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ANNIVERSARIES 
AND RECOLLECTIONS

T his is the 56th issue of The New Hungarian Quarterly. With its 
appearance in the early winter of 1974 we will have completed 
our fifteenth year of publication. During these days of November 
and December people in Hungary will be reminiscing about the 
past. The not-so-young will often preface their conversations with “Do you 

remember?”, a query which will, more frequently than not, draw a blank 
from the young. A new generation has grown up in Hungary to whom the 
Liberation is an historical event like the 1848-49 Revolution or the First 
World War. Yet their parents and their grandparents experienced the 
Second World War like so many Fabrices in the Battle of Waterloo, with 
the difference that older Hungarians—and English, Americans, French, Aus
tralians and many others—did not live through the home or battlefield events 
of the Second World War as irresolute, disoriented Stendhalian anti-heroes, 
but as both passive and active participants. It is one of the odd tricks 
of history that a man, a generation or a whole nation can be active and 
passive at the same time, yet this is what happened to all of us, to the age- 
group of this editor in Hungary, in the whole of Europe and, to some extent 
at least, in America as well.

The winter of *74 and the spring of ’75 is a time for everyone to remem
ber the fighting, humiliations, resistance, liberation and, for some nations, 
the victory of thirty years ago. For half of this period, our journal has 
tried to link the Hungarian past to the present and, in so doing, point 
the way to the future, a common European future, a future of coexistence. 
Now once again, for the thirtieth anniversary of the Liberation of Hungary, 
we shall try to recall the past in order that it not be severed from the present 
and in such a way as to serve as a guide for the future. Th;s objective would 
strain the framework of one issue, hence the job has been divided in two. This 
Number 56 is largely devoted to retrospection while the Spring 1975 issue
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will be a summing-up and a projection of future prospects. This division 
is especially apropos—and possibly of more interest to readers abroad- 
considering the fact that the 30th anniversary of the Liberation of Hungary, 
April 4, 1975, falls close in time to the 1 ith  Congress of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers' Party which will survey the work of the past five years 
and formulate the policy of coming years, an appropriate way to celebrate 
an important historical anniversary.

Travellers from abroad and those who use this journal to keep in touch 
with developments in Hungary may have noticed that here anniversaries 
are not celebrated with slogans, banners, portraits and processions but by 
the drawing up of balance sheets, by a general stock-taking. The 30th anni
versary of the Liberation does not merely mean remembering conditions 
thirty years ago and appreciating what the liberating campaign of the Soviet 
Army meant to the Hungarian people: liberation from the past, from an 
obsolete and oppressive system of landed estates, the misery of centuries, 
stifling social injustice and inequalities—in other words from that false 
situation and tragic contradiction between social progress and the national 
interest (witness the alliance with Hitler) which was engineered by the pre- 
Liberation ruling class. Commemorating an anniversary does not only, nor 
primarily, mean remembrance; it is not simply a matter of a history lesson, 
but rather it is the thirty years that have passed that are important, the 
progress, struggles and achievements within them, the setbacks, sidetracks 
and mistakes as well, but above all a stock-taking of the most recent years, 
an analysis and evaluation of the economic upswing since the reform was 
introduced, and its prospects for the future. This is how Hungarian society 
commemorates its anniversaries and, as always, The NHQ will attempt to 
mirror that effort.

*

The section of memoirs consists of contributions from some members of a 
high and representative national body, the Presidential Council of the Hun
garian People’s Republic, who were invited by the editors to relate their 
experiences at the time of the Liberation, to tell of how they fought against 
feudal and fascist oppression and how their lives have since developed. 
The Presidential Council, all members of Parliament, includes people from 
every sector of Hungarian society: workers, peasants (including a presentday 
chairman of an agricultural cooperative), professional men and women, 
scholars, scientists, artists and clergymen. This section is headed by part 
of a documentary recording made by Gyula Kállai, who was one of the 
architects of the political rebirth which followed the Liberation and was



one of the three editors of Szabadság, the first daily to then appear in Buda
pest. He tells of the circumstances of the paper’s foundation.

József Somogyi, the sculptor, is also a member of the Presidential Council ; 
he sent us photographs of his works instead of a statement, saying that these 
were what the Liberation meant to him. György Horvath’s short essay tells 
what Somogyi represents in Hungarian art.

The memoirs that deal with the Resistance have the force and authenticity 
of historical documents. Mihály Fekete was an ironworker back in the 
1940s, employed at the Diósgyőr Works near Miskolc. His contribution 
“The Diósgyőr Resistance” relates the activities of an anti-Nazi organiza
tion which he headed. Gyula Illyés sketches a portrait of Endre Bajcsy- 
Zsilinszky, who was, in 1944, Chairman of the National Committee of the 
Hungarian Resistance. Bajcsy-Zsilinszky’s life, career and death cover much 
of modern Hungarian history; dramatic conflicts and confrontations culmi
nating in a tragic death offer a true catharsis to all observers and to the 
Hungarian nation as a whole. Bajcsy-Zsilinszky in his youth found himself 
on the political Right. In the twenties Horthy’s and Gömbös’s chauvinism 
and racism attracted him, and even before that, as a young officer of the 
Hussars, personal and family reasons prompted him to take part in the 
killing of András Áchim, a radical peasant politician. Later he adopted and 
further developed the radical views of his victim, becoming a leading figure 
in political resistance against the Nazi encroachment and also in a peasant 
emancipation movement. It was he whom the SS men first looked for on 
March 19th 1944 when Hitler’s armies occupied Hungary and he was the 
only one to meet them with a drawn gun. Bajcsy-Zsilinszky was wounded 
when arrested, and later executed. Gyula Illyés refers to this event as well.

Péter Veres, the peasant writer who died a few years ago. . .  describing 
him thus I have to stop short even after fifteen years and fifty-five issues 
of The NHQ, for the notion “peasant writer” itself sounds strange, even in
comprehensible to Anglo-American ears. But this is precisely what the 30th 
anniversary is about: to call to remembrance the oppression of the peasantry 
and a social system that trod human dignity underfoot. Péter Veres was 
a landless peasant, an agricultural labourer. The trade union movement 
discovered his talents and he started to write when still young. He was self- 
educated, yet his knowledge was encyclopaedic, and he was a writer of 
stature as many a back issue of The NHQ bears out. But—and this mono
syllable indicates the different nature of the Hungarian situation—but he 
remained a peasant all his life. Up to 1945 he worked his bit of rented land 
in Balmazújváros, his native village, and after the Liberation, though active 
in national politics and 3 recognized writer, his clothes, manners and

ANNIVERSARIES AND RECOLLECTIONS 5
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thinking were still those of a peasant. (A phenomenon that must be dif
ficult to understand for a Cambridge reader, be he in East Anglia or 
Massachusetts, for whom the word peasant is merely a dictionary entry 
without substantive meaning.) “New Dispensation”, a chapter from one 
of his many autobiographical writings, describes those first, and last days 
when life and the social order changed in Hungary, and, with traditional 
peasant constraint, he relates the death of his youngest son.

József Szekeres also deals with those first and last days when the munici
pal authorities themselves—including many who had until then served 
the gods of war—tried to save the six Danube bridges of Budapest from 
destruction. Their efforts were in vain; Hitler’s retreating armies in 
desperation blew up the bridges before the advance of the liberating Soviet 
forces, though this was an act of no strategic or tactical significance. 
Szekeres’s description is more than just the story of a frustrated resistance 
action; he outlines that political background which turned Hungary and 
its capital into a battlefield.

The literary pages of this issue act as a bridge between memoir and 
situation report, between the past and the present. Lajos Mesterházi was 
a young writer at the time of the War. Readers will remember “Sempitemin”, 
his ironical piece of science fiction which appeared in No. 48. “Ossa Sepia” 
his new story, is about a man who, with memories of interwar years in the 
illegal Communist movement and fighting in Spain and of the enthusiasm 
and work-filled years after the Liberation, strives to find his place in con
temporary Hungary. Gyula Illyés’ “A Wreath” in William Jay Smith’s 
brilliant translation is what could be called a rhapsody on the Hungarian 
language and is an apt contribution to the celebration of the national an
niversary. István Vas’s “The Grand Finale”, a personal poetic account, a 
kind of modern epopee of the end of the war, was also translated by Wil
liam Jay Smith.

*

The beginning section of this issue on contemporary Hungary is headed 
by István Huszár’s article on one of the most important and discussed 
questions in Hungary, the worker-peasant alliance. István Huszár, a Deputy 
Prime Minister, was trained as a sociologist and statistician, and is himself 
of peasant origin. His observations bear in mind the social developments 
and changes of thirty years and contribute to the theory of the construction 
of socialism on a higher level.

Egon Szabady’s “The Aims of Demographic Policy” touches on another 
highly important problem. In most parts of the world responsible authorities
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are worried about over-population. The exact opposite is the source of 
national anxiety in Hungary, and this has led to legislation, passed this 
year, on population problems. This legislation is the starting point for 
Dr. Szabady’s train of thought. In a wider sense of the term László Siklós’s 
“Student Marriages” contributes to the same subject. Piroska Szemes 
deals with the protection of families.

György Aczél’s “Access to and Participation in Culture in a Socialist 
Community” tells of the passing of a recent political resolution on Hun
garian cultural policy, and goes on to evaluate its importance. All those who 
keep tabs on the meetings, conferences and round-tables of Unesco and 
other international organizations that deal with cultural or social questions, 
will be aware that, in recent years, the new dimensions of culture and the 
broadening of cultural activities have been major topics of discussion. 
György Aczél sums up the experience and achievements of a society progress
ing towards socialism, surveying the situation from a high vantage point 
in Hungarian cultural policy.

*

As for the remainder, titles and texts speak for themselves. I should like 
however, to draw attention to an innovation in format of increased illus
trations (let me mention among them the “Hungarian Variations” by the 
photographer Károly Gink) and to one contribution which indicates the 
difficulties of today, thirty years after the Liberation, and the way in which 
the youngest member of the Hungarian Parliament, a factory girl, tries to 
master them. “Three Years as the Youngest Member of Parliament” is 
published as told to Éva Kocsis. There are more clouds than sunshine in 
this account, but I am convinced nevertheless that it is one of the most 
optimistic to have ever appeared in this journal.

T h e  E d i t o r



T H E  WORKER-PEASANT ALLIANCE
by

ISTVÁN HUSZÁR

T he working-class is the leading power of Hungarian society. The 
most important foundation of its political power is the alliance 
with the peasantry. Hungarian experience in its successes as well 
as its failures, supports and authenticates its importance and eternal 
timeliness. The interests of the two classes are basically identical, though 

there are certain differences.
When judging the worker-peasant alliance two factors must always, and 

now as well, be borne in mind, the fact that this is an alliance of a peculiar 
kind, the substance differs from that of every other alliance between classes, 
changing dialectically. The peculiarity of this alliance lies in the fact that 
work done to strengthen it, lessens and finally puts an end to the economic 
and political differences of the classes taking part, that is it liquidates the 
foundations of its coming into being.

The aim of this alliance, and at the same time the basically identical 
interest of the two classes, is the construction of socialism, more particularly 
the joint creation of a socialist system. It is essential to emphasize this basic 
identity of interests since it has a clear and far-reaching determining role 
as against those interests where there is opposition.

The socialist reorganization of agriculture deserves special attention from 
the aspect of this subject. Socialist large-scale agricultural plants came into 
being and were consolidated thanks to the direct and many-sided help 
offered by the working class, help that was primarily of a political nature. 
On the other hand the peasantry more directly participated in socialist 
construction after the coming into being of large agricultural plants, and 
even more so their consolidation and fast growth, than they did before, and 
their activity and economic and political weight increased within the alliance. 
I hope this does not sound paradoxical, but it particularily underlies the 
dialectical nature of this link and this alliance: the growth in the leading
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role of the working class is the major precondition of the rise of the peasantry, 
the strengthening of the leading role of the working class is therefore in the 
interests of the peasantry as well, as it is in that of the Hungarian nation 
that is building socialism, so what has been said about the peasantry applies 
to the policy of alliances in the widest sense of the term.

There are of course differences in the interests of the two classes, these 
are however showing a declining trend and do not touch the essence of the 
alliance. Differences of interest derive in the first place from differences 
in types of property. To put it mildly however, the coming into being and 
consolidation of socialist large-scale enterprises in agriculture has changed 
the basis of this difference. For some time now the cooperative type of 
property has had a decisive role in Hungarian agriculture.

A difference in interests can arise from the fact as well that the two classes 
are consumers of each other’s products. It is in their interests that the 
products of one other should improve in quality and decline in price. Central 
state measures restrict these differences to a relatively limited area, in
hibiting their becoming acute, putting them in the service of social progress. 
In this way no damage is done to the basic identity of interests of the two 
classes.

Changes in the technological conditions of agricultural production meant 
the end of peasant work in the traditional sense of the term. Industrial 
and agricultural workers took shape as social categories, and this, given the 
division of labour, can only lead to “opposition” to each other inasmuch as 
the industrial worker expects cheap food and the agricultural workers cheap 
instruments of production and durable consumer goods from the other. 
Opposition is in quotes to bring out that cooperation of this sort mutually 
demands the development of production, and an increase in the social 
productivity of labour. This, given the soil of the strengthening of the 
socialist relations of production is a condition of a regular increase in the 
standard of living. In other words, the lasting and defining elements of the 
alliance can and must, in an odd sort of way, be recognized as part of these 
present differences of interests, that is the worker-peasant alliance was given 
a new substance and meaning by the socialist reorganization of agriculture. 
The conditions for the fast rise of the peasantry are variables dependent on 
the development of the forces and relations of production. Its basic political 
and economic objectives are identical with those of the working class, as 
a result its consciousness is getting closer and closer to that of the working 
class as well.

I certainly do not want to create the impression that existing differences 
of interest should be neglected. They exist and though they really and
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significantly decline, they must be reckoned with, we must know them and 
be aware of them and keep an unceasing watch lest they turn into a source 
of tension. A policy that is properly and consciously applied can avoid this. 
The whole system of political, economic and legal measures must be applied 
to ensure in the first place that these differences be harnessed in the service 
of the general interests of socialist construction, and that they should not 
be allowed to create conflicts that may loosen the alliance of the two 
classes.

The loth Congress of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party established 
that Hungary had become an industrial country that disposed over a devel
oped agriculture. The ways in which this process is reflected in the con
tribution to national income of industry and agriculture is most inter
esting.

Industry and agriculture contribute roughly two thirds of national income 
between them. In 1973 industry, without the building industry, was re
sponsible for 44 per cent and agriculture for 18 per cent. Their ratio 
indicates the structure as well as the level of development of the economy. 
These ratios are therefore usually mentioned as an index of economic 
advancement. In Hungary, before the Liberation, agriculture was the most 
important sector. Even in the fifties, using comparable prices, the weight 
of agriculture was almost twice that of industry, 35 : 65 in favour of agri
culture in 1950, 28 : 72 if the number employed are considered.

The ratio, in Hungary as well, changed as a result of industrialization, 
and did so forcefully, so that the earlier position was reversed, and the con
tribution of industry took a leap forward while that of agriculture declined.

Following socialist industrialization the contribution to national income 
on the part of industry was ahead of that of agriculture by i960, the level 
of production of the latter, around that time, still essentially stagnated close 
to that which prevailed before the Liberation. In the years following 1970 
the ratios were 72 to 28 per cent in favour of industry. As regards the 
number of those employed the weight tipped somewhat later, the present 
proportion being 62 per cent for industry and 3 8 per cent for agriculture.

How is this process to be evaluated? The ratio of the two sectors to each 
other, and their contribution to national income, can change in many dif
ferent ways. In Hungary industrial as well as agricultural production in
creased, that of industry more quickly, but growth in agriculture was 
significant as well. This is most important. The volume of agricultural 
production was 70 per cent higher in 1973 than in 1950, though the quantity 
of land used, and the number of those employed, declined significantly. 
A respectable proportion of those earlier employed in agriculture were



placed in other sectors, the bulk of them in industry, where per capita 
production, that is productivity, is higher. All this led to a more effective 
use of available work, in other words a process took place that is unambigu
ously sound from the point of view of society or the economy.

What we did therefore when we reorganized agriculture in a socialist 
way was not simply to ease the burden of peasants, what happened as well 
was that a considerable labour force was liberated for use in industry, the 
more productive and efficient sector. Looked at from than other angle, 
socialist industrialization created jobs for peasants. The importance of the 
latter process cannot be overestimated when things are examined from the 
point of view of the employment and economic security of the peasantry. 
The mutuality of interests was therefore present here as well, what is more 
on the higher level of the general social interest.

ISTVÁN HUSZÁR: THE WORKER-PEASANT ALLIANCE I I

The numbers, restratification and level of skills of the working class 
and the peasantry

Following the Liberation a far-reaching transformation took place in 
Hungarian social structure which, in differing ways and with varying inten
sity, affected every section of society. The land reform, the state ownership 
of the bulk of the means of production, and the cooperative type of owner
ship which gradually took shape in the course of development, as well as 
other factors were all reflected in the size of the membership of the working 
class and the peasantry, and in changes in their structure.

Before the Liberation the proletariat made up roughly half of Hungarian 
society. A large proportion of the working class, roughly 17 per cent of those 
employed, consisted of those whose work lay in agriculture, field hands, 
servants of all kinds and day labourers. Almost a third of Hungarian society 
was made up of peasants who owned land. This land-owning peasantry was 
highly differentiated and did not form a class. Close to half owned less 
than 5 hold (cca 71/2 acres) and their position, in many respects, was close 
to that of workers, agricultural workers in the first place, since many of 
them felt forced to hire out their labour power in order to supplement the 
scant income derived from working their property.

After the Liberation, following the land reform, the number of land 
owning peasants significantly increased, this being particularly true of the 
small and middle peasantry. As a result, for a period of transition, the 
peasantry were the largest population group in Hungary, roughly 43 per cent, 
of those art work. At that time roughly a third of those employed were
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members of the working class shaping up in new social conditions. When 
compared with the pre-Liberation situation, the number and proportion 
of agricultural labourers within the working class significantly declined.

By i960 socialist industrialization made its effect felt, and as a result the 
working class, and particularly industrial workers, significantly grew in 
number. By that time more than half of those employed were members of 
the working class, the great majority of them being manual workers em
ployed outside agriculture, a smaller proportion being workers and day- 
labourers in state farms and forests, or foremen or other kinds of charge 
hands.

By 1962 the socialist reorganization of industry was complete and peasants 
working on their own had become a small fragment; the cooperative peas
antry had largely come into being, and this made up 24-25 per cent of those 
in employment in 1963.

The 1970 census and the 1973 microcensus showed that these trends 
continued. The working class now makes up almost 60 per cent of Hun
garian society, roughly 5° per cent are manual workers outside agriculture, 
almost 5 per cent workers on state farms and somewhat more than 5 per cent 
charge hands, technicians, or others concerned with the direct supervision 
of production. At the same time roughly 17 per cent of those employed 
are cooperative peasants. Surviving individual peasants and auxiliary family 
members make up hardly more than 1 per cent of the employed population.

Before the Liberation few indeed of working class origin found themselves 
in professional or other clerical employment, afterwards however the 
majority of the new socialist professional men and women were of working 
class or peasant birth. At the same time, and in connection with socialist 
industrialization, the increased numbers of industrial and building workers 
were reinforced from the ranks of manual workers in agriculture. More than 
half of the members of the working class today are the descendants of agri
cultural workers or smallholding peasants. The proportion of those of 
peasant origin is particularly large amongst semi-skilled and unskilled 
workers as well as amongst those who commute from villages. These mobility 
processes helped to ensure that the links between the working class today 
and the peasantry are close indeed, they often being kith and kin sharing 
the same household. Their ways of life and the conditions under which they 
live are also much closer to each other than they were before the Liberation 
or in the first period that followed it.

By 1973 42 per cent of manual workers were skilled, their numbers 
being 2i / 2 fold what they were in 1949. The number of the semi-skilled 
increased four-fold in the same period, they made up 14 per cent in 1949
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and 32 per cent in 1973. The number of jobs that required no training 
whatever declined by more than 120,000. In 1940 55 per cent of workers 
were still unskilled, by 1973 only barely more than a quarter belonged to 
that category. In spite of the decline, their number, more than 700,000, is 
still large.

There was no specialization to speak of in the work of small-holding 
peasants of old, and skills and know-how considerably differed from what 
was needed in industry. In the socialist agriculture of today however the 
number of those is increasing whose skills are close to those of skilled 
workers in industry, in both substance and standard. More than 120,000 
skilled workers and close to 110,000 semi-skilled workers are amongst the 
850,000 peasant members of agricultural cooperatives. Many of them are 
fitters, motors mechanics, truck drivers and bricklayers, in other words men 
skilled in trades found in industry, construction work and transport.

The meaning of changes in the worker-peasant ratio

In 1970, at the time of the census, there were almost 5,000,000 in 
employment, 3,000,000 were members of the working class and 850,000 
belonged to the cooperative peasantry. Since then the numbers of the working 
class have grown and those of the peasantry have declined.

Changes in the worker-peasant ratio do not as such influence the substance 
of the class-alliance. The process of transformation in Hungarian conditions, 
accompanied socialist industrialization and the socialist reorganization of 
agriculture. All this meant significant changes which raised the worker- 
peasant alliance to new heights, and placed it on new foundations.

The worker-peasant alliance obtained a new meaning, dependent variable 
of the relations of production. The objectives and interests of the two classes 
approach ever closer to each other. The working and living conditions of the 
cooperative peasantry are getting closer and closer to those of the working 
class. What is of great importance there is increased security. The producers 
cooperatives record hours of work, social insurance applies to them as well, 
and the education and training of the peasantry are suffering revolutionary 
changes. The standard of living is growing parallel with that of the working 
class.

These circumstances, and many others, mean that differences between 
the working class and the peasantry are gradually becoming smaller and 
smaller, first of all because the occupational composition of families affects 
both classes and secondly because of the process of restratification which
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meant that an increasing proportion of the working class feels emotionally 
attached to the peasantry. Changes in industrial location went hand in hand 
with the increase in the numbers of the working class and the restratification 
of the peasantry. This put an end to the earlier separation according to place 
of residence and workers and peasants now share living areas in the provinces. 
This also brought the two classes closer together, and they are coming closer 
together still. The influence of the workers on the peasantry has become 
more direct. All this has strengthened the alliance between these two 
friendly classes.

What has been said perhaps made it clear that major restratification 
processes have taken place in both classes, and they are continuing. Neither 
the working class nor the peasantry are entirely what they were say fifteen 
years ago. This is pretty obvious bearing in mind the major socio-economic 
changes that have taken place, since the two classes do not strive to preserve 
themselves unchanged, but undergo changes, and they have to change since 
we, in the last resort, wish to construct a classless communist society. In my 
view a thorough examination, going deep into politics and principles, of the 
changes that have occurred in the position of the classes, is an important 
and exciting duty for the social sciences and all those working in the 
ideological field. I would be inclined to reverse the proposition as well: 
social scientists and those doing ideological work owe us such an analysis.

Industrial type production in agriculture

As production of the industrial sort made headway and following on 
technological progress, agricultural labour became increasingly specialized 
and trained. Speedy development led to a radical change in the nature of 
peasant work where everyone used to cope with everything. Workers in 
cooperative farms found themselves in a situation that approached that of 
the working class as regards the organization of work, working conditions, 
know-how and skills, that is a new compound “peasant” worker or agri
cultural employé came into existence to replace the old. This restratification 
has nothing to do with property, it is a function of the division of labour and 
training. Machine minders, to take an example, look on themselves as 
workers rather than peasants. Modern agricultural production thus, through 
its effect on individuals, radically changes social relations in the village 
as well.

Fast changes in the forces of production also lead to a perfection of rela
tions of production. Within the relations of production the political back
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ground of the developmental process or the relations of production is 
provided on the one hand by the fuller meaning of the worker-peasant 
alliance, on the other by the way the peasantry feels tied to property, as well 
as by the gradual loosening of these ties. They are getting looser but, for 
a number of reasons, these ties are still stronger than in the case of 
workers.

Production of the industrial type naturally transgresses the limits of 
earlier group property increasing the effectiveness of social requirements 
that are in the interests of the producers’ cooperatives as well. The emphasis 
is therefore not on the confrontation of group property and the social 
interest but on creating the greatest possible harmony between them. The 
Hungarian political decision to create social property of uniform status 
had great fundamental importance. This is the basis of the present com
munity of class interests as well. Within it however there is such a thing 
as group property and national property, but these have not existed since 
the beginning of time, nor are they eternal. As the forces of production 
develop so do property relations, and the direction is that of uniform 
socialist property. Property types must not, therefore, be absolutized. In this 
case, as almost everywhere else, two extreme positions must be avoided. 
One tries to change group-property as quickly as possible though the neces
sary conditions are not present, the other tries to preserve group-property 
as it is now, neglecting changes in the forces of production and what these 
changes require.

The spread of production of the industrial type in this way, both directly 
and indirectly, speeds up the approach to each other of the two classes, and 
this means the gradual fulfilment of the worker-peasant alliance as well. 
The technological progress made by agricultural enterprises, and the in
dustrial methods applied in themselves change traditional peasant attitudes. 
This, combined with the labour absorptive power of industry relocated in 
the provinces, increased the intertwining of the working class and the 
peasantry, and their need of each other, going beyond earlier political, 
interest, and commodity relations. These days the great majority of peasant 
families have a direct, personal relationship with industrial production.

Large scale farming by the producers’ cooperatives, and with it the in
come of those there employed, has become stabilized. This is particularly 
important for political reasons. A regular monthly income also means that, 
in a great many cooperatives, the way in which the income is obtained is 
identical with that of wages and salary earners. This fact that basically 
changes the way of life and thinking of peasants also expresses the fulfil
ment of the aims of the policy of alliance.



Commuting workers

Fifty-two per cent of the working class live in towns, 23 per cent in 
Budapest. 48 per cent live in villages.

Commuters make up a large proportion of the working class. Almost 
a million travel every day, the bulk of them are workers who live in 
villages, just about a third of the employed members of the working class. 
A further 300,000 work a long way from their homes, staying in temporary 
accommodation.

It affects the conditions of life of workers who live in villages that mem
bers of employés of producers’ cooperatives often live in the same house
holds, as a result household plots and auxiliary farms contribute to their 
family income. A far from negligible proportion of the personal income of 
workers who work a plot of land themselves, as much as 14 to 15 per cent, 
derives from direct agricultural production. It should be noted that workers 
with their roots in towns or cities—most of them at least—have no such 
opportunities.

One should say a few words about household plots and auxiliary farms 
in general. Most of them are pretty small, not even covering half a hectare 
(an acre), and fewer and fewer animals are kept there. And yet they still 
make a significant contribution not only to family income and subsistence 
but to the agricultural production of the country and thus to national 
income as well. In 1972, for example, roughly 10 per cent of agricultural 
commodities were produced by such auxiliary farms, the proportion of 
maize, grapes and fruit thus grown being particularly high, as were the 
number of pigs fattened and eggs produced. Their economic importance 
is thus far from small and having to do without what they produce would 
create noticeable shortages and supply bottle-necks, having to replace them 
on a large-scale production basis would place heavy labour and investment 
burdens on the economy. For that very reason household plots and auxiliary 
farms and their production will be needed in the future as well.

The 1972 general agricultural census in the course of which not only 
large-scale farming data were collected but also those relating to household 
plots and auxiliary farms larger than 640 sq. meters—320 in the case of 
vineyards or orchards—or those where one large animal—head of cattle or 
pig etc., or 50 fowls were kept, showed that there were almost 1,700,000 
farms of this sort in the country, and that 5,200,000 people, that is roughly 
half the country’s population, live as members of households which dispose 
over such farms. There are fewer cooperative peasants than members of 
the working class amongst these 5,200,000. Roughly 1,000,000 manual
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workers employed in non-agricultural pursuits live as members of such 
households. If one adds charge hands and others directly in charge of 
production who are reckoned members of the working class one can say 
that more than 40 per cent of the working class dispose over small farms 
of this sort and share in their income.

A survey which was part of the 1972 general agricultural census and 
which extended over 1972 and 1973, was concerned with the amount of 
work done on auxiliary farms and household plots. Results showed that 
not only members of producers’ cooperatives and adult dependents worked 
on them, but also workers and employés of state farms and non-agricultural 
large enterprises. In June 1972 for instance, the first month of the survey, 
non-agricultural workers (men) spent an average of three hours a day, in
cluding Sundays, working on their own farm. Women of similar occupation 
did somewhat less, an average of an hour and a half a day. These household 
auxiliary farms are thus to a large degree worked by members of the working 
class, after working hours or at the week-end.

The greater part of the value produced is of animal origin. One third of 
pigs killed at home are slaughtered in the households of workers, one eighth 
of cows in small farms are kept by them, and most of them keep fowls or 
rabbits as well. Fruit and vegetables grown in the auxiliary farms of urban 
workers are of some importance as well.

This also means that the auxiliary farms of workers have a far from 
negligible role in the agricultural production of the country as a whole.

The present scale of the workers’ small farms is one of the consequences 
of the social restratification of recent years. A major proportion of workers 
living in villages used to be peasants. This restratification is still going on, 
it and the relocation of industry in the provinces, the growth in the propor
tion of workers who live in villages, as well as the role of auxiliary farms 
within working class incomes, are all factors that are likely to be far from 
negligible in the future as well.

Mistaken interpretations

There are some who identify industrial and agricultural policy with 
worker and peasant policies, that is they confuse terms that apply to sectors 
of the economy with political and class-categories. It is simple to see that 
there are connections, but there are workers outside industry as well, in trade 
for instance, and in agriculture. Or, to take another example, the terms 
village and agriculture are certainly not coexistensive. I could mention,
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repeating myself to some extent that, following socialist industrialization, 
and the connected social restratification the proportion of those employed 
in industry and agriculture is almost equal in the village population.

State subsidies for agricultural production also gives rise to misunder
standings. The economic meaning of these subsidies is that Hungary like 
the other socialist countries, tries to keep food prices low. This is part of 
the standards of living policy, and of vital interest to workers, particularly 
the lower income groups. In the interests of relatively low agricultural com
modity prices, those of needed industrial instruments of production such 
as machines, component parts, chemical fertilizers and plant protection 
sprays are moderated with the help of state subsidies. Improvements needing 
considerable investment which do not offer quick returns, receive state 
support differentiated according to considerations dependent on product- 
policy. In addition one should not forget that the socialist state and the 
working class gave considerable and varied political and material help to 
the cooperative peasantry in the course of that great and important process, 
the socialist transformation of industry.

Another mistaken and oversimplified view is one which, basing itself 
on imagined class interests, wishes to use up national income in propor
tion to its production, what was produced in agriculture, in agriculture and 
what was produced in industry, in industry. This sort of attitude cannot 
be maintained either in principle or practice since it does not reckon with 
the fact that the socialist economy is an integrated whole, a growing 
organism. National income must be distributed in keeping with the demands 
of planned development, by making the best possible use of the available 
labour power, and this, just because of the new requirements of progress 
must needs lead to regroupment. The view mentioned cannot serve progress 
but only the conservation of the earlier situation. It is not only unsound 
economically but politically damaging as well since it would push the 
alliance into the area of friction at the expense of the common interests.

Standards of living

It is difficult to speak of the growth in the standard of living over the 
thirty years that have passed since the Liberation, treating the working class 
and the peasantry separately, since changes of such magnitude have occurred 
that it is difficult to define groups or categories that have kept their meaning 
or substance. It should suffice to draw attention to the fact that restratifica
tion between these two population groups was considerable. According to
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the available approximations the real income of the population as a whole 
increased 2.8 fold between 1950 and 1973, and that of the two sections 
that make up the overwhelming majority of the population grew to much 
the same extent.

There were times and years when the standard of living of the working 
class and of the peasantry grew at different rates. The income of the peas
antry showed somewhat less development in the early 1950s than that of 
the working class. It should be added that at the start of the period peasant 
per capita income was smaller than that of workers. The trend was reversed 
in the 1960s and peasant incomes grew faster than worker incomes in accord 
with centrally determined objectives. The total real income of the two classes 
essentially evened out in 1968/69 and with smaller swings of the pendulum, 
has stayed equal ever since. It should be pointed out however that the in
come of the cooperative peasantry shows greater swings than that of workers 
since it largely depends on the quality of the harvest.

The Government, in 1972, decided to raise the real income of workers. 
This had to be done since the income of workers in large scale industry fell 
behind at a time when the real income of every section of the population 
went up. Following on a series of good harvests however peasant incomes 
as well grew faster than in earlier years, as a result the proportional relation
ship of the income of the two sections stayed the same in 1973. In 1973 
per capita annual income of peasants and workers alike was around 22,000 
to 23,000 forints.

One ought not to forget of course that these are average figures. The 
scatter of incomes is pretty big within both classes, more obviously so in 
the peasantry. Essential differences exist within both classes dependent on 
the opportunities offered to families to earn an income, that is primarily 
on their demographic composition. The size of differences is often not 
identical, and these differences are not always determined by the same 
factors and to the same degree. I t is precisely the differences and the factors 
that determine them which most frequently produce social tension.

Income is only one factor within the standard of living. Other important 
ones such as the level of employment, the quantity of work that has to be 
done to secure a given income, working conditions and the housing situation, 
the infrastructure and social services cannot be brought down to a common 
denominator. It is difficult to quantify them.

Progress in this field was so revolutionary, however, that it is quite ob
vious that the living conditions of the peasantry, that is those prevailing 
in villages, improved more than those of workers, that is the urban popula
tion. The difference between town and country became significantly smaller
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both as regards the level of employment and social services. And yet it is 
still true of present standards that, in a number of fields, conditions in 
rival areas, that is the social services available to the agricultural population 
all fall behind those of towns, that is those that apply to men and women 
in other than agricultural employment.

Links in production between industry and agriculture

Production links between industry and agriculture are close and im
portant to both sectors. Industry supplies up to date implements such as 
chemical fertilizers and plant-sprays, fuel, and machines and equipment 
needed by modern large-scale production. Hungarian industry has supplied 
goods worth 22,000,000,000 forints in 1971 to serve the needs of current 
production, and mechanical investments made were worth more than 
2,000,000,000 forints. The share of imports allotted to agriculture further 
increased this.

Agriculture on the other hand supplied important raw materials. In
dustrial commodities made up 40 per cent of domestic products used up by 
agriculture in 1971, and 22 per cent of goods used up by industry derived 
from agriculture.

It is part of the nature of things that the links of agriculture are closest 
with the food-processing industry. O f a total of 42,000,000,000 forints 
worth of goods supplied by agriculture to industry, 38,000,000,000 forints 
worth went to the food-processing industry. But reverse traffic, in fodder 
mixes of various sorts, was also most important, making up half of the goods 
supplied by industry.

The links of the 1970s are the result of the speedy development of the 
past ten years. Industrial goods bought by agriculture increased a round 
fourfold in quantity since i960, and the volume of those supplied by 
agriculture was 65 per cent higher in 1971 than in i960, but let me add, 
the volume of goods supplied to industry grew faster than total agricultural 
production.

The figures provided perhaps make it clear that links between the two 
sectors of the economy are mutually close and important and that they are 
developing fast. The way we look at them is however important as well. 
The only proper way is to approach this question from the angle of the 
economy as a whole; interdependence and the dynamism of development 
must be recognized in the process, things must not be weighed up from 
the angle of either industry or agriculture, exaggerating real achievements,
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deriving extreme and mistaken conclusions of the sort that argue that agri
culture pays the way of industry, or vice versa. Need I add that these views 
lack a basis and are mistaken, and that they do not help a better understand
ing of the problems of either industry or agriculture, and are even less of a 
help when there is a need to draw important conclusions of an economic kind.

Economic growth is a precondition of the rise in the standard of living. 
For that very reason it will remain a central subject of Hungarian economic 
policy as it will in the other socialist countries as well. A great deal remains 
to be done in this field. Economic growth is only accompanied by a rise in 
the standard of living if the effectiveness of social investments is increased, 
if the exploitation of capacities is improved, the productivity of labour is 
increased in industry as well as agriculture. There is much that can be done 
in this way both in industry and in agriculture, and there are major achieve
ments to be called our own both here and there.

FRO M  O U R N E X T  N U M BERS

C H A N G I N G  S O C IE T Y  I N  S O C IA L IS T  H U N G A R Y  

Péter Rényi

T H I R T Y  Y E A R S  O F  H U N G A R I A N  A R C H IT E C T U R E  

Máté Major

P E A C E F U L  C O E X IS T E N C E , C O N V E R G E N C E , O R  C O M P E T IT IO N

Mihály Simái

IN T E R V IE W  W IT H  A L B E R T  S Z E N T  -G Y  Ö R G  YI 

István Kardos

T H E  P O E T ’S R E F L E C T IO N S  

Gyula Illyés

N E W  P H E N O M E N A  I N  W O R L D  E C O N O M Y  

József Bognár

1 5 0 T H  A N N IV E R S A R Y

O F  T H E  H U N G A R I A N  A C A D E M Y  O F  S C IE N C E S

U R B A N  D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  B U D A P E S T  

Károly Polinyi



ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION 
IN CULTURE IN A SOCIALIST 

C O M M U N IT Y
by

GYÖRGY ACZÉL 

I

I nstitutionalized and organized action designed to ensure easier access 
to and greater participation in culture has recently been much discussed 
in Hungary. It was an important subject at the March 1974 session 
of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 
which passed an appropriate resolution.

It is part of the “prehistory” of this resolution that, soon after the defeat 
of the counter-revolution, to assist consolidation, in the course of formulat
ing fundamental ideas in 1958, the Central Committee adopted directives 
for the cultural policy of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, laying 
down the long-term principles of party and state guidance of the whole of 
Hungarian cultural life. In 1969 the Central Committee elaborated and 
adopted directives for science policy, and in 1972 it determined the duties 
of educational development. It was these preliminaries that made an analysis 
of the present subject possible.

However, these ideological and cultural statements and directives are 
not the only, or the most important, antecedents of this proposal. Indispen
sable preconditions were above all the progress of socialist reality, the 
modernization of economic guidance, the further development of socialist 
democracy in state administration, an examination of the situation of the 
working class, the resolutions on the position of women and young people, 
and the work done to implement them; all that was done, allowing one to 
maintain that Hungary has reached a higher stage in the construction of 
socialism, when the importance of the further development of socialist con
sciousness, mode and way of life impresses itself with even more imperative 
necessity than before.

Carrying out objectives demands a higher general level of culture, the



situation does not only allow but demands that social change should 
—through the mediation of larger and smaller communities—produce 
a socialist outlook and socialist ways of living at the family and personal 
level. This is, of course, not primarily or exclusively the task of institu
tionalized activity within cultural policy, though this has an important role, 
since with its own special means, which cannot be replaced, it helps to shape 
socialist consciousness.

It is therefore unnecessary to stress that reexamining this question was 
prompted neither by a bottleneck, nor a crisis. Results of far-reaching im
portance were achieved in the implementation and fulfilment of the 
Leninist cultural revolution. It is this that prompts the question: what must 
be done now

—with the difficulties which are the left-over of the “legacy” history 
bequeathed on the country;

—with the tensions, contradictions and duties which are the side-effects 
of what has already been achieved;

—with the demands of the future;
—and with the problems caused by shortcomings in our own work.
What Lenin had to say about the two cultures naturally applies to the 

present subject as well. The socialist point of view on the education and 
culture of the masses has always been in sharp conflict with the bourgeois 
one. The fundamental question is—besides the ideological content of 
culture—the relationship of politics and power to the education of the 
masses.

To give an example, in 1919-20, at the height of the White Terror, the 
ideologists of those in power argued: “It has become clear that the slogan 
‘science belongs to everybody’ may lead to extraordinarily dangerous 
demagogy, and we have reached a stage where it may become necessary to 
put a brake on the popularization of the sciences for the sake of the morals 
of the masses.”1

Kunó Klebelsberg, for many years Minister of Education and Church 
Affairs in the Horthy regime, wrote: “The foundation of my cultural policy 
is the thought that in small and large nations three or four thousand people 
stand for culture.”2 The advocate of “cultural superiority”, Gyula Kornis, 
wrote: “The intensity of culture is in almost inverse proportion to its 
extensiveness, the wider and more quickly it is spread the shallower it 
becomes, like a flood that is reduced in power as the waters cover a larger

1 Új Idők, N o. 13, 1920, p. 264.
2 Kunó Klebelsberg: “On the Development o f Hungarian Culture.” Dunántúl, May 28, 1925. 

(In Hungarian)
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area. ”3 This was the way in which this cultural policy expressed the aims 
of the Hungarian ruling class as it was progressing towards open fascism.

Progressive forces, on the other hand, considered the positive link be
tween people and culture to be a fundamental issue. As the late nineteenth- 
century poet János Vajda put it: “A more educated people is more sensitive 
to the material and moral suffering engendered by its oppression; it feels it 
as more unbearable and it finds the ways to express its dissatisfaction.”4 
What the progressive intelligentsia, the Social Science Society, the periodical 
Huszadik Század (Twentieth Century) and the Galileo Circle did for culture 
and education early this century can only be briefly mentioned here. This 
applies also to the educational plans by the movement of populist writers 
which, in addition to some utopian features, contained much that was 
inspiring and valuable but—as the 1958 declaration on populist writers 
rightly pointed out—these good intentions and beautiful ideas and reform 
plans, which wanted to change the cultural situation of the people not 
through the class struggle but by avoiding it, proved to be mere illusions.

The cultural history of the communist, that is the left wing working-class 
movement, stands for the most valuable traditions of cultural work. The 
first workers’ clubs already were founded for the “intellectual training of 
members, as well as the defence and promotion of their moral and material 
interests.”? Ervin Szabó explained in 1907 that libraries were needed in 
which “an industrial worker, who seeks the fermenting elements and justifica
tion of his struggle for economic and political progress in the new results 
of technology and the natural sciences, but mainly of the social sciences 
and social policy finds the books he wants”.3 4 5 6 7 The Constitution of the 
Hungarian Republic of Councils stated that “an end is put to the cultural 
privileges of the bourgeoisie opening up to the opportunity for actually 
acquiring culture to those who work”.7 The underground Hungarian Com
munist Party, together with the Social Democratic Left, and organized 
workers, continued, even in circumstances of inhuman persecution, and 
during the war, with its work of cultural enlightenment; this was an im
portant instrument in its political fight, particularly in maintaining con
tact with the masses. It endeavoured to make sure that the best members of 
the proletariat acquired, at worker-seminars, which entailed great risks,

3 Gyula Komis: Culture and Politics. Franklin Publishing House, 1928, p. 69. (In Hungarian)
4  János Vajda: "On the Situation of the Working Class.” In: Politikai Újdonságok, May 16, 1883. 

(in Hungarian)
5 Selected Documents o f  the History of the Hungarian Labour Movement. Vol. I , Szikra Publish

ing House, 1951, p. 256. (in Hungarian)
6 Fővárosi Könyvtár Értesítője, 1907. p. I.
7 Selected Documents o f the History o f  the Hungarian Labour Movement. Vol. 6/B, Kossuth 

Publishing House, i960 , p. 215. fin Hungarian)



fundamental ideological and cultural knowledge, that choirs be formed, 
including such as recited prose and verse, since the communists well knew 
that cultural work was a community-creating force, such communities being 
indispensable in helping the political struggle, preparing the intellectual 
advancement of the people about to be liberated.

Liberation produced a fundamental change in the relationship between 
the working masses and education too. Between 1945 and 1948 the Hun
garian Communist Party—while fighting for political power and the recon
struction of the economy—consistently represented the cause of the democ
ratization of education as well; it intensified educational activity within 
the movement, and opened breaches in the walls of the educational system 
through which tens and hundreds of thousands of gifted young workers and 
peasants passed. One was able to witness the accumulation of communal 
experience covering hundreds of thousands; new, socialist community 
movements were formed with a newly liberated vigour. Under the leader
ship of the Party and party organizations, the youth movement, and in 
another sense, the colleges of young workers and peasants and the hostels for 
apprentices were turned into communities not merely by the educational 
intention of those in charge but first of all through their actively taking 
part in the shaping of history.

The socialist cultural revolution got under way after 1948—in the wake 
of the conquest of political and economic power by the working class. 
An end was put to the cultural monopolies of the erstwhile ruling classes, 
an integrated state system of general schools was created, and cultural 
institutions, such as publishers, theatres, cinemas and film studios, came 
under state ownership, but it was a revolutionary feat of no lesser significance 
that large numbers of adults—workers and peasants, the veterans of under
ground work, war and privations—covered the syllabus of secondary schools 
in abridged courses, entered universities and studied economics, the social 
sciences and history, law, administration and politics. Within a very short 
time a new socialist intelligentsia, that is a new leadership, was born.

The "leftist” and rightist political distortions of the first half of the 
fifties were present, or reflected, in the cultural life of that period as well. 
Nevertheless, important results were achieved at that time, the number of 
educational institutions was considerably increased, the basis of culture 
widened, hitherto unimaginable opportunities were opened up for the 
working class, for the masses.

After the defeat of the Counter-Revolution and the stabilization of 
socialist power and in harmony with socio-economic evolution, the process 
that had begun in 1945 was accelerated.
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26 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

The entire structure of cultural activity was transformed largely due to 
the effect of the rapid spread of television, radio and the press.

Radio and television already play a leading role in educational work as 
a whole, that is the spreading of culture. They not only spread and mediate 
culture, but organize as well. Various nationwide competitions and quizzes 
ought to be mentioned there, particularly Fly Peacock, the folk-song com
petition that grew into a movement. The work of television and radio is 
especially important in those villages and settlements whose size does not 
permit a sufficiency of locally based cultural institutions.

In recent years dailies and weeklies, county newspapers and periodicals 
have done more than ever before to spread culture and knowledge, and shape 
public taste. This is shown by a large and growing circulation, and by the 
greater space taken up by art and literature. Hungary’s cultural map is still 
far from uniform, there are blank spots, but the meaning of the latter term 
has changed and is changing. The term blank spots is used to refer to 
homestead-clusters and villages far from urban areas where the number of 
newspaper and book readers, cinema-goers, library subscribers, of people 
interested in and receptive to culture is below the national average. Today 
it means that television has not reached every home yet and that there are 
still people about who do not make a habit of reading; thirty to forty years 
ago it meant massive illiteracy. “Not reading” is also relative. We are well 
aware that there are still quite a number of people in Hungary—and un
fortunately not only the elderly—who, for subjective or objective reasons, 
have so far been left out of cultural advancement. This is a warning that 
ways of coping with this must be found—and in a good many places these 
have already been discovered—which do not lay primary emphasis on the 
school, that put the stress not on some certificate or diploma but on funda
mental education and the awakening of interest in culture. The primary aim 
must now be to make sure that as few as possible of the younger and future 
generations be left out, that they not only be given the opportunity but 
a basic education as well. As regards the majority of the people, attention 
has to be concentrated on the extension of culture, the raising of standards, 
the intensification of cultural educational work and first of all on the 
spreading of the socialist consciousness, of education suffused by Marxist 
ideology.

Taking into account all the anxieties and difficulties it can still be said 
that in the past thirty years the Hungarian nation has become more educated, 
more enlightened, more broad-minded and incomparably richer in knowledge 
and better informed than at any time in the past. And what is no less 
important, men and women have become educated and conscious in their



actions in the socialist sense of the term, they know that they have a right 
to live in a human way, a right to justice, that they have a part to play in 
public affairs; they make their calculations and plan ahead, they live in 
awareness of their future.

The culture of every class and section of society has increased, to a dif
fering degree, and in various forms.

The largest increase has occurred in the case of workers, both as regards 
their acquired skills and general level of education. The most highly skilled 
workers show themselves most receptive to culture. The relationship of the 
socialist brigades to culture is especially noteworthy. The socialist brigades 
were originally formed to increase production, improve quality, or reduce 
costs, but the workers soon discovered that they could meet these require
ments only if they read, became informed in the world of culture, went to 
the theatre and watched good films. An interesting aspect in the cultural 
activity of socialist brigades is that they often discuss what they have read 
or seen, and so lead to a new, spontaneous form of community life. The 
number of skilled workers who are in possession of the secondary school 
leaving certificate is also increasing. The rise in cultural standards has 
a beneficial influence on the development of living conditions. In socialist 
brigades the demand “work, live and study in a socialist way” is ever present 
and to a growing extent. The trend is basically sound but there are many 
shortcomings. Approximately one and a half million of those in employ
ment have not completed the general school course; only one-fifth of manual 
workers use libraries, and much of what is read is of the best-seller type 
and much that is done by the socialist brigades in a cultural way has a merely 
formal character.

The socialist reorganization of agriculture and the technological progress 
that accompanied it radically changed the nature of agricultural work, trans
forming working conditions, village customs and traditional culture. 
Socialist large-scale farming does not only make the acquisition of higher 
skills and a higher general level of education possible, but even demands 
them. Nevertheless, the cultural standards of the peasantry, and of villagers 
in general, and their educational opportunities, lag behind those of other 
sections of society and the urban population for historic and objective 
reasons.

The majority of professional people can be said to be highly trained and 
well-educated. Their role and responsibility in the spreading of culture 
—especially at their places of employment—is most important; but they 
do not do as much as is desirable.

Reciprocal contact between the classes and sections of society is much
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livelier, the earlier rigid barriers are disappearing; this too has an influence 
on culture, on changes in ways of living. Most families number manual 
workers, peasants as well as professional people among their members. 
The marks of earlier class culture are disappearing, and in the way of life, 
in culture (home, language, reading matter) the strengthening of socialist 
national unity has helped a new socialist culture to come into being and 
grow which includes not only national and internationalist values but the 
progressive traditions of mankind as well.

Young people ask for an active community culture. Two-thirds of those 
making use of the facilities of houses of culture and libraries are young 
people. This is promising for the future, since those under twenty-four 
make up 38 per cent of the total population, and those under twenty-nine 
45 per cent.

II

There must be mutual trust between the masses and the party. All 
citizens who honestly do their daily work, serve the cause of the people and 
of the working class, even if they hold views regarding one or the other 
aspect of socialism, the past, the present or the future, that differ from 
those of communists. What did and what does this mean for ideology? 
Patience must be exercised but there must be no acceptance of erroneous 
views, continuous efforts using education and explanation as its main tools 
must be made to shape the thinking of the backward. It has to be taken into 
account that in Hungary there are still a fair few who keep up customary 
habits and folkways, still believing in unscientific superstitions. Although 
they will have no part of the old socio-economic system, they still enjoy 
its cultural left-overs. In this respect, communal education, and the under
standing and patient transformation of public opinion, are of great im
portance.

Requirements are increasing all the time. As progress is made, society 
needs people who consciously accept the struggle for socialism. As a result, 
not only socialist relations of ownership but socialist thinking on public 
questions and socialist culture and morality are becoming more general.

Influencing the minds of men and deliberate action has always been im
portant to progressives, socialists and communists, to all those who desired 
and did continue to shape the future together with the millions. To those 
—to us—the cause of educational action in culture is important for this 
very reason. Communists have always opposed rightist and “leftist” views 
which mechanically differentiate between or confront economic and cultural



construction, Leninist principles do not allow one to forget that these two 
are inseparable and dialectically related. The firmer the material base of 
socialist society is, the higher the standard of living rises, the more necessary 
it becomes and the less possible it is to postpone the answer to the question 
“how shall we live?” ; in the Marxist sense of the term this does not come 
about by itself but must be built up in a planned and systematic way.

Socialism is being realized consciously, and this is the only effective 
antidote to “consumer-mindedness”. What people attend to all over the 
world when observing socialist cultural progress is whether we are able to 
develop—and in what way—the socialist alternative of human and cultural 
progress. Take literature and art, they do not only exist in a socialist society. 
The essential difference between the two systems consists exactly in that 
the other social system may exist without literature and art, but these are 
organic attributes of socialism, and parts of its essence. Socialism cannot 
exist without art and literature of a high and continuously progressing 
standard, it cannot be constructed without this, just as many-sided, advanced 
socialist man cannot be imagined without literature and art, without 
socialist culture.

It is an achievement of cultural policy that 20 to 25 per cent of the 
listeners and viewers of valuable, high-standard art may be considered a more 
or less permanent public. The audience which is receptive to high-standard 
works as well, e.g. the ratio of those listening to serious music (5 to 10 per 
cent), is increasing slowly but all the time. Light music is favoured by 
a larger camp, though it must be said that what different age-groups are 
interested in is not identical.

The cinema still satisfies the requirements of the masses for culture and 
entertainment. Films are not only an important instrument of education 
in art, but also a guide to ideology and politics; the policy of distributors 
does not always however satisfy requirements that derive from this.

Theatre attendance dropped somewhat as television became more wide
spread, but numbers have picked up since.

Interest in and demand for the contemporary fine arts as well as for in
dustrial art is on the increase. The progress of visual culture has been 
furthered and speeded up by the increasing number and improved standard 
of art works erected in public places, the progress of artistic life in the 
country, developments in the provinces and greater liveliness in the field 
of exhibitions.

Valuable work today already reaches a major part of the population; 
television and radio help a great deal. There is however a large section who 
have remained impermeable to the masterpieces of culture. It is they who
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are most exposed to shallow works, to the second-rate and trash, all of which 
can have a damaging effect. It has to be taken into consideration here that 
society in Hungary is in constant transition, and this often involves 
mobility in the literal sense. A large number of people are, so to speak, 
permanently on the move, those who work in the construction industry or 
who, while working in cities, maintain their homes in distant villages. This 
way of life places a heavy burden on those concerned and they have less 
time left for cultural interests. The interest in literature and the arts of the 
older generations who grew up at the time of the previous social system, 
is more difficult to rouse.

These days when the international class struggle is continued under the 
conditions of detente, that is the peaceful coexistence of the two systems, 
the capitalist powers keep on intensifying their ideological manoeuvres 
directed against the socialist world.

Culture is not a commodity: that is one of the basic tenets of Hungarian 
policy. This means that the state supports, not sparing the cash, every 
valuable cultural work, book, play, film, exhibition hall, concert, the radio 
and television. In Hungary the state subsidizes every theatre ticket by ap
proximately the same amount as the client pays at the box-office. This 
principle also results in higher prices for products that are light entertain
ment, such as thrillers, or musical comedies, than those of good books or 
serious drama. The former are barely subsidized or not at all. A sense of 
responsibility towards need to increase culture and to bear in mind the 
sound needs of society is still insufficiently in evidence in artistic and 
scientific activity, in those who transmit the achievements, and some of the 
leaders as well.

In spite of these manoeuvres, Hungarian cultural policy does not reduce 
but increases and intensifies the cultural contacts with nations living in 
a different economic and social order, since it looks on cultural coexistence 
as part and parcel of political and economic coexistence.

The consistent policy of the Soviet Union and of the Soviet Communist 
Party, and the growing strength and authority of the community of the 
socialist countries have produced new conditions in the international class 
struggle, in the domains of ideology and culture as well, including access 
to and participation in the latter. At the Moscow Conference, last December, 
of the Central Committee Secretaries of the fraternal parties responsible for 
ideology and foreign relations great attention was necessarily devoted to the 
realization, development and active propagation of the socialist way of life 
as an important part of the struggle against capitalism. If we put our own 
ideas and ideals into practice we shall be able to stand up most effectively



to the old and new weapons of subversion. Here as well the best form of 
“defence” is a sound example, that is persuasive achievements. Bourgeois 
society is unable to create-—though the material welfare of part of society 
may be ensured—what we call the good life; it is not able to solve funda
mental human problems, nor to offer men and women a real purpose in life. 
The everyday practice of socialist society as well proves what has been un
deniable in theory from the very beginning, that it is socialist society alone 
that can satisfy these needs. The more obvious this becomes the smaller the 
chances of enemy propaganda are at home, and the more attractive we make 
socialism—not only in principle, but as realized practice as well—to the 
workers living in capitalist countries.

Quantitative indices without qualitative co-ordinates have less and less 
to say in cultural life. The comparison is invalid that, for instance, both 
there and here six and a half “publications of a book nature” per capita are 
produced, if one does not add that in Hungary the decisive majority derive 
from the humanist, noble and valuable part of world and Hungarian culture. 
This goes for music as well, and the production of films, and is even 
—to a very important extent!—also valid for television programmes.

Bourgeois ideologists and politicians still frequently talk about the ir
reconcilable contradiction between “élite” and “mass culture”. This shows 
they sense danger, a fear weighs heavily on the politicians of the oppressing 
classes, the leaders and spokesmen of monopoly capital, when the genuine 
desire for knowledge and demand for culture of the masses surfaces. It is 
then that they pour forth a spurious culture, cultural trash designed to 
disarm under the heading of “mass culture”. This manipulative differentia
tion which is sometimes expressed in a hidden way in this part of the world 
as well, is rejected outright by us. It has been demonstrated, day after day, 
that the people, acting in a deliberate manner, are not only able to make use 
of cultural products of a high standard, they in fact demand them.

Making cultural products of great worth available is, of course, not a way 
of providing “alms”, or “gifts” to the people, but a duty—it is a mandatory 
part of socialist evolution. At the time of the scientific and technological 
revolution, both up to the minute production techniques and the modes of 
civilization require to be met by permanent study and autodidactic activity. 
This is a clear condition of progress, but even more is involved. Socialist 
society needs skilled workers and cooperative farmers who are able to see 
their work in a wider context, who know where their place of employment 
and their industry are located within the economic system; who then can 
voice their views with self-assurance in the arena of socialist democracy- 
democracy at the bench and at the plough. It must become part of the normal
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situation that the majority of workers should be men and women who are 
lent courage to participate in political life by their familiarity with the 
questions at issue, men and women who are liberate and articulate in the 
common idiom, able to express the wealth of their ideas with precision. 
It largely depends on active education that more advanced production 
techniques and a higher standard of living should also result in a rational, free 
and harmonious life and a way of living in which the community is involved.

What must the socialist alternative rely on in practice? What is the new 
“prescription for life” ? Let it be said right at the start that this pharmacopoea 
does not include any panacea. The major elements are well enough known: 
work, the community, culture—and the organic, socialist unity of these 
three. As Marx and Engels put it in the German Ideology: “Only in com
munity with others has each individual the means of cultivating his gifts 
in all directions; only in the community, therefore, is personal freedom 
possible.”! Socialist educational communities of a new substance and with 
a new meaning which permit a full unfolding of the personality and of 
individual abilities, can only be organized autonomously and not autocrati
cally. Life brings forth numerous community forms, but we are already well 
aware that the place of employment, the production organization, offers 
the primary opportunities. Integration with the community, with the other 
people is realized primarily in productive work, and that not only and not 
even always as concerns place, but internally and in its content. Identical 
goals and problems, the common tasks that have to be solved, to which 
a genuine community is dedicated, are present here to the highest degree.

Brigades in plants and cooperatives, as examples of the socialist com
munities, are at the same time indispensable bases for cultural and educa
tional activity. Much that is worth emulating in the cultural activity of the 
socialist brigades bears out the Leninist truth: “The workers will not forget 
for a moment that they need the power of knowledge.”8 The time ap
proaches when there is little justification for a brigade calling itself socialist 
if it does nothing or hardly anything for the development of socialist culture 
and thought.

Communal forms of education must at the same time be given an impetus 
where people have their homes. It is necessary to fight the spirit of isolation 
that tries to introduce, even to modern housing estates, the obsolete view: 
“my home is my castle”. It is true that the housing question still causes 
great anxieties, but it is becoming increasingly important that those who

7  Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: The German Ideology. I. Feuerbach. In : Selected Works in three 
volumes. Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1969. V ol. 1, pp. 65 -66 .

8 V . I. Lenin: How to organise Competition? In: Selected Works in three volumes. Progress 
Publishers, Moscow, 1970. Vol. 2, p. 519.



have already moved into new homes should learn how one must live there 
in a socialist way.

The proper and worthwhile use of a rising standard of living, in other 
words, of a socialist way of life, cannot be passed on as instructions for use 
when housing and other goods and commodities are handed over to those 
who will utilize them.

Socialism is a movement which today feels responsibility for the tomor
row, a movement which faces the future. This makes the education of youth 
particularly important. One of the characteristics of youth is activity, the 
desire for action which, if it is not provided with the right goals or given 
the proper help, will in the case of some, and not always the least valuable, 
find itself in a blind alley, even seeking satisfaction in a destructive com
munity. Let it never be forgotten, closer acquaintance with members of 
beat clubs or with the most enthusiastic groupies often leads to the dis
covery that they were assembled by an elementary but insufficiently guided 
need for communal ways. Many of the young leave the parental family but, 
not yet having founded a family of their own, seek communal forms else
where. Community creating forces must therefore be promoted in a profes
sionally and politically sound manner, the desire for communal forms that 
is alive in the young must be given socialist forms and substance, and 
attractive and bright opportunities must be provided. More clubs, groups 
giving free play to initiative, literary stages, choirs, amateur theatrical 
societies and similar opportunities must be created and the good example 
of the existing ones must be publicized in full awareness of this.
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One of the most important present objectives is to develop and continue 
to develop an integrated attitude to educational activity of a cultural sort, 
improving its social status. An integral dialectic view must be in evidence 
all along the line from productive work to a proper use of time off, from 
science and art to the operation of voluntary bodies. Such an integral attitude 
is built on the foundations of Marxism-Leninism, and its principal political 
objective is the full realization of that Leninist cultural revolution whose 
requirements keep on growing all the time. In Lenin’s words: “Far from 
extinguishing competition, socialism, on the contrary, for the first time 
creates the opportunity for employing it on a really wide and on a really mass 
scale, for actually drawing the majority of working people into a field of 
labour in which they can display their abilities, develop the capacities, and
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reveal those talents, so abundant among the people whom capitalism crushed, 
suppressed and strangled in thousands and millions.” 9  It is this political 
and social aim and creative intent that establishes the high status of educa
tion for culture in a socialist society; it is the integrity of ideology, morality, 
culture, the arts, ways of life which must be brought to cognitive awareness 
in all its aspects. To this end, intellectual and material energies must be 
rationally developed, concentrated and made use of.

The connecting link is the requirement that all questions should be dealt 
with from the angle of the recipient millions. More intensive attention 
must be paid to ensure that the values of art really reach the masses, that 
works that show understanding for the future of socialism, that shape 
socialist ideology and morality should become part of the general awareness. 
Never in the course of Hungarian history has there been an opportunity for 
the meeting on such a massive scale of art and the public, of creative work 
and those for whom it is meant that equals what socialism provides today. 
The people’s power creates the conditions which inspire genuine and rational 
creative work, but it also imposes great responsibilities on creative artists: 
a responsibility towards truth, that is the historic truth of socialist reality, 
aims and ideas. Making works of art available to millions—and only social
ism produces the right conditions for this—does not mean a mere quantitative 
change, but a qualitative one in the first place, a new era in the history of 
culture. The achievements of education for and in culture react productively 
on creative artistic activity, the improvements in the taste and the growing 
demands of millions offer encouragement to artists, in whose interests it is 
that the public should receive their work with understanding. Society 
therefore has every right to demand in return that artists do all they can 
to help an understanding reception of their works.

Hungarian culture has room not only for art but also for entertainment, 
as long as it is in good taste and does not make use of cultural refuse. Let 
me add to this that though no regulations are made on questions of taste, 
the taste of millions is a matter of public concern in a socialist society. 
Works called “entertaining” may, of course, also offer and do offer artistic 
experience of a high order and lasting effect. The opposite of “entertaining” 
is not “valuable” but “boring” ; and if a piece of work is complicated, ab
stract and difficult to follow, it is by no means certain to be “valuable”. 
There is, of course, room not only for the spreading of meaningful and 
practical knowledge, but also for collective and individual pastimes that 
are rich in content and are agreeable. 9

9  V . I. Lenin: H ow to organise Competition? In: Selected Works in three volumes. Progress 
Publishers, Moscow, 1970. Vol. 2 ., p. 517.
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The rapidly rising mass demand for literature and art is also borne out 
by the figures. More than 60 million books were sold in Hungary in 1973, 
the turnover in books is rising, and the fear of those who predicted that the 
spreading of television would atrophy reading, has been shown to be baseless. 
On the contrary, instead of “competition” between the various forms of 
education in and for culture the number of examples that are evidence of 
good cooperation and a wholesome reciprocal influence is on the increase; 
successful television programmes recruit readers, and the readers take a dif
ferent view of the television programmes. Things have to be done in the 
further development of reading as well; the results so far achieved in the 
“For a Reading People” movement must be developed further in such 
a way that the selection of the quality of the reading matter should in
creasingly be decisive. What might be called basic books must be placed 
into the hands of the hundreds of thousands who still do not read. These 
“basic books” are the classics of Hungarian literature and that in other 
languages, poems, novels, plays, some important modern works, not only 
Hungarian, which on the one hand reflect and on the other develop thinking 
in this age of transition. It should be obvious that these basic books include 
the classics of socialism, since it is exactly through these that one can size 
up and properly appreciate the most valuable creations of the human mind. 
One must also make sure that school-leavers who are critical readers indeed 
remain readers for life. Not only new beautiful library palaces satisfy the 
needs of the present although one will, of course, wish for as many as 
possible of them! It must be understood that until we are able to build such 
libraries everywhere, it is possible and necessary to serve the cause of culture 
and of reading also by modest, small libraries.

Television is in our time the most important way in which culture is 
brought to the people. But its effect goes beyond this: it may play an* 
important role directly and indirectly in the formation of the socialist way 
of life, doing so if it shows a positive example. Television is not only an 
instrument for the satisfaction of demands but also for the rousing of new 
sound ones. It has a complex educational purpose, to an increasing extent 
it is turning into an artistic workshop and institution seeking its own ways. 
It has been shown that the “age of television” does not lead to a withering 
of traditional educational institutions and forms, but on the contrary helps 
them to flourish while modernizing. It may well accelerate the process which 
transforms the public into a community.

In the development and rejuvenation of adult education—lectures, series, 
free universities, language courses—professional men and women may find 
a major opportunity for selfless social work. It does not reduce the authority
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and importance of museums and their staff either, but on the contrary in
creases them if the latter undertake more consistently to fulfil their educa
tional calling and do more in the spreading and popularization of scientific 
knowledge.

Encyclopaedic knowledge is not the equivalent of education, an educated 
man is one in whom an interest in culture and knowledge lives permanently 
and recurringly, someone who asserts acquired knowledge in everyday life, 
enriching through it community contacts with friends and at the place of 
work.

It is part of an integrated approach to the subject that we argue against 
views and attitudes which, even if they are not general, are nevertheless 
frequent enough to cause trouble.

It happens even within social and political organizations that culture and 
education are “handled separately”. It is lost from sight that this work, 
from central directives to local practical implementation requiring great in
dependence and responsibility, must be in harmony with the general party 
programme.

In some factories and agricultural cooperatives economic interests, are 
used as an excuse, and there is a failure to recognize that it is not only in the 
interests of socialism in general but in a narrower sense also of the enterprise 
in question that there should be money and energy left for the library, for 
the further training of workers and for the club of the socialist brigades. 
The time has come where it is possible to call to account a manager who 
neglects the mental “development” of people just as if he left the valuable 
machines of his firm to “rust”. It is a part of the personal example that the 
chairman or manager, the Party secretary, and Communist leaders in general 
are required to give that they attend theatrical performances, that they read 
and buy books. Luckily there is hardly anybody today who is proud of being 
uneducated, but there still are some who say: “A proletarian does not need 
culture or the arts.” They affirm this without really knowing that, by this, 
they come close in their thinking to the bourgeois who says that the worker 
does not require culture.

In the age of socialism it is also a manifestation of lack of belief in the 
people and in the cause of socialism if some who work in this field declare 
that there are places and sections of society where and among whom it is 
impossible to create and spread culture. This view hides complacency and 
laziness.

An attitude is, of course, also unacceptable which refuses to undertake 
mental effort in order to receive culture. Medical practitioners warn against 
inactivity, mental sloth should be included in this warning.
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Progressive bourgeois ideas of adult education generally projected the 
teacher-pupil relationship within the schools to extra-curricular education. 
The role of schools in Hungary is of increasing importance. But the methods 
of the schools—which incidentally are also being developed in the direction 
of initiative and activity-—cannot be copied mechanically outside the school, 
in adult education. The submitted resolution must be implemented in 
practice: “active, voluntary, independent and organized education outside 
the schools must become more efficient, it must be raised to a higher level 
and become more widespread through the cooperation and assistance of 
various institutions, voluntary organizations and movements, serving a useful 
and valuable way of spending one’s time off.”

Although this is an important question, I can only briefly touch on the 
frequent misunderstandings concerning the interpretation of folk traditions 
in culture. Two false extremes must be rejected. One considers folk culture 
in the narrow sense of peasant culture, wishing to conserve the old peasant 
culture creating a myth around it. The other wishes to differentiate between 
working-class culture, that is socialist culture, and traditional folk culture, 
and does not take into account that a healthy socialist culture can only grow 
in the soil of the earlier worker and peasant traditions, by further develop
ing their most valuable features.

In Hungary the number of members of national minorities is not large, 
their percentage of the population is not very significant. It is nevertheless 
necessary to speak of them in connection with this subject since in a socialist 
country the equality of the national minorities, the care and esteem of their 
culture, native idiom and traditions cannot be determined by numbers. 
However small the community may be, we consider it a moral duty to 
satisfy and support their national and language need in all the details of 
everyday life and of culture and education, be it street names in their own 
language, right to a thorough knowledge of their own literature and the 
cherishing of their ancient, traditional culture. It is our firm resolution to 
give the cultural needs of the national minorities who live in Hungary the 
same care and attention as that accorded to those whose native language is 
Hungarian. I t is therefore not only the business of the associations of the 
minorities themselves but a public matter, a social and political question, 
in which we follow the principles of socialist internationalism and of Lenin
ist national minority policy.

$

The document submitted to the Central Committee does not only 
formulate immediate practical aims but has the character and importance
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of principles. It speaks both to the leaders and to the people who long for 
education. But it determines only the directions of what has to be done so 
that, in its wake, the elaboration of the measures, plans and long-term 
programmes should be possible in accordance with local conditions, and 
the concrete areas of activity. This demands protracted, tenacious and 
persevering work. It is necessary to bear in mind Lenin’s idea that, in this 
domain, it is not possible to win battles by cavalry charges. But this does 
not mean either that immediate great efforts and perseverance are not 
necessary. Lenin was not lenient in this question affecting revolution either, 
but keeping the particularities of this area in mind, he declared war on 
spurious and apparent solutions, which always chose the easier way.

The essence of the question is the appreciation of the content of socialist 
culture, the interpretation of what is meant by culture. If somebody means 
by culture that the people should get by heart numerous quotations from 
the works of Chairman Mao, then he can carry out the cultural revolution 
in one go; but if he sets out with the demand that everybody should be 
literate, then much more time is needed. And how much more still if one 
counts with all that which must be demanded in the interests of the people!

We wish to make all human values of every age accessible to educated 
socialist men and women. The anarchists and those associated with the 
Proletcult movement as well as the contemporary ultra-left and Maoists 
argue that, with the proletarian revolution, the “old” culture loses its 
validity; it must not be learned, it must even be annihilated. This view, if 
it becomes a policy, endangers—as experience has shown—not only culture 
but socialism itself, that is why we reject it. Lenin’s starting-point in his 
teaching on the cultural revolution was: “Marxism has won its historic 
significance as the ideology of the revolutionary proletariat because, far from 
rejecting the most valuable achievements of the bourgeois epoch, it has, 
on the contrary, assimilated and refashioned everything of value in thought 
and culture. Only further work on this basis and in this direction, inspired 
by the practical experience of the proletarian dictatorship as the final stage 
in the struggle against every form of exploitation, can be recognised as the 
development of a genuine proletarian culture.”10

A substantial part of the difficulties with our school system and our 
educational activities derives from this broad interpretation—which we 
avow as our own. We must, for instance, face the overburdening of students 
in our school system, and we are trying to mitigate this, not in order to 
give up knowledge, but on the contrary: for the sake of the bringing up of

10 V . I. Lenin: On Proletarian Culture. In: Selected Works in three volumes. Progress Publishers, 
Moscow, 1971. Vol. 3, p. 485.
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more educated, more receptive and more intelligent young people we try 
to liberate tuition from the burdens of superfluous encyclopaedic knowledge.

We face similar, and still different, if possible even more complicated, 
difficulties in adult education. But if we ask ourselves whether we should 
continue to undertake this broad range or limit our efforts-—the answer is 
obvious. We shall undertake it. It is true that the tension—as reflected also 
by the report—between the requirements and the financial resources is very 
great. Cultural demands grow, and hopefully ever faster, and possibilities, 
especially financial resources, are limited. It is therefore important to mark 
out a realistic path. If too little is undertaken, and no efforts are made, the 
negative consequences can be foreseen as clearly as those of the other ex
treme: if the plans are unrealistic and failure is discouraging.

Our Marxist order of values functions well, and I believe that in general 
we select more or less appropriately, we broadly know what forms part of 
our values and what does not. The question is what values shall reach—in 
respect of their substance and standard—increasing numbers of the people, 
and at what pace. What we have achieved so far is certainly not little. Let 
me mention one figure only: twenty years ago people bought books worth 
70 million forints in Hungary. Now, in the last year, books worth 1,400 
million forints were sold, at roughly comparative prices. I believe that 
reading was the first step of the cultural rise, and will continue to remain 
the most important. The first step was that as broad masses as possible 
should read. But today the qualitative requirement becomes more important. 
Of course there is no mechanical, rigid sequence. It was never unimportant 
for socialist cultural policy what people should read, and the Marxist order 
of values was not unimportant either. We have always tried to influence 
the internal structure of the demand for reading with the instruments at 
our disposal: the assertion of the principles of our cultural policy, e.g. size 
of editions, criticism, publicity, etc. Even though there were distortions, 
the total process is healthy and serves our goals well. It is a matter of course 
that the more we progress, the more the people rises culturally, the higher 
the ideological, aesthetic and taste standards must be.

We are sometimes inclined to underestimate our achievements, but life 
refutes our faint-heartedness. It may seem a trifle, but allow me to give an 
example. A weekly publishing nothing but serializations of novels of lit
erary merit has been started. It has turned out that 100,000 copies, which 
everybody considered too much, were sold out within two hours, and at the 
railway stations, commuting workers who do not buy books for 40 forints, 
buy this periodical. In the second week no less than 160,000 copies were 
sold.
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With the progress made by our society, the evolution of socialist public 
thinking and public morality, of socialist consciousness, the requirement 
becomes more and more emphatic that every person should have a socialist 
future recognized by himself. All that is decisive in the great transformation 
of society as a whole, must also be created in man as he is becoming a com
munity being.

