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The Changing World Through Hungarian Eyes ..........  J°Z!>ef  Bognár 2 5
The Workers’ Changing Life

I. Social Mobility and Lifestyle ............................. Miklós Szántó 3 8
II. How Do Workers Live? .....................................  Ágnes Simonyi 5 5

An Hour with a Factory Manager ......... ....................... János Szilágyi ~JZ
Together (poems, translated by Thomas Land) ............. Gyula Takáts 79
History Must Answer to Man (The Contemporary

Hungarian Cinema)....................................................  Graham Petrie 82
Dipping my Pen into the S e a ..............................................  Tibor De'ry 102
To the Newborn (poems, translated by Laura Schiff) . . .  Judit Tóth 109
Fourierland (a play in one a c t ) ....................................... Gyula Hernádi 114
In Memóriám Pablo Neruda ......................................... György Somlyó 146

SURVEYS

Hungarian-American Conference on Social Research . .  György Varga 150 
Stephen Parmenius of Buda: The First Hungarian

in North America ..................................................  David B. Quinn 152



A Hungarian Contact of Benjamin Franklin ......................István Gál 158
Pensions in H ungary.............................................................György Illés 163

BOOKS AND AUTHORS

A Reader’s Diary (Works by György Kalmár,
Gábor Garai, Ottó Orbán, Paul Ignotus) .................... Péter Nagy 167

A Gift and a Challenge (Finno-Ugric Folk Poetry) Dezső Keresgtury 17 3 
New Poetry (Verse by Zoltán Zelk, Sándor Csoóri,

Ottó Orbán, Sándor R ákos).....................................  László Ferenczi 180

THE ARTS

Béla Czóbel at Ninety ......................................... ...............János Frank 184
Béla Kondor Memorial Exhibition at T ihany ..................Lajos Németh 187
The Sculpture of Public Squares ....................................... Zoltán Nagy 190
Five Budapest Exhibitions .......................................  György Horváth 194
Ruskin, Morris, Crane and the Discovery

of Hungarian Peasant A r t .............................................. Mária Kresz_ 197

THEATRE

Weeks of P le n ty ................................................................. Juáit Szántó 204

MUSICAL LIFE

New Music Publications ...................... ......................... András Pernye 209
My Road to Bartók ......................................................... Iwaki Hajimu 21 x
The Magnum Opus of Bence Szabolcsi.......................... Ferenc Bónis 218

OUR CONTRIBUTORS 221

This issue went to press on January 21, 1974



D É T E N T E ,  ARMS AND LETTERS

Long before interested parties will be able to draw lessons from the 
recent war in the Middle East—still in a suppressed state of uneasy 
cease-fire as we go to press in mid-January—one important con
clusion at least can be pointed out with reasonable certainty and 
some satisfaction even at this point. While, once more, thousands had to 

perish in a conflict to which—as was the case in Vietnam—no lasting 
military solution seems possible, détente survived and gained additional 
weight and momentum by the ghastly prospect of all-out nuclear confronta
tion between the superpowers. What saved the world was, in addition to 
nuclear parity and common sense, the theory and practice of peaceful 
co-existence, to which the foreign policies of both sides are now deeply 
committed. Détente, and all that it implies is, as we have said before in 
these pages, not only all-important for small and battered countries like 
Hungary but, quite simply, sine qua non—and, come to think of it, that’s 
what it is for the whole world in the long run. Arms, as the old saying goes, 
are not made to be stored for too long, they inevitably go off sooner or later, 
as a sort of self-realization of the enormous capital, technological and labour 
investment that produces them. Détente, once achieved, will be the embodi
ment of far greater and more vital investments and interests than arms have 
ever represented in the history of mankind, and we could therefore then 
rely on something that will go off with absolute certainty and produce not 
destruction but world-wide benefits for mankind.

With a frozen war in the Middle East, and continuing fighting in the 
Far East, with the spirit of Fascism alive and well in Chile, and with 
Watergate and its still unpredictable outcome—the business of détente is 
going strong at all fronts and levels. A small but tell-tale sign: a group of 
American and Hungarian economists, and it is economists who have long 
been aware of, and concerned about, the ever growing contradiction be-
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tween urgent problems of world-wide interest and the boundaries of national 
economies within which mankind has to carve out its living for a long time 
to come, came together to discuss possibilities of cooperation. In his paper, 
read at a round-table conference sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation 
at Bellaggio, Italy, and printed in this issue, Professor József Bognár stated 
no less than that cooperation on all levels between socialist and capitalist 
economies has become an integral part of the economic plans of socialist 
countries; another safeguard or, a token of seriousness if you like, a far 
from rhetorical argument to support détente. Public opinion may or may 
not be rhetorical; slogans, whether political, religious or P.R., surely are, 
by their very nature. But after many years of meaningless rhetoric and 
sloganeering during the years of the Cold War, public opinion has come to 
count again in all European countries. It may, or may not, as János Berecz 
argues, be homogeneous, but it is a force that influences decisions and has 
to be reckoned with. And it can unite people of very different outlook, 
as spontaneous public reaction, all over the world, to the Chilean tragedy 
demonstrated.

How workers live is a question of more than economic importance in 
a socialist country. Whereas many reports in western papers have stressed 
the indisputable fact that in Hungary the working masses, especially 
peasants, have never had it so good, the situation, seen from here, with the 
critical eye of those it concerns most, is not satisfactory in every detail. 
Considerable improvement in living standards has not yet brought about 
the desired changes in the quality of life, in leisure activities and cultural 
consumption; housing still remains a serious problem, as well as financial 
gain, in various guises of overtime and moon-lighting, the main drive. 
As György Aczél, Secretary of the Central Committee of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers’ Party observed in a nationally televised speech to com
memorate the anniversary of the October Revolution: “We have created 
a socialist economy but are not yet able to make use of all its advantages; 
we have shortened working hours but have not yet been able to make it 
natural for all that leisure should be used in a meaningful way to serve 
human and cultural fulfilment.” We publish a series of interviews with 
workers that are striking in their outspoken simplicity and urge for im
provement. They first appeared in Társadalmi Szemle, the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party’s ideological monthly.

Drama, traditionally and admittedly not the strongest side of Hun
garian literature, achieved something of a breakthrough, if not a triumph, 
in England with the production of István Örkény’s Catsplay at the Green
wich Theatre in London on October 25, 1973, with Elizabeth Bergner
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in the leading role. Reading the reviews in the British press, which range 
from enthusiasm, through approval, to plain misunderstanding, a little 
selfcongratulation for commissioning Mari Kuttna in London to do the 
translation which we printed in No. 44 is perhaps excusable. The play has 
so far been produced in Austria, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, the Federal 
Republic of Germany, Poland, Rumania, the Soviet Union, and Yugo
slavia. In this present issue contemporary Hungarian drama is represented, 
again in Mari Kuttna’s translation, by an entirely different kind of play 
which has the United States as its scene of action and the Eighteen-forties 
as its time. The author, Gyula Hernádi, who wrote the scripts for all of 
Miklós Jancsó’s best known films, examines some of the most burning 
questions of contemporary political philosophy within the framework of 
a utopian community based on the doctrines of Fourier. Salvation by force, 
collective leadership, race, private and public ownership, sexual mores and 
individual versus collective happiness are some of the issues raised in the 
play which is still running in Budapest, and is also scheduled for produc
tion outside Hungary.

Graham Petrie, a film critic, who teaches in Canada, spent a few weeks 
in Hungary last summer, and has done for the Hungarian cinema what 
should have been done long ago by a Hungarian critic: he surveys Hun
garian films of the last ten years or so, placing them, as a whole, against the 
background of recent Hungarian history. This angle, needless to say, provides 
him with an excellent vantage point and gives his analysis of the work of 
Fábri, Jancsó, Gaál, Szabó, Kovács, Makk, Kosa, Gyöngyössy et al. addi
tional depth and weight.

This issue contains a number of real gems including a piece on an early 
explorer of the North American Continent. Stephen Parmenius of Buda, 
a young Hungarian student, poet and adventurer, of whose life little is 
known, surfaced at Oxford in 1581. He was aboard the Swallow, one of five 
ships under the command of Sir Humphrey Gilbert, and set foot on 
American soil, the first Hungarian to do so, on Sunday, August 4, 1583. 
A poem he wrote in Latin about the importance of geographical discoveries, 
and a single letter survive. He perished on the homeward journey when 
his ship, the Delight went aground in heavy seas. Professor David B. Quinn 
of Liverpool University, who has also published a book on the subject, 
here tells the story which makes fascinating reading. István Gal’s 
research on Benjamin Franklin’s Hungarian connections during his am
bassadorship in France is likewise interesting; the first book by a Flungarian 
on Franklin, it turns out, appeared as early as 1782. And, of course, there 
is poetry as well, this time a young woman and an elderly gentleman,
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something of a Hungarian country squire, are represented—both very good 
poets.

Tibor Déry, once an avant garde poet and for many years a novelist with 
an international reputation, continues his diary sketches, a volume of which 
recently appeared under the title “One Day’s Flotsam.” This time Déry 
wonders, among other things, about the age-old problem of what is the 
difference between art and reality. This banal question, tackled with 
appropriate self-irony and wisdom gathered during a long lifetime of 
vicissitudes and writing—remains just as banal, but with a difference.

The Editors



T H E  HUNGARIAN EC O N O M Y  
IN T H E  SEVENTIES

by

REZSŐ NYERS

W hat can be said to be most typical of the Hungarian economy as we 
are approaching the middle ’seventies? Life does not provide us 
with a ready-made picture, one that can be summed up in 
a sentence or expressed in a single figure. The truth can only 

be reached by adding stone to stone, as in a mosaic, ultimately by comparing 
social statistics and direct human experience.

Not so long ago, early in December, I attended a meeting of the factory 
Party Committee at the Csepel Works, one of the industrial giants of 
Hungary; the general manager made his report and, on that basis, the 
achievements of 1973 were evaluated and what was to be done in 1974 was 
determined. What was approved was not the plan itself, that is not a Party 
matter, but the programme of political action, the enterprise executive 
is then in a position to prepare enterprise plans basing itself on decisions 
made by the central state authorities, and relying on the local political 
movement. The best of the workers, men and women, as well as professional 
engineers and economists, represent the Party rank-and-file, and managerial 
and trade-union executives attend the Committee meetings as well. I listened 
to the lively way in which the general manager and the members of the 
Committee discussed the situation and what had to be done, what could be 
discerned was the Csepel reality, achievements and results, difficulties and 
common efforts for the sake of the future, individuals pulling in the same 
direction, free of all prestige considerations. Within Csepel, thirty five 
thousand are employed by the sixteen plants of the Works, there is a great 
deal that is modern, other stuff that will do, and there is a certain proportion 
of the obsolete and obsolescent as well; the employees include heroes of 
labour, those who do outstanding work, then those who do a fair day’s 
work, as well as others who don’t, or who are not given enough to do. 
The Party Committee tries to do a great deal in full awareness of the reality 
of the situation, the work of those in executive positions is becoming more 
complex, but more effective as well, and the team at work at Csepel is con
fident. That is a most important fact.

A week later I went to the Józsefváros, the most populous district in 
Budapest, while there I discussed questions of economic policy with the
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District Party Executive Committee. What mainly happened was that 
I was informed about the truly gigantic scale of economic activity in the 
district, and the complexity of its activities. Industry, commerce and 
services are equally important there, state enterprises are present, as are 
cooperatives, and petty traders and the workshops of handicraftsmen which 
have a complementary role. The District Party Committee, bearing in mind 
the November 1972 resolution of the Central Committee, concentrates 
on state large scale industry, and the activities of industrial workers, but 
its attention is extended to the economy as a whole. They feel that firmness 
on the part of the Communists and sound work by everybody are both 
always needed, they apply Lenin’s policy of alliances to economic policy 
as well.

Members of the Party Committee drew my attention to a certain slack
ness in labour discipline in some of the services, and that some of those 
guilty of inefficiency speak of the collective interest when defending the 
way they work. They also emphasized that sound implementation of central 
decisions becomes more feasible if  council and enterprise executives are 
allowed a certain lee-way when applying rules, bearing local conditions 
in mind, making exceptions when needed, while of course sticking to the 
centrally decided principles. Our discussion was most useful in many 
respects, but what the example of this district also brought out beautifully 
was that the general policy of the Party and its economic policy is realized 
in close interconnection, as a natural unity. It also became clear that in this 
district the Party, representing the working class, really directs affairs, but 
by using political methods, and not those of administrative discipline 
or power.

A week after that I attended the two-day session of Parliament that 
approved the 1974 State budget. The speech of the Minister of Finance 
made it clear that economic growth in 1973 was 2 per cent higher than 
planned, that both industry and agriculture overfulfilled the planned target 
of natioal income growth. Growth was between 6 and 7 per cent, a few 
more weeks are needed to carry out precise calculations. This is something 
to be welcomed in itself, but what is particularily good is that all this 
happened in favourable equilibrium conditions. There is a balance of trade 
surplus, investments are adjusted to the Five Year Plan, and the position 
regarding stocks is relatively sound as well, the trend towards increased 
budgetary deficits has been arrested. The Deputy Prime Minister who 
dissected problems of industrial structure, rightly drew attention to the 
facts of industrial development, and very properly said that though there 
are anxieties, we can be proud of the progress made by a good part of
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Hungarian industry. Others spoke, approving of the major trend reflected 
by the budget, but listing a fair number of projects that went beyond what 
there was provision for, indicating as it were that, though these projects 
could not be covered as yet, they were already arguing for their future 
implementation. In the Course of the two days the title and refrain of Mihály 
Váci’s beautiful lines: “It’s not enough yet” were so to speak palpably 
echoed. The community does not offer enough to individuals as yet, nor 
is what they offer to the community sufficient. It is much more than before, 
and it grows ever more, but it is not enough yet. And this is a characteristic 
feature as well.

The political lesson to be learnt from all this is that we must progress 
further along this road, on the road to progress which was defined by the 
most recent Congresses of the Party. And we must be ready and able to 
face up to, and overcome, obstacles and difficulties.

What then are the particular features of economic policy that must be 
reckoned with in the course of 1974? The first is that, in the national 
income equilibrium, a consumption surplus is now planned for, in other 
words though accumulation will be livened up, the level of consumption 
will be more forcefully increased than in 1973 as well. This can be done 
since in both 1972 and 1973, for two years, and in accordance with the 
plan, the balance sheet was drawn up with a surplus in such a way that 
1970 and 1971 deficiencies were not only made up but that we found 
ourselves with a usable reserve as well. This allows for a certain increase 
in investments when compared with previous years, while real incomes 
grow at a faster rate than recently. As index numbers show investments will 
grow by 6 per cent as against 2 per cent in 1976, real income per capita 
of the working population by 3.7 per cent as against the earlier 2 per cent, 
and real income per capita of the population as a whole by 5.5 per cent 
as against 4.5 per cent. I should like to emphasize that this does not mean 
that we are eating up the future, on the contrary, we are serving it, we are 
exploiting reserve sources which we should use up in our own interests. 
The rate planned is one which will be within the potential field of activity 
in the future.

The aim is to continue to further a manner of economic growth which 
takes place in conjunction with a dynamic economic equilibrium, and not 
at its expense, one that does not damage but preserves, and where possible 
improves, qualitative factors in living conditions. This is not easy, not 
even in socialist conditions. On occasion the temptation is great to further 
growth in a one-sided way, and sometimes not only the temptation but 
constraint as well. The position allows for “quality-mindedness” though
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quality sometimes means giving up the idea of fast quantitative growth. 
There are areas, however, where we simply cannot afford to improve quality, 
the relatively limited average size of dwellings built by the State is an 
example, the protection of quality is nevertheless a general requirement, 
and every opportunity, is to be taken to effect improvements.

The second feature is that production is being increased in a way that 
goes hand in hand with improvements in the product structure and in tech
nological and plant management.

A 5.5-6 per cent increase in industrial production can to a small extent 
rely on a growth in the number of workers, the chief source must however 
be a 5 per cent increase in productivity. The necessary raw material, 
labour power and imports are available, as are sources of energy, including 
coal, oil, natural gas and electric energy. A start is being made on major 
investments: a pipe-line from the Adriatic, the first stage of a nuclear 
power station, a cement works, artificial fibres and plastic materials works, 
knitting mill, increased steel-making capacities, and a meat processing 
plant. Furthermore enterprises dispose over 6—7 per cent more develop
ment funds to help extend their capacity. Nevertheless, things will not 
be easy for industrial management, production does not respond to a mere 
“pushing of buttons”. Following the considerable tasks of preparation, what 
has to be done so to speak after production is also most complex. What are 
needed are workers, engineers and managers who joyfully engage on their job.

A 2-2.5 Per cent increase in agricultural production, calculated on the 
basis of the high productivity of recent years, will not prove easy either. 
Most modern technologies are being increasingly used both in animal 
husbandry and in crop growing. Industrialized crop-growing systems were 
extended to 267,000 hectares last year, plans for this year cover 520,000 
hectares. State farms and cooperative farms are cooperating well in this 
respect. The State Farm of Bábolna, which did pioneering work a few years 
ago as well, and also the Red Star Producers’ Cooperative of Nádudvar are 
both going to “systems farm” large areas in 1974. Plans were well-prepared, 
but the task is a huge one nevertheless. All those who are progressing in this 
direction, be it at Bábolna, Baja, Szekszárd, Mezőhegyes, Nádudvar 
or Hék, deserve all the financial and moral support they can get. Their 
success gives a new impetus to the country as a whole.

The third feature of the plan is that, though the increase in social welfare 
will continue to be accompanied by a certain elasticity in the price system, 
price levels will rise less than last year.

No increase in prices is planned for products with centrally fixed prices, 
upward movements are however unavoidable as regards some of the
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contractual and free prices, chiefly since certain cost factors have a price
raising effect. Looked at in terms of the consumer price index as a whole, 
the average rise will be 2 per cent at the most, while some articles will 
actually become cheaper. An 8-10 per cent increase in prices is expected 
on the capitalist world market in 1974 as well, Hungarian plans however 
will not allow the Western inflation to spiral in the Hungarian economy. 
Something like 8,000 million forints more will have to be paid for goods 
bought on capitalist markets in 1974 than last year, it is true that we will 
sell for more as well. O f these eight only two thousand million will be 
an added burden for Hungarian costs of production. Another two thousand 
million rise will be prevented by revalueing the forint on January ist 
in relation to eleven Western currencies, chiefly Common Market ones. 
The other four thousand million are covered by the State budget. This 
position makes careful and rational husbandry even more urgent, and 
explains why consumers as well must make a contribution towards covering 
increased costs.

What is absolutely essential when it comes to improving social welfare 
is a growth in communal services, and an extension in social service allow
ances as well as in the appropriate institutional network. This will remain 
a characteristic feature of national economic plans and state budgets. Such 
allowances will increase faster than wages. But could they not grow faster 
still? This is often raised in public discussion, directly or indirectly, though 
less is said about the defining role of the distribution system of the economy. 
In 1974, the budget provides that the State will increase its income from 
state enterprises and cooperatives by 20,000 million forints, economic, 
social and cultural expenditure will however be increased by nine thousand 
million forints only. State subsidies to certain key industries, as well as 
those with which price stability is ensured for certain essential articles 
of consumption, take up large sums, eleven thousand million forints are 
in this way returned to the enterprise sphere. The problem is not putting 
an end to such subsidies but ways in which the rate of their growth can be 
moderated, thus freeing resources for other social proposes. This is satis
factorily done in the 1974 plan, the question will however arise again and 
again in the future, in connection with the problem of profitable production.

The fourth feature is that, as distinct from past practice, a faster rate 
of increase in imports than exports is now, at least temporarily, called for.

A foreign trade surplus was already present in 1972, it more than doubled 
in 1973. A certain surplus is discernible if a longer period, from 1968 
to 1973, is taken as a whole, though two of those years showed a signifi
cant deficit. There arc large imports of energy and raw materials, but the
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excess exports in agricultural and consumer goods, and the products of 
the engineering industry, exceed them in value. This position shows how 
sound the Hungarian economy is, and it reflects the usefulness of socialist 
international economic cooperation, and the country’s ability to produce 
a wide range of goods that are competitive on world markets. An export 
surplus must however not be allowed to become a permanent trend, the 
aim must be a balance of payments equilibrium, and this demands a rela
tively small export surplus.

The objective is to increase exports to socialist countries by 5 per cent 
and imports by 9 per cent, in this way moderating the export surplus. 
The annual interstate agreement with the Soviet Union, Hungary’s most 
important trading partner, has already been concluded, this allows for 
a 7 per cent increase in exports and a 10 per cent increase in imports. 
Agreements with the other socialist countries will soon be concluded. 
Given the present situation it is particularily important that economically 
produced goods with a growth industry character be given the green light 
in exports to socialist countries. It will also prove necessary to restrict 
the exports of obsolete or obsolescent goods, or such as are uneconomically 
produced. It was, for example decided to put an end to the production 
of tractors, of medium sized general purpose trucks and of ocean-going 
ships. The modernization of the structure of Hungarian exports to socialist 
countries is also a condition and result of a growth in socialist economic 
integration, it is therefore in the country’s long-term interests. It is a partic
ularily timely right now to increase imports from socialist countries of much- 
needed machines and consumer goods. I ought to add that, besides dealing 
with current business, joint preparatory work is being done with the other 
CMEA countries in order to speed up socialist economic integration.

It is planned that Hungarian trade on capitalist world markets be 
increased in a balanced way in 1974. The appropriate conditions are 
present. Given the continuing Western inflation, Hungarian enterprizes 
must engage in keen competition regarding prices, the favourable or un
favourable nature of the balance of exchange depends on the success 
of this. Trade can be a source of profit, or loss, for the country. Hungary, 
and the other socialist countries, must develop economic contacts with 
the capitalist world. We are progressing towards a future when the 
socialist and the capitalist world market will not only be in closer contact, 
but developing market relations will create a kind of division of labour 
as well. Particularily between the two parts of a divided Europe economic 
contacts could well develop into a division of labour, which is to the 
advantage of both parties.



EUROPEAN SECURITY 
AND T H E  ROLE OF PUBLIC O P I N I O N

by

JÁNOS BERECZ

Anew state of things is taking shape in Europe. The job of 
hammering out a working scheme for peace and security is now 
—in an age of coexistence between two opposed social systems— 
definitely on the agenda.

The negotiations now under way centre on the substantive issues of such 
a security system. At the present stage, the readiest approach seems to lie 
in appropriate diplomatic measures, and in bilateral and multilateral talks 
between states. But Europe is more than just a web of governmental 
processes, nor is the existing level of achievement in bringing a system of 
security within the range of the practicable, a mere outcome of diplomatic 
efforts.

This article sets out to probe briefly into the way mass movements and 
public opinion operate in creating the European political climate of our 
day, and to rehearse just what they have to do to further their struggle for 
European security.

i

Public opinion has become a formative influence in our age, seminal to 
the pattern and, above all, to the particular mood and atmosphere of politics. 
A great many still underrate its impact and are doubtful about the effective
ness of such-and-such an appeal or resolution that speaks in its name while 
at the same time seeking to mobilize it. What chiefly accounts for this 
scepticism is that public opinion generally appears as something subtly 
elusive, it is difficult, as it were, to provide a diagrammatic cross-section 
And yet it is a real life force, which at once acts and compels action.

The best evidence of its power is that nowadays no self-respecting party 
leadership or government agency shows itself uninterested in public opinion,
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and in the feelings and attitudes it expresses. This mandatory concern has 
given rise to a string of institutions designed to study what makes it up, its 
reaction to current issues, and the trends in which it moves. Ample financial 
resources have been allocated in every country to major organizations devoted 
to sounding it, informing it, and thereby hitching it to the bandwagon of 
this or that particular goal or political platform.

Just as human society, far from being monolithic, is made up of classes 
and strata, public opinion as well is multi-layered. Looming large within 
this kaleidoscope are powerful organizations, well-knit mass movements 
representing and shaping the very core of public opinion, welded together 
and brought into close alliance by lofty ideals that prompt them to fight 
for the survival and peaceful future of humanity. This sector of public 
opinion, the massive response of workers and creative intellectuals united 
in progressive and organized national and international mass movements, is 
a major power in this day and age.

The movements geared to social progress and world peace, which form 
the progressive phalanx of public opinion, assert their extraordinary power 
and sway through a number of channels.

X. One major factor is the existence, the ideological, economic and 
military might, and the common foreign policy aspirations of the worldwide 
socialist system. Comprising the Soviet Union and the socialist countries 
whose foreign policies are largely interrelated, it is the paramount exponent 
of the interests of progressive public opinion in the international arena. This 
segment of the world’s public opinion, has secured a base, power source and 
rallying-ground in the foreign policy aims and activities of the Soviet Union, 
the Hungarian Peoples Republic and most of the other socialist states, 
which vest it with power, assure it of an official forum and give full and 
precise expression to its interests. The views of the socialist countries cannot 
however be said to completely coincide or be identical with progressive world 
opinion.

For one thing, there is something distinctive in the foreign policy of each 
separate socialist country, and certain specific national aims not necessarily 
coincident with the interests of all. Undue prevalence of such particular 
considerations in the foreign policy of one socialist country or other may 
for a while trouble progressive world opinion and the ranks of organized 
international movements.

For another, the present leaders of the Chinese People’s Republic pursue 
a foreign policy hitched to anything but socialist ends. The chauvinist inter
national manoeuvring of present-day Chinese power politics disguises its 
true intent under a camouflage of Leftist revolutionary slogans. Its open
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attacks on the Soviet Union produce uncertainty in the ranks of progressive 
movements.

Thirdly, progressive public opinion itself is far from being homogeneous, 
it can at least temporarily be subject to the impact of international imperial
ist propaganda, which pits the whole of its armoury of fabrication and 
slander against the foreign policies and the unity of progressive forces.

Bearing all this in mind gives us a clearer view of the historic importance 
of the Soviet peace programme and of a socialist foreign policy that fights 
for peace and cooperation, policies that fuse into unity the official line taken 
by socialist countries, and the goals and aspirations of progressive public 
opinion. The resultant of these two forces is to bring the cause of European 
security nearer fruition, while enhancing the prestige of the socialist world 
and the confidence reposed in it.

2. Progressive public opinion has another substantial source of power in 
vast nationally and internationally based organizations. These international 
bodies partly epitomise the objectives of the social forces they stand for, 
partly spearhead campaigns and drives to nudge these objectives towards 
the goal-line. Nothing shows the cogency of their formative effect on public 
opinion as incisively as all the sundry “free”, “Atlantic”, “European” 
movements the antagonists of progress have tried to bring into existence, 
and keep alive, with massive financial support, so as to weaken the momentum 
of these organized drives for international rapprochement and cooperation.

3. In our day the political awareness, education and militant experience 
of the broad masses have reached a pitch never before attained. In Europe 
more than anywhere else, they have learnt the lessons of the horrors of two 
World Wars, they have come to know the absurdities of the Cold War, and 
are backed by a body of organizational experience in the social struggle that 
looks back to several decades. This mass consciousness lends a substantial 
material weight to international movements. Its foremost opponent, im
perialism, is accordingly bent on provoking and spreading a sense of 
hopelessness, indifference and apathy in mass movements.

4. Contacts and relations between the nations have become so extended 
as to have grown into an active influence on public opinion. Those in the 
socialist countries know this from their own experience. The multiple links 
and bonds between friendly social, political and cultural organizations, 
twin cities and counties, provide a potent antidote to nationalist isolationism, 
and a proud arrogance fomented down the centuries. These massive fraternal 
ties between the nations of the socialist countries break down ancient walls 
and cement an unbreakable unity. Ever more extensive travel for pleasure, 
regular intercourse between mass organizations, frequent exchanges of
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delegations, study tours and conferences involving all strata and walks of 
life, from children’s organizations to progressive churchmen, from young 
volunteers in construction camps to members of the antifascist resistance 
movements—all these add an increasingly effective counterweight to im
perialist propaganda and policies, which capitalize on antagonisms between 
the nations.

There is a more tangible cumulative impact in Europe, where public 
opinion asserts itself in an exemplary effort towards creating a European 
system of security and enduring peace in the world.

I 6

2

Public opinion committed to peace and security for Europe diffracts 
into a spectrum of diverse political and social pressures and drives. Yet 
there is valid historical evidence to show conclusively that the most clear- 
cut single force to mark out Europe’s today and tomorrow is the European 
movement of Communist and working class parties. This movement 
embraces the Marxist-Leninist parties of both the socialist and capitalist 
countries. Ever since its inception this front has had a peaceful and secure 
Europe and a European collective system of security blazoned on its banner. 
This programme, about to come true, is brought out clearly in the joint 
communiqué issued at the conclusion of the conference of European 
Communist and Working Class Parties held in Karlovy-Vary between 
April 24 and 26, 1967. At Karlovy-Vary, delegates of twenty-five Com
munist and working class parties drew the significant conclusion from an 
analysis of the European situation that there were new vistas opening up 
leading to a consolidated peace and a détente. As the communiqué put it: 
“The nations of Europe do not want war. They want no Cold War and 
no balance of ‘massive deterrents’ all of which speeds up the drift to an 
escalating armaments race and the growing risk of a conflict unleashed by 
design or by accident. The time has come to build new relations in Europe 
on the basis of a genuine relaxation of tension and on mutual trust.”

A resolution passed to encourage this trend said: “We Communists 
living and acting as we do within the separate contexts of different nations, 
are determined to bend our efforts to carpentering a framework of collective 
security, of interstate relations that inherently preclude any risk of aggression 
and offer guarantees for peace in Europe and the world at large. It is an 
objective that is hard to achieve but possible.”
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The appeal summed up the steps to take towards the ultimate goal of 
European security in these terms:

All states to face up to the realities of post-war Europe by acknowledging 
the inviolability of the European frontiers; the existence of two sovereign 
and equal German states; the imperative need to prevent the German Federal 
Republic obtaining nuclear weaponry of its own; and the invalidity of the 
Munich agreement from the moment of its conclusion. The joint state
ment of the parties demanded that “European states renounce the use of 
force or any threat of it”, the smashing of “barriers artificially raised in the 
way of economic exchanges between capitalist and socialist countries”, 
a broadening of the basis of cultural and scientific cooperation; the con
clusion of agreements for partial solutions, first and foremost in the sphere 
of disarmament, such as marking off denuclearized zones, withdrawing 
foreign troops and liquidating foreign military bases—arrangements that 
might add up to the realistic alternative of “convoking a conference of all
European states on the question of European security and peaceful coopera- 
* ,} tion.

The manifesto appealed for action to the many and varied forces that 
make up European public opinion, and concluded: “The challenge of this 
particular moment in history is to show courage and resourcefulness. We urge 
all men of good will to exert all their influence and spare no effort in the 
interests of our common goal, that is peace. Once we transcend the barriers 
that set us apart we command a vast power reserve that may well end by 
defeating war, the insecurity of the days to come, clearing the way for 
a lasting peace and the welfare of nations. The nations of Europe are equal 
to grappling with the problems of peace and security in our Continent. Let 
them take the fate of Europe into their own hands!”

What has happened since has shown the programme herein proclaimed 
to have realistically sized up the facts and possibilities, and thus fore
shadowed the shape of things to come. Some of its demands have won 
through, others are on the agenda of current negotiations. There can be 
little doubt that, in a few years’ time, all the manifesto called for will have 
become a fully geared system in proper working order. And surely there is 
no finer tribute to any programme than the fact that it has stood the test 
of reality. Another point that has been clearly demonstrated is that the 
European task forces of the worldwide Communist movement, while loyal 
to the principles of internationalism, are truly European in spirit. The past 
thirty years or so have seen many seeking to monopolize the epithet, calling 
themselves “free Europeans”, yet turning out to be committed to nothing 
but class exclusivism and bias. By contrast, the European segment of the
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avowedly internationalist Communist and working class movement has 
shown itself able to make practical politics and frame a programme grounded 
in the true interests of Europe’s nations, as well as spearheading a campaign 
to carry it out.

This has also made it clear that consultations among all European Com
munist and working class parties are imperative whenever the time is ripe, 
whenever a new landmark along the road of progress demands them.

3

The European trades unions, the protectors of the financial and social 
interests of the working class, the most self-aware and progressive class in 
present-day society, make-up an essential strand of European public opinion. 
From the outset they have been the battleground of two conflicting currents, 
with revolutionary internationalist forces striving for unity for the same 
ends, against the common enemy, among the trade and national echelons 
of the working class in the economic and political class struggle—and 
splitters trying to break up the ranks, and disrupt the coherent interna
tionalist combat front they are pitting against capitalism’s concerted world
wide thrust. In the years of the Cold War the splitters were able to disrupt 
the world trade union movement. The confrontation was more acute in 
Europe than anywhere else, and was still more exacerbated by the wrecking 
activities of the US trade union leadership that served Washington’s in
terests.

But here as elsewhere the thaw has set in; the acrimony of the conflict 
is abating, and a note of better understanding has crept in, as reflected in 
the politics of the World Federation of Trade Unions and the affiliated 
national trades union organizations, which have come out in honest and 
open support of a European security system, endorsing the idea in labour 
relations.

The Congress of the World Federation of Trade Unions held in October 
1969 at Budapest, declared its solidarity with the cause of European security. 
It stated that there was “need for colloquy with the different international 
trade union centres participating on all pending European problems that 
closely touch both workers and their unions”. The World Federation 
resolved to work in this spirit for a European trades union consultation to 
be urgently convened between the trades union centres of socialist and 
capitalist countries.

Progress is slow but steady. There is more and more dialogue, and there



are multilateral exchanges between national trade unions; openings for 
summit-level trade union deliberations are coming into sight. Another 
partial step forward is the setting up of the European Trades-Union Federa
tion which joins battle against the policy of exploitation by monopolies. 
At the same time, it cannot find it in its heart to break with its former, one
sided attitude as, for all the European commitment conveyed by its name, 
it still bars the admission of the great progressive French (CGT) and Italian 
(CGIL) trade unions. This position is untenable for any length of time, all 
the more so as true European public opinion no longer localizes its backing 
to Western Europe.

We firmly believe that the trade unions standing for the workers’ true 
interests will ultimately achieve Europe-wide concerted action, thereby 
buttressing a system of security.

The many international organized bodies and movements for various 
group and mass interests form another diversified part of public opinion. 
They not only stand for a specific objective, but will also stand for universal 
causes, with the concept of European security as part and parcel of the fight 
for peace, as a permanent item on their programme.

The World Peace Council has ever been in the van of the battle for 
European security. To survey its record in every detail is beyond the scope 
of this article; two aspects should suffice. This world movement conceives 
of world peace as one and indivisible, of happenings across the map as 
closely coherent, and of peace in some continents as unattainable at the 
expense of others, and inconsistent with acquiescence in any, even limited, 
imperialist aggression. In this realization it readied and harnessed the forces 
of peace for a relentless fight against American aggression in South-East 
Asia, alerting the conscience of the nations, and activating their solidarity 
with the heroic Vietnamese—while at the same time turning its full 
attention to the material questions of a European system of security, and 
shedding light on the interrelation of all these issues. For there can be no 
enduring peace and security for Europe if mutual confidence is undermined 
every now and then by imperialist acts of aggression in some other parts of 
the globe. More cooperation between European states, a system of security 
achieved, encourage the peace struggle waged in distant lands, and isolate 
those obsessed by aggressive policies.

These ideas struck the keynote in preparing the ground for the Moscow 
World Congress of Peace Forces held between October 25 and 31, 1973, 
partly at the initiative and under the management of the Council, whose 
particular endeavour was to weld the disparate forces of peace into unity,
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and demonstrate the nexus between the multifarious interests of different 
continents.

The Congress completely justified expectations and satisfied hopes. It was 
rightly called the General Assembly of the peoples of this earth by partici
pants; 143 countries, 1,100 political parties and national organizations and 
120 international organizations sent 3,300 delegates between them.

The Congress showed ideological diversity and divergent ideas were often 
in evidence, and yet it was a demonstration of international public opinion 
desiring peace. Representatives of a great variety of forces and movements 
argued with each other and even, though rarely, levelled accusations at each 
other. But the absolute majority showed complete agreement in condemning 
imperialism that gives rise to war and every kind of aggression. There were 
no differences of opinion when it came to solidarity with nations fighting 
for freedom and independence and in the unambiguous and final rejection 
of thermonuclear war, as well as in the acceptance of the principle of peaceful 
coexistence. All participants, regardless of their view of the social institu
tions of the Soviet Union, acclaimed the address by Leonid Brezhnev, the 
General Secretary of the Soviet C.P. He expounded the Soviet peace policy, 
acting as a calm counterweight to the war hysteria spread at that time, late 
in October 1973. His peace programme filled the peace-loving millions 
with confidence. The fourteen commissions elaborated a statement which 
spurs every honest man to action. “Time will not stand still!” the Congress 
appealed, and in this as well, it spoke for large sections of public opinion.

The International Federation of Democratic Women lines up Europe’s 
feminine public opinion behind the cause of security. The International 
Union of Democratic Lawyers is engaged in firmly anchoring the security 
system in international law. The International Organization of Journalists, 
jointly with national Writers’ Associations, endeavours to enlist the sense 
of responsibility of the commonwealth of letters in supporting a firm 
fabric of peace in Europe. The Christian Peace Conference brings its 
authority to bear on the Protestant Churches to minister to the European 
security project.

In this many-voiced concert of movements and political influences, two 
particular diapasons ring out consistently, the parts of youth and of European 
social democracy.

Youth and student organizations turn increasing attention to the issues 
of peace, security and cooperation. Following Rome (1968), Snagov (1969), 
Helsinki and Munich (1970), and Florence (1971), Helsinki was once 
again the venue for a security conference, held between August 26 and 30, 
1972, of Europe’s youth organizations. Debates at the meetings put major
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questions in perspective, and bore testimony to the keen interest young 
people bring to bear to the future of their continent. The open-door attitude 
admitted a growing number of organizations to help seat divergent ideologies 
and political shades at the round table of a constructive dialogue. Youth, 
then, is also in quest of a role in the great drama acted out in Europe. It is 
to be regretted that representatives of youth organizations are still few and 
far between among delegates at various occasions staged by the major com
prehensive movements. Even at Helsinki, the diplomatic battleground, you 
find more young political hopefuls than at conferences of mass movements. 
And yet it is up to them, after all, to bring the security scheme to fruition— 
and it is to them that its benefits will ultimately accrue. To try and make 
it last for them, yet somehow without them, is impossible.

As for European social democracy, the 1967 manifesto declared: “We 
appeal to the socialist and social democratic parties, which carry great 
weight with the working class of Europe, and which even participate in 
a number of governments. The experience of many years shows that the 
joint action of Communists and socialists helps the working class to wield 
a decisive influence in politics, and rally to itself all the sections of society 
that have a stake in preserving peace and democratic social reform.”

The attitude of the socialist and social-democrat parties of Europe has 
greatly changed since, most of them having joined, even though with often 
expressed reservations, the vast camp of fighters for a European system of 
security. The two most conspicuous aspects of progress made over recent 
years are as follows. Firstly, most of these parties have relaxed their in
flexible isolation and sought links with the Communist parties of other, 
especially the socialist, countries. These contacts unquestionably make for 
a détente on the European scene. Secondly, the representatives of governing 
socialist and social democratic parties have generally played a constructive 
role in paving the way for a European security conference. On the other 
hand, few of the socialist parties have as yet given up their home isolation, 
showing themselves cooperative towards the Communist parties of their 
own countries. They are also conspicuous by their absence from international 
movements, most of them withholding their support from the actions and 
endeavours that make up progressive public opinion. Such ambivalent 
attitudes are, however, sooner or later bound to perplex and bewilder the 
rank-and-file, and they cannot, of course, thwart the progress of inter
national movements, they may well lead to the socialist and social-democratic 
parties themselves becoming isolated.
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A special chapter is due to a movement that owes its existence entirely 
to the sense of social responsibility felt for the cause of Europe's security. 
The birth of the movement cannot be dated precisely as it is roughly coeval 
with the very notion of a European security system; in its more organized 
form, however, it has emerged in recent years.

On the initiative of certain Belgian public personages, some 3,000 delegates 
from 26 different countries held a non-governmental conference on 
European security and cooperation in Vienna, on November 29 and 30, 
and December 1, 1969. Going beyond just “comparing notes”, the meeting 
gave advance notice of its intention to create a mass framework for that 
section of public opinion which backed the idea of European security. 
Further international meetings of the same kind held over the next two 
years formulated this need explicitly, and were followed by the setting up 
of a series of national committees in favour of Europe-wide cooperation.

In the wake of several consultative gatherings, the latter part of January 
1972 saw a Committee of Initiative formed in Brussels, charged with 
organizing a forum of European nations. The General Assembly of the 
representatives of European Public Opinion was convened in Brussels be
tween June 2 and 5, 1972, with some 1,000 delegates from 27 countries 
and West Berlin, and 30 international organizations, including a Hungarian 
delegation of 17.

János Kádár also sent a message to participants: “The Hungarian nation 
looks forward with great interest and anticipation to the work of the Brussels 
peace forum in the conviction that the representatives of our Continent have 
come together in the service for a just cause. While, admittedly, those at
tending differ in their political beliefs and philosophies, they are united in 
their sense of responsibility of the future of our Continent and the peace 
as such that cannot be thought of as apart from our part of the world.”

The general assembly addressed an appeal to the nations of Europe which 
suggested a realistic, balanced programme for achieving the common goal, 
that is security in a Europe at peace. The assembly has turned out to be the 
top-level forum of the movement, and has given further impetus to the 
dynamism of its drive. Today the International Commission for European 
Security and Cooperation, with Brussels as the seat of its permanent 
secretariat, is active in the spirit of the general assembly.

One of the foremost assets of the movement is that it holds the door open 
to individuals, groups and national organizations regardless of party 
affiliation or political allegiance. The only condition of membership is their



adherence to the cause of a European security system. Even now its ranks 
include Soviet political personalities, Belgian socialists, Finnish politicians, 
leaders of various Church organizations, Spanish workers—even a Bourbon 
princess. The movement, then, covers a really extensive and variegated 
spectrum of men and women and organizations.

Another feature is its flexible use, within the given framework organized 
for stability and continuity, of a whole string of means and forms to express 
and mobilize European public opinion.

Lastly, it gives top priority to acquiring a leverage in furthering contacts 
between European governments as a sure road to the success of an inter
governmental security conference.
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In conclusion, here is a summing-up of what remains to be done by the 
mass movements committed to the fight for European security. Lack of 
space restricts the description of this complex and many-sided programme 
to just a few of its essentials.

1. Security is the common cause of European nations and states, but all 
governments do not represent the peoples’ interests to the full, some being 
even downright hostile to the aims and endeavours of working men and 
women. It is therefore up to the mass movements to keep steadily on, 
voicing their views, and working out programmes, concerning the material 
issues of the security system. This is the most effective contribution they 
can possibly make, for what matters is agreements, not forms. Relevant 
documents and studies often show an analogy of aims between the official 
politics of the socialist countries and the mass movements—an additional 
factor making for strength and conducive to the likelihood of success.

2. The mass movements must keep continually on the look-out for 
antagonists and underminers of peace and security. Some survivals and 
vestiges of the Cold War still tend to crop up in the attitudes of Western- 
European politicians and parties. There are those who would prefer turning 
the economic integration of “the nine” into a closed shop, an exclusive 
system—in fact, a political club geared to aggrandizing them at the expense 
of the common interests of the nations of Europe. There is a lot of talk 
about the build-up of the Western European nuclear potential—but this is 
a sure means of setting back the cause of collective security, for it would put 
the clock back to the antiquated methods of the exploded strong-arm 
policies of coercion.
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3. Every progressive mass movement has to make a point of demonstrat
ing time and again that the striving for a European system of security in
volves no aristocratic exclusiveness of any sort. A stable peace in Europe 
“makes the whole world kin”, benefits all by enhancing the self-confidence 
of the European social forces. The socialist countries and progressive move
ments make common cause with all the peoples and countries of the earth 
that are fighting for their freedom, independence and autonomy. A peaceful 
Europe offers still better opportunities to translate this solidarity into more 
effective aid.

Progressive public opinion in Europe constitutes an enormous and in
dispensable power source impossible to ignore or underrate any more. 
To meet new and ever greater challenges is to strengthen the influence of 
the mass movements embodying this power, and thereby to turn peace and 
security in Europe into a living reality.



T H E  CHANGING WORLD T H R O U G H  
HUNGARIAN EYES

by

JÓZSEF BOGNÁR

I n a period of détente it is of particular importance for Hungarians to 
understand the problems, interest structure and endeavours of other 
states, that is of actual or potential partners. This is the only way in 
which one can find a reasonable mode of balancing different interest 
systems, and that is the foundation of any international action directed 

towards peace. Radical changes in international political relations create 
new possibilities for the cooperation of national economies. What is in
volved are possibilities and not developments, since international politics 
and economics are interdependent but are not governed by mechanically 
functioning causal relations. Those who1 try to find political elements in 
the history of economic theories or in economico-political events usually 
argue that international political developments have a decisive influence on 
international economic facts and situations. No doubt, economic theories 
—and often economists—underestimate the impact of political factors on 
economic events, assuming that economic events are influenced exclusively 
by the economic factors. The effect of political factors can clearly be per
ceived within countries as well, especially at critical points in development, 
but in international economic relations this effect is even more evident. 
All major developments in international economic life after the Second 
World War—from the embargo to attempts at cooperation—have been 
associated with international politics. The point is that the economy is only 
one of the major factors in a society’s activities, and every economic decision 
—internationally or not—is preceded by the endeavour to determine general 
objectives, in keeping with the value system of the given society, for the 
national community. The foreign policy of a state also covers various factors; 
economic relations are just one of these.

Text of a talk given at the First Hungarian-American Round Table, Bellaggio, 8 October, 1973.
1 Gunnar Myrdal: The Political Element in the Development of Economic Theory
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Having generally established the substantial, sometimes decisive, in
fluence of international political factors I should like to qualify what I have 
just said. What I want to do is to stress that an influence never assumes 
a mechanical identity, since

a) the political power relations of a given state or group of states may 
differ from its economic potential either upwards or downwards. There are 
politically and strategically strong states which have achieved a middling 
sort of economic development, and there are “great powers” in the economic 
field and money matters, in technology and science which are weak politi
cally ;

b) economics, including international economic relations, exert a very 
strong impact on politics; although these two interdependent factors func
tion in different time systems. In politics developments occur at a higher 
rate and in a more demonstrative form than in the economy for economic 
development—that is the reaction of the economy to politics—is usually 
slow; the national income of a country, assuming an annual increment of 
5 per cent, cannot be doubled in less than fourteen years;

c) in a strained international situation, that is Cold War, a situation of 
major tensions or actual war the economy both at home and in its relations 
abroad, must adapt itself to the political and strategic objectives of the 
country concerned;

d) in a normal or favourable international situation, however, the moves 
taken by individual states in foreign policy and in international economic 
relations are not necessarily parallel. This is because the identity of political 
interests of two countries, or groups of countries, does not mean that the 
economic structures and interest relations offer a wide base for cooperation 
and commodity exchange. On the other hand, it is also possible that there 
is political rivalry between two states without a major economic clash of 
interests, or else, they may be rivals in economic matters though their 
political interests may largely coincide. It is conceivable in such cases that 
intensive economic ties may well develop between two countries in spite of 
political rivalry or that politically cooperating countries should strongly 
compete economically.

In international political affairs a transition can be observed moving 
from a period of Cold War (case cd) to normal and cooperative relations 
(case d.) between East and West. It is obvious therefore that economic con
tacts evolving in accordance with the regularities of the previous period 
require not only a certain rearrangement, but also changes proportional to the 
significance and weight of international circumstances in the making.
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Tendencies in the world economy will be surveyed through the internal 
and correlated movements of four large blocs, the leading capitalist countries, 
the Soviet Union with the European socialist countries (CMEA), the 
People’s Republic of China, and the developing world. I do not think I need 
to explain why I have put China into a separate category.

As compared to the first years of the Cold War substantial changes can 
be observed in the economic power relations between the advanced capitalist 
countries. These had the following results:

a)  the United States of America can no longer be looked upon as the 
dominating economic power in the capitalist world, but only as the strongest 
among the strong;

b)  Japan which in 1950 was one of the weakest economies of the 
capitalist world has,—showing unprecedented dynamism—-overtaken all her 
rivals, except the US and is on the way to becoming an economic, techno
logical and financial superpower;

c)  the Common Market has made successful progress both institutionally 
and economically and, after the admission of Great Britain, became the 
greatest commercial power in the world reducing the “technological gap’’ 
which had existed between Western Europe and the US in the early sixties. 
Association with the Common Market has accelerated development in a few 
countries of Southern Europe, that is in the Mediterranian area. Power rela
tions within the Common Market are also changing; the position of Great 
Britain has continued to weaken, for it could not speed up its own economic 
development as much as other countries were able to; to judge from fore
casts—in spite of the further strengthening of the Federal Republic of 
Germany—France may turn out to be the strongest economic power in 
Western Europe by the late seventies. This can happen only if France can 
preserve its comparative political stability, since in a relatively centralized 
country the loss of political equilibrium may involve a greater regression 
than in a decentralized one.

Changes in power relations can be traced back to two factors: since the 
Truman Doctrine, the US has undertaken more political obligations than 
can be financed by a successful economy under conditions of equilibrium, 
on the one hand, and, on the other, Japanese economic growth has shown 
constant and rapid development the like of which has never been witnessed 
before. In the last century Great Britain, the leading economic power of the 
world, had an annual growth rate of 2 to 2.5 per cent, that is national in
come doubled within some 25 years. After the Second World War the 
growth rate accelerated throughout the world, attaining about 5 per cent,
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corresponding to the doubling of national income within 12 to 14 years, 
but that of Japan has increased by over 10 per cent annually, resulting in 
the doubling of the national income within 6 to 7 years.

When assessing these phenomena it is, naturally, necessary to realize that 
after the termination of the war in Vietnam, the development of the United 
States may well accelerate that is, the preconditions for such an acceleration 
are ensured by technical innovations. Technology in itself is, of course, not 
sufficient; a purposeful economic policy is also indispensable, including 
a sound export offensive, a more balanced distribution of incomes, a re
arrangement of burdens and competences of the government and of private 
enterprise. In the case of Japan the question arises how long that country 
will be able to keep up the stepped-up rate of growth and whether it will 
find its way to the new driving forces capable of feeding similarly rapid 
economic growth in a new situation:—the necessity of further raising the 
living standard, the development of infrastructure, the gradual transforma
tion of traditional factors, Japan’s new role in world economy etc. In the 
case of both countries new factors must be reckoned with, such as environ
mental damage, certain social troubles and so on.

On the world average national incomes have increased by 5 per cent 
annually, foreign trade by 7 per cent, the export transacted by multinational 
firms has gone up by 10 per cent a year and international travel for pleasure 
has shown an annual increase of 12 per cent.

In spite of extremely significant economic successes the Common Market 
still struggles with great developmental political problems. Western Europe 
must also face new problems in a new world situation. The new interna
tional political situation is based on the strategical, that is, nuclear, equi
librium between the Soviet Union and the United States as well as on the 
decision of the parties to decrease and reduce to the minimum the danger 
of a war between them. In this situation Western Europe, including the 
Common Market, has become uncertain in its judgement of alternatives. 
They do not seem to be happy about the direct dialogue between the leading 
powers and about the possibility of their coming to agreement, but would 
like to play a more independent role as compared to the present situation, 
yet do not consider an independent, federal Europe as a reality; this is why 
they insist on the continued presence of American forces. They do not be
lieve in the equal partnership proclaimed for them from the other shore of 
the Atlantic and also discard the concept of an “Atlanticized Europe”. 
In all international questions they wish to influence decisions to be taken, 
yet their “real interests” beyond Europe do not extend further than the 
Middle East and Africa.



These political uncertainties and the inability of coming to terms on 
these questions may result in strengthening economic cooperation, since 
they are afraid of desintegration, though integration is now concentrated 
mainly in the economy.

The United States undoubtedly suffered considerable positional losses, 
since it has undertaken more in politics and in economics than it has been 
able to carry out. I do not wish to dwell on the substantial, moral, etc., 
aspects of these undertakings at this stage. To avoid the possibility of 
a European conflict the United States wishes to establish a strategic equi
librium with the Soviet Union, partnership with the leading capitalist 
countries, a certain limited cooperation with China and a relative balance 
of power in the world. No doubt, this international policy opens up greater 
economic perspectives than the earlier one. New markets become available—- 
which the United States had kept closed to itself and often its allies as well, 
new material and technical impulses can be introduced into the economic 
flow, and internal economic equilibrium conditions can be improved. Let 
us, however, remember that the economy and dynamics of the United 
States have turned sensitive to foreign trade, more so than earlier; and this 
involves the necessity of working out a new foreign-trade policy. The old 
saying, according to which “what is good for General Motors is good for 
the United States” seems to have had its day in more than one respect. 
If the United States makes good use of the economic opportunities inherent 
in the actual world situation, its growth rate may outdo not only the rate 
of the “soaring years” but even that of the Common Market. The situation 
after the Second World War obviously contained many transitional, non
recurring elements, like the postwar years in Japan and the destroyed 
economies of Western Europe. In such a situation the United States became 
the dominant power of the capitalist world both economically and militarily. 
There were politicians and economists—both in the West and in the East— 
who simply extrapolated this trend, disregarding the reviving forces that 
already showed themselves in Western Europe and in Japan. No doubt, 
however, that the actual situation contains certain alterable or reversible 
elements, and a technological, economic and scientific superpower—pursuing 
the right policy in economic matters as well, in a purposeful manner— 
is surely capable of accomplishing this change.

Tasks in this respect devolve not only on the government but also on the 
business world which should not only show itself receptive but also learn 
to adapt itself to markets governed by different norms. In this sense the 
multinational firms do not solve the problem but often prolong the pre
vailing situation; industry in this case need not adjust itself to other norms
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and demands simply to export its own “system of norms” into another 
economic environment.

2

After the Second World War, under conditions of embargo and economic 
blocade, termed “economic warfare” by a Scandinavian economist, the 
Soviet Union and the European socialist countries proved that social changes 
can be coupled with rapid economic growth. Production rose, a new in
dustrial structure was formed, and our share in international trade also in
creased in a most difficult period. This was done mainly by extending trade 
among the socialist countries. Thus the economic blocade proved to be 
a failure and the policy of “roll back” was forced into a dead-end.

At the time of the first “thaw” the leaders of the socialist countries 
turned their attention to problems of economic development. The new 
requirements were in conflict with the socio-economic structure built up 
in the preceding period, and this provoked political tensions in the countries 
concerned. In addition most leaders failed to realize the well known fact 
that economic growth can only be achieved step by step, that is, evolution 
and implementation require a long time. This is why catching up with the 
most advanced countries, let alone overtaking them, is a long-term matter.

In the mid-sixties a new situation arose in the economies of the socialist 
countries. In most of them labour reserves became exhausted and the growth 
of production had switched to intensive methods. Owing to manpower 
shortages and to the relative scarcity of accumulation, when production had 
to be carried out on the present technological basis, it proved necessary to 
work out a selective economic development policy. Selection can only rely 
on economic efficiency and effectiveness, and this requires a uniform standard 
of values as well as a true price system, “shadow prices” being insufficient. 
Monetary incentives had to be made more effective, and their system had 
to be detached from the quantitative indicators of production.

Certain objectives had to be given priority, but after a certain time the 
problems of economic operation can only be determined on the basis of 
comparable price and value relations. The adaptation of technical develop
ments had to be encouraged and money incentives in keeping with achieve
ments had to be increased. Industrial and agricultural enterprises and 
cooperatives had to be interested in increasing exports, and therefore had to 
be brought closer to the market, prices, incentives and organizational forms 
being used to achieve this. Those involved in agriculture, in state farms or 
agricultural producers’ cooperatives had to. be given incentives to interest



them in using modern methods of production. Most socialist countries 
—the Soviet Union in particular—possess considerable scientific capacities, 
but these are often not closely enough linked to the real fields of economic 
activity, the factories or farms. This is why science must be brought closer 
to production on the one hand, and, on the other, technologies developed 
in other countries had to be imported in accordance with the principles of 
economic rationality. The embargo period aroused certain autarchic ten
dencies in socialist countries, intensifying economic relations, on the other 
hand, prompt these countries to give up the notion of import substitution 
and to join more efficiently in the international division of labour.

The new requirements and endeavours mentioned above resulted in the 
recognition of the necessity of replacing the established system of manage
ment in the economy by a new one. Even since the late sixties, economic 
reform, that is, a reform of the system of management, has been on the 
order of the day of all the European socialist countries, although substantial 
differences can be observed in the form of implementation depending on 
the internal economic situation and state of development of the individual 
countries and on the extent of their contacts with the world market, as well 
as, of course, on other factors. This process—the implementation of economic 
reforms—is not exempt from fluctuations either; “low-spirited” reforms do 
not result in satisfactory solutions and therefore have to be repeated later. 
On the other hand, reforms going “too far”, beyond present possibilities 
afforded by the structure of the country concerned or of the socialist world 
as such will necessarily fail, that is, a transitional regression must occur. 
This regression involving a return to the old methods must be of a temporary 
nature since it brings no solution in its train. Therefore, once the required 
consolidation is achieved, that is, once equilibrium conditions suitable for 
the reform are attained, the reform is to be continued, naturally in a more 
circumspect manner.

The implementation of economic reforms, the up-dating of methods in 
cooperation and trade as well as more intensive and contemporary contacts 
with the outside world constitute the economic factors that accelerate growth 
and promote technical development. This makes it evident that the attempt 
to find new forms of cooperation is a strategic, or long-term, and not a tactical 
move. The acceleration of technical development, the acquisition of new 
markets, a more intensive participation in the international division of 
labour are—like other economic goals—long-term problems in themselves. 
But these combine with other factors as well, and as a result the economic 
value system of one partner deeply penetrates the national economy of the 
other party. Common economic interests of such a nature constitute the
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main guarantees of long-term cooperation and trust and confidence in the 
behaviour of the partner.

3

The People’s Republic of China is hardly likely to play any significant 
role in the world economy in the immediate future. The country has become 
a great power in Asia in the territorial sense, its influence within that con
tinent is increasing but this is mainly due to the size of the population, to 
a continuity of culture which ensures discipline, and to results achieved in 
the armaments industry. In the economic sense, a sudden advance of the 
states of the Pacific (PAHTIA) in the world economy may be beneficial to 
China. According to certain forecasts, the PAHTIA states from Eastern- 
Asia, countries through Brazil to the United States and Australia, will 
transact 50 per cent of their trade among themselves by 1980. It is evident 
that such a shift in the lines of economic transaction—which is compared 
by many with the shift from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic—may be 
beneficial for China provided that it is ready to exploit the resulting op
portunities. It is very difficult to predict Chinese developments since its 
economic policy—owing to shifts in the domestic political forces—displays 
considerable fluctuations. That country has witnessed two periods in which 
economic progress was comparatively rapid. The first was interrupted by 
the “Great Leap Forward”, the second, by the “Cultural Revolution”. 
At present we can again discern a period of reconstruction, what is more, 
there are signs of a limited open-door policy in trade. Nevertheless it 
remains to be seen whether the present period will be a successful one which 
will again be followed by a decline resulting from unbalanced internal 
political conditions or as an era putting an end to a period of fluctuations, 
and opening up a new, better established cycle. Nobody can answer this 
question today. If the actual cycle proves well established, national income 
may be assumed to increase by as much as 6 or 7 per cent a year. If not, 
then the present upswing will again be followed by a decline.

China is likely to enter into trade relations mainly with such economically 
strong units as Japan, the Common Market and the United States.

4

The gap in income, development and technology between advanced and 
the developing countries is known to have widened during the two develop-
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ment decades. The world economy today cannot exhibit any power factors 
or processes that would change this unfavourable trend in development. 
Nevertheless a powerful differentiation has begun within the developing 
countries in the past decade and continues at an accelerating rate. There are 
three types of developing countries whose rate of growth has intensively 
increased:

a) the oil-producing countries,
b) several countries in the Pacific,
c) city states.

Owing to the well known energy crisis, a significant economic develop
ment may ensue in oil-producing countries if their incomes are invested in 
priority sectors of the economy and their distribution is substantially im
proved. Rapid growth rates could be discerned in Iran in recent years. There 
the oil-income is invested in capital-intensive branches. As a consequence, 
the annual increment in national income is extremely high and unemploy
ment increases, since the labour-absorbing capacity of the contemporary, 
capital-intensive industries is limited.

Similar rapid development can be discerned in certain states stretching 
from Brazil to South Korea. Brazil is the largest country of Latin America, 
possessing vast natural resources and sections of the population are Japanese, 
Germans, Italians, Austrians, Czechs, Hungarians, etc. that had already been 
affected by impulses coming from an advanced economic environment in 
their countries of origin.

The acceleration of economic growth is, however, the function of boom 
in advanced capitalist countries and largely depends also on the activities 
of multinational firms. Consequently, this type of economic growth can 
still provoke extremely strong nationalist forces directed against itself, and 
thus increase social tensions.

The city states of Asia, principally Singapore and Hong-Kong, play a very 
important part in transit and intermediate trade on the one hand, and, on 
the other, they offer a site for the production of commodities, spare parts 
and machine units by advanced capitalist countries on account of the cheap 
available manpower. In the 1950s, for instance, the United States share of 
world motor vehicle production was 75 per cent, this has now declined to 
30 per cent and another 30 per cent are produced by American enterprises 
abroad. In i960 the US had led quantitatively in the tape-recording in
dustry, by 1970 production was reduced to a few, very expensive and high- 
fidelity types. In 1970, 80 per cent of radio sets was produced by American 
firms abroad. In the case of city states this development is not as dangerous
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as in a national economy since the former needs no structure, whereas the 
latter cannot do without it.

If these few exceptions are disregarded, the picture we obtain is a very 
sad one for we are still a long way from the peak of the crisis. According to 
estimates world population will soon rise to 4,100 million out of which 
3,000 million will be living in developing countries. The value of world 
production is estimated to attain 4.7 trillion dollars (quintillion in US 
terms) out of which 0.9 trillion (900 M $) go to developing countries. In 
other words, 73 per cent of the world population will possess 16 per cent 
of the world income while 27 per cent of the population will be in command 
of 84 per cent of incomes. In such circumstances what is termed North- 
South tension will obviously assume powerful dimensions. The various 
forms of socio-economic imbalance will continue to be of the order of the 
day, including revolutions, revolts, uprisings, military coups d’etat, acts 
of sabotage and various forms of diversions. These tensions will evidently 
also threaten the equilibrium of the advanced world. Cases of mass starvation 
will have to be reckoned with in the coming two or three decades even if the 
countries with large surpluses of cereals produce for the developing countries. 
In addition it should be remembered that the situation in these countries 
is going to get worse at a time when the economic and social integrations 
making up what is called the advanced world are absorbed in their own 
internal problems.

This outline picture permits the drawing of general conclusions concern
ing the position and power relations of the four great blocs as well as 
special ones concerning individual components. Since, however, this con
ference is attended by economists and political scientists of two countries 
one of which is considered the leading power of the “western world” and 
the other, a member state of the “eastern integration” of a military-political 
and economic character, it seems more to the point to analyse the potential 
chances of East-West relations embedded in the framework outlined above. 
I shall naturally not lose sight of the impact exerted by developments in 
East-West contacts on the other two blocs. To avoid all misunderstandings, 
let me stress that when I use the term “bloc”, I have no integration in mind, 
but a component, a part of a whole, that is the world.

In the actual world situation a purposeful and intentional development 
of East-West economic relations is considered a reasonable and even in
dispensable objective thanks to the following factors:

I .  Mutual confidence based on military equilibrium, that is, coexistence, 
cannot exclusively or mainly rely on the control of armament, whatever 
advanced control systems may operate, or on a mutual limitation of the
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latter. The interest system of a great power and its allies is wider and more 
intricate today. Experience shows that states prefer to maintain an existing 
equilibrium system to other possible variants if many interests are associated 
with its maintenance.

The economy has a decisive say in creating a common interest system of 
the necessary size. In all advanced societies the economy is the focus of an 
interest system through which commodities are distributed. This function 
deeply affects all social classes, groups and individuals. This is why public 
opinion—including all the mistakes it might make—judges a government 
as successful or unsuccessful according to economic criteria. History knows 
of many examples of governments able to deal with extremely strained or 
even hopeless positions by pursuing a rational and extensive economic policy 
and the other way round, of governments having made a definite mess of 
favourable political positions by the wrong economic policy. Thus common 
economic interests deeply embedded in national economies prompt govern
ments to promote cooperation and to bridge the arising difficulties. In 
a rapidly developing world including many inherited and newly increasing 
difficulties, tensions in the political situation will never stop arising. 
A substantial quantity of common economic interests may constitute 
a counterweight to these tensions and may induce the parties to prevent or 
limit the spreading of these tensions. On the other hand, the absence or 
a negligibly small amount of common economic interests may offer wide 
scope, a no man’s land so to speak for tensions to develop.

2. Separate interests—mainly economic ones—of the two great powers 
are also involved in the expansion of contacts.

The United States is obliged to carry on an intensive export offensive 
to improve its position as against its political allies, but economic com
petitors. This is a reasonable attitude for the U.S. to take otherwise it could 
not stop its political allies or rather its economic rivals expanding trade with 
the Soviet Union and with the European socialist countries in this new world 
situation. Disregarding other possible consequences, this would mean that 
the United States would not be able to liquidate the deficit in its balance of 
trade, and even further shifts may occur to the benefit of economic rivals.

In order to intensify its economic growth and to accelerate technological 
developments the Soviet Union wishes to expand trade with the advanced 
capitalist countries. It makes considerable sacrifices for this purpose, very 
useful for its western partners, by basing the opening mainly on the export 
of important raw materials. The increasing exploitation of certain raw 
materials is likely to require considerable investments, nor are the transport 
problems negligible; nevertheless, in the peresent situation, when we are or
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may be headed for an energy and raw-material crisis, the normal economic 
flow of the world cannot dispense with these very important raw materials. 
It is evident that in the second phase of these relations the Soviet Union 
will become capable of exporting finished goods in sizeable quantities. This 
process will again strengthen contacts between the two economic systems, 
for the demands of western markets will have to be submitted to a very 
thorough analysis. But in this phase—as shown by many an example in 
economic history—not only the export potential of the Soviet Union will 
increase, but so will its import requirements.

3. In this world economic atmosphere the minor socialist states will be 
able to achieve structural changes and evolve economic methods indispens
able for the expansion of trade and contacts with the West. They will find 
partners not only in Western Europe and in Japan, but also in the United 
States, though perhaps not among the biggest firms. To this end they will 
also be obliged to carry out changes that are required by such trade.

4. The Soviet Union and the European socialist countries stressed a major 
factor—of extreme importance for the socialist system of economic norms— 
when stressing the need to introduce cooperation with western countries 
into their national economic plans as well. This has a double importance: 
trade and economic cooperation with western countries will no longer be 
an additional factor, as it used to be at the time of the Cold War, but an 
integral part of the plans of the national economy. The other point is that 
this has attached cooperation to the comprehensive problems of economic 
growth in compliance with the complexity of the task. Thus cooperation 
will not be an occasional and random fact which, though essential for the 
enterprise, is hardly discernible on the national economic level, but 
a derivative of complex, plan-embedded cooperation processes. Consequently, 
it will also involve large volumes, and not only demonstrations of good will 
on both sides. Such forms of cooperation raise a large number of technical 
problems—since what differ are not only the socio-economic systems, but 
also the institutional order and structure of the economies—but these can 
be bridged by finding new organizational forms. Joint property—which is 
possible in principle according to Hungarian law—will be found necessary 
in exceptional cases only. These organizational forms will have to be con
temporary and elastic, and they will have to comply with the requirements 
of both sides. “Clichés” will have to be abandoned both here and there. 
I wish, however, to emphasize very energetically that no external pressure 
can be tolerated on the transformation and realization of the necessary 
organizational forms. A national economy relying on its own interest system 
will evidently be ready to update its organizational forms whenever its own
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interests so require. The role of the foreign partner cannot go beyond con
tributing to recognizing jointly—in the course of examining the common 
tasks or objectives—that the given task cannot be carried out rationally with 
the existing economic organizational forms. It may also happen that a new 
organizational form turns out to be more advantageous for both parties than 
the existing one.

