his exquisite language. (The play is written
in trochaic lines, with the exception of the philosophical
monologues, which are in iambics.)

In spite of numerous elements drawn from
fairy-tales, Csongor and Tünde is not intended and cannot be
regarded merely as a tale; its symbolic quality, although often
unobtrusive, is always present. Csongor himself is a symbolic
character; his search for happiness is universal in its
significance. He is a star-gazer, a dreamer, or a poet who is
frustrated to see that the world at large is against personal
happiness. The structure of society, as represented by the symbolic
travellers, sets the individual to aim at wealth, power, and
knowledge, none of which necessarily bring about happiness.
Vörösmarty’s disillusioned view verges on nihilism, for Csongor’s
search is complemented by Balga’s, and Balga is often ridiculous.
His prosaic reactions provide Vörösmarty with an opportunity to
ridicule his own and Csongor’s ethereal sublimity. While in the
epics he let loose his uncontrolled escapist desires, in Csongor
and Tünde he is not unequivocally convinced about the justification
of opting out of society. His disillusion with human society is put
into cosmic perspective by the Night’s monologue, when Vörösmarty
is unable to prevent an outburst of nihilism:

‘…but where will be the stone, the sign and
the columns, when there will be no longer Earth and when seas
disappear. The tired suns, colliding on their paths, collapse; the
universe perishes and on its last ruins the fine world peters out
in gloom. The end will come there where it all started; there will
be darkness and void only; I will be there: the bleak, soundless,
desolate night.’

The perspective of cosmic beginning and end
is bound to produce an effect of meaninglessness in the miniature
human world, yet it is precisely this little world of earthlings
for which Tünde gives up her fairy world, and it is the bond
between Csongor and Tünde which provides Vörösmarty with his
escapist solution and his last refuge in an irrational world: love.
Love provides ‘that fleeting moment of happiness’ which all mankind
pursues vainly. It is interesting to note that in an earlier draft
of the drama, Vörösmarty included a lover and a sweetheart with
roles similar to those assigned to the travellers: they grow old,
thus representing the same futility and transitoriness in their
love as the travellers do in their greed for riches, power, and
knowledge. It also indicates a deep pessimism in Vörösmarty, which
had disappeared from the final version of Csongor and Tünde.

His nihilism, like Kölcsey’s in ‘Vanitatum
Vanitas’, inhibits him from drawing conclusions; he seems to
believe that escapism (a recurrent feature in Hungarian literature)
allows man to postpone indefinitely the task of facing up to
eschatological questions. A complete disregard for any meaning in
the universe (a meaning which must prevail if God is taken for
granted, since God invariably gives a purpose to all) will appear
in Madách’s Tragedy of Man, whose message is that the business of
living has to be taken for what it is even if it is unrelated to a
‘higher’ purpose.

In the 1830s Vörösmarty continued to
produce dramas; these, however, appear to lack both inspiration and
suspense. In spite of the splendour of their language they can be
considered failures. Contemporary critics showed very little
appreciation for his plays, and even the masterpiece Csongor and
Tünde failed to win their admiration; Kölcsey alone recognized its
merits. His early dramas were influenced by the German Ritterdrama,
but later his attraction to the French Romantics (particularly
Victor Hugo) became dominant. His lifelong interest in Shakespeare
not only resulted in spirited translations (Julius Caesar, 1840;
King Lear, 1853; and parts of Romeo and Juliet), but also
influenced him as playwright. His translations, however, were more
significant than his original dramas: he was one of the founders
(together with Pet?fi and Arany) of the Shakespeare cult in
Hungary, the intensity and the enthusiasm of which have never since
declined. Translated quotations from Shakespeare became common
figures of speech in Hungarian; Julius Caesar is still staged in
Vörösmarty’s version. The discovery of Shakespeare in Eastern
Europe, particularly in Hungary and Poland, even if prompted by the
German cult in the Romantic era, has led to the Bard’s popularity
equalling, if not surpassing, that of any native geniuses
there.

The reason for Vörösmarty’s persistence in
writing dramas lies in his deliberately-chosen role in the literary
life of the country. With the founding of the new National Theatre,
voices were raised among the literary and theatre – going public
demanding original plays by Hungarian playwrights. Vörösmarty set
out to supply what was felt to be badly lacking from the literary
scene. If he failed it was not entirely his fault; the excessive
pressure of public opinion was also responsible. His self-imposed
task in public life was defined with epigrammatic brevity in his
lyrics: ‘What is our business in the world? To struggle, to the
best of our ability, for the noblest ideals. The fate of a nation
is before us …’ (‘Thoughts in a Library’, 1884).

The terrifying pictures of cosmic
meaninglessness seem to have vanished from Vörösmarty’s poetry; the
more he became involved in public affairs, the less his poetry
expressed nihilism, yet it was by no means devoid of pessimistic
outbursts. It is enough to refer to the foreboding picture of
nemzethalál in ‘Appeal’ (1836), the poem that had established
Vörösmarty as the foremost poet of the nation. When addressing his
countrymen on matters of public concern he frequently slipped into
tones of uncontrolled anger, releasing a series of powerful
invectives against the object of his admonishment: in ‘To a Lady of
Rank’ (1841), for instance, his subject was the unpatriotic,
cosmopolitan attitude of a certain lady in fashionable Pest
society; in ‘Parliament’ (1846) he reproached his countrymen for
their shameful wrangling over the construction of a permanent
building for Parliament in Pest.

Vörösmarty employs a dignified tone when he
appeals to his celebrated compatriot, the ‘renowned musician of the
world’ (‘To Ferenc Liszt’, 1842). The poet and the musician had at
least one thing in common: the richness and power of their
self-expression in their chosen medium. In his ode to Liszt
Vörösmarty appeals with suggestive rhetoric that Liszt should
encourage his countrymen with his ‘mighty strings’ in the struggle
for national progress. The patriotic theme again pervades an
occasional poem, ‘The Song of Fót’, written for a party given to
celebrate the vintage by his friend the novelist Fáy in October
1842. This popular drinking song (bordal) starts as a toast,
producing an effect of improvisation by the irregularity of its
rhythmic structure; Vörösmarty can avoid excessive solemnity. Here
he holds the balance well between the serious subject-matter and
the merriment of the occasion. But he sometimes uses satire in his
treatment of patriotic themes. In ‘Fate and the Hungarian’ (1845)
the nobility’s anachronistic life ideal is depicted – idleness, and
unfitness for anything more energy-consuming than smoking a pipe
characterize the torpor of the nobility. In ‘Boredom’ (1841) the
subject of his satire is indolence, which he declares is a national
characteristic.

The scope of his political poetry was not
confined to the narrow field of national tasks; his ideas often
held an universal appeal, permeated with Romantic gloom. He wrote
an epigram ‘For the Gutenberg Album’ (1840) to commemorate the four
hundredth anniversary of the invention of printing. Mankind would
have sufficient reason to celebrate Gutenberg only ‘when night
tires and the priests of false dreams desist and the sunlight
bursting forth produces no more a counterfeit of knowledge’.

The sufferings of the Polish people,
struggling for national independence, had aroused much sympathy in
Hungary since 1830. Vörösmarty followed their fight with
compassion; he made their tragedy the subject of one of his great
odes: ‘The Living Statue’ (1841), where his vision of nemzethalál
is extended in its significance to include all people who are
fighting oppression:

…Before my eyes pass visions of the days
when the people were consumed by their struggles: they sacrificed
their blood for holy, eternal justice …And I see my children, who
fell in the last battle, and the name of my savage persecutors
written in blood on the walls of Warsaw and the burning villages
…

In 1846 when the peasant revolt in Galicia
demonstrated again the perverted course of Polish national
aspirations, Vörösmarty wrote perhaps his most pessimistic poem:
‘Mankind’. The poem opens with an unusual image: ‘Man pains the
earth’, and is concluded with the refrain recurring at the end of
each stanza: ‘The race of mankind is a crop sprung from dragon’s
teeth: there is no hope! there is no hope!’

The first image of the poem (‘man pains the
earth’) draws attention to Vörösmarty’s imagery, which is
frequently anthropomorphic. ‘Night tires out’, ‘when the sun sets,
half of the earth is its bed’, ‘love alone is awake’, ‘the earth
grew grey hair’. This imagery is well adapted to his poetic world,
which is devoid of abstractions, or rather in which abstract
notions patriotism, country – are translated into terms of human
emotions. Hungary is always beloved, sad, abandoned, scorned, and
prostrate – then hopeful, glorious, or triumphant. Vörösmarty’s
politics is a burning love-affair, an immortal passion subject only
to the natural oscillation of his innermost self.

His preoccupation with human relationships
made him realize the striking contrast between the lofty ideas
deposited in books and the very material from which these
depositories of ideas are made:

A book has been made from the garments of
people enslaved and of cowards, and now freedom and the heroic age
relate their great history in it. Loyalty, friendship tell their
tale on a page made from the clothes of base, treacherous
perjurers. Hideous falsehood everywhere! The deathly picture of the
pale leaf condemns the written letters. Rags of countries! your
name is a library. But where is the book which leads to the goal?
Where is the happiness of the majority? Has the world advanced
because of books?

These questions in ‘Thoughts in a Library’
(1844) stand for the disturbing contradictions between human
aspirations and their implementation in an innocent age when the
world ‘progress’ was still sacrosanct, yet the ‘horrifying lesson’
that Vörösmarty has taken to heart was as valid then as ever before
or after: ‘While millions are born to poverty, salvation is the
share of only thousands on earth.’ The faint hope Vörösmarty
entertains for the New World is marred by the institution of
slavery: ‘The earth already has a corner, a little flower in the
desert, where the name most in demand is: man, where the ancient
rights of the creation are given as birth-rights with the name:
man, except if you were born black, for those are kept like cattle
…’. In spite of his misgivings, Vörösmarty’s conclusion is not
pessimistic; ‘and yet …yet we must strive on’.

His active participation in public life was
not limited to political poetry (and pronouncing his views on
topical issues in epigrams): besides his editorship of Scholarly
Miscellanea he was also a key figure in the Academy – Széchenyi put
him in charge of the revision of the house rules, he sat on the
editorial board of the Complete Dictionary of the Hungarian
Language, and of the Dictionary of Hungarian Dialects, was the
co-author of a Hungarian-German dictionary, and wrote a Hungarian
grammar for Germans. In the 1840s his political forum was the
National (later: Opposition) Circle, which backed Kossuth’s radical
policies. He supported talented writers of limited means; Pet?fi’s
poems were published on his advice.

His youthful love no longer haunted him,
yet his personal lyrics reflected a yearning for happy love ‘Beyond
my youth, beyond my burning desires’ (‘Late Desire’, 1839). The
elegiac conclusion of this poem speaks of the mind that denies
itself even the hope of finding love: ‘Youth and hope are lost for
ever on the sea of years; to hope is so hard in the twilight of
life, and the mind forbids love after hopes have vanished’. In 1841
he met Laura Csajághy in the house of his friend Bajza. She was
Bajza’s sister-in-law, and almost twenty-five years younger than
Vörösmarty, who fell in love with her; they married two years later
in 1843.

This belated love – affair was the source
of inspiration for passionate love poems of overwhelming force.
Vörösmarty had his doubts, shared by his friends, about the success
of a marriage to a young and inexperienced girl less than half his
age. The intensity of his feelings may well have frightened the
poet himself: ‘I am thirsty, but it is not for wine that I thirst,
and no water can slake my thirst …For flame am I athirst, for
flame, for fire … ’ he confessed in ‘Thirst’ (1842). ‘Reverie’
(1843) is a passionate, if not rhetorical, bid for Laura’s love,
attesting the infinity of his ardour: ‘For your love I would ravage
my mind and its every thought, and the sweet lands of my
imagination; I would tear my soul to shreds for your love.’

Laura may also have had her own doubts
about marriage to the foremost poet of the country; she may well
have realized the responsibility she was taking on in such a
marriage, and the risk to her own personal chance of happiness.
When she finally agreed to the marriage Vörösmarty presented her
with a poem for their engagement. ‘To the Pensive One’ (1843) is
one of the great love-poems of the world; yet it is strikingly
simple, for it is not written in passionate dithyrambs, contains no
burning desire; it does not demand, beseech, or threaten: it is
only a sober admonition of modesty. He tells Laura that she who
aspires too high, desiring to conquer the whole world, is bound to
suffer disappointment, so she should ‘restore the brightness on the
face of your friend; if you have been his daylight, take not his
fair noon away, give not in its place grief and tears’. The
implication is clear. Their marriage, though a happy one, was not
entirely free from worries; fame did not always mean a steady
income. ‘Are you not tired of smiling at me, if I despair, and if
worries bewilder me, of enduring my whims? Great is your duty, to
make your young life’s virtue into a sun over the wreck of my
broken life.’ (‘For Laura’, 1845.)

Vörösmarty lived under constant emotional
stress; it is hardly surprising that he wrote so little that is
humorous. One of the few examples is ‘Master Peter’ (1841), a light
sketch, written in lively rhymes and rhythms, of a young boy whose
complete despondency (he does not eat, drink, or want to read) is
relieved only when his worried mother suggests that she should call
over the girl from next door. His brief sketches included one,
drawn with compassion, about his own mother (‘The Poor Woman’s
Book,’ 1847). Countless tears have been shed by compassionate
readers over the generosity of the elderly woman who shared her
only worldly possession – a ragged prayer book – with her neighbour
by tearing it in two.

In the late 1840s, when revolution was
imminent, pessimism overwhelmed Vörösmarty; he was afraid of
revolution for he believed that the nation was heading for
nemzethalál. The recurring nightmare of ‘a tomb that engulfs an
entire nation’ did not loosen its grip on his mind, as is shown in
‘Prophecy’ (1847). The fact of his not being a revolutionary,
however, did not mean that Vörösmarty failed to support the
revolutionary cause and the War of Independence. He became a member
of the new Parliament, elected by unanimous vote in recognition of
his literary merits. He supported Kossuth and the radicals with his
vote, although he was on the side of the moderates. He also
accepted public office and faithfully followed the Kossuth
Government until the very end. His loyalty was never shaken, and he
lived up to his written world, to serve the nation with deeds. No
one knows what went on in his mind, his inherent pessimism may have
helped him to guess what was in store for the nation. He wrote very
little poetry during the revolution. In a short poem he acclaimed
the newly-born freedom of the press (‘Free Press’, 1848), and wrote
a ‘Battle Song’ (1848) modelled on the Marseillaise. After the
capitulation of the commander-in-chief of the Honvéd army, General
Görgey, Vörösmarty too had to flee. For a time he lived the life of
a fugitive, hiding in north-eastern Hungary, and late in 1849 he
returned to his family in the capital, broken in health and spirit
and prematurely aged.

While a fugitive he wrote only two poems.
The first was an occasional poem, written in the Album of one of
his hostesses; it represents the state of mind of an embittered
man: ‘Dark thoughts cloud my mind, blasphemy lives in my heart, my
wish is: may the world perish and all peoples on earth down to the
last of all races … ’. In the other poem he accuses the last
commander-in-chief, General Görgey, of treacherously surrendering
to the enemy (‘Curse’, 1849).

Early in 1850 Vörösmarty was cleared by a
military court, although not without the assistance of influential
friends, and ‘the wreck of his broken life’ was again at his own
disposal. He could not support his family in the capital; Hungarian
literature had been silenced, the writers dispersed, and the
once-thriving literary life of the Age of Reform had given way to a
deathly silence in the first years of the reign of terror.
Vörösmarty spent his remaining years at and near his birthplace,
eking out a meagre livelihood from a small farm. In 1855 when
literary life gradually began to revive, he returned to Pest, if
only to die there, for he died on 19 November in the same year. His
funeral was the most impressive Pest had ever seen. It was not only
a farewell to a great poet; the 20,000 people who followed the
hearse were there to demonstrate the end of their political
apathy.

In these last years Vörösmarty wrote very
little, yet it is possible to see them as a distinct period of his
creative life. Apart from completing the translation of King Lear,
his works included two monumental poems, ‘Prelude’ and ‘The Old
Gipsy’. ‘Prelude’ (1850) is a lyrical summary of the national
tragedy. It starts with a nostalgic description of an era which had
gone for ever (‘Man lived in his work, ant-like; the hand
struggled, the spirit moved, careful reason burned, the heart
hoped’). Then the storm broke with all its horrors, and now:

There is winter and quiet and snow and
death. The earth grew grey, not hair by hair, like a happy man, but
it grew grey suddenly as God did, who, having created the world,
man: the demi-god and half-animal, abhorred the grimness of his
creation – and in his sorrow grew grey and old.

The reader is taken aback by the overall
effect of the poem; the cosmic dimensions of his vision, the
destruction visualized, is hardly short of man’s best effort to
think of the unthinkable – the aftermath of a nuclear holocaust,
written by the only survivor, who happened to be a poet.

It is a popular myth that Vörösmarty’s
sanity was destroyed by the events which forced him to live in
rural seclusion. His days may well have been spent in permanent
depression, but his mind could not have been deranged; the few
poems he wrote prove otherwise. He seemed to have abandoned the
self-imposed restriction of his middle age, when the larger part of
his poetry had been channelled into dutiful service of his country;
now once more he let loose his creative imagination, characterized
by the same abundance of poetic images and metaphors as in his
youthful days.

In ‘The Old Gipsy’ (1854), a monologue
addressed to a gipsy fiddler who is the indisputable alter ego of
the poet, the torrent of images evokes a primeval fear of human
hatred: ‘As if we heard anew the wild grief of the rebel in the
wilderness, the blow of the murderous brother’s cudgel, the funeral
speach of the first orphans, the flapping of the vulture’s wing,
the undying torment of Prometheus.’ The tortured mind is stretched
to its limits, and for the first time since the disaster pessimism
is suppressed, and the mind is seized by a desire to hope against
hope and to restore inner peace: ‘Let the blind star, this unhappy
earth, roll on in its bitter juice, and let it be purged in the
fire of storm from the wrath of so much crime and filth, of so many
fancies: and let Noah’s ark come, enclosing in itself a new world.’
The first six stanzas are linked together by a four-line refrain
instructing the fiddler to play; then, in the last stanza, a blind,
inexplicable hope surges forth, suddenly changing the mood of the
poem, opening up new vistas of ‘a festive day on earth, when the
wrath of the storm tires, and strife bleeds to death in battle’.
The effect of the poem rests on the masterful shift of emotions
from the gloomy pictures of uncontrolled despondency to a
triumphant hope, releasing a sudden rapture of relief, which breaks
the grip of the monsters of hallucinations. This inexplicable and
unreasonable hope that life will renew itself at all costs could
never have survived in a diseased mind: hope not only saved
Vörösmarty’s sanity, but enabled him to leave behind a true
swan-song.

Vörösmarty was not a revolutionary poet in
the accepted sense of the word, yet because of the boldness of his
imagination his effect on poetic language was shattering; no other
poet, with the exception of Endre Ady, has brought about such a
revolutionary change in his contemporaries’ ideals of what poetry
is meant to be.

Among Vörösmarty contemporaries, Gergely
Czuczor (1800-66) deserves special attention. Son of a well-to-do
farmer, who became a Benedictine schoolmaster, Czuczor was in a
sense a forerunner of Vörösmarty, for his epic The Battle of
Augsburg preceded The Flight of Zalán by a year: it was published
in Aurora for 1824. Its four cantos, written in hexameters, narrate
an episode of the Age of the Raids, and the whole composition is
permeated by a strong anti-German sentiment. Czuczor was the first
to employ patriotic rhetoric in Romantic epics. Unlike Vörösmarty,
he did not contrast ‘the ancient glory’ of the forefathers with the
indolence of the descendants; he celebrated an illustrious military
campaign without any recourse to myths, without constructing any
subplot as a means of introducing a love-story. Of his other epics,
Botond (1833) shows signs of craftsmanship. Based again on an
incident of the Age of the Raids found in the medieval chronicles,
it is about the Byzantine adventure of the semi-legendary chieftain
who returned from a successful raid with a graceful girl, Polydora.
Another Hungarian hero, the fictitious Bödölény, falls in love with
Polydora and takes her secretly back to Constantinople. The simple
plot, exposed in rolling hexameters, revolves around how the burly
and brave Botond regains the refined Greek beauty whose character
is entirely opposite to his own.

In the 1830s, when the vogue for epics
seemed to have declined in Hungarian literature, Czuczor turned to
another narrative genre, the ballad: his subjects were again taken
from the national past (‘Szondi’, 1831, ‘Hunyadi’, 1832). His
lyrics do not reflect the misfortunes of his personal life as a
monk, he could reproduce his feelings only in pale colours; his
political epigrams are, however, always sharp and to the point. It
was perhaps on account of his peasant origin that he felt a special
attraction to folk-song. The manner of his composition reveals the
influence of K. Kisfaludy rather than that of a genuine népies
inspiration. Certain superficial elements from the imagery of the
folk-songs (e.g. cifra suba, pörge kalap, patyolating, hét
vármegye, etc.) – which later became obligatory in the folk-song
imitations that proliferated in the second half of the century –
were used in his poems for the first time. In a narrative, written
in the népies fashion (‘A Country Girl in Pest’, 1837) he succeeded
in grasping with warm humour the mood of the conflict between the
rural innocence and naivety of a country girl and the atmosphere of
the big city.

He had a vigorous, systematic, and
discerning mind, and spent most of his energies on one of the
monumental undertakings of the Academy: The Complete Dictionary of
the Hungarian Language (1862-74). During the revolution, although
ill-health prevented his active participation, he wrote a fiery
battle-song (‘Alarm’, 1848), which not only became widely popular,
but after the ill-fated War of Independence provided sufficient
reason for his imprisonment by the Austrian authorities for a term
of six years, of which he served almost two.

János Garay (1812-53) followed in the
footsteps of Vörösmarty by writing epics under the influence of The
Flight of Zalán. Of middle-class origin, Garay, who lived by his
pen as a journalist, came to realize that epics were no longer in
fashion. He turned to writing ballads and narrative poetry in which
the attractiveness of the story compensated the readers for his
limited poetic genius. His easy-flowing popular style was perhaps
at its best in the historical ballad ‘Kont’ (1838).

Garay’s lyrics show a natural simplicity;
he never soared high, his mood was faintly nostalgic and Romantic,
and his subjects were taken from the minor incidents of everyday
life, like those of his German Biedermeier contemporaries who
over-indulged in restraint and sobriety.

It vas his sense of humour that enabled
him, in a narrative poem, to create an immortal character in János
Háry a veteran of the Napoleonic Wars; this was set to music by the
twentieth century composer Kodály (1926), and became familiar to
music lovers all over the world. The discharged old hussar Háry is
an inveterate liar, who in the village inn is likely to invent any
tall story to earn a few drinks from his not always credulous but
ever grateful audience. These boisterous stories, narrated
skilfully and with well-balanced humour and irony, were the subject
of ‘The Veteran and Napoleon’ (1843) and ‘The Veteran’s Visit to
Emperor Francis’, the first part written in the Nibelungen stanza,
unusual in Hungarian poetry, and the second part in Hungarian
alexandrines.

Garay was also a victim of the turbulent
times; in 1848 he was appointed professor of Hungarian literature
at the University of Pest but was dismissed after the collapse of
the Kossuth government. He spent the rest of his life in dire
poverty and died with an unbalanced mind.










Chapter 9
The Development of the Drama


THEATRE in Hungary has never been exclusively a medium of
entertainment. The birth of the modern theatre was a result of the
struggle for the creation of a culture in the national language at
the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. While we
possess ample evidence that mystery plays were performed in late
medieval times, that school-dramas were popular in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, and that aristocrats often maintained
small, exclusive theatres of a high standard at their family
residences in the country, the link between modern theatre and
these ancestors does not seem to be convincingly established.

The same can be said of dramatic
literature; most of the plays written around the time of the
Reformation were topical, and thus unsuitable for long-term
survival on the stage. As theatre-going is a habit most readily
acquired by town-dwellers, it is little wonder that in Hungary,
where towns hardly existed in the West European sense before the
nineteenth century, any theatrical tradition was restricted to the
various educational establishments owned and supervized by
religious orders (e.g. Piarists, Jesuits). To claim that theatrical
performances in schools created a demand for secular plays – let
alone original plays – would need strong evidence, for their
exclusive purpose was the moral education of the young. It would be
also futile to ponder on the cause and effect of the lack of
significant Hungarian drama prior to the nineteenth century,
whether it was the lack of opportunities for staging their work
that prevented potential playwrights from producing dramas, or
whether it was the lack of playwrights that handicapped the
development of theatrical life. In any case, the pattern of
development was largely similar all over Eastern Europe, including
Poland and Russia.

When however, the cause of the national
language became the centre of interest for the intelligentsia,
writers almost immediately realized the significance of the theatre
as a medium for providing an opportunity to popularize the literary
language and for putting their ideas into circulation, and turned
their attention to the writing of dramas.

Bessenyei was in the forefront of the
movement, and his Tragedy of Agis was the very first product of the
literary and intellectual revival. Bessenyei wrote his plays with
no hope of seeing them performed; in the 1770s the performing arts
were neglected in Hungary apart from school plays and seasonal
performances in small, private theatres maintained by aristocratic
families (e.g. the Esterházys). The first sporadic theatrical
performances were held in Buda around 1784-5; the actors were
usually young noblemen and their enthusiastic girlfriends. They had
no training whatsoever and their occasional public was easily
convinced that the actors’ loud recital in the native tongue was
the chief virtue of, and reason for, a theatrical production. It
was the company of László Kelemen between 1790-6 which first aimed
at artistic productions, but in spite of the support provided by
Parliament their experiment was doomed to failure for lack of a
large enough public with any aristic expectations.

In the course of the next third of a
century, prior to the establishment of the National Theatre,
numerous companies were formed, but all of them abandoned their
theatrical ambitions sooner or later because of financial
difficulties. In those years there were three permanent theatres in
the whole country, and only the Kolozsvár Theatre proved to be
self-sufficient both artistically and financially. The remaining
companies toured the country and played in large inns or municipal
buildings in provincial centres. The early theatre-goers were
hardly sophisticated; all they wanted was that the play should be
performed in Hungarian, and should be about the ‘glorious past’ of
their forefathers. The first of their demands was a distinct
feature of the rising national consciousness and, a protest against
the German theatres which thrived in towns – particularly in Buda –
where there was a significant German-speaking middle class. The
second demand of the public stemmed from a romantic preoccupation
with the past, conspicuously manifest in the subject-matter chosen
for heroic epics in the Age of Reform. These early companies mainly
made use of German plays, translated rather freely; the characters
were renamed in Hungarian and the plots transferred to Hungary. The
most often performed playwright was Kotzebue. Among the classics,
Shakespeare was staged for the first time in 1794, initiating an
unparalleled cult, but Goethe, Schiller, and Lessing were also
frequently performed.

Since most of the companies had no
permanent theatre, managers had to take into consideration various
local circumstances when staging a play. No proper setting of the
stage was possible; costumes, props and special effects were kept
to a minimum for they were usually expensive and awkward to
transport, and companies had hardly enough income to keep
themselves at subsistence level. As local taste was never known,
companies performed plays selected at random from their repertory
by the director in the hope of meeting local approval.

The huge success of Károly Kisfaludy’s
historical plays clearly marked the beginning of an era when the
theatre rapidly gained ground. It also proved that the public
wanted original plays, rather than adaptations of German
Ritterdramas. The policy of the Székesfehérvár Theatre Company,
which staged Kisfaludy’s Tartars in Hungary, set the course for the
subject-matter of plays for some time to come. It also explains why
Vörösmarty, who did not consider himself a playwright, produced
numerous historical dramas in the 1830s; he felt there was a marked
need for original plays with historical themes if theatrical life
was to flourish.

With the opening of the Pest National
Theatre in 1837 the heroic age of theatrical experiments came to an
end. In its early days the competition of the German theatres,
particularly in Pest, could be strongly felt; to counteract their
influence and to entice the German-speaking middle class to the
National Theatre the management staged lavish operatic productions,
but the policy of producing operas and spectacular shows had to be
discontinued on account of the outcry from the press; critics
claimed quite rightly that the National Theatre was not established
for this purpose and that the policy governing the theatre should
reflect its original task, namely, that of providing a home for
theatrical performances of original Hungarian plays.

The National Theatre became the nursery of
the theatrical profession. First and foremost, by providing a
permanent and stable outlet for original plays, it fostered native
playwriting. It also acted as a magnet for talented provincial
actors, and helped to establish a professional acting style. Actors
who had previously been prone to overact in a crude and sentimental
fashion were given the opportunity to study their parts in more
detail, and shed their mannerisms under the watchful eye of a
director. Stage speech was also carefully corrected, proper
intonation and grammar was taken seriously, and sentimental
declamation was frowned upon.

Acceptable standards were introduced by the
critical activity of Bajza and Vörösmarty. Their influence was
evident not only in the more professional interpretations of the
roles, but also in the selection of plays. The German Ritterdrama
and melodramatic plays yielded their place to French Romantic
plays, giving the actors a chance to study better delineated
characters. The public gradually abandoned its single-minded
devotion to those historical dramas whose popularity rested solely
on inflating the national ego by dwelling exclusively on the
‘glorious past’. Audiences also became accustomed to the idea that
the historical past could also be treated in a lighter fashion, and
that comedy could represent human characters and situations just as
truthfully as tragedy.

By the 1840s actors and public alike were
ready to appreciate original and high-quality dramas. Yet no
Hungarian playwright appeared to produce any outstanding work.
Writers who were successful in other departments of literature,
some of them writing immortal lines of poetry, all failed in their
efforts to write dramas.

Curiously enough, the best Hungarian drama
of the nineteenth century had already been written at a time when
the management of the National Theatre was apparently unable to
find an outstanding play by a Hungarian author. The story of the
public discovery of Bánk Bán and its road to success contains many
unexpected turns. Before its merits were recognized either by
critics or public the National Theatre staged the play at the
request of one of its leading actors, Gábor Egressy, in 1839. The
first version of the drama, however, had been written for a
competition in 1815, and its author, József Katona, had died in
1830. Moreover, the play had already been performed in Kassa in
1833 and two years later in a Buda theatre, but it was only when
the National Theatre produced it for the second time in 1845 that
its qualities were recognized.
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The author was born on 11 November 1791 in
the provincial centre of the Lowlands, Kecskemét. When Katona, who
came from a lower-middle-class family, entered the University of
Pest for his legal studies, he also found a new interest, the
pleasures of which were hitherto unknown to him: the theatre. His
growing addiction to the stage, (and his undeclared love for a
leading actress, Mme. Déry) involved the otherwise withdrawn law
student in the life of theatre in many ways: he acted under an
assumed name, translated and adapted plays enthusiastically, and
eventually tried his hand at writing original works.

Theatrical life gave him excellent training
as a playwright; not only was he able to gain first-hand experience
in acting, but he also acquired a knowledge of the technical side
of the stage, and, by translating and adapting foreign works, of
the rudiments of writing for the stage. His adaptations and early
plays – usually in the German melodramatic tradition – contained
occasionally a well-constructed scene, or an unexpectedly
well-drawn character sketch. Still, these plays were hopelessly
inferior, not unlike Molière’s early plays, which gave little
indication of their author’s future greatness.

Katona’s interest in historical studies
helped to turn his attention to historical themes, and when a
competition organized by a Kolozsvár periodical presented a
suitable occasion, with substantial financial reward, he wrote
Bánk Bán and submitted it. The competition required a
historical drama with a Hungarian background, and the deadline for
delivering the manuscript was set for September 1815. The best
drama submitted was to be performed on the occasion of the opening
of the Kolozsvár National Theatre. Katona’s play met the
requirements and it was delivered before the deadline (which,
incidentally was extended to 1817), but when the result of the
competition was announced in early 1818 it produced disappointment:
no work had been found deserving of the first prize, and no mention
was made of Bánk Bán at all. What happened to Katona’s
drama is one of the riddles of Hungarian literature. Katona became
disillusioned, but then rewrote the play and published it privately
in 1820.*The imprint is 1821, but the book had, in
fact, left the press on 15 November the previous year.
Meanwhile he was called to the Bar, and began to practise in Pest,
with little success. When the post of district attorney in
Kecskemét fell vacant, he applied successfully for the position,
and returned to his native town. In the last ten years of his life
he had security and a comfortable life; he amused himself with
local history and hunting, but he wrote no more for the stage.
Katona died of a heart-attack when walking back to his office after
his lunch-break on 16 April 1830. Nobody noticed that Hungary had
lost her best playwright.

The plot of Bánk Bán is based
on historical facts, first narrated by A. Bonfini in his Latin
history of Hungary. Many writers since the sixteenth century have
turned to the story of Bánk for inspiration, not only in Hungarian
but in German, French, and English literature too.*The English dramatist George Lillo (1693-1739) wrote
Elmerick or Justice Triumphant about the episode, a
vindication of justice through violence in his interpretation. It
was first acted in Drury Lane, posthumously, in 1740. Of the other
foreign adaptations, undoubtedly the best is F. Grillparzer’s
Ein treuer Diener seines Herrn, written shortly after
Katona’s drama (1828). Grillparzer embodied in Bánk Bán the idea of
self-effacing duty which appealed to him in Kant’s ethics.
Bánk was the Palatine (Bán) appointed by King Andrew
II (1205-35); while the King was away on one of his foreign
campaigns, Bánk became involved in a conspiracy against the
German-born Queen Gertrude, and assassinated her in 1213.
Chronicles professed to know that the reason for his murdering the
Queen was personal revenge: Gertrude, whose court was infected by
nepotism, was involved in a plot, the result of which was the
seduction of Bánk’s wife. The curious fact remains that when Andrew
II returned from his campaign, Bánk was punished only lightly for
his crime, and in 1217 he again held the office of
Bán.

Katona treated his sources freely, and the
drama he wrote is essentially a tragedy of conflicting loyalties.
From his earlier works and historical studies one can see that he
was fascinated, puzzled, and perturbed both by open revolt and by
cloak-and-dagger intrigues against the highest authority, the royal
power. In his interpretation Bánk is a loyal subject, yet he takes
the royal prerogative of dispensing justice into his own hand by
killing the Queen. The drama shows the psychological details of how
the most loyal subject turns against the Queen, the symbol of
Andrew II’s authority in his absence.

Bánk Bán is written in iambic
metre and consists of five acts. At the beginning of the play Bánk
has just returned from a tour of the country where he has found the
people poor, burdened with heavy taxes, and therefore discontented.
His mind is preoccupied with their complaints when he receives
information about two ‘plots’ in the Royal Palace. One of the plots
is a conspiracy organized by patriotic nobles, led by Bán Petur. It
is directed against the Queen and her entourage; the nobles accuse
Gertrude of being unwilling to curb her extravagant
fellow-foreigners whose life-style is a burden on the treasury,
resulting in heavy taxes. The other plot concerns Bánk’s young and
beautiful wife, Melinda. Otto, a younger brother of the Queen, a
playboy-type prince, is just about to seduce her. Bánk, whose
loyalty to the crown is unquestionable, in spite of his own
indignation uses all his authority and powers of persuasion to cool
the rising tempers of the conspirators who have convinced
themselves that they have a just case for rebellion; if the Queen
is unable to curb the excesses of her foreign protégés, they will
have to. Bánk also realizes, however, that Otto would not dare to
make advances to Melinda, respected by all as the wife of the
highest dignitary in the country, without the consent, if not the
assistance, of the Queen.

Bánk is able to overcome the conspiracy for
the time being, but Melinda has fallen prey to Otto, whose
continual and artful scheming culminates in his using drugs and
force to overcome her resistance. Her shame drives her mad, and
Bánk, having lost all sense of security in his private life, is no
longer the proud aristocrat whose integrity seems to be above human
weakness, and whose business is to serve and represent the King and
to defend the interest of his subjects; he is an injured husband
who cannot but blame the Queen for his personal disgrace and for
the wrongs done to the country.

Bánk’s outrage is bound to end in tragedy;
he hastens to the Palace to demand an explanation from the Queen.
In his anger, the idea of revenge also enters his mind. The Queen,
a haughty and ambitious woman who despises all the Hungarians in
the Court, senses the violent emotions raging in Bánk, decides on
the wrong course of action, and launches a verbal attack against
him. The clash of words leads Bánk, already morally injured, to
self-deception; he feels he is there to judge the Queen. When
Gertrude realizes the immediate danger of her situation, she seizes
a dagger. Bánk snatches it from her hand and stabs her. No sooner
is Bánk’s deed done than he comprehends its full horror, the
representative of the royal power has murdered the Queen.

Bánk’s collapse is complete when he
realizes that even the Hungarians involved in the Palace revolt,
which has broken out in the meantime and has been quickly crushed,
regard him as a murderer. The burden of his arbitrary act weighs
heavily upon his mind. In consequence of his violent anger he has
become a common criminal, a murderer. This idea cannot be
reconciled with the dignity of his office and his own humanity.
When the King returns the rebellious nobles are put to death; it
also comes to light that the Queen has had no share in Otto’s
scheme, contrary to what Bánk had assumed, and that hired assassins
have murdered Melinda; this is Otto’s revenge. Since Bánk’s
humiliation is total and absolute the King decides not to punish
him, for he has recognized that a mightier Judge has dispensed
justice on a scale he would not dare.

No description of the plot does justice to
the full complexity of the characters of whom, undoubtedly, the
leading figure of Bánk is the most elaborate. Bánk is basically a
man of deep passions. His self-control is the product of a gigantic
inner struggle, the victory of his will-power over the dark forces
of his emotions. He is very often on the verge of losing his most
treasured quality: self-discipline. The triumph of his reason is
the assurance of his dignity, the basis of his moral stature. (He
accidentally witnesses Otto’s first advances to Melinda, unseen by
either of them, and draws his sword; but Melinda’s refusal to Otto
stops him short of action – there is no immediate danger to her, so
his action would not be justifiable [Act I].)

As a statesman he is wise; his argument
with the conspirators is devoid of group-interest, he represents
the common interests of all subjects of the King. At first he plans
to kill Otto out of revenge for seducing Melinda, but he eventually
arrives at the conclusion that it is the Queen who is responsible
not only for the wrongs done to the country, but for Otto’s
machinations. Bánk’s two most cherished ideals are his honour and
his country, and both of them are in danger. The idea of personally
eliminating the chief culprit, the Queen, enters his mind (Act
III). But his common sense makes him realize that private revenge
provides no solution to the country’s problems. The more he
considers his design, the more he calms down. His act of killing
the Queen is the outcome of an unhappy coincidence of circumstances
rather than the result of premeditation. Bánk is above suspicion,
for his act had no witness, and furthermore at the time when he is
with the Queen the rebels have already entered the palace. It is
Petur, the leader of the malcontents, who is tortured to death as
the assassin of the Queen by the merciless Meranians*Of Merano (a town then in the Holy Roman Empire, now in
northern Italy), the native place of the Queen and her
entourage. who quell the rebellion. Bánk, however, admits
the responsibility to the King, because his honesty requires it.
Unfortunately, in the final collapse of Bánk’s personality (Act V)
Katona fails to provide a fully convincing psychological portrait
of his fallen hero.

Bánk’s wife, Melinda, is young and
innocent; this is why Bánk is reluctant to bring her to the Court
in the first instance. If Otto’s efforts to seduce her had
succeeded only on account of her naïvety, she would have been a
somewhat stereotyped character from a melodrama. But she is a proud
wife of a passionate husband, and a loving mother. Her resistance
is overcome only by Otto’s cunning (first he gives her a love
potion, and then uses force). Her shame and the accusations of Bánk
drive her mad; for her the dagger of the assassin hired by Otto is
redemption.

The malcontents (Petur, Mikhal, and Simon)
are noble lords, loyal to the King. Their spokesman, Petur, is a
fierce patriot, hating everything foreign and despising women. He
turns out to be a hot-headed conspirator, unwilling to listen to
reason. Bánk is unable to convince him that it is possible to
obtain lawful redress for their grievances, yet he is calmed down
by Bánk’s appeal to his loyalty to the King. Finally when Petur is
accused of the murder (Act V) and tortured to death, his last words
are: ‘Long live the King!’ Simon and Mikhal are Melinda’s brothers,
refugees from Spain, and share their sister’s distress. Mikhal is
grateful to the Hungarians who saved and welcomed the homeless
refugees. It is out of gratitude that he is a fellow-conspirator,
but he also attempts to plead with the Queen to redress the
grievances of the nobles. He appeals to her with the impartiality
of a foreigner, but she sends him to prison: one conspirator
less.

The common people, whose grievances are as
important to Bánk as are those of their overlords, are represented
by Tiborc, a serf. Tiborc is loitering in the palace with the
intention of stealing when Bánk, deep in thought, stumbles upon
him. His monologue (Act III) is one of the best in the drama, a
pathetic catalogue of the plight of the lower classes erupting from
a man in utter despair, who is about to steal food for his hungry
family. Tiborc is introduced explicitly to convey Katona’s sense of
social responsibility; he is not involved in Bánk’s tragedy, yet he
is skilfully integrated in the plot, as an incidental character.
Tiborc sides with Bánk in his conflict with the foreigners,
although their own relationship is not without the potential for
conflict, which surfaces as class hatred when Bánk and Tiborc
confront each other as lord and serf. When Bánk assures Tiborc of
his sympathy, Tiborc retorts: ‘You pity me, my Lord? None of the
Hungarians care about us when their pockets are full.’ Tiborc’s
bitterness is aroused because he senses that Bánk’s sudden sympathy
is probably temporary, based on a common interest in stopping the
foreign exploitation of their country.

On the other hand, the rest of the
characters, unlike their Hungarian opponents, have apparently no
interest in common. Otto’s advances to Melinda create a precarious
situation for the Queen. Izidora, a lady-in-waiting, betrays Otto’s
secret schemes to Bánk out of jealousy; Biberach, a vagrant knight,
or rather a soldier of fortune, assists Otto only for financial
reward and detests the Prince’s cowardice and childish
irresolution, yet all of them united in usurping power. Gertrude
quietly approves Otto’s plan; pleasure-seeking is wrong only if the
consequences are dangerous. Biberach, stabbed by Otto in revenge
and as an act of defiance, in his last words comes to the defence
of the Queen; Otto’s adventures were plotted without her consent.
Izidora, whose only reward has been humiliation in the Royal Court,
demands revenge for the Queen’s murder, although the King is
inclined to allow events to take their natural course, for it is
not revenge but reconciliation he finally wants with his subjects,
and he believes that justice has already been done.

Gertrude is intoxicated by the pleasures of
power. Only her vanity is greater than her desire to dominate. She
knows no other way to reign but to give orders and to demand
unconditional service and respect. She takes no one into her
confidence, and is unwilling to compromise, when she has the
opportunity, with Mikhal; and she finally challenges fate when she
underestimates Bánk’s fury. The Queen lacks human compassion as far
as her subjects are concerned: but this proud and ambitious woman,
on the threshold of death, suddenly forgets about glory and dignity
and is transformed into a human being; her last words betray her
concern for her children.

Otto’s main characteristic is his lack of
will-power. He seems to be aware of this and constantly tries to
prove himself; this is his main motive for seducing the wife of the
highest official in the country. For his first failure he is
humiliated by his sister: Gertrude’s sharp tongue does not spare
her own brother. Therefore seducing Melinda is not a mere adventure
for Otto; he may have as many adventures in the Court as he wishes,
but he pursues Bánk’s wife with childish stubbornness; for his
warped mind it is the only deed worthy of a bold knight. His
success, however, provides him with little gratification in
comparison to the damages his ego suffered from Gertrude and
Biberach while he was scheming to ensnare Melinda.

The King, Andrew II, is a controversial
figure. As a husband, his loyalty is naturally reserved for the
murdered Queen, but as a ruler, his duty is to protect his subjects
even from his own wife. If Gertrude had been the victim of Bánk’s
personal revenge only the King might have reacted differently, but
her misuse of the country’s resources in his absence is
unpardonable. Andrew’s tragedy springs from this clash of
loyalties; he cannot blame his own wife unreservedly, yet neither
can he exonerate her; the victims of her abuse of power are his
subjects, and it would be politically unwise to embitter them
further. After all the relevant facts are disclosed to him, he can
only comment on the situation with resignation, as he does in the
last lines of the play: ‘Hungarians! I know them well – they love
me, they are mine! – It is sad that you were unable to get along
well with their noble hearts, my poor Gertrude!’

Katona succeeds in maintaining dramatic
tension throughout the whole play; he excludes from the drama
anything that might seem like an author’s explanation of events or
which might go beyond what is absolutely necessary to grasp the
details of the tragedy. Ever since Shakespeare one dominant passion
has been seen to be the mainspring of the action; it eventually
supresses all other motivations. Katona creates a precarious
balance in the clashing loyalties of Bánk; this balance naturally
topples towards the passion which is most purely human. The same
dilemma faces the King in his passivity; he is only a witness to
the drama, which saves him from the choice Bánk has had to make,
although not from the consequences of Bánk’s deed.

Katona’s language is powerful and terse;
his diction is that of the eighteenth century, unaffected by the
recent nyelvújítás (reform of the language): For this
reason alone modern readers may occasionally feel his language is
clumsy, but never that it is lacking in dignity and power. His
dialogues are characterized by numerous exclamations, and violent
eruptions of words, unfinished sentences – signs of romantic excess
in characteriztion through speech. At the same time, Katona manages
to convey the idea that his heroes are reluctant to speak, as if
they were afraid of the irrevocability of what is being said. The
dialogues are very often monologues running parallel (the best
example is Bánk’s dialogue with Tiborc), although Katona’s
characters are not altogether unaware that they are listening only
to their own soliloquies. This somehow seems to be appropriate in
the world of Bánk Bán where everybody appears to be on
his own.

‘József Katona came too soon and wrote for
posterity’, claimed one of his critics, and not inappropriately.
While it is certainly true that censorship had its misgivings about
the play (officialdom reasoned that it made royalty appear in an
unfavourable light) and thus prevented its public performance, when
the Székesfehérvár Theatre Company, which had had great success
with Kisfaludy’s plays, proposed to stage Bánk Bán,
the fact remains that it was not censorship which barred the drama
from success. The dilemma – King or country – faced the Hungarians
in an acute form only a generation later, on the eve of the War of
Independence. Then the message of Katona’s drama was immediately
recognized, coming as it did at a time of growing resentment
against the foreign establishment, whose interests were totally at
variance with the desires of the champions of an independent
Hungary. Yet the dilemma had no easy solution; the Hungarian
nobility were sincerely loyal to the King, whom they accepted as
their legitimate sovereign.

History, however, gave an answer to the
dilemma in the autumn of 1848; Katona’s drama was, as it were,
acted out in reverse. The national Honvéd army
defeated the King’s Croatian troops and was pursuing them towards
Vienna. The Honvéds had every chance of a quick
victory, for the Imperial Army was in disarray, and the
revolutionaries of Vienna eagerly awaited the Honvéd
army as their would-be liberators: in fact they were holding out on
the barricades in the solitary hope that the Honvéds
would come. At this critical moment the council of generals
abruptly decided to stop pursuing the fleeing enemy, reasoning that
they had no legal power to enter Austria proper, and were beaten at
Schwechat after battle had been half-heartedly joined.

This analogy between life and literature
might be overdrawn, yet the fact remains that Katona’s play
presented his contemporaries with alternatives, and the choice
between them turned out to be an issue for the next generation and
has retained a certain amount of timeliness ever since: how should
Hungarians divide their loyalties between their compatriots and an
establishment which, as it happened, always had foreign support for
its control of the country; in other words, were they to seek a
remedy for their national grievances within the framework of the
law, or were they to revolt?

To be sure, historical drama has frequently
presented issues with timely messages, not only in national
literatures where social or political relevance have been the rule
rather than the exception, but in countries with little tradition
of any direct interaction between life and letters. This is true of
modern times also: T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the
Cathedral is not only the story of Thomas à Becket, it is
also a thinly veiled protest against authoritarian rule at a time
when totalitarianism was looming over Europe, prior to World War
II.

With Katona’s untimely departure from the
literary scene, nineteenth-century Hungary lost her only playwright
capable of attempting a tragedy of Shakespearean dimensions. There
has been much futile scholarly speculation as to why no great drama
was produced by an otherwise thriving literature after Katona; some
critics have suggested that dramatic insight was lacking in the
national character. The answer might be simpler than that: the
Romantics’ adulation of Shakespeare was bound to lead to a
cul-de-sac for dramatic literature all over Europe, it would be
difficult to find great playwrights after Schiller and before the
renewal heralded by Ibsen.

So, although theatrical life was blooming
in Hungary, there were no great native tragedies to be performed;
not that there was any lack of playwrights. Considering that
Hungarian theatre was very young indeed, it is surprising how many
reasonably good craftsmen were producing work for the theatre.

Public taste, which previously could not
have been satisfied with anything other than a heavy, Romantic
treatment of the national past (régi dics?ség),
suddenly grew tired of gloomy and heroic subjects and demanded
theatrical amusement in a lighter vein. Comedy containing political
satire – the days were long since past when adapted foreign plays
with unfamiliar themes could entertain the public – was the key to
success. Ignác Nagy (1810-54), a clever journalist, who also tried
his hand at writing novels, set an example in the new fashion. His
County Election (1843) scored a great hit with the
Pest public. The plot was simple: there were three suitors fighting
for the hand of a fair widow, each of them representing an easily
recognizable type in political life: the outgoing conservative
alispán,*The
principal officer of the county administration, the
alispán was elected for a term in office, unlike the
f?ispán, the titular and political head of the county
always appointed by the Crown. who expected to be reelected;
the second candidate, a cunning lawyer with no political conviction
whatsoever but a great social climber; and the third candidate, an
honest, liberal-minded, progressive magistrate of the county
(szolgabíró). Aranka, the widow, promised to marry the
duly elected alispán. The plot provided a good
opportunity for satire not only on the main characters, but on the
whole machinery of a county election. Ignác Nagy’s lucky choice of
subject-matter induced other playwrights to follow in his
footsteps, and most probably influenced József Eötvös’s ambitious
portrayal of Hungarian provincial society in his novel The
Village Notary. Comedy of contemporary society was setting
the trend now, and historical comedies, written in the fashion
established by K. Kisfaludy, were declining in popularity.

In the same year as County
Election was first produced, the son of a country protestant
pastor, Károly Obernyik (1814-55) wrote a play entitled
Aristocrat and Serf (1843). Obernyik received an
Academy Award for his play, which dealt with an important social
issue of the day: the injustice caused by the largely feudal class
distinctions. The censor found his play too derogatory of the upper
classes for public performance; Aristocrat and Serf
was indeed an open revolt against social privileges, not without
romantic excesses. Most of his other plays also dealt with social
inequalities, and thus he is usually regarded as a champion of
liberalism in the 1840s.

Plays by a promising young author, Zsigmond
Czakó (1820-47), who committed suicide at the age of twenty-seven,
were received warmly. A visiting English playwright, P. Simpson,
saw proof of his talent in the original way Czakó employed dramatic
effects in The Will (1845). Written in the French
Romantic fashion, the conflict in The Will is caused
by the mistaken identity of the main character who, when his real
identity is revealed (he turns out not to be the son of Count Táray
as he was brought up to believe), not only loses his position in
society, but his sanity as well. Czakó’s ability to create
psychological background and his ingenious use of special effects
contributed to the success of the play. Of his other dramas,
Leóna (1846) has unusual features, being an overtly
romantic revolt against organized religion, with pantheistic
overtones. Its subdued, poetic pessimism and resignation seemed to
foreshadow the tragic end of Czakó. The language of his dramas,
however, did not match the boldness of his imagination.

Károly Hugó (1817-77) was a flamboyant,
colourful, not to say eccentric figure in the theatrical world. Of
middle-class origin and a qualified doctor, Hugó wrote in
Hungarian, German, and French. Hungarian drama might have gained a
celebrated author in Hugó, had his overconfidence not rendered him
a victim of his first success. His Banker and Baron
(1847) was not only a hit, it caused a minor revolt in the night
life of Pest (the wildly enthusiastic crowd carried the author
bodily from the theatre to his favourite Café after the first
night). Banker and Baron was a good play, based on a
French short story and constructed with the strict application of
the classic unities of time, place, and action. The play, which is
a love triangle, has only three characters, and Hugó presented the
common human virtues and vices, affections and passions with power
and intrinsic dramatic qualities. The play gained added piquancy by
being the first theatrical representation of a woman’s extramarital
relationships. None of his other plays surpassed either the success
or the artistic qualities of Banker and Baron,
although Hugó had moderate success with them in the theatres of
Paris, Hamburg, and Vienna, as well as his native Pest. He was also
a popular lecturer on varied subjects (e.g. his own philosophy
which he called ‘hugosophy’), and was interested in new methods of
stage-management and direction. Hugó may be regarded as a
forerunner of the theatrical renewal that took place in the late
nineteenth century (Meiningen and H. Laube). His death was as
sensational as his life: he was about to go on stage in Milan to
deliver one of his amusing lectures, when he collapsed and
died.

1843, the year noted for the huge success
of County Election, also marked the turning point in
the career of Ede Szigligeti (1814-78) with his play The
Deserter. Szigligeti, like Katona, became addicted to the
theatre while studying at the University of Pest. His aspiration to
become a great actor came to nothing, but in his case too,
experience in acting proved an asset in his career as a playwright.
His intimate knowledge of stagecraft and skilled use of effects are
apparent in all his plays. His background knowledge of the life of
the provincial lesser nobility, whose traditional way of life
suffered numerous conflicts as the slow process of modernization
changed Hungarian society in the middle of the nineteenth century,
provided him with ample material for his ever-increasing
output.

He started his career by writing historical
dramas in the 1830s, and soon established himself as the leading
author of the National Theatre. (In the first thirty years of the
history of the National Theatre one-third of all Hungarian plays
performed were the work of Szigligeti.) His epoch-making influence
was marked, however, not only by his output of original plays, but
by his creation of a particular type of play which was to shape the
development of Hungarian theatre in the second half of the
nineteenth century.

This play is
népszínm?.*Szigligeti’s own word. For want of a better expression
in English, it may be termed folk-play. The
qualities of népszínm? are primarily determined by its
subject-matter, which is drawn exclusively from incidents in the
lives of common people, almost always peasants. The treatment of
the subject-matter is in line with the social ideals of the Age of
Reform, a desire first to popularize and then to improve the lot of
the underprivileged peasantry. The warm reception of Szigligeti’s
first népszínm?, The Deserter,
illustrates the genuineness of this desire in the educated classes.
(The fate of peasants who formed the larger part of the country’s
population had been a matter of concern to the intelligensia ever
since the Englightenment, if not from earlier times; the origins
and growing popularity of the népies trend proved this
point.) The key to an understanding of this outlandish genre is the
acceptance of an emotional commitment in the author to the
treatment of the subject-matter. Emotional commitment includes not
only the glorification of ‘the people’, and a penchant for their
values, but also a Weltanschauung whereby the author,
although he may be unable to redress the social maladies of ‘the
people’, is at least able to present social conflicts from
their point of view and thereby serve poetic justice
and arouse sympathy for their sufferings. To be sure, being a
spokesman of a stratum of society traditionally believed incapable
of self-expression involved not a few hazards. First of all, the
unsolicited spokesman tended more often than not to be patronizing,
and secondly, the danger of false sentimentality was always present
in both author and public.

The external paraphernalia of the
népszínm? (the characters speaking in dialect, the
inclusion of folk-songs and folk-dance in appropriate scenes) were
bound every now and then to produce undesired side-effects; tragedy
was often lost in the spectacular trappings of local colour, and
strange dialect words on occasion detracted from the effectiveness
of otherwise tragic situations when the original romantic novelty
of the genre began to wear off in the later part of the century.
The limitations of the genre were bound to create stereotyped
characters and situations, particularly at the peak of its
popularity as more and more authors turned to
népszínm?, with less and less first-hand knowledge. By
the end of the century the cult had begun to decline, although a
new theatre – the Folk Theatre – was established in 1875, specially
for the production of népszínm?. This decline was
indicated by the dominance of the comedy type of ‘folk-plays’,
which had more in common with the English music-hall than with the
original purpose of the népszínm?. Finally, when
critics became annoyed and the public grew tired of the fanciful
excesses of the authors, the decline was complete; all attempts to
revive népszínm? in this century have invariably ended
in failure, although certain stylistic elements – a mild imitation
of dialect speech and mannerism peculiar to népszínm?
in acting – survived the genre and became firmly
embedded in the familiar stock-in-trade of show-business,
particularly as far as cabaret, the film industry, and later
television were concerned.

The origins of the népszínm?
can be traced to various sources. Character-sketches of peasants
and other népi figures were already employed in
Csokonai’s or K. Kisfaludy’s plays. Fairy-plays, which were popular
in the 1830s, besides containing supernatural elements also made
use of motifs based on popular beliefs (e.g. Vörösmarty’s
Csongor and Tünde, the singing of folk-songs in
popular comedies also became standard practice. József Gaál’s
adaptation of Gvadányi in The Notary of Peleske owed
its success not only to folk-songs, but to the novely of local
colour: scenes like the merry-making of the betyárs in
the csárda on the plains of the Hortobágy were praised
by the critics and loved by the public. In addition, the Viennese
Volksstück, which in turn was influenced by the French
vaudeville, also contributed to the development of the
Hungarian népszínm?.

The merit of recognizing the potentialities
of the various components undoubtedly belongs to Szigligeti. He
wrote The Deserter for a competition. Its hero, a
journeyman working at a village smithy who is forcibly enlisted in
the army, is the eventual deserter, and his fate provides an
opportunity for Szigligeti to air the social grievances of ‘the
people’. Curiously, the liberal intelligentsia unequivocally
praised the first népszínm?, although as a concession
to contemporary taste Szigligeti chose a romantic cliché to
conclude his play: his journeyman-blacksmith turned out to be the
son of an aristocrat.

His other népszínm?s included
The Csikós (1847), The Gipsy (1853), and
The Foundling (1863). The plot of The
Csikós revolves around a murder of which the
csikós*A
csikós is an employee on a horse-breeding farm who
keeps the horses in his charge on the grazing lands most of the
year. is falsely accused, and again Szigligeti had ample
opportunity for social criticism in this skilfully-constructed
play. The Gipsy, despite its sentimental overtones,
has the merit of being the first attempt in Hungarian literature to
describe the life of an ethnic minority. The Foundling
indicates a new stage of népszínm?. The lack of
folk-songs and dances stressed the tragic aspects of the conflict,
which was largely psychological; the set of social norms which owed
its existence to the social division within the village was largely
responsible for the pattern of behaviour in the characters. When
the heroine, an unmarried mother accused of murdering her own
child, meets her former lover, now her judge, she keeps her secret
to spare his family. She is cleared of the accusation by a lucky
coincidence, but a sense of social injustice lingers on in the
conclusion.

An entirely different side of Szigligeti’s
talent manifested itself in his drawing-room comedies, based on
well-constructed situations. On account of changing social
relations, however, much of the humour in these comedies is dated
now. Of his other plays, critics still consider
Liliomfi (1849) not only his best comedy, but also the
peak of his achievement in utilizing comic situations with
sparkling dialogues and well-observed minor characters. At the same
time Liliomfi is a tribute and epitaph to the early,
heroic days of the Hungarian theatre, full of self-irony, but not
lacking nostalgia for the days when Liliomfi and other travelling
players led a life in which the comedies they presented on stage
were nearly always contrasted with tragic events in their personal
lives backstage.










Chapter 10
Social Criticism and the Novel in the Age of Reform


THE Hungarian novel, in the strict sense of the world, was born
in the Age of Reform. While the Romantic mood set the general
course for this literary form for a long time, the prevailing
intellectual tendencies were responsible for its social content –
criticism of the antiquated class-structure of Hungarian society
and its cherished institutions, which were hardly adequate for
modern social, economic, and political conditions.

The unprecedented material growth
characterizing the Age of Reform ran parallel with the emergence of
liberal political ideas which permeated the politically conscious
sections of Hungarian society. Capitalistic development is commonly
associated with the predominance of the middle class in the
national economy, yet in Hungary, where an urban middle class was
still sadly lacking in the first half of the nineteenth century,
the road to reform, the prerequisite of modern production, was
paradoxically paved by the privileged classes, or rather by an
exclusive minority of aristocrats whose enthusiastic liberalism
appeared to run counter to their natural self-interest in
perpetuating their own privileges and who, unselfishly enough, were
willing and able to understand broader considerations than their
own class interest when thinking in terms of national economy.

The most influential political thinker and
social reformer, at least in the first half of the Age of Reform,
was Count István Széchenyi (1791-1860) whose father, Count Ferenc
Széchényi (1754-1820), by donating his art collection to the
nation, had laid the foundation of the National Museum and National
Library. The perplexing personality of István Széchenyi, a
thoroughly romantic character of the Romantic Age, has given rise
to much speculation by his biographers about the hidden motives
which impelled him to undertake a role in public life which
eventually cost him his sanity and life. For nobody really expected
the dashing young hero of the Napoleonic wars, the handsome captain
of the Hussars, and the darling of sophisticated Viennese society
whose amorous adventures and Byronic figure were accompanied by an
air of refined extravagance, if not outright dandyism, to appear
among the hereditary peers of the Hungarian Upper House, to deliver
speeches in Hungarian, a language he had hardly known as a child
(he corresponded with his father in German), and to offer an amount
equivalent to one year’s income from his by no means insignificant
estates towards the expenses of establishing an Academy of Sciences
in Pest.

This headlong plunge into public affairs
took place in the Diet which opened in Pest in 1825, and which
justly earned the epithet ‘epoch-making’, heralding the beginning
of the Age of Reform. Széchenyi himself with his novel ideas,
became an outstanding public figure, and at the same time a
decisive influence in most aspects of the social, economic, and
political renewal; his ideas penetrated not only all walks of
public life but literature as well.

As a young man he had literary ambitions:
features of his undoubted talent – rich imagination, stirring
emotions, camouflaged by a touch of irony and candour, seasoned by
a romantic impulsiveness – were always present in his later
writings, of which Credit (1830), Light
(1831), and The State of Affairs (1833) led the trend
in the 1830s. Influenced by his travels in Western Europe,
particularly by his repeated sojourns in England, and by his
reading, which included modern economic and social theory advocated
by B. Franklin and the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham,
Széchenyi propagated a thorough reform of the social order. He
started by analysing the reasons why financial enterprise was
lagging behind the Hungary. The law of entail
(?siség)*Aviticitas, one of the fundamental
concepts in Hungarian civil law, entailing the estates of the
nobility in the ‘clan’. The pertaining law was abolished by Act XV,
1848. by fettering the free disposition of family estates
greatly reduced the credit-worthiness of their owners, thereby
causing an acute shortage of capital for investment and
improvement, that is for the modernization of the antiquated system
of production, the precondition of increasing productivity – for no
monies were available from frozen assets that could on no account
be sold or otherwise liquidated. Széchenyi’s most daring reform
advocated the full emancipation of the serfs in order to provide a
desirable social mobility and to increase the interest in
productivity of that class of the society, numerically the most
significant, the jobbágys, who by virtue of their
social position had until then had little interest in production.
These reforms heralded social changes of unparalleled magnitude
affecting the whole of society. His efforts were hindered,
natually, by the vested interest of the landowners with vast
estates who, while guarding their traditional privileges jealously,
were blind to the advantages of the reform outlined by
Széchenyi.

Yet Széchenyi, who possessed both wealth
and a time-honoured name to lend respectability to his schemes, by
his unselfish approach and the magnetism of his personality, and by
the spectacular results of his practical propositions, achieved a
quiet social revolution. Not only did he write treatises; he
initiated projects for the improvement of communications, including
the introduction of steam power in shipping on the rivers Danube
and Tisza, which he had rendered navigable by extensive regulation.
He was also responsible for the construction of the first permanent
bridge stretching triumphantly across the Danube between Pest and
Buda, and for the introduction (cutting deeply into the privileges
of the titled classes) of a general, common, and equal toll to be
paid by all users of the Lánchíd.*Suspension Bridge. The nobility, by right of birth, was
exempted from paying taxes, tithes, and tolls.

The message of this pragmatic man, who
seemed to awaken an entire nation from day-dreaming and gazing into
the distant past in search of glory, was epitomized by one of his
most optimistic aphorisms, the closing words of
Credit, a fitting slogan for the Age of Reform: ‘Many
think that Hungary has been; I like to believe that she will be’ –
combating effectively Romantic pessimism and the spectre of
nemzethalál.

With the emergence of Kossuth in the early
1840s as leader of the nation, Széchenyi’s influence seemed to
decline. In vain did he raise his voice in The People of the
East (1841), tormented by premonitions that the road chosen
by Kossuth and his followers would lead to revolution, and
revolution to catastrophe; the Radicals left his advice unheeded.
The crucial issue at dispute between him and Kossuth involved the
order in which the essential steps should be taken to achieve the
welfare of the nation. Széchenyi advocated material progress as the
first stepping-stone to independent nationhood; Kossuth argued that
a free nation unhindered by foreign rule and economic exploitation
would be able to reorganize her economic life instantly. Széchenyi
and the moderates, however, lost ground before the appeal of
Kossuth and the Radicals, whose claims were not infrequently
excessive.

Széchenyi’s inability to prevent the
national disaster about which he had forebodings in the 1840s
caused a permanent deterioration in his mental health., He withdrew
from public life – he was Minister for Public Works and Transport
in the first National Government in 1848 – and spent the rest of
his life in voluntary seclusion in a mental home near Vienna. He
took his own life on Easter Sunday, 1860, having been continuously
harassed by the secret police, who, not without foundation,
suspected him of being the clandestine author of a German pamphlet
(Ein Blick) published anonymously in London in 1859
with the assistance of exiles there, in which Széchenyi refuted
with biting satire the self-congratulatory claims made on behalf of
Alexander Bach, the Austrian Minister of Interior, in
Rückblick, claims which were made to convince foreign
public opinion and to justify Bach’s reign of terror in Hungary in
the post-revolutionary years as being eminently beneficial to
Hungarian society.

Kossuth, with his characteristic
flamboyance, and in one of his magnanimous moments, bestowed upon
his greatest political opponent the flattering epithet ‘the
greatest Hungarian’, perhaps little thinking that posterity would
adopt it as the most fitting description of a man whose merits
deserved no smaller praise.

Széchenyi’s influence on contemporary
literature could be felt in more ways than one. The young writers
of the Aurora Circle accepted Széchenyi as their
intellectual leader soon after breaking with Kazinczy; they were
often referred to as the ‘party of Széchenyi’. Their devotion was
aptly summarized by Vörösmarty: ‘I for one would also study history
with István Horvát … but I would rather wish Széchenyi to be my
guide in the joyful province of the future …’. In addition to his
being the guide and idol of a generation of young writers, his
ideas penetrated literature on the whole; writers often chose
young, enthusiastic reformers as their heroes and depicted their
clash with their elders, who were usually presented as
conservatives to the bone and thus putting obstacles in the path of
progress triumphantly cleared by their sons.

This was the subject-matter of András Fáy’s
(1786-1863) The House of Bélteky (1832), traditionally
regarded as the first Hungarian domestic novel of manners. To be
sure, in the first third of the nineteenth century over 200 novels
of a sort were published in Hungary. They were mostly adapted and
re-adapted adventure stories or romances, sometimes even with
efforts at some originality. Yet these authors all failed in one
respect at least: they failed to hold a mirror to contemporary
society. After some unsuccessful experiments with verse writing,
Fáy’s attention turned to fiction. His short stories (e.g.
The Strange Will, 1818) reveal his hearty humour but
also his inability to construct a solid plot. His first success was
achieved by his Original Fables and Aphorisms (Vienna,
1820); although they followed in the footsteps of Aesop and La
Fontaine, their originality in social content is indisputable. The
fables are often anecdotes with a lesson advocating
social reform (e.g. ‘It would be self-deception to believe that
what has been good for our fathers and forefathers will be good
enough for us’).

While Széchenyi was said to have been
impressed by these fables (the genre enjoying a general revival in
Eastern Europe – the Russian Ivan Krylov was a contemporary), Fáy’s
House of Bélteky showed the influence of Széchenyi.
Fáy was already forty-six years old when he set out to write his
first lengthy novel, an ambitious portrayal of contemporary
Hungarian society. Its plot rests on many sub-plots; the main line
of the story, however, concerns the conflict, or ‘generation gap’,
between father and son, Mátyás and Gyula Bélteky. The elder Bélteky
is a coarse provincial squire, with small respect for education,
but not entirely without good traits in his character. Yet his
life-style – merry hunting, noisy drinking-bouts – eventually
drives him to neglect his estates, and when one of those long
drawn-out civil suits which the Hungarian squirearchy loved so much
to hate delivers him into the hands of his unscrupulous solicitor,
Leguli, his household disintegrates. Leguli moves in on them with
his sister, who – after the death of Mrs Bélteky, who was dearly
loved by her husband but who had been upset by the goings-on in the
house – turns old Bélteky’s head completely, while Leguli himself
has little difficulty in seducing the willing daughter of the
house.

On the other hand, Bélteky junior, Gyula,
influenced by his mother, has grown up to be a sensitive youth with
artistic tastes who, when his unrequited love for a girl above his
station nurtures his sense of futility, goes abroad. His energies
are channelled into a furious desire to see and learn with a view
to improving conditions at home, where backwardness, indolence, and
general indifference have done so much harm. Gyula’s travels
provide Fáy with ample opportunities to propagate his ideas about
reform. On his return a glimpse of how his parental household has
disintegrated shocks him and, under an assumed name, he decides to
accept the tutorship of the only daughter of another family, the
Uzays. Uzay, like young Bélteky’s father, is a clear-cut Hungarian
type, if not a forerunner of the ‘superfluous man’ so familiar in
Russian novels; he is sensitive to social and ethical problems, has
bold ideas, but fails to act because of personal weakness and
frustration. Completely alienated from society, he lets his
undeniable talents lie idle like the wastelands of his country. An
idyllic relationship develops between the tutor and Cili, the
daughter of Uzay, disturbed only by the latter’s young second wife.
When Uzay dies his widow openly expresses her disapproval of Cili’s
affection for an untitled young man, and humiliates Gyula whenever
she can. The unexpected turn in the story is that Gyula turns out
to be in love with Uzay’s widow and not with Cili. But all ends
well, for not only do Gyula and Laura, the widow, find happiness,
but Cili and Gyula’s first love also find their sweethearts and the
novel is concluded when Gyula, after his father’s death, inherits
his estates. The reader cannot resist a gratifying feeling that
young Hungary has triumphed over her former backward
self.

Fáy’s narrative breaks the sequence of
events not only with background stories when a new character is
introduced, but also with lengthy digressions on subjects of
topical interest: improvements in prison conditions, education,
up-to-date farming methods, building of roads, schools, hospitals,
encouraging the arts, and the like, echoing Széchenyi’s views with
the best intentions, but thereby forcing wedges into the
construction of the plot, which in any case requires the reader’s
close attention if he is to follow it, on account of its complexity
and diverging subplots. To find one’s way in this maze takes much
patience and endurance, often at the price of enjoyment.

The redeeming quality of the novel,
however, is to be found in the details of the two different worlds
of the Bélteky and Uzay household. Fáy uses old Bélteky and his
environment to illustrate the degeneration of the old way of life.
If traditional life contains only conventional but often obsolete
values, and if no effort is made to renew them or to reconsider
moral attitudes, and, consequently, if the demands made by changing
conditions are not met by reform, then society is heading for
disintegration. The pattern of behaviour of old Bélteky might have
been adequate in a medieval setting as that of a coarse yet brave
knight; a fine fellow though he might be in his own way, he fails
completely in his own world; he has the means of prosperity and
action, but he is inert, indeed, a nuisance to society because of
his disorganized affairs and eternal truculence. Fáy blames society
for old Bélteky’s being what he is; lack of refinement is due to
lack of education. In turn, Bélteky is to blame for the
consequences of his attitudes: the early death of his wife and the
estrangement of his children.

The portrait of young Bélteky is less
convincing, though he represents all the ideals so dear to their
author; at the same time, he is slightly overdrawn, too idealistic,
too industrious, and with too much confidence in the future – an
idealized hero who will turn up in Hungarian novels only too often.
As the novel champions public causes, naturally it is a world of
men, all the male characters being more vividly portrayed than
their female counterparts, who are on the whole bloodless,
psychologically simplistic, and of little relevance. The men, on
the other hand, are types rather than individuals; most of the
heroes of the nineteenth century Hungarian novel are already
present in Fáy’s ‘bestiary’: not only the reckless squire (old
Bélteky), and the starry-eyed champion of progress (his son), but
the cunning, preposterous lawyer (Leguli) and the clumsy professor
(Portubay) who is at ease only among the classics, but rarely has
enough tobacco to fill his pipe; these are all prototypes of many
characters in, for example, Jókai’s works.

Fáy’s novel was avidly read by his
contemporaries, but its merits went unrecognized by the critics,
who all lost their interest in The House of Bélteky
because of its loose construction. It might account for Fáy’s own
reluctance to follow up his novel, which he did only at the end of
his life, in the late 1850s, by which time he was largely
forgotten, and his uninspired new efforts went unnoticed by press
and public alike.

Other, minor, authors whose political ideas
were developed by Széchenyi, although these were not so predominant
in their works as they were in Fáy’s, included Ignác Nagy
(1810-54), whose political satire in County Election
kept Pest theatre-goers beguilded. While strongly influenced by
French Romantic authors, particularly by Eugéne Sue, his
easy-flowing sentences and witty and charming directness held the
attention of his readers. The mocking tone of his sketches of life
spared neither the nobility nor the urban middle class. His best
work is the novel Hungarian Secrets published in 12
parts (1844-5). Written under the influence of Sue’s Les
Mystères de Paris, Hungarian Secrets was a loosely connected
series of sketches rather than a novel about a superhero, Bende,
who is brave, rich, and strong. Bende sets out to protect the weak
and to frustrate the wicked. His main opponent is a
betyár, Jóska Sobri, a contemporary real-life outlaw,
who was eventually captured and hanged. Nagy’s work was very
popular, partly because of the gripping story and partly of the
wealth of exciting details about Pest. Aristocratic parties, small
Buda taverns, graveyards, meetings of the Society for the
Protection of Animals, junk-shops, the Turkish baths of Buda,
schools of dancing, evenings in the National Theatre, beggars’ and
thieves’ hideouts, editorial offices of fashionable journals,
nocturnal police raids, the ‘workshop’ of an abortionist, the then
very novel photographer’s salon – are all vividly described. It all
proved Nagy’s qualities as a keen-eyed reporter, which he was by
profession, and his intimate knowledge of the rapidly growing
capital. His critics were puzzled by the ambiguous hints in his
brilliant satire; for nobody seemed to find the clue as to whom or
what he was aiming at with his poisonous darts, a fact which made
both the author and his readers altogether happy, the former
convincing himself that he was above party politics, the latter
getting sheer enjoyment out of seeing no one spared.

Sue, for some reason, was very influential
in Hungary in the 1840s: besides Nagy, Lajos Kuthy (1813-64) also
fell under his spell, but with a difference, for Kuthy knew how to
construct a sound plot and his descriptive power excelled in
painting on a large canvas. His novel Domestic
Mysteries (1846) is an excessively romantic story of two
brothers. One of the Szalárdys is an ambitious, conceited, and
superficial man who marries an upper-class girl only to achieve his
own destruction with the willing assistance of his wife’s
capricious extravagance, while the other Szalárdy is a plain man
who marries according to his heart’s wishes. Their father, however,
disinherits the son who has contracted such a
mesalliance. It is the son of this
déclassé Szalárdy who becomes the main figure in the
novel, for, after the death of his honest and hard-working father,
the unscrupulous uncle spares no effort to do away with his nephew
(a question of inheritance again) whose avenues of escape are the
occasion for all the adventures a Romantic novelist might care to
invent around the capital and the countryside (which is full of
local colour). Eventually all the wicked – and there are many –
die, or are at least adequately punished, while the long suffering
fugitive lives happily ever after.

Kuthy could hardly restrain his own
inventiveness and the scope of his rich imagination; the
breath-taking episodes of his novel therefore mar his original
idea, which was to give a large-scale portrayal of society. In
presenting human wickedness he equals if not surpasses his masters
– Eugéne Sue and Victor Hugo – and again, as in the case of Nagy,
we see a talented writer falling prey to popularity and imitating a
fashionable trend. Still, we owe to his uneven genius some
unforgettable scenes of the Lowlands and its inhabitants, described
from close quarters and with a wealth of detail. Lacking restraint
perhaps, but never passion, Kuthy’s style was always colourful and
sometimes bombastic, yet he was able, for example, to make rural
characters speak in genuine dialects. Like Fáy, he loved
digressions on subjects of topical interest, his comments were
often spirited, if not instructive; but unlike Fáy’s, his
frequently liberal ideas were not always based on the sober
thinking of a true social reformer.

A controversial figure in the generation of
prose writers born around the beginning of the nineteenth century
was Péter Vajda (1808-46), whose premature death prevented the full
development of his talent. Son of a serf, and sent down from
university before graduating as a doctor of medicine, Vajda
travelled extensively in Europe and experimented in all departments
of literature. He was the first to write prose-poems in Hungary,
and he edited Penny Magazine, a brainchild of
Széchenyi, modelled on the London Penny Magazine
published by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge for
the popularization of new discoveries in the natural sciences. His
humble origins were decisive for him; he felt himself to be an
outsider in both society and literary life.

His short stories reflected his love of the
exotic; for subject-matter he often turned to an oriental
background. His orientalism, however, did not have its source in an
insatiable yearning for the East such as the Romantics had, his
interest in orientalism rather sprang from his passionate hatred of
all kinds of class distinction and racial prejudice. As the son of
a Hungarian serf he could hardly tolerate the Indian caste system
(‘Vajkoontala’, 1835, a tragic love story of a Brahmin girl and a
Pariah boy) or the exploitation of a Jamaican slave by his English
master (Manahor the Slave, 1837). His short stories
were lyrical and dryly descriptive in turns. To be sure, his
preoccupation with social inequalities revealed a belated influence
of the French Englightenment, particularly of Voltaire and
Montesquieu. In The Most Beautiful Girl (1834), which
takes place in the East in the eighth century, the characters
discuss Kant or Rousseau, or refer to America. These grotesque
anachronisms increase the satirical tone of the story, which is an
all-out attack on social conditions in Hungary. The same may be
said about his pseudo-historical novel Bende Tárcsai
(1837), set in thirteenth century Hungary, with plenty of
Picaresque action in it. Such bizarre use of the ‘glorious .past’,
a past which only ten years earlier had been the subject of florid
eulogies, was uncommon to say the least.

Vajda also wrote a considerable amount of
non-fiction, vehemently attacking age-old nationalistic ideas such
as the concept of the nation as an exclusive body of the nobles –
in other words, he was advocating the elimination of class
distinction. His lyrical attachment to nature, particularly to the
beloved and familiar landscapes of his country, makes his writing a
forerunner of Pet?fi’s descriptive poetry about the same scenery
(A Journey in the Homeland, 1843). His relentless
criticism of social injustice led him naturally to the path of
revolution: ‘Whenever Nature brings about something new, she
labours in fever and agitation; not even a wretched broken bone
heals without inflammation’. He did not live to see the revolution
of 1848 which was to deal the first blow to the class-structure of
Hungarian society.

The sudden growth in homespun novels of
manners was equalled, if not surpassed, at least in popularity, by
the historical novels of Baron Miklós Jósika (1794-1865), who
towered over his contemporaries like the wild peaks of his native
Transylvania over the central plains of Hungary. Jósika may be
regarded as the founder of the historical novel proper. True, he
started his career as a poet, but he soon found the literary form
most suitable to his particular talent. In an appendix attached to
his widely acclaimed historical novel Abafi (1836) he
summarized what he believed to be the principal characteristics of
a good historical novel. He claimed that all good fiction should
have a central idea which must be successfully illustrated by the
work, thereby attaining a moral effect, which might be either
direct or indirect. Moral effect could also be attained by
describing evil things; then the natural disgust of the reader
would yield a positive moral reaction. Poetic justice did not
necessarily imply that good always triumphs over evil, but the
writer should leave little doubt in his readers’ minds that the
triumph of evil cannot be a sign of moral superiority. His third
thesis stressed the need for realism. This was an unusual criterion
for a Romantic novelist, and in applying it he stood out against
the wilder forms of Romantic imagination, for Jósika knew full well
that an improbable plot may spoil the desired effect; no educated
reader is likely to believe the exciting escapades of which the
novels of the French Romantic authors are so full. This third
condition also implied, in the context of the historical novel, the
careful study of sources, without which no self-respecting author
should set out to explore the distant past. It follows that no
outstanding historical personage could be the protagonist because
his well-known public image would limit the possibilities of
interpretation. Finally, he stressed the over-all importance of the
psychological problems of character-sketching, with particular
reference to what he called ‘nightmares’, but which we would now
term the manifestations of the subconscious. However, Jósika’s
theory of the novel was specially tailored to the needs of
Hungarian readers, whom he believed to be unaccustomed to domestic
novels; therefore he also argued that the writer’s first and
foremost duty was to attract a large readership. As the average
reader was mainly concerned with the external and superficial side
of life, the author should depict primarily these features. This
concession to public taste can be seen in many of his numerous
novels, and it can only be regretted that the exploration of man’s
inner life so conspicuously present in his theory was often
abandoned in practice.

It was in a novel set in his native
Transylvania that he kept most closely to his principles.
Abafi, acclaimed unanimously by contemporary critics,
takes place in the troubled sixteenth century, when Hungarians,
Turks, and Austrians were fighting and intriguing for the
possession of the Transylvanian principality. Against a background
of the times of Prince Zsigmond Báthori, coloured in tints unknown
to the people of less eventful ages, a young nobleman, Olivér
Abafi, emerges as the hero of the novel. Abafi leads a somewhat
frivolous life; he is also unruly and lawless, yet he eventually
achieves the ultimate moral stature: noble self-sacrifice. The
character of Abafi as he progresses to moral perfection illustrates
what Jósika had in mind when he spoke of accurate
character-sketching. Events and motivation are in close harmony,
matched by the detailed background of the beautifully-described
Transylvanian scenery – ruined castles, ancient customs, shining
armour, Turkish pashas, and bold intrigues at court, all adding up
to an authentic historical atmosphere.

Apart from one ill-begotten experiment,
Abafi was Jósika’s first novel, yet his intimate
knowledge of Transylvania and its past, and his mature age (he was
forty-two when he wrote Abafi) enabled him to write a
novel whose qualities he was never to surpass. In
technique he learnt from Sir Walter Scott, then the
best influence that could reach him. They had similar dispositions
and backgrounds, and achieved similar success; as the great
Scotsman took the English by storm, so did the Transylvanian the
Hungarian public. Each wrote about his native region first, because
as Sir Walter claimed: ‘This is my own, my native land.’

The Hungarian public at once took a liking
to Jósika’s novel, and he achieved his ambition: a native novelist
had won the admiration of his home audience. This ambition was
achieved at a cost; the pressure of public demand made him turn out
novels, historical and social, in quick succession. This speed of
production affected both his characters and his plots; the
characters were often only perfunctorily drawn, and the development
of the action was marred by the introduction of too many
sensational turns of events.

Of the rest of his historical novels,
The Bohemians in Hungary (1839) is undoubtedly the
best. In this Jósika used a larger canvas than he had in
Abafi; there are in fact three separate loosely
connected sub-plots in the novel, taking the reader back into the
middle of the fifteenth century, when King Matthias successfully
fought off the invading Hussites, a far-reaching movement of Czech
religious dissidents, who controlled besides Bohemia most of Upper
Hungary. In the multitude of characters there are a few, including
King Matthias, and one of the Czech leaders, Giskra, who stand out
against the colourful background. Jósika intended the novel to
provide a series of historical tableaux with graphic
descriptions and stirring events. The chief virtue of the novel,
again, was the authenticity of the historical atmosphere, the
outcome of Jósika’s diligent research and his powers of
description.

It is easy to trace a certain
tendentiousness in Jósika’s novels – if Abafi was
meant to uplift the morals of the contemporary youth by the example
of Olivér Abafi’s mending of his ways, then the magnificent
tableaux of The Bohemians in Hungary were
to set an example for national aspirations in the powerful national
kingdom of Matthias.

His other novels, which are set in
contemporary society, are less instructive in tone but mostly
inferior to his historical novels; Jósika needed lofty aims to give
of his best. These novels not infrequently raise psychological
problems, like Wanton People (1837), a story of
Romantic revenge. It is set partly in America, where a visiting
Transylvanian nobleman seduces the wife of Motabu, a Negro, who in
a fit of jealousy sets his own house on fire, thereby killing his
wife. Serédi the landowner engages the Negro as his valet without
knowing his real identity, and they return to Transylvania together
with Serédi’s English wife whom he has met in London. Now it is
Motabu’s turn to seduce his master’s wife, and the enraged Serédi,
having been presented with a half-caste baby, shoots his servant
dead. The luckless couple then decide to emigrate to America, but
Serédi dies on the way. It is a simple, rounded plot, never lacking
dramatic scenes, though sometimes wanting in plausibility. Serédi’s
swiftly changing moods, ranging from fits of temper to melancholy,
his sudden bursts of carnal desire, his often reserved manners and
self-seeking attitudes, contain many of the elements of a
highly-strung personality. His enigmatic and slightly eccentric
wife also possesses the distinct features of an uncommon character,
but Jósika fails to attain all the possibilities latent in his
figures. His dialogues are sparkling, however, and the foreign
background is vividly, if not always convincingly, depicted. The
reader is left to wonder whether Jósika was trying to point to the
universality of human nature, or attempting to prove the effect of
changed environments by setting his story in outlandish
surroundings.

The Revolution of 1848 and its subsequent
failure profoundly altered Jósika’s life. Fearing the consequences
of his activity in the turbulent days of the War of Independence,
the celebrated novelist went into exile, living first in Brussels,
and later in Dresden where he died in 1865. He was sentenced to
death in absentia, yet from mid-1850s his works were
again published in Hungary, at first under a pseudonym, and from
1860 under his own name. His output in this second half of his
creative career was more voluminous than in the pre-revolutionary
years, but his craftsmanship was declining all the time, reviving
only for short periods when his personal experiences provided a
secure background (e.g. A Hungarian Family During the
Revolution, 1852-62). It was also these experiences that
precipitated the concluding part of his best historical novel
written in exile: Ferenc Rákóczi II (1852). By the
time Jósika died the spectacular popularity of Jókai overshadowed
his fame; he had become a celebrated author of bygone days.

It would be unjust to leave the name of
József Gaál (1811-66) unmentioned when the origins of the Hungarian
historical novel are being discussed. It was in fact Gaál who wrote
the first historical novel, Ilona Szirmay (1836); this
was published just before Jósika’s Abafi, which
dwarfed its significance and with good reason. Still, Ilona
Szirmay possesses a certain interest, although it cannot be
compared to Abafi. Set in the early eighteenth
century, it is a love story about a girl, Ilona Szirmay, who is
separated from her sweetheart; the lovers are reunited after many
vicissitudes. The other line of the story concerns a Romanian
outlaw’s band plundering and pilfering in the Carpathian mountains.
The two subplots are skilfully interwoven and the story unfolds
around a thin but firm historical core. Gaál avoids excessive
colouring, and presents many well-sketched minor characters,
including some lively female figures, and relieves the often
sentimental story with his healthy sense of humour. The influence
of Scott, however, does not pass undetected.
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The writer who can be justly claimed to be
the first outstanding master of the Hungarian novel is Baron József
Eötvös. The validity of the claim rests mainly on his Village
Notary, an encyclopaedic portrayal of the Age of Reform, but
scarcely less on his Hungary in 1514, a historical
novel of impressive proportions. It is the depth of his poetic
vision, his insight into human nature, and his exceptionally keen
eye for social problems that are prominent in these works and are
probably responsible for the distinguished place assigned to him by
numerous native and foreign scholars; his contemporary critics,
however, were often reluctant to appreciate his artistic
achievement.

Eötvös’s literary and public career was
spectacular in more than one way; he was a poet, a playwright, a
novelist, a profound thinker and a successful liberal statesman by
turns. Seldom has a man’s achievement presented a sharper contrast
to his background than that of Eötvös; not only in Hungarian
literature in which abruptly broken careers, unfulfilled
expectations and the early death of promising talents appear to be
rather the rule than the exception, and in which social background
usually leaves an indelible imprint on the lifework of most
authors, but also in a broader context; he belonged to that breed
of sensitive social rebels whose energies were spent efficiently
pursuing positive goals, not just attempting to destroy wantonly
the lifestyle of his own class, or leading the life of a
self-styled, morose outcast whose meaningless revolt must logically
end in self-destruction.

Baron József Eötvös was born on 3 September
1813 in the fashionable upper-class district of Buda near the Royal
Palace. His father came from a long line of senior civil servants
whose unquestioning loyalty to the Crown made the name Eötvös
odious to any freedom-loving Hungarian patriot. His mother, from
whom he inherited his sensitive nature and love of literature, was
the well-educated daughter of an immigrant Austrian cavalry officer
who had married into a native aristocratic family. The most
decisive influence in the life of young Eötvös, however, was his
tutor, a certain József Pruzsinszky, who was an active participant
in the ill-fated Martinovics conspiracy of 1795, and whose stern
and embittered figure still radiated an idealism in spite of his
having served a considerable prison sentence. Pruzsinszky inspired
in young Eötvös a desire to improve his knowledge of his native
tongue, and a no less ardent desire to clear the family name.

Eötvös studied law and philosophy at Pest
University and made his début on the literary scene with plays. He
won recognition as a writer, however, with poems – one of which,
the delicately executed ‘Frozen Child’ (1833), should be mentioned
here; it is a sentimental piece about an orphan who freezes to
death at his mother’s grave. His poetry is marked by sensitivity
and strong social awareness perhaps best expressed in a later poem
‘I, also would like to …’ (1846) which is an articulate summary of
his ars poetica as a committed writer (‘He who is not
roused by an awareness of his age, should break the strings on his
lute in two’) and by a highly emotional attachment to his country
(‘Farewell’ 1838).

Having returned from an extensive tour of
Europe, Eötvös entered political life in the stimulating atmosphere
generated by the Diet in Pozsony, ardently championing humanitarian
causes, such as prison reform (An Opinion on Prison
Reform, 1838). He also published his first novel, The
Carthusian (1839-1841), using the most personal of narrative
forms: the memoirs. The confessions in The Carthusian
relate the life-story of a young French aristocrat whose unhappy
love affairs make him retire into the silent cloisters of the
Carthusian monks. The first love of Count Gustave, a rich young
widow, Julia, deserts him for the unworthy ‘other man’ who had
betrayed her. Next, Gustave, whose life has been a mixture of
irresponsible acts and timid efforts to curb the extravagant side
of his character, seduces a poor, working-class girl, Betty, who
forgives him on her death-bed. It is then that Gustave, disgusted
by his own selfishness and the emptiness of his life, retires from
the world. This indication of the plot might make the modern reader
think that the story is oversentimental. Emotional it is, yet there
are few figures in literature whose character is so minutely and so
graphically described as is that of Eötvös’s French count. Gustave
is convincing not only because of the powerful presentation of his
emotional conflicts, but also because of the subtlety of the
intensely introspective atmosphere of the entire novel, springing
from the faithful recording of Gustave’s emotional reactions to
events. The novel ends with his death in the cloister where his
self-inflicted punishment to expiate his sins has failed to confer
inner peace on his mind. The event is recorded by the friend to
whom he entrusted his papers, containing his life story, published
here in the novel.

No other redemption is possible for
Gustave; like the great sinners of Dostoevsky, his mind has been
constantly occupied by a morbid meditativeness which slowly
destroys his mind and body. While Gustave is the exact opposite of
the vigorous young reformer who created him, in a way he is also
acting out Eötvös’s atonement for the sins of his class; in the
story of Betty the reader cannot fail to notice what suffering
artistocratic pride can inflict when it treats people who are not
members of its own class as subhuman, or at best as toys. (Betty
was seduced as the result of a bet, proposed half-seriously as a
practical joke.) To be sure, Gustave is also contaminated by that
inexplicable and immense pain tormenting the Romantics which, for
want of a better expression, is usually labelled mal du
siécle by later critics who were immune to its pangs.

Eötvös created a new style in his first
novel. His long but carefully balanced elegant sentences were
always effortless and often poetic – in descriptions of scenery, be
it Mont Blanc or the bustle of Paris, and in the reflections of
Gustave all Eötvös’s poetry found a natural outlet, which he often
missed in his verse. Critics have always frowned upon his
preference for long descriptive or reflective sentences, claiming
that clarity demands short and simple sentences; they have been
blind to the proof provided by Eötvös’s style that elaborate
sentence structures have a place in other works besides dry,
scholarly treatises.

Emotional appeal also characterized the
essays he published subsequently (Poverty in Ireland,
1840; The Emancipation of the Jews, 1840); human
suffering never left him untouched, a fact he himself readily
admitted when he set out to prove his points ‘by cold arguments and
dry statistical facts, although it is difficult to remain calm when
it is a question of the oppression of our fellow men’. As soon as
he discovered his natural allies in men of similarly educated
intelligence and political ideas, they founded the first
Budapest Review, closely modelled on the English type
of quarterly reviews; in this journal the Centralists,
as they became known, published their penetrating essays on social
and political issues. (The name ‘Centralists’ did not refer to
their position in the political spectrum, between the Conservatives
and the radical followers of Kossuth, which position, in a certain
sense, they did indeed occupy, but rather to their resolute efforts
to increase the power of central authority.) Eötvös stated their
view in Parliament in 1844: ‘Hungary needs centralization; and in
my opinion centralization can be achieved only by an increase in
the influence which the national legislature is able to exert over
the counties (megyes).’

The local governments of the
megyes were the strongholds of national opposition
against central foreign rule, but by jealously
guarding their privileges they became the greatest obstacle to
social reform. While Kossuth and his followers attached paramount
important to the autonomy of megye in guarding ‘the
sacred flame of independence’, the Centralists saw the antiquated
institutions of local administration only as obstacles in their
path, and therefore advocated a severe curtailment of the
megyes’ rights. As the Centralists were all
intellectuals*The
Centralists, who admired equally French revolutionary
theories and English liberalism, included Eötvös’s life-long friend
László Szalay (1813-64) the historian, whose main work, an
excellent History of Hungary (4 vols., Leipzig,
1852-4) was written during exile in Switzerland after the War of
Independence; Antal Csengery (1822-80), an eminent journalist who
came into prominence after the Settlement of 1867 as one of the
leaders of the irodalmi Deák párt; Ágoston Trefort
(1817-88) who successfully reformed Hungarian higher education as
Minister of Education following Eötvös in 1872; Zsigmond Kemény
(1814-75) the novelist; Móric Lukács (1812-81), a pupil of the
Utopian Socialists and a remarkable translator. In the second half
of the 1840s their mouthpiece was the Pest
News., public opinion dubbed them doctrinaires, a
somewhat pejorative term in Hungarian: their views were received
with the mixture of grave suspicion and moderate enthusiasm, or
snobbish respect so often accorded to intellectuals in
politics.

Eötvös’s reformist policies were fully
discussed in his Reform (Leipzig, 1846), but before
presenting his thoughts in a scholarly essay he chose, wisely
enough, the more immediate medium of literature for winning the
favours of public opinion for the urgently needed social
transformation of Hungary which he championed with so much zeal and
sincere passion. First he wrote Long Live Equality!
(1844), a comedy in four acts, containing several prototypes (e.g.
the weak, henpecked alispán, his loving daughter, or
the cunning lawyer) who appear as classic figures in The
Village Notary. The comedy was spiced with much ironic
social criticism, maintaining a certain interest: the dialogue,
nevertheless, reveals that Eötvös’s creative powers lays
elsewhere.

His next work and second novel, The
Village Notary (1845), in spite of being dubbed an
irányregény*A
novel calculated to advance a cause. (cf. German
Tendenzroman.) , was Eötvös’s most significant
literary undertaking, creating as it did a portrait of contemporary
Hungarian society of panoramic proportions, depicted with the
passion of a poet and with the lucid diagnosis of the social
reformer. The novel is set in the fictitious megye of
Taksony and the reader, aware of Eötvös’s intentions, knows what to
expect. It is a document of social evils, corruption,
electioneering, and inhuman prison conditions, the oriental
despotism of petty officials, the capricious interpretation of
by-laws and regulations, and it was not greeted with enthusiasm by
the society at which it was directed. He was later accused – so the
popular anecdote (attributed to Deák) goes – of employing the
method of the author of a veterinary textbook who in his
overzealousness, depicted in a single illustration all the possible
diseases that can affect a horse; it was clear that no single
megye could produce all the different social evils
which Eötvös managed to cram into his ‘textbook’.

To be sure, the portrait by Eötvös was
anything but flattering, yet all the same, it would be grossly
unjust to accuse him of conjuring up social evils just for the sake
of illustrating his views; although he may have set out to
criticize institutions he wished to reform, the happy instinct of
the artist overcame the excessive zeal of the reformer.
Nevertheless, contemporary critics were often over-squeamish,
claiming that political commitment is out of place in the arts;
Eötvös, however, was proud to be accused of commitment: ‘I have
never regarded being without principles as one of the qualities
writers should possess, I therefore accept the accusation
altogether.’

The plot of the novel is set at the time of
the election of the officers to the local administration. Mrs Réty,
the wife of the retiring alispán, is busy scheming to
eliminate the other candidates for her husband’s office with the
eager cooperation of Catspaw*The
English equivalents of the eponymous personal names in the novel
are given here as in O. Wenckstern’s translation., the
family lawyer. One of the most dangerous opponents of the
alispán is the ageing village notary of Tiszarét,
noted for his noble liberalism, who is safely eliminated from
public affairs by the simple device of having the papers testifying
to his nobility stolen by a hired thug. Incredible as it may seem,
it is these papers which provide the central pivot around which the
events and characters are set in motion. In Eastern Europe papers,
or rather documents, have always been of mythical importance; for
some reason, their replacement is all too often impossible,
therefore documents – pieces of paper – gain a disproportionate
significance.*A
Russian proverb has it that every man consists of a body, a soul,
and a passport. After losing his papers Tengelyi, the
notary, is no longer the same man; political rights belong to the
nobility only, and if challenged a noble has to provide evidence of
his birthright.

The documents are temporarily rescued by
Viola, a serf, who in contrast to Tengelyi has limited human
rights, again by virtue of his birth. He has become an outlaw as a
consequence of circumstances beyond his control. Viola’s act is a
sign of gratitude, for Tengelyi, induced by humanitarian
considerations, has allowed the family which the outlaw had so
unwillingly deserted to stay in his own house, where they were
initially looked after by his daughter, Vilma. At the same time the
notary is frightened because the devotion of Viola to his own
family is almost legendary in the village, and he is very likely to
visit his family, leaving Tengelyi with the uneasy choice either of
giving him up or of becoming an accomplice by his silence. It was
Viola’s love for his wife which had caused his downfall in the
first place; he had been a well-to-do farmer, but his young wife
came to the notice of Skinner, the Chief Justice of the district,
and became the unwilling object of his amorous advances. By the
manipulation of some by-laws Viola, netted and humiliated, is
sentenced to a public whipping. In his last desperation the serf
assaults the law enforcement officers, and one of them is killed.
Viola, who is now a murderer, has to go into hiding to save his
skin.

But Viola is hunted down and recaptured.
The papers in his possession are taken, and proceedings against
Tengelyi ‘posing as a nobleman’ may now start. The trial of Viola
by summary court is perhaps the most memorable chapter in the
novel. While Eötvös’s firsthand experience in provincial law
practice might account for its lurid detail, his compassion secures
the overall sympathy of the reader; contemporary English critics
selected the long scene for special praise of Eötvös’s realism. It
is during the court proceedings that the schemes of Mrs Réty come
to light, thanks to a young lawyer serving as court notary; yet
Réty’s supporters, whose vested interest in the unfolding drama is
vital, manage to get the death sentence passed with the assistance
of indifferent members of the jury. (Baron Sóskuty, for example, is
worried only about offending his hostess by being late for
lunch).

Viola is helped to escape from his cell,
but with the inevitable death sentence hanging over his head he
attempts to remain free long enough to get back the papers of the
only man that has shown sympathy for his family. This he does, but
in his ensuing struggle with Catspaw, the lawyer is killed.
Suspicion falls on Tengelyi for the murder; he can only be saved if
Viola comes forward. In his hideout Viola’s peace of mind is
destroyed – the last rays of hope have gone, for his children have
died, and his conscience is now burdened by a real
murder; he decides to give himself up, and at least partially
expiate his crime by saving the innocent Tengelyi. The novel is
concluded with Tengelyi’s release from prison and with the happy
marriage of the young people, Tengelyi’s daughter and Réty’s son,
who have Eötvös’s unreserved sympathy. Réty resigns his office, his
wife commits suicide.

The colourful action with its unexpected
turns of event captivates the reader, for Eötvös knows how and when
to end an episode and link it to the next scene in the story. At
the same time, in spite of the complexity of the various strands of
the plot the novel forms a superb unity, not only because there are
no separate sub-plots running concurrently – the love story of
Tengelyi’s daughter and Réty’s son is attached to the main line in
a logical and inseparable way – but also because Eötvös takes care
of details and has a specific role for even the most casually
introduced minor character.

Contemporary English critics of the novel
(there was much more detailed criticism in the English press when a
translation was published than there had been when the original had
come out in Hungary) immediately discovered that the novel actually
has two heroes, the notary (reminding them of Eötvös’s tutor, the
stern Pruzsinszky) and Viola the outlaw. The gradual entanglement
of their fates is skilfully developed from the initially casual
benevolence of the notary to the ultimate self-sacrifice of Viola,
whose lot it is to perish in any case because of the overwhelming
odds against him, a sacrifice accentuated by the tragic futility of
his act (when he decided to give himself up a deposition clearing
Tengelyi had already been taken out). Viola’s fate is also sealed
by the moral strictures of the Romantics; in their view, a hero who
commits a serious crime must perish, even though his criminal act
may have been accidentally committed while he was engaged in
pursuing a morally justified cause. By introducing the notion of
futility, Eötvös preserved his reader’s sympathy for Viola and at
the same time, by a masterly stroke, satisfied the most rigorous
moral scruples.

Eötvös’s concern for Viola’s fate is
genuine; it is his firm belief that in a more just society Viola
would have been a law-abiding citizen and a prosperous farmer,
leading a less eventful life than destiny has allotted him in a
corrupt social order. Eötvös’s faith that this social order can be
humanized is projected into the young people in the novel who are
idealistic and eager to improve conditions. This, in turn, reflects
his Rousseauesque conviction that man is born good; only
circumstances corrupt him. This belief is borne out, not by the
villains in the novel, but by the minor characters such as
Tenegelyi’s wife, a kindly soul, a loving mother, and a support to
her husband who unconsciously takes the social order of the day for
granted, or the gentle, ageing Kislaky, himself an
ex-alispán who is induced by sheer vanity to accept
the dubious honour of being the chairman of the summary court, for
he has the hurt pride of a retired senior civil servant who cannot
help feeling left out of the public life.

After The Carthusian, Eötvös’s
style changed from Romantic to Realistic. His main virtue now is
close observation, linked with a gift for biting satire; and as he
is a keen observer he always finds an appropriate place to insert
his sarcastic comments (e. g. one of the rivals of Réty for the
office of alispán has a brother, a great admirer of
things English, ardently championing the cause of a society for the
protection of animals in Dustbury while prisoners die of epidemics
in the dungeons of justice). But Eötvös is not bitter; there are
many humorous incidents which enliven the novel. He continues to
employ his masterly long periods and is not afraid of introducing
long digressions on his favourite subjects. These miniature essays
often heighten the suspense by delaying the action, sometimes
providing the background for a better understanding of his figures
(e.g. a sarcastic discourse on the love of ‘popularity’ offers the
basic clue to Kislaky’s character). Their inclusion is due to the
conscientious application of his artistic creed: ‘Not to entertain,
but to be of service.’ It is easy to turn a blind eye to this
aspect of the novel, for in the final analysis, the genius of
Eötvös maintains a proper balance between his aims of improving
society and of describing it. While English critics noticed the
structural perfection of Fielding, the life-like colouring of
Walter Scott, and the graphic touch of Dickens in the novel, later
Hungarian critics claimed the influence of Disraeli’s
Coningsby (1844) although the novels show few
parallels apart from their satirical tone.

Eötvös’s next novel was devoted to history:
Hungary in 1514 (1847) deals with a Peasants’ War, led
by Dózsa, one of the last manifestations of popular discontent
before the Reformation in Central Europe. It has been suggested
that Eötvös’s attention was turned to the peasants’ revolt by a
similar occurrence in contemporary Galicia in 1846. Be that as it
may, it is difficult to disregard the timely and stern warning
Eötvös gives in the guise of a historical novel; social oppression
can lead to history repeating itself. Eötvös took his history very
seriously – before writing the novel he carried out extensive
research into his chosen subject, for he knew full well the dilemma
facing the author of a historical novel: he plays for a double
stake and may easily miss both – moving sometimes awkwardly in his
historical fetters, he forfeits the grace of fiction; while if he
sacrifices historical truth to the effective development of his
novel, he may falsify the facts he set out initially to bring to
life for the benefit of his readers. Romantic novelists, including
Sir Walter Scott, were by no means free of this latter accusation,
while Realists often stumbled over the first obstacle.

Eötvös was not the first in a long line of
Hungarian writers and artists who utilized the artistic
potentialities of the Peasants’ War. It seems that the message of
the revolt, and the refined cruelty with which it was quelled and
the leaders punished, had made a deep impression on social
consciousness. The peasants led by the Dózsa brothers, were
originally assembled for a crusade, but open dissatisfaction with
their lot made them turn against their overlords. They ravaged the
country, stormed fortified cities, and were eventually overpowered
by the nobles’ army. Ringleaders were tortured, and György Dózsa
was made to sit on a red-hot iron throne with a red-hot iron crown
on his head while his fellow-rebels were forced to bite into the
charred remains of their ‘King’ in one of the most extraordinary
revenge fantasies ever acted out in history. Subsequently tens of
thousands of peasants were massacred, and reprisals against them
included the statutory declaration of ‘real and perpetual
servitude’ for the serfs in the laws enacted by the Diet which was
hastily convoked after the defeat of the rebels’ army. This
enslavement of the serfs remained in force until 1848 owing to the
inclusion of these laws in Werb?czi’s
Tripartitum.*The
standard handbook of Hungarian Civil Law was first published in
Vienna in 1517. The effect of the Peasants’ War was not
restricted to the serfs; by perpetuating class-hatred (and thus
undermining the unity of the country just when it needed it most,
on the eve of the general onslaught of the Ottoman armies), it also
contributed to the loss of independence on the battlefield of
Mohács (1526).

Eötvös made the best of his subject; he
faithfully included history in a fictional plot relating the lives
and loves of his main characters. The novel closely followed the
known facts, for Eötvös’s aim this time was to ‘popularize
history’. His good intentions resulted in a plot that was less
perfectly constructed than those of his earlier novels. The same
may be said about his main characters, historical and fictional
alike, although, for example, the poor and powerless but honest and
tender-hearted King, Ulászló II, is remarkably well-drawn. The pure
and generous self-devotion of Orbán, who has found his place with
the rebels’ army, is well contrasted with the grey plausibility of
the clever, sensual, and selfish Pá1 Ártándi, who remains in the
possession of the heroine in the end, while Orbán lies cold and
stiff on the battlefield, ‘his face turned towards heaven, and the
moonbeam glittering in his open eyes, which there was no friendly
hand to close’, leaving little doubt where Eötvös’s sympathies lay.
Yet when, in the concluding scene, the reader again meets the monk,
L?rinc Mészáros (a historical figure second only to Dózsa as a
leader), he seems to voice the author’s conviction: ‘The way I have
hitherto followed cannot lead us to our goal. The triumph of
justice will not be achieved by savage violence …’.

Natural abhorrence of violence was so
strong in the liberal Baron that, after accepting the post of
Minister for Religion and Education in Kossuth’s revolutionary
government and drafting a progressive Bill for the introduction of
compulsory general education, when the course of events made a
violent outcome inevitable he left the country. By the middle of
October 1848 Eötvös was in Munich, were he stayed for over two
years, devoting his time in exile to writing a major treatise on
political science: The Dominant Ideas of the Nineteenth
Century and Their Impact on the State. It was published in
two parts, in a Hungarian and in a German version, in 1851-4.

These dominant ideas, according to Eötvös,
are the inheritance of the French Revolution, with one notable
difference: Liberty, Equality, and Nationality instead of
Fraternity. His central idea is a firm belief in progress depending
on the free confrontation of ideas among individuals of different
political convictions and of different pressure groups. The
direction of progress depends on the dominant ideas of any given
age, and the pace of progress depends on the necessity which gives
the initial impulse to the overcoming of the conservative instinct
in society. This conservative instinct is something similar to the
state of inertia as expressed by the laws of physics. Since
progress is the aim of mankind, only those institutions are
justifiable which meet the criteria of progress. First of all there
is a need for articulate individuals who can confront each other’s
views; secondly, liberty and equality should meet the need of any
given society; and thirdly, the necessity of change should be
pointed out, the power of the state should be limited, and when the
ground for change is clarified the most efficient and convenient
path should be sought.

Eötvös believed that the events of 1848
showed that no nation could be oppressed with impunity, for peace
among the nations could only be achieved when the enjoyment of
equal rights for all people was secured. If the false belief that
the map of Europe could be redrawn on the basis of nationality were
to be given up as an illusion, nationalities living in different
states might bring those states nearer to each other, thereby
resulting in peaceful coexistence*‘Békés együttélés’. Eötvös was the first
to use this term in European political thought and it is not
without irony that when the term came into use in the English
language in the 1920s it was precisely after the map of Europe had
been redrawn on the basis of nationality following World War I,
sowing the seeds of future discord. among these
nationalities. While Dominant Ideas contained many
original ideas, some of them were proved wrong by subsequent
history. The work’s contemporary significance cannot be denied; it
evoked a response among German, French, and English political
thinkers, and it is interesting to note the similarity of ideas
found in John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty published five
years later (1859), a fact that gave Eötvös much pleasure.

The career of Eötvös, unlike that of most
of his contemporaries, was not decisively affected by the failure
of the War of Independence. By the middle of the 1850s he was not
only back in political life but had also found the time to write
short stories, and in addition to his mainly theoretical works he
once more embarked on writing a novel. The Sisters was
published in 1857; it reveals Eötvös’s interest in feminine
psychology and is usually considered to be less successful than the
rest of Eötvös’s fiction, mostly on account of its lack of an
exciting plot and the passivity and boredom which lingers around
the main characters. Since Eötvös was mainly interested in their
motives, by omitting what lay beyond their horizon he showed their
limitations. The story, set at the time of the ‘cholera rebellion’
of 1831, is concerned with the effect which upbringing has on
children, he blames the rootless, aristocratic life-style for
damaging the personality of his heroes. There is also a faint echo
of Eötvös’s uneasiness about his own flight during the revolution,
for Count Ormosy’s first thought when the cholera rebellion breaks
out is to flee, and Káldory, on his honeymoon, stays conveniently
abroad when the news of the revolution of 1848 reaches him.

The novel’s main virtue lies in the
subtlety of its characters; it is written with less passion than
his other novels, and contains fewer lengthy discussions than its
predecessors, with the exception of those on education, a subject
which constantly occupied his mind, not only as the father of four
children, but also as one whose main concern in the latter part of
his political life was the improvement of the standard of education
throughout the country. This concern about education fitted very
well into his basic concept of the state, which he regarded as
essentially a multitude of human beings, not as a cluster of
classes or power groups.

From the middle of the 1860s Eötvös no
longer wrote, but devoted his talent entirely to public service.
When after the Settlement of 1867 Deák formed a national
government, Eötvös again became Minister of Religion and Education
and was responsible for drafting a number of Bills which reflected
the political convictions he had so inspiringly expounded in
theoretical writings in the previous twenty years. The new acts of
Parliament included, besides the full emancipation of the Jews
(1867), The Nationality Act (1868) proclaiming the
equality of all nationalities living in Hungary, which could
succeed only if these nationalities were to accept that living in a
strong and unified state would be beneficial to them. Subsequent
history showed the impracticability of this concept. Nevertheless,
the good will of this man, who conceived the framework for a
possible settlement of the nationality question, and his concern
for the welfare of all peoples of the Hungarian Kingdom, cannot be
denied. The new Education Act (1868) propagated state
responsibility for the general level of education as part of the
welfare of its citizens. State schools were set up for which the
state was to provide financial support. Needless to say, the Church
interpreted the Act as a severe curtailment of its educational
monopoly, and the national minorities were also hostile – in vain
did Eötvös have educational material published in seven languages.
He also reorganized the curriculum for gimnáziums,
established teachers’ training colleges, founded Kolozsvár
University, thus providing Transylvania with an independent seat of
higher education, and expanded the University of Budapest.

When Eötvös died on 2 February 1871, he
might have gained satisfaction from a sense of achievement not
experienced by many of his contemporaries, whose careers were cut
short in the catastrophe of 1849 by early death, by exile, or by
loss of sanity. Yet he died as an overworked and frustrated man,
hardly optimistic about the future. An élitist college at Budapest
University, modelled on the École Normale Supérieure of the
Sorbonne was founded in 1895 to perpetuate his name,*The Eötvös College was dissolved soon after the
Communist takeover in 1949. and to educate the best
intellects.

With Eötvös, the Hungarian novel came of
age. Not only did he improve on the social novel as established by
Fáy, and stand as a worthy successor to the historical novelists
(although his novels never competed in popularity with Jósika’s or,
later, with Jókai’s); he successfully united two seemingly
contradictory principles, the desire to be of service and the
desire to entertain. In this respect his greatest achievement is
unquestionably The Village Notary. In addition, Eötvös
represented in Hungary perhaps what was best in the liberal
tradition of nineteenth-century Europe: scrupulous intellectual
honesty, an open-minded attitude to criticism, a highly developed
sense of understanding the sufferings of others, and a fairness
without which his political ideas might have remained an
intellectual toy for the doctrinaire, and might never have become,
as they did, the weapon of the successful social reformer.










Chapter 11
Comet of the Revolution: Pet?fi


WHEN a Hungarian is asked who, in his opinion, is the greatest
poet his country ever produced, he will most probably cite Sándor
Pet?fi. Pet?fi is known and respected wherever Hungarian is spoken;
his name is associated exclusively with poetry, and he enjoys a
place like that usually reserved for Shakespeare in
English-speaking countries. His appearance on the literary scene
was sudden and brief, yet he radically changed the dominant trends
and created a new school. No one would write poetry again without
feeling his impact. To be sure, his followers, known as
pet?fiesked?k, were often only crude imitators of his
style and the external paraphernalia of his poetic attitude,
pestering editors and publishers in the second half of the century.
Yet his influence did not only affect his contemporaries; it can be
felt even today – some modern Hungarian poets have found it
difficult to escape. The heritage and message of Pet?fi seem to be
deeply imprinted on the national ego.

Pet?fi created a new world of poetry which
bore little resemblance to restrained Classicism or to the often
monotonous patriotic elegies of his predecessors, many of whom
wrote under the influence of German Classicism and Romanticism. The
pre-existing potentialities from which Pet?fi’s poetry in all its
novelty was born were, on the one hand, the graceful and polished
idiom of Vörösmarty, and, on the other, a tendency (present in many
European literatures) to bring poetic diction closer to the natural
idiom of the spoken language. The Lake Poets – Wordsworth,
Coleridge, and Southey – were the pioneers of this trend; but their
objectives were perhaps best attained, curiously enough, by their
arch-enemy, Lord Byron, and on the Continent by Heine.

The natural ease of the spoken language
appears to have been something Pet?fi was born with; he needed no
foreign models. Instead, he turned instinctively to folk-songs, a
treasure-trove of simple yet effective poetry. In this sense, he
continued one of the most significant traditions in Hungarian
literature, the népies trend, which had been
developing ever since the Baroque poet Faludi experimented with the
incorporation of features from folk-songs into his own poetic
language. The népies trend reached its natural peak in
Pet?fi’s poetry, for he was able to raise every subject to the
level of poetry as naturally as if poetry were already inherent in
the phenomena of the world. Nevertheless, the experiments of his
foreign predecessors and contemporaries were known in the Hungary
of the 1840s, and Pet?fi was conscious of their presence; yet he
managed to add novelty to poetic self – expression on a scale that
took him beyond the confines of Hungarian poetry. As one of his
English critics observed, Pet?fi ‘was alternately likened … to
Burns, Byron, Heine, Körner, Béranger … though it cannot be said
that he entirely resembled any of them. He was like every true
genius, thoroughly original …’.

Besides his poetry, his larger-than-life
personality also contributed to the making of his image, for he
perished amid revolution, fighting for the freedom of his people
and for the most cherished ideals of Romantic Europe, a truly
romantic death in the context of the revolutions of 1848 when
young Europe clashed with the last remnants of the
ancien régime. Small wonder that the memory of this
twenty-six-year-old youth became built into an image of the poet as
the spiritual leader and prophet of his own people, in which part
indeed he cast himself. He is a committed writer par
excellence of essentially Romantic mould who leads his
people like a ‘pillar of fire’ towards a social Canaan, or fights
with them on the barricades for freedom and independence. This
image of Pet?fi is still predominant in Hungary, and the best poets
of the country can aspire to nothing higher than to gain a place in
the coveted ranks of his successors.