We have to reckon with progress in this domain not being spectacular, 
an extraordinary number of larger and smaller difficulties in the implementa
tion of the educational work programme will be encountered with, but in 
the long run it will be proved that in the wake of the resolutions of the 
Central Committee, concrete new and important results will have been 
achieved, which will basically accelerate progress, and shape the cultural 
image of the entire working people. A people hungry for culture will turn 
into one living with culture. Both the demand and the opportunity are 
present. Our task is to realize them.



T H E  T H I R T I E T H  ANNIVERSARY 
OF HUNGARY’S LIBERATION

ISTVÁN VAS

T H E  GRAND FINALE
Translated by William Jay Smith

February dawn spread across the sky.
Today at last we can cross over to Pest!
We cannot, though,
If the ice on the Danube won’t let us go,
I thought, and just as the thought took 
Hold of me, the neighbourhood shook.
I was about to doze off again 
When I began to hear 
The sound of gunfire and rockets 
Mounting, drawing near.
No, that cannot be—
The siege of Buda starting once more?
And then a bang from the second floor-—
The Russians are packing:
The half-light and the cold are hard—
And everything on the move—
Horses, carts, automobiles.
Like children we plead: “Please don’t go!”
“But we’ve got to go!
The Germans are breaking out of the Castle, 
They’re almost here!
We’re leaving but not for long,
We’ll be back—do not fear!”

The bang, the rattle increased outside;
Within us silence opened wide;
In our hearts, our room, the cold spread.
A scene bordering on madness:



Listening, the huge Academy courtyard 
Across the way 
Yawns wide.
Panic grows inside 
Us: silence,
Mounting fear.
And what if the Germans come back here,
And Mrs. Leitgeb reports us again.

Lucky T.,
Who has not yet shed the disguise of his Premonstratensian 
Garb; he
Walks around day and night 
In violet cincture and white 
Cassock!

Confusion is rife.
What will each do to save his life?
"It’s crazy just to wait, that much is clear.
Even if they come for only an hour they’ll kill us for sure. 
Let’s go where the Russians are going.”
“Between the lines? This is the front line now.
You want to explain to their bullets, fool,
That you are a friend, not an enemy?”

O. cleans his pistol.
While another packs his bag,
And another stares vacantly into the yard,
Scanning the empty neighbourhood.
And would prefer to read
Some leatherbound History of Fascism.

While we still can,
We munch some bread,
Sit in a circle; the women smile,
The men stare glumly all the while.
The window rattles, the sun shines:
Across the room a bullet whines,
Until, weary of its flight,
It zings into the stove, whizzing right



Between Géza and me,
Between Mari and Gyöngyi.

We jump to our feet: the shadows
O f helmets in the distant courtyard move over the snow 
Then opposite—in a gate 
A green soldier looms.
Beside him a small, stocky 
Sweat-covered square face pops up,
Made monstrous by hunger and fury;
They’ve managed to break through;
The taller one flings a grenade,
His muscles strain
As he heaves it, leaning to the right
In an eternal movement,
An athlete,
A Borghese Fencer,
But his face is hollow, pale—
How he must have starved 
In the cellars of the Castle 
But still he would not cave 
In; he has survived to carry out his orders,
He has lived to kill and make others kill.
His ammuniton gone, he carries no 
Weapon any more;
He lost his battle a while ago 
And is ready to kill even now.
A symbol of stubborn resistance, he watches there, 
Ready to hurl his grenade through the air,
His body a perfect arc, but 
How long will he wait? He hurls it,
But the old grenade fizzles out;
The third one, though,
Hits below our window.

From behind a nearby villa 
Three Russian soldiers appear.
They approach, jumping, ducking,
Cold afternoon sun flashing on their colourful persons— 
Not on their helmets but on



The fur above
The green, yellow, and red
Of the caps on their heads.

These are the Sons of the Wondrous East, 
Embodiment of a folktale past 
And a dream
Future, and nearer they come.
One crawls below the window
And their Tommy guns rattle
Toward the place where moments ago
The messenger of doom stared up from the snow.

The man at the window can feel,
Through the winter landscape, the smell 
O f smoke.
Heavy steps on the wooden stair;
We listen in fear,
Hoping. Three flamelike figures 
Burst through the door.
Love, bravery, victory 
Flash from each eye 
The light of the lovely war.

No time to stare
At them for long; we could not stay there.
We had to go down; they set up machine gun 
Emplacements in the windows of our room.
And that night all 
Crammed into the small
Downstairs kitchen, the stamping, the shouts, 
The candle stump, flickering out!
Listening for steps, watching the dark—
Is it a friend arriving now,
Whose hand we can grasp,
Asking: how long will this go on?
Or a gun-barrel thrust among us,
The enemy sweeping wildly in,
A flashlight casting its enquiring beams 
On the women sitting on the bench.
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The slow night, dawn breaking through 
The snow-covered scene, waking to 
The noise of machine guns.
We soothed our hearts, our nerves by means 
O f books instead of medicines.
T. read “Toldi,”* Irén the Bible,
And O. buried himself in a history of 
Cabaret. In my hands, The World 
As Will and Idea.

The sun is out, life is easy 
Again; the rattle of arms dies down;
The Russians upstairs say goodbye;
We may return now; the apartment is empty.
The Academy is empty; light engulfs it from above. A few shots 
Are heard, then dead silence.
While O. patches the pane,
Outside we hear the cawing of a crow.
And then we shave. The melted snow 
Hurts our tired skin. Our teeth chatter:
When the room warms up at last,
Prisoners file past,
The grenade-thrower among them,
Without his helmet, wearing spectacles 
Through which focusses 
A cold, death-dealing mind.
What would he be in civilian life? Chemist, teacher,
An example of the “rational cognition”
I read about last night?
Satellite, guide of decay,
Stumbling block of wisdom,
The bloodless one, intoxicated by the smell of blood.

Next to him the short fellow who yesterday 
Was planted there in such fury 
Now trudges along resigned 
Limping dumbly, half asleep;
We run down. The rest 
Are not better as they file past,

* A nineteenth-century Hungarian epic poem.—Ed.



The ruins of a world-conquering 
Army. That’s how the fiend 
Europe produced 
Came to its end.
It sinks now
Like a tited dirty crowd
No more elegant
Than the unarmed crowd they used to herd around 
For more than a decade.
On the Hidegkúti Road one sees 
Tank-flattened, green-uniformed corpses 
Thrown against the trees 
In the eccentric arrangement of 
Terminal terror. And yet 
Slowly in my heart the place of hate 
Is taken by a sense 
O f detachment and indifference.

Major Grigory comes back. Tonight 
We’ll shoot dice with him again,
A Viennese waltz on the gramophone;
Then we’ll eat and drink some wine.
The Tokay shines in the glass. We rise to toast 
The one-eyed young Russian soldier lost 
In action. Ah, if he could only drink with us tonight 
But before the joy could go completely sour 
Alexandr lifts his glass again,
His black eyes twinkling, and 
Proposes a toast to the silly war:
“Voina prima, voina gut!”

Midnight. Tomorrow we may cross to Pest.
Can’t  sleep. My mind won’t rest—
It pictures the city and the years to come.
And the history of this day sparkles clear 
And the whole thing takes on meaning 
And we believe that horror—
And all its causes—
Have been blotted out forever.
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How many years has it been since then? What keeps me going still 
Is having witnessed this grand finale.
Having seen how the big lie ended,
Having seen men
Take the mechanized monster
And tear it to shreds—
Having seen the infection-spreading flag 
Sink into the mud,
Having seen what seemed iron and steel 
Crumble like clay.

I saw all this and it was enough to remind 
Me forever that what takes its place 
Will in the end be likewise overthrown,
The stronger force will conquer 
Fickle luck.
There is, after all, a difference 
Between arms—
And although lies may go on blaring for years,
They can never win out, they will go down ;
And into the old pits 
New terrorists be thrown.

( l 9j O



MEMBERS OF T H E  PRESIDENTIAL 
CO U N C IL  REMEMBER

GYULA KÁLLAI

FIRST POLITICAL ACTIVITIES AFTER LIBERATION

Part of a recording made by the Audio-Documentary Section of Hungarian 
Radio on Feb. 8. 196j ,  based on questions put by the historian D r. Elek Karsai.

T he leaders of the Hungarian Communist Party already met while 
Budapest was still in process of being liberated. I could not tell 
you the precise date, as far as I remember it must have been on 
January 8th or 9th 1944. The first meeting was on the Hungária 
körút. As far as I remember János Kádár, István Kovács and Ferenc Donáth 

were amongst the leaders of the Party at home who were present, and 
Zoltán Vas of those who had returned from Moscow. This first meeting 
of just these men happened that way since a number of Party leaders lived 
their underground lives on Hungária körút during the siege. That is where 
they were liberated. When the Hungária körút was liberated, they tried 
to collect all comrades who lived underground in that part of Pest. They 
knew where to find me. I was in Újvidék utca, in a part of the Zugló 
district a bit further away from town, and when that was liberated Ferenc 
Donáth came and fetched me and took me to the Hungária körút where 
we held our meeting.

The idea was to decide how to get to work. Zoltán Vas brought us up- 
to-date with the political plans of the Moscow leadership, that is those 
Party leaders who had stayed in Moscow and who were returning home 
around that time. Let me say right at the start: the basis of their policy 
was entirely identical with that of the Party at home.

The essence of this policy was that, following the Liberation, we would 
continue with an extended democratic united-front policy, gathering all the 
democratic forces, a policy that is which we had already stood for before 
and during the Second World War, in the interests of securing the national 
independence of the country and its democratization as well. This remained

Gyula Kállai, Member o f  the Political Committee o f  the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, 
Chairman of the National Council o f the Patriotic People’s Front.
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Reconstruction work on the Lánchíd (Chain Bridge), 1946  
From the Archives of the Budapest Historical M useum
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valid after the liberation. We continued to think of it as correct as well as 
necessary, and we began to work in that direction.

Around that time we everywhere made a start on founding National 
Committees. We decided to address a proclamation to the population to 
start work, to put towns into a proper shape again, to go back to their jobs, 
to put the factories in working order; this proclamation to be issued not 
in the name of the Party but of the National Committees. Our first activity 
of this sort was therefore directed towards shaking up and mobilizing the 
people who had sunk into a sort of stupor at the time of the siege, and even 
before then, under the fascist terror, getting them ready for the work of 
reconstruction.

As the enemy was rolled back, we followed the movements of the front 
line, and moved our H.Q . to more central districts. The Soviet forces had 
not even liberated the Nagykörút yet when we shifted Party H.Q . to what 
is Köztársaság tér now, which at the time was still called Tisza Kálmán tér. 
The Party Central Committee operated from there for a time. Tisza Kálmán 
tér in those days was the place where all those assembled who mattered in 
politics and public life. It is self-evident that members of the Communist 
Party, as soon as they found out where Party H.Q . were, turned up and 
reported for work. That is where they were given directives and instruc
tions. But not only Communists turned up. All our political friends and 
allies, with whom we had cooperated in the independence movement, came 
straightaway, as soon they found themselves on the right-side of the front 
line, leaving their basements and shelters.

The left Social-Democrats turned up, Árpád Szakasits was one of them, 
the Peasant Party people, József Darvas the writer amongst them, and also 
politicians on the left of the Smallholders Party, Gyula Ortutay, Ernő 
Mihályit, and Sándor Barcs. That is where we first met those writers and 
artists who had fought in the independence movement at our side, including 
the actors Tamás Major, Zoltán Várkonyi and Hilda Gobbi. Lajos Zilahy 
went there as well. The H.Q. of the Communist Party was the only political 
centre in Budapest at the time.

The leaders of the democratic parties came primarily to get information, 
and to talk things over on ways of starting work, that is carrying on with it.

By then the programme of the Hungarian National Independence Front 
which was accepted in Szeged following the proposal of the Communist 
Party, was becoming known in Budapest as well. We in Budapest began 
to cooperate with the leaders of the coalition parties on the basis of this 
programme. We made it clear to them that there was still need for unity 
and collaboration among the democratic parties, and that joint work would
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have to be continued on the basis of this programme. What I should like 
to add is that at this time the organs of the people’s power took shape before 
the central and local organizations of the coalition parties.

An important thing about them derived precisely from the fact that these 
organs of the people’s power took shape before the central and local organiza
tions of the coalition parties. This was understandable and necessary. At the 
time when national committees were formed in various parts of Budapest, 
neither the Social-Democratic Party, nor the Independent Smallholders’ 
Party, nor the National Peasant Party, nor the Citizens’ Democratic Party 
had either central or district organizations. The representatives of these 
parties, and non-party patriots, who had already collaborated during the 
war, went to work with joint strength at the moment of Liberation. That 
was a most interesting aspect of developments. The political organization 
of the people’s democracy started from the bottom up. The Soviet army 
had swept away the old state apparatus of the Horthy regime. There were 
no central state authorities in Budapest yet when the people took its fate 
into its own hands through shop-committees in the factories and production 
and land-claim committees in the villages. This shows as well that a widely 
based revolution of the people’s democracy kind started in the country and 
the present state apparatus grew out of that later.

The people itself created its own organs of authority in the course of the 
fight. You can’t get a more democratic form of organization than that. The 
political organization was built up from below, at the grassroots, starting 
with the masses, and progressing to the top.

The first Budapest daily was conceived in the spirit of the policy of 
a national united front. It was this which guided us when we decided that 
in Budapest, the heart of the country, where most of the working class had 
their homes, the first to appear should be a democratic daily, and not 
a Party paper, a paper that is in the editing of which all the democratic 
parties would be represented. We already talked about the nature of the 
paper, and its name, at that very first meeting of the leadership, on Hun
gária körút, we talked about right at the start of this recording. We there 
weighed up the pros and cons of the Communist Party making use of its 
own resources, that is the fact that we were there on our feet at the moment 
of Liberation, able to appear as an organized force. Should we start our own 
press-organ rightaway? We made up our minds not to make use of this 
advantage. We said that the Party’s paper would have to be started at a time 
when the other parties as well had their own organizations, and were in 
a position to start their own papers. Until that time we would resign our
selves to being without a Party paper of our own.
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At the same time it was obvious that there was great need for a democratic 
paper to be started immediately, as quickly as possible, in Budapest. There 
is no need to stress the importance of this, I am sure. The radio was not 
operating, there were no media of any kind in the capital of the country. 
As I said, the parties themselves had not yet started regular operations. 
When Szabadság (Freedom) got under way, there weren’t any central authori
ties even in Budapest. The national committees were already at work in the 
various districts, but there was no such thing yet as a central Budapest 
national committee.

In those days the press was the only medium through which contact 
could be maintained with the masses. Szabadság did the job, it appeared on 
the streets of Budapest two to three days after the Nagykörút was liberated. 
The paper called on the population to clear up the rubble, start life afresh, 
work for reconstruction and maintain national unity. At that time there
fore the paper had particularily important central duties to get things going 
and to point out the right way. It became an important organizer and factor 
in national rebirth.

The starting point in deciding the name of the paper was that later, 
when the Communist Party’s own paper was started, it could not be called 
anything other than Szabad Nép (Free People), the name of the paper of the 
illegal Party, which appeared in the spring of 1942. We reserved that name 
for the Party paper to be started later.

Most of the parties had papers earlier and we thought they would like 
to use the same names again, Népszava (The People’s Word) was that of 
the Social-Democrats for instance. The Independent Smallholders’ Party 
owned weeklies and other papers, and it seemed self-evident that they 
would chose the name of one of those for their daily. Magyar Nemzet (Hun
garian Nation) was also due to appear once again. The National Peasant 
Party had its own paper, Szabad Szp (Free Word) which they later turned 
into a daily.

Bearing all this in mind we thought Szabadság would best suit the activities 
and duties of the paper. It followed from our policy that everyone whose 
ideas were democratic could work on bringing out the paper. In fact not 
only friends participated, with whom we had already cooperated in 1944, 
during the war, men whom we considered old political allies, but others as 
well who joined us at that very moment, whose sentiments we knew to be 
antifascist, but who had not worked intensively in a political way earlier, 
now however, they wanted to work, and they felt their place was in the 
office of Szabadság. One of those was Lajos Zilahy, the writer, who had not 
taken part in politics earlier. We knew him to be a writer with antifascist
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sentiments, and when he as well turned up on Köztársaság tér, at Party 
H .Q ., and we had a talk to him, he showed himself ready to do his share 
of the editorial work.

József Darvas, Zilahy, and I were the first editors of the paper. The three 
of us did the editorial work, but a great many old friends helped as well. 
Sándor Barcs worked there, for example, he had been one of the partisans 
of the idea of national independence during the war. Many friends we had 
amongst newspapermen, young and old, turned up, and they were all 
welcome. We should not forget that Szabadság started at a time when they 
were still fighting in Budapest.

Few know why we started on József körút, using these offices and presses. 
Új Magyarság (The New Hungarian) and Függetlenség (Independence) were 
produced there, up to the last moment before Liberation, in a Budapest 
that was surrounded and being liberated. A big part of the city was already 
liberated and they still edited and printed these papers, that is they didn’t 
do much editing, they just took the Agency reports and passed them straight 
on to the shop-floor, to be set up in type. The last issues consisted of a single 
sheet Új Magyarság on one side and Függetlenség on the other. All they reported 
was news of the German V2—“miracle weapons” : there was hope still that 
the fascists would get back into Budapest. When the Nagykörút was liber
ated we went straight to those printers’ since the fascists had accumulated 
pretty big stocks of paper. They had arranged everything for their press 
to be produced there as long as possible. The printers were in as well.

There was no other daily, only Szabadság, in Budapest right up to the end 
of March. The daily of the Hungarian Communist Party itself first appeared 
on March 25th. This meant that, for approximately two and a half months, 
Szabadság alone was that press organ which addressed the public day after 
day.

It is easy to imagine how important the paper was in such a serious situa
tion. Copies sold like hot cakes, we simply couldn’t print enough. After 
newsboys left the printer’s they could not even go a hundred or two hundred 
meters, passers-by grabbed the papers from them. Everybody wanted one. 
It was the only contact people had with the outside world. Each copy was 
read by hundreds and thousands, it was passed on as soon as read. It proved 
impossible to print sufficient copies to satisfy demand.



TIB O R  BARTHA

CHRISTIANITY AND THE LIBERATION

In my case, it is not simple to relate my personal recollections of the 
Liberation. Nineteen forty-four was the most critical year of my life up to 
that time. I still wish to forget the memories of the bodily and spiritual 
agony which I underwent in that year. However, I am ready to tell of my 
experiences because of the obligation given in the Holy Scripture: “Thou 
shalt remember all the way which the Lord thy God led thee. . . ” And the 
trials which I then felt would lead to annihilation later brought freedom and 
deliverance from oppression.

In addition, what I consider as my most personal memories may in fact 
be typical of the outlook of my contemporaries of similar education and 
persuasion. Hence I agree with the Editor that the following recollections 
of my personal memories are not without use and may contribute to the 
completeness of the portrayal of that period.

Some of my difficulties thirty years ago were of a purely personal nature 
and were related to serious health problems. My physicians recommended 
a major operation ón the chest cavity as the only possible solution. Medicine 
in general and surgery in particular have made gigantic strides since that 
time, and today an operation of this kind entails less risks. At that time, 
however, it seemed to me a ruthless treatment and was performed in two 
stages, without an anaesthetic. It was only later that I perceived the grace of 
God in this experience: it was through these fears and sufferings that he re
stored my health and strength.

My country underwent a similar experience. At that time many of us 
could not yet see that, in the midst of the unspeakable sufferings caused 
by a lost and senseless war, a process of healing had begun in Hungarian 
society as the result of major “surgery”, the radical transformation of 
our social system. Today it is obvious to all of us that the end of the war 
not only delivered the Hungarian people from the fascist reign of terror, 
but it also freed Hungarian society from the lethal disease of poverty and 
backwardness.

But to return to my personal experiences. As the front line advanced 
towards the frontiers of Hungary, I began to feel that my health problems 
were only a small fraction of my misery. Fears began to grow in my mind, 
along with many of my contemporaries, for the future of myself and my 
family and the destiny of my nation. If the Soviet troops reach Hungarian

Tibor Bartha, Bishop, President o f the Synod of the Calvinist Church in Hungary.
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soil, if they invade the territory of the last and only remaining satellite of 
Hitler, then how would this nation pay for the insanity of the country’s 
leaders who had led it into the war on the side of fascism? Such fears and 
anxieties existed not only in me but also in the minds of many believing 
Christians in my churches, combined with an increasingly excruciating 
crisis of conscience. Along with many Christian brothers and sisters I also 
felt that the Hungarian churches of Christ had not fulfilled their mission 
in the period between the two world wars. They had done nothing to restrain 
the government from entering a senseless war. In the face of grave problems 
in Hungarian society, they had failed to champion, in an unequivocal 
manner, the cause of the hungry. Understandably I was prepared for the 
Judgement Day and I was afraid. My trepidation was intensified by the 
painful realization that when the judgement fell upon me, my family, my 
church and my people, it would be one which we deserved. Clearly I would 
not be truthful if I claimed that I awaited the coming of the Soviet troops 
with unmixed joy and hope. On the contrary; I felt that they would be the 
agents of God’s just judgement.

The generation of Calvinist Reformed ministers to which I belong had 
been taught hatred of communism and of the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, 
in actual fact, my political views had not been formed by this propaganda. 
In the middle thirties I had come in contact with a number of members 
of the “Confessional Church” in Germany who then resolutely resisted 
Hitler’s fascism. It is mainly under their influence that I turned against 
fascism. I also belonged to a group of young ministers who decidedly con
demned the semifeudal social system which then existed in our country. 
But how was it that I and other Calvinist pastors of the same persuasion 
failed to find our way into the Hungarian workers’ movement? Why did 
I experience such contradictory emotions when contemplating the coming 
of the Soviet forces? Certainly not because I had favoured fascism, nor 
because I had taken a moral stand for a social order based on the privilege 
of birth. The real reason was that I saw a threat to my church and to the 
freedom of the Christian faith and religion in view of the fact that the 
Soviet system of society was ideologically based on Marxism. Propaganda 
had repeatedly called our attention to this fact, and I believe that this was 
the source of the conflict in my conscience which caused me to despair for 
our future. Though it was not clear to me what fate the Soviet power might 
have in store for Hungary, some hopes were also raised in my mind by 
reports that it was not against the people but against the government that 
the Soviet army was fighting. But, with regards to ideology, I felt the 
situation was hopeless. I considered it tragic that the social system which
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implemented social justice and bore the greatest burdens of the war against 
Nazism was separated from and even pitted against us by the atheism of 
Marxism.

That was my state of mind when I looked into the eyes of the first Soviet 
soldier. We conversed through an interpreter. He asked me about my 
profession, and I felt my end had come. When I told him I was a Christian 
minister, his unexpected reply was: “You are lying”. A long exchange with 
the interpreter ensued and I was told that priests had beards and wore 
special robes in his country, both of which were lacking in my case. Finally 
he accepted that religious servants in this country looked different. And 
then, to my great surprise, he did not kill me. He patted my shoulder in 
a friendly manner and asked me where my church was stating that he would 
come in order to check whether I was really a minister. He also asked me 
to conduct church services diligently and pray that the war may end soon. 
I was quite surprised and subsequently amazed that behind the cruel battle 
front my profession as Christian minister, instead of being a disadvantage, 
actually protected me. It was then for the first time that it began to dawn 
upon me what later, through the experiences of many years, has become 
a firm certainty: my Christian faith does not separate me from socialism 
which fights against nazism for a just social order. The socialist order of our 
society, the liberated new Hungary, does not demand of believing Christians 
that they give up their faith. The Christian churches may live and serve 
freely in the new environment if it is really Christ’s mission that they want 
to fulfill. Slowly, it became clear to me that the way in which World War II 
ended not only liberated my country from the shackles of a backward 
social order, but it also delivered me and my Christian brothers and sisters 
from a crisis of conscience. Thus the time of fear and pain became for me 
also a source of blessings, as the Bible says: “Behold for peace I had great 
bitterness; but thou hast in love to my soul delivered it from the pit of 
corruption. . . ” (Isaiah 38:17).

ANNA BODONYI

WOMEN IN PUBLIC LIFE

Újpest, where I grew up, was a smoky factory town; at the time it was 
an autonomous administrative unit though today it is the fourth district 
of Budapest. The tenement house where I lived was quite literally sur- 

Mrs. Anna Bodonyi, Secretary to the Budapest Committee o f  the Patriotic People’s Front
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rounded by factories; it consisted of 52 one-room flats crowded with an 
unbelievably great number of people living in extreme poverty. I knew of 
almost no family where T.B. had not claimed victims, and our family was 
no exception. Out of my seven brothers and sisters, three were stricken by 
the “morbus Hungaricus”. In 1936 when my 22 year old sister died of it, 
my other sister, then 20, had already developed a pulmonary cavity; and when 
she died in 1945, it was discovered that at the age of 20 I had T.B. too.

If I think back, my most vivid memories are of Saturdays, pay days, and 
Sundays because these were the times when “something happened”. Our 
regular “visitors”, the police, came to see us either because of a row in the 
house, or to fetch the young boys who tried to avoid the compulsory Sunday 
paramilitary training. From time to time the ambulance would come to 
take the knived party of a quarrel or the victim of an abortionist to the 
hospital; and the nuns would also call on us to preach endurance.

When three of my sisters were gainfully employed, we moved to a one- 
room-and-kitchen flat on Király street: we considered it an elegant place 
compared to our original quarters. My poor mother often told me that 
I would be lucky because I was the seventh child. I was in fact “lucky” : 
I had perhaps more to eat than my peers in similar circumstances. The 
tenants invited me to lick the greasy platter or the jam pot clean, to eat 
titbits and drink the cream off the milk; at Christmas time or during the 
Feast of Tabernacles I was a guest of neighbouring families, and both the 
butcher’s wife and the landlord of the next tenement house wished to 
adopt me.

I got to know the neighbourhood quickly. I had a lot of time for roaming 
about because, although I completed five and half grades of school, I studied 
only while in the classroom and never did any homework. I learned other 
things instead which in today’s terms would be called “studies in environ
mental and family sociology.”

56

At work

I was happy to leave school and earn money at last. In  1937 at the age 
of 12 I got a job as an errand-girl w ith  social security benefits. W e needed 
money badly because as the youngest child I remained alone w ith my m other 
who was too old and, above all, too worn-out for work. She had brought up 
her children alone: my father had left the village to come to Budapest 
where he never felt a t hom e; he took to drinking and finally left us.

I was 15 when I started to  work in the Standard Telephone Factory. Here 
it  seemed that my luck left me. I was afraid of the shop foreman and had
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to work with such highly inflammable material that I got burnt twice, 
once the entire length of my body—1 still remember the panic and how they 
even stopped the conveyor. Another time I was locked up under military 
orders for three days in the air raid shelter as punishment for having given 
one of two obligatory identification cards to a friend who otherwise could 
not have come from Újpest into Budapest.

Things then went from bad to worse. Togetherwith a number of other wom
en from Újpest I was branded as a “striker” because in the autumn of 1944 
after the Hungarian nazis took over we did not go to work. I never wanted 
to strike: I was simply afraid that Buda and Pest would be divided, that, 
after the blasting of the Margaret Bridge, the Germans would blow up the 
other bridges and I would be stranded in Buda. But, fear or no fear, I had 
to go to work until the end of December 1944 at a time when already “you 
were one tram transfer ticket away from the front”.

The Liberation

Early in the morning of January 9th 1945 my sister died. When they 
took her away they told us to go to the cemetery between two and three 
in the afternoon and perhaps it would still be possible to bury her. “ Make 
it snappy”—they warned—“the Russians are already here”.

Early in the afternoon we started out for the cemetery on the outskirts 
of the city. We experienced a strange feeling. The streets were silent with 
an air of tension and expectation, but in the cemetery, the realm of the 
dead, we heard unintelligible appeals and speeches over a loudspeaker. Then 
came music and a few bars of the popular hit: “In vain you flee, in vain 
you run away. . . ” From this we learned that the Russian troops were 
nearing our neighbourhood. We bade a hasty farewell to my poor sister 
and quickly buried her as shots struck at the cemetery’s stone wall. On our 
way home we kept looking back; at night we could not sleep and kept 
watch, tense with excitement. Why don’t they enter the town, they must 
be here already?.. . At dawn I went down to the front gate and there I first 
set eyes on a Soviet soldier, walking by himself in the road. It was the 10th 
of January and in Újpest the war was over.

There had been food rationing for years and poor families like ours had 
no reserves at all. For several days we had been chewing on poppy seeds and 
bread crumbs with a bit of water; we could not even remember the taste of 
bread. It was said that the Russians gave you flour and even lard. So I snatched 
my brother’s piano accordion to go play for them. I returned home happily
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w ith two kilos of lard and about 5 -6  kilos o f flour. W e baked bread and 
could hardly wait un til i t  was ready. W hen we cu t i t  at last, i t  reeked so 
o f kerosene we very nearly started  to cry. In  order to prevent anyone else 
from  using the food, the Germans had soaked in petroleum  or gasoline all 
supplies which they dared not burn . But we d idn’t  m ind m uch about the 
sm ell; we were used to eating even the carcasses of horses which we dug 
out from  under the snow. And anyway what did a little  taste o f kerosene 
m atter when the Soviet soldier who had been made so happy w ith the 
accordion was maybe bound to die in action the next day since the troops 
stationed in Ú jpest went daily to the front in Budapest which was liberated 
only on February 13th. . .

Among Communists—without a Membership Card

T he Hungarian Com m unist Party hoisted its flag on the only elegant cof
feehouse in Ú jpest. In my childhood I had been often at the back entrance 
o f this luxurious building: I used to carry supper to our neighbour who 
worked as a waiter there.

T he coffeehouse had long ceased to exist, bu t I did not cross the threshold 
of the main entrance for another couple of years; on the other hand, I used 
the back entrance as unceremoniously as in the past. Nobody asked me 
what I wanted, whom I was looking for, nobody even told me to sit down. 
Now and then people looked at me for a m om ent and rem arked: “So you’re 
alive? Good!” and w ent on their way. They disappeared behind the door 
or sat in a corner and debated w ith  each other. They did not m ind if  
I listened, from tim e to tim e one or the other looked at me and asked: 
“Do you understand?” “N o t qu ite ,” said I, b u t the dispute went on. 
Although I was twenty and earned my own living, in their eyes I remained 
a little  girl whose questions nobody had tim e to answer.

This is how I became member of the “com m unist family” ; I had to 
prove myself often outside the coffeehouse w ith  actions and not w ith 
a membership card which I d idn’t even have at the time.

Women in Public Life

The slogan of the Com m unist Party “ M ake room for women in public 
life !” m et my approval not only because I painted it  beautifully on walls 
bu t also because I now understood it. In  late 1945 I started to attend  the



Workers’ School and continued my studies after work. Very soon I found 
myself in public life.

I became secretary to the Communist branch organization of the Selmeczi 
Shotgun Ammunition Factory: this was a small enterprise with 3 50 workers, 
and had no special significance in Újpest but when, after the nationaliza
tion of enterprises, all Party secretaries were invited to a conference in the 
biggest hall of Újpest, I was also invited. Before the Conference a leader 
of the district Party committee asked me whether I could tell him anything 
about the production process in our factory. “Of course”, I replied offhand.

When during the conference I heard with surprise that the next speaker 
would be the party secretary of the Selmeczi Shotgun Ammunition Factory, 
I had to suffer the consequences of my misunderstanding: I never thought 
that I would have to speak before hundreds of people. I don’t know to this 
day what I said and how I managed to speak, but my speech was well- 
received and from that day on I had to speak in meetings and conferences 
almost every week.

Later I went away to study at the Party School and had to leave the 
community where I had been known and loved since my early childhood. 
When I had to take leave of my colleagues in Újpest I felt as a soldier 
joining the army and told them, “I must go now but I ’ll come back soon.”

I was never able to keep this promise. The slogan “Make room for women 
in public life!” determined my own life too. After graduation from the 
Party School I received an appointment in the women’s movement where 
I worked for 15 years. In 1958 I was elected MP, then member of the 
Presidential Council. But I shall never forget the Liberation and the years 
immediately after it, the time when everything began.
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GYULA ORTUTAY

NEL MEZZO DEL CAMMIN

I experienced the decisive event of liberation in the middle of January 
1945—in a twofold sense of the word. In fact, the Hungarian word for 
liberation has two meanings: it signifies deliverance from captivity or oppres
sion, and it also designates the period when a journeyman passes his master’s 
examination and is admitted to a higher grade. In the time of guilds it 
meant finishing your apprenticeship. I encountered liberation in its double

Gyula Ortutay, Professor o f Ethnography, Head of the Ethnographic Research Institute of the Hun
garian Academy o f Sciences.
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sense in the thirty-fifth year of my life: “Nel mezgo del cammin di nostra 
vita. . . ” True, that period of time was a dark forest; we did not even hope 
to get out of it. And I think of my friends; how many could not get out of 
that wild, tangled forest, how many have remained ‘unburied dead’ to 
quote another great poet, Miklós Radnóti, who was shot in the back of 
the neck in November 1944.

In January 1945. however, the day was already dawning, a ray of hope 
kept glimmering. Half the country had already been liberated by the 
Red Army, and the siege of Budapest was well underway. By that time 
we had not lived at home for months—my wife, our four-month old daughter 
Mary, and myself. I had to live underground: Sándor Barcs sent me 
a warning note from Nazi-prison that he was being plied with questions 
about me. My wife and the baby took shelter with my dear old professor 
of Latin, József Huszti, and I also stayed with friends. Finally, from 
December 1944, 1 lived in the basement of the Pál Teleki Research Institute 
with historian friends of mine, who stayed there legally, and an escaped 
French prisoner-of-war. It was a good company of friends, we shared food 
and shelter and made plans for the future amidst the roar of air raids and 
mine explosions. But when the next door radio station was hit by bombs 
during the succeeding raids, the basement of the Institute began to seem less 
and less safe. In early January we gained admission to the vaults of the 
nearby National Museum. Some hundred people were already assembled 
there: my colleagues, archaeologists, natural scientists, librarians, some of 
them with their wives and small children. The immense building had 
a large network of cellars; there was room for many of us in its secure 
massiveness where not even the roar of bombings was audible in the deep 
vaults. There I lived, making daily visits to the convent around the corner: 
with the help of my excellent former professor of literature, the poet and 
priest Sándor Sík, I had managed to move my little family from Buda to 
this place in Pest, while our own apartment was occupied by relatives. 
It was absurd, a cruel way of life, but we lived.

If my memory serves me well, it was in the early morning of January 16, 
1945 that we heard heavy knocking at the door of the National Museum. 
One of the directors of the Museum, the prominent archeologist Nándor 
Fettich, and the head of the natural science collection, András Tasnádi 
Kubacska, went to answer, taking with them the official papers which 
they always had at hand. This immunity warrant, signed by the then 
commandant of the city, an arrow-cross officer by the name of Hindy, and 
his German counterpart, stated that the house should not accommodate 
any armed group and that it should be spared the dangers of fighting as



a Museum harbouring the principal relics of the national culture of Hun
gary and the holdings of its largest library. It was a German military unit 
pounding at the door. Fettich and his colleague handed the enframed docu
ment to the commander of the Hitlerite platoon and began to explain their 
rights. The German officer brushed the warrant aside and told them that 
the paper put him under no obligation; he was a defender of European 
culture, and “Hungarian culture is not worth a damn”. What the Hitlerites 
understood by European culture was already much too well-known to all 
of us—by the atrocities committed in battle, the burning down of defenceless 
towns, and the millions killed in gas chambers.

This German unit did not come to negotiate. They ordered everybody to 
stay in their basement cells, saying that whoever came into the passages 
would be shot immediately. They set to work at once; it must have been 
urgent indeed. In the morning we discovered what it was all about. They 
had placed mines all over the building, from the top floor down to the 
cellars. Their plan was to spring the mines causing the immense centrally- 
located museum to crash down upon the Soviet soldiers who might try to 
force entry. And the ruins would create a good battle position for a few 
days. That the ruins would bury the cherished cultural relics of a nation, 
and with them a multitude of old people and children, gave them no com
punction of conscience. The possibility of a few days’ respite was more 
important to them. But they miscalculated. The complete network of mines 
was still far from being connected up when Soviet soldiers broke in by 
a side door: a white-uniformed Siberian unit did away with the “mine
layers” in a short time. They examined the cellars and gave us permission 
to move freely about. We could only stare in amazement as soldiers searched 
the passages with mine detectors and trained dogs sniffed out mines. 
Basketfuls of mines and other devices were collected—our would-be death 
warrant. Outside in the streets we could hear reports of submachine-guns and 
rifles; our side of the street was still being shot at from across the boulevard, 
but the glittering January light raised our spirits—it brought freedom.

M y daughter and wife were already at home in our apartm ent a few 
blocks away.

This is the story of one of my liberations.
As to my second liberation, my “master’s” examination, I should not 

really dwell on details. Already between 1942 and 1944 some of us in the 
Smallholders’ Party had founded the Citizen’s Section which would be
come the left wing of the party. I myself presided over the committee on 
cultural policy and, together with my friends, had worked out the guidelines 
and principles of a hoped-for new cultural policy. Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky
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was so pleased with the results that according to those who remember, of 
all the political questions of liberation, it was the one which preoccupied him 
most during his imprisonment. He even decided, and so informed me on 
October 16 the day after his temporary release, that I should take over either 
the management of the radio or the ministry of public education. He also 
drafted the first sentence to be broadcast by the Hungarian Radio after 
liberation (“The Hungarian Radio is free at last”), and this was the first 
announcement made on May ist, 1945 over our then still primitive radio 
station. For nearly three years I headed the enterprises of the Magyar 
Központi Híradó Rt. which incorporated, besides the Radio, the Hun
garian News Agency and the Motion Picture Agency; as early as 1946 
I attended the OIRT conference in Brussels, was a guest of the BBC, 
and in general got down to the work I had been orally commissioned to take 
up on January 18, 1945 and then formally appointed to a few days later 
by the newly-established Budapest National Committee. And it has been 
nonstop since then as head of the Ministry of Religion and Education and 
a great many other assignments, worries, achievements and mistakes. But 
that is another story.

GÁBOR PETRI

A SURGEON—IN WAR AND PEACE

In January 1945 I still ambled along, putting on a bit of speed from 
time to time, as the Medical Officer wearing mufti of a “national minorities 
battalion” , part of the retreating army, all the way from Eperjes to Rózsa
hegy in what was once the Up-Country, then on through Moravia. I looked 
after the men in this multilingual unit. By then eighteen months had passed 
since I had been moved to a theatre of war, in White Russia, and I knew 
little of the troubles and horrors at home. On could not get to the bottom 
of the truth, either reading letters, or the papers that reached us. True 
enough what did get through was pretty alarming. Being perhaps the only 
undesirable element in that part of the army which was stuck outside the 
country, a well-wisher let me know that my worthy C.O. wished to fix 
me up “on higher orders” . After writing a sonnet on the occasion, and a 
letter to my parents — a soldier managed to get it home, together with 
a tactful description of my death — I tried to take my leave but failed. 
Nothing much happened to me except that I was taken back to Hungary,

Gábor Petri is Professor o f Surgery and Head of the Surgical Clinic o f the University o f Szeged.
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to  Sopron, early in March, under a reliable escort. After a night at Kőhida 
I was entrusted to the SA managed lager at Fertőrákos, and at Easter we 
were all evacuated to Mauthausen and from there walked to Günskirchen, 
70 kms this side of Salzburg. I was liberated on May 5 th, spent some time 
looking after the medical side of the men there who were in a really bad 
state, meanwhile surviving a bout of typhoid with dysentery attached. When 
I recovered, I and a few mates took our leave and I reached home in Budapest 
on September is t 1945.

It follows from all this that I did not personally experience the liberation 
of the country. After an absence of twenty-five months all I met was a 
nation divided against itself, sections full of rancour for each other, that 
is other than the frightening destruction, the poverty, my parents who were 
in a terrible state and starving, and news of friends who had perished in 
one way or another. Perhaps there is no need to explain that as one who 
after a lengthy absence, first being swept along by that tide which carried 
the insulted and injured and the scum of their persecutors as so much 
flotsam and jetsam, then finding myself plunged into the mess enchanted 
the idea of liberation and with a messianic faith in the improvement of 
human nature, but with no other preparation, no other sympathies, or living, 
continuous contacts with the movement, I felt nauseated in the first place. 
I did not even get an honest job, and those who had stayed behind edged 
me out of the old one. After a month I joined Szeged University which 
was depopulated and in tatters and set to work. That is where I began 
reconstruction, right at the beginning and at the very bottom. I have 
carried on as best I could for twenty-nine years. I have stayed true to what 
they taught me, and I have served humanity with all the tools at my disposal, 
that is all. I often think what I have achieved has been appreciated beyond 
my deserts, since all I have ever done was what I have felt committed to 
since I was a boy.

ISTVÁN SÁLYI

SETTING UP A NEW UNIVERSITY

I was born in Budapest in 1901. My father was Dr. Ferenc Springer, 
a lawyer, who was, for many years, a member of the Budapest Municipal 
Council and from 1913 a member of Parliament for the 9th District of the 
City. Our family’s name has since been magyarized to Sályi.

István Sályi, mechanical engineer. Rector (ret.) o f the Miskolc University o f Heavy Industry.
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As a schoolboy I made up my mind that I would follow in my father’s 
footsteps, but only in part: I would become a lawyer, that offered prospects 
of a good career, but I would not be a politician, politicians have to talk 
too much.

Things happened differently. After leaving school I studied mechanical 
engineering at the University of Technology in Budapest. I obtained my 
diploma in 1923. Since that time I have held a variety of positions, in 
keeping with my qualifications, most of them in the public service.

I intend these introductory lines to make it clear that in 1945, the year 
of the Liberation, I was already a mature man who had to admit the greater 
part of his life, which he had lived under the social conditions of bourgeois 
Hungary, was behind him.

Those conditions favoured me when I was a child. At that time I con
sidered them to be natural and right. During the revolution that flared up 
for a short time in 1919 it first dawned on me, as a secondary school pupil, 
that the social conditions under which I was growing up might possibly 
be good for those who lived on the sunny side but could be cruel indeed 
for those who were born where the sun did not shine.

I am still grateful to my teachers who already in secondary school tried 
to open our eyes and bring home to us the historic significance of the 1917 
Russian revolution. I have ever since lived in the awareness that the bourgeois 
social order must sooner or later give place to another, a better, more per
fect, more humane system.

*

Upon completion of my studies at the University of Technology I spent 
five years working in the Ganz Rolling Stock Works. For nine years 
afterwards I was a teaching assistant in the faculty of mechanical engineering 
of the University. Meanwhile I had a part-time job as a teacher in secondary 
technical schools.

In 1937 I was appointed to the Patent Tribunal as a judge with technical 
qualifications. I occupied that post until a few years after the Liberation.

During the best part of the twenty-five years just described I was working 
for the government. Consequently my social position was determined by 
the office I held in the complicated hierarchy of governmental service. 
There were always fewer jobs than men. It was not to be wondered at if 
a chance of promotion could stir up a hard, bitter fight among the competing 
applicants. I for one feel that the rules of this—quite natural—competition 
were never fair.

64
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I left the Patent Tribunal as late as 1949. A decisive event in my life 
after the Liberation was when, in 1948, the directorate of the State College 
of Technology established at the time honoured me with the request that 
I should lecture on technological mechanics at the College.

The majority of the class were well over the age of 18 to 21 that is usual 
with college students. They were all skilled workers who earlier had no 
possibility of acquiring higher qualifications, but when they enrolled at the 
college they already held executive posts in one or another of the enterprises 
nationalized at the time.

The forty to fifty members of the class had entered college to acquire 
not diplomas but knowledge. The curriculum seemed crowded compared 
with the length of the course. Competition started among them as well. 
What counted was that they wanted to demonstrate—which they eventually 
did—that, by uniting for the common goal, they would all be able to comply 
with requirements. In bourgeois society each competitor fought for himself, 
against all the others. These college students all fought for the common 
goal, for the country. Their zealous, tireless exertions fascinated even their 
teachers.

Later I also gave a course at the mining section of the State College of 
Technology. The situation there was essentially the same.

*

Something important happened to me in September 1949. At that time 
the University of Heavy Industry was opened in Miskolc, and I became a 
member of the teaching staff. The University began to function with three 
faculties: mining, metallurgical and mechanical engineering. The first two 
had the task of gradually taking over the training of mining and metallurgical 
engineers from the Sopron faculty of mining, metallurgical and forest engi
neering of the Budapest University of Technology and of easing the duties 
of the faculty of mechanical engineering of the Budapest University by train
ing mechanical engineers for mining, silicate metallurgy and the heavy 
machine industry.

This structure of the University of Heavy Industry seemed unusual, or 
even strange to many specialists. The professors of mining and metallurgy 
who over the years had put down roots in Sopron were sorry to move to 
Miskolc. The difficulties were increased by the fact that, in the early years, 
the University only had temporary premises in Miskolc. Since then a new 
university district has been built in the town.

A special feature o f 1949 was the way o f selecting the students. T he
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greater part of the students left school in 1949. There were many well 
qualified ones among them. But a good number only had special trade school 
leaving certificates (szakérettségi). These had attended a one-year special 
abridged course covering selected subjects.

In addition, we had students there who had no secondary school leaving 
certificate (érettségi)  and who had attended only a preparatory course of 
a few weeks to fill the gap, one which in many cases, was not particularly 
successful.

The tasks of the teaching staff were not easy. It was not possible to teach 
on the basis of a uniform curriculum at the faculties of mining, metallurgical 
and mechanical engineering. Such was the position at the University of 
Heavy Industry in September 1949.

Because of the different composition of the student body there was 
a great difference between the State College of Technology and the Univer
sity of Heavy Industry. The students of the College got down to work, they 
were toughened by the battles of life, and their socialist consciousness 
helped them. The same could be said only of those University students who 
came up with the szakérettségi or who attended the preparatory course, and 
only of a few of those in possession of a normal érettségi certificate.

Another, not unessential, difference was that for many years there was 
serious disagreement amongst students on whether the territorially divided 
training of mining and metallurgical engineers should be merged in Sopron 
or in Miskolc.

But there was a way out of this extremely difficult situation as well. 
At each of the three faculties of the University a strong collective of students 
came into being during the early years, favouring the joining of forces, and 
a strict discipline in study.

The University of Heavy Industry gained in strength in those early years. 
The vigour of the student body stimulated the teaching staff of the Uni
versity as well. These young people established the nationwide reputation 
of the University, and by their work done during their studies at the 
Miskolc University, and later in their jobs, they showed that Hungary can 
count on them in the building of socialism.



THE SCULPTURAL ART OF JÓZSEF SOMOGYI

József Somogyi holds a particular place in Hungarian plastic art. He is 
a controversial artist whose activity and practically all sculptures erected 
in public squares have for decades been followed by bitter polemics. Make 
no mistakes: it is not his talent which is in dispute. No one would attempt 
to do so, for—if “agreement” in such matters exists at all—everyone, even 
the most vehement critic, agrees on one point: József Somogyi is one of the 
best Hungarian sculptors, an artist who has perfected his skills with steady 
and uncompromising work. These conflicts are settled in a manner which 
is unusual but characteristic of Somogyi controversies as well as of other 
Hungarian cultural affairs: in the course of the dispute the community or 
town, which initially regarded the new statue placed at the centre of its 
life with definite and undeniable aversion, would gradually become ac
customed, and then take a liking, to Somogyi’s work. His Martin-steel Furnace 
Operator has become a symbol of Dunaújváros and has been inserted in the 
town’s coat-of-arms with the consent, and even at the request, of its in
habitants. The Szántó Kovács Memorial has fared similarly. When it was 
erected, all Hódmezővásárhely quarrelled about it: they faulted it for not 
resembling the cherished idealized image of the navvy leader of the town’s 
poor; for unworthily being shown in rags instead of holiday best; for al
together being what it was. . .  And today? If anyone tried to repudiate it 
or take it away from the people of Vásárhely, they would defend it tooth 
and nail—it has already become “their statue”. The disputes surrounding 
Somogyi’s sculptures concern not only his works but another field of activity 
which might be called popular education; they have taught not hundreds 
but thousands of people that a statue’s worth does not depend on the 
authenticity of the cut of the hero’s jacket, and that an ideal, an embellished 
remembered image, can never produce a work of art—only an idea can; and 
it is an idea which Somogyi “contracts” to fashion out of clay when he forms 
his compositions.

Certainly, this is not just a matter of stubborn tenacity. It is more, it is 
a life’s programme. Moreover, it is the total individuality of József Somogyi 
as a sculptor which, obviously, is not so abstract since it is continually 
realized in the process of the creation of his works.

The conversion of his programme into reality, Somogyi’s sculpture- 
producing activity, is a peculiar process. He forms his works by pugging 
and plastering—not only in the narrow sense, but also in the broader sense

József Somogyi, Rector o f the College o f Fine Arts.
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of these words. That is to say, not merely technically but intellectually 
when Somogyi takes off a bit from a work in progress to put it on another 
spot; when with his hand—he almost always works bare-handed—he grips 
the moist clay or the waxy plastiline, gives it form and puts it in place, his 
act is not only physical. He transfers to the body of his work the motion 
of the changing, developing features of the statue which take place within 
himself; or conversely, under the impact of the modeling act itself his 
emerging work is further developed within him and on his platform. This 
kind of modeling, a closely interrelated synthesis of creative thinking and 
working, is the secret and essence of Somogyi’s style.

O f course, this does not necessarily mean that while modeling Somogyi 
relies only on his impressions, a practice which is, in any case, ruled out by 
the bidirectional nature of the process. And it is contradicted also by an
other characteristic of his working method; he makes many sketches, both 
small and large, exploring parallel ways and testing opposing possibilities. 
To “develop” the composition by stepping from model to model is not his 
way of producing sculptures; he does not “magnify” his statues. His first- 
made sketches are in most cases diametrically opposed solutions, and the 
possible final form emerges only slowly. But in every phase it is a possible 
though not the “only choice”. Somogyi is not obstinate. He relives his work 
in every form and every phase, starting all over again. He keeps moulding 
not the “model” but the experiences he owes to it until his thought—and his 
statues with them—have assumed their definitive form.

This creative method of faithfully preserving his freedom of thought has 
eventually made József Somogyi’s career what it is like; conscious and 
humble, and almost ecstatically explosive, constructive and expressive at 
the same time and in a mutally exclusive manner as required by the task 
and its conceptual and modeling realization process.

This multi-faceted, multi-oriented sculptor’s attitude which embraces 
practically all of Hungarian and European sculptural arts, making them 
part of his inheritance, is to be found at the very beginning of Somogyi’s 
lifework. Actually he did not really inherit it, he forged it for himself. 
From his college masters (three painters—István Réti, Vilmos Aba Novak 
and Béla Kontuly—and one sculptor—Zsigmond Kisfaludi Strobl) he re
ceived stimulation of differing orientation: Réti was a depository of the 
special painter’s attitude, leaning towards post-impressionism, of the Nagy
bánya School; Aba Novák and Kontuly embody in their paintings the Hun
garian variants of the neo-classicism of the ’thirties; and Kisfaludi Strobl, who 
is now 90, is the master in Hungarian plastic art of a “smooth” sculpture- 
construction of classic style. Somogyi deviated from all of them. It may be



that fate led him to seek new ways, for his career—as with many of his 
contemporaries—actually began with a sharp caesura: in 1941, when he 
finished his studies, he had already made his début as an exhibiting artist; 
but continuation was denied him by the war’s intervention. Therefore he 
had to start again from scratch; and it is understandable, that in the new 
era of peace, with four bloody years behind his own and his nation’s back, 
he was really unable simply to continue where he had left off.

It is a different matter—and by no means a usual occurrence—that as 
a first step of this change József Somogyi modeled mostly animals, as if he 
virtually wanted “to flex his artistic muscles” in this uncommon, but not 
extraordinary, range of subjects. True, the results of his activity contradict 
the supposition of this limited programme: his first large work, the lions’ 
statues in front of the Parliament, still may be conceived of as a school exer
cise (though it is not, and anyone can verify it for themselves as it still 
stands in place today). But he soon went further: his small sculptures of lion 
cubs and other young animals, then a stone bear cub erected at Dunaújváros 
in 1950 reveal hints not only of his emancipation and searching but anti
cipate—in embryo, in his method of thinking and modeling—the Somogyi 
of today.

This Somogyi was soon to take the first step towards displaying his ac
complished self with his modeling of the Martin Furnace Operator mentioned 
above. The creation of this statue was not only a change of subject; the 
sculptor’s insight of seeking and always discovering man, which is today 
practically synonymous with József Somogyi’s lifework, was first launched 
on its way by this very statue.

When examining the Martin Furnace Operator from a non-formal point of 
view, we can speak of a summation: by this time Somogyi had summarized 
for himself all the sculptural lessons accumulated during a millennia of 
plastic art. The Martin Furnace Operator stands in an apron leaning on 
a ladle with a calm, simple gesture. His limbs seem to build up his body, 
with the assurance of predestination, and his brawny stout figure is not 
stationary after all: its tension excites our imagination and its lines structure 
and dominate the space around it.

However, such a chef-d’oeuvre when an artist is young and which proves 
a success at first try is not just useful; it involves dangers as well and may 
easily crush its creator, stifling endeavours to deviate from its course. If we 
view the matter this way, the Martin Furnace Operator was not only the first 
important stage of Somogyi’s lifework but was at the same time his first 
victory for he was able to extricate himself from the spell of his creation— 
although for a few years following the Martin Furnace Operator he was unable
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to mould a sculpture equal to it in exemplary significance, such as the 
memorial to János Szántó Kovács would later be. Somogyi did not fall silent, 
he did not freeze up after the Martin Furnace Operator. His works came one 
after another: the compositions now decorating the facade of the Madách 
Theatre in Budapest and the Navvy in front of the headquarters of the 
World Federation of Hungarians. The Dancers exhibited at the World’s 
Fair in Brussels—and modeled together with Jenő Kerényi—earned for 
Somogyi a Grand Prix and not without merit. This list could be extended 
right up to the composition entitled Ctrl with a Foal set up in the Jubilee 
Park on Gellért Hill. These works are also important in Somogyi’s sculptural 
art: they are all without exception stages of progress, of experimentation and 
self-development. Through them Somogyi continued to develop his method 
of modeling—which with the Martin Furnace Operator was still part of the 
classical heritage, a method by which he strove to “smooth off” and carefully 
shape the surface of the statue—to his freer system of today which levels 
the explosive execution of the surface with the bodily dynamism of the 
statue.

From a formal aspect the Szántó Kovács Memorial is the product of this 
regained balance. As to its content, its complex significance goes beyond its 
formalism since moulding is a precondition, and not a result, of the creation 
of a statue. The memorial statue of János Szántó Kovács is a type in the 
modern and complex sense of the word. Compared with the Navvy sculpted 
ten years earlier, it is the result of immense changes of content within the 
same subject. For, in spite of the omission of attributes utilized in the 
former, it reflects a more active, more orderly and yet more complex 
depiction of that class, of that stratum, to which József Somogyi erected 
a monument in memory of its leader—evoking, simultaneously and with 
equal force, its destitution, desperation, and the defiance with which it was 
able to rise not only in spontaneous revolt but in revolutionary organization.

With this work József Somogyi no longer matured; he had become 
a master. Continuation was not and could not have even be a problem to 
him: his sculptures after Szántó Kovács are not stages of an exploratory 
search but part and parcel of a new, now definitively discovered synthesis, 
the steps in its continued development. His liberation memorial designed 
for the town of Salgótarján, his sepulchral monument to Mednyánszky in 
Budapest, his statue of Zrínyi erected at Szigetvár, his Dózsa composition 
at Cegléd, and his Petófi at Pápa—as well as the collection of his small 
bronzes and large-size sculptures exhibited in the Hungarian pavilion at 
the Venice Biennial of 1970 which included such outstanding works as the 
figure of a Woman with Cello and his dramatic Corpus which embodies the
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fullness of human suffering by the purest means of the sculptural arts— 
have year after year justified and fulfilled the increasingly optimistic expecta
tions of him. And the free sculptural conceptualization of their creater 
József Somogyi, promises to continue.

G y ö r g y  H o r v á t h

ISTVÁN SZABÓ: BORN IN 1924

ISTVÁN SZABÓ
B O R N  IN  1924

I was born in 1924, you could say then th a t I lived through the Second 
W orld W ar as a lad. I was spared the horrors th a t struck those a few years 
older in  my village as well, all that army service in a theatre of war means. 
M any from  m y own native village, as from  every other village and town in 
Hungary lost their lives a long way from  home in a senseless and unjust war.

Why did they go to war? What did those living in my neck of the woods, 
the people of Hortobágy, get from the régime that drove the best part of 
those a few years older than myself to their deaths? Even now, looking back, 
I can do no better than repeat what a great Hungarian peasant writer, Péter 
Veres, a faithful chronicler of his times, said, and we kept on saying for 
many long years: what villagers, most of whom had nothing, got was poverty 
and misery, endless anxiety for a bare living, and work of some kind.

For this very reason everyone, the whole village, expected Liberation to 
produce a change for the better. They hoped to  be saved from  further suf
fering. W e thought tha t salvation for us have-not peasants, migratory 
workers and field hands lay in  the distribution of land. I cannot describe 
the feeling which the few acres o f land parcelled out in 1945 m eant to  us, 
or the defiant eagerness w ith  which we im mediately buckled down to tilling 
our own soil.

Like every new farmer, I also had grand plans for my nearly three hectares. 
Their realisation was interrupted for a time by my enlistment in the Hun
garian People’s Army that was then being recruited. After my return follow
ing two years military service I worked hard to carry out my earlier plans. 
It took me a certain time as well as a lot of trouble, work and effort to raise 
my small-holding to a pretty good standard. It was therefore not easy for 
me to decide in 1951 to join the Red Star Producers’ Cooperative that was 
founded in January 1950.

In those days ten times as many of us worked one tenth of the land we

István Szabó, Chairman o f the National Council o f  Agricultural Cooperatives, President o f an 
Agricultural Producers’ Cooperative at Nádudvar.
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have today and, to be sure, we did so in pretty miserable conditions. Never
theless that time together with its difficulties, with its manmaking and 
community-making trials and tribulations, did a great deal to change the 
way of thinking of all of us.

It proved decisive for my own life that barely one year after my joining 
I was elected chairman by the cooperative membership. This happened 
without me being nominated. When my name came up at the general 
meeting, the nominators—older leading members—rightly argued that 
a young private soldier should not be promoted general rightaway, let’s 
wait with that chairmanship for a while, let him be deputy for a time, then 
we shall see. By then the members already wanted me to be the chairman 
of the cooperative and so they elected me, while the original nominee be
came my deputy.

Owing to the repeatedly strengthened trust of the members I have, for 
twenty-three years now, been chairman of the Red Star Producers’ Co
operative of Nádudvar, which has meanwhile grown into the largest, and 
one of the most efficiently functioning, collective farm in the country.

Our 2,000 hectares of land were extended to cover 18,400 hectares; 
the number of members has risen from 400 to 3,000; in 1951 our joint as
sets amounted to 1.5 million Forints, today the total is 700 million. Similar 
indices tell of results in growing crops and raising animals. In the mean
time the village has assumed new features: the people’s living and working 
conditions have changed, the standard of living of the population has 
greatly improved, and differences amongst us have been by and large 
eliminated.

Maybe our greatest strength still lies today, as always, in the fact that 
in the cooperative community we have been able to create gradually the 
conditions for personal growth for more and more people; that is individual 
desires and ambitions were directed increasingly towards the common ob
jective, which at the same time we endeavoured to shape in accordance 
with national economic interests. A team of sound specialists took shape, 
a strong collective which, making the best of cooperative democracy, can 
adopt things new, and adjust them to our specific circumstances.

In farming and the distribution of income, we used a production and 
incentives system which, paying proper attention to both collective and 
individual interests, promoted production to the most effective level, and 
greatly helped us to attain the results we did, and to create an optimum 
operating and work organisation. In the beginning other cooperatives were 
reluctant to agree, but later—when our results became evident to all—our 
production system, having won recognition, had a fruitful effect on the
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evolution of the entire Hungarian cooperative movement, becoming known 
in specialist literature as the “Nádudvar method”. Now we are developing 
various production systems and thereby we achieve results remarkable by 
any standards.

“No man is a prophet in his own country,” it is said. I am not a prophet, 
but socialist society has allowed me to grow into a political leader while 
staying in my native village. For twenty-three years I have been chairman 
of my producers’ cooperative and have in the meanwhile been elected 
a member of Parliament, a member of the Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, a member of the Presidential Council 
of the Hungarian People’s Republic, and President of the National Council 
of Agricultural Cooperatives. It is not easy to carry out my duties from as 
far away as Nádudvar, at a distance of two hundred kilometres from Buda
pest, but I gladly undertook them. I do what I have to do in the interests 
of the country and the cooperative movement, all that is within my powers 
and abilities, for I am convinced that the trust and respect of his community 
is the highest asset a man can acquire in his lifetime. That I have enjoyed. 
The cooperative membership helped me through the trials and tribulations 
and great historic turning points.

To me, and to millions of us who used to be landless agricultural 
proletarians, Liberation meant salvation from poverty, from the lot of 
field-hands, but much more as well: full civic rights, the possibility for 
human progress, the building of socialism and the hope of a happier future 
for man.

REZSŐ TRAUT MANN
THE BIGGEST EXPERIENCE OF MY LIFE

W ith the exception of the most personal events in my life—which are 
therefore of no interest to the outsider—I can safely state that for practically 
all my lasting, joyful and meaningful experiences I am indebted to my 
country, to its past and present, to its natural and man-made sites, to all 
the peoples who have ever lived in this small area of land, who settled here 
or passed through, and to their descendants, our forefathers and their con
temporaries^—in short, to my homeland.

My interest in the technical and natural sciences, in both animate and 
inanimate nature, my familiarity with the arts, literature and music, my

Rezső Trautmann, architect, formerly Minister for Building and Urban Development, now retired.
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engineering career of several decades—all have helped me get to know my 
homeland and to share in the experiences it has offered me. When speaking 
about my fatherland, therefore, I speak about my own experiences.

I include among my hereditary experiences, together with the moment 
of my discovery of them: the Vértesszőlős find of the remains of a primitive 
man half a million years old, the objects unearthed in Hungary of successive 
prehistoric periods, of organised communities and flourishing cultures— 
jewelry and coins, primitive tools and unwieldy weapons, sculpture frag
ments and ruins of buildings, rich tombs and pauper graveyards; the whole 
history of my people who conquered this country and founded this nation, 
and who for a thousand years shed their blood in revolts, peasant risings and 
wars of independence, who rarely knew what a peaceful life was in their 
struggle for their country’s survival and the right to a better human life; 
the ruins of palaces and castles, towns and villages several times destroyed 
and as many times rebuilt; Latin codices, the first Bible printed in Hun
garian; the memory of wise rulers and valiant generals, the example of 
a great many popular national heroes and martyrs; the lifeworks of scholars 
and writers, János Bolyai’s non-Euclidean geometry, Sándor Petőfi’s poetry 
and his chosen fate, or the music of Ferenc Liszt.

From the year seven of this century I have been a witness to, and even par
ticipated in, my country’s history, so my experiences have been direct and 
shared. I have lived through the First World War, the collapse of the Austro- 
Hungarian Monarchy, the crushing of the proletarian revolution and of the 
short-lived, illustrious Republic of Councils, the quarter century of a counter
revolutionary era, the greatest world cataclysm ever, and the decline and 
appalling devastation of my fatherland. Thinking of the senseless death of 
hundreds of thousands of my compatriots, I owe it only to chance that 
I have survived to see the liberation of my country, its rebirth and develop
ment. It may seem pretentious, yet I venture to say that the last three 
decades of my country’s history I regard as a single and coherent experience, 
the biggest experience of my life. In it is concentrated a period of self- 
examination, an initial seeking of new ways, and my own work experience 
in our newly-established social system for the attainment of our goals, for 
the building up of the country. I have worked at the drawing-board and the 
writing-desk; I have taken part in the work of government, and I still 
participate in the work of the legislature. I feel I am in a position to take 
stock of past events and to consider what remains to be done; to see that 
we still have to clear away a lot of rubble reminiscent of the worst moments 
of our past, but that we are no longer a pitiable ravaged land; that we still 
have to rescue much of value from destruction, without turning our country
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into a museum; that we are still far from general affluence, but we live 
better and lead a more wholesome life, and have more access to culture than 
even before.

ERZSÉBET VASS

THE “HOUSEWIFE” OF PARLIAMENT

I was born poor as many others in Horthy’s Hungary. Still a very young 
girl I fell in love with a man who was a driver, a very modern profession 
at the time. I was working in the Felt Factory and we thought we might 
be able to make ends meet with our two wages. We married, but soon there 
were three of us, then four, crowded together in the tiny one-room flat.

These were difficult, instructive and forever memorable years. The world 
had just recovered from the depression but in industrially backward, feudal 
Hungary recovery came much later than in the more advanced capitalist 
countries. I had just turned 19 when the strike in the Felt Factory broke out.

At that time I had heard about strikes only from my husband and father- 
in-law, both organized workers and much respected by their colleagues. 
I respected them too but only irresolutely in compliance with family tradi
tion. I first learned the real meaning of workers’ solidarity, the wonderful 
feeling of fraternity when, with my two tiny daughters—one and two years 
old—I went every day to the factory strike headquarters. The strikers had 
taken up quarters in Buda by the railway bridge at the foot of which puffed 
the steam engines on their way from Kelenföld railway station to Vienna. 
One of the largest residential quarters of Budapest has since been built in 
this area, but whenever I walk there I think of my one-time fellow workers 
who gave both food and money to help me through the hard days of the 
strike.

I learned from them that workers were not defenceless pariahs if they 
joined forces and recognized the inherent strength of union. These were 
my years of apprenticeship when I first realized that the world was divided 
between two sorts of people, the poor and the rich. I saw very soon that the 
society of the rich covered many kinds of complex injustices, and that 
poverty was not an unalterable decree of God to which we must resign 
ourselves for life: we could and should do something about it. It was not 
long before I became known as “outspoken Betty” in the factory. I did not 
mince words even when speaking to an engineer or a foreman. To this day

Mrs. Erzsébet Vass, Vice-President o f the National Peace Council, formerly President of Parliament.
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I recognize only one kind of prestige: a person’s value depends on the 
amount and quality of his work. It does not matter what his job is, as long 
as it is done well and honestly.

I do not deny that I sometimes talked too much, even when it came to 
political topics; however at the time I knew very little about the danger 
of fascism threatening the world. But there were always people who watched 
others like a lynx; who talks to whom about what, who are your friends, 
who are your family’s friends, whom do you like, whom do you dislike. 
They had no difficulty in judging m e; I never concealed my feelings.

I followed in the footsteps of my husband and father-in-law in 1939 when 
I became a Communist; but legally I could join only the Social Democrat 
Party, which I did and very soon I found myself on the black list. I don’t 
know whether black lists have the same significance elsewhere, but at that 
time in Hungary it meant that nobody wanted anything to do with you if 
you asked for work. I was fired from the Felt Factory and my attempts to 
go to another textile factory failed: when I produced my papers, they im
mediately showed me the door.

At the time it was impossible to live on one wage with two children. 
I tried again and again until finally the Budafok Enamel-ware Factory took me 
on: they badly needed workers and maybe this made them more tolerant than 
others. I became a welder. I liked to work and learned the new craft soon.

The years went by; these were the horrible years of the bombings, food 
rationing and longer and longer lists of the missing and dead, victims of the 
senseless war. Then came October 1944 and the last hope vanished. Horthy’s 
proclamation was answered by the Nazis; Szálasi and the Hungarian nazis 
took over. My husband and father-in-law were arrested.

I shall never forget that morning. At dawn about half past four a group 
of young Hungarian nazis with hand-grenades in their belts and tommy- 
guns on their shoulders surrounded our little house. Only a policeman 
among them showed some human compassion when the henchmen assailed 
me and demanded my husband. They carried him straight to the Majestic 
Hotel. Those who are familiar with the short but bloody history of the 
Gestapo and Nazi reign of terror in Hungary know that the Nazi secret 
police had its headquarters in this luxury hotel and that they cooperated 
closely with their Hungarian counterparts.

I met my husband only once before they took him to the concentration 
camp in Dachau. This is also a memorable event: it is deeply engraven in 
my memory like so many other sad and gay episodes of my life. I obtained 
permission to talk to him for a few minutes in the transit prison. Many of 
us were thronging around the prison entrance when the air raid sirens started
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to whail. I cannot deny that I was stiff with fear during bombings but 
I pressed myself against the wall and was determined to wait there whatever 
happened. The others ran to the nearest shelter. At last the air alarm was 
over, the gates of the prison were opened and I was among the lucky few 
who could at least say farewell. Many people never saw their loved ones 
again and remembered them only as they stood behind the bars bidding 
farewell with faltering hope.

We were looking forward to an unhappy Christmas in 1944. My hus
band was in a concentration camp and the war raged around us. We spent 
most of our time in the shelter. Then suddenly, on the eve of Christmas, 
the din of arms ceased. Some speculated that it was a truce for the few hours 
of Christmas. A handful of men ventured out to look around; when they 
returned, Soviet soldiers came with them. The soldiers were young, probably 
from the advance guard. We were free.

*

And how were the first weeks o f 1945? Budapest was a frontline. The 
sounds o f cannons in Buda only subsided on February 13th 1945* I t  was 
a difficult b u t exhilarating experience to prepare for the first spring, to 
remove the ruins of a war and o f a bygone world.

“Mummy” was my nickname in the factory where there was important 
work to be done. As in many other large European cities food was not 
abundant in Budapest and often people went hungry. Since our factory 
produced kitchenware and we knew that in the provinces many households 
needed pots and pans due to war damage, we decided to exchange our 
products for flour, potatoes, lard and meat. I was appointed leader of the 
bartering team which had to sleep in stables and barns and undergo other 
discomforts until a truck load of food was collected. But we were rewarded 
for our efforts by the gratitude and warm welcome of our workers in the 
factory. There were a thousand of us and whenever we unloaded our truck 
I felt that we could never bring enough.

I remember another important day in 1945, the day I joined the Hun
garian Communist Party. Soon after I headed a workers’ delegation to the 
Discount Bank, the owners of our factory with whom we had to wage long, 
sharp and difficult disputes.

I did political work also in the provinces; at the time it was called village 
propaganda. It consisted of calling together the members of a community 
and talking to them about our problems in the factory, about their future 
in the village with the newly distributed land, and discussing what we could 
do for each other.
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In 1947 I became active in the Hungarian women’s movement. I con
tinued my tours on foot or by cart from one town to another, from one 
village to the next. Later I received more responsibilities and a higher post 
in the Hungarian Women’s Democratic Union; in 1950 I was elected its 
Secretary General. In another three years I was elected member of the Hun
garian Parliament.

I had never been in the monumental building of the Hungarian Parlia
ment before. It was a festive occasion if on Sundays I could come to town 
and admire its cupola and towers. I was terror-stricken when in 1953 I first 
took my seat in the awe-inspiring Session Hall as an M.P. of Tolna county. 
Two years later I became Vice-President of the Parliament; between 1963 
and 19671 was its President. I retired from this function but later took over 
the Vice-Presidency again. I remained the M.P. for Tolna county until 
1971 when I had to exchange my district for another one in Budapest be
cause of health reasons.

It is both beautiful and difficult to be an M.P. I have always been of the 
opinion that a representative should make contacts with everybody because 
human relations are of the utmost importance. The following incident is an 
example of my belief in practice.

Tolna county is known for its agriculture, animal husbandry and handi
crafts, but there are also a few mines in the region, most of which have 
since been closed down because they are so depleted that it no longer pays 
to maintain them. One day a venerable old miner asked me: “Haveyou 
ever been in a mine, my dear?” To tell the truth, I had only read about 
tunnels and shafts in books or saw them in films. But an M.P. cannot retreat, 
so I responded at once; “If you invite me, I go with pleasure.”

I was given big boots, a vest and a head-piece and I descended into the 
depths of the shaft. Sometimes I had to crawl on all fours, sometimes the 
enormous boots dragged in water, but I dared not utter a word. Two weeks 
later I spoke at a peace meeting in the miners’ village. The old chargeman 
who had invited me into the mine recognized me. “Were you afraid or not?” 
—he asked me. “Weren’t  you afraid when you first climbed into a lift?” 
I retorted. “O f course as a woman I felt strange in the boots and the head- 
piece and what’s more I was afraid!”

This answer brought me such prestige that at the solemn dinner they 
elected me a honorary miner giving the justification: “We knew that you 
were afraid but we did not believe that you would admit it. Now we are 
sure that as a member of parliament you will always represent us faithfully 
because you are a straightforward woman!”

I still hear the words of the old miner: to be a trustworthy representative,
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to tell the truth. I have thought of it very often when we received foreign 
delegations or when I went abroad with ours. There have been times 
—after 1956—when we had to struggle for our credibility. Often people were 
even reluctant to accept what they themselves had experienced. When this 
happened I always remembered the old miner: straightforwardness and 
honesty are the best choice. The truth should always be told, without 
hedging or embellishing, even if things are not as rosy as we would wish 
them to be.

I still work a lot but this is not a complaint: my position involves many 
rewarding tasks and I am used to regular work. I spend a lot of time with 
my constituents; I do work for the Presidential Council of which I am 
a member, and I am pleased to do community work as a member of the 
People’s Patriotic Front National Council or as Vice-President of the 
National Peace Council. I have remained faithful to the National Council 
of Hungarian Women which counts me among its members, and I work 
often with the Woman's Section of the National Council of Trade Unions.

From a simple, working woman I have risen to be—figuratively speak
ing—the housewife of the Hungarian Parliament. I started out worrying 
about how to economize a few pennies for our small household, and I con
tinued this worry with millions, since a member of parliament should do 
as the housewife: carefully evaluate expenditures while always taking into 
consideration the income. For a former working class woman this comes 
naturally, just as it is still natural that I often meet my former work col
leagues to talk of the past and of the years when we were young.