5. And finally let us not forget that efficient economic cooperation between 
East and West is necessary also in connection with the growth of the devel
oping countries. I have outlined their expected position. It is evident that 
a world system consisting of contradictory and confronting elements, yet 
trying to achieve a relative equilibrium, will earn the confidence of only 
such countries the development progress and comparative political con
solidation of which seem to be guaranteed. Otherwise we shall have to face 
regular and organized or amorphous and anarchic endeavours directed 
towards upsetting the equilibrium. This is why I think that in the present 
period, at a time of détente, we must apply intensive research energies to 
find out where and how we can jointly act to the benefit of developing 
countries. In other words: cooperation between the two blocs, between East 
and West, designed to maintain the world system in a state of equilibrium, 
and to promote the direct economic interests of the parties, must not act 
to the detriment of others and should be carried on to the benefit of the 
developing countries. If not, the equilibrium of the “world system” will 
become unsteady, and East-West relations will also suffer. At any rate 
a “world system” should be conceived as relying mainly on the responsibility 
and policies of the existing power centres, but also on serving the interests 
of countries the populations of which do not as yet live under conditions 
required, and made possible by twentieth-century developments. It is 
perhaps still possible today to act rationally in this respect, by tomorrow 
feelings, measures, passions and coercions might well accumulate to make 
this impossible.

It will have become clear from the foregoing that I regard East-West 
economic cooperation as a decisive component and precondition of the 
present world system and—after a successful and far-sighted solution of the 
fundamental bilateral problems—this cooperation will have to make an 
impact on the rest of the world. This is the only way in which certain 
threatening dangers can be averted by rational human action.

JÓZSEF BOGNÁR: THE CHANGING WORLD



T H E  WORKERS’ CHANGING LIFE
I. S O C I A L  M O B I L I T Y  A N D  L I F E S T Y L E

by

MIKLÓS SZÁNTÓ

W hat are the workers like in Hungary, the workers who have, 
with the liberation of the country, grown from the oppressed 
proletariat of earlier times into the leading political force 
of socialist construction? What are they like, or, in other 
words, how do they live today? These are the questions which have been 

latent in the discussion, often an abstract discussion, about the working 
class. The Marxist idea “the class in itself ” —regardless of whether it knows 
where it belongs and what it owes to society, and “the class for itself”— 
of which Attila József wrote that “it is iron-clad in the class struggle” still 
holds true today. But what are the proportions today, to what extent are 
the masses pervaded by a conscious sense of being workers, and on the other 
hand how many of them just live uncomprehending of the meaning of the 
term and why do they live in this way? The answers to these questions will 
contain few scientifically reliable facts, they will frequently be biassed by 
an over-generalization of personal observations, and consequently they may 
be illusory and disappointing.

Ferenc Erdei referred to these problems in one of his writings: “One 
should think over the fact that more than two decades after the beginning 
of our socialist industrialization we have more, and more reliable, data on 
agriculture and the peasantry than about industry and the working class”1. 
This in spite of the fact that by the beginning of the X 970’s already 44.1 per 
cent of those employed worked in industry and in the building industry, 
and only 25.6 per cent in agriculture. Industrial workers constitute the 
biggest class in Hungarian society today, even numerically.

Sociologists usually agree that the working class is not a homogeneous

Miklós Szántó’s essay as well as Ágnes Simonyi’s article were first published in Társadalmi Szemle, 
the theoretical monthly of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party Quly, 1973)

1 Ferenc Erdei: Város ás vidéke. (A town and its country). Szépirodalmi Kiadó, 1971. p. 133.
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social unit, but is stratified. The various strata can be distinguished from 
one another in part on the basis of their way of life, in other words by the 
pattern of their essential and habitual activities, and the duration, time- 
balance and instruments of these activities.

A recent survey, in 1970, concerned itself with the structure of the week
end activities of the gainfully employed urban industrial workers. One of 
the analyses broke down the data by training and qualifications of manual 
workers, that is skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled groups. Because of the 
natural limitations of the method used, this present study, which relies on 
this investigation, cannot undertake to deal with many aspects of the ques
tions which arise in connection with the style of life of workers, but can, on 
the other hand, make certain points.

My approach to defining the way, mode, or style of life was as “a specific 
structure of recurrent essential activities”. (Other sociologists are also pretty 
close to this concept. Ágnes Losonczi, for instance, writes: “The style of 
life of people is based on an entire system of human activities. Apart from, 
or independent of, activity systems, it is impossible to examine any style 
of life.”2 Zsuzsa Ferge also starts from the premise that the style of life 
includes “activity carried on (or occurring) within a given framework, in 
other words it presupposes the goals for which the individual uses the 
framework available?, the latter including the objective conditions and 
circumstances, personal conditions and social relations.)

The major growth of the Hungarian working class took place in the last 
twenty-five years or so, during a comparatively short period. The main 
source of its increase was the peasantry. The peasants who chose plants 
instead of their plots of land took the approach, the feelings, attitudes and 
customs of the villager to the factory with them. This antagonistic combina
tion of the old mode of life and the new elements still exists. The new 
socialist working-class had to be “trained at an abbreviated course” , to 
represent the future in the present as it was exercising power, and to get rid 
of some of the deeply engraved marks of the past. This was a difficult 
process.

The working-class style of life has altered in recent decades. The con
ditions and circumstances of living have changed, the living standard has 
gone up, the structure of consumption has become modified, and in con
sequence the means, the system of instruments, are now different. All this 
has been determinative in changing the frequency of different activities,

2 Ágnes Losonczi: Életmód és társadalmi változások (Style of Life and Social Changes). Szociológia. 
1972 No. 2, p. 175.

3 Zsuzsa Ferge: Társadalmunk rétegződést (The Stratification of our Society). Közgazdasági és Jogi 
Könyvkiadó p. 250.
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their ranking and their duration. The institution of free Saturdays every 
other week in most of industry has changed the pattern of working hours 
established after the Liberation, and has increased the time at the disposal 
of the workers, giving them more time outside productive work.

4 °

M u l t i - s t e p  M i g r a t io n

The special features of the present working-class life style cannot be 
understood without analysing the historical process of becoming workers. 
The present social structure in Hungary is a result of, and a station in, the 
changes of the recent past, especially of vigorous industrialization. The 
collectivization of agriculture—as a social change of major importance— 
itself speeded up the process of peasants changing into workers on a mass 
scale. What were these changes like? The majority turned into industrial 
workers and at the same time town dwellers through a “multi-step migra
tion ” A

Multi-step migration means in effect that tens of thousands of semi
skilled and unskilled workers accepted at first the transitory existence of 
living in a workers’ hostel or in lodgings, or paying for no more than the 
use of a bed for a certain number of hours, in the hope of eventually being 
allocated a flat or building a home of their own in the cities. This took long 
years of strenuous effort. The new workers up from the village had to quickly 
master a great many things: to adjust themselves to conditions at their place 
of work, to get to know new people while away from the social ties of the 
old community—of the village and the family—which had both protected 
and restricted them. A feeling of loneliness and isolation, of being lost in 
the teeming city crowds, had to be overcome. Depending on the educational 
background, and the age at which the move took place on whether they 
came from a well-to-do or a landless family, and finally, on the luck or 
otherwise attending reception, there were countless individual variations, 
but with a familiar repetition of the basic patterns. The new life was built 
on the experiences of the old, utilizing and adapting these; renewal was 
based on preservation. There are many signs that passing over into the 
working class is a process—and a way of living—filled with tensions and 
conflicts. 4

4 The extent and frequency of commuting is still considerable showing that migration is still going 
on, largely since the cities have been unable to absorb and house these masses on the move. For reasons 
which cannot be discussed here, the infra-structure has not kept abreast with these rapid changes in 
occupation and location of employment.
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O l d  A t t i t u d e s  i n  a  n e w  s it u a t io n

The mass-scale of re-stratification had as a consequence that the peasants 
turning into workers took it for granted that the channels leading to the 
new life would be constantly open. The tensions between the new condi
tions, the industrial skills and the industrial human context on the one hand, 
and the earlier rhythm of life, the experiences of farm work, and the links 
of the village community on the other, keep recurring daily for many a long 
year, for the new situation has not yet bred the attitudes and behaviour it 
requires. The starting differences at entry into the working class between 
the sons and daughters of urban artisan or worker families, and people with 
a village background, are very great. The former have a much better chance 
of making a more advantageous occupational choice, and of getting into 
a more favourable trade, obtaining a better job.

Once we examine the structure according to qualifications, we find that 
half of the present workers, and within this one third of the skilled, more 
than half of the semi-skilled and more than two thirds of the unskilled 
workers are of peasant origin. The flow, as I said, depends on a multi-step 
process and hence is not closed, for a large percentage start as unskilled 
workers and become semi-skilled operators, possibly training to become 
skilled. Looking at the problem from the trade and occupational end we see 
that the proportion of workers with a rural background is very high in 
mining, in the foundries and in the building industry, in other words in 
those industries where performance requires more than average physical 
effort, where qualifications are also relatively easier to come by, and where 
there are a great many semi-skilled and unskilled workers.

Sociologists have attempted to examine the effect of the social position 
of the parents—including their financial and material position and the educa
tional background of the father—on the present-life-style of workers. The 
past follows people for many generations, people who have grown up under 
sound conditions and in a healthy and well-established home in the city 
need not overcome the resistance of the new medium and so the same efforts 
on their part go further than those of others who start from a more difficult 
position. The latter have to do their utmost to accomplish what the former 
do easily. The burdens of the past play a part also in the time of adjustment 
and the cost of sacrifices it takes to drive down roots in the city and the 
factory, they determine with what school and vocational attainments the 
“changeling” embarks on the daily life of workers.

1971 figures show that of Hungary’s gainfully employed (to be sure, the 
rate of development is fast) 38.7 per cent have not completed the eight
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grades of the compulsory general school, 42.2 per cent are general-school 
and 13.8 per cent secondary-school graduates. The vast majority of those 
with low schooling are commuters from the villages. The restraining force 
of the peasant past comes out in bold relief against the fact that some 85 to 
90 per cent of the Budapest precision fitters and turners—who in their 
majority spring from the urban working class—have completed the first 
eight grades, whereas only 45 per cent of the foundry workers and smiths 
working in the capital, most of them are of peasant origin, have done so.

Just about every sociological work on the life of workers emphasizes the 
serious problem of unskilled workers and enumerates a long list of discourag
ing examples telling of the consequences of long-distance commuting. Both 
categories consist overwhelmingly of village people. The commuting worker 
who lives in a village is in the majority of cases doing double-duty. For 
him his rural residence is no “garden city’’ chosen for the sake of the fresh 
air in preference to the noisy and smoke-ridden “factory district”, it is an 
agricultural place of work with a secondary occupation and an income to 
supplement his wages. The commuter is—both in fact and symbolically— 
on the move between the factory and agriculture, between the village and 
town, and he seems to have become arrested at the half-way mark. This is 
certainly a factor that has some bearing on his life style.

T h e  c h a n g in g  r h y t h m  o f  m o b il it y

I cannot agree, however, with those who regard the multiple and long
term effects of mobility as some kind of destiny affecting the generations 
to come. Participation in the division of labour, the nature of the work 
performed, is basic and determinative in regard to one’s life style. The length 
of time spent in production and the conditions of this engagement—for 
instance, the shifts worked—the intensity of work and one’s attitude to 
work, one’s identification or non-identification with the job to be done, the 
degree to which expectations in regard to work are fulfilled, the fatigue 
caused by work, the income derived from it, the possession of the skills and 
education required for coping with the tasks on the job, or the prestige of 
one’s post, are all factors which influence one’s activities outside work. 
In the final analysis it is one’s place in the division of labour that determines 
one’s way of life, that provides the setting and the scope of movement, which 
leads to the development of various types of life-styles—various even within 
the given setting. The place in the division of labour is only the final 
determinator. Great differences are possible within the strata structured
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according to the place filled in the division of labour. Two men may be 
working next to each other in the same factory, doing the same job and 
using the same means of production, and nonetheless their life-styles may 
be widely divergent. There are great differences in culture due to differences 
in family background, schooling, perhaps educational stimulation by worth
while company, or simply the existence or absence of personal aptitudes or 
interests.

By the 1970’s, the majority of the young members of the Hungarian 
working class were born in urban areas and are the children of workers. 
The present generation of older workers—now around 50—who have always 
been workers, lived the larger part of their adult life after the Liberation. 
But not even industrial workers who started their working life in industry, 
and spent their childhood in towns, all have the same life-style.

The development of socialist agriculture with large-scale cooperatives 
with subsidiary industrial workshop has increased the demand for skilled 
workers in the villages. For reasons inherent in production, for technical 
reasons and under the impact of demographic factors as well, mobility has 
slowed down. It has slowed down, but the village is still nonetheless, 
distinctly under the spell of the attraction of lighter work and defined 
working hours—which actually presuppose some regular leisure. The city 
has the appeal of its colourful variety, wider supply of different forms of 
entertainment and, last but not least, it has the lure of the freedom it offers 
from constant control by the family and village environment. At the same 
time a partially opposed effect is exerted by the large demand for man
power which also appears on the part of the agricultural enterprises. Like
wise it acts as a repellent for young people who have recently moved from 
village to town that, as a regrettable behaviour pattern established during 
long years of manpower surplus, the difficulties of the process of adaptation 
are still often underestimated and the need for facilitating this process is 
still largely ignored. This is one reason why “migrating birds” and the 
“man without roots” are such frequent types among the new industrial 
working class.

In the first twenty years after the Liberation, practically all social strata 
were present in the majority of families and consequently socially hetero
geneous families became so wide-spread as to be typical, in the course of 
the past ten years however the slowing down of mobility has contributed 
to a change and the newer sociological conditions both in the family and 
in urban society indicate a tendency toward greater social homogeneity.
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T h e  E c o n o m ic  C o n d it io n s

Now, starting with what we know about the characteristic features of 
mobility, let us examine the elements in various life-styles, and the trends 
in consumer demand and requirements. If we wish to sketch the present 
level of the Hungarian workers’ economic position, we can say that, for the 
majority, requirements are satisfied at an intermediary level. Without 
overestimating the achievements of the past ten years, one could say that 
we have risen to a higher, qualitatively different, standard of consumption 
where the vast majority of the population are able to satisfy their basic 
requirements. This stage has been attained in a relatively short time despite 
the grave heritage of the past. What are the characteristic features of this 
stage?

1) Housing stands highest among the indices. We found in our survey 
that for 40 per cent of the urban workers housing remains a central problem 
despite the fact that recent years have brought considerable improvements 
in the situation.

2) The differences in income, sharp in the past, have become mitigated. 
The differences have become smaller, and the levelling process has con
tinued. The differences in content and quality are, however, there, chiefly 
in housing conditions, the consumption pattern and cultural requirements. 
There is still a relatively broad section of the population which, partly be
cause of their low income level, or the irregularity of their incomes, where 
there is only one earner in the household for instance, because of the housing 
situation, or because of the low standard of requirements in other fields is 
still far from prosperity and spends almost the whole of its income on food.

3) As a rule, however, the sums spent on food are to make up a decreasing 
proportion of family expenditures.

4) The market has become saturated with durable consumer goods which 
were in such heavy demand in the 1950’s such as cooking ranges, radios or 
motorcycles. Mass consumption has recently shifted to refrigerators, tele
vision sets, washing machines and cars. These offer different possibilities in 
the mode of life, and pose new problems and create a new situation. The 
question “how will we carry on, whither now?’’ has acquired added weight. 
The general rise in prosperity has accelerated, particularly in the last five 
years. Together with this the difference between those in an intermediary 
and unfavourable situation has increased, leading to a sense of discourage
ment among families where life is tough. Unequal development is apparent 
not only between various strata, but also regionally. There are areas of the

T



country which have fallen behind the national average because of bad roads 
and the absence of public utilities.

5) Instalment-plan buying through credit and loans from the National 
Savings Bank is widely practiced.

6) The increase in cultural expenditure lags behind the increase in in
comes. The cultural gap has widened between professional people and the 
workers, as well as between urban dwellers and villagers. With the mass 
spread of television the number of theatre and cinema tickets sold has 
decreased, and the number of books bought is increasing only slightly. 
Requirements concomitant with urbanization are fast growing, but cultural 
and human requirements, and the demand for education, are not growing 
proportionately despite the fact that the prices of cultural commodities 
have not gone up significantly. All cultural services are still relatively cheap 
in Hungary.
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C h a n g e s  a f t e r  t h e  r e d u c t io n  o f  w o r k in g  h o u r s

In the 1960’s the length of working hours was pinpointed as one of the 
chief problems. As Marx argued in Outlines oj the Critique of Political Economy 
a nation is truly rich if working hours are reduced from twelve to six. 
Wealth is not command over surplus working hours, but the time that 
remains at one’s disposal, apart from the time that has to be expended by 
all individuals and society as a whole.

The Ninth Congress of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party dealt 
with the problem. Analyses showed that conditions had become ripe for 
reducing working hours in Hungary. The resolution of the Congress stated 
that weekly working hours in industry were to be reduced to 44 by the end 
of 1970. On this basis the Government gradually but steadily introduced 
free Saturdays every other week. Individual plants and companies have to 
make their own arrangements.

Our investigation has already been able to study and analyse the effects 
and consequences of the measure. Leisure during the working week has not 
changed as a result of the measure; it still remains scarce and scattered. 
Only at week-ends, when a lot of time is available in a single “block”, is 
there ample room for activity. Data indicate that the transformation of the 
mode of life has started only very slowly.

There are three fairly distinct patterns of week-end activities among the 
workers:

1) The structure of activities remains what it was before the introduc
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tion of free Saturdays. The families in this group are not making anything 
of the improved opportunities, but enjoy the fact that they are not so much 
under pressure, that housework need not be done in such a hurry and with 
such a sense of strain. About 20 per cent of the industrial workers surveyed 
belong to this group, unskilled women workers, 37 per cent of whom still 
complain of an overload of work at home, being the most heavily represented.

2) Sixty per cent of working women in all categories of training or skill 
—and 40 per cent of the men—do the housework that has accumulated 
during the week on Saturday, leaving them one genuine day of rest, Sunday.

3) One quarter of the industrial workers, mostly the young and educated, 
enjoy a longer one-and-a-half or two-day week-end when they have Saturday 
off. Families in the higher income groups who posses a car or motorcycle 
belong to this category almost without exception.

There are four factors which are determinative in the utilization of the 
possibilities offered by free Saturdays: sex, age, cultural level, and car 
ownership. The utilization of leisure time depends largely on whether the 
families in question dispose of the means required for cultural activity. 
The big change is marked by the spread of car and week-end cottage owner
ship. In the case of families which have solved their housing problems, the 
acquisition of these means is under way or is planned next and determines 
their consumption patterns. The possibilities are, however, unequal, and 
the conditions of satisfying these requirements are different for various 
strata.

Although working hours were not reduced, and time resources did not 
alter, until the end of the 1960’s, certain changes in the use of leisure be
came noticeable already early on in that decade. The available time resources 
were being re-adjusted. This was a change for which television was largely 
responsible. At the beginning of the ’6o’s there were very few homes 
equipped with a TV set, its purchase was not feasible below a family income 
of less than 1,000-1,200 forints per capita. The advance in this sphere was 
exceptionally fast; instalment-plan buying and the increase in purchasing 
power have made it possible for people to give precedence to the purchase 
of TV sets ahead of just about every kind of household equipment in all 
areas of the country where TV reception is good. The appearance of this 
device changed the leisure activities of people, and to some extent their 
entire way of life. With the spread of TV, families changed their habits, 
and the proportion of time allotted to different activities altered. Life 
became transformed and adjusted to the set.

Early in the ’6o’s the cinema was the most frequently used means of mass 
culture. People went to the movies once or twice a week, and spent about
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four or five hours a week there. By the end of the decade, visits to the cinema 
became much less frequent, and watching the telly became the most widely- 
practiced and most time-consuming activity of the masses. The average 
family devotes from two to four hours a day and 12 to 18 hours a week to 
this new pastime. 5

E x t r a  W o r k  f o r  E x t r a  M o n e y

Extra work and subsidiary activities are widely undertaken by a growing 
proportion of working people, especially married men with families, and 
among them above all those whose training and skills are widely sought 
after in some of the hard-to-secure trades and services. According to our 
survey 18 per cent of the men who are skilled workers take on regular or 
occasional subsidiary work to supplement their incomes. For two thirds 
this extra work is not of a regular nature but consists of odd jobs. Sub
sidiary money-earning activity is much more frequent for people in Buda
pest than for those living in the country. It is most probable, of course, 
that the actual proportion of those who take on extra work, especially in 
the form of odd jobs, is much higher than reflected in our data. That this 
is a “touchy” question is indicated by the fact that a relatively large propor
tion of the subjects abstained from answering it. Forty per cent of those 
answering the question indicated that the lowness of their income, 30 per 
cent that the interesting nature of the extra work available, and 25 per cent 
that a temporary shortage of money, motivated them in accepting subsidiary 
work. When they were questioned in greater detail, many of those who had 
given financial difficulties as their reason explained that they had wanted 
to purchase something and had to obtain the money needed through extra 
work.

Some sociologists argue that people whose working hours have been 
reduced do not regard leisure as something of “value”, and that is why so 
many of them spend the extra hours regularly or occasionally in money
making activity. In my view it is wrong to regard this simply as a sign 
that people have no demand for free time or underestimate its value. It is 
probably the other way around. The wish to satisfy their rapidly increasing 
material requirements is a strong drive and they are often persuaded to give 
up their extra leisure in oder to acquire, through extra work the means for

5 The “housing-estate style of life”, which manifests itself in just about the same way in every 
Hungarian town, is also connected with this new dominant role of television. This mode of life develops 
under the impact of the interaction of several factors. What is typical is that people go out a lot less 
and spend more of their leisure in their own homes.
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spending week-end leisure under better cinrcumstances. Thus it is wrong 
to jump to the conclusion that this sudden spurt of interest in extra work 
deserves condemnation. One must not judge before one knows the full 
picture. The socio-economic factors which work for the increase in second 
jobs or other extra-job paying activities can be summarized on the basis of 
our survey as follows:

1) The distribution of participants according to occupation, sex, age and 
family status indicates that family-men between 25 to 50 prefer to take on 
subsidiary jobs in every category, and the ratio increases directly with the 
demand for the skill the man in question happens to have.

2) This demand is expressed in the fact that the wages paid for extra 
work are considerably higher, since the shortage of manpower keeps the 
level of wages high, especially in the field of services.

3) Consumer demands grow fast, purchasing power does not grow in 
proportion, and the tension developing between the two makes people do 
what they can to attain the level they regard as desirable by overtime, 
second jobs, and regular or occasional extra work.

Apart from the economic factors in a narrower sense, other subjective 
factors also play a part:

4) Extra work outside of one’s job at the factories enterprises and com
panies is less regulated by discipline,' usually the person performing it 
chooses the place and time of doing it himself.

5) The more “voluntary” nature of this work is moreover indicated by 
the fact that a relatively large number of people justify such subsidiary 
activity by saying it is more interesting.

4 8

C u l t u r e  a n d  A d u l t - e d u c a t io n

Extra leisure become an obvious value if it can be “turned to good 
account”, if the means, like TV, radio, a car or a plot of land, exist for its 
utilization, or if one has at one’s disposal sufficient “free” cash that can be 
spent on culture. It is of value if the free Saturday is available for a house
wife to cope with accumulated housework, and for certain groups of people 
for engaging in paying subsidiary activities. The required and adequate 
quantity of means and of the income are relative and not absolute levels. 
There is no direct linear interrelationship between living standards and the 
frequency, meaningfulness and wealth of educational and cultural activities. 
Financial success is often combined with an absence of intellectual wants. 
The prices of cultural services are relatively low, books, cinema seats, etc.
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are inexpensive. Thanks to the high state subsidies, even people in the low- 
income brackets can afford high-standard culture if they want it, if the 
demand is there, and its satisfaction has become one of the requirements 
of life, that is a habitual pattern of life. But a threshold does exist: a certain 
part of the income has to be available for allocation to this purpose, and 
some free hours are necessary. Without this spare time is a gift without any 
use. And this is not merely a matter of promoting culture, it is not only 
a shortcoming of education, nor simply a problem of cultural standards, 
but also a question of means, of institutions, a range of choice and the 
ability to choose all of them together and at the same time.

A significant proportion of working people still do not regard a gain in 
leisure as a rise in their living standards. They appreciate only changes that 
can be turned into cash, such as wage increases and price reductions.

A double trend is the most characteristic of the process of acculturation. 
With the general increase in schooling and specialized qualifications educa
tion is becoming more democratic and the differences between the different 
sections of the population are reduced. On the other hand, new inequalities 
are developing on new foundations, inequalities which are at cross-purposes 
with the above process. Educational differences are increasing between 
working women with small children and their husbands. A similar polariza
tion can be observed between the urban workers and commuters from the 
village, and between the skilled and unskilled workers.

If apart from school attainments we also examine indices of culture in 
the family, the characteristics of their mode of life and the periods of time 
spent in various types of activity, and the educational level, it will be evident 
that the majority of Hungarian earners are gaining in culture. This is an 
achievement of which we have every reason to be proud. Still, a fairly large 
stratum cannot keep abreast of the majority and falls behind, with the gap 
continuing to widen. Although schools and all the vocational courses are 
wide open to the working masses, and millions avail themselves of the new 
opportunities, we should be aware of the fact, for instance, that some two 
million adults in Hungary have not completed to date the eight grades of 
general school.

The question is to what extent the various strata avail themselves of 
existing opportunities. Considering the requirements for the intensive 
development of the economy, one cannot be satisfied, particularly not if one 
examines the extent, depth and speed of the acculturation process. The 
general decrease in the demand for vocational courses, the drop-out rate at 
the workers’ schools, and the large number of people who have not com
pleted the eight grades of general school are all problems. 4
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The level of vocational qualifications and skills of the labour force seems 
to become opposed to the concrete requirements of the places of employ
ment. Throughout the country there is a national manpower shortage, and 
yet there is redundancy within the individual companies. It still holds that 
hanging on to redundant personnel seems “more economical’’ than rational 
technical development. There are many places where the management does 
not demand, and does not support, the training and further training of 
skilled workers, for they consider the vocational level of their personnel 
adequate for present requirements.

T H E  CRITERIA OF DIFFERENTIATION

Depending on what people spend money on, what activities they spend 
their time on and what these acquisitions and pastimes mean to them, what 
they choose of the opportunities and the value system that stimulates their 
decisions, a variety of life-styles develop, each characteristic of a stratum 
or group. The different strata of society are expressions of different life 
styles, but then these forms of behaviour act upon each other. Some con
sumption patterns and models of behaviour appear to other groups as 
examples worth following or deserving rejection. Consequently, the question 
is not simply what types of working class life appear today in our society, 
but also what is the direction of any change, and from where working 
people choose the desirable models for living.

We live in a society in transition, we are going ahead on the road of 
socialist construction toward an advanced socialist society. In this period of 
transition there are many shades blending into each other without distinct 
boundary lines—without any “pure” types. The ideals of life-styles are 
varied, periods of different evaluation systems follow on one another in 
quick succession. In the last twenty-eight years employment opportunities, 
and with them the values of different qualifications, changed practically at 
five- or seven-yearly intervals, incomes and material standards rose, and 
with these rises the consumption pattern became modified, the chances of 
restratification improved. The changes in life-style follow the economic, 
social and political changes more slowly, with many different transmissions, 
and transformed by a variety of effects.

We are at the stage of research: many attempts are being made to cate
gorize in different types the life-styles of workers, but, for lack of sufficient 
experimental evidence, these still have not—and could not have-—led to 
reliable results. We are aware of the fact that the patterns of life of Hun
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garian workers—the structure of the activities they regularly perform— 
are strongly differentiated, but at present we are as yet unable to define the 
criteria of the differentiation and cannot sketch the “types” on this basis.

Nonetheless, in order to suggest the historical changes, it would be 
worthwhile to examine—though not in detail—how the types of workers’ 
life-styles—each of which was more or less typical of a stratum of workers— 
have altered, which of them continue to exist and with what modifications, 
or rather what new forms of attitudes and behaviour, and modes of life we 
see today. Instead of portraying strictly distinct types, I wish to indicate 
merely certain characteristics of some of the existing types, which generally 
blend into each other.

P a t t e r n s  o f  L if e -S t y l e s

The late Péter Veres, the writer, a few years ago posed the question why 
the sort of educated worker committed to the movement and hungry for 
culture and improvement, has been less frequently seen since the victory of 
the working class. In an article that stimulated discussion, he wrote that 
the consciousness of “historical presence” and commitment to community 
service—features which used to be characteristic of the organized workers 
of Hungary—are no longer sufficiently prevalent. The life of the stratum 
of workers he speaks about in these words—a small section of society before 
the Liberation—was then a continuous “emergency situation”, the move
ment gave them the only way of life and only venue of activity, and educa
tion was for them a weapon in the service of the movement and at the same 
time intellectual drill for the future.

Today the composition of those active in the movement is different; their 
life-styles are different and so are their possibilities of activity within the 
working class. The role of education as a means to an end has also altered 
for them: now they need differently structured knowledge, knowledge in 
which the emphasis has shifted to vocational and technical fields. The mass 
of workers who are consciously active are however much larger in number 
today than ever before in the course of Hungarian history.

Formerly, the urban skilled worker of working-class origin, often suc
ceeding his father in the trade, the kind who loved his job and was a per
fectionist in it, but stayed outside the movement, was a very valuable type 
of the Hungarian working class. His consciousness as a worker was based 
on his vocational skill and performance. This type is still present in Hun
garian industry, in fact a large proportion of working group leaders and
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foremen belong to it, and the members of this stratum are there in the 
socialist brigades and among the work-place veterans. Their pattern of life 
is characterized by solid reliability, and a steady family background; they 
save money, they fit out their homes, and usually they want their children 
to rise to professional technical occupations. This stratum which can today 
no longer be sharply distinguished by its activities in the movement, is sup
plemented by skilled workers of peasant origin who, as a result of processes 
taking place in the past twenty years, make up very high numbers.

The people who have come up to town from a village long for security 
both at their places of work and in the urban environment, they have no 
“world-shaking” ambitions. In recent years they have gained a great deal 
materially, having satisfied their basic requirements, but the younger age- 
groups among them have difficult housing problems, perhaps even more so 
than other types of workers. They want to lay down roots, to gain a footing 
in the working class. Above the age of forty their style of life is conventional, 
often conservative. In the case of the men the extra-work activities are largely 
concentrated in the home. The life of working housewives with children is 
difficult in this group, after housework they are glad if they can manage 
some TV watching. Their children are generally semi-skilled and skilled 
workers who have graduated from primary school and—more recently— 
have often completed secondary school as well.

Obviously—for their presence derives from our present stage of develop- * 
ment—there are still commuter-workers. The majority have a consistent 
ambition to “get settled”, that is to get a satisfactory job close to their 
home or to become townspeople. Many of them are semi-skilled or un
skilled, their roots in the trade are not deep and they rarely develop a sense 
of identity with their work. “Wage-earner consciousness” is the most wide
spread among them, they work hard in the pursuit of money and the 
prestige of money is very high with them. Although the other types are 
also “setting up house” materially, the commuters are probably even more 
consumption oriented, they are obsessed with buying things, building 
homes, decorating their houses, and go in for such prosperity symbols as 
a heavy wrought iron front fence, etc. Long travel and farm work at home 
often cause special problems in their lives, they often drop out of education 
and cultural activities or life in the movement.

In the period before the Liberation a characteristic type was the industrial 
worker who regarded employment in a factory only a transitional phase and 
was constantly preparing to become “independent” to set up his own shop. 
In critical times he was likely to go bankrupt and to return to the factory.
A similar mentality, though springing from very different socio-economic



THE WORKERS’ CHANGING LIFE

conditions, can still be observed among vocationally well-trained and chiefly 
young workers. Workers at the subsidiary industrial-type plants of the 
cooperatives and workers in the service industries often come from this 
group. A large percentage of people in jobs which are in great demand in 
the servicing industries, such as electricians, fitters and mechanics, and 
radio and television technicians, do repair and maintenance work for a wide 
circle of friends and acquaintances, many of them take on second jobs and 
entertain hopes of changing over to small-scale industry. Ostentatious 
purchases are frequent in this stratum, many of them like to follow the 
consumption and behaviour patterns they see among leading professional 
people, the pursuit of “status symbols.”

The type of declassed workers—formerly independent artisans, office 
employees, etc..—has disappeared by now. There is, however, a type of 
worker today which deserves special attention, a type which did not slide 
down on the social scale but still considers himself or herself as “demoted”. 
These are the young people who aspired to become graduates but did not 
make the grade at the university entrance examinations, found a job in 
industry and since then consider themselves passed over. One can read 
about young unskilled workers who will refuse skilled work for which they 
are qualified because that would be something final, the acknowledgement 
of the end of their ambitions. So they prefer to continue doing heavy manual 
work for the sake of the illusion of being in a transitional phase. An interest
ing subcategory is the worker from whom the job means only “earning 
money”, and who prefers to put almost all his efforts into his extra-work

There are even today lumpen elements, “migrating birds”, alcoholics 
and vagabonds. The group consists largely of unschooled rural young people 
who stay at workers’ hostels. In a certain sense representatives of some trades 
enjoying a boom—chiefly in the building industry—men and women who 
make good money, but can make no effective use of their incomes, are of 
low education and culture and without ambitions, people who by-pass the 
opportunities inherent in their position, who stick in the mud, and get their 
fulfilment from drinking bouts and aping an attitude of “proletarian 
gentry”, belong to this group.

Even this brief outline should make it clear that the changed living and 
behavioural patterns of workers show some very positive and also some 
negative elements which reflect subjective traits and aptitudes, and at the 
same time the effects of present social and economic conditions that are 
still partly rooted in the past.
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There are many problems apart from the welcome facts of development. 
Further extensive and detailed research is needed, but the tasks are already 
evident. The Party has put the need to examine the position of the working 
class on the agenda and concrete measures have been taken to improve their 
living standards and to strengthen their leading role. The analytical studies 
and the resulting plans for the improvement of the school system and for 
raising the level of general culture will, no doubt, make their effects felt in 
the growth of self-awareness as a force in society. Obviously the sums 
"invested in people” have to be increased, the prestige of education and 
vocational qualifications have to be made greater, the sense of community 
has to be developed and the hegemony of the socialist system of values has 
to be ensured. This is, of course, not envisaged as some kind of wizardry, 
but is something that should be done by the logic of the matter as expressed 
in interests which have a compulsive force which workers recognize and 
grow to respect and which therefore motivate their activities. There is need 
to expand and enrich the range of choice and the ability to choose, or—to use 
Brecht’s words—“the terrible temptation of the good.”
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II.  H O W  D O  W O R K E R S  L I VE ?
Interviews with Twelve Workers 

by

ÁGNES SIMONYI

The question formulated in the title comes up almost daily today. Realistic ideas, extreme 
views and illusions clash in discussions on various aspects of the problem. In fact there is 
little scientifically reliable information to provide a concrete and comprehensive answer 
today, as this is pointed out by Miklós Szántó in his The Workers’ Changing Life on p. j8  
of this issue.

It was considered a good idea to ask those concerned themselves, in order to supplement 
and make more plastic the available information and to raise additional ideas—though 
certainly not to provide the missing facts. Their responses do not, and cannot, offer a com
plete picture of the life of Hungarian workers today. Subjects were picked at random since 
there was no adequate scientific basis for a representative sample. Of course, what could be 
done was done to collect the answers from various types of people, from men and women, 
from young and old, those whose legal domicile is Budapest as well as from lodgers at 
workers’ hostels, from skilled and semi-skilled workers, etc. and from those working in 
a number of different industries. One of the considerations governing selection was to 
interview in the first place members of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, but not 
them alone. Questions referred above all to non-industrial activities, that is the extra-job 
activities, of workers and the conditions of these activities. The replies—of which twelve 
are here published—are from employees at the Csepel Iron and Metal Works, the Láng 
Engineering Works, the Taurus Rubber Company, the Budapest Hosiery Factory, the 
Budapest Housing Construction Enterprise, and the Contractors for Public Buildings.

$

Mrs. Gy. J., 41, machine knitter. She has been working at the Budapest Hosiery Factory 
since she was 15. Her husband is an electrician who works for a glass-trade cooperative. 
She has a daughter of 16 at secondary school who would like to become a teacher. The family 
was allotted a one-and-a half-room apartment at the Lágymányos housing estate in 1957. 
She and her husband make about the same amount of money, 6,000 forints a month between 
them.

I am in charge of a brigade, mine is the outstanding one of the factory, 
and in addition I am the workshop Party secretary. This means a lot of 
extra work, but I like doing it because I am glad to be able to do something
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for others. I joined the Party once again in 1971, I had been a member 
before 1956 as well, but when the Party was reorganized, I became pregnant, 
and later I could not do any voluntary work because of the baby. I am sorry 
about the lost years, otherwise I would be a Party veteran by now. My hus
band is not a Party member. Their shop is a small co-op, there things are 
not so well organized. I would like it better if he worked in large-scale in
dustry, but he makes better money where he is.

I stay back at the factory after working hours almost every day I’ve got 
to attend conferences, or look after the brigade’s business, and I am also 
Madame Chair of the Council of Socialist Brigade Leaders. Since last year, 
I regularly get invited to the meetings of the management council, which is 
very important since there I hear about all the problems of the factory as 
a whole, and I can give concrete replies to the women working with me, why 
the quality is poor, or why there is no yarn, and why the bonus is not as 
big as we would like it to be.

In addition I am still attending school, the seventh grade now. I feel 
a bit ashamed for doing schoolwork with a hoary head, nor do I know I shall 
manage, for the family are spoilt. Up to now I did not insist they help at 
home, but now the factory puts great stress on the socialist brigade leaders 
having at least completed the eight grades of General School. I read a lot, 
and I plunged into it all with great keenness, but am afraid of maths. The 
school takes up five hours a day, four days a week. When I am on the after
noon shift, I can’t  go, when I work at night, I give up some of my sleep, 
and when I am on the morning shift, I spend the whole afternoon at school. 
At times like that I do the cooking after school, otherwise in the afternoon, 
but I cook everyday, without fail. When I am on the afternoon shift, I can 
do a lot before going to work. Then I come to the factory rather tired, but 
otherwise I feel better knowing that everything is allright at home.

We women like to work alternating shifts even though it is more tiring. 
At least I can do the laundry and some ironing on Saturdays. I arrange my 
work at home, to give me some time to watch TV at nights. I am very fond 
of This Week, of Twenty Questions, of films and of Forum.

Sunday afternoons are free. About twice a month I meet my girl-friend, 
with whom I work in the knitting hall. She is the Party secretary of the 
local organization. We talk over the problems at the factory. Our husbands 
don’t  really like it. On Sunday afternoons we go to the cinema, take a walk 
or visit a museum. Once a month, when we can manage, we go to the 
theatre. I love to read, and am especially fond of serious books. I own the 
entire series of the Masterpieces of World Literature. Sometimes I think 
I would prefer never going anywhere, just reading. I read the papers, too.
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Népszava (a daily), Nők Lapja (Women’s Journal) and sometimes Ország-Világ 
and Tükör (weekly magazines).

For our summer holidays we usually go to Rumania, to my in-laws. 
There we go to see the sights and make excursions. We plan to do this 
again this year. Though right now my brigade won a six-day trip to the 
Soviet Union at a quiz about the country. I was there already last year with 
the Friendship Express. When I came home, I was really touched because 
my brigade proposed to work a Sunday shift without pay for Vietnam even 
though I had been away.

J. M. is 28. He started to work at the age of 14 at the Machine-Tool Plant of the Csepel 
Iron and Metal Works. Three years ago he graduated from the Engineering Industrial School, 
he makes 18.60, the highest possible hourly wage (17.80 T  0.80 technician’s supplement). 
He has been a member of the Party since 1966. He lives with his mother and his step
father, still an active worker, at Csepel, in a room and kitchen dwelling already earmarked 
for demolition.

It is my definite intention to continue my studies. I have reached a certain 
point, and now I want to relax a little.

This should give me the opportunity to decide what I really want to do. 
I won’t  go to university, it is too late for that and it takes too much out of 
you. I would like to study languages or perhaps enrol in a technical college. 
Here in the factory I prefer to continue working as a manual worker. I did 
have the opportunity to become a technician, but I feel I don’t  have the 
proper professional knowledge as yet and I would not like to be a bad 
executive. At any rate it would hardly be wise to leave now. We are getting 
a lot of new machines, and the new technology is something that one ought 
to learn at the work-bench. When I completed technical secondary school, 
I could have become a coordinator or technician for 2,600 forints a month. 
In this way, I think, I am better off—not only financially, but I also feel 
I am contributing more. This gives you a certain sense of self-assurance, and 
you feel you can speak out if you don’t  like something.

My working-hours are from 6:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Twice or three times 
a week there is something on at the factory, some kind of political or 
volunteer work. Then I get home only later. I belong to the Party Com
mittee of the Machine-Tool Works and I joined the Workers’ Militia last 
year as well.

By the time I get home, dinner is ready, I eat, and I read the paper— 
Népszabadság. I consider Magyarország the most valuable journal, and I usually 
also buy Új írás and Világosság. I read what are called the fashionable books,
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most recently I read Le Papillon, and now I am reading L’Étranger and 
La Chute.

I give my mother a thousand forints a fortnight as my contribution to 
household expenses, and I spend the rest of my money on having fun and 
travel. I have been to Rumania, the Soviet Union, and Finland. This year 
I would like to go to Bulgaria. I own a motorbike, I use it for getting around 
Hungary. It will take something really serious to make me give up the way 
I live now, not owing an explanation for anything. That is something one 
will give up for a really meaningful relationship only. You need a financial 
and moral basis for marriage. I like being in love, but marriage is something 
different. There are a lot of bad examples which can often be traced back, 
of course, to financial causes. I won’t marry for love, for that passes after 
a while. I have been keeping company with a girl. She is a meteorologist, 
she lives in my friend’s place. I get a sense of satisfaction out of being 
accepted as an equal by a girl who has “a higher position in life” than me. 
Perhaps I will get married. I would like to live in a way that neither of us 
violates human freedom, that both of us respect each other’s plans.

I like to visit clubs, the clubs of the Central Institute of Physics Research, 
the Ministry of Finance, and the Technical University. I try to meet people 
who have something new to tell me. I go along to the Workers’ Reading 
Club of Csepel, where workers who write novels, short stories and poetry go.

When I have some free time, I draw from the model. I used to attend 
sketching clubs, but the various “-isms” get on my goat. One would like 
to be oneself and save oneself from bad impressions, and for this reason 
I am reluctant about these groups. What I’d like to say is starting to coalesce 
in my mind. But until I have enough to say, I don’t  want to grapple with 
the brush. If I could only paint the tension vibrating at the plant, that would 
be something, and I have not seen that done by any painter.

I love to roam over the city’s streets. I stop when I like ad spend half- 
hours watching people, concentrating on their faces, on the way they walk. 
People would like something to happen to them, and I watch those who are 
waiting for something to happen.

Mrs. L. H. is 37, and a semi-skilled worker at the Budapest Hosiery Factory. She makes
2,000 forints, her husband, 2,300. They have two sons, 14 and 13, and they live in a two- 
room apartment at the Óbuda housing project.

We have arguments with my husband, chiefly on account of money. 
He has said what he wants, and I can clearly see what we can afford. There
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were times when we kept our money apart since he would not believe that 
so much would stretch only so far. To give an example: he would like to 
go away somewhere for our summer holydays every year. Of course, it 
would do the family a world of good, we could indeed do with it, but how 
can one manage? Last year he managed to get us fixed up for Bakonybél, 
that was cheap. There was no need to spend on extras as you do on the 
Balaton. Making sacrifices we can manage to go. I fight for every hundred 
forints, one must look after one’s money. In the middle of the year we never 
go anywhere except for walks in the hills; that is the cheapest amusement. 
The Buda Hills are not far. Having an evening out and going to Pest costs 
a lot of money. We have no bus season tickets for we work close by, and the 
kids go only to school. When I go to the factory, I actually enjoy the fifteen- 
minute walk. On the other hand, I have a woman colleague who tells me off 
for saving on the tram fare.

My husband finds travel the best recreation. Using their premium from 
the Spirits Factory he and his friends have been to Rumania and Yugoslavia. 
Now I as well asked at my plant to be sent to Miskolc-Tapolca for my 
holidays since that is supposed to be good for people with thyroid trouble.

I was getting nervous on account of our financial worries and had some 
trouble with my thyroid. I was operated on in 1970 and was off sick for 
six weeks, but I should have had a rest for at least two years. But that was 
when our home was torn down, and here in the new flat we got instead, 
costs are even higher. I undertook to work at piece rates at the fine-hosiery 
plant. I make two thousand forints a month but certainly work for it. 
I use 99 per cent of my working hours, and I take on a lot of overtime as 
well. When the children start earning, I would like to go back to regular 
hourly wages. I consider myself at a disadvantage because other women’s 
husbands often make more—sometimes by a whole thousand. And the 
children always come up with special requests because they want to keep 
up with the other kids.

I get up at a quarter to five in the morning and prepare mid-morning 
snacks for the children. When I get home, I am in a rush to get our evening 
meal cooked. Sometimes enough is left over for lunch next day, and that 
means some saving. There is always the laundry and house work, and it takes 
a lot out of me, and I get tired easily. You’re under constant pressure. In 
the afternoons I sometimes manage to lie down for an hour, but then I find 
that the children are coming home.

When we have to buy something, we prefer to lay aside the money 
gradually, for the instalments kill us. Our TV set is fourteen years old, it 
should be replaced, but we could not manage five thousand forints in ten
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months. And the children ruin their shoes in a month, the older one is 
especially hard on his. I wear my things for a long time, and cannot afford 
to get tired of anything. I make my own dresses and I can fix the runs on my 
stockings.

I never got to the cinema, and my husband does not crave for it either. 
The children go sometimes. I t’s two years since we last went to the theatre, 
the trouble is that one has to look well-dressed to go. I often listen to the 
radio and am especially fond of radio plays. We should spend more time 
with friends, but it is difficult to go out and that too costs money. One of 
my fellow workers sometimes comes up for half an hour after work, or 
else I go to see her. It is difficult to find fellow workers who are in the same 
boat as we are in. One of the women who works with me talks about their 
car all the time. I am way behind in that too; the most I can say is that of 
a Sunday we were out in the hills, the sun shone and we played ball.

*

L. K., 39, ferroconcrete fitter, foreman. He has been working at the Budapest Housing 
Contractors since October last year. Before that he had been employed for ten years at 
a different enterprise in the building industry. He averages 4,500 forints a month and 
a separation allowance is added to that. His home is at Tiszapolgári, and his family con
sisting of Mrs. K., housewife, and a daughter of 13 and a son of 10, live there.

I have to work in Budapest. It is not for fun that one lives away from 
home, but at home one cannot make half as much, and there is nothing like 
the big city when it comes to employment opportunities.

When there is no overtime, I go home every week-end. In winter there 
is week-end overtime once a month, in the summer twice a month. We 
leave Friday afternoon and get back at dawn on Monday. We finish work 
at 5. We get to the hostel at about 6 or half past, have something to eat, 
a beer and watch TV. Once in a while we go to the cinema. I try to make 
do with 150 forints a week, but when we go out, even 300 forints are not 
enough. We live very simply here, there are eight of us in a dormitory, four 
from my group at work. I have friends here with whom I have worked for 
the last five years and who have come with me to this enterprise.

What I can’t  understand is how some women can go to work with two 
children. That means the man goes home and the women goes out. This 
way I know that the kids are allright and are not roaming the streets. And 
I have seen plenty of the things that go on at the offices. It is no good people 
telling me that a woman who is not like that will stay all right there, for 
there people tempt her, and for the first few times she may say no, but with
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the fourth or fifth who asks her she will go out. And once she stays at home, 
there is no temptation there. Of course, now people are in a rush to get 
some place, to acquire things, and the only thing most people are interested 
in is making a lot of money and buying a car. O f course, it would be nice 
for us, too, to buy some furniture, for one of our rooms stands empty, but 
the time will come. This way when I go home I know at least that my wife 
is waiting for me.

I have been a Party member since 1956. With us that has been a family 
tradition. My mother, my grand-father and even my grand-mother had all 
belonged to the Party. Poor people were happy after 1945 because things 
started to get better. At home a lot of the people who are now at the top 
were just leaving the Party when I joined.

My gang is a socialist brigade, and we have already won all kinds of 
certificates. We buy one paper every day, the Népszabadság or the Esti Hírlap. 
We discuss the problems on the job, and politics. We don’t go to the theatre, 
for that is too expensive for us, and for that matter it can’t hold my atten
tion. On the other hand I like plays on the radio. We always go to Wednes
day’s game, and when I am at home then I see our own district team play. 
That is my fun at home, too.

*

B. V., 21, is a working girl from Pilisvörösvár. She has been with the Budapest Hosiery 
Factory for less than a year.

This is my fourth place of employment. At one I stayed for less than two 
months. I worked in the weaving industry as a semi-skilled girl, only 6-hours 
a day on two machines. Then I went to the Elzett factory, there again only 
for a 6-hour day. Then in the timber industry as a messenger. There I had 
to do all kinds of things—stamping labels and packaging, reception of goods, 
averaging x ,800 forints. I started to study typing and shorthand, but stopped. 
I have a good job, there are many who have to work under more difficult 
conditions.

I get up at 4 :30 in the morning and get in by six o’clock. Sometimes 
I go home, sometimes I stay here. My friends are here at Óbuda, for I have 
been coming in to Óbuda for the last four years to work. We go to the 
cinema and dancing. The last bus home leaves at a quarter past eleven, so 
that we either have to go to an earlier performance, or else, I sleep here in 
town at a girlfriend’s place.

I give the money I earn to my mother, but I get everything I need. In 
fact it goes further this way, for I could not make it stretch so well. There
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are five of us children at home, my mother is a charwoman, my father 
a miner, but he has retired. The seven of us together make about 9,000 
forints. We have our own home, and just now we are building a bathroom 
to it. Perhaps I shall stick to Vörösvár, for it is not far from Budapest; we 
are just as much part of the scene as people in the city, we know how things 
are in Pest.

I am not keen of marriage. The way things are I am free and can do what 
I want to.

E. K., 35. Her first, and until now, only place of employment has been the Taurus Rubber 
Company. She has been there since 1953. She is a full-time work-group leader at the camp
ing-goods plant of the Palma Factory. She has been a Party member since 1967. W ith various 
supplements and bonuses her monthly pay rises as high as 2,800-3,000 forints. She lives 
at Csömör, which is accessible by the Gödöllő line of the Budapest suburban railways, with 
her mother and a daughter of 13 whom she has raised alone.

I did not want to get married, after all the quarrels this seemed the better 
way. One sees so many unhappy marriages that it’s better not to risk it. 
My daughter never suffered any disadvantage for being raised by me alone. 
O f course, there is no telling what she heard or did not hear, in school. 
One thing is certain, there is less personal attention in school than there 
used to be even for us. Fortunately I have three brothers and they spend 
some time with her. I do not miss having no husband, I am busy and do 
a lot of volunteer work.

I am a Party worker, and still do work for the Young Communist League. 
As socialist brigade leader, I go to the brigade leaders’ conferences. Once 
a month I have to organize a collective visit to a museum. I never go to the 
cinema other than with the brigade, and go to the theatre only twice or 
three times a year.

Often it is the distance that stops me going to the theatre or cinema. 
The fact is that I would not get home before midnight, and I have to get 
up at 4 in the morning. At Csömör there is absolutely no amusement. But 
then I had plenty of fun earlier. From 1953 on I was a folk-dancer in the 
Béla Bartók Dance Ensemble. I started dancing as a Young Pioneer. We 
travelled the country with the Ensemble, and often went to the theatre, to 
cinemas and dancing. I was in the group until 1960, when my daughter was 
born. Then I quit. I started an amateur group in the village as volunteer 
work. Since then it has been disbanded, the girls and many of the boys too, 
got married. Lack of support from the village was always a problem. There



was no one to sponsor it, and there was always a shortage of halls, and when 
we did get one, it was cold.

I have just had a house built. My older brother who is an architect 
designed it to cost about 100,000 forints. Out of this, I am just finishing 
repayment on a 10,000 forint company loan. In addition I got 55,000 forints 
from the National Savings Bank. Two years ago I got a bigger profit share, 
10,000 forints, and started building in the spring. We tore down the old 
house and sold the material. By autumn the new house was ready.

When I am on morning shift, I work until two in the afternoon. Until 
about 3 or 3:30 there is always something to do in the factory. On the 
suburban train I read or crochet, and get home by 6. I spend an hour every 

. day with my daughter, then something to eat and by the time I look at the 
clock again it is 8. Perhaps I watch TV, but more often than not I am glad 
to get to bed, for I have to get up at 4. On Saturdays and Sundays I do the 
laundry, iron, and clean the house. During the working year I don’t  mind 
not having any rest, but I am usually particular about my two-week annual 
holyday. In 1968 I went to Moscow, the trade union arranged the trip. 
And last year, as a reward for my volunteer work, I was given the chance 
to go to the GDR for next to nothing. In other years I spend my holidays 
at Lake Balaton, or Lillafüred, at trade-union resorts.

Apart from the family I have no social life. My girl friend lives a long 
way away, when we meet in the tram or the suburban train, we chat for 
ten or fifteen minutes. My brothers usually visit us with their families. 
For the time being I have no thoughts of marriage, I would not want to 
sacrifice either myself, or the family. Perhaps in ten years. It is very difficult 
to find the sort of man who understands everything, and accepts one as 
a human being, work, family and all.

*

F. K. is a mechanic, a foreman at the Taurus Rubber Company. He is 43, and the father 
of three grown-up children. Only the two younger ones, a boy in his late teens and a daughter 
just about to get married, live with him and his wife in a two-and-a-half room apartment 
with all mod. cons, in Buda. The whole family are working, Mrs. K. is a cashier at a grocery 
store, the daughter also works for the grocery chain, and the son is a journeyman mechanic.

I do shift work. When I work in the morning, I get up at 4. After work 
there are always things to be done. I am a member of the Cordatic Factory 
Party Committee, the Trade Union Committee and the Shop Committee, 
and I am organizing secretary of the local Party cell. All this adds up to 
a few hours of extra work every day. If there is nothing on, I get home by
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4 in the afternoon. My wife and the children all do shift work, so it is only 
every fourth or fifth week that we are all together. I get myself a meal, 
wash the dishes, and watch TV until those on the afternoon shift come 
home, and then go to sleep. The TV is turned off by the rest of the family.

I don’t  like morning shifts, I have no leisure then. When I work after
noon, I get up at 9, I tidy up, have something to eat and I’m off. I like 
night shifts, especially in summer. I have my angler’s retreat on the Danube; 
I have rented it for the last five years from the Angling Association, and 
then I can rest there during the day. The air is good, and I like to bask in 
the sun. I have some fruit trees, and read the papers there, Népszabadság, 
Esti Hírlap; and Magyar Horgásẑ  (The Anglers’ Journal). We spend the week
ends on the Danube whenever possible. Three of us share a plot there with 
my younger sister and with a friend, a chemical engineer. They are the 
friends whom we have at our house and go to visit. I don’t  mix socially 
with my work-mates. At autumn week-ends I often have to be on duty at 
the factory. True, such overtime means extra forints, and at home I would 
just watch TV.

We spend our summer holidays on the Danube as well. The children 
went to the GDR last year, the trip was arranged by the IBUSZ Travel 
Agency. I have never been outside the country, and my wife hasn’t  been 
abroad either. I had enough of travel within Hungary. I qualified as a skilled 
worker at Cegléd, and until January 1956 I served as a professional soldier. 
It kept me very busy and I had to travel to the country every week. I barely 
arrived home and often had to be off on duty right away.

That is probably why I long for tranquility. I think one can rest best away 
from everyone. There is very little leisure, and one spends that doing some
thing monotonous that makes no sense, but one feels that one is resting.

*

K. V., is 21, he comes from Nagyhegyes in the county of Hajdú-Bihar. He is single and 
came to Budapest to work six years ago. He has been a navvy for the last three years with the 
Public Buildings Construction Company. He earns 2,500 forints a month and lives in 
a workers’ hostel.

At home there were eleven of us including my parents, and so there was 
always plenty of work to be done. And I was nothing special in my studies.

I send the money I earn home, or take it home when I feel like it because 
commuting is no fun. I get on the train at midnight, and arrive home at 
6 in the morning. In the morning I help around the garden, doing whatever 
needs to be done, occasionally in the cooperative as well. When I stick about

6 4



T H E  W O R K E R S’ C H A N G IN G  LIFE

at the hostel, and there are several of us here, we drink beer, although it is 
against the rules, but still one does bring in those two or three bottles. 
When the TV programme happens to be entertaining—cabarets, thrillers, 
adventure films or war films—we watch. Sometimes I visit my cousins in 
the Sixth District. I have the time and the inclination to read, but the 
damnable thing is that the “lights” can’t take it. Otherwise I have no 
problem with my eyes, but I just can’t  read for longer than ten minutes. 
Then they go dim.

I am courting a girl in the County of Szolnok, and alternately go home, 
or visit my girl. She works at the refrigerating-machines factory at Jász
berény, her village is 11 kilometres from there. Pest is a mere 90 kilometres 
from her home. I plan to get married in September and would stay with her 
parents. The bus will take me to work in the morning and home at night. 
One and a half hours of commuting all told.

I ’don’t  see much sense in acquiring a skill. If they look down on me, let 
them, for a man with a special trade is no better than me. For me to push 
hard, to study, to finish secondary school would cost my parents money. 
And where does a lad who takes all that trouble get to? There is some 
tradesman’s work I can do all the same. I can handle a carpenter’s tools, or 
a stone-masons’s, and do what an electrician does. Skilled workers do not 
make any more money than I do.

65
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F. Cs., 31, works as a navvy for the Budapest Housing Construction Enterprise. He 
is single, and earns about 2,500 forints a month.

I live at the Szobránc Street hostel. There are ten of us in a room; it is 
a pretty crowded place, you can’t do anything there. I only go home at night 
to sleep, at 7 or 8. I come from Etyek, near Debrecen, I have worked in 
a good many places. Laying parquetry is my trade. I worked at home, too, 
but there was not enough money in it. I spent eleven years at Tatabánya, 
laying parquetry there. One could earn good money laying parquetry, but 
you had to put down acres to do that, down on your knees all day long. 
My knees had to be pumped twice, so I quit. I used to work as a roofer, too. 
But why learn a trade when even the skilled prefer to work as navvies, for 
there is more money in it.

I go home every week, and my mother lays aside the money if there is 
any left. When I am at home, there is always some work to be done around 
the house, the fence needs fixing, or something else. My mother is 75, and
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lives alone. I am her youngest son, someone has got to be with her. I wouldn’t 
think of getting married while she is alive, for I won’t have anyone say 
something nasty about her. And then I would not take anyone to live in 
a one-room-kitchen flat with my mother. I have had a bit to do with women, 
and this way there is at least no need for a divorce. As a matter of fact this 
money is not enough for marriage.

There are ten of us brothers and sisters, four of us in Budapest. Once or 
twice a week I go to my sister’s or sister-in-law’s house to watch TV, for 
at the hostel there are too many around to enjoy it.

At home there might be some work at the cooperative farm, but they 
won’t  take me in, for I am too far from the “hearth”, and haven’t  got 
“god-father”, am only a “step-child”. Here at the company I have some 
friends, we like to drink a glass of beer or two and talk. I bring food from 
home, for I cannot afford to go to restaurants, although now and then one 
does. I rarely go to the cinema, only once a month, I like good films, those 
with fighting.

$

F. K., 43 is a pipe-fitter at the Láng Engineering Works, earning 15 forints an hour. 
His wife and elder daughter both work at the Láng Factory, each of them in the store. His 
younger daughter is now working after having finished a business secondary school, but plans 
to continue her studies. Their total income is 7,000 forints. For the past three years they 
have lived in a two-room flat built by the National Savings Bank which they own, but have 
not paid for yet.

We get up at 4:30 and get to work at 5:30. We get home at about 
3:30. We shop and cook. The trouble is that we love to eat. Three 
thousand forints or more goes on food. I love to cook, and I would be a cook 
if I could chose again. We never eat at the works canteen. Then comes 
washing-up, and after that the wife is off to the bathroom. We wash every
thing at home, I would be ashamed to take it to the laundry. If you can 
walk that far, you can wash it. I t’s not hard work, sometimes I do it, 
sometimes she does it, you just throw in the detergent, and there you are.

The family spending is m ywife’s business, when I need money I get it 
from her. Every month we lay aside 100 forints each, that is all we manage. 
I never think of a car, you can’t  dream of a car with our kind of money. 
The husband’s pay must be at least 5,000 forints to get one. The family are 
on to me to get new furniture. It is really not bad, but it is not “modern”. 
And what is wrong with it? I t’s dark, and now the fashion is light. They 
want me to spend 18,000 to have light-toned furniture! Is it big enough 
for me? It is. Then it’ll do. I am all for having an electric hair-dryer and
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electric massaging machine, everything that makes for comfort! But to have 
light-toned furniture! I am willing to put my money on rebuilding the 
bathroom, the bath-tub is too small, and I like to have a good stretch in 
the tub.

We rarely go to the cinema—twice a month that’s all. Our fun is the 
telly. It is like the fifth member of the family. Whether the programme is 
good or bad, it’s turned on. When it was out of order I just looked and 
looked, wondering what was wrong, for it seemed as if someone were 
missing from the family. The wife reads much more than me. I would like 
to be read to. I have glasses, but after four or five pages I get tired, and 
after fifteen I fall asleep. When it comes to politics, well I will look at 
a programme on the telly but I won’t read the paper for it.

Sunday afternoon we go down-town window-shopping, unless something 
good is on the telly. Sundays we go for walks but not long ones, just take 
the bus up onto Liberty Hill and then walk down to Moscow Square. 
When the weather is good we go bathing.

Those who work close to me are good friends of mine, but we don’t  go 
to each other’s houses. I don’t  mind if they come to see us, but I refuse to 
sit about formally in someone else’s house. We visit each other with my 
brother-in-law, he is a tanner at the Leather Factory, and his wife an 
office worker. They have two daughters about as old as ours. I call regularly 
on my mother who has been living alone at Újpest for a year now. We try 
to go away somewhere for our summer holidays every year. If it falls through, 
there is always bathing near here.

We are home-bodies, and perhaps too introverted. Plenty of families 
have not taken so much trouble with the kids, and they grew up just the 
same, but for us their well being was always a source of worry.

$
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A. H. is 29, and an engine fitter at the Láng Engineering Works. He has been married 
for four years and has a daughter of two. His wife works at the same factory. He gets 13 
forints an hour, and the two of them collect about 4,000 forints a month. They live in 
a sublet basement room at Rákospalota, an outer suburb and, as he says, their lodgings are 
tolerable in winter, for the room can be heated, but is cold and damp in the summer. Up 
to now they managed to put aside 50,000 forints with a view to buying a home.

We are trying to save money, so we don’t  go anywhere. Of course, on ac
count of the baby we could not have gone out much anyway. After not going for 
several years, we just saw a film for the first time when the baby was home 
with my mother-in-law for part of the winter. Our only hobby is going
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for walks, and that is good for the baby too. When we are at home, one of 
us takes care of the little one, and the other one prepares the “feed”. I work 
from 6 in the morning to 2 in the afternoon, and then take the baby home 
from the creche. We take the evening meal home from the factory canteen. 
The fact is that at home it is impossible for us to cook, for three families 
are using the same sink. We heat the food, the washing-up water and the 
water for the bath all on just one electric plate. Now we shall soon leave 
these lodgings, and hope to get a room-and-kitchen place at Dunakeszi. 
True, it will cost more—for our basement I paid 15,000 forints in advance 
for three years—but at least the baby will have a chance to move about. 
Now when I lift her out of the cot, she falls either against the oil stove or 
the electric cooker.

They called me into the Marxist school, but I won’t go, for I have no 
chance to do my home-work. I have to turn off the light at half past seven, 
and we can listen to the radio only until 7:30, we must be quiet on account 
of the baby. Unfortunately the plays are always after eight, and the cabaret 
programme has also been shifted from Saturday to Monday night. On the 
tram one sometimes gets a chance to read. I read Esti Hírlap, and also buy 
Ezermester (Jack of All Trades). Here at the factory I get Universum and the 
Turbine, It is a shame I know, but I could count the books I have read on 
the fingers of one hand.

When we have free Saturdays we spend Sundays at my mother’s in Buda. 
We sleep there, and get breakfast, dinner and supper, and that means 
a saving of about 200 to 300 forints. My in-laws also occasionally send us 
sausages and ham, and apples and grapes.

I have been a Party member for the last four years and have done con
fidential work for the last three. I could not have joined directly, for first 
I had to prove myself. By now I am appreciated, and my hourly wages rise 
fast, but still a lot of people like to say I know nothing of life. They are 
older people from the old regime and they don’t  like someone like me. 
What’s more, they don’t  stick to the rules. A young man sees that this or 
that rule or regulation is expedient, but the old are stubborn and won’t 
listen to reason. The trouble is that all forums and organizations become 
ineffective, for we just talk but nothing changes. For instance, someone is 
late, they speak to him, but nothing happens.

I would like to grow on the job. One must not be ready to accept money 
instead of opportunities. I could go to the building industry, or do some
thing else for more money, but that takes a lot out of one. I would like to 
improve in what I am doing. Of course, it is good to have money, for 
I cannot go to the market with my ideas instead of cash. True, we are
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finding solutions for the problems every day and at the same time think of 
the future, too. Man is like a pile driven in the ground, the more he is hit 
and hammered, the surer he stands.

6 9

£

S. L. is 41, and an electrical fitter. He is work-group leader at the electric repair shop of 
the Cordatic Factory of the Taurus Rubber Company. His wife works at the Beloyannis 
Factory. They have a son of 12 and they live with the grand-parents. They just recendy 
moved from Nagytétény in the outskirts of Budapest to a new flat at a Budapest housing 
estate. He earns 3,000 forints, she 1,500, and the old folks get a pension of 1,080 forints.

I am permanently on the morning shift, get up at 4:30, get in by half 
past five and work until quarter to 2. When I get through, there are things 
like trade-union work, seminars, Civilian Defence, or some kind of con
ference. I am Shop Committee secretary, a member of the Trade Union 
Council, and on the Trade Union Economic Committee. The latter was 
formed this year and deals with the problems of the factory. I have just writ
ten a paper about the state of the equipment and what should be done to 
preserve it. I have had several innovations accepted. As Shop Committee 
Secretary I have a lot of work to do also, for there are more than four 
hundred trade union members under me.

I was a Party member, joining in 1947. In 1956 I was working at the 
Ganz. After the Counter-Revolution I said to a few men who used to be 
Party members and were doing office work, let’s join, but they said as far 
as they were concerned the answer was “never”. Then when, early in 1957, 
the Party organizers visited the factory, they all suddenly decided to join. 
That made me decide not to join myself.

In 1958 I went to work for a cooperative. I put up with it for four years. 
The one advantage was that I had the chance to travel all over the country. 
I worked a lot with people, at mines and in factories. I became a versatile 
man, and I still benefit from this. I am an electrician when that is needed, 
I am a mechanic, or fitter or painter as required.

I came to Taurus after reading an ad in the paper. I did not know anyone 
here, but I had grown sick and tired of the cooperative with all the former 
self-employed petty capitalists and army officers. I hesitated for a long time, 
but then I joined the trade union movement as a steward. An election put 
me into the Shop Committee. I made up my mind never to accept any 
extra volunteer work, but then finally I did after all join the Party in 1970.

At home I am the quarter-master general, I do the shopping. I still shop 
at the Big Market Hall, for I got used to it in the old days when I went
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home to Nagytétény. There are the butchers I know, and the vegetables 
and eggs are also cheaper there, so it is worth the detour.

We have to pay a lot for the new flat and our expenses are higher. We 
save a little on travelling by tram, from Nagytétény we had to take the bus. 
We walk a bit, too, and we need that, at Nagytétény we got used to moving 
about and the air was always fresh by the Danube. There we had a chance 
to keep animals; we had rabbits and I wake up four or five times because 
of the dryness of the air or the noise. There one heard only the ships passing 
by at night, and one was able to fish. But there we had only a single room 
for a three generation family. I thought that once we coped with the housing 
situation, one could spend some time studying. But TV takes the books out 
of your hand. I still read travel books. One has to brush up what one knows. 
I have a lot of books at home, sometimes it takes three starts, but in the end 
I read them all.

As a rule, we have our meal at 4:30, or 5:00. Then I have to spend 
some time with the boy, I deal with the trade-union business for which 
I did not have enough time here in the factory. Whenever I have to write 
up something I do it at home, and I read Népszava, for that is the trade- 
union paper. I also read Figyelő which raises a number of problems and 
Villamosság, a monthly on electricity. The radio is always turned on at five 
in the morning. In the telly I look at the films and the scientific programmes. 
I like to go to the movies, but preferably without missing anything good 
on the telly. We usually look for a good film in the papers, preferably not 
a love story, but an adventure film that is suitable for the boy. I don’t  like 
the threatre, but my wife and our son sometimes go to afternoon perfor
mances. I am used to comfort, and I prefer staying at home. Last year my 
wife’s brigade got a season ticket to the Opera, and we did go fairly regularly, 
though sometimes I went only for my wife’s sake, and managed to think 
out an innovation while the music was on.

