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STARTING AT THE END

I shall start with the end this time, with what some of us, in a lighter 
vein, like to call the soft underbelly of the paper. I am doing this not 
only for a change but because most readers start that way. Tliey pick 
up the paper, tear off the wrapping, glimpse at the table of contents, 
and then, bending the volume somewhat with their left, holding back the 

pages with their thumb, let them run from back to front. That is what I 
do anyway, when reading Time magazine, or Newsweek. Not that I wish to 
compare NHQ  to either of these two weeklies, but they are alike in one 
respect, here and there literature, theatre and the arts figure at the back. 
Their interest is less dependent on the date of publication than that of 
apparently more important articles at the front of the paper. I am well 
aware, of course, that the timeliness of a weekly and of a quarterly cannot 
be compared. As I have oft mentioned, something that we must pay 
particular care to on NHQ, and we like doing so, is to choose economics, 
international affairs, politics and sociology subjects in a way which allows 
the articles written to maintain their timeliness over a long period.

Ars longa fortunately applies to editing a periodical as well; far be it from 
us though to wish to abstract it from its timeliness, on the contrary, the 
category of timeliness here places what is lasting in the position of being of 
special interest. Starting at the back then: it will surely be noticed that we 
publish two articles, by two different authors, on István Szabó, the film- 
director. The relative timeliness of art is responsible. We received Karen 
Jaehne’s piece on Confidence some time ago. István Szabó made the film last 
year and it was said to have been nominated for an Oscar. By the time the 
present issue was put together István Szabó had in fact been awarded a 
major international prize, at Cannes, for a more recent film, Mephisto. Ervin 
Gyertyán, who has been writing on recent films for NHQ  for some time, 
discusses Mephisto in the current issue. István Szabó, like Miklós Jancsó, 
István Gál, András Kovács, Károly Makk, Márta Mészáros, is one of those
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Hungarian film-directors who are not only known but also respected abroad. 
If I may intrude my own experience: I cannot imagine it to have been 
chance only that, watching television with friends abroad, I twice witnessed 
the screening of Szabó films, Love Film in Paris and Father in New York. 
Both times I felt that the film was able to show Hungarian society which 
people in the West find so difficult to imagine, and which has long out
grown still common stereotypes, with a credibility which no other art or 
argument, or even personal persuasion, can muster.

True enough István Szabó’s Cannes Prize winning film is not on a Hun
garian subject. It is based on Klaus Mann’s famous and controversial novel 
which Szabó translated into his own cinematic idiom, adding his own 
experience of Hungary, past and present. In Mephisto Szabó does not only 
depict dehumanization, he unmasks it, and he does not merely unmask it, 
he displays the inner springs as well. He almost understands, but he never 
forgives. Mephisto and Confidence are thus connected after all since the action 
of the latter is set in 1944 Arrow Cross Hungary, the vermiform appendix 
of Nazi Germany.

Moving forward, theatre is next. Our London friend, and contributor 
from way back, Ossia Trilling saw fourteen performances during a short 
stay in Hungary, a tour de force in any language, on some days involving a 
dress rehearsal in the morning, a matiné, and an evening performance. 
The result is a concise and highly readable survey.

By the time this issue reaches readers the 1981-82 season will well and 
truly be under way but Tamás Tarján’s survey of course still deals with the 
last season. Though NHQ addresses the public abroad there is no pretence 
in the theatre review that the season was a successful one. The subheading 
points to one of the reasons: there are few new Hungarian plays. “Hal- 
leluyah,” which was controversial and successful, and shown at the end of the 
season, is by a thirty year old writer, Mihály Kornis, whose volume of 
stories, “You are alive at last,” appeared at much the same time and is 
reviewed in the present issue. Both created quite a stir, and I would be glad 
to draw the attention of critics, publishers, and theatres to this young Hun
garian writer. I use the conditional since a knowledge of the situation and 
the quality of the language are features of both his play and his prose. Mi
hály Kornis’s writings are embedded in the Hungarian society of the present 
and the immediate past to such a degree that a reader abroad might easily 
find himself lost, particularly since the language is an amalgam of Budapest 
and student slang which will not only have to be translated but also trans
mitted. Far be it from me to wish to scare off future readers, not only his 
but those of most Hungarian living writers, young or old, since a knowledge
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of time and place and of the living idiom characterizes them all—us all, 
I might say with a certain lack of understatement—on the contrary my 
desire is really to draw attention to contemporary Hungarian prose. We 
will try to get a Komis story translated and if the attempt succeeds, it will 
be published in a future issue. Not that the job of translation should be 
any more difficult than that of Iván Mándy’s “Night of the sweat-soaked 
shirt” which appears in this issue. Part of the recent past is evoked as 
filtered through Mándy’s style—much interwoven with surrealist elements 
—in a manner which allows even those who did not live through it to feel 
the oppressiveness characteristic of the sea-bed atmosphere of what is 
euphemistically called the period of the personality cult.

Within a month two great Hungarian poets have died, Zoltán Zelk and 
János Pilinszky, two men who would be as well-known the world over as 
they are in Hungary if their medium had been a less isolated language. 
On this occasion, to be fair, I have to amend this consciousness of being a 
linguistic waif. It is true that there is no volume of poems by Zoltán Zelk 
in any western language, but some of János Pilinszky’s poems have been 
translated by no lesser English poet than Ted Hughes, and two whole 
volumes in English alone have appeared, effecting a breakthrough, cutting 
the cotton-wool curtain of linguistic isolation. What Ágnes Nemes Nagy 
and Balázs Lengyel write about the two poets offers such a rounded picture 
of them that adding anything is superfluous. The translated poems speak for 
themselves. Zelk’s were rendered into English by William Jay Smith, the 
American Envoy Extraordinary of Hungarian poetry, while Pilinszky’s 
KZ Oratorio was translated by Peter Jay. Let me add all the same that 
the life and experience of both poets was typical of mid-century Hungary, 
and thus Europe. Zoltán Zelk became familiar with the sufferings of war 
as a member of the Hungarian Forced Labour Service and later, after 1956, 
he saw the inside of a prison as well. Pilinszky was taken West as a recruit 
at the very end of the war, where he experienced the liberation of the Nazi 
death camps. This was the origin of the oratorio here published.

Two of the three poets whose volumes are reviewed in this issue are 
contemporaries of the recently dead, László Kálnoky Zelk’s, and Miklós 
Mészöly Pilinszky’s. Their experience, and the story of their physical and 
mental anguish, is much like that of the recently deceased, though not in as 
extreme a form. László Ferenczi explains in a most interesting way why 
Kálnokys’ volume is called “The afterlife of a hyena.” NHQ readers are 
familiar with Miklós Mészöly’s narrative prose. Zsuzsa Beney, the author 
of the third volume, is a doctor and much younger. Swimming against the 
current, she has abandoned free verse for stricter forms, including the sonnet.
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The arts section needs no bush, flipping pages readers, in any event, stop 
at the illustrations. They speak for themselves and show why János Frank’s 
piece is called “Three painters—three worlds.” Margit Balia’s draughts
manship is bewitching. When I saw her current exhibition I had to think 
of Arcimboldo and the rank, overgrown world of that late-Renaissance 
painter whose draughtsmanship never ceases to amaze. I hope I shall not be 
accused of overpraising, of providing a counterpoint, as it were, to the 
critical overtones of my remarks about the theatre. All I wished to do was 
to draw attention to a young talent who had no need of translation and who 
would, I think, hold her own in the exhibition halls of other parts of the 
world as well. That a professional critic dared to compare her to the great 
manierists, and even to Hieronymus Bosch suggests that I am not alone in 
my opinion. Dezső Váli and Sándor Molnár’s worlds are very different. 
Dezső Váli does not deny, indeed he is proud, that Mark Rothko, that 
great figure of modem calligraphic art, inspired him, but he can also be 
proud of the fact that he took things further, independently, in keeping 
with his own talents. If there is such a thing as monumental non-figurative 
art then Dezső Váli’s gigantic “Gate to the pictorial area” is that, which we 
have tried to reproduce. Sándor Molnár’s biological surrealism, as János 
Frank calls it, is another world again. Together they bear witness to the 
wide range of contemporary Hungarian art, and the impression is rein
forced, I hope by the illustrations as well, by a show of textile art sug
gestively named “Soft materials, hard contours.” Textile as a medium 
opened up the road for those searching for a way out of abstraction leading 
to something new and concrete. The wealth of idea, daring and with of this 
show answers, in its own idiom, those stereotypes which are unfortunately 
still entertained concerning contemporary Hungary, and the contemporary 
Hungarian arts.

This issue once again makes abundantly clear that Hungarian arts 
and Hungarian literature are an organic part of the European mainstream, 
even when they seem to be very different. The sources of this difference are 
usually connected with ethnology, or else with the taking shape of a new 
socialist society. What I have in mind there is a book review titled “A Cam
bridge social anthropologist in a Hungarian village.” This Cambridge 
anthropologist is none other than C. M. Hann who, after completing his 
monograph, Tdgldr, a village in Hungary, did a year’s stint as a language 
editor on NHQ. The publication of his book was a real family festival in 
the office. We saw that our young colleague, a mere stripling in the eyes 
of most of us who are much older, was an establithed scholar in his own
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country. As such he was in a position to tighten and heighten Hungary’s 
links with Europe. Readers may know, since I have often boasted of the 
fact, that, when I was as old as Chris Hann is now, I tried to get to know, 
and describe, a Hungarian village. It was kind of fate to allow me to 
confront my past again, while editing an English language journal, in such 
an indirect and surprising manner, as it were as the result of that past work 
which was really done with the aim of social agitation, rather than for a 
scholarly purpose.

Anna Zádor, the respected and much loved member of our editorial 
board, figures twice in this issue. A pocket history of Hungarian art, which 
she wrote together with Dezső Dercsényi, is reviewed by János Végh, and 
Professor Zádor herself writes on Palladio. She is recognised as the leading 
Hungarian authority on Palladio and as such she took part in a number 
international symposia, arranged on the occasion of the 400th anniversary 
of his death. Palladio’s influence on building was not as great in Hungary 
as in England, it nevertheless formed an integral part of the history of 
Hungarian art and architecture. A sheet in the possession of the Prints and 
Drawings Department of the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts was re
examined by experts at the Palladio exhibition and they established beyond 
doubt that it is by his hand.

An oft quoted line by Dániel Berzsenyi, an early 19th-century poet, Forr 
a világ bús tengere (The sorrowing sea of the world is on the boil) is timely 
again, the life of the nation is again boiling more fiercely. And yet calling 
attention to art and literature in the first place is certainly not escapism on 
my part. This time as well an account of Hungarian reality is also given in 
the language of economics, sociology and politics and not merely as trans
mitted by art and literature. I should like to draw special attention to two 
of these articles. One of them concerns the role of the professions at a time 
of ever changing technological progress, a subject of vital interest throughout 
the world, but especially in the socialist countries.

Tibor Vámos in his “Meeting the challenge of modem technology” 
discusses the cardinal issue of the future of the Hungarian economy: over
coming technological backwardness and establishing standards that are 
equal to any in the world. Vámos takes his examples mainly from computer 
technology, his own field, but the conclusions he draws apply equally to 
the whole of engineering and technology and even to the economy and 
society as such. The age demands radical reforms over a wide field, from the 
organization of research to the selection and training of managers and 
executives.
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The second article appears in the From the Press section. I know that 
“Trends of development in the socialist way of life” does not sound an 
exciting title but the material is of extraordinary importance to all those 
interested in the progress of Hungarian society; not only in the way it 
differs from western democracies, but also in the basic criteria, conditions, 
difficulties, reversals, in other words developmental trends of the socialist 
way of life as such. Kálmán Kulcsár here sums up the results of a three 
year long research project. The report was originally published by the 
journal Társadalmi Szemle.

Progress can naturally only be made if the seas and lands of the world do 
not boil over because of tension, rearmament, and threats of war. Let me 
therefore conclude this survey which I started at the end with the last 
sentence of the first article, written by György Aczél. “Whatever our world 
outlook, the responsibility for humanity is shared by all mankind.”

T h e  E d i t o r
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István Lázár
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András Herczeg
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Gábor Antal



THE RESPONSIBILITY 
OF THE MASS MEDIA

by

GYÖRGY ACZÉL

The three letters MTI stand for the work of more than one thousand 
journalists, photographers, engineers, technicians, and others, work 
which is usually carried out in modest anonymity, but nonetheless 
with a sense of responsibility. MTI is known to millions although 
most are unaware of this. The involvement with our daily lives would be 

brought home to us only if it fell silent for as long as a single day.
We have met to celebrate the centenary of our news agency. This is an 

occasion, however, when two other important jubilees of the Hungarian 
Press this year should be mentioned. Mercurius Hungaricus, Ferenc II 
Rákóczi’s semi-official journal, was first published, in Latin, just 275 
years ago; and the first Hungarian-language newspaper, Magyar Hírmondó, 
founded by Mátyás Ráth, first appeared 200 years ago. In their own times, 
each one of these expressed the wish for independent national existence 
and, of course, the same wish was honoured when the first Hungarian news 
service was called into being 100 years ago.

It is my pleasure to welcome here the representatives of the press agencies 
of the socialist states and of some of the Western countries. As far as I 
know, this is the first time in Europe that so many of you celebrate together 
the i ooth birthday of a sister institution. May I now address, in the 
first place, our foreign guests, and especially those who are less familiar 
with Hungary and who see the world, and our common affairs, in a light 
that differs from ours. We would like to see reciprocity in the realistic 
assessment and the recognition and appreciation of facts. Now, when talk
ing to you, I am not entertaining an expectation that you will all agree 
with me in everything, yet I hope that we shall understand one another, 
or at least arrive at a better understanding of the another. It is a convention

Somewhat abbreviated text of an address delivered at a meeting commemorating the centenary of the 
Hungarian News Agency (MTI) on October 17th 1980.
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that, on such occasions, the history of the country concerned be reviewed 
first and then that of the institution. On this occasion, it will suffice to 
recall just a few important chapters in the history of Hungary. The chronicle 
of the past hundred years is at the same time the history of the Hungarian 
news service. The wires, news flashes, reports, information, and photos 
concerned period pieces, documents which could easily function as mosaics 
from which to piece together the whole of recent history.

MTI was founded thirty-one years after the Habsburg monarchy had 
squashed the freedom fight of the Hungarian people then glowing with 
hope, and executed or doomed to exile the best sons of the nation. It was 
founded only thirteen years after the Compromise of 1867 between the 
court of Vienna and the Hungarian ruling class. Nations more fortunate 
than ours were at that time already enjoying the advantages of independent 
statehood.

In the last third of the nineteenth century, following the compromise 
concessions of 1867, new institutions which indicated the economic and 
social gains made by capitalism were founded in Hungary as well. Scores 
of new plants and factories were established. Budapest emerged in 1873 
from the unification of Buda, Pest, and Óbuda. The number of Hungarian- 
language newspapers grew. (Few people realize that the Hungarians had 
to wage a desperate struggle for several centuries merely to achieve the 
free use of their national language and to get it recognized as an official 
language.) A Hungarian news service came into being as part of this 
process of transformation. Its establishment and activity signified a break
through by a dependent and backward country, and at the same time proved 
to be a factor in efforts to accelerate development. Even under the new, 
changing conditions, the struggle continued which had been started by the 
great reform generation of the early nineteenth century and which preceded 
and prepared the Revolution and War of Independence of 1848-49. The 
aim was to follow the example of the social, political, and industrial revolu
tion which had taken place in Western Europe, to keep on learning about 
progress in the world, and at the same time to demonstrate that some of the 
vital economic and social attainments of the Revolution of 1848 were 
irreversible.

Hungary’s attempt to break out of backwardness and to catch up with 
a fast-developing world was, however, not likely to succeed. Backwardness 
is hard to overcome, and even revolutions designed to do this failed. 
Moreover, the times were conflict ridden. Let me mention that less than 
three and a half decades after its foundation, the Hungarian news 
agency had to report the events of a world war. The dissatisfaction aggra-



vated by this war led to a revolution in 1918. The dethronement of the 
Habsburgs in Hungary was sanctioned by law, and the Hungarian Republic, 
led by Count Mihály Károlyi, came into being, but survived only for a 
short time. It is one of the strange contradictions of European history that 
this Republic was attacked by the forces of the French Republic. Still, 
this could not put out the flaring revolutionary anger of the masses: on 
March 21, 1919 they proclaimed the Hungarian Republic of Councils.

Although the Communist-led revolution of the Hungarian working class 
achieved victory without violence, much blood had to be shed in its 133 
days which, brief as they were, added up to a new epoch in history. French 
divisions of the Entente Cordiale and troops from the kingdoms of Rumania 
and Serbia and of the Czech Republic fought against it. They occupied 
Budapest. It was typical of the situation that the counter-revolutionary 
detachments of Admiral Miklós Horthy dared enter the capital city only 
three months after these foreign occupiers.

This desperate and sacrificial attempt at revolution was put down with 
bloodshed. Hungarian progress was compelled to move underground. The 
regime which the Entente Powers assisted to assume power was one which 
swept the country into a new and still more destructive war on the side of 
Hitlerite fascism.

The 1920 Peace Treaty of Trianon confined Hungary within new borders. 
Two-thirds of her former territory and almost 60 per cent of her population, 
including three million ethnic Hungarians, were cut off. This was obviously 
a punishment for both the Republic of Councils and the lost war. The vic
tors rearranged the political map of Europe in order to stop the spread 
of revolution.
--------------------------------------------------«---------------------------------------------------

The last third of the history of the Hungarian news agency was a period 
of gigantic undertaking. The Hungarian people, who had suffered under 
pseudo-fascist and fascist regimes, at last were determined to sweep away 
everything that stood in the way of catching up with progressive develop
ment, i.e. feudal large estates, capitalist private ownership, and hostility 
to neighbours. The unforgettable assistance given by the Soviet Union, 
that it drove out the fascist occupiers and their accomplices, who would 
have destroyed the nation, opened the way to Hungarians becoming the 
masters of their own destiny, shaping an equitable social system under 
which every person of good will can live, think, and freely develop his 
creative powers, and in which the people enjoy true democracy on the job 
and as citizens.

GYÖRGY ACZÉL: THE RESPONSIBILITY OF MASS MEDIA I i
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In a relatively short time Hungary managed to make it to the midfield 
of development. Industrial output was increased tenfold. Pharmaceuticals 
and bus production grew to become rivals to the world’s best. In agri
culture, development was even more spectacular. In per capita grain, meat, 
poultry, and egg production, Hungary is now among the world’s three top 
countries. This development took place while the agrarian population 
decreased from 56 to 20 per cent of the total.

The effective rights of citizens were multiplied and the possibilities for 
a fuller human existence were created. The right to work and education, 
full employment, and free medical care for everyone were ensured. Epoch- 
making changes took place in the cultural life of the country and in the 
mass demand for chances of self-improvement. Now endeavours are made 
to satisfy existing demand and a still wider and deeper thirst for culture is 
encouraged. Encouragement, and wherever possible financial support, are 
given to everything in the country that deserves stimulation; and what 
does or does not deserve it is not decided on a profit basis, but democratically, 
with the public having a say in the decision.

We consider human beings as the most important factor, that is workers 
who determine the advancement of society as a whole; the peasant who 
fattened pigs and cattle, sowed and reaped, yet went hungry, and kowtowed 
even to strangers if well-dressed, today holds his back straight and has 
reason to be proud of producing more than is needed by his family and 
country, that is something to spare for other nations, and the intellectual 
and professional men and women who have found their proper place in 
society and who today work with the people and for the people.

A new society is being built here as elsewhere in the midst of struggles 
and difficulties. We are moving on untrodden paths and are burdened 
by the ghosts of the past. We are setting our sights high. We are looking 
for the way to true democracy, we want to develop a socialist way of life 
that is worthy of man, we want to establish harmony between social 
equality and differentiated remuneration for work. It would hardly be 
credible if I claimed that all our earlier ideas and deeds were free of errors. 
Birth pangs always accompany the coming into being of something new. 
Just remember how much misunderstanding, hatred, and enmity were there 
in the background while English or French democracy were taking shape, 
how many decades had to pass after the great French Revolution until the 
“ Marseillaise” could be sung again as the national anthem. And would 
anyone dare say that their systems of government, which took centuries to 
evolve, are operating perfectly even by their own standards?

We have made mistakes and we are still making mistakes. But in the
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most recent twenty or twenty-five years, shaping practice in terms of a 
feedback from reality, we have consistently compared and contrasted the 
actual results of our measures with the aims we wanted to reach. For this 
we have to rely, of course, on the entire Flungarian Press and on MTI, in 
particular since they show Flungarian reality in its full authenticity, and 
foster vigorous contacts with the wide world of which we are a part, living, 
struggling, and progressing as a part of the whole, with which we strive to 
strengthen our contacts in every way.

$

There are various ways of measuring the development of any given country. 
One is to check how much it has changed in comparison with its earlier 
self. Another is to see how much it has achieved of its chosen goals and 
ideals. A third is the place it has won in a fast-changing world. Each of 
these facets is an important aspect of development, and together they are 
reliable indices of development.

I believe that Flungary has grown and advanced in each one of these 
three ways and that our achievements are-—despite all the problems— in har
mony with our social and economic goals.

In Hungary a new society is being built for all the people, and not merely 
for ten thousand or a hundred thousand, for the present and the future. 
The way is being paved, not with orders but with kind words, convincing 
people frankly and sincerely. The nation is renewing and recreating itself 
as it works; it shares the responsibility of leadership with the HSWP, the 
government, the trade unions, and the Patriotic People’s Front. We strive 
to achieve harmony in this social chorus, we want it to work in accordance 
with the interests of our efforts of national construction. We have developed 
sound relations with the Churches, including the Roman Catholic Church, 
from which the peasantry took one million Hungarian acres at the time of 
the Land Reform, the Church having been the biggest landowner in 
Horthyite Hungary. Today the Churches can freely practise their own 
religious life.

£

At present, discussions are taking place on human rights, but in such a 
way that what should be a discussion or debate often turns into the kind 
of demagoguery that jeopardizes peace, the most elementary and funda
mental human right. We have learned the lessons history has to teach, 
and we support peace from the depth of our hearts. Preservation of peace,
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the security and freedom of the European peoples and the strengthening of 
their cooperation are, for socialist Hungary, not just words, but a long
term policy rooted in firm principles and in past suffering, a policy which 
expresses the vital interests of the Hungarian people. Peace and security 
are the basic conditions of life, and of all other rights. We also believe in the 
oft-mentioned free flow of ideas. Hungary has shown in deeds that it is 
prepared for cultural cooperation, for the exchange of information, and for 
the widening of personal contacts, i.e. for any reasonable step towards 
helping peoples and countries to get to know each other better. We do not, 
however, look on warmongering, racial hatred, chauvinism, or other mon
sters of the human mind as ideas. We think it is equally wrong to open the 
door just a crack, thus shutting out some true ideas, or to fling it wide 
open to inhumanity.

Hungary profoundly agrees with the sound ideas and proposals in the 
MacBride Committee report. The country supports the demand for a new 
order of fair and more balanced information.

The Third World, which is still a scene of great changes, of conflicts 
involving bloodshed and war, has good reasons to rebel against the oppressive 
power of the mass media, subjection to which is a regrettable legacy of the 
colonial past. Today more power is concentrated in the hands of the news 
and press agencies and other institutions of information than ever before. 
The bulk of the daily volume of news released to the world at large is 
handled by four big Western news agencies. What they report influences 
both public opinion and governments, and therefore makes a tremendous 
impact on international trust or mistrust.

The wires, cables, and antennae—these instruments of the mass media 
which cover the whole of the earth—are profoundly symbolic of our times 
when the fate of the nations is closely interwoven. The ties are not always 
visible or tangible, but their presence is indisputable, and demonstrates 
that as a matter of fact there no longer are any events of merely local interest. 
All occurrences of any significance are of vital importance even to those 
who live a long way; in the final analysis they can affect everyone.

Power always implies responsibility. Please do not take it amiss if I say 
that it would be a good thing if this power were always to go hand in 
hand with a sense of responsibility which it is reasonable to expect. In the 
present complex and strained international situation, any lack of respon
sibility on the part of the press is particularly dangerous, and even more 
perilous are attempts at manipulation by the mass media.

Whether there will be war or not—and it is my conviction that it will 
be avoided—is not up to the press. But the press can do a great deal to

*4
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escalate or check a cold war. This is one reason why it is important for 
us to act together for a better international atmosphere, and perhaps it 
is no exaggeration for me to judge the presence of representatives from the 
Western news agencies as meaning that the good intentions and possibilities 
for such cooperation exist.

Human consciousness, the faith and prejudices of the masses, were 
always effective historical forces. But in a world situation in which the 
possibilities of social and human liberation are expanding whereas life 
itself is threatened—a realistic awareness, which is the prerequisite for any 
kind of action, becomes a key issue. Mass information must see to it that 
false words, sophisticated misrepresentations, wrongly stressed words, or 
syllables which reinforce prejudices, or abuse and corruption relying on 
credibility, should not be allowed to pollute the social atmosphere.

A

We are convinced that imder socialism it is natural to Tift the monopoly 
on political initiation and to work hard to break through the barriers 
standing in the way between the initiated and the uninitiated. This means 
that complex processes must be explained in an understandable, but not 
oversimplified, way, with the accent on essential events and interconnec
tions. This takes the kind of objectivity that is more than mere respect for 
facts. To treat facts in a manipulative manner is an indirect form of lying. 
Facts arbitrarily taken out of context easily become falsehoods.

Every news agency in the world looks for what is interesting, exceptional, 
and immediately exciting. But these attributes alone are not enough to meet 
the criteria of true and authentic information. One-hundred-and-some years 
ago the founder of one of the largest American news agencies started with 
the intention of breaking Reuter’s monopoly. Why? Because, as he said, 
the latter kept silent about the facts and achievements of American growth 
and development, and concentrated exclusively on backwardness, crimi
nality, and violence, in other words on whatever shed a bad light on his 
country and people in the eyes of men and women living in other parts of 
the world.

The states of the Third World, and let me add also the socialist coun
tries, likewise have the right to expect that any information about them 
should truthfully reflect their achievements. This is plainly a kind of self- 
defence to which they are clearly entitled. It was mutual trust that led to 
Helsinki. Since then, spreading mistrust has been the rule in parts of the 
world. The media must be credited and blamed for both. Hungary stands
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for the kind of press and information which, fully aware of its responsibility, 
wants to promote the cause of détente.

Without a minimum of trust there can be no peaceful coexistence, 
without such trust, no progress can be made in Madrid, no ratification of 
SALT II will be possible, and no talks can be started on an eminently 
desirable SALT III. Let there be no mistake: I know that it is not the 
business of news agencies to formulate political or ideological platforms. 
Nor does one expect every news agency—and particularly not those which 
may be opponents—to popularize our ideals. All that we ask—and we are 
fully aware that this all is quite a lot in the present situation—is that they 
should not ignore facts about us which may be contrary to their momentary 
political interests. Objectivity in news transmission, reliably reflecting 
events and statements in their full truth, is a basic human requirement, 
and it is just that which can help to build up trust and mutual confidence.

It is against rational thinking that anyone should want to get the public 
accustomed to the idea of a new world war. Nonetheless, some attempts 
and efforts have been made to do exactly this. And yet we all know that in 
any thermonuclear conflict there will be only losers. Let me repeat that a 
great deal, a very great deal, can be achieved through mere objectivity if 
we want to reduce and avert the dangers which still threaten the world.

When in autumn of 1979 fewer than two hundred signed a certain 
protest in Hungary, the news travelled all over the West in a flash. And 
comments everywhere spoke of blacklisting, punishments, and restrictions. 
But not a single line was written about the actual treatment of this episode 
in Hungary. We wondered at the time what the press organs which raised 
the hue and cry would do if—instead of those mere two hundred—seven or 
eight million signatures were collected in this country against the stationing 
of Eurorockets. Would it have been granted as much space and publicity 
as that other list? It is bad practice only to look for, and tendentiously 
to note, the wrong side of whatever happens in any given country or 
group of countries. A failed harvest is news, while a good crop, or even a 
bumper harvest, is not. When a dam breaks, there is a flood of alarming 
accounts in the press and media, but no information is given about successful 
control of record water tables. I think we are living at a time when it 
would be worthwile to close the gap between this practice and the Hun
garian approach.

To keep to Hungarian instances, it could have been big news when free 
health and medical care became the right of all citizens. The fact should 
have been mentioned in the news abroad when, after 15 years of hard 
work, the one-millionth dwelling with all modern conveniences was built
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in Hungary. This should have been a news item, even if the journalist 
had added—as we did—that this was not enough. Many people would 
have been glad to read this, although I am aware that it is more difficult 
to give such news sensational treatment.

Every year, millions of travellers visit Hungary, and millions of Hun
garians take trips abroad. What will they think if they note a wide dis
crepancy between their personal observations and what they read and hear 
at home?

Europe was already in the shadow of preparations for the Second World 
War wben, not long before his tragic early death, Attila József, the H un
garian poet, welcomed Thomas Mann, forced into exile by Hitler, with the 
following words:

So we ask you: Sit down with us; make clear 
What you are used to saying; the known relate,
That you are here among us, and our state 
Is yours, and that we all are here with you,
All whose concerns are worthy of man’s due.

Translated by Vernon Watkins

I suppose it is needless to say that in a Hungary under the cloud of 
fascism the “European” Thomas Mann symbolized humanism. At a time 
when the poet had good reason to say in the same poem:

The real is not enough; through its disguise 
Tell us the truth which fills the mind with light

was apposite indeed. This appeal was in accord with the words of Ferenc 
Deák, a Hungarian nineteenth-century statesman, who proposed at the 
time that the Press Act should consist merely of three words: “Write the 
truth!”

What is the difference between what is true and what is only factual in 
news? It is quite possible to compile and compare facts taken at random 
out of context in such a way that they actually mask the truth, and it is 
possible to speak in such a manner that the true interrelations of reality 
are exposed, that the entire picture becomes more understandable and there
fore clear as light. This is truth.
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Hungary’s news service and the general information available to Hun
garians have greatly improved in recent years, but we know there remains 
a great deal to be done. We know the dilemma involved in the choice 
between speed and authenticity, reliability and big news, and of course we 
cast our vote for authenticity and reliability. Although we at the same time 
also welcome the new accent on speed in the work of our news agency.

Europe has a special part to play in safeguarding peace. Such is the 
experience of history and the truth of our own times. This should be 
taken to heart. The Hungarian Telegraphic Agency (MTI) was founded 
two years after the Berlin Congress of 1878. At a time when the rival 
Great Powers of Europe were embarking on an unheard-of arms race and 
were getting ready for a new war. In this century, two destructive world 
conflagrations were started on this continent, but although since 1945 
almost 150 armed conflicts took place outside Europe, in other parts of 
the world, no local skirmish has turned into a world war.

Looking at Europe, we have to see the whole world as well, for in this 
day and age of fast shrinking distances the significance of geographical and 
political boundaries is fading. At the same time the treasures of human 
culture are becoming shared assets. An eventual world war would jeopardize 
the whole of human civilization. We have to preserve it in its integrity, 
ror ourselves, for our children, and for future generations. The press, the 
fadio, television, and news transmission have a noble mission in making 
people understand this and in implementing this intention. This is some
thing we cannot and must not disagree about. Whatever our world outlook, 
the responsibility for humanity is shared by all mankind.



MEETING THE CHALLENGE OF 
MODERN TECHNOLOGY

by

TIBOR VÁMOS

Looking one or two decades ahead one can forecast a new stage in the progress of 
technology. I do not propose to prophesy great discoveries and scientific break
throughs, leaving this to science fiction. I draw conclusions from sources which can 
already be discerned clearly in laboratories, in experimental production, and even at 
the start o f extensive application. The new stage will be considered in terms of two groups 

which are difficult to separate from each other: the first is moved by electronics and is the 
advance of information, transmission, communication, computerization, automation, 
and organizat:on which are interconnected and penetrate all activities, transforming them. 
The second is the beginning of a new period o f intensification enforced by the new limita
tions o f energy, raw materials and markets. I believe that we are justified in considering a 
third group consisting o f the expected results o f biological research and industries applying 
new biological methods, as well as agricultural processes. But it is the specialists o f these 
disciplines who are competent to speak of these issues.

T he effect of electronics

I can tell more about the first group of facts, first because it is professionally closer to me, 
and second, because it is getting off the ground more clearly, less ambiguously. A few figures 
will indicate the rate o f technical progress in this direction: the transistor fulfilling a single 
logical function appeared at the end of the forties, the first integrated circuit, which con
tained a few transistors, in 1969. The lim it o f the performance of present day technology is 
the microprocessor containing approx. 450,000  components; its processing capacity does not 
lag far behind that o f the central unit o f Hungary’s largest computer. By the end of the 
decade this condensation o f parts can be increased tenfold on the basis of the laboratory 
results which are already known. The magnetic memory of the first Hungarian computer, 
in 19591 was suitable for storing information covering approximately four typed pages, and 
its operational speed was some hundreds per second. The largest magnetic disc store available 
in Hungary today condenses already approximately 25,000 pages of information, and a unit 
will probably appear this year which is able to store 2.5 million typed pages. The Hungarian 
Academy’s present computer is capable o f 1.2 million operations per second; a computer

A somewhat abbreviated version of a lecture delivered at the 145th General Meeting of the Hun
garian Academy of Sciences on May 4th 1981.
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which is considered large in the world today, has a speed of over 5 to 20 million operations 
per second, but a computer with a capacity of over 600 million operations per second will go 
on sale this year, and computers are being developed for one thousand million involved 
operations per second for the recognition of moving pictures and speech, meteorological 
forecasting and the conquest o f new fields of chemistry and physics. Reliability has reached 
the stage where a leading Japanese firm allows for a period of four years between two break
downs for industrial numeric control fulfilling the function of an involved single-purpose 
computer.

The dynamism of price changes is similar. Today a computer which is capable of doing 
the entire data processing of a small workshop, medium sized shop, or hospital ward, can be 
bought in the industrialized countries at a quarter o f the price of a family car. According to 
the favourite comparison used by popularizers, i f  the motor industry had progressed in the 
last seventy years at the same rate as computers, a Rolls Royce would cost 20 dollars, its 
engine would be the size o f the head of a match, its speed would be 100,000 km/h, and 
it would use three litres of petrol over one million kilometres.