T H E  DIÓSGYŐR RESISTANCE
by

M IH Á L Y  FEKETE

An armed resistance group was organised in the industrial area of Northern Hungary in the con
cluding months of the Second World War. This was known as the Magyarországi Kommunista Anti-Náci 
Komité, commonly called M O K A N . Members included Diósgyőr ironworkers, Miskolc professional men 
and m ilitary officers, both professional soldiers and members of the reserve. They engaged in sabotage and 
clashed with German and Hungarian N azi armed forces, they arranged fo r  hiding places fo r  many who 
were in peril of their lives. Mihály Fekete, an ironworker of Diósgyőr, was one of the organizers of this 
movement; after the Liberation he became First Secretary of the Miskolc Committee of the Hungarian 
Communist Party, then sub-prefect of Borsod County and later chairman of the County Council. 
He retired some time ago.

In the recently published second version of his memoirs he describes in a suggestive, almost dramatic 
way the story of the resistance movement, its organization and its struggles. He tells the life of the workers 
in prewar Hungary, writes about the growing anti-war attitude among the workmen of the Miskolc- 
Diósgyőr area, then about the growing underground movement, aimed at firs t at the sabotage of N azi war 
production in the Iron Works and then, as the Red Army advanced, at the organization of armed resistance.

A  section of the memoirs is printed below.

Next-door to the Gestapo

The first job to be done was finding a safe spot for our “headquarters”, 
a place where we could conveniently meet the leaders of the different groups. 
The best seemed to be the flat of László Pödör, who taught French at the 
local gimmgiwn (today a senior member of the editorial staff of the publish
ing house Corvina). It was located in the town centre, on the second floor 
of Görgey Artúr utca 12. Members of the Gestapo occupied the flat next 
door, giving us a fair chance of not being disturbed in such distinguished 
company.

The trouble was we could not find Pödör. He was in hiding from the 
nyilas (the arrow-cross men of the Hungarian Nazi party who came to 
power on October 16, 1944 after an abortive attempt by Admiral Horthy 
to obtain an armistice). The date was October 25 or a day or two earlier or
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later. One day Sándor (the author’s son) appeared unexpectedly in Anci’s 
home, he said there was no scope for agitation and that everyone was con
vinced anyway that the Germans had lost the war. I would soonest have 
given him a good telling off for not doing as he was told, but he had really 
arrived just in time. If anyone could find Pödör it was Sándor, I had got to 
know in the first place as one of Sándor’s teachers, his favourite.

He found him all right. Pődör’s wife told him where he had gone and 
Sándor pedalled over to Nyékládháza where Pödör was well-hidden on 
a tanya, a lonely farm-house, and fetched our friend.

Pödör behaved with real guts. He was pleased to allow the “general staff” 
of the committee to meet in his home. He was asked to be present on 
a number of occasions, for instance, when we compiled the list of wealthy 
and respectable citizens whom we were going to solicit for money or other 
financial support. We talked over most of our problems concerning the 
army officers with him as well.

For a time, three of us generally attended the meetings: Béla Tóth,1 
László Pödör and myself. To our great joy, Ferenc Barbai2 got out on 
November io  and soon turned up when our lot met.

Barbai got away in the company of some other political prisoners. It would 
be useless now to list the many plans we concocted to get them out. In our 
judgement our forces were too small for a direct attack on the prison. If  we 
had already established contact with Lajos Szabó, and his National Guards, 
we might have made up our minds to attack, but we contacted them only 
on November 8, and an action like that required some time to organize. 
Fortunately the nyilas were scared by the Soviet army that was getting nearer 
and fled leaving their prisoners behind. That way Barbai and his friends got out.

After November io  we carried on reinforced by Barbai. Our movement 
got some sort of organizational structure. Independent fighting detachments 
were made up consisting of A /i category men, and their leaders were as 
a rule invited to committee meetings.

New organizational directives were issued to consolidate the fighting 
groups. It was laid down that existing groups had to be reorganized in such 
a way that four fighters were attached to each A/1 comrade, larger units 
had to be broken up. The A /i comrades had to see to the quarters and 
victualling of their members themselves. At that time we began using the 
password “I’m looking for Mister MOKAN!” when making contact with 
an unknown comrade.

1 Béla Tóth: Tailor from Budapest; it was he who was responsible for setting up the M OKAN  
Committee.

2 Ferenc Barbai: Communist ironworker in Diósgyőr, outstanding member of the resistance move
ment in Miskolc and Diósgyőr.
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The directive was discussed with the leaders of the more important 
groups, and organizational work progressed at a steady rate. Our move
ment, in broad outline, shaped as follows at the tim e:

Headquarters were in Miskolc, in the flat of László Pödör. Béla Tóth 
and I kept control of general organization, and Barbai was in charge of agit
prop. In ujgyőr Anna Barla3 coordinated the groups. A number of relatively 
large groups operated in Diósgyőr, headed by Sándor Nyírő and Imre Kovács, 
including tough and brave comrades in its ranks. József Kopácsi and his 
friends worked in Diósgyőr-Hermantelep, and a number of Jewish com
rades organized by Miklós Világ, who had deserted from the Labour 
Services, cooperated with them. In Hejőcsaba we leant for support on 
Gyula Túró, and János Tirpák distributed hand-bills and appeals in Göröm- 
böly. We also had groups in Pereces and in some of the quarters of the city 
of Miskolc.

The German high command assisted hy the Hungarian general staff planned to dismantle or destroy thejactories 
oj Miskolc and Diósgyőr. It was vital for the workers and Jor the country as a whole that they should not succeed.

Stopping the Dismantling oj the Factories

While organizing fighting units our lot tried, wherever they could, to 
stop the evacuation of the works. The manager and engineering executives 
had issued orders: “Pack up everything and off to the West!”

A mass movement got going in the works to sabotage the evacuation. 
The factory guard organized with help of Colonel Ginzery4 was a great help. 
The machines proved “difficult” to dismount, the ropes often “broke”, the 
crane “broke down”, etc. Huge quantities of tools and raw material were 
hidden in various parts of the factory, especially below ground. A turner, 
János Kocsis, was given the job of organizing the evacuation of the high
speed steel stuff; what he did instead was to hide quantities in the changing- 
rooms. So did János Oberlender and János Vaskó who found a safe place 
for the high-speed lathe steel blades and the grinding stones. Ferenc Schön, 
a turner, took the micrometer series and the optical viewer of his lathe to 
his home and returned them after the Liberation; who knows, they may be 
in use even yet. József Rároha and his friends hid many different types of 
cables, and so our factory was able to produce later, and pretty quickly, im-

3 Anna Barla: Hairdresser, sister o f Mihály Fekete’s wife, member of the women’s movement 
within the Ironworkers Union; carried out many bold actions in the resistance movement. Anci.

4  Sándor Ginzery: Colonel, rendered great services by saving the power station, the gas works and 
the flour-mill o f Miskolc. H e was arrested by the Gestapo and taken to Mauthausen, from where he 
returned in 1945.



portant components for the Red Army. Elemér Vizslovszky and János 
Szabári took part in the hiding of electromotors.

Béla Lengyel, an engineer, and two foremen, Ferenc Fehér and Henrik 
Lakatos, stopped the evacuation of machines from the machining shop. 
Béla Lenkei, János Brecska and Ferenc Cserhalmi, all turners, did more than 
their share of sabotage. Lajos Libertényi and Lajos Udvardi, both from the 
milling shop, had to desert their place at the bench, it was the only way 
they could get out of carrying out orders.

Some did the opposite, instead of going home, they secretly got in the 
workshops at night and inconspicuously camouflaged irreplaceable equip
ment; the Hajas brothers, Ferenc Szaladnya jun., Béla Bánhegyi and other 
members of the factory guard were amongst them.

Pál Kosztka Szirtes and his comrades displayed much courage and in
genuity in saving the cold-treatment machines. They pieced together wooden 
huts and tents which they allowed to collapse over the machines. The whole 
workshop looked a shambles, but underneath the machines survived safely 
and could be used a few days after the Liberation.

The Germans intended to take the heavy forges with them or to blow 
them up. Henrik Ciffló, János Russz and József Kriston and their mates, 
who were working in the forge, talked them out of the latter.

"Don’t blow them up, Kamerad”, they told the Germans, “they will be 
very useful to you yet. . .  ”

So the Nazis gave orders to send the packing-cases to Fülek. János Russz 
and his mates didn’t need more. They dismounted the control mechanism 
and the engines and hid them among the scrap iron. The forge could be put 
into running order straight after Liberation.

László Pekárovics, a fitter, and some of his mates in the repair shop hid 
forty electromotors, welding torches and transformers, together with quanti
ties of driving belts irreplaceable at that time. Led by János Nagy and Ernő 
Mihályfi, the workers of the heat-treatment shop saved 85 pyro-instruments 
and thermocouple wire enough for five years. Without this material our heat- 
treatment shop would have been entirely unusable after the Liberation.

These were only a few examples of the ingenuity and the courage displayed 
by many a Diósgyőr worker. By that time, they considered the factory to 
be their own, and they saved the property of the working people.

In those days, when the evacuation of the works was supposedly taking 
place I got a message from Pödör, asking me to go to see him at once.

“I have big news for you, Mihály”, he said. "Béla Kilczer, a lieutenant
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of the reserve, was sent from Budapest by the General Staff of the Honvéd, 
the Hungarian army, with orders to blow up the works.”

“Could you ask him home for an evening meal?”
“Let’s ask the other officers as well, then it can be done.”
The next evening—it was towards the end of October—we got together 

at the Pődör’s flat: Colonel Ginzery, Lieutenant-Colonel Szalay, Captain 
Petrássy of the Medical Services, Captain Fodor, Pödör, Béla Tóth and 
myself. The lieutenant of the reserve the General Staff was received by a 
company that was pretty unusual for those days.

Tóth and I muttered something instead of our names and preferred not 
to mention that I was an ironworker and he a journeyman tailor. The young 
lieutenant felt at ease with all that wine there and spoke frankly. He told 
us that he had orders from the Szálasi government as well as from the 
German and the Hungarian high command to prepare the blowing up of 
the Diósgyőr ironworks.

We’d agreed that the officers would start the softening up work. At last 
Kilczer gave in.

“I see, I’m in a den of vice,” he said laughing, “so let your will be 
done. . . ”

With help of Lieutenant Kilczer and Colonel Ginzery we succeeded in 
having the factory only “paralysed” instead of being blown up as planned.

Lieutenant of the Reserve Béla Kilczer was a civil engineer and architect 
from Salgótarján, doing construction work in the army; this was why he 
was sent to destroy the factory buildings. Like every true member of his 
profession he would sooner build than demolish and was not at all happy 
about his “high” commission. He disliked the German occupiers as well 
as their nyilas accomplices. O f course he knew that he was risking his life, 
but he took the risk. No doubt the officers of the resistance influenced him, 
what mattered was that he did not carry out his orders.

When he did his job according to our wishes and his own inclination, he 
had to get away. It was obvious that sooner or later the Germans or Szálasi’s 
General Staff would discover the swindle. And so they did. Béla Tóth found 
a hiding place for Kilczer in Budapest, as far as I know, it was with the 
mother of Eva Nemes.

Early in 1945 Mihály Farkas and Béla Tóth went to Salgótarján where 
a mayor had to be elected. Tóth recognized Kilczer, told the people about 
the great risk the latter had taken in Miskolc and proposed him as mayor. 
Farkas agreed. So Kilczer—the lieutenant in the den of vice—was un
animously elected mayor of Salgótarján!

There is another reason for not forgetting the meeting in Pődör’s home.

8 4



MIHÁLY FEKETE: THE DIÓSGYŐR RESISTANCE 85
The Gestapo officers next door thought it suspicious that so many people 
assembled there and towards ten o’clock they came over “for a chat”. 
I don’t know what they had in mind, but they looked surprised when they 
found well-dressed gentlemen and high-ranking army officers, drinking and 
having a good time. Mrs. Pödör, who spoke perfect German, opened a fresh 
bottle of wine and offered a drink to the Gestapo. That was the first and last 
time I drank with Nazi officers.

“Let’s drink to our victory!”—Uncle Béla proposed and stood up.
We all got up and merrily clinked glasses. . .

The most important f ia t  o f arms of the resistance was helping tht advance of the Red Army thus preventing the 
destruction o f Miskolc and Diósgyőr. The anti-fascist attitude o f the population manifested itself in many remarkable 
events, some o f which are related by Mihály Fekete in an authentic way.

Hard Days at Diósgyőr

When I went to the Soviet headquarters in Diósgyőr, I wanted to go and 
see my wife and son in the Tapolca mountains. Captain Ustinov ordered 
a young Soviet soldier to escort me, but the road leading through the Tapolca 
meadows was under heavy German mortar fire, and we had to return.

Back to Miskolc, anxiety kept nagging at me and I made up my mind 
to take the next lot of reconnaissance material to the Soviets myself and 
to try once again to get across to Tapolca. Uncle Béla was also eager to 
introduce himself to the Soviet H Q , and so we went off together; I think 
it was November 21. Captain Petrássy gave us armbands and papers identify
ing Uncle Béla as C.M.O. and myself as his assistant. We had bandages in 
our doctor’s bags, and handgrenades and recent reconnaissance material 
hidden underneath. On the way we looked at patients, but luckily no one 
noticed what kind of doctors we were; the patients were satisfied with a few 
reassuring words.

Everything was all right as far as the northern limits of Diósgyőr. Here 
we had to turn back, since the concrete road was crowded with German 
infantrymen.

We soon found out what has happened. German patrols discovered how 
small the Soviet forces in Diósgyőr were. They also found out that the 
Soviet infantry was backed only by two anti-tank guns, one at the Tókert, 
the other near the bridge over the Szinva at the end of Erzsébet királyné utca.

When the German tanks broke through the next day, one of the Tigers 
was shot out by the gun at Tókert, but then both guns were put out of 
action by three other tanks. Then came the infantry assault. The Soviet
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soldiers withdrew house by house, they could not hold up the larger num
bers of Germans.

Károly Baganich and Laci Sztaskó, who was only seventeen, were doing 
reconnaissance work when the Germans broke into the village. They spent 
the night in a goat-shed, then passed through the German lines at dawn 
and went as far as Újhuta, till they caught up with Captain Ustinov’s men. 
Here they also met some of the Diósgyőr MOKAN lot, Laci Sztaskó’s dad, 
József Malinovszky and János Endrész. They carried out the orders re
ceived from the committee: they retired in action, together with the Soviet 
soldiers.

Károly Baganich, János Endrész, József Malinovszky, János Sztaskó and 
his son László (Laci) did valuable reconnaissance work for the Soviet units. 
They discovered the retreat of the Germans towards Parasznya and their 
deployment at Hegyeskút and Fehérkőlápa; they showed daring in getting 
near to the German artillery and infantry units at Lillafüred, taking stock 
of them.

Baganich, Endrész, Sztaskó and Malinovszky were told at the Soviet H Q  
to go and fetch the Jewish forced labourers—120 men, with 6 horses and 
carts—from the Majláth sawmill still held by the Germans. The order was 
carried out, the rescued men were handed over to the Soviet soldiers. Then 
they retired together with the Soviets and scouted the German positions 
between Ládi and Vaskapu. There was a skirmish, a Soviet soldier was 
killed in action. The Soviet commander later divided the Hungarians into 
two groups: József Malinovszky, János and László Sztaskó, and a man 
named Szusztig did reconnaissance work on the Csengő Mountain, while 
Baganich and Endrész were employed in other areas. László Sztaskó still has 
a scout certificate he then received from Captain Ustinov.

For a fortnight the six Hungarians lived among the Soviet soldiers, and 
when the counter-offensive was launched at the beginning of December, they 
returned to Diósgyőr together. . .

I must here mention another unit commanded by Péter Grósz, of the 
National Guard. These National Guards-men did not retire to the West 
but influenced by MOKAN propaganda, they reported to Nyírő and his 
comrades and joined the resistance. They entrenched themselves in the 
region called Pecérvölgy and carried out a number of armed actions against 
the Nazis. . .

After this small detour let us return to Diósgyőr, where hard days were 
due after the return of the Germans. Béla Bánhegyi, who had been severely 
wounded, was carried at night by Kovács, his wife and two sons to the flat 
of Imre Kovács, then transported with an armed escort to the surgery for
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first aid. Then he was hidden for two weeks in the Kovács home, who 
nursed him; Dr. Mihály Gyarmati, a child specialist, was in attend
ance.

Doctor Gyarmati belonged to the Kopácsi group and was hiding from 
the Nazis in Hermantelep. Even under mortar-fire he courageously did his 
duty both as a doctor and as a member of MOKAN. For six months Bán
hegyi was more dead than alive. Dr. József Földes, a surgeon for many years, 
a most responsible and competent medical practitioner of the Diósgyőr work
ers, got him back on his feet after various operations and lengthy nursing.

Many arms and thirteen red banners were hidden in the attic of the 
Kovács home. After a time they were carried away, but Bánhegyi remained 
there until the return of the Soviet forces.

The whole village knew Imre Kovács to be a leading member of MOKAN, 
people had seen him often enough with his red-ribboned gun. It was 
suspected that a wounded man was hidden in the house, but nobody be
trayed him.

The attitude of the majority of the population filled us with joy. The 
patriotism of the workers, their decided anti-German attitude and their 
fighting spirit were in full flower. If we could have better organized and lead 
this force and if the Party had started earlier to organize the armed resistance, 
the massive resistance of the whole people could not have been broken 
either by terror or by treason.

The returning Germans were received with hatred. The Nazis had to 
move in groups, they were obliged to get food by force of arms, their 
telephone wires were frequently cut. Unfortunately the sudden return of 
the Germans separated the local resistance group and the Miskolc centre, 
and so these isolated groups were unable to carry out co-ordinated actions.

We learned only after the fight was over that the Kopácsi group saved 
a Soviet soldier from the Nazis. The Soviets held a defensive position next 
to Diósgyőr Castle. This was completely destroyed by the Germans. 
A single Soviet soldier remained alive, he managed to hide in a bunker. 
Here he was found by a MOKAN member who took him home and told 
the Kopácsis. József Kopácsi, who has died since, immediately organized 
the rescue action. Young Sándor Kopácsi brought working-clothes and 
managed to get in the house where a German medical unit was already 
quartered. The Soviet soldier was given civilian clothes and led to a hiding- 
place at Hermantelep after many an adventure.

So Piotr Anikievich, a kolkhoz peasant from the Kiev region, was saved 
from the Germans. Kopácsi received a letter of thanks from the Soviet 
commander.
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Meanwhile another Hungarian scout reported himself to the Soviet forces 
who attacked from Görömböly.

The ground was pretty hot under the feet of János Tirpák, our friend in 
Görömböly. The nyilas looked high and low for him when old Pista Koncz 
called in whose wine cellar we had held our meeting on October 15. The 
old man was forced underground since the gendarmes looked for him after 
the attack on the Csekős. After some days in hiding he called on Tirpák 
and told him that he was going to cross through the front-line to the Soviet 
forces.

“I’ll go meet them’’, he said, “for I have not much time left, and I would 
like to live as long as possible in freedom.”

The old boy did cross near the village of Szentistván and went with the 
Red Army as far as Miskolc.

Following his example, Tirpák started off as well. In the last days of 
October he met Soviet soldiers between Vatta and Harsány, and it was 
pretty dangerous. This Soviet unit belonged to the same regiment, No. 101, 
which was reached by Baganich.

“Kaputt”, the Soviet soldiers said, “if you try to mislead us!”
That was only on the first day, very soon they got so fond of him that 

after the liberation of Miskolc the Soviet commanders expressed their ap
preciation for his courageous conduct.

Tirpák led the Soviet soldiers through Harsány to the hill called Pingyom- 
tető without encountering a single German soldier. This Soviet unit 
managed thus to advance far into the German lines. They then descended 
to the forest of Jánosdebrő. When Tirpák’s friends—all MOKAN mem
bers—saw the Soviet soldiers led by their friend, they ran out of their cellars 
to welcome them. But suddenly the Germans opened fire and two friends 
of Tirpák, both members of the Görömböly MOKAN organization, were 
severely wounded. János Soltész soon recovered, but Petrovics died.

In Görömböly the Soviet H Q  was quartered in Tirpák’s house. Every day 
Tirpák went from there in a cart pulled by a small highland horse to the 
“Bulgarian gardens” in the outskirts of Miskolc, to the position of the 
Soviet outposts. One day, when Tirpák led a cart full with ammunition, 
the Soviet soldier who went with him was hit by a bullet. János Tirpák took 
the wounded man and the ammunition to the front-line, and then back 
home again.

By that time the end of November came.
The Miskolc centre had lost all the contacts with the Soviet forces. I did 

not know that Tirpák turned up every day a few kilometres from me on the 
Soviet front-line between Miskolc and Hejőcsaba, nor did I know whether
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the Baganich group was alive or not. It was impossible to establish contact 
with the Soviet forces in the direction of Hejőcsaba, Tapolca, Újgyőr, and 
Diósgyőr, since the Germans had a defensive system and firing positions 
there. By early December the front was stabilized, the German defence 
system became so strong that I tried three times to pass through, but failed.

What should we do now? Our members continued to do reconnaissance 
work, but there was nobody to whom we could hand the valuable informa
tion we obtained. There some movement in the line, in the east only, here 
the Red Army was advancing from Zsolca. Operations took place over 
a rather large area and so we saw a chance of getting through. The com
mander of the National Guard, Lajos Szabó, was sent to establish contact 
with the advancing Soviet forces. He set off on a bike, but was wounded 
on the way by a mine; with a last effort he managed to get home, but was 
unfortunately unfit to fight on.

Members of our movement then established contact with the approaching 
Soviet forces at a number of points. Tirpák came from Harsány and Göröm- 
böly, while the men of the Miskolc centre and the Diósgyőr people came 
through Tapolca and Diósgyőr.

We were actually unable to do as much to help drive out the Nazi 
occupiers and their nyilas accomplices as we would have liked to do. But 
it can be said with legitimate pride that we contributed to the defence of 
our town. With help of the informations we supplied the Soviet artillery 
was able to fire precisely on the German positions, and our town was able 
to tide over the siege without suffering major destruction.



FIRST DAYS OF T H E  N E W  
DISPENSATION

by

PÉTER VERES

A fter the arrival of the Russians—they reached our house in Buda
pest on January 13 th—Imre Somogyi was the first to come to see 
me. Then, knowing that our good hosts, the Károly Doboss’s, 
had run short of food, even plain dried peas, he came and took 
me across the City Park, wrecked and devastated like a battlefield, to what 

was then Nuremberg Street, near Thököly Street, in a comparatively little 
damaged quarter, where he had quite a large sculptor’s studio in the base
ment. We were less tightly crammed in there among the plaster figures 
and unfinished experiments, for Imre, who had contributed to Garden- 
Hungary (the phrase was invented by László Németh) had first become 
a practising prophet of gardening and was now an armed revolutionary, and 
during those years could not find time for modelling. As a matter of fact, 
he considered his lodging safer than the presbytery in Bajza Street, since 
everybody knew that the Russian soldiers, even the so-called common man, 
had a great respect for writers and artists. And indeed, they never requisi
tioned the spacious studio although, with the sculptures stacked up in one 
of the corners, it could have accommodated half a platoon.

It was not only less crammed there, but, compared to the swarming cellar- 
life in Bajza Street, also quieter, as quiet as it could only be in a besieged 
city, that is, when the foundations were not shaken by the boom of guns 
and “Stalin-organs” dug in behind the house, at the far end of the old race 
course. One can get used, however, to the roar of guns, unless they are 
directed to where you happen to be.

Nor was it cold—though while I was sheltering in the cellar a thick 
covering of snow had enveloped the city in ruins, and the thermometer 
shifted between minus ten and twenty plus—because the basement

From ország útján. Autobiographical writings. 1944-1945. Published by Szépirodalmi Kiadó, 
Budapest, 1965. pp. 143-146, 155-156.



windows were protected against air-raids by wooden boards on the outside, 
so they had not shattered. And the Somogyis still had some firewood.

They gave me a sort of bed or chaise-longue and fed me (Imre Somogyi 
lived there with his landlady, later his wife, and her little daughter, Erzsiké) 
to help me recover as soon as possible. The sooner the better, for I was badly 
needed.

Somogyi went out every day, sometimes twice, and brought back the 
news: Russians have advanced from the direction of Újpest as well, they 
have occupied Óbuda on the opposite bank of the Danube, the noose is 
drawing tighter. The Communist Party is already at work on the outskirts, 
instructions and directions are coming in from Debrecen, from the new 
Government and the party leaders there. The first names we learnt of were 
Mátyás Rákosi, József Révai, Ernő Gerő and Zoltán Vas. But to me then, 
in January, 1945, it was not yet clear whether Imre Somogyi, József Darvas, 
Ferenc Erdei and I, leftist populist writers grouped around the paper 
Szabad S^ó, would join the Communist Party, or would in fact make a 
peasant party. It was only when the first reliable news arrived from Szeged, 
and later from Debrecen, that I realized the form of Government here would 
be a coalition too—obviously as a result of an agreement with the Western 
powers—in which the National Peasants’ Party, founded earlier, but with 
only a nominal existence, would also participate, and that at Christmas, the 
Ministry of the Interior had been entrusted by the Debrecen Provisional 
National Assembly to Ferenc Erdei who, as a lawyer and one well versed 
in Marxism, was just the person for the job.

So it was essential I recover as soon as possible, and, may be just for that 
reason, at first we failed. It occurred neither to me, nor to the Somogyis 
(there was no doctor on the horizon) that the diet to feed me up should be 
begun cautiously, with tea, light soups, and at best bits of toast. If I re
member correctly that very first day I was given, on top of the dried peas 
ruling every household at that time, a small piece of genuine smoked bacon, 
no larger than the tips of two fingers, and I was daring enough not to content 
myself with its odour alone. That amount could not possibly do me any harm.

It did. After a while I began to feel sick and had to go out at night. Out 
of the house, through the backyard door, into the biting cold of the garden, 
beyond which stretched the old ruined race-course surrounded by “Stalin
organs”. A row of temporary lavatories also lurked there in the heaped snow, 
located outdoors, because of the frozen pipes and complete lack of water.

But oh, the peasant’s bashfulness! Don’t make a nuisance of yourself, 
if there is any way of avoiding it! I did not want to rouse the Somogyis, and 
silently felt my way out in the darkness.
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At the first try, however, I only reached the outer door. Before I got to 
the last step down—there were three or four altogether—I collapsed, and there 
I remained for some time. I have no idea how long, because—for the first 
time in my life—I lost consciousness and slumped over the threshold. 
I think this is what you call fainting, but I had never experienced it before. 
Luckily I collapsed as soon as the door opened, for I was not seriously 
injured by the concrete step, and the piercing cold air streaming in from 
the outside helped me to come round.

Nevertheless I made no noise. When I came to I went on my way, and 
again felt my way back to my bed as though nothing had happened. I did 
not know that the sensation of time is suspended in a swoon, so that when 
coming round one believes one is continuing where one broke off. I dis
covered that much later by the smart little bump protruding on my fore
head, although I had not felt the blow or the pain at the critical moment. 
I must have hit my head against the edge of a step, because the shape of the 
little bump was oblong.

From that moment on, however, we were more careful with the course 
of my recovery. Tea, light soups and bits of toast—these made up my diet 
for a couple of days.

Anyway, I went on improving. For if it is true that “the spirit is willing 
but the flesh is weak”, if the spirit wills it strongly, the flesh will also try. 
So when I felt strong enough to get about again, I could not overcome my 
restlessness—“I must be where history is on the boil”—and supported by 
a crooked stick—Imre’s acquisition—I set out toward the city centre. For 
the moment, to look round, and call on acquaintances, to see who had 
survived and who had not. By then the siege had almost reached the Danube 
bank, as Imre had announced. On the Pest side the only fighting was round 
the Houses of Parliament and for the Inner City.

When I was able to venture upon longer distances, helped by Imre 
Somogyi I went to the Communist Party headquarters in Tisza Kálmán 
tér, where he had already announced that Péter Veres was also alive, and 
was staying with him.

The entrance hall and the passages of the Party headquarters were 
teeming with people. Not only with those who were really involved in the 
work of re-organization—and they were many—but with anti-Nazi public 
figures, labour leaders, trade unionists, writers, artists, journalists, politicians, 
spilling out from the quarters of the city now being liberated. People cast 
ashore by the waves of history went then first of all to Tisza Kálmán tér. 
Not only Communists and Social Democrats, but those of the bourgeois 
Left who had survived.
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Imre, of course, vanished from my side as soon as we found ourselves 
immersed in the swarming crowd, to announce to the leaders, I imagine, 
that Péter Veres was there, for before long a large, well-built fellow broke 
his way through to embrace me in the Russian manner. He was Béla Illés.

I had never kissed a man before, neither my closest relatives, nor my own 
sons, nor had I ever been drunk, but I knew that the exchange of kisses 
between men was quite common with the Russians, with politicians, and 
with certain members of the higher clergy. And as a result of the emotion 
the Liberation and the onset of a new period of history had evoked in me 
this greeting (we had never seen, only heard of each other before) did not 
strike me as strange. Then, in the feverish joy at escaping from the cellars 
and being alive, this form of greeting also became quite common among the 
cynical city-dwellers and my kinsmen, the unemotional farmers. Simple 
handshaking, even with both hands, was felt as not enough. And in fact 
exultation over our own survival was also present in all this embracing and 
kissing, to make it the more real!

And I am not even suggesting that the politician’s kiss is not sincere. 
I t  is, as long as its sincerity is not overlaid by another kind of sincerity, 
more important, more topical, more expedient. This is the law by which 
the politician kisses, who is not acting on his own inclination, but for the 
people who see him. In olden times kings offered their daughters to 
strengthen or preserve a needed alliance; nowadays they only offer their 
kisses. The world has also developed in this respect. It is better and simpler 
this way, because the kiss is blown away by the wind of history, and does 
not complicate the question of succession. Something at least which doesn’t.

Later I went to Tisza Kálmán tér again a couple of times. And it was 
there that I first heard, may be not from an immediate source, but through 
a chain of hearsay evidence, and then directly from a party messenger, called 
István Kovács, who had just arrived by car from Debrecen, that my people 
at home in Balmazújváros were well, except that one of my sons had had 
a small accident.

I accepted it then, as I was told it. But later, returning from a visit to 
acquaintances (I don’t remember whom I had found and whom not), 
somehow that news rose up within me again. “One of my sons, the smallest, 
was injured, had had an accident” . . .  that is what he said. What accident— 
whad had happened to him? In the first moment of joy I had not enquired 
any further, and István Kovács went off on his own business, quite under
standably, but now I appreciated that there was something of an escape 
in it. Off he hurried before further inquiries. And now, there, crossing 
Tisza Kálmán tér toward the Communist Party headquarters, picking my
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way between the mutilated bodies of dead horses and wrecked machines, 
in a state of mind that obliterated horror and disgust—the recognition 
rushed upon me: My son Sándor was dead! He was dead; now I knew. 
The phrase about his injury, his having had an accident, was mere tactful
ness and forbearance due to the father. And I had not noticed it in the first 
minute, because this kind of tactfulness was unknown to me in our world 
of farmers. With us such news would be imparted so: “Our Pista, come 
home, my mother has died!” When a little bastard of eight I had an
nounced a death, on one such occasion I had also brought the tidings to the 
farm where my parents lived: “Dear mother, my grandmother sends word 
come home, because my uncle Sós had died. . . ” He had been shot. . .

Yes, my dearest son had died, in whom I had divined something, some
body in the Endre Ady sense: “Each man is a loftly serenity, a north cape, 
a strangeness, a secret” . . .  Of course, every János Hunyadi wants his son 
to become a Mátyás Hunyadi and not a plain János Corvin!

I may have been wrong, he might have just turned out to be a decent, 
resourceful, simple fellow, as so many of the promising young men whom, 
at the beginning of the ’forties we expected to become the men of action 
in the revolution, and the great men of a hopeful future. It is also possible 
that, with that naiveté of outlook which has not the slightest touch of 
cynicism in it, he would have been in dead earnest about all the business of 
socialism, and would have fallen victim to the mean-minded machiavellism 
which squandered the revolutionary zest of that young generation. But one 
cannot know, one will never know, and I who had always talked the paths 
destined by fate—deliberately chosen, and or those that befell me by 
chance—walked them with clenched teeth, and with a watchful spirit and 
a carefully vigilant, sober mind now, there, among the ruined and deci
mated trees of Tisza Kálmán tér, simply broke down. I sobbed for several 
minutes, and then left the familiar paths that nobody should notice.

Fortunately, being alone, I slowed my pace towards the Party head
quarters so that by the time I got there, I was able to control my feelings. 
Why sentimentalize, when history is here right in our hands and we have 
got so much to do? And why impose one’s own grief on others, when, any
how, is there anybody who is not bereaved one way or the other?

Later, when I became calmer, I tried to find out what had happened, and 
how, from people who had been to Debrecen. But I was only to learn the 
complete truth at home, when Mother gave her account with a bitter under
tone of self-reproach, as though she were to blame for having failed to keep 
the whole family secure before I got home. One person is missing who had 
his place in the world and the family. The handle of a German anti-tank
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weapon, called Panzer Faust, exploded in his hand when he picked it up 
from the ground to see what the pretty iron tube contained and what he 
could use it for. It ripped his stomach open and because all our horses, mine 
and my son-in-law’s as well, had been taken away, he suffered agonies at 
home for a few days. The physician, a certain Dr. László Tóth, who had 
arrived in our village in those days, perhaps as a refugee, and remained there, 
referred him to the university hospital in Debrecen, where he could still 
be saved; but there was no carter available to drive him in. In the end, my 
son Pista borrowed two worn-out horses from a Jehovah’s Witness, called 
András Kertész Tar, and on a terrible tank-shattered macadam road he was 
bumped in to Debrecen (25 kilometres). The journey took a whole day and 
half a night, because their horse was confiscated meanwhile, and they had 
to get hold of another, one of the lame horses abandoned on the road. 
Sepsis: he could not be saved.

And that had happened in the first days of November, when I had been 
repeatedly dreaming of them at Siófok. Before that during the day and on 
going to bed I had vainly longed to see them, if only in dreams. I never suc
ceeded. I am a great dreamer, more things happen to me in my dreams, 
perhaps, than in real life, sometimes I feel the night to be twice as long 
because of the many and diverse dreams, but at that time my nights were 
completely blank. And then, all of a sudden, for two or three nights I was 
at home, I saw Mother among the children, and among her perpetual cares, 
but in the daytime I could not remember whether Sanyi was there amongst 
them. I was least anxious for him, since he was only a child, on this side 
of military service.

And there, now, in the apocalyptic wreck-world of Tisza Kálmán tér, 
it occurred to me: was it possible? Was it possible that they appeared in my 
dream just when they were in a state of despair, when Sanyi boy’s agony 
and his mother’s was breathed into space? For this boy—I felt—had thought 
as highly of me, as perhaps nobody else in the world had done. Why, when 
the waves of thousands of radio and television transmitters and other radia
tion instruments penetrate distant and almost immeasurable space and inter
act with one another, wasn’t it possible for a human soul, a human nervous 
system, to transmit “emanations” his agonies, his sighs and longings across 
space? And wasn’t it possible for a ray or two, here and there, to reach their 
destination, the addressee? From Balmazújváros, from Debrecen to Siófok 
or elsewhere? I do not know. My realistic mind protests: chance! Chance 
is the main breeder of metaphysical beliefs, because it justifies the incom
prehensible and the mysterious, and associates what is not to be associated.

All the same: facts remain facts. I have simply described them.
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BAJCSY-ZSILINSZKY
by

GYULA ILLYÉS

Almost a quarter century ago, having reached the peak of his career, 
he changed course—deliberately—taking the road to martyrdom.* 
The final was a real step leading up to the scaffold where he stood 
between the hangmen at Sopronkőhida. A few minutes earlier 
—just as symbolically—a soldier, member of the escort, had quickly kissed 

his hand in the corridors.

i

He has become a part of Hungarian national history but, as we all feel, 
he has not taken his proper place yet. He is truly moving about in it, now 
with one group, now another. Will he settle with the statesmen, one wonders, 
or the wielders of the spoken and written word? Or will he join those whom 
a people simply remembers as its heroes? Such a search for a proper place, 
a probing of the soil one might call it, is not rare among those destined for 
immortality in Hungarian history.

It is not up to us, his contemporaries, to firmly place his figure in a niche 
in the ideal Sacred Halls. What can be done and the place we find ourselves 
in devolves other duties onto us in the service of his memory. In the first 
place, that is my judgment, his real personality, the live man he once was, 
must be described as authentically as possible. O f course not by merely 
passing on the sensations of the retina and the eardrum to those who did 
not know the flesh-and-blood man, or not as well as we did, but that aspect 
of his spirituality which proximity made visible. Let time sort out his

* Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky (1886-1944), Chairman o f the National Committee o f the Hungarian 
Resistance, was executed in the prison of Sopronkőhida on December 24, 1944, the day the seven-week 
siege o f Budapest began. This short memoir was first published in 1970.



aims and ideals, his plans and beliefs. Let us provide a picture of the inner 
structure of the man as he showed himself to us.

He was embarrassingly manysided. There were a multitude of facets 
polished for refraction; while the whole precious stone kept rotating, more
over in ever-changing light—equally clear on the right and left.
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Others found a flat for me—I lived in the Krisztinaváros section of Buda
pest at the end of the ’thirties. I passed the immense plate-window of the 
Philadelphia café and the tables on the pavement of the Zöldfa—but at six 
in the morning. Dezső Szabó* was still asleep, and so were the whole local 
colony of writers, Schöpflin**, Pethő***, and Márai**** the chiefs ofthat 
generation; and Kosztolányi, already lying in eternal slumber. I knew that 
Zsilinszky lived there, although I did not meet him there either, nor as 
a neighbour.

One spring evening, however, I hoped to cheer up a beautiful and sad 
young woman; away with the evening mug of milk, let’s get dressed up and 
have a 5 pengő May meal in the Zöldfa.

I nodded to this person or that, and as was only proper I leant over the 
plates to briefly explain who they were to my companion, in such a way 
that I almost palpated them with my eyes, to see if they really were like 
the persons I kneaded out of words.

Zsilinszky sat three or four tables away offering a free and full surface 
as a model of models, in his full banquet-style elegance. The traces left by 
the comb still shone wet in his thick hair, which was then turning from fair 
to white; the rosy, close shaven cheeks flushed his manly sabre-scarred face; 
a well-tailored jacket showed off splendid shoulders; perfectly tied bow-tie 
around his muscular neck, and a snow-white shirt with snow-white cuffs 
covered his broad chest. Everything was strong on him, and clean, one could 
feel that even his nails were that on fingers steeled by sword and bridle.

He bowed his head with unsmiling reserve to greet me, as one has to 
gteet a man in the company of an unknown lady, doing so first. As one 
had to early this century. He was the sort of man who behaved comme iljaut.

I had done a great favour to him just the week before. I had come across 
sharply critical lines about him—that were almost defamatory—shocking

* Dezső Szabó (1879-1945) influential radical right-wing novelist o f the ’twenties and 'thirties.
** Aladár Schöpflin (1872-1950), leading literary critic o f the Nyugat generation.

*** Sándor Pethő (1885-1940), founder o f  Magyar Nemget, a liberal anti-fascist daily.
**** Sándor Márai (b. 1900) well-known novelist o f the 'thirties, now living in the United States.
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me especially as I had found them in a periodical for which I worked myself, 
as senior editor. That is not my opinion I had written to him in a few brief 
sentences.

I received a long and inflamed confession in acknowledgement of my 
letter; a prairie fire of emotions which ran on endlessly from past to future. 
This was followed by another, sober one. It told me man to man: I had 
stopped him from taking an irrevocable step: he had wanted to break with 
our lot as a whole, break even with the daily which also published our 
writings. We had not met since.

3

I remember what I said about him there at the set table while I was able 
to study him in his living reality unsmiling myself as well.

One of the most interesting, most valuable—certainly most remarkable— 
creatures born of the coupling of Hungarian literature and appreciation of 
literature was there placing the napkin on his lap, leaving room for the 
waiter’s plate-laying activities with a courtesy just as authentic as the way 
he might have treated a lady at a ballroom door. That life imitates literature 
is a platitude. Nor does the train’s wheel need to turn more to establish 
that literature creates public life. If literature indeed creates characters, has 
to be closely investigated. The picture is simpler when it produces types, not 
to mention the epigones. But it does create or develop some completely 
unique flesh-and-blood persons as well.

Excess, this symptom of immaturity stunted development, was retouched 
in Hungary in Jókai’s romantic novels to appear as a mark of eternal youth. 
In contrast with the Spaniards and the Poles who treated it as the acne of 
puberty, in Hungary it marked the man, even early this century, it was the 
sign of the hero. Or he was distinguished by holding his head as he looked 
down from the bridge into the abyss where the vortex of national death 
eddied. No one can have a psychological insight into Hungarian history 
whose nerves fail to conduct this double current. A deadly fate which can 
only be encountered by a grand heroic deed.

This was not Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky’s character constitution, except 
that he was formed under the impact of this excess—through several trans
mitting links. He was one of those who had wanted to discipline this im
moderation, in fact to harness it, as a torrent is used by the dynamo. He 
wanted to go on from this tragic understanding of literature, but not in 
literature. In other words he had no wish to intensify and analyse this



feeling of national catastrophe, but he wanted to reduce it in the only way 
possible, outside of the bonds of literature. Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky could 
not become a writer perhaps because he reacted too directly to the radiation 
of post-World-War-One literature.

Here action was needed. That was why he met the very writers who, 
already gasping from the tragic tone thrusting itself continually into one’s 
throat, a tone which it proved impossible for him not to pick up, themselves 
wanted to act as well—even instead of writing lest they need to continue 
in the same tone. It would be a mistake to suppose that this meeting of 
views had precipitated a personal meeting between Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky 
only with the young, or only with the populist writers. To mention only his 
most astounding contact, in order to suggest how far the desire for action 
extended in those days, he was able to share ideals and emotions even with 
Miksa Fenyő*.
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That year when I saw him on the evening described, in his physical 
reality, he was a model of a mature man who could have appeared in 
a fashion magazine for men, and not only in his appearance. Inwardly, as 
well, he had arrived at the zenith of his power. By that time he was 
progressing straight as an arrow, his head raised, and with such resolution 
which still suggested something of the military, on his individual—but, as 
we have seen, community-cut course, which until then many people had 
considered a winding path indeed. He launched his attacks like a cavalry 
charge—for instance, in the way he rejected the title vitézi* there, in front 
of the whole country provocatively knocking back the hand offered by the 
Gömbös clique as a gesture of chumminess—but his progress toward the 
goal was always straight and sure as a march, as the progress of someone 
who walks line, gaining strength from this though marching alone, or, as 
we saw, in a spiritual army, but—as an advance guard should—more and 
more circumspectly, his eyes searching the ground way ahead. That was the 
time when he, who had been an irredentist, was beginning to analyse the 
historic inevitability of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations, and to explore the 
economic ties between the two countries. He learnt the most when his hair 
was turning grey, even languages. And now, so to say, he was becoming the 
wiser for all the lessons his own fate had taught him.

* A critic who was at the time the chairman o f the National Alliance o f Industrialists, that is o f  
the central organization of big business.

** The title vité _̂ was accorded to those who had been highly decorated in the First World War 
and who agreed with Horthy’s and Gömbös’s racist and revanchist ideas.
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True, few people had the chance to draw so many conclusions as he. The 
chance? Rather the strength, and the eyes and brains, or fundamental honour 
and integrity.

The century provided a great many motives to encourage ideological op
ponents to categorize each other morally and not, at least, sociologically. 
In this way all newcomers were allowed to approach “our position which-is- 
of-course-the-only-tenable-one” only as a penitent confessing his guilt, or, 
to put it more clearly, only through steps marking an exit from the cave 
of villany.

Zsilinszky had still been a “racist” when—obviously with the force of 
his personality and not of his words—he managed to attract Attila József*, 
Fája**, and even Hatvány*** to write for his paper, and even earlier the 
men who were to become the populist writers later.

I still do not know what was the reliable story behind the tragic death of 
András Áchim. Whether Zsilinszky had had a direct or an indirect role in it, 
anyone who thinks his tragic death, and tragic career, springs from this 
event would be looking at the wrong source, however obvious it seems. 
A hot-headed youth of the ruling class shoots down the leader of the 
tormented people and then, driven by a sense of guilt, changes his course 
to follow in the wake of his victim, living and then dying instead of him 
as it were—the drama is too spectacular in that way of putting things. 
Zsilinszky’s development was more complex and clearer at the same time. 
An end like his casts its light on the beginnings as well. A character of 
transparent purity was fighting for perfection in himself even if this meant 
brushing against the filth of evil in a society replete with it. He was blatantly 
a personality, and yet what was typical of him was what was communal, 
what made him represent and carry out a command. Yes, the command of 
a spiritual army, on behalf of a nation according to his creed. There were 
moments when Zsilinszky on his own was the Hungarian nation symbolically 
yet really. When on March 19, 1944, at his door, which suddenly became 
the door of the country, he gave the master’s answer as he fired his pistol 
to the SS-men who banged with the butt of their guns—basely and uselessly 
even for themselves—and when villains accursed in their very graves knotted 
the rope under his chin. For those were not only on the other side in 
ideology, they were outside the limits of any kind of morality.

* A ttila J ó zse f(i9 0 5 -l9 3 7 ).S eeh isv erses in N o s.2 ,14, 1J  and 26 o f  The New Hungarian Quarterly.
4* Géza Fája (b. 1900) one o f the populist writers. Viharsarok (Storm Belt), a piece o f  descriptive 

sociology is his best known work (1937).
*** Lajos Hatvány (1880-1961). Author, critic, literary historian, an extremely wealthy man who 

gave financial support to writers and poets in need.
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Could he have avoided death?
When he was taken from Budapest to Sopronkőhida, Endre Bajcsy- 

Zsilinszky could have jumped from the bus and disappeared in the cane 
brake.

So his death was a chosen death. But this is not suicide. A man who 
commits suicide no longer considers life as something of value; it is nothing 
to him. How far had Zsilinszky been able to look ahead in those days—how 
far did he sense the future, even instinctively? He—I believe—gave his life 
for something, and therefore to someone. Certainly not as a kind of 
penitence, but for the earthly salvation of a community—in other words, he 
gave it to us, for us to pass it on, giving an account of it to the future if 
we can. Whether we can, or cannot, this gives a picture of us as well. Any 
kind of possession is at the same time an obligation. This kind of possession 
—for it is our common wealth-—is doubtly that.

First I wanted to choose him as the hero of my play Malom a Séden (Mill 
on the River Séd). Then I thought it was too early to do so; this is not the 
place to tell why. According to the classic rule, any drama is a conflict, 
a struggle in dead earnest, to obtain or protect something of value. This is 
how he became the hero, the dramatic value, the protagonist for whom the 
struggle is waged, in dead earnest but by now—or as yet—unsuccessfully.

A conflict tragic from the start.
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OSSA SEPIA
A story 

by

LAJOS MESTERHÁZI

I

Ossa sepia, or else “sepia bone” : that’s how canary fanciers call the squid’s 
(the sepia officinalis)—not its bone of course for it hasn’t any, but, it’s 
skeleton; according to the New Hungarian Encyclopedia they prepare 
canary food from this. It’s superfluous to say that this is not its only, or 
even its most gross mistake. The Petit Larousse, to be sure, knows that 
"sepia bone, which is given to young birds for the whetting of their beaks, 
is the inner shell of the squid.” (See “Seiche”, in fact in another section, 
it is also under the heading of “Os” !) From this we can see that when 
preparing an encyclopedia, one should consult the Petit Larousse. (At 
least.)

Ossa sepia, incidentally, is said to be a Latin term. I ’m not researching 
what kind of bastardized Latin or canary Latin. Because it should be os 
sepiae in Latin. In fact, a real or pure Latin would even avoid the word 
sepia. Why the affected, Greek snobbishness, when there exists our ancient, 
noble, and besides lovely word for the squid: lolligo?! Os lolliginis—fine! 
But what can we do? Ossa sepia: this is what we have.

Or namely, what we don’t  have. Canary fanciers have gone out of fashion. 
One needs children along with a canary. The parrot, however, makes 
enough noise by itself. An aging childless couple can come to resemble 
a parrot easier than a whistling, dopey canary. The parrot sharpens its 
own hooked beak on the wires of its cage. The wire suits its beak better 
than a swinging, brittle, fragile ossa sepia. However, the ossa sepia is 
unavailable. This will play some part in what’s to follow.

As much part as does the ossa sepia. Anyhow, although I cleverly entitled 
it that, to arouse (possibly) the reader’s curiosity, it turns up just accidentally 
in the story. Stupidly and awkwardly incidental, in this tragical, comical,



tragi-comical, I don’t know myself, perhaps the word should be grotesque 
story. Yes, grotesque. Which is a little malice mixed with absurdity. 
And you’ll see at the end: if I called this story tragic, I would divest myself 
of the detachment a writer needs. If  I called it tragic, I wouldn’t  even write 
it, but I ’d sit down and bawl, and moan, and at the very least, complain. 
And “tragi-comical” would simply be an expedient evasion of the problem, 
really!

By the way—and I’m not giving away here the end of the story, I’m 
going past that, for this applies to after the end—my hero neither sat and 
bawled or moaned and especially didn’t complain. And he was right!
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My hero was a canary fancier by chance. I say “by chance”, for he was 
lonely and had the right to a parrot. His wife and two girls, really little 
girls, were gassed. This sounds so incredible, but even now I can prove 
with witnesses, that such things did happen. Well, they were gassed and 
he was lonely, yet he still stuck to his canaries.

His outward appearance? You know the type, the kind whose flesh 
starts to shrivel on his bones after he’s fifty, and then keeps withering every 
year, until he’s nothing but leather, sinew and bones in his seventies. His 
head’s bald, framed by two snow-white fringes. The hair on his chest 
too (it’s not sparse) is snow-white. Most striking because every summer 
his skin’s burnt a nut-brown. Then he goes around in thong sandals, shorts, 
bright sport shirts. And he uses a shoulder bag, because he always lugs 
around so much: a six-barrelled pocket knife, keys, foreign and domestic 
newspapers, identification, book to read, eye glasses, two short stemmed 
pipes, a black briar and a light meerschaum (the last a gift of his graduating 
seminar students), tin tobacco box (once for Dutch tobacco), a bunch of 
pipe tools, some chicken feathers to clean out the pipe stems, notebook, 
paper, ball pen, coin purse of course, and what he had just purchased (butter, 
fruit, liver paste, bread). All this now doesn’t  fit in the pockets of his shorts. 
And he might need all of it at any time. Without the shoulder bag, my hero 
would feel helpless, practically naked.

An important note, the night before the story began, my hero retired 
his bag that had served him fourteen years. It was suede, quite handsome, 
once. Well, what can we say about it after fourteen years. That it was like 
bacon rind? If that was all! Butit had gaps, every stitch had been tied with 
string many times, and still it kept continually tearing. The strap was
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patched together. One couldn’t “pass it on” anymore—there isn’t a man 
around so poor that he’d take it. So, lets drop sentimentality, it should 
be thrown in the garbage, and the new one brought out. New?, oh well! 
It collected dust for five years in my hero’s bureau. He had gotten it from 
an Italian senator on the thirtieth anniversary of the shattering of the 
Bilbao encirclement. The senator had been wounded there and till today 
my hero hadn’t been able to discourage the senator from thinking that his 
life had been saved by him. The gift was gauged to this. Fantastically 
soft Moroccan leather, pigeon grey, pure silver buckles with delicate enamel 
scroll. But don’t  think it was feminine. First of all, its size—like a bungalow, 
then such a definite masculine touch, for in the side-pocket was a “pipe 
mart” (so he shouldn’t  smell up the bread and grapes with his pipes). 
And besides this, the whole thing was featherweight. And even politically 
conscious, for the silver buckles were in the shape of the one-time three- 
branched anti-fascist star.

And my hero hid this bag away in his bureau drawer for five years! 
That it was too pretty, in fact it was too “gaudy”. Maybe because leather 
tassles dangled from its flap? This was the style! No. My hero liked his 
old belongings. Some kind of quirk. His new shoes too, as his friends 
teased him had been “squashed” in his closet for years, before he could 
make up his mind to use them. The same with the senator’s present. He used 
the old, shabby, greasy, tied-together, frayed thing as long as he could, 
and then some. Up till today. More accurately till yesterday, a day before 
the start of the story. Then he shifted the things from his bag, into his 
new possession (meanwhile with a little sorting out, but not much!) and 
now he could enjoy it, for in fact, the new wasn’t  so new anymore. Actually 
it was old. He had gotten used to it while it lay in the drawer. And really 
it wasn’t  so gaudy. Really it was an elegant, fine thing. The senator had 
taste. More exactly, his wife, or his secretary, his girl friend, his daughter, 
somebody to whom he entrusts such unmanly shopping. My hero overcame 
a sense of guilt that he had been ungrateful to his old bag.

104

3

It doesn’t directly fit in here, but still, it’s suitable that I should reveal 
some biographical data.

He was born in 1904 in Szólát. When he was fifteen during the recess 
between the second and third year of high school, he set out on foot to 
the Tisza front after his older brother. He was tall for his age, and if he
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lied and added on two years, he thought they might take him on as a 
volunteer in the Red Army. He wore a battle-worn, old uniform of his 
brother’s. The Rumanians captured him at Jászapáti (namely the Rumanian 
Royal Boyar mercenaries), and locked him in the parish hall pantry. He 
shared the only straw pallet with a Russian prisoner of war trying to get 
home, and a Hungarian Red courier. The lice bit them to death. Ten days 
later, they tied them up and took them out to be executed. Six soldiers 
kneeled in the first row, six stood in the second row: they each got four 
soldiers. Every kind of straggler and “authority” was there. In the distance 
even an officer. He had been courting the town clerk’s wife. They had 
already blindfolded them when the officer—one can’t  know whether he 
or the clerk’s wife noticed—called out that “hey, that’s just a kid, get him 
the hell out!” He said it in Rumanian, but it was obvious from his gestures 
and from what was happening that that’s what he said. They yanked and 
spun him away from the wall and gave him a good hard boot in the behind. 
It hurt. They shot down the Red courier and the Russian immediately, 
and he saw them collapse and jerk up on their quivering legs. He was 
dazed he didn’t  even know where he was going, later he even fainted. 
A Rumanian ambulance picked him up on the highway, took him to Szol
nok, to the typhoid barrack. His body burned, he was delirious. Somehow 
or other, he recovered and there wouldn’t have been any trouble: he was in 
Eger at the start of school. But the news of his adventure ran among his 
classmates. They threw him out of all the secondary schools in Hungary. 
Other than that, one can’t say that he had a martyr’s lot. H e’d laughingly 
object if someone wanted to honour him with the halo of a “long suffering 
hero”. At that time, he was in jail altogether for six years. First he was 
nabbed as a Youth Movement leader, then during the time of the Rákosi 
trial, because of a protest demonstration and passing out handbills. The rest 
censorship violations. Every time he got a few months and of that half 
on behalf of a tubercular comrade with a large family. It was nothing for him, 
it would have killed the other. He always had work, they knew him as 
one of the best roll fluters, and that’s something. He came out of jail, 
rested a few days, then—as if the bosses were waiting for him—they 
grabbed him up. A brief warning, out of which both of them just took 
two words seriously—each accordingly—that “watch out”! A great hiker 
(department head), bookworm (trade union librarian), besides which he was 
really resourceful. He always dressed well, went out with the most attractive 
girls on the assembly line. Drank his beer and wine, and even danced. 
They never really knew whether he was a communist. In 1937 in due form, 
he went to Spain.

LAJOS MESTERHÁZI: OSSA SEPIA
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I met him in Paris, after the Civil War. He held a lecture at the Inter
national Student’s Club, about the coming society’s morality. He mixed 
Spanish words with French, but spoke fluently, and I can say that 
till this day that talk affects my thinking. If I freed myself from that 
profound pessimism of those times, in which I viewed man as a “negative 
primate mutation” and if today I still unshakably believe that man is 
naturally good, that his Christs did not die in vain for him, because in 
truth he climbs a continually more and more perfect, but steep and glorious 
road, and if, moreover, I believe that this faith isn’t  due to aging or its 
sad debilities, then I can thank my hero to a very great extent and that 
evening of debate in Paris and not some sudden Pauline kind of con
version, but to something set off inside me.

He made us aware of an obvious but for most an unconscious fact, that 
the great part of man’s life is not directed by some sort of dogmatic laws, 
legal codices, or penal codes. Just the opposite, someone whose life is directed 
by the penal code has already clashed with it, as someone who’s governed 
by the ten commandments already is a poor sinner. An uncodified convention 
governs our lives, attitudes, behaviour: our habits, decorum, tastes; that 
certain “tone” which quite simply and to the point can be attributed to the 
dictates of the prevailing dominant class. So we can see, for example, 
that millions of men live with each other in this enormous city of Paris 
in a marvellously oiled reciprocity. They are jammed in theaters and still 
don’t  bite each other. (Animals packed together do, even the gentle deer.) 
And it’s not because they’re afraid of the police; nothing like this would 
occur to us in our “right mind”.

“This is it isn’t it: right mind, and why right and why mind and why 
do we call it just that? And not, for example, prescribed attitudes? Because 
no one prescribes such situations. There isn’t  even a modest poster hanging 
in the theatre lobbies, “We ask patrons to kindly not bite each other” ! 
It doesn’t occur to anyone to go out on the street in pyjamas. Yet there’s 
no law forbidding that. Just habit and the tact that we don’t  disturb each 
other because it’s embarrassing, yes embarrassing!—to create a stir. If 
someone, let’s suppose, would dump the ashes from a furnace onto the 
sidewalk, what would the pedestrians say? That ‘you’re a criminal’? Hardly. 
They would ask, ‘Are you crazy?’ They’d wonder if he was in his right 
mind. Because he doesn’t  adhere to a—to what?—to a law? or to an agree
ment? No. To habit. What mankind’s preservation instinct in part dictates 
and what in part the dominant class dictates in the interest of the existing 
social order. And we experience all this even in an atrocious, unjust, tor
ment-wracked, rotten inhuman society. Let’s imagine the humanity of
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a righteous society, where the working class dictates the tone. The natural 
communal class, supporting the adventure of solidarity. Some asses imagine 
that socialism is all prohibitions and orders. “What is not compulsory 
is forbidden.” This is fascism. Socialism, if forced in the beginning to 
overthrow bourgeois laws and administration with its own laws and 
decrees, will as soon as the power of the working class becomes consolidated, 
maintain its own social natural order with an essentially smaller administra
tion and practically without police and bureaucracy. In socialism there 
won’t be stealing, fraud, extortion, corruption, intrigue, pulling strings, 
prostitution, not because the law forbids it, not because the cop arrests 
you, the judge locks you up. No! The cop won’t arrest the prostitute. 
Nor the law forbid intrigue, nor the judge convict the thief, because none 
of this will exist: it won’t be allowed, the tone or what we could call the 
sensitivity of the working class will make it impossible.”

A great argument followed the lecture, not as if anyone would have 
the least doubted that under socialism there wouldn’t be stealing, fraud, 
extortion, corruption, intrigue, pulling strings, prostitution. Far from it. 
We weren’t idiots. We knew something by now about socialism. But the 
problem of the “born criminal” cropped up. We weren’t acquainted at that 
time with the irregularity of chromosomes, but with some of Lombroso’s 
modified doctrines, yes. Finally, my hero solved this problem to the general 
satisfaction: the “born criminal” is not criminal but sick. In a society in 
which there are no privileged ones, in which power isn’t  used to oppress, 
in which man is respected solely because of his work, let’s say—if someone 
intrigues, he’s obviously mentally ill. Let’s separate them and cure them! 
Even capitalism is past the time when it imprisons and beats the insane.

My hero got married at that time. He took as a wife an escaped German 
comrade’s daughter. Now, it’s really of minor importance, but at that 
time, it was of great consequence: a Jewish girl. After the occupation of 
Paris they were deported to Hungary, questionings, a little police harassment, 
but (the Hungarians fighting in Spain used aliases) because of lack of 
evidence, they let them go. Work, politics, a few months internment, the 
punitive regiment, the Don Bend, short freedom again, then capture with 
the leaders of the Hungarian Front, Mauthausen. When he was liberated, 
he weighed ninety-one pounds. Not much for a man five foot ten.

Then: national propaganda, inter-party liaison committee, county sec
retary; disciplinary action, because he behaved disrespectfully with comrade 
R. in jail. (At most he had just argued. But he understood the disciplinary 
action. He had unavoidably witnessed Comrade R ’s human frailty, and it 
was feared that the former cellmate wouldn’t  believe in his infallibility. . . )
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Decree: He couldn’t be a party functionary anymore: true that he didn’t 
have any need of it anymore. The time of coalition reached an end. In his 
inactive years, high school matriculation. He enrolled as an evening academic 
student. Printing manager, publishing department head, district council 
boss; disciplinary action because he sought popularity. Later he watched 
out for this. Got his master’s in ethics with honours. Meanwhile editorial 
assistant, newspaper writer. No further problem being with the Loyalists, 
but in fifty-five because of his rightist leanings, they “found reasons” to let 
him go. In fifty-six because of his leftist leanings he worked in a cliché 
workshop. He was an ambassador (to a sister country), head secretary of 
mass organization, university professor. Of secondary importance, member 
of parliament, sometimes elected for a term, sometimes not, times when 
he received prizes and honours, times when he didn’t. He has always had 
some party study group. He looked on this as his real work.

He went into retirement from the university, five years ago, is working on 
his memoirs, doing voluntary work, whatever happens to be assigned to him.

He didn’t  remarry. If he has time, he still is a hiker, summer and winter. 
Often alone.

Finally, and this is really of minor importance: his name is Szilárd 
Kovács. Since the banal family name is coupled with a rare first name, 
this proves that our hero’s father, although a Catholic village elemen
tary school teacher and church organist—why hedge: a choir master—he was 
urbane, an aesthete, who in a better world would have had a better calling, 
perhaps.

4

From time immemorial, Szilárd Kovács used to spend his vacation in the 
widely known (both home and abroad) village of N. There he was the 
boarder of the widow Mrs. Sándor Adamecz, or Aunt Juliska. Once long 
ago, still in his Young Men’s Worker League days, the memory stuck in 
his mind, of the stately Kossuth Street row of maples, and the Strasszer 
Restaurant’s sidewalk café, where they had waited so cordially on his gang, 
although they had picnicked out of a communal satchel, and only spent 
a few cents a piece on raspberry drink. When he wrote his master’s his 
living conditions were more or less chaotic. It’s a long story, I’ll try to be 
brief. After the liberation he repaired a four-room garden apartment that 
was in ruins. At that time this kind of flat stood empty by the thousands 
in Buda. He still was hopeful that his wife and little girls were alive. Later 
he became more and more ashamed that as a single man he occupied such



a huge living space, in the midst of the increasingly difficult Budapest 
housing conditions. No one bothered him about it, made any remarks. 
He even had a right to it seeing that he himself had put it into shape 
out of ruins. Just at an opportune time, a comrade, transferred from the 
country up to Pest, was looking for an apartment. Kovács didn’t  know the 
person in question, but heard of him by chance from one of his seminar 
students. Well seeing the man was a state security agent, he couldn’t 
help but be a good comrade. He sent him a message, let him have two 
rooms. Granted, one can’t say that they would have intentionally and sys
tematically plagued him out of the apartment. The three children were 
ghastly pests, putting it mildly. (Sad justice: two of them defected, one 
was a party to some murder of a taxi chauffeur, and is still in jail. Un
fortunates!) Szilárd Kovács was a fastidiously clean man, and they took it 
out on him. They weren’t disposed to flushing the toilet. Whenever he 
used the W. C. he found the large family's turds, and even the front room 
stank. They also kept potatoes in the bathtub, and he was forced to shower 
every morning at the Lukács Baths. Later they sold their house in the 
village for a good price, and even grandma moved in, a large-mouthed, 
slightly cracked old lady. By then he lived in the maid’s room, but really 
that should have been grandma’s. They could never close the door, only 
slam it. Their radio howled all day. In the hall right in front of his glass 
window, they hung up a 250 watt light bulb. It burned all night. “A state 
security agent has to be on the alert night and day”. No matter how he 
pulled down the shade, it glared into his room, he couldn’t  sleep. (They 
never paid the gas and light bill: it was in Szilárd Kovács’s name). “We’ll 
pay it, we’re not taking off!” They took off. The Comrade nowadays is a 
gas station attendant and is waiting for the Chinese. Then his second 
disciplinary correction occurred (seeking popularity). Even the party daily, 
Szabad Nép, wrote about him. Grandma screamed in the hall: “My son- 
in-law” is the fist of the working people! No one can force him to live 
under the same roof with an enemy.” He got three months academic leave, 
so they could arrange a change of employment. Now, should he sit at home 
and write his master’s under these circumstances’ !

In the Lukács baths he became acquainted with a writer, who recommended 
the village of N. to him. He also went there whenever he wanted some 
peace. The Strasszer Restaurant and the row of maples came to his mind. 
The writer gave him Aunt Juliska’s address. He got an answer by return 
mail. The freshly whitewashed little room, the window looking onto the 
garden, the border of petunias beside the edge of the flower bed, the lilac 
and jasmine bushes, the roses, the dark dahlias, the spring mattress bed,
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the crisp white sheets, the Jesus on the Mount of Olives, the smiling 
wedding picture, around it mustached soldiers of long ago, bustled women; 
and even a rocking chair; and, though he never was fond of his stomach 
he knew real cooking, and just as a good poem out of all the hundreds 
of good poems our magazines publish, strikes a reader as the real thing—so 
did Aunt Juliska’s cooking overtake him. When Szilárd Kovács woke up 
the first morning, there, he knew he had made a real find, something he 
would hold on to if it depended on him. (For the first time in two years, 
he slept without sleeping-pills, and ear-plugs.) During the first years, 
he spent a few weeks in N ., as much as time allowed. Ever since his retire
ment, the room was his from June 15th to September 15th. Just for the 
sake of order he exchanged letters with Aunt Juliska. Aunt Juliska too, 
could appreciate the quiet, decent boarder, who was not particular, and 
thanked her kindly even for a glass of water.

By now everyone knows that the village of N . has become a summer 
resort in recent years. The neo-classic house was at one time among the 
most lovely on Kossuth Street, Aunt Juliska’s great-grandfather had built 
it. He was the village notary, and he also planted the line of maples, corre
sponded with Pestalozzi in Latin, studied to set up a county boarding 
school for talented sons of serfs. Such passions and the continuous super
fluous girl children ate up his possessions, wealth. Aunt Juliska was born 
into respectable poverty by the time she came along. Perhaps her veterinarian 
husband could have filled up anew the old chest of drawers, but he had died 
in the First World War. Aunt Juliska was a school teacher in the village 
primary school, later in the elementary. She had been ekeing her retirement 
pay for fifteen years, with the forints from her paying guests. She could 
hardly build a new house with it. Yet the former pretty mansion felt a 
little ashamed to be sitting in the splendour of the updated Kossuth Street.

For right away there, the third house down was the “import villa”. 
They called it that in the village because the owner, or more accurately the 
owner’s wife, mentioned at the hairdresser’s that they had even brought 
back from Sweden the architectural plans for hard currency, and they 
hadn’t  used one domestic article in furnishing the villa, it was all, all, 
foreign or rather, Western. It cost three and a half million forints (according 
to backbiters, it’s not true, just two million nine hundred thousand). 
Down the street row, even the most modest villa wasn’t some sort of hut. 
Then came the Hungarian style “Piroska Drink Bar”—they had to cut 
down just one maple because of the neon light. Then the “Casino Hotel” 
that chieflly catered to the Italian clientele; although “casino” in Italian 
doesn’t mean casino, but something completely different. Till now every
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Italian stated with satisfaction that “this was our kind of place”. They had 
to cut down seven maples in front of the gate for the convencience of the 
driveway. The maple, under favourable conditions, lives to two thousand 
years. In the rising prosperity of N. village, the fore-mentioned eight 
maples can’t  be said to exist under favourable conditions. And neither is 
the future brighter for really—we know that progress doesn’t  stand still.

Nevertheless, may my good luck save me from becoming an environ
mental control fanatic. I merely wanted to briefly comment on the grandiose 
changes in N .'s main street, and to point out the important community 
buildings that have been erected like the Finnish-style wooden sauna, and 
private constructions of such public interest like the combined pancake- 
meat-ready-to-eat-stand, or the splendid Irish setter, boxer, clipped poodle, 
Doggie Beauty Parlour.

Yet, in the midst of all this glitter and advancement, Szilárd Kovács’s 
heart remained wed to the pleasant little cubby hole of a room in the 
neo-classical house. On June 15th of this year, he arrived promptly on the 
three o’clock bus. He brought his big trunk, his suits, linen, books, notes, 
toilet necessities, he brought his own self-made alarm clock; a pocket 
radio combined with an alarm, which promptly at seven o’clock automatically 
came on with the Kossuth Station’s news. And, of course, in the other hand, 
the bird cage. He never left his canary “ Mandi” at home. There wasn’t 
anyone to whom he could entrust him and he didn’t want to burden anyone. 
Canary lovers are few and growing fewer.

He brought besides, wonder of wonder, wrapped up, twelve pieces of ossa 
sepia. Yes, the unavailable item. Just one day before his departure, what 
luck! the owner of a bird store in Blaha Lujza Square had whispered 
"it’s arrived”. And he gave him, since he was an old customer, under the 
counter, a dozen. A whole dozen.
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On the night before the story began, Szilárd Kovács went late to bed. 
The writer acquaintance of his, whom we’ve already mentioned, dropped 
in after dinner, with a bottle of N. wine and thirsty for talk. This writer 
was considered, as writers generally are, to have rightist leanings. The critics 
in every case blamed him for deviating away from the reality of life, and 
then went on to praise the high artistic quality of his work. Those who 
knew him more intimately, like Szilárd Kovács, knew that the “reality of 
life” also interested him (unbelievable, but that is why he wrote), and if he
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deviated he deviated in every direction, perhaps even forward. At other 
times too they used to argue a lot and the writer liked to provoke Kovács. 
He really delighted in his theoretical certainty, his ardent revolutionary 
faith, or merely that worthwhile and rare quality, his talent for debating 
combined with frankness. Well they had argued at other times, but this 
night somehow everything spilled out. Perhaps the wine. But no. The 
writer spent some years of his youth on the fringe of the revolution and 
that kind of thing doesn’t come out in the wash. Now, too, an ai hoc 
topic ensued. The writer brought an article of Régis Debray’s about 
Salvador Allende, the murdered Chilean President. Then generally about 
South America, then Indonesia, then the starving two-thirds of mankind. 
And whether peaceful coexistence, from a historical perspective, denied 
a revolutionary programme. And whether we should allow our tastes to be 
manipulated by a planned consumer market. Then China. The permanency 
of revolution. The writer proposed that up till now every revolution had 
proclaimed that its battle would be the last. Szilárd Kovács would start 
proving for the hundredth time that the proletarian revolution really, with 
scientific certainty, was the last. Whereupon the writer hashed over com
pletely puerile questions, long solved by the great. “Whether it is truly 
possible to direct a conscious history on the basis of recognized inevitable 
laws (are there in fact inevitable laws), or in effect do we just give a some
where, somehow, sometype of name to expedient manoeuvres?” And I 
won’t add what additional arguments he came up with. N ot only because 
I don’t  want to give the editor a headache when my small piece will appear, 
really not, but many are disposed to think of Szilárd Kovács’s writer friend 
as a ferocious reactionary. I ’m not among those, who want to look pure 
white while they’re painting others black. I know well that in the eyes 
of public opinion I’m one among many of my trade, we all cry, we all 
laugh together.

And then this is just of minor importance. I want to tell the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth, if I’m under oath. That well, what 
Szilárd Kovács saw immediately and clearly was that the writer suffered for 
humanity and this was such a writer’s obsession that he couldn’t  view 
the problems matter-of-factly, with a light shrug. He wasn’t  so young, that 
a woman could make him forget, even for a night, that he wasn’t just a man 
but a human being. And wine didn’t  dissolve the worry, in fact it intensified 
it. Or I should say, but it’s all the same, false sense of worry. Whatever 
kind of rashness or rubbish he said, whatever, it had just one meaning, 
this: can you communists give hope and consolation or not? Szilárd Kovács 
saw it this way. And we’re not bringing up now whether it was proper to



ask a retired man, and to boot, one in the middle of a summer vacation, 
no matter what his obligation is according to some creed, to redeem the 
world. Or if anyone has to, or even should be allowed at all, without 
conceit, without damned officiousness, to redeem the world. Unless he 
wants to grill his own little steak on the crucifix of world redemption, or 
unless he is a medically certified lunatic. That’s different! But again this is 
one of those things that doesn’t  come out in the wash. No matter how many 
times the television advertises more and more fabulous detergents.

Well it was three o’clock in the morning, when they said good-bye. 
Half past three when Szilárd Kovács fell asleep. Not as if they would have 
cleared up everything by three o’clock, hardly. The writer could hold up 
just till then.

At seven in the morning, however, the news automatically turned on 
from his marvellous ingenious machine. And certainly no one’s going 
to wonder why a strapping man, tanned to the bone, nut-brown, who was 
after all seventy years, didn’t  wake up (after a tiring night and three and a 
half hours of sleep) at the first sound of the news. In a half sleep he sensed 
that the news had been on a while, and the first communiqué that finally 
struck his consciousness came practically at the end of the programme. It 
sounded this way :

“The Ministry of Health’s request to the population.. .  (a few words 
drift into his sleep).. .  it is possibly import goods that foreign tourists 
have dragged into our country. . .  (Sleep). . .  It has been stated that it is 
caused by the virus named Baxis Trimalchio. For the preparation of the 
vaccine we need the inner calcified shell of the squid (sepia officinalis) or 
as it is known among bird fanciers, ossa sepia. Seeing that the epidemic has 
also appeared in other parts of Europe, they have frozen the stock every
where. (There is a complete alert here.) The ministry therefore requests 
those persons who have ossa sepia in their possession to deliver it to the 
nearest pharmacy, public health centre, Red Cross organization, health 
clinic, or city hall. One single ossa sepia can save thousands of lives. Who 
helps quickly, helps twice! Dear listeners! We repeat the request of the 
Ministry of Health to the population. . . ”

He didn’t pay attention to the rest. He had popped out of bed, had 
showered, with one hand he ran the electric shaver up and down his face 
and with the other he rifled through the desk for paper suitable for wrapping 
the eleven pieces of ossa sepia. In shorts, sport shirt, he slipped into his 
thong sandals. . . The twelfth ossa sepia, already pecked at, hung in Mandi’s 
cage. Not from selfishness projected onto the bird, but merely from hygienic 
consideration, he left it there. Then it occurred to him that it was asinineness.
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For in the course of things, the material collected from all over would be 
sterilized many times over. “One single ossa sepia can save thousands of 
lives.” He unhooked it and wrapped it too up. “You’ll live without it 
Mandi.” The wrapped package went into his shoulder bag! And for a 
second it flashed on him that he already loved his “gaudy” new belonging, 
that now was carrying out its first official life-saving public service.