I am sorry that I have not studied and have not gone to technical secondary 
school. It was easier to go visiting in the villages and do canvassing there 
or to organize rural schools. I liked that better than studying. And yet if 
I had done it then, I might have got further by now. I have given up further 
education. I can always acquire the knowledge that is wanted in life. Our 
son, I hope, will do differently! So I try to be strict with him, for unless 
he does his maths now, he won’t get anywhere. It is not enough to count 
the money you make.
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These twelve straightforward and frank statements do not, and cannot, provide sufficient 

foundation for drawing far-reaching conclusions. They cannot, because those interviewed 
were only from a narrow group, and the problems touched on were only in a limited field. 
Nonetheless these answers confirm realistic views on the life-style of Hungarian workers. 
Above all they affirm the fact—obvious even without sociological research—that the objective 
living and housing conditions and material standards of Hungarian workers improved con
siderably in the last quarter century, and especially in the past ten years. Today people worry 
about problems—for instance, the acquisition of certain consumers’ durables—which in the 
past did not concern people living in their restricted circumstances. Of course, some partially 
unsolved grave problems still exist. Such are the state of some of the workers’ hostels and 
the housing situation.

As to the subjective factors in the approach to life—parallel to the improvement in living 
standards—it is certainly a welcome sign that most of the workers assess their position and 
opportunities realistically, try to utilize their advantages constructively, and know what they 
want and how to go about it. There are at the same time people who still think in vague 
and obscure terms and who do not quite know what to do with themselves—and this applies 
in the first place to what they do in their leisure.

Another important fact is—and this has also been confirmed by the interviews published— 
that owing to significant differences in both the objectives and subjective aspects of develop
ment, the life-style of Hungarian workers is widely differentiated. This is something that 
has to be kept in view in all further research on the life-style of workers, and considered 
also when it comes to taking measures that affect the way of life, or when political and 
educational work is planned.



AN H O U R  W I T H  
A FACTORY MANAGER

Ede Horvath speaks abouth his life and ideas

János Szilágyi: Ede Horváth, general 
manager of the Hungarian Wagon and 
Machine Works at Győr is a well-known 
personality in his town, and many more 
people have heard about him throughout the 
country and even outside Hungary. In the 
early 50s he had been one of those outstand
ing Stakhanovites who fulfilled their produc
tion norms 1,000 per cent. At the time he 
was popular as one of the best turners in 
Hungary and now he is the general manager 
of the very same factory—one of the 
most important enterprises in the country— 
where he had been a turner. Mr. Horváth, 
you were a shock worker and produced 
40-50 times as much as an average man. 
I know it’s easy to say so now but I don’t 
believe i t : no man can achieve this fantastic 
performance without help.

Ede Horvath: It is not unbelievable. Emula
tion had existed in this factory and through
out Hungary well before the Stakhanov 
movement and I took part in it as far back 
as 1945. At the time the 1,000 per cents 
didn’t  count, the main thing was to start 
production after the devastations of war. 
The first “prize” was a pair of shoes. I still 
have no idea where the managers of the 
factory got it from in those days. That’s how 
we got started. Now about those 1,000 per 
cents—to tell you the truth, those perfor-

Translation of a transcript of a live broad
cast by Hungarian Radio, in September 1973. 
The interviewer was János Szilágyi.

mances were not general and long-lasting,
1,000 per cents could be attained with one, 
special operation and certainly not during 
working hours from 6 to 2.

O f course things were not always free 
of exaggeration but all the same, I am proud 
of my participation in that movement. To
day we don’t need these super-percentages 
any more, but we could do with some of the 
enthusiasm of those days and not only 
among workers, but also among managers 
and executives.

A quarter of a century has passed 
since then. If  you were to work at a lathe 
now, could you fulfil the present norm 100 
per cent?

H.: Yes. I am quite sure of that.
Sg.: Didn’t you get out of practice?
H.: Oh, yes, I did, but I never lost touch 

with working at the bench which I learnt 
here. So if I were told tomorrow morning 
that from now on I was not the general 
manager anymore but a turner once again, 
I wouldn’t  mind so much and would get 
over it quickly, and work with the same 
ambition I had done before.

Sz_.: I think nevertheless that you would 
not be happy if you had to be a turner again.

H.: Naturally. . .
S4.: Did you ever hear about a general 

manager in Hungary who became a turner 
again?

H.: Unfortunately not.
Sg.: Why unfortunately?
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H.: Because I don’t  think that a man 
should remain a manager for ever only be
cause he was once appointed to such a posi
tion. I don’t  want to remain in this office 
by hook or by crook until my retirement but 
I certainly want to remain in this factory. 
If  my superiors told me that other people 
could do a better job and make more of this 
factory in the interests of the country, 
I would certainly choose manual work. 
I couldn’t establish myself in a middle 
executive position now. I would certainly 
earn less than now as managing director, 
but originally I had come to the Wagon 
Works in another capacity, so this high 
salary is rather a windfall. At the time my 
father brought me here as a turner’s ap
prentice and if  I finished my career as 
a turner, I would consider that I have ful
filled my own plan and so I would never 
have any feeling of inferiority. I would do 
the kind of honest work done by tens of 
thousands of people in this factory and 
throughout the country.

5^.: Anyway, you stopped this work 
a long time ago: in the early 50s you were 
appointed quite suddenly director of the 
Machine Tool Works. You were very young 
then. Were you surprised, or did you find 
it quite natural that you were marked out for 
something better?

H.: I never thought that I was marked 
out for something better, and I feel to this 
very day as if  I were appointed just now, 
although it happened twenty-two years ago.

5<_.: In the Machine Tool Factory things 
were going very badly at the time, it wanted 
taking in hand. How did you tackle the job 
without any experience?

H.: Quite true, the Machine Tool 
Factory was as bad as I was when I started 
my job as a manager. I had no idea what to 
do. But the burden which weighed heavily 
on the factory compelled me and my staff 
to do something. I thought that in the first 
place supplies had to be ensured. The 
acquisition of every piece of equipment and 
of every machine was a unique adventure and

I was delighted when I could secure a lathe 
or a milling machine for the factory. We 
had many other problems too but after five 
to six years the factory produced tolerably 
well and we had a fine team of workers.

5 _̂.: That was the time when they first 
called you the Red Baron?

H.: Yes, just about then, if  I remember 
right.

S^.: How did you feel about that?
H.: First I disliked it, I was even a little 

nervous. Why did they call me Baron? 
Later I put up with it but I wasn’t overly 
keen when so addressed, I protested a little, 
but Hungary is a small country and if you 
go places and many people know you, names 
stick to you, and I know that mine will never 
change.

5 _̂.: Later in the early 60s you were ap
pointed to the largest enterprise at Győr, 
the Wagon Works. You had left as a turner 
and came back as the managing director. 
How did your former colleagues, the 
workers and executives receive you?

H.: I sort of felt as if  I had never left 
the Wagon Works. Here at Győr nobody 
can break with the Wagon factory, everybody 
has some links with it. In addition, this 
turn of things was quite natural: the two 
factories were merged and the managing 
director of the Wagon Works was then 62, 
he retired and so the choice fell on m e: the 
minister appointed me manager of the 
Works. Despite this natural course of events 
I was a little worried because this was a big 
job. Here in the Wagon Works the people 
were first class, we had fine engineers and 
able executives but still we had many 
problems. The first thing was to secure the 
factory’s long term future. So much had to  
be accomplished here, just as in the Machine 
Tool Factory in 1951.

5^.: Had you any pre-defined method or 
plan?

H.: No, things evolved as we went along. 
Anybody who tells you that he had learnt 
management from a book or that he was 
bom with the knack has probably no idea
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of management. You cannot study it at 
school, only by experience. Everybody has 
his own method and his own style. I cannot 
explain my method to you now but the main 
thing is that I always had, and I will always 
have plans and ideas in connection with my 
work whatever that job may be: if  I had to 
work on a lathe, I would have my objectives 
too.

5^.: Many people consider you brutal, 
ruthless and authoritarian. They say that in 
matters of work you have no regard for the 
feelings, views and problems of other people, 
they call you a fanatic! Had you any un
pleasantness because of this?

H.: A lot. I know myself that I  am 
aggressive and overbearing. But if  a question 
is decided, a purpose defined, and a task 
fixed, it would be very hard to accept that 
we cannot attain our goal because some 
people come with new ideas and suggestions 
in the course of progress. If  a decision has 
been reached I demand—perhaps cruelly 
would be an overstatement—but I absolutely 
demand from myself and from everybody 
else that it be carried out. Am I a fanatic? 
You see everybody who loves work, and 
especially his work, becomes a fanatic sooner 
or later—in the good sense of the term. 
I am closely tied to this factory. I have spent 
the greater part of my life here. I love this 
factory dearly and if I have been a fanatic, 
I have been moved by the factory’s interests. 
I have never been a fanatic for any private 
objective. And if  you have to lead other 
people you must think a great deal about 
what you want to do, you must brood over 
it night and day. This attitude marks one’s 
personality, and so one really seems to be 
a fanatic. In this sense I am certainly one.

S^.: You said that if  a decision was 
reached you carried it out and you had it 
carried out at all costs. But until the final 
decision is reached do you permit others to 
comment on your views and ideas?

H.: Despite all rumours to the contrary, 
I do. One person cannot manage a factory, 
neither well nor badly, this job requires

a number of men. Hence it is obvious that 
I ask for the views of my staff and they can 
intervene in matters, although I first state 
my own opinion and try to persuade them to 
do as I would like things to be done. 
Nevertheless, the decisions reflect the will 
of the collective management, not of one 
person. But I don’t  like to hide behind the 
collective management, especially if it comes 
to responsibility, and so it seems often that 
I am a cruel and overbearing dictator, as you 
said yourself.

S<_.: Since you have taken over many high 
level engineers, and others, left. Did they 
flee from you or did you fire them?

H.: It happened both ways. There were 
some whom I had to fire, and there were 
others who said that our vehicle programme 
will be a failure and that they did not wish 
to take part in it, and they left. Among these 
were higher and lower executives: we re
mained on friendly terms but I hope that 
they have come to realize that they made 
a mistake. I have learnt long ago that it was 
impossible to be popular in everything in 
such a big factory. Sometimes it is necessary 
to tell somebody that you can’t  do this work, 
or you don’t  want to do it, and so we don’t 
need you here.

Sĵ .:  Y ou are reputed for your formal 
manner with your staff and subordinates, 
you are on first name terms with only 
a handful of people. Have you made this 
a rule or did things just work out that way?

H.: I am rather reticent by nature and 
I don’t  care with whom I am on first name 
terms even in private. One thing is certain: 
I never want to hurt anybody’s feelings, not 
consciously.

S^.: And you? Did they hurt or reprimand 
you, or did your superiors always agree with 
what you did?

H.: If you work in this position, in this 
place, for two decades without ever being 
reprimanded or reproached, you are not a real 
manager, you are just a weather-cock always 
adjusting yourself to the balance of forces. 
I am not like that. If I feel that I am right,
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and that my idea is the right one, I fight for 
it, I like to speak my mind and not every
body likes and accepts this, the result is more 
or less friction with some people.

5^.: Perhaps this was the reason for not 
being re-elected to the Central Committee 
at the 9th Party Congress?

H.: I had been a member of the Central 
Committee for twelve years at the time and 
I sincerely tell you that I did not feel hurt. 
But I was rather surprised when they re
elected me again at the 10th Congress.

S{_.: Were you happy?
H.: I was very happy.
5^.: If this is so then, despite of what you 

have said, you were certainly not pleased 
when, at the 9th Congress, you learnt that 
they did not reelect you.

H.: O f course, you cannot compare the 
two but still I tell you that I wasn’t hurt, 
otherwise I could not have accomplished my 
work and this would have created problems 
for me, and for others. I simply had no right 
to feel hurt.

Sf_.: Do you hold many other honorary 
positions ?

H.: No. Besides being a member of the 
Central Committee I am a member of the 
District Party Committee and of the Execu
tive Committee here. This is all.

5^.: I have been told that you didn’t like 
to take part in voluntary activities.

H.: That depends. If  it only means 
representation, if  I have to sit on the dais, 
I do not think this is really necessary. There 
are people here in the department, and 
throughout the country, who are very 
suitable for this. I don’t put myself forward 
for these things, they make me a little 
nervous.

5^.: You have an aversion to formalities. 
You obviously put regular hours, when you 
are available to your staff, in this category 
since you never have them.

H.: I am for essentials. If  I decided to 
spend some hours of a certain day receiving 
people, what good would that do? I know 
from practice that people come to the

managing director with private requests: 
housing, admission to school or to university, 
etc. things which I cannot do anything about. 
Should I make promises? Should I tell 
people that I will see to things while I know 
that I can’t  do a thing? Earlier, when the 
factory was not so big, I could do things for 
people, and I did. Now we try to introduce 
hours when top executives are available to the 
people in their own department. This is 
more effective, and much more simple, for 
everybody; if  I had formal hours, people 
would be queuing up in the corridor, enter 
in single file and a secretary would put down 
their complaints.

S<,.: You work 14-16 hours a day. You 
are in the Works from early morning to late 
at night. You even drop in on Sundays. For 
many years you did not go on holidays. Why 
this feverish work? What do you want to 
attain?

H.: Holidays make me nervous. I could 
spend one-two-three days doing something 
but then. . .  What can I do? If  a man got 
used to this, if  he built up this sort of life, 
and has this kind of disposition, he doesn’t 
go on holiday. Work is not a superhuman 
effort to me. If  you like what you do, even 
14-15 hours pass quickly. I don’t  feel 
exhausted, or that I exploit myself. The joy 
of success makes up for holidays or summer 
vacations. O f course my family would answer 
that differently.

5^.: You are considered to be a fine 
organizer, even your enemies—of whom there 
are many—recognize this ability of yours. 
And yet you interfere with trifles, you want 
to know about small details: this seems to 
be in contradiction with up-to-date methods 
of management and organization.

H.: I think you can see the whole factory 
only if you are aware of small details too, 
at least superficially. It is impossible to reach 
decisions on important matters, and to give 
instructions, without knowing about the 
details. O f course my case is somewhat 
special: I am the manager of a factory where 
I had spent many years as a manual worker,
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and I find it difficult to determine what is in 
my competence in my capacity as managing 
director, and what I should leave to my staff. 
I am at ease if I know about many things, 
if  I am acquainted with many questions even 
if it is not up to me to intervene. But often, 
when I have to decide on major matters, it 
is good to know about the background of 
things, about minor details.

Ŝ _.: I was told that when a worker was 
eating bread and lard at his bench you threw 
down his food and called him to account, 
why the turnings were not cleaned away— 
in short, you meddled in affairs which have 
nothing to do with a managing director.

H.: This story about the bread and lard 
is a legend; it never happened. Somebody 
invented it and probably not accidentally, 
because I really go to the workers’ benches, 
why shouldn’t  I go there? I venture to go 
there! And if I call attention to something 
I don’t like this means that I am still not 
out of practice. If  I tell them that a work
shop is disorderly or filthy I do this because 
I think that good clean work can be per
formed only in orderly and clean conditions, 
and cleanliness is not a matter of money, it 
is a matter of discipline and habit, and it 
depends on what those in charge permit. 
When I worked at the bench my older work
mates taught me that half an hour before 
time was up the machine had to be cleaned, 
and even the place around had to be swept 
clean. We don’t  require this, we have un
skilled workers who do the sweeping, but we 
claim that the machine on which a person 
works, and earns his money, and which, 
besides, is part of the people’s property, 
should be kept in good order and clean. 
W ith this requirement we harm neither the 
worker, nor the factory, nor the country.

5^.: What are your possibilities for 
calling to account or eventually punishing 
people on smaller or bigger matters?

H.: Luckily it is very rare that somebody 
has to be punished in this big enterprise. 
At most I have to punish two or three 
people a year.

7 6

S^.: Do you impose fines?
H.: It may happen. But these fines are 

deducted only from the plus that workers 
get above their wages. If  somebody does not 
work according to instructions he may be 
fined: this means that he doesn’t  get his 
share of profits, his bonus or some other 
reward paid in addition to basic wages. This 
is nothing to make a song about, I myself 
have been fined several times. If  the manag
ing director is financially answerable to his 
superiors, why shouldn’t he call to account 
his staff as well?

5^.: Is it you who decides on these 
matters?

H.: The heads of department decide but 
often on my orders, or at my initiative.

S^.: Can you also be generous?
H.: Naturally, these two must go to

gether. It is bad technology to take only, to 
give is a must. And since the reform we are 
in the position of being able to give more 
money for more work.

S Isn’t  the lack of high professional 
qualifications an impediment to your work? 
You must base everything on your instinctive 
feeling, experience and insight. Don’t  you 
miss a diploma?

H.: Maybe I missed it 10-15 years ago. 
O f course if I got one now, I wouldn’t send 
it back. But the twenty-two years spent in 
intensive work here made up for many 
things, so today I would say that I don’t 
miss a diploma any more.

5^.: Didn’t  they attempt to make you 
study?

II.: Oh yes, they did in the early 50s, 
that was the time of evening university 
courses, wasn’t  it?

S^.: Yes. And you resisted successfully?
H.: I didn’t  resist, but I thought that my 

job was so important, and pressing, that I 
couldn't afford to tell my secretary in the 
afternoon that I was off to school. I tried 
to reassure myself by believing that I had 
a fair ability to understand everything con
nected with the Works, maybe I didn’t 
know a lot of things, but I could concentrate
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on technical and economic problems linked 
with the factory, because this had been my 
passion always.

5^.; I never concealed from you that 
prior to our meeting I wanted to meet many 
people—past and present staff, subordinates 
and superiors, your backers and adversaries, 
and obtain information about you. I had 
wanted to meet your wife as well. You learnt 
of this and told me that if  I were to visit 
your family you would withdraw your con
sent to this interview: so I had to give that 
up. Could you tell me the reason for your 
uncooperative attitude in this matter?

H.: I try to keep my private life and my 
work in the factory apart as far as possible, 
although I am not sure whether this is right. 
And as you came to see me in my capacity 
of managing director of the Wagon Works, 
I think we cannot mix things with my 
private life. I have nothing to conceal about 
my family, if  this were the primary purpose 
of this interview I could be very open and 
frank. I couldn’t  have done this intensive 
work without an adequate family back
ground. So I didn’t protest against your visit 
because I feared that my wife would tell you 
disagreeable things about me. She would 
certainly have mentioned these 16-hour 
working days but what can I do? I got used 
to, at least I compelled myself, to live at 
higher speed, to work more dynamically, 
while the family remained as it was. I repeat, 
I only wanted to keep these two things 
apart. But if you wish I can tell you that my 
daughter will finish secondary school next 
year and my son studies, and works here in 
the factory.

5 _̂.: And does this disturb him or you?
H.: I have an idea that it disturbs him, 

although I keep telling him that he can’t 
help it, he too must work somewhere. I hope 
nevertheless that he will hold his own, he 
likes to work.

5 .̂.- There is no doubt that your private 
life is surrounded by a Chinese wall. I didn’t 
learn anything about it since there was no 
one to tell me. I was not able to meet

a friend of yours, somebody with whom you 
talk about your life and problems apart from 
the factory. Could you name any person who 
is a real friend of yours?

H.: Perhaps there is no such person.. .
I cannot name anybody. This does not mean 
that I don’t  know anybody with whom 
I could talk about many things, but some
how my life did not include this. I know 
now that I missed many things but when 
I was an apprentice I worked longer than 
eight hours because I was interested in my 
work. When I was a skilled worker I also 
worked longer than eight hours and this, and 
human relations at work, satisfied me. When 
I go home at night I often long for company 
but then I think that next morning I have 
to be rested when I start again. And friend
ship means obligations, a sort of commit
ment. I cannot just appoint X my friend, or 
vice versa. Friendship needs time and I have 
very little of it. I was wrong maybe but 
I can’t  change now.

Ŝ _.: You have no time to live, you have 
no hobby. The only thing you love perhaps 
is driving. You want to race all the time.

H.: I got to love speed, and I can satisfy 
this craving in a car. My late father had been 
a passionate driver too, perhaps I got it from 
him. I love to drive a car but I was not al
ways allowed to do i t : then I broke the rules.
I of course had a driving licence but I was 
called to account for driving myself though 
a factory manager. They considered this to 
be petty bourgeois, this was in 53-54, 
luckily things have changed since. I have no 
car of my own, perhaps later I will have to 
buy one but then it will not be for myself 
but for the family.

S^.: You are 49 now, you have another
I I years until retirement age.

H.: That’s not so sure.
S^ .: I myself wouldn’t  like to swear by 

this, but I do hope that you will not be put 
out of action earlier, although I think that 
with your tempo it’s a miracle that you stuck 
it so far. Did you ever think of yourself 
without the factory?
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H.: True, I have eleven years to retire
ment age. But I can stay on at this place as 
long as things are O.K. If  this is not the 
case, I will change my way of life. I like 
to potter about at home, do-it-yourself

activities are restful and gratifying. This is 
what I intend to do when I will not be 
active in the factory any more. I shall find 
some entertaining and absorbing activity, 
I am sure that I will never be bored.
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GYULA TAKÁTS

T O G E T H E R

I have brought my microscope 
along with me to this friendly slope 
rich with vines: good company 
to watch and taste the mystery 
that’s locked in pollen, grown in grapes 
and present in a thousand shapes 
in leaves and petals, evident 
in the season’s pregnant scent 
and showing an ever-changing face— 
the mystery beneath my gaze. . .
Through the lens I thus submerge
in the sea of breathing cells that yearn
for survival and endlessly surge
and fall with the waves-—I watch and learn.
Surrounded by potatoes and
sweet figs and a flask, I understand
the order of their tiny strife
filling the mighty vessel of life,
and slowly I begin to sense
how I write poetry through the lens
to you my world—I humbly write
as beasts and men and plants unite
and surge together in the sea of light!
Together perhaps, so the best of all,
the finest drip, however small,
of their joint compassion might disperse
its fire through the universe. . .



So

I C A R U S  T O  T H E  P O E T

The choice is slavery or commitment 
to burning wings, to try.

Erect within yourself the shining 
foundations of the sky.

Adorn the deadly ice with palm leaves;
soak ebony in light; 

and train your wings on swaying ropes, 
prepare them for the flight.

And should a current snarl beneath you 
with pain from flaming springs, 

you soothe your frightened body singing 
and open up your wings.

What would you fear? The dust? You cannot 
escape your destiny 

while life is written by your wings in 
the sky’s eternity.

But if you cannot fathom that much, 
grow trees and mend your hut 

and make a thoughtful face like monkeys 
around a coconut.

T R A G E D Y  O N  T H E  STAGE OF  E P I D A U R U S
(Before the Performance)

Here the philosophers and kings had taken their place in order,
ready in order

to prescribe a shape for the world to adopt!
And over there the prophets and poor folks 

the institutions and even the garbage collectors had also 
taken their place

to tell what the world was not to be like!



8 i

They were holding piles of paper: their lines for the drama.
And now like a chorus in ancient days 

(for the stage, like a shell, had opened far to the oceans) 
the ever silent marine creatures all unexpectedly spoke 

and above the gallery’s marble crescent, high in the woodlands 
suddenly all the singing birds became silent.
The words of the fish came soft as a wind: 

we have no water!
And the birds’ silence came final as death: 

we have no sky!
And numbly the actors watched.

And thus the stage widened to take in the greatest ring of the earth, 
but still the structure tolerated the plan and the stage direction!

And the stage sets made for the tragedy 
still stood steadfast behind the blue curtains 

of the hallow hemispheres bending far into space!

Translated by Thomas Land

6



HISTORY MUST ANSWER TO MAN
The Contemporary Hungarian Cinema

hY .
GRAHAM PETRIE

i

D espite its formidable critical reputation, Hungarian cinema is 
represented to the Western film-going public by a mere handful 
of works—four or five films of Jancsó, and a scattering of others 
that would include Makk’s Love, Gaál’s The Falcons, Szabó’s 
Father, Fábri’s Twenty Hours, Kovács’s Cold Days and Kosa’s Ten Thousand 

Suns. This relative scarcity of Hungarian films, together with the accident 
that most of those that have been distributed deal with episodes from Hun
garian history that are imperfectly understood, or even completely unknown 
to foreigners, has contributed to the unfortunate belief that Hungarian 
films are “cold”, “obscure”, “difficult” or “morbid”. Jancsó fascinates by 
his visual style, his obsession with the eternal problem of the struggle for 
power, even when the actual political and historical settings of his films are 
almost totally incomprehensible to a Western audience. Films like The 
Falcons, Love, and Father have a universality that transcends any momentary 
difficulties caused by their particular historical context. Yet, for most films, 
and most audiences, a barrier still remains, and it is the first task of a foreign 
observer to try to come to terms with it.

The greatest strength of the Hungarian cinema—and, paradoxically, the 
greatest obstacle to its widespread acceptance outside Hungary—lies in its 
determination to come to terms with the facts of the nation’s history over 
the past hundred years, to analyse the causes and the circumstances that have 
brought about the realities of the present day. It must be stressed that this 
is a unique experiment, for no other national cinema has even attempted 
such a widespread self-examination, much less conducted it with a similar 
degree of thoroughness. Certainly the Polish cinema of the early 1960s dealt 
in depth with the events of the Second World War, but attempts to handle



historical periods prior to that have generally resulted in a spurious roman
ticism. The American Western built up a version of nineteenth century 
history that, despite its attractions as myth, was almost totally at variance 
with the true facts of the period (and recent attempts at creating “realistic” 
Westerns have all too often led to nothing more than a mechanical reversal 
of the values formerly held sacred). In France and Britain (with a few out
standing exceptions like Allio’s Les Camisards) the same principle holds true: 
the historical past is the occasion for an outburst of exoticism, glamour, and 
false heroics—and virtually nothing else.

A recent Hungarian film that seems almost expressly designed as a medita
tion on this very topic is Romanticism (Romantika)  directed by Zsolt Kézdi- 
Kovács. Set in the period of the Enlightenment, it deals with a young man 
who returns to his father’s estate imbued with the new philosophic principles 
of the brotherhood of man, the noble savage, and the natural goodness of 
humanity. Offended by the coarseness of rural life and humiliated as a weak
ling by his hard-drinking, hard-riding father, he becomes fascinated by the 
glamorous figure of a local bandit, whom he identifies as natural man, un
corrupted by civilisation, and runs off to join his gang. When the bandit 
dies after an accident, the rest of the outlaws turn on the newcomer, beat 
and strip him, and leave him for dead. The film ends with the naked, half- 
crazed young man wandering through the forest, ironically at one with 
nature at last, and finally caught up with the other animals in the panic of 
a stag hunt led by his father. The film can be faulted in several respects— 
in particular it comes dangerously close to sheer aestheticism in the very 
beauty of its photography and thus risks falling into exactly the trap that 
it is ostensibly warning us against—but the ending remains hauntingly 
memorable, and the image of the naked boy peering through the leaves at 
the magnificent and yet utterly alien stags reminds us that those who distort, 
ignore or idealise facts will ultimately be destroyed by them.

The best Hungarian films, then, refuse to tidy up or falsify history; they 
show the actual events as often being ugly, muddled, confused and brutal, 
even though the perspective of the director may offer us, as audience, a clue 
to their ultimate interpretation. Naturally enough this procedure alienates 
audiences accustomed to having “history” presented to them in packaged, 
antiseptic form; likewise they resent the elliptical narrative style favoured 
by most directors that forces them to work for an understanding of the events 
at the same time as they watch them. This, I need hardly add, is a problem 
faced by any intelligent and honest film maker in any part of the world, 
and it is not by any means confined to Hungary. The specific difficulty for 
a Hungarian director is that, in addition to all this, he has to contend, on
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an international level, with an audience that has only the very vaguest con
ception of the tragic and bloodsoaked events of Hungarian history over the 
past century. And these events in turn preclude any possibility of his 
producing the kind of films “dripping with optimism” (to quote the 
sardonic remark of the hero of Sara’s The Upthrown Stone (A feldobott kő) 
that would gain him the approval of all those who believe that the arts 
should comfort and reassure rather than challenge and pose questions.

2

A “historical” work does not necessarily have to concern itself with the 
distant past and many of the finest Hungarian films, including most of 
those that laid the foundation for the great period of the 1960s, deal with 
an era that may be separated by little more than ten or twenty years from 
the time of the making of the film (though the mental or social gulf be
tween them may span decades more). Similarly, one could almost talk of 
a film as being historical when the action takes place in a setting that is 
contemporary in terms of numerical dates only, its mentality, behaviour 
and social structure being hopelessly obsolete. A good many films deal with 
conflicts of this kind: the stresses and tensions faced by those who move to 
the city, abandoning the traditional patterns of life of the countryside; the 
attempts to bring new technologies and ideas into a rural environment; 
the mental gulf between those whose habits of thought have grown rigid 
and ossified and those who wish to introduce new ideas, to take risks and 
experiment. Once again the emphasis is on social realities: film is viewed, 
not as an escape from the problems of everyday life, but as a means of 
understanding them better.

Although these tendencies are evident already in some of the better films of 
the 1950s and even in a few of those made during or after the Second World 
War, such as People on the Alps (Emberek a havason) and The Soil Under Your 
Feet (  Talpalatnyi Föld) I would prefer, for reasons of space, to concentrate here 
on those films of the past decade that brought Hungarian cinema into 
international prominence. I will follow too the conventional grouping of 
directors into three “generations” according to the dates at which they 
first moved into feature film making (before i960; between i960 and 1966; 
since 1966), even though this means putting, for example, the 48 year 
old Makk into the “older” generation, the 35 year old Szabó into the 
“middle”, and the 42 year old Huszárik into the “younger”.

It must be admitted first of all that most of the films of the older genera-



tion have, from today’s perspective, worn rather badly. It is not so much that 
many of the problems dealt with are no longer particularly urgent or 
relevant (though this is always a danger when art deals with topical subjects, 
especially when it succeeds in drawing enough attention to the abuses to 
have them cleared away) as that the style of these films now appears ex
tremely heavy-handed and over-emphatic. One can admire such films as 
The Fanatics (Megszállottak) by Makk, Difficult People (Nehéz. emberek)  
by Kovács, and Twenty Hours (Húszára)  by Fábri, for what they represented 
in their time, and one can respect the honesty and courage that went into 
making them—while at the same time shrinking at the prospect of having 
to sit through them once again.

This problem is particularly acute in the case of Zoltán Fábri, perhaps 
the doyen of contemporary Hungarian film makers. His career spans the 
period from the mid-1950s to the present day, though his future reputation 
will probably rest much more strongly on his earlier films, like Merry- 
Go-Round (Körhinta) (1955) and Professor Hannibal (Hannibál tanár úr) 
(1956) than on his work since i960. Even in Processor Hannibal a distressing 
coarseness of touch makes itself felt in the climactic scenes in which the 
mild and bewildered professor is hounded to his death by Fascist bullies: 
Fábri seems unwilling to allow the power of the situation to speak for itself 
and insists on weakening it by letting several shots run on far past their 
natural limits for supposedly “dramatic” effect. Much the same is true 
of Two Half-Times in Hell (Két félidő a pokolban)  (1961) in which a group 
of Hungarians deported to a German labour camp in the Ukraine are 
ordered to stage (and of course lose) a football match with their guards in 
honour of the Fiihrer’s birthday. Knowing that they are bringing on their 
own death, they play to win and are mown down on the orders of the 
enraged visiting General. Here the problem is partly one of over-explicit 
dialogue, but once again Fábri turns his villains into grotesques and ruins 
his culminating scene by having his camera linger too obtrusively on each 
of the dead bodies that litter the playing field at the end.

In Twenty Hours (1965) Fábri studies the struggles for power, the 
dishonesties, the time-serving, the arrogance, the personal vindictiveness 
disguised as social justice that too often characterised the attempts to bring 
about a new social order in the period after 1945. Once again the intention 
of the film is admirable, but this time Fábri opts for a complicated flash
back structure that is clearly modelled on the technique of Alain Resnais. 
Unfortunately the result is to confuse rather than to clarify: the theme of 
the film is not organically related to its structure (in contrast to the work 
of Resnais himself) nor are the different time segments juxtaposed in any
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kind of meaningful or ironic pattern (as happens, for example, in Gaál’s 
Baptism (Keresztelő). The result is a work in which, even after two viewings, 
at least for a foreigner, much of the action, and most of the details, remain 
impenetrably obscure.

The Tóth Family (Isten hozta őrnagy úr)* (1969) deals with a situation of 
almost Kafkaesque proportions: during the Second World War an autocratic 
Major spends his leave with the family of one of his soldiers and, in their 
desire to dispose him favourably towards their son, they allow him to 
acquire despotic control over every aspect of their daily behaviour and force 
them to carry out totally meaningless and absurd tasks. What none of them 
know is that the boy is already dead. The film is conceived of as a comedy 
and, though some scenes are genuinely witty, the total effect is once again 
spoiled by over-emphasis: scenes are allowed to go on far too long, there is 
too much over-acting, jokes are repeated so often that they lose their flavour. 
Fábri’s most recent film, One Day More or Less (Plusz, mínusz  ̂egy nap)  
(1973) displays the same characteristics: its structure depends on the 
audience’s being kept just as much in the dark as to the central character’s 
motives and intentions as the other figures in the film are, but the waiting 
is dragged out to such lengths that one is finally bored rather than in
trigued. One cannot deny Fábri’s good intentions or the power of individual 
scenes in almost all his films, but only Merry-Go-Round appears to achieve the 
status of a fully coherent and satisfying work of art.

Károly Makk is another director whose work is extremely uneven though, 
in contrast to Fábri, it seems that Makk’s best films may be ahead of him 
rather than in the past. I find it impossible to share the general admiration 
for his first feature, Liliomfi (1954), and the much praised House Under the 
Rocks (Ház^a sziklák alatt) (1958) seems to me one film that does merit the 
over-used adjectives “morbid” and “depressing”. The Fanatics (1961) has 
importance as being the first of a series of films dealing with the struggle of 
individuals with fresh and original ideas against the forces of bureaucratic 
rigidity and hostility—a theme that has been followed up in particular by 
Péter Bacsó. The general conflict, rather than the specific situation, still 
holds interest today, though Makk chooses far too easy a solution in having 
an openminded Cabinet Minister happen along just in time to solve all 
the characters’ problems.

Love (Szerelem) (1970) is undoubtedly Makk’s best film, sensitively 
acted, carefully structured, and handled throughout with wit and com
passion. It is particularly successful in capturing the mixture of respect, 
affection, and exasperation with which the younger woman supports her

* Based on István Örkény's play of the same title, parts of which appeared in The N.H.Q., No. 28.



mother-in-law’s belief that her son is a successful film director in America, 
whereas in fact he is languishing as a political prisoner in Budapest. The 
key to the success of the film lies in its respect for its characters in all their 
strength and weaknesses and in the restraint with which it demonstrates 
the petty persecutions, the atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust, the 
arbitrary exercise of power in the early 1950s—all of which makes its in
dictment of these things far more effective than the kind of rhetorical over
kill indulged in by others.

A clip from The Fanatics finds its way into András Kovács’s Difficult People 
(1964), an exercise in cinema vérité that deals with actual cases in which 
original and valuable ideas and inventions had been suppressed or ignored 
by the officials who ought to have been aware of their importance. Kovács’s 
best-known work, however, is Cold Days* (1966), a fiction film based on 
a historical event, the massacre of several thousand Jewish and Serbian 
inhabitants of Novi Sad in 1942. The film deals with the memories and 
self-justifications of four army men involved in the massacre as they await 
trial in 1946. Though the story is rather too neatly structured (each char
acter turns out to have played a crucial role in the actions of at least one of 
the others, providing much too satisfying an interlocking and too easy 
a resolution) many of the images of the film remain unforgettable, especially 
the long lines of victims waiting patiently on the river bank as their execu
tioners hack a hole in the ice to dispose of their bodies. The film is particularly 
effective in displaying inhumanity as something casual and almost routine— 
disappointed to hear that the authorities have belatedly ordered an end to 
the killings, a Corporal suggests that, nevertheless, they could “finish off” 
the remainder “before lunch”.

Other directors of this generation who deserve some mention are Tamás 
Rényi and György Révész. Rényi’s The Valley (A völgy)  (1967) is a strange, 
semi-allegorical film about a group of Hungarian deserters from the Nazi 
armies who take refuge in a mountain village inhabited only by women and 
children, the men having been taken off to the war (though no explanation 
seems to be given why there are not even any old men left). Reluctantly the 
women agree to shelter them, friendship and love affairs develop, but the 
secret is discovered and the village wiped out in reprisal. Like Révész’s 
Land of the Angels (Angyalok földje) (1962) which has as its subject the 
gradual growth of working-class solidarity in a slum area in response to the 
harassment of landlords and factory bosses, the film suffers from the main 
fault of almost all the work of members of the “older generation”—per
sistent over-emphasis and over-statement of a perfectly valid case—though

* Based on the novel by Tibor Cseres; see an excerpt in No. 22 of The N.H.Q.
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Land oj the Angels has several scenes of weird, almost expressionistic power, 
especially those that show a young girl forced by poverty to work as an 
automaton in a routine at a sleazy fairground.

It can be fairly said, however, that the “older” directors laid the ground
work without which the task of their “younger” successors would have 
been much more difficult. Controversial subjects were tackled head-on and 
often explored in considerable depth, and it was taken for granted that the 
task of the film maker was to explore the reality around him, and the forces 
that had contributed to bring it into being, as fully as he could. Their 
limitations were stylistic rather than intellectual and they relied too heavily 
on an over-literal concept of “realism”, in which the subject was exposed 
for examination but rarely transcended or transformed into art.

3

The art of cinema is above all the art of creating images, images that 
vibrate in the memory and force us to perceive reality with a sudden “shock 
of recognition” that transforms and revitalises it. The images will be con
tained within a structure that challenges our intellect, forces us to stretch 
out to comprehend it; each camera movement, each cut from one shot to 
the next, each fragment of music will have its place as part of a rhythm 
designed to satisfy our senses as well as our minds. By these standards only 
Love, parts of Cold Days, isolated fragments from Fábri’s films among those 
discussed above pass the test of art. It is not until the “middle generation” 
and the appearance of Gaál, Jancsó1 and Szabó that Hungarian film art of 
the 1960s takes on its full dimensions.

Jancsó is widely regarded as the finest of Hungarian directors and as one 
of the handful of truly great film artists in the world today. He continues 
the tradition of exploring and analysing the nation’s past begun by earlier 
film makers, but does so in a style that is totally original, that is refined and 
purified with each film till any one shot, and even a single composition, can 
be instantly identified as having been created by him and no one else. This 
very consistency has sometimes been held against him : he has been accused 
of returning too obsessively to the same themes and settings, of coming 
dangerously close to self-parody in his camera style and the ritualistic 
movements of his actors, yet each film remains distinct from its fellows

1 Jancsó’s first feature, The Bells Have Gone to Rome, appeared in 1958, which officially makes him part 
of the “older generation”. But it is so uncharacteristic of his style and themes and, moreover, such 
a long time passed before his next feature, Cantata, in 1963 that it is justifiable to place the "real” 
Jancsó among the “middle generation" instead.



nevertheless and though his whole oeuvre from his third feature onwards can 
be seen as a unity, it would be impossible to interchange any of the separate 
parts.

After two false starts—the deplorable The Bells Have Gone to Rome 
(A harangok Rómába mentek)  and Cantata (Oldás és kötés), an interesting enough 
film whose basic theme (the need to acknowledge and come to terms with 
the realities of one’s past) seems nevertheless more suited to Szabó-Jancsó 
discovered in My Way Home (így jöttem) (1964) the themes and settings 
that were to dominate his work ever since. In the dying days of the Second 
World War a young Hungarian prisoner strikes up a wary and unspoken 
friendship with his Russian guard; with the latter’s death he is nominally 
free but in fact even more the victim of chance and random violence than 
before as he attempts to make his way home through hostile territory. The 
film contains the seeds of all Jancso’s later work: the links that bind prisoner 
and guard; the interchange of roles between them ; the casual violence; the 
barren landscapes that fill the screen, reducing humans to scarcely visible 
pinpoints; an elliptical narrative style in which dialogue is purely func
tional and is rarely used to define personality or motive; the use of music to 
punctuate the narrative and impose a particular rhythm upon it; a visual 
style that obtains its effects through movement of camera and actors rather 
than editing; an understanding of the role of clothes, uniforms, and naked
ness in defining the degree of power one character may hope to obtain over 
another. In addition it is his most humane and attractive film, in that we 
come to understand and feel for the central figures—a normal enough 
response, one might think, except that Jancsó chooses to do away with it in 
all his subsequent work.

W ith The Hopeless Ones (Szegénylegények) (1965; also known as The 
Round-Up) Jancsó drains all normal emotions out of his characters and 
presents them to us as counters on some gigantic chessboard who have the 
illusion of a limited freedom of choice and yet are totally at the mercy of 
forces more powerful than they. The setting becomes starker, the options 
open to the characters more restricted. Cruelty, violence and deceit are all- 
pervasive and are accepted fatalistically by those who suffer them as much 
as by those who inflict them. Each man’s hand is set against his fellow in 
a successful attempt to destroy whatever solidarity the oppressed may 
derive merely from their status as victims. Compositions are stylised and 
formal, almost geometric; movement and action are ritualistic, hypnotic 
in their inevitability; sound consists of questions, orders, shots, the crack 
of whips, hoofbeats, the constant wailing of the wind across the empty 
plain.
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In The Red and the White (Csillagosok, katonák)  (1967) and Silence and 
Cry (Csend és kiáltás)  (1968) Jancsó refines these methods to a point at which 
it seems impossible to take them any further. Once again we are presented 
with a group of prisoners and a group of executioners, with the difference 
that in the former film the dividing line is much more fluid than before and 
the roles are constantly being exchanged, and in both the condemned make 
a positive gesture of resistance and defiance at the end. Violence is endemic 
and casual murder is taken so much for granted that it almost loses its 
ability to shock. Even the most momentary or limited occasion for the 
exercise of power is seized upon eagerly for the opportunity to humiliate 
others, and ordinary people are constantly called upon to make decisions 
that involve the lives and death of victims as helpless as themselves. Com
position and movement become even more abstract than before, characters 
move in long horizontal or diagonal lines across the screen or group them
selves into stylised formations, and camera movements become even longer 
and more complex, weaving intricate patterns across the human and physical 
landscape. This conscious and unmistakable visual stylisation warns us that 
we are to view the events as part of a universal and unchanging ritual rather 
than a series of incidents confined to a specific place and time: the con
stantly moving camera links all the figures together in a pattern from which 
there is no escape.

Confrontation (Fényes szelek)  (1968) introduces a new aspect of Jancso’s 
aesthetic: the use of music, dance, and song as integral elements of the 
film’s structure. Previously he had used music sparingly and generally only 
where it was a natural element within a particular scene—a good example 
being the incongruous and yet extremely effective incident in The Red and 
the White in which the White officers lead a group of nurses into the forest 
and, instead of raping or killing them, summon the regimental band to 
strike up a tune, order the nurses to dance with each other, then courteously 
dismiss them. In Confrontation music and dance become a further element of 
stylisation, setting the film on a precarious, but firmly maintained border
line between the real (in terms of setting and characters) and the abstract 
(the structure and nature of the action). The result, quite apart from the 
prodigious aesthetic beauty of the rhythm and movement that is established, 
is once more to emphasise the universality of the questions at issue in the 
film, and it is entirely appropriate that a group of young people should 
express their revolutionary fervour by means of song and dance.

Despite this, I find Confrontation the most puzzling and ambiguous of all 
Jancso’s films in that he leaves us very much in doubt as to just where his 
final sympathies lie. Are they with the young boy who wishes to persuade

T
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his opponents into agreement bp means of open debate and is shunted 
aside by the girl who prefers to force others into acquiescence and 
whose methods are twice explicitly equated with those of the Nazis? It 
would seem that this should be the case, and yet by the end we have been 
led to sympathise with the girl’s single-minded purity of doctrine and to 
resent the way in which this has been exploited and then discarded by those 
superior to her whose tactics change according to each day’s circumstances. 
The final shots of the film are quite clearly intended to range us on her side, 
yet in doing so we are identifying with an explicitly doctrinaire mentality.

Agnus Dei (Égi bárány)  (1971) returns us to more familiar territory, 
except that now we are viewing it in colour instead of the stark black and 
white of the earlier films. This allows Jancsó to introduce a new range of 
effects: the motifs of blood, fire, water and darkness take equal prominence 
alongside those of power, death and nudity and the film provides a magnifi
cent summation of all his earlier themes. Compassion and pity make a muted 
and qualified return to his world here, alongside the familiar perversity 
and cruelty, and one character at least makes an attempt to escape from the 
vicious circle that entraps him. Red Psalm (Még kér a nép) (1971) has been 
accused in some quarters of being a simple repetition of Agnus Dei and 
a sign that Jancsó has worked himself into a stylistic cul-de-sac; in fact it is 
one of the most original and constantly exciting films in the whole history 
of cinema. In it Jancsó moves boldly far beyond the restraints of “naturalism” 
or “realism” as they are commonly interpreted and creates a cinematic 
world that lives wholly according to its own laws and yet impinges at 
every point upon the concerns of ordinary existence.

Songs, dances, and music are used, as in Confrontation, to convey the 
solidarity of the oppressed and their attempts to communicate with and 
convince their opponents. But there is no longer even the pretence that these 
could form a naturalistic part of the events described, just as much of the 
action (the death of the landlord, the massacre by the soldiers, the girl’s 
shooting of the officers at the end) cannot possibly be understood on a purely 
realistic level. Jancsó, more successfully because more whole-heartedly than 
in any previous film, has raised his work to the quality of myth or metaphor 
and given it a universal resonance that takes it far beyond the obscure or 
peripheral events that form the ostensible subject matter. Like any truly 
great artist he has created a world that is recognisably his own and, like the 
finest film artists, he has moulded this world through images of such haunt
ing beauty and power that, once experienced, they can never be forgotten.



9 2

István Gaál, who generally writes, always edits, and sometimes takes 
a hand in photographing his films, is an artist at least as individual and 
talented as Jancsó, and he too has achieved widespread international recogni
tion through the showing of his work at film festivals. Gaál constantly returns 
to the problem of moral integrity, the attempt and the need to retain one’s 
dignity as a human being in the midst of circumstances designed to promote 
fear, deceit, inertia, the cowardly acquiescence in injustice done to others. 
He is also extremely interested in the steady drift of young and talented 
people from the countryside to the city, the tensions and conflicts that they 
face there, and the stagnation that this movement imposes on the villages 
and towns that they leave behind. Like Jancsó he is able to raise these specific 
problems to universal significance through the intensity with which they 
are examined and the craftsmanship with which they are exposed.

The two themes come together most clearly in the Green Years (Zöldár)  
(1965) and Baptism (1967), The Green Years is set in the early 1950s and 
follows a young man of peasant background through the first stages of his 
university career. Passively he watches, and thereby acquiesces in, the per
secution of some of his closest friends for spurious political reasons, 
sympathising with them, yet reluctant to stand up openly in their defence. 
At the same time, he realizes that the very fact of his education, and the 
growing sophistication that accompanies it, is creating barriers between him
self and his family. The film offers no easy solutions to his problems: it 
simply presents them and shows Márton’s slow growth to self-awareness, 
and it is characteristic of Gaál’s artistry as a film maker that the central 
conflict of the film should be conveyed in images rather than in words; 
near the end Márton watches a film company recording a traditional folk 
procession near his village; the procession was inexplicably banned the 
previous year and permitted for equally mysterious reasons this time, and 
it is constantly interrupted by the instructions and advice of the film crew 
as to how it should be done in order to make it more “picturesque” . .  .

Baptism is a more complex film: two old friends meet at a christening 
party in their native village, and the events of that day are interspersed with 
flashbacks showing the lives of the two men since childhood. Menyus at
tempted, and failed, to leave the country in 1956; since then he has moved 
to the city and become a successful and famous sculptor. András has re
mained in the village as the local schoolmaster; unjustly imprisoned in the 
early 1950s he wrote a diary of his experiences that publishers were afraid 
to handle, while Menyus considered it safer for his career to drop his

4
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friendship with him. In the course of the day Menyus becomes more and 
more aware of his own spiritual cowardice, the series of betrayals of his 
friends and his art that have allowed him to achieve wealth and fame, and 
his self-contempt finally explodes into violence against András. Once again 
the film succeeds through its restraint and its reluctance to make easy moral 
judgements or condemnations; the flashback structure is brilliantly used to 
convey the underlying tensions of the various relationships by means of 
ironic juxtapositions rather than verbal exposition.

Gaái’s ability to create through film the details of a specific time, place 
and setting while constantly pointing beyond these to wider and more 
universal implications, finds its fullest realization to date in The Falcons 
(Magasiskola) (1970).* Somewhere in the midst of the barren plains made 
familiar to us by the work of Jancsó, a young man arrives at a research station 
devoted to the training of falcons and their use to keep the local bird popula
tion under control. Fascinated at first by the skill and authority with which 
the birds are handled, he gradually becomes revolted by the deliberate 
cruelty this entails and by the authoritarian personality and behaviour of 
the head of the station. Finally he decides to leave. On one level the film 
is clearly an allegory on the subject of power and an indictment of the 
authoritarian mentality, but it has nothing of the imprecision and vagueness 
that one normally associates with this artistic method. Gaál brings every 
detail of the life and work of the station vividly to life: the crisp editing 
of the film, the attention paid to food, clothing, weather and landscape, the 
sharp sound of bells, whirring wings, shouted orders, horses’ hooves, all 
give the film clarity and immediacy and allow its wider implications to 
emerge naturally and unobtrusively.

Current (Sodrásban)  (1964) and Dead Landscape (Holt vidék)  (1971), 
Gaál’s first and most recent films, both have a village setting. In the former 
a group of teenagers are forced by the death of one of their friends in 
a drowning accident to examine the purpose and nature of the lives they 
have been leading. The film conveys very well their sudden emptiness, and 
disorientation, and it contains an especially haunting scene in which the 
dead boy’s grandmother sets a loaf of bread with a lighted candle in it 
floating on the water in an attempt to bring his body to the surface. Dead 
Landscape takes place in a village from which all the inhabitants have 
gradually drifted away to the city, leaving only a young couple and their 
small son, together with an old woman, who wish to continue living there. 
(The village in which the film is set was actually deserted in just this 
manner.) The old woman dies, her son and his family (now living in Canada)

* See Miklós Mészöly’s story in No. 40.
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return too late to visit her; isolation brings to the surface the tensions that 
have always existed in the young people’s marriage; finally Juli too dies, 
whether by accident or suicide is left uncertain. The most successful scenes 
are those of the old woman’s funeral, filmed with Gaál’s typical restraint 
and compassion; and the encounter between Aunt Erzsi’s son, who has lost 
all significant ties with his background, and his former friends: he is too 
embarrassed even to stay and have a meal, while his Canadian wife and 
children are only too eager to escape from their primitive surroundings back 
to civilisation. Though the relationship between Anti, the young husband 
and Juli, his wife emerges as somewhat too schematic, Gaál creates a beauti
ful autumnal and elegiac atmosphere that pervades the whole film and 
assimilates the characters and their setting into a wider unity.

István Szabó has shown in his three films to date (a fourth, which I have 
not seen, has just been completed) that he too has a very personal style and 
outlook. His films, all of which have András Bálint in the leading role, deal 
with the difficult transition from the adolescent to the adult, and the need 
to come to terms with one’s true self by mastering the realities of one’s 
past and one’s background instead of the comforting and flattering half-truths 
that most of us prefer to live by. The individual theme is always firmly 
linked to a specific social setting, so that the films come to reflect the 
spiritual history of a whole generation rather than one particular figure.

Szabó’s basic themes emerge most clearly in his second film, Father 
(Apa)  (1966) in which a young boy grows up idealising his dead father as 

a heroic patriot and resistance leader. As he has no more than three genuine 
memories of his father, he fills in the remainder of the story through his 
imagination, and Szabó presents the boy’s wildly exaggerated and unreal 
concepts with both wit and compassion. As he becomes older he tries more 
and more to live up to his idealised version of what his father was, but comes to 
realize that this is beginning to inhibit the development of a true personality 
of his own. Finally he comes to terms with the fact that, though his father 
was both honourable and brave, his actual life was a very ordinary one and 
he is thereby freed to create an independent existence of his own.

Szabó’s avoidance of false heroics in his subject matter is reflected in the 
quietness and understatement of his visual style. This is not to say that his 
films are stylistically uninteresting: in fact he shows a mastery of editing 
and a skill in the timing and placing of flashbacks that puts him on a level 
with Resnais and Olmi. Szabó always prefers, however, to underplay 
a scene rather than to risk spoiling it through over-emphasis and an audience 
has to be constantly alert to avoid missing the dry humour and quiet irony 
that characterise so much of his work. A Love Film (Szerelmesfilm)  (1970)
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probably has to be seen at least twice if all its details are to be fully savoured: 
it is the most complex of his films to date and also the most rewarding. On 
his way by train to visit Kata, his childhood friend and sweetheart who is 
now living in France, Jancsi relives in his mind the most striking episodes 
of their childhood during and after the German occupation of Budapest. 
The first half of the film is like a jigsaw puzzle out of which a pattern 
slowly emerges, but there is a disturbing ambiguity about the fact that, 
though many of the images are repeated, they are never exactly the same 
on each appearance. The reason for this becomes clear when Jancsi and Kata 
meet and begin to compare their own memories and those of friends living 
nearby: each has subtly distorted the past to suit his own inner needs and 
there are now barriers between them that make it impossible to recapture 
or return to the simple and natural relationship that each had imagined 
existing before. Kata will not leave France and return to Hungary; Jancsi 
cannot cut himself off from his roots in Budapest and join her. Each accepts, 
sadly but courageously, that it is the realities of the present, not memories 
of the past, that they have to live by.

In his first film The Age of Daydreaming (Álmodozások kora)  (1964) Szabó 
had adopted a more conventional narrative structure, following a group 
of talented and idealistic young engineers through the inevitable disap
pointments, setbacks and compromises that blunt their conviction that, at 
twenty-odd years of age, they can set the world to rights. Love, death, dis
illusionment, selfishness, loss of self-confidence, social circumstances all 
combine to make them settle for less than they had imagined they would 
achieve, but Szabó sees their acceptance of realities as a victory rather than 
a defeat. At the end of the film comes a scene that is closely paralleled in 
all Szabó’s other films, widening the implications of a particular problem 
to take in the experience of thousands of others as well: as János is given his 
early morning call by the telephone operator, the camera tracks along a line 
of dozens of girls, all giving the same time to people all over the city. 
Near the end of Father, the young man sets off to test himself by swimming 
alone across the Danube; as he reaches the far bank, the camera tilts up to 
show dozens of others swimming behind him. At the end of A Love Film, 
Jancsi goes to a post office to send a telegram to Kata; the camera tracks 
once more along a line of other people who, like him, are sending messages 
to loved ones abroad.

5

Péter Bacsó too belongs to this “middle generation”, but his work has 
a very different orientation to that of Gaál, Szabó, or Jancsó. His films
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invariably have a specifically contemporary setting and, especially in recent 
years, seem intended almost as documentaries of life and work in today’s 
Hungary. Following in the line of The Fanatics, Bacsó typically takes a sub
ject that deals with inefficiency or dissatisfaction within the social frame
work and explores the results of this. The best (and most controversial) of 
those of his films that I have seeen is Outbreak (Kitörés)  (1970), in which 
a young worker who feels that his creative energies are being thwarted by 
the conditions under which he has to live and work tries to win others over 
to his point of view. His attempts at bringing about changes meet with 
mistrust and hostility, however, and his fellow-workers, family, and man
agement superiors see him simply as a misfit and trouble-maker. The film 
ends with his bleak realization that he has first of all to learn to compromise: 
“to navigate is a necessity.”

Present Indicative (Jelenidő) (1971) deals with a conscientious factory 
foreman who attempts to instil a sense of responsibility and pride in their 
work into the generally shiftless group in his charge. His efforts are greeted 
with hostility and resentment at first, but finally he wins their admiration 
and respect. In The Last Chance (Harmadik nekifutás)  (1973) an inefficient 
factory manager, a former factory worker, decides, most unusually, to take 
full responsibility for his mistakes and insists on demoting himself to 
an ordinary workman. Everyone treats him as some kind of madman, and 
the film explores his attempts to convince others that responsibility must 
be earned, not merely once, but throughout one’s whole career.

Bacsó’s method is one of almost pure documentary: he prefers to work 
with non-actors, the settings are those of real factories and offices, great 
attention is paid to the details and routine of working life. This imposes 
considerable limitations on his films and means that, though they may be 
fascinating sociological analyses, they rarely overstep these boundaries to 
take on the permanence and universality of art. The problem lies not so 
much in his “realism” (which he justifiably compares to that of Lumiere) 
as in the fact that it is not quite rigidly enough maintained and elements 
of banal love interest or spurious melodrama too often intrude to destroy 
the atmosphere of authenticity he has created.

His type of film making, however, is very much in line with the tendencies 
displayed by many of the “younger generation”2 of directors. There seems to

2 I have seen very few of the films of the very youngest group of directors, those now working at the 
Béla Balázs Studio, many of whom appear to be very talented. The name most often mentioned is that 
of Gyula Gazdag, who has made one feature and several short films. I have seen only his short The 
Long Distance Runner (Hosszú Jutásodra mindig számíthatunk) (1969), which displays a nice wit and 
a fine sense of satire and incongruity, though it is marred by technical lapses that are excessive even for a 
work oicinlma vlritl’(not only the microphones but even the spotlights frequently appear within the frame).
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be a turning away from the past as a subject and a desire to devote 
oneself entirely to the problems of the present. Though this intention may 
be praiseworthy and though many of these films (like Bacsó’s) may have 
great significance within Hungary itself, it has too often entailed a limita
tion in scope, a turning inward, that prevents these directors from attaining 
the universal significance of Gaál or Szabó. Gaál’s films deal with moral 
dilemmas that have their counterpart everywhere in the world; the particular 
situation given them a flesh and blood context within which he can examine 
them. Szabó’s films are firmly rooted in Hungarian reality, yet they have 
significance for everyone who has ever passed from adolescence into adult
hood. This double implication, unfortunately, is rare in too much of recent 
Hungarian cinema.

Márta Mészáros’s finest film to date is her first, The Girl (Eltávozott nap)  
(1968), which shows us a teenage girl from an orphanage trying to re
establish contact with her mother and to trace her father. The film recreates 
well the contrast between the restricted, artificial life of the women in her 
native village and the apparently freer, yet essentially aimless and un
settled existence of the young girls in the city. Binding Sentiments (Hold
udvar )  (1969) takes as its subject the generation gap between a middle-aged 
woman obsessed with her memories of her dead husband, and her son and 
his girl friend who try to bring her back to an interest in the present and 
the future. The film suffers from an inconclusive and rambling narrative 
structure, a defect that is even more pronounced in Free Breath (also known 
as Riddance, Szabad lélegzet) (1973), where a young factory worker pretends 
to be a student to impress the boy she is in love with and his snobbish 
family. The film moves from one implausibility to the next, and the poten
tially interesting problem at its centre steadily loses any conviction it might 
have had.

Pál Gábor seems to be quite strongly influenced by western film making 
techniques and styles: Horizon (Horizont) (1971) is a throwback to the 
“Angry Young Men” style of British cinema and in particular to Saturday 
Night and Sunday Morning. A sullen, impassive teenager steadfastly resists 
all the attempts of his mother, his former headmaster and his factory boss 
to instil in him a sense of social responsibility. Journey with Jacob (Utazás 
Jakabbal)  (1973) clearly betrays the influence of such American films as 
Easy Rider as two young men wander across Hungary in a series of episodes 
that bring them into contact with a variety of characters and adventures.

Pál Sándor’s Sarah, My Dear (Sárika drágám)  (1971) makes an explicit 
attempt to come to terms with the difference in outlook between the older 
and younger generations brought about by the rapid changes of the past

7
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twenty years: a rather thoughtless and irresponsible young man comes to 
respect the devotion and strength of character involved in his aunt’s life
long sacrifice of her personal well-being to the cause of Communism. The 
people of the film, however, are one-dimensional and the resolution facile. 
Judit Elek, in the Lady from Constantinople (Sziget a szárazföldön)  (1969) 
juxtaposes two ways of life and patterns of thought much more successfully 
and produces a film that is genuinely both comic and moving.

As a reaction perhaps from the obsessive naturalism of most of these 
films, a tendency towards what one might call “aestheticism”—a lavish 
concern with visual and formal beauty at the expense sometimes of char
acterisation and subject matter—has recently made itself felt. The most 
notable example is Zoltán Huszárik’s highly praised Sindbad (Sgindbad)  
(1971), a ravishingly beautiful film, almost every frame of which is a tribute 
to the artistry of its director of photography, Sándor Sára. Too much loveli
ness, unfortunately, can become cloying and the film fails ultimately to 
overcome the banality of its subject, the well-merited downfall of a shallow 
hedonist. Zsolt Kézdi-Kovács’s Romanticism, which has been discussed above, 
come into this category too; like his first film, Temperate Zone (Mérsékelt 
égöv)  (1970), it follows, too insistently, a schematic and predictable pattern, 
though both works display an artist with a powerful visual sense and the 
potential for producing films of great interest.

9 8
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Three names stand out among this “younger generation” as having the 
greatest capacity for carrying on the major tradition of the Hungarian 
cinema. Sándor Sára has been mentioned as the director of photography on 
Sindbad; he also worked on Father, Current and The Ten Thousand Suns 
(Tízezer nap) among others. (It should be pointed out here that, in Sára, 

János Kende, Tamás Somló—in his work on Jancsó’s earlier films—and 
János Zsombolyai, Hungary is fortunate to possess some of the finest 
cameramen in the world today.) Sára’s only feature to date is The Upthrown 
Stone (1968): set in the Rákosi era of the early 1950s, it deals powerfully 
and honestly with the injustices of that period but handles them, like 
Gaál’s The Green Years, from a viewpoint that is not limited to one particular 
place or time. “History,” Sára’s hero tells us near the end of the film, “must 
be made to answer to man.” The finest section of the film has close affinities 
to Sára’s earlier short, Gypsies (Cigányok), in its indictment of the indignities 
and injustices perpetrated by the authorities on the Gypsy people. The whole
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sequence is a stylistic tour-de-force: doctors and police descend on the settle
ment and begin, with no explanation and no consideration for the human 
dignity of their victims, to shave and disinfect their heads. The Gypsies, 
knowing they are powerless, submit silently; the impact of the scene is con
veyed through close-ups of their wary, defeated faces and the brisk editing 
that creates the impersonality and inhumanity of the whole process. Only 
the hero protests and attempts to photograph and record what is happening; 
he is driven away but, by the end of the film, has managed to make the 
movie we have just seen, and thus to use the photographic image as a means 
of stating the truth.

Ferenc Kósa’s The Ten Thousand Suns (1967) deals with the history of 
a whole generation, following a peasant household from the poverty and 
humiliations of the 1930s through the confusions of the War and post-War 
periods, collectivisation, and the events of 1956, up to the present day. 
The film exposes and gives weight to conflicting points of view and examines 
with great honesty the problem of just how much sacrifice can be demanded 
of any one generation in the name of a better future. The film is a succession 
of images a« striking and forceful as any the contemporary cinema has 
offered us and Kosa (and Sándor Sára) employ the starkness of black and 
white, and the width of the Cinemascope screen, to maximum effect. Long 
lines of men reap wheat in immense and endless fields; women bury their 
children up to their necks in the ground so that they will be safe while they 
work; a line of horses trots along a street, then crosses a bridge against the 
skyline; peasants steal corn from the co-operative granary and stumble 
across a field with their burdens, collapsing one by one till all lie immobile; 
a man carries out his sentence of forced labour in a barren, rock-strewn 
landscape; the local policeman and Party officials stand immersed to their 
waist in the river while those who have briefly seized power in 1956 debate 
whether to kill them; the camera tracks along a beach as the peasants enjoy 
themselves swimming in the water—with their hats on. Kosa has made two 
more films, Judgement (ítélet)  (1970) and a third, Beyond Time (Nines 
idő)  neither of which I have seen, but The Ten Thousand Suns is sufficient to 
mark him as a figure of major consequence.

The most talented of these newer film makers, however, appears to me to 
be Imre Gyöngyössy. His first feature, Palm Sunday (Virágvasárnap)  (1968) 
shows strong traces of the influence of Jancsó in its subject, setting and style, 
and many of the images that show the massacre in the aftermath of the 
Council of Republics in the early 1920s could have come straight from 
a Jancsó film. Nevertheless Gyöngyössy gives evidence of a truly individual 
style elsewhere and he succeeds in bringing fully to life the personality of
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the tortured, committed priest who defies his superiors and sides with the 
oppressed against the authorities of both Church and State, yet cannot 
bring himself to deny the tenets of his faith and advocate violent revolution.

W ith Legend About Death and Resurrection of Two Young Men 
(Meztelen vagy)  (197z), however, Gyöngyössy creates a unique and beautiful 
film that deserves to rank among the classics of this decade. The film is both 
a documentary of Gypsy life and a conscious attempt to present this in the 
form of a myth; it has been criticised for not being wholly the one or the 
other but, like Jancsó in Red Psalm, Gyöngyössy has evolved a style of 
“lyric realism” that allows him to create an imagined world that works on 
multiple levels simultaneously. Like Jancsó, he achieves this partly through 
a stylised use of songs and dance that functions as a consistent pattern 
throughout the film, but whereas Jancsó obtains a visual formalisation 
through camera movement, Gyöngyössy employs a startingly original kind 
of editing. The opening sequence of the film gives us several potential 
viewpoints from which to survey the arrival in the village of a young gypsy 
who is returning from the city and bringing a friend with him, and a series 
of short, almost subliminal images from later portions of the film unsettle 
and intrigue us. Throughout the film Gyöngyössy uses this method of 
anticipatory cutting to set up a ritualistic sense of inevitability about the 
action: each scene is consistently cut into by images from the one which is 
to follow, and often by glimpses of the climactic incident in which the 
young gypsy, who has attempted to drive away the tourists whom he feels 
are exploiting and debasing his fellows, has his tongue cut out by them 
as a punishment for his “treachery”. This scene too is filmed in several 
“versions” : in one, the young man collapses into the river, blood pouring 
from his mouth; in another he defies the crowd by choosing his own death 
and drowning himself; in another he is saved by the intercession of a gypsy 
woman; in yet another he is brought back to life by his mother and his 
lover. The four versions are intercut in short fragments in such a way that 
none of them achieves a privileged status as the “truth”, and the mixture 
of factual detail and interpretative ambiguity essential for the creation of 
a myth is thereby attained. In addition to all this the film, which is mag
nificently photographed by János Kende, revels in the physical beauty of 
sunlight, water, trees, flowers, and rocks, giving it the essential physical 
solidity that counterpoints the abstraction of its structure. It is a film to 
revel and delight in, to see again and again with deeper fascination each 
time, and it is in itself enough to counter any pessimistic forebodings that 
the great days of Hungarian cinema lie already in the past.

In fact, with Gyöngyössy, Kosa and Sára still at the start of their careers,
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Jancsó, Szabó and Gaál nearing the peak of theirs, and with a rebirth of 
Makk, the outlook for Hungarian films in the next decade is a bright one. 
The only danger, it seems to me, lies in the narrowing of scope evident in 
some of the films of the past few years, the deliberate limiting of oneself to 
a purely local reality and a flat visual treatment. As long as Hungarian 
directors continue to feel that the lessons of Hungarian history’are important 
enough to demand the attention of the rest of the world, and as long as they 
are willing to take risks and experiment with the style and structure of 
their work, they will continue to enjoy an ever-growing respect and, one 
hopes, a steadily increásing audience.



DIPPING MY PEN IN TO  TH E SEA
One Day’s Flotsam 

by

TIBOR DÉRY

Am I dipping my pen into the sea? Or into a puddle? Speaking of 
the arts.

Of their effect, their possibilities.
Of their aim as well ?. . .  that I don’t even dare to touch on. 

Returning from our house in Füred—where the spring cleaning had just 
been done—my wife reported on the condition of the garden there. The 
glittering spring in her words, on the skin of her face, in the brightness of 
her eyes was the message of the garden, immaterial, but to be understood 
by all. Presented in the united ensemble of speech, the hand and mimicry— 
it became itself a work of art; in its wake I almost saw the carpet of flowers 
covering our cellar, the swinging candles of our chestnut-tree, the flock of 
almond-trees farther away, and smelt the flowering lilac bushes along the 
fence.