The emergence of the ‘National Poet’ as a
basic model of poetic attitude took place around this time in the
eastern part of Europe. Besides Pet?fi, its chief embodiments are
the Russian Pushkin, the Polish Mickiewicz, and to a lesser extent
the Ukranian Shevchenko, the Slovak Kollár, and the Bulgarian
Vazov, each representing most, if not all, of the facets of the
model, which is a distinctly East European phenomenon. Patriotic
poetry has existed ever since Tyrtaios; nevertheless, it has seldom
happened in Western Europe that the best poets of a nation
concerned themselves predominantly with the political and social
problems of their community. In Eastern Europe the poet became the
mouthpiece of his community, giving moral sustenance and political
guidance in verse. Since poems are almost exclusively sustained by
inspiration – for speculation and argumentation play a minor part
in poetry – the national poet is able to achieve an appeal backed
by an emotional tension hardly equalled by other spokesmen of the
community. By the overwhelming force of his appeal he not only
gains social prestige and importance, but he is automatically
acknowledged as the most suitable spokesman of the nation. His
counsel and prophecies carry more weight and are more carefully
listened to than in societies where national or social problems
concerning the majority of the population are present in a less
acute form. Since in all East European countries literature has
remained a battlefield of opposing ideas concerning vital issues,
the poet’s role has been perpetuated in these countries, and his
topics have remained valid after the passing of Romanticism,
thereby setting the possible course of development of poetic
attitudes for a long time to come.

The function of a ‘National Poet’ carries
moral standing, so much so that other talented poets who aspire to
nothing higher than the expression of their own world and problems
are relegated to a second line of significance in domestic
histories of literature there. It follows that foreigners who
happen to profess an interest in those literatures are not
necessarily employing the same terms of reference and/or system of
values, and therefore arrive at entirely different conclusions as
to the merit or significance of these poets. The result is a
vicious circle: foreigners have hardly any access to literature
which is relegated to second place in the eyes of the native
experts, mostly on account of their inadequate knowledge of the
language, nor do they often find the necessary incentive to learn
the language, because the literary specimens available to them do
not seem to warrant the effort.

Furthermore, the function of a particular
poet as a spokesman of his community overshadows most other aspects
of his creative activity to such an extent that both native and
foreign readers easily bypass a substantial part of his poetic
world, losing thereby the possibility of a better understanding of
the richness of his human experience which evoked the poetry in the
first place, and which is inconspicuous in his poetry. Therefore, a
re-examination might often generously reward persistent foreign
readers. The poetry of Pet?fi could be an object-lesson in
exploring other, neglected facets of a ‘national poet’.

Sándor Pet?fi was born on 1 January 1823 at
Kisk?rös, a small place in the heart of the Hungarian Lowland, of
lower middle-class parents and of Slavonic extraction. The young
boy felt an inborn irritation at the smallest sign that authority
was attempting to subjugate him; he was a born rebel. His school
career ended abruptly in 1839, by which time he had attended half a
dozen schools in various parts of the country. Then he joined the
army and, later, a theatre company. In other words, he was a social
misfit, who yet wanted to achieve social respectability by winning
fame as an actor or a soldier. He also experimented with writing
poetry and, after a few unsuccessful attempts, his first poem ‘The
Winebibber’ was accepted for publication by Bajza for
Athenaeum in 1842. The poem aroused a certain
interest; it was not the first drinking-song in Hungarian, but a
certain flippancy, concealing an inner tension, made the tone of
the poem quite effective, although Pet?fi employed no unusual
imagery.

Pet?fi’s style, however, matured soon
enough and by 1844 he had written enough poems to fill a volume.
His life-style hardly changed in these years, which he spent
roaming freely round the country and, after spending a severe
winter in Debrecen in the direst poverty, in desperation he set out
on foot to Pest with his manuscripts, which he intended to show to
the foremost poet of the country, Vörösmarty. Vörösmarty was
pleasantly surprised by the immediacy of the poems, and on his
advice the first volume of Pet?fi was published in 1844 with the
simple title: Poems – it was simplicity that
characterized these early poems. They relate common occurrences in
everyday life, the earlier poems being written in the style of
folk-songs. Their main characteristics are the effortless rhymes
producing a natural effect (e.g. ‘The Hortobágy Innkeeper’s Wife’),
and their atmosphere of lighthearted humour (‘I looked into the
kitchen, I lit my pipe … that is to say, I should have lit it, had
it not been already alight’. Followed by the confession that in
fact he looked into the kitchen because he saw a pretty girl
there). Another feature of these brief sketches of life is the
readiness with which Pet?fi is able to identify himself with the
characters he portrays. He successfully employs the poetic device
which introduces most of the folk-songs, a line describing or
observing nature which is entirely unrelated to the subject-matter
of the poem (természeti kezd? kép) – e.g. ‘Moonlight
bathing in the sea of heaven, /The outlaw muses in the depth of the
forest’ – and is linked to the rest of the poem only by the rhyme.
The heroes of these unpretentious poems are highwaymen, shepherds,
and other country folk who occasionally speak in the broad dialect
of the Lowland (e.g. ‘Büngözsdi Bandi’, or ‘A Celebrated Town in
the Lowland’).

The early poems reveal his attachment to
the landscapes of the countryside; Pet?fi had discovered the unique
beauty of the Lowland. The scenery is always related to a lyric
subjectiveness (‘You are beautiful, Lowland! at least to me you are
beautiful. / Here my cradle was rocked, here I was born. / Here may
the shroud cover me, here / may the grave rise over me.’ ‘The
Lowland’). A strong attachment to his family, too, may be observed
in a number of poems: an idyllic description of a visit to his
family (‘An Evening at Home’), a letter written to his brother (‘To
My Brother István’), the emotional ‘From Afar’ describing his
homesickness, or his eager preparation to tell it all to his mother
when visiting her (‘A Plan Which Came to Nothing’); the disarming
spontaneity of these poems indicates a clean break with
conventional poetic attitudes.

In 1844 Pet?fi wrote his first longer
piece, an epic in four cantos entitled The Hammer of the
Village. It was not an epic in the ordinary sense. Ever
since Vörösmarty’s Flight of Zalán the epic had been
an essential feature in Hungarian Romanticism, and the efforts of
lesser poets to revive the régi dics?ség resulted in
many bombastic expositions of the glorious deeds of the
forefathers. Pet?fi’s mock-heroic poem made these outpourings
ridiculous. He chose a subject which was certainly not of epic
proportions: the confrontation of the village blacksmith Fejenagy,
‘the hammer of the village’, with another drunkard, the local
cantor, over their ‘tender feelings’ for ‘chaste Erzsók’, the
landlady of the village inn. The confrontation ends in a fight and
the inn becomes a battlefield. Pet?fi’s treatment of the
possibilities arising out of the incongruity of style and
subject-matter produces an excellent parody of epic; the similes
and descriptive formulas employed contribute to this effect, while
the halting hexameters imitate the poor workmanship of provincial
bards: pedestrian description is mixed with pathetic grandeur; the
action is endlessly retarded, and the whole is pervaded by an
overwhelming sense of clumsiness, as the sweating bard attempts to
cover up his inane conception in florid language. Pet?fi’s satire
in The Hammer of the Village revealed a new side of
his creative talent, a side which effectively offended those of his
contemporaries who became the unwilling subjects of his biting
satire; and there were many, for Pet?fi never spared personal or
political ambitions, if he was convinced that these ambitions did
not serve the whole community of which he was a relentless
watch-dog.

At the end of 1844 Pet?fi wrote a narrative
poem, János vitéz, which startled critics; they could
not interpret it in the conventional terms of contemporary taste,
yet the poem, consisting of 1480 lines divided into 27 cantos, and
written in the traditional narrative form, the alexandrine,
achieved considerable success for its twenty-two-year-old author
when it was published the following year. This success was probably
due to the ease of versification: as if the rhymes occurred
naturally in the narrator’s speech. The incomprehension of the
critics was due to the seemingly incongrouos layers in an otherwise
straightforward narrative.

For János vitéz clearly falls
into three units. The first unit (Cantos I-VI) is characterized by
intense realism.The hero Kukoricza Jancsi (Johnny Maize), a
foundling shepherd boy (he was so named because he was discovered
in a field of maize as a baby), is in love with Iluska, a
beautiful, fair-haired orphan whose stepmother is as cruel to her
as Jancsi’s foster father to him. The lovers usually meet at a
brook where Iluska is washing clothes and Jancsi is grazing the
sheep entrusted to him by his foster-father. In the sunny summer
afternoon they forget about their respective duties and enjoy the
secret meeting, but are interrupted by the sudden appearance of
Iluska’s stepmother, anxious to find out why Iluska is late in
returning with the linen. She wildly abuses the young lovers, and
humiliates them; to make things worse, Jancsi discovers that his
flock has gone. For his negligence his foster-father drives him out
of the house and, after a pathetic farewell to his beloved, Jancsi
sets forth into the world.

Next day, about midnight, he arrives at
what he thinks is an inn in a desolate forest, but the place turns
out to be a robbers’ hideout. The robbers invite him to join them.
Although the sight of the stolen wealth tempts Jancsi – he sees
that he is being offered an opportunity of becoming rich, of making
a new start with his sweetheart – he pulls himself up sharply and
refuses; instead of joining the highwaymen, he sets fire to their
house while they are in a drunken sleep, and continues on his
journey. Events until this episode could have happened to any poor
peasant lad and his lass. Pet?fi’s simple village tragedy has,
however, one difference. Fugitive peasant boys invariably became
robbers or else perished; but Jancsi displayed a code of behaviour
which was in strict conformity with the unwritten law of his native
village. Having run away, he has to make good, but if he becomes
rich by foul means he can no longer return to his community; he
becomes a permanent outcast, as did Eötvös’s Viola, for different
reasons. In folk-tales proper, adventures serve as obstacles in the
way of the hero; Pet?fi’s use of the same device as a temptation is
both unexpected and effective, for Jancsi is established thereby as
a hero of moral stature, not just another vagabond who is bound to
fall prey to circumstances, irrespective of his original reason for
setting out into the world. Jancsi’s love for Iluska emerges as a
profound emotion that cannot be mixed with the base and
bloodstained gold of the bandits. While driving home this point,
Pet?fi also surmounts his first hazard, that of avoiding the
temptation to moralize. The realism of the first unit is
accentuated by a strict account of time: between the illicit
meeting by the brook and the dawn when Jancsi leaves the
smouldering ruins of the hideout three days elapse, the time
usually allotted to a hero in a folk-tale to prove himself.

In the second unit (Cantos VII-XVII)
neither realism nor the time factor is any longer relevant. Jancsi
becomes a hero in a world which is gradually changed into a
timeless supernatural place. In folk-tales, the hero, usually the
youngest of three brothers, goes out into the world (világgá
megy) to try his luck, to make good, and to prove himself.
In realistic terms, the only chance for a village boy to prove
himself is to join the army – to become a soldier, especially a
hussar, was the height of ambition for any able-bodied village
youngster. The splendour of hussar life, the glittering uniform,
the larger-than-life adventures filled the minds of young men;
these images sank into the subconscious of village people,
alongside timeless cravings and desires which only surfaced in
folk-tales. The traditions and anecdotes of hussar life were kept
alive by generations of veterans who returned after long service in
faraway lands. Countless stories were told in village inns which
mixed historical and geographical facts freely with the products of
a rich fancy, for uneducated village boys could perceive the world
only in the framework of their life in the village. Pet?fi retained
a touch of realism by keeping within this framework, adopting,
perhaps unconsciously, the worldview of the common people.

When Jancsi meets a unit of hussars who are
on their way to defend France against the Turkish invaders he joins
them. After many incredible adventures (e.g. they travel through
the land of the ‘dog-faced’ Tartars; India borders on France),
Jancsi not only slays the Turkish General, but sets free the
beautiful daughter of the King of France, kidnapped by the
General’s son. In gratitude, her hand is offered to the brave
hussar, an incident serving as the second major temptation to the
hero. But Jancsi’s devotion to Iluska is unflagging: he declines
the offer. Having listened to the singularly unlucky fate of
Jancsi, neither the King nor his daughter is offended, and the
French King knights him (that is how he becomes János
vitéz i.e. Sir John), sending him on his
way in a ship laden with treasure obtained in the most virtuous
manner.

The poem could end here, but it does not;
for if Jancsi were to return to his village to live with Iluska
happily ever after, it might produce a gratifying conclusion; yet
one with a lingering sense of falseness; but Iluska has meanwhile
died, driven to her grave by her cruel stepmother, and János
continues his wanderings. It is now, in the third unit (Cantos
XVII-XXVII), that the narrative transports the reader into a
supernatural world, peopled by giants, witches, and fairies. Here
János, according to the rules set in the folk-tales, overcomes a
series of obstacles and reaches Fairyland, having crossed the
Óperenciás, the boundless main which separates us from
the fulfilment of our dreams. Seeing the happiness of the fairies
in the eternal spring of their country Sir John contemplates
suicide; the bliss of others reminds him of his lost love. Luckily
for János, he throws the rose plucked from her grave into a lake he
finds in the middle of Fairyland, and the flower is suddenly
transformed into Iluska – the lake turns out to be ‘the water of
life’, and since the rose has grown out of the remains of Iluska
the water can call her back to life. The fairies are enraptured by
Iluska’s beauty, and the lovers – united after so many changes and
chances – are hailed as King and Queen of Fairyland.

The poor village orphans find happiness
only in a world where the rules of reality are no longer valid. In
the third unit Sir John becomes an epic figure, endowed with
exceptional strength, bravery, and cunning; furthermore, he is
aided by giants – yet when he reaches Fairyland a miracle is still
needed to bring about happiness. Pet?fi’s Fairyland is an ultimate
paradise of love, which, paradoxically, is within the reach of
everybody; the reader is thus left with a solution which is neither
surrealistic nor incredible.

The three parts, representing three layers
of consciousness, are superbly united by the loyalty of young
Johnny Maize which is still firmly there in the heart of Sir John
after all those adventures and so many years later. He is still
faithful to the memory of the dead Iluska in Fairyland, where
fairies are friendly to the stranger; it is this unfaltering
devotion to Iluska which lends artistic unity and epic dimensions
to this peasant tale.

Pet?fi did not use elements from Hungarian
folk-tales only, yet he successfully created the masterpiece of the
népies genre. By rendering poetic justice to János in
the final Canto, Pet?fi produced a timeless message for the reader
to whom he invariably addressed himself – the ‘people’ – whose
chances of prospering within the existing social order were small.
Fulfilling the desire of the ‘people’ for a better life and for
social improvements without leading them into a cheap escapist
world was a difficult task to accomplish. By describing Fairyland
in the way he did, Pet?fi came to the conclusion that the only
happiness which is available to mankind is love. By love he meant
the embrace of two earthly beings, for it is in that embrace, he
implied, that they can get ‘a glimpse of Fairyland’. This is a
simple and democratic message, fitting for a poet who set out to
make the ‘people’ predominant first in poetry and then in
politics.

Establishing himself as a
népies poet earned Pet?fi a reputation for being a
Bohemian who wrote drinking songs and very probably led a life of
extravagance. Nothing could be further from the true nature of
Pet?fi; his public image reflected only the degree of
incomprehension surrounding his poetry. Some of the critics
attacked him vehemently for being a coarse drunkard (his
biographers all agree that this author of drinking-songs did not
like wine), and for using in his poetry expletives borrowed, as one
critic put it, from ‘the vocabulary of coachmen’. Yet popularity
also earned him some financial security – he was employed by Imre
Vahot as a sub-editor of the Pest Vogue (János
vitéz was written in the course of his connection with
Pest Vogue), which provided him with a literary
platform. He struck back at his critics (‘The Wild Flower of
Nature’), warning the ‘base curs’ who barked at him and bit him
that the ‘wild flower of nature’ has thorns.

It was also in the Vahot family that he met
his first love: Etelke Csapó, a young girl whose innocence and
child-like behaviour attracted the poet. Etelke died early in 1845
and Pet?fi remembered her in a volume of poetry: Cypress
Leaves from the Grave of Etelke (1845). The poems in this
volume revealed a new side of Pet?fi’s nature: the gay, extrovert
poet became moody; sorrow and pessimism were his main themes. His
general misanthropy, however, soon gave way to his inborn optimism;
Pet?fi himself admitted the healing effect of the passing of time
(‘Time is a Powerful Healer’).

Disgusted with the pretentious life of
Pest, although he made many friends among the radical young
intellectuals who frequented the Café Pilvax, Pet?fi set out on a
journey into the country. His prose, published in Notes on a
Journey (1845), revealed his ability to produce the same
fresh effect which characterized his poems. He sought no poetic
inspiration in the sights and sounds of Upper Hungary, but he
attempted to understand everyday life. The descriptions of his
experience abound in humorous details, with numerous sarcastic
references to the literary dandies of Pest pampered by conservative
taste. At the same time, Notes on a Journey is a
document of the Age of Reform, reflecting the mood of the young
intellectuals who constantly sought change. His style is
colloquial, direct, and vigorous.

The recovery from his pessimistic mood
proved to have been a temporary interlude, for the years 1845 and
1846 witnessed an emotional crisis in his life caused by the lack
of a solid, human attachment, and aggravated by the dubious honour
of being a central figure in literary skirmishes. When he found
another fair-haired sweetheart he had marriage in mind, but the
girl’s father objected to the restless poet as a son-in-law, and
instead of settling down to marital bliss he settled down to
writing a new volume of poetry: The Pearls of Love
(1845), followed by Clouds (1846). The first cycle,
containing thirty-nine poems, is a lyrical account of the love
affair, reflecting the ever-changing moods of the poet: he pleads,
accuses, falls into despair, entertains hope, or declares his love.
Some of these poems (e.g. ‘I’ll Be a Tree …’) are true gems of
love-poetry, yet a certain tendency to polish these gems is also
present; not all of them are as spontaneous as his
népies verse. The novelty of the cycle is provided by
Pet?fi’s imagery. He links love of woman with love for his country;
images of a war for freedom and his desire for love are entwined in
the visions of his poems. (‘I Dreamt of War …’, ‘If God Wanted …’).
The cycle Clouds contains sixty-six short, aphoristic
poems, modelled very probably on Shelley’s Fragments.
Most of them are permeated with a general sense of gloom, perhaps
Romantic pessimism: ‘Grief? A great ocean. And joy? A small pearl
at the bottom of the ocean. Perhaps by bringing it to the surface,
I shall break it.’

His mood, verging on despondency, is best
expressed, however, by ‘The Madman’, an incoherent monologue of a
madman who is ‘plaiting the sun’s rays into a whip, a flame whip’,
to ‘lash the world with’ and who will ‘burrow to the centre of the
world / with gunpowder and blow it all to smithereens … ha, ha,
ha!’ It is full of bitterness, he feels completely deceived by
everybody, even his friends, and particularly women. There are also
poems which reflect with utter candour Pet?fi’s state of mind, and
the nightmares which tortured him (‘I am Sleepy, yet I cannot Sleep
…’, ‘My Dreams’, ‘There is Night in my Head’), which speak of his
‘room-mate’ who is despair and his ‘neighbour’ who is madness, or
which show his thoughts giving birth to other thoughts which tear
each other to pieces like wild beasts.

From these torturing nightmares the poet
escaped into a world of ‘work-therapy’; he wrote a series of
narrative poems (‘The Curse of Love’, ‘Fairy Dream’, ‘Wild
Stephen’, ‘Salgó’), a historical tragedy (Tiger and
Hyena), and a short novel (The Hangman’s Rope).
His drama is an experiment only, and the novel also reveals that
Pet?fi’s creative talent is best suited to finding an outlet in
lyrical poetry. Of the narrative poems, none of which achieves the
perfection of János vitéz or his later
Apostle, ‘Fairy Dream’ is largely autobiographical,
full of Romantic escapism, like Byron’s or Shelley’s similar works,
or Vörösmarty’s The Valley of the Fairies. They were
all written in a relatively short time, showing a certain haste and
confusion due to a lack of self-confidence, a result of his inner
crisis. The disease causing his misanthropy was, however, not
Byronian Weltschmerz, although he employed almost
exclusively Romantic imagery. It is a tribute to his genius that
some of his minor masterpieces were also written in this same
period. His poem ‘The Four-Ox Cart’ creates an ethereal mood of an
excursion into the countryside – a boy and a girl choose a star in
the sky to remember their journey – while the four oxen plod on
slowly through the night, producing at the end of each stanza a
sharp contrast between poetic atmosphere and down-to-earth reality.
Some of his most effective satires were also written in this
period. ‘The Hungarian Nobleman’ accuses the nobility of being
idle, uneducated, and uninterested in public causes. Artistically,
both these poems rest on Pet?fi’s skilful use of a refrain.

By the middle of 1846 Pet?fi’s emotional
crisis was over. He emerged from his inner torments apparently
unscathed and was ready to enter public life as ‘the national
poet’. His poetry also entered a new phase: in the first period his
art had been dominated by the influence of the folk-song, creating
a lasting fusion of folk-songs and poetry (1842-4); in his second,
somewhat Romantic, period he was preoccupied with his internal
struggle for emotional stability and with finding a new path in
poetry (1844-6); now in the last phase of his life (1846-9) his
works, although they included immortal pieces of love-poetry, were
predominantly written to serve a cause, the cause of democratic
revolution and later the war for national independence. The pattern
of his poetic development marked the course of possibilities in the
East European context. In order to overcome problems of the self,
he had to project these problems on to the larger context of a
community.

In the spring of 1846 young radical writers
organized a society, The Society of the Ten*The Society of the Ten included, besides
Pet?fi, Mór Jókai, Mihály Tompa, Alajos Degré (1820-96) a minor
playwright and novelist, Károly Obernyik, Albert Pálffy (1820-97)
novelist, Károly Berczy (1821-67) translator and writer of short
stories, Albert Pákh (1823-67) humorist, Kálmán Lisznyai (1823-63)
a pet?fiesked? poet, and Frigyes Kerényi..
Later referred to as Young Hungary, these writers were
all intoxicated with the spirit of the French Revolution, and
decided to establish a literary magazine as their exclusive forum.
Pet?fi was one of their chief spokesman, and although their
projected magazine, the Pest Series, was prevented by
the censor from being published, the Society attracted wide
attention for its uncompromisingly radical views. The Café Pilvax
where they used to meet had a magnetic appeal for university
students even after the short-lived Society had ceased to
function.

Pet?fi himself grew more and more directly
concerned with politics, but he also found his greatest love, Júlia
Szendrey, at a country ball late in 1846. He could write a poem
beginning: ‘All my feelings before now were a poet’s dream and not
love.’ His ‘love at first sight’ for Júlia was followed by marriage
within a year. The poet was happy, and his happiness gave
inspiration to a series of love-poems in which his feelings and the
form of expression chosen were in complete harmony. He successfully
united the stylistic elements of folk-song, a straightforward
approach to the subject-matter, and an emotional intensity which
seldom radiates such elemental force even in the best lyrical
poetry. He employed a masterly természeti kezd? kép
(‘The bush trembles, because a little bird has alighted on it. My
soul trembles, because I have thought of you …). ‘The Sad Autumn
Wind Talks to the Trees’ written during his honeymoon, registers a
somewhat nostalgic mood and conjures up foreboding pictures,
contrasting his happiness and tranquillity with bloody images of
war, the reality of which was not quite two years away. The stanzas
are linked with a refrain, presenting his peacefully sleeping wife
as a contrast to the images of war chasing each other in his mind.
His ecstasy was often overshadowed by a dramatic premonition of his
early death in the turmoil of the revolution, best expressed
perhaps in his immortal ‘At the End of September’ in which he
freezes the fleeting moment of happiness into a bucolic landscape,
yet senses in the wider implications of that same landscape the
passing of time. The third and final stanza of the poem ends with a
haunting vision of his wife throwing away the widow’s veil*Julia indeed remarried in the summer of 1850, less than
a year after Pet?fi’s disappearance. after his death, and a
declaration of his unconditional love to her: ‘for ever, even
there, even then.’

The two dominant passions in his poetry are
now liberty and love (themes that ever since T. W. Adorno and Erich
Fromm have been called candidly politics and sex). In a short
aphoristic poem that may be regarded as his ars
poetica Pet?fi expressed this concept concisely and
effortlessly: ‘Liberty, love! These two I need. For my love I will
sacrifice life, for liberty I will sacrifice my love.’ The idea of
allowing the cause of the community to take precedence over his
personal happiness was not a rhetorical device with Pet?fi, and not
only because he was shortly to put his resolve into practice;
rather, it was the frequency and the passionate intensity with
which he declared his belief which took it far beyond any rhetoric.
The most eloquent expression of his wish to sacrifice himself for
the cause of World Liberty (világszabadság) – for
Pet?fi felt he was a spokesman of not only the havenots of Hungary,
but of all the oppressed people of the world – is the poem ‘One
thought torments me …’:

<
tbody>



	
Wait till the slave generations are uncharmed





	
and tired of chains take to arms,





	
their faces flushed, their banners red





	
and on their banners the slogan spelled





	
FREEDOM FOR THE WORLD





	
and the words are called





	
loudly, they call them from East to West





	
till tyrants think battle is best*Translated by Edwin Morgan.






Here the final struggle for
világszabadság is identified with the destiny of its
writer who is willing to die for this cause and lie in the unmarked
common grave of the fallen soldiers. The poem is divided into
uneven lines, with periodic exclamations, and the description of
the final battle scene, in which Pet?fi uses anapaests to give a
galloping rhythm, conjures up an image of irresistible energy and
unsurpassed drive.

In ‘The Poets of the Nineteenth Century’,
written early in 1847, Pet?fi formulated his concept of the poet
whose task in society was to lead his people to Canaan – ’In our
days God has ordered poets / to be the fiery pillars and / so to
lead the wandering people / into Canaan’s promised land’ – in other
words, to an ideal society with no social oppression or
inequalities,

<
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When all men lift the horn of plenty





	
in one happy equality,





	
when all men have an equal station





	
at the table of justice, and see





	
the spiritual light break shining





	
through the window of every house:





	
then we can say, no more wandering,





	
Canaan is here, let us rejoice!*Translated by Edwin Morgan.






Freedom is the subject of many of his
poems: it may be introduced in the form of a parable, as in ‘The
Song of the Dogs’ and ‘The Song of the Wolves’, or his poems
themselves may become ragged soldiers fighting in the battle for
his cherished ideas (‘Ragged Soldiers’).

Although the themes of love and politics
dominated his poetry from 1847 onwards, it was his descriptive
poetry (of which earlier examples are also minor masterpieces)
which now reached a high degree of perfection. Among his best
descriptive poems are ‘The Tisza’, ‘Winter Nights’, and The
Puszta in Winter’. The scenery depicted around the
River Tisza is a personal landscape; everything is related to the
poet, unlike the remote figures moving around in his earlier poems.
Pet?fi again employs sharp contrasts; the gentle river flowing
through the serene landscape is transformed, in the last two
stanzas of the poem, into a ravaging giant, and the torrents of its
rushing waters devastate the surrounding countryside. It is
possible to see a hidden warning in the tale of the river, though
Pet?fi does not hint at any allegory. The panorama of the vast,
barren plains in winter, however, is explicity menacing: after the
carefree summer decay follows, and at the end of the last stanza
the setting sun bids farewell to the landscape like a king expelled
from his country.

It has often been rightly suggested that
Pet?fi’s poetry gives a day-to-day account of his life. This is
particularly true in his last years, when experiences were
effortlessly and immediately transformed into poems; for example,
he describes his first journey on the new railway (‘By Railway’)
and besides seeing the great possibilities of this new means of
transport his conclusion again contains a political message:

<
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Why did you never make them





	
till now? … shortage of iron?





	
Break every chain,





	
and you’ll have iron enough






1847 was the year when János Arany
published his Toldi. Pet?fi immediately recognized the
outstanding qualities of Arany’s work, and offered his friendship
to this newcomer on the literary scene. This friendship produced a
lively correspondence in verse and prose (e.g. Pet?fi’s poem to
Arany’s son ‘To Laci Arany’ displays his spontaneous humour). In
this correspondence they clear up many aspects of their ideas about
progress, democracy, and social improvements. In February 1847
Pet?fi wrote to Arany:

After all, the poetry of the people is the
only genuine poetry. Lets make this poetry predominant in the realm
of literature. When the people are prominent in poetry, they are
very near to power in politics. This is the task in our century,
this is the aim set for every noble soul who is tired of seeing how
a few thousands idle life away in enjoyment benefiting from the
martyrdom of millions. To heaven with the people, to hell with
aristocracy!

In politics Pet?fi relentlessly fought
against social inequalities: his poems became more and more
radical. When the ‘God of Freedom’ seemed to descend on earth in
the year 1848, he was happy and exuberant. Revolution swept the
Continent: Paris, Italy, Germany, and Vienna. On 15 March the
situation in Hungary also reached breaking point: student
demonstrations took place and demanded radical political changes,
including freedom of the press, the administrative union of Hungary
and Transylvania, and the abolition of class privileges. It
befitted the occasion that the first product of the uncensored
Hungarian press – seized ‘in the name of the people’ – was a poem
by Pet?fi: ‘The National Song’. This stirring poem played a part in
the Hungarian revolution similar to that of the Marseillaise in
France. It demands a clear-cut choice in black and white
alternatives between freedom and slavery. The effect of the poem
again rests on Pet?fi’s masterly use of the refrain. No other poem
has ever had such political significance in Hungarian history. The
events of 15 March at once placed Pet?fi at the centre of public
interest; he became not only ‘the National Poet’ incarnate, but a
national hero. His voice now seemed to represent all ‘the people’.
He could write: ‘The sea is risen, the sea of the peoples;
terrifying heaven and earth, its dread might casts up wild waves’
(‘The Sea is Risen’).

What happened on the literary scene in the
eventful days of 1848 and 1849 was no longer literature only;
literature finally and irrevocably intermingled with politics and
history, not only in Pet?fi’s poetry, but in everything that was
written and published. Pet?fi, as always, was in the vanguard of
the opinion-forming forces, and he now attacked monarchy as an
institution. He had already referred to kings as puppets, as toys
given to please ‘the people’ during the latter’s childhood, but
which are to be discarded when political maturity has been reached
(‘Against Kings’, 1844); now he declared: ‘No longer is there any
beloved King’ (‘To the Kings’). Pet?fi’s radicalism,
and his attacks on the newly-elected national government, isolated
him and the rest of the radical ‘youth of March’ (márciusi
ifjak), and when he offered himself as a candidate for the
Diet in his native constituency he was rejected. His failure caused
him much soul-searching and bitterness. His pessimism was
aggravated in the autumn when the social revolution was suddenly
transformed into a war of defence; the Austrian armed forces began
their campaign against Hungary to restore ‘law and order’.

Pet?fi retired from public life for a short
period, and it was during this retirement that he wrote The
Apostle. He put all his bitterness into this narrative poem.
The apostle, Szilveszter, is a foundling brought up by drunken
thieves – a certain influence of Oliver Twist is
undeniable – who grows up into a radical thinker and revolutionary
hardened by his humiliating childhood experiences with
foster-parents. His consciousness of social injustice is soon
awakemed: ‘Did God create one man another’s superior? … . I will
endure it no more.’ The tutor of the house where he is brought up
perceives the outstanding ability of the youth and implores him to
continue his studies, for ‘you were not born for yourself, but for
the country, for the world’. Still, Szilveszter leaves the place of
his humiliation and rejoices in his newly-found freedom. He has
many offers as tutor but rejects them all, and becomes a village
notary in a godforsaken village, where he is poor but very happy,
and where he is as much loved by the common folk as he is hated by
the local squire and the vicar, who manage to turn public sentiment
against him so that he has to leave. His only companion is the
daughter of the squire who admires his staunchness and follows him
to the capital, where they live as man and wife. Szilveszter is not
offended by the villagers: ‘The people is still a child, easily
deluded, but it will grow to maturity.’ Szilveszter writes a book,
full of ‘subversive’ ideas, (priests are devils, kings are only too
human, all men should be free and equal, for it is not only their
birthright, but their duty to the Creator). The manuscript is
rejected by editors, and is finally printed by a clandestine press
while Szilveszter endures hardship (one of his children dies of
starvation). He is arrested because of the book and imprisoned for
ten years. When he is released he finds his family has been
dispersed and his wife is dead, and that ten years has been enough
for human dignity to reach its lowest ebb all over the world. The
desperate and broken man, as a last act of defiance, attempts
unsuccessfully to assassinate the King and ends his life on the
gallows.

Szilveszter is a prototype of the modern
solitary revolutionary whose lofty ideas (springing from his
conviction of moral righteousness) and unpractical approach to
their realization cause his downfall. While it is easy to discover
Pet?fi’s own disillusionment projected into the somewhat morbid
figure of Szilveszter, whose life has many aspects similar to the
poet’s, the work is not autobiographical. It is, rather, an
emotional plea for the world to understand the motivations of the
socially outcast rebel who becomes a revolutionary. Pet?fi spared
no effort in squeezing out all the emotional appeal inherent in the
individual episodes, and the poem in its overall effects shows
signs of acute Romantic idolization of the ‘anti-hero’. The lyrical
elements overrule the epic structure of the narrative, and the
message of the work seems to be a conviction that the time for
revolution is yet to come; ‘the people’ are not sufficiently mature
to participate in improving their lot.

Yet certain events in the revolution gave
rise to optimism: the Honvéd army successfully
defended the country. General Jella?i? was routed, and his army was
put into retreat. Pet?fi was annoyed that military success was not
followed up by appropriate political measures, and in the autumn he
himself enlisted in the army, partly in consequence of vulgar
attacks in the press accusing him of sabre-rattling in his poetry
but staying at home when all able-bodied men were needed to defend
the country. Pet?fi answered in a poem ‘Bullets Whistle, Swords
Rattle’ and enlisted immediately. He left behind his young wife,
who was expecting their child in three months.

The vision he had so often and so vividly
described in his poems was coming true, his prolific years were
about to come to an untimely end. Translations (he was working on
Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, which fitted his character
best), and other plans were put aside, and Pet?fi was ready to die
in that final battle for World Freedom, for he was as good as his
word. The victories of the autumn were followed by a series of
defeats in the winter. But in the spring of 1849 the
Honvéd army carried out a victorious campaign, and in
addition recaptured the fortress of Buda. When the Emperor Francis
Joseph summoned the assistance of Russia, the fate of the young
Hungarian Republic was sealed. Pet?fi was serving then as a
personal aide-de-camp to the Polish General Bem, a fine soldier and
commander-in-chief of the army in Transylvania. Bem’s army went
into action at Segesvár, for the General clearly saw that their
only chance was a surprise attack against the Tsarist Cavalry which
was six times superior in numbers to his own troops. The poet, who
idolized his commander, as was revealed by their correspondence and
by poems addressed to Bem, was last seen alive in the afternoon of
31 July. The Russians realized how small the opposing
Honvéd army was and the battle ended in a massacre.
Pet?fi’s body was never recovered; witnesses claimed to have seen a
white-shirted figure standing up against the charging Cossacks with
a sword, and collapsing after having been pierced by a lance. The
slender figure in an open-necked shirt was thought to be the poet,
for Pet?fi’s disregard for the minor details of army regulations
was well known. The exact details of his death may never be known,
although circumstancial evidence has been scrutinized over and over
again.

His last poems include poetic reportage
from battles (‘In Battle’, ‘Guns Roared for Four Days’), an
intimate sketch of his father who had also enlisted (‘The Aged
Standard-Bearer’), fierce battle songs which boosted the morale of
the Honvéd army (‘Battle-song’), poems which praised
the soldiers’ virtues (‘Respect the Common Soldiers!’); some of the
later poems gave voice to his despair (‘Europe is Quiet Again’,
‘Lost Battles, Shameful Flights’); the last poem he wrote was
‘Dread Times’. During these eventful months he found time,
inspiration, and the mood for the writing of tender love-poems
addressed to his wife (‘I Love You’), quiet descriptions of
historic places he visited (‘At Vajdahunyad’), poems celebrating
the birth of his son, or violent attacks on royalty (‘Hang the
Kings!’). In a poem bidding farewell to his wife after a brief
visit there is the last allusion to his fate: ‘It hardly dawned,
and it is already dusk / I have hardly arrived and already I have
to depart’ (‘Farewell’).

It has never been possible to analyse the
last poems of Pet?fi strictly in literary terms. The facts are
there: his output is not as voluminous as it had been in the
preceding years, but his workmanship has not declined, neither has
the range of his topics become narrower. Yet the image of the poet
perishing on the battlefield in the cause of freedom has suppressed
all the other aspects of his poetry, at least as far as his
countrymen are concerned. The foreign reader may lack the
Hungarian’s emotional approach to his last poems, but one point is
sure not to go unnoticed: although Pet?fi’s poetry is marked by
lyrical realism, his attitude to life and to actual events take the
Romantic view of life to its natural conclusion. For no Romantic
poet could grow old; the image of Byron, Shelley, Pushkin, or
Pet?fi would not be the same had they lived on. Literature has
always needed the image of poets who died young if only to preserve
a sense of youthful vigour, enthusiasm and rapture. Pet?fi was
twenty-six years old when he died, yet his auvre has
never been felt to be incomplete. In seven years (1842-9) he wrote
about 900 poems, including at least seven longer narrative pieces;
he tried his hand at being both a playwright and a novelist; he
translated contemporary French, English, and German novelists; he
made a classic translation of Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus, and he also published a masterpiece in
prose: his Letters of a Traveller (1847).

Pet?fi’s Letters of a
Traveller was addressed to another young poet, Frigyes
Kerényi (1822-52). Of German middle-class origin, Kerényi quickly
assimilated the spirit of the Age of Reform. He became a fervent
patriot; his early poems show the influence of his revered friend
Pet?fi, who visited him in Upper Hungary. Kerényi’s name has
survived in the histories of Hungarian literature because of a
playful poetry ‘competition’ which took place during Pet?fi’s visit
(1845). The two of them, together with Mihály Tompa, sketched in a
poem a romantic cottage in an idyllic forest near Eperjes.
Kerényi’s poetry is marked by a somewhat sentimental tone, and by
reflective moods and progressive ideas. He found his own voice only
when he became an expatriate; in 1850 he emigrated to America and
settled in a tiny Hungarian colony, New Buda (now Davis City,
Iowa), founded by refugee Honvéd officers. Suffering
from homesickness in the wilderness, Kerényi wrote his best verse
there. Desperate, without money or congenial intellectual company,
the delicate young man set out for San Antonio, Texas, where he was
invited by friends, but died on the way. His body was found by
charcoal burners, with remnants of manuscripts in his pocket. He
was the first Hungarian poet to publish in the United States, for
his poems written at New Buda in 1851 were printed there, although
no copy of the little booklet appears to have survived. The poem
addressed to his friend Albert Pákh reveals his suffering from
isolation: ‘Here, where one should be busy / I idle without money.
/ Nobody brings news from my country / My treasure is buried
there.’

The third participant in the poetry
competition, Mihály Tompa (1817-68), whose popularity at one time
came close to Pet?fi’s and Arany’s as an exponent of the
népies trend, was a Calvinist pastor in Upper Hungary.
His humble origin and a childhood illness caused the
hypersensitivity which marked his poetry; the effectiveness of his
work was often marred by a strong inclination to moralize. His
early poems were permeated by the Romantic cult of nature and had a
slightly sentimental tone, not entirely unlike much of the poetry
published in contemporary literary annuals (the so-called
almanachlíra) and despised by the népies
poets. His language is refined and his images are carefully chosen,
to such a degree that the verses give the effect of being
overpolished. His vocabulary contains numerous expressions which
are now regarded as affected. His initial success was due to his
Popular Tales (1846), in which he adapted old legends
and folk-tales. Under the influence of Pet?fi (he sympathized with
the movement of Young Hungary) his interest in social
problems grew, but unlike Pet?fi, who wanted radical changes, Tompa
searched for the root of social problems, and frequently found them
in declining standards of morality (e.g. ‘Cheapness’ about the
corruptibility of people). By 1848 he had adopted radical views,
and looked for an ideal society in the New World (‘To an American
Girl’). The failure of the War of Independence depressed him too,
but unlike many of his contemporaries (including Vörösmarty), he
found spiritual relief in passive resistance to the Austrian
administration. His poetry now became a moral stronghold for the
idea of national independence. The poem ‘To the Stork’ (1850) is a
bitter stock-taking in the aftermath of the War of Independence.
(‘Fate has given two countries to you / we had one only it is
lost!’ – he says to the stork.) ‘The Bird to its Nestlings’ is a
thinly veiled allegory: the bird is exhorting its young to sing
again here after the storm, for ‘in other groves the song is also
different’. The obvious implication of the poem was to dissuade
fellow-intellectuals who were thinking about emigration as a
measure of protest against the reign of terror. His long satire
The Happy Island (1857) is full of irony: society is
vehemently criticized; it is, in fact, one of his best works.

Tompa’s later lyrics in which he depicts
his own restricted world, reach a high level of artistry. From his
poems written in the 1850s he emerges as a lonely figure who finds
happiness only in a narrow circle of family and friends, in
complete isolation from the outside world. This viewpoint offers no
great perspectives, no great experiences serve as the
subject-matter, but the tiny vibrations of life in this miniature
world provide much of the atmosphere in these poems. One of his
main themes is autumn, the decay of nature, expressed in delicate
poems, full of elegiac moods, broodings; life seems to come to a
complete standstill, his mood not infrequently verges on a
death-wish. In a sense, these poems are the forerunners of
fin de siécle decadence. In the last years of his life
he wrote mostly epic poetry quite unsuited to his particular
talents, which are better displayed in his lyrics. In these
narrative poems, there is a tendency, as in his allegories, to
moralize, the Protestant pastor finally overrules the poet.

The influence of Pet?fi was apparent in the
poetry of most of his lesser contemporaries. József Lévay
(1825-1918) never completely recovered from the irresistible
influence of Pet?fi throughout his long poetic career. Yet his
simplicity, lacking the fire of Pet?fi’s spirit and imagination,
did not match his master’s. Lévay’s character was well-balanced;
bewildering experiences were distilled into elegiac lines. His
world, like Tompa’s, was the microcosm of family and friends. In
his work the problems life presented were answered by the simple
teachings of religion. His poetry before and during the revolution
also contained patriotic outbursts (he wrote battle-songs), but his
withdrawal into a secluded world is a characteristic reaction of a
generation of writers to the overpowering experience of 1849.
Lévay’s main desire was to arrive at a balanced view of the world.
He found the song the most adequate literary form of
self-expression, and he employed it in the form developed by Pet?fi
from folk-songs. He had a definite talent for rhythm and rhymes,
and his songs show a wide variety. The most often quoted example of
his verse is ‘Mikes’ (1848), a lyrical sketch of the last exile in
Turkey. The poem is executed with warmth, and was popular in the
1850s when the fate of the exiles of the Honvéd army
evoked general sympathy.

Although epic poetry was no longer in
fashion, Gyula Sárosi (1816-61) made an attempt to revive it; his
subject-matter was the heroic struggle in the War of Independence.
The Golden Trumpet (1849), written in the Hungarian
alexandrine, is a népies narrative of these events.
Some of the cantos contain fine sketches (e.g. Canto VIII, on the
Hussars). While the construction of the narrative suffers from the
fiery passion of the poet, this passion is also responsible for his
best lines. Sárosi initially disliked the type of poetry Pet?fi
represented, but later subscribed wholeheartedly to the
népies ideals. For The Golden Trumpet the
Austrian authorities imprisoned him. His later poems reflected his
fury, hate, and bitterness (e.g. ‘Carnival 1850’), and were
circulated in manuscript. After his release he wrote an allegorical
summary of his life (‘Ingeborg on her Birthday’, 1856) with a
lyricism which was still effective but the power of the broken man
quickly declined. He died an alcoholic.

The népies poets in
Transylvania rallied round the Kolozsvár periodical
Prospect. As poets, they were all influenced by
folk-songs. The leading member of the Prospect circle
was János Kriza (1811-75), a Unitarian minister of Székely birth.
While studying in Germany he became acquainted with the works of
Herder, and with the German mythology of the Grimm brothers. He
began the systematic collection of Székely folk-songs, folktales,
and ballads, and his Wild Roses (Kolozsvár, 1863) is
the most authentic early collection of these folk-songs, preserving
the peculiarities of various dialects. The crowning achievement of
Kriza’s activity as a collector of folk-poetry was his discovery of
Székely ballads. These occupy a unique place in European balladry,
alongside the English, Scottish, Scandinavian, and Serb ballads.
Perfect construction, dramatic intensity, and simple yet effective
versification are their chief characteristics, and the reason that
they became widely known. Of Kriza’s own poems, his imitations of
Székely soldiers’ songs are worth mentioning.

Népies ideology found its
chief exponent in János Erdélyi (1814-68) who, appropriately
enough, was ‘the son of the people’, his father being a serf. A
disciple of the German philosopher Hegel, Erdélyi was the first to
appreciate the new taste in literature represented by Pet?fi.
Folk-poetry, in Erdélyi’s conception, appears best suited to
express the common human experience as opposed to the
particular experiences revealed in national
literatures, which are therefore bearers of timely, and hence
political, messages. Folk-poetry is the purest expression of the
consciousness of ‘the people’, of their way of life and spiritual
values. His collection of Folk-poetry and Folk-tales
(3 vols., 1846-8) was significant in creating an awareness of
folk-poetry as the repository of the national heritage. From 1851
until his death Erdélyi was professor of philosophy in the College
of Sárospatak.

In the 1850s the many minor and now
completely forgotten poets who imitated the external features of
Pet?fi’s poetry became known as pet?fiesked?k. Erdélyi
was one of the first critics to protest against the emergence of
these crude pseudo-Pet?fis who imposed their cheap wares on the
public. They lived off the increasing Pet?fi cult, for anything
resembling Pet?fi was bound to be in demand. This was one of the
reasons that lyric poetry could not renew itself until the last
quarter of the century.










Chapter 12
Post-Revolutionary Disillusionment


ON 13 August 1849, the Commander-in-Chief of the Hungarian
Honvéd Army, General Arthur Görgey, ordered his troops to surrender
to the Russians at Világos. This final act in the War of
Independence ended a period not only in Hungarian history, but in
literature also. The ensuing reign of terror associated with the
name of Austrian General Haynau effectively dispersed those
Hungarian intellectuals who could be held responsible in any way
for the ‘rebellion’. Since most writers fell into this category,
Hungarian intellectual life was crushed. Some writers fled abroad,
some were imprisoned, but most of them went into hiding in the
countryside. Many careers were broken by suicides or by insanity,
persecution, continuous police harassment, and the rigorous but
erratic application of censorship. Világos, a small village near
Arad in the southern part of the Lowlands, became a byword for
national disaster, like Mohács, and its tragedy strongly imprinted
itself on the national ego for a long time to come.

The reorganization of literary life took
place very slowly in the 1850s. It is true that short-lived
periodicals mushroomed in occupied Pest, but their standards were
low – sometimes very near to a dilettante level – for writers of
reputation did not come forward; the vacuum was filled by mediocre
authors. Nor did any new writer or poet of significant talent
emerge in these years. Literary life showed signs of recovery only
when writers with already established reputations broke their
silence and began to publish, sometimes under assumed names, like
Jókai or Jósika. The next quarter of a century was hallmarked by
Jókai’s novels and the poetry of Arany and, to a lesser degree, by
the novels and political writings of Kemény. The products of the
relatively long creative life of Arany and Jókai, both of whom
appeared on the literary scene before the War of Independence,
characterized the dominant trend, which was often termed ‘national
classicism’, or the népnemzeti trend. It was called népnemzeti
because it was thought that slowly and gradually the best features
of népies literature were coming to assume wider implications:
their validity was extended to national traditions (hence: nemzeti)
– or rather, to use political terminology, ‘the people’ and ‘the
nation’ were successfully amalgamated in a unity of national
literature which was supposed to express the cultural aspirations
of all Hungarians. Of course, the népnemzeti trend inevitably led
to academicism, the essential feature of which was a rigorous
conservatism. Hungarian literature regained the vitality which
characterized it in the Age of Reform only around the turn of the
century. In addition, the second half of the nineteenth century
witnessed the emergence of a middle class; and the gradual
modernization of Hungarian society, which had been essentially a
feudal society prior to the social revolution of 1848, also made an
impact on literature.










János Arany


János Arany
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The poet who was enthusiastically received
into the ‘Republic of Literature’ by Pet?fi as his only worthy
‘brother-in-arms’ because of his masterpiece Toldi,
published in 1847, was, in fact, senior to Pet?fi; and his life and
works represent a natural contrast to his admirer’s fate and
poetry. Not only was he a survivor of the historical upheaval; his
talent was also different from Pet?fi’s. It showed at its best in
epics; he never wrote love-poetry, although in his epics he proved
himself a master of showing how love can destroy the human soul;
and generally, his quiet, unassumingly reflective mood contrasted
with the extrovert exuberance of Pet?fi. While Pet?fi’s poetry was
an appendage to his biography, Arany had an uneventful life. Born
on 2 March 1817 at Nagyszalonta, in the southern Lowlands, as the
tenth child of an impoverished peasant, Arany left school early,
like Pet?fi, and sought recognition in the theatre, but suffered
many humiliating experiences; these, and the pricks of his
conscience, sent him back to his native village to support his
elderly parents. He gave up all his theatrical and literary
ambitions (he had written poetry while at the College of Debrecen)
and married, after having found a modest position in the local
administration. Having witnessed the excessive abuses in local
politics which induced Eötvös and I. Nagy to satirize public life,
Arany was prompted to write a satirical epic, Constitution
Lost (1846), which was full of bitter humour. The Kisfaludy
Society happened to be holding a competition for a comic epic in
the same year, and Arany, having submitted his work, won the prize,
although the poem was criticized by Vörösmarty for some minor
deficiencies. Arany took the criticism as an encouragement, and for
the next poetry competition wrote and submitted his
Toldi, which won him immediate recognition and the
friendship of Pet?fi.

During the Revolution he edited a
newspaper, The People’s Friend, which outlined and
explained to the peasantry the views and actions of the
revolutionary government of Kossuth. For this, and for his service
in the National Guard (Nemzet?rség) he was harassed by
the Austrian police, and it was with difficulty that he eventually
found a job in the gimnázium of Nagyk?rös, a dusty
town in the heart of the Lowlands. From the late 1850s he became
gradually more involved in literary life, and when he was elected
Secretary-General of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences he
reluctantly moved to Pest. He held this position almost until his
death, which occurred on 22 October 1882. His most traumatic
experience was the death of his only daughter, an ordeal from which
he never completely recovered. He turned his hypersensitivity to
good advantage in the minutely-executed psychological details and
observations in his narrative poems.

In a certain sense, Toldi is
both a surprising work and a natural consequence of the prevailing
literary trend: népiesség. It is surprising because it
was written by an outsider whose previous works hardly presaged the
creation of such a masterpiece, with its perfect construction and
its carefully conceived plot, written in a language employing the
vocabulary and imagery of the peasants yet remaining the refined
product of a poet whose main concern seemed to be stylistic
perfection and harmony. On the other hand, it was a natural product
of the age: Arany read Pet?fi’s János vitéz, which set
him the example for ‘a people’s epic’, and the egalitarian tendency
to choose peasant heroes was characteristic of the 1840s. The
indebtedness of Arany to Pet?fi is often stressed by critics, yet
Toldi is different from János vitéz in
both conception and execution.

Arany chose for his subject the
semi-legendary medieval hero, Miklós Toldi, whose figure and deeds
had been preserved in a historiás ének written by
Ilosvai in the sixteenth century. Arany treated Ilosvai’s story
only as a source; he rigorously adhered to the facts related by
him, but in conceiving the plot he provided a detailed
psychological background to the characters and also compressed the
story within a strict time-limit, thereby creating a composition in
which critics were unable to find unrelated episodes, redundancies
in the narrative, or unjustified action. Toldi, according to
Ilosvai, was a ruffian, a peasant lad of immense strength whose
picaresque adventures, both amorous and martial, often lacked
credibility, and who eventually by virtue of his bravery became a
knight at the court of Louis the Great. Arany retained the essence
of Ilosvai’s conception, for his Toldi is also
basically a ‘success story’; it reaches the same conclusion, but
the adventures which precede it develop logically one from the
other; moreover, Arany does not approve indiscriminately of his
hero – Miklós is guilty of manslaughter; yet he succeeds in the end
in finding, if not happiness, at least social recognition.

Arany’s Toldi is the younger son of a
deceased country squire. Strong, yet gentle and musing, his main
fault is a violent temper – he quickly explodes if he feels he has
been unjustly hurt. The elder brother, György, is in the entourage
of the King, and when he visits his mother Miklós, who dreams of
becoming a knight, is insulted by him and mocked by his soldiers.
Miklós’s rage is as great as his strength, and he accidentally
kills one of the taunting soldiers. He has to go into hiding for
fear of his life; but feelings of guilt torture him. He wanders as
far as Pest, where a foreign knight has just defeated the ablest
knight of the Royal Court in tournament. Toldi, who while in
hiding, has been secretly supported by his mother, is able to buy
arms and armour, and defeats the boasting knight, winning not only
the admiration of the court but also the King’s pardon. He reveals
his true identity and confesses his unintentional misdeed to the
King, who already knows about György’s scheming; György has kept
Miklós as a farm-hand on their father’s estates, for he wants
Miklós’s share of their inheritance, and also fears that if Miklós
is given the opportunity his valour will overshadow György’s own
fame as a knight.

The conclusion of his poem did not satisfy
Arany, for two reasons. First, although the King has pardoned Toldi
for his crime, he too can only hope that Toldi’s sin will be
forgiven by the one who is the Judge of all. Secondly, Arany felt
strongly that Toldi’s adjustment to the upper stratum of society
could not have taken place while he remained a gentle, simple soul
of exceptional strength and bravery for whom the sophisticated
intrigues of the Royal Court were to remain an alien world. In
other words, Arany did not believe that class barriers could be
overcome by social mimicry alone.

The poem consists of 12 cantos, 1688 lines
altogether, written in 8-line Alexandrine stanzas and employing the
simplest rhyme scheme, the couplet. The simplicity of the
versification is a tribute to Arany’s superb technique; because of
his careful execution the epic is never felt to be monotonous, the
metaphors are chosen with great care, and the imagery is varied.
Arany introduces every now and then obsolete words, creating
thereby an archaic atmosphere throughout the whole work. The
success of his archaization may best be judged by its impact on
Hungarian poetic language; many of the archaic dialect-words
revived in Arany’s work found their way back into usage.

The same is true of Arany’s other works;
his inspiration was always supported by sound research both of his
subject-matter and of the philological background. The overwhelming
success of Toldi made Arany aware of his special
gifts. While Vörösmarty recreated a past in glowing Romantic
images, Arany carefully reconstructed it like an artistic
archaeologist from the surviving remains. In Toldi he
made use of Ilosvai’s material relating only to Toldi’s youth, but
later he decided to expand the Toldi legend into a trilogy. He
wrote next the concluding part of the trilogy, Toldi’s
Eve (1847-8), published with minor corrections in 1854. His
interpretation of old Toldi reflects the misgivings he had had
about the happy ending of Toldi. An old and embittered
Toldi lives in retirement in his decaying house with its overgrown
garden. He is out of favour because he feels resentment against the
splendour and extravagance of the Royal Court. His only companion
is the aged Bence, his faithful family servant who has accompanied
him since his youth. (His mother had sent Bence with food and money
to find the fugitive Miklós, cf. Toldi Canto III.) In
the opening scene the two somewhat ridiculous old men are digging a
grave for the master: Toldi is preparing for his death. A rare
event occurs: a visitor comes, a herald of Louis the Great. The
reputation of the Court is at stake again; a haughty Italian knight
has defeated all the best knights and there is nobody to challenge
him. Toldi feels rejuvenated as he goes to court; his services are
indispensable. Although the quixotic figure of the knight, with his
old horse and rusty armour, raises laughter among the pageboys, the
way he deals with the Italian produces awe; they believe the
curious apparition to be the ghost of Toldi. The King is ready for
reconciliation with his old friend, but the champion is offended
again: he overhears the pageboys singing a sarcastic song about his
early adventures. Overcome by temperament he whirls round his mace,
killing one of the pageboys. The King is outraged and sends his
troops to capture Toldi. This last adventure, however, has been the
final excitement for the old champion; the messengers find a dying
man. The King rushes to his side, and Toldi warns him against the
wasteful luxuries of the Court and reminds him of his duty: to
govern wisely and to protect his people.

The atmosphere of Toldi’s Eve
is different from that of Toldi. The great forward
thrust of the rural Hercules seems to have gone; old Toldi feels
that he has lost touch with the outside world. He is still an
irreproachable knight; his loyalty to the King is unshaken in spite
of their quarrels, which were due to his own fiery and impulsive
nature. Arany depicts the ageing hero with much warm humour, and it
is this quality in particular that makes his hero
unforgettable.

The same cannot be said of the middle part
of the trilogy, The Love of Toldi, completed only
after a long interval and many unsuccessful attempts in 1879. This
is the longest part of the trilogy, describing the Italian campaign
of Louis the Great and Toldi’s part in it. It has no epic
qualities, unlike the first part; it is, rather, a novel in verse,
somewhat reminiscent of the Russian novel in verse (e.g. Pushkin’s
Eugene Onegin). While the love-story of Toldi and
Piroska is approached with modern psychological insight, the plot
contains too many Romantic turns, and Arany can be accused of
anachronism. His anachronism, however, is not of the crude kind; it
is rather the interpretation of his heroes’ characters which makes
them look slightly out of place in medieval armour. Louis the Great
is more of a liberal constitutional monarch than a medieval king,
just as Tennyson involuntarily made his Knights of the Round Table
into proper Victorian gentlemen.

Completing the Toldi trilogy was a
tour de force; Arany did not succeed in completing his
other projected trilogy, a composition based on the cycle of sagas,
the fragments or outlines of which had been preserved in medieval
chronicles relating the deeds of the legendary ancestors of the
Hungarians, the Huns. The lack of an ancient epic like the English
Beowulf, the German Nibelungenlied, or
the Finnish Kalevala (published as late as 1835) was
crucial for the literature of a nation obsessed with its past.
While there is no reason to suppose that the Hungarians had no
ancient saga relating their origin, the fact remains that no epic
has survived. Arany decided to present the public with an epic to
make up for the loss of the original. His early concept of the epic
was that of the chronicles: after the fall of the Hunnish Empire,
the Hungarians, the descendants of the Huns, re-established the
might and power of their predecessors in the Danube valley. (This
idea contained a spirit of optimism which was badly needed in the
dark days of Austrian oppression in the 1850s. ) Later, his study
of the sources turned his attention to the rivalry between the two
ruling brothers, King Attila and Buda of the Huns. Arany’s profound
interest in psychological motives moulded the story of these two
leaders into a study of divided political leadership, accentuating
the personal rivalry between the brothers, and indicating how
foreigners of the Germanic race utilized this rivalry to undermine
the strength of the Hun Empire; the Hun-Germanic struggle had an
obvious parallel with modern Hungarian-Austrian relations. Arany
concentrated on the conflict of characters, and stressed the tragic
aspects.

The first part of the trilogy, The
Death of Buda (1863), revolves around the crime Attila
committed: fratricide. Its consequences provide Arany with an
opportunity to assert a moral view of his subject. Arany had many
problems in the execution of his epic; he realized that in an age
when the leading literary form was the novel, the concept of the
epic, if epic was to survive, had also to be thoroughly revised.
Thus, the four protagonists – Buda, who shared his power with the
younger, energetic Attila, and their respective wives, Gyöngyvér
and Ildikó – emerged as well-delineated figures standing out from
the historical background, and it was their rivalry and intrigues
that provided the plot for The Death of Buda, with the
additional machinations of a sinister figure: Detre, the cunning
foreigner. It was a plot that would have eminently suited a
psychological novel. In portraying the background Arany utilized
all Hungarian and foreign sources, including the
Nibelungenlied (in which Buda, under the name
Bloedelin, also plays a part). In addition, motives of Hungarian
popular beliefs and customs were skilfully introduced into the
narrative, the overall effect of which was to provide a
carefully-blended version of a Hunnish-Hungarian past. Yet the
resulting epic is not entirely satisfactory, for the two layers of
the narrative, events in the historical background and the actions
of the psychologically valid, and therefore somewhat modern, main
characters do not mix readily, and the reader, in the final
analysis, may have reservations about the plausibility of the epic
as a whole.

Arany himself might have felt a vague sense
of uneasiness about the insurmountable difficulties of his
enterprise; it may have accounted for his long struggle with the
subject and his ultimate failure to conclude the trilogy. What
Arany failed to achieve through his epic – the successful
combination of historical background and valid psychological
reality – he attained in another literary form, the ballad, with a
degree of artistry that must satisfy the most rigorous critic. His
preoccupation with crime and punishment was able to find an
excellent outlet in these shorter pieces. For it was the ballad
that best suited Arany’s particular talent. His ability to
construct a flawless plot, his love for dramatic action, and his
sensitivity to the tragic aspects of human life all contributed to
his successful handling of the material for his ballads. Both
Scottish and Transylvanian ballads served as his models; he
employed the traditional devices of balladry. The swiftly unfolding
action is presented in the form of dialogue, and the full story
remains in the background, either penetrated by an occasional
strong light only, or, more often, dimly-lit and thereby wrapping
the whole story in mystery, not unlike an old, foxed photograph
where the details of the background cannot be established with
certainty, only the figures in the foreground being clearly
visible. This technique is based on the same principle which was
contrived for modern cinematic effects, that of employing
underexposure or blurred double-exposure with swiftly changing
images. The gaps in the dialogue contribute to the growing tension,
and readers are invited to use their imagination to fill in details
which have been omitted.

Arany was thirty-one when he wrote his
first ballad. The early pieces do not show the intensity of
dramatic tension so characteristic of his later ballads, although
the little tragedy in ‘Fair Panni’ (1847) for example – the story
of a fallen peasant girl discreetly observed – is brought home
admirably. Later Arany used historical incidents with dramatic
potential, and he always constructed his plots with economy. Among
his historical ballads the most significant were ‘Ladislas V’
(1853), ‘Bor the Hero’ (1855), ‘Clara Zách’ 1855), ‘The Two
Pageboys of Szondi’ (1856), and ‘The Bards of Wales’ (1857). While
‘The Bards of Wales’ definitely contained a political message –
relating the medieval massacre of the Welsh bards, whose defiance
of King Edward I implied resistance to foreign rule – most of the
ballads, particularly those written at the end of Arany’s life, had
as their subject the mental torments caused by grave crimes. King
Edward is no exception; he loses his sanity because the burden of
the massacred bards lies too heavy on his conscience. It is the
same with Bor the hero, and with Ágnes who has murdered her husband
and constantly washes the bloodstain from the linen (‘Mistress
Ágnes’, 1853); it is the cause of mass suicide in ‘Inauguration of
the Margaret Bridge’ (1877). Crime is punished by a judge against
whose sentence there is no appeal. Abigail is a willing accomplice
in the suicide of her lover; a young nobleman, whom she loves,
tries to force her to say ‘yes’ to him by threatening suicide if
she does not; she says ‘no’, and half-jokingly hands him a dagger.
When she is confronted with his corpse the wound bleeds. (This was
accepted in medieval times as proof of a murderer’s guilt.
‘Confrontation with the Corpse’, 1877.) Perhaps the most virtuoso
treatment of a popular belief is that in ‘Red Rébék (1877); a witch
is transformed into a raven, but when the raven is shot dead she is
forced to regain her human form. The ballad is built around one
couplet in the refrain: ‘. . . kár / hess
madár’; this causes immense technical difficulties,
yet Arany brings the piece to a brilliant conclusion: the story is
developed along two parallel lines, the popular belief being
superimposed on a story of infidelity with an ambiguous ending,
creating a strange, surrealistic effect.

In Arany’s ballads crime is punished by
insanity, and madness always has a psychological explanation: as
the obsession of Mistress Ágnes, the delusion of King Edward, or
the shock of Abigail at the sight of her dead lover convincingly
prove. Arany was able to present dark passions in his ballads, a
nightmarish world strangely missing from the rest of his poetry,
for his lyrics treated conventional themes with restrained emotion.
True, even in his lyrics the most tranquil scene may contain some
disquieting element. In ‘Family Circle’ (1851), an idyllic
description of a rural summer evening of a peasant family, a
disabled ex-serviceman appears and is invited to the family evening
meal. Only then does it occur to the reader that the grown-up
daughter of the family is still expecting her fiancé who, in all
probability, was a Honvéd and went missing.

The grief over the failure of the War of
Independence was most often sublimated into similarly subtle
references, except for one bitter outburst: The Gipsies of
Nagyida (1852), a satirical narrative poem about the
‘heroic’ defence of the fortress Ida. Readers familiar with
Hungarian history would recognize Kossuth in the leader of the
gipsies, for the poem is a desperate indictment of Kossuth and his
followers over the failure of the War of Independence. Arany felt
he could not express his grief over the national disaster in any
other way but satire. Together with the loss of his friend Pet?fi,
and the death of his daughter, it caused him so much pessimism in
the middle of his career that he felt himself to be a broken man
for the rest of his life.

Arany might have considered himself a
broken old man, yet, having retired from the wearisome secretarial
duties of the Academy, he produced a remarkable cycle of lyric
poetry. The Autumn Bouquet, written around 1877-80,
contains miscellaneous pieces reflecting the wise resignation and
ironic introspection of a self-effacing old man (e.g. ‘Under the
Oaks’, ‘The Old Waiter’, and ‘An Old Gentleman with Tambura’).
Hungarian society had undergone a thorough transformation since the
author of Toldi had begun to write, and he felt lonely
and isolated in the great metropolis that Budapest had became by
the 1880s.The ideals of Hungarian poets had also changed; problems
of the individual gained in significance, the cult of a national
poetry began to decline, but Arany heroically defended the ideal of
the national poet (‘Cosmopolitan Poetry’, 1877). Arany’s poetic
profile would be incomplete without mentioning his Shakespeare
translations. Like other great poets of the nineteenth century –
Vörösmarty and Pet?fi – he also made translations, and his versions
became national classics. A Midsummer Night’s Dream
(1864), Hamlet (1867), and King John
(1867) bear witness to his scholarship and profound understanding
of the Bard.

The epics of Arany have been accepted –
together with Pet?fi’s lyrics – as the culmination of the
népies ideal. In a certain sense the life-work of
either of them represents a peak of achievement in their respective
genres, from where no further progress has been possible. Hungarian
poets had to seek new paths, new forms, and new poetic attitudes to
achieve the literary revival necessary to express the changing way
of life in the post-1867 society.

While these signs of innovation manifested
themselves in a new generation of poets from about the 1870s, Arany
still exercised a decisive influence on literary life. The arbiter
of literary taste was his friend Pá1 Gyulai (1826-1909) whose long
presence on the literary scene was a sign – so it seemed then – of
permanent values, and consequently of a certain conservatism. A
descendant of a Transylvanian noble family, Gyulai made his début
as a poet and was one of the leaders of the liberal movement in the
Age of Reform. He rose slowly to pre-eminence, and from 1876 he
held the Chair of Hungarian Literature at Budapest University and
followed Arany as Secretary-General of the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences. In addition he was the editor of the leading periodical
of his times, The Budapest Review. From these
strongholds of academic conservatism he defended the ideal of
‘national classicism’ whose chief representatives were, according
to him, Pet?fi, Arany, and the novelist Kemény. National classicism
in his interpretation denoted népies subject-matter
depicted in a realistic manner. The revolutionary élan of Pet?fi
found no place in this framework, as Gyulai was a staunch supporter
of the Settlement of 1867, a leader of those moderates headed by
Ferenc Deák who believed that Hungarians had obtained the best
possible deal under the Settlement; the group was known as the
‘Literary Deák Party’ (irodalmi Deák párt). The
‘Literary Deák Party’ provided unconditional support for the
political establishment. This support was exercised through
criticism, and by holding the key positions of literary life.

As a critic Gyulai held strong convictions
and was ready to defend them, even at the price of the unpopularity
which followed his often merciless critical remarks in the early
period of his career. His lucidity and analytical approach –
particularly when analysing the structure of poems, psychological
validity in tragedies, or realism in the portraits of principal
characters in novels – reserved for him a distinguished place in
the history of Hungarian criticism. Gyulai was no mean creative
writer; his poetry was characterized by a recurring element of
reflection which tended to subdue or entirely suppress his
sentiments. His restrained feelings, however, served to reveal his
strength. His style was always simple and concise, and in the tone
of his poems a certain amount of bitterness, characteristic of the
‘post-Világos’ generation, can be detected. This bitterness lends a
peculiar atmosphere to his poems, a result of his ironic and at the
same time emotional approach. In his short stories his main virtues
include the power of characterization and an ability to create a
realistic yet somewhat nostalgic atmosphere.

The short novel The Last Master of an
Old Manor House (1857), a sketch of the decline of the
provincial nobility, is undoubtedly his best literary effort.
Radnóthy, an active liberal in the Age of Reform, finds himself a
complete outsider in the new social order following the War of
Independence. His day-dreaming isolates him from reality. Gyulai
proves himself a fine observer of character and social conditions,
and his portrait of Radnóthy is drawn with much human
understanding. Sympathy, however, does not deter Gyulai from adding
a somewhat ironic touch to the portrait of the elderly, tragicomic
nobleman who represents a survival from a bygone age. Radnóthy’s
intentions and actions are all too often contradictory, verging on
the ludicrous, yet the conclusion of the story – his death, and the
final scene of the desolate family seat, a prey to the claims of
various disinherited parties – leaves the reader with a sense of
irreparable loss, a final act that cannot be undone. Gyulai’s
delicate portrait of Radnóthy is a forerunner of Mikszáth’s
descriptions of the decline and fall of the gentry in the second
half of the nineteenth century, an indisputable sign of changing
social conditions. By the end of his long life Gyulai was
completely out of touch with the modern literature that emerged
around the turn of the century, and in 1902 he relinquished his
professorship and retired completely. He had shaped literary policy
in Hungary for well over a quarter of a century.
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The third, and oldest, leading figure of
the ‘Literary Deák Party’ was a Transylvanian baron, Zsigmond
Kemény, who came from a distinguished family, yet was left with
little personal wealth, as a result of family feuds. Born on 12
June 1814 at Alvinc in Transylvania, Kemény, a precocious child
with an unhappy family background, was educated in the College of
Nagyenyed where he received a thorough grounding in French, German,
and English political ideas and cultural traditions. His interest
in politics soon attracted him to public life, and he became an
outstanding spokesman of the liberal opposition in Transylvania.
Yet he could not achieve success in public life, for his
personality, full of childhood traumas, lacked those traits which
make a successful statesman. His political writings, however,
revealed him to be an accomplished writer whose flair for grasping
the essence of human relations and political structures was
remarkable. He had an innate tendency to read tragedy into men’s
lives and historical events. In Kemény’s view, individuals and
nations are at the mercy of dark forces governing history. Man is
unable to comprehend fully or to limit those irrational forces, and
since Kemény saw this as true of nations too, the duty of man,
assisted by self-knowledge and self-control, is to comply with the
irrationality of history. Based on the above premises, Kemény
prescribed self – examination and self – discipline as the chief
virtues for politicians. His ideas reveal the influence of the
irrationalism prevalent in the German Romantics. His pessimistic
view of the world was further aggravated by his medical studies in
Vienna; the biological determinism then fashionable also made an
impact on him. Before the Revolution he lived in Pest and supported
the Centralists, later he become a member of the
revolutionary parliament. Kemény’s enthusiasm for the cause,
however, soon declined, he came to the conclusion that the European
balance of power was not in favour of Hungarian independence, even
in the unlikely event of Hungary’s securing independence by force
of arms. For this reason, he advocated a policy of reconciliation
towards Austria, yet he remained loyal to Kossuth’s government to
the end. After the failure of the national cause Kemény took issue
with Kossuth’s radical policies and argued that the national
interest was best served by appeasement of the Austrians; the idea
of full national independence should be sincerely abandoned. He
also tried to convince the Austrians that radicalism and a
revolutionary spirit were alien to the Hungarian people. He gained
only unpopularity by the pamphlets in which he put forward these
ideas (After Revolution, 1850; Another Word
After Revolution, 1851).

During the reign of terror, Kemény and Deák
propagated a policy of passive resistance, and together they
reorganized intellectual life. Kemény’s newspaper, Pest
Diary, was the first to formulate a moderate standpoint as
early as 1859, when Austrian power in Europe was considerably
weakened, – a policy which would eventually lead to the successful
Settlement. After 1867 the increasing gravity of Kemény’s mental
condition made him retire into himself; he gradually lost his
reason and died on 22 December 1875 at Pusztakamarás in
Transylvania.

Kemény made his début as a novelist about
the same time as his contemporaries: Baron Jósika, the successful
author of historical novels, and Baron Eötvös, who also played a
prominent part in politics besides being a novelist. While most of
Kemény’s novels draw their subject-matter from Hungarian, and
particularly from Transylvanian, history, he is usually considered
the foremost author of psychological novels to emerge in Hungary.
He never achieved popularity, mainly because of his morbid views
and his inability to create lively, life-like dialogue. All his
virtues and faults are already present in Pál Gyulai
(1847), a historical novel set in the reign of Zsigmond Báthori,
Prince of Transylvania. In spite of its sixteenth-century
background, the novel is more an illustration of the author’s views
than a historical account of men and events. Gyulai is a tragic
figure whose tragedy represents its author’s own conviction that
men have little power over events, and that the individual is
likely to suffer from encounters with history. Kemény takes a
morbid pleasure in describing the experience of being at the mercy
of events. He often excels in depicting helplessness as reflected
in the minds of his characters with much detail of their
self-torture. By employing soliloquy he is able to reveal the
torments of his characters with a passion and a lyricism which
create tension, for Kemény’s characters are not weaklings; they are
only born losers against the dark forces of history. Kemény had
learnt his lesson from the vicissitudes of his native country, and
had very few illusions left. Although he possessed a profound moral
sense, the fate of his characters does not accord with their moral
stature; it is not their crimes alone which hurl men into disaster,
but often their virtues also cause their downfall. In this sense,
Kemény is a modern writer because he knows what so many
nineteenth-century novelists seemed to forget: virtue is not always
rewarded, no matter how gratifying it would be for the reader.

Of his novels, A Widow and her
Daughter (1855-7), The Fanatics (1858), and
Stormy Times (1862) are considered the best. In a
sense, all these works are historical novels, for Kemény felt at
home in the history of his native Transylvania, the sources of
which he studied intensively; depicting Transylvanian scenery came
naturally to him, for he was more familiar with it than with that
of Hungary proper. A Widow and her Daughter is set in
seventeenth-century Transylvania and revolves around the abduction
of Sára, the daughter of the widowed Mrs Tarnóczy. The Mikes boys
are the culprits; one of them is in love with shy young Sára, but
she loves the other, a fact which inevitably leads to
complications. Mrs Tarnóczy, whose sexual repression is projected
into religious fanaticism, and who finds her lofty principles
compatible with a very human greed, covets the Mikes family’s
estates, and to this end is willing to sacrifice even her
daughter’s happiness, which is a source of catastrophe for all
concerned. Of the characters she is undoubtedly the best: in her
personality bigotry, indulgence, a natural common sense, a clever
utilization of learning (she finds in the Bible or in the law the
necessary justification for all her actions), and a skill for
manipulating people in her favour are all shown in turn. Finally,
when her schemes come to an unforeseen end, the description of her
final anguish leading to her death is drawn with psychological
insight and analytical skill. Although Kemény, not unlike Jósika,
learned from Sir Walter Scott, his main concern was human
motivation, not shining medieval armour, and consequently he
penetrated deeper into the pathological mainsprings of human
character. Kemény’s preoccupation with human abnormalities left its
imprint on the atmosphere of his novels, which is seldom relieved
by humour or light entertainment; instead the reader feels all the
time the heavy, oppressive air of an approaching thunderstorm.

The theme of religious fanaticism was
further developed in his Fanatics, a study of the
causes and effects of both unreserved devotion and intolerance, and
of mob-psychology. The fanatics were the Sabbatarians, a sect
originating in Transylvania, who attempted to reconcile the
teachings of the Reformed Church with orthodox Judaism. The plot,
perhaps the best Kemény ever constructed, although based on a
historical incident, is entirely fictitious. The mighty chancellor
of Transylvania, István Kassai, is fighting against the chief
spokesman of the sect, Simon Pécsi, whose daughter is loved by
Kassai’s nephew. Kassai is jealous of the respect and wealth
attained by Pécsi, and his hatred is increased by Pécsi’s rejection
of his nephew. By his Machiavellian schemes Kassai secures the
Prince of Transylvania’s support for the merciless persecution of
the Sabbatarians (the family feud had been a very popular device
ever since the Romantics rediscovered the tragic appeal of the
Romeo and Juliet theme). Kassai’s nephew, because of his love for
Deborah, tries to warn the Sabbatarians of his uncle’s design, but
the angry mob, not knowing his intention, kills him. The conclusion
of the novel is morbid; there is no place for mercy in Kemény’s
world. Although the Prince eventually pardons Pécsi, his estates
are confiscated. Neither do Kassai’s schemes produce the desired
effect: he falls into disfavour with the Prince. Concurrently with
the main plot, there is a subplot: the story of a Sabbatarian
minister who lives happily in pious devotion, until Kassai finds
out that the minister has been one of his serfs and forces him to
spy on his fellowSabbatarians. The burden on his conscience proves
too heavy, and destroys both his personality and his peaceful life.
The closed world of the novel is so pregnant with gloom and tragedy
that it is bearable only for the stoic.

His last novel, Stormy Times,
is remarkable for its panoramic historical background. It is set at
the time following the disastrous battle of Mohács, when
independent statehood was lost. Critics have often found in the
subject-matter of the novel a parallel with Kemény’s own age, the
Turkish occupation standing for the Austrian rule of terror after
the War of Independence. This may be true, but Kemény’s novel is
also a story of human passion caught up in the upheaval of ‘stormy
times’. Set partly in Transylvania, it is a love-story about
Elemér, a wandering songster, and Dóra, the daughter of the house
where the orphan Elemér has been brought up. To attain social
respectability Elemér goes off to fight the Turks, who are about to
take the capital, Buda, only to meet his death at the hands of the
sinister Barnabás, who is also in love with Dóra. The other main
line of the story is set in the Royal Court of Isabella, peopled
mostly by historical figures, the nádor Werb?czi,
George Martinuzzi, a diplomat of exceptional ability, and great
lords, including Orbán Frangepán, whose love for the Queen brings
him only self-imposed exile. Their efforts to save the country are
ineffective: they do not recognize the forces operating in history
– the situation is assessed correctly only by Frangepán who is
probably a mouthpiece for the author himself. Turgovics, the
magistrate of Buda, makes efforts to negotiate with the Turks, but
in spite of his good intentions, fate allots him a sorry role: by
letting in the Janissaries he is ultimately beaten at his own game:
he is responsible far the loss of the city he wanted to save at all
costs. The novel excels in descriptions, perhaps the best of which
is the concluding scene: Isabella and Dóra, who had become her
lady-in-waiting, confide in each other, telling of their respective
loves for Frangepán and Elemér.

It has often been asserted that Kemény’s
figures represent facets of human character sub specie
aeternitatis. Nothing could be further from the truth.
Kemény’s historical determinism was a result of an analysis of the
gloomy aspects of Hungarian history by an excellent mind whose
natural inclination to pessimism overruled all other features of
his character. Although his mind was basically analytical, he also
possessed a keen eye for detail. He was at home in describing his
native Transylvania, for he knew its mountains, rivers, and forests
intimately: his landscapes are like the chorus in Greek tragedies,
forming part of the scenes, not just supplying the background
scenery. The people on the stage set by him are unwilling puppets
in the hand of Fate or historical inevitability. His greatest
virtue is that he can convey a sense of looming tragedy when
presenting the most idyllic scene; his main fault is that he cannot
construct easily-flowing dialogue. Furthermore, his characters
often do not speak to each other, but pass on information to the
reader. While his people are essentially Hungarian characters, or
more particularly Transylvanians, and his problems are those of his
native country, it is a tribute to his imagination and power of
description that when he leaves his native soil his sense of
realism in description does not fail him (e.g. the remarkably
accurate description of scenery in the novel about the Portuguese
national poet Camões, Life and Illusion, 1842-4).

Finally, Kemény’s pessimism is not a
deliberate show of pessimism – his heroes fight hard, make schemes,
try to outdo each other in their machinations; they expect to win
or to succeed, and, when they fail in their efforts, it is usually
on account of small mistakes and errors. The final downfall of his
heroes is a consequence of some minor piece of carelessness; they
are not struck by lightning, they are more likely to be consumed by
a fire caused by a carelessly dropped match. This relentless
fatalism embedded deep in Kemény’s mind may have contributed to his
unpopularity both at home and abroad.
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A pessimistic philosophy of history was not
exclusive to Kemény – most of his contemporaries who survived the
War of Independence were infected to various extents by a
pessimistic view of the world – it was only Jókai, with his
child-like optimism and his natural instinct for escapism, who
successfully avoided it. Imre Madách, whose pessimism was not as
morbid as Kemény’s, was able to create a single masterpiece out of
pessimism. While Kemény’s pessimism subsisted exclusively on past
and present conditions in Hungary, and was therefore limited in its
appeal and message, Madách’s vision had wider implications, though
both his personal problems and the aftermath of the War of
Independence also shaped his views. The decisive factor,
nonetheless, in the formation of Madách’s ideas was the collapse of
the traditional, idealistic, and religious concept of the world in
consequence of the rapid advance of the natural sciences that took
place in the nineteenth century – questions about the origin of the
universe and the evolution of mankind re-emerged dramatically as a
result of the scientific breakthrough.

Imre Madách was born on 21 January 1823 at
Alsósztregova into a well-to-do and distinguished noble family, and
apart from a short spell at the University of Pest he spent most of
his life in a remote part of Upper Hungary. He held various posts
in the administration of his native county of Nógrád; at the end of
his life he became a Member of Parliament. His private life was
dominated by women – an all-possessive mother and an easy – going
wife, whom Madách later divorced. The failure of his marriage left
him with a permanent scar and few illusions about women. His
interest in literature dated from childhood; he turned early to
drama – the classical tragedy, Shakespeare, Schiller, and Victor
Hugo. He started writing plays and also poetry when very young:
most of these experiments were strongly contemplative in character
and can be viewed today only as the product of his youthful
enthusiasm. Although Madách was born with a natural tendency to
melancholy, it was largely his personal experiences and readings
which led him to the gloomy concept of mankind which permeated all
his works.

Among his early dramas, none of which was
performed or printed in his lifetime, the best is probably The
Civiliser, written in 1859. It is an Aristophanic comedy mocking
the Bach-regime, probably as a rejoinder to the Rückblick of Bach,
the Austrian Minister of the Interior who imposed a dictatorial
centralized bureaucracy on Hungary in the 1850s. In its central
character Madách has drawn a memorable portrait of an arrogant
administrator who genuinely believes in his mission, but whose
underlying motive is a lust for absolute power and whose brutality
and lechery stand out clearly. The comedy marks an advance on
Madách’s earlier works.

It is not, however, a direct antecedent of
his masterpiece, The Tragedy of Man, which is, in fact, without
antecedents in Hungarian literature. This dramatic poem, divided
into fifteen scenes and written in regular iambic pentameters with
short-lined rhyming stanzas interpolated where warranted by the
subject, was completed early in 1860. The manuscript was submitted
to János Arany, who at first saw only a ‘Faust-imitation’ in it,
but eventually recognized its merits. He suggested some minor
corrections and arranged for its publication by the Kisfaludy
Society. Madách’s dramatic poem was published in 1861, and with
corrections in 1863. Madách wrote another drama (Moses, 1861),
stimulated by the encouragement he had received from the foremost
poet of the country, but could not repeat his unique feat. He died
at the age of forty-one at his native Alsosztregova on 5 October
1864, hardly aware of fame or glory.

The Tragedy of Man belongs to that peculiar
nineteenth-century genre, the Poéme d’Humanité, the outstanding
examples of which are Byron’s Cain, Goethe’s Faust, and Ibsen’s
Peer Gynt. Unlike Byron and Goethe, Madách had already been
infected by the scepticism which became apparent only in the second
half of the century, largely as a result of the advances made in
the natural sciences, although his devotion to ‘the new religion’
was somewhat more moderate than that of his contemporary Russian
intellectuals, the nihilists. Notwithstanding the profound impact
of Hegel’s philosophy of history on his thinking, mankind in
Madách’s world does not make a linear progress, but rather moves in
cycles, which is what Spengler was to propose in the twentieth
century. Additional features of Madách’s frame of reference are
derived from his sense of gradual alienation and from man’s
inherent metaphysical insecurity, leading to a self-torturing
interest in the questions relating to the future of mankind which
face both society and the individual.

The basic idea of The Tragedy of Man is
derived from the story of the Creation as narrated in the Bible.
After the Creation Lucifer, the spirit of negation, deserts God and
demands his own share, but God assigns him only two trees in the
Garden of Eden. Lucifer tempts Adam and Eve; they fall, and are
expelled from Paradise. Adam, driven by curiosity, wants to know
what the future is in store for him and for his descendants, and
whether it is worthwhile to live on and struggle. Since Luficer’s
aim is to overthrow God’s rule or at least to thwart His intentions
by destroying His creatures, he finds a natural ally in Adam’s
curiosity: if man catches a glimpse of the future he might lose
interest in life itself … (Scenes i-iii). Thus Lucifer casts a
spell over Adam, and in a sequence of dreams he shows
characteristic moments in the history of mankind, or rather scenes
selected by Madách to illustrate the development of the concept of
freedom, in a somewhat Hegelian sense, yet with a considerable
difference, because antithesis is not followed by synthesis, but by
heterothesis. In terms of Hegelian optimism, progress is taking
mankind towards absolute freedom, which will be achieved in a
definite historical situation and by definite institutions, but the
world as represented by Madách’s Lucifer provides no hope for such
optimism.

In Scenes iv-xiv Adam experiences history:
he takes an active part in shaping events as a great Pharaoh of
Egypt, as a patriotic hero, Miltiades, in Athens, as a hedonist in
Rome, as the knight Tancred at the time of the Crusades. In
addition he is Kepler in Prague, Danton in Paris, an anonymous
rebel in the London of classical capitalism and in the socialist
state of the future. He also experiences spaceflight (Scene xiii)
and returns to be finally disgusted by the degenerate inhabitants
of a new ice-age on Earth. This last scene leaves no room for
optimism: civilization and human survival are coming to a definite
end.

Adam ages gradually in the course of
history, but preserves the continuity of his consciousness which is
the basis needed for his consistent search for the ‘meaning’ of the
human struggle. Eve appears in each scene as a different being; it
is only Adam who recognizes the changing face of the ‘Eternal
Woman’ in her. She is a slave, a harlot, a loyal companion, or an
unfaithful wife in turn, and she does not remember her past. Adam’s
guide and commentator is Lucifer, who tries every trick to confuse
him: the personal glory of the pyramid-building Pharaoh, the noble
ideals of Hellenic democracy, the pleasures of Roman life, the
uplifting experience of religious devotion, the service of science,
the ideas of the French Revolution, the advantages of free
enterprise in a capitalist society and the ‘brave new world’ of
socialism, the conquest of space, and old people’s nostalgia for
the past. Adam’s initial enthusiasm is always followed by
disappointment and subsequent despair. In Egypt he realizes that
the glory of the Pharaoh rests on the merciless oppression of
millions; in Athens he finds that the loftiest democratic ideals
are spoiled by the baseness of human nature; and pursuing pleasures
in Rome is not enough for a meaningful life. While the crusaders
nobly sacrifice their lives, theologians argue about irrelevant
details of dogma; as the scientist Kepler, Adam is forced to sell
his knowledge to provide for an extravagant wife; the faceless
London crowd, in an alienated society, shows him ‘the ugly face’ of
capitalism, and in the Phalanstery he finds socialism to be a huge
system of bureaucracy which cares little for the needs of the
individual. On his journey into space he realizes that as a human
being he is earthbound, and when he returns he is shocked by the
ecological problems presented by the cooling sun. Eskimo-type
people toil for a wretched existence; civilization has collapsed,
and life is a continuous struggle for physical survival. Adam comes
to the conclusion that progress is not feasible, the achievements
of one age are renounced for new values in the next stage of
‘progress’. It all leads to an ultimate collapse of civilization,
determined and caused by forces beyond the power of mankind.

So what reason can man find to struggle on?
When Adam wakes from his dream, Lucifer has apparently achieved his
aim: he is ready to commit suicide. It is only the words of Eve
that prevent his doing so; she is expecting his child. Adam
realizes that he cannot stop history by killing himself, because it
has already started and new generations will be born. He also
realizes that Providence has deprived him of the last act of
defiance, or the only act which can show his free will (in Hegelian
terms he is without any freedom of choice) – self-destruction. In
his distress his only chance is to beg for God’s mercy. Yet doubts
as to whether he has interpreted his dream correctly are raised in
Adam’s tormented mind, and he is put at ease only by a
transcendental note of faith; God addresses him and gives him a
vague encouragement in the last line of the poem, ‘Man, I have
spoken: struggle and have faith.’ The enigmatic encouragement given
by God may or may not have relieved Adam’s anxiety about the future
of mankind; it did not, however, satisfy Madách’s critics. They
argued that a blind hope supported only by a faltering faith in
God’s word is not reason enough to continue the business of living,
blaming Madách for not providing a better answer to the ‘final
why’. The validity of Madách’s answer may be doubted, and it is
easy to understand why critics felt uneasy about it in the
progress-minded nineteenth century, when European civilization was
not only proud of its achievements but was somewhat overconfident
of its future.

The vision of Madách is unusual, if not
unique. It unites such contradictory sources of human thought as
the Bible and the latest achievements of contemporary science.
Madách interprets the problems of mankind in terms of an
irreconcilable antagonism between the interests of society and of
the individual. The scenes are presented in such a sequence that
they provide alternately a solution for the needs of the individual
and of society, culminating in the London scene where the
individual is attacked by the self-destructive disease of complete
alienation and the scene ends in an allegorical dans macabre. The
collectivist tradition of the French Revolution, fighting for the
happiness of the majority, is destroyed by the anti-utopian
Phalanstery scene of socialism, which in a sense is the literary
antecedent of Huxley’s Brave New World or Orwell’s 1984. Thus
Madách perceived the basic problem of organized human society which
was to become the headache of twentieth-century sociologists, while
the ambition of nineteenth-century liberalism, the achievement of
full liberty for the individual, was effectively shattered, if not
destroyed.

What is there left worth the struggle? The
conquest of outer space? Man is confined to Earth, or rather to
terrestrial civilization, whatever that word means, and there is no
way then to avoid the fundamental conflict of human existence: man
versus society. In a subtle way Madách denies the existence of any
‘higher aim’ for mankind, an answer in which twentieth-century
French existentialist thinkers might have taken great pleasure.

It is in mid-flight in Space that Adam
realizes:

<
tbody>



	
I am not lured on by such a foolish fancy.





	
I know, a hundred times, I shan’t attain the end.





	
It is no matter. For what is the goal?





	
‘Twill mark the end of a most glorious fight.





	
The goal is death, life is struggle





	
And man’s goal is struggle itself.*Translated by C. P. Sanger. There is a
curious parallel in one of C. S. Lewis’s books: ‘I thought we went
along paths – but it seems there are no paths. The going itself is
the path’ (Perelandra, 1943) – an idea which is one of the cardinal
tenets of Zen-Buddhism. It is unlikely, however, that Madách was
acquainted with oriental philosophical thought.






(Scene xiii)

The diction of the drama is elevated and
pure. It is impossible to speak of characterization in the
ordinary, dramatic sense of the word since Madách’s three
protagonists, Adam, Eve, and Lucifer, are not real persons but
symbolic embodiments of ideas: Adam is the struggling man anxious
to improve his lot, Eve is his permanent companion assisting or
hindering him in turn, while Lucifer is a mere abstraction;
representing the dark side of man’s intelligence, with the help of
whom man’s existential insecurity is expressed. The work can be
regarded as a synthesis of poetry, philosophy, and history, and the
conclusion at which Madách arrives, purposely or unwillingly, is
not a comforting thought.

Madách’s work stands out unrelated to
traditions in Hungarian literature; it has in fact very little
relationship with his other, largely unsuccessful, experiments in
literature. Scholarship has always been busy in searching for
parallels and/or antecedents for Madách’s visionary poem: Goethe’s
Faust has been regarded as an obvious candidate for comparison. Yet
there is little resemblance between Mephisto and Lucifer; the
latter is not a miracle-making devil who uses his supernatural
power to engineer spectacular feats, nor is he the devil who takes
a hand in the petty affairs of men, he is rather the spirit of
dissatisfaction latent in man himself. On the other hand, Marxist
critics have always been moderate in praise of Madách, mainly on
account of his criticism of socialism in which mothers are
dehumanized ‘child-bearing units’. Marxist critics have taken great
pains to explain away Madách’s pessimistic vision of socialism by
referring to his sources; he was only familiar with the theoretical
writings of the French utopian socialists.

The variety of the scenes presented serious
technical problems for a long time in staging The Tragedy, as it
was not made for the stage, and it was only in 1883 that these
seemingly insurmountable difficulties were overcome, and Madách’s
work was successfully staged for the first time in Budapest. Since
then it has been performed in various productions both in Hungary
and abroad, particularly in German-speaking countries. Yet it seems
to have made little impact on other European literatures, and it
was only recently that Madách’s influence, on Joyce’s works for
example, was suggested and proved by scholarship.

While The Tragedy of Man is universal in
its appeal, it is also a product of the post-revolutionary mood in
Hungary, and has no roots in the literary pessimism of the
Romantics. Most of the pessimistic tendencies in contemporary
writers passed as conditions improved in the Hungary of the 1860s.
These tendencies were overwhelming only in Kemény’s novels, with
morbid results. In Madách, pessimism left the narrow confines of
national affairs and attained universal dimensions.










Chapter 13
National Escapism: Jókai


AFTER the War of Independence there was one author, himself a
fugitive in disguise in the early days of the Austrian reprisals,
who provided the balm for the fresh sores of his compatriots. This
writer seized the imagination of his countrymen in their patriotic
gloom by opening up for them an escapist paradise, in a series of
novels set in the distant fairyland of the allegedly glorious past
of Hungary and Transylvania, where readers could find relief from
their actual misfortunes. The popularity of Mór (or as he had been
widely known in England and America: Maurus) Jókai has never been
seriously challenged in spite of the severe criticism to which he
has been subjected by generations of critics, a testimony to the
magic fascination he exercises over readers in his native Hungary.
At the same time, Jókai has proved to be the most popular Hungarian
author to be published abroad: his works are widely available in
most European languages, and at the beginning of this century he
was one of the better-known Continental writers in both England and
the United States. In his native country he is still at the height
of popularity; in less than twenty years, after World War II,
altogether ten million copies of his works were printed, an
all-time record for any author in the language.

For indeed, Jókai was prolific as well as
popular; he produced over 100 volumes of fiction alone, during his
long creative career. He had all the faults of the Romantic School,
to which he indisputably belonged: excessive sensitivity, a taste
for exaggeration and melodrama – although in the few masterpieces
he produced he could be true to life and draw character as
competently as the best of his realist contemporaries. Furthermore,
he loved the exotic: his novels are set in all parts of the world;
his characters belong to many nations. In descriptive power he had
few rivals, and he was at his best when painting on a large canvas
with bold strokes in brilliant colours. Critics have always
attacked his improbable plots and larger-than-life heroes, but his
magic will last as long as readers prefer the limitless
possibilities of the imagination to the grey plausibility of facts
in fiction.

Jókai was born on 18 February 1825 in a
thriving city and port on the Danube, Komárom. He was a sickly
child of remarkable intelligence (his first poem was published at
the age of ten), and was brought up in the puritanical tradition of
his hard-working, pious Calvinist parents. In the College of Pápa
he met and befriended Pet?fi; both young men were interested
exclusively in literature. When he was sent to the Law School of
Kecskemét to complete a traditional education, he abandoned formal
studies for literature. He set Victor Hugo up as his model, and
published his first novel Weekdays (1846) at the age of twenty-one.
The book was well received; its extravagance suited the taste of an
age devoted to the enjoyment of the French Romantics, though it
merely revealed the boundless imagination of a very young man, who
had little experience of life.

Jókai was appointed editor of the
fashionable magazine Sketches of Life, and in the stormy period of
the revolution he and Pet?fi (although no longer friends) were the
protagonists of Young Hungary. His political writings were
‘love-letters to liberty’, as one of his critics aptly described
the exuberant mood of the young revolutionary. Revolutionary
activities, however, caused vicissitudes for young Jókai, although
they did not break his spirit – which radiated an inborn optimism
until the end of a long creative life, through which Jókai became a
sort of national institution: the embodiment of a glittering
national past. The material for his first stories was drawn mostly
from his personal experiences during the War of Independence
(Battle Sketches, 1850), which he published under a pseudonym. In
the 1850s he established his reputation as the leading novelist of
the age by a series of historical novels describing ‘the golden
age’ of Transylvania and by novels set in the recent past, the Age
of Reform.

Jókai broke with the tradition according to
which the historical past had served as a starting-point for
self-examination (or, in its more extreme form, in the gloomy world
of Kemény, for example, as an excuse for self-torture); history
provided him with the opportunity of telling a good story, with
plenty of action, written in an easy-flowing, colourful style not
previously found in Hungarian prose. His ‘Turkish’ novels – ’Midst
the Wild Carpathians (1851), The Slaves of the Padishah (1853), The
Lion of Janina (1854), and Halil the Pedlar (1854) – showed that
Jókai (besides being a diligent disciple of Victor Hugo) still owed
much to Jósika, but they also proved that he was equal if not
superior to his master.

Midst the Wild Carpathians, set in the
seventeenth century, during the reign of Prince Mihály Apafi, is a
succession of gorgeous tableaux – hunting parties and banquets,
sieges and battles, with figures moving in front of superb
descriptions of Transylvanian scenery – yet the novel is sadly
lacking in character-drawing; even the main characters are simple
all-black and all-white portraits of larger-than-life figures. They
are the creatures of Jókai’s undisciplined imagination, being
either of Herculean strength and irresistible charm or of
diabolical cunning and ferocious cruelty. Its sequel, The Slaves of
the Padishah, also has as its hero Prince Apafi, who in the words
of the English translator of the novel is a sort of
pocket-Richelieu, whose genius might make a great and strong state
greater and stronger still, but cannot save a little state which is
already doomed to destruction as much by its geographical position
as by its inherent weakness.

In The Lion of Janina Jókai has left his
native soil. This novel is about the colourful personality of Ali
Pasha of the Janissaries. Full of Oriental splendour, the narrative
is hardly sharpened to that acute edge of probability which is
expected in the European novel. The story moves rapidly, touching
only on effective points; it thus holds the reader’s imagination.
However, it illustrates Jókai’s inability to curb his fantasy, to
regulate the flood of his fancy and thereby compress the story into
the form of a novel. Similarly, Halil the Pedlar is a tale of
adventure treating an episode of Turkish history in which Sultan
Ahmet III is dethroned by Janissaries led by an Albanian
adventurer, Patrona Halil.

The significance of these ‘Turkish’ novels
did not lie in Jókai’s characterization, nor in his effort to
create an authentic historical atmosphere (not that he did not read
his sources), but rather in his creation of a timeless world where
everything worked according to the rules of his fantasy alone.
Readers were prepared to put aside their critical faculties, and
having finished the last pages of Jókai’s tale they concluded that
the pedestrian rules of the world did not apply to his novels. The
large number of foreign, and in particular English, readers seems
to concede this point also – the ‘Turkish’ novels were still
popular abroad at the beginning of this century. While both foreign
and Hungarian critics tore story, plot, and characterization to
pieces, they were compelled to acknowledge the spell Jókai laid on
his readers, the magic of which was not easily overcome. This spell
may account for Jókai’s initial success in the 1850s and 1860s,
when it created avenues of escape from the political realities of
those years.

It was curious that the Hungarian public
was able to share with Jókai a deep-rooted sympathy for the Turks,
in spite of all the harm they had done to Hungary in over a century
of military occupation. Jókai’s Turks, and his Turkish scenery, are
fundamentally different in concept from those of other European
literatures. Before the Romantics Turks merely represented
peculiar, remote figures. In the seventeenth century, Molière used
them as grotesque fellows in the ballet-scenes of his comedies. In
Mozart’s Entführung aus dem Serail (1782) the two basic types of
Turk are already present, the young conqueror and the old fool.
These stereotypes had never quite made it in Hungarian literature,
for the Turks were the Hungarians’ best enemies and worst friends.
They were loved and hated in turn on the stage of real life; and
later they evoked bitter memories of devastation. To be sure, the
Turks of Lord Byron and Victor Hugo were somewhat different from
the early stereotypes, but the Turkish characters created by
Jókai’s imagination – although nourished by very little authentic
history – somehow emerged as more genuinely Oriental figures, owing
to a vague feeling of a mysterious kinship with Eastern peoples on
the part of the Hungarians.

In order to create this bizarre and
fascinating world, Jókai did not need to travel to the East: if he
withdrew into his own dreams and fancies he found there the East as
it had never been seen by any European traveller. For this reason
alone Jókai is a unique phenomenon, a son of that nation which many
centuries ago had attached itself to the Western world, while
finding it impossible to forget entirely that it had come from the
East. In a sense, Jókai is a paradoxical unity of East and West
that could not be conceived outside Hungary, for no other European
nation possesses a similar Eastern heritage. All the Romantics were
fascinated with the Orient, yet the Orientalism of the Hungarian
Romantics, particularly that of Vörösmarty, and the Arabian
Night-like atmosphere found in Jókai’s Turkish novels, is a world
peculiar to Hungarian literature.

His novels describing. the more recent
past, the Age of Reform, An Hungarian Nabob (1853-54) and its
sequel Zoltán Kárpáthy (1854-55), were less extravagantly coloured
than his Turkish novels, yet they contained all the enthralling
episodes that readers of Jókai had come to expect from their most
popular entertainer. The plot is taken from an anecdote: an elderly
aristocrat has a son, Zoltán by his young wife. The event upsets
the expected order of inheritance: old Kárpáthy’s nephew Abellino –
who was to have been the sole inheritor – wages a long legal battle
to disinherit Zoltán. Abellino’s intrigues are not without
dishonesty; he disputes old Kárpáthy’s paternity of Zoltán. While
this basic idea of the plot is not free from sensationalism, –
although legal battles and family feuds of all kinds were a major
pastime of the Hungarian nobility – Jókai’s creative ability
expands the anecdote into a monumental view of the fight between
the old and the new Hungary. Social progress prior to the War of
Independence was born out of this struggle.

Old Kárpáthy, one of the richest
landowners, not unlike the representative of the older generation
in The House of Bélteky by Fáy, has been pursuing the traditional
pleasures of the aristocracy: wine, women, and song, in continuous
merriment; he clearly does not accept the social responsibility
that should follow from his rank and power. According to the
contemporary view, reform in Hungary (and in all other Eastern
European societies) could unfold only if those in possession of
wealth and power assumed social responsibility and led the way.
Most of the Hungarian intellectuals held this view, and as a
testimony to the interaction between life and literature, the
country did produce fine aristocrats, first and foremost Count
István Széchenyi, who was willing to sacrifice his private
interests for the public good. Jókai, however, did not create this
type of magnate – Kárpáthy’s motivation for abandoning his
indolence comes primarily from his private circumstances: when his
nephew, Abellino, presents him with a coffin as a practical joke,
the old man suddenly realizes the futility of his life. As a
redeeming act he marries Fanny, a middle-class girl (‘an innocent
creature in a wicked society’) who is grateful to the elderly
aristocrat, and who takes her secret love for a married count to
her grave when she dies in childbirth. When old Kárpáthy also dies,
their son, Zoltán, is brought up by Count Szentirmay, the object of
Fanny’s secret longings.

The action of the novel takes place around
the time of the 1825 Diet, which initiated social and political
reform. Both old Kárpáthy and Szentirmay are repentant noblemen who
feel a moral obligation to make up for the indolence of their
lives, Kárpáthy on an individual level, Szentirmay feeling that he
should accept responsibility for the wrongdoings of his class. With
a wealth of detail Jókai is able to present his thesis in a
plausible form; national reform can only be achieved through the
initiative of morally conscious individuals. Not unlike Dickens
(e.g. in the Pickwick Papers), he grows fond of his characters in
the course of writing, and Kárpáthy leaves an over-all impression
of being a fine old gentleman. Jókai also succeeds in confronting
national values with cosmopolitan finesse; Abellino’s fight for the
inheritance grows into a battle between domestic progress and the
interests of foreign capital. (Abellino lives mostly in Paris, and
he would use the inheritance – the sweat of the Hungarian people –
for dubious investments, if not at the roulette table, as Russian,
Polish, and Hungarian aristocrats indeed did in the nineteenth
century.) The representative of the new generation, Zoltán
Kárpáthy, is entirely different – he has nothing to repent. He is
also the mouthpiece for Jókai, idealized, embodying the best
features of all those who fought for social progress in the 1830s
and 1840s.

This saga of the Age of Reform is
undoubtedly a Romantic composition both in concept and execution,
yet Jókai achieves a masterly blend of tragic, elegiac, pathetic,
humorous, and satirical ingredients in an easy-flowing prose, which
contains detailed descriptions of social manners and customs as
well as preserving many elements of folklore. Jókai called his
novel an irányregény, but no reader would find in it the biting
satire of the social reformer that characterized Eötvös’s Village
Notary; it is rather an idealized and slightly nostalgic view of
the way of life in pre-reform Hungary, and the saga of the heroic
generation which set out to build a modern Hungary. It owed its
contemporary success to a highly evocative tone, recalling a past
which many of Jókai’s compatriots remembered personally, but which
had nevertheless, been distanced by the harsh realities of the
post-revolutionary era.

In the 1850s the Hungarian nobility
withdrew from all sectors of public life; they made a virtue of
their predicament and stubbornly refused to co-operate with the
Establishment. A decade later, however, changing international
relations weakened the position of the Austrian Empire, and
politicians at the Ballhausplatz realized they could no longer
afford an enemy lurking in the larger part of the Empire. As
tensions eased, the Hungarian politicians also realized that
passive resistance led only to a blind alley.

A born optimist, Jókai welcomed the new
developments and wrote The New Landlord (1862), whose hero was an
Austrian general (probably modelled on General Haynau) who had
fought against the rebels and settled in ‘enemy country’. The novel
set out to illustrate how Herr Ankerschmidt and the squire
Garanvölgyi came to terms, or rather how the upright Austrian
General adopted the Hungarian way of life and, as converts often
do, became more of a patriot than those who were born to that
position. The solution offered by Jókai was hardly more than an
illusion, or a naive conception at best, that the formative
strength of the native soil would make a patriot even of former
enemy; yet the colourful novel was not without its qualities.
Jókai’s superb power of description created memorable scenes; the
epic proportions of the flooding of the River Tisza matched the
best efforts of the Realist novelists (e.g. George Eliot’s similar
scene in the Mill on the Floss), and the character of old
Garanvölgyi, personifying passive resistance with great bravery and
unflagging resolution, created a lasting impression on both
domestic and foreign readers (Queen Victoria was said to have liked
this novel of Jókai best). The final denouement,
characteristically, asserted confidence in the new generation: the
nephew of old Garanvölgyi, imprisoned in Kufstein for his active
participation in the War of Independence, is pardoned as a result
of the intervention of Herr Ankerschmidt, whose daughter not only
studies the language of her father’s enemy, but eventually marries
the returning hero.

The novel certainly paved the way for the
Settlement of 1867, at least as far as public opinion and general
feeling in one of the capitals on the ‘Blue Danube’*The famous waltz of Johann Strauss, ‘The
Blue Danube’, representing the carefree spirit of Imperial Vienna,
was composed in the same year. were concerned. The Settlement
marked the beginning of a new era: Deák and his administration
achieved partial independence for the nation by negotiation; the
only areas in which the two parts of the Empire were linked were
external affairs, the army and finance and indeed in the last
quarter of the century it was often called the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. In the absence of political censorship Jókai’s attention
turned to the subject dearest to him – the War of Independence –
and he wrote The Baron’s Sons (1869). It was a timely tribute to
the Honvéd army at a time when Hungary possessed no national
army.

The Baron’s Sons is a family-novel; it is
the story of the three Baradlay boys, whose father’s deathbed wish
is that his sons should faithfully serve the Crown. But this wish
is thwarted by his wife: her appeal for their loyalty to the land
of their birth proves to be stronger than the father’s wish to
increase the family power and wealth. The conflict between the dead
father’s wish and the call of the larger community is put into a
broader context, the conservatism of the older generation versus
national progress. The plot leads consequently to the real
battlefield, for two of the Baradlay boys take part in the War of
Independence. Ödön enrolls in the Honvéd army because of his own
conscience, while Richard, who is stationed abroad with the
Austrian army, is convinced by his mother that he must return home.
(The description of his return home with his Hussars is one of the
finest parts of the novel.) The third son of Baradlay is loyal to
Vienna, where he is a civil servant. Yet in spite of his
love-affair with a Viennese girl his mother’s appeal to come home
proves fatal. The quiet, withdrawn young man does not, however,
take part in the events, but unassumingly goes to prison and death,
when after the capitulation he is arrested in a case of mistaken
identity instead of his brother Ödön. While episodes of the novel
were based on real-life people and events, and Jókai happened to
possess first-hand knowledge of the War of Independence (e.g. he
witnessed the siege of the fortress of Buda), the construction of
the plot is overtly Romantic; with all its faults Jókai’s narrative
is of epic dimensions. His figures do not obey the rules of
nineteenth century fiction; they are just as static as epic heroes
usually are, and their characters contain either positive or
negative features only. Yet they do have a degree of plausibility
which is sustained by the emotional intensity and the tautness of
the writing. Hungarian critics have always been lenient with The
Baron’s Sons because of its subject-matter, but its success with
foreign readers can only be explained by the power of Jókai’s
narrative. On the other hand, the supporting cast of superheroes
and their evil opposites are kept within everyday proportions, and
are excellent miniature character-studies, contrasting well with
the larger-than-life heroes and villains. Hungarian scholars have
identified Jókai’s specific feature as a kind of ‘national
Romanticism’ particularly in The Baron’s Sons, a term applicable to
that special blend of nationalism and Romanticism which was indeed
characteristic of Jókai (with the possible exception of a few of
his adventure stories set in exotic backgrounds).

Jókai did make efforts to introduce social
criticism into his novels. In Black Diamonds (1870), for example,
he turns against entrepreneurs who try to exploit natural resources
– in this case, coal (hence the title of the novel), the most
important raw material in industrial society before oil. The plot
is based on the concession of mining rights for the rich coalfields
at Bondavár in exchange for a large foreign loan, mortgaging the
estates of the Church in Hungary. The transaction would increase
the political power of the clergy and, ultimately, would extend the
influence of the Vatican. The theme provides Jókai with a canvas
large enough for him to describe the various forces operating in
the background of society; but in the melting-pot of Jókai’s fancy
the social implications of the theme are nearly always missed.
Instead he concentrates on his superhero, Iván Berend, who manages
single-handed to avert the destructive influence of the various
foreign and domestic pressure groups. For Berend is not only an
impeccable patriot (he took part in the War of Independence), but a
towering character, a great inventor, a sportsman and an idealistic
lover of humanity. Black Diamonds, like his other novels, excels in
breathtaking descriptions of natural disasters and the
possibilities of scientific discoveries, and Jókai is at his best
in creating the atmosphere of the small world of the coalmine at
Bondavár, where Berend successfully unites the community in working
towards a common goal. In spite of his preoccupation with his
larger-than-life hero, Jókai’s Romantic ant-capitalism in this
novel does contain valid criticism of the ‘ugly face’ of
capitalistic production, its dehumanizing effects, and the social
injustice it causes.

As the years passed by, Jókai’s
creativeness did not diminish; on the contrary, he seemed to
produce novels at an alarming rate. In the 1870s his attention
turned to the then rapidly advancing natural sciences. He loved to
employ in his novels devices based on the new technology, either in
order to provide dramatic effects and intriguing turns in the
narrative, or to enable his heroes to gain a decisive advantage
over their adversaries. He entered the domain of pure scientific
fantasy when he wrote a novel which could be regarded as one of the
earliest attempts at science fiction in the modern sense of the
term. His Novel of the Next Century (1872-4) was, in fact, the
first Hungarian novel which could claim to be science fiction. This
remarkable futuristic work takes place in mid-twentieth century.
Everything depends on ichor, a glass-like substance that is
flexible and unbreakable. Long before Jules Verne’s Robur the
Conqueror (1886), the hero of Jókai’s novel builds a ‘flying
machine’ powered by electricity. Jókai also realized the potential
of the ‘flying machine’ as a lethal weapon, and he was the first
writer in any language to describe an air battle. In a sense he
forecast superpowers and world wars. The most fantastic occurrence
in the novel, however, is the arrival of a comet in the solar
system. This cosmic vagrant destroys the rings of Saturn and
threatens to devastate the Earth, provides the moon with its own
atmosphere, and finally settles into orbit as another planet.

It was shortly afterwards that Jókai wrote
Timár’s Two Worlds (1873), considered by many critics as his best
novel, and one which justly established his reputation in
English-speaking countries. For once it was not only the Oriental
brilliance, with all the Romantic paraphernalia glittering
unashamedly, that captivated his readers at home and abroad,
although there were plenty of marvels in the action-packed novel;
this time Jókai managed to create in Mihály Timár not a superman,
but a well-rounded and psychologically valid character, who
appealed to the secret longings and moral indecision of tired
town-dwellers living in industrialized societies.

The narrative unfolds partly in the lower
region of the Danube, in the neighbourhood of the Iron Gate where
Hungary and (then) Turkey had a common border. The other line of
the story takes the reader to Komárom, Jókai’s thriving native city
and port on the Danube, a colourful world of merchants, soldiers,
and Danube skippers. The plot revolves around the timeless motive
of wealth which brings harm to its recipient. Ali Chorbadjee, the
treasurer of the Sultan of Turkey, is the owner of such riches, but
his claim to ownership is unsatisfactory. When Ali suspects he may
lose the Sultan’s favour he flees with his treasure hidden in a
ship towards Hungary. The ship’s captain is Mihály Timár, a Danube
skipper, who assists the Turkish refugee successfully to avoid the
gunboat of the Sultan. Chorbadjee nevertheless commits suicide, and
it is Timár who is entrusted with the execution of his will; he is
to deliver the cargo of the ship to Ali’s friend, and is to ask him
to bring up Ali’s daughter, Timea, and to provide her with a dowry
out of the price fetched by the cargo. The Saint Barbara, however,
never reaches its destination, and all that Timár can deliver to
Ali’s friend are a few gold pieces. The sunken ship is salvaged and
auctioned, and on a sudden impulse Timár buys it. In one of the
sacks on board he finds the hidden treasure. He becomes a
successful businessman with this capital; whatever he touches
becomes gold. Timár loves Timea, and – perhaps because he is not
entirely convinced of his title to the treasure – he proposes to
her and she marries him out of gratitude. Before long Timár
realizes that he has gained only the devotion of his wife, but not
her love, for Timea is in love with someone else. Timár gradually
loses his interest in business; he wants no more riches, and
disappears from his successful life, leaving everything behind.
Timea marries her love, but this marriage is also a luckless one,
and the treasure is lost.

The other main line of the story concerns
the Island, the refuge of Romantic imagination where the hero,
Timár, returns every now and then in search of tranquillity and
forbidden love with its secret delights. This Nameless Island is on
the Lower Danube, and as it is of recent formation neither of the
two neighbouring states claim sovereignity. Here live a mother and
her daughter, shipwrecks of society, in complete isolation from the
rest of the world; then the Island is discovered by the passengers
of the Saint Barbara in their flight from the pursuing Turkish
gunboat. Theresa and her daughter Noemi harbour them in their
secret world, and when Timár, unhappy in the bonds of a marriage
lacking genuine emotions and attachments, begins to visit the
Island he finds true love with Noemi; in the little secluded
paradise he builds a separate existence without outside interests.
This Garden of Eden is an obvious product of modern nostalgia or
timeless cravings, an idea which has always appealed to the
escapist impulse of modern man tired of the mixed blessings of
urban society. Jókai surpasses himself in describing the peaceful
bliss on the island: Timár returns to the essential simple joys of
life, cultivating the soil, and living by ancient arts and crafts,
while Noemi is busy in the garden, which produces everything they
need. Noemi is a unique figure among Jókai’s creations; she is a
natural child of the earth, full of naive grace and understanding,
a symbol of young, fertile motherhood. Their relationship is based
on the primeval bond of man and woman before society imposed its
meaningless restrictions on human relationships.

These two backgrounds have enabled Jókai to
create his most complex figure. To be sure, Timár starts out with
more than his share of luck, as Jókai’s heroes always do, but by
the conflict between his two lives he becomes a suffering,
struggling human being. The psychological problems involved in the
‘two lives’ become a heavy burden on the conscience of the hero.
For he is tormented by conscience, living in a sort of bigamy with
which he is unable to come to terms; moreover he is frustrated by
the moral strictures of society, which he is unable either to
disregard entirely, or fully respect. While to Timea, his lawful
wife, and all the world he is the great patriot, the true
Christian, the exemplary husband, the father of the poor, guardian
of the orphan, supporter of the schools, a pillar of the Church,
what is he to himself then? – as one of his English critics asked
rhetorically. For the story of Timár is the story of a man strong
in intellect, will, and conscience who has once yielded to a
sudden, overpowering temptation, thereby creating in his innermost
self a crevice which is continually widened by the magnetic
attraction of two different ways of life, between which he is
unable to make a final choice. The uncertainty created by this
hesitation overpowers his personality – Jókai instinctively employs
all the lessons of modern psychology – Noemi and the Island awaken
a strange, unknown side of his ego which bewilders him with its
unreasonable demands and burning passions. This suppressed ego of
Timár seeks an outlet in dreams, premonitions, and an inclination
to superstition, until the plaster of civilization and the way of
life which has restricted his subconscious world is shattered,
breaking all the conventional values of his life.

Notwithstanding the three-dimensional
quality and the psychological validity of his main character, Jókai
is unable to discontinue his practice of employing highly Romantic
devices in his novel. The plot contains unexpected turns and the
villains are wicked beyond imagination, often without apparent
reason. The main villain of the novel is Tódor Krisztyán, who has
discovered Timár’s secret life. Since Timár is forced into a
tormented double life (his wife will not divorce him) he is an easy
prey to Krisztyán’s attempts at blackmail. Then suddenly, when
Timár is already on the verge of committing suicide, the
blackmailer becomes the victim of an accident. Timár’s wife has the
wrongly-identified corpse of Krisztyán buried instead of the body
of her husband. She is then free to remarry and Timár also regains
his independence from the obligations of society; he can withdraw
to the Nameless Island.