On the porch he met Aunt Juliska coming from the other direction, 
breakfast on the tray.

“When I come back, Aunt Juliska, I’ve got official business, I ’m in a 
hurry.”

The old woman was dumbfounded, “I t’s 0730, sir,” . . . (She stuck to the 
“Sir”, no use that he asked her please, he was “Comrade Kovács”.) “You 
won’t find anyone in before eight. Please just eat, I’ll put it here on the 
garden table, don’t go back it’s bad luck.” (Aunt Juliska always pretended 
as if she was joking this way for fun, but it’s a fact that she knew suspiciously 
well every superstition.) Standing, he bolted the soft boiled eggs, buttered 
bread, gulped down the milk coffee. It was a quarter to eight when he 
stepped out of the gate of the neo-classic house.

114
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Szilard Kovács walked along the fragrant Kossuth Street, in the early 
summer green shimmer, under the maples. Nut-brown, gleaming bald, 
snow-white fuzz above his ears, a snow-white bushy chest sticking out 
of the opening in his sport shirt, his thin stringy legs in the wide shorts, 
carried him along. At his side the new bag, the present of the senator, 
his fellow soldier: soft grey Moroccan leather, with the anti-fascist star 
forming the silver buckle with the delicate blue enamel, and in a separate 
pocket, the pipes.

They were sprinkling the sidewalk in front of the “Piroska Drink Bar”. 
Or else they were dumping the slop water. He passed by the import villa. 
They were still working on it, plastering up iridescent mosaics (from Japan). 
The last finishing touches. Clouds of odours: in the combined 2-in-i they 
were frying pancakes, but just barely managing for the waiting line was 
so long. In the “Casino Hotel” driveway a small group, one didn’t  know 
if they were coming or going, finishing or starting the day. Two long
haired young men, in jeans, half nude, were busy tinkering under the hood 
of a sports car. Three little girls, hint of skirts, tight-fitting neon-coloured 
pullovers, circled the car, teasing the boys. They were Jr. High School



girls from K. that he had met coming in on the bus. “Cinquecento,” 
they said, “Cinquecento,” repeating the only Italian word they probably 
knew. It didn’t  seem likely that it had anything to do with Michelangelo’s 
Moses. The word stuck in one of them: they had noticed his new bag. 
“Now wild”. “I’d go off with the old prick for that purse!” What is many 
times insolence and furthermore stupidity, I can say is complete ignorance. 
Women “went off” with Szilárd Kovács, and how, and how many! and not 
even so long ago, and not because of some shoulder bag or something, not 
kids like this but women. But who cares, one shouldn’t even listen to them.

Opposite the Finnish sauna beside the Doggie Beauty Parlour was the 
local pharmacy. It had just opened. He found three young girls in short, 
white smocks. They were chatting in the backroom near the open laboratory 
door. But they quickly stopped when Szilárd Kovács came in: so they could 
get through with the customer faster. A little brunette, her hair in a bun, 
yelled back “with ruffles, you know?” They knew. One of them went back 
into the lab. The other leaned at the end of the counter over a magazine. 
The little brunette came up to Szilárd Kovács. A pattern of tiny flowers on 
her panties showed through her white smock.

“Can I help you?”
“I brought the ossa sepia, twelve pieces.”
“Ossa sepia, ossa sepia. . .  offhand.. . What is it about?”
“The Ministry of Health’s request. The radio announced it this 

morning.”
She turned around. “Juci! You know anything about it?”
Juci didn’t look up from her magazine. “I heard something.”
“A virus named Baxis Trimalchio” . . . explained Szilárd Kovács. “They 

need ossa sepia for the vaccine.” And by now he had opened his lovely new 
bag. Her eyes lit up.

“Wow, what an adorable bag! Where’s it from?”
“Italy. . . Please, here are the twelve.”
“Did you get it there?”
“No, they brought i t . . .  In short, my bird’s pecked at one of them. . . ” 
“Did the gent’s daughter or granddaughter get it?”
“No, I got it.”
Her eyes grew wider. “You never know nowadays!” Szilárd Kovács 

didn't let her change the subject. He handed her the wrapped package. 
She got frightened.

“What should I do with it?. . . Juci, hey, what did you hear?” 
“Something, I think. But, I’ve forgotten now.”
She left the counter. “Where’s the purse?”
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“But please little comrades, it’s a matter of thousands of lives. It’s the 
ministry’s word not mine.”

“What’s this?”
“Ossa sepia. I told you.”
“And we should take it? We didn’t  get any notice about it. I don’t  

know what to pay your for it.”
“I don’t need any payment. I’m giving it free.”
“Hey, look Margit! The.shoulder strap is removable. And then it’s a 

handbag!”
“Look at the shape. If we could only once get something like that 

here."
“Please, little comrades!”
I told you, that there wasn’t a notice or official call.”
“But the epidemic!”
“Oh, epidemic? Why didn’t  you say so? Then that’s a matter for the 

Public Health Epidemic Centre. At number four Vargánya Street. Could 
I look at how the buckle opens up?”

“Vargánya Street?”
“You wouldn’t want to sell it? I'd  pay you for it!”
“Where’s Vargánya Street?”
“Up the road. Anyone will show you. . .  I know it’s not cheap, but 

I’d pay you. You can use it as a women’s purse too.”
“That's it. Unisex. Typical unisex.”
“Thank you little comrades. Good-bye, I’m in a hurry.”
“Please think it over. Really I’d give you what i t’s worth.”
O f course, the girl in the lab come out. She had to see the purse, too. 

Dizzy little dames, he could hardly get rid of them.

I  I  6
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Vargánya Street took up enough time. In part, because the girls at the 
pharmacy forgot to mention that the street was enormously long. I t’s 
true that there was no lack of direction givers, but the bread, naturally, 
fell on the buttered side! While tracking down the directions he found 
himself at No. 134. He filled his briar pipe. He could trudge on to where 
the street began! And if we think about it, it’s not a short walk, when you 
consider that almost every house number also had an A, B, C. A few years 
ago, there wasn’t  even streets, just a row at the edge of the village, and 
even that, snaggle-toothed. And now: bright new wooden houses, modern
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little bungalows, square peasant houses with showy enclosures (fake flagstones 
drawn in cement), here and there a flock of old Gypsy hovels. And everywhere 
one had to walk around the piled up building material. And the puddles: 
new lots, they can’t put the road in order while the construction is in 
process. Well, the beginning of the street was in somewhat better shape, 
even if it had become a little seedy: there was the Public Health Centre 
and as a matter of fact a two-story house. Szilárd Kovács knocked out his 
pipe, stamped on the remaining embers.

A young man, overweight, mustached, received him in a deep voice. 
He asked who he was looking for, and immediately announced that the 
head doctor was not in, nor anyone else, that just he’s in the house, but 
“would the citizen, lodging the complaint, please have a seat”. He sat him 
down in front of the battered writing table, and handed over a folded 
questionnaire. “Please fill it out!” They hadn’t aired the room for ages, 
the stale, salty air didn’t  stir.

“Please, I’ve brought the ossa sepia.”
“Don’t worry, please just fill it out. May I see your identity book?”
He didn’t understand why but he took it out of his bag, and gave it to 

him. The young man, slowly, thoughtfully, leafed through it completely, 
from beginning to end. He even examined some sides twice.

“Your name?” . . .  Birth p lace?... Year, month, day ? ... Mother’s 
maiden name?”

He answered mechanically, taking deep breaths meanwhile, trying to 
get in his say, but the young man didn’t  let up.

“You’re not a local inhabitant.”
“No, if you please, I just summer here.”
“In other words a resort guest.”
“Yes, if you please, this morning I heard on the radio that the Ministry 

of Health has requested the public because of Baxis Trimalchio. . .  ”
“We know, and we also know that it’s useless. We can talk ourselves 

blue in the face, wear out our lungs, the good it does! They don’t  obey the 
rules and regulations. Yet these rules and regulations protect them, not us. 
We don’t need them, but the public does. But it’s useless! Please, your 
book. You’ve got a nice bag. Where’s it from?”

“From Italy.”
“Cleared through customs?”
"I got it as a gift from a friend.”
“They all say that. Please fill out the questionnaire, exactly according 

to your identity book.”
“But I just brought the ossa sepia.”
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"You still have to fill it out. There’s a survey and for every report or 
complaint a questionnaire has to be filled out.”

“I don’t have either a complaint or a report. . . ”
“Then too! How can we make a survey?”
“I’d just like to hand over. . . ”
"First the questionnaire, then maybe we’ll talk. We’ll listen, that’s 

why we’re here.”
No excuses! He tackled the questionnaire. That’s not a laughing matter 

for a seventy-year-old man. For example, let’s just take: “previous and 
present residence”, present and past places of employment”, “have you 
been abroad, where and when”, “what illnesses do you suffer from”, “what 
social function do you occupy and have occupied in society”—by now the 
overweight young man also was getting tired. Yet it was fortunate that the 
questions for the most part, for example—“dress: good, acceptable, 
deficient, bad”—just required crossing out or rather underlining.

“And now, let’s hear from our good citizen!”
“On the basis of the Ministry of Health’s request.. . ”
“We know the directive. We ask for the essentials.”
“By chance I have twelve ossa sepias.. . ”
“Twelve? How did the citizen acquire them?”
“I bought it for my canary, but you can’t get it often.”
“In other words, canary! Just say that, then! Why didn’t you bring it?” 
“But look, I brought it. . . ” and he had already taken out of his bag the 

wrapped package.
“Why didn’t  you bring the canary?”
“The canary? What for?”
“You think that the head doctor will go out because of a canary?! 

Next week he has to do three hundred inoculations.”
“But why should the head doctor come out?”
“Does it shit?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Shit?”
“Who?"
“Who! Well the canary!”
“No. But the ossa sep ia.. . ”
“The feathers dishevelled and damp?”
“Please, my canary hasn’t  any problems.”
“No problems? “We’ll just see about that!”
“I tell you I didn’t come because of my canary. . . ”
“Then why did you come here?”

I I 8



Now that the young man began yelling Szilárd Kovács also started to lose 
his patience.

“Because of the epidemic. Listen, you say that you got the ministry’s 
notice. I t’s a matter of thousands of lives.”

“What kind of thousands?”
“ Men.”
“And this tool Why didn’t you start with this? This is the Animal 

Health Centre! You understand?! Animal Health Protection Centre! 
You let me go to all this trouble! You filled out a questionnaire, and 
you tell me of a canary! Why don’t you go to the Public Health Epidemic 
Centre on the first floor?!

And he became furious! Well. . .  yes, Szilárd Kovács sensed that he had 
blundered. Just “Public Health Centre” was written on the gate. He could 
have asked. And he had noticed the stale salty smell of hair, the distinctive 
stamp of the vet.

“Excuse me. So in other words the PHEC is upstairs?”
“Yes. Where are you going?”
“Thank you for the information. Upstairs.”
“No one’s there.”
“No one? When will they be in?”
“We’d like to know that too. We haven’t  had an epidemologist for two 

years.”
1 wo years ♦ . .

“Sir, if it doesn’t bother you, may I look at your bag?” He looked at it, 
opened and closed it, investigated the side-pocket and the pipes. It really 
appealed to him.

“You know how it is, sir, a guy with the help of a lot of pull gets ad
mitted to the university, then grinds away six years, then hardly rushes off 
tos tart at the epidemic center.. . to delouse Gypsies and other similar 
appetizing things, and as for side money, none.. . I’d give six hundred 
for it. Well? We cover a lot of territory here, and look at the junk they 
give out officially. The stitching fall apart, the buckle doesn’t  close, even 
empty it weighs a ton: Made in Hungary.”

“It's a present and a keepsake. I t’s not for sale.”
“You got it without paying duty. No? Whoever brought it can bring 

another one next time, you pay him in forints, you’ll make money on it. 
I ’ll give you eight hundred for it. Eight red bills, on the spot! Sir.” 

Szilárd Kovács was livid. The Ministry of Health is combing the whole 
country for ossa sepia, a matter of thousands of lives, and he wastes precious 
time with yards and yards of questionnaires, and now with haggling. He
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stood firm at twelve hundred forints. When the young man finally noted 
that the bag really wasn’t for sale, Szilárd Kovács stopped being “Sir” and 
became “citizen” again, but all the same he found out the address of the 
Red Cross.

8

The building behind the church could have been some minor aristocrat’s 
house in its time, with certain exaggeration: a castle. Consisting of a garden 
with pines, two wings in the back. Anyway single-storied, simple enough 
with green and black patches of moss on the grey slate roof. “Federation 
of Group Organizations” : around the Red Cross plaque about a dozen 
others: Popular Front, Pensioners’ Club, Women’s Council, Youth League, 
and even the community music school.

In the midst of posters offering, forbidding, advising, blood donations, 
spitting, handwashing, flies, cancer checkups, was arranged new attractive 
furniture. On the table were little stands of prize flags, red and red, white 
and green; on the wall behind the desk, framed diplomas. In the chair 
was a plump, fortyish and still attractive lady. Szilárd Kovács got as far 
as saying that “the Ministry of Health” when the lady jumped up and 
started to flit around.

“We’ve been expecting the comrade. I’ll immediately bring the Accounts. 
Freedom!”

In the heyday of this salution, he used to, to the shock of many people, 
answer with “Love”. But now this anachronistic greeting of the movement, 
touched him. “A ’45 patina” still some of them around? This plump lady 
could have been a pretty young girl at that time, a zealous, active youth 
movement member. The warmth of the memory softened his hostile mood, 
flowed past i t : and like it or not this swirling current of a fluttering female 
had caught him up, he could well wait till he reached the shore or at least 
the island.

“ . .  .We have one hundred and sixty four members.. . The ratio of 
women. . .  of manual labourers, of young people.. .  The member’s dues. . .  
Courses offered... Honorary diploma from the voluntary blood donor 
movement.. .  Red Cross Saturdays: self-organized. . . we are supporting 
production... Socialist brigades... Three lectures on sex with slides, 
many participants, even pensioners, controversy. . . Travelling exhibition 
in the factories.. .  Infant care classes for pregnant m others.. .  Hygiene 
packets for schools. . .  Environmental control brochures in every plant, 
office. . .  District environmental controls. . .  Seminar on the propaganda
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camouflaging the efforts of capitalist welfare policies. . .  “Is there a possi
bility for a social-political convergence?” . . .  Unfortunately, the cleanliness 
of grocery stores. . .  Unfortunately the garden resturant’s kitchen. . .  
Unfortunately venereal disease. . .  For certain abortions and suicides. . .  
For certain, the Finnish sauna, like a co-educational establishment, its aim 
not so much public health. . .  Community excursion to the Szotyola Cave. . .  
Our compliments to old members. . . ”

Added to all these tables, pictures, diagrams, enthusiastic red-green and 
black jagged lines. Out of courtesy and amazement Szilárd Kovács held 
back a long time before he stuck his foot into the quick opening of the 
door:

“Please, comrade, I ’m not from the Ministry of Health.” And the “ossa 
sepia” came up in such a strange bizarre way, like an artificial feeding 
device on a beautifully set ornate, opulent, holiday table. The plump, 
though still attractive lady stopped dead. A glimmer of life appeared again 
in her eyes, only when Szilárd Kovács tilted his lovely Moroccan leather 
bag toward her. But that too faded away when he took out the wrapped 
package.

“Comrade, I know of it, yes. And truly this would be our concern. But you 
see, we just give a fundamental and labour background to matters. The 
truth is that we don’t deal with things that belong to the District Public
Health section. There they handle finances and the suitable procedu- 

11res.
“But there’s no need for payment. I'm  offering this free. According to the 

request, it’s a matter of thousands of lives, since the virus has been introduced 
and the epidemic is spreading.”

“We thank you very much, this is a true Red Cross deed. But the truth 
is that I wouldn’t be able to do anything but take it across to the town 
hall. Perhaps it would be best and faster if you went directly. . . ”

In other words, it was a case for the town hall. Finally!
He stood up, said good-bye and would have taken off, but the woman, 

blushing to her ear tips, called him back.
“Would you mind very much if I asked to copy the shape of the bag? 

I wanted to sew one like it for myself out of hand-woven linen. I really 
love the pattern. I t’ll just take a minute.”

Not exactly a minute, but at least she didn’t  want to buy it. She just 
dumped everything out of it and slowly and leisurely traced. Then she 
even stuffed it all back, and thanked him kindly.
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The town hall: outside blatant paprika flowers, inside blatant piss. 
The Public Health assistant is on vacation, the department is out in the 
field. “Perhaps the President of the Council.. .  ” Under a great spreading 
philodendrum in the President’s office, a plaster copy of the Liberation 
Monument was collecting dust and a curvaceous girl around twenty was 
embroidering a hookskin rug. Lost in her work, she didn’t  return the 
greeting. Szilárd Kovács once more greeted her and then waited patiently. 
Not even for very long. Her head bent, she first saw his flapping shorts, 
then the sinewy shanks and the thong sandals. Then somehow she glanced 
up and saw the lovely Moroccan leather bag. “Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for the president, please.”
“He’s out of the office.”
“Is everyone out of the office here?” . . .  His patience was running out 

a little.
“Why? Maybe it's their work to just be at the disposal of whoever 

comes in?!”
“Yes.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Yes, that’s their work.”
“Great jo k e .. .  Besides there aren’t any consultation hours today.”
“I don’t need to consult, I came at the request of the Ministry of Health.” 
She acted as if she were meditating which degree of condescension was 

appropriate for the newcomer. Then—the bag, true, but still he was in 
shorts, barefooted, in thong sandals: “He’ll be here soon, you can wait 
for him.”

‘He could wait,’ but she didn’t  ask him to please have a seat, and she 
continued poking at the hook-rug. Szilárd Kovács, however, remained 
standing in place. The silence stretched out.

“You’ve got a nice bag.”
“I t’s not for sale.”
“I wouldn’t even have the money for it. . .  Where’s it from?”
“Italy.”
“Yep.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I knew it wasn’t Hungarian right away.”
Once more silence. Szilárd Kovács started to feel just like a Kafka hero. 

The girls’ indifference in the pharmacy (the flowered panties and transparent 
smock of the little brunette—for heaven’s sake why does one have to



grow old! And once old why so laughably nostalgic?). The tramp along 
the endless mud-born road. The mustached, fat-necked “Citizen, fill it 
out”, the over-eager buxom Red Cross lady—though she was still attractive— 
but unfortunately “didn’t  deal with these things”. And now this. This 
stupid hanging around. When he didn’t even want to ask for anything. 
To ask for nothing, but to give! And they’re announcing on the radio that 
thousands of lives depend on ossa sep ia!... And everywhere just his 
shoulder bag was of interest.

“Can I light my pipe?”
“Oh, not here! At the most a cigarette.”
The President was a plucky little man around forty. He arrived breezily, 

walking as if he wore boots, when he stopped, he posed sprawl-legged. 
First he went over to the girl, simpering like a wild boar playing a violin.

“Well, how’s your lovely hook-rug going, Alizka? Are we poking away, 
poking away?”

“You won’t even get a smell out of it! Someone’s waiting for you, 
President.”

“Waiting? I’m not seeing anyone today.”
But finally he was willing to notice Szilárd Kovács. He sized him up from 

head to toe, and got back his confidence.
“Quickly, I have a lot of work.”
“I won’t hold you up long .. . You have certainly heard the news this 

morning on the radio.”
“We’re kept posted about everything in the administrative line.”
“Then you know of the Ministry of Health’s request in the matter of the 

epidemic caused by Baxis Trimalchio. And how they’re asking the people 
who have ossa sepia in their possession. . . ”

The President listened, listened with the characteristic way bosses listen: 
the eye focuses behind the speaker and looks vacantly into nothingness, 
and the ear in all probability is tuned to a much further off sound, of much 
more import. So, Szilárd Kovács waited a bit after saying his piece, and 
then was forced to repeat, that he had brought twelve pieces of ossa sepia, 
ready to hand over for the good of thousands and since the President still 
didn’t  react, he opened the bag and took out the wrapped package.

“I could use a purse like that for hunting,” the President said at 
last.

Szilárd Kovács however held out the ossa sepia. He reached so that the 
President had to see that too.

“The comrades have too much time on their hands! Incidentally they 
think a President has time for everything. We do all the necessary operations
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in our territory, literally, and the long run and projected ones too. We can’t 
engage in piecemeal assignments and have scope. Now, I dont’t want to 
offend, but the older age-group too has to know, that generation that was 
raised in the good old world when one just went into the parish hall and 
a little back scratching, dear sir, and you could arrange everything.”

“But please, the Ministry of H ealth .. .  ”
“Don’t tell me about it! I know it approximately. And I know too, 

since I have a global view of things, that on the anniversary of our country’s 
liberation, we dedicated a remodelled, seven-department National Health 
clinic, build with eight million forints of investment, and three hundred 
thousand forints of volunteer work—a community public health complex. 
I know that literally we have to finalize this kind of public health function. 
Everybody runs with everything right to the President. When we have on 
our necks the harvest, the meat programme, the vegetable and fruit prog
ramme?! Plus the tourism and the international thaw! What’s a President, 
a doormat?! I ’m lucky I don’t  get the blood donors too! Alizka, as I 
perceive it, you could have told tbe comrade all this.”

“I told him, sir, but he . . .  ”
“There’s no ‘but he’, the national health profile, and that’s th a t! . . .  

Well, there won’t be any complications because of this, best of luck, 
I ’ve got work to d o . . .  However, I ’d buy the purse. For hunting.”

Without boots, he stepped, however, martially into his room. And 
Szilárd Kovács asked: “Where is the National Health building?”

But, then she asked: “Didn’t  you hear what he said?”
“I’m sorry. He didn’t  say where it was, just that they dedicated it on 

April fourth. . . ”
“What he said about the bag!”
“It’s not for sale.”
“Now now! I’d sell it. Big pig, he’ll offer one hundred, at most one 

hundred fifty, but I’d sell it to him!”
“What do you mean? I don’t  understand.”
“You might have the need for a building permit, no?”
“Why should I?”
“There just might be something you’ll need from the local board!”
The blood ran to Szilárd Kovács’s head.
“Say, young lady! How are you talking about your superior?”
“ My superior. . .  I got the notification that they accepted me at the 

university. My superior can do you know what! And the whole world too!” 
“Even so: he’s an older man in an important position!”
“Come on! Everybody knows you have to grease his palm!”



1 2 5

“Everybody knows? Then why did you elect him?”
A manneristic swaying of the torso, a manneristic climbing falsetto: 
“We e-lec-ted?!”
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On the way he smoked a half-filled pipe. From the small bowl meerschaum.
In front the eight million plus volunteer renovation was the creation 

of an oustanding sculptor, his widely known “Seated Woman”. This truly 
befitted the completion of a public health station and provision of a 
modern outpatient ward. (Provided that the ambulatory patients could 
really ambulate: the steps were many and the elevator was chronically out 
of order.) A lot of people were waiting around on both the ground and 
first floor; some came for treatment, and the majority, as Szilárd Kovács 
was informed by a dispute in the hall, for the usual extension of sick 
leave. Because they wanted leave from the state farms to work their own 
private plots, not mentioning the mushrooming of villa construction. 
In connection with this the five hundred forint “donation” really was 
a profitable investment. According to some, even for the general public. 
At best, and this came up in that dispute in the hall, there wasn’t  a blanket 
fee for treatment, because the sick-leave compensation was different in 
each case.

Szilárd Kovács went upstairs: after his past experiences he wasn’t going 
to experiment; he looked for the head doctor straight off. He didn’t  even 
have to wait long.

The head doctor was a genial, very blonde man, his skin like a Yorkshire 
pig: rosiness even seeped through his hair. Somehow his smile was rosy too. 
A willowy dark-haired nurse was assisting him, coming and going quietly, 
a nod was enough: evidently they were acclimated to each other.

“Please have a seat, and tell us your complaint!” He pointed to a swivel 
chair in front of the desk.

“I didn’t come with a complaint, doctor, I’ve brought the ossa sepia.”
“What did you bring?”
“Surely you know of the announcement on the radio this morning by 

the Ministry of Health concerning the Baxis Trimalchio virus that’s causing 
the epidemic. And how they’re asking the public for ossa sepia, for the 
manufacture of the vaccine.” He put the bag on his lap, opened it. “By 
chance, I’ve a whole dozen of them, I got it at Blaha Lujza Square, at the 
bird supplier’s, because I’m an old customer. Surely you know, doctor, 
what ossa sepia actually is . . .  ”
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“Naturally. I t’s the squid’s inner shell. Sepia officinalis. Four-gilled, 
cephalopod, mollusc. Have I answered well?” he laughed. He looked hard 
at Szilárd Kovács’s face.

“I’m not that expert in zoology.”
“They also prepare ink from its secretion.”
“That I know.”
“From its skeleton, however, a whetstone for birds. Way back, toothpowder 

too, nowadays, of course, it’s made from calcium carbon precipitate.” 
Meanwhile he had given the nurse a look. She reached for the phone, spoke 
softly.

“I see doctor you’re really amazingly informed. Then, maybe I ’ll just 
hand it over and I won’t detain you longer.”

“Thank you very much, uncle, in the name of the Ministry of Health. 
But you needn’t hurry off!”

“I can’t tell you what an Odyssey I’ve had to go through. Either the 
radio request was pointless, or else they didn’t  inform the proper authorities 
adequately. I tried in four places, with no result.”

“That’s just why it wouldn’t  hurt if you caught your breath. I see you’re 
past your high-school days, uncle.”

“I’ll be seventy in the winter.”
“ Many happy returns! Besides, I know about the squid because I’ve 

eaten it. Really good.”
“In Spain?”
“Oh, please. You know we countryfolk,” his eyes sported with the nurse, 

“are always a few steps behind the chic Budapesters. I haven’t  been to 
Spain or Greece yet, I’ve just eaten squid in Italy. I ’m sorry to say, nowhere 
else. Well. . .  That’s a nice bag you have!”

“Yes."
“Terribly nice!” The conversation almost bogged down here, and Szilárd 

Kovács was ready to pack up, when a young man in a doctor’s smock stepped 
into the room. He wanted to say something but the head doctor silenced 
him with a wave of his hand. He sat down in a chair that the willowy nurse 
had pulled up for him, facing Szilárd Kovács on an angle. After a short pause, 
the head doctor cleared his throat.

“Well now, uncle! If you wouldn’t mind, could you repeat for my 
colleague what you told me before. Anyhow, he deals in the clinic with 
that. . .  oh come on. . .  Baxis.. . what’s its name?”

“Baxis Trimalchio.”
“That’s it. Please.”
Szilárd Kovács turned toward the young man and repeated the reason
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for his coming, the preceding events, circumstances. The colleague was 
a thin young man with an interesting face, who shuddered from time to 
time as if he were cold. The nurse also stopped her activity, they all held 
their breath, listening. So much so that Szilárd Kovács almost became rattled.

The head doctor looked expectantly at the young man. He nodded “yes, 
yes” and shuddered again. After a little fumbling silence, the head doctor 
spoke up.

“Excuse me, uncle. I ’d like to ask if you could answer some of our 
questions.”

“Go ahead, please.”
“Your name. I didn’t  catch it before.”
“Szilárd Kovács. If you like, Dr. Szilárd Kovács.”
“You’re not perhaps a colleague?”
“No, doctor, I got my degree in philosophy, ethics to be exact.”
The young man nodded, “Uhmm philosophy.”
“And may I ask where you live?”
“Here? On Kossuth Street with Mrs. Adamecz, the widow.”
“And otherwise?”
“In Budapest, on Szamuely Street. Why?”
The young man took over.
“Could you tell us how you get home to Pest from Kossuth Street?” 
“But why?”
“Because.. .  because a relative of mine lives there, whom I’d like to 

visit and I haven’t the least idea how to get there.”
Odd. Was there never going to be an end to the Kafkaesque experiences? 
“Well, I get on a bus to K. in front of the Casino, let’s say the 10.30 one. 

In K. I catch a 12.21 fast express. By 3.10 I'm  at the Keleti Station. I used 
to take a taxi there because of all the packages, but let’s say there isn’t 
a taxi. Then the easiest thing to do is to take the subway to the Astoria 
stop, then any streetcar to Calvin Square, from there by foot, it’s just a few 
houses away to my place.”

The two doctors looked at one another. The young one shuddered and 
then said: “Amazing” ! But immediately went back to questioning.

“Do you like music?”
“Yes, quite a bit.”
“Can you name some composers?”
“I don’t understand, but alright, Bach, Bartók, Beethoven, Borodin, 

Brahms. . . Oh I shouldn’t leave out Bellini, Berg. . . Then Casals, 
Corelli, Chopin.. .  Debussy, De Falla. . . ”

“You’re saying them alphabetically?”
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“I have to say them in some order I”
“This is for-for-formidable! . . .  Your favourite books?”
“That would take too long, doctor. How about what I ’ve brought with 

me?” He suspected by now the lay of the game. I t irritated him, yet he 
was enjoying it somewhat. Well, the shivering doctor would be taken 
aback more than this and sometime there’d have to be an end to the tunnel! 
“A Cervantes in Spanish, a Rabelais, but in modern French, Saint Augustine 
in Latin. And Plutarch. In Hungarian. Oh, an Althusser treatise too, but 
that’s not reading matter. I have to write about it.”

“  Vous parle^Jratifais ?”
“Forcemeat! J ’ai passé pas mal de temps a Paris."
The young man gulped.
“If I may, I’d like to quote a proverb.” ‘A rolling stone gathers no moss’. 

Would you interpret the meaning of the proverb.”
Szilárd Kovács almost burst out laughing. “Of course, doctor, but then 

I ’d have to cite long passages out of my life history.”
The young man gulped again and shuddered.
“Can you tell me how much is seven times thirteen?”
“Ninety-one.”
“Oops! Not quite. I t’s eighty-one.. .  that’s . . .  wait! it is ninety-one.” 
The head doctor yelled out, “Jánoska, leave out the arithmetic. You’ll be 

in trouble!”
“Doctor, please, I don’t  understand this.” And it seemed as if he was 

close to tears. Especially since he shuddered again.
The head doctor stood up, walked around the desk, asked for a chair, 

sat opposite Szilárd Kovács. “I think I’ve got a hunch about something.” 
“I think it's nothing.”
“Boy, how it’s nothing! Uncle can you recollect when you went to bed 

last night?”
“Unfortunately. Yes. At 3.30, I was up late talking with a friend.” 
“Excuse me, did you also drink?”
“Wine. Together we finished almost two bottles.”
“Now, that’s something!”
“From nine at night till three in the morning? We didn’t  even feel it.” 
“Did you take any sleeping pills?”
“Half a phenobarb. We had argued. I got worked up at times like 

that, it’s hard to fall asleep.”
The doctor was thinking it over. “Now this news. . .  the Baxis Trimalchio 

and the Ministry of Health . .  .well, in fact did your friend, with whom 
you argued last night, wake you up with this news?”



Szilárd Kovács was astonished. “Why, I should say not. I heard it myself. 
I woke up just as they were announcing it on the radio.”

Now the doctor was astonished. “W ith your own ears?”
“Yes.”
“Somebody in the neighbourhood had their radio on?”
“No. I t’s right beside me, on the night table.”
“I don’t  understand. You went to sleep at half past three, with a pheno- 

barb. . . ”
“I’ll explain, doctor, I have an u h . . .  an automatic alarm. I put it 

together myself from a pocket radio and an ordinary alarm. At seven every 
morning I wake up to the news.”

“Then today too.”
“Almost. At other times, I ’m up already when it turns on. To tell the 

truth, I would have gone on sleeping, today. I didn’t even hear the beginning 
of the news, just the request from the Ministry of H ealth. . . ”

The young doctor wanted to interrupt, but he was warned off “wait!” 
He took a few steps in the narrow room, suddenly turned around. “Just 
tell me, sir, how does your alarm clock work? Do you have to set it at 
night?”

Szilárd Kovács suddenly was hit by uncomfortable feeling.
“Yes.”
“And you wound it up last night too. You went to bed at 3.30 last 

night, took a sleeping pill and you wanted to get up at 7?”
“Damn!” Szilárd Kovács all at once lost his assurance. He himself began 

to wonder if he was in his right mind. . .  “Of course I didn’t  wind it up, 
I even thought about it, that I ’d sleep more today, interesting. . .  But the 
clock still didn’t stop running. The spring holds more than twenty four 
hours.”

The doctor nodded. “O f course it stopped, sir. Sure. But because of 
habit, the alarm began to ring inside you exactly at 7. And—naturally with 
the sound of a radio. And the kind of news that woke you up. . .  Thank 
you, János” , he turned to the young man, “I won’t keep you any longer, 
I ’ll take care of it.”

When the young man had left, the doctor sat down again on the little 
chair, and faced Szilárd Kovács.

“A very common thing happened to you, sir. An ordinary thing, but it’s 
produced on occasion, gods, prophecies, mythologies. Almost like today, 
here. You were dreaming, my dear sir, well the wine, the phenobarb, the 
lack of sleep, certainly also last night’s argument.. .  I just happened this 
morning to hear the 7 o’clock news too. There wasn’t a word about an
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epidemic, a request. You dreamt it. Please put away the ossa sepia, dear sir, 
it’ll be good for the bird. You have to face the fact. You were dreaming.” 

And meanwhile, Szilárd Kovács, once more pulled the grey, Moroccan 
leather shoulder bag onto his lap, to pack away, good and deep the wrapped 
package; he even had started to face the fact. He just couldn’t say anything. 
Because what could he say?

“You’ve got a beautiful bag, sir. I could use one exactly like that. The 
élite comrades of the hunting club are already hooting me out, with 
‘hey Chief, when you’re rolling in dough, why do you use such a scroungy 
feedback!’ You wouldn’t sell it would you?”

“I ’m sorry but it’s a fond memento.”
“From a lady! That’s different.”
“From a former fellow soldier in Spain.”
The doctor nodded, “You’re Szilárd Kovács, who fought in Spain.” 
“That’s me.”
“I sensed it. As soon as you stepped in. What kept cropping into my head 

was: where did I know you from?”
“Have we met?”
“In fo rty .. .  six—or seven? You lectured to us at the Medical College 

on the communist morality. Hah! you still had hair then Comrade Kovács, 
and on the other hand I didn’t  have a pot belly.”

Szilárd Kovács was getting ready to stand up, but the doctor gently pushed 
him down. “If you don’t  mind, when did you last see a doctor, Comrade 
Kovács?”

“When? Well, it’s been three years.. .  thank god!”
“At your age, that’s an immense rashness! Well, would you please 

undress. Quick. You can’t get out of here. If you’re ashamed in front of 
Marika, you can go there behind the screen. But it’s really unnecessary. 
She’s seen such things before, quite enough. In fact recently she got such 
use out of one every night that her fiancé, who’s a frontier officer, is now 
on vacation. Beats our pecker, Comrade Kovács!”

“Hell, doctor!” the nurse was half crying, half laughing. “Stop wagging 
your tongue!”

“Pretty soon, that’s the only thing that’ll wag.”
“But in front of a patient!”
All the while he was examining Szilárd Kovács.
“A patient, but what a patient! A lot of forty-year-olds would be delighted 

if their heart sounded like that, and how m any!.. .  This age-group, the 
icjooers, are the kind that can teach medicine what constitutes a healthy 
man.”

I T



He examined him throughly, listened carefully to his heart, tapped it, 
jostled his liver and spleen, flashed a light in his eyes, lifted his arms, 
looked at the veins on the back of his hand, then checked all the reflexes, 
measured his blood pressure, and even put him through a little gymnastics.

Meanwhile, one question kept running through Szilard Kovács’s mind: 
whether he had an envelope in his bag.

“Please get dressed.”
He immediately looked when he was behind the screen. He was lucky 

to find some name-card envelopes, a little wrinkled though. He dropped 
a one hundred forint note—then “still the head doctor”—, he stuck in 
quickly another hundred. And as always, he didn’t  know and he didn’t 
have the faintest notion, if it was a chivalrous or tight-fisted gesture, 
ridiculously lavish or ridiculously stingy.

"I'd change with you, Comrade Kovács.” The doctor yelled from the 
other side of the screen (because one usually yells when he can’t  see whom 
he’s talking to). I ’d exchange with you, as is, your physique too. And if 
I ’d exchange our life spans I’d come out ahead.”

“You’re still a young man, doctor.”
“Young?!. . . Last night I also had some guests, the kind that can sleep 

late mornings. When I heard the 7 o’clock news, I had already seen one 
patient. But this isn’t  the interesting thing. Among doctors a forty-seven- 
year-old man is already old, because I for one have almost been screwed 
out of my job at least five times. You know, Comrade Kovács, you’re not 
just any kind of man.”

“What makes you say that?”
“Look, your alarming dream wasn’t  that the house was burning. Your 

dream radio didn’t  say that the Public Housing Authority issued a new 
property ordinance. No, but that you had to help thousands of people. 
That’s why it’s interesting. I have a psychologist friend, could you tell 
him this whole ossa sepia thing, but from the beginning? Including, say 
last night’s argument.”

Szilárd Kovács came from behind the screen. Blushing and nervous, like 
a gauche teenager, he handed him the envelope.

“I’m sorry that it's a little wrinkled. . . Thank you very much.”
The doctor made a parrying motion with his left hand. That characteristic 

doctor’s gesture, which even though his arm happened to be grotesquely 
short, looked quite graceful. It was such a nice movement among movements, 
as for example, ‘super-solvency’ is among words. As he executed the move 
with his left hand, he pocketed the envelope with his right. This time 
with text.
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“I accept it Comrade Kovács, because otherwise, they could screw me 
for this. I accept it because otherwise the patients would never believe 
I can cure them. And I accept it from you because otherwise you too would 
question whether you really just dreamed the whole th in g ...  But, you 
know .. .  I t’s fantastic! This u h h .. .  Baxis Trimalchio! No? Where does 
a man find such words in his dream!” he laughed. “Baxis Trimalchio!”

He saw Szilárd Kovács to the door, shook his hand.
“That night at the Medical College was a long time ago! Do you 

remember, afterwards we argued till dawn? That was long ago .. .  but, 
beautiful.”

11

It was past noon. The towers of N. chimed.
Szilárd Kovács went home along Kossuth Street. His old legs, brown as a 

nut, shrivelled dry, sticking out of his wide pants, carried him. Those 
faithful old legs, that had taken young communist hiking trips, had 
marched in loyal Basque countries, Ukrainian snow fields, Mauthausen 
sludge.

The local gardeners were resting in the shade of the Finnish sauna. 
They weren’t frying pancakes, or fish, but meat at the combination stand; 
and a line stood waiting. Something had happened in front of the Casino. 
Two girls in black pullovers were screaming furiously: “Dirty bastards! 
You let us struggle away in Italian! What do you take us for?! Dirty bastards! 
Hungarians!” Two teenage kids, convulsed with laughter, were tearing off. 
Miniature drama. The setter, the boxer and the poodle, stared with glassy 
eyes from the beauty shop wall. They were plastering the Japanese mosaics 
on the import villa, on contract work, there wasn’t  any slacking. At this 
time of day, the shadow and crowns of the maples were the same, but that 
was enough. Wherever they had left them standing, the one hundred-and- 
fifty-year-old leaves, shielded Kossuth Street from the unbearable summer 
noon. But, no one was out walking much. And even the “Piroska Drink 
Bar” was dark and empty. It was noon. Lunchtime. Aunt Juliska, too, had 
prepared lunch.

“You took a long time, sir, was there so much to do? At least it’s all 
settled?”

“Oh Aunt Juliska!” He shrugged, and didn’t  even look up. “I dreamt 
the whole thing. Imagine, I dreamt the whole thing!”

And he went into his room.
Aunt Juliska, however, as the reader might well guess, was a little deaf.



More than a little. That’s why her face generally had that typical half- 
helpless expression that could mean both ‘what did you say?’ or T under
stand’. She stood there like that, then went off to fix the tray.

Our hero, as we pointed out in the introduction, didn’t  sit down to 
bawl, or moan, least of all complain. He had already thrown away the 
scrap of paper on which the doctor had written his friend’s address. It was 
in the trash can by the “Seated Woman”.

He put the eleven pieces of ossa sepia away in the drawer, the twelfth 
he hung back up for Mandi.

And Aunt Juliska brought in the lunch.
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A WREATH
Translated by William Jay Smith

You can no longer
soar. And yet you blaze,
wind-slit Hungarian tongue, sending
your snakelike flames along the ground, hissing
at times with pain,
more often with the helpless rage of the humiliated, 
your guardian angels forsaking you.

Again in grass, 
in weeds, in slime.
As through all those centuries, among 
the stooped peasants. Among
the tight-lipped old, keeping their counsel. Among
girls trembling under coned reeds as
the Tartar hordes swept past. Among
children lashed together
while mute lips shaped their words,
for the Turks, if they heard a sound,
would bring whips down in their faces.
Now you show forth
truly—and to me as well—your use,
your pedigree, your coat-of-arms, the stone-biting
strength in your veins.

Language of furtive smiles,
of bright tears shared in secret, language
of loyalty, lingo
of never-surrendered faith, password of hope, language
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of freedom, briefly-snatched freedom, behind-the-prison-guard’s-
back-freedom,

language of master-mocked schoolboy, sergeant-abused rookie,
dressed-down plaintiff, of little old ladies boring clerks,
language of porters, odd-job hired men, being a language
of the no-good-for-the-factory, no-good-for-test-passing proletariate,
language of the veteran stammering before his
young boss; testimony—
rising from depths even greater
than Luther’s—of the suspect
beaten up on arrival at the station;
language of the Kassa black marketeer, the Bucharest servant girl,
the Beirut whore, all calling
for mother, behold your son, spittle
on his rage-reddened face,
master of many tongues,
held worthy of attention by other nations
for what, as a loyal European,
he has to say:
he cannot mount any festive platform, 
cannot accept any wreath,
however glorious, which he would not, stepping quickly down, 
carry over to lay at your feet, and with his smile draw forth, 
on your agonizing lips,
your smile, my beloved, ever-nurturing mother.
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T H E  OBJECTIVES 
OF DEMOGRAPHIC POLICY

by

EGON SZABADY

T he demographic situation in Hungary has so far been fundamentally 
determined by the number of births, and future population will 
also depend primarily on the way fertility shapes. It is therefore 
understandable and reasonable that in analysing the demographic 
situation and discussing questions of demographic policy the subject of 

fertility was always given emphasis.
The birth-rate in Hungary began to drop steadily toward the close of the 

nineteenth century, and—apart from the fluctuation following the First 
World War-—this decrease continued without interruption until the Libera
tion in 1945. Not even in the years preceding the Second World War did 
the number of live births—because of the unfavourable trend of mortality 
at that time—ensure the reproduction of population in the long run.

After Liberation the live-birth rate increased a little, temporarily, and 
then grew yet higher as a short-lived consequence of the prohibition of the 
interruption of pregnancies between 1953 and 1955 (it culminated at 23 per 
thousand in 1954). It came essentially as a reaction that, after the introduc
tion of induced (legal) abortion, the birth rate declined rapidly and in 1962 
reached its lowest level ever (12.9 per thousand). At the time this was, by 
international standards the lowest live-birth rate, but in the 1970’s it was 
similarly low or even lower in a number of Western European and socialist 
countries.

In the mid-1960’s, owing to changes in the age structure, the rate of 
mortality per 1,000 population also began to rise in spite of the slow im
provement or stagnation of mortality by age group. This tendency must be 
reckoned with in the future. Thus given the low level of fertility established 
in the early 1960’s, the population of Hungary would have decreased from 
the 1980’s on.



Awareness of these facts led, in the iqóo’s, to the adoption of measures 
to boost the number of births. The government decreed a number of in
creases in family allowances and then introduced a child-care allowance. These 
measures probably contributed to the substantial rise in the live-birth rate 
in 1966 and 1967. This rate has since then been between 14.5 and 15.1 
per thousand (in 1973 it was 15.0 per thousand). But even this level is in
sufficient to ensure the reproduction of the population.

This state of affairs has made the question of demographic policy a cardinal 
question in Hungary.

In order to find the proper means for a demographic policy free from 
coercive measures and effective in the long run, the factors acting on 
demographic behaviour have to be known, including the causes which were 
responsible for the downward trend of the birth rate. On the basis of 
a systematic study of vital statistics, census data, and special studies of 
fertility, it is possible to disclose the intricate, complex processes which had 
a noticeable effect. These can be outlined as follows.
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Causes and motives

Social restratification related to economic development and to changes in 
structure considerably decreased the ratio of the agricultural population, 
whose fertility in the past had been some 50 per cent higher than that of the 
non-agricultural population. The growth of the ratio of the low-fertility 
sections (non-agricultural workers, professional people), who had become 
more numerous as a result of restratification, reduced the national birth rate 
in itself. Add that, just because of the factors of restratification (migration, 
education, higher qualifications, etc.), the fertility of mobile sections was 
temporarily lower than that of stable ones. Fertility was reduced by an 
increased marriage mobility; the fertility of the partners in marriage who 
came from different social strata was in general lower than that of families 
where husband and wife belonged to the same one.

Another projection of the restratification process was the numerical 
growth of the urban, low-fertility population over rural families having 
a larger number of children. Here also it could be observed that the fertility 
of those changing their place of residence (those moving from rural to urban 
areas, those migrating from country towns to Budapest, etc.) was lower than 
that of the permanent population of either their original or their new place 
of residence. This was due to their special, transitional situation, the change 
of jobs and residences, as well as to the housing shortage.
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A contributing factor in the decline of fertility was the increase in the 
number of women going into employment. As a practical consequence of 
women enjoying equal rights, their duties which had so far been confined 
mostly to the family broadened considerably as they sought and obtained 
employment in industry etc. The demographic effects of this process, which 
is right and desirable in itself, must of necessity be taken into consideration 
in the formulation of Hungarian demographic policy. Related problems will 
be discussed below.

To all these processes was added the unfavourable effect of the higher 
number of children upon the living standard of the family. As a con
sequence of incomes being levelled off and family burdens being insufficiently 
balanced, the living standard of a family is largely determined by the ratio 
between earners and dependants. Consequently, the stimulating effect 
exerted upon the quality of work by the differentiation of wages paid accord
ing to the social usefulness of the work done was weaker than necessary.

Demographic policy must therefore face the contingency that certain 
■—actually sound and desirable—factors of socio-economic development 
might temporarily reduce fertility. It is evident, for example, that even 
though, after socialist industrialization and the establishment of large-scale 
farming, a certain degree of slackening is to be expected in occupational- 
social mobility, it is desirable—in the interest of preserving and heightening 
the open character of Hungarian society—to make sure that both intra- 
generational mobility (changes in jobs and social status in a person's life
time) and especially inter-generational mobility (changes in the children’s 
social status in relation to that of the parents) are kept on a high level. 
The reduction of differences in the way of life and cultural standard of 
social strata will probably also influence the choice of the marriage partner, 
which again may result in an increase in marriage mobility. It is beyond 
question though that in recent years a slight increase has been observed in the 
proportion of marriages between partners belonging to identical social strata.

Social mobility, however, does not necessarily, and not in every case, 
reduce fertility. Ch. F. Westoff has pointed out, for example, that in the 
United States there is no close connection between social mobility and 
fertility. This is indicative of the fact that the regularities observed in several 
countries in a given period of time are not absolute in character and prevail 
only under specific conditions. The same can be said of the correlation 
traditionally described as negative between income level and fertility, which 
was regarded as a basic principle of demography in the interwar years. There 
is no doubt that this negative correlation is perceivable at certain stages of 
economic development, but it disappears above a certain income level and
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even assumes a positive character; higher fertility appearing at a higher level. 
Similar phenomena have been revealed by the investigation of the inter
relation between cultural standards and fertility. We know from the 1965 
symposium on demography held in Budapest, for example, that Yugoslav 
research found a definite and strong negative correlation between educational 
level and fertility, while at the same time Swedish studies led to the contrary 
conclusion, demonstrating that college-educated women had a higher than 
average fertility. All this leads to the conclusion that the demographic cor
relations prevailing on a specific level of economic and social development 
cannot be considered as permanent, they become ineffective in subsequent 
periods of development and in a given situation ,* what is more, regularities 
of an opposite character may also occur. All this is due to the fact that every 
single factor exerts its influence not in isolation but in conjunction with all 
other factors within the framework of a complex and intricate action 
mechanism.
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Income level and the family

As is well known, the past fifteen odd years have shown a continual, steady 
growth of incomes which, however, has been attended by a sudden increase 
in consumer opportunities. The rapid spread of durable consumer goods, 
motorcars, private home-building, trips abroad, and weekend camps has 
given rise to new demands, bringing with it new motivations in economic 
behaviour. This style of life influenced by new consumer attitudes obviously 
acted toward the reduction of family size, since the attainment of new goals 
was made difficult by a higher number of children. It may easily happen, 
however, that this behaviour influenced by fashion and prestige will when 
consumption reaches a certain stage of saturation or even becomes common 
and uninteresting, sooner or later change, and married couples who have 
so far concentrated on prestige and success and consumption will again 
develop stronger family-mindedness.

The cohesion of the family was doubtless weakened by the modification 
and narrowing of its functions of a primarily economic character. In the 
peasants' and artisans’ manner of living the family is still a productive 
community. The establishment of large-scale production in towns has al
most entirely eliminated this function, whose importance has been consider
ably reduced also in the countryside, where it has been confined to house
hold farming. Moreover, the increasing use of canteens, restaurants, and 
other services, as well as forms of entertainment, and the cultural needs 
which are differentiated by age group, also modified somewhat the role of



the family as a consumer or leisure community. The community of dwelling 
and housekeeping, however, has survived unchanged, and its importance 
is again enhanced by the common use of consumer goods produced at the 
latest stage of economic and cultural development (television, motoring, 
weekend recreation, etc.).

All these economically relevant facts of family sociology are essential 
from the demographic point of view since the definite correlation between 
family cohesion and the number of children has been demonstrated positively 
by the related studies of fertility and family sociology.

It can be supposed that the further rise in income levels in Hungary will 
not have the negative demographic effects experienced before. The negative 
correlation will become definitely weaker, and a certain positive correlation 
will presumably take shape before long; that is, when the rise in living 
standards will favourably influence the birth rate. But this requires also that 
an end be put to the present strong and inequitable backwardness in the 
living standards of large families. One of the primary means to this end 
is a further considerable increase in family allowances.

In addition to cash benefits it is expedient to maintain an appropriate 
network of institutions for children, which make a considerable contribu
tion toward easing the material burdens of families, and especially the chores 
of family households. It seems particularly necessary to develop the network 
of day-nurseries and kindergartens, bearing in mind educational needs as 
well.

Women in employment and in the family

The question of children’s institutions points to a subject which in the 
recent past has been of fundamental importance from both the economic 
and the demographic point of view, nor will this importance diminish in the 
foreseeable future. This is the employment of women.

The increasing employment of women has been a major factor in Hun
garian socio-economic life, exercising perhaps the greatest influence on the 
family mode of life and fertility. Male employment, or at least the demand 
for it among adults in Hungary in the past twenty years has been close to 
100 per cent. Changes in this respect were the elimination of unemployment 
and the employment of a numerically insignificant number who had lived 
on unearned income. On the other hand, there has been a significant change 
in the proportion of employed women. In 1949 roughly one-third of the 
female population of the appropriate age was employed, today nearly one 
half are. The ratio of women in the gainfully employed population has thus
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risen from 30 to 40 per cent. It is important from the demographic point 
of view that, while the majority of the employed women in the interwar 
years were unmarried, widowed or divorced, today the majority are married 
women and women with children.

The duality of the family and employment function of women implies 
the possibility of certain conflicts, especially as regards women with small 
children. Depending on which kind of female behaviour is the more general 
with respect to the conflict of the two functions, three types of female 
employment have evolved in industrialized countries. In type 1 the ratio 
of gainfully occupied women is almost equally high throughout the entire 
active period (from 20 to 5 5 years of age): 60 to 70 per cent (e.g. in Bulgaria, 
Poland, Rumania, where the majority of women resume their work shortly 
after childbirth). Type 2 covers countries where the ratio of those in employ
ment is highest among young and childless women; after giving birth, how
ever, the majority of mothers give up their jobs, so the ratio of gainfully 
employed women decreases parallel with age (e.g. Belgium, Netherlands, 
Italy, Sweden). Finally type 3 applies to countries in which the employment 
ratio of the youngest women is high, declining for 5 to 10 years, rising 
again near the age of forty, thus reaching a second peak. This double-peaked 
female employment is typical of countries where mothers have to look after 
their children at home and after the child has reached a certain age, usually 
when they start school, they again engage in some gainful occupation. This 
sort of thing can be observed in France, Great Britain and the United 
States.

In Hungary there were indications of a tendency toward type 1 in the 
late ig50’s. Recently, however, in connection with the introduction of the 
child-care allowance, we can see signs pointing in the direction of type 3.

The child-care allowance introduced in 1967*—which has proved to be 
an internationally unique measure commanding wide interest—has far- 
reaching financial, socio-political, and economic implications. More than 
two-thirds of those entitled to this benefit take advantage of it, and at 
present the number of mothers looking after a child under three is close 
to 200,000 or 10 per cent of the gainfully occupied female population. This 
ratio may reach even 20 to 25 per cent for women between 20 and 29. 
Allocations for the payment of this allowance exceed Ft 1,500 million 
a year.

4 Mothers in employment are entitled, in addition to six months’ paid maternity leave, to a child
care allowance of Ft 800 a month for another two years and six months after childbirth. The mother 
retains her job, her employment does not terminate, and after three years she may take up her post; 
she will automatically be entitled to receive any pay raise that was due to her during her absence. 
(The Editor)
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The child-care allowance has been a subject of lively discussion since its 
introduction. Its beneficial effect upon the health of infants and children 
is beyond doubt. The fears that the child-care allowance would possibly 
withdraw labour trained at high cost have also proved groundless. The fact 
is that the three years following the introduction of the allowance have 
demonstrated that demand for the benefit is inversely proportional to the 
standard of qualifications, level of education, and income of the women. 
The labour-draining effect of the allowance is thus felt in the less qualified, 
routine jobs where it is relatively easier to find replacements. In practice, 
however, there is no doubt that in some areas the child-care allowance has 
increased the labour shortage in less attractive, ill-paid jobs.

Opinions differ also as to the extent to which the introduction of this 
benefit fits in with the economic system that provides equal chances to men 
and women. I am of the opinion that, in professional and executive or 
managerial posts where an absence of 2-3 years from economic activity may 
lead to considerable drawbacks regarding promotion or a professional career, 
the demand for the child-care allowance is not significant. In view of this 
I think that the general effect of the child-care allowance scheme is extremely 
useful, considering also the paramount role it has played in the increase of 
the birth rate after 1967. It is due to the introduction of the child-care 
allowance that, since 1967, the fertility of employed women in the under-30 
age group has been steadily higher than that of dependent women. This is 
all the more remarkable since the higher fertility of dependent women, even 
if viewed from a broader perspective, has been an internationally observed 
regularity in demography. In violation of this the higher fertility observed 
in recent years among employed women in Hungary finds its explanation 
in the fact that, for the duration of the 2-3-year period of staying home on 
a child-care allowance, the mode of life of the women concerned has become 
in many respects similar to that of dependent women.

The increased employment of women has, as an economic consequence, 
that a considerable change has occurred in the ratio between manual and 
clerical labour. The proportion of clerical workers estimated at 13 per cent 
in the late 1940^ has more than doubled since. Women are attracted to 
clerical or professional work, primarily in administration and the education 
and health services. This is why women make up the majority of clerical 
workers, and only one-third of all manual workers; women constitute 70 per 
cent of office workers and over 60 per cent of those in the educational and 
health services. One must not disregard these interrelations either when 
analysing the influence of the child-care allowance on the labour sup- 
ply.



Housing

Housing programmes and housing policies evidently play an important 
part in demographic trends governing family founding and family planning. 
The desired and the actual number of children are basically dependent on 
when and how the newly married couple can move into an apartment of their 
choice, and on how they can satisfy their needs as modified by demographic 
changes. All this, as reflected in public opinion, substantially influences 
family decisions on the future number of children. It is hoped that the new 
housing policy will be more favourable also from the demographic point 
of view, provided that its formulation allows adequate play to the view
points of demographic policy. This is made even more significant by the 
fact that the tensions related to socio-economic factors of demographic con
sequence are already today, and will be still more in the future, orientated 
to the housing policy.

Despite efforts being made since the early 1960’s, a housing shortage 
still prevails in Hungary, especially in towns. This causes increased tensions 
particularly in the case of young married couples and families with a number 
of children. In the present socio-economic conditions, a satisfactory number 
of dwellings of proper quality is a prime requisite of family founding and 
family planning. According to the estimates of long-term development in 
the supply of housing, this balanced situation cannot be expected to develop 
before the second half of the 1980’s.

Until this balanced situation is reached, it is particularly important to 
promote demographic objectives also by appropriately regulating the con
struction and distribution of dwellings. It is necessary in the first place to 
increase the proportion of state-owned rented apartments and to enlarge 
their size. The role of demographic and social factors must continue to be 
strengthened when determining the way in which state support to the build
ing of privately financed dwellings—including the construction of family 
homes is offered.

5 hort-range forecasts

An analysis of the demographic situation in Hungary and the forecasts 
based upon it allows one to draw the conclusion that demographic policy 
in Hungary today should aim at an increasing birth rate or more precisely, 
fertility rate. The requirement that at least the simple reproduction of 
population be ensured is clear and is recognized as legitimate by every known 
demographic theory. Any population increase lower than simple reproduc
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tion is insufficient to help an economically favourable age structure to come 
into being. Since it would perpetuate an unsound ratio between earners and 
elderly dependants and would be conducive to an economic and social 
structure unfavourable from other points of view as well.

This conception of demographic policy underlay the initiation of a series 
of new measures one of the important features of which was the October 
1973 decision on demographic policy of the Council of Ministers. The 
public showed considerable interest, and this justifies taking stock of the 
results achieved in this field during the past six months.

The first effect of the new measures has been the large-scale propagation 
and extensive use of modern and efficient contraceptives. As a result of the 
directive of the Minister of Health, which took effect from October 1973, 
regulating the prescription and dispensation of medicated (hormonally 
active) contraceptives and facilitating their availability, there has been 
a considerable increase in the number of women using them. In the first 
four months of 1974 the number of women who bought the monthly dose 
averaged 363,000. This corresponds to a 54 per cent yearly increase and 
allows 14 per cent of women of reproductive age to avoid pregnancy.

The considerable decrease in the number of legal abortions is probably 
due in part to the wider use of contraceptive methods and to new measures 
which took effect at the beginning of this year. From January to April 1974 
the number of pregnancy interruptions totalled 34,900, that is 41 per cent 
fewer than in the corresponding period of the preceding year.

This trend of legal abortions is not a consequence of massive refusals by 
the committees permitting terminations of pregnancies. These considered 
requests from far fewer women than earlier: in these four months 38,300 
women applied to the committees for pregnancy interruptions. In the cor
responding period of 1973 similar applications had been presented by 54 per 
cent more women than a year later.

The abortion committees, after thorough consideration, granted 94 per 
cent of the requests. There is provision for appeals and two-thirds of the 
appeals were allowed. Consequently, in the first four months following the 
coming into force of the new decree only 1,900 pregnancy interruptions 
“did not take place” ; close to 1,000 applicants failed to appeal, and only 
410 appeals were rejected.

The most interesting question relating to a measure of demographic policy 
is naturally the examination of its effect on the number of births. It is 
evident, on the other hand, that the six months that have elapsed since the 
adoption of the measure could not be sufficient for such examinations. 
The 10 per cent increase in the number of births during the first four months
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of 1974 is attributable exclusively to the fact that a greater number of women 
are now entering the child-bearing age. They were born at the time of the 
1953-55 births boom.

It is worthy of note, however, that from January to April 1974, the 
number of pregnant women who first appeared for pregnancy counselling 
went up 42 per cent. Thus about 180 to 190 thousand live births can be 
expected in 1974 (which is 30 to 35 thousand more than in 1973). The 
conditional character of this estimate must be stressed and its uncertainty 
factors; on the one hand, there is a considerable month-by-month fluctuation 
even in the figures for the first quarter of 1974 and, on the other, there is 
no information as yet about the number of births expected in the last 
quarter of this year.

It is hoped that the number of live births in the next two to three years 
will not diminish considerably, as the more numerous age groups will at 
that time, be at their peak fertility period. Afterwards, on the other hand, 
less numerous female age groups will reach the child-bearing age, and so 
the automatism of demography—without being influenced by measures of 
demographic policy—would again result in very low figures for the birth 
rate by the late 1970’s and the early 1980’s.
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Long-term objectives

This—and the irregular age composition that accompanies it—can be 
avoided only if by that time the ideal and practice of families with 2-3 
children will have gained ground against the present general type of one- 
child or two-child family. Preliminary data sampled from a forthcoming 
public opinion poll on demographic problems show that this is not an 
unattainable objective. Although, in view of the small number of those 
answering the questionnaire, experience so far cannot of course be generalized, 
it seems that three children in a family are increasingly regarded as an ideal 
pattern. It is true, on the other hand, that this theoretically ideal figure is 
higher than the planned number of children, which already takes into 
account the financial circumstances of married couples, in particular their 
housing situation. Opinions on this subject indicate that the best incentives 
to childbirth are adequate housing conditions. This factor holds first place 
among the answers given. O f course, other factors have a part to play as well. 
Child-care establishments, financial provisions for improving the situation 
of families with children (family allowances, child-care allowances), the 
working conditions of pregnant women and young mothers, etc. The diversity
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of factors mentioned is at the same time a reminder that demographic policy 
is an inseparable part of economic and social policies. A progressive correc
tion of the deformities of the age composition in Hungary can therefore 
be attained only by applying a long-range strategy which enforces the 
demographic point of view in all fields of the standard-of-living policy.

In the light of the above considerations, the working group on demography 
of the Committee for the Long-term Planning of Manpower and Living 
Standards has formulated a 15-year conception for demographic policy 
(1976-1990). This stresses that demographic processes substantially in
fluence the financial situation of families. Differences in income are 
determined for the most part by the demographic composition of families, 
by the proportion of dependants, the number of children in the first place. 
This of course reacts on the demographic behaviour of married couples. 
At the same time every change in the situation of families, including family
planning policy programmes, exerts an influence on demographic processes.

The Committee has worked out proposals for further measures in social 
policy, public health and education, and for influencing social thinking to 
ensure the family size required for simple reproduction. In this connection 
it should be pointed out that in Hungary today the proportion of childless 
couples is very insignificant when compared with other countries. The main 
cause of the low number of births is therefore, on the one hand, the high 
proportion of one-child families and, on the other hand, the relative rarity 
of families with more than two children. Consequently, the most important 
task of Hungary’s demographic policy is to strengthen the willingness of 
one-child and two-child families to undertake to raise more children. In this 
a considerable role may be played, in addition to a series of economic and 
socio-political measures, by the creation of an appropriate social atmosphere 
regarding the family and children.
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S U R V E Y S

JÓ Z S E F  SZ E K E R E S

H O W  T H E  B U D A P E S T  B RI DGES  
WE R E  N O T  SAVED

It would be a fatal self-delusion to believe 
that we can save ourselves and our miserable 
lives by a cowardly running away from 
danger.
(Pester L loyd, D ecem ber 7 , 1944)

T he above sentence is open to  different 
interpretations. I t  was set in  bold  type  
framed and placed by an anonym ous printer  
in  the story o f  the official version o f  the  
new s about the prem ature b low ing  up o f  
M argaret-bridge— as a m em ento o f  h is  
anguish n ot on ly  for the universally admired  
Budapest D anube-bridges b u t for the fate  
o f  the c ity . U nfortunately the course o f  h is
tory justified the realism  o f  h is w arn ing: in  
sp ite o f  undoubted efforts n ot a single  
D anube bridge could be saved from  destruc
tio n  during the  m ilitary operations con
nected w ith  the c ity ’s siege. A ll the  
responsib ility  for H ungary’s tragedy in  the  
Second W orld  W ar, and for the ruins o f  
Budapest, rests w ith  the H ungarian historical 
ruling class w ho— in the service o f  aggressive 
German pow er politics— had tw ice  involved  
the country in  horrible slaughter and brought 
im m easurable suffering to  hundreds o f  
thousands o f  fam ilies. T h is  basic fact should  
never be lost from  sight w hen  w e look  back 
on  the tragic series o f  events th irty  years ago 
w hen certain prom inent representatives o f  
that H ungarian ru ling class, those in  charge 
o f  the capital sensed th e  horrible con
sequences o f  their  policy , fe lt  their ow n

responsib ility  and perhaps a fear o f  being  
held  responsible and, a lthough half-heartedly  
and weakly, they tried  to  do som eth ing to 
wards rescuing the bridges and p ub lic  u t i l i
ties  o f  Budapest.

$

W hen, in  Septem ber 194 4  M ik lós  
H orthy , R egent o f  H ungary since 1920 , head  
o f  the counter-revolutionary fascist regim e 
w hich  fo llow ed  th e  H ungarian R epublic o f  
C ouncils in  191 9 , becam e aware that N a z i  
Germ any was losing  the war he asked the  
A llied  Powers for an arm istice. I t  was signed  
by h is representatives in  M oscow  on  O ctober  
1 0 th  1 944 . O n  O ctober 15th H orthy ar
ranged for an announcem ent to  be m ade on  
the radio g iv in g  news o f  the negotiations. 
H e  declared H ungary’s w ithdraw al from  
the war b u t H orth y’s im potence, th e  
treachery o f  h igh-ranking army people and 
the fact that those w ho supported h im  were 
outnum bered by th e  Germ ans, proved deci
sive. T h e extrem e righ t-w in g  o f  the H u n 
garian ruling class, that is  the Arrow Cross 
Fascists, generally know n as nyilas, w ho  
blindly  served their N a z i m aster, took  over. 
T h eir  coup was supported by German panzer 
d ivisions, the Gestapo and SS un its. M ajor 
Ferenc Szálasi, an ex-staff officer and head  
o f  the nyilas, took  over as leader o f  the  na
tio n  and other leading H ungarian N a z is  as
sum ed office in  h is governm ent. T he turn  o f  
events after O ctober 1 5 t h !  9 4 4  le ft no doubt
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that the country’s still existing material and 
human resources would be deployed in the 
already lost war, and that the German army 
would only retreat from the towns and vil
lages of Hungary step by step as forced by 
the fortunes of war. This obviously meant 
great damage and destruction and loss o f 
life.

The Hungarian Communist Party—al
though forced underground after the 1919 
Counter-Revolution—had managed to  main
tain its influence among the masses o f 
workers: in  September 1944 it  reorganized 
its ranks and dropped the name Peace Party 
adopted in  1943. The Party realized the 
dangers which the last months of 1944 
would bring the country, and in  its illegal 
paper Szabad Nép and in  leaflets produced on 
illegal printing presses it spoke to the H un
garian nation: “ . . . the policy of the H un
garian reactionaries has left in  its wake 
bum t-out villages, ruined towns, the dead 
bodies o f thousands o f soldiers, women and 
children and a stream of homeless refugees. 
In  Budapest, as in  other cities, orders have 
been issued to mine major works, public 
utilities, public buildings, bridges and rail
way stations. The Germans want to cover 
their withdrawal by defending every house, 
blocking the advance of the Red Army by 
blowing things up. They want to condemn 
Budapest to the fate o f W arsaw!”

This appeal o f the Communist Party 
reached only small numbers o f the city’s 
population. The most class-conscious workers 
formed military units and carried out armed 
resistance, as well as engaging in  strike ac
tion and sabotage after October 15th. The 
Hungarian Front, founded in  April 1944 
at the initiative o f the Peace Party which 
included Social-Democrats, Smallholders and 
Peasant Party members, worked to that 
effect as well. Many more resistance groups 
w ith bourgeois and left-wing intellectual 
members operated under the aegis o f anti
fascist national unity.

The calls for mass resistance and armed 
action, however, did not produce the desired
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results. T he C ounter-R evolutionary regim e 
had, for a quarter o f  a century, persecuted  
all progressives, C om m unists, Socialists and  
other m em bers o f  the left-w in g  opposition. 
T h e regim e’s adversaries had been im prisoned  
and interned, they had been deported and  
sent to  the  front in  penal battalions. In 
addition  tw enty-five years o f  nationalist and 
chauvinist propaganda against neighbouring  
countries based on  certain unsound aspects 
o f  the 19 2 0  Trianon im perialist peace treaty  
had an effect as w ell. T h is  im perialist peace 
on  th e  one hand guaranteed self-determ ina
tio n  to the non-H ungarian nationalities liv 
in g  on  w hat had been H ungarian territory, 
b u t i t  also handed over large areas w ith  an  
overw helm ingly H ungarian population to  the  
new  states created after the F irst W orld W ar. 
T h e Trianon Peace T reaty concluded w ith  
H ungary and th e  entire V ersailles peace sys
tem  d id  not solve the problem  o f  national 
m inorities in  Central Europe, w hat it  d id  
w as to  sh ift th e  em phasis, that was all. 
L enin had poin ted  th is ou t at th e  tim e. T h e  
H ungarian ruling classes exp loited  the  
w ounding m easures taken under the  Trianon  
Treaty and spread irredentist, nationalist 
and chauvinist propaganda w ith  the in ten t  
o f  influencing the w orking m asses, isolating  
them  from  progressive le ftis t  ideas. T hey  
claim ed that th e  grave situ ation  resulting  
from  the reg im e’s counter-revolutionary  
p olicy  was due solely to  the  country’s m utila
tio n . T h is  policy  show ed in itia l successes 
though  H orthy  ’s desire for territorial revi
sio n  and the  regim e’s an ti-com m unist and  
aggressive nature inevitably led  H ungary to  
jo in  the belligerent b lock  o f  the fascist 
countries that aim ed to  redraw th e  frontiers 
o f  th e  w orld.

T h e regim e’s an ti-sem itic  propaganda 
was also responsible for the passiv ity  o f  the  
m asses. T h is  propaganda exp loited  a peculiar 
feature o f  h istorical developm ent in  H u n 
gary. T h e  capitalists in  tow ns were m ostly  
o f  Jewish orig in . R igh t w ing propaganda 
fu lly  identified  capitalist exp loitation  w ith  
Jews and on  th is basis i t  could for som e tim e
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exert an influence on politically inexperienced 
“first generation” workers and professional 
men.

A t this stage o f the war the majority o f 
the inhabitants o f Budapest were opposed 
to  Nazism, they were fed up w ith the 
government and the N azi terror and longed 
for as early a peace as possible. But this 
opposition, for the reasons mentioned 
above, appeared in  an ambiguous form. Very 
few turned up to work on the trenches and 
dug-outs intended to defend Budapest, they 
paid scant respect to  the fascist government’s 
orders to enlist or evacuate; many thousands 
deserted from the armed forces and others 
assumed false identities and carried counter
feit papers. There was a feeling of unrest 
among serving soldiers as well.

Such were the conditions when, in the 
first days o f November 1944, the Red Army 
arrived at the outskirts o f Budapest. The 
units o f the Red Army first crossed the 
temporarily war-inflated borders o f H un
gary in  the Carpathians during the summer 
o f 1944, bu t the line there held and stif
fened. O n August 23 rd 1944, after Rumania 
capitulated, it  proved possible to deploy 
Soviet armoured units in  a way that out
flanked the natural, and further reinforced, 
obstacles o f the Carpathians and crossed 
the country’s frontiers from the south. They 
occupied Battonya, the first village of any 
size, on September 24th 1944. They ad
vanced at speed in  a north-westerly direction 
and the German command had to  make 
desperate eiforts to extricate the several 
hundred thousand strong G erm an-H un- 
garian forces. The battle of Debrecen made it 
possible to  regroup forces in  Transylvania 
and Sub-Carpathia, turning them  against 
the Soviet armies moving towards Budapest. 
The battle for Budapest started in  November 
and its outcome was a foregone conclusion 
both for the masses and for objective ob
servers. In those days the opposition to the 
senseless fight, further destruction and N azi 
violence increased. The inhabitants o f the 
Budapest suburbs Kispest, Pesterzsébet,

Soroksár and Csepel show ed their anti-war 
feelings openly  and the Germ an m ilitary  
com m ander asked the com m issioner o f  the  
H ungarian governm ent to  take th e  ap
propriate m easures. T he inhabitants refused  
to  bu ild  defences, they protested against the  
construction o f  tanktraps and preparations 
for b low ing up  bridges and other p ub lic  
build in gs. Trains that were m eant to  take  
away those evacuated rem ained em pty  for  
days, and in  Csepel workers, soldiers and  
young m em bers o f  the  auxiliary police o f
fered armed resistance on  D ecem ber 4 th  
194 4 . As a resu lt th e  order to  evacuate was 
counterm anded.

T h e grow ing anti-G erm an and anti-war 
feelings o f  the  inhabitants o f  Budapest and 
the  outsk irts, the  failure o f  evacuation, and  
the  prospect o f  Budapest becom ing the scene 
o f  m ilitary operations in  w hich  the 2  m illio n  
inhabitants inflated w ith  refugees w ou ld  
have to  undergo great ordeals forced those  
in  charge to  discuss measures to  be taken. 
O n  O ctober 2 5 th  1 9 4 4  the  possib ility  o f  
evacuating Budapest w as discussed in  the  
M in istry  o f  the Interior. T hose taking part 
had to adm it that even in  the case o f  forced  
evacuation, regardless o f  the shortage o f  
transport and areas where the evacuated could  
be housed, at least one and a h a lf  m illio n  
w ould  rem ain in situ  and provision w ou ld  
have to  be m ade for them . T h e M in ister o f  
the Interior w ho chaired the  m eeting ob 
served that m easures should  be taken to  
prevent th e  b low ing up o f  p u b lic  buildings 
in  Budapest. H e  inform ed the others that 
Germ an and H ungarian m ilitary head
quarters were negotiating on  the subject o f  
the  objects w h ich  were to  be b low n  up.