The extraordinary change-producing powers of computers, the reception o f information, 
local and telecommunination, are also accounted for by the fact that while everything is 
becoming more expensive in the world—raw materials, energy, human labour—the price of 
equipment and instruments connected with information transmission and processing 
diminishes substantially in absolute figures, i.e. that of a system or unit, and in respect 
of performance it falls at the rate already indicated.

The evolution of communication channels and o f information transmission approaches 
that of computer technology. Broad band, extremely rapid digital transmission by means of 
satellites and fiber optic cables makes possible the transmission of combined voice, picture, 
data, and written texts over the whole world, and the transmission of this information at low 
cost from any place to any other. Thus Hungary too has already joined a system which makes 
it possible to undertake a confirmed booking without delay for any flight, anywhere in the 
world, through any member travel agency. It is not technical reasons that stop any household 
connected to the telephone network from being able to act likewise.

Step by step this country joins also international information and documentary data 
banks; the time is not far off when every important pictorial and written information 
produced and stored in the world is available to every telephone subscriber as a service the 
handling o f which is easy to learn.

The directing of various activities and the acquisition and processing of information 
connected to this are becoming radically modified. In bigger industrial processes com
puterized measurement-data processing is already being considered almost indispensable in 
Hungary too, but more objective mechanical measuring appears also in the case of individual 
production equipment, in the observation of the cutting edge of machine tools, in the 
checking o f the size, shape, surface, colour, and other visible characteristics o f products. The 
identification o f consignments and the control o f transport systems, in retail trade the 
recognition o f  the kind and price of goods, the exact recording of the stock at any one time, 
and thus the optimal supervision of stock turnover, are all carried out mechanically. The 
number o f production units and workshops is growing where all details o f the work process, 
including processing machinery and the robots carrying out the exchange of the work pieces 
and tools, are computer controlled. These production units supplied with highly reliable 
control and checking systems require hardly any supervision, and they are being developed 
with characteristics allowing for 24 hour production to be carried out; in the greater part 
of the day practically without human intervention.
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The rather closed, hierarchical structures, which have existed until now, are being replaced 
by new, open cooperative systems. This means that the requirements and capacities are 
indicated in networks, somewhat similarly to the already mentioned airline-bookings, and 
contact each other more or less automatically, seeking out the momentarily best forms of 
cooperation. The cooperative system thus opens up new, more humane opportunities o f a 
higher order in production, distribution, and tertiary services.

At the same time, with its higher flexibility and tenacity, it requires a much higher 
discipline and level o f skills than a hierarchy. Consequently, the historically developed forms 
o f international technical and economic cooperation appear in a qualitatively new way. 
Incidentally, computer hook-ups have already made it possible for the employees o f large 
multinational corporations who are engaged in research and development to work together on 
joint tasks—often spanning continents—-as if  they were in the same room. To indicate the 
possibilities, I shall mention a single further example, which is fundamentally already 
feasible but will, o f course, be realized only in the future. Through computerized animation 
and sound generation, in a computerized graphic system, a film, showing original scenery, 
can be made, the cast o f which consists o f great actors of the past who have never met.

The magnitude o f the changes may be compared to that stage in evolution in the course 
of which nerve cells were developed in living beings and the nervous system was created.

A LEAP IN QUALITY

The second group of phenomena is more difficult to forecast in its different forms of ap
pearance. It was in the past decade that we first dramatically experienced the limits to the 
utilization of energy and raw materials. The responses to this challenge on the part of 
technology approach the tasks from many directions—materials and structures appear which 
have a longer service life and can be planned for greater wear, new or substantially modified 
technologies, considerable improvements in the production and operational energy require
ments o f the structures. Quality requirements are accompanied by more acute competition 
on markets: a new process of intensification has begun in international competition in which 
results may be achieved only through harmony among all the technical conditions. Numerous 
imported technologies can only be realized with basic materials satisfying certain intensified 
conditions, the requirements of the auxiliary materials used, of paints, of sealing, and even 
of packaging have also been modified. One discovers regularly how inadequate harmony among 
technical conditions already today aggravates technical and commercial dependence. We are 
all aware of the extraordinary efforts by which the largest manufacturers of aircraft and of 
other combustion engines strive to reduce consumption in some cases by 20 to 30 per cent, 
increasing the service life of their equipment, reducing the noise level and environmental 
damage. The requirements for precision in processing and manufacture have shifted in 
numerous areas—in engineering or in micro-electronics—from tens of microns to orders of 
magnitude below the micron. As a result standards increase for the purity of basic materials 
and the electrotechnical and structural consequences o f the perfection o f the structure o f the 
crystals. In all probability, industries established on the basis o f new achievements in 
biology will in part be linked to this change in quality. It is a telling figure for the conversion 
of quantity and quality that between countries in Europe of an approximately identical 
climate the fuel consumption required for the production of one unit national income shows 
differences of i : 2 to I : 3. In Hungary we use for one unit of value added more than 
twice the quantity o f steel and aluminium than e.g. in Austria, France, or the United States.
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It can be taken for granted that, in coming decades, the deterioration, or at least the absence 
of improvement, in the energy and raw material situation, will lead to decisive technical 
changes along a broad front. One must keep track of and evaluate these changes again and 
again, since they are highly contradictory. On the one hand, it is easy to enumerate achieve
ments o f which it can be shown that until now only the richest and technically most advanced 
powers in the world have been capable. There are numerous data showing how, in some in
dustries demanding special technical development, the number of enterprises that are com
petitive on the world market decreases, and that the cost of technical reconstruction needed 
for survival increases. On the other hand, one can point at many areas where the high 
technical standard used to be the monopoly of a few firms, and now relatively small but 
dynamic enterprises compete with them and the basic technological equipment has in 
practice become available to anybody. It is not even always possible to classify this contra
dictory process in terms o f industries or technological processes, as the picture sometimes 
changes very fast. But the importance of technical skills, the speed of execution, and the 
industrial infrastructure has not been modified anywhere. This is the most important lesson 
for Hungary. I shall not discuss the latter, but wish to draw attention to its importance 
once again as it belongs primarily to the problems of the renewal of the country’s economic 
structure and of its economic strategy.

Summarizing the two processes, universal qualitative changes have begun in both tools 
and organization. This process blends many kinds of achievements, it is changeable and 
extremely varied in its appearance and development over time, and therefore demands of 
those who guide the technical and economic development of Hungary a national technical 
policy which thinks of things as an ongoing process, gives evidence of peripheral vision, 
and sets especially high intellectual standards.

Challenge and response

All responsible governments in the world have more or less discovered the challenges of 
this transformation. Approaching them from different angles they deal not only with the 
consequences but also with the methods of reception. This last sentence takes me to my 
second point. In one’s fundamental relationship to these changes there is no choice. Hungary 
cannot close her eyes, and cannot bury her head in the sand faced with the changes that occur 
in the world. It perhaps sounds strange that I feel compelled to say this explicitly. Against 
the undoubtedly oppressive influences which weigh down on us a feeling is also natural 
which consciously or unconsciously does not accept this. One kind is of a romantic, literary, 
socio-psychological origin and has kept in step with the whole of human civilization. 
Briefly put it recalls happier, simpler times, rejecting vain new fashions, longing instead for 
a specifically, national and traditional, inward turning, harmonious way of life.

The other form of negation is more dangerous and not even as beautiful. It argues in 
essence that Hungary is unable to keep up in any way with international progress and 
therefore preaches complete surrender, favouring a policy of adopting secondary and tertiary 
licences, and the supply of second and third rate international consumption with goods 
produced by cheap Hungarian labour, on the less demanding markets. This is the con
servative view which wants to acknowledge with a long delay only changes which have oc
curred in the technically advanced countries and which are not even of a technological 
nature. The answer must therefore be clear and definite: In the coming years Hungary will 
not find herself in the old competitive situation, but in a radically new one, with all its
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consequences. The question which the country has to face today is unfortunately not whether 
her medium position in the pecking order o f countries can be improved, but whether it will 
be possible to maintain even this lowly rank. This standing is no mere piece of information 
without real meaning, but a factor determining the value of domestic labours, o f national 
income in the international market. Consequently it is not in the country’s power to choose 
its bearings arbitrarily, if  one does not wish to add to the accumulated backwardness in 
history. The years following 1973 saw a falling back due to a belated and irresolute ac
knowledgment of changes that had occurred in the world.

Let me add another comment. Economists pointed out already earlier that the situation 
was becoming more and more unfavourable, since there was pressure from two directions; 
from by those who were more developed and from the more ambitious developing countries as 
well. These developing countries—finding themselves in a much more favourable position— 
wish to fill precisely those gaps which would appear to be marked out for Hungary: in the 
first place manual and technical jobs of work, industrial cooperation in less complicated 
products demanding less technological know-how. A newer threat has also started from the 
intensively developing countries: in the economy of non-socialist developing countries there 
is no social or structural levelling designed to overcome the growth of social tensions, but a 
pyramid or iceberg is developed the average o f which is considerably below the Hungarian 
one, but the tip of which is twinning more and more competitive with today’s Hungarian 
level o f production. These do not only include well-known and often quoted examples from 
the Far East, but also India, where a population as large as that of France exists far above the 
national level of skills etc. Some Arab countries as well progress in this direction, where after 
birth-pangs reminiscent o f the Europe of earlier centuries, two thousand year old ways of 
merchants and craftsmen combining with oil revenues may lead to the appearance of new 
competitors on markets which are near to Hungary. It may be said in any event that the 
extremely uneven internal development of these countries carries this possibility. Another 
important characteristic o f the double and multifold pressure is that in most areas of produc
tion the role of the differences in wages, especially o f the wage gap, which may be used by 
Hungary, diminishes gradually in economic competitiveness. We already find many in
dustrial areas where the wage gap cannot compensate for the gap in productivity. This was 
one o f the things recognized by the leadership of Japanese industry, when they started the 
robot technology projects in a period when the level o f wages in Japan was still below the 
Hungarian one. In the developed industrial countries the installation of robots is already 
payed for by wages saved within a year or tw o; total profits are much higher owing to saved 
social charges and other burdens on the employers, and of the faster and more precise 
operation of the machine. W ith competitive prices foreseen for the coming years, $5-10,000  
for industrial robots and $ 10-20,000 for intelligent robots, and the other means of auto
mation, the share of wages further diminished rapidly, while those of the technical know 
how and of the flexibility of production increase. The danger exists that all products of 
Hungarian industry working on the present technological level, or not modifying it substan
tially, may become uncompetitive concurrently, in the speed of satisfying the requirements 
of the market, as well as in prices.

Social aspects

I shall, at this stage, emphasize two directions of the social aspects which are inter
linked closely with the outlook of the effects o f the technical evolution of the next one or 
two decades.
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The first was in essence foreseen by Marx already in 1858. Let me quote from The 
Foundations o f the Critique of Political Economy: “But to the degree that large industry 
develops, the creation of real wealth comes to depend less on labour time and on the 
amount o f labour employed than on the power of the agencies set in motion during 
labour t i m e . . . .  but depends rather on the general state of science and on the progress 
o f  technology ( . . . . )  Agriculture, e.g., becomes merely the application o f the science of 
material metabolism ( • • • • )  Labour no longer appears so much to be included within  
the production process; rather, the human being comes to relate more as watchman and 
regulator to the production process itself ( . . . . )  He steps to the side o f the production 
process instead o f being its chief actor. In this transformation, it is neither the direct 
human labour he him self performs ( . . . . )  but rather the appropriation of his own general 
productive power, his understanding o f nature and his mastery over it ( . . .  . ) — it is, 
in a word, the development of the social individual which appears as the great foundation- 
stone o f production and o f wealth ( . . . . )  The surplus labour oj the mass has ceased to be 
the condition for the development o f general wealth. . . ”*

In countries with a developed industry and agriculture the ratio o f the farming population 
dropped to one fifth within half a century. The released workforce did not, of course, migrate 
only into traditional industries, but a huge industrial-transport-training-health-organizational 
infrastructure serving agriculture was also developed. A similar transformation is beginning 
in industry; due to the outlined technological changes the number and jobs of those employed 
directly in industrial production in the present, or yesterday’s, sense of the term, are ex
pected to change to the same extent. American estimates put the ratio of those directly 
engaged in industrial production at 7 -1 0  per cent by the end of this century; Hungary will 
certainly follow at a slower pace. The structure is to change in such a way that the share of 
the intellectual preparatory activity and of that serving and supporting the useful life o f the 
product are going to increase, sometimes to the multiple of the direct productive input. It 
would be a grave error to suppress this progressive process by administrative measures. 
Unfortunately, the bureaucracy can imagine the struggle against bureaucracy too only by 
bureaucratic measures. Consequently, some o f the still operative incentives send graduate 
engineers to those workshops which the workers as well will leave soon. The number of those 
not directly engaged in production is being reduced by administrative measures, which in 
view of the trends of industrial evolution amounts to approximately the same thing as if  in 
the period of the mechanization of agriculture efforts had been made to increase the number 
of stable boys. Social restratification and all its social and political consequences are just as 
inevitable as were urbanization, motorization, or the spread of television; one should not 
oppose such processes, but scrutinize and prepare them. — Let us now remember the parable 
concerning phylogeny, the relationship between the nervous system and the other tissues of 
the body!

The entire administrative structure is affected by what was developed somewhere in 
connection with the appearance of the written word in an era when clerks were literate and 
the people in their majority illiterate. The development of information technologies, tele
communication net-works, data banks, and information systems makes possible and necessi
tates an administration which is entirely different. On the one hand this will be a require
ment of being able to work competitively, and on the other, it will represent a new pos
sibility for improving the quality o f life, developing socialist democracy, and making this 
society more attractive.

4 In: Karl Marx, Grundrisse. Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough Draft). 
Translated with a Foreword by Martin Nicolaus. Penguin Books. 1974, pp. 704-705.
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In connection with computerized information dangers have been stressed for too long, 
that is the ability o f the centralized, bureaucratic state to control its citizens. Much less 
emphasis has been laid on the opposite, i.e. the extension of the rights of citizens, the trans
formation o f the bulk o f  administration into a genuine public service, a much more forceful 
decentralization after the initially centralizing direction o f computerization. W ith the 
development of information systems covering the country and the world centralization and 
decentralization become modified to a degree where it becomes easy to imagine countries 
without capitals in the present sense, and international systems cooperating without centres 
in the present sense, which are not hierarchic but cooperative as hoped for by the pioneers 
o f socialism.

All this is not the distant pipe dream o f futurologists or science fiction writers, but 
possible in the next one or two, in their remotest contexts three decades. To prepare for such 
changes is already today timely if  not too late. We are very close to a situation when in the 
aifairs and daily conduct o f life of every citizen the current statutes and regulations, those 
decisions of the government which are interesting to him, are permanently and openly 
available at any time o f  day on the screen o f his home television set. The several thousand 
years old mythical curtain o f the alienated state and its officials can finally be lifted.

In this way decisions and regulations can be made accessible and understandable to every
body ; questions can be delineated precisely which can be sort o f automated on the basis of 
criteria o f judgement that can be accessible to  and understood by everybody. They do not 
require pursuance, forcefully excluding influence peddling and the granting o f privileges. 
Decisions can be outlined which demand human judgement, and behind which consequently 
the person or body taking the responsibility appears in a direct form and context. Just as 
socialist production and distribution can be realized in fact only at a high level o f material 
production, computerized information opens up the possibilities of socialist administration.

This is how production, social structure, organization and administration arrive at a new 
synthesis. This chain-link will be decisive i f  Hungary is to be able to stand her ground in 
world competition in the coming decades.

W e are facing the possibility of a society of a qualitatively different composition; a 
qualitatively differently administered society. The change has begun, and we cannot rest 
passive concerning it.

What can be done?

What can be done then? Let us begin with some negations, which may lead to assertions. 
It was never truer than today that one cannot respond to the future with some ideas, a couple 
of inventions or products, claimed to be promising. The involved interconnection o f con
ditions and their constant change oppose any striving for a monoculture. Here I contradict 
in many respects the popular slogan of selectivity, which is applied to simple products, 
and which has never really been carried through, and cannot be carried through. As I said 
earlier, it is probably not the cook books that one must select well in advance, but the nature 
o f the kitchen. Monoculture is no culture, is in several respect even an anticulture and 
renders a country liable to damage to an increased degree. There is the sad example of 
economies dependent on sugar, on copper, on butter, even on steel or watches. Innovation, 
a flexible marketing response, is the result o f very involved components and processes of 
decision-taking. One must also recognise that in the domain o f technical progress Hungary 
is generally unable to realize the entire vertical chain of innovation; many of the ideas and
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results of basic research are such that it is almost impossible to develop, produce and market 
them in Hungary alone. At the same time one cannot give up doing exchangeable, funda
mental work in all essential areas which are important for the county’s future, in order to 
be at home with exchangeable products also on the international market of looking a long 
way ahead.

The new comes from many kinds of threads moving in many directions, in a system of 
decisions and actions consisting of many steps. We have to become aware that the hope of 
simple methods and opportunities of cutting through the Gordian knot has also been ex
hausted. Let me mention as an example the innovation practice o f the largest, fully vertical, 
trusts. The aims of basic research are practically never determined by the management and 
are not made dependent on market requirements. They approve research frameworks and 
directions, and they keep an eye on whether they are employing gifted, creative people. 
Development picks and choses amongst the existing results o f basic research, fitting those 
into its plans which it considers sufficiently ripe for ensuring their industrial implementation, 
and their economic and technological competitiveness. In the course of developmental ac
tivity ideas and problems of course crop up for basic research, but the character of progress 
deliberately based on internal trends and lines—or openness rather—is a decisive strategic 
consideration. All important development starts out already in a planned way, but still 
along several parallel paths. The taking into production, the preparation for manufacture, 
and marketing can only be achieved as a choice made from numerous developmental results. 
I have tried to describe this process in detail in order to make clear that the time of methods 
that fix exactly the sequence of simple, predetermined, and planned results has long passed, 
and one must not chase after such illusions. Taking into account financial resources and 
possibilities and the rejection of monocultural deterministic decisions sufficiently define 
strategy.

T he handicrafts of international cooperation

One characteristic may be that, being a small country—besides utilizing other favourable 
endowments of which agriculture is a good example, but I could list the utilization of some 
natural resources of Hungary or some successful industries— Hungary should play the role of 
a highly skilled craftsman within international cooperation. Craftsmanship of handicrafts 
does not of course mean a workshop in the backyard, but a certain role in the division of 
labour. There is need to fill the gaps which the giants of international cooperation leave, 
adjusting flexibly to the way they shape and to various special requirements of consumption. 
This has been, and will always be, the area available for undercapitalized firms. It is due to 
this and to what has been said earlier that, within this area, the only road open is qualitative 
development. Those in the know are able to list those usually not large firms which never
theless play an important role on the world market, which produce special instruments and 
equipment, or carry out services, whose strength lies in qualitative standards. These relatively 
small firms, offering specialized services and a sound research background, are still stable. 
Much like the demand for a broad range o f commodities growing together with rising 
standards of living, the demand for varied specialized services is also going to grow. One 
indication of this is the proliferation o f the various software-houses, management and en
gineering consultancies. Such smaller, more flexible, organizations live in a sort o f symbiosis 
with the large ones, complementing them, but always ready for fast changing opportunities 
which arise from technological shifts o f the large corporations. Due to modern production
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methods the share o f research and design is becoming increasingly preponderant in these 
tasks. In the use of computers e.g. it has become accepted that equipment, that is hardware, 
amounts to one tenth o f the organizational and programming work, i.e. software.

Though at a late hour and with uncertain step, Hungarian industrial strategy has set this 
course in the current plan period. Reduced capital resources are invested in pharmaceuticals 
in the widest sense o f the term; attempts are made to strengthen the endangered telecom
munications industry with modern bases for components and systems; and a start has been 
made on modernizing the convenience food industry. This broad strategy does not of course 
mean that one should not continue to proceed in other successful areas which have swallowed 
up large amounts o f energy and money, and which continue to prove to be sound at the core. 
But changes have to be made, e.g. steel must concentrate on high quality and on what are 
known as specialized requirements. In 1978-79 the average price of the kinds o f steel Hun
gary exported was around $ 280 per ton, and of those imported $ 800 per ton. The Danube 
Iron Works technological-technical development scheme has shown what can be done. The 
initial western export successes of the machine tool industry have also been due to this 
recognition, to the switch to the most modern machine tool control and linked construction. 
Here an early breakthrough is imperative, since the name o f the game is means o f production, 
in other words, the future. The passenger transport coach work industry, one of the stars on 
the Hungarian industrial firmament, tries to adjust flexibly to customer needs, concerning 
batches of no more than 10 or 20 buses, replacing the present essentially homogeneous one- 
type production. In spite o f the sound guidelines and some laudable measures, one cannot 
deny that due to slow and inconsistent changes and to an implementation which has 
lacked intellectual and managerial courage Hungary has suffered defeat also in fields where 
the objective conditions for victory were present.

Warnings against monoculture are appropriate not only concerning the nature of the 
product but also of production. It has become clear in the electronic industry that earlier 
notions concerning the manufacture o f modern products out of imported parts and for re
export, was not in itself, and as such, feasible. The complexity of the accessory conditions 
made it inevitable to recreate the component industry which is many time more expensive 
than assembly. But this component industry can certainly not be directed at reproducing, 
with a lag of five years, mass-produced components which are available for pennies on the 
world market. One must find, within basic industries as well, specialities which can become 
exchangeable Hungarian products on the world market. In these again the share of software 
is higher than that o f the hardware.

The production o f single products by methods which are thought o f as large-scale at 
present can become an important factor not only in the engineering industry, but in light 
industries as well, in the special purpose chemical industry, in pharmaceuticals, and also in 
many other areas which cannot be predicted as yet.

Hungary’s scope is considerably widened by making combined use of socialist cooperation 
and of the competitive capitalist markets. In co-operation among the socialist countries 
there are still ample opportunities today to sell products in relatively large quantities and a 
relatively more constant range. In present conditions this helps more favourable price 
formation on competitive capitalist markets, as well as—given this background of safety— 
greater flexibility. At the same time one must not forget that this situation is transitory and 
is coming to an end. The socialist market will also turn competitive, and thus the range of 
Hungarian goods will sooner or later become, deliberately and necessarily, at least similar 
on the two markets.

The main condition o f the maintenance of the present relative standard, I have argued, is
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a speedy switch to concentrating on quality. Economists have urged for years rightly and 
persuasively, a growth in the country’s adaptivity. In the evolution of the system of economic 
management this has already produced results and has become a confirmed view, as opposed 
to the earlier rigid, arbitrary notions of planning. There is no doubt that this strategy is not 
an incantation promising a simple solution. I am aware that changes in the world are being 
observed by other nations as well, many draw similar conclusions and have already set out 
in these directions, and with more favourable antecedents, than ours. I have already men
tioned industrial infrastructure, when I described changes in the industrial division of labour, 
but the idea of cooperative systems replacing hierarchies referred to the same thing. Without 
much more lively and adaptive internal and international coordination and changing direc
tions one cannot even set this course. It is nevertheless the one which is feasible, because it 
depends much more on attitudes at home than on other endowments.

This attitude excludes the passive observation of processes and the development o f an 
economic system o f management which guides only and exclusively towards objectives which 
are momentarily considered the most important. The task of preparing for the new conditions 
of a period o f several decades transcends by far the time and action horizon o f enterprise 
management; here the concern, investment, and risks of the management of the future of a 
nation are at stake. O f the tasks of preparation I should like to point to those which have to 
be articulated from the aspects of the future o f the progress of technology.

Improving creativity by training

Improving creativity is the right way to prepare for the trial of strength ahead. It is in 
this respect that the errors were made which will have the longest lasting effect. One may, 
struggling against a shortage of resources, be compelled to eat up reserves this, however, 
causes damage which demands much longer to repair. Hungary went through that earlier, 
concerning the infrastructure, paying many times over for an economic policy which under
rated its importance, and plundered it. The coming decades w ill have to pay, as against the 
present, for its undervaluation of intellectual creativity. It is very difficult to say today, in 
circumstances when, for years ahead, one cannot count on any universal and tangible rise in 
the standard of living, that a situation leads to untenable and unbearable consequence in 
which the income of those who are primarily responsible for standards o f production has 
sunk below those with the lowest qualifications and economic and social prestige incentives 
are no longer operative which attracted men to the innovative professions. Today in Hungary 
the number of well trained and gifted design engineers and technicians is diminishing. The 
designing of products—and working out of technologies—which are modern and create 
harmony among the complexity of all technical conditions, aesthetic appearance and the 
functions and standard of use is the basic condition for a flexible response to the challenge. 
It was possible to get a place at the Mechanical Engineering Faculty of the Budapest Tech
nical University last year with as few as 13 points (out of a maximum of 20), and at the 
Technical University of Miskolc it has, for years, been barely possible to fill available places. 
After graduating even the more gifted engineers find themselves in jobs which do not 
stimulate creativity but prompt them to take jobs on the assembly line or as clerks, allowing 
them to save their energies for extra work in their leisure hours to earn the money to pay 
for what they need. It is not fortuitious that I lay the stress on design engineering and tech
nology, being must beautiful kinds engineering; the ideal o f the truly great engineers is 
Leonardo da Vinci, since only the most talented ware able to imagine, in conjunction, the
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functional setting of moving mechanisms in space, the modification of their relations to 
each other, their behaviour in different conditions, and ways o f constructing them. Present 
methods of design, aided by computers, do not substitute for human creativity, but on the 
contrary, in a genuinely developed production system, they relieve man of the tasks that can 
be mechanized to an extent where all energy can be concentrated on creative activity. These 
new opportunities for the symbiosis between man and machine necessitate a new kind of 
approach and new intellectual foundations. The whole of society, including those who design 
the mechanism which makes this society function, must be prepared for this task. We must 
consequently think about the directions and method of the training looking at the new 
situation, the future structure of experts o f technical development and o f industry, and the 
principles of selection.

Creativity, as every other human quality, probably has essential initiating periods, i.e. 
periods of life in which this function must start, otherwise it cannot develop. Experience 
shows that the real taking-off period of creativity is the late teens and the early twenties. 
In engineering whoever has not become a truly creative person by that time, w ill never be 
able to conceive something new, but be at most a hard-working, good student, capable of 
continuing old things well. But if  the start occurs in good time and on sound foundations, 
and can continue to grow further on soil which stimulates success, creativity in engineering 
may be maintained over three or four decades.

Extending training time in the universities to the late twenties and present training 
methods appear to more in the opposite direction. In English speaking countries bachelor 
degrees are obtained early in the twenties. Higher degrees focus on a contribution to the 
body of knowledge concerned or innovation. Under the new conditions further regular and 
organized training is a life-long necessity. Specialized shortened four-year training and two- 
year postgraduate training have led to good results at the Electrical Engineering Faculty of 
the Budapest Technical University.

Efforts must be made to realise that the next generation has to live in this man-machine 
symbiosis, and consequently communication with machines will have the same role as 
literacy had in earlier centuries; it is a characteristic and condition of later economic progress 
as well. In numerous developed industrial countries governmental programmes are being 
drafted on teaching coexistence with computers and information technologies already at a 
comparatively early age, and on ways of making this accessible to the older generation. One 
can only welcome efforts to replace the earlier inflexible spuriously practical training, which 
relegated general education to the background and narrowed down horizons.

T he selection of managers

Many analyses study whether automation shifts the manpower structure in the direction 
of more or less education. Opposed signs are present, depending on differing conditions of 
maturity. The lasting process is certainly in the direction of the raising of the standard of 
training o f the labour force. A detailed analysis o f it is, of course, an important and re
sponsible task. The desired proportions of different levels o f technical training must be 
revised; the educational aim (not always the result) o f today’s technical university is a body 
of well-trained managers. Demands must be raised further, but there are limits, since talent 
itself is not unlimited. N ot only managers and besides this, creative designers are needed 
but also well-trained middle executives, probably more than today, but with much cheaper 
and shorter training than is provided by the technical university.
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The standing to quality, including outstanding quality and the appropriate financial and 

moral rewards must be restored if  adaptivity and quality are to be achieved. Creativity must 
start at the management level. The main tool to be used by the political leadership in giving 
an impetus for a leap towards quality is, in addition to economic regulators, a radical im
provement in attitudes to the selection of the higher centrally appointed industrial manage
ment. Managers usually continue the process by perpetuating their own image. Enterprising, 
educated, foreign language speaking, creative managers are likely to surround themselves by 
similar people. The requirements of leadership have changed in their substance in the past 
quarter century. In the period of the struggle for power socialist commitment was o f sur
passing importance, and dominated economic life as well. Today economic questions are 
primary in Hungary and are the condition of power. It follows from this essential change 
that today benefits are no longer derived from the relationship of the manager to central 
power, but on the contrary, the power of the state and of society are strengthened by profitable 
management and must become stronger in each enterprise too. The relatively passive require
ment of political reliability has been transformed to the active demand to stand one’s ground 
in the present economic situation; consequently a responsibility for the future of the country 
is borne by those who select the senior staff o f industry and o f technical development.

It is perhaps clear from what has been said that this modification does not point towards 
a technocracy, but towards a demand for a richer socialist culture, towards richer personali
ties, an adjustment to the realities o f the present and of the future, instead of mere ap
pearances. This reality is hard; it is possible that it demands immense changes, affecting the 
lives of men. A few outstanding managers are not the only thing needed but their inter
connected battle order, that is stimulation to the talented to leave the seemingly safe fringe 
of society and undertake the management of industry, the economy, and of technical 
development. This management should then further control selection; allowing democracy 
to become the standards—raising productive technology of management and not a mere 
safety-valve of social passions.

The lessons which the improvement in the management of farms have to teach have not 
been applied to industry yet. There are no methods and organizational forms for the selec
tion of managers, for the observation and development of talent, imagination, initiative and 
the acceptance o f responsibility, load capacity, inner discipline, professional and general 
education, indispensable for management. Personnel officers are generally unsuited for this 
task, they have seldom been employed for the purpose; there is no methodical way for 
filling managerial jobs. In other words, much remains to be done in the development of 
related attitudes.

I do not suggest, even as an incentive for talent, and in the interests o f getting the demand 
for quality off the ground that the technical professions, who generally play a decisive role 
in production, should all be given higher incomes. This would at any rate be impossible at 
present. I consider it necessary, however, that instead of merely mouthing slogans, an end 
should be put to the levelling of organizations with outstanding results and grey mediocrity 
within organizations; let it be made possible for outstanding people in these outstanding 
organizations to be given a personal profit o f at least the same degree as incentives common 
in services in short supply. Such methods must, however, be linked to long-term social 
utility. The original draft o f the economic reform made such recommendations, and given 
the experience gathered in the past fifteen years, these may probably be considered a good 
starting point.

I have already referred to the circumstance that in international technical progress Hun
gary can only play a role which is tailored to her size and potentialities. Let me refer to two
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groups of questions in this context. One is the relationship between Hungarian technical 
progress and the imported quantity of knowledge.

Know-how imported through licenses and in other ways is not only important due to the 
size o f the country, for leading industrial countries it is also of the same vital importance as 
trade. Even the simple importing of goods entails the buying of some knowledge; new 
materials, forms, ways of treatment enter the country also with consumer goods. Con
sequently the question is not participation through this important means in international 
technical progress, but whether, in the manner of tribal chiefs glass pearls should be obtained 
against slaves, or the Japanese way, i.e. that product licences be bought which have already 
run their course abroad and entail a high share of imports, without an own background and 
policy of adaptation and further development, or else technological or technology-involving 
licences giving an impetus to technical progress at home, which may be developed further, 
jointly or independently. Although in the processing industries a product licence can also be 
very useful, especially i f  it speedily fills some gap and does not require costly basic material 
and technology imports, the emphasis must be on technological development. The dif
ference between obtaining the two kinds o f licence, i.e. technological licences and product 
licences, was recognized earlier by the other side. I f  we look at the respective embargo 
lists, we find that the dividing lines for the two are entirely diflferent. The solution is not the 
rebureaucratization o f the purchase of licences but again, and above all, educated creative 
industrial management whose efforts are directed at enterprise and national economic 
results.

T he technological gap

It would be silly to deny the existence o f  the oft mentioned technological gap; I am aware 
o f its grave historic reasons. It is usual to analyze whether the gap has been narrowed down or 
widened in the past ten years and what is to be expected for the next stage. One cannot 
speak of a general narrowing of the gap, since this contradicts well-known facts. At the same 
time one must not forget either that the gap has changed with characteristic differences in 
different areas, and changes within the individual areas command great attention. I can 
report on computer technology, which I have observed more intensely. The gap has not been 
widened but has perhaps been narrowed in some cases in respect of details which could be 
taken care of or at least be started off by some larger scale concentrated effort, for instance, 
in the construction o f main frames, or the production o f some types of microprocessors. The 
gap has been widened, or at least not narrowed, in respect of tasks which demanded a special 
precision engineering technology, or larger but well coordinated shared designing, and the 
improvement of services. This includes e.g. the production of software, the commodity 
nature of which, i.e. its presentation in a way which is enjoyable to the consumer, including 
training, maintenance, further development, and servicing was difficult to make clear for a 
long time as against the attitude which treated it as a simple mathematical task. It would be 
difficult to measure this gap in a simple time dimension, in years; doing so would give 
misleading results in both the positive and negative sense, and would hide the real inter
connections, the good and bad dififerences, and would impermissibly simplify an involved 
range of problems which must be approached from many aspects. The fact o f the gap and 
its characteristics are increasingly acknowledged and investigated in the other socialist 
countries as well. In many places similar diagnoses and recommendations of economic policy, 
organization, training, and approach, are being developed, some of which are substan
tially ahead of the awareness of this problem in Hungary. Partial modifications can also
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achieve partial results. These must be watched carefully, because they can substantially 
modify the (in comparison to the whole socialist community) micro-relations of domestic 
production. After the small improvements, the recognition that conditions have changed, 
the time in which the transformation will be started in the different socialist countries can
not, o f course, be foreseen, but it must inevitably come. This will certainly not do much 
damage to Hungary, but can do a great deal of good, since it will require at least the same 
flexibility in changing attitudes, in methods used on socialist markets, as the change which 
occurred on the capitalist market in the seventies.