This final denouement is overtly Romantic,
yet it demonstrates well the duality of his works, which at their
best exhibit the wildest idealism going hand in hand with intensely
realistic descriptions of scenery and portrays of local customs,
manners, and modes of thought and feeling. The plot of Timár’s Two
Worlds has suffered from the fertility of Jókai’s genius. He
considered and declared himself to be a Realist writer and was
genuinely astonished when critics called him an arch-Romantic.
While the background of Timár’s Two Worlds abounds in episodes
taken from real life (e.g. the jobbery and jerry-building at the
time of the military fortification of Komárom, or the corruption of
the army-contractors), the fact remains that it is basically an
escapist work portraying a Romantic utopia.

1875 was a turning point in the era
following the Settlement of 1867. Kálmán Tisza, the leader of the
opposition party (‘The Centre-Left’), accepted the provisos of the
Settlement and became Prime Minister and leader of the
newly-created Liberal Party. Jókai, who took an active part in
political life, followed his leader from opposition into the new
governing party. Supported by the lesser nobility, the Liberal
Party pursued a policy which Jókai approved – they all expected the
balance to tip in favour of Hungary within the dual monarchy.
Moreover, Jókai expected the growth of pro-Hungarian sentiment in
the House of Habsburg (e.g. Crown-Prince Rudolph had indeed
professed strong Hungarian sympathies). His novels, however, began
to show serious signs of decline. He often chose pseudo-historical
subjects dealing with the distant past – none of these works
produced the electrifying effects of his earlier novels which had
dealt with the recent past and carried a definite message. The new
novels were often adventure tales only, wrapped in history which
Jókai read for background diligently, but with little critical
acumen.

Of the numerous novels Jókai wrote in this
period only a few, which gained exceptional popularity abroad,
particularly in English-speaking countries, can be mentioned here.
The Nameless Castle (1877) was a light historical romance dealing
with Napoleon’s attempt to find Princess Marie Bourbon, daughter of
Louis XVI. Jókai introduced a host of characters into the story
(taking place in the depths of Hungary) who had been victims of
circumstance: people who, despite their crimes, are basically noble
souls. More or less the same is true of Pretty Michal (1877), which
abounds in murders and executions with all their accompanying
tortures, although the plot was constructed from documents relating
to an infamous seventeenth-century case, preserved in the archives
of Kassa.

The most popular novel in English
translation was The Green Book (1880), concerning the celebrated
Decembrist conspiracy in Russia against the life of Czar Alexander
I; the cast of characters includes the poet Pushkin, who saves the
Czar’s daughter. It is full of plots and counterplots, marvels and
mysteries, set against a magnificent description of the great Neva
flood. Russia, with its mysteries, its severe repressiveness and
its untold dark and bloody tragedies of enigamatic characters,
lends an exotic flavour to the novel. Dr Dumány’s Wife (1891)
verges on sensationalism, and concerns a mysterious American
‘silver king’ who turns out to be a Hungarian emigrant who made a
fortune in the United States. Dr Dumányi is, however, merely a pale
shadow of Timár; the problems of a rich man are presented here
without the psychological intricacies of Timár’s Two Worlds. Hasty
workmanship can also be detected behind the glittering facade of
powerful descriptions.

The same can be said about the rest of his
novels, although Jókai went on producing new works almost until his
death on 5 May 1904. In 1894 the country paid homage on an
unprecedented scale to the Nestor of Hungarian letters by
celebrating his fiftieth anniversary as a writer; it was a public
acknowledgement that he had become a national institution and the
most widely read and translated Hungarian author. At the beginning
of 1904, the year he died, he published his 202nd book. Of his
great literary output Jókai said: ‘The secret of my fertility is
communion with nature.’

A hallmark of Jókai’s style is its
musicality. In his early works he often employed periodic
exclamations and rhetorical questions, thereby achieving a
pulsating sentence structure. Characteristic sentence-types in his
works contain numerous loosely-connected subordinate clauses
building in emotional intensity. In his later works he preferred
detailed descriptions and the natural rhythm of colloquial speech.
His vocabulary was not free from slang, nor from carelessness and
occasional slips. Jókai loved to insert exotic words and
fashionable German and French expressions into his prose, but
equally he loved exotic Hungarian words; as an amateur linguist he
collected obsolete and little-known words and phrases from dialects
which he used with sonorous effect. His language and style made a
strong impact on modern Hungarian.

His main achievement was that he alone
among indigenous writers secured a large readership in the second
half of the century, at a time when the Hungarian public, the
middle class in particular, habitually turned to foreign fiction
both for light entertainment and for more serious fare. He competed
successfully with the great foreign Romantics and Realists – Sir
Walter Scott, Dumas pére, Victor Hugo, and Dickens – for the favour
of readers. His influence in the development of the Hungarian novel
was also epochmaking; not only his contemporaries but future
generations of novelists felt their indebtedness to Jókai. What
Dostoevsky said of Gogol: ‘We all came out of Gogol’s Overcoat’ was
a word of gratitude and acknowledgement of his spiritual debt to
the great Russian novelist. Similarly, all Hungarian writers could
pay homage to Jókai, although no single work of the great raconteur
could be named as being solely responsible for this debt. It is the
entire lifework of Jókai which, with all its faults, Romantic
excesses, and often overdrawn characters, forms a separate
universe, and no Hungarian writer could come into his own without
first traversing this universe.

Of Jókai’s contemporaries, Gereben
Vas*Pen-name of József Radákovics.
(1823-68) was a prolific novelist, and his popularity was at its
peak in the 1850s and 1860s. In a sense, Vas was already
old-fashioned in his time, one of the last representatives of the
népies trend, a belated descendant of Gvadányi. He was unable to
take a broad view of society; he had neither the vision nor the
conception to create figures or events on a large scale; yet his
novels, particularly his earlier attempts (Good Old Days, 1855;
Great Events, Great Men, 1856) possess a certain charm because of
the ability he had to tell anecdotes – which somehow never quite
fitted into his diffuse plots – with great gusto and vividness. The
subject-matter of his novels mostly concerned the recent past; he
depicted an idyllic Hungary of the early nineteenth century.
Although he took part in the War of Independence his views remained
conservative, and in the world drawn by him serfs, peasants, and
their lords were just one large happy family. He had an intimate
knowledge of peasant life, and his style contained colourful
phrases in the popular idiom.

In the second half of the nineteenth
century the literary anecedote was an important genre in fiction.
Many writers made use of it; only Mikszáth was able to expand
anecdotes into short novels. Jókai skilfully incorporated anecdotes
by the dozen into his novels, and Károly Eötvös (1842-1916) relied
on them almost exclusively. A lawyer by profession and a supporter
of the Literary Deák Party, Eötvös collected anecdotes and
reminiscences of the nobility before the War of Independence. His
style was influenced by Jókai and all his writings, of which the
most significant are perhaps A Journey Around Lake Balaton (1901)
and Notes of Count Gábor Károlyi (1902), preserved a nostalgic,
old-fashioned, and slow world, strangely out of place in the
bustling literary life at the turn of the century.

Géza Gárdonyi (1863-1922) was an enigmatic
figure of the turn of the century, who nevertheless owed much to
Jókai. He was possessed by a compelling interest in the esoteric
heritage of the East (e.g. he loved The Tibetan Book of the Dead),
and studied the occult and mysticism. As he tended to
hypersensitivity, his emotional life was deeply affected by his
early, unsuccessful marriage (he was twenty-two and his wife only
sixteen), leaving him a life-long misogynist.

Yet he could have been a successor to
Jókai. He wrote with ease and had great imaginative power,
supplemented by meticulous research. He began as a teacher in the
remote countryside, and then became a provincial journalist; his
early works, mostly published under pseudonyms, were cheap
adventure stories, distinguished only by the easy flow of his
language. He achieved popularity with a singular figure: Gábor Göre
(1892). The Göre stories parody, by mock-dialect and coarse humour,
the narrowness of village life. (Gárdonyi later disowned them.) He
also experimented with poetry and drama, but none of his works in
these forms is noteworthy; his artistic inclination also included
an attraction to music-making and amateur painting.

When he turned to serious literature his
main source of inspiration was the life of village people, which he
had quietly observed while he was a teacher, and which he described
with poetic tenderness.

My Village (1898) contains his rural short
stories and sketches. According to Gárdonyi village people have no
life-story, and no village has a history; consequently all village
people over the centuries have had a similar fate. The scene in
front of the school, church, public house or village green never
changes. The heroes of these sketches are mostly children, but
animals and plants also figure in his Rousseauesque world. Gárdonyi
identifies himself with animate nature; plants and animals can
suffer; his enthusiasm for ‘Life’ never ceases. The effectiveness
of his idyllic world arises out of his modern, highly subjective
approach, quite independently of his intentions; his attraction to
the naïve and primitive is intellectual in inspiration, a defence
against the then fashionable decadence and urban snobbery.

Gárdonyi lived what he believed; at the
height of his popularity he withdrew from Budapest to the
provincial city of Eger, and spent his time among esoteric books in
his study, where, characteristically enough, the only window was a
skylight, lest the outside world should disturb his inner images.
In this closed world he wrote his novels in quick succession. The
Stars of Eger (1901) is a historical romance describing the heroic
defence of Eger in 1552 against the Turks. Its background is
carefully documented, but the personal involvement of the author is
evident; it is a stirring tale, with a well-conceived plot, and
strongly-drawn characters. In spite of his serious background
studies Gárdonyi was not, however, a writer of historical fiction.
Nothing proved this better than his next novel, The Invisible Man
(1902). This is the story of Attila and his Huns, culminating in
the vast battle of Catalaunum (Chalons-sur-Marne, France) in AD
451, a decisive event for the future of Western Europe. Yet
Gárdonyi’s attention is focussed on the psychological problem of
his hero, Zéta, the Imperial Librarian at Constantinople, who
becomes the slave of the Huns for the love of a girl. He is – we
all are – invisible’: ‘It is only the face of man that can ever
really be known. But a man is not his face: the real man is hidden
behind this face. He is invisible.’ In other words, man is an
eternal riddle for others and it is a hopeless struggle to uncover
his real self. Gárdonyi’s conception contains elements of both
Romantic ideas and mysticism; while no one can catch sight of the
hidden inner self which is the mainspring of each individual’s
seemingly unaccountable actions and sudden changes in attitude – in
the final analysis, the riddle of the Sphinx is not a riddle at all
since human characteristics rest on man’s basic instincts and
desires. This can be seen in the tragic love-story of Zéta, whose
love is not noticed by Em?, the daughter of a Hun chieftain,
because of her secret longing for the mighty Attila, who in turn
does not notice her devotion. Em? dies when Attila dies, and the
Greek slave returns to Constantinople with painful memories of Em?
imprinted on his mind for ever. Gárdonyi knows only tragic love, a
love which shakes and ultimately destroys men. This interpretation
of love is Gárdonyi’s chief message: – passion destroys the soul,
whether it is assisted by external causes or not. In a way, Zéta
was Gárdonyi’s alter ego; Gárdonyi was also a man who had had to
earn society’s respect by his ‘learned knowledge’ and who, like
Zéta, had suffered from his love for a girl, which nearly ruined
his life.

A new aspect of the theme appears in
Prisoners of God (1908), again disguised as a historical novel. It
is set in a medieval monastery, where Jancsi, a Dominican friar,
suffers for his love for Margaret, a nun, the daughter of the King.
Although they live on the same island in the Danube, they hardly
ever see each other, and hear of each other only occasionally.
Nothing much happens in the novel, it is not a Heloïse and Abelard
story, but one of repressed love; the two pray, work, and suffer,
and finally Margaret dies. Gárdonyi creates an intense atmosphere
of ascetism and ethereal love; his sentences are frequently short
and seem to suppress something, leaving behind a sense of
frustration and of tragic disappointment.

Further variations on his obsession with
fatal love appear in The Mighty Third One (1903). ‘The mighty third
one’ is the unborn child who wants to exist and draws man and woman
towards each other with an irresistible force to assist his coming
into the world. The influence of Schopenhauer can be seen at work
in this novel, enriched by Gárdonyi’s own brand of theosophy. In
The Lord’s Prayer According to Szunyoghy (1916), the hero prays not
for deliverance from evil, but for deliverance from his own fancy,
the source of all evil. Gárdonyi, like his hero, found relief
ultimately in Indian philosophy; the price of freedom is the
self-imposed limitation of one’s desires. This is the lesson drawn
by Szunyoghy; if one can curb one’s own fantasy, there is less fuel
for the consuming fire of the desires.

Gárdonyi’s career illustrated certain
points in the development of the Hungarian novel. While he could
have become a successor to Jókai in popularity, his strange
fascination with esoteric subjects removed him from the centre of
the Hungarian literary scene in spite of his imaginative and
narrative powers. To be a central figure in Hungarian letters has
always demanded more interest in national subjects and less
subjectivity; only later, in the present century, does it seem that
outsiders and loners can be accepted and attain respectability in
literary life.

An opposite role in literary life was
played by Ferenc Herczeg (1863-1954) who became its leading figure
after World War I. Influenced by Jókai, but using a technique of
short story writing learnt from Maupassant, Herczeg became the
light-hearted chronicler of the decaying Hungarian gentry.
Herczeg’s vivid sketches of country gentlemen and dashing hussar
officers immortalized these characters; the officers, whose
undoubted military virtues were best testified by their duels,
loved hunting and horses and were ‘proper’ gentlemen – hopping in
and out of bedrooms. Their eventual aim was to marry shy and
beautiful girls who lived in respectable manor houses, but usually
the mothers of the pretty girls in question were bent on marrying
off their daughters without a dowry. These short stories were all
flawless in construction, to the point, and well written. Herczeg,
himself of middle-class origin, envied and admired the gentry for
their devil-may-care attitude and elegant nonchalance, and
described their lives and loves with the intimacy of the
well-informed outsider. Among his most popular books were The
Gyurkovics Girls (1893) and The Gyurkovics Boys (1895).

Of Herczeg’s historical novels, The
Heathens (1902) is of special interest. The plot is inspired by a
Romantic concept, the duality of the Hungarian cultural heritage:
the conflict between the heathen traditions of the East and the
Christian civilization of the West. In the eleventh century
numerous malcontents had revolted against the iron rule of King
Stephen I, who had forced them to betray their pagan gods for
Christianity, and they were to revert to the rituals of their
forefathers. In Herczeg’s interpretation the rebels’ main grievance
against the new God was his demanding discipline, which their
freedom-loving spirit would not tolerate. (Márton, the Pecheneg
convert, frequently complains about the tormenting wind of the
Puszta that calls him back to his former life.) This naïve, even
mystic notion was counterbalanced by Herczeg’s psychological
approach: the rebels cannot revert to the ancient rituals, because
the propaganda of the missionaries has erased the memory of these
rites, and so their struggle is doomed to failure; it is only a
meaningless outburst of their unbridled love for freedom. While
Herczeg’s sympathy clearly lay with the hot-headed rebels, he
managed to avoid representing Christanity as an evil innovation.
The novel was an important prototype of the re-emerging conflict
between East and West in Hungarian literature, a tenet that became
a commonplace in the ideological dictionary of nationalism in the
inter-war years.

Later works of Herczeg retained their
marked nationalist flavour when dealing with historical themes; in
addition, his technique was affected by concessions to popular
taste. Novelists who set out to preserve national traditions
without exercising a strong critical sense all too often became an
easy prey to the nationalism of the masses; for the public demanded
nationalism, and even the best authors found it difficult to avoid
its pitfalls.










Chapter 14
The Decline of the Gentry and the Novel


THE modernization of Hungary, which had started in the Age of
Reform, suffered a severe setback in the upheaval caused by the War
Independence. After the Settlement of 1867, constitutional
government having been restored, new economic prospects opened up
and Hungarian society was gradually transformed as a result of
radical modifications in the structure of the state. The
traditional way of life carefully preserved by the Hungarian gentry
was no longer economically feasible: the stereotype Hungarian
nobleman, farming on a small homestead, merrily hunting, reading
the classics, the Bible, or the handbook of Hungarian civil law by
the fireside in the long winter evenings, and entertaining whenever
a suitable occasion presented itself, became obsolete. He simply
could not produce goods at a competitive price, his income
gradually diminished, and the idea of the independent
gentleman-farmer had to be finally abandoned.

The nobles soon found themselves new
positions in the structure of society. Before the War of
Independence thirty thousand country gentlemen with their sons and
nephews had been able to run a patriarchal agrarian society, but
they could not – particularly as long as there were their own
estates to look after – provide the complex administration a modern
state needed. Therefore the civil service grew enormously, and by
the 1890s around 100,000 posts had been created and filled. For
economic survival more and more country gentlemen became state-paid
officials, and in this way the civil service successfully absorbed
the gentry.

Of course, this was a long drawn-out
process stretching in time from the Settlement to the outbreak of
World War I. It was also a painful process; the gradual loss of
independence in office life, material limitations, and the impact
of town life did not facilitate adjustment to the new position the
gentry was able to acquire in a changing world. Family traditions
and pretensions lingered on; petty officials in the service of
county administration could not resign themselves to the uneventful
days in an office. Delusions of grandeur, daydreams about improving
their social position haunted them. They found excuses for their
misfortune in the wildcat schemes of grandfathers who had lost the
family wealth; the unsuccessful gambling of the black sheep of the
family, or inherited debts, all were blamed for the mediocre
position they occupied in society. And of course, the gentry did
everything they could to regain their lost paradise: bribery,
nepotism, corruption were all employed in the unceasing battle to
recreate their former way of life, their influence and wealth. Yet
the pulling of family strings to save the skin of a nephew who
committed a mistake in the accounts-book scarcely affected their
fortunes as a class either way.

Historians often find the reason for the
decline of the Hungarian gentry in the rigidity of their ideals,
their contempt for the trades and commerce, and their general lack
of enterprise and adaptability, closely connected with their
traditional upbringing, and snobbery and their ideal of úriember
(gentleman). It is arguable, however, whether the Hungarian gentry
was any better or worse than the titled classes in any other
European ancien régime; there existed, however a significant
difference: these country squires faced the challenge of social
transformation nearly a century later than their counterparts in
more advanced European societies.

The painful transition of the gentry to
their new status can be traced in literature, particularly in the
social novel. Jókai and his followers benignly glossed over the
ugly facts about the decline of the gentry; they felt sorry for the
inevitable destiny of their own class. A few authors certainly
admired the life-style of the gentry even in its twilight; this was
well illustrated by the attitude of Ferenc Herczeg. With the advent
of Realism, however, social criticism began to wrest much of the
‘old glory’ from the gentry in literature, even though Realism in
the Hungarian novel seldom appeared in an undiluted form, but was
frequently tempered with Romantic undertones.










Kálmán Mikszáth


Kálmán Mikszáth

<
!—/teihtml-struct.xsl::writeDiv::stdheader-->

This is largely true of the novels of
Kálmán Mikszáth, who is traditionally held to be the leading
novelist in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Mikszáth is
still widely read-according to recent surveys no living author has
surpassed his popularity; he is, in fact, second only to Jókai.
Born on 16 January 1847 at Szklabonya, in the heart of
Palóc*Palóc is a Hungarian dialect spoken in
Upper Hungary by a minority whose ethnic origin seems to have no
satisfactory explanation. country, into a noble family whose
life-style was nearer to that of a smallholder than of a
gentleman-farmer, although the family traditions seemed to indicate
distinguished ancestors. In spite of the family legends, it was
life in Palóc country which shaped Mikszáth’s attitude
as a writer, for in the family house he soon learnt the discrepancy
between the pretensions of the lesser nobility and their actual
standard of living. His education was typical of his class:
different schools in the country with varying degrees of success,
and then reading law at university. He was never called to the bar,
and after a brief spell in the civil service chose a career in
journalism, serving on various provincial papers, with limited
success, and earning only a meagre livelihood. His early marriage
also proved a failure; the attitude of his wife’s family drove home
to the penniless journalist the merciless contempt the Hungarian
gentry reserved for the failures among their own kind, especially
those who, in addition to their permanent insolvency, were engaged
in the ungentlemanly profession of scribbling.

Mikszáth’s early short stories were largely
unsuccessful, furthermore they showed the influence of Jókai, and
perhaps to a lesser degree the népies manner of
Gereben Vas. His childhood memories, however, made a stronger
impact on his mind than did the influence of his literary
predecessors. He made himself a name with The Slovak
Relations (1881) and The Good People of Palóc
(1882). Often compared to the Californian stories of Bret Harte,
these life-and character-sketches revealed Mikszáth’s compassion
for the ordinary folk of his native county. He observed the
mentality and way of life of the Palóc peasants and
artisans, and described the unspectacular tragedies affecting their
lives much in the same vein as did Gárdonyi in My
Village some time later. The stories were hardly more
than anecdotes related with the liveliness of colloquial speech,
yet their flawless construction and Mikszáth’s lyrical style made
them into remarkable short pieces of narrative. These stories
signified a turning point in Mikszáth’s development; he had found
his own manner of expression.

After his initial success Mikszáth did not
give up his journalistic career, but moved to Budapest and
eventually joined the Pest News, a widely-read daily,
and served on its staff for a quarter of a century. He took part in
political life as a member of the Liberal Party, and was a close
friend of its leader, Kálmán Tisza. When he was elected a Member of
Parliament his parliamentary reportage and sketches carried much
weight and authority. He also re-married his former wife, and from
then onward led the well-balanced life of a leading writer with
considerable public influence.

It was in journalism that Mikszáth’s
special gift for relating anecdotes became prominent. He became a
master of this unassuming genre, the traditions of which were a
distinct feature of both the peasants’ and gentry’s mentality in
Hungary. To tell a trivial story with gusto and vividness requires
little literary talent, yet to shape an anecdote which increasingly
rivets the attention, and which is economic in style and rounded
off with a point (neither too obvious nor too vulgar) establishing
a sarcastic or ironic relation to the initial topic – this is a
considerable feat, not easily achieved without a particular talent.
Most Hungarian writers employed anecdotes, but Mikszáth’s light and
unpretentious touch remained unsurpassed. Many of the anecdotes
which he expanded into short stories and occasionally short novels
were current in the Parliament or in the Casino, both of which he
frequented with equal diligence.

He never missed the latent potential of a
good story which fired his imagination, and he had a special liking
for stories with a supernatural element. His later stories
The Grass of Lohina (1885), Two
Beggar-Students (1886), or The Magic Caftan
(1889) all contained strange popular beliefs treated in a light
vein and with the humour which remained a salient feature of
Mikszáth’s narrative art.

Of his early novels, St. Peter’s
Umbrella (1895) was the most popular and perhaps the best.
(Theodore Roosevelt was said to have admired the novel, and visited
Mikszáth during his European trip in 1910 solely to express his
admiration.) The novel illustrated well the working of Mikszáth’s
craft. The umbrella of the title may have been the subject of an
anecdote in Upper Hungary, in which it was claimed to have a
supernatural origin – St. Peter himself left it behind to protect
an abandoned little girl. Thus the local peasants held the object
in great veneration. The main line of the story – concerning the
treasure-hunt of Gyuri Wibra, whose eccentric father put his
fortune in an open bank-draft and hid it in the handle of an
umbrella – is welded to the anecdote concerning the ‘celestial
umbrella’. The complications arising out of the search for the
umbrella provide Mikszáth with an opportunity to work on two
different levels – devising an exciting hunt for the inheritance,
and at the same time observing the significance, in terms of
mass-psychology, of a seemingly worthless object. When Gyuri finds
true love with the girl who was once protected by the celestial
umbrella the treasure-hunt comes to a delightful end, and Gyuri
feels no regret for the treasure which is now lost for ever. The
young lovers of the novel are drawn with idealism: Gyuri is an
amiable young man and Veronika is a charmer, yet neither of them is
without a sense of irony; in Gyuri the pride of the self-made man
fights against his desire for the hidden treasure, and Veronika has
a vague notion that Gyuri’s longing for her is not entirely
unselfish. Mikszáth excels in creating the background: his
countryside is full of well-observed characters, drawn with warm
humour.

The Siege of Beszterce (1896)
contains more irony and less straightforward idealism than does St.
Peter’s Umbrella, with its young lovers. The plot of
the novel is an expanded anecdote about an eccentric aristocrat who
is completely wrapped up in his delusions: he believes himself to
be a medieval oligarch. The eccentric Count Pongrácz lives in his
faraway castle in the Carpathian mountains. His ‘court’ is full of
bizarre characters who are on his payroll. The daydreaming becomes
absurd when Count Pongrácz decides to lay siege to the city of
Beszterce with his private army for an alleged omission of feudal
dues. His influential friends persuade the aldermen of the city to
play the game to save the Count from the ridicule of the Press: the
aldermen hire and send a fair ‘hostage’ to please his lordship, who
falls in love with her till his make-believe world is shattered by
the truth. Old Pongrácz is perhaps the most minutely-drawn
character of Mikszáth; his fantasy-world reveals Mikszáth’s sound
psychological knowledge. At first, Pongrácz is merely a capricious
old man whose fancy ideas might make him look ridiculous; but in
the end, when he collapses in a confrontation with reality, he
becomes a tragicomic figure whose self-torment creates an
atmosphere of pity around him. The pity is derived from Mikszáth’s
compassion for his quixotic hero; his ridicule is reserved for the
social institutions which perpetuate the possibility of the
eccentricity described in the novel. At first sight it might seem
nothing more than a bizarre story when old Pongrácz’s peasants (who
adore him for the free entertainment), dressed as medieval
warriors, fight mock battles with units of the Austro-Hungarian
army who have been sent on manoeuvres to the region, but – and this
is the point Mikszáth makes – if something were to go wrong, Count
Pongrácz would be protected, as no local authority may charge him;
only the committee of immunity in the Upper House has the power of
impeaching him – and those gentlemen in the Upper House do not
really want to defame a hereditary peer of the realm.

The strange Count might behave like a
lunatic old man, yet he also possesses a certain grandeur, lent him
by his strict observance of the rules of his own game, his absolute
acceptance of the norms of bygone ages. His ‘normal’ contemporaries
are not only mediocre compared with him but their empty lives,
undisguised greed, corruption, and equally ridiculous pretensions
provide no alternative to Count Pongrácz’s make-believe world. In
other words, criticism is directed against contemporary society
which has a twofold responsibility for its anomalies, not only
tolerating their existence, but actually covering them up.
Mikszáth, however, is not bitter about the social order; he merely
exposes its features – perhaps for his own pleasure, or perhaps to
show his wisdom in his disclosure of its absurdity.

The world whose petty secrets he is so keen
to disclose is of course the world of the gentry, which rarely has
any grandeur in its decline. This world is depicted in The
Gentry (1897), which is peopled by the clerks and retired
civil servants of Sáros, the county of ‘good manners and
hallucinations’, where ‘small men are great lords’. The plot is
provided by a family occasion, a marriage when the parents of
once-illustrious families seize the opportunity to create an
illusion of their lost financial prosperity, and all the guests
contribute their share to the show. The best vintage wines and
large Havana cigars are offered, the guests arrive in beautiful
carriages, wearing elegant dresses sparkling with diamonds. The
conversation is about ancestors who were famous in this battle, or
in the service of that King; amounts are named at the card table
that would buy a large estate, and when the celebration is over,
the narrator, a chance guest, realizes that everything has been
only pretence. The jewels are taken back to their rightful owners,
or to the pawn-shop, the magnificient carriages have also been
lent, and the promissory notes collected at the card table are not
worth the paper they are written on. Everyone has to go to the
office next morning. They all know that they were making a show,
and as one of the weekend ‘grand seigneurs’ sums it up to the
astonished visitor:

‘But after all’ – and he suddenly tossed
his head proudly – ’this is the custom with us and customs must be
respected at all costs, brother. But as regards the merits of the
case, even if the brilliance and pomp, the splendour and
liveliness, the refined and easy manners, the joviality, the
aristocratic airs, the horses, the silver cutlery and the nobility
of tone don’t belong to one or the other, or to the person in whom
you see them, by all means they belong to somebody – to all of us.
These things happen to be scattered among us and whose business is
it if, on certain occasions, we artificially pool them?’

The story of this decaying class, its
attitude of ‘rather breaking than bending’, provides Mikszáth with
ample opportunity for social criticism, which grows stronger and
more satirical in his later novels. In Two Elections in
Hungary (1896, 1899) he declares war openly on the gentry in
public life. Its hero is Menyhért Katánghy, featured formerly in
his humorous parliamentary sketches; he is a fictitious Member of
the Parliament, who writes about the proceedings to his wife living
in the countryside. The letters give an over-all impression of
Katánghy as a man of little integrity and few principles, who
interprets political life according to his own convenience. As the
figure of Katánghy gained popularity with the reader, Mikszáth made
him the hero of an episode of electioneering corruption, and also
wrote a biography of Katánghy up to his election as a Member of
Parliament. These loosely connected sketches are included in
Two Elections in Hungary, which is not a novel in the
strict sense; the episodes are not connected by a common plot, but
only by the identity of their hero; the narrative is unimportant in
comparison to the character-sketch. Katánghy comes from the gentry,
proud and insolent; his inheritance included no estates, only a
contempt for work, both manual and intellectual; and of course, he
married out of a desire to steer his life into the haven of
financial security. He became a Member of Parliament by dubious
schemes. Mikszáth leaves little doubt about his view of his hero;
Katánghy emerges from the anecdotes rather as a type than as a
singular case among the gentry whose collective irresponsibility
undermines the foundations of society.

In these years Mikszáth established his own
peculiar style: kerülget? (meandering). His narrative
does not move in a direct line to its conclusion, but is
interrupted by many seemingly irrelevant details, which all add up
to a better understanding of the motives of his hero and a more
detailed background to his actions.

In New Zrínyiád (1898) satire
is blown up to absurd dimensions. The question posed in the novel
is bitter: what would become of a revered ‘national hero’, were he
to be reborn in the modern world? The answer is a natural
counterpart and the opposite theorem to The Siege of
Beszterce. The Hungarian Rip van Winkle is Miklós Zrínyi,
the hero of the sixteenth century Turkish wars, who rises from the
dead to find himself in the nineteenth-century business world of
Budapest. In spite of his adaptability – he becomes the director of
a bank, like other contemporary aristocrats – he has much to
criticize in his new environment. The satire is at its bitterest
when Zrínyi coarsely imitates the corrupt way of life of his
descendants; it is not Zrínyi’s heroic qualities which help him to
survive in the modern world, but his nature, the nature of the
ruthless, feudal lord who lacks the sophistication to cover up his
interests in financial and social dealings. His modern friends are
embarrassed only by his business methods, and not by what he
actually does. Ten crimes are venial in comparison to one instance
of bad manner – sthis is the general verdict of the class which
holds pretension to be the chief virtue. (e.g. When Zrínyi holds
hostages in the vault of his bank, the Minister of this Interior is
worried only by the possibility of a public scandal – what the
European press is going to write about it – this is his main
concern.) To conclude the novel Mikszáth lets his hero escape from
modern life; by royal privilege Zrínyi and his soldiers retire into
a remote castle in the countryside, where they are free to live
according to their own norms. And when an enemy attacks the
country, Zrínyi can repeat his historic sortie to die
valiantly again in a battle.

The ageing Mikszáth was overcome by his
experiences in the House of Parliament during the Tisza
administration; all his pity and sorrow for the gentry was lost. In
his later novels he depicted them with merciless realism as a class
hopelessly out of tune with the times, whose presence was a heavy
burden on Hungarian society. Of his last novels, the most
significant are: A Strange Marriage (1900) and
The Young Noszty’s Affair with Mary Tóth (1908).

The plot of A Strange Marriage
can be traced to an anecdote according to which a certain Baron
D?ry, to cover up the consequences of an illicit love-affair
between his homely daughter and the local priest, forces a visiting
young aristocrat of eligible standing to marry the pregnant girl.
The unwilling husband spends the rest of his life in a desperate
effort to obtain a divorce, without success. The subject aroused
Mikszáth’s interest just when Church and State were fighting a
bitter battle over the exclusive right to register the births,
marriages, and deaths of their subjects. Count János Buttler, the
unwilling husband who cannot obtain a divorce despite his
connections (which reach as far as the Vatican), epitomized
Mikszáth’s anticlericalism, leaving little doubt whose side he took
in the struggle. The novel is set at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, and the figure of Count Buttler, already
commanding sympathy on account of his undeserved distress, is
rendered even more attractive by his progressive-minded attitude in
public life. In addition, a romantic love-affair is prevented by
the forced marriage. The conclusion of the novel is somewhat
reminiscent of Jókai’s Timár’s Two Worlds: Buttler,
like Timár, disappears from society with his mistress, and Mikszáth
hints at their happiness in a faraway country, in which priests
exercise less power than in Hungary, where even the frogs croak:
Urak a papok! urak a papok!*Priests are lords! Priests are lords!

The conclusion, like that of Timár’s
Two Worlds, is a concession to realism; neither story could
have a happy ending, at the same time poetic justice is rendered by
the glimmer of hope in the concluding sentences. Powerful criticism
is directed against the manipulations of the clergy: a single
individual, even one with the wealth and influence of the
incredibly rich Buttler, can do nothing to break the spell of the
‘unholy union’ or to challenge the interest of the clergy, whose
influence permeates the fabric of society.

In The Young Noszty’s Affair with
Mary Tóth Mikszáth used a large canvas for social criticism.
The nucleus of the plot is derived from an anecdote: a young
gentleman desperately needs money and the family makes elaborate
schemes to marry him to the daughter of a commoner, who is, of
course, a millionaire. The scheme of the mésalliance
fails; the father of the girl refuses his consent. In a final
spectacular scene, when the cream of local society is invited to
the wedding he informs the dumbfounded suitor that his daughter has
been sent away and marriage is out of question.

Mikszáth constructed the plot working on
these lines. Mihály Tóth made a fortune in America, but he has come
back to the old country to enjoy his wealth. He is a democrat, full
of ideas, who makes his money work in many ways to create
prosperity in the county of Bontó where he has now settled. His
wife is a parvenue; she enjoys the social opportunities created by
the wealth of her husband. Their only daughter, Mary Tóth, is a
withdrawn girl, with what amounts to a complex: everybody is
chasing her, not for her intrinsic value but simply to get her
fabulous dowry. In their own ways, the Tóths represent solid
middle-class virtues sharply contrasted with the corrupt gentry
world of the Nosztys and their relations, yet Mikszáth is careful
not to make his gentry characters too evil. Young Noszty is not
only a handsome young man, he is sincerely in love with Mary Tóth;
and when as a last resort the family advise him to seduce Mary in
order to compromise her and thus obtain her father’s consent, he
brings about the compromising situation, yet does not seduce her.
He is a likeable fellow; his main fault is an abhorrance of work –
gambling, hunting, and social life are the only acceptable pastimes
for him. The main support for his schemes comes from the
f?ispán of the county of Bontó, Baron Kopereczky, who
is his brother-in-law, a man of little .formal education but much
cunning, when it comes to schemes. Mikszáth employs Kopereczky to
draw a satirical portrait of the official abuses in county
administration. Dirty tricks are played on all groups, including
the various nationalities who are represented in the county
assembly (Mikszáth had a special liking for the Slovaks of his
native Upper Hungary). He does not spare the local press (its
editor is the first to print the spicy details of Mary Tóth’s
alleged seduction, and Mikszáth leaves little doubt that a
different version of the story would be easy to arrange, were Tóth
to pay for it).

The Nosztys are proud of their ancestors,
they have to uphold the family tradition at all costs: ‘Well, you
have to see the power of the family’ – old Noszty explains in one
of his pensive moments – ‘like a fortress withstanding the decay of
centuries. It has walls, bastions, towers, alas, it also has cracks
in the walls and weak spots where the inclemency of the weather
penetrates. This fortress needs attention all the time, its
weaknesses have to be supported, the cracks have to be repaired,
some time a strap of iron is needed to hold it. This time, it is
Feri who is the weak joint in the structure; we have to do
something about him’. First a job is given him in the
administration, then family support in the hunt for a dowry. The
conclusion of the novel is similar to that of the original anecdote
– the illustrious guests invited to the wedding slowly find out the
truth: there will be no marriage, old Tóth does not play their
game. Feri Noszty takes the humiliation with little indignation:
‘The world is quite large. There are many more girls. One is
prettier than the other. There are other dowries. The main thing
is, anyway, health and a little luck at the card-table.’

The minor characters of the novel are drawn
with less care; they either have a function in the plot, or are
given a role in an anecdote; they emerge only for a brief moment
and then disappear. The details of the plot contain many Romantic
devices (e.g. the fortune of Kopereczky is derived from an
eccentric will, even the self-made man Tóth has romantic ideas in
his humanitarian designs). Mikszáth gives few descriptions of his
figures or of the background to the action; rather, he narrates the
story. This he does with great gusto, embellishing the narrative
with amazing details when he thinks that the attention of his
readers (or rather his audience) is flagging. His tongue-in-cheek
remarks contribute to the entertaining qualities of his stories and
his sense of humour is always present.

Mikszáth also wrote historical romances
(e.g. The Women of Szelistye, 1901), in which he
reveals the same virtues and vices as in his novels of manners –
his individuality of style, his direct approach to the reader with
whom he establishes an almost personal relationship – yet none of
his historical novels create a panoramic portrait of an age. His
main achievement is, however, the portrayal of the decaying gentry
which he could depict at different levels: in his best moments with
bitter irony, always with amazement, and often with compassion. He
never passes judgement on his heroes, or on their actions; he lacks
the moral indignation and reforming zeal of Eötvös, he never
creates spectacular scenes like Jókai, and he is not gloomy like
Kemény. In addition, he shows few signs of the influence of
contemporary trends in European fiction. He was the only major
writer who knew how to make full use of the anecdote, the literary
genre of the country gentlemen. In more than one way,
nineteenth-century Hungarian prose came to an end when he died on
28 May 1910.

On the whole, the Hungarian novel after the
Settlement of 1867 developed a strong tendency towards social
criticism. While Jókai painted panoramic views of the recent past
in brilliant colours with unlimited energy and idealism, and while
Mikszáth depicted a world in which he saw much to criticize, the
minor writers, influenced by the Russian Realists (particularly
Turgenev) and the French Naturalists, presented a world which was
not only darker; they perceived few rays of hope in their own age
to relieve their gloom. To be sure, the last third of the
nineteenth century had nothing of the grandeur of the Age of Reform
and the heroism of the War of Independence. Political life was
stagnating in the stalemate achieved by the Settlement; it was an
era dominated by small-time corruption and short-term gain on the
part of the gentry and the petty officials. This uninspiring world
is preserved with varying degrees of bitterness and criticism in
the works of many minor writers who lived in godforsaken towns,
nearly choked by the provincialism of their environment or the
blind alleys of their own lives.

One author who took a particularly gloomy
view of the world was Lajos Tolnai (1837-1902), whose lifework
received little praise from his contemporaries, and who then, in
turn, was over-praised by the populist writers in the 1930s. Born
into a family of distinguished ancestors and limited means, Tolnai
went to school at Nagyk?rös, where Arany was one of his teachers.
His influence was responsible for Tolnai’s experiments with poetry
in the early part of his career, when he wrote ballads imitating
Arany. Tolnai became a clergyman, and was pastor of the
congregation at Marosvásárhely in Transylvania. The provincial
community disliked his moralizing temperament; he made few friends
and many enemies. His ill-natured personality continued to create
many awkward situations for him in the latter part of his life,
after he had left the Church, and he died an already forgotten
figure.

His moroseness prevented the harmonious
development of his talent; while he possessed the indisputable
ability to depict both society and human character with vividness
and in closely observed detail, he also displayed strong prejudices
in his works, and a tendency to complain, to accuse, and to
moralize. For this reason, his characters often became grotesquely
satirical or excessively evil; human society became a single gang
of criminals. His shortcomings were, however, counterbalanced to
some extent by his powerful style, but as he was a born loser and a
complete outsider, his view of society tended to be morbid; his
characters were motivated by the base instincts of greed and
self-interest, their deeds merely covered up by a hypocritical
morality. In addition, Tolnai’s personality completely lacked the
redeeming quality of humour.

In Gentlemen (1872) he
destroyed the illusion of ‘passive resistance’ so convincingly
idealized in Jókai’s The New Landlord. Tolnai painted
a dark picture of a small town where, in the years of repression
following the War of Independence, the various strata of society
were corrupted through the opportunities created by the foreign
administrators who represented the new regime. It is a powerful
sketch of a traditional society broken up by intermarriage,
corruption, and unscrupulous ambition in the local people. The
subject-matter of Her Ladyship, the Baroness (1882)
largely overlapped with that of Gentlemen, but the
execution contained more nuances. Its hero, Dr Schwindler, is an
excellently drawn figure of a careerist.

In The Mayor (1885) and
The New Lord Lieutenant (1885) Tolnai depicts idealist
heroes of moral rectitude who fight a losing battle against all
kinds of corruption. The struggle of these senior officials to
uphold lofty principles and to apply the law consistently, allows
Tolnai to expose malpractices at all levels. The effect is,
however, marred by the presence of many thinly-disguised real-life
figures, introduced to act out Tolnai’s revenge on his numerous
enemies in both public and private life.

His autobiographical novel, Dark
World (1894), is a strange mixture of self-justification and
lyrical scenes from his childhood. Nevertheless, he does manage to
convey an authentic atmosphere of his childhood, with all its
hardships, and to draw a vivid portrait of his family. The later
part of the work, devoted to his struggles, carries perhaps less
authenticity, but is marked by the same lyrical intensity, the
voice of an injured soul. Taking his work as a whole, he made an
effort to create novels on the model of the English realists,
particularly Dickens and Thackeray, and never employed the device
of the anecdote; but his attitude to life and literature made him
rather an undeclared disciple of the Zola tradition.

Ödön Iványi (1854-93) developed slowly into
a novelist, and his career was cut short by his untimely death. He,
too, lived in the country, although Nagyvárad, the place of his
birth, and his home for most of his life, was the scene of
intellectual ferment and was prominent in cultural life at the turn
of the century. Young Iványi was moulded into a Romantic
revolutionary: he believed that the history of mankind is one
unbroken line of unnecessary sufferings. In his early short stories
he preferred exciting action to psychological detail; but
nevertheless took pains to describe in minute detail the
motivations of his heroes. His novel The Bishop’s
Relatives (1888) is a significant experiment in the
modernization of the Hungarian novel. Influenced by the Russian
Realists, particularly by Turgenev, Iványi attempted to create a
picture of the whole of Hungarian society in the 1880s, condensed
into one family novel. The principal hero, Kanut Bacsó, is a
newly-appointed Under-Secretary of State; the family includes a
bishop, landed gentry, Members of Parliament, journalists, and
anarchists, their main driving force being a desire for social
success at all costs. The novel graphically depicts many aspects of
contemporary life, but fails in its conclusion, for Bacsó, although
he often hovers on the brink of immorality, emerges with his
character untarnished, and sails into the haven of a happy
marriage, in a somewhat Jókaiesque fashion.

Elek Gozsdu (1849-1919) came from a
middle-class family of mixed Greek, Rumanian, and Serbian
extraction. Educated at Budapest University, he was first a
journalist and later entered the civil service. Like his
contemporaries, his ideas were formed by the new natural sciences,
in particular – the work of Darwin, and by Schopenhauer, Taine, and
Spencer. He served in the Bánát, that region in South
Hungary where there was to be found the strongest mixture of
nationalities – Serbs, Croats, Hungarians, Romanians, and Greeks
all lived side by side with no clearly-defined ethnic
frontiers.

When Gozsdu’s stories
(Tantalus, 1886) appeared, they were hailed by the
critics; not only were they well-constructed, but they revealed
their author’s aptitude for philosophizing and meditation. They
were pessimistic in tone, and reflected his fascination with the
eternal riddle of life and death. The stories he wrote about the
Bánát were full of local colour, and his
skilfully-drawn characters came from all walks of life. His heroes
were victims of social injustice, people quietly resigned to their
fate. Of his novels, Fog (1882) showed the influence
of Turgenev – its gentry hero is a ‘superfluous man’, enervated and
decadent.

From about the 1890s he wrote less and
less, adjusting himself with resignation to the norms of local
society, and to his own steady advancement in the civil service.
Gozsdu died as a forgotten writer, and without leaving a lifework
which would have created a lasting monument to his sensibility and
creative talent; it was as if biological determinism, which played
an important part in his attitude to the fate of his characters,
had also affected his own life unfavourably.

István Bársony (1855-1928) was another
writer who contributed a distinctive voice to the Hungarian short
story in the last third of the nineteenth century. Bársony, who was
no doubt influenced by Turgenev’s Sportsman’s
Sketches, is remembered mainly for his hunting tales, which
reveal his love of nature and his keen eye for detail in an
environment largely alien to town-dwellers. His lonely figures have
an intimate relationship with a nature which is full of secrets and
has a peculiar atmosphere of its own. He was a prolific author,
whose often nostalgic and evocative style made a strong impression
on his readers (In the Open Air, 1888; Hunting
Stories, 1897).

Zsigmond Justh (1863-94), an aristocrat by
birth and a cosmopolitan by inclination, had ambitious plans, of
which he could accomplish very few during his short life, though it
was spent in fervent activity: commuting between his estates, where
he established a theatre for peasants, and Paris, where he indulged
in high life, stopping briefly at Pest where he entertained the
literati. His stories in Mirages (1887) show the
influence of all the fashionable contemporary ideas. In one of his
short stories, the hero listens one day to the principles of French
Christian socialism, and the next day to the menacing doctrines of
nihilism; at lunch-time he meets social democrats, and over coffee
he hears a student explaining English liberalism, while in the
evening he listens to modern scepticism. Justh’s heroes are
bewildered by the diversity of ideas, and usually reluctant to act:
‘For everything is a mirage only; we do not know everything and we
cannot be sure about anything.’

He was thoroughly disappointed with his own
class, the aristocracy, whom he saw as inactive, neurotically idle,
and enervated. He planned a cycle of novels with a suggestive
Darwinian title: The Genesis of Selection, in which he
was to portray Hungarian society. It remained incomplete; only
three volumes ever appeared, of which Fuimus (1895) is
unquestionably the best. Its subject-matter is the
biological-social decadence of an aristocratic family in Upper
Hungary – intermarriage causes their mental degeneration; they live
in a smallish, closed world; they are too high-brow and lack
willpower, and have an ‘unhealthy’ taste for eccentricity: they
often turn out to be dilettante patrons of new trends in art. Justh
provided the solution for the principal hero by marrying him to a
peasant girl, and in general expressed an attraction to the
‘healthy’ way of life of the rural people, as opposed to the
degenerate life of the upper classes. The execution of the novel
lags behind its conception, an utopia of social and racial
levelling. Justh was not the first to discover the ‘common people’,
nor was he the first to see in them a depository of unspent and
uncorrupted life-energies; yet his conception did possess certain
merit. Unfortunately he did not live long enough to explore the
full possibilities of his fermenting ideas.

Finally, two men of letters deserve a place
in a survey of Hungarian prose of the period: Péterfy and Riedl.
Jen? Péterfy (1850-99) was, perhaps, the most significant essayist
of his age. He made no career worthy of his exceptional qualities –
he taught in a high school, and took no part in literary life; he
was a lonely, withdrawn figure who eventually committed suicide.
His essays were published mostly in Budapest Review
(1873-1944), a periodical modelled on the great English reviews of
the century. In the first decades of its existence the
Review, under the austere editorship of Pál Gyulai,
became an arbiter of intellectual life, featuring as it did
carefully-planned articles and thought-provoking reviews and essays
like those of the young Péterfy. Impressively grounded in classical
scholarship, his writings bore the hallmark of the sensibility of a
true artist. He possessed a penetrating analytical mind, a sound
judgement, a rigorous reverence for facts, and a lively, balanced
style, full of poignant irony. His critical activity embraced
diverse fields – he wrote with equal ease about classical Greek
literature, modern music and drama, and contemporary Hungarian
literature. His essays on Jókai, Eötvös, and Kemény (all written in
1881) contained original observations; the force of his argument
has lost little with the passing of time.

Frigyes Riedl (1856-1921) was also a
regular contributor to Budapest Review. Like Péterfy,
he was influenced by the positivism of Taine. When teaching in high
school he produced two standard handbooks: Poetics
(1888) and Rhetoric (1889), used by generations of
students. He followed Pá1 Gyulai in the Chair of Hungarian
Literature at Budapest University in 1905. As a positivist, he
regarded philology to be the foundation of sound scholarship; in
his critical activity, stylistic and psychological analysis were
the essential features. His main works included a comprehensive
monograph on János Arany (1887) and his university
lectures on Pet?fi (1923). He wrote a survey of
Hungarian literature for the English public in 1906, which,
although dated in many respects, contains substantial portraits of
the main figures of ‘national classicism’; he devoted special
attention to those features of Hungarian literature that might
arouse the interest of English readers.










Chapter 15 A
Pseudo-Victorian Era


THE period between the Settlement of 1867 and the outbreak of
World War I has often been described as an age of peaceful
prosperity, an era in which the modernization of Hungary was
completed and when Hungary advanced uninterruptedly towards being a
powerful national state with liberal tendencies and with increasing
political importance within the Empire. This statement contains no
more than a grain of truth; but it must be borne in mind that it
was made retrospectively, after the horrors of two world wars had
aroused nostalgia for the warm glow of prosperous tranquillity and
solid middle-class virtues that shone unashamedly in the latter
part of the nineteenth century.

The Settlement of 1867, which was designed
by its chief architect, Ferenc Deák, to be a lasting solution,
proved in the long run an uneasy arrangement in the artificial
partnership between Austria and Hungary. Every ten years the terms
of the Settlement had to be renegotiated, in order to regulate
various issues arising out of the relationship of the two halves of
the Empire (the proportion of commitments in the átkos közös
ügyek*‘Those damned common affairs’. A contemporary
colloquial reference to the common foreign, military, and financial
policies, the financial burden of which was shared by the two
partners.). The whole edifice of the Settlement seemed to be
doomed to disintegration, since the Austrians felt that the
Hungarians were making economic progress at their expense (a common
enough lament of all colonial powers), and that the precariously
maintained equilibrium was turning in the Hungarians’ favour, while
the Hungarians felt that their bargaining position was not
improving with the passing of time, and that the centre of gravity
should be transferred from Vienna, to Budapest, to reflect the
changing times. At the same time the Hungarians’ hegemony in their
own country was seriously challenged by the growing consciousness
of the national minorities, whose radical leaders all entertained
separatist schemes. The nationality question was indeed grave, for
the various minorities put together amounted to roughly half the
total population of the Kingdom of the Holy Crown. (To be more
precise: 54 per cent of a population of 13.2 million in 1869, which
decreased slightly to 45.5 per cent of the 18.2 million inhabitants
in 1910.)

It was also the age of nationalistic
day-dreaming; the fiasco of national aspirations in the War of
Independence had left an indelible mark on the national ego, its
bitter memories haunting older and younger generations alike. After
a while the majority of Hungarian intellectuals sought and found
comfort in the long-term prospects opened up by the Settlement – or
rather entertained wild hopes of a Hungarian Empire with 30 million
inhabitants as the ultimate goal. In their wishful thinking,
intellectuals were prone to gloss over the unpleasant facts while
exaggerating those features of the political, social, and economic
life which supported their dreams. In this way, a sense of false
security and well-being was gradually achieved; the foundations of
the social order seemed to be solid enough, for the dangerous
undercurrents were ignored. Briefly, public thinking was subject to
delusion, and the man in the street felt he was living in a stable
society with bright prospects for the future.

Thus, a pseudo-Victorian era descended on
Hungary, nurtured not by any justifiable feelings of Augustan
greatness, as such were experienced in Victorian England when the
might of Pax Britannica seemed to ensure that ‘the sun
would never set on the Empire’, but based on self-deceiving
assumptions which were eagerly discovered in the overestimated
prospects of the Settlement. True, the largely unchanging political
establishment, particularly after 1867, during the long reign of
Francis Joseph (1848-1916), left enough time for the stabilization
of middle-class values. This period, like the reign of Queen
Victoria in England, had as its main characteristics prudery,
dormant imagination, and the reliability of public services. In
literary life, it resulted in a respect for a rigid system of
values-hence the ever-increasing number of translations of
classical foreign authors, and a lack of courage to experiment in
poetry. In other words, respect for authority could be clearly
discerned at all levels in literature. The pseudo-Victorian
literary gentlemen adhered strictly to their inflexible set of
values; conservatism and academicism were the order of the day.

Luckily, not all intellectuals were content
with the pursuit of worn-out ideals, with zealous imitation of past
masters, and with nationalistic illusions. There arose a few poets
who paved the way for a new poetic sensibility that emerged at the
beginning of the twentieth century. Before they could seek new
sources of inspiration, it was essential that these young writers
call into question the accepted system of values. They were
conspicuous for their reluctance to attribute intrinsic value to
many of the ideals religiously upheld by their elders. They also
understood the temporary nature of the stalemate achieved by the
Settlement, and as they saw little hope in the future, were often
sardonic in their views, if not downright pessimistic. The narrow
range of their own lives contrasted unfavourably in their eyes with
the stirring epic of the War of Independence. The present seemed to
be an anecdote, a sketch only, the past was a tragedy, a monumental
painting. The younger generation turned to new ideals apparently
discovered in the life-style of English country gentlemen; they
also adored the minute detail of emotional life described in the
Russian novels; they were unable to cope with the tragic grandeur
of great failures. However, in an age of prosperity only compromise
and mediocrity were possible. The minor prose-writers all had
ambitions to gauge the totality of human and social relations, but
they did not possess either the talent or the perseverance to
accomplish literary tasks on the scale they set themselves. The
poets were pensive, and preferred the elegiac mood to writing odes.
They did not consider themselves patriots, yet they were not
genuine cosmopolitans; they lacked religious convictions, but were
not militant atheists.

A cult of unremitting suffering and of
enervated heroes emerged in their poetry. This was a general
phenomenon of fin de siécle writing, yet this cult in
Hungarian poetry appears to have been backed by real experiences,
and not only by vague, subconscious yearnings.

A true representative of this generation of
disillusioned poets was László Arany (1844-98), son of the great
epic poet János Arany, whose talent for poetry manifested itself
with singular intensity in his Hero of Mirages (1873).
A bank manager by profession, Arany travelled widely in his youth
and made his name originally by a collection of folk-tales,
employing modern methods of folklore study, and by his essays which
revealed a lucid mind, wide reading, and intimate acquaintance with
the technique and best traditions of Victorian essay-writing. In
one of the few poems he wrote, a sense of futility can already be
discerned: ‘There are no noble aims in front of us. / We worry like
a frightened herd / Startled by the slightest noise. / Tomorrow
it’s semi-darkness. / We should move, but doubt restrains us, /
Deeds are halted by anxiety’ (‘Meditation’, 1868). This is the
dominant motif of The Hero of Mirages, a novel in
verse comprising four parts. The name of its hero, Balázs H?bele,
became a byword for describing people whose initial enthusiasm,
unsupported by perseverance, ends by achieving nothing.

This is precisely the story of The
Hero of Mirages. Balázs is an orphan with a modest
inheritance, but with a time-honoured name: his father, a colonel,
was killed in the War of Independence. Balázs is not without
talent, but there is nobody to steer his ambitions in the right
direction. As a law student he is noted for his ‘patriotic’
drinking bouts, but when he becomes tired of his companions, that
is the time to write dramas. While looking for a real life model
for the traitor in his projected drama he comes across Réfalvy, who
has a tarnished reputation. It soon turns out, however, that
Réfalvy is a man of stature; furthermore, Balázs falls in love with
his daughter, Etelke, and becomes bent on clearing the name of
Etelke’s father. But while Balázs is away, chasing glory in the
Italian risorgimento, Etelke marries somebody else;
and on his return he feels himself to be a complete failure – not
only is he unlucky in love, but his ambitious plan for social
reform, based on foreign models which he had studied superficially
in London, becames a subject of common ridicule.

Then Balázs seeks refuge in the
countryside, and meets Etelke by chance at a party. Being drunk, he
begins to molest his ex-fiancée. However, no great tragedy or
violent scene follows; Balázs stumbles over a chair and is put to
bed. In the sober light of morning he is deeply ashamed and full of
self-reproach, and contemplates suicide, but eventually accepts
reality – the age of chasing mirages is over.

Balázs is a complete failure, yet his
recurrent loss of interest in what he believes to be significant is
not due only to his character; he often seems to be a victim of
circumstance or of determinism, which is a salient feature of
Arany’s philosophy. To preserve his integrity and to achieve his
goals appears to be beyond his grasp. Arany, like Madách, was
pessimistic about the higher aims of life: ‘We never reach the
ideals, / Good and Evil wage a continuous battle. / Generations
rise, grow, roar and decay, / They struggle constantly, live and
provide for life unceasingly, / But they cannot attain their goal
with proud conscience / They descend, having reached the peak and
begin to decompose after maturing.’ (Canto I.) Arany, however, was
not enunciating ideas of universal applicability but depicting a
sense of futility common enough in the post-revolutionary era, for
the illusions haunting H?bele were not exclusively his own; they
caused frustration for a generation. While Arany saw no way out of
the dilemma, he perceived the proportions – the meaningless
struggle of his generation was at best tragicomic, if not utterly
ridiculous.

Choosing the novel in verse (a genre much
favoured by Romantics like Byron or Pushkin), as a vehicle for his
defiantly anti-romantic hero, Arany hit on the best form for his
purpose. The novel in verse was neither an epic nor a novel; its
effectiveness was accentuated by the lyrical overtones of the
narrative. Furthermore it was an obvious choice because of the
time-honoured traditions of narrative poetry in Hungarian
literature. The narrative, in four cantos, tells a straightforward
story, and Balázs is always the centre of attention, the rest of
the characters appearing only to perform their specific function;
as a result, the structure is carefully balanced and controlled. To
achieve psychological realism in the portrait of his hero, Arany
selected characteristic incidents and related them without
commentary, allowing himself only a little sarcasm in the detail of
the descriptions. The lyrical introduction and epilogue provide the
setting and the atmosphere of the narrative; in these parts he
feels free to play with the possibility of blending irony with
nostalgia. Arany’s vocabulary is always carefully chosen to fit his
subject; through his approach the reader is reminded of his
father’s technique; but László Arany’s knowledge of the language as
spoken by educated town-dwellers, with all its neologisms and
slang, was greater, than that of his father, and came to him more
easily; János Arany’s main aspiration had always been to
incorporate rich idioms from dialects into literary language.
However, Arany never managed to repeat the singular feat of his
Hero of Mirages: he wrote another longer piece in
verse, sadly inferior to his first major work in conception and
execution alike. Having abandoned poetry completely, he
nevertheless continued to write penetrating essays and criticism
for Budapest Review.

The poet whose lifework linked together the
népies trend of the 1840s and the more individual tone
of poetry at the turn of the century was János Vajda (1827-97).
Vajda employed the song-form as developed by Pet?fi, but his
outlook was thoroughly modern; a morbid sense of isolation and the
self-torturing memories of an unhappy love-affair which pervaded
his poetry made him a forerunner of the decadent poets. Although
obsessed with the uncommon from an early age, including his
aspiration to ‘subjugate’ the world rather than to understand it,
Vajda’s early career, both poetic and public, scarcely presaged the
wailings of ‘the lonely and cursed spirit’ whose later poetry
expressed so little faith in human destiny.

Of lower middle-class origin, Vajda took
part in the political movements prior to the War of Independence
with youthful ardour, like his friend and idol, Pet?fi, whom he
attempted to imitate even by joining a company of travelling
players. After the end to the war, he was conscripted into the
Austrian Army. From 1853 until his death he worked mostly as a
journalist. His early poetry was marked by népies
simplicity, and his subject-matter was drawn almost exclusively
from public life. The aim of these didactic poems was in accordance
with the image of the ‘national poet’. His poetic devices were,
however, inferior in technical skill to Pet?fi’s.

His poetic renewal took place when he
returned to civilian life after his ordeal in the Austrian army,
and was triggered off by a fatal love-affair with a certain Gina, a
somewhat vulgar woman of ravishing beauty who light-heartedly
exchanged the adoration of the poet for the friendship of a rich
aristocrat. The experience left an indelible mark on Vajda’s mind;
his obsession with the memory of Gina became a recurrent feature of
his poetry. The Gina poems of the 1850s, however, (the cycles
‘Laments’ 1854; ‘The Curse of Love’, 1855; and ‘The Memory of Gina’
1856) bear witness to his inability to handle the intensity of his
emotional torment, the sensual, wild, and desperate complexity of
which was incongruous with the naïve simplicity of the folk-song
style he had previously employed. His passion was not love, in the
sense of longing for happiness. (The poems often conveyed a sense
of carnal desire, whose embarrassing novelty was in sharp contrast
with the florid and sentimental love-poetry of the
pet?fiesked?k: ‘I desire you, yet I love you not,’ or
‘I admire your beauty only, / I do not seek your heart.’)

Scholars who prefer a psychological
approach to Vajda’s poetry have often explained the self-tormenting
tenacity of his emotions in terms of a deep sense of failure which
can be traced to his youth; for Vajda identified even the fiasco of
the War of Independence with his personal failure – the failure of
his ambitions, both social (attempting to compensate for his humble
origin) and personal, a sense of inadequacy in his relationship
with the outside world. Furthermore, no woman could love him to the
extent required by his narcissism. His inability to establish
contact with the outside world drove him to write poetry, in order
to find a suitable medium for communication. When he is able to
project his ego successfully into poems, that ego appears with
features exaggerated to cosmic dimensions: it is immortal as long
as world, spring, heart and love exists. The ‘inflated ego’ is
fundamental to modern poetry; in Hungarian literature Ady
represents it at its best. Vajda had a new sensibility essential
for the renewal of traditional poetry, but lacked, however, the
lyrical ingenuity which characterized Ady’s poetry.

Still, Vajda did pave the way for a
complete change of poetic attitudes by his use of unusual
metaphors. These metaphors were built into the poems organically;
they were not mere ornaments haphazardly chosen, their function
being to elucidate the meaning; consequently his imagery formed an
interrelated system of signs which was easily understood by his
readers. This new handling of the details of imagery also marked a
clean break with the use of traditional, fully-formulated similes
employed only to embellish the style. In Vajda’s case the actual
comparison is left out, only the result of the process being
included in the poem in contracted form (e.g. ‘raven-night’,
‘butterfly-existence’, falling leaves are ‘hair of the
wilderness’). This is the first step towards symbolism which is
resistant to logical analysis and restores poetry to a deeper level
of consciousness: symbols evoke a strange atmosphere by the
suggestions of associations and half-shades.

Vajda did not use his new poetic devices
consistently; hence his poetry was often uneven-startling metaphors
were often followed by the stock images of the
pet?fiesked?k. In his best poems, however, written in
the 1880s and 1890s, he managed to create pieces of great lyrical
beauty. Of his Gina poems, ‘Twenty Years Later’ (1876) and ‘Thirty
Years Later’ (1892) are remarkable for the sustained power of
passion, and their construction and musicality. ‘Twenty Years
Later’ is a succinctly expressed contrast between the dazzling
height of the solitary, snow-capped peak of Mont Blanc and the
softer imagery of ‘the fairy-lake of past youth’ from which a swan
(Gina) emerges. In the last of the four stanzas the lonely, aloof,
and icy mountain peak and the more mellow symbols of the poet’s
memories are linked together in a scene of flashing light. The
rising sun causes a sudden conflagration; a heart already grown
cold is rekindled into remembrance. ‘Thirty Years Later’ is a sad
celebration of the fleeting moment when the poet meets Gina again.
With the image of a quiet, nocturnal forest after a storm,
suggesting relief, Vajda ends his poem on a note of muted sorrow,
not over a ‘paradise lost’, but because of a ‘paradise
ungained’.

Although Vajda was a misanthrope, his mind
was unceasingly occupied by issues of national interest. These
later poems, far superior to his efforts in the 1840s and charged
with an emotional commitment uncommon for an age with few
illusions, are significant. In his self-imposed role of solitary
watchman, towering above the mediocre present, he also produced
some impressive poems in which he either mourns the apparently
lifeless body of the nation during the era of absolutism (‘The
Vigil-Keepers’, 1855), or castigates society for its appetite for
material wealth and its lack of loftier principles (‘Jubilate’,
1885). He also experimented with the novel in verse, parading the
same burnt-out cases of a generation noted for its disillusionment
as did László Arany in his Hero of Mirages.

Vajda was a recluse because of his
introverted character and his disenchantment with a mediocre age;
Gyula Reviczky (1855-89) was even more of a solitary figure. He
lived a life of Bohemian poverty, and his days were marked by a
series of bitter experiences, starting with his rude awakening to
the fact that he was the illegitimate child of the man whose
historic name he had borne with such pride in childhood, and who
had spent his inheritance before young Reviczky’s coming of age. At
eighteen he was left on his own, a penniless nobody, and decided to
make literature his career, a course which, for a poet living by
occasional journalism, has never been profitable in any country or
age. His disappointments with the leading literary organs, editors,
and cliques made him realize that literature was held in high
esteem only if it was produced by established academicians or
public figures who conformed to the views of the literary arbiters
of the day.

Reviczky was also disappointed by the
népies trend, which by the 1880s had no impetus left,
and was no more than a conservative repository of spent energies;
only the less talented imitated the great poets – Pet?fi and Arany
– but without their conviction or timeliness. To be sure, Arany
himself neither understood nor liked the emerging new poets. In his
‘Cosmopolitan Poetry’ (1878) he accused the younger generation of
abandoning national aspirations in literature. Reviczky took up the
challenge (‘To János Arany’, 1878) and deliberately declared his
poetry to be general and universal, and claimed that the poetry of
particular and national themes had limited appeal. Although he took
up this militant attitude briefly, Reviczky was neither inclined
nor prepared to fight; he realized soon enough that he was unable
to change the dominant literary taste.

The tone of his poetry was set by his
changing moods. ‘The world is but a mood’, he claimed (‘About
Myself ), and set out to explore his own moods in his first volume,
My Youth (1883). He had relatively few themes – the
transience of youth, the riddle of death, and the place of the poet
in an indifferent, even hostile world. His reflections about these
subjects, however, changed with his mood; Reviczky believed poets
have to be controversial, since inspiration is derived from vague,
ever-changing feelings. The result was a tormented internal
dialogue: different inner voices argued in his careful iambics. As
doubt was deeply rooted in his nature, these internal struggles
lent a convincingly dramatic force to his lyrics.

His love-poems (e.g. First
Love, 1875-83) are devoid of sensual or erotic undertones.
There is a repressed desire only; the poet is grateful for the
smallest signs of understanding, or any display of tenderness.
Reviczky found these feelings in the outcasts of society – in
prostitutes. Although the cult of the ‘fallen women’ in the poetry
of the fin de siécle was fashionable, there is no
reason to doubt the sincerity of Reviczky’s feelings in his
Perdita Songs. His poverty, his emotional crises, and
his insecurity helped him to discover the world of the prostitute;
there he was able to find human compassion at the bottom of
society: ‘You are not being stronger than I / Our sorrow is shared
/ We should not abuse each other / And let’s confess: we live in
sin.’ (Perdita Songs II, 1884).

He also found a sense of relief in his
dreams: it was a natural defence-mechanism against the harsh
realities of life. He had no illusions about his own age; and his
imagination could wander freely between past and future in dreams.
Death lost its meaning – Reviczky’s treatment of death showed no
sings of fear; he often wished for its coming as a peaceful rest,
as the ultimate refuge from his unceasing anguish. Some of the
poems in his second and last volume (Solitude, 1889)
contain satiric comments on the stale values of the literary scene.
His best known poem, ‘The Death of Pan’ (1889), was also published
in this volume. Based on an anecdote in Plutarch,*An invisible being calls on a Greek sailor to announce
to the world: The great Pan is dead! in Reviczky’s
interpretation the theme becomes allegorical; the ‘goat-footed’
deity who lives in the forest is defeated by the Christian God who
lives in the human heart. Reviczky had no pity for the ancient
sailors whose pagan celebration of life was halted in this conflict
between paganism and Christianity: he was clearly on the side of
the meek, for it would be a ‘sweet joy to weep’.

Reviczky also wrote prose, stories, and
criticism. Of his fiction, Paternal Heritage (1884) is
undoubtedly the best. It is largely autobiographical, describing
the youth of a gentry hero whose only paternal heritage is a lack
of will-power which makes his life miserable; he is a failure in
both society and private life. It causes his ultimate downfall,
although Reviczky (in the final version of the story) leaves the
question of his hero’s suicide open. The style is economical,
devoid of all embellishment, for the author is interested only in
the character of his hero.

Reviczky’s life-work implies a clean break
with the népies tradition in Hungarian poetry. He is
essentially a town-dweller, for whom the country and nature have no
significance whatsoever; there is no place in his poems for trees,
flowers, plants or animals, even in similes. His lines evoke
abstract moods, yet his poetry, fading into immateriality, is
nevertheless effective because of its self-denuding sincerity and
musicality.

While Reviczky was a poet of ethereal
moods, his friend Jen? Komjáthy (1858-95) was primarily a
conceptual poet whose esoteric verse seemed like hieroglyphics to
his contemporaries. He, too, died young after a short and
uneventful life. His only volume, From Darkness
(1895), appeared at the time of his death. His philosophical
development was characteristic of his generation; most of them were
influenced by the pessimism of Schopenhauer, but in addition
Komjáthy was affected by the pantheism of Spinoza, and Nietzsche’s
concept of Übermensch was influential in forming his
view of the poet who was above the crowd.

His poetry is permeated by a strange
supernatural incoherence and an ever-present mystical excitement.
Love is redemption for him-his honeymoon inspired his best known
poems, the Eloa cycle, which celebrates the ecstasy of
sensual pleasure; it elevates the poet to heavenly bliss. The title
of the cycle is taken from Alfred de Vigny, who writes how an angel
born out of the tears of Jesus gives herself to Satan to redeem
him. In Komjáthy’s version the love of a pure woman brings
salvation to a demoniac man. Thus happiness is redemption. The mood
of the poems is always euphoric and full of light: even breathing
is a sensual pleasure to the poet.

The tone of his poetry changed when he had
to take up a modest teaching post in a godforsaken village in Upper
Hungary. His natural inclination to rebel was confronted by
unpleasant reality, and his sense of isolation brought about an
estrangement from the tangible world and a frantic search for God,
which, given his egocentricity, could only end in self-deification.
‘I feel as if I were God / From the beginning, infinite and free /
I feel I am able to create / a new, wonderful world.’ (‘I Could
Die’.)

The whole atmosphere of his poetry radiates
the presence of an ever-glowing summer, relieved only by violent
storms and studded with symbols of the sun-god. His sentences are
often concluded with exclamation marks; passion erupts from his ego
– this unrestricted recklessness and defiance manifest themselves
in almost every poem. When he died he was on the verge of a nervous
breakdown. Komjáthy was hardly noticed by his contemporaries – it
was the poets of the Nyugat who discovered his strange
originality and his skill in versification.

While signs of a poetic revival were
undoubtedly indicated by the individual tone of the poets discussed
above, who mostly rejected the ideals of the népies
trend, and while prose-writers – particularly authors of short
stories – also revealed a tendency to innovate, playwrights
preferred to stay on the beaten track. In the second half of the
nineteenth century, no dramatist appeared who could compare with
József Katona, and the dominating domestic genre remained the
népszínm?. Talented playwrights of the Age of Reform
either died or became inactive, with the exception of Ede
Szigligeti, who was the most popular author up to and around the
Settlement of 1867. As political tension eased, theatrical life
also revived. New theatres were established (Buda People’s Theatre,
1861; Pest People’s Theatre, 1875; Opera House, 1884), and by the
beginning of the twentieth century Budapest had become one of the
theatrical capitals of Europe. The road leading to this great
upsurge in theatrical life, however, was long and not without
detours.

First and foremost, the
népszínm? was still firmly established on the stage.
As a light-hearted domestic entertainment it had no serious
competition; consequently playwrights felt safe producing new
pieces by the dozen. József Szigeti (1822-1902), for example, began
his career as an actor, as Szigligeti had done, and then turned his
attention to writing plays. His népszínm?s and light
comedies were almost as popular as Szigligeti’s. (The Old
Infantryman and His Son the Hussar, 1855, is perhaps his
most widely acclaimed népszínm?.)

The taste of theatregoers had gradually
changed: interest in historical dramas and the French Romantics
declined. The problems of the middle class were expected to be
treated on the stage in both light and serious fashion. For a time,
however, the neo-Romantic plays provided novelty. In these plays
playwrights carefully avoided genuine conflicts, whether in a
historical or a contemporary setting, nor did they worry unduly
about psychological validity or characterization; in fact their
neo-Romantic plays took place in the same make-believe world as did
the népszínm? in its later stages. It is quite
interesting to note that at a time when social problems were being
treated in fiction with varying degrees of realism, the majority of
contemporary plays gave no clue as to the society in which they
were conceived. In an age when social problems were generally
glossed over in public, the theatre, where confrontation with
reality was carefully avoided, significantly contributed to that
sense of false security prevailing in the pseudo-Victorian
Hungarian society.

A prominent representative of this
make-believe world was Jen? Rákosi (1842-1929), a figure who later
came to stand for conservatism, nationalism, and political
day-dreaming. (A Hungarian Empire with thirty million inhabitants
was a feature of his wishful thinking, at a time of large-scale
emigration to the New World.) His initial revolt against convention
produced Aesop (1866), although the modern reader will
find it hard to understand its success. As editor-in-chief of the
newly-established Budapest News (1881) Rákosi became
an influential public figure; his impressive rhetoric made him the
leading journalist of the era. He was not without talent as a
playwright; he could create lively figures and colourful dialogue,
and he had a strong sense of tragedy (Andrew and
Joanna, 1885). Of the other contemporary minor playwrights,
perhaps Lajos Dóczy (1845-1919) should be mentioned. His
Kiss (1874) was, next to Rákosi’s Aesop,
the biggest theatrical hit of the time; set in an escapist world,
this neo-Romantic comedy deserves credit for its lyrical mood.

Despite the neo-Romantic trend, there was
one playwright, Gergely Csiky (1842-91), whose lifework, or rather
whose technique, formed a link between Szigligeti and the modern
dramatists who brought about the renewal of the Hungarian theatre
at the beginning of the twentieth century. The son of professional
people, Csiky first chose the priesthood as his career, but his
interest turned to playwriting. At first he too experimented with
neo-Romantic drama, but soon found the stageforms (comedy and
French bourgeois drama) which fitted his particular talent best. He
did not make much of tragedy and historical plays, nor did he
explore human relations in depth, but he could construct a solid
plot, peopled with genuine contemporary figures: lower-middle-class
busybodies, déclassé noblemen, provincial civil
servants, or metropolitan hoodlums. His language was not better
than the average stage-language, but his knowledge of technique (he
learnt much from contemporary French theatre during a study-tour in
Paris) secured him large audiences. Some of his numerous plays are
of more than historical interest, yet they are not often revived on
the modern Hungarian stage.

His reputation was established with
The Proletarians*In
Csiky’s usage the word meant ‘parasite’-a different meaning from
that current in modern Hungarian or English. (1880), a play
about social parasites and their clever ways of obtaining money. A
certain lady pretends to be the widow of a colonel, a hero of the
War of Independence, when in fact she sided with the Austrians. Her
secretary, a lawyer of shady reputation, pleads for charity on
behalf of the heroine and her daughter (who turns out to be an
adopted daughter), – they should enjoy the gratitude of the nation.
This sets in motion an action full of seemingly confusing turns,
but Csiky knows his craft and in Act IV everything falls into
place; moreover he has ample opportunity to make social criticism.
Genteel Poverty (1881) is a triangle, set in the
small-scale world of petty officials, with well-observed characters
and comic overtones. The action accelerates, culminating in a
grande scéne (according to the rules of French
stagecraft) when the various threads of the plot are
disentangled.

Csiky treated the gentry in the same way as
did Mikszáth – he observed and described them, but refrained from
passing judgement on them, except for an occasional sarcastic
smile. In The Stomfay Family (1882) he puts on stage
the same world that Mikszáth wrote about in The Young
Noszty’s Affair with Mary Tóth the ‘family empire’ is
crumbling, but the pretences are kept up. This time it is not a
younger member of the family who seeks a marriage of convenience,
but a respectable, older member, who has been forced by family
opinion to divorce his untitled wife. The exposition of the plot in
Act I is brilliant: the entire family is scheming to get morsels of
the remaining riches of the gravely ill Stomfay, who, out of
remorse, remarries his former wife. Csiky constructs an
unforgettable closing scene; the relatives are dumbfounded when
informed that the priest has not visited the dying man’s room to
administer the last sacraments, but to solemnize a marriage! As an
unexpected development it is as effective as the arrival of the
real revisor in Gogol’s Revisor.

Csiky’s treatment of the gentry in comedies
is often mildly satirical; in his better pieces he makes no resort
to farcical situations or overdrawn figures. The
Bubbles (1884) is considered to be his best comedy about the
gentry, with figures whose unrestrained desire to spend, to show
off, and to keep up appearances make them ridiculous. Csiky points
out that pretences, like bubbles, invariably burst at the touch of
reality. Again, he is merciful to his figures; marriage provides at
least a partial solution to family insolvency, according to the
time-honoured traditions of comedy. Besides his original plays
Csiky did numerous translations, and also wrote fiction describing
the same make-believe world of the gentry that he portrayed in his
plays.

In the last decades of the nineteenth
century only a few lyrical poets created works of lasting value in
their efforts to break away from the conventions of the
népies trend; theatrical life, thriving though it may
have been, sadly lacked talented playwrights able to present a new
view of Hungarian society. In fiction, on the other hand, there was
no lack of talent, and a multitude of young writers made their
presence felt in the literary supplements of the daily and weekly
newspapers, magazines, and periodicals. The leading genre was
undoubtedly the short story, perhaps because the demand for it was
greater than for other literary forms. The quiet revolution in the
reading habits of the modern age (475 periodical publications by
1885) favoured the short story writer. The public had a definite if
somewhat obsolete idea of poetry; it should be easy to understand
yet it should convey elevated ideas about the country and the
family, and it should be morally uplifting. These school-bookish
expectations did not coincide with the experiences of contemporary
poets, who began to question the accepted system of values in
society or religion, and who thought only in terms of their
personal relationship to the world. Poets sang about prostitutes or
about their Bohemian misery, missing out the moralizing;
consequently their poetry was hardly a fitting subject for Sunday
afternoon reading in the living room of a middle-class family.
Going to the theatre was a social occasion rather than an
intellectual excursion, and the average man was quite happy to see
a népszínm?; he could take the whole family to a show
in which the songs and dances provided colourful, innocent
entertainment, spiced with harmless nostalgia for the ‘simple life’
of the peasants.

The short story, on the other hand, was a
more personal affair – commercial travellers, sitting in cafés
whiling away the hours between appointments, or ‘faithful’ husbands
waiting for their mistresses, wanted to pass the time – and a story
en feuilleton which rang true to ‘real life’ served
this purpose admirably. Editors realized that such reading matter
was in great demand and did indeed satisfy a growing need. The
authors of these stories were mostly journalists who all wanted to
write a ‘great novel’, but who could never find the time to realize
their literary ambitions. In between meeting pressing deadlines,
they spent much time sitting in all-night cafés, and there they
were able to observe life’s small tragedies as well as its ironic
turns. Some of them were not only keen observers but sensitive
artists who could never fully develop their potential. At the same
time, they were the prototypes of the modern writer, professional,
cynical (often considering themselves failures), caring little
about the loftier principles of literature, principles which they
thought were in any case the business of the Academy and of those
established writers who, in the security of their well-paid
positions, had time to brood over issues affecting the nation. The
readers were also more tolerant of the short stories in newspapers;
their enjoyment was not restricted by the rules about ‘lofty
ideals’ in literature which they had learned in school.

Thus the short story bloomed unrestricted
by moral or patriotic considerations. It is highly characteristic,
however, that the gap between Literature (with a capital L) and
modern writing was so wide that critics and historical surveys have
until quite recently devoted little attention to the host of
writers whose energies were absorbed by capturing the fleeting
moments of life at the turn of the century.

One example of crying injustice is the
treatment of the lifework of Arnold Vértesi (1834-1911), which
consists of more than twenty novels and over fifteen hundred short
stories; perhaps many more lie hidden in forgotten literary
magazines. True, his works were uneven, but then so were Jókai’s;
some of Jókai’s excessively Romantic novels are nearer to modern
cammercial thrillers than to anything else. Yet Jókai became a
national institution, and the short stories of Vértesi are hardly
known. At the same time, Vértesi was a link between the Jókaiesque
Romantic narrative and the modern short story of the fin de
siécle: in the first period of his long creative career in
the late 1850s, Vértesi wrote under Romantic influence, and then
turned to Realism, which was better suited to his personality. In
popularity he was a serious challenger to Jókai, although he never
attempted the large-scale historical frescoes that his predecessor
had excelled in.

In Vértesi’s later career the main feature
of his stories was an all-pervading disillusionment, relieved only
by a strong sense of compassion for his heroes who were all losers
in society. Not all of his short stories were conceived in such a
dark mood as those in the volume They Committed
Suicide (1882), but his world was always peopled by figures
who all were hopeless social misfits (e.g. a proud girl who chooses
convent life because of her parents’ poverty, a painter who loses
his sanity, a gentleman swindler who lives by cheating at cards, a
sensual young man who leaves his fiancée for more immediate
pleasures). Critics have claimed that Vértesi’s stories lacked
psychological subtleties, yet these stories are solid compositions
and radiate freshness even today. His themes included a wide range
of subject-matter, and his colloquial style was free from
sterotyped turns of phrase and platitudes, although he was a
prolific author, and journalistic work imposed on him severe
limitations in polishing his works. He wrote his own epitaph when,
at the end of a long career, he proudly asserted his own place as a
pioneer of modern fiction: ‘I have been moving along this path
[i.e. of the modern writer] for a long time, I was travelling it at
a time when I was its only hesitant traveller.’

While Vértesi worked as a journalist both
in the capital and in provincial cities, István Petelei (1852-1910)
left his native Transylvania only for his university studies. Of
mixed Székely and Armenian stock, Petelei added a special colouring
to the short story with his intimate knowledge of Transylvanian
small towns, and their middle class, the ethnically mixed
population of the villages, and with his discriminating use of
dialect-words in his works. His earliest experiences derived from a
love of music and a deeply religious family background.
Oversensitive, with a highly-strung personality and an inquiring
mind, Petelei was liable to nervous breakdowns which ultimately
caused his death.

At the beginning of his career, like
Tolnai, Petelei wrote satirical sketches about small-town figures
in his native Marosvásárhely, earning him the wrath of the town
worthies, many of whom recognized themselves in the caricatures.
Petelei had an aptitude for noticing minor defects in both people
and society – ’Life consists of a series of minor details’, he
declared. While in no sense was he a népies writer,
his later short stories had a compact construction characteristic
only of the Transylvanian ballads. His essay A Journey in
Mez?ség*Mez?ség, a region in the Central
Transylvanian basin. (1884) is distinguished by its
sociological approach, foreshadowing the method employed by the
village explorers in the 1930s. Written in factual and
powerful short sentences, it conveys a vivid picture of social
conditions by a resourceful choice of the minimum number of
words.

Petelei attached great importance to the
psychological detail of his stories, in which frequently very
little takes place in the outside world; much more goes on the
minds of his characters. He excels in creating tragicomic
situations within the narrow world of his heroes in a countryside
where time seems to have come to a standstill. Of his longer
stories, The Nightingale (1886) stands out: it is an
account, pervaded with mild sarcasm, of the completely static life
of an elderly husband and his young wife (the nightingale in the
cage). Even the ‘other man’ effects no change in their monotonous
life; the affair brings few thrills and a great deal of
disappointment. The Blaze of the Setting Sun (1895)
presents a love affair between an older man and a young girl,
exquisitely drawn, which ends in a suicide of the rejected man.
Petelei’s stories are often concluded with scenes of lethargy,
madness, suicide, and even murder. Fate seems overwhelming in his
stories; in this they resemble the novels of his great
Transylvanian countryman, Kemény. But the victims of circumstance
in Petelei’s works are not examples of great moral stature, and
consequently the gloom of the stories is always relieved by a touch
of the tragicomic. Punishment, in Petelei’s interpretation, is not
meted out to serve justice in society – he is hardly interested in
remedying social evils – punishment is a result of his determinism,
which allows little freedom of choice for his characters. But in
the final analysis, Petelei’s world is not overtly morbid or
oppressively tragic, it is a world of resignation to fate in a
peculiarly Transylvanian setting.

In spite of his Transylvanian local colour
Petelei was not a regionalist writer; the same is true of Dániel
Papp (1865-1900), whose short literary career was imbued with his
childhood recollections of the Bácska countryside. He
was almost thirty when he made his debut with short stories in
Budapest journals. His early writings owed much to the anecdote as
developed by Mikszáth, and were peopled with conventional figures
undergoing the experience of disillusionment; later works revealed
his system of defence against determinism. Resignation is replaced
by irony, fatalism is challenged by the revolt of the individual,
in other words anarchism. If the local colour of the
Bácska figures is shed, the reader is confronted with
individuals in a state of rebellion: sometimes students
disregarding the school regulation, or soldiers revolting against
military discipline, but most often Greek Orthodox priests and
novices (Papp himself was one for a time) whose abrupt actions
verge on the grotesque: sanguine monks rising suddenly and
inexplicably in revolt against dogmas and duties.

Papp maintains a distance from his heroes,
most of whom live in an improbable world of reminiscences. His
language is colourful and evocative, with abundant use of
adjectives, and his long, elaborate sentence-structures enfold a
reality which is as desolate, aimless, and tedious as that depicted
by his contemporaries. Papp himself is aware of the enhancing
effect of the nostalgic approach. In the foreword of
Fairyland in Hungary (1899) he tells an anecdote about
a visiting foreign writer who, upon seeing the desolate, rainy
autumn scene in Poland exclaims: ‘What mud everywhere, what
mud! … And these mad Poles call this slush their homeland!’
His only novel, The People of Rátót (1898), is
conceived with this feeling of homesickness. Notwithstanding the
parochialism of the Bácska town, where people live in
a closely-knit society with few notions of the outside world, and
without ambitions, but with a great disposition to intrigues, Papp
makes their appeal much wider than that of the figures in an
average provincial story. And still this is the world of Papp, the
object of his unashamed, one-sided love-affair with the ‘mud’ of
Bácska.

The outsider among the outsiders was Károly
Lovik (1874-1915). Of middle-class parents, Lovik, after a
traditional education (a law degree), became a
gentleman-horsebreeder whose expert articles on equestrian sport
earned him not only a reputation but also financial security. Lovik
regarded himself as an amateur in literature, for whom writing was
only a hobby. He moved with ease and elegance in high society
because of his profession, giving full rein to his eccentric taste
either as a devotee of free masonry, or, in his first novel
(Dr Pogány, 1902), as a champion of the feminist
movement. Yet all the time under the mask of the perfect gentleman
he remained a dispassionate observer of society, about which he had
very few illusions.

In his short stories Lovik preferred a
light, sophisticated approach to his themes. His love of nature
(particularly of animals) was reminiscent of Turgenev, and his
economy in construction was achieved by intellectual discipline
after the Chekhovian model. His main themes include family
conflicts which take place without loud words and behind closed
doors, or girls in gentry families who rebel in order to achieve
emotional fulfilment. His female characters often revolt against
convention, like Klári in Quibbling Greyhound (1906),
who discovers little sophistication in hunting when a frightened
hare is cornered by men with dogs and shotguns. The rebellious
girls, however, marry conventionally and happily, and for this
reason the stories all have idyllic conclusions.

Lovik also liked the bizarre: a hero of a
celebrated case of crime passionnel talks unceasingly
of how he murdered his wife and her lover ten years earlier
(The Murderer, 1903). ‘He cannot sit quietly for two
minutes without telling how he has murdered his poor wife, who,
after all, was right, who would not be unfaithful to a boaster like
him?’ – comments the husband who introduced the celebrity to his
wife after a family quarrel. Later Lovik appears to have become a
nihilist and a sceptic, or more often merely indifferent, like his
heroes; yet he was fascinated by passionate men, romantic
revolutionaries who became disillusioned anti-heroes, burnt-out
creatures who despised the world and its pedestrian struggle for
goals to which they themselves no longer subscribed. In his last
stories Lovik’s alienation from the world reached the point of no
return: he developed a morbid interest in drop-outs of society, or
mentally unbalanced figures who were often only phantoms in the
night, between nightmares and delirium clinging desperately to
shreds of reality. Yet Lovik died of natural causes, heart-failure
at the age of fortyone, a substantial loss to modern prose.










Chapter 16
The Metropolitan Experience: the Cult of Illusion


BY 1900 Budapest had become one of the great modern cities of
Europe. The population trebled between 1870 and 1910, and already
in 1890 the capital stretched over eighty square miles – it
suddenly became the largest municipality on the Continent. In 1872
a radial avenue was designed to be one of the most beautiful
boulevards of Europe. Andrássy út connected downtown Pest with the
City Park. Underneath the impressive thoroughfare an underground
railway was built, the first on the Continent – and was later
studied by the designers of the New York subway. As early as 1889
Budapest had introduced electric streetcars. At the same time, a
network of suburban railways was constructed which facilitated
commuting into the metropolis within a reasonable radius. Not only
did the man in the street benefit from public transport, which was
swift, reliable, and comfortable, but commerce and industry were
also adequately provided for. Budapest thrived on everything: it
thrived, for example, on the grain trade (Hungarian mills had
pioneered steel rollers that produced the extra-fine flour needed
for pastry); or on the untold wealth of mineral waters (its thermal
baths, dating from Turkish times, now promoted tourism, and a great
variety of bottled mineral water was sold all over Europe).

This large-scale modernization was first
noticed by foreigners when the Millennial Exhibition of
1896*To commemorate the conquest of the
country in AD 896., in an orgy of self-congratulation,
featured celebrations on a scale which exceeded the wildest
expectations. In the City Park a whole Transylvanian castle, in its
full splendour, was meticulously reproduced down to the tiniest
detail. At the end of Andrássy út a magnificent square was designed
with monumental sculptures of Árpád and his conquering warriors. A
lavishly-illustrated history of Hungary in ten volumes and other
commemorative publications were issued. There were many
inaugurations, fanfares, and fireworks, pageantry with the
participation of the gentry in cavalry boots, braided breeches,
fur-trimmed capes, plumed hats, and swords studded with
jewels-often in front of foreign royal dignitaries. Hungarians
proved successfully their love for outsize celebrations.

Men were lulled into a feeling of
well-being when they sat at the marble-topped tables in
coffee-houses, of which there were hundreds. Animated conversation,
the right to read the latest domestic or foreign newspapers, to
play cards, billiards, or chess – all these luxuries were theirs
for the price of a cup of coffee, with the added thrill of being
addressed as ‘Mr Director’, ‘Mr Professor’, or ‘Mr Editor’ by the
immaculately dressed and polite waiters who knew how to oblige
their respected customers. In the overheated, overlit, heavily
gilded elegance men felt important, and soon forgot that their
homes were dark and cold, that electricity, gas, and coal were
expensive, that they owed last month’s rent for their lodgings in
the basement shared by co-tenants. In a word, Budapest was a
classic case of sudden industrial overgrowth.

The shining façade was however a
délibáb only, a mirage of the Hungarian kind, covering
up grave social problems not only in the capital, but all over the
country. It revealed the Hungarians’ disposition to dream while
under duress. To be sure, social problems could not be solved by
the coffee-house wits, although so many talented people were rarely
to be found sitting in coffee-houses in other parts of the world,
as there were in Budapest at the turn of the century; for these
coffee-houses were a breeding ground for much originality of
thought.

But first the social problems. Besides the
nationality question the social position of the lower classes,
irrespective of their nationality, was appalling. The peasantry was
largely landless and illiterate; alongside the giant estates of the
aristocracy, the Catholic Church probably held in Hungary more land
than it possessed anywhere else in Europe. Franchise was restricted
by property and literacy to such an extent that the general
electorate comprised only a ruling class, which fiercely opposed
all attempts at reforming the electoral law. Agricultural unrest
which became common among landless peasants, who were mostly
kubikoses,*An
unskilled manual labourer employed on construction sites for
digging and moving soil. Their name is derived from ‘cubic öl’, a
unit of earth, by which they were paid. was brutally
suppressed and the peasantry had no other remedy against the
inhumane living and working conditions than to emigrate.
Large-scale emigration started in the last years of the nineteenth
century at an annual figure of over 100,000, mostly making for
America.

The total number of emigrants who left
Hungary between 1850 and 1920 is variously estimated at between
2.5, and 3 million. No exact figures can be reached, since between
15 and 33 per cent of the gross emigration returned. Furthermore,
the figures include all nationalities from the population. Such a
big cut in the manpower of a country must surely have made an
impact on production, since whole villages became depopulated.
These uneducated masses with no knowledge of English provided cheap
unskilled labour, mostly in the industrial areas of the USA, where
altogether about 1.5 million of them had settled.
Characteristically, the peasants were eager to give up their
traditional agricultural occupations, and instead sought their
prosperity in industry; they lived in ethnic ghettoes, mostly in
the Cleveland, Chicago, and Detroit areas, and were kept together
by religious and fraternal associations, and by their newspapers
and schools. Their cultural heritage consisted mostly of folksongs
and traditions brought from the old country. Creative writers did
come forward, but Hungarian-American literature failed to produce
outstanding writers or to show a distinct profile, unlike
French-Canadian literature, for example. The main themes of writers
from the immigrant communities were their homesickness, and their
present isolated existence. Those figures – like Joseph Pulitzer
(1847-1911), the well-known journalist, or Adolph Zukor
(1873-1976), the Hollywood movie mogul – who did make an impact on
the American cultural scene did not emerge from the immigrant
communities. The same is true of significant authors, like Áron
Tamási or Lajos Zilahy, whose American sojourns were merely
episodes in their lives, not unlike the American years of Thomas
Mann.

While emigration presented one of the major
social problems, immigration, although far less significant,
brought about a social mobility which profoundly affected the
structure of Hungarian society. Since growing anti-semitic
outbreaks in Poland and Russia made the position of Jews there
precarious, and since the Hungarian Parliament had enacted a
liberal law shortly after the Settlement (Law XVII of 1867), Jews
began to migrate to Hungary in large numbers to enjoy the improved
conditions created there by their emancipation. The number of
Hungarian Jewry was estimated at about between 150 and 200 thousand
in 1840; by 1910 it was around the million mark. The original
Jewish population had made a considerable effort to assimilate the
Hungarian way of life in language, culture, and manners in the Age
of Reform, and Jews had sided with their fellow-countrymen in the
War of Independence. The new immigrants were initially not easily
absorbed by society, for they lived in closely-knit communities in
Eastern Hungary, particularly at Ungvár, Beregszász, and Munkács.
But by the 1910s most of them had settled in Budapest, and one
quarter of the population of the capital was Jewish. Many of them
were engaged in commerce or the professions. Consequently, it was
Hungarian Jewry which turned Budapest into an industrial and
financial metropolis, and the Jewish contribution to the
professions was also significant; for example two-fifth of
Budapest’s lawyers, three fifths of its doctors, and two fifths of
its journalists were Jewish. No doubt Jews added a cosmopolitan
flavour to an otherwise xenophobic city, yet they eagerly espoused
the national cause, adopted Hungarian names, and championed social
progress. It was perhaps the result of this eagerness to be
assimilated that, although Jews traditionally spoke German in their
homes, no significant literature in German emerged in Budapest, or
at any rate nothing that could compare with that produced in other
non-German cities of the Empire, such as Prague.

At the same time Jews filled a vacuum in
Hungarian society, since the gentry despised trade and commerce as
‘ungentlemanly’ occupations; consequently, a ‘marriage of
convenience’ linked them to the Jews, who readily performed the
role the gentry was unwilling to undertake. To be sure, it was not
the Jews’ fault that Hungarian society lacked a large middle class.
When the feudal structure of the society broke up after the reforms
first conceived prior to the revolution of 1848, Hungary had no
significant urban areas, the traditional home of the middle-class
way of life. The small existing middle class consisted of a mixture
of Hungarian, German, and Jewish town-dwellers in Budapest, in the
Saxon towns of Transylvania, and in Upper Hungary. Large towns in
exclusively Hungarian populated areas (e.g. Debrecen, the largest
town at the beginning of the nineteenth century) were inhabited
mostly by artisans and wealthy farmers. The radical political
function of the middle class was undertaken by the lesser nobility,
an inadequate substitute at best.

The consequence of this lack of a native
middle class could be felt in the last third of the century, when
suddenly a new middle class of Jews appeared. The Jews,
traditionally town-dwellers, had very little by way of a model to
which to assimilate themselves. Their upper crust was keen to
imitate the aristocracy, but the majority of them had to adopt the
way of life of the gentry, with all its antiquated paraphernalia, a
contradiction in terms, since the gentry was unable and unwilling
to act out any other role than its own. Even when forced by
changing economic conditions to alter their lifestyle very few, if
any, of the gentry tried their luck in commerce or in industry;
instead they became day-dreaming civil servants.

To analyse the full impact of the changes
caused by social mobility in the structure of Hungarian society
lies outside the scope of a survey of literature; nevertheless,
some features of intellectual history deserve mention as background
to literature proper. The commonly held view that the decay of a
civilization or an empire nurtures an astonishing bloom in the arts
and letters is definitely supported by the case of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire in the years preceding and following its
collapse.

To the science of psychoanalysis, born in
neighbouring Vienna, Hungary made her special contribution, first
in the person of Sándor Ferenczi (1873-1933), a faithful disciple
and confidant of Freud; Ferenczi expounded the theory of ‘magical
thinking’ whereby the ego seeks to evade reality. In other words,
Ferenczi drew some general conclusions about his countrymen’s
national pastime of turning away from reality and chasing
délibáb. He saw escapism as a narcissistic impulse to
control reality, as the adult ego’s desire to wield omnipotence.
Later figures of international significance in psychology included
Géza Róheim (1891-1954), whose application of the psychoanalytic
approach to primitive myths inspired startling hypotheses supported
by extensive field-work in primitive societies. Often labelled as a
‘sexual radical’ for his conviction of the unparalleled
significance of sex, both in individual psychology and in the
evolution of civilization, Róheim’s ideas about the repression of
sexuality are strikingly in tune with the present-day trends,
especially his belief that in our repression of sexuality we have
paid too high a price for our civilization. Lipót Szondi
(1893-1986) founded a school he called ‘fate-analysis’, based on
the tracing of the genealogies of social misfits and criminals. He
found that the genes carrying their coded secret message allow
little choice for the individual; he asserted that repressed
ancestral traits act as nature’s matchmaker when an individual
makes a seemingly free marital choice. His theory in the final
analysis is derived from a consciousness firmly rooted in Hungarian
popular beliefs, that dead hands of the past rule the present, with
the result that, in his pessimistic world, psychotherapy can merely
facilitate the few options permitted by the genetic
straitjackets.

In sociology there were also significant
movements. The initiative was taken by the Sociological Society
with the launching of its periodical Twentieth Century
(1900-19), a forum of new, radical ideas about social reform in
Hungary. Its contributors included a host of talented young
scholars whose field-work and theoretical writings applied a wide
range of ideas including Socialism and Marxism. Their
representative figure, Oszkár Jászi (1875-1957), initially a
political scientist, fought for universal suffrage and worked
towards a just solution of the nationality question. After the
revolution of 1919 the movement was dispersed and many social
scientists left the country, including Jászi who emigrated to the
USA and became a university professor there. He wrote the obituary
of the Monarchy in an impressive analysis: The Dissolution of
the Habsburg Monarchy (Chicago, 1929). Another leading
figure from the group, Jen? Varga (1879-1964), became an authority
on Marxist economics in the Soviet Union.

In retrospect, there was no single
intellectual group more outstanding in Hungary than that known as
‘The Sunday Circle’. Their animated discussions took place
informally and irregularly in private apartments under the watchful
eyes of György Lukács and Béla Balázs. Most of these intellectuals
left Hungary after the revolution of 1919 and contributed new ideas
to European thought. It was only their mentor, György Lukács
(1885-1971), who eventually returned to Hungary to stay for better
or worse. Lukács was a philosopher who virtually created the
sociology of literature and profoundly influenced the sociology of
knowledge. No adequate account of his long philosophical career can
be attempted in this short survey, only a brief outline of his
thought and work in so far as they have a direct bearing on
literature. Young Lukács, having obtained a PhD in literature at
Budapest University, was first interested in aesthetics (The
Soul and the Forms, 1910; The Development of Modern
Drama, 1911; and Aesthetic
Culture, 1913), but found no satisfaction in tackling
problems of detail. His essentially theoretical mind, seeking
universal truths, led him to philosophy. All the basic issues which
occupied his mind throughout his life were raised by the young
Lukács. His fascination with the conflict between intellect and
society reflected an attitude of political involvement so
characteristic of Hungarian literature, although his intellectual
habitat was rather Germany than Hungary. Hungarian writers ever
since the Age of Enlightenment have presumed co-operation between
intellectuals and society, and most of the outstanding heroes of
both fiction and poetry were, above all, socially active in the
same way as their creators were: Pet?fi, Eötvös, or Jókai. Lukács,
a born rebel, challenged this presumption by applying it to
non-Hungarian literature. In other literatures he found a discord
between the self and society. What Hungarian writers were unwilling
to recognize, Lukács managed to unmask in other societies.

This gave him a powerful tool of literary
analysis and led him to write A Theory of the Novel
(1920). In it Lukács distinguished two alternatives by which a
novelist can react to the antagonism between the self and its
environment. The writers whom Lukács called ‘idealists’ did not let
the self emerge from its own world: thus their heroes escape
contact with the external world (e.g. Cervantes’ Don
Quixote or Schiller’s Don Carlos). The
alternative was provided by those writers whom he labelled
‘romantics of disillusionment’. These writers expanded and
glorified the ego to the detriment of the outside world (Flaubert
in L’Éducation sentimentale, or Turgenev, and
Tolstoy). A synthesis was provided by Goethe’s hero (Wilhelm
Meister) who attempted to reconcile his dreams with reality by
transforming both himself and society to match his ideals. Finally,
Dostoevsky offered a new possibility of synthesis in the hero who,
by his self-sacrifice, undid the conflict, thereby achieving a
transformation of both himself and society.

Lukács insisted that the choice of approach
cannot be derived from the writer’s personal preferences, because
it depends on objective historical forces. His joining the
Communist Party in 1918, for example, seemed to underline the role
of objective historical forces, since in his philosophical
development nothing appeared to vouchsafe such a radical change.
Lukács spent the inter-war period in exile as a consequence of his
holding the post of Commissar for Cultural Affairs in the
short-lived revolutionary government of 1919. In the 1930s he
perfected his theory of realism, according to which the task of the
writer was to reflect social reality in its essential form and
without distortion. The writer is permitted to emphasize only the
objectively essential features of the characters. Narrowing the
scope of literature so rigidly led inevitably to the theoretical
rejection of modern tendencies represented by such writers as
Joyce, Proust, or Kafka, and in practice it made him attack
vehemently Expressionism and Constructivism. While praising only
Dante, Shakespeare, Balzac, or Thomas Mann as ‘great realists’
Lukács forgot his own youthful enthusiasm for innovators like Ady,
the only Hungarian writer he and other radical intellectuals held
in great esteem. By the end of his life Lukács had become the grand
old man of Marxist philosophy, yet he remained an outsider both in
international communism and in his own country, where he had
returned in 1945. He served the cause with unfailing vigour, and
had the devotion and ascetic tenacity of a monk;*Thomas Mann, who knew Lukács, modelled Leo Naphta (a
Communist-Jesuit of Jewish origin in The Magic
Mountain) on him. he fought against heretics, and
when needed showed submission; he had the discipline to exorcise
himself, yet in his own life he ultimately failed to solve the
conflict between self and society.

Károly Mannheim (1893-1947) also emerged
from the Sunday Circle. Often hailed as the founder of the
sociology of knowledge, Mannheim was intellectually indebted to
Lukács; he too recognized the conflict between form and life as the
fundamental problem of modern thought. At first Mannheim rejected
the idea that sociology could be useful in the understanding of
thought, but when he left Hungary, thoroughly disappointed with the
Communist regime of 1919, he was already convinced of the utility
of sociology. This is also true of his colleagues. Arnold Hauser
(1892-1978), in his Social History of Art (London,
1951), widens the scope of the conflict to include art, claiming
that men distort reality in order to discern whatever they want to
see. Furthermore, thirty years after leaving Hungary he still
upheld the lesson of his youth: ‘there is always a conscious or
unconscious practical purpose, a manifest or latent propagandistic
tendency in a work of art’. Frigyes Antal (1887-1954), who
emigrated to England after 1919, was another who applied the
sociological method to art. The youngest member of the Circle was
Károly Tolnay, (1899-1981) who, as Charles de Tolnay, made his
reputation as an art historian exclusively abroad.

The other mentor of the Sunday Circle, Béla
Balázs (1884-1949), was hailed by Lukács as the most profound young
Hungarian poet and playwright. Undoubtedly talented, with an
inclination towards German mysticism, Balázs is chiefly remembered
today as the author of the libretto for Bartók’s Bluebeard’s
Castle (1912) and the story for The Wooden
Prince (Gyoma, 1917). The great potentialities which Lukács
thought he had discovered in Balázs remained potentialities only,
and perhaps his disappointment over Balázs’s failure to become a
genuinely epoch-making creative writer contributed to Lukács’s loss
of interest in contemporary literature, or rather to his careful
reluctance to acknowledge new talents. Outside Hungary, Balázs made
his name as the very first theoretician of the then new art-form,
the cinema; for his perceptive analysis of the silent film was the
earliest systematic and formal theory of the cinema ever published
(The Visible Man, or Film Culture, Vienna, 1924). In
this book Balázs drew attention to the dramaturgical and emotional
powers of close-up, camera angle, and set-up, frame composition and
cross-cutting. His influence on early great directors, Pudovkin and
others, was significant. Balázs’s preoccupation with film derived
from his morbid obsession with the esoteric, and he saw the magic
effect evoked by the new medium in this context. He also hailed the
apparently universal language of the film with its exclusive
vocabulary of gestures. At the same time Balázs discerned the
potential dangers inherent in the new medium’s ability to reach
large masses, realizing that it would be possible to influence
people to a degree inconceivable in any previous art forms. As a
good Marxist he forewarned directors of the decisive part that
business interest was going to play in cinematic productions,
giving priority to commercial success over artistic
respectability.

Balázs’s literary products are uneven.
First he published aesthetic studies, then poems and plays.
Influenced by French and Austrian Symbolists, Balázs saw the world
as an esoteric and unique experience, searching for profound
meaning behind phenomena. This search led him to discover in the
ancient traditions of the folk-songs a repository of primeval
symbols. In addition, Balázs’s poetry subsisted on his sense of
loneliness; he suffered from not belonging anywhere. His mood is
thoroughly decadent; he sensed that middle-class existence would
collapse in the war and revolutions (which indeed ended a way of
life in the Austro-Hungarian Empire). While his poetry contained
many unusual and thought-provoking ideas, it also suffered from
intellectualism and often seemed to lack genuine inspiration.
Balázs’s technique leaves much to be desired: he did not have the
ability to renew poetic language so that it could carry his message
with force. The same is true of his dramas – he raised too many
philosophical problems. In Miss Margit Szélpál,
PhD (1909), for example, he analyses the destiny of a
woman, the conflict between her intellectual aspirations and her
womanhood. Balázs’s best effort is, perhaps, a short story, A
Story about Lógody Street, About Spring, Death and Distance
(1913). Its soft, subdued tone and lingering pessimism are both
effective and dramatic. Balázs left Hungary in 1919 and led the
life of the Communist expatriates, first in Vienna, then in Berlin,
and later in Moscow. His later works served the cause of
international communism; he received mixed rewards for his services
from Moscow, as his type of writer often did. Balázs returned to
Hungary in 1945, but following accusations of sectarianism, he was
not allowed to participate fully in cultural life; in particular,
the reviving cinema industry could have profited from his vision
and theoretic grounding. His autobiographical recollections,
Dreaming Youth (1946), are perhaps the best of his
later works.

No survey of intellectual trends would be
complete without referring to the musical renewal initiated by Béla
Bartók (1881-1945) and Zoltán Kodály (1882-1967). Inspired by a
deep sense of responsibility to Hungarian musical heritage, they
undertook a systematic collection of folk-songs. While folk-songs
as a literary form had received attention since the Age of Reform,
little research had been carried out on the music itself, for
nobody was aware of the existence of an autochthonous music in
Hungary. Bartók’s and Kodály’s interest in folk-songs dates from
1904 and 1905 respectively; not only did it profoundly affect their
careers as composers in search of a style, it also drew attention
to the Hungarian peasant tunes, which represented probably the most
ancient cultural relic the Hungarians possessed. These tunes
indicated a structural affinity with the songs of ancient and
primitive Asiatic peoples, and Bartók and Kodály established the
pentatonic scale as the interlinking device.

Having discovered the existence of a deep
layer of native peasant music under the luxuriant gipsy
ornamentation – gipsy music was regarded as the native music of
Hungary by Ferenc Liszt and others – Bartók set out to investigate
and classify the peasant music of the Romanians, Slovaks,
Bulgarians, and Turks, and even of the Arabs of North Africa in
addition to that of his own people. As a result, he reconsidered
his whole aesthetics and found a style that assimilated the essence
of peasant music and determined the direction of Hungarian music
for years to come. Bartók’s and Kodály’s significance lies, as far
as their ethno-musicological studies are concerned, in the detailed
examination of the melodic and rhythmic characteristics of the
peasant tunes and in the derivation of harmonies from them. Having
discovered the intrinsic nature of Hungarian folk-music, and having
amalgamated it with the techniques of art music, they brought it
into concert halls all over the world.

Technical civilization was also advancing
fast. It was initiated by a love of technological wonders in the
new acquisitive middle class of Budapest: a telephone network,
elevators, underground railways, up-to-date bridges were all
hastily constructed in the capital. The coffee-houses were full of
inventors sitting next to inimitable poets, next to philosophers
who could change the world (except, that they lacked the initial
capital outlay to cover their modest lunch), or next to journalists
who were covering dangerous African expeditions while sipping their
coffee and using German newspapers and some imagination, of which
everybody seemed to possess too much. It all added up to a cult of
illusion, yet Hungary nevertheless produced a wealth of able
scientists.

Baron Loránd Eötvös’s (1848-1919)
experiments, particularly his torsion pendulum, were essential for
Einstein in formulating the theory of relativity. Tivadar Puskás
(1844-93) constructed the first-ever telephone exchange,
collaborated with Edison, and established a unique telephone news
service in Budapest. Theodor von Kármán’s (1881-1963) researches in
aerodynamics and in aviation were epoch-making, and the name of Leó
Szilárd (1898-1964) is familiar to nuclear physicists on both sides
of the Atlantic.

No doubt the bustling urban culture, both
intellectual and material, of which some aspects are indicated
above, could not have come into existence without those fertile
cross-currents which had been contributed to the Hungarian
intellectual scene largely by Jewish talent. On the one hand, the
invigorating Jewish impact successfully countered some basic traits
in Hungarian society, namely a certain ceremonial slovenliness and
a disposition towards resignation; on the other hand, it also
effectively speeded up intellectual integration in the larger,
European context by the promotion of the free flow of ideas,
thereby creating an intellectual climate eminently suitable for
experimenting and for the creation of new thoughts. Traditional
Hungarian scholarship has always looked with suspicion at this
bewildering diversity of views and at the fluidity of intellectual
attitudes, claiming that they were ‘alien’ to the national spirit.
It may have been so, but a survey of the state of Hungarian letters
in the last third of the nineteenth century shows that they were
badly in need of some beneficial stimulant. While intellectual
renewal from inner sources appeared to be beyond the
népies trend, and the subsequent national classicism
had lost its momentum, a second ‘age of reform’ was triggered off
by the emancipation of the Jews; this resulted in an intellectual
ferment that radically altered the course of intellectual life.

The bankruptcy of national classicism
seemed nowhere so acute as in theatrical life. The standard of the
népszínm? reached perhaps its lowest ebb with the
glorification of second-hand values and hackneyed ideas. The need
for domestic drama was strongly felt; national classicism failed to
produce great playwrights and plays. Experiment was half-hearted,
and the competition of foreign plays strong. At the same time,
theatrical life was vigorous and theatres mushroomed in the capital
after the opening of the Comedy Theatre in 1896 (Magyar Theatre,
1897; Kisfaludy Theatre, 1897; King’s Theatre, 1903; Modern
Theatre, 1907, and so forth). Repertoires were varied; the new
middle-class theatre-goers were hardly interested in patriotic
subjects, but wanted good entertainment for their money,
consequently works by contemporary European playwrights were the
chief attraction of the new theatres. While the artistic value of
the plays was uneven, stagecraft, direction and acting improved
considerably. Credit for new departures was due first and foremost
to the experimental theatre of the Thalia Company (1904-8) under
the guidance of Sándor Hevesi (1873-1939), whose theatrical genius
both in interpretation and in direction was chiefly responsible for
a great deal of artistic experimentation. His overall contribution
to theatrical life, including his directorship of the National
Theatre (1923-32) does not fall short of the achievement of
Reinhardt in Germany or Stanislavski in Russia: his
reinterpretation of the classics, his theoretical and directorial
work certainly broke fresh ground.

Shortly after 1900 a new breed of native
playwrights appeared. Often labelled ‘export drama’, their
productions achieved immense popularity both at home and abroad,
especially on Broadway, but also in Vienna, Berlin, and London. The
basic characteristics of export drama were lightness of subject,
sophisticated dialogue, and a superior knowledge of stagecraft on
the part of their authors, especially Ferenc Molnár (1878-1952) who
is often regarded as one of the masters of the stage in the first
decades of this century. Molnár, as a dramatist, proved himself to
be an original mind whose work evinced a contempt for conventions;
his quick apprehension both of the pathos and of the humour of
human experience, and his keen sympathy with human suffering, were
matched by an unerring instinct for stagecraft, demonstrated by his
command of dramatic structure. Many of his themes were universal in
their appeal, but at the same time displayed distinctive features
of Hungarian life and temperament, and nearly always sharply urban
in flavour. It was this latter quality which provided him with his
initial success. While the Hungarian middle class was pleased to
find itself reflected in Molnár’s mirror, audiences abroad found a
novelty in his local colour, which was mild enough for their
liking. Quick-paced action was effectively supported by witty
dialogues generously interspersed with puns and other signs of
urban refinement; his ambiguous play on words never lacked sexual
undertones which titillated the imagination of his audience.

In spite of all his distinctive qualities
as a playwright, serious critics have always found fault with
Molnár’s plays, and not entirely without reason. To be sure, Molnár
never imposed on his audiences any obligation to think profoundly,
and thus seldom tried their patience; at the same time, he
frequently disappointed literary-minded critics once they had made
the acquaintance of his plays. It can be claimed that Molnár never
wrestled with destiny, unlike the heroic struggles of the major
playwrights: somehow he too seemed to be a victim of the cult of
illusion so characteristic of the pseudo-Victorian Hungarian
society. In Molnár’s world atmosphere is everything, and it would
be difficult to substantiate social realities from his always
amusing, unpredictable, and occasionally artistic dialogues. Once
the atmosphere evaporates, the residue left behind often looks more
like calculated sensationalism than spontaneity.

The plots of his numerous plays are
variations on relatively few themes. There are triangle situations
in the manner of French bourgeois drama, in which the
woman is usually the temptress, almost falling victim to her own
machinations to ensnare ‘the other man’, but ultimately reverting
to her middle-class moral code of ‘thou shalt not commit … ’;
in this way Molnár ensured a peaceful night for all the jealous
husbands, who, though having enjoyed the play fancying themselves
in the role of ‘the other man’, are secretly worried by a constant
fear of infidelity on the part of their wives. Jealousy is one of
Molnár’s chief preoccupations. His men generally suffer because of
women, hardly ever the other way around; therefore most of his
female characters have a psychological advantage over the men,
whose male pride and dignity are under constant strain. The male
characters are defenceless against female cunning, since their main
interest is determined by sexual desires, in spite of all their
urbanity, cynicism, wit, and good manners – it is ‘the male animal’
lurking in the dark depths of their egos. This is of course a
psychological platitude against which the only time-honoured remedy
at hand is a large dose of sentimentality, and Molnár cannot be
accused of the sparing use of the available medicine.
Sentimentality in Molnár’s case is male self-pity.

Molnár was a born playwright; he wrote his
first play at the age of twenty-three (The Lawyer, a
light social comedy, 1902), but real success came to him with
The Devil (1907) which established his reputation as
one of the leading dramatists of his day. The plot concerns Jolán,
the pretty young wife of an elderly merchant, who has successfully
smothered her romantic first love for a struggling painter. They
meet again, but now the painter is a recognized artist who happens
to have been commissioned by Jolán’s husband to portray her beauty.
The resulting opportunity for intimate togetherness is a strong
temptation to rekindle the old flame. Furthermore, the path towards
marital infidelity is paved by the sly manipulations of the
‘Devil’, who breaks up the proposed marriage between the artist and
his fiancée in order to assist a flare-up of old passions. So
closely do the words of the Devil approximate to the subconscious
thoughts and emotions of the other characters that his utterances
sound as if the characters were thinking aloud. By introducing the
symbolic figure of the Devil, Molnár gained an excellent
opportunity for social satire on the semi-unintentional restraint
and the virtuous intentions of the lovers in their ‘smart society’
setting, yet the play is not primarily a vehicle for social
criticism. The focus is on the supernatural character of the Devil,
whose initial unexplained appearance and subsequent manipulations
were responsible for the sweeping success of the play. The Devil is
omniscient; he knows the intimate details of all the characters’
lives, he even anticipates their thoughts and controls their
actions by subtly breaking down their inhibitions, so much so that
he may be interpreted as a psychological study of the evil impulses
within the human ego. Molnár’s insight into the pathetic and
ludicrous motives of the human mind and the heart owed much to the
recently-discovered Freudian truths about the spiritual and moral
anxieties of modern man; hence the startling originality he gives
to the old triangle theme. To be sure, much of the novelty has now
worn off, yet it is undeniable that Molnár’s skilful control over
his material makes The Devil an amusing and
well-written play and not without claims to artistic value.