T here w as a second conference on  the  
chances o f  evacuation on  N ovem b er 2nd . 
T h e G overnm ent C om m issioner for Evacua
tio n  declared that th e  tw o -m illio n  popula
tio n  o f  Budapest and the  suburbs w ou ld  have 
to  w alk  i f  evacuation were to  be decided on . 
T o p oin t o u t the  absurdity o f  the idea he 
added that g iven  the few  roads available, 
th is  m arch w ou ld  last tw o years, n o t to
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m en tion  that it  w ould  n ot prove possible  
to  find room  for them  all, either in  Trans- 
danubia or in  Germany.

M ajor-General Ferenc Farkas de K is- 
barnak w as the G overnm ent C om m ission
er for Evacuation. H orthy  had charged h im  
w ith  the execution  o f  the O ctober 15th  
proclam ation as regards the  m ilitary v iew 
p o in t: tw o o f  h is colleagues, M ajor-General 
Béla M ik lós, com m ander o f  the i s t  A rm y  
and M ajor-General Lajos Veress, com m and
er o f  the 2n d  Arm y had been appointed  
to  help  h im . Béla M ik lós and som e o f  h is 
field-officers were threatened w ith  arrest by  
the  Germ ans; they  were com pelled  to take 
refuge w ith  the Soviet forces. Lajos Veress 
was detained by the Germans w h ile  M a
jor-General Farkas, and the 10th d iv ision  
w hich  was considered reliable, were stuck  
in  H atvan since th e  Germans sm elt a rat and 
d id  n ot allow  them  to  m ove to  Budapest. 
T h is im potence on  the part o f  the general 
sta ff and the governm ent were characteristic 
o f  their attitu de, not to  m en tion  open  
treason. M ajor-General Ferenc Farkas de 
Kisbarnak d id  n ot hesitate for long. Soon  
after the nyilas coup he took  the oath o f  al
legiance to  the fascist governm ent and as 
a reward was appointed C om m issioner for 
Evacuation. H e  d id  not, how ever, exert h im 
se lf  m uch to  execute the governm ent’s orders 
to  evacuate and depopulate.

A future pregnant w ith danger prompted 
some o f the Church leaders as well to  take 
action. O n October 27th the Prince-Primate 
Archbishop Serédi, as the bishop in whose 
diocese Budapest was situated, called on 
Ferenc Szálasi, the Prime-M inister and 
Leader o f the N ation and on Edmund Vee- 
senmayer, the German plenipotentiary in 
Hungary. Serédi’s letter to Ákos Farkas, the 
Mayor of Budapest, indicated that he had 
asked them " . . .  should Budapest become the 
scene o f military operations, something that 
could be expected beyond reasonable doubt, 
the capital ought to be proclaimed an open 
city, so that the civilian population should 
not be forced to move, nor should there be

m ilitary action in  the tow n . T hus, w ith  the  
help o f  G od, alm ost tw o m illio n  inhabitants 
o f  Budapest and suburbs w ou ld  be saved  
and the capital it se lf  w ith  its art m onum ents, 
beautifu l churches, p u b lic  and private 
buildings, bridges and m agnificent industrial 
equipm ent w ou ld  rem ain undam aged”. 
A round that tim e the representatives o f  other  
Churches took  sim ilar steps to  save the  
capital.

In  the m eantim e preparations for blow 
in g  up M argaret Bridge were com pleted . O n  
the 4 th  o f  N ovem ber the crowded Pest w ing  
exploded before its tim e because o f  a chance 
technical fau lt. Several hundred perished  
along w ith  the German engineers in  charge 
o f  the explosives. T h e accident was ex
plained as due to  trouble w ith  the gas-pipe 
that lead across the bridge. T h is  disaster 
proved that the  Germ an fascists and their  
H ungarian nyilas accom plices had con
sciously and coolly  reckoned w ith  the destruc
tio n  o f  Budapest.

Á kos Farkas de D orogh had been  M ayor 
o f  Budapest since April 14th  1944 . H e  
belonged to  the extrem e right-w ing o f  the  
Christian M unicipal Party, and as a low -  
ranking m unicipal clerk the com ing in to  
pow er o f  the G öm bös governm ent had 
opened perspectives o f  prom otion  to h im .

Gyula G öm bös, a former staff officer, and 
later M in ister o f  D efence, a leader o f  the  
H ungarian R ace-D efence Party and o f  other  
sem i-fascist m ilitary and civ ilian  organiza
tions, becam e Prim e M in ister on  O ctober  
i s t  1 932 , w hen  th e  econom ic depression o f  
1 9 2 9 -3 2  reached its  greatest crisis in  H u n 
gary. As part o f  h is foreign p o licy  H ungary  
came closer to  fascist Italy and H itler ite  
Germany. H e  tried  to  create conditions at 
hom e that were n ot un like those under the  
Italian and German fascist d ictatorship. H e  
was responsible for a changing o f  the guard 
right along the lin e, h is friends and sup
porters were g iven  all the im portant offices. 
H is  attem pts to  establish an open fascist



SURVEYS

dictatorship  were stopped in  part by in 
fluential sections o f  th e  “establishm ent” 
w hat used to  be called the historical ruling  
classes in  H ungary, and in  part by the grow
in g  resistance o f  the m asses. H is  unexpected  
death p u t an end to  all these.

Farkas, h is protege, an insignificant o f
ficial, rose, in  1 934 , to  the  p ost o f  councillor  
in  the presidential departm ent w hose deci
sions influenced the fate o f  tens o f  thousands 
o f  T ow n  H a ll officials. A fter the death o f  
G öm bös he lost th is office and rem ained on ly  
councillor in  the departm ent w h ich  con
trolled  p u b lic  u tility  com panies and other 
m unicipal enterprizes. In  th e  late 1930s and  
th e  early 1940s he had tried several tim es to  
becom e deputy-m ayor bu t under M ayor 
Károly Szendy, w ho had been  a Freemason  
and w ho belonged to the  liberal section  o f  
the  ruling class, Farkas, know n for h is ex
trem e right-w ing sym pathies, had no hope o f  
g ettin g  closer to  the to p . W h en  the Germans 
occupied the country on  M arch 19th 1944, 
and th e  righ t-w in g  came to  pow er, th e  way  
to  the m ayor’s office was open . Farkas clung  
to  h is position  at all costs, and show ed equal 
zeal in  the execution  o f  th e  orders o f  the  
Sztójay-governm ent (Sztójay, a form er 
colonel and ambassador in  Berlin was a fa ith 
fu l servant o f  the  Germans) and those o f  the  
Lakatos-governm ent (appointed by H orthy  
on  A ugust 2 9 th  19 4 4  am idst the confusion  
created by R um ania’s w ithdraw al from  the  
war), regardless o f  the fact tha t the  orders o f  
the  tw o governm ents stood  for tw o opposed  
p olicies. T h e  nyilas coup le ft  h im  in  office, 
and enjoying the confidence o f  Szálasi, he 
and Gyula M ohai (M ohaupt), the new ly  
appointed nyilas Senior M ayor w hose p o liti
cal career had also started in  th e  right-w ing  
fraction o f  the Christian Party, together  
zealously served a policy  that prepared the  
ruin o f  the nation.

T h e other leading T ow n  H a ll officials 
shared the po litica l attitudes o f  their M ayor. 
In  the course o f  the years the opposition  had  
been successively got rid  o ff  and after the  
German occupation the new  leaders w anted

to  elim inate even  those fa ith fu l servants o f  
th e  “Christian course” w ho had reservations 
regarding extrem e nyilas terror. A fter the  
occupation o f  the country these officials were 
pensioned  o f f  or dism issed.

H ow ever, even th is “purified” T ow n  H a ll 
leading body had to  do som eth ing. T hey  
feared the consequences o f  destruction, they  
fe lt  the moral pressure o f  Church leaders 
and, last bu t n ot least, they were afraid that 
the  fascist destruction w ou ld  drive the  
people “in to  the  arms o f  the Bolshevik  
enem y” . T h ey  therefore tried  to  lessen the  
expected sufferings o f  th e  capital.

T h e M argaret Bridge disaster happened  
early Saturday afternoon. T h e  fo llow in g  
M onday, on N ovem ber 6 th , it  was decided  
to  issue a confidential M ayor’s decree ad
dressed to  those in  charge o f  the city -con -  
trolled  p ub lic  u tility  com panies and arms 
factories, and a m em orandum  to  the  govern
m ent, “on the bridges and p u b lic  u tilit ie s  
being le ft  in tact by the M in ister o f  D efen ce” . 
T h e idea was to  prohib it their  b low ing up.

T h is confidential decree w as found  in  the  
Budapest Archives am ong th e  confidential 
docum ents o f  the M ayor’s office (N o . 
2 4 5 /1 9 4 4 ) . A  few  remarks m ay be relevant 
in  th is connection:

F irstly, o n  N ovem b er 2n d  19 4 4  the  
M inister for Industry issued a secret order 
stipu lating that in  the course o f  evacuation, 
buildings, equ ipm ent, etc. were n ot to  be 
dem olished  or b low n  up. Spare parts in  
short supply  should  be h idden  thus paralys
ing activ ities, and no m ore. M ines, power  
stations and p u b 'ic  u tilities  should be partly  
paralysed. T h is  order got to  the T ow n  H all 
around N ovem ber 6 th , where senior officials 
w elcom ed it  as a godsend, adjusting its text  
to  th e  requirem ents o f  the m unicipal ad
m inistration. O n  the basis o f  the stand taken  
earlier by the M in ister o f  the Interior, in  
connection  w ith  on  earlier H ungarian d e
m and m ade in  the course o f  H u n garian -  
Germ an m ilitary negotiations on lim itin g  
the b low ing up o f  bridges etc. they drafted  
the order o n  “keeping in ta c t. . . e tc .” w ith
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som e m odifications in  the tex t adjusted to  
the specific cond itions prevailing in  Buda
pest. T hey considered that by sending the  
m em orandum  and issu ing the order against 
destruction  they had done w hat could be 
expected o f  them .

A lthough  the  issu ing o f  th is order in 
volved a certain risk, and although i t  is true 
that som e o f  the  p u b lic  u tilit ie s  in  Budapest 
were saved at least in  part, th is action cannot 
be considered as “resistance” . It is  obvious 
that the fate o f  Budapest was n ot decided  
at the T ow n  H a ll bu t these people had som e 
authority. T hese tw o hastily  drafted docu
m ents cannot be com pared to  the m ultitud e  
o f  their fascism -backing m easures and the  
innum erable opportunities to  do som eth ing  
w h ich  they m issed.

T h e  governm ent w hich  m ade the  deci
sions published  a declaration in  Berlin, on  
that same N ovem b er 6 th , concerning the  
arm ed defence o f  Budapest. T h is  was 
probably a covert reaction to  Archbishop  
Serédi’s in tervention  and seem ed to  answer 
the  T o w n  H a ll’s  m em orandum  in  advance. 
A ccording to  the governm ents official spokes
m an “T he Germ an suprem e com m and d id  
everything for th e  evacuation o f  Paris and 
R om e bu t the enem y disregarded German  
g ood -w ill. In  view  o f  the fact, that on  the  
territory o f  th e  Germ an R eich , every tow n  
and village w ill  be defended to  the  last brick, 
there is no reason to  do otherw ise in  H u n 
gary. ” T h is  was n ot, o f  course, printed in  the 
H ungarian nyilas press. T h ey  d id  n ot w ant 
w ish  to  increase the  ex isting  tension  and 
further incite  the  people against the German 
“allies” .

T h e on ly  way o u t were the measures ad
vocated in  an appeal issued by the C om m unist 
Party:

“T he inhabitants o f  Budapest are in  great 
danger because o f  their passive response to  
an increasingly desperate s itu a tio n . . .  R om e  
and Paris were declared open cities n ot due  
to  th e  good -w ill o f  the Germ ans: in  R om e  
pressure by th e  people in  Paris their armed 
rising, forced the Germans to  accept this

w ay out. T hey believe that in  Budapest, as 
in  German tow ns, there w ill be no resistance 
on  th e  part o f  the inhabitants and that they  
w ill fight to  the  last brick here as w ell. 
Budapest w ill n ot be declared an open c ity  
as a g ift  to  us, w e m ust w age an armed  
struggle for such a declaration.”

U nfortunately th is appeal, for reasons 
discussed earlier, could  n ot be effective. T h e  
forces o f  th e  resistance were n o t sufficient to  
prevent the c ity ’s destruction.

T h e  fascist war m achine had decided  al
ready in  the m idd le  o f  N ovem b er 1 9 4 4  to  
m ake Budapest a theatre o f  operations, that 
is  n o t to  surrender in  its  hopeless position . 
T h e bridges were going to  be b low n  up and 
the c ity  w ould  be cut in  tw o w h ile  the  battle  
lasted, the T ow n  H a ll officials therefore had  
to  work ou t m easures for governing the  
d iv id ed  c ity  in  advance. R egarding the  
orders to  blow  up the bridges the  N ational 
M ob iliza tion  D epartm ent o f  the  T ow n  H all 
reported to  the C ity ’s leading body on  N o 
vem ber 15th:
“S trictly  confidential!

In  case o f  m ilitary necessity the  bridges 
w ill be b low n up. Orders w ill be issued by 
General Breit, com m ander o f  the German  
armoured d iv ision  stationed at the  Budapest 
bridge— head through M ajor G eit w ho is at 
Bellevue H o te l. T h e  b low ing  up w ill be 
carried ou t by Germ an pioneers com m anded  
by Captain M eyer. A ccording to  Captain  
M eyer the necessary technical work to  blow  
up the bridges requires tw o hours fo llow ing  
the order bu t th is  tim e  can be shortened i f  
needed. Captain M eyer is at the G ellert H o te l.

A fter 8 a .m . th is N ovem ber 17th  the 
m ilitary governor o f  the c ity  p o lice  head
quarters and the air defence com m and w ill  
each attach a liaison officer to  Captain  
M eyer. T h e lia ison  officers are to  be re
lieved  every 2 4  hours, all three dispose o f  a car.

I f  Captain M eyer receives the order to  
blow  up the bridges the  lia ison  officers are 
to  take their cars at once and proceed to  
their respective com m ands and report.

T h e fire-brigade and the m unicipal enter-
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prizes (E lectricity , Gas Transport) w ill send  
a m essenger each to  the M in istry  for In
dustry starting w ith  2  p .m , on  N ovem ber  
16th , w ho, w hen to ld  that th e  bridges are 
being b low n  up, w ill  at once report to  their  
superiors. T hese m essengers should have 
a b icycle at their disposal since, at the tim e  
o f  the  b low in g  up o f  the  bridges the tele
phone cannot be counted  on  to  function . 
T h e fire brigade and the m unicipal enter- 
prizes w ill  learn o f  th e  b low ing  up o f  the  
bridges through tw o channels: through the  
air defence com m and and the  officer sent by  
the police and through the m essengers in  
the M inistry  for Industry. T h e  c ity  authori
ties w ill receive the inform ation  from  tw o  
sides, through the air-defence com m and and  
the  14th  D epartm ent and through the fire- 
brigade m essenger in  the  M in istry  for In
dustry and the fire ch ief, as w ell as th e  14th  
D epartm ent.

I f  the First M ayor and the M ayor are in  
their office they  w ill  get th e  report from  the  
14th  D epartm ent, i f  they  are at hom e reports 
w ill reach them  through th e  nearest fire- 
station  in  the 1st, or 2n d  district.

T h e p o lice, together w ith  the  H ungarian  
and Germ an officials in  charge at the  bridge
head, w ill  d irect th e  traffic, and inform  those  
w ho still live in  houses w ith in  2 0 0  m etres o f  
the explosion. A s the b low ing  up o f  the  
bridges does not endanger near-by buildings, 
inhabitants on ly  have to  open their w indow s 
and proceed to  air raid shelters. I t  m ay w ell 
happen that sm aller fragm ents w ill  fa ll on  
roofs.

T h e b low ing  up  o f  the bridges is closely  
related to  evacuation since in  all probability  
bridges w ill  be b low n  up on ly  w hen  there 
is  street fighting in  th e  Budapest area. In  
view  o f  the  fact that th is  w ill  involve  
artillery fire it  is  very lik ely  that the over
w h elm ing  m ajority o f  the population w h ich  
w ill at present w ant to  rem ain in  Budapest 
under all circum stances, w ill decide at the last 
m om en t to  leave th e  c ity  w hen  w ith in  range 
o f  enem y guns. T h is  m eans that the  police  
w ill have increased responsib ility  for m ain

ta ining order since during street fighting  
facilities for m oving up reserves to  the  
bridges m ust be kept open .

I f  all bridges are not to  be b low n up at 
the same tim e b u t on ly  som e o f  them , the  
liaison officers and m essengers w ill  report 
accordingly and then  return to  their posts.

In  v iew  o f  the fact tha t the  tim e  betw een  
receipt o f  the  inform ation  and the actual 
blow ing up is too short to  enable the con
cerned bodies and authorities to  carry ou t  
the  necessary measures, Captain M eyer  
prom ised that— i f  possible— he w ill warn  
lia ison  officers w hen  the  order to  b low  up  
the  bridges is expected .”

T h e chronology o f  th e  destruction o f  
brid ges:
— 1 9 4 4 : late O ctober— early N ovem b er: all 
D anube-bridges in  Budapest were m ined.
— N ovem b er 4 th :  the P est-section  o f  the  
M argaret bridge w as b low n  up inadvertantly  
and prem aturely, in  consequence o f  a tech
nical break-dow n.
— N ovem b er 15 th : orders were issued to  
blow  up the bridges
— N ovem b er 17 th : the bu ild in g  o f  anti-tank  
traps at the  bridges was started, stairs on  the  
Buda em bankm ent were dem olished , trenches 
were dug— th e latter were concealed b y  a 
fence o f  corn-cobs.
— N ovem ber 3 0 th : the houses near the  
bridges were evacuated  
— D ecem ber 2 4 th :  the  S oviet forces com 
pleted  the  ancirdem ent o f  Budapest 
— D ecem ber 31st: the R ailw ay Bridge at 
Ú jpest was b low n  up  
1945 .

— January 14 th : th e  Boráros tér Bridge was 
blow n up.
— January 16 th : the Francis-Joseph-Bridge 
w as b low n  up.
— January 18 th : the Chain Bridge, the  
E lizabeth  Bridge and the rem aining sections 
o f  th e  M argaret Bridge were b low n  up.

In  1 9 4 4 -4 5  the armed defence o f  Buda
pest m eant that the  N azi-G erm an  general 
staff sacrificed, for their m om entary m ilitary  
advantage, th e  capital c ity  o f  their last

153



154 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

“fa ith fu l” ally , regardless o f  th e  sufferings 
and losses o f  th e  tw o m illio n  inhabitants, 
th e  destruction o f  p ub lic  buildings, m onu
m ents, bridges, p ub lic  u tilities— the em bodi
m ent o f  an entire country’s econom ic and 
spiritual efforts over m any centuries. Buda
pest became part o f  the front lin e, and street 
fighting took  place. In  the  last days o f  
N ovem ber 19 4 4  the Southern and Eastern 
fringes o f  Budapest had already turned in to  
theatres o f  war but, after the encirclem ent 
on  D ecem ber 24 th , fighting extended to the  
w hole area. G oing on  d id  not m ake sense. 
T h e N a z i com m and rejected the u ltim atum  
in  sp ite  o f  its hum ane conditions for sur
render and the em issary were treacher
ously  m urdered. H itler ’s personal order was 
to  continue senseless resistance. T h e  siege 
lasted  six  w eeks. In  b itter house-to-house  
fighting Pest w as liberated first. A fter un
successful attem pts to  break o u t th e  sur
vivors w ho defended the Buda Castle finally  
surrendered on February 13th  to  th e  great 
re lie f  o f  th e  sorely tried population.

T he terrible street fighting, m oving from  
house to  house, w h ich  lasted for alm ost tw o  
m onths turned Budapest in to  a c ity  o f  ruins. 
T h e census o f  M arch 1945 listed  a popula
tio n  o f  8 3 2 ,8 0 0 . In  1 9 4 4  Budapest had  
1 ,3 7 9 ,5 6 2  inhabitants. T h is incom plete sur

vey reported appr. 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  m ilitary casual
ties and over 7 5 ,0 0 0  civ ilian  deaths in  
1 9 4 4 -4 5 ;  th is is  four tim es h igher than the  
death rate o f  earlier years. N o  data are 
available on  the  num ber o f  w ounded but  
estim ates are not too  far ou t i f  their num ber  
is pu t at about h a lf  a m illio n  (civilians and 
serving soldiers taken together). O f  the  
3 9 ,643  b u ild ings in  Budapest on ly  10 ,323  
(2 6  per cent) rem ained undam aged; 1 ,4 9 4  
(4  per cent) were com pletely  destroyed, 
9 ,1 4 0  (23 per cent) gravely damaged and  
1 8 ,6 8 6  (4 7  per cent) dam aged. W h ole  streets, 
and w hole quarters in  Buda, were destroyed, 
as were all the bridges. T h e city  was covered  
by one and h a lf  m illio n  cubic m eters o f  
rubble, traffic was paralyzed, p u b lic  services 
were alm ost n il. T h e population  suffered  
cold, hunger and ep idem ics. M any factories, 
p u b lic  works and institu tion s were either  
destroyed or evacuated. T h e m aterial losses 
were m any tim es higher than the country’s 
annual national incom e in  pre-war years.

R econstruction started and revival be
came a reality thanks to  the hard work o f  
subsequent years. T he first rebuilt bridge 
was the Liberty (form erly Francis Joseph) 
Bridge in  1946 , the last the E lizabeth  
Bridge w h ich  appeared in  its new  and 
b eautifu l shape in  1964 .

Z O L T Á N  K ER E K ES

T H E  H I S T O R Y  OF T H E  H U N G A R I A N  FLAG

It is  over  a hundred years ago that red, 
w h ite  and green became the  H ungarian  
national colours. T hese colours and the  
national coat o f  arms are, how ever, taken  
from  the traditional form s and colours o f  
flags and coats o f  arms o f  m any long  
centuries.

A lthough the progressive forces o f  the  
country on ly  began to  fight for the legal 
recogn ition  o f  the national colours and the  
national flag in  the years fo llow in g  the French 
R evolu tion  o f  178 9 , the origin  o f  these col
ours goes back to  the early centuries which  
fo llow ed  the foundation  o f  the state in  the
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Xlth century. The evolution of the flag can 
be traced by examining and comparing old 
Hungarian and foreign chronicles—especially 
the Illuminated Chronicle in  Vienna—as well 
as old documents, contemporary seals and 
coins.

Red and white

I t  is clear from several sources that the 
Hungarian tribes at the time of the conquest 
o f the country in the 9th Century were 
already using flags, and the forces of the 
first kings o f the Árpád dynasty probably 
marched under red and purple flags. (Red 
meant something different in those days; 
like purple, it  expressed dignity and was 
called the “royal colour”.) The double-cross 
in  silver (or white) both on coat o f arms 
and flags w ith a red background first came 
into use at the end o f the twelfth century 
under the rule o f Béla III. N ot much later, 
at the beginning o f the thirteenth century, 
red and silver appeared again both in  coat 
o f arms and in flags, in  a pattern in which 
the two colours alternated in eight stripes. 
From this tim e on, approximately until the 
end of the fifteenth century, both versions o f 
royal flags and coats o f arms were in  use. 
Soon after the appearance of the red and 
silver (or white) these colours came to  be 
generally regarded as the Hungarian ones.

As a result o f the Hapsburg domination, 
beginning in  the sixteenth century, the 
Hungarian flag and coat o f arms were rarely 
used, and the flags in use, including battle 
standards, were increasingly those of the 
Hapsburgs. The ancient colours o f red and 
white, however, managed to  survive in cer
tain forms. During the sixteenth century, 
for instance, the round shields o f the H un
garian infantry were decorated in  red and 
white. The colours on the small pennants 
fluttering on the lances o f the Hungarian 
cavalry were also red and white. And in  the 
eighteenth century the fighters for indepen
dence in Prince Rákóczi’s revolution fought 
under red and white regimental flags.

The Third Colour

The th ird  colour was first added in the 
fourteenth century. Green first appeared 
under the silver double cross in  a new 
motif, the three hills included in  the coat 
o f arms. But green only first appeared 
in  the company o f the other two colours in 
the second half o f the sixteenth century. 
The first evidence of the three colours 
together is to  be found in  the illustration 
of a knightly tournament in 1557, w ith 
the Hungarian hussar sporting an ostrich- 
feather and drum  cover in these three colours. 
Another source reveals that the wooden 
bridge over which King Matthias II passed 
to  his coronation ceremony at Pozsony 
in 1608  was covered w ith a red, white 
and green carpet. A fresco painted in 
1653 by a master known only by his initials 
(H .R .M .) in  the castle o f the Nádasdy 
family at Sárvár, depicts the recapture of 
the city o f Pápa from the Turks. In  this 
fresco one of the battle flags is red, white 
and green. The fact that we do not know 
o f any red, white and green flags from the 
Rákóczi era indicates that the use of the 
three colours only gained ground slowly. 
Queen Maria Theresa issued a royal decree 
through the Military Council in  1743 order
ing the introduction o f white regimental 
and green squadron flags, bordered with 
flames in  red, white and green. Even experts 
in  heraldry give contradictory explanations 
o f this decree. Some claim that this royal 
decree meant the acceptance of the Hungarian 
colours, others maintain that the colours in 
the flags of 1743 are a mere coincidence in 
heraldry. I t is, in  any case, a m atter o f fact 
that, when Francis o f Lotharingia was elected 
Holy Roman Emperor in 1745 and became 
the co-ruler o f the Hapsburg Dominions, the 
decree o f 1743 was promptly withdrawn. But 
it  is also a historical fact that in her grant of 
a coat o f arms to Szörény County the 
Queen called the red-white-green (no final 
sequence of these colours had developed as 
yet) the Hungarian colours.
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Greatly influenced by the French tricolor, 
th e  sym bol o f  the French R evolu tion , from  
th e  end o f  the eighteenth  century the  m ost  
radical fighters for the  bourgeois revolution  
and for national independence regarded the  
red, w h ite  and green colours as the em blem  
o f  the bourgeois revolution  and the national 
state. Ignác M artinovics, the  leader o f  th e  
H ungarian Jacobin m ovem ent, adm itted  after 
h is arrest in  A ugust 17 9 4  that he w anted  to  
introduce the red, w h ite  and green colours 
as the  national colours. From  18 4 0  on the  
use o f  these colours as a revolutionary sym bol 
spread rapidly. A nd also under the influence  
o f  the  French R evolu tion  people began to  
wear red ribbons and feathers to  dem onstrate 
their radical and republican sentim ents.

Law 21 of 1848

T h e opposition  in  Parliam ent during the  
R eform  Age frequently called attention  to  
the  neglect o f  the national flag and the state 
coat o f  arms, and w as especially critical o f  
the  practice o f  H ungarian soldiers fighting  
under colours and sym bols other than their 
ow n . But their  resolutions were always 
defeated. T h e  revolution  o f  M arch 1 5 ,1 8 4 8 ,  
introduced the free right to  wear the national 
colours and use the  national coat o f  arms.

T h e temporary success o f  the  revolution  
in  18 4 8  led  to  th e  drafting o f  an A ct, on  
th e  use o f  the national colours and the state 
coat o f  arms. T h e  2 1 st  A ct o f  184 8  declared  
that:

I . § T h e national colours and the coat o f
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arms o f  the state shall be re-instated in  
their ancient position .

2 . § T h e  tricolor rosette shall therefore 
be accepted as the national sym bol and it  is 
hereby decreed that the national flag w ith  
the  State coat o f  arms on  it  shall appear on  
every public bu ild in g  and in stitu tion , as w ell 
as on  all H ungarian ships, on  p u b lic  holidays.

A lthough Law 21 d id  not m en tion  the  
flags o f  the  H ungarian soldiers, i t  is qu ite  
evident that the  N ational Guard, set up  
after th e  success o f  the M arch revolution, 
and later the  army, organized in  M ay 1 848 , 
were equipped w ith  flags bearing the national 
colours. For the first tim e in  long centuries, 
in  the W ar o f  Independence o f  1 8 4 8 -4 9 ,  
the Hungarian soldiers were fighting under 
national flags. In  1 8 4 8 -4 9  the national flag 
o f  red, w h ite  and green becam e the sym bol 
o f  progress, freedom , and national inde
pendence. In  the years fo llow in g  th e  W ar o f  
Independence o f  1 8 4 8 -4 9  the  Hungarian  
workers regarded th e  flag as em bodying th is  
sp irit. But th e  H ungarian ruling classes, 
especially after th e  fall o f  the H ungarian  
R epublic o f  C ouncils o f  1 9 1 9 , used the  
national flag as a device to  inflam e nation
alistic  and chauvinist sentim ents. N o  true 
patriot, how ever, was m isled , and in  the  
years o f  the Second W orld  W ar, w hen  the  
traditions o f  the 1848  revolution  came to  
life  again, the  H ungarian anti-fascist m ove
m en t also fough t under the national flag o f  
red, w h ite  and green. T h e C on stitu tion  o f  
the  H ungarian P eop le’s R ep u b lic  states that 
the H ungarian state flag is red, w h ite  and 
green.



ÉVA KOCSIS

T H R E E  YEARS
AS T H E  Y O U N G E S T  M E M B E R  

OF PARLI AMENT
Ildikó Milován tells of her experiences

“ W ell, I’l l  te ll you  everything I know  
about m y three years as a m em ber o f  Par
liam ent, and th en  yo u ’ll  s e e . . .  T h e  car o f  
a private entrepreneur m ay w e ll run m e down  
here along Illatos Street, and perhaps a lot 
o f  people are going to  be angry w ith  m e. 
But just as I have been  q u ite  prepared to  
shoulder m y responsib ilities in  the past, I ’m  
prepared to  do the  sam e in  the  future. Let 
m e p u t in  front o f  you  these three thick  
files w h ich  contain  m y correspondence. I 
have w ritten  som e five hundred letters and 
received about as m any.

“ But before w e look  at them , le t  m e te ll 
you som ething about m yself. I  was tw en ty-  
one years o ld  w h en  on  A pril 2 5 , 1970 , 
2 7 ,0 0 0  people chose m e to  be the Parlia
m entary deputy for th e  2 7 th  electoral 
d istrict o f  Ferencváros. By the w ay, I was 
born here, on  the outsk irts o f  the  Ferenc
város d istrict at N o . 7  K isduna utca. I 
also w en t to  school here and in  fact I ’ve 
never lived  anywhere else. T h e flat w e used  
to  have was flooded in  1 9 5 6 , and since 
then  w e have been liv in g  at 5 Soroksári 
ú t, again in  a one-room  flat. T ogether  
w ith  m y tw o younger sisters, I  was brought 
up by m y m other, w ith ou t a father. She 
w as on sh ift-w ork  as a tex tile  dyer in  the  
W oollen  M ill in  Soroksári ú t. She is st ill  
w orking there, i t  w ill soon  be tw enty-five  
years. N o t  so lon g  ago she re-m arried. M y  
step-father is a m ason, w orking w ith  the  
C om m unal M anagem ent Enterprise, and a 
very nice m an. M y  tw o  sisters d on ’t  live  
at hom e any m ore. Éva d id  a course at the  
catering trades vocational secondary school

Published in Élet és Irodalom o f April 27 ,1974 , 
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and then  m arried. H elen  is w orking at the  
sam e place as m y m other as a m achine  
operator in  th e  laundry. She is married too . 
So there are now  the three o f  us, stepfather, 
m other and m e, liv in g  together. So m uch  
for m y f a m ily . . .  T h e w edd ing ring on  m y  
finger? D o n ’t  le t ’s ta lk  about m y private 
life , I w ant that to  be m y o w n . . .  So le t ’s 
go on.

“W ell, you  were there three years ago 
w hen  m y nam e figured on the ballot papers. 
Y ou rem em ber how  terribly embarrassed I 
was, and that I had no idea where to  find  
th e  d istrict tow n  hall. I was q u ite  at hom e  
at the Y oung C om m unist League and the  
Party C om m ittee, b u t I d id n ’t  even know  
th e  to w n  hall from  the outside. A nd it  was 
n o t very easy to  w alk up  the  stairs o f  
Parliam ent, as I knew  that the tim e had  
now  arrived w h en  I had to  prove that the  
confidence o f  those w ho voted  for m e was 
n ot m isplaced. I had finished th e  course at 
th e  chem ical industry vocational secondary 
school three years previously, w ith  a scholar
sh ip  subsid ized  by the  Budapest Chem ical 
W orks. W h en  I finished I started there as a 
sk illed  worker in  the  departm ent producing  
detergents and then  I  w as on  sh ift-w ork  in  
th e  salt w orkshop. W h en  I first began m y  
work as a deputy, for som e eighteen  m onths, 
I  o ften  w en t straight to  a Parliamentary  
session from  n ight sh ift. I  lo st w eight, I 
on ly  w eighed  4 2  k ilos. But as you  can see 
for yourself, m y health  is pretty w ell all 
right again, I now  w eigh  4 8  k ilos, sim ply  
because I  am  on ly  w orking one sh ift now . 
A lso m y pay here in  th e  laboratory is better, 
in  these tw o years I ’ve had a rise o f  5 0 0  
forints, and I now  earn 2 ,5 0 0  forints a
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m onth . M y  boss w as very decent. I  asked  
h im  to  allow  m e to  work from  5 .3 0  a.m . 
to  2 , and he agreed on  the spot, so now  
I can spend m y afternoons look ing after the  
affairs o f  m y constituents. But do believe  
m e, I am  conscientious over m y work. I get 
up every m orning at 4 .3 0 . I  sim ply  could
not bear someone else doing my work for»m e.

*

“I f  I  hadn’t  experienced it  for m yself, 
I w ou ld  never have believed  how  m uch one 
has to  fight to  arrange anyth ing. T he  
bread arrived late in  the shops. W om en  
com plained. I telephoned and w rote to  the  
baking industry. T h e  answer ? ‘Com rade, you  
don’t  realize the  traffic d ifficu lties.’ W ell, 
I hadn’t  the sligh test in ten tion  o f  accepting  
these d ifficu lties! H a lf  o f  a baker’s daily  
o u tp u t has to  be in  the shops by 7  o ’clock  
in  the  m orning at the  latest. A nd th is law  
applies to  Ferencváros just as m uch as to  
the Inner C ity.

“You know, the neighbourhood where I 
live is still called ‘the jungle’ by a lot of 
people. N ot to  one’s face, perhaps, but if  
one brings up a problem, i t ’s left till the 
last. Quite simply, people have no intention 
of recognizing that working people live here, 
that not everybody is a drunkard. They 
believe that anything is good enough for 
this part of the town. Well, it isn’t ! W hen 
I hear it said that one ought to stimulate 
people to take more interest in public life 
I always think i t ’s not stimulation tha t’s 
needed, bu t action, and then the people 
here would stop being indifferent and find
ing consolation in pub-crawling. I  do hope 
you understand what I ’m  trying to tell you. 
This neighbourhood has remained pretty 
well unchanged since 1945. Factory after 
factory, the same old flats, women going 
to work and bearing ch ild ren .. .  Talking 
about everything belonging to the workers, 
or writing it, is all very well, bu t there’s 
still a lot to be done. These people must 
feel that what they are told doesn’t  contra

1 5 8

d ict w hat they see around them  every day. 
Fam ilies w ith  a lo t  o f  children have a lo t  
o f  worries as w ell, they have no energy le ft  
to  fight for truth.

“A  litt le  w h ile ago a new  butcher’s shop  
was opened at 8 9  Illatos ú t. T he old  
one was o ften  flooded w ith  sewage water, 
and its cold  storage room  was too  sm all. T he  
w ork began in  M ay 1973 and advanced very 
slow ly, but finally the shop-w indow  and the  
doors were in  place and then  th e  new  re
frigerator arrived. And w hat d ’you th in k  
happened? T h e shop-door was too  sm all. 
T h e new w alls had to  be pu lled  dow n to  get 
the refrigerator in . T hose w ho saw it  happen  
were just as angry as I was.

“Shops in  general are rather scarce round  
here; I w ish  I could  say the sam e about 
the w ineshops. T h e bu ild ing  housing the  
G ubacsi ú t barber shop, laundry and 
other services was started in  1 9 6 3 , together  
w ith  an ABC food  shop. It was 1972  w hen  
the work was finished, and that very same 
year all the faults in  the bu ild ing were 
show n on  T V . For all the fourteen m illion  
forints spent on  it , the artificial slabs m aking  
up the floor in  the sales departm ent are 
sh iftin g  and b uck ling; one can hardly w alk  
on  it . I  knew  som ething had to  be done 
because as long as people s im p ly  talked  
am ong them selves about it  noth ing w ou ld  
happen o f  cou rse . . .  So I called a m eeting  
where delegates from  the construction in 
dustry, the N o . 4  Budapest C onstruction  
Enterprise, the Józsefváros State Food Shop  
Enterprise, an expert from  the C om m ercial 
D epartm ent o f  our d istrict and another one 
from  the planning D epartm ent were all 
present. T h e m eeting took  place, o f  course, 
in  the ABC shop itself. ‘T h e floor covering  
is  not b eing used properly.’ ‘C hem icals 
have affected th e  floor.’ ‘T h e foundation o f  
the floor has n ot been properly laid, and 
tha t’s w hat has caused the slabs to  sh if t .’ 
But som ebody also added that ‘an asphalt 
covering is good  enough for here.’

“For a tim e I just listen ed  to  these  
‘argum ents’. A nd then  I  asked th e  technical
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inspector o f  m y  ow n d istrict co u n c il: ‘W hat 
do you  m ean by a chem ical effect? ’ W ell, 
he was th in k in g  o f  cooking o il, w h ich  m ust 
have dripped on to  the  floor and dissolved  
the  cem en t. . . T h a t w as a b it  too  m uch for 
m e. I bent dow n and tore up a slab o f  the  
floor surface w hich , o f  course, had not been  
cem ented properly. ‘W ill  you  te ll m e where 
the  chem icals have affected the flooring? I ’ll  
show  you  w hat a chem ical effect is. Just 
com e and pay m e a v is it  at th e  factory any 
day.’ T h e ‘expert’ stam m ered som ething  
about floor slabs that had buckled in  h is  
apartm ent, under the centrifugal drainer, 
due to  dripping m achine o il. I couldn’t  do 
anything b u t laugh. I t  is really quite aw ful 
how  everybody here tries to  be a ‘nice chap’ 
w ho does n ot w ant to  gloss over problem s, 
o f  course, but is qu ite  sure that ‘som eth ing’ 
can be arranged. T hat m an from  the C ouncil, 
w hom  I asked to  th e  m eeting  as an ally, 
I now  suddenly discovered in  the  enem y  
cam p. . . But, as the first-born says in  the  
fairy stories ‘M ay m y nam e n ot be Ild ikó  
M ilován, i f  I do not succeed in  th is’.

“A  few  years ago, on the corner o f  
G ubacsi d t and Illatos á t , the enterprise 
H erm es opened a shop for cheap goods. 
Everyone was delighted , b u t last year there 
were new  em ployees in  the  shop, as far as 
I could  see the sm art sh ifty  type from  Garai 
m arket. A nd since then  th e  w om en  o f  the  
district cannot g et anything they  need, as 
the cars o f  people belonging to  the private 
sector o f  business draw up here, one after 
the other, and depart w ith  carloads o f  cheap 
goods. A t one tim e a k ilo  o f  w aste synthetic  
fur could be had here for 4 6  forints. I t  was 
usefu l for a num ber o f  purposes, for the  
children, and in  the  flat. But now  it  all 
disappears in to  the private cars. . .  W e are 
le f t  to  buy sweaters costing 4 6 0  forints. 
A nd there were no price tags in  the shop. 
I called som ebody from  the Com m ercial 
D epartm ent o f  the D istr ict C ouncil and 
together w e w ent to  the  shop to  have the  
price tags pu t on  the goods. Believe it  or 
not, they hunted  for those b ills  from  ten  to

one w ith ou t finding th em ! In  the beginning  
I tried  to  treat th e  shop assistants as friends, 
to  explain  to  them  how  intolerable it  was 
that the private sector should  be enriched at 
the  expense o f  those liv in g  in  the district, 
but in  vain. So I have called a p ub lic  m eeting  
w ith  all th e  managers involved  present. A nd  
the subject o f  the m eeting w ill be the pro
v ision ing o f  our d istrict. Smart, aren’t  I? 
I f  th ings can’t  be arranged straightforwardly, 
then  a m ore com plicated w ay has to  be tried.

“A nd th a t’s w hat happens every day. 
R unning around, w riting  letters, fighting. 
But w hat else can I do? I d o n ’t  need synthetic  
fur m yself, nor do I need  cheap children’s 
clothes. A nd that is w hat m akes people a b it  
afraid o f  m e, the  fact tha t I  never ask  
anything for m yself. H o w  o ften  have I been  
asked ‘W h y do you  spend so m uch tim e on  
the problem s o f  people w ho w ill never show  
any gratitude?’ T o  such questions I always 
reply that it  m eans m uch m ore to  m e to  
be able to  give a person som ething than 
be given  a hundred th in gs m yself. Y ou  w o n ’t 
stick  to  your guns qu ite  so vehem ently, 1 
was to ld , w hen you  find ou t how  ungrateful 
people are. A nd  each tim e  I  assure these  
solicitous friends that I can’t  change m y
se lf . . .  I w as also to ld  I was stupid, n ot  
even asking for another flat for ourselves, 
w hen besides m y work, I have enrolled at 
the U niversity  o f  T echnology and study at 
n igh t at the  k itchen  table. A  m em ber o f  
Parliam ent! A nd again I replied I w ou ld  not 
ask as I knew  that one day I w ou ld  be given  
one w ith ou t asking w hen  there were enough  
flats to  spare. T h e k itchen  table does not 
worry m e a b it, b u t people are worried by  
th e  fact that I am  not afraid to  look  them  
in  the face. T h ey  oughtn’t  to  be sorry for 
m e, but for people w ho have the oppor
tun ity , even a m andate, to  get th ings  
changed, and do n o th in g !”

$

"I was once asked by a fe llow  deputy in  
the lobby o f  Parliam ent w hether I  had any 
pensioners’ problem s in  m y district. O f

1 59
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course, I replied. A nd what d id  I do about 
them ? W ell, I study each problem  thorough
ly  and i f  I find th e  com plaint justified, I 
w rite a letter to  the D irector o f  the  N ational 
Pensions O ffice. H as such a letter any effect?  
C ertainly, I  said. U p  to  th e  present in  all 
eigh t cases m y application  was accepted and 
the  pensions in  question  were raised. H e  had 
never even thou gh t o f  the possib ility , said  
m y fe llow  d ep u ty . . .  E ighty-four-year-old  
M rs. H egedűs was liv in g  on a pension  o f  
140  forints w hen  her rent was raised to  
180  forints, because the lavatory was in  the  
flat itse lf . She cam e to  m e, w eeping bitterly, 
w anting to know  w hat w ould  becom e o f  her. 
W ell, her sm all pension  w as raised to  530  
fo r in ts . . .

“In  th e  last few  m onths one dairy shop  
after the  other has disappeared from  the  
district. T h e  one in  H ám án Kató ó t  was 
closed, then  another on  G ubacsi ó t ,  and 
the o ld  people are m ost b itter about it . 
A nd then  there is the Zóna Bistro on  Gubacsi 
ú t. I t  w as set up  by the  S outh  Pest 
Catering Enterprise and it  was prom ised that 
cheap dishes w ou ld  be served there. T he  
cheap dishes have disappeared. But the hard 
drinks, and w ith  them  a yearly four m illion  
forin ts incom e, have rem ained. ‘People do 
n ot ask for food  here,’ I was to ld . O f  course 
they  don’t , they  d o n ’t  even dare enter the  
place as i t  reeks o f  beer and w ine and 
brandy. . .  A t 6  Kén utca the  Pálya 
“restaurant” consists o f  a single room , and  
has a yearly turnover o f  2  m illio n  forints! 
I w as prom ised that it  w ou ld  be closed as 
soon as the bu ild in g  supplying the various 
services was finished, to  lessen th e  drunken
ness round here. W henever I ask w hen  th is  
event is going finally to  take place I am  t o ld : 
‘T h e orders have been given , and action  
can be expected w ith in  a short tim e. A nd  
to  help  th ings t i ll  then , w e have asked for 
policem en to  be on  duty  here o n  pay d ay .’ 
But the shutters are n ot p u t up and no  
policem en are v isib le  except one or tw o  
w hen  I am  receiving m y constituents.

“I have n o t yet m entioned  our new

ch em ist’s shop and post office. Y ou m ust  
see them . A t last th e  w om en  do not have 
to  take the tram  all the w ay to  Boráros 
tér i f  a ch ild  is il l . U p  to  now  I ’ve 
been talking m ostly  about our troubles, 
though I  know  very w ell that there are m ore  
decent people than not. But the  few  w ho  
d o not w ork properly manage to  upset all 
the others. A nd it  is fantastic to  see how  
im m ensely  conceited  people in  authority are! 
W henever I  drop a few  lines to  som e m an
ager, he regards it  as a personal affront, 
because he is n ot proud o f  h is job— I w ish  
he were— but o f  h is authority. I have been  
to ld  a num ber o f  tim es n ot to  busy m y se lf  
so m uch w ith  peop le’s individual problem s, 
w ith  housing questions and so forth . T h is  
kind  o f  good advice turns m y stom ach, even  
i f  on ly  for a short w h ile . In  m y  first anger 
I rep lied  that though , thank you , I was 
grateful for such w ell-m ean ing  h in ts, w hether  
they  liked  it  or not, I w ou ld  never send  
people away w ho need  m y h elp . A nd as 
long as there is a sing le  straw to  clutch, 
I shall go on  d oing m y u tm ost to  straighten  
o u t any law ful claim ,

“T h is one here happened in  January, as 
you can see by the date o f  these letters. O n  
January 2 1 , I w en t hom e late in  the evening  
after receiving m y constituents and at the  
door o f  our apartm ent I foun d  Bertalan 

Jaskó, a one-legged  invalid , h is w ife  and 
five o f  their children, ho ld ing  in  h is hand  
an ev iction  notice. I to o k  th em  in to  the  
kitchen, asking them  to  speak q u ietly  as 
m y parents were asleep and I d id  not w ant 
to  disturb them . T h e Jaskó fam ily  has ten  
children, n ot one o f  them  in  State care, 
the  one-legged  father puts together the  
w ooden cases for vegetables and h is w ife  
is a charwom an w orking at the  C om m unal 
M anagem ent Enterprise. I have been  at their  
place: the w alls are covered w ith  m ildew , 
i t  was m ore than tim e that th is one-room  
and k itchen  flat at N o . 7 4  Soroksári ó t  was 
dem olished . T h e  fam ily  w ou ld  not accept 
the  flat offered th em  instead o f  the present 
one, and that is  w hy they were to  be evicted .
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T h e one offered to  them  was a tw o-room  
apartm ent in  Sobieski János utca, w ithou t  
a to ile tte  or a bathroom  on  the second floor. 
‘In  the  present situation , even though  tem 
porarily, they  m ust accept the flat assigned  
them . Later they  w ill have an opportunity  
o f  exchanging it , but they have got to  leave 
their  present one, as it  is dangerous,’ I  was 
to ld  w hen  I had stopped the enforcem ent 
o f  the  ev iction  order. I  was also asked to  
‘accept the D istr ict C ou n cil’s p o in t o f  view  
and help  th e m ’. Y ou  ask w hat I was th in k 
in g?  S im ply  that here, in  the  year 1974 , 
is  a fam ily  w ho w ork as w ell as they can, 
where I never noticed  drunkenness, where 
ten  children have to  be w ashed and cared 
for and that it  is u tterly  im possib le that 
there is n ot a single ground-floor flat for  
them  in  the capital. A nd find one I d id , 
w ith in  six  days, w ith  the help  o f  the Buda
pest T ow n  C ouncil, in  Z u gló . Far from  here, 
b u t the on ly  d istrict where I was given  help, 
as in  m y ow n  d istrict I  was a prophet 
w ithou t h o n o u r .. .

“ I have another flat problem  in  15 Illatos 
tit where Sándor Fekecs lives w ith  his 
fam ily . H e  is lam e, and gets round in  an  
invalid  chair. T e n  years ago he was em ployed  
here in  th e  d istrict at the  N o . 21 V olán  
Enterprise as a janitor and given  a six  square 
m etre room  on the  prem ises. T h e  m an and 
his w ife  cam e from  the country as there was 
no work there for an invalid , and at that 
tim e these six  square m etres seem ed heaven. 
Since then, however, tw o children have been  
born. T heir m isfortune is that in  19 6 7  they  
p u t in  a request for a flat, b u t in  1971 , w hen  
according to  a new  order they ought to have 
renewed their request, they failed  to  do so, 
and so do n ot qualify  for any w aiting list. 
T h e m an is a total invalid , he can on ly  use 
his le ft  hand. H o w  could he push  h im se lf  
in  h is chair from  Illatos ú t to  Bakács 
tér? I knew  perfectly  w ell there w as a 
so lu tion  to  their  d ifficu lty; th a t’s perhaps 
w h at’s w rong. I  am  too  w ell in form ed. In  
Illatos ú t there are six  one-room  flats 
w hich  have been standing em pty  for m onths.

S ix  hundred and ten  people signed a p etition  
to  have them  allocated to  people in  the  
d istrict. A fter rows and h ostility  all round  
I at last got them  opened and allocated, 
b u t since then , as you  can w ell im agine, 
they  hate m y guts at the  H ou sin g  D epart
m ent. But to  continue, a one room  and 
kitchen  flat in  m y d istrict could  be allotted  
to  the Fekecs fam ily— as I foun d  ou t from  
the  D istr ict C ou n cil. . .  i f . . .  i f  the enter
prise where he is w orking was ready to  
pay double o f  the norm al su m  dem anded  
by the C ouncil for allocating a flat, that is 
1 2 ,0 0 0  forints in  a ll. T h is  is  w hat I was 
to ld  on  January 3. A nd  now  have a look  
at m y diary on  th e  Fekecs question . January 
12, January 2 5 , February 19, M arch 1, 
M arch 2 5 , A pril 2 . Letters were w ritten, 
phone-calls were m ade and always the same 
answer: it  is  being arranged, all is going  
w ell, i t  w ill be se tt le d ... .  W h y  do I have 
to  w rite one letter after another, make 
innum erable phone-calls, be nice to  officials 
and be satisfied w ith  h alf-so lu tions for weeks 
and w eeks on  end ? W h y  do I have to  fight 
lik e  the devil ? W h y  is a deputy’s help  needed  
in  order to  see that officials do their work  
as it  ought to  be done ?

"And then  there’s th e  question  o f  m ilk  
for school children. Again I begin  by gently  
trying to  feel m y w ay w ith  the  officials, 
asking for in form ation  on  th e  num ber o f  
children, the num ber o f  fam ilies w ith  m any  
children in  the seven elem entary schools o f  
m y d istrict before I start anything. I have 
heard that the council o f  V as C ounty ar
ranged that in  three tow ns in  th e  county the  
children w ou ld  get free m ilk  at sc h o o l. . .  
T hat I know . A nd at the  sam e tim e I  also 
know  perfectly  w ell that a num ber o f  ch il
dren in  Ferencváros get very litt le  m ilk  to  
drink. I shall never forget the school excur
sion  w hich  I w en t on  at the  inv ita tion  o f  a 
teacher from  the school on  Illatos út, 
where I was at school m yself, where I saw  
that a num ber o f  the  children brought 
noth ing b u t bread for the w hole day. For 
the tim e being I am  concentrating on  the
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sm all children w ho are too  young to  manage 
m oney, w ho cannot look  after them selves, 
w hose m other leaves for w ork early in  the  
m orning. A t least the  elem entary school 
children should be given  free m ilk  h ere . . . ”

$

“ But le t ’s have a look  at another file. 
H ere i t ’s the question  o f  the p u b lic  baths 
in  Dandár Street. H ere, in  a d istrict like  
ours, where a mere ten  per cent o f  the flats 
have a bathroom , the on ly  p ub lic  baths were 
shut dow n in  Septem ber 19 7 1 w ith  the  
prom ise o f  renovating and transform ing them  
in to  a ‘hydropathic establishm ent’ w ith in  
eighteen  m onths. N o  need  to  te ll you  that 
the prom ise w asn’t  kept. A nd th is is not 
on ly  a problem  for the  people o f  th is d is
trict, because people from  K ispest, Erzsébet 
and Józsefváros used to  com e here for baths 
as w ell. Dandár Street was a heaven sent 
g ift  to  the o ld , it  was near and cheap. H ere  
is a letter from  the Budapest C ity  Baths 
Establishm ent A dm inistration , signed by  
D r. András V ité z  and w ritten  on  an electric 
typew riter. ‘Dear Com rade! I have to  in 
form  you that in  the course o f  the d em olition  
work w e discovered certain unforeseen struc
tural problem s w hich  m ade it  im perative 
to  redesign the bu ild ing, to  avoid potential 
dangers.’ W h at am  I to  do? Call m y con
stituents together and tell th em : *My 
dear constituents, please w ait a few  years 
and u n til the public baths are ready, wash  
any w ay you  can. In  hand-basins, under 
taps, in  the open air! N o th in g  can be done, 
as the officials have just discovered that the  
supporting structure has to  be renew ed, that 
new  designs w ill be needed, and costs are 
rocketing sky h igh . It is  already a question  
o f  18 m illio n  forints, and up to  now  not 
even  the bank credit has been gran ted . . .  ’. 
A nd am  I to  be expected to  persuade the  
people to  be satisfied w ith  tw o butcher’s 
shops, five grocer’s shops and three green
grocer’s shops all the way from  H atár 
ú t to  H ám án Kató á t ,  an area where

factories and crowded tenem ent houses are 
th ick  on  the ground? T here are seven w ine
shops in  th is neighbourhood; in  vain w e  
say w e need m ore cultural places o f  am use
m en t and n ot disreputable w ineshops, w in e
shops is w hat w e get.

“Three years is  n ot a lon g  tim e. It has 
been  barely enough to  find ou t w hat ought  
to  be done and w hat has to  be changed. 
A nd I lu g  all th is  know ledge round w ith  
m e wherever I go. I t  is  w ith  m e w hen  new  
laws are discussed in  Parliam ent, w hen w e  
are opening up new  w a y s. .  .

“T w ice a year I receive the fifty sheets 
o f  official paper and envelopes allow ed by  
Parliam ent, and on  each o f  them , in  the  
upper right corner, you  can read that the  
letter com es from  a m em ber o f  Parliam ent. 
W ell from  the beginning o f  the year I 
am  constantly worrying that they w ill not  
be en ou gh . . .  I shall have to  ask to  have th is  
allowance increased, in  order to  have suffi
cien t stationery for m y correspondence, to  
w rite to  the com petent authorities about 
lack o f  supervision and inspection , about 
the  use o f  influence, the litt le  kings all 
round that rule the roost. A nd also to  ar
range that w e do not have the  o ld -type  
tramways along Angyal á t , w ith  h igh  
steps that are unmanageable for o ld  people, 
or that th e  M eat Industry Enterprise finally  
builds a cleansing p lant to  prevent p ig ’s 
ta ils and fat from  flooding Földvári utca. 
A nd I also need  official stationery to  ask  
the police authorities to  send policem en to  
our parks m ore often , to  keep the ligh t  
bulbs unbroken longer than a d a y . . .

“Yes, I am  tired , I get so angry. But I 
d on ’t  care, I shall never write o f f  anything  
as hopeless. I t  is m ost probable that the  
first tim e the inhabitants o f  Ferencváros saw  
m y name was w hen  they w ent to  the po lling  
booth, and y et they had fa ith  in  m e. A nd  
th is  gives m e the  strength to  continue  
tom orrow where I le ft o ff  today. But also 
because I am  convinced that every question  
and every answer is closely connected w ith  
the lives o f  the workers h ere.”



PIROSKA SZEMES

FAMILY L E G I S L A T I O N  A N D  W O M E N

In  H ungary, the  legal arrangements that 
govern marriage, fam ily  life  and adoption  
were first codified in  th e  fam ily  law  o f  195 2 . 
A lthough the  basic law  has n ot changed since  
195 2 , the evolu tion  o f  H ungarian society  
m ade it  im perative to  alter certain portions 
o f  that law in  order to  harm onize legal 
relations w ith  the new  dem ands o f  the  life  
o f  the present H ungarian society. Con
sequently, in  the spring 1 9 7 4  session o f  the  
Parliam ent, the H ungarian fam ily  law  was 
m odified to  som e extent. T h is  m odification  
is  v iew ed b y  H ungarian p u b lic  op in ion  to  
a great exten t as a certain victory for w om en, 
or at least a m odification that serves only 
the  interests o f  w om en and assures certain  
prerogatives only for them . A lthough  it  can
n ot be debated that th e  adaptation does 
serve the interests o f  H ungarian w om en, it  
m ust be em phasized that these changes d id  
n ot serve the  interests o f  the  w om en only 
or even primarily. T he interests o f  w om en  
are im proved by th is adaptation on ly  in  so 
far as th e  interest o f  the  fam ily  and society  
dem anded it . Therefore, i t  m ust be em pha
sized  that the altered fam ily  law  protects 
the  fam ily  in  w h ich  the w om an, aside from  
her traditional functions, also serves new  
tasks: she participates in  the production o f  
societal goods by acting as n ot m erely a 
wom an bu t also as a m other.

T w en ty -tw o  years ago, w hen the founda
tions o f  the  H ungarian fam ily  law were laid, 
on ly  a m inority  o f  w om en w orked. T he net
work o f  various children’s in stitu tion s, such  
as, for exam ple, nurseries, kindergartens and 
day-care centres connected w ith  the  schools 
had n ot y et been  b u ilt  up. F ollow ing the  
war, in  sp ite o f  the great labour requirem ents 
o f  industrial productivity, for a major por
tio n  o f  p u b lic  op in ion  th e  dem and that 
w om en also accept w ork seem ed to  be  
strange and foreign. A t that tim e, as a young  
journalist I, too , was an enthusiastic pro

ponent o f  w om en  becom ing a part o f  the  
labour force. M y various notes and reports 
that rem ain from  those tim es indicate that 
aside from  those girls and young w om en  
w ho testified  to  the  liberating role o f  labour, 
there were m any people w ho saw a decrease 
o f  social prestige resulting for their parti
cipation  in  w ork. N o t  infrequently, the  
decision  w hether the w om an should  accept 
em ploym ent outside the  fam ily  was preceded  
by lengthy fam ily  councils. There were people  
w ho phrased th is question  in  th is m anner: 
“Can the husband allow  h is w ife  to  go to  
work?” In  m y o ld  notes, I find such fre
quent com m ents as, for exam ple, “ I got  
m arried. M y  husband is responsible for m e !” 
“H e  w ho is n ot able to  support a w om an  
is not really a m an .” *

I  recall that in  one o f  our b ig  industial 
cities i t  was questionable in  th e  post-war  
period w hether a brand new  kindergarten  
could  be opened, for there was no certainty  
that there w ill  be enough children to  be 
cared for! U n lik e  today m any o f  the w om en  
at that tim e seem ed to  be reluctant to  
place their  children in  these institu tions, 
w hile  even the girls w ho were children in  
those days today consider it  natural that they  
should go to  w ork. C onsequently, for a long  
tim e now , it  has n ot been a necessity to  
convince th e  w om en to  place their children  
in  the kindergarten; they know  today that 
children receive better care g iven  to  them  
in  the kindergarten than at neighbours or 
at grandm other’s. A side from  th is  value 
judgem ent, today even the neighbour and 
grandmother are st ill active workers. Even  
the young m other today relies on ly  in  the ir

* In  H ungarian  th ere  are tw o  designations fo r 
th e  w ord " h u s b a n d " : fé r j  and  úr, or, as i t  is m ost 
frequen tly  used in  th e  first person possessive, 

férjem  and  uram. W h ile  th e  first denotes a non  
value-loaded equ ivalen t o f  m y  husband , uram 
denotes a subservient ro le o f  th e  w om an.
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assistance u n til there is a place available 
for her baby.

Today o u t o f  10 m illio n  H ungarian  
citizen s, s ligh tly  over 5 m illio n  people are 
em ployed. O f  these 5 m illio n  people, on  
D ecem ber 31, 1 972 , 2 ,8 9 1 ,0 0 0  were m en  
and 2 ,1 7 0 ,2 0 0  were w om en . C onsequently, 
43  per cent o f  workers are w om en .*  T hese  
num bers also reflect a new  social ou tlook  
that is  prevalent in  our society.

R eturning to  the fam ily  law  o f  1952 , it  is 
undebatable that it  had been  a m odern and  
progressive law  from  the very m om en t o f  
its  creation. In  sp ite  o f  the  fact that, at 
tha t tim e, p u b lic  op in ion  had accepted the  
role o f  the m an as the  “head o f  the fam ily ,” 
the  law  no longer recognized th is  concept 
as it  c lothed  each partner in  the m antle  
o f  equal responsib ility  and equal rights.

“T h e purpose o f  th is law  to  regulate the  
in stitu tion s o f  fam ily  and marriage on  the  
bases o f  the C onstitu ion  and in  accordance 
w ith  the social order o f  the p eop le’s dem oc
racy and on  the moral bases o f  socialism , in  
order to  insure the equality o f  w om en  in  
marriage and w ith in  the fam ily , to  protect 
the interests o f  the ch ild  and to  prom ote the  
developm ent and education o f  the y o u th .” **

According to  Jenő Bacsó, one o f  the  
leading officials o f  th e  M in istry  o f  Justice, 
w ho h im se lf  had participated in  the alte
ration o f  the fam ily  law, the  correction o f  
the  law  was in tended  to serve various pur
poses :

“T h e greater defence o f  the in stitu tion  
o f  a marriage; th e  increasing responsib ility  
o f  those w ho are to  be m arried toward one 
another as partners in  marriage and toward  
the  society  as a w h ole; the strengthening  
o f  fam ily  ties, the  enhancing o f  a good  
fam ily  com m unity  in  accordance w ith  the  
developm ent o f  society; the defence o f  
w om en w ith in  the fam ily; th e  greater de

* Statisztikai Zsebkönyv (Pocket Book of Sta
tistics). 1973.

** § i  o f  the Family Act o f 1952. A családjogi 
törvény (Family Law). Közgazdasági és Jogi Könyv
kiadó, Budapest.
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fence o f  the interests o f  children; the in 
surance o f  the ch ild ’s continuous education  
w ith in  the  fam ily  se ttin g; the continued  
grow th o f  the ch ild  in  the correct d irection  
and the satisfaction  o f  his possible support 
needs outside the regular channels . . . ” ***

In  practice the  propagandizing o f  every 
law  and its  observance m eans a m any-faceted  
activ ity  aim ed at accepted concept form a
tions. In  reference to  the fam ily  law , I 
w ou ld  m erely lik e  to  m en tion  the concept 
o f  th e  “head o f  fam ily .” Even though  the  
concept no longer exists in  law , for a large 
segm ent o f  society  th is concept st ill exists 
and it  is  identified  w ith  the person o f  the  
husband or the father. Especially strongly  
recognized is th is concept am ong the older 
generation; interestingly enough, th is con
cept is also held  today by a large part o f  
the m iddle-aged  portion o f  society , in  sp ite  
o f  the fact that a significant m ajority o f  the 
w om en have been partners in  wage earning 
o f  their husbands for one or tw o decades. 
T h e younger generation seem s to  be an 
exception  to  th is rule, for their concept 
form ation has taken place under m ore con
solidated social circum stances. T h is  gene
ration is forced by their circum stances o f  
life  and by their econom ic activ ities to divide  
fam ily  responsib ilities and rights m ore even
ly , although equality o f  these roles has not 
y et been achieved in  every case.

According to  previous laws, u n til the  
19 5 2  Fam ily A ct, H ungarian m arried w om en  
officially had to  use their husband’s entire  
nam e and were n ot allow ed to  keep their  
m aiden nam es. A lthough there were w om en  
— m ostly  artists, actresses, doctors and w o
m en  in  p ub lic  life— w ho d id  use their  
m aiden nam e, for official purposes a wom an  
had to  abandon her m aiden nam e, even her 
Christian forenam e, and becom e, le t us say, 
from  Éva Boldog overnight M rs. János 
Kovács. Even during the debates that pre
ceded the preparation o f  the 195 2  fam ily  
law , sharp contrary opin ions were expressed

*** Amendment to the Family Act o f 1952, 
Magyar Közlöny, N o . 31. 1974.
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concerning the  use o f  the  fam ily  name. 
There were those w ho have considered the  
mandatory resignation from  one’s m aiden  
nam e to  be a detraction from  the concept 
o f  equality. There were those w ho recom 
m ended, in  accordance w ith  accepted prac
tice  o f  various states, that the w om an keep  
her Christian surname and adopt the  hus
band’s last nam e. T h e form ulators o f  the  
law , very correctly, fe lt  that no single so lu 
tio n  to th is problem  w ould  be acceptable, 
and therefore allow ed, w ith in  the frame
work o f  the  law , various alternatives to  
both  husband and w ife  in  regard to  the  
use o f  the fam ily  nam e. I t  was up to  the  
w om an w hether traditionally she adopted her 
husbands fam ily  nam e, kept her ow n Chris
tian  nam e, tagged her husband’s last nam e 
to  that o f  her ow n, or kept her entire  
m aiden nam e throughout her marriage. 
Sim ilarly, th e  husband w as also given  the  
p ossib ility  o f  adopting h is w ife ’s fam ily  
nam e in  place o f  h is ow n.

A t first sigh t, i t  seem s silly  on the part 
o f  H ungarian w om en to  attribute such  
im portance to  such  a trivial question  as the  
m e o f  a nam e. H a d  the state at the end o f  
the  last century, w hen  it  took  over the  
task o f  registering o f  marriages from  the  
churches, dem anded m erely that the last name 
o f  the w ife  be changed to  that o f  the new ly  
married husband, perhaps the use o f  the  
fam ily  nam e w ou ld  have been less o f  an 
issue. But th e  result o f  the archaic law  was 
that one could  im m ediately  recognize from  
the form  o f  the  name w hether its  bearer 
was a single girl or a married w om an. Since  
the social status o f  w om en in  capitalist 
societies increases w ith  marriage, for m any  
w om en— and for m any m en  as w ell— for 
reasons o f  vanity it  seem ed natural to  stick  
to  th is custom  and, consequently, to  retain  
the habit o f  wearing the  husband’s name 
thereby expressing the expected increase in  
social status.

As a result o f  the adopting the provisions 
o f  the 195 2  fam ily  law  relating to  the use 
o f  the fam ily  nam e, today everyone can

determ ine according to  h is or her in tellectual, 
psychological, or social needs, w hat action  
he or she m ay decide to  take. T h e altered  
regal regulations today prescribe that the  
registrar o f  marriages is  ob liged  to  inform  
th e  bride-to-be o f  the various form s in  
w hich  the  fam ily  nam e m ay be used. T h e  
bride-to-be m ust state her preference; w ith 
ou t these tw o actions the  marriage cannot 
take place. I t  is interesting to  note that the  
o ld  custom  o f  adopting th e  entire nam e o f  
the fam ily  is s t ill prevalent practice, al
though  am ong those w om en having a sepa
rate profession, and specifically am ong those  
possessing a higher degree, i t  is  n ot unusual 
that even after marriage, they  retain the  
use o f  their m aiden names.

In  the  updated fam ily  law , a new  pos
sib ility  occurs in  reference to  the use o f  
on e’s nam e fo llow in g  a divorce and the  
divorced w om an now  m ay decide w h ich  nam e 
she w ishes to  use fo llow in g  the  divorce. 
U n til now , according to  the previous provi
sions, the  w om en  had to  apply specifically  
to  the court to  be en titled  to  use her form er 
husband’s nam e. A nd th e  husband had to  
give perm ission to  h is form er w ife  to  con
tinue th is practice. A ccording to  th e  new  
law , on ly  those w om en m ay be deprived  
o f  using their form er husband’s nam e w ho  
have been  legally  sentenced to  deprivation o f  
freedom  for the com m issio n o f aprem editated  
crim e. Even in  these instances, however, the  
court m ay st ill a llow  the  w om an to  use her 
form er husband’s nam e and m ay deny the  
form er husband’s application for nam e 
deprivation i f  i t  chooses to  do so.

«

From  nearly every p o in t o f  the fam ily  
law , i t  becom es clear that it  in tends to  
protect the in stitu tion  o f  marriage that is 
based on  equality. T h u s, certain rights can 
be exercised on ly  through th e  in stitu tion  
o f  a legal marriage such as, for exam ple, 
the d isp osition  o f  com m on property, the  
provision o f  m andatory support and the  
right o f  inheritance.
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In a marriage everything that th e  couple 
acquired either ind ep en dently  or together  
during the term  o f  marriage is considered com 
m on  property. Property that is considered to  
be separate includes those item s that have been  
acquired prior to  th e  marriage by one party, 
those that one party had inherited, received  
as g ifts , are used as personal property, or 
are acquired from  separate previously exist
in g  financial sources during the  term  o f  the  
marriage. If, however, the separate source 
o f  financial w ealth  exists in  lieu  o f  com m on  
l ife  activ ities and is supported in  place o f  
usual household  properties, fo llow in g  fifteen  
years o f  marriage i t  is considered to  becom e  
com m on property. N eith er  before nor 
during the marriage can either o f  the parties 
to  a marriage be excluded from  ownership  
o f  com m on property. T h e  paragraph that  
m akes it  possib le to  term inate com m on  
ow nership as a result o f  certain harm ful 
actions in tends to  protect the  fam ily  and, 
in  the greatest num ber o f  instances, pri
m arily the m other and ch ild . T hus, for 
exam ple, the  husband— in  som e instance the  
w ife— causes such an accident for w hich  very 
high paym ent is extracted. N eith er  party 
w ants to be divorced, but the innocent party 
refuses to  pay for the negligence o f  the  other 
w ith  his or her incom e or separate source 
o f  w ealth . In another instance, the husband  
— or in  som e cases the w ife— m ay be an  
alcoholic, drinks up a significant portion  o f  
h is or her incom e and in  such cases, the  
other party to  the  marriage m ay request the  
term ination  o f  com m on property status 
in  the interest o f  th e  innocent party and o f  
the  children.

A ccording to  law , leg itim ate household  
expenses should  com e o u t o f  the  incom e  
o f  th e  couple, rather than the  incom e o f  
either m em ber o f  the  fam ily . In  case the  
com m on incom e does n ot cover the expenses 
for the  m aintenance o f  the  household, the  
m em bers o f  the fam ily  are required to  
contribute in  equal proportion from  their  
separate sources o f  w ealth . If, how ever, only  
one party possesses a separate source o f

w ealth , that party is responsible for adding  
the  am ount required for the  m aintenance o f  
the  household from  that party’s separate 
source o f  w ealth .

M ore than ten  years ago, the Supreme 
Court had established the principle accord
in g  to  w hich  the children above six  years 
o f  age should be placed in  case o f  separating 
parents. In  the beginning it  seem ed very 
just that all children below  6  years should  
be placed prim arily w ith  the m other. Above 
6  years o f  age, generally speaking, the ch ild
ren should be placed in  accordance w ith  
their sex. T hus, a girl is placed w ith  her 
m other, a boy w ith  h is father. In  court 
practice, however, the application o f  this 
principle had caused a great deal o f  prob
lem s, for a portion  o f  the judges m ade their  
decision  on  an autom atic basis. T h is  practice 
had terrorized a great m any m others w ith  
m ale children and there were those w ho  
tolerated a bad marriage rather than to  be 
deprived o f  their boys. T here were also those  
w ho had given  up their righ t to  ch ild  sup
port rather than to  face the p ossib ility  o f  
the  father dem anding custody o f  the boy.

A t the request o f  the Legal C om m ittee  
o f  the  N ational C ouncil o f  H ungarian  
W om en, the M in istry  o f  Justice had con
ducted an investigation  o f  th is judicial prac
tice and m ore recently established new  
principles. A ccording to  the new  principles, 
the  children are placed n ot in  accordance 
w ith  their sex, b u t in  accordance w ith  their  
interests. C onsequently, th e  altered fam ily  
law codifies th is principle and intends to  
insure the p lacing o f  the ch ild  in  accordance 
w ith  h is continuous in te llectu al and em o
tional developm ent.

T h e updated fam ily  law  had strengthened  
several previously existing gu id ing  principles 
that have been  proven correct in  practice. 
Such a princip le, for exam ple, allows the  
dissolution  o f  a marriage provided serious 
and fundam ental causes for such d issolution  
seem  to  be present. Shou ld  parties to  a mar
riage m utually  arrive at a conclusion o f  
desiring to  divorce, such a conclusion can



SURVEYS

be considered a fundam ental cause for the  
dissolution  o f  marriage. T h e  court, however, 
w ill n ot accept such an agreem ent unless 
the parties agree to  all questions relating  
to  the placem ent o f  children, to  the con
tinued  c iv il relationship o f  the  children and  
parents, to  the d isposition  o f  the com m only  
u tilized  apartm ent and to  the  disposal o f  
com m on property.

$

In th e  statistics relating to  divorce, 
H ungary occupies an unfortunately h igh  
position . D ivorces in  H ungary account for 
approxim ately 25  per cent o f  all marriages. 
Table I indicates the num ber o f  marriages 
and divorces for the  period 1 9 7 1- 7 3 .*

N U M B E R  O F  M A R R IA G E S  
A N D  D IV O R C E S  

1 9 7 1 -1 9 7 3

Year Marriage D ivorce

1971 9 4 ,2 0 2 2 3 ,5 6 0
1972 9 4 ,7 1 0 2 4 ,1 9 0

1 9 7 3 1 0 1 , 5 5 9 2 5 , 3 0 0

T he very h igh  num ber o f  divorces m ay  
m ean that the individual m ore easily is able 
to require h is or her ow n  freedom , and in  
the case o f  a bad marriage, he or she may 
leave the bad marriage w ith  less social pre
judice than that w h ich  exists in  bourgeois 
society  tow ard a divorced person. A  work
in g  w om an depends less on  her husband  
than  a housew ife w ho possesses no separate 
incom e. M oreover, i f  the  w om an desires to  
dissolve the bonds o f  a bad marriage in  the  
interests o f  her ch ild  or children, or i f  the  
husband no longer desires to  liv e  married  
l ife  w ith  her, th e  w ife  receives the  m aterial 
and moral support o f  society.

