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IF I WERE YOUNG TODAY
by

L Á S Z L Ó  N É M E T H

I

When I meet with my contemporaries—people of about sixty— 
I frequently hear them jocularly complain: “We’ve certainly 
been an unlucky generation. When we were young, it was 
better to be old and now that we have grown old, it is better

to be young.”
This, of course, is only half true. Even in the past, life was only easier 

for the aged if they had a little power in their hands—a few acres of land, 
a shop or money—or if they received a pension. On the other hand it is 
true that life was harder on the young. Hundreds of people in search of 
a job would loiter about for every vacancy. To this day I consider it the 
greatest miracle of my life that the chief medical officer picked on me 
from among four hundred candidates (perhaps because he had read my 
first works) for one of the seven vacant positions of school medical officer. 
And what was I, the father of four children, paid in this post? Exactly half 
my father’s pension, who had retired as a simple grammar-school master. 
And even so, what I received was sufficient to cause me pangs of conscience, 
for it was three times what a worker earned if he happened to have a job 
at all.

Nowadays lads of twenty have the same incomes as heads of families 
working in the same trade, and a young couple will earn as much as five 
times their retired parents’ pension, if the father alone went to work. 
Young people today have only a vague idea of what I saw in the case of the 
parents of my civic-school pupils—the real nature of unemployment. The 
other day I was correcting the proofs of my novel Bűn (“ Crime”). I wrote this 
novel in 1936, and it is about a young man who has come to town from 
a village and tries to obtain work and a living around the villas of Buda. 
I emerged from my own novel as though I had been relieved of a profound 
pressure—like being brought up from a caisson. And if I were asked what



I considered the greatest achievement of the quarter century that has elaps
ed since then, I would say it was that it has freed me of the pressure under 
which that novel was written and which spelt the death of its second 
hero—the intellectual who sympathized with the lot of the young labourer.

Nevertheless, I see from the young people around me that the youth 
are not happy today either. Not only the few thousands who have failed 
to gain admission to the universities, but perhaps even those who have 
achieved more than their parents would ever have dreamed of at the time 
when Bűn was written. I was asked this spring by a Soviet paper to take 
part in a debate on the problem of the young, and at home too there is ever 
more talk regarding this problem. Now where there is a problem there is 
also trouble, or at least unrest. This unrest will, I believe, not decrease, but 
rather grow, if the young are to have what is called an even better time, 
i. e., if hours of work are to be shortened, wages to be evened up, more 
flats at less cost to be made available, and superfluous commuting to be 
reduced. What is the explanation for this contradiction?

I think it is to be sought in the fact that the more independence and 
leisure time the young people have, the more they are confronted with the 
new task of having to create their own selves. Formerly millions of young 
people were moulded by their whole day’s work, or, if they did not have 
any, by privation. The peasant youth in our time took up the yoke of a 
morning, and pulled away at it, like their beasts. Only a very small part 
of the working-class youth found a home and people to educate them in the 
Trade Unions. In point of fact even a writer like myself could only mould 
his thoughts. His life, and through it his problems, were inexorably shaped 
by his circumstances. At the age of twenty-seven, when I wrote my first 
big novel, I set out at seven every morning towards my district at the other 
end of town, came back from there at about two, attended to my patients 
in the afternoon, still had my old students that year, and then did my 
writing into the small hours of the night. O f course I could only do this 
for one year, then illness called a halt, but my time-table continued to be 
such that I did not have occasion to acquire dissolute ways, or as they now 
put it, to become a hooligan.

Now the situation is different, and we hope it will become more different 
still. Several of my daughters, sons-in-law and relatives are working in 
research institutes, where, after the completion of a small amount of 
prescribed work, it is left almost entirely to the interest and industry of 
the members to develop their knowledge. But as the leisure time between 
work and sleep—those six, eight or ten hours—grows longer, so everybody’s 
life will become like a little research institute in which the individual, or
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IF I WERE YOUNG TODAY 5
later the small family team, will have to decide what to do with the time 
available and which of the ever more easily accessible opportunities for 
entertainment and study to seize.

And this is a matter of no mean significance. For work in healthy sur
roundings will not ruin a person, but leisure time, if he does not make 
good use of it, may ruin him. And history proves that it does in fact do so. 
How many examples there are of how the sons of an emergent social group, 
of those who have fulfilled a great historical mission will, when they have 
suddenly attained to conditions of security, of themselves decay. This was 
the undoing of the aristocracy before the French Revolution, when they had 
become drones and the beneficiaries of court favours; and the same lot 
befell the shareholder offspring of the pioneers of industry and, in Hungary, 
the rich peasant progeny of the former tenant serfs. Now, of course, there 
is no need to fear so sudden a surfeit of leisure time and of financial affluence, 
nor are bad examples so omnipresent, but latently the danger is there, and 
the fact that it is now a matter not of the children of a single social group, 
but of all the young people of a society, may indeed have an aggravating 
effect.

It is a difficult and thankless business to give advice and furnish a 
program, especially to the young people of another generation. Having, 
however, as a father and a friend, witnessed the struggles and endeavours 
of quite a number of young people and always tried to discern future 
developments, I find it hard to desist from trying to put myself in their 
place and imagining (though not wishing for it) how I would, if I were 
young today, arrange the course of my life.

2

The way I arrange the course of my life depends on what I think about 
life in general. Now I can no longer think, as the good Christians of old 
did, that this earth is only a testing ground and that life here is the great 
entrance examination to a life beyond, which may be hard to pass but 
entitles the successful candidate to eternal bliss. Nor, on the other hand, do 
I consider, as so many people do nowadays, that the earth is a garden of 
pleasures, to which admission must be gained by doing a little work, or 
if you are cleverer, by jockeying for a position.

I would set out from the Universe. What is this vast machinery that 
exhibits such marvellous orderliness and yet occasionally leads us to despair 
through its very senselessness? Balls of fire, racing on predetermined paths, 
with planet-sized agglomerations of matter attached to them, on one of
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which, in the layer of mildew that covers the earth, I too must conduct 
a gasping struggle against death, on behalf of a life that has lost its balance 
and hastily thrusts its toppling heritage on to the new generation? Or can 
it also be seen as something else—a vast field of opportunities, characterized 
not by what has been accomplished, but by that which is latently inherent 
in it? Those engaged in the chemical industry will readily understand 
what I am driving at. Where were the many hundreds of thousands of 
organic and inorganic substances which chemistry and technology have 
conjured up in the last century? They were obviously present in the world 
before this, but lay there unevoked. Life too slumbered in a similar 
fashion until—perhaps only among the favourable circumstances of our 
planet, perhaps as on the branch tips of a giant Christmas-tree, at distant 
points in Space—it lit up and raced through infinite varieties of form, 
somewhere in the middle of the Tertiary to give birth to human conscious
ness.

The fact that I am myself the possessor of such a consciousness is, 
though it is often uncomfortable, nevertheless a wonderful thing. How 
many billions of tons of matter exist without possessing so much as a 
single nerve cell, while I have that something through which the seemingly 
lifeless world can achieve a realization of its own self and seek an ally for 
the discovery of ever newer possibilities. I did not, of course, volunteer 
for this work and would sometimes fain reject the invitation, but since 
I have chanced to become a human being and my instinct in life in any 
case persuades me, then let me avail myself of that which this invitation 
offers.

Through the act of living, man passes across the landscapes of his various 
ages and, as he glances out of the window of his mail-coach or his jet 
airliner, he obtains a picture of a part—larger or smaller as the case may 
be—of the world. He travels. The fine thing about travelling is that while 
we are on the way, our attention is more vigilant than at other times. 
A scene that we have never before seen glistens in fresh colours, and an 
unusual environment once more poses the time-worn questions about how 
people really live, what their connections are with one another. In the 
first years of youth, man’s condition is by nature similar to that of the 
traveller. For he too comes to new regions, the lands of adult work and 
love, to mention but two of them. And he too is possessed of an inquiring 
curiosity that urges him to gain an understanding of the secrets of men 
and to peer into the depths of social relations. Must this attentiveness 
necessarily be worn away? Can one live so that instead of blunting, it 
should rather be sharpened?
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IF I WERE YOUNG TODAY 7
I believe (and perhaps even know from experience) that one can. And 

that even today the possibility is there, and is even greater than it was 
in my youth. Carried onward, as he is, by the years, man continues always 
to reach new and yet newer scapes, even when he is past his youth. And 
though he may in former times, in the silence of his village or in his 
township, perhaps have been more thorough in his observation of the 
new moods that manhood and even old age bring, he had very much 
less opportunity than we to compensate for the slowing of the rate by 
expanding the horizon and thus always to maintain the vigilance of his 
attention through new sights. Work itself is now no longer attached to 
a single locality, more often it leads to ever new environments. And even 
though the opportunities for seeing the world are, due to political obstacles, 
not expanding as rapidly as technology would permit, it is possible to 
organize tours even from under one’s reading lamp, and it is precisely 
in such sight-seeing tours that progress has been so extraordinary.

3

If upon departing I were asked on another planet, what had been the 
greatest happiness of life on earth, I would say it had been studying. 
Not the kind that ultimately leads to an examination, but that undertaken 
for curiosity’s sake, as an excursion to a new language and the world 
that can be attained through it, to a new branch of science or a new field 
of work. And if I were then asked what it was for which I regretted 
leaving the earth, even after all that had happened, I would say that it 
was the fact that I had come from an age and from a country where 
opportunities for study, and the desire of people to avail themselves of 
them, had both grown simultaneously and in extraordinary measure.

Recently I spent a few days at the home of a young relative of mine. 
He obtained his university degree as a worker and it is only technical 
works that he reads in German, but what a library and what a wealth 
of information he has accumulated by buying and reading that which 
has appeared in Hungarian! In my youth I would not have been able to 
obtain the like in five or six languages even. And these books, like the 
extra-mural university lecture courses, are not forced on readers and 
audiences by the government, but rather demanded by them. Just as it 
is the workers and student lads, exercising their fantasies as they sit opposite 
each other in the trains, who buy several hundred thousand copies of 
each issue of the magazine Élet és Tudomány (“ Life and Science”).

As a young writer it was my aim, while compelling myself to assume
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this wide range of interests, also to arouse it in others. In fact I published 
a periodical of essays written by myself, of which this was the main task. 
It was then an occasion for country-wide surprise that this apparently 
hopeless paper was bought by a thousand people. If I were young today, 
I would do something similar, yet different. I would write guide-books 
to meet the existing interest in and desire for study—describing the places 
worth making excursions to and the sights that should there be inspected. 
For if there is something wrong about this fever of learning, it is its lack 
of a clear program. We dash about hither and thither over regions selected 
at a moment’s whim and for all our great voraciousness are finally unable 
to construe a model of the world for ourselves.

Unfortunately I could not now manage to keep up with the present 
fever of interests. Not only because it has become greedier and I older, 
but also because that which takes place behind the eye gradually dims 
the eye itself. In those days I tried in a series of works to show that if 
you introduce the spirit of science into life and set about observing the 
unpleasant features, conducting little experiments with them—whether it 
was a case of an irksome job, of a child that needs extra tutoring, of a 
violent boss, or even of a grave disease—then that which was formerly 
burdensome suddenly becomes interesting, that which was base becomes 
instructive, and, as I was wont to say, even the galley’s bench becomes a 
laboratory. However, the reverse is also true. It is not only that interest 
cheers the soul and keeps it fresh, but cares and suffering, once nestled 
in the soul, also weaken, or at least render less sincere, the interest one 
displays in the world.

And what is the origin of this suffering? Mostly the fact that we do 
not have a correct approach to the second great item of the program on 
our invitations. For life is not only a journey, but also an act of sculpture. 
Man must not only admire the possibilities that have already become 
realities, but also evoke those that are still latent, and of them he must 
create himself to become as perfect as may be. This is a very beautiful 
and a very interesting task—to let the tiny chisel strokes of each day shape 
something beautiful not from stone, but from living matter, from ourselves. 
And men, especially the young, have very powerful biological forces to 
spur them to this end. Morals, in my view, are the system of controls 
that strive, once bodily development is completed, to bring something 
more out of man. That which we call ambition is the anxiety or, if you 
like, the whip of these morals. There are, however, many varieties of 
ambition, and a great part of our unhappiness stems from having grafted 
the wrong species of ambition onto our young lives.

THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY



IF I WERE YOUNG TODAY 9
The nineteenth century set many wonderful careers free—there were 

errand boys who became newspaper moguls, an artillery lieutenant become 
the emperor of Europe, and poets strode like the Biblical pillar of fire 
in the van of their peoples. The various political and art histories recorded 
all this, and in a popular form it also became available to the children, 
while no one doubted that it was very wholesome for these biographies, 
these marvellous careers, to let loose the devils of emulation in adolescent 
lads. A very long time ago a little boy who was a relative of ours once 
came to see us and in his boredom started tapping away on my typewriter. 
Later I had a look at the the paper he had left there and at the obviously 
ingenuously composed text. “The life of N. N. in six volumes” was 
the title, with his name in place of the letters N. N. The work began 
with the words: “At this juncture a young man of extraordinary gifts 
appeared on the stage of history. . . ” I have remembered these few lines 
not only because they showed what sometimes goes on inside an unas
suming, pimply teenager, but also because of the third person in which 
he speaks of himself. He had credited himself with an essay about him, 
a historical appreciation, and thus actually pointed to the sources of the 
bad kind of ambition.

We men of the arts have of course absorbed even more of this ambition, 
and just how insatiable it can be, I can show by recollecting the first 
appeasement of its appetite. At the age of twenty-four, without ever having 
published so much as a line or even known anyone who was by way of being 
an author, I won a short-story competition arranged by Nyugat (“West”). 
I was able to see the short story, fished out from among a heapofmanuscripts, 
published on the first page in the Christmas issue of the periodical I had 
admired from afar. You may imagine how happy I was. But at the same 
time I also went in for an essay competition, whose result was announced 
a fortnight later. Now the fact that one of the two competitions had 
put an end to my anonymity might have been enough for the monster, 
but the polite rejection of the essay caused such a turmoil in its appetite, 
which had come with eating, that I was unable to sleep all night, and my 
young wife, who had lived with me for one week then, looked aghast, 
in the wakeful hours we spent together, at what she had received for a 
life’s companion.

Fortunately I also came to know, both in others and in myself, the 
good kind of ambition that is concerned with the matter in hand and not 
with one’s person. When, for instance, I went to give my lessons as a 
schoolmaster, my aim was not that those who listened to me should be 
enchanted by me, or even that I should be promoted for my achievements



to the post of inspector of schools or director of education. Instead I paid 
attention to the material I had assembled, to the picture I had formed 
in my mind, in order as best possible, in the manner most likely to be 
retained by their memories, to convey it to the minds that hung on my 
words, so that both pupil and master should, in the act, feel they were 
participating in a beautiful and great event. And how different are the 
memories left by this kind of ambition, in which all people who do their 
work, even the old woman who roasts the chestnuts, can participate with 
me. Even today I look back upon the four or five years of my teaching 
career as upon a Garden of Eden.

Yet the main advantage of this good kind of ambition is not that it 
does not cause such devilish suffering—it also helps us bring more out 
of ourselves, and better serves our growth. For men grow just as trees 
do—using their roots and the wide-spread fibres of their contacts. The 
more and the sounder the contacts with which they draw upon the world, 
the higher the crown which their tree can grow. Those who have taken 
their mothers, their children, their friends and their country seriously 
will, whatever this relationship later involves, have become the richer for 
once having taken them seriously. Now bad ambition, with its impatience 
and the constant fever of competition, severs, tears and rots these fibres, 
and, enclosing its victim in a sheath of self-worship and offendedness, 
causes him to decay. On the other hand, good ambition, by turning our 
attention to the matter in hand, to work and to people, leads to the 
discovery of new, nutritive minerals and broadens the network of roots.

And we know that it is not only in the lives of artists, scientists and 
politicians that the two kinds of ambition grow and act beside each other. 
At every place of work, at every workshop and office, one may observe 
who it is that strives at whatever cost to attain something, concerned only 
with the opinions of others, and inclined even to avail himself of forbidden 
advantages, and who it is that shows an interest in the business in hand 
and cannot be rendered happy or unhappy by the mere arrival or non
arrival of success. Readers who have the many personal intrigues and the 
dictatorial ways of lesser chiefs in mind may possibly shake their heads 
when I say that, in our society, the valuation of ambition and of that 
which a man can achieve through it is undergoing a slow but inexorable 
and favourable change. Yet this is indeed the case. For even in old times 
we kept saying that the true strength of a society lies not in the phenomena 
that shoot up from it like rockets, but in the value of the people who work 
in its depths. The age of free competition nevertheless directed the instinct 
for self-assertion of the young towards the exceptional, showy careers. Now
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these glamorous careers are losing their power of attraction. Fortunes of 
any considerable size can no longer be accumulated; power is not desirable, 
and people who are concerned for their future are inclined to avoid its 
possession; and the magic of artistic careers is also decreasing. Those, for 
instance, who see the forces that hedge a writer in, prefer not to be in 
his place. Of the illustrious careers it is that of the scientist that has 
preserved its magic most. The true scientist, however, inscreasingly 
resembles a simple worker, who is absorbed in his task and engaged in 
attending to it, and for whom results, and with them success, are by
products which he himself regards as fortunate accidents.

This de-glamourization of the showy careers is obviously favourable to 
true ambition. I see an ever increasing number of valuable young people 
who look upon their anonymity and greyness as a kind of protection, 
behind which they can work, study and experiment undisturbed, and if 
there is any respect that they endeavour to earn, it is that those who are 
about them should feel their beneficial influence and should look upon 
them as their path-finders, later their masters, and particularly as upon 
people who have led a successful life. Because the greatest, the only genuine 
success is a well-developed, balanced life that lends warmth to others, 
whose dignity those around involuntarily recognize, whose secret they seek 
and recipe they strive to adopt. And this kind of success is more frequent 
among simpler people than in the case of careers where the struggle for 
glory ruins the characters of the contestants. “We are now to witness an 
age of masterpieces bound in human skins” is what I usually say to console 
those who complain of a stagnation in literature. In other words, a single 
perfect person in his own skin is a greater and more fertile object of 
reading than what the publishers give us. In ages past, when men read 
less, those who according to their ideas became examples of right living 
were called the wise or, in religious periods, saints. Literature, with its 
reminiscences and legends, accompanied these successful lives as their 
recorder. It might perhaps not be a bad thing, if the relation between 
literature and excellence were now again to develop in a similar manner. 
In the case of my own books, for instance, I am quite sure that it is not 
Égető Eszter (“Eszter Égető”) that has been the most perfect, nevertheless 
it has been read with the greatest affection, because it has recorded the 
life of a simple, harmonious “contemporary saint.”

Man, however, is not only a traveller and his own sculptor, but also 
a fellow man, who while he creates himself, endeavours, in however small 
a sphere, to propel the whole life of mankind towards some higher level. 
Those, of course, who have done well in the other two tasks, cannot go
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far wrong in this one. For it is certain that those who are blind and deaf 
to the world, who bury themselves in their own troubles and grievances, 
and strive to attain their own ends to the detriment of others, cannot 
recognize the interests of the majority and come into conflict with them. 
It is just as certain, however, that those who are attached to the world 
and to men by bonds of interested love, who know that they can only 
achieve their own growth through others and that the particular protein 
and carbohydrate from whicji the soul grows—a serious approach to our 
relations with others, to our common interests—will almost unnoticeably, 
without any deliberate altruism, become immersed in the Good Cause 
that seeks a way forward in the depths of men’s lives. For obviously not 
only each individual person will, as the card-players put it, attempt to 
make the most of his bid, but also every nation and the whole of mankind. 
And the distinguishing mark of a correct personal bid, and nowadays even 
of the national bid, is that it coincides with the bid of mankind and that 
they thus mutually support each other, while the wrong bid will be 
opposed to it and will lose its power.

When I was young I used to say that is was the writer’s job to hedge 
off his own opinions from other opinions through sharp boundaries, thus 
crystallizing, as it were, his own contribution to thought. I do not now 
wish to go into the considerations that then made this attitude justifiable. 
But if I were young today, I would endeavour rather to identify myself 
with life, with the great human interests that seek their way in life. 
I would look upon this life as a plant, feeling its way among the hard 
stones with its tenacious roots, and I would myself participate in its 
persevering and hesitant labour of tracking the light and grinding away 
the rocks. Over the given form of socialism, for instance, I would not 
endeavour to hold the glistening Platonic ideal of a perfect socialism, 
but would rather try and permeate it from the bottom with the Good 
Cause that I carry in my heart, in order that it should come as far as 
possible to resemble it.

4

This somewhat abstractly conceived program (for a youth that I shall 
not myself experience) may perhaps become more life-like if we attempt 
to follow it and see what it involves in a few basic human manifestations, 
such as nature, work, love and death.

To what degree our consciousness considers itself a part of nature is 
a very characteristic human quality, which is also revealed in the large 
variety of religions and philosophies. The feeling that our consciousness
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is something completely strange to nature and struggles in it as though 
entrapped, is one of the parents and a sustainer of belief in the after- 
world, characteristic of several religions—Buddhism, some varieties of 
Christianity—as well as, generally speaking, of Northern thought and, 
among contemporary philosophies, of existentialism.

I myself have never had to suffer so much at the hands of this solitude 
of consciousness, of which in Hungary Ady has spoken most beautifully, 
as have other “northern people.” If it does occasionally seize me, a few 
trees or even an overcast landscape suffice, in the sweet proximity of 
fraternal life, to make me feel as one wave of nature. Just as the eye, 
though a separate little sphere, adapted to wonderful purposes unknown 
to other cells, has the warmth, the pressure of the whole body present 
behind it, so my consciousness too is only apparently closed to the world, 
being ultimately the achievement of self-recognition by that very world. 
What I would rather blame myself for, is that in the wild struggle of 
life I have kept this ever-present feeling of oneness, tenacious though 
it has been, at a level below its own natural condition; thus I have almost 
staunched the main stream through which nature’s warmth has been able 
to penetrate me. Nor was the interest I took sufficiently tender and detail
ed—in this I have partly followed the natural sciences, which in the process 
of understanding, dismantle nature, making chemistry of biology, physics 
of chemistry, and so forth. I was attracted to the varieties of nature, but 
I have not known them sufficiently. “I don’t  know my botanies” was 
the title of one of my youthful elegies, and it is with that same sense 
of guilt that I shall have to quit my life. I felt a great bond of sympathy 
arise when I read Gandhi’s explanation of the cow-cult of the Hindus 
as representing the respect felt by men for the subhuman forms of existence 
(and indeed, is it not man’s mission in nature—by which he may make 
reparation for the havoc he causes—as far as possible to extend his humanism 
to the non-human sphere, after eliminating the mutual slaughter of men?) 
For my own part, however, I cannot, beyond a little gardening, reveal 
much of this subhumanist trait. If I were young I would endeavour to 
make up for it all, not perhaps so much by sports and botany and feeding 
birds, but by generally not being in such a hurry (sport is itself a form of 
haste) and by leaving more time to my existing inclinations for getting 
to know the world and making friends with it.

My work too I would do as Attila József put it: “accurately, neatly, 
as the stars go their way in the heavens.” I would be particularly careful 
not to let my work and my interests become divorced from one another. 
I know that with the increased division of labour and the progress of



automation this is not so easy. But maybe it is not impossible for all that. 
If, for example, I were to become a worker in a nitrogen plant, I would 
find out what shops there were in the factory, what their purpose was, 
and how they were interlinked. I would get hold of some little technical 
booklet that would explain to me what the Rosch—Haber process was. 
I would go back into the past, when nitric acid was made not of air, but 
of Chili saltpetre. My own job would take me via a thousand branches 
to the other branches of technology and to their histories. I would find 
out where our products were used and try to understand the machines 
among which I walk. And the people! Their myriad natures, each with 
its own hidden springs! It does not actually make much difference where 
you set about it, for all jobs permit you to unravel the whole of life. While 
a slapdash, perfunctory approach to work will avenge itself, in the first 
instance, on the worker.

I was fairly late to notice this. My earnings were derived from being 
a school medical officer, a post which (though even among doctors it was 
held to be a fairly limited, administrative job) was a tremendous quarry 
of observations about people. But I was a writer, and when I had finished 
with the drudgery I wrote essays about Italian plays and novels about my 
peasant relatives at Szilas. It was only in the seventh or eighth year that 
I realized I must not let my forenoons be foreign bodies in my day, and 
that I set about making the school and the children who happened to be 
assembled there the objects of my observations and experiments. Of 
course I did this too as a writer and published a book about it; and my 
investigations were duly forbidden. This led me to lose my enthusiasm; 
besides, my other vocation, that of writing, also egged me on, so that 
I left my “open quarry.” But I keep reproaching myself for not having 
made better use of those fifteen years. If I had each year visited only one 
hundred boys in their homes and asked them about how they lived, what 
treasures I would have gathered even from the literary point of view, 
let alone the human!

In appearance, we have more freedom in the choice of our recreations 
than of our work. In actual fact they too are in general fairly strictly 
determined by opportunity, environment and society’s force of habit. Yet 
if there is a place where we must today fight for ourselves, then this is it. 
The capitalist world has, we know, reversed the relations between production 
and life or consumption; in olden days people produced to be able to 
live—now they live in order to consume. If a new kind of motor car, 
wireless, TV set, film, synthetic shirt, salt-cellar or toy is produced, the 
citizen feels it'Tiis duty to buy one. And in between his acquiring and
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consuming these products, his life goes bp. It is to be feared that, with 
the greater abundance of necessities and of recreational opportunities, life 
in our country too is tending in this direction and that the human mind 
will be inundated, under the pretext of entertainment, by the flow of 
products let loose upon it.

What defence can be put up against this? Independence and restraint. 
By making our recreations an integral part of our plan for building our
selves. I fail to see any sharp boundary between real recreation and real 
study. If you are taking a holiday, try also to get to know a bit of your 
country; if you make friends, try and reconnoitre a less known zone of 
life (a job, a social stratum, a human character). Recreation perhaps differs 
most from self-education in that it contains more adventure—you read 
things that are not included in your plan, or you go to meet people from 
whom you do not hope to learn anything. But even this serves to permit 
those roots of ours to pry and feel—it opens up a kind of uncertain, hesitant 
zone about the confined area, and we know that sometimes it is just from 
this zone that the most surprising and most fertile inspirations come.

5

The great spice of human life is that nature has composed it for two 
voices—the two sexes. One half of mankind is a mystery, a game, a 
stimulation to the other. That man is still a very new creature, in whom 
the animal past and the new spiritual aspirations have not achieved harmony, 
is best shown by the fact that even this lovely fount of joy has been so 
badly poisoned, once by tyrannous prohibitions, then by its exaggerated 
and unhealthy cult. This is now perhaps even more obvious than it was 
of old; the shackles which could make love a hell have dropped, the sexes 
are not segregated, women earn and therefore do not have to sell themselves, 
and the opportunity of divorce is available so that an error need not be 
perpetuated as an act of fate. Nevertheless there seems to be more trouble 
about love than ever there was—at least so the old folks say.

Yet how I could envy the young of today! The other day I travelled 
by train with the co-educational class of a Transdanubian technical school. 
How lucky these adolescent boys are, I thought, as I listened to their 
accustomed and natural badinage. They can spend hours on end in the 
company of lovely girls of seventeen and eighteen without feeling any 
restraint. They need not approach them from the segregation whose emerg
ency exit was the brothel, and social exit the process of “courting”—a 
mendacious, boastful and at the same time abashed form of contact,
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always designed to achieve something, if nothing more, than the enslave
ment or breaking of another’s heart. Yet the great secret of juvenile love 
is precisely this leisurely pace. That which later or in coarser ages is so 
urgent, is here a lengthy road, whose every step has its sweet or painful 
surprise, once stimulating and then again abating the sensory urge.

It may well be, of course, that if I were able to walk among them as 
a downy-cheeked youngster, I would myself find out by experience why 
here good circumstances can bring forth bad fruit. One great fault is 
obviously that the films, art and fashion educate the imagination and 
people’s tastes in the direction of admiring certain stereotypes. Only few, 
and, at that, not the finest among the real partners of the opposite sex, 
will approach these types. The rest, however, will only be considered as 
a compromise, as substitutes. Literature, and even more the visual arts, 
by throwing aside these types and training people to recognize the charm— 
often mixed with ugliness—gleaming in real people, should, in fact, be 
promoting the corporeal harmony of one soul with another, rendering our 
carnality more spiritual and at the same time more realistic. An even 
greater trouble, as I see it, is that, where the feeling of, security leads 
to a search only for enjoyment, love also dwindles to this rank and considers 
boring the many other kinds of value to which you can attain while discover
ing the opposite sex. But whatever the experiences that awaited me, I 
would not give up exploring the opposite sex—like a lovely landscape 
enshrined in a magic mist—with sensuous devotion and the scientist’s 
patience. If, on the other hand, I were to decide on marriage—not early 
and not foolhardily—I would again undertake it as I did in my youth, 
taking a vow of a kind of semi-asceticism, to be repaid in the moral' help 
necessary for the common endeavour. At most it would be in self-sacrifice 
that I would be more cautious, and in comprehension and love more 
generous.

I believe that the misery of young couples with children is due to two 
things. They do not take into account that marriage is a very complex 
enterprise, but that if it is successful it brings ever greater returns as they 
advance in age—that it needs preparing, not only by love, but also by a 
very great deal of circumspection, as in the case of a scientific experiment 
that depends on many conditions. The other thing is that, having been 
disillusioned in their own lives or their marriage, they transpose their 
ambition to their children, which is one of the causes of the present 
exaggerated cult of the children—and, through it, of what we are discussing, 
the problem of the young. The extent of care, stimulation and joy that 
a child requires and that it can accept has its limit. Exaggerated attention,
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whether it takes the shape of “indulgence” or of “encouragement to 
greatness,” does more harm than neglect. The one makes it natural to 
be selfish, to demand things that have not been deserved, and carries 
with it the attendant spleen and unhappiness. The other prematurely 
wears away the artificially aroused ambitions and by the age of twenty 
lands the child in the abyss of dashed ambition, which the father reached 
at thirty or forty. The abilities of our children are no cause either for 
shame or glory. They have drawn the lottery ticket of their heritage from 
among the motley of their forebears’ characters. It is therefore wisest 
(and here too I would not err again) to look upon our children as our 
portion of mankind’s future, as little bodies in whom the constant gentle 
radiation of good will must help the germination of their possibilities, 
the while providing us with the treasury of experience involved in paternity.

Religions are apt to encourage their believers by saying that those who 
devote themselves to them will overcome the fear of death. “No longer 
does my heart feel fear, as I regard the solemn bier,” says our fine Calvinist 
hymn. And the philosophies have also taken over this role of the religions— 
they too would bid their followers make friends with death. But is this 
really necessary? I have myself—together with our Hungarian János Vajda— 
from my youth felt eternal life to be a grotesque thought, certainly more 
insupportable than that of annihilation. Yet the latter must, if they are 
conscious of it at all, be the hardest for the young to bear. Children 
die like animals—they do not know what death is. Old people ripen 
for it. Montaigne was surprised at the spiritual power of his peasants, 
who during an epidemic dug their graves and nonchalantly lay down in 
them. But they must obviously have suffered already quite enough, and 
they knew that their further lives could be no better than the former had 
been. If man is a tossed-up wave of possibilities, an old man will know 
(as I recently felt myself, when a bad attack of pneumonia sent me nearer 
the opposite shore) that his possibilities are on the whole exhausted. Even 
if he had more within him than what came to fruition, that which could 
still be accomplished was not worth the suffering it would cost. Young 
people, however, cannot feel this, and, if death nevertheless confronts them, 
they are led to despair by the particular cards they happen to hold and 
which they have to throw in, without having played their hand. And 
though medical science is decreasing the proportion of those who die in 
youth and the elimination of war will diminish it still further, the young, 
if that is what they wish to be, will always need to have a measure of 
contempt for death. How can this be made compatible with the defence 
of the aims set out in their ambitions?



Simply, I think. A motor cyclist has to consider the possibility of a 
fall. This risk (however careful he may be) is inherent in the sport in 
which he engages. Nor can the full development of life be undertaken 
without a certain amount of danger. Youth carries an awareness of this 
in its very cells, and it manifests itself without any kind of philosophy, 
in the form of courage. If one’s thoughts can indeed influence this feeling, 
I would like in my future life to be braver. I have, occasionally, been 
reckless, but my imagination and the perception of danger by my ambitions 
never permitted me to be steadily brave. Despite my knowing the con
solation which I have ascribed to Apáczai, who died in his youth—that, 
even though I may fall, the good cause to which I have bound myself 
will avenge me.

6

The reader, who has made his way through this long conditional 
sentence, may think that I have thrust the feelings of my old age back 
in this imagined youth, and that it is fortunate my youth was such as 
it was, without my having been able to infest it with a senility parading 
in the guise of wisdom. I, on the other hand, believe that what I have 
said has been derived not only from my personal experiences, but also 
from a survey of the circumstances amid which the young people of the 
present must live, and that the cleverest among them live in the manner 
I have here outlined. This, however, is an assumption that can only be 
verified by a further step in the progress of man, removed from the present- 
day youth by the same distance as mine has been from theirs.
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H O R IZ O N S
by

G O D F R E Y  W.  L A G D E N ,  M. P.

During the last 50 years the world has undoubtedly become a 
much smaller place and the horizons of its inhabitants have 
at the same time extended far beyond anything which could 
have been envisaged. This of course only applies in the economic 
and cultural fields, for in other fields, such as the military, which I do 

not intend to touch upon in this article, they have regrettably lessened.
W ith the advent of the invention of radio and television, faster travel 

and greater education, particularly in the field of languages, new possibilities 
have presented themselves. It should be that peoples should have a better 
understanding of the ways of life of the various countries with which 
they come into contact, it should be that they should have better appreciation 
of the ideals of their fellow men, but perhaps this ideal has not proceeded 
as fast as we would have liked. However, there are extremely hopeful signs 
in the last few years, chiefly owing to holiday travel and the actual physical 
meeting of the people of so many nations, and I am sure that this must in 
the long run have its effect on the thinking of the executives of the nations.

There is, however, another field which has much to add to the 
understanding between nations and the people thereof, this is of course 
the field of economics and trade, which it is most desirable to encourage. 
Whereas in the past even educated businessmen were apt to look askance 
on their counterparts, the introduction of business contacts has played 
a great part, but not nearly enough.

The written word with all its virtues cannot convey to the individual 
the many desirable features of each other and I am sure that all men of 
goodwill will realise that world peace can be greatly affected, for the good, 
by world trade. The English people have much to offer to the world, not 
only in material goods, but in the knowhow of manufacture, and the 
once ‘take it or leave i t’ attitude of industry is rapidly being replaced by 
a keen desire to share in the many good things, both cultural and economical
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which we have to offer, and it is most encouraging that at the same time, 
and possibly for the first time, the post-war years have clearly revealed 
a desire to accept from other nations that which they have to offer.

I myself visited Hungary in the early part of last year for a short 
period, and in retrospective I have been wondering what sort of memory I 
brought away with me, and on reflection I am sure that it must be mostly 
that the people of Hungary, like the people of my own country desire 
most of all to improve relationships and to be allowed to improve their 
way of life and to preserve for their children the heritage which they 
themselves have had handed down to them.

It should not have suprised me, but perhaps it did just a little, that 
those I came into contact with, the lift operator, the shopkeeper, the taxi 
driver, were not in any way different from their counterparts in London. 
The Stadium and the beergardens, all were there as they are here.

It was unfortunate that during my short stay it was not possible 
to contact the business executives, and this I regret deeply because I feel 
that much might have been done and much remains to be done by bring
ing about an exchange of trade which must eventually be of benefit to 
all concerned.

One memory which I brought away with me was the similarity between 
the Palace of Westminster and the Hungarian House of Parliament, one 
overhanging the Thames and the other the Danube, and the atmosphere 
which was common to both. Here one felt, as one knew, that great decisions, 
momentous decisions had been taken and would be taken in the future and 
that these decisions would have an effect on the lives and happiness of those 
who passed by on the pavements outside, and one then felt the heavy respon
sibility which rests on the shoulders of Members of both Parliaments, and 
one could only hope that all would be well. Two nations with great histories 
and great culture behind them can play such a part in ensuring that those 
who follow them may have cause to bless the actions which they must take 
from time to time.

I am wondering if I might for a moment venture into the realms of 
personality and to say how much I enjoyed and how greatly I was pleased 
to meet in London the editor of The New Hungarian Quarterly, and to 
all my friends in Hungary I would like, if I may, to express the hope that 
our first meeting in the early part of last year will be only the start of many 
such meetings in our respective countries, that perhaps our example may 
be followed by more and more of our people in every walk of life and 
that the interchange of ideas which must flow from these meetings may have 
the effect of a much closer understanding and a happy future for us all.



GENEVA IMPRESSIONS 
ON TH E STATE OF EAST-WEST TRADE

by

I M R E  VAJDA

Satisfaction was expressed that European trade as a whole as well as 
intra-European and east-west trade in Europe had shown an increase 
in the past year—reads the Report published on the September 
1961 session of the Economic Commission for Europe, Committee 

on the Development of Trade; and this satisfaction was manifestly shared 
by the attending delegations. In the conference room at the Palais des 
Nations the representatives of twenty-nine countries listened attentively 
to the addresses delivered there, and considering the tenor of the speeches 
made, everybody agreed that the development of east-west trade provided 
notable mutual advantages. There were, however, among those represented, 
countries which—in their deeds, if  not in their words—could not be re
garded as supporters of this evolution. The volume of US trade with the 
eastern European countries was doubled in 1960 but — as a consequence 
of sundry restrictive measure — this still represented less than o.5<yo of 
the global foreign trade of the U. S. At the same time, several western 
European countries, achieved an increase in their exports to the socialist 
countries of eastern Europe amounting to 400 million dollars during the 
same period, while imports from these countries expanded in approximately 
the same measure. As a result, the over-all trade between eastern and 
western Europe continued to grow during 1960.

In the conference room of the Palais des Nations in these fine 
September days the western delegations went out of their way to prove 
the absence of restrictions by their governments on the development of 
east-west trade, as evidenced by the actual increase in the turnover. Nor 
was there anything to impede further increase, said the western delegates, 
and invited the countries of eastern Europe to buy—especially industrial 
products and, above all, consumer goods. The socialist countries were 
encouraged not to be narrow-minded in their purchases, to abandon the
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objective of bilaterally balanced trade with each individual partner, and to 
take at last to the only proper road, that of multilateralism. In addition, 
they tried to convince the representatives of the socialist countries that 
the customs policies of the western European blocs, the ECM and EFTA, 
were entirely harmless, not intended to wrong anybody, in fact not worth 
talking about. In a more or less concerted action, the western delegations 
thus endeavoured to present the actual state of east-west economic rela
tions as largely free of any problems, with their future development 
depending solely on the socialist countries. A few hindrances of adminis
trative character or due to trade policy might still linger here and there, 
but were not important enough to play a significant role. The real obstacles 
to trade were to be sought in the planned economy of the socialist coun
tries, in their isolation, their state monopolies; let them therefore remove 
these obstacles.

But does this really correspond to the facts? Not in our view; nor does 
reality bear out this western “optimism.” The volume of east-west trade 
is still only a fraction of what it could be once the existing barriers were 
removed. True, trade has increased in i960, but it still accounts only for 
about 4 per cent in the total trade of western Europe; in the case of the 
United States this proportion is even lower. The embargo is still maintained, 
and it is in each case a matter of long deliberation with the US Department 
of Commerce whether the permission to ship certain classes of machinery 
to the socialist countries should be granted. As a rule the embargo is lifted 
only when the firms concerned contrive to prove that their competitors in 
Britain or western Germany would be only too willing to step in if they 
were to drop the deal.

We are nonetheless prepared to regard it as an achievement that the 
desirability and the value of east-west economic contacts has come to be 
generally acknowledged and that the strenuous work that called for such 
hard efforts by the socialist countries is beginning to bear fruit.

Let us now examine the obstacles to the development of trade relations. 
Does the composition of east-west trade correspond to the economic struc
ture of the countries concerned? According to recently published statistics 
of a western institute for economic research, the socialist countries provided 
36 per cent of the world’s industrial production in i960; the corresponding 
percentage for western Europe was considerably lower. On the other hand, 
i960 trade figures published in the last issue of the Economic Bulletin for 
Europe* put the share of manufactured commodities in western European

* United Nations, Economic Bulletin for Europe, Vol. 13, No. r , Geneva, 1961. Table 19.
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imports from the European socialist countries at 32 per cent of the total, 
whereas the corresponding percentage for exports was 78. The report 
moreover indicates that over the past year this disproportion has grown, 
western European sales of machinery, vehicles, and basic metals having 
increased at a quicker rate than the corresponding purchases. As a matter 
of fact, the whole increase in exports was due to these items, whereas the 
part played by manufactured commodities in the slightly broadening flow 
of trade from east to west was less significant (55 per cent of the increase 
resulting from food and crude materials, 45 per cent from manufacture).

Thus in east-west trade the ratio between the volume of industrial 
production in the two regions has failed to assert itself. The exports of 
western Europe to the socialist countries consist mainly of manufactured 
commodities, while imports comprise chiefly raw materials and fuels, as 
well as food. These facts are evidenced in the table below.

Commodity composition of east-west E uropean trade 
J anuary-September 1959 and i960

(millions of dollars, imports c. i. f., exports f. o. b.)

Imports from Exports to

Commodity group eastern Europe

1959 i960 1959 i960

Food, beverages and tobacco 
(SITC 0, I) 368.1 375-0 133-9 132.4

Crude materials and mineral fuels 
(SITC 2, 3, 4, 5, 6) 621.2 763.6 177-4 186.7

Manufactures 
(SITC 5 less 5, 6, 7, 8) 433-2 552.0 840.5 1,121.9

Total (including unspecified)

Sources OEEC Statistical Bulletins—Foreign Trade

i ,428.6 1,699.0 v_n OO 1 ,448.0

The question now arises whether this obvious disproportion stems from 
the omission or inability of the eastern, socialist countries to offer manu
factures to the west in a quantity proportionate to the volume of their 
industrial production. This view is not held even by the Secretariat of the 
Economic Commission for Europe. On the contrary, its Bulletin says:

“Although east-west European trade in consumers’ manufactures 
remained small, recent experience shows that there is scope for increasing 
imports into western Europe. Imports of such goods from eastern Europe
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are not admitted freely to most western European countries, and any 
relaxation of controls normally yields a certain increase in imports. . .  As 
has been observed before in ECE publications, there is little economic 
justification, in most western European countries, for the restriction of such 
goods from eastern Europe even if the reverse flow of similar trade remains 
very small. However, the general tendency to bargain for balanced flows 
of trade in consumers’ manufactures in fact tends to inhibit the rapid 
expansion of this trade.” *

The Secretariat of the Economic Commission for Europe thus points 
out that—at least as far as consumers’ manufactures are concerned—the 
obstacles to the barely growing imports of the western countries lie in the 
western import controls and not in the lack of offers on the part of the 
socialist countries, stating furthermore that this relative isolation can 
hardly be justified on economic grounds.

Can the contention that customs policies of the economic blocs are not 
fashioned to obstruct east-west trade be taken seriously? What would be 
their aim if not to hamper the trade of outsider countries? Why should 
Great Britain worry so much about the existence and the customs policies 
of the Common Market, why should she risk her traditional relations to the 
members of the Commonwealth, were she not experiencing the restrictive 
and often prohibitive effects of these policies? Yet under GATT Great 
Britain enjoys in the Common Market relative advantages which are gener
ally denied to the socialist countries by means of additional discrimination. 
Established facts thus do not bear out the claim that the introvert customs 
policies of the two western European trade associations form no serious and 
increasingly forbidding barriers to east-west trade and to bilateral economic 
relations in general. This is, moreover, admitted in the final report concerned 
with the discussions of the Committee on the Development of Trade, which 
contains the following sentence.

“Taking into account the creation of sub-regional economic groupings 
in Europe, the Committee, following resolution 9 (XVI) of the ECE, re
commends that in case of any difficulties arising in trade between individual 
countries, participants and non-participants, the representatives of such 
countries will meet in the framework of procedures agreeable to both sides 
concerned as often as it is required with the aim of overcoming the diffi
culties and finding ways and means of assisting the development of trade 
between them.”

Let it be said here too: We are ready to regard it as a considerable
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* Loc. cit. p. 40.
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advance that the economic blocs, in a text based on mutual agreement, have 
given up their former attitude of insisting on their common representation 
as solely entitled to discuss matters of economic policy, and now leave it 
to the countries concerned to overcome their difficulties through bilateral 
negotiations.

And what about multilateralism, so frequently alluded to? Represent
atives of the western standpoint often reproach us for hindering the growth 
of trade by bilateral agreements and for endeavouring to keep bilateral trade 
with individual partners in balance. In their view, these methods are apt 
to raise artificial barriers to the flow of trade. They point to the steady 
growth of trade between the western countries without the need of reciprocal 
balancing. They advise the socialist countries to abandon the methods of 
bilateralism and to adopt the principles of multilateral trade so successfully 
employed by western countries. Of course, they refrain from mentioning 
the circumstance that multilateralism among the western countries is based 
overwhelmingly on liberalized trade, in sharp contrast to the quota system 
employed in their trade with the socialist countries, which means that 
they admit our goods to their markets only in restricted quantities, if at 
all, unless forced to do so by the necessity of balancing their trade. In a 
conversation during a break in the meetings—the sincerity of which may 
have been deepened by the brilliant autumn sunshine, the deep blue of 
Lake Leman below, and high up, at a seemingly unattainable distance, the 
almost unearthly radiance of Mont Blanc’s snowcapped summits—I was 
told by the leader of one of the western European delegations, an old friend 
of mine, hardened by many tough commercial battles: “Payments may be 
multilateral but trade policy is always determined by the turnover between 
two countries.” Indeed, what independent country will tolerate its own 
products being banned from the market where it is making purchases? 
What independent country will open its markets to those who not only 
have no intention of buying but also raise artificial barriers to prevent the 
realization of buying intentions? Furthermore, how can one expect any 
disequilibrium arising in the trade with one country to be balanced else
where, by multilateral sales? Obviously only if the entry of commodities were 
not hampered in any way, if at least the degree of liberalization prevailing 
at present in the reciprocal contacts of western countries were to be extended 
to east-west trade. Otherwise demands for multilateralism amount to 
nothing more than disguised adherence to the system of bans and restrictions 
on imports, the re-formulation of the old “open door policy” which the 
western powers once employed in their dealings with China—with the 
results recorded by history.
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Finally, what is the situation regarding socialist economic planning 
and the state monopoly of foreign trade? Is socialist economy really an 
obstacle to an intensified international division of labour? Does state 
monopoly really hamper the development of east-west trade? It cannot be 
denied that the existence of two different economic systems based on 
different principles and forms of organization does not permit the un
modified application of commercial methods evolved in the course of 
capitalist development. I t is thus beyond argument that in many cases 
mutual concessions must be made. The socialist countries will not ask 
their capitalist clients to undertake in their business relations any obligations 
incompatible with their economic system. They will not ask them to keep 
their prices unchanged over long periods of time, they will not require 
a state guarantee for the purchase or the delivery of a specified quantity of 
commodities, they will not expect the spirit of mutual assistance to prevail 
in their dealings. Yet these principles have proved to be practicable 
and even beneficial in the economic development of the countries which 
have adopted them. But they are contradictory to the capitalist sys
tem of market economy. At the same time it is, of course, necessary 
that the capitalist countries of the West adapt themselves to the situ
ation prevailing on the other side, as this situation has proved to be 
stable and no change in it may be expected. The planned economy and 
political system of the socialist countries has to be taken into account by 
realistic thinking. This system undoubtedly prevents capitalist monopolies 
from acquiring economic key positions in the socialist countries; moreover, 
it eliminates the anomalous conditions brought about in the international 
division of labour by capitalist development, which still survive in a number 
of backward countries unable to give effective protection to their growing 
but still weak economies. At present this is the actual situation which must 
be taken as point of departure by both sides. Once the given situation is 
accepted reciprocally, the elaboration of realizable advantages will not meet 
with insuperable difficulties. The best examples are again furnished by 
practice. In recent years the socialist countries have turned more boldly 
to western markets in their endeavour to develop certain branches of in
dustry where up-to-date demand far surpassed the existing level of pro
duction ; in the first place I refer here to chemical and food industry equip
ment, as well as vehicles. This tendency is gaining momentum. In the past 
six months alone, the value of complete plant equipment ordered and 
licences purchased by the Soviet Union and other socialist countries in the 
West approached the 200 million dollar mark. As for the other side, we may 
recall the large-scale agreement signed by ENI, the state-owned Italian oil
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industry, with the Soviet Union for the purchase of 12 million tons of 
crude oil in exchange for the supply of several hundred thousand tons of 
tubes, as well as pump equipment, sea-going vessels and other industrial 
machinery. As mentioned before, western Europe has been able to increase 
its sales of metals, machinery and other manufactures to the socialist 
countries by 400 million dollars within a single year. Has anything like it 
ever occurred before? And would a development on this scale ever be 
possible without the economic planning of the socialist countries? At the 
recent meeting of the Committee on the Development of Trade, the Soviet 
delegate declared that his government was ready to conclude agreements 
with both western countries and individual western firms, providing for 
long-term industrial programs involving practical cooperation in important 
industrial domains, as well as promoting reciprocal specialization and a more 
thorough and more rapid development of know-how. Would agreements 
of this type be conceivable on the part of any country without a planned 
economy? We are well aware of the fact that the wide possibilities for 
mutual progress offered by the cultivation of east-west economic contacts 
have not always been clearly recognized by ourselves either; we know, 
furthermore, that there is still much to be done and improved in this field. 
We nevertheless maintain that the socialist countries will always be ready 
to discuss mutual, but not unilateral, advantages; mutual, but not unilateral, 
concessions; but they will not let themselves be forced into situations 
contrary to their interests and incongruous with the actual balance of forces. 
The atmosphere which developed in the Geneva conference room seemed to 
prove that the majority of western countries are aware of these facts, and 
we welcome this recognition as possibly foreshadowing the inauguration 
of a new era in west-east economic relations.

A peculiar feature was, however, added to this atmosphere. The ECE 
Bulletin refers to western Germany in the following words:

“Western Germany has larger exports to each eastern European 
country than any other country in western Europe; and by doubling its 
exports to the Soviet Union in i960, western Germany superseded Finland 
as that country’s principal western European supplier. In i960 western 
Germany also replaced the United Kingdom as the chief western European 
market for eastern European exports, although the latter country still takes 
first place in imports from the Soviet Union and Poland. Western Ger
many’s surplus trade with eastern Europe increased in i960, largely as a 
result of the substantial export surplus earned in trade with the Soviet 
Union. . .  ” *
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Yet hardly any western European country showed greater reticence 
in the debate on the advancement of east-west trade than did western 
Germany. She was isolated, and her isolation could not have been more 
complete if she had been denied access to the Economic Commission for 
Europe, like the other German state, the German Democratic Republic. 
The Common Market partners and other allies were evidently gratified 
by this unwonted modesty—but refrained from exhibiting their appreciation. 
Apparently, the policy of Adenauer’s Germany cannot find expression at a 
European forum.

The position taken by the United Kingdom was rather inconsistent. 
British trade policy has had to face too many problems in the course of the 
past year, and it seems that only few of them could as yet be dealt with. 
Future relations with the Common Market on the one hand and with the 
Commonwealth on the other; the prospects of the EFTA, or rather the 
form and time of its inevitable end; rapidly growing imports and the 
falling off of exports; the ensuing problems presented by deficits in the 
balance of payments—due to hectic movements of capital—i. e. instability 
of the pound sterling; all these questions affect British economic policy 
and seem to have been responsible for the inconsistencies of the British 
attitude in Geneva. In 1960 Great Britain’s trade with the socialist countries 
developed at a rate corresponding to the western average; the greatest 
increase was obtained in trade with the Soviet Union, the most important 
items of which were British shipments of machinery for the textile and 
chemical industries. The 1961 industrial fairs in Moscow and London, 
respectively, also evidenced the importance of this trade and the great 
interest both sides attached to the further advancement of their mutual 
economic relations. Yet the British delegation showed no sign of willingness 
to throw in the weight of Great Britain’s authority in the interest of in
tensifying commerce. Moreover, on an extremely important point their 
attitude—in agreement with that of the US delegation—was entirely 
negative. This happened in a debate—no sooner begun than suppressed—on 
the possible economic consequences of general disarmament. In a most 
regrettable manner the British representative declined to discuss the problem 
declaring that it did not fall within the competence of the Committee 
on the Development of Trade, as if the termination of the arms race could 
not contribute to the development of both European and world trade!

Extensive discussion of the problem having been cancelled, there was 
no opportunity to propound the ideas which had brought the writer of 
the present article to Geneva, however fervent his desire to join in the 
world-wide chorus of those demanding peace and prosperity, disarma-
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ment and confidence. The text of his undelivered speech would have run 
about thus:

None of the tasks facing the Committee on the Development of 
Trade could be more significant from the viewpoint of the progress and 
prosperity of European nations than that of working out the economic 
prospects that would be ushered in by general disarmament.

Indeed, if we come to look upon international trade as the most 
promising way of mobilizing the world’s economic resources, it becomes 
clear that by blocking a considerable part of these resources, armaments 
inevitably diminish the volume and intensity of world trade—as well as of 
inter-European trade. This can be demonstrated graphically by the com
parison of some aggregate data. Compared to 1938—the last year preceding 
the Second World War—the value of world exports, based on constant 
prices, has risen to somewhat more than double by i960; but owing to the 
immense increase of the world population over the same period, the per 
capita value of world trade in i960 hardly exceeded the 1938 level by more 
than 40 per cent. The per capita level attained in 1929, more than thirty 
years ago, at the peak of inter-war prosperity, has most probably not been 
surpassed by even 25 per cent.

No one can doubt that this very modest increase of 25 per cent has 
not nearly kept pace with the rapid development in the world’s resources, 
that it lags far behind both our abilities and possibilities, that it does not 
meet our requirements or correspond to the advance witnessed in every 
domain of material production in the past thirty years. Where are the 
manufactured commodities, where the technologies which thirty years ago 
were considered as up-to-date? In technical museums. Where are the tools, 
the methods of production, the chemical agents employed in agriculture at 
that time—and where, for that matter, the crops of that period when 
compared with those attained since in agricultural production? And how 
do the means of communication and the capacity of world traffic of thirty 
years ago compare with those of the present day?

To say that in the course of the past thirty years the productivity of 
labour has over the whole field of economic activity been at least doubled, 
may be considered a very sober estimate of the progress achieved. World 
trade is undoubtedly lagging behind this extremely rapid development, a fact 
that cannot be denied even if in the view of some people it is obscured by 
the recent growth of trade in the case of a few countries.

On closer examination of the causes of this backwardness the conclu
sion is inevitable that—beside a number of other factors—it is due in the 
first place to armaments, to the great mass of material and spiritual resources
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allocated to this purpose, which at present absorbs a greater part of the 
research and production capacities than before in times of peace—except 
during that darkest chapter of history, the years between 1933 and 1939 in 
Nazi Germany.

The example of the United Kingdom will perhaps serve as the best 
illustration of the correlation existing between the immense resources 
allocated to armaments on the one hand and world trade on the other. Of 
all European countries in the post-war period, it was the British government 
which spent the greatest proportion of the national income on armaments, 
on the development of the so-called “independent atomic weapons” ; at the 
same time the United Kingdom, as regards international trade, remained 
farthest behind the world average, which is itself progressing at too slow 
a pace.

The yearly sum of about 100 thousand million dollars which might 
be released for other, productive purposes by a termination of the arms 
race would open immense possibilities to international trade. Who of us 
will fail to be reminded by this figure of another one of similar magnitude? 
The 100 thousand millions absorbed yearly by rearmament approximately 
equal the total annual value of world exports. And the growth of the former 
unfortunately keeps pace with that of the latter. Disarmament, as the most 
convincing proof of peaceful intentions and of international confidence, 
would by a single stroke sunder the whole network of political discrimina
tions and embargós which now hamper the flow of trade. The productive 
forces released by disarmament would necessarily turn to the large-scale 
technical and cultural tasks presenting themselves all over the world, the 
solution of which—though within the scope of our present knowledge and 
technical abilities—could not be undertaken so far because the necessary 
resources have been swallowed up by the arms race. How many great 
projects concerning both East and West could be realized! How much 
could be done to make our world a better place to live in!

A landslide-like change would take place in the position of the 
backward countries. From the inevitably unfavourable position of countries 
seeking foreign aid in realizing their investment projects they would suddenly 
swing over into the opposite position of those whose favour and goodwill 
are sought by the bidders competing for investment and trade outlets. The 
present outrageous inequal ities in world exports would be bound to decrease; 
no longer could the situation prevail where the industrially advanced 
capitalist countries with less than one fifth of the world population are the 
beneficiaries of more than three fifths of world exports, whereas barely one 
fifth of the latter falls to the share of the underdeveloped countries compris-
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ing the vast majority of the world’s peoples, and even this one fifth is 
largely monopolized by the great capitalist interests in oil, copper, rubber, 
etc. There is nothing to indicate that the present upward trend in trade 
between the advanced industrial countries would suffer a break in conse
quence of the termination of arms production—apart from the cyclical course 
inherent in capitalist production. On the contrary it seems most probable 
that this trend would be reinforced; that shifting over of the arms industries 
to other uses would rather increase the international turnover of industrial 
goods; that the methods of mass production and automatization employed 
in the manufacture of arms as well as the various new agents developed 
there would find their way much quicker than hitherto into the industries 
which serve peaceful purposes, again to the benefit of international trade. 
It may moreover be taken for certain that in a world where the guiding 
principles were swayed no longer by military strategy but by an endeavour 
to promote human welfare, the underdeveloped countries could greatly 
increase their participation in international trade. There would then be no 
coffee surplus in Latin America, Africa, and south-east Asia, nor unsaleable 
quantities of cocoa, sugar, and tea in the tropics. The eternally destitute 
millions in Asia, Africa, Latin America would no longer be deprived of the 
chance to draw strength from the surplus food which is at present rotting 
in the warehouses of America and Canada or which European farmers dare 
not even produce on account of the limited scope of their markets. And 
those who are now still dependent on food from other continents in order 
to gain strength and better their lot, the ominous legacy of colonialism, 
could within a few years give where at present they are still compelled 
to ask.

Disarmament constitutes one of the most important guarantees of the 
peaceful future of mankind. It is bound to bring about extensive changes 
in the present-day economic structure of the world, to prepare for which 
is the primary duty of every country and every international organization, 
including the Economic Council of Europe. The view that maintenance of 
the present level of employment in world economy depends on the continued 
production of arms and that disarmament or, more specifically, the termi
nation of arms production would lead to lasting mass unemployment, crises 
and impoverishment cannot be considered worthy of discussion. True, 
millions are at present employed in the production of arms and further 
millions are under arms all over the world. But if the incessant and ever 
growing efforts devoted to the organization of arms production and of 
armies were to be diverted by the capitalist countries to the solution of the 
economic problems arising in connection with disarmament; if they were
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to proceed as vigorously in organizing genuinely peaceful production as they 
have been in carrying out the militarization of their economies and the 
adaptation of war economy to a situation that can hardly be called peace but 
in which the most dreadful weapons of mass destruction have fortunately 
not been employed as yet—nobody could harbour any doubt about the 
solvability of the problem.

Of course, if the governments of the capitalist countries were to fold 
their arms and leave the necessary transformation of the economy to the 
operation of the market mechanism, troubles would inevitably arise. In this 
connection suffice it to point out that recently neither the United States 
nor the British or Dutch governments have left the solution of actual and 
threatening difficulties to the much-praised free market of the liberal 
theoreticians or to Say's harmony, but have resorted to state intervention 
whenever the market mechanism caused grave troubles and threatened 
to produce even worse. Disarmament economy can be organized—this is the 
conviction of economists almost without exception all over the world. 
And it must be organized—in the universal interest. Disarmament could not 
but serve to increase the volume of world trade and would provide it with 
new possibilities which, as a result of the rapid growth in productivity, have 
been present in a latent form ever since the end of the Second World War, 
but could not be utilized as yet owing precisely to the arms race.

Socialist economy, far from being afraid of the consequences, fer
vently wishes the realization of disarmament. It has no fear of unemploy
ment, but, on the contrary, urgently needs the brains and brawn of every 
worker freed from unproductive labour. It anticipates no slackening of 
world trade in consequence of disarmament, but counts upon a spectacular 
upswing in which we wish to take an appropriate part.”

Well, this speech remained undelivered in September 1961, at Geneva, 
however timely it would have been on that late summer day in the present 
strained international situation. It stands beyond dispute that general 
disarmament constitutes a problem and a task of primarily political charac
ter; its fundamental and universal importance, however, makes it the duty 
of everyone to share in furthering its solution. And being a political task 
makes it inseparable from the problem of east-west economic relations, 
where, at least for the time being, politics still play a decisive part.

In the past century, extension of the world market followed in the 
wake of imperialist wars, at the price of blood and tears. Though its way was 
paved with human suffering, the trade which came to embrace the globe 
has undeniably added to the wealth of the world. But it has also become 
instrumental in opening the eyes of the have-nots excluded from this
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wealth and in making their voices irrepressible and their wrath unappeasable. 
In the remaining decades of the twentieth century, once so proud of its 
achievements, the world market will have to be reconstructed peacefully, 
without wars, to make the wealth derived from the international division 
of labour and all the treasures produced by human labour and by man’s 
mind accessible to every inhabitant of this globe. Expanding and flourishing 
economic relations between East and West, resting on an intensified 
international division of labour—this is the foundation on which the 
reconstructed world market should be erected.
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D O IN G  BRITAIN WITH A GIRAFFE
. (First pages of a diary)

b y

IVÁN B O L D I Z S Á R

T his part was written at home. My acquaintances in Britain, both old 
and new, appear to maintain contact with one another by means of 
some secret, imperialistic telecommunications system that is so 
far unknown to us. I can find no other explanation for the fact 
that they all, as they bad me farewell, said: “We’re very curious to see what 

you’re going to write about Britain. In the next issue of the Quarterly, 
I suppose?” I stammered an evasive answer, to which the English language 
is eminently suited; though it also permits one’s partner to interpret these 
non-committal noises as an affirmative. I have thus landed in a “dog-squeez
er”—an expression which cannot be rendered in English, nor needs to 
be for that matter, as the Hungarian metaphor speaks for itself. Let us pre
sume that, since the collective question I have quoted was posed by the sons 
and daughters of an immensely individualistic people, we should subtract 
twenty-five per cent for understatement and twenty-four per cent for conven
tional courtesy. Even so, I am left with a fifty-one per cent obligation, im
pelling me really to publish something about this journey in the next 
issue of the Quarterly. Not to mention the fact that we appear to have some 
kind of socialist telecommunications what’s-it here in Hungary too, for the 
question has also been asked in Budapest.

If you are sent to a foreign country as a private traveller but with more or 
less official approval, and if in that foreign country you are received, shown 
about and taken hither and thither as a private traveller but again with more 
or less official approval—if you land in Britain the way Goethe’s fisherman 
plunged into the deep in pursuit of the mermaid he loved: “Halb zog sie 
ihn, halb sank er hin,” then you have indeed to struggle hand and foot, if 
you want to avoid sinking. This is exactly what I have endeavoured to do in 
these travel notes and fragments from my diary. I have had no time to digest 
and polish them, because the incubation period of an issue of The New Hun
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garian Quarterly is four months. If I was to set about writing up my ex
periences as I would like and am in duty bound to do, then it would be the 
end of summer before they became a printed article in the Quarterly. Yet 
the least that I owe my hosts in Britain is that I should requite their polite 
curiosity as soon as I can.

In the pages that follow, I am therefore copying out a few leaves of my 
notebook. Most of the entries were made while travelling by train or car, 
or in the evenings, at night or at dawn, whenever I finally went to bed. The 
changes I am now making in the text supplement in the main the monosyllabic 
words which I put down to help my memory, and occasionally to attempt to 
recall what I thought or felt at the time. In some places I am adding a remark 
or two taken from a later page of my diary. I am well aware that this 
method is circumstantial. I know in advance that I shall not reach the end 
of my diary. But I am also aware that it is an essential feature of a diary that 
it should be detailed. I shall therefore start writing, and get as far as I can.

On the train between Folkstone and London, October gth, 1961

Britain does not begin at the Cliffs of Dover, nor even at Calais, on the 
steamer. The latter was in any case French and surprised me with the worst 
French menu of my life—acting, perhaps, on the supposition that it would 
in any case soon be returned to the fish. The sea was indeed stormy. “ Un peu 
inquiete,” said the French sailor as he asked whether he should take my 
suitcases down to the customs at Folkstone. “Rather rough,” said the Im
migration Officer, blotting up from his writing desk the remnants left by 
the Greek granny who had immigrated before me. Britain might have begun 
with him, but it began even earlier—in Paris, at the Gare du Nord, on the 
Calais train. There were six of us in the compartment: an American couple 
and three young Englishmen of my own age. I took out my notes; I would 
be able to prepare undisturbed for my journey to Britain. My travelling com
panions would be sure not to talk—the couple were busy with each other, 
while the Englishmen would be secluded, taciturn, unwilling to make 
friends with a stranger.

(This was the first superstition that was to be shattered. Within half an 
hour the Englishmen had asked me my nationality and why I was going to 
Britain.)

“So you edit an English-language periodical?”
“Yes.”
“In Budapest?”
“Yes.”
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“Do they make you do it?”
“No.”
“Is it a Communist propaganda pamphlet?”
“No.”
“What’s the sense of your doing it, if you don’t have to?”
“You weren’t obliged to go to Paris either.”
Full-throated, boyish laughter.
(What did I like best in Britain? This.)
“What’s your periodical like then?”
I thought it would be awkward to open my suitcase and dig out the latest 

issue—after all, I wasn’t going to Britain to canvass for subscribers. An old 
Budapest joke occurred to me. “A little boy is taken to the Zoo for the first 
time. He stops in front of the giraffe’s cage, rooted to the ground, just staring 
and staring. ‘Do you like it?’ his mother asks. ‘I don’t know,’ answers the 
little boy. ‘There’s no such animal’.”

“There’s no such animal”—two of my English travelling companions 
said it in chorus with me. The old Budapest joke is an old London one as 
well. On board ship I took out the copy after all. My companions of the 
boat-train did not have to pass by the Immigration Officer, but one of them 
saw me in front of him and called over:

“This gentleman’s travelling to Britain with a giraffe.”
I repeated the giraffe story, showing the magazine this time. The official 

also appreciated the comparison.
(Henceforward I was to use it as a visiting card in Britain.)
I believe I finally succeeded in winning the sympathy of my fellow-travel

lers of the train by belonging to the midget minority of those on board the 
boat who did not return their lunch. The three Englishmen, with the half
bottle of tax-free whisky which they had purchased on board under their 
arm, stood round me. “We know that the greatest problem when you’re 
abroad is the tip to give. We’ll show you our British coins.”

They stopped at the shilling piece. “Now this is a very nice coin for a tip. 
Would you give as much at home?”

“Yes,” I said, for the sake of simplicity and as a matter of courtesy. I was 
immediately to regret it, for they now put the next qutesion:

“And how much is it worth in your money? What can you buy 
for it?”

It is always hard to convert foreign currencies, but it is particularly so 
when you are struggling with an ever more persistent bout of seasickness. 
The official rate of exchange for the pound is sixty-six forints, but in Paris 
I was told it was worth eighty, and Hungarians in London say it is a hundred,

36 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY



DOING BRITAIN WITH A GIRAFFE 37
especially when they are helping out a straitened tourist, against repayment 
to a Budapest aunt.

“About four forints.”
“Would you give that much for a tip?”
“To whom, for instance?” I asked in return.
“A taxi driver. A lift-boy. A porter. A waiter.”
I took them in turn—that I ’d give it to a taxi driver for a long journey, 

or half as much to the lift-boy, that the porter would tell me his charge, that 
the tip to the waiter would depend on the bill and might well be more.

“And how much are your four forints worth? How long do you have to 
work to earn it? And a worker?”

I hesitated a moment, wondering whether I ’d not do better to choose sea
sickness. (I did not know then that I was to conduct the same conversation 
four times a day.) A shilling is not much money in London, when you are 
giving a tip or paying it to travel from Russell Square to South Kensington 
by the Underground. Four forints are a lot of money in Budapest, when 
I am giving a tip, or if I was to be asked that much on the Underground or 
the tram, instead of the fifty fillérs (half a forint) my ticket actually costs. 
In Britain that shilling is one two-hundred-and-fortieth part of a bus con
ductor’s weekly pay packet, in Hungary it is one hundredth. Yes, but your 
London bus conductor pays one third of his weekly wages for rent, his 
Budapest colleague one twentieth. What we finally decided, first on board 
the boat, then dozens of times again in London, Oxford, Stratford, Alve- 
stone, Cambridge, Windsor, Eton, York, Harrowgate, Leeds and Hampstead 
(which is of course London, and yet not London—both more and also less), 
was that people’s lives could not be expressed in money, and that the differ
ence or similarity between every-day life in Britain and Hungary could 
therefore not be stated in those terms.

$

The train was waiting at Folkstone. There was a strong smell of carbolic 
acid that made my throat feel dry. It must be something in that sack on the 
platform. A good opportunity to drink my first cup of tea. I went to the 
buffet. It was much cleaner than an espresso in the inner city at home. The 
red plush settees were reminiscent of old-fashioned country confectioners’ 
shops, the bead-strung lampshades of flats in Moscow.

The tea was good, the smell persisted. It accompanied me all the way, 
throughout all my journeys by train in Britain. I enquired several times to 
what this smell was due. “What smell?” No one notices the smell of carbolic
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acid, not even the Hungarians living in Britain. It is rather tactless of me to 
do so too, for the trains are dream-like, the lavatory compartments have pale 
green or cream-coloured tiles, and the towel is dispensed by an automatic 
device called the towel-master, which always lets you have about twenty 
centimetres, and that snow white.

There are no coat-hooks in the compartments.
(It was only at home that I realized the reason lay in the excellent quality 

of British wool. People can simply fold and crumple their overcoats and put 
them in the net above.)

The train was still waiting. There were two hundred and fifty immigrants, 
Greeks from Crete and Italians from Sicily, on board the boat, complete 
with kith and caboodle—prams, grandmothers and a hundred little parcels— 
frightened and vociferous. The whole of Folkstone was one great cry of 
“ Mamma mia!”—this was their anxious, yet happy greeting to their new 
foster-mother, the emerald isle.

For it is very green indeed. I was tired of waiting and went to the front 
of the train, to the engine outside the glass station building. I had really 
intended to have a look at the sea, but the view here is of the land. My eyes 
were dazzled, but pleasantly, by the brilliant green that reflects the light in 
a cool, filtered hue. It is October, the sun is shining, and the meadows, the 
gardens, the pavements, the houses, the sky are all as freshly, dewily, ex
pectantly green, as they are for one week in May at home. The emerald isle, 
I muttered to myself, and was suddenly assailed by a feeling of uncertainty. 
It is not England, but Ireland that they call by that name.

(Throughout my journey I dared not ask anyone, because I did not know 
what English, Scottish, Welsh or perhaps Irish susceptibilities I might be 
offending. Most probably I would have offended none, for though a football 
match between England and Scotland is an “international” event, and though 
most people I met were, perhaps for my sake, eager to point out in a some
what jocular manner whether they were English, Scot, Welsh or Irish, one has 
to be afflicted with the persistence of Central European traditions to be 
afraid of offending people by a mistake of this kind.)

I do not know how the English can ever forgive Dickens for having, in the 
imagination of Europe for the space of a century, smothered the sky and the 
land of their country in soot. The oppressive atmosphere of his masterpieces 
is more powerful than any recent picture, film spectacle or experience. I was 
surprised at the sunshine in England, the pretty, colourful houses, the small 
gardens that were clearly visible from the elevated corner of the station, at 
the Mediterranean richness of their flowers, and, a little beyond, at the 
provocatively blue sea. I first visited Britain twenty-eight years ago, I no



DOING BRITAIN WITH A GIRAFFE 39
longer remember the month. Can it be that the sun never happened to shine 
just then? Or is the experience of Dickens more powerful than one’s personal 
memory?