It is, however, Liliom (1909)
which is usually regarded as Molnár’s best play, and it is also his
best-known play, particularly since it became a successful musical
in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s adaptation (Carousel,
1945). The plot*Originally a short story: ‘A Bedtime Story’.
revolves around the hero of the title, Liliom, an occasional hand
at an amusement arcade in the Budapest City Park, and his
sweetheart Juli, a servant girl. Liliom is a ‘tough guy’, and in
spite of his tender feelings for Juli his quick temper often gets
the better of him, for which he feels duly sorry afterwards, since
he is not a bad fellow; in fact, he is warm-hearted, but he finds
it difficult to control his rage when his pride is at stake. Their
love takes its course; they marry, even at the price of losing
their jobs. After the initial bliss they find themselves very much
in the real world; they have to live in a hovel on the city’s
outskirts. Liliom is unemployed, and Juli is pregnant; Liliom in
desperation turns to robbery, and when caught redhanded he stabs
himself. Then Molnár reverts to the supernatural, to give an
unexpected turn to the plot. In a ‘celestial court’ Liliom is
sentenced to sixteen years of Purgatory for ill-treating his
family, after which he is to return to earth to perform a redeeming
act as a sign of his being purged; but when he returns, disguised
as a beggar, his temper again gets the better of him, and instead
of doing a good deed he manages to hit his sixteen-year old
daughter, Lujza, to whom he had originally intended to give a
stolen star as a present. In the concluding scene Lujza’s mother,
sensing who the rude beggar is, gives the answer to her surprised
daughter who has felt no pain on being slapped: ‘It is possible
dear – that someone may beat you and beat you and beat you, – and
not hurt you at all.’

While the play definitely has sentimental
overtones, it also has noteworthy features: a choice of
interpretations; an effective blend of raw realism and the sudden
introduction of the supernatural, echoing the dream world of
Hungarian folk-tales; and an odd looseness in construction which
does not damage the structure or the coherence of the play.
Liliom’s character demonstrates the strangely paradoxical make-up
of human nature; he is a symbol of the inadequate functioning of
human will, when the wishes of the heart are translated into
actions. No doubt Molnár’s thesis that true love penetrates below
the external signs of wickedness or cruelty is a truism, but this
is only one interpretation of the theme; on a deeper level Liliom,
an unwilling social drop-out, illustrates social injustice: he had
had a rough deal even in the ‘celestial court’, which punished him
for not caring enough for his family, although his fateful step had
been taken precisely because of his devotion to them. True, he had
made the wrong choice. Earlier in the play it has become clear that
he is not a man who could settle down as a caretaker, or in any
other menial job which would allow no play to the flamboyant nature
he generously displayed while working as a bouncer in the amusement
arcade. No doubt he is a bully, but his fate provides Molnár with
an opportunity to prove his point, namely that it is futile for any
man predestined to damnation to attempt to save his own soul. In
the ‘celestial court’ scene Molnár is satirizing the faceless
machinery of bureaucracy and its helpless victims. The background
of the Budapest underworld is authentic-characters such as Ficsúr
speak thieves’ slang with all its pungent idioms. The play is
arranged into seven scenes and, by discarding the conventional
division into acts, Molnár obtained a smooth continuity of the
action which was essential to the blending of fantasy and
reality.

After Liliom, which was a success on both
sides of the Atlantic, Molnár produced his plays in quick
succession, nearly thirty altogether, many of them being romantic
light comedies (e.g. The Swan, 1920). Molnár’s most
popular play in the United States, The Play’s the
Thing (1926), also considered by many critics to be his
best, shows his deep preoccupation with jealousy. The simple plot
has a clever twist; by introducing a play-within-a-play, Molnár
manages, with bold gestures and many theatrical manipulations, to
produce a variation on the time-honoured triangle theme, and in
addition gives a lesson in playwriting, showing that it was
possible to maintain the whole Third Act without suspense, by
relying entirely on the humour and emotional by-play of the
situation.

Molnár was a significant prose-writer too.
At the beginning of his career he cultivated both drama and prose
with equal zeal, and could have developed into a novelist of the
first order. While his plays contained less and less social
criticism as the years went by, Molnár’s short stories revealed a
social conscience (e.g. ‘Coal Thieves’, 1918) and showed him an
outspoken critic of urban poverty. He achieved lasting fame,
however, with The Paul Street Boys (1907), devoted to
the problems of adolescence. The story concerns two warring gangs
of youths on a grund*A
grund is a vacant lot in a city used as a playground
by children who have no access to parks. In Molnár’s own words: ‘to
the children of Pest the grund is open country,
grassland and the great plains. It is a spell of freedom and
boundlessness, this plot of ground that is hedged about by a
rickety fence on one side, and by rearing walls stabbing skywards,
on the others’., and immortalized Ern? Nemecsek, a weak
little boy whose unflinching loyalty and devotion to his gang
brings about his untimely death, and belated recognition of his
community spirit on his deathbed from his companions, whose starry
eyes have been cast on more martial virtues. Molnár’s insight into
the closely-knit community of schoolboys, his psychological
understanding of the interaction of their instinctive and their
conscious deeds, makes The Paul Street Boys a unique
piece of narrative whose poetic qualities are still enjoyed by
younger and older readers alike. Critics, particularly abroad, have
later suggested that the novel also contains a powerful anti-war
message in the magnanimous but senseless self-sacrifice of
Nemecsek, who has taken ideals in dead earnest; for the caprices of
his gang’s leaders could hardly have been lost on a generation that
had just returned from the trenches of World War I.

Molnár himself saw a lot of warfare as a
correspondent on the Eastern Front, sending back to Budapest
excellent pieces of reportage (The Memoirs of a War
Correspondent, 1916). It is, perhaps, the best tribute to
his sensitivity towards human suffering that his eyewitness
accounts of the war were also published in the New York
Times, although Hungary belonged to the enemies of the
Allies. Molnár frequently stayed in the United States during the
inter-war years, and finally in 1940, when civilized life proved
once more impossible in darkened Europe, he settled in New York. It
was there he wrote his autobiography (Companion in
Exile, 1950) a moving book by a man who had lost his
illusions-even about cynicism.

The theatrical career of Menyhért Lengyel
(1880-1974) was first connected with the Thalia Company, whose
staging of The Great Prince (1907) provided the young
journalist with instant success. While Lengyel learnt much from
Ibsen, his Great Prince is, nevertheless, a genuinely
satirical piece by a technically brilliant playwright. The plot
revolves around what, for want of a better expression, can be
described as the birth of ‘personality cult’, foreshadowing a
dreadful experience in Eastern Europe half a century later. In a
small town the local celebrities are preparing for the unveiling of
a monumental marble statue of ‘the Great Prince’, and among those
invited is the scholar who had devoted his time to the study of the
‘Life and Times of the Great Prince’. It is shortly before the
actual celebrations that he finds decisive evidence: the Great
Prince was a ruthless dictator, and the sources the scholar has
been so diligently studying were suitably doctored by the order of
the Great Prince himself. The president of the Academy expressly
forbids the scholar to disclose his startling discovery ‘in the
interest of the people’, who need great historical figures to
admire. In desperation, the scholar decides to blow up the statue,
but instead the walls crumble, burying the champion of truth, while
the statue of the Great Prince remains undamaged. No doubt the
author was moralizing somewhat, but the image of the tyrant of the
Middle Ages towering above the life of a present-day small town and
affecting the fate of the characters was effectively presented.

Success abroad came to Lengyel with
The Typhoon (1909), a play devoted to the clash
between Eastern and Western philosophies. It is set in Berlin,
where a Japanese scholar is studying the German genius for
efficiency in order to record it in a book, so that Japan may
profit from it. For his lighter hours he finds distraction with
Ilona, a prototype of the ‘dumb blonde’, whose undisciplined
character is in striking contrast to his Oriental control. The
action becomes somewhat melodramatic when Ilona, with whom Dr
Tokeramo has fallen in love, teases him about his ‘Japaneseness’
until he strangles her. The ensuing tragedy in Dr Tokeramo’s life
does not lie in the failure of his love affair with Ilona, nor even
in his committing murder and dying in disgrace; it derives from the
germs of Western individualism which have penetrated his Eastern
nationalism at a vulnerable spot, and gradually undermine the
structure of his Oriental life pattern until it finally falls to
pieces. Lengyel is successful in creating an authentic Japanese
atmosphere for the background; European audiences can discern such
familiar Oriental features as the repression of emotions, excessive
politeness, secretiveness, and a suppression of individual
inclinations for the good of the state. The real tragedy of
Tokeramo unfolds in the closing scene; he is alienated from his
fellow-countrymen, whose solicitude leaves them when they discover
his European ‘taint’. ‘Let us beware, lest along with European
culture, this corruption also breaks upon us’ – observers one of
his Japanese fellow-scholars. Lengyel’s attraction to Oriental
settings also manifested itself in his production of the scenario
for Bartók’s ballet The Miraculous Mandarin (1918),
the eroticism and sadism of which caused a scandal at its first
public performance (Cologne, 1926). Lengyel was unable to repeat
the artistic accomplishment of The Typhoon, although
he became a much-sought-after scriptwriter, first in London, where
he moved in 1931, and later in Hollywood. Opportunity was provided
for him by Sándor Korda (1893-1956), who, having been the most
talented director of the budding Hungarian motion picture world,
became Sir Alexander Korda, virtually the founder of the British
cinema industry.

A scriptwriter with whom Korda had a long
and fruitful co-operation in London was Lajos Bíró (1880-1948),
himself a playwright and short-story writer. The young Bíró was
attracted by naturalism and political radicalism, and he never
achieved the urban sophistication which characterized Molnár. His
stories (e.g. Thirty Short Stories, 1906;
Twenty-One Short Stories, 1908) were the products of a
hard-working journalist who had seen the ugly face of life, the
smal-scale but bloody dramas of ordinary people. The composition of
Bíró’s stories revealed the genuine playwright; he had a natural
instinct for perceiving human conflict. He was also one of the
first urban writers to look upon the peasants with hostility and
fear. In the powerfully-written ‘Scared City’ (1908), for example,
the drunken harvesters who are let loose on the Eastern Railway
Station, form an uncontrollable mob menacing the life and security
of the middle-class citizens of Pest. Of his numerous plays
Yellow Lily (1909) ought to be mentioned, as
containing genuine conflict (Bíró often made concessions to
business interests in the theatre). After 1919 he was forced to go
abroad as a result of his active participation in politics, and he
finally settled in London, producing scripts for Korda’s films
(e.g. The Private Life of Henry VIII, 1933).

The rest of the host of playwrights
producing successful commercial plays mainly for overseas
consumption showed a considerable degree of craftsmanship, but very
little literary taste; they were chasing the délibáb
in the form of financial success, and most of them swarmed around
Hollywood where they found the fulfilment of their dreams in
proportion to their own shrewdness. Suffice it to say that
Hungarian contribution to the Hollywood dream-industry was
considerable, yet the artistic image of the movie centre of the
world was improved very little by the onrush of the Budapest
coffee-house wits. Not that it mattered.

The great theatrical upsurge in the 1910s
produced at least one lasting side-effect, which made profound
changes in the colloquial speech of town dwellers in Hungary:
Budapest created its own ‘folklore’. The pace of town life was
quick; it possessed very little of the slow, contemplative
character of the rural way of life; therefore urban folklore bore
little resemblance to folklore proper. Its birthplace was almost
certainly the coffee-house, and its main features were wit, black
humour, arrogance, and cynicism; its chief genre was the joke with
the pungent punch-line, and it very often bordered on the absurd.
Many of the smart sayings of Molnár and other light playwrights
became part of this folklore, and the attitude of mind which was
responsible for its development became ‘respectable’ (if
respectability did not exclude by definition tongue-in-the-cheek
urban smartness) in cabaret. Cabaret was the place where sparkling
wit was most effectively employed, for it drew large audiences, and
in any case this type of humour almost always evaporates off-stage.
Moreover, in the cabaret the essence of the coffee-house mentality
could be successfully applied to topical issues in politics, or to
other daily events known to large numbers of people.

The ephemeral character of urban folklore
has been proved by the fact that the celebrated cabaret author,
Endre Nagy (1878-1938), to whom many significant modern writers
have acknowledged themselves indebted, is hardly more than a memory
today. Nevertheless, the germ of Budapest folklore is still
virulent – not only are words or phrases constantly being coined,
and words, which were formerly respectable becoming unusable,
except with the twist or allusion the Budapest joke has attached to
their meanings, but it still produces an enriching influence, which
can be detected in the writings of many authors; and finally, it
has given birth to the Budapest political joke, which, as it
provides a safety valve, has been tolerated by changing political
regimes.

Undoubtedly, urban Hungarian literature
possessed a distinctly Jewish flavour; this manifested itself in
the wide variety of themes stressing a more general outlook than
the traditionally self-centred Hungarian viewpoint. This outlook
was eminently brought into focus by the ‘export playwrights’, and
the subsequent theatrical revival. In more traditional departments
of literature there also appeared a spirit of ferment activated by
ambition, talent, and a deep desire for changes in an otherwise
static social structure which were distinctly Jewish in origin. Its
chief driving force was József Kiss (1843-1921), the first Jewish
poet to be prompted by a noble desire to reconcile his Jewishness
with the Hungarian way of life. Today, as a poet Kiss is only of
historical significance; his efforts to adopt the
népies poetical technique of Pet?fi, and particularly
of Arany, whose ballads he imitated with genuine enthusiasm and not
entirely without talent, have been duly praised. By the 1890s his
largely one-sided love-affair with a reluctant Hungarian public
opinion brought home to him the limited value of assimilation as an
alternative to traditional Jewish life-style, and his poetry
underwent a change.

His true significance, however, manifested
itself in his capacity as an editor. In 1889 Kiss was left without
a job, and his friends provided him with the initial capital outlay
for a magazine. His brain-child, the weekly literary magazine
The Week (1890-1924) proved to be a colourful
repository of varied writing, embracing fashionable literary
trends. After initial financial difficulties, The Week
established itself as a leading literary journal (Jókai and
Mikszáth were among its early contributors). The magazine was
edited without a political viewpoint; Kiss preferred the musicality
of a well-composed sentence to party political issues, and leading
articles were written alike by convinced socialists and
conservative writers. The profile of the journal was moulded by the
needs of its readership, which consisted predominantly of
middle-class Budapest people, and by the enthusiasm of its
contributors for propagating contemporary European literature.
Another feature of The Week was that it showed
comparatively little interest in rural matters and the problems of
the peasantry. With its snobbish dispositions and mildly satirical
tone, and with its opposition to establishment literature, whilst
paying due respect to the arbiter of conservative taste, Gyulai,
The Week definitely provided novelty on the fin
de siécle literary scene.

Although most of its contributors were
Jews, a particularly Jewish flavour was provided only by Tamás
Kóbor (1867-1942), who had the same lower-middle-class background
as the editor, Kiss. A prolific writer, Kóbor ambitiously portrayed
the monotonous daily life of the Budapest lower classes; the heroes
of his short stories are often workers without prospects, living in
the poverty created by the sudden industrial growth of the
Hungarian capital. His somewhat drab style fitted well with his
often depressing themes, there was always a touch of naturalism
(Work, 1909). Kóbor also advocated assimilation, and
called on Jews to fight against racial and religious prejudices
(Out of the Ghetto!, 1911).

Sándor Bródy (1863-1924) was the leading
figure among the young writers who flocked around The
Week. While he is generally considered to be the most
talented prose-writer to have made his presence felt after
Mikszáth, and though many authors of the Nyugat period
acknowledged their indebtedness to him, Bródy’s works are very
uneven. Influenced by Zola and naturalism, he made his name with a
collection of short stories (Poverty, 1884) in which
he introduced many stereotypes to modern literature (e.g. exploited
seamstresses, servants, downtrodden figures doing menial jobs, and
able only to dream about the life-style of their middle-class
employers). Naturalism, as could be expected, included a blunt
presentation of sexual desires too – in particular Bródy shocked
public taste by attributing sexual desires to his female
characters, even to respectable middle-class mothers.

Bródy was a born rebel, yet he never
espoused any of the fashionable political creeds: his rebellious
nature longed for an ultimate reconciliation between reckless
desires and lofty ideals, just as the young Bródy had attempted to
reconcile Jókai’s romantic idealism with the blunt naturalism of
Zola. Of his numerous novels, perhaps The Knight of the
Sun (1902) is the best. It is the story of a career, with
the message that those who think illusions will help them socially
end by failing and making themselves ridiculous. Bródy is on much
firmer ground when he depicts the unnoticed tragedies of servant
girls, fresh from the country, whose sexual defencelessness against
their middle-class employers is the source of much unhappiness.
Bródy treats their fate with compassion, and presents them with
artistic skill (Nursemaid Elizabeth, 1900-1). Bródy’s
works were marked by an indiscriminate use of Budapest slang – a
novelty in those days – and loose sentence construction, often
giving a rough-and-ready impression; his style ultimately became
mawkish, and infected by mannerisms, a sure sign of
overproductivity.

Bródy also wrote for the theatre. His plays
reveal a social conscience, particularly The Nurse
(1902), adapted from the Nursemaid Elizabeth stories.
The middle-class theatre-goers were not over-enthusiastic about the
play, which accused them of corrupting the country girls who were
babysitting and ironing for them while they spent the evening at
the theatre. Yet The Nurse was more than a moralizing
play; it was the first Hungarian drama, after a long series of
népszínm?s and neo-Romantic plays, which had at its
heart a genuine conflict. It was not Bródy’s fault that he could
not compete with the popularity of the ‘export drama’ which flooded
the Budapest theatres in the 1910s. The overall effect of The
Nurse is marred by Bródy’s inability to compose natural
dialogues for his peasant characters; their speech is a strange
mixture of elevated sentences of Biblical simplicity and purity,
lapsing occasionally into clumsiness or containing an unexpected
slang expression. His best drama is probably The
Schoolmistress (1908), in which he managed to create a
memorable female portrait.

As the years passed, Bródy estranged
himself more and more from literary life; he had little contact
with the Nyugat writers, although many of them
respected the pioneer in him. Lonely, disappointed, and at least
once on the verge of suicide, Bródy made one last great creative
effort. The controversial figure of Rembrandt had always fascinated
him, because he saw in the great Dutch painter the pioneer of
modern artistic attitudes, the constant desire for self-expression.
No doubt he also sought an explanation in Rembrandt’s failure for
his own. The resulting cycle of short stories
(Rembrandt, 1925) presents a unique approach to the
fate of the artist, emerging from the double portrait of his chosen
hero and himself.

The other leading writer of The
Week, Zoltán Ambrus (1861-1932) took part in one of Bródy’s
short-lived undertakings, as a co-editor of the periodical
The Future (1903-6). Ambrus, too, was a pioneer. First
of all he was an irodalmi író*A
writers’ writer. who abhorred cheap showmanship and
exhibitionism; secondly, he managed to absorb the essence of French
culture, thus towering above the other contributors to The
Week, most of whom received their French intellectual wares
via German middlemen. As he was the first exponent of the
roman à thèse many critics accused him of emotional
tepidness, for cool intellectual analysis had little tradition in
Hungarian literature. True, Ambrus did not excel in description,
but his development of plot and his unfolding of character through
lively dialogues counterbalanced his ostensible shortcomings in
description. A writer with Ambrus’s talent and intellectual
discipline could manipulate his creative ability effortlessly, and
it seems that his main artistic object was to maintain a purposeful
indifference as opposed to spontaneity, let alone the pseudo-rustic
simplicity or journalistic slickness of many of his contemporaries.
He was clearly a literary dissenter in that he attributed
superiority to intelligence at the expense of instinct or
intuition. Consequently, he aimed at reaching the critical
faculties or the sense of irony of his readers, with the dubious
result of gaining literary immortality and impressing only a few
discerning critics and readers. His failure to win popularity
either in his lifetime or with posterity demonstrates only too well
how literary taste is governed by deep-seated traditions; in
Hungarian prose, these were the traditions of colourful
story-telling, of the anecdote, and of social commitment, none of
which characterized Ambrus’s writings.

The reception of his unusual first novel,
King Midas (1906), was symptomatic: written fifteen
years before its publication, originally Ambrus had to be content
with serializing it in Magyar News (1891-2). Then it
became a literary myth without being read. In King
Midas Ambrus raised the questions which Bródy raised much
later in Rembrandt: What is the artist? What is his
place in society? It was an acute question for writers in Hungary
at the turn of the century, since the accepted image of the artist
as a torch-bearer for his community or as a watch-dog against
social maladies seemed no longer to be taken for granted by writers
infected with large doses of individualism. The story concerns a
painter, who is apparently successful, yet is beset by doubts about
his own talents. His first marriage is happy: he has found in his
wife, the daughter of a déclassé family who is
unwilling to make concessions in spite of her poverty, the same
uncompromising spirit as his own. They live in secluded happiness
until she suddenly dies. His second marriage brings him luck,
spectacular success, social and artistic recognition, yet the rich
(hence the title), unhappy painter is driven to suicide.

King Midas is a milestone in
Hungarian fiction, and a major artistic achievement. Although the
novel clearly shows a break in style – its first half being
naturalistic with a minutely detailed background, the second half
being more impressionistic, but by no means perfunctory – the
dialogues are lively and carry the rhythm of action, and at the
same time convey the writer’s message convincingly. Operating with
a small cast of characters, Ambrus is able to concentrate on
details of human traits without indulging in emotional embroidery,
for restraint is the keynote of his artistic attitude. In the plot,
however, he makes a concession to Romanticism with the sudden death
of the artist’s wife. In spite of all the excellent qualities of
the novel, critics, both contemporary and later, had their
reservations about it, claiming that ‘sweeping force of narrative’
and ‘powerful descriptions’ were missing from King
Midas; they hardly realized that this claim was dictated by
their subconscious desire for the action and the colourful
description provided in such generous measure by Jókai and the
Romantics.

None of Ambrus’s work has made an impact on
the literary scene, although Girofle and Girofla
(1901) is very near to artistic perfection. This novel is set in
the Bácska country, and Ambrus’s sceptical view of
human nature, his subtlety, and his wit enable him to make the most
of the plot, which revolves around a passionate young country
gentleman whose love for an actress inevitably leads to
mésalliance; the message is: so much the worse for
society, which imposes such burdensome restrictions on the
individual. Behind the façade of light composition can be seen
Ambrus’s profound knowledge of human nature and his intellectual
disposition to philosophize.

His short stories were conceived in similar
manner: careful construction, economy of style, emotional
detachment, and closely observed characters. Ambrus carefully
avoids spectacular conclusions to his stories; he often seems to be
heading towards unexpected turns, yet manages to introduce
anticlimax into the conclusion, neutralizing anticipation and
echoing in the mind of the reader for a long time (e.g. ‘Summer
Evening’, 1893; or ‘Nothing to Declare’, 1907). The stories reveal
his disposition to treat uncommon, outlandish subjects; they are
often set in faraway lands, or distant times; childhood memories or
imaginary scenes also occur. More often his themes are drawn from
literature, new motives or additional twists being added to themes
from the Bible (e. g. in ‘The Destruction of Nineveh’, where the
prophet is seduced, and is sorry only for the sensual prostitute
who is also destroyed with the city), Boccaccio, or Casanova; he
utilizes Swift, Mérimée, and many others. In doing so he resembles
Anatole France, who also had a liking for ‘literary’ themes.

Ambrus was an excellent critic too – his
analytical mind waged an uncompromising war against mediocrity and
commercial motives in theatrical life: he could never accept that
the box-office should be the ultimate judge of the value of a play.
He was also a hard-working, capable translator who rendered
numerous French plays into Hungarian. By his maintenance of high
literary standards he earned the respect of the young writers of
the Nyugat, who saw in him a father-figure, too
conservative for the radicals, too distinguished for the commercial
writers, and too liberal for the ‘official’ literature, – in fact
just the right person to be mentor of the young men who were to
create modern Hungarian literature.

Popular contributors to The
Week included Jen? Heltai (1871-1957), a colourful figure on
the literary scene at the beginning of the century. His first
volume of verses, Modern Songs (1892), was the subject
of a minor controversy, being declared immoral. Heltai offended
public prudery with his unassuming but tongue-in-cheek verses,
which had apparently only one theme: carnal love. The frivolity of
the tone was unusual: nobody sang about showgirls who, like
Heltai’s ‘muse’ Kató, visited their lovers’ apartments. Undoubtedly
influenced by the French chanson, Heltai managed to
create a carefree, bohemian atmosphere in his verses, and it is
difficult to see today exactly what caused all the fuss.

His short stories and novels are set in the
same congenial world, and are peopled by such easy-going characters
as Jaguár, a struggling reporter (Jaguár, 1914);
István Mák, the Paris correspondent of the Penny
Truth, whose adventures revolve around girls and intricate
schemes to obtain credit in the cafés (The Last of the
Bohemians, 1911); Uncle Általános the retired pawnbroker;
aspiring starlets of the Kültelki Theatre; haughty
Balkan diplomats (The Age of Emmanuel VII, 1913); or
Lord Notapenny, a caricature of English upper-class habits as
observed on the Continent. In a word, Heltai is the chronicler of
the bustling life of the coffee-houses, all his characters are
realistic in the sense that they chase délibáb much in
the same way as do their real-life counterparts who get up late in
the afternoon, dream about red-haired chorus girls, write librettos
without knowing who the composer will be, paint large historical
frescoes, or at least talk about their paintings for hours on
end.

Heltai does not pretend to be interested in
politics or ‘serious life’; he is an unashamed entertainer, not
unlike Somerset Maugham, yet his writing reveals human compassion
behind the façade of flippancy, cynicism, and grotesque humour
which are always present in his well-constructed plots. His
‘serious’ novel (House of Dreams, 1929) is an
ambitious attempt to portray post-war Budapest; it has an intricate
plot, and is heavily influenced by Freudianism.

His ability to write light satirical verse
made him an excellent author for the cabaret. In his plays he
retained his basic recipe for success, a touch of sentimentality
and a large dose of cynicism. In The Tündérlaki Girls
(1914), based on a short story of the same title, for example, he
tells the fate of the Tündérlaki girls, ‘of whom two were
respectable and the third fell into disgrace’, for which she is
duly despised; but in fact, the youngest daughter has sacrificed
her reputation to secure the happy marriages of her sisters. He
successfully injected fresh blood into neo-Romantic drama with
The Silent Knight (1936), a charming tale of a vow for
a kiss, written in graceful verse and still popular today.

Perhaps none of the early contributors of
The Week were more eccentric than Viktor Cholnoky
(1868-1912), whose untimely death prevented the full development of
his artistic potential. Cholnoky loved the esoteric, the bizarre,
and the grostesque; he often used ancient cultures or distant
countries as background to his short stories, demonstrating a
superb ability to mix reality and supernatural elements. No doubt
the mainspring of these stories was his inborn disposition to
escapism, supported by diligent reading, which he cleverly used so
as to authenticate even the most bizarre story
(Tammuz, 1909). In ‘A Fat Man’ the unpleasant hero,
who tells the story of a murder, turns out to be the victim himself
who has been let into the passenger compartment from the cold
freight carriage by the ticket collector who felt sorry for him.
The story is built up with minute realism, and the suspense is not
relieved at the end by any explanation. Cholnoky is often
preoccupied with the relationship between writer and society; he
subscribes to the decadent view that art is the product of
sickness, both mental and physical, and that healthy people destroy
culture. ‘Is there any genuine writer or genuine artist who is not
possessed by the phantoms of his own mind?’ – he asks in ‘Tartini’s
Devil’ (1909). Redefinition of the role of the artist as a creative
individual was a novelty in Hungarian literature, where social
conscience and commitment were the most desirable characteristics
of writers.

Zoltán Thury (1870-1906), another promising
short story writer who died young, had only loose connections with
The Week circle, yet he definitely deserves a place
among those writers who established the traditions of the modern
Hungarian short story. Thury was a born rebel, whose life seemed to
be paved with humiliation and indignity; his stories are peopled
with unbalanced figures, caught in dramatic situations where
passions erupt and repressions are swept away by uncontrolled fury
(Fools, 1897). His love of extremes might be
considered Romantic, for he employed harsh colours in describing
social evils in the world of the urban lower classes and of
poverty-stricken peasants. The same vehemence characterized his
plays, of which Soldiers (1898), devoted to the
conflicts of private life behind the glittering façade of uniforms,
was perhaps the best.

While there is no doubt that the beginning
of the twentieth century witnessed the birth of new trends in
Hungarian literature, first and foremost among those being the
urbanization in the attitude of writers fostered mainly by
The Week, traditional népies literature
also revived. This revival was stimulated by the scholarly impetus
that could be discerned in the field of ethnographical research.
The Romantics regarded ‘the people’ as a homogeneous social stratum
without distinguishing characteristics, although the existence of
various dialects had been acknowledged. The new, more scholarly
approach in the last quarter of the nineteenth century attempted to
describe the diverse peculiarities of ‘the people’ according to
regional differences.

Writers studied the life-style of peasants
in one particular region, or wrote about the region they knew
intimately, as Mikszáth had written about the Palóc
people.

Regionalism*A
term to denote the same literary concept as the German
Heimatkunst. first developed in Szeged, a city
on the Tisza in the southern part of the Great Plains. At it was
the second largest city in Hungary, many authors, Mikszáth and
Gárdonyi among them, started their literary careers there in
journalism, and on account of its lively literary life a sense of
regional identity evolved there. Regionalism does not necessarily
imply provincialism; the best regional authors, while preserving
their sense of particularism in choosing local subjects or in
employing one particular dialect, could also cater for wider
audiences through the universal appeal of their writing, as the
case of István Tömörkény (1866-1917) effectively illustrates.

Of lower-middle-class origin, Tömörkény set
out in the footsteps of traditional writers, but his interest in
folklore and ethnography turned his attention to the peasants
living on the tanyas*Isolated farmsteads. of the Szeged area. His
interest may have been aroused first by the exotic appeal of the
subject; his early short stories in particular reveal the attitude
of the curious outsider, the amazement of the middle-class
city-dweller in the face of the mentality and customs of the
tanya people. His amazement is a source of humour; the
peasant figures are often observed in confrontation with
city-dwellers, or rather with the authorities, and while their
reactions are a constant source of humour, Tömörkény never
ridicules his peasant heroes; his compassion is clearly on their
side. As the years passed his involvement deepened, and did not
only express itself as compassion; he became more and more aware of
the social problems – the mushrooming religious sects (which were a
way of escape from the worries of reality), the growing
agricultural labour movement; briefly, the struggle for day-to-day
existence of the peasant-pariahs. It is the intense realism in
those short stories describing everday occurrences in the lives of
poverty-stricken peasants, artisans, and other figures of the lower
classes that is the main virtue of Tömörkény’s writings
(Szeged Peasants and Other Gentlemen, Szeged, 1893;
Under Poplars, Szeged, 1898).

His regionalism opened up the closed world
of the peasants in the Szeged district; in his writing he charted
their emotional life-stoic resignation, fatalistic indifference,
repressed desires to rebel, and class-hatred are the chief
characteristics of this hardy race. When he became director of the
local museum, Tömörkény’s interest was also channelled into
professional ethnographical research, a time-consuming activity,
and perhaps this is why he never wrote novels to match his short
stories, some of which are among the best produced in Hungary at
the turn of the century.

The tradition of regionalism established in
Szeged by Tömörkény was continued by Ferenc Móra (1879-1934), who
was first a journalist, and later became the director of the
Municipal Museum, and a noted amateur archaeologist. What Tömörkény
described from knowledge gathered during a lifetime’s study of the
peasants, Móra experienced first-hand as a child, and wrote about
it with an intimacy that cannot be acquired by the outsider (e.g.
‘September Remembered’, 1925). A son of very poor people, Móra
started his career by writing children’s stories. His narrative
technique was first influenced by Romantic moods and the
traditional anecdotal simplicity but later, when his sense of
social justice gained the upper hand, he embraced a more realistic
manner. Yet he often avoided penetrating to the core of human
conflicts, and treated his subject-matter light-heartedly and
humorously; he revealed himself as a writer whose highly-civilized
sensibility could not bear the burden of blunt truths. Móra
apparently fought hard against his own overflowing sentiments; a
touch of irony often relieved the bitterness derived from his
childhood experiences. Of course, it would be an exaggeration to
claim that Móra had the analytical writer’s ability or willingness
to scrutinize human actions and their motives – he relied rather on
the warmth of his heart which guided him unerringly to present the
viewpoint of the ‘have-nots’.

Móra became popular in the inter-war years,
and his popularity did not fade away with the passing of time. It
is by his warm humour that he reaches his readers most effectively
in his stories and light sketches. The narrow geographical and
social territory to which his characters were confined did not
prevent his writing a novel, Song of the Wheatfields
(1927), noted for its subtle psychological approach. Set in the
period of World War I, the novel powerfully depicts how the fate of
a peasant community, living in a godforsaken village, is affected
by the turmoil of the war. Its hero, Mátyás, is the personification
of the strong attachment of the peasant to his land; he does not
sacrifice the soil even for his own prisoner-of-war son, who has
been thought to be dead and whose wife has remarried. Móra excels
in describing the dawning sense of tragedy when the news that
Mátyás’s son is still alive in Siberia suddenly changes the lives
of his folk. The story ends with Mátyás deciding not to sell his
farm to pay the ransom for his son: ‘…The earth is the strongest of
us all. It ate up my father, and his father, too. And it’ll eat me
up, and you too. The earth eats up everybody. But others come in
our place and the earth is left to them.’*Translated by George Halász. Old Mátyás wants
to die on the land on which his ancestors lived and died. Nothing
has happened to change his stoic philosophy about man’s relation to
the earth. The character-sketch of the old Hungarian farmer makes
this point entirely authentic.

Móra’s next major novel, The Gold
Coffin (1933), is primarily a love-story set in ancient
Rome. While the historical background leaves nothing to be desired,
and Móra’s story-telling ability and colourful descriptions
maintain the reader’s interest, the novel does not match the
artistic authenticity or the psychological insight of the
Song of the Wheatfields. Still, it provides an
impressive portrait of the Christian-Roman conflict at the time of
the Emperor Diocletian. Some of the minor characters are
excellently drawn, and Móra’s wry sense of humour comes out best in
trivial scenes depicting favouritism and unscrupulousness in the
Emperor’s administration.

Móra wrote no other major work, although
his voluminous output of essays, sketches, and journalistic work is
also significant. All his writings are permeated by his satirical
comments on topical political issues; no aspect of public life
remained untouched by his satire, often hidden in pleasant
anecdotes or unexpected comparisons, about the possibility of
archaeological digging in Hungary and Egypt, or about national
characteristics in his travel sketches, and so forth. After World
War I he wrote a satirical short novel (1924), which was published
only posthumously: Hannibal Ressurected (Szeged,
1955). A classics master returning from a prisoner-of-war camp
writes a treatise on the battle of Zama, describing what would have
happened to the world had Hannibal won. He expects academic
distinction for his original conjectures; but the short treatise
becomes the centre of a muddled controversy; nobody ever reads it,
yet he is attacked even in Parliament for his destructive views,
and the meek little classics master is humiliated and driven to the
verge of suicide. The plot provides Móra with ample opportunity for
a deadly satire on the state of Hungarian education and cultural
affairs in the inter-war period. Corruption, nepotism, ignorance,
and wishful thinking are all part of chasing the
délibáb in political aspirations, in particular after
a lost war and the calamities of revolutions. Small wonder Móra
could not have his book published.










Chapter 17
Revolt Turned into Style


No single event was more significant in the history of modern
Hungarian literature than the first appearance of a new periodical,
Nyugat, on 1 January 1908. In the first years of this century many
new literary reviews were established, most of them had the same
ambition as Nyugat (West) indicated in its name – to be a vehicle
of European literature and thought, and to provide a forum for
talented new writers – but these other periodicals were abortive
experiments; only Nyugat survived (its last issue appeared in
August 1941) and shaped the profile of Hungarian literature for
over half a century to come. True, The Week in its initial period
contributed to the modernization of literary taste in Hungary, but
no Hungarian periodical could ever muster such an impressive list
of major poets, novelists, and critics as Nyugat. Nyugat maintained
high standards in original contributions as well as in works
translated from foreign languages. Its editors were tolerant, they
required little in the way of conformity; they did, however, expect
novelty or originality and craftsmanship. Perhaps this was why
Nyugat so successfully secured the willing collaboration of
unconventional authors. Artistically demanding editorial policy
naturally led to a position of authority in shaping literary taste,
and within a short span of time Nyugat achieved an unique position
in literary life; no self-respecting author regarded himself as
established until he had appeared in Nyugat, although Nyugat had at
least as many enemies in the literary and political world as it had
supporters.

Its original editor-in-chief was Ignotus,
and the editors were Ern? Osvát and Miksa Feny?. Ignotus*Pen-name of Hugo Veigelsberg. (1869-1949)
first wrote poems imitating Arany, then became a leading critic of
The Week; when he edited Nyugat his critical activity marked out
the new trend. He defiantly upheld middle-class values against the
traditional critics who saw Hungarian literature as a vehicle of
gentry values. In Ignotus’s family German was spoken; German
culture made a lasting impression on the formation of his
intellectual values. He claimed tolerance for widely differing
trends in literature; his only yardstick in measuring works of art
was the degree of craftsmanship. He had an abhorrence of the
theoretical approach, and his criticism was largely
impressionistic, based on intuition. While acknowledging the
validity of national literature, Ignotus did not regard it as an
end in itself as the traditionalists did; in his view the assertion
of national values could not be a policy, an aim, or a standard in
literature. These principles guided him in forming the editorial
policy of Nyugat.

Ern? Osvát (1877-1929) also came to Nyugat
via The Week. As an editor he seldom wrote, but was the successful
talent-spotter of the periodical. A dictatorial editor led by an
uncompromising sense of vocation, Osvát was the literary arbiter of
Nyugat for nearly twenty years. His discoveries included Zsigmond
Móricz, Frigyes Karinthy, Árpád Tóth, and other major writers. His
coeditor, Miksa Feny? (1877-1972), was an economist by profession,
and a critic whose sound judgement often withstood the changes of
taste in the last sixty years. He was a lifelong admirer of Ady,
and in 1908, for example, he was alone in his praise of Robert
Musil’s Young Törless, a novel which only became generally
appreciated after World War II, even in German-speaking countries.
The most prolific and influential critic of the staff of Nyugat was
Aladár Schöpflin (1872-1950) whose principles were as tolerant as
Ignotus’s, but whose critical acumen was more penetrating. Rather
than drawing up lists of faults and merits in a work, a practice
which he regarded as somewhat futile, he preferred the sociological
approach, and examined literary works in their social context.
Schöpflin was more keen on characterizing and understanding than on
passing judgement. He loved and respected consuming passions,
whirling thoughts, and complex feelings in authors, and possessed a
profound sense of continuity in literature, thus earning the
respect of both conservative and radical writers during his long
career. His monograph, Ady (1934), is still the best introduction
to the poetry of the figure-head of the entire Nyugat movement.










Endre Ady


Endre Ady

Early in 1906 there appeared a volume
entitled New Poems written by a relatively unknown provincial
journalist and poet, Endre Ady. New Poems was to cause the hottest
of literary debates in Hungary, and impressed many as the greatest
literary novelty yet; and it has been regarded ever since as the
touchstone of modern Hungarian poetry. The event was truly
unexpected, since Ady had done little previously to suggest that he
was capable of such a literary novelty. Born on 22 November 1877
into a puritanic Calvinist hétszilvafás*Literally: ‘Seven-plum-treed’, a
semi-pejorative term applied to the lower strata of nobility,
meaning that their ‘estates’ were only large enough to have seven
plum-trees planted on them. family of the lesser nobility at
Érmindszent, Ady had a traditional upbringing which concluded with
attendance at the law-school of Debrecen; he did not, however,
graduate – his interest in journalism made him drift from one
provincial newspaper to another. His first volume of poetry, Poems
(Debrecen, 1899), contained near-sentimental platitudes and glibly
expressed the patriotic impulses of other popular poets. The same
is true of his next volume, Once More (Nagyvárad, 1903), which
however displayed a militant attitude to conservative nationalism.
This was a result of his stay at Nagyvárad, a bustling city with
cultural aspirations on the borderland of Hungary proper and
Transylvania, where Ady was serving on the staff of an opposition
paper. It was also at Nagyvárad in 1903 that he fell in love with
the wife of a local businessman; this tormenting love-affair
triggered off an emotional reaction which in turn released his
exceptional poetic qualities. Léda, to whom New Poems were
dedicated, opened up a new world for the poet. Her sophisticated
literary taste and complex personality fascinated Ady, and he
followed her to Paris, where she and her husband spent most of
their time. A convenient ménage à trois developed, and Ady, who was
hardly familiar with the Budapest literary scene, became acquainted
with French culture. The ménage à trois arrangement lasted for
about ten years, but the relationship of Léda and Ady was anything
but trouble-free. Nevertheless, having received the initial impetus
from Léda, and further roused by the liberating experience of
Paris, Ady’s personality was set on a course which was to develop
its full possibilities.

Ady followed up the success of his New
Poems with more volumes of poetry published in quick succession.
Blood and Gold (1908), On the Chariot of Elijah (1909), Desire to
be Loved (1910), Of All Mysteries (1911), This Fugitive Life
(1912), Love of Ourselves (1913), Who Has Seen Me? (1914), Leading
the Dead (1918), and a fragmentary novel in verse: Margita Wants to
Live (1921, originally published in Nyugat 1912). His later poems
were published posthumously: The Last Boats (1923). After the Léda
affair, Ady, already gravely ill, married one of his admirers,
Berta Boncza, (the Csinszka of his poems) in 1915, but he had only
a few years to live, for he died on 27 January 1919, in a country
ravaged by the lost war and subsequent revolutions. The
revolutionaries celebrated him as their spiritual leader; Ady,
however, in the last months of his life was more of a living corpse
than a brilliant intellect. His faculties deteriorated day by day,
and when he died he was already only a symbol of the apocalyptic
times. The impact he made, however, hardly lessened with his death;
he was in the centre of literary and political controversies for at
least another quarter of a century.

The period of intensive productivity in
Ady’s life occupied roughly the ten years immediately before the
outbreak of World War I. Besides doing much journalistic work,
mainly as a Paris correspondent of Budapest papers, and writing
short stories (none of which were considered masterpieces by later
critics), Ady created a poetic image which was as revolutionary as
Pet?fi’s, and which provoked violent reactions in friends and foes
alike. Influenced by Baudelaire, Verlaine, and other French
Symbolists, the perplexing complexity of Ady’s poetic world did not
easily lend itself to straightforward appreciation, particularly by
those whose ears were tuned to the ‘orderly world’ of the poets of
national classicism. Although there could scarcely be any
innovation in the choice of poetic themes, his approach to God,
life, death, love, riches, and politics was radically new. His
novelty was due primarily to the originality of his imagination,
which produced a rich variety of associative references, but in
almost equal measure to the duality of his ego, which reached out
in opposite directions simultaneously in pursuit of the totality of
experience; his imagination was supported by a brilliant intellect,
which compelled him to realize the futility both of ambition and of
resignation. His life seems to have been torn between sublime and
divine aspirations, and infected and impure reality. Small wonder
then that Ady was seen in turn as a metaphysical poet, but with a
strong desire for sensual pleasures; as a national poet in the
traditional sense, who was able to give poetic dignity to the
political ideologies of his time, but whose narcissistic
sensitiveness also earned him the label of exhibitionism; as a
moralist who chastised his contemporaries with the wrath of the
prophets of the Old Testament, yet also admitted to being a great
sinner in the Dostoevskian sense; as a deeply religious poet whose
pagan indifference shocked the Christians; and as a ‘gentleman’,
who upheld the traditional gentry values, yet was a social
revolutionary with radical views. All these facets of Ady’s poetry
were indeed present in his fascinating, suggestive imagery, whose
system of symbols puzzled and annoyed conservative taste, and whose
novelty provided immense pleasure to the predominantly middle-class
readership which rallied round Nyugat.

In a striking dedicatory note to New Poems,
Ady claimed to have destroyed his verses ‘in the growing fever of
his waning life’, having spared only a few for the sake of Léda,
who inspired and cherished them. This is indeed a new attitude
towards poetry and social commitment; the apparent whimsicality of
the dedication brings the self into the foreground, rather than any
of the causes a traditionally committed poet was wont to serve.
This dedication, together with the programmatic introduction, the
poem ‘Son of Gog and Magog’, in which Ady employs sharp contrasts,
sets the tone of his poetry.

The volume is divided into four cycles:
‘Psalms for Léda’, ‘On the Hungarian Wasteland’, ‘Singing Paris’,
and ‘Roaming Over Virgin Peaks’, each title denoting its theme very
clearly. The individual poems are variations on the central theme
of each cycle. This technique is used throughout all his
volumes*Except for The Last Boats,
which was not arranged by Ady., from cycle to cycle and book to
book, most of which are preceded by a programmatic introductory
poem. Consequently, his thousand-odd poems form a vast single work.
To understand the consistent entity in the seemingly chaotic poetic
world of Ady, the reader must be aware of this intricate inner
structure. The main poetic devices employed in New Poems (besides
contrasts, already referred to) are repetitions, either of
particular adjectives, or of full lines; the changing of the
semantic contents of words by using them in an unusual context; the
making of certain nouns into symbols by capitalizing them; and the
coining of new compound words, in so skilful a way that their
novely still has not worn off.

Léda is the central figure in the cycles of
‘Psalms for Léda’, ‘Golden Statue of Léda’, and ‘Between Léda’s
Lips’. Their love is a ‘happy shame’, a ‘sweet, holy torment’, or
at best a ‘holy madness’, their love-making is ‘the battlefield of
kisses’, it is good to torment Léda, even with ‘half-kissed
kisses’. The symbols of their love are hawks or vultures, never
doves or swans. Their affair is a desperate struggle under the
black moon, shivering with cold and burning with consuming fire at
the same time. There are no references to tenderness, for Ady
always concentrates on what is excruciating in their relationship;
a love affair as lacking in redeeming qualities as the Ady-Léda
relationship had never yet been recorded in Hungarian literature.
Yet in addition to the novelty of the startling imagery and
eroticism, the Léda poems revealed Ady’s narcissistic
sensitiveness, his inability to relate his ego to the object of his
love. The theme of unsuccessful relationship, the ‘caged’ ego’s
desire to establish meaningful relationships, is one of the
leitmotivs of Ady’s poetry. At the same time, the Léda affair
released the lock on Ady’s subconscious, with the result that he
was able to project his ego into his poetry no matter what its
actual theme was.

This is particularly apparent when Ady
creates mythical figures like Lord Swine Head in New Poems, or the
Ancient Demon Guile in Blood and Gold. Lord Swine Head is the
primordial monster of greed whose eternally modern force causes
anguish in the poet with his gold, when the poet caresses his fat,
loathsome body. There is no escape, the poet’s head is cut open,
Lord Swine Head looks into his brain and laughs. The omnipresence
of material greed is brought home with penetrating force, the
struggle continues for ever ‘on the thunderous shores of Life’. The
Demon Guile, perhaps a complex symbolization of both Dionysos and
Apollo, is a mysterious Eastern figure clad in purple robes who has
come ‘at the ancient dawn of rhymes’ prompting the ecstasy of
intoxication and demanding self-expression in art. Wrestling with
Demon Guile is an exhausting business and, although he is ever
ready to depart (ecstasy is but a fleeting moment), his renewed
attacks are a matter of life and death. Ady successfully created a
myth of the evanescent creative inspiration; in his mind love,
ecstasy, and inspiration are all within easy reach of death and
total annihilation. An instance of the primeval fear dwelling in
the deeper layers of the self is beautifully captured in ‘Good
Prince Silence’, a short poem in which the images of the self and
the lurking Prince Silence lead the poet to a separate reality
whose forces are beyond understanding. We know only that sanity,
consciousness, and life are at stake. This is why he claims to be
‘The Kinsman of Death’ in the cycle containing the poem.

The ease with which Ady creates symbols and
myths is also evident in his early political poetry. The
traditional function of the national poet is donned as part of his
‘blown-up ego’. But unlike Pet?fi, who was leading the people to a
Canaan of social justice and equality, Ady is more of a furious
prophet in the Old Testament sense. While preaching the futility of
his own vocation he sees no sign pointing to salvation. Cursing the
Hungarian wasteland, he finds no flower on the fallow (‘Hungarian
Wasteland’), and Hungarian Messiahs, these mystic souls, can do
very little since they are confronted with the indifference of
society (‘Hungarian Messiahs’). Belonging to Hungary subjects one
to a gravitational pull; indifference, indolence, slovenliness
successfully counteract the vitality of any individual (‘The Poet
of Hortobágy’, ‘Homesickness in Sunshine Country’). Yet Ady had no
choice; the gravitational pull of his country forced him to be a
reluctant ‘national poet’, adding one more cause to his
self-torment.

Another theme in Ady’s early poetry is his
obsession with money, epitomized by the struggle with Lord Swine
Head. In Ady’s life money was a disturbing factor: his modest
income from journalism had to be often supplemented by small loans
from friends. Because of his preoccupation with money, his
imagination commuted between the extremes: between wealth and
poverty. In ‘Only One Moment’ Ady is content with the fleeting
moment of plentifulness, in ‘Lazarus Before the Palace’ he fancies
himself in the role of a singing beggar, weeping outside, and given
an occasional morsel by the wealthy from among their riches. Or he
takes pleasure in a Romantic flight into a nomadic, proto-Hungarian
society where money is unknown (‘Flight From Worry’). The notion of
the eastern origin of the Hungarians which was a constant
preoccupation of the Romantics is ever present in Ady, but his
yearnings are undecided; he could not work out a comforting
solution to the dilemma of East versus West; his torment is
relieved only intermittently, since the gravitational pull both of
native Orientalism and of Paris, the quintessence of Occidentalism,
acts in him simultaneously. As for riches, he finally prays in the
mask of a monk of Mammon to have both riches and poverty.

The next volumes reveal Ady as a
God-seeking poet, and at the same time, his political poetry also
matured – the battle-cries of a fully-fledged revolutionary can now
be heard. The basis of Ady’s religious experience is his
recognition of the inner duality of man, the struggles arising out
of which he so vividly visualized in his earlier poems. His
relation to God is made up of reproach, remorse, and
self-humiliation and his verses echo the istenes poems of Balassi,
particularly their genuine Protestant inspiration and great
anxiety. Calvinism was a decisive force in Ady’s traditional
upbringing, and now Holy Scripture once more became his favourite
reading; he constantly turns to the Bible for his imagery and
references. In his agonizing search for God, Ady is struck by the
discovery that God is not readily accessible for those who seek
him: wailing ‘beneath Mount Sion’, in front of changing
God-symbols, the poet frantically searches for the path leading to
Him. In ‘Adam, Where Art Thou’ or ‘The Lord’s Arrival’ God is
loving and protective, the source of benevolent power, while in
‘Scourge me, God’, a poem which shows an unmistakable Freudian
influence, a father-figure chastises his son for his sins, for
taking songs, ecstasy, and particularly women belonging to Him. But
God is also a ‘mighty whale’, on whose slippery back Ady’s faith
would attempt to get a foothold lest he slip helplessly into the
void (‘To the Great Whale’). Self-humiliation and reconciliation
are achieved in the cycle ‘All right, God!’ (Desire to be Loved);
he is ready to be received on ‘the porch of death’. Posing as a
medieval mystic, in the rarefied air of his atonement, brings about
a short spell of inner peace, culminating in ‘I Thank, I Thank, I
Thank’ (in the cycle ‘A Shadow Reclining on God’, This Fugitive
Life), a poem pervaded by a sensation of ecstasy; Ady experiences
God with all his senses: illumination is achieved, and this is the
essence of his mystic experience.

Ady’s political poetry is marked by the
same vehemence with which he approached all his themes. He was
primarily a critic of Hungarian society and only secondarily did he
preach revolution. He never fully embraced any of the fashionable
socialist doctrines; his revolution was a vague revolt against
hypocrisy, against the narrow confines of the prevailing attitudes
to social and moral issues. This aspect of his poetry has more
often than not been overstressed in recent literature, making Ady
out to be a conscious revolutionary who used his poetry to fight
for well-defined social goals. As a social critic, Ady first of all
attacked class distinctions (‘Grandson of György Dózsa’*The leader of a peasant uprising in
1514., or ‘History Lesson for Boys’); he often associated himself
with working-class aspirations, although in a somewhat Romantic
fashion (‘Poem of a Proletarian Boy’), and he had the premonition
of a coming revolution. Curiously enough, while Ady feverishly
demanded change in all walks of life, being irritated by the
backwardness of Hungarian society, he abhorred revolution: for him
personally, revolution signalled the beginning of the end: death,
cataclysm, and total annihilation. For him revolt and doom always
appear side by side. Professional revolutionaries are apt to be
absorbed in the detail of the new order which would arise out of
the ashes of the old; Ady was overwhelmed by the magnitude of the
coming upheaval – he prophesied the horrors of apocalyptic
destruction – the Last Judgement (‘We Are Rushing Into Revolution’,
1913).

By the outbreak of World War I Ady’s
vitality was on the wane; his terminal disease entered its last
phase. The swift pace of life sapped the energies of his sick body.
His burning passion for Léda gradually subsided; the affair was
concluded with ‘A Message of Gentle Dismissal’ (1913). His poems
written to Csinszka, whom he married in 1915, were the
manifestation of his seeking a last refuge in the haven of
marriage. The poetic imagery of the cycle ‘A Confession of Love’
(in Leading the Dead) is soft and warm, glowing with his newly
found security in Csinszka’s devotion: ‘I do not know why and how
long / I am going to remain with you / but I hold your hand / and
guard your eyes.’ (‘Guarding your Eyes’.) The same subdued tone
dominates his anti-war poems: the poet is muted by the horrors of
the outside world (‘Man in Inhumanity’). His mood is often pensive;
the coming war makes him notice strange signs or superstitions
which are all omens, in his suggestive interpretation, of the
fullness of time: the angel of destruction is about to descend to
earth (‘Recollections of a Summer Night’, 1917).

About this time he was writing more ‘kuruc
dialogues’. The fugitive kuruc who comments with bitter resignation
on the affairs of the world to a fellow-expatriate had been a
feature of his poetry from about 1909 (‘We Have Fought our
Battles’). Ady loved to put on masks, and it was probably the
Romantic cult of Rákóczi and his kuruc soldiers which prompted him
to write his own kuruc poems, as a defiantly differing
interpretation of the theme. These poems, slightly archaic in
language, and closely resembling the originals, are few in number
but they carry a significant message. While the official kuruc cult
promoted the image of victorious soldiers clad in glittering
uniform, Ady’s kurucs are the remnants of a beaten army, fugitives
in disguise, expatriates in foreign lands, homeless tramps, or
lonely wanderers. These haunting horsemen always ride in the
semi-dark background, or sit next to ill-lit camp-fires; their talk
is an inner voice in constant dialogue with Ady’s conscious
thoughts. At the same time the kurucs talk symbolically about
present social evils projected into the past. The scarcely audible
dialogue continues all the time, gradually intermingling with the
phantoms of Ady’s feverish nightmares, until his last great symbol,
the Lost Horseman, emerges (‘The Lost Horseman’) in one of his
visions:
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You hear the hollow hoofbeats of





	
a horseman lost since long ago.





	
The shackled souls of ghosted woods





	
and ancient reedlands wake to woe.*Translated by Anton N. Nyerges.






The Lost Horseman is a prehistoric,
timeless symbol; like the Demon Guile, he is the ‘fleeting life’ of
Ady, already ‘leading the dead’ as the title of his last volume
suggests. The final stages of Ady’s illness seemed to reflect the
turbulence of a country on the brink of civil war. The newly
established National Council, which had taken over power on the
ruins of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of October 1918,
was not able to use Ady as a figurehead for its cause, since his
mind was sinking into deeper and deeper layers of his own
microcosmos, sending only ‘A Greeting to the Victorious …’ and it
is doubtful in any case whether Ady would have been prepared to be
the official ‘great man’ of any regime, whatever its nature.

The poems which Ady omitted from his
Leading the Dead were published posthumously (The Last Boats,
1923). These poems hardly altered the general impression gained
from his ?uvre, the main feature of which was an inherent
conflict; none of his contemporaries were more immune to
self-deception than this poet who fought the phantoms of his own
creation. For these phantoms which lurked on the horizon of his
consciousness were not the products of a cult of illusion. Ady
lived what he wrote; life and literature have rarely met so
impressively as in his ‘bloody and true life’, as witnessed by his
constant, feverish struggle against death, whose inevitable
approach first fed and ultimately overstrained his excessive
vitality. His poetry remains a monument to this struggle, and at
the same time a sensitive probing of the political convulsions
which have fundamentally shaken Hungarian society, not only by
terminating the existence of ‘historical’ Hungary, but by
subjecting the nation to traumatic experiences which in turn have
determined the course of Hungarian history ever since.

The chief external reason for the collapse
of the Austro-Hungarian state was undoubtedly the lost war. By
early 1918 it was evident to everybody, except the blinkered
nationalist, that the Central Powers, and thus Hungary, had lost.
The war effort had totally exhausted both the country’s man-power
and its economic resources. In 1918 mutiny and desertion in the
armed forces were an everyday occurrence; men were tired, and
regarded war as a senseless adventure. News of country-wide famine
reached the trenches; the rank and file felt that their place was
near their families and, in any case, they had never quite
understood the meaning of the slogan ‘for King and Country’. The
King was a foreigner residing in a foreign city; what interest
could Hungary have in fighting in the Italian Alps? Furthermore all
the latent social problems were brought to the surface by the war;
the different nationalities revolted against the Hungarian rule,
and fighting for the Empire was not their cause either; what they
wanted was political union with their brothers outside the Empire.
The socialists and the labour movement demanded human rights.
Prisoners of war who returned from the newly established Soviet
state preached the gospel of Communist takeover.

When King Charles IV surrendered his royal
power in November 1918, it was a symbolic act only; the Habsburg
Empire was already falling to pieces, Premier Tisza had been
murdered by mutinous troops who saw in him the chief perpetrator of
their sufferings, and the belated democratic experiment of the
National Council, headed by Count Károlyi, was swept away by the
tidal wave of the popular revolt. In March 1919 a Hungarian
‘Republic of Councils’ was proclaimed which made an abortive effort
to introduce long overdue reforms and to set up a national Red
Army, since Upper Hungary had already been seized by Czech troops
who were determined to liberate the Slovaks from their
thousand-year-old Hungarian yoke. In Transylvania the Romanian Army
advanced towards the Tisza. In spite of their moderate success in
fending off the invasion for a time, the 133 days of the Béla Kun
regime are chiefly remembered for the ferocity with which the
hastily – established Soviets usurped power. Since most of the
leaders of the ‘Red Terror’, as their rule was called by their
enemies, were Jews, their activity bred a degree of antisemitism
never previously experienced in Hungary. In August the Romanian
Army occupied Budapest, and in Szeged, with the assistance of the
Allies, a provisional counter – revolutionary government was set
up, headed by Admiral Miklós Horthy, a former aide-de-camp of the
late Emperor Francis Joseph. The Horthy regime was determined to
suppress ruthlessly any revolutionary movement, and the ensuing
White Terror did not spare anyone who sympathized with the Béla Kun
regime. A peace treaty was ratified with the Allies on 4 June
1920,*The Treaty of Trianon. So
named after a chateau at Versailles where the main peace treaty
between Germany and the Allies was concluded in 1919. by which
Hungary was obliged to cede two-thirds of ‘the Lands of the Holy
Crown’ to neighbouring countries, i.e. to Romania, and to the newly
created states of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. The process of
uniting the Slovaks of Hungary with the Czechs of Bohemia, and the
Croats with the Serbs, and the cession of Transylvania to Romania,
put more than three million Hungarians abroad in hostile states; it
was a territorial rearrangement which sowed the seeds of future
discord. Small wonder that the Horthy regime’s main objective in
foreign policy was to regain the lost territories at any cost.

Much has been written lately, mainly in
Hungarian, about the cultural achievements of the Béla Kun regime,
in a futile attempt to whitewash the short-lived Republic of
Councils, following the counter-revolutionary propaganda of the
inter-war period. Although the Communist revolution opened the way
to many talents in Hungarian cultural life, the impact of those 133
days when Hungary went red has been only an episode in Hungarian
literature. No major socialist writer emerged either during the
revolutions, or later among those who went into exile as a
consequence of their participation in the events, with the possible
exception of György Lukács; but then he was already a well-known
intellectual before the war. Writers who went into exile often
switched languages, and, like Béla Kun himself, disappeared in
Stalin’s purges in the late 1930s if they were unwise enough to
choose the Soviet Union as their adopted country. On the other
hand, most of the established Hungarian writers of the Nyugat group
paid lip-service to the Kun regime, a course which they regretted
later; in fact none of these writers, including Móricz, Karinthy,
Gyula Juhász, and perhaps Árpád Tóth, were revolutionary in the
political sense of the word. Consequently, the significance of
revolutionary Hungarian literature is overestimated in an effort to
trace the origins of socialist-realism to the regime of Béla
Kun.

The same cannot be said of the war
experience, which left an indelible mark on the works of many
writers, and at least one ‘war poet’ of considerable talent
emerged. Géza Gyóni (1884-1917), who died as a prisoner of war in
Russia, was a provincial journalist who wrote first in the
traditional manner and later imitated Ady, particularly in his
love-poetry. He was called up in 1914, and in the first year of the
war praised martial virtues in poems using bold and effective
imagery. The conservative literary camp, led by Jen? Rákosi, made
great publicity out of the ‘brave soldier’ whose patriotic
commitment stood in sharp contrast to the pacifist attitude of Ady,
for whom the war appeared to be senseless bloodshed which would
inevitably lead to catastrophe. Ironically enough, it was not for
very long that Gyóni sang the praises of war, in verses which could
be used for war-mongering. The poems written in the besieged Polish
town of Przemy?l, where Gyóni had experienced all the horrors of
war, gradually lost all false Romantic notions about war (By
Campfire on the Fields of Poland, Przemy?l, 1914), and the complete
truth was brought home to him when he was in the inferno of the
trenches. His ‘Just for one single night …’ is perhaps the most
outstanding example of Hungarian anti-war poetry; in it he managed
to express with elemental force, and in bold images, the general
outcry against war-profiteering. When Przemy?l fell, Gyóni was
marched off to a camp in Krasnoyarsk; there his poetry reached
profundity, contrasting the soft images of home life with the
austere conditions of a prisoner-of-war camp (Letters from Calvary,
1916).

Aladár Kuncz (1886-1931) had come to Paris
like myriads of other young writers and painters. When war was
declared in 1914 he was holidaying in Brittany. Austria-Hungary was
not yet at war with France, and her nationals were promised a safe
passage to neutral Switzerland. Yet Kuncz and his compatriots were
interned; they were kept first on the island of Noirmoutier, and
later transferred to the Citadel of l’Île d’Yeu. The French were
fighting for their lives; nobody of importance could be bothered
with a herd of civilian prisoners marooned somewhere in an old
island fortress. Captivity lasted for almost five full years for
Kuncz. This was the central, terrible episode of his life, and he
died immediately after completing his account of it in 1931.

This book, The Black Monastery (1931), is
perhaps one of the great narratives of captivity in any language.
It is the story, told with a profusion of minute details, of all
those fellow-internees-schoolmasters, lawyers, engineers,
cabinet-makers, philosophers, waiters, and sons of rich business
men – who shared Kuncz’s fate during those long bleak years. The
French officials were only tyrannical in petty ways; no spectacular
cruelty was committed – it was only the endless, stifling boredom
and discomfort which reduced the internees to a faceless crowd,
some showing signs of unsuspected spiritual strength, some yielding
and losing their sense of reality. Kuncz’s main virtue as a writer
is his uncompromising honesty, his sober judgement, and his
impassioned recording of the process of the complete rearrangement
of values among the prisoners whose closed society turned around
the everyday occurrences of intrigues, deaths, homosexual affairs,
lice, latrines, or the meaninglessness of everything: ‘Sometimes
one of us said something. He did not talk, only dropped a word or
two like a fragment of some unconscious image-series: peasant-girl,
strawberry, mill, milk, street, and we would ponder over it for a
long time.’ When Kuncz returned home to find a ruined Hungary, a
place oddly reminiscent of the one from which he had come, it is
understandable that he never recovered. The story of the loss of
everything that had meant living for this sensitive and gentle
schoolmaster, who had been drawn to France by a passionate
enthusiasm for French culture, is, however, both a moving human
document and an artistic accomplishment: a record of lost souls in
a cosmic nightmare.

The most successful war-novel came from the
pen of an obscure Transylvanian journalist, Rodion Markovits
(1884-1948), who recounted his experiences at the Eastern Front and
in Russian captivity in Siberian Garrison (1927), a novel aptly
subtitled ‘collective reportage’, for in it millions recognized the
story of their own sufferings. It became a best-seller in many
languages; in fact, it became in many respects a counterpart to E.
M. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front. The public liked it
immensely; here at last, in the flood of war-books, was one whose
plot did not revolve around the infidelity of separated couples, or
in which the war was not only a background to a romantic story of
longing lovers. Markovits was a pacifist, and described the
experiences of his generation effectively and with much self-irony.
He followed up his success with Golden Train (1929), whose plot
deals with the aftermath of the civil war in Russia; this novel,
for all its closely-packed adventures, has however less
authenticity than Siberian Garrison, and Markovits is chiefly
remembered for his war epic; writers whose primary experience
linked them to the great European conflagration were never able to
recover wholly, or to move on to new subjects.










Gyula Krúdy


When Ady appeared on the literary scene, Hungarian poetry was
badly in need of innovation; the burden of national classicism
often choked the individual talent of poets. The same cannot be
said of fiction; while no outstanding prose-writer arose at the end
of the nineteenth century, the impact of new trends was to be felt
both in style and in subject-matter, and most authors did not lack
the spirit to experiment. Young writers revolted against the
authority and tradition of national Romanticism, as represented by
the overwhelming presence of Jókai (who died only in 1904) and his
faithful followers; they also despised the comfortable framework of
the literary anecdote as institutionalized by Mikszáth. Yet at the
beginning of this century there emerged a truly significant
innovator in the person of Gyula Krúdy (1878-1933), who produced a
narrative technique which had no direct antecedents in the
diversity of literary currents, and which in many respects was a
forerunner of the trend that became finally shaped as
‘stream-of-consciousness’ in the writings of such great authors as
James Joyce or Virginia Woolf in the 1920s.

Krúdy’s background shared many similarities
with Ady’s, and they were close friends. Both came from the lesser
nobility; Krúdy was born in Nyírség, a region not far from Ady’s
Szilágyság in Eastern Hungary, and thus they grew up in a largely
overlapping social and geographical environment. True, Krúdy was a
Catholic, but his religion was never as prominent in his works as
Calvinism was in Ady’s poetry. In addition, Krúdy had no other
ambition than to be a writer; he definitely lacked Ady’s
responsiveness to social injustice, and political issues or
controversies were beyond his horizon. Furthermore, Krúdy was a
solitary figure who dissociated himself from literary cliques, –
perhaps the only major writer in the first half of the century who
was not even loosely connected with the Nyugat group of
writers.

A prolific writer, who earned his living by
journalism in Budapest, where he moved in the year of the
Millennium in 1896 (having previously worked on the staff of
Debrecen and Nagyvárad papers), Krúdy became a legend in his own
lifetime. Many episodes of his apparently Bohemian life – Romantic
duels, horse-racing, gambling, or all-night drinking bouts, all
vigorous signs of his Gargantuan appetite for the pleasures of life
– entered Budapest folklore via the night cafés and taverns where
the wits always seemed to know the latest details in the life of
this solitary figure parading in the mask of a latter-day Casanova.
While the legends contributed to his growing popularity, they also
damaged his reputation as a serious writer; the extensive Krúdy
literature abounds in vivid personal recollections, but is sadly
lacking in any analytical approach to his works. In the past it was
customary to dismiss his works as ‘pure entertainment by a romantic
dreamer’, or, whilst paying lip-service to the subtleties of his
style, to claim that he lacked ‘profundity’.

It is only recently that Krúdy has received
the attention he deserved. Yet the facts remain: in spite of his
allegedly flamboyant living, he was an extremely hard-working and
artistically conscious author, whose progress from his early
stories (marked by a somewhat Jókaiesque romantic mood, and by a
gusto for story-telling like Mikszáth’s) to the stage where he
could create a world of his own, with its peculiarly blurred
images, soft colours, and evocative atmosphere, took a long time.
For the development of his own characteristic technique was slow;
it is almost impossible to pinpoint the exact moment of
transformation from those early, straightforward stories. Krúdy
never busied himself with studies of the technique of narrative
art; he instinctively disregarded the time-structure of the story.
This is his great innovation, for the time-factor has always been
crucial in the narrative art. For centuries story-tellers had
believed, not unlike painters who attempted to reflect reality as
it appeared to the naked eye only, that events could be recounted
only in the order of their occurrence. To be sure, writers
occasionally broke the continuity of the narrative to concentrate
attention or to maintain suspense, or made slight changes in the
sequence of events largely for the same purposes. Krúdy’s
half-conscious preoccupation with the time-structure led him to
discard plot as such; not many of his novels or short stories can
boast a well-delineated plot. Action, or rather actions, take place
side by side or at different levels; occasionally they intermingle
in associative references, or diverge and are lost in a subordinate
clause at the end of a paragraph. The true significance of Krúdy’s
technique lies not in any possible theoretical interpretation, but
rather in the liberating effect it has on the mind of his
reader.

In bringing about total, or, more often,
partial disruption in the time unity of a ‘linear’ story, Krúdy
employs mainly stylistic devices. His sentences contain a profusion
of subordinate clauses, frequently starting with ‘as ifs’, inviting
the participation of the reader in the world evoked by his
narrative, where one set of associations leads to another in both
writer and reader; the latter is taken down paths of memory where
he can explore strange, nostalgic sensations in hidden corners, or
re-live his own past, though fragmentarily and momentarily, in the
continuous present; the result is a complete breakup of the time
structure. When past, past perfect and present intermingle in one
long stream of consciousness without an apparent beginning or end,
the effect is a dream-like quality; illusion and reality, phantoms
and human beings are no longer separate entities.

Although Krúdy began to publish at a very
early age (he was not even twenty when his first collection of
short stories appeared), critics agree that his artistically
significant period of creativity started with the publication of
the Sindbad stories (The Travels of Sindbad, 1912; The Resurrection
of Sindbad, 1916; The Youth and Grief of Sindbad, 1917). The
background of these stories differs very little from that of his
earlier writing-memory is the chief source of his narrative
material: memories of the gentry world of the Nyírség, of his
school-years in Podolin (The Ghost of Podolin, 1906, one of the
best of his early novels) and the night-life of Budapest. This
background is, however, peopled with timeless figures, first of all
Sindbad himself, the nostalgic traveller who is haunted by memories
of his amorous adventures, or of certain taverns where this or that
of his favourite dishes tasted better than anywhere else. Sindbad
is not an active participant in the affairs of the world; he is
merely observing life as it passes him by, as, for example, when he
lives alone in a small village on the bank of the Danube and muses
about the passing boats and trains:

Lanky telegraph-poles stared at the row of
carriages, as if frightened or bewildered; refined ladies and
gentlemen stood at the windows; white tablecloths and bottles of
wine flashed behind the gleaming window-panes of the dining-car;
the chef, in his white hat, looks at the scenery, and the stoker
covered in grime stands with a grave look and a deliberate air on
the foot-plate. The long carriages rush swiftly towards their
destination and a gentleman holds a lady’s hand in the corridor of
the last carriage. (Naturally Sindbad would have liked to be on a
honeymoon with a young girl, gazing seriously into her eyes, seated
on green cushions, when the white-coated waiter taps discretely on
the door: ‘Luncheon is now being served’ …)

The main characters of Krúdy’s novels and
cycles of short stories are almost exclusively male. It is a type:
Sindbad resembles Kázmér Rezeda (The Beautiful Life of Kázmér
Rezeda, 1944) or Pálfi (The Companion, 1919). These men are around
forty; frivolity is their main charm, they have had numerous
adventures, they love sensuous pleasures, they often fancy
themselves too old for an active life, and therefore they
retrospectively re-live their lives; the inner monologues are made
up of their nostalgic longings and insatiable desires. When Krúdy
feels that his heroes are slipping towards Romantic cliché he
injects them with ample doses of self-irony, thereby
re-establishing their reality – although this does not prevent
Sindbad, for example, moving freely in various ages, in Podolin at
the end of the last century, in a timeless Orient, or at the court
of a medieval English king.

Krúdy’s heroines in the main are married
women, whose inner restlessness leads them to amorous adventures;
their outward shyness may serve only to conceal their perversity
(Miss Maszkerádi in Sunflower, 1918, or Fruzsina Császár in The
Beautiful Life of Kázmér Rezeda). Some of these heroines are
perhaps late urban descendants of Madame Bovary. Another type of
Krúdy heroine is the ‘Mother Earth’ type; these love country life
and cooking. Their devotion to religion may make them appear mystic
souls, they have no disquieting notions, they are comforting
mother-figures very near to nature (Juliska in N. N., 1922); but
primarily they are alien to the restless world of the other main
types. The gallery of Krúdy’s heroines is full of minor characters
who assist the heroes in their eternal search. The plots of many of
the novels revolve around the heroes’ hesitation between the two
different types of women, which are of course only projections of
the different roles assigned to women by the male ego. Reality and
the acting out of fantasies are mingled with natural ease, yet the
blend always contains an element of surprise. The hero of The Prize
of Ladies (1919), for example, is sitting in the drawing-room of a
brothel with his alter ego looking at various objects in boredom,
when suddenly lovers, painted on an ashtray, ‘leave the ashtray,
and the lady in a hat with roses shows her naked leg provokingly to
the funeral director’.

Therefore it is difficult to speak about
the plots of Krúdy’s novels, in which wishful thinking, desires,
dreams, and fantasies not only mingle freely with reality but
frequently may have precedence over any ‘objective reality’ which
accidentally appears in the novels. There seems to be a set of
private natural laws governing the shifts in time and place, and
the probability of occurrences in the novels. The heroes do not
possess a ‘character’ in the everyday sense; the rules of
traditional psychology are disregarded in the same way as are the
rules of ‘objective reality’, since facts in a historical or
sociological sense disappear under a veil of poetry. To be sure,
this disregard for psychological truths could be seen as a fault,
when the reader’s expectations are limited by the rigid rules of
the nineteenth-century novel in which psychological validity is
achieved by minute descriptions of various states of mind; but
Krúdy is not didactic – he attempts to capture states of minds and
streams of consciousness which may have deeper psychological
relevance.

The most frequently used motifs of sex,
dream, and death, and their relationship, seem to reveal that Krúdy
used or instinctively applied not traditional psychology, but
Freudian concepts. This was a definite novelty in the 1910s. In the
same way, Krúdy is perhaps the first Hungarian writer to describe
various aspects of fetishism – for example Miss Fátyol, in The Red
Stage-Coach (1917), who ‘never wore her shoes longer than a week.
Then she sent them back to the shoemaker in Pest. The shoes were
eagerly awaited by an elderly gentleman who bought the worn shoes,
letting the shoemaker make ample profit on the transaction’, or
there is the other old gentleman in The Prize of Ladies who begs to
be whipped when in a bordello. (‘He wished to atone his sins’, adds
Krúdy rather maliciously.)

Yet the relationship between sex and death
in Krúdy’s works goes deeper than a simple adaptation of Freudian
principles. While Freud’s notion of the Wunschverkehrung is part of
a complex theory, Krúdy seems to have accepted the unalterable
principles of a merciless Nature: sex is merely an accomplice to
death. Krúdy seems to suggest that man should follow the
outrageously inexplicable Will manifested in Creation: he should
contemplate, bring up children, bury the old – follow the laws of
Nature. Otherwise man is forever doomed to searching, restlessness,
and scepticism – Sindbad has known only uncertainty. Krúdy’s
imagery is perhaps shaped by this philosophy: those who comply with
the timeless rites of life are depicted in rich and mellow tones
with pleasing metaphors, those who are foolish enough to revolt
against the unbending rules are ridiculed, or at best are
tragicomic.

It is not entirely without foundation to
ascribe, as some Krúdy scholars do, symbolic significance to
Krúdy’s dream world in which he is able to balance ingeniously the
possible and the probable. In one of his novels, Krúdy claims that
‘life is a concluded, ready-made task’. The acceptance of this
tenet brings a kind of Oriental resignation, no doubt deeply seated
in Krúdy’s mind. His timeless world may also be interpreted as the
manifestation of the cult of illusion in its most refined form;
when one dreams, the world ceases to be a confusing place.

Essentially, the art of dreaming unfolds
Krúdy’s identity. If there is any truth in the saying that man is
style, it certainly rings true in his case – Krúdy is style. His
spirit is related to that rhythm, colour, and music of human nature
which in the deepest layers of the self always triumph
enigmatically over utilitarian existence. Yet man cannot do without
the endless search and restlessness, as if the final outcome could
not be foreseen: ‘I have been perhaps everywhere. At parties and
funerals. In forests and by the banks of rivers. In vice and
virtue. I have often travelled. Now I am tired …’

Needless to say, not all the fiction Krúdy
wrote consisted of flawless masterpieces; the pressure of
journalistic work strained his unquestionable talents. When he
attempted straightforward historical fiction he often failed;
mannerism was his main fault. The greatest pitfall of stylistic
originality seems to be mannerism; there are poems by Ady and
stories by Krúdy which seem to have been written by a clever
imitator. But real followers never set out in their footsteps; both
Ady and Krúdy achieved the fullest realization of their respective
stylistic innovations, and did not leave any unexplored avenues
open to those who were attracted to them.

Neither Ady nor Krúdy went beyond their
native land for possible models or subject-matter; their art
subsisted on what can only be described, for want of a better
expression, as the ‘Hungarian experience’. By renewing their
respective genres they were successful in setting a different ideal
against the népies, which seemed until then to have monopolized
Hungarian literature, at least as far as the major writers were
concerned; yet at the same time, they retained that particular
Hungarian flavour in their works which has made them unique in
addition to being modern. True, public taste was not ready for
their artistic message, as witnessed by the long drawn-out
controversies, particularly about Ady, and to a lesser degree about
Krúdy who was readily accepted as an entertainer, although for some
time scholars were to have reservations about his artistic merit.
For a minority of critics, however, Krúdy has always been accepted
for what he unquestionably is, the most original prose-writer of
the first half of the twentieth century.










Chapter 18
The Writers of the Nyugat (I)








1. A View from the Ivory Tower: Mihály
Babits


1. A View from the Ivory Tower: Mihály Babits

<
!—/teihtml-struct.xsl::writeDiv::stdheader-->

UNTIL his death, Ady was regarded as the
unquestioned figure-head of the Nyugat movement, but
he never aspired to leadership, since his preoccupation with the
self made him reluctant to accept the responsibilities and
obligations of a leader. After Ignotus, the first editor, left
Hungary as a consequence of his political activity during the
upheavals of 1919, Babits became the editor of Nyugat,
a solitary watchman over Hungarian literary culture until his death
in 1941, when Nyugat itself ceased publication.

Mihály Babits was born on 26 November 1883
in Szekszárd, a quaint Transdanubian community, into an
intellectual middle-class family. Educated at Budapest University,
where he befriended Gyula Juhász and Dezs? Kosztolányi, two
prominent poets of the Nyugat generation, Babits
earned the epithet poeta doctus with his extensive
knowledge of contemporary European and classic poetry and prosody.
He learned to distinguish between aesthetic and moral values,
although he accepted that they were interdependent. Nevertheless,
Babits conscientiously refrained from assuming the role of a
politically committed poet; during World War I, he was a pacifist
in the humanitarian sense, and later he confined his public
engagements mostly to editing Nyugat (from 1916
onwards as a co-editor, and after 1939 alone), adhering to the view
that the poet should be first of all an artist. His efforts to keep
life and literature apart earned him the accusation of looking at
life from ‘the ivory tower’ of art. Yet, as his poetry revealed,
keeping himself aloof from the political and social issues of the
world caused him much heart-searching and self-torment. In fact,
the main theme of his poetry was how to relate the self to the
outside world, and in this respect his problem was essentially the
same as that which puzzled the young Lukács in his philosophical
essays.

This theme is expressed effectively in the
last poem of his first volume, Leaves from Iris’
Wreath (1909), ‘Epilogue by the Lyric Poet’: ‘I am to write
poetry about the universe / yet cannot get further than my own
self.’ The young poet’s references to the ‘magic circle’ and his
‘own prison’ illustrate the resoluteness with which he sets out to
overcome his intense subjectivity. The volume revealed also that
Babits had mastered poetic forms; he could employ unexpected
metaphors lightly and gracefully, he was deeply immersed in
classical antiquity, and last but not least, he subjected himself
to rigorous self-criticism. In spite of his intellectual
discipline, the volume is permeated with excessive restlessness;
the super-craftsman struggles with his own suppressed sensibility
(‘Sunt Lacrimae Rerum’), with complex emotions, sometimes even with
the buoyancy of hedonistic freedom (‘Ode to Sin’). Virtuoso
technique seemed to have come to him with baffling spontaneity.
(e.g. ‘Motion Picture’, about the banality of early movie romances,
in which the mildly ironic treatment of the subject mixes well with
his thrill and admiration for the new medium.)

In his early poetry Babits introduced a
concept of beauty hitherto unknown in Hungarian literature (‘The
Danaids’), his talent having been shaped by classic restraint and
tradition but at the same time creating new traditions The volume
Prince, What if Winter Comes? (1911)
contains perhaps his best philosophical poem, ‘Evening Question’,
concerning the cosmic futility of self-regenerating life. The
paradoxical meaninglessness of existence comes naturally to the
mind of the poet, riding on the tides of graceful rhymes
consequently the final question: ‘Why does the grass grow if it is
going to wither? / Why does it wither if it is going to grow
again?’ is not a source of embarrassment or bewilderment, but
proposes that the contemplation of beauty is not a futile
experience.

A new poetic state of mind is revealed in
Recitative (1916). Babits had spent intellectually
lonely years in godforsaken provincial high schools as a teacher,
and his sophisticated mind was often forced to register the
limitations of his environment. Indifference and pessimism merge in
the inherent sadness of these poems; he speaks of ‘hurting,
freezing songs’, or ‘vinegar songs’, fights his deep melancholy in
melodious lines rich in assonance and alliteration (‘Letter from
Tomi’*The place of Ovid’s exile (present-day
Constan?a).), or turns his attention to the external reality
of everyday life (‘Gipsy Song’, ‘An Old Priest is My Mother’s
Uncle’); at times he projects his escapism into outlandish themes
derived from readings (‘Gretna Green’); his meticulous
craftsmanship only accentuates the sad atmosphere of the playful
rhymes. His poems written during World War I (‘In the Hands of
God’) are remembered for their pacifist eloquence and for his
humane abhorrence of violence when he describes, for example a
demonstration which became known in the history of the
working-class movement as ‘Bloody Thursday’:
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On the Streets of Pest running people, rifle-shots,





	
Policemen, broken glass, the voice of the people,*A reference to ‘Vox populi’ (Népszava)
used for the title of the social-democrat daily.
revolution,





	
And I count helplessly the minutes alone.





	
No news, no newspapers, my streetcar is delayed.





	
I live in a mute village where even dogs don’t bark … .






(‘23 May at Rákospalota’)

The theme of anti-war poetry and the
panegyric on peace is continued in his next volume, The
Valley of Unrest (1920). Some of the poems are magnificent
expressions of Babits’s emotional plea to reason and faith on the
diabolical battlefield of senseless destruction. (‘On the Death of
a Philosopher’, ‘Fortissimo’, ‘Psalm for Male Voice’, ‘The Tears of
the Tearless’). In addition the volume also contains poems of
bucolic tranquillity, scenes of undisturbed landscapes dominated by
fragrance, pastel colours, and peace, evidence of the poet’s
instinctive urge to take refuge in the security of a different
world. Babits’s final balance of the violent years was drawn up in
‘Did You Smell Slowly Killing Poisonous Fumes?’, the tone and the
total nihilism of which resemble the abhorrence of doom expressed
in Vörösmarty’s poems after the War of Independence in 1849. It is
Babits’s profound respect for human dignity which is in danger of
collapse, having seen the human animal in action, such a violent
contrast to the ideals cherished in the pre-1914 world.

Babits learned his lesson. His later poetry
maintained his unwillingness to fall for ‘noble’ slogans or to
succumb to political ideals; a glance from ‘the ivory tower’ was
enough for him to convince himself that the only freedom left for
human dignity was to isolate oneself as far as possible from the
rest of mankind. Not being a misanthrope, Babits found the choice
difficult to adhere to. Moreover, it earned him much
misunderstanding; he was often described both by contemporary and
later critics a ‘cold’ poet. True, Babits’s poetry lacks, for
example, love-poems, and shows little spontaneity, but there can be
no doubt about the intensity of his emotions, in spite of his
restraint and his willingness to accept the limitations imposed by
virtuoso forms. It proves only that he was fully aware of the
exposed, defenceless condition of the poet in modern times.

In the volume Island and Sea
(1925) his despair subsides, yielding not to resignation, but to
the realization of his isolation (‘The Old Tightrope Walker’),
although his subconscious fight against uncertainty continues (‘My
Dog, Ádáz’), and he toys with the idea that poetry as a means of
self-expression may not survive (‘They Sang Long Ago, in Sappho’s
Days’). Babits made a virtue of his predicament, guarding the
integrity of his microcosmos in ‘The Farmer Fences Off his House’
(Gods Die, Man Lives, 1929), and at the same time
learning to treasure life for what it is and what it may provide
for all those who share the common experience of existence. In
addition, a deepening religious feeling modified his poetic
attitude (‘Psychoanalysis Christiana’). The theme of
self-purification, taking him from pride to penitence, developed an
overwhelming significance in the remaining years of his lifetime
(Racing with the Years, 1933), and Babits finally
found security and purpose in the realm of faith. The poet is now
God’s candle which no wind can extinguish (‘God’s Candle’).

Babits’s last years were overshadowed by
cancer of the larynx, which caused him great physical suffering;
and the rise of a totalitarian regime in Germany – with its
implications for Hungary – filled him with despair. Yet his illness
was a source of strength; his last poetic work, The Book of
Jonah (1939), with its postscript ‘The Prayer of Jonah’, is
a summary and poetic stock-taking of values, destiny, and the
ultimate validity of the poet’s message. While Jonah is the symbol
of man’s helplessness, unable to discover the intentions of the
Eternal One, he is also a self-portrait: Babits’s bitter repentance
for his withdrawal into the miniature world of the self. Babits now
realized that no poet can refrain from assuming responsibility,
‘because he who is silent is an accomplice of the guilty ones, /
brother is called to account for the deeds of his brothers’.
The Book of Jonah is written in slightly archaic
language, with simple imagery and rhymes. Its author, ready to
stand before his Master, shed the glittering garment of technical
brilliance. Having been chastised by pain and suffering, Babits’s
last poetic work witnesses a heroic will to articulate, and the
reader cannot help sensing the tragic fate of a poet who seems to
have come to grief in the manner of the Greek tragedies. Babits’s
last outcry in ‘Jonah’s Prayer’ unequivocally commits the poet to
the moral obligation of speaking out:
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I too, before I disappear, might find





	
in an eternal Whale whose eyes are blind





	
my old accustomed voice, my words arrayed





	
in faultless battle order; as He made





	
His whispers clear, with all my poor throat’s might





	
I could speak out, unwearied till the night,





	
so long as Heaven and Nineveh comply





	
with my desire to speak and not to die.*Translated by Jess Perlman.






Babits died on 4 August 1941, not long
after Hungary entered World War II on Germany’s side, little
knowing what further monstrosities awaited Europe and his country.
His poetic legacy – a call to give voice to moral indignation – was
ignored by not a few of his fellow writers, and this at a time when
the moral obligation to protest was no longer an issue confined to
literature.

While Babits’s poetry is undoubtedly the
most significant part of his lifework, like other major figures of
the Nyugat generation he was not only a poet. His
novels, essays, and translations are also part of his rich legacy.
After trying his hand at writing short stories, his first novel
showed his curiosity about the subconscious (The Stork
Caliph, 1916). Its hero leads a second life in his dreams,
and when he finally commits suicide in his sleep it is scarcely
surprising that the real-life hero’s body is found dead in the
morning. In no sense is the novel a Hungarian Dr Jekyll and
Mr Hyde, for Babits was interested in the unexplored
possibilities of the self, no doubt a direct result of Freudian
influence, rather than in the problem of split personality. Many
critics consider The Son of Virgil Timár (1922) to be
Babits’s best novel, and not without reason. It is the story of a
half-orphaned boy deserted by his father, whose role is assumed by
one of his teachers, acting out his suppressed desire for
fatherhood. The return of the real father upsets the delicate
emotional equilibrium of the main characters, whose conflicting
attitudes and instincts Babits presents in a masterly analysis. The
subtleties of the plot and the economy of style support Babits’s
delicate psychological observations. Castle of Cards
(1923) is a satirical novel in which Babits discloses, within a
relatively short span of time (forty-eight hours), a large number
of anomalies in the social structure of the fictitious Newtown.
With this novel Babits continues the tradition of social criticism
which was a salient feature of the Hungarian novel in the latter
part of the nineteenth century.

His most ambitious novel is, however,
The Sons of Death (1927). Using a large canvas and a
wealth of autobiographical detail, Babits portrays the decay of the
traditional Hungarian middle class, which has neither the vitality
of the peasantry, nor the cultural ambitions of the new, largely
Jewish, middle class. The novel is the outcome of Babits’s
compassion for this class whose disintegration is no longer
ridiculous, as Mikszáth had seen it, but pathetically tragicomic.
In spite of some splendidly drawn figures (e.g. Grandmama Cenci,
whose no-nonsense attitudes and unscrupulous pragmatism contrast
well with the other characters who, all energy spent, meekly
approach their invariable doom) the novel fails to be more than a
somewhat rhetorical valedictory speech at the grave of the
Hungarian gentry.

Babits never wholly recovered from the
dreadful experience of the war years; a sense of gloom permeates
not only his lyrics; but his novels as well, even when he turns to
the future, as in Pilot Elsa, or the Perfect
Society (1933). As a novel, Pilot Elsa has few
commendable qualities. Nevertheless, as a vision of the future it
is hardly possible to read it without a chill down the spine. The
thesis of the novel is put bluntly in one of Babits’s essays: ‘In
any case it might happen that the proud human race will be a quick
and sorry victim of an apocalyptic collective suicide, the arms for
which are already being manufactured in the factories of the
military industry.’ History is a continuous warfare between two
camps, one with ‘conservatism’ as its slogan, and the other with
‘progress’ on its flags. There is a touch of science fiction in the
experiments of the scientist who produces a ‘miniature earth’,
where everything that has taken place on Earth takes place again,
except at an accelerated speed. The reader may have the impression
that the story unfolding in the novel takes place on this
‘miniature earth’, or that what we believe to be the real earth is
in fact the ‘miniature earth’. The novel only proves that Babits
could not escape from his gloomy forebodings. As an alternative to
the cult of illusion, Babits’s grim view of the world offered
little hope; his self-chosen isolation in ‘the ivory tower’ of art
did not prevent his sensing the horrors already looming on the
horizon.

Babits had always been interested in the
literatures of other nations, regarding the task of translator as
his special duty; cultural values should not be locked in the
language in which they were created; beauty is universal. His
expert knowledge of the Classics, and of French, German, English,
American, and Italian literature is attested not only by his
numerous translations, but by his brilliant essays on literature.
Of his translations, Dante’s Divina Commedia (Parts
I-III, 1913, 1920, 1923) should be mentioned first of all; this won
him the San Remo Prize awarded by the Italian government in 1940 as
the best foreign translation of Dante. In addition to his
Amor Sanctus (1933), a collection of medieval Latin
hymns, Erato (Vienna, 1920), a book of antique and
modern erotic poetry, deserves special attention, although his
translations from Shakespeare, Goethe, and Sophocles are also
remarkable. A by-product of his interest in foreign literature is
A History of European Literature (1934), an imposing
essay on the great creative minds of the European civilization. Its
title reveals his concept of literature, for to Babits, European
literature and its derivate literatures are universal
manifestations of the human mind; he has no room for the ‘exotic’
(e.g. Japanese or Chinese) literatures, firmly believing that
Europe alone represents the pinnacle of human civilization. Small
wonder, then, that medieval Latin literature, not divided by
national aspirations, had special appeal for him.










2. Homo aestheticus: Dezs?
Kosztolányi


2. Homo aestheticus: Dezs? Kosztolányi

Babits’s friend from university years was
in many respects similar to him. A versatile writer and translator,
Kosztolányi had Babits’s flair for form; both precision and
intuition were prominent features of his artistic creativity.
Writing was a way of life with him: ‘I am happy because I write and
because I am allowed to write. For ever I sought and found
happiness in writing, as I could find it nowhere else.’ His
obsession with the written word led him to believe that to play
with words was to play with destiny, for Kosztolányi was extremely
conscious of, and respected, the magic created by the evocative
force of the written world. Aesthetics was his religion, he firmly
adhered to the view that in poetry manner is matter.

Born on 29 March 1885 in Szabadka, a large
city in Southern Hungary, and having enjoyed a sheltered existence
in the family of the headmaster of the local gimnázium, Kosztolányi
left for Budapest University, which he soon abandoned for a career
in journalism. He made his literary debut as a poet (Within Four
Walls, 1907). Both his early lyrics and prose revealed a youthful
dandyism; he seemed to enjoy being a poseur and played his
self-assumed role with elegance and lightness; but at the same
time, this role served as a fence against the brutality of the
outside world. The poems of his first volume were already flawless,
although they often displayed the eagerness of a young poet. The
general tone of his verse alternated between lightness and gloom.
His childhood experiences were almost exclusively the source of his
inspiration; his melancholic broodings over the passing of youth,
however, created the occasional masterpiece (‘The Trees of Üll?i
Street’). Nevertheless, even the early poems contained traces of an
irrational and vague uneasiness, an awareness of death which in his
fecund imagination later became almost an obsession with
necrophobia.

The elegiac treatment of his childhood
recollections is continued in his second volume (Complaints of a
Poor Little Child, 1910). Kosztolányi captures the moods of
childhood with a sure touch; tiny pleasures, disappointments,
affectionate attachments or wounding maladjustments are all
convincingly recorded, people whom he knew personally – the family
doctor, his father playing chess, or schoolfriends are all
portrayed in delicate sketches – but again, in the course of the
volume, he conjures up death; the poet relives his past with the
sudden vividness of ‘The Man Who Has Fallen Under The Train’. His
playful treatment of childhood daydreams is innocent and often
subtle (‘I Dream About Many-Coloured Inks’), yet occasional
allusions to nursery rhymes (‘Twine, Twine, Intertwine’) can grow
into petrified expressions of unaccountable bewilderment, fear, and
terror which dwell in the subconscious of every adult. The cult of
an uncanny fear of night, darkness, and death is partly a sincere
expression of Kosztolányi’s own innermost feelings, but might also
have been a direct result of his interest in psychoanalysis and his
friendship with Sándor Ferenczi, the talented disciple of
Freud.

His subsequent volumes display his mature
style, his love of intricate poetic devices and occasional erotic
allusions, his constant wrestling with the puzzling transience of
human life, and above all, a recognition of man’s hopelessness in
the pursuit of happiness. This last motif is best expounded in
‘Happy, Sad Song’ (Bread and Wine, 1920), a poem of exquisite
lyrical beauty and construction. Kosztolányi never participated in
politics, nor had he any desire to be a committed poet, but the
events of 1919 shocked him deeply and he wrote a number of poems
expressing his abhorrence of upheavals (‘A Cry by Hungarian Poets
to the Poets of Europe’). He had a personal loss: Szabadka, his
hometown, was ceded to the newly-created state of Yugoslavia, and
he could no longer freely visit his birthplace, which constantly
haunted his memory.

His volumes published in the inter-war
period (Laments of a Sorrowful Man, 1924; Naked, 1928; and
Reckoning, 1935) show that pure art and human compassion are not
incompatible. The volumes contained no new themes: Kosztolányi,
like Babits, wrote no genuine love poetry, and nature played a
negligible part in his imagery. He tried his hand at new poetic
forms, including free verse; a good example of this almost
expressionistic throbbing of words is to be found in ‘Flag’. He
still loved iambics and rich rhyme-schemes (as testified by many
fragments built from unexpected rhymes), he produced virtuoso forms
based on the tonality of the vowels (‘Ilona’), but behind the
ornamental edifice of technique, texture, and atmosphere, there are
almost always intense emotional undercurrents; grief is a recurrent
motive, the grief over the transitoriness of human existence.
‘Funeral Sermon’, which starts off as an allusion to the first
known Hungarian poem is broadened into an expression of the
irreparable loss felt for the unrepeatable uniqueness of each human
being, and claims that even the average man has something, a
feature or a mannerism, that no one else will ever possess.

His poetry also reveals a lack of religious
feeling and/or experience; Kosztolányi’s basic attitude to life is
that of a non-believer:

<
tbody>



	
I believe in nothing,





	
If I die, I shall be nothing





	
Even as before I was born





	
Upon this sunlit earth. Monstrous!





	
Soon I shall call you for the last time.





	
Be my good mother, O eternal darkness!*Translated by Watson Kirkconnell.






(‘Last Cry’)

Critics have often accused Kosztolányi of
poetic lamentations, and seemingly they were right, for grief is
indeed his main theme; yet he understood the principle of restraint
as very few poets have ever done. He knew that man cannot find
consolation in platitudes even if they are disguised as noble
principles. Once in a rare moment of inspiration he experienced the
meaning of existence, and the totality of this experience made him
aware of the eternal harmony between mind and matter, which, in
that moment of illumination, human reason could do nothing to
destroy:

<
tbody>



	
Look, I know there is nothing for me to believe in,





	
and I also know that I have to depart from here,





	
yet I had stretched my breaking heart to be a string





	
then I started to sing to the azure,





	
to the one whom nobody knows where to find,





	
to the one whom I don’t find either now or when dead.





	
But indeed, today, as my muscles get softer,





	
I have a feeling, my friend, that in the dust





	
where I was stumbling over clods of earth and souls





	
I was the guest of a grand and unknown Lord.






(‘Daybreak Drunkenness’)

In one of his last, posthumously-published
poems, ‘Piety in September’, Kosztolányi’s neurotic fears of the
unknown and his restless search for certainty finally ceased,
giving way to an overwhelming desire to draw an unwilling world
into his heart with pagan piety and feverish greed – the victory of
faith in a poet whose lifelong struggle with the diabolical chaos
of human existence ultimately brought him inner peace, ecstasy, and
perhaps Christian humility. This magnificent poem is a fitting
conclusion to a poetic career whose inspiration never lacked
profundity or insight into the essence of existence.

While Babits was definitely a better poet
than he was a prose-writer, it is arguable whether Kosztolányi’s
poetry or his fiction was his more significant contribution to
literature. Of his novels, perhaps The Bloody Poet (1922) is the
most remarkable. Its hero is Nero – not the tyrant, but the
dilettante poet who lived by flattery, lacking any self-knowledge;
a sure sign of dilettantism. The Bloody Poet is not a historical
novel in the ordinary sense; Kosztolányi is preoccupied with
frustration and the psychological factors responsible for it. Both
Nero and the other characters are drawn with masterly skill and, at
the same time, indicate Kosztolányi’s fundamental approach to human
existence – only pity can lighten the burden of living. Nero, with
his childish vanity and his reckless jealousy of the superior
poetical ability of his half-brother, is a pitiful creature who has
always lacked true human relationships. Thomas Mann, who read the
manuscript, claimed in the preface to the German edition of the
novel that Kosztolányi’s work ‘affects our senses with a humanity
that is so true that it hurts’.

His next novel, Skylark (1924), is rather a
long short story in which Kosztolányi continues the tradition of
exploring the blind alleys of small-town existence with its looming
boredom. The simple plot concerns the departure on a summer holiday
of the unmarried daughter of middle-class, ageing parents. Her
absence relieves them of the burden of the daily routine; their
sense of duty suddenly vanishes when they discover that they hate
their only child. When she returns, monotonous duty also returns to
their lives, and affections become tedious responsibility once
more. In spite of the slightness of its plot, the novel is kept
alive by Kosztolányi’s inside knowledge of small-town pettiness,
his economy of construction, and his sympathetic character-drawing.
The same is true of Golden Kite (1925), another small-town story –
this time about the tragedy of a high school teacher who is
persecuted until his death – with the moral, so characteristic of
Kosztolányi’s philosophy, that crime is not always followed by
punishment, and that honesty is an inadequate protection against
the unscrupulous machinations of those who possess power in
society.

Wonder Maid (1926) is the story of a
servant girl, Anna Édes, whose respect for and devotion to her
mistress are unquestionable; yet inexplicably, tension grows in
their relationship, and she brutally murders her employers. It is a
masterly presentation of accumulated repression in a simple,
innocent country girl. In a sense, it is in Wonder Maid that
Kosztolányi, besides showing his fascination with psychological
problems, assumes social responsibility, pointing out that the
lower classes should also be treated as human beings by their
superiors. In addition, Kosztolányi metes out poetic justice; the
maid’s death sentence is commuted to life imprisonment, thanks to
her passionate defence by a physician, who blames her mistress for
the tragedy. The courage of Dr Moviszter to speak up is obviously
strengthened by the social conscience of the writer who, in spite
of his unwillingness to reveal his emotional commitment to moral
values, is always on the side of the meek.

Kosztolányi was a prolific short story
writer, or rather he wrote a great number of short pieces,
including sketches, essays, and lyrical reminiscences, which were
all part of his journalistic activity – feature articles in Pest
News and other quality papers. Of his short stories, the Kornél
Esti stories (1934) are the best, and it is in these stories that
Kosztolányi’s keen sense of humour finds an outlet, but their
subtlety extends far beyond their humour (e.g. ‘Freshers’, or ‘The
Bulgarian Conductor’). Esti is the alter ego of Kosztolányi, and a
symbol of forbidden thoughts and feelings to which the moral sense
objects, – he represents the hidden desires of the ego, in a sense
he is the embodiment of all those human impulses: senseless
revolts, irresponsibility, or latent cruelty – the existence of
which everybody is reluctant to admit; yet, at the same time, Esti
is also Kosztolányi’s better self; he revolts against hypocrisy:
‘It was he who compelled me to champion the cause of all those
people who are rejected, imprisoned or hanged with the consent of
the majority of society.’ Esti does not believe in world-saving
ideas, he knows that truth is relative, and that heroic actions can
be ridiculous; he realizes that man can only experience tiny
segments of life, and that humanitarian intentions manifest
themselves best in small deeds.

Kosztolányi was also a prolific translator.
Translating the best of other literatures was a particular
aspiration of the writers of the Nyugat generation, they
established and maintained a highly individual attitude to foreign
literature. They absorbed both the message and the style-ideals of
foreign writers, who, in translation, became part of the Hungarian
literary heritage to an extent unprecedented in earlier times.
True, this intensive attention to foreign works did not preclude
leaving the translators’ artistic hallmarks on each translation; no
great creative artist can discard his own personality when
translating, as is particularly clear with Babits, Kosztolányi, and
Árpád Tóth. Of Kosztolányi’s translations, the following should be
mentioned: Modern Poets (3 volumes, 1914), Romeo and Juliet (1930),
and Chinese and Japanese Poems (1931).
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The third member of the outstanding triad
at Professor Négyesy’s*László Négyesy (1861-1933) was a noted teacher of
aesthetics. seminar in the University of Budapest, Gyula
Juhász, was the odd man out among them, not only in temperament and
personality but also in the development of his later literary
career. Juhász is traditionally regarded as belonging to the
Nyugat group of writers, which is a half-truth at
best; in spite of his early orientation he grew more and more
lonely in his provincial isolation in his native Szeged, and
Nyugat published only occasionally from his verse in
his later years. Moreover, his poetry included local themes
uncharacteristic of other authors in the Nyugat
group.

Born on 3 April 1883 at Szeged, Juhász
suffered from a dangerous emotional instability, derived probably
from inherited neurotic traits, which proved the decisive factor in
his personality. His lower-middle-class family would have liked him
to become a priest but, after some hesitation, Juhász chose
literature. As a young poet he embraced a wide variety of
influences, ranging from Schopenhauer, Tolstoi, and the French
Parnassians to Indian philosophy. At the university he had a
thorough training in the classics; he acquired a superb grasp of
the technique of sonnet-writing, and mastered the Villonesque
ballad; but he also loved exotic forms like the Japanese
tanka and haiku, which he successfully
adapted. Having taught at various gimnáziums, he
settled in his native Szeged, withdrawing more and more from the
world; in his last years he scarcely left his room, and after many
unsuccessful attempts he committed suicide on 6 April 1937. Juhász
was prone to self-deception; his irrational approach to reality
drove him towards suicide, an act of will left as the last resort.
In spite of his morbid attraction to death as the final solution of
all problems, Juhász was a lover of life: the mere fact of
existence filled him with almost religious ecstasy – he worshipped
life, but it somehow always managed to bypass him.

In his early poetry he came dangerously
near to sentimentality, his themes often being unmerited suffering
and an awareness of vanishing dreams. No doubt his early poetry was
largely based on second-hand experiences, but in the bustling city
of Nagyvárad real experience came to him. He participated in the
lively literary life there; his poetry was published in the
anthology Tomorrow (Nagyvárad, 1908), a milestone of
modern Hungarian poetry, the contributors to which included Ady,
Babits, and other experimenting poets.

The experience, however, which exercized a
lifelong effect on Juhász was his love for a local actress, the
subject of numerous ‘Anna’ poems. Anna could only offer him a
casual liaison, whereas Juhász longed for a human relationship;
consequently no affair took place, but the missed opportunity of
redemption from loneliness left a permanent scar on the ego of the
oversensitive poet. Of the many poems in which he attempted to
obliterate the memory of his disappointment, ‘What Was Her Fairness
Like …’ (1912) and ‘Anna For Ever’ (1926) stand out as specimens of
Juhász’s special gift in evoking an elegiac mood. In order to write
these desperately sincere poems he must have had to overcome both
restraint and repression with an unashamedness that could have been
achieved only after untold self-torture.

They not only show Juhász’s talent at its
best; they reveal a high degree of perfection in their harmony of
vocabulary and content. The earlier poem stresses the dimness of
recollection; its three stanzas, each consisting of a metaphoric
allusion in turn to ‘the fairness of her hair’, ‘the blueness of
her eyes’, and ‘the silkenness of her voice’, are linked together
by the repetition of the phrase ‘I can’t recollect, but …’ which
introduces the allusion, and produces an overall effect of muted
pain and resignation: this is contrasted to his attachment to the
memory of Anna and, by transferring the original images to an
ever-growing scale of similes, the gap between the narrow confines
of the poet’s existence and the boundlessness of love is bridged in
the last stanzas.

The structure of ‘Anna For Ever’ is more
straightforward; the poet, recalling her memory, sets the tone with
a self-imposed indifference; then, with a convincing spontaneity,
the memories evoked overcome the initial indifference, and the poem
ends on a very high note – a piercing cry without restraint or
shame – it is an expression of embarrassing self-humiliation, the
emotional intensity of which leads to a prayer-like conclusion, in
a frenzy of self-annihilation brought about by the sudden release
of the burden of passion.

The keynote of Juhász poetry is his attempt
to relate himself to the outside world. Perhaps this explains why
he espoused the cause of the war in its early phase. He saw it as a
chance of settling old scores with the Russians for their part in
the suppression of the War of Independence in 1848-9. As the war
progressed humane feelings replaced his early attitude, and Juhász
noticed the general misery created by the war, and more and more
social problems, particularly those of the working class. Juhász
was probably the only major poet who greeted the revolutions in
1918-9 with genuine enthusiasm (e.g. ‘Inscription to the Façade of
Workers’ Home’, 1919).

It is, perhaps, this sense of loneliness
and isolation which accounts for at least two of his frequent
themes. One of them is his obsession with figures of Hungarian
history. He wrote many poems about Hungarians of the past – these
people lived in Juhász’s mind as contemporaries, their harassing
memory evoked an Oriental Hungary imperfectly adjusted to Western
culture or revolting against it (‘Thonuzoba’, 1918); Juhász, like
the poets of the Age of Reform, was plagued by a conflict of
loyalties – was he a son of those pagan warriors the memories of
whom so often crop up in his poetry, or was he the spiritual
descendant of a Christian Europe whose culture he admired without
reservation? It was a difficult choice, because a landscape by
Watteau could inspire him (‘Mlle Maillard’, 1908) just as much as
his longing for the vast steppes of Turan*Turan: a Central Asian steppe and desert
plateau. In the early twentieth century it was often thought to be
the cradle of the Hungarians and their kinsmen. (‘After
Turan’, 1920).

An unique feature of his poetry is,
however, his evocation of the landscapes of his immediate
surroundings, the Szeged country. This is the couleur
locale which distinguished Juhász from the rest of the
Nyugat writers, none of whom lived in such a close
contact with one specific region. The Juhász country is the
Hungarian Lowland with its poplars and acacias, the river Tisza,
and one village in particular – Tápé, bordering on Szeged. The
boats on the Tisza are his lonely companions (‘Silence Over the
Tisza’, 1910); an uneasy gloom hangs heavy over the landscape when
‘dusk paints the grey trees with bleeding gold’ (‘Hungarian
Landscape with Hungarian Brush’, 1912); behind the impressionistic
colours there is an almost Asiatic passivity, but with the menacing
possibility of a conflagration or of a summer tempest (‘Hungarian
Summer’, 1918), with a transparently revolutionary message. The
landscapes created by the blazing colours of his adjectives and
nouns are always powerful in their connotative richness and their
exact images – although the range of his vocabulary is often
relatively limited – this quality is one of the main assets of
Juhász’s poetry.

In the 1920s his landscapes became
unambiguous carriers of a social message. ‘The Christ of Tápé’
(1923), hanging on a cross by the roadside, looks down over the
toiling peasants of the village. The tin Saviour on a wooden cross
cannot help; His weather-beaten image suffers with the people of
Tápé, and Tápé stands for the whole country, badly in need of
social redemption. ‘Wedding at Tápé’ (1923) goes even further;
dominated by the hoarse sound of the double-bass in the village
wedding (Brummog a b?g?), the poem epitomizes the
harsh conditions of peasant life, and the last lines lend a
danse macabre – like quality to the poem. This imagery
suggests social commitment, and effectively brings out the
existential problem of human life.

Juhász was a prolific poet, perhaps because
he had always prepared himself for the final parting with life.
This preparation for the last act is present in many of his poems:
he often bids farewell, or leaves a last testament. He loved saying
a final farewell to mankind, who had always left him alone with his
torments, and consequently few poems in this category are more than
a gesture of self-pity. In his last years, when his struggle with
the demons intensified, he could no longer express himself with his
earlier artistic restraint and composure; themes in his later poems
are often treated superficially, the images are less powerful, and
the structure of the poems also suffers, except in the short
compositions modelled on the Japanese tanka and
haiku, verses which still reveal his craftsmanship.
During these years he wrote numerous occasional verses addressed to
friends or former friends on the occasion of their retirement or
death, and to actors, painters, writers, living or dead, Hungarian
or foreign. The poems bear witness merely to the intellectual
disintegration of a poet whose passion and energies seem to have
been spent, and whose will to live is gradually diminishing, until
he is irrevocably encircled by the growing shadows of the
night.
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Of all the Nyugat poets, perhaps it is
Árpád Tóth whose poetry is the most homogeneous. Its dominant theme
is a muted pain, a shy longing for love and happiness, its
undertone is a constant resignation. In spite of the prevailing
sadness, Tóth is captivated by the vision of beauty and truth, and
his poetry maintains a sophisticated balance between his emotional
and aesthetic experiences.

Born on 15 April 1886 in Arad, a large town
in Southern Hungary, Tóth grew up in Debrecen, in the Eastern
Lowlands, where his parents had moved after his birth. He never
completed his university studies; first he worked as a journalist
in Debrecen, and later in Budapest. His family inheritance of
poverty and tubercolosis accompanied him all his life; and he died
of the latter at the age of forty-two, on 7 November 1928. Tóth was
a sensitive and withdrawn man, whose awkwardness prevented his
enjoying life; it was only in his poetry that he was able to cast
off the limitations of his personality.

His first volume, Serenade at Daybreak
(1913), shows few signs of his apprenticeship with Baudelaire,
Rimbaud, and Oscar Wilde, but leaves an overall impression of that
modern sensibility for which the poets of the Nyugat, Babits or
Kosztolányi in particular, were noted. Tóth’s resignation and
loneliness at times degenerate into a decadent pose. His favourite
adjectives are similar to those of the young Babits and
Kosztolányi; bús (sad), fáradt (tired), kopott (faded), furcsa
(strange), or bágyadt (languid) are the keywords in the iambic
lines which are interspersed with slow spondaic beats to give a
monotonous effect. Women are often beyond his reach, yet erotic
images occur in unexpected places. His favourite forms are the
sonnet, the elegy, and the ode. Tóth’s poetry is burdened with
self-imposed limitations, yet behind all the resignation,
submissiveness, and renunciation of earthly joys there lurks a
youthful restlessness, if not ebullience. Proof is provided by the
revelry of his images (e.g. in ‘September Sonnet’, ‘Evening
Sonnet’, or ‘Evening Tears’), by the abundance of colours, the
musical alliterations, the effect of deliberately complex sentence
structures, all of which are essential ingredients of his poetry.
There is no place for self-pity even in a simple short poem,
expressing the desperation of a lonely moment (‘Barren Hour’); the
studied simplicity, the rhymes, and the structures of the poem
suggest elegance, sophistication, and restraint; the tears are
painted on the mask of the clown, the flawless expression
disciplines the profusion of sentiments.

Tóth’s next volumes, On a Sluggish Galley
(1917) and Joy Evanescent (1922), show no new poetic attitudes;
most of the poems are still imbued with resignation like his
earlier verse, yet Tóth’s horizon has widened: he is no longer
preoccupied only with the self. There is a vague expectation, or a
triumphant faith in the ever-present signs of life in Nature, an
unaccountable exuberance, as he celebrates the rebirth of nature
(‘April’). Tóth feels obliged to comment on the events of the
outside world; he sees the war only in terms of wanton destruction
(‘Elegy For a Fallen Youth’) – as a journalist he is a pacifist.
One of his poems is inspired by his sense of loss caused by this
worldwide destruction. ‘Elegy to a Broom Bush’ is filled at once
with a triumphant, unrestrained joy at the beauty of inanimate
life, and with grief at the fate of the self-destroying animal,
man. The poem concludes with a vision of the silent feast of the
vegetation on a depopulated earth; ultimate peace can be attained
only in an unconcerned universe. Tóth succeeds in expressing a wild
Dionysiac joy over this prospect, in spite of the obviously
pessimistic implications of the poem.

The possibility of new life, born out of
the ashes of the old world, led Tóth to accept social revolution as
the means of change; the poet who had never been a man of action
unreservedly hailed the new god which had replaced the Christian
image, now stained with human blood and sufferings (‘New God’). His
sudden enthusiasm is both genuine and overwhelming; he had the
verbal power to express himself as the high priest of the new
creed.

Tóth’s last volume, From Soul to Soul
(1928), could not maintain the intensity of enthusiasm which took
possession of him in the revolutionary fervour of 1919. It is
marked by an increased range of vocabulary; he draws freely on the
technical terms of the sciences, botany or astronomy, he has a
definite flair for embedding images of modern life into his poetry
(e.g. ‘Radio’), but his dominating poetic device is still the
abundance of colours, particularly his over-generous use of light
effects (‘Daybreak on the Boulevard’). Because of this aspect of
his technique Tóth has often been called an impressionist poet.

As his health deteriorated his sense of
resignation returned; broodings over bygone years and youth,
however, now assume the finality of irretraceable steps; a sense of
irreparable loss and a sensation of the final defeat overpowers him
(‘On the Stones of Carthage’), yet he is unable to accept the
widening gulf between his own impaired health and the seemingly
imperishable outside world. He finds relief in a personal God who
scrutinizes his fate, not, perhaps, entirely without compassion
(‘Either to a New Spring or to Death’). On another occasion, doubt
clouds his mind about what the gods intend to do with him; in which
direction will the scale tip, for or against? Having pondered over
the lot he has drawn, he turns from being the one who has been
assessed to one who assesses: ‘and the cool gods / cast down their
star-eyes’ (‘Retreat’). In the last poem of the volume, ‘Good
Night’, a pagan unconcern provokes in him a feeling of nihilism
without desperation. Tóth must have had every reason to be
desperate, but in a volume which he saw only in page-proof (having
died before it left the printer) had the willpower to make a final
gesture: the mask of the artist is firmly put on in order to bid an
unemotional farewell, a casual ‘good night’ before eternal night
descends.