* Statistical Pocket Book o f  Hungary, Kö^r 
gazdasági Is Jogi Könyvkiadó, Budapest, 1974, 
See on p. 57.

T he F am ily  A ct is accom panied by a h ost  
o f  various other regulations that fo llow  the  
sp irit o f  the fam ily  law . T h u s, for exam ple, 
the industrial, agrarian and other branch 
Labour Codes contain provisions relating  
to  the protection  o f  the fam ily  and provide 
assistance, am ong other provisions for ex
am ple, to  the  m others and fathers w ho rear 
their children alone.

M arriages that are contracted w ith ou t  
enough preparation at too  young an age play  
an im portant role in  the rising percentage o f  
divorces. T hese are the marriages that a few  
m onths or years later w ou ld  never be con
tracted by the parties. T h e fact that pre
viously  there was no required w aiting period  
prior to  marriage seem ed to  have been  an  
enticem ent for the young people to  get  
m arried w ith o u t g iv ing m uch thou gh t to  
th is act. I f  they  possessed valid docum ents, 
they  had every possib ility  o f  gettin g  m arried  
at a m om en t’s notice fo llow in g  their  d eci
sion . M arriages that were born under these  
circum stances o ften  could n ot w ithstand the  
first serious hurdle posed by life . T h e tragedies 
resulting from  these doom ed marriages were 
generally fe lt  m ostly  by the ch ild  and by  
the  young m other w ho generally was pre
pared neither for m otherhood nor for serious 
work.

According to  the experience o f  other  
socialist states where the w aiting period prior 
to  marriage is mandatory, o f  those w ho  
apply to  get married, 1 5 -2 0  per cent do  
not show  up before the registrar o f  marriages. 
Such experience was m ade use o f  in  H ungary  
w hen, as o f  June I, 197 4 , the new  law  
began to  prescribe a mandatory 30-day w ait
in g  period prior to  marriage that is in tended  
to  help  in  the  recognition o f  the im portance  
o f  marriage as m uch as the other new  
adm inistrative requirem ent: the m andatory 
m edical exam ination. From  now  on, those  
in tend ing to  get married m ust pass a m edical 
exam ination, the  negative result o f  w hich, 
how ever, does n ot exclude the  p ossib ility  
o f  marriage. T h e purpose o f  th is m edical 
exam ination is to  give an exact accounting o f

1 6 7
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the health status o f  the parties in  order to  
insure that possible illnesses do not becom e  
a contributory cause to  the w orsening o f  
the marriage at a later date.

*

There are x 11 paragraphs o f  the Fam ily  
A ct. A lthough it  does offer greater benefits, 
assurances and support to  w om en  in  certain 
respects, that state o f  affairs exists only as a 
corrective measure to  the inheritence from  
the previously m ale-oriented society and as 
a result o f  the necessity to  equalize the tw o  
sexes in  the interest o f  present-day society. 
In regard to its  substance, the socialist 
fam ily  serves the interests o f  the husband  
and children as m uch as the interest o f  the  
w om an w ith o u t g iv ing undue benefits to  
either party. In  the socia list fam ily  the  
relationship o f  the marriage partners is ex
pressed by their equality. T h ey  are both  
responsible for the fu lfilling  o f  ob ligations 
toward one another, toward the  children and 
tow ard society. T h e socialist fam ily  reflects 
the changes that occurred in  our society  
during the  last generation and reflects the  
fact that m asses o f  w om en had been enrolled  
in  work and have becom e the  partners o f  
m en in  wage earning. N eed less to  say, the 
fam ily  law cannot contain all th e  laws refer
ring to  the  fam ily  and there w ill  be other  
rules and regulations as w ell as laws w hich  
w ill serve th e  interests o f  the sm allest u n it  
o f  society. R ules and regulations today pro
tect the w orking m other and her fam ily  in  
a variety o f  spheres including the prohib ition  
for their em ploym ent in  areas that m ay be 
harm ful to  their health (certain spheres o f  
chem ical industry, w ork on  heavy m achinery, 
etc.). There are regulations relating to  preg
nant w om en  that ensure that she m ay be  
occupied on ly  in  areas that are n ot harm ful 
to her or to  her unborn ch ild ’s health. 
In larger factories, for exam ple, special 
brigades are designated for pregnant w om en

that do ligh t w ork on ly . I t  is an im portant 
regulation that the salary o f  pregnant w om en  
cannot be less than their earning in  their  
previous positions. A  pregnant w om an or 
a young m other m ay n ot be fired from  her 
job. A  w om an g iv in g  b irth  m ust be given  
six m onths o f  paid  vacation and financial 
assistance. T h e H ungarian ch ild  support 
system  that allow s the m other to  rem ain  
at hom e u n til the third  birthday o f  her 
ch ild  and to  receive significant child-care 
allow ance for th is period is unique in  the  
w orld.* If, during th is period, in  her place 
o f  work the salaries are raised, her salary 
m ust also be raised upon her return to  work. 
A  m other w ho has children o f  kindergarten  
age can on ly  be com pelled  to  w ork overtim e  
w ith  her ow n  voluntary agreem ent even  
under exceptional circum stances. I f  the ch ild  
is sick , u n til the ch ild ’s third  birthday, the  
w orking m other m ust be g iven  six ty  days 
o f  fu lly  paid sick  leave per ch ild  and per 
annum . Betw een three and six  years o f  age, 
a ch ild ’s illness en titles the  m other to  30  
days sick  leave w ith  fu ll pay per annum . 

*

W ith  the confines o f  th is article it  is 
im possib le to  lis t  all the  regulations pro
tectin g  the fam ily , the children and the  
w om en . From  its  beginning, H ungarian  
society kept pace w ith  the  fu lfilm ent o f  
those dem ands that were aim ed at equalizing  
the  role o f  w om en ; the various law s, rules 
and regulations and in  parallel w ith  them  
the awarded m aterial benefits also em phasized  
the  im portance o f  the fam ily . Especially the  
last years have been  characterized by the  
m any and efficient regulations protecting the  
fam ily  and prom oting fam ily  life . These new  
regulations and their positive effects can be 
clearly seen in  the num ber o f  new  marriages 
and in  the recent rise in  the num ber o f  births.

* See also E gon Szabady’s artic le  on  p . 136  in  
th is  issue.
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S T U D E N T  MARRIAGES

There were 2 ,3 0 8  registered students in  
197 2  in  the five-year course o f  the School o f  
Electrical Engineering o f  the Budapest 
U niversity  o f  T echnology, and o f  these 2 ,0 6 4  
were m ale and 2 4 4  fem ale.

126 o f  these students were married, and 
they  were asked by th e  C om m unist youth  
organization o f  the  university to  fill up  
a questionnaire designed to  provide inform a
tio n  on the  conditions o f  their life , includ
in g  housing, w h ich  w ou ld  be h elp fu l w hen  
the  d istribution  o f  grants was decided. H av
in g  worked on  the questionnaires I tried  to  
find answers to  unanswered questions 
through personal interview s.

T h e num ber o f  marriages at the  School, 
according to  years, w as as fo llo w s: First 
year, 3 ; second year, 6 ;  th ird  year, 13; 
fourth year, 31; fifth  year, 7 3 .  T h e  great 
m ajority o f  marriages take place from  the  
third year on, that is m ost o f  these students  
get married after finishing the third  or 
fourth year, usually in  the sum m er vacation, 
although som e o f  the present fifth-year 
students had already married in  the first or 
second year.

O u t o f  the 126 married students 38 
couples are b oth  studying— m an and w ife—  
at the School o f  E lectrical Engineering. 
19 students are married to  w om en  registered  
at som e other educational in stitu tion , 
59 married students have a w ife  w ho works 
and 10 have a husband w ho works.

T h e w orking w ives o f  these university  
students are em ployed as fo llo w s: 3 scientific  
workers, 1 production engineer, 1 chem ist, 
1 econom ist, 1 b io log ist, 1 architect, 
I pediatrician, I business agent, I designer, 
6 technicians, I teacher, 1 college counsellor, 
I assistant in  a cultural centre, I transport 
agent, I com m ercial traveller, 1 engineer, 
i adm inistrator, I window -dresser, 1 sign  
painter, 2  drivers, 2  caretakers, 1 hair
dresser, 1 secretary, 2  typ ists, 2  accountants,

2  price analysts, 9  office clerks, 5 m edical 
assistants, 1 shop assistant. F ive returned no 
answers.

T h e w orking husbands o f  students are 
em ployed  as technicians, university assistant 
professor, radio technician, servicem an, de
sign  engineer, electrical engineer.

In our days it  is  n ot unusual to  find mar
ried couples w ith  d ifferent levels o f  educa
tio n . D em ographic data show  that there are 
a great m any marriages where the husband  
graduated from  a college or university and  
the w ife  on ly  com pleted  her elem entary  
studies, or secondary school. W e have m any 
exam ples to  the contrary as w ell, w ith  the  
w ife  having a m uch higher educational stan
dard than her husband.

T here is one striking difference observable 
w hen com paring the professions o f  w orking  
husbands and w orking w iv e s : w ith  one ex
ception  the husbands o f  university students 
were graduates o f  universities or sim ilar in 
stitution s.

Housing

O f  these 126  couples, 9 7  live together  
and 2 9  live separately. 51 o f  these couples 
live w ith  parents, 21 live in  rented room s, 
18 are in  university hostels and 7  have 
a hom e o f  their  ow n . T h is  clearly in 
dicates that in  m any cases the parents help  
and house their married ch ild . M ost o f  the  
students liv in g  in  rented room s com e from  
the country.

12 couples were liv in g  in  college hostels, 
and six  o f  these couples were housed in  the  
Electrical Engineers’ H o ste l, the spouse 
being adm itted  to  the  hostel where their  
w ife or husband had lived  before mar
riage.

It is on ly  in  the last tw o or three years 
that married couples have been allow ed to
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share a room  in  the E lectrical Engineers’ 
H ostel. T h is  is som eth ing new  and is far 
from  being general. I  saw som e hostels in  
the country where there is a separate section  
for married couples, b u t in  m ost o f  them  
they are discouraged or prevented from  
m oving in  together. T h is  is  especially true 
o f  the single-sex  hostels where young m en  
and girls from  19 to  23 years o f  age live  
strictly  segregated lives— at least officially—  
on  principles resem bling those o f  m edieval 
m onasteries.

Considering th e  housing situation  in  
H ungary the num ber o f  couples w ith  a hom e  
o f  their ow n  is surprisingly h igh . I suc
ceeded in  discovering how  som e o f  them  
manage it . O ne couple, as is som etim es 
done, signed a contract w ith  an o ld  relative 
to  take care o f  her, and w hen  she d ied  they  
got her flat in  return. A nother couple— the  
husband is st ill studying, the w ife  is a hair
dresser— inherited th e  flat from  a grand
m other. In  a third  case the w ell-to -d o  parents 
o f  th e  w ife  bought a flat for the  couple.

T h e  2 9  couples liv in g  separately live in  
2 9  different w ays, as, for instance, the w ife  
at hom e w ith  her parents— the husband in  
a h o ste l; th e  w ife  in  a rented room  in  Buda
p est or in  th e  country, th e  w ife  w ith  the  
husband’s parents— the husband in  a h o ste l; 
the  husband liv in g  w ith  h is parents— the  
w ife  w ith  her parents, th e  husband in  a 
rented room — th e w ife  in  a hostel or w ith  
her parents. . .

L iving together or separately changes 
from  day to  day. A  fourth-year student, for 
instance, m arried a g irl studying m edicine. 
T h ey w ill be together for one m ore year, 
and then  the husband w ill  go and w ork in  
the country w h ile  h is w ife  finishes the course 
liv in g  in  a hostel. A nother fifth-year student 
is  liv in g  separately, because h is w ife  works 
in  the  country, although they used to  live  
together. Such continual m ovings and  
separations im part a degree o f  uncertainty to  
the ir  lives; it  m ay take som e tim e before 
they can settle  dow n com fortably w ith  each 
other.

Why Marriage?

Said a classm ate o f  one couple: “T hey  
are very m uch in  love. T h ey  have been going  
together ever since they started college, they  
never w en t to  parties w ith o u t each other, 
and they always danced together. R eally, 
i t ’s a very rom antic love, they  even  go to  the  
student’s canteen hand in  hand. I t ’s interest
ing that nobody laughs at them , people rather 
envy them  instead being so m uch in  lo v e .”

T here are others w ho sim p ly  do not w ant 
to  be le ft  ou t.

“W h en  I  w en t to  m y secondary school 
class-reunion party,” said one, “all m y old  
schoolfriends brought their w ives w ith  them , 
and they show ed pictures o f  their children, 
and their houses. A nd I was liv in g  in  a rented  
room  trying to  m ake a nam e for m yself in  
science! I got m ad! I w en t back to  m y hom e  
tow n  and married the girl I was going w ith  
in  secondary school.”

O ne fifth-year student w ho is at present 
liv in g  separately from  h is w ife  said it  had  
been very im portant for h im  to  marry. H e  
had only got in to  the university after his 
third  try, and he d id  h is m ilitary service in  
the m eantim e. So it  was quite a w h ile  ago 
that he w anted to  marry in  a hurry, because 
he was scared he w ou ld  never get married. 
N o w  he is tw en ty-eigh t, on  th e  p o in t o f  
gettin g  h is degree, and they  w ill be able to  
get together.

Said th e  w orking w ife  o f  another student. 
“I was frightened  about P ista. I f  I had  
w aited  for h im  to  finish he m ight have 
picked  som eone else. H e  proposed to  m e in  
h is first year, b u t he was already hesitating  
by the next. I  w asn’t  prepared to  w ait. W e  
g o t married very quick ly  and then  w e could  
w ait u n til w e could  m ove in . N o w  we can 
m ake i t . . .  ”

M any students said it  was not very 
sensible to  go on  dating each other for years. 
T h e relationship was qu ite  lik ely  to  becom e  
d u ll and boring, and as a rule b oth  the girl 
and th e  young m an w anted to  know  w hat 
they  could  expect from  each other. M any o f
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them  realized that to  w ait u n til they got 
their degree and on ly  marry then , d id  not 
really help . In  fact those w ho decide to  w ait 
seem  to  have greater difficulties, because the  
temporary security afforded by the univer
sity , their grants and th e  help  given  by the  
parents no longer exists and they are then  
faced at the sam e tim e w ith  the business o f  
gettin g  a job, adapting to  the new  conditions 
o f  work, and acquiring a certain position .

M any students get married because 
organizing m eetings and dates becom es 
a hectic  rush and takes up  too m uch tim e  
and energy and m oney, especially  towards 
finals. A nd  i f  the g irl gets pregnant, they get  
married.

Som e people are o f  th e  op in ion  that mar
riage betw een  university students is  un
desirable. A  leader o f  the you th  organization, 
for instance, believes that those w ho cannot 
w ait to g et their degree before getting  
m arried lack se lf-d iscip lin e. Fam ily life  
presents problem s, the difficulties im pede  
study. There are, how ever, som e lucky  
students w hose parents take care o f  them . 
T h ey have found a q u iet place to  live, they  
live a cushioned life , they have no need to  
struggle. T hose w ho do their  m ilitary service 
before going to  college are less lik ely  to  
jum p in to  marriage. T h ey  seem  to  be m ore 
d iscip lined , and do not rush in to  marriage 
because they  happen to  be going ou t w ith  
som e particular girl.

The Attitude of the Parents

T he m ain difference betw een  a university  
student w anting to  get m arried and other  
young people is  that the  student is  n ot in 
dependent. So w hen  they get married  
w ithou t an independent incom e, they— sup
posedly— need the consent o f  those w ho  
support them — their parents.

“ M y  w ife ’s parents,” said  a young  
student husband, “were worried about her 
w hen she le ft  th e  country to  go to  the u n i
versity in  Budapest. She was the youngest

and they lik ed  her around. I m et her in  her 
ow n tow n , and I o ften  v isited  her at hom e, 
so they could see perfectly  w ell that w e loved  
each other. But nonetheless they seem ed  
relieved w hen w e announced w e w anted  to  
marry.” A nother student w ho has been  
m arried for over tw o years now  described  
how  opposed h is parents were to  their mar
riage. “T h e parents on  b oth  sides objected  
to  our marriage, a lthough they had no good  
argum ents to  back them  up. W e know  that 
w e are a good m atch for each other. M y w ife  
is  a technician  and I shall soon be an elec
trical engineer. M y  w ife  has already got 
a job and is w orking, and I support m y se lf  
w ith  a scholarship. So since w e do n ot depend  
on  our parents, w e d id  n ot le t th em  interfere 
w ith  our liv es.”

A nother couple said that their parents d id  
n ot m ind . “ M y  husband’s father is seventy- 
five and is happy to  liv e  to  see h is son  
a married m an, and m y parents were happy 
to  have one ch ild  less to  worry about. I st ill  
have tw o sisters liv in g  at h o m e .” T h e parents 
o f  another couple on ly  asked them  to  w ait  
u n til they  had established a proper fam ily  
l ife  before having a ch ild , w h ile  the parents 
o f  another couple can hardly w ait for their  
first grandchild. T h ey  regard th e  young  
people as an independent, adult couple.

I m et a young student husband w ho was 
disow ned. A t the beginning everything w en t  
w ell, the father o f  the boy on ly  laughed and 
d id  n ot take it  very seriously. H e  just said, 
“A ll right, go ahead, get married. But I ’m  
n ot going to  help  you , I shall leave you  
alone, and you  m ust manage the  best you  
can .” T h e boy d id  get married, and then  
had to  leave hom e, because h is parents 
w ould  n o t accept h is w ife  in  their  house. 
T h en  they  had their first ch ild . T h e univer
s ity  helped  them  and they liv ed  in  the  
university hostel. But life  rem ained d ifficu lt 
on  a meagre incom e and w ith o u t help  from  
their  parents. T h e  w ife  has had to  abandon  
her studies for a w h ile  and get herself a job. 
T h ey  are hoping that she can continue her 
course w hen  they are better off. But the
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husband w ill  on ly  get h is degree in  tw o  
years, their ch ild  is grow ing, and they cannot 
stay in  the hostel for ever. T h e father o f  the  
husband sounds trium phant in  saying there 
you  are, he w as right, h is son  just cannot 
support a fam ily .

Som e parents are n o t on ly  against the  
marriage o f  their son or daughter because 
they w ant to  avoid such com plications. T h e  
m anner o f  pairing o ff  has changed very 
m uch— explained a leader in  th e  youth  
organization. M o st young people today do 
n ot bother to  introduce the boy or girl they  
plan to  marry to  their parents, and often  
the  parents do not even know  the young man  
or w om an to  w hom  they are engaged. M any  
o f  them  qu ite  unexpectedly bring a stranger 
to  the house and sim p ly  announce: “H e ’s 
going to  be m y husband” or “I ’m  going to  
marry her” . T h e  parents are just le ft  ou t, 
excluded from  all decision-m aking, and their  
ideas about m oney or financial possib ilities  
sim p ly  ignored. T here is so m uch bitterness 
and disappointm ent le ft  in  th em  that at 
that poin t a num ber o f  them  turn away from  
their children.

Children

O u t o f  126 marriages in  existence in  
1973 21 had children. 19 couples had one 
child , one couple had tw o, and another had 
three. In 3 fam ilies both  parents were 
students, 2  fam ilies were supported b y  a 
w orking husband w ith  a student w ife , 16 
fam ilies had student husbands and w orking  
w ives. T he d istribution  according to  univer
sity  years was as fo llo w s: fam ily  in  the first 
year, l ; in  the  second, 2 ;  in  the  third, 2 ;  
in  th e  fourth, 4 ;  and 12 in  the fifth  year.

O u t o f  the 21 fam ilies 15 couples were 
liv in g  together, although on ly  tw elve o f  
them  had the ch ild  w ith  them . T h e  children  
o f  three o f  the couples were in  the care o f  
their grandparents. A ltogether there were 
9  children liv in g  apart from  their parents.

W h y d on ’t  these three young couples

keep their children w ith  them ? O ne o f  the  
couples lives in  a hostel, another rents a 
furnished room  in  w hich  children are not 
allow ed. T h e  third  couple lives in  a hom e  
o f  its ow n , and the husband is already 
w orking, b u t the w ife  is st ill at university. 
She thought th e  ch ild  w ou ld  im pede her 
studies, w h ich  is w hy they asked the  grand
parents to  look  after th e  ch ild .

S ix  young fathers live in  student hostels, 
w h ile  their w ives take care o f  the children  
in  her— and in  a few  strange cases—in h is 
parents’ hom e. O ne o f  the m ost interesting  
questions w as w hether fam ily  planning  
played any role in  the birth o f  their children, 
and w hether the  young couples took  any 
contraceptive precautions or just le t it  
happen.

A  fifth-year student had th is to  say. “ M y  
w ife  w anted the ch ild . She is w orking. W e  
used to live  at m y m other-in -law ’s and w e  
were quite com fortable there. But w hen the  
baby was six  m onths o ld , m y m other-in-law  
exchanged flats and p u t us ou t on the street, 
and w e rather regretted having had a ch ild .”

A second-year w om an student had her 
child  early because her husband was already 
in  h is late th irties and d id  n ot w ant to  
w ait u n til she had started her career.

O ne couple had a prem ature ch ild . H e  
d id  n ot realize that she was pregnant for 
quite  a lon g  w h ile , and even then  she 
cou ldn’t  have cared less and w en t on  liv in g  
exactly as before. T heir ch ild  becam e a bur
den to  them .

In  addition  to  the 2 4  children already in  
the world, there are a num ber o f  pregnant 
m others. I talked  to  som e o f  the  fathers-to- 
be about the changes it  w ou ld  probably m ake 
in  their lives. Said one young m an: “W e  
have a room  in  the  house o f  m y w ife ’s 
parents in  a sm all country tow n . W e plan  
to  m ake use o f  the child-care allowance. 
(A  young m other in  w ork can rem ain at 
hom e looking after her ch ild  for three years 
and w ill receive 8 0 0  forints a m onth  for 
th is period.) T h e on ly  trouble is  that there 
are no jobs for m en  w ith  m y qualification
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in  a sm all tow n  lik e  th is . Should  I rent 
a room  here and com m ute there and back  
all the tim e I don’t  know  y et w hat I ’m  
going to  d o .”

M ost o f  these young people are n ot really 
in  a position— at least n ot in  their parents’ 
eyes— to  have a ch ild . S till, m any students 
do n ot w ant to  w ait for the first ch ild , 
because they know  they w ill  be studying  
u n til they  are 2 4  or even m ore, and are 
afraid that then  they  w ou ld  be less w illin g  
to  start a fam ily.

How Does Marriage Change Them?

M arriage seem s to  give university students 
a m ore balanced relationship from  the day 
they m ove in  together and can forget about 
m eetin g  each other in  cheap restaurants 
because they haven’t  m uch m oney, or worry 
about trying to  borrow a room  from  a friend  
for a few  hours. W asted  energies are saved 
and can be used for study.

But those w ho rem ain separated even  
after their marriage feel even m ore insecure, 
since the girl realizes she is no longer on ly  
a girl-friend  bu t h is w ife , and he no more 
a boy-friend bu t her husband.

But their values, their attitudes to  each 
other, to  their lives and their  general situa
tio n  seem  to  change in  b oth  cases. D ifferent 
th in gs becom e m ore im portant for a married  
student. T h e im portance o f  studying and 
preparing for exams rem ains, but the  fam ily  
becom es an equally im portant factor. M ost 
o f  these young people have a strong feeling  
o f  responsib ility  toward each other as a 
couple.

A  youth  leader at the School o f  Electrical 
E ngineering to ld  m e h is experience w ent  
to  show  that the academ ic results o f  young  
m arried couples rem ain at the pre-marriage 
level, or even im prove, “b u t their achieve
m ents are seldom  spectacular. T hese mar
riages seem  to  balance ou t in  their results, 
gauged by the fact that their grades are no  
worse than others, since w e have had several

cases where students fail to  m aintain  their  
levels because their em otional life  is un
se tt led .” T h e outlook  o f  the m arried stu 
dents frequently changes as w ell. “G oing  
to  parties, foo lin g  around,” they say, “be
longs to  the first tw o years. M aking friends 
is also over by th e  third  year. From  th is  
tim e  on  you  begin  to  th in k  about your  
future. W h en  you  are a fifth-year student 
you  have calm ed dow n. Y ou  get married  
because you  have changed; it  is not marriage 
that changes y o u .”

A s a couple liv in g  in  a rented room  p oin t
ed  ou t: “She is taking an evening course 
and has a job at the sam e tim e . She is 
never finished before eleven in  the evening, 
so w e can on ly  relax on  Sundays, w hen  w e  
do d ie  washing, a b it o f  cooking and m ay
be go to  a cinem a. T h is pattern o f  liv in g  
sim ply  developed from  our daily l ife .”

“ O ur life  is  shaped round the needs o f  
the  ch ild ,” said another. “W h en  I bring  
h im  hom e from  the day-nursery I ’ve got  
to  bathe h im , feed  h im  and p u t h im  to  bed, 
and that’s the end o f  the day. I f  w e w ant 
to  go ou t w e need a baby-sitter, and w e  
had a bad experience o f  that w hen  w e asked  
a friend; th e  baby cried and she beat the  
poor ten -m on th -o ld  litt le  creature. So w e  
do not go anywhere, and few  people v is it  
us because o f  th e  baby.”

There are instances to  the  contrary as 
w ell. “ M y  husband invites a lo t  o f  friends 
hom e, he m akes friends like a student. But 
as I work I am  qu ite  tired  by the tim e I get 
hom e from  th e office, and I st ill have a good  
deal to  do around the house. I  don’t  know  
those chaps m yself, bu t they  s it  round  
w ith  their airy-fairy ta lk  t i l l  early in  the  
mo rn ing . . . ”

M any friendships break up because o f  
the  marriage, since a lo t o f  students believe  
that they no longer need them , or that 
marriage and friendship don’t  m ix . T he  
fo llow in g  is a particularly extrem e case, and 
fortunately n ot characteristic. There were 
tw o couples liv in g  next door to  each other  
in  the hostel. I  asked one o f  them  the name
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o f  the other couple. “I d on ’t  k n ow ,” the  
young w ife  answered, “they haven’t  p u t  
their nam e on  the  door.” “Y ou  d on ’t  even  
ta lk  to  each other?” I asked. “T h ey  blew  
a fuse once and our lig h ts w en t ou t to o ,” 
she explained, “and it  was just w hen there 
was a very good Gerard P hilip p e film  on T V .  
So w e ran ou t to  the corridor to  find ou t  
w ho the b—  w as. W e had qu ite  a row and 
since then  w e haven’t  spoken to  each other.”

Commuting

Couples liv in g  far from  each other natu
rally w ant to  see each other as o ften  as 
possible. But travelling costs m oney and  
t im e , and th is is  a d istin ct disadvantage o f  
such marriages, since it  takes up tim e that 
should be devoted  to  work and preparing 
for exam s. A  hostel warden to ld  m e that 
they have a young husband liv in g  there w ho  
spends practically all h is tim e n inety  m iles  
from  the university in  th e  country to w n  
o f  Győr. “H e  spends far too  m uch tim e  
on com m uting and often  goes to  lectures 
on ly  tw ice a w eek  because he says he does 
not lik e  to  leave h is w ife a lone.”

T h e husband o f  a second-year student 
lives in  a flat belonging to  the  firm sixty  
m iles from  th e university. W h en  she has 
a litt le  b it o f  free tim e, even on  w eek-days, 
she is o ff  to  see h im , som etim es dropping  
in  on h im  unexpectedly. She says h e’s a very 
good husband and she doesn’t  have to  worry 
about surprising h im . A  fifth-year student 
husband v isits h is fam ily  every Friday and 
on ly  com es back to  the university on  M onday  
afternoon. I w en t h unting  for a student in  
his hostel for quite a long tim e and sim ply  
could not find h im . “H e ’s at hom e, w ill 
be back tom orrow ,” h is room  m ates to ld  
m e. T h ey  scarcely knew  h im .

“ M y w hole w ay o f  liv in g  is determ ined  
by com m u tin g ,” said a student very near 
his finals. “I  o ften  go to  Szom bathely, w hich  
is  about 170 m iles away, and I com m ute  
daily to  m y w ife , w ho lives 4 0  m iles from

here. M y  parents are in  ill-h ea lth  and m y  
w ife  is expecting a ch ild .”

“I go to  Pécs every w eek  w hich  is about 
140 m iles from  here. I t ’s lovely  to  see m y  
son grow ing, I can be w ith  h im  then  and 
look  after h im  w h ile  m y w ife , w ho is w ith  
h im  the w hole w eek, has a litt le  b it o f  
free tim e to  go to  the hairdresser, do the  
shopping or see som e friends.”

Money

It is very d ifficu lt to  discover the financial 
position  o f  these young couples— at least for 
an outsider. I t  is  hard to  get m uch ou t o f  
th em . A  few  are prepared to  te ll you  
som ething, bu t m ost o f  them  sim p ly  change 
the subject.

O n  reason for th is m ay be the  official 
financial categories for university grants. T he  
students are classified in to  six  goups accord
in g  to  the per capita incom e o f  their fam ily. 
T h e first category m eans the poorest, the  
six th  group includes the  m ost w ell-to -d o  
students.

M ost o f  the married students, it  is inter
esting to  note, fall in to  th e  second and third  
categories, and very few  are in  the first or 
sixth  group. T hese categories on ly  apparently 
represent the incom e-group o f  these stu 
dents. According to  the instructions o f  the  
M inister o f  E ducation  the  classification o f  
married students is  on  the  fo llow in g  basis: 
“(A ) I f  the w ife  or husband o f  the student  
possesses an independent incom e th e  classifi
cation should  be based on  th is am ount. 
(B) I f  the stu d en t’s w ife  or husband has no 
independent incom e, or i f  he or she does 
b u t they do n ot live together, the  incom e  
o f  those supporting the student should be 
the  basis.”

A  stu d en t’s incom e m ay originate from  
several sources.

(a) Scholarships and Grants. T h e  scholarship  
and grant g iven  by the university depends on  
the  academ ic results and social circum stance  
o f  the  student. So it  is  m ade up  o f  tw o
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am ounts, an academ ic bonus or scholarship  
and a social grant. Som e students are given  
scholarships by a firm or enterprise in  
exchange for a prom ise to  w ork there for  
a certain period o f  tim e, b u t in  such cases 
the  students are n ot elig ib le  for a university  
grant. So th e  students choose w hichever is 
m ore profitable for them . T h e best students 
m ay be g iven  a H ungarian P eop le’s R epublic  
Scholarship.

(b) Support by parents. Som e students get 
an allowance from  hom e, perhaps a round  
1 ,0 0 0  forints a m onth , and noth in g  else. 
O thers m ight g et on ly  4 0 0  or so from  hom e, 
bu t w ill be supplied  w ith  shoes and clothes 
and things they need  for their studies. Som e  
live w ith  their parents and have their regular 
m eals there, o ften  w ith  som e sort o f  an 
allowance as w ell, and som e w orking w ives  
hand over their earnings to  their m other or 
m other-in-law  to  go in to  the fam ily  incom e. 
“W hen  w e are desperate, w e ask th em  for  
som e m oney ,” one student to ld  m e. “ W e  
do n ot g ive or ask for any th in g ,” m any  
others said. “ O ur parents take care o f  our 
ch ild ; w e really cannot ask for m ore.”

(c) Special Assistance. T h e youth  organiza
tio n  (K ISZ) o f  the university is in  receipt o f  
a considerable su m  o f  m oney each term  from  
the  State. T h is  m oney is a llocated  b y  the  
K ISZ  com m ittees. It is designed to  help  
students in  temporary financial d ifficu lties 
and those liv in g  under unusually difficult 
conditions, and th is, o f  course, includes 
help ing young m arried couples and those  
having a baby. Y oung couples are given  
special assistance w hen they get married, 
w hen the ch ild  is born or i f  finding them 
selves in  unexpected d ifficulties. T h e assis
tance is d istributed  by the W elfare C ouncil 
o f  every class, and is based on careful in 
vestigation and selection .

(d) Taking a job. Som e m arried students 
take odd jobs to  supplem ent their incom e. 
In  m any cases the allowance from  their  
parents is irregular or stops for a tim e, or 
is sim ply  n o t enough, and they do not w ant 
to  ask for m ore. So m any w ives and husbands

take up coaching or teaching languages. 
T h ey  do a b it o f  translation, or part-tim e  
w ork at their future place o f  work, or try 
to  get an odd job at th e  students’ canteen, 
th e  post office, or the railway stations, or 
shovelling snow  in  w inter.

T h e standard o f  liv in g  is n ot always 
dependent on  the am ount o f  their incom es. 
I m et som e married couples w ho ate sim ple  
food, spent litt le  on  clothes and seldom  w ent 
ou t. But they had tw o saving accounts and 
paid in  4 0 0  forints every m onth . O thers 
blow  their  m oney on  luxurious liv in g  for  
a few  days after they  have received their  
allowance or scholarships or grants. O thers 
com plain  all the  tim e that they are liv in g  
a w retched life , although the truth  is that  
they cannot manage their  m oney properly. 
I m et one husband w ho protested against 
the others fee lin g  sorry for h im  because he 
got married.

Because o f  their  varying ways o f  liv in g  
there are m any differences in  their values 
and standards, com pared to  young non
student couples. T h ey  are worried, for  
instance, w hen  they cannot afford to  buy  
an expensive book they  need. A  tape-re
corder is o ften  a w ork-tool for them , besides 
the pleasure o f  listen in g  to  m usic. T hey  
consider i t  qu ite  natural to  buy a record- 
player w h en  an outsider w ou ld  have thou gh t  
they needed an overcoat m ore. T h is  attitude  
is  o ften  the  source o f  disagreem ents and  
quarrels w ith  older people and their parents.

Difficulties of Recognition

M any students do not th in k  o f  them 
selves as married in  the fu ll sense o f  the  
word, and th e  feeling  is n ot sim ply  sub
jective, i t  has its roots in  the a ttitude  
authorities o ften  adopt towards them . M any  
universities fa il to  take student marriages 
seriously, largely because th e  num ber o f  
student marriages only began to  increase in  
the early sixties, and it  is  on ly  in  the last 
ten  years that the existence o f  these mar
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riages, and the problem s they entail, began  
to  be recognized.

Student marriages were never officially  
discouraged, b u t at the  sam e tim e  they  
received no help . W ith  th e  university  
adm inistration in  m ost in stitu tion s tacitly  
ignoring their existence, i t  w as th e  youth  
organization that fought for the right o f  
married students to  share a room , for  
changes in  the financial categories, for special 
assistance, for finding places for their ch ild
ren, and consequently m uch  depended on  
how  m uch the  local youth  leaders understood  
their particular problem s.

Som e universities and colleges st ill ask 
w hether they are educational or ch ild -w el
fare institu tions, and are undecided whether  
to  support student marriages or not. But 
th is  uncertainty has at last been dissipated  
by a decision  o f  th e  C ouncil o f  M inisters. 
O n  the 2 8 th  o f  February 19 4 7  the  C ouncil 
o f  M inisters, basing them selves on  th e  report 
o f  the  N ationa l C ouncil o f  E ducation and  
Y outh  Policy, d iscussed the p osition  o f  
young married couples studying  at univer
sities or colleges. T h e C ouncil o f  M inisters 
declared that a lthough certain steps had  
already been taken  to  help  these student 
couples i t  was a w ell-k now n  fact that they  
were in  a disadvantageous position  in  m any  
respects, includ ing social security, benefits,
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financial support, hostel housing and travel 
allow -ances. For these reasons the C ouncil o f  
M inisters decided  that student couples were 
also elig ib le  for fam ily  allowances, w hich  
u p  to  that tim e had on ly  been  given  to  
w orking fathers and m others w ith  children. 
In future they w ill also be en titled  to  the  
sam e sickness benefits as em ployed  workers 
and w ill get a special travel allowance as 
w ell. S ingle students are en titled  to  five 
half-price train tickets every year to  their  
perm anent place o f  residence. Y oung couples 
were deprived o f  th is right as soon  as they  
married, so travelling back from  th e w edding, 
for instance, they had to  pay th e  fu ll fare. 
T h e R ailw ay Com pany has now  changed  
th is policy  and gives the half-fare right 
to  young student couples, since they need  
i t  m ore than sing le  students.

Som e people s t ill  say that students should  
be grateful they sim p ly  have a chance to  
study, and all th e  troubles o f  fam ily  life , 
independence and adult responsib ilities can 
w ait. But in  fact the age-level o f  students 
in  H ungary is becom ing increasingly higher, 
especially in  th e  case o f  m ature students 
adm itted  to  the university after som e years 
in  em ploym ent. Som e o f  them  are w illin g  
to  face the difficulties and on ly  ask for 
m ore understanding. As far as possible they  
now  get help  and support.
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BASIC P R I N C I P L E S  A N D  P RACTI CE  
OF SOCI ALI ST F O R E I G N  POLI CI ES

F R IG Y E S  P Ú JA : Szocialista külpolitika 
(Socia list Foreign P olicies). K ossuth P ub
lish in g  H ou se , B udapest, 1 9 7 3 .  2 3 6  pp .

W h at factors determ ine th e  foreign policy  
o f  a country? W h at is th e  role o f  personalities 
in  the m aking o f  foreign p olicies today? 
W h at is m eant and w hat is im p lied  by the  
coordination o f  the foreign  po licies o f  so
cia list countries? Can the assum ed or real 
national in terest o f  a socialist country con
flic t w ith  the international interest?

T hese few  questions g ive an idea o f  the  
topics covered b y  Frigyes Puja’s book: so
cialist foreign policies. T h e  volum e treats 
th is  com plex and w ide-ranging subject in  
a concise, d irect and clear-cut m anner. T he  
author does n ot confine h im se lf  to  expound
in g  and sum m arizing th e  precepts o f  
M arxism -L en in ism  on  foreign  policy, but 
supplies precise answers to  questions, som e  
very recent, concerning the conduct o f  for
e ign  affairs in  th e  n ineteen-seventies. In  
d oing so, he n ot on ly  does n ot evade the  
thorny problem s but, by p u ttin g  them  in  
focus, he tries to  give reasonable and, at the  
same tim e, com prehensive answers.

It is, incidentally , w orth  noting  that the  
author does n ot deal w ith  socialist foreign  
p olicies in  the  strict sense o f  the  term ; he 
exam ines them  in  their effects and inter
connections. T h is explains w hy the volum e  
contains m ore than its  t it le  w ou ld  suggest. 
In fact he devotes a special chapter to  the

factors in fluencing national foreign p olicies 
and in  th is context also describes the  features 
w hich  d istin guish  the diplom acy o f  the non
socialist w orld. T h e essence o f  h is argum ent 
is that the foreign po licies o f  capitalist 
countries, especially since the end o f  the  
Second W orld  W ar, have exh ib ited  tw o  
tendencies running parallel w ith  each other: 
th e  priority given  to  particular interests and  
the priority given  to  the  com m on interest. 
T hese tw o currents have n ot on ly  run side  
by side but also against each other in  the  
com plicated system  o f  the  various m o
nopolist tendencies. T h e  m ost characteristic 
feature o f  recent tim es is that although the  
differences betw een im perialist powers be
com e increasingly sharper, th e  factors con
ducive to  international p o litica l integra
tion — at least in  regional term s, for exam ple  
in  W estern  Europe— also m ake them selves 
m ore strongly fe lt.

T h is  developm ent has a num ber o f  under
ly ing causes. In  the first place is the  ob 
jective fact that the developm ent o f  the  
forces o f  production has reached a stage 
where national territories, single nations, 
are seen to  be too  sm all, and in  the interests 
o f  that developm ent the national econom ies 
reach beyond the national frontiers and be
com e increasingly international. T h is  is 
w hat form s the basis o f  th e  various efforts 
at econom ic integration in  the  capitalist 
countries.

T h e  author deals com prehensively w ith
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th e  basic foreign policy  principles o f  the  
socialist countries. T h e  W est is st ill o ften  
undecided  w hether the socialist states now  
favour peaceful co-existence for m erely  
tactical reasons, and m ay drop it  later i f  
different tactics dem and it . Frigyes Puja’s 
analysis not on ly  stresses tha t the peace 
policy o f  the socialist countries fo llow s from  
the nature o f  their  system , but also points  
ou t that the socia list w orld can on ly  progress 
in  conditions o f  lasting peace. I t  is in  con
d ition s o f  peace that the socialist countries 
can best m eet the dem and that their ow n  
achievem ents should  exert an influence on  
the  course o f  international developm ent.

Frigyes Púja, moreover, unm istakably  
approves th e  idea and practice o f  peaceful 
coexistence in  general and in  the  context 
o f  the external relations o f  the H ungarian  
P eop le’s R ep u b lic  in  particular. “T he  
relations o f  the H ungarian P eop le’s R e
p ub lic  w ith  the  advanced capitalist countries 
have developed considerably in  recent years. 
Clear indications o f  th is are the exchange 
o f  v isits to  each other’s countries b y  H u n 
garian statesm en and the statesm en o f  a few  
advanced capitalist nations as w ell as a 
num ber o f  agreem ents concluded w ith  the  
governm ents o f  capitalist cou n tr ies. . . T he  
foreign policy  o f  the H ungarian P eop le’s 
R epublic lays great stress on  the  steady  
developm ent o f  its  relations w ith  the neutral 
capitalist countries, Austria and Finland in  
the first place. R elations w ith  th e  U nited  
States, France and Ita ly ,” he adds, “have 
also im proved .” T h is  incidentally  is the  
proper place to  m en tion  that one o f  Frigyes 
Puja’s earlier books is entirely devoted to  
th is subject (Problem s o f  Peaceful C o
existence. K ossuth P ub lishing H ouse  
1 9 6 7 .)*

T o  secure peaceful international con
d ition s does n ot on ly  m ean to  wage a struggle 
to  elim inate th e  danger o f  w orld  war. T he  
author considers it  very im portant to  pre
vent local wars and local aggressions as w ell.

* For a review o f this book, see The N .H .Q ., 
N o . 31.

I ? 8

T h e international clim ate, th e  suitable  
atmosphere for in itia tin g  new  steps towards 
the  consolidation o f  peace and international 
security and the prom otion o f  international 
co-operation cannot in  tru th  be a m atter o f  
indifference to  the socialist countries.

T h e desire to  lessen international tension  
and the struggle waged for th is  objective  
cannot as yet prevent war by them selves, but 
they  can create favourable conditions for it , 
inspire m utual confidence and increase the  
possib ilities o f  closer cooperation betw een  
countries w ith  d ifferent social system s. T he  
proposal o f  the socialist countries for the  
consolidation o f  peace and security in  
Europe, their d ip lom atic m oves w ith  a view  
to  disarm am ent, the econom ic, cultural and 
other agreem ents concluded w ith  capitalist 
countries, all serve to further precisely th is  
im portant objective.

Frigyes Púja replies q u ite  candidly in  his 
book to  the o ften  repeated question : how  
can it  happen that the international activ ities 
o f  som e C om m unist parties and socialist 
countries do n ot express the  generally re
cognized  rules o f  C om m unist thought?  
W ith o u t claim ing to  give a com prehensive 
answer, he points ou t that in  the socialist 
countries vestiges o f  the o ld  society  still 
rem ain. Petty-bourgeois strata st ill exist 
w hich  continue to  generate nationalist and 
opportunist views.

T h e m em bers o f  the w orking class, he 
explains, live in  close contact w ith  what 
rem ains o f  the  form er non-worker strata o f  
the capitalist system , m em bers o f  the former 
ruling classes and the form er petty-bourgeois 
stratum  o f  society. T h e w orking class itse lf  
embraces a flow  o f  people com ing in  large 
num bers from  the declasse strata o f  the  
population, m em bers o f  the petty-bourgeoisie, 
bankrupt form er independent artisans, and  
peasants unable to  find jobs in  rural areas. 
T here is consequently noth ing unusual in  
th e  fact that the outlook  o f  the  declasse and 
petty-bourgeois elem ents penetrates the  
w orking class. T h e C om m unist party, w hich  
lives in  close contact w ith  the w orking class,
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is  also to  som e extent infiltrated w ith  notions 
hostile to  C om m unist thought. T h is  can
not be prevented. I t  does n ot really m atter, 
but the trouble occurs w hen the leadership  
o f  a C om m unist party is u n w illin g  or un
able to  stand up to  those petty-bourgeois 
concepts.

T he ideas o f  nationalism  m ake their w ay  
in to  the socialist countries, in to  the  working  
class and th e  party, as “ im ports” from  
abroad. Certain W estern propaganda head
quarters, as w ell as the Chinese and A lbanian  
leaders, consider it  their principal task to  
propagate nationalist, an ti-Soviet view s in  
order to  damage relations betw een  socialist 
countries and poison the socialist m entality  
o f  the public .

In  th is  connection Frigyes Púja em pha
sizes that an objective cause o f  the sym ptom s  
o f  nationalism  noticeable in  the  interna
tional activ ity  o f  socialist countries and 
C om m unist parties can be found in  the  
overvaluation o f  national characteristics, in  
the  vio lation  o f  the generally recognized  
rules o f  C om m unist thought, and in  the  
undervaluation o f  w hat is  com m on to  all 
socialist countries. A  fundam ental teaching  
o f  M arxism -L en in ism  is that allowance 
should be m ade for national characteristics 
in  the struggle for the  socia list revolution  
and the b u ild in g  o f  socialism . In  an earlier 
period the international C om m unist m ove
m en t and th e  w orld  socia list system  were in 
volved in  m any serious difficulties ow ing to  
their failure to  give national characteristics 
their due place. “Precisely th is ,” w rites 
th e  author, "was one o f  the m ost serious 
m istakes m ade by the  leaders o f  th e  H u n 
garian W orking People’s Party. A t th e  
present tim e, however, the m istakes w e en
counter are rather the opposite: th e  over
valuation o f  national characteristics and the  
undervaluation o f  w hat is  com m on to  all 
socialist countries.”

An indication  o f  the scholarly value o f  
Frigyes Puja’s book and its  careful approach 
to  different problem s is the discussion o f  the  
elem ents involved  in  international pow er

relations. For it  is  ind isputable that in ter
national pow er relations, no m atter from  
w hich  angle w e look  at them , are decisive  
in  term s o f  the  m ovem ents and trends 
governing international developm ent, and  
m ust be considered in  form ulating estim ates 
o f  the future. U n lik e  several H ungarian and  
foreign authors, Puja investigates th is range 
o f  problem s in  the broadest possible con
tex t. H e  believes a great m any facts and 
interrelations have to  be exam ined in  order 
to  get an approxim ately com plete picture o f  
real international power relations. A ll the  
m aterial power factors w h ich  can be m eas
ured statistically , for instance, m ust be 
taken in to  account: th e  ou tp u t o f  industry  
and agriculture, th e  state o f  com m unications, 
the  figures o f  econom ic grow th, raw m ate
rials, reserves, m ilitary strength, national 
incom e, gold  and foreign exchange reserves, 
as w ell as the  less easily measurable in te l
lectual, moral and politica l factors, such as 
the  stab ility  o f  the “hinterland”, th e  do
m estic situation , the re liab ility  o f  internal 
and external allies, the standard o f  scientific  
and technological achievem ent, the cultural 
level and activ ity  o f  the m asses, etc. In  term s 
o f  international power relations th e  author 
considers tha t the  assets o f  socialism  include  
the very existence and developm ent o f  the  
socialist countries, their m ilitary and p o liti
cal strength, the ir  influence in  the interna
tional arena, th e  existence, developm ent and  
influence o f  the  international C om m unist  
m ovem ent, the national liberation m ove
m ents and other forces in  favour o f  peace and  
international security. In exam ining power 
relations th e  strength o f  the capitalist 
countries and the potentia l o f  their allies 
have to  be taken in to  account, as w ell as the  
internal problem s o f  th e  capitalist system , 
the disintegration  o f  colonial em pires, the  
differences betw een certain powers, the  
sharpening o f  the class struggle in  the  
capitalist countries, the intensification o f  
th e  general crisis, the  periodical crises o f  
overproduction, m onetary crises, etc.

Again, in  exam ining pow er relations, fac-
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tors such as the fractured u n ity  o f  the world  
C om m unist m ovem ent, the  internal p o liti
cal and econom ic difficu lties o f  the  socialist 
countries, the problem s o f  the national 
liberation m ovem ents, the difficulties o f  the  
developing countries, e tc ., all o f  them  
dim in ish in g  th e  strength o f  socialism , m ust 
be taken in to  consideration.

But the factors o f  th e  greatest con
sequence, in  Frigyes Puja’s view , are those  
o f  an econom ic nature. M ilitary factors are 
n ot o f  primary im portance, because they are 
them selves functions o f  th e  econom ic  
potentia l. T he author gives a survey o f  the  
present situation  by evaluating the historical 
antecedents o f  econom ic com p etition  be
tw een  the tw o system s. S ocia list revolution  
has up  to  the  present prevailed in  countries 
w ith  relatively underdeveloped econom ies. 
T here are on ly  one or tw o countries where 
industrial production was at a reasonably 
satisfactory level before the  v ictory o f  the  
socia list revolution. From  th e econom ic  
p oin t o f  view  C zarist Russia was som e fifty  
to  a hundred years behind th e  advanced  
capitalist countries. M ost o f  the  peop le’s 
dem ocracies o f  East Europe were agrarian or 
agricultural-industrial countries. C zecho
slovakia w as the  on ly  one am ong them  
industrially  developed; or m ore precisely, 
on ly  that part o f  i t  called Bohem ia, for the  
other h a lf o f  the  country, Slovakia, was in  an 
extrem ely backward cond ition . T h e part o f  
Germ any where the German D em ocratic  
R epublic was later to  em erge had been in 
dustrially m ore developed than m ost o f  the 
p eop le’s dem ocracies, but its industry was 
weak by the  standards o f  th e  western part 
o f  Germ any, and even that was devastated  
during the war. H ungary before liberation  
was an agricultural-industrial country w ith  
an industry several decades behind the ad
vanced W estern countries. H ardly any 
industry at all ex isted  in  the  socialist 
countries o f  the Far E ast: M ongolia, China, 
the D em ocratic People’s R epublic o f  Korea 
and the D em ocratic R epublic o f  V ietnam  
were predom inantly agricultural countries.

N o r  was the situ ation  m uch better in  pre
revolutionary Cuba. A nd, in  addition , even  
the  developm ent o f  agricultural production  
in  th e  socialist countries started from  the  
bottom , w ith  th e  exception  o f  C zecho
slovakia and the  German D em ocratic R e
public .

In  the eyes o f  the socialist countries their  
m ost im portant task in  the  econom ic field  
was to  close th is  im m ense h istorical gap, to  
reach the level o f  developed capitalist 
countries and catch up w ith  them  in  both  
industrial and agricultural production . T h e  
socialist countries gave first preference to  
heavy industry, for on ly  th e  establishm ent 
and developm ent o f  an engineering industry  
could  provide the technological basis for the  
socialist reorganization o f  agriculture and  
the  expansion o f  th e  ligh t industry, on ly  
on th is  basis could  other branches o f  the  
national econom y, com m unications, the  
build ing  industry and com m erce be devel
oped, and on ly  an engineering industry  
could  provide the foundation  for the  
country’s m ilitary potential.

Frigyes Púja also believes that w e w ill 
eventually  be able to  draw a very accurate 
com parison betw een  the capacities o f  so
cia list and capitalist countries if , in  the  
first place, w e concentrate on  the m ost 
general econom ic indices, the trends o f  in 
dustrial production and productivity as w ell 
as the increase in  agricultural production, 
and, in  the second place, w e appraise the  
road traversed in  the last fifty  years.

T aking th is as h is starting-point, the  
author show s that desp ite the drawbacks o f  
the past the socialist countries have achieved  
im pressive results in  econom ic developm ent 
in  a relatively short period o f  tim e. T h is is 
throw n in to  re lie f  particularly i f  w e exam ine 
the long-term  developm ent o f  the socialist 
countries: it  has been considerably faster 
than in  th e  capitalist countries.

T h e rate o f  grow th  o f  the national in 
com e in  the S oviet U n ion  is particularly  
m arked, far surpassing the corresponding  
rate in  the U n ited  States. Between 1950  and
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1971 the national incom e o f  the  Soviet 
U n ion  increased five to  six -fo ld , w h ile  
national incom e rose roughly tw ofo ld  in  the  
U n ited  States, 1 .7  tim es in  Great Britain, 
2 .8  in  France, and 2 .9  (betw een 19 5 0  and 
1 968) in  the Federal R epublic  o f  Germ any. 
In  the sam e period there was a substantial 
decrease in  th e  difference betw een  the na
tional incom e o f  the U n ited  States and that 
o f  th e  Soviet U n ion . W h ile  in  195 0  the  
to ta l national incom e o f  the Soviet U n ion  
was on ly  31 per cent o f  that o f  th e  U n ited  
States, in  1968  it  was already as m uch  as 
6 4  per cent.

I f  w e compare the rate o f  grow th o f  the  
national incom e in  the  socialist countries 
w ith  the figures o f  their national incom e  
before the revolution  (and even th is is  a 
te llin g  com parison), the im m ense rate o f  
developm ent is s t ill more m arked. N ational 
incom e per head o f  the population in  the  
S oviet U n io n  is tw enty-seven  tim es as m uch  
as it  was in  Czarist R ussia. D uring th e  
tw enty-five years o f  H orth y’s H ungary the  
national incom e o f  th e  country rose 2  per 
cent a year on  the average, and in  the  
tw enty-five years o f  th e  peop le’s dem ocratic  
regim e in  H ungary it  w en t up  an average o f  
6 per cent a year.

Characteristic o f  the book  is the  active  
and liv e ly  discussion o f  th e  issues involved  
in  the subject. Chapters lik e  “the theory o f  
lim ited  sovereignty” , “the principle o f  se lf-  
reliance” , and so forth  reflect the conscious
ness that ideological d isputes can on ly  be 
settled  reassuringly i f  w e counter certain  
widespread, unfounded beliefs by force o f  
argum ent. In  defending the  valid ity  o f  the  
generally regularities recognized rules o f  
C om m unist thou gh t for exam ple, and  
m arshalling h is argum ents against the  
sym ptom s o f  nationalism , the author po in ts  
ou t that C om m unists have never denied that 
countries can reach socialism  by different

ways, consistent w ith  their  h istory and their  
ow n national characteristics. “In som e  
countries, for exam ple, the socialist rev
o lu tion  has trium phed by force o f  arms. I t  is 
probable that th is w ill also be a practicable 
w ay in  th e  future for m any countries. I t  
w ould  be a m istake, however, to  generalize  
th is  m ethod  and regard it  as a general 
gu id ing  principle for every C om m unist 
party. M ost o f  the C om m unist parties in  
advanced capitalist countries im agine that 
the  socialist revolution w ill trium ph through  
peaceful m eans. It w ou ld  be equally wrong  
to  generalize here again. T h e  problem , there
fore, is  n ot that socialist countries and 
C om m unist parties, starting from  specific 
circum stances, influenced by national char
acteristics, m ake use o f  d ifferent m ethods  
in  the struggle for the victory o f  socialist 
revolution. T h e  trouble arises w hen people  
try to  m ake a law  o f  the  specific circum 
stances under w hich  they w ork, as w ell as 
the  conclusions they draw from  the work  
done under these specific circum stances. . . ”

In  a separate chapter the author deals w ith  
the  characteristics d istinguish ing the posi
tio n  o f  the Soviet U n ion  from  that o f  the  
U n ited  States, and explains the  essential, 
radical d ifference betw een  the p olicies o f  
these tw o pow ers. A  peculiar aspect o f  the  
situation  is that these tw o w orld powers 
— exclusively— dispose o f  th e  econom ic and  
m ilitary pow er w hich  exercises a decisive  
influence upon the  w hole developm ent o f  
th e  w orld. But their po licies represent 
diam etrically opposed class interests, w hich  
is  w hy those w ho— like th e  Chinese leaders—  
preach a crusade “against the  superpowers” 
know ingly  fa lsify  the facts.

T h is w ork o f  Frigyes Púja, w h ich  is 
characterized by b o ld ly  posing the problem s 
and treating them  w ith  originality , is  at 
present a p o litica l best-seller in  H u n -  
gary.

P é t e r  V a j d a



H U N G A R I A N  E C O N O M I C  P OLI CY — 
AN ANALYSIS

M Á T Y Á S  T ÍM Á R , Gazdaságpolitika Ma
gyarországon, 1 9 6 7 -1 9 7 3  (E conom ic Policy  
in  H ungary 1 9 6 7 -1 9 7 3 ) , Közgazdasági és 
Jogi K önyvkiadó, Budapest, 1 9 7 3 . (3 5 7  p p .)

T h is new  volum e o f  M átyás T ím ár discus
ses the period o f  H ungarian econom ic policy  
that can expect to  find interested reception  
am ong those international specialists w ho are 
involved  in  the  study o f  applied econom ics 
and econom ic policy . T h e reason for th is  
in terest is  that the period discussed in  the  
book is that betw een 1 9 6 7 -1 9 7 3 , a period o f  
econom ic developm ent that contains m any 
elem ents that are n ot unknow n in  states 
w ith  other econom ic system s located in  
different geographical latitudes or those that 
possess different dim ensions o f  d irection. 
For the problem s w ith  w hich  the volum e  
deals— the drying up  o f  the sources o f  
extensive grow th and am ong them  prim arily  
the labour reserves, the exchange o f  export 
oriented po licies for external po licies that 
were developed to  m in im ize  im ports, the  
consequent necessity o f  altering the econom ic  
structure, and th e  balancing o f  the  dem ands 
m ade by the grow th and equ ilibrium  policies 
— these problem s occupy th e  a tten tion  o f  
econom ists and econom ic specialist decision
makers in  every state o f  the world.

T h e  author o f  th e  volum e is as im portant 
as the content o f  the book. M átyás T ím ár  
plays an im portant role in  H ungarian scien
tific  l ife  as the  C hairm an o f  th e  C om m ittee  
on  Econom ic Sciences o f  the  H ungarian  
Academ y o f  Sciences. A t the  same tim e, 
he also takes part in  the  practical application  
o f  econom ic policies; T ím ár is a former 
M inister o f  Finance and presently he is a 
m em ber o f  the H ungarian governm ent fu l
filling the fun ction  o f  V ice-President o f  the  
C ouncil o f  M inisters.

In  several parts o f  th e  book there is a 
special m ention  o f  the role o f  science in

the application o f  econom ic p olicies. A l
ready in  the foreword the  author m akes it  
clear that the correct econom ic policy  ever 
increasingly m ust u tilize  the sciences for  
its  ow n  purposes and that i t  m ust develop  
its  aim s and the m ethods o f  u tiliza tion  on  
a proper basis. Elsewhere he discusses in  
detail the 15-year long-term  scientific devel
opm ent plan accepted by the governm ent, 
that also becam e the fram ework o f  econom ic  
research in  H ungary and that attem pts to  
m ake organic connection b etw een  the results 
o f  econom ic researches and the placing o f  
econom ic p olicies on  a sound basis.

In  the first part o f  th e  book  the author 
surveys the events preceding th e  1968  re
form , the successes o f  the  reform  and the  
experiences o f  the first five years o f  the  
reform . T h e second part o f  th e  volum e deals 
w ith  the future: th e  author sum m arizes the  
goals o f  H ungarian econom ic and societal 
developm ent and deals w ith  such topics as 
the problem s o f  H ungary’s econom ic struc
ture, the  p olicies concerning developm ent, 
and the  question  o f  the standard o f  liv ing  
and the  goals and problem s o f  the further 
developm ent o f  the system  o f  H ungary’s 
econom ic organization and d irection . Accord
ing to  th e  present g iven  circum stances o f  
H ungary’s econom ic life , throughout the  
book the author discusses in  great detail 
the  relationship o f  each to p ic  to  H ungary’s 
external econom ic policies.

M átyás T ím ár at first details the histori
cal roots o f  th e  reform  and then  discusses 
the  various ideas concerning econom ic reforms 
that have been  articulated in  other C M E A  
countries, includ ing the S ov iet U n io n . A  spe
cial reason for th is treatm ent is  that the de
m and for econom ic reform s developed nearly 
sim ultaneously in  all C om econ states, even 
though  the factors that caused the intensive  
developm ents d id  not occur sim ilarly and 
w ith  the  sam e dem and in  th e  various states.
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Sum m arizing the  experiences o f  th e  first 
five years o f  the  new  system  o f  econom ic  
direction , M átyás T ím ár concludes that not 
on ly  the tem po o f  developm ent increased 
significantly under the new  system  b u t the  
ratio o f  prim e econom ic indicators also could  
be better adjusted to  th e  planned ratio o f  
developm ent. From  th e d eta iled  analysis 
o f  each part o f  econom ic life , m en tion  here 
w ill be m ade on ly  o f  th e  increase in  indu
strial productiv ity  and the  increase in  higher  
product y ields in  agriculture. From  the  
perspective o f  adequately supplying the  
population, at the  sam e tim e the beginning  
o f  real com p etition  for th e  consum er’s 
financial sources should also be m entioned .

T h e overall exports o f  H ungary in  1972  
to ta lled  3 ,3 0 0  m illio n  dollars, consequently  
the per capita volum e o f  export was 317  U S  
dollars. T h is  sum  is significant even w hen  
com pared to  other international statistics. 
Even in  the period fo llow in g  th e  reform , 
H ungarian external trade continued  to  de
velop significantly. T h e increase in  exports 
exceeded the increase in  internal production  
b y a great deal and th is is  a sign  that 
H ungarian products are increasingly com 
p etitive  on  an international level. In  d is
cussing the new , p o st-1 9 6 8  system  control
lin g  foreign trade and analysing its operation. 
M átyás T ímár exam ines H ungary’s relations 
w ith  the W estern  states and w ith  W estern  
in stitu tion s (such as for exam ple G A T T ). 
A t the sam e tim e, he also analyses the  
problem s that can be posed for the H u n 
garian econom ic policy by the chronic hard 
currency crisis and inflation  o f  the capitalist 
world.

T h e author begins th e  second part o f  
h is volum e by sum m arizing the  goals o f  
H ungary’s econom ic-social developm ent. H e  
em phasizes that the goal o f  the econom ic  
policy o f  the state cannot be expressed alone 
by the rate o f  grow th or by the  prevailing  
econom ic balance w ith in  the system . Rather 
the m ost im portant goal is the  creation o f  
a socialist society  and that m eans that the  
econom ic p olicy  determ ines as its prim e goal

the satisfaction  o f  the grow ing dem and o f  
the population  on  increasingly higher levels. 
In  th is respect, the rate o f  grow th and the  
econom ic balance w hile  im portant goals in  
them selves, in  reference to  the final goal 
o f  creating a socialist society, they rem ain  
m erely m eans to  that end.

T h e per capita national incom e is an  
im portant indicator o f  H ungary’s develop
m ent tow ard these goals and show s H u n 
gary’s ab ility  to  close th e  gap betw een  its  
per capita national incom e and those o f  the  
more developed capitalist states. Compared  
to  other C M E A  states, H ungary now  stands 
behind the S oviet U n ion , the G D R  and  
Czechoslovakia. A s far as the rate o f  develop
m ent is concerned. H ungary also stands in  
the m idd le o f  these states.

I f  th e  data is com pared w ith  several 
W estern  European states it  can be discerned  
that the per capita d om estic  product in  Italy  
was 6 per cent higher, in  Austria 57 per cent 
higher and in  the Federal R epublic o f  
Germ any 98  per cent higher than in  H u n 
gary. A s far as the rate o f  grow th is con
cerned, how ever, that show s a m ore favour
able balance for H ungary, although the  d if
ferences are n ot significantly great: the  
general rate o f  annual grow th in  per capita  
incom e was 5 .6  per cent in  H ungary be
tw een  1965 and 1971 , w h ile  in  the capitalist 
states previously m entioned  it  ranged b e
tw een  4 .5 - 4 .9  per cent.

In the fo llow in g  section  the author sum 
m arizes the m ost im portant social and p o li
tical dem ands o f  the next 1 5 -2 0  years, 
singling ou t the fo llow in g  p oin ts:

(a) the  assuring o f  dynam ic econom ic  
developm ent based on  the  continued  grow th  
o f  labour productiv ity  and efficiency;

(b) based on the continued  and organized  
raising o f  the standard o f  liv in g , th e  develop
m ent o f  such life -sty les and life  circum 
stances that are in  accordance w ith  the  
socia list relation o f  th e  society  and w ith  
the actual level o f  econom ic life ;

(c) the  harm onizing o f  dom estic econo
m ic  developm ent w ith  the strengthening o f
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the econom ic com m unity  o f  th e  socialist 
states ;

(d) the efficient and speedy developm ent 
o f  th e  econom y, through the strengthening  
o f  the socialist relations o f  production  and 
social con d ition s, and through the further 
developm ent o f  socialist dem ocracy.

T hese dem ands also se t the long-range 
goals o f  H ungarian econom ic p olicies.

F ollow ing th is section , M átyás T ím ár  
analyses in  three detailed  chapters th e  prob
lem s o f  continued  H ungarian econom ic  
developm ent. H e  describes the structure o f  
the econom y and th e  developm ent policies 
o f  the state and in  th is connection  he d is
cusses the problem s o f  H ungarian energy 
p olicies. F ollow ing th is description he ana
lyses, on the basis o f  international compari
sons, the productiv ity  o f  the H ungarian  
m achine industry that had grow n by 9 0 0  
per cent betw een  1 9 5 0  and 1 9 7 2 . T h e  pro
portion o f  m achine industry productiv ity  to  
the total industrial production and to  the  
to ta l export o f  H ungary is qu ite  significant 
(3 0  and 38 per cent respectively), bu t the  
construction o f  several products, the  indu
strial technology and the labour organization  
o f  several products, the industrial technology  
and the labour organization o f  several bran
ches, fa ll below  the international level o f  
dem and. D evelopm ent is m ost significantly  
needed in  the fields o f  autobus production, 
com puter, com m unication  and instrum ent 
(tool and dye) industries.

T h e H ungarian chem ical industry devel
oped  dynam ically during the  last tw o decades 
and w ith in  it  th e  drug industry becam e one 
o f  the m ost productive industrial branches. 
T h e chem ical industry has an extrem ely  
im portant role in  the developm ent o f  agri
culture: according to  plans, betw een  1970  
and 1985 , artificial fertilizer production w ill 
be increased by three and a h a lf  tim es.

H ungarian agrarian exports are sign i
ficant and even  in  th e  future, th is fact is 
lik ely  to  rem ain th e  same. T h e best export 
opportunities are g iven , aside from  those  
that are continually being exploited, by the
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continued  developm ent o f  cattle breeding  
and by b ee f production as w ell as by the  
preparation o f  finished goods in  th e  food  
industry on a qualitatively  higher level.

T h e developm ent policy  m ust answer th e  
question, “W h at should  w e rather develop?” 
W h en  selecting an answer to  th is  question, 
attention  should  be paid to  the international 
d iv ision  o f  labour as w ell. There m ust be 
such an econom ic developm ent policy  w hich  
assures H ungary to  m aintain  its present place 
in  th e  w orld  by providing a satisfactory  
tem po o f  grow th . A  forced tem po o f  devel
opm ent w ill lead to  external deficits, be
cause, in  the  case o f  H ungary, th e  cor
relation betw een  investm ents and th e  balance 
o f  paym ents is very tig h t and even w ith in  
a short period o f  tim e it  becom es affected.

T h e  problem s o f  structural alterations 
appear specifically strongly w hen  predicting  
H ungary’s external trade. Betw een i9 6 0  and 
197 0  in  H ungary, for each one per cent 
o f  H ungary’s grow th in  national incom e, 
the grow th o f  external trade y ield ed  1 .8 per 
cent. T herefore, for H ungary, the grow th  
o f  the  national incom e also m eans an increase 
in  the in tensity  o f  in volving H ungary in  
the  international d iv ision  o f  labour. T h e  
specialization  on  an international level de
m ands stable t ies  o f  th e  d iv ision  o f  labour 
and tig h t cooperation; the best form  for 
tha t is  the  cooperation in  industrial pro
duction .

In  reference to  the incom e policy  o f  the  
state, during the  last ten  years the  ratio o f  
wages and earnings were altered in  a positive  
direction  although th is developm ent was not 
free o f  contradictions. T he m aterial rewards 
are especially unsatisfactory in  those fields o f  
industrial labour that dem and h igh  levels 
o f  trade qualifications and that are continued  
in  several sh ifts . In  som e branches there 
developed certain tensions betw een  those  
workers w ho are occupied in  the state sector 
as versus those w ho work in  the co-operative 
sector. According to  the  long-range develop
m en t o f  the conception  concerning the  ratio  
o f  earnings, m ore than th e  average rate o f
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grow th in  salaries is  dem anded for the fo l
low ing  groups o f  peop le: those w ho are 
em ployed  in  heavy physical labour and  
am idst unfavourable w orking conditions, 
those sk illed  labourers w ho possess h igh  
technical qualifications, those em ployees 
w ith  university or college education, those  
w ho d irectly gu ide the production (the shop  
forem en), and those w hose earnings are pre
sently  on  a m in im u m  level.

M átyás T ím ár m entions, as one o f  the  
problem s o f  the  continued  developm ent o f  
the  system  o f  econom ic d irection , that the  
productive system  o f  prices does not have 
enough o f  a selective effect and that the  
ratio o f  consum er prices even today is vastly  
different from  the ratio o f  norm al produc
tio n  prices. Furtherm ore, even today the  
dispersal o f  enterprise profit expresses on ly  
w ith in  certain lim its  the differences in  pro
duction  efficiency. A t the  sam e tim e the  
unpredicted rapid grow th  o f  the prices in  the  
w orld m arket had to  be neutralized fre
quently  by financial in tervention  that placed  
severe strains on  the state budget.

In  the  future the  m athem atical m odels 
should be u tilized  to  a greater extent in  
order to  enhance th e  efficiency o f  the system

o f  econom ic d irection . I t  w ill be defined  
m ore clearly w h ich  groups o f  products are 
those that are able to  develop  best w ith  
greater com p etition . I t  is  im perative to  
im prove the  ratio o f  productive prices so 
that they reflect clearly the  differences in  
efficiency.

W ith in  th e  system  controlling foreign  
trade the  desire to  achieve convertib ility  
w ill  be increasingly strongly fe lt . T he closer 
contact that now  exists betw een  firms located  
in  d ifferent states dem and a better price 
system , a m ore flexible credit system  and a 
sufficiently u tilizab le product and financial 
system .

A t the  end  o f  h is book, M átyás T ím ár  
poin ts ou t that the developm ent o f  a society  
cannot occur w ith ou t contradictions, how 
ever, even in  the  further developm ent o f  the  
control m echanism  a great deal o f  a tten tion  
is to  be paid to  the  various incentives that 
develop the  u n ity  o f  the  entire society, o f  
the enterprise and o f  individual interests. T h e  
author accom panies h is book w ith  a rich  
bibliography that consists o f  a lis t  o f  those  
books and articles that th e  author u tilized  
in  the exam ination o f  th is period and o f  
th e  econom ic problem s w ith  w hich  he dealt.

E g o n  K e m e n e s
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MARXI S M A N D  T H E  N E W  LEFT

BÉLA K Ö P E C Z I: “új baloldal" ideoló
giája  (T he Ideology o f  the  “ N e w  L eft”) 
K ossuth, Budapest, 1 974 . 2 6 0  pp .

T h e N e w  L eft, an ideological and p o liti
cal trend w h ich  appeared in  the late 1950s  
added a new  hue to  the palette o f  p etty -  
bourgeois and m iddle-class ideas; looked  at 
from  a d ifferent angle, i t  is  seen as the re
appearance o f  o ld  behaviour patterns—

anarchism, utopianism , escapism — in  new  
form s, w ith  new  m eanings as w ell.

T h is latter aspect, how ever, offers no ex
cuse for M arxist scholars n ot to analyse and 
criticise. T h e  peculiar features, concrete 
ideological m essage and social basis o f  the  
N e w  L eft s t ill have to  be analyzed. M arxist 
ideologues and p olito logues in  socialist and 
capitalist countries alike consider it  an im 
portant task— in  the interest o f  a theoretically
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substantiated p o litical appraisal o f  the  
student riots o f  som e years back and o f  the  
present polarisation observed in  the ranks o f  
th e  trend— to probe in to  th e  N e w  L eft, and  
discover its  essential m otive forces.

There is m uch in  H ungarian on the sub
ject. T here are num erous articles published  
in  periodicals. Géza R ip p ’s Politikai gazdaság
tan és ideológia (Political Econom y and Ideolo
gy) is  concerned m ainly w ith  econom ics, 
Tam ás T ó th ’s Útkeresés és útvesztés (L ooking  
for th e  W ay and G etting Lost) deals w ith  
the student m ovem ents on  a theoretical 
plane. T h ey  were fo llow ed  in  1 9 7 4  by  
a general work A zJ'ú j baloldal" ideológiája (T he  
Ideology o f  the “N e w  L eft”)  by Béla Kö- 
p eczi, Secretary General o f  the Hungarian  
Academ y o f  Sciences.

Béla K öpeczi, in  h is com prehensive short 
m onograph, underlines the am orphous char
acter o f  th e  N e w  L eft. A s he puts it :  
“D ifferent, o ften  opposed groups, use this 
term  to  describe them selves w ith  a v iew  to  
dissociating them selves from  the bourgeois 
Left, b u t also from  the C om m u n ists.” (p. 7 )

T he am bivalent lin k  w ith  theory is a 
general d ilem m a for the ideology o f  the N e w  
L eft. M ost o f  its  m em bers claim  to  have 
done som ething to  aid the theoretical inter
pretation o f  contemporary capitalism  and o f  
our tim es as such, b u t they all fa il, and their 
m ovem ent show s itse lf  unable to  act as 
a political force. K öpeczi convincingly  
show s, citing  their ow n  words in  support, 
that the N e w  L eft has no ideology o f  its ow n, 
i t  only repeats ideological p latitudes.