After this artistic enjoyment—insatiable as I am—I went out into our 
small garden here in Pest, to have a look at our lilac shrub there. As is 
known, the duty of the writer is among other things to face reality. This 
is not always an agreeable task, even today, and can sometimes become 
awkward if the writer wishes also to give an account of what he sees. Looking 
at the lilac is all right, it can even be considered a private enjoyment, 
especially if one does not want to write but to keep silent about it. But 
now, here in the garden, the memory of my wife’s lilac story clashed so 
violently with the lilac of reality that the lazy brains of the writer caught 
fire. The following few lines, the summary of vague presentiments and 
guesses, are due to this collision.

What is the difference between the lilac of art and that of reality? 
What is the difference between a cow and a blade of grass? Is it that the 

cow eats the grass, but the blade of grass does not eat the cow?
The first question is no more meaningful than the second, but so-called
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common sense balks only at the latter. And yet both are equally unanswer
able, where difference is greater than identity, comparison becomes 
meaningless.

It betrays a complete misunderstanding of art if we declare in front of 
a painting depicting a lilac shrub: it seems almost real. Or in front of 
a drawing abstracting the shrub: this is as if it were the true picture of the 
shrub.

We perceive and process reality primarily through our senses, and art 
through our imagination. We may watch, caress or smell the lilac shrub, but 
only a madman would smell the painting depicting it. If we nevertheless 
seem to sense the fragrance of lilac on seeing the picture, this is only due to 
our foolish imagination, which sends the sight rolling over our nerve 
tracks—the picture of the shrub—beyond our senses.. .  where? To our most 
private heaven or hell. To the blue infinite of our imagination or its fiery 
cauldrons.

So far so good, the general direction can be followed. The problems of 
art begin with the question, what sets the imagination rolling? Whatever 
it is, through what narrow or wide entrance does it get at it? And once it 
has got into motion, over what narrow or wide plains does it ramble?

In all of us there is a secret code, which the work, the painting, the poem, 
the sonata must decipher, to be able to get into a conversation with us. If it 
has succeeded, a single fortunate adjective may explain to me an entire human 
character or a landscape—but does it do so for another reader as w ell?.. .;  
in the art of painting, two colours next to each other, which may agree or 
argue, can provide the key for the understanding of the whole picture. But 
if the work does not succeed, or succeeds only by half in deciphering the 
code? And as a consequence: if the reader understands not at all or in
correctly what I have written?

As far back as I can remember, this has been the greatest problem of my 
career as a writer. Who should I write for?

There are as many kinds of readiness of reason and sentiment as there 
are people. If I carry the idea consistently to its conclusion—what absurdity! 
—I should have to write my novel in as many fashions as I have readers.

Or shall I divide my readers into categories? Into classes? Into races? 
Into strata? How much am I attracted to which, and which would I want 
to bless with my activity?

This is no solution either. Because although my affection is partial and 
always binds me unequivocally to the weak and oppressed, is* it precisely 
among them that I find those who best understand what I have to say about 
the world?



What is to be done then? Is it to fulfil my own requirements, to write 
in my own way, trusting that those I suit will find me?

*

My pen is already tired of me; I am again bothered by technological 
civilization. Although this time I am complaining with a lighter conscience; 
there is a growing number of those—perhaps even in Hungary—who get 
frightened with me at the sight of the wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Could we protect ourselves against him?
On this—what a faint hope—reports the Hamburg paper Die Zeit, which 

weekly burdens my post-box with issues weighing half or a whole 
kilogramme. Thumbing absent-mindedly through an old number—can 
anyone keep up with the flood of information?—my attention is caught 
by a longish article which reports on a new experiment by a few large 
factories in the USA to safeguard workers’ welfare.

Workers’ welfare?
“Naturally, only if it pays us as well”, commented the representative 

of the employers, a director of the Chrysler Corporation, one of the largest 
motorcar concerns.

Naturally.
Large American corporations have been finding lately that bad working 

conditions reduce the productivity workers, and their improvement pro
motes it and parallel with it the profit of the capitalist. If the worker is 
in a bad mood, this counts as bad working conditions. He gets into a bad 
mood if he is bored in the plant; this conclusion has also been drawn 
recently in the state-owned Renault Works in France for instance, where 
young unskilled workers were repeatedly going on strike—not for higher 
wages, but against the bleak working conditions, against the tyranny of the 
assembly line which debases them into the robot puppets of a giant machine. 
American employers have come to a similar conclusion after the deteriora
tion of working morale in their enterprises, the reduction of productivity, 
wild-cat strikes, and sometimes even acts of sabotage have disturbed the 
peaceful life of the plant.

The conclusion, translated into the language of merchants, is that lack 
of humaneness costs money.

I am now reading the Korunk published in Kolozsvár, which quotes 
from a book by the American sociologist C. Wright Mills, apparently 
also read by the American capitalists:

The ambition of the managers to create enthusiasm for work, which
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reflects the unwillingness of their employees to carry out spontaneously 
their routine activities proves that the managers recognize: the workers feel 
no enthusiasm for the fulfilment of their work tasks.

For the resuscitation of the zeal to work and for its increase the develop
ment of a new moral attitude is needed which stimulates the worker even 
independently of material interestedness. At times of war they appeal to patri
otism. Lofty sentiments are invoked in the name of the corporation. They try 
to profit from the identification of the worker with his place of employment 
or his tools.

In accordance with the instructions of the slogans “all together with 
united force” “spontaneous discipline” “workers should be serene and 
cheerful”.

The largest American corporations, General Motors, Bell Telephone, 
General Foods, etc. have already abolished, by way of experiment, in some 
of their plants the assembly line, the atomization of the work process, in 
the hope—which has already been fulfilled to some extent—that with the 
improvement in the mood of the worker and his capacity for work the 
experiment will pay off commercially, too.

The Japanese are not lagging behind either in the salvation of souls. O f 
the 260,000 employees of Mitsubishi nearly 80,000 are far from cheerful. 
W hy?.. .  because they are still unmarried. So the company has established 
a match-making bureau equipped with a computer, at which the name and 
address of ten female or male colleagues willing to marry may be learnt 
against the payment of 8,000 yens, that is, for approximately 250 forints. 
As I say, within the enterprise, because if both of them work for the same 
company they can exchange ideas about its success, thus have something 
to talk about, and so be more cheerful.

Thus the new slogan is—reports Die Zeit: fight boredom.

*

Can it be imagined then that the boa constrictor, technological civiliza
tion, biting its own tail, is in the end going to gobble up its whole length?

$

Having started, I carry on reading Die Zeit. Unfortunately it is such 
a well-edited paper that almost every article entices one to read it.

To read it, in other words, to take possession of it? Does it stimulate 
further thought or does it enervate? The abundance of acknowledgement is
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not identical with the increasing of knowledge. The paper absorbs its news 
from a hundred nerve centres and dishes it up to me, but does it increase my 
knowledge of the world or does it merely tickle my curious and stupid skin?

For instance the following report:
The news had spread in eighteen towns of the Federal Republic of Germany, 

including Mainz, Frankfurt, Essen, and also in West Berlin, that in restaurants 
managed by foreigners, that is Yugoslavs, Italians and Chinese, rat meat is 
served under the guise of braised beef or pork. A bone that got caught 
in a woman’s throat, was removed by a doctor and was found to be a rat 
bone, says a news item. A second item reported that the rats were being 
delivered to Germany from Naples by the wagon load, in refrigerated trucks, 
and according to a third they were being fattened in the cellars of the 
restaurants. A fourth reported that in addition to their meat being eaten 
their skin was also being used in tanneries and paint factories. Police raided 
inns in Mainz, Frankfurt, Essen, etc. and seized hundreds of cadavers of 
skinned rats from the refrigerators.

Not a word of this is true, reports Die Zeit: the police closely checked 
the eating places, pubs and restaurants, but did not find a single skinny 
rat anywhere, let alone a fattened one. The doctor who removed the rat 
bone from the lady’s throat has not been found either. But the authority 
entrusted with checking the eating places had to soothe the nerves of several 
hundred troubled telephone callers, within a few days with more or less 
success.

The real victims of the false rumour were those foreigners, Greeks, 
Chinese and Yugoslavs, whose restaurants had within days become de
populated due to the mass psychosis. The turnover of some of them, for 
instance of Jozo Jelicic in Mainz, was reduced by 80 per cent; where 
clients used to queue up before, now only one or two people sat around in 
the beer-garden.

Who invented and who started the false rumour, the newspaper asks. 
German innkeepers, in order to put their foreign competitors out of 
business? The nationalist right wing, which would like to weed the 
“foreigners” out of German soil? Or was it a malignant virus of chance, 
proliferating through division and stinging the fearful public consciousness 
bent on hysteria?

But what was the use of my reading the article? To discover the origin 
and the psychology of witch-hunts? Most likely I had already discovered 
in my history books. If not from my own personal history, in the 
course of which I too was more than once their crying or laughing victim.
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Among my female portraits, a new one introduces herself, let us call 
her B. She married for the fourth and last time at the age of seventy, having 
lost three spouses in the course of her long life through the wicked or well- 
intentioned caprice of fate. After the death of her fourth husband B. was 
far from losing her faith in life, and when the year of mourning was over 
she again tried her luck. She placed a classified advertisement in the paper, 
having got hold of her last husband in that way too.

In her old age she still had the figure of a beautiful woman, with her hair 
dyed black, her white dentures, and her tall and slim figure which had not 
yet been broken by the years. She had her clothes made by the most 
fashionable down-town dressmaker, and her shoes by the best shoemaker. 
Since her old family jewels have survived, she took them for a walk 
both in the morning and in the afternoon along Váci Street and its sur
roundings, but—out of superstition—arranged her classified ad rendezvous 
in a patisserie in Krisztina Boulevard, where she had hooked her last 
—fourth—husband.

But the angling brought no success for some considerable time: there 
was no suitable fish or it did not bite. Whoever put in an appearance in the 
patisserie in answer to the fluty voice of the advertisement, either did not 
entice or was not enticed. He was either found to be too old and frail, or 
in his cockiness found the number of years denied by the lady too high. 
As the years went by, the habitual visitor to the patisserie in Krisztina 
Boulevard consumed her coffee and cream with the raisin cake that went 
with it, with less and less hope. After the failure of her attempts, she protested 
with fits of hysteria against the malice of fate at home in her Miinnich 
Ferenc Street flat, woke half the house with her screams, got diarrhoea and 
vomited.

As I have said, the years went by, B. grew old and her constitution 
deteriorated fast. She got a heart condition. And to top it all, the skin on 
her neck became flabby; it issued a long, yellow furrow under her chin, 
which could no longer be covered by any, however high-necked blouse.

But B. resisted. The classified advertisement meant for her that she was 
still alive; she looked up the address of a cosmetician to have the furrows 
on her neck sewn up. According to the health encyclopedia the aim of 
cosmetics is “to keep what nature has given, to make up for what it has 
denied, and to make disappear all that disturbs the harmony of good 
appearance”. It has age-old traditions, as may be read in the same place; 
detailed cosmetic instructions can already be found in the Ebers papyrus 
written in 1500 B.C. Although it may be surmised that B. has not read 
these, for the sake of the harmony of her good appearance she pattered
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along to a cosmetician—to the most fashionable one of course—and presented 
the wrinkles on her neck. But the doctor in charge advised her against the 
operation: surgical operation could not be indicated because of her heart, 
her coronary insufficiency.

As in films, let us now “stop” our heroine for a second: what will she 
decide?

She decides in favour of the operation. She is going to lie down on the 
operating table and have the wrinkles on her neck sewn up. Even if she 
dies under the knife!

Shall I admire her unbridled, bubbling vitality, the unreasonable fight 
of instinct against the transitoriness of life? Or shall I despise her for having 
lost that beautiful human virtue, a sense of proportion?

Translated by Károly Ravasz^



T O  T H E  N E W B O R N

Like a round loaf, that’s how small you were. 
I rolled you on the board with my palm,
I kneaded you, patted you, 
greased you smooth, floured you.
I shaped your roly body.
You slept in the palm of my hands.
You’d hardly dawned, your slight bones 
were still soft under your skin, yet 
how vehemently your vulnerable life 
pulsed in your tiny torso, your folded limbs 
closed about you like thick petals, 
beneath, you slept like the still of a rose.

£

What kind of well is the newborn’s dreams. 
Where do the minute dreamers descend?
Do they summon up their seas?
Among familiar algae, again
they hide, they swim back
to timelessness’ cave,
to this grotto’s constant quivering dark,
the blood-red fern’s nest,
down, under the blood, under destiny,

And their awakening. The breath’s
labored stirring,
until finally the will blasts



into terror’s bantam blaring.
To what despair
do they wake from their indifferent seas? 
This wild crying, this endless 
gasping, a mnemne still of their fish-life, 
yet with what a voice 
is their vernal despair blessed.
They sob, they clamour, they praise, 
hardly alive, they meet with their throats 
the assaults of reality, the million 
afflictions and pleasures of matter.
And they grab what they clamoured for, 
they grasp what every being grasps, 
theirs the air, the earth, the milk, 
the death, the lullaby, the glory.

£

Wrapped in a shawl you lay in your basket, 
you slept, you grew plump in your dreams. 
You didn’t  know that I took you in my arms 
I scanned your face for my lover; 
the image of his face wandered across yours, 
drifting like a moon in a windy sky.

$

What a loveliness to hold.
What a loveliness to lift.
Light as a plume, round as the sun.
My joy that drowns out everything.
The victory of intertwining limbs 
against time.
He rounded in the oven of hope, 
detached at the gates of expectancy.
Yet he still floats in the boundless 
past, and is here too 
in the still of this shawl, 
in the still of this rose 
he dreams his bright dream.



DEAD E M B R Y O S

They sit in a glass egg, 
the begun and abandoned flowering, 
their bodies poised in a stiff shell, 
millimeter ghosts.
They too slept in star wells, 
dark vessels soaked up their dreams. 
Oval-shaped pillows cradled 
the creation, the beginning, 
their microscopic sprout-solitude.
The glass-spun bony structure, 
small wild-apple skulls, 
hearts, arms, kidneys 
could still begin their budding.

But they don’t receive anything.
The air doesn’t  reach their lungs ; 
no spoon reaches their lips.
What kind of mourning does 
pre-natal death deserve?

They were scraped also of decay, 
naked buds, paper-thin cartilages.
Here the start and the continuum 
eternally estranged.
They didn’t demand their deaths, 
didn’t beg for anything, 
didn’t want flesh, bones, minerals; 
they returned to nothingness’ well.
The useless night peels off them, 
the heavens, time—

They bow their heads to their chest,
knees tucked in, curled up,
they age in a glass egg
flung on the sands of a sunless eternity.



N O T E S  O N  S A I N T  M A U R I C E

Other rules had to be learned.
In the double paths of 
binding-parting, 
in the pull of two faces, 
two lives, two landscapes’ 
opposite gravities.

You weren’t there in the February night, 
in the brandyreek, 
in the reels of dejection.

But later I had to learn 
the multi-meaning laws— 
that for your sake 
I must forsake everything 
and I must keep everything, 
the land, the language,
(what acid could wash it from my veins?) 
a city, a clime’s traditions, a clime 
that enclosed me like a motherly cave.

When the time came, and I had to depart 
(the departures! how many kinds of murmurs, 
cleavings in the iron coats of humming cars) 
to a land, other than birth had charted, 
and to find newer roots, 
these differed from the old, 
only in distance, in surface—
For one who severs himself 
from a spot still is not freed, 
he learns that presence 
isn’t  needed to be present.
And if he wants, he can be 
where he’s not. W ith those 
whom he left.



(Naturally, they don’t  know I’m there.
I pass them on the street,
I peer up into their flats, 
chat or squabble with them.
And I bid adieu. Naturally no one answers.)

This never-ending 
November rain.
This steady dripping, rustling, splashing.
The aluminum threads tangling the trees, 
the brass plate dead leaves 
that never wing, for they never dry out, 
and past the dark nets of branches 
half-fallen facades.
The wet, the falling, the ooze,
another kind of rain, another kind of ache.

Translated by Laura Schiff
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FOURIERLAND
A play in one act 

by

GYULA HERNÁDI

FRANCES W RIGHT
BRISBANE
CONSIDERANT
RICHARDSON
FLOWER
DALE
DANA
FIDEL SUT
CLARA
KATE
CHASE
HAYEK
SIGWART

CHARACTERS

KOHLER
McLEAN
LEARY
KOSSACK
CONOLLY
DELIBES
KING
MRS SMITH
MEMBERS OF TH E COM M UNE
FARMERS
POLICEMEN
SOLDIERS
SLAVES

Scene: the State of Tennessee. Time: about 1840.
A motley crowd surges hack and forth on stage: they are the members of the Commune, in 

their Sunday best.
The younger people are dressed in eccentric, eye-catching styles. Two groups can be distin

guished, the “troops" and the “bands”. The former are wearing high boots and wide belts with large 
metal buckles; the latter are in colourful folksy outfits, loose-fitting shirts with bright scarves knotted 
at the neck, singing and dancing with bunches and garlands of flowers, not unlike the hippies of today; 
The other group, by contrast, are more like Rockers.

There is a coffin at centre stage, and the body of an elderly, festively dressed man lies in the 
coffin. The youngsters seem to be performing some weird funereal dance around the coffin; the orchestra 
plays funereal music. The grown-up members of the Commune and its leaders stand near the coffin. 
A beautiful woman of about thirty-five steps from their ranks to the head of the bier, and puts down 
a large bunch of flowers. Then she straightens up and begins to speak. She is Frances Wright, the 
founder of the Commune, sometimes called a phalanstery; and she delivers the funeral oration

The play was first performed by the National Theatre Company of Pécs on March ly , 
directed by Ferenc Sik.
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FRANCES Brothers and sisters! Our 
family is stricken by an irreplaceable loss. 
An evil thug has killed our brother and 
friend, Father Thomas Peterson. He lies 
here, his dear body covered in flowers. Never 
again will he come from his small cottage 
in the woods to comfort, strengthen and 
cheer us. He was the humblest, kindest 
man I’d ever known. He always found the 
true voice for love to speak: he embraced 
us all. I loved Thomas Peterson. I loved and 
respected him. It was he who taught me to 
hate man’s hatred of other races. He taught 
me, too, that women are equal to men, and 
that the thin faces and the faint coughs of 
the poor are more important than the trea
sures of the rich, and all their talents. The 
thug doesn’t  care who his victim is. The thug 
is not a human being. The black cross 
branded on his bestial head leads him 
stumbling through the fields, howling in 
despair, for ever looking for the unattainable 
pastures. But I don’t want to admit that 
Thomas Peterson has died. He is still with 
us, he celebrates with us. His coffin stands 
here in our midst, and we shall celebrate 
just as if  he were alive. He is with us, we 
shall not weep. We shall sing and dance. 
Only they who do not live in the love of 
others die a sorrowful death. I ask you, my 
brothers and sisters, sing and dance.

She mingles with the crowd. The orchestra 
strikes up the gay tunes of the day—about 1840— 
current in America, England and France. An 
occasional motif from Negro music can be recog
nised. One member of the “band”, with a posy 
in his hand, steps out into centre stage and taking 
out a sheet of paper, begins to read an anniversary 
paean. The crowd falls silent to listen.

CHASE If freedom is not universal, it is 
merely a pipe-dream. Wherever the free ful
filment of human instinct is merely a pri
vilege of a narrow minority, there is op
pression. The soul’s desire for fulfilling its 
impulses are as strong as the body’s, and in 
their hearts, members of both sexes yearn

for variety. Men, just like women, would 
wish for a harem if dependence, law and 
propriety did not forbid it. The earnest 
Dutch, who appear so highly moral in 
Amsterdam, keep seraglios of various co
loured wives in Batavia. That’s the secret 
of civilized moral standards! While circum
stances make it necessary, men are hypo
crites, but they shed the mask of morals as 
soon as they can do so with impunity. We 
have stepped out from that cage, we stand 
above it and we play on top of its iron bars. 
We know that every instinct that God gave 
us should be utilized without changing or 
perverting it. There are those among you 
who shy away from the idea of free love, 
believing that it will lead to a muddle of 
children of uncertain parentage. This fear is 
groundless while our community ensures 
freedom for our instincts and protects us 
from the irregularities caused by that so- 
called civilization out there. According to 
the statistics, in the city of Paris a third of 
all fathers desert and deny their children. 
O f every 27,000 births, 9,000 are illegiti
mate . . .

Frances Wright goes over to the declaiming 
young man, puts a hand on his shoulder, interrupt
ing him, like someone who thinks his introduction 
is overlong. Chase, the boy, falls silent, and with
out finishing his speech turns his expectant and 
adoring eyes to her face. She pushes him aside 
gently and begins to speak.

FRANCES Brothers and sisters! The 
fifth anniversary o f the founding o f our 
community has arrived. I welcome and greet 
you all on the occasion of this festive day. 
(The crowd begins to cheer; she waves them to 
silence, and continues) In the beginning, only 
the bare earth awaited us here, the river’s 
destructive floods, fever and sweat. Today 
we are rich and in good health. O ur children 
are educated and enlightened. I am not 
speaking just o f our economic achievements; 
you know all about those. We have shown 
you how much money we have, how much

1 1 5
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each of you will get, how much anyone is 
entitled to have. On our Monday evening 
meetings you can all inspect the accounts; 
and the exact share of every member will be 
posted on this pillar tomorrow by James 
Richardson. (She points at the post with a 
notice board. The crowd cheers. She bids them to 
silence again and continues) We live well. We 
live sensibly. But what is even more im
portant, we also fulfil our Christian duty. 
We have made it possible for twenty-three 
slave families to buy their freedom, to 
achieve their liberty. I know you loved them : 
your children played with their children, 
they studied together and ate at the same 
table, you prayed to the self-same God. You 
helped them in work and in self-improve
ment. I thank you, my brothers and sisters! 
(The cheering crowd drews closer to her) When 
they were liberated and emigrated to Haiti 
a month ago, we had resolved to continue 
with this sacred work. As you know, they 
had to leave, for we must not provoke our 
neighbours. And we calculated that we must 
not take on more than twenty-three families 
at any one time in order to continue this 
campaign. In this solemn hour, I ask you 
again, and please answer me from your in
most hearts: do you want us to continue 
this work? Should we bring in a fresh group 
of Negro families, to teach them, to give 
them their chance of freedom? I am asking 
you all: should we carry on? (There is a loud 
shout of unanimous agreement. She bows her head) 
Thank you my brothers and sisters.

(The music strikes up again, this time with 
blues and Negro spirituals. The younger members 
start to sway and dance to its rhythms, with 
gradually increasing abandon. Frances joins in the 
dance. Suddenly, the brightly dressed group of 
youngsters raise a small platform at the centre of 
the stage. A half-naked boy climbs up. Large sheets 
of paper are stuck across his chest and back, with 
large, almost luminous letters spelling: CHARLES 
FOURIER. The crowd stops, looking at him in 
curiosity: he starts to recite)

I I 6

CHASE 
Béranger:

LES FOUS

Vieux soldats de plomb que nous sommes, 
Au cordeau nous alignant tous,
Si des rangs sortent quelques hommes,
Tous nous crions: A bas les fous!
On les persecute, on les tue;
Sauf, aprés un lent examen,
A leur dresser une statue,
Pour la gloire du genre humain.

Fourier nous d it: Sors de la fange,
Peuple en proie aux deceptions!
Travaille, groupé par phalange,
Dans un cercle d ’attractions.
La térré, aprés tant de désastres,
Forme avec le ciel un hymen,
Et la lói qui régit les astres 
Donne la paix au genre humain.

Qui découvrit un nouveau monde?
Un fou qu’on raillait en Fout lieu.
Sur la croix que son sang inonde,
Un fou qui meurt nous légue un Dieu.
Si demain, oubliant d’éclore,
Le jour manquait, eh bien! demain 
quelque fou trouverait encore 
Un flambeau pour le genre humain.

(The crowd listens in silence; they applaud 
him loudly, then start dancing to the Negro rhythms 
again. He climbs down from the platform and dis
appears in the crowd. Now, elaborately uniformed 
young people line up on either side of the little 
platform. Suddenly, a ragged, frightened Negro 
appears among the holiday crowd: it is Sut, a 
slave from Sigwart's nearby farm. He cowers from 
group to group like a hunted animal until he 
reaches Chase, the boy who had been reciting. 
Chase looks at him in surprise. The Negro stands 
panting, hardly able to speak.)

SUT Hide me! They’re after me! 
CHASE Who’s after you?
SUT Dana’s men.
CHASE Why?
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SUT I don’t  know. Please hide me! Please!
I’am afraid.
CHASE Relax, Sut. Come and join the 

others.

(Chase leads Sut into the crowd, which makes 
way to admit him and close up again to hide him. 
They form a two-part chorus: Fourier’s almost 
surrealistic analogies sound odd in their recital, 
and they conclude with a quotation from Schelling.)

CHORUS I The human soul is a model 
of the Universe: it is the concept of the 
whole. It is reflected in every part.

CHORUS II The beet which is found 
only on the tables of the poor and the 
ignorant is their own reflection.

CHORUS I Their animal equivalent is 
the donkey.

CHORUS II The parsnip is the mirror 
image of the educated farmer.

CHORUS I The carrot reflects the re
fined and experimentally inclined agronomist.

CHORUS II The fresh tart flavour of 
celery agrees with the country-lovers’ in
clinations.

CHORUS II The sugar-beet is like the 
slave under forced labour: just as they press 
sweet juices from the sugar-beet by crunch
ing it, so does the blood of the crushed 
slave turn to gold.

CHORUS I The pleasant sweetness of 
the sugar-cane is the symbol of united 
labour.

CHORUS II The carefully planted root 
potato represents the grouping of natural 
inclination.

CHORUS I The rose is the symbol of 
modesty.

CHORUS II Mistletoe is the symbol of 
the parasite.

CHORUS I The lilac is the symbol of 
vanity.

CHORUS II The lupin of upright 
propriety.

CHORUS I And the tulip of justice. 
(Both groups smile as they rent' in sing-song 
voices.)

(Frances walks round the crowd and picks out 
five of the men: the members of the Steering Com
mittee. They move towards the side of the stage. 
The stage slowly turns into a splendid council- 
chamber. Music and singing still drifts in from the 
outside. The committee take their places around the 
long table in the middle of the room. They are: 
Frances Wright, the founder of the Commune, 
Robert Dale, about sixty, the founder of a Non
conformist sect, the elder of the committee; George 
Flower, about fifty: a dry, middle-class professional 
man who could be called the agricultural com
missioner of the Commune; James Richardson, 
about forty, a practical-minded civil servant who 
manages the Commune’s administration; Peter 
Considerant, an ascetic-looking lawyer of twenty- 

five; the typical idealistic intellectual; John 
Brisbane, about forty, an anarchist revolutionary. 
There are dishes and jugs with food and drink on 
the table, and flowers in vases. When the six are 
seated, Frances is the first to speak, turning to 
Richardson)

FRANCES Tomorrow we must pin up 
the results.

RICHARDSON (nervously) There aren’t 
any.

FRANCES I don’t understand, James.
RICHARDSON There are no results.
FRANCES What are we living on, then?
RICHARDSON On your money.
FRANCES But that’s run out, hasn’t it ?
RICHARDSON Not yet, but it’ll run 

out soon.
FRANCES I still don’t understand.
RICHARDSON The people don’t work. 

They only care for whatever it is they’ll be 
debating in the club at night. They go out 
in the fields, they stand about for half an 
hour or so, then they sit down on the river- 
bank.

(Frances pretends not to notice his broadside, 
and turns to Flower, asking passionately)

FRANCES What do you say, Flower?
FLOW ER (with a sardonic smile) Fran

ces, the soil isn’t  a plaything; you can’t  just
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work it when the fancy takes you. You can’t 
have two-hour shifts. The people just come 
and go all the time; it’s like a promenade. 
There’s forty per cent less com this year, 
and the livestock is dying o f f . . .

FRANCES You never said anything be
fore.

FLOWER You and Brisbane and Con- 
siderant, you were creating a Utopian society. 
You are ruining yourself, while we’re driven 
mad by the waste.

BRISBANE (stands up, turning to Flower) 
After five years, you’ve grown clever all of 
a sudden, Flower. You are the agronomist: 
you made the plans, you promised us a good 
harvest, and plenty. W hat’s gone wrong? 
Have you run out of expertise? You’re not 
too stupid to understand that any aim which 
might have seemed impossible at one time, 
can be achieved if it is turned into a practical 
plan at the right moment. You say we’re 
trying to create a Utopia. You are quite 
right, we are Utopians. But you must re
member that no revolutionary can live with
out a Utopian dream. For Utopia is the 
mother of change.

FLOWER You are a poet, as always. 
But I don’t need poets, or philosophers, or 
revolutionaries, but agricultural labour. 
Can’t you understand? I am sorry that the 
Negroes are gone. They at least did the 
work.

CONSIDERANT (rises, nods to silence 
Brisbane who is about to reply, to wait, for he 
wants to answer Flower’s speech himself. He begins 
sofily, suppressing the anger in his voice) So now 
you’ve become a Negro-lover? If I remember 
rightly, you protested the loudest, you 
warned us most fervently against taking in 
those slaves. You’ve got hold of some pretty 
funny ideas. You don’t need revolutionaries, 
you say? Perhaps it’s the revolutionaries who 
don’t  need you.

RICHARDSON (turning to Considerant) 
Why are you always going on about revolu
tion? Do I have to explain Fourier to you 
people? Didn’t he say that it was madness, 
and a crime, to go against the world with

violence? Wasn’t  it he who invited Baron de 
Rothschild to join his world government? 
But didn’t  he hate and despise the Jews, the 
Chinese, the Negroes?

BRISBANE How well you know his 
teachings! I ’m sure you could quote him 
very precisely, if  you’re ever in a tight comer. 
So, perhaps, I could ask you, our chief 
administrator: how many of us are there in 
this commune?

RICHARDSON Two hundred and fifty- 
six.

BRISBANE And, according to Fourier, 
what is the minimal membership for a 
phalanstery or a commune?

RICHARDSON Fifteen hundred to two 
thousand.

BRISBANE And how much initial capi
tal is needed?

RICHARDSON One million francs.
BRISBANE How much did Frances 

Wright have, when she started?
RICHARDSON Fifty thousand dollars.
BRISBANE Would Fourier think that 

was enough?
RICHARDSON No.
BRISBANE So why did you come here?
RICHARDSON Not just to keep an 

eye on my mistress all day.
BRISBANE (pointing towards Frances while 

speaking) Do you mean to say that that’s 
what I do? Have we ever denied that we 
are lovers?

RICHARDSON No.
BRISBANE So what’s eating you? Didn’t 

we say from the beginning that we shall 
have nothing furtive around here, that if  
someone wants to sleep with someone here, 
they can do it in the middle of the street, 
for all to see? Didn’t  you vote for this free
dom yourself, Richardson?

RICHARDSON I did.
BRISBANE So what are you geting at 

now?
RICHARDSON I am not getting at 

anything. Only I don’t  think it’s right that 
you three should settle everything.

BRISBANE What three?
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RICHARDSON Frances, you and Con- 
siderant.

BRISBANE The three of us? But didn’t 
all six of us vote on everything? And didn’t 
we always act together in putting our reso
lutions to the members? And didn’t  we 
always put everything to a free vote? Have 
we ever carried out any decision without the 
majority of the members voting in its 
favour? Why were you and Flower lying to 
us? Why is it only now that you tell us 
things have gone wrong? Answer me, 
Richardson!

DALE (stands to reply instead of Richardson, 
speaking as if he was quoting from the Scriptures) 
Woe to the bringers of false decisions. . .

CONSIDERANT Step it. old chap. 
I’m sorry we ever let you come here. We 
should have kicked you out, and all your 
followers, the first day you started ranting 
your texts.

DALE I hate and abhor your feast-days 
and I take no pleasure in your gatherings. 
Take away from me the sound of your sing
ing, and let me not hear the sound of your 
harp.

FRANCES (interrupting) Peter is right. 
You really do sound moronic with all these 
bigoted texts.

DALE When you allowed us to come, 
we were good enough for you. You know full 
well that we do most of the work.

FRANCES Everybody does the work. 
There’s not a grain of truth in this non
sense—Richardson and Flower just invented 
it. Everybody does the work.

DALE You know full well that they 
speak the truth; you don’t  want to open 
your eyes and see. Why did you let me 
come? Tell me, why did you take me in? 
You knew what I was like. You knew that 
I hate fornication and blasphemy. Why did 
you let all of us come? We could have gone 
somewhere else: we could have gone up 
North, past Memphis. . .

FRANCES I’ll tell you why I accepted 
you. It was when you told me of what you 
saw when you were among the Mongols.

That the rich make a soup from the sacred 
mushroom, they drink it and have marvellous 
dreams; then they go outside their tents 
and urinate, and the poor people stand there 
with wooden bowls to catch the urine and 
take it home and drink it, and they too have 
beautiful dreams, for the kidneys do not 
break down the poison of the sacred mush
rooms. You told me this, and you told me 
that poor must be our sole concern. That’s 
why I accepted you. Afterwards, you started 
your Bible readings and you always knew 
what to read. But you always quote us texts 
that preach against Man. I too could quote 
to you, to prove the opposite of everything 
you’re saying. But I won’t. I think that the 
three of you, with Flower and Richardson, 
have misunderstood something. It is in
teresting that you should only quote those 
ideas of Fourier’s which are ridiculous or 
mistaken.

RICHARDSON cruises his hand to inter
rupt, trying to pacify her) Frances, don’t get 
so excited! W e .. .

FRANCES I haven’t finished! All the 
members should be told everything that you 
told us just now. But I don’t  understand, 
I can’t  understand, why you have deceived 
me. Tell me, Richardson, why did you lie? 
Why did you cheat?

RICHARDSON Because lies were what 
you wanted to hear.

FRANCES You really are mentally un
stable. I didn’t want to believe it when 
a friend of mine warned me to be careful, 
that you’re a madman. . .

RICHARDSON (angrily) Who said that?
FRANCES I can’t remember. I didn’t 

believe it then, but I’m beginning to think 
he was right. You say that I wanted you to 
lie to me?

RICHARDSON Yes.
FRANCES When? How? Why? Who 

else heard it? Answer me!
RICHARDSON It was never said 

openly. But the wish was always there in  
your tone of voice, in your praise or approval. 
You’d caress my face when I reported profits

1 1 9
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all round and said that we didn’t  need to 
touch your own money.

BRISBANE (turning to Richardson) You 
deserve to be hanged! You don’t  deserve to 
live among us. You should be hanged.

RICHARDSON Take care it’s not you 
who gets hanged. Agitators and fire-raisers 
aren’t regarded as innocent parlour politicians 
as you well know. You've already had a go 
at it, haven’t you?

BRISBANE I suppose you’re referring 
to Chicago.

RICHARDSON Yes, to Chicago.
BRISBANE Everyone knows I was in 

prison for two years, from thirty-seven to 
thirty-nine.

RICHARDSON And why not the full 
four years, Brisbane?

BRISBANE You, Richardson, know that 
all too well. Frances Wright stood bail and 
they put me on parole. That’s why it was 
only two years.

RICHARDSON And do you still recall 
the conditions of parole?

BRISBANE Quite clearly, thank you. 
I’ve got to keep quiet. By the by, Richardson, 
your sort wouldn’t  live long in Chicago. 
Men who betray the trust of the community 
would soon find a rope round their neck in 
Chicago.

RICHARDSON (takes out a sheet of 
paper and starts to read. The others sit in dumb
founded amazement, only Brisbane’s muscles 
tighten, as if ready to spring. Richardson reads in 
a dry voice) One. The denial of God. Two. 
Human reason the only basis of justice. 
Conscience to be the only arbiter. Individual 
and communal freedom as the only possible 
source of social order. Three. The freedom 
of the individual only realized in complete 
equality. Four. The complete and total 
destruction of the State. Five. The proclama
tion of World Revolution. National revolu
tions are too narrow, and can never suc
ceed . .

FRANCES (looks at Brisbane, then puts 
out her hand) That’s enough! Give it to me.

RICHARDSON I won’t.

FRANCES Where did you get it?
RICHARDSON I found it.
FRANCES Where did you find it?
RICHARDSON In the clubroom. The 

day before yesterday.
BRISBANE (to Frances) I t ’s a lie! It 

was in my desk drawer, in my own room. 
I have never taken it out of my room.

A young, slim girl suddenly appears in the 
doorway. She is Clara, in charge of the guard at 
the gate. She speaks to Frances, still out of breath 

from running.
CLARA The Commissioner of the 

Governor’s troops, Charles Dana, is ap
proaching with his men. Shall we let them 
in?

FRANCES Ye^ let them in.

The committee fall silent. Clara runs back to 
the gate. She returns almost at once with a hard- 

faced man, wearing a sheriff’s badge. This is 
Charles Dana, the officer in charge of the 
Governor’s forces. Three policemen follow him. 
Dana is bare-headed. He stops in front of Frances, 
bowing to her and greeting her politely, yet with 
self-assurance.

DANA Good morning, Madam.
FRANCES Good morning. What can 

we do for you?
Brisbane, Richardson and the others watch 

tensely, ready to jump.
DANA (decisively) Please forgive me for 

interrupting your festivities, but I have to 
carry out my duty. I am looking for an 
escaped convict by the name of Sut. His 
footprints led straight here.

FRANCES I know Sut. But I haven’t 
seen him for weeks.

DANA Do we have your permission to 
search the settlement?

FRANCES (coolly) Go ahead.
DANA Thank you, Madam, and please 

excuse us.

She does not reply. The police disappear in the 
direction of the other buildings. She turns to her 
committee again.
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FRANCES Have you all gone mad? You 
are all crazy! Before today, there wasn’t 
a breath of trouble, and now you suddenly 
fall on each other like wild beasts. W hat’s 
wrong with you? I don’t  understand what is 
wrong with all of you, my brothers. Tell me, 
Flower, are things really that bad?

FLOW ER They are, but they could be 
straightened out again. If  you like, I ’ll tell 
you how.

FRANCES Tell us.
FLOW ER Richardson is right; first of 

all, we should organize some sort of police 
force. There can be no discipline without 
some sort of supervision. Workers in the 
fields have to be supervised and occasionally 
punished.

FRANCES How many policemen would 
be needed, in your opinion?

FLOW ER According to Richardson, 
about forty.

FRANCES Forty policemen for the two 
hundred and fifty-six of us?

RICHARDSON Yes.
FRANCES Can you tell me why you 

need so many?
RICHARDSON Because they would 

have to be on duty all the time, in alternate 
shifts. I have worked out the details of their 
organization, training and method.

CONSIDERANT (joining in) Who is 
to choose them?

RICHARDSON We must recruit out
siders. Only strangers can be impartial.

CONSIDERANT Your scheme sounds 
more and more interesting. What else do you 
think we need?

RICHARDSON A statute book, to 
establish the punishment for any crime or 
irregularity.

CONSIDERANT Have any crimes come 
to your notice so far?

FLOW ER Have you forgotten that 
Peterson was killed? Have you already for
gotten his coffin standing outside?

CONSIDERANT The Governor’s po
lice is in charge of the investigations. Why 
should we need an internal police force for

this? And why do you want to replace our 
system of social justice with a brutal organiza
tion, alien to our community?

FLOW ER Our social justice is useless. 
Without discipline, we’ll starve.

CONSIDERANT That’s not true. I 
don’t  believe your facts, Flower. We shall 
inspect your books! What you say cannot 
be true. Our people work hard, and you 
really know about farming. You have kept 
quiet until now. What you say now cannot 
be true. What has happened? Are you tired 
of all this? You may go, if you like; we’ll 
manage to find someone else.

FLOW ER It’s not so simple to kick me 
out. I have as much right to be here as you, 
who endanger the community’s very exis
tence day by day.

CONSIDERANT How do I endanger it?
FLOWERS W ith your crazy schemes 

for the Negroes. Why do you have to stand 
by every filthy murderer? Why do you have 
to rouse the whole country round here agains 
us? The farmers hate us; they refuse to lend 
us even a single horse.

CONSIDERANT And that’s my fault, 
is it?

FLOW ER I t’s you who shouted all over 
the place that Jackson was innocently hanged. 
I think you knew as well as anyone else that 
it was he who killed Brown and his wife.

CONSIDERANT Jackson denied it to 
the end, even on the gallows, even to the 
priest. And even to his wife. No man has 
that much strength unless he’s innocent.

FLOW ER What about Dana’s evidence?
CONSIDERANT Dana offered no 

evidence, he merely asserted. All his so- 
called pieces of evidence were proved false, 
or nothing like evidence at all. You were 
there yourself; why do you pretend that 
you don’t  remember it?

FLOW ER Why are you always bother
ing about those filthy niggers? Dana’s men 
are here again. Why can’t  we mind our own 
business, get on with our work. . .

FRANCES (cuts in before Considerant can 
speak) So it’s the filthy niggers that’s bother-
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ing you now? I t’s they who are causing all 
our troubles? Is that why our people don’t 
work, is that why we are ruined? So what’s 
wrong with the Negroes? Earlier, you just 
said that only they worked hard in our 
community.

RICHARDSON Stop pretending that 
you don’t  understand what it’s about. The 
fact is that in such hostile surroundings even 
to have a commune is taking things too far. 
Two hundred and fifty-six people who live 
by different laws! Adultery is not accounted 
a sin among us; here there is no such thing 
as sin; even atheists are accepted; here the 
boys and girls bathe naked in the river. 
People work two or three hours; at night, 
we talk for hours in the club about danger
ous and revolutionary things; then we sing 
and dance when we’re not even drunk. But 
they’d put up with all this, believing that 
the Almighty will punish us in due course. 
But now, that we have interfered with the 
Negroes—that’s worse than if we’d raped 
their wives. They’ll smash us to pieces.

BRISBANE All the more easily if all 
you can think of is how to undermine the 
community. . .

RICHARDSON You attack me, in
stead of offering rational arguments. What 
do you think would happen if Dana’s men 
found the paper I’d just read ou t. . .

BRISBANE The only way they could 
find it would be for you to give it to them.

RICHARDSON (holds up the sheet of 
paper) It’s no use insulting me, Brisbane. 
You know full well how dangerous this 
paper can be for you. You say that if we 
don’t  like it here, we are free to go. But tell 
me, why are you here? We all know what 
your beliefs are. What are you doing in 
this lukewarm, namby-pamby experiment? 
You’re in love with Frances, she loves you 
too; you’re living together. Is that why 
you’re here? Does a woman mean so much 
more to you than the revolution?

BRISBANE I should knock you down— 
but I shan’t touch you. I’ll try to explain 
what the commune means to me, and

Frances, and you, and the rest. You must be 
taught afresh to remember, just as the blind 
man must be taught to see after a cataract 
is taken from his eye. Everything has to 
start afresh with you here. Frances, tell them 
how we met.

FRANCES We met at the police pre
cinct in Chicago. I was seeking permission 
to hold a meeting; I was sitting in the Chief 
Commissioner’s office when they brought 
you in. Your face was bashed in and I could 
only see your eyes. You looked at me, then 
they took you away. I had to ask your name.

BRISBANE You see, Richardson, it was 
as romantic and as ridiculous. Then, she 
visited me, and offered to stand bail. She 
explained what she planned to do. She in
vited me to come here with her; that here 
I should be able to achieve on a small scale 
all the things for which they locked me up 
in Chicago. She stood bail, and I left prison. 
I came with her. I didn’t  come with her 
because I loved her. I loved her for coming 
here, for trying to achieve all this. You are 
right, my beliefs are far more extreme than 
our set-up. But I am here, because there is 
nowhere better. We took up arms in Chicago, 
and they smashed us up, they turned our 
own mothers against us. I was in prison and 
my mother offered a Mass for my sins. 
I know of nothing better than what we’re 
doing here. I know that we must destroy 
the rich, and that slavery is the most burn
ing disgrace in the world today. But the 
first step is here: we must teach the Negroes 
slowly, piecemeal, that they have a choice. 
That they do not have to lie down like 
obedient beasts; that man can stand up 
straight, if  someone’s there to help him. 
I don’t  want to preach to you here, it would 
be too ridiculous. You know full well that 
we are trying to set an example. Now there’s 
only one commune where there are free 
Negroes; later, there may be two, then two 
hundred, two thousand.. .

FLOWER You’re dreaming, They’ll 
never allow it. They’ll kill us, they’ll smash 
us; they won’t allow it.
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BRISBANE They can’t  get at us if we 
keep our heads. If  we don’t  help them along 
by giving them a cause. . .

RICHARDSON Look, they’ve started 
the killing. They’ve killed Peterson. To
morrow it might be me, the day after, it 
will be you.

CONSIDERANT (interrupts angrily) 
We’re not afraid! We’re stronger than they 
are, we are purer!

FLOWER The Christians were purer 
than Nero. Your arguments are weak, 
Brisbane. Richardson is right. We must not 
burden our commune with the Negroes. 
The two ideas have nothing to do with 
each other. You can create a commune 
without Negroes, or you can start an aboli
tion movement without a commune. It is 
difficult enough to do either; together, they 
become impossible.

FRANCES Why do you say it is im
possible ? Do the past five years mean nothing 
to you? We have been doing it for five years, 
and no one blamed us.

RICHARDSON You live here like 
hermits, and don’t  meet outsiders. I have 
to go into the town, I meet the farmers. 
I can hear their gossip. They’re burning 
with hatred. Slaves had escaped from here 
before we came, but if  even one escapes now, 
they say it’s us inciting them. The priest 
prays for us every Sunday at Mass, as only 
God can help us from this moral cesspit. 
But they are most appalled at Considerant, 
who is a clever lawyer, and instead of stand
ing by the farmers against the State, he is 
helping the niggers against the farmers. 
They foam at the mouth when they think 
of the Jackson trial, where you made fools of 
the witnesses and enabled a five-fold mur
derer to make a speech against the whites.

CONSIDERANT But they condemned 
Jackson all the same!

FRANCES I don’t understand you, 
Richardson! I ’ve said it again and again 
that I simply don’t  understand you. Why 
was it today, on our fifth anniversary, that 
all these mistakes and dangers suddenly

became apparent? We’ve talked over every
thing a hundred times, we’ve always agreed. 
W hat’s going on here? Please tell me: what’s 
going on?

FLOW ER Haven’t  you ever heard of 
a wife who was faithful to her husband for 
years who never thought of doubting his 
loyalty and good qualities, and honestly 
believed that she would love him for ever 
until suddenly, one day, perhaps on the 
anniversary of their wedding day, suddenly 
realized that the whole thing had been a lie 
for some time? That his faults are real 
faults, and that she simply cannot continue 
to live with him? I t’s possible that the 
things I’ve been saying were motivated by 
a little jealousy, or perhaps even a desire for 
power. Also, we may have made things look 
darker than they really are, to frighten you 
a little, to make you turn to us for help. To 
us, and not just settle it between the three 
of you. Do you understand? To include 
u s . . .  I know that you and Brisbane and 
Considerant all have the best intentions: 
but you freeze into your own shadows. You 
can no longer see clearly when you are being 
rational and when irrational. We are, we 
should be your controlling mechanism; 
a control without which no community, no 
association can survive.

FRANCES The only frightening thing 
is that you start from non-existent premises. 
Why do you three, Dale, yourself and 
Richardson, believe yourselves to be a 
minority? Give me one concrete example, 
one instance when we had not all discussed 
and debated something, anything, that we 
later put to all the members? Give me one 
instance!

DALE When we discussed free love.
FRANCES You’re not being truthful, 

Dale. You quoted the Bible; we argued with 
you; then we had put it to the vote. You 
were outvoted five to one. Five of us decided 
that everyone should mate freely; you be
lieved only the marriage consecrated by God 
to be valid. The vote was democratic; the 
decision which we put to the members was
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likewise democratic; they voted for it too. 
You had another chance to put your argu
ments, and so had we. You don’t  appreciate 
how democracy works, old chap.

DALE When the majority votes to 
legalize sin, I don't want to hear of democ
racy.

FRANCES And who is to decide what 
is a sin?

DALE The Scriptures.
FRANCES I don’t  want to argue with 

you. Quote us the Scriptures; we’ll listen.
DALE Don’t  try to make me ridiculous.
FRANCES No one has doubted your 

right to remain faithful to your wife be
cause you swore your faith in the name of 
God. But why are you so impatient and 
violent? Why won’t  you allow others to 
think or to live differently from the way 
you live and think? Why are you so violent? 
Why do you only quote Jesus Christ? And 
why do you only quote the texts which bear 
you out? I don't want the kind of prophet 
who spoke, according to St. Mark, to his 
disciples: “And whosoever shall not receive 
you, nor hear you, when ye depart thence, 
shake off the dust under your feet for a 
testimony against them. Verily I say unto 
you, It shall be more tolerable for Sodom 
and Gomorrha in the day of judgement, 
than for that city.” I don’t  want this kind 
of prophet, Dale. I want the kind who says: 
never shake the dust from your feet in con
tempt when you leave a place whose opinions 
differ from your own.

BRISBANE (listens with growing excite
ment, then starts to speak) We want the 
prophet, Dale, who proclaims the end of all 
social privileges and inequalities; that there 
should be an end to colonial and national 
exploitation; that free speech should no 
longer be stifled; that the churches should 
be divested of their powers in the secular 
world; that racial hatred must be outlawed; 
that we must fight with all our strength for 
final victory of rational thought. Then, all 
violence, even if admitted as a historic 
necessity, should still be deemed a necessary

evil, and not a gift of Fate. That the highest 
good must be human freedom, and that we 
must believe that human nature, and the 
historic situation, are capable of change 
and improvement. That’s the prophet we 
need here, Dale.

DALE Isn’t slavery a necessary evil?

The young Commune members pour on the 
stage in a wild, colourful dance, to hide Sut, who 
appears between them here and there. Then Dana 
appears, coming from the building with his men, 
and stands in front of the dancers, then they walk 
between the lines, looking for the fugitive. The 
youngsters twirl faster and faster, and still manage 
to hide the Negro. Dana steps forward. First, he 
gestures the orchestra to silence, then shouts at the 
dancers.

DANA Stop!

The youngsters slow down gradually, and 
finally stop. They stand mute and motionless. 
Dana and his men walk down their ranks, row by 
row, and in the last row they find Sut. They 
surround him and lead him towards the exit. In 
passing, Dana turns to Frances.

DANA Please excuse us. . .  (Sardonically) 
See you again, Madam.

Dana and his men disappear with the hand
cuffed Sut towards the gate. Flower continues the 
dialogue, as if nothing had happened. He turns to 
Brisbane.

FLOW ER Isn’t  slavery a necessary evil?
CONSIDERANT (replies, instead of 

Brisbane) Like the death sentence, eh?
FLOW ER Yes.
CONSIDERANT Do you know the 

most rational argument against hanging? 
The fact that there isn’t  a single rational 
argument for it.

FLOW ER You are witty.
CONSIDERANT You know well enough 

that there is no greater good than life 
itself.
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FLOW ER (with a sardonic smile) That’s 
right; we’ve got back to philosophy.

CONSIDERANT I t’s useless to mock: 
I don’t have to explain to you how easy it is 
to hang an innocent Negro hereabouts.

FLOW ER Jackson wasn’t  innocent. You 
know that he probably did it.

CONSIDERANT I shall have to quote 
the same text I used at the trial. “The 
difference between certainty and proba
bility is not a quantitative but a qualitative 
difference. Certainty is not a higher degree 
of probability, but the conviction based on 
the impossibility of any other solution.”

FLOW ER You are clever, and you spoke 
your text fast; I’m not sure I understood 
you properly.

CONSIDERANT All right. Then tell 
me, what crimes should be punished by 
death?

FLOW ER Deliberate killing; that is, 
murder aforethought.

CONSIDERANT What does “deliber
ate” mean? That he organized it deliber
ately? That he executed it deliberately? 
That he behaved deliberately after com
mitting it? A rapist-murderer obviously 
doesn’t  deliberate. And what about the 
robber, who only kills his victim when the 
victim resists and frightens the criminal? 
And, on the other hand, if  a doctor gives 
a large doze of sedative to an incurable 
patient, is the doctor a deliberate murderer?

FLOW ER Do you mean that you would 
not condemn Peterson’s murderer to death?

CONSIDERANT I would not condemn 
him to death.

FLOW ER What, then?
CONSIDERANT I don’t  know.
FLOWER What do you mean, you don’t 

know? How would you punish Peterson’s 
killer?

CONSIDERANT (seems to grow un
certain; he stops, staring into the distance) Per
haps I’d condemn him to life imprisonment. 
But perhaps not even that long.

FLOW ER Why?
FRANCES I don’t  think that the

punishment of a murderer is the most urgent 
question at the moment. (She sounds in
creasingly annoyed) Let’s go out to our people, 
and let’s tell them everything we’ve been 
saying to each other. (Turning to Richardson) 
Tomorrow, Richardson, we’ll go through 
your books. Please prepare everything!

RICHARDSON I don’t think it would 
be right to tell the people these things to
day of all days.

FRANCES Why not?
RICHARDSON This is a feast-day, 

a holiday. They are enjoying themselves. 
They haven’t really recovered from Peterson’s 
death; it would cause irretrievable harm.

FRANCES If  the truth can do irretriev
able harm to anyone, he deserves it. I am 
not afraid of the truth, and I am not afraid 
for our people. I t’s impossible that our 
joint work shouldn’t  bear better results 
than the farmers’.

FLOW ER You mustn’t  forget that a 
farmer has five members in his family, 
perhaps, but he has a hundred slaves.

FRANCES I am so sa d .. .  I believed 
in you, I could hardly tell you apart from 
myself. When you spoke, I heard myself, 
when I spoke, I used your words, your 
accents. I simply can’t  take it in. I can’t  
understand it yet. (She turns to Richardson)

RICHARDSON Forgive me; all I want 
to add is that I’ll render my accounts to
morrow, and then I shall leave the Commune. 
I didn’t  take a cent of your money; you can’t 
accuse me of cheating you and pocketing 
the proceeds. I too had the best intentions.

FRANCES No! You must not leave, 
I shan’t let you! You must set right what
ever has gone wrong, whatever you have 
spoilt! Two hundred and fifty-six people 
are happy here! They shall not be sacrificed! 
You must set right whatever you have 
spoilt!

BRISBANE Tell me, Flower, why do you 
say that the people don’t do the work? I’m 
a group leader; I know we worked very hard.

FLOW ER Your group has worked well; 
but they’re the exception.
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BRISBANE I went to see the others too; 
I know them all. I t’s not true. You don’t 
know about the business if you say that we 
didn’t work.

FLOW ER You must believe me, 
Brisbane, I know what I’m talking about. 
Three hours work a day just isn't enough. 
The Negroes work fourteen or eighteen 
hours, and that’s not quite enough either. 
And one can’t  do that without policing 
them. The overseer stands, behind the 
Negroes with a whip, and he beats them 
even when they are working hard, so that 
it shouldn’t even occur to them not to work 
hard.

BRISBANE Tell me, how did you get 
here in the first place? You came from far 
away, from England. You were poor, you 
loved the soil—what has happened to you?

FLOW ER Yes, I love the soil. That’s 
probably what’s wrong with me.

BRISBANE And what are you after now?
FLOW ER I don’t know. I want to stay 

here. I don’t want to go on lying. Please 
don’t think I want to have a police force 
out of any love of violence, or power. No, 
Brisbane. But without fear, there’s no dis
cipline; without discipline, there’s no pro
per work, without work, there’s no decent 
living. There can’t  be decent living stan
dards.

BRISBANE What do you intend to do?
FLOW ER I’ll put my plans to you, 

then to the members.
BRISBANE And if they vote against it?
FLOW ER Then I’ll leave.
BRISBANE Where will you go?
FLOW ER I don’t know.
BRISBANE You don’t understand how 

to deal with people, Flower.
FLOW ER Perhaps you’d be better at it. 

Have a go, take it on yourself.
BRISBANE I think we should bring in 

experts from the outside. You think we 
should recruit policemen, I’d like to have 
agronomists. Good, first-class men, who are 
prepared to accept innovations.

FRANCES Don’t turn against Flower.
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H e’ll find a solution. I know he will. And 
now, let’s go and meet the members.

DALE I warn you against that, Frances. 
Let’s not do it. My people would kill me.

FRANCES What do you mean, your 
people! You see, you’re still at that! Don’t 
be afraid. We’ll protect you.

DALE You’ll be lucky to protect your
selves.

RICHARDSON Frances, I’d like to ask 
you1 something.

FRANCIS Go ahead.
RICHARDSON What will you tell 

them? Why is it now, after five years, that 
we tell them that things have gone wrong? 
We discussed everything in great detail with 
all the members month by month. What 
will you tell them now?

FRANCES I don't know. Are you 
ashamed? Or are you afraid?

RICHARDSON No. But I don’t know 
myself, what has gone wrong.

FRANCES (bitterly) I’ll tell them that. 
I ’ll tell them your analogy with marriage. 
I do believe you’re like the disappointed 
wife, Richardson.

RICHARDSON Why are you trying to 
hurt me?

FRANCES I can only answer your ques
tion with a question. Why have you hurt us?

FLOWER And if the members decide 
to send us away?

FRANCES Then we’ll go.
BRISBANE They might elect a new 

steering committee.
RICHARDSON And what then?
BRISBANE We’ll go on working as 

before. Perhaps better than before.
RICHARDSON And what abouc 

Frances’s money?
FRANCES Why, what do you want 

with my money?
RICHARDSON That’s yours.
FRANCES It hasn’t  been mine for a long 

time. I t’s up to the community to decide.
RICHARDSON You are mad.
FRANCES I t’s funny, but earlier you 

said there was hardly any left.
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RICHARDSON There’d be enough to 
take you back to England.

FRANCES You have such first-rate 
suggestions.

BRISBANE Who put you up to it, 
Richardson? The Governor? Or Dana?

RICHARDSON Don’t  push me too far, 
Brisbane!

FRANCES Stop it! Come along.

She stands up, the rest fellow her. They go out 
to the open space. There is music in the square, 
young and old are dancing. They carefully avoid 
the bier and the coffin, but they don’t pay much 
attention to it. As they catch sight of Frances and 
the others, they surround them affectionately, 
smiling at them. Frances raises her hand, asking 
for silence. The music stops, the people stop and 
look at Frances. She starts to speak, in a subdued 
but determined tone.

FRANCES Brothers and sisters! I must 
ask you to forgive me for interrupting your 
holiday: but I have no alternative, I must 
speak to you. You know that I was always 
quite open with you, I was never afraid of 
facing up to the truth. And I always tried 
to run this community jointly with you, 
in a democratic way. (Her audience begins to 
wonder: they start getting restless) I ’d like you 
to sit round, as usual at our monthly meet
ings. (The members of the Commune arrange 
themselves around the square, forming a circle 
around Frances and the other five committee 
members, who remain standing) The reason 
why I would like to have this extraordinary 
meeting with you now is because I’ve had 
a bad dream, and I am unable to wake up 
from it. I dreamt that we don’t live well, 
that our work is bootless, that we are work
ing without discipline and without skill; 
that we’ve run out of money, if  we ever had 
money; that our neighbours hate us. Also, 
that i t ’s not just the neighbouring farmers 
who hate the Negroes, but that you your
selves don’t  like them either; that all you 
care for is whether I sleep with Brisbane; 
that you don’t  approve of our freedom of

conscience, or of the equality of women; or 
even the absolute respect of any and every 
freedom of opinion. Wake me from this, 
comrades!

BRISBANE (raises his hand to speak. 
Frances stares at him, as if she were truly waking 

from a dream, then nods that he may speak. 
Brisbane speaks in a solemn, sonorous voice) 
My friends! We held our wake for Peterson 
this morning, and then we began our festiv
ities. Later we withdrew into the council 
chamber and started to talk. Richardson and 
Flower staggered us by telling us things to 
take our breath away. They told us that 
everything we had hitherto believed, and 
which they themselves preached and believed 
to be true were all lies, misguided mistakes. 
At first we were staggered; then we began 
to argue. Finally, Frances decided to ask all 
of you whether Flower and Richardson spoke 
the truth or not. (The crowd sits in complete 
silence, motionless. In the startled silence, Brisbane 
continues) I am asking you now to tell us 
what you think, what you feel. It might be 
that you too have been lying to yourselves, 
and to us. Speak up, my friends! I can only 
do one thing. I am resigning my position 
in the steering committee, and take my 
place among you. (He steps out of the com
mittee, and sits down among the others)

FRANCES (nervously) Why are you 
resigning?

BRISBANE Because I am at fault. It 
was my fault that I wasn’t more wary; that 
I believed everything so naively. I am at fault 
in being a member of a body which has been 
found at fault.

FRANCES That’s sophistry. It isn’t  
your fault that Flower and Richardson de
ceived us all.

BRISBANE Only the lazy can be de
ceived so easily. I believed that everything 
was going well, for it was as comfortable for 
me to believe the lies as it was comfortable 
for Flower and Richardson to tell us so. 
I did not want to doubt.

FRANCES The man who can only 
doubt will be overcome by uncertainty
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sooner or later, and he’ll become over- 
suspicious.

BRISBANE I didn’t  say that doubt was 
everything; only, that I didn’t have doubts 
when I should have doubted, and this 
omission is irretrievable.

RICHARDSON (stirring) No. I t’s not 
irretrievable.

FLOW ER (continues Richardson's state
ment, with excitement) I have made a plan 
which would enable us to set everything right.

CONSIDERANT Your proposals are 
ridiculous. You want to set up a police force 
over our heads.

Chase raises his^hand to speak, Frances nods.

FRANCES Go on, Chase.
CHASE Who says that things are going 

badly?
FRANCES Richardson and Flower.
CHASE Then I ask you first, Flower. 

Why are you lying ?
FLOW ER I am not lying. Our costs are 

higher than our income. We’ve gone bust.
CHASE That’s not true. But let’s 

suppose you speak the truth. So why don’t 
we create larger communes? Why do two- 
thirds of the families still live in separate 
houses, with separate households? If we 
shared our lives, we could save huge sums.

An older woman stands*up, turning towards 
Chase.

FRANCES Go on, Mrs Smith.
MRS SM ITH You are a godless lot, 

that’s why you want this. You want to share 
all the women. To live together means to 
sleep together. A commune is a free entry 
to your neighbour’s wife.

CHASE Why just wife? Husbands 
would be just as free.

MRS SM ITH God will see that you are 
punished! He will punish you in His wrath.

CHASE I don’t  want to start arguing 
with Mrs Smith. She simply doesn’t  under
stand what I’m saying. There are forty-nine 
of us in Block Number Three. We live and

work together. There are shared wives, and 
there are shared husbands among us: those 
who want to share freely. They have com
munal children too. No one is forced to be 
promiscuous, but no one asks whose child 
it is. But if  someone wants a child of some
one she loves, she won’t  sleep with anyone 
until she is pregnant by that one man. I 
don’t know why we have to go through this 
again and again. Perhaps because you say 
things aren’t  going well. W hat’s wrong, 
Flower? Our food costs sixty cents a week 
per head. W ith two hundred and fifty-six, 
that means, we cost a hundred and fifty 
dollars a week. That’s eight thousand and 
four hundred dollars a year. Last year, our 
income was ten thousand four hundred 
dollars. Why do you complain, Flower? 
Tell me, Richardson, are my figures right?

RICHARDSON Yes.
CHASE You don’t cheat us?
RICHARDSON No.
CHASE Then, what’s wrong? I can’t 

understand it. There seems to be an annual 
profit of two thousand dollars. How much 
do you want?

RICHARDSON We spent all our money 
on the Negroes. We have no more money. 
We’ve gone broke.

CHASE Do we have our clothes? Our 
food? Do we work three or four hours a day? 
Are we happy? Answer me, Richardson!

RICHARDSON We are not happy.
CHASE Why not?
RICHARDSON Because we are hated 

by outsiders. Because they won’t  accept us. 
They set fire to our mill. We haven’t  re
covered from that. We hate each other too, 
even though we don’t  speak of it. And in 
another two months, you won’t have any
thing to eat.

A young girl, with burning eyes, jumps up; 
goes to Frances, and kissing her, asks leave to speak.

FRANCES Go ahead, Kate!
KATE (passionately) My friends, I'm  

going to sound like a spoilsport. I t’s true,
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we don’t  live well, we’re not happy. And 
I’ll tell you why. You founded this commune 
with Frances Wright’s money. She is 
Fourier’s disciple, but you’ve forgotten that 
even a commune is only possible if it’s built 
on a hierarchy, if there are rich and poor. 
In our community, everyone is poor.

CONOLLY (a young man, stands up now) 
What do you want? What would you like? 
A carriage and four? A castle, and servants?

KATE Yes.
CONOLLY Yes? Then go to bloody 

hell!
KATE You’re being coarse, Conolly. 

You say nicer things in bed.
CONOLLY So do the others, my dear; 

and you to them.
KATE So you dare call me a whore!
CONOLLY You started it. You could 

take your clothes off, to show you’re not.

(Kate seems to go into hysterics, starting to 
tear off her clothes. Conolly pretends to ignore her 
hysteria and continues questioning her)

CONOLLY Fourier hated the Chinese, 
the Negroes. Do you hate them too?

KATE Yes.

(Conolly grabs hold oj her, and raised his hand 
to hit her, but Frances goes up to them, gently 
takes his am)

FRANCES Leave her alone!

(He lets her go, Frances turns to Kate)

FRANCES Why didn’t  you speak of 
your objections before today? You’ve had 
five years. Why have you discovered only 
now that we haven’t  planned things well, 
and that you don’t  love the Negroes? Or 
were you lying to us, when you said the 
opposite?

KATE Yes, I was lying.
FRANCES Why?
KATE I was afraid.
FRANCES O f what?

KATE O f you, of Brisbane, of Con- 
siderant.

FRANCES Why were you afraid of us?
KATE I was afraid that I ’d have to leave.
FRANCES If  you think this isn’t  a 

good life, why were you afraid to leave?
KATE Because I was used to it; it was 

comfortable.
FRANCES Go on!
KATE You shouldn’t have brought in 

the Negroes.
FRANCES This morning, you didn’t  

have a word to say against it.
KATE There are many who don’t like 

it, but they don’t  dare to speak.

A restless-eyed, middle-aged man stands up. 
He’s Kohler, the doctor of the Commune. He 
doesn’t even ask for leave to speak; he starts, 
nervously, stammering, yet almost shouting.

KOHLER One should not mix with 
Negroes. They’re a different race. I tried to 
give Negro blood to a white man, and he 
died of it. Have a look at their skulls: the 
bones bend inwards, like an animal’s. They 
don’t  understand what you say to them. 
They’re a different sort, they don’t  belong 
here. Why do we have to rouse the anger of 
the whole country because of them? Why? 
They’re a criminal race, believe me, they’re 
all criminals. Ask the experts. Forty per cent 
of the population is black; they commit 
eighty per cent of the murders that are done; 
of every ten murderers, eight are black.

CONSIDERANT (still standing, he re
plies) Kohler, I know what’s eating you, 
and you may be right. Here, in our commune, 
we pay the doctor when there’s little illness, 
or none at all. Outside, i t ’s in the doctor’s 
interest to have as much illness as possible, 
for the more they call him, the more he 
earns. Negroes are more sickly than we are, 
of course. They were starving, beaten, they 
lived in pigsties. You had much work with 
the Negroes, and you got less money. Per
haps Fourier was wrong, and doctors should 
be paid for the work they actually do. We

I 2 9
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can talk this over later. But don’t bring us 
statistics which you know as well as I to be 
false. What do you mean that you gave 
Negro blood to a white man and he died of 
it? Hasn’t  a white man ever died of white 
blood? You should read a little more of 
your medical texts; you’ll find many in
stances where white men were saved by 
Negro blood. I t’s just that you don’t  notice 
those figures, because you don’t want to. 
And, as for murders: the statistics include 
a case like Jackson’s too, which you knew. 
I defended him and I know he was con
demned unjustly. If  we looked into it, we’d 
find that out of every ten murders, two were 
committed by Negroes: the others are hanged 
on the strength of forced confessions and 
false witnesses.

KOHLER Why do you think that it is 
not in the interest of justice to find out the 
truth?

CONSIDERANT I thought you were 
more intelligent.

KOHLER You offer insults instead of 
arguments.

BRISBANE (stands up, gently pushes Con- 
siderant aside, and takes over) I feel I’ve got 
into a madhouse. W hat sort of scum are 
you then? When we were arguing in the 
council chamber, the so-called leaders, the 
most disturbing question was also why only 
now, after five years, have some of them 
started to complain and accuse. And now out 
here. People who’ve kept quiet and licked 
our arses up till now, suddenly start raving 
at us. Why? Frances Wright is fool enough 
to waste her inheritance on such silly games. 
You didn’t have to snatch your freedom 
with force: it came through the post. And 
all these bigoted cows. .  .