“ Mamma! Mamma!” the Latin-voiced children and men behind me 
cried. Uncertain though I am as to the rightful owner of the title “Emerald 
Isle,” some lines of poetry which I recall from early youth, from the distance 
of my Dickensian reading, certainly are about England: “This other Eden, 
demi-paradise. . . This precious stone set in the silver sea, which serves it...” 
Here my memory deserts me, but the end still rings in my ears: “This 
blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England. . . ”

(Back home I looked up the full text in Richard II, in the new Hungarian 
Complete Shakespeare. “Ez^új Éden, e fél-Paradicsom. . .  Ezüst tengerle foglalt 
drágakő, melynek a hullám épít védfalat. . .  ” Ah, I have it “ . .  .which serves it 
in the office of a wall.” György Somlyó’s translation also has a fine rhythm, 
but seems somehow more archaic than the original.)

On thefrst evening, in London

This is the first time I have set foot in the Russell Hotel, but I know it 
well. I often assembled this structure from my set of toy building blocks at 
the age of five or six. The only difference was that the frontage of my model 
bore the inscription “Castle in the Carpathians.” The reception desk asked 
to be excused because they only had a room on the sixth floor. I was glad 
of it, because there would be less noise from the street. Now that I have come 
up I am particularly grateful to them, for the window provides a view of 
London’s new aerial contours, of what here too has come to be called by the 
American term “skyline.” The tower of the Houses of Parliament is dwarfed 
by the skyscraper tower of Shell House.

(Several weeks later, I repeated this sentence among architects and town 
planners. One of them asked: “Do you propose to write this down at home 
as you have just said it?” “Probably,” I said. “Don’t do it,” he objected. 
“People will ascribe a political double meaning to what you say.”)

The trees of Russell Square are illuminated by green fluorescent lighting. 
If  I stick my head out at the window I can see the glass roof of one of the 
halls of the British Museum. I would best have liked to run down, and care
fully, so as not to harm the marble and to escape notice by the warden, to 
stroke of with my open palm the dust from the forehead of the moon goddess’ 
horse on the Parthenon frieze. That was how I began and how I ended my last 
visit to London, twenty-eight years ago. A quick phone to the porter—un
fortunately the Museum is closed. “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning, sir.”
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“Thank you, very kind of you.” I put down the receiver. Nine o’clock 
tomorrow morning would not be the same thing.

I was nevertheless to meet the moon goddess’ horse in the course of the 
evening. And thus there began the succession of chance encounters which 
was to accompany me throughout my visit to Britain. I had four the very 
first evening, and others almost every day subsequently. This may indeed 
have been one reason why I did not find the dimensions of London as oppres
sive as do my compatriots who live there. I am thinking not only of the 
dimensions in miles—they are in any case easier for the stranger to put up 
with than for the Londoner, or for the inhabitants of London’s suburbs, who 
twice a day have to travel an hour and a half, by train, Underground or bus. 
The foreigner, for a long time, finds every journey interesting. From the bus 
he will be looking at the streets, on the Underground he will study faces. 
The really oppressive dimensions are those that weigh upon the mind. In 
Budapest everyone knows everyone else, or at least he has an acquaintance 
who knows the person unknown to him. In London nobody knows anybody, 
and how indeed could they, when there are more inhabitants than in all of 
Hungary, and more varied ones, at that? Fate is, it seems, a lover of animals 
(and therefore English?.. .) ,  it likes giraffes, and thus allotted me a larger 
number of chance encounters than the average for the duration of my visit 
to London. By doing so, it was to lend me the help of the red road-marks 
of intimacy and the green ones of familiarity in the course of my wanderings, 
and occasionally, by repeatedly overfulfilling its benign plan, it managed so 
much to lessen the burden of strangeness that I was able to imagine I edited 
a periodical not only in the English language but in the English way and 
for English readers.

When, on that first evening, I reached the lowest of the steps in front of the 
hotel and had waved “no” to the uniformed gentleman who had wanted to 
whistle for a taxi, I strained my toes downward and let them just touch 
the pavement, as a shivery bather will before entering the water at the 
swimming pool. To dip into the same water after the passage of twenty- 
eight years is a process that arouses emotion and uncertainty. Is the water the 
same? And how much has remained of the bather of old, a generation later? 
What shall I remember—which street corner, which Lyon’s Corner House, 
what people, and which of my youthful states of mind? I set off, slowly 
strolling under the trees of Russell Square. I was sure to have been here, for 
I had gone from the British Museum to the University. Whose lecture had 
I heard? A complete blackout, I thought. I remembered nobody. Then, 
suddenly, as I turned back into Southampton Row, the word “blackout” 
reminded me that I had argued till I was blue in the face with my contem-
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poraries of those days. I had just come from Germany, and Hitler was a 
novelty. They did not believe me when I said there would be a war. I leapt 
with joy, as though I was really twenty again—now I knew why those some
what bitter and coarse dregs had remained at the bottom of my London 
memories. I had been certain that there would be a war, and no one had 
wanted to believe me. Now I am certain that there will not be one, or, more 
precisely, that there will not be one after all. Will they believe me this 
time?

(My second great experience in Britain has been that more people believed 
this than I had dared hope, despite the fact that the big experimental nuclear 
bombs were being exploded just at the time of my visit.)

It was growing dark. Southampton Row conveyed nothing to me. It con
sists of modern commercial buildings of the period preceding the really mod
ern style in architecture. I purposely did not have a look at the map, entrust
ing myself to the distant light-houses of my memories. If they flashed the 
right signals to me in the dark, I ought to land in Fleet Street.

As yet, the nearness of the University and of the great museum imprinted 
its mark on the shops. Two of them, with the inscription “Souvenirs,” fur
nished proof of the international character of bad taste—of les horreurs. In 
another place they had a Harris Tweed coat put out at £  7/10/—. I shall 
certainly buy one before I go home. But where? For in the next shop the same 
coat was marked £  8 and something, and in the third it was only £  6/10/-, 
though in this last place the price-tag also bore large exclamation marks. 
That prices differ in various parts of town is all right, but what is the differ
ence between these shops, if the quality of the cloth is the same?

(I spent so much time hesitating, pondering and comparing prices, that 
I finally failed to buy a Harris Tweed coat.)

I met the moon goddess’ horse at the Holborn Underground station. Its 
dilated and marvellous nostrils, its aristocratic ears and clever forehead shone 
at me brighter than the full moon, from above the papers of a newsvendor 
displayed against one of the square, white-tiled pillars of the Underground 
station. I was so enchanted with it, I nearly neighed at it. What was it doing 
out here, in a public thoroughfare? My joy became complete when I dis
covered that the horse of the goddess Silene was actually one of the British 
Museum’s posters. It has a very clever text to introduce it to passers-by in 
the street and enjoins them, if they wish to make a closer acquaintance with 
it, to look it up among the Elgin Marbles at the British Museum.

I walked round the pillar. The moon goddess’ horse was not alone. Beside 
its moon-coloured golden-violet poster there was yet another. A crowned 
head, a sceptre, beside them lace-frilled Elizabethan ladies, in the distance
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the four towers of the Tower of London. This time, the text beneath was 
more than clever; it was downright sophisticated. I jotted it down, glancing 
up occasionally as I did so, to see whether I was not being too conspicuous, 
standing in front of a poster with a notebook in my hand. (I was a beginner 
in London. Now I know that even if I had stood on my hands and held my 
pen between my toes, no one would have turned to have a look, unless I had 
put a cap on the pavement to indicate that I was a spectacle.)

The text recommends the national Pantheon of the English to the atten
tion of the honourable public in the kind of intimately couched terms used 
in the advertisements of the Daily Mirror, with their personal appeal to the 
reader. The motto and the clue is: personal contact. Here, at the Under
ground station you are led to fraternize with the kings of England: “Was 
Edward III in his later years a great old man, or an immortal dotard? Was 
his Queen Philippe as good a cook as she looks? Was Richard II a neurotic 
dictator or an Oxford don? Was his Queen Anne of Bohemia a beloved 
spouse or a crusty accomplice? Was Henry VII really as scholarly as he 
looked at Timpare? Let the Royal effigies in Westminster Abbey give you 
their own answers to such questions. . . ”

(They did not answer me. I visited Westminster Abbey twice. On the first 
occasion a former cabinet minister was being buried, and without a top hat 
I was unable even to get near the entrance: I consoled myself with the magnif
icent Chapterhouse. On the second, it was getting dark and I saw little 
of the royal profiles. In any case I was more attracted by the pointed arches 
and clustered pillars. Next time, twenty-eight years hence.)

I did not recognize Fleet Street. What I recalled, was a narrow, dark 
lane. Memories usually grow—what had made this one contract? Perhaps 
reality was here being expanded by the neon-lit walls of the newspaper 
offices. The Daily Telegraph had then still borne in its subtitle, the Morning Post, 
the name of its mother whom it was later to swallow up like the monsters 
of mythology, when I first ventured to enter its premises after loitering about 
outside for half a day. I was a medical student then and had published some 
short stories. What was I after here? I wanted to give up medicine, for the 
sake of only writing short stories. “I’d like to lay out,” I said to the lady 
who had disguised herself as Queen Mary and was keeping court in the 
News Editor’s anteroom.

“Have you ever learnt boxing?” she asked. I cannot understand to this 
day why I was not surprised at her question. Probably I was then better able, 
even without specific study, to appreciate or to divine English ways of 
thought. I had in any case learnt to box, and said so without undue pride.

“All right then. Take this and go up to Mr. Brown.”
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I went up, and for two months I learned laying on the slab. (This I dis

covered, was the English expression for setting up type print.) In the mean
time I waited in vain for the day when I would have to do some boxing 
with Mr. Brown, or when he would send me to write a report on a boxing 
match. I turned the conversation to boxing on a few occasions, but he listened 
to me with the same obliging, enchantingly distracted attention that he 
devoted to anything else I had to say, or indeed to what anyone said to him. 
I loathed Mr. Brown.

Fleet Street was narrow in those days, and I ran short of money during the 
third week. But that is another story. I wonder who is now sitting in Mr. 
Brown’s tall, slender, tennis-umpire’s chair, from which he directed the 
process of laying out and taught me to read English texts backwards from 
the lead type-face?

I walked on as far as the Strand, because Mr. Brown had been in the habit 
■of saying: “Remember this even when you’ll be going to lunch with Parlia
mentary Private Secretaries at Simpson’s in the Strand.” I had frequently 
made the pilgrimage to stand outside Simpson’s in the Strand and watch 
the Parliamentary Private Secretaries as they went to have lunch in their 
black jackets and pin-striped trousers. I was proud, then, that I had taken 
my school leaving exams in the same uniform. According to my recollection, 
it was just a stone’s throw from Fleet Street to Simpson’s. It now seems 
as if I could have thrown a stone even further then. Twenty minutes, half 
an hour — what a lot of new shops—I grew tired and gave it up.

$

I was waiting for tea in the lobby of the hotel. Opposite me, a little to the 
left, a man with a baldish, black, elongated head sprawled in an arm-chair. 
From time to time I caught a glimpse of his face behind the Guardian. 
I was sure I knew the high brow, broadening towards the top, from some
where. I went up to the reception desk and asked who he was. The clerk 
thumbed through a suspended card-index. He is as pink-cheeked as though 
he had been painted by Gainsborough. He wears the same black jacket and 
pin-striped trousers as the Parliamentary Private Secretaries and as the leaving 
students at Budapest in 1930. His enlarged photo could well be displayed 
at a British exhibition abroad, with the inscription: “The perfect English 
gentleman.” His name, however, is Mr. Svéd; he came to England in the 
spring of 1956, from Miskolc if I am not mistaken. But he only confided 
this a week later. Now, faultlessly drawling in his public-school English, 
Be said:
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“A gentleman from Columbia.”
I ambled back to my arm-chair and poured out my tea. The gentleman 

from Columbia slapped me on the shoulder from behind:
“Iván, old chap! How come? When did you escape?”
I recognized him now. We gave each other a hug. He was Péter Aldor, 

the cartoonist. He had drawn for my weekly, the Új Magyarország, for a 
couple of years immediately after Liberation.

“Do you remember Zakariás Dinnye?” he asked, and his pencil was already 
at work to resuscitate him. There was no need to. Everyone in Budapest re
members Péter Aldor’s characteristic figure, the Hungarian Colonel Blimp, 
with his bowler hat, cane and growling countenance.

“But how did you happen to come here from Columbia?”
“That’s simple. The British Council has invited me, as a representative 

of the Columbian intelligentsia.”
We went up to his room. Photos, drawings, his wife, car, villa, successes. 
“So you’ve made a fine career?”
“Is that what the folk in Budapest would call it?”
“Yes.”
“But they don’t.”
“No, because they don’t know about you.”
“W ill you dare to tell them you met me? Won’t you land in trouble if

you do?”
“In Budapest I would answer that you are a fool. But in London people are 

more polite. I ’ll even write about it.”
He did not believe me, but was moved and patted my shoulder.
“What exactly was it that made you leave home?” I asked.
“Don’t you remember?”
I remembered now. He had gone for purely racial reasons. He had no 

quarrel with the new world, where he was appreciated. But the shadows of 
the murdered would not let him rest. He went legally, and in his appli
cation for an emigration passport he wrote: “Because of racial discrimi
nation.”

“So you really remember?” he asked. “Well, that is amusing. Look at 
this.”

He showed me his Columbian identity certificate. It has a heading 
marked “colour of skin.” He translated the Spanish entry—it said “brown.” 
I know his face, but now I had another look. It was not Gainsborough 
pink, but it was no darker than that of any of us.

He laughed, guffawing and slapping his knee. “In Columbia a thin 
stratum of Spanish aristocrats are on top. Only they are real “whites,” the
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people are Indians or half-castes. Those who come from somewhere else are 
not real Spaniards, therefore not real whites, therefore their skins are brown. 
My wife and I have had many a good laugh about this.”

The first day

On the first day everything is interesting. (I made this entry in London, 
and after it I only put down some words: “taxi; newspapers; men’s clothes; 
Zola; thank you—thank you; coffee.” I must now try and fit the appropriate 
memories to each. I do not know whether I shall succeed everywhere. Really 
good stuff about a city can be written by those who have seen it for one day, 
or for a week at the most. At the very beginning of a love affaire every word 
is significant, every movement interesting, every birth-mark has a mysterious 
meaning, and every sigh portends a whole world. I think my four weeks 
were not too little, but they were too much of London for me to be able 
to write down what I saw. Yet they weren’t  enough to permit me to 
believe I know London.)

Taxi. They are all black and were all built specially for the purpose. 
The idea is that the passenger should not have to bow his head as he gets in. 
This was explained to me by the taxi-driver himself, but not on the way, 
for that is impossible. The passenger is sealed off from the driver by a 
window, and by the driver’s side there is a special open space with straps 
for luggage.

“And the Minicabs?” I asked, for already on the Continent I had read 
about the London taxi battle.

“Would you take a car, sir, where you have to contort yourself to 
squeeze in?”

I did not dare admit to him that I do this several times a day, for I 
have the same kind of car at home as the rebellious Minicabs: one of 
Renault’s Dauphines. An enterprising London firm has bought a few hundred 
Dauphines and takes its passengers for cheaper fares. The old taxi-men 
call the new ones rebels. They beat up one of them almost every day. 
This has led to an increase in the number of candidates for a job as Minicab- 
driver.

“So the Minicab people are in revolt against the establishment?” I asked 
my chauffeur.

“Against what, sir?”
Newspapers. The morning papers are set out in the hotel lobby, beside 

them a small wooden box. You help yourself and drop your pennies in. 
It occurred to me that in the eyes of many of my Budapest friends I was



now the most enviable of people — I could read British papers on the dap 
of publication. It is while I write this that I notice how important that 
last phrase—“on the day of publication”—really is. Five or six years ago 
I would have written the sentence without that clause. Just read it again, 
will you? What a difference! I mention this, because it cropped up in 
almost every conversation. No, Western papers other than left-wing cannot 
be bought from street vendors or at news-stands in Hungary. Yes, neverthe
less practically everyone who is really interested in and capable of reading, 
British papers, may do so. “You are joking.” I am not joking, though 
occasionally I felt tempted to have a visiting-card-size text printed (in 
London a visiting card can be had in twenty-four hours, unlike Buda
pest, where it may take as much as twenty-four days.. . )  The text on this 
card might have been: “Foreign papers may be read in the periodical rooms 
of some great public libraries, at offices, ministries, editorial offices, the 
bureaux of factories and trading concerns.” “Are they available to everyone?” 
I say: “Practically speaking, yes.” Very persistent questioners would still 
go on: “Even in small towns? And in the villages?” I was almost glad 
finally to be able to satisfy their wishes: “No, not there. But people can 
do as much listening to the press reviews of, say, the London broadcasts,, 
as they can put up with.” “And do they listen to them?” That was a 
question I could not answer. But I did tell them my own frequent experience 
with the British press. Since I have been editing The New Hungarian 
Quarterly we subscribe to a number of British papers at our offices—dailies, 
weeklies, magazines, with and without illustrations. I have had several of 
my friends, former school-fellows, vague acquaintances and relatives six 
times removed, dropping in and saying: “I say, old boy, couldn’t  you let 
me have The Times for a day or two? I’ll take care of it, don’t  worry, 
I ’ll take it and bring it in a dispatch-case, I shan’t  let it out of my hands.” 
Tolle, lege. From this point the story proceeds along the same rails, only 
the passengers differ. At first they come in to exchange their papers every 
second day, then only after a week, then they forget to bring them back 
and reappear with a guilty look a month later. “Do you want another 
packet?” Hesitant smiles. “No thank you, you know I haven’t the tim e .. .  
And they’re so boring for us. How on earth can they manage to scribble so' 
much every day? And who reads it all?”

I am firmly convinced that The Times could perfectly well be sold at the 
Budapest and provincial news-stands. The worst that might happen would 
be that the Circulation Manager at Queen Victoria Street would not under
stand why so many copies were returned after the third week. He would 
suspect that there was a plot by the authorities behind it, and who could
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convince him of the opposite? I, at any rate, would certainly not undertake 
to do so.

Here were the fresh morning papers in front of me, and I felt like the 
little boy in the sweet-shop. I bought The Times, of course, and the Guardian. 
Also the Daily Mirror—hee-hee, I shall be reading the adventures of Garth 
and Buck Ryan two days earlier than Lajos Korolovszky, my accomplice in 
Garthism and Buck-Ryaning in the editorial offices at home.

“The Mirror too, sir?” asked the newsagent’s lady.
“Yes please.”
She looked at me and took my measure.
“Are you sure, sir?”
“O f course I am,” I replied.
“All right, sir. Excuse me, sir.”
(I only came to understand her reluctance a few days later. I saw her 

surprised, somewhat wondering look reappear on every face when my answer 
to the question: “And what British papers do you read in Budapest?” 
included the Daily Mirror. I seemed forthwith to topple down a few floors 
on the stairs of the classes. A tolerant smile was all I got when I tried to 
explain that, after all, this paper appears in five million copies. “Well, 
and?” . . .  If you are living in Budapest and want to have at least some idea 
of the British, you have to know what it is that interests five million 
readers every day.)

I also bought the Daily Telegraph, because it has the reputation of being 
a good paper, but at home I simply cannot get round to reading or even 
to opening it. The Daily Express too I added to the packet, for it is read by 
hardly less—by no fewer—by more people (let the reader delete what 
he finds unsuited) than the Daily Mirror. I did not buy the Daily Mail because 
ever since my childhood days—Hungary’s Place in the Sun, by Lord 
Rothermere—I avoid it. Though I ought really to be grateful to him, 
because I first became a republican when as Boy Scouts we were made to 
attend the reception of Edmond Harmsworth of whom rumour had it that 
he was to be elected king of Hungary.

I took the papers and went to the breakfast-room, but was unable to 
read so much as a line, because I did not have the knack of folding the 
pages. I need not have had it for the Daily Mirror, but I looked round in 
the Russell Hotel, and for the sake of my future reputation I concealed 
the Mirror under the rest. I hurried over my breakfast, which is a deadly 
sin, and went out into the lounge to read the papers. I read the front-page 
headlines of the Guardian, the first leader of The Times, took one glance 
at the pictures in the Mirror, looked for, but did not find, Michael Frayn
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in the Guardian, then glanced at the clock and took the papers up to my 
room. I had a bad conscience all day. Late at night I wanted to make up 
for my omission, but my eyes would not stay open.

The next morning the news-lady had the five morning papers assembled 
for me without my asking. I had risen earlier, I ran through the leaders in 
The Times and marked two articles on the arts page of the Guardian with 
a red pencil. Meanwhile, my conscience would not let me rest: the previous 
day’s papers lay unread in my room. I would tackle them in the evening.

On the third morning I did not have the strength of spirit to refuse the 
packet of five papers. I had an early program and I carried the Guardian 
about with me all day. By evening it looked as worn as though I had 
carefully perused it.

On the fourth day I only bought The Times and the Guardian, and my 
conscience improved somewhat. From the fifth, I alternately bought The 
Times one day and the Guardian the next. After a fortnight I learned how 
to fold my papers and actually managed to read about one twentieth of 
their contents during breakfast. In the remaining period my diligent public 
opinion polls led me to conclude that my opposite numbers had read little 
more. And also that there are secret Mirror and Express addicts. They look 
round furtively at the Underground station to see that there are no acquaint
ances in sight, buy their paper, read it on the train, and leave it there. 
They incidentally also leave their Times there. The Mirror for reasons of 
snobbery, The Times because of its weight.)

Men’s clothes. In London I felt that my dark grey suit, which I even wear 
to go to the theatre in Budapest and of which members of my family say it 
is grandfatherly, was ludicrously summery and rustic. Everyone goes about 
in black—morning, noon and evening. The type of cloth we call “English” 
is what is worn at week-ends in the country. London is a man’s city—there 
are three or four men’s fashion stores for every women’s.

Zola. There is a small store in Shaftesbury Avenue. You can get everything 
here, from airborne suitcases to screwdrivers and transistor radio sets, and it 
is claimed that they are all a little cheaper than elswhere. The everything 
includes books. Each book has a wrapper around its belly, with an explanatory 
note. I took one down:

“Exciting novel, very sexy. The author was imprisoned for his daring.”
The author, Zola; the novel, “Thérése Raquin.”
(I know in advance that all my British friends will bear me a grudge for 

this little observation. I only put it down here to let them know what it 
feels like when a British visitor to Budapest picks on some particularly hair- 
raising, singular item, makes a note of it, and writes about it, omitting to
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add that it is not a general phenomenon, that he only saw this one instance 
and has used it to draw conclusions on the low level of Hungarian literary 
or non-literary tastes.)

Thank you—thank you. It was not the tips that caused me the greatest 
concern as a tourist in London, but the thank-yous. Everyone always thanks 
everybody for everything. If  there is one thing that I would compulsorily 
import into Hungary with immediate effect, it is this habit. Yes, but what 
are you to answer? In Hungarian or German you say kérem, hitte. In French, 
pas de quoi. Unfortunately I also tried this in English, saying please and never 
mind. People just stared at me. It took me several days before I learned that 
the answer to thank you, was thank you. This discouraged me a little. Can it 
be that the first, original thank you also means less than our rarer Hungarian 
köszönöm?

Coffee. No comment.
❖

But what did I do, during my first day in London? I do not know, I 
cannot remember. I meandered about in the streets. I phoned people whom 
I had not seen for ten years. I had read in one of the London papers back 
in Budapest that the Park Crescent had been rebuilt. I can no longer 
remember whether I saw it during my previous visit or whether it was its 
picture that I recalled, but I had an irresistible urge immediately to have a 
look at it. 1 felt a special hatred for the German bomb, complete with 
its maker and aimer, that hit this terrestrial half-moon.

The sun shone through the mist. The park shimmered slightly, its 
contours uncertain. Beyond a spacious green lawn, the new moon had 
indeed descended to the earth. The gentle crescent of ivory-white houses, 
that again and again aroused my admiration, had now taken on a violet and 
gold-dust hue, striving to be worthy of the name of the place. Where can 
its designer have set dhe point of his compass on the map of London, to get 
the breath-like arc of his circle to appear at this very spot, to be at once a 
building, with pillars, porticos, windows and proportions, and also the 
crescent of the moon?

I went along to Eaton Place. When our Minister, who unsuccessfully 
endeavours to conceal his original, gruff friendliness behind a facade of 
smooth diplomatic amiability—his only failure, as far as I was able to see, 
since he has been in London—gave me the address of our Legation, I felt 
my head jerk at the name “Eaton Place.” Now what was the novel in 
which I had encountered it? I seemed to remember a young woman in a 
pink silk dress flitting out at the front door of one of the minor mansions

4
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there. . .  As the Underground whisked me to Sloane Square I mentally 
thumbed through dozens of novels. I could not recall it.

While I sought among the innumerable Eaton roads, squares, streets, 
gardens, terraces and even mews for the deliverance of a Place, I came 
across a somewhat bitter item from the history of my youth—Cliveden 
Street. I had imagined the homes of the Cliveden set to have been rather 
different: splendid palaces, French courts, gardens, many storeys. Instead, 
here were these narrow houses, though each with a different decorative 
pattern on its single-winged front door, each with its carvings, statues 
and reliefs, and none less than two centuries old. The splendour, the palace, 
the money is concealed beyond them. How could they, from this environ
ment, have fraternized with that?

Eaton Place has a hundred identical, narrow front doors along either side, 
each flanked by four pillars. And there, flitting out from the neighbouring 
front door, is the pink-clad lady. She smiles at me, and her look, her shoes, 
her Rolls Royce immediately remind me of the author I was searching for. 
I t was, of course, our Kosztolányi, and not in a novel but in travel notes 
written in 1927, in which he so aptly depicted the elegant folk of Eaton 
Place that my memory had livened his description into action.

Another word put against the first day in my notebook was hó. I have 
racked my brains for days to discover what this catchword stands for. It 
was only just now, as I looked out at the window and saw the snow on the 
pines, that it all came back to me. I had, of course, been explaining to W. 
that the Hungarian word for “snow” was hó, and actually wrote it down for 
him, because he asked whether it was spelt with a w at the end. I had 
dropped my four millstone-sized pennies into the slot of a phone-booth at 
Camden Town Underground Station, although it would have been more 
apposite to call C. P. Snow from somewhere in the vicinity of Whitehall, 
as the next best thing to putting a toll-call through from Cambridge. I felt 
a touch of timidity—this was the first English stranger on whom I was to 
intrude by phone. The excuse that I found for myself was that he was 
not wholly a stranger to me, for I had read three of his novels and he had 
also been the first Englishman to send an article for The New Hungarian 
Quarterly. He would be sure not to understand my name. I decided to 
begin straight away by spelling it: B for Birmingham, O for Oscar, L for 
London.. .  However, I did not even get as far as Birmingham before I 
heard my name echoed with a fullthroated Falstaffian chuckle and an 
impeccable pronunciation, to be followed immediately by a fluent enumer
ation—as though, indeed, he had been thinking about nothing else all day— 
of the articles he had read in the latest issue of our periodical and of what
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he had thought of each item. And: “Tomorrow, no, just a m om ent.. . 
Pamela!” I heard his deep bear’s voice through the phone, as he must have 
shouted towards the neighbouring room. I did not catch the rest, but while I 
waited for the answer I felt as though Fate had done me a special favour— 
here were two famous English authors, C. P. Snow and Pamela Hansworth 
Johnson, talking about when they could receive me. “Will the evening of 
the day after tomorrow suit you?” “This is why I’ve come to London.” 

“How now?” Falstaff asked. “Is it only in your magazine that you 
consider understatement obligatory?”

The day of planning, October l tth

I must confess that I stole my first day from the British Council. I had 
hardly arrived when they phoned to ask when we could get together to 
draw up my program. They suggested the next day. I pleaded the excuse 
of an official appointment at the Legation. I needed one engagement-free 
day to look about, get the feel of the place, and not be tied to a time- 
schedule. But on the second day I went to pay my respects to the people 
at Davies Street.

In the lift I was overcome by a feeling of uneasiness. The doors close and 
open by themselves, then close again without another button being pressed. 
There is a house telephone set on the wall of the cubicle, with the legend: 
“In case of danger dial 9.” On my third journey, that same day, a young 
member of the staff lifted the receiver and dialled. “Is there anything 
wrong?” I asked. I trust my voice did not quaver. He covered the mouthpiece 
with one hand and said: “Oh no. I t’s only that all the phones in the rooms 
are always engaged. I can be certain of getting a town line here.”

The Central Office of Information, which is actually none other than 
the former Ministry of Information, also took part in the preparation of the 
program. (I do not know to this day exactly how the British Council and 
the C. O. I. shared out the items of my program among each other, but 
I do know that both institutions and all the members of their staffs with 
whom I had anything to do were engagingly cheerful, ready to accept and 
return my banter, and at the same time admirably efficient.)

They asked me what I would like to see. The only answer I could give 
was to ask what they would like to show me.

“Whatever you like.”
“Whatever you like.”
When it came to plays, I asked to see Osborne’s Luther, Arnold Wesker’s 

The Kitchen and Snow’s The Affair. They nodded and made notes.
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“And the Mousetrap,” I added.
I had nine partners in this conversation and all nine sat back in their 

chairs. “The Mousetrap? But that’s an Agatha Christie piece.”
“That is exactly why I’d like to see it.”
“Well, but it’s a detective story. Isn’t it a waste of your time?”
I said that as far as I knew the play had been running for nine years on 

end at the same theatre. They hemmed and hawed—a process to which the 
English language, with its sing-song half sounds, is eminently suited. “Now 
if that is so,” I continued, “then it would interest me as a phenomenon of 
social and mass psychology.”

There was no enthusiasm among the honourable members of the conference.
“And finally,” I said, “I’ve already come to like everything in Britain 

very much. I am sure you too will show me many excellent things. You 
must give me an opportunity also to exercise negative criticism over 
something.”

Laughter and approval. My proposal was sportsmanlike and would be 
accepted.

I asked for J. B. Priestley. Hemming again. He was not in London, 
he was working on a novel and could not spare much time for visitors. .  . 
But they would have a try. By all means.

In the afternoon I went to Collet’s Bookshop in Museum Street. I had 
a great thrill—a fair-haired, bearded undergraduate, wearing a sweater, bought 
a copy of No. 3 of The New Hungarian Quarterly for cash, before my very 
eyes. The sales-lady, who is of Hungarian extraction and actually called 
Mrs. Magyar, winked at me, as much as to ask whether I had seen him. 
He leaned against a bookshelf and started reading the magazine straight 
away. Mrs. Magyar, who knows the student, asked him whether he was 
looking for anything in particular. He told her with a disappointed look 
that he was, but in vain. “They promised an article in the previous issue,” 
he said, and under cover of another book I came as near as I could. “On 
the harmonic and formal structure of Béla Bartók’s music. It isn’t in this issue.”

The obliging Mrs. Magyar promised to let the editors know.
“Oh, I wouldn’t like to put you to the trouble.”
“You have no idea how easy it will be,” said Mrs. Magyar.
In Hungary I would have gone up to the unknown customer, but in 

Britain I felt this would be tactless and forward behaviour. I hope he will 
buy the present issue and read—though still not the promised article—this 
reassurance that the essay is being prepared and will shortly appear.

THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY
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The first workday, October n th

A phone call in the morning, followed by a messenger bringing a letter. 
I am to call on Mr. Willett at the editorial offices of The Times Literary 
Supplement at twelve o’clock. I knew that The Times was an ancient and 
respectable institution, but I would nevertheless not have imagined that it 
dwelt in so decrepit and ugly a group of buildings. I had no luck with the 
porter. The blue-uniformed rear-admiral who occupies a vantage point in 
the building could simply not manage to understand my name. (This was, 
incidentally, both the first and last instance where this occurred.) Finally 
I wrote it down for him. He was sorry, but he could not find Mr. Willett. 
I was sorry, but I would go away. I should not do that, there was a waiting- 
room just by the porter’s lodge, a copy of the latest Times, and would I 
please take a seat. At last I had an opportunity to read The Times, completely 
undisturbed. Half an hour later, though there was still much left in the 
paper that I had not read, I felt I had sat as much as the difference between 
The Times and The New Hungarian Quarterly warranted.

I got up and folded the paper. At this juncture Mr. Willett appeared. 
I was sorry for him the moment I saw him. It was obvious that he had been 
working or had forgotten about me, which amounts to the same thing, but 
that at all events he had not kept me waiting purposely. I did not, in fact, 
let him complete his apology, but interrupted him and told him I would 
be glad to wait the whole day long for him, because I was grateful for the 
review of the first issue of our magazine which had appeared in the Literary 
Supplement. I did not sit down but took my coat and started for the door, 
in the belief that we would be going up to his offices. However, he asked 
me to sit down, and at this all that I was going to say froze in me. We 
were on such neutral ground, in so bleak a waiting room, that my thoughts— 
and, as far as I could see, his too—failed to find a handle which they could 
grip, to pull themselves out from the terrain of stereotyped conversational 
commonplaces. I would have liked to ask him to have someone write again 
about our periodical, but the atmosphere was not sufficiently personal. 
Finally we talked about a book by Albert Vajda, a Hungarian humorist 
who is living in London—a strange confession entitled Négyszemközt a 
szememmel (“Eye-to-eye with my eyes”). It has not been published in English, 
but was nevertheless reviewed. I told him that Vajda’s friends in Budapest 
had learned about the loss of his eyesight from The Times Literary Sup
plement.

We got no further. I had an invitation for lunch at one and would be late 
in any case. Mr. Willett saw me to the street and showed me the bus stop.
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Newsprint was being unloaded from large lorries. This loosened our tongues. 
Willett told me that The Times had only recently bought the paper mill. 
I suddenly felt that we might have gone on talking for hours.

My luncheon invitation was to the Travellers’ Club. My host was Robert 
Duke, the head of a department of the British Council and a Budapest 
acquaintance of ten years’ standing. “You’ll probably be interested to see 
one of our English clubs,” he said as he invited me. (I was to be invited 
with the same motto on six subsequent occasions. I must admit that I never 
had the nerve to tell the rest that they were not the first to invite me.)

The lunch began with oysters, followed by roast mutton and finished 
with Stilton—a cheese that is wrapped in a napkin. You have to scrape 
it out with a spoon, starting at the middle. It was tasty and exciting. 
I noticed that my host wrote out his own orders on a pad.

“Why do you have to do that yourself,” I asked, “with the waitress 
standing there at the end of the table?”

“That’s so that a gentleman can go to his club and have lunch without 
having to say a word to anyone.”

Fortunately Mr. Duke was busy with his cheese and did not notice my 
expression.

After lunch I had a date with the most charming young lady I was to 
meet in Britain.

I have the British Council to thank for this acquaintance. It was they 
who assigned Mrs. Elizabeth MacLeod to accompany me when, having 
glanced at the draft of my program, crammed with a host of meetings and 
visits, I complained: “I shall see everything, except London.” They then 
proposed that I should devote my brief spare time to walking about with 
an official guide. I was not particularly enthusiastic over the idea, until 
I had spent my first quarter hour with Mrs. MacLeod. She not only knew 
London, but showed me every nook, every inn, old wall or rarely visited 
museum, as though herself seeing it for the first time, yet at the same time 
also in the way the ladies of old showed their houses, which really were 
castles. And what good laughs we had together, for instance when we 
decided that, supposing we had been allotted half an hour for Westminster 
Abbey, we would rather go to the George and Vulture Inn. It seemed to 
recall something to me. “Didn’t Dickens go there? Or did he write about it?”

“He went there and he wrote about it. But that’s not why we’re going 
there”.

“Why, then?”
“First, because that’s where they have the best mutton chop in London. 

Second, because women don’t generally go there for lunch and I love to



see your fellow men looking daggers at me, as much as to say W hat’s 
this old hag doing here?”’

The mutton was delicious, I scolded her for the “hag,” and the guests 
of the George and Vulture took Mrs. MacLeod for granted, at least so 
I thought, though to the British eye she was being stared at all the time. 
We wandered about in London as though we were contemporaries—under
graduates of course—though when, in her student days, she had volunteered 
as a nurse for the Dardanelles, I could not yet write my name.

This afternoon it was the banking quarter’s turn. She showed me the 
building of the Bank of England. I thought it was awful and maintained 
a profound silence.

“Don’t you like it?” asked Mrs. MacLeod.
This was at the very beginning of our acquaintance, so I was now even 

more profoundly silent. Her eyes glinted, “Hideous, isn’t it?” I smiled 
back at her, for a guest has duties, as well as rights. “Yet what a lovely, 
fine building it once was, even during the Great War. You know that 
practically nothing has been left of Soane’s building?”

I did not know. My imagination at once attached a photo of the Bank 
of England to the name of Sir John Soane—the picture of the present Bank, 
of course. “Not at all! It was rebuilt in the twenties, and later too, they 
went on for years. Nothing has been left of Soane.”

“Then we might as well go on,” I said.
“Wait a moment. There is something, after all.”
We went in at the main entrance. A giant in fancy dress barred our way, 

but on seeing my guide he smiled. “All right for you, madam.” We had 
a look at one of the right-hand offices—a hall where Soane had, at the 
end of the eighteenth century, experimented with modern, indirect ceiling 
illumination, doing it all with lemon-coloured marble recesses and arches. 
A rococo banking hall. Mrs. MacLeod assured me that she did not show 
it to everyone. Those who say that the building is splendid from the outside 
do not deserve to be shown it from within. “This, and the staircase.” The 
staircase leads eight storeys upward from the street level, and four or 
five downwards. What lovely playing with intertwined fairy-like ellipses!

We passed by the Stock Exchange. I had only been in London a few 
days, so I still gazed in surprise at every young man in a bowler hat and 
pin-striped trousers, carrying an umbrella. Here was one in a top hat, coming 
towards us. “That must be the managing director.”

“I’m afraid he’s more likely to be a messenger.. .  . I t’s not worth 
while going to the Stock Exchange—it’s become just like any other.” 
I confessed that I had never seen any of the others either. I was
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given a startled glance—Mrs. MacLeod seemed to think I was pulling her 
leg. You cannot, of course, enter the Stock Exchange itself, but recently a 
small, closed box has been opened for visitors, above the floor of the hall. 
This was where we went. A humming, teeming scene. Solemnly dressed 
gentlemen, some with their hats on, stroll about in the hall, go up to one 
another, exchange a few words, then jot something down in a tiny notebook. 
The deal has been concluded. Some do not put down anything. The deal 
is valid nevertheless.

My guide peered intently at a pillar which had the stock quotations writ
ten on it. She was annoyed. “I ’m afraid I can’t read them.”

“Don’t bother,” I said, “it’s all the same to me.”
“But not to me.”
“Have you got shares?”
“Of course. Well, not many, but I do have some.”
“Do you speculate with them?”
“I don’t, but my bank does. But why are you so surprised at this?” 
She was right. Why was I surprised? I could not explain to her that 

I somehow considered this as old-fashioned a business as double-decker 
aeroplanes. She, on the other hand, thought me old-fashioned for putting 
my money in the bank instead of buying shares with it. Towards the end 
of our friendship I managed to get her to accept the fact that we have no 
Stock Exchange, no shares and no shareholders; she would never believe, 
however, that I did not keep my money in the bank, but. . .

#

In the evening I had stage-fright. I had been invited to C. P. Snow’s. 
He was so good and obliging to The New Hungarian Quarterly at its 
inception that I would not dare to tell him how relatively late his name had 
become known in Hungary. Instead, I would rather say that I had first 
heard of him through Christopher Marsden, in an English-language book 
review broadcast from London. It had treated the fifth volume of his 
series of novels, and I was a little put off by this fact, though at the same 
time, I found Snow’s highly attractive. At that time I was tormenting 
myself by writing a novel about a scientist, and doing so in the first 
person singular, at that. I envied Snow who—as it indirectly ap
peared from the review (for Marsden could justifiably presume that 
every listener was surely aware of the fact)—is both an author and a 
physicist. I obtained some volumes of his novels, but was unable to find 
a copy of the first and therefore fought shy of the rest. Later few pieces of
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writing had such a fertilizing influence on me as the Two Cultures. It was 
through this work and through Snow’s controversy on the BBC and in 
Encounter, that I began discovering present-day Britain for myself, at the 
time when I was given, and accepted, my giraffe-taming assignment.

The source of my stage-fright was that I was anxious not to be 
disappointed in my personal expectations, and also that I had still read only 
three of his novels and none by his wife, Pamela Hansford Johnson. The 
first cause for stage-fright was at once allayed—he was exactly like himself, 
that is, like Lewis Eliot, the central figure of his Strangers and Brothers. 
Only, while the hero of the novel had Hamlet for a relative, the author’s 
was Falstaff. My other reason for anxiety was only partly overcome. Right 
at the beginning of the conversation I held up my fellow-guest, William 
Cooper, as a shield in front of me, and while taking cover behind him, 
I basely betrayed him. I told them that Cooper had given me a copy of his 
little book about Snow in Budapest, saying that it contained all I needed 
and I could save myself the exhausting labour of reading his novels.

I shall not forget the long, sonorous, leonine roar of undergraduate 
laughter that answered my anecdote. The very arm-chair rocked as he guf
fawed. Cooper kept him company, and so did the ladies. Later I realized that 
the two friends were always baiting each other, like students, and that I had 
furnished ammunition for the game. They obviously took it in good part, 
for Cooper soon turned the tables—he asked me the same question I had 
put to him on one of the last days of his stay in Hungary: “What did you 
like least?”

Unfortunately he had stolen a march on me in giving the best answer 
(“I’ll only be able to tell you in a month’s tim e. . .  ”), and I therefore had to 
make do with an evasion.

“I’ve been here no more than a few days, so for the time being I can 
only answer the opposite of that question.”

“That’s very much less interesting,” said Snow, “but let’s have it.”
I asked to be excused for having, after so brief a stay, already fabricated 

theories about the English, but that was something you either did on the 
grounds of your first impressions, or not at all. I added that my theorem 
would be couched in its ultimate form here, in this very arm-chair—another 
burst of leonine laughter—and that the two of them, or with their wives 
the four, were to be my accessories in the crime of its formulation. Returning 
to the question, what I had liked best was that the English were actually 
different from the picture that lives in people’s minds. English sang-froid, 
detachment, reserve, anti-intimacy, in fact all the traits that gave rise to 
the question: “The English, are they human?” are nowhere to be found.
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Over this they immediately began a vehement controversy. I pointed out 
that the very vehemence, the causticity of their argument, the thrusts they 
delivered with their eyes half contracted, served to prove the truth of my 
conjecture. And another thing—that the English themselves spread these 
illusions about their own nation. I could not discover why.

The argument now got well under way, but I kept repeatedly stressing 
that we had not yet come to my theorem. These were only lemmata, just 
as you needed the lemma of the squares constructed on the sides of the 
triangle to prove the Theorem of Pythagoras. The two author-scientists, 
scientist-authors—William Cooper is also a physicist and in mufti hap
pens, under the “pseudonym” of Harry Hoff, to be a leading official of 
the British Atomic Energy Authority—stared at me, hardly crediting their 
ears at my familiarity with the terminology of their science. I reassured them 
that, though I happened to remember this item, I would be hard put to 
it to deduce the Theorem of Pythagoras itself, albeit the misdemeanours 
of my youth had included the torment of completing a University science 
course. I asked for their permission to revert to this issue—the tow cultures!— 
at a later stage. But what about these real and false concepts that had arisen 
about the English? One idea that had occurred to me was that they spread 
this legend about their detachment because they would like it to be true. 
Or else they pose in the artificial baldness of lacking all sentiment, because 
they are in fact very sentimental, but are ashamed of it.

“The two are not identical.”
“On the contrary, they are mutually contradictory.”
“They are complementary.”
We did not get anywhere by this method. I risked proposing my theorem, 

which is but half mine, the first part of it having been told and written 
several times before. The English were originally boisterous, gay, ext
remely exuberant people, with a love for blood in their meat and their lives, 
and not squeamish at its sight. They liked to laugh uproariously, to have 
a good cry, to ravish the lasses, seduce each other’s best girl-friends 
and wives, and have a thoroughly jolly time over it all.

“For heaven’s sake, what makes you think so?”
“Your history. Your literature. Shakespeare.”
Then came the Puritans, but by the time of the Georges the English 

people had begun to free themselves of their influence. The door was shut 
by the Victorian period, and here the more personal half of the 
theorem commences. If you have a young girl for a Queen, you have 
to be very refined, quiet and polite, the English thought. The queen knew 
nothing of life or of her people. She believed this lack of sentiments to
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be the real thing; subsequently it matured through the influence of her 
person and entered history and the English sub-conscious under the name 
of Victorianism. At present, the basic character of the English was once 
more beginning to reassert itself.

“So we are on the verge of a new English renaissance?”
“Voilh,” I answered, and made a circular gesture, for I would have liked 

again to hear the lion’s laugh.
My theorem had only moderate success. According to my hosts it had 

not been the English who had changed, but the opinion of them that was 
held abroad.

I did not wish to continue the argument, for it was not really an argument 
at all—merely a pleasant and informal chat, as though we were continuing 
a regular, weekly conversation. But back home I have been pondering over 
that last, not particularly emphatic objection of theirs. I think we struck 
the right track there, but failed to follow it up. In the Victorian era, which 
did not end with the death of Queen Victoria, only a narrow stratum of 
the English travelled abroad, and an even scantier group of Continentals 
visited Great Britain. It was these who spread the image of the introversive 
Englishman all over Europe, and the rich and fastidious visitors from 
Continental Europe, having met their own ilk in Britain, only confirmed this 
view. The War and the motor-car have changed the nature of contacts all 
over the world. It needs no particular schooling in the class theory to enable 
the idea to be pursued to the requisite depth.

There is a strange picture on the wall of the drawing room in Sir Charles 
Snow’s home. A man is seated on a horse, or perhaps it is a mule, with 
his back to the viewer, advancing into a yellow, non-existent waste, with 
a saucepan in the place of his head. It caught my attention for a moment 
and my hostess asked me whether I liked it. I thought it interesting, it had 
fascinated me, there was more to it than met the eye. It was art any
way. “The only thing that surprises me,” I said, “is to find a surrealist 
picture in the room of one of the main representatives of the new English 
realism.”

(This, of course, was a sign of absolutely Continental thinking—I im
mediately realized it myself. He might well have even an abstract picture 
on his wall, indeed perhaps he does, in another room. Nevertheless I was 
not sorry I had made the remark, for I had wanted to talk not of the 
picture, but of the style and realism of Snow and of Cooper.)

The conversation that began over the picture took us further afield than 
I had thought. It turned out that the painting was not surrealistic, but 
actually very faithful to reality. Its subject was an Australian highwayman,
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a kind of modern Robin Hood or Sándor Rózsa, who robbed the rich and 
distributed the money, or a part of it, among the poor. It had been painted 
by the Australian Sidney Nolan, a mutual friend of Snow’s and Cooper’s. (I 
later met him at the Coopers’.) The saucepan on his head was a strange 
sort of iron mask, which he did not actually wear, but which legend had 
fitted on his head. The picture was nevertheless not wholly realistic, for 
its style embodied elements of surrealism and of other modern trends in 
its alloy. It portrayed reality, but also something more. Was it that iron 
saucepan, that something strange in its proportion, which according to 
Bacon is indispensable to art? Did he perhaps adhere so painstakingly to 
reality because he wanted to point beyond it?

We had for some time now no longer been talking of Nolan’s picture 
but of Snow’s novels, though without actually saying so. These novels 
produce the opposite effect from that of Nolan’s picture. A first reading 
or perusal might suggest that they are too realistic. In the beginning I had 
the impression that Snow had not read the great English authors of the 
century, Joyce and Virginia Woolf, or that if—as proved to be the case—he 
had read them, then he had squelched them. But if you delve deeper 
into even one of the volumes, let alone the series, you will notice that Snow 
and Cooper (and of course others not present) have assimilated the achieve
ments of Joyce and Woolf in their own, without adopting their 
style.

We had now come to the matter of time, the foremost professional 
problem of all contemporary authors. We envied Nolan—on this score at 
least, he had no worries. I quoted Bence Szabolcsi, who once said about 
music that it was an “unenclosed art.” (I had a hard job translating the 
original expression.) I risked the conjecture that what Joyce and Woolf— 
and, of course, Proust, and in their wake, many others—had done with 
time within one novel, was the same as what Snow was doing in his series 
of novels. They did not begin at the beginning or continue at the middle, 
nevertheless they came to realize an entity. Snow declared that this 
had not occurred to him. I was embarrassed now, for I had stuck my nose 
into English literature and bumped it. Where could I seek better refuge 
than in Hungarian literature? I told them the anecdote about János Arany. 
A critic had said of one of his poems that in it the poet had intended to 
say this, that and the other. On the margin of the review Arany wrote, 
in effect: “The devil I did!”

A literal translation of „akarta a Jene,” would be even harder to achieve 
than in the case of Szabolcsi’s “bekeritetlen,” and my difficulties in finding 
an English equivalent were a good introduction to what is translatable and



what is not, to that which is different and that which is common—to the 
problem of East and West, to that of Europe.

“Whenever I visit a socialist country,” said Snow, “or when I talk to 
people who have come from there, I am always surprised to find how much 
fewer the differences are than we think, and how much more numerous 
the common features.”

I had really been in Britain for no more than a few days then. It was 
mainly as a matter of principle that I concurred with Snow. I was glad when 
he said he was preparing to come to Hungary. It was only towards the end 
of my stay that I fully appreciated how well he had expressed the essential 
point. Big words, even if they are true, obscure the issue in this case. An 
understanding among peoples? Yes, but the peoples, that is we ourselves, 
think that this requires some sort of big effort, special preparations, study, 
a great endeavour, relapses, possibly failure. Yet what is involved is no 
more than to find out what it is that makes the other fellow happy, to ask 
him what worries him.

I left the Snows at eleven. I thought I had already overstepped the 
limits set by British propriety, but on later occasions I stayed even further— 
till a quarter past one at William Cooper’s, half past one at Monica 
Pidgeon’s and at Theo Crosby’s—mea maxima culpa—till half past two. But 
I need not stray so far, for this evening to o .. .  Yet this was a different 
case. I did not tell either the Snows or the Coopers, who had wanted to 
see me home by taxi, that my day had not yet come to an end. Albert was 
expecting me in his mother’s kitchen between eleven p. m. and midnight.

Albert’s parents have friends in Budapest, who had sent them a volume 
of Csontváry reproductions through my intermediary. I had delivered it on 
my first day of strolling about and had found the family in a great state of 
excitement. They were expecting their grown-up son Albert home from 
prison. At first I thought that they were pulling my leg or that perhaps they 
were being ironical at my expense, with rather indelicate allusions motivated 
by reasons best known to themselves. However, it turned out within a 
matter of minutes that the opposite was the case. Albert had taken part 
in the latest great Ban the Bomb demonstration, and the police had arrested 
him. “You know, when Bertrand Russell was.”

I was curious to meet Albert, but I felt I would be superfluous at the 
family reunion. I ’phoned the next day to ask when I could see him. Both 
he and I had engagements all day. This was how we had come to fix a 
nocturnal meeting. “That’ll be fine,” said Albert. “You see there’s a meet
ing of the Committee of ioo in the evening, and we’ll be able to have 
a chat after it. Just come up and go straight to the kitchen.”
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I went up and walked straight into the kitchen. Albert could not have 
been there long, for he was just having his supper. The parents looked on, 
delightedly. He was not alone, for there was a young girl in a short leather 
jacket and tight jeans sitting beside him, also tucking in food at a fair pace. 
I felt at home. My elder son is also about six foot three, wears pullovers and 
tight trousers that just reach to his hips, and to my prejudiced paternal 
eye has just the same open look as Albert. With him too I usually exchange 
views in the kitchen, late at night when he comes home from the University 
or his basket-ball training. Occasionally he also has a girl with him, and it 
is always the same one. Albert’s mother reassured me, when I recalled these 
features of my own home to them, that in their case it is also always the 
same girl. The much maligned youth of this age appears to be steadier than 
we once were. The youth I mean is of course not a quantitative, but a 
qualitative concept. Not every young person is “the youth” in Britain 
either, I think. But Albert, his friends, and this girl Catherine and her 
friends, are certainly part of them. I suddenly felt myself very ancient—not 
old, for that is a different matter, something that I shall get used to. What 
I now felt was that I was part of another generation, and particularly that 
these young people now saw me as belonging to another. I had come here 
and was enquiring about them, as though they were a kind of oddity.

Our conversation was informal, at times even convivial, yet I felt like 
when we had—at their age—first started going to the villages and talking 
to the peasants. On the first occasion, the second and the third, they had 
felt that they were playing a part. We had had to become accustomed to 
one another for them to talk as they would do if they were among their 
own folk. Albert and Catherine were also not able to rid themselves of the 
oppressive feeling that this foreign chap, who was their father’s age, was 
going to write about them. For—and this was something I had been unable 
to do in the villages—I told them that this was just what I was intending 
to do.

We did not talk of the three weeks he had spent in jail, though the word 
“prison” occurred over and over again. They were blushingly proud of it, 
all of them, though each in a different way. As far as I could make out the 
parents were, of course, proud of their son’s courage, Catherine of how 
natural she considered Albert’s conduct and his adventures, Albert, on the 
other hand, mainly of the fact that this sort of thing could happen even in 
Britain.

“So you demonstrated to show your nonconformity?” I asked.
“We are beyond nonconformity. The trouble with British society is not 

that it is conformist.”
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“Why, isn’t it?” I asked. “I can’t tell yet, but that’s what I always read, 
and it is also what I am told.”

“It is,” replied Catherine. “But that’s a terribly comfortable attitude. Our 
society is conformist, I am not conformist, that puts my conscience in the 
clear, and that’s all there is to it. I t’s like the soap-box orators in Hyde 
Park. They get through their piece, they’ve salved their souls, and so has 
society by letting them do it.”

“Now wait a moment,” I said. “As far as I can see your society isn’t as 
conformist as all that. At least one aspect of it, for it didn’t allow Albert 
and Bertrand Russell to . . .”

We speculated over this for a while. Albert’s mother agreed with me. 
Catherine said that the conformity of liberalism was just that it was liberal, 
and this was the complicated thing about Britain, because it was a flexible, 
multiplex and elusive kind of conformity. One of its features was that at 
a certain point it was no longer liberal. Albert’s father argued that the law 
was the law, even in a liberal society, and that the good thing about it was 
exactly that it applied to everyone, without distinction.

I was outside the argument by now, which was just as well, for I could 
join Albert in devouring the contents of the salad-dish. I gathered that 
I was witnessing a family conversation, or one between two generations, 
whose shades of meaning could only be understood by those who lived 
within British society and were beginning to become intolerant towards 
tolerance itself. We halved the huge fish mayonnaise—one o’clock at night 
is the hungriest time for a man, isn’t it Albert?—and I declined a helping 
of the pudding, thank you very much. A cup of coffee would have been 
fine, but no one in England ever thinks of making one. I swallowed a 
Sáridon pill; not that I had a headache, but the caffeine in it would, in its 
effect at least, prove a substitute for coffee.

“If it’s not for the sake of nonconformity, then why do you do it?” 
I asked, once more gathering up the scattered threads of my first question.

“Because we’re living in a Nuclear Age,” answered Albert.
“Everyone’s living in a Nuclear Age,” I retorted, because I thought 

his answer was put on. It was not.
“Those who look for more in our movement than what we ourselves say, 

won’t find anything. You won’t be angry, will you?”
I had not the slightest intention of being angry. On the contrary, I wa< 

pleased, because we seemed to be on the right track now.
“C. N. D., that means Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and that’s all 

I can tell you about it. Because that’s the only thing I belong to.”
“And that is the only reason why they put you in . . .  ”
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The maternal affirmative interruption was quickly silenced by a strict and 
bashful filial look. Albert quietly and consistently expounded that this was 
a political movement, but that he himself and some of his friends had 
joined not merely for political reasons, but because they realized what he 
had already said when I had not taken him sufficiently seriously, that we 
were living in a Nuclear Age. From this Bertrand Russell had in the first 
place drawn the conclusion that mankind could under no circumstances 
survive a nuclear war. This was reason enough in itself for them, the young 
people of Britain, to join the C. N. D. But for them the atomic era would 
carry grave consequences even if it did not come to a war. Firstly for Britain 
as a country, secondly for British society, and thirdly for the individual 
person.

“Have you ever delivered a lecture about this?” I asked.
“No,” he replied, and continued. He had not understood my question 

and I did not wish to go into the matter. Later, after visiting schools and 
universities, I realized that, though a training in logical, almost rethorical 
speech did not figure in English educational curricula, it was nevertheless 
a part of them. Perhaps it is to dissemble this faculty that the more school
ing an Englishman has had, the more he will tend to hum and ha, and 
to stutter.

Albert went on to explain that for Britain as a nation the Nuclear Age 
implies that she is no longer a first-rate Great Power, not only because she 
has had to give up a large part of her colonial empire, nor merely because 
the Soviet Union and America are stronger, but because in a Nuclear Age 
there are no Great Powers.

“At the moment, we know, there still are,” said Albert. “But as more 
and more countries become able to manufacture H-bombs, even the smal
lest countries will become sufficiently Great Powers to be able to put an 
end to mankind. Therefore the first thing to do is to make it impossible 
for anyone to make thermo-nuclear bombs at all, secondly Britain must live 
in such a way as to enjoy the advantages of the Nuclear Age instead of its 
dangers, and it is here that she must become the pioneer. The Russians have 
already realized this.”

The rest now appeared to be quite simple. Society must be transformed 
from a steam-engine society to a nuclear one. Naturally, this society cannot 
be capitalistic. How socialism is to be achieved is something over which 
they don’t rack their brains yet, for they still have the threat of a nuclear 
war hanging over them. “When this has been averted,” said Albert (I noted 
that he used the more definite when, and not the vague if), “for there can 
ultimately be no doubt that it will be, then the picture of the world will

64 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY



be so completely changed that we shall find the right solution.” They 
hope that it will be one that does not require violence.

Albert and those like him believe that sooner or later the Nuclear Age 
will have a similar effect on the individual person in Britain to that of the 
war. During the war—he wondered whether I knew of this—a “silent 
revolution” had begun in Britain. Everyone had had to face death in the 
same way. At the time of the London blit<7, people had come into close 
proximity with one another in the tube shelters who would never before 
have exchanged more than two words. They had come to talk more frankly; 
they had also become more frank towards their own selves. Contacts had 
become less entrammelled by formalities.

I took fright now. I had more than once read, in the characteristically 
allusive and quotative style of the English weeklies, of people who sigh 
regretfully for the “good old wartime days,” not for the sake of the war, 
but of the more informal and genuine human contacts it involved. What a 
contradiction for two young people, who risk their freedom to argue and 
demonstrate against war, to have to return to the wartime days for the 
concept of good, common, human experiences! I did not interrupt to tell 
them this, for I feared they would then begin to explain away what I had 
never thought about them anyway. When, however, they repeated for a 
second time that to live in the Nuclear Age is tantamount to reckoning with 
the permanent presence of death, I could not withstand asking their per
mission to recall a youthful experience of my own. They would not take 
it in bad part, would they? When I was their age, the young people in 
Weimar Germany kept saying that they would prefer a war to this stagna
tion.

The reply was pleasant to hear. They did not feel offended, on the con
trary, they assured me that they also knew of this, that they knew the 
history of Weimar Germany, that it had interested them. The pleasantest 
—and once more I can but affirm, the most English—part of it was that it 
did not so much as occur to them to return the question by saying that 
surely I did not think they were now at the same stage as the German youth 
of the thirties? They knew that this was not what I had meant, and that 
I had merely drawn their attention to a latent danger. They now wished to 
substitute some kind of Nuclear-Age-consciousness for the lacking class- 
consciousness as a motive force of society.

“In any case, a war now would provide no opportunity for any kind of 
new relations to be established, for there would be no one to establish them. 
This would be a war that differed qualitatively from all previous ones.”

A kind of nervousness now crept into their tone of voice. It seemed I had
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diverted them after all from their train of thought. I tried to set the engine 
back on the rails. I remarked that I had written much about this problem and 
that the greatest danger was that the word “atom” still signified mainly war 
and death in people’s minds, that one’s imagination runs away with one and 
makes one write and speak of this aspect.

“That is exactly what we’re explaining!” exclaimed Catherine. “You have 
to recognize that we are living in a Nuclear Age and that war is therefore 
impossible, but it is also impossible to live as though a war were possible.” 

“Bravo!” said Albert. “A good way of putting it. Did you invent it now?” 
Catherine gave him a symbolic slap on the hand, to reprove him for teas

ing her leg with a guest present. But the definition really is good. I put it 
down and, in a bantering tone, asked what I was to write under it. Who had 
said it? “Shall I write: ‘The other Britain’?”

“No. Just (‘Britain’,”) replied Albert.

Oxford and Stratford-on-Avon, October 16th

A crowded day in Oxford, but a dies interrupta, because in the midst of 
the most interesting conversations there was a toll call from London to say 
that J. B. Priestley was expecting me for coffee today at his new house 
near Stratford. Every program had to be shrivelled and as a result I too have 
not retained many more memories than a headhunter’s shrivelled trophy 
could hold.

Oxford began on the train, for Miss Evelyn Gore-Symes, my program- 
maker at the British Council—nine deep obeisances to her name, I say, 
to quote Sándor Weöres, the poet, whom she knows, because she speaks 
Hungarian—had the good idea of letting me have a little book about Oxford 
for the journey. And now, at last, I understand the structure of the old 
English universities and can find my way about the profane hierarchy of 
undergraduates, graduates, fellows, proctors, seniors and dons. The author 
of the book is no other than Richard Frost, my host at Oxford.

I was met at the station by the Oxford equivalent of Mrs. MacLeod—the 
same girlish charm over six’y, the same tiredness at the beginning (“another 
barbarian or exotic to whom I’ll have to show our treasures”), the same relief 
when she hears that this particular barbarian or exotic has heard of the Bod
leian Library and would like to see it not only from the outside. And the 
same pain, reluctantly revealed, yet unconcealable—my new friend in London 
had a son who fell at Monte Cassino, her colleague at Oxford lost her hus
band, who went down with a corvette. My Oxford guide, Mrs. Buss, also 
asked me whether I had taken part in the war, and after I had answered in the
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affirmative, there was a painful bond between us. Those who have not been 
to war, those who have lost no one, will not understand what I mean; the rest 
will—I am a trifle ill at ease at having myself returned.

The Gothic wall of the old part of the Bodleian Library looks from the 
outside like a cathedral seen from the inside. Only here the architect of old 
expressed himself in the lattice-work, the proportions, the breath-takingly 
minute symmetry and an occasional unexpected disproportion of the wall 
itself, in place of stained glass windows.

One more reason which will one day make me go back to England is that 
in the end I was able to see only the museum part of the Library, the dead 
part, for barbarians, exotics and other tourists. Though this too has a Magna 
Carta “in the second reissue of 1217,” a second edition, if I may be permitted 
to use this later expression. Very beautiful words, of eternal value, I could 
copy them out from any history-book, but here the spirit of the place guided 
my stylus:

“Nullus liber homo. . .  No free man shall be arrested or imprisoned.. .  
except by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law. . .  To none will 
we sell, to none deny right or justice.”

There is also a copy of the 42-line Mainz Bible, the Gutenberg Bible, 
though the label says it was not printed by Gutenberg. My reverence was just 
as great even so, through the glass show-case. But how good it would have 
been to turn at least one leaf! I once more attempted to penetrate to the live 
part, but you need a permit to do so, a guarantor, indeed even that will not 
do, you have to be an undergraduate or a fellow of one of the Colleges.

“Well, I suppose I’ll have to put it off to one of my next lives.”
“Are you a believer of Hindu philosophy?”
“No, lam  an angry young man that is, I would be if my age permitted.”
To propitiate me, my guide showed me her favourite corner in the ex

hibition hall. There were a lot of old, yellowish sheets of paper, obviously 
ripped out from somewhere or torn off a larger sheet.

“You know,” she explained, “we have a habit at boring meetings of send
ing notes on scraps of paper to one another. I don’t know whether you do 
that in Hungary?”

“We don’t even have meetings,” I answered, without so much as a twitch 
of my eyelids. She laughed.

“I see. Then just read these sheets. They were written by King Charles II 
at a meeting of the Privy Council, to his minister, Clarendon.”

T would willingly make a visit to my sister in Cambridge,’ the King wrote. 
He had a fine, legible, distinguished hand, with no flourishes. Clarendon 
used ink of a different colour, his letters were smaller, but more polished.
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A Chancellor had, after all, to do a lot of writing. The scrap of paper had 
been passed back and forth, amid matters of State. Clarendon had ob
jections, the King dispelled them. Clarendon yielded. The King reassured 
him : T intend to take nothing but my night bag. ’

I suddenly came to like this exhibition better—it had been brought to life 
by the King’s nighty. Next to the post-card stand, I discovered a catalogue 
of the periodicals which are permanently stocked for lending by the Library. 
They include numerous publications of the Hungarian Academy, an apiarists’ 
journal, the Magyar Nyelvőr (Guardian of the Hungarian Language), but 
nowhere was the Quarterly to be seen. (I have checked up at home—we 
regularly send it, with the respect due to an institution of such great tra
ditions.)

I met Richard Frost at lunch in the Mitre Hotel. A young historian, 
J. R. Hale, who graduated last year and had been the editor of Isis, the under
graduate magazine, was also there, and so was this year’s editor, A. J. Mac
donald of Trinity College. The conversation was at first halting—we had 
mutually erroneous ideas of each other’s persons and papers. Our small talk 
only broke into a slow canter when it turned out that I had been a Boy Scout. 
The theme of our conversation had been the problem of young people, their 
education, organization and my own undergraduate son. This was where 
scouting somewhere came in. Mr. Frost had also been one, and we discovered 
common acquaintances at some Jamboree or other. Nevertheless another 
hour passed before Frost told me that he had a friend in Budapest who had 
been a Count and that he would like to hear about him. “Would it cause 
you any unpleasantness if you went to see him and gave him my regards?”

(I have been to see László Teleki and he is well. I hope that in a year or 
two people will realize by themselves that they can simply write a letter.)

Young Macdonald ensconced himself in an exaggeratedly respectful 
silence throughout lunch, though he edits a fine magazine. I do not know 
what he thought the Quarterly was like (or rather, I am afraid I do know), 
but I must admit that for my part I had thought of a roneographed or poorly 
printed, modest student paper. When we finally strolled over to the editorial 
offices, which are situated in a glass cage in the mezzanine of the printers’, 
as in so many small Hungarian print-shops, and I was handed a copy of the 
Isis, I gave a low whistle. Why, this is an adult periodical, a rich magazine. 
It is edited by undergraduates, but the paper is graduate. What I liked best 
was its lack of respect. “You and your magazine together are very English,” 
I said to young Macdonald. His answer was also very English: “Do you 
think so?” And I was not at all English, for I re-answered his “do you think 
so”, with: “Yes, I do. Your respect for authority and the antirespect of
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authority in your paper appear to the outside observer to be terribly English.” 
All those present had a good laugh at this. Or at me?

The hind-quarters of the lion of Knossos. (This is one of the notes I made 
under the heading of Isis.') It was with the above-mentioned part of the famous 
lion statue at Knossos that they illustrated the following caption: ‘“There 
is a great deal of thinking to be done ahead.’ Mr. Gaitskell. Oxford.”

(I just picked up the paper and had another look. The devil! It is not the 
statue of the lion of Knossos, but a photo of a live dog. What I had taken 
to be the ruffled marble mane, is a plaited, conical peasant straw hat or a 
beehive, into which the dog has thrust its head, up to the shoulder-blades. 
The dog, as far as I can tell from its hind half, is a bulldog. They did not 
so much as bat an eyelid at Oxford, when I mentioned the lion of Knossos. 
As I say, they are very English.)

A nude on a couch. (This is my other entry.) The title under the picture: 
“ Me—? I’m opposed to any union.” Now what was I to make of this? Was 
it just a piece of undergraduate, or rather fifth-form smut? Even as such, it 
would not have been bad at that, but that’s not what it was. There is a 
discussion going in the magazine on whether women students should be 
admitted to the Union, the famous Oxford student society, the debating 
club and mock parliament. The naked lady is a contribution to this discus
sion.

What does the Union do? It is to have its first meeting of the Term the 
day after tomorrow. The subject for debate is traditional. “This House has 
no confidence in the Government.” The day after tomorrow? That would be 
interesting. I might come back and listen to it. Long faces. “You’d do better 
not to, sir.” “Why?” “Because we’re fed up with it.” “Why are you fed 
up with it?“ “Because it’ll be boring.” It was up to me to make a long face 
now. Were they not glad to be able to debate freely? Did they not know that 
throughout the world, or at least in Europe, among students and former 
students, the Oxford Union is a concept? The object of envy, a rank and 
a source of reference? “You don’t know how good you have it,” I quoted, 
changing Macmillan’s election slogan a bit to sub the occasion. They had 
a good laugh, obviously at my use of English political slang, but they did not 
feel in the slightest that I had scored.

The homely smell of printing that came wafting in through the half-open 
door to form a common medium about us, encouraged me to consider myself 
the senior among these foreign people, and so I told them that they had put 
me in a difficult position. What if I was to draw conclusions about them 
from this brief conversation? It had, even so, been rather striking, for a 
first impression.
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“What do you mean, sir?”
“That you are lukewarm.”
“You see, the world’s so boring,” said an angel-faced grown-up baby, 

gathering up the two tails of his black cloth student’s gown, like a sorcerer. 
“I envy the French! At least they can explode bombs or fight those who do 
the blowing up. I envy the Hungarians, too.”

I pointed out that people in Hungary do little blowing up nowadays. The 
angel let the tails of his gown fly, and threw his arms up in the air like a 
Frenchman to lend force to his words: “I know, that’s not what I was think
ing of.” I never found out what he was thinking of, for the others went for 
h im .. .  What’s this I am saying? Went? They stayed exactly as they were, 
one leaning against the edge of the table, another sitting on it, the third in 
the far corner of the room, only using quiet, stinging remarks in their battle.

“What do you want? The world’s always boring. That’s what’s interesting 
about it.” This was a thick-set lad with a drooping moustache like Péter 
Veres’s, only not grey yet. His speech was also slow, and if his accent had 
had less sing-song about it, I would have asked him whether he was not one 
of our own 1956 vintage?

In Hungary they would have been saying “you’re a fool” to him by now, 
or worse still: “Blimey, what a clever lad you are!” At Oxford a third, be
spectacled, bookwormish chap answered him as follows:

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken. The world is never boring, and you’re acting 
a part. The world’s interesting, if you throw a stone in its water,”

“And do you throw them?” I asked.
“Do you mean Communist propaganda?” said the angel, returning my 

question.
I suggested we should agree, if it was felt necessary, that everyone should 

say what they were thinking. They assured me that this had been the case 
so far. I assured them that this was true of me too.

“I assure you,” said the angel, and I do not know whether there was irony 
in the repetition of the formula or, on the contrary, courtesy, “that I would 
also be bored with those plastic bombs. Moreover I don’t think I’d explode

aone.
“Was it not the magazine Isis that we had wanted to talk about?” asked 

Macdonald. “I’ll show you some volumes.”
He opened one of the older issues of Isis and pointed at one of the pages. 

At first sight I thought it was an advertisement, such huge letters had been 
used in setting the text, right across the page, like the advertisements for 
Oxford Marmalade: “ Many generations of university men have retained 
their preference for this unique marmalade long after leaving College. . . ”
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But this page was blank, even the usual frame to advertisements was missing. 
The text was this: “Censored by the Proctors.” They are as proud of this 
censored page as our youth of March x 848 must have been of the first sheet 
printed at the presses of Länderer and Heckenast. “Us, lukewarm? Why, we 
were actually censored by the proctors!” The fact is, that the Isis had, a few 
issues previously, started reviewing and criticizing the university lectures. 
It was against this that the university authorities had acted.

“The trouble was,” said the bookworm, “that the National Press took 
up our criticisms. The Oxford dons are doing shoddy work and are over
paid—that was the refrain. It was this that put the proctors’ backs up.”