32

Lasting values

To close I should like to say something that apparently contradicts what I have said 
earlier in connexion with preparing for the changes, and the growth in adaptivity. It does 
not contradict my comments concerning education. Such a technological, socio-organizational 
and sociological changeover cannot occur without convulsions if  lasting values are not 
maintained, i f  the country has no sense of national identity, if  society loses faith in the 
progress of socialism, in the overcoming o f obsolete forms and slogans which have lost their 
substance, if  there is no positive message pointing ahead, no stable order of values in the 
status of activities, persons, and organizations which are especially useful for society, no 
professional cohesion—in the good sense. Japan and Germany became the most successful 
survivors o f the seventies not only because, over a long period, they spent relatively little on 
armaments, but because they could rely on traditional attitudes to workmanship which they 
cherished with national pride. The extraordinary role of the human mind and its attitudes 
in the unmatched achievements of the Soviet people during the war and in the immediate 
post-war reconstruction period must be recognised by Hungarians. To produce a real 
transformation means that a nation must give a new content to its thinking while main
taining the old, and carrying it over in a sound direction. The job demands imagination, 
courage, and a thorough preparation.



REFLECTIONS ON INTERNATIONAL 
MONETARY POLICY

by

JÁNOS FEKETE

It  is a great honour for me to have been invited to this Conference 
after so many noted economists and politicians who have addressed 
the series of conferences organized by this Institute before me. This 
invitation offers me the opportunity to explain my ideas to a highly 
qualified audience. I am happy to see many familiar faces, many friends 

with whom I have carried out banking operations and held economic discus
sions for many years. This, in a way, makes me feel at home.

First of all I wish to express my gratitude to M. Guillaume Guindey, the 
initiator of this meeting and to his colleagues who have, under his leadership, 
so successfully organized this evening.

By way of introduction permit me to make three personal comments: 
The first is that I repeat here—and this may sound immodest—what 

Winston Churchill told the Académie Frangaise when he visited your 
country in January 1945: “Prenez garde, Messieurs, je vais parier en frangais!” 

My second comment is that I speak for myself, and I would like to ask 
you not to consider my ideas—which are sometimes judged to be heretical 
by many of my friends—as official or even semi-official, the opinion of my 
bank, let alone of the government of my country. Everything that I say 
must be accepted in practice as the opinion of a Hungarian economist.

And finally the last, which is nevertheless the most important: before 
discussing international monetary questions before a really expert audience, 
I would like to mention a great French economist—unfortunately passed 
away—whom I held in high esteem on account of the clarity and logic of 
his exposition. I would like to pay homage at this Conference to Jacques 
Rueff, whom I was proud to count among my friends.

And now, watch out! My reflections follow.

Based on an address given to a Conference organized in Paris under the auspices of the Institut 
d'Étuies Bancairts et Financiires, on November 5, 1980.
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My first reflection: is what we have had for the past ten years and which 
we have today a monetary system or is it not? Opinions are divided. If  the 
answer is yes, another question immediately arises. How is it possible then 
that we nevertheless face so many worrisome problems in the monetary 
field. It is difficult to consider a situation a system where everybody can do 
as he likes, what seems useful to him, neglecting the effect of his own action 
on others. We are half-way between the old system which does not function 
any longer and the new system which has not yet been established. I take 
the liberty of claiming that the greatest success which we have achieved 
in this period was the codification of chaos! In the old system, if one did 
something against the rules, one risked being criticized by one’s fellows. 
Now everybody does as he pleases—but without violating the rules, because 
the rules of our days are so flexible. Everybody may do as he likes! This is 
why I think that the present state of international monetary affairs cannot 
be called a system with any justification.

My second reflection: does the world need an international monetary 
system? I am convinced that it does. The world needs a universal monetary 
system in which all interested countries may participate with the same 
rights and obligations. If I were asked why I consider such a solution to be 
the most efficient, I should answer that the experience of the last thirty 
years has demonstrated that a genuine international monetary system is 
capable of helping to maintain economic development. I believe that the 
earliest possible solution of the gravest problems of our times—inflation, 
recession, unemployment, pollution, starvation (to list only the most im
portant)—is in the interest of the international community. The re-estab
lishment of an international monetary order should facilitate the ac
complishment of such an enormous task.

Let me refer to history as evidence.
When, towards the end of the Second World War the Allied and As

sociated Powers—headed by the United States, the Soviet Union, the United 
Kingdom, and France—wanted to organize a post-war international economic 
order, they took into consideration the experience of the sad events which 
followed the Great War: inflation, the economic crisis of 1929-1933, the 
depression, fascism, and finally the outbreak of the Second World War. 
In order to avoid the repetition of history they looked forward to the 
creation of a system where the balance and healthy development of national 
economies could be assured on a world-wide scale.

The following three objectives were formulated:
I .  First of all it was desired to establish an institutional centre which 

should be able to assist post-war administrations, some of which had no



experience of government; which should ensure cooperation among different 
countries; grant short and medium-term loans to finance temporarily the 
deficits in the balances of payments of member countries, and which would 
facilitate the gradual elimination of exchange restrictions in order to en
courage progress towards general convertibility. Fundamentally the main 
objective was to create an institutional system to facilitate the development 
of the world economy.

2. The second aim: to establish a bank to help post-war reconstruction 
and development by long-term credits, in other words, to assemble and to 
centralize the means which were necessary for the most important invest
ments of the various national economies.

3. The third objective was the creation of an institution for international 
trade in order to ensure the development of commercial exchanges in 
an atmosphere where the international division of labour could become 
universally free of discrimination.

In accordance with the two first objectives, the forty-five founding 
countries—including the Soviet Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and 
Yugoslavia—established, at Bretton Woods, in July 1944, the International 
Monetary Fund and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Develop
ment. The institutional realization of the third objective did not take place, 
but some years later GATT was nevertheless organized, replacing the 
original idea.

As far as our present purpose is concerned, the first objective is—in my 
opinion—the most important.

The reorganization of the international monetary system relied on three 
fundamental pillars:

(a) Gold was the first among them, as legal value, measure of value, and 
final instrument of payment.

(b) The second pillar of the system was the convertibility of the US 
dollar into gold for the central banks and for monetary purposes. This con
vertibility enabled the US dollar to play the role of the key currency in the 
Bretton Woods system.

(c) The third was a fixed exchange rate system with perhaps a bit too 
narrow margins of fluctuation.

This system—and this is my opinion—functioned satisfactorily over a 
quarter century. It contributed to the economic development of member 
countries. Unfortunately—due to the Cold War—the socialist countries, 
with the exception of Yugoslavia, did not participate. At the same time it 
has to be stated that the absence of the socialist countries, especially of the 
Soviet Union—a weakness of the system—became one of the causes of its
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imbalance. W ithout the participation of the Soviet Union and of the so
cialist countries the United States was able to exercise too great an influence, 
amounting to hegemony, over the institutions of Bretton Woods.

Nevertheless, the system contributed—in spite of all its weaknesses—to 
the balanced economic progress of member countries and helped in avoiding 
major crises. The average rate of inflation of the ten most developed Western 
countries was 2-3 per cent annually. It can therefore be stated that the 
Western world disposed over a system which functioned well, in spite of 
its weaknesses (the excessive influence of the United States, parities fixed 
too rigidly, etc.). Instead of correcting mistakes, the system has been 
demolished: the child was thrown out with the bath water.

How did this happen? No country, no government—to the best of my 
knowledge—ever declared that it had the intention of destroying the Bret
ton Woods system. They always spoke about corrections. And this was the 
great error! The introduction of the double market for gold on March 17, 
1968 de facto excluded gold from the system. On August 15, 1971 the 
suspension of the convertibility of the US dollar for the rest of the world 
confirmed this situation de jure. The abolition of fixed exchange rates in 
1973 and their replacement by the general floating of the currencies were 
all said to be not acts of destruction but improvements of the system. The 
error was not to consider the Bretton Woods system as an organic unity 
composed of the three elements which I specified. None of these elements 
could be replaced or omitted without arriving at a fundamental modification 
of the system.

If I compare, for instance, the international monetary system to a car 
which has brakes (this is gold) and wheels (these are the fixed exchange 
rates), it is strange to accuse the fixed exchange rates of spreading inflation 
instead of blaming those who removed the brakes (gold) from the car. It is 
not the fault of the turning wheels if a car without brakes cannot stop. 
It is the same if one of the wheels (the fixed exchange rates) is removed. 
The result is no longer a car, not even a tricycle, but only the corpse of a car.

The dissolution of the international monetary system had grave con
sequences for the whole world economy. The most important was the start 
of a new inflationary spiral. Until the beginning of the sixties inflation was 
fed by budgetary, municipal, and private deficits, and by overheating the 
economy. However, it was possible to check this inflation by traditional 
methods of fiscal and monetary policy. After the dissolution of the mone
tary system inflationary pressure was added in the form of the substantial 
and uncontrollable growth of international liquidity: the flow of speculative 
capital to the order of billions of dollars. We found ourselves in a new



situation characterized by the transformation of rampant inflation into 
galloping inflation.

I am convinced that present inflation has two sources. One is of internal 
origin, which can be called home-made, and the other is monetary disorder. 
The coexistence of the two is intolerable.

The rise of consumer prices in certain economically very important 
OECD countries reached or exceeded xo per cent, and even 15 per cent, 
annually. The number of the unemployed—and you know this better than 
I do—is very high: over 20 million in the OECD region.

In the sixties, e.g., the normal growth rate of official reserves of foreign 
currencies was only 7 per cent annually; in the last decade their growth rate 
already exceeded 22 per cent annually.

Reserves in foreign exchange which amounted to 33,000 million dollars 
at the end of 1969, rose to 300,000 million in 1979.

It is not difficult to reach the conclusion that there is a direct connection 
between the destruction of the international monetary system and the ac
celeration of inflation. It is nevertheless true that on the world scale there 
are other very disturbing problems, such as the rise in the price of oil to a 
level which is above the economically justifiable; and this carries an addi
tional inflationary effect. I believe that the first increase in oil prices was 
still more or less acceptable from an economic point of view and it would be 
an exaggeration to claim that the high piece of oil alone could have brought 
about inflation; the claim that it added fuel to the fire appears to be more 
appropriate. But the excessive increase of oil prices by 140 per cent in the 
last 18 months has undoubtedly brought about the most monopolistic 
price in modern economic history, and this is already unbearable not only 
for the non-oil-producing developing countries but also for the entire 
world economy.
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I should like to describe to you the example of my own country, which is 
a substantial importer of oil and of raw materials. After the oil price ex
plosion and of the rise in the price of raw materials in general, Hungary too 
was forced to work out an adjustment programme, adapting herself to the 
new world economic conditions. At the same time I must add that Hungary 
was in a relatively favourable situation since oil import prices—due to an 
agreement with the Soviet Union and to methods used to calculate the 
prices of mutual commercial transactions within the socialist community— 
rose only gradually in recent years. This calculation method enables the
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member countries of the CMEA to pay always the average world market 
price of the last five years. This is in fact a sliding basis for the fixing of 
prices in payment for intra-CMEA trade. Consequently we were not forced 
to pay immediately the very high world prices but only after the lapse of 
some time, to be more exact, after five years. Now when our intra-com
munity prices approach the level of world prices, everything seems to start 
again due to the new rises in oil prices. In spite of this favourable price 
system the Hungarian loss in the terms of trade was nearly 20 per cent. 
To tell the truth, for a certain period after the world price explosion Hun
gary—like many other countries—still entertained certain illusions. 
Specialists claimed that this irregular situation would not last and that 
something would undoubtedly happen. But some years later, when Hun
garian economic indices, and especially the balance of trade, began to 
deteriorate, we drew the conclusion: there cannot be any other solution, 
we have to face the facts. Measures were introduced to restore external 
equilibria. Since there are no miracles, economic measures had to be taken 
that are not popular. All this meant the necessity to reduce domestic con
sumption, decrease investment, and centralize credits for the development 
of industries which could really export economically. A reduction in imports 
was at once rejected as an unreasonable alternative. We opted then for a 
reform programme aiming at preference for selective development and the 
growth of exports in order to restore equilibrium at the highest possible 
level of economic activity.

This was why it was officially declared at the last HSWP congress, which 
was held in Budapest in 1980, that in the course of the next 3-4 years it 
would not be possible to raise standards of living if we wanted to restore 
economic equilibrium. A government which, for twenty years, kept its 
promise to raise real standards of living by 3-4 per cent annually, has the 
right to say that right now this is not possible. This is the explanation why, 
in Hungary, people accepted economic facts without any great argument. 
And what results were achieved?—you may well ask. In 1978 the trade deficit 
towards Western countries at contract prices was approximately 900 million 
dollars; but last year the deficit in this direction was only 90 million dol
lars, i.e. exactly one-tenth of the former. This year we hope to balance trade 
with Western countries. The results of the first nine months of 1980 are 
very encouraging. Consequently, one can say that the first results are already 
at hand. But the price which has to be paid to achieve equilibrium is high. 
These are tough measures and it is difficult to get them accepted, or to be 
more precise, to carry them through it is necessary to have a stable govern
ment which can afford to introduce unpopular economic measures. I think
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that what is true for Hungary, also holds for other countries. It is not pos
sible to finance, in the long term, deficits by credits, since the amount of 
credits and the interest rates themselves do not stop rising, and one day 
one would suddenly arrive at the limit.

$

To discuss the future of the world economy, it is necessary to examine 
what is likely to happen. A brief tour d’hori^on will therefore follow.

1. The oil price explosion and similar rises in the prices of some raw 
materials, with its very grave economic consequences, made the adaptation 
of the economic structures to the new situation, on a world scale, inevitable.

2. This necessity to adapt coincides with a world financial situation which 
can be characterized by already accumulated enormous external debts. 
Unfortunately, in the years to come the world is likely to continue to show 
considerable imbalances as far as current balances of payment are concerned. 
The consequences of this situation will not only affect non-oil-producing 
developing countries, but the industrialized countries as well. Consequently, 
a transfer of capital will be necessary from the oil-producing countries to 
the oil-consuming countries. This transfer of capital must be of an enormous 
volume, without precedent.

3. The necessity to change the structure concurrently with considerable 
expected deficits in balances of payments will exercise an unfavourable in
fluence on the economic activities of both industrialized and developing 
countries. The levels of household consumption and accumulation will be 
especially hard hit. In spite of this global slow-down, there will nevertheless 
be some factors which will have to develop rapidly (for instance, prospecting 
for and exploration of further oil deposits and their exploitation, invest
ments in energy saving, environmental protection, the rationalization of 
production, etc.). Nevertheless the total volume of investments will be 
lower than in preceding years.

It follows that the growth rate of world economic activity will, in my 
opinion, be lower in the next five years—i.e. in a period for which I venture 
to make predictions—than in the last five years. Similar trends will occur 
in world trade as well.

4. Reduced economic activity will be accompanied—according to all 
forecasts—by a high rate of inflation (or perhaps stagflation, to be more 
precise) and by rising unemployment. But the fight against inflation—which 
is essential—will all the time come up against the barriers erected by un
employment. The two objectives are traditionally opposed.
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5. Under the influence of external imbalances and unemployment, com
petition for export markets will become keener, but the risk of import 
restrictions and of protectionism will become stronger. I believe that such 
a situation will have a disorganizing influence on the world economy.

6. The mechanism of recycling, i.e. the transfer of excess capital, espe
cially of the petrodollars, to the countries with deficiencies will represent 
a new challenge and lead to additional problems.

Up to now the OPEC countries have been neither prepared nor disposed 
to assume the role of catalysts of recycling in an appropriate width. The 
reason for this is already well-known: OPEC member countries stand for a 
market with a limited absorption capacity, their financial experts prefer, 
in the placing of their assets, security and liquidity, and consequently their 
financial means flow, in the short-term, to the industrially developed coun
tries, etc. For the large international banks which have, until now, played 
a central role in the process of recycling, it will also become more and more 
difficult to transform the short-term deposits placed with them by the OPEC 
countries (the volume of which will probably continue to grow) into long
term loans. I therefore believe it to be likely that the selectivity of these 
commercial banks will be stricter both in the allocation of credits and in the 
terms applied. This is why efforts are made in this situation to increase the 
role of the International Monetary Fund in the recycling process. But the 
International Monetary Fund was not established in the first place in order 
to grant long-term credits on flexible terms.

$

We are then up against a dangerous situation, and the entire world feels 
this. I believe that the consensus of feeling is today—and this applies on the 
world scale—that profound changes will have to be made. This is why so 
many solutions are discussed—there are many proposals, but the results so 
far have been meagre.

I propose now to take a brief look at certain proposals that aim to reform 
or rather modify the international monetary order (or disorder).

I. Gold should be demonetized, and there is need to introduce a new 
free currency, S.D.R. (Special Drawing Rights). So far the results have been 
meagre. S.D.R. was an excellent idea, but the form, the name, the utiliza
tion of all the other conditions have been unsuccessful. Nobody wants to 
have S.D.R. in their pockets instead of something more real.

It was claimed that an S.D.R. was the equivalent of another S.D.R. This 
is absurd even philosophically, as it is not possible to explain a thing



by the thing itself (idem per idem). The interest rates are low, S.D.R. has a 
certain altruistic quality, afterwards a basket is formed of more than 20 
different currencies. A calculator is needed to know how much an S.D.R. 
is worth.

What is left is the problem of choice between gold and S.D.R. Since 
the demonetization of gold and in spite of the intention to eliminate the 
former from the international monetary system, the official reserves of the 
central banks have consisted of gold to the tune of 20-25 Per cent—cal
culated at market prices—approximately 22 per cent of convertible cur
rencies, and only 3 per cent of S.D.R. How can one possibly demand that 
central banks renounce the most precious part of their reserves which can be 
used at any moment whenever something unexpected occurs? Some years 
ago I already said in Basle: I accept that there are in the world, let us say, 
300 outstanding economists who are convinced that gold is superfluous and 
that it is possible to bring about a new monetary system without it. Un
fortunately there are in the whole world another 3,000 million men and 
women who put their trust in gold only. The problem is how, and how soon, 
will the 300 be able to convince the 3,000 million who think differently. 
I am afraid that this will take a long time, we will have to be patient.

2. Another solution was then found. It was claimed that fixed exchange 
rates were the source of all monetary problems. This is why they started to 
use floating exchange rates instead of too rigid fixed exchange rates. At the 
time this was still absolutely necessary. It was a pressing solution. At that 
time the countries which had to defend themselves against the escape of 
capital, had to turn to the floating of the currencies. When a house is on 
fire, one even jumps out of the window to save one’s life, risking a broken leg. 
Afterwards the fire must be put out, and then the house can be rebuilt, or 
the old house has to be demolished and a new one has to be built. All the 
solutions mentioned ar acceptable, but to continue to leap through the 
window seems to me be bizarre and disturbing. The most severe critique of 
the system of floating exchange rates is that the European Monetary System 
(EMS) Countries which were for floating, and there are some among them 
which, even today, advise everybody to float, prefer, in dealing with each 
other, an exchange rate which is more strictly fixed than in the Bretton 
Woods system. In EMS the most diverse controls are applied in combina
tion with the remonetization of gold. The member countries of this system 
keep one part (20 per cent) of their shared reserves in gold. If one wishes to 
have a system which functions well, it is normal to return to fixed rates 
and to gold.

3. The motor theory was also an excellent idea. According to this there
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are some countries (the United States, Western Germany, Japan) which are 
capable of assuming the role of motors and must make huge economic 
efforts to make sure that the growth rate of their gross national product 
should be to the order of 6 -7  per cent annually. In keeping with this notion 
the motor countries can drive the others, which are weaker, and in the end 
we will all again find ourselves in a flourishing world economy.

The first problem with this notion was that in spite of the solemn pro
mises made at summit conferences by heads of states (concerning the 
growth of their GNP in real terms to the order of 6-7 per cent annually) 
these figures were never really achieved. This is certainly not beyond my 
comprehension since, even in the Hungarian planned economy, it happens 
sometimes that indices prescribed in the economic plan are not achieved. 
Second: in the contemporary world economy there are a great many railway 
trucks to be pulled and very few engines to do the pulling. It is precisely 
the most powerful engine which has for some time not been pulling but, 
on the contrary, has held back the others. This is why this notion does not 
work in practice.

4. If it were possible to control the Euromarket—it was said—it would 
be possible to put a brake on inflation. It is indeed the functioning of the 
Euromarket which makes inflationist tendencies general: it is the sinner, 
and must be controlled. But if efforts are made to control it by different 
measures, the money will disappear in order to establish itself a little 
later in another place where there are no controls yet. In my view it is 
not the existence of Euromarkets that should be considered the principal 
source of inflation; these markets are rather the consequences of the deficits 
of some large countries the monetary authorities of which—instead of 
controlling their own economies—would like to control the economies of 
others. I am convinced that this will not succeed.

5. The idea of substitution accounts in order to neutralize superfluous 
dollars was also mooted. In my view a delicate little problem arises never
theless insofar as this kind of solution is concerned. This is the question of 
risk concerning the exchange rate of the superfluous dollars placed in this 
account. Who is to cover this risk? The debtors or the creditors?* Usually 
it is the debtor who covers the risk. To my mind the creditor can also par
ticipate. It is possible for the two to cooperate in this domain, but the idea 
that the risks should be covered by the other member countries of the IMF, 
is basically unsound.

* This was brilliantly explained by Guillaume Guindey, in a lecture given on June 12, 1980, 
at a session of the Per Jacobsson Foundation in Basle.
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6. Benign negligence: this is the attitude of the American monetary 
authorities when it comes to the exchange rate of the US dollar and the other 
convertible currencies. The logic of the American authorities is as follows: 
the devaluation of the dollar can be carried out without problems, without 
any danger of imported inflation since, in America, the ratio of foreign 
trade to GNP is very low. It is the task of the European trading partners to 
establish—through various monetary measures—an exchange rate to the 
dollar which is acceptable to them. Such thinking however contains a fun
damental error.

At the time when the dollar was still overvalued, the Americans were 
able to buy all the goods and make investments very cheaply, given price 
levels which were economically justified. It was precisely the President of 
France who declared for the first tim e: we shall not let ourselves be bought 
at this price. This was entirely justified. But when the dollar became under
valued—and this is perhaps the characteristic aspect of the present inter
national monetary situation—this also presented problems to the entire 
world. In my view, we shall now also face a problem caused by unsound 
exchange rates, at this time in the opposite direction. The Americans—by 
hoping to be able to correct their trade imbalance and balance of payments 
disequilibrium by this exchange rate policy—have no doubt forgotten the 
inflationary effect of an undervalued currency. If their money is worth 
relatively less than justified by internal economic factors, import prices 
rise rapidly, causing persistent inflationary pressures, even in the United 
States, where the global value of imports is not very high, although far 
from negligible (the ratio of foreign trade to gross national product of the 
United States is around 9-10 per cent). For instance, were Japanese cars to 
turn very expensive due to a dollar-yen exchange rate of 180, instead of 
360, the large American manufacturers might raise their prices without 
improving the structure of their industrial production and without raising 
the level of productivity. All this would produce an unprecedented rate of 
inflation in the United States.

7. It is possible to apply another exchange rate policy still: revaluation. 
If money is revalued, oil, for instance, costs less. This method entails 
enormous advantages: it compels industry to renew itself, making use of all 
possibilities to raise levels of productivity and to produce less expensively. 
It is this method that allows one to fight successfully against inflationary 
tendencies. There is nevertheless a point where a constantly revalued cur
rency begins to cause problems to industry: How can one compensate in
cessantly for the upward modification of the exchange rate of the national 
currency by an appropriate rise in the level of productivity? If this com-
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pensation does not occur, the country may lose external markets which are 
difficult to regain. This method, therefore, also has its weaknesses.

For the reasons mentioned, I am very happy that in 1979—to be more 
precise, in October—the United States took measures to defend the dollar. 
Then, after having advised the Americans so often to do something about 
stabilizing the dollar, when they finally did something, the Bundesbank 
raised interest rates. After this the average interest rate promptly began to 
escalate in Europe, since everybody had to follow the DM. I believe that 
this is one of the reasons which causes the present slowdown in the economies 
in Western Europe.

8. I sincerely and greatly regret that in my critiques of the past and my 
predictions of the future of the world economy I was able to find only a 
little room for favourable aspects. I know that in the Middle Ages the herald 
who brought bad news had his head removed. The only encouraging thing 
not only for me but for the whole of mankind is that we do not live in the 
Middle Ages and that our age, over difficult periods, was able to face the 
serious dangers in a reasonable manner and was able to react to new chal
lenges by courageous initiatives. I hope that détente and dialogue will con
tinue, the spirit of Helsinki will prevail, and that after having started 
negotiations on delicate problems such as disarmament, the control of 
nuclear power, etc. one day a common language will also be found for 
monetary problems.
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AN OUTSIDER VINDICATED
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by

BALÁZS LENGYEL

Poets, like birds, come in flocks.” This simile by Mihály 
Babits is especially apt in the case of 20th century Hungarian 
literature. In the early years of the century the great generation 
which accomplished the necessary modernisation, albeit still in 
the form of symbolism, arrived in a flock: besides Endre Ady, Babits himself 

was an outstanding member. The next generation, who continued the work, 
also came in a group: they were named the second Nyugat-generation after 
Nyugat, the first militant review of the new literature. I hope that however 
reluctant the reader may be to read this small retrospection, his aversion 
will soon be dispelled. For Attila József, whose poetry or, at least whose 
legend, is not quite unknown to the world any more, was also a member 
of this generation. As was another wellknown poet, Lőrinc Szabó; and 
Gyula Illyés, one of the exceptional representatives of contemporary 
Hungarian poetry, also rose from their ranks.

Zoltán Zelk, the subject of this article, was another of their number. 
I have said that this was a new group who continued the work of the 

previous generation; but there is no harm in questioning categorical state
ments of this type because in the evolution of the arts nothing can be so 
simply synthesized as in science. This second generation were certainly not 
epigons following in the footsteps of the first. Indeed, in the twenties they 
started out as opponents of their predecessors. By that time that great 
innovation in lyrical poetry, the avantgarde, had matured in Hungary; its 
apostle, Lajos Kassák, who remained faithful to the creed until his death, 
announced its coming in the 19x0s, when it also got off the ground in 
France.

So Zoltán Zelk’s first poems were avantgarde, and his master was that 
same Lajos Kassák who was also the master of Attila József. It may seem 
unnecessary to mention this because the tone of Zelk’s poems so unforget-
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tably imprinted in the minds of Hungarian readers and perhaps sensed in 
translation is not the tone of the avantgarde. Or rather. . . but it is not 
that simple, there is another twist. Because although it is true that in the 
thirties Zelk, together with many other poets, after a brief initial period 
turned away from the avantgarde towards a more traditional lyricism (closer 
to the first generation, Ady and Babits), nothing passes without leaving 
its mark on the life of a good poet, be it the discovery of the emotional 
world of childhood or the artistic ideals of youth. The past always dissolves 
into the present. This should be borne in mind in this hurried sketch of 
one poet’s art and career.

Zoltán Zelk is informal and spontaneous, he writes down what is hap
pening to him and within him at the present moment; he expresses his 
mood of the moment, he speaks his mind on the spur of the moment but 
it is very difficult to express exactly what is happening to us and within 
ourselves. The young Zoltán Zelk needed years before he was capable of 
putting the everyday reality of his life into his poems. The rented bed-sit, 
the candle flickering on the chipped cup, the chunk of bread on the table, 
the coffee mug and the greasy paper, the little iron stove in the corner. 
As a beginner he knew how to create bold symbols from elements of reality, 
and learned only later to evoke reality itself. For years he continued to 
write successful and faultless poetry—to a certain extent following in the 
tracks of Kassák and the avantgarde—but without revealing who has writ
ten the poems and under what circumstances, that a provincial man, an 
apprentice or unskilled worker, certainly a proletarian, has expressed his 
fate in them. This, if one looks back at his later poetic career, so full of 
confessions, is rather strange.

Let us now look closer at the world which Zelk wrote about after his 
initial period. One excerpt will offer ample notions: Terminal point. 
Here I live where /  the smell of earth and smoke mix /  and meadows bite 
notches into /  the confines of the city. /  I walk. Thick dust flies in my 
tracks /  and above the jagged, gloomy land, /  winds rattle the /  rusty sighs 
of the poor. (Despoiled landscape)  (Prose translation.)

This is a landscape on the outskirts of the town, a region inhabited by 
poor people, the same as that described by Attila József in his famous poem 
A város peremén (On the Outskirts of the City). The two poems were written 
at rougly the same time. Although the tone is softer in Zelk’s Despoiled 
Landscape, where suspicion follows the poet’s every step and only the dry 
weed, that thorny proletarian of the meadows, stands indifferent, and decay 
rustles like parchment, the theme, mode of expression and concealed soli
darity leave no doubt as to their kinship. Attila József said that the prole-
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tariat was his form of self-expression. In the case of Zelk the proletarian 
suburb, Rákospalota, on the outskirts of Budapest, and later the world of 
the poor of the Zugló district became such a form and remained a recurrent 
motif, even later when the poet lived in another enviroment; after the 
radical change of the world in 1945 naturally the “contents” of the form 
changed too.

But this refers to a later period. In the exploration of the poet’s develop
ment and life—contrary to most contemporary poets Zelk’s work lends 
itself admirably to such exploration—we are still in the 1930s when he 
was already aware that he needed to incorporate the immanent real world 
into his verse because the sight of the present aroused the poet in him. 
Even so, reality does not appear in his verse so directly, without any trans
position, as the reader may believe or the reviewers like to proclaim. (The 
poetry of Attila József is a case in point.) The world in the poem is a lyri
cally interpreted world which always means a little more than itself; as in 
the case of folksongs which function as signal systems on a one-degree higher 
level. Zelk’s special melody develops above and beyond the level of the 
folksong, which sometimes reaches as far as surrealism. Experienced 
readers do not need any interpretations of his signals and transpositions. 
The fate of the poor, oppression, hope for a different and better world, revo
lutionary desire lurk in Zelk’s suburbs, in the districts of Angyalföld or 
Zugló, whose people, human wrecks, dogs, goats, trees, grasses, plots, 
dawns, and dusks are the subject of his messages. They speak with that 
compassion for every living creature which is Zelk’s chief source of inspira
tion, his strongest tie with the world, and the cause of the proletariat.

Now let us go one step further, let us leave for the time being this 
newly discovered landscape, a reflection of the young Zelk, and follow 
the poet to the Ukraine with the Jewish inmates of the labour camps, 
excommunicated and outlawed by Fascism. From the confines of the city 
he has arrived at the confines of death, from home to homelessness, from 
the community of the peasants and workers into almost total exile. The 
poetical consequences of this shattering, not anthropomorphic war experience 
(the majority of the forced labour camp inmates died) were not only a few 
poignant poems, permanent items in Hungarian verse anthologies, but 
they led also to the crystallisation of two or three basic themes. Amidst the 
sufferings Zelk had not only discovered the past, his own past as an element 
of inspiration—from now on the past became his “form” in the same way 
as his momentary environment had been before; his principal themes be
came childhood, home and family. He spoke like Miklós Radnóti, also 
driven into a forced labour camp in "far-off Serbia,” and expressed the
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same nostalgia, pain and deep-felt desire: “With your existence, that you 
get up, go to sleep—make a fire and cook your supper—you preserve 
my country for me”—wrote Zelk from the Ukraine, and what greater or 
simpler truth can one tell a sweetheart and wife?

A further stage in his life story: suffering and humiliation over, the poet 
was lucky to get home. This was the period of the post-1945 joys and 
hopes. Under the radiant sky of those first years, rising from the side of 
the dead after escaping mortal dangers the poet faithfully joined in the 
work of building up the country. In his poems he proclaimed strong and 
beautiful truths; these were true poems even if the personality cult which 
suddenly settled on the country and Stalinist cultural policies hackneyed 
them in school textbooks and twisted their original meaning by putting 
them in a different context. An example of this distortion was his A pártos 
éneb (Song of the Committed) recited at every celebration, and misused by 
the regime for its own glorification.

Did the poet see what he had become mixed up in? The answer lies in 
the poems themselves. After the initial great hopes only a few years passed 
and the sky became overcast, the poems spoke of disappointed hope, of 
wrongs and crimes, including the poet’s own wrong-doings. The poems 
lead us gradually into a personal (and not only personal) tragedy; but this 
tragedy had a cathartic force which shaped the readers and also the poet 
himself—in his case its impact determined his entire future career.

In the story of his life we have now arrived at 1956, the aftermath of 
which brought him the humiliation of almost two years’ imprisonment. 
How did his new sufferings change him? They deprived him of the fixed 
points of his existence, his home, the environment which had always deter
mined his works. Loneliness, solitude and old age loomed before the poet 
when, after the tragedy, he found himself staggering back to normal and 
having to adjust himself. “Fenced-in silence” surrounded him after the 
“inextinguishable forest-fires, floods and crumbled mines” of his past 
years. “Seasonless” loneliness followed his mature years, typical of the 20th 
century or even worse. But although the colours of the past were extinct 
within him, as the after effects of a tragedy, with the gradual revival of 
the poet the colours and seasons of the past also reappeared. ”To whom 
does your rumpled servant, your widowed shadow open the door? /  to the 
riff-raff of your memories?”—asks one poem. But not only to the riff-raff, 
labelled so pejoratively, but also to “immortal childhood” and the dead, 
to evoke again and again the painful sweetness of the long-vanished home, 
the “dusk ritual of child bathing,” and everything the reader already 
knows: the planks and elms of Rákospalota, the wagonworks, the mill, and,
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of course, Irén, the embodiment of home, the wife who died during his 
prison sentence. And, naturally, death, with its emotional projections, 
a philosophical view of existence because remembering and meditating on 
the sense of life are almost identical activities. And a new poetic period 
begins: Zoltán Zelk’s high-rising old age poetry.

After the cries of pain and lament (the best known masterpiece is Sirály 
(Gull), written in prison, bemoaning the dead wife but several shorter 
verses have the same intensity) the spasm gradually relaxes and the living 
present and the moment reappear: streets, doorways, football grounds, real, 
commonplace experiences, racing horses, short-lived love affairs, the affec
tionate, humorously-drawn portraits of colleagues, even ironical self- 
portraits. And then a new, deep affection, lasting unto death, for Elisabeth, 
the new, young wife who creates a new home and helps him bear the trials 
of sickness. And in this new period the carrier of all these, the Zelk-melody, 
develops into something different; it becomes coarser and shorter, and stops 
abruptly, leaving behind a meaningful stream of silence. Zelk changed his 
style again: he intensified his expressions, increased his transportations and 
enhanced his suggestiveness. Although difficult to prove it, I feel that his 
experimental beginnings, the boldness and expressivity of the avantgarde 
have borne their fruits now. “Leaning on my elbow on a September after
noon /  as on the railing of a bridge, /  through the gap between two 
minutes, getting a view of /  a moment of completeness, /  of the land
scape filled to the brim, /  of the presumptuous triumph of the trees— / 
it is inexpressible, unutterable, /  I could go on but all I have is words.” 
(Tr. by William Jay Smith.) These and similar “small” masterpieces are the 
great moments of his parting poetry.