T h e absence o f  any theoretical interpreta
tio n  is show n by the fact that, as in  M arcuse’s 
case— m any in  o f  the N e w  L eft attribute the  
em ergence o f  their m ovem ent to  subjective  
and psychological circum stances. W hat Köpe
czi is after is a description o f  the objective 
social causes. “T h e ‘N e w  L eft’, ” he argues, 
“is a contradictory product o f  the em ergence 
o f  contradictions characteristic o f  the w hole  
o f  capitalist society  and the struggle betw een  
th e  tw o system s, betw een the forces o f  the  
international working-class m ovem ent and

186

bourgeois conservatism . T h e causes w hich  
have brought in to  being the  various groups 
and m ovem ents m ust be exam ined concretely  
from  the p o in t o f  view  o f  the  tim es and the  
circum stances.” (p . 39)

N o n e  the less i t  is necessary to  confront 
N e w  L eft p latitudes w ith  M arxism , “i f  only  
because m any o f  these groups claim  to  draw  
upon M arxism , even to  be the  sole legitim ate  
representatives o f  M arxism . T h e  reason w hy  
w e are obliged  to carry o u t th is confrontation  
is  the typical anticom m unism  w ith  w hich  the  
‘N e w  L eft’ turns against socialism  as i t  exists 
and the C om m unist Parties, accusing them  o f  
having deserted the cause o f  the revolution  and  
o f  having taken th e  road o f  reform ism  and  
bureaucratisation. In  the developed capitalist 
countries th is an ticom m unism  causes sp lits  
on th e  L eft, and the controversy w hich  the  
C om m unist Parties engage in  w ith  the ‘N e w  
L eft’ is n ot sim ply  o f  an ideological character 
b u t concerns po litica l practice.” (pp. 9 -1 0 )  

A t the sam e tim e, however, one m ust n o t  
b elieve that th e  job is done once M arxism  
is  confronted w ith  pseudo-M arxism , since  
th is is  s t ill on ly  criticism  on  the ideological 
plane, and the M arxist criticism  o f  ideology  
has to  fo llow  the m ethod  w hich  Marx al
ready proposed in  h is T heses on  Feuerbach: 
behind the disruption  in  the ideological field  
one always has to  seek and grasp th e  real 
contradictions o f  social existence. In  the  
present case th is m eans that th is current 
m ust be traced back to  those objective con
tradictions in  contemporary capitalism  from  
w hich  it  has sprung, notably to  the fact that 
in  capitalism  today the in tensify in g  socialisa
t io n  o f  production and th e  hum an sphere 
produce sharpening conflicts, w ith  capital as 
an aspect w h ich  has made th is socialisation  
possible bu t w h ich  today curbs it .

T h e  second circum stance very closely  
related to  the above is the changed position  
o f  the  m iddle classes as the social basis o f  
the N e w  L eft in  today’s capitalism . T o  
quote Béla K öpeczi: “ . . . t h e  m em bers o f  
the  ‘N e w  L eft’ and the  broader sections in 
fluenced by them  first o f  all have their origin
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in  in tellectual groups w hich  h o ld  particular 
non-governm ental and leading econom ic  
posts, and especially am ong young people, 
m ostly  stu d en ts.” (p . 2 4 ) T h is gives rise to  
the peculiar po litica l aspect o f  the N e w  L eft:  
“T h e ‘N e w  L eft’ represents tha t part o f  the  
petty-bourgeois in te lligentsia  w hich , though  
opposed to  capitalism , is nevertheless anti
com m unist, and i t  regards th is latter posi
tio n  as lik ew ise revolutionary.” (pp. 2 5 -2 6 )

Béla K öpeczi m ust be g iven  special credit 
for the w ay he connects facts and data on the  
N e w  L eft, and its  ideology, w ith  an un
am biguous ideological and p olitical com 
m itm en t, w ith  a party-m indedness in  the  
Leninist sense. T h e quotations, w h ich  are 
in tended to  present the N e w  L eft in  its  
objective and subjective contradictions, in  
its  inconsistencies, its  positive and negative 
traits, dem onstrate that th is subject is  not 
in  the least considered taboo.

T he proposition central to  Béla K öpeczi’s 
criticism  o f  the N e w  L eft is that the poin t 
at issue here is a m odern-looking variant o f  
“m idd le-of-the-roadism ”. T h e soc io -p o liti
cal basis o f  th is m iddle course it  that its 
advocates rely on  an in tellectual e lite  and 
not the  w orking class; b u t th is is n ot new , 
th is is the bourgeois theory o f  an industrial 
society  and that o f  convergence. It im plies  
the rejection o f  socialism  as its exists and the  
su b stitu tion  o f  anarchism  for revolution  and 
o f  a utopia for socialism  as th e  objective.

A t the sam e tim e  K öpeczi points ou t that 
the m ovem ent’s anticapitalism  is valuable. 
“T h e p o st-1 9 6 8  developm ent provides ex
am ples to  show  also that m any m em bers o f  the  
‘N e w  L eft’— precisely ow ing to  their disap
pointm ent— have opted  for M arxism , and the  
C om m unist Parties have either adm itted  
them  as m em bers, or they cooperate w ith  
them . T h e  confused ideas o f  the ‘N e w  L eft’ 
have drawn th e  a tten tion  o f  broad sections 
not on ly  to  the o ld  and new  anarchist, spon
taneous, petty-bourgeois socialist trends op 
posed to  M arxism  b u t also to  M arxism  itself, 
thus u n intentionally  contributing to  the pro
pagation o f  M arxism .” (p . 2 4 3 )

K öpeczi deals also w ith  the hippie m ove
m ent as a peculiar outgrow th o f  the N e w  
L eft, and w ith  the counter-culture, as w ell 
as w ith  several questions connected w ith  the  
subculture o f  young people in  the W est. I am  
inclined  to  argue that, in  addition  to  con
tinu ity , i t  should  have been possible to give  
m ore em phasis to  d iscontinuity  betw een the  
p olitical N e w  L eft and the apolitical counter
culture and perhaps to  m ake a m ore em 
phatic d istin ction  betw een  a subculture as 
such, and the  counterculture as an escapist 
m ovem ent and ideology.

K öpeczi m akes a further m ost interesting  
poin t. “ Characteristic o f  the great m ajority  
since 1968 , in  addition  to  the ultraradicalism  
or plain terrorism  o f  a few  sm all groups, is 
a sort o f  nonconform ism  w hich  engenders 
neorom anticism  in  the life  style, in  litera
ture, the arts and fashions a lik e .” (p. 2 4 2 )

I t  occurred to  m e, th ink ing  along Kö
p ecz i’s lin e, w hether it  m ay n ot be im aginable  
that the neorom anticism , and claim  to  
creativity that arises w ith in  the  N e w  L eft 
and counterculture can in  principle be 
stripped o f  its anarchist or escapist cover, 
leading in  certain cases and under specific 
conditions, to  a positive dem and for socialist 
change. O ne m ay ask as w ell how , under 
socialist conditions, does one appraise and  
utilise  rom antic efforts dem anding scope for 
action, and that claim  to  creativity, w h ich  is 
m anifest in  som e young people. It is  se lf-  
evident that an answer can be form ulated in  
an abstract manner or at least in  term s o f  
principles bu t ways o f  im plem entation  are 
far from  being clear-cut and settled .

Béla K öpeczi refuted  the ideological 
platitudes o f  the N e w  Left, by confronting  
them  w ith  a creative M arxism -L en in ism  
w hich  is authentic and able to  provide an 
answer to  the  problem s o f  our days. T he  
book, w hich— as th e  author m odestly  
writes— “claim s to  be a popular ou tlin e” , 
m ust be looked  on  as an im portant step  
towards a synthesis o f  M arxist criticism  o f  
N e w  L eft trends.
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RURAL GLASS P A I N T I N G S
W h en  ethnographers se t o u t to  furnish  

th e  o ld  peasant houses w h ich  are being  
opened to  the  p u b lic  or set up  an open-air 
fo lk  m useum , they  have to  deal w ith  a 
variety o f  objects w hich , a lthough com m only  
found  in  the  region in  question, have no 
organic lin k s w ith  the culture o f  the terri
tory itse lf . T hese artefacts, such as the  
German hard pottery, the Black Forest clock  
or the Bohem ian mirror, were im ported  in to  
the area. Glass paintings in  H ungary are 
also o f  foreign origin , although certain im 
portant m anufacturing centres existed  in  
parts o f  o ld  H ungary, in  th e  N orthern  
region, in  Transylvania and in  the south  in  
Syrm ia (today in  Slovakia, R um ania and 
Yugoslavia respectively). In  view  o f  the fact 
that they were on the  w hole m anufactured  
by the national m inorities liv in g  in  H ungary, 
they have rem ained o f  rather marginal in 
terest in  H ungarian folk-art research. Apart 
from  the interest show n in  recent years,1 
glass paintings in  any im portant quantity  
have only been exh ib ited  at the  great 
M illenary E xh ib ition  in  189 6 , in  th e  setting  
o f  the  R um anian peasant room s o f  the  
H unyad  d istrict (Transylvania), where they  
were appreciated as specim ens o f  local fo lk  art.

T oday w e attach more im portance to  the  
genre, w hich  is som eth ing m ore than the  
popular art o f  certain ethnic groups. T he  
processes o f  pain tin g  on the back o f  the  
glass were invented  by the craftsm en  
o f  an tiqu ity .2 T h e  technique survived in to  
the M id d le Ages, in  the form ulas and 
instructions handed dow n from  A ntioch  and 
Byzantium , and was used on  ecclesiastical 
objects during that period; towards the end  
o f  the fifteenth  century glass-painted religious

pictures appeared in  Italy and Germ any as 
independent works o f  art. In  the sixteenth  
century the glass industry o f  V en ice and  
M urano produced them  en masse in  the form  
o f  reproductions o f  popular works o f  art.

T h e  glass p ictures o f  popular art were 
created to  satisfy the increased dem and for 
religious pictures after the C ounter-R efor
m ation . T h ey  were m anufactured by the  
gu ilds or by the grow ing glass industry; 
hence painting on  glass was at best a cottage 
industry, but never a genuine fo lk  art created 
by th e  peasants them selves. T h e historical 
developm ent and spread o f  th is popular genre 
was typical o f  Central and Eastern Europe; 
i t  obviously  represented popular taste and  
the peop le’s religious sentim ents, and was 
therefore ind irectly  a specific expression o f  
the religious culture o f  th e  com m on fo lk .

T h e adm ixture o f  people in  H ungary and 
its  particular p osition  favoured a rich  diver
sity  in  all types o f  glass paintings. Eastern  
and W estern  cultural influences m et here 
and the m ost d ivergent traditions coexisted  
in  th is form  o f  art. Som e specim ens seem  
to  be surprisingly early in  date; they m ay  
perhaps assist our research in to  certain  
historical problem s.

A  few  figures w ill convey an idea o f  the  
prevalence o f  glass paintings in  H ungary. 
T h e Budapest Ethnographical M useum  has 
a co llection  o f  a lm ost 500 , there are about 
z o o  in  provincial m useum s and roughly the  
sam e num ber in  private collections. T o 
gether w ith  th e  docum entary inform ation  
available and certain objects s t il l  in  use in  
th e  provinces, w e can assume that our know l
edge o f  glass paintings in  H ungary is based 
on  approxim ately 1 ,0 0 0  specim ens. O ur



ARTS AND ARCH AEOLO GY

survey is s t ill far from  com plete, and 
publications about w ell-k now n  pieces are 
also scarce.

From  the end o f  the eighteenth  century  
glass p ictures enjoyed w idespread popularity  
am ong C atholics and O rthodox C hristians, 
regardless o f  their  nationality . T he num ber  
o f  glass pictures o f  proven H ungarian origin  
is  relatively sm all, b u t they were popular w ith  
th e  H ungarian Palóc groups in  villages in  
the counties o f  H eves, N ógrád  and Borsod- 
A baáj-Z em plén , in  N orthern  H ungary.

T h e d ifferent periods o f  th e  genre can 
be d istinguished  according to  the  different 
categories. T h e  first category consists o f  a 
handicraft} painted  in  the  sty le o f  the  
eighteenth  century; and these were not 
produced exclusively  for a rural c lien tele. 
T h e second consists o f  paintings produced  
in  glass works to  satisfy popular dem and; 
their developm ent led  directly  to  a cottage 
industry. T h e  th ird  category is an inter
m ediate ty p e ; w e know  o f  on ly  one specim en  
o f  th is type in  H ungary b u t am ong the  
paintings popular am ong the  com m on people  
o f  Central Europe there are countless works 
o f  th is type . D raw ings, paintings and calli- 
graphical inscriptions were applied  on glass; 
professional painters in  the  province used  
to  earn good m oney through the dem and  
for these objects. T h e fourth  category con
sists o f  the  objects produced in  w hat are 
called secondary centres, w h ich  were general
ly  established to  supp lem ent the im ported  
goods produced in  the glass works—-which 
were the primary centres. T h is  production  
w as m ainly local and typical o f  the nineteenth  
century. T h e classification o f  these four  
categories is  based on  the m ethods o f  m anu
facture, b u t the fifth  category consisting o f  
the icons o f  th e  O rthodox Church is different, 
because the origins o f  Serbian and Transyl
vanian glass pain ting are practically un
know n.

Painted Handicraft Products

In the e igh teen th  century th e  glass gu ilds  
o f  Augsburg practised the popular genres o f

fine art as a profession. T h ey  supp lied  alm ost 
the w hole o f  Europe w ith  reproductions o f  
religious p ictures. From  the earliest seven
teenth  century they had been using painted  
glass in lay on their fine, w orld-fam ous 
cabinets. T h e  glass picture as an independent 
piece o f  work— using secular subjects as 
w ell— had developed in to  a mass export 
product by the second h a lf o f  the eighteenth  
century; by 18 0 0  the genre had d ied  o u t in  
Augsburg b u t by that tim e it  had begun  
to  be im itated  and an evolu tion  towards a 
style designed to  please the com m on people  
took  place.

T h e Ethnographical M useum  possesses 
tw o pictures o f  th is type . T h e  paintings 
were probably m ade in  Augsburg, dating  
from  the end o f  the eighteenth  century, w ith  
Baroque and R ococo designs. T h e  favourite 
fam ily  saints o f  the  tim e form  the subject 
o f  these specim ens. O ne is S t. A nne, teach
in g  the young M ary to  read the Bible at 
a prie-dieu. (T he pa in ting  in  the  M useum  
cam e from  V eszprém  C ounty.) T h e  com po
sition  is a m ixture o f  Baroque em otionalism  
and sym bolism  (the snake coiling round the  
globe, the attribute o f  Im m aculate C on
ception  at the  fo o t o f  the prie-dieu), together  
w ith  hom ely  narrative elem ents (the sew ing- 
basket and scissors behind A nne). T he other  
is  the popular saint, S t. A nthony o f  Padua. 
T h e background is the sky, bu t the  saint 
represented three-quarters, s ittin g  at a table, 
embraces th e  ch ild  Jesus descending from  
heaven w ith  h is draperies a-flutter. T h e  
dom inant colours in  the picture are the  
silvery p inks and browns w hich  characterize 
th e  R ococo id y lls o f  A ugsburg.

T he second source o f  these glass paintings 
for the H ungarians is S ilesia . A lthough  
icon  pain ting originated in  th e  glass indus
try, the objects produced in  the  early years 
o f  the eigh teen th  century have m any o f  
th e  characteristics o f  the A ugsburg and  
Bavarian sty le . But as there was no tradition  
o f  pain ting in  th is region, glass designed  
for the com m on people appeared very early. 
T here is a group o f  Silesian painted  pictures
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in  existence w ith ou t any ornam ent in  the  
glass itse lf;  th ey  can be regarded as an 
interm ediate type betw een the first category 
o f  paintings and those em anating from  glass 
works. T h e M useum  possesses a S t. A nthony  
o f  th is type dating from  th e late eighteenth  
century, and a H o ly  Fam ily w hich  is a 
som ew hat earlier.

Products of Glass Works

T h e V enetian  mirrors and glass orna
m ents produced by the Bohem ian glass indus
try in  the  eighteenth  century proved a 
form idable rival to  N orthern  Italy. T h e  
aristocrats and w ealthy bourgeois o f  H u n 
gary possessed pictures w ith  glass frames as 
elaborate and sp lend id  as V enetian  mirrors. 
In one, for instance, still in  existence, the  
glass fram ing the m iniature religious picture 
is cut, g ild ed  and painted  and surrounds the  
picture lik e ornate passe-partout. T h e E thno
graphical M u seum  possesses a specim en  
m ade in  a convent; its  fram e is in laid  w ith  
mirrors decorated w ith  cut and etched  
flowers. T hese glass works o f  S ilesia and the  
Bohem ian Forest produced a type o f  popular 
religious painting in  w hich  the glass itse lf  
was processed or backed w ith  m ercury  
after painting, or the artists sim ply  procured  
the rolled  glass from  the glass works and  
then  painted it . M irror pictures are earlier in  
date than the coloured glass p ictures m ade 
by the glass w orks although there had been  
an earlier craft o f  mirror painting in  Southern  
Bohem ia w hich  flourished during the pre
vious century and o f  w h ich  m any specim ens 
existed  in  H ungary as w ell. Betw een 1800  
and 18 2 0  the backs o f  som e m irror-pictures 
were painted w ith  soot— w hat were know n  
as Russbilder— w hich  were undoubtedly the  
last descendants o f  the  ancient, cheap and  
popular technique for the m aking o f  mirrors.

T h e earliest H ungarian reference to  glass 
paintings is  to  a mirror picture, or picture  
painted  on a m irror, w hich  at the same tim e  
provides valuable in form ation  about the  
ideas and superstitions connected w ith  the
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religious subjects painted  on  m irrors. A  
picture o f  the M adonna o f  M ariazell on  
mirror glass, dating from  1 6 9 7 , is  in  posses
sion  o f  the Church Treasury there. I t  is a 
votive p icture donated by a C ount Nádasdy  
w ho was in  M ariazell w hen he learned that 
he had w on  a law su it .4  T h e mirror o f  truth—  
reason o f  our joy, is the  translation o f  the  
Latin inscription  on  the picture. T h is w itty  
m etaphor m ust have been inspired b y  the  
C ount h im self. T h e  representation o f  re
lig ious subjects and the attributes o f  M ary 
on  mirrors, o ften  seen in  Italian pictures o f  
the  Im m aculate C onception in  the sixteenth  
century, and later consecrated by the Church  
in  the  Litany o f  Loreto, had a very com pli
cated history. References to  th e  tangle o f  
supersitious beliefs w h ich  in  a way con
stitu te  the background o f  mirror pictures can 
be found in  several know n exam ples o f  p ic
tures from  the seventeenth and eighteenth  
centuries painted  on glass or mirrors in  
Germ any o f  a memento mori type . Som e o f  
these and other mirror pictures painted w ith  
purely religious subjects cam e from  convents, 
or at least they  were called nuns’ mirrors.

T h e mirror show ing the  D ev il in  its  
depths and the m agic force o f  the mirror were 
widespread popular subjects. T h e Church 
m ay have attem pted  to  deal w ith  them  by  
re-interpreting and incorporating them  in  
a Christian setting . A parable from  the  
end o f  the fifteen th  century (the book o f  
R itter  von T urn, 1493)5 narrates the story  
o f  the vain w om an w ho came to  gr ie f be
cause she spent too  m uch tim e look ing in  
the  mirror. T h en  one day she saw the D evil 
in  it , and the frigh t caused a dangerous 
illness. She on ly  recovered by praying to  
G od. T he story is illustrated w ith  a w oodcut. 
W hereas in  popular b e lie f  th e  m ystical force 
o f  the mirror m akes i t  a source o f  ev il 
influences and m agic generally, the  religious 
tex t claim s that it  is  the pun ishm ent o f  G od.

Earlier docum ents from  the region o f  the  
R hine and the M aas refer to  the concentra
tio n  o f  the m agic power in  fam ous relics by 
m eans o f  convex reflex lenses. Sm all reflex
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lenses were m anufactured in  Aachen and 
Strasbourg for p ilgrim s w ho, a contemporary 
theologian  ind ignantly  claim ed, w anted to  
take the healing force hom e to  use for sorcery.6

P icture reflections in  a mirror was con
nected w ith  superstitious b eliefs, hence for 
the ethnographer mirror pictures retain the  
m em ory o f  o ld  traditions.? In  th e  regions 
where the glass works were situated the  
superstitions connected w ith  glass and m ir
rors were probably m ore persistent than  
elsew here. M any o f  our mirror pictures w ith  
sooted backs com e from  N orthern  Bohem ia  
and Silesia . Several o f  them  represent the  
M adonna o f  M ariazell, som etim es w ith  the  
votive church in  the background. T h e  p il
grim age centres form ed a com m ercial n et
work where these products were sold . T he  
Ethnographical M useum  possesses a Russlild 
from  Csatka, w h ich  was an im portant place 
o f  pilgrim age. I t  had been the property  
o f  a pedlar se llin g  h o ly  p ictures. A  St. 
Florian picture is a b eautifu l exam ple o f  
glass ornam entation. T h e figure is painted in  
an oval m edallion , surrounded by cut and  
g ild ed  garlands o f  leaves fa lling  from  a w oven  
basket. T h e back o f  the glass is sooted . M any  
specim ens o f  a series o f  pictures in  H ungary, 
sm all in  size, and w ith  id entical frames, 
prove that these pieces were m ass-produced. 
Tire figure is always in  a separate oval or 
cabin-shaped d iv ision  o f  th e  picture sur
rounded by a delicate, neo-classical flower 
pattern painted  w h ite  w ith  a litt le  colour. 
A  com position  from  Sw itzerland is absolute
ly  identical w ith  the half-figure o f  the H o ly  
V irgin  in  a picture from  N orthern  H u n 
gary now  in  the Ethnographical M useum . 
T h is can be explained by the  w orking  
practice o f  th e  glass-w ork centres. T h e sub
jects were copied in  great num bers on glass 
by m eans o f  paper transfer p ictures; the  
colours o f  th e  body were painted  by one 
m aster, other colours by a second, the back
ground by a third, etc. Such transfer drawings 
have also survived from  Buchers and Sandl, 
the  m ain glass-w ork centres o f  South  
Bohem ia and Austria.

T hese tw o com m unities were the exclu
sive sources o f  the works in  a popular style  
exported to  H ungary in  th e  nineteenth  
century. By that tim e these industries had  
b u ilt up a w ell-organized  foreign trade n et
w ork o f  buying agencies, tradesm en and  
pedlars. T h ey  exported to  the  Bukovina, Italy  
and Luxem burg. It is calculated that the  
2 0  glass-houses operating in  th e  d istrict 
produced approxim ately 3 8 2 ,0 0 0  pictures 
betw een  185 2  and 1864 .

T h e craft had been im ported  by N o rth  
Bohem ian em igrants. In  Buchers they m anu
factured mirror pictures w ith  sooted backs 
from  1 7 7 0  onwards, in  Sandl they began  
to  operate in  1 800 . It is  very difficult to  
distinguish  the  w ork o f  these tw o centres 
during a certain period; and sim ilar glass 
paintings were also produced in  other locali
ties in  the n ineteenth  century.

T he m ain  characteristic o f  the pictures 
produced in  that region is their use o f  
crude, unm ixed  colour. T h e background is 
m ostly  clear w h ite , b lu e-w h ite  or a live ly  
canary yellow . T h e ou tlin es are red, and  
a great deal o f  verm ilion, deep b lue and  
green is used, w ith  sm all flower bouquets 
filling  the  em pty  spaces in  the upper corners 
o f  the picture. T h e  subjects include the  
iconographic them es from  the M id d le A ge, 
such as the Gnadenstuhl— a com position  o f  
the H o ly  T rin ity— and in  general the repre
sentation o f  a group o f  m inistering saints. 
O f  course the Baroque saints predom inate, 
and the  popular patron saints S t. W en d elin , 
St. Leonard, S t. Florian, etc. occur very o ften .

Drawings, Paintings and Inscriptions on Glass 
fc

T h e Ferenc L iszt M u seum  in  Sopron  
possesses an interesting type o f  early glass 
pain ting w h ich  w as not exclusively designed  
for a rural clien tele . T hese pictures were  
inspired b y  th e  decorative w all inscriptions 
frequently  found  in  Protestant hom es. T h e  
plaques in  Sopron are m ostly  com m em ora
tiv e  marriage p laques; they are dated and 
som etim es bear the nam e o f  the maker. O ne
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refers to  a marriage contracted in  Pozsony  
in  1 7 1 3 ; it  was foun d  in  a village in  Sopron  
C ounty. A  sim ilar version w ith  go ld  letters 
and flower ornam entation dates from  176 5 . 
A  plaque from  th e sam e year carries a 
religious inscription  in  G othic letters on  a 
green background. It is signed: “A . A . Scul. 
N em es C sáni”— the name o f  the engraver 
w ho made th e  p late. T h is  throw s ligh t on  
the  m anufacturing tech n iq u e; th e  texts were 
printed in  gold  on  the glass from  plates 
and the coloured background was then  
painted  in . A  sim ilar picture in  gold  repre
sents the Last Supper. T h e backing o f  the  
picture reveals an inscrip tion  w ith  the  
m aker’s nam e: “Ferdinand O ssw ald, der 
stum m e M aler” 9 (the dum b painter). T here  
are a few  o f  h is glass paintings in  the  
Burgenland. H is  portraits are considered to  
be o f  good likeness, bu t according to  a con
temporary source “his inscriptions, m ade on  
undercoated glass were m ost in  dem and” . 
Further research w ill be needed to  discover 
from  w hich  sectors o f  the  population  the  
dem and cam e, b u t w e know  that the later, 
popular versions o f  these com m em orative  
plaques were also widespread in  H un gary .10 
although d ifferent techniques were em ployed . 
O ssw ald’s particular im portance for us lies  
in  the fact that he was an early glass painter 
in  H ungary.

Secondary Centres

T h e long-lasting, flourishing export trade 
o f  Bohem ian glass centres was finally replaced  
b y local copies o f  these glass p ictures. T hese  
im itations were produced in  Slovenia, 
Y ugoslavia, Slovakia and P oland; and the  
German settlers in  the neighbourhood o f  
the  glass works o f  the  Z selic  region in  
H ungary also practised th is craft for a short 
tim e around 1 850 . T hese later glass works 
fu lfilled  local dem ands, their  w ork circulated  
in  a narrower circle and the  subject-m atter  
som etim es included  secular and national 
legends. T h e Ethnographical M useum  pos
sesses a fine co llection  o f  w ork from  the  
centres o f  East, M id d le, and N orthern
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Slovakia co llected  before th e  First W orld  
W ar. O n  th e  basis o f  th is m aterial, w e can 
distinguish  three different groups. T h e first 
group is d istinguished  by dark blue or green  
backgrounds, sym m etrical flowers, lik e  tu lip s  
in  the upper corners, b u t i f  the  object is  a 
cross, a t th e  bottom . T h e com positions are 
over-sim plified  and diagram m atic. T h e  
favourite subjects in  th is  group are the  
P ieta o f  Sastin , a fam ous shrine in  N yitra  
C ounty, S t. John N ep om u k , and the Last 
Supper. T h e  second group com es from  East 
Slovakia; th e  backgrounds are w h ite , the  
flower ornam ents festooned and the  charac
teristic colours are yellow s and ultramarine 
blues, w ith  pale reds. T h e  w ork o f  both  
these groups is som ew hat d istorted and  
prim itive in  th e  painting, w h ile  those o f  the  
third  group w ith  black backgrounds and trans
parent pain t, are o f  a h igh  artistic quality .

Glass Icons

T he glass pictures o f  the  Transylvanian  
O rthodox and o f  the Serbs liv in g  in  
H ungary are very d ifferent in  sty le , for they  
are specim ens o f  an independent culture  
springing from  the traditions and parti
cular icon-w orship o f  th e  O rthodox Church. 
Scholars have discovered the past h istory o f  
glass paintings in  W estern  Europe, b u t w e  
know  lit t le  o f  th e  origins o f  glass icons. 
A t all events th e  glass w ork where these  
were produced were certainly n ot secondary 
because the dates o f  the  earliest Transyl
vanian and Serbian specim ens precede the  
beginning o f  W estern  exports.

Serbian glass icons

T h e existence o f  S ou th  Slav glass paintings 
o f  indigenous origin  was on ly  discovered in  
the  course o f  th e  last tw en ty  years. A ttem pts  
have been m ade to  id en tify  th e  local glass
houses. T h e m aterial ex istin g  in  H ungary  
is  o f  an early date; w e possess tw o icons 
w hich  are st ill serving their original purpose 
in  the provinces. O ne represents S t. George,

T



Saint George (glass icon, 6 3 x 5 3 , 2  cm) Fogaras, 2nd half 
of 19TH century: provenance Alsószombat



Saint M ichael

(glass painting, 45,5X35,5 CMJ 
19TH century; Jablonka

Gii-iffiirfic H

Domestic Saints 
(glass painting, 4 5 , 5 x 3 6  cm) 

19TH century; T olnamözs

Photos: Károly SzeU nyi Courtesy Corvina Press

Saint Florian

(glass painting, 35 , 4x25 ,4  cm)
1 8 th century ; Esztergom County

M ater Dolorosa 
(glass icon, 34x28 , 5  cm) 

Füzesmikola, 1 9TH century



PRESENTATION OF THE VIRGIN 
(glass icon, 2 7 x 2 2  cm) 
Voivodina, I 9TH century; 
PROVENANCE VÉMIND

T he Prophet Elias, 
Saints Peter and Paul 
(GLASS ICON 6 6 x 5 5  CM) 

oivodina, i 9TH century; 
PROVENANCE ILOCSKA,
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P hoto: Ferenc Kovács

Z suzsa Szenes: Labirintéi with rose (wool embroidery
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M argit Szilvitzky: 
Sculpture in space (textile)



PÉTER KORNISS : EASTER WATERING (AcSA, COUNTY PEST)
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Péter Ko rn iss: Sunday Afternoon (Szék — Sic, R umania)



Fibula from Bölcske



Vessel from Kakasd



Side wall of a tomb aedicula 
found at Bölcske — it shows

A WOMAN IN CELTIC DRESS 
HOLDING A BOAR’S HEAD 
IN A BOW

▼  B o a r  s t a t u e t t e  f r o m  B á t a
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surrounded by fifteen  sm all m edallions illu 
strating events in  h is life . T h e  drawing is 
delicate, the  colours are soft, w ith  reseda- 
greens and greys dom inating. T h e  low er part 
o f  the  p icture contains an inscrip tion  in  
Greek and the  date 1 7 5 0 . T h e other icon, 
o f  the sam e era and sty le , represents a 
M adonna.

D ocum ents from  the 1730s m en tion  glass 
icons in  churches in  Srem , Y ugoslavia  
(Syrm ia).11 T h e pictures in  H ungary may 
be related to  th e m ; the m an w ho m ade th em  
m ight have been  a professional icon  painter.

T he co llection  in  the  Ethnographical 
M useum  num bering approxim ately tw enty  
pieces is , how ever, in  no w ay related to  these  
early works. T h e  them e o f  S t. George is 
repeated in  d istorted  later versions— from  
w hich  one m ay conclude the  existence o f  a 
com m on pattern. W e can also d istin guish  
three groups in  these n ineteenth-century  
works, bu t certain com m on features in d i
cate that they  com e from  th e sam e region. 
T h e scenes, one bordered w ith  im itation  
Baroque fram es w ith  rosettes in  the corners, 
and th e  backgrounds em ploy the  sam e range 
o f  colours. T h e  finest pictures in  th is first 
group are th e  “ Festive cycle” from  the  
iconostasis o f  a Serbian church in  Baranya. 
A  unique, picturesque effect is  provided by  
the  transparent, m ellow  colours. A  num ber  
o f  icons from  Baranya also belong to  th is  
group, such as the  large typical com position  
from  L ippó, the M adonna, or the  com posi
tio n  from  Ilocska on tw o levels, representing  
the  prophet E lijah above w ith  S t. Peter and  
S t. Pantaleon below  (despite the inscription  
i t  is  undoubtedly  S t. Peter).

T h e second group is later in  date; the  
artist was by no m eans as good a draughtsm an. 
T h e lines are angular, the colours colder; the  
prim itive character o f  the round, staring eyes 
in  the faces strikes th e  spectator im m ediately .

A th ird  type o f  icon  was foun d  in  the  
church o f  V em én d . Perhaps m issing pieces 
in  the original series had to  be supplied— but 
in  any case, the  artist was a remarkable 
personality, alm ost a “p rim itive” painter.

H is  p ictures are clearly ou tlin ed  and are rich  
in  colour. A lthou gh  the traditional fram ing  
elem ents are st ill  there, th e  background is 
often  decorated w ith  yellow  stars. T h is type  
is  probably from  one o f  the  centres in  the  
V oivod ina; the  glass icons from  the Bánát 
are som ew hat sim ilar.12
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Transylvanian Glass Icons

It is know n from  the techniques practised  
in  the w estern centres o f  the craft that the  
pictures were reproduced by graphic m eans, 
w ith  the  help  o f  m u ltip ly ing  techniques, 
sim plified  or enriched w ith  painted  varia
tions. In  Transylvania th e  developm ent o f  
th e  genre was based on  local popular p ic
tures. T here was a w oodcut w orkshop at 
H esdát, near the oldest glass w orks in  F iizes- 
m ikola  (N icu la ), and som e o f  th e  w oodcuts  
from  H esdát and the glass pictures show  
a direct relationship. T h e  situation  m ust 
have been very sim ilar in  th e  south-eastern  
region, where a fam ous w oodcut w orkshop  
was already in  existence in  the eighteenth  
century at R ázsnyó (R ásnov). T h e local style  
o f  icon  pain ting for the people developed  
very early, in  th e  seventeenth  century, along  
w ith  the religious art o f  the  Transylvanian  
O rthodox Church; and th is local tradition  
gives these glass paintings value in  th e  study  
o f  fo lk  art.

T h e sm all pictures surrounded by flower 
garlands produced by the N icu la  artisans 
were popular all over H ungary; these glass 
works even supp lied  the  eastern regions o f  
our present borders. T h e glass paintings from  
Fogaras and Brassó were u n like the  works 
em anating from  the N icu la  glass works, 
since these were m onum ental in  size. A  few  
large Last Judgem ent panels w ith  num erous 
figures in  th em  still ex ist in  certain villages 
to  th is day. T h e  Ethnographical M useum  
in  Budapest possesses a new  collection  o f  
decorative glass paintings d istinguished  by  
their richly ornam ented surfaces. T hese p ic
tures were painted in  the  second h a lf  o f  the

13
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nineteenth  century; the sty le is closely con
nected  w ith  the  developm ent o f  peasant-style  
painted  furniture. O ne o f  the  finest speci
m ens o f  th is group is a picture o f  St. George 
in  w h ich  the  figure, the background and the  
com plem entary m otifs together form  a 
luxuriant w orld  o f  decorative patterns. T heir  
colours show  th e  im pact o f  industrial paints 
or painted furniture. T h e dark-blues, greens, 
yellow s, w h ites and blacks seem  to  fluctuate 
and flow  together. A nother type o f  glass 
paintings o f  the region is very d ifferent in  
its  colours; orange-reds, m ellow  light-greens 
against a lig h t background predom inate as

1 In 1970 the Ethnographical Museum or
ganized an exhibition “Paintings and Sculptures” 
at the István Csók Gallery in Székesfehérvár 
where the various types o f glass pictures were also 
shown. (See The N .H .Q ., N o. 44, 1971)

2 Short history of the genre: G. M . R itz: 
Hinterglasmalerei. Munich, 1972.

3 These distinctions were defined by F. 
Knaipp in: Volkstümliche Hinterglashilder des 18. 
und 19. Jahrhunderts. (An essay in Österreichischer 
Volkskunde Atlas, 1959. I. Lieferung and Kom
mentar.)

4  P. Rodler Gellért: Description and History of 
the Basilica in Mariagell. Graz, no date, p. 43.

5 Article by R. Wildhaber: “Spiegelbilder und 
Nonnenspiegeí”. Schweiger Volskmde, 1954, 6. I.
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in  the picture o f  the Prophet Elijah now  in  
the M useum .

By the end o f  last century the  late p ic
tures from  the Fogaras w orkshop st ill  m ain
tained a h igh  quality as works o f  popular 
art, whereas glass p ictures from  other sources 
show ed signs o f  decline or were being  
im itated  by craftsm en unconnected w ith  the  
workshops and tended to  develop in to  a kind  
o f  naive art. In  th e  last forty years sporadic 
attem pts have been  made to  revive the genre in  
H ungary, but they  no longer have any organic 
links w ith  popular culture.

Z s u z s a  V a r g a

6 Kurt Köster: “Mittelalterliche Pilgcrgeichncn 
und Walljahrtsdevotionalen” Rhein und Maas. Kunst 
und Kultur 800-1400 . Cologne, 1972, p. 148.

7  On the popular interpretation o f  mirror 
pictures. (See The N .H .Q . N o . 44, p. 184)

8 For data see F. Knaipp as above Lieferung 2 . 1 .
9  Csatkai, E .: "Popular Glass Painting.” 

Ethnography, 1949, p. 90.
10 Csilléry, K .: “Hungarian Popular

Graphics.” Néprajgi Értesítő, 1971, p. 63.
n  Filipovitch, M .: Ikone na staklu kod vojvo- 

danskih (Glass icons in the Voivodina). Rad Voivo- 
danskih Muzea, 1952, p. 79.

12 Cobelj, S .: Icons painted on glass. Lecture 
at the 9th International Congress o f  Anthropology 
and Ethnology. Chicago, 1973.

A REVI VAL I N T E X T I L E  ART
Irén Balázs, Irén Body, Marianne Szabó, Zsuzsa Szenes,

I know  no precedent for the  sudden re
vival o f  a branch o f  art flow ering in to  prolific 
creation as th e  resu lt o f  a decision  or a 
m anifesto. Y et th is is exactly w hat happened  
in  H ungarian tex tile  art six  years ago, w hen  
H ungarian textile  artists decided to  abandon  
th e  custom  o f  national exh ib itions. From  
tim e to  tim e previously there had been  
enorm ous exh ib itions organized in  the  
tw elve large halls o f  the glass-dom ed Buda
pest A rt G allery w h ich  included  all the  
various branches o f  industrial art; the final 
overall im pression w as o f  an am orphous

Margit S zjlv itzb y

grey m ass, one branch cancelling o u t the  
other, w hat was w orthless overshadow ing  
w hat was w orthw hile . But though it  was 
decided  to  allow  the textile  artists to  exhib it 
separately, i t  was n ot the separation itse lf  
that produced the  m iracle, since ceram ists 
and silversm iths had already exhib ited  
separately, and their performance had been  
m uch inferior to  that o f  the tex tile  artists, 
w ho achieved their breakthrough in  an ex
h ib itio n  called “T extile  Frescoes, 6 8 ” .

A t th is m em orable exh ib ition  the  artists 
them selves chose the  jury, and set m uch
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higher standards for them selves than had  
form erly been  required. O n ly  new  w ork was 
accepted, and the  size o f  each exh ib it was 
lim ited  to  tw o square m etres. T h ey  also 
proclaim ed the som ew hat obvious truism  
tha t a tex tile  creation is a work o f  art 
based on  its  ow n  rules, not a w oven painting, 
and that the  task o f  the artist is  to  em body  
his choice o f  subject and ideas in  the tex tile  
w hich  w ill  reflect them  in  the m ost ap
propriate way.

T h is new  m anifesto came opportunely, 
because tex tile  artists were bored w ith  
traditional painting. But these industrial 
artists— w ith  the exception  o f  weavers— had  
on ly  been taught to  handpaint m aterials 
and design printed tex tiles at art school. 
Each o f  them  found  them selves forced to  
in v en t and w ork ou t new  techniques, they  
had no predecessors to  im itate or to fo llow , 
and it  was th is fact w h ich  gave them  their  
originality . M ost o f  these artists were 
w om en, sk illed  in  needlew ork, bu t no more 
than m any another w om an. T h ey  found  
them selves com peting w ith  one another as 
they experim ented w ith  various m ethods, 
such as gobelin  tapestry w eaving, crocheting, 
applique w ork w ool em broidery, printing, 
stum p w ork, even  tex tile  sculptures. T he  
previously dom inant hand-painted textiles, 
form erly all in  all, are now  as rare as the num ber  
o f  genuine gobelin  tapestries are abundant.

A lthough they  m ay use d ifferent m ethods  
all these artists have som eth ing in  com m on:  
they belong to  the  same generation, and 
are m ostly  around forty. T h ey  all share a 
keen interest in  art, in  the w orld around  
them , in  things o f  the in te llect, and they  
are all— alm ost w ith ou t exception— very 
good graphic artists. T hese artists in  textiles  
have an in tim ate know ledge o f  the m aterial 
they w ork in , lik e  the Renaissance masters 
or the m en  o f  the  Bauhaus, and the  revival 
o f  tex tile  art in  other countries in  the  course 
o f  these years has also been a factor in  their  
success.

T h is  first m em orable exh ib ition  w as fo l
low ed  by a series o f  biennial exh ib itions, in

197 0 , 197 2  and 1974 , in  Szom bathely, a 
to w n  in  W estern  H ungary. But som e o f  
the artists have show n individually as w ell 
in  the  exh ib itions o f  the  "Prizm a 1 3 ” and  
“Kör” (C ircle) group exh ib itions o f  indu
strial artists. T h e  great success o f  the ex
h ib itio n  in  19 6 8  came as a surprise to  the  
artists, as d id  th e  financial success and th e  
com m issions that fo llow ed .

T h e  first im pulse o f  these artists has by  
no m eans slackened, it  has even quickened  
to  new  levels, stim ulated  by a liv e ly  artistic  
l ife  and live ly  com p etition . Besides tex tile  
pictures for the  w all other types o f  work  
have gained ground, such as tex tiles used to  
partition space, or three-dim ensional p ieces.

A  lis t  o f  nam es is useless. But it  m ay be 
usefu l to  p ick  ou t a few  o f  th e  best, th e  
m ost original, and describe the ir  work.

*

T h e great change in  textile  art is  largely  
due to  one person: Gábor A ttalai. I t  w as 
he w ho originally in itia ted  the  exh ib ition  
o f  tex tile  p ictures for the w all, and he is 
even today a source o f  stim ulu s and inspira
tio n  to  h is colleagues. It is  n ot enough to  
call h im  versatile, one is m ore precise in  
calling h im  a com plex artist. Principally he  
works in  textiles , bu t he is also a graphic 
artist, and uses w ood, m etal, stone and  
paper as w ell as tex tile  m aterials. For a 
relatively short period he experim ented w ith  
a variety o f  schools and m ethods, and today  
the  w hole body o f  h is w ork includes ex
am ples o f  H ard Edge, Land A rt and C on
ceptual A rt, as w ell as poetical abstracts. 
N o  m atter w hat he has in  m ind , it  is  the  
m aterial it se lf  w h ich  guides h is choice and 
m anner o f  treatm ent, though  he is always 
aware o f  the m om en t w hen the m aterial 
in  turn  m ust be subjected to  h is w ill. 
W ith  a sing le  w ork he is capable o f  contra
d ictin g  every form er princip le o f  art he has 
pu t forward, b u t in  the  end  it  does not  
annul them , i t  com pletes them . A t one  
tim e, he was interested in  gobelin  tapestry, 
at another in  the analysis o f  geom etrical
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fo lk  patterns. A t present he is w orking  
on  a unique type o f  textile  sculpture com 
posed o f  hanging fe lt  and straps.

A fter w orking for m ore than  ten  years 
as a painter and earning a nam e for herself, 
Irén Balázs decided  her o il paintings lacked  
substance, and stopped. In her new  field o f  
w ork she often  spends as m any as tw elve  
hours a day w orking on  m onum ental textile  
com positions, for th e  m ost part three- 
dim ensional p ieces and tex tile  sculptures, 
m ainly decorative in  character, reproducing  
figures and form s from  nature. “There are 
w hat one m igh t call artistic nodal points 
in  tex tile  m aterials, b u t after I have found  
these points the rest is  on ly  a question  o f  
se lf-d iscip lin e, since I have never m uch liked  
needlew ork.” She m akes fu ll use o f  the  
bright, glancing, brittle character o f  the  
m aterial in  w hich  she works, and calls on  the  
traditional q ualities associated w ith  it , but 
turns them  to  her ow n  purposes. H er  work  
is  not sw eet, but astringent, ironical rather 
than  serene, and essentially  honest.

Irén Bódy possesses an unusual eye for 
future trends; she has frequently forestalled  
them  and had to  face considerable m isunder
standing on that account. She was the first 
in  the sixties to  m ake use o f  the legacy o f  
Art N ouveau  in  H ungary, and later, w hen  it  
becam e fashionable, to  abandon it , and she 
was also the first to  use the m ethod  o f  
ind igo prin ting. A t the beginning, she said, 
i t  was lik e  fighting w in d m ills , b u t later she 
was successful. T h e craft o f  ind igo printing  
was introduced in to  H ungary from  Bohem ia  
in  the eighteenth  century. T h e tex tiles made 
up in to  dresses and aprons for peasant w om en  
were for long produced in  these ind igo print- 
shops. Irén Body discovered the last sur
v iv ing workshop where th is vanishing craft 
is s t il l  practised, learned th e  craft there, 
and after m aking use o f  all the o ld  patterns 
she could  lay hands on , began to  design  
others herself, and finally m ixed  th e  tw o, 
producing unique ind igo tex tiles . T h e blue  
is a special b lue from  the indigo p lant, and 
provides the background, the  pattern is the
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lin en  w h ite  o f  the  m aterial itse lf . T h e  indigo  
prints o f  Irén Body recall b lue and w h ite  
china, the rippled  lines o f  m illefiori glass, 
and the com plicated  patterns o f  lace, w hether  
figurative or decorated w ith  vegetal designs. 
F olk  art exercises an im portant bu t never 
dom inant role in  her w ork. She is tem perate, 
alm ost prosaic, b u t a passionate in tegrity  
prevents her from  producing work w hich  
could  bring her easy popularity, bu t could  
on ly  too  easily degenerate in to  to o  facile and 
inferior work.

Aranka H übner is one o f  the pioneers o f  
H ungarian tex tile  art, and one o f  the few  to  
rem ain fa ith fu l to  hand painting. O n ly  now  
she produces a lm ost everything d ifferently. 
She prints on  silk . “I w ant to  express natural 
phenom ena,” she said, “the m ood, or rather 
the  attitu de o f  water, fire, fog , m ists and 
plants; I th in k  it  is  n ot on ly  vegetable life  
tha t can be experienced visually; so can 
birth  and death, rocks crum bling in to  dust, 
these are all part o f  our life . M y  new  attitude  
dem ands a new  approach to  beauty and  
new  aesthetics. T h is  is  som eth ing m ore than  
pain ting flowers on  textiles . I  do n ot lik e  
ornam ents, I th in k  they  are ou td ated .” T he  
silk  pieces o f  Aranka H übner are “descrip
t io n s” and “landscapes” o f  th ings that are 
n ot usually the subject o f  pa intings. She 
generally attacks her subject— always in 
variably som ew hat am biguous— in  term s o f  
its  surface structure. H er m ethod  o f  painting  
is  o ften  haphazard, som eth ing w hich  is very 
characteristic o f  her, bu t her art as a w hole is 
b oth  d iscip lin ed  and poetic.

M arianne Szabó does n ot produce m uch, 
b u t no m atter w hat sty le or w hat m ethod  she 
uses, she is always original. She is interested  
in  both  painted  and printed  textiles , has 
worked on  illustrations for ch ildren’s books, 
is  a careful and m eticu lous graphic artist, 
and has m ade tex tile  decorations for th e  wall 
and for other purposes, both  em broidered  
and crocheted. For a long tim e  she was 
under the influence o f  Art N ou veau , be
cause— as she herself said— she approaches 
everything w ith  its  irreverent directness. In
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recent years she has been  m aking sculpture  
pieces o f  coloured fe lt, som eth ing that began  
in  Pop A rt, b u t developing beyond its  
origins. H er  basic attitu de is ironical— a 
gentle irony for others, a strong self-irony  
for herself. H er re lie f figures in  fe lt  o f  
sirens show  th is contrast as qu ite  in te n tio n a l; 
they are m onum ental n ot o n ly  in  the  sense 
o f  being large, m onum ental e ifects and  
m asterly com position  are in  fact her stron
gest po in ts. A nd  yet her art is  also very 
fem in in e, poetic  and p layfu l.

«

T h e key figure and m ost outstanding  
representative in  the  revival o f  th e  new  
tex tile  art is Z suzsa Szenes. She uses raw  
w ool tw isted  in to  rolls, sew ing them  on  to  
jute, and im provises by em broidering them  
in to  various shapes for w h ich  she never 
m akes “designs” . “I w ork about a m onth  on  
a w all-carpet o f  one or one and a h a lf  
square m etres. But th en  I work from  m orn
in g  to  late n igh t. I  do n ot use patterns.” 
T h e rustic  w all-carpets o f  Z suzsa Szenes  
are very m uch  th e  opposite o f  her drawings 
in  Indian in k  w ith  their  hair-fine lin es. H er  
work refutes th e  b e lie f  that tex tile  art is 
drawing and pain ting in  th e  form  o f  textiles . 
H er pieces are m ade o f  parallel curves o f  
w ool sim ilar to  the shape o f  the annual 
rings on  trees. H er subjects include non- 
figurative designs, fo lk-ta les, geom etrical 
form s, and genre pictures, b u t there is a

certain hom ogeneity  about th em  all. She is  
usually restrained in  her use o f  colour—  
though  n o t always— and the tex tile  lin es are 
som etim es interrupted unexpected ly b y  a 
sm all m irror. H er  technique is always 
strictly  subordinated to  her subject. T h e  
m azes she m akes, packed w ith  colour, are 
more than just optical gam es, m ore than  
a m ixture o f  traditional and organic elem ents, 
for her w ork as a w h ole  is  h eld  together by  
a consistent ou tlook .

M argit S z ilv itzk y  is a new com er am ong  
the  tex tile  artists. She is a fash ion  designer  
and teaches shoe, b elt and hand-bag design  
at the A rt School for Industrial D esign . She 
becam e interested in  tex tile  design  around  
1 965 , especially  in  tex tiles for partitions 
and w alls. She introduced a new  school o f  
thou gh t in  tex tile  w ork  w ith  her m ethods  
o f  applique w ork, creating som e sort o f  
never-never folk-art native to  no country, 
n ot even H ungary. She is ready to  sacrifice an 
easy attractiveness and superficial appearance 
o f  sk ill. H er  recent w ork has developed  in  
the d irection  o f  som eth ing w h ich  is at once 
m ore rustic, sim pler and m ore m onum ental. 
She is the m ost im portant representative o f  
the  p lastic  art o f  th e  tex tile  for use as a 
decorative elem ent in  space. A s she herself 
p u t it :  “T ex tiles  em body p lan t and anim al 
substances, and th e  fru its o f  p lants have 
all those seeds, fibres, lines and holes ar
ranged very log ica lly  on  a surface. A nd in  
a very b eautifu l w ay .”

Já n o s  F r a n k

A S U N K E N  WORLD
The Photographs oj Péter Korniss

T here w as a tim e w hen an exh ib ition  o f  
photographs w ou ld  be opened w ith  an  
embarrassed apology. T h e same question

Delivered at the opening o f  an exhibition of  
work by PéterKomiss held in the Műcsarnok Gallery, 
Budapest.

w ou ld  be asked yet again: Is photography an  
art? Is i t  creative, or m erely a m echanical 
act? Is i t  th e  tricky m iracle o f  m echanical 
devices, or is it , independent o f  th e  devices, 
a hum an undertaking, lik e  pain ting, poetry, 
m usic or dance?
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Fortunately, th e  question  has been  
answered by tim e, or more precisely by usage. 
Photographers are now  found  am ong the  
great innovators o f  the century, am ong  
painters, m usicians, writers, film -m akers and 
anthropologists. T h ey  are everyw here, as the  
m ain w itnesses o f  events. T h ey  m ake the in
ventory o f  wars, dem onstrations, sm iles o f  
sadness. T h e photo-journalist o f  A n ton ion i’s 
Blow Up, in  fact is  n ot m erely the hero o f  
a curious story, he is the central figure o f  
a tw entieth -century m ythos. In  th is our age 
murders are com m itted  alm ost before our 
eyes, b u t it  avails us noth ing to  know  o f  
them . T h e b low -up , the  enlargem ent, does 
n ot help . T here is no interest in  tragedy, 
and the murderers everywhere gracefully  
destroy the  evidence.

W h at is the  connection  betw een  Péter  
Korniss and th e  hero o f  the  A ntonion i m ovie ? 
W h at is the connection  w hen the props are 
different, the ligh ts, th e  m otive, th e  back
cloth  in  the stud io  are d ifferent, th e  m odels 
and the apathy subduing the  m odels are d if
ferent? Y et, desp ite the  distance betw een  
them , is the sim ilarity  after all n ot greater 
than the difference?

For both  o f  them  lead to  the  conclusion  
that photography is as any hum an enterprise, 
a m oral, sensual and aesthetic decision . 
T aking  pictures m eans to  love, to  th in k , to  
in itia te , to  search, to  blaze, to  despair, to  
im plicate o n ese lf in  the current o f  the  world. 
It  is  to  becom e the  object o f  the  photograph. 
Photography is m om entary im m ortality .

H o w  could  an ever m ore creative and  
fecund photography, encom passing basic 
truth , be possible, i f  th is were not so? But, 
as a friend, I m ust adm it that it  was not 
easy for Péter Korniss to  reach th is  p o in t o f  
developm ent. In  th e  beginning o f  h is career 
he photographed everything that satisfied  
curiosity and the com m on desire to  see m ore
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and m ore. H e  photographed c ity  streets and  
Greek ruins, canned food  and the  sea, faces 
and th e  opaque sh ine o f  m ilk  bottles. T hen  
he photographed the  dance: first ballet, 
w hich  had a story to  it , and later fo lk  danc
ing, w h ich  no longer had a story, bu t w h ich  
st ill  belongs to  the  theatre. A nd  from  here 
he had on ly  to  return to  the p o in t where the  
dance m eets the  theatre. H is  in tellectual 
curiosity led  h im  to  the  essence o f  th e  dance, 
to  its sim m ering source. From  the fo lk-  
dance he reached ou t to  the  st ill  liv ing  
custom s, usages and rituals o f  the people. 
T h is  was in  the  early six ties , w hen  such  
observations st ill seem ed the affair o f  a few  
professionals and eccentric in tellectuals.

U nder the  dictatorship o f  artistic innova
tio n  at all costs th e  lu st for contemporary  
experim entation, it  required trem endous 
self-confidence to  delve in to  a sunken world. 
But perhaps he fe lt  in stin ctively  tha t th is  
civilization-scarred w orld needed n ot only  
a new  sty le , bu t also new , viable hum an  
relations, the  pow er to  preserve a genuine  
hinterland. H is  m odernity consists o f  show 
ing the w orld  o f  com m unal singing and com 
m unal m ourning, standing in  contradistinc
t io n  to  the crum bling o f  the ind ividual. T he  
innovation  lies in  photographing n o t w hat he 
sees, bu t w hat he lacks, w hat in  h is opinions  
w e all lack in  th is  m echanized  w orld.

Som e o f  h is p ictures are rem iniscent o f  
th e  folk-songs and ballads collected  in  the  
first part o f  our century by Bartók, Kodály, 
Lajtha, or perhaps also b y  Z oltán  Kallós in  
our days. A n in stin ct to  protect a people, 
the culture o f  a people in  contact w ith  the  
culture o f  all other peoples. Below the sur
face o f  the picture em erges the person, in  
w hom  kindness, m ourning, joy, weariness 
and the  feelin g  o f  com m unity  are eternal, 
all those th in gs w hich  m akes us th e  source 
and continuance o f  life .

SÁNDOR CSOÓRI



T H E  CELTS IN HUNGARY

M ost o f  the M editerranean cultures have 
been lucky insofar as they  have perpetuated  
them selves. T h eir  w ays o f  life  and social 
structures are know n; a good part o f  their  
literature and art, though  in com plete, does 
rem ain, and one can stroll through R om an  
cities as a contemporary m ight have. But 
th is is n ot the  case w ith  th e  peoples to  the  
north w h om  they  called barbarians, peoples 
w ho played an im portant role in  European  
prehistory. Even today the  earth hides 
a great m any o f  their relics, and archaeolo
gists m ust subject th e  burial sites to  an in
vestigation  w h ich  w ill force th em  to  begin  
to  y ie ld  their secrets.

T h is  is  also the  case w ith  th e  C elts w ho  
have recently becom e an object o f  popular 
interest, and n ot on ly  in  H ungary. F ollow 
ing the  pioneering research o f  the  relics o f  
th e  C eltic  realm  in  H ungary by Ferenc 
P ulszky a hundred years ago, and after the  
works o f  Lajos M arton and Irén H unyady, 
i t  is especially  in  th e  wake o f  the findings o f  
the last tw o decades that an extensive series 
o f  studies have appeared on  the C elts. * A nd  
i t  was in  M ay o f  th is year that an interna
tional U nesco sym posium  was held  in  Székes- 
fehérvár in  w hich  fifty -fou r scholars from  
fourteen  countries participated in  d iscussions 
on  the  history, the society  and the art o f  the  
C elts’ eastern dom in ions. A  rich d isplay o f  
m aterials collected  from  ten  countries 
dem onstrated the far-reaching, com prehen
sive u n ity  o f  the elem ents o f  C eltic  art.

A s w ith  their Greek trading partners, w e  
com e across the first traces o f  the C elts in  
the sixth  century: the R hodians b u ilt  an  
im portant road through M assilia  (M arseilles) 
w hich  led  to  th e  C elts in  th e  north; a second  
route across the A lps above N orthern  Italy  
was used for the transportation o f  Etruscan  
goods. T h e territory where these ‘‘elusive  
peop le” , the C elts, presum ably em erged in -

* Miklós Szabó: The Celtic Heritage in Hun
gary, Corvina Press, Budapest, 1971.

eludes present-day Eastern France .Sw itzer
land, Southern Germany and the area o f  the  
N orth-w estern  A lps. I t  was at th is tim e  
that the  older geom etric form s used in  the  
art o f  th e  H allsta tt culture changed in to  the  
d istin ctive, decorative sty le  designated by  
archaeologists as La T éne after the  first d is
covered and largest depository site . From  
here the  C elts scattered in  northern and  
north-w estern directions towards present-

P ainted vessel from the late La Tent and Roman period

day France; som e tribes reached Britain, and  
others crossed Bavaria and settled  in  Austrian  
and C zechoslovak territory. Italy w as their  
goal in  th e  south, they defeated the R om ans 
at A llia  in  390  B .C . and they  foun d  their  
w ay as far as S ic ily . T h ey  also sw ept the  
length  o f  the Balkans, and their delegations 
even came in to  contact w ith  Alexander the  
Great.

In  th e  first w ave o f  their eastward thrust, 
the C elts reached the  v ic in ity  o f  Sopron in  
the  territory o f  m odern H ungary. In  the  
second wave o f  the fourth and the beginning
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o f  th e  third centuries, they  proceeded a good  
deal further. A fter the  sacking o f  D elp h i, 
the  defeat suffered at th e  hands o f  th e  Greeks 
caused them  to  p u ll back to  th e  southern  
part o f  Pannónia. (A s yet there is on ly  one 
relic o f  their  Greek adventures, a bronze 
Greek cantharus w h ich  was found  in  a C eltic  
grave alongside the D anube at S zob .) T he  
m ovem ent o f  G erm anic peoples along the  
R hine caused th e  th ird  C eltic  wave at the  
end o f  the second century w h ich  led  to  the  
settlem en t pattern attested  b oth  by classical 
historical sources and burial sites: the  
Scordisci in  the D anube-Száva  region, the  
Boii in  the v ic in ity  o f  the L ittle  P lain  and 
Transdanubia, the  Eravisci along the  D anube  
around Lake V elence and in  the  Budapest 
area; the  T euvisci in  N orth -eastern  H u n 
gary; and a sm all num ber o f  C eltic  settle
m ents on  the Great Plain, and even som e in  
Transylvania.

R om e, how ever, d id  not forget them , and 
several conquering exped itions ousted  from  
Italian  territory C elts w ho had also fought  
as m ercenaries in  H an n ibal’s arm y. I t  was 
n o t difficult for the R om an legions to  sup
press the C eltic  tribes w ho were at that tim e  
already w eakened by the  D acians, and later 
in  A .D . 12 all o f  Pannónia was occupied. 
T h u s th e  m ore than four century o ld  C eltic  
dom in ion  in  H ungary gave w ay to  the  
R om an E m pire, w h ich  in  turn w ou ld  be 
expelled  about four hundred years later by 
th e  waves o f  m igrations from  th e East.

“W here are the H ellen es and where the  
C elts?” queried Petőfi in  th e  poem  “H om er  
and O ssian” ; but how  they lived , w hat their  
social structure was, and w hat their art con
sisted  o f —an art w h ich  contrasted greatly  
w ith  that o f  the  people w ho lived  here be
fore them  and w h ich  influenced  European  
culture for approxim ately five centuries—  
these are questions w hich  can on ly  be given  
by graves and se ttlem en t ruins, for there are 
no w ritten  records.

W arriors were separated from  the com 
m on  people in  H ungarian C eltic  society  
w ith  a sm all priest class above them . T o  date,

one-fourth  o f  th e  C eltic  graves found  are 
those o f  warriors, one-ten th  those o f  rich  
w om en  and the  rest those o f  com m on people. 
Princely tom bs characteristic o f  the W estern  
C elts, have n ot y et been  found  in  H ungary.

T h e  C elts believed  in  an afterlife, and 
they  placed beside the  deceased all item s

Spearhead with incised decoration, 
provenance Csabrendek

w h ich  he used in  life  in  order that they be 
available for use in  the next w orld : these 
included  personal objects, vessels and uten
sils, and food  for th e  long journey, m ost 
often  pork, m ore rarely m utton  or deer m eat,
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and very frequently dog m eat— though  th is  
played a part in  th e  death rituals as attested  
by a recently discovered sanctuary at Pákozd. 
Burial sites o f  b oth  crem ated rem ains and  
skeletons have been  foun d  in  H ungary; 
scholars usually  attribute the  latter burial 
m ethod  to  the  tim e  o f  C eltic  expansion. T h e  
graves o f  warriors are foun d  at separate sites  
or on th e  edge o f  burial grounds, bu t they  
are never m ixed  w ith  those o f  the com m on  
people. T h e  dead m an’s weapons are placed  
beside h im : sw ord, k n ife , lance, m ore rarely 
a sh ield , bu t leather or iron armour has not 
y et been found , and as y e t  on ly  one h elm et  
has been unearthed. T h e  sw ord is o ften  
bent, perhaps as a sign  that th e  ow ner m ay  
no longer wear it , or to  prevent the  deceased  
from  returning. A  razor and w hetstone were 
placed beside som e corpses. T om bstones w ith  
a likeness o f  th e  deceased developed under 
Rom an influence, b u t the  chariots on  to m b 
stones derive from  C eltic  b eliefs.

T h e C elts liv ed  independently from  each 
other, and on ly  in  th e  face o f  com m on  
danger d id  they  group together in  tribes;  
their settlem en ts could be called villages, 
or, better, s im p ly  farm steads. T h eir  houses 
were huts o f  w ood or w attle  and daub se t in  
the ground at a d epth  o f  6 - 1 0  m etres; no  
rem ains o f  C eltic  stone houses have y et been  
foun d  in  H ungary. Later developm ent in 
cluded fortified  settlem ents on  high ground  
called oppida by the R om ans. T hese opp idum -  
lik e  settlem en ts m ost lik ely  included  those  
o f  V elem szen tv id , Sopron- Bécsidom b, Bala- 
tonföldvár, E sztergom , B ükkszentlászló and  
G ellert H ill .

T h e  settlem ents b eing agricultural in  
nature were usually  located alongside rivers 
or on  the  fertile  low lands. W heat, barley, 
rye and m ille t  were stored in  p its  or in  
large, protruding-rim m ed tankards. A  devel
oped form  o f  ploughshare m ade cu ltivation  
possib le , and th e  grain was reaped w ith  
a sickle or a large sc y th e ; a to o l resem bling  
an encased axe m igh t have been  used  for  
hoeing, and horses or other draught anim als 
were used . T h e  C elt’s food  consisted o f  
m ilk  products, bread from  finely-ground  
flour and dom estic and w ild  anim al m eat; 
the warriors drank w in e and the com m on  
peop leT rew ed  beer.

C eltic  potters knew  how  to  w ork the  
p otter’s w h eel; m oreover, it  was they  w ho  
introduced i t  in to  H ungary. N o t  on ly  d id  
they produce pottery for their  ow n  use, they  
also sold  it . Larger pottery work sites could  
be those o f  the  Budapest G ellert H il l  and 
the Jutás region next to  V eszprém  from  
where several identically  stam ped, orna
m ental vessels have turned up . Earthenware 
handles fashioned in  the  shape o f  ram and  
sheep heads, foun d  for exam ple in  Kosd and 
A porliget-B átorliget, bear w itness to  the  
C elt’s developed  sk ill and taste. A  vessel 
from  Kakasd w ith  an anthropom orphic  
handle and a Lábatlan urn w ith  its struggling  
anim al scene are also excellen t specim ens.

T h e  basic technical innovation  o f  th is  
period w as ironwork, a sk ill in  w h ich  the  
C elts excelled . T h ey  sm elted  p ig  iron  in  
furnaces and forged slags, and w ou ld  further 
m ould  th e  steel thus obtained . T h e C elts  
were responsible for establish ing th is process

Celtic version of tie Cimmer—Scythian “struggling animal” scene on tie um found at Lábatlan
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in  H ungary, and i t  rem ained essentially  un
changed u n til th e  fourteenth  century. In  the  
local workshops were produced 8 0 - 9 0  centi
m etres long, straight C eltic  swords, w ith  
boar or m an-shaped h ilts— w hich  perhaps 
served as charms— such as the  blades o f  
Felsőtöbörzsök and o f  Csákberény. M uch  
care was also g iven  to  the ornam entation o f  
the  sw ord scabbard, very beautifu l speci
m ens o f  w hich  have been found in  the  
v ic in ity  o f  Balassagyarmat.

W h at is know n about the sm all art ob
jects o f  the H ungarian C elts com es from  
enclosures in  w om en ’s graves. T h e  centuries 
have preserved the  m aterial, a coarsely- 
w oven linen , i f  not th e  tailoring o f  the  
clothes. Bronze fibulae and fasteners were 
fashionable, tw o on  the  shoulder, and a third  
was probably worn on  the breast. A h ighly  
developed  craftsm anship is dem onstrated by  
d istin ctively  C eltic  gold  and bronze torques 
and necklaces, som e in laid  w ith  enam el or 
bone such as those found  in  H ercegm árok, 
or by the very beautifu l w om en ’s bronze 
girdle and bracelet o f  Fiad, th e  hollow -cast 
spherical type anklet from  Bábony and the  
pendants o f  Szentes and Jászberény-O reg- 
erdő. O ther remarkable pieces include a 
bronze drinking horn w ith  a dragon’s head  
term inal from  Jászberény-Cserőhalom , a 
w ild  boar from  Báta and bronze deer statuettes  
found  at R ákos. From  the second century  
on, m intin g  presses were in  operation and 
th e  coins produced can in  no w ise be term ed  
as the  creation o f  barbarians.

T h e C elts b elieved  in  m any d ifferent 
gods, and later they transferred m any o f  the  
characteristics o f  the R om an gods to  their  
ow n. As iconographic sym bol as spoked  
w heel sym b olizin g  the sun and s-shaped  
m otifs were m ainly  used. T h eir  perfect 
num ber was 3, and the  w ild  boar sym bolized

death as w ell as th e  transfiguration o f  the  
hero. T w o stone-carved gods’ heads, rem i
n iscent o f  Janus, found  at the  fo o t o f  the  
Badacsony m ountain  next to  the Lake Bala
to n  can be traced back to  the C eltic  culture’s 
iron age; they m ay sym bolize the continu ity  
o f  life , both in  th e  present and afterlife.

T h e  C elts were excellen t and m erciless 
warriors. T h ey  were not afraid o f  death and  
w en t in to  battle either w ith  an am ulet 
around their necks (including a raven figure) 
or w ith  com pletely  unprotected bodies. T heir  
goal was the head o f  the  enem y, w h ich  w ould  
later becom e the ch ie f ornam ent o f  the house 
and served as tangib le p roof o f  m anliness. 
T h e halved skull was also used as a drinking  
vessel. (Byron engaged in  th is  custom  at in 
fam ous Scottish  revelries m uch to  th e  con
sternation o f  h is com panions, and the  origin  
o f  the  Scandinavian “sk ol” drinking toast 
m ost likely  goes back to  the term  “sk u ll” .)

N o t  m uch is know n about th e  language 
o f  the  H ungarian C elts; som e fragm ents, 
principally proper names and tom bstone  
epitaphs, preserve w hat is know n along w ith  
som e place names such as “bona” as a suffix 
in  Arrabona (Győr) and also V indobona  
(V ienna), and “briga” m eaning a m ountain
ous, w ooded place in  Brigetio (Ó szőn y).

T hough  continually becom ing clearer, 
the  total picture o f  th e  H ungarian C elts is 
st ill sketchy and w anting, especially  as 
regards their beginnings. U nder H ungarian  
ground m uch m ore m ay be h idden  than  w e  
im agine, and w e are s t ill  far from  com pleting  
excavations, and st ill farther from  a com 
p lete survey. Y et it  appears that the tim e is 
ripe for deciphering and system atizing exist
in g  findings and for the form ulation  and 
publication  o f  a com prehensive synthesis on  
th e  basis o f  know n materials.

S á n d o r  M a l l e r



TH EA TRE AND FILM

C O N T E M P O R A R I E S  
AND A “C O N T E M P O R A R Y  OF OLD”

István Örkény: Kith and Kin — 
William Shakespeare: The Taming 

Comedy

There were m any first n ights in  th e  three 
m onths discussed, th e  nam es o f  authors and  
plays that prom ised m uch  figure on  the play
b ills . Enum erating all these is  part o f  the  
job o f  yearbooks. O nly  a few , three to  be 
precise, deserve to  be m entioned . T w o are 
m o d em  H ungarian playw rights. O ne o f  
them , István Ö rkény, lives and writes am ong  
us, the other, Im re Sarkadi, though  dead  
these th irteen  years is  st ill w ith  us in  sp irit. 
T he third, Shakespeare, has been  the constant 
contemporary o f  th e  H ungarian theatre since  
its  b irth  alm ost tw o hundred years ago, just 
as he is a contemporary o f  any m odern effort 
th e  w orld  over. A n unbroken resonance rules 
betw een  these three nam es and the  m ost  
noble— though n ot m ost numerous— endeav
ours o f  the contem porary H ungarian theatre. 
It is therefore no mere coincidence that these  
nam es are recalled w hen one tries to  re
m em ber the m ost successful perform ances.

István Ö rkény’s latest p lay, Kith  and K in  
(Vérrokonok) ,  is  qu ite  a m ou th fu l. It bears 

w itness to  the  youthfu lness o f  th e  6 1 year 
o ld  playw right, and the  am azing freshness o f  
his present creative period. T hough  th is  is 
to  be w elcom ed, th e  play dem ands an  
elasticity , a readiness and ab ility  to  adapt 
m uch  lik e  h is ow n  from  his pub lic , from  
the  very people w ho thou gh t they  knew  h im . 
H is  tw o earlier p lays: The Tát Family and 
Catsplay were presented in  m any theatres the  
w orld over, and in  H ungary they form  part 
o f  basic education. A nd y et a theatregoer

Imre Sarkadi: Clement the Mason; 
of the Shrew — As You Like It — 
of Errors

w ho takes h is place in  the Pesti Színház  
having seen these plays and w illy  n illy  adapts 
his expectations to  form er experiences, w ill  
be struck dum b by the production. W hether  
he w ill  be d isappointed or add previously  
unfam iliar aspects to  h is portrait o f  Ö rkény, 
depends on  a num ber o f  factors. O n  the  
freshness o f  th e  p u b lic  for instance, the  
elasticity  o f  receptiveness show n but, to  be 
fair, also on individual taste to  w h ich  every
body and anybody has a right, especially  
those w ho m ove in  those regions where 
Ö rkény’s earlier plays could be understood  
and evaiued.

It is  q u ite  easy to  w rite up the story o f  
The Tót Family and Catsplay for a threatre 
program me or guide, bu t no synopsis can be 
provided o f  Kith  and K in , how ever hard one 
m ay try. K ith  and K in  has no story, the actors 
do n ot live through any type o f  dram atic 
events, be they  o f  the usual sort or n o t. T h e  
seven actors em body different projections o f  
a parabola. T h eir  m ain  characteristic is  that  
all o f  them  are called Bokor (a fairly com m on  
H ungarian nam e). T h ey  are n ot m em bers o f  
one fam ily , how ever, though  there is som e  
k in d  o f  relationship am ong them . T here is  
a m idd le-aged  couple w ith  a daughter, 
a young couple as w ell, and tw o Bokors liv 
in g  on  their ow n , a m an g ettin g  on  years and  
an aged w id ow . W h at holds them  together  
are n o t fam ily  ties b u t a cause that provides 
an elective affinity. T h is  is  m anifest in  
a th in  sym b olic  thread o f  action. A ll o f  them
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donate their b lood  to  save the life  o f  the  
lon ely  old  Pál Bokor. T h e cause, the  ch ild  
o f  Ö rkény’s w ill  and power o f  in ven tion , is 
the railway. Every Bokor is a railwaym an  
and in  their h igh ly  d ifferentiated m ode, 
sum m ing up their basic and in d ividual at
titu d es, they are all obsessed by the railw ay: 
they  are its servants and m asters, its  bosses 
and pawns, its v ictim s and reform ers, all at 
the sam e tim e. T h e m iddleaged husband  
risked h is life  for it  several tim es. O nce, in  
connection w ith  h is duties he was charged, 
thou gh  innocent, taken to  court and then  
rehabilitated. T h e young husband w orks day 
and n igh t to  m odernize the railway, bringing  
to  bear all the dry passion a technocrat is 
capable o f  though  he never rode a railroad 
all h is life . T h e  aging ex-sleep ing car at
tendant sacrificed so m any d u ll years to  the  
railway that he w ou ld  really lik e  to  have 
a rest. T h e w om en ’s situ ation  is m uch more 
contradictory. T h e  young w ife  is desperate 
to  bear the possessed husband’s ch ild , the  
m idd le aged w om an is the broody hen  type, 
w hose best years were spent trying to  save 
the fam ily  nest from  the all-engulfing rail
way. T h e young g irl, the Bokor w ithou t  
a past—o r  fam ily  ties— is g ettin g  ready to  
sacrifice her you th fu l enthusiasm  on the 
altar o f  the railway. A t the end o f  the play, 
she ecstatically paints th e  advantages offered  
by th e  new  tim etab le and its precision and 
her ecstasy does n ot suffer w hen she ex
plains that, o f  course, it  m ay n ot prove it 
se lf  in  the first few  days in  w h ich  case the  
p ublic  had better w alk  for a w h ile .