Tóth was not a prolific poet; his entire
output consisted of a couple of hundred poems, containing perhaps
no mediocre lines; a tribute to his craftsmanship, for he always
seemed to find the precise word to describe his experiences,
imagined or actual. The same can be said of his translations: he
was one of the most conscientious men of letters of the Nyugat
movement. His translations were published in Eternal Flowers
(1923), and include such choice specimens from English as Shelley’s
‘Ode to the West Wind’, Keats’s ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, Poe’s
‘Raven’, or Wilde’s Ballad of Reading Gaol among equally
significant translations from the French and German. Tóth
considered translation to be one of the most exalted tasks of a
poet, the bridge to the successful admission of foreign poets into
the realm of native literature.
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Of the minor poets associated with the
Nyugat, Milán Füst (1888-1967), deserves a special mention for his
early experiments with vers libre. His somewhat eccentric
personality gave rise to many literary anecdotes, and he was the
target of numerous conservative attempts to abuse the Nyugat for
its ‘modernity’. Füst’s lyre is a single-stringed instrument; his
poems give the over-all impression of a chanting, wailing man,
obsessed by a constant fear of persecution, embittered and always
on the verge of total despair, but who survives with pathetic
heroism in an apparently insane world. The effect is remarkable;
inner rhythms are powerfully brought to the surface by the
shrieking tone of the poems (e.g. ‘Old Age’, 1940). Laments,
dirges, or the psalms of an esoteric religion come to mind as
possible parallels or inspiration to Füst’s poetry, particularly to
the poems of his old age. His imagery is often surrealistic, full
of riddles and recondite allusions. He also wrote fiction; The
Story of My Wife (1942) is an outstanding piece of narrative about
the all-consuming passion of jealousy, remarkable for a
carefully-observed psychological study of its hero, Captain Störr,
a Dutchman, who tells the story of his marriage.

The long career of Oszkár Gellért
(1882-1967) was not without sharp turns. For a time an editor of
Nyugat, Gellért’s poetry went unnoticed by the critics until the
1920s. Readers regarded him as one of ‘those moderns’ whose
directness and frankness might cause embarrassment. Indeed,
Gellért, whose early poetry revolved mostly around sexual
fantasies, incest and sadism not excepted, is always
straightforward, and is not afraid of unadorned language or
startling revelations (On the Knees of Ophelia, 1911). His style is
devoid of embellishments; he cared very little about being
considered pedestrian. His poems are frequently speculative and
appear to be lacking genuine inspiration, yet he seemed to possess
qualities that influenced younger poets.

Gellért stopped writing poetry in the
mid-1930s, and his second period of productivity started in old
age. These later poems are, however, entirely different from his
earlier efforts: they consist chiefly of occasional verses
commenting on political topics with a zealotry that left him with
few admirers, with the exception of the ‘Establishment’, which was
grateful – at least for the time being – even for his lame efforts
at socialist-realism.

The poetry of Ern? Szép (1884-1953) is
characterized by his untiring, child-like admiration for life. The
cult of childhood, the viewing of life with the innocent and
unsophisticated eyes of the child, was very fashionable at the
beginning of this century, following the revelations of modem
psychology about the child living on in the inner self of every
adult. Young Kosztolányi was influenced by the fasion for a time,
and Szép cultivated the image of the helpless, pop-eyed child all
his life. In addition, his poems are pervaded by a constant
sadness, either because his childhood memories are about minor
deprivations, or because he feels that life is passing and this is
sad, and eventually we all must die. These platitudes served as a
background to the neo-primitive songs of an enervated, decadent
poet whose playfulness also managed occasionally to manifest itself
in the mask of the weeping child.

Szép’s world is inhabited by ‘animate’
objects, clouds, stars, flowers, falling leaves, or little dogs.
While his naïvety is not entirely free from mannerism, his cult of
smiles, sadness, sighs, or affected tears, along with his
warm-heartedness and a genuine compassion for suffering, are what
preserve the appeal of his verse. His favourite genre is the song
(Book of Songs, 1912); his language is a peculiar mixture of
children’s speech, dialect words, slang, and the refined idiom of
the literary usage. His prose is also permeated by an intensely
subjective approach, particularly his novels which were inspired by
autobiographical reminiscences. Wistaria (1919) is the somewhat
sentimental story of his youthful loves and disappointments as a
journalist in Pest, the film version of which, directed by Steve
Sekely in 1934, was the most spectacular hit of the contemporary
Hungarian cinema.
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IT is a generally accepted view in Marxist
literary scholarship that Móricz is the most significant prose
writer his native country has ever produced. The explanation for
this unreserved praise is complex, but the main factor in the
gradual formation of the view lies in the development of the
Hungarian novel since the latter part of the nineteenth century, a
development which was characterized by the overlong survival of
Romantic illusions in Jókaiesque fiction and by the lack of a truly
epic, and at the same time realistic, portrayal of Hungarian
society – in spite of numerous ambitious attempts at a valid
representation of society as a whole. To be sure, remarkable
novels, mainly about the decay of the gentry, were written not only
by Mikszáth but by other authors as well. However, the long-awaited
‘realistic’ masterpiece-whatever the loosely applied term of
Realism means – had never been produced.

The cult of illusion, deeply embedded in
the pseudo-Victorian society, produced a wealth of trends in
literature, but naturally it was incompatible with the Realism that
emerged in English, French, German, or Russian fiction. Hungarian
authors were, more often than not, only able to create
psychologically valid figures within their own class; while
Tolstoy, for example, created great Russian characters out of both
aristocrats and serfs, the peasants as depicted in Hungarian
fiction by gentry authors were often treated with a patronizing
attitude, which, while it created sympathy, produced on the whole
unconvincing characters.

Class-consciousness is prominent in Móricz
too, except that he looked at the peasantry with an intimate inside
knowledge determined by his social origin which, in turn, was also
responsible for a certain amount of prejudice working in the
opposite direction. On the other hand, Jókai was the only writer
before Móricz who presented an over-all vision of society, and it
was a vision distorted by his romantic imagination; Móricz,
therefore, is the only author who managed to satisfy Marxist
expectations about Realism, with his grim depiction of the world
around him, his abundance of naturalistic details, and his entirely
new vision of society seen through the eyes of the peasant. This
originality made both contemporary critics and later scholarship
hail Móricz as the true ‘voice of the people’, who recorded the
previously untold fate of the peasantry in literature in a style
far removed from the népies trend of the middle of the
nineteenth century with its Romantic overtones. What is surprising,
however, is that Móricz became a significant figure in the
Nyugat movement, a movement marked by its élitist
views and its aspirations to sophisticated literature; but most of
the decadent, enervated, self-centred Nyugat authors
were attracted by the sharp contrast with themselves which they
found in Móricz’s robust, full-blooded extroversion.

Zsigmond Móricz was born on 29 June 1879 in
Tiszacsécse, a small village in the Eastern Lowlands. His father
was a poor peasant, full of energy, who through his own enterprise
became a small contractor; his mother was the widow of a Protestant
pastor. The saga of the Móricz family was one long and hard drive
for social respectability; most of the children managed to climb
the social ladder. Móricz’s mother wanted him to become a Calvinist
minister, but he left his theological studies for journalism. For
long years he struggled as a hack writer; he was almost thirty when
his first story (‘Seven Pennies’) was published in
Nyugat in 1908; he became famous overnight as one of
the most original short-story writers of the day. The
autobiographical ‘Seven Pennies’ is a moving tale of poverty,
written with dramatic simplicity, and revealing Móricz’s
exceptional power of characterization. Told in a terse style with
sparingly used embellishments, the story brought a feature of
compassionate realism to the literary scene which was both new and
effective. This unexpected success helped Móricz to overcome his
inhibitions as a writer, and he became one of the most prolific
Hungarian fiction writers of the present century.

His first novel, Pure Gold
(1910), deals with a basic anomaly in East European peasant
societies, the rigidity of the class-structure which frequently
prevents the self-assertion of talents in men of humble origin. It
also bears witness to the urgency and passion of Móricz’s plea on
behalf of the victims of social discrimination; his over-eagerness
to show the ‘real’ face of village life, however, left its imprint
on both plot and construction. Still, he managed to create the
prototype of a new peasant hero in Dani Turi, whose
characterization is convincing enough in spite of a certain degree
of exaggeration. Dani Turi is a land-hungry peasant, full of
energy, cunning and boisterous (perhaps somewhat akin to Móricz’s
own father, who was determined to improve his own lot at all
costs). He is also reckless, a peasant Don Juan whose sexual
prowess is a source of his constant drive and restlessness and the
ultimate cause of his downfall. With Dani Turi the myth of
unexplored primitive forces imprinted in the genetic codes of the
peasants (?ser?) entered Hungarian literature. The
novel is not free from naturalistic excesses; Móricz’s stern and
taciturn village folk are always driven by the recognition of
self-interest and material ambition, and the smell of poverty has
penetrated every aspect of the story, yet the unhealthy climate of
the novel, the sheer brutality of its sheepskin-clad,
half-civilized peasants shows Móricz’s lack of illusions about the
shocking conditions in which these creatures lived in godforsaken
villages.

All the other novels written in Móricz’s
first period seem to prove that he knew more about human depravity
than about human virtue, and set out to depict everything with a
merciless, biased realism. As he was a born storyteller, he
possessed an inexhaustible supply of stories – and not only about
the peasantry: his heroes came from all strata of society. He
relied exclusively on the infallibility of his own observations,
and as a consequence no metaphysical questions arose in his books.
He described with a sure pen the narrow confines of provincial
existence, and the world of underpaid civil servants in their
overfurnished homes, their stifling boredom relieved only by crude
sensuality. In Behind God’s Back (1911), he draws a
compelling picture of his neurotic and lonely heroine, and her
unsuccessful attempts to get away from the dull unhappiness of her
life are described in exceptionally fine passages.

The young protestant pastor of The
Torch (1918) proves that if someone makes an ambitious
effort at loosening the social strait-jacket which is based on
meanness, ignorance, and class egotism, he will soon be faced with
defeat; insensitive peasants, cynical gentry, and intolerant
officials gradually break his enthusiasm, and he ends up by
accepting the world as it is; his compromise is fostered by his own
weakness and his growing love of comfort. The profoundly idealistic
Reverend Matolcsy is the ‘torch’ whose flickering flame is not
enough to light the way to social or spiritual progress in the
community he has chosen to serve; he burns out without obtaining
his ends. The novel ends with an all-consuming fire in the village
– Matolcsy takes this last chance to be of service, but it is only
a desperate gesture; saving the lives of a few people is a heroic
act which bestows on him a kind of redemption for his earlier
compromise, but also brings about his premature death. The dying
Matolcsy is still arguing with God because ‘everything has come to
an end, yet nothing has been resolved’.

After World War I Móricz turned to his own
childhood for inspiration, and wrote a trilogy which was clearly
autobiographical; it was the story of Misi Nyilas’s adolescence:
Be Faithful Unto Death (1921), Teenagers
(1928), and Wine in Ferment (1931), of which the first
part is far the best. Be Faithful Unto Death is
permeated with an unexpected lyrical warmth, and the innocence and
naïvety of Misi are refreshing after the sordid affairs described
in Móricz’s earlier works. Although young Misi is confronted with
the inexplicable adult world often enough during his years in the
boarding school of the College of Debrecen, he preserves a naïve
idealism and goodness of heart. Móricz’s deep sympathy for the
problems of growing up manifests itself in his depiction of Misi’s
disappointments, and of experiences which helped him to restore his
faith. Moreover his psychological understanding of the developing
personality makes the novel a valid work, but above all it is
gentleness, a quality rarely found in Móricz’s other novels, that
makes it remarkable reading.

Finally it is the writer’s candour which
gives true proportions to the novel; in spite of Misi’s noble mind
and good intentions he inevitably comes to grief in the miniature
society of the boarding school; he is falsely accused and often
humiliated. Even if Móricz’s message is as didactic as the title
suggests, it is not detrimental to the work’s artistic value, but
only underlines the author’s unflagging loyalty to ideas which may
help Misi to survive his severe identity crises, and which cause so
much heart-searching in his wavering adult heroes, like the
Reverend Matolcsy whose ultimate failure is caused by the loss of
that youthful idealism of which Misi Nyilas is both a sad victim
and a triumphant hero.

Móricz saw no reason to be cheerful about
contemporary society, the class distinctions of which he always
relentelessly criticized; his yearnings for better social
prospects, however, led him inevitably to historical illusionism.
The myth of a strong and independent Transylvania in the
seventeenth century appealed to him just as much as did the ‘Golden
Age of Transylvania’ to the Romantic Jókai. And indeed, the cunning
princes of that mountainous region, cleverly scheming and
intriguing to preserve at least an impression of independence in
the shadow of the two great Empires of the Austrians and the Turks,
have always exercised a special attraction over those Hungarian
intellectuals who ascribed the fate of their country to the
geographical misfortune of having been in the way of great powers
who aspired to the total domination of Eastern Europe.

To the intelligentsia, who had seen
two-thirds of historical Hungary lost after World War I, the appeal
of the mirage of Transylvania and the manoeuvring between the great
powers became more topical than ever. While the Transylvanism of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had possibilities, in the
twentieth century it could no longer be considered practical
politics, as first German expansionism, and later Russian
domination illustrated convincingly. What was saddening, though,
was that this distant mirage of Transylvania also blurred the
vision of even the best intellectuals, whose wisdom and pragmatism
in social matters were unquestionable.

The fact that Móricz delved into
Transylvanian history can probably be ascribed to the
half-conscious attraction to Transylvania which was becoming
noticeable in neo-népies ideology*Similarly to harmadik út. A somewhat
polarized translation-third alternative would draw
attention to the impossibility of choosing the ‘third road’ when
only two roads are known to exist (Tertium non
datur). around that time. The novels
Fairy-Garden (1922), The Great Prince
(1934), and The Shadow of the Sun (1935) were
rewritten several times and their final versions appeared only in
1935 under the title Transylvania.

Critics agree that the colourful historic
tapestry of this trilogy shows Móricz at his best. The story of the
last of the Báthoris, Prince Gábor, and Gábor Bethlen, is meant as
a historical lesson for the present, but it is also a powerful
character representation. In Báthori Móricz has created an
impulsive figure whose unbridled passions make him liable to a
downfall similar to Dani Turi’s. In spite of the realistic
background, Prince Báthori represents a somewhat Romantic
distortion of those vital energies of which certain Móricz heroes
seem to possess unlimited quantities. Bethlen, who after the
assassination of Báthori dominates the second and third parts of
the trilogy, stands for perseverance, common sense, integrity, and
statesmanship. He is plagued with the problems of his private life,
caught between wife and mistress, the former providing the security
of the hearth and the pangs of conscience, the latter bold
adventures and stimulation for the imagination. (The
incompatibility of marriage partners was a recurrent theme in
Móricz’s works; he could not solve it in his own private life.)

The main artistic value of the novel is the
powerful characterization both of the figures in the foreground and
of the host of supporting cast, a wide variety of types, most of
them drawn with care. Móricz is successful in creating an authentic
atmosphere by his discriminating use of the various layers of
language; moreover, in his novels he can write excellent dialogue
and compose dramatic scenes, although as a playwright he is
insignificant. He fails, however, in the construction of the novel;
the various threads of the story seem to diverge as the narrative
approaches its conclusion. His planned fourth volume might have
created a unified plot, but he never wrote it.

Another dominant theme in the second period
of Móricz’s career is his social criticism of the gentry’s
life-style, which had managed to survive World War I and the
accompanying social upheavals. Until Daybreak (1926),
a well-constructed novel, is the story of a drunken night; there is
tension in the air, for the occasion is an important one – a
wealthy landowner is going to propose to the daughter of the house.
When the sandcastle of expectations collapses because of an
unforeseen circumstance the tension is released, and in the ensuing
drunken revelry Móricz has an opportunity to portray with great
dramatic force the devil-may-care attitude of the hosts and their
guests. The same is true of The Gentleman’s Way of Having
Fun (1928), a novel about a landowner, Szakhmáry, with
progressive ambitions, whose private life leads him to suicide. He
has a flair for the spectacular: he throws a gargantuan party,
which goes on for days; on the fourth night he sets fire to his
manor-house to provide amusement and better lighting for the
dancers. The larger-than-life figure of Szakhmáry belongs to that
category of heroes in Russian novels who light their cigars with
hundred-rouble notes. This is perhaps Móricz’s best novel; the
traditional technique of the anecdote is employed superbly to
advance the plot; most of the background information comes from the
anecdotes told by the characters, and at the same time their
reactions to, and comments on, these flippant anecdotes expose
their inflated pride with an irony which is poignant yet somehow
pregnant with tragedy. There is no trace of the class-hatred of
Móricz’s bitter peasants in this work; he knows that the
self-destruction of the gentry, its inability to adapt itself to
changed conditions, may eventually imply the breaking of the
backbone of Hungarian society.

His criticism of the gentry is, however,
merciless in Relatives (1932). Hailed by today’s
critics as Móricz’s most important novel, it tells about small-town
nepotism and corruption relating to the fate of Kopjáss who, after
rising to higher office, becomes innocently involved in illicit
transactions, through a web of suddenly emerging uncles, brothers,
and cousins, and is driven ultimately to the verge of suicide.
Kopjáss is a typical Móricz hero, a crossbreed between Misi Nyilas
(innocent) and the Reverend Matolcsy (ambitious idealist), but
without their redeeming qualities; although like them he is a
victim of circumstance, he is a weak character. It is the grimmest
of Móricz’s novels – even the scenery seems to be always grey;
there is no laughter, no warmth, no true human relations, but
instead scarcely disguised selfish motives, pretensions and
ugliness are everywhere.

In the last period of his crative life
Móricz began once more to write short stories. His virtues – good
dialogue, dramatic construction, economy of description – are all
displayed in them to the best advantage (e.g.
Barbarians, 1932). Of the rest of his novels, A
Happy Man (1935) deserves special attention; it is the
true-life-story of a poverty-stricken peasant, who is satisfied
with his lot. Móricz used much of his original interview material,
and the book is an unusual mixture of reportage, social indictment,
and sociological survey, a clear effort to break with the
conventional form of the novel.

In the last years of his life Móricz,
handicapped by age and financial problems, seemed to decline in
quality, if not in output. Yet he managed to achieve his former
standards in at least one nearly flawless piece of writing:
Little Orphan (1941), the story of a foundling girl
told in the first person. Its child heroine, Csöre, like Misi
Nyilas, has the unreserved sympathy of Móricz. Her uncompromising
attitude to the world, in spite of her perpetual existential
insecurity, is not an occasion for blackmailing the reader into
weeping at the grim naturalism of the facts; Móricz’s genuine
concern for his heroine lends the novelette lyrical beauty and
authentic pathos.

Móricz’s last ambitious undertaking, a vast
verbal fresco about Sándor Rózsa, the legendary outlaw of the
nineteenth century, originally designed as a trilogy, remained
unfinished. The first two volumes, Sándor Rózsa Spurs His
Horse (1941) and Sándor Rózsa Frowns (1942),
are a cross between history and fiction – the story told in the
second volume takes place during the War of Independence in 1848-9.
Rózsa belongs to the Dani Turi class of Móricz heroes, perhaps with
less apparent show of the Romantic ?ser?, with less
masculine charm, but with the maximum dose of self-assurance and
indifference to danger. Móricz enjoyed writing about the popular
hero; he worked fast on the manuscript, and there is a decorative
exuberance in the novel derived from folklore and embroidered with
apparent gusto. While Rózsa and his fellow-outlaws speak the Szeged
dialect, Móricz himself came from the Debrecen region, so no wonder
authenticity sometimes suffers. The writer himself was dissatisfied
with the second volume, and intended to rewrite parts of it, but
died on 4 September 1942.
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The writer who caused no less a revolution
in modern Hungarian literature than Ady or any of the innovators
was Karinthy. His creative intellect could not find the genre best
suited to the peculiar talent he possessed: his aspiration to a
perception of totality and a systematic assessment of the whole
relationship between man and the universe doomed him to failure. He
did, however, inject a large dose of doubt into the accepted
metaphysical, moral, and national values, and establish the
relativity of the semantic content of words. In the first case his
scepticism represented his basic attitude not only to intellectual
conceit, but also to ‘profound ideas’, and it helped him to
question the validity of all abstractions. By a clever change of
context or by reproducing thought-patterns out of context Karinthy
showed the grotesque aspects of all human thought and the absurdity
of sacrosanct dogmas. In the second case his thinking came close to
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s semantic concept: the meaning of words is
what we ascribe to them; there is no inherent meaning, only usage.
By clever manipulation of context, Karinthy achieved startling
results, coined ‘meaningless’ words by the dozen, and he
popularized, if not invented, the idea of a pseudo-language (his
term being halandzsa) with context-free and made-up
words, verging on intelligible speech. While Wittgenstein’s efforts
to reinterpret language by introducing a new concept of meaning and
usage was likely to be influenced by the bankruptcy of the moral
and spiritual values of the Austrian Hausmacht, with
its social anomalies and inflated language, Karinthy’s inspiration
was almost metaphysical: ‘We live in a new Babel – in a hellish
chaos of concepts. I am very much surprised when two men ascribe
the same meaning to the word “table”. Where would you find two
kindred souls who look and feel in the same way about the meaning
of words like God, honour, art, country, mankind, woman and
world?’

Karinthy’s desire to bring about a
redefinition of worn-out phrases which used to signify lofty ideas
led him to embark on a project which was certainly bold; he thought
that if intellectuals were provided with a ‘new encyclopaedia’,
similar to the great undertaking of the French Enlightenment, the
encyclopédie, common consent could then be achieved on
terminology, and mankind would thereby eliminate many causes of
discord. Needless to say what Karinthy wrote alone was bound to
remain a tiny fragment of a work; his ambition, however,
demonstrated very well the boldness of his vision. Born on 25 June
1887 into a Budapest middle-class family, Karinthy was an infant
prodigy whose first novel, much influenced by Jules Verne, was
serialized in a Budapest daily when its author was only fifteen
years of age. His rational intellect was particularly disposed to
the natural sciences and mathematics, and during his university
years he changed the subject of his studies several times. He never
received a degree, but his scientific and philosophical training
left an imprint on his thinking and writing.

Karinthy is, however, regarded primarily as
a humorous writer. His extraordinary sense of parody first became
apparent with the publication of That’s How You Write!
(1912), a collection of short literary caricatures on most of his
contemporaries, which was an instant success and won him the
lasting affection of the public. These pastiches unfolded the
potentials of a new genre; his target was not a particular work, or
some mannerism of a writer – instead, he presented a miniature
portrait, a stylistic profile of an author, and condensed his
criticism into humorous form. Naturally the overall effect of such
works as these is heavily dependent on language and allusions which
mean nothing to the outsider. Yet there are numerous foreign and
Hungarian writers whose works have long been forgotten but whose
names, or rather whose entire character, favourite themes, and
peculiar atmosphere are well remembered as a result of Karinthy’s
miniature masterpieces. For young Karinthy it was all practice,
trying his hand at the whole range of possibilities of fashionable
literary forms before settling down to write his own great
masterpiece.

The great masterpiece, however, remained
unwritten, partly because of Karinthy’s unceasing struggle to make
ends meet as a journalist. His brilliant ideas, linguistic
acrobatics, peculiar grimaces, startling mixed metaphors and other
absurdities were all utilized in the course of the daily routine of
journalism, in columnist’s glossaries, reportages, humorous
sketches, skits, or essays, creating countless types, adding
bizarre twists to basic situations and techniques – in fact,
creating a uniquely grotesque attitude to writing. This attitude
was so strongly absorbed into Hungarian humorous literature that
all humorists imitated him, but none has emerged to this day who
has equalled, let alone surpassed, him. Karinthy seemed to enjoy
the harassed life he led in cafés, working to short deadlines under
enormous pressure, because living like this he could still
occasionally produce a brilliantly cut gem, and at the same time
keep on postponing his confrontation with the challenge of a truly
large-scale literary work.

His cycle of humorous sketches, with its
masterly treatment of the schoolboy’s small world (Please,
Sir!, 1916), was also originally written for a newspaper.
Yet it is a work complete in itself; in it he successfully evokes
the authentic atmosphere of the classroom by humorously overdrawing
the tiny joys and sorrows, the lies and anxieties of those
unforgettable years at school. None of the sketches contain
material enough for a short story – they are brilliant snapshots
recording the excruciating anxiety of being late; the deadly fear
caused by a looming question period; the wild fantasies about
explaining away a particularly bad school-report; giggling girls
seen through the eyes of timid schoolboys at the most awkward age –
feather-brained creatures, yet at the same time unaccountably
fascinating; or the occasion when, after a long inner struggle, our
young hero decides to sell his history textbook in order to
supplement his pocket money to buy some candy he fancies in the
shop-window.

Karinthy was certainly influenced in
choosing his subject-matter, just as Kosztolányi had been in his
early poems or Molnár in The Paul Street Boys, by the
discovery that children are not little ‘grown-ups’, and that their
world is different. Nevertheless Please, Sir! is a
unique book, and the stereotypes created in it (e.g. Steinmann, the
good pupil) live their separate lives as eternal schoolchildren in
the minds of generations of readers. In spite of, or rather on
account of, the mildly caricaturing sketches, Karinthy successfully
conjured up the soaring spirit of the young who know no
restrictions, are not bothered by the clash between reality and
dreams; he conveyed the notion that the roots of their humour reach
down into the irrational and the subconscious, and that adults
preserve only a tiny segment of this childlike mentality: the more
they lose it, the more the world becomes a drab place to live in
(e.g. Refund).

The ‘serious’ novels and short stories of
Karinthy fall short of expectation. Although he was in no sense a
committed writer, since social problems failed to appeal to him-his
eyes being always cast on the universal and the abstract-he only
occasionally managed to write a work with universal appeal that
also maintained interest. His short stories are often sentimental,
and almost always speculative (e.g. It’s Snowing,
1912); he had the ability to see clearly what appeared in the
distorting mirror, but was hardly ever able to depict genuine human
relationships. This fascination with the theoretical caused him to
drift inevitably towards science-fiction, experimenting with new
possibilities, and putting them into the context of what scientific
evolution would achieve in the future; in two books, he continued
Gulliver’s travels in fantastic setting. The story of
Faremido (1916) was prompted by Karinthy’s desire to
liberate the mind from the frailties of the body; the reader is
taken into the wise, unsentimental, and just world of inorganic
existence. It is inhabited by machines (self-programmed computers?)
superior to men. Machines communicate with one another in musical
phrases (hence the title, the name of this strange land:
Fa-re-mi-do as in solmization). They have created perfect society
which inferior earthlings are incapable of even conceiving.

Capillaria (1921) concerns the
empire of females under the sea; it is Karinthy’s pessimistic
statement about women, and it implies that in the twentieth century
it is man who should be liberated from the domineering influence of
women, because they are sensual, emotional, non-reasoning
creatures, being the eternal menace to Man, the fighter and the
builder. The theme has much to do with his initial shyness with
women, combined with the then fashionable Strindbergian view of
them. The novel takes Karinthy’s misogyny to the extreme; the women
of Capillaria devote themselves entirely to carnal pleasures and
feed on the brains of midget males, by now degenerated into mere
genitals. In Celestial Report (1937) Merlin Oldtime, a
British journalist, visits those dimensions beyond the earthly
three-dimensional world where all layers of the Past continue to
exist, but in separation from the Present. This somewhat desultory
and ecentric novel fails to make full use of the possibilities
created by Karinthy’s inventiveness.

Karinthy also wrote poetry (I Can’t
Tell Anyone, 1930; and Message in the Bottle,
1938), which proves that in spite of his superb ability to imitate
any poet, he himself was no poet. His verses are proof of his
experimenting spirit and his speculative approach to various
subjects, and show a strong desire to transmit his ‘message’ in a
concise form-self-revelation as the ultimate artistic concept. The
poems lack nothing in impressive sincerity, but the flow of
sophisticated ideas often choke the effect. The torturing urge to
attain complete self-revelation comes through brilliantly in one of
his short stories, ‘Circus’, an allegory about a musician who
realizes his dream to hold the undivided attention of a huge
audience. This he does not as a concert violinist but in a circus,
where he has to surmount incredible difficulties in order to climb
to the soaring heights of a trapeze; there he produces his violin
and plays the beautiful melody he has always longed to perform. The
clown up in the air is a symbol of man’s unfulfilled dream of
perfect communication: the struggle to break down reluctance to
speak openly about the self, which makes everybody a unique
individual.

In the last years of his life, Karinthy
developed a tumour on the brain. Surgery was imperative, and a
famous Swedish brain surgeon performed a successful operation in
1936, when the chances of success were estimated at about 20-30 per
cent. No anaesthesia could be employed; the skull was drilled and
taken off while the patient was conscious. This unique experience
provided Karinthy with the material for a unique book: A
Journey Around My Skull (1937). It is not only an amazing
document of human awareness in the shadow of possible death, it is
Karinthy’s most sober statement of his tragicomic relationship to
the concept of heroic living, which he so often mocked, a statement
written with the detachment of a scientific observer and with the
imaginative precision of a great novelist without a trace of
morbidity, self-pity, or sentimentalism.

Karinthy died unexpectedly on 29 August
1938, two years after the operation, full of plans and themes which
remained unrealized. His last grotesque idea, that he would appear
on a screen and speak on a gramophone at his own funeral, was not
put into practice. This last design epitomizes Karinthy on more
than one level. While stressing his contempt for ceremony, it is a
bizarre protest at conventions and a proof of being able to look at
the most important event of life, death, with the same humorous
grimace with which he regarded everything. It remained an idea
only, it added the last item to the inventory of unfinished
projects of this exceptional and fecund spirit, whose ideas were to
impregnate generations of writers.
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Women writers were sadly lacking from the
Hungarian literary scene until the end of the nineteenth century.
Those who made their presence felt were treated in a patronizing
manner, and not without reason – many of them were no more than
exponents of profuse sentimentality, and not much can be salvaged
from their work for posterity. However, in contrast to these
‘successful’ women writers who happily complied with what the
illusions or delusions of masculine superiority expected of them,
there were a few exciting authoresses whose work has always been
unjustly neglected.

The best example is Minka Czóbel
(1855-1947), whose aspirations both poetic and intellectual made
her a forerunner of the Nyugat movement, although she
received hardly any attention from the Nyugat writers,
or indeed since; she died completely forgotten more than a quarter
of a century after her last book of poetry had been published. She
lived in isolation in the depths of the countryside, not unlike her
American counterpart Emily Dickinson (who spent her years after a
tragic love-affair in Amherst seldom leaving the small world of her
house and garden). Czóbel, in her retreat at Anarcspuszta,
cultivated a decadent, symbolic poetry, which developed on its own,
since this highly cultured and independent-minded woman decided to
withdraw from high-life after her initial contact with modern
European trends before the 1890s (Maya, 1893;
White Songs,1894).

It was a social necessity that the
appearance on the scene of emancipated female creative writers
should coincide with the emergence of the feminist movement, as the
movement for women’s liberation was called at the beginning of the
twentieth century. In addition to the other aspects of social,
political, and intellectual ferment which characterized the turn of
the century in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the concept of Modern
Woman, with its moral, social, human, and vocational implications,
was considered part of social progress by middle-class radicalism,
although Hungarian Civil Law had never been as restrictive to women
as had the social systems in most Western nations.*Women, including married women, for example, were
considered separate legal entities in respect of their possessions,
both inherited and acquired. Nevertheless, the first
milestone on the road to social equality was the edict of the
Minister of Education which opened the professions for women by
permitting their enrolment at university (1895).*Segregated higher education for women had been
provided since 1868 by the National Society for Women’s
Education. Although equal political status with men was not
achieved – because Article XIV, 1913 still denied women the
vote*Women were granted the vote for the
first time by a decree during the revolution in 1918. –
entering the professions gave them an entirely new social
position.

The first significant authoress of these
times, and perhaps the best female novelist, was Margit Kaffka,
whose life and works epitomized most of the complex problems of
women’s position in society. Born on 10 June 1880 at Nagykároly on
the Eastern Lowlands, Kaffka’s intellectual outlook was decided by
her strict Catholic upbringing, by her social origins (she came
from an impoverished gentry family), and by her becoming a career
women. Her literary activity started with the publication of poems
which owed much to traditional attitudes, yet it cannot be denied
that a certain inclination to experiment and a latent desire to
revolt were already present in her poetry. These features, however,
became predominant in her short stories and in her novels, of which
Colours and Years (1912) was the best.

The crucial problem in the life of Magda
Pórtelky, the heroine, is that life restricts the possible
alternatives to marriage; whether good or bad marriage, it is
marriage which determines woman’s social role. Magda Pórtelky is
full of energy and ambition, yet, after the suicide of her first
husband, she is forced to realize the dependence of woman, and
enters her second marriage with cynical premeditation, in order to
secure herself a position in a sterile world in which not even the
traditional warmth of social life could offer her relief from
frustration. The frustration of Magda Pórtelky is finely
characterized from different viewpoints, for Kaffka excels in
describing minute details. Her tragedy, if there is a tragedy at
all, is not spectacular; she becomes an inactive woman in an
inactive world. She is good at making resolutions, but her internal
revolt is eventually repressed and it surfaces either in petty
affairs or simply in a general disgust for her futile destiny.
Kaffka was able to create a broad background to the problems of
womanhood; it is the same decaying world of the provincial gentry,
one of the main topics of contemporary novel, but a world in which
nobody before her had ever looked at the specific problems of
women; nobody had seen that the changing social role of the gentry
created a new situation for women as well, and that women were even
less equipped to cope with their new position and opportunities
than were men.

This is the subject of her next novel,
The Years of Mária (1913), with the new type of
heroine who studies and becomes a career woman; she is independent
to a degree Magda Pórtelky could not even dream of, yet her life
ends in disaster in the same way as did Magda’s. Kaffka seems to
claim that Mária’s failure is not due to her irresolution, but
rather to restricting social conventions which have made the new
type of woman unacceptable. Love and marriage are not necessarily
compatible in Mária’s mind; she despises marriage based on
compromise, but equally she cannot take her emotional freedom to
its logical conclusion, which would be a complete rejection of
marriage as nothing more than the legal outlet for sexual desire.
What remains for her is daydreaming, frustration, and eventual
suicide. The Years of Mária reflects Kaffka’s
inability to provide a solution for her heroine; Mária stands for
Hungarian women unable to take root in modern life, just as Magda
is the symbol of women who have lost contact with woman’s
traditional role in society.

In Stations (1917), a very
uneven work, Kaffka takes as her heroine the liberated woman who
manages her own life. She finds a solution to her problems not in
an idyllic marriage but in emotional stability, leaving the sinking
ship of her disastrous marriage in time, without distressing
herself. Her independence regained, she enters a new relationship,
but the nature of her new relationship, to a married man, poses
further questions: does love provide companionship for life or is
the attachment of man to woman merely sexual? As a last resort she
turns to creative activity; and the more Kaffka’s heroine, driven
by her ambitions, penetrates the bustling cultural life of
contemporary Budapest, the more the authoress becomes absorbed in
presenting a cross-section of this world, because of her keen eye
for the social changes created by the swift urbanization of the
Hungarian capital prior to World War I. Stations gives
the impression of an unfinished novel, and the real-life models of
the minor characters can easily be recognized; yet it is also a
moving document, the tension of which testifies vividly to Kaffka’s
struggle with her material.

Nobody would deny that all Kaffka’s works
are autobiographical in inspiration; her heroines are all
self-portraits at different stages of her own development. Her last
novel, Ant Hill (1917), published a year before she
died on 1 December 1918 as a victim of an epidemic, takes place in
a nunnery, and was obviously inspired by her bitter memories of the
convent school. In describing the sultry atmosphere of this hidden
and closed world, Kaffka summarizes her views on women’s position
in society with transparent symbolism. Her schoolgirls are as
uprooted as her adult heroines, and the relentless power struggle
among the nuns, the repressive restrictions, and the allusions to
sexual aberrations make the novel not only anti-clerical, but also
pessimistic. Stylistically this is her most satisfying novel; her
earlier fondness for coining and employing peculiar words, her
excessive love of subjective adjectives, and her use of overloaded,
complex sentence-structures with ill-shaped meaning seem to have
subsided; here she prefers matter-of-fact descriptions, creating
precise situations, avoiding too much synaesthesia; action takes
the place of the elaborate description of her heroines’ inner
struggles. At this stage she was clearly at the beginning of a new
phase in her artistic development, the full realization of which
was prevented by her death.
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Of the minor prose-writers around
Nyugat, it was J. J. Tersánszky (1888-1969) who
discovered the world of social outcasts, tramps, gypsies, and other
vagabonds, in much the same way as Steinbeck wrote about the
American hoboes. Tersánszky was a versatile artist; he composed
music and painted besides being a prolific writer. His narrative
technique is traditional; his plots are loosely but skilfully
constructed, spiced with anecdotes; he is a raconteur
whose stories are crammed with improbable incidents and colourful
characters. The world presented by him is like a picture out of
focus, mainly because of his continual departure from conventional
social and moral standards. His social ‘drop-outs’ are rarely
plagued by conscience; they often take the law into their own hands
and always seem to outsmart the representatives of law and order.
Tersánszky is never bitter about the prevailing social order; his
heroes’ impish humour provides lightness and constant entertainment
in his stories, for they are not miserable pariahs, like Maxim
Gorki’s ‘ex-human beings’; these creatures know that the
application of questionable means in the struggle for survival is
necessary to avoid going under, when everything else fails. Yet
Tersánszky is not without moral standards; he lacks only the
hypocrisy to explain away the action and character of life’s
permanent expatriates in terms of dignified social or moral
ideology.

Success came to him with his first short
novel Good-bye, Darling! (1917), the story of a Polish
girl in war-torn Galicia, who is abused and raped by Russian,
Austrian, and Hungarian officers in turn. Cut off from the
protection offered by the framework of social mores, she is first
an unwilling accomplice in the casual apathy towards elementary
ethical principles shown by the officers of various conquering
armies, who always arrive as liberators; later she becomes
indifferent, is grateful for small favours, and when the officer of
the retreating army bids her farewell with ‘good-bye, darling!’,
she is perhaps thinking of the excitement of the next
adventure.

Tersánszky’s original contribution to
Hungarian fiction is, however, his Marty Cuckoo novels, or rather a
cycle of long short stories of which the more significant are:
The Youth of Marty Cuckoo (1923), Marty Cuckoo
Among the Rioters (1934), Marty Cuckoo’s Hunting
Adventure (1935), and Marty Cuckoo’s
Electioneering (1937). Marty Cuckoo is the prototype of
those social drop-outs whose only concern in life is to keep on
living. His devil-may-care attitude saves him from unhappiness, his
greatest resource is an inexhaustible supply of verbal and
practical tricks, aimed at getting what little he may expect from
life. No doubt this latter-day picaresque figure carries
Tersánszky’s anarchistic manifesto, aimed at everything that is
unduly dignified or pretentious.

Tersánszky has a novel attitude to social
drop-outs; he approaches grave existential problems in a manner
which seems to lack depth, yet the way in which he renders poetic
justice to small-time crooks or cunning simpletons, whose plight
appeals to humanity just as much as their bawdiness, depicted with
robust humour, provides good entertainment, displays an optimism
rarely found in writers who get entangled in the dark net of
circumstances. The effects of poverty, ostracism and aimless
drifting in and out of modern society had become one of the chief
preoccupations of writers ever since the advent of Naturalism, and
no amount of writing on the subject seemed able to satisfy the
curiosity and the guilty conscience of a largely middle-class
readership.

A talented chronicler of the city’s lower
depths was László Cholnoky (1879-1929), brother of Viktor, himself
an eternally struggling creature who escaped into an alcoholism
that probably drove him to suicide. His characters, unlike Marty
Cuckoo whose down-to-earth attitude keeps him in touch with
reality, are fighting the phantoms of alcoholic nightmares, and
drifting towards mental and physical self-destruction. His total
identification with his characters lends not only artistic
plausibility to these human wrecks, but shows his genuine concern,
and his understanding is the source of valid psychological
explanation. Fear, anguish, and demoralized instincts are the
constant features of his characters, who are always speculating
desperately about existential problems. He is at his best in his
sympathetic descriptions of the delirious high and low states of
alcoholics, with their irritability, their sense of persecution,
and their unexpected hilarity which is suddenly cancelled out by
the gloom of the next instant.

It was under the influence of psychoactive
drugs that Géza Csáth (1887-1919), a neurologist and a gifted music
critic, wrote his later stories, but the same addiction eventually
drove him to suicide. Csáth possessed a brilliant mind – he was
only twenty-one when his work on Puccini was published and
instantly translated into German; in the first few years of his
creative life he had plays successfully staged (one of them with
his own incidental music), his book on neurology was favourably
received by the profession, but above all, the first collection of
his original short stories was published (The Magician’s
Garden, 1908), and the editors of
Nyugat hailed him as a significant author of the
day.

What was the driving force behind this
excessive intellectual agility? In one of his diary-fragments he
wrote: ‘I got up early so that I should have a chance to see the
world. Flowers, colours and forms aroused exceptionally strong
sensations in me. I treated my patients. I enjoyed eating,
drinking, milk, meat, everything.’ Csáth wanted to live a full
life. Awareness of totality was the meaning of life for him. It was
this desire that aroused his curiosity about drugs:

Total awareness, the bliss of God is
achieved by ecstasy only. But is it true to say that the bliss of
God may last for a moment only? Yes, out of charity, He gave that
much only to the stupid and the meek. But those who deserve more –
because they demand more – those are given a chance to rob eternity
by taking a brave and noble risk. The essence of life is such an
exquisite article that whole generations in the course of centuries
are allotted an hour only. He who resigns himself to his share, is
already, resigned to death before birth … Supposing you start
smoking opium as a fully-grown adult and take good care of your
physical condition, best looked after by a competent physician, you
might survive for ten years. And then, aged twenty million years
old (in experience), you may resign yourself to the ensuing eternal
rest on the icy cushion of total annihilation. (‘Opium’, 1909.)

This greediness to experience life at all
levels, at all costs, to escape from the ordinary reality of
everyday life is a significant factor in his short stories. He
chooses an unusual topic (e.g. the delusions of the mentally
unbalanced), concentrates on this miniature segment of reality,
describes it with the precision of the dissecting surgeon, makes a
sure diagnosis and then, with a cold intellectual approach,
attempts to penetrate the hidden, inner pattern of the phenomenon.
To achieve his objective, Csáth is never didactic; he knows what to
say and what to omit. His main stylistic device is the use of
unadorned language. Nouns without adjectives dominate his
puritanic, often short, sentences. When he employs adjectives they
always qualify conditions, circumstances, or relationships. He
prefers short, plain verbs, and compact structures are the chief
virtue of his composition; his short stories often resemble medical
case histories, yet behind the pseudo-scientific detachment there
vibrates a high-frequency tension which contributes to the strange
moods of the stories; ultimately their effect rests on his
discipline, which keeps the narrative within its self-imposed
limitations.

This technique enabled him to treat
revolting subjects, like matricide, with delicacy and psychological
validity (‘Matricide’). The thesis of this story is the observation
that cruelty may motivate even seemingly innocent play. The
conclusion is that anything worthy of excitement is connected with
pain and blood. The minds of the brothers who kill their mother are
perplexed by the mystery of suffering and by a desire to dominate
other human beings, and to free themselves from a primary
relationship. Moreover, there are sexual undertones and
exhibitionism at play in their complex thought-processes which lead
up to the horrible crime they commit in cold blood.

Not all Csáth’s early stories are so
horrific; he also knew how to recreate the atmosphere of muted
pain, as in ‘Red-Haired Esther’ in which a student happens to meet
a girl who had once been a servant in his family home, the object
of his latent erotic desires as a child. They fall in love, but are
separated by social discrimination. The unexpected conclusion, with
its pseudo-detachment, contrasts well with the narrative which is
made up of childhood memories, and is dominated by the feverish
dreams of the hero on his sickbed, while his mother, who has come
to nurse him, gets rid of his mistress. ‘At first, I used to feel
wretched as I walked home alone in the evenings. I kept on
loitering in the street, expecting that Esther might turn up after
all. But she has neither come, nor have I heard of her since.’ The
dry factualness of Csáth about the separation of the lovers leaves
the same lingering sense of futility as does the essentially
Romantic cry of Chekhov’s hero: ‘Missus, where are you?’ in his
justly celebrated ‘House with Mezzanine’.

The title story of his second volume
(Afternoon Nap, 1911) indicates new departures towards
the irrational. Csáth had crossed the dividing line between
ordinary perception and a knowledge acquired while in the starless
void of pain caused by his growing hunger for more drugs. To write
he needed to return to everyday reality, a trip he was able to make
less and less frequently. His grip on his material loosened, his
voice often faltered, and in the last few years of his life he fell
silent. We know from his diaries that his desire for communication
began to decline: ‘It is a frightful and oppressive thought that I
no longer have any inclination to write … Yet writing gives me
pleasure and livelihood! … My innermost, unsettled affairs I cannot
put into writing, because the idea that others would find me out as
easily as I do other writers prevents me … . I must write …’
(1912). In exchange for his disintegration Csáth learned that pain
is the extreme pleasure, but to give a coherent account of his
final torments would have been a contradiction in terms.

Escapism from the drabness of everyday life
characterized the works of Gyula Színi (1876-1932), whose creative
attitude was very different from that of Csáth, or the other
Nyugat writers. A widely travelled and highly educated
author, Színi led an uneventful life, fighting against recurrent
financial crises with nerve-racking hack work. Somewhat older than
most of the Nyugat authors, he remained on the
periphery of the literary scene. He has received the same treatment
from posterity; he is half-forgotten at best, no modern critic has
ever given an adequate account of his work, which is indeed uneven,
as most of his later stories and novels suffered from his
concessions to the buyer’s market.

Yet Színi’s early writings are not without
merit; some of them reveal sure signs of craftsmanship; they are
gracefully written, in a subdued mood with an ingenious technique
and without any inclination to pass moral judgements (Trilibi
and Other Stories, 1907, and Pink Snow, 1913).
The characters drawn by Színi are often uncertain in their
decisions and conclusions; they seem to be removed from pedestrian
reality, and move in the curiously dimly-lit realm of a fairy-tale
symbolic world. The obscure lighting transforms the life-like
shapes and colours of his objects and his characters, who are often
starving actors, unhappy lovers, or frightened children, none of
whom can face the reality of their lives. In ‘The Yellow Cab’ a man
enters a cab and instructs the driver to take him ‘anywhere’ – the
driver symbolizes death. In ‘The Swan’ an old man searches in vain
for a book which he has read and which contained the ‘meaning’ of
his own life. However, not all of Színi’s strange symbols yield
easily to interpretation. Színi despised psychology and those who
took it seriously: ‘We do not find out the “real” man from the
facts, but from the figure he dreamed himself to be.’ His contempt
for psychological validity had its revenge in his novels, when he
came to treat complex human relationships. A Pale
Woman (1910), for example, is written with great care and
craftsmanship, yet it fails to be more than a simple yarn using all
the old tricks of the trade. He never realized the potential of his
early symbolism; the dualism of fact and imagination became more
and more a burden in his writing.

Géza Laczkó (1884-1953) was a typical
example of the literary gentleman. His ambitions were divided among
belles-lettres, essays, and philology. Greatly
influenced by French literature, particularly Flaubert and
Maupassant, he is remembered for the first part of his
autobiographical trilogy The Son of Noémi (1917), in
which he described the life of travelling actors (he was the
natural son of an actress) with impressive knowledge and
authenticity. He was a first-class philologist; his historical
novel German Humbug, Turkish Dope (1918)
written in a reconstructed sixteenth-century language, is a
remarkable feat.

While most of the minor writers around the
turn of the century and those in the Nyugat movement
never managed to write a large-scale novel – although the abundance
of excellent short story writers was bewildering – Gyula Török
(1888-1918) in the course of his very short career did produce two
exceptionally well-written novels. His themes are conventional;
In the Dust (1917) treats the tragedy of Pál Kender,
who breaks away from the traditional lifestyle of the gentry and
chooses a profession in Budapest. When his mother calls him back to
their estate to help her, he soon realizes that he no longer has
the determination to return to his chosen life, and commits
suicide. The theme is not new, but Török’s powerful description of
the magnetic attraction of the traditional lifestyle brings home
again the truth that the modernization of society was not only
painful, but well-nigh impossible without drastic measures. Török’s
most ambitious novel, The Emerald Ring (1918), deals
with the same problem, namely the decay of the gentry, from inside,
in the context of successive generations. His keen eye observes an
additional problem: the middle class snobbishly apes the social
attitudes of the gentry, and thus perpetuates a lifestyle that is
no longer valid. The novel is strong in criticism of this snobbery;
the plot is complex but well conceived, and the figures depicted
represent a cross-section of Hungarian society in the second half
of the nineteenth century. In spite of his talents as a novelist
and his connections with the influential Nyugat, Török
is largely forgotten now, perhaps because he died just when success
would have brought him into the limelight with his Emerald
Ring, or more likely, because he was late in producing a
final statement about the decay of the gentry, which was
undoubtedly the most often-treated theme in Hungarian fiction.

Sándor Hunyady (1890-1942) felt himself an
outsider, being the illegitimate son of Sándor Bródy and a
provincial actress who died young. He was ill at ease in all social
classes, although he was readily accepted everywhere. This
traumatic experience provides his deep understanding of his
characters who leave the safe ground of their natural habitat with
the inevitable tragic result. In a Private’s
Uniform*There are two film versions: The Girl
Downstairs (Hollywood, 1938, dir. by N. Taurog), and A
Sunday Romance (Hungary, 1957, dir. by I. Fehér).,
which makes full use of the anecdote, the traditional narrative
technique, and is inspired by his youthful experiences, is perhaps
the best of his short stories. It is the love-story of an innocent
servant-girl fresh from the countryside and a bored journalist
doing military service. He chats her up when he happens to be in
his uniform which thanks to the goodwill of his superiors, he is
allowed not to wear when off-duty. By chance, she finds out that
the journalist is stealing love under false pretences. The girl is
not a silly lovesick chambermaid; her natural intelligence shines
out all the time, her loyalty is unswerving. Finding so much human
dignity in a relationship which has started casually, the
journalist is prepared to marry the girl and has every intention of
revealing himself, but the chance discovery of his true identity
leaves him uttery and justly humiliated as she walks out on him
without a word.

The unbreakable class-barrier is the
subject of Winter Sport (1934), the story of a typist
who, sacrificing her life-savings, goes to an expensive sanatorium
for treatment of her tuberculosis. Her idyll with the skiing
instructor takes a tragic turn when she finds out that her
condition has not improved and she has run out of money; neither of
them believed that they were entitled to happiness. In both of
these stories it is the delicate psychological portraiture which
makes them unforgettable, even though the manner of their telling
is conventional. Elsewhere Hunyady treats themes which are
dangerously near to melodrama, but saves them from cheap
sentimentalism by his sure pen (e.g. In the ‘Raid on the Golden
Eagle’ the raiding inspector finds his own wife being a part-time
prostitute). Hunyady’s characterization is always compact, and his
metaphors are effortless – they come with the natural ease of the
spoken word, yet always display the mark of individuality.

The oldest of the writers connected with
Nyugat, Dezs? Szomory (1869-1944), appeared
inconspicuously on the literary scene when he was approaching
forty, having lived abroad for a long time, mostly in Paris. His
short stories (Divine Garden, 1910) and plays
(The Grand Dame, 1910 and Georgina, Dear
Child, 1912) were vehemently attacked by conservative
critics for their indiscriminate use of Budapest slang. Yet it is
precisely the unorthodox use of language which makes Szomory a
uniquely fascinating author, in spite of his loose grammar and
frequent mannerisms: his verbal torrents and long tirades are
powerful and not without lyrical beauty. Szomory also appears to
have the strange gift of coining wrongly-formed words which, when
taken out of context, border on the ridiculous, but in their proper
setting, seem not only to be indispensable, but even to make a
major contribution to the atmosphere of his writing. His best work
is an autobiographical novel, Parisian Novel (1929),
in which his eagerness for stylistic excesses seems to have
subsided. Its leitmotif is the desperate loneliness and
homesickness of the expatriates, and their moods expressed by
Szomory are numerous, ranging from melancholia to sulking
bitterness, or from cynical self-deception to ironic
self-examination. Often living in the direst poverty with plenty of
time for self-torture, generations of East European painters,
writers, and assorted geniuses made their obligatory pilgrimage to
the ‘City of Lights’ just as their American counterparts did after
World War I. It was a source of personal disappointment for most of
them; the lonely crowd never met, they were hopelessly alien,
rootless drifters who came to fulfil their dreams and discovered
only their own sad grimaces in the cheap mirror of their shabby
hotel room. Paris defeated many strangers, and Szomory was no
exception, although he got a volume published in French. Written
after a lapse of almost forty years, Parisian Novel is
both a confession and a document, and a tribute to Szomory’s
art.
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ONE of the vagaries of the socialist
literary tradition in Hungary, as in other East European countries
including the Soviet Union, is that while scholars are at great
pains to leave no stone unturned for traces of socialist ideas in
conservative writers, or to use even the most insignificant writers
as evidence for a continuous, ‘theoretically correct’ socialist
tradition, those few significant writers who are pioneers of modern
ideas inspired by their socialist creed have been disowned as
heretics until quite recently, and are still regarded with
suspicion.

Yet there seems to be little doubt now that
what took place in Eastern Europe, and particularly in Russia,
between 1905 and 1925, inspired as it was not only by a growing
demand for change in the social structure, but also by the need for
new and revolutionary forms in the arts, has proved a major force
in shaping twentieth century tastes and attitudes in man’s eternal
search for self-expression. It is of course arguable whether these
new and revolutionary ideas created the need for social change, or
vice versa. What seems to be certain is that the vanguard of East
European artists held radical, often revolutionary, views based on
the premise that revolutionary changes in society imply
revolutionary changes in art forms. This brings us to the dilemma
of the avant-garde; while the spectrum of experiments labelled with
various ‘isms’ and conveniently classified as ‘avant-garde’ were
unconventional, the theoreticians of social revolution from Lenin
to Lukács were conservative in taste. The artists were individuals
in revolt; the commissars were determined to regiment the masses,
which included the reluctant artists. As early as 1905, Lenin
demanded unconditional adherence to party discipline in matters of
literature. The ideals of socialist-realism were conceived in these
years; topics should be chosen to serve the supposed interest of
the working class, and writers should describe them realistically,
that is by employing Realism, the most conventional method of
description; the theoreticians argued that the simplicity of this
style was considered the best way to convey the message of
socialism to the masses, whose intellectual standard was thus
tacitly despised. While theoreticians were admittedly anti-élitist,
writers felt a burning need to break away from traditions; all
existing literary forms were deemed unsuitable to carry their
revolutionary message. They also believed that the working class
was the only audience capable of true appreciation of their new
forms of expression. The clash of views held by artists and
apparatchiks led to administrative measures; the
Russian avantgarde was silenced, and dispersed. Most of the artists
defected to the West in the early 1920s, where they became
household names in the realm of modern art.

In Hungary, early socialist literature is
of limited importance; for the writers were either ardent Social
Democrats, whose aim was to popularize the ideology of the
movement, or only interested in flirting temporarily with socialist
ideas, till their curiosity turned to new intellectual pursuits.
Moreover, they had little skill as writers. The only significant
exception to this pattern was Lajos Kassák, whose stubborn
individualism permanently espoused the cause of artistic
experimentation within his unswerving loyalty to the working-class
movement.

His circle can now be regarded as a major
alternative to the Nyugat movement in the
modernization of Hungarian literature. The writers who joined
Kassák were far less numerous and significant than those of the
Nyugat, but nevertheless, the further we are removed
in time from Kassák’s works, the clearer the true perspective of
his experiments becomes, as has been attested by the recent revival
of interest in his artistic heritage, both in Hungary and
abroad.

One of the features of any avant-garde
group is its tendency to transfer forms from art to literature and
vice versa, the underlying idea being the primacy of
self-expression, with recourse to various media and the mixing of
these media according to artistic needs. It may be regarded as a
return to the concept of the Universal Man of the Renaissance;
Kassák was in a sense a universal artist, equally at home in
painting or poetic and narrative writing. In addition, his
activities embraced editorship, and theatrical and typographical
experiments, all of which he pursued with that serious regard for
craftsmanship he had acquired during his days in the blacksmith’s
shop. For Kassák, born on 21 March 1887 at Érsekújvár, a small town
in Upper Hungary, was of genuine working-class origin. His
upbringing left him a legacy of poverty and humiliation; when a
young apprentice he joined the socialist movement, and as a
journeyman he travelled widely in Hungary and abroad, which
strengthened his convictions and also provided him with an
opportunity to become acquainted with the latest trends in art and
literature. It can be ascribed to his artistic integrity that the
successive ‘isms’ – expressionism, futurism, cubism,
constructivism, surrealism, and dadaism – all contributed to his
development, yet none of them left a permanent mark on his works;
moreover, his originality always transcended the horizon of his
class-consciousness. Not that he was entirely free of the rhetoric
of his class attachments; but he always managed to sort out his
artistic priorities, giving pride of place to his instinct for
self-expression.

While his early poetry displays the
influence of Walt Whitman’s technique, his first volume Epic
in Wagner’s Mask (1915) is already a proof of his mature
art, evoking in vers libre dark and oppressive images
of the catastrophic disintegration of European civilization. The
volume gives the over-all impression that Kassák was waging a
battle against spontaneity and endeavouring to merge
class-consciousness into universal consciousness, for Kassák
believed in classless art. Nevertheless, in his celebrated
‘Craftsmen’ (1915) he advocates powerfully the supremacy of
working-class values, proudly asserting the achievements of workers
and their international solidarity.

This poem was published in The
Action*Kassák called his own brand of avant-garde
activism on the mast-head of Today from
vol. 4 no. 2 in early 1919. Since there existed a German
expressionist magazine under the title of Die Aktion,
Kassák’s movement is often wrongly taken for their Hungarian
branch. (1915-16), the first of his avant-garde magazines.
The successors to The Action, Today
(1916-19, then: Vienna,1920-6), Document (1926-7),
Work (1928-39), and the belated Creation
(1947), brought Kassák’s role as an energetic organizer of modern
artistic efforts into prominence. Although these periodicals were
often short-lived, and all were banned by subsequent political
regimes (including Today, which was suppressed by the
Republic of Councils in 1919, when Béla Kun branded it as ‘a
product of bourgeois decadence’), their significance extends far
beyond Hungarian literature, since they were repositories of
avant-garde art from all over the Continent; artists with an
international reputation who made their debut in Kassák’s circle
included, for example, László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) and Victor
Vasarely (1908-1997). Kassák himself made an impact on modern art
with his képarchitektúra; in particular, the strict
geometrical shapes of his non-representational idiom are related to
Russian Constructivism and de Stijl.

The fruits of his experiments with mixed
media include képvers (pictorial verse), in which he
utilized the arbitrary arrangement of various typefaces to give an
extra impact to the semantic content of his sentences; he
overstressed or hid certain words or parts of them and, at the same
time, used typefaces in geometrical patterns to fill out the
remaining space. Kassák considered that geometrical patterns
included the essence of all other forms; abstract art was his
speculative way of expressing the order of the future, which in
turn influenced his literary activity, since geometric abstractions
exclude the possibility of Romantic notions (i.e. disorder) or the
partiality of emotions.

The development of Kassák towards
constructivism could easily have been a reaction to the failure of
his revolutionary expectations after World War I. He was bitterly
disappointed with the Hungarian Republic of Councils and the
narrow-mindedness of its leaders, particularly Béla Kun, who would
not accept Kassák’s view that art is above class or party
loyalties. In his famous Open Letter to Béla Kun in the Name
of Art (1919) Kassák rejected unqualified acceptance of, and
complete subordination to, party resolutions. Kassák’s defiance
resulted in a lifelong feud with his comrades, and the price of his
uprightness in questions of principle resulted in his being
cold-shouldered after 1945, when Hungarian Communists returned to
power from their Moscow emigration.

Yet he followed his comrades into
emigration in Vienna, where his Singing Pyres (Vienna,
1920) was published. The volume forms a clear dividing line in his
poetry, being a panegyric on the ‘revolution of mankind’, and a
proof of his resolute search for new vistas for self-expression.
The best example of his poetry during his exile, his most active
period, is The Horse Dies and the Birds Fly Out
(Vienna, 1924). This poem, of 500-odd lines, is a turning point in
modern Hungarian poetry. Its genre is altogether baffling; it is
not an epic in vers libre. Its topic is Kassák’s years
as a journeyman, and it describes the full circle of his travels,
from the time he left Angyalföld*A
predominantly working-class settlement in NE. Budapest.
until he returned there. Yet it is not a record of his wanderings,
but a pretext for the mixing of his experiences and visions through
the abundant use of surrealistic metaphors and often ‘unpoetic’
vocabulary, used to shock the reader’s senses. Words taken from
working-class slang, imagery borrowed from industrial
life-factories, mines or machinery-are largely responsible for the
‘irregularity’ of the poetic images in the text, and Kassák
frequently replaces articulate words by onomatopoeic exclamations
to increase the explosiveness of his utterance (e.g. ‘ó dzsiramári
/ ó lébli / ó bumbum’). His message is his ars
poetica: to follow nobody, to reject nothing, and to exploit
all experiences the world is capable of providing for the benefit
of unrestricted self-expression.

The same features that lend novelty to his
poetic texts handicap his prose. His puritanic seriousness, his
non-conforming persistence in adhering to the rigid rules of his
artistic and political convictions, his lack of humour and
erudition, make most of his novels painfully monotonous. The
anomalies of his word-formations and his aptitude for colourless
and artificial style detract much from the enjoyment of his
fiction, in spite of its precise construction and careful
execution. Yet Kassák was able to write good prose. His monumental
One Man’s Life (8 vols., 1928-39) has a claim to be
the best autobiography written in Hungarian, together with Gyula
Illyés’s The People of the Puszta and Sándor Márai’s
Confessions of a Middle-Class Citizen. Not only was
Kassák able to overcome his artistic and political dogmas; he also
managed to create an atmosphere of searching honesty and moderate
stylistic pretensions, which, together with his masterly grasp of
material, as he describes the developmentof his social awareness,
makes One Man’s Life an outstanding achievement and
memorable reading.

During World War II Kassák, having lost his
last magazine as a result of official suppression, became almost
completely isolated, for he gradually grew alienated from all
shades of the left without ever having veered towards the right,
contrary to accusations of his having sold out to the ruling
classes. By this time much of the avant-garde fire had gone from
his lyrics, yielding to more sombre themes in human life: love, old
age, and death (My Earth, My Flower. Selected Poetry,
1935). In the gloomy years of Stalinism he was silenced and ignored
by officialdom. This silence was broken during the short-lived
revolution of 1956, when his poem ‘The Dictator’, an epigrammatic
epilogue to the Stalinist era, was published in the revolutionary
press. With the gradual liberalization in the 1960s he slowly
emerged as the grand old man of the Hungarian avant-garde. Public
acknowledgement may have contributed to the mood of his second
great period of creativity both as a painter and as writer. The
strict abstract shapes and severe colours of his earlier work gave
way to warmer tones and mellow curves; intimate images increased in
his poetry – Kassák now showed a clear preference for homely and
endearing expressions of sentiment, the over-all characteristic of
his mature lyricism. The new voice disclosed the resignation of old
age in rich tones, and he remembered small pleasures, occasionally
with bitterness – for which he had had reason enough – but without
defeatism or regret. He died on 22 July 1967.

While Kassák can be considered a genuinely
original figure of the avantgarde, the same cannot be said of the
other writers of his circle. Most of these joined the Communist
Party later, and for that reason were compelled to go into exile.
They superimposed Party discipline on their own poetical
aspirations by loyally serving what they believed was in the
interest of the international working-class movement. Those writers
who eventually moved to the Soviet Union learned the bitter truth
about their indispensability as instruments of the constant
ideological warfare in the 1930s, when Stalin relentlessly
decimated the ranks of the faithful without regard for their former
services or nationality. Those who survived the ‘purges’ and
returned to Hungary in the footsteps of the advancing Soviet army
are usually called the ‘Muscovites’.

Members of Kassák’s circle included Aladár
Komját (1891-1937) who, having experimented with expressionism in
Today, joined the party and accepted its discipline,
which earned him the respect of official Hungarian scholarship as
the first Communist poet. He left Hungary in 1919 and died in exile
in Paris. His poetry, written in vers libre, reveals
an intense struggle to incorporate slogans and party programmes
into verse (e.g. We Want Everything! Moscow, 1931).
His best known piece is the spirited ‘March of the International
Brigade’, written during the Spanish Civil War. Sándor Barta
(1897-1938) also left Kassák’s circle for the Communist Party only
to become a victim of the purges in Moscow, where he edited
New Voice, the forum of the Muscovite authors. His
poetry was first inspired by anarchistic revolt, later by official
schematism. The same is true of his prose; after his avant-garde
experiments, he had to conform with official ‘socialist realism’
when in Moscow.

After Barta’s liquidation Andor Gábor
(1884-1953) became editor of New Voice. The path to
Gábor’s acceptance of this position of trust, editor of a review
for ‘the faithful’, was not without its twists. Far from being a
convinced socialist or an experimenting avant-garde author, Gábor
was a clever journalist of the pre-World War I vintage, who wrote
without any notion of the stylistic revival initiated by
Nyugat, as Lukács once remarked ironically. When he
turned to cabaret he soon became a skilled script-writer, making
the most of his undoubted satiric vein (The
Dollar-Daddy, 1917), which appealed to the
lower-middle-class public. The light chanson also
brought him great popularity (White Cabaret Songs,
1911). His original verse, however, written in traditional forms,
was marred by profuse sentimentality, a common pitfall of authors
of satiric disposition. His novels, written with a sure hand, are
light and highly entertaining (Dr Nobody, 1917). When
he left Hungary in 1919 as a result of his participation in the
revolution, he had to leave behind the grateful public of the
cabarets. He gave vent to his hurt feelings, his main inspiration
being now resentment, which was difficult to express in the
restrained poetic forms he preferred. After his conversion to
Communism while in exile, he first published vitriolic articles in
Hungarian, and later worked mainly for German and Russian papers
until his appointment as editor of New Voice, which
came as a reward for his ultra-leftist zeal. Having returned to
Hungary in 1945, he was gradually restricted to the periphery of
the literary life by his former colleagues; he was allowed to edit
the satirical weekly Ludas Matyi*An
allusion to Fazekas’s popular hero. (1945- ) until his
death, after which he was promptly canonized as a pioneer of
socialist literature.

Lajos Nagy (1883-1954) considered himself a
socialist, but not a ‘socialist writer’, a subtle distinction. An
illegitimate child, with all the resultant bitterness that that
implies, Nagy made his debut in the Social Democrat daily The
People’s Voice with powerfully written stories (e.g. ‘An
Afternoon in the Office of Mr Grün, Solicitor’, 1910) always taking
sides with the have-nots, and with a deep-seated grudge against
those who had climbed the social ladder. Following in the footsteps
of the idol of his youth, Maxim Gorki, he indulged in naturalistic
details of poverty, discrimination, and sexual deprivation.
Although Babits appreciated his creative talent and gave him the
coveted Baumgarten Prize*Named after its founder F. F. Baumgarten (1880-1927),
the prize was awarded annually to needy writers who produced
significant works from 1928 to 1947, when it was superseded by the
state Kossuth Prize (1948- ). Babits, one of the trustees, was
chiefly responsible for selecting the recipients. (1932,
1935, and 1938), Nagy was never fully accepted by the
Nyugat group; all his life he was a struggling author
who never belonged to any of the literary camps, either during the
inter-war period or afterwards. ‘I write what I feel and think,
regardless of the consequences’ was his lifelong literary
creed.

Nagy was indeed a relentless chronicler of
the political bigotry and social discrimination of the inter-war
period, but unfortunately the need to earn a livelihood obliged him
to produce short and occasional pieces for the press instead of
writing major works. Yet his sketches always contained ambitious
social satire, the bitterness of which was relieved by his
sparkling wit. His Absurd Natural History (1921), a
collection of animal stories spiced with linguistic absurdities, is
the best example. In the 1920s Nagy developed a technique,
influenced by simultaneism and verism, which was eminently suited
to the production of a satirical view of social maladies. His
devices, for example, included the description of daily occurrences
in the life of the capital, in the form of diary entries:
‘Wednesday, 19 October 1929 … Sun rises 6.23 a.m. It sets 5.07
p.m. Worker rises 6.05 a.m. Civil servant rises 7.36 a.m. Gentleman
rises 10.16 a.m. Parasite of Capitalism rises 3.40 p.m. Call-girl
rises 5.07 p.m… . Bedbugs rise 10 p.m. and take a rest 7 a.m.
Prostitutes report to the police 8.30 a.m… .’ (‘Timetable’,
1929.)

His successive Baumgarten Prizes secured
him the much-needed financial support to enable him to write a
major work. Since his special narrative technique and fact-finding
zeal made him an able exponent of literary sociography, instead of
writing novels and anticipating the village explorers he wrote
Kiskunhalom (1934) and The Mask of a
Village (1937). The first book is an account, during a
twenty-four hour period from daybreak to daybreak, of daily life in
a fictitiously-named, but real, village; the story is told in
microscopic detail, with superb characterization, powerful
descriptions and straightforward reportage. The second displays
Nagy’s attraction to Freudianism; he derives the socio-economical
structure of a village from the instincts of the individual: both
private and public neuroses are a consequence of sexual deprivation
and inadequacy. He finds in primitive village folk the same
repressions, and sadistic and masochistic motives, which are
usually attributed to the stress of urban civilization; this
shocked public opinion, whose preconceptions about the
‘uncorrupted’, ‘simple’ village people were still intact.

Nagy’s vision did not get blurred when he
visited the Soviet Union (1934) as a member of a writers’
delegation. His account clearly shows his disillusionment with the
Promised Land of the Faithful. Similarly, when Hungary adopted a
new course after 1945, he promptly criticized the abuses of the new
regime. While Nagy’s imposing attitude in showing his moral courage
in widely different social systems commands respect, his
uncompromising spirit also forced him to be a permanent outsider.
His autobiography is a veritable document of a conscience laden
with moral obligations (Man in Revolt, 1949, Man
in Flight, 1954).
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Attila József, the foremost Hungarian
socialist poet, like Pet?fi and Ady is usually ranked by critics
and scholars alike as one of the greatest poets Hungary ever
produced; and one is struck immediately by the maturity and
completeness of József’s poetry. Although he died at the age of
thirty-two, one can speak of his late poetry; the last poem he
wrote is a final poetic statement. It is also true that like Pet?fi
and Ady, who lived and wrote before events which have radically
altered the course of history and which neither lived to see,
József, living and writing in darkening Easten Europe, is a symbol
of the consciousness that was waging a losing battle against
Fascism before World War II. Hungarian history was shaped by these
developments in the mid-century, since conservative Hungary’s lurch
to the right, which took place after the Bethlen*It was Count István Bethlen (1874-1946)
who consolidated the Horthy regime during his premiership
(1921-31). era had ended, led ultimately to a reign of terror when
Hitler put Hungarian Fascists in power in 1944. Then the pendulum
swung violently to the left, culminating in a Stalinist terror with
the dictatorship of Rákosi, which came to an end only with the
revolution in 1956. In the mid-century in Hungary, from Bethlen to
Kádár the gravest crimes were committed against human rights in the
names of opposing totalitarian regimes.

József’s greatness lies partly in his
perception of the early signs of this human inferno; as a result of
social background and childhood deprivations, he was predisposed to
be an impulsive rebel, but he soon became a spokesman for human
rights and universal values, his poetic message losing none of its
timeliness even after his death; the invincible humanity radiating
from his poetry was still relevant during the revolution of 1956,
when he was already a classic. For he not only symbolized, by his
personal fate, some of the most essential phenomena of his epoch,
but gave expression to them on a high poetic level, with an
authentic note of sincerity that could only have been attained by a
brilliant intellect combined with poetic genius.

Attila József was born on 11 April 1905 in
a Budapest slum. His father was an itinerant Romanian worker in a
soap factory who disappeared when Attila was still a toddler; when
the poet was on the verge of puberty his mother, who came from
Cumania,* Kúnság. A district in
the middle of the Lowlands where Cumanians immigrated in the
ninth-eleventh centuries. died of terminal cancer; she had been a
victim of overwork and privation. She had earned her living as a
washer-woman, and had to bring up her three children in a small
damp room; this meant that Attila was often in children’s homes or
with foster-parents during his most tender years. An almost
farcical element was introduced into Attila’s life by the very name
given to him, which sounded as bizarre and alien to Hungarian
working-class ears as it would in English-speaking countries. The
over-imaginative father had had a dream during his wife’s pregnancy
that their son was to conquer the world, and so insisted on calling
the baby after the world-conquering King of the Huns,
Attila.*The name was, however,
well-known to educated Hungarians, because of Attila’s prominent
role in the medieval chronicles, and after the Romantic revival of
interest in early history it was not unheard of as a first name in
noble families. Today it is a common first name. József vividly
recalls, in an autobiographical notice, the calamity his only
paternal bequest brought about:

In the third-grade reader, however, I found
some interesting stories about King Attila and so I threw myself
into reading. These stories about the King of the Huns interested
me not only because my name was Attila but also because my
foster-parents at Öcsöd used to call me Steve. After consulting the
neighbours, they came to the conclusion, in front of me, that there
was no such name as Attila. This astounded me; I felt my very
existence was being called in question. I believed the discovery of
the tales about Attila had a decisive influence on all my ambitions
from then on; in the last analysis it was perhaps this that led me
to literature. This was the experience that turned me into a person
who thinks, one who listens to the opinions of others, but examines
them critically in his own mind; someone who resigns himself to
being called Steve until it is proved that his name is Attila, as
he himself had thought all along.*‘Curriculum Vitae’, 1937. Translated by
John Bátki.

József’s whole life was spent in proving
his existence against all the odds with a child-like stubbornness,
supported only by his clear-cut reasoning, which did not desert him
even when he was already fighting the final battle against mental
collapse. In fact, the key to an understanding of his personality
and poetry is his sense of alienation, of not belonging anywhere or
to anybody. When he eventually lost his grip on the world, he
reached a state in which he could say: ‘What I hold no longer holds
me’ (‘Light Memories’, 1937). The next logical step was suicide. He
threw himself in front of a freight train near Balatonszárszó on 3
December 1937. He had always seen his own condition quite clearly;
no remedy could be found.

József was still a high-school student when
his first volume of poetry appeared (A Beggar of Beauty, Szeged,
1922), which displayed his unusual skill in versification and
showed that he had already absorbed what the Nyugat poets,
particularly Ady, his first-poetic model, could offer. His main
themes were a pathetic longing for love, and a profound compassion
for the poor. The volume also revealed his essentially sweet and
tender nature. Even his yearnings for love were different from
those that could be expected of a boy barely over the romantic age
of puberty. Being an orphan, the lack of family ties made him
painfully aware of the parental love he had missed, and of his need
for warmth as compensation for his initial handicap. Moreover he
saw his circumstances in social terms: he did not belong, he was
not loved, since sympathies owe much to class-loyalties.

Recognition of his outcast position in
society helped him to find his own voice, a voice which expressed a
flippant stubbornness with either humorous or ironic undertones,
but always with complete emotional honesty. The result was an utter
disregard for conventional values and authority, yet the poet was
only preparing a catalogue of his major deprivations without
soliciting either pity or mercy.

I have no father, no mother, no God, no
country, no cradle, no shroud, no kisses, no love. For three days I
have not eaten, neither much nor little. My twenty years are a
power, my twenty years are for sale. If nobody wants them, the
devil will buy them. I will break in with a pure heart: if need be,
I will kill someone. I shall be seized and hanged and buried in
hallowed ground, and grass that brings death will grow over my
wondrously fair heart.

(‘With a Pure Heart’,1925.)

Written in cheerful Hungarian couplets
of ?si nyolcas type, the poem, when published, earned József
instant dismissal from the University of Szeged at the
recommendation of the professor of Hungarian philology. It also
established József’s reputation with Nyugat and its leading critic,
Ignotus, as the most original voice to have emerged in post-war
Hungary.

He left Szeged for Vienna, where he
subsisted on occasional jobs while experimenting with expressionism
and surrealism (e.g. ‘A Transparent Lion’, 1926) under the
influence of Kassák and his circle, whose avant-garde defiance of
political and artistic conventions strongly appealed to him; but he
found, paradoxically, that he could express himself more freely
within the limits of traditional forms, since whatever he tried to
write became verse. This preoccupation with traditional forms (e.g.
his remarkable tour de force of sonetti a corona, at the age of
eighteen, ‘The Song of the Cosmos’, 1923) was not only because they
suited him best-it already epitomized his constant obsession with
order,*The Hungarian word rend has
connotations (e.g. regime, system) not existing in English. one of
the leitmotifs of his later poetry.

From Vienna József went to Paris, where he
eagerly studied French, and discovered Villon, the archetype of all
modern poet-outcasts. Moreover, it was here that his studies in
Marxism led him to espouse the cause of socialism. It was not a
matter of infatuation; consequently his acceptance of communist
ideals was neither unconditional nor uncritical. What was always
unconditional was his loyalty to the working class. Having returned
to Budapest, it was a logical step for him to join the underground
Communist Party, which he served with a ‘pure heart’, conducting
seminars or writing poetry for propaganda purposes, poetry that was
always unblushingly ideological in content with denunciations of
capitalism, and often full of slogans of the political graffiti
type (Words like ‘agitator’, ‘capital’, ‘exploitation’,
‘class-struggle’, ‘profit’ now abounded in his vocabulary).
Nevertheless, considering the international output of this kind of
poetry, József’s are exceptional in that they provide a lucid
analysis of the prevailing social conditions, and explain why they
must be improved (e.g. ‘Mass’, 1930; ‘Socialists’, 1931; ‘Workers’,
1931; ‘About the Profit of the Capitalists’, 1933).

The significance of József’s joining the
Communist Party cannot be overstressed, either in relation to the
development of his poetry or to his personal tragedy; it marks a
clear-cut dividing line in his poetry. In addition he found warmth
in the closely-knit community of the illegal Party; he was
accepted, and this secured him the much-needed sense of belonging,
as well as an opportunity to participate in politics. Alas,
József’s honeymoon with the movement was a short-lived affair,
because he soon fell out with his Moscow-controlled comrades. It is
still argued whether he was formally expelled; his comrades all of
a sudden severed their connection with him, and vanished without
trace. The final steps taken by József on the road leading to
self-destruction were a consequence of his being left completely
alone, a prey to his neurotic sense of isolation which overpowered
him.

The main reason why he was treated so
strangely was his comrades’ suspicion of his independent intellect,
constantly searching for universal truths. One of his ‘deviations’
was to supplement his reading of Marx with Hegel and particularly
with Freud. Psychoanalysis has always been frowned upon by the
Moscow theoreticians, so József’s heresy of fusing Freudianism with
Marxism was more than a political sin, it was a grave error. József
developed his concept, finally formulated in his fragmentary essay
Hegel, Marx, Freud (1934), according to which, while Marx
discovered those unconscious forces in society which were
ultimately responsible for the means of production, Freud did just
the same by discovering the unconscious in the individual, and
while Marx showed the way forward to the ‘liberation’ of society,
Freud showed the way to liberation of the self. Therefore Marx has
to be corrected with Freud. József’s insight into the relationship
of psychology and mass-movements induced him to declare that
psychoanalytical methods ought to be applied to the political
behaviour of the masses – an idea definitely ahead of his time:
Freudian Marxists (Wilhelm Reich and Erich Fromm) worked along
similar lines. József also argued that Marxism without Freudianism,
could provide only a partially satisfactory answer to the most
relevant problem of his time – the emergence of the totalitarian
state – since the emergence of Fascism could only be understood in
the context of that psychological conditioning and mental
deformation of the masses which gained momentum in Germany after
the collapse of the Weimar Republic, and which was later described
by T. Adorno as the ‘authoritarian character’.

The immediate reason for his being
anathematized was, however, not theoretical heresy, but his
proposal for party strategy. His advocacy of a united front (On the
United Front, 1933) with the social democrats against Nazism was
unacceptable to the narrow-minded Muscovite party leaders, since
they had not yet realized that denouncing social democrats as
‘traitors’ to the working class movement played into the hands of
the Fascists. It is not without irony, however, that not long after
József’s plea for a united front was denounced, the demand for the
Popular Front, initiated by the Bulgarian Communist leader Dimitrov
for virtually identical reasons, became the correct party line at
the Communist International in 1935, and the cry went out for the
unification of all forces against right-wing authoritarian
dictatorship.

József seemingly drew only rational
conclusions from the affair: that no dictatorship can be reconciled
to socialism and that the infallibility of the party was derived
from an inherent disease of dogmatism. And yet he had received a
mortal blow, for one can detect in his poetry a desperation,
undoubtedly the result of the sorry end of the affair. ‘My heart is
perched on nothing’s branch’ – he wrote in ‘Without Hope’ (1933),
as if to illustrate Pascal’s aphorism about the reasons of the
heart of which the mind knows nothing. Moreover, there is a bitter
reference in his last poem ‘I Finally Found My Home’ (1937): ‘They
made me play the fool’ – which shows the unhealed wound caused by
those ‘among whom I would have lived gladly’.

While the responsibility for rejecting the
most genuine socialist poet rests with the Communist Party, the
rejection being a decisive factor as an external cause of József’s
death, it is only fair to point out that the internal cause for his
self-destruction was the collapse of his personality. He himself
recognized the signs of his mental illness at an early stage, and
had willingly submitted to psychoanalytic treatment, yet the last
stages of his illness revealed depths from which nothing could save
him. The riddle remains whether it was deprivation, both material
and emotional, which unhinged such a lucid mind as his, or whether
his genius was from the first infected with madness, which would
make his case a textbook illustration to Lombroso’s teachings about
the symbiosis of genius and madness.

What is certain, however, is that his
poetry never displayed incoherence or logical inconsistencies,
whether he was speaking about the world in general or about the
state of his own mind in particular. His early poetry already
showed signs of far more seriousness of mind that could be expected
from the conventional defiance of an ‘angry young man’. He
incessantly searched for ‘order’ in a seemingly chaotic universe,
with a determination to accept the truth, whatever result his
relentless probing of the world might bring. For him order was
beauty and truth helped him to discover order. Moreover, he had a
morbid obsession with minute details, for he believed the same
universal truth to be manifest in the laws pertaining to the
tiniest detail to the same extent as in the laws governing the
order of the macrocosmos. ‘Be the tiny blade on a leaf of grass /
and you will be bigger than the axis of the world’ – he claims in
‘It’s Not I Who Shouts’, the title-poem of his second volume
(Szeged, 1925), József trained himself to receive simultaneously
the sights and sounds of a swirling world, a world for which he is
ready to provide order by setting it in a frame (‘A Fine Summer
Evening’, 1924); yet the bewildering choice of action weighs on his
mind at all times in his early poems (‘To Sit, To Stand, To Kill,
To Die’, 1926).

While József was undoubtedly a committed
poet, he never became a ‘national poet’ in the sense that Pet?fi or
Ady was, for his commitment tied him first of all to the
‘have-nots’ (cf. his numerous early ‘poor man’ poems), and secondly
to the working-class movement, irrespective of national
considerations (cf. his volumes I Have Neither Father, Nor Mother,
1929; Fell the Tree-Trunks!,*The
Hungarian word for ‘tree-trunk’, t?ke, also stands for ‘capital’,
thus the title can be read as ‘Fell Capitalism!’, a deliberate
ambiguity. 1931, and Night in the Slums, 1932); but he always had
an awareness of universal significance, and linked whatever he
wrote to his personal experiences – or rather he saw his personal
experiences always in a universal context. It was due perhaps to
his gift of identification with the social aims of the lower
classes that his own despair never became exaggerated, but ran
parallel to his collective social protest. True, he was maladjusted
all the time, and he followed an inner urge to project his
maladjustment on to the outside world, but his personal failure did
not discredit for him the idea of structured order in the universe,
and he did not try to alleviate his own plight by believing that
there was no hope for mankind.

Quite early in his poetic development
József became fascinated by the technique of free association,
which remained a distinct feature of his poetry until the
end*There is a longer piece of
text (2327 lines), entitled ‘Free associations’, written in 1936 on
the advice of his psychoanalyst, of which only 216 lines were
published in the 4th volume of the critical edition (1967). Judging
by the excerpts published there, this is an exciting piece of work,
a thoroughly poetic text, partly dominated by recurring
rhyme-schemes, partly unrelated fragmentary and automatic writing.
Its poetic qualities were recognized by nonspecialists in the late
1960s, while official scholarship severely rebuked any attempts at
interpreting the text as poetry. Kept in the Pet?fi Literary Museum
(Budapest), the unpublished part contains defamatory references and
obscenities: this is the official reason for the suppression; the
full text was recently published abroad (Arcanum, 1983). and which
assisted him in expressing hitherto unexplored states of mind. The
best examples are his ‘Medallions’ (1928), twelve eight-line
couplets (except for the last piece), a grotesque poetic assessment
of totality, resembling the whirling visions induced by the use of
psychoactive drugs, yet with a curious sense of order and
inevitability in the sequence of the bizarre associations, in spite
of the seemingly abrupt ending.

The longer pieces, however, written in the
early 1930s, are a series of large-scale tableaux, describing a
desolate world of factories, dark warehouses, slums, empty lots,
and heavy freight-trains, always permeated by a dull sadness.
‘Night in the Slums’ (1932), an ode with impressionistic images, is
the first of the sombre and depressing ‘maps of poverty’, in which
the only redeeming quality, József’s revolutionary optimism, is
kept effectively in the background till the end. ‘On the Outskirts
of the City’ (1933), another great fresco, is more personal and, at
the same time, more imbued with political jargon; in it, however,
József actually managed to paraphrase ideological concepts of
Marxism poetically. ‘Elegy’ (1933) witnesses the poet’s
identification with slumland; and ‘Winter Night’ (1933) offers a
more universal view of the human environment – the mood is defined
by words suggesting cold, clear, firm images (e.g. ‘blue, iron
night’, ‘the molecules shiver’, ‘silence cools off’). His
preoccupation with hard objects (diamond, steel, crystal, or glass)
is a striking feature, and recurs in many of his poems: József s
world is often relentlessly rigid and yet fragile.

József best explained his ideas concerning
the complex totality of his age in ‘Consciousness’ (1934), a poem
of twelve stanzas (with the simple rhyme scheme ABABBABA) written
in the ballad form employed by Villon in his ‘Grand Testament’. In
this work he created a unity of three spheres: of direct
experience, of autobiographic inspiration, and of abstract notions
of the world. While claiming that the ultimate cause of suffering
is of an objective nature, he is able to confront the hostile
external reality by grasping it in its movement and as a whole,
thereby preserving internal freedom:

<
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See, here inside is the suffering,





	
out there, sure enough, is the explanation.





	
Your wound is the world – it burns and rages





	
and you feel your soul, the fever.





	
You are a slave so long as your heart rebels –





	
you can become free if you don’t indulge in





	
building yourself the kind of house





	
which a landlord settles in.*Stanza VI. Translated by Michael
Beevor.






In other words, the ultimate source of
enslavement is a subjective vis inertiae – a lack of consciousness.
Stanza XI shows an ascetic attitude in rejecting personal
happiness, which may seem somewhat strange from a poet whose
personality and poetic attitude were basically tender and playful.
Yet ‘mere happiness’ is rejected here as inhuman, since it is below
the level of consciousness.

In his later ‘Ars Poetica’ (1937), József
has became aware, at the price of much suffering, that human
existence is guarded by the watchful eye of its parents, spirit and
love; but while his intellect would explain and understand personal
and social conditions and problems, the feeling that nobody could
help him, because he was unloved, overwhelmed him; the heart again
produced its reasons with which the mind could not cope: ‘The
bargain’s off – let me be happy / Or else anybody will insult me; /
growing spots of red will mark me out, / fever will suck my fluids
dry.’

His increased sense of being unloved
created a nostalgia for the primeval motherly love, as witnessed by
the numerous poems written about and to his mother. Her portrait in
‘My Mother’ (1931) is idyllic and serene, and she represents
‘Mother Nature’ in ‘Mama’ (1934) – a poem which moved Benedetto
Croce to hail József as possibly one of the greatest poets of the
poor and of all humanity, and which clearly shows a growing
obsession with his sense of irreparable loss. In ‘Belated Lament’,
written in 1935 (a singularly unproductive year), accusations,
already present in ‘Mama’, are aggravated by curses, but end on a
note of final resignation: ‘My mind is enlightened, the myths are
dispersed: the child clinging to his mother’s love realizes how
stupid he has been. Every mother’s son is let down in the end,
either deceived or else trying to deceive. You die either of trying
to fight or of resignation.’

His love affairs were unhappy; either the
class-barrier, or wrong choice (e.g. he became infatuated with his
psychoanalyst), prevented his finding emotional security in women.
In his mature love poetry, however, he created an entirely new
imagery for describing the most ancient of poetic subjects. In
‘Ode’ (1933), for example, metaphors conjure up the internal world
of the body with its ‘rosebushes of the bloodvessels’, ‘the soil of
the stomach’, ‘the foliage of the lungs’, or the ‘tunnels of the
bowels’, where ‘timeless matter moves serenely’. The biological
details of the internal organs, far from being revolting, create a
unique landscape, not unlike those photos of human tissues
magnified a thousand times, of which modern electronic photography
is justly proud. Moreover, there is a unity of the perceptible
world and the microcosmos achieved by the all-pervading
love-declarations. Of the poems written to Flóra in 1937, ‘Flóra’
stands out on two counts; by the sudden thawing of József’s wintry
imagery in Part One (‘Hexameters’), and by the introduction of
social references in Part Three (‘Already Two Thousand Millions’):
‘I need you Flóra as villages / need electric light, stone-houses,
schools, wells’, which is rather uncommon in love-lyrics.

In his last two years, József wrote more
poems than in any other period since 1928. The power, penetration,
and shrewd simplicity of the last poems make it hard to believe
that they were written by a mentally sick person, especially as
there is not a single line that shows the loss of his consciousness
as an artist. Yet he was in the final stage; his last volume, The
Pain Is Great (1936), the only one to appear after his selected
poems (Bear’s Dance, 1934), is a final attempt to grasp totality.
The title poem talks about the ‘loss of the last refuge’, it says
that ‘there is no place for me here, among the living’, and
connects the stanzas with the outburst: ‘The pain is great!’ But
social awareness never left the poet; he reacted sharply to the
signs of hostile external reality. He came to see – as many other
renegades were to see a generation later – that for all their noble
ideals, the Communists’ methods were hardly distinguishable from
those of the Fascists they were so valiantly combating, for they
believed that ‘the world needs order, and order exists … to ban
what is good’. This ironic ‘new tale of fascist-communism’ became
the reality of the Stalinist era (‘Enlighten Your Child’,
1936).

When József assumed the authority of a
spokesman of the people his vision became a complete fusion of
personal experience and history seen simultaneously. ‘By the
Danube’ (1936) is an expression of this totality, inspired by
watching the river flow by while reflecting on the complex
co-relationships of personal and collective existence. This most
impressive statement of existential and social relevance is the
realization that in his person both oppressor and oppressed, victor
and the vanquished are embodied within the larger context of
mankind, making nonsense of the conflict between self and society.
‘A Breath of Air!’ (1936) is an eloquent protest against all forms
of dictatorship, a protest which has not ceased to be relevant in
Eastern Europe: ‘They can tap all my telephone calls / (when, why,
to whom.) / They have a file on my dreams and plans / and on those
who read them. / And who knows when they’ll find / sufficient
reason to dig up the files / that violate my rights.’*Translated by John Bátki.

Children figure often in his similes, as in
‘Welcome to Thomas Mann’ (1937) – written when the novelist, a
fugitive from the Fascism that also threatened Hungary, came to
lecture in Budapest; here the audience is compared to a child
pleading to be told another story. The touching simplicity of the
child-like plea for beautiful tales as humanity is devoured by
‘monster-states’, is effectively counterbalanced by the cultivated
dignity maintained throughout the poem.

Until the end of his life József continued
to plead for ‘fine words’,*szép
szó. Here the Hungarian phrase is being used idiomatically, as in
phrases like szép szóval meggy?z valakit (‘to convince someone with
fine words’ i.e., as opposed to employing force in an argument). It
was this usage József chose as the title of the periodical Szép Szó
(1936-9) and which he explained in an editorial of that radical
anti-fascist organ. Szép Szó was financed by private support, and
one of its aims was to provide a respectable status and job for
József, but the gesture came too late. József, as editor, tried to
curb the excesses of some of its over-zealous contributors, who
attacked anybody outside their ‘camp’. After József’s suicide Szép
Szó first became insignificant (it had always had a limited
circulation), and later was suppressed by the authorities, who did
away with many ‘unlicensed but tolerated’ periodicals as Hungary
swung more and more towards Fascism. as if he sought to counteract
the grim reality of the times, and to make good the arrears of
happiness outstanding to him from his childhood (as in ‘Lullaby’,
1936, a beautiful poem written for little Balázs, the son of a
composer friend).

Another feature of his work which remained
till the end was the flippant humour with which, for example, he
summarized his abortive career in ‘For My Birthday’ (1937), as ‘a
present to give myself a surprise in the corner of the
coffee-house’. Describing the clash with Professor Horger, who sent
him down from Szeged University, thus ending his hopes of becoming
a teacher, he concludes the poem on a note of sublime defiance: ‘I
will teach all my people, not at high-school level’ The rhyme
structure of the poem is a tour de force; the last two lines of
each stanza consist of only two syllables. They are effortless pure
rhymes which lend the poem its irreverent tone, and the climax
coincides with a climax of virtuosity, the dividing of the
infinitive of the verb tanítani (to teach), with its rhyming halves
forming the last two lines of the stanza.

His dream of a world where order is
maintained by human reason and conscience, had been eroded in the
confrontation with reality. Nothing much remained to sustain his
life, except to record his last states of mind: ‘Why should I be
honest? I shall be laid out in any case! / Why should not I be
honest? / I shall be laid out then too!’ he argues in ‘Two
Hexameters’ (1936). ‘In the guise of Knaves, Kings and Queens / we
await silently what fate is in store for us’ (‘After the Cards are
Dealt’, 1936) – he reports in a sonnet, and then admits defeat: ‘I
am Crushed’ (1937). Once more he summarizes his ars poetica: ‘Eat,
drink, hug, sleep! / Measure yourself with the universe!’ – but
there is now only one possibility left: death. His mood is summed
up very soberly in the last stanza of his last poem, written
probably on his last day:
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Spring is fine, and so is summer,





	
but autumn’s better, and winter is best





	
for one who finally leaves his hopes





	
for a family and a home to others.*Translated by John Bátki.






His death was a symbolic sacrifice; at
least that was how the next generation understood it, and it was
also symbolic within the context of his poetry. Trains were of
paramount importance in his imagery; he had already ‘put his hat on
the rails’ in 1926, and in the background of countless poems goods
trains shunt, locomotives whistle, as they did on the outskirts of
Budapest where he had grown up. The last freight train was due with
its rigid iron wheels on a cold day in December.

József’s poetic legacy consists of about
600 poems which he wrote in fifteen years. During his lifetime he
achieved little recognition, he was known only to a handful of
friends and intellectuals; his influence, however, became
significant for the generation which attained consciousness in the
1950s, that is, for those intellectuals who were born in the 1930s.
It is somewhat ironic that he became the master of those whom he
should have taught at ‘high-school level’ had he been allowed to
graduate; it is still a greater irony that his poetry, which became
widely available in school-books, also became an intellectual
weapon against the regime which proclaimed him its ‘official poet’.
It can mean only that his ideas put into effective verse form a
legacy pointing far beyond the manipulations of any regimes, to
‘where freedom is order’, and as a result, he is still an active
force in Hungarian literature.

Apart from Kassák and Attila József, no
other major socialist writers came forward in Hungary; there were,
however, many young authors in revolt, attracted to leftist ideals
for shorter or longer periods in their life. One such writer is
Zsigmond Remenyik (1902-62), who sympathized with both Kassák’s
circle (his first poems were printed in Today) and Fine Word.
Remenyik spent nearly ten years in South America (he wrote also in
Spanish). His novels, called by their author Apocalypsis Humana,
are not a genuine cycle of novels; nevertheless they display the
richness of their author’s experiences. Remenyik’s heroes are often
social outcasts, always gifted with keen intellectual curiosity;
sitting in the seedy bars of both hemispheres, they incessantly
argue about philosophy, moral issues, or the plays of G. B. Shaw.
Young Remenyik’s characters, not unlike Tersánszky’s heroes, hated
the middle class with its intellectual and social pretensions,
accusing them of being pillars of ‘law-abiding corruptness’ in
society. He was attracted to expressionism for a time, and also
utilized some of those devices in fiction which brought new
features to the contemporary American novel (e.g. particularly Dos
Passos). In Remenyik’s interpretation both world and man are
impenetrable enigmas, and the significance of fiction is exhausted
by its associative possibilities. His first novel Flea-Circus
(1932) is marked by a mood of anarchistic revolt. Also worthy of
note in the Apocalypsis Humana are The Living and the Dead (1948),
in which the hero keeps four wives in four different ports and acts
out different sides of his personality with each wife; the
autobiographical Guilt (1937), and Ancestors and Descendants
(1957). As Remenyik has received little critical treatment until
very recently, his work is far from being satisfactorily
assessed.
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WHILE the years preceding World War I had
witnessed an imposing diversity of attempts to reform the social,
economic, and intellectual conditions of the country, the general
climate of the inter-war years proved to be gloomy, and an
anticlimax to the intellectual ferment of the belle époque. The
primary cause of the narrowing intellectual horizon was undoubtedly
the shock caused by the lost war, the ensuing convulsions – Red
Terror, White Terror – and the complex problems, general misery,
and intellectual bewilderment created thereby; society could not
cope with them. The greatest damage to the national ego was that
inflicted by the loss of two-thirds of historical Hungary’s
territories, which were ordered to be ceded to the successor states
by the Treaty of Trianon in 1920.

Consequently the new regime, headed by
Admiral Horthy,*Admiral Miklós
Horthy (1868-1957), the leader of a military junta, had himself
elected Regent of Hungary by the National Assembly in 1920. Thus a
curious constitutional situation arose: Hungary remained a kingdom,
without actually having a reigning monarch. The Regent exercised
supreme power until 15 October 1944, when he was forced by the
Germans to abdicate in favour of Arrow Cross party chief Ferenc
Szálasi. In Hungarian the inter-war years are often referred to as
‘Horthy regime’. aimed at regaining these lost territories; the
final and supreme aspiration in foreign policy during the next
quarter of a century was the restoration of Hungary to the old,
pre-1918 frontiers, an aspiration which successfully obscured all
other issues, because, irredentist propaganda promised both social
and economic salvation for the Hungarian masses after the regime’s
foreign policy objective had been achieved. In addition to the
openly nationalistic character of the prevailing ideology, the
‘Christianness’ of the regime’s ideals was stressed. The adjective
‘Christian’ was given racial overtones-the shining example of
Christian values as opposed to ‘radical, subversive, Jewish
machinations’ which were largely blamed for the revolutionary
upheavals in 1918-19. The ‘historic classes’ could not forget their
humiliation during the brief Communist interlude, and a universal
scapegoat was needed for their wounded pride. They reasoned that as
Hungarian Communists were predominantly Jews, Jewish participation
in public life was to be restricted immediately lest the Bolshevik
subversion should repeat itself.

This paranoid fear of Communism was the
other main pivot around which ‘Christian-National’ ideology turned.
While Hungary was to be a bulwark against bolshevism and its
assorted accomplices-socialism, radicalism, liberalism,
cosmopolitanism, and freemasonry – which might attack from outside,
within the country the ‘Christian-National’ middle class, the
backbone of society, had at all costs to be protected against these
dangerous infections. Nevertheless the Horthy regime failed to
accomplish its ideals; there was a considerable gap between theory
and practice, not only because the regime did tolerate some
genuinely liberal trends, particularly in literature and the arts,
but mainly because it never became a right-wing dictatorship.

It also failed to produce significant
literature which was unequivocally pro-establishment. A general
survey of the existing trends shows this convincingly. The Nyugat
movement survived and flourished. The prominent authors of its
first generation were at least uncommitted, if not outright critics
of the establishment; writers of the second and third generations
were mostly apolitical, and the neo-népies trend was marked by an
enterprising spirit which aimed at drawing public attention to
social evils, thus perpetuating the traditional role of the writer
in East European society as social conscience and spokesman of the
opposition.

If ‘Christian-National’ literature could
not boast the kind of success that would withstand the test of
time, there nevertheless emerged a generation of pro-establishment
intellectuals whose significance reached far beyond the momentary
support they lent to the regime; their ideas contributed salient
features to the intellectual climate of the country in the first
half of this century.

It was with the foundation of the Eötvös
College in 1895 that the first steps were taken towards creating
the sort of élitist goals in higher education which were needed for
the systematic large-scale training of young scholars. Modelled on
the École Normale Supérieure of the Sorbonne, Eötvös College, with
its stringent entrance requirements, well-qualified academic staff,
and stimulating community spirit,*Students working in various academic
fields were successfully mixed in discussion groups which
facilitated and encouraged confrontation of views from diverse
angles; an early attempt at applying the interdisciplinary
approach. produced cultivated brains in Hungary for half a century;
the long list of outstanding pupils included the musician Zoltán
Kodály, and many writers, thinkers, historians, and linguists. The
college maintained its tradition of painstaking scholarship during
the Horthy regime; a young graduate of Eötvös College commanded the
same awe-inspired respect which is reserved in the English academic
world for graduates of Oxford and Cambridge, or of Harvard and Yale
in the United States.

The College was particularly successful in
producing eminent historians; and Gyula Szekf? (1883-1955), the
leading historian and chief ideologist of the inter-war period, was
one of its former students. As a young historian, he challenged
nationalistic sentiment with a work which allegedly shed
unfavourable light on a national hero (Rákóczi in Exile, 1913) and
which involved him in a country-wide controversy,
disproportionately greater than the significance of the new sources
which made him reconsider the portrait of Prince Ferenc Rákóczi as
it was accepted by contemporary public opinion. Notoriety is not
the best guarantee for scholarly work; Szekf?, however, was able to
overcome his dubious fame.

His basic concept concerning Hungary’s
place in the family of European nations was put forward in Der
Staat Ungarn (Berlin, 1917). Employing the method of the
Geistesgeschichte*The German term
is generally translated into English as ‘history of ideas’ which is
incorrect, or ‘intellectual history’ which is even worse.
Originally developed by W. Dilthey in Germany in the late 19th
century, Geistesgeschichte regards history as being the product of
the manifestations of ‘the creative spirit’ which is irrational,
hence no ‘laws’ can be found in human evolution. School for the
first time in Hungary, Szekf? expounded his conviction that Hungary
had belonged to the socalled ‘Christian-Germanic cultural
community’ ever since its acceptance of Christianity ten centuries
ago. The underlying idea of this concept was, of course, the
re-emergence in an acute form of the dilemma of ‘East’ versus
‘West’, since the original debate in the Age of Reform had provided
no reassuring answers. The implications of Szekf?’s proposition
were significant, because by narrowing the concept of ‘West’ to the
‘Teutonic cultural community’ it effectively supported loyalty to
the House of Habsburgs; moreover, it paved the way ideologically
for a German-Hungarian alliance during World War II.

New dimensions of Szekf?’s ideas were
displayed in his most influential work (Three Generations, 1920;
with a substantial appendix: 1934), inspired largely by his
pessimism, a pessimism generated by the recent national
catastrophe, and particularly by his fear of revolutionary
upheavals. Having reconsidered some of his earlier views, Szekf?
came to the conclusion that recent history was a cautionary tale
warning against violent changes such as those advocated by Kossuth
and his radical followers. Szekf?’s own ideal was gradual reform,
as represented by the conservative Széchenyi. He blamed the
politicians of the Age of Dualism for their inept policy towards
the nationalities, which, instead of assimilating them, aggravated
the existing discord. In the Appendix (1934) he proved himself to
be a relentless critic of what he termed neo-Baroque society.

Of Szekf?’s numerous works, the Hungarian
History (7 vols., 1929-33), written in collaboration with the
medievalist B. Hóman, is undoubtedly the most significant. It fully
displays his erudition by the superb handling of his material, his
meticulous research and mature style, and last but not least, the
refinement of his concepts. His position as a leading intellectual
was acknowledged by his appointment to the editorship of the
authoritative Hungarian Review (1927-44), a conservative forum of
an indisputably high standard, whose series Books of the Hungarian
Review published most of the best scholarship in the inter-war
period.

By the late 1930s Szekf? found more and
more points of disagreement with the regime, which resisted even
moderate efforts at reform. In 1938 he resigned his office as
editor, and in a series of articles he published a bitter critique
of the policies which were leading Hungary to the brink of
catastrophe for the second time in a quarter of a century
(‘Somewhere We Have Lost Our Way’, Hungarian Nation, 1942-3).
Disillusioned by the encroachment of racist theories on public
life, Szekf? gave up his concept of the ‘Christian-Germanic
cultural community’, and after World War II he drew his conclusions
from the fact that the Soviet Union had established a common
frontier with Hungary; realizing that future Hungarian foreign
policy could never disregard this new situation, moreover, the
conservative thinker conceded the need for social revolution (After
Revolution, 1947). Events vindicated his views and he accepted the
appointment of ambassador to Moscow offered him by the post – 1945
regime.

It was not by accident that the ideas of
the Geistesgeschichte School acquired influence on Hungarian
intellectual life after World War I. The prevailing general
pessimism could find little relief in the study of ‘facts’;
positivist scholarship therefore began to decline, and as an
intellectual escapism Geistesgeschichte eminently served the
meditative, subjective, and retrospective mood of the times, since
its keywords were general comprehension, intuition, and
‘re-experiencing’ (nacherleben). Soon Geistesgeschichte became
dominant in all branches of the humanities; its forum was,
Minerva*It was the first ever
Geistesgeschichte periodical; the German Vierteljahrschrift für
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte started only in 1923.
(1922-40), a periodical issued by the Minerva Society (1921-40)
under the auspices of Pécs University. It was to Szekf?’s credit
that he often admonished some of its more fanciful excesses. For
example, when Lajos Prohászka (1897-1963) published a popular book
(The Wanderer and the Fugitive, 1934) in which far-reaching
parallels were drawn between the German and Hungarian ‘soul’ based
on ‘constant spiritual traits’, Szekf? refuted most of its theses
in Hungarian Review.

Independent-minded authors were unhappy
about the way all intellectual phenomena were said to be derived
from the universal manifestation of the Zeitgeist, which, in
practice, stood for general and universal Western or rather German
influence on Hungarian intellectual life. The populist writers
argued in favour of the sovereignty of the népi character of
Hungarian culture. On the other hand, a small group of
intellectuals, led by Károly Kerényi (1893-1973) set the classical
tradition against the all-pervading Geistesgeschichte and the
slowly penetrating ‘German cultural superiority’ of the 1930s.

Kerényi’s endeavour was significant not
only because of its originality, but also because of its
implications. His ‘discovery’ was simple enough: although events
preserved in myths may have never taken place, the gods of the
myths have always existed as an ‘inner event’*A Hegelian concept: seelische Realität.,
and consequently they cannot be erased from the deeper layers of
human consciousness. Kerényi’s aspiration was to free the gods of
antiquity from the ‘fetters’ of philology by establishing a ‘living
link’ with the classical Greek way of life. At the same time, his
preoccupation with the gods of the Greeks aroused his interest in
modern authors who created myths (e.g. James Joyce). When Thomas
Mann became aware of the Hungarian scholar’s interpretation of his
Magic Mountain (e.g. Settembrini as a symbol of Hermes) they
entered into a long and fruitful correspondence which contributed
to the development of Mann’s ideas about the function of myth in
his tetralogy Joseph, based on Old Testament stories.

Kerényi was working on the same lines as
Jung, the heretic disciple of Freud, whose convictions about the
existence of religious instinct and the subconscious need for faith
were the ultimate justification of his turning to mythology.
Kerényi and Jung were bound to meet, and the meeting took place
when the former left Hungary in 1943. They became lifelong friends
and close collaborators (e.g. Introduction to the Science of
Mythology, N.Y., 1949). Kerényi’s own main contribution to the
study of mythology is his concept of archetypal images in Greek
religion, with the timeless faces of gods looking back on mankind
to remind it of the primeval source of life and of the permanent
aspects of existence. In tracing the origins of symbolism of gods
and demigods, Kerényi, rebelling against the hyper-criticism of the
positivists, accepted the proposition that all myths and traditions
which contain elements of plausibility should be regarded as
authentic unless proved otherwise. Kerényi’s Greek ideals were
remote from the main cultural aspirations of the Horthy regime, and
after World War II his works were ignored until recently.

In the ‘Christian-National’ public thinking
of the inter-war period, however, the Churches were naturally
prominent. Curiously enough the chief ideologist of the Catholic
Church, Ottokár Prohászka (1858-1927), started his career with
reformist ideals inspired by a sense of social responsibility and
an aversion to the excesses of ‘intellectualism’. His book on the
latter (Overgrowths of Intellectualism, 1910) was banned by the
Church.*It was put on the Index
Librorum Prohibitorum by the Vatican, along with two more of his
books. Yet he vehemently opposed all radical changes in society
(Culture and Terror, 1918), was against modern literature as
represented, for example, by the ‘decadance of Ady’, and held
‘Jewish’ capitalism responsible for all social diseases. Bishop
Prohászka’s main social ideal was a strong national middle class
with pure Christian morals, and it was in order to promote this
that he became the chief spokesman of the conservative backlash of
the 1920s, serving its ideals with all his undoubted eloquence as a
public orator. The leading figure in the Reformed Church, Bishop
László Ravasz (1882-1975), was an equally talented orator; his
homiletics, composed with rhetorical elegance, betrayed his
literary ambition. A man of moderate views, Bishop Ravasz did much
for the spiritual revival of Hungarian Protestantism, and for the
fostering of the Protestant traditions of Hungarian literature.

The leading conservative literary forum of
the period was East*Napkelet:
‘sunrise’ i.e. East. (1923-40). Its title suggested opposition to
everything Nyugat stood for, and showed its preference for national
traditions and values as opposed to innovation and fashionable
foreign trends. East represented what was best in the
‘Christian-National’ revival; the same cannot be said of the other
leading organ, New Times (1896-1949), a consciously non-political
weekly with literary ambitions, edited by Ferenc Herczeg, the
unofficial ‘Poet Laureate’ of the regime. The popular and
successful authors rallying round New Times were mainly
entertainers, readily serving the illusions of their readers (who
consisted predominantly of the ‘Christian-National’ middle
class).

The high standard of criticism in East was
largely achieved through the efforts of one of its original
co-editors, János Horváth (1878-1961), a scholar who was an
outsider on the literary scene, and who after the first three years
left East to devote his time entirely to teaching literature at
Budapest University (1923-48). Both a student and later a professor
at Eötvös College, Horváth was largely responsible for renewing
literary scholarship, which had been in danger of losing its way in
the maze of philological details at the turn of the century. The
short period he spent in public affairs helped fulfil one of his
lifelong aspirations, which was to create a valid approach to the
study of literature. First he set out to establish his principles
of investigation by claiming autonomy for literature. Former
scholars, Horváth argued with convincing clarity, had usually
regarded literature as a manifestation of the ‘national spirit’,
and treated it unhistorically by calling attention only to those of
its aspects which had relevance for their own times, while ignoring
the fact that literature is more than ‘what is written down’ – it
is an intellectual relationship between writer and reader through
the written text. Horváth’s conception of literature enabled him to
employ a complex approach to his subject taking into account
psychological, aesthetic, sociological, and historical
considerations when describing literary phenomena (‘Notions of
Hungarian Literature’, Minerva, 1922). By introducing novel
concepts (e.g. irodalmi tudat) he effectively contributed to the
understanding of literature. His theoretical approach was backed by
a powerful memory, a lucid mind, and an ability to construct a
coherent survey out of a multitude of philological data, the
primary importance of which he unceasingly stressed. His style is
always clear and concise, and has a character of its own.

Horváth also criticized the stylistic
excesses of the Nyugat writers; his critical remarks on neologisms,
like his scholarly views, were never unfounded, and represented
conservative taste at its best. In the 1920s, when he was
participating in literary life, he clarified vexed questions in his
essays (‘Racial Issues in Literature’, Minerva, 1922; or ‘The
Rights and Limitations of Criticism’, East, 1928) with disarming
impartiality and imposing scholarship. After his withdrawal into
the academic world, he made a direct impact on scholars only, yet
his views were transmitted by the capillary system of literary
scholarship to wider circles, and their influence can be felt even
today. Of his pupils, probably Gyula Farkas (1894-1958) was the
most controversial. In an attempt to explain literary movements
more thoroughly, Farkas paid special attention to the background of
writers, and in particular to the region they came from and their
religion (e.g. in The Hungarian Romantics, 1930). Although there is
no doubt about Farkas’s intellectual honesty and integrity, his
ideas, developed under the influence of the Geistesgeschichte, were
later subjected to severe criticism; he was accused of racialist
views after World War II, and he is largely ignored today.
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While conservative ideas were represented
by men of Szekf?’s and Horváth’s calibre, the artistic vision and
the achievement of the conservative writers of fiction and poetry
compare badly with the Nyugat generation, and with the populist
writers. The editor of East, Cécile Tormay (1876-1937), for
example, made her reputation as a public figure with An Outlaw’s
Diary (2 vols., 1921-2), in which she described with apparent
disgust and aristocratic contempt the events of 1918-19. Her main
thesis was that social radicalism was alien to the Hungarian
character, which was basically contemplative and devoted to
traditional values. As a novelist she was not without talent. She
attracted critical notice with her first novel (Stonecrop, 1911);
it was a work written with artistic care, although she sometimes
yielded to mannerism (e.g. she seldom used sentences with
subordinate clauses); her impressionistic descriptions were
effective then, though they look somewhat dated now. The theme of
Stonecrop is symbolic – it is the love – story of a Croatian
married woman and a Hungarian railwayman from the Lowlands, showing
the tragic incompatibility of people with different ethnic origins;
there is little the individual can do against the basic law of
nature, except to perish, as the Croatian woman does when she
revolts against it.

The Old House (1914) is an ambitious
undertaking – the story of three generations of a Budapest
middle-class family of German extraction. Tormay’s main concern is
again with that ‘mystic’ interrelationship between ethnic origin
and regional characteristics which puzzled her in Stonecrop.
Influenced by Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, The Old House delves into
the decay and disintegration of the Ulwing family. It is the
youngest member of the family, Anna, who understands the timeless
unison between the native soil and the human soul: ‘Only those
families survive which have their roots in the soil. In vain drops
the seed on the city’s pavement; no tree will grow out of it. Urban
families are of houses which serve at best for three generations
only.’ There is much nostalgia in the rolling sentences which evoke
the atmosphere of a largely German Budapest of bygone days.

Tormay’s last major work was to have been a
historical trilogy, her death prevented its completion (The Swan of
Csallóköz, 1934, and On the Other Shore, 1934). Set in the
thirteenth century, the basic idea of the novel concerns the clash
between Christian and pagan values, a subject which Herczeg also
utilized successfully in his Heathens. Inspired by the praiseworthy
intention of lightening the general pessimism through evoking
scenes of ‘old glory’, Tormay on the whole failed artistically in
this lengthy novel, which was eventually completed by another
writer using Tormay’s original outline and published under the main
title, The Ancient Messenger (1937). While Herczeg was careful not
to give an unequivocal answer to the dilemma of ‘East versus West’,
Tormay blamed Christian civilization for the decline of the
originally martial spirit of the Hungarians. Her composition is
careful, and abounds in stylistic embellishments, including refined
metaphors, nevertheless the book produces a somewhat artificial
effect.

Tormay’s interest in historical novels was
part of a general revival of the demand for historical fiction,
with subjects invariably devoted to the national past.
Conservative-Nationalist writers eagerly pampered the national ego:
they were never at a loss when asked to gloss over selected topics
and serve generous helpings of illusions up to their readers, whose
spiritual hunger for feasting on past glories seemed insatiable.
Seasoning was provided by Miklós Surányi (1882-1936), whose
historical romances, padded with lengthy digressions on the social
history of past centuries, contain larger-than-life figures,
usually pursuing passionate love affairs. The glittering façades of
the historical scenes always seem to cover deep human passions, and
are never lacking in erotic detail (e.g. his novel about the
romantic escapades of young Count István Széchenyi, We Are Alone,
1936).

Irén Gulácsy (1894-1945), on the other
hand, looked to history to provide a lesson for the present. Her
widely acclaimed novel (Black Bridegrooms, 1927) takes the reader
to the early sixteenth century, the turbulent years of the Dózsa
uprising and the battle of Mohács (1526) which resulted in the loss
of national independence. Its timely message is that the lack of
national unity leads to catastrophe; noble and heroic
self-sacrifice is needed if it is to be averted. The novel is
uneven; tragic scenes are often painted with overtly romantic
colours – the writer lacked the strength to bridle her all too
vivid imagination. Her language is highly original and metaphoric,
abounding in little-known dialect words whose effect is lessened by
their strangeness.

The novels of János Komáromi (1890-1937)
still have an undeniable appeal and were very popular when they
were published, mainly on account of the brooding atmosphere he was
able to create in his descriptions of his native Upper-Tisza
region. His poverty-stricken family background made him sensitive
to the sufferings of others, which he always described with
compassion and frequently with overflowing emotion. His main
themes, besides his childhood experiences (Students of Patak, 1925,
and An Old House Beside the Road, 1929), are derived from those
terrible years which a generation spent in the trenches of the
Russian Front and which irrevocably changed pre-war moral values.
Komáromi was able to blend irony and nostalgia, and it is these
qualities which make Those Beautiful K. u. K.*The abbreviation K. u. K. (or Cs. és Kir.
in Hungarian) stood for the designation ‘Imperial and Royal’
(Kaiserlich und Königlich). This referred to Francis Joseph’s being
both Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary, and thus the common
army was called the Imperial and Royal Army. In colloquial usage.
however, the expression is widely used as a midly ironic epithet
for the age of the Dual Monarchy (1867-1918). Days (1927)
remarkable. The novel describes the hinterland activity of the
Austro-Hungarian army, with its bureaucracy, inefficiency, and
peculiar esprit de corps, although Komáromi is far less satiric
than Hasek was in The Good Soldier Schweik. It was the local kuruc
tradition in the county of Zemplén which Komáromi used as material
for his historical novels, and popular heroes, like Jakab Buga or
Tamás Esze, were the main characters in his stories, which were
written with Romantic exaggeration and much patriotic fire. All
Komáromi’s kurucs were penniless vagabonds or outlaws whose only
asset was their fierce patriotism, which was still enough to defeat
the better-equipped labancs who sided with foreign rule.