Closing his life-history I would like to draw a romantic portrait of Zoltán 
Zelk: despite everything, I have believed for many years that Zelk was 
a rare lyricist of Hungarian poetry, an outsider shivering on the edge of the 
road, a man who, though rooted in the province, sang to the town, to its 
people in the streets and courtyards, and he sang both the Marseillaise and 
the newest chanson of Apollinaire. Although he wrote a few longer poems, 
Zelk was essentially a writer of songs. Some say that this is the easier 
course in poetry; I wouldn’t  know. I know, however, that Babits, who was 
certainly no chansonnier, had the courage to say that he paid attention only 
to the melody, the song. Zoltán Zelk could have said the same, but more 
literally, and he said it: “Like the magician/  climbing on one thread of rope 
thrown into the air /  so should you hang there in space /  on your last 
minute /  turned into one thread of song.”

And he accomplished this stunt, unforgettably, until his last moment.
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Z O LTÁN ZELK

POEMS
Translated by William Jay Smith

SHE WILL N O T  STAND BEFORE YOU

N ot even the seasons pass this way, 
only last year’s wind swishes by, 
only the shadow of last year’s foliage, 
only the silver-cool lustre of showers 
frozen to the walls, 
only timeless, blind passageways.

Dust and soot on glass, doors, 
on groping fingers,
on the sky, on your threadbare clothes, 
on memories, on furniture,
on the mirror of your well-water, in the crevices of your face, 
dust and soot, dust and soot.

Why should dawn come, why should dusk come,
why should the stars burn
when the spark to work no longer ignites,
and even the intention slips away,
what will you say now, after eight years,
when the Dead One comes to stand before you?

She will not stand before you. Your frosted lamp—
she had lit that also—
goes out in the rising wind;
your desk, your bed fall apart,
you recite your poems
to birdless, stricken trees.



M OM ENT

Leaning on my elbow on a September afternoon 
as on the railing of a bridge,
through the gap between two minutes, getting a view
a moment of completeness,
of the landscape filled to the brim,
of the presumptuous triumph of the trees—
it is inexpressible, unutterable,
I could go on but all I have are words.

ALONE

Desert afternoon.
That part of the day that cannot be traversed. 
And the cool of dusk? and night?
On whom does your tousled
servant, your widowed shadow, open the door?

On the rabble of memories.

EVEN IF THE CANDLES HAVE GONE OUT

If the sky is cloudy, well, it’s because
the smoke from my mother’s
Friday-night candles swirls above the years,
the wind carries it but doesn’t  sweep it away;
it hovers in every sky—
now Evening, entering my room,
ties a smoke-coloured scarf around its head.

MY GRANDMOTHERS

Not a single
snowflake of old age
has fallen on their shoulders.



The wrinkle scratch-like under their eyes 
is the nail-mark 
of attacking death.

When they caressed me, 
they were always 
stroking my mother’s belly— 
the impatient ones.

By what mist-burning iron stove, 
in what damp-walled room 
shaped of adobe shadows, do they sit, 
in what tin ocean now 
do they soak their feet?

For whom do they knit warm clothes 
with the wool thread of years?

I roam among four lonely knees.

WHAT A PATHWAY

W ith rain streaming down my face— 
but first that tuneless part of the day, 
the horizonless afternoon.
W ith rain streaming down my face— 
but first the walls, filthy
right through the mortar, in the telltale sunlight, 
the conceited advertising pillars, 
and the almost unearthly patience 
of the trees at the edge of the sidewalk.
W ith the rain streaming down my face— 
but first the howling of the ownerless pack, 
the wheels, the brakes— 
the tar-smelling, ransacked desert.

What a pathway between the aimless rails
into the territory closed behind the walls of partitions,
into the bushes that dream of the forest,



so that I may catch the minute that is mine, 
so that stopping at the hilltop of silence 
with the rain streaming down my face, 
with rain in my mouth, 
with the taste of childhood in my mouth—

what a pathway to this daily moment!
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FRIENDLY CALL

Already beyond this side but still on earth 
there is a parched sloping meadow where the aged 
laugh, soaking their feet 
in puddles of sunlight, laugh night and day.
They don’t sleep, don’t  eat, just laugh, 
amused that what is behind them 
is no more because it’s past. And what is before them 
is no more either because it’s not going to be.

How cheerful they are!
I’d gladly go and sit among them and be merry,
if only I could forget to bring myself along,
but I’m just lying here, as if listening to a friendly call,
listening to the wind sweep the leaf-litter
of their laughter through my open window.



JÁNOS PILINSZKY:
A VERY DIFFERENT POET

(1921-1981)

by

ÁGNES NEMES-NAGY

Pilinszky is different. Everybody is different but some are even more 
so. Pilinszky is more different in that way in Hungarian poetry 
and within poetry as such, that is he is different in fact, he is 
genuinely different, deeply deviant, rare and improbable, a white 
antelope, an element beyond the periodic table. When he walked down the 

street, one of those dark Budapest streets of the fifties, in his short coat, too 
tight around the shoulders, he walked like a persecuted legend. That is 
what he was all right. A persecuted legend, pushed out of literature and 
completely unknown; perhaps fellow dwellers in the catacombs whispered 
his name, passing it from mouth to mouth and ear to ear.

How did that situation in his life come about, which is as important to 
Pilinszky’s verse as the war was to his experience? A few facts from his 
biography are needed to answer.

Biographical data

János Pilinszky was born in Budapest in 1921. He always lived in Buda
pest, in the leftbank Inner City. No, not in the fashionable metropolitan 
centre, but in the modest, middle class ancient kernel of the town. That 
is where he lived, on the second floor of an old tenement with inside un
covered corridors, with his widowed mother, his sister and her family and 
a few other elderly female relatives. I only like troglodytic homes, he once 
said. That is what his home was like, a true cave, with narrow windows 
facing the street and heavy, dark curtains and furniture. The chimes of the 
church of the Mary Ward Sisters were the sound most likely to filter in 
from the outside world. His Catholicism was part of his family heritage; 
and as long as he could he stuck close to his family’s guarding cave walls.



His mother’s death meant a serious change in his life, a split in the family 
protective caul, adulthood that could no longer be delayed. The outside 
world was not for him.

Some of his verses had been published early, even by the best literary 
journals, such as Magyar Csillag, edited by Gyula Illyés, the war-time suc
cessor of Nyugat, and this lent them a certain standing. These precious 
poems that outlined the Pilinszky to be, attracted notice. Some looked on 
him as a promising talent even then. But there was a war on and the poet 
received one of the last call-up papers in 1944, by that time his feeble phy
sique no longer meant exemption. He went West with his company, to 
wartime Germany. This was the experience that determined his work. Back 
home again he took part in the bubbling, exciting three years of Hungarian 
literature that lasted from 1945 to 1948. He moved mainly in the Újhold 
circle, being the poetry editor of the journal of the younger writers of that 
name. The period of what is euphemistically called the personality cult 
followed, a time to keep quiet. Pilinszky, like a good many other Hun
garian writers, could not publish for around ten years. His position—finan
cial and intellectual—balanced on the frontier between being and non- 
being. The large family found it difficult to support itself. The poet tried to 
make a living doing odd jobs for the Catholic press, and translations and 
proof-reading he was given out of pity. He corrected the proofs of the 
books of those poets who appeared at that time.

This period came to an end in 1956, with another explosion. There was 
gunfire in the streets of Budapest once again. Later the thaw started. Cir
cumstances changed and the silenced writers, Pilinszky amongst them, 
were being published once again.

His most important volumes of verse are: Trapéz, és korlát (Trapeze and 
parallel bars) which already appeared in 1946 and earned him the Baum- 
garten Prize. Harmadnapon (On the third day) was published in 1959, the 
first volume after the years of silence. Then: Nagyvárosi ikonok (Big city 
icons) (1970), Szálkák (Splinters) (1972), Végkifejlet (Denouement) (1974) and 
Kráter (Crater) (1975). He also published prose or works that can be called 
prose, reflections, articles, conversations with a black actress, a member of 
Robert Wilson’s Paris company: Beszélgetések Sheryl Suttonnal (Conversa
tions with Sheryl Sutton), poetic works for the stage and oratorios. Lately 
he experimented with writing a novel. Two volumes of his verses appeared 
in English, Selected Poems (Carcanet New Press 1976), translated by Ted 
Hughes and János Csokits, and Crater (Anvil Press Poetry 1978) translated 
by Peter Jay. Many poems by him, indeed whole volumes, appeared in 
numerous languages, such as French, German, Norvégián, and Finnish.
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Starting with the middle sixties Pilinszky underwent considerable change. 

His style was transformed though his message stayed the same. He had 
been one who wrote little and became someone who wrote more, but it 
was chiefly his way of life and his personality that changed. As his popula
rity grew at home and abroad his circle of friends suddenly grew much 
larger, an inward looking man seemingly became an outward looking one, 
and the hermit turned into a globe-trotter. He spent a lot of time in Paris, 
at Pierre Emmanuel’s invitation, but he travelled the length and breadth 
of Europe and America as well. It was not travel as such that interested 
him, or people, what drove him was some sort of feverish or nervous desire 
to communicate. It was not his basic relationship to the world that changed 
but his role on the stage of life.

What this transformation, this new role, really meant, what its causes 
were, and what its effects, is still too difficult to judge. One thing is certain, 
however, it is that identity maintained through change which signifies that 
great poet, and that extraordinary phenomenon who was János Pilinszky.

Obituary and portrait sketch

Everyone has a right to his own youthful portrait, to that moment in life 
where youth and maturity meet, where he most acutely identifies with his 
self; he has a right to the high noon of his identity. Now that the poet is 
allegedly dead—though I do not believe it—that is the moment I aim at, 
that is the point which I am trying to train sights at. That. There. Up there, 
or rather down, or up and down, on the badly paved side-walk of Molnár 
Street or the bumpy mattress of my Kékgolyó Street flat, where he walked, 
sat, lived, on inner-city corridors, or with a small black coffee in front of 
him in an always badly lit espresso. His white hand and white face lit up 
the tunnels of the fifties like a Davy lamp.

High noon then was down below, that chosen moment of the portrait 
which I am trying to sketch with staggering lines, all the time running off 
the paper into my own life, and his life, forcing myself back onto this 
ridiculous piece of paper which I am writing on. High noon was down be
low, somewhere deep down, in a tunnel, mine or sewer, the outer nadir and 
the inner zenith coincided, that is if one may discriminate between “outer” 
and “inner” precisely in his case. Let’s take the outer nadir first. This low 
point in his circumstances was already the second in Pilinszky’s life. The 
first was the war, soldiering, serving as an anti-aircraft gunner, staying in 
Germany, wandering midst the mire of death-camps, Hungarian soldiers



jumping out into the road, prostrating themselves to jeeps, begging to be 
made prisoner, but they were not because there was no room, a bite of 
bread had to be put off, the movement of “the hands shrunk to bone, j  
the bare palm that crammed at his mouth, and clung there /  so that it 
ate, too.” * The second low point were the fifties: Trapeze's korlát appeared 
in the brief pause between the two.

In that first volume he is already complete—the finish is on him— 
in a certain sense. “Harbach 1944” and a few more future basic poems of 
the new Hungarian literature are already there. And, first of all, what is 
there—naturally in his great volume Harmadnapon—is the meeting of the 
poet and his subject, the one most usually used to describe Pilinszky, anti
fascism, the incomparable poetic heat of the experience of the death camp. 
After all this was our experience, that of all of us, of our generation and of 
the whole world: to write verse after Auschwitz, to survey and stammer 
about the war and its deepest burden and symbol, the superhuman wounds 
of the concentration camps. We did our bit all right. Usually the way one 
ought to, balancing on the edge or propositions, throwing in a stone-lot of 
silence, brushing it with the corner of the eye of our poetic glance, all that 
which could only be made visible in that way. One could list masterpieces 
of poems of this sort from all over the world. But Pilinszky’s way was 
different. He undertook something impossible, something poetically dan
gerous. He plunged straight into it, in medias res, and described what it 
was like. “He steps out from the others. /  He stands in the square 
silence.” (Passion of Ravensbrück). “Staggering, they wade knee deep /  
in the low, darkly-mufHed clatter /  of their wooden clogs /  as through 
invisible leaf litter.” (Harbach 1944). “Like a lumpish basketwork dummy 
/  time just sits, without a word.” (By the Time You Come.) “And there, 
on all fours, hunger /  could not stomach its own fury, /  but revolted 
and surrendered.” (Frankfurt 1945.) . .  . “on the ashen silent wall.” (Un
finished Past.) “Nails asleep under frozen sand.” (Quatrain.)

I do not mean the quotations to be quotations, only reminders, mumbled 
half-lines. What is needed to produce such description, to make it what it is, 
can only be made clear at great lenghts. What is needed in the first place 
is the savage strength of his own windswept slim body. For he was strong 
of course, narrowly aggressive, like a laser beam. What was needed for his 
texts was the highly condensed load of his truck-sentences, the concrete 
sleepers of his poetic rail-system, and chiefly the ability to chose, the ongo-
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ing, ascetic renunciation of words, the cramped luxury of the hunt for the 
“single word” that lasted months and years, or decades. “He wrote little,” 
that is he wrote a great deal, stuffing the dimension of “much” into what 
was little.

All that was needed for it—and much else—to write the supreme poetry 
of the death camp experience. But that was not enough. Why was it just 
Pilinszky who could best tell the story of the scandal of the century, he 
who was not even present in it? No, participation is not the key word, but 
identity, the preparedness from the start of his person for this very experience. 
This is where he is special, that is the nature of his otherness, beyond the 
periodic table; he recognised the death camp as his imaginings come true, 
the way a space-being recognizes the cold of space. In the same way that 
the physical and mental realm of the proletariat was, up to a certain degree, 
the “form” of Attila József, so the camps were Pilinszky’s form. They 
were his furnished morale. He had so little to do with the everyday world, 
he was as much a stranger on the anthropomorphous earth as a man could 
be, or perhaps could not be, and it was precisely here, and through this 
that his being reached and swam into the non-anthropomorphous final 
judgement of the camps, that which is beyond the comprehensible. The 
people of Florence looked on Dante as we did on Pilinszky, as a man who 
had been through hell. But he had not only been through, he lived right 
in i t ; in a darkness swept through from time to time by rays of keen grace. 
It was there inside him before he experienced it and after he experienced it, 
he carried inside him its cistern-prison, in Váci street, in Paris and in Lon
don hotels. He had a single message, single and huge, suffering. But since 
suffering too is of many kinds, has many tricks and torture chambers, his 
was the expelled, the waif, the extreme, the end-of-the-world, the border
line, in fact unnameable suffering or hell; neither common nor private 
names exhaust it. No, let us not hurry with captions to ticket the torments 
of the creature. It is perhaps only religion that offers examples—and words— 
for this sort of absence of place. His Catholicism was that huge, all-embrac
ing analogy-system into which he could possibly fit.

It was this existential suffering, this figure descended to hell that met 
the wars and gaschambers of the twentieth century. And through this, 
through the wild metabolic decay of the meeting, the extreme, the other, 
the no-place figure turned into a paradigm and Pilinszky’s poetry into 
a burning public question. It became apparent that the world resembled 
Pilinszky, his dimension, his prisons and his apocalypse. That which is 
only the sky, and only a dark paradise seemed to have been able to receive 
it, all of a sudden became general, like a blade of grass, like a goods truck,



like a wound. The poet and his century—its darkest centre—were joined 
together, his validity became historical and then grew beyond that.

What he did was to write his poem “Apocrypha.” “Apocrypha” 
speaks volumes, we all know that, and so did he. “Apocrypha” carries 
unexpected, new movements into the trembling but basically unmoving 
static nature of his poetry, condensing what went before and what followed. 
Associations, the distance between adjective and subject, the tectonic faults 
of the structure, the new-fangled level of “where I am speaking from” 
convey the suggestion of a personal avant-garde, while the poem doesn’t 
move from the poetic rock of authenticity even an inch. The screeching 
calm of the last judgement flows from this last judgement-poem and all 
our century does is to lend it the stage sets. The timely and the eternal, 
the eschatological and personal, the human and transhuman all tumble into 
each other in it. Pilinszky the poet of the beyond, the meta-poet, gives 
us the beyond, a despair placed high, as it were switching the ancient 
spatial experience of man, in which the bright is high on and the dark 
down below. Just as at that time, at the bottom of the fifties, he made the 
zenith and the nadir coincide, with the thin, white gestures of the Pilinszky 
hand covering suffering with the sacredness of suffering, which is the ante
chamber of grace.

Pilinszky added a dimension to our lives (all our lives, now, the life of 
poetry), he enriched us with want, with being lost, the dearth of existence 
pared down to the bone. The extraordinary catharsis of his poetic power 
arched over such dearth. It would be good to look into those places now 
to which he opened a breach, look in through the inner doors of the ante
chamber, to those places where destruction is spread out like the sky.
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KZ ORATORIO
b y

JÁNOS PILINSZKY

Scene: an empty stage or concert-platform. The choir is seated on the two sides of the stage, leaving a 
narrow passage in the middle. Lamps are suspended horizontally overhead.

Characters: a SMALL Boy, and O ld W oman, M.R., a young girl. All three are KZ-inhabitants.

While the orchestra is tuning up, M .R. appears, followed by the SMALL Boy, with the O ld W oman 
last. M.R. is wearing a striped prison uniform, her hair is close-cropped; the O ld W oman is dressed 
in black; the Small Boy wears a grey dust-coat. Holding lighted candles, they go to the front of the 
stage, where they stand in the centre. Before them on a music-stand is a score, the pages of which they 
turn with their free hands during the performance. The boy stands in the centre, the girl on his right, 
the old woman on his left. The orchestra fades out. Pause.

M .R .
I am from Warsaw.

O ld W oman
I, from Prague.

Small Boy
I don’t know where from.

O ld W oman
(Raising her head abruptly.)
As i f  they had rattled nails.

M .R.
As if  I had rattled nails!

Small Boy
It was then that I first saw night!



O ld W oman
The nails did not wake up.

M .R.
It was me screaming in the box!

O ld W oman 
I never woke up again.

M .R.
I am from Warsaw.

O ld W oman 
I, from Prague.

Small Boy
I don’t know where from.

O ld W oman
It was night when we left the town.

M .R.
Illuminated, forgotten.

O ld W oman
The ice-hollow stars rattled.

M .R.
The ice-hollow lightbulbs rattled. 

O ld W oman
As if  they had shaken nails.

M.R.
Faces, hands. Exhausted rubble. 
Open-air matter pouring down.

O ld W oman
Lights on a forgotten face.

M.R.
Wrinkles in a face never seen. 

O ld W oman
Prague, is that all you were?

M .R.
Illuminated, forgotten.
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Small Boy
Don’t talk to me any more.

M.R.
I have not seen a house in my life!
It stood among pine trees at the end of an avenue.
Its windows gleamed.
I did not touch it with my hand.
Very carefully I am touching it.

Farget me, forget me, my love!
Who cares about the animal slumped against a tree-trunk?

O ld W oman
Clerks in the moonlight.

M.R.
Churches and graveyards. 

O ld W oman
Walnut trees, jailer-peasants.

M .R.
Half-dream dossiers, needle and thread.

O ld W oman 
Deathly silence.

M .R.
Gothic letters.

O ld W oman 
Germany.

Small Boy
Very far away and quite close 
someone was lying on the stone table.

O ld W oman
It was like a conservatory,
but there were no flowers inside.
A single long corridor, 
mud walls, but holding the earth’s heat. 
At the end the corridor widened, 
and shone, like a monstrance.



M.R.
(As if in another story, with intensified simplicity.)
Once upon a time 
there was a lonely wolf.
Lonelier than the angels.

One day he chanced on a village,
and fell in love with the first house he saw.

At once he loved its walls, 
the bricklayers’ caresses, 
but the window halted him.

In the room people were sitting.
Apart from God, no one ever
saw them so beautiful
as did this pure-hearted animal.

When night fell, at last he entered the house, 
stopped in the middle of the room, 
and never moved from there again.

He stood there open-eyed all through the night 
and in the morning too, when he was beaten to death.

Small Boy
We are dead, aren’t we?

M.R.
It was like a conservatory, 
but there were no flowers inside.
A single dark corridor,
mud walls, but holding the earth’s heat.
It was afternoon, about three o’clock.
At the end the corridor widened, 
and shone, like a monstrance—

Its roof must have been glass,
because sunshine was trapped inside it.
Naked and irrevocably
someone was lying on the stone table.

O ld W oman
Clerks in the moonlight.

M.R.
Churches and graveyards.

O ld W oman
Walnut trees, jailer-peasants.



M .R.
Half-dream dossiers, needle and thread.

O ld W oman 
A single immense blow!

M .R.
The dead in the magnesium light.

O ld W oman 
Deathly silence.

M .R.
Gothic letters.

O ld W oman 
Germany.

M .R.
Its’s getting late. All that stays w ith me 
is the thread that frays on my prison uniform. 
I tear is off and put the thread in my mouth. 
Here I lie dead on the tip o f my tongue.

O ld W oman
Judge not, my dear ones!

Small Boy
There are seven dice.
The first one I don’t know.
In the second: roads and distance.
In the third there are soldiers.
In the fourth dice it is us.
In the fifth: hunger and bread!
In the sixth dice there is silence.
The seventh I don’t know about.

M .R.
I dream that I’m waking up.

O ld W oman

Try it, my dear, what can you lose? Who knows! 

M .R .
I’m  terrified I might lose it. (Pause.)
I hurry across the abandoned yard.



Old W oman
You are lost! You have nothing to lose!

M.R.
I feel it is here, quite close.

O ld W oman
As close as only we can love.
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M.R.
It is here. My heart stops beating.

O ld W oman
Break the door down on i t ! Now we are permitted to do that. 

M.R.
I weep. It is on my face.
Everything that is mine and that is not mine is here.

O ld W oman
Yes, if  only we knew this one thing, whether
finally we could break
not our own, but the other one’s loneliness,
the victim’s, who is afraid,
the murderer’s, who does not feel he has killed!
his, who will not even risk knowing about us.

M.R.
Here everything floods on my face.

Small Boy
The first dice I don’t know.
In the second: roads and distance!
Dark roads and empty distance.

O ld W oman
(Propping her hand against the air.) It is starting to snow. 

It is winter in Prague.
A small table under a glass roof.
One of its legs wobbles.
Inside, the clockwork goes round.
Once I believed I am here.

Small Boy
In the fourth dice it is us.

M.R.
Illuminated, forgotten.

5



O ld W oman
I hurry across St Wenceslas Square. (Pause.) 
(As if talking to herself.)  Humankind, 

have pity I

M .R.
Completely alone.

All that I have left
is the fraying thread o f my prison uniform, 
taking on the unwritten fate of a line.

There’s nothing, only the place and the moment, 
where we are borne in mind for the last time.

Only I exist, and they. (Pause.) Who are still asleep.

O ld W oman
Judge not, my dear ones!
We lived here like beasts.
Like pigs we knelt in the dust,
and yet, by the time the food touched our tongues,
it was gentle as the body o f God.

Small Boy
In the sixth dice it is silent.

M .R.
I dream that I’m waking up.

The night is unbelievably deep. 
I hardly exist.

A single room, 
a single lighted window: his.
Even that is empty;

Like a shattered mirror
his room is falling, and cannot reach the ground!

Leaf by leaf I have to part my way 
through the soft forest. Like so many wounds.
I faint, unearthing his beautiful head 
among the sodden leaves.

More beautiful than the most beautiful girl—
There is no forest left.

What else do you want from us? 
Our death, not that, we will not give it.
We hug that to ourselves, we will not give it.
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M .R.
How soft the air is.
A gutter trickles, a barrack wall, distance. 
Destruction slowed-down to happiness.

Small Boy
In the sixth dice there is silence.

M .R.
Improbably
weak pulses are struggling; 
trying to survive.

Small Boy
In the sixth dice there is dumbness.

M .R.
Everything stops. It is evening in Warsaw. 
A white blanket covered my bed!

O ld W oman 
My darlings! My darlings!

M .R.
My dark heaven.
(The suspended lamps go out.)

O ld W oman
It was like a pierced palm.
Its windows gleamed.
It shone at the end o f the avenue.
In the room people were sitting.
We marched on the highway.
The house is hidden by the trees.

M .R.
It’s getting late. All that stays with me 
is the thread that frays on my prison uniform. 
I tear it off and put the thread in my mouth. 
Here everything floods on my face.

Small Boy
The seventh I don’t know about.

M .R.
Only I exist, and they, who are still asleep.

5



O ld W oman
Clerks in the moonlight.

M .R.
Churches and graveyards. 

O ld W oman
Walnut trees, jailer-peasants.

M .R.
Half-dream dossiers, needle and thread.

O ld W oman 
A single immense blow!

M .R.
The dead in the magnesium light.

O ld W oman
Lights on a forgotten face.

M .R.
Wrinkles in a face never seen. 

O ld W oman
As if  they had shaken nails.

M .R.
As if  I had shaken nails.

Small Boy
For the the first time I see night!

M .R.
It was me screaming in the box!

O ld W oman
I shall never wake up again.

Small Boy
(Steps forward a couple of paces. Slightly apart from 
the others, he raises his hands in front of him, 
as if searchingly.)

Terrible is the moment when
the orphan discovers himself,
and thinks that this hand, this contortion,
might also matter to others,
and he longs from then on to be loved.



M .R.
I am from Warsaw.

O ld W oman 
I, from Prague.

Small Boy
I don’t know where from.
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(The suspended lamps light up.)
Translated hy Peter Jay

NOTE

“KZ” is an abbreviation of the German for concentration camp, KonzentrazjonAager.
The poem first appeared in János Pilinszky’s Rekviem (1964); the original 1961 version was entitled 

Dark Heaven, with “KZ Oratorio” as the subtitle. The text I have translated was published in Nagyvárosi 
ikonok (1970) and was reprinted in his collected poems, Kráter (1976).

My thanks to the author and to Artisjus, the Hungarian literary agency, for permission to publish 
this version; to the author for his annotated copy of Pierre Emmanuel’s French version of the 1961 text; 
to Zsuzsánna Harsányi for helping me with the original, and to János Csokits for his comments and 
elucidations.

Peter Jay 
April 1981
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THE QUADROPHONIC STAGE 
OF BARTÓK’S MUSIC FOR STRINGS, 

PERCUSSION AND CELESTA
by

ERNŐ LENDVAI

As far as concentration and closeness of form are concerned, none 
of Bartok’s works surpasses the opening movement of the 
Music: the famous “pyramid-fugue.” Its closeness, resembling a 
circle, is already manifest in the key structure. The entrances 
of the fugue-theme are based on the circle of fifths. Starting from the central 

A note and the “middle” viola part, the entrances progress in two directions 
—up and down—round the circumference of the fifth-circle, till they meet at 
the centre of the movement on the opposite side (the “counterpole” Eh):

then continuing their progress, they find their way back to the start
ing-point : from EJ> to A.

The dynamic line also follows this arc-form: the movement is based 
on a single-sweep crescendo-decrescendo: starting from pianissimo, it rises 
steadily to attain the climax, the fortefortissimo—and then step by step 
sinks back to pianopianissimo (this is why the movement is also known as 
the “scissor-fugue” or “fan-fugue”). In addition, the entrances become 
more and more frequent up to the culmination, and from there they be



come rarer and rarer: the first five theme-entrances are presented one by 
one, entrances 6-7 appear in canon, and entrances 8-11 simultaneously (ina 
narrow sequence); while after the culmination the same process is reversed. 
This means that the pyramid form is also effected in the condensation and 
thinning-out of the material. In fact, the fugue-theme itself is inverted 
from the peak of the pyramid, and proceeds in mirror fashion:

ERNŐ LENDVAI: THE QUADROPHONIC STAGE OF THE M U S I C  7 1

f f f

Faced with such a degree of concentration, we can be justified in asking 
whether this is merely a technical stunt or whether, on the other hand, the 
visible form itself represents the projection of the poetic conception.

As far as my own impressions are concerned, I would define the place 
of the fugue in the work as follows. The opening movement is born in the 
spirit of the Bartókean “creation” idea. Bartók evokes the elementary ex
plosions at the movement’s central point in order to create the transition 
from chaos into a dialectically articulated world. At the moment of culmina
tion, the swirling, shapeless material—a resounding chaos—is organized into 
"intelligible” pairs of antitheses (questions and answers): the material 
separates into mutually complementary elements; set against the homog
eneous, impersonal whirling of the first part, it is precisely this dialectical 
separation of light and shade that signifies the appearance of personal 
elements and individuality in the work:
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In the qualitative transformation of the material, a significant role is 
played by the double sound stage: the double orchestra. The piece engages 
two string orchestras, between which the piano-celesta-harp group and the 
percussion are placed. Thus the arrangement of instruments not only 
polarizes the tonality (as the title vividly expresses, from the resounding 
drum to the ethereal celesta), but through the stereophonic effect of the 
strings on the right and left polarizes the musical “stage” as well.

The introductory part (the exposition) of the fugue takes place in the 
acoustical area to the right of the centre; the movement, however, comes 
to an end on the opposite, left-hand side of the stage. The concepts of left 
and right even in ancient philosophy were identified with the “inner” and 
“outer” worlds. On modern stereo stages (“sonic stages”) this identification 
has actually become the rule! The special content of “right” and “left” 
may be connected with the asymmetrical construction of our body—in 
particular with the fact that our heart is on the left side.

A stereo record-player easily persuades us how completely the character 
of the movement would change if the orchestras on the left and right were 
exchanged. (My art history teacher once put slides of Giotto’s fresco, 
The Mourning of Christ, and one of Rembrandt’s landscapes in the projector 
in “mirror-view,” reversing the left and right sides—in order to illustrate 
how the change radically altered the effect, mood and message of the pic
ture.)1 All this coincides with our previous observation that the shapeless 
swirl in the first half of the movement contains impersonal, while the 
clarification in the second half, personal elements.

This is how the fugue-theme rises from the depths to the heights: to the 
dream-like swaying of the final part—and from the “outer” (right-hand) 
stage to the “inner” (left-hand) stage.1 2

The foregoing reveals that the severity of the composition reflects not 
the laws of formal logic but those of organic development. This is all the 
more evident in the formation of the proportions, for these follow not the 
principles of classical symmetry but the laws of n a t u r a l  g r o w t h .  
For example, if each branch of a tree grows a new branch every year, but 
the fresh branches grow their first young branch two years later, the number 
of branches shows an annual progression as follows:

2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89

1 For example, the landscape became impressionistically open or intimately personal in character, 
depending on whether the tree came to the right or left of the picture.

2 The progression from the right to the left corresponds to the Eastern way of thinking—similarly 
to the pentatonic system of the movement.
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The 89 bars of the fugue are divided by the climax into 55 — 34 sections. 
The removal of the sordino divides the first part of the movement in a 
34 +  21 ratio, while the second part of the movement is chopped by the 
renewed con sordino effect into 13 +  21 bars—with sharp contours. The 
exposition ends in bar 21, and even the final 21 bars of the movement show 
a 13 +  8 proportion. The section-points—like the nodes of a longitudinal 
wave—are attracted towards the centre:3

The form of the movement thus creates one single wave-arc.
We now place a natural example alongside the above diagram. Jules

3 In keeping with Bülow’s Beethoven analyses, the movement must be completed by a rest bar.
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Verne was so captivated by the shell of the sea animal Nautilus that he 
named his famous “U-boat” after it:

We can draw straight lines in any direction through the middle-point of 
the snail: this centre will always be in the positive or negative section of all 
distances indicated by A-B, B-C, C-D, D-E, E-F, F-G. And the result 
coincides surprisingly with the musical diagram on p, 73.

For further details, see APPENDIX.
The centre of the movement has the task of bringing about the me

tamorphosis—that transformation which is the basis of every real dramatic 
action. The form constitutes one single “magnetic field” : crossing the 
centre the poles of attraction are exchanged! So the appearance of the 
“counterpole”—at the climax—also has a fairly essential function of content.

The transformation of the material is also indicated in the other move
ments by the appearance of the counterpole—by this means the four move
ments, collectively as well as individually, are enclosed in a polar circle:



7 5

MOVEMENT I
beginning and end: A, 
middle point: E flat (56).

MOVEMENT II
beginning and end: C, 
middle point: F sharp (263).

M OVEM ENT III
beginning and end: Fsharp, 
middle point: C (46).

M OVEM ENT IV
beginning and end: A, 
middle point: Eflat (83).

In order to illustrate the dual plan of the Second movement, let us place 
the themes of the exposition and recapitulation side by side. The movement 
springs to its feet with an irritated reflex. Observe how (with a tigre-like 
gesture) the second orchestra cuts into the theme-entrance of the first!

(And vice versa, from bar 10 the first orchestra into the second.) I t would 
scarcely be possible to bring about this effect with mono sound! The parts 
“bite into one another” savagely. (The collisions and sharp clashes of the 
parts also determine the character of the exposition in what follows.)

On the other hand, in the principal theme of the recapitulation the in
strumental groups of the two orchestras unite. The rapid, tearing 
motions of the exposition pass into a balanced “rocking” :
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b-375
this is why the role of the timpani alters (see Fig. above).

The sharpest contrast is nevertheless produced by the closing theme. Its 
entry in the exposition is equivalent to “conflict” : the broad flashing lines 
and flashes of lightning (accompanied by side-drum crescendos and crack
ings of the bass) lead to a “wrestling” of the parts: the various instrumental 
groups struggle resolutely with one another—without arriving at a result 
(bar 141). The essence of the exposition is that its plot remains unsolved. 
Not so in the recapitulation! The closing theme of the reprise is meant 
to bring about fulfilment: Un poco largamente (bar 466, taking the place 
of the previous wrestling!).

After the unresolved, unaccomplished exposition, the secco clatter and 
high tension “spark-discharges” of the development ensue with the certainty 
of a physical reaction. Behind the string-rending staccatissimos and 
murderous excitement of the rhythmic flashes, there once more stands the 
fugue-theme—note for note:



At its every step, the score of Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta be
trays that the composer’s inner hearing was stereo. What is more, Bartók 
was acquainted with principles which the pioneers of modern stereo recordings 
did not begin to develop until the early sixties.