LEARY (a young man, jumps up and inter
rupts Brisbane) Why do you generalize, 
Brisbane? How many of us have spoken so 
far? Chase, Mrs Smith, Kate, Conolly and 
Kohler. And whose arguments made sense? 
Chase and Conolly’s, of course. The other 
three were absolutely uninteresting; stupid 
and uninteresting. What makes you think
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that those three represent the commune? 
They don’t  represent anything, not even 
their own selves, for if  they start thinking 
just a little, they’d be bound to laugh at 
themselves. I work alongside Richardson, 
and I know that what he’s saying isn’t  true. 
He only wants to frighten you so you don’t 
take on any more Negroes. The whole thing 
is about the Negroes. Richardson and his 
sort can’t  bear the pressure from our neigh
bours. If  three miles from here the Negro 
isn’t  regarded as human, why do they have 
to kneel alongside Negroes in the church? 
They don’t  understand, and they don’t  want 
to understand. If  you catch a sparrow and 
put a paper hat on his head, the other 
sparrows will peck him to death, just be
cause he’s different. They can’t  bear him 
to hop about in their midst; they kill him 
just because he’s different. I know that this 
is no way to end slavery. I know it will need 
gunfire and a lot of scoundrels will have to 
be hanged; I know that only at the same 
time in the whole country, in the whole 
world, and with the most tremendous force, 
can the revolution take place. But I also 
know that until that happens, this here is 
a thousand times better than to watch 
dumbly, to be part of the whole rotten, 
murderous system. Some have said that 
they hate us, outside. Thank God! let them 
hate us. The more they hate us, the more 
certain we can be that we are doing the 
right thing.

KING (an old man, about the same age as 
Dale, stands up) He who turns from God 
must perish.

LEARY And he who doesn’t?
KING He shall have everlasting life.
LEARY Where, dad?
KING I am not speaking to you, I am 

speaking to those in whom their faith has 
not yet been deadened. I tell you to turn 
back to God, else ye shall die like rabid 
dogs.

LEARY W hat’s the use of threats, old 
chap? We never said that he who believes 
shall perish like a rabid dog. Why can’t  we
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live side by side in peace, believers and non
believers? Tell me that.

KING For not even God’s patience is 
infinite.

LEARY Then He isn’t  God.

King is about to reply when Clara rushes in 
from tie outer gate, and holds up her hand to 
speak. The debaters fall silent, all eyes turn 
towards Clara, who turns towards Frances.

CLARA (excitedly) The Governor’s Com
missioner, Charles Dana, has come back. 
Some of the farmers are with him, and 
they are bringing Sut in handcuffs. Should 
we let them in?

They all receive Clara’s news in silent dismay. 
Frances thinks for a little while, then speaks 
quietly.

FRANCES Yes, let them in. How far 
are they?

CLARA Not far. They’ll be here soon.
FRANCES Go, and let them come in.

The girl dashes off, and Frances turns to the 
Commune members.

FRANCES I don’t  know what he wants 
of us. I know one thing: he isn’t  a friend. 
I should like to ask you to adjourn our 
debate; we shall sit down to it again to
morrow, we shall form committees and 
examine the accounts, or system of work, 
and our inner organization. We shall come 
together, and I am quite sure that we shall 
be strong enough to renew and purify our
selves. Now I must ask you to carry on with 
our anniversary celebrations, to go on where 
you stopped when we joined you.

The members stand silent, helpless for a moment 
or two, and then on the prompting of a small 
group of youngsters, the orchestra and the rest of the 
younger ones step out from the ranks, link their 
arms and start to dance, while others, the grown
ups, stand around them in a circle and clap their 
hands to the rhythm. Frances Wright and the

committee members also mingle with the clapping 
crowd. Then, a peculiar little band appears from 
the direction of the gate. It consists of some fifteen 
or twenty middle-aged men, led by Charles Dana, 
the military commissioner of the region. Two 
deputy sheriffs bring in Sut, handcuffed and bent 
low, at the rear. The music stops of a sudden, the 
dancers stop and watch the visitors in complete 
silence. Dana looks around for Frances, and as soon 
as he catches sight of her, walks towards her. She 
awaits him in silence. Dana is bare-headed; he 
stops in front of her, bows politely, and greets her 
with a self-confident courtesy.

DANA How do you do, Madam.
FRANCES (shaking hands with equal polite

ness) How do you do.

They stand silent for a moment, then the com
missioner, pointing at the group, start to speak.

DANA Please forgive me for interrupt
ing your festivities once again, but I had no 
alternative. I am here on the Governor’s 
orders.

FRANCES (in cool, measured tones) What 
is it about?

DANA We have brought along the mur
derer of Thomas Peterson, the slave Fidel 
Sut. The Governor’s instructions are that the 
trial is to be held here, in your settlement, 
and the death sentence, if  the jury should 
find Sut guilty, likewise will have to be 
carried out in this place. There are my 
written orders. I must ask you not to hinder 
us, as I should have to follow out my orders, 
whatever the circumstances.

He hands the paper to Frances, who takes it, 
and says firmly

FRANCES It is not necessary to issue 
threats. I shall not hinder you, though I 
must say I find it peculiar that you should 
hold a trial at law in the middle of an agri
cultural settlement. Please, take the letter. 
I am quite ready to accept your word for it. 
What do you wish our members to do?
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DANA I think it would be both useful 
and important for the people to be present.

FRANCES (turning to Considerant) What 
do you think?

CONSIDERANT (pale and trembling, he 
is standing next to Frances; hut he smiles, and 
speaks with decision; his voice does not hetray his 
emotion) I t’s just as well for us to be present.

DANA (to Considerant, with a satisfied 
smile) I suppose you are prepared to under
take the defence?

CONSIDERANT (dryly) No, I won’t.
DANA (looking at him in astonishment) 

What happened to you, Mr Considerant? 
Have you come to see the error of your 
former views?

CONSIDERANT No. I’m tired.
DANA I see. Well, at least my task will 

be easier. You’ve caused enough trouble in 
the Jackson case.

Considerant doesn’t answer, with a slight 
smile, he steps back to mingle among the others. 
Frances turns to Dana.

FRANCES When do you wish to start?
DANA Right away. Please allow me 

to introduce my companions. Although 
I think you know them all; they own the 
farms around here. Mr Brown, Mr Kossack, 
Mr Schneider, Mr Sidbeck, Mr Delibes and 
Mr Hayek are the jurors. As we need eight 
altogether, the Governor has appointed two 
of your people as well, Mr Dale and 
Mr Richardson. I have all the relevant 
papers, if  you wish to see them.

FRANCES Thank you, but I believe you.
DANA Then I shall put it to Mr Dale 

and Mr Richardson, whether they are pre
pared to accept the nomination?

Fie turns to Dale, who nods, then confirms it 
by saying.

DALE Yes, I accept.

Then the commissioner turns to Richardson.

RICHARDSON Yes, I accept.
DANA Thank you. Then, perhaps, we 

may begin.

Fie beckons to his group. The farmers go up to 
Frances one by one, shake hands with her, then 
with Brisbane, Richardson, Dale and Considerant. 
He raises his hand in greeting to the other members, 
who are still watching the somewhat strange scene 
helplessly, and listening to the dialogue in some 
bewilderment. Dana turns back to Frances.

DANA I should like to borrow a long 
table, a bench and some chairs.

FRANCES (to two young boys) Bring out a 
long table, a bench and some chairs.

The two boys run off, and bring the specified 
furniture. The deputy sheriffs produce a green 
baige cloth from their satchel and cover the table; 
they place a Bible at the centre of the table, then 
they make the trembling old Negro sit on the bench, 
and take their place on either side of him. Dana 
looks round complacently and starts to make his 
arrangements. He motions the Commune members 
sit in a rigid square on the ground, and fetching a 
separate chair for Frances Wright, he places it so 
that she should have a clear view of the jurors and 
the defendant. These arrangements have brought 
the bier into focus. The table, the bench serving 
as the dock, Frances Wright’s chair and the Com
mune members are all placed so as to face the bier 
with the coffin: the victim and the accused are face 
to face.

The jurors file in and sit behind the table. Dana 
stands by Frances. The foreman of the jury, Hayek, 
is a plump farmer of about fifty. He breaks the 
oppressive silence.

HAYEK I hereby declare the proceed
ings to examine the murder of Thomas 
Peterson open. The accuseb is Fidel Sut, 
slave, the property of Mr Sigwart. The pro
secution is represented by Commissioner 
Dana; the defence is not represented, for in 
view of the horrible nature of the crime, 
no one was willing to marshal legal argu
ments on behalf ot the accused. We call
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Mr Sigwart as our first witness, and we 
shall be requesting Mrs Frances Wright to 
answer questions in connection with the 
victim. (Turning to her) I am asking Mrs 
Wright whether she is prepared to give 
evidence in the case?

FRANCES (softly) Yes.
HAYEK So, let’s begin. I shall ask 

Commissioner Dana, representing the pro
secution, to take charge of the proceedings. 
I have been absolved by the Governor from 
following formal procedures, and so I am 
now asking Commissioner Dana to take 
charge.

CONSIDERANT (rising and addressing 
Hayek) The laws of the State of Tennessee 
aren’t  made of rubber. The counsel for the 
prosecution cannot be in charge of the trial.

HAYEK Mr Considerant, I don’t  have 
to attend to you, but in spite of this, I shall 
read you the Governor’s letter, which he 
addressed to me. (He takes a sheet of paper 
from his pocket, and spreading it out, begins to 
read) To Mr Peter Hayek. I hereby request 
you to undertake to preside over the jury 
in the murder case of Thomas Peterson. The 
jury should have eight members, to be 
selected by you. My only condition is that 
the jurors should not be related either to the 
victim or to the accused. Further, the con
ditions of the trial shall be left entirely to 
your discretion. I trust that you shall succeed 
to establish the Christian laws of our State. 
(He pauses, then turns to Considerant) Does 
that satisfy you?

CONSIDERANT No.
HAYEK Permit me to ignore any further 

remarks from that source. I call on Com
missioner Dana to open the proceedings.

DANA (steps to one side, turning to the 
defendant) Stand up.

Sut stands, the handcuffs rattle.
DANA (questioning) Your name?
SUT Fidel Sut.
DANA When were you bom?
SUT I don’t know.
DANA How old are you?

SUT Fifty.
DANA (turns towards the jury) Members 

of the jury! According to the entry in the 
parish register of Lochest, the defendant 
was bom on the 6th February, 1816, so he 
is thirty years old.

HAYEK Thank you.
DANA (continues) Where do you live?
SUT On Sigwart’s farm.
DANA Have you any family?
SUT Yes.
DANA Are you married?
SUT Yes.
DANA How many children do you have?
SUT Three boys and three girls.
DANA Did you know the Reverend 

Thomas Peterson?
SUT Yes, I knew him.
DANA How long have you known him?
SUT I’ve known him five years, ever 

since the people came here with Mrs Wright.
DANA How did you meet him?
SUT He came to see us, and talked to 

me, then he baptized us in the church.
DANA Did you meet often?
SUT He came to see us frequently. He 

brought us food. And candy for the children. 
But he visited others too. The other farms.

DANA Why did you not come here to 
Mrs Wright with the other Negroes, when 
she brought them over?

SUT I wanted to come, and Father 
Peterson said I ought to come, but Mr Sig
wart wouldn’t  let me go.

DANA Why wouldn’t  he let you?
SUT I don’t  know. He didn’t tell me. 

I asked Father Peterson, but he didn’t know 
why either. He said perhaps I worked too 
hard. He said I should’t  work so hard, then 
Mr Sigwart would be glad to see me go.

DANA It has come to my notice that 
Mr Sigwart had you punished and whipped 
on several occasions. Why was that?

SUT Because we stopped work. I per
suaded the others to stop.

DANA Why did you stop?
SUT He paid too little. And he never 

had the roof mended; the rain came in.
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DANA Did he pay less than other 
farmers?

SUT No.
DANA So?
SUT They all pay too little. We would 

like to get enough to save up to buy our 
freedom.

DANA Let’s proceed. Tell us exactly 
what you did on the eighth of June, the day 
of the murder.

SUT I can't remember exactly what 
I did.

DANA It doesn’t have to be quite exact.
SUT I got up at four, as always, I went 

out to work. My wife brought my dinner, 
I worked until six, then I went home.

DANA What did you do at home?
SUT Nothing. I walked about, then I lay 

down for a bit. Perhaps I fell asleep.
DANA At what time did you set out?
SUT At ten o’clock.
CONSIDERANT (interrupting) How did 

the accused know what time it was?
DANA I don’t believe you have any 

right to ask questions, Mr Considerant. 
However, we shall answer you, for we be
lieve it is important to find out anything 
that might help to establish the truth. So, 
Fidel Sut, how did you know what time it 
was when you set out?

SUT It was eleven by the clock on 
Father Peterson’s wall when I got there. 
I walked fast, and if you walk fast, it takes 
an hour to get here from the farm.

CONSIDERANT Can you read the 
time?

SUT Yes. I know the number twelve. 
That's when it’s dinner-time.

CONSIDERANT And where were the 
clock’s hands?

SUT The little hand was on the number 
before the twelve.

CONSIDERANT Thank you.
DANA When did you decide to kill 

Thomas Peterson?
SUT Half a year back.
DANA Tell us, why?
SUT Because one day when I was there,
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he took out his purse, and I saw he had a lot 
of money. I decided to take it.

DANA Why didn’t  you just steal it? 
Why did you have to kill him?

SUT I wanted to steal it at first. When 
I got there, I looked in through the window, 
he was just about to go to bed. He saw me, 
and he beckoned to come inside.

DANA Just now I asked you when you 
first decided to kill Thomas Peterson. You 
said, six months back. Now you say you 
only intended to steal. W hat’s the truth? 
Have you been thinking of killing him for 
six months, or did you only kill him be
cause he saw you?

SUT Because he saw me.
DANA Not that this makes any essential 

difference. I only ask for the sake of knowing 
the truth!

CONSIDERANT (questioning again) What 
was the colour of Thomas Peterson’s purse?

DANA I cannot remember.
CONSIDERANT It was green. Can you 

remember?
SUT Perhaps. .  . yes. . .  it might be. .  . 

green. . .
FRANCES I remember it as red.
DANA What did you do with the 

purse?
SUT I threw it in the river.
CONSIDERANT Can you remember 

what shape it was?
SUT I can't remember.
DANA How much was in it?
SUT Two hundred dollars.
DANA (taking two bundrei-dollar bills 

from his pocket and holding them up) Here are 
the two hundred dollars. We found the 
whole sum in the possession of the accused. 
He had buried it along the alley behind the 
farm, in a pot.

CONSIDERANT What are the serial 
numbers of those bank-notes?

DANA Why does that interest you?
CONSIDERANT It does interest me.
DANA (examining the bank-notes) Series 

1006, numbers 64526 and 64823.
CONSIDERANT Thank you.
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DANA (turning to Considerant) Do I 
take it that Mr Considerant will undertake 
the defence after all?

CONSIDERANT No. But if  you wish, 
I shall refrain from further questions.

DANA Please, ask anything you wish. 
I have no objection.

CONSIDERANT Did you find only 
the two hundred dollars?

SUT Yes, in the purse.
CONSIDERANT Didn’t  you look for 

money anywhere else?
SUT I looked about, but didn’t  find 

anything. I was afraid someone’d see me, so 
I left and ran all the way home.

DANA Tell us how it happened.
SUT When Father Peterson saw me 

looking through the window, he beckoned to 
come in. I took the axe out from under my 
shirt and went in. He still had on his 
trousers, but he’d taken off his coat and his 
shoes. He stepped forward and greeted me. 
I hit him then. I hit him twice. First I 
struck him in the middle of his head, then 
above his ear. He groaned some, then slid 
down on the rug quietly and turned over a 
couple of times. Then I struck the back of 
his head, and he never moved no more. I felt 
his pockets, took out his purse and looked 
if there was any money in it, then I walked 
about the room, to see what else I could 
find, but there ain’t  nothing. Then I went 
outside, I ran home, dug away the money 
and then got me to bed.

CONSIDERANT When did they come 
to get you?

SUT The next morning. That’s why 
I ran away and came here.

CONSIDERANT Commissioner Dana, 
did you think it was Sut straight away?

DANA No.
CONSIDERANT How many suspects 

have you arrested?
DANA Only Sut.
CONSIDERANT Why?
DANA Because we started with him, 

and he confessed before we had time to 
round up anyone else.

CONSIDERANT Did you beat him?
DANA No.
CONSIDERANT (turning to Sut) Did 

they beat you?
SUT They didn’t  beat me.
CONSIDERANT (goes to the accused, 

lifts his shirt; Sut’s back is full of bloodstained 
welts) What are these marks on your back?

SUT Mr Sigwart whipped me last week.
DANA We can ask Mr Sigwart.
CONSIDERANT It’s unnecessary. I 

believe the accused. But why did you pick 
on Sut especially, Mr Commissioner?

DANA Have you ever heard of a sixth 
sense, Mr Considerant?

CONSIDERANT Yes, I have.
DANA Sut had the closest relationship 

with Mr Peterson.
CONSIDERANT No. Frances Wright 

had the closest relationship with him.
DANA (looking around in some embarrass

ment, then answering in a raised voice) The 
point is that I made the right choice. That’s 
the sixth sense.

CONSIDERANT I understand.
DANA (turning back to Sut) What did 

you want the money for?
SUT I wanted to buy our freedom.
DANA Didn’t you think you’d be asked 

where you got the money?
SUT No.
DANA And weren’t you sorry for Fa

ther Peterson?
SUT I wasn’t  sorry.
DANA Why not?
SUT ’Cause he was white and rich.

The members of the Commune are beginning to 
stir and to mutter. Some of them, standing up, 
approach the accused.

DANA (continuing the questioning) What 
did you tell your wife about where the 
money came from?

SUT I didn’t tell her nothing.
DANA (turns towards the audience standing 

at the side and points to one of the strangers) 
Mr Sigwart, we call you as the next witness.
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Sigwart comes forward to the table. The pre
sident of the jury, Hayek, goes through the 
formalities of swearing him in.

HAYEK Mr Paul Sigwart. Swear on the 
Bible that you will speak the truth, the 
whole truth, so help you God. Bearing false 
witness is a sin against God and our laws.

SIGWART (picks up the Bible and swears) 
I swear to speak the truth, the whole truth, 
so help me God.

HAYEK Thank you. Commissioner 
Dana, please continue.

DANA Mr Sigwart, I must ask what 
you think of Fidel Sut, your property, whom 
you have known since childhood.

SIGWART I am deeply shocked and 
ashamed that such a foul murderer could 
have lived in my house all these years. 
I knew he was dangerous, but I thought we 
had managed to tame him. Unfortunately 
I was mistaken. I ought to have killed him 
the first time, when he incited the others 
to stop work, to go and complain in the 
town. I thought the whip had cured him. 
I feel guilty regarding the death of our 
Reverend Father. I wasn’t  aware that a 
horrible wild beast lived in my house. Now 
that this terrible catastrophe happened, 
I began to think, and I began to see the im
portance of the fact that his father had been 
hanged, and two of his father’s brothers 
too.

CONSIDERANT When did that hap
pen?

SIGWART In my grandfather’s time.
CONSIDERANT What for?
SIGWART For stealing.
CONSIDERANT What did they steal?
SIGWART Ten sacks of meal.
CONSIDERANT And they were hanged 

for that?
SIGWART (with confident righteousness) 

Yes. Ten sacks of meal is a lot.
DANA (interrupts) Thank you, Mr Sig

wart, we have no more questions.

Sigwart goes hack into the audience.
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DANA Now we should like to call 
Mrs Frances Wright as a witness.

Hayek once more goes through the oath. 
Frances Wright goes to the table, picks up the 
Bible.

HAYEK Mrs Frances Wright, will you 
please swear on the Bible to speak only the 
truth, and the whole truth. Bearing false 
witness is a sin against God and our laws.

FRANCES (speaking very softly) I swear 
to speak the truth, the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth.

HAYEK Thank you. Commissioner Dana, 
please continue.

DANA Mrs Wright, I should like to 
ask you to tell us something about the 
Reverend Thomas Peterson.

FRANCES He was the most lovable, 
least harmful and wisest of men. No one 
could ever ask anything of him that he 
didn’t  do at once, if it was in his power. 
(Pointing at Sut) I simply can’t understand 
this man; no one could understand h im .. .  
If  he had killed anyone else, it would be 
easier to understand. I had met Father 
Thomas back in England. It was he who 
introduced me to the teachings of Fourier, 
he taught me to love and respect those of 
other races. It is a terrible and cruel trick 
of Fate that it should be a man of another 
race who now extinguished his life. His loss 
hurts us all beyond telling; almost beyond 
bearing.

DANA Don’t  you think, Madam, that 
your friendly actions towards the Negroes 
had a part in this murder?

FRANCES I don’t understand you, Sir.
DANA Earlier, the slaves didn’t  even 

dare to think of becoming free. Here you’ve 
made it possible for a small group to 
emigrate to Haiti as free men. Every nigger 
in the area will go crazy before long. They 
all whisper about you, they all dream about 
you.

FRANCES This murder doesn’t prove 
tha t!
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DANA Yes, it does. Sut was trying to 
get in here. He wasn’t allowed to come, so 
he tried other means to get money, to buy 
his freedom. He killed. The identity of the 
victim is irrelevant.

FRANCES According to you, I too am 
guilty, and all of us here?

DANA Who said anything like that?
FRANCES You did. You said that 

robbery with violence, and murder, was the 
direct outcome of humane treatment.

DANA I didn’t say anything like that.
FRANCES Then what were you saying?
DANA Only that the Negroes are best 

off in their proper place.
FRANCES I don’t think that this is 

either the place or the time for discussing 
matters of race. Have you any more questions 
to ask me about the case?

DANA No, thank you.

Frances goes back and joins her companions. 
Dana turns to Sut.

DANA What did you do with the axe?
SUT I buried it next to the money.

Dana signals to one of the deputy sheriffs, who 
brings out an axe and hands it to Dana.

DANA (taking it, goes to Sut and holds it 
up to his face) Is this it?

SUT Yes. That’s our axe.
DANA I didn’t  ask whose axe it was. 

I asked whether this was the axe you had 
used to kill the Reverend Peterson.

SUT Yes, that’s it.
DANA Have you repented of your deed?
SUT No.
DANA If you were free, would you do 

it again?
SUT Yes.
DANA What did you want to do after 

you freed yourself?
SUT I wanted to go to Haiti.
DANA Had you met those of your 

relations who had worked here, before going?
SUT Yes, before they left.

DANA And what did you talk about?
SUT That they’ll come back with weap

ons, they’ll bring some for us too, and then 
we’ll be revenged.

DANA On all whites?
SUT Yes.
DANA What would you do to them?
SUT We’ll kill them.
DANA Even Mrs Wright?
SUT Her too.
DANA And Thomas Peterson too?
SUT Him too.
DANA Did you take an oath to this 

effect?
SUT Yes.
DANA So in fact you only acted in 

accordance with your oath. You did in ad
vance what the others will do later on.

SUT Yes.
DANA Was there much talk between 

the Negroes from here and those on the 
farms?

SUT Yes, with all of them.
DANA So all the slaves on the farms 

had met and talked to Mrs Wright’s people?
SUT Yes.
DANA And they all swore to do the 

same as you’d sworn?
SUT I don’t know about that.
DANA But is it possible? Can you 

imagine that they’ve all taken oaths?
SUT Yes.
DANA Tell me their names.
SUT Daniel Pigro. Leo Sinda. . .
DANA No more?
SUT I don’t  know of no more.
FRANCES (coming closer to Dana) As far 

as I can see, the Commissioner is trying 
to turn this case against us. Sir, you will not 
succeed. Sut murdered Thomas Peterson 
and he will be punished for it. The matter of 
this conspiracy and revenge has nothing 
whatever to do with this case. As for the 
Negroes who went to Haiti, I know more 
about their feelings and intentions than you 
and Sut put together. I don’t  believe what 
Sut told us: he may be just trying to save 
himself.

T
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DANA (interrupts angrily) What are you 
insinuating, Madam?

FRANCES Nothing really; just that he 
believes that the more willingly he talks, the 
more colourful his story, the more leniently 
he will be judged.

DANA Madam, no one wishes to say 
anything against your settlement here. We 
believe it to be an interesting experiment, 
and our only reservation is that we think 
this approach to the Negro question is a 
little rash. I only brought up the matter of 
the whole conspiracy and organization for 
revenge to make you all think a little. You 
see, they do not make exceptions. They 
would kill you as readily as they’d kill me, 
a policeman, who’s obviously their prime 
enemy. But perhaps you are right, and we 
should not discuss these things in connec
tion with this trial. We had questioned the 
murderer of Thomas Peterson. Fidel Sut 
confessed the crime, and there is nothing 
left but for the jury to bring in a just verdict. 
Before I address the jurors, I should like to 
ask the defendant Fidel Sut once again 
whether he feels guilty of the crime?

SUT (quietly) Yes.
DANA And now I shall ask the jury to 

retire, and decide whether Fidel Sut is 
guilty or not, and bring in the verdict.

HAYEK (stands up) Before we retire, 
I should like to call on members of the 
jury that if  they have any questions they 
wish to ask the accused, to put them to him 
now. First of all, I should like to put a few 
questions. When did your master first 
punish you?

SUT I can’t  remember.
HAYEK Was it a long time ago?
SUT Yes.
HAYEK Why did he punish you then?
SUT I did not obey him.
HAYEK Tell me, Fidel Sut, do you 

believe that Negroes are cleverer than white 
men?

SUT No, not cleverer.
HAYEK Are they more stupid?
SUT Yes, more stupid.
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HAYEK All right, Sut. That’s all. 
Thank you, gentlemen. I have no more 
questions.

KOSSACK (one oj the jurors) Did Thomas 
Peterson die of your first blow?

SUT He groaned and said something, 
that’s why I struck him twice more.

KOSSACK What did he say?
SUT I don’t know. I didn’t  understand it.
KOSSACK Thank you, I have no more 

questions.
DELIBES What is your family doing 

now?
SUT I don’t  know, Sir.
DELIBES Is your wife in good health?
SUT Yes.
DELIBES Do you have relations on 

Sigwart’s farm?
SUT Yes, I have.
DELIBES Thank you. I have no more 

questions.

There is silence. None oj the jurors ask any 
questions. Hayek speaks up.

HAYEK No more questions?
CONSIDERANT (suddenly gets up from 

among the Commune members. He speaks in a 
loud, passionate voice) I have a question, 
Mr President!

HAYEK Please go ahead, Mr Con- 
siderant.

CONSIDERANT (to Sut) Why do you 
behave like an ox at the slaughter-house, 
Fide] Sut? But even an ox would resist 
more! What did these people promise you, 
to make you go to the gallows like a lamb? 
Tell me, what did they promise you?

SUT (with terror in his face) Nothing, 
Sir. They didn’t promise nothing!

CONSIDERANT Don’t  let yourself be 
fooled. Tell them you are not guilty, that 
they forced you into it, they beat you up, 
they promised you’d be left alive. Tell us!

SUT They didn’t  hurt me, Sir, they 
didn’t promise nothing!

CONSIDERANT Tell them you’re not 
guilty, you were forced into it.
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SUT They didn’t  force me, I am guilty. 

Jesus have mercy, I am guilty!
CONSIDERANT You’re lying. Who, 

or what forced you into saying this? What 
terrible instruments did these men use to 
break you to pieces like this, man? Tell me 
how they forced you into it? (He is shouting 
almost writhing in fury as he yells almost into 
Sut’s face)

DANA (looking at Considerant in dismay; 
then he goes up to him and puts a hand on his 
shoulder) Don’t  get carried away, Mr Con
siderant. This time, you’ve lost. I think in 
this case you’d have taken on the defence in 
vain. You must admit that you’ve lost.

SUT (still on the bench of the accused, now 
kneels down and repeats, sobbing) I’m guilty! 
I’m so guilty! Let me be, don’t torment 
me, I’m guilty!

The two deputy sheriffs lift him up and put 
him back on the bench. Considerant does not reply, 
but pushing Dana’s hand from his shoulder, 
hurries off stage. Hayek had been listening to 
Considerant’s emotional outburst with some 
embarrassment, but now, as if nothing had hap
pened, he turns to the jurors.

HAYEK I request the members of the 
jury to withdraw to the central offices of 
this settlement, and resolve whether the 
accused, Fidel Sut, is guilty or innocent; 
and in so far as he is guilty, to bring him 
to his just punishment!

The jurors rise and file out offstage. The deputy 
sheriffs take hold off Sut and take him out on the 
opposite side. Dana and the farmers who came 
with him likewise go off stage, as if imitating 
judges. Only the members of the Commune are 
left on stage. Brisbane turns to Frances.

BRISBANE Frances, why do we put up 
with this?

FRANCES W ith what?
BRISBANE To let th e m .. .
FRANCES Fidel Sut murdered Peterson. 

He must be punished.

BRISBANE Yes.
FRANCES They can’t do any harm by 

staging the trial here. We know full well 
what Negroes are like, what we can expect 
of them, in what we could help them. Dana 
believes that with this trial he can prove the 
Negroes to be a murderous race, and that 
all our members will come to hate all 
Negroes, in the person of Fidel Sut. My 
brothers and sisters, Dana is wrong, isn’t  he?

The members sit mutely: on hearing the words 
spoken by Frances, they raise their heads. She 
repeats her question.

FRANCES Answer me. Charles Dana 
is wrong, isn’t he?

Some of the members say yes, but there is no 
unanimity. Frances looks around with nervous 
anxiety on her face. Brisbane prevents her next 
question, and says loudly.

BRISBANE My friends, let’s sing the 
Marseillaise.

He starts singing; alone at first, then more 
and more of them join in, louder and louder. 
Their faces are tense with expectation, as one by 
one, they turn towards the side where the jurors 
disappeared. The jurors appear at one entrance, 
the farmers, with Dana and the deputy sheriffs 
and Sut behind them, at the other. The jurors 
settle slowly behind the table; the accused sits 
motionless on the bench between the guards. The 
Commune people sit in silence around the table 
and the bench. Hayek, the foreman of the jury, 
stands up: the other jurors, the deputy sheriffs 
and the accused follow suit. Hayek begins to 
speak with a serious face.

HAYEK In the name of the laws of the 
State of Tennessee. (He waves to the Commune 
members that they too should stand) The jury 
has unanimously agreed that Fidel Sut is 
guilty of murder in the first degree. With 
unexampled cruelty he killed and robbed 
the Reverend Thomas Peterson, his fatherly
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benefactor, who had helped him and his 
family both in worldly and spiritual matters. 
He has confessed his crime. The jury found 
no mitigating circumstances in favour of 
Fidel Sut, and has condemned him  to death 
by hanging. There is no appeal against this 
verdict. The sentence is to be carried out 
immediately. Have you understood the 
verdict?

SUT Yes.

Hayek, followed by the jurors, sits down. 
Staggered, Sut remains standing; and so do the 
Commune members. Then they retreat slowly, no 
longer forming a square, but standing in a group 
at the back of the stage. The deputy sheriffs bind 
Sut’s eyes and before he even realises what hap
pens, they stand under the gallows they rigged 
across the notice-board-post with him. They grab 
Sut, and hang him. They wait till he is dead, 
then, ßicking his head to make sure, they slowly 
lift him down and put him on the ground.

DANA (goes over to Kohler, the Doctor) 
Please, examine him, Doctor.

KOHLER (goes to Sut, lifts the covering 
sheet, presses his ear to his heart. Then he stands 
up, replaces the sheet and says very quietly) He 
is dead.

The Commune members stand mute, without 
moving. A small hand of sobbing Negroes ap
proaches from the gate: men, women, boy and 
girls. The eldest of the men goes up to Dana.

NEGRO We have come for the body, 
Commissioner. We want to bury him.

DANA (his hard face remains still, he waits 
a little while before speaking) Take it.

The sobbing Negroes go to Sut’s covered body, 
they touch him one by one, and then, standing 
side by side, they start singing in a weird, high- 
pitched voice. The sound of their dirge fills the 
square. Suddenly, the thin figure and ecstatic face 
of Considerant appears at the entrance. He comes 
to the middle of the stage, and stops in front of 
Dana. He lifts his hand and silences the Negroes,

who stop singing. Considerant speaks with slow 
deliberation.

CONSIDERANT You think you have 
won, Dana. But you were wrong. You were 
absolutely and completely wrong. It was 
I who killed Peterson.

Considerant’s speech strikes the square like 
lightning. All stand rigid, motionless: Commune 
members, farmers, Negroes. Dana looks pale, and 
makes a helpless gesture; he stands silent for a 
moment, then he finds his voice.

DANA You’ve gone mad, Mr Con
siderant. You have really gone mad. You 
heard the trial. You have every proof that 
Sut was the killer. What sort of trick is 
this?

CONSIDERANT Sut had nothing to 
do with the murder. You merely found him 
at hand, the suitable Negro murderer! As 
always. As in eight cases out of ten. I t’s 
easy to hang a slave, isn’t  it? Especially if 
he was a disobedient slave and his master 
is glad to be rid of him. He can be beaten, 
and talked into delivering those crazy, 
suicidal confessions. He was totally unpre
pared to the very last minute. Because he is 
a Negro, because he is miserable, he can be 
beaten, he can be whipped, for no one ever 
speaks up for him, for everyone is scared.

DANA What do you want, Considerant?
CONSIDERANT I killed Thomas Pe

terson.
DANA (forcing a laugh) W hat you say 

is quite ridiculous. You mean that Peterson 
was killed twice.

CONSIDERANT You know quite well 
that I’m speaking the truth.

DANA You are lying.
CONSIDERANT You know quite well 

that you promised the miserable creature 
that he’ll come to no harm if he speaks 
against the Commune. I saw his face when 
he was dragged from that bench. He 
couldn’t believe it! He simply couldn’t  
believe it.
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DANA If you did it, why didn’t you 
prevent the execution of Sut?

CONSIDERANT (shouting) I wanted to 
be sure! I wanted to be quite sure!

DANA You’re being foolish. Sut told 
us exactly when and how he did it.

CONSIDERANT Where did Sut put 
the purse?

DANA He threw it into the river!
CONSIDERANT (taking a red purse from 

his pocket and turning towards the Commune) 
Yes? And what is this? Tell me, folks, who 
owns this purse?

FRANCES (stares at the large red object; 
softly) It is Peterson’s.

DANA W hat are you trying to prove 
with that? All you can prove is that you 
were the first on the scene after the murder 
and took away a red purse. Obviously, 
Peterson had more than one.

CONSIDERANT He only had one 
purse, Dana. But he had more money than 
Sut said. (He takes out five lundred-dollar bills 
and waves them in the air) There were five 
hundred dollars in this purse. They were 
not the notes you now have. I asked you 
for the numbers of those notes. Yesterday, 
I went to Memphis and asked what serial 
numbers were given out when Peterson 
called three weeks ago. Here you are, here 
are the serial numbers: they are from 1113; 
nothing like the numbers you listed. Not 
anything like!

DANA You are lying. Bank-notes are 
handed out without any serial order. But 
I don’t  know why I keep arguing with a 
madman. You are saying that you committed 
the murder only to prove that we would 
condemn Sut innocently. Is that it?

CONSIDERANT (without listening to 
Dana) They have been doing it for centu
ries! A murder? Let’s find a Negro. He 
won’t confess? We’ll beat him to death. 
Then we’ll find another, he’ll confess it 
all right. We’ll hang him and he’ll never 
talk. That’s your system, Commissioner! 
And that’s the system I’ve now brought to 
an end. You’ve played your little game out

to the end. The beautiful detection, the 
beautiful jury, the beautiful trial, and a 
lovely hanging!

DANA Who’d believe you? You, the 
noblest, the purest idealist in the whole 
Commune! Who’d believe it that you’d 
stoop to a brutal killing just to prove such 
a pale, bloodless action against me? Who 
will believe that the most respected farmers 
in the district would hatch a conspiracy 
just to hang a poor helpless slave, only in 
order that the police should produce a mur
derer, just to choke off the Negroes’s rest
lessness? Who’d believe you all this, Con- 
siderant? I respect the determination which 
makes you capable even for such a mad lie, 
but please do not try to shake our belief in 
the triumph of justice. Nobody, neither 
your friends nor mine, would be party to 
such a game.

CONSIDERANT All right, Dana. Let’s 
try to get at the truth then. Where is the 
axe which killed Peterson?

Dana signals to a deputy-sheriff who brings 
out the axe which had already been seen during the 
trial. Considerant puts a hand under his shirt, 
and takes out an oddly shaped, gilded axe with 
a bent blade. He holds it up.

CONSIDERANT This is the axe which 
killed Peterson. (Turning to Kohler) Kohler, 
it was you who first examined the body. 
What did you say about the axe then?

KOHLER (he is pale as he steps forward) 
The shape of the wounds seemed to indicate 
that the edge of the axe which inflicted 
it was bent.

CONSIDERANT Did you mention that 
to Dana?

KOHLER No. It did not seem relevant 
at the time. We hardly discussed the wounds, 
only that they were caused by an axe.

CONSIDERANT But did you your
self examine those wounds properly? Did 
you look into the cuts? (Kohler does not answer) 
Come over here. (Kohler goes to Considerant, 
who continues) Do you see this axe?

1 4 1
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KOHLER Yes.
CONSIDERANT What is this coating?
KOHLER It is gilded.
CONSIDERANT And here? Can you 

see where the gilding has chipped off?
KOHLER Yes.
CONSIDERANT Go and look at the 

cuts on Peterson’s head. You might find 
some gilding inside the wounds.

KOHLER I have examined them.
CONSIDERANT And what had you 

found?
KOHLER I had seen the traces of the 

gilding, but I didn’t  know what to make 
of it.

DANA (looking coldly at Considerant) You 
are mad. The axe doesn’t even belong to 
you.

CLARA (jumps up, and rushes forward 
from the ranks of the Commune members. She, 
the head of the guard, was Considerant’s lover. 
She rushes to Considerant, crying out bitterly, 
almost sobbing) Why did you do it, Peter? 
Why did you do it? Why? (She falls on her 
knees)

CHASE (also rushes to Considerant) It was 
you who taught us, who told us a thou
sand times that freedom is not merely 
chosing our aims in accordance with reality 
and possibility, but also in recognizing the 
right instruments for achieving our aims! 
You spoke about this only a week ago, and 
you were speaking so quietly that we had 
to ask you to repeat it. You repeated it, 
and added that whoever recognizes the aim, 
but choses the wrong instruments, those 
unsuited to the purpose, will be betrayed 
by history in the same way as the man who 
had never even recognized the goal. (He 
buries his face in his hands. Clara clutches Con- 
siderant’s knees) Why did you do it, why 
did you do this to us? Why didn’t  you kill 
me instead?

CONSIDERANT (stands silently; then 
he pushes away the slowly rising girl, and speaks 
to her softly) Tell everybody! Tell all the 
people!

CLARA I hate you! You are a murderer!

You are worse than Dana, worse than all the 
others! I hate you! I cannot bear that you 
ever touched me. I shall wash my face, my 
body day and night, to wash off your touch! 
(She tears off her clothes, and stands naked for 
a moment, then throws herself raving on the 
ground) I shall wash my thoughts day and 
night, to wash off all your lies! (She jumps 
up and embraces Considerant) My dearest! 
My love! Tell me! Explain it, why did you 
do it? Explain it to me. You know I always 
understand everything you tell me. Come, 
my dearest love! You couldn’t  be so 
different from what you always were! Come, 
explain! Speak out and tell everyone that 
this had to be done; prove to us that you 
had to do it, that this was the only way! 
Come!

Considerant stands silent; he slowly pushes the 
girl away, and softly, as if he didn't understand 
what was happening around him, he repeats what 
he had just said.

CONSIDERANT Tell everyone! Tell 
the whole world!

He goes to Frances, embraces her and kisses her. 
She stands rigid, letting Considerant kiss her. Then 
he goes to Brisbane, kisses him on the cheek; 
Brisbane returns the embrace, then turns away. 
Considerant turns back to Clara, who looks at 
him in love mingled with horror. He puts an arm 
around her shoulder, kisses her on the brow, and 
gently pushes her away. Suddenly, before anyone 
could stop him, he pulls out his pistol and 
shoots himself in the temple. The explosion of the 
shot rends the air. Considerant falls to the ground. 
Everyone is staring, unable to move from the 
sense of shock. Brisbane is the first to recover. 
With slow, even steps he goes towards Dana and 
the deputy-sheriffs who back away in terror. The 
members of the Commune rise from where they 
were sitting on the ground, and slowly follow 
Brisbane. Dana and his men reach to the exit as 
Brisbane, Frances and the Commune catch up 
with them. At the gate, they stop, facing one 
another, silent and still, until Brisbane speaks.
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BRISBANE Get out!
DANA (his face distorting, as he answers) 

We’ll meet again!

They turn and hurry out. Quietly, the Negroes 
lift up Sut’s body and bear it off stage. There are 
two dead men left on the stage, Peterson on the 
bier, and Considerant alongside the bier, on the 
ground. The members of the Commune slowly file 
back into the middle, and stand in a circle around 
their dead. They stand helplessly, not knowing 
what to do; the instruments held by the orchestra 
seem like grotesque, dead objects.

DALE (stepping forward, he delivers his 
Scriptural quote in a deep, sonorous voice) For 
thus saith the Lord, Thy bruise is incurable, 
and thy wound is grievous. All thy lovers 
have forgotten thee, they seek thee not; 
for I have wounded thee with the wound of 
an enemy, with the chastisement of a cruel 
one, for the multitude of thine iniquity; 
because thy sins were increased.

Brisbane rears up as if he wanted to attack 
Dale, but Frances takes bold of his arm to re
strain him.

BRISBANE (shouting)You bloody vulture, 
is that all you even think of?

DALE (unperturbably) I told you that this 
is what would come of it. He who has 
no respect for God, is capable of anything.

BRISBANE Stop it! Stop it! I tell you, 
or I ’ll beat you to a pulp!

Dale draws aside, followed by his faction. 
They stand apart on one side of the stage, obviously 
ready to fight for their beliefs.

FRANCES I don’t  think we can clear 
up anything now; let’s leave it for today. 
I should like to ask you to stop all this, to 
go inside, and to start to think. Think. 
Think over our own lives, the fate of the 
Commune, its potential, and the murderous 
pressures of the outside world. Think it 
over, my brothers and sisters, and let’s try 
afresh. Let’s try to start everything all over

again. To get to know one another, the 
teachings of Fourier, and how to apply 
them; how to work, how to study, how to 
cope with the Negroes, and with our 
néighbours. . .  Let us have another go, 
my brothers.

The Commune members stand silent, without 
responding to her words. Suddenly a young man 
steps forward.

McLEAN We are tired, Frances. You 
said you’d guide us in a democratic manner. 
Yes, that’s what it seemed like: we believed 
you. You contributed the money, and you 
are beautiful, and we loved you. But have 
you thought about how democracy should 
work? That the whole point of democracy 
is that the leadership moves from the 
governed upwards, and not down from above. 
You and the rest of the committee had 
established a centralized state; we hated 
the state. You always allowed us to think 
our own thoughts, as long as our thoughts 
were your thoughts. And it was useless to 
rebel: gently, but with a terrifying force 
you made us like whatever you wanted.

BRISBANE (starts to shout again) McLean, 
you’re lying! It can’t  be done with more 
freedom! It can’t be done better! You don’t 
deserve any of it! You ought to be kicked 
out! Your houses pulled down, and your 
sort got rid of!

Brisbane is almost crying. Dale replies.

DALE You’re right, Brisbane! You 
should kick out all of us. We don’t belong 
among you. Frances Wright, we do not 
want to live among murderers. We are 
leaving. We have the right to go; we shall 
not take anything with us except our 
personal belongings.

Frances stands shocked, motionless.

RICHARDSON (stepping forward) I agree 
with Dale. We can’t  go on like this.
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The principles which guided Frances 
Wright, Brisbane and Considerant in 
running the Commune are not viable; they 
are a madman’s visions. When we came, 
we agreed we should run everything together. 
If  we now take a democratic vote on dis
solving our Commune, no one can stop us 
from going, as free men, wherever our 
inclinations and abilities will lead us, to 
start a new and better life. We’ve had 
enough of poverty, of equality, of Negroes, 
of petticoat government! I propose the dis
solving of the Commune. All in favour, 
please raise both hands!

Frances and Brisbane stand motionless, in 
complete silence. The members of the Commune 
animously raise both arms, to vote for tie dis
solution of the Commune. Only Frances and 
Brisbane stand with their arms at their sides, 
and Clara is still kneeling by Considerant’s body. 
An older woman, Clara’s mother, comes forwards, 
grabs hold of the girl and drags her away. 
Richardson, who seems to have become the chief 
organizer, continues.

RICHARDSON Everyone can take their 
personal belongings. Let’s go, my friends. 
Let’s start out towards a new, a happier 
life!

Richardson heads indoors. There is a complete 
melee on stage. People rush off stage, returning 
with bundles, parcels, suitcases, and they seem 
to run madly towards the gate of the settlement. 
They do not even say farewell to each other: only 

family groups stay together—father, mother, 
children, grandparents.

Gradually there is no one left on the stage 
except the dead Peterson on the bier, Considerant’s 
corpse on the ground, and Frances and Brisbane. 
Brisbane puts his arms aorund her. Suddenly, 
footsteps can be heard, and from the gate, Dana 
appears followed by a fully armed troop of 
soldiers. Surprised, Dana stops at the centre of the 
stage in front of Frances and Brisbane. He looks 
around slowly, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes, 
then he comes to understand—but perhaps he al

ready knew what happened. He looks over Frances 
and Brisbane coldly.

DANA Have the people gone?
FRANCES They’re gone.
DANA Where?
FRANCES I don’t  know.
DANA Why did you let them go?
FRANCES They wanted to go.
DANA Didn’t  they like you?
FRANCES They didn’t like me.
DANA I think they loved you. (Frances 

does not reply) You have Brisbane and Con
siderant to thank.

Neither she nor Brisbane answer him. Dana 
walks around the coffin, the soldiers wait with
out stirring; then Dana comes back and continues.

DANA What will you do now?
BRISBANE We’ll stay here.
DANA I don’t think you can stay here. 

I’ve come to confiscate the land.
BRISBANE We shan’t hand it over. 

We have a contract. We’re going to start 
afresh. Do you see? We shall start it all 
over again. People will come, and the 
Negroes, and everything will be marvellous 
here again. Are you a Christian, Dana?

DANA (surprised) Yes.
BRISBANE Then listen: Thus saith the 

Lord of hosts: Again in this place, which is 
desolate without man and without beast, and 
in all the cities there of, shall bean habitation 
of shepherds causing their flocks to lie down.

DANA (smiling) What happened, Bris
bane, were you converted?

BRISBANE No, Commissioner, I haven’t 
been converted, but perhaps you will not 
forget this.

DANA I am sorry. You must leave here 
within twenty-four hours. The Governor 
has decided to build a military training 
school and the barracks here. It will be the 
largest military academy and barracks in 
all Tennessee.

BRISBANE Go away, Dana, while I 
speak mildly!
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DANA Don’t be impertinent, Brisbane! 
Do I have to remind you?

BRISBANE What could you remind 
me of?

DANA Chicago, for instance. Or per
haps, of this. Listen! (He holds up the 
pamphlet which had been read out by Richardson 
earlier. He starts to read) The denial of God. 
The complete and total destruction of the 
State. Should I go on? No, I shan’t  go on. 
You know full well, Brisbane, you still 
have two years to sit in Chicago. Not that 
our own goals are that and for her sake, 
I give you one last chance. I give you twenty- 
four hours to leave the territory of the 
State of Tennessee. I shan’t  touch you; 
you may go. If  you don’t, we’ll first settle 
up your activities here, and then I’ll have 
you taken back to Chicago. The choice 
is yours.

BRISBANE You scoundrel!

DANA Shut your mouth, or I ’ll smash 
you to a pulp!

Dana beckons the soldiers, who move forward 
towards Brisbane. Brisbane suddenly pulls a long 
knife from his belt, jumps at Dana and stabs him 
in the heart with a single thrust. Dana totters, 
and slowly crumples up and falls on the ground 
next to Considerant. He lies motionless: Brisbane 
rushes towards the gate. The soldiers run him 
down with their bayonets and surrounding him, 
stab him to death. Slowly, his screams die away.

Leaving their dead commander behind, the 
soldiers quickly march from the stage. Only 
Frances Wright is left there alive. She sobs 
soundlessly.

The stage is dimmed slowly. It is blacked out 
completely, then the lights go fu ll on, and their 
blinding glare burns the picture of the kneeling, 
sobbing woman into the minds of the audience. 
Then darkness again.

Translated by Mari Kuttna
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IN MEMÓRIÁM PABLO NERUDA

Mi querido Pablo,
I would begin, as I so often have begun, and then I would change to 

French, since it is easier. But there is no reason for that anymore. I could 
continue, and can continue, in Hungarian now. The letter would come back 
anyway. (That is presuming it got there.) Addressee unknown. No longer on 
the list of those who can receive postal deliveries on this earth anymore. 
Already on another list? The consolation of immortality is most unac
ceptable when it is meant to be consolation for a true immortal.

Mi querido Pablo: until now I have waited with a reply to your letter of last 
March. I have sent you in the meantime greeting cards, one with a view 
of Knossos, the other of Szigliget, and both I ended with “Letter follows”. 
This is how we like to signify that at least we are aware of our unfulfilled 
duties. But I just could not write a letter. Because by then I must have 
known that the invitation in your letter to come to Santiago in July, 1974, 
where the State University and the Catholic University planned to celebrate 
your seventieth birthday in a jointly arranged international colloquium 
—me gustaría mucho que tu experiencia en Hungria en este sentido se diera a conocer 
en Chile—was painfully a deception. For you wrote in that same letter your
self: “ . . .during that last year in Paris I underwent surgery three times and 
lived virtually uninterruptedly in a state of despairing illness, in bed, 
spending almost all my time among transfusions and nurses.” I had not the 
strength for pretence, to thank you for the invitation and look eagerly for
ward to a meeting when I knew that by human reckoning we should never 
see each other again, at the end of that almost a quarter century-long friend
ship which, as you write in that same letter “we have guarded between 
ourselves without a single cloud,” and which also began with a similar, and 
similarly unfulfillable invitation. For you had a price on your head, as does 
now, according to the daily news (and the things we are getting used to 
calling “daily news” !), your friend and comrade Luis Corvalan, and were



tossed about in exile, far from the “icy little homeland.” True, you were 
the guest of the world, with hopes of returning the hospitality. Because 
then, in 1949, what serious historical promise the childish drawing and the 
childish writing carried, the improvisations of a child-like giant, with which 
you drew Chile’s curving shoreline about your picture and next to which 
you wrote: que tu espero quando liberemos a Chiley al Paclfico. And now fulfilled 
by what tragic history. When my eyes chance to land on the picture hanging 
on the wall in my room I immediately tear my glance away: as if blood 
broke through the fading ink.

I knew in March already that by human reckoning we should never see 
each other again, that in vain would Chile and the Pacific Ocean wait for 
me when you no longer could. I knew I should not see Isla Negra, the 
“house on the quicksand,” in whose garden the never resting wind waves 
your insignia on the high flying flag, a fish enclosed in a circle formed by the 
letters of your name, this childish figure, this primitive writing which has 
conjured up for a long time a mighty world based upon itself. I cannot 
enter with you the gates of your house, named “La Chascona” (“Tousled- 
hair”) in honour of Matilde, on Santiago’s Avenida Lynch, whose address 
I have so often written on envelopes that it seems more familiar than streets 
I have walked countless times; nor your other house in Valparaiso, to see 
together cómo surge la lihertad entre el mar y  la nieve. Valparaiso, Reirta sola, sola 
en la soledad del solitario Sur del Oce'ano. . .

I knew that death would not leave the threshold of your houses. I did 
console myself not with immortality but with a life fulfilled in a rare 
manner. Console with the knowledge that beyond everything, beyond the 
fulfilled “complete song,” beyond the price placed upon your head and the 
literary prizes awarded to you really could come to see freedom rising be
tween the sea and snow in Valparaiso, and that history finally answered the 
deeply nostalgic sigh of the exile with an exact date: Oh Chile, largo pe'talo 
de mary vinoy nieve, ay cudndo ay cudndoy cudndo ay cudndo me encontrarécontigo. . .
. .  . desencadenaré mi poesia sohre tu territorio. And console, even beyond this, 
with that rare phenomenon that the world had made possible for such an 
extraordinarily gigantic appearance to fulfil his greatness in all directions. 
The given possibilities of the world, although in general boundless, do not 
usually permit this in individual cases. The world’s limits, unwilling to 
expand, tend to squash fates greater than usual, I almost said permissible. 
The French have the right phrase: plus grand que nature. History compliantly 
expanded to the measures of your extraordinary activities. (Sometimes, it is 
true; as a trap, somewhat too easily, luring you onto congealed quagmires. 
No one has before succeeded in becoming the poet for a whole continent, of
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which there are only six on this gigantic tiny globe: not only no Latin 
American, but no European, Asian or North American poet before you has 
been successful in this attempt. No one could have found this success. 
In this achievement, it appears your work stands without parallel in the 
world. This is not the time and place to dwell upon this further. A call 
hitherto never offered in history chanced upon the called and vice versa. 
A rare phenomenon, a task was fulfilled as completely as possible so that it 
did not crush the fulfiller, but instead completed his personal life and work 
as well. It is a rare poetic achievement: from the youth’s hopelessness of 
Veinte Poemas de amor y  una canción desesperada to the wonders of belated love 
sung by the den sonetos de amor, from Residencia en la tierra, which unfolds 
the horrible sight of an uninhabitable earth to the beautiful human plans 
of the habitable earth, which Odas elementales, Memorial de Isla Negra and 
Una casa en la arena each offer to every man; and in the centre the solitary 
memorial of the Complete Song. You seemed to belong not among the great 
martyrs, but among the rarest of all, the victorious great. “A happy man?” 
Had the question been posed a year ago, your familiar and famous name 
would certainly have come first to my mind. And this would have been 
justified not only by my own feelings, for it is easy for the outside observer, 
but also by you, by a chance word uttered and which you then perhaps im
mediately forgot. When you were in Hungary last and your thrombophlebitis 
troubled you again seeing you on your hotel bed in that state, I urged you to 
allow yourself to be taken to a hospital. I could not keep it a secret from 
you that in a similar case I should surrender to hypochondria and fear of 
death. “But I have nothing to fear any more, for life has given me every
thing it can give," you said.

Nevertheless you had to end among the martyrs, whose ranks your friends 
Lorca, Vallejo, Hernandez had entered long before. It seems that not even 
as an exception do human conditions tolerate a happy ending. As you said 
about Lorca in your famous Paris eulogy, so now you were “the present 
angel of the Spanish tongue.” And now, as then, the reign we should call 
the devil’s, if we could not give it a better name begins with the actual and 
symbolic murder of the angel begins. Among others and above all others, 
with your words, of the awe-inspiring frescoes of La arena traicionada, which 
presented to us the smallness of man in a grandeur to which only Jeremiah, 
Dante, Shakespeare or Goya can be compared. Pinochet, the successor to 
your hundred times evoked murderous little generals, dared call you “Chile’s 
pride” on a subservient television, while he led entire commando units 
against your lonely death bed.

Since I first heard on the radio the immediately retracted news of your
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death, which soon however proved true (for how could it. have been other
wise), I cannot escape from the opening lines of one of your poems. They 
haunt me through my daily activities and insinuate themselves between the 
lattices of my thoughts, as at other times a stubbornly catchy popular tune:

Quando muere tu amigo 
en ti vuelve a morirse.

Te busca hasta encontrarte 
fara que tu lo mates.

You die in me again, as you die in so many of your friends these days, 
throughout the world. And I must kill you in myself, along with a part of 
my own self.

Budapest, 30 September 1973.
GYÖRGY SOMLYÓ
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GYÖRGY VARGA

H U N G A R I A N  - A M  E RI  CAN C O N F E R E N C E  
O N  S O C I A L  R E S E A R C H

Hungarian and American economists, 
legal theorists and management consultants 
held their first joint meeting at Balatonfiired 
in Hungary between June II  and 14, 1973. 
It was organized by the Hungarian Institute 
for Cultural Relations and by the American 
International Research Exchange (IREX). 
Both parties were represented by well- 
known members of their respective profes
sions. The American delegation was headed 
by Professor Franklyn Holzman, of Tufts 
University; the Hungarian one by Professor 
József Bognár, President of the Council 
on World Economy of the Hungarian 
Academy of Siences.

The purpose of their discussions was to 
put the so-far occasional relations on a basis 
guaranteeing long-term and permanent co
operation. The most important condition of 
this is to specify what research subjects are 
of mutual interest and what real chances for 
co-operation exist. Talks in the three sub
committees began with reports on the struc
ture of scientific research organizations in 
the two countries; they also had a chance to 
exchange information between the two 
delegations about the present state of these 
social sciences and about their latest achieve
ments.

The communiqué of the conference in
cluded recommendations by the three 
sub-committees on subjects permitting an 
exchange of experiences and co-operation in 
research. Since the list of subjects is quite

a lengthy one, both the Hungarian and the 
American delegation selected subjects tak
ing priority.

It is not possible here, nor necessary, to 
list the almost fifty research subjects, since 
these recommendations have to be discussed, 
supplemented and modified according to re
quirements by the experts of both countries 
and by the representatives of the Institute 
for Cultural Relations and IREX. Out
lining only the main features research trends 
drafted in the three disciplines appear to be 
the following:

In economics research areas of mutual in
terest are the interrelation between the 
mechanism of allocation of resources and 
ownership in capitalist market economies and 
in the socialist economies, the effect of the 
development of East-West relations on the 
system of institutions in the two countries, 
the problems of the price and monetary sys
tems of the two countries and the different 
methods used in protecting domestic mar
kets. Studying the practical forms of eco
nomic relations between countries of dif
ferent size was also described by the dele
gates as important. The purpose of research 
is to study the criteria dominating the selec
tion of trading partners from the point of 
view of both the consequences of the co
operation and its optimum. Another re
search subject, also of considerable interest, 
is to analyse American foreign trade accord
ing to company categories and types—for in-
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stance to examine the role of multi-national 
corporations apart from the others.

In management the main research fields 
are the following:

—the modem methods of the balance 
sheets of enterprises and the utilization of 
the balance sheet systems in tax policy, in 
decision preparation, and so on.

•—Research and analysis of company con
duct and motives.

■—The possibilities of using the science 
of management in decision preparation.

—A comparative study in the capitalist 
market economies and in the socialist 
planned economies on the characteristics 
and nature of uncertainty factors, and on 
decision-making under conditions of un
certainty.

—The methods of the allocation of re
sources within the company including ques
tions concerning the company accounting 
system.

—The role of the consultative companies 
in propagating modern methods of organiza
tion and management.

—The institutional system, methods and 
problems of management training and con
tinuation courses.

Legal theorists put the emphasis on the 
teaching and study of comparative law with 
special regard to legal institutions in the 
system of foreign trade relations of the two 
countries. The two delegations suggested that 
libraries be established in the two countries 
stocking American and Hungarian publica
tions on jurisprudence. Another proposal 
called for organizing conferences primarily 
in the interest of discussing methodological 
questions of comparative law. The legal 
aspects of the development of Hungarian- 
American economic relations and methods of 
comparing the legal systems of the two 
countries were also suggested as research 
subjects of mutual interest.

Even this brief account shows that the 
selected subjects are closely linked to practi
cal reality. Most of them meet real demands

and attempts to deal with these problems 
benefit both scholarship and practice. The 
conference suggests that two levels and 
methods of co-operation appear to be de
sirable in the three social sciences. The first 
is a short-term level chiefly based on the ex
change of information. This should include 
the exchange of scholars, books and facts, 
the organization of conferences or smaller- 
scale Round Table discussions. The other 
could be a level of long-term, permanent 
co-operation; it should be primarily aimed 
at solving scientific problems step by step 
in a gradual approach. This is the less utilized 
one of the fields of co-operation. Besides 
specifying the proper subjects of mutual in
terest the forms also, in which lasting co
operation can be fruitfully realized, should 
be worked out.

The conference also came to the con
clusion that there are several questions that 
can be solved only in interdisciplinary 
studies. Joint enterprises, for instance, raise 
many economic, legal and management prob
lems. The study of the mechanism of deci
sion-making cannot be carried out without 
the close co-operation of economists, legal 
theorists and management consultants. We 
are here faced with a new problem since 
interdisciplinary research must be organized 
not only on a national but also an inter
national scale if we are to avoid one-sided
ness on part of any of the three disciplines.

Both the American and the Hungarian 
representatives evalued the results of the 
conference as favourable since it laid the 
foundations of systematic scholarly co-opera
tion in these social sciences. Both delegations 
were satisfied with the direct and open talks 
that did not conceal the ideological dif
ferences that originate in the different social 
systems of the two countries.

The clarification of these conflicts and 
disagreements considerably contributed to 
the drafting of research subjects, which—in 
spite of differences—may establish fruitful 
co-operation.

i  5 1



DAVID B. QUINN

S T E P H E N  P A R M E N I U S  O F  BUDA
The first Hungarian in North America

North America was discovered late in the 
fifteenth century but it was not effectively 
colonized until the seventeenth. Nonetheless, 
many Europeans visited it in the sixteenth 
century in order to explore, to fish for cod, 
to hunt whale and walrus, or to trade in 
furs. Among them were Portuguese and 
Spanish, French and English, Italians and 
Germans, but before Stephen Parmenius we 
have not found anyone from Hungary. The 
story of this young Hungarian, a student and 
poet as well as an adventurer, has been put 
together from English sources, and his 
poems have been edited and translated from 
their original Latin into English in a book 
The new found land of Stephen Parmenius, 
recently published in Canada, by the 
University of Toronto Press. The present 
writer, who is a historian, did most of the 
historical work on the book, and Neil 
Cheshire, who is a psychologist by profession 
but a student of Latin by preference, 
presented the texts and did the translations 
of the young scholar’s poems and of his 
only surviving letter.

Apart from knowing that he was born in 
Buda after the Turkish occupation began in 
1541, perhaps about 1555, that he was 
educated in Hungary and that in 1579 he set 
out on a tour of Europe, during which he 
visited Heidelberg and probably other 
universities, we know nothing about Stephen 
Parmenius until he appeared at Oxford 
towards the latter part of 1581. There he 
came to know a variety of people, a stern 
old theologian who was die head of Magdalen 
College, Laurence Humfrey, a young under
graduate named Thomas Savile at Merton 
College, and above all a man somewhat 
older than himself who was a tutor at 
Christ Church, one of the richest and 
grandest of the colleges that made up the

University of Oxford, Richard Hakluyt. 
Like most scholars of that time Hakluyt’s 
training had been in the classics and he 
taught Latin and Greek in the college, 
of which he was a senior member, but he 
had also become interested in the study 
of geography, ancient and modern. He 
was, too, beginning to advise merchants in 
London and Bristol who were interested 
in financing speculative voyages to new lands 
overseas, and the adventurers who were 
willing to attempt to make such expeditions 
for wealth or glory. Parmenius attached 
himself to Hakluyt to learn something of 
the geography and travel which had already, 
in the past century, revealed so much of the 
world’s surface to Europeans. Hakluyt was 
also writing a book, or rather compiling 
one, a series of extracts from the early 
accounts of voyages to North America, and 
we believe Parmenius helped him with it. 
He certainly learnt a good deal about the 
English sea-adventurers, the most daring of 
whom, Sir Francis Drake, had returned from 
his voyage round the world as recently as 
1580.

Hakluyt was particularly interested in 
Sir Humphrey Gilbert and his plans for 
settling English colonists in North America. 
Jacques Cartier had tried to do this for 
France in what is now Canada in the 1540s; 
the Spaniards had maintained a small colony 
in Florida since 1565, but the English had 
not tried so far to settle on the American 
mainland, though they, like many other 
European countries, sent vessels each summer 
to fish for cod on the rich banks and shores 
of Newfoundland. Sir Humphrey had many 
friends at the court of Queen Elizabeth, 
including her secretary of state, Sir Francis 
Walsingham; he was also supported by some 
young leaders of the intellectual life of the
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country like Philip Sidney. He hoped to find 
ways by which men with only a compara
tively small amount of money could occupy 
land in America, expel the native Indian 
population, and make themselves rich. 
Richard Hakluyt’s book, Divers voyages 
touching the discoverie of America, was published 
in May 158z to stimulate interest in the 
areas Gilbert hoped to visit. Before this 
Parmenius had been introduced to Sir 
Humphrey Gilbert and had come to admire 
him and his plans for an American voyage. 
Parmenius was romantic; he could bring 
to mind earlier voyages and conquering 
episodes in history; he could write Latin 
verses well and with the usual copious 
references to classical heroes, gods and 
myths. He decided to write such a poem 
about Gilbert, and he probably completed it 
just about the time Hakluyt’s book was 
published. In the volume on Parmenius 
which has been referred to, the poem’s title, 
in translation, has been given by Neil 
Cheshire as ‘An embarkation poem for the 
voyage projected by the celebrated and 
noble Sir Humphrey Gilbert, golden knight, 
to take a colony to the New World’ (in 
Latin, in brief, De navigatione. . . Humfreii 
Gilberti. .  .carmen). This poem was printed 
and published in London, only a month 
after Hakluyt’s book, in June 1582, when 
Gilbert expected to set out for America.

Parmenius imagines the ships sailing 
down the Thames, past the royal palace of 
Greenwich from which the Queen was 
watching. The translation reads:

The Nymphs. . .  pay remote respects to
her

Who holds dominion over boundless seas, 
The Queen, Elizabeth: and she looks out 
From lofty battlements, towards the cold 
Waters of Father Thames where now she

sees
The sails of Humphrey Gilbert’s ship 

begin
To billow .. .  Help him, great Majesty, 
And with your blessing speed his

spreading sails. . .

For you alone bestowed a tranquil peace 
Upon your people, so they might extend 
Their empire’s range, with you as head 

Amongst the Queen’s most worthy subjects, 
Gilbert stood out, and Parmenius praised:

High-minded youths, and all who 
congregate

To Gilbert’s flag as his companions 
To live or die beside him—since our voice 
Is heard and our heroic queen now grants 
Our prayer—come then without delay, 

and set
Your speeding sails to make as fast a cours 
As winds allow! You surely see that sad 
America, who proffered recently 
(With downcast crown) her rights and 

loyalty
To independent England, now holds out 
Her ample h an d .. .

America is apostrophed and is made to call 
on the Englishmen to live a new life in the 
new land:

Consider what a country lies close by. . . 
Discovered first for you by Englishmen 
Some time ago. . . ;  not so near the pole 
That ice abounds, nor parched by too 

much sun,
But nicely poised between the harsh 

extremes
O f climate, whether heaven’s gracious 

breath,
The gentle breeze, is what you hanker for, 
Or wealth and produce from the fruitful 

soil.
Come then, forget your claim to rule, 

and grasp
My shore more closely with your saving 

hand
In fitting graciousness.

These lines show how far Parmenius had 
embraced the English cause, had identified 
himself with the Queen and her subjects, 
and looked idealistically, and without too 
much concrete knowledge, towards the dis
tant shores of America.

The voyage which Parmenius celebrated 
in 1582 did not, in fact, take place. The

153
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assembly point for Gilbert’s ships, South
ampton, proved an impossible one from 
which to launch an expedition that year; 
winds were contrary and the ships could not 
proceed down the English Channel; and not 
all the ships appeared when they should 
have done so. There were quarrels; there was 
some shortage of food and supplies. In 
December the soldiers, sailors and gentlemen 
adventurers dispersed for the winter, 
agreeing to meet and resume their enterprise 
in the spring of 1583. Meantime, Parmenius 
had been dividing his time between Oxford 
and the home of a friend, whom he had 
apparently met in Italy. This was Henry 
Unton who lived with his father at the 
comfortable country house of Wadley, at 
Faringdon not far from Oxford. There 
Parmenius saw the appearance in print of 
another Latin poem of his, a Paean, as he 
called it, modelled on the 104th Psalm, 
as a thanksgiving to God for bringing him 
safely from Hungary to England, and 
expressing, incidentally, his good wishes 
for the country he had temporarily adopted. 
This was ready in February 1583, and not 
long after that he turned to revise his 
earlier poem on Gilbert and finished the 
improved version at the end of March. 
This revision shows he was again concerned 
with Gilbert’s reviving expedition, and 
indeed it cannot have been much later 
before he himself decided to accompany 
Gilbert on his voyage. He had intended by 
then to have begun his return journey to 
Hungary. Instead he determined to see the 
new lands in the west, of which he had 
heard from Hakluyt and others, and to be 
the first Hungarian to write about them. 
It was decided that he should have as his 
partner and associate a young Londoner, 
Maurice Browne, who had some seagoing 
experience, but who was to be the chronicler 
of the voyage, entrusted with the task of 
making a trustworthy record of what took 
place. Parmenius, no doubt, thought of 
keeping a journal also, but his ambition 
was more lofty. He would go on the sea

voyage in order to experience as a poet the 
joys and excitements of discovery, so that 
he could embody them in an epic poem, 
a long, elevated narrative and celebration, 
beside which his earlier poems would be 
mere introductions.