“It was a poor show.” interjected the angel.
“It wasn’t,” protested the one with the Hungarian moustache. “Iris 

Murdoch wrote that it was a poor show, so it was not a poor show.”
(It is only for the benefit of possible Hungarian readers that I add that 

Iris Murdoch is bracketed with Doris Lessing as being one of the best new 
English authoresses. I would have liked to meet her at Oxford, because 
before leaving I had read “A Severed Head,” and I would have liked to 
discuss with her why it is so brilliant, perhaps too brilliant. Iris Murdoch is, 
in fact, a lecturer at Oxford, if I may be permitted to express myself with 
such barbaric simplicity. For her title is “Fellow and Tutor in Philosophy 
at St. Anne’s College,” but I would not be able to translate that into Hun
garian if I were to study English at Oxford for a hundred years. This Term, 
she is lecturing on “The Concept of Alienation.”)

“Now finally, where exactly do you people stand, when you’re not talking 
this Camus language?” I asked.

“Nowhere,” answered the angel.
“Everywhere,” said the thick-set chap.
“We’re non-conformists, you see,” continued the bookworm.
“Left of center,” said a fourth with an engaging smile—it may well have 

been the reserved Macdonald.
This was the first place where I heard this expression in England—it was 

later to recur almost daily. You always have to pretend to be even more un
informed or asinine on a foreign journey than you really are, so I asked: 
“Left of center? What’s that?”

They had a good answer—their paper. “Anthony Arblaster—does that 
name convey anything to you?” they asked.

“A good piece of alliteration,” I answered with undergraduate wit.
They proceeded to show me his picture, in any of the issues of Isis. He 

looked more like a crooner to me, until I read some of his stuff. Under the 
title “It tolls for thee,” I found him writing just as we used to in 1945:
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“I want to write in such a way as to interest, disturb, provoke, or even 
persuade, the ‘uncommitted’: anyone who feels involved in our common 
problems, social and political, without being so firmly attached to a par
ticular point of view that he is certain from the start to agree or disagree with 
what is said: anyone whose mind has not yet been gripped by the frost of 
unthinking conformity. . . ”

During my stay there, and ever since, the most important question with 
which I have been contending is to decide what is bad in Britain. I know 
that such a question sounds as though I were pretending, here at home too, 
to be more uninformed or asinine, which may be permissible abroad as an 
adjunct to research, but would make one seem rather odd if one continued 
to do it at home. The question does indeed become simple the moment a 
traveller looks at Britain with the approach of what we think bad. In that 
case you have your ready-made pairs of conceptual opposites: socialism and 
capitalism, republic and monarchy, people’s democracy and parliamentary 
democracy, socialist society and class society. If you apply this method you 
cannot err, but you cannot get very far either, because you learn that which 
you already know. If, on the other hand, you want to find out why things 
are the way they are, then in Britain you have to ask what the British think 
is bad, in Hungary what we think is so. It is the mutual understanding and 
explanation of the answers to these two questions that serve to bring people 
closer to one another. This is the harder method, and I fear I shall have to 
experience myself, how much more ungrateful it is.

While in England, I put the question every day, to almost all my partners 
in conversation, to writers, artists, students, or at those heterogeneous but 
very charming parties that would gather after dinner. There would be some 
deliberation, an exchange of looks, a hesitant answer or two, then I would 
invariably have the question returned: “And what do you consider is bad 
in Hungary?” I always replied readily and precisely, telling them even things 
that they could not understand, because they were only clear in their context. 
However, I wanted them too to answer in the same way, and I hoped that 
since I was on the spot, I would understand more of it. I took the risk of 
spending most of our time arguing about Hungary, for a unilateral knowl
edge and understanding is worth even less than a unilateral love. Generally 
then, when my British friends saw that I was talking about my own country 
from within, they also did the same. Their answers were of many kinds and 
I shall try, in these fragments of my diary, or later in the whole, to recall 
them all in turn. Suffice it to say at this juncture that not even my Commu
nist friends answered by saying “capitalism,” or “class society,” or “formal 
democracy.” The first good answer I had or, to use a fashionable English
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word, the first comprehensive one, was furnished me by this young Oxonian 
with the alliterating name, whose face I know, though I never met him.

What he writes, and his intonation of it, so closely resembles—as I have 
said—the writing of my own generation in 1936, ’38 or ’45, that my heart 
grew warm and I was set to thinking. Even the liking for quotations is a 
familiar feature, though A. A. is certain not to have read the Hungarian 
literary publicists of the late thirties, not even László Cs. Szabó or Zoltán 
Szabó, though they now live quite near him. He begins with a frequently 
adduced witticism by A. J. P. Taylor: “We are entering Utopia backwards.” 
Then he goes on to expound that it is for us to be concerned (I am not quot
ing now, but I willingly assume the plural) over what is happening to the 
blacks in South Africa, to the victims of H-bomb testes, or to the Liverpool 
slums. But to understand them, we need imagination, and here he calls 
Shelley to his aid, describing imagination as a “great instrument of moral 
good.” Then, through Edmund Wilson, Michelet and Vico, he attains to 
the realization whose pronouncement is the first step left of the centre: “For 
what lies at the heart of all rational and progressive politics is the belief that 
societies are human creations and can be altered and controlled by human 
beings, however imperfectly and inadequately this may be done in fact.” 
After this, he takes one more step, or perhaps it is not even a step, but 
merely that he turns his head away a bit further—from what? From the cen
tre, the adults, the existing, from that which the British, with a measure of 
laziness in their thinking, call “the Establishment.” The young writer, 
employing a rather subtle turn of phrase, both uses the word, and not: “Far 
too many people are still imbued with a quite unthinkable respect for the 
established order.”

“And if they have less respect for it, what are they to do then?” I asked.
“We’ll find Anthony and ask him,” suggested someone.
“Why? Does only Anthony know?”
“No. We do too,” answered the bookworm.
“No. We don’t either,” replied the angel.
We laughed, but we would get nowhere if we went on like this. The 

chaps also knew how to give the conversation a more serious turn. Do ? They 
do not want to do anything. It is not their business to. Changing ideas is 
more in their line. Most of their arguing is about what should take the place 
of national feelings.

“Take their place?” I asked in surprise. “Why, then you are left-wing 
deviators.”

They know this “dialect” and again had a good laugh over it. If they are 
that, then let them be. They do not care for compartmentation. It is not



74 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

that national feelings should be abolished, but rather expanded. The angel 
would like to come to one of the people’s democracies to study how socialist 
solidarity (his words) functions there. The bookworm is in love with 
EUROPE, the others told me that he wrote and pronounced it with capitals 
throughout. “But with the whole of Europe, not only that of the Common 
Market.” They all agreed that there was something to the idea of the 
Commonwealth, but that they ought also to have a look at how it is done 
behind the Iron Curtain. And they always used the Iron Curtain in quotation 
marks. I do not think I looked particularly pleased, for they explained that 
they only did this for the sake of simplicity in expressing themselves, and 
that it was rather like the convention in a game of bridge.

“The words you use in turn influence your thoughts,” I philosophized. 
“It is not much more complicated to say socialist countries.”

“But then that would include Britain,” said the thick-set lad. “In Britain 
we have a socialist society with a conservative government.”

They watched for the effect, with childish glee—what was I going to say 
now? I assumed a grave mien, as though this had been the first time I had 
heard the statement, whereas I had actually both heard and read it previously. 
And now we were about to dive head first into a tidy little argument.

I balanced a moment longer on the diving board.
“Did you intend that to be a paradox?”
“ More or less.”
“Then I’ll also say something that is more or less of a paradox: In Britain 

many enjoy but a few of the things the world has derived from socialism, 
and but a few enjoy many of the things they have derived from capitalism.” 

I was left on the diving board. This was the moment when the phone 
rang and Mr. Priestley’s invitation reached me.

*

Priestley had for many years lived on one of the Channel Islands—or was 
it the Isle of Wight? I had hoped that, if he would after all receive me, I 
might come to know this strange world. It turned out that he had moved 
the previous year, from the island to Alveston in the mellow Shakespearean 
region surrounding Stratford-on-Avon. The place reminded me of Almádi in 
Hungary, and not only because of the first two letters. A gentle slope, white 
houses, villas, orchards, I almost expected to see Lake Balaton. The gateway 
too might well have been that of a Transdanubian manor house. As we 
turned in, I read the name: “Kissing Tree House.” I observed to my guide 
that it would be a difficult name to translate. She answered by asking 
whether I knew that Mr. Priestley was newly wed.
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There I was, standing in front of a snow-white, in some ways very modern, 
in others very traditional house. It was modern in having one of its ground- 
floor walls made of glass from floor to ceiling, and old-fashioned in its 
rustic and, as I said before, manor-like style. The whole formed a good 
mixture—it had proportion and perhaps even a touch of humour.

Answering my ring, an elderly maid opened the door and took my coat. 
We passed through an oblong passage, like a vestibule, to the author’s study. 
He was waiting for us in the doorway, his pipe in his mouth. By way of 
greeting I told him that I had imagined him just as he now was. He took 
the bait and asked why. Had I seen him like this on his photos?

“I don’t remember your photos,” I answered, “but I recently read your 
little tract on smoking in the New Statesman, and for the first time in my 
life I was sorry that I was not a smoker.”

Age, world-wide fame and Priestley-ism are all not sufficient to change 
a writer’s heart—he will still be glad if he is read, and even more if people 
talk about it. Yes, he also liked this little piece. I mentioned that it had a 
harmful effect on the young, because my elder son had held this discourse 
up to me when I had encouraged him to follow in his father’s footsteps and 
not take to smoking.

“And what did you do?” asked Priestley.
“I was a soldier for a long time. I know that the corporal has no say where 

the sergeant-major has spoken.”
It was to the accompaniment of this conversation that we reached the 

centre of the study. The glass wall which I had seen before entering the 
house constitutes one side of this room. It has a steel frame, and if the 
weather is warmer it can obviously be pushed up, to allow the writer to walk 
straight out onto the lawn. At the other end of the room, far off, I noted 
a desk and on it a portable typewriter with paper in it. I thanked him for 
receiving me and said that I especially appreciated his having interrupted a 
sentence for my sake. He returned the courtesy by calling me an old acquaint
ance. Did he really remember that we had met in Paris in 1946, at the 
founding session of Unesco? He did—we even recalled a detail. He had 
stood in the passage of the Palais de Chaillot with Julian Huxley and I had 
gone up to them and said something.

I was touched by his recollecting this little incident. But did he know 
that I knew him from earlier still? He contracted his brows and thrust his 
pipe deeper in his mouth. No, his memory was not at stake. This acquaint
ance was one-sided. I had heard him over the wireless, during the war. 
And whether he believed it or not, this had been in occupied Kiev, at the 
time of the great retreat of the unhappy—in two ways unhappy—Hungarian



Army, in February 1943, at the quarters of a hurriedly evacuated signals 
unit. They had left a short-wave transceiver behind, over which we tried 
to find out what was really happening to us and to the war. I had looked 
for London and had come across his voice. I had translated for my comrades. 
“You spoke of the ordinary English people.”

The October sun was shining into the study, there was peace, good cheer 
and pipe-smoke. The maid brought the coffee. It was over so unrealistic a 
distance that I now recalled that deep, slightly hoarse, very masculine voice 
of his — as we had listened half-frozen and young in the office of a half ruined 
garage, with the thermometer well below zero—that I was unable to continue. 
What if he did not believe a word I said? Perhaps he thought I wanted 
something from him, and that was why I was recalling old memories. If I 
did, it was only to find out whether he was still the same. I told him so. 
Was he the same man who in 1945 had written the Letter to a returning 
young soldier which I had translated—if I am not mistaken—without 
asking permission from either him or his literary agent? He was not angry at 
this, was he? But at that time, I told him, he, the excellent and acclaimed 
writer of the victorious Great Power had used so much the same language 
as we, the sons of a small people just rising from their humiliation and still 
at odds even with the unfamiliar savours of freedom, that I had thoroughly 
enjoyed translating it. And was he the same as the author of the English 
Journey, who. . .

“ D o  you know it to o , in Hungary?”
“Yes, we do. And the Dangerous Corner has been another great success 

for two seasons running.”
He was glad to hear it, but he made a gesture with his pipe. “That was 

just a game. But that you remember my letter to a returning soldier. . .  It 
was a piece that was particularly dear to me. You know, at that time we 
still thought we could change the world.”

He had passed the ball to my foot, I had to shoot for a goal. “And now?” 
His return volley was a fine one. I had no desire to save the goal:
“I t’ll be a great thing now, if we can maintain it.”
We had come to the real subject. He had not answered me before, when 

I asked whether he was still the same, and now too he only gestured back 
with a movement of his pipe: “I always like to be engaged on the most im
portant thing.” However, he did not stop at the end of the sentence, but went 
on in one breath with something that I no longer remember. Obviously this 
too was intended to indicate that he had not made a solemn declaration and 
would not, for the life of him, allow himself to become committed. I later 
said to him that I did not wish him to do so, but by this time I no longer
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had to prove it, for over the most important question of all we were in such 
agreement as to surprise both of us. Priestley was indeed taken aback—had 
he not gone further than he had intended to? He also suspected a little that 
I had not gone as far as where I really stood.

But these were only the initial skirmishes of all my conversations in 
England. They were mostly more tiring than the real contest or battle. For 
then it was not our blades that clashed in them, to size up the sharpness of 
our swords, their pliancy, the strength of our arms, the firmness of our stand, 
but, rather, my fencing partners were intent on discovering whether I had 
a sword or a dagger, whether there was only one weapon or whether I had 
another stealthily concealed under my cloak—possibly a pistol in an inner 
pocket. For some, the most surprising thing was my very desire to fence in 
a sportsman-like way, observing the international rules and making no 
attempts to deliver deep lunges. I am writing this as part of the account of 
my talk with Priestley, but it is not him that I have in mind, nor C. P. Snow, 
or William Cooper, or Doris Lessing, or Walter Allen, or Kenneth Tynan, 
or. . . but here I am, listing all the writers whom I actually met. In the case 
of the writers, the introductory skirmishes consisted of pleasant assays of 
each other’s foils—perhaps because my giraffe had preceded me as my herald. 
But many other conversations—with students, professors, ministerial or city 
people, librarians and library members, industrial people both at the top and 
the bottom of the ladder—began in an atmosphere of suspicion. How many 
years or decades of encrusted prejudices and false beliefs have to be scraped 
off the wall of consciousness by an enquirer who has already attempted to 
accomplish this as regards himself and would like to know from within 
what is good and what is bad in the other’s country, having willingly told 
this of his own? When I was asked on my return what my journey to 
Britain had been like, my second word was: tiring—the first: wonderful. 
Tiring, because I had several times each day to fight for my terrain and for 
the honour of my sword and my pen. This fight was always worth while, for 
it immediately brought its reward: tolerance, irony over themselves, a love 
of humour, and a minute and unflagging interest replaced the reserve and 
suspicion I first encountered. I was talking with Englishmen.

Priestley, and I first talked of the Bomb. Rather, half-words were 
enough for us to convey our agreement to each other. It must be stopped, 
yes. This was the most important, the only important thing that needed 
doing in the world. But could it be done? We glided straight away to the 
topical problems—the ones that were then topical. It was the middle of 
October, the Berlin crisis still looked ugly. “Do you think so?” asked 
Priestley. “As much as you,” I returned. We did not waste any more words
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on it. But the next, the second or third crisis? By then, considerations of 
prestige might become very dangerous indeed.

“This is where you British can play a big part.”
“This is where you Hungarians can play a big part.”
He immediately agreed with the part the British could play, for this had 

been exactly what he had wanted to say. They must become accustomed to 
the fact that their place, their situation, is now different, and that therefore 
their part and their calling in the shaping of the world is also different to 
what it had hitherto been. This was why he had joined the campaign for 
nuclear disarmament. “So has my wife,” he added, and at well over sixty 
he was just like a young husband. Which indeed he is. It had been incorrect, 
though very appealing and sportsmanlike, to demand unilateral British 
disarmament. “People don’t like unilateral things,” I interjected. He con
tinued speaking, but rewarded my remark with an even broader smile, for he 
had anyway been smiling all the time, mainly with his eyes and the whole 
posture of his body, the movements of his shoulders. I felt a mounting envy 
of his youth.

“That is why we have now abandoned the qualification of ‘unilateral.” 
Nor are we any longer unilateral in our demonstrations,” he added. I under
stood what he was referring to, though he had not himself taken part in 
those painful petitionings that had followed the Soviet atom tests in London. 
The changed part of Great Britain was that of a mediator, as was all Europe’s. 
“Yours too.”

I would have liked to hear more about the new British role, but I was also 
impatient to find out what Priestley intended us to do. And perhaps not 
only he, but the whole of this movement, progressive and attractive for all 
its pangs and hesitations, in whose name he occasionally talked in the first 
person plural. I therefore interrupted him: “And what can we do? We are 
a small people.”

He gave me a friendly scolding, which I deserved. For this had been 
exactly what he had tried to explain just now, and several times in writing: 
that national concepts had changed (Oxford students please note!), that 
there were no small peoples and big ones, or rather there were two big 
peoples, but when it came to eliminating nuclear war they too were small, 
or everyone was big, whichever way you liked to put it. Our part, that of the 
Hungarians, in case I did not know, though he thought I did, was to elimi
nate from the conscience of the world the spasm that we had caused.

I did not ask what the spasm was, I did not argue over who and what had 
caused it, I did not say anything, I waited for him to ask. But he did more 
than this, he more or less declared what he next said. He had heard that
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conditions in Hungary were improving, but in the Western world, including 
Britain, this was not really being noticed. It was an odd thing that I was now 
to hear the name of A. J. P. Taylor for the second time in the space of a couple 
of hours. Priestley referred to his article in the previous year’s New States
man, which had, with Shawian wit, stated not only in its title that it was 
“Too good to be true.” He mentioned the name of another mutual friend, 
Gerald Abraham, who has been to Hungary twice in his capacity as a musi
cologist and has also written in The New Hungarian Quarterly.

“Is it true that in Hungary everything is very fine?” he asked, thrusting 
the question at me.

We were no longer sparring but standing on ice, as we faced each other. 
I had to be even more careful, for a sudden movement would send me 
toppling. This in itself would not be too bad, but he would obviously clutch 
after me, and then we would both fall flat. I could not at that instant decide 
(nor have I been able to since) what this question was intended to be—a trap, 
banter, or a helping hand. Probably all three. I took my inspiration for the 
answer from the game of the previous dialogue:

“Is it true that in Britain everything is very fine?”
(Back home, I have been told by Miklós Hubay that roughly the same 

conversation took place at about the same time in Hungary in the Alveston- 
like small town of Szentendre, between Anthony Rhodes and Lajos Kassák. 
It is a pity that Rhodes did not mention it in his article in Encounter.)

Priestley had a good laugh and I laughed with him. We were no longer 
standing on ice, but on a comfortable, warm, rich English lawn. “Yes, that 
is exactly the point. That she should live in international opinion like any 
other country, with her faults and virtues. To have that, you must not 
always talk of everything in superlatives.”

I assured him that we were trying—to the best of our abilities—to stop 
doing so, and that if anyone nevertheless did it we ourselves were the 
angriest with them. But we also had to have others no longer always talking 
of us in the “pejorative.”

“That is just what I would like to see,” he said.
My giraffe kept tamely stretching its neck on the table, eager to help. 

I picked it up and, holding it in my hand, tried to ‘write’ viva voce a “Hun
garian Journey” for the author of the English Journey. What would he say 
to paying a visit to Hungary once? I knew from his latest book, Saturn 
Over the Water, that he had recently travelled over half the world, North 
America, Peru, India, Australia. “Hungary is certainly as exotic,” I said in 
encouragement.

“But it is further off,” he answered. Anyway, the Saturn was not his
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latest book. He got up and went to the thirty-foot-long, narrow table in 
front of the glass wall (I have always dreamed of a table like this, where I 
could set out the latest books and periodicals, everything would be at hand, 
and I could go on looking at them till I had the impression that I had 
actually read them all) and took a tomato-coloured volume from it. “This is 
the latest. The Thirty-First of June.” He dedicated it “with J. B. Priestley’s 
best wishes” and handed me the copy. “Complete nonsense, but really 
complete nonsense.”

I thanked him and was astounded at his handwriting. Every letter stands 
separately, the only difference between the e and the i is the dot, while 
nothing but their situation distinguishes them from the ^  and nothing 
whatever from the s. His writing is translucent, humorous and inscrutable. 
I told him so.

“Quite. I hope, then, that you’ll enjoy this piece of nonsense.”
(I did enjoy it. It is a direct relative of the limerick, of Edward Lear’s 

rhymes, of the “Week-end Competition” in the New Statesman, and—osten
sibly—of Alice in Wonderland. The story — story? — takes place simultane
ously in King Arthur’s time and in the atomic age. Priestley says on the blurb 
that he heard his secretary laugh out loud as she copied the text. My guess is 
that Priestley had an even greater laugh as he wrote it, for he pokes fun at 
everything and also at the opposite of everything. For me this was a second 
“English Journey,” as it led me to understand things which I did not under
stand during my stay in Britain, or, if I did, I was not sufficiently amused 
by them.)

Previously it had been the Quarterly, now it was Priestley’s Remington 
that started stretching its neck and its forty fingers. “If that typewriter 
happens to be empty one day and the white paper in it looks very bored. . . ” 
I began.

“I won’t promise you anything,” said Priestley.
“Nor the opposite.”
“No.”
At the front door of his manor house I took a snapshot of him. “But not 

for the press?” he said defensively.
“For my sons,” I answered.
“Then I’d like to have a copy myself.”
(I’ve sent him one.)

In Stratford I noticed that every third house bore the legend: “Flowers.” 
Yes, so many florists can only exist in Shakespeare’s town. The big theatre,
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the many actresses, the poets. . .  By evening I found out that Flowers was 
the name of the local brewer. My disappointment was only palliated by the 
fact that I discovered the name of Flowers in the theatre, on the wall of the 
Royal Shakespeare Theatre, as one of the main contributors to its reconstruc
tion. It was with some emotion that I entered the theatre, though the build
ing is strange, bleak and uninspired. This does not really matter—here, at 
his place of birth, one is so overcome by the most august spirit on earth, the 
heart, mind, tongue and memory are so completely inundated by lines, scenes 
and situations, quoting texts in Hungarian and in English and seeking their 
continuation, by the feeling of oneness with him as perfect as that of the 
drop with the ocean, one so intently seeks the trace of his hands on the house 
and the furniture, on book and paper, that a slight prosaic lack of inspiration 
assists in restoring ones spiritual equilibrium.

It has the advantage of relieving you of your awe as you take your place 
in the stalls—after all, you are to see a play, not to go to church! I believe 
I had regained my proper balance as a spectator, as I listened to Hamlet. 
I was grateful to chance, that this was the play being shown tonight. It is 
of Hamlet that I know most by heart, in Hungarian of course, the translation 
of János Arany. Hamlet is the play that I have seen most often. In front of 
me I heard someone speak German—yes, it was in Berlin that I saw Hamlet 
for the first time, just thirty years ago. The auditorium tonight was filled 
with the wide world. Left of me there was a turbaned Pakistani, to the right 
five French people. I did not have to turn my eyes to see Negroes and 
Chinese, while two car-loads of Swedish, Finnish, Danish and Norwegian 
visitors had come from the private hotel where I had been accommodated.

I bought a copy of the beautiful, crimson program. On the front page 
there is a swan, obviously an allusion to the “Swan of Avon,” or did it 
perhaps also have some other link with Shakespeare? Tomorrow when I go to 
see the house where he was born, his wife’s and his mother’s, I shall look for 
traces of the swan. This drawing is at any rate older than Shakespeare himself 
—the program says so in fact, indicating that it was drawn by Villard de 
Honnecourt in the thirteenth century. I cannot fathom how such a con
fusion of time—or, rather of periods—could rise. If I saw this at home on a 
theatre program, I would say, things like this could only happen in Hungary. 
This realization strengthens me in my basic experience of the decay of 
differences and the reinforcement of similarities.

Then Shakespeare spoke. This was the first time I heard him on the stage 
in English, and whenever I could I murmured the Hungarian translation. 
I would not have changed places with anybody in the audience now, for 
where is there another language that had a János Arany?

6



It was the performance as a whole that I liked best. In Hungary Hamlet 
takes at least four hours, and generally more. Here they got through in 
three hours, without omitting a single line. (The next day, when I had lunch 
with Tony Church, the impersonator of the Actor King, and my host here, 
I asked him about this, just to make sure, but he almost murdered me with 
his fiery eyes for the mere idea.) The rhythm of the performance was allegro, 
but nowhere too fast. The text was never garbled, the actors did not hurry, 
they maintained the dignity of the piece, but did not overplay it. Hamlet 
was done by the young Ian Bannen. He is a good actor, of powerful, fine 
diction, attractive and fearsome. Unfortunately he was victim to a miscon
ception, for his first intonation was that of a madman. He was able with 
his voice, his acting and temperament to augment this impression, and it 
was obviously his ambition to do so. Only that is not what the drama is 
about.

Or is it I who am wrong? It is after midnight in this exquisite private 
hotel, as I take a copy of Hamlet from the bookshelf, to read it once more 
before dawn.
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ENDRE ADY AND TH E PRESENT
by

L Á SZ L Ó  BÓKA

He knew the anguish of the marrow 
The ague oj the skeleton;
No contact possible to flesh 
Allayed the fiver of the bone.

T. S. Eliot

A diffident, somewhat despondent feeling beset me, as I prepared 
to write about the greatest Hungarian poet of the first half of the 
twentieth century, the masterly pathfinder of modern Hungarian 
literature, for our British readers. There are hardly any acceptable 
translations of his works, and the whole of his life’s work can only be 

read in Hungarian. It would be a vain endeavour to seek a parallel with 
any of his contemporaries. The British poets, novelists and scholars who 
were born in the same decade—Walter de la Mare, Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, 
John Masefield, Harold Monro, John Cowper Powys, Somerset Maugham, 
Theodore Francis Powys, Winston Leonard Spencer, George Trevelyan, 
Bertrand Russell, James Jeans, Ernest Barker, Norman Angell—provide no 
opportunity for fruitful analogy. He was not like any of them, and his 
early decease in any case interrupted the parallels of time. As I got down 
to my work, I was haunted by a memory. A collection of the German 
translations of Ady’s poems was once assembled for Thomas Mann to 
read. The great German writer studied the translations in his brilliantly 
pedantic way, then said: “From these translations I cannot form an idea 
of the gifts of your poet, but the way you speak of him, your tones of 
voice, the sparkle in your eyes—these convince me that he is a great poet.” 
It is this recollection that has made me diffident and despondent. I would 
like to prove what I say, or at least to substantiate its probability, not to 
achieve mere belief—and this is anything but an easy task.

One of the characteristic features of Ady’s poetry is that he wrote very 
many political poems. At least one, but sometimes even two cycles in his 
volumes of verse consist of poems with a political subject. And these poems 
on political subjects are not about general political ideals—liberty, national 
independence, social progress, etc.—but are linked to everyday political 
events. He cursed the prime minister with the passion of an Old Testament
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prophet, called the Minister of the Interior a lackey, wrote a menacing 
poem to the Chief of Staff on the occasion of some manoeuvres, and 
devoted a cycle in verse to a political demonstration. The West European 
reader—estranged even from Dante, whose political fervour constructed 
the Inferno, Purgatory and Paradise—, the present-day reader, bored by 
the political allusions of Byron himself, will find Ady’s political poetry 
odd reading indeed, particularly if he is not Hungarian and requires 
explanatory notes to tell him that when Ady talks of a fool or a scoundrel, 
this must be understood to mean Count István Tisza, then Hungarian 
premier of the Austro-Hungarian Hapsburg monarchy. My British and 
French friends, who usually listen with gratifying patience as I guide them 
through the world of Hungarian literature, hardly bother to conceal their 
distaste for a poet one of whose prime sources of inspiration was politics, 
and they are apt to consider Ady a kind of versifying political agitator.

The fact is that this inspiration by politics is a peculiar feature not only 
of Ady but of almost all Hungarian poetry, from its very beginnings. The 
reason for this is to be sought in our specific national history. I would 
not like to enter on lengthy and exhausting historical explanations, but 
five sentences may, perhaps, not be too much by way of commentary. 
When the Hungarian people—about a thousand years ago—settled in their 
present homeland, they were wedged between the conflicting spheres of 
interest of the Holy Roman Empire and Constantinople. When the 
Hungarian State was consolidated and embarked on a period of prosperity 
at the middle of the thirteenth century, the country was overrun by the 
Mongol hordes of Batu Khan, who converted almost all of Hungary into 
a wilderness and decimated the population. From the fourteenth to the 
seventeenth centuries Hungary became a rampart against the Western 
campaigns of conquest conducted by the Sultans of Turkey, and in their 
course the most fertile part of the country fell under Turkish occupation 
for 150 years. From the middle of the sixteenth century up to 1918 
Hungary’s throne was occupied by members of the House of Hapsburg, 
and during this period the country lived in a condition of veritable colonial 
subjection to Austria. In this historical situation both our struggles for 
independence and our social revolutions were drowned in blood, and only 
in the second half of the nineteenth century could bourgeois development 
on the European pattern get under way and begin to achieve any measure 
of success in its struggle against the feudal socio-economic obstacles in 
its path. I have tried to confine the five sentences to a bare communication 
of the facts, but perhaps this will make it even more obvious that the 
political events which continually threatened our existence and thwarted
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our progress, achieved the status of a fatal mythology, personified in the 
shape of an evil deity. It would thus be astonishing indeed, if they had 
not become the prime inspiration of our poetry.

Another feature that has now also become an obstacle to Ady’s inter
national recognition is that a considerable part of his poetry is couched 
in the language of symbolism. As a literary trend, symbolism is now 
outdated and European poetry has long entered on different paths. But 
those Western readers in whom an interest in Ady has arisen thus find 
it peculiar that Ady should have appeared on the scene as a symbolistic 
poet towards the middle of the ’nineties and essentially remained one 
to his death, at the eve of the ’twenties. For symbolism had really flourished 
in the ’eighties and ’nineties, so that Ady’s symbolism is felt to have been 
anachronistic even in his own age. Those who today endeavour to popularize 
Ady must also take this source of aversion into account, and of this your 
author is well aware. Before embarking on any account of Ady’s poetry—for 
it is only through this that his symbolism can be explained—it is therefore 
necessary first to draw attention to this very anachronism and belatedness. 
Ady’s symbolism is not identical with the literary trend that is hallmarked 
by the names of Mallarmé, Moréas, Maeterlinck, Yeats, Ruben, Dario 
and Sologub. Ady’s relatively late symbolism indicates that in his creative 
work symbolism was to some extent transformed. With him, for instance, 
musical effects, suggestive twilights, ambiguities and visionary effects no 
longer play anything like the decisive part they did in “classical” symbolism, 
and Ady’s poetry was in direct contradiction to the aesthetic program of 
Vart pour Vart writing, of “poe'sie pure.” Those who are opposed to symbolism 
in general need have no preconceived aversion to Ady’s poetry.

85
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If  indeed there was a guardian angel over Endre Ady’s cradle, his name 
must have been Disillusionment. On the paternal side Ady stemmed from 
an ancient family of nobles, while his mother’s forebears were highly 
erudite Protestant clergymen. The ancient nobility had, however, dwindled 
to no more than a disquieting tradition, for his father farmed his little 
land like any peasant. The offspring of his scholarly clerical ancestry, his 
strangely beautiful mother, though endowed with natural wit, could 
barely read or write. There was not so much as a bookshelf in their 
house—literature was represented by the Bible, a Psalter and an old 
calendar. Ady’s family was Protestant, but his father quarrelled with the
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presbyters and removed his son from the Presbyterian School. He thus 
received the second part of his elementary schooling and the first four 
years of his secondary education in Roman Catholic schools, finally to 
complete his training in an ancient Presbyterian College. He was alternately 
subjected to the two trends of religious bigotry, which were at that time 
fairly sharply opposed to each other, and this in precisely his most receptive 
years. In obedience to the laws of interference, this resulted in his early 
disillusionment with respect to all exclusive dogmas. In an age when the 
flames of Hungarian chauvinism flared highest, when the Hungarian ruling 
class thrust their heads in the sand to avoid facing the calamitous crisis of 
the minority question, Ady was born in a village of mixed nationality, 
with both Hungarian and Rumanian inhabitants (indeed the village of 
his birth, Ermindszent, now lies in Rumania). His school-fellows included 
at least as many Rumanians as Hungarians, at least as many of his first 
playmates were Rumanians as Hungarians, and he even learned their 
language. A comparison of the political slogans about Hungarian supremacy 
with the realities of his childhood experiences soon achieved his disillusion
ment with all brands of haughty chauvinism and rid his heart of all national 
conceit, of contempt for people of other tongues and other races. In 
Hungary the Protestant creed was at one time possessed of traditions of 
noble opposition, of struggle for freedom and democracy, as the Wars 
of Religion in this country had coincided with the Wars of Independence 
against the Hapsburg dynasty and against Austria. These were the traditions 
which were instilled into Ady in the ancient College at Zilah, where he 
completed his secondary school studies. Yet as soon as his first independent 
thoughts began to take shape, he was forced to the recognition that this 
democratic tradition of protest had become no less remote from reality 
than the significance of his noble ancestry. Protestantism had been tamed 
to become just as loyal to the dynasty, just as antidemocratic a trend, 
as the liberalism that kept voicing the ideals of the French Revolution. 
Acting on his father’s wishes, he entered a provincial law school after 
leaving the College, but in pursuit of his natural bent he took up journalism 
while still a law student. The legal system, with its petrification of rigid, 
dry and lifeless doctrines, and the glimpse which his activities as a 
contributor to the small provincial daily afforded him of the realities of 
social and political life, finally completed his disillusionment.

The last foothold he might have found would have been in the 
cultural field. But what did contemporary Hungarian cultural life have 
to offer him? Official Hungarian cultural forums, in pursuance of the 
policy of personal union with Austria, nurtured a one-sided, Germanic
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trend. Scientific life was at this juncture dominated by the most barren 
positivism—a trivial compilation of facts devoid of even the intention of 
achieving a comprehensive, definitive synthesis. In literature the great 
popular realism of the middle of the nineteenth century had been reduced 
to a “folky” epigonism, as though the British poets of the early twentieth 
century had been required to write only in the style of Burns. Even where 
an occasional bold path-seeker did arise in science and the arts, the official 
cultural forums, the senile Academy, the die-hard literary societies isolated 
and compromised them, pronouncing a veritable anathema upon them. 
The tardily developed Hungarian bourgeoisie was too deeply embedded 
in the social life of the period, dominated by feudalism, and, having em
barked on a course of compromise in place of revolt, it did not provide 
effective backing for progressive science and literature. The fertilizing influ
ence which the incipient upsurge of the natural sciences, the impetus of 
technical development and the theory of Marxism exercised throughout the 
world (recall G. B. Shaw!), was almost hermetically excluded from Hungarian 
cultural life through the industrial backwardness of the country—artificially 
maintained by Austria—and through the dominant positions held by the 
landed aristocracy and the Roman Catholic clergy. The clergy perhaps hated 
the development of the natural sciences even more then it did socialism.

The young Endre Ady set out on his path without illusions and ideals, 
without appropriate aims or real opportunities, and he became what he 
could. He abandoned his law studies to become a journalist (beginning 
his career as the correspondent of Government and politely oppositional 
papers) and also set out on the path of literature, achieving success in 
official quarters. If we now, in the knowledge of the whole of his poetry, 
peruse his first two volumes of verse— Versek (“Poems”), 1899, Meg egyszer 
(“Once Again”), 1903—we may discover traces of the lion’s claws that 
were to be the possession of the great poet of later years, but we can feel 
no surprise whatever that these little volumes earned official recognition 
when they appeared. As a whole they fit into the customary pattern of 
contemporary poetry, and Ady is here no more than a gifted epigon of 
epigon poets. It was not these poems that betrayed his gifts, but the fact that 
he himself rapidly became disillusioned with his first successes, wrote ever 
fewer poems, and in one of his own autobiographic essays openly declared 
that he had desisted purposely from writing because he had not been con
tent with the results he could achieve by progressing along the conventional 
paths of poetry.

He began as an insignificant poet, but was then already an excellent 
journalist.

8?
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He was rendered an excellent journalist by qualities that were later also 
to play an important part in developing his poetical gifts. This young 
columnist, who rapidly advanced from being the correspondent of insignific
ant provincial papers to become a celebrated contributor to the largest 
Budapest dailies, had three virtues to distinguish him from the ranks of 
the footsloggers of journalism. It is now with amazement that we read 
the articles he wrote at the turn of the century in the isolation of a small 
township, and this mainly because they bear witness to such very broad 
interests and knowledge. He was interested in everything and able to 
become conversant with the salient facts in next to no time. What he had 
once learned was not acquired for a particular occasion only, but actively 
continued to persist in his thought, as though it had been incorporated in 
a special system of logic whose internal organization rendered it accessible 
at any instant. This wide-spread, rapid and lasting facility for acquiring 
information was accompanied by the lightning alacrity of a clever mind. 
He was matchless in his readiness to appreciate the special and singular 
consequences of general phenomena and to find the way from individual, 
apparently random events, to the general phenomenon. While his inquiring 
spirit was that of a newsman, his intellect was the philosopher’s, using 
a uniquely dialectical approach to discover the link between the singular 
and the universal. It was his third quality, however, that made him fe
rocious as a columnist: his pen was guided by indomitable moral courage. 
Endre Ady’s life was frequently fraught with struggle against his human 
weaknesses, and women and friends had many unjustly inflicted wounds 
to complain of. But what he wrote in an article entitled “Letter to my 
father” in 1903 is true as it stands: “We are very often comedians. 
Readier to strike a bargain than a copper, more flexible than a reed .. .  
U ntil. . .  Until the lethal, steel-nibbed devil beckons, until he calls. . .  
The godly devil. . .  And then the world becomes all faith and life, all 
worthy of the flames of love. And then we beat and whip our miserable 
bodies and shredded nerves into this great love. For a better life, a more 
decent world, for advance, for light and for that most phantom-like of 
all phantoms, the most foolish and lovely of them all, for truth. . .  Such 
we are, these we are, we knights of the holy ghost. . . ” He was later 
ashamed of his youthful poems, and he bought up all the copies he could 
find of his first volume of verse and destroyed them. But among his many 
hundreds of newspaper articles there is not one that he would later have 
had to regret. He struck no bargain over truth with either those who 
paid him or the mighty men of politics. He would not palliate even his 
harshest sentences and was obedient only to his pen—the “steel-nibbed devil.”
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Even if he had remained a journalist, our literature would have recorded 
his name. And for a long time it did, in fact, appear as though he would 
be no more than a brilliantly gifted columnist. Keats had died and become 
one of the greatest lyricists of international literature at the age when 
Ady had not yet published a single remarkable poem.

89
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Endre Ady was twenty-nine when—at the beginning of February 1906— 
he published a volume of verse under the title Új versek (“New poems”)- 
The appearance of this volume immediately made poetry the prime issue 
of the country’s cultural life and caused a cleavage in literary opinion- 
Ardent supporters gathered round Ady, and a camp was formed of his 
opponents, thus initiating an argument over Ady’s poetry that was to 
flare up even ten years after his death, with an intensity sufficient to 
break up literary groups and tear old friendships asunder. And this volume, 
which aroused such a storm, was not the exceptional product of a unique 
flash. The “New Poems” were successively followed by the rest of Ady’s 
volumes—Vér és Arany (“Blood and Gold”), 1907; Illés szekerén (“The 
Chariot of Elijah”), 1908; Szeretném ha szeretnének (“Desire to be Loved”), 
1909; A Minden Titkok versei The Poems of All-Secrets”), 1910; A Menekülő 
Élet (“The Fugitive Life”), 1912; A Magunk Szerelme (“Our Own Love”), 
19x3; Ki látott engem? (“Who Saw Me?”), 1914; A Halottak élén (“At the 
Head of the Dead”), 1918. This fecundity only apparently diminished 
between 1914 and 1918. Gyula Földessy, the faithful curator of his 
heritage, published a volume of over one hundred poems entitled “Az7 
utolsó hajók” (“The Last Ships”) in 1923, after the poet’s death. These 
were the poems which he had, on account of the war censorship and in 
deference to the admonitions of his friend, Lajos Hatvány, omitted from 
the last volume published in his lifetime. Forgotten or unpublished poems 
by Ady are still occasionally found—the sum total of his poems is close 
on a thousand. And even that is not the full picture of his prolific writing. 
Five volumes of his short stories were published in his lifetime; they 
include Sápadt emberek és történetek (“Pale People and Stories”), 1907; Uj 
csapáson (“On a New Track”), 1909; A tízrnilliós Kleopátra és egyéb történetek 
(“The Cleopatra of Ten Millions and Other Stories”), 1910; így is történhetik 
(“One Way It Can Happen”), 1910; Muskétás tanár úr (“Mr. Muskétás, 
the Schoolmaster”), 1913. Together with the short stories assembled since 
his death, their number may be put at about threehundred and twenty-
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He also published a small collection of essays entitled Vallomások és tanul
mányok (“ Confessions and Studies”) in 19x1. The publication of his 
complete journalistic works is now under way, and the number of articles 
will also be over the thousand mark.

The question naturally arises as to what it was that made this poet- 
columnist, who had only incidentally and insignificantly dabbled in poetry, 
and who had come close to abandoning poetry for good, all of a sudden 
the most important and most prolific poet of twentieth-century Hungarian 
literature. What had happened to him?

We have seen that his background and upbringing had at the outset 
freed him of the nebulous illusions in which his contemporaries faltered. 
I have spoken of the qualities that not only made him an excellent journalist, 
but gradually arranged his broadly based experiences and observations into 
a set of views opposed to the Hungarian realities of the day and involving 
a  rejection of indigenous illusionism and conservatism. Life and institutions 
in Hungary were unbearable, outdated and mortally paralysing, the doctrines 
propounded by Hungarian officialdom were mendacious, retrograde and 
immoral—this was how he saw the world around him. As a journalist, 
topically reacting to concrete facts, he could express his opinion, but as a 
poet he could not. He felt that the style and the petrified, stereotyped forms 
of dominant literary trends, the idyllic epigon folk trend and illusionist 
romanticism were inappropriate for the expression of these views. (Ady 
was not the only progressive, revolutionary-minded poet in Hungary 
who urged the need for change, but it was precisely through the example 
of poets with views similar to his own that he learned how novel ideas 
were neutralized by an obsolete, stereotyped style.) The outlines of a new 
style, of the possibility of a new form began to loom up before him. He 
was thinking of an artistic portrayal of the world which would have the 
effect of reality but would depict the world in visionary pictures that 
■differed from all accustomed reality—in a style that would strike 
the reader but would nevertheless not repel him; it would be startling 
in  its novelty and yet attractively familiar. But where should he have 
found similar strivings, what could have afforded him encouragement and 
incentive in a Hungarian literature which in the twentieth century, at the 
culminating point of capitalist development, in the new regional and 
emotional environment of urban life, at the time of the emergence of the 
vast forces of the labour movement, depicted idyllic village scenes in the 
mid-nineteenth century manner and style of Sándor Petőfi and János 
Arany, in the key of the folk-songs? And how could he have dared give 
way to his poetic instinct when, in a Hungary which had been by-passed
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by the bourgeois revolutions, he saw only the need but not the opportunity 
for change? Without fellows or a perspective the poet can but curse, as the 
prophet did, in the wilderness. He cannot write.

In the summer of 1903 a Hungarian woman residing in Paris, 
Mrs. Ödön Diósy, visited the provincial town where Ady was working as a 
journalist. Her Parisian fashions and cosmetics—so alien to the remote 
Hungarian township—lent her mature, strange, sensual beauty a bizarre 
setting, and this captivating woman was not only replete with the experi
ences and reading of another, distant world, but also supremely clever. 
Mrs. Diósy had, with touching loyalty to her native land, subscribed to the 
small opposition paper of her town in Paris, and she had thus noted Ady’s 
bold articles, which so incongruously excelled the standards of the provincial 
journal. At one of their very first encounters she told Ady that he should 
go to Paris, where he would find the atmosphere appropriate to his talent. 
This clever piece of advice, however, was proffered by a woman of seductive 
beauty, to a strangely handsome young man, and her encouragement thus 
became an irresistible call. The young Ady’s heart echoed her “Go to 
Paris” by beating to the tune of “Come after me!” The poet in him 
received the encouragement that inspired his development, from her who 
gave the man in him a love that relieved his solitude. Mrs. Diósy’s Christian 
name was Adél, and Ady—with fatal poetic playfulness—reversed her name 
and, recalling the myth of the god who approached mortal woman, called 
her Léda in his poems, which, from their first encounter to their parting, 
flowed to his Léda throughout nine years. Ady had received the first 
decisive impulse, and at the beginning of 1904 went to Paris, where he 
stayed till January 1905. Henceforth, up to 1912, his life was to be divided 
between Paris and Budapest.

Theirs was a critical relationship—for Léda was a married woman and 
her husband an admirer of Ady’s gifts—but it was all the more extreme in 
its human intimacy. The constant fervour of the passion of a fatal love, 
replacing the superficial loves of youth—this was one of the overwhelming 
gifts of that first year in Paris. It was the double influence of happiness 
and hopelessness that ripened the young man into a human being of deep

This personal and human change took place in Paris. Ady, who had been 
born in a village and had grown up and so far lived in small townships 
(he had only seen Budapest superficially, while passing through on one or 
two occasions), was landed without any transition in a metropolis. Only 
those who have an idea of the nature of these Hungarian townships (a few 
two or three-storied public buildings at the centre, surrounded by single-
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story village houses with primitive lighting and water-supply, and an ad
ministration with leaders dependent not only on the government, but also 
on the landowners of the vicinity and the Church dignitaries of the town 
or county, etc.)—only they can appreciate that this was a greater leap than 
if the son of a nineteenth century Scottish village parson, brought up on 
Victorian authors, was now landed in present-day Paris. Ady all of a 
sudden, in concentrated form, experienced the results of the bourgeois 
development of which people in Hungary were only dreaming. I t was in 
Paris that Ady fully realized the extent of Hungary’s backwardness, and 
Paris gave him proof that his efforts at home, the promotion of radical 
bourgeois development, did not represent a Utopian dream but an attainable 
aim. Yet, because Ady was devoid of illusions and his dialectical mind was 
quick to seize upon the facts, he also soon noticed that this bourgeois 
development glistened with the beauty of an over-ripe fruit, ready to drop. 
He not only saw the Paris of lights, but also came to know the workers of 
its industrial districts, sensing that the bourgeoisie was now in the same 
kind of opposition, a defensive opposition, as the aristocracy of the Age of 
Englightenment had once been in respect to the bourgeoisie. Ady recognized 
the significance of the labour movement, he saw the brilliant—though as he 
then thought, distant—perspective of Socialism, he felt the possibility of 
a new revolution and the advent of a new force in world history. That 
which at home had been no more than dissatisfaction and an amorphous 
desire, here became a realistic aim and a distant but definite perspective. 
All that he knew of the world was now suddenly arranged in the dialectical 
order of historical development.

He was in Paris when news came of the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese 
War, and it was in Paris that he took heed of the ever stronger revolutionary 
movements in Russia. It was from the perspective of Paris that he watched 
the Russian Revolution of 1905, the prologue to the 1917 Revolution. 
This set off the line of thought which by the end of 1905 took shape in his 
article Földindulás (“Earthquake”): “Through fire, rubble and embers, 
Russian democracy triumphantly reaches the throne. But it will conquer 
enemies more powerful even than the throne. The selfish landlord manor, 
the tormenting factory, the stupefying parsonage and the heartless barracks. 
Then, voluntarily to bow its head to the dominion of humanity and civili
zation. This earthquake will be the pride of history. Its pride, its lesson 
and its verification. Only soulless commonplaces and wild poems have now 
told of the people. Not even the most ardent apostles have expected conscious 
action on the part of the people. And behold! The proletariat has returned 
the people to the people. The people have risen and are shaping the world.
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This is how the people engage in revolution. When they set out, there is 
an earthquake, and only the people can engage in revolution. And salvation 
can come only of the people. The people, whom gentlemen rashly call 
the mob. Shall we compare ourselves to Russia? An unsavoury and unjust 
task. But we can profit by the Russian example, for all that. Rotten, im
potent societies can only be saved by the people. The terrible, invincible, 
irresistible people.”

This was what happened to Ady.
And because he was an artist, beside the great signs of life he passionately 

observed the signals of the human spirit. It was here that he came to 
know the holy trinity of Baudelaire, Verlaine and Rimbaud. The Humanité 
of Jean Jaures was set up as a daily during his first stay in Paris, and its 
first contributors were Anatole France, Octave Birbeau, Tristan Bernard, 
Jules Renard, Leon Blum, Jean Longuet and Aristide Briand. At the same 
time he also attentively noted the developing art of André Gide, Guillaume 
Apollinaire, Jehan Rictus, Paul Fort, Jules Romain and Charles Vidrac, 
became acquainted with the painting of Gauguin and Matisse, and wrote 
an enthusiastic article about Rodin. He was receptive to every intellectual 
current and read everything that he came across. He did not enter into 
anyone’s footsteps, but the opportunities that opened up before him 
encouraged him in what, at home, he had previously imagined with regard 
to a novel manner of writing.

In 1913, with great successes and hard struggles behind him, he summed 
up the influence Paris had had on him. “The way it had to be, was that 
I should first receive the justification of my writer’s courage in Paris—from 
one or two tragic Frenchmen—for Paris has not yet taught me anything 
else for my trade. Then I came home and wrote in the papers, everything, 
politics, criticisms, reports, short stories, poems. I tried to live an enormous 
lot, or rather better to attend to that which I had always lived with powerful 
feeling and suffering. My writings, especially the poems, simply aroused 
indignation—I was mad, a comedian, meaningless, un-Hungarian, a traitor, 
in a word, I attained everything that a new poet in Hungary could achieve, 
but I did not die. My poems and the persecution also won me militant, 
good supporters, and four or five years in Budapest and Paris were spent 
in marvellous contests and feverishly hasty work. Perhaps it might have 
been more seemly for me to leave this earth in good time as a misunderstood 
lyricist, but I was seized by the mania of a vocation and the superstition 
that I must, for the time being, still write.”
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The first scientific appraisal, written bp János Horváth in the poet’s 
lifetime, after the appearance of his first three volumes of poetry, and 
published in 1910, bore the title Ady s a legújabb magyar lyra (“Ady and the 
Latest Hungarian Poetry”). After Ady’s death, Lajos Hatvány in 1924 
began a powerful series of essays about Ady, entitled Ady világa (“Ady’s 
World”). In 1949 Gyula Földessy published his commentaries on Ady in 
his book Ady minden titkai (“All Ady’s secrets”). My aim is not to write 
about the philological literature concerned with Ady and I shall not, 
therefore, continue the list—it is to the titles that I should like to draw 
attention. The title of Horváth’s work indicates that as soon as Ady appeared 
on the scene everyone looked upon his poetry as the opening of a new epoch 
and considered that its effect would be the hall-mark of his generation. 
The titles of the books by Hatvany and Földessy, moreover, show those 
who wrote in appreciation of Ady’s work to have been well aware that the 
essence of this poetry was a kind of fullness and universality, that Ady 
cannot be appreciated by taking this or that quality separately, and that 
the value lies not in his work as a whole, but in the composed unity in 
which he wrote his works.

Ady’s poetic works are—however strange it may sound to say this of 
a lyricist—a composition. Not a composition in the sense that a novel or a 
play are, but like a philosophical system, or a Baroque wall painting, or like 
a piece by Bach. Everything has its well-defined place and form in it. Does 
this mean that his lyrical poems are not independent, complete works but 
only parts of a string of poems? No. Each of his poems is an independent, 
lyrical unit, conceived in a unique mood. But beyond this independence, 
each poem somehow fits into a system of visions. There is a poem of Ady’s 
called A Tisga-parton (“On the banks of the Tisza”), which was published 
in the first volume. This is how it begins:

Fresh from the Canges’ river shore 
A-dreaming in the noon sun’s shower 
My heart was a great harebell blossom 
And tender tremors were my power.

This is a regular, beautiful, symbolistic, lyrical image, with the exoticism 
of the distant Ganges’ shores and the tremors of an enigmatic flower. The 
reader is not even struck by the strangeness of using the harebell’s blossom 
as the symbol of a man’s heart. Yet eight years after the publication of his



first collection, in the volume entitled “Our Own Love”, one of his love 
poems begins thus:

Black was the blossom you sighted,
Strange to behold, so you plucked it,
Pardon be granted by a libertine God,
Sin ijyou thus did.

It appears from the poem that this black blossom is the poet’s heart 
(the next stanza begins: “A heart you saw. . .  My heart it was. . .  ”), and 
it is now obvious that in contrast to the stereotyped poetic imagery, here 
it is the man’s heart that is the flower, and the woman who plucks it. “On 
the banks of the Tisza” is an early political poem in which the dreamland 
of the Ganges’ shore is used to counterpoint the barrenness in Hungary, 
“Black was the blossom you sighted” is a late love poem, yet in the peculiar 
internal order of Ady’s world it is always the poet’s heart that is the strange 
flower to be plucked.

Even this single example is sufficient to suggest wherein Ady’s symbolism 
differs from the poetic practice of the symbolists. Ady’s were not individual 
symbols, but his poetry is itself one vast system of symbols. For the symbol 
appears not on a single occasion only, but consistently and always with 
identical meaning. Having in one poem called himself “The Poet of the 
Hortobágy” (in Ady’s time the Hortobágy was an uncultivable waste, 
suitable for grazing, at best), we may be certain that the symbol of Hungary 
will henceforth consistently be the waste plains, the barren, marshy land. 
(“On marshy plains I yearned for hills,” “Oh, this great desert, Oh this 
the Magyar Puszta,” “This sad Hungarian plain, Death-scented grief-struck 
Hungarian plain,” “I know this rank and ancient ground: This is the 
Magyar fallow,” “And let us die here in the Magyar Marsh,” “Alone we 
three are on the field: A peasant curse and God and I,” “As the steam 
train speeds me, Through the Magyar plains,” “This sorry lake with 
breath of stench Is also called: Hungary” etc.) This consistency and unity 
of vision is equally valid for every elemental part of his style, down to the 
individual words and concepts. The white colour, for example, is possessed 
of special brilliance in this poetry, and compared to white, all else is 
faded (“I’ve seen a white heart fade to red”). Whiteness always glitters 
in the same three sets of notions in his poetry. Death is white (“White 
Frost-Death speeds,” “Happy are they who in God’s grace Do wither 
themselves white,” “White, orphaned and frosty,” “Like red blood on the 
white snow,” “ Many white hamlets on the Magyar plains,” “At Winter’s
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white table,” etc.), unattainable love is white (“I hug you, drag you, yet 
cannot reach you, Covered by white Silence, the white shroud,” “Flower- 
hands of maiden white,” “Vainly you tempt me white as snow,” etc.), and 
redeeming hope is white (“For I worship above all, the white Ararat of 
my Ark,” “God comes in great white sheen, To conquer all my foes,” 
“The white cloth waves before us,” pure desires are “white lotuses” , and 
the proletariat that brings revolution, he calls the “Whites of the future”).

However, this extraordinarily well defined poetic world does not grow 
rigid or static, for the coherent force of the poet’s view of the world is 
that of the “either-or” presentation—Ady’s world is a system of dialectical 
opposites. He once called himself “Apollo, the faun-costumed,” and on 
another occasion described himself as a “Nightingale-masked gull”. One 
of his Léda poems begins:

Oh, ugly was my lifetime,
Oh, ugly was my lifetime:
What a beauteous corpse I ’ll be,
What a beauteous corpse I ’ll be.

In one of his Paris poems he writes “A martyr of the Holy East am I, 
Who to the West for mitigation fled.” In one of his first revolutionary 
poems it is these alternative possibilities that urge revolt:

N e w  winds are shaking the old Magyar maples,
Waiting we wait for the new Magyar miracles.

Either we are madmen and all of us shall perish,
Or what we believe in shall verily fourish.

New fames, new faiths, new kilns, new saints 
Exist, or anew void mist the future taints.

Either fames shall strike the wild old county castles,
Or our spirits stay ever in their shackles.

Either the Magyar verbs shall have new senses,
Or Magyar life will stay sad, ever changeless.

I t  is sufficient to read the titles of some of his poems for it to become 
obvious that the inner structure of this poetry is provided by setting
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opposites against each other. (“Judas and Jesus,” “Snowy Mountains and 
Riviera,” “Blood and Gold,” “Eternal Struggle and Honeymoon,” “ Mary 
and Veronica,” “Ruth and Delilah,” “Flower of Death: the Kiss,” “Laugh
ter and Tears,” “Starling and Dove,” “Kissless Living in Kisses,” 
“Shivering in the Burning Fire,” “Psalm of Penitent Merriment,” “Death 
is Dawn,” “The Joy of Joylessness,” “Hated but Admired,” “Woman and 
Cemetery,” “Struggle and Death,” “Serpent instead of Fish,” “Hours 
instead of Life,” “Torment and Obstinacy,” “Hatred and Struggle,” 
“ Man in Inhumanity,” “From Far Off to the Present,” “Fighter and the 
Fight,” “Love and the Bier,” “Volcanoes and Hearts,” etc.) It is not that 
Ady found special pleasure in seeking for opposites and setting them against 
each other, and in exacerbating extremes. One of Ady’s special abilities 
was a by no means superficial dialectical approach which was sensitive not 
only to the obvious antithesis of mutually distant concepts, but also 
recognized the interior contradictions within apparently homogeneous phe
nomena and concepts that had seemed unequivocal. There is a poem of 
Ady’s whose title fits in among those enumerated above and which sheds 
a penetrating light on this dialectically constructed world of the poet: 
“Unbelieving I Believe in God.” Ady is a past master at this. No one has 
so consistently set forth the interior contradictions of contemporary man 
and of his complex spiritual life, with its unbelieving belief and doubting 
hope and the alternatives of individualism or collectivism, as he did:

I  am, as every human: highness,
Northern-cape, secret, alienness,
Mirage-lit, distant light,
Mirage-lit, distant light.

But oh, I cannot thus continue,
How I would like to show me anew,
That seeing seen I be,
That seeing seen I he. *

And this dialectical approach was manifested in all the structural parts 
of his poetry, from the themes to the poetic idiom he used. Ady wrote 
the most militant, confident revolutionary poems that had appeared in 
Hungarian since Petőfi; but it was also he who wrote the most pessimistic 
poems, prophesying final destruction. Ady was the great bard of the mood 
of the outlying, mute Hungarian villages and sleepy provincial townships,

* For another translation of the same poem see p. 109 of this issue (Ed.)
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but it was also he who first made the complex spiritual entity and the 
nervous vital rhythm of modern metropolitan man a lyrical subject in 
Hungarian poetry. He was the most consistent poet of anti-feudal, radical 
bourgeois revolutionism, but it was also in his verse that the anti-capitalist, 
socialist class struggle was first voiced in elevated, poetic tones. Ady was 
a haughty individualist and at the same time he proffered his heart to the 
masses in the tender lyricism of his love poems. And I must repeat that 
this strange dialectic was manifested down to the elemental particles of 
his poetic forms and poetic idiom. Ady remained immune to the strivings 
of his period for the disruption of traditional forms and never wrote free 
verse—he always wrote in close forms. Within this closeness of form, 
however, he carried out a veritable revolution in forms—almost each of his 
poems has a different stanza construction. According to statistics compiled 
by Gyula Földessy he created some eight hundred kinds of poetic structure, 
disrupting the traditional rhythms of the poems by making lines with even 
and odd numbers of syllables rhyme, and introducing startling dissonancies. 
In his poems the West European quantitative metre and the Hungarian 
stressed metre are constantly intertwined. The poetic vocabulary of his 
verse shows a similar strange duality—his poems are full of the common 
words of modern life, and he was not averse even to city slang, yet at the 
same time he also used the ancient, forgotten words of the Hungarian 
language and rarely-heard, full-flavoured dialect expressions.

And that this was not a case of the chance encounter of a thousand 
random factors, a posterior construction by historians of literature, is 
proved by two features.

We have already spoken of Ady’s peculiar symbolism. The function 
of symbolic expression in poetry is that the poet clothes a particular phenom
enon, hard to define conceptually or in time and space, in a perceptible, 
visual symbol, whose mood suggests that which the conceptual definition 
cannot yet precisely define. The symbols with which Ady strove to express 
his new view of the world are mainly derived from three sets of ideas—the 
religious mythologies, the Hungarian historical and legendary past, and 
the names of characteristic Hungarian regions. Hungarian readers, who 
in Ady’s age were well versed in Biblical lore, were familiar with the story 
of Hagar, Abraham’s Egyptian servant, who was the embodiment of 
extra-marital love and of alienness in Jewish mythology. Ady wrote one 
of his most profound confessions on the erotic love of modern man in his 
symbolic poem A Hágdr oltára (“The Altar of Hagar”). One of the tragic 
figures of Hungarian history was György Dózsa, the hero of the greatest 
Hungarian peasant revolution, whom the state authority of his day, the
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feudal peers thirsting for revenge, burnt alive on a throne of fire. When 
Ady became the spokesman of the new revolutionism of the century, he 
began one of his first revolutionary poems by declaring, “I am the grandson 
of György Dózsa,” and he frequently calls the proletariat “Dózsa’s folk.” 
When the Hungarians of old occupied their present homeland in Europe 
they entered the territory of this country by way of the Verecke Pass over 
the Carpathian range, while the westernmost frontier township of Hungary 
in Ady’s day was Dévény. When Ady intended to convey that he was an 
heir to Hungarian traditions and at the same time the Hungarian represent
ative of the culture of Western Europe, he began the second stanza of the 
prologue to his volume “New Poems” thus:

Verecke s famous path was where I came 
Hearing the strain of old Magyar tunes chanted,
May I at Dévény break the spell with 
New period’s new enchantment?

The examples clearly show that we are here concerned with a consistent 
poetic method—the more unknown, the more strange to public thought, 
the more startling through its novelty the idea which he voiced in his 
poetry, the more he turned to the deepest, atavistic layers of common 
knowledge for his symbols. This corresponds to the dialectical approach 
that unites polar opposites, and at the same time by no means lessens the 
visionary and suggestive power of his symbols. To the public’s mind 
Dózsa’s name recalls a bloody revolutionary struggle, but when a twentieth 
century poet calls himself the grandson of György Dózsa, then, beside the 
automatic evocation of a revolutionary mood, the reader is also made to 
feel that he has now encountered a new, a different phenomenon, familiar, 
even in its unfamiliarity.

Another proof that this is a case of the poet’s composition is the cyclic 
arrangement of Ady’s volumes. They usually begin with a prologue, the 
striking of a powerful note, characteristic of the whole volume. This is 
followed by cycles of poems. The cycles, in a sense, respond to one another. 
In the volume entitled “The Chariot of Elijah” there is a cycle called 
“Winter Hungary” which contains poems on the terrible situation of the 
Hungarian people, while the response is a cycle “The Song of the Street,” 
which is a collection of Ady’s revolutionary poetry, linked to the labour 
movement. The same volume contains a cycle entitled “Between Léda’s 
Lips” of his love-poems written to Léda, but the volume also has a cycle 
“Flower of Death: the Kiss,” devoted to love in general, as a tragic feeling
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in life. There is a similar dialogue in the volume “Desire to be Loved” 
between the poems of the cycle “Friend of Tamás Esze” (Tamás Esze was 
a leader of peasant extraction in the Rákóczi rising, one of the Hun
garian freedom movements) and those of the “Whites of the future” 
cycle, conceived upon the inspiration of the revolutionary labour movement. 
This, moreover, is how his love for Léda is recalled by the cycle called 
“Two Holy Sailing Boats” and the poet’s views on love by the cycle entitled 
“The Altar of Hagar.” It is clearly to be seen that this is not simply a case 
of a highly intellectual poet arranging his poems according to subject, 
but that—as the mutual responses of the cycles show—the poet confronts 
the special features (the fate of the Hungarians, his love for Léda) with 
the general (the world revolution and love).

It was by no means fortuitous for one of our critics to write that Ady’s 
individual poems are beautiful, but that in the unity of the volumes, the 
unity of his whole life work, they are even more beautiful and significant, 
because in the system of ceaseless, mutually relevant responses established 
by the poet’s composition, they are given the same radiance that musical 
notes and chords—melodious in themselves—acquire in the harmonic unity 
of a symphony. In the course of one of the debates concerned with Ady, 
his greatest fellow poet, Mihály Babits, compared Ady’s poetry to Dante’s 
Divina Commedia and called it an edifice of symbols in which each tone, 
apart from its intrinsic value, has a value given it by its position—or, in 
the language of philosophy, a systematic value.

4

We have called Ady an intellectual poet and have spoken of the com
positional unity of his life work, of his system of symbols, and of the 
dialectical structure of his image of the world. Like all similar structural 
and formal characterizations, the analysis of intentions and artistic methods 
carries with it the danger of painting a superficial and exaggeratedly sche
matic picture of the poet and his poetry. As though a hero was characterized 
by describing his armoury and not through the wounds which he inflicted 
and received, nor the aims for which he fought.

Ady, whom a complex of experiences freed from the framework of the 
standard epigon poetry of his period, used this armoury to fight his battle 
for the attainment of concrete aims and the creation of the new Hungarian 
poetry. The battle was not bloodless. And as far as his opponents were 
concerned, they did not use chivalrous means to fight him. Those in power
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could not tolerate the complex phenomenon of someone who as a columnist 
advocated political ideas which were not favoured by the establishment, 
who as a bourgeois radical democrat drawing close to the socialist labour 
movement was prepared to fight for these ideas, and who incorporated these 
same ideas and deeds in overpowering, suggestive poetic symbols through 
the magic of his art. Count István Tisza, the leader of the pro-Hapsburg 
political trend of the period of Francis Joseph, personally engaged in a 
brutal attack against Ady, the official sector of the political press ceaselessly 
attacked him, monks maligned him in books and essays written in the 
narrow-minded tones of theological disputations, the enterprises of the 
entertainments industry, the orpheums, cabarets and humorous papers did 
their best to ridicule his poetry—this much he could have put up with. 
But he also had to fight against his younger brother’s being hampered in 
his career as a school-master simply because he was his brother, and during 
the First World War—although he was then increasingly sick—he was hauled 
off to recruiting centres and pestered with obviously superfluous call-up 
papers. The war censorship persecuted his every word, attempts were made 
to ruin him financially, to turn public opinion against him by base, com
promising accusations, and even after his death his poetry was for a long 
time banned from secondary school and university education.

His struggle was nevertheless not barren. Gradually a veritable camp 
was formed around Ady, consisting of the most progressive, most gifted 
writers of the period. In 1908 the most powerfully influential periodical 
of modern Hungarian literature, Nyugat (“West”), was started with the 
backing of Lajos Hatvány and edited by Ignotus, Miksa Fenyő and Ernő 
Osvát. It soon rallied Mihály Babits, Dezső Kosztolányi, Árpád Tóth, Gyula 
Juhász, Milán Füst, Zsigmond Móricz, Margit Kaffka, Frigyes Karinthy and 
Lajos Nagy-the general staff of the rebirth of Hungarian literature-to Ady’s 
banner. A short-lived but highly effective series of anthologies entitled Holnap 
(“Tomorrow”) fought for the new poetry and mobilized the progressive 
intellectuals of the sleepy provincial townships in support of Ady’s ideas 
and his poetry. The leading papers of the radical bourgeois democratic 
trend, the Budapesti Napló (“Budapest Diary”) and Világ (“World”), regularly 
published Ady’s poems and articles. From 1906 Ady steadily wrote for 
Népszava (“People’s Word”), the paper of the Hungarian Social Democratic 
Party, and contributed to Szocializmus, the theoretical paper of the Social 
Democrats. His poems reached the working-class masses, and the workers, 
then only entering upon the initial stage of acquiring an education and 
class consciousness, became friends of Ady’s poetry rather than of the 
colourless, stereotyped poems of the movement.
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The poet’s struggle soon became a battle for existence. Taking fright 
at the Russian revolution of 1905, the bourgeois radicals ever more insist
ently demanded a political reformation of the country, while the labour 
movement, which had been encouraged by the fruits of the Russian revo
lution, advanced with ever intensifying fervour along the road to revolu
tion. Ady’s poetry became one of the mighty motive forces of these 
positively and negatively oriented progressive political trends, whose aim 
was nevertheless identical. He was the most farsighted spiritual leader of 
the political struggles between 1905 and 1912. It was only natural for the 
situation to develop towards Ady and his camp’s becoming the most 
effective counter-propagandists against the World War that was unleashed 
in 1914. Ady clearly saw that this war would delay the solution of the 
complex Central European nationality question and land it in a blind 
alley. He knew what fatal consequences would be involved if Hungary’s 
fate was linked to the imperialist policies of the German Empire. Ady’s aim 
was to battle against the senselessness and inhumanity of war, to struggle 
for the delayed social revolution. Though most of his fellow poets and 
writers could not follow him to his ultimate political ends, he nevertheless 
succeeded, in a world of sabre-rattling agressive militarism and blood-thirsty 
chauvinism, in inducing the greatest Hungarian poets and writers to sound 
the pure chords of peace. It was due to him that our literature was not 
besmirched by the tones of hatred against other peoples, that it unfalteringly 
advocated the unity of peoples and of cultures. Nor was it a chance event 
for the leaders of the Hungarian bourgeois revolution of 1918 to have 
sent a delegation to pay homage to the dying Ady, or for the Hungarian 
proletarian revolution of 1919 to have acknowledged Ady’s poetry as its 
own. Indeed, one of the youthful leaders of this revolution, József Révai, 
in the sorry years of his emigration, wrote the essay on Ady that first showed 
the full grandeur of Ady’s poetic stature.

Ady fought these battles with head unbowed and weapons untarnished 
to the end. Yet his unsettled life and the permanent insecurity of his 
existence (which could but be allayed, but not removed, by the selfless 
goodness of his friend and patron Lajos Hatvány), the havoc wrought by 
a then practically incurable disease which he had acquired in his youth, 
moreover nicotine, alcohol and coffein—the narcotic stimulants of his 
creative work and his struggles—gradually consumed his alluringly beautiful 
body, with its seemingly indestructible physique. His love for Léda, that 
was unresolvable, led to a crisis and ended in a tragic parting. The new 
love, which finally led him to the haven of marriage, came late, in the 
midst of the horror of war—it too began with a crisis. Ady’s wife, Berta
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Boncza, came from the circle of István Tisza, Ady’s greatest political 
opponent. Her father was one of Tisza’s confidants, she was sixteen years 
younger than Ady, and their marriage took place over her father’s 
protests. The four happy years they spent together in the maelstrom of war 
and revolution may best be described in Ady’s words—the title of one of 
his poems—as “The Hours of Huddled Fear.”

The period that hurtled toward war, and then became drenched in the 
shame of war, was a terrible tribulation for Ady, who was born to be the 
leader of a triumphant revolution and not the funeral orator of a world 
suffocated in hopelessness. His last years were marked by the tragic vision 
which he created in his poem eltévedt lovas (“The Lost Rider”) and 
in which he depicts himself as a horseman lost in the morass:

Nothing hut secrets, nothing hut sires,
Nothing hut power, nothing hut gore,
Nothing hut forests, nothing hut swamps,
Nothing hut madmen feared of yore!

Toward a new and tangled path 
Strikes a lost horseman from the past;
But of the hamlets there’s no trace,
And lamp-lights not a glimmer cast.

The hamlets are benumbed in sleep;
Shivering they dream of days more fair;
And from the foggy forest rush 
The aurochs, wolf, and raging hear.

One hears the muffled gallop of 
A horseman lost from long ago,
The shackled souls of ancient fens 
And former forests wake to woe. *

The dawning horizon of peace and the familiar lights of the revolution 
were only to shine upon him for a fleeting flash. On a misty morning of 
January 1919 he died in the ward of a Budapest nursing home, so quietly 
that the night nurse knitting by the window only noticed that his slow, 
laboured breath had suddenly ceased.