The general course historical fiction might
take was perhaps epitomized by the overt nationalism of Gyula
Somogyvári (1895-1953), who became a best-selling author under the
pen-name of Gyula diák. Somogyvári’s ideals were the Hungarian
military virtues shown during World War I (e.g. The Almond Tree is
In Bloom, 1933), or the power of the Hungarian soil in assimilating
foreigners. (The Rhine is Obscured … , 1935), both novels drawn in
harsh colours and filled with profuse sentiments. One of his
greatest successes was And We Are Still Alive … , (1936), the story
of the revolt in Western Hungary after World War I which saved the
city of Sopron and its environs from being ceded to Austria by
forcing a plebiscite.

Those conservative writers who wrote less
historical fiction devoted their energies to the ‘back-to-the-soil’
theme. The heroine of Mária Szabó’s (1888-1982) first novel,
Upward, (1925) inherits a passion for the land, not the idle flame
of possession, but an innate love of the earth and its fruits. When
she comes into possession of the family estate she devotes herself
entirely to its management, and becomes bound physically and
spiritually to the earth. No doubt the novel, with its battles,
triumphs, and defeats circling round Ágnes’s struggle for the
family seat and the resulting conflicts, is an epic representation
of the lives of the Transylvanian landed gentry before World War I
and the ensuing Romanian occupation. Yet some doubts linger whether
the heroine’s worship of Mother Earth in Upward is as genuine as
Mária Szabó’s imagination made it out to be-in her later novels,
which are largely historical fiction, it was definitely her
romantic imagination which gained the upper hand.

An entirely different aspect of
conservative taste manifested itself in Kálmán Csathó’s (1881-1964)
novels and plays, which radiate a light-hearted, witty, and
somewhat sardonic spirit. The world of Csathó is peopled with
mischievous old gentlemen whose lives consist of endless anecdotes,
related by the author with gusto and without excesses; his optimism
is scarcely touched by the events of the immediate past. His
heroines are interested only in making a good match, and then in
preventing their husbands from unduly serious womanizing (A Crow on
the Church Clock, 1916). This is a world which preserves all the
fun of the belle époque, Hungarian style. The same can be said of
Csathó’s plays, which are permeated by a gay irresponsibility, and
consistently lack social criticism. The best example of his
craftsmanship is You Only Smoke Your Pipe, Ladányi! (1927), adapted
from his novel of the same title (1916).

The demand for historical fiction created a
special by-product: vie romancée (regényes életrajz),*Fictionalized biography. addressed to a
wide readership, which was impressed by the omniscience of authors
who seemed to eavesdrop on the conversation of the famous. Reality
and illusion mingled freely in this strange genre, which always
displayed the facts with theatricality. Further more, for the sake
of melodramatic climax authors often overstated their case or
overplayed one single emotion. The most popular author of
‘fictionalized biography’ was Zsolt Harsányi (1887-1943), who
enjoyed success in many languages, including English in the late
1930s. His secret was a fast-moving and absorbing plot and an
interest in psychological motives. He profited most by his keen eye
for the consequences of early traumatic injuries to the ego. Having
found the ‘key’ to his chosen personality, he then wrapped the plot
around the emotional strain thus discovered – lulling the reader
into a comfortable feeling of having effortlessly acquired the
secrets of his characters. The subject of his works were men who
had left their mark on history, science, or the arts, and whose
rejection of conformity usually landed them in clashes with society
and/or authority. His best known works in English translations are
about the love affairs of Liszt (Hungarian Rhapsody, 1935), The
Star Gazer (1937) about Galileo, whose life suggests than man could
think independently only at the risk of his own security, and Lover
of Life (1940), about the flamboyant personality of Rubens.

Although Harsányi’s works were not
published in Hungary after 1945, the traditions of fictionalized
biography were carried on and the genre is still popular. Perhaps
the names of Sándor Dallos (1901-64) and László Passuth (1900-79)
should be mentioned in this context. Of the latter’s works, Raingod
Weeps Over Mexico (1939) is a colourful epic of Cortez’s Central
American expedition, published in many languages, including
English.
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Although Catholic devotion continued to
find an outlet in literature long after the Middle Ages,
particularly in the works of Cardinal Pázmány or Count Zrínyi,
Hungarian literature became wholly secular from the Age of
Enlightenment. In the late nineteenth century there appeared poets
whose main themes were derived from religious piety and developed
in the form of moral exhortation. They were all devoted servants of
the Catholic Church; their poetry, however, did not attain the
level of secular poetry. It was only at the beginning of this
century that religious experience inspired works of merit, although
Hungarian Catholic poetry never reached that intensity which
characterizes, for example, the religious renewal in French
literature after Baudelaire, because it often lacked the
soul-searching and self-torment which make the French Catholic
writers’ search for refuge in religion a genuinely personal and
poetic quest.

Catholic renewal fostered the new outlook
of the Catholic Review (1887-1944*Catholic Review was re-established in
Rome as a quarterly in 1949. It is edited by Gellért Békés
(1915-1999), himself a poet and an accomplished philologist, whose
translation of the New Testament (with P. Dalos, Rome, 1951) into
modern Hungarian received acclaim. Catholic Review
commands authority among Catholic Hungarians living abroad; its
distribution is, however, barred in Hungary.); from the
1930s onwards, this journal contributed to the popularization of
the modern Catholic spirit and ideals. On the literary scene,
however, Vigilia (1935- ) achieved prominence by
offering scope to a new breed of Catholic writers who preached
values until then very unfamiliar to the mainstream of Hungarian
literature, which had always concerned itself with social reality,
and on the whole lacked metaphysical inspiration. In addition
Vigilia offered its pages to authors of the second and
third generations of Nyugat, in a common protest
against the new barbarism which was spreading on the Continent with
awesome speed.

The Catholic revival was heralded by the
poetry of Lajos Harsányi (1883-1955), whose early verses reveal
Ady’s influence in both imagery and language (On New
Waters, 1908). His mature poetry developed from a sincere
devotion to his calling as a priest, and an admiration for the
solemn splendour of the Church and its traditions; in the
background of this religious experience the reader always finds the
tranquillity of the Baroque churches and the scenery of Harsányi’s
native, rural Transdanubia. He also attempted to write longer
meditative pieces about the philosophical relevance of religion
(Hagia Sophia,1913).

Ady’s influence can also be detected in the
early poetry of Sándor Sík (1889-1963), whose poetic meditations
expressed the joy of the believers. Sík himself was aware that he
was not acquainted with all aspects of human experience. Protected
by his faith and by the power of the Church, he could sing only
about religious devotion and nature, which linked him to eternity.
His holy seclusion preserved the purity of his soul and of his
poetry, which was devoid of any disquieting note; and it is
precisely this lack of doubt, uncertainty, and mundane interest
which make his poetic world limited in experience, if not in
vision. Sík was also an accomplished translator and a versatile man
of letters, whose literary studies displayed his conscious
endeavour to maintain Catholic literary traditions
(Gárdonyi, Ady, Prohászka,
1929; Pázmány, 1939; and Zrínyi, 1941)
and to elucidate his aesthetic views (Aesthetics,
1943). As a professor of Hungarian literature at Szeged University
before World War II, and as the editor of Vigilia
afterwards, his contribution to the development of literary taste,
particularly in the younger generation,*Sík was the co-author of the most popular textbook on
the history of Hungarian literature to be used in
gimnáziums in the inter-war period. is
significant.

It was, however, László Mécs (1895-1978)
who achieved real fame as a poet-priest. His poetry, in spite of
its thin intellectual substance, has a commanding quality which
stems from its vibrant exuberance, for Mécs possessed the secret of
popular appeal. Armed with Ady’s poetic innovations, and
intoxicated by the sound of his own rich voice, this rhapsodic
singer of joy, godliness, faith, and redemption is always filled
with optimism. His rhetorical assertion that a universe created by
God cannot be a place exclusively of injustice, squalor, and
disaster found receptive ears in impoverished post-war Hungary.

A native of Upper Hungary, which was ceded
to Czechoslovakia after World War I, Mécs represented the voice of
the Hungarian minority living there (Angelus at Dawn,
Ungvár, 1923), and soon became the object of a cult; his poetry
recitals, given both at home and abroad, were stunning feats of
performance. As a result of his success with large audiences in the
1930s Mécs made considerable concessions to popular taste. The
authoritative poets of the Nyugat generations largely
ignored him, and their verdict was followed by total and enforced
silence after World War II; Mécs was denied all publicity, and was
even imprisoned by the Rákosi regime. This conspiracy of silence
makes it difficult to write about him; the uncritical adulation of
the old fans of Mécs and the cold-shouldering of later literary
public opinion make both criticism and praise difficult.

Paul Valéry, who wrote an introductory
essay to one of Mécs’s volumes in French translation praised his
poetry unreservedly. It might well be that the great French poet
was struck by the irresistible personality of Mécs, or admired
those features of his poetry which he called Romantic and which
were missing from his own lyrics. For Mécs, in spite of creating
symbols and metaphors resembling those of Ady, did not conform to
those poetic norms which were approved by Nyugat, and
consequently by French poets, at the beginning of this century. His
poems are built out of rhymes and rhythms (e.g. ‘The Ballad of the
Universe’, 1933), and the narrative element always prevails. The
resulting poetry is therefore simple and easy to understand,
sometimes it is even naïve or pedestrian; yet when recited its
effect cannot be denied.

His themes are few – the world as seen
through the unsophisticated eyes of a country priest. Mécs noticed
social injustice and, although he was not interested in politics,
he strongly protested against the totalitarian danger (‘A Prayer
for the Great Lunatic’,*i.e. Hitler. 1942). He continued to write after
World War II, without the slightest hope of ever being published.
These later poems reveal his complete withdrawal into his immediate
environment (‘Canons Playing Cards’, 1947), or give an ascetic
inventory of his worldly possessions: ‘My country is in the moon.
My house is on my back. / My larder is hidden in my knapsack. /
This is how I confront winter.’ (‘The Cranes Write a Capital V’,
1951.) When Mécs was allowed to re-enter the outside world after
his imprisonment, he was profoundly shaken at finding himself
rejected and forgotten (‘The Musings of Lazarus Resurrected’,
1957).Yet he survived his trials and tribulations: his survival was
due to the strength of his will – and perhaps to the fact that his
faith remained unshaken – ‘Only the trade secrets of the saints are
eerie: / How does the cage with the captive bird fly’ (‘Norbert’s
Astral Moment’, 1952.)

It was not easy to be a Catholic poet in a
country where the traditions of the Church demanded conformity from
its members and the loyalty of its leaders to a foreign power, as
if Catholicism were a Church of Austria. Béla Horváth (1908-75) was
a layman; his early religious experiences were different from those
of the priest-poets, for Horváth’s God was essentially the ‘King of
the Poor’. Radical Catholicism, however, was not welcomed in
Hungary in the 1930s, and Horváth had many clashes with the
authorities, both secular and ecclesiastical. After World War II he
lived abroad until 1962, when he returned completely disillusioned.
He could not fit into the new Hungary he found, and eventually fell
silent and died half-forgotten.

Horváth’s basic poetic experience was
derived from his humble origins; his radical Catholicism could not
tolerate the social wrongs at which the Church seemed to connive. A
brilliant craftsman when translating medieval Latin hymns, of which
he was a connoisseur, Horváth’s poetry reflected his everyday
struggle to shed protective rhetoric and mannerism, and to face the
problems of the self. His poetic development abroad displayed a
gradual disappointment with Christian ideas and with the world at
large. Rhetoric, however, was still with him: ‘I have nothing to do
with the past and the future, / I have thrown away everything and
move back to the heavens’ (‘Ultima Verba’, 1947); but occasionally
he was able to look at himself with irony (‘The Sorrow of the
Patriot’, 1953). The volume which he published abroad
(Poems, Munich, 1955) contains some of his best verses
(e.g. the inspired ode ‘A Flashing Light in Genoa’, 1952). In the
late 1950s Horváth turned to experimenting with avant-garde forms –
genuine desperation, total pessimism about mankind’s future, the
fear of ecological disasters, and the rejection of Western values
characterize these poems (The Age of Doom, 1962). Then
he stopped altogether, he had no longer the faith to sustain
himself as a poet.

Another layman, one of the founders of
Vigilia, Béla Just (1906-54), was an exponent of
French neo-Catholicism; his novels, written with intellectual
honesty, document the conflicts between duty and conscience. His
best known work was written after he had left Hungary. The narrator
in The Gallows and the Cross (1954) is a prison
chaplain, eventually imprisoned himself for assisting a condemned
man to escape. The atmosphere of the death row in a Budapest prison
during and shortly after World War II is presented in a simple and
unembellished narrative; the portraits of the assorted prisoners
(who include a mass-murderer and a prime minister) are drawn with
valid psychological observation. The chaplain is linked to
authority in the prisoners’ minds, and his conscience is laden with
controversial feelings. Just manages to describe the chaplain’s
moral struggle with convincing authenticity and uncomfortable
honesty. This gifted writer is completely unknown in Hungary
today.
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Between the two World Wars successful
authors seemed to mushroom in every corner of Hungary. The secret
of their appeal to a large public, both at home and abroad, was
their approach to most human problems, an approach which, instead
of observing them at close quarters or analysing them in detail –
for both of these procedures might have been painful – simply
provided large doses of painkiller for the emotional hangover of
the man in the street. The man in the street had had enough: he had
spent years in the trenches, and in a camp for prisoners of war in
Siberia, his family life had been disrupted, he had lost his
financial security and close relatives, and now he had to worry
about his livelihood with the advent of the depression in 1930;
consequently patriotic rhetoric or the comfort of religion did not
ring true in his tired ears. All these slogans reminded him only
that he was deceived, brainwashed with bankrupt ideas; the
individual was let down by society, and it did not matter now who
was ultimately responsible, whether it was the king, the upper
classes, the social democrats, or the enemy. Yet he could not
forget all those terrible experiences; he could not erase from his
memory the fact that the whirlpool of history had uprooted him. In
addition, the prospect of a bleak future made him susceptible to
unconditional escapism. He wanted to soothe the ineradicable memory
of his ordeal; he dreamed about emigrating to America, or at least
starting a new life; typists dreamed about marrying their managing
directors,*This stereotype, a
great favourite with the Hollywood movie industry in the 1930s, was
created by István Szomaházy (1864-1925) in his Tales of a
Typewriter (1905). bank clerks and white collar workers dreamed
about climbing the social ladder. These aspirations were not new
then, nor are they obsolete now; but in Hungary (or anywhere in
Eastern Europe) they were more difficult to attain than in more
advanced industrial societies.

Admittedly it can be debated whether
writers who supplied the panacea for the emotional starvation of
the masses can be regarded as part of literature proper;
nevertheless, no survey of literature would be complete from the
sociological point of view without taking into account their main
themes and motivations. Furthermore, some of the authors who turned
their energies to unashamed entertaining were skilful craftsmen, or
initially had higher aspirations. And they became well known abroad
– some of them can claim works translated into more than twenty
languages, and others became prolific scriptwriters to the
Hollywood movie industry.

Perhaps the best borderline case between
literature and entertainment is Lajos Zilahy (1891-1974), who
started his career writing featherweight poetry, but soon turned to
fiction and the theatre. His early novel The Love of My
Great-Grandfather (1923) displays the mood of Krúdy’s novels, both
in style and in conception, which is expressed in the motto: ‘The
past is full of gentle beauty and kindness; the future if full of
perplexing mystery. This idea may be excruciating, but one day all
the future is destined to be the past.’

He became famous with Deadly Spring (1922),
a passionate and tragic love-story with erotic undertones; its
lyricism is, however, often marred by overflowing emotions. The
potentials in the plot of Adrift*The title used here is taken from the
powerful adaptation of Zilahy’s novel by Jan Kádár (1969), in a
Czechoslovak-American co-production, which brings out the mythical
potential of the story in full. The original title was: Something
is Drifting on the Water! (1928) – the disruption of the peaceful
family life of a fisherman by his gradually overwhelming passion
for a mysterious woman whom he literally nets in the Danube
half-drowned and successfully resuscitates – are not fully
utilized; the execution is sketchy and the melodramatic inclination
of the author is, regrettably, not curbed. The timeless figure of
Anada,*The name is an allusion to
Anadyomene (i.e. ‘rising from the sea’), an attribute of Aphrodite.
with her untold secrets, is symbolic; she brings misfortune
unwillingly into human existence, and the message of eroticism and
death, as if to say that nobody is protected against the whims of
fate.

Zilahy always attempted to capture the
timeless aspects of human existence, which he manages to accomplish
in his short stories. In ‘The Last of John Kovács’, for example, he
effectively describes with a few bold strokes how the last memories
of ordinary people, both written and preserved in the minds of
their contemporaries, can disappear without trace. This grimace of
Zilahy addressed to eternity is almost perfect in its execution;
and the same is true of ‘The Windmill with Silver Sails’, which
relates in an unembellished style how competition from better
technology deprives an old miller of his livelihood. (Both stories
in The Windmill with Silver Sails, 1924). The uprooting of human
beings is the subject of The Soul Extinguished (1932): the
immigrant in America cannot take new roots, and it is not only
homesickness or the new language that hinders the conscious efforts
of the self to assimilate to the new way of life. The novel shows
that Zilahy is a keen observer, and little eludes his discerning
mind; yet a certain theatricality, and a tendency to overplay
emotions, reduce its artistic merit.

Zilahy’s mind was occupied for a long time
with the havoc created by the war, undoubtedly on account of his
personal experiences (he was wounded on the Eastern Front). Of the
novels and plays he wrote about them, Two Prisoners (1927) is
considered the best; many critics regard it as an excellent novel.
It is a war novel, but there are no scenes of actual warfare in it,
for the young hero is captured by the Russians early in the story;
while he becomes a literal prisoner in Siberia, his wife is a
metaphorical captive at home in Budapest. Péter and Miette, their
blinding and agonizing lives, determined by forces beyond their
control, are convincingly portrayed, and the story has an
ironically tragic end that rounds off the novel in a manner which
does justice to Zilahy’s gift for constructing a bold plot.

Zilahy characterizes almost exclusively by
external description, yet the protrayal of Miette is excellent; it
is no wonder that Zilahy’s appeal lay in his ability to draw female
characters. In The Deserter (1931) he presents his most ambitious
male portrait in Komlóssy who carried his message of national
unity, a message which was badly needed before, during, and after
the war. Komlóssy’s resentment against Austrian rule is a legacy of
his rebellious student days, and when he had disobeyed the command
to advance towards the enemy lines in the battle of Piave, he
deserts because his supreme loyalty binds him to his men; their
senseless sacrifice for a lost cause, he feels, is against the
national interest. Zilahy seems to suggest, through his doomed
hero, that revolution and national interest are incompatible, and
the events described compose a grim and impressive sequence.

His anti-war novel The Guns Look Back
(1936), about a ruthless arms-dealer who completely changes when he
meets a woman of integrity, is a shallow work, with wooden figures
and often incredible action, capable of sustaining the interest
only of the most undiscerning reader. Yet Zilahy’s blunt pacifism,
in a Central Europe armed to the teeth, was not without a timely
political message. By this time he was not only a celebrated author
of both novels and plays, but a public figure whose moderation and
genuine concern for social reform*In 1942 in a Széchenyiesque gesture.
Zilahy gave his by no means small fortune (2 million peng?s) to the
nation to fund the setting up of an élitist college (Kit?n?ek
iskolája). and national independence earned him only ill-will.
Eventually he had to go into hiding from Hitler’s Hungarian
supporters, and after the war he left Hungary to escape the
restrictions imposed by Moscow’s Hungarian agents.

When he arrived in the United States in
1947 he had in his baggage the first draft of a family novel,
designed to be monumental, in both vision and execution. The
trilogy was first published in English: The Dukays (1949), The
Angry Angel (1954), and Century in Scarlet (1966). The story
spanned over one and a half centuries, and had hosts of characters,
and numerous plots and sub-plots. It was Zilahy’s epitaph for the
Hungarian aristocracy dispersed and destroyed by the new regime
after the arrival of the Red Army in Hungary. The saga of the Dukay
family starts with the birth of twins in Vienna in 1815 (Century in
Scarlet). One of them follows the liberal tradition, the other is a
conservative; the conflict of these two traditions is in a sense
the story of the nineteenth century. Zilahy’s large canvas is
filled with a multitude of characters; most of them are not seen in
depth, but the action is always colourfully described and all the
ingredients of a true historical romance are present. Indeed it is
nothing but a romance, because the pace of the action is never slow
enough for any analysis of his characters, and although all the
essential historical facts of nineteenth-century Hungary are
skilfully interwoven in the story of the Dukays, the execution does
not match Zilahy’s original vision.

The second part of the Dukay story (The
Dukays) was written first; consequently it has a short history of
the family, and the time-span runs from the late nineteenth century
to the beginning of World War II. The new generation of Dukays are
chosen to represent a wide range of destinies among the upper
classes in this century. The first-born son is mentally retarded,
Krisztina is a secret admirer of Royalty, another son goes abroad
to study, and the last one, a withdrawn boy, turns fascist. The
variety of answers given by the Dukay children to life’s challenge
would have given Zilahy ample opportunity to portray in depth the
decay of the top layer of Hungarian society, but his love of
anecdotes, romance, and gratuitous detail proved stronger than his
intention. The Angry Angel brings the narrative up to date,
continuing the story of Countess Zia Dukay and her commoner
husband, Mihály Ursi, who is actuated above all by his die-hard
class hatred of the aristocracy. This concluding volume of the
trilogy suffers most from melodrama – all the clichés of anti-Nazi
and anti-Communist fiction are present; and perhaps, it also
suffers from its proximity to recent history.

Zilahy’s trilogy might have been a very
important contribution to twentieth-century Hungarian fiction, a
fitting epitaph for the disintegrated ruling class which had
dominated Hungarian history for almost ten centuries; his failure
to write a great family novel is a sad loss, for even if a writer
possessing the same historical knowledge and boldness of vision,
but with less melodramatic tendencies, would come forward to write
on the same subject, none could match Zilahy’s intimate involvement
as an eyewitness of the very last chapter in the decline and fall
of Hungarian aristocracy; and thus the saga may remain for ever
unwritten.

Another popular theme in inter-war fiction
was the fate of those who left Hungary ‘to make good’. Eagerly read
by millions who stayed behind and hoped one day to strike lucky,
these novels had the sweet smell of success. Ferenc Körmendi
(1900-72), a struggling author, struck gold when he won an
international competition, organized by leading London publishers,
with his Escape to Life (1932), and also became famous overnight in
his own country. Escape to Life is a readable book with a good
idea. By playing on the theme of ‘the old school’, ‘the boys’,
having discovered that one of their class-mates has become a
millionaire somewhere in South Africa, attract him back to a school
reunion in Budapest. Their scheming to seize the chance of a
lifetime, to make money out of their former school-fellow, is often
pathetic, if not always tragicomic, and if Körmendi had had as much
satiric detachment as he had psychological insight, he might have
written a great novel. This was the verdict of Graham Greene when
reviewing the English edition, and it still rings true today.
Körmendi himself emigrated just before the war, living first in
London and later in the United States, where he died. Of the rest
of his novels, most of them available in English, Via Bodenbach
(1932) should be mentioned. In this Körmendi experiments with the
technique of monologue intérieur, and his free associations,
psychological flashbacks, and complex presentation of a stream of
consciousness would have made the book a unique work, if it had
concluded with less theatricality.

Körmendi was the spokesman of
disillusioned, unemployed Budapest middle-class young men who
considered themselves failures; Jolán Földes (1903-63) turned to
the lower depths of society for her theme: to the lives of those
pariahs in the Parisian slums whose fate was that same squalor and
sordid reality which they had left behind in their native Hungary.
The Street of the Fishing Cat (1936) was also the winner of an
international fiction contest (translated into twelve languages and
selling over a million copies in the first six months); it is a
‘bitter-sweet’ story of a working-class family whose honest toiling
won them little financial success in their new lives, and whose
barely articulated emotions, subdued sobs and laughter conveyed the
message of uprooted people aimlessly drifting in a strange, alien
world. Földes too left Hungary and became a prolific authoress in
English, and died in Paris, the scene of her first-hand experience
of expatriate insecurity.

The early short stories of Mihály Földi
(1894-1943) announced the presence of a talented writer, whose
well-observed figures of the Budapest lower middle classes did not
betray the fact that their author was barely twenty. Later,
however, after much Dostoevskian soul-searching and fruitless
contemplation (e.g. The Halasi-Hirsch Boy, 1926, whose hero breaks
away from his Jewish background only to find himself vulnerable and
rootless), Földi turned to metaphysics in an attempt to reconcile
the conflicting pulls of intellect, ethics, and the impulsive urges
of his soul. Most of his novels have a ‘thesis’, which, when
translated into the terms of his actual fiction, seems contrived.
Földi remained unable to sublimate his doubts, pessimism, and inner
uncertainty into artistically plausible novels. His ambitious
trilogy (Towards God’s Country, 1932; The Naked Man, 1933; and The
Rebel Virgin, 1934) concerns the eternal conflict of Supreme Good
and Evil in a contemporary setting; and the price is man’s soul. At
best it is a document of pathological aimlessness induced by
post-war social conditions, the bewildered wanderings of a creative
intellect who set out to find relief in his own popular
philosophy.

Földi’s main concession to commercialized
taste was his increased attention to erotic detail, a concession in
which he was by no means alone among contemporary authors. Yet, in
a way, without these outspoken attacks on the sexual taboo, no
modern writer could express himself with the frankness which
readers now expect. Nevertheless, Victorian morality was very much
alive in inter-war Hungary, although sexual hypocrisy had also
suffered a heavy blow in the general conflagration of moral values
in World War I. It was, however, well before the war that a young
woman openly spoke about her erotic dreams with such unexpected
frankness that her poems shocked public opinion. Yet no one today
would be surprised, let alone shocked, by the poetry of Renée Erd?s
(1879-1956). Having unveiled the secret face of the female ego
(Poems, 1902), in her later poetry she exchanged her carnal passion
for religious devotion (Golden Bucket, 1910), which she cultivated
with the same fervour. Her upsurge of religious ardour was inspired
by her stay in Rome, and ended in conversion to Catholicism. Along
with the poetry she wrote fiction, and it was rather this side of
her talent which earned her popularity and steady notoriety with
its luridly detailed display of emotions. Of her many novels,
Cardinal Santerra (1922) brought down upon her the wrath of the
Church; its hero, sworn to celibacy, successfully resists the
physical temptations of the flesh, but the ascetic abstinence he
practices does not prevent him from indulging in wild fantasies
about a would-be mistress even while he is celebrating High Mass.
Such carefully contrived perversions titillated the palate of the
most jaded readers.

Finally, there were authors who wrote light
entertainment in the tradition of bohemian follies, established by
Jen? Heltai. They all had a flair for creating unpretentious comic
situations, sparkling dialogue seasoned with the latest Budapest
slang, like Gábor Vaszary (1897-1985) who is ironic even about his
own sentimentality, or Rezs? Török (1895-1966), author of over a
hundred hilarious playlets and equally hilarious, although fewer in
number, novels. Even the thriller industry produced its surprises;
Jen? Rejt? (1905-43), for example, wrote bizarre adventure stories
under the pseudonym P. Howard, and these are still enjoyed today by
a large readership, mainly on account of their absurd ideas, black
humour, and linguistic stunts.

A similar light-hearted emancipation of
poetry has never taken place, perhaps because poetry is less suited
to such attitudes, or perhaps because it requires a higher degree
of craftsmanship than the average songster is likely to have;
consequently, apart from the occasional playful moment of good
poets there is little that deserves mention; authors working for
the cabaret or writing the lyrics for songs wage a constant war
against rhyme and rhythm, and are more than likely to lose their
way among platitudes. The only exception to this general rule is
the adaptation of Villon’s ballads (1937) by György Faludy (1910-
), who, influenced by Bertolt Brecht’s similar venture, successully
recreates the image of a medieval vagabond; effectively clattering
rhymes, a pulsating beat, and harsh colours form a combination of
poetic devices which are never entirely absent from his own poetry.
In addition Faludy, who now lives in Canada, has a poetic self
which rarely comes through in his own poetry without a touch of
over-dramatization. He left Hungary for the first time in 1938 and
returned in 1946. He was imprisoned for alleged spying activities
in 1950 and left Hungary for good after the revolution of 1956. His
later poetry (A Keepsake Book of Red Byzantium, London, 1961) made
a strong appeal to the emotions of its readers with its frequent
references to his prison experiences (‘To Susanne, from Prison’,
1950), and his Collected Poetry (New York, 1980) confirmed his
popularity beyond doubt.
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THERE have been few issues in Hungarian
intellectual life more hotly debated than the case of the populist
(népi) writers, and consequently it is difficult to make
non-controversial statements about them. Their ideological heritage
is still active in the capillary system of Hungarian public
thinking, their ideas form a part of the Hungarian national
consciousness as an alternative to present-day ‘official’ ideology
– for népi writers were primarily a political movement, although
their literary output is voluminous, and significant on its own.
Yet népi writers have never presented a united ideological
platform, or held identical political views, and were only a
loosely connected group. Some of them have even changed their
political affiliations during their careers, but they have remained
loyal to the népi ideal, and its essential ideas.

It was Mihály Babits who, observing certain
style-ideals of the new generation of poets who emerged in the
inter-war period, first called them népi poets.*In a preface to Új anthológia (1932). He
noticed that these poets, in a revolt against the virtuoso forms
employed by the Nyugat poets, returned to the traditional Hungarian
versification which had been used by Pet?fi and the early poets,
but was somewhat despised by Ady and the refined Nyugat authors.
This neo-népies revival ignored the diluted message of the népies
poetry, with its theatrical effects, which characterized the
decline of that trend in the second half of the nineteenth century,
and which caused the literary rebellion of the Nyugat authors.
These new poets considered themselves the authentic voice of ‘the
people’ (hence their epithet: népi), and thought it their duty to
be uncompromising spokesmen of ‘the people’ whose voice was unheard
in literature. They were committed writers, committed to the cause
of the peasantry. It was symptomatic of the slow pace of social
development in Hungary that the country was still largely
agricultural, more than fifty per cent of the population being
engaged in agriculture; thus the people represented by the népi
writers were largely peasants.

There is nothing novel in being a committed
writer in Eastern Europe, and there is even less novelty in
considering ‘the people’ to be the embodiment of those ethnic
traits of which national entities are composed. It was a common
view in Hungary during the emergence of national consciousness; it
was also part of the Russian national revival in the latter part of
the nineteenth century, prominently represented by the narodniki.
The re-emergence of the creed in the 1930s attested only to the
failure of earlier efforts. Since the national policy of the
‘historical’ classes had led to the disintegration of the Hungarian
state and to damaging the fabric of society, the new
intelligentsia, which came from the lower stratum of society, was
not prepared to identify itself with the ruling class and its
ideology, but turned to its own background for a source of revival,
and preached that enormous untapped reserves of national energies
were to be found in the peasantry. To release these boundless
energies social improvement was necessary, and the first step
towards improving the lot of the class which formed the core of
Hungarian society was to describe the peasants’ plight. Thus
sociological inspiration in népi literature proved to be its main
driving force.

The ancestral strength (?ser?) of the
peasantry had been hailed by earlier writers, particularly by
Zsigmond Móricz, whose figure of Dani Turi is considered to be an
antecedent to the népi cult of ‘ancestral strength’. This
apparently romantic notion gave rise to excesses. Lajos Bibó
(1890-1972), for example, owed his popularity almost exclusively to
the robust peasants he depicted both in his novels and in his
plays. These peasants of his native Lower Tisza region were
graphically delineated and exotic figures, whose
unbridled ?ser? owed its existence to folkloristic
inspiration. In spite of his unquestionably new approach to the
description of the peasantry – an approach which distinguished his
attitude from the traditional attitudes of his predecessors – Bibó
never considered himself a népi writer, and critics have never
classified him as such, yet his message of ?ser? subsisted on
the same fare as did that of many népi writers. After 1945 Bibó was
cold-shouldered by the new regime, and died almost forgotten.

As well as the cult of ?ser?, the népi
ideology contained other mythical features, of which the most
significant was the consideration of Hungarians as a distinctly
shaped ethnic entity. Because of the inconclusive evidence of
scanty data, many questions relating to the origin of the Hungarian
people have never been settled satisfactorily. In addition to the
problems of ethnogeny, the conflict between Eastern origin and
Western civilization has provided grounds for fierce debate about
the ethnic identity of Hungarians ever since the Age of Reform. At
the beginning of the twentieth century, when modern scholarship
failed to provide definite answers to the complex question of the
origin of the Hungarians, numerous conjectures were proposed to
fill the gaps left by scholarship. One such conjecture was
Turanism, according to which the Central Asian plateau, Turan, was
the cradle of the Turanian people, whose descendants included the
Hungarians. Separated from their kinsmen, and feeling isolated in
Europe, the Hungarians have always been eager to search for their
ancient traditions and beliefs, and Turanism, a concept containing
much wishful thinking, seized the imagination of many. Originally
more of a myth than a political concept about a future empire of
the Turanian people, it supplied ideas to poets, of whom Árpád
Zempléni (1863-1919) should be mentioned. Zempléni advocated the
unity of all non-Indo-European people of the Asiatic steppes; he
adapted Vogul and Ostyak*Small
ethnic groups living near the Urals, linguistically closely related
to Hungarians. epic poems with considerable poetic skill. Later
Turanism became thoroughly discredited as being a forerunner of
racialist theories.

Before surveying the political ideas of the
populist writers, who were pragmatic when dealing with practical
tasks, one controversial author should be presented who is commonly
regarded as a precursor of the népi writers; although he was of a
somewhat different mould, his ideas contributed to shaping populist
ideology. This writer was Dezs? Szabó (1879-1945) the son of a
Transylvanian civil servant, whose colourful figure, fertile
intellect, Messianic complex, and expressionistic style revealed
both his limitless energy and his inability to exercise creative
discipline. One of the most brilliant pupils of Eötvös College,
Szabó displayed all the required scholarly talent and stamina for
his chosen discipline of Finno-Ugrian linguistics, but he
eventually lost interest in scholarship and turned to creative
writing, first as an essayist, and later as a novelist and expert
polemicist, whose enormous and aggressive vocabulary baffled his
numerous opponents now with its resourceful innuendos, now with
vitriolic accusations. He always managed to appear as a champion of
justice and to impress the reader with his sincerity.

His most influential work was a novel, The
Village That Was Swept Away (1919), in which he put forward his
message with little artistic care but with imposing rhetoric,
displaying the full arsenal of expressionistic fireworks. The hero
of the novel, János Böjthe, comes from an impoverished gentry
family; he is well educated, but a stranger in the destructive and
deceptive city life. It is the village, with its simple,
patriarchal life and its uncorrupted social mores, which is ‘the
cradle of the Hungarian race’, and Böjthe accordingly returns to
his native village, marries a peasant girl, thus accepting the
burdens and responsibilities of peasant life, and helps to
resurrect the village. The plot of this uneven novel often lacks
verisimilitude; Böjthe is a paper-tiger, or at best a Jókaiesque
super-hero. Szabó’s social criticism is mainly directed against
Jews and Germans, who dupe the common people with ‘alien ideas’,
capitalism and socialism. Capitalism breaks up the traditional way
of life in the village, and war, which is also an evil brought
about by capitalism, destroys the masses of ordinary people.
Böjthe’s marriage to a peasant girl is symbolic, and serves racial
purity and survival.

It is little wonder that the message of the
novel found receptive ears; the intellectual panic following the
upheavals after World War I made people liable to receive extremist
views uncritically. Szabó, however, could never repeat the success
of The Village That Was Swept Away, in spite of his thorough
grounding in the theory of the novel: all his efforts proved to be
failures, and eventually he abandoned writing fiction altogether.
Of the rest of his fiction perhaps the novel A Miraculous Life
(1921), and the powerfully written short story Resurrection at
Makucska (1925), should be mentioned. A Miraculous Life was
considered by its author as his best; its folk-tale-like structure
is carefully conceived, but its mixed moods, in which naturalistic
details and Romantic sentiments find themselves alongside vitriolic
satire and naïve idealism, damage any artistic effect the novel
might have made.

By the 1930s Szabó stood alone in no man’s
land; he also criticized vehemently the policies of the Horthy
regime and, when political alliance with the Third Reich became a
reality, he spoke out with great courage against ‘aggressive German
racial imperialism’. He made several attempts to create his own
platform by publishing one-man-periodicals, of which Ludas Mátyás
Booklets (1934-42) proved the most durable. It contained his
miscellaneous writings: stories, political polemics, poems, and
parts of his autobiographical recollections, on which he constantly
worked until his death during the siege of Budapest in 1945.
Published posthumously (My Lives, 2 vols., 1965), Szabó’s
autobiography is probably his best work. His stylistic flamboyance
seems to have subsided, his humour and self-irony make the book
memorable reading; the nostalgic lyricism of his childhood
recollections which forms its major part is sincere, and it lacks
harsh colours, but abounds in graphic descriptions, which were
often missing in his novels.

His political ideas can be best seen in The
Entire Horizon (3 vols., 1939), in which the central notion is the
preservation of the Hungarians as a separate ‘race’. This idea led
him into a cult of racialism, but it also resulted in radical
criticism of all political extremism, for Szabó always had the
courage of his convictions. Political realities, in the shadow of
the Third Reich, seemed to leave only two alternatives – either to
jump on the Nazi bandwagon, or to side with the anti-fascist
opposition, which, although not a mass-movement in Hungary, had at
least the moral support both of the Western democracies and of
Communist Russia; but Szabó sought a third way (harmadik út). To
advocate a policy which disregarded the existing international
political situation was unrealistic; harmadik út was, however, a
tempting illusion, because it seemed to keep national self-interest
in sight. It also had a valid historical analogy:
seventeenth-century Transylvania had managed to maintain her
precarious semi-indepedent statehood between the Turkish and the
Austrian Empires.

It was this ‘third alternative’ that
exercised the greatest influence on the népi writers and other
young intellectuals of the 1930s. On the one hand, it helped to
awaken social and moral consciousness in the intelligentsia by
discrediting the idolization of things German, a fashion which
plagued Hungarian public life; on the other, it provided a rallying
point for those intellectuals who would oppose the Germanization of
Hungary, but would not on any account enter into an alliance with
an opposition which contained socialists or communists.

While the concept of harmadik út had its
origin in wishful thinking, the reformist ideas of the populist
writers were pragmatic, and showed their understanding of the
consequences of the conditions in which the peasantry lived.
Hungarian agriculture was fettered by the big landed estates; the
communists in 1919 paid little attention to the plight of the
landless peasants, and did not distribute the land. By the 1930s,
under the impact of the world economic crisis, the pauperization of
the countryside had reached its peak; the landless peasantry and
their families now numbered one in every three inhabitants of the
country, and Hungary became known as ‘the land of three million
beggars’.

The populist writers, who had come ‘from
the people’, now turned homeward in anger, and their immediate
purpose was to probe the ills of the peasantry, to expose the
effects of their landless existence and the deformation of life
that was brought about by despair. Earnest young writers tramped
along the dusty roads of the Lowlands and of other remote
districts, their purpose was to discover how the peasantry lived.
This approaching of reality with a blank sheet produced many
horrifying pictures, pictures of a life no one had ever imagined.
The village explorers (falukutatók), the most radical of the
populists, wrote sociological works based on field-work; the fact
that these works outdid fiction was not their fault. The populists
prescribed many kinds of remedies for the social disease of
Hungary; the one on which all of them were agreed was the urgent
need for the partitioning of the big estates.
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Curiously enough, the leading spokesman of
populist ideology came from a middle-class background. A physician
by qualification, László Németh (1901-75) made his literary debut
in Nyugat with a closely observed portrait of a peasant woman (‘Mrs
Horváth Dies’, 1925) but soon severed his connections with the
literary organs of the day and, like Dezs? Szabó, whose thinking
influenced him, wrote and edited his own periodical, Witness
(1932-36), backed by a small group of faithful disciples.

Németh’s essays in Witness revealed a
puritanical mind; his basic impulse as a writer was derived from a
moral dissatisfaction with the prevailing order of the world. Along
with this, he believed that life should provide an opportunity for
experimenting with ideas. His adventurous spirit moved freely in
different ages and cultures, assisted by an aptitude for classical
and modern languages. He was particularly attracted to the Greek
idea of men living in complete harmony with their natural
environment. In addition, he constantly sought racial traits in
literature, since he viewed literary masterpieces as representing
the greatest achievements of the ‘racial genius’. Instead of using
biological criteria, he defined race by the common bond of the
historical, linguistic, and cultural background. Like Szabó, he
believed in the creative energies of the peasantry, except that he
rejected the cult of ?ser? as being a romantic myth. Peasantry
preserved traditions, in Németh’s view, and his sympathies for the
populist movement, in which he occupied an isolated position, were
based on the népi writers’ efforts to save the values of peasant
life.

As a social reformer Németh was a Utopian,
unlike the village explorers who devoted their energies to
pragmatic issues; his ideas encompassed a vision of society as a
whole. He thought to discover the roots of social evils in modern
capitalism, which he held responsible for mass-production and
mass-society; as a consequence of these, ‘quality’ (min?ség, one of
Németh’s keywords) had deteriorated. In his social criticism he was
certainly influenced by Ortega y Gasset, who in The Revolt of the
Masses also blamed modern society for man’s unhappiness. At the
same time, Németh rejected Marxism as a solution, and preached
instead ‘quality socialism’, for he believed that capitalism and
Marxist socialism were the two sides of the same coin, and that
they were the ultimate source of the same evil for mankind.

Németh’s solution, which he called ‘the
special Hungarian way’ (külön magyar út), involved the
reorganization of Hungarian society into a loosely connected
association of small commodity producers. This new society would
have no class-distinctions, since all people would be highly
educated, whatever their occupation; consequently this utopian
society would consist of intellectuals only. Needless to say
Németh’s escapist dream, in spite of its laudable motivation and
aim, had no chance of becoming reality in the shadow of a big
corporate state which had its own aggressive ideas about the
happiness of the majority. Yet the dream of a ‘garden Hungary’
(kert Magyarország) and the idea of opting out of society
(kivonulás) fired the imagination of many a fellow-intellectual,
largely for the same reason as that which prompts many
intellectuals in advanced societies to give up their middle-class
security for the prospect of cultivating a small farm producing
‘organic’ food, and to reject even the benefits of civilization as
a protest against the assorted evils of modern technology.

Németh created no philosophical system of
his own; his ideas were propagated in Witness and in books of
essays: In Minority (1939), and The Revolt of Quality (1940). His
essays were studded with metaphors, he seemed to have a special
liking for expressing concepts by them: ‘Most scientific truths are
metaphors. Does it matter? It certainly does not, if we know that
metaphors are metaphors only.’ He believed that the conventions of
language restrict thinking, and that the flow of well-worn idioms,
clichés, and standard metaphors should be disrupted by new meanings
and contexts, thereby releasing thought from the strait-jacket of
language.

While his essays were characterized by an
enterprising spirit, the novels and dramas which he wrote
concurrently were the test tubes in which he probed into these
ideas, for Németh criticized rather than illustrated his own
theories. Human Comedy*The title
in Hungarian, Emberi színjáték, is an allusion to Dante’s Divine
Comedy (i.e. Isteni színjáték). (1928; in book-form: 1944) is the
portrait of a solitary rebel who preaches his own ‘sermon on the
mount’ to society, but is hopelessly alienated and becomes a
failure, instead of leading the people to salvation. As a novelist,
however, Németh excelled in creating memorable female portraits.
Sophia Kurátor (Mourning, 1935), having lost her husband in a
hunting accident, is grief-stricken for life; she is a peasant
Electra held in the web of merciless village morals. Mourning is a
psychological novel, a detailed analysis of its heroine’s
consciousness, with little or no description of the outside world.
Revulsion (1947), narrated in the first person by its heroine,
Nelli Kárász, is a microscopic study of female frigidity, in which
Németh assembles the full orchestra for a major novel. Miss Kárász
is forced into an unwanted marriage by the father she idolizes, and
her physical disgust and personal contempt for her husband drive
her to the limits of human endurance. Németh’s medical background
and artistic insight are united in a remarkable performance; his
command of the female character comes out best in the offhand
physical detail, his heroine’s ebb and flow between vulnerability
and strength, and in his mockery of male theories about women.

The central character in Németh’s family
novel (Esther Éget?, 1956) is again a woman. The story spans half a
century, from the beginning of this century to the years
immediately preceding the Communist takeover. The execution of the
novel does not match Németh’s original intention to write a truly
great family chronicle. Esther’s figure, nevertheless, is unique in
the gallery of Németh’s heroines, in so far as she is not possessed
by those great passions which usually prove fatal to his heroines.
She is neither a martyr like Sophie Kurátor nor a monster like
Nelli Kárász; she lives a full life, although she always keeps a
distance between her inner self and her environment. In addition,
Németh finds an opportunity within the novel to criticize the
parochial way of life in small towns, and to look back with irony
to the heyday of the populist movement.

In his last novel, Compassion (1965),
Németh sets out to discover the harmony which he could not find
with complete certainty in Esther Éget?. Compassion traces the
development of Ágnes Kertész, how she finally suppresses her
unhealthy inclination to moral bigotry, how she escapes the shadow
of a dominating father, and how her aversion to the world is
ultimately fought off by an understanding of the complexity of
human relationships. Compassion is a novel about the necessity of
accepting vital instincts, accepting the world as it is,
notwithstanding its moral imperfections.

Németh was also a prolific playwright. His
plays, permeated with a highly developed sense of morality, and set
in contemporary or historical backgrounds, are further proof of his
incessant probing into the conflict of noble-hearted, morally
scrupulous individuals and the unworthy people surrounding them.
These heroes perceive grave social problems, and always feel an
innate moral obligation to remedy them. When they set out to
improve the world they soon find themselves in conflict with their
class background or with their family interests. Their tragedy is
that they are not equipped to bear the burden of compromise; they
were all born to be solitary torch-bearers of human progress, and
the failure of their expectations forces them to withdraw from
society. Németh’s historical dramas (e.g. Gregory VII, 1937; Jan
Hus, 1948; Galileo, 1953; Joseph II, 1954) show that no injustice,
no crime against humanity or against an honest idea left him
untouched; he always dispensed poetic justice to heroes of moral
uprightness. The execution of these dramas, however, exposes Németh
as a better novelist than a playwright.

After the Communist takeover, Németh
himself had no other choice than to opt out of society. He lived in
near-isolation until 1956, as a schoolmaster in a small-town
gimnázium, and his main intellectual pursuit was translating
classic Russian authors. The sudden revolution of 1956 gave back
some of his optimism, testified by an article he published during
the revolution in Literary Gazette: ‘Rising Nation’. Later he
accepted an invitation to the Soviet Union, thus demonstrating his
willingness to conclude a separate peace with the
post-revolutionary regime; this was a step the heroes of his dramas
would have abhorred. Németh nonetheless learnt the lesson of
history; after 1956 he saw little chance of his utopian plans
succeeding, and gave up his opposition – he abandoned his ‘special
Hungarian alternative’, according to which the complex social,
ethnic, and political structure of Eastern Europe would have
provided an opportunity for Hungary to create ‘an ideal country’,
based on her own native human resources.

Németh’s experiences were summed up in a
comedy, A Journey (1962), whose hero, Karádi, a schoolteacher from
a small town, visits the Soviet Union on a package tour. After his
return the local potentates utilize his visit for propaganda (the
teacher’s travel experiences, very similar to Németh’s own, are
supposed to convert Karádi to socialism), and those of his friends
who have looked to him for moral support in their opposition to the
regime now regard the unfortunate schoolmaster as a sad case of
cowardice. His predicament supplies the elements for a comedy which
could well have turned into tragedy if Németh had not felt a degree
of optimism based on the probability of a future alliance, aimed at
protecting the national interest, between the old intelligentsia
and the new apparatchiks. It is Comrade Mircse, the local party
secretary and a former pupil of Karádi, who formulates Németh’s
hopes: ‘Most of us have just one life-belt round our waists and it
is provided by the establishment. I possess an additional one
fastened to me by the people who send me up like a mountain climber
into the world of action to explore their possibilities.’ It was
Németh’s belief in the new apparatchiks who ‘came from the people’
which seemed to justify his compromise with those who exercise
power; consequently A Journey is the key to understanding Németh’s
development in his last years.

All in all, it is doubtful whether Németh
can be regarded at all as a populist writer. His novels, though
they often deal with social problems, are primarily case histories
of individuals, centred on the problems of the self. On the other
hand, his essays were responsible for the formation of many népi
concepts, without which populist ideology and the populist movement
in general would not have been the same.
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János Kodolányi (1899-1969) was in his
class background an outsider like Németh. But unlike Németh,
Kodolányi devoted his energies to laying bare the social maladies
of the peasantry in one particular region only, in
Ormánság.*Ormánság: a region in south-west
Transdanubia, marked by its dialect and popular customs. His
powerfully written short stories (e.g. ‘Darkness’, 1922) describe
this dark world with ruthless sobriety and gloomy naturalism. It
was Kodolányi who called attention to the suicidal demographic
changes prevalent there. In Ormánság children were
considered as a curse responsible for poverty; more than one child
in a family was certainly a problem, since the small estate of the
parents would have to be split up among them, resulting even in
greater poverty than the parents’ generation had experienced.
Remedy was found in procreating one child only (egyke)
and in abortion. Kodolányi’s observations in Ormánság
were decisive for his creative career; the depressing reality he
found there contradicted the existence of the mythical
?ser? in the peasantry or the Rousseauesque view of
man’s ‘inherent goodness’. It also led him to document repugnant
detail in most of his writings; he often describes figures who are
cruel, deformed, or infected with loathsome, incurable
diseases.

His morbid obession with the ugly side of
the peasants’ life seems to have subsided by the 1930s; many of
Kodolányi’s other works were autobiographical in inspiration, and
in these the dark images were not unequivocally pessimistic. His
optimism, however, was plagued by irrational hopes, which he
himself often recognized. This produced a defense-mechanism,
turning to the past in order to evoke the atmosphere of bygone ages
in historical novels, of which The Sons of Iron
(1936), Blessed Margaret (1937), and Friar
Julian (1938), were set in the Middle Ages in Hungary, and
all contain a wealth of ethnographical information. Their special
merit is a linguistic feat, an individual recreation of archaic
spoken Hungarian. Kodolányi’s excursions into the past were yet
another example of the national obsession with history, of the
constant search for a lesson which might be profitable for the
present. In his case the lesson was found in the medieval Hungarian
peasants’ will to survive at all costs during the Tartar invasion
of 1241.

Kodolányi’s preoccupation with preserving
the vital energies of the nation and with the survival of ethnic
identity on the eve of World War II came from his recognition of
the dangerous geographical position of his country in the event of
a Russian-German confrontation. His obsessions, however, led him to
a distorted perception of the world, and consequently to
self-deception. While the young Kodolányi sympathized with leftist
movements, after the Communist takeover he found it difficult to
come to terms with the regime, which in any case frowned upon his
brand of nationalism. In his last years he rewrote his
autobiography, and became absorbed in the symbolism of the early
myths of mankind, going further and further back in time, using the
Old Testament or an Assyrian epic about the Flood as a source for
his last novels.

Of the genuine peasant-writers, Pá1 Szabó
(1893-1970) made his debut quite late-he was thirty-seven when he
published People of the Plain (1930). His main concern
was the fate of those peasants who struggle to leave the
poverty-stricken village with its narrow horizon. Full of class
hatred, Szabó’s heroes are bound to a treadmill existence which
eventually wear out their energies. These uneven novels show his
forthright sincerity and simple dignity, but they are marred by
mannerisms and loose construction. The trilogy,
Wedding (1942), Baptism (1942), and
Cradle (1943), later issued under the title: The
Soil Under Your Feet (1949), is written with great emotional
intensity, and is probably his best work. Szabó’s works contain no
irrational or mystic concepts; his down-to-earth realism tolerates
no intricate plots; his only indulgence concerns crude passions, a
mark of the influence of Móricz. The carving up of large estates
after 1945 filled him with expectations, and he set out to describe
the new way of life of the peasantry now that they were no longer
choked in the stranglehold of great landowners. His eagerness,
however, produced disappointing books (e.g. New Land,
1953); he crammed the details of a rosy future into his novels, but
they remained sadly lacking in artistic plausibility.

A good populist novel was written by Dénes
Barsi (1905-68), whose association with the movement is now often
ignored. He edited The People of the East (1935-42),
an early organ of the népi writers, with Pál Szabó for
a time; after World War II he was silenced, and worked as a
kubikos. His belated novel Jehovah’s
Witness (1957) is both a document of the 1930s-describing
with sure psychological insight religious frenzy among agricultural
workers as their only way to escape from the realities of their
down-trodden existence – and a well-composed novel, written in a
dramatically terse style, and marked by compassion and an
all-pervading intensity.

The sensibilities of a landless peasant
found an outlet in the works of Péter Veres (1897-1970). Burdened
with the trauma of his illegitimate birth and with bitter childhood
experiences, Veres rebelled by joining the agrarian socialist
movement when very young. His first attempts at writing were
documents of the poverty-stricken existence of the landless poor.
Of little formal education, Veres regarded writing as a course of
self-education, his only guidance being common sense, and a strong
commitment to his own class. He found his comrades among the
népi writers, and became a spokesman of their radical
left-wing. His main virtue as a writer is a keen eye for detail,
and the compelling urgency with which he describes the world of
farm labourers and their lot. His best works are autobiographical:
Accounting (1937), and A Village
Chronicle (1941).

After World War II he took an active part
in public life as a chairman of the Peasant Party, Minister of
Defence, and later president of the Writers’ Union. His belief in
socialism remained unshaken even during the Stalinist era; both his
friends and enemies admired his moral uprightness as much as they
were amused by his showmanship – he never wore a tie, and appeared
at receptions in the ‘Sunday best’ of a peasant, complete with
shiny black boots. This proud assertion of his social origin was
not only a self-protecting device against the corruption of power;
it also characterized his unpretentious intellectual approach. Far
from being influenced by snobbery, Veres reexamined literary,
political, and sociologial ideas for himself, and had the courage
to disagree with the sophisticated, as his essays show. His most
ambitious attempt at writing a novel, Three
Generations (1950-57), failed largely beause of its
colourless plot and a lack of unity in its composition. His
straightforward honesty often turned sour in his other works,
written during the bleak 1950s when uncritical adulation of
official policies was the order of the day.

József Darvas (1912-73) came from the same
depths of society as Veres, and had definite Marxist sympathies.
Some of his novels (e.g. From Twelfth Night to New Year’s
Eve, 1934) display craftsmanship, although they are often
without that penetration which is the hallmark of the true artist.
Not that he lacked compassion or a keen eye; these qualities,
however, came out best in his sociological reportage. In The
Largest Hungarian Village (1937) he wrote about his native
Orosháza (south of the Lowlands), and in A History of a
Peasant Family (1939) he produced a moving family chronicle,
based on research in parish archives and on family traditions.
After 1945 he became involved in public life, and left literature
for politics. He was one of the few writers whose Communist creed
remained unshaken by the revolution of 1956, and he wrote his last
works as a vindication of his decision to remain loyal to the
Party, having managed to extricate himself from the moral dilemma
with an apparently unscathed conscience (Smoky Sky,
play, 1959 and Drunken Rain, novel, 1963).

Sociological reportage*In
English literature only George Orwell wrote a similar work:
The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), commissioned by the
Left Book Club. was perhaps the most impressive outcome of
the népi movement, and those writers who cultivated
this genre were called ‘village explorers’
(falukutatók). While Németh dreamed about a ‘garden
Hungary’, and the peasant writers graphically described their
sufferings, the village explorers set out to unearth and size up
the realities of village existence with the tools of social
science. The falukutatók were politically the most
conscious and radical of the népi writers.
Sociological reportage had some antecedents: Lajos Nagy, for
example, wrote Kiskunhalom, but did not voice the same
passionate plea for improvement as did the works of the village
explorers, a plea which made a national issue of the condition of
the peasantry.

The youngest generation of the
népi writers were relentless in their criticism of
these conditions. The opening of the book fair* Könyvnap. Initiated by a journalist in
1927, book fairs are held annually to promote quality books and to
provide young authors with an occasion to meet the public. Since
1952 it has been known as a könyvhét. in 1936
was marked by an explosive account by Zoltán Szabó (1912-84),
The Situation at Tard. It described the day-to-day
existence of a village in the Mátra Mountains, together with the
relevant sociological, historical, ethnographic, and demographic
background. The book implied that the establishment was responsible
for the social condition and economic backwardness of the
villagers. As a result of the wide publicity, a series entitled
The Discovery of Hungary was launched, edited by
György Sárközi. In it young authors described different regions of
the country, with bewilderingly similar results. Imre Kovács
(1913-80) wrote Silent Revolution (1937), Géza Féja
(1900-78) Stormy Corner (1937), and Ferenc Erdei
(1910-71) Drifting Sand (1937). These books, together
with Kodolányi’s account of Ormánság and the personal
narratives of Veres and Darvas already referred to, constituted a
political indictment by virtue of their disclosures of the
‘secrets’ of the Hungarian terra incognita. Moreover,
nothing contrasted better with the escapism of traditional
historical fiction produced by popular authors than the stark
reality of those social ills for which a remedy had urgently to be
found. Committed writers once more proved that the pen was mightier
than the sword. While official disapproval resulted in at least one
case of persecution (Féja was indicted for ‘slandering the nation’,
‘nemzetgyalázás*The law protecting ‘the reputation of the nation’
against slander or vilification was enacted in Law III:7 (1921), as
a measure to silence criticism.’, and his book
confiscated), the conscience of the intelligentsia was awakened,
and when the népi writers produced a common platform
for action (March Front*An
allusion to 15 March 1848, when revolution broke out. 1937)
they obtained a wide response.

That the opposition thus kindled eventually
lost its appeal was not the népi writers’ fault; the
socio-political reasons were complex, and their explanation would
go far beyond the scope of a survey of literature. The populists’
participation was, however, indispensible to any form of political
opposition, a fact which had to be admitted even by the Communists
who, in any case, could boast no popular support. While at the
outset populist ideology had no contact with either Fascism or
Communism, subsequent history saw the reorientation of the village
explorers. Some espoused the cause of the National Socialists, but
most of them, after 1945 when the class structure of the Hungarian
society was broken up, came to believe in the possibility of a
social revolution, particularly after the returning Muscovite
Communists launched the partitioning of the great estates. After
the Communist takeover, Szabó and Kovács left Hungary (the former
lived in Brittany, the latter lived in New York), but all the
others accepted the status quo and became prominent in
intellectual life.
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Gyula Illyés is regarded by many as one of
the major poets of the century. He came to the populist movement by
a roundabout way – but the high esteem in which he is held today
has been earned by his undaunted loyalty to ‘the people’, and a
constant preoccupation with national problems. In a sense, Illyés
is an embodiment of the nineteenth-century ‘national poet’, of
which Pet?fi, the idol of his youth, was the most prominent
example. Born on 2 November 1902 on a godforsaken Transdanubian
farmstead, of humble parentage, Illyés first saw a town at the age
of ten, when his parents decided to send him to school. He
completed his studies in Budapest, and because of his involvement
in the revolutionary movements he went abroad at the age of
nineteen.

He spent some years in Paris, where he
frequented the bustling cafés alongside anarchists, socialists, and
avant-garde artists and writers, with Tzara, Aragon, Éluard, Breton
and others. He was on his way to becoming a French surrealist poet
himself. The decision to return to Hungary and to become a poet
there imposed heavy obligations on Illyés, for he suddenly
discovered that his poetic message was to call attention to social
injustice and political inequality, a task ‘entrusted’ to him by
his forefathers, his own kind, ‘the blind and dumb’ peasantry who
could speak only through its writers and poets (‘You Can’t Escape’,
1934).

By 1927 his experimenting with ‘isms’ came
to an end. Youthful exuberance, irrational revolt yielded to
realistic imagery, which now provided more novelty than further
experimenting with the ‘old’ forms of the avant-garde. His volumes
were published in quick succession by Nyugat:
(Heavy Earth, 1928; Swathe of Aftermath,
1930; and Under Soaring Skies, 1935). Illyés’s
laments, expressing the destitute peasants’ stifled anger, coming
from the bottom rung of the feudal ladder, always strike a note of
vigorous defiance, strengthened by his application of free verse
technique, and his conscious limitation of imagery. The young
Illyés’s basic attitude is that of the prodigal son; his way of
atonement for his desertion is to write ‘community poetry’,
suppressing his desire for self-expression (a dominant feature in
József’s poetry, although he also regarded himself as a spokesman
for his people).

This attitude may account for Illyés
interest in narrative poetry, the least personal of poetic genres
(Three Old Men, 1931; Youth, 1932;
I Speak of Heroes, 1933). The disarming sincerity and
simplicity of these autobiographical reminiscences in verse gave a
new lease of life to the genre, generally held in low esteem by
contemporary taste. Although Illyés was a frequent and respected
contributor to Nyugat, (Babits thought highly of him),
political engagement was predominant in his ars
poetica. With the Nyugat authors he shared only
a love of French literature and a respect for the poet’s trade:
‘Nobody follows, and nobody calls you. Poetry / is not for amusing
people / or even yourself. The world is simple; / what you see with
your two eyes, gives you enough to do. / The objects shine. Lick
your pencil.’*The allusion to tintaceruza, a type of
pencil widely used in the countryside, which produced indelible and
legible writing only if wet, is to ‘profane’ the poet’s
calling. (‘Morning Meditation’, 1932.) Illyés certainly saw
enough to justify criticism and satire (e.g. ‘Ode to an Afghan
Minister on Entering Office’, 1929), and he never spared the ruling
classes.

In the mid-1930s Illyés wrote several
significant prose-works. Russia (1934) is a spirited
travel-diary; in Pet?fi (1936) he drew a personal
portrait of his poetic ancestor and ideal, identifying him as
essentially a social revolutionary. His account of the dehumanized
life of farm servants in the stagnating, semi-feudal world of the
puszta*
Puszta in
standard Hungarian means the vast, barren plains of the Lowland.
Illyés uses the word, as in his native dialect: ‘West of the
Danube, puszta means the whole conglomeration of farm
servants’ dwellings, stables, sheds and granaries built in the
middle of a large estate and often reaching the size of a village.’
(People of the Puszta.) (The People of
the Puszta, 1936) is in a sense an autobiography, since
memories of his childhood and tales told by elder members of the
family are freely mixed with statistical exposition, quotations
from statutes, decrees, and by-laws regulating life in the shadow
of the manor-house. It was published concurrently with the first
sociological reportage of the village explorers, and is usually
regarded as Illyés’s outstanding contribution to ‘the discovery of
Hungary’. It is a discovery indeed, since the life Illyés
describes, with its routine corporal punishment for disobedience or
protest, its taking for granted the ius primae noctis
by managers, its crammed living-quarters where more than one family
shared a room, was as alien, remote, and unknown to the average
Hungarian middle-class town-dweller as were the tribal customs on a
Papuan settlement to an English missionary arriving fresh from the
theological seminary. But Illyés is not only a chronicler of a
submerged world; his emotional involvement and personal indignation
as well as lending the book authenticity, stimulate him to produce
some of the finest passages in contemporary Hungarian prose,
abounding in restrained irony, personal confessions, thrilling
episodes, and lucid assessments of economic and social
maladies.

After the failure of March
Front, on the eve of World War II, Illyés’s poetry came to
display growing signs of pessimism but, instead of withdrawing into
a private world, he became editor of Nyugat’s
successor Hungarian Star (1941-4), which not only
carried on the traditions of Nyugat but provided a
platform for intellectual opposition to Fascism. (Hungarian
Star was silenced when the Germans occupied Hungary in March
1944.) Patriotic poetry once more provided him with an intellectual
refuge. Some of Illyés’s verses advocated a complete retreat into
the inner self, a defiance which can be afforded only by the
defenceless. To be sure, this was a kind of escapism, yet it was
without illusions; it was rather a display of absolute faith in the
primacy of mind over matter, and commands the same respect as the
credo, quia absurdum of medieval mystics
(‘Country in the Heights’, 1939). In other poems Illyés lets loose
his dark thoughts, (‘Feeding on Corpses’, 1943), or his biblical
wrath, castigating his compatriots (e.g. ‘Hungarians’, 1944; ‘It
Was Not Enough’, 1945).

The end of World War II, and the birth of a
new social order, filled Illyés with expectations; he celebrated
the beginning of a new life over the ruins in poems of lively
rhythms (e.g. ‘The Plough Moves’, 1945; ‘Tilesetter’, 1945); yet he
saw soon enough, during the Rákosi regime, that Hungary was
becoming a totalitarian state, with no prospect of either social
progress or personal freedom.

He withdrew from public life, but never
gave up his activity as a poet committed to improving the lot of
his people; he turned to writing historical dramas, seeking the
lessons of the past (e.g. Two Men, 1950;
Torch-Flame, 1953), and exploring possibilities for
Hungary’s survival as a nation. For Illyés had always thought in
terms of national interest, and now he came to be recognized as a
symbol of national continuity. He lived up to these expectations
with the poems he wrote before the revolution of 1956 (e.g.
‘Bartók’, 1955; ‘Hunyadi’s Hand’, 1956) in which he admonished his
countrymen with electrifying effect. Undoubtedly one of his
greatest poetic achievements is his monumental ‘One Sentence on
Tyranny’, written in 1950, and published during the revolution in
1956. Not only is Illyés able to sustain the grammatical structure
of a sentence over fifty odd stanzas with parallel subordinate
clauses; he also maintains the emotional intensity of his
longdrawn-out statement, until he lowers his voice in the last two
stanzas, overwhelmed by a sense of futility. The poem makes no
direct references to actual and particular circumstances, which is
unusual in Illyés’s political poetry; it is a general protest
against tyranny, yet ‘One Sentence’ is a profound indictment of
Stalinism, for it is both descriptive and analytic, written in a
monotonous rhythm-structure relieved only by occasional breaks, the
unexpectedness of which is accentuated by multi-syllabled
rhymes.

Illyés lived in a self-imposed silence
after the revolution. He re-entered literary life with New
Poems (1961) and Tilted Sails (1965), which
reveal new sources of inspiration, and also an all-pervading
resignation, derived both from his preoccupation with ageing and
from his nostalgia for youth. Old flames of political passion flare
up occasionally (e.g. in ‘Self-Appointed Watchdogs’, he employs
strong words against the spirit of denunciation which accompanied
the aftermath of the revolution), yet ‘consumer-socialism’ in the
late 1960s seems to have pacified Illyés as well as the average
Hungarian. His last volumes, Everything’s Possible
(1973) or Common Cause (1981), illustrate his rich
poetic vision; the mysteries of time, the proximity of the infinite
are his dominant themes. He set out to preserve a humanistic
perception of the world; hope, faith, and even optimism have been
restored to him.

Illyés was a very prolific writer, and his
recent essays, confessions, and studies display his lively interest
in public affairs. One such interest is derived from his deep
concern for the fate of Hungarians living abroad, particularly in
the neighbouring countries; he also watches the struggle of other
European minorities, and is puzzled by the roots
(hajszálgyökerek) and nature of nationalism, ‘group
loyalty’ (Radicles, 1971). His recent metaphor,
ötágú síp, is widely quoted as an emblematic
expression of the present discord among the five ‘mainstreams’ of
Hungarian literature which has been caused on the one hand by the
disruption of continuity with the former territories of Hungary
belonging now to Romania, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, and on
the other by political incompatibility with ‘Western’
(émigré) Hungarian literature. He died on 15 April
1983.

None of the other népi poets
have achieved the same recognition as Illyés, for none of them was
able to participate in public life after 1945 to the same extent as
he was. For the discovery of the new poetic simplicity that
characterized the népi poets’ innovation, the credit
should be given to József Erdélyi (1896-1978), whose poetry at
first reflected basic human experiences only, contrasting sharply
with the refined versification and esoteric themes of the later
Nyugat movement. Of peasant origin, Erdélyi first
attracted attention with traditional themes (love, nature),
expressed in verse which closely resembled folk-poetry, yet whose
simple forms seemed to conceal a strangely novel and modern
sensibility (Violet Leaf, 1922). To be sure, Erdélyi’s
revolt, and his choice of Pet?fi as a poetic ideal, were a direct
result of his social background. His efforts to produce unaffected
poetry were not always successful – many critics saw him only as an
imitator of Pet?fi, though in his best pieces he was certainly able
to hold his own. He liked, for example, to explain popular sayings
or beliefs in poems, and these attempts are frequently original and
humorous (e.g. ‘Cry Over the Danube’, 1938; ‘Tradition’, or
‘Telegraph-Poles’, 1930). His obsession with myth creation,
however, led him to Turanism and dilettante
linguistics. As a poet he felt ostracized and ridiculed by critics
representing refined literary taste, and his retorts to ‘the
gentlemen’ (e.g. ‘Polo on Vérmez?’, 1930) earned him official
reprimands; for a notorious anti-semitic poem (‘Blood of Esther
Solymosi’, 1937) he was given a prison sentence after World War II.
He was allowed to return to literary life in 1954; the main source
of his inspiration remained the same bitter childhood experiences
that had fired his earlier poetry, and he took a pride in his
unchanged poetic attitude.

With the debut of Erdélyi a cult of
primitive talent (?stehetség) became fashionable. This
is not an uncommon general reaction to over-refined literary taste;
poetic ‘plain fare’ seems to be needed to provide a change for the
reader’s palate after a heavily-spiced diet of ‘isms’. Moreover,
this reaction in Hungary in the 1930s involved an additional
conviction that simplicity was always unaffected (although Erdélyi,
for example, studied folk-songs in books; apparently his background
did not provide him with natural proficiency), and that with this
simplicity the genius of ‘the people’ became manifest. Perhaps this
accounts for the success of another poet who came, if possible,
from even lower in the social scale than Erdélyi. István Sinka
(1897-1969) was a herdsman on the Lowland, leading a primitive,
solitary life almost until he was forty. His first volume of poetry
(Hymns at the Gates of the East, 1934) is full of
peasant mysticism, shamanistic postures and the cult of the
East-Turanism in free verse. In his later poetry Sinka
changed his style and turned to folk-poetry, but often kept his
surrealistic imagery, which reminds the reader of
primitively-expressed apocalyptic visions (The Conquest of
the Bats, 1941). His ballads also contain supernatural
elements derived from the popular beliefs of the herdsmen of the
Lowland, and visionary experiences of religious sects there. In
this sense, Sinka’s poetry is indigenous; he draws on experiences
previously unknown in literature. In addition, his poetry shows
that strong commitment to his class and his unknown ancestors which
is a general characteristic of népi poetry. His short
stories and autobiography, Confessions of a Black
Herdsman (2 vols., 1942-4), are documents of a way of life
whose hardships are described with bitterness and sincerity. After
1945 Sinka, like most of the populist authors, was silenced, and it
was only in the 1960s that he was allowed to publish again. His
last works show the result of this enforced silence; like Erdélyi,
he had been unable to expand his world of poetic perception; much
of his new work subsists on his earlier experiences.

An example of the worst effect caused by
the idolization of ?stehetség is provided by the sorry
fate of Kálmán Sért? (1910-41), who came to Budapest from his
village with a bundle of manuscripts. His poetry (Village
Moment, 1933), which showed both originality and the
influence of Ady’s imagery, was celebrated by critics as the
unpolished gems of a peasant genius. True, some of Sért?’s verses
had a novelty stemming from their unaffected naïvety, but he often
overwrote his themes, a sure sign of artistic uncertainty; this
tendency gradually grew more pronounced as the fanfares of
uncritical admirers suppressed the inner voice of self-doubt in
him. Moreover, he became a darling of society, a ‘noble savage’
whose presence provided an additional attraction at the parties of
any self-respecting upper-middle-class hostess. When Sért? became
sophisticated enough to realize that, in spite of all the
pampering, he was regarded by his patrons only as an amusing pet,
he turned against them and joined the political extremists. He
eventually took to drink, and the night-life of Budapest quickly
destroyed him. His last poems (Announcement of Grief,
1940) are moving documents of his distress, a final upsurge of his
declining talent.

While Sért?’s association with the
népi movement came about because one of the aims of
the populist movement was to uncover among the peasantry just such
talents as his, there was at least one poet who joined the movement
from the outside. Pá1 Gulyás (1899-1944) was the son of a lecturer,
and himself became a teacher. A native of Debrecen, Gulyás’s early
poetical development followed the artistic ideals of the
Nyugat movement; his poems were often inspired by
meditation, and youthful pessimism. One of his main concerns was
his isolation; his desire to escape intellectual loneliness drove
him into the populists’ camp. He initiated and took part in the
launching of a periodical, Response (1934-8,
re-started 1946-9), which became the leading organ of the populists
and to a certain degree the rival of Nyugat, since it
also enjoyed the support of many gifted writers from outside the
populist camp. Gulyás’s idea was to create a counter-centre of
literature whose base was outside Budapest, while his colleagues,
who included László Németh, were rather concerned with creating a
populist mouthpiece.

Gulyás eventually withdrew into his
Debrecen solitude, although he never lost sympathy for the
movement, or rather for its ideals; yet his own particular brand of
harmadik út found no response. Resignation dominated
his later poetry: ‘You are not needed, the world rejects you’ (‘To
an Hungarian Poet’). The darkening political horizon also
contributed to his engulfing pessimism, and he found refuge in
translations. He was particularly fascinated by the mythical world
of the Kalevala, whose images found their way into his
own poetry.

Finally, Gyula Takáts (1911- ) is often
considered as a népi poet, since he also produced a
sociological survey of his native district and joined the
March Front in 1937. His poetry is, however, idyllic
with classic reminiscences and bucolic landscapes; he is
undoubtedly a regionalist who carefully maintains his connections
with the literary heritage of his native Transdanubia.
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As a consequence of the Treaty of Trianon
in 1920, a considerable part of historical Hungary, including
Transylvania, was annexed to Romania. In an area somewhat larger
than the remaining territory of Hungary there lived over five
million inhabitants, of whom about two million were Hungarians.
Although the Hungarians of Transylvania, including the
Székelys,*About half a million, living in the south-eastern
comer of Transylvania. had, due to historical circumstances
(particularly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when
Transylvania became a semi-independent principality), lived under
somewhat different conditions from those prevalent in the rest of
Hungary, they had never developed an independent national or ethnic
identity. Yet there has always been a vague sense of separate
mentality, which at least since the Reformation had manifested
itself in literature, and was prominently displayed in
autobiographies during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
The early nineteenth century witnessed the rise of the novel with a
strong Transylvanian accent (Jósika and Kemény), but after the
Settlement of 1867, when Budapest became the undisputed centre of
literary life as a result of the modernization of Hungarian
literature, the Transylvanian spirit seemed to assert itself less
conspicuously than previously, although the recently-discovered
Székely balladry received wide publicity as being a
unique voice from the land ‘beyond the forest’.*The etymology of Transylvania (Erdély) is
the land ‘beyond the forest’.

When the frontiers were closed, those
writers who found themselves on the wrong side of the border, and
chose to remain there, began to reorganize literary life in the
centres of Transylvanian intellectual life: Kolozsvár, Nagyvárad,
Arad, Temesvár, and Marosvásárhely.*Place-names are given consistently in Hungarian
throughout this book; for their present-day names cf.
Glossary. Initially the Romanian authorities
raised no obstacle to the progress of Hungarian cultural life, for
the interest of the new regime was best served by a Hungarian
minority separated from the intellectual influence of Budapest and
developing on its own. While this policy was carried to its logical
conclusion by restricting the distribution of printed matter of any
description from Hungary, it also resulted in tolerance of the
upsurge in local intellectual activity. Periodicals and newspapers
were mushrooming, a sign which heralded and warranted revival. To
be sure, Hungarian authors experienced a profound identity crisis,
arising out of the conflict between the traditions of their own
language and literature and their changed social and political
status in the newly-created greater Romania. Their main concern was
a vigorous search for a separate and fully-autonomous
irodalmi tudat, which would ensure both a modus
vivendi and ethnic survival. This new identity was achieved
by selecting from the rich cultural heritage of Transylvania, with
its complex multiracial and multilingual background, features that
carried the signs of intellectual and historical continuity and
independence. In other words writers, in order to accomplish their
creative aims, chose to adopt an attitude of conscious
regionalism.

The chief architect of Transylvanism, as
the underlying concept of the new irodalmi tudat was
called, was Károly Kós (1883-1977), a versatile artist, writer, and
scholar, whose book Transylvania (Kolozsvár, 1929) was
the best statement of this concept. His work in organizing the
literary life of Transylvania may be compared to Kazinczy’s a
hundred years previously, for his ability and energy were entirely
devoted to the revival of literary life. He was an editor of the
Kolozsvár periodical Herdsmen’s Campfire (1921-44),
which became one of the leading literary organs in the inter-war
period, and a founding director of the Transylvanian Literary Guild
(1922-44), the chief publishing house of Transylvanian writers. The
Guild financed its network of book-distribution by producing
limited editions, relying for subscribers on the upper classes,
who, inspired by a sense of patriotism, set aside their
conservative convictions and liberally supported writers of all
political creeds. It was Baron János Kemény (1903-71), himself a
writer and the director of the Kolozsvár National Theatre, who
summoned authors to a conference at his Marosvécs castle in 1926,
out of which Transylvanian Helicon, a writers’ co-operative, was
formed. This produced a periodical, Transylvanian
Helicon (1928-44), whose editorial policy was based on the
principles of Transylvanism and l’art pour l’art.

Naturally, writers’ associations such as
these tended to come under the influence of particular pressure
groups, and their profiles kept on changing. The only intellectuals
to keep their distance from the major groups were the Communist
sympathizers; their periodical, Our Age (1926-40,
re-established 1957- ), was launched by exiles of the 1919
revolution. Under the editorship of Gábor Gaál (1893-1954), from
1931 onwards Our Age became the leading Hungarian
Marxist review; its emphasis shifted from literature to the social
reality, and only socialist poetry or fiction was welcomed in its
pages. When Northern Transylvania was returned to Hungary as a
result of the Second Vienna Award (1940) Our Age was
suppressed.

Other intellectuals who were involved in
the revival of Transylvanian literature included Elek Benedek
(1859-1929), who at the end of a celebrated literary and public
career returned to his native Transylvania. Benedek was a household
name at the beginning of this century, mainly on account of his
enormously popular tales and children’s fiction, which were based
on folk-tales mostly collected by himself (e.g. Székely
Fairyland, 1885). His best known collection, Hungarian
Popular Tales (5 vols., 1894-96), was known to generations
of schoolchildren, and after his return to Transylvania; he once
more worked with great enthusiasm to provide children with reading
material in their native tongue. Sándor Makkai (1890-1951),
Calvinist bishop of Transylvania, represented a liberal
protestantism, and championed, for example, the poetry of Ady
(Fate of the Hungarian Tree, 1927), causing a minor
sensation; Ady was still exotic fare to conservative taste, and
Makkai’s book attempted to gloss over Ady’s radical and
revolutionary attitudes. As a novelist, Makkai achieved success
with his Witch-Ball (1925), in which the historical
setting served only to disguise the incestuous love story of Anna
and Gábor Báthori. In 1936 he moved to Hungary, and became
professor at the University of Debrecen. Finally, György Bözödi
(1913-1989) in his Székely Cares (1938) produced a
brilliant sociological survey of the Székelys; he
explored their social conditions with the same relentless candour
that characterized the work of the village explorers.

It is difficult to establish a clear
picture of this early period of separate Transylvanian literature,
and not only because writers could not rely on a local tradition in
their efforts to establish a literary life; the main problem was
the prevailing fluidity of the situation. Writers who happened to
be living in Transylvania at the time it was annexed to Romania
often hesitated as to whether they should stay, or move to Hungary;
the attraction of the mainstream of literature in the language, and
the fear that regional literary life would fall a victim to
provincialism made it a difficult decision to stay. On the other
hand there were Transylvanian authors who felt it their duty to
return to their native region. These uncertain attitudes delayed
the shaping of an independent irodalmi tudat. Of the
older writers, Aladár Kuncz returned to Transylvania to participate
in literary life there, yet his Black Monastery shows
no signs of regionalism, let alone provincialism; it is a product
of the universal war experience. This same experience was, however,
blended with the stifling atmosphere of small-town life in the
works of Ben? Karácsony (1888-1944). He expressed the mood of a
generation which, having returned from the trenches feeling that
they had been duped, found no ideals to guide them in their
existential uncertainty. Their frustrating experiences set the tone
of Karácsony’s entertaining novels, in which bitterness is always
hidden behind a light cynicism and an apparently youthful
irresponsibility. A lawyer by profession, Karácsony first wrote
plays and short stories, but made his name with a largely
autobiographical novel, Petrushka (Kolozsvár, 1927).
His best work, Sunny Side (Kolozsvár, 1936), also
draws on his own experiences; its hero Kázmér Felméry, an eccentric
sculptor and a social drop-out, is an emblematic figure of his
generation. Karácsony’s sense of humour brightens the dialogue, and
he succeeds in avoiding both mannerism and sentimentality. The
novel concludes on a note of wise resignation, which strikes the
mood of its sequel, On the Paths of Resignation; this
was published posthumously (Kolozsvár, 1946), since Karácsony
perished during the German occupation, a victim of racial
persecution.

Székely traditions provided
the subject-matter for the works of Domokos Gyallay (1880-1970).
His narrative art belongs to the old school, being slow, evenly
paced, and permeated with warm humour; and although his figures are
thoroughbred Székelys, their speech is never marred by
the excessive use of dialect, the principal shortcoming of all
those writers who prefer colourful regionalism to clarity. His
Iron Bread (1925) relates an episode of the miners’
struggle in the late seventeenth century, an event which caused
general consternation just before Prince Rákóczi’s War of
Independence.

The most original figure of
Székely folklore, the góbé,*Góbé is of unknown etymology. The word
has been recorded since the early seventeenth century, at first
denoting a simpleton, and later used in the sense discussed in the
text. In modern usage it is a somewhat pejorative term. also
appeared in the literature of the inter-war period. The
characteristic qualities of the góbé are a sharp
native wit and a peculiarly clever way of thinking; he testifies to
the resourceful verbal defence mechanism of an ethnic group. In a
way, the góbé is the counterpart of the cockney in
English literature, and provided writers with colourful characters
whose innocence, primitive qualities, tendency to talk in riddles,
or occasional sententiousness they were only too liable to
exaggerate. This is exactly what often happened to the
góbés of József Nyír? (1889-1953). Nyír?’s original
voice was noticed by the critics when he published his first
collection of short stories, Man Carving Jesus (1924).
Although they were not entirely free of mannerism or of obscure
dialect words, Nyír?’s stories immediately succeeded in
communicating a unique atmosphere with lyrical sketches of
Székely life in the mountains. He was one of the first
writers to portray the particular world of the
Székelys and the natural beauties of the snow-capped
Transylvanian Alps. With a feeling for timelessness, tragedy, and
transcience, Nyír?’s sensitivity emerges best in the short stories
of Kopjafás*A
kopjafa is a carved wooden head-post traditionally
used in Székely cemeteries. (1933), all
describing the ultimate event in man’s life, the conclusion of
individual tragedies: death.

Yet as a novelist Nyír? often lacked the
will to halt his own search for the unattainable; he sought in vain
for perfect symbols which would epitomize the final mysteries of
life and death. In Bence Uz (Székelyudvarhely, 1935),
however, he created a popular góbé whose escapades and
general prankishness are always entertaining, despite the fact that
the character is obviously overdrawn. The source of Bence Uz’s
magic is his closeness to nature, his healthy common sense, and
carefree retorts. Uz is also endowed with a deep, natural faith
which enables him to experience life more fully; his instincts
never let him down. Doubtless, the notion of primeval man’s mystic
union with nature is romantic, yet Bence Uz points the
way to a native land of human innocence. In God’s Yoke
(Kolozsvár, 1926) tells the story of Nyír?’s apostasy, for he had
been a Catholic priest until 1919. His doubt, disappointment, and
bitter experiences drove him to a humanist perception of religion,
free from dogmas: ‘You know I was a priest and I deserted the
Church. I, too, thought that I had deserted. It is not true. Only
now, from this very moment am I a real priest. Up to now I changed
bread into God, from now on I change God into bread’ – declares the
hero of In God’s Yoke when he becomes a village
miller. This autobiographical novel is Nyír?’s best; not only does
he preserve a sense of proportion by curbing his love of excess in
both style and incident, but there is present in the work an
artistic authenticity which seems to be lacking in his other
novels, where his vision frequently became blurred in his frantic
search for myths, mysteries, and the ‘ultimate riddle of life’.

When Northern Transylvania was returned to
Hungary in 1940, Nyír? moved to Budapest, and became involved in
politics. At the end of World War II he was forced to go into exile
and he died in Madrid, far from the mainstream of Hungarian
literature. Since 1945 he has been surrounded by an official
silence in both Hungary and Romania.

The paramount significance of regionalism
can be best appreciated in the works of another
Székely writer, Áron Tamási. Born on 20 September 1897
at Farkaslaka in the heart of the
Székelyföld,*The homeland of the Székelys in the
south-eastern corner of Transylvania. Tamási owed his
education to a childhood accident, as a result of which his family
considered him unfit for manual labour and sent him to a
gimnázium. Before his final examinations he was called
up, and having returned from the trenches, he found, like so many
of his contemporaries, that the ideas and values received during
his education were worthless in a changed world. Disillusioned, he
emigrated to the United States in the early 1920s – and it was
there that he began to write. It was also there that he found the
answer to the perplexing quest for an aim in human existence: ‘We
are born to this earth to find a home on it’ – as an American Negro
explained to Ábel, Tamási’s most original hero. This discovery
remained the leitmotif of Tamási’s writing.

Peculiarities derived from the
Székely background established the technique of his
short stories (Soul-Moving, Kolozsvár, 1925). While a
certain influence of Nyír? can be discerned, it is the freshness
and liveliness of the spoken language that lend Tamási’s stories
their essential features. Their playful humour owes much to the
first rule of góbé wit: a direct answer should never
be given to a direct question. The psychological background to this
peculiarity of Székely behaviour is complex; it may
serve as a cover up for natural shyness; it may also provide an
opportunity for a battle of wits between friends, which, in turn,
is a source of entertainment for both the participants and the
audience. In addition, it may be a product of an age-old
defence-mechanism, aimed at revealing as little as possible to a
stranger whose intentions are not clear. Whatever the explanation,
góbé wit is an effective intellectual weapon in a
closely-knit ethnic community whose survival may often depend on
its own resourcefulness. The stories are based on minute
observation, yet Tamási always creates an irrealistic atmosphere;
the descriptions are poetic, and the structure of the stories is
similar to that of folk-tales. It is remarkable that in the midst
of mines, factories, skyscrapers, and the bustling traffic of the
New World, Tamási should have turned homeward for his
subject-matter, to the primitive world of Székely
villages where nervous breakdowns were unknown and the tempo of
life was generally slow; life was often little else but a struggle
for a meagre livelihood.

When Tamási returned from the United
States, his reputation as a new voice from Transylvania had already
been established. When, however, he turned to writing novels, he
lost his sureness of touch; he could not keep his easy-flowing
picturesque sentences under control in Prince of the Virgin
Mary (Kolozsvár, 1928). Another novel, The Titled
Ones*Czímeresek. As a device of
characterization he keeps the archaic spelling of the word (initial
‘cz’ instead of ‘c’), in order to represent by orthographic means
the attitude of those behind the times. In modern Hungarian
editions editors automatically employ the standard spelling,
showing little understanding of Tamási’s subtle play with
nuances. (Kolozsvár, 1931) is full of passionate, but
ineffective, social criticism. As Tamási hardly knew the upper
classes, his novel about them may be regarded only as an attempt to
break fresh ground in search of new subject-matter.

Nevertheless, he established a harmony
between his stylistic innovations and the traditional anecdotal
manner in his Ábel trilogy (Ábe1 in the Wilderness,
Kolozsvár, 1932; Ábel in the Country, Kolozsvár, 1934;
and Ábel in America, Kolozsvár, 1934). Ábel is a
veritable alter ego of the writer, whose message he
carries convincingly. The first part concerns a winter the young
Ábel spends in the Hargita mountains as a solitary
sales-clerk-cum-watchman of a firewood depository. On the surface,
it is a small-scale adventure story; nothing extraordinary happens
to the young boy in the wilderness, he merely fights for his
existence against human cunning and inclement nature. On a deeper
level, however, Ábel is a mythical hero who, in the course of his
struggles, shows his ability to survive at all costs; from a
defenceless child who has been kicked around by people and tossed
by events he develops into a man, as he learns the tricks of the
trade for survival, cunning against cunning, cheating against
cheating. In the second part, as in a folk-tale, Ábel sets out to
prove himself. Tamási, however, seems to be on less sure ground in
city life than in the wilderness of the mountains, and Ábel’s
figure is frequently no more than an unintentional caricature of
his former self; his adventures lack the quality which makes the
first part of the trilogy an irregular, yet remarkable,
Bildungsroman. Ábel’s American adventures in the third
part reveal him again as a hero of destiny who is willing to stake
everything, and whose bold and sometimes belligerent spirit is not
afraid of risking disillusion. His behaviour is incalculable, since
he goes through experiences that are alien to him; but he proves
his ability to preserve his integrity amid the outlandish sights
and sounds of a mechanized civilization. The underlying motifs of
Ábel in America is uprootedness, and Tamási’s purpose
is to escort this proud and sometimes dazed Ulysses back home, to
the snow-capped Transylvanian mountains, because in Tamási’s belief
man’s natural shelter is home, and home belongs to the native soil.
The minor characters of the trilogy are drawn with the same
originality and loving care as is Ábel – they are the chief
accessories to Tamási’s regionalism.

Contemporary Romania, however, failed to
provide a home either for Ábel or for Tamási, whose moving account
(My Birthplace, 1939) of the autochthonous home of a
people now living as a minority is entirely free from hatred of the
new masters. Tamási’s mind is resigned to the changed conditions of
the Székelys; it is only his soul which revolts
against being a second-class citizen in his native country. His
most original novel, Matthias the Icebraker*A symbolic reference to a saint in the calendar who
makes his appearance late in winter (24 February) to clear away the
ice, but-according to popular belief-if he finds no frost he makes
some. (Kolozsvár, 1935), is probably a sublimation of this
predicament; the narrative concerns a lost spirit arriving from the
stars whose transmigration through flea, spider, bee, stork, owl,
eagle, fox and dog eventually ends when he moves into a human being
whose birth is the conclusion of the story. Critics found it
difficult to interpret Tamási’s peculiar naïve surrealism, which
subsisted on the accumulated primitive wisdom of
Székely fables and popular beliefs, and which, at the
same time, was an artistic recreation of the timeless metaphysical
struggle between good and evil, the primeval theme of ancient
epics. The spirit of goodwill moves from animal to animal with
ironic resourcefulness, as if each metamorphosis had provided
Tamási not only with an opportunity to exercise a benevolent
influence over the fate of human beings who are assisted by the
spirit, but also conceive many of the episodes with an impish
humour, lending to the whole book an irresistible charm and a
playful lightness which, in turn, contrast well with its
metaphysical aspects.

In the sequel to Matthias the
Icebreaker (A Star Is Shining, Kolozsvár, 1938)
the spirit is finally tucked away in a Székely boy,
who had to discover for himself that humans are blessed with more
failings than animals. There is, however, a wide gap between the
two novels, for Matthias is not an exponent of universal
metaphysical truths, but a Messianic figure with a calling to
improve his people’s lot. The novel abounds in autobiographical
episodes and moving descriptions of Székely poverty;
the portraits of the villagers who form the background to the
growing up of Matthias are no less vivid, yet A Star Is
Shining fails to live up to the promise of Matthias
the Icebreaker, in which ordinary reality is effortlessly
supplemented by speaking storks or wise male fleas, in which a
sorcerer attends regular mass in the church, or a goblin drinks
brandy by flickering candle-light; the sequel remains only a
reassertion of Tamási’s fundamental belief in a world of peace and
harmony.

His short stories, which he continued to
write during the whole of his career, successfully retained an
anachronistic, timeless atmosphere, the naïvety of folk-tales, the
mystery of ballads (e.g. ‘Orderly Resurrection’, ‘In Praise of a
Donkey’), yet his figures are portrayed with tangible vitality and
airy freshness, and the ruthless struggle for survival always
emerges as the fundamental motive, set against a background of
looming, rugged mountains; man’s defenceless existence is captured
and frozen by the hands of a magician – for unaccountable incidents
are made plausible, and the reader is not taken aback if a story
comes to an end abruptly. (Bird at Dawn, 1929;
Inappropriate World, Kolozsvár, 1931, and Buds
and Hope, 1935.)

In the 1930s Tamási experimented with
playwriting; he created some memorable scenes of dramatized
folk-tales; on the whole, however, his plays prove his inability to
exchange his natural manner of writing, which is narration, for
dramatic construction. The symbolism of the plays gave directors
the opportunity to produce original stage settings and special
lighting effects, yet the spectacles were insufficient to
compensate for the lack of dramatic intensity.
(Songbird, 1934; Radiant Jerome, in
Three Plays, 1941.) Tamási always sympathized with the
népi writers, in both their political and their
artistic creed, and at the end of World War II, when Northern
Transylvania was re-annexed to Romania, he remained in Budapest,
where he stayed until his death in 1966.

The last period of his creativity is
characterized by an effort to shed the colourful plumage of his
népi surrealism. In addition, during the period
between the Communist takeover and ‘the thaw’ he was restricted in
publishing his works; The Cradle and The Owl, for
example, was written in 1949, but was published only in 1953. It
was intended as the first part of an autobiographical trilogy, and
in it the ageing writer descended finally from his magic world into
the more immediate and more tangible world of reality. The other
novel he wrote during this period, Domestic Mirror
(1953), contains the reminiscences of a certain Vince Madár who
participated in the War of Independence, and wrote his memoirs
during the bleak years following its suppression. Tamási clearly
intended to draw a parallel with an equally bleak present. When
history repeated itself in the abortive revolution of 1956, Tamási
himself played a prominent part in the writers’ revolt.

His last novel, Szirom and His
Anthill (1960), is the story of a Székely
family from Romania proper*Székelys called Csángós
lived on the eastern slopes of the Carpathians in Romania proper.
When Northern Transylvania was returned to Hungary in 1940, the
Government attempted to resettle Csángós in
Transdanubia. The experiment, however, was not successful;
uprooting the people from their natural habitat caused much human
misery. which re-settled in Hungary. The long road of old
Antal Szirom, by the end of which he is resigned to present-day
historical realities, is emblematic in more ways than one. It not
only expresses Tamási’s own resignation at the conclusion of a life
burdened with memories of historical whirlpools, but it also shows
him in a new role: here he is looking at life with the eyes of an
old man, whereas previously most of his heroes had been youngsters
on the borderline between childhood and adolescence. Old Szirom,
however, dies before completing his notes, and the last chapter is
written by his grandson, so that a living link is established
between the generations, between past and future:

In my speech I could not walk on earth and
fly to trees at the same time*An
idiomatic reference to old Szirom’s picturesque speech which he
preserved until death, while the younger generation spoke standard
Hungarian. , as dear Grandpa could. Yet I feel pleased to be
strengthened through him in common decency while I am writing, just
as he was strengthened by me while he was alive. I couldn’t give
anyone better advice than that we should strengthen each other. My
grandfather was good, and we young people should be enriched by
what is good in our elders; in turn, they should be heartened by
our renewal. I have nothing further to add.

This last message of Tamási, spoken by a
young man, recalls Ábel, who attained and preserved human dignity
in a hostile and changing world; it is also a valedictory speech by
a writer whose faith in common human decency remained unshaken.

Another Székely writer who
created a memorable góbé is Count Albert Wass
(1908-1998), whose powerful first novel Wolftrap
(Kolozsvár, 1934) was an instant success. In 1944 he left Hungary,
and in 1952 settled in the USA, where he became a professor of
European literature at the University of Florida in 1956. The main
theme of his novels is his intimate love affair with his native
Transylvania; his uprooting from there was the most shattering
experience he ever underwent. He wrote A Man by the
Roadside (Munich, 1950) while the wounds were still fresh;
it is a long monologue by an unidentified Székely
refuge on the border of Transylvania, in which Wass reconsiders
with dramatic intensity the events of the recent past as seen and
illustrated by the life-story of his anonymous hero.

His best known figure is, however, the
góbé Mózsi Tánczos Csuda, a lively character who, in
turn, has to outwit Romanians, Hungarians, Germans, and Russians,
merely to stay alive. Mózsi is no relative of Ábel; he had no
mystic qualities; his pragmatic common sense is his defence against
more powerful circumstances. In Thirteen Apple Trees
(Buenos Aires, 1952) Mózsi, a gamekeeper and a family man, makes
his appearance just as Romanian rule is coming to an end, on the
eve of the Hungarian liberation of Northern Transylvania. Then the
Russians come, and in their wake Romanian rule returns. These
eventful five years (1940-5) serve as the background to Mózsi’s
life; for him the new Hungarian regime is as disappointing as the
Romanian reprisals following the short interlude are cruel. Wass is
clearly under the spell of Transylvanism; if those mountain people
(Székelys, Romanians, and Saxons) were only left
alone, he seems to say, they would be able to manage their own
affairs with tolerance. This is the message of his best known novel
Give Me Back My Mountains! (Munich, 1948); and Mózsi’s
life in Communist Romania is described in The Red Star
Wanes (Toronto, 1965). While in Thirteen Apple
Trees he relates a story that in its authentic details could
be told neither in Romania nor in Hungary, its sequel is the paler
for his lack of first-hand experience. Wass also wrote historical
novels (The Sword and The Scythe, Astor Park, Fla.,
and Toronto, 2 vols., 1974-6); his technique is traditional, and
his novels often consist only of loosely connected episodes. His
main virtues as a writer are his descriptive power, prominent in
his hunting scenes, and his humorous góbé
dialogues.

While Transylvanian prose-writers were
mainly concerned with the underprivileged position of the Hungarian
ethnic minority in the inter-war period, and attempted to ensure
survival by preserving their own identity through advocating
regionalism, some of the poets in the same period tried to
alleviate the uncertainties, fears, and anxieties of their
compatriots. The symbol of Hungarian protest was Sándor Reményik
(1890-1941) who, under the pen-name of Végvári*Of
a végvár (frontier fort). An allusion to the
végvárs of the 16th and 17th centuries which were part
of a defence system against the marauding Turkish armies.,
comforted his people in poems which circulated in manuscript or
typescript. These poems had an immense emotional appeal in both
Romania and Hungary, and in the latter Reményik was hailed as the
embodiment of spiritual resistance in Transylvania. The
Végvári Poems (1921) impress the reader with their
absolute sincerity and the therapeutic quality of their moral
indignation.

After his Végvári period Reményik proved to
be a prolific poet, although his technique changed little during
his career. His rhyme-schemes are conventional; in several of his
poems he uses enjambement, which supports the atmospheric unity;
his figurative language is seldom exciting, yet most of his poems
are pervaded by a noble sadness, brooding moods, and timid love,
all of which have contributed to his popularity.

Reményik kept to the beaten track, but
János Bartalis (1893-1977) broke fresh ground with his poetry.
Critics noticed his spontaneous free verse in Nyugat
in 1914, and the free-flowing poems of this peasant poet were
likened to Walt Whitman’s ‘liquid billowy waves’. Bartalis never
participated in literary life; he led a withdrawn, solitary life as
a farmer cultivating the soil, addicted to the enjoyment of
physical work, and to the bucolic scenery in the surrounding
landscape. He is enraptured by primitive experience; his close
communion with nature is idyllic, there is a virginal freshness in
the poems. His undemanding soul is enchanted by Mother Nature and
he is able to convey his ecstasy to the reader (Oh,
Rosetree, Kolozsvár, 1926; Sunbird, 1930;
and Earth Is My Pillow, Kolozsvár, 1930).

This idyllic world was irreparably damaged
by history; paradise lost was never again regained, for Bartalis
was unable to acquire new poetic devices or the fortitude of spirit
needed to explore the full emotional range of these disturbing
experiences. He eventually fell silent, and reappeared in print
only in the mid-1950s. The lyrics of his old age, however, only
contain repetitions of, and variations on, his former themes, with
less enthusiasm and less emotional intensity.

Of the younger poets, Jen? Dsida (1907-38),
who died at an early age, had the most promising talent. He
mastered the difficulties of technique with amazing ease, following
in the footsteps of the Nyugat poets with his
conviction that poetry is valid only as pure art. Far from being an
‘ivory-tower’ poet or an arid formalist, however, Dsida never
violated the dictates of his own artistic sensibility. His first
volume (Lurking Solitude, Kolozsvár, 1928) shows him
experimenting, and at the same time being influenced by Rilke and
the Symbolists. His later volumes (Maundy Thursday,
Kolozsvár, 1933, and the posthumous On Angels’ Cither,
Kolozsvár, 1938) display his mature art. His last poems are haunted
by a constant awareness of impending death.

Dsida is essentially a poet of existential
uncertainty. He is perhaps the only major Transylvanian poet
unaffected by the political issues of the day, not only because he
always abhorred ‘big words’, but because his delicate health
constantly forced him to listen to the inner voice. Frequently
recurring images in his early poetry (empty house, cemetery, autumn
forest) indicate an intense Weltschmerz; everything
reminds him of transience, and that he is an ailing man whose
fleeting moments of ecstasy impose a heavy mortgage on his life
which it will be impossible to redeem. Yet he managed to break his
sense of isolation simply by moving to Kolozsvár in the early
1930s, and in the midst of bustling city life he was exposed to
electrifying and exhilarating experiences.

This encounter with ‘real life’ can be
discerned in his poetry; every living organism triggers off
exuberant joy. In ‘An Afternoon Walk with My Dear Dog’, for
example, the revelry of sights, smells, and sounds suggests
hedonistic pleasures unrestrained by the rolling hexameters. The
same emotional intensity and hymnic adoration of youth, nature, and
love inspire his love poems, which are seasoned with delightfully
erotic allusions (‘Why Angels Adored Viola’). Dsida always seemed
to find the exact words to convey an intimate experience, his sense
of rhythm never let him down; he preferred the iambic metre, but he
used other metrical patterns with equal ease and never left a
single line unpolished. The graceful musicality of his long poem,
‘A Serenade to Helen’, effortlessly sustained, is one of the major
achievements of modern Hungarian poetry; only Kosztolányi or Árpád
Tóth, both of whom could claim Dsida as their apprentice, were able
to produce such a superbly sonorous effect.

His buoyant, sensuous, and witty verse,
with which he hoped to arrest the approach of death, was eventually
corroded by growing despair and a sense of horror when time began
to run out. He found relief in religious devotion, the sincerity of
which was often doubted by later critics, yet poems like ‘Maundy
Thursday’, or ‘Easter Song in Front of the Empty Tomb’ prove
convincingly that mystic experience was not alien to Dsida. A
vision of a Christ who is ‘grey, tired and resembles us’ (‘Christ’)
frequently haunted him. Dsida’s religion is not the fixed creed of
the Catholic Church, it is the humble devotion of the deprived and
the wretched. At the same time he is aware of the limitations of
his faith, for ‘man’s faith moves with a torn banner’ (‘Harum
Dierum Carmina’). When the sadness which had been shadowing him
with relentless persistence finally overwhelmed him, the fear of
the unknown left its mark on his poetry. In ‘The Elegy of Falling
Hair’ and ‘In Vain Do You Look At …’ there is a premonition of the
final confrontation; in ‘It Betrays, For It Shines’, no route for
escape is left open:

<
tbody>



	
This wretched world no longer hides me.





	
I crouch among frogs.





	
The heart betrays, for it shines,





	
The eyeballs exhale a fragrance.





	
He who lives cannot hide.





	
It comes. It is here. Next to me.






Although he spent a substantial part of his
creative life in Hungary, Lajos Áprily (1887-1967) remained a
Transylvanian regionalist throughout the whole of his life. He
published his first volume of poetry (A Village Elegy,
Kolozsvár, 1921) when he was thirty-four, and his main themes were
already discernible in this volume. First and foremost Áprily sings
the praise of his native country in classic forms, with impressive
verbal discipline, refined figures of speech, and an all-pervading
nostalgia. He certainly has accomplished everything that
characterized the best poets of the Nyugat generation,
by transplanting to his native land a cult of nature which recalls
the Greek authors: his imagery is full of classical allusions. (His
‘Marathon’ is, for example, perhaps one of the best sonnets in the
language.) Áprily’s favourite landscape is often unpeopled; pine
forests under snow-capped mountains, swift and clear mountain
streams running in their rocky beds, bluish, clean forest air, the
silence of the wilderness which favours meditations on the change
of the seasons, or his deep attachment to this landscape are the
subject-matter of his verse (e.g. ‘On the Summit’). Yet in this
bucolic solitude Áprily is aware of the outside world; he knows
that one cannot escape fate by isolating oneself as if spellbound
by nature; he accepts fate with resignation, since wars and
historical upheavals are unavoidable, and the poet’s business is
only to register his own protest. This protest is feeble, devoid of
violent passions; he knows his place, he is only one of the wailing
voices in the faceless chorus, while heroes act out the tragedy in
the Greek manner. This poetic attitude of his was predominant
during World War II. Having survived the siege of Budapest, he
laments over the grim and gloomy events, inspired by the Greek
tragedies and the Old Testament (The Smoke of Abel’s
Fire, 1957). Old age did not impair his artistic qualities;
his attachment to Transylvania points beyond ordinary patriotism –
it is a metaphysical link between man and a secluded, private
world, beyond time and history.

His son, Zoltán Jékely*Although his father changed his family name from
Jékely to Áprily, he reverted to the ancient Saxon family
name. (1913-82), although usually regarded as belonging to
the third generation of Nyugat writers inherited and
retained a strong attachment to his roots, notwithstanding his
early separation from his birthplace (he was educated at Eötvös
College), and childhood memories provide the main inspiration in
his poetry (Nights, 1936, Towards a New
Millennium, 1939). Jékely’s poetry is infected by a morbid
longing for death, counterbalanced only by comforting images of
nature and love. Elegy is his favourite form, and his frequent use
of iambic metres effectively underlines an ever-present nostalgia
for the sights of his childhood (‘Autumn at Enyed’, ‘A Ballet of
Trouts’, ‘Elegy at the Seaside’). His later poetry
(Miles, Years,1943; Forbidden
Garden, 1957) is enriched by intellectual themes; moreover
Jékely is able to give voice to irony and self-mockery, although
the melancholic undertone of his poetry remains unrelieved. He also
wrote short stories and novels, in which he was frequently unable
to find the appropriate balance between nostalgia and grotesque
humour, straightforward narrative and autobiograhical
reminiscences.
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After the short-lived Hungarian rule in
Northern Transylvania (1940-4), the whole territory was returned to
Romania at the end of World War II when the advancing Soviet army
occupied it. The so-called ‘Trianon frontiers’ were ratified anew
by the Allies at the Paris Peace Treaties in 1947. The Hungarian
intelligentsia and the civil service were once more dispersed, and
as in 1920, after World War I, those who were actively involved in
the Hungarian administration fled to Hungary proper. After an
initial period of anti-Hungarian riots and semi-official
persecution, the nationality question seemed to have been
satisfactorily resolved by the establishment of a ‘Magyar
Autonomous Region’ in 1952, which largely overlapped with the
Székelyföld; and the guaranteeing of minority rights
(e.g. the alternative use of the language in education and in
official transactions) meant that facilities were provided for
cultural institutions. After the Hungarian revolution of 1956, on
the pretext of social unrest, and particularly after Soviet troops
had been withdrawn in 1958, the treatment of nationalities became
less liberal. (The Bolyai*Named after János Bolyai (1802-60), a Hungarian
mathematician whose theory of parallels (1831) was epoch-making in
non-Euclidian geometry. University of Kolozsvár, the only
Hungarian university in the country, was drastically reorganized in
1959; its autonomy was revoked, and the language of instruction
became Romanian in most of its faculties.) Since the mid-1960s,
minority rights for the Hungarians have been gradually curtailed;
the ‘Magyar Autonomous Region’ was merged with other administrative
units in 1967.

Literary life revived immediately after the
war, in spite of harsh conditions. Significantly, one of the early
manifestations of the new literature was a declaration of loyalty:
writers no longer talked and wrote about ‘Transylvanian-Hungarian
literature’, but about ‘Hungarian literature in Romania’. This
subtle but definite difference at first indicated only an
emblematic oath of allegiance of the Hungarian intellectuals; the
renunciation of the ‘bourgeois’ ideology of
Transylvanism. Today one can no longer speak of
‘Transylvanian’ literature, mainly as a result of official cultural
policy (some of the Hungarian cultural establishments were
transferred to Bucharest, and now numerous writers are also
resident in the Romanian capital).

Since the new regime was Communist, it was
the socialist writers who became the leaders of the intellectual
life. None of the old institutions (e.g. Transylvanian
Literary Guild) were revived; the new organ of the writers,
Our Way (1946- ), was edited by Gábor Gaál, the former
editor of Our Age, the traditions of which he set out
to maintain in the new, modest circumstances. In the bleak years of
Stalinism, however, dogmatic intolerance was practised on a large
scale, and literature, in whatever language, ceased to be artistic
creation; its function was solely to popularize Communist doctrines
and fight remnants of ‘bourgeois’ ideology. Writers with a
respectable socialist past, like Gábor Gaál himself, were
‘unmasked’ as enemies of the people, and if they failed to conform
to the ‘official’ line were removed from their posts. The
Association of Hungarian Writers in Romania was incorporated in the
Writers’ Union of Romania in 1949. The process of Stalinization in
literary life was ruthlessly completed in a relatively short time,
by the early 1950s. Signs of ‘the thaw’ appeared slowly in the late
1950s, with the introduction of more liberal policies. At the same
time new literary periodicals were established. True
Word (1953- ), in the heart of the Székelyföld.
originally aimed at popularizing the common past of the Hungarian
and Romanian ‘people’, with special emphasis on ‘progressive
traditions’ (i.e. the common class struggle against feudalistic
oppression by the Hungarian overlords of Transylvania). The
periodical has devoted special attention to features of Romanian
cultural life, one of its purposes being to open a window in
Hungarian on the Romanian cultural scene. Our Age
(1957- ) has also been re-established as a periodical of varied
content. In addition, a weekly literary review (The
Week, 1970- ) has been founded in Bucharest, reviewing
books, the theatre, art exhibitions, and other cultural events.

The above periodical publications are the
main forums of Hungarian letters today; of course there are several
other newspapers and specialized periodicals in Hungarian, but the
literary significance of these is negligible. The quality of
literary work greatly improved in the 1970s, not only because more
tolerant policies now guided literary life in general, allowing
scope for experiment in both fiction and poetry, but mainly because
a new generation of talented writers emerged whose conscience was
not burdened with memories of the recent past. In addition,
book-publishing in the last fifteen years has also shown a marked
improvement; besides original works by modern authors, numerous
volumes drawing on the rich literary heritage of Transylvania are
being published by Kriterion (the state publishing
house in Bucharest specializing in the literatures of national
minorities in Romania), and by Dacia in Kolozsvár –
and there are other publishing houses with a Hungarian section.

It would be too early to write about the
history of Hungarian literature in Romania in the past thirty-odd
years with any pretension to scholarly detachment, although some of
the leading figures of the period have already died. No doubt much
of what was written before the 1960s is only of ephemeral or
historical significance, yet a few sketches of authors may serve as
examples of the themes and quality of literary efforts.

Of the socialist writers who established
their reputations before World War II, and whose careers continued
in the new era without major setbacks, István Nagy (1904-77) should
be mentioned first. Of working class origin, he joined the
Communist movement at an early age; this was a decisive factor in
his literary activity. Most of his novels and short stories
describe working-class poverty and the struggle to improve social
conditions; he was able to create situations with authentic details
based on his rich experiences. His novels are documents of the
inter-war period; their intrinsic value is, however, doubtful,
since Nagy freely mixed gloom, naturalism, and romantic pathos, and
he was never able to achieve that artistic unity and moving poetry
which characterize the best proletarian writers. After 1945, with
the advent of the ‘new social order’, Nagy wrote much that proved
only his gullibility – shapeless masses of fiction in the service
of ‘socialist transformation of society’. In his last years he
wrote an autobiographical novel, in which his best qualities as a
writer are united with honest soul-searching.

Another socialist writer whose heavy
realism subsisted on bitter experience was István Asztalos
(1909-60). His ideals were Zsigmond Móricz and Maxim Gorki, and he
found his own voice after much struggle with his material. He first
attracted attention with János Tells (1939), which is
written in a plain, unadorned style; the narrative is
straightforward, and its effect rests solely on the selection of
events narrated. Unfortunately, this technique largely failed when
Asztalos, like so many of his contemporaries, attempted to write
about subjects whose treatment needed special care in the years of
Stalinism – not only were the conflicts described in these later
novels false or ill-conceived, but commitment to the cause of
socialism seemed to be insufficient for artistic plausibility.
Asztalos himself became aware of the unconvincing denouements of
his novels, and fell silent in the mid-1950s. Regrettably he died
before he was able to extricate himself from his crisis of
conscience.

The damage caused by Stalinism on the
literary scene can also be measured by its impact on poetry. The
leading poets of the 1950s, Ferenc Szemlér (1906-78), József
Méliusz (1909-95), László Szabédi (1907-59), and many others of
their generation, gave up their artistic integrity in the service
of a cause the righteousness of which might have raised much doubt.
Of the three poets perhaps Szabédi possessed the most promising
signs of talent. His first volume, Creative Poverty
(1939), witnesses the self-torment of a lost soul who is hopelessly
alien in the world, and is in constant search of himself. The
resulting poetry is attractive particularly on account of its
musicality. After World War II Szabédi was appointed professor of
aesthetics at the University of Kolozsvár, and seems to have found
his bearings in the new society. Yet when the University was taken
away from the Hungarian minority, he committed suicide as a gesture
of protest. Szemlér made his debut with free verse containing
powerful images; his attraction to Proletkult made him
later an easy target for accusations of leftist deviation. After a
period of faithful dogmatism which completely destroyed his poetry,
Szemlér was able to renew his verse in the 1960s, showing genuine
repentance for his Stalinist past: ‘I did not sing my own tune.
Others called the tune.’ Of these three poets, Méliusz made a
spectacular public career; for a long time he was in charge of
literary affairs, and in 1968 he was elected vice-president of The
Writers’ Union of Romania. In the 1950s he persecuted non-socialist
literature with sectarian intolerance (e.g. his article about
Dsida: ‘Attention! False Angel’, 1956); in the 1970s, however, he
realized that faith is not possible without doubt, and his latest
poems display a profound search for truth, which helped him both to
renew his poetic resources and to arrive at a personal
catharsis.

Needless to say the acute infection of
literature with dogmatic narrow-mindedness was not confined to
Hungarian literature in Romania; all East European literatures
suffered from the effects of Stalinism. Some fared better than
others, but everywhere the generation which made its debut in the
wake of World War II had to pay the heaviest price; many gifted
writers never fully recovered from the after-effects of their own
gullibility, and today, although political commitment is no longer
obligatory in literature, native critics still find it too painful
to write about the shameful years of the recent past.

Meanwhile a new generation grew up, with
the sins of their fathers prominently before their eyes; the best
representatives of this generation drew on pre-war traditions and
contemporary European trends. There are numerous talented writers,
some of whom have created memorable works. In fiction the first
name to remember is András Süt? (1927- ), whose My Mother
Promises Light Sleep (Bucharest, 1970) received deserved
praise from critics in both Romania and Hungary. Süt?’s literary
career started with short stories in the 1950s; his realism was
influenced by Móricz, his style by Tamási. After a long silence, he
reappeared with a highly original work, a composite novel, which he
subtitled ‘notes in a diary’. My Mothers Promises …
contains apparently unrelated entries in a diary, consisting of
sociological reportage, anecdotes, well-observed
character-sketches, documents, and lyrical confessions; all these
ingredients are, however, superbly united through the dramatic
intensity of Süt?’s intention to face up to the controversial past:
‘I still feel guilty of something I have never committed.
Collective guilt was hammered into us.’ Süt?’s rediscovery that
truth is beauty is not a romantic notion, but a lesson drawn from
recent history. His latest work is a play (Star at the
Stake, 1975), about Michael Servetus who was burnt at the
stake as a heretic.

Another novelist, Tibor Bálint (1932-2002),
whose early short stories (Quiet Street, Bucharest,
1963) served as a suitable target for disapproval by literary
apparatchiks, has written one major novel
(Sobbing Monkey, Bucharest, 1969). Its title is taken
from a suburban innkeeper who, when drunk, ‘sobbed like a monkey’.
No hero emerges in the novel, but Bálint manipulates dozens of
figures with an expert hand. History is always on the periphery,
for Bálint’s creatures are an assorted lot living in the slums of a
Transylvanian city. They have little understanding of what happens;
their comments and attitudes, however, which are often a mixture of
cheap sentimentalism, grotesque humour, and sudden manifestations
of unassuming decency, add up to the best portrayal yet of life and
society in the last thirty years in Transylvania. Bálint’s
remarkable psychological insight is responsible for the minute
characterization of the host of characters who belong to different
age groups and thus represent different attitudes to the events by
which their lives are governed. Bálint is of working-class origin;
he managed to create working-class fiction without the pretentious
ideas of the preceding generation, which proved to be
self-deception at best, and intellectual dishonesty at worst. The
youngest authors, who are around thirty, have completely broken the
fetters of history; for them history is often only paraphernalia
for surrealistic or neo-avant-garde experimentation, involving the
problems of the self (e.g. Attila Vári, 1944- ). What the prospects
of this experimenting generation are it is too early to say.