In the principal theme of the second movement, the left group of strings 
is taken over by that on the right,4 while in the principal theme of the 
fourth movement, the right orchestra is answered by the left, in accordance 
with the fact that—as opposed to the energetic short-tempered impulses 
of the beginning of Movement II—the mood of the finale is relieved and 
joyous. We have already experienced the crucial importance of the fact that 
the two orchestras are united at the recapitulation of the second movement 
(likewise the sound becomes “centralized” in bars 74 and 114 of the finale).

Melodies appealing to “emotions”—as the secondary themes of Move
ment III—come forward consistently from the left, whereas thoughts of 
“spiritual” content come from the right. It is not even conceivable other
wise : at the end of Movement IV, where the fugue-theme returns in “dia
tonic” form, the tune is heard from the right-hand stage—the spiritual 
quality of the thought is in this way significantly extended.

Further it can be observed that the “impressionistic” character goes 
hand in hand with the s p a t i a l  polarization of the tonality; and conversely, 
the more “expressionistic” the character of the music, the more the external 
space loses its importance and the tonality becomes homogeneous—mono
sounding. This in itself conceals exceptional possibilities! E.g., at the climax 
of Movement I—when all our attention is focused on the inner dynamics 
and tension—Bartók suddenly transforms the polarized sound into “mono” 
sound, that is, he makes the two orchestras play the same parts. The 
reverse is just as effective; but as opposite laws apply to the “chromatic” 
and “diatonic” techniques, in the diatonic world this also comes to pass the 
other way round: the homogeneous sound becomes a “stereo” sound at the 
climax—in much the same way as when we have ascended a hilltop, the 
landscape all at once opens up before us. The opposition of the left and 
right often produces the sensation of “here” and “away” (the music of the 
next movement offers an interesting example of this).

Ferenc Lis^t also writes about this symbolism in a poetic letter (Florence, 
1839) on Raphael’s painting Saint Cecilia. “The painter places Paul and 
John on the left of the picture: the former is deeply absorbed in himself, 
the outer world ceases to exist for him; behind his giant figure immense 
profundities are lurking. John is a man of ‘attractions’ and ‘feelings’; an 
almost feminine face looks out at us. On the other hand, Augustine on the

4 See Fig. on p. 75.
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right of Cecilia, maintains a cool silence... he abstains even from the 
most sacred emotions—constantly fights against his feelings. On the right 
edge of the picture stands Magdalene in the full splendour of her worldly 
finery; her whole bearing suggests worldliness, her personality radiates a 
sensuousness somewhat evocative of Hellas. .  . Her love stems from the 
senses and adheres to visible beauty. The magic of sound captivates her ear 
faster than her heart is possessed by any supernatural excitement.”

Movement III is a magic nature music. Its form again rests on symmetry 
—on a five-part “bridge form” (the order of the themes being A-B-C-B-A): 
on the one band, the dirge melody of the first and last sections, and on the 
other, the alluring siren music of the second and fourth sections rhyme 
with each other; the sharp flashes of the third theme mark the centre of 
the bridge. To put it another way, the form of the movement delineates a 
spacious cupola, rising from the sobbing dirge-melody (A) up to the ethereal 
siren-song of the secondary theme (B); then an undulation—stirring up the 
whole orchestra—prepares the midpoint: the “light” effects of the climax 
(C):

in order to lead back to the starting-point, in reverse order of the themes 
(melody B, and finally, A). See Fig. on p. 79.

Erich Doflein believes the xylophone rhythm at the beginning of the 
movement to have been inspired by the wooden drum of Japanese No 
dramas. That Bartók resorts to such sound-effects not for their own sake 
is proved by these very pages of the score. From theme I , the sobbing 
lament song, the “fume” of a £ong-stroke rises to the ethereal clear dolce- 
melody of the celesta-violin (theme 2); in the recapitulation, however, 
since the order of themes is reversed, the previous dolce-melody is suddenly 
stopped by the “snapping” of the strings (produced by slapping the strings 
against the fingerboard), and leads back to the dirge. And whereas the 
dirge-melody and its nocturnal F§ tonality is deepened by the shuddering 
sound of the timpani (i.e. the lowest drum effect), a high-pitched cymbal 
effect indicates the centre of the movement—and the key of light: C.
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(Cjmk)

dirge
( Tim/,)

dirge
(Jimp-)

As in the previous movements, the peak of the cupola (the counterpole 
of the movement) also transmutes the action in its content—and this is 
movingly expressed by the recapitulation of the secondary theme:

Adagio

The most essential effect often escapes the attention of performers: this 
theme reappears in canon? and from the “imitating” part of the canon 
(cello) Bartók requires a more intensive dynamism than from the “leading” 
violin: the cello is piano, the violin pianissimo. Thus the effect arises: the 
melody becomes a recollection, a memory image: with the help of the 
canon, it shifts in space and time (attention and mind are divided into two) 
—it takes place on a divided double-stage and, owing to the stressed imitat
ing part, a stronger light is thrown on the more distant stage.5 6

Here the reminiscence effect is enhanced by something else. The violin 
is heard from the left, and the imitating cello from the right side of the 
stage. As on modern stereo stage, the left is associated with ideas of “in
side and here”—while the right with ideas of “outside and far.”

The “memory” character makes us realize why the tune must end with 
the break of the strings (a strong pizzicato so that the string rebounds off

5 We point this out because in Bartók’s recapitulations, canon melodies of slow pace usually play 
the role of “memory,” remembrance, reminiscence.

6 We meet with a canon of similar effect at the recapitulation of the slow movement in the Fourth 
and Fifth String Quartets.
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the fingerboard). As a consequence of the crack, the basses groan and the 
dirge-melody returns.

The finale contains the poetic solution of the work. The solution lies in 
the fact that the leitmotif of the work, the “closed” fugue-theme—which 
hitherto occurred in a narrow chromatic form—reappears towards the end 
of this movement in a wide diatonic form: in the “open” sphere of the 
natural overtone scale (see Fig. on p. 82.).

The transformation from closeness to openness is already revealed by 
the principal theme: the “circular” melodic lines of the first movement are 
here extended to “straight” scale-lines:

Allegro molto

Bartók’s closed chromaticism can be represented by the symbol of the 
“circle,” while his open diatony can be seen in the symbol of the “straight 
line.” The themes also become assimilated to these emblems: the chromatic 
system is most naturally combined with the circular, whereas diatony with 
the straight melodic line (scale-line). The opening and closing themes of 
the Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion, Music for Strings, Percussion and 
Celesta, and of the Fourth String Quartet are shown here:

In Dante’s Divine Comedy, the symbol of the Inferno is also the circle, 
the ring, whereas his Paradise is symbolized by the straight line, the arrow, 
the ray.7 The concentric circles of the Inferno narrow till they reach the 
Cocytus—the circles of Paradise, however, expand into the infinite Em-

7 In the representation of the circle, Dante turns out to be inexhaustible. He compares it to a ring, 
shining loop, round seal, moving clock-wheels, whirlwind, circular moats, the line drawn by compasses, 
the arc of the rainbow, a whirlpool, the revolving movement of planets, the letter “o,” the funnel 
shape of a bell, a shell, round pot, bundle, grindstone, well, wreath, crown, the wheel of fortune, 
the solar zone, the turning of a hoe—there is no end to the examples!



phyreum. In the Comedy we frequently come across the transformation of 
the circle into straight line, and vice versa. The poet approaches, for in
stance, the denizens of the Purgatorio in this way: “You, who are bent by 
life, keep circling to straighten out again” (Par. XXIII); or later on, look
ing into the light-river: “Into roundness it seemed to change its length” 
(Par. XXX).

How characteristic of Bartók’s simplicity that when the diatonic fugue- 
theme returns, he is satisfied with a unisono melody (on the G string)—the 
artistic solution is achieved virtually without the assistance of technical 
means. Even when repeated, the melody is coupled only with simple major- 
triads, through which the sound becomes solid and solemn, like an organ— 
signifying that the fugue-theme which was born out of the resounding chaos 
of the first movement, through the piercing humour of the second move
ment, and the spell of nature in the third, has finally arrived at its poetic 
fulfilment.

But what does this “openness” actually mean? The hypnotic effect of 
the first movement is the result of the fact that—during the progress along 
the fifth-circle—at every moment, in every phase of the circumvolution, 
we are necessarily aware of the positions the theme occupies in relation to 
the centre. Bachofen’s mythological analyses call our attention to how deeply 
and indelibly the ritual act of “going round” has its roots in human nature 
(the excitement of ancient circus-games or of modern horse-races, Dante’s 
journey through the rings of hell or the lovers of the Magic Flute going round 
the circles of the “fire and water ordeal” would produce quite a different 
impression on us should we disrupt this outer framework of the action).

In the closing movement all this happens differently. Here each new 
episode opens up before us with the result that the material of the former 
section “bursts open” :8

8 See also Fig. below. What at first appears as a sort of “montage” or "mosaic” form, is in reality 
a conscious constructional principle, thus constituting a striking contrast to the single-arched “wave
form” of the first movement.—If our earlier observations were correct, we should expect to find the 
decisive turn again after the central theme: in the unexpected “change of scene” of bar 114 (a change 
in key, too, because instead of the expected C major, it switches over to the Ft counterpole 1):

ERNŐ LENDVAI: THE QUADROPHONIC STAGE OF THE M U S I C  8 I

f|l minorcP



8 2

The diatonic entrance of the fugue-theme marks the most beautiful 
“opening” of this kind. This is already reflected in the scale of the melody: 
its notes are derived from the natural overtone sequence (C-D-E-F $-G-A- 
B[j-C)—that is, the theme is introduced not as a melody but rather the 
projection of a h a r m o n y :

MOVEMENT -/
TV $  ^  u  -o jt.

overtone scale

This is the source of the pervasive clarity, the hymnic floating of the 
theme and, as mentioned earlier, its open spatial effect. Over the theme— 
again from the right—a piping major-sixth organ point particularly under
lines this effect (the major sixth in Bartók’s tonal world may justly be 
called the “pastoral sixth”). This theme is the key to the comprehension 
of the work. Is it not conspicuous how vividly this tune—this unisono 
melody—is pervaded by the metrical pulsation of ancient hymns, suggesting



a text, the Hellenistic sense of form: infinite in its asymmetry, but at the 
same time, clear in cadence and lilt—like the conscious revival of the famous 
Seikilos hymn,
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of that Seikilos ode which is simultaneously both a drinking-song and 
an epitaph, wisdom and love of life—a balance between life and death.

APPENDIX

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, a painter and natural phi
losopher in Pisa discovered an important numerical sequence while examin
ing the phenomena of organic nature. Named after the discoverer, this 
sequence has been called the Fibonacci progression ever since. In it each 
number equals the sum of the two preceding numbers (that is, 2 + 3  =  5. 
3 +  5 = 8 , 5 + 8 = 1 3 , etc.) and, more essential to us, it is the simplest 
golden section sequence that can be expressed in whole-numbers (the golden 
section of 89 being 55, and that of 55 being 34, etc.).

In the fir-cone, starting from the centre, a system of spirals runs to the 
right and left, in which the number of spirals always results in the values 
of the Fibonacci sequence: 3, 5, 8 and 13 spirals. (See Fig. on p. 84).

In other fir-cones the number of the basic spirals is not 3, 5, 8, 13—as 
in the former case—but 5, 8, 13, 21. A similar setting can be seen on the 
sunflower, pineapple, camomile, dandelion, marguerite, cactus, likewise in 
the arrangement of leaves on the stem, in the horns of some ruminating 
animals—to mention only the most characteristic examples. Not in
frequently the 34, 55, 89, and indeed the 144 and 233 spirals are to be 
found in these form-systems (but never values departing from this series).9

Bartók adopted this numerical series at the very beginning of his career, 
in 1911. The throbbing F$ minor ostinato of Allegro Barbaro appears in 
groups of 3, 5, or 8, or 13 bars.

In a great number of plants—palms, catkins, poplars, dandelions, rose- 
leafs, pine-needles, etc.—one can observe that every new branch, leaf, or

9 Bartók called the sunflower his favourite plant. The number of spirals on its disc follows the se
quence of 21, 34, 55, 89 (and it has 34 petals).
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I—XIII=ij spirals 
i — g = 8  spirals 
A —H = 5 spirals

bud divides the area, round the axis of the plant, in golden section propor
tions—i.e. each new branch subtends with the previous one an angle of 
222.50 (137.50). The golden section of the circle is

36o°= 222 .50+ i 37.5°
The branches of a palm, seen from above, show the following structure:

5



From the diagram it also becomes clear that every new branch divides 
the fields of the former divisions in accordance with the golden section 
principle. Thus branch 3 divides the right-hand area between 1 and 2; 
branch 4 divides the left-hand area between I and 2 ; branch 5 divides the 
area between 2 and 3, etc. The Fibonacci sequence plays a role here, too: 
the area between 2 and 3 is divided by the 5th, the area between 3 and 5 by 
the 8th, the area between 5 and 8 by the 13th branch, etc. ad infinitum.

And just as in our musical examples, each new branch points in the 
direction of the more important branch (indicated by the lower number) 
—e.g. branch 5 comes nearer to the 2nd than to the 3rd; branch 8 comes 
nearer to the 3rd than the 5th branch, and so on.

If the fugue movement of Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta is re
garded as a single “circumvolution” (justifiably, because the fugue-theme 
moves round the fifth-circle—from the opening A to the closing A pole), 
it is not difficult to detect the essential similarity between its scheme (See 
Fig. on p. 73) and the natural structures analysed above.
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LÁSZLÓ SOMFAI

THE RONDO-LIKE SONATA FORM EXPOSITION 
IN THE FIRST MOVEMENT 

OF THE PIANO CONCERTO No 2

As long as there is no complete critical 
edition of Bartók’s works and writings, 
musicologists who rely on specialised liter
ature may still get surprises even in issues 
they previously believed settled. A good 
example of this sort is the case o f Bartók’s 
text in the programme notes on Piano 
Concerto No 2 for the Lausanne perfor
mance, a common source of quotations.

Among Bartók’s self-analyses, that o f  the 
Piano Concerto No z  is decidedly unfortunate; 
in this the composer accomplished much less 
in the writing that he did in the setting out 
and arrangement o f  his musical examples. 
When the analysis, written in French, ap
peared in Switzerland, its editors created 
confusion as to what Bartók intended to say 
by arranging the musical examples within 
the text in an arbitrary manner; they also 
included a serious error which distorted the 
sense of a sentence and which translations 
into other languages perpetuated. Finally a 
few years ago, owing to careless type-setting 
and proof-reading, the standard text o f Béla 
Bartók: Essays published in English presented 
the analysis in such a confused way that the 
unsuspecting reader would have been quite 
justified in wondering whether Bartók pos

1 Béla Bartók Essay,, edited by Benjamin 
Suchoff, London, 1976; I discussed the funda
mental faults of the volume (Bartók’s Writings, 
in: The Musical Times, May 1977, pp. 488-489). 
In the text on the Piano Concerto No 2 on pp. 
419-423 of the Essays the following corrections

sessed even the most elementary knowledge 
of form and counterpoint.1

Editing Errors in the First Printed Edition

All publications to date have been based 
on the first edition in French, which ap
peared in the February 17, 1939 issue of 
the Lausanne Le radio. There was no doubt as 
to its authenticity, for the very reason that 
the musical examples amidst the type and 
Bartók’s signature at the end of the short 
article were replicas of the composer’s hand
writing.2 It is true that the rather incompre
hensible expression in the analysis that 
“only the exposition of the 3rd movement 
is rondo-like”, and the apparently pointless 
attaching of the six interrelated shorter 
musical examples to the finale (because they 
do not illustrate the relevant preceding text; 
Essays, p. 420) do not have much sense at 
all but this could be attributed to Bartók’s 
customary haste and his lack of interest in 
this kind o f work.

The appearance o f Bartók’s draft text, 
however, throws new light on the Swiss

should be made to the order of the lines: the 
two lines of text between examples 5 and 6 should 
follow example 7, and the lines after 7 should be 
put between examples 13 and 14.

2 A facsimile of the whole article can be found 
on p. 45 of Werner Fuchss’ Blla Bartók und die 
Schweif Bem 1973).
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first edition as a source. In the Budapest 
Bartók Archives the first draft, penned in 
French, was found, in addition to the carbon 
of the typed and mailed fair copy. Whilst 
cataloguing these sources, Vera Lampert 
noticed that the confusing “rondo-like” ex
position in Bartók’s draft related to the 
first movement and not in fact to the third! 
Thus it immediately became clear why 
Bartók felt it important to stress this formal 
divergence from the classical sonata form 
structure. The first part of the opening 
movement is actually a combination o f a

3 The ritomclli of the rondo could be re
presented by the primary subject area of three 
themes (bars 1-31), and its varied new group 
appearing in the place of the closing theme (bars 
58-73); the "episode” in between is the second
ary' subject (bars 32-57). Although the motto- 
theme for the brass itself also emerges from its 
environment like a ritomello (bars 1-3.: on solo 
trumpet in G; bars 25-31 in canon in G;) 
bars 68-73: in canon from G in descending 
fifths).

8 7

sonata exposition and the first part o f a rondo 
form. 3 However cautious, meticulous and 
brief Bartók’s reference is, it without doubt 
directs attention to the unusual two-layered 
formal structure of the first movement, in 
which the contrapuntal and motivic exposi
tion of the initially insignificant trumpet 
theme structurally outgrows the events of 
the sonata form.

What could have been the reason for the 
alteration of Bartók’s original text in 
Switzerland? Presumably it was a well- 
intentioned correction. It is quite probable 
that Bartók’s French sounded foreign and 
that an error was suspected, and that the 
musician with whom the passage was dis
cussed (possibly Ansermet, the conductor of 
the performance in Lausanne) referred with 
some justification to the third movement 
as a rondo. Apart from this lapse, Bartók’s 
text—the introduction to the origins of the 
work, its conclusion, and in  the middle the 
description of the second movement and
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the explanation o f the symmetrical form 
published in the 1939 edition—was essenti
ally correct. We should, however, read the 
middle section, which deals with the first 
and third movements, in Bartók’s original 
formulation. We give it in two versions:

(a)  The facsimile of the first hand
written draft, from which it can be seen 
exactly what the first idea was and what 
was inserted as a correction, and from which 
it can also be seen that Bartók did not 
originally intend to interpose the text with 
musical examples (Figure 1.);

(b)  The same section as in the carbon 
copy o f the typed text. At the places marked 
with frames Bartók left spaces o f about 
half a line in his typing (the large dots in

the handwritten draft indicate these places). 
The space left was not large enough for a mu
sical example; at the most it was to allow 
for references to be written in subsequently 
(referring to numbered examples). (Figure 2.)

Three things deserve mention: (1) the 
already mentioned reference to the rondo in 
lines 5 -7  o f the French text undoubtedly 
relates to the first movement and states that 
“the exposition o f the ist movement re
sembles, however, a section of a rondo 
form” as opposed to the text known today 
(Essays, p. 419) according to which “ . . . i t  
should be noted that only the exposition of 
this (3rd) movement has the character o f a 
rondo”. (2) It was not Bartók’s intention to 
insert a musical example after line 16 of the

Figure 2.
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text; thus the editors included E x.3 A—F 
arbitrarily, evidently by mistake. (3) In lines 
20-22  Bartók does not mention “cancrizans 
in inversion”, but only “cancrizans”, be
cause the first half o f the sentence spoke 
only of the theme inversion in the recapi
tulation; thus by implication we are con
cerned here with retrograde inversion; this 
was rendered more unequivocal by the 
Lausanne editors’ parenthetical insert: le Ire 
theme (en inversion) . . .  etc.

W ith this a few textual details become 
more comprehensible, and it also becomes 
clear that Bartók did not want to mix prose 
with the musical insertions. Then how 
should the editors have arranged the text 
and the musical examples? We do not know. 
It is striking, however, that Bartók’s musical 
examples in the first edition were largely 
numbered: this can be verified by reference 
to Fuchs’ss cited book. (Unfortunately the 
collected editions—the Hungarian one by 
Szőllősy and the English one by Suchoff— 
omitted this numbering.) However, the 
numbering of the musical examples does not 
follow the sequence given in the text—for 
example, the Ex. 3. A—F is followed by the 
i .  A-B, then the 2 .  A-B and again the I .  D— 
thus this must reflect some other inter
relationship.

The numbering of the musical examples
and Bartók's still unexplained analysis

The following belongs to the realm of 
combination and hypothesis. I would sup
pose that the selection of the thematic 
incipits, and their logical numbering 
preceded the writing of the explanatory 
French text; the numbering shows that if  
Bartók had expanded his explanation it 
could have become one of his most meaning
ful analyses.

Figure 3. condenses on two pages the 
facsimiles of Bartók’s hand-written musical 
examples from the article which appeared in 
print—but it presents them in sixteen num
bered lines, in a rearranged sequence.

8 9

In the rearrangement o f the numbering 
and the sequence perhaps only two points 
require explanation. Firstly the I2th-I3th  
lines (rondo theme) and the I4th-I5th  lines 
(strings’ adagio theme) are unnumbered or 
during the lay-out the numbers were cut 
off, but since only numbers 4 and 5 are 
missing, this is their place. (2) The short 
fourth line belongs to the first group o f 
musical examples and most probably should 
be construed as a part o f the 1. D, as the 
introduction to the inversion of the c)-motive 
in the third movement. In this instance 
obviously the 1. C example, a perhaps 
lengthier musical fragment which would 
show the basic forms o f the a)-b)-cV  
motives in the third movement, is missing. 
It is very likely that Bartók did not even 
send this to Lausanne.

The analytical concept revealed in the 
numbering is clear and rich in details indeed. 
The first number group from the primary 
subject area introduces the trumpet motto, 
the piano theme and the countersubject of 
the winds separated by the symbols a)-b)-c), 
but related to each other, and methodically 
traces them through the inversions of the 
thematic material. Compared to this the 
wind motive of the secondary subject area 
in the first movement is a mere mention 
(2. A-B). The third number group is 
extraordinarily interesting, because there is 
not a single line about it in the analysis, and 
as we saw, they were not even able to find 
a suitable place for it in the page-setting. 
Here Bartók introduces the thematic ma
terial o f the development section of the first 
movement which is tantamount to a new 
theme (although stemming from the se
condary theme) (3. A), then he reveals his 
strategies: the augmentation and diminu
tion o f range of the melodic contour, and 
the reshaping of the rhythm. After a start 
with a 2 : 3 : 2 half-note structure, 1 : 3 : 1  
(3. B), the same theme in triplets, then in 
inversion (3. C-D), then a start in a narrow 
I : i  : I chromatic shape (3. E), and with 
a wide-range 1 : 5 : 1  head-motive (3. F).
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It is a great pity that he did not elaborate 
on this in his text! The musical examples, 
presumably numbered 4  and 5, along with 
number 6, present nothing new.

What could have been Bartók’s reason 
for not developing in the text what he had 
in fact arranged in his writing out o f the 
musical examples? We are inclined to accept 
the most obvious explanation: lack o f time 
and Bartók’s unwillingness to bother with 
the French language and musical terminol

9 2

ogy led him at the last moment to prepare 
a very sketchy and short analytical guide. 
And obviously he did not take pains to 
rearrange his musical examples and re
number them.

Despite its lack o f explanations the text 
Bartók wrote about his Piano Concerto N o 2 
is in all probability his most original piece 
of self-analysis which is authentic and con
stitutes a good basis for more detailed 
analysis today.



BARTÓK AND THE STAGE
b 7

GÉZA STAUD

T he turn of the century was marked by a great effervescence in 
Hungarian artistic life. The social background to this was con
stituted by the growing working-class movement and representa
tives of conscious middle-class radicalism. Radical writers became 
involved in the periodical Nyugat, and the journalistic forum of the 

visual arts became the illustrated periodical Művészet. The composers 
had no grouping whatever. But there was really no need for one as only 
four of them embarked on the new, untrodden path, all of them more 
or less the same age: Ernő Dohnányi (b. 1877), Béla Bartók (b. 1881), 
Zoltán Kodály (b. 1882), and Leó Weiner (b. 1885).

By 1910 Bartók had already made a name as a composer, even though he 
was possibly not yet acknowledged; and by that time he had his first major 
folksong collecting tour behind him, which he and Zoltán Kodály had 
undertaken together. The tour underlined the conviction of both that a 
new Hungarian music could be created only on the basis of folk music. 
They found their ideals for European music in Debussy and Richard Strauss, 
who were then at the zenith of their careers.

It was at this time that a one-act play entitled Duke Bluebeard’s Castle, 
by Béla Balázs, an already known writer of that time, fell into Bartók’s 
hands. The play, which the author dedicated to Béla Bartók and Zoltán 
Kodály, appeared in Színjáték1, a periodical published by Artúr Bárdos (who 
later became a theatre manager and stage director).

The theme of the play, the story of Duke Bluebeard, was first published 
in Perrault’s Histoires et Contes du Temps passe' avec des moralite's in 1697, and 
since then has served as inspiration for most varied forms of operas and 
dramas (among others the pantomime entitled Blue Beard or the Flight of

1 Színjáték, Vol. I, Nos. 16-17, lone 13, 1910.
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Harlekin first performed at Covent Garden in 1791)4 In Hungary the theme 
was familiar because of an operetta arrangement by Offenbach which was 
played throughout the country in the second half of the nineteenth century.2 3

The single-act “mystery play,” as Balázs called it, captured Bartók’s 
imagination. In 1911 he wrote his first work for the stage, based on that 
theme, and he retained the title that Balázs had given it. In the same 
year he entered it for the Lipótvárosi Kaszinó opera competition, but the 
jury did not find it suitable for performance. Its presentation was thus 
postponed for the time being.4

Bartók’s second work for the stage is also linked with the name of Béla 
Balázs. His The Wooden Prince was published in the periodical Nyugat in 
1912.5 It is likely that the theme came to Bartók’s attention in 1913. 
He himself wrote about the origin of the work in the theatre journal 
Magyar Színpad prior to its premiére:

“Perhaps it sounds strange, but I confess, the impulse to write the ballet 
was given by the neglect of my one-act opera Bluebeard’s Castle. It is generally 
known that this work failed in an opera competition. The greatest obstacle 
to its staging was that the action was given by the spiritual conflict of 
only two figures and the music was also confined to its abstractly simple 
depiction. Nothing else occurs on the stage. I like my first opera so much 
that when I received the text for the ballet from Béla Balázs I immediately 
thought that the ballet with its spectacle, its colourful, rich and varied 
plot would make it possible for both my works to be presented in a single 
evening. I believe it is needless to emphasize that today the ballet is as 
close to me as my opera is.

“I began to compose the ballet before the war, then I abandoned it for 
a long time. I felt a great deal of excitement. Last season István Strasser 
presented my symphonic work, Two Portraits, of which the second (The 
Grotesque), I heard played by an orchestra for the first time. That was when 
I found inspiration to continue work on the score of The Wooden Prince and 
within a short time I completed i t .”6

Probably it was the appearance in December 1912 of the Diaghilev-led

9 4

2 György Kroó in his work Bartók Béla színpadi müvei (Béla Bartók’s Works for the Stage), (Budapest, 
1962), aside from these, lists every significant elaboration of the tale, pp. 20-21.

3 Offenbach's operetta Barbe-Bleue was presented in 1866 in the Théatre des Varietés in Paris. It was 
first performed in Hungary on November 7, 1868, in Kassa, then on June 22, 1877 the Népszínház in 
Budapest also included it in its programme.

4 The Lipótvárosi Kaszinó was a club in the Hungarian capital made up of members of the wealthy, 
liberal middle class, which was formed in opposition to the old National Casino of the aristocracy at the 
turn of the century, and from time to time announced music competitions with prizes.

5 Nyugat, December 16, 1912.
6 Magyar Színpad, May 12, 1917.
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Russian Ballet in a guest performance on the stage of the Opera House, 
presenting its two most famous productions—Stravinsky’s ballet The Firebird 
with choreography by Fokine, and Debussy’s L’Aprh-Midi d’uti Faune with 
Vaslaw Nijinsky in the leading role—played a great role in awakening 
Bartók’s interest in the genre. The guest performance aroused the entire 
Hungarian capital and not even its composers could remain in ignorance 
of the world-famous ensemble who interpreted in dance the music of the 
most famous composers of the era. The extraordinarily successful guest 
performance also drew the attention of Count Miklós Bánfiy, the govern
ment commissioner of the Opera House,7 who was an important representa
tive of Hungarian Art Nouveau décor, and could see a vindication of his 
own viewpoint in the stage settings of Leon Bakst; therefore Béla Balázs’s 
claim that Bánfiy also had a role in the composing and staging of The 
Wooden Prince appears to be valid.8

We are aware of one stage in the evolution of the work from a letter by 
Bartók of July 14, 1916, to the director of the Opera House, Aurél Kern: 
“Honoured Director, the piano score of the ballet has been completed, 
and I have a fair copy of it. Therefore, if you wish me to play it for you 
I am able to be at your disposal on July 2 ist, 22nd, or the 24th. Be so 
kind as to inform me when and where I should call on you. Respectfully 
yours, Béla Bartók.”9

The Opera House premiére of the ballet took place relatively quickly, 
on May 12, 1917. The choreography, according to the playbill, was written 
by Ottó Zöbisch, the production directed by Béla Balázs, and the orchestra 
conducted by the Italian conductor of the Opera House, Egisto Tango. 
The role of the prince was danced by Anna Pallay, the princess by Emilia 
Nirschy, and the wooden prince by Ede Brada.

The single set of the ballet was the handiwork of Miklós Bánfiy, and it 
was striking in its decorative, stylized quality. Two castles in the form of 
towers were situated on the stage against a background of cliffs, allowing 
ample scope for the large chorus of dancers, whose members were clad in 
costumes in the form of stylized trees, also designed by Bánfiy.

According to the story, which is interwoven with motifs from folk-tales,

7 Count Miklós Bánfiy (1873-1950) was a politician, writer, and stage set designer, government 
commissioner of the Hungarian Royal Opera House from 1912 to 1917, and its Director General from 
1917 to 1918. His statement about the décor for Bartók’s ballet appeared in Magyar Színpad (May 
12, 1917).

8 János Demény: “Bartók Béla művészi kibontakozásának évei "(The Years of Béla Bartók’s Evolution 
as an Artist). Zenetudományi Tanulmányok II. (Musicological Studies, Vol. II), Budapest, July 1959, 
p. 32.

9 Géza Staud: “Bartók Béla ismeretlen levelei” (Béla Bartók’s Unknown Letters). Muzsika, Vol. 
XIX, No. 9, September 1967, pp. 23-26.
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in one of the castles lived the princess, and in the other the prince. The 
prince falls in love with the princess, but the forest fairy thwarts their 
meeting. At her command the trees of the forest come to life, the stream 
swells and forms an obstacle before the prince. And since the young lover 
is unable to make his way up into the castle of the princess to entice her 
down, he dresses his staff, which is carved in the form of a human, hangs 
his cloak on it and sets his crown and even his golden hair on its head. The 
princess notices him, and she comes down out of her castle, but falls in 
love, not with the unadorned, bald prince, but with the dressed up wooden 
doll. At a wave of the fairy’s hand the wooden prince comes to life and the 
princess happily dances away with it. The unhappy prince if left to himself. 
Meanwhile the princess becomes tired of the dressed up, awkward wooden 
doll, and returns to the real prince whom she had been unwilling to notice 
until then. Although the fairy continues to throw obstacles between them 
in the end they join and happily set out into the world together.

Bartók altered and simplified Béla Balázs’s tale in many respects, and in 
respect of the musical structure of the ballet he said the following in a 
statement made before the premiere: “Three sections can be clearly distin
guished in it, within which there are also minor divisions. The first extends 
to the conclusion of the pas de deux of the wooden puppet and the princess. 
The second, which is far more serene than the first, has a typical middle 
movement character and lasts until the reappearance of the wooden prince. 
The third section is in reality a repetition of the first, but with a reversed
order of subdivisions of the first section, which the text naturally re-

' 10 quires.
The critics received the ballet—which was performed fifteen times in two 

years—with no particular enthusiasm. Except for a few experts they concer
ned themselves more with the story of the ballet, rather than the music. 
Their criticisms reflected more a lack of comprehension than hostility. 
Since then many have analysed its symbolism.

$

At any rate The Wooden Prince opened the door of the Opera House to 
Bartók, and now there was no longer any obstacle to the showing of Blue
beard’s Castle either. Undoubtedly Count Miklós Bánffy must have played 
a role in this, as he not only held Bartók in great esteem, but also gave him 
his help. This is indicated by the undated letter (which, however, was 
written without a doubt before June i. 1917, because Bánffy was the

10 Magyar Színpad, May 12, 1917.



Set design for Bartók’s The Wooden Prince,
for the Budapest world premiere on May 12, 1917.
Designed by Miklós Bánffy.

Courtesy Bartók Archives, Károly Ke'kesdy

Set design for Bartók’s The Wooden Prince, 
by Zoltán Fülöp, 1935.



Set for Bartók’s B l u e b e a r d ’s  C a s t l e , designed by Miklós Bánffy 
for the world premiere in Budapest, May 24, 1918.