1 0 3
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International literary opinion knows little of the meaning of the whole 
of Hungarian literature—how then, could it appreciate what Ady’s appear
ance meant in the history of that literature? We can do no better than 
seek analogies to convey it, to indicate that Ady’s appearance in literature 
was a phenomenon much like the appearance in music of Béla Bartók, 
who in his tremendous compositions united primitive tunes, folk songs, 
the music of distant, exotic peoples, with the restlessness of modern man’s 
soul and the atonal, cacophonous noise of the city. And where do we stand 
now, removed as we are from the ideological and political struggles of the 
turn of the century and its first ten years—from symbolism and intellectual 
poetry? Not only the Western reader, but also the young people of Hungary 
today feel this to be remote history, no more real than the personal, 
accidental features of Ady’s life, with his tormenting and blissful loves. 
Their memory fades, as the wine has dried in his glass and the smoke 
of his eternally lit cigarettes has been wafted away. If he were still alive, 
an old man of eighty-four, he would look back on even the greatest pinnacles 
of his poetry with the objectiveness that the old Goethe evinced towards 
the works of his youth, towards his Werther. He would appreciate their 
poetic beauty, but the combat, the blood, the tears, the topicality would 
be alien to him.

O f Homer we may at most believe that there once lived a poet (or 
perhaps two?) of that name, but what do we know of his life, his fate and 
his poetic workshop? Yet Homeric poetry continues to live even without 
the accoutrements of the historians of literature, and there is a certain 
kind of smile that lights up our faces when the epics of Homer radiate 
toward us the live world of gods, wandering, quarreling and making love 
beneath the brilliant Greek skies—the fates of men mingled with those 
of gods, and the comic and naive grandeur that billows through the ocean 
of hexameters.

O f Ady too I can say nothing more and of better proof than that—even 
after the passage of his epoch, the end of his life, and the triumph of his 
ideas—his poetry continues to live. The Paris that Ady saw is now, after 
two world wars, a German occupation and half a century, almost not the 
same city any longer, and hardly a man alive could still tell what that 
Paris summer was like, when sauntering down the Boulevard Saint Michel 
he felt the coming of Autumn. But ever since he wrote his poem Parisban 
járt a^ őŝ _ (“Autumn in Paris”), whenever we see a crumpled leaf swirl 
past us in the Summer dog-days on a sweltry city street, whenever a
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greying hair in the summer of our lives reminds us of the coming of our 
autumn, the feelings they arouse will be imbued with Ady’s sigh:

The Autumn skipped through Paris yesterday,
Whisking in silence down Rue Saint Michel:
In sweltry dog-days, beneath the hush of trees 
She met me with her spell.

I  was just sauntering slowly toward the Seine;
Small, twiggy songs within my spirit burned:
Purple and pensive, strange and smoky-hued.
I knew for death they yearned.

Then Autumn whispered something from behind;
And Rue Saint Michel now began to make;
Whish, whish: the jesting leaves began to swirl 
In Autumn s gusty wake.

One moment; Summer was yet undismayed;
And Autumn fed away in laughing ease.
She came, but that she came, alone I knew 
Beneath the moan of trees.*

In point of fact the experience is a trivial one, not even necessarily that of a 
poet, for it happens to all of us that as we stroll along the sun-kissed 
streets of a city, humming a droning little song, the strange mood of 
evanescence takes hold of our hearts. The picture is really a tremendously 
concrete one, determined even geographically, we even know which way 
he was going along the Saint Michel, since he was heading for the Seine. 
But the way a personified autumn flitted through the concrete little ex
perience, the way he harkened to its whispered message in the dry, rustling 
sound of the leaves, the way he made an entity of the poem, like a rondo, 
with autumn swerling in in the first stanza and being wafted away in the 
last—this is the magic of poetry. The little item of concrete experience 
loses its momentary topicality and raises the reader to the mysterious 
sphere of the passage of life.

From the indiscrete reminiscences of his contemporaries we still know 
something about those wineswilling evenings, when Ady sat in the public
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house known as the “Three Ravens” consuming ferocious quantities of 
drink, lighting one cigarette off the other, occasionally pushing his copious 
hair back from his damp forehead and looking into emptiness with those 
great eyes of his. It was of them that a contemporary wrote that they burned 
with a blackish-red light and that whether his expression or words were 
happy or contentious or sad, these great eyes never changed, but shone with 
a constant light, like the diamond eyes of an idol. But his drinking mates 
are now very old men or dead; we too, who know of these evenings from 
hearsay, are greying, and the “Three Ravens” have long gone out of exist
ence. But the ecstasy which Ady experienced on these evenings lives on, 
fearsome, in his poem ős Kaján (“The ancestor Kaján”). And this is not 
the ecstasy of wine, but of the soul-saving instant when the shadows of 
the past and the lights of the future converge in a single man’s heart, 
when he grows ecstatic over the fact that, possessed of the burden of 
ancient Babylonian cultures and Christian myths in his thought, he is at 
the same time the herald of a future of unknown purpose. Timidly he 
questions history as to what fate awaits his people in the eternal stream, 
the birth and passing of peoples and cultures, and mercilessly asks: “What 
is a man worth, if he is Hungarian?” This is an instant that will never pass. 
And the mysteriously named ancestor Kaján (the word kaján in Hungarian 
means malicious, malevolent, but it also suggests the fatal name of Adam’s 
murderous son, Cain) at once symbolizes history, the traditions of the nomad 
Magyars of old in their surge from East to West, blind fate, and to some 
extent Ady himself, who in the companion-laden solitude of a public-house 
table poses himself the problems of the future and drives himself into the 
ecstasy that alternately brings despair and hope. What pained the Hungarian 
poet at the turn of the century is hard, perhaps even impossible, to explain 
to a foreigner. But whoever has once gazed through a drink-filled glass and, 
forgetting his companions at table, has, in the cold, liberating intoxication 
of alcohol, simultaneously felt his own individual fate, the fate of his 
people, and the problem of mankind’s future, will no more forget Ady’s 
struggle with the ancestor, Kaján, than I, who write these lines in Buda
pest, will to the end of my days look into the fire on a hearth, without 
recalling Steerforth, Dickens’ attractive-repulsive hero, gazing into the fire 
of Mr. Peggotty’s house at the turning point of decency and dishonour.

Those who today peruse Ady’s volumes of verse will hardly consult the 
chronology of Ady’s poems to find out that the poem entitled Emlékezés 
egy nyár-éjszakára (“Remembrance of a Summer Night”) was written in 
the spring of 1917, when mankind was approaching the third, and perhaps 
most horrible anniversary of the outbreak of the First World War. They
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may not even know, perhaps, that it recalls the alarm-filled summer night 
in 1914, when the first news of war, heralding the world-wide holocaust, 
bore down upon him—a man in love, preparing to marry, to be reborn 
and happy. But twentieth century man, accustomed to wars and world 
cataclysms, does not in fact need to attach to a concrete date or biographical 
fact the oft-experienced moment which Ady’s vision projects before us: 
“From heaven a furious angel beat A tocsin on the sad dark earth.” Even 
so he will experience the thrill of horror through the strange progress of the 
poem, enumerating concrete and apparently minor experiences (a broken
legged colt, a stray dog, etc.) as the requisites of a peaceful life, then 
exploding into a recognition of horror:

The ghastliness o’er the souls of men 
Gloating joyously lent to grin.
Every human now came to possess 
Every ancestor’s secret destiny,
Bloody, terrible jubilee whither 
Drunken there started the Thought that is 
The Human’s proudest servitor 
Who, lo, now no one and numb became:
Curious,
Curious night-time in summer.*

The way the poem repeats six times over: “Curious, curious night-time 
in summer,” produces the same feeling of the unavoidable, monotonous 
thud of approaching Fate, as Beethoven said the main theme of the Fifth 
Symphony did, when he remarked to Schindler: “That is how Fate knocks 
at the door.” Goethe also did not know what Beethoven had felt—concretely 
and through his experiences—when he composed the symphony, but when 
Mendelssohn played the old Goethe the first movement, the whitehaired 
poet muttered to himself in alarm: “This was something absolutely great, 
absolutely wild; you feel afraid the house will collapse. . . ”

Ady’s significance as a poet—this is the significance of every true poet 
—is that he was able to put into verse his subjective experiences, con
ceived in the concreteness of time and events, in such a way that, a gene
ration after his death, half a century after these experiences, we are able 
topically to apply to our own experiences forms and feelings with 
whose inspiration we no longer have anything in common. He was able

* F o r ano ther tran sla tio n  o f  th e  sam e poem  see p . 119 o f  th is  issue (E d .)



io8 T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A R TERLY

to impart eternal forms to human emotions, because he moved among things 
eternal and wrote of fundamental human feelings. For what was it that 
this poet wrote about, whom once in the struggles for literary recognition 
and over politics, people called an excentric, unintelligible and bizarre? 
If I make an inventory of his symbols, my answer must be: about life and 
death, joy and suffering, friendship and love, God and Satan, haughtiness 
and humility, tradition and revolution, homeland and humanity, and 
about those things that evade all our cleverness and impart a mysterious 
incandescence to life—about the dream, the miracle and the secret.



POEMS
by

E N D R E  ADY

D E S I R E  T O  BE L O V E D

None comes before me and none after, 
No kin, no friend for grief and laughter, 
To none belong I—none.
To none belong I—none.

I am as all men—polar whiteness 
Secret, alien, gleaming brightness 
A far will o’ the wisp.
A far will o’ the wisp.

I cannot stay without friends, brothers,
I fain would show myself to others 
That seeing they might see.
That seeing they might see.

For this all—self-torment, song, giving, 
That others’ I might be, then living, 
They loving, I would love.
They loving, I would love.

A L E G E N D  O F  S A I N T  M A R G A R E T

Saint Margaret’s Isle has whisper’d me a tale 
One lonely night whose secret haunts me yet: 
An ancient king had promis’d to the veil
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His snow-white daughter, maiden Margaret.
Out of a dreaming sleep she woke to cry 
And swoon away because of sudden din. . .
Into the royal court-yard, wild of eye,
A savage horde of men came spurring in.
—Away to westward someone waits, no boor 
Of churlish manners like the palatine,
But just a youth, a singer soft and fine,
A gentle, wistful, wandering troubadour.
Long, long she waits, and falters, numb in heart. 
Within the clamerous castle horsemen rear 
And Magyars come, but not—to take her part—
One lov’d dream-cavalier.
He did not come, he did not come at all,
That gentle kiss, that plaintive serenade 
Return’d no more, where Danube’s waters fall:
And Christ’s grim cloister claim’d the weeping maid 
Whose dust still sleeps in its lonely wall.

T H E  C H A R I O T  O F  E L I J A H

The Lord, Elijah-like, to heaven 
Takes all, whom, smitten with his rod,
He loves, and gives them quick hearts, glowing, 
The burning chariots of God.

Skyward Elijah’s sons up-rushing 
Where winter reigns eternal, stay,
And on the ice-peaked Himalayas 
Their roaring wheels fling snow-dust spray.

Sad, between heaven and earth to wander, 
Driven by wind of fate their lot,
Towards beauties sinister and icy 
Gallops Elijah’s chariot.
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Burning their hearts, their brains are ice-cold, 
Earth looks up, mocks the course they run. 
Upon their cold way, diamantine 
Dust scatters, pitying, the sun.

T H E  O L D  B O Y ’S G R E E T I N G S

To Zilah let there go this song of greeting:
Half sad, half glad, tender:

His scholar sends it his old master, weeping,
His scholar old and vagabond, the sender.

The old school since is younger grown, renewing 
Youth and youthful vigour.

Us only time has kissed, and kissed us aged,
Time, distance, wine and song and conflict’s rigour.

Paris shrieks at me while I weave these verses 
‘See your scholar, master!’

Ah! my old teacher, my good Greek professor!
The curse of Greece brings still today disaster.

Homer, the cloudy tragedies of Hellas 
Stab my heart. You, reading

The Grecian lines, we, God!—ye gods, I hear you— 
We listen, idle, boyish and unheeding.

But Homer’s blue, clear sky is overclouded:
Gods, heroes high-hearted

In swift succession, since with life I battle,
Go from my heart, forgotten and departed.

Aner and genitive of aner, andros—
Right, the declination?

But I have long forgotten Greek, wise master 
I wait, a man, my fate, life’s consummation.
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Today, yet on my face I feel you looking,
Eyes so calm and healing,

You gave so much of courage: ah! life passes 
Never to me the joy of life revealing.

You would we held life fair, so of life’s beauty 
Would be ever telling—

Upon your lips there played a smile of sadness,
But those lips spoke of strength and faith indwelling.

You too confirmed me—in your little journal 
Gave my songs a hearing,

The years have passed, and I the rhyming scholar 
Grow older, like my master, old age nearing.

You stand before me, when I near surrender—
Life’s hostage, self-giving:

Willing, unwilling, on your head, wise, stately,
The gods shall set a crown of laurel living.

So comes the festal day, but you stand leafless—
Once a rose-spray bearing:

Fate broke it off, fate, fate, Greek fate, malignant,
True then the myth, the ancient myth unsparing?

Like you I leafless stand: but for me blossom 
No remembered roses:

We live for others: we are givers always,
For thus the god of destiny disposes.

It matters little, green the hills of Zilah,
Gay, the wine-press flowing,

A drop of joy, a short forgetfulness
Gives him whom fate strikes, smites, no mercy showing.

Yet now how many on your head enwreathed,
Speak their benediction?

For man to find a key to life’s enigma,
Still high the quest, though followed in affliction.
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Yet am I here to push pour festal chariot 
To glad homage leaping,

And I would fain your hands kiss, my good master 
W ith blessing and with cursing, and with weeping.

T H E  H O R S E S  O F  D E A T H

On the white road of the moonlight 
The winds, wild shepherds of the sky,
Drive on their flocks of scudding cloud 
And towards us, towards us, without sound, 
Unshod, Death’s horses onward fly.

Silent, death-bringing steeds of death—
And shadowy horsemen on them ride,
Sad riders, dumb in grief obscure—
Yea—the moon fears and hides her face 
If the white road along they glide.

The whole world slumbers, soundless, still, 
Whence come they? Who knows? Who can guess? 
They loosen stirrup, stay their course,
Ever one horse a horseman lacks,
Ever one saddle riderless.

He before whom those horsemen rein 
Into that saddle mounts, his breath 
Catching, grown pale, and with him fast 
Along the white road of the moon 
Seeking new riders, gallops Death.
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Yesterday Autumn into Paris crept.
Boulevard Saint Michel glided soundless through,
In the fierce Dog-Days, under still leafage 
And came upon me there.

I wandered slowly towards the river,
My heart burned with songs, little faggots that flamed, 
Purple spirals of song smoke—laughing—sad,
Song that sang of my dying.

And Autumn reached me and whispered to me, 
Boulevard Saint Michel shuddered suddenly.
Swirling, rustling, down the long Boulevard,
Flew the leaves playing.

One moment—Summer had not shrunk alarmed,
And Autumn Paris left and sped laughing,
But Autumn had been there and I alone 
Know it beneath the sighing leaves.

T H E  A N C I E N T  E V I L  O N E

Forth from the East, in cloak of purple 
When song of old dawned as a sun,
He came wine-thirsty, proudly riding, 
W ith music camé he, and with song, 
Hailed me, the Ancient Evil One.

Close to my ear, wild rake he sings me, 
‘Drink, drink!’—I make him no reply. 
Red dawn, red dawn in long succession 
Follows, and on the window knocks 
With drunken fingers gliding by.
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The lost bliss of the East, the holy,
This present’s shame and dark disgrace 
And the mist-future, vapour-patterned,
Dance on a winy table where 
The Evil meets me face to face.

My coat is worn, my head nods weary,
Upon his shoulders purple glows.
Crucifix, two candles—brooding dark.
A sad, great tourney, without end,
The wine upon the table flows.

He fights with me through the long ages 
Since Babylon, whose streets once trod 
My ancestor, it may be, lustful,
And since, he comes to me, my comrade,
My father, and my king—my god.

A scornful-eyed Apollo, wanton,
He slips his cloak—the long hours pass—
Still the dance whirls—the conflict rages—
Still stands his horse—Around, around 
The blood-stained table goes the glass.

Great lord, brave comrade, grant me pardon,
My head is heavy, and above
Broods grief—Much, much there was of goodness,
Of sin, of fierce nights—of desire,
My father, there was much of love.

Groaning, my broken lyre I offer,
My broken heart, he laughs, loud-long.
Beneath the sacred tavern windows 
Life passes rushing, roaring by 
Life, full of wine and blood and song.

My lord, with others join the battle,
For me joy is no joy—and fame
And wine fumes bow my head with aching
In bitter dreams the claws are worn,
The lion’s pride and strength grown tame.
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The soil of Hungary my soil is,
Barren, exhausted—Vanity
Thy frenzy’s high great words—What profits
The feast of blood and wine? What man?
Be he a son of Hungary.

My lord, I am a poor worn servant 
A roving fool who wastes his breath,
Why must I drink till I fall senseless?
I have no money—lost my faith,
My force spent—I am near to death.

I have a mother, loved and holy,
Léda I have—may her God bless—
And a few dreams that glow as lightning,
A few friends, and, beneath my soul 
A great marsh—a vile rottenness.

A few songs, it may be, I have too,
Songs new and great, wild songs of lust,
But in this struggle, old, unceasing,
In drunken fever I would fall 
Beneath the table in the dust.

0  Lord, dismiss thy worn, sad servant, 
Nothing is left—what lies before
Is certain, ancient, certain ruin;
Cast no spells, give me no more wine—
Leave me my lord, I drink no more.

1 have a sickness, deadly, loathing,
A withered, ailing body—See
For the last time I bow before thee—
Down to the ground I dash the glass,
My lord, I yield myself to thee.

And now he goes to mount his charger,
Claps on my shoulder—mightily 
Laughs, and rides on with pagan singing — 
W ith lusty dawns, along the wild 
Witch-conjured winds, that sweep the sky.
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Forth from the East towards new conflicts 
Pagan, he fares towards the West,
A numb joy fills my cold frame—W ith me 
The crucifix—the broken glass—
Beneath the table stretched I rest.

K I N S M A N  O F  D E A T H

I am akin to death, his kinsman,
Fleeting to the love I love, swift burning; 
Her lips to kiss I love who goes 
Not returning.

Roses I love, the sick, the languid,
Women whose passion fears the morrow, 
Years of the past, radiant years,
Years of sorrow.

And the sad hours I love, that summon, 
Sound with their beat a ghostly message, 
O f mighty death, of holy death 
Shadowed presage.

And they I love who go far journeys 
And they who weep, and they who waken, 
Meadows at dawn where sweeps the rain 
Cold, forsaken.

Peace I love, I love weeping tearless,
And the tired renunciation,
Bringing the wise, the sick, the poet, 
Consolation.

Him I love, the deceived, who suffers,
The crippled, him who halts, unmoving, 
Him who believes not, mourns, I love, 
The world loving.
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I am akin to death, his kinsman, 
Fleeting to love I love, swift burning, 
Her lips to kiss I love who goes 
N ot returning.

T H E  L O S T  R I D E R

Lost and ancient, the horseman rides,
Blind the trot of the horse’s feet,
Of the forest that was, of the reeds that waved 
The fettered spirits start at their beat.

Where the trees of the silent past 
Brooded still in the chequered shade,
On a sudden the shapes of a winter’s tale 
Leap to life in the listening glade.

Here dense and solemn the forest stands,
Here the song of the years of old,
Since the days of our forefathers, fighters sad, 
Lives in the deaf mist’s silent hold.

Spectral autumn is with us now,
Men are few, and their numbers wane,
In his cloak of eddying mist-wrack treads 
Grey November the hill-girt plain.

Suddenly, strangely the plain anew
Clothes with rushes and woodlands green
Its limbs of November, its limbs of fog
And hides in the mist of the years that have been.

Only bloodshed and mystery,
Footprints ancestral in ancient ways,
Only the forest, only the reeds,
Only the madmen of vanished days.
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Lost and ancient the traveller rides,
Through new grown brushwood upon his way,
No light shines forth, and no lamp burns,
Unseen the villages of today.

Villages unseen, shuddering,
Dream of the past and dumbly sleep.
From the mist and the forest, the ancient, the dark, 
The wolf, the bear and the great elk leap.

Lost and ancient, the horseman rides,
Blind the trot of the horse’s feet,
Of the forest that was, of the reeds that waved 
The fettered spirits start at their beat.

R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  A S U M M E R  N I G H T

From heaven a furious angel beat 
A tocsin on the sad dark earth.
At least a hundred young men perished,
Of stars at least a hundred fell,
Of purity the fillet cherished 
At least a hundred maidens lost.
Strange, strange that night of summer.
Our old bee-hive took fire and burned,
Our finest foal, too, broke its leg,
I dreamed the dead lived once again,
And Burkus, our good dog, was killed,
And Mari, the sewing-maid, the dumb 
Suddenly sang hoarse rasping songs—
Strange, strange that night of summer.
Beggars on horseback clattered boldly,
While true men cowered cravenly,
Grown arrogant, the robber plundered,
Strange, strange that night of summer.
We knew that man is prone to fall
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And deeply held in debt to love;
It was in vain, and strange in truth,
The world was changed from what it was. 
Never more mocking shone the moon, 
Never more little yet was man 
As on that night.
Strange, strange that night of summer.
Over the spirit terror leaned and smiled 
W ith evil joy. The secret destiny 
Of every ancestor into all men 
Entered, and drunkenly thought lurched 
To a dark feast of fear and blood.
Thought, the proud minister of man, 
Thought that walked not with limping feet. 
Strange, strange that night of summer.
Then I thought, then in truth I thought 
Some god neglected caught at life 
And bore it death-wards, and behold 
Here I yet live since, such a one 
As that night made me, and upon 
The citadel of God remember 
That dreadful night that sunk a world. 
Strange, strange that night of summer.

Translations by J. C. W. Horne
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by

I S T V Á N  G E N T H O N

The sexagenarian Aurél Bernách, who is one of the outstanding 
personalities of present-day Hungarian painting, was born in 1895 
in the village of Marcali (Western Hungary). He showed his 
first timid efforts to Ödön Rippl-Rónai, younger brother of József 
Rippl-Rónai, the prominent Hungarian painter of the first years of the 

century. The former was himself an amateur painter, his brother’s only 
confidant and an enthusiastic collector. The first of Bernáth’s pictures that 
we now know is “The Fleiner Family’s Drawing Room,” dated 1914. It is 
an interior of shining colours, whose unusually elongated horizontal width 
is itself reminiscent of Rippl-Rónai.

A year later, he was working at Nagybánya, the favourite summer venue 
of Hungarian painters, as a pupil of Thorma and Réti. He was awarded 
the Nagybánya scholarship. The “Marketplace at Nagybánya” (1916) 
shows, as yet, few individual traits in his style of painting.

It is necessary at this stage to point out that Hungarian painting—like 
British—has not followed the various periods of French development. In the 
region of the Danube, realism was not succeeded by impressionism but 
by an almost pantheistic school of painting with exuberant enthusiasm 
for nature and a marked preference for sunshine. It was centred at Nagy
bánya and its leading personality was Károly Ferenczy.

Aurél Bernáth took part in the First World War and in 1920 went to 
Vienna where he made a very scanty living as a horner. However, he did 
not give up his artistic activities, and in 1922 published a folder under 
the title Graphik von Aurél Bernáth, with six prints and lithographs, mostly 
of village scenes. This aroused attention in Budapest. He next lived in 
Berlin for four years (1923—1926) which were fraught with grave internal 
struggles. He sank into inactive lethargy, doubting not only the triumph 
of the progressive style, but also his own gifts. The young artist joined
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the German expressionist trend. Herwarth Walden gladly exhibited his 
works in the Gallery of the Sturm in 1923 and 1924—on the latter occasion 
they were shown together with those of Béni Ferenczy A Walden’s interest 
in his art was a great honour, because the Sturm only concerned itself 
with the most prominent among the foreigners (e. g., Chagall).

Of Bernáth’s expressionist, Berlin pictures only a dim recollection remains 
of his cubistic “Live Square” (1923) and of the vast “Composition” (1923); 
the latter was lost in a  fire during the siege of Budapest in 1945. The 
“Red Beast” (1924), which was more expressionistic and reminiscent of the 
works of Franz Marc, was also destroyed.

Bernáth, however, soon endeavoured to escape from the dead-end of 
German expressionism. His pastel “Still Life with Chess-board” (1924) 
is an indication of this, for in it Bernáth showed himself ready to embark 
on the road that was to lead away from Berlin and toward his own self. 
It is a prospect composition, like so many of his later works, only its motifs 
are far more modest. After the stupor of expressionism, the objects still 
appear to sway and seem uncertain. The surface is velvety and the finest 
feature is the breath-like lightness of the table-cloth. Two of Béni Ferenczy’s 
small cubist sculptures are depicted in the room—this was the year of 
their common exhibition in the premises of the Sturm. This is the first 
real Bernáth picture, one that was to initiate a succession of others. It is 
a mixture of contemplation, poetry and a soft, caressing presentation.

*

It took two years for him to befriend the idea of painting large composi
tions. Then he painted his “Riviera” (1926—1927), a picture of enormous 
dimensions and one of his best known canvases, where the whole surface 
is now entirely unequivocal. It has much detail, especially in the bizarre 
delineation of the right-hand rock, and yet it is homogeneous. Its solemn, 
spiritual idiom was new to Hungarian painting. “Whence this mode of 
expression?” the art critic, who is always liable to exaggeration in his 
search for causes, might perhaps ask. Maybe it was his own expressionist 
experiments that influenced him, and nothing more. As Stravinsky once 
said of himself: “He draws brave and pure lines in space.”

“The Port of Genoa” (1926—1927) was the second link in the long 
succession of landscapes. The prospect composition is again dominated 
by the various hues of blue, for Bernáth was a songster of the deep blues.

4 See The New Hungarian Quarterly, Vol. I. No. 1. pp. 147—157.
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The houses in the foreground are still a trifle fragmented, but the great 
unity is coming into being.

One of the greatest feats of his still-life painting, the vast “ Morning” 
(1927), appeared suddenly, without any precursors. Its composition, embed
ded in deep blues, contains in finished form the mode of grouping that 
he was later to use on several occasions—it is a still life, with the landscape 
visible through a window behind it. In front of the open window is a small 
table with a book, an electric lamp and a pot of flowers. The goldfish 
in the bulbous glass dish on the sill glow red. But most important is the 
landscape, with its deeply melodious chromaticity. This early still life is 
one of the most excellent.

Memorable among his early landscapes is the “Walchensee” (1928). 
Once more, deep blues and ultramarine transitions dominate the enormously 
big canvas. The two houses in the foreground almost bend forward to peer 
into the dazzling mirror of the water. By now, as in his later works, the 
artist ruled securely over the relations of space. Few people have been 
able to arouse the feeling of space so involuntarily and naturally. And the 
lyrical intensity has a frightening, awesome quality about it. Shelley wrote 
of the clouds that thunder was their laughter, and Bermth’s poetry too 
is not always kindly in character.

From 1926 Bernáth spent increasingly more of his time in Budapest, 
though for the greater part of the summer he would go to Pöstyén. He had 
come home almost unknown, but links of friendship formed around him 
in a matter of weeks. News among artists travels along capillary tubes, 
and when his first pictures were seen, those at home did not need to be 
convinced that he was destined to play a leading part.

I t was time, however, that he made his debut before the public. In 
September 1928 he exhibited twenty-two pictures at the Ernst Museum, 
and of course the “Riviera” and “ Morning” could not fail to be among 
them. His works scored a resounding success, and visitors to the exhibition 
realized that they had encountered a significant and distinctive painter, 
hitherto unknown in Budapest.

The pastel “Still Life with Nike” (1928) was an important station, 
even in the long series of still lives. A small-scale copy of the Nike of 
Samothrace stands dominantly white on a writing desk, amid sketches, 
glasses and painting kit. Only the window is lacking behind it. Velvety 
shapes come to life upon it.

The most magnificent of the early pastels was “Winter” (1929). The 
lazily winging crows enhance the melancholy of the snowy country land
scape. The bird that is nearest floats in boredom, the other appears to be
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trying desperately to break away, flaps upward and digs its head into the 
mist. Tiny cottages fringe the hillside, enveloped in a white fur of snow, 
under a spell. The seasonal death of nature strikes an elegiac tone of which 
it would be hard to seek the like. Rarely has the sadness of hopeless hopes, 
the shiver of the abandonment of faith in spring, found such an inter
preter. The “Violin” (1929), another still life, merits mention here for 
its velvety soft presentation.

The Galerie Hartberg of Berlin arranged a collective exhibition of 
Bernáth’s works in 1931. This display was noteworthy, among other 
reasons, because Julius Meier-Graefe, who had so successfully propagated 
the French impressionists in Germany, now wrote a highly laudatory article 
about Bernáth in one of the December issues of the Frankfurter Zeitung. 
He concluded his appreciation by saying: “With this one painter Hungary 
has, as Norway once did with Munch, surged forward into the ranks of 
those modern artist peoples to which we shall henceforth have to pay 
great attention.”

Three self-portraits followed. These, in a manner characteristic of 
Bernáth, differed greatly in their dimensions and technique, but proceeded, 
step by step to eliminate the various obstacles. The “Self-portrait Before 
the Window” (1929) shows the artist standing in a shabby hotel room. 
It is done in pastels and is relatively small. The oil “Self-Portrait in a 
Yellow Coat” (1930) has him facing the viewer, his hands clasped, 
looking rather bitter and emaciated. To the left, a winged angel hovers 
on the easel, obviously not fortuitously. It is the Genius of the wonderful 
Syracusan coins, but it does not yet bring the wreath. “You must win 
through”—or something to that effect—is probably its message. Finally 
the gigantic “Self-portrait” of 1930 retained the composition of the first 
pastel, transforming the downiness of the surface into a glazy, lustrous 
oil technique with breath-like delicacy in the differentiation of both colour 
and shape. It has an abundance of shades and triumphantly presents the 
painter’s own being.

The first period thus came to an end. A characteristic feature perhaps, 
beyond those mentioned, is that sensitiveness had never so far appeared 
with such force in Hungary. His is a man’s confession of the miracles of 
workaday life, modestly, almost as if whispered to himself.

It should be stressed that his art has had its various periods. If, in what 
is to be said, two additional great periods are to be clearly distinguished, 
then the only reason why it is confined to two is because the present 
limitations of space do not permit of the refinements of a monograph.
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The second is the period of visions, which was to be expected of a 
lyrical painter. The pastel “Woman Musing,” also done in 1930, before 
the “Self-portrait,” points in this direction. A woman in a blue dress is 
languidly leaning her elbows on a table. She is as ethereal, transparent 
and uncertain as a flame of brandy, about to go out with a last flicker.

Figurái compositions, such as that of “Spring” (1931), in which the 
five figures of the company pass their time on the terrace, were not rare 
in this visionary period. The depth of the colours, their suppressed, Venetian- 
style gleaming was ever more intense. Another picture of similar phosphor
escence, though smaller in size, was “Terrace” (1930). “ Morning” (1931) 
becomes meaningless in monochrome reproduction, without its ponderous 
browns. Its strange composition, bisected towards the viewer, is also 
nebulous if it is not the original picture that we look at. On the left, a city 
comes to life, and, separated by a wall, a woman dons her shirt. The dream 
is at an end, a new day greets the city and its inhabitants, of whom the 
artist has singled out one, instead of many. No one since Degas had at
tempted a similarly bizarre pictorial construction. In place of the trembling 
optical pomp of impressionism the melancholy of organized order domi
nates. It was this cogitating melancholy that inspired the magnificent vision 
in colour of the “Woman artist” (1931), with its elusive poliphony of 
smouldering crimsons and full-flavoured tobacco-browns. A woman with 
an elongated face holds a violin in her left hand, while a wreath of laurels 
with the name Coelia upon it hangs behind her head. These are the 
pinnacles of Bernáth’s art, revealing heights of colourism never yet achieved 
by Hungarian artists. The tension could only be relieved by the “Fishing- 
Harbour with Gulls” (1931), with its organ-chords of blue and its birds 
disintegrating into spirit images.

Another successful exhibition followed in October 1932 at the Ernst 
Museum, when sixty of the artist’s pictures and fifty-two of his water
colours and drawings were on show. It was in the following year that the 
present author published a book about him.*

The “Girl Going to a Harvest-feast” (1932), which was completed 
a year later, appears to foreshadow the author’s later, realistic period. The 
two yellows are reminiscent of the crop that she is about to celebrate. This 
picture is well matched by the robust figure of the “Dock-worker” (1932), 
which nevertheless has its subtle hues. It has nothing in common with 
“Venus” (1932), which terminated the series of visions. The goddess of 
love timidly faces her admirers. She smiles, but in a rather unwilling
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4 István Genthon: Bimátb Aurél, Ars Hungarica, Budapest, 1933.



fashion. She is a northern Venus, who has donned her mantle to protect 
her from the icy wind. In vain does she smile—she is the daughter of 
Ossian as she frostily gazes ahead.

After the visions, the artist’s path led him to reality. Periods cannot, 
of course, be severed from each other with scissors, and the styles are 
interwoven, to re-emerge at unexpected places and times. The vast canvas 
of the “Pöstyén Park” (1935) is a try-out of this more contemplative 
attitude, and one of its interesting features is that it introduces the fashion
able clothes of the period into the picture, without its appearing incongruous 
or outdated.

Bernáth’s new works were shown in the premises of the Fine Arts 
Exhibitions in November 1935, as was the custom of the day. Twenty- 
two pictures were presented, including the “Pöstyén Park.”

The almost musical rhythm of the composition of “Shepherdess” (1937), 
with the red-clad girl and the white goat laying its head in her lap, is once 
more purely lyrical, though far more closely knit in form than its precursors. 
It recalls the finest of Pisanello’s medallions, the reverse side of his Cecilia 
Gonzaga, with a girl and a unicorn bathing together in the moonshine. 
A picture of unforgettable deep harmony is the “Woman and Child” 
(1939), the woman’s arms spread out in a gesture of yearning. The forceful, 
yet tender forms of the “Scene at Zebegény with Danube” (1939) also 
belong here. Further masterpieces were to follow, now inspired by the 
artist’s new hunting-ground, that inexhaustible treasury of motifs, Lake 
Balaton. As regards its simple subject the “Scene at Kisörs” (1940) is no 
more than a house seen from above, with vegetation around it. Yet what 
a brilliant jungle the power of his brush conjures up! The green of the 
foreground and the blue of the background seem to grapple with each 
other, and flashing yellow lights tremble among the trees on the shore.

The canvas entitled “In the Country” (1941) is of overpowering force. 
A man clad in brown leans on his elbows as he meditates in the midst 
of a penurious still life. His sadness is almost oppressive. A cock squats 
on the post of the fence, its red comb ragged. Lyricism, vision and ab
dication mingle in it. The “Water scene” (1942) shows a boating couple 
on Lake Balaton, while the outlines of a female nude appear among the 
reeds. The monumental figure of the “Woman Painter” (1943), with its 
breath-like refinement, is one of Bernáth’s richest figurái pictures.

Fifty of his pictures were destroyed in the Second World War. After 
the liberation in 1945 he was appointed a professor at the Academy of 
Art, and in 1948 he was awarded the Kossuth Prize. It was after the tempest 
of war had blown over that he prepared his charming pastel, the “Christmas-
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tree” (1946), which was a return to his old compositional form by setting 
the glittering tree before a window. One of his most delicate still lives, 
the “Fishes with Dish” (1946), also in pastels, was likewise painted at this 
time. Silver-coloured shads are ranged on a brown table, with a discreet 
glimpse of the blue-edged dish.

The new life confronted the artist with new tasks. Bernáth had never 
lived in an ivory tower, and he had a try at new subjects and new methods 
of presentation. His vast painting in distemper, the “Beginning of 
the Labour Movement in the Building Trade” (1950), is the first in this 
series. The painter of lyrical and visionary pictures now showed a multitude 
of flesh-and-blood figures, with perhaps only the ardent, profound lustre 
of the colours to recall the past. However high the standards of the work, 
however admirable the beauty of its details, the conflict between the 
lyrical artist and his mode of expression is evident. His great panel, “The 
Industrial Workers and Sports” (1952), also has many figures. The “Rally” 
(1953) is a vast preliminary study for the panel, done in distemper. The 
fine rhythm of its composition undoubtedly makes it a significant work, 
but Bernáth’s most singular, most suggestive features are lacking in it.

In the fifties Bernáth went on a study-tour of Moscow, Leningrad and 
Yerevan. His study of the great realist compositions also made his own 
mode of expression more realistic. This is evident in the calmly contem
plative formulation of the red-clad “ Marili” (1952), or the “View of 
Pest with the Parliament Buildings” (1954), embedded in a grey of breath
like delicacy. Bernáth’s excursion into the field of portraiture resulted 
in a masterpiece of character-painting—the picture of his close friend, the 
poet Lőrinc Szabó (1955), with his idol-like, bitter, brown face. “The 
Woman in Evening Dress” (1957) is the magnificently coloured, latest 
item in the series of portraits. A mural with an ethereal treatment of form 
decorates the reading room of the library at Inota; the centre is occupied 
by the figure of a Muse of Greek augustness.

It has often been said that Bernáth’s art has a certain northern savour 
about it. This, of course, does not imply that he is in any way related to 
Edvard Munch or any Norwegian or Swedish painter—even Meier-Graefe, 
whom we have quoted above, did not allude to any such link. What is north
ern is his reserve, his control over his feelings, and his somewhat bitter 
devotion. The search for Latin formal beauty is completely foreign to him. 
As regards his portraiture, it would be unfair to claim that it had anything 
to do with Kokoschka’s psychological approach. Kokoschka sets out on a 
Freudian basis from the magnificent model he has chosen, while Bernáth 
chooses a model to convey his message—the two processes are opposite
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in the extreme. Whether, on the other hand, the passionate, very bluish 
landscapes of Kokoschka’s late period are in any concretely discernible 
way related to Bernáth’s works, is a point that has not yet been examined.

The present sketch would be incomplete if we failed to mention Bernáth’s 
work as a critic and author. Most of the former was published in a volume 
entitled írások a művészetről (“Writings about Art”) in 1947. He always 
discusses both Hungarian and foreign masters and the present-day problems 
of art in serene and impartial tones. The first part* of an autobiography 
intended to be completed in three volumes appeared in 1957 and 
earned general acclamation. The recently published second part** has 
proved so popular that even a second edition is rapidly selling out. 
The success is due neither to the finish of the books, nor even the magnif
icent coloured illustrations, most of them done by Aurél Bernáth himself, 
but to the fortunate blending of content and style. In the first volume 
consisting of almost five hundred pages, the author tells the story of his 
youth, and acquaints us with the “Land of Somogy” (in Transdanubia) 
and its people, and with Lake Balaton. A kaleidoscope of fish-stew suppers, 
heathen drinking-bouts, Balaton storms and anxious adolescent loves 
emerges from their pages, while the second volume also recalls Bernáth’s 
experiences on becoming an artist in Berlin. This phosphorescent prose, 
with its flashing colours, is a brother to his best canvases. Those who have 
read it are expectantly looking forward to the third volume.

It has not been possible to give more than a very fragmentary bird’s 
eye view of the rich oeuvre of a great Hungarian artist. There is no other 
Hungarian painter whose masculine lyricism is so suggestive and complex. 
His singular sensitiveness has led him to open up new realms to Hungarian 
painting, ranging from his melancholy, languid landscapes to the tropically 
flamboyant beauty of the Balaton region.

* Aurél Bernáth: Valahol Pannóniában (Somewhere in Pannónia)
** Aurél Bernáth: Utak Pannóniából (Roads from Pannónia), 1961. (An extract from this work 

Las appeared in Vol. II. No. 4. of the New Hungarian Quarterly. — Editor’s Note.)





A u rél  Be r n á t h : W in ter  (1929)

A urél  Be r n á t h : St il l -l if e  w it h  N ik e  (1928)



* #
ifl

$



'

-
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SEXCENTENARY OF DEBRECEN

by
L Á SZ L Ó  PA SSU T H

I t may be presumptuous to compare this Hungarian city of medium 
population with London, as regards their origins. Yet Europe’s largest 
metropolis also stems from the growth and fusion of neighbouring 
villages, in the same way as the “Calvinist Rome,” in whose present 
place nine medieval villages once sprawled. The most vigorous, centrally 

situated village among the nine, called Debrecen, swallowed up the rest and 
gave its name to its brother villages.

Debrecen’s urban existence is hardly more than a fragment of a past 
that stretches back at least five thousand years, and whose pages are all 
replete with archaeological relics. When the city’s power station was being 
built, exquisite pottery made by neolithic man was found. This flat area 
of the country east of the River Tisza, its vast prairies alternating with 
forests, was the plain-land residence of nomadic peoples in the Great 
Migrations. Tradition has it, that this is where Bayan, Grand Khan of the 
Avars, had his palace of tents, and that it was in this part of the country 
that he received the deputation from the Byzantine Emperor which came 
to pay him homage. The remnants of his glory are now prized treasures of 
the Debrecen Museum. They consist of belt buckles, stirrups, weapons 
and jewels, corresponding to the varied traditions of the Age of Migra
tions.

The noted English traveller Robert Townson, who visited Debrecen in 
the second half of the eighteenth century and wrote about the big “civis” * 
city (by this time with about 30,000 inhabitants) wondered what could 
have induced so many people to build a town for themselves here, on a plain 
without rivers or hills, and there to feel comfortable. Townson’s critique 
was by no means particularly flattering, as he wrote that “Debrecen, though

4 Civis: rich peasant who lived in town.
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called a city and endowed moreover with city rights, should, however, be 
regarded as a village and hence is maybe the largest village in Europe. . . ”

Indeed, an eye accustomed to the West-European type of town must 
have found the old Debrecen a strange spectacle, not in any way reminiscent 
of the civitates established in the place of the Roman castra. Mainly, perhaps, 
because in all the long history of the city we know of no period when it was 
either a fortress or a fortified town.

The fact that stone suitable for building purposes is extremely rare in 
the vicinity of Debrecen was actually to determine both the character and 
the fate of the settlement. Since, in place of a strong wall, medieval Debre
cen was defended only by a broad moat and a rampart topped with wattles, 
it is certain that in place of warlike virtues, the city rather had need of 
diplomatic skill to be able to defend its bare existence. Despite its poor 
defences, the small metropolis beyond the Tisza, which emerged from the 
nine villages, did not suffer from havoc and destruction wrought by the 
enemy. Its existence was secured more by the payment of indemnities than 
by its bastions. One powerful enemy, however, remained to accompany it 
through the long centuries of its history—this enemy was fire. The annals 
mention innumerable disasters through fire, the two greatest having taken 
place in 1564 and 1802. These both reduced almost half the houses to 
cinders, for the greater part were not built of stone and were thus easy prey 
to the holocaust, particularly as Debrecen has no river. Fire proved to be 
a cruel but effective town-planning authority. The rebuilt city (particularly 
after the disaster of 1802) strove in the course of its restoration to eliminate 
the provincial features that had proved so surprising to Robert Townson.

As already pointed out, the developing city, which in the last two 
centuries of the Middle Ages enjoyed the protection of the Hungarian kings, 
was not too richly endowed with martial virtues—its mythological ideals 
must rather have been Mercury and Pallas Athene. Due to its fortunate 
situation, Debrecen in the course of the centuries became a nodal point for 
East and Central European transit trade. The Balkans and Poland via routes 
through Transylvania, moreover the various provinces of the German Em
pire, Augsburg and the Hanseatic towns, were Debrecen’s trading partners 
both in agricultural products and industrial goods. The kings of old favoured 
the city by bestowing the right to organize fairs on it, and the number 
of fairs—on a national and even an international scale—rose to four a year. 
These were considered truly Central European trading events, particularly 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, up to the latter part of the seven
teenth. The first decades of the Reformation, moreover, gave rise—on the 
foundations of the medieval Latin-language Catholic school—to the great
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School of Debrecen, the College and Theological Academy, which established 
Debrecen’s fame among the European Protestant Colleges.

Debrecen’s “great” period was the sixteenth century, during which 
the power of the city grew in extraordinary measure. In order to understand 
how it became possible for Debrecen to emerge from among its Hungarian 
sister cities, it is necessary to cast a glance at the events of the time. The 
disastrous defeat at the Battle of Mohács (1526) set the seal on the tragedy 
of medieval, feudal Hungary. Close on half of the territory of the country 
fell under Turkish occupation, including Buda, the capital. The part of the 
country which remained under the rule of the Hapsburg kings was confined 
to Transdanubia and the Northern Counties, while Transylvania became 
a Principality, independent but obliged to pay tribute to the Turks. This 
state of affairs subsisted till the Turks were finally driven from Hungary 
at the end of the seventeenth century. When the country was rent into 
three parts, Debrecen became subject to the jurisdiction of the Principality, 
but never formed an organic part of Transylvania.

Debrecen’s geographical position and urban rank explain why, precisely 
because of its peaceful character, the town, from the middle of the sixteenth 
century, was able to act as mediator between the three parts of the country. 
The Transylvanian merchants on their way from Poland or the Baltic 
regions would stop at Debrecen and take the wares of the town’s craftsmen 
with them through Brassó to Constantinople.

These were the decades of the triumph of Calvinism in Debrecen—the 
spiritual and religious movement which is to this day so characteristic of 
both the outer aspect of the city and of the fundamental character of its 
inhabitants. Century-old ties had undoubtedly developed between the 
Debrecen School—then still of the Catholic denomination—and its Western 
sister Colleges during the era marking the close of the Middle Ages. 
Nevertheless, nothing but aversion for the German spirit can serve to 
explain the fact that the first Protestant proselytizers in Debrecen adopted 
not the Lutheran faith, then regarded as a German religion, but the Helve
tian Geneva confession which they made the “state religion” of their urban 
empire. Calvinism, both in its original conception and its spiritual influence, 
was tantamount to the idea of puritanism. Outwardly this spirit was to leave 
its imprint on the town’s appearance. Everything that could be regarded 
as superfluous ornament was removed from the churches, public buildings 
and houses. The strictly conceived, rational views and the unpretentious, 
moderate way of life of the civitas were to determine the life of the city and 
its people.

The Hungarian cities, like those of other lands, were only able to
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extricate themselves from under the feudal order of the Middle Ages with 
very great difficulty. In the fifteenth century several aristocratic families 
shared dominion over the city, including the great general, János Hunyadi, 
father of King Matthias Corvinus. Not until the decomposition of the feudal 
order had brought a change in the situation, did the wheel of fortune turn. 
The nobility of the neighbourhood, whose estates and political power were 
equally destroyed by the great landslide, successively moved in behind 
the moats of the city, where the wisdom of the civis fathers provided shelter 
for them too. In return they had to renounce their aristocratic prerogatives 
and became taxpayers of the city. The same fate also overtook those urban 
citizens who had obtained patents of nobility by the grace of either the 
Hungarian king or the prince of Transylvania.

At this time Debrecen was one of the most populous Hungarian urban 
communities, whose fame had spread throughout Eastern Europe. Its 
government was in the hands of the Senate, which consisted mainly of the 
heads of the guilds—craftsmen who excelled in their trades. They were, 
however, at an early stage joined by the intellectual element, representatives 
of the circle of professors, clergymen and literati. In the sixteenth century 
at least five hundred students attended secondary or higher school courses 
each year, and this figure continued to increase. The yellow leaves of the 
annals have preserved the reports on the schools. They reveal that there were 
also a number of girls’ schools, and it is estimated that by the end of the 
sixteenth century at least half the young people were receiving school 
instruction. This fact is especially relevant, considering that the basic 
character of Debrecen was determined mainly by agriculture.

It is not to be wondered at, that the nomad chieftains, whose names we 
no longer know, had chosen precisely the vicinity of Debrecen as the seat of 
their prairie empires. The vast grassy expanses were extremely well suited 
to a pastoral life, and they could rear vast herds of cattle and of horses here, 
especially on the Hortobágy, which is perhaps the only “puszta” in Central 
Europe to have survived to this day. This animal husbandry on the prairies 
was for centuries to be one of the main sources of income for the inhabitants 
of Debrecen. Stockbreeding on the pastures owned by the city was a com
munal undertaking. Viticulture was also a close adjunct of urban life. This 
required diligent everyday work, but yielded the wine which served to 
brighten the citizens’ lives and became a trading commodity and a present 
fit to sooth the predatory appetites of the Emperor’s captains and of the 
Turkish beys. The regular cultivation of cereals was practised on a small 
scale on the common municipal lands. There was little privately owned land 
within the city’s limits, viticulture being more characteristic of the citi-
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zenry. The use of the pastures and forests was collective, and it was the 
latter which permitted the city to be reconstructed fairly quickly after the 
fires.

The name of Debrecen is of ancient Turkish origin, and according 
to our etymologists it means “in perpetual movement.” However, in the 
ancient documents of the city, from the very first relics, only Hungarian 
names may be encountered, with but rare instances through the centuries of 
Italian or German craftsmen who settled there. The administration of all 
the guilds was in Hungarian hands, and beginning with the sixteenth 
century the records, the city’s documents and papers were all in the Hun
garian language. The senators, magistrates and notaries who emerged from 
among the order of craftsmen, preserved their fine, expressive language 
to the end. Even in the second half of the seventeenth century, the most 
critical period of the city’s past, the chief magistrate, Boldizsár Bartha, 
described Debrecen’s policies in the following terms: “ . . .  this city, built 
in the fields, without strong bounds, accustomed only to obedience, has 
escaped havoc through clever self-adjustment and all kinds of ransom, 
instead of the use of arms.” Up to almost the end of the seventeenth century 
Debrecen was known as a densely populated, rich metropolis inhabited by 
people of one tongue and one belief. These years represented the climax of 
the development of Debrecen at the close of the Middle Ages and the 
beginning of the New Age. Its character was determined by its trades and 
craftsmen, who also supplied the aldermen of the Council. Spiritual 
perspective, on the other hand, was provided by the intellectual groups that 
formed about the College and interpreted the currents of thought prevalent 
in distant countries, scientific academies and universities.

The students received autonomy at an early stage. To a certain extent 
they had the right to invite their own professors, as in the case of the more 
liberally organized universities. The coetus, a student body, was in sole 
charge of the affairs both of the students and of the College. * The financial 
aspects alone were the concern of the municipality and of the Calvinist 
Church. These autonomous rights made the “gowned youth” an important 
factor in the life of the city. The close on a thousand intellectually well 
prepared students, the majority reading for the free professions, served to 
set the city’s intellectual climate.

We have pointed out that the prosperity of Debrecen had become 
wholly dependent on the economic structure of a Hungary divided into

4 For a more detailed study of this subject, see part III of the article on "Old Hungarian 
Colleges” by Imre Surányi in The New Hungarian Quarterly, Vol. II, No. 1. — The Editor.



three parts. As soon as the Hapsburgs’ power succeeded in the eighteenth 
century in forcing the Turks to retreat, with Transylvania also obliged to 
abandon its independent status, the significance of Debrecen as a frontier 
city suddenly ceased. The main trading route now, as a consequence of 
Hapsburg centralization, lay through Vienna and avoided Debrecen.

The imperial general Caraffa, who was notorious for his cruelty, in 
1683 imposed indemnities on Debrecen, obliging the population to pay a 
levy of several million forints. Shortly after the ominous visit by Caraffa 
the city was decimated by fire and struck by the plague. The population 
decreased considerably and the process of provincialization began. All these 
events left their mark on Debrecen, so that Townson could write of it only 
that almost all the houses were single-storey buildings with their back 
walls towards the streets.

“The population,” he continued, “are for the greater part Calvinists, 
whose way of life, their sombre clothes and the overcast weather that would 
not cease throughout my stay, together made a very bleak impression. This is 
where this denomination has its largest College. . .  apart from the College 
the most notable features of the city are: the Debrecen pipe, cape, bread and 
the four national fairs. . .  outside the city lie the vineyards. . . ”

The English traveller also recorded that he had met several professors 
and doctors who had been to both England and Holland.

On November 13, 1714, the Chief Magistrate and Postmaster, Sámuel 
Diószegi, entertained a strange guest—King Charles XII of Sweden, who 
had arrived incognito for one day, in the course of a fortnight’s journey 
from Bender to Stralsund. According to the city records he spent his 
evening “amid lively disputation in Latin,” tasting the good wines of 
Debrecen, in the company of the local professors, whom Diószegi had 
invited.

In the eighteenth century, puritanism and provincial seclusion weighed 
on the city, hampering municipal development. Debrecen was a Calvinist, 
Hungarian city accustomed to freedom, within whose bounds the nobility 
were obliged to pay taxes. This was sufficient to earn the disapproval of the 
Hapsburg regime and for it to strive to limit and even to suppress the 
economic and cultural hegemony which Debrecen had so far exercised over 
the part of the country beyond the Tisza. The city was forced to agree to 
the erection of a Catholic church, and the monastic orders also established 
seats in Debrecen. The autonomy of the College was curtailed, and a 
succession of financial levies was imposed on the city. Added to this was 
the fact that Debrecen came to be dominated intellectually by a narrow
minded brand of puritanism. The original population began to assume the
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character for which they were to be called “cívis”—to become quiet-spoken 
burghers, who, though ever discontented with conditions, had no desire 
to step beyond the confines of their narrow world, no interest in the in
tellectual currents of distant parts, small requirements, and no ambition 
to undertake more elaborate enterprises. This puritanism could also be 
perceived in the microcosm of the College. If there was occasionally a 
professor with a more modern approach—such as the excellent scientist 
István Hatvani—he was rumoured to be engaged in witchcraft; his statue in 
the College became a bogy to frighten the youngest of the pupils.

The great Hungarian lyricist of the late eighteenth century, Mihály 
Csokonai Vitéz ( 1 7 7 3 —1805), came into conflict with these rigid school 
rules while still a student at the College. He only returned to his native 
city in the last years of his life, smitten with disease, there to be hastened 
to an early death by the lack of understanding and spiritual isolation of this 
rarely gifted and erudite poet.

Csokonai too was a suffering witness of the disastrous fire of 1802. 
In a letter he recorded the terrible experience in the following terms:

“Even the modest abode where I was wont to retire from the clamour 
of the world and the little garden which served me for my Tusculanum 
became victims of this terrifying blow. Amid cinders and ashes do I write 
these lines, and beneath the Heavens that have not spared me and between 
the which and me, whom they have deprived of even the little I had, there 
is but a thin board that cannot protect me from the very rain. Through 
my burnt-out windows, the meagre wind even now scatters my own and 
my neighbours’ ashes over this, my sad le tte r .. . ”

It was from this great holocaust that Phoenix-like there arose one of 
the greatest Hungarian cities of our time. The disaster unfortunately 
consumed the fourteenth century Gothic Cathedral of St. Andrew which 
had later become the Calvinist Great Church. The Great School, the larger 
part of the College, was also destroyed. The senators set about the job of 
construction with increased energy. For a while the boom caused by the 
Napoleonic wars also came to their aid. Nevertheless, it took several decades 
till the present Great Church, the pride of Debrecen was completed. It is 
a masterpiece of classicist architecture, built on the walls of the old cathe
dral, and it dominates the panorama of Debrecen to the present day. The 
College was also reconstructed, enabling it, in its new and expanded 
buildings, to spread the ancient scholarship of Debrecen. These great 
building activities resulted in a general enthusiasm for construction, as a 
result of which Debrecen in the middle of the nineteenth century emerged 
from the picture Townson had seen, and, though neither water nor hills
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helped beautify the city’s panorama, it became one of Hungary’s most 
orderly municipalities.

The Great Church was to be the scene of what was perhaps the most 
dramatic political event of the Hungarian War of Independence in 1848— 
49. It was in this building, on April 14, 1849, that the Hungarian National 
Assembly, which had moved from Buda to Debrecen, passed the resolution 
under the terms of which Parliament deposed the Hapsburg dynasty and 
elected Lajos Kossuth to be Governing President. An eye-witness who 
recorded the scene wrote:

“Perhaps every inhabitant of Debrecen stood there. . .  Kossuth wore 
black velvet clothes on this day. . .  the transparent paleness of his inspired 
visage was rendered the more conspicuous by bis simple, sombre a ttire .. .  
He began his speech in quiet tones, but the more he became immersed in 
the development of his reasons. . .  the more did his voice assume a magic 
quality, and his oration evoked a response of which no mortal has ever seen 
the like inside any church. . . ”

Almost a century later the historical role of Debrecen again became 
a decisive factor in the life of the nation. In 1944, during the gravest 
days of national tribulation, when a large part of the country was still 
suffering under the German occupation and Budapest became a besieged 
fortress, the first democratic government of liberated Hungary was formed 
in Debrecen, thence to reorganize the life of the State until it could move 
to the liberated capital in the spring of 1945.

What is the appearance today of the great urban centre of the plains? 
What are the impressions to be gathered by a present-day traveller from 
afar?

The city’s new, modern railway station is shortly to be opened to traffic 
in place of the old building which was partly destroyed during the war. 
The station is linked to the heart of the city by a big avenue, which broad
ens to form a square in front of the Great Church. Everywhere there are 
enormous quantities of flowers, and this colourful carpet accompanies the 
visitor wherever he goes—it is present everywhere to delight the eye. The 
city is a model of cleanliness, which is one of the manifestations of puri- 
tanism in its administration. The streets are lively and the volume of traffic 
is great, indicating that Debrecen is still a “communications hub” and 
that the six-hundred-year-old city has continued unchanged as the em
porium of the entire region beyond the Tisza. The basic structure of a 
modern map of the present-day city corresponds to the medieval Debrecen, 
built according to the first urban surveys. The agricultural character of the 
city is still decisive in the distribution of the population, and the same is
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also valid at the scientific level. The Debrecen University of Agriculture 
is one of the most important institutions of its kind in Hungary. Debre
cen’s University of Arts and Sciences is also of a high order—thousands of 
students prepare for their future careers at its faculties. The Déri Museum 
of Debrecen deserves special mention, for it ranks high above the standards 
of the provincial museums and its archaeological, scientific, oriental and 
folklore collections, as well as its picture gallery, make it one of the most 
significant Hungarian museum centres. The sources of natural gas that 
have been discovered in the vicinity of Debrecen, and those that still re
main to be discovered, open up a tremendous perspective for industrial 
municipal development.

Even in old times Debrecen was known as an industrial town and—to 
mention but a few trades—the tanners, the leather workers generally, and 
the wood-working manufactories were famous in distant lands. Traces of 
all these industrial traditions, dating back over several hundreds of years, 
have been preserved in the industrial life of modern Debrecen, for it has 
a famous leather-works and a high-quality furniture factory, while the to
bacco factory processes the products of this excellent tobacco-growing region, 
which also enter into Hungary’s export trade.

It has, however, been the process of social change and the policy of large- 
scale industrial development that has established the city’s largest new in
dustrial plants. Of these the two most important are the roller-bearings 
factory and the pharmaceutical works. The best-known products of the 
latter are antibiotic preparations. The Hajdúság Industrial Works at the 
city limits supply not only this part of the country but also the people 
of the capital with household machinery. We may further refer to the pre
cision engineering plant, a building and civil engineering firm, a fibre-pro- 
cessing factory, the leather-works and shoe factory.

The evolution of industrialization has naturally also involved a change 
in the social structure. The demand for many thousands of industrial work
ers in Debrecen has led to a more rapid change or flow, we might even 
say dynamization, of a part of the population. The sons of cívis fathers have, 
either as workers or engineers, become employees of the developing fac
tories. They are growing used to the swifter rhythm of modern industrial 
life and are emerging from the more conservative approach which was so 
characteristic of their ancestors, the founders and upholders of the city, 
through the centuries of the bitter Hungarian lot. And this process—a 
fortunate synthesis of the way of life of the fathers and the sons—may be 
observed not only within the various families, but in the city itself, in 
the fusion of traditional features with the needs of modern urban life.

1 3 7
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A recent international congress on town planning decided that the most 
ideal types of town are urban centres with 150,000-200,000 inhabitants, 
living under the most advantageously organized circumstances. Debrecen 
corresponds in every respect to this imaginary' ideal type of town. Industry, 
commerce, agriculture and cultural life here form a harmonious whole. 
When Debrecen celebrated the sexcentenary of its establishment as a city 
in the summer of 1961, the country’s attention was again focused on what 
the language of the romantics called the “Calvinist Rome.” The traditions 
of the past and the harmony of the present secure for the town beyond the 
Tisza, which was once called “the largest European village,” a peaceable, 
urban rhythm of life.



T H E  “ANTI-THEATRE”
by

P É T E R  NAGY

Art always renews itself by a negation of its former self. Only 
later, as it enters on yet a further period and the former negation 
is negated in a new manner, does it become apparent how many 
features of the old were retained in the new, in that which seem
ed to have been a radical break with what went before. After the Second 

World War art in general and the drama in particular turned over a new 
leaf throughout the world, and has opened a new chapter since. The late 
‘forties and early’ fifties brought new artists, new artistic trends and endeav
ours to the surface—the “angry young men” and the “beast generation” 
are both expressions of the period which in France is marked by the spe
cifically French product of the “anti-theatre.” Artistically, this latter is 
the most extreme—or we might say the most distilled—of them all, as an 
expression of the sentiments, fears and passions which moved and frigh
tened the intellectuals of the Western world during these years. And it is 
specifically French because, though it has certain contacts with the art of 
John Osborne, Doris Lessing and Sheila Delaney on the one hand, and of 
Friedrich Dürrenmatt and Max Frisch on the other, and may even have 
influenced them to some extent, no play has yet been written anywhere 
outside France which would fully have deserved the label of the “anti
theatre.”

The French theatre and French dramatic literature have for centuries 
been in the forefront of European drama. The hegemony which they ex
ercised over the stages of Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen
turies they have, it is true, only been able to regain for brief periods since 
(as at the time of the romantic drama, or especially in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, through the French pike ä these and moral comedy). 
Even though there were periods when the French drama was overshadow
ed by the Scandinavians (Ibsen and Strindberg) or by the Anglo-Americans
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(Wilde, Shaw, O ’Neill), the French theatre and dramatic literature have 
throughout retained two decisive and first-rate characteristics: a con
tinuity, and an extraordinary ability to interpret new ideas and trends into 
the language of the stage.

The crop of dramas after the Second World War precisely expressed 
this ability. On the one hand the plays of Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert 
Camus developed the piece a these into ideological drama, on the other hand 
the tradition of classic tragedies involved descending into the turbid depths 
of the psyche, as in the plays of Henri de Montherlant. Perhaps the most 
characteristic feature of both trends is that in matters of form they did 
not strive to introduce any innovations, or at least very few. They con
sidered the content to be decisive and used the already polished, unpro
blematic forms of the recent and more remote past to convey their thoughts 
and create characters and situations. Any change in form was undertaken 
only if, and to the extent that, the subject-matter absolutely demanded it. 
Even such clever and success-seeking playwrights as Marcel Aymé or Féli- 
cien Marceau did not experiment with really new forms, but made use 
in their plays of tried-out methods and more or less accepted ideas, trim
med with a few new flashes, thus achieving that mixture of the familiar 
and the apparently new which is attractive to the general public. Even 
Audiberti, a playwright of considerable talent, took the same path; in his 
plays arabesques of poetic phantasy embrace vaudeville traditions, and 
result in a theatrical idiom which may not endure but is highly individual 
and attractive even in its narrowness.

W ith the appearance of the “anti-theatre,” the early ’fifties brought 
something radically new to French theatrical tradition. French historians 
of literature endeavour to include in this trend Schéhadé, of Lebanese 
origin, and also the Flemish Ghelderode. Their tendency towards abstrac
tion, their combining of poesy with vulgarity, undoubtedly bring them 
into close relation to, indeed, make them the precursors of, the founders 
of the “anti-theatre.” The school itself is, nevertheless, actually linked 
to three or perhaps four names—those of Arthur Adamov, Eugene Ionesco, 
Samuel Beckett and Jean Genet.

It is interesting to note that the “anti-theatre” appeared at the end of 
the ’forties and the beginning of the ’fifties, at a time when the cold war 
was at its peak and the West lived in constant fear of a nuclear war. The 
French dramatists who appeared at this moment virtually blew up dra
matic traditions and introduced something radically new, something fun
damentally different from their predecessors. But one cannot blow up 
anything without an explosive, and this explosive was furnished by Piran-
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dello, and by German expressionism and its highest manifestation, Bert 
Brecht, whose genius far transcends expressionism and achieves classical 
stature. This school has but little in common with the French dramatic 
tradition of the remote or recent past—a possible exception being Alfred 
Jarry’s Ubu roi and its strangely grotesque mysticism, not to speak of the 
ever-experimenting Jean Cocteau and his futuristic plays.

All these playwrights are artists of distinct individuality, which cannot 
be brought to a common denominator. What is it that nevertheless unites 
them, at least to the extent that they can be grouped under a common 
label? What is common to all the creators of the “anti-theatre” ? Above 
all, contempt for all those forms that they have inherited from their fore
bears. Of course, they are bound to write acts and scenes, but they try 
to tear the drama out of the context of time, to make it timeless, abstract, 
and thus “universally human.” They try to deliver it of the conventions 
of intrigue, of sensation, of effective Abgang and even of logical sequence; 
to eliminate all that the development of characters and of their mutual 
relationship has involved for drama since the Greeks, or at least since 
Shakespeare, and to substitute for it static, abstract relations. It is the 
very inscrutableness and unreality of these relations that lends the piece 
“dramatic” tension, enveloping it in an oppressively mysterious atmos
phere reminiscent of Kafka, imbued with an inherent and unfathomable 
sadness, at times a hopeless despair. Yet these writers are not “tragedians,” 
or, at least, the tragic content is not infrequently expressed through farce 
and boundless jollity. Sadness with them is always accompanied by hu
mour, and tragedy by comedy—or to put it more precisely, their tragedies 
are comic, and their comedies horrifying. This is the duality in which 
their approach to life finds unity, and it is, perhaps, by means of this 
duality that they render their most definitive and most condemnatory 
verdict on the world. While the catharsis of tragedy relieves and pacifies 
the mind and the eruptive laughter of comedy is itself a verdict that 
satisfies a sense of justice and thus tranquillizes the viewer, the anti
catharsis of the anti-theatre is disquieting, upsetting, and strives to in
cite to rebellion against the world which it illustrates and of which it is 
an expression. For even though it be the author’s determined and indeed 
obstinately upheld intention that he should speak of man “in general,” 
of human fate generally, independently of time and place, the work itself 
cannot be torn from the world in which its roots are planted—it expresses 
and, in turn, influences it.

W ith their widely differing methods, with tones and implications 
that vary according to the individual, they all protest passionately and
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rancourously against the “given world” in its singular manifestations and 
general aspects. True to their school this protest remains abstract and 
absolute, at the same time. They see the capitalistic world, but speak in 
terms of all mankind; they tear to shreds the repellent features of the 
bourgeoisie and petty-bourgeoisie, but see in them the characteristics of 
Man and from that humanity they turn away. These are the features that 
make the school and almost all its achievements so contradictory, and, 
as we shall see, ultimately impracticable beyond a certain point. This is 
the reason why the followers of the school have now, though each in a 
different direction, departed from the “pure” line of the anti-theatre 
and are, in their own manner, groping in a new direction, towards a new 
kind of synthesis, in which they can combine the achievements of the 
anti-theatre with those of the traditional theatre.

£

The first of the four playwrights to appear on the scene was the Ru
manian-born Eugene Ionesco, whose play La Cantatrice chauve was first per
formed in 1949. This one-act play immediately evoked considerable 
scandal and enthusiasm. For eleven years now, it has been showing con
tinuously in a small Paris theatre. Ionesco has since written about a dozen 
plays, one of the best of which is Les Chaises. He generally chooses an ex
tremely commonplace, everyday situation, devoid of all dramatic qualities, 
as the starting point. In Les Chaises, for instance, it is the conversation of 
an old concierge and his wife, in La Cantatrice chauve a typical English couple 
are having an after-supper chat. In both two people start talking in the 
most drab and commonplace sort of way, perhaps just a shade more non
sensical than in real life (though it is hard to distinguish these shades), 
and then this drabness, fatuousness and boredom begin to change— 
unnoticeably, and always remaining within the logic of the play, we are, 
at once or by degree, transposed from the everyday to the absurd, from 
dullness to satire, which is simultaneously both irresistibly ludicrous and 
horrifying. Then, staying within this satire, the author exploits all 
the possibilities available to such a degree that the audience finally com
pletely loses the ground from under its feet. Impossible to draw the line 
between reality and its satirical distortion, for reality becomes its own 
satire, the absurd becomes law, and law, absurdity. In the end, it all 
turns into ridiculous tragedy, or into an exact, mechanical repetition of 
the initial situation and the first sentences. This serves to open the gates 
of absurdity even wider, so that the audience is prompted to leave the
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theatre with the ghastly feeling that such is life, that this is what is eter
nally repeated every minute, in every home, time without end. . .

Few have so passionately mocked petty-bourgeois stupidity, the custo
mary and endlessly repeated commonplaces, as Ionesco. In this respect his 
works are irresistible. But as soon as he leaves this ground and tries to give 
more general meaning to his art, whenever he endeavours to create or 
present a philosophy, his work becomes inflated, laboured and empty.

$

Samuel Becket (b. 1906) is somewhat older and more extreme than the 
others. Of Irish origin, he first writes simultaneously in both English and 
French. His Waiting for Godot, like all his dramas (particularly the Acte 
sans paroles), is as much a pantomime or a script for ballet without music 
as it is a dialogue. In Waiting for Godot two tramps await a mysterious 
and never-appearing Godot, throughout three acts, in one and the same 
place, repeating the same words—yet their dialogue somehow is still im
bued with poetry. Though Beckett here shows his characters as hopelessly 
repellent, incorrigible and doomed, it is humanity that he pities, a hu
manity which carries out its own death sentence. The same idea is brought 
to an unbearable extreme in Fin de partié, a considerable part of which 
consists of a dialogue between two idiotic vagrants who vegetate in dust
bins, rotting alive. There is no continuing on this path, unless it be to 
put carrion beetles on the stage.. .

*

It was the debut of the Russian-born Arthur Adamov in 1950 that 
really made the anti-theatre into a school and movement, which seemed only 
a year before to have been Ionesco’s individual extravagance. Adamov too 
has about a dozen plays to his credit. It is his works that show most 
clearly how much this school has in common with the German expressionist 
drama and Brecht himself. He too set out from the conviction that life 
is absurd and human relations bizarre, and this is what he expressed in an 
adequate and startling way in La Parodie, where one person frequently 
addresses another and is answered by a third, asks one girl for a dance, 
and has another one fall into his arms. . .  In the early ’fifties Adamov, 
however, began to abandon this abstract approach, turning towards more 
concrete social problems. In La grande et la petite manoeuvre, for instance, 
he made fascism his target, but still interprets the opinions of a man who 
has become disillusioned regarding any intervention. Here again, he applies
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a characteristic, though repulsive scenic formula: each of his hero’s dis
appointments and disillusionments—the mutilations of his soul—are 
manifested in successive degrees of physical truncation which result in his 
gradually losing his hands and feet, until he finally rolls onto the stage on 
wheels, a helpless cripple.. .

Adamov was, moreover, the first among them to turn his back on ab
stract expression and the presentation of archetypes on the stage. In 1956 
he wrote his Paolo Paoli, a play no longer dealing with abstract problems 
of an abstract society, but treating a specific instant of history in a certain 
part of the Globe. He presents France at the turn of the century, exposing 
the “good old pre-war days” through the life and competition of two 
merchants, one dealing in ornamental feathers, the other in butterflies. 
And behind the facade of the butterfly and feather trade, there is un
restrained trading in hufhan life, strength and happiness. Through this 
portrait of the rivalry and friendship between two competing tradesmen 
he points to the essence of capitalism. His merchants are ready, with a 
bland smile on their lips, to fly at each other’s throats, but are always in 
agreement when it comes to oppressing the exploited.

And after Adamov, Ionesco too abandoned the extreme world of ab
stractions ar.d took a step towards social reality. The Rhinoceros, produced 
in Paris in 1959, can’t be called one of the author’s best plays, yet its 
values lie again in those parts that ridicule petty-bourgeois stupidity and 
empty-headedness. Here, however, this ridicule has an anti-fascist edge, 
though Ionesco’s main aim is not to fight the concrete threat of fascism— 
which in the France of today is to be found in various extreme right-wing 
groups—but through the symptoms of fascism to wage war on confor
mism and surrender of all kinds, on the careless adoption of the opinions, 
views and behaviour of others.