Accordingly, when Gilbert’s five ships 
left Southampton at the beginning of June 
1583, Parmenius was aboard the Swallow, 
one of the smaller ships, whose captain was 
Maurice Browne. After he left Plymouth, 
the last port of call, on June I I ,  he must 
have regretted from time to time his 
decision to go to sea. The wind was strong 
and the little vessel suffered as it buffeted 
against contrary winds, slowly making its 
way westwards. Both food and clothing 
were found to be inadequate. After many 
days at sea a French fishing vessel was 
sighted, and the sailors asked to be allowed 
to go on board to buy some warm clothing 
and to supplement their supplies of food 
by acquiring fish. The ship’s boat, when it 
was received on board the Frenchman, was 
soon filled with supplies but these were 
taken forcibly and were not paid for, the 
English sailors proving to be piratical 
thieves. Two of them were drowned however 
when their boat put back to the Swallow 
in rough seas, and Captain Browne thought 
this punishment was enough for their 
thievery. At length, fifty days out from 
England, land was sighted, the rocky shores 
of north-eastern Newfoundland. The Swallow 
did as she was instructed to do, made her 
way slowly southwards along the coast, 
gradually meeting with her consorts, who 
had had an equally long and tiring voyage.

Sir Humphrey Gilbert intended ultima
tely to settle English colonies on the southern 
shore of what we now know as New England, 
which was then called Norumbega, but he 
was determined first of all to explore 
carefully the islands and shores which lay 
to the north of this region. Newfoundland 
had some special attractions. Many fishing 
vessels crossed the Atlantic each summer 
from France, Portugal, Spain and England
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to cacch cod off its shores. Many of the 
ships, too, dried their fish on shore, to save 
salt, before lading it homewards, and many 
of them congregated at the harbour of St. 
John’s, Newfoundland, to dry their catch, 
to exchange fish, salt, provisions and visits 
with each other, so as to make it something 
of an international centre in the months 
from June to September. Gilbert had the 
idea of trying to get control of it for Queen 
Elizabeth and of making some money for 
himself by leasing out the berths and shore 
stations which the fishermen marked out 
each year for themselves as they arrived. 
In 1583 his ships were poorly supplied and 
he expected to get fish and other goods from 
the fishermen as gifts, or as rents for their 
stations on shore, or even to buy some if he 
must.

Parmenius saw many of the deep bays and 
lofty headlands as he sailed south, most of 
them bare and barren, though with patches 
of green grass round the harbours and a sea 
of dark green coniferous forest behind. Now, 
early in August, he was to enter the narrow 
channel between two high cliffs, into the 
spacious harbour of St. John’s with its 
green hinterland and its heavy forest 
spreading up the hills to the west.

Parmenius was exhausted after his 
arduous journey, but was soon revived by the 
kindness of the fishermen who plied the 
visitors with luxuries like wine and 
marmalade from their stores, and brought 
them all kinds of fish, salmon, trout and 
lobster as well as the inevitable cod. On 
Sunday, August 4, Parmenius first set foot 
on American soil. Gilbert and his company 
landed from their ships and, with a number 
of English merchants who had accompanied 
the fishing vessels to Newfoundland, walked 
on the more or less level area which lay 
towards the southern end of the harbour. 
The place was called the Garden, and there 
were walks through the bushes which 
formed the natural vegetation, wild, sweet
smelling roses, ripe raspberries. Parmenius 
was not too greatly impressed; the long

grass was much like grass anywhere else; 
the bushes for the most part familiar, 
the forest thick and dark in the interior. 
There were none of the Red Indians, the 
Beothuks, of which he had probably heard 
from the old Newfoundland hands; all 
had been driven away from this area by the 
fishermen, whose fish they pilfered and 
whose ropes and lines, and even boats, they 
stole. The austere, bare hills and cliffs 
were intimidating rather than welcoming.

On the following day Sir Humphrey 
Gilbert called the ships’ captains from their 
vessels and with his own men went to a 
level place on land, almost facing the 
entrance to the harbour, and there formally 
annexed the island and the lands to the 
north and south of it, to the Crown of 
England. He also proclaimed that he, as the 
Queen’s representative, would punish anyone 
attacking the Queen or her title or carrying 
on in public any religious ceremonies 
obnoxious to the English Protestants. 
Gilbert’s men were armed so there was no 
opposition; only a pretence of assent from 
those who were not English. It was decided 
to send the Swallow home with the less 
satisfactory seamen; Maurice Browne was 
transferred to the larger ship, Delight, as 
captain, and Parmenius went with him. 
They had probably already moved when 
Parmenius sat down in his cabin on August 
6 to pen his first letters from American soil. 
There were ships going back to England 
and so it would be possible to send some 
interim reports of what had been seen and 
done to the friends he had left there. He 
wrote in Latin, first to Laurence Humffey, 
though this letter has not survived, and 
then to Richard Hakluyt. It is this letter 
that has been preserved. It was not easy for 
him to write because the reality of America 
had not so far lived up to its promise. He 
told Hakluyt that he saw about him nothing 
but desolation. There were fish everywhere; 
there was forest everywhere too, once the 
shore was left behind. The trees were 
scarcely penetrable, old ones having fallen
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in the virgin forest blocking all access, while 
proposals for burning rides through the 
woods met the objection from the fishermen 
that floods of resin and turpentine would 
flow out to the water and kill the fish—a 
somewhat unlikely event. He saw the skins 
of some bears, which were white, and which 
were killed when they came nosing round 
the shelters. These were smaller than the 
European bears and were in fact young polar 
bears, carried by icebergs, which had got 
on shore in Newfoundland after their own 
long voyage south. The weather was hot; 
the drying fish had to be turned frequently. 
He heard a good deal about icebergs, their 
vagaries and dangers, and, while the air 
was clear on land, he learnt that on the great 
fishing Bank, some forty miles off shore, 
there was continuous fog and rain. He had 
seen no native inhabitants whatever and was 
not even able to be sure whether there were or 
had been any inhabitants at this particular 
place; since travelling through the woods 
was impossible he did not see how he could 
find out. Gilbert had picked up many 
specimens which showed traces of metal, but 
Parmenius remained sceptical of mineral 
prospects because the mountains could not 
be examined closely, even though they had 
a minerals expert, a Saxon miner, named 
Daniel, with them. He was, on the whole, 
bitterly disappointed. There were no 
Nymphs or Fawns; no exotic flowers or 
fruits; nothing but a great protein factory, 
in which were conserved the fish which 
would help to carry western Europeans 
through their long winters. As he wrote his 
attention strayed to the lands which still 
lay ahead. All that was new and strange lay 
there, he fe lt; he must restrain his romantic 
expectations until he had seen more southern 
shores. He closed his letter with good 
wishes for his English friend and patron, 
Henry Unton; in Hakluyt’s translation his 
last words read:

It remayneth that you thinke me to be
still yours, and so yours as no mans more.
The sonne of God blesse all our labors,
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so farre, as that you your seife may be
partaker of our blessing. Adewe, my most
friendly, moste sweete, most vertuous
Hakluyt
There was some exploring done in the 

days that followed, but most of the time 
was occupied in getting ready for the next 
stage of the journey, the important stage 
for Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s purpose. He 
would move down the coast of the Avalon 
Peninsula and strike out for Cape Breton 
Island, and from there would make the more 
than thousand miles coasting voyage to 
Norumbega, putting in from time to time 
to see which were the finest harbours, the 
grandest hills, the greenest meadows, the 
most alluring Indian settlements (if indeed 
there were any at all). But first, after leaving 
Newfoundland, he would put in at Sable 
Island, lying between there and Cape Breton, 
since Portuguese fishermen long before had 
let livestock loose on it, which were said 
to have bred and so could supply that great 
desire of all sea-voyagers, fresh meat. On 
Tuesday, August 20, the ships set sail, the 
Delight, with Parmenius aboard, the Golden 
Hind, under Edward Hayes of Liverpool 
who was in the end to write the story of the 
voyage, and the little Squirrel, in which 
Gilbert hoped to run rapidly into inlets and 
along the shore where larger vessels could 
not safely stray.

They sailed southward along the striking 
headlands and snug secure bays which the 
fishermen loved, rounding Cape Race after 
being briefly becalmed and taking a glimpse 
of the south coast of the island. A party went 
briefly ashore at Trepassey Bay—we do not 
know that Parmenius was one of its 
members—to search the greener shores of that 
harbour. And then, at last, to sea. There was 
soon some debate amongst the captains and 
masters on what should be, precisely, their 
course to Sable Island; Gilbert, against the 
advice of the experienced sailing master of 
the Delight, Richard Clarke, insisting on 
the course he thought best. At daybreak on 
August 29, the weather was wet and m isty;
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the soundings showed that there were 
shoals beneath the ships, a glimpse of land 
was seen from the Golden Hind. She, and 
the Squirrel at her signal, turned, pulled 
away from land, the Delight did not. She 
struck in heavy seas, she went aground, she 
began to break up rapidly; soon she had 
gone. Some men slid down a rope to the 
ship’s boat tied at the stern and cut her 
free. They picked up others, including 
Richard Clarke, but not Captain Browne, 
nor Stephen Parmenius: they were drowned. 
The other two vessels were not able in the 
mist to find any survivors; the boat got 
away and was eventually rescued by fisher
men, so that Clarke lived to tell the tale of 
the Delight’s end. The poet and the 
chronicler-captain had gone, so had the 
Saxon miner, so had the largest ship, broken 
on the sands of a barren island. The Golden 
Hind and the Squirrel turned back for 
England; no Norumbega now. Half-way 
across the Atlantic the Squirrel was engulfed: 
Sir Humphrey Gilbert followed Browne, 
Parmenius and the rest into the Atlantic 
waves. Hayes and the Golden Hind at 
length arrived home alone, to write the sad 
obituaries of those who had been lost.

Amongst them he noted:

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 Latiné tongue, the gests and

things worthy of remembrance, happening 
in this discoverie, to the honour of our 
nation, the same being adorned with the 
stile of this Orator, and rare Poet of our 
time.

Richard Hakluyt put most of what we 
know of Stephen into his great collection, 
The principal navigations of the English 
nation; Lajos Kropf told his story from this 
source for the first time in Hungary in 1889 
in an article in Százaiok and this has been 
copied by later Hungarian writers. The 
University of Toronto, planning a fine new 
dictionary of Canadian worthies, decided 
to include all the early notable men who 
had set foot on what is now Canada, and so 
Parmenius appears in the first volume of 
The Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
published in 1965. His two little books of 
verse survive only in two copies each. One 
of each is in the British Museum; the other 
copy of the poem on Gilbert is in the Henry 
E. Huntington Library in San Marino, 
California; the second copy of the Paean is in 
Eton College, where it passed from his 
young friend Thomas Savile. All we now 
know has been gathered into the book 
referred to at the beginning of this article. 
Hungarian scholars are at present ready 
to search for his origins, his Hungarian name, 
his educational background, so that we can 
have a fuller picture still of the scholar poet 
and adventurer who was Hungary’s first 
“American”.
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A H U N G A R I A N  C O N T A C T  OF  
B E N J A M I N  F R A N K L I N

The Hungarian supporters of the ideals 
of the French Revolution, the Hungarian 
Jacobins executed in 1795, often referred in 
the writings to the example of the American 
Revolution and Revolutionary War as well 
as to the French model.

In the Hungarian National Library, 
Count Ferenc Széchényi’s one-time private 
collection, which served as basis for the 
National Széchényi Library, there is an 
interesting volume which indicates the early, 
in fact contemporaneous, interest shown by 
Hungarian political thinkers in American 
events. The book in question is an anthology 
of biographies and documents from the very 
middle of the Revolutionary War, at that 
time still going on. It was written and 
compiled by Professor János Zinner of Buda, 
who later lived in Kassa, with the personal 
help of no less an authority than Benjamin 
Franklin himself.

A professor in Buda writes to Franklin in Paris

The volume, originally catalogued in Fe
renc Széchényi’s private library under H. C. 
594, is a rare example of Hungarian- 
American relations and in fact of Central 
European Americana. It is a collection of the 
documents of the American Revolution and 
Revolutionary War compiled and provided 
with biographical and historical annotations 
by the author.

The author addressed the following letter 
to Franklin when the latter was Ambassador 
in Paris.

“Buda, in Hungary, 26 October, 1778.
Sir, I was born the subject of a great 

monarchy, and under a government whose 
rule is mild; but I cannot tell you what 
joy I feel, when I hear or read of your

progress in America. To speak the truth, 
I look upon you and all the chiefs of your 
new republic, as angels, sent by Heaven 
to guide and comfort the human race. 
To give a public manifestation of this 
sentiment, I have composed a work in 
Latin, the title of which is Notitia 
Historica de Coloniis Faederatis in America. 
I have also another, De Viris Illustribus 
Americae; but I must wait for the end of 
the present war, which furnishes me 
abundant materials for drawing the 
character of your heroes.

I have, I confess, some doubts on the 
subject, and for that reason I recently 
went from Buda to Vienna to consult 
Mr. Lee, who was there, but I did not 
find him upon my arrival; and the secre
tary of the French ambassador advised me 
to address myself to you. It is to you 
then, Sir, that I must apply, and humbly 
ask for information concerning the birth
place of Washington, Hancock, Putman, 
Gates, Charles Lee, and Arnold, and for 
anecdotes of their life. I can learn nothing 
on the subject from the newspapers, 
particularly with regard to Arnold. They 
sometimes make him out a German from 
Metz, then an American from Con
necticut, then an ex-capuchin, then a 
Norwich grocer. As for you, Sir, I take 
you for a Bostonian, a superior genius, 
and a principal instrument in all things 
during the war. Amongst other partic
ulars I should like to know the truth of 
what several papers mention, that Charles 
Lee did not do his duty at Monmouth in 
New Jersey, and that Congress dismissed 
him for misconduct. I will suspend my 
judgement until I hear from you, if you 
should think proper to favor me with an 
answer.



SURVEYS

If you can in any way make me useful 
to you, do but command, and I shall be 
most happy. I have acquaintances in Hun
gary, and a great many in Vienna. I be
lieve, indeed, that it is far less important 
for you at present to have connexions 
with Austria than to come before the 
world as a sovereign state, independent 
of England. You are very wise in this; 
but Mr. Lee did not come at the right 
moment. He should have taken another 
road, as I will write to you by and by.

Have the kindness to solve the doubts 
I have mentioned to you, and to grant 
me your favor and your friendship, which 
I should regard as the greatest blessing of 
my life. I shall feel it a duty to obey any 
of your commands, and to remain always, 
with the most profound respect, etc.

John Charles de Zinner”

The first Hungarian political work 
about America

János Zinner figures in the history of 
Hungarian political literature with more 
than one work. From Buda he went to 
Kassa, one of the five royal law schools Győr, 
Kassa, Nagyszombat-Pozsony, Nagyvárad 
and Zágráb established on the basis of Article 
XXV of the Ratio Educationis, the Educational 
Reform Act of 1777, where he taught the 
history of law and government and modern 
and recent world history. In the preface he 
wrote: “During his stay in Paris he (the author) 
enjoyed the honour of meeting Dr. Franklin 
personally and through his kind assistance 
he was able to collect a great deal of material 
which would otherwise have remained un
known.”

In his letter to Franklin Zinner mentions 
the titles of two finished works by him in 
Latin. The work, published four years later 
in German, seems, however, to incorporate 
the material of the two Latin-language 
manuscripts and in addition it also contains 
the documents which Franklin must have

made available to Zinner during the latter’s 
visit to Paris. The title-page of the German- 
language work reads as follows:

Merkwürdige 
Briefe und Schrifien 

der berühmten Generale 
in Amerika, 

nebst
derselben heygefügten 
Lebensbeschrei bungen 
Herausgegeben von 

Johann Zinner
Professor der Philosophie und Statistik 

auf der Kaiserl.
Akademie in Kaschau

$

Augsburg ly8z.
bey Eberhard Klettsei, Wittwe und Franck

(Noteworthy letters and writings by famous 
generals in America, with their biographies 
appended. Edited by János Zinner, profes
sor of philosophy and statistics at the Impe
rial Academy in Kassa. Augsburg, 1782.) 
Zinner explained why his work was of public 
interest in the following terms:

“His (the author’s) intention was not 
to write a connected history of this war, 
but only to collect the material which 
must be essential for the historian of the 
future who wishes to throw a proper light 
on it. Such readers will welcome this 
material containing the public writings 
and the correspondence of generals and 
other important personages of both par
ties, writings which were used both by 
England and the Congress. In addition, 
as far as possible, he tried to pay atten
tion to the sequence of events, so that 
their order should be readily compre
hensible. The author has also attached 
the biographies—as far as possible accurate 
and short—of the personages and generals 
who achieved fame in this war. There is 
reason to believe that most readers will
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not be displeased by this, the less so as 
they will find everything together here 
that can help them from a proper judge
ment on certain facts and accusations 
which both parties fabricated against 
each other; and in addition, I hope, it 
will provide a certain enjoyment that the 
induvidual circumstances of the famous 
personalities of this war are described in 
some detail. Even though they should not 
seek a connected history of the American 
Revolutionary War in them, many will 
regard these pages as worthwhile reading 
because they suggest and explain many 
things more fully, things about which 
the usual newspaper reports were either 
completely uninformed or only very 
scantily informed. The author has not 
only most industriously collected every
thing that in his view belongs here, but 
in addition he even found a method 
which he carefully tried to utilize in 
order to make this collection of informa
tion as complete as possible and at the 
same time indispensable.”
The 352-page volume contains forty- 

eight documents. In addition to writings by 
Franklin and Washington, there are letters, 
orders and other statements by the American, 
English and French generals Adams, Allen, 
Arnold, Bourgoyne, Brown, Clinton Deane, 
Drummond, Estaing, Hancock, Howe, Jef
ferson, Johnstone, Lafayette, Lawrence, Lee, 
Livingstone, Montgomery, Prevost, Put
nam, Schuyler and St. Clair. After each 
document a description of the relevant 
occurrence or the biography of the personage 
concerned is included. The date of the first 
document is September 23, 1775, and the 
last writing in the volume is dated July 11, 
1780.

A chapter from Tom Paine’s Common 
Sense published only three years earlier, lends 
special value to this work. Another interest
ing item in it is a letter by the Speaker of 
the United States Congress to Guillene 
Thomas Raynal, a friend of the French 
encyclopaedists, and the author of a work

against tyranny. Both Paine and Raynal 
exerted considerable influence on the Hun
garian Jacobins. The two longest and most 
valuable writings by Zinner himself are 
fairly detailed biographies of Franklin and 
Washington.

The first Hungarian biographies 
of Franklin and Washington

In his biographical sketch of Franklin 
Zinner wrote with enthusiasm on Franklin’s 
role in the Revolutionary war:

“An exceptional love of freedom and 
independence from England remained a 
principal trait of his character and led to 
his biggest ventures. He enjoyed the ut
most respect of his fellow-citizens, and 
in 1754 was requested to state his views 
regarding the approaching compaign. He 
voted immediately for the conquest of 
Canada, and his proposal was accepted. 
Canada had been taken from the French, 
and he encouraged his compatriots to do 
all they could in this project. In a number 
of military operations, which were success
ful, he himself led units of the militia, 
and thereby achieved maximum respect. 
When it became time to conclude the 
Peace of Versailles, he himself went to 
England and expounded both in word 
and writing that the conquered Canada 
had to be kept, and the above peace treaty 
was concluded following his advice. 
When the British wanted to introduce 
the Stamp Act in America, Pennsylvania 
entrusted him to express opposition to 
this in England. Afterwards he stayed for 
years there as an agent of the Colony. 
His friends say that he did all he could to 
prevent this regrettable measure by the 
government, but his proposals were not 
listened to, although had they been ac
cepted all the terrible consequences would 
have been spared. At any rate he stayed 
in London as long as possible as Boston 
was under blocade because of the Tea
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Tax, but finally he left. In America he 
was named a member of Congress and 
later governor of the Colony of Pennsyl
vania. In this latter post he issued a 
decree in regard to the crime of treason, 
on September 5, 1776. When, as a result 
of this, both he and Congress had been 
invited to discuss Lord Howe’s peace 
proposals, Congress sent Franklin, John 
Adams and John Rutlege to Staten Island 
to the same Howe to find out whether the 
two Howe brothers had been entrusted 
with full power. The delegates returned 
home without completing their mission. 
Finally Congress voted its unanimous 
confidence in Franklin and sent him back 
to France with full powers to persuade 
the French Government to support 
American interests. England had a gay 
time making fun of the contemplated 
picture of a bespectacled grey beard in the 
homeland of frivolity, where, they 
thought, he would be much too serious 
a man to achieve anything. But they were 
deceiving themselves, for the old man 
not only persuaded the young French 
ruler to take effective measures assisting 
the Colonies, but even persuaded the 
Spanish king to take their side. The 
present war is evidence of the fact that 
a man like Franklin can never be ignored. ”

Zinner’s biographical sketch of Washing
ton ends with these lines:

“George Washington who was born, 
in the Colony of Virginia, stems from 
a noble Washington family which fled to 
America under Charles I of England. He 
is a man of splendid gifts, who has 
dedicated himself since his early youth 
to scholarship and especially to military 
affairs. In 1755 he fought under the 
English General Braddock and fell into 
French captivity. Then he proved his 
valor under Wolfe at Quebec and Am
herst. Since the Peace of 1763 Washing
ton has retired to his estate and has 
devoted himself to the Muses. A volume

of Tacitus annotated by Washington was 
accidentally found when Philadelphia 
was captured. It is a proof of his great 
spirit that he has taken pleasure in such 
a profound author. In the present heated 
state of affairs Congress as a whole 
elevated Washington to a high office 
which he has filled with unshakable 
loyalty and true patriotic fervour to this 
day. In the last campaign at Amherst he 
served as a major, but American Congress 
put him in charge of the entire army as 
its acting commander and general. He 
proved his courage against the English 
since 1775; he defended American free
dom against Thomas Gage, and William 
and Richard Howe, and he is still defend
ing it against Henry Clinton who is 
commanding the English forces. He took 
the city of Boston from Lord Howe and 
forced him to evacuate the city on March 
17, 1776, leaving the guns behind. In 
the summer Washington found himself 
up against stiff resistance. Howe had 
marched against him with a terrifying 
army of 50,000 men, captured Long 
Island, Staten Island and the City of 
New York without serious resistance, the 
Hessians recaptured Fort Washington 
and Fort Lee; the Americans were scat
tered at White Plains so that things 
looked bleak, indeed, for American lib
erty. In this unpleasant situation Wash
ington remained unshaken and faithfully 
stuck to his own plan which was to hold 
out always on the defensive against a 
courageous enemy and to keep draining 
the strength of the opponents. Howe 
would have liked to force a decisive battle, 
and put him under siege from all sides. 
The foresighted Washington, however, 
closed down the North River and with
drew from New Jersey to Pennsylvania. 
There, he was proclaimed dictator and the 
entire Congress placed itself under his 
protection. Shortly afterwards he defeated 
the Hessians at Trenton, the English at 
Princeton, and he brought confusion to

16 1

I I



IÓ 2 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

Howe’s winter quarters. Afterwards 
Washington reorganized his troops and 
retreated to a well-fortified camp in New 
Jersey. Howe, who had been only half 
able to implement his plan in the cam
paign that had ended, was now looking 
to Philadelphia, but when he found the 
road blocked, he retreated with his troops 
and found himself with his entire force 
in New York. After a long voyage Howe 
landed and took possession of Virginia 
and Maryland, he defeated the Americans 
at Brandywine and Germantown, and 
occupied the city of Philadelphia. His 
conquests scared the United States; Wash
ington was the only one who did not 
despair, although he could not afford to 
direct an attack against the enemy with 
his untrained troops. Ignoring the cold 
and harsh winter, he had barracks built 
and stayed on the battlefield in order to 
provide a cover for Congress, which had 
moved from Philadelphia to Yorktown.

“Washington is nearly 60, he has a 
strong constitution and is steeled against 
all hardships. Patriotism and a striving 
for justice are the principal traits of his 
character. He is always sober-minded in 
his ventures and always chooses the safest 
course. His firm safeguarding of America,

the new state, maintaining its rights, 
makes him a real hero.”

The preparation and impact 
of the book

The American documents collected by 
János Zinner with Franklin’s assistance could 
count on a wider reading public in German 
than the originally planned Latin-language 
edition. The American Revolution was just 
then beginning to make its impact felt 
throughout Europe, and its Russian, French, 
Polish, Italian and even its Austrian recep
tion was at that time still most favourable. 
Leopold II, who, before he had been crowned 
Holy Roman Emperor and King of Hungary, 
had been Grand Duke of Tuscany, had 
modelled the constitution of his duchy after 
that of Virginia. Another significant aspect 
of the publication was that up to then only 
works on religious subjects or of religious 
inspiration had been written by Hungarian 
authors about America. The American Rev
olutionary War had a tremendous influence 
in Hungary up to the Hungarian War of 
Independence of 1848-49. Zinner’s book 
was the introduction to an important chapter 
in Hungarian political thinking.
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P E N S I O N S  I N  H U N G A R Y

Hungary has long-standing traditions in 
welfare policy, but before 1945 the number 
of beneficiaries was limited and allowances 
were insufficient.

As recently as 1938 compulsory sickness 
insurance applied only to 31 per cent of the 
population. Three million peasants and 
tradesmen owning their own small shops 
or workshops did not enjoy any social security 
benefits. The agricultural labourers on large 
estates were only covered by accident in
surance ; an annuity insurance was introduced 
in 1939 but it involved only men and sick
ness insurance, in spite of several resolu
tions by Parliament, was introduced only 
in 1945. Public servants and the office staff 
of big industrial enterprises and banks were 
relatively well provided for: after long years 
of service their pension was close to the 
salary they earned when they retired. Manual 
workers in industry whose time of service 
was short and whose earnings were low, 
received on the average a pension amounting 
to one-sixth of their last wages. Old farm
hands on large estates got even less—5 pengős 
a month—which just about covered the cost 
of X lb of bread a day.

Aßer 194J

After 1945, concurrent with political and 
economic reorganization, and the introduc
tion of a new socio-economic system, it 
became possible to work out a uniform 
system of social security for all citizens. 
Their rights are guaranteed in the Constitu
tion. Paragraph No. 58 of Act I. 1972 
stipulates:
“(1) The citizens of the Hungarian People’s 
Republic are entitled to financial support 
to cover the needs of old age, sickness and 
incapacity for work.
(2) The Hungarian People’s Republic en

sures the right to financial support within 
the framework of the social security system 
through a network of social institutions.”

Paragraph 57 of the same Act deals with 
the right of citizens to health protection, 
labour protection, the organization of health 
institutions and medical care and the protec
tion of the human environment.

A system of uniform rights could be 
developed in the course of the last twenty- 
five years in successive phases, in accord with 
the capacity of the national economy. Some 
differences due to the specific conditions of 
certain categories of employment are justi
fied, otherwise the abolishing of still existing 
divergencies in the pension regulations is 
a matter of permanent concern.

In 1938 about 2 per cent of the national 
income was spent on social security, in 1972 
this ratio amounted to I  X.5 per cent. In 1972 
expenditure for social security amounted to 
approximately 37,400 million forints. The 
sum allotted to one person insured in his 
own right plus the benefits for family 
members amounted to 7,100 forints, i.e. 
more than three months average wages.

Pensions

Pensions are a very important part of 
social benefits. In 1972, 44 per cent of all 
expenditure on social security consisted of 
pensions. At the end of 1972, 1,608,000 
persons, 15.5 per cent of the total popula
tion, were retired people and this figure is 
growing slowly but successively every year 
because of the growing life-span and in con
sequence of the fact that every year the 
number of those who retire surpasses the 
number of those who die or for some other 
reason do not receive their pension any more 
by some 60,000-70,000. In 1972 the pro
portion was something more than 3 to 1.

11*
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In the past twenty years the average 
monthly pension has grown from 211 forints 
to 876 forints. Bearing in mind the growth 
in the price index of consumer goods, that 
in the real value of average pensions is three 
and a half-fold. Pensions determined earlier 
have also been raised on several occasions.

Two-thirds of the pensions are under
1,000 forints per month and only a few 
per cent are over 2,000 forints. The over
whelming majority receive the pension as 
their own entitlement (old age, invalidity) 
and about one-fifth in their status as family 
members (widows, orphans, parents).

The main Features of Pension Regulations 
in Hungary

Old-age pension is granted to men at 
the age of 60, and to women at 55, 65 and 
60 for members of agricultural co-operatives. 
The retirement is not mandatory.

The pensionable age limit is lower, 
irrespective of seniority, for those doing 
work harmful to their health; this benefit is 
granted to workers on the following jobs: 
underground work, earth drilling, work 
in compressed air, in closed air space at 
canal maintenance, in great heat, in electric 
energy, textile and baking industry, in cold- 
storage plants, in transport and civil aviation, 
and on jobs performed under the impact of 
ionization radiation. Men are entitled to 
two years age concession after 10 years 
on such jobs, and women after 8 years. 
Those working in high-pressure air space 
are entitled to this concession after 6 years. 
The age concession grows successively by 
a year, after another 5-4-3 years on similar 
jobs. Cutters in mines can ask to retire 
after 10 years of underground work at the 
age of 58, caisson workers after 9 years 
of work in an air space under higher pressure 
than atmospheric pressure at the age of 57, 
female workers in spinning mills after 
24 years at the age of 49, X-ray nurses 
after 21 years at the age of 48.
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A disability pension is granted to all 
workers, irrespective of age, who because 
of sickness or accident, have lost at least 
two-thirds of their working capacity.

The minimum time of service is ten 
years for the old-age pension and 2 to 10 
years, depending of the worker’s age, for the 
disability pension. In the case of an accident 
on the job or occupational disease a worker 
is entitled to a pension even after one day 
of service. In general the payment of a 
pension can be claimed only upon the 
cessation of regular work but this rule does 
not apply to widows and manual workers in 
agricultural co-operatives.

The calculation of the pension is based 
generally on the average income of the last 
four calendar years prior to pensionable age. 
The calculation includes other income in the 
nature of earnings (share in the profit of the 
enterprise, bonuses). The best three years of 
the last five calendar years must be taken 
as a basis if  this is more advantageous for 
the worker. This calculation can be made 
when the worker retires (e.g. at the age of 
64), when he has reached the age limit 
(at 60) of five years prior to this time (at 5 5) 
and the most advantageous average must be 
computed.

In the calculation of pension the highest 
monthly earnings which can be taken into 
account are 10,000 forints. A minimum 
pension is determined so that in the case 
of low wages or short time of service the 
pension attains a certain level.

In 1973 the minimum pension for 
manual and white-collar workers was 697 
forints, for members of agricultural co
operatives 538 forints. Widows (parents, 
orphans) receive half the pension due to the 
deceased, fatherless or motherless children 
one-fourth.

Pension Scale

The pension scale on which the calcula
tion of old age pension is based is:
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Time 
of service

Worker, 
employee, 

member of 
small trade 
co-operative

Member of 
agricultural 
co-operative

10 years 2 2  p.C. 33 P-c.
15 years 34.5 p.c. 43 P-c-
20 years 48 p.c. 53 P-c-
25 years 62.5 p.c. 63 p.c.
30 years 65 p.c. 68 p.c.
35 years 67.5 p.c. 70 p.c.
40 years 70 p.c. 70 p.c.
45 years 72.5 p.c. 70 p.c.

The pension scale of agricultural co-operative 
members is slightly more advantageous than 
that of workers and employees. On both 
scales the pension is 70 per cent after 40 years 
of service.

The pension determined on the basis 
of this scale can be supplemented if workers 
continue to work after pensionable age. 
Manual workers who continue to work 
after having reached the age limit get a 
supplement of 7 per cent for every further 
year spent at work, non-manual workers get 
a supplement of 3 per cent in addition to 
their pension according to the scale. With 
this supplement the pension can reach 
90 per cent of base incomes.

In 1972 every fourth to fifth worker and 
employee received this further supplement, 
generally doing three years supplementary 
work after pensionable age. The average 
pension for workers and employees was 
1,431 forints, 63 per cent of average 
earnings, in the case of workers with 25 years 
or more spent at work this amount was 
1,969 forints.

The disability pension scale is approxi
mately on the level of the old-age pensions, 
but in the case of invalids because of accidents 
on the job or occupational disease, and in the 
case of full invalids who need nursing, the

pension is higher but it cannot exceed the 
earnings on which calculations are based.

Before 1971 lower pensions were raised 
irregularly at intervals in order to keep up 
or raise their purchasing power and real 
value.

Since January 1, 1971 all pensions are 
raised by 2 per cent every calendar year. 
In the case of price rises (as in 1973 when 
milk products became more expensive) 
pensioners receive extra compensation.

Work in Retirement

The basic problem for pensioners is 
without any doubt the size of the pension 
itself. There is, however, another problem 
which is of no lesser importance not only 
from the material but from the psychologi
cal viewpoint: the possibility of work from 
time to time for people in retirement. 
Sixty-year-old men and 55-year-old women 
who retire after several decades of active 
life mostly need the chance of occasional 
work.

Widows and manual workers from 
agricultural co-operatives can work without 
restriction. In 1970, 143,000 pensioners, 
36 per cent of the retired population, were 
working in agricultural co-operatives; they 
were paid about 1,000 million forints, 7 per 
cent of all wages.

About 20,000 widows were fully em
ployed after the death of their husbands and 
tens of thousands were partially employed.

Retired tradesmen doing repair jobs and 
servicing under a licence fall under no 
restriction. In 1970, 2,500 such old trades
men were working.

Retired workers and employees are 
entitled to work for 840 hours per year 
(4 months), in some sectors (education, 
public health, cultural institutions) they can 
work 1,260 hours (6 months). People with 
pensions below 800 forints can work 
without any restriction.

The number of active pensioners is
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approximately 450,000, their overall earn
ings are above 2,500 million forints. 
(Statistics from 1970.)

In 1972, 32 per cent of retired workers 
and employees were in employment. The 
employment index, probably because of 
higher manpower-demand was highest in the 
capital (38 per cent) and lowest in agricultural 
countries (about 20 per cent).

The majority of the employed pensioners 
were beneficiaries of old-age pensions

(186,000 persons), 37 out of 100 old-age 
pensioners were in employment. In the case 
of disability pensioners this proportion is 
smaller (27); this shows that if  their 
disability is not much over two-thirds, 
they supplement their pension with work.

The overwhelming majority of retired 
people who worked earned 6,000 forints or 
less in 1972, 10 per cent earned 6,000-
18,000 forints, i per cent over 18,000 
forints, that is in addition to their pension.
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BOOKS AND AUTHORS

A R E A D E R ’S DI ARY

GYÖRGY KALMÁR: India, nyugalom és 
nyugtalanság (India: Tranquillity and Unrest) 
Kossuth Publishing House, 1971

Would that someone analysed the peculiar 
magic the very name of India radiates— 
especially for us Hungarians. This is pro
bably just as suggestive of the wonder-world 
of the Arabian Nights we explored as chil
dren, the Lotus-Eater dreams of Ödön 
Lechner, who tried to conceive an architec
ture that expressed the peculiar Magyar 
genius, the ghostly resemblance of the 
Harijans of Gujarat to our own Gypsies, as 
of the Maharaja pose of the one-time Hun
garian nabobs, and probably many other 
things.

Whether it can be analysed or is not open 
to close scrutiny, this magic exists and still 
shines bright, little affected by changes in 
social form and by technological revolu
tions, surviving with the vigour and inten
sity of the myths and legends we absorbed 
in our childhood. For this reason every 
travelogue on India is still exciting and in
teresting, and for this reason the newly ac
cessible opportunity which through the 
agreements concluded between the two 
countries opened up to Hungarian men of 
letters in the last decade to experience India 
in its own tangible material and spiritual 
reality seems to be more stimulating than 
countless other possibilities of travel. It is

expected that increasing numbers of Hun
garians will in this way come to know 
India—although the figure will probably not 
be high indeed for many a long year.

Some considerable time ahead the majority 
of the populace will catch a glimpse of India, 
not even through the coach windows of an 
organized tour. Those thirsting for knowl
edge, longing for the soul-food and exotic 
change of scene will have to travel in their 
armchairs relying on travelogues as the meat 
of their day-dreaming and vicarious enjoy
ment.

Let me add a personal touch. In my own 
experience of India—and I believe this holds 
for my entire generation—Ervin Baktay’s 
works were of crucial importance. Baktay 
not only knew India, he was in love with 
the country, but his was a wise man’s pas
sion. He loved what was worthy of his love, 
and did not remain blind to shortcomings, 
weaknesses and even sins or worse. His big 
two-volume book on India is travelogue, 
history, art history and history of religion 
all rolled in one. There is also his shorter and 
more controversial volume, Sanatana Dharma. 
Undoubtedly Baktay treated in it Hinduism 
with uncritical idealization, but recalling 
the days of my boyhood, I must confess that 
for me—and I am sure not only for me— 
this book was a revelation, telling as it did 
of the beauty and internal logic of another 
faith, it made me conscious of the relativity



1 6 8 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

of the one I was brought up in and perhaps 
started me on the road to atheism. Who 
knows it might serve a similar purpose today 
for another lad. His India művészete (The Art 
of India) remains to this day the only com
prehensive, clear and high-standard book of 
information in Hungarian on the history, 
principal sites and most significant relics of 
Indian art.

Without Baktay it is hardly possible for 
someone who is monolingual in Hungarian 
to acquire genuine knowledge on India. 
Could not something be done to activate 
more of this dormant heritage for the present 
generation of Hungarians? O f course, a lot 
of this storehouse is still used; whether he 
admits it or not, every traveller to India 
who speaks only Hungarian, who takes some 
trouble to prepare himself for the journey, 
still turns to Baktay. It is greatly to György 
Kalmar’s credit that his book “India—■ 
Tranquillity and Unrest” is dedicated to 
Baktay’s memory. Kalmár’s book has been 
a success, very likely because his receptive 
mind has absorbed some of Baktay’s love 
of the subcontinent- True, Kalmar started 
with a significant advantage: he was for 
a number of years a newspaper correspondent 
stationed in India. This is obvious from his 
other books as well, reporting from the 
Third World is for Kalmár not only a job, 
but also a passion and a calling through 
which, combined with his inexhaustible 
cultural and political curiosity, he has in fact 
come to know intimately this complex 
country of contradictions so tormented and 
exalted by its conflicts.

Kalmár’s book can be recommended as 
a guide both for the traveller and the student 
of current affairs, for his attention covers 
a great many subjects and is concerned in the 
first place with a teeming and seething 
society, the complex and often self-contra
dictory perspectives with which Indian 
society is, or perhaps Indian societies are, 
pregnant and which whether unsolved or on 
the way to solution, are determinative for 
the future of all mankind. Kalmár looks at

all this through the spectacles of the curious 
traveller, penetrating the curtains of power 
with the shrewd alertness of the journalist, 
and weighing the forces, trends, tendencies 
and possibilities with the judgement of 
a European who possesses the sense of 
responsibility of a Marxist. Reading his book 
one gets at once closer to and further away 
from all that India implies; one acquires in
timate knowledge and at the same time is 
able to put things into perspective.

Literary ambition is certainly not far 
from Kalmár, in fact some of his clues and 
effects are genuinely literary. The key to this 
lies perhaps in the fact that he does not 
pretend at all to be a “literary man”, it is 
this that makes a number of newspapermen 
unpleasantly mannered, but prefers to stick 
to his last, writing up information as best as 
he can. Moreover, while he is trying to do 
just this, he uses a literary approach sponta
neously, following the logic of the material. 
In Kalmár’s book the subjective feelings of 
the author are hidden by the objective reality 
he describes—and yet in this very way his 
personality comes through. I am sure that 
Kalmár, somewhere in his desk, holds 
material for another book on India, a stimu
lating and entertaining petite histoire of his 
personal adventures and strange encounters, 
including meetings with Hungarians living 
or visiting abroad. It is to his credit that he 
did not include such material in this book. 
Through the fact that he did not tell his 
own story, we discover more about his 
personality—his spontaneous and passionate 
concern for the great causes of mankind, his 
ability to notice the specific and individual 
beyond the general, his humanistic commit
ment in both great and small things—than if 
he had told us about his socks or his deep 
feelings about his own subtropical dietary 
habits.

Kalmár’s India is not really a travelogue— 
it is both more and less than that. He can 
look back to more than just one trip to 
India, in fact on a large number of journeys 
criss-crossing the subcontinent, and also
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a small library of reading, not to mention 
reference books. It is different in genre, and 
definitely different in its wealth of informa
tion, to books by those who can only report 
on a single journey.

GÁBOR GARAI: Márciusi nyár (Summer in 
March) Szépirodalmi Kiadó, 1971.

What I said above, does not mean that 
a report of the more subjective kind does not 
have its own function and significance. 
Especially if the reporter himself is an in
teresting and important personality who 
claims our attention. Gábor Garai is the man 
in question. His Indian travelogue "Summer 
in March”—Notes and Poems on a Journey 
to India—is about a single trip, moreover 
a very short one when one thinks of the 
vastness of the country. This work is 
practically an anti-pole of the type of book 
I mentioned when writing on Kalmár. Even 
if it did not contain any verse, one would 
notice that the volume was written by 
a personality with poetry in his soul. The 
author focuses his attention so sharply on 
his own subjectivity that the objects seem 
to retreat and lose their substance in com
parison to the significance of his own per
sonality. This book is not so much about 
India as about Garai in India, and this effect 
is only enhanced by the tactful amiability of 
Garai who is noticeably trying to snaffle his 
pen whenever he sees something whose 
recounting (or even the recounting of his own 
responses to the occurrence) might touch on 
sensitive spots. For this reason the poems 
are far the best writings in the volume. While 
I was reading it, I kept wondering whether it 
would not have been wiser for Garai to sum 
up his experience in verse alone, and to leave 
the notes which did not mature into poetry 
in his desk-drawer. Nonetheless, I am glad 
he did not impose such restraint on himself, 
since this book reveals a new Garai, Garai 
the able writer of fiction.

This impression comes from an accidental 
side-line of the travelogue. Garai, who was

travelling in India with László Kéry, * came 
across a very attractive American woman 
travelling in the company of a repulsive- 
looking man, on a number of occasions. As 
he develops this strange relationship, non
existent and yet very much in the foreground 
of his thoughts, as he reports on his own 
fantasies in reference to the girl and her 
noticeable misunderstanding of the situation 
that prompted the two Hungarian men to 
travel together, and on the collapse of the 
misconceptions on both sides when they talk 
and meet at last on a plane of reality—though 
then is too late to make something of the 
affair—his account assumes the well-rounded 
proportions of a splendid little piece of prose 
comedy in which the unvoluntary humour of 
life and the author’s self-irony reinforce each 
other revealing the secret gifts of a master of 
prose.

O TTÓ  ORBÁN: Ablak a földre 
(Window on the Earth), Magvető, 1973

It would be odd to state as a rule that 
India appeals to the prose vein of Hun
garian poets, and yet a book by another poet 
who travelled in India, seems to call for 
such a generalization. Orbán spent a longer 
time in India than Garai, perhaps he made 
more intensive preparations for the trip, at 
any rate he experienced this strange, stimu
lating and discouraging, enchanting and 
horrifying world with a more extroverted 
attitude. In his travelogue, which is just that, 
the world and the traveller in it co-exist, 
together and in the proper balance, neither 
of the two suppressing the other. On the 
contrary: Orbán seems to become dissolved 
in the medium of his experience, and it is 
in this very way that he is able to give 
distinct contours to the personality of him 
who experiences. No small part is played in 
this by an interesting and original individual 
feature which may be the most attractive 
quality of both the book and the writer, the

* Editor of the magazine Nagyvilág. General 
Secretary of Hungarian P.E.N.
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fact that his anxiety over the fate, position 
and future of the world is balanced all the 
time by a mocking and ironic insight into 
his own personality and role, that this con
stant blending in his field of vision of the 
small and the great, the personal and the 
universal, lends a peculiar dry tang to his 
prose, a stimulating flavour which turns 
even the information conveyed into some
thing novel and unique.

His descriptions of landscapes and monu
ments are also excellent, but what makes this 
book really interesting and exciting is its 
portrayal of the attitudes and mentality of 
various types of Indians and Orban’s own 
responses, the way he turns from a Central 
European who finds himself in India into 
a European who gradually comes to under
stand—though not always accept and con
done—the various crude and refined, 
resolutely transcendental and vulgarly ma
terialistic, progressive and reactionary (or 
pseudo-progressive) mentalities and atti
tudes he comes across. It is stimulating to 
see him record the effects of such meetings 
and daily confrontations on his own thinking 
and behaviour, the influence being at first 
unnoticed by him and then penetrating into 
his awareness as well as to note his own panic 
and rebellion when faced with some of his 
own reactions.

*

Three recent books on India—they seem 
like three dips with a toy pail into the 
bottomless well whose inexhaustibility is 
probably clearest to those who are the most 
intimately familiar with it. Yet as a drop 
of the sea, in these three books three widely 
different personalities, points of view and 
worlds of experience together reveal a great 
deal about the appalling and appealing wealth 
of India, and last but not least about the 
platitudinous truth to which we fail to 
attach enough significance in our everyday 
life, that the future of mankind also stands 
or falls on how well India can find herself.

170

Beyond the exotic lure, the self-irony, the 
factual material and the personal adventures 
this is the most important lesson to be learnt 
from these three books, this is what makes 
their publication really significant and what 
makes it desirable that their pages should be 
turned by the largest possible number of 
hands and that they should fertilize the 
largest possible number of minds with the 
consequences that can be drawn from their 
own experiences.

#

PAUL IGNOTUS: Hungary (Ernest 
Benn, London, 1972)

Paul Ignotus’s book, Hungary, was pub
lished by Ernest Benn as the 31st volume in 
the series “Nations of the Modem World”. 
I started to read it soon after publication but 
for some time I could not force myself to 
write about it, though clearly realizing that 
we had to talk about this book. The standing 
of the series itself compels us to do so, for 
these are high-standard books, generally 
written by an outstanding, if  not the most 
outstanding, authority on each country with 
the intention of informing readers about the 
present state of various countries and 
societies.

Paul Ignotus did not write a travel-book, 
but an autopsy; and nonetheless the volume 
becomes an itinerary in two senses—taking 
the reader through the centuries of Hun
garian history in order to lure him to a more 
intimate journey in Paul Ignotus’s own 
Weltanschauung and in his relationship to 
socialist Hungary as well. Still it is an 
autopsy—more a diagnosis of the author's 
relationship to his subject than a complete 
and objective tour of present-day Hungarian 
society—but as such it is highly interest
ing.

In nearly two hundred pages out of about 
three hundred, Ignotus guides his reader 
through the centuries of Hungarian history 
right down to the Liberation. These pages
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reveal the militant political journalist of 
superior education and erudition as we knew 
him. He moves about with confidence in the 
centuries of the Hungarian past and he draws 
a definite and often original picture of its 
significant figures. In addition, the long years 
he spent in England enable him to make 
these figures and the specifically Hungarian 
events readily accessible to the English 
reader despite, or even because, of their 
eccentricity. He does not fall into the trap 
of the Hungarian vulgarize« prompted by 
a passionate minority complex to compare 
everything with the institutions of Albion, 
or of trying to cover up the hundred-and- 
one varieties of the peculiarly “Hungarian 
poverty" through the course of history. Of 
all these aspects he speaks openly and soberly, 
making use of current research, and in this 
way he introduces both himself and his 
theme into the sympathies of the reader.

It is but a rare case that he slips into the 
cliches of old prints as in his account of the 
“Blood Contract”. More often, he draws, 
indeed, splendid historical portraits as in the 
case of Louis I and King Matthias, or 
wittily and very much to the point mocks the 
efforts of reactionary historians in their 
strained comparison of the Magna Charta 
with the Golden Bull of Hungary—pointing 
out actual resemblances and essential dif
ferences.

On the other hand, perhaps especially 
from someone like Paul Ignotus, we may 
take it amiss if he fails to notice in the 
medieval Hungarian scene something that is 
emphasized by present-day Hungarian his
torians, namely the absence of a bourgeoisie, 
an urban middle class, or at least its weakness 
which became tantamount to absence, and 
which was the basic social reason for the long 
sequence of failures of all new initiatives 
from above or below, such as reforms, revolts 
or revolutions, being the fundamental cause 
of the fact—which is cleverly and correctly 
analysed by Paul Ignotus—-that Hungarian 
society was divided into populus and misera 
plebs contribums, into the national nobility

and the sub-nation people, into gentry and 
peasants, with the idea of the nation, the 
idea of democracy within the nation being 
restricted to the nobility in Hungarian public 
thinking until as late as the nineteenth cen
tury.

The most interesting and most valuable 
chapters of the book are those which are al
ready based on the direct or indirect ex
perience of the author, the description of the 
period from the turn of the century until the 
Second World War. The Hungarian gentry 
of the turn of the century appears in his ac
count with the same authenticity as do Hun
garian Jews trying to find their place in 
Hungarian society. His portraits of Ignác 
Darányi or of Albert Apponyi—both ex
cellent humanly as well as politically—leave 
just as deep a mark in the reader’s memory 
as his demonstration of the process by which 
the concept of social progress and of the 
Jewry became identical in Hungarian public 
opinion at the beginning of the century 
despite the presence of a great many gentile 
progressive intellectuals, and how this con
cept turned—already prior to the First World 
War, and even more fully and sharply after
wards—into a weapon in the hands of the 
reactionary ruling classes and their principal 
ideological supporters. Also excellent is his 
demonstration of the convergent influence 
of Gyula Szekfű, the leading conservative 
historian, and Dezső Szabó, the rightist 
radical thinker and writer, despite all their 
divergences, or what he has to say about the 
role played by the Smallholders Party. It is 
only natural that the passage about Attila 
József is exceptionally fine Paul Ignotus 
having been the poet’s close and true friend, 
and it is likewise to be taken for granted 
that what he writes of the Populists, of the 
“Villages Explorers”, is subject to arguments 
and can be accepted only with reservations: 
the memory of their long and fierce debates 
is not dead yet. One is glad to see on the 
other hand that Paul Ignotus recognizes that 
if  György Lukács’s analyses and opinions 
had been accessible to them at the time, the
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populist-debate might have benefited, and 
the entire conflict—and perhaps the entire 
intelligentsia opposing the regime from 
either side—might have been dissuaded from 
their increasingly sterile infighting.

I repeat, the first two hundred pages are 
full of splendidly analytical comments, bull’s 
eyes, and even his omissions and bias are 
interesting. But the volume was written to 
present “nations of the modern world”, and 
so the accent must be on the last one hundred 
pages. The lack of a Marxist platform 
—noticeable though not salient already in 
the historical chapters—here becomes ever 
more evident anti-Communism. Of course, 
some distinctions should be made between 
anti-Communism and anti-Communism. Ig
notus’s brand is more intelligent and better- 
informed, and perhaps less impassioned, 
than that of many a Western journalist and 
political essayist, Hungarian emigrant or 
“native Kremlinologist”—who is responsible 
for shaping public opinion in the West on 
the socialist countries, Hungary included. 
Nonetheless, the essential features are there: 
he does not present the social processes on 
a class basis, but analyses them according to 
the apparent manifestations of political his
tory, this must have been a fundamental 
reason for the omission of any reference to 
the absence of a bourgeoisie I mentioned 
earlier, and so he writes about the coalition 
years and the “Year of the Change” as the 
realm of Furcht und Elend, ignoring the fact 
that there were highly significant and active 
mass forces in operation in the Hungarian 
working class behind Rákosi’s “salami 
tactics” and in fact in Hungarian society as 
a whole, forces on which he had been able 
to rely and which in fact hastened some of 
the tactical steps taken by the Communist 
Party.

Ignotus so easily accepts the arguments 
of anti-Soviet bourgeois journalists in these 
questions perhaps because he had no first
hand knowledge of these years and these 
movements in Hungary. He left the country 
in 1939 and he became the press attache of

the democratic Hungarian Legation in Lon
don after 1945, where he remained without 
returning to the country until his arrest in 
Budapest in 1949. Such a fate could have led 
even a man of stronger Marxist convictions 
than his to biased conclusions—not to speak 
of the fact that through the prison windows 
it would have been hard to see in the Hun
gary of those days anything but the realm of 
Furcht und Elend, although those days were 
truly weighed down by both misery and fear, 
but they also had some positive aspects.

This biased presentation of the period 
from 1949 to 1953—which is only mildly 
improved by an occasional sentence con
ceding the industrial progress made—is partly 
explained by his personal fate, but then the 
author seems to need a climax for his com
position and hits upon 1956 to provide it. 
Strangely his very efforts to be objective 
make arguing with Ignotus rather difficult. 
While he vehemently protests against any
one regarding the events of 1956 as counter
revolutionary, he himself says that the 
masses’ passionate striving for something 
new was in fact without direction until a 
small group took charge, that although the 
majority of the armed youths in the upris
ing had been educated under the new sys
tem, most of their leaders were professional 
ex-officers of the Horthyite army, and that 
the peasantry looked at the events in towns 
—and especially in the capital—with more 
or less sympathy but with definite passivity. 
This in itself easily demonstrates that Ig- 
notus’s point of view is untenable, and yet 
one finds oneself halt and hesitate—just as 
it is impossible to shoot Hjalmar Ekdal’s 
wild goose.

The same characteristics determine his 
portrayal of the events which follow. The 
author zigzags between the recognition of 
objective facts and their prejudiced inter
pretation. He is unable to deny the signifi
cant achievements of Hungarian society and 
the Hungarian economy in the last sixteen 
years—nor does he want to do so, for he 
admits his pronounced sympathy for the
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introduction and first attainments of the 
new system of economic management, but 
at the same time he tries to make it seem 
that this is not the consequence of a socialist 
practice based on Marxist theory, but, on the 
contrary, something entirely independent or 
even contrary to it. The book provides 
a number of good examples demonstrating 
that a liberal bourgeois critique of Marxism 
—for Paul Ignotus’s is substantially that— 
practically coincides on several points with 
the critique put forward by the New Left 
and that the two may differ in their ter
minology, but hardly in essence.

Finally, despite all the criticism, I be
lieve that in the medium in which it may 
work Paul Ignotus’s book is more likely to

have a positive than a negative effect. 
Despite its ideological standpoint and some 
hostile statements, this is a more objective 
and in fact more well-meaning book about 
present-day Hungary than a number of 
writings by others, emigrants, or English- 
born “specialists”, on Hungary. We probably 
notice more of its anti-communism, be
cause that strikes a different chord from 
what we have got used to expect, but where 
this is the usual small-change currency of the 
press and of political literature, the reader 
will probably be more impressed by his words 
which recognize results, deductions which 
point to progress, and his comparison of the 
old and new Hungary goes definitely in 
favour of the Hungary of today.

P é t e r  N agy

A G I F T  A N D  A C H A L L E N G E

GÉZA KÉPES: Napfä és éjfél (Midday 
and Midnight). The Folk Poetry of the 
Finno-Ugric Relatives of the Magyars. 
Selected and translated from the original by 
Géza Képes. Budapest, Magyar Helikon, 
1972. 517 pp.

I find myself unable to write with full 
professional objectivity about this book. 
This is so not merely because the wonderful 
world of poesy to which it introduces one 
is only a distant acquaintance I have met only 
thanks to Géza Képes. Our well-intentioned 
and erudite professors, who had, however, 
adopted unsatisfactory methods, had kept 
us away from the language of this poetry. 
Nonetheless I consider myself in an odd way 
to be partly responsible for the birth of the 
book—as a sort of midwife. Képes and 
I have been friends for many a long year, 
and our only differences were on questions 
such as: did the Kalevala serve as a direct

model for János Arany, the great nineteenth- 
century epic poet, or was it merely that the 
ancient eight-beat rhythm which is dominant 
in this naive epic of the Finns and which is 
equally effective in Arany prompted both?

We have all been aware of the existence 
of this verse poetry. Képes himself relied on 
the work of a great many collectors and 
scholars—including Wichmann, Kavtaskin, 
Steinitz, Laugaste, Tedre, Lönnrot, Kan- 
nisto, Beke, Munkácsi and Reguly—but he 
was the first to survey the entire area as 
poetry, as a record of ancient and of con
temporary life. He has done pioneer work 
that elicits admiration not only in Hungary 
and not only on the part of scholars inter
ested in the Finno-Ugric nations, but all 
over the world on the part of men and women 
who are interested in folk poetry. The fact 
that this masterpiece of typographic design 
by Tibor Szántó was published in a form 
which is outstanding even among the
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bibliophile editions issued in the Magyar 
Helikon series by Európa, is a pleasing extra 
attraction, in keeping with Képes’s feat as 
the compiler and translator.

Even among nations whose languages be
long to this family, the term Finno-Ugric 
has chiefly a linguistic, or at best a geographic 
and ethnographic meaning. Few know that 
the relationship between the two name
giving groups of the family, the Finns and 
the Ugrians, is hardly closer than, let’s say, 
between the Swedes and the Bulgarians, or 
realize that among these nations, several of 
them a mixture of a great many races, only 
the Hungarians can look back on independent 
statehood that goes back some time. The 
Magyars, who occupied their homeland over 
a thousand years ago, were able to develop 
and maintain an independent state that at 
times was as large as an empire. They did 
so by adjusting to the European economic, 
state and social order right at the start, when 
they were still nomad conquerors. Even 
fewer people are aware that the total number 
of non-Hungarian Finno-Ugrians does not 
add up to that of the Hungarians, a people 
of some 15 million. For long years little 
mention was made of this kinship. No 
wonder then that the Hungarian nobles, 
proud of their horses, swords and constitu
tion, were rather shocked to hear for the first 
time in the eighteenth century that their 
language may well be related to that of the 
Lapps. They did in fact protest and were 
reluctant to admit this “fishy” relationship. 
This may have been one of the reasons why 
the scholars engaged in Finno-Ugric studies 
concentrated, and really limited, their re
search to geography and ethnography, and 
why time and again new theories were for
mulated persistently and insistently suggest
ing "proof” of the historical origins of the 
Magyar people only to crumble under the 
impact of facts.

When I attended the university in the 
early 1930s we studied mainly comparative 
linguistics in our Finno-Ugric studies—if 
one can regard the scant mental nourishment

that was dished up to us as “comparative 
linguistics”. József Szinnyei the Younger 
may have been a great scholar, but he fed us 
the tables showing the modifications of an 
initial, mid-word or suffix sound in the dif
ferent members of the language family as our 
main course. When we recited these tables 
by heart, we were just making sounds in 
a peculiar, senseless idiom. Most of us as 
a result lost interest in Finno-Ugric lin
guistics for the rest of our lives. And if we 
had not been able to indulge ourselves in the 
dessert of Zoltán Gombocz’s brilliantly clear 
and wonderfully inspiring lectures, we would 
have probably grown sick of philology as 
a whole.

I owe him the interest which I retained 
in Finno-Ugric linguistic publications. It 
was on his advice that I bought and started 
to browse through Bernát Munkácsy’s Vogul 
text editions. I still remember with awe— 
and horror—the texts producing with their 
phonetic symbols the effect of some Chaldean 
or Turkic hieroglyph; I could not make head 
or tail of them. The translations given in the 
footnotes did, however, arouse my curiosity. 
Although they transmitted the meaning of 
the texts with a flat and dull unidiomatic 
accuracy, they conveyed the existence of an 
excitingly different world. This is one more 
reason why I regret that in this essay I am 
able to present the few sample texts only in 
prose translations! In those days I read 
a great deal of verse by European avant- 
garde poets, and collections of “native” 
poetry—in translation, of course—which they 
made famous, and I thought I perceived 
hints of a kind of kinship among primitive 
men. Then I read Munkácsi’s preface, of 
which Képes said with such reserved bitter
ness that it “plays down this poetry”. Until 
Képes helped me to see the great difference, 
all I remembered was that the Votjak sets 
out on his sleigh, looks around, sees a 
squirrel, a girl, men making hay and pine- 
cones, and, as he is bored, he sings of these. 
This could have been splendid if I had been 
able to regard it as a sequence of symbols
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leading me to the sources of ffee-association 
poetry which overcame impressionism and 
went beyond it; but I did not understand 
the texts, I had neither the inclination nor 
the time to study the language, and I had 
outgrown free-association poetry.

That the Kalevala was genuinely great 
poetry was mentioned only in passing and 
a different context by a professor of Hun
garian history of literature who taught me, 
the eminent János Horváth. Even later 
I heard little about it that was important 
from Hungarian Finno-Ugric scholars. There 
were a few impressions in Berlin to add to 
this scant information: Emil Setele’s lecture 
about the miracle-mill in the Kalevala, the 
Sampo, the exact analysis of parallelism by 
the unforgettable Steinitz and the project of 
a small volunteer group of German students 
to bring to life the peculiarly Pagan-Christian 
poetry of the Mariatta episode.

After the death of Miklós Zsirai, Hun
garian philology retreated more and more to 
the examination of the mere surface of for
malistic phenomena. In literary works the en
thusiasm in János Kodolányi’s historical 
novels, the translation of Kivi’s standard 
work, and of a few novels by the Nobel 
Laureate Sillanpää, and some selections 
from modern Finnish and Estonian litera
ture, including pioneer work by Géza Képes, 
did something to expand our horizons in this 
direction.

$

In his postscript Képes states with just 
anger: “Antal Reguly was the real trail- 
blazing genius in the collection of Vogul and 
Ostyák folk poetry. The nation overslept the 
150th anniversary of his birth.” But this was 
an exaggeration. Reguly had not been com
pletely forgotten, many of us had a fair idea 
of his significance. Gyula Illyés wrote a fine 
tribute to him and Géza Képes dedicated an 
ode of touching beauty to his memory.

I myself became aware of Képes’s per
sistent and passionate devotion to the cause 
shortly after the appearance of this ode. The

library of the Cistercian abbey of Zirc, was, 
at about that time, put in the care of the 
National Széchényi Library and named 
after Reguly, the native son. When the 
library came under my jurisdiction I dis
covered that most of the visitors had not the 
faintest idea who this great Hungarian had 
been, and so I decided an exhibition be set 
up in the entrance hall telling of the main 
episodes in his life and career. The anni
versary provided an excellent opportunity, 
and Képes’s person provided an excellent 
helper with an admirable command of the 
material.

I had always appreciated Reguly, but 
I soon realized that I had not really known 
him. Képes and the exhibition made me 
aware of the tragic greatness and pioneer 
significance of his work. O f course, Finno- 
Ugric studies were at the centre of the ex
hibition, together with Reguly’s journeys, 
his geographic, ethnographic and philological 
works. Among photographs made by a suc
cessor of his, I found one of a Vogul fisher
men throwing his net. I wanted words to 
accompany it, words that fitted the picture. 
Képes produced them directly:

I sink my net knitted of thin yarn 
to the depth of currents 
seven fathoms deep.
When I catch fresh-water fish 
I call it Crane-furred 
as I have no horse; 
me, poor horseless lad 
call it Crane-hair.
If I catch a white carp to go with it,
I call it Gull-hair.
Red bream if I catch,
I call it Bay Foal—
Me a man who handles no horse 
Call it Fox-hair.

What is this, I asked myself with con
siderable bewilderment. Folk surrealism? 
“But no, it is the people’s primitive 
memory,” replied Képes, and directly he 
showed me the Vogul prayer he had dug up
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from Reguly’s collection, a prayer that ac
companied the presentation of a horse 
sacrifice:

. .  .The rich-man he picked from his
horse-yard

a fine steed with iron in the mouth;
I led it to the foot of your red-pine

stripling.
You smallest son of the seven gods 
In the heavenly fields, 
climb down by a red-pine God-candle, 
climb down to join us!
By the red-pine God-candle
make our horse rear
not letting its foot sprain.
Gold-necked seven swans’ 
sacred home, big fine lake, 
there lead our horse 
into the water knee-deep.
There wash the thick dirt from the

hands
of mortal man with the slit navel.

Perhaps Reguly heard this from the nice 
reindeer sleigh teamster whose sled he rode 
over thousands of miles and who asked him 
for the farewell gift of a colt to sacrifice to 
his god. (He did get the foal from Kazan.)

Reguly’s pictures therefore testify that 
vestigial memories of some kind of nomadic 
past on horseback play a most important 
part in the traditions of these kinsmen of 
surs who fish, hunt and collect under con
ditions of great deprivation. The volume 
includes, for instance, a text about “Kalmuck 
heroes” which Bernát Munkácsi recorded as 
a tale, and which Képes recognized as a poem 
“with the force and beauty of a naive epic”. 
H e translated it:

Once upon a time
before the Russian
people came here,
on this vast land
Cheremiss people and
Udmur people made ends meet.
Each of these

1 7 6

two peoples 
had their own 
great heroes.
Every hero 
lived amongst 
his own people 
as a prince who ruled.
When war did not rage, 
they were the 
judges of their people.
And when war raged, 
they fought at the 
head of their people. . .

this is the beginning.
He found fragments of similar heroic 

epics collected by people working in other 
areas, and he himself translated some. He 
summed up the major findings:

“Horse-riding heroes, bitter mounted 
battles and campaigns are featured in the 
Votyak naive epic just mentioned and in the 
Vogul and Ostyák heroic songs as well. These 
poems have faithfully preserved the memory 
of the early primitive times when the Ugrians 
mounted horses at a later stage of their life 
of hunting, fishing and collecting, and devel
oped into a people of mounted herdsmen, 
and later riding marauders. . . After leaving 
their forests, and later the steppes, the 
Ugrians rose from the hunting tribe they 
used to be to nomads of the steppes on horse
back, in a region rich in water and grass, 
south of their ancient home in the Urals. 
They must have crossed the Ural river, for 
nomads on horseback know only one ob
stacle—the sea—and they must have roamed 
the boundless steppes stretching between the 
southern foothills of the Urals and Lake 
Aral. How and by whom horses were in
troduced to the Ugrians is still a matter for 
conjecture and debate. Records speak of 
Sabirians, sometimes of Sovirians. I believe 
them to be Iranians rather than Turks as 
they were described until recently. The 
Vogul heroic epic ‘The Winged Pashker’ on 
the other hand calls to mind the name of 
another people—a people very important
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from the point of view of the Magyars, 
the Bashkirs of the Volga region. I think 
that the ‘Winged Pashker’ is almost cer
tainly ‘winged Bashkir’ . . .  The Vogul 
heroic epic in my collection is the record of 
a dramatic period: The more skilful Bashkir 
who is the better hunter and altogether on 
a higher level of development saves his 
Vogul companion from a difficult situation: 
he kills the miraculous stag. But by the end 
of the epic the Vogul huntsman begins to 
seb clearly that in actual fact they are not 
brothers but opponents who will once have 
to fight each other—something that is by 
the way an ancient and ruthless heritage 
amongst nomadic fraternal tribes.”

*

Many aspects of this “ancient and ruthless 
heritage” are present in the heroic songs; it 
is with good reason that Képes refers to 
a classic sentence by Arany, the nineteenth- 
century great Hungarian epic poet: “The 
folk-tale is the epic of the people.” Képes 
supplements this definition with his own 
words: Folk-tales are the primeval memory 
of men, reaching back to mythical times. 
Even the “winged Pashker” interweaves the 
historic elements with such mythical ones as 
the elk pierced by an arrow undergoing 
a metamorphosis from a six-legged into 
a four-legged animal—in other words into 
game that can be hunted by man—which 
finally rises to the sky, thus becoming part 
of the universe.

That elk appeared 
as an elk-star among the stars 
on the firmament on high: 
as long as the world is world 
its clear light shines bright 
for our father of the Upper Sky.

Now we have come to the phenomenon 
of which Képes writes: “What is perhaps 
the most characteristic of these epics is that 
they are not so much about a people as the 
battles and decisive changes of the universe

even though real heroes, men and beasts live, 
move and fight before our very eyes.” Fol
lowing on the “Winged Pashker”, let me 
quote here the concluding part of another 
heroic song collected by Reguly:

. .  ;The battle’s over, he speaks:
“Now I am to die.
When seven winters, and seven summers

pass
I come back to life.”
He has died, so they bury him.
His elder sister-in-law rolls 
a moist stone over his heart.
While the seven winters and seven

summers
went by, the moist stone 
remained there and swelled:
It was a load on the hero’s heart, 
in vain did they wait for him to rise: 
he lies there and he plucks 
his beloved tambura down below.