Costume designs by Miklós Bánfi 
for T h e  W o o d e n  P r i n c e , 1917.
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The Miraculous 
M andarin, 

September 26, 
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Courtesy Bartók Archives, Károly Kékesdy



Set design for Bartók’s 
The Miraculous Mandarin 
staged in Cologne, 1926. 
Designed and directed 
by Hans Strohbach, 
conducted by 
Eugen Szenkár

Courtesy Bartók Archives

The Miraculous Mandarin 
in the
Budapest Opera House, 
1956.
Sets by Zoltán Fülöp, 
costumes by Tivadar 
Márk, choreography and 
direction
by Gyula Harangozó, 
conducted by 
János Ferencsik
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government commissioner until then) in which he hands over the manus
cript: “To the Esteemed Director of the Opera House, Budapest. On the 
basis of a conversation with Your Excellency it is my pleasure to submit 
my opera entitled Bluebeard with the request that you be so kind as to 
acknowledge its receipt with a few lines. Respectfully yours, Béla Bartók.”11 

Bartók received an invitation from the government commissioner to sub
mit the opera, and very likely a contract as well, either during the rehearsals 
of The Wooden Prince, or directly after its premiére. It may be presumed 
that after this he was asked to make some kind of revision, because a letter 
dated June 17, 1917 addressed to Bánffy suggests such a conclusion: 
“Your Excellency, I shall be able to go through the score of Bluebeard 
entirely and submit it to the Opera House by July 15. Therefore, if Your 
Excellency deems it expedient to have the parts written out during the 
summer recess, then I would ask you kindly to give the necessary instruc
tions at the Opera House in this regard. Sincerely yours, Béla Bartók.” 11 12 

On May 24, 1918 the curtain also at last went up for the premiére of 
Bluebeard’ Castle, which was staged together with Bartók’s ballet. The stage 
direction was by Dezső Zádor, the conductor was again Egisto Tango, and 
the design of the décor undertaken once more by Miklós Bánffy, although 
by this time the latter was the General Manager of the Opera House. 
The set depicted the closed courtyard of a medieval castle, on the side 
walls of which could be seen seven doors arranged symmetrically stepwise, 
which concealed Bluebeard’s past and his secrets. At the opening of the 
seventh door the wives the duke had killed were revealed; they received the 
newcomer, Judit, as one of themselves.

At the premiére Bartók expressed his satisfaction with the performance, 
which he saw as compensation for its rejection in the past: “I set the 
mystery play Bluebeard’s Castle to music between March and September 
19 11. This was my first work for the stage and at the same time my first 
vocal work. Conditions then were not favourable for the presentation of 
my work and I showed it to Count Miklós Bánffy and conductor Tango 
only after the staging of The Wooden Prince. I owe them a great debt of 
gratitude because they spared no efforts to stage such a first-rate per
formance. Olga Haselbeck and Oszkár Kálmán sang their roles with such 
perfection that the performance came completely up to my expectations.” ' 3 

Up to January 12, 1919, Bluebeard’s Castle was performed eight times 
altogether. But after that, for a long time (until 193 5), Bartók’s two works

11 Géza Staud loc. cit. 
lz Géza Staud loc. cit.
U Magyar Színpad, May 24, 1918.
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for the stage could not be presented again since the Horthy government 
banned the printing of Béla Balázs’s name on the playbills because of the 
prominent role he had played at the time of the Hungarian Republic of 
Councils in 1919, and Bartók would not consent to the performance of 
the two works without the printing of Balázs’s name.

*

The success of The Miraculous Mandarin, of Bartók’s three works for the 
stage, began in the greatest of difficulties. The dance pantomime was 
composed on the basis of Menyhért Lengyel’s short story, which appeared 
in the January 1917 issue of the periodical entitled Nyugat and was described 
in genre as a pantomime grotesque. Lengyel had originally written it at the 
request of Diaghilev for the Russian Ballet, who had a guest performance 
in Budapest in 1912, but the work was not able to be realized because of 
the First World War.'4 In the wake of the professional reception accorded 
to his two previous stage works Bartók was looking for new material for 
another work for the stage and thus his interest was caught by Lengyel’s 
story, which, with its stylized grotesqueness so characteristic of Art Nou
veau, and its morbid theme, fired his imagination. After the premiére of 
Bluebeard’s Castle he immediately set about composing it. In an interview 
in March 1919 he related the following: “I have a contract with the 
Opera for the setting to music of a piece by Bródy but I have still not been 
able to obtain the text from Sándor Bródy. In the meantime, therefore, 
I have been adapting a piece by Menyhért Lengyel to music, the title of 
which is The Miraculous Mandarin; just listen to its remarkably beautiful 
plot. In a den of ruffians, three toughs compel a young and beautiful girl 
to lure men up to her room whom they then rob of their valuables. The 
first is a poor lad, the second an elderly gent, and but the third is a wealthy 
Chinese. The catch is a good one, the girl entertains the mandarin with 
her dancing and awakens his desire. He is seized by passionate love, but 
the girl is horrified by him. The ruffians attack the mandarin, rob him, 
smother him with a quilt and even plunge a sabre into him, but all in vain: 
they are unable to do away with him, he continues to look at the girl 
with eyes filled with love and desire. But womanly ingenuity aiding, the 
girl complies with the mandarin’s desire, and he falls prostrate, lifeless.”15

Bartók finished his piano score by 1919, but the orchestration took
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*4 Esti Újság, January 17, 19x7.— Quoted by György Kroó in “Bartók Béla színpadi művei," p. 187. 
*5 György Kroó: Bartók Béla színpadi művei, p. 188.
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longer. Gyula Wlassics, the new director of the Opera House, urged him 
in 1923 to finish it, and he also expressed his intention of putting Bartók’s 
earlier works on the programme—in the event of the hoped for elimination 
of the well-known obstacles—once again.16 In 1924 Bartók informed the 
Opera House that he was working on the score, but we do not know when 
he completed work on it. At any rate, in the hope that it would be per
formed he collected an advance of 30,000 crowns on it in 1924—at the 
time of the great inflation. After 1925 there is reliable evidence that the 
parts were copied from the score at the Opera House.17 Yet the premiere 
did not take place. Neither the indisputably well-intentioned Wlassics, 
nor the director who succeeded him in 1925, Miklós Radnai,18 a man who 
thought highly of Bartók, dared to confront the extreme right-wing 
circles, where threatening voices could be heard. In 1931 Bartók sent the 
advance—at the 1924 rate (1000 Crowns =  8 fillérs)—back to the Opera 
House.19

Yet something did happen in the meantime. Albeit not in Budapest, 
the Opera House in Cologne placed The Miraculous Mandarin on its pro
gramme. Just as Bluebeard’s Castle, introduced earlier, the presentation of 
The Mandarin was also encouraged by the Hungarian Generalmusikdirektor 
of the theatre, Jenő Szenkár.20 The premiére of the dance pantomime 
was set for the same evening as Bluebeard’s Castle: November 27, 1926. 
The stage direction on this occasion was again undertaken by Hans Stroh- 
bach, and it was also he who designed the set, which represented an attic 
room. The costumes were made after the drawings by Strolch, and the 
conductor of the orchestra was Jenő Szenkár.

While Bluebeard did not provoke any unusual reaction, the presentation 
of The Mandarin swelled up to become the greatest theatre scandal of 
catholic Cologne. For the sake of historical authenticity it is worth 
quoting from at least one review; I chose the one by A. Stehle published 
in the Kölnische Volks Leitung on November 29, 1926 entitled: Urauf
führungsskandal im Kölner Opernhaus, Der wunderbare Mandarin, Pan
tomime von Béla Bartók:

16 Baron Gyula Wlassics (1884-1932), a writer and authority on cultural policy, was general manager 
of the state theatres from 1922 to 1925. György Kroó in his cited work, p. 193, quotes his letter of 
October 1, 1923 to Bartók.

17 Károly Kristóf’s interview with Bartók in Ma Este, February 26, 1925, and “Copyright 1925 by 
Universal Edition’’ which can be read in the piano score of the piece.

18 Miklós Radnai (1892-1935), composer, was a professor at the Academy of Music from 1917 to 
1925, and director of the Opera House from 1925 to 1935.

19 Géza Staud loc. cit.
20 Jenő Szenkár (1891-1977), composer and conductor. He began his career at the Budapest Opera 

House, and afterwards worked as a conductor in German opera houses. From 1924 to 1933 he was Gene
ralmusikdirektor of the Cologne Opera House.
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“Als bei der Uraufführung der einaktigen Pantomime Der wunderbare Mandarin von 
Melchior Lengyel, Musik von Béla Bartók, am Samstagabend der Vorhang fiel, brach in dem 
stark besetzten Hause ein Entrüstungssturm los, wie ihn das Kölner Opernhaus noch nicht 
erlebt hat. Minutenlang dauerte das Zischen, Pfeifen und Pfujrufen an, verstärkte sich, als 
nackte Frauenarme aus einer Loge des linken Balkons dem Dirnenstück demonstrativen Bei
fall zu klatschen wagten, und erreichte seinen Höhepunkt, als der anwesende Komponist 
vor dem Vorhang sich zeigte. Eine Zischwoge einhelliger Entrüstung empfing ihn und 
scheuchte ihn wieder zurück. Das Fallen des eisernen Vorhanges machte den lärmenden 
Kundgebunden ein Ende, und es war kein glücklicher Einfall, dass Béla Bartók durch ein 
nochmaliges Erscheinen vor der kleinen eisernen Türe eine Rehabilitierung zu ertrotzen 
versuchte.

Aber nicht gegen ihn und die Brutalität seiner Musik, einer Musik jener grimassierenden 
Rhythmen und durch Denaturierung der Instrumente entstehenden Missklänge, die jetzt 
internationalen radikal-modernen Prinzipien folgen, richteten sich in erster Linie die ent
rüsteten Protestkundgebungen des sonst so duldsamen und anwesenden Komponisten 
gegenüber stets so höflich entgegenkommenden Kölner Premierenpublikums, sie treffen 
vielmehr die verantwortlichen Leiter unserer Oper, die sich durch Annahme und Auffüh
rung der Bartókschen Pantomime ein Attentat auf den sittlichen Ernst, feineres Empfinden 
und künstlerischen Geschmack haben zuschulden kommen lassen, in diesem Falle haupt
sächlich den musikalischen Leiter der Oper, Herrn Generalmusikdirektor Szenkar. Ihn 
fragen wir: W ie konnte er es wagen, dieses Kachemmen- und Dirnenstück voll der rohesten 
und brutalsten Instinkte auf die Kölner Opernbühne zu bringen. Wenn er als Ungar etwa 
seinen Landsleuten Lengyel und Bartók glaubte mehr Entgegenkommen zu bezeigen als Rück
sicht auf das Empfinden und die Bedürfnisse der Bevölkerung Kölns nehmen zu sollen, so 
sei ihm gesagt, dass die Kulturinteressen in der deutschen Westmark und zumal in Köln 
als deren Metropole gänzlich andere sind als die seiner Heimat. Und wenn er als Partei
gänger der jungradikalen Musikrichtung den Spielplan der Kölner Oper zu internationali
sieren strebt, die romantische deutsche Oper mehr und mehr zurückdrängt und Wagner 
(den er nicht dirigieren kann) entthronen will, so wird ihn der schon jetzt nur mühsam 
zurückgehaltene Unmut des Kölner Opernhauspublikums in Bälde davon überzeugen, das 
dieses in der Ehrung seiner deutschen Meister eine sicherere Gewähr für seine Kulturbe
dürfnisse und die Interessen eines deutschen Operninstituts sieht als in den Velleitäten eines 
mehr artistisch als kulturell —  künstlerisch empfindenen Opernleiters.”

The edge of the attack was directed not so much at Bartók—although 
the critic also did a rather thorough job on the music—as at Jenő Szenkár. 
The Generalmusikdirektor did not chance to be of “Aryan” descent. The 
Roman Catholic Centre Party—in the language of which we can already 
recognize Nazi phraseology—called for a ban. The mayor, whose name was 
Konrad Adenauer, yielded to the demand, and immediately forbade any 
further performances of The Miraculous Mandarin.

Something similar took place fifteen years later in Budapest. In 1940 
Bartók’s supporters, admirers, and pupils were preparing to celebrate the 
master’s 60th birthday, on the occasion of which they wished to present 
the three Bartók works—among them The Miraculous Mandarin which had 
never been performed in Budapest—in a single evening. The leading artists
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of the Opera House, the manager László Márkus, Gusztáv Oláh, the designer 
of the décor and costumes of the piece, Gyula Harangozó, the choreo
grapher, and János Ferencsik, the conductor, all of them enthusiastic sup
porters of Béla Bartók (who was by then residing in the United States) 
would have liked to celebrate him in a worthy manner, but this was not to 
be, because they were compelled to make concessions. The site had to be 
changed, and for this reason Oláh designed a kind of huge pyramid erected 
with the use of enormous beams. The characters also had to be altered: 
the ruffians were provided with Turkish or Persian costumes, the mandarin 
was more a Japanese, and the streetwalker a geisha. The erotic edge of 
the drama also had to be blunted. Everything was accomplished as de
manded, with the feeling that at least the music could be rescued intact. 
The dance pantomime got even as far as the dress rehearsal (the premiere 
was set for February 6, 1941) but under the pressure of ecclesiastical circles 
it was unexpectedly banned as being “immoral.”21

Yes, this compulsory, senseless scenic change was put on the stage in 
Budapest, not long after Hungary’s liberation, on December 12, 1945. 
Not even the most elementary means existed in the ruined capital for a 
new production. This was a sad premiére for The Miraculous Mandarin, 
with which the country also mourned the composer who had died only a few 
months earlier.22

In the period of dogmatic cultural policy Bartók’s work again could not 
be staged.

Its first authentic performance could be given only on December 16, 
1956, with choreography by Gyula Harangozó, décor by Zoltán Fülöp, 
and costumes by Tivadar Márk. This for the first time corresponded to 
the Bartók conception, the idea of which was expressed most beautifully 
by Bence Szabolcsi:

“The forces and passions of the time mount the stage almost naked, in 
allegorical simplicity, just as in a medieval morality play, or in a ‘Comico- 
tragedy’ of the Baroque era. Emotion Oppressed and Put up for Sale 
(the girl) appears as the compulsory ally of Murderous Villainy (the three 
ruffians), and the Elemental Passion of Living Force (the mandarin) counter
balancing all this, steps over to her; the epic figures of the conflict are 
Helpless Youth and Helpless Old Age (the youth and the old gallant). . .

21 Gusztáv Oláh: "Bartók and the Theatre.” Tempo, Nos. 13-14. 1949-50. — Further: “Bartók és 
a színpad” (Bartók and the Theatre), No. 9. 1955, pp. 61-64.

22 Bartók, who emigrated from Hungary to the United States in 1940, died in New York on Sep
tember 26, 1945.
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this work is the interplay of love and death, of fateful love and fateful 
death, except that the inhuman world in which it all takes place mocks, 
defaces, and poisons love and death. Love and death, here neither arrives 
at the right time, neither can exert its power in its own elemental manner, 
but must stray on to sidepaths; both are good only for turning man’s 
plundered and darkened life into deeper shadows. Yet, smashing through 
this corruption, outgrowing and brushing aside the ‘flowers of evil’, real 
love and real death, the decisive laws of life emerge from behind them. 
And that this elemental, exacting law triumphs in the piece, is by no means 
the merit of the text, but of Bartók’s music.”23

2i Bence Szabolcsi: “A csodálatos mandarin” (The Miraculous Mandarin). Csillag, April 4, 1955.



BARTÓK OUR HOUSE-GUEST
by

MÁRIA LUKÁCS-POPPER

The task is delicate and difficult. More qualified writers and musicians have written 
libraries o f books about Bartók, the musical genius. I want to write about the man 
I loved and admired. His personality was as pure as crystal, his character firm as a 
rock. If he was so withdrawn, this must have been caused by his difficult childhood years. 

If I might be permitted to use this comparison: the sun did not shine on him with suf
ficient warmth.

I must have been no more than ten or twelve years old when I became acquainted with 
Béla. A close relative o f my mother’s, István Thomán, the one-time famous pupil o f Liszt, 
brought him to our house as his favourite pupil. Nowadays hardly anything is written about 
István Thomán, yet he—the teacher of a whole generation—played an important role in the 
musical world, and this not only as an outstanding teacher. Thomán was more than a mere 
“piano teacher”. The fate of every one of his pupils interested him. Those of his pupils who 
needed it he cared for as a father. His pupils could confidently turn to him when they were 
in material difficulties. I believe and feel that the many outstanding pianists who roam the 
world today and win glory for the Hungarian name, would not have been or could not have 
been what they are, if  Thomán, with his talent, knowledge and rare, loving consideration, 
had not laid the foundations of that masterly piano style which his pupils represent.

Béla taught my older brother, János, to play the piano. As for me, he introduced me to the 
secrets of harmony. On these occasions, when he had time, he often played for us; it was 
through him that I made the acquaintance of my first Richard Strauss scores, and also the 
Liszt études. When Béla finished his studies at the Academy he went to Berlin to continue 
his piano playing training under Dohnányi. In Vienna he performed Strauss’s symphonic 
poem, Ein Heldenleben, with tremendous acclaim. As pianist he was outstanding, but his 
talent did not take him on the career of a virtuoso pianist.

And when I also enrolled at the Academy—where I studied cello first with Schiffer and 
later with Popper—I saw Béla more often. That was when I got to know his mother as well. 
Mama Bartók was faced with a difficult task: she had to bring up a genius in bitter circum
stances. She deserves to be honoured by posterity as a heroic mother.

Béla was filled with musical ideas which did not easily come to light. For a time he 
travelled with Feri Vecsey, the violinist child prodigy, as his piano accompanist. During this 
time I heard of him a number o f times as I was in close contact with the Vecsey family.

így láttuk Bartókot' Remembering Bartók], ed. Ferenc Bónis, Zeneműkiadó, Budapest, 1981. (In 
Hungarian.)
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When the Waldbauer String Quartet was formed we met again. Naturally I was always 
there when Bela’s works were performed at a concert or at the Opera.

Before getting married he was in love with my close friend from my childhood, Stefi 
Geyer. If his feelings had been reciprocated they would have turned into another Schumann 
couple.

After the First World War my dear friend, Ernst (Ernő) von Dohnányi, drew our at
tention to Bartók. We also became acquainted with von Dohnányi through Thomán. During 
the war an intimate friendship developed between our family and the von Dohnányis. My 
father had an adoring affection for Ernő, who in return was as deeply attached to him as 
though he were his own father. I must emphasize that after the downfall o f the Republic 
of Councils Ernő always stood up for us, although at that time this was rather disadvanta
geous to him. H e was always our devoted, helpful, and loving friend.

Ernő was greatly concerned that Bartók, who lived at Rákoskeresztúr with his family and 
commuted from there to the Academy of Music, was not very well off. At Keresztúr there 
was no gas or electricity, and no fuel—he even had transportation problems. Ernő came to us 
and asked my father to do something for Bartók and his family. It was easy to say this, but 
much more difficult to put into practice. Béla was an extremely proud man: he liked to help 
others, but refused from others what he could not repay. Finally my father hit upon an 
excellent scheme. He asked Béla to do him a favour. Naturally Béla replied: whatever I can 
do. My father represented the situation as though he feared part o f the house would be 
requisitioned, and if  Béla and his family moved in with us it would solve the housing problem 
for all of us. And that was what happened. Béla and his family occupied my father’s apart
ment in the Gellért H ill house, which vanished completely during the siege o f Budapest in 
the Second World war. Béla, o f course—thinking all this time that he was doing us a favour— 
wanted to know what he owed for board and lodging for all three of them. We reassured him 
that everyday life would cost him no more hereafter than it had done up to then. Much later, 
when he no longer lived with us, he jokingly reprieved m e: you deceived me, life is much 
more costly than you made it out to be then. But he was not angry about it. That was when 
I got to know Márta, Béla’s first wife, who devoted everything, her whole life, to serving him. 
Life never rewarded her for her exceptional self-sacrifice. Now that she is not with us any 
longer let these few lines serve to honour her memory.

The Bartóks, as I mentioned, occupied my father’s apartment. It soon became apparent 
that this was not the best arrangement, because Béla could only work in total seclusion, and 
thus he finally got the guest room, which was completely isolated from the other rooms. Now  
he was able to work to his heart’s content. Here again I must mention Márta’s marvellous 
attitude. For her the only thing o f importance was what was in Béla’s best interests. Márta 
was a rare person, both as Béla’s helper and as a mother and friend.

Our house in Gyopár utca was full. My children—a boy and a girl—were the same age as 
little Béla. Fate provided me with the finest helper in their education. Albert Gyergyai* 
undertook this task, and I am proud to say that we are still linked today by very close ties of 
friendship. The choice had been difficult to make, as Gyergyai’s predecessor had been Arnold 
Hauser—with whom we later re-established contact in London.

For a time we had another resident in our house: Aladár Tóth, the outstanding music 
critic. Since that time we have often mentioned those difficult but lovely days. When he lived 
in our house we did not see Béla as often as we did Márta. We would not have disturbed him 
for the world—we could only see him when he wanted us to. He frequently played some of

* Formerly professor of French literature at Budapest University. He died in July 1981. — Editor.
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his favourite composers for me: Mozart, Scarlatti, and others. It was through his inter
pretation that I made my first acquaintance with the Stravinsky piano works.

In his everyday life Béla was modest. He worked regularly, and lived a normal middle- 
class existence. When he regarded a cause to be good, he immediately espoused it, not caring 
that he might thereby cause himself harm. He was a reliable friend, with an over-scrupulously 
pure and honest character. For this reason he suffered undeservedly much harm.

Few people have taken the trouble so far to point out why Béla was so difficult to reach. 
Let us admit, he did not possess that attribute which won Dohnányi so many friends: 
a bright affability in his dealings with people. Kodály's life was also easier side by side with  
his extraordinary life-companion, Emma.

I do not feel myself competent to say anything more about Béla, the man. I knew him  
from my childhood and I never thought of him in any other way but as a colleague and a good 
friend. I knew and felt that he was no ordinary being, but to me he was “just” Béla—-just 
as my brother, György Lukács, was “just” Gyuri. Closeness and more intimate contacts can 
bridge the feeling o f great, seemingly insurmountable differences, and finally love dominates 
admiration.

Béla, as a father, was all affection, and I believe that little Béla, who was called Fiuka 
(“little boy” in Hungarian), enjoyed a happy childhood. I remember a big row in the chil
dren’s room of the house in Gyopár utca between my son, Fiuka, and Halli Hubermann, 
Dohnányi’s stepson. It was caused almost incomprehensibly by a question of religion, each 
child championing his own religious belief: the Lutheran, the Catholic, and the Unitarian. 
We, of course, merely smiled, and soon made peace among them.

Béla and Ernő’s friendship was a good one, although both Béla and I criticized many 
things in Ernő’s attitude. Especially the fact that for a time he yielded to his wife’s wishes 
and played far too often at the request of right-wing institutions and organizations, without 
any particular protest. In this regard Ernő was not as unshakeable in his belief as Béla. This 
did not mean, o f course, that Dohnányi sympathized with the extreme right-wing fringes—  
it was just that he did not attach any importance to the whole matter. We were sorry that 
things happened this way, but there was nothing we could do.

In the Gyopár utca house we were often together with Ernő and Béla. Once Béla men
tioned that his Viennese publisher, Universal Edition, would like to publish a work from his 
youth, the Piano Quintet. He remarked that part o f the manuscript was missing, and that he 
could no longer recall it. Ernő then asked him: “Is this the quintet which you showed me 
at that time in Berlin?” (That must have been about sixteen to eighteen years previously.) 
"Yes,” Béla replied. Ernő thought a bit, then said, "Wait a moment, Béla.” He sat down at 
the piano and began to play, like a sleep-walker, groping for the notes. Suddenly Béla 
exploded: “That’s it, that’s it! We’ve found it !” Ernő, who was not always strong in every
thing, had a remarkably keen memory.

When the Bartóks found a home at Szilágyi Dezső tér they moved from Gyopár utca, 
leaving a great void. We missed Márta in particular, who had practically lived amongst us, 
unlike Béla, the artist, who with an oblivious and selfless asceticism secluded him self 
exclusively in his art. A few days after they had moved away, my father happened to remark 
in passing that for the past few days he had been sleeping soundly. In reply to a question 
from me about this, he said: “You know, dear, now I can tell you—Béla always played at 
night.” The piano had been located on the second storey just over my father’s bed. I can 
hardly imagine a greater friendly sacrifice for a paternal friend and admirer to devote to Béla’s 
genius. While Béla lived in our house my father did not mention this at all, not wanting to 
obstruct him in his work. For we not only admired Béla, we sincerely loved him.
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When in 1923 I married for the second time I went to live away from Budapest, and saw 
Béla only once again, in Vienna, where he played one of his piano concertos with orchestra. 
During the intermission we visited him in the artiste’s room. When the bell rang for the 
continuation o f the concert we stayed there in the room with him. He asked us why we did 
not go in, and why we did not want to hear the programme. A Strauss work was being played. 
I said there would hardly be any audience because the Viennese were boycotting Strauss (this 
happened in the Hitler era). Bela’s reply was classical: “Why? Strauss is a superb composer!” 
But he himself would not permit his works to be performed in Hitler’s Germany.

In 1938 we left Vienna to stay in Belgrade. My husband was a member of the Inter
national Danube Commission, and when Hitler occupied Austria, the entire Commission 
moved to Belgrade. We stayed there until April 1939, and then seeing that the prospects for 
peace were hopeless we wert to England.

During the war years we had no news of Hungary whatever. Only when we read the 
news of Bela’s death in the newspapers did we learn that in  the meantime he had gone to live 
in America. H is last years, I believe, were very bitter—the end of his life was not good. 
I was deeply grieved when I heard the details o f this period. Only after speaking with 
Menuhin did I learn how much he— Menuhin—had endeavoured to help him, but not even 
the famous artist had the key for this lock. What remained is immortal. Generations will 
marvel at Bartók’s works. But we who knew and loved him, I feel, have lost him forever.



FACSIM ILE E D ITIO N S OF T W O  BARTÓK WORKS

Béla Bartók: Sonata ( t g z 6). Piano Solo. Facsimile Edition of the Manu
script (National Széchényi Library, Budapest) with a Commentary by 

László Somfai. Budapest, 1981, Editio Musica (Z. 8943)

Béla Bartók: Andante for Violin and Piano ( igoz) .  Dille-Nr. 70. Reprint 
of the Original Manuscript (Bartók Archives, Budapest), with a Commentary 

by László Somfai. Budapest, 1980, Editio Musica (Z. 8944).

In 1932 Béla Bartók submitted a draft 
resolution at the Frankfurt session of the 
Intellectual Cooperation Committee of the 
League of Nations on the matter o f Urtext 
and facsimile editions of music. He at
tributed unusual importance to the latter: 
“In musicological work aimed at authentic 
publication (Urtextausgabe),  as in all kinds 
of human activities, there is the possibility 
of errors and inaccuracies. Even in the 
publication o f authentic texts we find errors 
which make the precise recognition of the 
composer’s intentions difficult. For this 
reason it is exceptionally important that 
facsimile editions of musical works be at 
the disposal o f musicians, musicologists and 
students. It goes without saying that facsi
mile editions do not render authentic 
publications superfluous, since for technical 
reasons (difficulty of reading, high prices) 
the former are not for everyday use. In the 
past decade manuscript facsimiles o f signifi
cant and less important works have seen 
publication in ever increasing numbers, 
sometimes possibly to satisfy demands 
created by fashion, but at any rate to great 
benefit: the study of manuscripts does 
indeed help in dispelling the obscurity 
surrounding points that are not easy to 
construe, or in clarifying publishing errors 
and stubbornly perpetuated printer’s mis
takes.” In his proposal Bartók did not detail 
the further possibility offered by the com
poser’s manuscript, which presents such a

visually stimulating picture image that the 
mere sight of it offers an abundance of 
incidental information for the performer or 
the analyzer. It may be that this is not es
sential information, but it is a form o f  
assistance which can hardly be expressed in 
words. We should mention here a newer 
variety of manuscript publications: nowa
days, perhaps for the sake o f this “incidental 
information,” and sometimes because the 
graphical picture may not be reproduced in 
any other way, in the printing of present 
day musical works, "conventional” music 
publication increasingly reproduces, instead 
of engraved, graphic notes, the composer’s 
original, his definitive manuscript.

At any rate it is gratifying that Editio 
Musica have so far issued the original 
manuscripts o f four Bartók compositions 
(or at least: one of the known manuscripts) 
in facsimile edition. Each publication of 
this kind is a significant event and represents 
important references in Bartók research, 
because in the case o f at least some indi
vidual work they alleviate the ever more 
burning lack of a Bartók Complete Critical 
Edition by offering a glimpse into Bartók’s 
workshop; they provide data on Bartók’s 
creative method, and indirectly perhaps even 
convey creative-psychological motives. Yet 
it would be a mistake to overrate the im
portance of the appearance of Bartók 
manuscript facsimiles: the given manuscript 
must be clearly placed in the context o f all
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the available authentic sources. As László 
Somfai wrote in the postscript to one of the 
earlier facsimile editions o f the Two Ru
manian Dances (Editio Musica, Budapest, 
1974): “any Bartók manuscript counts as 
a definitive compositional form of full value 
in itself only in those rare cases when the 
work itself did not get past the workshop 
because it was a piece from his youth, or 
because the composer did not consider it 
publishable, or there was no opportunity 
for publishing it during his lifetime. One 
or another manuscript o f a Bartók work 
brought to final maturity by the composer 
and published—whether as a sketch, inter
mediary draft, or final copy—is only a 
stage in the history of the composition’s 
origin.” Therefore it cannot be a substitute 
for the printed notation (the corrected, last 
version, authenticated by the composer), 
and even less be used, after a careful 
analysis o f the sources, in place o f a critical 
edition offering a justifiably authentic text 
properly reasoned throughout in all its 
aspects.

The Sonata (l 926)  manuscript which has 
now been published is characteristically a 
provisional fair copy preceding the final 
copy sent to the publisher. As all o f Bar- 
tók’s manuscripts, it was very carefully 
written—until the appearance of the printed 
notation Bartók also used this copy at his 
concerts. An earlier stage o f the work can 
also be reconstructed from the manuscript: 
it contains a version of the third movement 
which differs considerably from the one 
that appeared in print. This version casts 
an interesting light on Bartók’s method of 
working, and discloses the more profound, 
hidden details of the piano cycles of the 
year 1926, which represented such a 
substantial turning point in Bartók’s work. 
In the third movement of the Sonata, as one 
of the episodes o f the rondo form, we can 
recognize the musical material o f the Mu

settes movement o f the Nine Small Piano 
Pieces cycle. It is very instructive to compare 
this earlier version of the last movement 
with the final version, it must be said, 
however, that even if  the older form can 
be traced, for the modern performer it may 
by no means be regarded as an alternative 
version. The third movement of the Sonata 
is the one which Bartók regarded as final 
and intended for publication, and the ver
sion now published in facsimile can only 
serve the purposes of study. László Somfai’s 
postscript, in accordance with the nature o f 
the publication, cannot undertake a detailed 
analysis of the published manuscript, but it 
directs attention to all o f the essential 
points of the work’s form and offers in
formation about the place and value of 
the manuscript in the chain of all the sur
viving sources of the Sonata.

The other Bartók composition just 
published in facsimile is perhaps of lesser 
significance; it possesses, however, good 
source value because it renders accessible a 
work of Bartók’s youth which has hitherto 
been widely unfamiliar. This violin-piano 
piece, now published under the title An
dante, can be found in Denijs Dille’s 
catalogue of works (there it bears the title 
Albumblatt und catalogue number 70.). The 
external form of the manuscript is also a 
rarity: Bartók wrote the notes on postcard- 
size music paper, and sent it like a postcard 
to Adila Arányi. The work, although not 
o f outstanding importance, is a valuable 
document of the composing activities 
o f the young Bartók, and with its 
melodic structure woven throughout of a 
single motive is reminiscent in intonation 
mainly of Brahms. Editio Musica have also 
published, simultaneously with the facsimile 
edition, the authentic first edition of the 
composition, edited by László Somfai 
(Z. 8961).

András W ilheim



NIGHT OF THE SWEAT-SOAKED 
SHIRT

by

IVÁN MÁNDY 

(Short story)

He was watering the plants. Or rather he was sprinkling them. Rather 
dispiritedly. Without conviction. And the plants knew it. The 
plants on the balcony. So dusty in their greyish-green box. True, 
the creeper had somehow managed to climb up the bleak blistering 
walls, b u t. . .

You could hardly move on the tiny balcony. He turned round cautiously. 
He looked down on the street, the square below. Lorries beneath the window. 
People walking their dogs on the gravel path that crossed the square. A girl 
in jeans with two dogs. One of them a glum-looking bulldog. A superan
nuated detective. The other, distinguished-looking with its long hair. 
They never spoke to each other. Behind the girl a black-haired lad ap
peared with a black dog. Well, I might have known.

And he on this rickety balcony.
Oh, yes, the balcony with its cracked and blackened stone! A piece was 

missing from the moulding. As if it had been bitten out. The whole thing 
crumpling like the house itself.

He spilled a little water on the stone. Then just stood about with the 
empty can.

The balcony was ready to collapse at any moment. A girl had once said, 
“Look, nothing would make me go out there.”

One day he would take off along with the balcony. All around him falling 
stone and rubble. He would fly over the trees. Across the square.

Night of the sweat-soaked shirt.
Suddenly that was the writing on the wall. It had been on that scrap of 

paper on his desk. A single scrawled line.
Night of the sweat-soaked shirt.
What did he mean by that? What kind of story would he get himself 

muddled up in this time? No, he would not get muddled up in anything.
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There was no story at all. Anyway, his stories! Only that night from the 
fifties. From the depths of the fifties.

I couldn’t  get to sleep. And yet it would have been very important. 
To sleep for at least a couple of hours. .  . But it was hopeless. I kept turning 
and twisting in the knotted and snarled-up blanket. I tried to adjust the 
pillow. I must have had a temperature but dared not measure it to find out. 
My throat itched, then hurt with a stabbing and burning pain. I walked to 
the window. Looked out into the dark. Opposite was the yellowish light 
of a window. The only spot of light. They must be sitting up with someone 
ill. He would never die and never rise. The watchers were taking shifts. 
The lights was on for ever. The house of sickness.

I looked at that for a while.
Back to bed.
I lay there motionless. My eyes closed. My hands clasped on my chest. 

I slept. In fact I had already been asleep. I sat up. I threw the pillow into 
the dark.

The vague greyness of morning. The pillow cast away in the corner.
Getting up. Starting out for the railway station. Then the journey to 

Pereszlény. Lecturing on a book at a hostel for apprentices. Popov: Steel 
and Slag. Welcome, Comrade Writer!

This comrade writer had not written anything for a long time. Cold- 
shouldered, he had faded from everywhere. In fact there was no longer any 
place to fade out from. The periodicals which had published a few of 
his short stories in the past. . . they no longer existed.

How many of us were there in that cigarette-smoke-dimmed compart
ment? Strange, but again I saw only that pillow cast into the corner. The 
impossibly wrinkled sheet.

Railwaymen were playing cards. Some of them had discarded their dark, 
heavy uniform jackets. Others had merely unbuttoned them. A woman was 
drinking. She was just sitting in her threadbare furcoat. She threw back her 
head and drank. Or rather they were pouring the drink down her throat. 
A man was leaning over her with the bottle. She was laughing almost 
silently. She put her hand in front of her mouth, but only to pull it away 
directly.