A

A fairly similar path has been traversed by Jean Genet, one of the 
most daring talents of modern French literature, whose life has also been 
among the most extraordinary. The author, who is now in his early fifties, 
started his career as a professional burglar and homosexual and thus came 
to know all the larger prisons of France. Only after the war did he be
come known as a writer, betraying great talent in all his poems, novels 
and plays. For the present we shall only deal with the last. I have men
tioned before that Genet is not generally identified with the school of the 
anti-theatre. Yet they have their common features. Though Genet is not 
anti-rhetorical like the others (on the contrary, his extremely rich and
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highly poetic language, not infrequently rising in his plays to the in
candescence of prose verse, is one of the most attractive features of his 
writing), he is, nevertheless, linked to the anti-theatre by a propensity 
and a striving towards abstraction, by the interplay, overlapping and 
identification of fact and appearance, of the real and the unreal. As though 
he had been a pupil of Celine’s, his theatrical humanitarianism finds ex
pression in the hatred of men—and we know the dangers of such an 
attitude. His first play to be produced, Les bonnes, is perhaps the most 
striking, we might say a “classical,” example of this— “classical” also in 
its homogeneity, its overheated paroxism and its polished language. Two 
maids, in the absence of their mistress, play at being mistress and ser
vant, and they continue this game each evening that they are left alone. 
Where does the servant end and the mistress begin? Appearance and 
reality are muddled up almost beyond recognition, in order that the 
audience should sense the thick web of feelings produced by adoration 
and hatred, admiration and contempt in the minds of the servants, in their 
relation to their masters. Finally they become engulfed in the game to 
such a degree that one of the girls dies in place of her mistress, for her 
mistress, as the m istress...

Even this may suffice to give some taste of the peculiar features of 
Genet’s talent. The following play, Le Bakon, which he wrote in 1956 but 
which was only produced—amid scandals—last season, really does carry 
these incessant transitions between reality and mere play to the limits of 
absurdity. Society, the “pillars of society,” are depicted through the 
circle of regular customers of a brothel, and around them he sketches the 
almost wanton pictures of an abstract revolution. Finally he proclaims 
with a grimace the futility of revolt and the impossibility of overthrow
ing the existing order, however hated and loathsome.

Les Negres, completed in 1958, outdoes the rest in combining playful
ness and reality. However, in a strange way, Genet here takes to the road 
that we have been able to trace in the case of the other creators of the 
anti-theatre: he gets closer to social and human reality. For the misan
thropy which had in previous works also kept cropping up and had been 
a kind of inverted philanthrophy, was now suddenly invested with a con
crete content in the hatred of negroes for whites, of the oppressed for 
their exploiters and subjugators.

A negro company enact before a white court how they killed a white 
girl—how each night they kill a white woman for their strange rites. But 
it is all just play-acting, as we soon learn, with the negroes acting what 
the whites imagine of them. The white court consists of white-masked
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negroes, over whom the negro negroes now sit in symbolic judgement, 
condemning them to death and announcing, meanwhile, that somewhere, 
far away, forces have set out that will lead the people of the “black con
tinent” to independence and to the defeat of their oppressors. This strange 
play seems like a grand performance of black magic, in which the casting 
of spells and the liturgical texts of an unknown heathen religion alternate 
with the most everyday dialogue. Nevertheless, this play has lost the 
characteristics of an arbitrary artistic arabesque, and, despite all its re
moteness, it speaks to this world and is addressed to the world we live in; 
As far as the negroes are concerned, it even expresses hope for mankind’s 
future, an aspect that was hitherto completely absent from Genet’s works. 
(Probably his latest play, Paravents, which I only know from press 
accounts, follows this path. It is, in Genet’s peculiar, abstract idiom, a pro
test against the Algerian war and the oppression of the Algerian people.)

$

Perhaps this brief survey of the peculiar anti-theatre avant-garde will 
convince the reader that the anti-theatre as a school is on the wane, even 
in France, because of its creators’ partly instinctive, partly conscious search 
for a new outlook. At the close of the ’forties, these writers looked for a 
dramatic expression of their abstract and pessimistic principles, and by 
the middle of the ’fifties gradually developed their art in a more realistic 
direction, more concretely linked to social reality. This is evident in Ada- 
mov’s Paolo Paoli, Ionesco’s Rhinoceros and Genet’s Les Negres. Beckett, it 
seems, is either unable or unwilling to follow this direction and has, at 
least as far as the stage is concerned, stopped writing.

After what has been said, there is hardly any need of proving that the 
anti-theatre is in the first place anti-realistic. Does it, nevertheless, express 
reality through its own strange and often highly abstruse transpositions? 
More, perhaps, than we might at first realize. We mentioned the historic 
moment when this school came into being, and the changed world situ
ation in which its unity ceased. The anti-theatre was the characteristic 
expression in the drama of the oppressive cold war atmosphere, the anxious 
concern and perplexity of Western society, particularly of Western in
tellectuals. These were by no means confined to the stage, and there were 
corresponding trends to be found in both prose and poetry. To speak only 
of French literature, witness the “hussars,” Nimier, Blondin and Sagan, 
whose novels were born of existentialism but rejected all “commitments” 
and sponsored the cult of thought-arabesques and of social irresponsibility;
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and witness the increasingly esoteric nature of poetry and its reviving neo- 
catholicism. The burning social fervour of the ’forties had turned to 
ashes, and all that was left was the cinders and the acrid smoke of the 
impotence the writers and intellectuals felt, of their utter inability to 
influence the fate of the world. Having come to the edge of the precipice 
that divided the classes of their own country and also the two worlds, 
their foothold became uncertain and they began to feel dizzy. They pre
ferred, therefore, to avert their gaze from the concrete abyss, rather to 
peer into the abstract and imaginary abysses of men's minds. The appea
rance of the “angry young men” in Britain, and the recent disintegration 
of their group, are another facet of the same process. The American “beat 
generation,” though again differing in many respects, also draws susten
ance from similar roots. The odd sense of existence and the dilemma that 
beset the non-Communist intellectuals of the West in those days: the 
anguish of a doomed world, source of the ever present Kafka-like mood, 
and the perplexity born of the contradiction between an alert or awaken
ing social conscience and the refusal to make common cause with the 
progressive movements—all this manifests itself in those plays, novels 
and poems.

The impetus and power of these works is due to their criticism and 
rejection of the bourgeois, and particularly the petty-bourgeois, way of 
life—yet for the reasons discussed, the writer does not see beyond the 
bourgeois world. As a result his revolt does not spur to activity; its effect 
is rather to disarm, for it simultaneously proclaims both the loathsomeness 
of the existing order and its unassailableness and permanence. An artistic 
solution is to be found only when the hope of a political solution appears 
on the horizon of contemporary history for the first time. It is since then 
that these writers have been able and have dared with ever more deter
mination to face social and historical realities and the inherent possibility 
of a solution.

All summary statements of this type are bound to have an arbitrary 
element about them. The creators of the anti-theatre can by no means be 
judged by the same standards as regards either their talents, frame of mind 
or outlook, and, though they probably keep in touch with each other, they 
are not so much a coherent group as a conspicuous one. Whereas Ionesco’s 
talent lies mainly in the direction of humour and even caricature, Ada- 
mov’s and Beckett’s is rather tragic, while Genet is a master at playing all 
scales of moods. These four playwrights are fair examples of divergent 
talents; they also illustrate the extent to which it is not purely talent that 
determines the possibilities of a career. For doubtlessly as far as talent
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alone is concerned, Beckett and Genet considerably outstrip Ionesco or 
Adamov. Nevertheless, the achievement of the former—particularly of 
Beckett—will most probably be and remain smaller, mainly because Io
nesco and Adamov apparently are able to renew their contact with human 
reality. It may be taken for granted that in this respect the courses followed 
by those four writers will definitely separate.

So far, however, their work can be surveyed together. If we reduce the 
contents to a common denominator, then, as I have pointed out, the ob
vious one is that they all declared war on philistine thinking, common
place formulas and models of thought., yet without touching the problem 
of the social basis of behaviour but accepting it as given, unchangeable 
and universally valid (with the exception, of course, of Paolo Paoli, which 
is, however, a sign of the disintegration of the school).

Though these writers have up to now tried the most varied dramatic 
forms in the course of their work, a certain identity of form may never
theless be discovered among them. This is most characteristically apparent 
in the abstractness of subject discernible in each of their works and also 
in the fact that their characters are, almost without exception, abstractly 
conventionalized manifestations not so much of a particular trait as rather 
of a specific situation. Hence the conflict also necessarily remains an 
abstract one, not infrequently to such an extent (particularly with Beckett 
and Ionesco) that the hero or characters of the play are in its course in
volved in conflict only with external, atmospherically present forces.

This identity may, moreover, be pursued further still, to the roots of 
the decadence of these writers, fcr the original source of their dramaturgy 
is disillusionment. The most extreme manifestation of this is Beckett, 
whose disillusionment in man is exacerbated to the paroxism of misan
thropy, and in this respect Genet comes close to being his kin. But it 
is also the real source of Ionesco’s “humour noir.” And this is what gives 
to Adamov’s plays a painfully sad mcdulation. Yet these two are heading 
from disillusionment towards a new kind of hope—in the case of Adamov 
i t  is the worker in his Paolo Paoli, with Ionesco the great tirade delivered 
in the last act of Rhinoceros by the central figure, Bérenger, that suggests 
this conclusion.

Abstraction and disillusion are the main characteristics of these writers, 
accompanied by the interaction of illusion and reality, fact and appearence, 
until they almost become undistinguishable. This, however, is charac
teristic not only of them, for modern French literature pullulates with 
similar phenomena. Either as the fundamental problem of existence and 
art, which has to be faced philosophically, in order to draw the divid-
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ing line—this is the attitude of Sartre, Camus, Beauvoir and their follow
ers—, or as a pre-accepted premiss. Here the author’s task is not to ana
lyse but to represent its multiplicity and the identity of its two compo
nents: this is the attitude of the anti-theatre as well as of the surrealists 
and of the various trends springing from surrealism. It can hardly be re
garded as fortuitous that this attitude permeates French literature to such 
an extent, for its roots can be traced in the specific social situation of 
France. It may indeed be said that no other country in Europe is sub
jected to so extreme a tension of polar antagonisms and contradictions as 
France. The largest political party has been excluded from power for 
fifteen years now, while state power has been divided up between tem
porary conglomerations of factional groups; the overwhelming majority 
of the population are supporters of democratic and republican principles, 
yet the country is constantly threatened by the danger of an extreme reac
tionary coup; a considerable part of the national economy is state property, 
yet economic life is governed by the uncontrolled vagaries of private in
terests; the overwhelming majority of the citizens are enemies of im
perialism and oppression, yet the country has been unable for fifteen years 
to extricate itself from the mesh of successive imperialist wars—to men
tion only some of the most striking contradictions. These, however, per
meate the whole of the country’s life and are manifested in the most 
varied forms, intensifying the feeling of absurdity, especially among ar
tistically sensitive people. Of course, this does not mean that the artists 
whose works reflect this social absurdity in various artistic absurdities are 
consciously aware of the correlation. On the other hand, those who do 
recognize the contradiction turn, more or less, towards realism. This 
process was demonstrated in the analyses given above: as a writer ap
proaches the recognition of these relations, the realist elements in his art 
become strengthened to the detriment of the previously dominant deca
dent traits.

We have several times referred to the influence of Bertolt Brecht. 
Brecht’s art only began to be known and to be an effective force on the 
French stage and in dramaturgy in the years after the liberation. And 
although the anti-theatre may at first sight seem related to the Brecht 
school, a closer examination will soon show that the similarity does not 
extend to the essence of Brecht’s art. For it is true that Brecht also pre
sented abstract qualities and situations on his stage, characteristic of Ger
man expressionism. But the source of his genius and of his lasting signi
ficance lies precisely in his ability to individualize his characters, represent
ing these abstract features in such a manner that, at the same time, their
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concrete roots are pointed out, i. e., their social and even class origins, 
and also their concrete historical determinants. This at least goes for his 
most mature works. And—though this is not the place for a detailed dis
cussion of the subject—Brecht, with instinctive ingenuity, avoided the 
exsiccating effect of the abstract choice of subject by mostly drawing his 
theme from the common and generally known cultural heritage of man
kind—that of tales, myths and legends—and using them as vehicles for 
his new, topically significant message. He was thus able to rely on the 
sentimental resonance and factual knowledge of his audience. Precisely 
these essential features are missing from the plays of the anti-theatre: 
their relation to Brecht is like that of the German expressionist drama, 
long since forgotten, while Brecht lives to this day and will influence the 
morrow.

From the very beginning, the anti-theatre has evoked passionate en
thusiasm and opposition. Looking at it today and from outside, this move
ment has become obsolete, an interesting and stormy detour in the history 
of the French drama. It would be too early to judge what this trend has 
meant for French drama, how much of it will survive, and what will 
disappear. One result that can unequivocally be stated is that it has helped 
a few playwrights of indisputable gifts to express themselves. Whether 
any among these plays will outlive their first audiences is difficult to say. 
But that some of those playwrights who have grown out of the anti
theatre will outlive the instant of their first success may be regarded as 
almost certain.



“TIMBER HAULING”
A Carnival Custom of Western Hungary 

by

M A R G I T  L U B Y

On February 20, 1955, I had a rare and beautiful experience at 
Alsószölnök in Vas County.

The rarest of traditional peasant customs at carnival time, 
timber hauling, a pageant which lasts a whole day, was performed 

with the participation of nearly the entire community. The village has a 
population of about 600.

Commissioned by the Institute of Folk Art, the cameraman László 
Kovács shot all phases of the pageant, while I recorded in writing all 
details. I was the more enthusiastic about the job since just the day before 
I had succeeded in putting on record the mythical traditions of timber 
hauling as told by the “timber-judge” (the master of ceremonies), Vendel 
Fickó, aged 45, by the farmer János Kovács, and by others.

The legendary origins of the pageant are the following. The village is 
woe-begone, for the most beautiful maiden has been carried off by giants, 
who are still holding her captive. The villagers have found out where 
these robbers dwell and also that they keep the girl in a tower that has no 
windows. The whole village has been plunged into mourning because no 
girl there may get married before the loveliest of them all has been brought 
home.

The whole village, led by its oldest man, sets out for the robbers’ 
haunt to liberate the maiden. No earthly power being great enough to 
accomplish this, they invoke the aid of the devil. Fie is indeed willing 
to assist them, and thus they contrive to release the girl. She is represented 
by a tree (always a pine), which is to be brought back to the village as a 
bride, with great festivity and under the devil’s protection; thereafter 
marriages may again be contracted.

Having interviewed Vendel Fickó and János Kovács, I went to see 
Mrs. János Jundt, a widow aged 65. She, as well as Mrs. István Orbán,
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who is 50, and several other enthusiastic people who kept cutting in, told 
me about a number of stipulations on which the game depends. I have 
put down the following:

A “timber hauling” may be staged only if there have been neither 
weddings nor betrothals in the village during carnival time. Take the 
neighbouring village of Felsőszölnök. It is a bigger community, and there 
the last timber hauling took place in 1880 or so, because in such a big 
village one engagement, at least, inevitably will occur during the carnival.

If a girl of the village marries a young man of another village at carnival 
time, the young men may stage the timber hauling. This is said to have 
happened in 189z. At least that is what Vendel Fickó was told by his 
mother-in-law.

If a widower marries a girl of the village—during carnival time, of 
course—then, too, the young men may perform the timber hauling.

When a young man of the village marries a girl from another village, 
or if he marries a widow of his own village, during the carnival season, the 
girls are entitled to stage the timber hauling.

£

“What must the timber, i. c. the tree symbolizing the bride, be like?” 
I asked.

On hearing this, old Mrs. Jundt grew excited, while the others corrob
orated her words.

“The tree must be absolutely sound and pure. I t must not have any 
flaw; after all, it is the bride.”

“What flaws might it have?”
“What flaws?” Mrs. Jundt seemed to be annoyed. “We had a timber 

hauling here in 1902. The steward of Count Batthyány’s estate gave the 
village permission to choose a tree. The tree selected happened to be hollow, 
but this was discovered only when it had been felled. The woodcutters 
declared that they did not want it as it was not immaculate. So the steward 
let them look for another tree that suited them. They found one in the 
Bakonya region and felled it. In diameter the trunk was no less than one 
yard. Nor could they drag it down to the village in one piece, it had 
to be sawn into three. Even so, night had fallen by the time they reached 
the village.”

Then it brings contempt on the whole village if the crown of the tree 
breaks off. At this point the men interrupted the women and, three at a 
time, explained the village itself would be put to shame if such a thing
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happened. They would be disgraced before all the neighbouring villages, and 
the ignominy would be cast in their teeth years later.

That is why the place where the tree was found was kept a secret in 
1955 too. Only the woodcutters entrusted with the job go out the day 
before and lop the branches off the tree so that merely the crown remains. 
The trunk with its lovely crown is watched all night, lest malevolent young 
fellows from some neighbouring village should saw notches in it just 
below the crown, which would then break off the very moment it was 
felled. In olden times, as elderly people related, as many as ten trees had 
to be felled, for only the crown of the tenth proved to be impeccable and 
worthy of being taken home.

In the old days it also occurred that unknown persons cut off the crown 
and stole it in the dead of night, putting to shame both the “bride” and 
the village.

In 1955 I myself noted that while the tree was being dragged, an un
known youth tried to nip off a tiny twig. He narrowly escaped a sound 
thrashing. Even so all the escorts of the timber kept an eye on him.

#

Of course, the tale—or rather the myth—must be brought to life, and 
this is done by enacting a regular wedding. While the tree is being hauled, 
the bride and bridegroom sit on it, accompanied by the oldest man of 
the village, the “timber-judge.” A host of best men, bridesmen and 
groomsmen, together with the bridesmaids drag the tree along.

In this respect, too, sundry traditions still exist. The oldest marriageable 
man of the village and the maid whose turn it was to get married, used 
to be entitled to the distinction of riding into the village on the tree. 
In 1955, however, it was not so. It was agreed that the girl who wanted 
to play the bride and the young man who wished to impersonate the 
bridegroom, should each offer a tree. Finally, it was Ilonka Fiedler’s father 
who offered the finest tree and Ferenc Kovács the grandest piece of timber. * 
Though one of the young men had offered his two months’ earnings for 
being given the bridegroom’s part, while another had offered 600 forints, 
their offers had to be turned down, since the timber must be supplied 
in kind.

Every wedding ends with the bride’s dance, for which each of her
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* Both the tree offered by the bride-to-be and the one offered by the would-be bridegroom are 
felled and sold at auction, but only one of them is hauled into the village in solemn procession.
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partners has to pay. As soon as the timber has been dragged to the centre 
of the village the “timber-judge” announces in a loud voice:

“The bride is for sale!”
While the timber is being auctioned off, the bride and bridegroom dance 

together. For the tree is considered the bride and her return brings fertility 
back to the village.

Best men, groomsmen and bridesmaids make up the wedding procession. 
However, every one of them must be a native of the village. It was just in 
1955 that the young sister of a recent settler, a publican, wanted to be a 
bridesmaid. In vain had she been on the best of terms with the girls—they 
spoke against her. They’d have none of her, for she was not of the village. 
The girls got all het up about it, the organizers of the pageant said with 
a smile. And, though they were smiling, there was a certain amount of 
satisfaction in their statement, since in the girls’ protest they saw an 
assurance of the maintenance of traditions.

As a matter of fact it is the privilege of the first two -bridesmaids and 
the first two groomsmen to walk beside the tree as far as the village. In 
1955, however, because of the keen rivalry, the organizers of the pageant 
made a compromise. Three couples were appointed first bridesmaids and 
groomsmen, on condition that they would take part in dragging the tree, 
otherwise there would not have been a sufficient number of young people 
to do the hauling. Still, to make a distinction, these three couples were to 
pull immediately in front of the timber and they alone were allowed to 
wear pink bouquets.

For reasons of economy they had first planned that only one pink rose 
should adorn the hair of each girl. But then the married women began to 
stir them up: “ What ? Are you not good enough to wear garlands ? ” Thereupon 
a decision was passed pronouncing them worthy of wearing garlands. Then 
all the twenty-two girls had similar garlands made to match their pink 
silk dresses.

Further characteristic features emerge in the course of the pageant itself, 
therefore I shall now describe it in some detail.

*

The reveille with music was scheduled for six o’clock in the morning. 
However, the brass band came from a nearby village and was rather late. 
Consequently, the morning program was somewhat condensed; still, no
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item was omitted from the whole series of ceremonies and formalities 
customary at a wedding.

It was always the herald who went first, dressed in black frock coat, 
carrying a walking stick with a large and ornate knob. He was followed 
by the band. They started by calling on the first groomsmen and on the 
bridesmaids. The whole grand procession then called on the best men and 
went through the usual play of fault-finding and fussing. The herald 
produced six kinds of documents to prove that he had come from Australia 
following the path of righteousness. This having been done, they went 
to pick up the bridegroom first and then proceeded in his company to call 
for the bride. Unfortunately, owing to condensation of the program, the 
facetious battle of words between the two best men had to be omitted. 
They had to hurry lest they be late for the nine o’clock mass. By twos— 
according to strict rules of precedence—the wedding procession marched 
into the small church, where the priest, who was celebrating mass, addressed 
the young people:

“The Lord sent Adam and Eve on their way commanding them to 
proliferate. That means: get married! But you, young people, have not 
obeyed this command during the present carnival season. Therefore go and 
perform instead the traditional timber hauling according to the custom 
that has come down to you from your ancestors. Fine traditions and fine 
customs should never be discontinued.”

Those disguised in various costumes were also allowed to enter the 
church unless they had donned “unnatural” attire. Thus the devil was not 
permitted access, the less so because in his hairy cloak, with a red tongue 
hanging from his sooty face and red horns on his head, he was waiting in 
a pigsty along the road, in chains—where he justly belonged, as the organiz
ers of the play asserted. Two young boys were keeping him in chains, 
mere children. But the devil has no power over a child’s soul, and when 
the two boys raised their short sticks in command, the devil had to obey.

Only when the procession, increased by hundreds of people dressed in 
costumes, had left the church, was the devil allowed to rush into the 
street, but even then only in chains. The devil acted his part to perfection. 
He picked a quarrel with everybody and found fault with everything, but 
had to fall back whenever the two small boys lifted their sticks.

By the time the procession reached the Cultural Hall, all the people in 
fancy dress had joined it. There were six clowns, two of them with wooden 
masks carved by themselves. There followed a gipsy tinker, two knife- 
grinders, two vendors of balloons, two doctors, and two gipsy women 
telling people’s fortunes. It was forbidden to reveal one’s costume to anyone
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in advance; this accounted for the appearance of more than one person 
in the same disguise. But what an abundance of ingenuity and imagination 
they displayed in acting the character they had chosen! There was an 
African, two engineers, fully equipped with instruments of their craft, 
a hunter, two gipsy musicians, a postman, a jocular photographer, two 
typical Hungarian horseherds, an excellent drummer-boy, and, attended 
by the midwife, a bearded wonder-baby in swaddling clothes, sitting in a 
tarpaulin-covered waggon, smoking a pipe and tippling. There was also 
a novel figure: that of Matyi the Gooseherd, with a red ribbon around the 
neck of his goose. Matyi the Gooseherd—in Hungarian Ludas Matyi—is a 
Hungarian folk-tale character, who became the hero of a highly popular epic 
poem. His name has been chosen as the title of Hungary’s favourite comic 
weekly. Handsome Matyi pushed his way everywhere: he even got onto the 
timber while it was being dragged, but he and his goose, cackling with terror, 
were welcome everywhere. The comic journal may be proud of its popularity. 
The goat-drawn small cart created a particular sensation. It carried a little 
barrel out of which the owner drew and offered liquor all the way. The two 
small goats were among the most charming figures of the whole procession. 
When their master pulled at the reins, they got out of the way, overtook 
people, or stopped, as desired. Their master was befittingly dressed in a 
pair of wide linen pantaloons and a shirt, both garments snow white, and 
had a fur cap on his head. He and his team looked as though they had 
stepped out of a Dionysian revelry. The great number of people dressed 
in various costumes I have not mentioned, together with the colourful 
group of the bride, bridegroom, the groomsmen and bridesmaids along with 
the “timber-judge,” made up a magnificent sight. This pageant was 
certainly no disgrace to Prince Carnival,

The procession marching uphill on the snow-covered highway was a 
splendid and fascinating picture. We climbed nearly two kilometres before 
we reached the tree, prepared for felling.

At this point the oldest man in the village took over. On behalf of the 
villagers he addressed the woodcutters, whom he kept on calling giants. 
The latter were sitting around the tree, close to a blazing fire, in a space 
enclosed by ropes and poles, in the “castle.”

I took down the following dialogue:
Robber (Giant): “Stop! Who goes there?”
Judge: “An unfortunate small community. We are looking for our 

stolen bride.”
“There’s no bride here.”
“But she must be here. Our spies have informed us that she is held in



captivity by robbers armed with axes, who keep her in a tower that has no 
windows.”

“Your spies must have been misinformed and have misled you. Do not 
disturb the peace of our realm. Go back to your native land.”

“Not an inch shall we budge without our bride. Deliver the maid!” 
“Even if a host of men came against us, we could not grant your wish.” 
“We are not begging. We demand our rightful property and are going 

to take her along.”
“It is in our power to turn the whole forest against you.”
“But we shall take your castles. We shall make you our slaves and force 

you to break down the bride’s jail.”
“No earthly power can destroy our bastions.”
“Lord of Hell! Do your duty! Get us back our lost happiness!”
The devil rushed forward, pushing aside the barriers. His four clowns 

followed in his footsteps; two of them began to saw the trunk with huge 
saws. Presently they stepped aside while the most experienced woodcutters 
struck the last blows with their axes. The huge trunk fell exactly in the 
direction intended. The giants exlaimed in chorus:

“We are done for! Woe to us!”
Then the devil rushed forward again. He threw himself on the crown 

of the tree, i. e. on the crown of the bride, and exclaimed:
“The bride is mine!”
“The bride belongs to me!”
From this moment onwards up to the minute when the bride was “put 

up for sale,” the devil was responsible for the crown of the tree.
While the tree was being felled, the band had been playing the wood

cutters’ march.
The cut tree was also measured officially, and, of course, the two men 

dressed up as engineers were most busily engaged in this activity.
The tree was 25 metres in length and even though it was hauled through 

the woods by a cart with two horses, its transport needed a great deal of 
care. Its crown was as big as a Christmas tree. As soon as it reached the 
highway it was fastened to a long cart designed for the conveyance of timber. 
In a few moments a green garland was wound around the trunk. The 
horses were unharnessed. A rope, as thick as a man’s arm, was tied to the 
cart and dragging poles fastened to the ropes at a distance of a metre and 
a half one from the other. There were twenty-two dragging poles, since 
twenty-two couples were to haul the tree. The first three bridesmaids and 
groomsmen were pulling directly in front of the tree, and the remaining 
nineteen couples took up their positions in a sequence laid down by strict
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rules. All of them assumed the same attitude for holding the pole and 
dragging along the tree in a slow procession.

It was a magnificent sight, just as if an equipage of fairies were pro
ceeding through the wintry landscape. Twenty-two girls, every one of them 
dressed in a pink taffeta frock, with a pink wreath in her hair. Twenty-two 
young men in dark blue suits, with white flowers, tied with streaming pink 
ribbons, pinned to their breasts. None of them wore hats.

The “timber-judge,” dressed in traditional peasant costume, was standing 
on the tree. The bridegroom, wearing a wreath of rosemary around the 
crown of his hat, sat behind him, his snow-white bride at his side. Some
times the devil popped up above them as though to protect them, and now 
and then Matyi the Gooseherd with his goose under his arm and his stick 
in his hand would mount on the trunk too. The two best men were walking 
beside the tree.

That is how the wedding procession reached the Cultural Hall, where 
the “timber-judge” jocularly berated the young people because there had 
been no betrothal or wedding at carnival time. Although, according to 
tradition, only the girls should have been made fun of, this time the young 
men too were given a facetious lesson. At times there arose quite a commo
tion, when the jocular dressingdown became a bit too outspoken, particu
larly when it was addressed to the girls. After the young people had 
received their dressing-down, the final act followed. The timber-judge 
exclaimed, “The bride is up for sale!”

During the auction the bride danced with the bridegroom on the terrace 
of the Cultural Hall. It was but a short dance—and no wonder. A blizzard 
had overtaken us during the second half of the procession, but nobody 
complained, no girl was vexed at the harm to her finery, and, in the highest 
of spirits, the young people marched into the big room of the Cultural 
Hall.

The obligatory entertainment, provided for partly by the best men and 
partly by the foremost couples, was offered there to the wedding guests. 
In order to maintain the semblance of a real wedding, the guests were 
seated after the customs prevailing at weddings. The bride and bridegroom 
sat in the middle, with their own best men on either side. Then came the 
wives of the best men. The opposite side of the table was occupied by the 
foremost couples. Nobody else was allowed to sit at that table.

$

The primitive belief in the great unity of nature has been preserved 
marvellously fresh in this carnival pageant. If there is no wedding in the
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village—fertility is frustrated. But it returns as soon as the evergreen tree— 
impersonating the maiden—is brought to the village.

The tree must be flawless—in the same way as the bride should be 
immaculate and pure.

It is by no fault of man that fertility is absent. Here man faces powers 
that are beyond him. Popular belief endows the giants with excessive power 
or even with magic, supernatural powers. Thus the girl they have carried 
off can be released only by a supernatural power, human strength being 
insufficient to achieve such a feat. That is why they invoke the assistance 
of the devil, another being invested with magic powers. In Hungarian the 
very name of the devil evokes memories of a pagan religion. Despite the 
adoption of a new faith, in popular belief the old gods are alive in the form 
of harmful spirits, and assert themselves as such in this pageant. The 
magic and mythical power of the giants can be broken and vanquished only 
by another mythical being, the devil.

The inclusion of a team of goats is also of mythical character, since the 
goat is associated with the cult of Dionysus.

The custom of timber hauling dates back to ancient times in Hungary. 
In a rudimentary form it exists in the eastern part of Hungary, in Szatmár 
County, too. Most probably there it is a remnant of the removal of winter, 
a mission that may have been assigned to the girls. A more practical inter
pretation of the custom may be the mocking of those girls who failed to 
find a husband during carnival time. In Szatmár the young men drag the 
tree along the village on Shrove Tuesday and shout the following ditty 
before the girls’ windows:

“Shrove Tuesday, Shrove Tuesday! Carnival has left the girls behind!”
Whereat some of the more impudent girls will step out of the house 

and, standing at the front door, shout back:
“Drag the timber! Break your back! Why haven’t you taken a wife?”
Regarding the antiquity of the Alsószölnök pageant there is another 

characteristic feature. As late as in 1938, at the penultimate timber 
hauling, the tree had to be paid for “in old money,” i. e. in gold or silver 
coins. In old times, the handsel, given as an engagement present, had to 
be in gold or silver.

*

As a point of interest I should like to add that the village of Alsószölnök 
is situated on the Austrian border and from the hillside the village of 
Nagyfalu in Burgenland can be seen. Over there, a timber hauling had 
been held the day before in the very same manner as at Alsószölnök.

*59



NOCTURNAL ACQUAINTANCE
A Short Story 

by

I M R E  S Z Á S Z

The alcohol had seeped in under the gaudy, minaret-and-camel- 
patterned plastic tablecloth and attacked the pale polish of the 
slender-legged table. By midnight everyone was the worse for 
their drink, and the tall, curly, black-haired Lipi, whose real 
name no one apart from the hosts ever bothered to remember, had gone 

home to change into his dinner-jacket and had not yet come back. He was 
lying on his couch at home, in his one-room flat, with the room slowly 
rotating about him and his side frostily numb, as though he had had a 
local anaesthetic. That was a subtle concoction Erzsi had the habit of 
making. Tea and alcohol, with lemon and orange-peel steeped in the 
alcohol for forty-eight hours to give it a good tangy flavour, then lemon 
and orange juice added so that it was like drinking lemonade, only it 
layed you out after a glass or two.

“Why, you’re dead drunk, blacky-boy,” the blonde Mary-Magdalene 
had said to him.

The taxi was waiting for him downstairs and the dinner-jacket hung 
ready on the chair. He had known before he set out that he would get drunk 
and that he would come home and change for the fun of it. Not that there 
was much fun about changing, but he was always supposed to be cheerful 
and one of the boys, and he had not been able to think of anything better. 
How tiresome it all was! It was tiresome to be one of the boys, it was 
tiresome to have to put on the dinner-jacket, and it was tiresome that he 
would never have anyone to call his own.

He got up, stifled his belching in a cough and rushed out of the room. 
Then he lit the geyser, took a shower and put on the dinner-jacket. He 
felt much better. A large photo of Anna hung above the couch, and, as he 
dressed, his glance halted on it for a moment. Viktor Kovács, the photog
rapher, had also died a couple of years ago. He had committed suicide.

T
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Lipi had himself given him a prescription for a box of morphine tablets, 
Feri had written another, and he had got hold of two more. Viki had told 
them all he had a dreadful toothache. Viki had also been in love with Anna. 
Would he have given him the prescription if Viki had told him what he 
wanted it for?

The taxi was waiting downstairs, nestled up against the pavement like 
a shiny-coated big beetle. The driver was on tenterhooks, standing by the 
front door.

“I won’t make a living like this, sir,” he said reproachfully. “I could 
have done ten trips by now. Saturday, you know.”

“We’ll see what we can do. Was I very drunk?”
“You were a bit on the cheerful side.”
He leant back lazily against the comfortable seat of the Pobeda. The 

blue light of the whiphandle lamps was just the same, just as reliable, 
shadowless and bleak, as in autumn or winter. Two drunks tottered at the 
edge of a street refuge.

Near the Western Station a slim man, bald at the temples, waved to 
them wildly. The driver slowed down.

“Shall we take him?” he asked.
“Let’s have a look at him.”
Lipi opened the door.
“Where to?”
“Pasaréti Street.”
“Same way. Hop in.”
The man got in.
“I ’m very drunk,” he said; you could see he was.
“Don’t you go making a mess of my car,” said the driver, turning 

round. “Only last Saturday I had a drunken swine sick all over it.”
“I’m not, as a rule,” said the stranger with conviction. “We could go 

and have a drink somewhere. I know a joint where they’ve got decent 
wine.”

“No,” said Lipi. “You’ve had enough to drink. I've had enough to 
drink too. In any case, I ’m booked.”

The man was somehow familiar to him. He had seen him somewhere, 
though it might only have been in the street, on a bus, a face in the crowd. 
A tired, sallow-skinned, rather insignificant face, the sort you see twice, 
three times, a fourth, and by then you cautiously and hesitantly nod to it.

“Let’s go up to my place then,” said the stranger. “I ’ve got good wine 
too. György Dobay’s the name. I’m a ceramist.”

Luci’s expressionless, grey eyes came to Lipi’s mind.

i i
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“Let’s,” he said.
The ceramist had the driver come up as well. It was only in the flat that 

you could see how drunk he really was.
’’Take what you like,” he said, pointing round the flat. “I ’ll bring the 

wine.”
He opened the wardrobe and took a demijohn from among the shoes. 

The cabby unhooked a picture from the wall.
“Just what I wanted. Newly wed, you know. Haven’t been able to 

afford one yet. Who’s going to pay?”
“How old are you?” asked the ceramist.
“Fifty.”
“And you’ve only just got married?”
“No. Twenty years ago. But we haven’t any pictures yet. Who’s going 

to pay?”
“An Egry painting,” said the ceramist. “I like Egry very much. Do you 

know who József Egry was? Mind you prize it for what it’s worth. W hat’s 
your fare?”

“Eighty.”
“Sixty, mate. I never lose my head or my eyes, however drunk I am. 

Here’s a hundred, the rest’s yours. You can’t have any wine. People who 
drive shouldn’t drink.”

“No, indeed,” said the driver, emptying his glass at one gulp. “And 
you’d better see to those eyes of yours, because it really was eighty.”

“Worse luck for you,” said the ceramist, and the driver went off.
There was a large, broad couch in the corner of the room, and he now 

sprawled full length on it. “That’s the most idiotic thing you can do when 
you’re drunk, to lie dow n.. .  Go ahead, choose yourself something.”

Lipi walked round the room. On top of a colonial-style bookshelf there 
were rows of Negro heads with large earrings and lips glazed bright red; 
there were also Greek lamp bases with ducks sprouting out of them and 
twisting back on themselves, coffee cups and leaping stags. They were 
ranged closely one beside the other.

“Ghastly, aren’t  they?” asked the ceramist from the couch. “There’s 
big money in them. Trash to help build Socialism. Choose one. The 
driver had sense, he took an Egry. You haven’t that much sense, you’re, 
too modest. If you’ve got the nerve, take a picture. I’ve got two Med- 
nyánszkys, a Derkovits and a pile of István Nagy’s. Take’em if you’ve 
got the guts.”

“Go to hell,” said Lipi.
“I’ve got good pictures. Good pictures and bad figurines. I earn enough
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with the bad figurines to buy good pictures. Don’t take a rug, they’re 
good too, but I’m more attached to them than to the pictures. Fewer people 
know anything about rugs than about pictures. You’re too stupid to, 
anyway. Though I’d let you have it, mind you. Take some figurines. You’ll 
be ever so successful with’em. Those that have taste will guffaw and those 
that haven’t  will be faint with admiration. I say, are you happy?”

“Go to hell.”
“Take some figurines. You’ll be a howling success. You can tell’em you 

met a drunken ceramist, he invited you up to his flat, the driver took an 
Egry picture, and you took three figurines. See what a friend I am to you?”

One of the walls was covered, all the way up to the ceiling, with book
shelves. Simple, unvarnished shelves, full of books, with more books lying 
scattered all over the tops of the standing rows. A modern, shiny record- 
player lay concealed on the fourth shelf; Lipi opened it, then snapped it 
to. Snobbery, he thought, to hide the record-player because it was modern. 
A good job he had not had a period dresser built to house it.

He went to the window. The sparse, tired lights of the hill twinkled 
opposite, and over the dark contours of the ridge he saw the pale lumines
cence of the city’s sky, the rose-tinted awning of its reflected lustre. But 
above it all, very high up, there was the real sky, with the stars shining 
just as tenderly and aimlessly as the distant lights below, and with a warm 
May breeze blowing. Anna had linked her arm in his and let him pull her 
a bit, up the hillside; the wind had blown through her thick, long hair, 
and she had looked up at him like a puppy. Anna had always been able 
to look the way young animals do—she had a contented, playful benev
olence in her eyes, a soft and mendacious obedience. They had been to 
the theatre.

“It’s not true,” said Anna. “I do love you. You know I love you. But 
I shall never be your wife. I don’t  know why, don’t  ask me, it’s no use. 
I t’d be a lie. I ’ll tell anyone a lie, but I don’t  want to lie to you.”

He took Anna’s arm.
“You’re lying right now, for you don’t love me.”
“I do love you. But I don’t want one man to expropriate my life. I love 

you Laci, do understand me. But I shan’t be your wife. I don’t want to, 
I don’t want to. Do you want me to be your mistress? I ’ve never been 
anyone’s mistress before.”

“Don’t become my mistress. I want more. Everything. Just what you 
are not willing to give me.”

Anna picked leaves off a shrub, ground them between her fingers and 
let them drop.
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“I t’s your ‘Wholly for Nothing’ again, is it? ‘Like any lamp that I 
extinguish, you’ll live or not but at my wish, nor speak, nor cry, nor see 
the confines of your dungeon, while I shall settle with my conscience, for 
tyranny to win your pardon.’ Didn’t you dare quote it? This is what I ’m 
afraid of. This is what I don’t want. Can’t you understand me?”

At this moment he hated Anna. They stood on the slope in the dark, 
at the very spot where he had disturbed a kissing couple when he had 
first gone up to Anna’s. He squeezed the girl’s arm, hating himself the 
while for his theatrical gesture.

“Of course, your people are rich. And I’m only a hungry medical 
student. I know very well that professor Felkai’s daughter can’t marry me.”

“You’re crazy,” said Anna, “and let go my arm. It hurts. That has 
nothing to do with it. I said I ’d be your mistress.”

“It wouldn’t be derogatory for you to have even your father’s chauffeur 
for a lover. But you’d as little marry him as you would me.”

“We’re crazy, both of us,” said Anna. “We’re arguing about something 
that’s impossible. You couldn’t marry me anyway. You can’t marry a 
Jewess. And I love you.”

“This nightmare will pass. There’ll be an end to the war, and then 
I can marry you. But that’s not the point. The point is that we should 
both act as though we were free to do as we liked. As though there were 
no war, no Hitler, only this hill and you and me. Would you marry me 
then, Anna?”

“No,” said Anna sadly. “I wouldn’t  marry you.”
“Laci,” she shouted after him in the dark. Only Anna called him 

Laci, to everyone else he was Lipi; “Lipi’s a clown’s name,” Anna had said.
At first he lay at home in his small, sub-let room, but later his restlessness 

drove him out, and he ran like a madman, the perspiration streaming down 
his face. He was sorry for himself and felt that both he and that which 
was to come were unclean. It was Tibor who took him to the hospital and 
everything was so terribly humiliating and ridiculous—he himself and his 
suffering and his grief, the big ward where they plumped him down at 
the end of a long table, while men in striped clothes stood around him and 
almost furiously shoved the thick, red rubber tube down his throat and 
poured down immense amounts of water that welled up from him black 
and disgusting, and he was terribly ashamed of himself among the others 
who were really ill. But later it all seemed as though he was drunk, and he 
swayed, and all his parts went cold, and his heart beat so hard, he felt it 
would not let him breathe. When he had been put to bed, the head physi
cian came in to see him.
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“I’d have thought, young man, that a second-year medical student 
would be beyond these servant’s tricks with aspirin. Next time come and 
see me, I’ll give you better advice.”

Anna’s mouth was so lovely and soft as he lay on the hospital bed and 
she bent over his parched and ill-smelling mouth, and it was lovely three 
days later in the brickyard where they hid. They kissed so wildly that 
Anna’s skirt slipped up to her waist and Anna backed away laughing and 
happy, and did not cover herself, but he adjusted her skirt. What beautiful, 
stupid, youthful romanticism it had all been. And Anna’s strong thighs, 
her somewhat thick legs, her soft bosom had disappeared and had never 
become anyone’s own.

“Don’t just stare out at the window, but choose something to take. 
A good Negro woman. And come and have a drink.”

The ceramist was sitting up a wineglass in his hand, and seemed by 
no means as drunk as he had been, only tired and thoughtful. His hand 
trembled and the wine swayed in his glass like the liquid in a water-level.

“All right,” said Lipi, loudly. He went up to the colonial-style shelf 
and took down a Negro woman, a duck and a stag. “I ’ll take these. I don’t 
want a coffee cup. It has its uses.”

He knew now where he had come to know this man. He had gone into 
hiding with her at Komárom, in the hotel. They had gone there as husband 
and wife, with false papers. Anna did not look Jewish. They slept in the 
same bed, lying side by side in the dirty, dreary room, with black-out 
paper over the windows. Anna’s head rested on his shoulder, her long hair 
spread over him and occasionally tickled his nose.

“I shall never be your wife,” said Anna. “Though I’d like to be your 
wife. But I shall die, I know. No, don’t  say I’m imagining things. Maybe 
I am, I’ve often felt I would die, and I’m here for all that. Possibly I shan’t 
die this time either, but I’m very frightened. And I’d very much like to 
be your wife. Let me be your wife now.”

His whole body was atremble at having Anna lying next to him and 
feeling her body through the silk, because Anna was clad in a slip and 
pants—they had not been able to bring night clothes. He edged away and 
wedged the dirty blanket between them.

“Look at the Knight of the Holy Grail,” said Anna sadly. “Have you 
laid a sword with the blade up-turned between us?”

“I didn’t  lay it, Anna. First it was you, and now it’s the whole world.”
“Don’t you trust me even now? Don’t you believe that I want to be 

wholly yours?”
His grief compressed his throat, but he could do no other than say:

1 6 5



“I cannot believe you Anna. I shall not believe you until you are my 
wife.”

Anna sat up in bed, embraced her legs with her arms and leaned her 
head on her knees. The strap of the slip was taught on her shoulders and 
the dull, fearsome, bluish-violet light hardly showed the dark down of her 
armpits. Before dropping to sleep he still felt in the dark that Anna had 
her head bent on her knees and was sitting up motionless in bed.

At midnight there was a hammering at the door. Anna was awake and 
dressed with improbable speed, as though she had been waiting for them. 
By the time the two arrow-cross men came in, she was sitting on the edge 
of the bed, putting on her shoes. It was raining, and in the wind the 
hooded lamps poured their light on the black pavement like watering-cans. 
They went quickly and were not allowed to talk to each other. They were 
taken to the gymnasium of a school. There were youngsters with sub- 
machineguns at the doors, and one of them, guffawing, climbed up the 
wall-bars and did exercises. At the end of the hall, under the basket-ball 
board, there was a table with a black-moustached arrow-cross man behind 
it, examining the papers. Behind him, natty and supercilious, the ceramist 
walked up and down, never saying a word. The moustached man occasion
ally turned back, questioningly and humbly.

Lipi threw the picture on the ground and the glass gave a crack.
“You killed Anna,” he said wildly.
“Yes,” nodded the ceramist. “How do you know?”
He sat calmly on the couch and looked at Lipi. “You,” said Lipi, 

choking. He went up to him and with all his strength smote him in the 
face with his fist. The ceramist’s mouth was all blood. But he made no 
move, only seizing Lipi’s wrist when he tried to hit him again. His thin 
fingers were like pincers. Lipi tugged at his arm and tried to strike with 
the other, but the ceramist seized it too. He was very strong. The blood 
trickled slowly from his mouth.

“Look out,” he said, “or you’ll get your dinner jacket all bloody. What 
business of yours was Anna? Were you one of her lovers?”

The blood flowed down at the corner of his mouth and dripped from 
his chin onto his white shirt.

“You beast!” yelled Lipi. “Anna had no lovers. What business of yours 
was Anna? Only that you killed her.”

“Yes, I did,” said the ceramist, continuing to hold Lipi’s wrist. “What 
business she was of mine? I was her husband. When were you in Paris?”

Lipi looked at him aghast. His body suddenly went limp.
“Never."
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The ceramist let him go.
“Then you’re talking of another Anna, not of my wife. I didn’t  kill 

any other Anna, only her. She had many lovers. I knew that she only loved 
me, but she had many lovers. I believe she must have been a nymphomaniac. 
We lived in the Quartier Latin right up to the end of the war, as befitted 
a great and penniless artist like me. One day I could put up with it no 
longer, and I told her I would go, and she said she would commit suicide 
if I went. I knew she would do it, but I had to go. I couldn’t  stand it any 
more. If I had stayed there, she would not have committed suicide. But she 
would have been the one to teach every young stripling in Paris how to 
make love. She was mad about those young cubs. In other things she was 
charming and good. If I had not been drunk, I’d have realized straight 
away that we were at cross purposes. Do you think I’m a murderer?”

He took out his handkerchief and wiped his bleeding mouth.
“Wait, I’ll go to the bathroom and have a wash.”
Lipi sat down on the couch, poured himself a glass of wine, drank it, 

then poured himself another and drank it too. The wine tasted tart now, 
and he felt a shiver go through him, though previously he had sensed the 
bitterish after-flavour of a good wine when he had drunk of it.

The men and the women had been herded into separate groups. The 
nice, smooth plank floor of the gym was all filthy and muddy. The men 
were lined up behind the dismantled vaulting-block, whose sides had been 
smashed in in several places. The leather upholstering on top had been 
ripped open and the horsehair hung from it. In the corner beyond the 
vaulting-block there was a flattened mound of straw, and on the floor 
leading to the vaulting-block an ever sparser track of stalks, as though 
they were beetles that had swarmed out and fallen on the way.

There were very many people there, and he searched for a long time 
to find Anna among the women. He found her eyes first. Anna smiled at 
him, and she was obviously very frightened. There were far more men— 
unarmed soldiers, schoolboys, three factory lads in overalls, some elderly 
peasants.

“I brought my brother-in-law a bit of flour this afternoon, and they 
nabbed me for black-marketeer ing,” said one of them. Lipi saw him later 
as the youngsters took him to be shot.

“Papers,” yelled the black moustached man, and everyone rushed to 
the table. He took each of the papers in turn, had a thorough look at them, also 
took a good look at the man, and then began to yell. There were some he 
did not yell at, but merely said: “You can go.” Lipi saw that these went 
out to the courtyard by the back entrance of the gym. The rest were sent to

167



168 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY

the changing-room. His papers were also not in order, the arrow-cross 
man yelled and sent him to the changing-room. “Beasts,” he thought and 
walked out at the back door to the yard. The guard, who was smoking 
a cigarette, did not say anything, and he crossed the muddy yard, his heart 
throbbing. He had a tingling sensation in his back as he felt a muzzle 
aimed at his shoulder-blade. He wanted to run for it, to sprint round the 
corner and flop down in the mud. Dawn was breaking, and the rain fell 
slowly, uniformly, unendingly.

He had not dared to look back at Anna in the gym, but he knew that 
Anna had seen him and that she had also seen which way he went out. 
There was no one on the streets, and his shoes tapped a lonely and provo
cative tune on the pavement. About a hundred yards from the school he 
took shelter in a gateway and waited. Steps approached from the school, 
and as he peeped out he first saw only a hurrying pair of boots, then a 
moustached face, and amid the wrinkles on the face the signs of old age 
and of exhausted terror. A few minutes later two more people came. Two 
of the three factory lads, talking to each other in a low voice, so he could 
not understand. “Scram,” said one of them on catching sight of Lipi in the 
gateway. “They’ll get you again and then you won’t be able to escape.” 
They were followed by a woman, an ugly young woman with a large nose, 
wearing a green felt coat and a head-cloth. Then another woman, also in a 
felt coat. Then no one else came.

The sun rose. The tiles on the roofs of the houses shone, the pavements 
were black and shiny, and on the roadway there were the melting, muddy 
clay tracks of the peasant carts. A window opened and steps came tapping 
closer. A key turned in a lock behind his back, and the door in the big, 
brown wooden gate opened. “What are you doing here?” asked an old 
woman. “I ’m waiting for someone and it’s raining.” “This is no place for 
dates,” groused the old woman, slamming the door. The key turned in 
the lock again.

Then they came out, some twenty men and women. They were ac
companied by four men with sub-machineguns. The sub-machinegun, 
with its black butt, lay across their bellies, and their hands rested on the 
magazines. There was one on either side and two went behind. The fifth 
was the ceramist, or the man the ceramist resembled. Anna was also walking 
there among them, in the second rank, her head bowed and the rain falling 
on her lovely, long hair. She did not look up, she looked nowhere, except 
before her feet. He followed them at a distance of about two hundred yards, 
kept stopping, and didn’t dare look at them often. He scratched his fore
head and rubbed his fingers together, as though thinking hard about
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something. At the last house the procession took a turn and he dared not 
follow them to the Danube. He heard the volleys from the sub-machineguns 
at a distance. A pebble badly hurt his foot, so he leaned against the wall 
of the last house and took off his shoe. Then he ran back, tottering, along 
the shingly path and again a pebble hurt his foot, but he just continued 
to run in the rain and his tears flowed freely.

Anna’s father and mother did not come back from Germany. Nor did 
Lili, who had shouted, “there’s a black-haired boy coming, there’s a black
haired boy coming!”

Three soldiers were hanging from the big, bare plane-tree in the square. 
On their chests they had notices that read: “This is the fate of every 
deserter.” One of them had been manhandled and his short hair stuck up 
in sticky tresses, as though it was not really his, but a child’s clumsy wig. 
The rain washed the black mask of caked blood on his face. He was in 
shirtsleeves, with thick arms, unbelievably white, as though made of wax. 
That was just how the whole body hung there, limp, sack-like, in its 
uniform trousers and short pioneers’ top-boots, as though it was a dummy— 
an advertisement of terror. However hard he tried to look away, something 
always magnetized his vision.

It was horrible, and yet he had to look. That moment before death, 
when the noose is put on a throat, when the rifle is raised, when there 
is only one more moment left, when you might shout a curse at them, 
or collapse and spread an evil smell about you, but whichever it is, the 
finer or the uglier, it is all the same, you have to endure that moment 
awake and sober by the wall, under the tree. What could Anna have felt?

There were many people in the square. They were looking at the soldiers. 
The soldiers’ clothes had become dark from the mass of blood. The rain 
formed beeds on the bare branches and dripped down, and the people 
looked at the soldiers and the dripping tree. His clothes were wet through 
and he went into a pub, sat down in a corner, asked for rum, cried and 
shivered. Then, swaying drunkenly, in muddy clothes, he walked out of 
the town and asked for a lift on a peasant cart.

The ceramist came in, washed and wearing a clean shirt.
“I never fight people who have run wild, if I can help it. Though I 

once learned to box. Who killed your Anna?”
“I still think it was you. Where were you in forty-four?”
“In Paris, I told you so. I only killed my Anna. And I have no similar 

twin. Nor even a dissimilar one.”
Lipi now recalled a big scar on the forehead of the arrow-cross man.
“It was not you who killed her. I’m sorry.”

1 6 9
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T H E  M E E T IN G  OF GÖMBÖS AND H IT L E R
IN  1933

The following introductory essay and the supplementary documentation constitute 
parts of the author’s more extensive work treating the subject in fuller detail. The complete 
text has appeared under the same title in the 1961 volume of the Levéltári Közlemények 
("State Archives Publications”).

The events covered by Elek Karsay’s compilation formed a turning-point in 
Hungary's inter-war history, which was to have tragic consequences. The period of 
economic consolidation under the Bethlen government had been brought to an end by the 
1929— 33 depression, and in 1931 Prime M inister Bethlen was forced to tender the 
resignation of his cabinet. Dreading a leftward development on the part o f the Hungarian 
people, the ruling classes o f the country, in their endeavour to strengthen their position, 
increasingly resorted to measures and solutions of a fascist character. I t was under such 
circumstances tha t Gyula Gömbös—the personality who seemed best suited for the 
realization of these endeavours—became Prime M inister o f Hungary on September I, 
1932. Less than a year later—and barely half a year after H itle r’s assumption of power 
in  Germany—the meeting took place which is dealt w ith in  Elek Karsay’s study printed 
in  the following pages.—The Editor.

O n June 17, 193 3, after lengthy prepara
tions carried out in strictest secrecy, Prime 
M inister Gömbös left for Berlin to have 
a meeting w ith H itler.

The visits o f the Hungarian Premier to 
Berlin and Erfurt attracted the attention of 
all o f political Europe, the more so since the 
communique issued after the talks by the 
Foreign Relations Bureau o f the NSDAP 
(national-socialist party) adm itted of the 
inference that im portant agreements had 
been reached at the encounter o f Gömbös 
and H itler.

The meeting between the German and 
Hungarian heads of government took place 
against an international background full of 
tension. The world-situation had been grave

ly deteriorating since January 30, 1933, the 
day when the NSDAP came to power 
through H itler’s nomination as “Führer 
und Reichskanzler.”

The events in German home politics, 
the terror campaign launched against the 
leaders and the membership of the social 
democratic and communist parties as well 
as their Landtag and Reichstag deputies, 
the paralysation o f trade union activities, 
the persecution of the Jews which—based 
on “racism”—had become part o f the govern
m ent’s program, the silencing of progressive 
art and literature, the drive against the Chris
tian churches and organizations, the reports 
on happenings in  the concentration camps— 
all these facts contributed to  the crea
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tion of an atmosphere o f general aversion 
to and, in  the political field, distrust of 
the new German regime throughout the 
world.1

The international aims o f the H itler 
regime were causing particularly grave con
cern among the forces opposed to German 
fascism. The imperialist aspirations, nota
bly the putting into praxis o f the “ Lebens
raum ” thesis as propagated in “ Mein Kampf” 
and in the articles and speeches o f the nazi 
leaders, came to constitute a serious menace 
to world peace.

Let us now outline the most important 
problems emerging in  the wake o f H itler’s 
“ Machtergreifung.”

In the spring of 1933 the prospects and 
the atmosphere o f the disarmament talks 
between the great powers were vitiated by a 
series o f aggressive statements by German 
political and military leaders. These state
ments in turn elicited sharp replies from 
the western powers.

In  an article which appeared in the 
“ Leipziger Illustrierte Zeitung” on May 11, 
1933, Foreign M inister von N eurath argued 
in favour o f the acquisition by Germany of 
aircraft, sea-planes and heavy artillery, and 
the building up of her land forces, irrespective 
of the outcome of the disarmament con
ference.

O n this same day of May 11, 1933, in 
the House of Lords in London, Lord 
Hailsham, the Secretary of War, speaking 
of Germany’s threat to leave the conference 
if  her demands were not satisfied, said in 
part: “Should Germany nevertheless leave 
the conference, the rest of the powers would 
be compelled to give the most serious con
sideration to  the further measures to be 
taken. I  believe the legal consequences of 
such a step to  be—though at the present 
moment this is only my personal opinion— 
that, the provisions of the Treaty of Ver
sailles being still binding on Germany, all 
attempts at rearmament in contradiction 
to these provisions would constitute a breach 
o f the Versailles Treaty and give grounds

for the application of the sanctions envisaged 
therein.”2

In his speech at M ünster on the follow
ing day, May 12, 1933, Vice-chancellor von 
Papén rejected the British W ar Secretary’s 
threats o f sanctions against Germany, declar
ing that “the word pacifism has been blotted 
from our vocabulary.” (In its leading article 
o f May 14, 1933, the French paper “Le 
Tem ps” declared that von Papen’s speech 
“opposed, at the middle of the 20th century 
and hardly 15 years after the war which had 
cost the lives o f millions, to  modem ideals 
the medieval concept o f refusing to exagger
ate the value of individual life, w ith the 
individual taking his own life none too 
tragically either. Such an ideology will but 
strengthen the conviction all over the world 
tha t Germany has reverted to  policies in
compatible w ith the system o f universal 
security, abandoning herself to the ideas of 
men who are living only by war and for war. 
H itlerism  thus reveals itself as the most 
terrific menace to our civilization, a menace 
to be fought by all the peoples small and 
great having a sense of freedom as the first 
prerequisite to national as well as human 
dignity.”3

N ext to the question o f disarmament it 
was that o f the relations between Germany 
and Austria which was being aggravated in 
an alarming manner by nazi Germany since 
the “ Machtergreifung.”

In  April 1933 Goring, the Prime M inis
ter of Prussia, and Vice-chancellor von Papén 
went to Italy to obtain Mussolini’s consent 
to the German annexation of Austria, which 
they called “Anschluss.”

It was still during the stay of the German 
statesmen in Italy that on April I I ,  1933, 
Austrian Chancellor Dollfuss also arrived in 
Rome, where he was given reassuring prom
ises by Mussolini to the effect that the 
Anschluss would be prevented.4

In addition to the problems of disarma
m ent and Anschluss—the latter will be 
reverted to later on—German agrarian isola
tionism constituted an issue of primary im 
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portance to Hungary. In February 1933 
already the H itler government, anxious to 
win the support of the agrarian interests, had 
considerably raised im port duties on pork 
and beef, lard and goose-fat, as well as on 
a number o f other agricultural products.8

Notwithstanding these facts Prime M i
nister Gömbös—true to his political past6— 
showed himself from the very outset most 
sympathetic to the H itler regime. O n 
February, 1, 1933, the day following the 
Machtergreifung, he instructed the H un
garian M inister in Berlin, Kánya, “to estab
lish contacts w ith Chancellor H itler by 
calling on him  formally as soon as possible. 
Present to the Chancellor my respects and 
congratulations. Remind him  of the fact 
that ten years ago already we were in com
munication through the intermediary of 
H err Scheubner-Richter, on the basis o f 
common principles and a common ideology... 
Give the Chancellor to understand that I am 
ask in g .. .  for the honour of remaining in 
close contact now that his position has be
come an official one, it being my conviction 
that our countries should act in concert in 
the domains o f both international and 
economic policy. Draw his attention to the 
importance of close cooperation at the dis
armament conference and especially to the 
fact that I  consider the economic ties be
tween Hungary and Germany as regrettably 
loose. W hat I  am most concerned about is 
the failure to find Germany disposed to 
serve as natural outlet for Hungarian agri
cultural produce to the degree our common 
lot would involve. . . I t  is my wish to see 
a brisk flow of goods developing in both 
directions as from next July already, to serve 
this purpose.” 7

W ith  H itle r’s favourable answer to these 
ouvertures the way now stood open to a 
rapprochement between the nazis in power in 
Germany and the Hungarian counterrevo
lutionary regime.

In an interview granted to Arthur Kom- 
huber, the correspondent o f the “ Berliner 
Börsenzeitung,”  on April 13, 1933, Gömbös

declared: "Friendly relations w ith Germany 
have always been the guiding principle o f 
Hungary’s foreign policy. I  am determined 
to foster and to develop such relations, since 
the existence o f a community of interests, 
nay, o f a community of fate, o f the two 
countries seems to me obvious and clearly 
indicated by the international situation. 
Both countries must, in my opinion, make 
some sacrifices in  the interest o f necessary 
cooperation, and it is for this reason that 
I hope for understanding in Berlin if, in 
view of our endangered agricultural exports 
to Germany, we expect our economic claims 
to be taken into consideration.”8

Competent German circles were far from 
unfavourable to the approaches of Gömbös. 
In view of the almost complete international 
isolation of Germany the interests of German 
foreign policy also called imperatively for the 
improvement o f relations w ith Hungary, with 
the Gömbös government. The first tentative 
steps were therefore taken on both sides and 
preliminary negotiations started.

The way to a rapprochement was—most 
characteristically—paved on both sides by 
personalities and organizations o f no official 
standing; following the invitation of Arch
duke Albrecht of Hapsburg a delegation o f 
the NSDAP, led by W erner Daitz—accord
ing to the semi-official statement of M TI 
(Hungarian Telegraph Agency) he was “head 
of the N SDA P’s department for inter
national trade, w ith the rank of a M inister”9 
—arrived in Budapest in late May 1933.

Information about the talks of the 
NSDAP delegation in Hungary is meagre. 
At any rate, the Hungarian Telegraph Agen
cy let it  be known that a lecture entitled 
“Aims o f economic policy w ith special regard 
to Hungaro-German trade” was delivered 
on May 29, 1933, by W erner Daitz in a 
private room of the Hotel Hungária. Those 
present included Baron Schön, German M in
ister in Budapest, and, on the Hungarian 
part, Archduke Albrecht; M inister o f Trade 
Tihamér Fabinyi; M inister o f Agriculture 
Miklós Kállay; Ferenc Mengele, Head o f the
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Press Department, M inistry of Foreign 
Affairs; Miklós Kozma, President o f M TI; 
a number of parliamentary deputies w ith 
Móric Putnoky, Zoltán Meskó, Ferenc 
Ulain, Tibor Eckhardt, Endre Bajcsy-Zsi- 
linszky, Count Ferenc Hunyady among 
them, as well as many other representatives 
of Hungarian political and economic life.10

In his lecture D aitz pointed out that he 
was particularly glad to accept the invitation 
to Budapest as “ the friendship between 
Hungary and Germany had been one of long 
standing.” H e was lavish in alluring and 
attractive promises. H e declared that “due 
to her central position Germany considers it 
her duty to promote w ith all her might the 
intensification o f the exchange of goods with 
those countries which are her natural trad
ing partners. W ith the British Empire, with 
France and her colonies, with northern and 
southern America—those rather developed 
and self-sufficient regions—there exist no 
such natural ties as ought to be established 
between Germany on the one hand and the 
south-eastern Danube states as well as the 
regions in the north-east on the o th e r .. . ” 

H e also held out the prospect o f  “the 
north-eastern regions covering their corn 
requirements in Hungary and the Danube 
states. I t was this new trend in German 
foreign-trade policy that prompted the Ger
man government to reopen the trade nego
tiations through official channels.”

H is lecture delivered, Daitz was ques
tioned by some of those present about the 
possibilities o f exports to Germany. In  reply 
Daitz declared that “it  is one o f the German 
government’s principal objectives to secure 
the im port o f the commodities in short 
supply in Germany as far as possible from 
neighbouring and friendly countries.”

One of the speakers gave expression to 
some political misgivings. D aitz thereupon 
referred to the latest speech of Chancellor 
H itler, in which the Führer pointed out that 
“Germany would never think of absorbing 
any other people and would respect the 
freedom of other nations just as much as

she respected her own. Germany’s only en
deavour is to be of assistance to the other 
nations.”

I t  was in the course of the Budapest visit 
o f the NSDAP delegation that the idea of 
personal talks between H itler and Gömbös 
on the economic and political problems of 
mutual interest to  both countries was pu t 
forward.

These problems were the Anschluss, eco
nomic relations between Germany and H un
gary, and the situation of the German 
minority in Hungary.

In early June of 1933 all three questions 
constituted veritable stumbling blocks on 
the path to a rapprochement between the Third 
Reich and the H orthy régime.

As for the Anschluss, things were going 
from bad to worse ever since the visit of 
Goring and von Papén to Italy. Hungarian 
public opinion was, quite understandably, 
deeply worried by the news from Austria. 
O n May 20 the Austrian paper “Neue Freie 
Presse” reported from Berlin that the 
Austrian Minister, in the course of a conver
sation w ith the German M inister of Foreign 
Affairs, presented to  the latter the text of a 
speech held in Graz by Reichsjustizkom
missar Dr Frank. Pointing out that the 
speech contained insults to  the Austrian 
government as well as passages inciting to 
violent action, the Austrian M inister men
tioned the fact that nazi students had called 
anti-government demonstrations for May 20. 
The M inister expressed his grave concern 
about these demonstrations, which consti
tuted a new menace to friendly relations 
between Austria and Germany.11

N or did the reports on the two meetings 
arranged by former Austrian M inister Rin- 
telen between Federal Chancellor Dollfuss 
and Reichstag deputy H abicht reassure 
public opinion. In the course of these con
versations H abicht advised Dollfuss to form 
a coalition government o f Christian-So- 
cialists and National-Socialists. The idea was 
rejected by Dollfuss.12

O n June I, 1933, the Austrian police
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in a series o f raids searched the headquarters 
o f nazi organizations, confiscating big quan
tities o f arms, munition and propaganda 
material.13

On the same day the following an
nouncement was published by the provincial 
government in Innsbruck:

“The daily demonstrations of irresponsi
ble elements are creating an intolerable situ
ation for the city’s economic life. Therefore, 
the following regulations are herewith put 
into effect.

1) The organs o f public security are 
given instructions to suppress by every 
means all forms of demonstration.

2) The culprits are to be severely pu
nished. Aliens taking part in the demonstra
tions are to be expelled and deported without 
delay.

3) In the area of Innsbruck and H otting 
all doors are to be kept closed as from 8 p. m. 
Heads of families are under the obligation 
of keeping young people under 17 years of 
age in their homes after 8 p. m.

4) Restaurants and cafes are to close at 
u p .  m .”14

On June 13, 1933, Habicht, “head of 
the NSDAP’s section for propaganda in 
Austria,” was arrested in Linz15; on the 
following day, June 14, he was expelled from 
Austria.16

The same day, Austrian Deputy Chan
cellor W inkler made the following statement 
to the press:

“The events of the last two days give the 
impression that under the strong influence 
o f national-socialist circles in the Reich the 
Austrian H itler party is about to leave the 
path o f legality and intends to establish a 
régime of illegal terrorism. The government 
has for a long tim e now been cognizant of 
these intentions, and has therefore made ex
tensive preparations for the suppression of 
any attem pt at terrorism, at any place and any 
time. Everyone may rest assured that these 
far-reaching attempts against the peace o f 
the population and aimed at further aggravat
ing the political situation will meet with

firm resistance on the part of the govern
m ent.”17

The economic problems have already 
been dealt w ith earlier.

W ith  regard to the situation of the Ger
man minority in  Hungary the position was 
the following:

In the parliamentary session of May 9, 
1933, the grievances of the German minor
ity, particularly those connected w ith school
ing, were brought up by Jakab Bleyer, a 
government party deputy and spokesman of 
the German minority in Hungary. Based on 
statistical data published by the government, 
Bleyer put before the House rather unfavour
able figures relating to German-language 
teaching in the villages inhabited by Ger
mans. H e referred to the 1930 census, ac
cording to which the German population in 
Hungary numbered 73,000 less than in 
1920.18

Bleyer’s speech was received by the 
House with great indignation, and he was 
severely attacked by a number of deputies.19

Both Bleyer’s speech and the ensuing 
debate found a lively echo in the German 
press. The nazi papers—especially the ‘ ‘Vos- 
sische Zeitung”—were strongly critical of the 
stand some Hungarian papers and parlia
mentarians were taking in the matter.20

An affair highly characteristic of the pre
vailing atmosphere occurred on May 20, 
1933, when the principal o f the Hungarian 
Institute in Berlin gave a reception in honour 
of the Hungarian team of collegiate fencers. 
The German team refused the invitation on 
the grounds that as long as Bleyer was not 
given satisfaction they were not prepared 
to mix socially with the Hungarian fencers. 
Thereupon the Hungarian team withdrew 
from the championship and returned to 
Budapest.21

In spite o f these events the Gömbös 
government continued in its friendly attitude 
towards the T hird Reich22 and the tone of 
the statements made by Foreign M inister 
Kálmán Kánya in the foreign affairs debate 
of the House of Deputies was markedly pro-
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German. In  concurring w ith Gömbös’s 
speech of May 17, Kánya declared: “I  do 
not believe the Anschluss to be a present 
issue, that is, I consider all anxieties concern
ing the imminence of this question as pre
mature. The definition' of the Hungarian 
government’s attitude in this m atter at the 
present stage could therefore not be regarded 
as either timely or opportune. It is, in my 
opinion, the less opportune bearing in mind 
that we do not count among the great Euro
pean factors and could exert no decisive 
influence on the solution of this question.”23

It was after such antecedents that Göm
bös decided to  accept H itler’s invitation and 
to leave for Berlin.

From the documents published below it 
becomes evident that the meeting of Göm
bös and H itler in June 1933 constituted a 
determining factor in the foreign policy of 
the Hungarian counterrevolutionary régime, 
signifying as it did a decisive turn of H un
garian foreign policy in the direction of the 
aggressive aims of German nazism.

The talk enabled H itler and Gömbös 
to establish a common standpoint on the 
central issue, i. e., that the long-term ob
jectives of the. T hird Reich and of counter
revolutionary Hungary could not be achieved 
by peaceful means and tha t war constituted 
the only possible solution.

O f decisive significance from the H un
garian point o f view was the fact, fully sup
ported by these documents, that on this 
occasion Gömbös—for the first tim e at a 
head-of-government level—raised the idea of 
the possibility and the necessity o f political, 
economic and military cooperation between 
Italy, the German Reich, Hungary and 
Austria. I t  was here that the first elements 
o f the later "axis” policy thus made their 
appearance.

Beside the two preceding issues the 
handling o f the Anschluss problem at the 
H itler—Gömbös encounter would seem at 
first sight to have been of minor importance 
from the Hungarian point o f view. Such, 
however, was not the case: in the early j o ’s

the problem of Austria’s annexation was one 
o f primordial importance, as the fall o f 
Austria would throw open the gate to the 
realization o f the nazi “Südostraum” con
cept.

The material of the discussions was, of 
course, not made public at the tim e; but the 
very fact o f Gömbös’s voyage and the com
mentary on it  o f the NSDAP Foreign Re
lations Bureau elicited angry and passionate 
protests from the Hungarian opposition 
parties.

On June 20, 193 3, the day following the 
return of Gömbös from Germany, Endre 
Bajcsy-Zsilinszky—who was later to resist 
w ith arms in hand the SS-men coming to 
arrest him  on March 19, 1944, and who 
was sentenced to death and executed in 
Sopronkőhida prison on Christmas day of the 
same year—asserted in the House of De
puties : " . . .  there are times when one has 
to be ready to face the bullet and the gal
lows. I declare that we are not willing to give 
way here to German imperialism. There has 
been no German w’orld here for a thousand 
years and there shall be no German world 
here, and to prevent it we are prepared to 
face the bullet and the gallows!”

The voyage of Gömbös was also attacked 
by the official social-democratic party organ 
Népszava and by well-known opposition 
politicians such as the liberal Károly Rassay 
or the legitimist Marquis György Palla- 
vicini.