To what kind of a new life would this 
hero come back, once he has trod on the 
hostile forces as “on swarms of midges” 
and after he has, after all, failed to come 
back to life? What does he pluck on his 
beloved tambura in his grave? The song of 
the eternal continuation of life, of victory 
over death? Evidently this is the reason why 
in another song the buried bard “keeps 
thumping the lid of his gapless closed 
coffin” until his “five-stringed lyric bat” is 
at last placed next to him, in whose pos
session “he immediately rises to the end of 
his elbow”. These are, indeed, ancient and 
more northerly images related to the Orphean 
power of the song. Similarly primordial 
images are passed down in the “Song about 
the Inundation of Sky and Earth”. This is 
a peculiar blend of the legends of the Great 
Flood surviving in the shared memory of 
mankind and of the myths about the changes 
in nature, the turn of the seasons, the power 
of totems, the magic of wizards and the 
migration of birds. Elsewhere the eternal 
contest between good and evil finds expres-
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sion. The “Devil Prince” in Steinitz’s col
lection is, for instance, in close kinship with 
the songs of the “Idol Prince” dug up from 
Reguly’s collection. Any reader of Képes’s 
book will be presented with a long series of 
related motifs.

Are these ancient? Yes, I think Képes is 
right: These epic songs and even the lyric 
verse point much farther both ahead and 
back than the age of nomad conquests: they 
point back some five or six thousand years 
into the past to the prevalence of a patriarchal 
society, to the era of shamanism and totem- 
ism. That the great rivalry between matri
archy and patriarchy is one of the principal 
themes of the Kalevala is no novelty, it is, 
however, an important discovery that imagery 
relating to the conflict exists also with the 
Voguls and Ostyaks—in other words, at the 
other end of the “spectrum” of the Finno- 
Ugric family. Moreover, some other aspects, 
much closer to us in time, can also be found, 
to mention only a beautiful version of 
Kőmíves Kelemen in which the stone-mason is 
unable to build the mansion with the build
ing of which he has been entrusted as the 
walls crumble all the time until he binds 
the mortar with the ashes of his wife, in the 
Mordvian ballad “On the Building of the 
Town of Kazan” collected by Jenő Juhász.

This kind of often lyrical epic poetry 
generally occurs in a rich poetic context. It 
is difficult to separate lyric and epic verse, 
not even a distinction between personal and 
communal elements seems feasible; all these 
blend together as in the life and memory of 
the people. The volume compiled by Képes 
contains primitive forms and forms which 
seem up-to-date, incantations and love 
poems, ballads and bear songs, folk-songs, 
heroic and sacred songs, and also the lament 
by that wonderful song-reciting Finnish 
woman Larin Pareske over her dead hus
band’s body. It includes sentences like:

Good morning, my good toiling husband! 
You will now oversleep the morning’s 

toilsome chores!
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Why have you left me with the morning’s 
worries in this lightless dawn? 

Why have you cast me to tortuous torments, 
me

wretched weakling stumbling without 
support?

. . .  For whom am I to long for now, me 
little,

luckless one as I wrestle with 
weights or reap the rustling rye?

Whom am I to desire on a Sunday morning 
between

beautiful bushes bearing berries?
. . .  Stone is your tongue in your mouth, 

stiff and cold.
Your cheerful cheeks have turned grey 

like bark,
Your flesh is soft like the soil freshly sown. 
. . .The sword of the soured woman left 

without 
her man is buried.

These songs bring tidings of the rare 
inner wealth of the simple life of simple 
people. They are of universal human value 
partly because they are so authentically and 
objectively visualized. The joy of song 
recitation is, for instance, expressed in the 
following way in an improvisation:

Me, old Ostontem, am singing a tune,
Me, old Ostontem, am mumbling a tune.
Time was when six sons left me
Time was when seven sons left me, left me

orphaned.
I fall asleep to the squeaking of sables,
I fall asleep to the creaking of squirrels,
I wake up to the grunting of bears,
I wake up to the coughing of deer,
The daughter I left sings my song,
The son I left tells my tale.

All this concerns the folk poetry of the 
Finno-Ugric peoples. But there are other 
things in the book as well, chiefly in its 
Postscript, which are particularly important 
for Hungarians. I have in mind the problem 
of early Hungarian poetry. Especially since
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the beginning of the Hungarian Reform Age 
in the 1820s, the lack of relics from naive 
Magyar poetry, and of early Magyar poetry 
in general, has been noticeable in Hungarian 
culture. Hungarian Romanticism tried its 
best to create at least by artificial means 
a Hungarian Aenead recalling the conquest 
of Hungary. Vörösmarty’s poetic feat in 
“Zalán futása”, an epic written in 1845, 
twined out to be much like Ossian to be 
like Vergil, and too much like Vergil to be 
like Ossian. The nation admired it, but did 
not read it. Arany attempted an epic as his 
greatest task, and while he was collecting 
material, he tried to find material of “epic 
authenticity” for the Hun-Hungarian Trilo
gy he was preparing in the 1860s. Positivist 
Hungarian critics of course found it easy 
to destroy these works. After György 
Király’s book on primitive Hungarian poetry 
and János Horváth’s summary of the history 
of Hungarian literature, this issue was 
shelved. To speak about Hungarian primi
tive poetry came to be considered amateurish, 
something hardly suitable for a research 
project.

Nonetheless Képes has been interested in 
this problem for some time. He writes: 
“The recorded texts of primitive origin of 
the Vogul and Ostyák peoples reflect the 
language and spirit of an age about a thousand 
or a thousand and five hundred years older 
than the first Hungarian literary remains, the 
Halotti Bestéd (Funeral Oration) and the 
Omagyar Miriasiralom (Early Hungarian 
Lament of the Virgin), twelfth and thirteenth 
century respectively, and what is also fairly 
important: they are completely untouched 
by the Latin spirit or the spirit of any other 
foreign language. In this way we have some 
reason to regard this Finno-Ugric folk poetry 
as at once the oldest linguistic relic of the 
Magyars. A study of the poetry of our 
Finno-Ugric kinsmen tells a great deal about 
the hidden secrets of the early history and

poetry of Hungarians. And it is just as 
revealing about ancient Hungarian rhythmic 
patterns. The creations of early folk poetry 
should always be thought of in conjunction 
with a melody: the music comes into being 
together with the verses. In the case of some 
songs the music is dominant, with others the 
words are, and of course, soon a genre devel
oped in which music and words appear with 
the same emphasis. We have heard a great 
deal about sung epics. I have not only read 
about this, but have in fact listened in 
Mongolia and Inkeri. That is why I in
sisted that not only some of the lyric songs, 
but that at least one bear song, a Kalevala 
fragment collected at Inkeri, and a Väinä- 
möinen song from Karjala should be pub
lished together with its ancient melody in 
this book—in a way that differs from earlier 
practice.”

I cannot undertake to judge Képes’s 
scholarship. He has succeeded in dispelling 
a number of doubts and reservations I had, 
and convinced me on the principal issues. 
He was able to do this because—and I wish 
to underline this—he formulated his theses 
on the basis of methodological, circumspect 
and very thorough research. He does in fact 
present many of the detailed results of this 
work. I know—and so does he—that he had 
to progress in a very complex field, a veri
table swamp.

Thus, Midday and Midnight is also a chal
lenge. Both Finno-Ugric and Early Hun
garian scholars have to devote attention to i t : 
they will either have to accept Képes’s 
premises or provide arguments to refute 
them. The debate must not be allowed to be 
as high-handed as the arguments of the only 
paper published so far, Rábán Gerézdi’s 
unwarrantedly self-assured essay. We are here 
confronted with a problem which has been 
of interest to some of the best minds for al
most two centuries. It would be a shame if 
scholars ignored or belittled it.
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Zoltán Zelk’s volume Sirály collects 
poems written in forty-seven years. The 
earliest dates from 1925, the latest from 
1972. During this period, of almost half 
a century, Zoltán Zelk, who was born in 
1906 and is now one of the most respected 
and most popular Hungarian poets, often 
experienced hunger, lodged in flop-houses, 
was unemployed or worked at times as a day- 
labourer. In the later twenties he suffered 
detention. In the early forties he was in 
forced labour camps; later, at the turn of 
the decade, he was a widely celebrated and 
often decorated poet, and after 1956 he was 
a political prisoner. The events of his politi
cal and personal life do, of course, seep into 
his poetry, but his work is surprisingly 
homogeneous; in fact, it is almost limited 
by this homogeneity.

In his autobiographical notes, Tegnap 
(Yesterday), Zelk writes of his sufferings 
and occasional joys in the years before 1945: 
“Perhaps it is unscientific, but I am bold 
enough to say that writing is always a matter 
of grace; each successful image, epithet, 
rhyme is a miracle.” Zelk lives and writes 
under the spell of a miracle. Poesy gives 
beneficent strength, happiness and calm. 
Poesy creates, almost unnoticed, a home in 
the world. The pleasant lulling rhythm and 
sound rhymes, the unfaltering regularity of 
the lines and stanzas, the almost conven
tional metaphors, the recurring words sun, 
moon, garden, snow, meadow, wind, the

names of animals and plants radiate inner 
calm and serenity despite the suffering 
mirrored in the poem. Zelk proclaims, 
without any strained effort or prophetic 
desire, the life-enhancing, purifying, hap
piness-creating power of poetry. The 
dilemma which has occupied and continues 
to occupy so many outstanding poets, among 
them many of Zelk’s personal friends, 
whether poetry in itself can be problematical, 
whether poetry is perhaps not as important 
as we would like to think, whether it is 
possible for poetry to be a deception or self- 
deception—these dilemmas simply do not 
exist for him. In the opening of his volume 
Kagylóban a tenger (The Sea in a Shell), 
which appeared in 1954, he writes without 
any irony that the “star” wants to become 
a poem.

Loyalty is one of the most typical char
acteristics of Zelk: loyalty deeply respected 
poets and poetry, loyalty to ordinary people 
whose lives he understands so well. In one 
poem he writes of an old woman milking 
a goat, in another he explores the dreams of 
a sleeping old man, in a third he recalls the 
memory of now dead uncles, in a fourth the 
heroes of an unforgettable game of football, 
in the fifth and tenth he salutes the battles 
of former comrades in the working class 
movement. This poetry shows loyalty to 
a childhood which, as long as a man still 
lives, is “more immortal than God”. He 
characterized himself, even in the middle of 
the 1950s, as having a “child’s heart”. His 
poetry shows loyalty to memories, meetings, 
great loves and passions, to nature, land
scapes, suburbs, animals. His poem “Béka
bánat” (Frog Sorrow), written in the 1930s, 
deserves special mention. It hauntingly calls 
to mind Rupert Brooke’s “The Fish”. It is 
conceivable that Zelk was inspired by 
Brooke, since his poems had by then ap
peared in Hungarian, but this supposition 
is not necessary. W ith a knowledge of Zelk’s
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complete works, it can be said with con
fidence that he could have hit on the theme 
on his own. The basic thought of the two 
poems is the same. In the one a fish, in the 
other a frog, dreams of heaven. But while 
Brooke’s poem is pure irony, a bitter 
derision of utopian solutions, Zelk’s poem 
shows sympathy and identification with the 
theme. I do not think that Zelk’s poem is 
a political allegory that expresses the desires 
of the poet who opposes fascism. Nature, 
landscapes, the plant and animal kingdoms, 
are almost always beneficent for him. They 
are an end in themselves and not merely the 
opposition to society, which is often the 
case in the history of poetry; for example, in 
Hungarian pastoral poetry of the twenties 
and thirties.

The title-giving poem of the collection 
is “Sirály”. While the poet was in jail in 
the second half of the fifties, his wife, his 
faithful companion through the decades 
and the inspirer of many of his poems, died. 
The poem is a lamentation for her. It is 
filled with autobiographical elements, and 
its more than 300 lines in rhymed couplets 
are divided into four-line stanzas. The 
leitmotif of this work, which is reminiscent 
of an oratorio, is loneliness, despair, hopeless
ness, and loyalty to their life together and 
their mutual love of life.

Zelk’s technique has changed in recent 
years. I reviewed his volume Bekerített csönd 
(Enclosed Silence), which appeared in 1971, 
in number 44 of this magazine. What was 
then said applies to much of his work that 
has appeared since. “What characterizes 
Bekerített csönd most of all is that Zelk had 
got the better of his techniques; once over 
sixty he was able to renew himself.” Aside 
from his early, short free-verse period, Zelk 
adheres, at times even too much, to the poetic 
line, stanza, normal syntax, which has led 
to the intrusion of filler elements.

In his new poems, in which he writes, 
without foresaking his traditional themes, of 
his advanced age, his illness and late loves, 
he bravely breaks up the lines and sentences.

This makes his poems more concise and 
dramatic, harder, and more significant.

*

Sándor Csoóri’s started to write early in 
the fifties. Few poetic beginnings were more 
difficult than his. Csoóri arrived in the 
capital from a village. His experiences dif
fered very little from those of Ferenc Juhász 
and László Nagy, who were only a few 
years older than he, but who matured very 
rapidly and whose works are now known 
and published in many languages. His ambi
tions were equal to those of these two, who 
were already considered masters at an early 
age. It took Csoóri many years to prove his 
independence to himself and his readers 
without having to deny his immediate 
predecessors. His works in various genres 
are good examples of search, acceptance and 
delineation of limits. His screenplays are 
large-scale synopses in which the chief topic 
is history and the disappearing peasant world. 
His essays analyse the technical and ethical 
problems of poetry. I should like to men
tion two of his essays, one on Eluard and 
one on folk poetry. Today Eluard is one of 
the most popular foreign poets in Hungary, 
a fact borne out by translations of his works 
and by essays written on him. Csoóri him
self speaks of the liberating effect of the 
French poet. His Eluard is “one of the most 
dramatic poets of our century”. Eluard’s 
dramatic substance is “the dialectic of pain 
and the resolution of pain”. Thus there is 
a constant change in the meaning of Eluard’s 
image-forming words and images. In the 
other essay mentioned above Csoóri empha
sizes, in opposition to traditional Hungarian 
literary and critical notions, that folk poetry, 
which is one source for his poetry, and is 
filled with symbolist and surrealist elements.

The volume Párbeszéd, sötétben (Dialogue 
in the Dark), the poems in which were 
written by when he was approaching his 
fortieth year, is a reckoning with time, 
change and memories. “To stop events and 
to solidify outstanding moments! These are
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the supporting pillars of time,” writes 
Csoóri in the closing lyrical essay of the 
volume. But what are these outstanding 
moments? “Whither” asks the first word 
of the first poem, and the last words of the 
last poem intone: “to shatter, to continue”. 
Between them are poems of searching for 
a home, of love and its passing, of waiting 
for a miracle and ceaseless new beginning, 
of poesy and world politics, of war, and of 
the thought that “perhaps there is still 
time”. This poetry is ceaselessly in motion. 
The meaning of the images and the image
forming words is constantly changing, which 
is just as Csoóri described Éluard’s poetry. 
The word “rains” (the plural noun) is a con
crete, perceivable natural phenomenon in one 
case, while in a bizarre image spreading 
through many poems it is the equivalent of 
“soldiers of autumnal war games”. In this 
extended image “my skull is a smoke and 
nicotine barracks”. His recurring word is 
“hangover”, the symbol of disenchantment 
and disillusionment. But the poet has be- 
become disenchanted even with disenchant
ment. Another important word is “moss”, 
the symbol of perseverance and survival. It 
is as if  Csoóri had composed the basic 
quality of Párbeszéd, sötétben in discussing 
Éluard a decade previously, when he spoke 
about the fight between absolute hopeless
ness and unconquerable hope. The poet 
speaks of the randomness and inconsistency 
of memories, but the poems are nevertheless 
connected, as sequential diary entries, or as 
the fragments of an epic that cannot be 
written. Csoóri’s method is to strive for 
the creation of a single, all-encompassing 
image as he simultaneously dissects the 
image under construction into its elements, 
its individual, independent creative elements. 
Unfortunately, this cannot be demonstrated 
for lack of translations. It is epic and diary, 
the opposition of total cohesiveness and 
momentary jottings; the demands of time
lessness, and the acceptance of the power of 
time and its relentless passing.

I 82

Ottó Orbán is perhaps the best trained 
poet of his generation. He is an outstanding 
translator; he has translated into Hungarian 
Greek, Latin, Chinese, Spanish, Italian, 
Latin American and English poets. Among 
the last are poems by Chaucer, Donne, Swift, 
Blake, Swinburne, Robert Browning, Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, Robert Lowell and Allen 
Ginsberg. The translating of this extremely 
varied material had two advantages. First, 
it prevented Orbán from taking any aesthetic 
of poetic superstition seriously; anyone who 
is to some extent familiar with the litera
ture of the world, which is otherwise im
possible to know wholly, is liberated—he is 
not bound by tradition or by the fashionable 
slogans of modernity. Second, his captivating 
technical abilities are undoubtedly in part 
due to his activities as a translator; there is 
perhaps no task whose solution he would not 
take upon himself. As I wrote in the review 
of A föltámadás elmarad (No Resurrection), 
published in 1971: “Orbán is a good poet: 
he has a weakness, however, for an over
abundance of metaphors which tends to 
blunt the impact of some of his best work. ” 
The new volume, Emberáldozat, has not 
changed my views. Sometimes Orbán uses 
superfluous images, although it should be 
added that the imagery of even his most 
confusing poem is constructed with extreme 
precision.

Emberáldozat, his fifth volume of verse, 
is a variation of the basic material of his 
previous volumes. Orbán was born in 1936. 
The formative memories of his childhood 
were the war, the persecution of Jews, and 
orphanhood. If  we associate childhood with 
protection, then his was a negative child
hood because of this lack of protection. This 
unprotectedness began within the family. 
Two independent cycles are most interest
ing in the new volume. “Gyökér a földben” 
(Root in the Ground) is a series of portraits. 
The poet presents the members of his 
family, their lives, obsessions, prejudices 
and actions, at once nostalgically and 
critically. The "inscriptions” of “Királysír”
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(Royal Grave) are about the direct and in
direct experiences of the adolescent and 
young man, therefore also of the greatness 
and failures of love.

The most apparent characteristic of the 
volume is curiosity and the desire to know. 
Orbán does not accept the existence of any 
taboos; he mercilessly looks into his own 
obsessions and desires, and does not spare 
even his own sensitivity. But he accepts 
himself, his possibilities, exaggerations, 
myths (the myth of love, for example) and 
errors, although at times with self-irony. 
Acceptance and self-irony, the search for 
and questioning of values, are constantly 
placed in opposition.

#

Sándor Rákos, whose volume of collected 
verse Meztelen arcról (Of the Naked Face) 
I reviewed in number 44 of this magazine, 
wrote his first poems in 1939. He spent 
years translating the masterpieces of Ak
kadian literature. Although Akkadian and 
Sumerian poetry had before this inspired 
Hungarian poets either to translations or 
adaptations, or to the writing of independent 
poetry, their work was merely an occasional 
venture which did not influence the char
acter and substance of their work. Sándor 
Rákos has translated many thousands of lines 
of epic and lyric Akkadian texts into Hun
garian with the help of two outstanding 
scholars, István Hahn and Géza Komoróczy. 
I t looks, in as much as this can be established

by a layman, although with the concurrence 
of the above-mentioned Sumerologists, that 
Rákos has assimilated many of the technical 
and thematic peculiarities of the ancient 
Eastern literature into his own poetry.

His new volume, emlék jelene, consists 
of four verse compositions of different 
lengths. The first, “Forrásvidék” (Origins), 
recalls the memory of his mother. The sec
ond, “Gilgames a sivatagban” (Gilgamesh in 
the Desert), is inspired by his previously 
mentioned translations. The third, the 
“Három Dosztojevszkij-maszk” cycle (Three 
Dostoevsky Masks), is a variation upon the 
eternal problems of crime and punishment, 
personality and freedom. The fourth, which 
lends its title to the volume, is the recollec
tion of the sufferings and horrors of 1944. 
The four cycles are similar in their construc
tion and theme, and supplement each other. 
Gilgamesh, wandering in the desert, referring 
to the chief motifs of his life would ask 
a “speechless” sky:

did you see a goal beyond our goals
did you see a meaning beyond our meanings
did you see a life beyond our lives.

These lines, here quoted in prose translation, 
occur again and again, reshaped to fit each 
specific situation in the four cycles of the 
volume, as well as in all the works of Rákos. 
The answer is the newly repeated question
ing. And this is what creates the unity be
tween the story of Gilgamesh and a story 
of today.
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BÉLA C Z Ó B E L A T  N I N E T Y

Czóbel’s house in Szentendre on the bank 
of the Danube was flooded a few years back. 
The painter and his wife were temporarily 
accommodated at the near-by artists’ colony. 
The old master balanced himself on planks 
while helping to transport their belongings; 
when they arrived he disappeared at once. 
The other artists asked his wife: “Where is 
Béla?” “He went out to paint.” After the 
flood they went back to their house. Friends 
came to look for him. “Where is he?” 
“Upstairs in the studio. He is painting.”

Czóbel is a painter and nothing but 
a painter. He claims that he has working 
hours and he keeps them as precisely as 
a clerk, robbing artistic creation of the 
romantic notions which the public has enter
tained since the 19th century. And yet, this 
—today quasi anachronistic—attitude of 
making a point of honour of the craft 
probably stems from the ideals of the 
romantics in the early 19th century. Czóbel, 
both in his art and attitudes, is a survivor of 
the early 20th century École de Paris. They 
broke with the blue-draperied, stuffy studio- 
atmosphere of their time and with its other 
outward paraphernalia: the revolution in 
painting itself they carried out was much 
more radical than it appears to us now when 
their works have become classics in museums.

Their ideal was the ascetic painter.

Czóbel’s art remained ascetic and even now, 
in his tenth decade, he still does not wear 
even imaginary formal clothes, but his blue 
jeans, and only now, after being awarded 
a high distinction for his jubilee, he reluc
tantly bought himself a dark-blue blazer.

The slow movements, face and appear
ance of Czóbel smoking his pipe reminded 
Lajos Kassák, the Hungarian writer, poet 
and painter, a classic of the European avant- 
garde, of Jack London’s “sea wolf”. This 
ascetic painter is as simple and unpretentious 
today as he has been all his life. Eating is 
a ritual with him, and he has a good appetite, 
but he is no gourmet, and he does not drink, 
only a little wine instead of water at meals, 
like the French. He has been riding a 
bicycle for a long time, he learned to drive 
at eighty and at the test the eye surgeon 
marvelled at his excellent “vision of objects” 
and “sense of colour”. A few years ago he 
still did his own gardening. Apart from 
stays in Paris he has always lived at Szent
endre. Quite recently he bought a more 
comfortable apartment in the capital for the 
winter months only: he spends summer and 
most of the year in his country house.

Czóbel found his place in art* very early. 
In 1905 he became one of “Les Fauves” 
in Paris and exhibited his paintings in the 

* See No. 11, 44 and 51 of The N.H.Q.

Béla C z ó b e l : E r ik a  (oil, 80X60  c m , 1973)
Photo: Károly Sztllnyi. Courtesy Corvina Press





Béla Czóbel: Garden H ouse (oil, 6 0 x 8 0  c m , 1973)
Photo: Márta Redner
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company of Matisse, Derain, Braque, 
Vlaminck and Marquet. Georges Braque, 
who joined the group one year after Czóbel, 
once wrote to him: “Depuis 1906, ou nous 
voisinons surlacimaise des Indépendants dans 
la Salle Fauve, vous avez fait votre chemin 
qui ne fut pas toujours le plus facile.” In 
Hungary Czóbel became, in 1909, a mem
ber of the “Eight”, a progressive group 
which,although shortlived, has left a mark on 
art and had stirred up much scandal at the 
time. The other survivor of the Hungarian 
Eight is Dezső (Desiderius) Orbán, who 
now lives in Sydney, Australia. And it was 
fitting for the young non-figurative and sur
realistic artists of the Hungarian European 
School that came into being after the Second 
World War to ask Czóbel to join them 
although he was generations older and also 
different in outlook. They considered him 
their spiritual ancestor.

His first exhibition took place some 
seventy years ago in Paris at the Champs de 
Mars Gallery. He has had countless exhibi
tions since, the Galerie Zak in Paris is his 
"home ground” but Czóbel’s paintings have 
been on show in Hungary, and in all the 
art centres of Europe, once even in Tokyo. 
Czóbel showed his paintings in London, 
several times in Chicago and other major 
cities of the U.S. He is not a recluse, on 
the contrary, Czóbel passionately wants to 
show his art, but he has also the strength to 
withdraw sometimes on moral grounds. 
There was one ten-year period when he only 
exhibited in Hungary once, in a room of the 
small Szentendre Museum. Béla Czóbel’s 
art has deeply marked one direction of the 
“Szentendre painting style”—a very im
portant trend in Hungary; and he is also 
a distant relation of the romantic surrealists.

Czóbel himself provided the key to his 
attitude: “The work progresses slowly, one 
does it so desperately! I begin every picture 
as if it were my first.” Kassák put it in these 
terms writing about Czóbel in 1947: “It 
is wonderful if  somebody is compelled to 
show his inner self for a whole lifetime, it

is a beautiful vocation but an almost un
bearable slavery.”

*

On the occasion of Czóbei’s 90th birth
day the Budapest Ernst Museum arranged 
a one-man show. This spacious gallery built 
in the Art Nouveau style has been the home 
of progressive painters since its inception 
more than fifty years ago. 29 paintings and 
7 graphics by Czóbel were exhibited in 
September 1973. To everybody’s surprise the 
oldest work was dated 1972 and the majority 
1973. The master who seldom took up a pen 
now wrote a personal preface to the catalogue: 
“An effort to find my youth again”. The 
effort was successful. I can state with full 
objectivity that the artist had prepared this 
birthday tour de force carefully and 
arduously.

“ My painting has undergone many 
changes, from light colours to deeper hues 
and from these I try to arrive to brighter 
colour harmonies.” (Czóbel’s letter to Imre 
Pán, one of the leaders of the European 
School, 1947.) In 1973 he used light colours 
again. The themes of his pictures remained 
the same—portrait, nude, semi-nude, land
scape—all unpretentious topics. Czóbel 
presents them with ascetic objectivity: his 
works are both lyrical and majestic. “They 
say that my thematic range is narrow: 
interieurs, landscapes, figures. Could be. 
I always find new problems in every picture, 
even in the same motives. I always work on 
the basis of reality, with a model, but the 
model is only a means to which you hold on. 
I wish to be master of the motive, express 
space, plasticity and colour—or place a head 
in space—and achieve harmony in this com
position. My task is to compare one of my 
paintings with the other. Abstraction exists, 
that is there is a certain degree of abstraction 
in my work.” (From my interview with 
Czóbel, 1965.)

This is exemplified in the current exhibi
tion.

Reclining Girl in Red Bathing-suit is a
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diagonal composition (1973); the figure 
is a slightly dressed nude not because 
of modesty but to enliven the picture with 
the red colour effect of the bikini. The 
sitting Erika (1973) is almost a nude. This 
oil-painting shows powerful draughtsman
ship—a rare quality with Czóbel. Of course 
this does not mean strictly academic and 
professional draughtsmanship. When he is 
a draughtsman his touch is even more 
delicate than when he is “painterly”. The 
Cirl in Green Tights (1972) sits almost in the 
same pose as Czóbel’s woman models do 
generally. She looks to the left like her 
sisters on other pictures, she is apple
cheeked—this kind of face has almost be
come Czóbel’s trade-mark. Her mouth is 
only indicated. This apple-cheeked face can 
be seen in different, more developed or 
reduced forms on the recent pictures of the 
Hungarian surrealists and constructivists of 
Szentendre right up to this day. On Czóbel’s 
painting the girl’s low neckline reveals her 
breasts. The fresh, playful eroticism of the 
painting only enhances the importance of the 
green tights.

The structure remains unperceived but 
this does not mean that his works have no 
architecture. The light touch of the brush 
testified to the importance of structure and 
construction but these elements are relegated 
to the background. Some paintings of a dif
ferent kind are conspicuous: they have 
harder contours, their colour effects are 
deeper, they remind the spectator of Czóbel’s 
earlier, expressive period. These paintings 
are more concise and more abrasive in tone, 
like Carola (1973), Carola with a Green Hat 
(1973), or Woman in Blue Dress (1973).

The range of his landscapes has narrowed 
down, for outside reasons. The 90 year-old 
master now finds it difficult to go out into 
the hills and paint there. The House in the 
Garden (1973), his home and studio in 
Szentendre, offer him an abundance of 
themes. This home, its originality, its 
disorder, the luxurious vegetation of the huge 
garden—Czóbel had no desire to arrange

anything in it, is a work of art in itself. The 
picturesque expression of the luxuriance of 
the vegetation there is as erotic as Czóbel’s 
nudes or as his girls with their blouses 
buttoned up to the neck; in his pictures 
"openly or somewhat covertly, life sings its 
very song”—wrote Kassák in 1947.

Czóbel’s still lives have their own liturgy 
but they are never mass-produced trumpery 
stuff. He insists on improvizing every time. 
Before painting the objects on his still life, 
he arranges them. “I put this here, the other 
one there, I put the things here and there 
bit by bit until I see in them the homoge
neous picturesque effect. Then I start paint
ing th e m .. . I can paint a good still life, 
a real work of art, only if I paint the apple 
on it in a way never seen before by anybody”. 
(Kassák’s interview with Czóbel—1942.) 
Flower in a Pot (1972-73), Flower in a Jar 
(1973), Flower-Piece (1973) or Still Life with 
Clock (1973) show the realization of the 
above thesis.

All the paintings by Czóbel radiate calm. 
His works are sturdy, down to earth, even if, 
in the case of one or the other, his chosen 
form of expression was ease and delicacy. 
He is a colorist even if his pictures are not 
too colourful. He builds his pictures from 
luminescent colours and soft rich spots with 
a deep radiance—-without marking the source 
of light. This painter who is linked to 
French art with indissoluble bonds, and who 
himself paints in the French style, has been 
able to create a par excellence Hungarian art. 
I said that his art remained the same right 
throughout his life. This consistency is not 
rare among artists: its danger is stagnation 
and self-repetition which befalls most of 
them and makes them reiterate their past 
trouvailles which inevitably become routine, 
notwithstanding the high level of their 
artistic performance.

Czóbel’s own magic and secret is that he 
has been able to keep the high level of 
passion of his youthful works at the age of 
ninety.

J á n o s  F r a n k



BÉLA K O N D O R
M E M O R I A L  E X H I B I T I O N  AT T I H A N Y

The mellow old rooms of the Tihany 
Abbey museum at one of the loveliest spots 
on Lake Balaton, are the home of special 
exhibitions every summer. The X973 ex
hibition had the sad timeliness of offering a 
posthumous showing of Béla Kondor’s works 
that were in his possession at his recent, 
early death.

Béla Kondor was born on February 17, 
1931 and died in December 1972. He en
graved his diploma work for graduation at 
the Budapest Art School—a series of etchings 
depicting the 1514 peasant revolution of 
György Dózsa—in the spring of 1956. Thus 
his life-work embraces less than two decades 
and yet he created a school in Hungarian 
graphic art, and was one of the most eminent 
painters of his age as well. He was awarded 
a Grand Prix at the 4th International Graphic 
Biennale in Tokyo in 1964, he showed 
a number of works at the Venice Biennale, 
and at the special invitation by the organizing 
committee, exhibited at the International 
Graphic Exhibition in Lugano, together with 
Max Ernst and Rauschenberg. One could 
go on and on enumerating his successful ap
pearances.

In spite of all this, his real discovery is 
yet to come.

$

It is difficult to determine the place Béla 
Kondor’s art occupies in twentieth-century 
European and Hungarian art, if  only be
cause he was not only a visual artist. As 
borne out by his collection of poems, 
Boldogságtöredék (Fragments of Bliss), and 
a posthumous collection in preparation, he 
earned distinction as a poet as well. His work 
as a painter and poet was complementary, 
both essentially serving as a means of self
revelation of a great personality. It is im
possible to separate Kondor the poet from 
Kondor the artist; his poetry and painting

stem from the same source. In the same 
manner as in his paintings and drawings he 
disarranged the habitual bonds of form in 
order to create out of the shattered elements 
a new pictorial reality which could become 
the vehicle of his individual message and 
ethos, so in his poems he shattered the 
customary word order and grammatical rules 
in order to create a special grammar of his 
poetic realm. Thus, looking for his prede
cessors one should search not only among 
painters, as the poetry of William Blake, 
Rimbaud and Apollinaire—to mention only 
those dearest to him—inspired not only 
Kondor the poet, but the painter as well; he 
employed the creative methodological ac
complishments he learned from them in his 
paintings and graphic art as well. And con
versely: his poetry equally reveals impulses 
received from medieval paintings, icons, the 
art of Dürer, Hieronymus Bosch and Picasso. 
These names also make up the constellations 
of Kondor’s art. At first sight it may seem 
hard to conceive how these artists so remote 
from each other, could simultaneously in
spire Kondor, but his ceuvre was of such 
great dimensions that it could synthesize 
the seemingly unmatchable inspirations, 
creating out of them a sovereign artistic 
realm.

*

At the time Kondor appeared with his 
graphic art and paintings, Hungarian graphic 
art was at one of its periodical crossroads. 
It had become evident that the vulgarization 
of the principles of socialist realism which 
resulted in an official conservativism, the 
adoption and artificial sustenance of nine
teenth-century historical and genre painting, 
led to a deadlock, and the lyrical post- 
impressionistic approach, which for decades 
had represented a determinant trend in
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modem Hungarian painting, had increasingly 
lost ground. Therefore, after 1956, there 
came a spontaneous revival of that modernist 
exploration which had characterized the 
activity of the “European School” which had 
functioned between ’45 and ’49. The 
“European School” aimed at bridging the 
gap between modern Western trends and 
Hungarian traditions. Its members included 
adherents of Expressionism, Surrealism as 
well as non-figural art. Essentially the 
“European School” was the continuation of 
the Szentendre School which emerged at the 
end of the 1930s, and which, in the person 
of Jenő Barcsay, tended towards Construc
tivism, while others, Lajos Vajda, Dezső 
Kornis and Endre Bálint, searched for an 
artistic metamorphosis of the material and 
intellectual relics of folk culture. Although 
the overwhelming majority of the members 
of the “European School” remained faithful 
to its stylistic ideals during the years of 
dogmatism, they were unadapted to an 
adequate artistic expression of the social 
reality and human experiences of the fifties, 
since their art had come to maturity in an 
earlier age, before and during the war.

In literature, it was primarily Ferenc 
Juhász and László Nagy who undertook to 
express the achievements and conflicts of the 
new reality on a high artistic level, and Béla 
Kondor did the same in the art. When at 
the end of the fifties, Kondor burst onto the 
Hungarian artistic scene, he demonstrated 
that conservativism, lyrical post-impres
sionism or the revival of the “European 
School” were not the only possible alter
natives, and it also became evident that the 
question of modernism did not necessarily 
imply a choice between figurái and non- 
figural art. Kondor proved the feasibility of 
assuming tradition in a manner that would 
mean no adherence to outdated cliches, the 
possibility of being modern without be
coming a disciple of popular modern 
stylistic trends. W ith Kondor something 
appeared in Hungarian art which had scarcely 
any antecedents and which, parallel with

philosophic and intellectual verse, could be 
termed “intellectual painting”.

Up till that time, aside from a few ex
amples, intellectualized moral issues had 
appeared in Hungarian art only through 
several transpositions, transposed into a 
question of form, or in an over-direct manner, 
as an illustrative-thematic problem. As 
against this, Kondor created an art based on 
his conception of the universe, in which the 
existential and ethical problems of human 
existence and those of our age found ex
pression in an idiom of the highest aesthetic 
quality, avoiding the entanglements of il
lustration and conceptualism.

*

It did not take him long to find his own 
way. The above-mentioned Dózsa series of 
1956, Savonarola, which originated in 1961 
and was also shown at the Hungarian art 
exhibition in London, or the series of pic
tures painted from the beginning of the 
1960s onwards, are all mature works. His 
oeuvre offers no stages of development, but 
various components of a homogeneous struc
ture which, even if separated in time, do not 
represent degrees of development. Thus, for 
example, a typological distinction can be 
made in his art between the works of severe 
forms and a closed iconic composition, and 
the paintings and graphic art of romantic 
inspiration with their almost confused 
tracing, incessantly breaking up closed form 
—it is just this duality which nurses the inner 
tension in Kondor’s art. Sometimes, how
ever, these two tendencies become ingenious
ly united within one work. Avoiding the 
entanglements of eclecticism, he was able to 
create classically close, clearly composed 
works and surrealistic, visionary ones alike, 
and indeed, to interblend the two—for this 
duality was not only of formal quality but 
signified the very characteristic of Kondor’s 
world of ideas and the message of his works. 
In his art questions of form always emerged 
as the projection of content and meaning.
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Kondor was a painter of men. Without 
having much in common with it formally, 
he essentially continued the path of European 
art that was broken off by Picasso’s harle
quins, Rouault’s pierrots, and in Hungarian 
painting, by the tragically bewildering inter
pretations of József Egry* and Lajos 
Vajda’s** self-portraits. In Kondor’s art the 
human face and hands once again became the 
interpreters of meaning; man appeared in his 
art as the focus and at the same time the 
standard of cosmic, social and natural rela
tions, as the amalgamation of harmony and 
disharmony, as a being fighting his outside 
and inside demons and facing up his fate.

All those ethical problems which pre
sented themselves for the generation that 
grew into men after the Second World War 
resounded most forcefully, as far as visual 
art is concerned, in the works of Kondor. 
The symbolism that had taken shape in 
medieval European art, the products of 
Bosch’s infernal visions, the figures of Greek 
mythology constantly endowed with new 
meaning, and the creations of his own mind, 
visions germinating from the subconscious, 
all seethe in his works, permeating each 
other, uniting and assuming new and ever 
newer forms. And all this is blended with 
the themes of a technological civilization, at 
once splendid and threatening, that is 
destructive or tractable machines, the organic 
contamination of the animal kingdom and 
machine constructions which surround the 
winged angels, these principal characters of 
Kondor’s pictures, as beasts about to leap. 
The polarities of man and woman, good and 
evil, man and machine, man and animal, all 
represent motives imbued with deeper mean
ing. Whatever the subjects of his paintings 
and graphic art may be—Apocalypsis cum 
figuris, Dürer variation, Abduction of 
Europa, the depiction of a machine construc
tion towering to the sky, figures of fear in 
a St. Vitus’s dance before a monster scare
crow, a “happening” or the Christian myth—

* See The N.H.Q., Nos. 4 and 47.
** See The N.H.Q., Nos. 16 and 23.

the works impart a complex range of mean
ing, reverberating, despite the eventually 
archaic theme and motif, with the great 
ethical-philosophical issues of our age.

The meaning of his symbols cannot be 
translated into words, in spite of the fact 
that they always remain within the range of 
figurái art. One of the most exciting features 
of his art is its ability to impart intellectual 
content, creating new, individual symbols, 
yet of universal validity, while at the same 
time visualizing in a concrete, sensuous 
manner. His delicately vibrating lines, his 
colours, once decoratively bursting and then 
ethereally hovering, are in themselves replete 
with meaning. In their formal quality, with 
the conceptual content not detached from 
the sensually concrete form, or vice versa, the 
form is not confined to presenting only it
self, not transformed into a plastic sign 
referring only to itself, but always bears 
a differentiated structure of meaning. And 
this meaning offers many facets, incorporat
ing rational analysis and visions hovering in 
the realm of the preconscious. The works of 
Kondor are intricate formulae. Sometimes 
the imbroglio of lines seems to be un
fathomable at first sight, but after a more 
careful examination the hidden structure 
becomes transparent.

All this bears out the fact that the art of 
Kondor cannot be unequivocally linked with 
any of the styles of the age. Here it is of an 
expressive, romantic inspiration, there it 
reveals classical purity. Surrealism and 
symbolism doubtlessly form the conceptual 
prerequisite of his art and yet he cannot be 
described unreservedly as a follower of either 
of these trends. Arising from his demand for 
perfection, he did not content himself with 
easily classifiable rules of form, his versatility, 
however, did not spring from the perplexity 
of eclecticism, since he could lend authen
ticity to the different solutions, integrating 
them all through his sovereign artistic 
personality. Therefore, even though his 
graphic achievements have influenced his 
contemporaries yet he has no real companions
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in contemporary Hungarian art. It was 
rather the ceaseless search of his intellect 
for new means and his artistic morality that 
impressed, and served as an example, es
pecially for graphic artists, as did his great 
technical skill and superb command of

methods and materials. For Kondor modelled 
not only his spirit and symbols on the great 
masters of the past but also his respect for 
artistic craftsmanship. His premature death 
broke off a monumental life-work and 
stifled a great potentiality of Hungarian art.

L a jo s  N é m e t h

T H E  S C U L P T U R E  OF  P U B L I C  S Q U A R E S
Notes on the Art of Tamás Vigh

Tamás Vigh is one of the most gifted 
Hungarian sculptors of the middle-genera
tion. He is a many-sided artist. If we want 
to sketch the character of his career briefly 
and appropriately, it is advisable to choose 
one particular genre or line of his rich 
oeuvre and, accepting even the risk of distor
tion, to fit the other aspects to this special 
one. It is not so very difficult to find this 
guiding principle since some years ago, to 
be exact in 1971, Tamás Vigh found him
self willy-nilly at the centre of a debate on 
the problem of sculpture of public squares. 
This problem deserves to be examined 
thoroughly and to be prominently treated.

The gravamen of the dispute concerned 
Székesfehérvár, a city celebrating its thou
sandth birthday. This city, where early 
Hungarian kings were crowned and buried, 
looks back to a distinguished past. Industry 
flourishes, and the art and exhibitions life 
of the city is forward looking, i t  is not there
fore lacking in noteable moments in the 
present either.

In order to commemorate the jubilee, the 
Municipal Council arranged for a competi
tion for the designing and construction of 
a memorial on the highest point of the city. 
Every thing was done as is customary at 
times like that under the supervision of the 
appropriate state organ and the jury un
animously awarded the first prize to Tamás

Vigh and his architect-partner Miklós 
Erdélyi. There was the rub: the Local 
Authority—making use of its rights, secured 
by law, disregarded the outstanding design 
and decided that a middling sort of com
position, awarded the second prize, should 
be erected.

There was no personal bias whatsoever 
at the background of this affair. The decision 
was not made on account of crossing inter
ests. It was simply a conservatism of taste 
that exercised a veto and, not for the first 
time and most likely not for the last, 
frustrated the execution of a design which 
promised to become a masterpiece. The 
matter gets even more offensive if one bears 
in mind that all this happened in Székes- 
fehérvár, a centre of Western Hungary’s 
cultural life, and also on the occasion of the 
millennial jubilee.

I do not assume for a moment that 
similar things do not occur elsewhere. Nor 
do I think that this is a special Hungarian 
phenomenon, nevertheless there is need to 
deal with the matter at length, taking into 
consideration that lately censorship on the 
part of conservative taste intervenes fairly 
regularily, handicapping a proper develop
ment as regards sculpture in public squares, 
that is of a genre which offers one of the 
biggest chances for mass effect. One could 
go on illustrating this fact with further
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Vigh-examples, but let me mention one of 
his contemporaries, Imre Varga, belonging 
to the same generation, who equally knocks 
his head against the wall of a traditional 
aesthetic scale of values, rendering this 
phenomenon even more plastic and general.

The “Prometheus” of Varga, discarding 
the beauteous forms of the neoclassic art of 
modelling, was welded of chromium steel. 
The statue attracted attention in 1965 on 
the occasion of the 10th Hungarian Exhibi
tion of Fine Arts and according to the 
original project it ought to have been sited 
in the new city-centre of Veszprém. How
ever the riveted sheets of the figure and the 
fire-brand flaming above its head, looked 
repulsive to conventional eyes and “Pro
metheus” failed to occupy its designed site 
in Veszprém. The wonderful statue was 
bought finally by the Antwerpen-Middel- 
heim-Parkmuseum and will be erected there.

Inhibiting powers appear on other oc
casions less brutally but far more cunningly 
and in these cases they endanger aesthetic 
quality to an even higher degree. Sometimes 
a statue or a design will not be refused out
right but altered “only” regarding certain 
tiny but very significant details. O f the 
numerous examples let me mention one at 
least, a statue of the poet Miklós Radnóti 
by Imre Varga. The statue in Mohács was 
robbed of its strength and essence by 
a pedestal of grey polished marble being 
substituted for genuine granite paving 
blocks, while a rough timber fence was 
replaced by “sublime” grey marble.

#

Let us get back to the immediate topic, 
to Tamás Vigh, and look at some of the 
important aspects of his career.

He was bom in 1926, and lost his father 
as a boy of 12. He and his two brothers 
were brought up by their mother. During the 
war, he interrupted his secondary school 
studies and became a factory worker. After 
the Liberation, he was sent to the Fine Arts

College, where he started in 1946, and 
completed his studies in 1951. Rising from 
the worker-peasant rank and file, he lived 
through the beginning of a new society in 
his most responsive years, showing faith, 
enthusiasm and learning.

He was lucky to become the student o f 
Béni Ferenczy*, whereas his colleagues had 
to be contented with teachers far more 
simple, dry-as-dust or out of date.

This is how Tamás Vigh spoke about the 
teaching methods of Béni Ferenczy in a 
later interview:

“He did not teach a craft in the sense of 
prescribing technical processes or methods or 
an obligatory attitude. He never gave orders, 
nor did he direct anyone. There were students 
who objected to his manner and there were 
students as well, who left indignant that 
they were not given nice long lectures where 
they were told what to do and how to do it. 
Béni Ferenczy presumed that all those, who 
entered the College were artists and that this 
was an opportunity for their art to grow. 
Right from the start he talked to his 
students as he would to colleagues. I think 
he saw his duty in improving, by common 
work and conversation, the course of devel
opment which had taken the students to the 
College.

The forced dismissal of Béni Ferenczy did 
not change the artistic progress of Tamás 
Vigh. For another ten years he remained 
under the influence of his master. His 
diploma-work, “Singing Youth” (exhibited 
in 1951) welds the genius of Ferenczy to his 
own gifts. It accorded with the ideals of 
those years and has something to say to the 
present as well.

“Singing Youth” was followed by a series 
of other good statues. Tamás Vigh’s un
diminishing devotion to his master and his 
own invention, made him gradually exploit 
the artistic world of Béni Ferenczy, but he 
did not yet dare to go beyond its limits. His 
portraits and small statues exhibited in 1954

* Concerning Ferenczy’s life and oeuvre see 
No. i. of The N.H.Q.

I 9 I
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had a good critical reception. He was praised 
for his portraying ability, his inner dynamics, 
his facile modelling, and was reprimanded 
since characterizing by physiognomy ap
peared rarely in his figurái compositions. In 
the same year his congenial portrait of Béni 
Ferenczy was awarded the Munkácsy prize. 
Simultaneous rewards and rebukes were 
meant to turn him into a follower of the 
genre painting-naturalism, which was then 
thought to be socialist-realism. He, how
ever, was well steeled against such efforts.

$

After his formative years the turning- 
point of his career arrived in 1958 with the 
Gyula Krúdy-memorial tablet. The head, 
with the tired-looking eyes and the soft face, 
placed in a clearly outlined frame revives the 
great writer free from mincing illusions, 
with a striking accuracy and painful beauty. 
Ferenczy’s style is replaced already by the 
genius of the cubist-constructivist heritage 
and having accepted this spirit with under
standing Tamás Vigh arrived at the gate of 
his artistic maturity.

In the sixties Tamás Vigh created his own 
style in a series of copper-laminar composi
tions. He always endeavours to respect the 
two dimensional nature of the material, he 
does not chase it, he does not force it, he 
attunes himself to it. W ithout embossing 
and hammering he produces, simply through 
the bending of the sheets, a train of positive 
and negative forms, huge break lines and 
craterlike saddle-backs. The ductile plates 
do not only offer a chance to express tension 
and animation but also spurn on creation of 
a grandiose, boldly generalizing-summariz- 
ing structural plastic art.

Tamás Vigh hastens to carry these pos
sibilities into effect. More than that he 
makes use of the conclusion, drawn in plate
embossing, in his sculpture in the round as 
well. On base of his medallion, cast for the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, he formed 
a small statue “The Symbol of Modern
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Science” in 1963. Drapery and body almost 
melt into a sole cylindrical surface in this 
perpendicular figure. The smoothed figure is 
attacked by transversal curves and vigorous 
levels, simultaneously demonstrating im
personal greatness, strength and power. 
A year later his trumpeter called “The 
Harbinger of Peace” accentuated even more 
explicitly the structure which intensifies and 
balances the counter-moves. The exorbitant 
swing of the curved figure is increased by the 
boldly piercing and drastically caving 
drapery surfaces.

The statue “Trumpeters” of the year 
1967 showed that Tamás Vigh did not only 
adapt those principles of form which took 
shape during the plate-embossing in his 
sculpture in the round, but made use of this 
material also. The three seven meters high 
figures have stood before a telephone ex
change in Budapest since 1969. These are not 
iterative statures, their steps diverge, they 
hold their trumpets differently, and they 
rythmically walk. If we separated them from 
each other their movement would be a stiff 
gesture only. The triumphant instruments, 
pointing upwards, and the lightness of the 
bronze-plate, some millimetres in diameter 
only, makes the unrelieved, colossal forms 
present an impressive strength. The model, 
a third in size of the erected statue, was 
shown in Budapest in 1968 and then in 1970 
in Paris, at an exhibition of Contemporary 
Hungarian Art.

£

Long years’ practice in plate-plastics 
began to bear fruit. Besides the “Trum
peters” Tamás Vigh created the bronze gate 
for the Mining Museum (in 1968) and 
a Partisan Memorial at Karancsberény (in 
1969). The first was for a room which opens 
from the staircase within the building and 
its aim was not protection, but the drawing 
of attention, consequently it was absolutely 
reasonable for Tamás Vigh to abandon the 
traditional and laboured forms of a cast 
bronze gate, preferring bronze sheets with
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Bela Kondop : Circus (copper engraving, 2 1 5 x 2 3 2  mm)
Photo: István Petras

Overleaf: Bela Kondor: Samson (copper engraving, 303 x 2 0 5  mm, 1966)
Photo: István Petr ás
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Béla Kondor:
A Clown in bishop’s
V ESTM EN TS

(O IL ,  IOOX40 CM , 1966)
Photo: Károly Spetényi



Béla Kondor: M issile launcher (copper engraving 
200 X I 82 MM, I 967)

Photo: István Petras



T amás Vig h : T ree of life (model, 1972)
Photo: Endre Domonkos



i amÁs V i g h : T isza flood regulation memorial (model, 1967)
Photo: Endre Domonkos

T amás Vig h : Partisan memorial (bronze sheet, 1969)
^  Photo: Endre Domonkos
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Ádám Farkas: Andesite (1967)
Photo: Ferenc Kovács





Cyörgy Kiss: Locked up (utograph, 4 5 x 4 5 ,5  cm, 

Marianne Dé r : O ld street in Paris (oil,

19 7 3 )

70X 40 CM, I 969) >
Photo: István Petras

O n  the  preced ing  p a g e : Adalbert B. Riez: Sea Horse (aniline, 9 0 x 4 5  cm, 1 9 7 2 )





Ildikó Várnagy: T ied-up (terracotta, 7 0 x 1 0 0  cm, 1973)
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drapery-like floating and articulated pucker- 
ings for the purpose.

The Partisan Memorial was originally 
meant for the city of Salgótarján. Later it 
was decided that the statue should be erected 
at its present site in front of the forester’s 
lodge, which now functions as a museum, 
and which was, in 1944, the headquarters of 
a Hungarian unit of partisans. Tamás Vigh, 
cocking a snook at allegories overworked in 
the memorials, shows partisans 'victorious 
over fascism through the symbolic figure of a 
stag killing the wolf. The antinaturalistic 
modelling lifts the theme from the limits of 
banality. The jutting parts of the animal 
bodies, winding and distorting according to 
the power lines of the bronze plate, the huge 
hindleg of the stag, seeking for a foot-hold 
and jutting-base, his immense antlers, and 
the much enlarged head of the wolf on 
a body covered in blood and showing pain, 
do not merely represent formal emphasis 
and static centres of gravity, they are at the 
same time the nucleus of the composition 
and its meaning.

In the middle of the sixties the sculpture 
of Tamás Vigh reached its zenith within his 
art as such. Let me only mention the statues 
of artists erected on different sites, that of 
Imre Madách and Miklós Radnóti, of Béla 
Bartók, etc. From an abundance of small 
figures one should perhaps emphasize his 
“Slim Torso” and “Stocky Torso”, which 
are remarkable for their liveliness, due to the 
thin folds of veil into which the figures of 
the women are wrapped.

$

Earlier on I mentioned the memorial de
sign of Székesfehérvár. That was however, 
not the first time that the artist had to run 
the gauntlet of commissions. In 1967 he 
entered into a contract regarding a monu
ment to be built in honour of Pál Vásárhelyi 
who, in the 19th Century, designed the 
flood regulation work for the river Tisza. 
Instead of a stone-plinth Vigh designed a big

hill, with a cutting. He put the statue of 
Vásárhelyi into the cutting beside the road, 
and placed the figure of a navvy on the top 
of the hill.

“This solution of mine might be un
usual,” he admitted in an interview at the 
time, speaking about his design, “however 
the hill suits the Great Plain of Hungary. 
A tumulus is something of the same sort. . .  
I am here using effects brought in force by 
the contrast of materials. The figure of Vásár
helyi will be of bronze, that of the navvy 
of stone, the third material will be the soil, 
the fourth one will be represented by two 
arched reinforced concrete walls which take 
a short cut across the hill and form the space 
of the memorial. It would have been obvious 
and conventional to compose in one and to 
form—according to the way of the last 
century—an architect-navvy group. But I was 
looking for universality. I want to raise 
a monument to human activity.”

The great objective could not be carried 
out, the conventional design of another artist 
was accepted and erected. The reasons for 
the refusal, very likely did not differ in so 
many respects from the decision made in 
connection with his “Partisan Memorial” 
design, presented to the Salgótarján-com- 
petition. “The design of Tamás Vigh and 
György Jánossy is pure as regard architecture 
and the plastic arts, it offers the impression 
of monumentality, it represents high artistic 
values. However, the subject chosen by the 
designers and the excessively symbolic 
nature of the clay model do not correspond 
with local demands regarding the memorial.” 
The same arguments were expressed, in 
ghastly uniformity, on the occasion of the 
refusal at Székesfehérvár. “The Fine Arts 
Department places design No. I, i.e. the 
work of Tamás Vigh unanimously as the 
best from the point of view of sculpture. 
This Department points out that Sculptor 
and Architect have acted in ideal harmony. 
However, this Department takes the objec
tion of the client into account, who demurs 
against the tree of life-symbol stating that
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it does not concretely refer to the past, the 
present or the future of Székesfehérvár, that 
this design could be carried out at any time, 
anywhere.”

As can be clearly understood from the 
above, the designs were repeatedly rejected 
on account of their “excessively general” 
character, which was said not to be in accord 
with local requirements. This means in plain 
English that the usual narrative genre style 
was missing. It is therefore not chance that 
the most genuine work of the artist is being 
vetoed by a certain section of the public and 
their representatives, the official clients.

The “Tree of Life” designed for Székes- 
fehérvár (this "loser of the first prize”, as it 
was aptly called) is a symbol of growth and 
multiplication, eternal laws of biology, with 
elements taken from folk-tales and ancient 
legends. Its trunk and foliage were designed 
to be irregularly curved and it would have 
been built of white limestone-looking organic 
matter in order to create a pierced, pulsatingly 
animated configuration. The free rythm of

its protruding and receding branches was 
meant to be enclosed by ten concrete rings 
marking the centuries.

These melodiously waving forms, remind
ing of Hans Arp, have created a centre of at
traction in the art of Tamás Vigh as plate 
chasing did earlier, and became the leading 
theme of his monuments of recent years. 
The artist often places these forms in a lying 
position, giving his figures dynamism and 
impulsion by changing and tilting them over 
each other. Then again he makes them stand 
on their edge, fitted into a relief or they 
playfully present themselves as an old car- 
seat.

This year he was given a high state 
award; he became an “Artist of Merit” , 
a title that goes with a permanent monthly 
allowance. One cannot tell which way he is 
moving, working silently in his studio. Ex
hibitions in the provinces, mainly of already 
known works, do not really answer this 
question. He has not had an exhibition of 
his own in Budapest for ten years now.

Z o l t á n  N a gy

F I V E  B U D A P E S T  E X H I B I T I O N S
Marianne De'r-Ádám Farkas-György Kiss-Adalbert B. Rie^-Ildikó Várnagy

The five exhibitions here reviewed are 
connected, frankly speaking, by only two 
strands: time and place. All of them were 
shown during the summer and the autumn 
of 1973. A memorial exhibition, that of 
Marianne Dér, arranged by the National 
Gallery, is among them, as is a show in 
Hungary of a painter of Hungarian origin 
who lives in Monte Carlo (Adalbert B. Riez, 
known in Hungary as Béla Riez), and ex
hibitions introducing the works of three

young artists (Ildikó Várnagy, Ádám Farkas 
and György Kiss).

Ádám Farkas seeks the real sense of the 
deed—his deeds—vacillating between the 
lucid order of the abstract world and the 
beauty of real substance. Although he reaches 
here, and snatches there, still, because he 
does not renounce himself, he builds his 
own character into each of his works.

And not because he declares: “I sub
scribe to a belief in the nature principle. But
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it is not the breath-taking beauty and 
harmony of nature that I seek, but rather 
the visualization of the formative forces, 
their interrelationships, their laws. I want 
to visualize, because movement is the es
sence. Movement that takes place within the 
viewer.”

Art such as this can be formulated by 
others as well. But few can "cultivate” such 
consistent sculpture within extremes as 
Ádám Farkas. Because each of his works—be 
it a composition of a purely geometric order, 
or a work of realist conception, such as 
“Andesite”, a series of female nudes, or pos
sibly an abstract work operating with 
emotional accents as, for example, the sketch 
“Wood-Bronze” truly made of such mixed 
material, and its numerous “descendants”— 
is consistent in one aspect: their most im
portant factor is spatial order and sculptural 
formulation, what a person really under
stands by seeing and touching, what makes 
him realize that a statue is not only a little 
bit of conceptually filled space, but much 
more: the “organizer” of a wider world, the 
whole environment, its determining centre!

However, this meaningful sense cannot 
be created purely by the construction of 
disciplined forms, one upon the other and 
into each other. This is the exterior, style, 
or the language of plasticity, we may call 
it what we like. One thing is certain: it is 
the shell, the body, or vestment, in which 
the essence, the conception of the world, the 
communication makes its appearance.

$

And what if the vestment—at least to ap
pearances—is “slovenly” ? If  the sculptor 
does not strive to give his work what one 
might call a final form? If  he has no con
cern for the deterioration of the material, 
pays no heed to its nobleness, if  he is con
tent with the compliant clay, and fashions 
from it, does not even fashion, but kneads, 
pastes, in the manner of the sorcerers of long 
ago, his own statues and thought-idols, as 
was apparent at Ildikó Várnagy’s exhibition?

Well, then we have to cast aside the con
ventions, we must deny the “statue con
cept” cast in bronze or carved in stone. The 
yardstick of works can never be prejudice, 
a supposed truth, a proved scheme. The only 
question we may pose for a work—a picture, 
a drawing, a statue—is: does it speak the 
truth?—whether it be customary, or uncon
ventional, a traditional or new order of form, 
whether its essence may be fitted into style 
categories, or “dangle” out of all of them.

I did not accept Ildikó Várnagy’s statues 
because, even if remotely, they reminded me 
of idols. But because these specific modelling 
symbols “kneaded” with passion come very 
close to becoming significant statues. 
A single “experiment” is really needed, we 
should have to see them in large dimension, 
in greater space. Even closer to us, than 
Várnagy's “statuesque” statues, her portraits, 
and her life-size female figures are. These 
revealed “only” a good sense of character. 
The “kneaded pieces” spoke about sculptural 
talent with genuine sincerity and with con
viction.

$

At György Kiss’s exhibition the duality 
and contradiction of genres again startled 
unprepared visitors. Graphic works evidenc
ing an excellent sense of plasticity and—un
certainly carried out medallions were shown 
side by side. A peculiar contradiction. At 
any rate it is difficult to find an explanation 
why and how Kiss builds almost all his 
sheets—“January 1973” just as the variants 
of “Gallop”, or the brilliantly composed 
“Struggle I ” and “Struggle II”, with such 
purely ringing plastic-sculptural sureness, 
and if this succeeded, why this realm grows 
uncertain, disorganized when he tries to 
show it, often with not even very great 
changes, on his medallions. Is there a key to 
this puzzle? At the Studio Gallery, György 
Kiss’s show, a splendid graphic artist was 
introduced, who is definitely attracted by 
the plastic genres as well.

$
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First the start of Farkas, Várnagy and 

Kiss, now a life that is over. One felt sad 
and not only because one was at a memorial 
exhibition, when viewing Marianne Dér’s 
pictures in the state-room of the National 
Gallery; but also because having started late, 
and arrived late, she left behind works that 
had a great deal to say, and without anyone 
prior to the present showing, outside the 
narrow circle of her friends, having noticed 
this art which she left to us.

It is true, Marianne Dér did not establish 
a new style, did not blaze new trails and did 
not attract disciples. Moreover, examined 
through the glasses of a rigorous criticism 
of style—she herself was a follower. In her 
works it is possible to point out the in
fluence of the École de Paris and emphasizing 
a name among several possibilities—that of 
István Szőnyi.

And yet this gently narrating world 
captivates and holds in its spell anyone who 
personally encounters it. At such a time one 
forgets the passing of time or fatigue, and 
surrenders oneself to the tale, to Marianne 
Dér’s pictures. And although one knows the 
“antecedents" and also surmises the “de
scendants”—yet one is willing to observe 
them, because one understands, or at least 
senses, that these are tales. These are not 
“happenings”. Dér was a much better and 
more conscious painter than to have under
taken something of that sort! Tales, in the 
sense that they elaborate on tradition, and 
they interpret, then fit in their own world 
according to their own laws. We move on 
from them, just as from the tales: uplifted 
and purified, we do because we felt in them 
the mission and the deed. The more remote 
meaning of action that resolves loneliness, 
and a common experience. Which does not

196

mean the community of the vision, of course, 
but more: the experience of emotion.

$

If Marianne Dér’s art was soft, mediating 
lyricism itself, the artist of the next exhibi
tion, Adalbert B. Riez, gripped us all in the 
tiny basement gallery of the Budapest 
district of Ferencváros with its intensity. 
His pictures virtually struck one at first 
sight. Everything in them was heightened. 
The reds burned with a roar, and beside them 
was arrayed a shrill spectrum, all in severe 
order.

Nevertheless, there is no contradiction 
whatever between the two. As soon as one 
grows accustomed to the colour intensity of 
the pictures, which are obviously inspired by 
the Mediterranean—the artist lives on the 
Cote d’Azur—one has to realize that this 
strident cavalcade “whirls” in a very con
sciously constructed order, amidst a strict 
framework. And yet Béla Riez’s paintings 
are spontaneous and not the least bit 
speculative. Partly owing to their material: 
Riez works with aniline paints dissolved in 
acetone, or alcohol, hardened with varnishes, 
which dry very rapidly, and which shine like 
lacquer when dry. There is simply no time 
for him to meditate, or “mature” his work: 
the picture obtains its order inspired by the 
moment in the minutes of its birth. But not 
an order conceived in a moment. Riez—I did 
not stress the order of his pictures or the 
severe framework of his construction for 
nothing—does not leave anything to chance. 
He knows exactly what he wants, and that 
is what he gets. This is the reason his works 
are more that just strident, just captivating, 
just stunning. This is why they are good.

G y ö r g y  H o r v á t h



R U S K I N ,  M O R R I S ,  C R A N E  
A N D  T H E  D I S C O V E R Y  OF  H U N G A R I A N  

P E A S A N T  ART

Peasant art was discovered comparatively 
late, later than folk-song and other aspects 
studied by ethnographers in Europe. Inter
est in folk-art ran parallel to that in the 
applied arts, the revival of arts and crafts 
and the beginnings of modern art. The Pre- 
Raphaelites, Ruskin and their followers, as 
well as their work, are far from unknown, 
few are however aware of their involvement 
in the “discovery” of Eastern European folk- 
art. Two phases can be distinguished in 
Hungary. In the first Western ideas reaching 
the country in various ways mingled with 
related local developments, in the second 
—after the turn of the century—Hungarian 
artists discovered English ideas on art and 
direct contacts were established with English 
artists.

This whole process was extremely com
plex. I shall, in what follows, endeavour to 
tie up the various threads.

The Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851 
is considered as a starting-point in the his
tory of modern applied arts, it led to 
museums being founded all over Europe and, 
in connection with these, colleges of the ap
plied arts as well. It was only natural that 
this movement started in the most highly 
developed industrial country. What English 
scholars found out was that, before the In
dustrial Revolution, industry was not sepa
rated from art; craftsmen were also de
signers ; artists and craftsmen were identical. 
The industrial revolution broke production 
up into phases, it separated designers and 
producers, manufacture and art drifted 
apart, and what was a natural whole before, 
had to be artificially united again. Before the 
Industrial Revolution it was taken for granted

Text of an address delivered at the City Gallery, 
Manchester on xo. 10. 1973 in conjunction with 
an exhibition of Art Nouveau.

that sound craftsmanship should produce 
a beautiful piece—then the concept of "art 
in industry” had to be introduced. The guilds 
had provided for “in service” training 
through apprenticeship and the system of 
journeymen, then trade schools had to be 
founded and colleges of applied art, and 
along with them, museums as a basis for 
teaching material. Artists sought for beauty 
in past styles and turned to one period after 
another in succession. This was the general 
picture and within it peasant art was first 
taken note of at the 1868 Paris Exhibition. 
The initiative came from ethnography. The 
aim of the exhibition was not art, but—as 
we should call it today—cultural anthropolo
gy, yet the Ethnographic Section proved to 
be most successful among artists.

European ethnography is somewhat older 
than the process sketched above. Political 
economy as studied in the eighteenth cen
tury required the description of various 
tribes and nations, that is the population of 
various states. This included their physical 
appearance and apparel. This is why de
scriptions of peasant and other localized 
wearing apparel antedate those of other folk- 
art products such as peasant houses, em
broidery, pottery, etc. by some considerable 
time. Such studies prompted the organizers 
of the 1868 Paris Exhibition to include 
a section where the costumes of various 
nations could be displayed.

The display of costumes and other textiles 
of a folk-art nature was welcomed not so 
much by scholars, as by artists, who— 
having accepted the validity of Ruskin’s and 
the Pre-Raphaelites’ criticism of the ugliness 
of industrial products—greeted the so far 
neglected peasant wear, with its handmade 
textiles and 'embroideries, as a novel style of 
art. Ruskin notoriously encouraged all kinds of
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crafts, and William Morris devoted his life to 
their cultivating the hand-made furniture, 
pottery, stained glass, textiles and wall
paper. Ruskin, writing about hand-loom 
weaving, mentioned that the dyes he used 
were made according to a recipe already 
known to the ancient Hebrews.

«

The success of the 1868 Paris Exhibition 
induced Jacob Falke to organize a similar 
section at the 1873 Vienna Exhibition, that 
is a “Section on National Home Industry”. 
Six years after the Austro-Hungarian Aus
gleich it was natural that Hungary should also 
exhibit the handicrafts of her inhabitants, of 
Hungarians as well as of the many national 
minorities living in Hungary. Two scholars 
were commissioned to make preparations 
and gather specimens all over the country: 
Flóris Rómer, the archaeologist, and János 
Xántus, who had just returned from the Far 
East with a large number of ethnographic 
objects. W ith the appointment of these two 
to the Hungarian National Museum in 
1872, the history of the Ethnographical Col
lection, the forerunner of the present 
Ethnographical Museum, began. Not only 
were handicrafts exhibited at the 1873 
Vienna Exhibition, but complete peasant 
homes were erected as well, including 
a Székely* house. The 1873 Vienna Exhibi
tion was very likely the first open-air exhibi
tion of peasant buildings.

News of the success of the “Section on 
National Home Industry” reached other 
countries as well. The exhibited textiles 
inspired the Scandinavian countries to or
ganize their own arts and crafts. Organized 
handicrafts in Sweden led to the Skansen 
movement, which, in turn, had considerable 
influence on other countries, including Hun- 
gary.

Success in Vienna encouraged similar ex
hibitions or similar sections within larger

* The Székely are Hungarians who live in 
Eastern Transylvania.
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exhibitions in Hungary. Simultaneously re
search into Hungarian folk-art—began by 
the two founders of the Ethnographical Col
lection—continued. In Hungary the prob
lems of national culture had been linked with 
the fight for national independence for many 
decades. The fight for the survival of the 
nation’s language and literature and a na
tional art were connected endeavours to main
tain national costume and national dances. 
The problem of a “national style” now arose 
partly of necessity as industry grew, partly 
in connection with the vogue for handi
crafts. Ruskin and William Morris had 
praised the beauty of hand-made objects in 
opposition to the hideousness of factory- 
made goods—here in Eastern Europe the still 
living art of the peasants produced hand
made goods, artifacts with the aesthetic ap
peal Western European artists were seeking. 
At the same time the social position of the 
East European peasants and the difficulties 
in agriculture following the liberation of the 
serfs made it necessary to find other means 
of livelihood for the impoverished rural 
population. Thus folk-art as such was given 
an impetus as well as research into the sub
ject.