“Why are you doing that?”
He heard the quiet voice clearly. As though someone had just called up 

to him from the square. Or as if the sound had floated in from thin air.
It was an old man in the compartment.
“Why are you doing that? Can’t you see th a t . . . ?”
And then an old woman:
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“Leave them alone! Don’t  interfere!”
They were sitting there leaning against each other in the corner.
And I took out my Popov. I tried to look at it. That lucky bastard Balázs 

was dealing in Mikszáth, going somewhere in Kecskemét. And I had 
Popov.

That muddy floor! Those ancient seats! Was that train heated at all?
The old couple were keeping each other warm. The railwaymen carried 

on playing cards. The woman in the furcoat was asleep.
It was hard to imagine that we would ever arrive.
The train was running in a fog. Running? It was dragging along. It kept 

jolting. It stopped puffing.
Some people got off.
A postman walked through the compartment with a big black bag on 

his side.
He was walking towards me. What is it, was he bringing a letter? Was I 

getting a letter here? Perhaps from My Dear Adrien?
Oh, and the permit! The border-zone pass!
I did not start turning out my pockets. I fumbled in them inconspicuously 

with my finger-tips. This is my certificate of military registration. Tem
porarily unfit for service. What do they mean by temporarily unfit? How 
am I supposed to interpret that? The fingers were caught for a moment. 
Then they touched on. . .  The Writer’s Association membership card. 
I had not yet been expelled. But they had called me in. For a “little chat.” 
A woman with watery eyes sitting at the table opposite me. We have not 
seen anything from you for a long time, Comrade Zsámboky! She fixed 
her eyes on me. Are you working on anything? Yes, it’s coming along.. .  
yes. A novel. . .  a kind of novel. And what about? About a football team. 
Astonished face. About a football team? And how are you progressing 
with it? My God! How am I progressing?! I said something at any rate. 
And she was just watching me. Not very cheerfully, to be sure. We are still 
counting on you, Comrade Zsámboky.

They are still counting on me.
In the meantime the search. A card. It must be an invitation. Who was it 

from? And what was it to? That’s my soldier’s pay-book again. But what 
about the permit? The border-zone pass?! I’ll have to get it stamped. And 
then on my exit again. On entry and on exit. Damn it, why don’t  I have a 
wallet! Just any old wallet to . . .

“Lost something?”
“No, thank you.”
The old gentleman was still leaning towards me. His wife pulled him
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back. And I was sitting in full view of them with the police permit. And 
so exhausted.

I stood up. I stared out of the window.
Houses drowned in mist. Ghost houses.
I went out into the corridor.
Deserted frosty field. Mounds of dirty snow.
Back to the compartment.
And they were just looking at me. The two old people. Who is this chap? 

He stands up, sits down. Stands up again. He feels his pockets. He fumbles 
in his case. He leaves into a book and closes it again.

The rest like a dream.
The way the chap in his flea-coloured coat gets off the train. He ambles 

around the station with his ridiculously small case. He asks someone 
something.

“The police station?”
The police station is in a building on the hillside. A family house. There 

was a time when guests were received here. The head of the house received 
them at the gate as a good host should.

A fat policeman stamped the permit in a kind of ante-room.
“Get it stamped on your way back again!”
“On my way back again.”
When will that be? I shall have to get up before sunrise again. Until then 

there will be a bed or a chair.
And now to the Hostel. But where is it?
I should have asked at the police station. But then I did not ask anything 

there.
And now:
“Where is the Hostel? The apprentices’? Which way is it please?”
Which way please?
Which way please?
A narrow bridge over a narrow brook. Perched on the railing of the 

bridge a blue-uniformed girl, her knees drawn up. A school-bag under 
her arm.

Nothing of the sort. No bridge and no girl. That must have been some
where else. On a different trip, to a different town.

Down below on the square a man with thick white hair is embracing a 
tree with one arm. As if he were going to ask it for a dance. Then he slowly 
lowers himself on to the ground, all very cheerfully, like someone who'feels 
at home. He sits by the tree on the ground. He looks up with a cheerful 
smile, and waves at Zsámboky. Who starts back.
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There was no brook. There was no bridge. And there was no girl.
Gardens. Deserted gardens collapsing into each other. Fallen leaves. 

Yellow, yellow-green, grey-green, and rust-brown, in lazy mounds. When 
did they fall? This autumn? Last year? or long ago? The garden was full of 
them. And it was filling up with hatred. With the hatred of dead leaves.

“Haven’t  you thought of joining the Party?”
Where was the voice coming from?
From a room again. From the opposite side of the table again. I could 

hardly see the woman’s face. She had drawn away from the halo of the lamp. 
Perhaps only her chin was moving.

As a matter of fact I had expected the question. I knew it would be asked 
one day, during a little chat in a room somewhere. And yet I could hardly 
come out with it:

“I ’m not ready for that yet.”
“You’re not ready?”
I was watching the chin, the indistinct line of her lips. And then it 

tumbled out of me.
“G od . . . ” (she shuddered) “ . . . 1  believe in H im .”
She went rigid.
And I repeated it.
“I believe in Him.”
Then we sat, wrapped deep in silence.
A hand rose on the other side. It reached across the table. Barely per

ceptibly it touched mine.
“Me, too.”
The decayed benches in the park. The seat was splintered. Or just 

vanishing. Only those arms reaching into the air. Unexpectedly a narrow 
yellow bench. Almost elegant in its slimness! Listen, Mister, you do have 
admirable poise! But you had better be careful because. . . Well, you better 
not do anything you’ll be sorry for!

The gardens fell behind.
The houses drew back. Just like the Danube sulking. Suddenly I found 

myself there on its bank. So unexpectedly that I almost walked into the 
river.

A prison-grey building. Alone and threatening. The Hostel. There was 
an inscription on the gate. I did not read it. What if I was asked where I 
was, what the full name of the Hostel was? I don’t  know, I don’t  remember.

Dogs escorted me across the yard. Shaggy, sleepy-eyed dogs. And a lanky 
stooping young man. Was he the one who asked for my pass at the gate?
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Or has he just materialized? To join me? W ith a scarf, without a coat. The 
scarf carefully wound around his neck. He must have a delicate throat.

“As a matter of fact, I have a lot of trouble with my throat, too.”
He did not even hear me. Wrapped up in his scarf, he just walked along 

at my side. Son of a bitch.
“We are going to the office.”
The dogs followed us silently. They did not utter as much as a yelp. 

Sometimes they stopped for a moment. They looked at me. Did they mean 
to ask me something?

Boys in blue school-overalls were walking across the yard. Faces of iron- 
filings. Fallen iron chips.

The dogs bent their heads deep. Their noses almost brushing the stone 
ground. They must have been humbled once. Terribly humbled.

In the office the light was on.
There were portraits on the wall. Always the same portraits, everywhere. 

In offices, schools, rooms, halls, and corridors. And now here, too.
I did not look up. I had no wish to see those faces.
In the circle of the lamp there was an older woman in a red cardigan. 

Behind me Sore Throat, handing me over.
“The lecturer comrade!”
The woman sparkled as she acknowledged receipt of the parcel. 
“Comrade Jávor?”
“János Zsámboky.”
The brightness went out of her gaze.
“I have no idea why Mrs. Morvái is doing this to m e! I can never get 

Dezső Jávor!”
The escort said nothing.
I was silent too. Well, of course! Dezső Jávor was in a different category. 

He was the model lecturer. One could ask for him, but he was not easy 
to get.

She was examining my papers. My escort made no move. Who knows, 
perhaps he would have to take me back.

She sighed.
“All right!”
She mentioned to me to sit down. She became absorbed in a desk 

calendar.
My escort disappeared. I sank into my coat. My case lay next to me.
She made notes and twisted a lock of hair round one finger. Her pencil 

glided over to another bigger form.
“You will have to wait.”
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I nodded.
Perhaps I ought to take off my coat after all. Or at least unbotten it. But 

I merely loosened my scarf.
Whispers behind my back. Someone came in, and someone went out.
The door opened again. A file was put on the table.
The woman glanced into it: “Well, I have had enough of this business.”
She went out. I was left alone with the lamp and with the faces on the 

wall.
Business. What business? Had they got a new principal? Had someone 

run away? Had he been caught and brought back?
My fingers started towards my coat buttons. They started, and drew 

back.
A man in the circle of the light. An indifferent back bending forward. 

He was jotting down something in a notebook. He leaned back. He gazed 
blankly into the air. Just as if he were alone.

Perhaps there was no one else in the room. Only a coat thrown over a 
chair. A case next to the chair.

“Could I please have a cup of tea?”
He looked at me somewhat offended. Sulking and mistrustful. He sat 

there motionless for a while, then stood up and walked out. He came back 
with a tin cup and a china saucer.

“Thank you.”
He nodded and left me. He seemed to be vexed by this business of 

the tea.
The tea was lukewarm dishwater. On the saucer broken bits of superan

nuated crackers. Rubble from what was once a cream-filled wafer. Where 
did he collect them from? Anyway he had disappeared, just like the woman. 
They will never come back again. Perhaps they are discussing me in a room 
somewhere.

I wriggled out of my coat. I gulped the tea.
Thudding footsteps in the corridor. The stride of marching columns. 

The march of the brigades.
[Someone was going to open the door.]
I stood up. They. . . they should not find me unprepared.
No one opened the door. The steps faded away.
For a few minutes I stood there turned towards the door.
Outside the darkness. Only the circle of the lamps on the courtyard. 

The dogs were chasing each other, running around in circles. Sometimes 
there was a sharp whine. Then a deep growling bark, groaning.

It seemed as if there was singing in a distant room. No, nothing.

IV Á N  MÁNDY: NIGHT OF THE SWEAT-SOAKED SHIRT i I 5



T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A RT E RL Y116

“Let’s go!“
A man in the doorway? His face invisible in the semi-darkness.
I took out Popov from my case. I tried to smile.
“Well, then. . . ”
A cold stone corridor. Grey-green doors. School rooms? Workshops?
The leader turned to go down an iron stairway.
“This way, comrade!”
What is this? A passage in a prison? A cellar?
Suddenly he turned toward me.
“I am just going t o . . .  a few introductory words. Will you just say your 

name again, Comrade?”
“János Zsámboky.”
Suddenly there I was standing in front of them. As if I had been shoved 

straight into the hall. Into that subterranean vault.
The boys had formed a semicircle. In blue overalls. And their faces so 

tired! If they had been allowed to sit down, they would have fallen asleep. 
But they were not allowed to.

I stopped a few steps from them, up at the front.
The introduction was made. Quiet. But not a silence of expectation.
I heard my voice.
“Steel and Slag. . . ”
The voice sounded from afar. An alien and dusty voice. Sometimes 

unexpectedly screeching.
“In this novel. . .  in this great novel about construction. . . ”
The voice faded back into nothingess.
I tried to catch an eye. Hopeless. . .  But someone was paying attention. 

Someone from between the rows. He looked as if he was going to write 
the report.

“ . . . faces emerge before us. We get to know them.. . these hard. . .  
oh, please, just don’t let me say, these exemplary—not that!”

The shoes! The shoes lined up in front of me! More like boots. Heavy 
thuddings boots. When were they polished? In the evenings, before bed
time? And when did they get a new pair? Annually? Issued once every year?

“Because the strength. . . the significance. . . of this novel lies in the 
fact. . . ”

A rat scuffled across the hall. With the angry effort of the tardy. It 
stopped in front of me. It looked at me out of one eye. Well, what is it? What 
have you got to tell me? There was infinite scorn in its glance. And it seemed 
to be slightly tipsy. The author of vitriolic pamphlets. Polemics oozing
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with scorn. It shook itself angrily. Don’t mind me, but you are no debating 
partner! And it disappeared.

And we were left there in frozen immobility.
I heard my voice again. Then nothing. I just stood there and waited. 

What for? Questions? What questions?
I made my bow. •
“Thank you for your attention.”
Someone stepped up to me. He shook my hand.
The rows moved. The brigades marched out. They left the hall.
That roar of laughter outside! What faces they must have made. That 

bloke, you know! Did you watch him? The way he stood there and kept rattling on. 
He had no idea what he was talking aboutl I bet he never even opened that book! 
He didn’t even glance at it! They were convulsed with laughter.

No, they were not laughing. They were not making faces. They had just 
marched off.

Zsámboky leant across the stone banister of the balcony. He picked up 
the watering can. He shook it. He was shaking the nothing out of it.

And what happened then? Did I have supper? They must have given me 
some supper. Or did they take me straight up into that upstairs room?

I came across my coat on several instances. Someone always brought it 
after me. They collared it like they would some untrustworthy person. 
Like someone who wanted to clear out. Or look around. None of that, my 
friend!

A room on the second floor. In a remote corner behind the landing. 
Alone with my coat and case.

Someone called in.
“When are you leaving, Comrade?”
“In the morning. On the six-ten.”
“Got a watch?”
“A watch? No, I haven’t .”
“Then I’ll call you.”
And with that he left me.
I walked over to the bed. I pressed down on it, tested it with my hand. 

It was not offended. It was not the kind to get offended. An iron bed. A bar
racks bed, a deactivated cot. A veteran. The blanket was not exactly 
reassuring. Rather thin. This was where the coat would come in handy.

For the time being thrown across the chair. But it already knew what it 
was to do.

Perhaps I wouldn’t even go to bed. They won’t  wake me anyway. No one 
will take the trouble to knock. But yes, they would! They certainly don’t
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want me hanging around like a pain in their necks. As a matter of fact, not 
a bad idea. . . I might walk into the office in the morning. To that woman 
who had wanted Dezső Jávor.

In the morning I would cross the garden again. That ruined garden.
But first there was the night. They did not seem to bother much about 

heating the room. And what kind of room was it? A guast room? A guest of 
any standing would certainly not be put up here. A tiny wash-basin by the 
wardrobe. I fished out the toothbrush from my case. Toothbrush, toothpaste, 
soap.

A quick wash. A very quick wash.
A hoarse barking from the yard.
The guards. The guards of the Hostel. As if there were no else but they. 

Only they. And me in this room. They know about me. They know about 
every movement I make. As I turn off the light. As I get undressed. Lay my 
coat over the bed. As I slip under the covers. The prickly rug.

They shut up.
Did they sneak into the building? Were they running around in the cor

ridor? Behind the door?
The chair. The solitary chair by the table. For a moment it disintegrated. 

And then it emerged from the darkness again. And now I could see them, too.
The old couple. From the train. . . now here in this room. On this chair 

next to each other, pressed together. They were sitting and holding hands. 
The man seems to be smiling. She is rather scared. But my dear lady, what 
are you afraid of ?! You can sit here as long as you wish!

The door opened noiselessly. A woman called in:
“Little Sanyika knows all of John the Hero by heart!”
She stopped. She was waiting for me to say something. She was standing 

outside and waiting, in?”
“May I send him
I wanted to raise my head and shout at her. Close the door and go!
“Won’t you listen to him?”
“No! N o!”
I raised my head in agony.
“He will recite the whole thing for you by heart!”
“No! Oh, no!”
I fell back. I lay there unmoving. Here they are. .  . next to me. The 

mother and Sanyika. They were making themselves small on the edge of 
the bed. But the mother was ready to give him the sign. She would give 
Sanyika’s arm a pull, or just lightly tap it. And he was off again on John 
the Hero.
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So what! Let him recite John the Hero. Let him recite what he damn well 
pleases!

I was standing on a street in the sunshine. In the sharp sunshine of early 
spring. For a while I gazed only at the roofs. Then I started to walk. 
Without a coat.

A tall dark woman from the other side.
“Hey! that’s downright stupid!”
“But Adrien! I don’t  wear a coat in March!”
“And then you catch your death of cold! You know yourself how much 

trouble you have with your throat!”
I laughed.
“Why worry about my throat, Adrien?!”
I looked up at the sky. The chilly blue sky. I shivered a little. But then a 

waiter came out from a café. An old waiter with fallen arches.
“We’ll be putting the tables out on the terrace soon.”
I nodded. I called over to the other side.
“Do you hear that, Adrien?! They are putting the tables out on the 

terrace soon.”
“Well, I wouldn’t be so sure!”
“You wouldn’t  be so sure? What do you mean by that?”
Except that Adrien had vanished. Just like the waiter. I shuddered again, 

but now without the least bit of pleasure. It was best to sit down in the café.
Where was the café?
A dark hole between two tightly closed shutters. A dark hole in the 

opening of the wall. S till. . .  Someone was moving about inside.
I called in.
“When do you open?”
There was no answer. They were banging on the shutters more and more 

angrily.
Then again the banging, only that.
I sat up rigidly on the bed. Darkness all around. From outside the 

banging.
“Quarter past five!”
“Yes. . . Thank you!”
The knocking ceased. Steps moving away down the corridor.
The cover, half fallen off the bed. The coat at the end.
I lifted the blanket, and climbed back into the bed for a moment. As if I 

really intended to fall deeply asleep at last.
I was standing by the table in my pyjamas. I bowed deep, my forehead 

almost touching the top of the table.
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“ My Dear Adrien!”
How long had I been standing like this? All of a sudden I was over

whelmed by fright. Ice-cold fright. Had I gone mad?! What was I waiting 
for? It must be at least five-thirty! And I still had to check out with the 
police! The railway station! How was I to get out off here anyway. I was 
sure someone must be coming.

No one came.
Dressed in the room. My hand on the case. Somehow I felt sticky. 

Something had stuck to me that would no longer.. .
Just stand there pondering, you fool. In the meantime you are going to 

miss the train!
I grabbed my case. I looked back from the door. Perhaps I meant to say 

goodbye to the room.
Lost in the dark maze of the corridors.
The stairs! I must find the stairs!
A small dot of light somewhere deep in the well. The rooms must be 

that way. The washroom. One moment, and the house would be astir. 
The boys must already be up. Sleepily reeling toward the wash-basins. 
Turning on the taps. The taps sneezing. Laughing and swearing. The way 
they pushed and shoved each other under the showers.

Nothing to be heard. But I found the stairs. I took hold of the brown 
railing gratefully.

The dot of light like a lamp blanketed by fog.
At a landing I stopped. My hand on the railing. One more moment and 

I would sit down on the stone. And then to sleep, to sleep!
I looked down into the abyss. One or two more floors, and then. . .
Sharp cold air.
The courtyard.
Shadows met me; shadows faded away.
A muffled growl. Short, angry yelps. A longer yap. A prolonged whine.
The dogs. They surrounded me and chased around me. They were no 

longer even barking. Just walking around me. They kept sniffing nervously. 
Nervously and enquiringly. They snarled at some of my movements. 
Trotting furiously, others appeared from the darkness. Their zeal abated as 
they caught up with me. But they stood around.

Feverish yellow eyes. Their breath hit my face. Their steaming breath.
I did not move. I could not move.
Pressed against the wall next to the creeper.
In front of him the roofs. Windows shut and windows open. The trees



IV Á N  M Á N D Y : N IG H T  OF T H E  SW E A T -SO A K ED  SH IR T 1 2 1

in the square. The gravel path. Broken branches and twigs on the path. 
Intertwined like broken-off antlers.

Slowly it grew dark.
He did not move. As if there were no room behind him. Nothing at all.
Unexpectedly he picked up the watering can. He walked around the 

table. He walked obsessively round in circles. He kept tapping the can 
against his knee.

He came to a stop.
He leaned over the table. Before him was the slip of paper with the one 

written line.
Night of the sweat-soaked shirt.

Translated by Chris Outtram and Éva Ráĉ



FROM  T H E  PRESS

TRENDS OF DEVELOPMENT 
IN THE SOCIALIST WAY OF LIFE

A coordinated research project was commission
ed by the Central Committee of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers' Party and carried out by in
stitutes of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
and the HSWP, university faculties and other 
research institutes between 1976 and 1979. The 
survey covered the criteria, conditions, and develop
mental trends in the socialist way of life. The 
work was coordinated by the Sociological Research 
Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

The purpose of the project was to describe the 
types of life-style present in Hungary and to 
explore the factors which motivated changes and 
differentiation. Research was done into the goal 
and norm-systems, as well as into the inßuence 
of changes in ways of life on the way people think. 
All the research was problem-oriented. The main 
task was to explore and analyse contradictions 
as they affected life-styles and to help identify 
factors which hindered the coming into being of a 
socialist way of life, both in its objective correla
tions and in attitudes.

The results were summed up in a final report. 
We publish below a shortened version which 
appeared in Társadalmi Szemle 1980/6. The 
abridgement is by Kalman Kulcsár who also 
wrote the connecting passages, which are printed

Way of life became problematical in view 
of the recent fundamental changes in living 
conditions. As a result the mode and struc
ture of most people’s work, income, and 
time budgets underwent substantial changes; 
new attitudes have become current which 
differed substantially from earlier ones and 
no longer corresponded to once learned and 
accepted norms of behaviour and habits. 
In the new situation a new system of values 
and adequate rules of behaviour have become 
necessaty; they must be produced by society 
as a whole to cope with existing contradic
tions. This process is under way now ; mean
while the conflicts make manifest to all 
concerned that their present way o f life is 
not free of troubles.

The main factor o f the changes is eco
nomic growth. Its extent, speed, and form 
have differed in individual countries in the 
past decades, depending on their social 
systems, but even in countries where it was 
slow it produced radical changes in the life
styles of the overwhelming majority. In the 
European socialist countries the high rate 
of economic growth has made a new life
style possible and necessary for almost every 
individual. In these countries the mode of 
social production and its economic and social 
conditions have developed to a degree which 
not only put an end to the disadvantageous 
economic features which had accumulated 
in these countries over a long period but, 
entering upon an intensive phase, they en-
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sured greater opportunities including a 
number of options for choice. The use made 
of these options and future life-styles thus 
turned into a nationwide problem.

The decisions made are not a private 
matter but concern society as a whole. The 
political authorities determine priorities 
when setting the course o f economic growth. 
On the one hand these priorities depend on 
long-term economic policy, on the other 
hand they in themselves express goals of 
social policy which can be integrated in some 
sort o f life-style notions. In other words, 
when the goals are set and the decisions 
made, the ideal of the desirable way o f life 
either has a conscious effect, or else it works 
in an insufficiently thought through manner.

The given options set limits both on the 
individual and the social level. The majority 
can attain the way o f life they desire only 
gradually and in part. It may well happen 
that the ways leading to goal are so cir
cuitous that progress along them clouds the 
original aims. Society cannot ensure all the 
conditions for a socialist way of life for 
everybody at the same time.

The ßnal report had to outline the concept 
and context on the basis of which the pheno
mena of the way of life were displayed and 
interpreted.

There is reliance on a commonly used 
interpretation when defining the way of life 
as a system of activities and behaviour. 
The definition emphasizes the significance 
of action which serves the realization of  
some objective. On a higher level o f ab
straction one can say that the objective is 
always survival and the satisfaction o f  
needs. The aim, however, is not always 
conscious, and we do not examine how to  
husband the time and energy for such 
activities and what order o f priorities they 
should follow. In spite o f this an outside 
observer can in most cases note the existence 
of a determined structure o f systematically 
organized activities which express a certain 
hierarchy.

The great number of activities and kinds 
of behaviour which compose ways of life 
allow one to conclude that the possibility of 
their combination is almost endless. There 
is a special individual trait in everybody’s 
way of life which distinguishes it from 
others. And yet there are basic similarities 
between life-styles because these activities 
and types of behaviour express human rela
tionships and they, in turn, are the products 
of a historically evolved social structure. 
( . . . )

The concept of need is important in the 
determination of ways of life. According to 
Marxism the concept of need is a historical 
category: our needs change with social and 
economic development. This applies also to 
most elementary needs. ( . . . )  The greater 
part of needs have emerged with the develop
ment of the forces of production in certain 
historical phases, and they continued to 
change in later periods. The assessment of 
needs is not uniform at a given point in 
time; their evaluation varies according to 
social position. Consequently, in the exam
ination of the present way o f life one 
cannot rely on a unified and stable system 
of needs; development produces new needs 
which then successively become differen
tiated depending on the place occupied by 
individuals in the social division of labour, 
and other socially differentiating factors.

Historical and social conditions are de
cisive for the characteristics o f the way of life 
but they alone do not determine the life
styles of individuals. The nature o f persona
lity forms individual ways of life with rela
tive autonomy in given social and economic 
conditions. Individuals may modify the 
generally accepted order of preference in 
satisfying their needs and they can also 
choose among the ways which lead to this 
satisfaction. They may expend more or less 
energy and time on changing their condi
tions of life and they can decide how they 
use available goods.

Individual choices and decisions are only 
partially conscious. People often do not
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realize that there are different possibilities. 
Traditions (or fashion) play an important 
role. For many they unambiguously pre
scribe what to do. However, either indi
vidual considerations, or habits internalized 
during early socialization, or fashion trans
mitted by the different channels, exert their 
effects, and the sphere o f consciousness is 
involved in the establishment of a way of 
life.

It is not possible to understand a way o f 
life if  one examines it only from the aspect 
of the opportunities offered by the material 
sphere; neither is it sufficient to record the 
totality and regularities o f the activities 
which express a life-style. There is no doubt 
that ways of life are determined and circum
scribed to a great extent by material condi
tions—the ecological stituation, the nature 
of production and living standards—but 
what people make o f them depends upon 
mental processes. So investigations of ways 
of life must extend also to examining the 
role of consciousness. ( . . . )

Ways o f life today are substantially con
ditioned by the past. The conditioning force 
is partly related to material factors (the 
structure of settlements or housing), partly 
it is connected with the survival o f past 
institutional-organizational forms, and partly 
with past models o f life-styles and the 
habits and preferences which have formed 
them.

In the past the most important differen
tiating factor was class background. Although 
capitalism, compared to feudal society, had 
to a certain degree reduced the rigid linking 
of life-styles to groups, yet the fact o f 
belonging to a class entailed fundamental 
differences in life-style which had also their 
outward expressions. ( . . . )

One of the most important traits o f 
socialist development concerning ways of 
life is that some differences in the significant 
components which make up a life-style have 
diminished, and ways o f life have become 
more homogeneous; consequently, the de
cisive role of belonging to a class or group
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has been reduced. Thus the substantial 
differences in the duration of working hours 
which existed before 1945 have been re
duced, the difference between the two ex
treme income categories is much smaller 
than in the thirties, the difference in the 
consumption of basic goods has ceased, and 
important goods o f culture have become 
accessible through school, radio, and tele
vision. There is no doubt, however, that 
new differences are emerging, especially in 
the satisfaction of new needs which have 
arisen with the development of the forces 
of production, and some sections of society 
and groups are noticeably in a state o f back
wardness.

The first thing to be noted is that there 
is much more similarity between the life
style o f men and women, since going out 
to work has become general for the latter. 
This has meant also the creation of more 
or less identical educational opportunities 
for women; and has also led to the reduction 
of some differences in ways of life. Other 
demographic characteristics, however, have 
retained their differentiating impact. . .  So 
the activity and behaviour system of adoles
cents, older schoolchildren, and young 
people at the start of their working lives 
show many group peculiarities which distin
guish them from people 5—10 years older. 
Another essential differentiating factor is 
family status, especially the presence or 
absence o f small children. Mothers with 
small children are compelled to a very 
different life-style than that adopted by 
childless women but there are differences 
also in the case of men.

Apart from existing differences in ways 
of life which follow from social stratifica
tion, demographic characteristics, and the 
territorial attributes of work and residence, 
there are also others; the consequence of 
individual skills and abilities whose develop
ment for the benefit of both society and the 
individual is one of the main goals of 
socialist society.

The decisive factor of the life and growth
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of individuals and society is work which 
directly or indirectly leads to the satisfaction 
of needs. This means that work is the most 
important component o f ways of life.

It becomes clear from the survey that 
one o f the most important changes in ways 
of life in the past ten years has been the 
advance of the mechanization of work. This 
process has been observable in all branches 
of the Hungarian economy affecting people 
in the most diverse trades and professions.

Substantial changes have taken place in 
the last ten years in industry where plant 
reconstruction implied the mass moderniza
tion o f work processes. A similar develop
ment took place in the building industry. 
At the same time one should not forget, 
however, that in many enterprises the 
quality o f the mechanical equipment is 
considerably below the highest standards; 
here the working conditions and processes 
of the past have been preserved.

The most spectacular transformation oc
curred in agro-enterprises. After the emer
gence o f new forms o f organization like 
state farms and producers’ cooperatives, 
traditional techniques still survived for a 
while. The industrial production systems 
gradually established since the end of the 
sixties have not only increased agricultural 
productivity but have compelled the former 
peasants to adjust to work of a new type 
with rows o f machines lined up in meadows 
and stables as in factory halls. This entailed 
a similar change in their way of life to the 
one which took place earlier when individual 
farming was given up and a switch to 
cooperatives ensued.

The introduction of new production 
systems in agriculture has affected not only 
the life-styles o f the former peasants; the 
lives o f some groups of urban workers also 
underwent changes. The handling of the 
new equipment required skilled workers 
and technicians and many such people 
moved from towns to the country. The 
mobility studies of the Central Statistical 
Office in 1973 already signalled this new

trend, the flow from town to village, from 
industry to agriculture, and the newest 
investigations of the Cooperative Research 
Institute offer further evidence. This has 
certainly contributed to reducing the dif
ference between the ways of life o f social 
groups, one o f the goals of socialist society.

In the case o f clerks and professionals 
the change was relatively smaller than for 
industrial workers and peasants. The me
chanization of administration has only begun 
and a radical change in the professions can 
be expected only in the coming decade.

Increased mechanization and automation 
is unambiguously welcome from the view
point of increased productivity. But it  can 
also exert a negative effect on ways o f  life. 
The simplification of work processes may 
result not only in work made easier but it 
may deprive the worker of the sense of 
achievement which accompanies the per
formance of a task. Work has a dual nature 
from the ways of life aspect: it is a means 
of producing the goods which satisfy needs 
but at the same time it is the principal 
method of self-expression. However, work 
can fulfil its function only partially if  it 
does not require the mobilization o f human 
skills and knowledge because simple routine 
is sufficient for accomplishing it. This pro
blem has come into the foreground in  all 
economically advanced countries, and its 
automatic solution cannot be expected even 
in a socialist economy.

Work may be devoid of interest not 
only because of technical development but 
also because of its absence. In Hungary 
this applies to most unskilled workers. 
Although there is a growing shortage of 
unskilled labour the mechanization o f work 
is still at an early stage. It is not rare that 
in an automated factory a great deal of 
manual work is required for certain auxiliary 
work processes. This is irreconcilable with 
contemporary standards of production and 
the problem is not only that the work is 
hard or monotonous. The harmful con
sequence of such work is that it does not
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stimulate and advance the way of life o f 
those who perform it. The low demands it 
makes necessarily aifect the standards of 
these people also in  other, e.g. cultural, 
activities. Another problem is that i f  they 
compare their work to that of those who 
employ a more advanced technology they 
are rightly dissatisfied and may feel a sense 
of injustice.

The existence o f  this group o f over 
600,000 unskilled workers is related to a 
technical backwardness inherited from the 
past which is gradually being eliminated. 
It is not reassuring, however, that the re
production of unskilled workers continues; 
far from negligible proportion o f young 
people today begin to work without any 
previous trade training. This delays tech
nical progress w ith regard to some work 
phases because there w ill always be unskilled 
workers to perform them, and at the same 
time it preserves a group in society in whose 
way of life work, the most important com
ponent, will be a holding back and not a 
stimulating force.

From its very beginning the socialist 
workers’ movement has considered as one 
of its principal objectives the reduction of 
working hours so that workers might have 
time for rest and recreation, might indeed 
perform activities which satisfy their needs 
in other fields and enrich their life. Socialist 
development in Hungary arrived at a point 
in the late sixties and early seventies when 
the first steps were taken in this direction

with the introduction of every second Satur
day off.

The time budget surveys of the early 
seventies showed, however, that work claim
ed also a part of the Saturdays off and the 
time spent on work exceeded the prescribed 
8 hours also on other workdays both for 
male manual workers and clerks and pro
fessionals.

If workers spent their Saturdays off on 
rest and recreation the average working hours 
on Saturdays would be a maximum 4 hours 
taking into account those on holidays and 
sick leave. But in fact the Saturday working 
hours o f men exceeded 4 hours in all three 
categories—they worked an additional one 
and half—two hours. The effective time 
spent on work significantly exceeded 8 hours 
also on workdays although the excess was 
not so high. Average working hours on 
Sundays also merit attention.

The legal reduction of working hours did 
not, therefore, immediately lead to more 
time spent on leisure activities; a substantial 
part of workers utilized this time for extra 
work to increase their income. ( . . . )

The highest proportion o f extra work 
was performed in 1972—73 by agricultural 
workers: this finding correlates with work 
performed on household plots.

( . . . )  Work performed on household 
plots is not confined to members of coopera
tives. The General Agricultural Census in 
1972 showed that household plots played a 
considerable part also in the lives of others.

Time spent on gainful work (1972, in hours)

Workday Saturday Sunday

Skilled and unskilled 
workers 

Men 9-3 6.3 3-4
Women 6.8 4.6 2.1

Management and 
professionals 

Men 8.8 5.6 2.1
Women 6.7 3-i 1.4

Other clerical 
Men 8.9 6.0 3-3
Women 6.9 3-7 1.2
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Time spent in gainful work by the manual workers of cooperatives (1973, in hours)

Average summer day Average winter day
Men Women Men Women

At permanent work place 
Odd jobs—paid in proportion

8.4 4-4 6.4 2.6

to yield 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.1
Household farm 2.3 2.9 2.1 1.6

Total II.I 7.8 8.7 4-3

Almost all industrial workers who live in 
villages have a household farm. Another 
250,000 household farm plots were worked 
by various categories o f clerks and profes
sionals and their families.

This means that every other household 
has a complementary farm plot. The role of 
these farms is well known in agricultural 
production and according to economic plan
ning this will continue to be true for a long 
time. The work performed on household 
plots contributes to the achievement of the 
economic and social goals o f socialist society. 
On the other hand, this contribution to 
the victualling of the country’s inhabitants 
and to national income is the result o f man
ual work, many working hours, and primi
tive technology, and this certainly constitutes 
a problem.