N o t only did the openly pro-Hitlerite 
foreign policy meet with the opposition of 
these politicians at the first moment o f its 
emergence—but it  was also highly unpopular 
among the broadest masses of the Hungarian 
people.

However, all this could not deter the 
counterrevolutionary Hungarian leaders from 
a policy tha t was ultimately to  lead the 
country to  ruin. Every attem pt, every move
ment, to oppose this policy was ruthlessly 
suppressed by the terrorist apparatus of the 
H orthy regime.

E lek K arsai
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1) On April 12, 1933 the British Trade Union 
Council, together with the parliamentary 
group and the executive committee of the 
Labour Party, organized a meeting in London 
“in protest against the policy of reprisal and 
persecution." (O L '—M TI,4’* ** Hungarian 
edition, April 12, 1933, 28th edition)

2) OL—MTI, Hungarian edition, May 11, 
1933, 35th edition (retranslated from the 
Hungarian)

3) OL—MTI, Home Bulletin, May 15, 1933
4) Cf. the article in The Times on the results of 

the Rome visits of Papén and Dollfuss (OL— 
MTI, Hungarian edition, April 21, 193 3, 
6th edition)

5) For fuller particulars cf. Berend, T. I.—Ránki, 
Gy.: Magyarország a fasiszta Németország élet
terében ["Hungary in the ‘Lebensraum’ of 
fascist Germany"], 1933—1939, Közgazdasági 
és Jogi Kiadó [Publishing House on Economics 
and Law], Budapest, i960, pp. 74—78

■6) Gyula Gömbös (1886—1936' was a Captain 
on the General Staff in World War I. An 
intimate of Horthy’s he played an important 
role in the organization of the White Terror 
which followed the collapse of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic, and in the establishment of 
the counterrevolutionary régime. In 1922 he 
joined the government party of the day, hut left 
it later on, finding Bethlen ’s policy of con
solidation too liberal for his taste, and found
ed the so-called “race-protector" party, one 
of aggressive racism. Returning in 1928 to 
the government’s Unity Party, he soon became 
under-secretary of state in the Ministry of 
War, in 1929 Minister of War and on Sep
tember i , 1932, Prime Minister. His govern
ment represented a turning-point in the pro- 
German orientation of Hungarian foreign 
policy. Already in the 20’s Gömbös maintain
ed close contact with the German nazis and 
was personally active in fostering cooperation 
between the Bavarian and Hungarian secret 
counterrevolutionary organizations. One of 
their most notorious common actions was the 
forging of franc banknotes, brought to light 
in December 1925. For fuller particulars cf. 
Nemes—Karsai: Iratok ag ellenforradalom törté
netéhez ("Documents on the history of the 
counterrevolution"), Vol. II. Szikra, Buda
pest, 1956, pp. 328—332. Also Vol. HI, pp. 
83—84, 466—479. 532—533. 570-579

* OL =  Országos Levéltár =  State Archives
** M TI =  Magyar Távirati Iroda =  Hungarian Telegraph 

Agency

7) OL—Kiim.* pol. 1933, 21/7, 306. Cited in 
Berend—Ránki, op. cit. pp. 71—72

8) OL—MTI, Hungarian edition, April 13, 
1933. 17th edition

9) Ibid., May 29, 1933, 51st edition (retransla
ted from the Hungarian). It may not be 
without interest to mention that the name of 
Werner Daitz came up in the Nuremberg 
trial of war criminals, when George S. Mes- 
sersmith, former US Consul-General in 
Berlin and US Minister in Vienna said in his 
testimony: “In the course of my official 
trip to Germany I was often visited by a nazi 
economist by the name of Daitz. He held no 
high government post but prominent nazi 
leaders entrusted him with important tasks in 
south-east Europe. He travelled extensively 
in Yugoslavia, Hungary and Rumania. For 
some mysterious reason which I could never 
find out he often came to see me and, in his 
return from his voyages, he would always tell 
me what he had achieved and what economic 
advantages he had promised in the event that 
the country in question would be willing to 
cooperate with Germany. He cynically re
marked at the same time that Germany had 
no intention whatever of keeping these 
promises and added: ‘How stupid of those 
peoples to believe such promises." (Procés 
des grands criminels de guerre devant le 
Tribunal Militaire International, Nurem
berg, 14 Novembre 1945—iec Octobre 1946. 
Édité á Nuremberg 1948, Vol. XXX, p. 304, 
Doc. No. PS—2385)

10) OL—MTT, Hungarian edition, May 29, 
1933, 48th and 49th editions

11) Ibid., May 20, 1933, 4th edition
12) Ibid., May 31, 1933, 15th edition
13) Ibid., June I ,  1933, 4th and 7th editions
14) Ibid., June I ,  1933, 12th edition
15) Ibid., June 13, 1933, loth edition
16) Ibid., June 15, 1933, loth edition
17) Ibid., June 13, 1933, 5th edition
18) Journals of the blouse of Deputies of the 

Parliamentary session convoked for July 18, 
1931, Vol. XV. Budapest, 1933, pp. 212— 
213

19) Ibid., 176th session, pp. 221—224, partic
ularly the speech of Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky

20) OL—MTI, Hungarian edition, May 11, 
1933, 28 th edition

21) Ibid., May 20, 1933, 21st edition
22) For fuller particulars see the above cited 

economico-historical work of Berend and

* Küm =  Külügyminisztérium =  Foreign Ministry
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Ránki, which deals extensively with the 
points of view of the Gömbös cabinet and of 
Gömbös himself, and gives the full texts of 
Gömbös’s instructions to Kánya of Februaryl, 
1933, concerning the establishment of con
tacts with Hitler as well as of his message 
to Chancellor Hitler and the latter’s answer. 
The text of the exchange of letters between

Gömbös and Hitler, which played an im
portant role in the preparation of the June 
1933 meeting, is also given in the work of 
Berend and Ránki (pp. 78—79)

23) Journals of the House of Deputies of the 
parliamentary session convoked for July 18, 
1931, Vol. XVI, p. 152, 185th session, 
May 22, 1933

T h e  D o c u m e n t s  C o n c e r n in g  th e  1933 m eetin g  

Ju n e  16, 1933

Draft of conversation for use in negotiations with Hitler 

Prepared in the Hungarian M inistry o f Foreign Affairs for Prime M inister Gyula Gömbös

Introduction

Sympathies, personal as well as national, w ith Germany to be stressed.
Similarity o f world outlook.

Factors currently disturbing good relations: attempts to influence public opinion by 
legitimists, Jews and discontented agrarian circles. These, however, are but ephemeral 
phenomena, particularly if  the last-named factor is successfully removed through the con
clusion of an adequate trade agreement.

I. (a) The Problem of the Anschluss (Fundamentals)

A few years ago public opinion in Hungary was not ill disposed towards the Anschluss 
problem. Isolationist German foreign trade policy has, however, greatly altered the climate. 
Hungarian agricultural interests are dismayed by the possibility of their losing the Austrian 
market in the event of the Anschluss—a circumstance which would have a disastrous effect 
on Hungary’s agriculture. Things would substantially change if  Hungarian-German economic 
relations could be placed on a basis that would satisfy Hungarian economic interests. Besides, 
Hungary is, unfortunately, too small a political factor to be capable o f exerting a major 
influence upon the realization of the Anschluss in any way.

(b) The Present Situationen Austria
The deterioration of Austrian-German relations is a very deplorable development as far as 

Hungary is concerned. We maintain good relations with both countries and it  is o f the utmost 
importance to  us that we should cooperate with them  on a number of issues where our 
interests run parallel.

Question to H itler: Is he willing to soften his policy in respect of the Austrian Govern
ment?

II. Italian-German Relations

It stands to reason that the development o f Italian-German relations in the friendliest 
possible manner is extremely desirable as far as Hungary is concerned. W hat is H itler’s 
opinion o f current Italian-German relations and o f their possible development?

12



III. Hungarian-German Economic Relations

As regards the reciprocal relations between the two countries, it  is o f decisive importance 
whether economic relations between them can or cannot be brought back on to an absolutely 
sound basis. It is true that H err Waldeck’s latest talks have led to a welcome easing of the 
situation. W hat is really needed here, however, is the resumption of trade on a large scale 
between the two countries, as this is warranted by the geographical situation of the two 
countries and by their complementary interests, economic as well as political. We realize 
that up to  the rise o f the T hird Reich party politics raised serious obstacles on the German 
side to such development, since most previous German governments were dependent on the 
goodwill o f extremist agrarian parties, which had to be secured by all means. Today this 
factor is non-existent, and, as I see it, there is no longer anything to prevent economic 
relations between the two countries from being governed solely by economic and foreign 
policy interests. A radical change in existing relations is absolutely necessary from both 
points o f view.

It is o f vital importance to Hungary to  find an outlet in Germany for her agricultural 
produce. I believe, however, that it is equally im portant to Germany tha t German industrial 
exports find a market in our country and other agricultural countries, otherwise an adverse 
effect on Germany’s balance o f foreign trade could not be avoided. O n the other hand, 
I  believe that, for his part, the Chancellor too attaches much importance to fostering political 
relations between the two countries, which, as a m atter o f course, are bound to be affected 
most adversely by an eventual exclusion from Germany o f Hungary’s staple export items.

I ask H itler to throw all his authority into the scales in order to obtain an improvement 
o f German-Hungarian economic relations. I also ask him whether he might be willing, 
out o f political considerations, to  grant us more favourable treatm ent than is enjoyed 
by Rumania and Yugoslavia?

IV. National Minority Question
(a) German Minorities in  Hungary

The Bleyer affair* has been grossly misinterpreted in Germany, and, in general, outside 
Hungary. The chief criticism in Hungary has been elicited, not by the merits o f the case, 
but by Bleyer’s tactless attitude. In part this was due to the fact—and I shall speak to 
H itler quite openly on this score—that Bleyer is an uncommon bore and a highly unpleasant 
individual, so that quite a few people in our country will, w ithout a moment’s hesitation, 
oppose anything Bleyer may do. As for the merits o f the matter, I have indicated my 
willingness to  talk all unsettled matters over with Bleyer. I intend, in the cultural sphere, 
to grant the absolutely loyal elements among the Germans of Hungary all legitimate claims 
they may advance—in tha t respect I mean to continue the policy pursued by previous 
governments, all the more so since I myself was a member o f them.

00
The conduct to  date o f the Verein fü r  das Deutschtum im Ausland (“Union o f Germans 

Abroad”) which—and this is very well known to us—has been closely linked w ith the 
policy pursued by previous German governments, has had an extremely embarrassing 
effect upon Hungarian-German relations. T hat policy, alas, was not only diametrically 
opposed to  Hungarian political interests, but it  also outraged Hungarian sentiments. W e

* See introductory article by Elek Karsai, published in this issue, pp. 174.
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can conceive of nothing more offensive to  us than the fact tha t the German inhabitants 
o f regions tha t have been detached from Hungary have—largely as a result o f persuasion by 
the V. D. A.—in very many instances come out against Hungarian national aspirations. 
In those cases where individuals were acting out o f opportunism, so as to wangle some 
favours out o f the new possessors o f power, such proceeding might still be viewed with 
some understanding in our country. But in instances where we have seen evidence of 
planned action, the natural reaction in our country could not be other than deep resentment. 
I t may be an im portant factor in this m atter tha t these movements are directed by persons 
lacking in practical political acumen, who are only concerned w ith the question of schools, 
trying to calculate the number o f German schools— i. e. German in language, if  not in 
spirit—there are in a given area. In  drawing comparisons between previous conditions and 
present conditions in Hungary, they ignore the fact that it is inconceivable in present-day 
dismembered Hungary—as it was inconceivable in Old Hungary—that anyone’s livelihood 
should be made precarious because his native tongue is German, as is being done in the 
Little Entente states; and that, in Hungary, not only have our Germans enjoyed—and 
do enjoy—equal opportunities with the Hungarians in the economic field, but any office 
is equally open to them—there are numerous instances to prove this, among them  the case 
of Bleyer himself, o f Gratz, etc., who have risen to ministerial eminence.

As Hungary is a politically-minded nation par excellence, no one has understood the
V. D. A.’s attitude in considering all Germans outside Germany equally im portant from 
the point o f view of German policies. It is obvious that, as far as Germany is concerned, 
coherent German ethnic groups inhabiting areas bordering on Germany are of far greater 
importance than other sprinklings of Germans elsewhere. Public opinion in Hungary was 
indignant at seeing the V. D. A. display disproportionately more interest in the Germans 
of the Danube Valley than in the millions o f Sudeten Germans. After all, the question 
o f  national minorities is an eminently political issue and not, as the V. D. A. seems to 
look upon it, a cultural and sentimental one. In Hungary it is regarded by all as a political 
m atter; hence it is taken for granted that, for instance, we can take no interest whatever 
in  the conditions o f the Csángós o f Bukovina and Moldavia. I  ask H itler to exert his 
influence so that the Hungarian and the German national minorities in the territories that 
have been detached from Hungary should, as far as possible, maintain good relations with 
each other and that the Germans should at least refrain from taking a stand against legitimate 
Hungarian national aspirations. I am compelled to stress this, for the aftermath of the old 
policy is still being felt. Thus, for example, there have been many instances of Germans 
taking part in anti-revisionist demonstrations in the Succession States when such participa
tion could no t be explained solely by coercive measures on the part o f the authorities.

Original fair copy, four and a half typewritten pages. OL. Küm. res. pol. (State Archives, 
Min. of Foreign Affairs, pol. affairs 1932—21— 303-/284/1933
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June 19, 1933

Report by N. S. D. A. P. Foreign Policy Department on events leading up to Gömbös-Hitler meeting 
and on the matters discussed at the talks

As previously reported in brief, Prime M inister Gömbös o f Hungary paid a visit to 
the Chancellor Saturday evening; he had arrived at 10:40 a. m ., flying from Munich on 
board the Führer’s aeroplane in  the company o f First-Lieutenant Brückner, the Führer’s
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representative, and H err Schneider and H err Dietz. The visit was a corollary o f the negotia
tions begun in Hungary last month by a visiting delegation of the Foreign Policy Depart
m ent o f the National Socialist Party, headed by M inister Daitz. The delegation’s mission 
had been to bring about a settlement o f the utterly disordered commercial relations with 
Hungary, an objective which was achieved w ith surprising ease. I t  seems that, as a result 
o f this initiative to pu t an end to  economic chaos which was accomplished w ith much 
vigour and much goodwill on both sides, the complete re-formation of the south-eastern 
part o f Europe has started and, as can be seen from Premier Gömbös’s visit, has already 
given rise to its first far-reaching political consequences. All this, it  goes without saying, 
cannot fail to affect developments in Austria too. The economic comprehension which 
was manifest in the settlement o f German-Hungarian relations prevails, it  seems, also 
at the conclusion o f the Hungarian-Rumanian agreement and holds out the prospect of 
further auspicious developments. I t is extremely gratifying that the Foreign Policy Depart
m ent o f the National Socialist Party should have made such intensive efforts, in Berlin 
and in Vienna, to further the good cause as to have engaged in downright pioneering work 
for a coherent reorganization that would be satisfactory to both parties in one of the most 
tangled parts o f Central Europe, which has generated the gravest difficulties.

The report, except for the opening sentence, was read before the House of Deputies 
at the June 19, 1933 session o f Parliament by Károly Rassay (Liberal Opposition). 
Parliamentary session convoked for June 18, 1933, Journals o f the House o f Deputies, 
Vol. XVII. Athenaeum, Budapest, 1933, p. 336. 200th session, Monday, June 19, 1933.

June 19, 1933

Semi-official letter from Szilárd Masirevich, Hungarian Minister in Berlin, to Foreign Minister 
Kálmán Kánya, on some unusual circumstances concomitant to the Gömbös-Hitler meeting

June 19, 1933 
Berlin, Germany.

Honoured Friend,

May I report on a few impressions concerning G[ömbös]’s visit here, impressions that 
are designed to complement the picture which emerges from newspaper reports o f that 
visit. The arrangements made for the visit as a whole conveyed the impression, not only 
to  me, but to others as well—e. g. the Foreign Office here—that the N . S. party here 
intended to monopolize G. I t went out o f its way to keep all official factors at a distance 
from him. This anxiety to  keep people off seems, strangely enough, to have extended 
even to myself, for when I learned Saturday noon that G. was in Berlin, it  took Haubert 
three hours o f telephoning and becoming quite emphatic in  the end, to  learn from the 
nazis where G. was being pu t up. A number o f symptoms indicate that the N . S. party 
crowd are trying to  create the impression that the improvement o f Hungarian-German 
relations—and, primarily, the conclusion of the economic arrangement—is really their 
work, and this goes for the gesture of Hungarian-German friendship at the H -G  meeting. 
I  believe I am not wrong when I say that Rosenberg’s political ambitions have played a 
part in the expropriation on behalf o f the N . S. party o f G’s visit. R. had failed at the 
London test and is now making up for it, and he may be making himself once more



eligible for the future, by cashing in on the political success that is to be derived 
from G ’s visit.

In  view o f the above considerations, I  had some misgivings whether some Jroissement 
might not have arisen in  the Foreign Office here in the wake o f G ’s visit. I  have been 
making soundings in  the Foreign Office to  find this out, telling them  that originally 
we had wanted G. to have lunch w ith us before he left Berlin, i. e., on Sunday, and that 
I had intended to  invite Bülow to tha t luncheon, but tha t this plan had come to nothing 
owing to G ’s departure for Erfurt on Sunday morning, earlier than had been anticipated. 
The result o f my inquiries do, I believe, warrant the conclusion tha t there is no question 
o f any froissement here.

Finally, I should not leave it  unsaid that, since I took up my post here three short weeks 
ago, I have seen evidence o f definite goodwill towards Hungary—one which also finds 
expression in actions—on the part o f the Germans, whether it  be the Foreign Office or 
some party forum. I believe this is going to prove a lasting thing, albeit one must never 
forget Madame Mere’s ever-valid saying: Pourvu que cela dure.
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Yours very sincerely,
M. (unintelligible word)

Two typewritten pages signed in Masirevich’s own hand 
OL. Kiim. pol. 1933—21/7— 1825. (1390/1933)

June 19, 1933

(a) Question addressed to Prime Minister Combos 
by Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszby, M. P.

I
(Transcript from the Original, No. 1840/1933.)

Question

to the Rt. Hon. Prime Minister

The news of the R t. Hon. Prime M inister’s trip  to Berlin has alarmed public opinion 
in Hungary exceedingly. There are in circulation diverse and contradictory speculations, 
one more fantastic than the other.

Is the R t. H on. Prime M inister prepared to reassure the agitated public opinion of 
Hungary to the effect that

(1) his Berlin visit does not mean a shift in Hungarian foreign policy towards a one
sided friendship w ith the German Reich;

(2) it does not involve any weakening of the Austrian nation’s struggle for independence;
(3) the visit took place w ith the knowledge and approval o f our Italian and Austrian 

friends, or was made with the precise objective o f enlightening and disabusing the foreign 
policies o f the German Reich;
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(4) H ungarian foreign policy does not have its hands tied by possible—and in any case 

not vitally im portant—concessions in trade policy, which the Government are trying to 
secure on the markets o f the German Reich.
Budapest, June 19. 19 3 3

Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszkv, M .P . 
Certified copy man. propr.
Budapest, June 2 2 . 1933

István Kovács Bodó man. propr. 
Junior Clerk o f the Speaker

Authenticated copy, single typewritten page. OL. Kiim. pol. 1933—31/7— 1825 (2510/1933)

AUG U ST 2 0 , I9 3 3

(b) Communication from the Foreign Ministry to the Prime Minister’s Office containing the proposed 
draft of the reply to he given to question put down by Bajcsy-Zsilinszhy, M. P.

W ith  reference to  the reply to be given to the question enclosed w ith Your Excellency's 
note N o. 6 7 1 9  M EI o f 16 th  inst., In take the liberty o f making the following suggestions.

Item  I .—The trip  to  Berlin means no change whatever in the fre-hand policy repeatedly 
announced by the Hungarian Government—we continue to abide by tha t principle as before. 

Item  2 . — The said trip  had no connexion whatever w ith Austro-German differences. 
Item  3. — Hungary is a free, independent state, which makes its policies according 

to  its own counsel. Further, both the Italian and the Austrian governments were informed 
o f the trip.

Item  4. — The answer to  tho question in  this point is included in Item  1.
Aug. 20 . G .[róf—i. e. Count—Teleki]

Original draft, written in ink. OL. Kiim. pol. 1933—21/7— 1825. (2510/1933)

J U N E  20 , 1933

Excerpts from a speech by E. Bajcsy-Zsilinszhy, a member of the Opposition, in Parliament concerning
Cyula Cömhös's trip to Berlin

. . .  I regard it  as irreconcilabe w ith the standing o f a Prime M inister o f Hungary and 
w ith the dignity o f the H ungarian nation that this visit after all be recorded in all countries 
as feasting at the invitation o f junior national socialist officials, during wich—for instance 
on that certain Saturday night—not the Chancellor served as host, bu t a departm ent head 
from  the Foreign Office and the head o f the N ational Socialist Party’s Foreign Affairs 
D epartm ent, or the Departm ent itself. This, in my opinion, can be reconciled—let me 
emphasise this again—neither w ith the constitutional standing of the Hungarian Prime 
M inister nor w ith the dignity of the Hungarian nation. In  a way, the whole thing reminds 
one of a fashionable hunting party where people of distinction find accommodation in the 
count’s mansion, while second-class guests are pu t up at the bailiff’s cottage.. .
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. .  .W as it  right for the Hungarian Prime Minister—who does nothing but constantly 

support his negative attitudes by arguing that a tiny little country like Hungary, such a 
dismembered little nation, can undertake no initiative in European politics—to undertake 
the audacious initiative o f going to the capital o f an empire that is being kept in a veritable 
moral, political and economic quarantine and of identifying himself w ith this p o licy .. .

T H E  SPEAKER. — I must warn the Honourable Deputy that he should refrain from 
using such expressions in reference to a foreign State which is on friendly terms w ith this 
country. (Noise on extreme Left.)

E. BAJCSY-ZSILINSZKY. — I was citing words spoken by my Honourable Colleague, 
M r. Károly Rassay, who, in  turn, had cited points made in Magyar Szemle, Count István 
Bethlen’s newspaper. Those things are said in Magyar Szemle, and the Prime M inister 
would have done well to read tha t article, since he won’t  believe us o f the Opposition. 
Never had a Prime M inister o f Hungary perm itted himself to take so audacious an initiative 
as the H on. Prime M inister did in going to Berlin recently. (Cries o f acclamation at left 
Centre. — Gábor JÁNOSSY: T hat is a wrong premiss, and a wrong inference!). . .

. . . I  ask you: should H itler and his set go on pressing the Anschluss—according to 
various German newspapers they are in fact preparing to overrun Austria—and should it 
come to European action to save Austrian independence, ought not Hungary to be on the 
side which defends Austrian independence? Ought we not now to stand by Austria, who 
is now protecting us as well; what is more, protecting us more than she is protecting herself, 
for she is defending our very existence, while for herself she is only seeking opportunities 
for greater freedom? O ught we not to be playing the part now that Jan Sobieski’s Polish 
troops played two hundred and fifty years ago—I now have political, not military, action 
in mind. Should we not take this stand, primarily, so as to  back Austria and help raise the 
siege of Vienna, and thus save Hungary’s future by preventing German imperialism from 
setting out once more on a course that would deprive of its Danubian heritage a Hungary 
that for a thousand years has been defending its independence in  the face of German power 
ambitions?

M r. Speaker, today the issue o f the Anschluss is not only the issue o f peace in Europe. 
The Anschluss is also the pivot round which the Hungarian question is centred, and to refer 
to our constitutional and other political struggles against the Austria o f old as an argument 
against cooperation w ith the truncated Austria o f today is to  be ignorant o f the actual 
historical situation. For truncated Austria, w ith her population of six and a half million, 
cannot possibly threaten us; on the other hand, she does protect us from the German 
steamroller and from tha t Süd-Ostraum policy which is already preparing the German minori
ties throughout the territory of historical Hungary for the task o f being the first pioneers 
in helping to establish the German empire’s dominion in the Danube Valley—(cries of 
acclamation on the Left)—a policy to  which the Hon. Prime M inister has by his air-trip 
wrongly—I do not question his patriotic design-—I  say, wrongly and foolishly lent his 
services. (Acclamation on the L e ft.) .. .

. . .  Mr. Speaker, perm it me now to say a few words about the Süd-Ostraum, a theme 
which we have heard discussed in German-language lectures here and about which we 
read and hear often enough in the German Press and in official statements and speeches 
made by German politicians. There is no doubt—it will suffice for you to read H itler’s 
Mein Kampf—that German foreign policy as a whole is intending to  apply all its energies 
to the Süd-Ostraum. Germany has lost her elasticity and expansive capacity towards the 
west, and to some extent her outlet in the direction of Poland has by now become blocked 
up too—so the simplest route for her lies across the Danube Valley, where strife is afoot,
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where unhappy small nations are at loggerheads with one another, and where there are 
fairly big chunks o f German minority groups, which are now being trained for German 
imperialist thought and action. I t almost stands to reason, o f course, tha t the German 
empire, which explores every avenue in furthering its expansion, will strike down this 
road. This is the thousand-year-old road o f German imperialism, anyway. A thousand 
years ago, we managed to  clamp down a bar across this road on the Austrian frontier, a 
thousand years ago we managed to halt this imperialism on the Leithe, and is the Prime 
M inister o f Hungary now going to lift that bar for the German empire? Is it possible that 
we are being offered an alternative of such impossible courses—to be forced either into 
acceptance of a Little Entente conception or into acceptance o f that system of German 
dominion which is about to be launched and to be realized from Beriin w ith such fierceness, 
w ith such determination and ruthlessness?.. .

. . .  Mr. Speaker, the H on. Prime M inister has been practically dogged by luck, and 
I have been pleased to  see his good fortune. However, I  am afraid lest this good fortune 
o f his turn  out to be another case of Polycrates’ ring. I would therefore caution the Hon. 
Prime M inister tha t he should not perm it himself to  be carried away by his luck. Let 
him  ponder in good time over what he has done and what will be the consequences, what 
may be the contingencies, and let him  draw the conclusion, the only one that is correct, 
wise and patriotic. (Hear! Hear! on the Left.) That conclusion, Mr. Speaker, will ripen. 
T hat conclusion is tha t the H on. Prime M inister will have to abandon the Prime M inister’s 
office. The H on. Prime M inister should resign, because by his unfortunate trip  he has 
set himself against the vital foreign political interests o f the Hungarian nation. H e has 
set an avalanche rolling o f which I have no idea where we may bring it to a halt. This is 
the right thing to  do: To make mistakes is human, so let the H on. Prime M inister admit 
like a man that he has made a grave mistake, and let him  tender his resignation; let him 
give up his post.

For one thing must be said, M r. Speaker, and it  is th is: Hungarian history is one vast 
gesture o f self-defence in the face of German imperialism—that is something no one can 
deny. Today, the problem of German imperialism culminates in the question of Austria. 
O ur place is by the side of Austria by all means, with all our energies and all our resources. 
(Applause on the Left.) And if  the Hon. Prime M inister wants to  continue to pursue his 
disastrous policy, if  the H on. Prime M inister wants to  continue to frame his policy on 
behalf of Berlin and against Austria, over the head, so to speak, o f Austria, and if he intends 
to open the way to  these dangerous things, that ominous empire, then let him be aware 
that we are not going to play ball. Count István Tisza has said tha t there are times when 
you have to  face the bullet and the gallows. I wish to  make it  clear tha t we in this 
country have no mind to  make way for the German empire. Never for a thousand 
years has Germany held sway in this country, and she shall not hold sway here now. To 
prevent that, we shall face the bullet and the gallows! (Acclamation and cheers on the 
Left and extreme L e ft.) .. .

Printed in the Journal of the House of Representatives, session of Parliament convoked for 
June 18, 1933. Volume XVII. Athenaeum, Budapest 1933, pp. 351— 357. 20th session, Tuesday, 
June 20, 1933.



DOCUMENTS 185

June 19, 1933

Cipher telegram — in three sections — from Jenő Nelly, the Hungarian Minister in Vienna, to tic  
Hungarian foreign Ministry on his interview with Chancellor Dolljuss concerning the Gömbös-Hitler

meeting
Vienna, 19/6/1933
Budapest, 19/6/1933 No. 96
5866. Attention

H . E. the M inister
H . E. M inister Count Khuen- 

-Héderváry
H . E. Legation Counsellor 

Baron Apor

Secret

After I conveyed Premier’s message a n d ............Chancellor returned in our conversation
to following points.

Above all he was surprised tha t he had not been notified beforehand, although this 
was a practice both he and Premier had followed, for instance on trips to Rome. He had 
received first news from London, slanted, characteristically, to  purport that aim o f trip 
was German-Hungarian cooperation to oppose Austrian restoration plan. For his part he 
was perfectly aware o f economic urgency of trip, but since the main thing about such 
visits is not so much motive—which public may or may not believe—but appearances, 
he feels bound to  say that it was extremely inauspicious for his government. This was so 
because, since Premier had had no contact w ith German official circles but solely with 
leadership o f National Socialist Party, and had even seen H itler only in private, and since 
he had even gone to National Socialist meeting at Erfurt, his visit had been meant, by 
all appearances, for National Socialist Party, not for German government. H abicht’s constant 
appearance as ex-press chief; according to  his information, latter had accompanied Premier 
not only on his flight but also on car drive to  Erfurt. Continuation follows. — Nelky.

Transm itted: 1 9 /6 /1 9 3 3 , 20  hrs Stilyi 
Received: Vágó
5867.

No. 97.

Cipher telegram No. 96, continued

Secret

In view of aforesaid, I pointed out to  Chancellor that originally meeting had been 
planned to take place in M unich; this was changed at last moment, and so Premier had 
no possibility o f exerting influence on details o f Berlin sojourn or saying which national socialist 
leaders should attend. Dollfuss took note of this and added he had no doubt that Habicht, 
after being feted in Premier’s entourage, had thus been rehabilitated.

Chancellor mentioned that in his London statement he had repeatedly pointed out 
excellent relations with Hungary and that this seemed to be contradicted by surprise visit 
in  question. Replying, I  referred to  Premier’s latest speeches in Parliament and his statem ent
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th is morning, and declared most emphatically tha t for his part Premier too was abiding 
by Austrian policy as hitherto pursued by him.

Stressing he was not saying this in order that I  should report it to  my Government, 
Chancellor further said that, as our sincere friend and in knowledge of anti-German 
feelings in London, he did not think trip  to Germany had favourable results for Hungary, 
especially in Britain, where Premier’s host, Rosenberg, had been such failure. — Nelky. 
Deciphered: 19/6/1933, 21:30 hrs Edl, Vágó, Zsindely 
Typed: Ob[ermayer]
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No. 98

Cipher telegram No. 97, 
continued

W ith regard to Premier’s message that he saw a chance for a solution o f German conflict 
on  the line agreed upon between the two of them, he said that what counted was not what 
the Germans were saying but what they were doing in Austria; in any case, he would 
have to suppress national socialists.

H e thanked for invitation, but before he came, he said, he would rather wait and see 
th e  tu rn  events would take. After interview w ith Chancellor I went to see secretary general, 
who also deplored Hungarian omission to send previous information. Both he and Chancellor 
asked whether Italian government had been informed previously. I  said I had no information 
on that point. Finally, secretary general remarked this visit was H itler’s first success in 
foreign affairs.

I  understand Prince Starhemberg, after being closeted w ith Chancellor for two hours, 
to ld  general manager Mandl he had asked for interview w ith Premier Wednesday evening. 
I  take the liberty of suggesting that his request be granted.

Finally, I take the liberty of bringing to  Your Excellency’ notice that negotiations on 
preferential wheat tariff are due to  begin tomorrow afternoon. Dollfuss’ mediation will 
be needed on presumably difficult matters. — Nelky.

Edl man. propr.
Deciphered: 20/6/T933 xi hrs. Edl, Biró, Széchen 
Typed: Ob[ermaycr]

June 20, 1933

Foreign Ministry’s cipher telegram instructing Minister Nelky in Vienna to reassure Chancellor
Dollfuss in Cömbös’s name

III

60. Nelky Vienna

Please tell Chancellor, Premier would regret if  his trip  to  Berlin were to  give cause for 
misinterpretation, the more so as in his view good relations between Austria and Hungary

T



as well as personal friendship between himself and Chancellor are, in the nature of things, 
above all possible suspicion.

You might do well to  point out that we were not informed in advance about Chancellor’s 
trip  to Paris.
20/6 G. —
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Original draft, in ink. OL. Kiim. pol. 1933— 21/7— 1825. (1851/1933)
The draft was prepared by Count Teleki, initialled by Baron Apor, approved of by Kánya, 

June 20. Mark under heading ‘To be signed’: “Khuen-gróf” [Count Khuen].

Ju n e  20, 1933

Foreign Ministry’s cipher telegram instructing Minister Háry in Rome concerning information to be
given to Italian Foreign Ministry

118. Exung Rome

Idea of Premier’s visit had been raised by German National Socialist Party at the time 
o f  Hungarian-German economic talks. Trip was made at H itler’s invitation. Premier 
satisfied w ith result o f trip.

H e wishes to give account o f his talks partly in a personal letter to  Mussolini, partly 
in  detailed instructions to  Your Excellency.

You will please inform Pal.[azzo] Chigi o f above points.
20/6 G. — Kánya

Original draft, in ink. OL. Kiim. pol. 1933—21/7— 1825. (1857/1933)

June 21, 1933

Cipher phonegram from Minister Nelky in Vienna to Foreign Ministry about his talk with Dollfuss 

Transm itted: 21/6/1933 21:40 hrs Sülyi
Received: Zsindely No. too

Attention 
H . E. the M inister 
H . E. M inister Count Khuen- 

Héderváry
Political Department

Re Your Excellency’s cipher telegram (No. 60) o f 20th inst.

Chancellor thanked for Premier’s message and spoke warmly of his friendship for him. 
In course o f talk I pointed out that reaction of entire Hungarian press and public opinion 

showed views and sentiments expressed in Premier’s above message regarding relations 
w ith Austria were shared by entire nation. Chancellor noted this w ith satisfaction. Still, 
he said he believed any ground for misinterpretation should be removed in other countries 
beside Austria. For the moment he could not suggest how this might be done, but again 
referred as an example to  importance o f British public opinion and money-market.
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Lastly, emphasizing he did not mean to  interfere in H ungary’s affairs, he mentioned 

press reports o f Premier’s impending trip  to Rome. H e believed such trip  might give rise 
to  fresh speculations, this time to  effect tha t Premier might be acting as intermediary 
for exchange of views between Berlin and Rome concerning Austria. H e considers both 
states interested in  not providing occasion, for tim e being, for rumours concerning relations 
between them.

Nelky Edl

Typewritten transcript, signed by head of cipher department. OL. Küm. pol. 1933—21/7— 1825.
(1900/1933)

J u n e  21, 1933

Report oj the German Ambassador in Budapest to the Ministry of Foreign Aßairs in Berlin on Prime
Minister Gömbös’s Berlin Visit

9565/E 673554—60

The M inister in Hungary to the Foreign M inistry

A. N o. 104 P. 3 Budapest, June 21, 1933.
Received June 23. 
n .  Ung. 372.

Political Report

Subject: Trip of Prime M inister Gömbös to  Berlin.

The trip  o f the Hungarian Prime M inister to  Germany, which became known here 
only through the telegrams from Berlin, had the effect o f a great sensation on the Hungarian 
public. As I know through M. de Kánya, who incidentally was himself told in confidence 
only the day before Gömbös’s departure, the latter wavered repeatedly as to  whether he 
should undertake the trip, in view of the tension between Berlin and Vienna at the present 
moment. W hat turned the scales in its favour was the recently intensified anti-Hungarian 
attitude of the Little Entente and the concern that the Dollfuss Government might involve 
itself more closely w ith France and Czechoslovakia.

M. de Gömbös, w ith whom I spoke today, is exceedingly satisfied w ith the results o f 
his trip. Both the personality o f the Reich Chancellor, whom he praised for his great 
amiability, and the dynamic force o f the National Socialist Movement, o f which he could 
convince himself in the Berlin stadium and particularly in Erfurt, have made a deep im
pression on him. M . Gömbös spoke in really enthusiastic terms of the overwhelming impression 
made by the psychological bond between the masses o f the German people, particularly 
the workers, and the Führer, and he said he had carried home the conviction that the 
National Socialist regime was not a passing thing but was firmly and permanently established. 
H e had felt th a t he should stress this in his speech in  the House of Deputies yesterday, 
too, and point to  the historic service tha t the Reich Chancellor had rendered to  Europe 
by crushing communism.

As for the relations between Germany and Hungary, he had the impression that the old 
alliance had been sealed anew by the Reich Chancellor and himself. H e hoped that this
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could be further developed economically and militarily, bu t also politically, and that the 
two Governments would remain in permanent contact. M . Gömbös did not go any further 
into details; on the other hand M. de Mecsér mentioned the plan o f forming a German- 
Hungarian study commission w ith the task of making suggestions on expanding economic 
relations. M. de Mecsér reported further that he has been charged w ith the establishment 
o f the Hungarian Export and Im port Corporation, likewise planned, whose counterpart 
is represented by the Foreign Trade Office of the Aussenpolitisches Amt o f the NSDAP. 
The purpose of these corporations, to be supplemented later by similar ones in  Vienna and 
Bucharest, would be to facilitate mutual trade (somewhat on the pattern of the Brocchi 
Treaties).

Gömbös’s commitment to  a political and economic orientation o f Hungary on the side 
o f Germany, which resulted also psychologically from the Berlin visit, has unmistakably 
had an effect tha t is desirable for us on the Prime M inister’s attitude in the Austrian 
question. Gömbös has completely adopted as his own the German position in the Austrian 
question, and he told me that he would also express his opinion clearly to Prince Starhemberg, 
who was going to call on him here today. Moreover, he also intended to tell Federal Chancel
lor Dolfuss that ic was not a m atter o f indifference to Hungary if  France’s influence increased 
in Austria. I should like to  remark here parenthetically that it has been held up to M. 
Gömbös by the Legitimist side tha t his Berlin visit signified a weakening of Dollfuss. 
At the same time the fact that on the return trip through Vienna he had not paid a visit 
to the Federal Chancellor was criticized. As I have learned confidentially in this regard, 
Gömbös refrained from getting in touch with Dollfuss because he felt that “when you 
come from a friend you can’t  turn  around and shake hands w ith his enemy.” However, 
Hungary would be very much interested in a reconciliation between Germany and Austria, 
as Kánya has also told me, but they do not think here that it  is their affair to  intervene 
in any way in the quarrel between brothers.

Should Gömbös, as he expects, be invited by Mussolini to  visit Rome in the near 
future, he intends to  prevail on the Duce to  influence Dollfuss in the direction of an 
understanding w ith the Austrian National Socialists. According to information from M . de 
Mecsér, Gömbös wanted to convince Mussolini tha t the Anschluss would not be pushed 
by the German side and that Germany only wanted the National Socialists in Austria to 
share in the power according to the will o f the people. Gömbös, who had in the past even 
avoided commitment to  the triangular coalition Rome-Vienna-Budapest advocated by 
Italy, now considered the economic coordination of Germany, Austria, Hungary and Italy, 
w ith the later inclusion o f Rumania, as the big objective to  be striven for. Austria would 
belong to this economic area as an independent state. Gömbös did not go into the minorities 
question in his talk w ith me today. O n the other hand, M . de Kánya told me that the 
Prime M inister had explained to the Reich Chancellor in  detail his position in this matter, 
which “was the sole encumbrance on German-Hungarian relations.” I t had been felt here 
as particularly painful that the German minorities had participated in the latest anti
revisionist demonstrations in the countries o f the Little Entente.

At the conclusion of our conversation the Prime M inister remarked that the Hungarian 
M inister o f Finance had informed him by telephone from London that his Berlin visit 
had been accepted calmly there.

As for the reception of Gömbös’s trip  among the Hungarian public, the liberal-Jewish 
press—as was to be expected—expressed itself in a highly derogatory manner and especially 
stressed that it  was contrary to Hungarian interests to draw closer to Germany at a moment 
when she was entirely isolated.

189
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In  Parliament too the democratic and likewise the Legitimist spokesmen sharply 

criticized the trip. On the other hand it was warmly welcomed by the government press and 
particularly also in agricultural circles. There, as Gömbös told me himself, it  was stated 
tha t he had rendered a historic service by his visit to Berlin.

I enclose the two speeches in  which Gömbös dealt w ith his trip.
Schoen

Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918— 1945, 
Series C (1933— 1937) Vol. I.
London 1957. 586—589 1.

June 22, 1933

Memorandum by the Director of Department II, Reich Ministry of Foreign Affairs, concerning the 
information received from Ambassador Hassel on the Gömbös-Hitler meeting

3086/616551
Memorandum by the Director o f Departm ent II

Berlin, June 22, 1933. 
(II Ung. 366.)

Ambassador von Hassel stated that on the occasion of his visit today Chancellor H itler 
had also told him  something about the conversations with the Hungarian Prime Minister, 
Gömbös. The Reich Chancellor had expressed his satisfaction with the cordial character 
o f the visit and emphasized that on both sides there was complete agreement tha t closest 
contact would be maintained. Especially gratifying was Gömbös’s statement that Hungary 
did not desire a restoration of the Hapsburgs in Austria and Hungary. The question of the 
King of Hungary was a strictly Hungarian affair and would always be treated by Hungary 
as such. A restoration o f the Hapsburg monarchy in Hungary and simultaneously in  Austria 
was out o f the question.

In H err von Hassel’s conversation w ith the Reich Chancellor there was no indication 
that during this visit the problem of the German minorities in Hungary had also been 
discussed between the Chancellor and the Hungarian Prime Minister.

Köpke
Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918—1945 
Series C (1933— 1937) Vol. I.
London 1957. 589. 1.

June 24, 1933

(a) Memorandum by Gömbös on his talks with Hitler 

Essential points for use o f H is Excellency Kánya in giving instructions to  M inister Hóry

1. Enclosed please find questions I raised in  Berlin.
2. As I  have given H is Excellency Kánya an accurate account o f the results o f the- 

discussion o f these questions, I omit many details as superfluous.

f
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3. The essential points are: that I see economic openings for Hungary; that I  made 

a clear statement to  his Excellency the Reichskanzler o f my attitude on national m inority 
questions; that I elucidated with H is Excellency the issue of the importance o f Italian- 
German relations as well as the issue of the Austrian Anschluss. The essential point in th is 
respect is tha t the Reichskanzler— the Führer—is not intent upon the Anschluss, for in his 
view the Germans do not think the Anschluss o f Austria opportune either from the economic 
point of view or from the point o f view o f European politics; on the contrary, they are 
expecting to  see Italy and Germany intervening together on Austria’s behalf, primarily 
in the economic sphere. The Chancellor’s only wish is to see a political regime take over 
in Austria which would offer guarantees that Austria will remain an absolutely reliable 
friend of Germany, Italy and Hungary and would not, for financial reasons, sail into French 
or Little Entente waters, thereby harming political and historical interests o f said countries. 
The Chancellor sees no guarantee that this will happen save in new elections; though he 
realizes that the Nazi movement could win no majority, he hopes that Starhemberg, Dollfuss 
and the Nazis, without the Social Democrats, would obtain a working majority which would 
ensure both a community of world outlook and political reliability. As regards Colonna, 
I have said already that the course to be taken in this m atter would be to explain to H itler 
and also to Dollfuss that the latter should call the elections in a year’s tim e; because during 
tha t time, either Dollfuss will have managed to obtain a majority, or the view will have 
been proved correct o f those who claim that the people have already turned away from the 
colourless, middle-of-the-road Christian Socialist parties which have ruled until now. 
Considering that H itler does not want the Anschluss even if  there were to  be a Nazi majority 
in Austria—as I see it, H itler will not obtain a majority in any case—it will be possible for 
us to  continue to  uphold the idea o f an independent Austria, an aim supported by both 
Italy and Hungary and facilitating the continued denouement o f the European situation. 
I  also take the view that it  is an absurd proceeding for the Austrian Chancellor to go now 
to Germany, now to Italy, inquiring about financial support and then, certain o f obtaining 
it, to  go and knock on the door in Paris. Austria too will have to realize that it is only 
in the Italian-German-Hungarian sphere of thought that she can further her interests.

M inister Hóry is to inform His Excellency Mussolini that the trip  to Berlin has been 
cleared up with the Austrian Chancellor and that differences do not arise on this matter, 
all the less so since the Hungarian Government had informed the Chancellor, then away 
in London and Paris, in due time.
24/6/1933 Gö[mbös]

Original fair copy, one and a half pages, bearing Gömbös’s initials in blue pencil, OL. Kiirn. 
pol. 1933—21— 303. (284)

191

June 1933

(a— i)  Draft of questions, prepared for Gömbös

(Translated from the German original)
Questions:

I. Does the Führer agree tha t the various W orld Conferences do not yield positive results 
(because they correspond rather to  a formality), and that it  is necessary to work according 
to  smaller but nonetheless comprehensive conceptions? This conception must be based on 
historical, economic and defence considerations.
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2. Does the Führer agree th a t this conception extends as a m atter o f course to  Germany, 

Italy, Austria and Hungary?
3. W hat is the Führer’s view of the political aims to be set for the said four States beyond 

their frontiers w ith regard to joint tasks, and what are the specific political problems o f the 
individual States? Where are the boundaries o f spheres o f interest between the individual 
States? W hat is the mission of Austria under the said conception?

4. W hat is the Führer’s opinion regarding Peace Treaties? Does he believe in a peaceful 
settlement through Conferences or the “Quadripartite Pact” ? I f  so, what is to  be done 
next? I f  not, what are the means, the aims, and the tasks?

5. As I do not believe tha t any essential settlement can be reached by peaceful means, 
what decisions has Germany taken concerning defence policy, and what would be the tasks 
facing Italy, Austria and Hungary in this respect? Is there no need already for the cooperation 
o f the four General Staffs w ith regard to  operations, organization, mobilization, war 
industry, communications policy, rearmament policy, etc.?

6. As the foundation of the prosperity o f all countries is primarily an economic and 
moral one, does the Führer approve of the extension of the system of self-sufficiency to  the 
broad basis o f the outer frontiers o f the four States, through most far-reaching preferences, 
hence through most far-reaching and mutually complementary economic ties, i. e., through 
the abolition of autarchy within the four States and the establishment o f autarchy outside 
the four States? The necessity o f this arises from considerations of history, economic policy 
and especially defence policy—under which the independence of the four States would not 
be curbed, but would be bound by the need for joint decisions—-further, from moral con
siderations, in the realization that the four States are governed through similar, morally 
purified, political systems.

These principles having been laid down, it  is hardly necessary to  deal w ith the following 
concrete questions to be settled between Germany and Hungary:

The question o f Austria, the question of W estern Hungary, the question of the German 
minority in Hungary, and the question of the cooperation between the German and the 
Hungarian minorities in the occupied territory, with special regard to the harmful effect 
upon Hungary of the Verein fü r  das Deutschtum im Auslande . The question o f whether Ger
many might not purchase Hungarian farm produce at the expense of Rumanian and Serbian 
farm produce, through preferential treatm ent; the question o f Southern Tyrol, and the 
question of the relations between Italy and Germany.

As all these questions can be regulated neither through bureaucratic nor through diploma
tic  channels, a permanent committee ought to be set up, composed of trusted men of the 
Führer and o f the Prime Minister, who would constantly discuss these questions and who 
would present suggestions on the political and the economic plans, on the one hand, 
and from the point o f view o f defence policy, on the other.

Original note, two typewritten pages. OL. Kiim. res. pol. 1933—21— 303. (284/1933)

The document is undated; it was prepared, presumably, before Gömbös’s departure for 
Berlin, on the basis o f the Foreign M inistry’s D raft o f Conversation, as a supplement to 
sam e.

Both the paper and the type o f the document differ from the paper and type used in the 
Foreign M inistry; it is possible that this D raft o f Questions was prepared for Gömbös in  the 
Prime M inister’s office.



Report of the Hungarian Ambassador to Berlin, Masirevich, 
on a talk with tie French Ambassador, Franfois Poncet



Draft of a telegram from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Ambassador Hory in Rome 
regarding the Berlin visit of Gyula Gömbös
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On Page One, there is the note, written in  Gömbös’s own hand, in black pencil and 

underlined in  blue:
“Strictly confidential 

Hitler."

On Page Two, there is a note, written in  Gömbös’s own hand, in black pencil: 
“Disc, with H. F. Hitler 
in Berlin, 17 and 18 /611933
G .”

The last passage of the draft is marked in the margin bp Gömbös, who added the follow
ing remark, in  blue pencil: “I  discussed this w ith Papén, at his initiative.”

June 1933

(a-2) Supplement No. 2 to draft fa):
Memorandum by Gömbös of issues raised at the talks

Groups to form, such (two illegible letters)
H . seemed to show understanding 
H . agreed that there was no peaceful solution

Ich werde Frankreich vermalen*

Polit. friendship, also economic
Counteract Little Entente intrigues
Circumstances attend. trip
Suspicious o f D., embitterm ent
Cooperation between H . and D. out o f question
As we foresaw, red-black coalition

Original, pencilled, half-page memorandum. OL. Kiim. res. pol. 1933—21— 303 (284) 
—  Numbers 1., 5., 6. and 4. refer to questions listed in (a-1).

July i , 1933

Foreign Ministry instructions to Count Széchenyi, the Hungarian Minister in London, directing him to 
inform Foreign Office about Gömbös-Hítler meeting, on the basis of directives given

Top secret
Széchenyi London

I request Your Excellency to  initiate conversation at the Foreign Office and—without 
referring to  instructions from your government—explain the following points with regard 
to  H . E. the Prime M inister’s trip  to  Berlin:

* (sic)

13



The idea of the visit was raised when H err Daitz was in Budapest to  discuss some 
economic matters. The initiative had come from the National Socialist Party, but H . E. 
the Prime M inister only decided on the trip  at the repeated invitation o f Chancellor 
H itler. In  Berlin, the technical arrangement o f the visit was tackled by the foreign policy 
department of the Nazi Party, which, lacking necessary experience, proceeded in an unusual 
manner.

The purpose of the trip  was, first o f all, the clarification of some economic questions and 
the extension o f Hungarian-German trade, as well as a study of German-Austrian relations 
on the basis o f impressions obtained on the spot. The Prime M inister had no intention of 
mediating, but owing to the circumstance that Hungary has maintained—and wishes 
to  continue to maintain—good relations w ith both countries, a more intensive study of 
German-Austrian relations became desirable.

In the course of the conversation on this subject, the Prime M inister was sorry to learn 
o f Chancellor H itler’s embitterment, which was elicited mainly by the Austrian ministers’ 
truly intemperate and offensive utterances (about the “brown plague,” etc.), and which 
aroused the impression in him  that any improvement of German-Austrian relations is bound 
to meet with great difficulty, but is not ruled out altogether.

(In their talk  they touched upon the question of Southern Tyrol; on this point, H itler 
declared that, in his view, this question was of comparatively subordinate importance and 
tha t one must not sacrifice for it  political objectives o f greater scope.) The Chancellor ex
pressed his regret that German-British relations had of late left very much to  be desired 
and said that he ardently wished for the re-establishment o f good relations between Germany 
and Britain.

I think the above points should be brought to  the notice of the appropriate authorities 
there; but you must take care to avoid even the semblance of what might be regarded as an 
undertaking on H ungary’s part to mediate between the two great powers or, at Chancellor 
H itler’s request, to  convey messages on his behalf.

Original draft, written in ink. OL. Küm. pol. 1933—21/7— 1825. (1983/1933)

July 7, 1933

Report of Masirevich, the Hungarian Minister in Berlin to the Foreign Ministry on his talk with 
Franfois-Poncet, the French Ambassador in Berlin

(Characterization of H itler movement, the Gömbös-Hitler meeting)

Königlich Ungarische Gesandtschaft 
(ROYAL H U N G A RIA N  LEG A TIO N )

Berlin, W . 10, July 7, 1933 
Cornelius-Strasse 8.

166/pol.-i 93 3.
Talk with Franfois-Poncet, 
the French Ambassador.

Today, I had a visit from M . Franjois-Poncet, the French Ambassador here, who was 
returning a private call I had paid him recently. Perhaps it  is not entirely w ithout interest
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if  I  note down the current assessment the French Ambassador in Berlin gave me of the 
present situation o f H itler Germany, the more so since in his discourse some allusions were 
made which concern Hungary.

People who believed tha t the movement launched by Chancellor H itler was some 
transient phenomenon were mistaken, M. Poncet said. Only you could no t tell whither 
this movement would go from here: was it  the conservative or was it  the radical forces, 
both being involved in it, tha t would eventually gain the upper hand? So far the H itlerite 
revolution, considering its extent, had got off to  a quiet enough start— “on a settlement fesse 
les gens, mais on ne les a pas décapités. Il est m  peu humiliant d’avoir le derriere fesse, mais c’est encore 
toujours mieux que d’avoir la tété coupée." All the same, he did not believe that it was going 
to  be like that all the tim e: “l’ere hitlerienne sera une e'poque tourmentée dans Vhistoire allemande.” 
The followers o f H itlerism  include a great number of muddle-headed people; the Germanic 
W otan stood opposite the Jewish Christ; in their minds Ariovistus and Arminius were at 
war with Varus and other Roman generals; the ancient Germanic concept o f law was 
opposed to the alien notions of Roman law, etc., etc. And all these turgid things were 
curiously blended w ith the doctrinairism inherent in the German character. W ho could 
tell what these immature and starry-eyed ideas might yet produce? This uncertainty was 
giving rise to anxiety the world over and was provoking reactions against a future Germanic 
peril. Some o f these reactions were, Poncet said, the eastern pacts just concluded.

In his opinion, the H itlerite empire was facing three grave issues:
1. The above-mentioned inner conflict between the conservative and the radical forces 

at work within the N ational Socialist renascence;
2. economic and financial difficulties and the attendant threat o f inflation;
3. complications tha t might arise from problems the Reich was meeting in the field of 

foreign policy.
Thus M. Poncet. In an attem pt to conceal the selfish ends of French egocentrism, he 

invariably indulges in the self-complacent thesis tha t the Germans are a dangerous race, 
Huns, Scourges o f God, who are threatening to turn  into a holocaust the entire civilized 
world, y  compris the Soviet paradise. Difficile est satiram non serihere.

After that, our conversation turned to Prime M inister Gömbös’s visit in Berlin. This 
visit, said the French Ambassador, had made a great stir everywhere and, as he understood, 
had not met w ith unanimous approval in Hungary either. I replied that just at present 
our chief concern was to find ways of alleviating our economic troubles. For the moment, 
the Hungarian policy of realistic self-interest could not afford being concerned about the 
meneh tekel o f a possible Germanic peril; rebus sic stantibus, it  was elsewhere tha t Hungary 
felt the pinch. W e had declared over and over again that, in order to ease the general economic 
crisis, we were ready, at any time, to cooperate—on a parity basis, o f course.—w ith anyone, 
Germany included.

M. Poncet noted w ith sympathy tha t we were seeking to  secure economic benefits 
wherever this seemed possible; but, he said, it could not be in H ungary’s interest to commit 
herself politically to a formation with an uncertain future like the H itlerite Reich. He looked 
upon the system o f alliances as constituting a threat to peace in Europe and the world and 
had expressed this view often enough at the disarmament conference.

W ith this our exchange o f views came to an end.
Mas ire vich 

R. H ung. M inister

Original two-and-a-half-page, fair copy, typewritten on the Berlin Legation’s note-paper, 
OL. Küm. pol. 1933—21/7— 1925. (2112/1933)
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From a short comprehensive survey 0f  activities in i p j j — 1943 

Prepared by the NSDAP Foreign Policy Department

. . .  Only on those of the W orld W ar I allies who had been completely deprived o f their 
rights—on Hungary and Bulgaria—did the newly formed centre o f power in the north 
exercise some attraction. This was based upon the hope o f these countries that they might 
achieve an expansion of their own power through a fresh consolidation of Germany. In 
Bulgaria, however, there was a certain reserve towards, or aversion from, national socialism 
tha t rested on a widespread contagion o f communism, and a similar reserve in Hungary, 
displayed by a still influential feudal stratum  depending on Jewish capital. It can be men
tioned here, nevertheless, that the first foreign state visit after the take-over took place through the 
agency of the Foreign Policy Department. The then Prime M inister o f Hungary, Gyula Gömbös, 
who had in earlier years pursued anti-Semitic and racial policies himself, paid a visit to 
Germany in September 1933 and was received by the Führer in Erfurt. By this visit, the 
official isolation o f national socialism was broken for the first tim e . . .

From Procis des g ra n d s  cr im in e ls  de guerre d evan t Le T r ib u n a l M il ita ire  In te rn a tio n a l, Volume XXV, 
Nuremberg, November 14, 1945— October 1 ,1946. Published at Nuremberg, Germany, 1947. p. 36.
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APPENDIX

Apor, Gábor, Baron. Diplomat. From 
1923 to 1925, charge d ’affairs at Warsaw; 
from 1925 to  1927, counsellor of the H un
garian Legation at Paris; then chief of the 
Political Department in the M inistry of 
Foreign Affairs.

K á n y a ,  Kálmán. Diplomat. From 1912 to 
1918, ambassador o f the Austro-Hungarian 
Monarchy to Mexico; from 1921, per
manent Deputv M inister of Foreign Affairs, 
envoy extraordinary and minister plenipo
tentiary. From 1925 to Í93 3, ambassador 
to Berlin; from 1933 to 1938, M inister 
of Foreign Affairs.

Khuen-He'dervary, Sándor, Count. Diplo
mat. Official in the Austro-Hungarian 
M inistry of Foreign Affairs. From 1912 to 
1918, secretary at the Berlin Legation; from

September 1918 to November 1918 head 
of the press department at the M inistry of 
Foreign Affairs; from November 1918 to 
October 1925, first-class counsellor of 
legation, head of the political department 
of the M inistry of Foreign Affairs; from 
November 1925 minister extraordinary and 
plenipotentiary, permanent Deputy Minis
ter o f Foreign Affairs.

M écsér , András, M . P. From September 
1919 to the end of 1920, military attache 
to the Hungarian embassy at Berlin. Retired 
to his estates; elected to parliament on 
several occasions; from 1934, chairman of 
the National Chamber of Agriculture.

Teleki, Gyula, Count. Second-class coun
sellor of legation, official in the political 
department o f the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.

(sic)



197

E N G L A N D  A N D  B U D A P E S T  BOYS O F  F I F T E E N

The Second Form o f the Budapest Se
condary School named after Sándor Petőfi 
has a students’ periodical, entitled “Chron
icle.” N um ber two of this year’s volume 
(published in 5 5 mimeographed copies) con
tains the following article:

‘Adversity’s sweet milk, philosophy’ 
(Shakespeare: Romeo and Juliet)

“A literature lesson. There is a tense silence. 
W ho will be the first to be questioned on 
Shakespeare? The teacher stands up, turns 
to  the blackboard, and in less than thirty  
seconds it  bears the sentence: ‘Adver
sity’s sweet milk, philosophy.’ The boys 
are puzzled and giggle. But the solution 
quickly follows: ‘Explain this quotation 
in four or five sentences’—appears on the 
board. First there are inquiring, vacant looks 
but shortly the heads bend over the papers 
and the boys start explaining Shakespeare.

“ ‘Adversity is not always useless and bad 
for human beings. I t  is useful because, 
whereas a merry man is dazzled by his joy, 
in sorrow he will experience the bitterness 
o f tru th .’ (A. R.)

"  ‘W hen one is tortured by grief and 
sorrow one tries to break out o f the hum 
drum  of every day life. W hat better medi
cine could there be for this than choosing 
wisdom for a cure. In times o f adversity 
wisdom has the same effect as sweet milk 
in  times of drought.’ (D. V.)

“  ‘Adversity makes people sober and 
serious-minded. G rief is b itter and painful, 
but also contains some good: a realistic 
aspect o f life and a clarification o f judge
m ent. And yet man protests and defends 
him self against adversity. H e tries to avoid 
shock, because in his memory the pain 
remains and not the lesson tha t follows. 
And the unpleasant experiences which 
adversity entails prevail over the only 
good: wisdom.’ (B. M .)”

*

These short compositions urged me on 
to  further experiments. The offspring of 
smaller nations—and the Hungarians among 
them —are often puzzled by the question 
of what their reputation in the wide World 
is like. Let us reverse the problem this time 
and find out what the fifteen-year-old gen
eration, those who attend the second form 
o f the secondary school today, know about 
the world at large? I t  is the generáción 
born in 1945.

All over the world these teen-agers are 
considered problem children both from the 
point o f view of morals and culture. Let us 
find out what they know about Britain, the 
country many Hungarians have been inter
ested in ever since the Reformation; and 
later, from István Széchenyi onwards, 
Hungarians more than once considered her 
the model to be followed. The boys’ 
knowledge has apparently been gained partly 
from hearsay, bu t mostly from literature, 
plays, films, and the radio, so their knowl
edge reveals the sources too.

I consider tha t such an orientation would 
by no means be useless today, when we 
have learned to  our own cost tha t the 
atmosphere of Europe in the future will be 
substantially determined by the sentiments 
and attitudes which the young people of 
every country harbour towards one another.

Pupils o f two parallel classes were 
questioned. A t the tim e of enquiry there 
were 59 boys in these classes. But for the 
reader’s information I indicate the social 
background of the boys. The fathers o f 24 
boys were intellectuals, 20 were non- 
manual employees, and 10 were workers, 
whereas the parents of the remaining 5 
were engaged in  private business. W e 
should add that owing to the area the school 
is situated in, the proportion of intellectuals 
is larger than in the nation as a whole.

* .1*
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In  these two classes both Russian and 
Latin are compulsory subjects. There are 
other classes where English is the compul
sory second foreign language. Among the 
700 pupils of the school in  question, 160 
or more than 22 per cent are studying 
English in six groups. In almost every 
Hungarian secondary school—and this refers 
virtually w ithout exception to all in Buda
pest—the pupils have the opportunity of 
learning English. In  this connection I was 
first o f all interested in the following ques
tions : what is the main immediate link the 
boys have w ith English culture? How many 
o f the boys questioned have ever studied or 
are studying English? These boys did not 
learn English during the eight years they 
attended primary school, and, as already 
mentioned, are not taught the language in 
their secondary school classes. The first 
answer given in  the questionnaire distri
buted among the pupils, disclosed tha t in 
one class one th ird  of the boys and in the 
other an even greater proportion—35 per 
cent—had studied, or were taking private 
lessons, in English. Some of them  had been 
studying English for over two years. This 
phenomenon, by the way, tallies w ith the 
information obtained from the Society for 
Disseminating Scientific Knowledge, accord
ing to  which a considerable part o f the stu
dents attending their language courses are 
secondary school pupils.

The second paragraph of the question
naire inquired which English novelists, 
poets and dramatists the pupils had heard 
about. The names o f those authors o f whom 
they had also read something had to be 
underlined. The questionnaires were to be 
handed in anonymously, of course.

I t  is worth mentioning tha t in the second 
form the pupils are for the first tim e studying 
the history o f literature systematically. The 
subject, we may add, covers Hungarian 
literature from its beginning to  the 1840s. 
Regarding world literature, they are reading 
Dante, Shakespeare, Cervantes and Moliere, 
and the French writers of the Enlighten

ment, Voltaire, Diderot and Rousseau. The 
curriculum ends w ith Goethe and Pushkin. 
They have to  read one outstanding work of 
the above mentioned authors, e. g., Shake
speare's Hamlet.

Shakespeare heads the list, but it  was a 
pleasant surprise to discover later that in 
addition to  H am let the pupils know several 
other works of Shakespeare. Julius Caesar, 
Romeo and Juliet, King Richard III and A 
M idsum m er-N ight’s Dream are the most 
frequently mentioned. The popularity o f the 
latter two might be due to the fact that the 
successful English film King Richard III, 
w ith Sir Lawrence Olivier, was shown in 
Budapest cinemas for almost a year, and 
A M idsum m er-N ight’s Dream has been 
played year after year at the open-air sum
mer theatre on Margaret Island.

Shakespeare is not only part of the curri
culum, his dramas are standing items 
both of the repertoire of Hungarian theatres 
and of the radio. Immediately next to 
Shakespeare stands Dickens, the favourite 
writer o f young people. O f the 59 boys, 
5 1 have read one of his works at least. The 
older translations have been followed by 
new ones, published since 1945, some of 
them  juvenile editions. (Recently “A 
Christmas Carol” appeared in  the “Cheap 
Library” series, which is published in tens 
o f thousands of paper-backed copies.) H is 
popular novels rank first: there is scarcely 
any pupil who has not read “Oliver T w ist” 
or “David Copperfield.” However, some of 
them  also mention jolly M r. Pickwick. 
The picture our young people have formed 
about the England of past days is mainly 
derived from Dickens’ woiks, although 
they know tha t the situation prevailing at 
tha t tim e has substantially changed by now.

Defoe’s ageless “Robinson Crusoe” 
stands third, 44 pupils having read it  (pos
sibly more, as the questions were answered 
at a fairly quick rate and I suppose this 
work did not occur to every boy). G. B. 
Shaw, another great “juvenile w riter” 
came next, w ith 29 pupils declaring tha t
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they had read one or the other of his works. 
In explanation it  should be mentioned that 
for a considerable tim e there has been a 
veritable cult o f Shaw in publishing, in the 
theatre and in cinema alike. W hile this 
article is being w ritten, at least four o f his 
plays are on the programs of our theatres, 
and the W est German film “ Mrs. W arren’s 
Profession” is being shown. A contributory 
factor is tha t I teach history in one o f the 
classes and have, in connection w ith the 
H undred Years W ar, recommended ‘-St. 
Joan” to  the pupils.

In the enumeration of the great favourites, 
Swift came next and was followed by Sir 
W alter Scott. H is name was mentioned by 
26 of the pupils, but only 17 said tha t they 
had read something of his, mainly “Ivanhoe” 
and “Rob Roy.” The former has lately 
been published in a new edition. J. B. 
Priestley stood seventh on the list, 22 boys 
having heard his name or read or listened 
to one of his works. To let you into a 
secret: “Dangerous Corner” had been 
broadcast not long before and the teacher 
had called the pupils’ attention to it. The 
interesting remarks made by the boys on 
the play are mentioned later on.

Osborne, w ith “Look Back in  Anger”— 
which, after being performed here for 
quite a long tim e and also being issued in 
book form, has almost become fashionable 
among young readers interested in litera
ture—and H . G. Wells came next, w ith six 
readers each. W hen I was a schoolboy, some 
rhree decades ago, Wells was among the 
most popular writers. Today, in addition to 
his science fiction, one of the pupils also 
mentioned “The W orld of W illiam Clis- 
sold”.

I t  may be the result o f the literature 
lessons tha t 2 1 boys pu t down Byron’s 
name, bu t only three of them  had actually 
read anything of his. There is a surpris
ingly big number o f boys who like “Robin 
H ood.” This illustrates the youth and 
adventurous fancy o f those questioned. 
Two or three mentioned Oscar W ilde’s

“The Ballad o f Reading Gaol” and his 
tales, Howard Spring, Kipling, Somerset 
Maugham, Eric Knight’s “ Sam Small” 
(which is popular here), and Graham Greene 
and Galsworthy. Some pupils pu t down the 
names of Aldous Huxley, Cronin, Jerome 
K. Jerome, Thackeray, the Lambs, Bates, 
and Caldwell. Four of them  are fond 
of Burns’ poems, bu t one of them  did not 
remember the poet’s name and only cited: 
“John Anderson my Jo, John.”

Errors, o f course, were not lacking. 
Thus some American authors were con
sidered British. The list was flattering, 
including, as it  did, the names of Poe, 
M ark Twain, Cooper (who is still very 
popular), and among contemporary writers 
Steinbeck and Irwin Shaw.

The next paragraph o f the questionnaire 
asked what the boys’ opinion was of 
English people and of English life in gen
eral, on the basis o f their reading and other 
experiences?

The evaluations cover a wide range. 
Q uite a few boys answered w ith clichés, 
bu t some doubted whether the question 
itself was justified: “This question cannot 
be answered so simply. For there are as 
many different characters as there are books.”

Those who cited commonplaces in their 
answers were not inimical or prejudiced, 
bu t often they were not exactly compli
mentary either. English people?—They are 
conservative, cultivated, snobbish, deliber
ate in their actions, slow in admitting 
somebody into their company. One of 
them—oh, vain adolescence!—adds: “In 
general they are good-looking!”

Another one is definitely caustic: “Cold, 
supercilious and disdainful manners are 
characteristic of English people. They will 
never forget tha t they used to be masters of 
the world. O n the other hand, they still 
live in the illusion tha t the situation has 
not changed.”
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Several boys point out "the good sense of 

diplomacy” of the English, while others 
reproach them  for being too cold. “Even if  
father and son have not m et for ten 
years, they won’t  embrace each other as 
people o f any other nation would do. They 
will only shake hands, in a cool though 
cordial way. For their comrades they are 
willing to do anything.”

A severe youth opines: “They are so 
well-off that they go in for silly things. 
See Pickwick C lub.” O r: "They have 
grown indifferent to the world. See 
‘Dangerous Corner.’ ”

One of the pupils represents the adher
ence to traditions and the observance of 
etiquette in  the following way: “They 
attach relatively great importance to eti
quette. For example, at the opening of the 
Olympic Games in Rome the English 
reporter appeared fully dressed while his 
foreign colleagues were in shirt-sleeves on 
account of the oppressive heat. But the 
British reporter could not appear on T V  
except in full dress.”

There is an interesting statem ent about 
the heroes o f English novels: “The positive 
heroes o f English literature are kind and 
good behind the severe face they show, 
whereas the villains are smiling bu t wicked 
and mean.”

There are several views opposing the 
incorrect evaluation o f m en: “The English
man, considered traditional, retrograde and 
reserved by foreigners, is represented by 
English writers and dramatists, partic
ularly today, through characters tha t are 
deeply passionate.”

The boys are aware o f the present 
generation’s problems which also worries 
the English people. "Life in Britain is 
puritanic and narrow-minded. The present 
generation has somewhat changed” and 
“Youch has no inhibitions in painting a 
completely realistic picture of their own 
position. See: Osborne.”

A lot o f them  mention club life, others 
the fog shrouding London’s streets, and

some five o f them  give vent to  their 
youthful appetite by referring to the Christ
mas turkeys, which are imported, year 
after year, from Hungary.

Here, in conclusion, is an original, if  
rather naive opinion: “I like the British 
adoration of their monarch, since, however 
strange this may sound, it  enriches w ith 
romance the bustling life o f today.”

The last question was about Priestley’s 
“Dangerous Comer”, which, it  will be re
called, provides two endings. In the .first, 
the members o f the family listening to the 
play as broadcast over the radio unmask 
each other. More than one of them turns 
out to be guilty o f grave crimes, and as a 
result Robert Caplen commits suicide. In 
this version everything gets distorted by 
the tru th  being told and the idyllic life of 
the middle class family is shattered and 
disintegrates.

According to  the second version the 
dramatic talk does not take place at all. 
Everything goes on as before; illusions are 
safeguarded and the appearance o f decency 
is maintained. Gentlemen continue to be 
gentlemen, and ladies respectable society 
ladies, excellent wives and exemplary 
mothers.

The question pu t here was the following : 
W hich version would you choose and why? 
O ut of the 22 boys who had listened to the 
play, 15 chose the first and only 7 the 
second.

Let us have a look at the reasoning some 
o f the supporters o f the first solution gave: 
“The first ending was more true to  life, as 
it  is a much greater crime to cover up 
wickedness when we suspect it, than to 
reveal it, even if  it  is done in a cynical 
way.” “I would choose the dangerous cor
ner” , another confesses, “however painful the 
tru th , it  must be to ld .” “I choose the first, 
in which they, perhaps, repent what they 
have done and tru th  is disclosed. As a result 
they may even mend their ways. Let us not 
live hypocritically!” Another said: “I pick 
the first ending. Although tru th  is a delicate



BOYS OF FIFTEEN 201

thing, i t  m ust appear at whatever cost.” 
One youngster gave this healthy opinion: 
“I should listen to  the tru th , bu t would not 
commit suicide.”