The problem of national culture was high
lighted in Transylvania where many nations 
lived together and inspired each other, and 
where the continuation of traditions was 
favoured by the history of the country. In 
Transylvania, in particular, in the land of the 
Székely, and as part of the work of the 
Székely Museums, József Huszka, an art 
teacher and a native of the Great Hungarian 
Plain, where skills in frieze sheepskin em
broidery were at their peak, became aware of 
the beauty of local art and set out to docu
ment it with the utmost diligence. His 
principal aim was to collect sufficient mate
rial to be able to establish the nature of the 
ancient Hungarian style and whether it could 
be continued in modern industry and art.

His book “Hungarian Style” (followed 
by others) appeared in 1885, a year of great 
significance in the history of Hungarian
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ethnography and folk-art. At a National 
Exhibition in Budapest in 1885 a Section 
for Home Industry was set up with fifteen 
fully furnished peasant rooms, including life- 
size dolls dressed in national costume. This 
exhibition caused a sensation. “Hungary 
discovered itself” wrote a contemporary 
critic. This success led to a question being 
asked in Parliament by the prominent Hun
garian scholar Ottó Herman, suggesting that 
the 1896 Millenary Exhibition, celebrating 
a thousand years of Hungarian statehood in 
their present area of settlement, should in
clude an ethnographical village, and this 
village should be the foundation of a future 
Ethnographical Museum. The success of the 
1885 National Exhibition resulted in the 
establishment of the Ethnographical Society 
in 1889, and its journal, Ethnographia, in 
1890, both of which survive to this day.

One of the most admired rooms in the 
1885 National Exhibition was the Kalota
szeg room arranged by Mrs Gyarmathy who 
lived in Bánffyhunyad, the urban centre of 
these villages. She was the first to organize 
embroidery in villages, thus Kalotaszeg em
broidery became the first Hungarian handi
craft to become well-known outside Hun
gary. The villages of Kalotaszeg, set amidst 
the mountains of the western border of 
Transylvania, boasted of uniquely beautiful 
buildings and costumes. The people who 
lived there and the objects they produced 
remained a source of inspiration for ethnog
raphers and artists to this day. For many 
years artists made what amounted to secular 
pilgrimages to the villages of Kalotaszeg.

*

After the National Exhibition of 1885 
the problem of a Hungarian “national style” 
became more acute. An official enquire was 
held. The man who devoted himself to these 
ideals was an architect: Ödön Lechner who, 
returning from Paris in 1879, began to design 
in a national style making use of pattern- 
books containing motifs o f Hungarian folk-

art. The first building by Lechner in the 
“national style” was the town hall of Kecs
kemét finished in 1889 and the most signifi
cant Lechner building is the Budapest 
Museum of Arts and Crafts finished in 1896.

The consensus at the time, following 
Huszka’s views, was that the Hungarians, 
having been a nation of nomands, could not 
have had an architecture of their own, but 
did have a national style of decoration, and 
ornamental motifs of their own. Therefore 
the structure of architecture could not be 
Hungarian in style—it possibly might be 
oriental—but decorative elements could be 
Hungarian, as found on the embroidery of 
frieze-coats, etc. Lechner stressed the fact 
that Hungary being a country poor in stone 
and marble, glazed tiles could be used as 
building material. In the Museum of Arts 
and Crafts he used a special kind of weather
proof glazed tile, specially developed by the 
Zsolnay works for the purpose, known as 
“pyrogranite”. They were even used in the 
roof. The result—a unique building—was 
not received with unanimous approval. 
“Built by a potter” some said—and the 
building has been criticized and praised in 
turn ever since.

It must be stressed that all these endeav
ours in Hungary towards a national style and 
towards handicrafts had no contact with the 
English Aesthetic Movement. Ruskin and 
Morris were not known in Hungary at the 
time. And though Lechner’s buildings have 
some affinity with Art Nouveau they were 
built before that style established itself and 
should be regarded as fairly independent en
deavours.

The 1896 Millenary Exhibition was the 
completion of Hungarian historical style. 
The ethnographical village with its twenty- 
five buildings, with complete houses and 
farmsteads, was produced practically single- 
handed by a tireless young ethnographer, 
János Jankó. The village was demolished 
straight after the exhibition, as was the gen
eral custom at the time.

It is most remarkable that after the
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demolition of the 1896 Exhibition and the 
destruction of the Ethnographical Village, 
Art Nouveau poured into Hungary like a 
flood and young Hungarian artists discovered 
folk-art as if  nobody had ever heard about it 
earlier. This was largely due to the ideals 
of English art which finally reached Hun
gary. A visit by Walter Crane was not un
connected with this fact.

It was the friendship of a few English 
artists with influential Hungarians that 
paved the way of the Aesthetic Movement 
and the Arts and Crafts Movement. I t is in
teresting to note that these friendships were 
made in Paris, a city Hungarian artists felt 
attracted by. The painter Rippl-Rónai was 
one of the first to understand the importance 
of handicraft and the unity of grand art and 
minor art. In Paris he got to know the 
Scotch painter J. P. Knowles and went on to 
design furniture and pottery, embroidery and 
tapestries himself. Rippl-Rónai’s works, 
though modem, were not in the “national 
style”.

In 1900 Walter Crane came to Hungary. 
Though he had had an exhibition in Vienna 
and in Budapest already in 1895 that exhibi
tion did not create a great stir, as the exhibi
tion in 1900 certainly did.* Crane was also 
taken to Kalotaszeg, and he spent a few 
joyful hours there as the guest of Mrs Gyar- 
mathy.

Aladár Kriesch was the artist with the 
greatest influence at that time, who has been 
termed the Hungarian Ruskin and the Hun
garian Morris. He later added the name of 
one of the most beautiful villages of Kalota
szeg, Körösfő, to his own. Kalotaszeg re
mained a constant source of inspiration to 
the artists of this period.

P. Tudor Hart, an English artist, intro
duced Kriesch to the ideas of Ruskin and 
Morris. The two met in Paris in 1896 and 
Hart visited Kriesch in Hungary in 1898. 
They went on a trip to Transylvania to

* On Crane’s journey see István Gál’s "Walter 
Crane in Hungary” in No. 19 of The New Hun
garian Quarterly.

gether which proved an experience for both. 
In his house in Gödöllő, not far from Buda
pest, Aladár Körösfői-Kriesch, with family 
and friends, founded a workshop which may 
be compared to Morris’s firm. Painting and 
sculpture, stained windows and leatherwork, 
furniture and woodwork were made and the 
Gödöllő Studio became known for its 
tapestries and rugs. Sándor Nagy, Árpád 
Juhász, Mariska Undi and István Zichy were 
some of the artists. Their endeavours were 
officially supported. The man in charge of the 
Art Section of the Ministry of Education, 
Elek Lippich, who later added the name of 
a Székely village famous for its pottery to 
his own, becoming Koronghi-Lippich, was 
one of the friends of the Gödöllő Studio. 
Official support helped an enormous enter
prise : the collection of folk-art by artists and 
art students all over the country, published 
in a series edited by a journalist, Dezső 
Malonyay. The periodical Magyar Ipar
művészet (Hungarian Applied Art) was full of 
their drawings. Körösfői-Kriesch and Ko
ronghi-Lippich published “Conversation 
about Art and Kalotaszeg—What Does Kalo
taszeg Art Mean to Us” in 1903 as an intro
duction to the volumes on folk-art. The first 
of the series A magyar nép művészete (The Art 
of the Hungarian People), a volume on 
Kalotaszeg, appeared in 1907 to be followed 
by four volumes.

$

The discovery of Hungarian folk-art can
not be separated from the ideas of English 
artists. In 1904 Körösfői-Kriesch published 
a small book, Ruskinről és az_ angol praerafaeli- 
tikrái (On Ruskin and the English Pre- 
Raphaelites). This book consists of four 
chapters, on Ruskin, on the Pre-Raphaelites, 
on Morris and on Crane. It is worth quoting 
Kriesch’s words introducing Ruskin: 
"Ruskin proclaimed the undeniable value of 
human labour at a time when factory in
dustry began to turn human beings into 
machines in England”—“The rich not only
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withdraw the daily bread from the poor, but 
withdraw knowledge and morality”—“Rus- 
kin and the Pre-Raphaelites. . .  gave art 
back to life and broadened out its scope into 
every direction. . .  Ruskin made the organic 
united whole evident and set the foundation 
of a new era in a r t ”

Aladár Kriesch drew other conclusions as 
well from the work of English authors and 
artists, which called attention to Hungarian 
folk-art. Kriesch pointed to the way in 
which the English art movements turned 
against industrialism, not only because it 
produced social unjustice, but also because 
it destroyed art and made life desolate.

In word and action Körösfői-Kriesch con
tinued the ideas of English thinkers by en
couraging young artists to appreciate folk- 
art, the art of the Hungarian people. “What 
is the reason that we are beginning to ap
preciate, admire and love folk-art so highly? 
—Two things give folk-art its special value 
and make it precious. One, that it is the 
most harmonious, most pure type of certain 
aesthetic principles. Second, that in its es
sence, its very backbone it is distinctively 
national, carrying the flavour of the race.— 
To the first we cling so desperately because 
the most modem social changes have 
deprived our life of the validity of vital 
artistic laws, whilst true folk-art is the 
simple and pure result of these artistic laws 
of life, and a vivid witness of their presence.” 
The artistic principles of which folk-art is 
an example are: identity with surrounding 
life itself, accompanied by loyalty to the 
material and elegant decoration.

When The Studio initiated a series of 
volumes on peasant art, edited by Charles 
Holme, the second volume dealt with 
“Peasant Art in Austria and Hungary” and 
Aladár Kriesch was asked to write the text 
for “Peasant Art in Hungary”. The volume 
appeared in 19XI, and was the first sum
mary of the subject even preceding Hun
garian publications. Thus not only were 
Hungarian artists responsive to English 
ideas, but English artists were also inter

ested in Hungarian peasant art. Modern art 
and folk-art were inseparable at the time.

$

In the years between 1900 and 1910 many 
a young Hungarian artist collected peasant 
art. Young architects turned towards rural 
architecture and interiors: Ede Toroczkai- 
Wigand, Pál Horti (later successful in 
America), Béla Lajta, Lajos Kozma, Dénes 
Györgyi and most important of all: Károly 
Kos. The Transylvanian Kós and his friends 
set out to discover the beauties of their 
country and especially the Kalotaszeg vil
lages in 1907. The difference between their 
attitude towards architecture and that of an 
earlier generation—Ödön Lechner and his 
followers—lies not only in the fact that they 
themselves went to the villages discovering 
rural architecture for themselves, but mainly 
that—unlike Lechner, who did not believe 
in national traits within Hungarian architec
tural construction, only in ornamentation 
—the young architects looked for character
istics of architectural construction and based 
their designs on such research. Kós and his 
circle may be regarded as followers of the 
English movement with Morris and Bailie 
Scott adapting traditions to suit a modern 
way of life.

Kós is an artist and writer, not only an 
architect. Architecture, applied art, graphic 
art and typography, the life of the people, 
their architecture and their history are in
tertwined in his work.

Lechner was typical of the period before 
the turn of the century, Kós of that after it. 
The first still belonged to the style of histor- 
ism and endeavoured to us folk-art as an 
ornamentation, the second phase looked for 
the inner construction of peasant art. Whilst 
Lechner had no personal experience of folk- 
art, and only knew it from pattern-books, 
Kós and the other young twentieth-century 
architects went to the villages themselves. 
A periodical A H i^  (The House) started 
publication in 1908. Kós wrote a study of
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ethnographical value about the architecture 
of Transylvania and about his own profession 
of faith, “his own world”. He summed up 
the results of his historical studies and his 
artistic principles: “The constructive art of 
the Hungarians is the direct continuation of 
medieval art, and the basis of national art 
can only be folk-art.”

Hungary’s successes at the big exhibi
tions of the period prove that the artists of 
the time were able to fulfil their aim. Hun
garian modern applied art was of a high 
standard and had a distinctive individual 
flavour of its own deriving from the direct 
inspiration of peasant art. Hungarian suc
cesses were achieved at the art exhibitions of 
Turin (1902), St Louis (1904) and especially 
in Milan (1906), where, however, un
fortunately, the Hungarian pavilion was 
devoured by flames. The tapestries and rugs 
of the Gödöllő Studio, the furniture of 
Toroczkai-Wigand, Lajos Kozma and Pál 
Horti, and the pottery of the Zsolnay works 
all added to the success. Hungarian style 
pottery of the Zsolnay works was already in 
production in the 1880s.

Unfortunately professional ethnographers 
who had played such an important role at 
the start of the whole process were not able 
to participate in the artistic success. After 
the 1896 exhibition was demolished, eth
nographers expressed a need for an open-air 
ethnographical exhibition. János Jankó, who 
had worked so tirelessly, died in 1902 in his 
prime. The Museum of Arts and Crafts was 
given a huge building in 1896, but the 
Museum of Ethnography survived in tem
porary premises ever since its foundation. It 
is hard to understand that the enormous 
financial support which was given to research 
into folk-art was hardly made use of by 
professional ethnographers. Yet, in spite of 
all these limited opportunities, the study of 
folk-art continued as part of a professional 
discipline, and the number of articles on

folk-art increased in ethnographical periodi
cals as well. The curators of the museum 
continued the collection of specimens even 
after the vogue for folk-art had passed.

The vogue for peasant art came to an end 
for a number of reasons. The support of 
home industries soon showed its drawbacks: 
when rural art became commercialized, it 
lost its artistic value, whilst objects made 
for own use continued to be beautiful, ob
jects made for sale were no longer so. The 
end came with a change in style after 1910: 
Neo-Biedermeier.

The English Aesthetic Movement and 
Art Nouveau, though having their limits, 
were basically progressive movements. The 
desire to make the whole of life more beauti
ful for art to become part of the everyday life 
of all classes, and social efforts deriving from 
these principles as well as harmony with folk- 
art are all progressive features. Art Nouveau 
was the style of the progressive intelligentsia, 
but already in the 1910s a completely reac
tionary tendency could be observed, that is 
Neo-Biedermeier. The social orientation of 
these two styles was contradictory; Neo- 
Biedermeier was patronized by the wealthy 
who were brought up in historic homes and 
by the bourgeoisie attempting to imitate 
their way of life. This social tendency was 
clearly analysed in an article by Körösfői- 
Kriesch in 1914.

The First World War meant a complete 
end of the period and its art. In 1922 even 
the members of the Gödöllő Studio con
sidered their former aims completely hope
less. In an address at the graveside of 
Körösfői-Kriesch a friend said: “At that time 
he still believed that the old garden might 
be revived through the flowers of peasant 
art. However, the process of historical de
velopment did not will so. . .  ”

$

Now, when after the lapse of half a cen
tury Art Nouveau is not regarded with 
aversion any more, when the beginnings of
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modem art are again appreciated, when a new 
generation tends to believe that it is they 
who have discovered the link between every
day life and art, function and object, work 
and creative activity, when the boundary 
between professional artists and those using 
their leisure can hardly be discerned, the 
time has come to recall the ideas of the turn 
of the century. Ideas which arose in the most

highly industrialized country where peasant 
art in the old sense hardly existed any more. 
These ideas spread from there to the less in
dustrialized Eastern European countries 
where the masses of peasants still had an 
awareness of old traditions and crafts. The 
bridge between the artists of England and 
Hungary had a far from small role in the 
further development of modern art.

M á r ia  K r e s z



THEATRE

W E E K S  OF  P L E N T Y
Miklós Hubay: Theatre on a Whale’s Back—Károly Szakonyi: Wig from Hong 
Kong—Magda Szabó: Cry, O City! — William Shakespeare: Troilus and

Cressida; Othello

There is a time of the year, the Budapest 
Festival in the autumn, when each art wants 
to show what it can do. It is fortunate that 
this year, among the two hundred presenta
tions offered during the month and a bit the 
festival lasted (September 24 to October 26), 
the theatre was able to appear as an equal.

The series of presentations was opened 
by the Budapest National Theatre with 
Miklós Hubay’s Theatre on a Whale's Back. 
It has often been said about Hubay that he 
is the Hungarian playwright par excellence, 
the only one who can breathe only in this 
medium. It has also been said about him 
that, in addition to being an experienced 
craftsman, he is a superior, modem mind, 
without equal amongst Hungarian play
wrights as regards erudition, or doing his 
homework. And yet it seems that he can 
approach perfection only in his one-act plays. 
Full length ones appear to falter somewhere 
in the middle and go off course, as if  he 
could not fully grasp them intellectually. It 
is uncertain whether in this case criticism 
proved constructive or the old rule of a 
dramatists’ late maturing proved true once 
again, but suffice it to say that Hubay’s* 
most beautiful and harmonious work so far 
is an important new dramatic piece which 
set a high standard for the festival weeks, as 
well as for the 1973/74 season of the Hun
garian theatre.

* See plays by Hubay in Nos. 4, 14, 27 and 
30 of The N.H.Q.

It is said that Hubay has been thinking 
about the theme for ten years or more. The 
original inspiration was provided by the 
sixteenth century fragment Comoedia Balassi 
Menyhárt áruitatásáról (Comedy on Menyhárt 
Balassi’s Betrayal). The author of the frag
ment disputed with nationally known 
persons in particular with the nobleman 
named in the title, a renegade who was 
a rare, classically perfect example of un
principled treachery. He expresses, as do the 
contemporary Shakespeare’s mean nobles an 
entire era in decline, devoid of a stable value 
system. Hence the bizarre, but extremely 
descriptive title. This is the sinking, un
stable Hungary of the sixteenth century. 
A theatre could develop like an unexpected 
and touching miracle on the back of a 
“whale,” and it managed to survive on the 
slippery and dangerous soil of the period. 
The theatre in the age of Balassi and his kind 
was, it must be said, a relentlessly staunch 
and honest theatre.

The “hero” of Hubay’s play is the 
hitherto unperformed drama fragment. In 
his own well-chosen words: “It is said that 
a man who freezes to death can be brought 
back to life by the warmth of a living body. 
Perhaps I shall be successful in warming up 
a hibernating play with another, new, vital 
one.”

To all appearances he was successful, and 
precisely because his virtuosity as a play
wright was also joined by a gentle, emotional
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commitment, which has only rarely been 
noticed in his earlier work. Hubay accepts 
the hypothesis as fact that the author of the 
fragment was the protestant preacher and 
learned humanist Péter Bornemisza, the 
author of the now classic Hungarian version 
of F.lektra. Hubay made him the chief char
acter of the play. He fashioned a fascinating 
person, wise and daft, reckless and gutless, 
up to all sorts of tricks but firm in his 
principles. He is a dyed in the wool writer 
and comedian, but nevertheless is forced to 
become a politician in presenting his ideals 
to the public. The first part, which is wholly 
of Hubay’s invention, presents the players 
of the fragment in their confrontation with 
Bornemissza. These players include Balassi, 
Miklós Oláh, the Prince Primate of Eszter
gom, a humanist historian and scholar of 
considerable importance, who corresponded 
with Erasmus of Rotterdam, a wise man and 
a cynic. In the second part, the fragment is 
performed as a play within the play. Bor
nemisza and his strolling players act it out 
in front of the characters, in front of Balassi 
himself, and also in the presence of János 
Zsigmond, Prince of Transylvania, who had 
himself been several times betrayed by 
Balassi. The stakes are life and death. If the 
play cannot convince the Prince of Balassi’s 
treachery—he wants to reenter the ruler’s 
service—the players’ heads will roll. If they 
are successful in unmasking the renagade, it 
is he who will lose his life. The ending 
somewhat twists the situation. Balassi’s son 
Boldizsár is willing to die in his father’s 
stead. His father’s crimes so disgust him that 
he plays him in the play within the play, 
but he is nevertheless unable to witness his 
destruction. The broken father is pardoned 
by the Prince. But Bornemisza has achieved 
his aim; he defeated his opponent in the 
political arena.

If all this seems to be a tour de force, 
a mere intellectual exercise, let me hasten 
to add that the complicated plot and baroque 
dialogue is filled with honest feeling. Hubay 
understands Balassi and allows him to state

his case in spite of the one dimensional moral 
point of view of the fragment. After the 
Battle of Mohács in 1526, Hungary was 
divided into three parts. Tom between the 
Turkish Sultan, the Hapsburg King and the 
Prince of Transylvania, it could at times 
enjoy tactical benefits from treachery, which 
thus became justified in some ways, in addi
tion to being defensible subjectively. The 
shifting back and forth between the opposing 
three powers could neutralize one or the 
other and thus lessen the ever increasing 
pressure on the country. This applied only 
to the ruling classes; the fate of the people 
did not concern the power struggle. But 
a country cannot be supported indefinitely 
by treachery and manoeuvring. Bornemisza 
represents, both as a public individual and 
a playwright, the only justifiable attitude, 
the unswerving humanist democracy that 
never loses sight of the common good.

Hubay’s new play is, because of the 
nature of the subject, probably as unex
portable as for example John Arden’s The 
Island of the Mighty. It has much in common 
with Arden’s play about King Arthur, such 
as for example the importance of the poet’s 
role. But nevertheless the National Theatre’s 
Production could be of some interest abroad 
as well. This is due in no small part to 
Tamás Major’s direction which makes the 
content, although dressed in historical Hun
garian costumes, universal and relevant to the 
present.

During the second half of October, 
theatre companies from a number of 
provincial cities appeared in Budapest for 
one night each. The series included four 
Hungarian first nights. Among them two 
were of some weight, both as regards their 
text as well as their performance.

The Miskolc National Theatre performed 
Károly Szakonyi’s new “irregular comedy,” 
Wig from Hong Kong. The title refers to a new 
Hungarian status symbol, a hairpiece im
ported from Hong Kong, which is de rigeur 
for any proper lady or, more precisely, it 
must be part of the list of acquisitions of any
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husband who has reached a certain level in 
society. This already makes it evident what 
Szakonyi is after. He wanted to write about 
leaders who rose from the people but, 
forgetting the class that produced them, at
tempt to lord it over them in their new 
office. Szakonyi does not doubt that his chief 
character, Béni Sas, the manager of a large 
enterprise, deserves his appointment. He 
does not question his ability, hard work, or 
eagerness. But he does say that there is a con
tradiction in the making. The leader who 
divorces himself in his life style, value sys
tem and habits from the people whence he 
came, and whom he is supposed to serve, 
can no longer properly carry out his job.

The critics have analyzed the main flaws 
of this satire at length. Everything in the 
plot is expressed within the framework of 
a banal, sometimes dissonantly melodramatic, 
love triangle. But the problem is not that 
Béni Sas has a mistress, and not only a wife 
who has been faithful to him for decades. 
Béni is not merely looking for a new adven
ture. This affair is not a physical necessity 
for him. Keeping a mistress is a status symbol, 
fashionable behaviour, just like his wife’s 
wig, or their holiday home. Szakonyi also 
shows his powers when he presents Béni 
Sas, with a woman who went to school with 
his wife, and not trying to make a chit of 
a girl to whom he wouldn’t even dare to 
make a pass.

All he is looking for is the kind of ex
perience to which he is already accustomed. 
The trouble begins when Szakonyi strays 
from this well constructed path. He endows 
the two women, and especially the mistress, 
with the passions, injured pride and pathos 
of turn of the century drawing room 
comedies, and this with decreasing irony and 
increasing seriousness.

Two of the hands on the open stage 
before the performance suddenly emerge. 
They are played by actors. The younger one 
worked with Béni Sas, at a time when Sas 
himself was engaged in similar employment. 
By this right, the young stage hand addresses

him occasionally during scene shifts. He 
discusses the essence of these talks with his 
older stage hand colleague. Dining these 
debates they mercilessly uncover, in their 
unfettered, chatty conversation, the harm 
done by the attitude of people like Béni Sas. 
These witty interludes, which make im
portant performers out of figures normally 
assigned only a narrative function, deserve 
a plot of greater weight. But they do show 
a positive development of Szakonyi’s writing 
skills, and promise further important work.

The other noteworthy new piece was 
presented by the Csokonai Theatre of Deb
recen. Magda Szabó*, who wrote Cry, 
O City!, is well known for her novels. She 
also ventures occasionally into the realm of 
the theatre. She dedicated this play to the 
town of her birth, Debrecen. The real hero 
of the play is this Eastern Hungarian town, 
with its clear, old Calvinist traditions, 
puritanism and stubborn principles. The 
time is a few decades later than in Hubay’s 
play, but the essence is the same. Magda 
Szabó places her well constructed piece in 
the stifling situation of 1604 created by the 
division of Hungary into three parts. The 
play has the excitement of a detective story. 
Its plot, valid both as a sociological and 
psychological study, is carefully documented. 
It can be roughly summarized by the ques
tion : was Gáspár Borzán killed by his friends 
or enemies? Borzán, who is at the centre of 
the play although he never appears on stage, 
is a young town councillor of Debrecen, the 
prospective son-in-law of the mayor. The 
mayor’s daughter has been looking fonvard 
to the marriage for some years, but it has had 
to be postponed repeatedly because of the 
catastrophes that struck the tow’n. Now, with 
a final date set, the town is again gripped in a 
vice; situated right at the centre of the Great 
Hungarian Plain, protected only by walls, 
preserving some measure of independence 
by paying tribute to three overlords. The 
mercenaries of the Hapsburg King demand

* See Magda Szabó’s short story “The Poles” 
in No. 2 of The N.H.Q.
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food and money, otherwise they threaten 
to set fire to the town and execute their 
hostage, Borzán. The mayor is once again 
forced to deprive the town’s folk of the 
little it had managed to store away. Just as 
he is certain of being able to save Borzán, 
the approaching victorious army of the 
Transylvanian Prince captures the convoy 
ready to deliver the ransom to the Hapsburg 
army. This means the death of Gáspár Bor
zán and it signifies family and personal 
tragedy for the mayor.

In contrast to Hubay’s freer and more 
open drama in which a multitude of threads 
connect with the present, our own sensi
bilities and concerns, Magda Szabó’s play 
is an historical drama, closed, rigid and 
dense, which illustrates how morality that 
has rigidified into dogma turns into im
morality. Having compared Hubay’s play to 
John Arden’s, the parallel of Robert Bolt’s 
historical plays springs to mind in connexion 
with Magda Szabó’s.

The József Katona Theatre of Kecskemet 
performed Troilus and Cressida, directed by 
József Ruszt. Ruszt, who is known as the 
Hungarian pioneer of the theatre of cruelty, 
found the most adequate vehicle for his style 
in this Shakespeare play, which has been 
previously performed in Hungary on three 
occasions only. The sets costumes and staging 
are a deliberate mixture of the archaic and 
the ultra-modern. The production paints 
a hopelessly bitter picture. It is a world in 
which all human values and communication 
have become impossible, because society 
functions only through hollow gestures and 
dull routine. For most of its players a unify
ing moral basis has long ago vanished. The 
effeminate and totally harmless Patroclus 
is stabbed from behind while doing his house 
work and Achilles, lifts his heroic arm only 
to signal to the killers hired to slay Hector. 
Patroclus and Achilles are merely the mirror 
images of each other in the process of tragi
comic absurd dehumanization.

The festival also saw the first night in 
Budapest of a new Othello production. This

is certainly to be considered the best Hun
garian Shakespeare since the extremely suc
cessful Hamlet of 1962. The Madách 
Theatre is responsible for both. The heading 
of one of the reviews was “Iago, our con
temporary”. This is the substance of Ottó 
Ádám’s direction, Ferenc Bessenyei, who 
played Othello in the National Theatre’s 
1954 production did so once again. The 
Iago was new, a surprising choice at first glance, 
Péter Huszti, the leading talent of the 
younger generation of actors. The handsome, 
twenty-nine year old young man has so far 
played mainly sympathetic or even heroic 
roles. He created a sensation in this produc
tion. He is the chief motivating force in this 
play, in which Othello is merely the number 
one puppet. He is, of course, personally in
volved; there is the insult suffered as a 
soldier and, supposedly, as a husband. But 
what is most apparent is his awareness of 
life. He feels ill at ease in a world in which 
he is condemned to a subordinate role, al
though he thinks of himself as more clever 
than the rest. He is angry at a world which, 
with its false value system, cuts him off from 
a career worthy of him. But fortunately the 
world is so unorganized and simplistic— 
that it opens its tender spots to him of its 
own accord. Huszti’s Iago lives his entire 
life in front of the audience. He watches, 
observes, and then reacts quickly, first in 
thought, which he expresses either in speech 
or with action and dynamic facial move
ments, and then in deed. The details of the 
complete plan of revenge are born and fitted 
together in front of our eyes. After ob
taining their kerchief, Iagos usually tell their 
Emilias “Go, leave me” with indifferent 
predictability. But Huszti first embraces his 
wife, who is already too susceptible to him, 
with calculated passion. He quotes the line 
to her in a hoarse whisper, as if he were 
prepared to drag her down the open stage if 
she were to linger. Most characteristic is his 
role as silent observer of a dialogue. He leans 
against a post at the side of the stage, 
meditating, like a Hamlet turning his
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unique intelligence to grotesque goals. The 
new Hungarian Hamlet has matured in 
Huszti.

The production points out the peculiari
ties of this revenge extremely well. Its chief 
victim is an innocent, pure man, who is as 
excluded from the existing society as Iago 
himself. Bessenyei again turns in a grand 
characterization, enriching his role of twenty 
years ago with more mature subtleties. At 
the same time, there is strict coordination

between his and Huszti’s acting. Ottó 
Ádám this portrays the intertwining of their 
fates and the simultaneity of their fall by the 
symbol of the closing scene. Iago also falls 
on the bed where the bodies of Desdemona, 
Othello and Emilia lie. His face, turned 
toward the heavens, wears a mysterious ex
pression of satisfaction and victory, but 
also of deep, cosmic disappointment. The 
great deed has succeeded, but to what 
avail?

Ju d it  Sz á n t ó
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N E W  M U S I C  P U B L I C A T I O N S

JOSEPH HAYDN: 3 Divertimenti per 
Cembalo (Pianoforte) con due Violini 
e Violoncello. HOB. XIV: 4 ;HOB. XIV: 7; 
HOB. XIV: 9 Edited by László Kalmár. 
Parts for piano, two violins and ’cello 
EMB 1972 Z.6633-6634-6635. Editio 
Musica, Budapest.

The publication of Haydn’s lifework in 
all its entirety has only got under way in 
recent years. Indeed, to this day no com
plete scholarly edition exists, on the other 
hand modern editions are appearing virtually 
from day to day.

Haydn’s connections with Hungary are 
well known, as well as the fact that the 
National Széchényi Library’s collection in 
Budapest is rich in Haydn works. The 
Library’s Ms. Mus. I. Nr. 51, Nr. 146 
and Nr. 147 now formed the basis of an 
edition by László Kalmár of three Diverti
menti of enchanting beauty.

I have deliberately used the words “en
chanting beauty”, since these works reveal 
to us not the world of dramatic clashes, and 
tragic conflicts so typical of Haydn, but 
—true to their title—they only wish to 
entertain, players and listeners alike. W ith
out any conscious instructive purpose, these 
pieces have the effect of an introduction into 
the refined spirit and technique of chamber 
music playing, as preliminary studies for 
the performance of the great classical cham
ber works.

Active musicians at the intermediate or 
advanced stage—be they either professionals 
or amateurs—are perfectly aware that cham
ber music is a difficult genre. Many valuable 
piano pieces have been written “for be
ginners”, but few chamber works of similar 
worth and intention. An instrumental player 
can only acquaint himself with and enjoy 
the happiness of playing together when he is 
perfectly in command of his instrument in 
every respect. This represents a serious loss 
for amateurs.

These three Haydn pieces are easy and 
worthwhile music. Particularly the playing 
of the second violin part offers few technical 
problems—a violinist almost at the pre
liminary stage is able to manage—but the 
first violin part is also very easy. The ’cello 
serves almost exclusively to reinforce the 
left hand of the piano, it does not play an 
individual role, as it does in the well-known 
Haydn piano trios. The piano forms the 
backbone of the sound image but it does not 
even approach the technical level of the great 
Haydn sonatas.

Nevertheless, since they are the works of 
a great master, it is possible to give these 
pieces a dazzling virtuoso performance.

JOHANN ADOLF HASSE: Concerto in Fa 
Maggiore per Flauto, Archi e Cembalo 
(Riduzione per flauto e pianoforte). Edited 
by Z. Jeney and J. P. Miller. Eulenburg 
General Music Series GM 81 EMB 1972

14
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Z.6237 Piano score: 19 pages; flute part: 
7 pages. Editio Musica, Budapest

The dates of birth and death of the com
poser (1699-1783) already afford a guide 
regarding his style and composing technique. 
We are here concerned with a transitional 
master, a double-visaged composer who, 
working between the baroque and the 
Viennese classical periods, built a bridge 
between the two. Whatever contradiction 
there might be, for example, between the 
works of Vivaldi and Haydn, still, these two 
worlds approach each other through some 
kind of deep, hidden road.

Perhaps it is just Hasse, a neglected 
master increasingly finding favour, who sub
stantiates this most clearly. As regards the 
form of his Flute Concerto—for example, 
alternation of the solo instrument and the 
orchestra—it is obviously baroque in spirit, 
but when we observe the airy, lightly con
structed orchestra we find in it almost no 
trace whatever of the “densely woven” ba
roque concerto. Indeed, the flute part itself 
approaches the linear contours of the Vien
nese classics in many respects. In each of its 
movements it is a simple, transparent work, 
within each movement—in baroque fashion— 
it follows monothematic construction, and 
we must also reckon as a baroque principle 
the fact that at the end of the third move
ment a two-bar “Adagio” of weighty char
acter leads to a “ Menuet” that closes the 
work.

It may naturally be performed as a bril
liant concert piece but, providing his tempi 
are more subdued, not even a student flautist 
will find any insoluble technical difficul
ties.

JOHANN JOACHIM QUANTA: Concerto in 
Sol Maggiore per Flauto, Archi e continuo. 
Arranged for flute and piano, provided with 
cadences and edited according to the original 
manuscript by Olivér Nagy. EMB 1969 
Z.5568 Piano score: 40 pages; flute part 
9 pages. Editio Musica, Budapest

Quantz (1697-1773), the court musician 
of Frederick II. of Prussia, is well enough 
known to flautists not to require introduction. 
His Flute Concerto in G Major is popular and 
frequently performed, hence a new edition 
offers no surprise.

But then why produce it? Considering 
that the piano score is not universally ac
cepted from the start. Many have attempted 
to reproduce the sound of the orchestra on 
a single piano—and Oliver Nagy’s assumes 
an eminent place among them. The editor is 
a professor at the Ferenc Liszt Academy of 
Music, a master of score reading, the author 
of the score-reading textbook which the 
Academy of Music has made compulsory, 
and a notable continuo player. His piano 
score is an excellent work. Moreover, he has 
provided his publication with splendid 
cadenzas which are written in keeping with 
the style of the times.

The other great problem is:
In their concerto works the old masters 

have, for the most part, left open sections 
where the orchestra remains silent, leaving 
the solo instrument on its own. In all likeli
hood contemporary performers improvised 
in those places. But we can hardly expect the 
performer of today to be at home in about 
a dozen musical styles with the certainty of 
a composer, therefore qualified composers 
write these cadenzas for them. Olivér Nagy’s 
edition contains tastefully constructed, con
cise, brief and yet spectacular, virtuoso 
cadenzas in the opening fast, and the second, 
slow movement, marked in each place with 
a fermata. Their foremost merit is their 
succinctness, which assumed form according 
to the desires of the contemporaneous 
theoreticians: their scope and material con
form strictly to the duration and material 
of the movements, they do not bore the 
listener with broken chords on end and other 
free runs, although they have no lack of 
virtuoso passages either. Flautists will ob
viously study Olivér Nagy’s cadenza sug
gestions with pleasure.
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JOHANN BAPTIST VANHAL: Concerto in 
Do Maggiore per Clarinetto e Orchestra. 
Edited by György Balassa and Melinda 
Berlisz (Riduzione per Clarinetto e Piano
forte). EMB 1972 Z.6879 Piano score: 
27 pages; clarinet part: 7 pages. Editio 
Musica, Budapest

The tragedy of the clarinet, this wind 
instrument of great beauty, is that it was 
invented at a relatively late date (in the early 
years of the eighteenth century) and almost 
half a century was needed for it to become 
widespread. There is very little baroque 
music in its literature, and Mozart was its 
first classical master. Before him the Mann
heim masters used it in their famous or
chestras and it was they who composed the 
first clarinet concertos.

Vanhal (1739-1813) kept his Clarinet 
Concerto in the style of the Viennese clas
sics. It would be an exaggeration to claim 
that he had written a masterpiece, but in 
view of the fact that the literature of this 
instrument does not abound in classical con

certo works this re-publication is fully 
justified.

A number of places in the piece refer to 
the already mentioned cadenzas—here the 
editor has provided showy and gratifying 
cadenzas of improvised spirit. Their special 
merit is that they go through the complete 
classical range of the clarinet, and with this 
they supplement the virtuoso possibilities of 
Vanhal’s work which is confined for the most 
part to the two-line octave.

In all likelihood the work was written for 
the little or not at all used clarinet in C— 
but the edition contains the concerto part 
transposed to the B flat clarinet in use today.

The slow movement is particularly signifi
cant.

Its style is reminiscent of Mozart’s: its 
broadly soaring melody is attended by the 
rich ornamentation of the solo instrument 
and an accompaniment of airily delicate 
texture underscores its beauty. This very 
same lightness and melodic richness charac
terizes the most striking closing movement 
as well.

A n d r á s  P e r n y e

M Y  ROAD T O  BARTÓK

In January 1973, I put the final touches 
to my Japanese translation of Bartók’s Col
lected Writings. Based on my translation and 
selection this bulky volume of 938 pages 
—including his most important writings— 
is due to be published this year by a music 
publisher in Tokyo. To my knowledge no 
book of this kind has ever been published 
and it is a source of great pride to me that, 
outside Bartók’s homeland, Japan is the first 
country to publish this important book. 
Making Japan acquainted with the work of 
Bartók and Kodály and with Hungarian 
musical art is a professional mission for me.

So I feel I have in a way completed one of 
my goals. Interest, understanding and feeling 
for the art of Bartók and Kodály is gradually 
increasing in Japan, and this trend, I be
lieve, will certainly be strengthened by the 
Japanese translation and publication of their 
literary works.

Looking back to the story of my life, if 
I want to clarify the significance of my stay 
in Hungary, I must emphasize the years 
I spent studying the essence of Bartók’s art. 
My experiences in Hungary were indeed 
essential for my true understanding of Bar
tók. Seven or eight years ago, when I still

14 '
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lived in Japan, it occurred to me that I should 
go to Hungary which might offer experience 
that could have a decisive influence on my 
life. I was guided to Hungary, to the home
land of Bartók, by this presentiment, and 
today I can say with certainty that my feeling 
was right.

I do not exactly remember the day when 
I first heard Bartók’s music, it could be some 
ten years ago. Previously I was mainly pre
occupied with dodecaphonic music under the 
influence of post-Debussy French music and 
of the masters of the Vienna School— 
Schönberg, Webern, Berg—-the composers 
fashionable in Japan at that time. I was al
ready trying to find my own musical means 
of expression and artistic idiom and the in
fluence of their music did not prove deci
sively significant in bringing about a change 
in my life.

I was disappointed because I yearned to 
compose music indescribable and inde
finable by words but that had a firm basis 
and could express the deep and honest world 
of an artist searching for the meaning of his 
existence—something I myself tried to find. 
The composers that had influenced me up to 
then had not been able to show me a de
finite road and would have meant a dead
lock for me. Today I especially think in such 
terms of the Vienna School which un
deniably contributed much in the technical 
field of composition but failed to offer me 
any new forms of expression, or new pos
sibilities, so it also failed to help me find 
my own substantial stability and meaning. 
The music of this school merely reflected the 
emotional world and the means of expression 
of the downfall of a decadent age, of the 
fin de siicle. In this music I found an emo
tional world primarily built on a creative 
mind and technical skill without inner con
viction. And in the lack of conviction only 
a shattered emotional effect, broken into 
small pieces, can be perceived in the per
sonality. So the music of the Vienna School 
—the whole of dodecaphonic music—re
mained alien to me. At that time, on quite

a few occasions, I took note of one or two 
pieces by Béla Bartók performed in concerts. 
While listening to his music I could feel the 
personality of a great artist expressing the 
essence of the universal problems of man
kind on the artistic level of a Bach or 
Beethoven. To realize that in our century 
—in this most contradictory century—there 
lived a genius, Béla Bartók, was an especially 
great discovery for me, since I had not earlier 
experienced any deep impressions com
parable to the effects evoked by listening to 
his music. Although I discovered Bartók’s 
greatness for myself I could not put my 
feelings into words. This music was—I can
not find a better way to say it—like a divine 
revelation. I am not arguing that I could 
instantly comprehend the essence of Bartók’s 
art, I simply felt that this artistic world was 
essentially different from the composers who 
had for so long influenced me. Human suf
fering, inherent in every creative man, is also 
crystallized in Bartók’s works. That was 
when I began to understand the idiom of his 
music and I felt that the emotional world 
of the people of Bartók’s homeland was con
genial to the Japanese. From the moment 
I first listened to this music I was greatly at
tracted to it.

Under the influence of Bartók I was 
forced by some peculiar drive to listen more 
and more to his musical message and then 
my conviction strengthened that he was the 
artist to show me the road to expressing my 
own philosophy. I read two books—the only 
ones published in Japan—about Bartók’s life 
and his works to better understand his art. 
Both were written by West European 
authors. In Japan at that time I could find 
only these two books. Unfortunately the 
authors attempted to grasp the essence of 
Bartók’s art through their own West 
European musical attitude, they were there
fore unable to tell me much about Bartók 
and his values. I decided to learn Hungarian, 
no matter how difficult it may turn out to 
be, and then to read about Bartók in Hun
garian. I began to learn alone trying to per-
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feet my knowledge with much dedication. 
It also meant learning more and more about 
Hungary and the Hungarians. I would say 
it was like a wonderful feeling capturing me 
and the more I was taken up with studying 
the language, the more I felt a force attract
ing me to Hungary and the Hungarians. It 
is difficult to explain this even today but 
that is how it was. My longing for Bartók’s 
homeland grew beyond taming and I was 
seriously contemplating how I could get to 
Hungary and how I could spend a long time 
in a Hungarian environment. Naturally 
I was fully aware that, to enter completely 
into the intellectual world and the essence 
of artistic expression of Bartók, I had to live 
with Hungarians and I had to get acquainted 
with their history and the whole culture of 
the nation. I made up my mind to make it 
all come true. Beside studying Bartók’s art 
I wanted to work for a better cultural under
standing between the Hungarian and the 
Japanese nation and to bridge the gap be
tween the two countries with my work.

$

At the end of August 1968 I left Japan 
together with my family and travelled to 
Hungary full of excitement and great ex
pectations. We have been living in this 
country for almost five years now, and I al
most feel as if  we were also Hungarians. I do 
not feel as if  I were abroad, or in an alien 
environment. This is not an overzealous 
confession, my life and work here means 
home for me as much as water does to fish. 
True, the past four years and a half gave me 
so much to experience that I could not even 
dream of in my country.

After arriving to Hungary I immediately 
began my studies in the Bartók Archives. 
I became acquainted with the early work of 
Bartók, those works of his which are based 
on his collection of folk-music. I became 
aware that, first of all, I had to become 
familiar with Hungarian folk-music, if 
I wanted to get a true understanding of

Bartók’s art. I set myself two objectives, and 
I still consider them very important. One 
was to get thoroughly familiar with Hun
garian folk-music through my own ex
perience as well as with the folk-music of 
neighbouring nations. My other goal was to 
become well-versed in Hungarian literature, 
in the rich world of its poetry, and in Hun
garian history as well, to know the nation, 
the whole of Hungarian culture, as part of 
which Bartók grew up and which nourished 
his intellectual and emotional world. I tried 
to accomplish perfection in the language and 
fluency in speech. I took regular trips to the 
countryside with my family. We got much 
help in organizing these visits. We were also 
officially invited to several country towns 
since my wife, who was employed by the 
Municipal Gardening Company, as an 
ikebana artist, often gave demonstrations in 
country towns where people could get to 
know this traditional, many thousands of 
years old Japanese art. I was also given the 
opportunity to lecture on Japanese music and 
folk-music, thus strengthening the cultural 
ties between the two countries. On such 
trips we used to look around the towns, be
come familiar with their cultural traditions 
and enjoy the special beauty of the various 
parts of Hungary. Friends helped us to get 
acquainted with the work and workdays of 
the native inhabitants. On these trips to the 
country we were everywhere given a special 
welcome. We are unlikely to ever forget 
these warm-hearted, friendly and honest 
people. It was at times like these that 
Bartók’s homeland revealed its true essence 
to us.

Small events of this sort extended my 
horizon, and they became the basis of my 
full understanding of Bartók’s art. At the 
same time I also looked into the role of the 
truly important and valuable work done by 
Zoltán Kodály, a close friend and colleague 
of Bartók’s. But something was still missing. 
Until then I had not come across real, live 
Hungarian peasant music, but I did not 
have to wait for that for very long. In the
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spring of 1970, in Püspökladány, we heard 
a programme by a local group playing the 
zither and singing in an exclusive perfor
mance specially organized for us. This was 
the highlight of my experiences for it was 
a manifestation of Bartók’s artistic world, 
and of Hungarian folk-music, and we were 
much influenced by the spirit of the people. 
The programme included folk-songs and 
ballads telling of the outlaws of the Great 
Hungarian Plain. The performance of the 
zither group and the singing of the peasant- 
women were perfect and wonderful. It made 
an impression on us that is hard to describe 
even today, it made me identify myself 
spiritually and emotionally with the people 
living there. The tune and the words of the 
folk-songs, the style of the performance, the 
life of the peasants and the shepherds of the 
Great Hungarian Plain and the whole 
countryside around the Hortobágy seemed 
to mingle with the fragrance of the earth and 
with the poetry of the people. There I could 
understand what lives in the rhythm of the 
blood of these people, how they express by 
words and tunes the tragedy of long suffer
ing, how they voice their courage, their 
passion, pride and sadness or even melan
choly. Both I and my wife were moved to 
tears. This performance was free of senti
mental or false feelings, it was honest 
simplicity that differed from the style of 
performances of groups one can hear in 
cities. The musicians of Püspökladány have 
remained one of the greatest surprises of my 
life. Neither have I forgotten the informality 
and open-heartedness we were greated with, 
and although this was the first time we met 
they welcomed us as if they had known us 
for a lifetime. I saw that the people of the 
country and of the small villages are the ones 
to convey the ancient culture, they are the 
clue to Bartók’s artistic world. That same 
year I took part in a folk-music programme 
in Kecskemét, which was also a wonderful 
experience for me. I was asked by the 
Cultural Centre of Kecskemét to give a brief 
lecture on the present state of Japanese folk-

music with examples of traditional Japanese 
folk-music. I stayed throughout the whole 
programme. People came from all over the 
country, musicians and singers performed 
the folk-music of the various provinces 
I even heard Csángó funeral dirges from 
Moldavia. Although I was not perfectly 
satisfied with every item on the programme 
I was still able to gather much information 
in this folk meeting about the present state 
of Hungarian folk-music, and I especially 
could get acquainted with folk-songs of 
various styles and with various folk instru
ments. This series of folk programmes de
finitely proved that folk-music is indeed an 
integral part of the life of the country people. 
Based on this experience I began a thorough 
examination of the characteristic features of 
Hungarian folk-music of both new and 
old styles in the Folk Music Research Group 
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
I there found a collection which is certainly 
without peer the world over. First of all 
I was astonished by the size of the collection. 
Every scholar including the director of the 
Research Group offered me a very friendly 
helping hand and I really felt happy among 
them.

*

A man, who comes from as far as I did, 
naturally finds new and newer material every 
day and discovers more and more peculiar 
beauty. I too found the diamond of folk- 
music and could fully understand the devo
tion of Bartók and Kodály to it, could under
stand how they worked on the collection and 
research of the peasant music of both Hun
gary and of the neighbouring countries with 
true care and devotion, in spite of the hard
ships they had to struggle with. I was es
pecially lucky to have the chance of studying 
live folk-music of various regions not only 
in the closed world of libraries, but also in 
its true environment, in everyday life. 
I travelled to collect folk-songs so that I could 
feel how folk-music lives in the everyday life 
of the people. W ith the help of my friends
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I could set out village exploring; I purposely 
use this word because I was searching and 
studying not only music but also the whole 
culture of the Hungarian nation. It will be 
a long time before I forget the villages I was 
able to visit. In each place I could find some
thing specially characteristic, something in 
which they differed. At Easter 1972 we were 
visiting the villages of Szabolcs County 
partly with the purpose of studying the relics 
that represent the old culture of the Hun
garian peasantry, agricultural tools and 
various implements used in shepherding. 
Our interest was therefore not only of 
a scholarly but also of an artistic nature. 
I was looking for and I found the artistic 
idea of beauty of the Hungarian people in 
old wood-carvings as well. It was as if  a sixth 
sense of mine were driving me not only to 
study and translate Bartók’s scholarly ar
ticles on folk-music but also to display the 
attitude and idea of beauty of the Hun
garian people. It would be very hard to un
derstand folk-music and village life as 
a comprehensive whole without the ap
propriate ethnographical knowledge. This 
knowledge contributed much to my transla
tion of Bartók’s articles. My conviction and 
my sixth sense helped me find the material 
evidence. The people of Bereg perfectly 
preserved and demonstrated for me the old 
traditions of the Hungarian peasantry and, 
other than in Transylvania, it was in the 
villages of Bereg that I found the culture in 
which Hungarian folk-music is rooted. The 
director of the village museum of Gergelyi- 
ugomya, a Calvinist preacher, showed us 
around in the neighbourhood, he helped us 
on ethnographical questions since he was 
also a collector with a wide range of inter
ests. The museum was only the first step. 
We could find the same objects in the homes 
of the village folk as well. We attended 
service in the Gergelyiugornya church and 
this was the first time in my life that I heard 
the chanting of psalms. Then, when we went 
to collect folk-songs, I met both old and 
young people. Beside the beauty of the

countryside I admired the peculiar beauty 
of the wooden churches and the decoration 
of their interior. I found myself in the middle 
of the usual Easter celebrations and folk 
traditions. This was the first time I heard 
—and recorded—a mourning dirge that was 
not performed but was part of a burial. This 
allowed me to get acquainted with the roots 
and background of folk-music in their close 
relationship with ancient celebrations and 
rites. I also visited the famous roadside inn 
(kurta kocsma)  at the river Szamos where 
Petőfi wrote his well-known poem, and 
I contemplated the violent history of Hun
gary. I still hear the pleasant lilt of the 
beautiful dialect of Hungarian I heard there. 
I honestly believe that those who truly con
sider Hungary their homeland cannot live 
a smug life in Budapest without knowing 
and feeling what is going on in the country
side. While meeting people in the villages 
I found the most beautiful characteristic 
features of the Hungarian people: openness, 
modesty, good will and pride, but first of 
all a readiness to help which may seem 
unpolished, but if you know that it is a true 
feeling, you can also feel that it is rooted in 
love.

Bartók and Kodály could essentially un
derstand that the most beautiful perfect ex
pression of the good characteristic features 
of the Hungarian people could be found in 
peasant music and that this is the most 
valuable one for mankind. W ith total dedica
tion and making sacrifices they learned and 
mastered these simple human features in 
order to present them crystallized in works 
of art to the whole of mankind. That is why 
the art of Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály is 
more human and universal than the art of 
West European composers of their time; 
this is why they are so essentially different 
from “folkloristic” composers.

$

After my visit to Szabolcs-Szatmár, I un
fortunately had to give up my village ex
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ploration. My music publisher in Tokyo 
urged me to translate Bartók’s literary works. 
But after such experiences it was no longer 
difficult to understand Bartók’s philosophy 
and its expression in his articles, and while 
translating them I often discovered facts he 
once found in life, facts that I myself also 
witnessed. It would be wrong to say that 
I had no difficulties in translating Bartók’s 
articles into Japanese. It was a far from easy 
task, there are so many delicate shades in his 
language and his phrases are so very concise. 
My translation work really absorbed all my 
energy.

I am also looking for a publisher for two 
other books I have already translated into 
Japanese: Hungarian Folk Music by Kodály 
and Vargyas, and Bartók’s Dramaturgy by 
Ervin Lendvai. These two scholarly works 
were written in a style quite different from 
Bartók’s. He phrased his words as concisely 
as his whole art. It often happened that 
I almost had to puzzle out a word because of 
the ideas it concentrated. Still, in January 
this year, I finally finished my translation. 
Now I can clearly see how valuable Bartók’s 
literary work is and how important our job 
is to carry on Bartók’s heritage.

Bartók’s heritage, I think, can be sum
marized in two aims: first, to develop re
search into folk-music all over the world and 
second, to base composed music on true 
folk-music, following the example of Bartók 
and Kodály. In the first international co
operation in ethnomusicological research 
should be the order of the day, co-operation 
between the nations of Eastern Europe, 
something Bartók himself wanted so much. 
Before I read Béla Bartók’s articles on the 
folk-music research I had no idea that 
Eastern Europe was the richest treasury of 
folk-music in the world and that the centre 
of this folk-music was actually Hungary. 
Now I know quite well that it was not by 
chance that these two geniuses were born 
in Hungary. Their art was firmly rooted in 
the folk-music of Eastern Europe. They 
discovered and showed the whole world the

rich treasury of folk-music and its valuable 
heritage. W ith fine artistic sense they dis
played the falseness of the oversophisticated 
culture and devoted their whole life to mak
ing the world acquainted with the true values 
of folk-music.

In his article “Research into Folk Music 
in Eastern Europe”, Bartók wrote: "It did 
not happen by chance that a higher musical 
art, born from research into folk-songs and 
from folk-songs, flourished in Hungary in 
particular. Geographically Hungary is so to 
speak an Eastern Europe centre and before 
the First World War Hungary with its 
numerous minorities was almost a microcosm 
of all the nations of Eastern Europe. As 
a result of continuous contacts this great 
diversity of nations helped various and varied 
forms of folk-music to develop, this explains 
why the music of Eastern Europe is so 
amazingly rich in folk-song types and of 
course in folk-songs as well. No wonder that 
the musicians of Hungary—a country at the 
crossroads—turned with so much attention 
toward this musical treasure. And their in
terest bore two fruits.” Later in this article, 
Bartók defines two results, first he states that 
only an unknown, unused and new treasure 
of folk-music can bring about a musical 
renaissance, a view widely accepted in Hun
gary today. In the possession of this new 
attitude Bartók set out tó study the folk- 
music of the neighbouring countries, often 
under conditions of great hardship. He lived 
in tragic times, two world wars in his life
time, the second forcing him to give up his 
work of collection and research, something 
he might well have continued. In his article 
“Ethnic Purity in Music”, Bartók pointed 
out: “From the very beginning I was very 
much surprised at the unusual richness of 
the tune types I found in Eastern Europe. 
When I continued my research I became 
more and more surprised.. .  What can the 
source of this richness be and how did it 
accumulate? I got the answer only later when 
I had already collected sufficient material 
among the nations of Eastern Europe for
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scholarly research and analysis. The com
parison of the folk-music of these nations 
clearly demonstrated that there had been 
a continuous mutual exchange of tunes, an 
intermixture lasting many centuries.”

Fortunately after the end of the Second 
World War folk-music research was again 
taken up in most countries. Since there is 
peace in Europe the possibilities for co
operation should be found in folk-music re
search, at least in Eastern Europe, in the 
manner of political questions that are dealt 
with on the basis of mutual interest. If  the 
questions that Bartók once asked could be 
examined over a wide range, his achieve
ments would greatly contribute to folk- 
music research throughout the whole world.

The other important task is to further 
penetrate into the study of the heritage of 
pentatonic music. The conclusion of Bartók 
and Kodály is quite well-known: Hungarian 
folk-music essentially belongs to the penta
tonic musical culture. They described the 
pentatonic scale as a characteristic feature of 
the Hungarian folk-music, dating its roots in 
ancient times. Kodály discovered the com
mon features, similarities and relationships 
between the folk-music of the Hungarians 
and the Mari. Bartók went even further, to 
Turkish folk-music. In 1941, in an inter
view he gave in America he made the follow
ing comments on research into Turkish folk- 
music. “I was looking for parallelism be
tween Finno-Ugrian and Turkish music 
among the people living in the river Volga 
region and then I went on to Turkey. In the 
Volga region I found numerous links and 
other elements that demonstrated Turkish 
influence on the Finno-Ugrians.” Bartók’s 
words clearly show that he was perfectly 
aware that the mother tongue of Hungarian 
music dates back to the pentatonic musical 
culture of the Finno-Ugrians, some five 
thousand years ago. The tragical times in 
which Bartók lived did not allow him to 
finish this research, and further work is left 
to us. This task is especially interesting for 
me since, starting from the musical culture

of Hungary and the folk-music of the 
country’s two neighbours, Czechoslovakia 
and Rumania, I was able to continue re
search into pentatonic music—following the 
road Bartók pointed out—going eastward to 
study the music of the Turks, the Ugrians 
of the river Ob, the Finns of the river Volga, 
as far as the folk-music of Mongolia and 
China. I was also able to analyse the rela
tionship between Japanese, Chinese and 
Korean music. Thus with the help of 
musicology and ethnography I could outline 
the picture of the whole pentatonic musical 
culture, with its two extreme poles of 
Hungary in the west and Japan in the 
east.

The other important task ahead of us, 
also a heritage of Bartók and Kodály, is to 
take a further step in their direction and 
compose music of higher quality on the basis 
of true peasant music. If we want to reach 
out these goals we must follow and fully 
accept an attitude often displayed in Bar
tók’s articles. In his “Hungarian Folk- 
music and New Hungarian Music", he said: 
“The tunes of written or published collec
tions should be considered dead material. 
True, if  they are reliable, we can get 
acquainted with the melodies, but we shall 
not penetrate into the true, vivid world of 
folk-music on the basis of them alone. Those 
who want to feel the vibrant world of this 
music must in a way live together with this 
music and this can be done only through 
direct contacts with the peasants. If you 
want to be captured by the full power of this 
music—which is necessary if we want our 
compositions to be directed by it—it is not 
enough to learn the tunes and the melodies. 
It is equally important to see and understand 
the environment where the music origi
nated.”

We also must take this attitude as our 
basic position, that is what I believe. I am 
also convinced that Bartók’s expressed view 
also concerns the meaning and importance 
of the events I myself experienced. In the 
analysis of the works of Bartók and Kodály
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it is also very important to define precisely 
and clearly how the components of peasant 
music can be crystallized for us in a musical 
idiom. Without doing so our artistic heritage 
cannot become a creative energy.

I am sure that I could have never come 
to this conviction without my authentic 
experiences in this country and without 
translating the literary works of Bartók. I am 
very greatful for the past four and a half 
years and I feel that I would have lived in 
vain if I had not come to Hungary. I say 
without exaggeration that my world as an 
artist deepened and opened up here in Hun
gary. It meant a renaissance for myself, that 
is why I consider Hungary my second home

land. Another important period is now start
ing in my life.

I have successfully contributed to the 
development of closer cultural ties between 
the Hungarian and Japanese people by the 
translation of Bartók’s work and by propagat
ing it in my country. My wife also worked 
on this mutual relationship by writing a book 
about ikebana for a Hungarian publisher. 
I hope these two books will help the two 
nations get closer to each other. The fruits 
of my work, that is developing cultural 
co-operation between Hungary and Japan, 
are the way I can express my gratitude to the 
Hungarian government, and to the Hun
garian nation.

Iw a k i H a jim u

T H E  M A G N U M  O P U S  OF  B E N C E  S Z A B O L C S I

Bence Szabolcsi’s large-scale “The Cen
turies of Hungarian Music” * contains ten 
essays in two volumes. It is a rare event in 
the history of scholarship. Szabolcsi did 
pioneer work in his subject, he had no 
predecessors in Hungary, at least no one of 
the required standard. At the same time his 
work is also the peak, a unique and complete 
masterpiece which cannot be continued.

Let there be no misunderstanding: I am 
not afraid for the future of musicology in 
Hungary. Research can and should be con
tinued and its results—perhaps in a more 
detailed and objective form—can enrich our 
knowledge of the past of Hungarian music 
also in the years to come. Work can be con
tinued—but Szabolcsi’s masterpiece remains 
unique.

* Bence Szabolcsi: A magyar eene századai 
(The Centuries of Hungarian Music) Vols. I—II, 
690 pp. Editio Musica, Budapest, 1959/61.

These two volumes are not a collection of 
“selected essays”, although the last paper 
was written twenty-six years after the first— 
and if we consider the dates of revisions and 
additions, the difference is even greater: 
thirty-two. Szabolcsi carried out a plan con
ceived in his youth: “The Centuries of Hun
garian Music” is a complete large-scale cycle. 
His work was interrupted several times: 
outside and inner forces compelled him to 
break off at certain points, some years and 
decades later he took up the thread again and 
completed the great historical cycle.

The two earliest essays appeared in 1928. 
His “contribution” to “The question of 
medieval Hungarian minstrels”—so far the 
most complete study of the subject—was 
published in Irodalomtörténet, and “ Music of 
the Hungarian Aristocracy in the 17th Cen
tury” in the Budapesti Szemle. The latter 
paper briefly characterized one century in the
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history of Hungarian music. This was the 
first leit-motif with which he unequivocally 
indicated that the work was part of a future 
cycle. Szabolcsi always liked to apply means 
used in musical composition to literature. In 
his lectures at the Academy and in conversa
tion he often referred to Thomas Mann’s 
technique of characterization by leit-motifs 
in The Magic Mountain. In his summary of 
the sixteenth century he put the emphasis 
on Sebestyén Tinódi, and wrote an essay on 
his life and music (1929); in the same year 
he published “ Music in Hungarian Colleges 
in the 18th Century”. While he busied him
self with editing the Musical Encyclopedia 
his work on the Hungarian centuries slowed 
down: “Hungarian Historical Songs in the 
16th Century” was published only in 1931 
in Irodalomtörténeti Közlemények. This essay 
—apart from its having been the first scholar
ly publication of the tunes in HoffgrefPs 
chapbook—created a sensation with its care
fully prepared table which listed, in chrono
logical order, the epic songs and similar 
creations of eighty years giving bibliographic 
and musicological details. It is odd how 
little Elemér Császár, the editor of Irodalom
történeti Közlemények at the time, was aware of 
the epoch-making significance of Szabolcsi’s 
work. He compelled him to divide the 
chronological list in two parts (!) and to deal 
separately with the “strictly historical 
chronicles” and with “literary works in
directly related with respect to their genre 
and directly as regards the history of poetry 
and music”. In the late 50s when the work 
was published again Szabolcsi still remem
bered his annoyance at the first mode of 
publication but he did not undertake the 
reconstruction of the list in its original form. 
The most voluminous essay in this cycle is 
“Hungarian Romantic Music in the 19th 
Century”, which is a series in itself, a com
plex elucidation of the same set of problems. 
He wrote parts of it in succession and the 
various chapters were published in 1933 and 
1940 in the Budapesti Szemle, and Magyarság
tudomány in 1935 and 1936. Szabolcsi linked

up the pieces, giving the work as a whole 
a definite title only in 1951, after the 
Liberation.

At this point the chronological sequence 
was interrupted. Szabolcsi wrote his “His
tory of Music” in 1940, his Beethoven book 
in 1947 and “Dawn in Europe” in 1948. 
The period covered the tragic nadir and the 
hardly waited daybreak both in Szabolcsi’s 
life and in the history of Hungarian music. 
Before the cruel storm of war swept him 
away from his family and home he had suc- 
cessfuly completed another of his major 
works: “The History of Melody” ; Dénes 
Bartha looked after the manuscript waiting 
for more propitious times, and it was pub
lished in 1950.

Szabolcsi continued to work on the 
“Centuries”. In 1950 he wrote “The 18th 
Century Change in Style in Hungarian Folk
song” first published in the Új Zenei Szemle. 
The paper contained many hypotheses, and 
at the same time pointed to many new 
possibilities for a concerted study of folk- 
music and musical history: it showed that 
Szabolcsi, even in his fifties, was sensitive 
to changes in the world around him and he 
made use of much that was new in related 
branches of knowledge. He published two 
other papers on melodies: “Hungarian 
Secular Melodies in the 17th Century” in 
1950, and “Hungarian Dance Music in the 
16th Century” in 1954. This completed his 
work on Hungarian music throughout the 
centuries: he added a short introductory 
essay as a sort of invocation: “Written Tradi
tion—Living Tradition. On the relation of 
written and word of mouth traditions in the 
history of Hungarian music.”

What had induced Szabolcsi to under
take this major task! To put it simply: the 
encouragement given by Kodály. O f course, 
“encouragement” may stimulate work but it 
will not produce a masterpiece. The truth 
is more poetic than that: “The Centuries of 
Hungarian Music” had been inspired by 
a vision. He himself told how it happened. 
He had been walking in the Buda hills with
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Kodály on a starlit summer night. They got 
to a point where the whole city suddenly un
folded before their eyes as a mysterious and 
entrancing spectacle with all its lights and 
shadows, with the arc of the Danube. There 
and then he felt the wish to penetrate into 
the secrets of this city and this country in 
space and in time. Inspiration came not only 
from Kodály the scholar but also from Kodály 
the poet who by that time had already 
written his first vision of Hungarian history: 
the Psalmus Hungaricus. I am convinced that 
without the existence of this “historical 
song of the sixteenth century” composed by 
Kodály, Szabolcsi would never have written 
his essay on Hungarian historical songs in 
the sixteenth century, and if the Dances of 
Galánta and Háry János had not existed he 
would perhaps not have written his essay on 
Hungarian romantic music in the nineteenth 
century.

Closely looked at, Szabolcsi’s essays be
long to a complex genre indeed. At first 
sight they are certainly essays on the “history 
of music” but they are more than that: they 
are belletristic works on a specific theme: 
the history of music. “Just as a feverish 
organism can make greater efforts than one 
peacefully flourishing, since its instinctive 
clinging to life increases all its energies to 
the utmost extent, the Hungarian people in 
the sixteenth century who struggled in the 
midst of harrowing crisis made a tremendous 
effort to recover its self-consciousness and to 
find his own, deepest and most powerful 
voice. Suddenly the first words of its two great 
vocations: Hungarian poetry and Hungarian 
music were loud in the land. "BeforeSzabolcsi 
no Hungarian musicologist had found such 
essentially true and deeply significant words.

The question arises whether the emphasis 
on the literary and poetic qualities of Sza
bolcsi does not diminish his scholarly stand
ing? In nine hundred ninety-nine cases out 
of a thousánd a claim of poetic virtues for

a scholarly work would arouse suspicion. 
Szabolcsi is an exception: he was a visionary 
whose vision was the historical truth. His 
enormous, comprehensive erudition, his in
timate knowledge of all epochs and spheres 
of musical history account for the reliability 
of his standards in Hungarian musical his
tory as well. The beauty of his style should 
not mislead the reader: the underlying basis 
is thorough research. The multitude of 
musical compositions analysed in his work 
on Hungarian romantic music in the 
nineteenth century reveal the extent of this 
research—these pieces had to be found, 
analysed and thoroughly studied for the sake 
of a few general statements. The extensive 
annotations also reveal the thoroughness of 
this research. Szabolcsi required of himself 
and of his pupils that they “dismantle the 
scaffolding” once the “building” was erected. 
His own work was the best example of the 
creation of artistic forms by means of the 
"scaffolding”. He was a brilliant virtuoso in 
the way he mastered his material and in 
“technology” : for the sake of expression he 
sometimes built up entire chapters like 
mosaics out of short quotations consisting of 
four or five words, with the addition of a few 
conjunctive particles as vehicles. His material 
served him obediently and he served his 
material truly by developing its message into 
a comprehensive survey.

His standards were determined by re
search into great cultures within and without 
Europe. His starting-point was always find
ing the melody and behind it the man and 
his epoch. On this basis his findings were 
always substantial and genuine, irrespective 
of the musical culture into which he delved. 
His literary style gave his discoveries form 
and facilitated their spreading into the 
world of related disciplines and among the 
lay public. Szabolcsi not only created master
pieces: his work brought prestige to an 
entire branch of knowledge in Hungary.

F e r e n c  Bó n is
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