But w hat is  the play about? W h o are 
these Bokors and w hat are w e to  m ake o f  the  
railway? According to  the  tongue in  cheek  
com m entary o f  the author any cause that 
com pletely  takes up the  life  o f  p eop le: col
lectin g  stam ps w ill do , or playing cards or 
even football. T h is  is  an ironic understate
m en t. T h e grotesque b u t at the  sam e tim e  
tragic obsession o f  the characters w ould  be 
adequate on ly  to  som e really great cause. T he  
play thus becom es a k ind  o f  H ungarian  
allegory about all o f  us Bokors liv in g  in  the
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second h a lf  o f  the  2 0 th  century along the  
D anube or the  T isza  w ho, as w e shape our 
ow n lives also try to  do som eth ing for 
a greater, all-em bracing cause, according to  
our personal d isp osition : fanatically or half
heartedly, w ith  devotion  or som e reserva
tions, m otivated  by p ub lic  sp irit or only for  
our ow n benefit, the w ay w e were born, good  
or bad, clever or stupid , em otional or in 
tellectual, m en  or w om en , young and old , 
m arried or single. W e travel by railway, any
where i t  takes us, and at the sam e tim e w e 
also direct it , though w e do n o t always ar
rive where w e m eant to  go.

T h is litt le  sum m ary perhaps indicates 
how  fertile Ö rkény’s allegory is. T h e  con
cept o f  the railway is narrow enough to  m ean  
som eth ing specific b u t also broad enough to  
include the individual “railway’’ interpreta
t io n  o f  any m em ber o f  the p u b lic . T h e  same 
applies to  the  seven characters: they  are just 
in d iv id u alized  enough to  m ean all o f  us, to  
embrace all o f  us— at least in  our relation
ship  to  the railway. T h is  is  an am biguous 
w ork, o p tim istic  and pessim istic , sceptic  
and believing, ironic b u t also em otional. It  
expresses an op in ion  about the railway w hich  
does n ot on ly  dem and sensible bu t also ir
rational sacrifices and it  also passes judge
m en t on  the Bokors, w ho are th e  w ay they  
were m ade that is they  are lik e us. But one 
th in g  is clear: the Bokors are unable to  live  
w ith o u t the  railway. It is th e  m eaning and 
content o f  their lives, inevitably  and con
sciously, both  at the  level o f  th e ir  m ind  and 
their raw em otions.

K ith  and K in , in  an outstanding produc
tio n  directed by Z oltán  V árkonyi, w as a h it  
in  Budapest. As to  w hether it  w ill find its  
w ay to  the international stage, in  the  wake 
o f  The Tot Family and Catsplay, rem ains to  
be seen. O ne th in g , how ever, is  certain: i f  
people outside H ungary w ish  to  get a 
“d igest” v iew  o f  H ungarians o f  the  past 
th irty  years, and all that in  tw o  and a h a lf  
hours, Kith  and K in  m ay w ell be a basic 
source.
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“ L et’s say i t  is the  railw ay” was the t it le  
o f  a notice. H o w  odd that, at the  sam e tim e  
w ith  Kith  and K in , a play was p u t on in  
V eszprém , and th e  title  o f  its  notice could  
easily b e: “ L et’s say, it  is a castle.” T hat 
play was found  am ong the papers o f  Imre 
Sarkadi (see N o . 2 2 ) as a fragm ent and was 
com pleted  w ith  loving care and h igh  in te l
ligence b y  the dramaturge and director. In  
th is way Clement the Mason (K őm íves Kele
m en) evolved  from  a torso in to  a pow erful 
and lasting work. Its characters are k ith  and  
k in  to  Ö rkény’s Bokors, bu t the focus being  
on  a castle, they  are not railw aym en bu t  
m asons, w ho in  the ancient Székely ballad  
that provided th e  basic inspiration o f  the  
play b u ilt  the castle o f  D éva, b u t all in  vain. 
(T h e Székelys are H ungarians liv in g  in  
Transylvania.) W h at w as b u ilt  in  the day
tim e, collapsed at n igh t, stones p u t on  
stones, at n ight, were destroyed during the  
day. O n ly  a hum an sacrifice could reconciliate 
th e  ev il sp irit. A nd thus, the  beautiful, 
young w ife  o f  C lem ent the M ason, was im 
m ured am ong th e  bricks— and th e  castle o f  
D éva could  be finished.

T h e  story is archetypal; each age m ay see 
its  ow n  im age reflected in  it . T h e castle 
sym bolizes work w hich  dem ands a super
hum an price as, in  a w ider sense, any cause 
b u ilt n ot o f  raw m aterial or technical pro
cesses but, first o f  a ll, based on  hum an lives. 
Imre Sarkadi also w anted  to  know  w hether  
th e  m uch  suffering creator finds justification  
and satisfaction  in  the  finished w ork or 
w hether the  work, though  in  conform ity  
w ith  prelim inary plans, is  estranged from  its 
builders and serves other purposes

These are the dem ons Sarkadi’s C lem ent 
th e  M ason has to  fight, being n ot on ly  
im petuous b u t also a lu c id  and clear-headed  
m aker w ho fu lly  know s that the  dem ons h is  
fe llow  workers fear do not ex ist. T h e others 
take it  for gospel tru th  that the w alls o f  
D éva, b u ilt  w ith  sweat and pain are destroyed  
by infuriated dem ons. C lem ent, how ever, 
realizes that the  fortress crum bles to  pieces 
quite sim ply  because th e  bricks are n ot laid

w ell, to  be m ore exact: because they are laid  
as a job done for the  m oney received bu t n ot  
w ith  fa ith  and com m itm ent. A ll in  vain: 
he is unable to  transm it h is fa ith  to  sim ple  
people. A nd  thus he, as w ell, accepts the  
pact: a hum an sacrifice, suggested by h is  
antagonist, the  cynic Boldizsár, a fellow  
m ason, w ho also does n ot believe in  the  
existence o f  dem ons. I t  is seem ingly  by ac
cident that the beautifu l and loving young  
w ife  o f  C lem ent is the first to  v is it  the b u ild 
in g  s i t e ; in  reality, th is is the tragedy o f  the  
log ic  o f  e v e n ts: C lem ent is the one w ho has 
to  sacrifice m ost for the castle o f  D éva, for 
h im  it  is not a baronial fortress bu t a cause. 
A nd lo  and behold: the fortress stands, the  
happy m asons go their ow n  w ay having  
received their reward leaving C lem ent be
h ind , w h o  is n ot one o f  them . H e  has no  
w ife  anymore, h is m otherless baby d ied , h is 
m other d isow ned h im , the priest castigated  
h im  from  the p u lp it, the people o f  h is village  
m eant to  stone h im , suspecting h im  to  have 
k illed  h is w ife  for selfish reasons. T o  top  it  
all: i t  is  flung in  h is face that the  castle is 
no concern o f  h is, i t  w as n ot b u ilt  for h im ;  
th e  m asters w ill never le t h im  go inside it  
and in  a short tim e the population  o f  the  
neighbourhood w ill have forgotten  that the  
proud b u ild in g  was finished thanks to  h is  
sacrifice.

T h e reluctantly defiant and deeply sin 
cere answer o f  C lem ent: “W h at does it  
m atter to  m e, to  w hom  m y work w ill belong  
w hen  finished! W hat do I care what w ill  be 
done w ith  i t ! ”— is a heart-rending cry com 
in g  from  Sarkadi’s sou l w h ich , at the same 
tim e, does n ot reflect h is real attitude. T h e  
writer is  plagued by th e  contradiction: the  
castle has to  be bu ilt— bu t does every castle 
dem and such  an inhum an price? C ould it  
not be otherw ise, for once, done w ith  the  
passionate fa ith  o f  C lem ent the M ason, but  
w ith ou t h is terrible sacrifice ? A nd in  a m an
ner a llow ing the castle to  be a peaceful and 
happy hom e for C lem ent? T hese questions 
are shouted  to  the w orld  hopefu lly  and an
xiously  and the tragedy, could  it  have been
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com pleted  and given  the finishing touch  by  
Sarkadi h im self, m igh t w ell have becom e  
a m asterpiece. Even in  the form  it  w as per
form ed, sketchy in  places as it  was, w ith  
dialogue not q u ite  perfect, i t  is one o f  the  
best H ungarian plays w ritten  since the war.

Clement the Mason w as perform ed in  a con
genial w ay in  V eszprém . T h e  atmosphere 
was tense and secretive, b u t the m essage was 
clear. Péter V alló , one o f  th e  m ost talented  
young directors, was in  charge. A t the  end  
o f  the year m uster o f  the best provincial per
form ances h eld  in  Budapest, audiences there 
were able to  see it  as w ell.

$

Comedy of Errors perform ed by the  Pécs 
N ationa l Theater C om pany, had the same 
opportunity o f  w ell deserved country-w ide  
public ity . Ferenc S ik ’s d irection  created an 
event as the K ecskem ét Troilus and Cressida 
had done (see N o . 53), and th e  Kaposvár 
As You Like It directed by Gábor Zsám béki 
as w ell as The Taming of the Shrew directed in  
Budapest by László Seregi. T h e  four together  
prom ise a new  sty le in  Shakespearean per
formance one that is  novel not only in  the  
design o f  the sets, a few  brilliant gags 
thought up by the  director, and an unusual 
interpretation o f  a part or tw o, b u t in  the 
fact that th e  director grasps the  w hole o f  the  
work in  a sovereign w ay, in  term s o f  here 
and now , carrying the  w hole team  w ith  h im , 
those in  the  principal parts as w e ll as those  
w ho m erely w alk on , and also designers o f  
sets, costum es and ligh tin g , forcing them  
in to  the service o f  a single idea.

I am  in  no p osition  to  know  all the m ost 
m odern Shakespeare interpretations abroad, 
I cannot therefore say w hether or n ot the  
H ungarian ideas are com pletely  new . I read 
about a production o f  The Taming of the Shrew 
m uch lik e  the  one at the József A ttila  
Theatre in  E nglish  review s. In  the  age o f  
W o m en ’s Lib interpreting the tam ing o f  
Kate as a brutal subjugation o f  w om en  is 
obviously  in  the air both in  Britain and in  
H ungary. In  1 9 7 4  th is  could n ot be other

w ise . Apart from  the fact, how ever, as to  
how  m any new  solu tions and ideas László  
Seregi show ed us it  is certain that the H u n 
garian p ub lic  was m ade to  realize the tragic 
undercurrent o f  the com edy for th e  first 
t im e . T h is  play had certain established con
ventions in  H ungary. It was either pu t on  
as a joyful entertainm ent about th e  tam ing  
o f  a stubborn bride, v iew ed w ith  pleasure by  
conservative husbands, and w ith  m alicious 
glee by by w ives, the com panions in  distress. 
T h e “m ore up to  date” interpretation was to  
look  on  it  as tw o sp lend id  Renaissance beings 
finding each other, m itigating  the  operation  
o f  tam ing to  a “period o f  ad justm ent.” 
Seregi, on  h is part, show ed us Kate as the  
potential tragic heroine and was even able 
to  m ake fe lt  tha t though  Petruchio breaks 
her in  for h im self, he so to  speak carries ou t  
a social com m ission . Kate not on ly  has to  
fit in to  the fram ework o f  a marriage hum ilia t
ing to  herself b u t also in to  a strange social 
order, g iv ing u p  her ind iv idualities, her 
values and even her proud and sincere in 
dependence.

Gábor Z sám b ék i’s in  Kaposvár was a new  
reading as w ell. W h en  As You Like I t  was last 
perform ed in  Budapest, the fairy-tale realm  
o f  the exiled  prince in  the Forest o f  Arden  
was in  unam biguous opposition  to  the  court 
o f  the usurper. Z sám béki d id  som ething  
quite  different. T h e  contrast is  present her 
as w ell, b u t n ot in  an id ealized  w ay: the  
elder prince and h is follow ers take part in  
th e  id y ll o f  egalitarianism  under the com 
pu lsion  o f  their exile on ly . For them  all th is  
is a temporary masquerade, cou rt-life  in  
a novel form , a b ig  and several sm aller 
stum ps instead o f  a throne and armchairs. 
A fter the short, p oetic  excursion in  the forest, 
they w ill have to  return to  reality. In  the last 
scene— probably a brand new  idea— the lovers 
dance the  s t if f  steps o f  a m onotonous and 
m elancholically  grotesque quadrille w h ile  
the others w ordlessly roll up  the im m ense  
canvas sym b olizin g  the forest. T h e id y ll has 
com e to  an e n d : on ly  Jaques stays there w ith  
the canvas that is  now  a bunch o f  rags, and
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n ot a forest-sym bol that had lo st its valid ity . 
It is he w ho refuses to  accept reality, w hich  
is  far from  enticing, b u t a d oubtfu l and 
contradictory th ing , and persists defiantly in  
th e  utopian  stance o f  being outside society. 
T his production was perform ed tw ice  in  
Budapest.

T h e greatest success b oth  w ith  the  
specialist and the general p u b lic  was the  
Pécs Comedy of Errors in  the first place be
cause o f  the audacious and w ell-realized  in 
terpretation by the director and secondly due 
to  the evenly h igh  standards o f  the  cast. T h e  
Comedy of Errors has always been  perform ed  
as a farce lacking com plexity . T h e  underlying  
tragic layer is obvious here as w ell. Beyond  
the com ic elem ent o f  m istaken  id en tities it  
is im possib le, in  19 7 4 , n ot to  realize the  
insecurity o f  m an’s social position , the con
tradictions o f  illu sion  and reality, the  loose
ness o f  apparently in tim ate hum an relation
ships, and the facts o f  alienation . A egeon is 
obviously  th e  character in  the  greatest peril, 
and Ferenc S ik  turns h im  in to  a perm anent 
figure in  the  com edy. In  the hall already w e  
see h im  begging for h is ransom  from  the  
actors and then , from  tim e to  tim e, he m oves 
slow ly  across the  stage in  the com pany o f  
a gaoler and a b lin d  v io lin ist, asking for

help  from  actors w ho all know  and p ity  
h im  w ith  all their heart b u t have absolutely  
no in ten tion  to practise charity. A t the  same 
tim e they  use A egeon’s rope, th e  end o f  
w hich  is h eld  by the gaoler, as a sk ipp ing  
rope. T h e  citizen s o f  Ephesus, as presented  
by S ik  are w ild ly  unrestrained. T h ey  n o t only  
turn som ersaults and crawl about b u t also 
evidence an unbridled sensuousness never 
before seen on  a H ungarian stage in  any 
Shakespeare play, n ot even Romeo and Juliet. 
T h is unrestrained and very entertaining  
com edy tem po how ever conceals a deeper  
m eaning. In  a paradoxical w ay th is lack o f  
in h ib ition  expresses the very same situation  
o f  danger so obviously  revealed in  the  
portrayal o f  A egeon. T h e unbridled in 
dulgence o f  outside energies is  on ly  a sub
stitu te  for action ; it  conceals— but also lays 
bare in  a te ll-ta le  way— the fundam ental 
inner insecurity and defencelessness o f  the  
actors and their situation .

T h e  railway, the castle, the fairytale 
Forest o f  Arden, rag to  be rolled  up , the  
rope, that t ie  you  and y et are a toy , are the  
great theatrical sym bols o f  our present. 
T hese were th e  lasting events at the  close o f  
the 1 9 7 3 /7 4  theatre season.

Ju d i t  S z á n t ó

T H E  SUBJ ECT AND T H E  STYLE
Ferenc Kosa: Heavy Snowfall; Judit Elek: Istenmezeje 2973; Rezső Szörény: 

Strange Faces; Károly Makk: Catsplay

Choices

In a recent issue (N o . 54) th e  N e w  
H ungarian Quarterly review ed Ferenc Kósa’s 
film , No Time (N in c s  idő). Let m e now  give  
m y im pressions o f  another film  o f  h is. I have 
seen a very beautifu l and very strange film . 
Ferenc Kósa’s Heavy Snowfall is indeed  
strange. I t  takes place during, or m ore pre

cisely towards the end o f  th e  Second W orld  
W ar, som ew here near the H ungarian border, 
am id  great m ountains and forests. T he  
director has chosen a landscape as background  
w hich  has so far on ly  been  bettered in  one 
or tw o H ungarian film s at m ost. I  m ust  
adm it that at first the tranquillising beauty  
o f  th is  peculiar, peacefu l, m ountainous 
country even troubled m e som ew hat. I fe lt
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that i t  was distracting m y atten tion , so 
com pletely  antithetical was i t  to  the essen
tia lly  som bre subject o f  war. W h y  d id n ’t 
Ferenc Kósa, and the scenario w riter, Sándor 
Csoóri, the poet, situate th e  story in  som e  
k in d  o f  barren, sandy w asteland, I m uttered, 
where they could have better expressed what 
they had to say. A  few  days after the run- 
through, however, I found I understood the  
director’s purpose m ore fu lly— the land
scape, outm atching the hum an w orld, had  
its  ow n  im portant part to  play.

A  stocky young H ungarian sold ier w ith  
a black m oustache and an o ld  peasant w om an  
hurry up the endless ascent o f  the m ountain
side, am idst dense forest. T h e o ld  w om an is  
h is grandmother. O n  they go, on  and on, 
for days on end, each w ith  a bundle o f  
bread in  their hand, and the boy also carry
in g  an axe in  readiness. T here is no other  
hum an being anywhere in  all the wilderness. 
O nce, indeed, they see a m an w ith  a band
aged head and torn sh irt clattering by 
am ong the shrubs and trees. From  then  on  
they  proceed m ore cautiously. For th e  boy  
has to  m eet h is father on the m ountain-top . 
T h e father has deserted from  th e front, and  
the  boy was the first in  manoeuvres and as 
a reward was allow ed hom e to  h is village 
on leave. O n  they  go, grandm other and 
grandson. T h e  grandm other is kindness 
itse lf , w ith  a natural love and w isdom ; the 
grandson has knocked dow n and k illed  
another soldier during the m anoeuvres in  
order to  take first place.

T h e grandm other is preparing herself for 
death, the boy to  live at any price. A nd they  
are both  caught by a H ungarian punishm ent 
squad, but not before the grandm other has 
revived a Polish  partisan girl w ho parachuted  
dow n there in  the w ilderness. T h e  boy has 
taken the  g irl’s revolver, w h ich  is now  
hidden  in  his pocket as he is being question
ed  by a young lieutenant, the  com m anding  
officer o f  the pun ishm ent squad, that is, the  
m ilitary police. H o w  dared they enter the  
m ountain  zone, w hen  m artial law had been  
proclaim ed there, the  region declared an
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operational area, and everyone ordered to  
stay in  h is hom e surroundings? T h ey  were 
gathering m ushroom s, claim ed grandm other 
and grandson, from  tim e im m em orial th is  
has always been the season for gathering  
m ushroom s. A nd  the  axe? “W e just found  
i t ”— is th e  reply. T h en  i t  is  th e  m atter o f  
leave that com es under suspicion. I f  the  
boy w as g iven  leave because h e  cam e ou t  
first in  the m anoeuvres, i t  m ust m ean that 
in  fact he d id  n ot w ant to  fight for h is  
country, and obviously  strained h im se lf  to  
h is u tm ost during manoeuvres to  escape 
going to  the front.

T h e  lieutenant know s that he is being  
to ld  a lie , bu t does not know  the w hys 
and wherefores. H e  does n ot w ant to  have 
the  soldier shot u n til he is  certain o f  his 
g u ilt. A nd as the question ing goes on day 
after day, the lieutenant slow ly  com es to  
the  forefront o f  th e  picture alongside the  
boy. W h en  it  is discovered that the  boy  
even has a gun, and to  top  i t  a ll, that, too  
is  supposed to  be som eth ing th ey  have 
found , the lieu tenant alm ost breaks dow n. 
Particularly w hen  the boy adm its the  fu ll 
truth , that they  came to th e  m ountain  in  
order to  m eet h is father, declared dead. T h e  
lieutenant no longer know s w hat to  b elieve. 
H is  ow n  doubts em erge: although a H orthy-  
ist  officer, he does n ot believe that victory  
w ill be achieved. In  the end he releases the  
boy, w ho manages to  m eet h is father; but 
they  are taken prisoner once again. T h ey  try  
to  escape, the father is shot, and in  revenge 
the  boy snatches up a subm achine gun and 
pum ps round after round in to  the log  cabin  
headquarters. By now , how ever, there is 
no one in  it , since the  p un ishm ent squad  
has been ordered to  m ove on . I t  starts to  
snow , and the snow  buries the grandmother, 
w ho w aits there patiently  for death.

It is not d ifficu lt to  recognize the H u n 
garian version o f  Fukazava’s short story—  
Pilgrim ’s Song— in  th is  passage, in  the volun
tary death o f  th e  grandm other. In  o ld  Japan 
the aged were carried up by their relatives 
in to  the m ountain  snow  to  d ie ; here the
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grandm other herself chooses her grandson  
as her com panion. Looked at from  th is  
angle, the ascent o f  the  m ountainside is 
m ade clear and is g iven  an inner m eaning. 
T h e su b lim ity  o f  nature, the grandeur o f  
the  landscape also find an explanation: th is  
film  o f  past events m oves in to  the present 
at the p o in t w here nature and natural hum an  
l ife  are se t against anti-natural war.

Kósa’s film  therefore is saying, n o t that 
war is th e  w orst o f  all the  evils that befall 
m an, or tha t m an m ay do, n o t even that  
war d istorts hum an relations. W h at i t  is 
saying runs rather as fo llow s. “ Careful, m en, 
there is st ill war; there w ill always be war 
som ew here, am ong peop le, because w e do  
n o t live in  harm ony w ith  th e  w orld, w ith  
nature, w ith  th e  earth; w e do not live the  
w ay our nature requires, because w e are 
n ot free. W e  are n ot free because o f  our 
ow n  external and inner v io lence” .

T here are five characters in  Heavy Snowfall 
w ho are a ll, to  a lesser or greater degree, 
“resisting ev il” . In  the first place the father, 
w ho has deserted from  the Soviet front, 
manages to  g et hom e, and is presum ably  
politica lly  L eft, perhaps even a C om m unist, 
although th e  film  is silen t on  that p o in t. 
But the father resists, openly , unrelentingly. 
T h en  there is a form er inm ate o f  a forced  
labour detachm ent w ith in  th e  punishm ent  
cam p, w ho has refused to  collaborate at the  
front, and rather than p u t on  any k in d  o f  
uniform  is prepared to  d ie . H e  is n o t a 
m ilitan t, h e  is m ore the q u iet in te llectual. 
T hrough h is w ry, fantastic com m ents and  
his passion for truth , how ever, he becom es 
one o f  the  m ost strik ing and m eaningful 
characters in  th e  film . T h en  there is a cap
tain  w ho is sentenced to  be sh ot for not 
allow ing h is com pany to  be massacred for 
the  benefit o f  the  Germ ans. H e  is perm itted  
to  carry ou t the sentence on  h im self, and  
turns on  the brigadier-general leading the  
firing squad and shoots h im , before dying  
from  th e  bu llets o f  the German officers 
present.

A nd finally, the tw o ch ie f  characters,

th e  lieutenant and the young soldier, always 
in  the  end decid ing in  favour o f  greater 
freedom . T h e lieu tenant takes o n  greater 
im portance than the rest o f  th e  characters 
because again and again, w ith  each o f  th e  
prisoners, he probes and probes, should  he  
be executed or n ot. H ere, therefore, th e  
ex isten tia lism  o f  th e  d ecision  is absolutely  
concrete, clear, and, m oreover, p o in ted . T h e  
series o f  challenges force the  lieutenant to  
choose betw een  hum anity and inhum anity. 
T h e boy, on  the other hand, dw ells in  the  
half-w orld  betw een  passivity and action, the  
contrast slow ly  developing in  th e  course o f  
the film . A s lon g  as he has on ly  a private 
goal— m eetin g  h is father— he takes no action, 
and fa ils to  respond to  the challenge o f  
fascism , w hich  is not a private bu t a historic
al situation . W hen , however, th is  purpose no  
longer exists— his father is k illed— all h is  
energy is concentrated on  h is attem pt to  
destroy violence and inhum an power— an ob 
ject w ith  a significance beyond h im self. By 
then , however, i t  is too  late: and h is bu llets  
as they  lodge in  the deserted bu ild ing  o f  
th e  headquarters sym b olize as m uch the  
tim e-lag  in  Central and East European  
history as the tragedy o f  the rebel w ho, 
due to  h is ow n  im potence, has been  le ft  
alone.

Eskimo customs in Hungary

Judit E lek, w ho began her career w ith  
docum entaries (Encounter, 196 3 , H ow Long 
Does Man Live? 1969), and then  in  her first 
feature film , Island on Land 1969  blended  
th e  docum entary and surrealism , has now  
reverted to  the  statem ent o f  facts. W atching  
her new  film , Istenmezeje, one is inevitably  
tem p ted  to  argue w ith  her. D oes th is form  
enable one to  reach beyond the surface o f  
things dow n to  further depths? T h e  film  
proves it  does not. A nd  yet, w hat Judit 
E lek  has undertaken could  be com pared to  
an exped ition . T o  seek ou t people in  
present-day H ungary w ho live  under such  
rigid , traditional conditions and rules o f
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m orality alm ost am ounts to  an expedition  
am ong the Indians o f  V enezuela  in  the  
O rinoco valley. I use the term  “traditional” , 
although th e  adjective “o ld -fash ioned” , or 
indeed  “backward” w ou ld  have been more 
appropriate.

Istenm ezeje is  a sm all m in in g  village in  
the h ills  o f  northern H ungary. Both adults 
and children here refer to  the Great H u n 
garian P lain  as to  som e other g lobe. T h ings  
a w om an or a g irl is not allow ed to  do in  
Istenm ezeje, she can safely do i f  she goes 
to  work in  one o f  the b ig  agricultural co
operatives o n  the P lain . In  the  village the  
parents, grandparents and relatives st ill keep  
an eye on  everything. A nd w hat an eye! 
I do not know  i f  the Quakers or the Puritans 
in  their  day m aintained m ore rig id  moral 
norm s than the inhabitants o f  th is H u n 
garian m ining  village after nearly thirty  
years o f  socialism .

T h e director m ust have had som e such  
question  in  m ind  w hen setting ou t, camera 
in  hand, in  the wake o f  the lives and fates 
o f  som e o f  the girls and boys o f  Istenm ezeje. 
O ne o f  the girls is called Ilona, the other 
M aria. W e m eet them  w hen they  are just 
bidding farew ell to  general school (and are 
consequently fourteen years o ld ). T h ey  
w alk  through th e  village, flowers in  hand, 
singing, w ith  their parents and grandparents 
carrying presents under their arms. Som e
how  the children receive them  w ith  a k ind  o f  
distrust and em barrassment. Judit E lek’s 
sequences clearly convey the  im pression that 
th is celebration is in  som e sort insincere, 
since there is noth ing here really for rejoicing. 
A nd later it  also turns ou t that Ilona cannot 
continue her studies, although she w ould  
have dearly lik ed  to  do so. A nd w hy not?  
Because her parents do not allow  it . T hey  
do n ot consider schooling is a good and  
desirable th in g . Because then— as the tooth 
less, although n ot really o ld  m other and  
father claim — the ch ild  w ou ld  finally leave 
th e  village, w ou ld n ’t  she, since here there 
are no jobs for educated young people. 
Incidentally , there are m any m ore m en  and

w om en w ith  sim ilar bad teeth  in  th is village, 
even though  poverty is not the  prevailing  
difficulty in  th is  region. But Judit E lek is 
m aking a sociological survey, and in  that 
case the level o f  dental hygiene in  H ungary  
is also an im portant factor. (V illage people 
really grudge the m oney for dental treatm ent 
and false teeth .) Anyway, Ilonka cannot 
go on  studying, as a result she works here 
and there during the  first sum m er on co
operative farms, and later on  stays at hom e. 
So w hat else could  she do than the th ing  
done by every som ew hat bitter g irl o f  
sixteen , w ith ou t work, the w orld  over: she 
accepts the love and proposal o f  a tw enty-  
year-old boy.

T h en  how ever, th e  moral m achinery o f  
the village gets going. T h e girl is  not yet  
sixteen , and the  boy is an orphan w ho has 
been brought up by a stepm other. A nd, 
believe it  or not, in  th is H ungarian village 
o f  1973 A D . you  need a father and m other  
o f  m eans and im portance in  order to  get  
married. C onsequently the young people can 
therefore on ly  m ake plans, no m ore, for  
their marriage, and go ou t together only  
by defying their relatives and the village. 
T hese are sad children, beaten dow n, as it  
were, even though  they  do n ot resign them 
selves to  th e  inevitable, and the f i lm  leaves 
no doubt that they  w ill finally get married. 
But how , one w onders, they w ill bring up  
their children? W ill  th is village draw them  
back to  it  or not?

It  was in  th is state o f  tension  that I 
w atched the  film . T h e film  itse lf, however, 
is  n ot as tense as that. T h e camera m oves 
slow ly  from  face to  face, w ith  the  reporter 
in  the film  p u ttin g  occasional questions to  
the m other, the aunt, the  stepm other and 
even to  the  girl and boy them selves. A t  
tim es th is becom es im m ensely boring. And  
I w ell rem em ber the  voice o f  m y one-tim e  
art teacher thundering in  our ears: “T h e  
artist can afford to  do everything except bore 
peop le” .

A  love story in  docum entary from ? I 
th in k  it  is precisely due to  th is form  that
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Judit E lek ’s film  does not provide the  
view er w ith  even  as m uch as could leg itim a
te ly  be found  in  the subject.

Young offenders, young director

I always w atch  th e  first film  o f  a new  
director w ith  a considerable am ount o f  
understanding. A nd in  th is  case I badly  
needed all the understanding I ’d  got. O ther
w ise I ’d  have been annoyed all the  way  
through, and indeed, been  offended, w h y  a 
director should  inv ite  m e— after a ll, every  
new  film  am ounts to  a clear-cut invitation—  
to  partake in  h is idea-feast (even i f  n o t h is  
love-feast) i f  I  have to  w ait and w ait in  
vain for a sing le  idea. A ll w e, th e  poor 
view er-victim s, learn from  R ezső Szörény’s 
film , Strange Faces, is  that tw o university  
students o f  psychology h elp  a juvenile  
delinquent after h is release. T h ey  w ant 
to  study th e  w ay in  w hich  such a queer 
fish returns to  ordinary life . (Incidentally, 
the  you th  w h o takes th e  part o f  the “queer 
fish” is p laying h im self, being in  actual fact 
an ex-prisoner, and on ly  the  other day I 
heard that he has again been arrested for  
disorderly conduct.) So everything that is 
done is done to  acquire th is professional 
know ledge, in  the  sacred name o f  scholarship. 
And y et the tw o budding psychologists— one 
an ugly, bespectacled boy, the other a 
handsom e, darkhaired girl, are h igh ly  incom 
petent, and blunder about in  their manage
m en t o f  th ings, that is , the  affairs o f  the  
released boy. N o w  they  w heedle h im , now  
they b u lly  h im ; they w ant to  befriend the  
guinea p ig , even perhaps to  the  extent o f  the  
girl having an affair w ith  the far from  inexpe
rienced boy. But one th in g  alone is never 
clear: w hat they actually had in  m ind, w hat 
they were planning w hen  they  decided  to  
take on  th is extra w ork. O r w as i t  perhaps 
th e  director w ho had n ot thought ou t w hat 
he actually w anted?

I th ink— at least th is  is how  the film  
struck m e— that the  director is n ot even

trying to  experim ent. Perhaps he is just 
“m ucking about” w ith  an experim ent. T h is  
conclusion is no m ore than pure m alice on  
m y part. But even i f  I turn to  m y better  
se lf, I cannot deny that aside from  som e  
specialist inform ation— m ainly relating to  
delinquency it se lf  and n ot its psychological 
analysis— the film  does n ot express any 
thou gh t-ou t concept at all, that is , a direc
tor’s concept, any purpose at the beginning  
o f  a road that should produce som e result 
at th e  end. Because the  a ttem pt to  reclaim  
the boy does n ot really succeed; and by  
the  end o f  the  film  w e see h im  being p icked  
up once again: th is tim e, true, for vagrancy, 
not for th e ft. T hat is  w hat I call cautious 
op tim ism . A ny young and consequently  
sligh tly  cynical director o f  our age w ould  
have fe lt  i t  a gross betrayal o f  reality to  
end a film  w ith  a com pletely  reclaim ed  
character. T h a t w ou ld  be rid icu lously ro
m antic and sentim ental, w ou ld n ’t  it?  But 
on  th e  other hand, in  our society  he could  
n ot presum e to  be p essim istic  over the  
possib ility  o f  breaking free from  the past, 
as F ellin i in  Cabiria's Nights. So he turned  
ou t a half-victory, a half-failure to  com 
pound w ith  h is conscience. T h e  boy goes 
back to  prison, b u t on ly  as a vagrant, or 
for the  reason subtly  defined in  the film , 
as “w ork-shy.”

T h at is  how  young offenders live today, 
and th is is  h ow  certain young directors do  
n ot th in k  in  H ungary. Because, after all, 
the  subject w as w orth an effort; w orth  
taking a m ore profound look  at the  affairs 
o f  youngsters st ill in  their  ’teens, i f  that 
was w hat interested h im . T h e directors o f  
detective film s can conjure up  “w ondrous 
m ysteries” from  sim ilar characters. So R ezső  
Szörény should have produced a study ä la 
D ostoevsky at least, or a wry, revealing  
docum entary analysis o f  a hum an and social 
m alady. H e  could  have revealed th e  hard, 
dram atic struggle fought for a hum an being, 
and the  grave, tragic failure, too , w h ile  he  
was about it .

A s i t  is , i t  is on ly  the  undertaking it se lf

14 '
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that is interesting. But one m ust rem em ber, 
th is is  h is first film . H e  may w ell do som e
th in g  fine w ith  h is second.

The Errors o f Catsplay

I have never before seen such an am bi
tio u s film  in  w hich  the subject and the  
expression form  so great a contrast. Catsplay 
is  qu ite  sim ply , a m istake. Károly M akk, 
w hose last film , Love, was a w ell-deserved  
international success, has th is  tim e  been  
com pletely  overridden by János T ó th , his 
cameraman. T h is cameraman, w ith  his 
delicate, incredibly exquisite v ision , has 
cu t up an originally  coherent story— more 
exactly: the lives o f  tw o sisters— into sp lit 
im ages, inner visions, scraps o f  m em ories 
and elusive and vibrating colours. O ne o f  
the  tw o elderly H ungarian ladies lives in  
W estern  Europe, the other at hom e in  
H ungary. G iza, in  W estern  Europe, is  crip
p led  and spends her m em ory-laden days in  
a w heelchair. Erzsi, w ho lives in  Budapest, 
a form er teacher, is a w idow  in  love w ith  
V iktor , an o ld , once fam ous operatic singer. 
T h en  there is a certain Paula, E rzsi’s 
friend, and a plain  girl, a sm all seampstress 
liv in g  downstairs, w hom  Erzsi calls by the 
p et nam e o f  M ousie.

A ctually  th e  film  consists o f  a series o f  
letters and telephone calls b etw een  the  tw o  
sisters. G iza is w ise  and prudent w hat else 
cou ld  she be in  the  captiv ity  o f  her w heel
chair? Erzsi, the younger o f  the  tw o , is 
im pulsive and engaging, liab le to  a host 
o f  extravagant acts and sentim ents. T he  
com plications arise w hen the schem ing Paula 
seduces fat, vain, w onderful V ik tor  from  
his alliegence to  E rzsi. W hereupon Erzsi 
proceeds to sm ash things to  sm ithereens, 
take the d in ing lovers by surprise, and pull 
the  w hole dinner before them  from  the  
table. Paula runs o ff  scream ing, and the old  
porky grandiloquent tenor begs on his bended  
knees for m ercy. T h is  scene dem onstrates 
Károly M akk’s basic error: from  an unavoid

ably com ic, or at least grotesque scene he 
tries to  w ring a grim , dram atic clash. A t 
such m om ents, and in  fact throughout m ost 
o f  the  film , the view er in  unpleasantly haunt
ed  by the  th ou gh t that the director is 
trying to  force h im  in to  a sense o f  tension  
and catharsis, w h en  all that one sees pro
vokes laughter and a certain qu iet indulgence. 
V ik tor , th e  operatic singer, is  a figure de
signed  for m ockery w ith  h is huge, unap
pealing nose, and h is unbearable and ou t
dated gallantry, sentim entality  and stup id 
ity . In  fact the  w hole love o f  th is aging 
couple can on ly  dem and sym pathetic hum our  
because it  develops in  term s on ly  suitable  
to  the “Schwärmerei” o f  young schoolgirls. 
A t fifty  and six ty  th is m ay be hum ourous, 
pitiab le or grotesque, b u t it  is n ot daramatic. 
It  could  indeed  have poetic , serious and 
gay undertones, b u t to  perform  the w hole  
th in g  w ith  the so lem n ity  o f  a tragedy by  
R acine is p lain  nonsense. A nd  th is can be 
seen by a reference to  the  István Ö rkény  
play o f  the sam e nam e w h ich  has provided  
the tex t (see fu ll tex t o f  th e  play in  N o . 4 4  
o f  T h e N .H .Q ) .  In  H ungary Catsplay is 
played on the stage w ith  gaiety, w ith  candid  
hum our, exp lo itin g  th e  fantastic situations  
in  the  p lot— and w ith  terrific success. Y ou  
leave the theatre fee lin g  good ; it  has been  
an honest and at the  sam e tim e  refreshing  
experience, recalling the com edies o f  the  
ancient w orld . A nd  how  do you  feel leaving  
th e  cinema?

Y ou  fee l annoyed; you  fee l antagonistic, 
and above a ll you  fee l at a loss. W h y  d id  
th e  flavour, the  incongroities, the  w it  o f  
th e  original play have to  be transform ed in to  
such  a dark V ictorian  drama? It was th is  
sam e annoyance w hich  led  a H ungarian  
critic  to  w rite, at th e  Cannes prem iere o f  
th is  film ; “ O ne has o ften  heard o f  som eone  
losin g  h is sense o f  hum our, bu t to  lose  
som eone else’s — . ”

T h e film  is how ever, as beautifu l as it  
is bad. W h en  for exam ple, th e  enam oured  
E rzsi w rites pain fu lly  about her em otional 
vicissitudes to  her sister, the  voice reading
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the letter is  accom panied by the picture o f  
a peacock preening it se lf  on  the top  o f  a 
big  tree. A t intervals, w h ile  the heroine  
drinks her coffee in  th e  k itchen , a beautifu l 
w h ite-speck led  dog gam bols through the  
bushes. T h e  visual effect are always as 
delicate, m easured, self-contained  and ap
posite as the perceptive v ision  o f  the camera
m an and th e  director can m ake them . I, 
how ever, w atching them , cam e increasing  
to  feel that neither o f  these w om en  had  
ever seen the w orld, past and present, w ith  
such eyes. T h e system  o f  im ages, the design  
o f  the film , the  slow  and m easured pace 
given  by th e  director to  each figure and  
scene, are consequently divorced from  the  
m uch realistic, protean and vivacious 
characters.

A nd finally, in  flat defiance o f  Ö rkény’s 
ending to  the play, E rzsi, sittin g  in  her 
w heel-chair, d ies, and the younger sister  
attem pts to  com m it su icide by d issolv ing

a boxfu l o f  sleep ing p ills  in  a glass o f  water 
and drinking it  off. But she survives. I 
looked  at i t  in  com plete incom prehension, 
and th en  I rem em bered that on  the  stage 
she on ly  takes som e qu ite  innocuous tablets 
in  her great crisis o f  love. A  further exam ple  
o f  th e  director forcing drama o u t o f  w hat 
w as originally  lig h t hum our. A nd after all 
th is , the  ethereal figures o f  tw o w om en  float 
d ow n tow ards the riverside in  a landscape 
o u t o f  Poussin . T h ey  m u st be the delicate  
evocation o f  the  tw o sisters in  their  far-off  
youth . A gain a v ision  a lm ost too  b eautifu l 
to  be true. O n ly , unfortunately, i t  w ou ld  
fit in to  any other film  just as w ell.

So there rem ains the  final, unanswerable 
question : how  could  a director w ith  such  
a d istinguished  career behind  h im , and such  
an im m ense capacity for id entification  as 
Károly M akk, so u tterly  m isunderstand  
Cat splay?

J ó z s e f  T o r n a i
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C O N D U C T O R S ’ C O M P E T I T I O N  ON 
T E LE VI SI ON

T h e International C om petition  for Con
ductors arranged in  H ungary from  April 2 4  
to  M ay 12, 197 4  was, as far as I am  aware, 
the first o f  its k ind in  the history o f  tele
v ision . Evening after evening m illion s o f  
m usic-lovers w atched the conductors and 
listen ed  to  som e o f  the  w orld’s finest m usic. 
It  took  th is contest, indeed, to  allow  us an 
opportunity o f  hearing several excellent 
com positions in  several successive inter
pretations. T h e response o f  th e  viewers 
show ed that they  considered the com peti
tion  a w onderful idea, and thoroughly ap
preciated th is in itia tive  on th e  part o f  H u n 
garian T V .

Let us begin  w ith  facts and figures.
Forty-tw o young m usicians, n ot more 

than thirty-five years o ld , entered the com 
p etitio n . T h irty-six  o f  them —-ten H u n 
garians— five Japanese and five P olish ; four 
W est German, three East Germans tw o Am er
icans, tw o  D u tch  and tw o A ustrian com 
petitors, and one British, one Australian and 
one C zechoslovak contestant— conducted the  
orchestra during the  first round. T h e set 
pieces were Beethoven’s First Sym phony, 
Schubert’s B m inor Sym phony (T he U n 
finished) and th e  O verture to  R ossin i’s 
“Barber o f  S ev ille”— seven m ovem ents in  all. 
It was decided one day before each entrant’s 
turn w hich  tw o o f  the three he w ould  be 
required to conduct. Each entrant had tw enty  
m inutes he could  use as he pleased. Som e o f  
them  used th e  w hole tim e for rehearsing

w ith  the  orchestra, and on ly  le ttin g  them  
actually play the exposition  from  Schubert’s 
U nfinished Sym phony, but about h a lf  o f  
th em  conducted the entire tw o m ovem ents.

T h e second round consisted o f  eight 
works from  th e R om antic period; T chaikov
sk y’s F ifth , D vorak’s N in th , M endelssohn’s 
T h ird  Sym phony, L isz t’s “ M azeppa” , 
Johann Strauss’ “E m peror W a ltz ” , the  over
ture “R om an Carnaval” by Berlioz, “D ie  
M eistersinger” by W agner, and V erd i’s 
La forza del destino. T h e contestants on  the  
w hole fo llow ed  the sam e procedure as before.

T h e  third  round consisted o f  tw o parts. 
In th e  first section  the candidate had to  ac
com pany a singer singing one o f  tw elve de
signated arias, in  the  second he had to  con
duct a w ork or tw o parts o f  a work by  
one o f  e igh t tw entieth -century com posers. 
(Bartók, Kodály, D ebussy, R ichard Strauss, 
R avel and Stravinsky and works by tw o  
contemporary H ungarians, R u d o lf  Maros 
and István Sárközy.)

T he fourth round, the finals, was also in  
tw o sections. T h e  entrant was first required  
to  conduct a new  H ungarian com position  
he had on ly  seen for the first tim e the day 
before the perform ance, and then  tw o  m ove
m ents from  Beethoven’s T h ird , F ifth  or 
S ixth  Sym phony. For the m odern work the  
tim e o f  its actual duration was g iven , and  
for the  Beethoven sym phony tw en ty  m inutes. 
H ere again it  was decided w ho was to  con
duct w hat by th e  drawing o f  lots.



MUSICAL LIFE 2 1 5

T h e elim inations took  place in  the m ain  
hall o f  the H ungarian A cadem y o f  M usic. 
T h e w hole proceedings were not, o f  course, 
transm itted on  television , for they took  in  
all som e seventeen or eighteen  hours, spread 
over four days. But beginning w ith  the  
second round, the entire com p etition  was 
televised : and the finals, lasting over three 
hours, were televised  on  the first channel. 
In  addition  a one-hour film  o f  the elim ina
tio n  rounds was m ade and show n on  the first 
channel.

So m uch for the procedure o f  th e  com 
p etition . N o w  I w ant to  m ake a few  b rief  
com m ents on  the  idea o f  a com p etition  it 
se lf.

People looked forward to  the contest 
rather sceptically, and n ot unreasonably so, 
for the performance o f  a conductor is d if
ficult to  judge, and even m ore difficu lt to  
rate than that o f  a solo instrum entalist. 
A udiences, and even experts, feel that there 
is  really no yardstick by w hich  to  gauge 
a conductor’s excellence, especially as con
ducting an orchestra is really a com posite  
th in g: after all the great conductors w ho  
serve as our standard o f  com parison have 
usually spent several years, and often  m uch  
more at the  head o f  an orchestra, and in  
a num ber o f  cases conduct orchestras they  
organized and trained them selves, develop
in g  their ow n  powers in  the process. A nd  
here at the contest th e  entrants had to  show  
their ab ility  and aptitude in  tw en ty  short 
m inutes. W hat can one do in  tw en ty  m in 
utes— and, even m ore im portant, how  m uch  
can one see and hear, to  judge a m usician’s 
perform ance from  tw en ty  m inutes conduct
ing 5

Everything— that was w hat in  fact 
em erged. In  m ost cases the  ta len t and ab ility  
o f  the contestant show ed clearly and nakedly  
as transm itted  through h is personality. 
A stonish ingly  enough, i t  soon becam e qu ite  
clear that a com p etition  for conductors is 
m ore objective than any com peititon  for in 
strum entalists, for in  the  latter case a vir
tuoso m astery o f  the instrum ent o ften  con

ceals their genuine m usicianship (or more 
accurately their  lack o f  m usicianship) and  
diverts a tten tion  from  th e major question  
in  the perform ing arts, nam ely, w hat is the  
perform er h im se lf  really like?

For he has to  have som e k ind  o f  a per
sonality, he has to  have appeal, to  h o ld  the  
interest. Appeal in  th is case is  to  be inter
preted freely and broadly, for h is shock  
value, h is ab ility  to  startle and overw helm , 
m ay be just as m uch a part o f  his appeal as 
his im aginative capacity or power o f  com 
m anding sym pathy. W h en  an artist appears 
on the concert platform  som eth ing has to  
happen before he has even p u t a finger on  
the keys, before he has drawn his bow  across 
the strings, before he has raised h is baton. 
A  perform er w ho am bles in  w ith ou t m aking  
an entrance, w ho is on ly  greeted by a m ut
tered “ Look, h e’s com e in , hasn’t  he? T h a t’s 
h im , isn ’t  it? ” has m istaken h is vocation. 
T he m odest and the  unassum ing, th e  m an  
w ho is st ill drab and ordinary under the  
lim eligh t, w ill  not excel in  a calling w hich  
dem ands as a first requisite that he can catch  
and keep for hours the atten tion  o f  a lo t o f  
people.

Y et things are n ot as sim ple as they  
seem .

A  lo t  o f  people know  th is , and con
ductors know  it  too . T hose w ho are drab 
and unassum ing, know  it , and burst in  lik e  
a general rid ing at the head o f  a trium phant 
army, are im m ediately  found out— w hether  
in stinctively  or consciously— bu t found  out. 
T h e com m ent— “ Look how  h e’s com e in , 
just lik e  a conductor!” can be just as fatal 
as the question  “H o w  d id  he get in? I d id n ’t  
notice h im  com in g .” H e  can on ly  enter as 
he is, and h is mere appearance im m ediately  
reveals w hat he is lik e.

Let us go on .
A ny orchestra can play by itse lf . T h is  

very sim ple fact is  o ften  ignored today. T h e  
rom antic cu lt o f  the ind ividual, in terestingly  
enough, finds its  cu lm ination  in  the  present 
day. A udiences w hich  used to  regard th e  
contribution o f  the conductor rather scepti
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cally, claim ing that the orchestra could  get  
along qu ite  w ell w ith ou t h im , now  seem  to  
go to  the other extrem e. T h ey  seem  to  be o f  
the  opin ion  that the conductor b low s the  
flute and beats th e  drum  and plays all the  
other instrum ents as w ell. W h en  they talk  
about the recordings m ade by the great 
classic conductors th ey  seem  to  forget that 
they had the  forem ost orchestras o f  the  
w orld at their d isposal. W h en , for instance, 
they  listen  to  th e  notoriously d ifficult flute 
and oboe solos in  T oscan in i’s legendary  
recording o f  the R ossin i overture, they are 
apt to  forget that i t  was the  w orld ’s best 
w in d  players w h o achieved that effect.

Both attitudes— the b e lie f  that the con
ductor is everything, the  b e lie f  he is noth ing  
— are right, and both  are wrong.

A n outstanding H ungarian flautist once 
to ld  m e:

“O n  a v isit  to  Budapest— fortunately, 
there were several o f  them — Charles M ünch  
once conducted D ebussy’s L ’A prés-m idi 
d ’une Faune I d id  everything just as he 
w anted m e to  and all through it  I had the  
fee lin g  that that was just exactly m y idea 
o f  the flute solo as w ell. I greatly enjoyed  
playing under h is baton. T h en  I w en t hom e, 
and it  suddenly occurred to  m e that I w ould  
have lik ed  to  play it  entirely differently, 
though  probably he had been  r ig h t . . . ”

T h e  lesson o f  that story is that a great 
conductor changes the  approach o f  the  
m usicians p laying under h im  from  w ith in , 
and manages to  persuade them  at that 
m om en t that th is was exactly w hat they  
thought about the m usic too . T o  p u t it  more 
precisely: a great conductor creates situa
tions— by m ysterious and inexplicable m eans 
— in w hich  h is interpretation is unhesitatingly  
accepted by the orchestra. H e  manages to  
alter th e  sound through the players: the ex
cellen t production is m erely a result from  
his power o f  affecting and altering the  
m usicians. H e  works som eth ing lik e the  
good physician w ho is im m ediately  aware o f  
the real and deepseated causes o f  th e  rash 
on our sk in , instead o f  sim ply  dealing w ith

the outw ard rash it se lf  by all k inds o f  o int
m ents.

T h is  k in d  o f  a conductor, o f  course, is 
a rare bird indeed.

A  significant proportion o f  the young  
conductors, as I said, about h a lf o f  them , 
rehearsed w ith  th e  orchestra first. But how  
rarely d id  the sound im prove in  beauty, how  
rarely w as its  texture fuller and m ore alive! 
Som e o f  them  just said, “ R epeat th is  part, 
p lease!” A nd that was less than noth ing, for 
the  orchestra had played the piece innum er
able tim es, know  it  backwards, so w hy d id  
these young m en  th in k  that under their  
d irection  they w ou ld  play it  better the  
second tim e ? O thers resorted to  literary lan
guage : “H eroically , p lease.” “I w ant a subtle, 
lyrical in tonation” . “ Look, th is  is lik e  m eet
ing your loved  on e .” As a m atter o f  fact they  
achieved noth ing by it .

In  poin t o f  fact there was on ly  one entrant 
w ho could really w ork w ith  th e  orchestra, 
really rehearse w ith  it . H e  was R o lf  Feich- 
tinger o f  Austria, the  m an w ho on ly  got as 
far as the exposition  o f  Schubert’s first m ove
m en t in  th e  tw en ty  m inu tes. H e  is now  
th irty , but has already a career in  conducting  
behind h im . For som e tim e he had been  
Karajan’s assistant. (But please, believe m e, 
dear reader, w e listeners were not influenced  
by th is  b it o f  biographical in fo r m a tio n .. . ! ”) 
H e  gave excellent advice to  h is players, and  
in  fact the details took  on  an added delicacy. 
T h e trouble w as, however, that having got 
so far as the  finals, he conducted the  first 
m ovem ent o f  Beethoven’s T h ird  Sym phony  
w ith  a feeling o f  strain, in tensively  and 
w ith ou t im p a ct. . .  Feichtinger is an ideal 
rehearsing conductor, bu t after h is w ork is 
done som eone is needed to  do the  actual 
conducting. T h is  rare and valuable type, by  
the w ay, is the m ost unfortunate representa
tive  o f  the conducting profession. (H e  
resem bles th e  p ianist w ho practices all the  
tim e, bu t just w h en  he th inks he is ready 
for a p ub lic  perform ance, som eone else is 
asked to  play. T h e on ly  difference is that 
th e  w ork o f  the rehearsing conductor is paid .)
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W h at is m ost im p ortan t: b oth  th e  
thorough prelim inary preparation and the  
ta len t o f  a conductor can be gauged w ith  
relative accuracy, qu ite  independently  o f  th e  
sty le and period o f  th e  m usic perform ed. 
Beethoven’s First and Dvorak’s N in th  are 
equally suitable for disp laying the quality o f  
a conductor, desp ite the  fact that alm ost 
a century separates th e  tw o . T h e g ifted  
conductor is g ifted  alm ost regardless o f  w hat  
he co n d u cts: a m an w ho can im part h is sense 
o f  rhythm  and inspire other w ith  h is under
standing and concept o f  th e  m usic can ex
press th is through h is ow n  individual per
sonality. M usical aptitude is n o t nearly so 
closely t ied  up  w ith  any one sty le or group  
o f  sty les as m any m usic critics th in k  today.

O ne k in d  o f  lim itation  in  th e  com petition  
was, however, reasonable.

T hose w ho chose the  set pieces— and they  
deserve all possible praise for their labours—  
on ly  included  w orks w ritten  after 1 8 0 0 , that 
is, on ly  m aterial from  a day and age in  
w hich  th e  conductor had already acquired  
h is present position . M uch  as one regrets 
the absence o f  works b y  H aydn, M ozart and 
J. S. Bach, com positions prior to  the n ine
teen th  century, or those w ritten  st ill earlier, 
their perform ance is n ot so dependent on the  
w ork o f  the  conductor. T h is  is  even  m ore 
obviously  th e  case w ith  Baroque m usic, 
w hich  w as roughly in  vogue u n til 1750 , 
spanning th e  lives o f  Bach, H andel, V iva ld i, 
C orelli and their  contem poraries, where the  
conductor is always “prim us inter pares” . 
In Baroque m usic, and even m ore in  the  
Renaissance period, the conductor’s task was 
different, for he contributed to  th e  shape 
o f  the  final tone by playing som e k in d  o f  an 
instrum ent h im se lf  (usually harpsichord) or 
by singing.

T o  return to  th is particular com p etition :  
i t  was a great success. W ith  about fifty  m usic  
com petitions behind  m e, I feel m y se lf  
qualified to  remark that it  takes the  presence 
o f  at least one com petitor w ho is a new  d is
covery, a m an o f  unquestionable ta len t in  
his field, or even a genius, to  m ake a contest

o f  th is k in d  really stim ulatin g . Such  a per
sonality  can resum e in  h im se lf  all th e  m usic  
played, can g ive sense to  th e  entire contest. 
U nfortunately  on ly  about one in  ten  m usic  
com petitions produce th is  k ind  o f  a per
sonality . But th is one d id . H is  nam e is Ken  
Ichiro Kobayashi.

As h is nam e indicates, he is  Japanese. 
H e  is 34 , and conducts the T okyo  Sym phony  
Orchestra and the T okyo  Philharm onic. H e  
had never been abroad before, and on ly  
speaks h is m other tongue. German w as the  
official language o f  the  com p etition  and  
M r. Kobayashi d id  n ot speak th is either. 
W h en  here and there he stopped th e  or
chestra, he used h is hands, u ttering on ly  
a few  international phrases o f  in struction  to  
ind icate h is in tentions— and, to  the great 
pleasure o f  orchestra, jury and audiences, he 
was able to  get h is m eaning across. H is  
victory w as certain from  the very first 
rou n d . . .  But before continuing, I  m ust  
m ake it  clear that Ken Ichiro Kobayashi was 
n ot on ly  the  best am ong the g iven  com 
petitors, he w ou ld  be sp lend id  in  any group  
o f  conductors. Take h im  ou t o f  th e  com peti
t io n  and im agine that he is conducting an  
im portant concert; he w il l  st ill be adm irable. 
W ill  the reader, please, rem em ber h is nam e, 
Ken Ichiro Kobayashi, for th is is  a nam e he 
is  certain to  m eet again.

Kobayashi as w e said, is  34, no longer  
very young. A s a result he is not threatened  
w ith  th e  fate o f  m any young conductors, 
rocketing to  fam e and alm ost as quick ly  
sinking again in to  anonym ity, or, at best, 
liv in g  on  their form er glory as purely local 
figures.

T h e m ost strik ing quality  about th is  
Japanese artist is tha t he is inspiring and 
lovable. Everybody is d eligh ted  to  make 
m usic under h is baton, and the  m usicians 
find them selves doing their best to  carry out 
his w ishes. H e  is one o f  the few  able to  open  
up the sound o f  an orchestra. H is  rhythm  is 
so ft and flexible, y e t severely accurate. H e  
conducts w ith  an upward l i f t  o f  h is arms, 
l ift in g  the sound w ith  it , and the sw eep o f
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h is horizontal gestures seem s to  g ive w ings 
to  th e  instrum ent, or group o f  instrum ents, 
to  w h ich  they are addressed. H e  conducted  
Beethoven’s S ixth  m uch m ore slow ly  than  
usual, b u t he rounded out the tem po  
m agnificently, bringing ou t a calm  beauty o f  
tone such as on ly  th e  greatest conductors are 
capable o f  producing. H e  can judge to  a 
hairsbreadth where to  intervene in  th e  flow  
o f  the  m usic, som etim es w ith  on ly  the  
sligh test flick o f  the baton (I saw som eth ing  
lik e  th is w ith  Charles M ünch), but w hen  he 
is  preparing for a m usical clim ax h is m ove
m ents have a power that w ou ld  m ove m oun
tains. H e  could be better com pared to  som e  
phenom enon o f  nature than to  h is colleagues, 
for m ost conductors prefer to  conduct in  the  
first person. “ Look, th is is m e con d u ctin g!” 
— whereas Kobayashi’s personality is  so strong 
that he has no need to  em phasize h is ego, 
and can even give th e  im pression that every
th in g  goes on its w ay as a m atter o f  course, 
as the  brook ripples and the breeze blow s.

A nd  y et h is presence is fe lt  in  every  
second. It is  presence in  the  h igh est sense o f  
the  perform ing arts. H e  know s the works 
he conducts as he know  his m other tongue, 
though  he probably know s litt le  about 
European culture. A t such tim es one finds 
on ese lf asking w hether w e do n ot attach too

great an im portance to  culture and education  
in  m atters o f  m usic. Perhaps w e th in k  too  
m uch and verbalize too  m uch in  all the  
arts. . .  But how ever that m ay be, one th ing  
is certain: Ken Ichiro Kobayashi is  an in
stin ctive artist, blessed by God.

But even beside Kobayashi the  H ungarian  
Á dám  M edveczky, w ho finished second, d is
played a d istinguished  ta len t. H e  w on  o f  
course, the largest num ber o f  audience votes. 
W e should  here explain  the system  o f  voting. 
In  the  second and third  rounds th e  inter
national jury m ade its points-rating public , 
and the  viewers were show n the scores. 
V otin g  was secret in  the finals, and the  
audience was also g iven  an opportunity o f  
voting. Each com petitor w ho reached the  
finals was covered by a telephone num ber, 
and th e  V iew ers’ Prize was awarded to  the  
entrant w hose num ber received the  largest 
num ber o f  phone calls. (T here w as an 
autom at for each num ber, registering the  
num ber o f  calls.) T h e  judgem ent o f  the jury 
was on ly  m ade p ub lic  a day later, to  avoid  
in fluencing the public .

A ll in  all, I th in k  that the International 
C om petition  for Conductors sponsored by  
H ungarian T V  set an exam ple that is worth  
fo llow ing.

A n d r á s  P e r n y e



NEW RECORDS

T W O  R E C O R D S  BY D E Z S Ő  R Á N K I
X. Férédric Chopin Etudes O p . 10. ( 1 -1 2 )  

Nocturne in  B major, O p . 9 , N o . 3 Ballade in  
G m inor, O p . 23 Ballade in  F  major, O p . 38  
H ungaroton, LPX  1 1 555  (Stereo-M ono)

2 . Robert Schumann Fantasie in  C major, 
O p. 17 Kinderszenen, O p . 15 Arabeske, O p . 18 
H ungaroton, LPX  1 x 5 5 4  (Stereo-M ono)

T h e  first d isc w as on ly  recently released  
in  H ungary— it was first issued in  Paris 
where it  im m ediately  w on  th e  Grand P rix  
du Disque. A nd  indeed , in  France and in  
E nglish-speaking countries— as w ell as in  
m any other parts o f  the world— this ou t
standing 22-year-old  p ianist is already w ell-  
know n in  person. I f  I say that h is Grand 
Prix w in n ing  record fa ith fu lly  reflects h is  
know ledge and sk ill then  I have already 
sum m arized th e  fine im pression th is series 
o f  recordings m ake.

I had an opportunity over the past five 
years to  observe D ezső  R ánki’s developm ent, 
in  other words, I  attended nearly all h is 
concerts in  H ungary. I can claim  on  th is  
basis that rarely in  a life tim e  does one en
counter such born m usical talent com bined  
w ith  in te llectu ality . A dd to  th is a splendid  
physical endow m ent. H e  is the k ind  o f  m an  
o f  w hom  it  is said: “G od m eant h im  to  be 
a p ian ist” .

R ánki’s record— and now  I refer con
cretely to  h is first, his C hopin  disc—-wonder
fu lly  com bines you th fu l v ita lity  w ith  the  
im age the  absorbed, m ature artist has form ed  
o f  m usic. I t  is  characterized by a k in d  o f  
sp lend id  serenity nourished by unknow n  
sources, at the  sam e tim e h is m usic, w hen  
there is need for it , sets fire to  the im agina
tio n . I  hardly need to  add that b oth  are 
needed w hen it  com es to  C hopin.

T ake the series o f  Etudes O p . 10 . O ne  
m ust know  a thousand and one th ings in  
order to  be able to  traverse the  realm  o f  th is  
series in  all its  aspects, h e  needs to  be able

to  transform  figures and to  renew in  a m an
ner that perhaps nobody is able. Y et i f  som e
one puts R ánki’s d isc on  the record-player 
and listens to  only th e  first E tude (C  major), 
he w ill hardly be able to  stop at that. H ere  
R ánki grasps the essence at o n ce : the spark
lin g , virtuoso right hand appears over a 
m ajestic, le ft  hand them e proceeding in  the  
manner o f  a chorale, thus the work unites  
absolute dynam ism  w ith  unshakable serenity. 
T h is first E tude is one o f  th e  h igh  poin ts o f  
the record. But even further pleasant sur
prises are in  store for the listener. T h e an
noyed, shaken tone o f  N o . 4  (C  Sharp 
m inor), and then  th e  irresistib le, happy  
buoyancy o f  N o . 5 (G  Flat major) fo llow  
each other as i f  during the  pause betw een  
the pieces th e  perform er had been replaced  
by another. In  the  background o f  N o . 9  
(F m inor) w e m ay glim pse P olish  ballad- 
rem iniscences and w e find it  alm ost un
believable that the  very same artist played  
the translucent, clear N o . 8 (F major).

I can say the very sam e about the presenta
tio n  o f  the N octu rn e and the  tw o Ballades: 
w e hear m ature, clarified, and at the same 
tim e— w hen necessary— passionate and free 
piano playing, everyone o f  th em  evidence  
that R ánki interprets every piece as h is ow n.

Schum ann’s artistry is more com plex, and 
a som ew hat m ore transform ed problem — but 
in  the strictly  p ian istic aspect p laying  
Schum ann is perhaps easier. H ow ever, the  
previously m entioned  requirem ent o f  trans
form ation  is topped here by the fact as w ell 
that, in  a g iven  instance, the perform er has 
to  change m oods w ith in  the same m ovem ent. 
Schum ann’s world— as those w ho know  h im  
are aware— constantly m oves betw een  dream  
and sobriety, and in  b oth  conditions a w hole  
series o f  evanescent im ages, alm ost in tan
gible shadow y form s em erge, on ly  to  fade 
away again w ith ou t consequences. Apart 
from  th is Schum ann’s artistry has tw o ex
trem es. O ne a headlong rush as i f  in  a chase,
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w h ich  som etim es grows alm ost convulsed, 
th e  k ind  o f  struggle w h en  som eone m akes 
an effort to  free h is neck from  som e k in d  o f  
stranglehold. T h e  other extrem e is an awed, 
serene, poetic im age w h ich  very o ften  speaks 
o f  profound nostalgia. T h e Fantasie in  
C major com prises the essential e lem ents o f  
th is  artistry in  one trem endous span lasting  
nearly h a lf  an hour.

Perhaps D ezső R ánki’s recording does not 
always g ive back th is first layer, one could  
conceive a few  elem ents o f  the m iddle m ove
m en t more feverishly and tum ultuously  
played— bu t the first m ovem ent is brilliantly  
buoyant, at the Im  Legendenton inscription  
he creates a new  w orld , and th e  last section , 
in  R ánki’s hands, turns in to  an elevated  
revelation. Perhaps the fam ous Kinderszenen  
succeeded even m ore beautifu lly  than this. 
R ánki is  generally accepted as having a great 
perception for all p oetic  m atters. H e  treats 
Schum ann’s “w onderfu l litt le  trifles” w ith  
great tenderness, and h e directly  radiates 
the ir  m oving beauty to  the listener.

S Á N D O R  F A L V A I’S T W O  R E C O R D S
1. Frédéric Chopin Piano Concerto in  E m inor, 

O p . I I  Budapest Philharm onic Orchestra 
C onducted by András Kórodi Mazurka in  
A  m inor, O p . 17, N o . 4  Mazurka in  C major, 
O p . 2 4 , N o . 2  Nocturne in  C Sharp m inor, 
O p . p osth . H ungaroton  L PX  1 1 6 5 4  (Stereo- 
M o n o )

2 . W. A . Mozart Quintet in  E  F lat major, 
K. 4 5 2  L. van Beethoven Quintet in  E  Flat 
m ajor, O p . 16

Sándor Falvai (piano); Péter Pongrácz_ 
(oboe); T ib or Dittrich  (clarinet); Ferenc Tar
já m  (horn); T ibor Fülemüle (bassoon) H u n 
garoton L PX  1 1 6 3 7  (Stereo-M ono)

Sándor Falvai also appeared on  the  m usi
cal scene together w ith  D ezső  R ánki and 
István Lantos. I t  happens so frequently that 
several players o f  an instrum ent crop up to
gether at a given  tim e. (T he fourth  is Z oltán  
K ocsis.) T hese four now  stand at the fore
front o f  H ungarian p iano p laying. A t the  
tim e their  records were cut they were 2 1 - 2 4

years o ld— and today all four are teachers o f  
th e  L iszt Ferenc Academ y o f  M usic .

Falvai has a particular feeling  for m elody. 
N o t  even am ong players o f  unequivocally  
m elodious instrum ents are there m any w ho  
are capable o f  genuinely  m elodious p laying!

Falvai’s  C hopin  interpretation is above 
criticism . H e  strives throughout for an in 
te llig ib le  perform ance, w h ich  he achieves. 
Spectacular unplayable fast tem p i, w hich  
often  lead to  “blurring” are n ot in  Falvai’s 
lin e . Every single note can be understood  
directly . A t the  sam e tim e there is a k ind  
o f  loquacity, a lack o f  restraint, a healthy  
departure from  the steady, m echanical 
tem p i, w h ich  does n ot weaken, b u t on the  
contrary, strengthens the rhythm ical pulsa
t io n  and sw eeping v ita lity  o f  h is p laying.

T h e  A  m inor M azurka— a p u zzlin g  
m ed itation  w ith  a bow ed head, w ith  its  
shadow y m onologue character— is typical o f  
Falvai’s artistry. T h e  dancing nature o f  the  
m iddle section  could have been  stronger, but 
the  m ain  section  speaks to  us w ith  particular 
loquacity  o f  C hopin’s loneliness. T he  
M azurka in  C major clearly sounds the  
chords o f  nostalgia, the  basic m ood  that al
ways emerges even in  the ligh test o f  C hopin’s 
w orks. T h e C Sharp m inor N octu rn e is a 
fittin g  closing piece o f  th e  record.

I t  m ay w ell be that in  the  qu intets o f  
M ozart and Beethoven, w ritten  for an 
identical ensem ble, the  piano on ly  has 
a cham ber m usic part, bu t those w ho are 
fam iliar w ith  the  works are fu lly  aware that 
here the instrum ent is g iven  an em phasis that 
borders on  that in  piano concertos. T h is  is the  
reason I call th is a Sándor Falvai record also.

T h is recording w as m ade at a concert. 
I t  m ade such a trem endous effect on  the  
audience that the  officials o f  the  H ungarian  
R ecording Com pany decided to  release their  
recording o f  the perform ance.

Falvai’s p laying m akes h im  em inently  
su ited  for cham ber m usic. H e  is always 
present, in  the  m usical perform ance sense 
o f  the  term . A nd som eth ing m ore: it  is just 
in  cham ber m usic that he is able o f  the

T
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greatest self-release. In  the last m ovem ent o f  
M ozart’s m asterpiece he plays w ith  an ease 
and joy such a m an can on ly  sum m on in  
exceptional m om ents.

H ere as w ell he rem ains sensitive and  
responsive throughout. T h e way he accom 
plishes the m inor episode in  the closing  
m ovem ent w ith  h is com panions, for exam ple, 
then  the  w ay he again illum inates the  m usical 
fabric, betokens real craftsm anship. But it  is 
also w orth noting th e  w ay he continues, or 
starts o ff  a m elody in  the slow  m ovem ent, 
or the w ay he provides an accom panim ent 
for the m elodies o f  th e  so lo  instrum ents in  
the sam e m ovem ent.

T h e Beethoven w ork sounds w ith  sim ilar  
beauty. H ere perhaps th e  p iano should  have 
been recorded a shade m ore softly  at th e  tim e  
o f  the perform ance, as in  a few  places in  the  
slow  m ovem ent it  stands ou t too strongly.

T h e B eethoven w ork show s up the w ood
w in d  players to  advantage. Tarjáni’s horn  
virtuosity  has been adm ired by m usic lovers 
o f  m any countries, b oth  on  records and at 
live concerts.

IS T V Á N  L A N T O S ’S R E C O R D
Fran^  Schubert Sonata fo r  Piano in  D  major, 

O p . 53 . D . 8 5 0  Klavierstück in  E  F lat major, 
O p. posth ., D  9 4 6 /2  H ungaroton LPX  
1 1 6 3 4  (Stereo-M ono)

István Lantos is  one o f  the  m ost in terest
ing o f  young pianists.

In  th is instance I use the  adjective “inter
estin g” both  to  praise and critically. H e  is an  
artist w ho always invents som eth ing extra
ordinary, w ho strives a lm ost deliberately to  
m ake h is production d ifferent from  all 
others. T h is  som etim es leads h im  astray, and 
he is not always able to  convince his audiences 
o f  the soundness o f  h is ideas. But w h en  he  
succeeds h e  does indeed . T h e tw o works on  
the record review ed here dem onstrate th is  
viv id ly . Perhaps m any w ill  argue against the  
som ew hat fantastic perform ance o f  the  
D  major Sonata, and perhaps som e w ill take 
issue w ith  the “Schum anesque” , loquacious 
rubatos o f  the slow  m ovem ent. But there is,

no doubt, an exceptionally  in teresting per
sonality introduced w ith  th is record. I t  is  as 
i f  the  sovereignty o f  the great p ianists o f  the  
past had returned in  Lantos’s p laying, that 
sovereignty w hich  disregards all m etronom e  
instructions in  its  interpretation b u t y et  
som ehow  belongs to  the  w orld  o f  Schubert. 
I am  perhaps prejudiced in  favour o f  Lantos, 
I am  n ot able to  m ake a secret o f  the joy that 
he evokes. I should  also lik e  to  say that the  
pedantry o f  m usic critic ism  experienced in  
our tim es w ell-n igh  treatens to  stifle precisely  
the m ost original conceptions. I f  som eone  
takes the trouble to  listen  to  the  th ird  m ove
m en t o f  th is sonata he w ill  feel how  freely  
Lantos separates the  principal section  from  
the trio . H e  reproduces the  ligh t, liltin g  
principal them e o f  the last m ovem ent w ith  
trem endous atm osphere-creating force. I t  is 
one o f  m y favourite records.

And y et I value that certain Klavierstück 
that is unfortunataly st ill  too litt le  know n  
even today even m ore. O tto  Erich D eutsch , 
in  h is Schubert, Thematic Catalogue of A ll H is 
Works (L ondon, 1951) includes Schubert’s 
three im pressive, late Klavierstücks under 
num ber 9 4 6 . T h e second o f  these is  heard 
on th is record.

I sim p ly  cannot have enough o f  th is  piece, 
particularly as perform ed by Lantos. T h e  
principal them e’s unbelievably com posite  
w orld evokes at one and the sam e tim e the  
sound o f  the m ost beautifu l Schubert songs 
and the  m ost in tim ate Schubert w altzes. In  
th is m asterpiece dating from  the last years 
o f  h is l ife  the  m aster use the “sw eet V ien 
nese th irds” on ly  as a start, from  w h ich  he 
leads us in to  the blackest h ell, b u t w ithou t  
forcing h is dark visions on  h is listeners. T h e  
manner in  w hich  he introduces and conducts 
these episodes, the w ay he brings back the  
lilt in g  principal them e again and again could  
alm ost be called an apology. W h en  w e last 
hear i t  w e fu lly  understand the real farewell 
significance o f  the principal them e, parti
cularly w hen  Lantos is  at the  piano.

A . P.
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