A realistic view of life is evident in the 
following answer: “O f course, the first 
variation is the honest one, though the 
second is much more frequent in life.” 
And here is another: “I choose the first 
solution, the tru th . I prefer learning the 
whole tru th . May my dreams collapse—I 
can rebuild them  some day, because I know 
the errors.”

The first among those who chose the 
second solution wrote as follows: “This 
ending is the better one since it  is realistic. 
Though people may take a dangerous corner, 
they will not change. Thus it  becomes clear 
tha t such corners will not alter them, if 
wrong thinking has taken root in them .” 
The following reasoning approaches the 
question from another side: “I would have 
wound off the play w ith the second ending, 
w ith a continuation of an apparently normal 
and polite but false life, so as to  be able 
to give a picture of scorn and inhum anity.” 
Again an optimistic opinion: “I would 
choose the second ending. W hy? Because 
I abhor death and detest rudeness.” Finally, 
one o f the lads gives this reason for choosing 
the second solution: “It is cowardice to flee 
from reality and take refuge in death.”

Let us conclude w ith this independent 
thought: “I would not have chosen either, 
for the writer ought to have shown a way out 
o f the sink of iniquity. Suicide is not a 
solution for Robert, it  is a retreat from 
difficulties.”

*

Zsigmond Móricz, one of the greatest 
Hungarian writers of the period between the 
two world wars, in his reminiscences of the 
school years he spent at Sárospatak, recalls

how he related the following episode—an 
experience tha t gave the greatest impetus 
to his development—to the pupils o f the 
old school he attended thirty  years before: 

“ My method o f study did not prove to be 
successful. I had quite an individual method. 
In  September, I read through the whole 
curriculum, all the school books that had 
to be bought at Trócsányi’s bookshop, and 
then considered my over-all knowledge 
complete, whereupon I embarked upon the 
study of separate subjects.

‘ 'I remember as a 14 year old pupil o f the 
fourth form, once dragging along under 
my arm six volumes, when M r. Kovácsy* 
the teacher caught sight o f me at the back 
entrance of the college and asked m e:

“ ‘W hat are you carrying there, my boy?’ ” 
“ ‘Motzoloy,’” I said innocently pro

nouncing the name Macaulay according to 
Hungarian phonetical pronunciation.

“ ‘T hat isn’t  the right pronounciation,’ 
he corrected me. “I t ’s ‘M E-K O-LEE.’ ”  

“ Macaulay is my greatest memory o f 
Sárospatak. I t  was he who disillusioned me 
as regards Jókai, for until then I had been 
a passionate reader o f Jókai and had ab
sorbed at least 70 of his books by the tim e 
I was fourteen. But after reading Macaulay’s 
grand-scale history, the romance and 
reality o f the Scottish world, I  no longer felt 
the need to play with glittering novels.”

I have quoted these reminiscences o f  
M óricz’s to point out th a t today i t  is no1 
longer by chance that a Hungarian secondary 
school pupil becomes acquainted w ith this 
great English historian. Two years ago, on 
the occasion of the hundredth anniversary o f  
Macaulay’s death, the chairman of the 
history circle o f the secondary school in 
question made a speech in which he paid 
homage to  the immortal author o f The 
H istory of England.

I m re S urán y i
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The first industrial exhibition ever held 
opened in the Champ de Mars at Paris on 
September 18, 1798. I t lasted 13 days, 
w ith I I I  exhibitors participating. The idea 
o f  yearly exhibitions—propagated by the 
Marquis d ’Avéze, Commissioner for the 
Sevres porcelain factory and the Gobelins 
tapestry works—was quick to gain ground 
in Paris and later on in the whole of 
France, and though exhibitions were at the 
end of the 18th century held also in other 
European capitals, the m erit o f having taken 
the initiative undoubtedly goes to France. 
In 19th-century Britain the organization of 
industrial exhibitions began as early as 1825 
and those held in London, Dublin, Man
chester, Birmingham and Liverpool in the 
course o f the years preceding the Great 
Exhibition particularly deserve mention.

The idea of an international or world 
exhibition was first pu t forward in England, 
the leading capitalist country of the 19th 
century, where, as a result o f the great 
economic transformation brought about by 
the industrial revolution, production in 
the 1840’s reached such dimensions that 
it  was becoming of central importance. 
Thus the idea of a great world exhibition, 
fathered by Prince Albert, the Prince Con
sort, was in reality prompted by the econom
ic necessity of searching for new markets.

From the economic point o f view, the 
country stood only to gain by the exhibition. 
In  the 1850’s, Britain was really entering 
a new golden age. From the 18th century 
to i860, in roughly a hundred years, the 
volume of her external trade had increased 
fortyfold. The greatest relative increase, 
namely 80 per cent, was witnessed by the 
decade from 1850 to i860, when Britain 
became essentially a free-trading nation. 
In  1850 Britain’s share in world trade was
20.4  per cent of the total, while the cor
responding percentages were 11.3 for France,
8 .4  for the German Zollverein, 4.9 for

Russia and 3.4 for Austria. A single figure 
will be sufficient to give an idea of the 
economic andvantages the organizing coun
try was able to reap from the first universal 
industrial exhibition: over the two years 
that followed the Great Exhibition the value 
of British exports rose from £  74 million 
to £  99 million, an increase of some £  25 
million.

During the 141 days of its duration the 
Great Exhibition was visited by over 6 
million people (the total population of the 
country at the tim e numbered somewhat 
more than 20 million), including a great 
number of foreigners, mainly from France. 
The 1855 Paris Exhibition attracted 4.5 
million visitors and the 1862 London Inter
national Exhibition 6.2 millions. The total 
income from the Great Exhibition amounted 
to £  505,107—not a very im portant figure 
compared to that year’s state budget of 
57,176,000, but nevertheless an imposing 
amount. A fter everything was paid for, 
there still remained a net surplus of about 
£  150,000, which was ultimately used for 
the benefit of the Kensington Museum. 
The Royal Commission appointed to  direct 
the preparatory work of the exhibition in
cluded beside the Prince Consort such pro
minent personalities of the period as Lord 
John Russel, Sir Robert Peel, Robert Ste
phenson, Lord Stanley (afterwards Lord 
Derby), W illiam Cubitt, and Richard Cob- 
den ; among the members o f the Exhibition s 
W orking Class Committee we find the 
Chartists W . Lovett and H . Vincent, to
gether w ith Charles Dickens, W . M. 
Thackeray, Lord Ashley and others. Prince 
Albert was the leading spirit in the prepara
tions for the exhibition, w ith the indefatig
able Henry Cole at his side, who spared 
no effort to make the exhibition an out
standing success under the double watch
word of work and peace.

W ithin three months Joseph Paxton, the
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architect o f the exhibition building, erected 
a dream-like glass structure, the Crystal 
Palace, in the middle of Hyde Park, in the 
neighbourhood of fashionable Belgravia, the 
residence of the privileged—a circumstance 
that gave rise to  particularly sharp attacks 
on the idea and the plan of the exhibition. 
Covering an area of twenty-one acres, the 
Crystal Palace was an outstanding architec
tural masterpiece o f the period. Here the 
industrial revolution could be seen penetrat
ing the architecture o f the 19th century. 
Both glass and iron, the two novel features 
in  construction that constituted the prin
cipal building material of the Crystal 
Palace, stood their test, in spite of the 
aversion of conservative architects, the criti
cism of Ruskin, and the contemptuous 
opinion of W illiam Morris, who, seventeen 
years old at the time, called the building 
“wonderfully ugly.” The Crystal Palace was 
the symbol of an age, and—as a British 
historian so very aptly put it—its architect 
was as perfect an embodiment o f Victorian 
England as Alberti had been that o f Renais
sance Florence.

Paxton, a self-made man, won his com
mission in  a competition in which 254 
English and foreign professional architects 
participated. By applying the most modern 
constructional technique of prefabricated 
elements, he completed his marvel in no 
more than seventeen weeks. “The Palace 
itself was really wonderful,” wrote Ferenc 
Pulszky, a prominent Hungarian emigrant 
in Britain, “w ith a roof imitating the rib 
construction of the leaves o f the Victoria 
Regia water lily.” Paxton took into account 
the provisional character o f the building, 
and saw to it that there should be ample 
space’ for the visitors to  walk in and to 
survey the exhibition in comfort, and that 
the objects to be displayed could be placed 
and fitted w ithout difficulty. Provision was 
made for adequate ventilation, and a clever 
mechanism at the head office of the ex
hibition indicated the number of visitors 
actually in  the building and whether it was

safe to admit more. Steps were taken well 
in advance to meet the increased traffic the 
exhibition was likely to create. The police 
was asked to submit data referring to the 
density of traffic in the main London 
thoroughfares. In  January, the Midland 
Railways ordered special trains to bring 
English workers to the Exhibition and 
back again w ithin a single day. The sponsors 
of the Exhibition deliberately emphasized 
the merits of the working classes and pro
fessed appreciation for “the little bees of 
the world-wide hive.”

Side by side w ith social considerations, 
however, class discrimination also came to 
play a part in the organization of the 
Exhibition. True, landowners and industri
alists in several counties provided their 
workers w ith the fare to London, the 
entrance fee of many hundreds of London 
workers was paid for by their employer, 
and the cost of visiting the Exhibition 
was covered for a great number of school- 
children, poor-house and orphanage boarders 
by individual benefactors. But the common 
people, the one-shilling visitors, were ad
m itted to the earthly paradise of the Crystal 
Palace only a month later than the well- 
to-do. June 9 was the pre-set day “for the 
expected and generally dreaded invasion of 
the H uns and Vandals,” as a contemporary 
Hungarian newspaper pu t it. “Every pre
caution had been taken and police-inspector 
Mayne watched the impeding catastrophe 
from one of the galleries. . . At the end of 
May everyone who considered himself a 
gentleman belonging to the higher strata of 
society hurried to the fairy palace, for within 
a few days the glorious season of the aristo
cracy would come to an end! In a few days 
it  will be possible to- gain admittance at 
the price of one shilling! The upper classes 
are appalled at the thought o f the common 
people’s season, and rumour has it that only 
the well-dressed among them  will be ad
m itted .” The democratically minded repor
ter of the Hungarian newspaper Pesti Napló 
strongly disapproved of “the cream of



204 THE NEW HUNGARIAN QUARTERLY
humanity, the possessors o f titles and 
money,” being first admitted, and “those 
below” only later on. But “such is the way 
of the world; so why make an exception 
just here and just n o w .. .  it is their em
ployers who will get the glory, and the 
stockjobbers who will pocket the cash.” 
Yet the one-shilling public behaved in the 
same disciplined manner as the five-shilling 
visitors or those with a season ticket. There 
was no need for the police to  interfere. 
The craftsmen and the factory workers were 
not blinded by the thousand wonders. As 
long as the majority o f the visitors consisted 
o f smart people, interest had centered 
mainly around the objects o f luxury, while 
the display of raw materials, agricultural 
implements, engines and machinery was 
neglected. But the much despised one- 
shilling visitors immediately upon entering 
sought the parts of the Exhibition where 
their own trade was displayed and examined 
them  ver}' earnestly, w ith expert interest. 
By and by the fashionable world came to 
realize “that the one-shilling people were 
not all pickpockets—as they had supposed— 
and resumed their evening promenades 
through the Crystal Palace.” Ladies of 
rank continued, o f course, to prefer Fridays 
and Saturdays, when common people con
tinued to be excluded.

More than half of the exhibitors were 
British. According to the statistician M ul- 
hall, there were 17,000 exhibitors; the 
Encyclopaedia Brirannica pu t their number 
at 13,937; the Hungarian Korizmics at 
about 15,000. The number of British ex
hibits about equalled that o f the other 32 
countries taken together. British products 
were arranged in four groups and thirty 
classes. The four groups were: raw mate
rials, machinery, manufactures and fine arts. 
Machinery scored the greatest success. The 
steam engines, weaver’s looms, threshing 
and sowing machines, etc., were examined 
and admired by industrial and agricultural

experts, engineers, mechanics and farmers 
from all over the world. The Queen, for 
instance, was—characteristically—most im 
pressed by a medal machine which produced 
50 million medals a week. László Koriz
mics, the Hungarian visitor who arrived 
in London on the 5th of July and thoroughly 
studied the Exhibition, gave a detailed 
account of the exhibits according to groups 
and classes, drawing practical conclusions 
from the Hungarian point o f view. For 
experimental purposes he ordered adequate 
amounts of the fodder varieties, leguminous 
plants, and garden vegetables on show in 
the first group. O f the exhibits in the six 
classes o f the second group, Korizmics was 
most impressed by the agricultural and 
horticultural machines and implements. He 
found that wood was increasingly being 
replaced by iron and that, though British 
agricultural implements were rather ex
pensive—a thresher, e. g., cost 650 florins 
w ithout the engine and a root-cutter 40 to 
50 florins—, their prices seemed to be pro
portionate to the general level, as proved 
by the great demand for them. In Hungary, 
on the other hand, where general progress 
was still so far behind the times, the gradual 
introduction of these machines depended 
largely on the possibility o f providing simpl
er and cheaper solutions, better suited to  
the special circumstances. He would gladly 
have ordered some o f them  among them— 
G arrett’s thresher, one or two excellent 
drills, ploughs of various use and construc
tion—but he lacked the considerable funds 
required. Korizmics consoled him self and 
his readers by saying that a number of 
agricultural implements, including G arrett’s 
thresher, which was known to be the best 
o f British makes, were being ordered by 
Counsellor Kleyle on behalf o f the Austrian 
government, so that Hungarian farmers 
would thus also have an opportunity to 
get acquainted w ith this type of machinery. 
Korizmics was greatly impressed by the 
third group, that o f manufactures. H e gave 
a detailed account of the English cotton
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industry, o f the number o f workers employed 
therein, o f the looms, etc.

The most im portant exhibiting countries 
beside Britain were France, the German 
Zollverein, Austria, the U nited States of 
America and Belgium, w ith 1,750, 1,450, 
750, 534 and 512 exhibitors, respectively. 
There can be no doubt about the superiority 
o f France over all others except Britain, 
outdoing as she did all other countries 
with her luxury articles; French machinery 
and agricultural implements were, however, 
rather unimpressive, and the value of the 
products was also far behind that of the 
corresponding British goods. Hardly any 
American luxury goods were on show, but 
the United States excelled in the mineral, 
animal and vegetable products displayed, 
notably in cotton, maize, corn, hard coal, 
daguerreotypes, furniture and, above all, 
harvesting machines (of which Hussey’s was 
particularly successful). Among the lesser 
countries Belgium stood out w ith nearly 
as many exhibitors as the U nited States. 
Considering her size she presented herself 
to the greatest advantage both with her 
highly developed manufactures and her 
handicraft products. Russia sent 385 exhibi
tors. “ O f the products o f the Russian 
Em pire,” Korizmics reported to the Gazda
sági Lapok (“Economic Papers”), “the most 
excellent are those produced by the Im 
perial manufactures to  meet the luxury 
requirements of the wealthy aristocracy.. .  
Bearing in m ind the peculiar features of 
Russia’s development, which began barely 
150 years ago under Peter the Great, and 
considering the popular measures which the 
government of the country continually un
dertakes w ith unsparing perseverance to 
further both sciences and material interests, 
no unprejudiced person can escape the con
clusion that the Russian exhibition corres
ponds to the short period of development 
on the one hand and may, on the other, 
be regarded by the expert as a guarantee 
o f further progress.”

However, what mainly interests us is

the evaluation of the Austrian exhibition, 
the fourth in order o f magnitude, which 
included also the Hungarian products, as 
Hungary—in consequence of the assimilating 
aspirations of the Hapsburgs—was then a 
part of the “Gesamtmonarchie.” The Aus
trian government had appointed a special 
governmental committee, w ith headquarters 
in Vienna, to organize Austrian participation 
in the Great Exhibition. I t was decided 
tha t transportation costs should be borne 
by the Exchequer. The committee was to 
take over “all manufactures sent in for the 
London industrial exhibition and to act as 
an impartial jury in selecting the objects 
suited to  the purpose. The committee will 
be in direct contact w ith the manu
facturers.” For the duration o f the Exhibi
tion the Austrian government maintained 
an information bureau on the spot. A num
ber o f experts were sent to London to study 
the exhibition and to draw up a report for 
publication.

Though certain parts o f the Empire were 
not represented at all, the Austrian exhibi
tion made a generally favourable impression. 
I t conveyed the idea o f Austria’s being a vast 
empire with all the preconditions for further 
development. The most outstanding features 
o f the Austrian exhibition were glass pro
ducts, porcelain, iron and leather articles, 
joiner work, broadcloth, velvet, silks, etc. 
O f all Austrian exhibitors, 47 per cent came 
from Lower and Upper Austria (Vienna 
included), 23 per cent from Bohemia, 10 
per cent from the Italian provinces, and 
4 per cent from Hungary (including Pest). 
Thus Austria proper accounted for nearly 
half of the total. Agricultural produce and 
implements, vehicles and industrial machin
ery, were almost entirely missing.

The Hungarian exhibitors numbered 
thirty-two. The Hungarian press was highly 
dissatisfied w ith the treatm ent o f Hungary 
in the course o f preparations for the Exhibi
tion and declared the representation of 
Hungarian products most unsatisfactory. 
The same opinion was voiced by H un
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garian visitors. Only four Hungarian mem
bers had been appointed to  the Vienna 
committee. On May 12, 1851, the H un
garian paper Pesti Napló bitterly commented 
that it was uncertain whether Hungarian 
manufactures were represented at all. “N ot 
even the names o f the Hungarian manu
facturers and the list o f their exhibits were 
published by the central committee in 
Vienna. Thus nothing more is known about 
the Great Exhibition as far as concerns our 
own country, unless it  be that traveling to 
London is being made very troublesome 
and difficult even for manufacturers from 
this country.” And a month later the paper 
remarked again that “this most notable 
W hitsuntide of modern times witnessed 
so poor a Hungarian representation that in 
classifying the European nations even the 
Tunisians will th ink of us as being good 
for nothing but to pick up the crumbs 
from the table o f the rich.” Reporting 
to  the Pesti Napló, Jáczint Rónay wrote that 
“although the Hungarian part of the Exhi
bition—just as the country itself—was incor
porated in the great Austrian section, our 
products were nevertheless displayed separa
tely and the Hungarian arms were there 
too.”

According to Korizmics the presence of 
Hungary at the Exhibition was merely 
incidental. “The events o f the past were 
still too recent to allow the organization 
o f an exhibition worthy o f calm and deli
berate labour.” Some seven or eight H un
garian exhibitors from the mining regions 
of the country sent mineral products to 
the Exhibition, and there was a display 
of “some carmine dyestuffs Horn Pest, three 
types o f raw silk from Fehértemplom and 
Versec, fine wools from Kéthely and Ürmény 
(exhibited by Count Hunyady). Birnbaum 
of Pest sent his hemp, Malvieux his rape-oil, 
both crude and refined, Kirner a fine double- 
barrelled gun. Králik’s excellent traveller’s 
clock met w ith general approval and so did 
a watch made by the same firm. Further 
exhibits were broadcloth from Szakolca and

Gáncs, a horseherd’s whip, a tail-coat of 
excellent cut, a number of shepherd’s felt 
cloaks ornamented w ith fancy embroidery 
(from Miskolc and Rimaszombat), crude 
iron from Znióbánya, iron bars from the 
Demo works o f Count Andrássy, wine- 
bottles from Katarinavölgy, porcelain from 
Herend in  Veszprém county, bronze reliefs 
by the eminent artist Szentpétery .. . ” This 
just about described the whole Hungarian 
exhibition. Transylvanian representation con
sisted chiefly of the products of the Saxon 
ethnic group: crude stearin, candles, raw 
and washed wool, white and black cloth, 
long-haired blankets, boots, several varieties 
of brushes, Wallachian knives.

The Hungarian exhibits at the Great 
Exhibition served to  show the country’s 
dependence on Austria rather than the true 
condition of Hungarian industry and agri
culture. Hungarian agricultural produce 
was not represented at all, and manifactures 
only to a very lim ited extent. Far from 
giving an idea of the budding Hungarian 
industrial revolution, o f the beginnings of 
mechanized industry in this country, the 
Hungarian exhibition in London failed even 
to convey a picture of the manufacture so 
typical of the early century and o f the 
industrial products, resulting from simple 
capitalist cooperation, tha t were making 
their appearance on the estates o f the big 
landowners. Though Hungarian industry at 
the stage of development was predominantly 
small-scale and handicraft in  character, it 
must be said that in the years between 1830 
and 1840 about twenty sugar factories o f 
some importance were established on large 
estates and tha t in the 1840’s, under the 
influence of the “Society for the Protection 
of Industry” movement, a whole range ol 
already existing textile manufactories (about 
sixty in  number) witnessed further develop
m ent. In the 1840s the first large-scale 
industrial works were established in the 
country. The Óbuda shipyard of the First 
Danube Steamship Navigation Company 
was put into operation as early as 1836.

T
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The Steam Mill o f Pest was established in 
1842, foundries and machine repair shops 
were set up in Pest-Buda by Abraham Ganz 
in 1844, by István Röck and István Vidats 
in 1842, and by Ignác Schlick, the Steam 
M ill Company of Pest and the Chain- 
bridge Company in 1843. The Ó zd Iron 
Works also began producing in this period. 
In the first Hungarian exhibition, initiated 
and organized by Lajos Kossuth in 1842, 
213 exhibitors took part, w ith 14,425 
visitors. A large-scale industrial exhibition 
was already held in  1846, w ith 516 ex
hibitors and more than 22,000 visitors. 
The number o f steam engines in  Hungary 
was 45 in  1848 (with a total power of 760 
H P), and by 1852 increased to 74 (with an 
output of 1,115 H P). The employment of 
machinery was growing in  several other 
branches o f industry too.

Nevertheless, Hungary’s representation 
at the first world industrial exhibition was— 
to quote the somewhat exaggerated remarks 
of contemporaries—on the same level w ith 
that o f the “Asian” countries. The reasons 
are obvious enough. The modest size of 
Hungarian participation was motivated by 
various aspects o f the country’s political 
and economic position at the tim e of the 
Great Exhibition: the lost W ar o f Independ
ence, the after-effects o f the recent mili
tary terror, restrictive measures, the crushing 
burden of the newly introduced system of 
taxation, and, last but not least, the financial 
difficulties concomitant w ith the initial 
stages o f capitalist production. The Haps- 
burg régime, based on the interests o f the 
Austrian aristocracy and big bourgeoisie, 
treated Hungary as aprovince of the “ Ge
samtmonarchie”, subordinating the country’s 
economy to Austrian economic and industrial 
interests.

»
In the 1830’s and 1840’s, the period 

preceding the 1848/49 W ar of Independece, 
Hungarian agriculture was in  a state of 
marked depression closely connected with 
the crisis o f the whole feudal system. H is

tory had posed the question of how to 
replace a system founded on serf labour, 
inefficient both from the quantitative and the 
qualitative points of view, by more advanced 
and more productive capitalist methods o f  
production based on wage labour. However, 
to achieve this on a large scale proved 
impossible, not for lack o f manpower, 
which, owing to the strongly differentiated 
character o f serfdom in Hungary, was 
available in adequate numbers, but because 
of the general scarcity of capital in the 
country and the insufficiency of capital 
formation in  agriculture. Though there 
were a few landed properties where capi
talist working methods had achieved a more 
or less advanced stage (the Széchenyi and 
Batthyány estates are well-known cases in 
point), these rare exceptions were hardly 
characteristic of the general situation in the 
country’s agriculture. To switch over to  
capitalist agricultural methods, capital was 
needed at least for two purposes: to  pay 
the wages of field labourers and to secure 
the large-scale introduction of advanced 
technology and machinery.

In the so-called Reform Era these prob
lems were already clearly discerned, as 
shown not only in the grandiose, capitalistic 
agrarian program of István Széchenyi, but 
also in the endeavours o f a number o f  
advanced property owners who sought to 
propagate their ideas.

An im portant part of this work, which 
chiefly took the form of publicistic activi
ties, was devoted to propagating the use 
of machinery. Here, however, the reformers 
ran up against the backwardness of H un
garian public opinion, deeply rooted in the 
Hungarian soil.

W ith  the advance of tim e the H un
garian Economic Society, the economic pe
riodicals and technical books became increas
ingly unanimous in their claims for the 
speedy introduction of machines that pro
mised to render production more profitable. 
Regular advertisements of machinery may 
be found already in the 1841 issues o f the
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periodicals Magyar Gazda (“The Hungarian 
Farmer”) and Ismertető (“The Review”). But 
many Hungarian farmers mistrusted the 
machines; what is more, they were often 
outright afraid of them. O n the better 
equipped estates it frequently happened 
that the overseer, though himself convinced 
o f the usefulness o f the machines, could 
not persuade his men to employ them. 
All the endeavours o f enlightened H un
garian agriculturists devoted to  the cause 
of progress were in vain, as were the 1841 
exhibition in Pest, where a Scotch thresher 
and several other original English machines 
were presented, and the Hungarian Econ
omic Society’s decision of 1843 to bring 
the use of threshing machines into fashion 
in Hungary. The seemingly complicated 
mechanism of the machines, the conditions 
which made their repair expensive and in 
many cases impossible, the scarcity of 
•operators, etc., went a long way towards 
deterring the majority of Hungarian farmers 
from employing machinery. The “common 
people” had a genuine horror o f machines 
and clung persistently to their inherited 
implements. The aversion of Hungarian 
farm labourers to the machines may largely 
be explained by their fear o f losing their 
job in consequence of the spread of mechani
zation. Contemporary records show that, 
whenever Hungarian cotters or day-labourers 
came into contact w ith agricultural machin
ery, they tried to destroy it, and even set 
-it on fire if  it  was of wood.

The most decisive obstacle to the intro
duction of capitalist methods in agriculture 
was, o f course, not to be sought in this 
sporadic resistance. I t was the transition 
itself from the feudal system to capitalist 
methods of production that invariably con- 
-stituted the gravest problem. A partial 
solution was brought about by the emanci
pation of the serfs in 1848, which shook 
the foundations of the crumbling feudal 
system and opened the way to the develop
m ent o f Hungarian agriculture. Yet the 
financial difficulties previously mentioned

did not disappear from one day to  the other, 
but continued to hamper the introduction 
o f machinery on a large scale.

I t is easy to understand tha t in this 
troubled period Hungarian farmers should 
show the greatest interest in the agricultural 
material of the first world industrial exhibi
tion, an extensive account o f which was 
given in the Hungarian economic perio
dicals, especially in the Gazdasági Lapok 
( “Economic Papers”). Britain was of course 
far ahead of the other countries in the field 
o f agricultural machinery too, both as 
regards handy construction and precise and 
stable execution. The second largest exhibit
or o f agricultural machinery after Britain 
was the U nited States of America, but 
w ith the exception of a few harvesting 
machines, it  exhibited mainly ploughs. 
Belgium too had sent a fair number of 
agricultural implements, France and Switzer
land a few of them, the German Zollverein 
and Austria almost none. Those from Aus
tria, though presenting some interesting fea
tures, were, as regards finish, far behind 
the other makes. Counsellor Kleyle pur
chased several machines at the Exhibition, 
including, among others, Howard’s excellent 
harrow, a horse hoe from Smith & Co., 
G arrett’s harvesting machine, implements 
for hay-making, G arrett’s portable thresher, 
and a crusher. H e also placed an order for 
a Hensman’s drill, gave a description of 
G arrett’s drill costing 51 pounds sterling 
(510 florins) and requiring 3 strong men 
and 3 strong horses to operate it. Both 
Kleyle and Korizmics recognized that me
chanization of agriculture in Britain was so 
advanced as to  make its simple copying 
quite impossible under Austrian circum
stances. “The machines employed in the 
Austrian Empire require but one man, one 
boy and one horse for their operation, they 
are less perfect than the recent British 
makes, but for us they have the advantage 
that their simplicity makes them  easy for 
the primitive workman to handle and for 
any village craftsman to repair.”
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The influence of the Great Exhibition 

on Hungarian agriculture manifested itself 
also in more concrete and tangible results. 
In  1852, the year following the Great 
Exhibition, the first steam-powered thresh
ing machine made its appearance in H un
gary—an outstanding event in the history of 
Hungarian agriculture. These machines 
greatly helped in solving the difficulties both 
of harvesting and of selling the produce. 
Many a prejudice had to be overcome before 
the first thresher made its entry in Hungary, 
and when it finally occurred it was mainly 
due to  the enthusiastic support o f H un
garian emigre leaders in England, including 
Lajos Kossuth, Dániel Irányi and Dániel 
Ihász. It was they who originated the idea 
of introducing the steam-powered threshing 
machine, tha t greatest achievement in agri
cultural technique of the period. In 1851 
they invited Sándor Fehér to study British 
agricultural methods and institutions, and 
it  was again upon their advice and on 
their behalf that returning to  his native 
Török-Becse he persuaded his father to 
acquire—w ith the help o f a loan from 
friends—a steam-powered threshing machine 
from Clayton, Shuttleworth & Co. The 
machine arrived at the most opportune 
moment. The countryside was in  a state 
o f depression, weather conditions were un
favourable, and the harvest was in danger 
because neither men nor horses were avail
able for threshing. People first thought the 
threshing machine a figment o f the imagi
nation, and when, in 1852, it arrived at 
Török-Becse they came in processions from 
the villages o f the neighbourhood to have 
a look at the infernal instrum ent. As soon 
as they observed its smooth work, they 
became profuse in its praise. This is how 
the first steam-powered thresher came to 
Hungary, giving an impetus to the modern 
mechanization of the country’s agriculture 
and raising at the same tim e great hopes 
for its rapid progress.

In that same year (1852) the majority 
o f the machines and agricultural implements
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purchased by the Austrian M inistry of 
Agriculture in London were presented to 
the public at the Polytechnic College in 
Vienna. The instruments for subterranean 
drainage, G arrett’s thresher and horse rake, 
Hussey’s harvesting machine, etc., were all 
shown. It would be hard indeed to estimate 
the practical lessons the producers of agri
cultural machinery in Hungary were able 
to  draw from this display. The columns 
of the “Economic Papers” were at any rate 
filled w ith the description and illustration 
of the machines presented. Towards the 
middle of 1852, a well-known Hungarian 
manufacturer, István Vidats announced the 
exhibition of the agricultural machines and 
implements produced in his works. W ithin 
a few days this exhibition was visited by 
over two hundred landowners from all over 
the country, mainly members o f the higher 
nobility—a fact which was looked upon 
by the “Economic Papers” as “a favourable 
indication that our landed proprietors had 
come to appreciate the importance of agri
cultural machinery.” Beside the ploughs the 
interest of the visitors centered mainly 
around the thresher, which had come up 
to  every expectation. In an article entitled 
“The Usefulness o f Machinery in H un
garian Agriculture” the reviewer of the 
“ Economic Papers” gave this estimate of 
the profitability o f threshing machines: “An 
estate where enough corn is grown to keep 
two threshing machines continually busy 
will through their operation add 1,200 
florins to its annual income. To feed the 
two machines continuously requires about 
7,000 shocks of corn, which can be produced 
on 400 to 450 acres o f land of average 
quality.”

$

To the political leaders o f the Hungarian 
emigration in England the Great Exhibition 
was a source of inspiration for practical 
suggestions and measures of economic policy 
which, together with the stimulating effect 
o f the agricultural machinery presented there

1 4
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and the interaction of several other impor
tan t factors, gave a start to the capitalistic 
development of agriculture in Hungary. But 
the rank and file of Hungarian emigres 
were far from critical and impartial in 
their judgement o f the Hungarian exhibits; 
their nostalgia inspired excuses even for the 
very symbols of Hungarian backwardness: 
"The embroidered shepherd’s cloaks, the 
fancy felt coats, and the wooden flasks covered 
w ith pony-skin attracted many a visitor,” 
wrote Jáczint Rónay, “but these objects 
brought us closer to the peoples still far 
removed from European culture; popular 
costumes were pu t on show only by the 
Turks, the Persians, the Chinese, the Japa
nese and the Eskimos; but let that pass, 
these nations wished to prove their progress 
by means of these objects; we Hungarians, 
however, laid them  out for the purpose of 
proving our sympathy, our love for every
thing—H ungarian!” And he went on to 
enumerate—as did others too—the success of 
Szentpétery’s sculptural work, the equiva
lence of the Gács cloth to that from 
Brünn, the excellent quality o f the iron 
produced in Andrássy’s Demo works. The 
Hungarian products "aroused general in
terest, and I heard more than one English
man say: ‘How much you could achieve 
in  that country!’” Rónay was proud to 
state that there were several Hungarians 
who won credit for Austria and even for 
Britain. Among the British contributions, 
the beautifully painted “pliable glass” of 
Lajos Cornides, a former major in  Kossuth’s 
revolutionary army, was received with gener
al approval. The jewelry made by Károly 
Zaehnsdorf, a Pest goldsmith who had set
tled down years before in London, and 
valued at 18 thousand pounds sterling, was 
the subject of constant admiration. But the 
Hungarian artist who won most laurels was 
a turner from Németújhely, called Engel 
whose statue “The Wounded Amazon” won 
the particular esteem of Cobden. H e had 
been a discovery of Prince A lbert’s, who 
sent him  on a study tour to  Italy and gave

instructions for Engel’s sculpture to be 
erected in one of the most prom inent parts 
o f the Exhibition.

In the course o f his wanderings in the 
Crystal Palace, where he spent sometimes 
as much as six hours a day, Rónay saw 
many Hungarian faces and often heard 
Hungarian spoken. O n no occasion would 
he and his “homeless compatriots” miss 
visiting the Hungarian exhibits.

The Exhibition officialy closed on Octo
ber I I ,  and the distribution of the awards, 
took place on the 15th of the same month. 
There were three types of award: the Council 
Medal, the Prize Medal and Honourable 
Mentions. O f the total o f 5,084 awards 
2,039 went to  Britain. The Prize Medal 
was given to exhibitors whose products 
attained a certain standard of excellence 
in production or workmanship, taking into 
consideration their utility, beauty, cheapness, 
adaptation to particular markets and other 
elements o f merit, according to the nature 
o f the object. In  regard to the Council 
Medal, the conditions of its award were 
some novelty of invention or application, 
combined w ith great beauty of design. 
The task of the Juries—each consisted of 
an equal number of British and foreign 
jurors—was not an easy one, considering 
tha t they had to judge more than one 
million exhibits presented by more than 
17,000 exhibitors. The number of Prize 
Medals awarded was 2,918, tha t o f Council 
Medals 170. Over two-thirds o f the latter 
went to the two most advanced industrial 
countries in Europe, to Britain and France 
(78 and 56, respectively). Among those to 
whom the Council Medal was awarded were 
Prince Albert foi the organization of the 
Exhibition, Fox and Henderson for the 
construction of the Crystal Palace, and Paxton 
for its designing. Seven Council Medals 
went to Prussia, five to the United States 
of America, four to Austria, seven to Bavaria, 
two each to Belgium, Switzerland and Tus
cany, one each to Russia, Egypt, Spain, 
etc. France received 628 Prize Medals,
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Austria 116 (with 123 Honourable M en
tions) and Prussia 125. Several o f the 32 
exhibitors from Hungary were awarded Prize 
Medals and Honourable Mentions—a fine 
achievement, considering that the country’s 
dependent position, its general economic 
backwardness and particularly rhe disorgan
ized conditions prevailing after the collapse 
o f the struggle for independence, had pre
vented Hungary from herself organizing 
the display o f her products at the Exhi
bition, where she was able to appear only 
under the oppressive tutelage of the leading 
economic circles of Austria.

The formal distribution of the awards 
on October 15 took place in the presence 
o f 25,000 exhibitors, members o f the Gov
ernment and the diplomatic corps, as well 
as the Royal Commissioners o f the Exhi
bition. O n October 11, when the Exhi
bition closed officially, there were no fes
tivities. But, in the words of Pesti Napló, 
“such festivities were arranged by the public 
itself. Sommer and his whole choir began 
the National Anthem, and every musical 
instrum ent in the building joined in . . . 
Paxton stood in the Galleries, his head 
uncovered. W ith  sunset approaching, the 
policemen politely began asking the public 
to leave the building, whereupon the visi
tors were suddenly seized with indescribable 
enthusiasm: thousands and thousands of 
handkerchiefs, hands and hats were swung, 
and cheets for Paxton, Prince Albert, the 
Queen and Kossuth were heard in many 
languages. O ld and young women were 
weeping and many a brave Englishman was 
sorry to leave the Palace o f which six 
months earlier he had thought it would 
bring ruin to Britain” .

And so the Great Exhibition ended. 
Shortly afterwards petitions began to reach 
the House of Commons asking for Paxton’s 
Crystal Palace to remain permanently in 
Hyde Park. The petitioners, o f course, did 
not belong among the inhabitants of the 
fashionable neighbourhood, who had been 
only too anxious to see the Exhibition 
closed and “that crowd of one-shilling peo
ple and noisy foreigners” disappear. At 
heavy cost, the “fairy construction” was 
finally removed from Hyde Park to Syden
ham, where, re-erected in its original form, 
it  remained for eighty years a great centre 
of popular entertainment, instruction and 
cultural activities. During an autum n night 
in 1936 it was destroyed by fire.

For the reasons pointed out in the fore
going, the role o f Hungary át the first 
world industrial exhibition could only be 
an inferior one. The lessons to  be drawn 
from the Great Exhibition—which might 
have been so interesting for Hungary— 
reached the country only sporadically, against 
many obstacles. Their direct influence on 
the development o f the Hungarian economy 
was therefore negligible. Yet they played 
their part in the propaganda which in the 
1850s, the most difficult years o f the régime 
of absolutism, was initiated for the rational 
development o f agriculture and the use of 
agricultural machinery.

O n a European level the same may be 
said. To quote the prominent Hungarian 
emigrant, Bertalan Szemere: “ . . .  though 
the 1851 Exhibition did not become—as 
some enthusiasts had predicted it would— 
the beginning of a new millennium, such en
counters among the nations certainly repre
sent as many steps towards a lasting peace.”

É v a  H a r a s z t i
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C O N T E M P O R A R Y  E N GLISH BOOKS

JO H N  BERGER: Permanent Red. (M ethuen, 
London, i960, 223 pp.)

John Berger is certainly one o f the most 
significant young art critics in Britain, in
deed in the whole o f Western Europe. His 
name has become widely known through 
his weekly critical reviews, often attaining 
to  the finish and artistic maturity o f essays, 
published in the New Statesman over a 
period o f nearly ten years. The appearance 
o f his first volume of criticism therefore arous
ed understandable expectations. These were, 
indeed, largely satisfied by the book under 
review.

Permanent Red is the fusion o f essays 
published mostly in the New Statesman 
and, to  a lesser extent, in other periodicals. 
I t is a tribute to the author’s critical attitude 
tha t his book may be read not as a conglomer
ation of disconnected essays, but as a fully 
synthesized entity—almost as if  it had been 
w ritten as a coherent whole. A few intro
ductory, essay-like chapters are followed by 
portraits and criticism of leading contempo
rary artists and o f some great masters o f the 
past, arranged under various comprehensive 
headings. These chapter titles and the names 
listed under them, themselves read like some
thing o f an art poltique. Under the title 
“Artists Defeated by the Difficulties” are 
grouped portraits o f Naum Gabo, Paul Klee, 
Jackson Pollock, Dubuffet, Germaine Richter, 
Barbara Hepworth and John Bratby; “Artists

who Struggle” heads critical profiles o f 
Henry Moore, Ceri Richards, Josef Herman, 
David Bomberg, George Fullard, Frank Auer
bach and Friso ten H olt; while under “Twen
tieth-century M asters” are collected writings 
on Juan Gris, Lipschitz, Zadkine, Léger, 
Picasso, Matisse, Dufy and Kokoschka. As 
w ith this last list o f names, the author’s 
choice of the masters included in, and of 
those omitted from, the chapter entitled 
“Lessons from the Past” is also revealing. 
This chapter deals with the lucidity of the 
Renaissance; the calculations o f Piero della 
Francesca; the tastes o f the Grand Siecle, 
Poussin’s order; W atteau; George M orland; 
Goya; the dilemma o f the Romantics; 
M illet; Victorian public taste; Courbet, 
Renoir and Gauguin.

T hat Berger has become a popular and 
authoritative critic is undoubtedly due in 
large measure to  the fact that his writing 
is always interesting, full o f wit and has 
the capacity to transpose into words the 
effect and meaning o f a picture as well as 
the creative process o f the artist. Yet there 
is more than this to  his success and to the 
weight his word carries. He made his name 
and acquired distinction in the ’fifties, dur
ing the Cold War, though he has never 
concealed the fact, indeed he emphasized 
in almost every article, that he considers 
him self a Marxist. Berger is emphatic in 
stressing that truly valuable criticism can 
only be practised by scanning the tendencies
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expressed and supporting those trends which 
point the way ahead; that Art in any period 
has got to answer the question ‘W hat is 
Man?’ and which—-and here he cites 
Gramsci—is tantam ount to  asking: ‘W hat 
can Man become?’

From this fundamental position, he is 
able clearly to  distinguish between true 
modernity and modernistic mannerisms—in 
the chapters cursorily enumerated above, he 
uses a sharp eye and resolute terms to draw 
a distinction between the two, both be
tween artists and also w ithin the career o f 
one and the same artist. In  his survey of 
their careers and in discussing the signific
ance of their oeuvre the question of class 
does not receive as much attention and weight 
as could be expected of a critic o f Marxist 
intentions; yet he is far from ignoring it 
altogether, indeed, it  is assigned an im por
tan t and significant place in the portraits of 
W atteau, Courbet, Millet, Renoir and 
Léger. For this very reason it is to  be re
gretted tha t the excellent essay on Guttuso 
has not been included in the book. If it had 
been, it  could have become the hub of the 
problems o f a contemporary artist.

Berger’s facile and limpid style, his w it 
and profound perception of the inherent 
problems o f art and artists, have already 
been pointed out. To these qualities we 
must add another—a broad and always active 
knowledge. Obviously, his book is intended 
for the connoisseurs, for those that have 
a certain knowledge o f the visual arts, or 
indeed o f modern art, because too much is 
just hinted at and presumed to  be familiar. 
For these, however, each item  is o f interest, 
always thought-provoking, eliciting ap
preciation and approval, or challenging to 
dispute.

I t  is an odd shortcoming o f this hand
somely produced book tha t it  contains no 
reproductions to illustrate and bear out the 
text.

*

ST EPH E N  U L L M A N N : The Image in the 
Modern French Novel. (Cambridge University 
Press, i960 . 315 pp.)

M r. Stephen (István) Ullmann, a graduate 
o f Eötvös College, Budapest, and one-time 
pupil o f the most distinguished Modern 
Hungarian linguist, the late Professor Zoltán 
Gombocz is now Professor o f Romance 
Philology at the University o f Leeds. As far 
as I am aware, his work in linguistics had its 
beginning in  the realm o f semantics, to
wards which he was impelled by Prof. 
Gombocz’s teaching. H is recent work, o f 
which the present volume is the latest 
product, is a step further along these lines.

From the domain o f semantics he crosses 
over to tha t o f stylistic studies in an at
tem pt—as he points out in his introduction— 
to bridge the gulf still separating linguis
tics from literary studies. N or is it his first 
effort in this field, for his Style in the French 
Novel (1957) must have been an even more 
ambitious and comprehensive experiment 
to  this end. As I  have, unfortunately, been 
unable so far to  obtain a copy o f the earlier 
work, I  am not in a position to  draw a 
comparison between it and the present vol
ume, though both the structure and tone 
o f the latter would require it. One has the 
impression tha t this volume contains mainly 
essays which for some reason or other were 
omitted from the previous work.

The title o f this monography is slightly 
misleading; for the book does not discuss 
the imagery o f the modern French novel 
as a whole, but four particulars o f this 
problem in four different essays. These are: 
“The Development o f Gide’s Imagery,” 
"The Symbol o f the Sea in Le Grand 
Meaulnes,” “The Metaphorical Texture of 
a Proustian Novel” and “The Two Styles 
o f Camus.” This very selection prompts 
the reader to polemics, for it is hard to 
draw conclusions of universal validity con
cerning the image in the modern French 
novel w ithout considering the practice of 
Du Gard, Celine, Colette, Aragon and

2 I 3
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Montherlant—even allowing for the fact that 
in  the previous volume the author has al
ready discussed the same questions in respect 
to  Giono’s, Bazin’s and Sartre’s works.

In the four essays, M r. Ullmann examines 
the imagery of the authors selected for treat
m ent w ith the methodical precision of the 
linguist. The images are not only subjected 
to  a thorough scrutiny and classified ac
cording to  their subject and scope, being, 
wherever possible, traced back to the author’s 
original experience, but are also submitted 
to  a careful statistical analysis, to establish 
their number, rate o f incidence in the various 
novels, etc. This method leads to  some 
interesting conclusions on certain aspects, 
bu t one sometimes has the feeling tha t his 
very thoroughness, his somewhat narrow 
concern for exactness, has prevented Mr. 
Ullmann, although his material is rich and 
carefully collected, from drawing conclusions 
which might really be turned to good use 
and applied widely in literary scholarship.

The least novel information is conveyed 
in respect to the imagery o f Alain-Fournier. 
The interweaving o f the concepts o f the sea 
and o f adventure has been evident to  every 
attentive reader, and the investigation of the 
images borrowed from the animal kingdom 
and army life contributes little that is new 
towards our knowledge o f Alain-Fournier’s 
art. This approach is somewhat more fruitful 
in  the investigation o f Gide’s fictional writ
ings, and students o f Gide’s oeuvre’are likely 
to  find the author’s conclusions useful. How
ever, following Gide’s progress from Les 
Cahiers d'Andre Walter to Thésée, it  appears 
that Mr. Ullmann has failed to  draw the 
most essential conclusion o f all—one that is 
obvious enough from his collected material. 
I  refer to the fact, that, while in his early 
works Gide started from the rich imagery of 
the symbolist school, he turned his back on 
it  after Voyage d 'Űrien, trying almost to 
suppress his predilection for images, then 
building up, from Les Caves du Vatican on
wards, a more purified and typically gidesque 
system—that o f a suggested, hinted image,

which the reader will scarcely realize, but 
which will influence him emotionally all the 
more.

The longest essay in this volume is about 
Proust, dealing w ith his imagery and use of 
metaphor in Du Coté de chez_ Swann. Here 
again, the author dazzles us by his exhaus
tive method. H e examines the images for 
their provenance, images borrowed from the 
spheres o f medicine, science, the arts, the 
animal and the vegetable kingdom. H e exam
ines the contexts o f the images, devoting 
special sections to  the hawthorn, churches, 
the Vinteuil Sonata, memory, and time. 
H e studies the image as a medium of portrai
ture, and investigates the methods and 
forms Proust used for image-formation. All 
this is certainly useful and of interest. How 
regrettable, therefore, tha t the author fails 
to  adopt as the central point o f his investi
gation Proust’s own concept o f the writer’s 
use of poetic images (expounded in a preface 
to  a Paul Morand novel and also quoted 
by M r. Ullmann): images are justified in 
literary works only if  applied “at boiling 
po in t.” The significance of Proust’s imagery 
consists precisely o f his ability to  carry 
through his concept in almost all his work. 
I t  is a pity tha t Mr. Ullmann does not 
concentrate his investigation on finding out 
how this is achieved by Proust and how it 
affects the details as well as the whole o f his 
work.

H is most mature essay is the chapter on 
Camus’s style. W hat is said about the 
significance of the sun and the sea in Camus’s 
imagery is very interesting indeed, but more 
interesting still is the dialectic relationship 
between the accomplished w riter’s stylistic 
purpose and his achievement. Following his 
early works, rich in images under the in
fluence o f Giono, the mature w riter’s inten
tion was to  avoid expression through images 
("le degré zero de l’écriture")—but during the 
process o f creation, precisely at “boiling 
point,” he actually uses profuse images of 
great intensity. The most significant, per
haps, among M r. Ullmann’s analyses is that
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o f La Peste, in which he demonstrates how 
the imagery helps to make the several facets 
o f the symbol perceptible.

A t some points one is inclined to  think 
the author has not gone so far in his conclu
sions as he might well have felt encouraged 
to  do on the strength of the material he has 
compiled. Even so, this book is the work 
o f a scrupulous and competent scholar full 
o f delicate observations which bespeak a 
high artistic sensitivity. The utility o f the 
book is greatly enhanced by a meticulous 
bibliography and a carefully compiled Index.

>Jc «  *

W . D. H ALIS: Maurice Maeterlinck (Oxford 
University Press, London, i960, 189 pp.)

“A Study of his Life and Thought” says the 
sub-title o f the book. The first claim is tru e : 
beyond a doubt this is the most complete 
biography o f Maeterlinck to be written so far, 
and the author has made use not only of the 
printed sources, but also o f much hitherto 
unpublished manuscript material, parti
cularly correspondence, to  elucidate the 
writer’s life and the history o f his works. 
In this respect the book is valuable and 
useful.

O f the second promise, however, nothing 
has been kept. To the extent tha t he deals 
with Maeterlinck’s philosophy at all, all the 
author can produce is one or two common
places. H e is not interested in the genesis of 
the w riter’s thoughts: their relationship, 
their interlocking, w ith contemporary philo
sophic trends and fashions does not arouse 
his curiosity. Likewise he is not in the least 
intrigued by the path that led the one-time 
symbolist writer o f middle class descent, 
who had flirted with the Left, to become 
an admirer o f totalitarianism and a friend 
o f Salazar’s.

The one thing that really interests him  is 
gossip, the history of Maeterlinck’s two 
marriages, and even here he is not impartial. 
H e displays distinct antipathy for Maeter
linck’s first mate, his comrade in  arms in all

his battles and victories, the actress Georgette 
Leblanc; on the other hand, he has nothing 
bu t admiration and praise for his—still 
living—wife, Renee Dahon. The widowed 
countess may indeed have been an angel, 
whereas the actress was very much of flesh 
and blood, an artist in her own right, who 
did not forget about her own career while at 
her husband’s side; nor is there any doubt 
tha t the aged Maeterlinck was happier with 
his young wife than he had been at the 
prime of his life w ith the passionate actress. 
Yet Mr. Halls should not have perm itted 
himself to forget how strong an influence 
Mile Leblanc had upon Maeterlinck the 
artist, that she had been his active companion 
in the period of his ascendancy, whereas 
M ile Dahon’s role was confined to  his 
private life—her connexion w ith the author’s 
oeuvre was insignificant.

This bias is also apparent in the selection 
o f illustrations to  the book: we find two 
pictures o f the countess Maeterlinck and 
not a single one of the famous actress (who, 
by the way, made Monna Vanna a world 
success).

I f  this book has any relevance, then merely 
as a guide through Maeterlinck’s life. The 
author gives hardly any judgement at all; 
bu t the little he does give is useless, not only 
for Marxist, but also for positivist literary 
history. This book may be useful as a 
reference source for further research on 
Maeterlinck, but an assessment o f Maeter
linck the poet, as well as o f Maeterlinck the 
dramatist, the thinker and essayist, is a task 
tha t still remains to be performed. One is 
almost sorry to see so much care and ac
complished book-craft wasted by the Oxford 
and Clarendon Press on a work o f such 
paltry value.

$ $ $

ELIZABETH N O W ELL: Thomas Wolfe 
(Heinemann, London, 1961, 456 pp.)

Miss Nowell was a close friend of the 
great American writer and, from the beginn-
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ing o f his success until his untimely death, 
his literary agent; she has also done a great 
deal o f work on his literary heritage, such as 
publishing his correspondence. She is 
therefore, in many respects, one of the most 
qualified persons to have w ritten his biogra
phy, and, indeed, this book may in many 
respects be regarded as a model biography 
o f a writer.

First o f all, because Miss Nowell, w ith 
praisworthy modesty, does in fact give us 
what she promises to. She does not try  to 
prove her own literary theories nor seek to 
comment on the w riter’s oeuvre; she does 
not try  to stress her own importance, her 
intimate information or her high aesthetic 
qualifications, but reconstructs w ith fond 
devotion and perseverance, W olfe’s life, 
his moods, his human and professional 
contacts. H er task has been greatly facilitated 
by Wolfe himself, inasmuch as his work is 
full o f autobiographic elements, his diaries 
have been preserved and the bulk—if not 
all—of his correspondence has now been 
published (thanks, in no little part, to  Miss 
Nowell’s efforts). At the same time, how
ever, he has made his biographer’s task 
extremely difficult, for in his novels he uses 
autobiographic incidents arbitrarily, often 
amalgamating reality with fantasy, spinning 
events into romance. I t is one of the great 
merits o f Miss Nowell’s work tha t she 
carefully unravels these strands and, un
relentingly but w ithout giving herself 
scholarly airs, checks the works against the 
material yielded by the correspondence, 
witnesses, accounts and reminiscences. This 
is how she built up this biography, which is 
almost as interesting as W olfe’s novels, and 
is at the same time a faithful and lucid 
account o f one of the most contradictory 
figures in twentieth-century American li
terature.

The author deserves special credit for

having been able to  steer clear o f the psycho
analytical interpretations and over-explana
tions so fashionable in American scientific 
literature—even in a case which almost in
vites them—contenting herself w ith giving 
the facts. She does not try  to give us her 
own views on W olfe’s novels, but has, 
instead, w ith a fortunate eye and unerring 
judgment, collected the most characteristic 
o f the contemporary reviews.

Owing to these qualities, this book is 
likely to become a lasting part of'literature 
on Wolfe, and the standard biography of the 
author. Two or three objections must be 
made, however, to  Miss Nowell’s method. 
First and most im portant: although she 
does not conceal it, she does not attach 
sufficient importance to W olfe’s radicalism, 
which, awakened in the early ’thirties, 
steadily increased from the middle o f the 
decade onward (in no small measure due 
to his experiences in Nazi Germany) and 
made him an enthusiastic supporter o f the 
New Deal and even aroused his interest in 
Socialism. This o f course is a point which 
needs further research, and it  would be 
worth-while to collate it  w ith his last w rit
ings. The second and third points are 
closely interrelated; while Miss Nowell 
dwells at great length on W olfe’s ties with 
his publishers (mainly w ith Scribner’s and 
their chief editor, W olfe’s discoverer and 
paternal friend, Maxwell Perkins), tracing 
them  through all their developments, their 
stormy as well as bright spells and liberally 
quoting from the sources, she is rather reti
cent on his friendships, especially the 
literary ones, w ith little more than a few 
chance remarks on the subject. Yet to assign 
Wolfe to  his proper place in twentieth- 
century American and world literature, we 
should be able to  have a thorough look at the 
nature of his relations w ith each of his 
numerous literary friends.

P. N .



MUSICAL LIFE

LISZT-BARTÓK
M U SICO LOG ICAL C O N F E R E N C E  AT BUDAPEST

In the year 1961 Hungarian musical life 
celebrated two anniversaries which were ob
served in Hungary and all over the world as 
im portant milestones in the universal history 
o f music. These two dates were the 150th 
anniversary o f Liszt’s birthday and the 80th 
anniversary of Bartók’s birthday.

A whole era separates these two great 
Hungarian masters, yet their music shows 
many parallels. Both were musical “neo- 
logists,” and in this renewal o f their musical 
idiom they both drew sustenance from their 
love for and study of folk music. W hile 
Liszt advanced from Viennese classicism to 
modern music, terminating his career as its 
precursor, Bartók, setting out from the style 
o f late romanticism, attained the classical 
summits o f modern music. Ferenc Liszt 
had no opportunities o f becoming ac
quainted with true Hungarian folk music, 
though he evinced a ceaseless partiality for 
it ; Bartók, on the other hand, was able to 
fathom the deepest layers o f Hungarian folk 
music and to reveal striking correlations. 
H is music assimilated various elements of 
Liszt’s late style and responded with the 
greatest intensity to Liszt’s initiative in the 
creation o f modern harmonies. I t was the art 
o f Liszt which Bartók chose as the theme o f 
his inaugural address at the Hungarian 
Academy o f Sciences.

The most significant event o f the recent 
Liszt-Bartók Festival was the Second H un
garian Musicological Congress, the two

principal items on whose program were the 
publication o f the latest research findings on 
the life and art o f Ferenc Liszt and Béla 
Bartók, and the discussion of these findings 
in the framework o f an international con
ference.

Concurrently w ith the scientific sessions, 
an international competition was held, in 
which young artists from various countries 
participated.

Scholars, writers and critics arrived fo r 
the conference from numerous countries:
G. Abraham, H . Searle, and J. Weissmann 
from Great-Britain; Van der Meer and 
Denijs Dille from Holland (the latter having 
lately moved from Antwerp to  Hungary, 
where he has contributed to  the success o f  
the conference by his indefatiguable work in 
giving lectures and directing the exhibition 
arranged at the Bartók Archives); furthermore 
J. Nestev from the Soviet Union; S. Petrov 
from Bulgaria; Z . Vencea and A. Hoffmann 
from Rumania; O. Goldhammer, W . Felix* 
W . Rackwitz, D. Lehmann, P. Michel, and 
R. Eller from the German Democratic Re
public; W . Boetticher from  the German 
Federal Republic; L. Burlas, J. Volek, 
A. Buchner, Z . Nováfcek, V. Hudec, J. 
Jiránek, J. Racek, M . Ocadlík, M . Postalka, 
F. M uzik from  Czechoslovakia; J. Cho- 
minsky, M. Gorczycka from Poland; Tshao 
Fung from  the Chinese People’s Republic;
H . Federhofer and W . Suppan from Aus
tria ; A. A. Saygun (Bartók’s Turkish col
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laborator) from Turkey; E. H elm  from the 
United States; Saburo Sinobe from Japan.

The conference was, o f course, attended 
also by Hungarian historians o f music and 
literature, such as Bence Szabolcsi, István 
Sőtér, György Bodnár, Ferenc Bónis, János 
Demény, Zoltán Gárdonyi, Pál Járdányi, 
György Kroó, Lajos Lesznai, Benjamin Ra- 
jeczky, György Kerényi, László Somfai, 
István Szelényi and József Ujfalussy, who 
reported on various noteworthy findings in 
their addresses.

W ork was started on September 25 w ith 
the inaugural words of István Rusznyák, 
Chairm an o f the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences.

“Twenty-five years ago, a memorable 
address was delivered within the walls o f 
this building: Béla Bartók, the new academi
cian, read a paper on his great spiritual pre
decessor, Ferenc Liszt. We regard it  as a 
symbol that the two names were thus per
manently linked, and it is no less symbolical 
tha t we can today assemble here to celebrate 
the initial dates o f their lives: the hundred- 
and-fiftieth anniversary o f Ferenc Liszt’s 
b irth  and the eightieth anniversary of Béla 
Bartók’s birth. Besides these external con
catenations, there is a deep organic relation
ship connecting the life-work o f these two 
men. Like Bartók after him, Ferenc Liszt 
appeared in European music as the represent
ative o f a borderland cultural community; 
he too strove to summarize the voices of 
peoples and nations, endeavouring to build 
up  a ‘brotherhood o f peoples’; like Bartók, 
he gave an example o f the artistic solution 
o f  major problems in a period o f crises— 
fraught with fermentation and revolution.

“O f course, there are essential differences 
between them, for the age and society they 
lived in was also different. W hen Liszt spoke 
o f  himself as the ‘son o f his Hungarian 
fatherland,’ he was imbued w ith the ardent 
romantic zeal o f the Hungarian Reform 
Age; when Bartók turned to the Hungarian 
people and the neighbouring peoples with 
passionate devotion, he clearly saw destitute

Hungary at the mercy of its oppressors. To 
the end o f his life Liszt retained his grand 
illusions, while it was not only as an artist 
and thinker but also w ith the eyes o f a 
scholar that Bartók assessed the world for 
the advancement o f which he fought, virtu
ally wrestling w ith tha t world—like his 
contemporary, Endre Ady, the poet—to 
awaken it to a truer consciousness. Yet both 
of them  were great teachers who wanted 
change and renewal and who, above all, 
strove to  disclose and to achieve progress 
everywhere. Though leaving their country, 
they remained faithful to their people, serv
ing humanity and human advancement with 
all their work. They became innovators of 
European music, who left their mark on the 
whole intellectual development o f our age.

“Therefore we may celebrate them here 
today in  the name o f Hungarian science; 
and we, Hungarian scholars, the present 
coworkers o f the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, hail Ferenc Liszt, as our predeces
sor, companion and ally no less than Béla 
Bartók, founder o f the science o f folk music; 
we are proud to  call our own these two 
kindred geniuses, who are honoured by the 
whole civilized world as masters and models 
in  their art."

Then Zoltán Kodály addressed the con
ference :

“The connection between the two artists 
in  whose names we have assembled here 
today rests not on the coincidence o f anni
versaries. Their relationship goes far deeper. 
Notwithstanding every external difference, 
their lives and works have much in common.

“All his life Bartók fought for Liszt, both 
as an interpreting artist and a writer. As a 
student he was noted for his rendering of the 
Sonata in B-minor, and throughout his career 
as a pianist the works of Liszt were perma
nent items on his program, particularly the 
less popular pieces. Several o f his writings 
dealt w ith Liszt, and so did his inaugural 
address at the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences.

“H is own works display the closest rela
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tionship to  Liszt. A t the beginning he de
liberately continued where Liszt left off; 
later, as his own original individuality devel
oped, he turned Liszt’s intuitive anti
cipations into reality.

“Such a close connection is a sign of 
spiritual affinity. O f late, attempts have 
even been made to explain such phenomena 
on the basis o f the relationship o f gene types, 
apt to occur even in  the case o f violent 
contrasts. Apparent contrasts o f this kind 
actually exist between the two composers.

“Liszt’s relations to  his country were 
centripetal, Bartók’s were centrifugal. Liszt 
grew up abroad, in cities o f world renown, 
but always harboured a longing for Hungary, 
which he regarded as his fatherland. Owing 
to  manifold ties abroad, and also to historical 
events at home, his wish to  live and work, 
at least partly, at home was fulfilled only 
towards the close o f his life.

“Bartók, who grew up in the Hungarian 
provinces, always had a craving for the west, 
until at last he emigrated, to  find there the 
love and appreciation he was denied at home. 
H is over-sensitive constitution was not ar
moured w ith the aes triplex circa pectus which 
alone might have enabled him  to endure the 
last years of his life in his own country.

“He was allotted a much briefer span of 
life than Liszt, but their fate was similar 
in tha t full understanding and appreciation 
o f their works came only after death.

“The present conference demonstrates 
how much there is still to  be discovered and 
explained in the life-work of both. Part o f 
the problems are more accessible to H un
garian research workers. The extensive inter
national connections o f both men neverthe
less call for cooperation among the scholars 
o f every country where they sojourned. Good 
results may be expected only from close 
international collaboration.

“If  we are brought even a little nearer to 
grasping the miracle presented by the work 
o f every great master, the efforts o f this con
ference will not have been in vain. In this 
hope I  extend a hearty welcome to all those

who have come to attend our gathering, 
wishing them good success in their work.”

The conference met in two sections, cor
responding to the themes under discussion; 
the papers on Liszt’s lifework were read in 
the first section, those on Béla Bartók’s life 
and achievements in the second.

It is noteworthy that the papers on Liszt 
were mostly of local character, concerned 
with the correlations of Liszt to  some town, 
some country, or some composer, or dealing 
w ith the philological investigation of one 
o f Liszt’s compositions, whereas in the 
second section the lectures on Bartók contrib
uted to  the delineation of a portrait which 
perm itted the first true insight since his 
death into his entire life work. This picture 
was completed by the public concerts broad
cast by the Hungarian Radio w ith programs 
including such of Bartók's youthful achieve
ments as could not be played before on 
account o f the obscurity enveloping some 
domains o f Bartók’s oeuvre. Two move
ments (the second and third) o f the E flat- 
major symphony of 1902 were played, 
furthermore the Scherzo for piano and 
orchestra, dating from 1904, and the sym
phonic poem “Kossuth,” from 1903.

W hat is freedom and who is free in 
Bartók’s world?—Bence Szabolcsi raised the 
question in his s:udy on “ Man and Nature 
in Bartók’s W orld.” (We shall refrain from 
summarizing this thought-provoking paper, 
since readers o f The New Hungarian Quar
terly have already had the opportunity of 
acquainting themselves w ith the full text 
in the preceding issue—-No. 4, August- 
December 1961.)

In his paper on “Literary and Musical 
Folk Style,” István Sőtér examined the con
cepts expressed by 20th century Hungarian 
“folk style” in music. H e stated that Bartók’s 
conception o f the peasantry essentially differ
ed from that formulated in the greater part 
o f contemporary, literature. I t is devoid of 
peasant myth or peasant romanticism of any 
kind, nor does it show any trace of the con
temporary romantic belief in pristine peasant
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force. I t is notably by the emphatically in
tellectual character o f his art that Bartók 
deviates from the late-romantic principle o f 
spontaneous art. H e was filled with emotion
al nostalgia and anxiety at the sight o f the 
secluded peasant world, its archaic beauty, 
its strict and pure moral laws, bu t still more 
so on beholding its true reality. The peas
ants fascinated Bartók not by the peculiari
ties o f folklore, but by their realness and 
humanity. H e drew on this realness, on the 
humanity of this world in order to trans
plant them into his music and proclaim 
them  as a new, revolutionary artistic pro
gram, or rather as a new road and possibility, 
the need for which was manifest in con
temporary world culture.

This was the course that enabled Bartók to 
generalize the human and artistic essence 
inherent in the closed, ancient civilization 
of the Hungarian, Rumanian, and Slovak 
villages, thus transforming it into an impa
tient, urgent message to the 20th century, 
to  the whole o f humanity.

János Demény spoke o f Bartók’s signifi
cance for music history in the light o f con
temporary reviews.

In his paper entitled “A Few Questions 
Concerning Bridge Symmetry in Bartók’s 
W orks,” József Ujfalussy dealt with the 
constructions arranged after the principles 
o f uneven-numbered mirror-symmetry with 
uneven-numbered central axes, encountered 
in Bartók’s cyclic works, from the simplest 
form comprising three parts, through in tri
cate variations built o f five, seven, or more 
parts.

Lajos Lesznai emphasized that Bartók was 
a realist. W hen it  came to the major issues 
o f his period, he always stood on the side of 
progress and expressed his message by merg
ing old traditions w ith new artistic achieve
ments.

A study richly illustrated by examples was 
read by György Kroó on the “Thematic and 
Dramatic Construction of Bartók’s Compo
sitions for the Stage,” investigating the 
interconnections between thematic tissue

and dramatic conception in  Bartók’s three 
works for the stage.

In his lecture entitled “Quotations in 
Bartók’s W orks,” Ferenc Bónis for the first 
time attempted to  give a complete picture 
of those themes to  be found in Bartók’s 
music which had been derived from the 
music of predecessors or contemporaries. He 
furthermore cited documents and letters 
w ritten by Bartók and reflecting his opinion 
o f his predecessors and contemporaries. H e 
endeavoured to  elucidate the exact mean
ing and significance of musical borrowing 
and declared tha t in Bartók’s case themes 
were never adopted casually and tha t in the 
majority o f instances Bartók used them  
deliberately for the purpose o f expressing 
something.

O f the foreign lecturers J. Nestev (Mos
cow) read a paper giving an account of how 
Bartók was “discovered” in the Soviet Union 
at the beginning of the ’twenties. In the 
Soviet press Assafiev, Beliaev and others 
wrote about him. The lecturer described 
Bartók’s interest in the works of Mussorgsky 
and Stravinsky and in the Mari and Chuvash 
pentatonic regions and also gave an account 
o f Bartók’s visit to  the Soviet Union. He 
furthermore spoke about the rapid growth 
in the appreciation of Bartók at the opening 
o f the 1950’s, about the performances and 
performers o f Bartók’s compositions in the 
Soviet Union, about the new Moscow 
libretto of the Miraculous M andarin and 
the debate it had aroused. In conclusion he 
drew a parallel between the music and 
activities o f Bartók on the one hand, and o f 
20th century Soviet composers and folk
lorists on the other.

S. Petrov chose for his subject “Bartók 
and Bulgarian Musical Culture,” while Z . 
Vancea discussed “Bartók and Rumanian 
M usic.” Professor Gerald Abraham (Liver
pool) gave a comprehensive summary o f 
Bartók’s art and o f his visits to  Britain.*

* See Gerald Abraham’s study “Bartók and 
England” in The New Hungarian Quarterly, 
1961, No. 4.
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Saburo Sinobe (Tokio) delivered an interest
ing lecture on “Liszt and Bartók in Japan,” 
in  which he also dealt with the Japanese na
tional scale. The problems presented by Bartók 
research and the tasks lying ahead in this 
field were summed up by Professor Denijs 
Dille, the chief scientific collaborator o f the 
Bartók Archives in the Hungarian Academy 
o f Sciences. J. Weissmann (London) reported 
on the literature dealing w ith Bartók.

Among the Czechoslovak studies on 
Bartók that o f J. Volek under the title 
“Bartók’s M ethod of Orchestration,” Ra- 
Cek’s address on “The Significance of Jana- 
Cek and Bartók in Music H istory,” and 
Jiranek’s paper on “The Piano Style o f 
Liszt and Smetana” deserve special mention.

The group o f scholars from the German 
Democratic Republic described the latest 
results o f their research work in several 
papers. A remarkable lecture was held by 
R . Eller (Leipzig) under the title "The 
Place o f the Theme in Bartók’s Music.”

The studies devoted to  research into folk 
music formed a separate group: A. A. Say- 
gun, Bartók’s Turkish collaborator, ex
patiated on the correlations between Turkish 
and Hungarian folk music; Benjamin 
Rajecky and György Kerényi spoke about the 
scoring of folk-songs by Bartók. Pál Járdányi 
read a paper on “Bartók and the Systematic 
Classification of Folk-songs,” dealing with 
Bartók’s work of classification and the new 
principles o f classification developed lately.

In the Liszt section, H . Searle (London), 
Chairman of the British Liszt-Bartók Com
mittee, spoke abcut the connections between 
Ferenc Liszt and 20th century modern 
music.

Zoltán Gárdonyi took up the subject o f 
“National Themes in the Music of Ferenc

Liszt.” H e examined Liszt’s encounters w ith 
the folklore and national music of various 
peoples (Polish, Swiss, Italian, Ukranian, 
Spanish, Russian) and drew attention to 
the compositions inspired by them . H e also 
went into Liszt’s sojourns in Hungary and 
his encounters w ith gipsy bands interpreting 
Hungarian national music. “Liszt’s drawing 
on national music in his compositions im
plied open sympathy with the simple popular 
strata on the one hand, and a declaration 
o f support for national movements, for 
struggles fought to achieve freedom and 
independence on the other. By investigating 
the national music of various peoples and by 
building compositions on national themes 
Liszt advanced ideas which made him  a 
model for Bartók.”

László Somfai’s paper analysed the various 
metamorphoses of the Faust Symphony, 
supported by reference to  abundant sources 
in  manuscript material.*

O tto Goldhammer (Leipzig) drew atten
tion to  an unknown manuscript o f Liszt 
and Reményi. Hellm ut Federhofer (Graz) 
discussed musical ornamentation as em
ployed by Liszt and Chopin, illustrating his 
subject by a colourful piano recital, while 
Wolfgang Suppan (Graz) described the 
relations o f Liszt to the Austrian province 
of Steiermark. Z. Novácek (Bratislava) read 
a paper on Liszt’s influence on the progres
sive musical culture o f Bratislava, and 
W . Felix spoke o f Liszt’s compositions dat
ing from 1848-1849. The concluding ad
dress in the Liszt section was delivered by 
István Szelényi on “The Unknown Liszt.”

The work o f the Second Hungarian 
Musicological Conference o f the Hungarian 
Academy o f Sciences ended with the closing 
address delivered by Zoltán Gárdonyi.

Z oltán F a l v y

* See L. Somfai’s “ Metamorphoses of Liszt’s Faust Symphony” in The New Hungarian 
Quarterly, No. 3. of 1961.
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KODÁLY’S MUSIC PEDAGOGY

i

N ot far from the building where the New 
Hungarian Quarterly is edited, there is a 
school, the Váci Street General School. 
This time, neither the building nor the 
children serve particularly to attract our 
attention, for there are several hundred other 
schools like this in Budapest, and several 
thousand in the country. Nevertheless, it is 
outstanding in one respect: from the first 
form to the eighth, the children throughout 
sing more than elsewhere. More precisely, 
in the lower division, that is, in the first four 
forms, they have a one-hour singing class 
every day, later four one-hour classes weekly.