The same is largely true of the new poets.
Innovation is the keyword-innovation of poetic devices, the
destruction of traditional poetic forms, penetration into the deep
structures of the language, collage and montage techniques are all
part of a defiant rebellion against the traditional meaning of
words whose message proved to be false. There remain few ideals and
even fewer idols whose image did not become tarnished in the
1950s-Attila József is one of the survivors. József’s impact is
universal; Hungarian poets, wherever they live, come under his
influence, for he is a symbol of intellectual honesty; the new
generation of Hungarian poets in Romania has also looked to him for
inspiration and for a poetic attitude. In addition, these poets
discovered all the contemporary trends in European poetry from
which they were barred in the 1950s.

Sándor Kányádi (1929- ) started to write
enthusiastic lines about the new social order, but soon became
disillusioned; his poetry now reflects a commitment, only to his
roots. In the volume Relaxation (Bucharest, 1966)
Kányádi experimented with different forms and techniques, and his
poetry has now been accepted as an authentic voice from
Transylvania. Many critics would agree that an outstanding member
of his generation is Géza Páskándi (1933-95). Páskándi, who moved
to Hungary in 1974, set out in the footsteps of József (Red
Bird, Bucharest, 1957) to discover the world for himself,
and has remained a restless explorer (Moonboomerang,
Bucharest, 1966). The high frequency of his intellectual excitement
is his main asset, and he is not afraid of linguistic absurdities.
His mastery of language enables him to develop a playful idea into
a truly great poem, and he is always ready to break out from the
prison of conventions. Páskándi’s special contribution to Hungarian
poetry is his ‘transcendental grammar’, in which the existing world
is only a framework for associative references. His latest poems,
frequently devoid of conventional semantic content, verge on
unintelligibility, yet their effect is undeniable. Another
distinctly new voice is that of Aladár Lászlóffy (1937- ), whose
first poems showed him as an ‘enfant terrible’, revolting not only
against down-to-earth realism but against everything with which he
believed his generation was burdened. By the 1970s his voice had
become steadier; humanist responsibility, scepticism, and
self-examination are now the main motifs of his poetry. Although
Domokos Szilágyi’s (1938-76) poetry developed along different lines
from that of Lászlóffy and though he was a much more accomplished
craftsman in rhyme and rhythm, he also started his career under the
influence of József. For him, everything that takes place in the
chaotic outside world is relevant only as far as it affects inner
harmony and order. Later, in Farewell to the Tropics
(Bucharest, 1969), he sets out to free himself from similes,
metaphors, and other poetic devices, and to confront himself with
the essence of existence and the relativity of values.

Finally, poets born in the 1940s are
non-conformists in every respect; they write casually about topics
which were taboo in the 1950s and needed moral courage to mention
in the 1960s. They busy themselves exclusively with their private
world, although they are fully aware of the realities of living as
a minority. They are pragmatic about their obligation to society,
and also about the consequences of living in a socialist country.
Of the dozen or so poets who appeared in the 1970s, there are many
fascinating new talents (e.g. Géza Sz?cs (1953- ), Béla Cselényi
(1955- ) and others in the Echinox Circle), and the
continuity of a separate Transylvanian spirit, which has survived
so many trials and tribulations, particularly in this century,
depends upon them.
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1. Poetry

WHILE the avant-garde and népi ideology
affected the development of poetry in the inter-war period to a
considerable extent, the traditions of Nyugat – a high degree of
craftsmanship and the lack of direct political engagement – also
survived, and there emerged two generations of poets whose revolt
against their predecessors took place without actually breaking
with the cherished ideals of Nyugat. These ideals included first of
all a deep attachment to polgári humanizmus. Humanism, unlike the
various political creeds of the inter-war period, implied a lack of
ideology, and a rejection of all kinds of violence; a polgári
humanista poet would not subscribe to any ideology which advocated
the happiness of mankind through violent means. Consequently, the
later Nyugat poets were immune to the infection of national
socialism, a disease which took numerous victims from the népi camp
in the late 1930s. At the same time, they also rejected the creed
of socialism, for they were believers in solid middle-class values
(hence their epithet: polgári), which they equated with the
‘universal’ and ‘eternal’ values of mankind. From this moderation
in political attitudes, it also followed that they were less prone
to nationalism; on their scale of values national consciousness
occupied a relatively insignificant place.

Yet they often found their predecessors too
pompous, too pre-occupied with technical brilliance, and perceived
too many pretences in their attitude to humanistic ideals. Most of
these poets consequently broke with the cult of beauty, with
formalism and conventional self-expression. Those poets who were
born in the belle épogue preceding World War I are conveniently
termed the second and third generations of Nyugat. Most of them
lived to see the horrors of World War II, and after the Communist
takeover they were silenced in the years of Stalinism, reappearing
on the literary scene during ‘the thaw’ and after the revolution of
1956.*Some of the younger poets,
such as Sándor Weöres, who made their debut on the eve of World War
II and displayed the full extent of their creativity only in the
post-revolutionary era, are discussed in Chapter XXV. This
arrangement is, of course, subjective and arguable.

The oldest poet of the second generation
was József Fodor (1898-1973). Born and brought up in Transylvania,
Fodor’s road to disillusion and pessimism led through. war and
revolutionary experiences, emigration and unemployment. His fertile
imagination created luxuriant imagery; his inspiration was nearly
always romantic. His instinctive rebellion found no practical aims,
hence his disappointment with the working-class movement. A
militant humanism, however, directed against the authoritarian
state, survived continuously in his poetry into the 1950s. His
early revolt was a role and a mask, in spite of its imposing
qualities (Gasping Woods, 1927; Write it on the Leaves of a Tree!
1931). In the late 1930s anti-fascism became the dominant theme of
his verse (Without Harmony, 1937); his castigating voice, his
prophetic vision of doom and suggestive images of discord are
documents of an inhuman age. After 1945, for a short time Fodor
believed in the advent of a new, better world – he celebrated, for
example, the dead of the Soviet Army who had come to die for the
liberation of Eastern Europe (‘Red Tombstones’, 1945), but the
advance of Stalinism made him withdraw into inner opposition, with
the lesson that a poet should be true only to himself, a notion
which characterized his last creative period (Witness to
Decency,1962).

The most original poet of the second
generation was L?rinc Szabó, who has never achieved popularity, for
he was a ‘poets’ poet’ – his narcissistic sensitivity,
self-analytical intelligence, and inherent separateness from the
ordinary pattern of human ambition appealed only to the few. Born
on 31 March 1900 in a lower middle-class family in Miskolc (a large
industrial town in Northern Hungary), Szabó attended the University
of Budapest but never completed his studies. It was Babits who
noticed the brilliant technique of the young poet’s early efforts,
and soon a master-pupil relationship developed between them. Szabó
spent two years as the Babits family’s guest, and his first volume
Earth, Forest, God (1922) bears witness to Babits’s influence. At
the time of avant-garde experimentation, Szabó wrote with classical
restraint about bucolic landscapes, avoiding the expression of
personal experiences at all costs. What gives these poems a certain
uniqueness is a vibrant restlessness oscillating behind the façade
of harmony between form and content. Beauty and happiness appear in
these poems only as vague daydreaming. Szabó revels in the
abundance of adjectives, his Dionysian temperament is unable to
come to terms with the limitations of form imposed on his
verse.

When he became a staff-reporter on a
Budapest evening paper in 1921, his apprenticeship with Babits came
to an end. His new volume Caliban (1923) is marked by a mixture of
poetic styles; his revolt against Babits is accentuated by an
instinctive attraction to Baudelaire and Ady, a diabolic joy over
man’s inclination to make a fool of himself, and a belligerent
attitude to set a ‘blown-up ego’ against an ageing and corrupt
civilization. For indeed, the poetic message of the volume conveys
the conflict between instinct and intellect (‘Burn the books,
Caliban!’), rural tranquillity and bustling city life (‘Curse the
city and flee!’) and the individual versus society (‘We live in an
iron age and there is nothing worth saving!’). He turns against the
traditions of his Christian upbringing with the same rage (‘My
Home, Christian Europe’), yet his escape from tradition brought him
no joy of pagan freedom; there is in Szabó a fundamental, secret
alliance with his enemy; he needs him, he is indebted to him. The
best piece in the volume is a long poem narrating the fate of some
fifteenth-century Albigensians who were rounded up in their caves,
and all of whom perished, except for a few who were sent to the
galleys (‘Lament for our Brothers’). Szabó uses the dialogues of
the last three surviving slaves on the galley to evoke the tragic
atmosphere of the event in fragmentary yet effective images,
bearing witness to his visionary power and his ability to eliminate
superfluous material. The result is a ballad-like composition whose
impact is forceful.

It is the theme of technological
civilization that is carried over into his next volume (Light,
Light, Light, 1925). Szabó now attempts to identify himself with
the object of his hatred; throbbing modern life pulsates in the
rhythm of these poems, using the technique of expressionism and
simultaneism; there is no linear sequence of thoughts, but a
chaotic awareness of notions and exclamations only. The best
example of his expressionism is ‘Ode to the Port of Genoa’. A
volume of aggressively expressionistic poems followed: The
Masterpieces of Satan (1926), which reveals him as a highly
neurotic person wrapped up in the meaninglessness of things:
‘Poison! Pistol! Under the express-train! / Slit your rasping /
throat, you madman!’ (‘Poison! Pistol!’). Szabó’s anarchistic
revolt came to an end with this volume; the next stage of his
creativity, lasting from the late 1920s to 1945, displayed marked
efforts to describe reality in terms of the tangible world.

The volume You and the World (1932) is full
of disenchantment, agnosticism, and psychological self-analysis.
Humans are filthy, and filthy bodies cannot produce clean thoughts.
Virtue and vice are relative; truth is a question of viewpoint. The
certainties of the mind are self-deception. Only the laws of
instinct and self-interest remain operative, and only a temporary
liaison is possible between the sexes, for it is a ‘fleeting
pleasure’, a ‘merciful drug’, or a ‘secret duel of two
self-interests’. He discovers an ‘inner infinite’ in individual
biological existence; it is a microcosmos where totality is found.
Yet his solitude is frequently a source of consolation against
despair. ‘Sleep off your ideals’ (‘Inside Your Skull’) Szabó
declares; or ‘I am covered by solitude, as an apple is by its skin’
(‘Solitude’) he reports, as if observing and describing a natural
phenomenon. Some of the poems in Separate Peace Treaty (1936)
suggest complete nihilism (e.g. ‘Insane Truth’); but a restless and
exploring mind like his had to find a way of avoiding a dead end.
Assisted by stoicism and oriental philosophy, he grasped the
significance of everyday reality; his unadorned and terse language
gradually changed, his vocabulary came to contain familiar
lower-middle-class clichés or even argot expressions. The best
pieces in the volume are, however, the ‘Lóci’ poems, written about,
or addressed to his son, revealing a Szabó who, like a child, has
lost his way in the maze of life.

Yet it was not innocence which Szabó
admired in children, it was their irresponsibility, lawlessness,
and subversive happiness; he sought justification for revolt
against social mores, for he had always rebelled against moral
values. Moreover he discovered dialectics for himself with the help
of oriental masters; not only was there the other side of the coin,
but both assertion and negation could be true at the same time, and
in his poetry Szabó attempted to bridge these contradictions in an
effort towards achieving synthesis. His accumulated disgust with
the complex selfishness and inanities of human existence paralysed
his efforts in Struggle for a Festive Day (1938), and in the new
poems of his Collected Verse (1943); in this last work Szabó often
simply repeated himself, as if inspiration had begun to subside. He
rewrote a great many former poems for the Collected Verse, and the
new variants frequently appeared to be paraphrases of the former
version.*An example from the poem
‘Imaginary Journeys’: ‘I am everything! Celestial battles, / lie,
sunshine, iceberg, truth.’ (Original version) ‘I am my imagination:
celestial battles / all my desires and dreams are truths.’ (Altered
version)

After 1945 Szabó was ostracized for a time
for his alleged cult of violence, and he reappeared on the literary
scene with a lyrical autobiography, Cricket Music (1947),
consisting of 352 sonnets.*Szabó
later added some more sonnets by way of a lyrical epilogue (1957)
making the total number 370. He wrote 18 lines in couplets,
departing from the formal division of an octave and a sestet, with
the argument that the extra lines concluded and cemented the
structure of his particular message. These poems indicate the
beginning of a third and last period in Szabó’s artistic
development. The tone is always reflective; the poet consciously
escapes from the worries of the present, and in the rarefied air of
happy memories Szabó is able to achieve harmony and an inner peace
of mind. The sonnets alternate between lyric and narrative poetry;
events are told, re-lived, and condensed into a series of miniature
self-portraits, and Szabó’s aloofness lends them unity.

In the 1950s Szabó made his living by
translations. He inherited from his masters and cultivated a keen
sense for the art of translation, worthy of the traditions of the
first generation of Nyugat poets. Before publishing his own verse,
during and after his apprenticeship with Babits, he had translated
Baudelaire, Omar Khayyam, Coleridge, and Shakespeare’s Sonnets, and
his best translations were published in Eternal Friends (1941; a
second collection: 1958). The sheer output of his translations is
remarkable in itself; Szabó was obessed with philological accuracy,
yet the finished product always carried the hallmark of the genuine
artist. The same is true of his translations in the 1950s when he
could not publish freely, and earned a living by translating
various poets, or whatever was ordered from him by the state
publishing houses.

His last work is a sonnet-cycle comprising
120 pieces, The Twenty-sixth Year (1957), a lyrical requiem for his
deceased sweetheart, the best love-poetry Szabó ever wrote. It is
the natural history of a love affair, and is free from
sentimentality, for Szabó’s mystic interpretation of love provides
catharsis and he discovers the beauty, richness, and fullness of
life while contemplating his mistress’s death. It is a fitting
conclusion to the lifework of a poet whose renewed search for the
true poet’s point of view of the bleak human condition often
created painful disenchantment and mental agony for him, but
finally brought about serenity, harmony, and fulfilment through the
memory of a genuine human attachment. In one of his last poems
(‘While Listening to Mozart’, 1956), significantly, he decided to
adapt the motto seen on an ancient sun-dial: Non numero horas nisi
serenas. He died on 3 October 1957.

The impact of Babits’s poetic ideals proved
to be of primary importance for many of the younger poets in the
third generation. Town-born and bred István Vas (1910-1991), for
example, conscientiously sought to follow existing traditions. A
sensitive and intellectual poet, Vas occupied himself with minute
observations of detail; his erudite verse-commentaries or elegiac
meditations were marked by impeccable craftsmanship. Although he
was completely uninterested in politics or national issues, Vas was
confronted with the realities of the day in 1944 when, on account
of his Jewish origin, he was persecuted. Consequently, the Soviet
occupation of Hungary in 1945 was liberation for him in the truest
sense. Yet his polgári humanizmus soon objected to what followed,
the gradual subservience of literature after the Communist
takeover.

Thus 1945 was a dividing line in his
poetry, and his experiences helped him to perceive ordinary facts
in relation to the long perspectives of history. His first volume
of significance (A Moment in Rome, 1948) appeared after a journey
in Italy; antiquity had contributed to his better understanding of
his own day – his post-war sensibility confronts an Italian
landscape or a Roman column, and his youthful conservatism is
transformed into maturity. The mature Vas is a reflective poet
whose individual memory is extended to include the collective
memory of mankind. His relentless insistence on precision, however,
remained a salient feature of his later poetry, together with the
conspicuous absence of similes, and an attachment to reason, which
seems to be a sensory organ of cognition with him. His desire for
innovation came to the notice of his critics with his Underground
Sun (1965), a work which contained ‘essay-poems’ operating on
several levels of time, space, and consciousness. He connects
apparently unrelated objects and facts. Meticulously precise
descriptions are unexpectedly interrupted by reflections,
meditation about eschatological issues are mixed with everyday,
trivial events, like toothache. The resulting poetry attempts to
express a system of relationships which make up the personality,
real and imaginary, of the poet. Following the Nyugat traditions,
Vas is an excellent translator, and by no means an insignificant
prose-writer. His autobiography The Story of the Lyre (I. Troubled
Love, 1964; II. Investigation Interrupted, 1967), a frank and
unpretentious account of his own development, deserves special
attention.

Anna Hajnal (1907-77) was noticed by
Babits. Her early poetry is noteworthy for its musicality, and its
main theme is love-ecstasy (Hymns and Songs, 1938). After the war
she joined the ranks of ‘socialist-realist’ poets, a role which
hardly fitted her former poetic ideals. Her later verse subsisted
on war experiences, and was frequently inspired by folk-poetry and
primitive cultures (Capricious Summer, 1965). László Kálnoky
(1912-85), like Vas, followed in the footsteps of the Nyugat
masters; his intellectual power; irony, and ability to create
bizarre imagery, however, saved him from being a mere imitator
(Garden of Shadows, 1939). György Rónay (1913-78) was a
neo-Catholic poet, but religion always remained in the background
of his intellectual verse. Rónay, like many of his contemporaries,
rejected personal experience as inspiration for poetry. His moral
sensitivity provided him with a sure guide in the treatment of all
topics (You Speak About Me, 1942). As an editor of Vigilia, Rónay
encouraged the Catholic trend in present-day Hungary, a not too
loud, but distinctly audible, voice in the chorus of contemporary
poetry. Like all the later Nyugat poets, he was an accomplished
translator, particularly of French works, and a noted essayist
whose expertise in his chosen field (late nineteenth-century and
modern poets) is widely admired. Pál Toldalagi (1914-76) has been
unduly neglected until recently, although his muted voice and
delicate moods have always been vehicles for the genuine and deeply
searching self-expression of an agonized spirit; ill-health
prevented him from leading a full life during practically the whole
of his adulthood. He sought and found comfort in Catholicism, and
his poetry reflects a deeply felt guilt, and his struggle with the
phantoms who eventually came to carry him off (Window onto a Last
Judgement, 1948). Gy?z? Csorba (1916-1995) is the youngest of the
Nyugat poets; his original voice developed in the seclusion of his
native Pécs in Transdanubia. He too prefers an intellectual
approach to all his themes, which are varied, but never unusual.
Yet his inspiration rarely lets him down, and the presence of the
native landscape represents a terra firma in his poetic
investigations of the world.

Finally, the unusual figure of József Berda
(1902-66) should be included here, although his connections with
Nyugat, as with any other movement, were transitory. He came from a
working-class background, but without any of those deep scars for
which many writers of low birth compensated through their whole
lives. Of little formal education, Berda was an earthy figure among
all those refined poets who were deeply engaged in expressing
cosmic vibrations or complex sensibilities, with their perfect
technique, and their eye on contemporary foreign models. He never
held a proper job, or participated in literary life; his poetry was
always in praise of man’s natural instincts, and about such simple
joys as good food, lazing in the sunshine, or the general
well-being of his body and soul. The source of this unsophisticated
philosophy was his deep suspicion of general and lofty moral
ideals, a suspicion reinforced by his having seen all the crimes
committed in the name of humanity and of principles which were
supposed to bring salvation to men. Berda’s poems were mostly in
free verse, with frequent enjambement; he also wrote ironic and
witty epigrams which became very popular.
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Of the prose-writers, Sándor Márai is
undoubtedly the most significant among later Nyugat
authors, even if he wrote next to nothing in Nyugat,
for paradoxically not all the writers who have been labelled later
Nyugat authors were frequent contributors to the
periodical. Márai, born on 11 April 1900 in Kassa, a fine city in
Upper Hungary, into a distinguished middle-class family, has
consciously upheld the values of his class, and has never divorced
himself from his background. All his virtues and defects as a
writer stem from this attitude: on the one hand, his educated
irony, finesse, aloofness, and sophisticated nostalgia are all the
results of his background; on the other, his intellectual
arrogance, class-consciousness, and occasional narrow-mindedness
are also products of his conscientious adherence to bourgeois
values.

Nevertheless, the world into which Márai
has withdrawn no longer exists; the idée fixe of a
middle-class sensibility which dominates his intellectual and
creative outlook derives from a homesickness for a class and way of
life which fell victim to the upheavals following World War I, when
Márai was a young man. The awareness of a historical and cultural
transition is a constant source of his nostalgia for this world
which has irrevocably faded into oblivion.

Márai began his literary career with poetry
and journalism. Verse writing, however, turned out to have been
only an experiment in self-expression, and journalism, to which he
applied literary standards, an outlet for his youthful enthusiasm
in championing lost causes. He soon found that it was the novel
which best suited his particular talent. As a novelist, his main
concern is man’s inner life; he cares very little about social or
national problems. Psychology is an obsession with him, and since
his main aspiration is to understand men and things, and not to set
right a world which is hopelessly grim and a constant source of
pessimism, didactic intent is alien to Márai. His novels, published
in quick succession, were always well received by the
‘Christian-National middle class’ (e.g. Baby, or
First Love, 1928; Mutineers, 1930;
Strange People, 1931; Divorce in Buda,
1935; Jealous People, 1937). None of these novels
contain a colourful plot or exciting narrative; it is rather their
language, their strange, evocative sentence-structure, with its
restrained emotions and musicality, which have captured readers.
His heroes seem to live a pointless life; they are frequently
eccentric, withdrawn characters who are alien to, or simply odd men
out in, a conformist society. Their intuition and irrationality
combine common sense with a self-analytical faculty. Márai’s
relentless psychological insight brings out the unfamiliar even in
familiar types, for he pursues the hidden essence of human nature,
even at the expense either of sacrificing the conventions of the
narrative, or of subordinating the composition to a central
idea.

Márai’s most remarkable work is undoubtedly
his autobiography, The Confessions of a Middle-Class
Citizen (2 vols., 1934-5). All his best qualities are
present in this rigorous self-analysis, which is at the same time a
psychological portrait of his own class. Since he is free from the
conventions of the traditional novel, he can concentrate on
psychological vivisection, no matter how painful or embarrassing it
might prove, whether to himself or to his reader. For Márai is
spiritually brave and intellectually mature, and his artistic
integrity demands of him a high degree of sincerity. He never feels
pity for his self-inflicted wounds, and is always ready to offend
others in the interest of truth:

I have not met a single soul whose company
I could enjoy for longer periods of time; there is no human
community into which I fit smoothly; my attitudes, way of life and
spiritual habitat are those of the middle class, yet I would sooner
feel at home anywhere else than in my own class; I live in
permanent anarchy, the immorality of which I feel and I can hardly
bear this state of mind.

The Confessions, together with
Kassák’s One Man’s Life and Illyés’s People of
the Puszta, may be considered the most significant
achievement of the twentieth-century Hungarian autobiographical
novel.

Márai was at the height of a popularity
which he had won not only by his novels, but also by his plays,
essays, and travelogues, when history intruded on his personal life
for the second time. In the siege of Budapest his apartment was
completely destroyed, a great disaster for a writer who, in a world
changing for the worse day by day, had built a protective shell
around himself with books and objets d’art; in
addition, it soon became clear that in the new world arising out of
the ashes of war-torn Hungary there was no place for a writer with
explicitly bourgeois sensibilities and values. Márai drew his
conclusions, and left Hungary in 1948; he is now a citizen of the
United States, and lives alternately there and in Italy. Although
during his whole career he managed to preserve a snobbish
isolation, the headlong plunge into uncertainty made him realize
that he was a prisoner of the language in which he wrote, and no
spiritual affinity with the common European cultural heritage could
compensate him for his lost natural habitat as a writer. A document
of his profound sense of loss is ‘Funeral Sermon’ (1950), a
pathetic poem about uprooted existence. His Diaries,
which he started during the war (Part I,
1943-4, 1945; Part II,
1945-57, Washington, 1958; Part III,
1958-67, Rome, 1968; Part IV, 1968-75, Toronto,
1976) not only reveal the torments of an exiled writer, but also
display the sterile existence of an intellectual whose dialogues
with his reading material, mainly classical European authors, are
in fact fragmentary monologues produced by a nostalgia for the
inner peace and harmony of a secluded world.

Uprooted existence, however, did not crush
Márai as a writer. His first work on the road to recovery was
Peace in Ithaca (London, 1952); in the predicament in
which he found himself, inspiration from the Ulysses theme came
naturally to a writer of Márai’s education. Later he rewrote his
period novel about Casanova (Guest Performance at
Bolzano, 1940) into a play in verse, A Gentleman from
Venice (Washington,1960); Ulysses and Casanova are both
archetypes for Márai in his search for the unattainable. His novels
(San Gennaro’s Blood, New York, 1965; Judgement
at Canudos, Toronto, 1970; Something Happened in
Rome, Toronto, 1971; and The
Comforter,*A
priest employed by the Inquisition who attempted to save the souls
of condemned heretics before execution. Toronto, 1976) are
all period novels, written with a central idea about faith,
heretics, and freedom of thought, and containing more intellectual
speculation than fiction. Márai’s memoirs, Land, Ahoy!
(Toronto, 1972), about the aftermath of World War II in Hungary,
strike the reader with their restrained emotions and astonishing
vividness of detail. The main virtue of these memoirs is their
relating of incidents which could not have been told in Hungary
today. The work is worthy counterpart to his
Confessions; Márai carried his traumatic experiences
with him for almost a quarter of a century before committing them
to writing, in a great document on the final and irrevocable
disappearence of the Hungarian middle class and its way of life, of
which he was undoubtedly the last inspired spokesman. Márai took
his own life on 21 February, 1989 in San Diego where lived in the
last years of his life.

A gifted critic of Nyugat,
András Hevesi (1901-40), wrote a single remarkable novel,
Parisian Rain (1936), before being killed in action as
a volunteer in the French Army. Parisian Rain,
inspired by the author’s stay in France, is a chronicle of rootless
existence depicted in agonized monologues intérieurs,
and lacking a conventional plot. The high intensity of its vibrant
tone is a far cry from Márai’s restraint; moreover Hevesi has no
nostalgia; he is not uprooted, he has never been at home in this
world; this completely rootless existence of his is underlined by
the monotonous non-events of his Parisian stay, a time when he
suffered bitterly from solitude and from self-inflicted wounds.

Upper-middle-class hypocrisy,
self-deception, and a distorted sense of proportion are the main
motifs in the short stories and plays of Endre Illés (1902-1986), a
writer whose talent never succeeded in finding its appropriate
outlet; his essays on his contemporaries (Sketches in
Chalk, 1958), for example, excel in fine descriptions but
his short stories occasionally seem to be contrived or
over-written, although Illés shows real psychological insight when
at his best. As literary director of the state-owned
Szépirodalmi Publishing House (founded 1950), Illés
helped to shape literary taste particularly in the 1960s, mainly
with his consistent policy of republishing undeservedly forgotten
authors of the turn of the century.

Hevesi, and especially Illés, represent the
modern type of the ‘literary gentlemen’ – but unlike the original
in eighteenth-century England, whose leisured way of life included
the pursuit of literature as a hobby, they were professionals who
made a living as literary critics, editors, translators, or
university lecturers, men who knew more about literature than
writers themselves. Yet when they made excursions into creative
writing, they often found that the tricks of the trade they had
acquired were seldom sufficient for their own self-expression. The
second and third generations of Nyugat writers
included many a writer who had difficulty in finding the proper
outlet for his talent. László Bóka (1910-64), for example, studied
linguistics, published poetry, wrote novels, and became professor
of modern Hungarian literature at Budapest University. His essays
were marked by a high degree of sensitivity, and his novels by wit
and irony. Albert Gyergyai (1893-1981) became professor of French
literature, and was an excellent translator and propagator of
French culture. István S?tér (1913-1988), educated at Eötvös
College, also became an academician, although his belletristic
works, particularly before World War II, expressed an iconoclastic
revolt assailing the cherished ideals of the middle classes, and
were inspired by genuine artistic commitment. Later, however, S?tér
seemed to have lost his way in the maze of his conflicting
commitments, and his sense of conformity overcame the spirit of the
rebellious artist in him.

The only significant authoress to emerge in
the later generations of Nyugat was Erzsébet Kádár
(1901-46), who received acclaim in her mid-thirties by winning a
short story competition. Most of what she wrote during her short
career was published in Thirty Baskets of Grapes
(1944), and shows her to be a first-rate writer. Although her world
is limited to childhood experiences and the life of a housewife
without prospects, her constructive power and candid portraits make
the stories worthy of attention.

István Örley (1913-45) also derived
inspiration from his childhood experiences. His short stories,
permeated with constant nostalgia for his youth, contain an unusual
degree of tension; his insecurity and restlessness are aggravated
by the guilt caused by the ‘desertion’ of his own class, the
gentry. The hero in one of his stories summarizes Örley’s
excruciating sense of guilt: ‘Among the old I proved to be more
immature than a new-born baby, among the young I was considered a
bearded old man. In church I was thought to be godless; in the
corner of a ballroom a prophet. By common consent mothers declared
me to be more lustful than a satyr, the consent of their daughters
found me more ascetic than a monk.’ (‘Hanna’, 1936.) No doubt he
was influenced in his creation of a nostalgic atmosphere by both
Krúdy and Márai, yet his male figures, fleeing from ‘good’ society
to deserted streets, cheap taverns, or night cafés, constantly
fight against their own solitude – occasional friends and
prostitutes provide only short periods of alleviation – the terror
of silence soon encompasses them, and their monologues must fill
the void left by the lack of genuine human relationship. Örley was
a master at describing such states of mind; unfortunately he died
young (during an air raid) before he could write a major work.

Örley was a soldier by profession, who
managed to preserve his artistic sensibility intact from the
senseless drills of the military academy. He never wrote about his
experiences there; it was his friends and comrade, Géza Ottlik
(1912-1990) who described the atmosphere of a military school as
reflected in the recollections of two former cadets many years
later. School at the Frontier (1959) is a long novel
about tedious school years, and about the systematic bullying by
the warrant officers and the older boys which breaks down the
resistance of the eleven-year-old recruits, who are paralysed into
numbness, not seeing, not hearing, not noticing anything until they
become totally alienated from civilian life, for their attempts to
behave with decency and to preserve their individual dignity intact
usually meet with disaster. Ottlik’s work is much more than a long
narrative of these years; in fact, the narrative serves only as a
framework within which he tells the reader something about the ties
that really count between people, about what human beings really
live by: the depth of essential relationships and the reservoir of
strength they represent. There are two narrators – Medve, who is
dead, but has left a manuscript behind him, and Beebee who
corrects, explains, modifies Medve’s story. There are brief
allusions to the later lives of the various characters; Ottlik
thereby adroitly disrupts the linear time-sequence of events,
achieving a construction that has a fascination of its own.

By putting events into context and
perspective, Ottlik seems to be suggesting that the fragmentary
information anyone possesses at any given time and place is
insufficient for human understanding, and consequently
communication, with its insufficient words, sign language, and
clumsy actions, is inevitably incomplete. Ottlik’s message is
effectively supported by his powerful immediacy. Although critics
suggested that Ottlik is far too familiar with existentialist
literature, the fact remains that not only has he managed to depict
complex human relations in the formative years of adolescence, but,
by expanding the meaning of a one-time experience into universal
proportions, he has written the best modern novel in Hungarian
about the impossibility of communication, about the fragmentary
nature of self-expression, and about the perplexing dilemma of the
self versus society.

Having left the ‘school at the frontier’,
Ottlik chose to avoid the military academy and enrolled at Budapest
University to read mathematics, a discipline which also left a
lasting imprint on his mind; he is always ready to employ abstract
notions and mathematical terms in conceptual sentences, yet none of
his short stories suffer from intellectual coldness or conceit, and
his mathematically-trained mind effectively assists him in precise
descriptions, in the sparing application of emotional effects, and
in economy of composition. Ottlik’s first stories were published in
the late 1930s, and his central problem, already then, was the
enigmatic existential insecurity of every individual; this,
however, never became an obsession with him, but rather a state of
mind derived from the real insecurity experienced by his generation
in the chaotic days of World War II. Of his minor works,
Rooftops at Dawn (1943, rewritten 1957) deserves
special attention.

An unduly neglected author of this
generation is Endre Birkás (1913-75), an outsider among outsiders.
His first novel Ambush (1943) passed almost unnoticed
by the critics in the hectic days of the war, and, like Ottlik, he
reappeared on the literary scene only after the revolution, with a
new novel: Forgotten People (1960), concerning the
fate of the 2nd Army on the Eastern Front.*To
comply with the demand of the German Government, Hungary
reluctantly sent her ill-equipped 2nd Army to the Eastern Front
late in 1942. When the winter offensive of the Russians started
early in 1943, the Hungarian 2nd Army was annihilated near
Voronezh; of its personnel over 40,000 died, another 70,000 were
captured. This was the greatest military disaster in Hungarian
history, and a conspiracy of silence reigned about it until the
1960s. The novel reveals Birkás’s best qualities:
detachment, a sense of dry humour, unadorned language, and terse
composition. His world lacks sharp contours; it is always a rainy
day in his stories, which are peopled by lonely, humiliated figures
whose uneventful, drab lives are unfolded in a few masterly
strokes, bringing back memories of tragedies stored deep in the
mind. His most productive period falls in the 1960s, and his best
novel is Dead End (1963), in which he produced a
relentless analysis of a mixed marriage between a Hungarian husband
and a Swedish wife. Birkás defects are also his virtues: emotional
restraint, natural shyness, and a decency which never allowed him
to falsify artistic truth in the interest of effectiveness.

Gábor Thurzó (1912-79), born and brought up
in the inner city of Budapest, started his literary career in the
footsteps of Márai as a writer of the middle class. First he
experimented with esoteric themes and came under the influence of
the neo-Catholic trend, particularly Chesterton. His world is,
however, initially restricted to the narrow, ancient streets and
Baroque churches of the inner city (Fortunatus the
Helper, 1936) where he spent not only his childhood, but all
his life. He has a keen eye for minute detail; his style is ornate,
with strange, evocative adjectives, many of them describing light
effects, which lend his first novel and early stories a curious,
brooding atmosphere. His first mature novel (Days and
Nights, 1945) treats an unusual triangle, in which an ageing
woman fights a losing battle against a young schoolmaster for her
actor husband. It is by an unsuccessful attempt at suicide that she
regains her husband, and the schoolmaster decides to marry the
daughter of a colleague. On a sudden impulse, however, he leaves
the small town with one of his pupils. Thurzó skilfully utilizes
the psychological aspects of the conflict arising out of his theme.
His stylistic excesses had by now subsided, and the novel is a
balanced yet passionate chronicle of human relations.

After World War II Thurzó broke with the
neo-Catholic group of writers centred round Vigilia,
and, in a series of short stories, looked back on the movement with
a critical eye (‘A Lamb in the Sheepfold’, 1948, or ‘In the Lion’s
Throat’, 1948) asking bitter questions about the moral
responsibility of those who, while preaching the loftiest
principles, were passive onlookers during the horrors of the war
years; the stories are all inspired by the collective guilt of a
generation for which absolution was nearly impossible.

In the bleak years of Stalinism Thurzó
subsisted on script-writing for the film industry. It proved a
creative silence: his works written after this experience reflected
what he had learned – an effective use of dialogue, and swift
changes of scenes achieved with ‘cuts’, as in films. Of his later
short stories ‘Amen, Amen’ (1957) is the best, taking place during
the revolution of 1956, and providing Thurzó with an opportunity to
make a final break with the past by depicting figures who once
belonged to the Establishment of the Horthy regime and who believed
the revolution to be their chance of bringing back what was now
irrevocably past. Thurzó’s hero, Dr Schay, looking at events from
the comparatively sheltered world of a block of flats in the inner
city, gets a curiously distorted picture of men and events – Thurzó
realized that the revolution was not by or for the middle class,
and was able to express his assessment on an artistic level.

His most ambitious novel, The
Saint (1966), about a case of canonization,*István Kaszap (1916-35) was a novice in the Society of
Jesus, when he contracted ani-ncurable disease rendering him unfit
to comply with the strict regulations of the Order. He was
tactfully released from his vow by his superiors and sent home, a
decision which aggravated his condition, and he died after
prolonged suffering. After his death his cult was instigated by
politically-minded priests, who wanted to produce a saint to boost
war-time Hungary’s morale at all costs. vigorously
propagated by the Church during World War II, was written after a
period of self-imposed silence. The protagonists of the novel all
had their prototypes in previously written short stories, and in
this final version Thurzó’s main theme – how these militant priests
exploited the credulity of the masses for political objectives – is
described with psychological insight. Thurzó adapted his novel to
the stage (Advocatus Diaboli, 1966); it had a
successful run, but also proved that its author was a better
novelist than a playwright.

Emil Kolozsvári Grandpierre (1907-1992) has
always been regarded as a controversial figure in literary life.
His great-grandfather came to Hungary as a French tutor in the
early nineteenth century, and Grandpierre seemed to inherit a touch
of the light, quizzical Gallic wit which is one of his main assets.
His first significant novel, The Love Affairs of Dr
Csibráky (1936), is a satirical portrait of a scholar, who
is living proof of the vanity of scholarly knowledge; his private
life is governed by wrongly selected axioms, and consequently this
essentially tragic figure lacks any redeeming quality because of
his ridiculous defence mechanism. In A Great Man
(1937) he depicts with the same satirical disposition several types
of the intelligentsia. Many critics found Grandpierre’s views about
the intelligentsia destructive, although he only seemed to be
suggesting that the traditional role of the intellectual is no
longer applicable in modern society, and the sooner this is
realized the better. During the Rákosi regime, the general
intolerance prevailing in literary life prevented Grandpierre from
writing effective satire. His later works are written in a lighter
fashion; they are often entertaining (e.g. Dialogue with
Fate, 1962), often documents of Budapest humour and slang
(Wrapper, 1965); but they frequently treat human
conflicts in a superficial manner. His latest work is
autobiographical (The Last Wave, 1973).

Finally, Miklós Szentkuthy (1908-1988) made
his name with a bulky ‘narrative text’ published privately under
the title of a Latin preposition: Prae (1934).
Szentkuthy utilizes the technique of free association as employed
by James Joyce, and his volatile heroes wander freely through
different ages, changing their character or sex, as does Virginia
Woolf’s Orlando; nevertheless Prae
differs essentially from Ulysses. While the latter has
a hidden plot, constructed with logical precision, the former
completely disregards the traditional relationship between writer
and reader. Prae is an indirect approach to totality.
Its author not only disregards conventional approaches involving
linear time sequence and systematic knowledge, but believes that
the world is essentially chaotic, and no rational approach is
possible. His mouthpiece in the novel, Touqué, argues that science
and scholarship presume the world to be the sum total of a series
of unrelated facts, although facts exist only in their
relationship. Szentkuthy’s idea is similar to what Heidegger calls
In-der-Welt-sein. Moreover, since man’s rationality
breaks down in front of the incomprehensibly chaotic world order,
the world is absurd; therefore it has to be depicted in an absurd
way, a notion which seemed to overpower French literature years
later. Szentkuthy is interested in the contrasts created by the
antonyms chaos-order, rational-irrational. Chaos is the equivalent
of nature, or life; order equals an analytical and systematic
approach-forms in particular, and artificiality in general. In
describing the world the only possibility is to take the self as a
starting point. Since all the ‘selves’ are different, Szentkuthy
believes that ‘there is not a single book or even a single line in
the whole world which would even approximately contain my truth’.
Obviously, philosophical discourses make difficult reading when
presented in the form of a ‘pseudo-novel’. What Szentkuthy attempts
to convey in fictional form is that there are cognitive processes
beyond the range of the approaches known to us, and that reality is
more, or greater, than the perceptible world. In addition, he
believes that hallucinogenic agents can influence the cognitive
process, but he admits that these processes are hopelessly buried
in the self, as their images and vision cannot be relayed to the
reader, either artistically or otherwise.

This is the essential problem with
experimental literature of Szentkuthy’s kind. The reader cannot
successfully follow the author into his highly interesting, yet
hopelessly private, world. This is the fate of Szentkuthy’s
excursion into unknown dimensions, in spite of the wealth of
information, richness of detail, and frequently original
philosophical discourses in his Prae.

His next work, Towards the Only
Metaphor (1935) is perhaps less speculative, and contains
more belletristic detail. Its title reveals Szentkuthy’s desperate
tenacity in his aim as an artist to capture and condense totality
in its most essential form.

There is an impenetrable, desperate
difference between my thoughts and my writing. Late in the night I
walk hurriedly among the trees of Mount St. Gerard: there are
thousands of sensitive impressions, thousands of metaphors and
logical flashes of inspiration. I experience the whole gamut of
ethos, I play long parts in tragedy and comedy, I plan murders, I
offend lovers, I create rich parents, I outline theories, and when
I return home, when I take up the pen, I have in my hands the most
unfamiliar, the most deceptive, the most ineffectual clichés.

Szentkuthy seems to have found a reassuring
solution to his perplexing artistic dilemma in his monumental
Breviary of St Orpheus (so far: 8 pts., 1939-74), in
which, Orpheus, the symbol of human intellect, ‘submerges’ in
history and culture in order to experience the timeless aspects of
human existence. Szentkuthy, like many of his contemporaries, was
silenced by the Rákosi regime, and reappeared on the literary scene
only in the 1960s. For a time he seems to have abandoned St Orpheus
and published novels about great creative artists, like Mozart
(Divertimento, 1957), or Goethe (Face and
Mask,1962). These novels, like his short stories
(Angelic Gigi! 1966) contain the final residue of his
ambitious experiments, brilliant intellectualism, and youthful
playfulness, and they are not entirely free of snobbery and
mannerism.
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On the pretext of the bombing of Kassa on
26 June 1941 by unidentified*The official inquiry found, on inconclusive evidence,
that the aircraft involved in the raid were disguised Russian
bombers. A new inquiry held after the war found, again on
inconclusive evidence, that the raid was carried out by a unit of
the German Air Force, disguised as Russian planes. Independent
research outside Hungary has recently put forward yet another
theory. The raid was carried out by the Slovak Air Force on the
spur of the moment, when they decided to change sides. They went
over to the Russians and dropped their bombs on the way, on account
of their ill-feeling against the Hungarians in the territorial
dispute concerning the part of Slovakia which was returned to
Hungary in 1938. None of the theories is proven, but all are
possible. aircraft, Hungary declared war on the Soviet
Union, and thus entered World War II on the German side. At first
Hungary’s participation in the war was formal, although her
commitment to Germany was serious; Hungary’s inter-war foreign
policy hoped to achieve its aims with German assistance. The First
Vienna Award (1938) had secured former Hungarian territories in the
north; the Second Vienna Award (1940) reinstated Hungarian rule in
Northern Transylvania. Furthermore, when Germany demanded free
access to Yugoslavia through Hungary in early 1941, it was granted,
despite the non-agression pact existing between Hungary and her
southern neighbour. Prime Minister Pá1 Teleki, who saw no way out
of the dilemma, committed suicide. The Germans were able to invade
Yugoslavia, and Hungary received her share of the booty: the former
territory of Bánát and Bácska was
returned, but for another year the Hungarian government managed to
postpone active participation in the war, for which she was
ill-prepared.

In home affairs, the most serious issue
concerned the ‘Jewish question’. Germany enforced her racial
policies on her allies at first with excessive cajolery, later with
open pressure. Hungary had a sizeable Jewish population, whose
participation in the 1919 revolution had fostered anti-semitism.
The first anti-Jewish Act was passed by Parliament in 1938, and the
third Act, accepting the notorious Nuremberg Law regarding the
definition of a Jew, in 1941, yet the Hungarian Government was
reluctant to take part in the ‘final solution’ until Nazi Germany
formally occupied Hungary, her former ally, on 19 March 1944.
Large-scale deportation of Hungarian Jewry took place in the summer
of 1944. Previous to this, Jews and other ‘undesirable’ radicals
had been called up for military service, and were sent to the
Eastern Front as ‘auxiliary forces’; but in fact, they were used
for forced labour in inhuman conditions, digging trenches for the
regular troops, or assisting them in the maintenance of the supply
routes to and from the front line. Regular troops were ill-equipped
for the inclement Russian winter; ‘auxiliary forces’ were even less
well cared for, and as a result they died by the thousand of
epidemics, starvation, or simply exposure.

By the autumn of 1944 Hungarian Jews were
already in ghettoes, or on their way to concentration camps in
Germany. Most of them perished there*Estimates about the number of Hungarian Jews perishing
in German concentration camps vary between a conservative 200,000
and a maximum of 600,000. The wide discrepancy in the estimates may
be partly accounted for by the territorial readjustment of Hungary
between 1938-41. Hungary in 1938 had a territory of 93,000 square
km. with a population of nearly 9 millions. By 1941 its territory
had almost doubled to 170,000 square km., with a population of
about 15 millions. Estimates sometimes include the Jewry of
territories returned to Hungary, sometimes not. The official
estimate of the total loss given by both the Hungarian government
and the Encyclopaedia Judaica (1971) amounts to about
400,000. except those from the capital, whose transport to
Germany was delayed as long as possible, and most of whom
consequently survived the holocaust, for their ‘final procession’
was prevented by the collapse of the German war machine early in
1945. These victims of the persecution included many writers and
other intellectuals. Their fate epitomizes the worst aspect of
human intolerance, for these writers represented a wide spectrum of
the Hungarian intellectual scene, from Catholic to Communist, their
only crime being their Jewish origins. ‘Victims of persecution’ is
not a literary term, and its use in a history of literature aims
only to draw attention to the fact that literary terms are
sometimes inadequate in describing the impact of the outside world
on literature.

Of poets who fell victim to the persecution
of Hungarian Jewry, György Sárközi (1899-1945) should be mentioned
first. Although an ailing man, he was conscripted for forced labour
and died of privation in a concentration camp. Discovered by
Nyugat when very young, his somewhat late first
volume, The Struggle of Angels (1926), revealed a
promising talent, with its refined poems about his cult of beauty,
his subdued suffering, and his beseeching faith, written mostly in
traditional forms, but not entirely free from the impact of
expressionism. First he associated himself with neo-Catholics, but
later he found aim and purpose with the népi writers.
During his search for ideals he fell silent as a poet, and
experimented with prose. As a prominent figure in the
népi movement (he became the editor of
Response and of the controversial series of books
The Discovery of Hungary), Sárközi’s attention turned
to social problems, particularly that of the peasantry, and this
preoccupation was reflected in his later poems (Believe in
Miracles! 1941). While his early poetry lacked artistic or
individual revolt, his last period, abruptly ended, possessed an
air of resignation usually achieved only after youthful ebullience.
He consciously accepted his fate, and expressed his foreboding
thoughts without any air of pretentious martyrdom (‘November’,
‘Real Death’, ‘Holy Man on the Road’, and particularly
‘Raindrops’).

Death is the key motif in the poetry of
Miklós Radnóti (1909-44), whose very birth took place in the shadow
of death: his mother died giving birth to him and his twin brother,
who was stillborn. Moreover, he lost his father when he was
scarcely an adolescent. These experiences provided him with
anxieties enough for a lifetime. His poetry, both early and later,
is characterized by poise, control of language, and precision of
expression. His verse often has the abstract quality of music; the
impression made by the sounds lingers in the memory. He is often in
a dreamy, introspective mood, as if half asleep, with only his
hesitant pen tracing his mood.

In his first volumes (Pagan
Greetings, 1930; The Song of New Shepherds,
1931; and Rising Wind, Szeged, 1933) Radnóti set out
to capture exuberant moods through a moderate cult of urbane
paganism and gentle eroticism (exclamation marks are frequently
used to underline his attitude); yet his solitude, his close
relationship with death come to the surface of his verse whenever
his mood becomes pensive. He speaks of ‘ripening for death’ in a
series of images (e.g. an apple, when ripened, falls off in ‘A
variation on Sadness’, 1929), or writes of worms, featuring as
symbols of death, destroyers of the body (e.g. ‘24 April 1932’).
The reader cannot help thinking that young Radnóti is yearning for
death – and his omnipresent thoughts of death reach their climax in
his ‘lager verse’, when the relevance of his own message is proved
by external events.

While at Szeged University, Radnóti joined
the ‘Art College of Szeged Youth’, a radical group of talented
young intellectuals whose political orientation had definite
socialist leanings, and whose interest in the peasantry had
objectives similar to those of the village explorers. His
involvement with this movement provided him with lifelong
friendships, and with a more militant poetic attitude. After
graduation, in spite of his brilliant dissertation (The
Artistic Development of Margit Kaffka, Szeged, 1934), he
never obtained a teaching appointment; he earned his livelihood as
a private tutor and by producing excellent translations from
classical Greek and Latin as well as from English, French, and
German poetry. In the second period of his development he published
New Moon (Szeged, 1935), and Keep
Walking, You Who Are Condemned to Death!
(1936). Rhymes and strict traditional forms, which he now employed
exclusively did not impose any limitations on the growing emotional
intensity of his poetry. The narrow range of his themes – death,
the cause of excruciating fears, and idyllic love, the natural
refuge from and antidote to death, together with a militant
defiance – indicate only his single-minded preoccupation with his
own predicament.

It is the volume Steep Road
(1938) which shows Radnóti in full armour. Together with his
Clouded Sky, published posthumously in 1946, these two
volumes contain his ‘Eclogues I-VIII’,*‘Eclogue V’ exists in a fragment only, and ‘Eclogue
VI’ is generally considered lost, although scholars argue that a
fragment, dated 19 May 1944, may contain a substantial part of
it. which powerfully sum up his poetic message. Radnóti
translated Virgil’s ‘Eclogue IX’ in 1938, the year he wrote his
‘Eclogue I’. The sequential numbering of the titles suggests that
they ought to be considered as a series to which the key is
supplied by a quotation from Virgil containing the phrase Fas
versum atque nefas;*Virgil: Georgic I, ii: 505. this
forms the basic idea of Radnóti’s ‘Eclogues’, for he sets out to
explore the situation of the individual and the poet in a world in
which ‘right and wrong have changed places’.

The eclogue is a pastoral dialogue set in a
bucolic landscape, and is written in hexameters. This form fitted
Radnóti’s gentle, idyllic style, and it enabled him to achieve
self-expression; together with Razglednicas (dicussed
below), the ‘Eclogues’ mark the peak of his poetic achievement.
‘Eclogue I’ strikes the tone of the series. In the dialogue between
the The Pastor and The Poet, Radnóti, having referred to the death
of Attila József, and Lorca in the Spanish Civil War, describes his
inner urge to testify as a witness to whatever this inhuman age may
bring:

<
tbody>



	
Yet, I write, and I live in the midst of this insane world
like





	
that oak there: it knows that it is to be cut down,





	
and although it is marked with a white cross,





	
indicating that tomorrow the area will be cleared





	
by the woodcutter – while expecting him, it puts forth a new
leaf.






‘Eclogue II’, written after the breach of
the non-aggression pact with Yugoslavia in April 1941, is a
dialogue between The Pilot and The Poet, in which Radnóti writes an
apology for the man who may prevent him writing it: ‘Will you write
about me?’ – asks The Pilot; ‘If I’m left alive. And if there’s
still anyone to write to’ – answers The Poet. In ‘Eclogue III’
Radnóti abandons the form of dialogue, and beseeches the Muse to
fortify his spirit to withstand the personal danger which is
approaching him step by step. He clings to happy memories of
tranquil scenes, and of love, a constant feature from now on in his
poetry. ‘Eclogue IV’ was written after Radnóti had already served
terms of forced labour; it was only the general outcry of his
influential intellectual friends that secured his release. This
eclogue shows him hardened in his attitude of protest; he felt that
it was more important that his works registering his protest should
survive than that he himself should:

<
tbody>



	
The ripe fruit hangs a while, then falls. You’ll lie





	
At peace in the deep and memory-packed soil.





	
But till then, let the smoke of your rage climb the sky.





	
Write on the air! That’s something they can’t spoil!*Translated by John Wain.






Early in 1944 the death-wish motif becomes
strong in his poetry. Occasionally he wishes death would relieve
him of his responsibility to record the growing horrors. Yet his
desire – not to vanish without leaving a trace – is kept alive by
the memory of those who lost their lives in the labour camps of the
Ukraine, the subject of ‘Eclogue V’. When in May 1944 he is called
up again, he knows that this is his last encounter in a losing
battle with death. He is strangely composed, and accepts the
situation with the dignity of a martyr who goes to the stake
because he has no alternative but to join the ranks of those who
perished before him. ‘Eclogue VII’ is a document of this last
stage:

<
tbody>



	
Without commas, one line touching the other





	
I write poems the way I live, in darkness,





	
blind, crossing the paper like a worm.





	
Flashlights, books – the guards took everything.





	
There’s no mail, only fog drifts over the barracks.*Translated by Steven Polgár.






The fact that his most treasured
possessions have been confiscated by the guards does not deter him
from writing; he keeps on recording the collective suffering of the
internees in gently rolling hexameters, calmly and without
bitterness. He is strengthened by memories, since the imagination
cannot be held captive, and it always returns home for comfort.
Gentleness gives place to defiance and Biblical wrath in ‘Eclogue
VIII’, written a few days before the camp was dismantled prior to
the final forced march to Germany. In a dialogue with the prophet
Nahum, the poet refers again to the vital role of the witness: ‘I
know your ancient fury; your writings have been
preserved.’*Translated by Clive Wilmer. His introversion
has disappeared through the common suffering, and as Nahum spoke
against Nineveh now Radnóti fulminates against his oppressors.

In the eclogues there are constant
references to his wife, the Fanny of his earlier poems. Although
they are apart, she is the source of his strength; his deep
attachment brought forth some of the best love poems in the
language: ‘Hesitant Ode’ (1943), or ‘Letter to My Wife’ (1944). The
other main theme of his last poems is nostalgia for the peaceful
world left behind; he embroiders on the minor details of his stays
in Paris (‘Paris’, 1943) or declares his loyalty to his native
country which has rejected him: ‘I would not know …’ (1944).
Nostalgia envelops even ‘old-fashioned suffering’ in ‘Old Prisons’
(1944):

<
tbody>



	
Oh, the peace of old prisons, beautiful





	
old-fashioned suffering, death,





	
poetic death, sublime and heroic picture,





	
rhyming speech that people listen to –





	
how far your are …*Translated by Steven Polgár.






The last major poem, conceived in nostalgic
mood, ‘A la recherche …’, radiates a serenity and happiness derived
from the satisfaction of seeing his life complete, drawing to the
end he had envisaged. The long column of inmates of the forced
labour camp set out on 17 September towards its destiny; as the
Russian army closed in on the Germans in the Balkans, the
concentration camps in Yugoslavia were evacuated, and their
personnel sent to Germany in a forced march. Radnóti entrusted
copies of his poems to friends; he knew now that his life did not
matter, but the records had to be preserved. Radnóti marched as far
as Abda, a small village near Gy?r, in Hungary, where he was
executed on or about 9 November, together with dozens of other
internees who were unable to walk on. The mass grave was exhumed
after the war, and in the pocket of Radnóti’s trench coat a
notebook was found containing his last, hitherto unknown poems. Of
these, the Razglednicas,*Postcards (in Serbian). four in number, are of
special interest. They are short masterpieces, describing incidents
in the death march. Radnóti wrote similar poems earlier; there is a
series of ‘Cartes Postales’ (1937) written during his stay in
Paris. In spite of the complete contrast between these short sets
of poems, they strangely express a sense of continuity, as does his
imagery of death in both his early and later verse.

‘Razglednica IV’ was written a few days
before his death:

<
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I fell next to him. His body rolled over.





	
It was tight as a string before it snaps.





	
Shot in the back of the head – ’This is how





	
you’ll end.’ ‘Just lie quietly,’ I said to myself.





	
Patience flowers into death now.





	
‘Der springt noch auf*‘This one might get away yet’. I heard above
me.





	
Dark filthy blood was drying on my ear.*Translated by Steven Polgár.






It would be futile to speculate whether any
of his poems have been lost (as the reference in ‘Eclogue VII’
seems to suggest) since his poetry is complete as it is, and he has
fulfilled what Horace referred to in the lines: ‘Exegi monumentum
aere perennius’.*Horace: Odes, III. 30.

Of the prose writers who fell victim to
persecution, Károly Pap (1897-1945) represented an uncompromisingly
Jewish outlook and loyalty, the originality of which startled his
critics. Son of an orthodox rabbi, Pap, having revolted against his
family, exposed the sham of Jewish emancipation and assimilation
and advocated the acceptance of minority status. His short stories,
first published in Nyugat, reveal his profound
experience of Jewish identity. He is hardly interested in the
superficial issue of the conflict between Jewish middle-class and
Gentile gentry; he is a moralist and a mystic, whose chief concern
is the excruciating dilemma of Jewish existence. Often inspired by
the Talmud, his apocryphal stories are permeated by the beliefs of
ancient Jewry. His style is plain without unwanted ornamentation,
yet powerful, and not affected by the looseness of colloquial
speech; its overall effect has a strangely poetic quality
(You Delivered Us From Death, 1932). Of his novels,
The Eighth Station of the Cross (1933) is allegorical,
a painter’s struggle to create a portrait of Christ.
Azarel (1937) is autobiographical: in Gyuri Azarel’s
struggle to find certainty, his grandfather’s orthodox piety is as
inadequate for him as is his father’s neophyte hypocrisy. The
intolerant atmosphere of the early 1940s turned Pap’s attention to
the theme of Exodus, as witnessed by his unpublished drama
Moses (1942), with the message that a prophet must
represent his people even if their wish contradicts his own belief.
The last news of Pap came from Lager Buchenwald in November
1944.

Andor Endre Gelléri (1906-45) came from a
lower-middle-class background, and was brought up in financial
insecurity in a largely working-class district of Budapest, Óbuda.
These were decisive factors in his attitude to life and literature.
Although he started writing at a surprisingly early age, and by his
early twenties was an established author of the
Nyugat, his inner uncertainty, verging on inferiority
complex, prevented him from believing in his own talents. In
addition, Gelléri himself had first-hand experience of insecurity;
he had a series of odd jobs and long spells of unemployment in his
youth. The world of his short stories is peopled with unemployed
workers, slum dwellers, tramps, beggars, people living in squalor
and dire poverty, or dreamy white-collar workers in the badly-lit
offices of seedy firms, people who had long given up their ideal of
a decent livelihood. Gelléri wanted to describe the lives of these
characters with realism and a rational approach, yet his short
stories are nearly always conceived on a creative impulse, and
often possess an elusively mystic quality or a note of
irrationalism (e.g. ‘Adam and Eve’ 1934), which distinguishes them
from similar works by his contemporaries. He frequently uses the
first person singular in his narrative; his characters speak in
lower-middle-class Budapest slang. His vocabulary is rich in
evocative adjectives; nature is often personified in descriptions
of scenery. The stories contain elements of the grostesque, and
situations to which no solution seems possible. He died of typhoid
fever in a military hospital after having been released by the US
Army from Lager Mauthausen. His unfinished autobiography (The
Story of One Man’s Self-Respect, 1957) is a document of how
a largely hostile world encroaches on his sensitivity.

Antal Szerb (1901-45) is chiefly remember
for his widely-read History of Hungarian Literature
(Kolozsvár, 1934). This History was something of a
novelty, mainly on account of its style, for Szerb wore his
scholarship lightly. The basic concept of the History
is based on the sociological approach; in Szerb’s view Hungarian
literature has always been dominated by one particular class at any
given time, the clergy, the aristocracy, the lesser nobility, and
the middle-class in turn, a concept which has at least a grain of
truth. Szerb is irreverent in his treatment of both his subject and
the accepted views of scholars whenever possible; he uses his wit
and learning to discredit national idiosyncrasies, or to ridicule
the ‘sacred cows’ of Hungarian literature. Armed with a knowledge
of Freud which helped him in his analysis of hidden motives,
inspired by the method of the Geistesgeschichte
School, of which he was an ardent follower in his intellectually
formative years, Szerb examined the main features of Hungarian
literature in its European context, drew the background with a few
bold strokes, and painted the portraits of writers with the sure
hand of an artist.

Szerb was anything but a dry scholar, not
only on account of his sophisticated intellect and his wide
knowledge of the chief currents of European thought, but also
because of his considerable creative talent. He started his career
with poetry, and also wrote fiction. Of his novels, The
Pendragon Legend (1934) combines good entertainment with a
knowledge of the occult and Celtic myths; Traveller and
Moonlight (1937), the irony and futility of scholarship with
the search for one’s true identity. His last major work was A
History of World Literature (1941), in which his enthusiasm
for the values of European civilization found an outlet in an age
when this civilization seemed to be disintegrating. Szerb died of
starvation and privation in a forced labour camp in Western
Hungary.

Another talented essayist, Gábor Halász
(1901-45), died in the same camp, and of the same causes. By
profession a librarian, Halász wrote reviews first in
East and later in Nyugat. Szerb’s
‘intellectual frivolity’ was the exact opposite of his approach;
Halász’s essays were inspired by lofty principles, and his style
was careful, precise, and consequently somewhat dry, yet always
fascinating and thought-provoking. Most of his essays on both
Hungarian and foreign literature were published posthumously;
nevertheless, the only volume (In Search of Reason,
1938) to be published in his lifetime established him as a leading
critic and essayist, a verdict approved by posterity.

Finally, György Bálint (1906-43), the
Marxist critic whose death in the Ukraine was remembered in
Radnóti’s ‘Eclogue V’, was a prolific author who made his living by
journalism. Bálint was noted for his militant moral indignation and
for a sharp critical acumen. He published no major single work –
his only attempt, a diary of his travels in Spain, was banned by
the authorities. Nevertheless, many of his assorted minor pieces
were published in collections (e.g. In Praise of
Animals, 1938; or Farewell to Reason, 1940)
during his lifetime. His significance is, however, understandably
overestimated by Marxist scholarship.
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ON 4 April 1945*Officially declared Day of Liberation, 4 April became
a national holiday. the last remnant of Hungarian territory
was occupied by the Red Army. The country was devastated and the
capital lay in ruins. With the help of the occupying Soviet army,
Moscow-trained Hungarian Communist exiles successfully filled the
political vacuum. Under the strict control of the Russian-dominated
Allied Control Commission, elections were held in 1945, after which
a coalition government was formed. A republic was declared on 1
February 1946, and a new election held in 1947 from which the
Communists, with some manipulation of the ballot, emerged as the
largest single party, although still without a majority in
Parliament. By early 1948 political opposition had practically been
eliminated. In 1949 a series of show trials purged the Communist
Party itself, leaving the ‘Muscovite’ faction in complete command.
The man who brought Hungary under Communist control was Mátyás
Rákosi (1892-1971), whose salami tactics*The technique whereby one party in a coalition
government achieves a monopoly of power by destroying its allied
parties section by section; ‘slicing off’ first their right-wing
faction, then their centrist members, until only close
collaborators of the Communists remain who eventually ‘vote
themselves out of existence’, as the Social-Democrats did in
Hungary. effectively achieved their objective. The
subjection of literature to conformity with the policies of the
Communist Party followed the pattern of political change.

But before this, in the Coalition Period
(1945-48) literary life recovered with extraordinary rapidity.
Publication had been severely restricted in the last, hectic years
of the war, and consequently young authors and those silenced by
the Fascist terror were able to come forward in this short period
of a congenial intellectual climate. By 1946 a number of
periodicals with distinctive profiles were in existence. First of
all, Response (1946-9), the organ of the populist
writers, was reestablished. Young authors whose ideals were shaped
by the Nyugat, and its leader Babits, rallied round
New Moon (1946-8); Forum (1946-50)
represented Communist intellectuals; and Hungarians
(1945-9), the first periodical launched after the war, provided
initially a platform for every literary group, though it later
became a mouthpiece mainly for middle-class writers.

By 1950, however, literary life had been
brought under complete control. Periodicals were suppressed one by
one; publishing firms were nationalized, so that only those authors
whose writing was approved by the Communist Party were able to gain
access to the public. This large-scale restriction of literary life
produced a profound effect on Hungarian literature for years to
come. Authors who were denied the facilities of publication had the
choice either of leaving the country or of writing for their
desk-drawer. Moreover writers were imprisoned or deported, and many
promising careers were irrevocably damaged; established writers
were unable to cope with the loss of their public. Many of the
népi writers, for example, have never recovered
completely, and others died forgotten at home or abroad. The
Writers’ Union, founded in 1950, followed a ‘closed shop’ policy:
non-members were considered to be ‘non-writers’.

This ruthless literary dictatorship was
controlled by József Révai (1898-1959), the chief ideologue of the
Moscow faction. One of the founders of the Hungarian Communist
Party in 1918, Révai started his literary career in Kassák’s
avant-garde periodical Today, but soon left the
Today group for the Communist movement. His early
discontent with avant-garde experimentation made him despise any
artistic effort which did not concern itself with a direct and
conventional approximation to reality. His dogmatic approach to the
arts disposed him to socialist realism, the official doctrine of
Communist aesthetics, first promulgated by A. A. Zhdanov in the
Soviet Union. Socialist realism has never been precisely
defined;*A contemporary Budapest joke referred to
Zhdanov’s death as an irreparable loss since only he knew the
secret formula of socialist realism and he had taken his secret to
his grave. in essence, it proved to consist of harnessing
the late nineteenth-century realist technique to the portrayal of
exemplary characters in socialist societies (the ‘positive hero’).
The theory is that since the true meaning of life is expressed in
human progress towards Communism, works of art must breathe a
spirit of hope and optimism, and all literary works must end on a
note of optimism, allowing at least a glimpse of the rosy future.
In practice this doctine has resulted in a superficial,
photographic realism with stereotyped black and white characters
soaked, not infrequently, in a shallow sentimentalism.

As writers were thus restricted in their
depiction of human conflicts in a contemporary setting, they
experienced great difficulty in maintaining either their interest
or their standards. Communist critics, including Révai, were not
altogether happy with the efforts of writers, terming the fruits of
their labours ‘schematic’. Schematism became a byword for
unsuccessful socialist realism, a term which now may be applied
almost exclusively to works written, or rather published, in
Hungary in the bleak years of Stalinism from 1949 to 1953. Writers
tormented by the strictures of party policy chose the easy way out
of their dilemma; they wrote eulogies of the party and its ‘wise
leader’, Rákosi. The volume Hungarian Writers on Mátyás
Rákosi (1952) is typical of the times in its unashamed
flattery and overzealous adulation.

Literary life was strictly
compartmentalized. The monthly Star (1947-56) became
the exclusive organ*There were in addition regional monthlies (e.g.
Tisza Region, 1947- ) which were controlled by the
regional branches of the Writers’ Union. These publications were
provincial in addition to being schematic. of the Writers’
Union. Young writers were provided with their own forum in 1952
(New Voice, 1952-6). In addition, a weekly journal,
Literary Gazette (1950-56),* Literary Gazette was re-established in
London in 1957 as the organ of the Hungarian Writers’ Association
Abroad. It is a forum of those writers who left Hungary after the
revolution. First it appeared fortnightly, then monthly, now
bimonthly. Since 1962, it has been edited by Tibor Méray (1924- )
and it appears in Paris. was launched, closely imitating its
Soviet model, Literaturnaya Gazeta. Likewise, books
were published by concerns specializing in new literary works,
children’s books, classics, foreign translations, non-fiction or
ideological works. After the death of Stalin the cult of
personality began to decline, giving way to a general easing of
tension, called in contemporary jargon ‘the thaw’,*The title of Ilya Ehrenburg’s novel (1954) became the
symbol of liberalization. initiated mainly through
Khrushchev’s exposure of Stalin’s crimes at the Twentieth Congress
of the Soviet Communist Party.

A new liberal policy, inaugurated in 1953
by Imre Nagy (1896-1958), encouraged writers to cast aside their
fears and doubts and speak freely. Within certain limits they were
indeed expected to express their own views. Literary
Gazette, which carried much of the new writing, became an
avidly-read journal; all copies were sold out on the morning of
publication. Writers who had been silent returned to literary life,
young poets emerged and became the undaunted spokesmen of their
fellow-countrymen-briefly, literary life revived after an ice age
which had seemed to last centuries. In 1955, however, Rákosi
managed to oust Nagy and his liberal followers from power, and
attempted to reinstate his iron rule in all walks of life. The
slogan was now ‘deviation’. The fight against deviation from the
official, correct party line meant a new attempt to muzzle the
writers or any other critics of the regime.

Nevertheless, events could not be stopped
now. Literature was in ferment, and the writers became leaders of a
nation-wide reform movement, culminating in the revolution which
broke out on 23 October 1956. Most of the writers who were in the
vanguard of the reform movement were Communist, some of them even
Moscow-trained Communists. Disillusioned with the intellectual
restrictions of the Rákosi regime and seeing the general discontent
in the country, these writers first exposed the crimes committed in
the name of ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’, and later,
during the revolution, supported wholeheartedly the popular
revolt.

First and foremost among the protesting
writers was Tibor Déry (1894-1977), a lifelong Communist, although
not a Muscovite. Born into an upper-middle-class family, Déry was a
member of the Writers’ Directoire during the 1919
Communist revolution, which nationalized private property,
including his father’s block of flats. As a result his father
committed suicide; young Déry espoused the cause of socialism. His
literary apprenticeship was unduly extended; he spent long years
abroad experimenting with both poetry and fiction, temporarily
joining Kassák’s circle and flirting with Expressionism, Dadaism,
and Surrealism. Like many other young upper-middle-class rebels, he
sought in the communist movement the human attachment that he was
unable to find within his own class. This attitude became the key
motif of his early writing; his restless heroes often break with
their bourgeois background and find remedy for their insecurity in
marrying a working-class or peasant girl. His guilt-ridden
conscience and sense of individualism, however, always let him
down, causing much soul-searching, and resulting in mediocre
writing.

In 1945, with the advent of the new world,
and after long years of underdevelopment, Déry believed he had
found his place in society. As an act of goodwill he made an
attempt to come to terms with the concept of socialist realism, and
embarked on writing the great working-class novel of
his country and epoch, planned as a trilogy under the title
Answer, in which he tried to reconcile the official
history of the working-class movement and truth. For Déry had at
least one commendable quality: a passionate love of truth, which
was always prominent in his works. He had already attempted to
portray Hungarian society in an ambitious trilogy, The
Unfinished Sentence (1934-8, published 1947), which provided
irrefutable evidence of his artistic skill; yet it was his
wrestling with socialist realism that helped, surprisingly, to
mature his faculties. His writing became more direct in both
observation and style. He chose a ‘positive hero’ from the working
class, Bálint Köpe, whose life he intended to follow from childhood
until 1948, drawing a bold picture of the changes that affected
Hungarian society during the inter-war years. However, the
publication of Part I (1950) and Part II (1952) of the novel
incurred the personal wrath of Révai, the cultural dictator, and
the novel was severely rebuked for infringing the rules of
socialist realism. Déry was ordered to rewrite his book and correct
his ‘mistakes’.

In this episode, known as the ‘Déry
dispute’, literary life reached its lowest ebb; but it was also a
turning point both in Déry’s career and in the mesmerised climate
of Hungarian literature. Far from rewriting his novel, Déry chose
themes which provided him with increased opportunities to expose
the ‘malpractices of socialist legality’.*A
contemporary euphemism. (Other writers also felt that their
subjection to party control had reached breaking point and, guided
by an attachment to social relevance and a sense of individual
stubborness, gradually decided to co-operate with the party less
and less.) Of Déry’s stories, undoubtedly Niki, The Story of
a Dog (1956) went the farthest. While on the surface it is a
story of how an amiable mongrel, taken up by an elderly couple who
have lost their only son at Voronezh, gradually becomes part of
their lives, it is also a fable about the arbitrary restrictions on
human life in Stalinist Hungary. Although a story about a dog might
easily degenerate into sentimentalism, in Déry’s hand it has
remained a beautifully conceived story of human misery under the
Rákosi regime. When Ancsa is arrested and imprisoned for some
obscure ‘mistake’, Mrs Ancsa and Niki eke out the years of his
absence shunned by their friends and neighbours; and when he is
released the reader is suddenly forced to realize how utterly
meaningless their sufferings were: ‘Were you told why you were
arrested?’ ‘No,’ the engineer replied, ‘I was told nothing.’ ‘And
you don’t know, either, why you were released?’ ‘No,’ the engineer
replied. ‘I was not told.’*Translated by Edward Hyams. The power and
impact of Niki lie in its gentle understatements, in
its ability to convey the atmosphere of fear through the simple
relationship of a man, a woman, and a dog. Niki was
the longest piece in a series of short stories that Déry wrote in
1955. Of the others, ‘The Gay Funeral’ is a wryly comic account of
a fundamentally bourgeois society existing within the confines of a
Communist state; ‘Love’ is a snapshot of the return to his wife of
a man imprisoned for unintelligible reasons and suddenly released.
In ‘Behind the Brick Wall’, Déry draws the portrait of an
apparatchik whose sense of justice is affected by a
conflict between the workers’ interests and the Party’s inhuman
demands on them. In ‘Encounter’*Still omitted from Déry’s collected short stories
published in Hungary. severe moral judgement is passed on
another apparatchik who despises the class he
originally comes from. All these writings contributed to the
growing public indignation before the revolution, during which Déry
proudly accepted his responsibility: ‘I am happy and proud, that,
together with my fellow-writers, our profession made us the first
to listen to the nation’s voice and the first to report it.’

The price Déry had to pay for exposing the
Rákosi regime was nine years’ imprisonment ‘for conspiracy against
the state’. Nevertheless, his revolt against the practice of those
who represented his lifelong ideals gave him purpose and aim, the
intensity of which released his best qualities: moral courage and
an economy of style restricted to the essentials only. In 1960 he
was freed, partly on account of the international outcry against
his imprisonment, partly because by 1960 the post-revolutionary
regime felt secure enough to exercise clemency. Déry published a
short story in 1962, ‘Reckoning’, which describes the last days of
a professor who decides to escape after the crushing of the
revolution, but changes his mind within sight of the Austrian
border. He turns back, sits down and freezes to death because he is
tired. The thoughts of the professor are obviously the thoughts of
Déry himself, and by this symbolical compromise Déry returned to
literary life.

His last twenty years were characterized by
a prolific output. Déry’s Kafkaesque novel Mr G. A. in
X (1964), written in prison, presents a vision of a world
where the exact opposite of conventional values is valid,
witnessing his disillusionment and pessimism. The
Excommunicator (1965) is an ironic pseudo-historical novel
about dogmatic thinking and fanaticism – a thinly veiled parable of
the 1950s, although its hero, St. Ambrose, lived in the Middle
Ages. The total collapse of his moral world is reflected both in
Face to Face (1967), a poetic oratorio about the
dangers which the future has in store for mankind, and in his
autobiography No Verdict (1968). In this latter work
he renounces bravely his last illusions about the possibility of
artistic integrity in the service of the Party: ‘I was a bad
Communist from the outset, I don’t deny that. The question only is
– and the answer has been sought for decades – whether anyone can
be a good writer and a good Communist at the same time, in the
close-fitting uniform which the Party fits him into and which he
only rarely gets permission to unbutton.’ With these works Déry
successfully got rid of his dark thoughts. His last works indicate
new departures; Imaginary Report About An American Pop
Festival (1971), although sadly lacking first-hand
experience of the American scene, shows Déry’s willingness to
describe topical issues of the 1960s; Cher Beau-Pére
(1973) is a touching portrait of an old man whose irony and wit act
as a defence mechanism in the face of approaching death. The
Boy With One Ear (1975) is a fictionalized adaptation of the
sensational kidnapping case in which the ear of Paul Getty’s
grandson was cut off, and was followed by another short novel
The Murderer and I (1976), both of which display the
decline of Déry’s power to treat the essential, although not of his
craftsmanship.

Another leading figure of ‘the thaw’ was
the playwright Gyula Háy (1900-75), who had lived in Germany for
many years as a young author before settling in the Communist
writers’ colony, in Moscow. Háy was thus a ‘Muscovite’, but he
could never quite overcome his aversion to Zhdanovism, and always
remembered with nostalgia the avant-garde revolutionary
élan of the 1920s in the Weimar Republic. There he
wrote his best play, which was produced by Reinhardt:
God, Emperor, Peasant (1932;
Moscow, 1940) about the Emperor Sigismund and John Hus. When Háy
returned to Hungary in 1945 he was entirely unknown, but as one of
the returning Communists he was treated as the leading playwright,
although his Bridge of Life (1951), for example,
showed the same faults which marred all literary products of the
early 1950s. Háy’s disillusion with the new class of which he was
himself a member came to light with a powerful impact in a single
long article: ‘Why do I dislike Comrade Kucsera?’ published in
Literary Gazette just before the revolution. ‘Comrade
Kucsera’ is a brilliant and emotional exposé of the Communist
apparatchik who, with his narrowmindedness, rigid
dogmatism, double standards, incompetence, and bureaucratic
officialdom, stands as a symbol of the driving force behind
dictatorship. The contradiction between ideals and privileges, the
contrast between the ordinary man’s plight and the luxury and
wastefulness of the apparatchiks were among the prime
factors responsible for the outbreak of the revolution.

Háy became famous overnight; he was
arrested soon after the revolution and imprisoned for six years for
‘incitement against the state’. Having been released in 1960, Háy
seized the first opportunity to leave Hungary: he settled in
Switzerland. Of his later plays The Horse (1961) and
Appassionata (1969) deserve special attention. The
first is a historical comedy about why Caligula, the Roman Emperor,
raised his horse to the office of a consul and why people let him
do it; the second concerns an episode in the wake of the revolution
of 1956. His memoirs, (Born in 1900, Hamburg, 1971),
still unpublished in Hungarian, are a case history of a Central
European middle-class Communist who devoted his life to the cause,
only to feel betrayed when his dream came true.

Although not a ‘Muscovite’, but a
home-produced Communist, Zoltán Zelk (1906-81) was one of the first
poets to volunteer to praise the new regime. Originally he belonged
to the fringe of Kassák’s circle and wrote expressionistic free
verse. His experiences during the war (he survived forced labour in
the Ukraine) made him capable of genuine devotion to the Rákosi
regime. After writing sickening eulogies (A Song of Loyalty
and Gratitude, 1949), Zelk, however, was soon compelled to
see the light, and in a series of poems he renounced his former
gullibility, becoming a brave spokesman of reform-Communism, for
which he was imprisoned. In his old age, mellowed and matured, his
poetry displayed an amiable fondness for the small pleasures of
life.

Zelk’s career was by no means unique; other
devotees, some even talented, followed the same rough road to
illumination, and all paid a heavy price for their fallibility.
Lajos Kónya (1914-72), for example, first a leading panegyrist of
the regime, from 1953 onwards wrote poems of protest with
increasing courage; his poetry became a document of an inhuman age,
yet after the revolution his inspiration seems to have declined.
László Benjámin (1915-1986), a promising ‘worker-poet’ at the time
of his debut, became the foremost Communist poet; his romantic
eloquence, and his sincere disappointment with servility, lack of
courage, and political indifference that became evident in his
compatriots during the war, made him eminently suitable for a
Communist chastener of public life. Yet his poetry immediately
before the revolution (A Single Life, 1956) was
permeated by a moral crisis, which eventually forced him to fall
silent for years. His poetry from the 1960s onwards is balanced;
the price of his blunders included the loss of revolutionary
élan, bitter self-accusations, and a certain defiance
in upholding the tarnished image of socialism. Finally, among the
numerous younger Communist poets Péter Kuczka (1923-1999) deserves
mention for his long poem ‘Nyírség*Nyírség. The easternmost part of the
Lowlands, traditionally a poverty-stricken area of the
country. Diary’ which heralded ‘the thaw’ with its frank
exposition of living conditions in a remote part of the country.
Kuczka, whose earlier verse, with its unsophisticated immediacy,
had represented the worst aspects of socialist realism, later
abandoned writing poetry altogether; he is now a science-fiction
writer.

The leading ‘Muscovite’ writers, however,
remained unmoved by popular discontent; they had learnt their
lesson while living in Stalin’s Russia. Not that many of them
shared their fellow-writers’ loyalty to ‘the people’. First and
foremost among the conservative Communists was Béla Illés
(1895-1974), who arrived in Hungary as a major of the Soviet Army
in 1945. A lifelong apparatchik, Illés was
secretary-general of the Proletarian Writers’ World Federation in
Moscow. He left Hungary after the revolution of 1919, and while
resident in Moscow wrote an ambitious trilogy of that revolution,
(The Tisza Ablaze, 3 vols., Moscow, 1930-3), closely
modelled on Sholokhov’s Quiet Flows the Don, which
revealed him as a traditional writer whose craft was unaffected by
modern narrative techniques; he followed the Romantic model as set
by Jókai, heavily interspersed with anecdotes for good measure. The
same can be said of its sequel: Carpathian Rhapsody
(Moscow, 1941), in which the narrative takes place in Illés’s
native Kárpátalja.*A
region on the Western slopes of the Carpathians, of mixed
Hungarian, Ruthenian, Slovak, and Jewish population which was ceded
to Czechoslovakia after World War I and was returned to Hungarian
rule in 1938. The region finally came under Soviet domination after
World War II; it is now called the Subcarpathian District of the
Ukraine. He planned a further trilogy about ‘the
liberation’*
Felszabadulás.
The official usage when referring to the Soviet occupation of
Hungary in 1945. of Hungary, which, like Déry’s
Answer, remained incomplete (Conquest,
Part 1: ‘Of Arms and the Man I Sing’, 1949; Part 2:
The Battle for the Comedy Theatre, 1950). Illés had a
reputation for telling blatantly tall tales*Since Tsarist Russia had sent an army to assist the
Habsburgs in quelling the rebellious Hungarians in 1849, which had
a decisive share in terminating the War of Independence, the
Russians were not particularly popular in Hungary. Their presence
after World War II was explained away as liberators, but this could
not have been the case in 1849. This caused great headaches,
particularly at the time of the nation-wide commemoration of the
centenary of 1848-9. In order to play down the Russians’ odious
part in suppressing Hungary’s democratic revolution, a certain
Captain Gusev was produced who was said to have revolted against
the Tsar in defence of the Hungarian cause. While the merits of the
previously unknown noble-hearted Russian were widely publicized,
even a street in the capital being hastily named after him, when
eager historians delved into the case of the champion of the
Hungarians’ freedom he turned out to have been the brain-child of
the inventive Illés. Today the sole proof of his existence is the
street named after him. and he enjoyed a special place in
literary life until his death.

His books were published in editions far
beyond the need of the market; critics hailed him as a great
socialist-realist author. Of his comrades, Sándor Gergely
(1896-1966) also returned from Moscow in 1945. A largely
unsuccessful author in Hungary in the 1920s, Gergely too received a
prominent place in the new literary hierarchy. He wrote with a
strange mixture of rough naturalism and naïvely romantic adulation
for the movement, frequently in an expressionistic style. The
Moscow years did him little good; living in constant terror during
the purges of the 1930s, and in the incessant power struggle within
the expartriate community, left deep scars on his personality, as
his autobiography, full of self-vindication and personal
vengefulness, testifies. His chief work is a trilogy about Dózsa,
the leader of the peasants’ war in 1514 (3 vols., Moscow,
1936-45).

A second wave of ‘Muscovites’ returned to
Hungary in the late 1950s, including József Lengyel (1896-1975),
who was perhaps the only significant author among them. A veteran
of the Communist revolution of 1919, Lengyel followed the route of
other Communist exiles to Austria, Weimar Germany and then Moscow.
In the land of his dreams he was soon arrested, kept in prisons,
concentration camps in the Arctic Circle, and after his release
under surveillance. When after eighteen long years he was released
in 1953 he worked as a night-watchman of a kolkhoz
until permitted to return to Hungary two years later. He began to
make his mark as a writer only in the 1960s. Not that he started
late; like so many writers of leftist tendencies, he had belonged
to the fringe of Kassák’s circle during World War I, at which time
he wrote harsh expressionistic poems and overintellectual
prose.

His first novel, Visegrád
Street*It
was in a house in this Budapest street that the Hungarian Communist
Party was formed in late 1918. (Moscow, 1932), was written
in Germany, and in spite of its loose construction and roughly
presented material, it revealed that Lengyel knew how to write, and
that his writing created a strangely evocative atmosphere. Lengyel
consciously set out to write documentary fiction, for at the time
he believed in the value of the documentary novel. He had started
on Prenn Drifting (1958) just before he was arrested
in 1937, taking its subject-matter from the revolutionary events of
1919. The novel was, however, completed only after his return to
Hungary. Between his beginning and ending this novel he underwent
the outstanding experience of his life: prison, which, thanks to
his integrity and courage, helped him to mature as a writer. The
hero of Prenn Drifting is .a deserter, who first
becomes a spy and, when suspected of defection, is sentenced to
death. His subsequent development is decided by the insurgent
workers who storm the prison where he is awaiting execution. From a
purposeless, drifting young opportunist Prenn now becomes a
convinced revolutionary. Lengyel shaped his hero with enough irony
to make him neither a complete rascal nor a shining symbol of the
sacred revolutionary spirit.

Lengyel’s tone of writing becomes
impressively authoritative when he presents the harsh and offending
facts of his prison existence, and as he records with discipline
the daily routine in the miserable lives of the inmates, he
maintains a terse and simple style. Spell (1961) is
the story of a political exile, a charcoal-burner in the Siberian
forest who wins the affection of a neighbour’s dog. The scenes are
built up by the accumulation of visual detail; the tightness of the
writing precludes the danger of sentimentality. From
Beginning To End (1963), published at the same time as
Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich, is presented without
passion or anger; daily humiliations are related with a detachment
which can be achieved only after the total loss of human dignity.
Lack of bread, or rather of crumbs of bread, drives men to abandon
all moral codes; the naked law of survival of the cleverest is the
rule of the prison camp. In saying what he has to say, Lengyel has
the assurance of one who knows that he has the right to say it.

Prison camps in Siberia and Auschwitz have
the same identity, and when Lengyel’s attention turns to the latter
(The Judge’s Chair, 1964) he describes life in a
German concentration camp before the arrival of US Army in the same
stark, intense, unrhetorical style as he had used when describing
suffering he knew from experience. He operates with a few
characters who make agonizing decisions to survive. One of the
heroes is István Banicza, whose Communist faith in the possibility
of changing the future is unshaken, and who eventually returns to
Budapest, to bring about the utopia to which he has devoted his
life. Banicza is a key figure for Lengyel, witnessing, that his own
trials and tribulations were apparently not enough to shake the
foundations of his firm belief in the future of socialism.

Yet Banicza is only one of the facets of
Lengyel’s personality: the staunch believer who eventually has to
face his creator’s doubt, who has sacrificed his entire life to the
cause, bringing about very little result for mankind, and a long
drawn-out ordeal for himself. The encounter between Banicza and
Lengyel’s doubts takes place in Confrontation
(1968?*Chapter I was published in
Contemporary (December, 1968). A printed version of
the whole novel, apparently for private circulation among the party
elite, was produced later, but no exact date can be ascertained
(1972?).). Banicza is now a First Counsellor of the
Hungarian Embassy in Moscow, when his old friend Lassú, with whom
he used to work in the movement, appears at the Embassy. Lassú is
an outcast released from a Siberian camp; Banicza is an
apparatchik who wishes to believe that the
monstrosities committed in the name of socialism are incidental to,
and not inherent in, the cause. The moral dilemma raised by the
novel is this: should one compromise and serve the cause without
asking questions, and accept the privileges reserved for the
faithful, despite going through a private hell; or should one tell
the truth whatever the consequence? Lassú, although still a
believer, fears that the cause has fatally degenerated. As a
conclusion to the novel, he faces new arrest and perhaps more years
in Siberia, and Banicza is promoted to a post in London.
Altogether, it is not an uplifting conclusion for young party
cadres; Lengyel himself was over seventy when he reached it, and
his message was one for which he had paid a heavy price.
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Although Soviet tanks swept aside Hungary’s
revolutionary government in November 1956, the Stalinist era has
irrevocably ended, along with most of its side-effects for
literature. The new regime at first repressed all signs of
opposition, whether it came from the intellectuals or from the
general population. Many writers were imprisoned, as if the
authorities were belatedly and half-heartedly following
Khrushchev’s advice, once given in public, that ‘the trouble in
Hungary could have been successfully avoided, if a few dozen
writers had been shot in time’. There was, however, an amnesty in
1960 when imprisoned writers, including Déry, Háy, and others, were
released. A second, general amnesty in 1964 released all other
political prisoners, and declared that no prosecution would take
place from now on for ‘counter-revolutionary’ crimes, which proved
to be true; there have been no major cases of repression since the
mid-1960s.

The suppression of the revolution threw
Hungarian literature into partial eclipse; most periodicals ceased
publication during the revolution. The Writers’ Union, which was
the last stronghold of intellectual opposition, was re-established
in 1959. Its new, central organ Contemporary (1957- )
is now the leading belletristic periodical. The successor to
New Voice, New Writing (1961- ) is also a
leading forum. The weekly Life and Literature (1957- )
was the first to appear after the revolution; it carries many
interesting feature articles, besides poetry and fiction. In
addition there are several monthlies which are no longer
provincial, like their predecessors in the 1950s. This is largely
true of both The Tisza Region (Szeged) and The
Lowland (Debrecen), both of which survived the revolution.
Present Age (Pécs, 1957- ) was notable in the 1960s as
a significant outlet for new talents. Our Days
(Miskolc, 1962- ) is more traditional, while Our Life
(Szombathely, 1963- ) and Source (Kecskemét, 1969- )
have a widening horizon. The latest bimonthly, World in
Motion (1975- ), is the forum of the youngest writers who
made their debut in the 1970s, and it carries experimental
literature. Horizon (1972- ) is an ambitious
undertaking: it contains a representative selection from other
periodicals. Foreign literature in translation is published in
Wide World (1956- ), and there is a monthly devoted
entirely to book reviews and criticism (Criticism,
1963- ). The Roman Catholic Vigilia (1935- ) also
features both literature and criticism.

The present wide variety of trends in
Hungarian literature appeared gradually. After the revolution the
essential problem facing the Party was to break the silence of
writers and thereby make them implicitly recognize the legitimacy
of the regime. This was brought about by no longer enforcing the
dogma of socialist realism as the criterion for publication. In
practice, prominent authors of the inter-war period, who had been
silenced in the first over-zealous years after the Communist
takeover, were allowed, indeed encouraged, to publish. Thus many
authors of the first and second generation of the
Nyugat, and many populist writers, returned to the
literary scene. Secondly, highbrow notions of literature were
partly given up; consequently thrillers and light entertainment,
once frowned upon, were published in large editions. The best
example of this trend has been the ‘rediscovery’ of P. Howard and
the birth of the ‘socialist-thriller’. András Berkesi (1919-1997)
for example, made his name with October Storm (1958),
a sensational novel about the revolution, and he has produced many
successful undisguised thrillers and other ‘action-packed’ novels
which are published in issues of over 100,000 copies, an
excessively large number in a country of ten million
inhabitants.

In addition, an unprecedented variety of
modern foreign fiction has become available. In the 1950s only
those Western authors were printed who were either Communists or
fellow-travellers (e.g. Howard Fast, Aragon, Nexø or Pablo Neruda);
the rest were considered representative of ‘bourgeois decadence’
or, worse, ‘agents of imperialism’. This narrow-minded attitude to
literature gradually gave way to a broader view of the term
‘realism’, to include as many authors as possible.*cf. the theory of ‘parttalan realizmus’ (unlimited
realism). Even ‘controversial’ literary fashions, such as
the neo-avant-garde, were eventually accepted, and today no
literary trend is considered taboo.

The present tolerant policy governing
literature is derived from the political slogan ‘Those who are not
against us, are with us’*First used in a speech in 1961, it is the explicit
reverse of Rákosi’s philosophy: ‘he who is not with us, is against
us’. Both versions, however, are well-known from the Bible. (Luke
9:50 and 11:23 respectively.) of first secretary János
Kádár, the architect of the post-revolutionary consolidation.
Literary life is under the personal supervision of György Aczél,
whose appreciation of good literature extends to the limits of
ideological acceptability. While his position in the
power-structure is similar to Révai’s in the 1950s, he is far less
authoritative, and is guided more by pragmatism than doctrine. The
present age of Hungarian literature is often dubbed ‘The Age of
Three T’s’, the letters standing in Hungarian for Support,
Tolerance, and Prohibition.* támogat, t?r, and
tilt. The number of writers whose activity is
supported or tolerated is on the increase, while fewer and fewer
writers remain in the last category. As both the writers and the
party made concessions, a compromise was eventually reached, and
the long and honoured tradition of political dissent as the prime
function of literature has become less prominent than in previous
ages.

The most convenient term to describe this
new, changed relationship between writer and state is perhaps
machtgeschützte Innerlichkeit, adapted by the
philosopher Lukács from Thomas Mann.* Leiden und Grösse Richard Wagners
(1933). It is used here to convey that tacit agreement
between writer and government whereby the writer does not overtly
question the ideological bases of the system, (namely, the leading
role of the party*In
the 1950s Marxist philosophy and the party claimed to have a
monopoly in all walks of life, including literary
life; now only hegemony is claimed. A subtle
distinction. and Hungary’s relationship to the Soviet
Union), while in exchange he can freely air his personal discontent
or troubles. Lukács, of course, used the term when describing the
‘pseudo-Victorian’ society of Hungary at the end of the last
century, yet mutatis mutandis it eminently suits the
new, cordial relations between writer and state under the watchful
eye of the party. It would be wrong to see the writers’ concessions
as self-imposed censorship; they are rather a necessity brought
about by external unfavourable circumstances, and provide a defence
of the writers’ integrity. For even in East European societies
there are many excellent writers whose chief message concerns the
self, and in consequence of machtgeschützte
Innerlichkeit these writers enjoy a freedom approaching that
of the writer in a democracy. The arrangement also assures the
survival of the continuity of literary traditions until more
favourable times.

When examining Hungarian poetry in the last
twenty years, it has to be borne in mind that poets have little by
little come to prefer the quest for self-expression to the
expression of social protest, the latter being the traditional role
of the ‘national poet’ as the voice of opposition according to the
nineteenth century pattern. While the oldest generation of living
poets included Illyés, who was regarded by many as the leading poet
and whose pronouncements received wide public attention, the
representative poet of the era of consolidation is Sándor Weöres
(1913-1989), whose poetry was first officially ignored, and later
labelled ‘individualist’ and ‘formalist’. After the publication of
Well of Fire (Paris, 1964) in a pirate edition, it was
no longer possible to maintain the conspiracy of silence
encompassing his poetry, and in the mid-1960s he gained the
recognition he had long deserved.

In spite of his belated recognition as a
major poet, Weöres was far from being a late developer; by the age
of fourteen he knew all the tricks of his trade. Trick is the
key-word in describing his craftsmanship, since he often appears to
be a magician who performs unrepeatable tricks by means of
language. He employs all forms with equal ease, from complex metre
and rhyme structures to free verse. He never refers directly to
social or political causes, neither is he interested in relating
personal experiences or describing nature. Instead, he roams freely
in time and space, as a puckish spirit unfettered by earthly
concerns. Furthermore, his imagination is a limitless source of
poetic invention; he creates imaginary languages with startling
sound and visual effects, or private myths, if he finds the wide
range of mythological or anthropological references at his disposal
inadequate for his poetic aim. Myths, the remnants of mankind’s
prehistoric, unwritten heritage, possess a special appeal for him;
he has admitted the influence of Chinese, Indian, Assyrian,
Sumerian, and other literatures of the ancient Orient, and is
fascinated by the primitive cults, rites, and chants of African,
Polynesian, or Finno-Ugrian tradition. The primitive and the
sophisticated frequently overlap in his poetry, through his bold
use of association in imagery; his readers may be at a complete
loss to distinguish between what is derived from his sources and
what are his own creations. By making, shaping, and altering myths,
Weöres is claiming his poetic rights from the common, ancient
heritage of mankind.

In his early volumes (It is
Cold, Pécs, 1934; Stone and Man, 1935; and
In Praise of the Creation, Pécs, 1938) Weöres
unwittingly fooled his critics, who took him to be a brilliant but
faithful disciple of the Nyugat masters. This was true
only of Weöres’s technique, for he had learnt all there was to
learn from his predecessors before setting out on his own path. His
innovations included the recognition that a poet and a child have
much in common,*In
The Birth of the Poem: Meditation and
Confession, Weöres’s doctoral dissertation (1938), he
describes convincingly what this poetic attitude means in his
particular case. as they both explore the world with a
sensitivity unadultered by the conventions of grown-up society; and
that poetry is meant to be recited, and consequently rhythm and
sound effects are more essential to a poem than its verbal content.
With a bold disregard for rationality he experimented with
children’s poems, in which be blended fragments of nursery rhymes
with a strangely surrealistic, timeless poetic message; these he
bound together with quick-packed rhythm and playful rhymes (e.g.
‘Chant’, 1934). Children’s poems have remained a recurrent feature
of his poetry ever since.

The early volumes also showed his almost
unlimited capability for empathy-irrespective of the different
cultural background or distance in time his subjects might possess
(e.g. he laments over old age in the guise of a priest from ancient
Egypt). His struggle to find an outlet for the poetic self often
led him to put on different masks (‘A long time ago I was a nun’,
1930); occasionally he was puzzled by the ‘plurality’ of his ego
(‘Self-Caricature’, 1933), and even when he handled conventional
themes (‘Valse Triste’, 1932-4) he seemed to conjure up a world
unaffected by natural laws.

In the next phase of his development,
Weöres wrote free adaptations of ancient
myths-Theomachia (1938), Istar’s Descent to
Hell (1939), Gilgamesh (1937) – in an attempt
to absorb and recreate the least-known stages of human awareness.
These poems, together with his imaginary mythological characters
(e.g. Kukszu and Szibbabi in ‘The First Couple’, 1941), embody
‘archetypal sources of knowledge’, in the sense Weöres uses the
phrase:

The only way to genuine learning is to
reactivate the knowledge within ourselves. Archetypal knowledge
hidden in the human soul is essentially the same in everybody and
its validity is total. This archetypal knowledge is the only
appropriate foundation. Whatever is based on it is irrefutable;
what is based on notions disintegrates. Archetypal knowledge is
infinitely simple; it is so simple that it is impossible to express
it with words.*Towards Totality (1945).

After the publication of The
Colonnade of Teeth (1947), which contained
Gilgamesh and a series of surprising ‘one-line poems’,
sometimes consisting of a single compound word only, Weöres was no
longer allowed to publish his own verse; only translations and
children’s poems appeared under his name. Even his children’s poems
produced a significant novelty: his experiments with Hungarian
prosody yielded new metric variants. The Tower of
Silence (1956), sent to the press in the brief interlude of
liberalization preceding the revolution,*The book was released early in 1957, in the first
anarchic days of the post-revolutionary era, when no one paid any
attention to esoteric poets like Weöres. contain a series of
epics. First of all, The Fall of Mahruh (1952) a
vision of the destruction of a primordial gigantic cosmos, of which
our present universe, including man and earth, are survivors. Other
epics include ‘Medea’ (1954), ‘Orpheus’ (1955), and ‘Queen
Tatavane’ (1956). The last evokes a strangely isolated primitive
world, partly derived from Malay and Polynesian rituals and oral
traditions. In addition, the volume contains ‘Le Journal’ (1953),
in which Weöres depicts the absurdity of contemporary Hungarian
society in surrealistic terms.

After long years of abuse, of accusations
of nihilism, pessimism, existentialism. and even obscenity (for the
erotic description of love in ‘Fairy Spring’), Weöres was finally
accepted by official critics, and as an act of approval, The
Well of Fire was also published in Hungary. This volume,
together with Saturn Submerging (1968), contains
further virtuoso pieces (e.g. ‘Thirty Bagatelles’), and shows his
enterprising spirit and poetic creativity to be unimpaired. Perhaps
his greatest recent poetic tour de force is the
crowning achievement of his talent for empathy; Psyché
(1972) is a collection of poems by a fictitious Hungarian poetess
who lived at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
written in the contemporary language and forms, and replete with
delightful amorous adventures and gossipy references to actual
writers of the age. Weöres seems to have thoroughly enjoyed
masquerading as a poetess, and the volume is a masterpiece of
poetic invention. His latest work, Three Sparrows With Six
Eyes (1977), is an anthology of early Hungarian poetry,
originally selected by Weöres for a series in
Contemporary. While making the selection Weöres made
some startling discoveries, and has successfully removed the dust
of centuries from unjustly neglected minor poets. Judging by the
popularity of the series, the anthology may produce an impact on
literary taste and may change accepted verdicts on early Hungarian
poets. Weöres, in spite of his voluminous and varied ouvre, may
still produce substantial works. Scholarship, notwithstanding its
recent deference to him, has so far produced few studies worthy of
his extraordinary poetic world.

Of the younger poets who made their debut
after the war in New Moon, János Pilinszky (1921-81)
survived the tongue-tied years of Stalinism apparently unscathed. A
devout Catholic by upbringing, Pilinszky was called up for military
service in 1944, just in time to witness the human inferno with the
final collapse of Germany. The sights he saw, and the experiences
he met with in and out of prison camps in Germany and Austria
triggered off a poetic sensibility which in turn forced him to put
these experiences into fierce, unforgettable poems, whose intensity
is accentuated by his superhuman effort to break down his own
reluctance to describe his visions. The publication of a slim
volume, Trapeze and Parallel Bars (1946), containing
only nineteen poems, was a literary event, and established him as
the most promising young poet of the day. When, after a long
silence, his second volume, On the Third Day (1959),
containing thirty-odd new poems, appeared, it was acclaimed as a
major achievement of a major poet. His forms are traditional; he
has nothing of the technical brilliance and virtuosity of Weöres,
yet his unerringly balanced choice of words, his poignancy, and his
images denuded of all embellishment confront the reader with a
peculiar ‘sort of lack of language, a sort of linguistic poverty’
which is redeemed by his art. In Pilinszky’s own words: ‘In art
even such a poor language – and I must say it with the pride of the
poor – can be redeemed. In art the deaf can hear, the blind can
see, the cripple can walk, each deficiency may become a creative
force of high quality.’*In
an interview (1969) translated by Ted Hughes.

This attitude is the key to the
understanding of Pilinszky’s poetry, in which deprivation and death
challenge man’s natural instinct to forget:

<
tbody>



	
Where you have fallen, you stay.





	
In the whole universe, this is your place.





	
Just this single spot.





	
But you have made this yours absolutely.*‘On the Wall of a KZ Lager’ (1958) translated by Ted
Hughes.






He can speak about the biological
humiliation of man with excruciating integrity, as when he recalls,
for example, an escaped French prisoner who ‘just before dawn,
creeping past our quarters’, ‘was gulping raw cattleturnip’:

<
tbody>



	
Yet he had hardly swallowed one mouthful





	
before it flooded back up.





	
Then the sweet pulp in his mouth mingled





	
with delight and disgust the same





	
as the unhappy and happy come together





	
in their bodies’ voracious ecstasy.*‘The French Prisoner’ (1947) translated by Ted
Hughes.






In a strange way, despair and ghastliness
become a source of strength in Pilinszky’s poetry, no doubt as a
consequence of his religious devotion; suffering and redemption are
interlinked with the image of crucifixion overhanging. Yet nothing
is redeemed in any religious sense, and it would be wrong to call
Pilinszky’s poetry religious or mystical – he records human
suffering in a ‘bleak ecstasy’, bridging the gap between words and
the untold. His later volumes include Requiem (1964),
Big City Icons (1970), Splinters (1972),
Denouement (1974), and Crater (1976). His
poetic development reached a new phase in the last two volumes
suggesting a wide range of possibilities, of which he could only
explore a few before his untimely death.

Another poet who made her debut in
New Moon, Ágnes Nemes Nagy (1922-1991), is also noted
for her sparse, but exceedingly articulate, poetic pronouncements.
Using traditional forms, her poetry is derived from a tension
between intellectual inquiry and restrained emotions. She writes
nothing directly about personal experiences, although sombre images
of World War II, or references to its horrors, the chief
inspiration of Pilinszky’s poems, do appear occasionally (e.g. ‘To
a Poet’). She is more often concerned with the prime experience of
existence, the ultimate reason for objects, colours, or sounds
(‘The Sight’). Her unique mythological poem Ekhnaton
was inspired by the Sun-hymn of Akhnaton,*Better known as Amenhotep IV. in which he had
come to view the sun as the visible source of life, creation,
growth, and activity. Her first volume was Dual World
(1946), followed by Dry Lightning (1957) and The
Horses and the Angels (1969).

The next generation of poets infused new
blood into Hungarian poetry, mainly through their origin; they came
mostly from peasant families. They made their poetic debut in the
late 1940s, when all poets who, like Pilinszky and Nemes Nagy, did
not write about the present and the rosy future were ousted from
literary life. The new poets who emerged, thanks to the egalitarian
principles exercised in education by the regime, were first
overwhelmed by their luck – they could witness the birth of a new
society, more just and providing more opportunities for the masses
who had lived in squalor. The years of Stalinism, however, paved
the way for popular revolt, and proved an anticlimax to the intial
optimism.

The best case history can be found in the
poetry in Ferenc Juhász (1928- ), who showed genuine enthusiasm for
the cause of socialism, naïvely ‘approving’ official policies in
verse. By the early 1950s Juhász found that writing eulogies in the
prescribed manner was unwarranted, and led to poetic mediocrity.
After much soul-searching and feverish experiment, his poetry
underwent a gradual change: he abandoned simplicity, and his
attempt to become a reincarnation of Pet?fi. This gradual change
can be traced from the volume Ode to Flight (1953),
through The Prodigal Country (1954) and The
Power of Flowers (1955) to his first volume of collected
poems (The Country of Overgrowth, 1956), in which all
the virtues and defects of his poetic renewal were already present;
since then his poetry has changed very little.

The main novelty in his poetry is the
plethora of strange images, which include prehistoric monsters and
proliferating vegetation, and which, as in science fiction, begin
to grow suddenly to immense size, covering everything else. Juhász
writes about these creatures in bewilderment, yet with unparalleled
energy and fertility. The latter is the source of his limitations,
a verbosity and an indiscipline which, with the passing of time,
have improved very little. Nevertheless, he has created a
completely new poetic world in strange, compound words of
extraordinary length, adapted from modern biology and related
sciences. Additional sources of inspiration in his poetry are the
ballads and folklore of Hungary, drawn from Bartók’s and Kodály’s
collection.

The finest example of this latter type of
poem is ‘The Boy Changed into a Stag Clamours at the Gate of
Secrets’ (1955). It is a long allegory*Based on Béla Bartók’s Cantata Profana
(1930). written for two voices: mother and son, calling and
answering each other. They are separated; the boy stands ‘on the
crest of time’ at the gate of secrets, from which there is no
turning back. The poem, hailed by many, including W. H. Auden, as
one of the greatest poems written recently, makes accessible the
inevitability of human fate. Other memorable poems include ‘Poem
for Four Voices, for Wailing and Imploring, Without Curses’, (1956)
which is a challenge to the irrationality of death, and ‘Thursday,
Day of Superstition’ (1963), the epitaph of post-revolutionary
pessimism, marking Juhász’s return to the literary scene after a
period of prolonged silence, depression and self-torment. The most
recent works of Juhász seem to reveal that his poetic ideas have
become diluted; consequently his verse is often over-written or
self-repetitive.

Although their poetry is entirely
different, the poetic development of László Nagy (1925-78) moved
along parallel lines to that of Juhász. As a young peasant lad Nagy
wrote poetry about a fairytale world of hazy dreams, and when he
was given the chance to receive an education in a People’s
College* Népi kollégiumok were
established in 1945 for talented peasant youth to provide them with
a Communist education, or rather to provide auxiliary forces for
the Party in carrying out the Communist takeover. This was the
first opportunity of mass education for the largest class in
Hungary, the peasantry, and many writers and intellectuals
prominent in today’s Hungary received their education there. By
1949 the Party found that too much emphasis was being placed on
national traditions in the education given by népi
kollégiumok, rendering it incompatible with the
‘international solidarity of the proletariat’; so the colleges were
shut down. he became an ardent supporter and propagator of
the new social order, writing about class warfare and the ‘Five
Year Plan’. Nagy’s romantic communism lasted until his common sense
prevailed, when he realized that literary policies which classified
love poetry as a suspicious deviation from ideological correctness
were not the right guidelines for a poet.

His poetic renewal was heralded by a slim
volume, The Bride of the Sun (1954), strictly
apolitical and containing some love poems written in the style of
virágének, but with brilliant images and sensuous
appeal. His next volume, The Pleasure of Sunday
(1956), a long, buoyant, yet balanced poem, was devoted to the
everyday joys of life, and contrasted curiously with the drab
existence of the 1950s. The optimism fuelling his poetry in the
period of ‘the thaw’ was shattered by the revolution of 1956: for
Nagy’s generation the age of innocence was over; the cause of
socialism was stained with blood, and the memory of the awesome
annus mirabilis stayed with his poetry for long. The
change of his poetic mood was indicated by the title of his next
volume, Picnic in Frosty May (1957), and in a new
volume published after a long silence, A Hymn for All
Seasons (1965), he devoted a whole cycle of poems
(Fairy Barking Blood, 1956-65) to his feeling of guilt
at having been only a passive onlooker during the uprising (e.g.
‘Squared by Walls’). Significantly, the cycle is headed by a poem
(‘Carrying Love’) in which Nagy’s faith in the poet’s task breaks
through his self-tormenting despair; his obligation is to salvage
love and carry it ‘to the other shore’.

Love has remained a central theme and a
source of strength in Nagy’s poetry; it is nearly always a magic
means of salvation, or the last refuge in which the poet can make a
defiant last stand. In ‘Wedding’ (1964), for example, while
retaining the pulsating rhythm of traditional music played at
village weddings, and reproducing the whirling, unrestrained dance
of the guests, Nagy strips the occasion of any solemnity or joy it
might have, and produces a frivolous carnival of the hapless
survivors of the turbulent 1950s. At the same time, ‘Wedding’
celebrates the timeless ritual, not related to any particular
place, occasioned by man’s eternal desire to mark the cycles of
life. An entirely different myth of love is presented in ‘Love of
the Scorching Wind’ (1963) which is autobiographical in
inspiration, and is dedicated to his wife. Among his other poems,
‘Green Angel’ (1965) is of special interest: it is a fascinating
combination of the archaic with the modern, a confrontation between
a rural background and an ever-changing modern world. Nagy’s last
volume is Exiled into Poems (1973).

His wife, Margit Szécsi (1928-1990), is
also a poet. Her love poetry is inspired by the natural bond
between man and woman, providing a fortress of security, an ivory
tower of retreat. It is conditioned by the disappointments and the
sad loss of ideals in the 1950s, when like others of her
generation, she was forced to face the disparity between the theory
and the practice of socialism. István Kormos (1923-77) was also a
talented young peasant poet who came forward as a result of the
social revolution following World War II. After a promising first
volume (We Are Staggering, 1947), noted for its
freshness, Kormos, overcome by a sense of futility, eventually fell
silent. His reappearance on the literary scene with Poor
Yorick (1971) made a minor stir; although Kormos had written
fine children’s verse, his later poetry was an unexpected
breakthrough. Imre Csanádi’s (1920-1991) poetry bears the mark of
his peasant origins, yet his technique is derived from the
Nyugat traditions. His poetic world is rich and
varied, he has been writing poetry from a very early age, but his
first volume was published only in 1953.

Other poets of peasant stock who deserve a
place in a survey of modern literature include Imre Takács (1926-
), András Fodor (1929-1997), and Sándor Csoóri (1930- ). In the
1950s Takács evoked the anger of officialdom by his outspoken
criticism of living conditions in the villages (‘Naturalism in the
Hajdú*Hajdúság is a region of the
Lowlands, near Debrecen, where the Heyducks were settled in the
seventeenth century. Together with Nyírség, it is a
traditionally poverty-stricken district. Region’, 1954). His
later volumes include Stone Angel (1959) and
Dance of a Man (1964). Fodor’s attitude to the world
is determined by the shock of the Stalinist era. ‘I was left out of
literature overnight,’ – he writes in an essay (in The Voice
of a Generation, 1973) referring to the publication of his
poems in a periodical which was suddenly suppressed in 1949, ‘… and
it was deemed unwise even to mention that I had ever appeared in
print.’ Fodor is a gentle, withdrawn poet, marked by a lifelong
angst and a strong desire to live in a ‘normal’ world.
He wrote a poem of haunting beauty about the aftermath of the
revolution (‘The Dead and the Living’). His volumes include
The Paths of My Face (1967) and Prisoners of
Time (1974).

Csoóri made his debut during ‘the thaw’, or
rather immediately preceding it. Because of illness he returned to
his native village, and what he saw – bread shortages, neglect,
poverty – confused and appalled him. This was not the social
justice he and other young poets dreamt of. His poems when
published caused excitement, and his brave criticism helped many
fellow-poets to declare their loyalty to ‘the people’ rather than
to inept party policies. Yet Csoóri remained a socialist poet after
the revolution in which the Rákosi regime collapsed. Shocked, and
fighting his pessimism, he retained a keen interest in public
affairs, guided by pragmatism and common sense. The titles of his
recent volumes are symbolic: My Second Birth (1967)
and Dialogue in the Dark (1973). Both volumes contain
powerful poetry fighting his own doubts. His latest volumes,
The Memories of a Visitor (1977) and The Tenth
Evening (1980), are different. While his previous volumes
witnessed his constant search for poetic renewal, in these new
volumes Csoóri is ready to look back on the controversial past and
assumes responsibility for social issues of the day.

Poetry has always been the best indicator
of political unrest in Hungary. Poets have always been sensitive
instruments for measuring the slightest tremor in society.
Surveying poetry in the late 1960s and early 1970s with these
axioms in mind, its most recent development appears even and
undisturbed. The presence of enterprising spirit and willingness to
experiment are hardly lacking; the variety of new poetic attitudes
and forms are bewildering. Although the early 1960s saw no exciting
new departures, new poetry has surged forward in the past ten
years, with the lifting of various social and political barriers.
Of these new poets, Dezs? Tandori (1938- ) and László Marsall
(1933- ) have already established their reputation. Tandori’s
intellectual and experimental poetry is full of unanswered
questions; his first volume (Fragment to Hamlet, 1968)
contains his poetic explorations over ten years. His next volume
(Cleaning an Object Found, 1973) attempts to break
down the last frontiers between prose and verse, and his scepticism
turns against poetry, grammar, and language itself. His latest
volumes include The Ceiling and the Floor (1976) and
‘Koalas Cross Here at Night’ (1977). Marsall is a
late-comer. His first volume appeared in 1970
(Water-Marks), followed by a slim collection in 1977
(Love, Alpha Point). Other new poets
whose experiments left behind the traditional avenues of Hungarian
poetry include: János Parancs (1936-1999), Ottó Orbán (1936-2002),
Miklós Veress (1942- ), Imre Oravecz (1943-), György Petri
(1943-2000) and János Oláh (1942- ); their critical appreciation,
however, will form a future chapter in the history of Hungarian
literature.

The natural growth of fiction, like that of
poetry, was severely curtailed by political conditions when
socialist realism was imposed on literary life. Not only were
numerous established literary careers temporarily halted or
permanently broken, but budding young authors, in need of support
and healthy criticism, were given the choice of either subscribing
to the literary dogmas of the day or else being expelled from
literary life. Consequently, those young writers who had made their
debut in the late 1940s, but were unable to come to terms with the
rigid rules of socialist realism, came forward in the liberal 1960s
as ‘new faces’ on the literary scene.

Although the liberalization of literary
life was a gradual and painful process, its beginning can be dated
from the official approval of the publication of novels such as
Ottlik’s School at the Frontier (1959), the first
significant novel to appear after the revolution. While Ottlik was
known to a small section of the reading public as a former
Nyugat author, the other novelist who made a name for
herself in the post-revolutionary era, Magda Szabó (1917- ), was
completely unknown, although she had published poetry in the late
1940s. Magda Szabó’s early novels of manners were published in
quick succession: Fresco (1958), The Fawn
(1959), and Night of the Pig-Killing (1960). In
Fresco she describes a family reunion occasioned by a
funeral. The main virtue of the novel is its compactness – the
action takes place between morning and evening, and by using
monologue intérieur she is able to present
well-delineated characters whose conflicting interests come through
in the denouement with dramatic intensity. Critics immediately
compared Magda Szabó’s creative powers to Margit Kaffka’s, and this
was not an entirely unfounded claim, since Hungarian novels, with
the exception of Kaffka’s and László Németh’s, have always lacked
outstanding studies of the female character. Her next novel,
The Fawn, amply proved her power to create memorable
heroines. The story is told by Esther, a leading actress, who
addresses her dead lover, buried the day before; her life unfolds
in a series of internal monologues triggered off by free
associations as her eyes wander round the new grave in the
cemetery. The self-denuding sincerity of the heroine, whose acting,
on and off stage, had until then completely dominated her life
through an elaborate system of lies, is effectively drawn, and the
thoroughly unlikeable character of Esther is one of the most
remarkable heroines in modern Hungarian fiction.

The gradual corrosion of entangled family
relationships is the theme of the Night of the
Pig-killing, in which the action is again compressed, this
time into one and a half days. Two families are to be brought
together by the traditional feast*Disznótor. Keeping pigs has been a
traditional feature of peasant households in rural districts, and
was adopted by the lesser nobility during times of hardship.
which follows a pig-killing in rural Hungary. The wife’s family are
déclassé gentry, the husband’s people are well-to-do
artisans. The family feud has been smouldering for a generation on
account of class hatred, religion, and wealth, and it explodes in
tragedy on the night of the event referred to in the title. There
is a host of characters – aunts, mothers, children, various
in-laws; each chapter introduces a new character and his or her
view of the conflict. Magda Szabó seems to overreach herself; not
only is the structure of this novel similar to that of
Fresco, but she overmanipulates her characters, who
are paler than those in Fresco. The novel is brought
to its conclusion with skill, and all the loose ends are woven in,
but it lacks the penetration and force of her previous novel. Magda
Szabó writes with ease; her works are popular in translation too.
Her later works seem to suggest that while her output has hardly
declined, a desire to please has become her first priority.
Critics, however, have praised her latest novel (Old
Fashioned Story, 1977).