W hen we visited the first form, we arrived 
on the thirteenth teaching day, counting 
from the beginning of school in September. 
W hat do first, form pupils generally know 
at this stage? Practically nothing. Well, they 
do not know much here in Váci street either. 
A t least, not as far as reading, writing and 
arithmetic are concerned. But still they 
know something tha t others, anywhere else, 
do not: how to sing clearly, in ringing tones. 
They sing simple songs w ith clearly dis
tinguished intervals, and they already un
derstand the rudimentary stages o f poly
phony. Their exceptionally talented, experi
enced singing teacher helps them  to under
stand this in a very interesting manner. First 
they sing the song together, then one of the 
children goes to  the head o f the class and 
beats the rhythm on a drum. Another child 
now beats out the same rhythm  on a trian
gle. The two of them stand before the class 
and beat the drum  and triangle in dissimilar 
rhythms. The example is followed by the 
class-mates, and they have already arrived 
at the fundamentals o f two-part singing. 
Meanwhile their hearing sharpens, they dif
ferentiate between the voices, and upon this 
experience the material o f the subsequent 
lessons may now be based.

The head master o f the school next invited 
me to  visit the fifth form. Here the children 
are musically trained, veritable “scholars”, 
and for the sake of the visitor they put on 
a brief request concert. The teacher wished 
to  show what progress can be achieved with 
systematic musical teaching in the course 
o f five years, and she therefore had her pu
pils show oif somewhat. But there was noth
ing of an examination atmosphere to the 
lesson, her aim was not to flaunt and parade 
them, but simply to  report on their progress. 
In  any case, no one had had an opportunity 
to  prepare the class, for the visit was un
expected.

First they sang a little composition by a 
contemporary young Hungarian composer, 
Antal Ribáry, a two-voice work entitled 
"Song about School.” To begin with, the 
whole class, then two children performed it 
clearly, flawlessly, w ithout any of the cus
tomary signs o f uncertainty and confusion. 
Then they changed voices, and their assu
rance did not diminish. The teacher whis
pered to us that each child has to know both 
voices. The Marseillaise followed in two 
voices, and then a difficult Bartók work in 
three voices. Kodály and M ozart ended the 
little demonstration, which took place 
largely according to the wishes of the child
ren. This was how M ozart too was chosen, 
w ith the teacher making the following con
dition: “Very well, but then let us sing 
w ith nice, soft, round m ouths. . . ”

In the January issue o f the Quarterly, we 
already told our readers about the musical 
general schools. Since even the regular reader 
cannot be expected to remember exactly what 
our article w ritten more than a year ago 
contained, let us summarize briefly the es
sence o f the Hungarian musical general 
schools.

In the musical—or, as Professor Zoltán 
Kodály calls them , the singing—general 
schools, o f which there are at present about
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one hundred in Hungary, in the provinces 
and in small villages no less than in Budapest, 
singing is one of the most im portant 
subjects taught. W e have already mentioned 
that at first there is a singing class every day 
and later, in the upper forms, almost every 
day. Apart from this, singing in the choir 
and, in many places, folk dancing, are com
pulsory for the children. Starting in the 
third form they also learn to play a musical 
instrument, but this—in accordance with 
the teaching experiences o f recent years—is 
not compulsory. On the other hand, the 
shepherd’s pipe, this favorite and charac
teristic folk instrum ent which constitutes no 
material burden on the parents and presents 
no technical difficulties to the children, is 
compulsory from the second form up.

The musical general school has a tangible, 
first-rate value from the standpoint o f sing
ing, because in the first four forms everybody 
thus learns to read music and sing at sight. 
This has the very im portant advantage that 
the children, in the wake o f perfect music 
reading and the instant reproduction of the 
image o f musical notes, become conscious 
enjoyers o f music o f a high standard. They 
become enjoyers rather than active cultiva
tors, and here is where the emphasis lies. 
This type of school does not train artists, 
miscarried half-talents, who would be 
disappointed all their lives if  they could not 
go on the stage. For this reason too, the 
further study of music is no t compulsory 
for everyone. Naturally the school does not 
discourage the subsequent progress o f new 
talent. From the Lorántffy Street Music 
General School, o f which we spoke in our 
earlier article, one or two children are 
enrolled every year, even as they continue 
their general school studies, in the Academy 
o f Music, and there are some children who 
finish at the Academy o f Music before they 
are through general school. But this is an 
exceptional opportunity for specially gifted 
children. The vast majority will become 
audiences in musical life, an appreciative 
concert public.

A much more ramified, not always accu
rately measurable advantage of this type o f 
school, beyond what has already been said, 
may be perceived in almost every subject. 
Edith Molnár, a research worker in 
psychology at the Scientific Institute for 
Pedagogy, and Gábor Friss, head master 
o f the Lorántffy Street School, have jointly 
w ritten a paper on the basis o f studies 
made at the Lorántffy Street School, 
summing up their findings as follows: 
"Several research workers o f the Scientific 
Institute for Pedagogy have paid visits on a 
number of occasions to  general schools with 
singing and music departments. W e have 
found tha t here the thinking process o f the 
pupils was more mature than is the rule in 
the ordinary general schools. . . This is 
manifested not only in the field of singing 
and music, bu t also in other subjects.”

W hat the scientific study expresses so con
cisely, means in practice that the organic 
relationship of the subjects w ith singing 
or—in pedagogic, professional language— 
“the concentration” of the curriculum on 
singing, has proved highly beneficial. The 
pedagogical usefulness o f singing is apparent 
in arithmetic, where the conception of num
bers is clearer among children who sing, the 
conception of fractions becomes more under
standable when 1/4, 1Ig, etc. are well known, 
frequent expressions in singing. A more 
refined hearing is a good help in the study 
of foreign languages, literary tastes are devel
oped by the frequent rendering of lovely 
folk-songs and composed songs. The choir, 
w ith its singing in common, teaches disci
pline, a fuller consciousness, a more advanced 
community feeling, and the educational 
effect o f these qualities is o f well-nigh 
immeasurable importance in school life.

2

There are long preliminaries to the suc
cessive formation some ten or twelve years 
ago o f our singing schools in Budapest and 
in the provinces. They go back to  the



T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A R TERLY224

outstanding Hungarian composer Zoltán 
Kodály. I t  was Kodály who in  his music 
teaching established the foundations for 
education in singing and music.

The turning point was a concert, many 
years ago, on April 2, 1925. This is a memo
rable date for contemporary musicians. 
Zoltán Kodály had arranged a Hungarian 
folk-song evening of his own works. O ut
standing artists, the then stars o f the Opera 
House, performed, but the sensation was 
nevertheless not this, but a boys’ choir, the 
Wesselényi Street School Choir, conducted 
by Endre Borús. The choir performed two 
Kodály works, Villő (an untranslatable H un
garian title), and Túrót eszik a cigány ("The 
Gipsy Eats Curds”).

Kodály himself a few years later, in 1930, 
said this o f his conception of choral com
positions for children: “The idea of child
ren’s choruses stems perhaps from the fact 
th a t I  too grew up amidst such children’s 
songs in the village.” At a lecture much 
later, in 1954, however, he said that until 
1925, that is, until his first two works 
for young people, he lived the customary 
life o f a musician. But once, when walking 
in the hills o f Buda, he heard a group of 
young girls singing. H e sadly noted the 
poverty o f the melodic treasury which they 
sang with such enthusiasm. H is sorrow be
came deeper, as did his understanding, when 
he found out that the gaily singing girls 
were the students o f a training school for 
teachers in Pest, who would eventually be 
teaching children to sing. I t was this, among 
others, that prom pted him to write works 
for children.

Thus did it  come about tha t he took 
these two lovely choral pieces to the Wesse
lényi Street School at the beginning of 1925, 
and that the two became favourite pieces 
o f every choral concert since that time.

The roots, o f course, went even deeper 
than  this. Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály’s 
joint folk-song-gathering expeditions were 
the first inducements which later suggested 
to  Kodály that the melodic treasury o f H un

garian children must be built up first o f all 
not by “fabricated” songs, by the still un
familiar composed songs, but by what was al
ready there, known and originally Hungarian, 
namely the folk-songs. H e waged numerous 
battles by means of newspaper articles in 
defence o f the folk-song and fought in his 
essays and particularly in his compositions 
against snobbish and prejudiced attackers. 
And he adm itted tha t “the road from Buda
pest to Paris was shorter than to  Kászon- 
tjjfalu.” But he did get to Kászonújfalu and 
many other Hungarian villages, and from 
these the road led directly to the realization 
tha t these often concealed treasures of the 
Hungarian people, regarded with contempt 
by the bourgeoisie, must be brought to the 
surface and shown, not only to  the world 
at large, but also to the country’s children. 
And he proclaimed his program: banish the 
inferior “teaching songs” from the schools 
and replace them  by folk-songs. “O ur 
musical public education has meant seventy 
years of erratic wandering, and that is why 
it  has produced no results,” he wrote in 
his article “ Let Us Dare to Be Hungarians 
in  O ur Music Too,” back in 1945. “They 
wanted to teach the people music by ignor
ing, by throwing aside, what the people 
knew of their own accord. Yet it is only 
possible to build upon what exists, using 
the folk heritage as a foundation, otherwise 
we shall build on air.”

Zoltán Kodály also laid the foundations 
for the musical education of the people. 
For many decades musical education in 
Hungary was a pyramid on the top of which 
rested an institution of very high standards, 
the Academy of Music founded by Ferenc 
Liszt, but which had no solid foundation, 
for there were hardly any musical institu
tions on the elementary level. I t is obvious 
tha t young people raised on bad works, 
unable to sing and uneducated in music, 
cannot later constitute a good concert public. 
That is why Kodály proclaimed the program 
tha t education in music must begin at its 
foundations. In  an article in  1929 he wrote:
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“Singing and music must be taught in the 
school in such a way as to instil a life-long 
thirst for nobler music. . . O ften a single 
experience will open the young soul to music 
for a whole lifetime. This experience cannot 
be left to chance; it  is the task of the school 
to  provide i t .” And in this same article, 
he writes: “The State maintains operas and 
concerts in vain, if  nobody attends them. 
A public must be reared for whom music 
o f  a higher order is a life necessity. The 
Hungarian public must be lifted out o f its 
lack of musical requirements. And this can 
only be started by the schools.”

Let us now hear what Zoltán Kodály has 
to  say about the significance of instruction 
in  singing: “I t  is much more im portant 
who the singing teacher is at Kisvárda than 
who is the director o f the Opera House. 
For the poor director becomes a failure at 
once. . .  But a poor teacher can exterminate 
the love of music for thirty  years in thirty 
successive classes.”

Musical education must begin already in 
the kindergarten, Kodály said, and he set 
about working out the principles on which 
the teaching o f singing must be based. The 
most im portant among these is the reading 
o f  musical notes, because without this there 
can be no listening to  music later. He teaches 
tha t the child’s first associations attached to 
the image o f the notes must be built by 
the child himself, w ith his own voice. 
W ithout systematic singing the love of music 
cannot be taught. For this, however, the 
initial stage o f note reading had to  be work
ed out, capable o f already being understood 
by the children in the first form of primary 
school. Together with his associates he work
ed out the methods o f relative solmization, 
singing, writing and reading not with abso
lute but relative notes, and he declared that 
it  is only from here tha t the road can lead 
to  absolute solmization, the writing, the 
fixing of tones in notes. One after another 
he worked out his theories on the singing 
o f  pure intervals, on singing in several 
voices. H is essays and articles successively

clarified the most im portant theoretical 
questions in  the teaching o f singing, and 
all these theoretical arguments say in  es
sence that w ithout singing there can be no 
enjoyment o f music. “Those who are not 
indifferent to what will be the status o f 
music in one or two generations’ time, can
not pass by the school indifferently when 
they hear singing from it ,” he wrote in 
one o f his essays.

3

A well known Hungarian journalist in
terviewed Zoltán Kodály on his seventieth 
birthday. In the course of their conversation 
she mentioned tha t a British critic had 
written of him  that at the peak of his great
est success as a composer he subordinated 
his world career to his work as a teacher. 
Kodály quietly replied: “It was always more 
im portant to me to teach peasant children 
to  read music than to  pave the way for my 
own musical career.” H e says to  the younger 
generation of Hungarian composers: “I re
commend to my youthful symphony com
posing colleagues tha t they take a look 
occasionally into the kindergarten too. T hat 
is where it  will be decided whether there 
will be anyone to  understand their works 
twenty years from now!”

And he himself was the first to  apply 
this golden rule. Let us take a look a t a 
catalogue o f his oeuvre. Alongside 15 instru
mental works and six works for the stage, 
the number o f his children’s choruses is 
forty, let alone all his men’s, women’s and 
mixed choruses, his canons and choral com
positions w ith instrumental accompaniment. 
H is educational works are embodiments of 
his lofty principle that “nobody is too great 
to  write for the little ones; in fact, he 
should strive to  be great enough for i t .”

Zoltán Kodály considered it more im por
tan t to  write books for singing than to  appear 
in public and create grandiose musical 
works. H e did not spare his efforts in writ
ing singing exercises (15 two-voice singing

15
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exercises, 33, 44, 55 two-voice exercises, 
the four books o f the Bicinia Hungarica, 
the Tricinia, the four booklets o f Pentatonic 
Music, the 333 Reading Exercises, etc.). 
W ith  a work entitled “ Let Us Sing Clearly!” 
he laid the basis for singing on pitch; in 
his opinion only singing in two voices can 
ensure the pure rendering of intervals purely, 
and he based this very im portant exercise- 
booklet on this principle.

In 1945, Zoltán Kodály had hardly emerg
ed from the bomb shelter o f the Opera 
House, where he had sought refuge in the 
last days of the war during the bombing 
and siege of Budapest, when he at once began 
to work. Again he turned his attention not 
towards the grown-ups o f the present but 
to  those of the future, the children of 
today. Together with Jenő Ádám, the out
standing music educationalist and eminent 
musician he wrote the so-called Sol-mi 
booklets, and then the singing books of the 
school children o f the liberated country, 
from the first to the eighth form. Mean
while he visited all the places where children 
were singing, where singing instruction, and 
the study o f music were being discussed. 
To those who still could not understand 
why the master, after so many decades of 
music teaching, turned so devotedly to the 
children, he said in 1958: “ Much has al
ready been accomplished in our music edu
cation, but this is still not enough. And I 
have less time left now than fifty years ago. 
T hat is why the school singing book is 
more im portant to  me than composing.”

4

All his life Kodály has been a fighting 
man, and the fighter, the personality who 
opposed conservative opinions, is shown not 
only in his works, but also in his essays 
and articles. Since the liberation o f the 
country in 194 5 his activities have increas
ed . H e had faith in this world, he also 
expected support for musical education from

its results. In 1947 he said half pessimistical
ly, half jokingly: “We may certainly hope 
that by the tim e we come to the year 
2,000 every child who has finished general 
school will read music fluently.” Since 
then—precisely w ith the help o f Kodály, 
and of the associates he has trained to  carry 
on his struggle—a great many things have 
been realized, in both reading and writing 
music and in raising the general cultural lev
el, among other things, through the rear
ing of a new concert-going public. This was 
why Kodály was able to say in 1958 that 
“much has already been accomplished in 
our music education”, even though he did 
add, “but this is still no t enough.”

W hat has happened since 1945? Kodály’s 
principles o f singing instruction have been 
carried out in practice. The use of the song 
books written by him  has been made com
pulsory in the general schools. H is opinion 
and advice have been requested in all ques
tions of music education. Tens of thousands 
of children study instrumental music in 
Hungary, and the young people to be seen 
at youth concerts also number tens of 
thousands. And, last but not least, the folk
song, which has become dominant in the 
best music through Bartók and Kodály, has 
also become the common treasure o f the 
school children. And Kodály’s cherished 
dream, his dearest plan, the singing school, 
has become a reality.

Yet Zoltán Kodály, whose 80th birthday 
we celebrated not long ago and whose youth
ful zest and vigour belie his age, is impatient. 
The divergent opinions existing between our 
public education authorities and Zoltán 
Kodály on certain educational questions 
are, in our view, mainly over the order o f 
the tasks ahead. Zoltán Kodály’s salutary 
impatience with regard to our musical edu
cation is justified, if  we isolate it from the 
whole course of our public education. For 
example, he holds that there are too few 
singing classes per week in the music general 
schools as well as in  other schools. So do 
we. But on the one hand, schools where
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the children sing every day, where sooner 
or later they learn to play a musical instru
ment, or at least the majority o f them  do, 
and where attendance at choral rehearsals is 
compulsory but the number of hours for 
other subjects is reduced, cannot be establish
ed without the consent o f the parents. And 
wherever such a desire has been expressed, 
the M inistry o f Culture has shown a wil
lingness to  fulfil it. On the other hand, 
daily singing requires at least three singing 
teachers per school in  place o f one, and 
we are still contending w ith a shortage in 
specialized teachers. This type of school 
is more costly than the others, and our 
primary task at present is to  raise every 
village school to  the level o f those in the 
cities, to  provide each of them  w ith a tape 
recorder and a film projector, etc. There 
is still another reason why we cannot, from 
one year to  the next, increase the number 
o f  music general schools, and generally the 
number o f hours o f singing classes out o f 
all proportion; this is the modernization 
o f our schools*. The further development of 
our schools requires that we educate our 
children in  every direction and make their 
knowledge many-sided. Let them  share in 
the cultural treasures tha t mankind has ac
cumulated over many thousands of years, 
let them  become familiar w ith the out
standing works o f musical literature, let 
them  know—and we hold this to  be very 
im portant—how to sing from  music, but 
all this is not enough. Present-day youth 
must find contact w ith life, w ith production, 
w ith physical work. This does not contra
dict education in  art. W ork and the love 
o f art complement each other. A contra
diction comes about when the proportions 
are distorted, when, for example, we teach 
music at the expense of other, modern and 
im portant subjects. To find the correct pro
portions is one o f the foremost and perhaps 
the most difficult o f our school reform

* See also: Vol. II. No. 3. of The New Hun
garian Quarterly.

problems, the cornerstone o f modern adu- 
cation. W e can only arrange as many hours 
o f singing lessons in the primary and secon
dary schools as the other, no less important 
subjects allow, if  we are to avoid overburden
ing the children. For in the course of the 
national discussions of the school reform 
the im portant basic principle was evolved 
tha t the children must in no way have more 
than twenty hours o f classes in the first 
form, and th irty  in the eighth. I f  we were 
to increase the number o f hours per week, 
we could include more singing, but we do 
not want to, and we m ust not, do this.

The general school singing curricula 
made up in accordance w ith the school 
reform seek to  put into practice the basic 
principles o f Zoltán Kodály’s music edu
cation, for w ithout this, without his teach
ings, singing cannot be taught at all in 
Hungary today. In all eight general school 
forms the chief place is to be taken by 
Kodály’s exercise booklets, “ Let Us Sing 
Clearly!”, the 333 Reading Exercises, etc. 
A t the same time we wish to  a greater 
extent than hitherto to instill a love o f 
instrumental music, a knowledge of musical 
literature in our youth. Here too there is 
no essential difference between Zoltán Ko
dály and the educational experts, except 
perhaps in the m atter o f quantity. Zoltán 
Kodály would like to  have much more sing
ing in the schools than hitherto, the direc
tors o f our musical education would like to 
shift the proportions towards passive music 
enjoyment, towards other forms of aesthetical 
education. Alongside singing and the reading 
of music, plenty of listening to music—this 
is the principle upon which the new cur
riculum is built.

The curriculum has not yet been tested, 
for it  will only be introduced this year. 
Only practice will show what is useful in 
it  and what will have to be changed. One 
thing is certain: without Kodály’s pedagogic
al booklets, folk-song settings and theoretic
al arguments, the children of present-day 
Hungary would only w ith great difficulty

15
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have grown up to  be cultured young people 
and, in time, intelligent concert audiences.

Kodály’s splendid musical principles also 
help to  realize what the master dreamt of 
just twenty-five years ago, in the dedication 
to  the first volume of his Bicinia Hungarica: 
“ My barefoot chums of the Galánta Village 
School: I have written these, w ith you in 
mind. I t is your voices that ring in my 
ears through the mist o f fifty years. You pelt
ing, fighting, fearless, thoroughly brave lads, 
you singing, dancing, well-mannered, in
dustrious girls: what has become of you?

I f  we had then been taught things like 
these (and a few other things), how different 
a life we could have created in this little 
country! Thus it remains the task o f those 
who are just beginning to  learn that it is 
not worth much i f  we sing for ourselves, 
it is finer if  two can sing together. Then 
always more of us, a hundred, a thousand, 
until there resounds the great Harmony, in 
which all o f us can be one. I t is only then 
tha t we can say tru ly : Let the whole world 
rejoice!”

I stván G ábor

\
\
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N O T ES ON HENRY MOORE
by

M I K L Ó S  B O R S O S

Today the significance of Henry Moore already belongs to the domain 
of art history: He is the greatest sculptor of our time—such is the consensus 
of art literature.

It was in 1923 that Henry Moore first visited Paris. On looking 
around the scene the young artist saw that the “period of discoveries” 
was over, that the revolution in art was terminated. As early as 1910, 
Brancusi had created the basic forms of plastic art. Polishing cylindrical, 
oval and spindly shapes to perfection he gave his works titles that permitted 
the spectator to associate these sculptures—noble in material and fine in 
finish—with anything imagination might suggest. In the last analysis, 
these works were border cases beyond which the artist could proceed no 
further: simplification had reached its limits. Archipenko had also made 
his positive-negative sculptures, piercing and fretting them, making holes 
in the hope of creating the most varied spatial, pictorial or structural 
effects. The influence of Negro art and that of Oceania, which culminated 
in cubism, had, by that time, passed its climax. The artists who had 
initiated the trend had by then repudiated it and were seeking—or find-

Henry Moore’s first exhibition in Hungary, open to the public from  October 21 to 
November 3, 1961, was arranged at the Ernst Museum by the Institute for Cultural 
Relations, the British Legation, and the Budapest A rt Gallery from material made 
available by the British Council, partly from works in the artist’s own possession. Six 
statues, 36 photographs taken of his works by the artist himself, and 11 colour prints 
have been exhibited.

The show was an im portant event in Hungarian intellectual life. Its opening was 
attended by an unusually large number of artists for Budapest, by over 500 persons. 
An inaugural address was delivered by Sándor Hemberger, head of the art department 
in the Institute for Cultural Relations, to  which M r Ivor T . M . Pink, the British 
M inister replied. Then the sculptor István Kiss, spoke in the name o f Hungarian artists.

On October 24 in the new lecture hall of the British Legation Miss Margaret
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ing—the delights of painting elsewhere. With his excellent instinct for 
alignment young Moore realized that he could not create anything new, 
the more so as Breton had in 1920 formulated the principles of surrealism. 
Moore strove no longer for novelty but rather for synthesis. He went 
to work—and based his work on the great traditions of plastic art. He 
carved straight into stone, and the bronze statues he produced also showed 
the noblest chiselling. When travelling in Italy he came under the spell 
of Florence. Masaccio’s moving earnestness, his terse but mature art, 
impressed him for a lifetime. The statues of the Medici chapel also fol
lowed him all through his career, although in his artistic program, which 
he set down in writing, he rejected the Renaissance or Hellenistic ideals 
of beauty, in fact classic beauty as such. The sculptural problems of 
those times are laid down in his writings: “to purify” sculpture from 
every “alien” element and to acknowledge the existence of form alone in 
itself and for its own sake, in its spatial relations. This can become “pure 
sculpture.” All tawdry ornaments should be discarded; which means that 
no elements of concept, thought, literature, or sentiment should enter 
sculpture. Gesture—being similarly alien to form—was also banished. Such 
was his program. Many artists, following the lead of similar manifestos, 
have failed in putting this theory into practice. However, Moore’s power
ful and instinctive talent refused to obey his own writings, and the argu
ment which has been carried on within himself has produced the duality 
that marks his works.

His first sculptures evince Mexican and African influences, for he 
was still kept in bondage by the ideas he had revolted against. He started 
to carve his reclining female nudes. In these works, inspired by the female 
figures of the Medici Tombs, he reversed the idiom of forms, and all 
that is dramatic passion, turbulent activity, and tragic beauty with Michel
angelo has been turned by Moore into compositions of tectonic and

Luce, a collaborator o f the British Council’s Arts Departm ent in London, discussed the 
artist’s achievement from the philosophical point o f view; then the Hungarian sculptor, 
Miklós Borsos, Kossuth-Prize winner, analysed the great English artist’s works.

Nearly eight-thousand people visited the show in twelve days, including several 
schools. On a single day—October 29—there were 1,510 visitors.

This im portant event in British-Hungarian artistic relations elicited considerable 
response from the Hungarian public. The official organ o f the Hungarian W riters’ 
Association, Élet. és Irodalom (“Life and Literature”), has voiced the demand for 
similar shows.

The New Hungarian Quarterly takes this occasion to publish the address held 
by Miklós Borsos as well as an essay by the eminent British art critic Robert 
Melville, who sent us this contribution at our request.
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geometrical forms of infinite calmness, although the postures of the figures 
are nearly identical. By a reversed interaction of shapes and by the use 
of asymmetry he created the symbols of pristine femininity and motherhood.

By the late 'twenties he had adopted surrealistic tendencies. Mixing 
elements of female forms, of animal, plasmatic and other elements, he 
created compositions resembling swamp monsters, often reminiscent of 
configurations by Breughel. At the same time, he also produced variations 
of his female figures. However much he “abstracted” the forms of the 
human body, he could not—or would not—reject figurative representation. 
The works that may be called the “most abstract” in his oeuvre, were 
created in this period, about 1934. They are shapes hewn into stone, the 
titles of which do not refer to anything but the obvious “Two Forms,” 
“Three Forms,” etc. They are shapes, carved into stone, resembling 
polished mechanical forms and displaying fine patterns of chiselled lines 
on their surfaces. An intersected circle, vertical and horizontal lines break 
up the monotony of the surfaces. From various kinds of African and 
Australian wood of special beauty he carved, in 1939, his exquisite shapes 
resembling chestnuts. In most cases he hollowed out one half of the shape 
and thus created a form like a chestnut whose shell contains two fruits 
beautifully fitted into and connected with each other. They are entitled 
“Two Forms.” Similar shapes, though somewhat more strongly pierced, 
were later closely encircled with yarn. The effect achieved in this way 
was highly artistic and conjured up the charm of ancient musical instru
ments. But his instinctive talent for sculpture could not be satisfied with 
such subjects, and he returned to figures. The Second World War broke 
out. His studio was destroyed during one of the first air raids on London. 
The idea of the head with a helmet was first conceived at that time. The 
finest and most dramatic variation of this theme was completed ten years 
later, in 1950. With dramatic power, stronger than any realistic portrayal, 
these “Helmeted Heads” express the terrors of war man had to endure. 
It is not a hero who looks out through two awe-inspiring holes, from the 
shell of armour, but the eyes of a terrified and trembling worm. His 
youthful experiences at Cambrai—the moaning, the human flesh mingled 
with mud, the sufferings of men in the sea of gas—as well as the hell of 
the air raids of the Second World War were all needed for a great artist 
to be able to express all the terrors man can feel. The Second World War 
brought a new turn to his art. He began to draw the world of air-raid 
shelters, of sewers and tunnels. This work was commissioned by the 
Government. He always remained palpable in his drawings; and in his 
writings too he required that a sculptor should always design in space,
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taking into consideration the surroundings-—space being an element of 
sculpture and, as it were, a medium of the sculptor. Moore’s drawings 
are so rich that to deal with them adequately would require a separate 
study; still I have to touch upon them, for these drawings play a decisive 
part in the development of his later sculptures. Dead-tired and sleeping, 
wrapped in blankets and shawls, the people of the shelters and cellars 
are lying side by side, or else they sit leaning against the wall, facing 
each other. There is a female figure crawling on the ground, like a ghost 
creeping out of the coffin at the last judgement. She is dragging herself 
along in pitch darkness. Whither is she going? There is no answer to this 
question. Dantesque pictures! At the sight of these drawings one may 
well ask, what has become of “pure sculpture?” Suffering had devastated 
the pure and polished forms, whose place was now taken by palpability and 
a dramatic quality. In his drawings Moore uses every means to enhance 
palpability. Pencil, Chinese ink, water-colour and chalk are used on the 
same sheet, which, nevertheless, always maintains unity. Here I might 
mention a later series of drawings representing miners—also commissioned 
by the Government. They depict subterranean blackness, huge backs in 
caverns, tiny lantern lights that fail to beautify the black world into which 
our fellow-creatures descend day after day.

In 1943 Moore was commissioned to make a statue of the Madonna 
with the Infant for St. Matthew’s Church in Northampton. Here I refer 
to his own records according to which the artist must make allowances-—if 
not a compromise—to produce a sculpture for such a purpose. The work 
is noble and monumental in its appearance. It evokes the Medici Madonna, 
although it bears no relation to it in form. But the same earnest dignity 
emanates from the face and figure. This most beautiful Madonna of our 
time is a perfectly balanced work. The Madonna’s stylized drapery is 
still something arbitrary. The thought of a sculpture with drapery was 
conceived and developed in the drawings of the shelters. However, this 
had to wait for a time yet. In the meantime he made a number of sur
realistic figures of unbelievable variety, the starting point being the human 
form. One of his biographers remarked that, although Moore may forget 
about possible forms, he will never forget about the human element. These 
grotesque compositions of forms—with recumbent figures—emanate a 
quixotic mood. After the war he made the three large-size female figures, 
the “Three Parcae,” with which he won the Grand Prix of sculpture at 
the Venice Biennale in 1948. The most diverse elements of form are 
mixed in this group of statues. “Abstract” heads, naturalistic hands and 
breasts, and decorative, stylized draperies. It is a poetic and monumental



T H E  ARTS

work in its open-air effect. His most beautiful recumbent figure was made 
in 1952. Moore threw off all self-imposed constraint and covered the 
calmly reclining figure, lovely in its proportions and devoid of distortion, 
with simple, but immensely rich draperies, which pour over the limbs 
like a cascade, reminiscent of the marvellous, living garments that undulate 
on the bodies of the Parthenon’s two goddesses. The head and face of 
the sculpture are of exceptional beauty. In form too it shows a fully 
balanced unity. Had Moore created no other sculpture than this, he would 
be one of the century’s great sculptors. His duality still makes itself felt. 
In the period when he made this draped figure he also carved, from a huge 
tree-trunk, his abstract composition “Inner and Outer Form” : a shell, 
shaped like the coffin of a mummy, is opened up; inside there is a spherical 
form on an undulant stem. It is like a germinating plant, sprouting and 
forcing its way to the surface in spring. In this work he points to the 
unity of nature and man, for in the same way as the seed germinates 
within the shell and husk, life takes shape in the human body. Leonardo 
da Vinci, in his splendid didactic series of drawings, pointed to the 
same idea. Moore’s composition of two figures, consisting of strange 
and different forms, “King and Queen,” was also made in the early 
’fifties. Notwithstanding its heterogeneity of form, this work has great 
charm. Instead of offering an explanation, I quote Moore himself* “The 
idea of the work was conceived when I was reading tales to my little 
daughter. I was inspired by the world of the kings and queens of yore. 
I was not thinking of kings of our present time but of very ancient ones. 
I feel that, despite their abstract and faun-like form, the heads have some 
royal quality as well.” Indeed, like the poor king and queen of the fairy 
tales, when their realm does not happen to be besieged by the enemy, 
this couple is sitting on a bench as village folk will do on a Sunday afternoon.

It was rather late in his career that Moore visited Greece. But this 
journey had a decisive influence on his activity. After his stay in Greece 
he made the sculpture “Warrior with a Shield.” Both in form and in 
spirit this work is so much at variance with his entire former oeuvre that 
one cannot but surmise an artistic conflict. Everything that he had repudi
ated—and until then even avoided in his works—as it were exploded in this 
sculpture. The gesture he had rejected now made its appearance! So did 
the pictorial quality of the surface, vibrating more intensely than in 
Rodin’s statues. Anatomy, condemned before, now appeared in the details 
of form. In its mutilated form the sculpture is movingly epic and dramatic.

235

* Retranslated from the Hungarian.
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His second warrior is the “Fallen Warrior,” in which the artist expresses 
himself even more freely and dramatically. Like a cast-away toy, the figure 
with the shield has been hurled to the ground, but only his right elbow 
and left heel touch the earth. The shapes are twisted and horrifying. There 
is a hole in the head, giving a sense of death, and a shield in the hand. 
When looking at it one cannot help wondering whether man can indeed 
only be killed but not defeated.

The first variation of the UNESCO sculpture is a female nude sit
ting in front of an irregular wall. It is alive in its palpability. However, the 
final variant suited the given site much better. In this sculpture Moore 
summarized the problems of his whole life-work. Gigantic forms alternate 
with caves and mountains. This composition is like a rocky landscape, or 
like a cliff brought up from the depths of the sea.

I shall conclude with the artist’s words: “Good art must contain 
abstract as well as realistic elements; it must be classic and romantic, 
orderly and playful, expressing things both known and unknown.” Moore 
has never exchanged the sculptor’s chisel for the welding-torch, nor stone 
for wire. His winning personality deserves particular respect. His life is 
spent in work, his powerful, earnest figure can always be found in his 
studio, among his sculptures.

~r r
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by
R O B E R T  M E L V I L L E

In the art of Henry Moore, the geography of woman mingles with 
vegetable and mineral substances to form sacred images of the natural 
world. His sculpture tends to personify the material he fashions. It seems 
to spring from the instinct to attribute a soul to inanimate nature, and 
when James Johnson Sweeney speaks of Moore’s power to find in a block 
of stone or billet of wood ‘forms that symbolize the life he feels in them. .  . 
as if he were merely stripping away the concealing shell,’ he is paying 
tribute to the sculptor’s animistic vision.

Sir Herbert Read, who has a profound appreciation of Moore’s 
sculpture, specifically rejects the idea that modern art can be identified 
with any revival of animism, which represents a primitive stage in human 
development: he considers the work of Moore to b e‘inherently humanist.’ 
But it seems to me that throughout his career, Moore has created works 
which provide a kind of animistic shield against the purely human level 
of existence which is predicated by the humanistic suppression of the 
divine. A number of his pre-war drawings were, in this respect, peculiarly 
revealing, since they could be described as intimate records of his propensity 
for day-dreaming about sculpture as if it were leading its own life and 
seeking to dominate us.

In the middle thirties, for instance, he made a drawing in which 
large rough-cut stone forms occupy a landscape and constitute a threat 
to some distant white temples; in 1939, the drawing entitled ‘Sculptural 
Object in Landscape’ depicts a gigantic bone which has never been covered 
by flesh, and it is evident that the sculptor has in mind a situation in 
which an entire countryside is menaced by an organic abstraction. This 
is very far from a humanist conception; it might even be said to link the 
religion of art with what the early fathers öf the Church denounced as 
the worship of sticks and stones.

His work has always maintained a relationship with the forms created 
by natural forces—flints, pebbles, calcined bones, even leaves, as exemplified 
in the exquisite little leaf personages cast in 1952—and with the configura
tions of the land—hills and valleys, hollows and ridges, caves and pot
holes and the concavities of coastal erosion.

His doctrine of ‘truth to material’ arose out of his profound feeling 
for the natural object, and in the past even his carved reclining nudes were
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like monuments to countless pebbles rolled by countless tides, or to all 
the fallen trees that have ever been hollowed by burrowing insects and 
polished by the wind and the weather: they bear only as much resemblance 
to woman as a stone or a piece of wood can naturally yield without becom
ing an imitation of another substance, and for this reason they are among 
the most potent nature goddesses ever conceived, rivalling the greatest 
of those created by archaic and primitive carvers.

During the period from 1932 to the beginning of the war, when his 
greatest series of carved reclining figures emerged, he was also engaged 
on a series of abstract carvings: they are as shape-conscious as the sculpture 
of Brancusi, but there is no emulation of Brancusi’s purity and detachment. 
On the contrary, one has the impression that Moore is probing into a 
world which existed before man came upon the scene; searching in the 
darkness of pre-history for an alternative evolutionary process.

The earliest works in stone, those for instance in which a mother- 
and-child image emerged from the block (there was one carved in 1922 
in which the child totally fills the gap between the belly and raised knees 
of the mother, and another, carved in 1925, where the child is on the 
mother’s shoulders), show so much concern with the weight, density and 
immovability of stone that there is no point at which they are not joined. 
The effect of massiveness thus created is almost too powerful; it is as if 
his figures are being pressed tightly together by some implacable force. 
In both cases, the images intensify one’s sense of the impacted nature of 
stone, and this is why they can be called personifications of the material 
they are made of.

It was perhaps the very intensity with which Moore was able to 
exemplify his respect for material in these early works that led to his 
use of cavities and hollowed forms, which become so profoundly ap
propriate in those pre-war carvings of reclining figures which stress the 
relationship between sculpture and landscape. The sensitiveness with which 
this boring and mining of the figure was accomplished, to create inner 
space, modified his conception of ‘truth to material’ in the sense that the 
sculpture became a spontaneous image of the infusion of matter with 
spirit.

This use of cavities to allow light and air to pour into and through 
the figure, is in accord with his belief that sculpture is primarily an art 
of the open air. ‘Daylight, Sunlight is necessary to it,’ he once said, ‘and 
for me its best setting and complement is nature. I would rather have my 
sculpture put in a landscape, almost any landscape, than in or on the most 
beautiful building I know.’
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I think he had stone carving in mind when he made this statement, 
and in particular the ‘Three Standing Figures’ in Battersea Park. This 
group was carved in 1947—48 and is intimately connected with the war
time drawings in which Moore very movingly recorded the restricted life 
Jed by Londoners in underground shelters during the air raids; the carved 
group commemorates the coming out into light and freedom, and the 
uplifted heads express not only a sense of unrestricted space, but refer back 
to the apprehensiveness with which the skies were scanned for enemy 
’planes in the war years. Since then, Moore has worked more frequently 
in bronze than stone, and although bronze does not strike one as being 
as intimate with the land as stone, a number of his larger casts have been 
given settings in wild and open landscape, as well as in public parks; 
but his forms have so deep-rooted a congruity with nature that they 
naturally assume—as no naturalistic figures could do—the role of guardian, 
and they seem to be watching the approaches to hill and dale on behalf 
of all their invisible denizens.

There have been many signs since the war that Moore has been 
troubled by the rival claims of the human effigy and the sculptural object, 
and there have been times when the form references to his earlier achieve
ments have had the look of nostalgic interjections, as in a medium-size 
bronze, cast in 1953, where the abstracted and twisted torso seems to be 
arbitrary, since the general effect is of a study, unique in his work, of the 
pathos of human nakedness.

The concern with bronzes implies that the sculptor no longer adheres 
to the doctrine of ‘truth to material’ without reserve: obviously it is a 
doctrine that is more relevant to carving than to modelling, and it is 
clear from the big stone carving set in the Bond Street facade of the Time- 
Life building, and the ambitious carving in elm called ‘Internal and 
External Forms’ and the reclining figure in marble recently completed 
for the UNESCO building in Paris that when Moore carves in stone or 
wood he continues to involve himself in a collaboration with the structure 
of the material. But the four abstract stone carvings for the terrace-screen 
of the Time-Life building are less important as a contribution to Moore’s 
expressive development than as a brilliant solution of an architect’s dilem
ma, and if Moore could have had his way and put them on turntables to 
provide different views of the stones and produce various effects of projec
tion, it might well have revolutionized the role of solid sculpture in 
architectural settings. Then again, the wood carving, ‘Internal and External 
Forms,’ perfectly exemplifies ‘truth to material’ at the craft level, and 
the grain of the wood is used superbly to contour the forms, bu it lacks
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the ambiguous life of the pre-war sculptural objects. And strangely enough, 
since it is essentially conceived as a carving, the bronze version of the 
UNESCO figure seems to have much more life and presence than the marble.

All the same, it is the bronzes which now dominate the situation. 
It is not so much the modelling technique as such, nor the lean, lithe 
forms that have emerged as the result of it, that indicate a change of 
direction, but a new attitude to subject-matter, an attitude which gives 
the bronzes a discursive, dramatic and openly symbolic content.

Even the beautiful ‘Draped Reclining Figure’ cast in 1952—53, which 
is still close to a static carving conception, is of quite a different order to 
the nature goddesses in stone and wood. She does not come out of the 
earth, but wears a mantle of earth as her emblem, in much the same way 
as Gothic martyrs bear the instruments of their martyrdom, for the treat
ment of the drapery turns into a symbolic wrapping composed of countless 
furrows and rivulets of bronze which resemble aerial photographs of the 
texture of untilled hillsides.

Perhaps nothing is more indicative of the change in the content of 
the sculpture than the drastic way in which Moore now interprets the 
objet-trouvé. This is evident in ‘Warrior with Shield,’ in which the torso 
and severed leg must have been determined by the appearance of the 
flint or rough stone which provided the ‘germ’ of the figure. Before Moore 
became absorbed by the technique of modelling, his ‘recognition’ of such 
a stone would not have led to the making of a human figure. He would 
have been more inclined to make a ‘stone form’ without any explicit 
reference to animal life, but with a mysterious life of its own. What we 
have now is something much more dramatic. The adding of limbs and 
shield to a ‘given’ torso is done with great sensibility, and an almost story
telling imagination is at work in the making of the head form, for its 
congruity with the flinty torso springs from the artist’s sense of what 
the warrior has ‘been through.’ To quote Sir Herbert Read again, the 
forms of this figure ‘do not flatter a widespread nostalgia for naturalism,’ 
but they do disclose an explicit concern with the human situation.

One of the most fascinating examples of Moore’s concern with the 
symbolical significance of his figures is the bronze called ‘King and Queen.’ 
As the sculptor himself has remarked, it is connected with the archaic 
or primitive idea of Kingship. The hands and the feet of these two remark
able figures are naturalistic, the heads belong, like the torso of the ‘Warrior,’ 
to the surrealist period of ‘the found object interpreted,’ and the treatment 
of the torsos is influenced by pre-Columbian pottery figures, but the 
juxta-position has been effected with immense skill, and the group as a



T H E  ARTS 239

whole is a brilliant resolution of a conflict between a static, hieratic 
approach to form and a dynamic, humanist one. Yet in both the ‘King 
and Queen’ and the ‘Warrior’ there are instinctive intimations of a pre- 
Christian era, as if he were still trying to avoid the purely human level 
by envisaging an archaic people which might well have had animistic 
beliefs.

Moore is now able to move about in his creative past as if it were 
a world in itself with many regions still only partly explored. In 1934 
he carved out of stone a superb pot-like figure with a closed top 
pierced by a hole and with feminine protuberances rising gently from its 
smoothly curved surface. It is a work of which John Russell has justly 
remarked that it is the most concentrated and self-contained example of 
the pre-war carvings in which Moore developed ‘a swelling, outward- 
thrusting movement’ and refers to ‘the mysterious, even, powerful and 
yet perfectly contained swelling of the stone which seems, however irra
tionally, to have been modelled outwards from within.’* Moore began to 
explore this aspect of his form again after he completed the ‘Warrior.’ 
He modelled the figures in clay and they were achieved by a compulsive 
kneading far removed from the carving technique, but in the ‘head’ of 
the very remarkable bronze called the ‘Glenkiln Cross,’ cast in 1956, 
there is even a reminiscence of the forms of the 1934 carving.

The ‘Glenkiln Cross’ is a tall, slim work, 11 feet high, but it bears 
no resemblance to the leanness of some of his earlier bronzes, and suggests 
fullness and expansiveness; a swelling and ripening.

The tall, squarish pillar which lifts the figure into the air is itself 
an abstract sculpture. This puts it in line with several other recent works 
in which figure and base draw organic and abstract forms into an intimate 
relationship. There are, for instance, the ‘Seated Woman on Steps,’ of 
which the large version was completed in 1958, the ‘Reclining Figure 
with Pedestal’ cast last year, in which the figure seems to be lying on 
her own sarcophagus, and the series of figures standing or sitting against 
curved or straight walls which are related to the pre-war drawings of 
figures in prison-like settings with slotted walls, but create a sense of 
spaciousness and freedom.

The ‘Glenkiln Cross’ is named after a farm at Shawhead in Scotland, 
where the first cast stands. Moore says that it is ‘meant to be a rudimen
tary worn-down cross—the cross and the figure on the cross being merged 
together’*, but I don’t think he really meant to imply that he started to

4 Henry Moore: Stone a nd  W ood C arvings. Marlborough Fine Art Ltd., 1961.
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make this piece of sculpture with ideas about a crucifixion in mind: I 
think he is simply telling us what the finished work suggests to him. I think 
that if the crucifixion idea had been preconceived, it would have compelled 
him to effect a more drastic interpenetration of figure and pillar. The idea that 
the projecting forms near the top of the figure might be a worn-down 
cross-piece arises from the assumption that they are vestigial arms, but 
they are so deeply involved in a sensuous conception of swelling and ripen
ing that they do nothing to weaken the sense of a single, self-sufficient mass.

I would not wish the ‘Glenkiln Cross’ to be given another name, its 
Celtic ring is somehow appropriate, but this splendid bronze doesn’t 
contain for me the intimations of a crucifixion which Moore himself finds 
in it. It seems to be quite free from ideas about suffering, sacrifice, death 
or life after death, and although in a different social climate it could 
arouse reverence or veneration or even fear, it is first and foremost a monu
ment to that sense of the life of forms to which Cézanne was referring 
when he said ‘an ideal of art—that is to say, a conception of nature.’

The ‘Glenkiln Cross’ is the first of a series of works in which Moore 
becomes peculiarly responsive to clay considered as an object of desire. 
In the powerful ‘Woman’ of 1958 the kneading and squeezing is so com
pulsive that one has the impression that it is only the sculptor’s habitual 
knowledge of the figure that causes this or that swelling to relate itself 
to a particular part of a woman’s anatomy, and in ‘Three Motives against 
a Wall’ made a year later, the organic protuberances relate to nothing 
outside themselves, and one has the faintly horrifying feeling that they 
could have been formed in total darkness.

In i960, Moore exhibited two divided reclining figures in bronze—one 
of them rounded and boulder-like, the other square-cut and cliff-like— 
which may well be the richest, grandest, most monumental statements 
of the theme that has preoccupied him for thirty years: the double image 
of woman and landscape. They can, I think, be considered as the most 
reassuring of his many great contributions to the conceptual art of our time.

Behind us there are several centuries of striving to capture the exact 
appearance of the phenomenal world in works of art, and it would be 
surprising if we were quite untroubled by the seeming insouciance with 
which the modern artist has negated that struggle. Try as we will, we 
find it difficult to dissociate the artist’s distortions of the figure «from the 
threat of the living mutant which lies at the heart of our fear of the 
atomic age. The profound sense of reassurance that colours our response 
to these two reclining figures is brought about by the feeling that there 
has been no interference with human appearance. The emphasis is upon
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the landscape element. They are images of rocky landscape which bear 
an ‘accidental’ resemblance to woman. They have the look of being products 
of the earth itself. They are bronzes, but we see them as outcrops of stone, 
formed far back in geological time; and so the resemblance to woman 
assumes the significance of a prediction in prehistory. They tie us more 
securely to the idea of our total involvement in nature than the images 
which give the forms of woman a resemblance to landscape, for they seem 
less contrived. Even the break in these images, the division into two parts, 
makes its contribution to their effect upon us, since it somehow identifies 
the destiny of man with the duration of the world.

In the essay from which I have already quoted, John Russell says: 
‘His subject has been the endurance of the human body and its powers 
of self-renewal; and when he now deals with these themes it is as our 
appointed public orator, whose every move is watched and recorded.’ I t’s 
a terrible burden to impose upon an artist. If Moore is equal to it, it is 
because in everything he makes he offers us the freedom of the world, 
which is our own sensuous fulfilment.
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R O U N D  T H E  BUDAPEST T H EA TR ES

I t has been said before tha t in Hungary, 
as in the other socialist countries, theatrical 
life has in the last decade and a half taken 
on an organizational form tha t is different 
from that found in the W est. The trans
formation whose principal feature is a single 
centralized, state-controlled chain of theatres 
covering the country as a whole is by now 
virtually complete. As a result, the number 
o f permanent companies in the field, as in
deed the standard of their performances, has 
risen considerably, and the theatres are now 
drawing capacity audiences never dream t of 
before. Last season, theatrical attendance 
shot up to  well above six million, or more 
than half the country's population. This 
theatre-going ‘explosion’ is accompanied by 
a burst of effervescent activity in the theatri
cal world. In seeking to point out the main 
forces behind this ferment, it  is easiest to 
draw parallels on the basis o f the eternal, 
dramatic clash between the old and the 
succeeding new—always remembering that 
‘old’ and ‘new’ in this domain have in many 
respects acquired different meanings from 
what they had before.

There is, o f course, nothing novel about 
the fact that, in the Hungarian theatre as 
in  other theatres, the laws o f nature work 
their changes unhindered. In the course of 
the last season, several illustrious actors o f 
the old guard left the stage for ever, among 
them  such revered personages as Frida 
Gombaszögi, Gábor Rajnay and Kálmán

Rózsahegyi and such an im portant member 
o f the active guard as József Tím ár. W hat 
is new is the sudden massive break-through 
achieved by the young generation of actors 
and actresses. The Hungarian theatre today 
boasts a legion of players who have come to 
the fore over the last ten or fifteen years. 
This is only partially accounted for by the 
general prosperity and the unparalleled de
mand for actors and technicians on the part 
o f the new theatre companies, the film 
industry, the radio and up-and-coming tele
vision.

The hungry need for fresh talent has 
proved a mixed blessing, as it  is often ac
companied by a break-down o f youthful 
players cutting o ff . more than they can 
chew, scamped productions, resort to spoof 
expedients, etc. A few companies have adopted 
the very sympathetic practice of casting 
Academy of Dramatic Art students in some 
o f their productions. A deplorable drawback 
of this practice is that students are signed 
up and pu t to the gruelling test o f first 
performances without their abilities having 
been adequately tried out previously. On 
the other hand, this surging forward of 
young talents has many encouraging aspects. 
Bold experiments have grown in number 
in the capital as well as in the provinces, 
w ith the latter often taking the initiative 
thanks to  the efforts o f a few old actors 
who have retained their independence of 
style and to some young players willing to
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take chances and spare no effort in the 
interests o f their development. The young 
actors and actresses o f the capital are trying 
to justify their existence and demonstrate 
their aspirations in  many a studio perform
ance.

The emergence o f a number o f new 
directors is also a new factor, as is, in 
general, the higher status now accorded to 
directors and to setting and costume design
ers. Here too increased opportunities are 
operating as an incentive to  ambitious 
artists, stimulating their enterprising spirit. 
Yet this situation has its dangers as well 
as benefits. Rushed work—this most in
sidious breeder o f dull routine—often tells 
on the performance even of reputed old 
hands; and as far as young directors are 
concerned, the gravest threat to good achieve
ments on their part comes in the form of 
a lack of m aturity and an eclectic manipula
tion o f pleasing effects.

The clash between old and new ways is 
most striking in the style o f acting. Here 
the old way is represented not by any full- 
fledged classicism sanctified as the norm. 
Gone are the last exponents o f the declama- 
tory, grand style which was evolved during 
the National Theatre’s second flowering at 
the tu rn  of the century, while the handful 
o f latter-day successors who perpetuate a 
muted version o f tha t long-extinct style— 
now but a faint echo o f the original—are 
glaringly out of place in any cast of modern 
plays which includes young actors. The 
old, conventional way seems to be represent
ed rather by the realist style w ith which 
the bourgeois theatre emerged early in  this 
century and which has acquired fresh con
tent, purpose and meaning in the Socialist 
realism of our day. The principal model is 
the realist style w hich ' is hallmarked by 
Stanislavsky’s name; but the modern polit
ical pathos evoking the passion and dyna
mism o f the revolutionary struggle is not 
foreign to  it  either. This style, which has 
a fairly impressive record of successes, has 
grown somewhat academic on the H un

garian stage, and so it is understandable 
that it should have been challenged—and that 
not w ithout success—from several sides by 
tendencies striving to rejuvenate and modern
ize it, and thus to  achieve greater variety. 
These innovatory enterprises have met with 
little serious resistance—indeed, a truly fos
silized, rigid and overriding tradition can 
scarcely be said to have developed in the 
new Hungarian theatre. Both the H un
garian histrionic temperament, ever leaning 
towards impressionism, to  which a kind of 
ad libbing vivacity lends real buoyancy, and 
the policy pursued by our theatres, which 
prefers the varied repertory program to 
long-run plays, offer little scope for such 
fossilization.

I t  is not as a previously unheard-of 
revolutionary reform, elaborated in detail and 
consistently carried through by some avant- 
garde, th a t the new tendencies are making 
their appearance. Two—often interming
ling—main trends are at play, which seem 
to be worthy of note.

One is associated w ith the passionate 
interest in personal, intimately lyrical 
themes taken from private life. Obviously, 
plays like Chekhov’s “Uncle Vanya” or 
Tennessee W illiams’ “Orpheus Descend
ing” require the method o f soft gestures, 
intimate diction, delicate pastel effects. In 
this direction some o f our players and 
directors have come near to the lim its o f 
the bated, almost imperceptible gesture, 
the soft, almost tiptoe, gliding movement, 
and speech that blurs grey into grey.

The other trend has re-introduced some 
more boisterous and more colourful—often 
even too spectacular—media. The various 
offshoots o f this rather composite trend are 
usually referred to by the collective term  
o f non-naturalistic theatre. Its principal 
characteristics are: suggested sceneries and 
costumes; stylized movement and speech; 
‘alienation effects’ (direct appeals to the 
audience, asides to technicians off-stage, 
etc.) that break through the bounds o f the 
classic or realistic stage; and, in the plays
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themselves, the rejection of the convention
al rules o f dramaturgy. One reason why 
these experiments are meeting w ith suc
cess in theatres in this country is that in 
their first flowering period abroad, in the 
early twenties, Hungary had known them  
by mere report at most. They represent, 
as a m atter o f fact, a second flowering of 
the great theatrical revolution which at the 
tim e issued from  the Soviet Union and, 
after sweeping across into the Germany o f 
the W eimar Republic—mainly Berlin— 
found its way to  America. Now, purged o f 
much o f its former muddle-headedness, it 
again has a fertilizing effect through its 
tested and proven achievements. I t  is not 
fortuitous that the Hungarian theatre has 
seen a simultaneous renascence o f all those 
initiatives which at that early period led to 
Eisenstein’s and Pudovkin’s world-famous 
films and to Piscator’s Berlin experiments. 
W e have recently witnessed the successful 
unfolding, one after the other, o f produc
tions like Brecht’s and W eil’s “Beggar’s 
Opera” (Dreigroschenoper) and Pagodin’s 
“Aristocrats”—productions that, pu t on the 
stage almost simultaneously in the Soviet 
Union and Germany three decades ago, turn
ed to  good account in well-written, highly- 
effective plays the achievements o f this 
theatrical revolution.

There is no denying the fact that this 
multifarious experimentation. (which is not 
always fed from autochtonous sources) car
ries not only the promise of rejuvenation, 
o f revival, but also the danger o f hasty 
imitation. As it  is taking shape, the program 
policy o f our theatres too is characterized 
by the dichotomy o f an encouraging pro
spect and a remarkable danger. I t equally 
embodies such sympathetic traits as varied 
interests, readiness to  take chances, and an 
imposing sense o f responsibility, side by 
side w ith such disheartening symptoms as 
a snug plodding along the beaten track, the 
routine o f least resistance, easy success and 
superficial eclecticism.

Classics are accorded an im portant place

in the repertory of the Hungarian theatres— 
the hegemony, in this field, o f the National 
Theatre is now a thing of the past; though, 
o f course, tha t theatre, as well as its Tittle 
theatre’—the Katona József Theatre—in
variably make a point o f keeping alive the 
classic tradition. Still, this year again, they 
have renounced their exclusive claim to the 
great Greeks in favour of a group of young 
players and directors who for several years 
now have been making successful attem pts 
at producing, during the summer closure, 
a number of Greek tragedies. Last summer’s 
dramas—staged, as usual, at the Körsglnl><R 
in Budapest’s City Park—were Aeschylus’ 
“Prometheus Bound” and Euripides’ "Iphi- 
genia at Aulis” (the first preceded by a judi
cious curtain-raiser).*

Summer open-air theatres in the prov
inces have also not been averse to producing 
classics—suffice it  to mention Pécs, where 
Mihály Vörösmarty’s fairy-tale romance, 
Csongor és Tünde, was produced, and Szeged, 
whose Cathedral Square has become the 
traditional site for outdoor performances of 
Imre Madách’s philosophical verse-drama, 
“The Tragedy of M an.” This play, by the 
way, is a repertory piece at the National 
Theatre o f Budapest, and its manager has 
directed the Szeged production, giving some 
o f its scenes—particularly the controversial 
Phalanstery scene—a topical interpretation 
and some very effective staging of mass 
scenes; much o f the experience gained at 
Szeged he has turned to good account in the 
current Budapest production, which ranks 
among his most mature. Hungarian classics 
seem to have been slightly overshadowed this 
year: besides József Katona’s Bánk Bán— 
another obligatory drama on the program 
of the National Theatre—the only other 
Hungarian classic billed is a play, now 
revived under what is its th ird  title o f 
Mákvirágok (“The Scapegraces”), by a late

* See also -‘An Experiment in Greek Drama” 
by the present author in The New Hungarian 
Quarterly, Vol. II, No. I, pp. 187-191.— 
The Editor.
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19th-century playwright belonging to  the 
school o f critical realism.

Shakespeare and Moliére retain their firm 
hold on the Hungarian stage—the former 
too represented, for the tim e being, by 
comedies. The National Theatre has car
ried over from the previous season “Twelfth 
N ight” and “ Much Ado About N othing” ; 
to  these has been added a successful revival 
at the Katona József Theatre o f “All’s Well 
T hat Ends W ell.” The company’s pro
duction of Moliére’s “Tartuffe”—with the 
manager giving his most celebrated inter
pretation in the title part—has been stand
ing the test o f time for over ten years, 
and a smooth-running production of Le 
Bourgeois gentilhomme has lost nothing of its 
popularity. For the production of these 
classic comedies the N ational Theatre 
company has evolved a colourful inter
pretation that relies on strong contrasting 
effects, quickly shifting sceneries and at
tractive costumes, and is marked by a lively 
rhythm, a buoyancy, and a frolicking 
humour tha t does not disdain burlesque 
effects. O n the other hand, it runs the grave 
risk o f becoming uniform, since Shakespeare 
and Moliére are presented in this interpreta
tion in almost identical forms, inevitably 
suggesting tha t both authors lived in and 
gave expression to the same period. An 
interesting though hopeless venture—one 
that, like all previous attempts in this line, 
was foredoomed to failure—was the Víg
színház’s (Comedy Theatre’s) production o f 
Goethe’s “Faust”—both parts on the same 
evening! I t is only the historical interest 
displayed by audiences newly introduced to 
the theatre that keeps this production pre
cariously alive.

Last season, as before, plays by the 20th- 
century classics, Tolstoy and G. B. Shaw, 
were solid successes. For years now, “Pyg
malion” has proved singularly tenacious at 
the Katona József Theatre, where an able, 
witty revival o f “ M ajor Barbara” is emerg
ing as another hit. Two Tolstoy plays are 
running currently in Hungarian theatres.

“The Living Corpse” represents a model o f 
small-stage production; its psychological 
realism is wrapped in an atmosphere whose 
interpretation requires painstaking efforts 
on the part o f actors and director alike; the 
difficulty o f this task is here and there 
greater than that presented by Chekhov’s 
plays. The National Theatre’s fine produc
tion, under the guidance of the Soviet guest 
director, G. G. Konsky, has given Ferenc 
Bessenyei, in particular, a good opportunity 
for a thoughtfully prepared small-stage in
terpretation which fascinates by a simpli
city that is almost entirely devoid o f super
ficial trappings. The other Tolstoy pro
duction is a stage-version of “W ar and 
Peace,” an adaptation which, when it was 
first performed at the time of the W eim ar 
Republic, thrilled the Berlin theatrical world. 
Its unconventional “style-breaking” devices 
—superimposed stages, hinted-at settings 
and the epic-expressionistic character o f its 
dramatic construction—has been holding the 
attention of Hungarian audiences for the 
second year. One of the ingredients o f its 
success is the interest—already pointed out—• 
with which the theatrical world of this 
country is turning to the renascence o f a 
once-so-ardently-revolutionary avantgardism.

Thanks to  this revival, Bertholt Brecht’s 
dramas are coming into their own on the 
Hungarian stage. After performances o f 
several o f his major plays and a fairly wide 
discussion o f his method, the Madách 
Theatre has carried over from the previous 
season an expertly polished production o f 
the “Caucasian Chalk Circle,” while the 
“Beggar’s Opera” is continuing its suc
cessful run at the Petőfi Theatre, which is 
devoting itself to the staging of musicals, 
a genre that has gained popularity in this 
country too. Several attempts have been 
made at developing a specifically Hungarian 
version, the latest being Endre Illés’ adapta
tion o f Szegény gazdagok (“Rich Paupers”), 
a late novel by M ór Jókai, which delves 
into the lower depths o f Hungarian life 
at the end of the 19th century (lyrics by
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János Erdődy; music by T ibor Polgár). 
Revealing a divergence of temper and taste, 
this trio have no t succeeded in  bringing 
in to  being a really harmonious production. 
The great model still unsurpassed remains 
Brecht’s and W eil’s Dreigroschenoper, pro
duced with a rare degree o f congeniality.

T hat Brecht’s and W eil’s work—and, for 
tha t matter, the one-time Berlin avant- 
gardism as a whole—has its roots in the 
world o f the theatrical revolution o f post
revolutionary Russia, has been brought home 
to Hungarian playgoers by the production, 
among other things, o f Pagodin’s previously 
mentioned play, “Aristocrats.” The Jókai 
■company’s production evoked the avant- 
gardism of the 1920’s also by creating a 
kind o f cockpit stage, placed in the middle 
o f the theatre, to  be viewed from two sides, 
and, at times, involving the audience in the 
action of the play, as well as by the boldly 
simplified, hinted-at settings and a style o f 
acting that at times becomes pantomime. 
Both director and cast have managed to 
convey the peculiar, half playful, half serious 
atmosphere—now workaday and harsh, now 
tender and pathetic—of this “optimistic 
comedy.” The play treats o f the intelligent 
and courageous struggle which turns the 
inmates—common felons, truants and sabo
teurs—of a detention camp into useful work
ers, dedicated to  a splendid constructive 
enterprise. One component o f the success 
o f this play is still the boldness of the 
■dramatist in revealing the effect on individu
al lives o f conflicts arising out o f community 
interests.

I t is by means like these tha t audiences— 
including newly recruited ones—enter into 
genuine, personal contact w ith the dramatic 
parables that are performed on the stage. 
Hence the invariable and understandable 
success o f plays tha t treat, w ith modern 
media, o f modern problems—whether 
cheerful or painful—that are familiar to 
th e  ordinary playgoer. This is borne out, 
inter alia, by Pavel Kohout’s internationally 
successful play, “So Great a Love,” whose

popularity in  Hungary continues un
diminished after a run of several years and 
also by the public’s keen interest in the 
accomplished production of Arthur M iller’s 
“A View from the Bridge.” There is, o f 
course, a point beyond which this audience 
can hardly follow such authors as yet (or any 
more?). For instance, it  is only an efficient 
season-ticket system that provides Tennes
see W illiams’ “Orpheus Descending” w ith 
a precarious existence at the Comedy 
Theatre: the underworld atmosphere of the 
play, its strange characters, its packed yet 
airy symbolism, and a dialogue that verges 
on the abstractly lyrical-—all these make the 
play rather abstruse, so tha t it  can be fol
lowed by a few initiates only. Anyhow, this 
very difficult play is apparently well beyond 
the still lim ited capabilities o f the Comedy 
Theatre. The Soviet authoress Vera Panova’s 
“Goodbye to W hite N ights” is also charac
terized by the fact that issues o f universal 
im port arise and are solved in the sphere 
o f the individual’s life. Derived from the 
lives of young Soviet citizens—some ir
responsible, others fully aware of the respon
sibility human relationships impose on the 
individual—the theme is developed to a 
greater extent, perhaps, than it ought to 
be, on the emotional plane. Building up 
dramatic situations tha t are well-considered 
from  the moral point o f view and well- 
founded psychologically is not a strong point 
o f the authoress. She seems better at con
structing scenes that move by their tenderness 
(or their brutality), and it  is, indeed, these 
tha t the Madách Theatre’s production 
stresses.

Two recently presented plays stand out 
from among a good number o f new H un
garian dram as; they are: A k it Bolyai (“The 
Two Bolyais”) by László N ém eth and 
elveszett paradicsom (“Paradise Lost”) by Imre 
Sarkadi. The one is a historico-biographical 
play, the other has a present-day subject.

László N ém eth spent years o f research 
on the lives—both in their human and 
scientific aspects—of these two Hungarian
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geniuses o f the tu rn  of the 18th century.* 
H is play condenses into a few succinct and 
tense scenes the clash o f these two men of 
incompatible character: Farkas Bolyai, a man 
o f versatile talent whom Gauss, the celebrat
ed mathematician, had, during their univer
sity years, called his friend and a genius, 
holds a mastership at a college in a little 
town o f Transylvania and fritters away his 
extraordinary gifts in everyday trifles, in 
social intercourse, in fabricating contrap
tions tha t are o f no use and in  carrying on 
mathematical experiments. H e pins all his 
hopes on his son, János, for whom he has 
managed, thanks to  support from his 
aristocratic patrons, to  provide an excellent 
education. He proudly looks upon his son— 
who has already shown the mark o f genius 
by solving the problem of a dubious 
Euclidean axiom—as an achievement o f his 
educational passion. W hen the ailing young 
János, captain o f the imperial engineers, 
gets himself pensioned off and returns to 
his father’s home, the old man looks for
ward to a happy coexistence and fruitful 
cooperation between educationist and scien
tist. However, th e ' son breaks out o f the 
magic circle o f his father: he aspires to 
greater things than the mere solution o f one 
doubtful axiom—-his ambition is to  create 
a new world in the place of the discarded 
Euclidean geometry. These two antithetical 
characters come into increasingly tense con
flict one w ith the other as a result o f 
jealousies, scholarly, male and human— 
imaginary and real; yet they are unable 
to make a clean break: Farkas is left to 
himself, while János seeks refuge in writing 
his “Science of Salvation,” a work designed 
to re-create a moral order.

Németh laboured at length in building 
up his drama. The initial version, consist
ing o f a sequence of scenes o f epic breadth, 
was gradually cut down and has at last been 
compressed into a single setting and confined

* See L. Nemeth’s article, “The Two Bolyais” 
in The New Hungarian Quarterly, Vol. I .  No. I .  
pp. 115-138.—The Editor.

w ithin narrow time limits. The further his 
work proceeded, the more was the stress 
shifted towards the psychological issue, onto 
the personal plane. I t  was in this manner 
tha t the author eventually evolved the dra
matic psychological portraiture tha t consti
tutes one o f the chief values o f the play—a 
portraiture drawn w ith rare intuitive power 
by means of an analytical method tha t 
probes the deep recesses o f the soul, and 
expressed, even in its monumentaiity, with 
extraordinary terseness. The other value is 
the strange patina o f its idiom, relying as 
it does on a quaint syntax rather than on 
the use o f archaic words or individual coin
ages for creating an historical and personal 
atmosphere that is extraordinarily succinct 
w ithout being unintelligible, vehemently 
dramatic without being high-flown, and verg
ing on the poetical w ithout being artificial.

Plays about creative intellectual geniuses 
present an almost insuperable problem, and 
w ith this problem László Nemeth, for his 
part, has been grappling w ith rather little 
hope of success. How can you evoke 
dramatically the reality o f a mathematical 
genius? Audiences well versed in the history 
o f science know beforehand who János 
Bolyai was and what his contribution to 
geometry has been; bu t the unsophisticated 
spectator is required to- believe tha t the 
inspired investigation o f the axiom o f paral
lelograms led to the creation of a new world, 
and that this was the work of a genius and 
the basis o f his rightful claim to immor
tality. Failing that, all he sees from what is 
passing on the stage is a crabbed, cantanker
ous, undutiful and unfilial young man, heap
ing abuse on his unhappy father. Hence 
Farkas Bolyai’s character is more alive, 
more dramatically convincing than that 
o f his son. H is petty jealousies only 
serve to make him appear more human, and 
his varied interests are numerous enough 
to make his character tangible on the stage, 
perceptible dramatically. I t is true, though, 
tha t his impersonator, Lajos Básti, who is 
pivotal in the Katona József Theatre’s pro
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duction, has reached the highest point so 
far in his histrionic career. H e achieves a 
monumental unity in  realizing the elder 
Bolyai’s character.

‘‘The Two Bolyais” is no regular drama; 
rather, i t  is a psychological canvas displayed 
on the stage. W hen the play is over, one 
feels tha t the heroes’ careers have been 
completed at best in a metaphysical sense; 
indeed, the issues raised in the play are 
all left open. Zsigmond M óricz’s well- 
known novel, A fáklya (“The Torch”) ends 
w ith the words “It hath been consummated; 
and nothing hath been resolved.” There are 
those who like to see in  this kind o f con
struction the manifestation o f a specifically 
Hungarian style. Be this as it may, one 
thing is certain: this stylistic tradition 
has received fresh support in the modern 
European trend o f style, so vigorously 
asserted on the Hungarian stage too. And 
it  may not be entirely fortuitous that the 
other new Hungarian play to be discus
sed, though it  derives its theme from 
present-day life, achieves a similar stylistic 
result.

The Paradise Lost to which the title 
alludes is the golden tim e o f youth, full 
o f successes and the adventures o f a promis
ing talent. Zoltán Sebők, an excellent young 
physician has recklessly dissipated this gol
den time and only learns to  appreciate its 
beauty and true value when certain failure 
already stares him  in the face and when, 
resolved to  die, he pays a visit to  his 
father’s home, where he meets a young girl 
with—and for—whom, he feels, life might 
have been worth living. To all intents and 
purposes, the basic position here is akin to 
tha t in N em eth’s play. There is, moreover, 
an uncanny (because, obviously, quite unin
tentional) analogy between both plays in that, 
in “Paradise Lost” as in “The Two Bolyais,” 
it is to  the father—a versatile, dependable 
man, who has weathered the hardships of 
life with staid optimism—that the highly

talented son, who, blinded by his individu
alism, has escaped behind the mask of ag
gressive cynicism, is driven for refuge in his 
ultimate distress, a victim to the demons 
o f his own soul. The great dialogue be
tween these two men forms the backbone 
o f the play. The young girl, who holds out 
a lifeline, and the members o f the family, 
gathered to celebrate the father’s birthday, 
are merely instrum ents for unfolding the 
plot. At best, they serve to evoke or reflect 
a (distorted or glossed over) image of the 
various motifs o f the quarrel the prodigal 
son is having w ith either him self or his 
father.

In length, intensity and passionate ex
citement, it  is the son’s part tha t stands in 
the forefront o f the play: some have called 
this work—and not without reason—a solilo
quy rendered the more impassioned and the 
more isolated by an interlude and several 
counterpoints. Indeed, the father—presented 
as an extremely lovable character—strikes us 
as a confessor in whose presence the lacerated 
soul may fearlessly reveal its nakedness; he 
is like the everlasting reed bank to  which 
the tortured Midas confides his unbearable 
secret. I t is by the dreadful authenticity of 
this lament rather than by any dramatic 
quality of its plot th a t the play drives its 
point home.

The author o f  the play, Imre Sarkadi, 
was one of the most talented among the 
younger representatives of Hungarian lelles 
lettres; he may, indeed, be regarded as the 
best short-story writer o f his generation. 
H is life came to  a tragically sudden 
and premature end as a result o f suicide, 
The play under review was first per
formed shortly after his death, and every
one who saw it could not bu t feel tha t in 
the lost soul o f its hero and in the settl
ing o f accounts embodied in him , there 
vibrated painfully something of the play
w right’s attem pt to square accounts with 
himself.

D ezső Keresztury
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