Magda Szabó’s second start was a
consequence of a biographical detail – when the personnel officer
in the Ministry where she worked discovered in 1950 that she came
from the wrong family background*A
person who did not come from a working-class or peasant background
was declared a ‘class-enemy’, and was discriminated against in
jobs. There was a crusade to ‘unmask’ those class-enemies who
attempted ‘to hide their past’. This was called ‘vigilance’.
she was summarily dismissed, and spent years in obscurity. Iván
Mándy (1918-1995), on the other hand, survived the early 1950s on
the fringes of literary life as an occasional lecturer,
ghost-writer, adapter, and translator. He had already published
fiction which had been noticed by the critics, but his originality
was fully discovered only after his second start in the
post-revolutionary era. His stories, written in a somewhat
surrealistic and fragmentary manner, take their subject-matter
usually from the lives of the poorer classes in the outer
Józsefváros.*District VIII in SE. Budapest. Mándy’s heroes,
however, are not depicted with the heavy-handed naturalism
occasionally conspicuous in modern Hungarian fiction aimed at
social improvements; he is interested rather in their daydreaming.
This provides him with two special themes: cinema and football. His
figures are spellbound by the world of the silent movies and of the
football pitch, which represent escape and excitement in their
uninteresting tread-mill existence. Stories have been circulating
in the district about film-stars and famous footballers who were
born there and rose to stardom in Hollywood or in international
football, and Mándy’s heroes subsist on fragments of old stories
told by part-time usherettes or retired football coaches who used
to know this or that celebrity (e.g. The Cinema of Bygone
Days, 1967).

Yet they are not defeated people; they have
a purpose and fight on, like the coach in By the Pitch
(1963), perhaps Mándy’s best novel, who, after a disastrous setback
in his effort to produce a fourth division team, instead of losing
his spirit is already eying the street-urchins playing on an empty
lot, and when he spots a potential talent immediately calls out to
him: ‘Come to the Titania ground on Friday, at half-past two … when
the junior team practises.’ His other figures include writers who
contemplate with black humour the discrimination of which they have
been the victims in the 1950s while eking out their livelihood by
hack-work. Mándy described his alter egos first in
oblique terms (The Wives of Fabulya, 1959); later, as
conditions improved, he spoke more openly, and with disdainful
irony (Occasional Lecturers, Co-authors,
1970). When Mándy made his come-back in the mid-1960s, critics at
first accused him of presenting a world which was too limited in
its appeal; they claimed that his figures were of only marginal
importance. Today no critic would deny that Mándy is one of the
major living writers, whose peculiar and enigmatic figures are the
main feature of his original contribution to literature.

István Örkény (1912-79) made his debut
during the war with short stories which often had a bizarre or
grotesque element. He was called up and sent to the Russian front,
returning to Hungary only in 1947, after having spent years in
Russia as a prisoner of war. One of the main sources of Örkény’s
stories is the dehumanized world he saw during those years. At
first he wrote about his experiences with a straightforward
naturalism (e.g. People of the Camps, 1947); he then
made an unsuccessful effort to comply with the tenets of socialist
realism. Örkény came into his own in the mid-1960s and became a
master of the very brief short story which he called ‘one-minute
stories’, usually developed from a surrealistic idea and narrated
in dialogue. Many of these snapshots relate tragic incidents of the
war in an unadorned style (e.g. ‘Snowy Landscape with Two Onion
Domes’). His longer stories, some of which are not only documents
of the age, but masterpieces in their own right (e.g. ‘The Last
Train’, ‘A Grey Woman’, ‘Psalm 137’, or ‘Prayer’, which tells of
the agony of an unidentified couple whose son was killed during the
1956 uprising), also describe tragic events, usually death, because
death seems to be an obsession with Örkény; he treats it in every
conceivable manner, from black humour to profundity. Of his novels,
The Tóth Family (1967) and Catsplay
(1966) have been dramatized and performed with great success. His
last work (An Exhibition of Roses, 1977) shows again
his morbid concern with the last grand scene of human life: a TV
director, assisted by volunteers with terminal diseases, makes a
documentary about the process of dying. In this short novel Örkény
is able to penetrate into deeper layers of human motives, instead
of simply showing the dehumanizing effect of the mass media in an
affluent age.

While Örkény often employed grotesque
elements in describing the ghastliness of the mid-century, this
apparently being the only way he felt able to convey the
meaningless suffering of ordinary people, Tibor Cseres (1915-1993)
raises the issue of moral responsibility. Both collective and
individual responsibility are treated in his Cold Days
(1964), which recounts an incident in World War II, the Újvidék
massacre.*In
1942 in Újvidék (Novi Sad) over 3000 people, mostly Yugoslavs, but
including local Hungarians, were slaughtered in a panic by the
Hungarian Army. This powerful novel examines the
responsibility of those who carried out orders only.
To make his point Cseres used the fragmentary recollections of four
soldiers in prison in 1946 awaiting trial for their part in the
massacre. The novel is both a meditation on the nature of violence
and a striking demonstration of how ordinary men ‘trying to do
their best’ become collective accomplices in horrors which none of
them would be willing to commit as individuals.

The leading author of modern Hungarian
fiction is undoubtedly Miklós Mészöly (1921-2001). He had to fight
hard to rise from obscurity. Although he made his start during the
war, and in 1947 published a slim volume of stories, he spent the
years preceding the revolution far away from literary life,
writing, or rather adapting, children’s stories and scripts for
puppet-shows. He received no encouragement during the 1950s, like
other young writers absorbed in self-analysis or interested in
self-expression, and his second collection of short stories
(Dark Signs, 1957) introduced a completely unknown
writer to the public. The critics, however, ignored him and it was
not until The Death of an Athlete (1966) had been
published in French translation that Mészöly was noticed. Now he
was able to open the drawer of his desk, and his manuscripts were
published in quick succession: A Report Concerning Five
Mice (1967), Saulus (1968), and Accurate
Stories, Written on the Way (1970).

The initial reluctance of the critics to
appreciate Mészöly’s works did not derive exclusively from the
policies governing literary life, for Mészöly is an exceedingly
difficult writer who makes his readers work hard to comprehend his
inner world. His technique is often complex; instead of traditional
plot, characterization, and description he provides only
circumstantial evidence, describes states of minds in crisp
sentences laden with abstractions arrived at after analyses from
different viewpoints. His figures are nearly always symbolic,
lonely individuals, tortured by the burden of existence. In
The Death of an Athlete, for example, the wife of the
athlete, who has died by overstraining himself while training, is
asked to write a biography of her famous husband; she explores his
life by listening to people who knew him, investigates his
childhood, and stumbles across unexpected facts. Her investigations
are presented without any apparent order, and interspersed with her
thoughts as she attempts to follow a thread or loses her way in the
maze of unrelated facts. The novel is open-ended; readers may form
contradictory conclusions as to the character and motivation of the
athlete.

Mészöly provides explanations neither in
his short stories nor in his novels; in many of them there is a
vague sensation of growing uneasiness, or an oppressive atmosphere
which is unrelieved by the conclusion and contrasts curiously with
the meticulously observed and impersonally presented objects. (‘The
most a writer can do is to present obscurity in a clear manner’,
Mészöly noted in a diary entry.) His later critics have often
jumped to the conclusion that his irrational world is a reflection
on the senseless restrictions and inhumanity of the 1950s. Others
have compared his technique to the cinéma direct or to
the roman nouveau. Each of these comparisons has more
than a grain of truth in it, yet his attempts at objectivity and
non-involvement may ultimately disguise a moral sensitivity which
compels him to discard the traditional terminology and description
which have been soiled by those who are too ready to pronounce
judgement in the name of ill-founded ideals or abused principles.
His latest novel, Film (1976), concerning an old
couple, is perhaps the most significant piece of fiction written in
the 1970s, and shows him at his best. His essays, diary-entries,
and short discourses in School for Unrestrictedness
(1977) are intellectually stimulating, and reveal his constant
search for truth, substance, and precise definitions.

Another author who has been experimenting
with new techniques of fiction, Gyula Hernádi (1926- ), is known
above all as the scriptwriter of Jancsó’s internationally acclaimed
films. Before starting his close collaboration with Jancsó, Hernádi
attracted attention with a short novel, On the Steps of
Friday (1959), which reflected both the existentialism of
Camus and the apathy of the early years of the post-revolutionary
era. Hernádi’s message – that moral convictions are really only
conventions, that the conformity of cowards sets the pattern of
social behaviour – incurred the resentment of critics who upheld
the Victorian morality of socialist realism. His next novel,
(Corridors, 1966) published after a semi-enforced
silence, was conceived with Sisyphus – the timeless symbol of
futile struggle – in mind; nevertheless, his pessimism seemed to
subside. A breakthrough came with the short stories in Dry
Baroque (1967), in which Hernádi discarded traditional
narrative for basic situations, concisely described, and resembling
variations on geometrical pattens, or esoteric abstractions. His
experimental novels Sirocco (1969) and The
Fortress (1971) contain many innovations: for example, the
incorporation of scientific terms into metaphors. His constant
interest in politico-ethical issues found its best outlet in his
scripts for Jancsó’s films. Hernádi himself possesses a sensitivity
for dramatic situations, and lately he has been interested in
writing for the stage (e.g. Red Psalm, 1975,
Royal Hunt, 1976). Together with Mészöly, he profited
a great deal from adapting the technique of films to fiction.

Ferenc Karinthy (1921 – 1992), son of
Frigyes Karinthy, the outstanding Nyugat author, has
tried his hand at writing in various styles and genres. It is,
however, the anecdote which best fits his talent – he writes
straightforward narratives, occassionally choosing topical issues
which are likely to cause mild consternation. His first major
novel, Spring Comes to Budapest (1953), was somewhat
infected with schematism. His vividly told short stories of the
early 1960s (A Fan of Ferencváros,*District IX in SE. Budapest, noted for its football
team, popularly known as Fradi. 1959;
Blue-Green Florida,1962; Hinterland,
1965) range in tone and subject from the light-heartedly satirical,
with touches of absurdity, to the serious. As a stage author
Karinthy is witty and writes excellent, sparkling dialogue (e.g.
Steinway Grand, 1967). His novel Epepe
(1970) is set in an unknown city in which a linguist has landed in
a misdirected aircraft and is unable to make out the language
spoken there – his communication is restricted to signs and
gestures. This adventure in semiotics has many possibilities, which
he explores skilfully. In his latest short stories, Karinthy is
often sharply critical of the ‘neo-gentry’ attitudes of the new
ruling class, which, at the same time, is very proud of its
‘proletarian origins’.

While Karinthy, by means of a half-hearted
conformity, survived the age of socialist realism until more
favourable circumstances permitted him to develop more or less free
from external pressures, or while other authors, like Mándy or
Mészöly, managed to survive the bleakest years in hibernation,
there were not a few among their contemporaries who owed their
opportunities to the early egalitarian principles of the post-war
regime – young, talented peasant poets and writers who espoused the
cause of socialism with genuine enthusiasm, only to be bitterly
disappointed during the 1950s. As conditions worsened they could
not endure their sense of being duped; in order to recover from
their shock they had to fall silent, either permanently or for a
long time, each having to fight his own feeling of embarrassment,
shame, and guilt. A case history of those who could not cope is
provided by Imre Sarkadi (1921-61), a gifted writer and playwright,
who committed suicide not long before conditions began to improve.
His last novel, The Coward (1961), is symptomatic of
the choice confronting his generation. Sarkadi’s mouthpiece is a
woman, the unhappy wife of a successful artist who realizes the
meaninglessness of her marriage and way of life. When she finds
true love, and is unable to break away from her environment, she
admits her cowardly inability to give up the minor pleasures of
life provided by her position even at the price of losing her true
love.

The Coward by Sarkadi is
perhaps the first significant novel describing the moral dilemma
facing the new intelligentsia in the post-revolutionary era as
members or supporters of the ruling class. Nostalgia for the
honestly-held ideals and the enthusiasm of the late 1940s has been
a general sentiment in the generation who had been proved wrong by
the revolution, and whose faith had consequently been replaced by
an attitude of self-vindicating cynicism. The public exorciser who,
in the name of the ‘new morality’, exposed the sham prophets who
preached water and drank wine, has been Sándor Somogyi Tóth
(1923-2000), himself a former alumnus of a People’s College. His
best known novel, You Were a Prophet, My
Darling! (1965), is both satirical and self-tormenting, he
is accusing and confessing at the same time. Written in feverish
internal monologues, cut by dramatic montages, it is at once the
story of the breakdown of its hero, confined now to a mental home,
and a document of a generation.

The career of Ferenc Sánta (1927- ) has
been permeated by this new morality which, within its
possibilities, explores the recent past. His main concern is the
peasantry, who were first given land when the large estates were
distributed in 1945, and were then forced into collective farms by
the Rákosi regime. In Twenty Hours (1964), by using
fictitious interviews in connection with a political killing during
the Revolution of 1956, Sánta is able to present many controversial
issues that have faced the peasantry. He cannot, however, provide a
solution – not only because his main interest prompts him to
establish who or what is morally wrong or right, but because his
philosophy of history is essentially pessimistic: ‘What’s going to
happen now is called in human terms history’, remarks the former
landlord of the village, who is now retired and has been
experimenting with ants, when he successfully arranges a war
between two groups of ants. Sánta’s other novels, The Fifth
Seal (1963) and The Traitor (1966), are also
inspired by examinations of issues involving moral
responsibility.

The 1960s, in any case, were the age of
asking awkward questions in Hungarian fiction, questions to which
the wrong answers had been given in the 1950s. Not only was the
moral responsibility for the recent past raised, but also more
direct questions concerning the gap, still unbridged, between
socialist ideals and practice. When writers realized that problems
previously classified as taboo could be brought up with tact and
moderation, high quality fiction, non-existent in the previous
decade, was the result. One of the most interesting novels of the
1960s, A Generation of Rust (1962), written by an
author of inpeccable working-class background, Endre Fejes (1923-
), raised an uncomfortable question, namely: after years of
socialist propaganda, what was the condition, both social and
cultural, of the working class? To illustrate his answer Fejes
chose the same Budapest district, Józsefváros, which
figures prominently in Mándy’s world. But while Mándy created
nostalgic and highly evocative prose out of the slums, Fejes, who
was not an outsider, provided the naturalistic truth about the
workers’ interest in political affairs, and about their cultural
aspirations. A Generation of Rust is the family
chronicle of the Habetlers, in which Fejes sets out to prove that
there is a layer in the lower depth of society which endures
historic upheavals by means of beer-drinking, Sunday soccer, and
family quarrels, and that the efforts of the party to raise the
cultural standards of this layer (the local party secretary in the
novel is a man of inarticulate inefficiency) are doomed to failure.
The novel, written in unadorned factual language, faithfully
reproduced the working-class slang and mentality, and is devoid of
description. Its treatment of controversial issues produced the
powerful impact of blunt truths boldly stated, and was both
politically shocking and artistically relevant to the development
of the post-revolutionary novel. Fejes could never wholly reproduce
its power and thrust in his numerous later works.

Another controversial issue of the recent
past is the ‘Jewish question’, the shameful memory of the
deportations during the war, about which, like the annihilation of
the Hungarian Second Army in Russia, or the Újvidék
massacre, official silence has been kept for a long time. It was
Gyula Fekete (1922- ) who first raised the issue in Death of
a Doctor (1963), a novel abut a village doctor who has led
an uneventfully dutiful life. The only incident in his life was his
deportation, after which he returned to the same village where he
had previously held his practice. The last days of the dying
doctor, when memories of the holocaust mingle in his mind with
petty official duties and question about the meaning of his own
life, are beautifully described in the short novel. After Fekete’s
modest start, the theme has often been treated, particularly by the
youngest generation, which experienced the horrors in its tenderest
age, and produced a number of perceptive first novels in the 1970s
(e.g. Imre Kertész: Without Destiny, 1975).

The survivors, however, did not all return
to Hungary after the war; many were unable to face the place and
the people who reminded them of their suffering and humiliation,
and stayed in Western Europe or emigrated overseas. Some decided to
make the newly-born Jewish state, Israel, their home, yet a few of
these found that their irrational ties with Hungary proved stronger
than the bonds of their chosen country, and returned. Of these
there is at least one writer, G. G. Kardos (1925-1997), who made
Hungarian literature richer by his experience of Israel. His first
novel, Seven Days in the Life of Avraham Bogatir
(1968), tells of an episode in the summer of 1947, not long before
the birth of the Israeli state and the first Arab-Israeli war.
Based on personal observations, the novel contains many fine
character sketches. Prompted by its popularity, Kardos followed up
its success with other novels about Israel: Whatever Happened
to the Soldiers? (1971), Eagles in the Dust
(1975), and The End of the Story (1977).

Writers who were teenagers or younger
during the war made their voice heard mostly after the revolution.
Many of them are of peasant origin, and their interests and
subject-matter derive from their class-loyalties. They usually
describe the difficult transitional period of the peasantry from
forced collectivization to its present more affluent state. Authors
who made their name as watchdogs of the peasantry include Lajos
Galambos (1929-1986), Erzsébet Galgóczi (1930-1989), and Gyula Csák
(1930- ), and their works describe contemporary problems of village
life with sociological inspiration and naturalism.

The need for the sociological description
of society has been strongly felt since the mid-1960s. Many writers
have excelled in this genre, which mixes reportage, precise
description, and high literary standards with a nostalgia for the
heroic age of sociological reportage in the 1930s, when the
népi writers set out to discover the condition of the
peasantry. Truth and fact are magic key-words, particularly to the
generation which grew up amid the blatant lies of the Rákosi era.
Of these writers György Moldova (1934- ) is the most popular. He
first attracted attention with the strange characters of his short
stories (The Alien Champion, 1963), called
vagánys – glorified types of hooligans and remote
relatives of the heroes of Westerns. It was also this romantic
approach that marred the effectiveness of his first novel, about a
sixteen-year-old boy who took part in the revolution of 1956
(The Dark Angel, 1964). He has become a prolific
novelist, and also writes social satire. Yet his best works are
undoubtedly his sociological reportages (e.g. Hommage á
Komló,*An
important mining town north of Pécs. 1971; The Lament
of ?rség,*A
district in south-west Hungary, slowly becoming depopulated as a
result of low birth rate and migration. 1974). His latest
works are also social reportages, this time about the Hungarian
State Railways (Hit by the Smoke of the Locomotive,
1977) and the textile industry (Holy Cow, 1980).

Other writers of the same generation
include Károly Szakonyi (1931- ), whose original short stories
(e.g. Beyond the City, 1964) and plays, of which
A Fault in Transmission (1970) and A Wig from
Hong Kong (1973) are the best known, have been noticed by
the critics. István Csurka (1934- ) writes satiric stories and
witty novels, in which he often recalls the traumatic experiences
of the 1950s (e.g. Moór and Paál, 1965). He is also a
playwright. István Gáll (1931-82) is noted for this enterprising
spirit in producing novels with social relevance (e.g. The
Sun-Worshipper, 1970; The Old One, 1975; and
The Manager of the Stud Farm, 1976), using
experimental techniques. Ákos Kertész (1932- ) owes his reputation
to a single novel, Makra (1971).

Of working-class background and a late
starter, Kertész writes with authenticity about his hero, Ferenc
Makra, who is a misfit among his fellow workers, and whose efforts
to rise above routine life end in inevitable tragedy. Bulcsu Bertha
(1935-1997) is a spokesman for the generation which was too young
to tarnish its reputation in the Rákosi era. Its elders were then
able to atone with spectacular gestures, or to participate in the
intellectual ferment preceding the revolution, but this younger
generation feels left out, alienated, and insignificant. They view
everything with lethargy, they become soulless consumers, or take
up a hobby. Bertha’s novels include Dogs of Smoke
(1965), The Life of a Champion (1969),
Fireballs (1970), and The Kangaroo,
(1976).

György Konrád (1933- ) occupies a special
place among his contemporaries. Originally a sociologist who later
turned novelist, Konrád’s first novel The Case Worker
(1969) was an instant success in most major languages. Based on his
personal experiences, the narrative is told by a middle-aged
bureaucrat in a Budapest child-welfare organization, who, having
listened to his clients’ woes, toys with the idea of leaving his
former life and career to devote himself to the care of a
five-year-old mentally handicapped boy whose parents have recently
poisoned themselves. Virtually plotless, the powerful narrative is
related in the course of a single day, in long passages of poetic
beauty, with compassion expressed in restrained language. Konrád’s
original rhetoric, his dazzling metaphors, and elegant adjectives
make his writing altogether remarkable. His next novel, The
City Builder (1977), deals with a civil servant, an unnamed
town-planner in an unspecified East European city. The narrative
contains his meditations, written in a technique similar to
The Case Worker. The rambling monologues, however,
have less urgency and passion, but there is a constant awareness of
social forces, as well as frequent aphoristic thoughts on
reconciling the early socialist ideals of the city builder with the
mediocrity of present conditions engineered by fellow
bureaucrats.

Another noteworthy recent development in
Hungarian literature which is partly a result of sociological
interest is the appearance of gipsy writers. In the early 1970s
public opinion was focused on the high birth rate of the gipsies;
they are now estimated to number about 300,000. On account of their
traditionally nomadic way of life there is little chance of
integrating them. This caused public concern, the various aspects
of which include growing intolerance, but also the increasing
efforts on the part of sociologists to describe their condition; it
has also led to the emergence of a few talented writers of gipsy
origin. A powerful autobiograhical novel (Smoky Faces,
1975) by Menyhért Lakatos (1926- ) opens up a hitherto unknown
world, described in a strangely evocative language. The young poet
Károly Bari (1952- ) caused a literary sensation with his
shamanistic songs (Over the Face of the Dead,
1970 and Forgotten Fires, 1973). In
addition, the gipsies’ plight and ill-defined place in society have
been treated sympathetically by the novelist Zsolt Csalog
(1935-1997) in Nine Gipsies (1976). There is now a
distinct possibility of the emergence of a gipsy literature in
Hungarian.

Finally, many authors of present-day
fiction who started their careers in the past few years have left
the beaten track in favour of writing ‘texts’ which defy the
traditional categories of novel, short story, or any other genre.
Bearing this in mind, the names which are most easily recalled
include first of all Péter Hajnóczy (1942-81), whose short ‘novels’
(Death Rode out of Persia, 1979 and The Bride of
Jesus, 1981) show powerful immediacy, Gyula Kurucz (1944- ),
Vilmos Csaplár (1947- ) Géza Bereményi (1947- ), and Péter
Esterházy (1950- ). They all have approaches to literature which
are different from those of their predecessors in one way or
another, but it is too soon to say whether they will win a
permanent place in Hungarian literature.

Contemporary drama is far less rich or
varied than prose and poetry; a playwright par
excellence seems to be a rara avis in
contemporary letters, or indeed ever since the golden age of the
export drama. Nevertheless, there is a steady production of plays
written mainly by prose-writers, though most of these plays are
adapted from their short stories or novels (e.g. by Örkény,
Sarkadi, Fejes, and Csurka). Still other writers produce historical
dramas of lofty ideas and mediocre stagecraft, but Hungarian
theatregoers are reluctant to appreciate these efforts. Apart from
Háy, there is at least one playwright proper, Miklós Hubay (1918-
), who deserves special attention. His early plays (e.g.
Without Heroes, 1942) followed the traditions of
contemporary French theatre, but since the 1960s he has often
ventured off the beaten track of theatrical realism. Hubay’s world
is pessimistic, he is obsessed with man being destroyed by
impersonal forces but he likes to transform the doom of his
characters into parody with a strangely disquieting and cruel
humour, often verging on the ludicruous. In some of his plays
(Silence Behind the Door, 1963; School for
Geniuses, 1966; or Nero Enjoys Himself, 1967)
there is a faint hope of redemption which turns out to be a mere
illusion, for most of his characters seem to know in advance that
the game is lost. In other plays there is a blank nihilism, derived
from the hopeless predicament of his characters which they cannot
change. Hubay’s theatre reflects the bleakest aspects of East
European life.
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The dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire in 1918 and the subsequent Treaty of Trianon in 1920 have
not only created new national states in the Danube Basin, but have
also put an end to the unity of national literature with Budapest
as its centre. Until then, a separate literary tradition existed
only in Transylvania, which supplied during the centuries a
constant stream of writers with a well-defined Transylvanian
identity. Consequently in 1920 it was only Transylvania which had
enough traditions to fall back on. The scope of literary life
there, in spite of its present restrictions by the Ceau?escu
regime, has warranted separate treatment. No minority in the other
successor states was numerous enough or had substantial enough
regional traditions on which to built a separate irodalmi tudat
after World War I. But half a century is a long time; it was
certainly long enough for the emergence of an almost autonomous
Hungarian literature in Yugoslavia, the northern part of which,
comprising the Bácska and part of the Bánát, has a Hungarian
population of over 500,000. Known now as Vajdaság*Vojvodina. (formerly Délvidék) in
Hungarian, it was the birthplace of many excellent authors in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, although it never developed
a regional tradition. Cultural institutions, such as theatres,
libraries, publishing houses, or a university, whose counterparts
in Transylvania have been pillars of continuity, were largely
absent. Yet in the late 1920s a local literature began to emerge.
The early writers, apart from insignificant local authors, were all
political refugees from Hungary who had taken part in the 1919
revolution. These authors attempted to continue their avant-garde
experimental literature, but were largely unsuccessful, mainly
because local taste was unprepared for it.

A literary life, however, began to take
shape with the launching of Writing from Vajdaság*A weekly literary supplement of a daily
newspaper. (1929-30) and its successor Kalangya*‘A pile of corn’. (A local dialect word.
) (1932-44), both edited by Kornél Szenteleky (1893-1933), who, in
addition to being largely responsible for the organization of
literary life, was the best local author. His main achievements as
a writer are his vignettes which capture delicate, fleeting moods.
His novel Isola Bella (Kolozsvár, 1931) is a series of
impressionistic vignettes united by a central idea. Of the other
authors who rallied around Kalangya, perhaps Zoltán Csuka
(1901-1984), whose early poetry showed a strong impact of activism,
is of some importance.

Publication of books by local authors
started in 1933, and in 1934 a new periodical, Bridge (1934-41,
1945- ) was established. Both Bridge and Kalangya were confiscated
several times by the censor during the late 1930s. Furthermore,
Bridge, being a radical periodical, was suppressed in 1941, when
Délvidék was recaptured by Hungary. The belletristic significance
of Bridge emerged only in the late 1950s, because the pre-war
Bridge was mainly concerned with non-fiction and in any case it did
not boast a circle of talented fiction writers. As Yugoslavia
launched out in 1948 on its own road to socialism, there was no
Stalinism there with its ugly side-effects for literature. In
addition, the Hungarian ethnic minority gradually acquired all the
rights pertaining to its status. Milestones of this development in
cultural affairs were the establishment of a department of
Hungarian studies at the University of Novi Sad (1959) at Újvidék,
which became the centre of Hungarian cultural life. The Forum
Publishing House (1957) publishes a great number of books which are
also avidly read in Hungary, as the Yugoslav interpretation of
socialist doctrines has left a much broader scope for diverging
opinions than has the Hungarian or that of any other socialist
regime. Needless to say, literature has benefited a great deal from
this liberal attitude.

A major figure of Vajdaság literature was
Ervin Sinkó (1898-1967), who was professor of Hungarian literature
at the University of Novi Sad. He started his career on the fringes
of Kassák’s circle, writing avant-garde poetry, and shared the fate
of the communist expatriates after the revolution of 1919. He lived
in Vienna, Moscow, and Paris. His main work, written in the 1930s,
is the novel Optimists (2 vols., Újvidék, 1953-5), describing the
1919 revolution. Hailed as a major socialist novel, he was invited
to the Soviet Union with a view of publishing the manuscript there.
No publication was forthcoming; but what the visit did produce was
Sinkó’s day-to-day account of his negotiations with Soviet
apparatchiks, a significant document on Soviet cultural life in the
mid-1930s (The Novel of a Novel, 2 vols., Újvidék, 1961); it is a
detached account of the catastrophic collapse then taking place in
the Soviet literary life, and is one of the few eyewitness accounts
ever to come forth from the hermetically sealed world of Stalin’s
dictatorship.

The present era of Vajdaság literature
started with the foundation of a new periodical, New Symposium
(1964- ), which launched many promising young authors whose
significance is no longer regional. The profile of New Symposium
has been shaped by the neo-avant-garde experimenting of its
contributors. Both Bridge and New Symposium have also secured
contributors from Hungary; consequently manuscripts which are
unlikely to be published by Budapest periodicals for political
reasons get a chance to appear in print. The latest venture is
Message (1971- ). It would be too early to attempt an appreciation
of this recent literature; a few writers have appeared however,
whose works deserve to be read by others besides the critics.
Writers already with a reputation include the poet Ottó Tolnai
(1940- ), whose experimental texts (e.g. The Death of Gogol,
Újvidék, 1972) show ingenuity, and the novelist Nándor Gion
(1941-2002), whose Flowery Soldier (Újvidék, 1973), shows marked
originality, in spite of its traditional narrative form.

While the Hungarian minority in
Czechoslovakia is more numerous (about one million), its present
literature is less significant than that of the Vajdaság. The
origin of Hungarian literature there was plagued with the same
initial difficulties as was that in the Vajdaság, namely the lack
of relevant local traditions. Writers had to fight hard to
establish a regional identity, and after 1920 the majority of the
intellectuals left the newly-created state of Czechoslovakia. Those
remaining belonged to three main groups-avant-garde writers who
were dispersed in Hungary in 1919 and who emigrated to Vienna,
Yugoslavia, or Czechoslovakia but remained in contact with each
other in the various successor states; writers committed to the
Hungarian cause who were eventually either silenced or expelled,
like László Mécs who moved to Hungary; and finally the socialists,
who were tolerated for a time, but eventually were denied
citizenship and were thus forced to emigrate. The literature
emerging in the early 1930s did not air the grievances of minority
status, but instead was largely inspired by social reform. Radical
writers and students organized the Sickle Movement (1924-34), which
at first sympathized with the népi movement in Hungary in turning
its attention to the plight of the peasantry, but later turned
Communist. Their views were expressed in The Path (1931-6), the
organ of the Communists, edited by Zoltán Fábry (1897-1970), who
became the leading author in the era following World War II.
Fábry’s ideal was a mixture of documentary fiction and sociological
reportage, which he termed emberirodalom (human literature). Moral
considerations were paramount in his polemical essays, in which he
also occasionally propounded sectarian views. Fábry’s achievement
as an indefatigable organizer of literary life in the Felvidék for
half a century has secured him a place in the history of Hungarian
literature.

Poets of the inter-war period include
László Ölvedi (1903-31) who, like Mécs, set out in Ady’s footsteps
and wrote mainly about the plight of the Hungarian minority. Dezs?
Gy?ry (1900-74) was a prolific poet whose Hungarians with a New
Outlook (Berlin, 1927) was the best example of committed poetry
written in Czechoslovakia. Fine specimens of avant-garde poetry
were written by Imre Forbáth (1898-1967), whose Woodcutters
(Pozsony, 1930) was praised by contemporary critics. Dezs? Vozári
(1904-72) wrote intellectual poetry; his volumes (Black Flag,
Kassa,1922; Blowing the Siren is More Beautiful, Pozsony, 1935; and
Either/Or, Moscow, 1944) are noteworthy both for their conception
and for their creative inspiration. The fate of these poets,
however, show the uncertainties of writing minority literature.
Ölvedi emigrated to Paris, and died in Hungary. Gy?ry was
repatriated to Hungary after World War II, and wrote historical
romances about his native land; Forbáth emigrated to London, and,
although he returned to Czechoslovakia after the war, wrote nothing
more; and Vozári joined the ‘Muscovites’, to return with the
advancing Soviet Army. Others died in labour camps, or disappeared
without trace in the whirlpool of the mid-century.

Although there is no shortage of writers of
fiction, most of them could never shed their provincialism. After
World War II Stalinism – which was perhaps more acute in
Czechoslovakia and lasted longer than its Hungarian variant –
forced them into the strait-jacket of schematism. An example of
this is supplied by the career of Viktor Egri (1898-1982), whose
autobiographical novel The Sun Rises (Pozsony, 1928) is an inspired
piece of writing. In the early 1950s he was persuaded to rectify
his ‘ideological mistakes’, as was Déry in Hungary; but, unlike
Déry, he rather pathetically rewrote this and another novel.

The war years were unusually long in
Czechoslovakia for the Hungarian ethnic minority. Hungarians were
severely reprimanded for their enthusiastic welcome of the
Hungarian Army in 1938, when Southern Slovakia was returned to
Hungary, and for their collaboration with the Hungarian authorities
until the Soviet Army occupied Slovakia in 1944-5. Reprisals
included large-scale deportation of Hungarians from
Csallóköz*A large island on the
Danube inhabited exclusively by Hungarians. to Southern Bohemia,
and forced repatriation to Hungary. In addition, all inhabitants of
Hungarian descent were deprived of their citizenship, all Hungarian
schools were closed, and no publication in Hungarian was allowed. A
new era started with the Communist takeover in 1948, but then the
strait-jacket of socialist realism was forced on all writers,
Czech, Slovak, and Hungarian alike. After a long period of
Stalinism, conditions improved in the early 1960s, and by the time
of the Prague Spring in 1968 the organs of Hungarian literature
were securely re-established. Today there is a Hungarian language
publishing house in Pozsony (Madách Publishing House), and a
monthly, The Literary Review*Edited by Gyula Duba (1930- ) whose novel
(The Pikes are Spawning, Pozsony, 1977) recalls the memory of
post-war deportations. (1958), and there is at least one literary
supplement to daily newspapers. Departments for Hungarian studies
are in existence at Prague and Bratislava universities, and a new
wave of authors, not burdened by the strictures of socialist
realism, appeared in the late 1960s, of whom the poet Árpád T?zsér
(1935- ) has won the esteem of critics.

Very little is known about cultural life in
Kárpátalja, which has formed part of the Soviet Union since the end
of World War II, and is called the Subcarpathian District of the
Ukraine. The Hungarian population is about 200,000. Hungarian is
taught at the University of Uzhgorod; certain books, mainly
translation of Russian works, are published, but there is no
evidence of the existence of a literary periodical. The only poet
whose name was known outside the region was Vilmos Kovács
(1927-77). Whatever cultural life exists there is noticeably
limited in appeal and significance.

After World War II many Hungarian Jews, not
wishing to return to Hungary, settled in Israel. Their exact number
is not known but, as it includes those Hungarian Jews who came from
historical Hungary, it must be considerable. This first generation
of settlers is attached to its native language, and consequently
there exists a literature written in Hungarian in Israel, including
translations into Hungarian. There are Hungarian periodical
publications which carry original fiction and poetry, including The
New East (1948- ), and The Week (1955- ). Most of the authors
belong to the older generation who had published works before
settling in Israel. The doyen of Israeli Hungarian literature was
Illés Kaczér (1887-1980), who lived first in Czechoslovakia and
London before settling in Israel. His main work is a historical
novel, The Jewish Legend, in four parts (Fear Not My Servant Jacob,
Tel Aviv, 1953; The Siege of Jericho, Tel Aviv, 1954; Three Are the
Stars, Tel Aviv, 1955; and The Jew of Lajos Kossuth, Tel Aviv,
1956); it is an ambitious family novel, set in Hungary at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, with a host of well observed
characters, both Jews and Gentiles. His other works include
successful plays (e.g. Siamese Twins, Pozsony, 1925,) and a
visionary novel about the first settlers in Israel (The Dream
Settler, Vienna, 1923). Other authors include István Barzilay
(1906-81), originally a journalist on the staff of The New East,
which then appeared in Transylvania. The main themes of his novels
are the holocaust, and the birth of the Jewish state (e.g. Abyss,
Tel Aviv, 1969). Margit Fürth (1891-1974) wrote mainly about Jewish
life in Hungary before World War I (e.g. Mary, Mary, Tel Aviv,
1965). Ervin Abádi (1918-1979) writes in both Hungarian and Hebrew,
and Ferenc Kishont (1924- ) became a well-known humorist under his
Israeli name Efrajim Kishon.

Finally, there is a significant literature
written in the Hungarian diaspora which poses a special problem.
First of all, writers working in complete isolation without a
reading public cannot create a literary life in the traditional
sense, although there are periodicals, broadcasting stations, and
additional facilities offered by literary societies, all of which
provide outlets for their works. While established writers who have
left their country may usually be grouped with the trend to which
they belonged at the time of their departure, there are writers who
have either become bilingual, writing in Hungarian and another
language, or who have switched entirely to a new language as their
medium. In addition, if and when a writer returns to his native
country he becomes once more involved in literary life there, and
his absence seems merely to have been an episode in his life. How
far can such writers be regarded as part of émigré Hungarian
literature? There are obviously no clear cut answers; in some cases
it is easy to make a decision, in others it is well nigh
impossible. Moreover, because of the particular situation of these
writers there is no consensus about their merit, since criticism in
the diaspora is spasmodic and the publication of a work is no proof
of any literary standard, as most of the authors publish their
works at their own expenses.

Yet ‘Western’ Hungarian literature does
exist. There are Hungarian writers’ colonies in Munich, Paris,
London, New York, and Toronto; solitary writers live all over the
world; there are periodicals, publishers, booksellers, literary
organizations, free universities, learned societies, libraries, and
meetings with readers. The genesis of this literature is in
political dissent and, apart from a few writers who left Hungary
for private reasons, there have been three main waves of political
refugees since World War II which make up the spectrum of ‘Western’
Hungarian literature. The first wave left Hungary in 1944-5, and
consisted of intellectuals who were either actively involved with
the wartime régime and were afraid of persecution, or could not
bring themselves to accept Russian occupation. The second wave came
in 1947-8, and comprised intellectuals who had been disappointed in
their hopes of a democratic transformation of Hungarian society.
The third wave, the largest and containing the highest proportion
of literary intellectuals, left Hungary immediately after the
suppression of the revolution in 1956.

Very little has been written on the
literature of the Hungarian diaspora; consequently only a sketchy
survey can be presented here. After World War II Hungarians who had
left their country found themselves in camps for displaced persons,
mainly in Germany awaiting permits to emigrate to the Americas and
Australia. Short-lived periodicals, usually reproduced from
typescripts, mushroomed, and their contributors, besides a host of
occasional writers, included authors with established reputations
(e.g. Albert Wass). Most of the writing in these periodicals was
born of the shock caused by the havoc of the war and its aftermath,
and contains very little which is more than documentary evidence
for the patterns of human behaviour induced by the inferno of war.
The best example of this type of literature is supplied by the
early novels of a young authoress, Kriszta Arnóthy (1929- ), who,
having survived the siege of Budapest as a young girl, escaped from
Hungary. Her autobiographical novels Wanda (Munich, 1950), and I am
Fifteen and I Do Not Want to Die (Cologne, 1952) are
crudely-written and desperate accounts of the meaningless suffering
which caused the total collapse of traditional Christian morality
in young people who were faced with the bleak prospect of their
lives being disrupted beyond repair. I am Fifteen and 1 Do Not Want
to Die, having been translated into French, caused a minor literary
sensation as a novel written with overwhelming sincerity, and was
awarded the Prix Vérité (1955). Arnóthy’s later works reveal a more
polished penmanship, but none of the penetrating force of her first
writing.

The periodicals which now constitute the
framework of literary life were launched in the harsh conditions of
the early 1950s. The Catholic Review (1949- ), published in Rome,
has continued the traditions of the neo-Catholic trend of the
1930s, and is now one of the leading reviews, although
belles-lettres do not feature prominently in it. The New Hungarian
Way (1950-6) is perhaps the only periodical among those now defunct
which carried noteworthy poetry and fiction. Horizon was launched
in 1950 by a handful of young intellectuals whose sympathies lay
with the népi movement of the inter-war period. By the mid-1950s it
had established its present reputation as the leading literary
review in the West, in spite of a split among its editors in 1958,
when the majority launched New Horizon*Edited by Gyula Borbándi (1919- ) and
published by József Molnár (1918- ). (1958-1989), and two of its
former editors carried on with Horizon until their return to
Hungary, where Horizon eventually ceased publication in the early
1960s.

While Horizon in its early years provided a
platform primarily for political writers, it also offered an outlet
to a generation of young poets who had not published previously in
Hungary. Of these Gábor Bikich (1923- ) is the oldest. Bikich’s
poems are often monologues in free verse; behind a façade of
feigned sarcasm he laments over human suffering, with frequent
allusions to old Hungarian literature (e.g. ‘Sors Bona’, 1956;
‘Sermo Supra Sepulchrum’, 1957). In the mid-1960s he withdrew from
literary life. János Csokits (1928- ) is a poet who apparently
enjoys using pure rhymes in his often short, epigrammatic poems at
a time when most poets are reluctant to employ rhymes at all. Of
his longer poems, ‘Twelve Songs for Male Voice’ (1953, 1960), while
recalling in a nostalgic tone the landscape of childhood’s lost
paradise, reveals his quiet resignation to living in an indifferent
universe, echoing, perhaps, contemporary existentialist thought.
Csokits’s outcry against the indifference of another kind, the
consumer mentality of the Western world after the 1956 revolution,
in ‘If I Tell You What Happened to Us …’ (1959), is full of bitter
irony and defiance, and shows his poetic skill at his best. Áron
Kibédi Varga (1930- ) has been writing experimental poetry in basic
sentence-structures with a multitude of adverbs but devoid of
ornamentation or similes; he uses metaphors made up of unexpected
compounds coined by himself, thereby achieving both economy and
austerity, the main attractions of his poetry (Without and Within,
Washington, 1963; You, Washington, 1973). In prose the name of
András Domahidy (1920- ) comes to mind; his novels (e.g. Indian
Summer, Rome, 1969) recall the immediate post-war years in a manner
which could not be attempted by his fellow-writers in Hungary.

The profile of Horizon, however, has not
been shaped by the poets who made their debut in it, but rather by
those contributors who already had their reputations established in
Hungary, and whose writings hallmarked its early period and have
been lending weight and authority to the periodical ever since. Of
these, Zoltán Szabó and László Cs. Szabó (1905-85) are the most
prominent. Cs. Szabó was a prolific author of essays, short
stories, radio plays, and poems; his long literary career was a
bridge between the great first generation of Nyugat authors, under
whose watchful eyes his early writings had been published, and the
younger writers who began to write abroad and who, consequently,
have had little or no chance of coming into contact with the
mainstream of Hungarian literature. Cs. Szabó was a frequent
contributor to Nyugat and, together with Halász and Szerb, he
introduced a style of essay, both polished and witty, in which he
expounded his views on diverse subjects, wearing his knowledge
lightly. Cs. Szabó’s first major success came with a travelogue
about England, Crossing at Dover (1937). His other books published
in Hungary include Letters from Exile (1937), Hungarian Spectator
(1939), Europe in Arms (1939), and In Transylvania (1940), all of
which display his best qualities as an essayist. In 1948 he left
Hungary and, after a brief stay in Italy, he moved to London. The
books he wrote abroad include further travelogues (e.g. Winter
Journey, Munich, 1955, or Roman Music, Munich, 1970, which is
permeated with the warmth of personal reminiscences). He was a
frequent contributor to all major periodicals published outside
Hungary and many of his essays are still scattered in these
publications, although a collection of his best essays on art and
literature has already been published in Hungary (Occasion, 1982).
One of his latest books, containing interviews with and by him
(Between Two Mirrors, Munich, 1977), is devoted to the vindication
of the alternative provided by living in exile. The subject-matter
of his short stories often concerns the plight of the uprooted
existence of displaced persons (e.g. Mercy, Rome, 1955 and,
Bleeding Phantoms, Munich, 1979). Cs. Szabó’s presence in literary
life is strongly felt: he was undoubtedly the leading author among
exiled writers.

Apart from Márai, who has chosen isolation
from all groups of exiled writers, there is at least one major
author, Gy?z? Határ (1914- ) whose output of belles lettres
commands respect by its sheer volume. He has lived in London since
1956, but started his literary career in Hungary immediately after
the war with experiments in avant-garde technique (e.g. his novel
Heliáne, 1948). As he was soon silenced, the full scale of his
astonishing verbal faculty became apparent only after the
publication of the works he had not been allowed to publish in
Hungary. The limits of experimenting with language have always
fascinated him; there are innumerable coinages of words in his
texts, the meanings of which are self-explanatory within their
context, but which when taken out fall flat and lose their semantic
content. This is all part of his craft; besides being able to adapt
and absorb any layer of the language, his protean relationship to
language is a clear refutation of the view that artistic creation
is circumscribed if the artist lives outside the community to which
he addresses himself. In The Tower of Babel (Stockholm, 1966) Határ
recreates the biblical myth, extending its significance beyond its
given proportions in partly archaic and partly anachronistic
language, with a multitude of strange creatures whose vulgarity
recall the figures of Breughel or Rabelais.

Határ’s poetic vision is universal; his
predicament is a source of strength: mankind has been living in
exile ever since Adam was driven from the Garden of Eden, and
language is its only compensation. Határ’s plays, none of which has
ever been performed, are grotesque sublimations of basic human
situations, (e.g. The Rope World takes place on huge ropes hanging
in the universe), with an eye on the totality of experience. Határ
may be playful when he pursues his linguistic games, but when he
dramatizes imaginary, legendary, or mythological stories he is in
deadly earnest: men are miserable creatures deserving his and the
reader’s pity. One of his latest works Golgheloghi (London, 1976),
consists of a series of playlets about the symbolic figure
Golgheloghi.

Tamás T?z (1916-1992), like Határ, left
Hungary in 1956, yet his poetic career, also like Határ’s, is a
continuation of his first works. A priest by profession, and now
living in Canada, T?z was first influenced by Babits, who
stimulated his keen interest in technique. His poetry, however,
matured only after he had left Hungary; his idyllic world was
shattered after the loss of Eden. Surrealistic imagery, a
fragmentary view of the world, and a Nature degraded into sullen
objects are the main characteristics of his latest verse. The
cycle, Angel, Say it At Least Partly! (1973) is perhaps his most
significant poetic achievement. T?z is also a writer of short
stories, many of which are inspired by his war experiences; he was
an army chaplain and a prisoner of war during World War II (Thirty
Days of Honeymoon, Toronto, 1973).

Hungarian literature in the West, which
until 1956 could have been regarded as a manifestation of political
opposition by a dying breed, was powerfully resuscitated through
the impact of the new refugees, and the world-wide attention
Hungary received during the uprising in 1956. Those members of the
Hungarian Writers’ Union who had left Hungary reorganized The
Hungarian Writers’ Association Abroad in 1957, and re-launched its
official publication, Literary Gazette (1957-1989), in
collaboration with their fellow-writers already abroad. The first
Congress of the Writers’ Association (Paris, 1958) was an important
event; over a hundred Hungarian writers living abroad gathered
together, including even writers who belonged to none of the three
waves of political emigration, and Hungarian-born Arthur Koestler
became its honorary president.

While the Writers’ Association, which lost
its importance in the early 1960s and disintegrated, had engaged in
political opposition to the Kádár regime, Literary Gazette has
provided an outlet for a multitude of writers, carrying short
stories, poetry, and quality book reviews. Edited by Tibor Méray
(1924- ) and novelist Endre Enczi (1903-74), first in London and
since 1962 in Paris, it is now primarily a forum of bilingual
writers of the older generation, including authors like English and
Hungarian novelist Pál Tábori (1908-74), English humorist György
Mikes (1912-1987), essayist Pá1 Ignotus (1901-78), its first
editor-in-chief abroad, political writer György Pálóczi-Horváth
(1908-73), and the poet György Faludy. As most of these authors
were involved in the writers’ revolt in Hungary, many of them
related their personal reminiscences. Towering above other memoirs
is an account of the show-trial in the ‘Rajk affair’*L. Rajk (1909-49), Minister of the
Interior, was arrested on trumped-up charges and executed for
treason in 1949. The show-trial formed part of Rákosi’s purges of
the party; Szász was ‘suspected’ of being a minor accomplice in the
‘conspiracy’. by Béla Szász (1910-1999). His book Volunteers for
the Gallows (Brussels, 1963) is written not only with a high degree
of detachment and unique insight into the manipulative techniques
of the police state, but is also a record of one man’s
single-minded will to survive and to remain undefeated. Szász’s
book is a major achievement in documentary fiction.

In fiction proper, the experiences of the
1950s remained understandably the dominant theme for many authors
and for a long time. Gusztáv Rab (1901-63), a struggling author in
the 1930s, persecuted by both Fascists and Communists, finally came
into his own after he had settled in France. Journey into the Blue
(Paris, 1959) is largely autobiographical; it is an account in
sombre language of the deportations of the 1950s*‘Class enemies’ and other ‘suspects’ were
deported to forced labour camps in the early 1950s.. His next
novel, A Room in Budapest (Paris, 1960), describes the aftermath of
the revolution. It is an uncomplicated story of one morning in a
Budapest block of flats – the relationship of a small group of
individuals has been redefined by their pattern of behaviour during
the revolution. Rab avoids all emphasis, and he successfully
creates the feeling of weariness after the revolution. Critics,
particularly in England, have considered Sabaria (1963) his best
work. This novel develops the theme of the conflict of Church and
State in Communist-ruled Hungary in the early 1950s. A local saint
appears in a vision to a woman, who, when she tells about it, is
inevitably arrested by the political police who are eager to
discover sinister ‘plots’ laid by the ‘imperialists’ in the uncanny
pronouncements of the old seamstress. Subtly written and
continually inventive, it is a novel to which no summary of its
plot could do justice.

An author whose treatment of contemporary
themes has made him popular is Péter Halász (1922- ). Of his
numerous novels, Tartars on Széna Square (New York, 1962) is
devoted to the revolution, Mr Compatriot (Munich, 1965) describes a
visit to Budapest by an expatriate, and 2nd Avenue (Toronto, 1967)
is about how ordinary folk ‘make good’ in New York and how their
children are able to leave the Hungarian ghetto around 2nd Avenue.
Halász writes in easy-flowing sentences; he knows how to build up
suspense, but unfortunately is not always free from melodramatic
effects.

Sándor Lénárd (1910-72) also kept in touch
with the Literary Gazette, proving its cohesive power among
Hungarian writers abroad. Lénárd’s contribution would be an exotic
touch to any literature. Born in Budapest, educated in Vienna, he
eventually settled in a remote corner of Brazil after the war. He
busied himself with healing the Indians, writing stories, playing
Bach on the organ, and studying the classics. He proved his
exceptional expertise in Latin when he translated A. A. Milne’s
Winnie the Pooh into Latin; it became an instant success, and was
set as a Latin textbook for schools (Winnie ille Pu, S?o
Paolo,1958). His autobiographical Valley of the Latin Bear
(Stuttgart, 1963) was first published in German, and it was only in
the late 1960s that his works appeared in his native Hungary.

A group of former political prisoners
established the National Guardian (1956- ) in Munich, a monthly
which has come to enjoy the largest circulation among refugees. It
is edited by Tibor Tollas (1920-1997), whose early poetry was
characterized by effective rhetoric. His later verse has, however,
shown a remarkable mellowing of his formerly rigid, clattering
voice (Compassionate Trees, Munich, 1975). One of the chief
contributors to the National Guardian, Áron Gábor (1911-82), who
had been deported by the Russians to Siberia, where he spent
fifteen years first in labour camps, and later as a menial worker,
wrote an impressive trilogy about his experiences in the Gulag
Archipelago (East of Man, Munich, 1967; Rectangular Freedom,
Munich, 1968; and Men Aged Centuries, Los Angeles, 1971), the
effectiveness of which is occasionally marred by flashy style.

Last but not least, mention should be made
of the generation ‘56, which occupies a special position within the
spectrum of refugee literature. It includes authors who were old
enough to have absorbed their native cultural heritage by the time
they left Hungary in 1956, but were also young enough to take root
in foreign countries. Many of them are bilingual, but usually write
poetry only in Hungarian. Open-minded to experimentation and to
cultural cross-currents, they are firmly rooted now in both their
native and their adopted country’s intellectual traditions.

The best example of such literary activity
is provided by the authors loosely associated with Hungarian
Workshop (1962- ), a periodical devoted entirely to experimental
literature and art. While they have resurrected the traditions of
the Hungarian avant-garde and set out in the footsteps of Kassák,
Szentkuthy, Weöres, and Határ, they also participate in the
international avant-garde movement, and issue a French periodical,
d’atelier (1972- ). The editors of Hungarian Workshop are Tibor
Papp (1936- ), originally a poet, and Pá1 Nagy (1934- ), who
started by writing conventional short stories. Both produce now
szöveg (text) only, which is an intermediary genre between poetry,
fiction, and art. Szöveg literature, which may include any type of
vendégszöveg (borrowed text) such as advertisements, slogans,
quotations, fragments of pictorial representations, or in fact any
type of signs, is devoid of any conventional message and is
expected to make an impact on the reader solely through visual
perception. The editors who design, make the typographical layout,
set, and print the magazine in Paris, also publish volumes by
fellow poets, an enterprise which greatly assists new departures in
a literary life where authors are frequently compelled to bear the
cost of publication because of the lack of a wide circle of
readers.

Of the poets who are connected with
Hungarian Workshop, József Bakucz (1929-1990) is the oldest. He
discarded the traditional technique for more penetrating
self-analysis and exploration. He lives in New York, and his
volumes include Eclipse (Paris, 1968) and Petrified Sky (Paris,
1973). On the other hand, György Vitéz (1933- ), who lives in
Canada, employs traditional forms whenever it pleases him; his main
assets are his scepticism, and his sensitivity to his special
predicament, that of being a Hungarian poet in America (American
Story, Paris, 1975). László Kemenes Géfin (1937- ), discovered by
the editors of Hungarian Workshop, also lives in Canada. His
volumes Frostflower (Paris, 1966), Zenith (Munich, 1969), and Pagan
Diaspora (Toronto, 1974) indicate his development from the learning
of his craft to the use of fragmentary images and allusions to old
Hungarian literature, wedged into the flow of sensory process,
which makes his poetry a curious hybrid of archaism and
modernity.

István Siklós (1936-1991) is a lonely poet
who stands aloof from his contemporaries. Influenced by Buddhist
thought, his vision of primeval destruction is expressed in an
imagery both awe-inspiring and grandiose, he uses sonorous and
solemn language and a type of lettrisme to underline units of
delivery. He lives in London, and his volumes include
manwith5strings (London, 1968). Elemér Horváth (1933- ) lived first
in Rome, and has been living in the USA since 1962; he is a manual
labourer. Horváth’s first volume, The Face of Everyday (Rome,
1962), was acclaimed as a significant new voice, and not without
reason – it was mature poetry purged of rhetoric and
sentimentality. Until recently he wrote infrequently, and produced
few poems; in some he experimented with free associations and
écriture automatique in an attempt to fight off the angst of
existence, to protect his ego from a burdensome past and the blind
alley of the future. In other poems, myth-making and scepticism are
blended in a fluctuating balance, yet they preserve states of mind
with precision and depth (From the Diary of a White Negro, Paris,
1976).

Other poets who have already made their
presence felt in literary life include Lajos Major-Zala (1930- ),
who has lived in Switzerland since 1950 and has successfully
transplanted a kind of népi tradition into his poetry (e.g.
Prayerless Prayer, Munich, 1971; or Breaking the Spell, Munich,
1975). Imre Máté (1934- ) has drawn on archaic popular beliefs for
inspiration (White Tempest, Munich, 1966), occasionally with
excessive zeal but always with genuine conviction. He lives in
Germany. Ádám Makkai (1935- ) is a professor of linguistics at
Chicago University; he combines linguistic playfulness with
Dionysiac upsurges of energy, followed by sudden fits of despair or
the grimaces of an adolescent (K2 = 13, Cleveland, 1970). The main
source of inspiration in the poetry of István Keszei (1935-84) is a
feeling of guilt. His poetry frequently appeared in New Horizon and
Literary Gazette; his volume of selected verse is Angelic Assault
(Rome, 1979). He lived by occasional work in Paris. Géza Thinsz
(1934-1990) has not come to terms with the oddity of being a
Hungarian poet in Sweden; consequently self-irony and
tongue-in-the-cheek attitudes to life are an essential feature in
his poetry, in addition to a delightful eroticism. His latest
volumes include Shadow Theatre (Stockholm, 1970) and Borderland
(Stockholm, 1976). Another poet living in Scandinavia, Vince Sulyok
(1932- ), after the initial shock has curiously adapted to the
mystic atmosphere of Nordic scenes and men, and developed a
yearning for sunshine, light, and human contact.

While political poetry, or ‘engaged
writing’, is hardly cultivated by the generation ‘56, their
declaration of independence from bankrupt ideas was
programmatically worded in ‘A Formal Application to the UN by
Sándor András Autonomous Republic’. Written by Sándor András (1934-
), who lives in Washington, the poem is a unilateral declaration of
independence by a generation which has lost all its political
illusions. András’s volumes include Running Oasis, (London, 1970)
and Harangue (London, 1981). György Gömöri (1934- ) is a poet who
writes with a sense of a secret mission, of one who belongs to the
wandering tribe of the scribes. He lives in England, and his latest
volume is Letter from a Declining Empire (Munich, 1976).

Generation ‘56 has not produced significant
prose writers. There were a few gifted short story writers in the
early 1960s, who fell silent, either out of apathy or because they
were discouraged by the bleak prospects for publishing longer
works. There is, however, a single exception György Ferdinandy
(1935- ), who lives in Puerto Rico. Nostalgia for a torturing past
is the key motif in his prose; his words are resonant with painful
memories. He is a master of evoking blurred images in a few
sentences which are often rhythmic, always rich in texture, and
which offer no relief for the tension caused by the havoc which
dispersed generation ‘56. His works are: On the Assembly Line
(Munich, 1965), Professor Nemezio Gonzales Delivers a Speech to the
Animals of the Black Forest (Paris, 1970), and The Sea at Valencia
(Munich, 1975).

In conclusion, the critical activity of Pál
Albert*Pen-name of Gyula Sipos.
(1935- ), the only significant critic generation ‘56 has produced,
should be mentioned. He lives in Paris, and without his analytical
reviews which have been published in periodicals in the past twenty
years writing this last chapter would have been a far more tiresome
task.










Chapter 26
General Bibliography


THIS bibliography is divided into two sections: the first
provides a selection of general reference-books which may be
consulted usefully. The second section follows the order in which
individual authors are discussed in the main text, and is divided
into ‘bibliography’ and ‘texts’. The ‘bibliography’ includes
essential works on the background of a period, literary trends, and
monographs on particular authors. Articles in periodicals are given
only if they are considered essential. Most of the material is in
Hungarian; special effort has been made to locate relevant articles
in English. Works in other languages are included only if they are
considered superior to works available in Hungarian and English.
Most items are briefly annotated for guidance. In the section
‘texts’, collections, selections, collected works, and English
translations are enumerated.

The bibliographical descriptions are as
short as possible; the place of publication is omitted in the case
of Hungarian books published in Budapest, and in the case of
English and French works published in London and Paris
respectively. If no title is given, the title is self-evident from
the context, e.g. F. Riedl’s book on Arany (1957) should be read:
F. Riedl: Arany János (Budapest, 1957). Works published after 1975
are ignored (consequently, statements like: ‘There is nothing
substantial on Ern? Szép should be read: ‘no monograph was
published up to 1976, but the student might find articles in
learned journals, written on a specific aspect of Szép’s works or
life.’ In a few cases, however, amendments have been made.










Section A


General bibliographies

The foremost bibliographical guide on
bibliographies, T. Besterman: A World Bibliography of
Bibliographies, 4th ed., 5 vols. (Lausanne, 1965, and its
supplement, A. I. Toomey: A World Bibliography of Bibliographies …
A Decennial Supplement, 1964-1974, 2 vols. (Totowa, NJ,1977),
contain all major general, and a good selection of specialized
bibliographies on Hungary.

A general annotated bibliographical guide
to Hungarian studies is provided by Elemér Bakó: Guide to Hungarian
Studies, 2 vols. (Stanford, Cal., 1973); and by Thomas Kabdebó:
Hungary, (Oxford, 1980) [The World Bibliographical Series, vol.
15.] These two works are an adequate introduction to all aspects of
Hungarian studies.

General introduction to the study of
Hungarian literature is provided by A. Tezla: An Introductory
Bibliography to the Study of Hungarian Literature (Harvard U. P. ,
1964), and, by the same author: Hungarian Authors: a
Bibliographical Handbook (Harvard U. P., 1970). Both works are
annotated and give locations of each item in major USA and European
libraries.

The Hungarian Academy of Sciences has begun
the publication of a comprehensive bibliographical handbook on
Hungarian literature: Vol. 1, A magyarirodalomtörténet
bibliográfiája 1772-ig by B. Stoll, I. Varga, and S. V. Kovács
(1972); Vol. 2, A magyar irodalomtörténet bibliográfiája, 1772-1849
by G. Kókay (1975). There are six more volumes to follow. There is
a concise compilation by J. Lukáts: A magyar irodalom története 5
pts. (1973-6) on individual authors.

Cumulation of the yearly work on Hungarian
literature is provided by S. Kozocsa for the years 1945-65,
published as A magyar irodalom bibliográfiája,12 vols. (1950-78).
It is particularly useful for reviews.

The annual bibliography of scholarly works
on Hungarian literature is published in Irodalomtörténeti
Közlemények. S. V. Kovács: ‘Magyar irodalomtörténet’ (1962- ).
Another comprehensive cumulation of the year’s work in Hungarian
literature is published by Országos Széchényi Könyvtár: A magyar
irodalom és irodalomtudomány bibliográfiája, 1976- (1979- ). Short,
descriptive reviews and a bibliography of scholarly works,
including periodical articles, on literature, linguistics and
folk-lore are provided annually as Hungarológiai Értesít? (1979- )
published by the International Association of Hungarian Studies
which is far the best bibliographical guide and supersedes all
other publications in the field. The Modern Language Association
produces an annual bibliography on literature and language.
Hungarian has been included since 1963: MLA International
Bibliography is part of The Publications. Unfortunately works
published outside Hungary are often missed. Its British equivalent,
The Year’s Work in Modern Language Studies (1931- ) omits Hungarian
literature altogether.

For Hungarian authors in English
translation, M. Czigány: Hungarian Literature in English
Translation Published in Great Britain, 1830-1968 (1969) and M.
Fajcsek and Mrs Z. Szilvássy: Hungary’s Literature in Translation,
1945-1968 (Bp., 1975) for works published in Hungary.

General reference books

The latest standard dictionary of the
Hungarian language is Magyar értelmez? kéziszótár (1972), prepared
under the auspices of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The best
and most recent bilingual dictionaries are: L. Országh:
Angol-magyar nagyszótár, 6th revised ed., 2 vols. (1980), and
Magyar-angol szótár, 5th revised ed. (1977).

There is no up-to-date general
encyclopaedia in Hungarian. The Encyclopaedia Hungarica is still in
the stage of editing. Új magyar lexikon, 6 vols. and supplements
(19592, 1972, 1981, several reprints), is both superficial and out
of date. Of the older encyclopaedias, Révai nagy lexikona, 21 vols.
(1911-35) is still useful.

A useful general guide to Hungary is, F.
Erdei, ed. Information Hungary (1968), written by experts. For
current biography, M. Fekete: Prominent Hungarians, 3rd revised ed.
(1979).

The current dictionary of Hungarian
literature, M. Benedek ed. Magyar irodalmi lexikon, 3 vols.
(1963-5) is in need of supplement. Hungarian authors are treated in
most English and American encyclopaedias, including the
Encyclopaedia Britannica. The new edition of Cassell’s
Encyclopaedia of Literature, ed. S. H. Steinberg (1973), contains
very brief, but scholarly entries by G. F. Cushing.

There are numerous histories of literature;
the most exhaustive treatment is provided by J. Pintér: A magyar
irodalom története: tudományos rendszerezés, 8 vols. (1930-41), and
I. S?tér ed. A magyar irodalom története, 6 vols. (1964-6; reprint:
1981). The latest work is A magyar irodalom története ed. T.
Klaniczay (1982) which has already been translated into French and
German. For histories of Hungarian literature in English see
Introduction. For pictorial representations see D. Keresztury’s A
magyar irodalom képeskönyve (1956; 2nd revised ed., 1981).

For comprehensive biographical treatment of
pre-20th-century authors, see J. Szinnyei: Magyar írók élete és
munkái, 14 vols. (1891-1914; reprint: 1980-81). Its sequel was
produced by P. Gulyás, but only vols. 1-6 (1939-44), covering the
letters A-D, were published. The rest of the manuscript is in the
possession of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. A useful
dictionary of pseudonyms is P. Gulyás: Magyar írói álnév
lexikon

(1956; reprint: 1978).

Periodical publications

The essential repositories of scholarly
articles on Hungarian literature are: Irodalomtörténeti Közlemények
(1891- ) Irodalomtörténet (1912- ). In addition: Egyetemes
Philologiai Közlöny (1877-1948), continued as: Filológiai Közlöny
(1955- ). Acta Litteraria (1957- ) contains articles in English,
French, and German for the benefit of non-Hungarian specialists.
Angol Filológiai Tanulmányok (1936-44, new series: 1963- ) is
devoted, not only to English and American literature, but to
literary contacts with the Anglo-Saxon world. On folklore and
related subjects, Ethnographia (1890- ). Nyelv- és
Irodalomtudományi Közlemények (1957- ) is devoted mainly to
literature in Transylvania. In addition, universities and research
institutes produce their Évkönyvei and Közleményei; many of these
feature important studies. Periodicals in English published in
Hungary include New Hungarian Quarterly (1960- ), an excellent
survey of cultural life, with general articles on literature, book
and theatre reviews, and numerous translations from modern and
classic authors. Its predecessor Hungarian Quarterly (1936-43) had
the same scope. Hungarian Review (1953— ), although a general
magazine, features articles on literature and translations from
modern authors. The Hungarian Book Review (formerly: Books from
Hungary) is a quarterly selection of books published in Hungary
with annotations and news of forthcoming books. It also includes
interviews with authors and translations. The annual of the
Hungarian PEN, The Hungarian PEN-Le PEN Hongrois (1961- ), and
Arion (1967- ), the almanac of the Hungarian Commission of UNESCO,
also contain translations into English.

Periodicals published abroad with material
on literature include The Hungarian Quarterly (1961-5) and East
Europe (1952-70). In addition, most scholarly periodicals
specializing in Slavic or East European studies, Slavonic and East
European Review, American Slavic Review, East European Quarterly
(1966- ) and East Central Europe/L’Europe du Centre-Est (1973- ),
feature articles on Hungarian literature. The latest ventures
devoted to Hungarian studies are The Canadian-American Review of
Hungarian Studies (1974- ), and Hungarian Studies Newsletter (1973-
).

 

Anthologies

<
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S. Endr?dy: A magyar költészet
kincsesháza (1895; 2nd ed. 1912). Z. Alszeghy: A
magyar irodalom kincsesháza (1941); L. Báránszky-Jób:
A magyar széppróza története szemelvényekben (1937);
G. Bisztray-D. Kerecsényi: A magyar próza könyve, 2
vols. (1942-8); G. F. Cushing: Hungarian Prose and
Verse (1956; 2nd ed. 1973) J. Horváth: Magyar versek
könyve (1937; 2nd enlarged ed. 1942) Hét évszázad
magyar versei. The 1st ed. (1951) of this work is marred by
the policies governing selection; from the 2nd ed. onwards (4 vols.
1954) it reflects the prevailing literary taste (3rd ed. 3 vols.
1966; 4th ed. 3 vols. 1972; 5th ed. 4 vols. 1979). The most
comprehensive anthology of literary texts was published for the use
of universities: Magyar irodalmi szöveggy?jtemény,
vol. 1 in 2 pts. (1951-2; revised ed:1963-6); vol. 2 in 2 pts.
(1952-5); vol. 3 in 2 pts. (1962, 1961) and vol. 4 in 2 pts.
(1963). I. Csanádi: A magyar valóság versei 1475-1945,
2 vols. (1966); L. Cs. Szabó: Magyar versek Aranytól
napjainkig (Rome, 1953); Magyar elbeszél?k, 4
vols., (1961). There are several anthologies in English referred to
in the bibliographical sections dealing with particular chapters;
none of these is as comprehensive as the Anthologie de la
poésie hongroise du XIIe siécle a nos jours, ed. L. Gara
(1962) in French.
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Chapter 27
Glossary








1. Hungarian and less familiar terms


(Words preceded by an asterisk are treated in separate
entries)

‘absolute rhyme’ see
tiszta rím.

Absolutism, Era of
(önkényuralom). The period between the end of the *War
of Independence in 1849, and the opening of the Diet of 1865, which
ended önkényuralom and led to the *Settlement of
1867.

alispán. The principal officer
of the *megye administration, who is elected for a
term in office. See also f?ispán.

almanachlíra. Poetry published
in literary annuals and magazines in the 1830s and 1840s, and
influenced by German Sentimentalism (F. Matthisson and others). The
popularity of almanachlíra rapidly declined with the
debut of Pet?fi and with the growth of the *népies
trend.

Ármány. A pseudo-mythological
deity, introduced in Zalán futása (1825) by
Vörösmarty; an evil spirit, the opposite of
*Hadúr.

Aurora Circle. Writers who
rallied around the annual Aurora included Bajza,
Czuczor, Kölcsey, K. Kisfaludy, Toldy, P. Vajda, and
Vörösmarty.

Ausgleich see
Settlement of 1867.

Bácska. A fertile region of
the *Lowland between the Danube and the Tisza, south of Szeged, the
greater part of which belongs to Yugoslavia.

Balassi stanza. A type of
stanza first employed by Balassi in the 1580s, which consists of 9
(occasionally 6 or 12) lines, and is divided into 3 units by the
use of the rhyme-scheme: AAD BBD CCD. The lines in each unit
contain 6-6-7 syllables. It is generally accepted that Balassi
developed the form from a three-lined stanza of unusually long (19
syllables) lines, by breaking up the lines with the introduction of
internal rhymes.

Ballhausplatz. A square in
Vienna, near the Burg, often used figuratively for the joint
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

bán. 1, the highest-ranking
dignitary in Croatia and Slavonia; 2. a military governor in
Southern Hungary in the Middle Ages; 3. in Katona’s use: Palatine;
4. in general (now obsolete) use: ‘a great lord’. First recorded in
a Latinized form (banus, 1116), its etymology may
derive from Bajan, a sixth-century, local Avar ruler. See also
Bánát.

Bánát (or bánság;
derived from *bán). A territory under the jurisdiction
of a *bán. In modern usage the Bánát
always refers to the (former) territory of the Bánát
of Temesvár, a region of the *Lowland, between the rivers Maros,
Tisza, and Danube. Its NW part belongs to Hungary, N. and E. parts
to Romania, and W. and S. parts to Yugoslavia. See also
bán.

betyár (‘an outlaw’). In
nineteenth-century Hungarian fiction and verse some
betyárs (e.g. Sándor Rózsa or Jóska Sobri) acquired a
romantic halo. These latter-day Robin Hoods sided with Kossuth in
the *War of Independence, and in the 1850s and 1860s were
associated with the spirit of resistance and national independence
by the peasants of the *Lowland. Most of them were successfully
rounded up by Royal Commissioner Gedeon Ráday who put an end to
their plunderings. See also csárda.

bordal (‘a drinking song’).
Originally sung during merriment, in nineteenth-century Hungarian
poetry bordal became popular with poets who used the
genre for expressing philosophical thoughts or patriotic emotions
(e.g. Csokonai, Kölcsey, Vörösmarty, and Pet?fi).

Centralists
(centralisták). Intellectuals in mid-nineteenth
century Hungary who advocated the idea that the power of the
central authority of the state should be increased.

Classicist Triad. József
Rájnis, Dávid Baróti Szabó, and Miklós Révai who, in the late
eighteenth century, used classical metres effectively for the first
time in Hungarian poetry.

Coalition Period. The years
between 1945 and 1949, when the Communist Party ruled Hungary in a
coalition with other parties (Smallholders, National Peasant Party,
and the Social Democrats) until Rákosi, by the effective use of
*salami tactics, achieved monopoly of power for the communists.

Compromise see
Settlement of 1867.

Conquest
(honfoglalás). The conquest of Hungary by the
Hungarians at the end of the ninth century. The traditionally
accepted date for the Conquest is an 896. See also Millenium.

Corvina,
Bibliotheca. The library of Matthias I (1458-90),
which was dispersed during the Turkish wars, is estimated to
comprise over 2000 codices and a few incunabula, of which 208 are
known to exist in 49 libraries all over the world. 50 Corvinae are
in Hungarian libraries; in England the British Library, and the
libraries of Oxford University (Bodleian) and Cambridge (Trinity
College) possess specimens of Corvinae.

csákó (English ‘shako’). ‘A
military cap in the shape of a truncated cone, with a peak.’
(OED).

csángó. A member of a
Hungarian-speaking ethnic group east of the Carpathian Mountains in
Romania.

csárda. A road-side inn on the
*Lowland, featuring prominently in nineteenth-century Hungarian
(and German) Romantic literature, usually as a meeting-place of
*betyárs. (The adjective formed from csárda,
csárdás, ‘of, or pertaining to a csárda’ is
first recorded in 1835, in the sense of ‘a type of peasant music or
dance’.)

cs. és kir. (German K.
u. K., ‘Imperial and Royal’). Both the Hungarian and German
abbreviations are common colloquial references to the *Dual
Monarchy, 1867-1918.

csikós (from
csikó ‘a colt’). An employee on a horse-breeding farm.
Popularized in nineteenth-century Romantic fiction and verse,
csikós, like *betyár, became a standard
figure in ‘tourist folklore’.

Cumania (Hungarian
Kunság). A region of the *Lowland, consisting of
Kiskunság (between the Danube and the Tisza) and
Nagykunság (East of the Tisza), formerly inhabited by
Cumanians.

Cumanians (Latin
comani or cumani). A nomadic people who
settled in Hungary in the Middle Ages. Their language became
extinct in the eighteenth century.

délibáb (literally
‘noon-appearance’ i.e. ‘a mirage’). First recorded in 1707, it was
a dialect word current on the *Lowland until popularized in
literature by József Gaál, Vörösmarty and, in particular, by
Pet?fi. The adjective formed from délibáb, délibábos,
is today used figuratively in the sense ‘illusory, unreal,
unrealistic, wishful’.

Délvidék see
Vajdaság.

‘deviation’. Marxist euphemism
for a departure from the currently approved policies, or ideology
of the ruling faction of the Communist Party. See also
sectarianism.

Dormant National Spirit, Age
of. The period between the end of the *War of Independence led by
Rákóczi and the beginning of the era of Enlightenment, 1711-72, was
called ‘the age of decline’ by Toldy (1854). This idea was
generally accepted by nineteenth-century historians of literature
(e.g. ‘unnational age’ Beöthy, 1877, ‘the age of the dormant
national spirit’ Bodnár, 1891; ‘the age of decadence’ Riedl, 1906).
Revision of the concept took place in the 1930s; Farkas called the
period between 1711-72 ‘the age of gathering strength’ (1934) and
Alszeghy rejected the label ‘unnational’ (1942). Szerb employed a
term borrowed from the history of art: Baroque (1934), a term which
is also widely used in Marxist scholarship. The period was not
devoid of ‘national feeling’, nor was it unproductive; what it
lacked, however, was a wider horizon. The Hungarian nobility lived
in a ‘fool’s paradise’, in a state of illusory happiness and
contentment. See also Extra Hungariam.

Dualism, Age of. The period
between 1867 and 1918 in Hungarian history.

Dual Monarchy. One of the
customary names of the Austro-Hungarian Empire between 1867 and
1918.

‘East versus West’. The
apparent antagonism between the eastern origin of the Hungarians
and their adopted, Western culture. This was a Romantic notion in
nineteenth-century literature, but in the inter-war period it
became a prime factor in nationalistic and racialist theories. See
also Turanism.

egyke. A *Transdanubian
dialect-word meaning ‘only child’. The word gained currency through
the sociological reportages of the *népi writers (e.g.
Illyés, Kodolányi) in the 1930s.

exportdráma (‘a play for
export’). Originally a somewhat derogatory label for the plays of
Molnár, Lengyel, and others, which became popular on the stages of
Vienna, Berlin, and especially on Broadway, between the 1910s and
1930s. The expression is usually attributed to A. Szerb (1934); it
was, however, J. Révai who first called Molnár’s plays ‘an export
article’ (Today, 1917).

‘Extra Hungariam non est
vita, si est, non est ita’. This saying is ascribed to L.C.
Rhodiginus (1516) and was often quoted in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries by Humanist scholars. By the eighteenth
century it was widely known and quoted in Hungary, and it expressed
the patriotic feelings of the Slovaks and Germans of *Upper Hungary
for their native ‘Hungaria’. It was only at the end of the
nineteenth century that the saying became an emblematic expression
of the contentment of the eighteenth-century Hungarian nobility,
and it was now permeated with nostalgia for ‘the good old days’ of
the eighteenth century. Historians, since Szekf?, quote the saying
as an example of the parochial mentality of eighteenth-century
public thinking in Hungary, and this is how the saying is used in
modern works on eighteenth-century Hungary. See also Dormant
National Spirit.

falukutatók (‘village
explorers’). A radical group within the *népi writers
(I. Kovács, Z. Szabó and others) who devoted their energies to
surveying the living conditions of the peasantry in the mid-1930s,
using the methods of modern sociology.

fejedelem. The proper
Hungarian term for 1. Latin ‘dux’ as used in the chronicles for the
sovereign of the Hungarians before Vajk was crowned King Stephen I;
2. ‘prince’ when referring to any one of the ‘princes of
Transylvania’ (e.g. Prince Francis Rákóczi II for II. Rákóczi
Ferenc fejedelem).

Felvidék see Upper
Hungary.

Fenntebb stylus (‘elevated
style’). The style-ideal of Kazinczy. (Tövisek és
virágok, 1811)

Fiatal Magyarország (‘Young
Hungary’). The name was first used in a somewhat derogatory sense,
on the analogy with Das junge Deutschland, by P. Csató
(1839) but was later proudly accepted by Pet?fi (in a letter to
Arany, 1847) as a fitting name for the democratic and radical young
intelligentsia to which he himself belonged. See also
márciusi ifjak.

f?rangú lirikusok (‘poets of
aristocratic origin’). A common name for those poets of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who have the title of a count
(barons are often also included). In addition, some histories of
literature include the sixteenth-century Baron Bálint Balassi, and
nearly all histories include István Gyöngyösi who was neither a
baron nor a count. The adjective f?rangú is now
obsolete, except in the phrase f?rangú lirikusok, a
term which is not used by Marxist scholars.

f?ispán. The titular and
political head of the *megye, appointed by the Crown.
See also alispán.

Fradi. The popular colloquial
name of the once famous football-team of Ferencváros
(District IX of Budapest).

Frontier(s)land see
Végek.

generation ’56. A term
introduced to cover those young writers who left Hungary in the
aftermath of the revolution of 1956, and who first established
their reputation in *’Western’ Hungarian literature.

gimnázium. The main type of
secondary school in Hungary, which developed from the Church
schools of the Middle Ages. Before the dissolution of the Society
of Jesus (1773), over half of the gimnáziums were in
Jesuit hands. The language of instruction was Latin, and the
curriculum heavily leaned towards the classics.
Gimnáziums were several times reorganized; first by
Maria Theresia (Ratio Educationis, 1777). Article II
of the Act of 1844 changed the language of instruction in secondary
education entirely to Hungarian, and grades and curricula were
several times reshaped in the nineteenth century, modelled on the
German Gymnazia. In its most advanced form, a
gimnázium had eight grades for the age-group from 10
to 18, and studies were concluded by an érettségi
examination.

In 1948 all gimnáziums were
nationalized, and the lower four grades were transferred to the
primary school system (which is compulsory). The upper grades (5-8)
now became grades 1-4. Its general character, shaped by the
traditions of the great teaching orders (e.g. Scholae
Piae of the Piarists), has been changed, and today’s
gimnázium apart from its name has little in common
with the nineteenth-century gimnázium, which was a
nursery of modern Hungarian literature.

‘glorious past’ see régi
dics?ség.

góbé (or kópé). A
Székely dialect word of unknown etymology meaning ‘a crafty
fellow’. He is a prominent figure in the works of Nyír?, Wass,
Tamási, and other Transylvanian writers.

Göcsej. A small region to the
south of Lake Balaton, with a distinctive dialect of its own. Of
the major writers, Zrínyi wrote in the Göcsej
dialect.

Great Hungarian Plain(s). One
of the standard names in English for Alföld. See
*Lowland.

gulyás (from
gulya ‘a herd of cattle’). 1. An employee of a
cattle-breeding farm on the *Lowland, ‘a herdsman’, ‘a cowboy’.
Together with *csikós and *betyár, the
character was popularized in nineteenth-century fiction and verse,
and became a standard figure in ‘tourist folklore’. 2. A stew of
beef seasoned with paprika. (English: ‘goulash’.)

Hadúr (‘God of Hosts’).
According to popular misconception it is the ‘God of the
Hungarians’; in fact, it is a pseudo-mythological deity created by
S. Aranyosrákosi Székely (Haddur, 1823) and brought
into general use by Vörösmarty in Zalán futása (1825),
modelled on one of the names of Jehovah in the Old Testament. See
also Ármány.

hajdú. Originally
cattle-drovers (from the verb hajt, ‘to drive’), later
a body of special foot-soldiers who were settled on the eastern
*Lowland with special privileges. The English ‘heyduck’ is the
plural of the noun (hajdúk). From about the eighteenth
century it is also used to denote 1. a servant of a squire in
special uniform serving as a doorman, valet, coachman, or
bodyguard. 2. A liveried attendant in the office of the
*megye who may have the duties of a doorman, coachman,
and occasionally of a bailiff.

Hajdúság. A region of the
*Lowland between *Hortobágy and *Nyírség, in which
*hajdús were settled.

halandzsa (‘meaningless
speech’). A pseudo-language devoid of conventional semantic
content, popularized by Karinthy who probably coined its name
(1912).

harmadik út (‘third road or
way’). A key political concept and slogan in *népi
ideology, this very loosely applied term describes a utopia of the
Hungarian kind; in L. Németh’s words, it is a külön magyar
út (‘a special Hungarian way’). The advocates of
harmadik út proposed a set of radical social reforms
to produce a ‘cross-breed’ between capitalism and socialism,
specially tailored to the needs of Hungarian society.
Harmadik út was strongly opposed in the late 1930s by
the Marxist Left who claimed that on the eve of a possible
confrontation between the Third Reich and Soviet Russia a third
road was not feasible. Still, népi intellectuals found
hard to reconcile their utopia to the type of socialism which was
forced on Eastern Europe after World War II, and the concept
re-emerged in the *Coalition Period in a somewhat modified form.
One of its chief exponents was political philosopher István Bibó
(1909-1979). After the revolution of 1956 a theoretical study group
of the Hungarian Communist Party analyzed the socio-political
influence of the concept harmadik út and found it
‘outdated, primitive and deviating from the basic tenets of
socialist society’. Briefly, harmadik út has been
found nationalistic, and hence ‘inimical to progress’. See also
Transylvanism.

határ?rvidék (German
Militärgrenze; English military frontier). A
‘buffer-zone’ between Turkey and the Austrian Empire in the south
of *‘historic’ Hungary under direct military administration from
Vienna.

históriás ének (or
krónikás ének). A type of narrative poetry which
flourished in the second half of the sixteenth century, in which
contemporary or historical events were narrated in a song with
musical accompaniment. The first narrative poem which may be
regarded historiás ének is Szabács
viadala (1476). The most popular author of historiás
éneks was Sebestyén Tinódi Lantos, and the term was probably
first used in print by A. Göröncsi (1570). Many historiás
éneks were collected and published by G. Heltai
(Cancionale, Kolozsvár,1574). See also
széphistória.

‘historic’ Hungary. Hungary
with its pre-1918 frontiers. When used in the sense of ‘the Lands
of the Holy Crown’, it usually includes Croatia.

honfoglalás see Conquest.

honvéd (literally ‘a defender
of the homeland’). Although the word was already used in the 1820s,
it gained wide currency only when Kossuth began to set up his army
in the *War of Independence. Very soon the army was generally named
Honvéd army. In the *Dual Monarchy, from 1869 units of
honvéd batallions were organized, as distinct from the
common, Austro-Hungarian army. (Its Austrian counterpart was the
Landwehr.) In the inter-war period the Hungarian Army
was officially called Honvédség.

Hortobágy. A region of the
*Lowland west of Debrecen.

‘Hungarian alexandrine’
(magyaros tizenkettes). A twelve-syllabled four-beat
line, halved by a caesura. Its main variants are:-’—/-’-//-’—/-’-
and-’—/-’—//-’—/-’—, and combinations of these. As the stress
always falls on the first syllable of the beat, it is descending,
unlike the alexandrine proper which is ascending. In
sixteenth-century poetry four lines make up a stanza, and its rhyme
scheme is AAAA *’absolute’ rhymes. The rhyme scheme was reformed at
the end of the eighteenth century: AABB or ABAB. According to some
authorities it is not alexandrine at all, since the length of the
syllables is of secondary importance compared with the significance
of the stress. ‘Hungarian’ alexandrine was the most common type of
line in Hungarian poetry until the end of the eighteenth century;
Zrínyi used it extensively, and Gyöngyösi was a virtuoso of its
technique.

Hungarian Guard. The bodyguard
of Maria Theresa, set up in 1760. It consisted of noble Hungarian
youths and was instrumental in the reception of the ideas of the
Englightenment, and in the birth of modern Hungarian literature.
See also test?r writers.

Hungarian national anthem
(‘Himnusz’). Written by Kölcsey (1823), and set to
music by F. Erkel (1844), it has been the official national anthem
ever since.

‘Hungarianness’
(magyarosság). That elusive, mystic quality of the
language which is claimed to be (beside clarity and conciseness)
essential for good Hungarian style by nineteenth-century textbooks
of rhetoric.

‘Imperialist’ Party. In
contemporary English tracts and books *labanc
Hungarians, and the troops of the Emperor of Austria, are called
Imperialists.

irányregény (German
Tendenzroman). A novel calculated to advance a
political cause. Its classic example in Hungarian literature is
A falu jegyz?je (1845) by Eötvös.

irodalmi Deák párt (‘literary
Deák party’). Writers who supported Ferenc Deák in his political
aims after the *Settlement of 1867 included first of all Zs.
Kemény, Arany, and Gyulai. These writers firmly believed that after
the successful *passive resistance, and having reached a compromise
in the *Settlement, Hungarians have been given a chance for social
progress and economic growth. In literature they felt their main
duty was the preservation of specific national values. See also
National Classicism.

irodalmi iró ‘a writer’s
writer’.

irodalmi tudat (‘consciousness
in literature’). First used by J. Erdélyi, a disciple of Hegel,
(irodalmi tudalom, 1855), irodalmi tudat
was conceived by J. Horváth (1908) as a device by which the idea of
continuity in literature may conveniently be traced. Both tradition
and innovation guarantee the growth of literature, but
innovation-which brings about originality-may only be forthcoming
if an awareness of the accumulated traditions exists. This
awareness is expressed in a healthy literary life, in which writers
are not isolated, but have established contacts with one another
and with their readers and in which there is a framework for
literary activity. Irodalmi tudat is a sense of
belonging, of being part of a tradition.

Iron Gate. (Vaskapu) A passage
in the gorges on the lower Danube, near Orsova.

istenes ének. A term for a
type of religious poetry, which is Protestant in inspiration, and
expresses a restless search for God rather than a simple religious
devotion. The most remarkable specimens of istenes
poetry were written by Balassi and Ady.

jobbágy (‘a serf’). Serfs were
emancipated in stages. 1785: Joseph II allowed greater personal
freedom by lifting restrictions on migration and on choosing a
career. Law VII of 1840 lifted restrictions on redeeming mortgage.
Law IV of 1844 permitted the acquisiton of noble estates and,
finally, the revolution of 1848 declared the general and common
sharing of the burden of all taxes, tolls, and other public
expenses by all classes, and abolished all feudal dues.

kalapos király (‘hatted
king’). A nickname of Joseph II.

Kárpátalja (‘the
sub-Carpathian district of the Ukraine’). This part of *’historic’
Hungary belonged to Czechoslovakia from 1920 and 1938. As a result
of the First *Vienna Award (1938), it was re-occupied by Hungary,
and since 1945 has been part of the Soviet Union.

Kazinczy’s Triad of Pest
consists of I. Horvát, P. Szemere, and M. Vitkovics.

képarchitektúra (‘picture
architecture’). Kassák’s expression for a type of ‘two-dimensional’
constructivism.

képvers (‘picture-poem’).
Kassák’s word for a type of avant-garde poem with unusual
typography.

kerülget? stílus (‘meandering
style’). A literary device employing retardation (seemingly
irrelevant details, anecdotes) in the course of the narrative in
order to increase suspense. Mikszáth was a master of
kerülget? style.

két haza (‘the two homelands
(i.e. of the Hungarians]’). Hungary proper and *Transylvania, the
unification of which was demanded in the revolution of 1848.

kiegyezés see Settlement of
1867.

Kisfaludy or Himfy stanza. A
twelve-lined stanza invented by S. Kisfaludy in the late 1780s,
written in trochaics with the rhyme scheme: ABAB CDCD EE FF.

könyvhét (‘a book-week’). A
book-fair lasting for a week in the early summer, during which
books are sold on open stands in the streets of every major town in
Hungary, and for which publishers bring out new books and special
editions of classical Hungarian and foreign authors. It was
introduced in 1952, replacing *könyvnap.

könyvnap (‘a book-day’). An
open-air book-fair, which was introduced in 1927 at the suggestion
of G. Supka who argued that quality literature fared badly in the
over-commercialized book-trade, and deserved promotion. After the
nationalization of the book-trade in 1949 the idea of
könyvnap was whole-heartedly espoused by the state as
an excellent occasion for reaching wide sections of the
population.

kopjafa (‘a wooden
head-post’). Decorated with carvings, kopjafas were
used in *Székely cemeteries; the tradition may go back
to ancient times when the grave of a warrior was marked by a spear
(i.e. kopja).

kubikos. An unskilled
temporary labourer employed on construction-sites, and in building
roads or railways, paid by the cubic öl (a unit of
earth).

k. u. k. see cs. és
kir.

Kunság see
Cumania.

kuruc (first recorded 1679, of
unknown etymology). A Hungarian who opposed Habsburg rule, and took
part in the * War of Independence led by Ferenc Rákóczi II. At the
end of the seventeenth century kuruc movement produced
significant poetry, and Ady revived the cult of the
kurucs in his poetry. In modern, colloquial usage it
means a person who is against foreign rule in Hungary.

labanc. A Hungarian who was
loyal to the Habsburgs and who fought the kuruc army;
an *’imperialist’. In modern use it means loyal to the
establishment.

‘lesser’ (or ‘common’)
nobility (kis- or köznemesség).
For historical reasons Hungarian nobility was disproportionately
large in number in comparison with the rest of the population, a
situation similar only to that in Poland. Most members of the
lesser nobility, however, lost their estates by the middle of the
nineteenth century, but jealously guarded their privileges and
status in society. By the end of the nineteenth century these
privileges were a thing of the past, and their social position had
radically changed, but the claim to nobility prevailed in people of
noble origin who were by then either employed in the growing civil
service, or who stayed put in the countryside as gentleman-farmers,
but whose economic position was hardly better than that of
well-to-do peasants. A semi-pejorative, half-joking epithet applied
to these gentleman-farmers was hétszilvafás, referring
to the size of their estates which would probably be large enough
to support only seven plum-trees. One of the main reasons for the
pauperization of the lesser nobility was *?siség (the
law of entail).

Literary Deák Party see
irodalmi Deák párt.

Lowland(s). Strictly speaking
it consists of Nagy- and Kisalföld, the
former being the Lowland proper, or the *Great Hungarian Plain, the
vast *puszta East of the Danube stretching to the foot
of the Carpathians and the Transylvanian Alps, and in the south
into Yugoslavia. Its chief regions are: Kis- and
Nagy*kunság, *Nyírség, *Hajdúság, *Hortobágy, the
*Bánát, and *Bácska. Kisalföld is in
Western Hungary by the Danube and includes the island
*Csallóköz.

Maeotis. The Sea of Azov in
medieval Hungarian chronicles, known since Herodotus (iv: 86); it
was in the marshes of Maeotis that the ‘wondrous hunt’ took
place.

March Front see Márciusi
Front.

March Youth see márciusi
ifjak.

Márciusi Front (‘March
Front’). A combined anti-fascist platform of the opposition
established by *népi and other radical intellectuals
in 1937. The name is an allusion to the March revolution of
1848.

márciusi ifjak (‘The Youth of
March’). Young radical intellectuals (writers and students) who
were instrumental in the outbreak of the revolution of 1848,
followers of the Society of Ten. See also Fiatal
Magyarország.

magyaros iskola. The
‘traditionalist trend’ at the end of the eighteenth century, which
followed the traditions of Hungarian poetry as ‘codified’ by
Gyöngyösi and generally resisted innovation in literature.
Politically, it opposed the reforms of Joseph II. The chief
representatives of the trend were A. Dugonics, J. Gvadányi, and Á.
Pálóczi Horváth. The term was widely used in nineteenth-century
histories of literature, but has not been adopted by Marxist
scholarship.

megye (short for
vármegye; Latin comitatus). An
administrative unit of the country, the origins of which go back to
the earliest centuries of the Hungarian Kingdom. The
megye retained a certain amount of independence
against the central power of the kings, and was the stronghold of
opposition to the Habsburgs at the time of the national awakening,
in the late eighteenth century. The *Centralists demanded the
curtailment of the independence of the megye, in which
they saw the greatest danger to the authority of the central
government. The megye system survived into the present
century, and with some territorial rearrangements still forms the
largest unit of local administration. In the nineteenth century
there were 63 megyes, in today’s Hungary there are 19.
See also alispán and f?ispán.

Mez?ség. A region in the
central Transylvanian basin.

Migration, Age of
(népvándorlás kora from German
Völkerwanderung). A term for a period in East European
history which largely corresponds with the early Middle Ages in
West European history.

Millenium. Refers to the
*Conquest of Hungary, celebrated in 1896.

‘misera plebs contribuens’
(‘the wretched, tax-paying people’). The phrase is attributed to
Werb?czi, and it usually refers to the serfs, as the nobility was
exempt from taxes.

mohácsi vész (‘the disaster at
Mohács’). The battle of Mohács, fought on 29 August 1526, in which
the army of Louis II was completely destroyed by Suleiman at
Földvár (near Mohács), the consequence of which was the loss of
independent statehood.

‘Muscovites’. Communist
writers who spent the inter-war years in exile in the Soviet Union
and returned to Hungary in the footsteps of the Red Army in 1945
and who occupied key positions in intellectual life before the
revolution of 1956.

nádor (short for
nádorispán; Latin comes palatinus;
‘lieutenant-general’). One of the highest-ranking dignitaries,
usually second only to the king.

National classicism
(népnemzeti trend). The dominant trend in the second
half of the nineteenth century whose ideals embodied
*népies features and a national system of values as
represented by the works of Arany, Pet?fi, and to a lesser degree
by Kemény and Erdélyi. The chief arbiter of taste and guardian of
traditions in the népnemzeti trend was Gyulai, and
later Zsolt Beöthy whose history of Hungarian literature for
schools was published in fifteen editions between 1877 and
1928.

National Council
(Nemzeti Tanács). Formed on 31 October 1918, this
body, by the vote of its twenty members, severed Hungary’s ties
with Austria, an act which officially terminated the existence of
the Austro-Hungarian *Dual Monarchy.

National Poet (nemzeti
költ?). In East European literatures a major poet (e.g.
Pet?fi) who aspires to be an indisputable spokesman of ‘the
people’.

national Romanticism. A
variety of the Romantic movement, noted by its excessive use of
national subject-matters (e.g. Jókai).

németes iskola (‘the
sentimentalist trend’). A group of writers, followers of German
Sentimentalism, which include G. Dayka, Kazinczy, Szentjóbi Szabó,
Verseghy, Batsányi, and Kármán. The term is now regarded a misnomer
and is no longer used.

nemzethalál (‘the extinction
of the nation’). A vision of the Romantics (Kölcsey, Vörösmarty,
Széchenyi, and Bajza) in the 1830s of the extinction of the
Hungarians as a separate ethnic group. The spectre of
nemzethalál was revived in the 1930s on account of the
declining demographic trends (*egyke), and in the late
1970s, because of rising suicide, divorce, and abortion rates,
which produced negative population growth.

nemzet?rség (‘National
Guard’). A body of armed citizens, which was organized during the
War of Independence (Law XII of 1848) as a ‘territorial army’ in
order to supplement regular *honvéd troops.

népi kollégium (‘People’s
College’). People’s Colleges were established in 1945 in order to
provide (communist) education for talented peasant youths; they
were closed down in 1949.

népi (or populist) writers.
The adjective népi (‘of the people’) was adopted by
twentieth-century Hungarian populists so as to distinguish
themselves from the *népies trend, which had become
thoroughly discredited by the end of the nineteenth century. The
populist writers with their radical ideology of social progress,
were nevertheless heirs to the *népies trend, since
intellectuals in traditional, peasant societies turn, from time to
time, to ‘the people’ for inspiration, strength, and traditional
values. See also harmadik út, ?ser? and
populism.

népies trend.
Népies (‘of, or pertaining to the people’; first
recorded in 1835) is perhaps the most indiscriminately used
adjective in Hungarial literature for any type of adaptation or
imitation of the language, oral traditions, and unwritten literary
products of ‘the people’ (i.e. the peasantry). The origins of the
népies trend go back to Faludi and the *magyaros
iskola in the eighteenth century. Népies
literature became dominant with Pet?fi and Arany in the
mid-nineteenth century, and it became discredited mainly by the
excesses of the *népszínm? and the extreme
conservatism of the *népnemzeti trend around the turn
of the century.

népnemzeti [i.e. népies
nemzeti] trend see National classicism.

népszínm?. A special play,
popular in the second half of the nineteenth century, which treated
the problems of the peasantry in a light, romantic fashion. See
also népies trend.

nyelvújítás (‘reform of the
language’). A movement of writers and scholars between c.
1780-1820, which standardized the spelling of the language, coined
new words, and generally restrained the influence of German over
the Hungarian language.

Nyírség. A region of the
*Lowland, north of the Upper-Tisza.

Nyugat (‘west’). The most
influential Hungarian periodical in the first half of the twentieth
century which gave its name to a major movement in modern Hungarian
literature, and which looked for inspiration to modern German,
French, and English writers.

önéletírás (‘autobiography’).
Used primarily for the memoirs of the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Transylvanian authors, as distinct from
önéletrajz, the standard word for autobiography.

Óperenciás tenger. In
folk-tales, the boundless main at the end of the world. The
etymology of Operenciás (first recorded in 1773) is
unconvincing.

Ormánság. A region in S. W.
*Transdanubia with distinctive customs and a dialect of its
own.

?rség. A region partly in S.W.
*Transdanubia and partly in Burgenland, Austria, with a dialect of
its own.

?ser? (‘ancestral or primeval
strength’). The cult of ?ser? occasionally with latent
sexual overtones was at its height in fiction in the 1920s.

?si nyolcas (‘ancient
eight-syllabled line’). One of the most common types of line in
folk-poetry, consisting of two beats, with descending rhythm:
-’—/-’—.

?siség (Latin
aviticitas). The law of entail, which prevented the
free disposition of property outside the clan. As mortgagees were
unable to take possession of land which was entailed, it was
impossible to borrow for improvement, and the gentry was unable to
produce goods at competitive prices; it was a prime factor in the
pauperization of the nobility. See lesser
nobility.

?stehetség (‘natural genius’).
The cult of primitive talent in poetry was a by-product of the
*népi movement in the 1930s.

ötágú síp. A metaphoric
expression coined by Illyés in the late 1960s in order to convey
the discord among the various Hungarian literatures written in
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, and in *’Western’
Hungarian literature. The metaphor conjures up a pipe which is
blown by five different pipers; five different, dissonant tunes are
being played at the same time. In general use the meaning of the
metaphor is reversed: ötágú síp now stands for a
harmony of the five tunes, the unison of Hungarian literature
wherever it is written.

Ostyak (or native
Chanty). A small Finno-Ugrian tribe living in the
Chanti-Man’si National Region of the Soviet Union, linguistically
closely related to the Hungarians. See also Vogul.

palóc. A dialect spoken in the
north of Hungary.

parttalan realizmus (French
‘réalisme sans rivages’, R. Garaudy, 1963; ‘unlimited realism’). A
Marxist term which extends the ‘limits’ of realism in order to
include writers who were formerly unacceptable (e.g. F. Kafka) as
‘realists’. The concept was first postulated by J. Barta (1960) and
it played an important part in the liberalization of Hungarian
literary life in the 1960s.

passive resistance. A policy
adopted by the Hungarian nobility of opposing Austrian rule after
the *War of Independence. The idea was advocated by Zs. Kemény’s
Pesti Napló, and Jókai gave a romantic description of
passive resistance in Az új földesúr (1863).

Pauline Order
(pálosok). A religious order founded in Hungary by
Canon Özséb of Esztergom. Named after St. Paul of Thebes (the
hermit), and approved by Pope Urban IV in 1262, the Order was
disbanded by Joseph II in 1786.

Peasant War
(parasztháború). A peasant revolt in Hungary in 1514,
led by the Dózsa brothers. It was the subject of numerous literary
works since its first treatment by I. Taurinus in a Latin narrative
poem (Stauromachia, Vienna,1519).

pentatonic scale. Consisting
of five notes (doh-soh-ray-lah-me), the pentatonic scale contains
no semitones. Besides being a characteristic scale of Hungarian
folk-music, it is widespread in the folk-music of many Asiatic
peoples. It is also known in Irish and Scottish melodies and
according to musicologists is Celtic in origin.

People’s College see népi kollégium.

personality cult
(személyi kultusz). Originally a Marxist euphemism for
the dictatorship of Stalin, coined after his death in 1953, the
phrase in Hungarian refers to Rákosi’s years of power in the early
1950s, which were equally characterized by an unashamed adulation
of the dictator in art, literature, and public life.

Petcheneg (or
Patzinak, Hungarian beseny?). A warlike tribe
in the Age of *Migration. Groups of Petchenegs settled in Hungary
in the centuries after the *Conquest, as testified by
place-names.

pet?fiesked?k. Crude imitators
of Pet?fi in the second half of the nineteenth century. It was
Gyulai who first called attention to the excesses of the so-called
‘Pet?fi School’ in 1854.

polgári humanisták (‘bourgeois
humanists’). A Marxist term for those writers of the inter-war
years who were immune to right-wing ideologies, but did not side
with the communists.

Populism
(népi(es)ség). The concept of populism may be traced
back to the teaching of Herder who believed in the simple virtues
and uncorrupt mores of ‘the people’, and held that ‘the people’ are
the only true carriers of ethnic identity. From the German
völkisch movement to the Russian
narodniki there are as many widely different models of
populism as there are ethnic groups or brands of nationalism in
Eastern Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For this
reason the Hungarian adjectives *népi and
*népies have been preferred when discussing Hungarian
populism.

prédikátor írók
(‘preacher-writers’). A common name for Protestant pastors who were
engaged in literary activity between c.1530 and 1610.

‘pure rhyme’ see tiszta
rím.

puszta (English
Puszta, 1842, OED: ‘barren land, desert’). Usually
refers to the *Lowland, which was already called ‘deserta Avarorum’
in German chronicles (e.g. Regino, AD 908). Popularized in
nineteenth-century romantic fiction and poetry (e.g. Pet?fi),
puszta is today a standard feature in ‘tourist’
folk-lore. In Hungarian it is also a small hamlet, or a farmstead
in Transdanubia (cf. Gy. Illyés: Puszták népe).

ragrím (‘rhyming suffix’). The
simplest type of *tiszta rím, the most common rhyme in
old Hungarian poetry. The rhyming syllables are identical verbal or
nominal suffixes. The most primitive ragrím is .
. . vala / … vala.

Raids, Age of
(kalandozások kora). A period of Hungarian history
from the *Conquest to the middle of the tenth century. Of the
episodes preserved in the chronicles concerning the Age of Raids,
the story of Botond and the Horn of Lehel have attracted many
literary adaptors.

Reform, Age of
(reformkor). A period of Hungarian history from the
first ‘reform’ diet (1825) to the *War of Independence.

reformkor see Reform, Age
of

rege. A type of narrative poem
based on local traditions. A rege may concern persons,
natural phenomena or any other types of local monda
(‘saga, oral tradition, myth’). S. Kisfaludy and Tompa wrote
popular reges.

regényes életrajz (French
vie romancée; ‘fictionalized biography’). A biography
of outstanding historical personages or men of achievement which
may or may not be based on original research, written in the form
of a novel.

régi dics?ség (‘ancient glory’
or ‘glorious past’). The opening words of Vörösmarty’s epic,
Zalán futása (‘Régi dics?ségünk, hol késel az éji
homályban?’), which became an emblematic expression of the
Romantics’ preoccupation with the past.

Regionalism (German
Heimatkunst). A neo-*népies trend at the
turn of the century. Szeged regionalism (Tömörkény, Móra) is marked
by qualities of its own.

Republic of Councils
(Tanácsköztársaság). The official name of the first
Hungarian communist state during the 133 days of its reign (21
March-1 Aug. 1919).

‘Royal’ Hungary. A convenient
name for the part of * ‘historic’ Hungary, which, by right of
succession, belonged to the Habsburgs during the Turkish wars,
after the fall of Buda (1541) and before the final expulsion of the
Turks. The territory of ‘Royal’ Hungary often changed. See also
‘Turkish’ Hungary, Transylvania, végek, végvár.

salami tactics (szalámi
politika). A colourful metaphor coined by Rákosi to describe
the elimination of opposition parties and the achieving thereby of
monopoly of power (in the *Coalition Period).

Sarló (Sickle Movement). A
movement of young Hungarian intellectuals in Czechoslovakia
1928-34, led by Edgár Balogh, which was in close contact with the
*népi writers.

schematism, schematic. A
pejorative Marxist term for a literary or artistic work, in which
the tenets of socialist realism are oversimplified (i.e. reduced to
‘schemes’), and artistic plausibility and/or aesthetic value is
lost. In fact, the term is now applied to all literary works
produced in the years of the *personality cult.

sectarianism, sectarian. A
pejorative Marxist term borrowed from the vocabulary of the Church
and applied to excessive left-wing zeal, * ‘deviation’ from the
officially approved policies of the Communist Party.

sérelmi politika (‘gravaminal’
policy). 1. In the strict sense this refers to the course of action
taken in pre-1848 Hungarian history by the nobility against the
king when the king infringed the constitutional rights of his
subjects. The Diet objected in a felirat against the
‘gravamen’ and petitioned its legal redress. In the last resort the
estates relied on *passive resistance. 2. The broad meaning is a
general political attitude founded on moral indignation over
political ‘injustice’. It assumes a belief in moral rights and
wrongs in politics, (b) a belief that what is morally right will
ultimately prevail, and (c) an acceptance of the status
quo, a subservient attitude which implies the rejection of
the use of force as a last resort. In this expression of the
emotional politics of the man in the street, political ‘injustice’
must be remedied by whoever is responsible for committing it,
provided that it is proved that the injustice concerned is morally
wrong.

Settlement of 1867
(kiegyezés; German Ausgleich;
Compromise). Law XII of 1867, which settled the constitutional
relationship between Francis Joseph, Emperor of Austria, and the
Kingdom of Hungary; Francis Joseph was crowned King of Hungary and
was thereby accepted legitimate sovereign by Parliament; in
exchange, he undertook to reign in accordance with the Hungarian
constitution.

székely (‘a Szekler’). A
member of a Hungarian-speaking ethnic group living in S.E.
*Transylvania whose origins have never been satisfactorily
explained.

Székelyföld. A region in S.E.
*Transylvania, the home of *székelys. It was an
autonomous region of Romania between 1952-67.

széphistória (Italian
bella istoria). A type of narrative poem, which
flourished in the second half of the sixteenth century;
széphistória lacked didactic aim or moralizing
purpose, and was written for sheer enjoyment.

Szilágyság. A region in
northern Transylvania.

szolgabíró (Latin judex
nobilium; literally ‘a judge of the servants’). An elected
official of the *megye administration, a judge of the
*common nobility. (Noblemen were called the ‘servants of the king’:
servius regis.)

szöveg (‘text’). A recent term
for an intermediary genre, a mixture of prose and poetry. See also
vendégszöveg.

táltos (‘a shaman’; first
recorded 1211). The word, one of the few reminders of the pagan
religion of the Hungarians, has been preserved in documents as a
proper name.

támogat t?r és tilt
(‘supports, tolerates, and prohibits’). A slogan which is said to
have governed Hungarian cultural policies since the late 1960s; it
increases the choice of the official courses of action towards the
arts by introducing tolerance of non-socialist works.

tanya (‘an isolated
farmhouse’, ‘a homestead’).

természeti kezd? kép
(literally ‘an initial image of nature’). A device frequently
employed in the opening lines of folk-poetry in order to create
contrast with the rest of the poem.

test?r writers. Writers who
served in the Royal *Hungarian Guard in Vienna in the last quarter
of the eighteenth century, and whose literary activities fostered
the birth of modern Hungarian literature. Their leader was György
Bessenyei.

thaw (olvadás). A
short period of relaxation of the strictures governing literary
life in East Europe between 1954.

tiszta rím (‘pure’ or
‘absolute’ rhyme). All *ragríms are absolute rhymes,
but poets tend to avoid the use of *ragríms since the
Romantics, as their numbers are limited and consequently little
poetic invention can be shown in their application. A good
‘absolute’ rhyme consists of two or three rhyming syllables, of
which the last one must contain identical vowels and consonants,
the preceding one or two syllables may be assonances. Among the
moderns, Kosztolányi was a master of tiszta rím. (e.g…
hallana / … . Ilona).

toborzó ének (‘recruiting
song’). First mentioned by A. Bonfini and A. Verancsics (1514),
toborzó is an old military song or dance. Anonymous
songs of toborzó were popular in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Since the nineteenth century it has been used
in the sense of verbunkos.

Transdanubia
(Dunántúl). The region lying on the right bank of the
Danube in Hungary, corresponding with the larger part of the
ancient Roman province of Pannonia. (In medieval chronicles the
name Pannonia was generally used as a synonym for Hungary.)

Transylvania
(Erdély; ‘the land beyond the forest’). In general,
contemporary use ‘that part of "historic" Hungary which now belongs
to Romania’; in strict, historical use, the territory under the
sovereignty of the Princes of Transylvania in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries or the province of Transylvania in the
eighteenth century under the direct rule of Vienna.

Transylvanism. The concept of
Transylvanism underwent several changes. It was Count Miklós
Bethlen who first advocated an independent Transylvanian state
(Columba Noe, 1704) as an alternative to the idea of
an independent national kingdom. Since the princes of Transylvania,
Gábor Bethlen in particular, were able to maintain a semblance of
independence in the shadow of the two great empires-the Habsburg
and the Ottoman-Transylvanism made an appeal to Hungarian
intellectuals in the 1930s when Hungary existed in the shadow of
Hitler and Stalin. Similarly to *harmadik út, which
offered a third possibility besides capitalism and socialism,
Transylvanism, embracing neither the Third Reich nor Soviet Russia,
expressed a third possibility: neutrality. Transylvanism and
*harmadik út thus became synonyms for national
independence. For Hungarian intellectuals who lived in Romania in
the inter-war years Transylvanism stood for regional independence
for Transylvania. It had all the appeal of an ‘eastern’
Switzerland.

Turanism. Turanism advocated
the brotherhood of all non-Aryan peoples of Asia; in a sense, it
was a twentieth-century counterpart of pan-Germanism or
pan-Slavism. Being a racialist theory, it was soon discredited.

‘Turkish’ Hungary. The larger,
middle area of * ‘historic’ Hungary which was under Turkish
occupation from the middle of the sixteenth century to the end of
the seventeenth century. See also ‘Royal’ Hungary.

turul (Turkish
togrul; medieval Latin astur). An
unidentified bird of prey mentioned in the chronicles. The native
word has been preserved by Kézai (1282). Turul is a
mythical bird in the totemistic legend of the House of Árpád;
probably a falcon or an eagle.

Upland see Upper Hungary.

Upper Hungary (Felvidék). The
name of Slovakia in *‘historic’ Hungary.

urbánus (‘an urbanite’).
Writers who opposed the *népi movement in the
inter-war years, particularly in the 1930s, and preferred the
common European cultural heritage to national and/or traditional
values. The so-called *polgári humanisták were
urbánus writers.

úriember (‘a gentlemen’). The
ideal of, or pertaining to, the Hungarian gentry’s life-style and
values.

Vajdaság (Voivodina; from
vajda, first recorded AD 950, which is derived from
Old Church Slavonic ‘voivode’, ‘warlord’, ‘chieftain’). An
autonomous region in northern Yugoslavia, largely overlapping with
*Bácska and part of the *Bánát, with a
sizeable Hungarian population.

végek (Latin
confinia). The frontierland between *’Royal’ and
*’Turkish’ Hungary, defended by a network of fortresses
*végvárak. Végek featured prominently in contemporary
poetry (Tinódi, Balassi, and Zrínyi), and enjoyed a revival of
interest in the nineteenth century (Arany or Gárdonyi).

végvár (‘a frontier
fortress’). (First recorded as végház by I. Magyary in 1602.) In
its heyday, the network of végvárs consisted of about
150 fortifications of varying strength, with some 18,000 regular
troops, two thirds of which were Hungarians, the rest foreign
mercenaries. After the end of the Turkish wars most of the
végvárs were demolished by the Habsburgs.

vendégszöveg (‘borrowed
text’). Any type and length of text, quotation from poetry or
standard authors, incorporated in an avant-garde literary work.

Vienna Awards. The First
Vienna Award made by the Axis Powers (1938) returned to Hungary the
southern part of Czechoslovakia, which is densely populated by
Hungarians, and *Kárpátalja. The Second Vienna Award
(1940) returned Northern Transylvania to Hungary.

világgá megy (‘goes out into
the wide world’). A motif in folk-tales. The hero of a folk-tale
may have acted contrary to the accepted mores of his community, or
may have to prove himself in order to show his worthiness; in both
cases he világgá megy and carries out superhuman
tasks, or overcomes great obstacles. On his return, either he is
readmitted to his community and all is forgiven, or he gains the
object of his desire (usually the hand of a girl who is socially
his superior). Pet?fi made exemplary use of this motif in his
János vitéz.

village explorers see
falukutatók.

virágének (‘flower-song’). The
earliest type of Hungarian love-poetry of which a few specimens in
fragments have been preserved. There is evidence that
virágének was popular in the Middle Ages.

Vogul (or native
Mansy). A small Finno-Ugrian tribe living in the
Chanti-Man’sy National Region of the Soviet Union, linguistically
closely related to the Hungarians. See also
Ostyak.

War of Independence. The
customary translation of szabadságharc; it usually
refers to the war waged against the Habsburgs by Kossuth and his
followers in 1848-9. Less frequently it may refer to an earlier
war, also against the Habsburgs, waged by Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II
in 1703-11.

‘Western’ Hungarian
literature. Hungarian literature written in the diaspora
(i.e. outside *’historic’ Hungary) since 1945.

Young Hungary see Fiatal
Magyarország.










2. Geographical names


Traditional Hungarian place-names are used in the text
throughout; present-day official equivalents are given below.

(A. = Austria; Cz. = Czechoslovakia; H. =
Hungary; R. = Romania; S.U. = Soviet Union; Yu. = Yugoslavia)

Abrudbánya-Abrud, R.

Alvinc-Vin?ul de Jos, R.

Alsósztregova-Dolna Strehová, Cz.

Beregszász-Beregovo, S.U.

Beszterce-Bystrica, Cz.

Colosvar see Kolozsvár

Csáktornya-?akovec, Yu.

Csallóköz-Žitný ostrov, Cz.

Cseke-Szatmárcseke, H.

Délvidék see Vajdaság

Detrek?-Plavecky Hrad, Cz.

Enyed see Nagyenyed

Eperjes-Presov, Cz.

Érmindszent-Ady Endre, R.

Érsekújvár-Nové Zámky, Cz.

Eszék-Osijek, Yu.

Farkaslaka-Lupeni, R.

Gyulafehérvár-Alba Julia, R.

Hargita-Harghita, R.

Huszt-Khust, S.U.

Ida see Nagyida

Kárpátalja-Zakarpatskaya Oblast’, S.U.

Kassa-Kosice, Cz.

Kolozsvár-Cluj-Napoca, R.

Komárom-Komárno, Cz.

Körmöcbánya-Kremnica, Cz.

Máramaros-Maramure?, R.

Marosvásárhely-Tirgu Mure?, R.

Marosvécs-Brincovene?ti, R.

Medvevár-Medvegrad, Yu.

Munkács-Mukachevo, S.U.

Murány-Murán, Cz.

Nagydisznód-Cisn?die, R.

Nagyenyed-Aiud, R.

Nagyida-Vel’ka Ida, Cz.

Nagykároly-Carei, R.

Nagyszalonta-Salonta, R.

Nagyszombat-Trnava, Cz.

Nagyvárad-Oradea, R.

Nándorfehérvár-Beograd, Yu.

Óbuda-incorporated in District III of
Budapest, H.

Óvár-Mosonmagyaróvár, H.

Peleske-Pele?, R.

Podolin-Podolínec, Cz.

Pozsony-Bratislava, Cz.

Pusztakamarás-C?m?ra?u, R.

Rodostó-Tekirdag, Turkey

Rohonc-Reichnitz, A.

Segesvár-Sighi?oara, R.

Sempte-Sintava, Cz.

Szabács-Šaba?, Yu.

Szabadka-Subotica, Yu.

Szatmár-Satu Mare, R.

Szelistye-S?li?te, R.

Szklabonya-Sklabiná, Cz.

Sz?demeter-S?uca, R.

Temesvár-Timi?oara, R.

Tomi-Constan?a, R.

Új Buda-Davis City, Iowa, USA

Ujsziget-Sárvár, H.

Újvidék-Novi Sad, Yu.

Ungvár-Uzhgorod, S.U.

Vajdahunyad-Hunedoara, R.

Vajdaság-Vojvodina, Yu.

Várad see Nagyvárad

Világos-?iria, R.

Zágon-Zagon, R.

Zólyom-Zvolen, Cz.
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