According to the findings of the General 
Agricultural Census o f 1972 the average 
daily work time per farm plot was 4.6 hours, 
i.e. 1,680 hours per year. Projected to the 
whole country this means 2,700 million 
hours, and this, in turn, is identical with 
the work-time base of 1.2 million active 
workers, i.e. one-fifth o f all gainfully em
ployed persons. This quantity of work has 
produced an income of 24,000 million 
forints which corresponds to a little over 9 
forints per hour. I f  we take into account the 
profit arising from the difference of buying- 
up and consumer prices in the case of goods 
for personal consumption, and if  we deduct 
income tax, we get an average hourly wage 
of 8.30 forints. This shows that most 
complementary farms and households plots 
do not produce much gain for producers

but for many of them they offer the op
portunity to utilize their labour power for 
other activities beyond their main employ
ment.

Full employment and the manpower 
shortage in some fields create the opportunity 
to earn some extra money. The performance 
of such extra work satisfies also a real social 
need: the source o f hostility to it is that 
often people earn several times more that 
way than in their jobs, and abuses also occur.

Gainful work performed in addition to 
the main occupation cannot be discussed on 
its own, it cannot be detached from the whole 
work process. Its frequency and the time 
spent on it depend on the organization, 
intensity, and distribution of work. The 
elimination of the negative phenomena con
nected with extra work requires the better 
organization of work as such.

There exists also another type of work 
performed in one’s spare tim e: unpaid extra 
work, tasks brought home from work. This 
applies mostly to professionals. In an en
quiry made in 1978 in the 5th district of 
Budapest among managers and professionals 
it was found that 41 per cent of the persons 
in the sample had been doing some official 
work at home in the week before the en
quiry. This ratio of unpaid work is partly 
the proof of identification with and com
mitment to work but it has to do also with 
shortcomings in organization.

Extra income, the fruit o f extra work in 
one’s spare time, is used for many things. 
In the case o f many people it contributes to 
the satisfaction o f basic needs (e.g. if  the 
wife is on child care allowance and the
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husband’s extra earnings make up for the 
gap between her regular earnings and the 
allowance.) Often the desire for a home of 
one’s own or the need to pay back loans, 
motivate extra work. The additional in
come offers also the possibility for people 
to avail themselves of the new opportunities 
which have arisen from the economic growth 
of recent years.

Considering all this and the economic 
utility o f extra work there is no doubt that 
extra work promotes and enriches the life
style o f people. On the other hand the 
question arises how this work affects ways 
of life from other viewpoints. One problem 
is that the time and energy spent on extra 
work must hinder other activities. Does it 
not perhaps hamper cultural enrichment or 
family life, or reduce the time spent on rest 
and relaxation to a degree which sooner or 
later w ill rebound on health. The other pro
blem in the influence of regularly performed 
extra work on the value system of indi
viduals. I f  work, mostly routine work, is 
performed year-in year-out, it rarely con
tributes to professional growth and relegates 
into the background the demand to do 
creative work. And it may happen that the 
higher income, instead of being a means 
to achieve some goals, becomes a value in 
itself. The way in which they use money 
becomes secondary and people look for goals 
only afterwards to justify the rat race which 
dominates their whole life.

The subjective assessment of work performance is 
a not unimportant aspect in the work-dimension 
of the way of life. So far only some of these corre
lations have been ascertained. A relatively large 
number of people say that less ability and knowl
edge would be enough to perform the work they are 
doing. This refects a certain dissatisfaction 
with work, and is to a certain extent sup
ported by the circumstance that only 68 per 
cent of those questioned said that they per
formed work which they really liked. Con
sidering that the desire to acquire an income 
to satisfy needs is a fundamental motive in

socialist societies as well, it is important that 
workers should feel that their work enables 
them to earn adequately. Enquiries about this 
indicate a higher “degree of satisfaction” than 
the other components of satisfaction with work.

Beside pay the feeling of being part o f a 
community is also an important factor in 
determining the role o f work in the life of 
individuals. This community can be of 
many kinds: it is not exceptional that a 
work community is held together by shared 
drinking habits, illegal privileges, abuses, 
theft, and swindle organized together. On 
the other hand a working community com
mitted to socialist norms can be an im
portant stimulating force both in work and 
in other spheres. This gives importance to 
the socialist brigade movement which creates 
a framework for evolving a community that 
guides its members toward desirable goals.

The sociological investigations o f life
styles have not only proven the significance 
o f work for the whole life-style of a person, 
they also showed the significance of ways 
o f life for work. The sociology o f organiza
tion signalled that social processes in which 
the influences o f life-styles played a role 
acted on work as concerns the relation of 
man and technology, in addition to the 
impact exerted by organizational phenomena 
which eventually might play the role of 
transmitter. We refer only to one, well- 
known example, that o f commuters who live 
in a rural environment, whose way of life 
often makes a negative impact on their 
work in large factories. ( . . . )

I f  one accepts that one of the essential 
criteria of the socialist way of life is the 
creation of conditions for the many-sided 
development of human abilities, the con
sequences of the quality of the work process 
are given prominence. The consequence of 
too hard work on a low level of organization, 
not up to contemporary requirements, 
which contains few creative elements, will 
be a narrow, almost vegetative way o f life, 
and flight into the private sphere. The con
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sequence of low professional standards may 
be an absence of standards in entertainment 
and, together with the afore-mentioned 
social conditions, the increase of extra work 
and the considerable decrease of spare time. 
These, among others, are the consequences 
of working in several shifts or of commuting. 
The negative influence of the former can 
be reduced by means of more advanced 
technologies and work organization, but the 
latter can be improved only with the de
velopment of the infrastructure—of trans
port, workers’ hostels, etc.

In the last io —15 years the most conspi
cuous progress in ways of life showed itself 
in consumption. A disposable part o f the 
income appeared for the majority, and in 
the case o f high-income groups this part 
became very important. Consumer goods 
which had been accessible to only a few in 
the early sixties became general. The index 
of the spreading of durable consumer goods 
offers evidence.

The indexes compared with the number

of households give a better picture o f levels. 
These indexes are available in the Central 
Statistical Office also concerning the different 
sections of society on the basis o f the Office’s 
household statistics.

Data show substantial differences be
tween the level o f supplies in different social 
groups. The difference per lo o  households 
is biggest in the case of the less common 
goods such as cars or domestic water- 
heaters. In the case of radios, television sets, 
and washing-machines the differences be
tween households with gainfully employed 
members are small.

The figures for households with no one 
in employment indicate that a considerable 
part of the population have no disposable 
income. They can satisfy their fundamental, 
mainly elementary, needs by purchasing the 
cheapest goods. This applies not only to 
retired people, the majority o f members of 
the group with backward life-styles belong 
to this category.

Beside the spreading of durable consumer
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Availability per 1,000 inhabitants

i960 1975

Refrigerators 3.8 218
Washing-machines 45.2 228
Vacuum cleaners 10.7 157
Cars 3-i 55
Motor cycles 23.6 6a
Radios 222* 242*
Television sets 10.4* 226'
* Number of licence holders.

Consumer durables at the end of 1976 (per 100 households)

Refri
gera
tors

Hot-
water
supply

Wash-
ing-

mach-
ines

Vac
uum

clean
ers

Cars Motor
cycles Radios

Televi
sion
sets

Industrial workers 78 28 89 66 17 23 123 91
Cooperative peasants 65 20 87 47 12 32 I IO 84
Professionals 98 6 l 90 95 55 18 169 106
Clerical 93 51 89 89 3° 15 150 99
Retired, etc. 47 17 57 33 I 3 98 55
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goods the change in the consumption struc
ture is an important index o f living standards 
which influence ways o f life. This structure 
shows the progressive reduction of the share 
of income spent on food and the increase 
of the part spent on consumer durables and 
services.

The present consumption structure is 
differentiated according to social groups. 
The most favourable distribution describes 
persons in leading positions and professionals, 
the most unfavourable is that o f retired 
people living in villages.

1 3 °
to the risk of committing a crime; they 
are more likely to be unable to cope with 
their social conflicts and to escape into suicide 
or mental illness.

It is obvious that alcoholism and the 
requirements o f the socialist way of life are 
irreconcilable and one must fight for its 
repression in every field. Alcoholism is only 
secondarily a problem of consumption, inner 
drives play a much greater role in addiction 
than the commercial offer or the availability 
o f money. The failure of prohibition warns 
us not to try to find solutions merely in

Distribution of personal expenses per capita (1976, in per cent)

Industrial
workers

Coop.
peasants

Clerical 
and pro
fessional

Managers 
and leading 

profes
sionals

Retired,
etc.

Retired 
etc. living 
in villages

Food 33.7 36,1 27.7 25 .1 44.0 46,7
Alcoholic beverages, soft 

drinks, tea, coffee,
tobacco, etc. 8,6 8 ,6 6,7 6,0 7,0 8,4

Clothing 13.6 12,3 12,0 12,9 9.4 9,5
Consumer durables 9.1 9,4 10,4 10,7 4,1 3-9
Other articles o f

consumption 13.5 12.5 16,4 17.5 15,4 13.0
Real estate 9,8 13.2 8,6 8 ,7 5,9 7,8
Services 12,8 7,9 18,2 20,1 13,2 8‘7
Source: Household statistical data, Central Statistical Office

Drinks, tobaco, etc. occupy a large place in 
consump tion: they account for close on over 
to  per cent of personal expenditure.

The norms o f a socialist society do not 
condemn the consumption of intoxicating 
beverages and do not demand abstinence. 
Even the regular drinking of beer, wine, or 
spirits is acceptable. The trouble begins when 
the consumption of alcohol becomes dominant 
within the whole behaviour system, i.e. the 
amount spent on alcohol prevents the satis
faction of other needs and its consumption 
influences all other activities. The correla
tion between offences against social norms 
and alcoholism is well known; in other 
terms, alcoholics are much more exposed

market controls; the struggle against alco
holism should be the joint task of employers, 
health services, and of political and cultural 
authorities. ( . . . )

Fastidiousness in eating and dressing 
habits is growing. In these fields of con
sumption the differences between social 
classes and groups have considerably de
creased.

The sums spent on services, however, 
show a marked differentiation according to 
social classes and sections. Three per cent 
of the income of cooperative peasants, 8 per 
cent of the income of workmen, 14 per cent 
in the case o f clerical workers, and 16 per 
cent in the case of persons in leading position 
and members of the professions is spent on
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eating out. There is a marked difference 
in the extent to which they avail themselves 
o f household services and utilize products 
for personal hygiene, or make use o f news 
and cultural services. The greatest gap can 
be observed in expenses on holidays and 
recreation. In this particular field the per 
capita expenditures o f the families o f ma
nagers and professionals are five times as 
high as those of families of workmen, and 
ten times as high as in peasant families.

those used to chastise refrigerator-socialism 
and favour ascetic behaviour. At the same 
time it is true that there are some attitudes 
connected with the acquisition of building 
lots and a summer house which are alien to 
socialist norms. Such are the extra works 
taken up for producing the necessary money 
for their acquisition—not to speak of 
abuses—the drudgery o f cultivating the 
garden and building the house, and profiteer
ing which sometimes appears in their uti-
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Per capita expenditures on some services (forints)

Industrial
workers

Cooperative
peasants

Managers and 
other

professionals
Other clerical

Household services 58 43 301 185
Personal hygiene 177 94 406 354
News services 98 74 247 191
Cultural services 354 288 653 540
Holidays 2ZO i n 1.107 607

( . . . )  In 1976, 9-13 per cent of per 
capita expenditure was on housing including 
building lots. The highest ratio (13 per 
cent) was that o f peasant farmers: 11 per 
cent were spent on building and 2 per cent 
on buying the building plot. Persons in 
managerial jobs and professional men spent 
only 9 per cent in that manner: 6 per cent 
on building and 3 per cent on buying the 
building lot.

These expenditures have two different 
aims: firstly, the acquisition of a dwelling, 
and secondly, the possession of a week-end 
or summer house. The former is one way of 
satisfying a basic need, the latter is typically 
the product of better opportunities. This 
distinguished the way of life of many in the 
seventies from that in the sixties.

Is it possible to reconcile the possession 
o f a building lot, a summer or week-end 
house and their regular use with the de
mands of a socialist life-style? The answer 
is yes. The fulminating philippics against 
the possession of these goods are similar to

lization. All these facts, however, are not 
imperative and their emergence cannot 
justify the summary rejection o f a pos
sibility which, if  reasonably exploited, may 
contribute to relaxation, rest, the enjoyment 
of nature, a healthier life, and gardening as 
a hobby. Probably the more intense growth 
of other holidaying and recreational forms 
would reduce to normal this presently 
fashionable desire for week-end cottage own
ership.

One of the more generally known important 
dimensions of the life-style are leisure and the 
way it is spent. Given surviving essential 
differences between social groups the greatest 
change compared to the past is a certain level
ling especially due to television viewing. The 
spread of the mass media, in the first place 
television, is important not only because it is 
a way of spending leisure but also because 
of the kind of life-style models they transmit 
and propagate.

Concerning the role of school and public
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activity in the formation of life-styles (al
though the absence of sources did not permit 
much analysis)  the paper tries to bring out 
those social problems which put obstacles in 
the way of developing a socialist way of life.

( . . . )  Socialist economic and social devel
opment have ensured the basic conditions 
for a life more worthy o f man to the ma
jority. Compared to the past the living con
ditions of the masses are much more favour
able and the impact on their thinking— 
exerted either directly by the living condi
tions themselves, or indirectly through the 
mass media, the school, propaganda organiza
tions, etc.—all tend to lead them towards a 
more worth-while life than at any time in 
the past. So living conditions which pro
gressed under socialism create and develop, 
to a certain degree, the elements of the 
socialist way of life.

However, contrary tendencies have also 
arisen in socialist society; there are pheno
mena which exert a negative effect on the 
establishment of the socialist way of life, 
and they cause problems with which all 
conscious endeavours to shape a socialist 
life-style must reckon. ( . . . )

Most important are the consequences 
which follow from certain limitations of 
the socialist economy. The first is that on 
the present economic development level it 
is impossible to ensure the satisfaction of 
demands which, stemming from the values 
of socialist society, are generally present; 
this applies in particular to demands which 
appear to the masses as models o f the way 
of life o f a (rather complex) population 
group with very high levels o f consumption.

The developmental level o f the forces of 
production produces demand together with 
consumer goods; but for some time still it 
will not be possible for everybody to get 
their fair share. The level o f development 
of the forces of production therefore plays 
a double role concerning ways of life: It is 
both a driving and a limiting force. This 
applies also to conditions in a socialist
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society where social goals and norms are 
especially favourable to the spread of the 
models o f the highest levels of consump
tion. ( . . . )

Briefly: the present level of development 
in Hungary does not yet render possible for 
the whole of society living standards which 
appear as a model and which are stressed by 
the mass media and the fact that Hungary 
is open to the world. In this connection the 
consequences o f a limited industrial capa
city, an economy o f shortages, under
developed infrastructure, etc. exert a distort
ing influence also on ways of life and hamper 
the formation and growth of the socialist 
elements o f the life-style.

In this context the housing problem must 
be given priority. It unfavourably influences 
ways o f life in a number of respects. The 
most important are the consequences of:

— the quality and quantity of existing 
dwellings,

— the methods o f access to a dwelling.

The quantity of dwellings throughout 
the country is insufficient. The reasons are 
known and also the efforts with the help of 
which those in charge try to make up for 
backwardness and meet the needs. It is true 
that things have considerably improved 
since the years following the Counter- 
Revolution. Between i960 and 1978 the 
number o f persons inhabiting 100 dwellings 
has decreased from 349 to 288, and the 
number of persons per hundred rooms from 
236 to 149. This is substantial progress, 
but the housing question remains a grave 
social problem even quantitatively. To men
tion one figure only: by December 1977 the 
Council records registered 396,282 applica
tions for dwellings. In the same year 50,746 
dwellings were allotted, including every type 
of housing allocation. In view of the fact 
that this figure included also the “step-by- 
step” type of housing allocation which 
meant that those on the top of the ladder 
could move to a better and newer flat, in 
reality such allocations solved the housing
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problems of fewer people than indicated by 
mere numbers.

In present housing conditions the occu
piers o f state housing are a priori privileged 
compared to those who are the owner- 
occupiers o f a house or home-unit. The 
overwhelming part o f the costs o f mainten
ance of a state-owned dwelling are borne 
by the state; a home-unit involves substantial 
investments, its transfer is liable to duty, 
etc. This distribution of the existing stock 
of housing conceals a certain unequality 
which increases according to type of settle
ment. In Budapest the majority of the 
population live in state housing (64.5 per 
cent), 32 per cent are owner-occupiers, in 
the other towns this ratio is 38 to 58.5 per 
cent, in villages 10.5 to 84 per cent.

The differences according to type of 
settlement are even bigger if  one examines 
the quality and equipment o f housing. True, 
in 1978, 50 per cent of all dwelling had 
two rooms, 20 per cent three or more; it is 
also true that by now 96.7 per cent of all 
dwellings are connected to the electricity 
supply, 52.4 per cent to water mains, and 
49.3 per cent have an indoor lavatory. It is 
well known, however, that until recently 
the price o f electric current in rural areas 
was twice that in Budapest, and the condi
tions for the construction of public utilities 
differ considerably in town and village, and 
(although these are 1970 data and since then 
conditions have greatly improved) 80 per 
cent of the rural population lived in dwel
lings without running water, and 88.1 per 
cent o f their dwellings were not equipped 
with drainage or sewers.

Considering the basic supply, the distri
bution o f dwellings according to size, equip
ment, and location, one must declare that 
the housing situation is one of the greatest 
obstacles in the way of establishing a 
socialist way of life. It is difficult to lead a 
socialist, or even a cultured, life in over
crowded conditions, with more than two 
generations living together and in the ab
sence o f elementary civilized conditions.

Two generations, giving that the young are 
still children, or unmarried, are acceptable.

These conditions in the first place hamper 
complex personality growth which we look 
on as one of the basic criteria of the socialist 
way of life. In such conditions needs are a 
priori limited, and in extreme cases the 
demands for a cultured way of life cannot 
even arise. Such conditions may entail con
sequences in which the primary relationships 
important for society (marriage, parent and 
child) may weaken and provide a favourable 
breeding ground for antisocial influences, 
etc.

The role of housing in ways o f life must 
be examined and interpreted in terms of the 
dynamics of the life cycle. According to 
the above-mentioned figures a high propor
tion of adults (30 per cent) are not ade
quately housed. Considering the number 
of people who struggle with the serious 
problem of having no home of their own, 
this ratio is much higher.

There are no available data on the age 
distribution of those with housing problems 
but it is known that a high proportion of 
young people are not adequately housed. 
A survey carried out by the Sociological 
Research Institute discovered that young 
couples start their married lives in their own 
homes only in exceptional cases; most, even 
the most optimistic, reckoned with several 
years of living with parents or relatives or 
as lodgers. Sooner or later every married 
couple and family acquire a home, with very 
few exceptions, but a period in the lives of 
almost all o f them is ruined by the lack of 
an apartment.

One may mention a past when a home of 
their own was not a natural need of young 
couples but today’s family has clearly a 
different structure and different functions 
which do not justify the sharing of a home 
by several adult generations. One could also 
say that a home is a value for which one 
should work; but the counter-argument 
that the home is a basic need carries more 
weight, and the satisfaction of this need is
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one of the most important tasks. In a 
society where the reproduction of the popula
tion, the care and education of children, 
and income allocation all take place in terms 
of the nuclear family consisting o f parents 
and minor children, it is a foremost public 
concern that couples should have their own 
home right from the moment of their being 
joined together. If this is not the case and 
this need can be adequately satisfied only 
after a longer time, one must reckon with 
the negative influences of living with others 
both in human relationships and in the 
activities needed to get housing. These in
fluences do not cease at the moment of 
obtaining a dwelling, they may continue to 
affect ways of life.

The housing situation exerts another 
negative influence on the formation of a 
socialist life-style due to the methods of 
acquiring a dwelling.

As there are different kinds of tenantship, 
there are also different ways of obtaining 
housing. Under the present rules only the 
lowest income groups can reckon on a state 
flat. (Exceptions which, no doubt, exist, 
are apt to spoil the social climate and to 
shake confidence in the socialist leadership.) 
People in relatively low income groups can 
get a cooperative flat, and a greater number 
of people are entitled to a council-freehold 
flat, but there are not many flats o f that 
kind, far fewer than qualified applicants. 
Considering that more people are entitled 
to flats than the existing available number, 
and that they sometimes have to wait for 
very long periods, a large proportion of the 
population are compelled to resort to private 
building, availing themselves of different 
forms of state support. Wage rates and the 
cost of building materials make private build
ing very difficult even given a considerable 
state loan. The consequence o f  this and 
some other factors is well known: more 
“outside” work (often during working 
hours), corruption, the extortion of tips and 
extra reward money. Stopping them seems 
impossible all the more so since extra work
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is justified not only by individual needs but 
also by the different phenomena produced 
by the economy of shortages—so that in a 
certain sense the subjective and “objective" 
needs meet. This is a considerable source of 
extra tips and bribes.

Such facts swallow up a considerable 
part of time off so that the creation of the 
merely material framework of the future 
cultured life reduces the time utilizable for 
culture, and, in addition, it may establish 
habits detrimental to a socialist or cultured 
way of life, and these habits may survive 
even after housing has been obtained. (. . . )  
In this connection there are two main 
dangers: the first is that the people involved 
are mostly young and these negative habits 
may get fixed easily and even be transmitted 
to the next generation. The second, no 
small danger, is that the hopelessness of 
ever getting a home of their own can lure 
people into irresponsible ways, patterns of 
consumption may be established which are 
contrary to our social objectives. All these 
together may give rise to a kind of personal 
or public ethic which is opposed not only 
to the values of a socialist way of life but 
also to socialist morality and sometimes even 
to the provisions of penal legislation.

There is no desire to dramatize the 
situation or exaggerate the problems of house 
hunting but the acquisitive tendencies which 
appear in Hungarian society and some of 
their condemnable dimensions basically start 
with the means of getting a home of one’s 
own, and they may continue with the satis
faction o f the need for furnishing it and 
acquiring obj ects needed for a civilized way 
of life (consumer durables), and then be 
extended to the satisfaction of wants which 
are not necessarily parts o f  a civilized life. 
If once a type of acting and a certain mental 
state are established, it is very difficult to 
change them. ( . . . )

It should be emphasized that it is not the 
acquisition of or the desire for housing or 
consumer durables which is condemnable, 
they are part of the conditions of civilized
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life. However, the means of acquiring them  
may be problematic socially, although indi
vidually they cannot be condemned because 
most people would never obtain a flat other
wise. So it is not a question of condemna
tion in general; and hence the instruments 
which act directly and only on conscious
ness, are ineffective. In view of the circum
stance, that the phenomenon is a consequence 
of the given economic situation in Hungarian 
society the methods of solution should be 
sought also here.

Another problem should be mentioned in 
this context. Though being an owner- 
occupier is, in most cases, the sine qua non 
of being adequately housed, such ownership 
is the consequence of a social emergency. 
This means that most people do not build 
a house or join in the construction of a home- 
unit block because they wish to be owners 
or because they have no other use for their 
money, although such motives may also be 
involved for a few, but because this is the 
only way in which they can obtain a home. 
Starting from this point it should be realized 
that those who live in their own house are 
a priori at a disadvantage compared to people 
living in state dwellings, and this only 
increases with the financial disadvantages 
which ownership involves. To mention only 
one: those living in state-owned dwellings 
can easily pass on their occupancy to their 
children after they die but if  they are 
owners, then their heirs not only inherit the 
disadvantages of ownership but also have to 
pay substantial charges. ( . . . )

The underdevelopment of tie infrastructure 
is one expression of the economy of shortage. 
This is especially important from the view
point of life-styles because of educational, 
communal, and health services. The paper 
analyses the connections which appear in the 
different dimensions of the way of life as a 
consequence of backwardness. It discusses the 
consequences of the contradictions in the eco
nomy, employment, and education, and treats 
also the significance of values and norms.

It follows from the foregoing that life
styles—including the progress made by a 
socialist life-style—develop according to the 
objective system of conditions. Given the 
fact that the present system of conditions is 
contradictory, it produces elements which ob
jectively support, and others which objec
tively hinder, the establishment of a socialist 
way o f life. It is also clear that some of 
these elements are not objective in the sense 
of rigid determination, i.e. they can be 
changed if  certain conditions are present. 
The direction in which those in charge 
should orient these changes remains a pro
blem. What aims should be set, what values 
considered, and what norms should be creat
ed to help the emergence of the socialist 
way o f life?

The objectives of socialist society are 
indicated, with some abstractions, in the 
programmatic declaration of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers’ Party; they indicate the 
direction of the aspirations of the leadership. 
However, the determination of objectives on 
a merely abstract level means that inter
mediate actions and the means for attaining 
these become ends themselves, since they 
can be defined much more concretely. 
Although it is not intended to give a rigid 
interpretation to the relationship of means 
and ends in the process of shaping a society, 
and it would be impossible to do so, the 
socialist way of life as such is both: it is 
an end and, seen from another angle, e.g. 
from the viewpoint of increasing the effec
tiveness of work, it is also a means; still, it 
would nevertheless be desirable to work out 
the system of the objectives of a socialist 
society, and take it into consideration as 
far as possible in the elaboration o f the 
guidelines of economic and social policy.

This is all the more necessary as the 
consequences of already established values 
may be in contradiction with each other. 
The attitude to work is obviously a socialist 
value the consequences of which must appear 
in a correct system of wages. But the reduc
tion o f inequalities is also one of the objec-

*35
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tivcs and its consequences are opposed to 
those of the former. Such contradictions can 
be overcome i f  one starts from present con
ditions and their consequences, i.e. i f  one 
takes a historical view o f the problem and 
takes into account the fundamental nature 
of economic development.

There are also contradictions of another 
sort. Hungarian society protects the family 
as a fundamentally important unit, and it is 
true that the family is an important frame
work for the growth of the human per
sonality which is also a value o f socialist 
society. However, it may happen that the 
family hampers and even distorts the indi
vidual growth o f its members, while it 
may play an important role in developing 
the healthy personality of children. Here 
—as signalled by the hesitations of legal 
policy as apparent in the practice o f divorce 
courts—it is more difficult to find a balance. 
Examples are o f  course only examples, in 
reality the question becomes more burning 
in everyday practice, and investigations 
(even ethical investigations) which could 
take us nearer to a solution are entirely 
absent. ( . . . )

The paper finally analysed the problem of
opposing welfare and ascetic attitudes, stating
that:

( . . . )  it is impossible to appraise and 
judge the facts o f the present changed 
historical situation only on the basis of 
models and examples established in the past. 
Today the prescribed level o f social re
construction offers different frameworks 
also in the material sense, beyond the 
acquisition of political power. The desire 
of a socialist society, to ensure the welfare 
of its members, is economically founded, 
even if, for the time being, attained levels 
also mean limitations. In this new historical 
situation the values o f the labour movement, 
such as serving the community, discipline, 
generosity, etc., have been moved to other 
levels and they appear in practice with
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different contents; confronting them to 
efforts to ensure welfare and prosperity 
would be the falsification of their true 
meaning.

These very values, and their general 
implementation, can help to eliminate, for 
the sake of the welfare of society, certain 
elements of a particularistic nature which 
try to detach the interests of individuals or 
groups from the interests of the entire com
munity and even confront them. Life-style 
facts related to them evoke also past models, 
naturally not those of the labour movement. 
These values may help also to multiply the 
elements o f a socialist life-style under 
steadily improving conditions. If one exa
mines the role played by values either im
plied in the works of the Marxist—Leninist 
classics or produced by the labour movement 
in the socialist way of life, those elements 
which appear to be already established should 
he confronted with real conditions and their 
possible long-term evolution.

The determination of values and the 
evaluation of real conditions cannot be made 
from the viewpoint of an abstract system of 
values that exists somewhere. The new and 
constantly emerging desirable phenomena 
produce the norms and values which control 
the socialist way of life and offer the bases 
for the further evaluation of the elements of 
reality. Although it is true that reality is 
to a certain extent binding, it is equally 
true that the recognition and deliberate 
strengthening of the new desirable elements 
that appear in reality contribute to the 
emergence of a more or less coherent, but 
naturally not uniform, model of the socialist 
way of life, and at the same time it increases 
the consciousness of its formation. It does 
no harm to point out that the model of the 
socialist way of life cannot be created by 
theory. It is, o f course, possible to conceive 
a model which one considers to be the right 
one, and one can even try to put it into 
practice with the help of different measures, 
norms, even legal rules, and one may even 
be successful with regard to some of its
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elements for a certain time, but historical 
experience shows that there is not much 
chance in the long run to realize in practice 
norms and models that are conceived in the 
imagination. O f course, in the final analysis, 
even the most utopian imaginary creation is 
rooted in the real conditions of its age, just 
as all utopias in history have grown out of 
the soil o f a given age and society and were 
often the products o f very tangible prob
lems.

It is probably unnecessary to point out 
that the Marxist method has nothing to do 
with shaping society, the minds of men, 
or creating norms in a fanciful way. Mar
xism distils certain principles confirmed by 
experience from practice in the progress of 
society, and from progressive principles 
which already exist. It is possible to evolve, 
for a determined period of social develop
ment, the normative contents of a way of life 
Marxists believe and proclaim to be the 
socialist way of life, and which should be 
generalized in the course of society-shaping 
activity.

In these efforts the theoretical founda
tions, value system, and ethical norms of 
Marxism-Leninism are o f great assistance. 
W ith the help o f ongoing analysis of practice 
these basic principles can be developed 
further in keeping with historical conditions ; 
they even require this formative activity. 
Concrete historical conditions are also highly 
important for determining the elements of a 
socialist way of life.

It must be admitted, however, that 
beyond the above-mentioned few aspects 
which are o f a methodological sort, and 
beyond some value considerations deductible 
from practice, the social sciences are as yet 
unable to offer satisfactory help for the 
determination o f the values which guide the 
socialist way of life. ( . . . )

One conclusion can already be drawn 
from the so far witnessed phenomena of 
growth of socialist society: that the com
munity and humanism, which are insepara
ble from it, are elements of value which,

apart from creative work, are the most 
important guiding principles of a socialist 
way of life. The realization of the socialist 
way of life can be measured already in the 
present phase o f development if  we examine 
to what degree these basic principles are 
present in the behaviour of individuals, and 
in the consciously adopted measures by 
which the authorities want to influence 
ways of life.

The basic values of a socialist society 
that appear in the behaviour systems o f  
individuals do not, by a long shot, produce 
a uniform model and are even farther from 
urging a uniform way of life. This, o f 
course, could not, and should not, be the 
purpose. The full realization of the human 
personality—naturally without entailing anti
social consequences—a priori presumes va
riety and differentiation. The social condi
tions which shape individuals are also highly 
differentiated. Policies for shaping ways o f  
life should ensure the basic conditions of 
existence on the highest possible level; on 
the other hand, efforts should be made 
towards achieving that the already establish
ed basic values of a socialist society become 
part o f everybody’s way of thinking and 
behaviour pattern.

Discussing the connection of values, 
norms, and ways of life, one should not 
forget that life-styles have norm-creating 
power. This is so because human beings 
always act in a concrete situation, and this 
situation itself is a historico-social product in 
which certain life-style elements are also 
present. Factors directing human behaviour 
have an impact even in their simplest form. 
The social nature of human behaviour, and 
the fact that it is socially controlled, follows 
from the very situation in which given hu
man behaviour develops and which, in itself, 
implies demands.

Situations which elicit human behaviour 
are related to the structure of society and to 
the historical processes which form the 
contents o f social structures expressed in the 
characteristics o f the way of life of society
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as a whole, and in the consequences on the 
way of life o f social classes and groups, and 
in the consequences on the way of life of 
some other important factors o f further 
social division (sex, residence, etc.). It 
should not be forgotten either that the 
social content o f behaviour elicited by a 
situation is conditioned also by factors pro
duced during the socialization of individuals, 
and here too, the elements o f the life-style 
are important.

It follows that, as ways of life are differ
entiated, they differentiate in turn the proc
ess of behaviour control in the course of 
creating values and rules.

In conclusion the paper deals with the prob
lems oj the conscious formation of way of life.
One question only is discussed below.

The most important means of shaping 
ways of life are coordinated economic and social 
policies.

The level o f development attained by the 
country offers the framework in which ways 
of life can be influenced by changing the 
structure o f production (this also has an 
impact on ways of life), income policy, the 
formation o f a model of consumption and 
its implementation. In our socialist society 
relations o f production offer the possibility, 
and the present level o f production makes 
possible, and at the same time limits, 
policies which influence ways of life. These 
limitations are not only the consequences 
of present standards of production, they 
derive also from the need to increase pro
duction. This circumstance provides a foun
dation for, and makes necessary, a coor
dinated economic and social policy, as well 
as the consideration of it as a starting-point 
when it comes to shaping ways o f life. ( . . . )

However, in the evolution o f individual 
life-styles, neither material conditions, nor 
eventual organizational forms are compelling 
beyond certain limits. A rich life is possible 
also in adverse circumstances, certain pre
ferences can exert an influence in the 
interests o f  the continued education of
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children, the purchase of books, etc. Ways 
of life may also be shallow and follow 
obsolete models of the past, taking the 
former gentry, or peasant husbandman, or 
the urban middle class as their model, and 
those are not even the worst cases. Indi
viduals, although limited by conditions of 
existence and innate personality, have a 
choice between different life-style models. 
But this choice is not free by a long shot. 
It largely depends on the socialization 
process and on the environment. Thus edu
cation has a direct influence on an indi
vidual beyond the shaping of environmental 
conditions.

When stressing the importance of educa
tion, the direct influence on consciousness 
it exerts, it must be pointed out also—and 
this follows naturally from the above 
analyses—that the deliberate shaping of 
ways o f life cannot all the same be reduced 
to the level o f consciousness. More pre
cisely : political activity aimed at developing 
the socialist life-style cannot remain merely 
on the mind level. The shaping of life
styles depends on many-sided factors and 
failure would be inevitable if  one reduced 
this to consciousness only.

Direct action on consciousness in favour 
o f the socialist way o f life means that, for 
the promotion of socially desirable indi
vidual choices, it is not sufficient to present 
the alternatives of concrete decision. In the 
course of the socialization process the 
necessary prerequisites must be created. 
People should be given concrete norms, 
values, and social objectives which are those 
o f a socialist society and which enable 
them to lead a successful life in a socialist 
society. Creating an unambiguous ongoing 
situation where influence is exerted should 
counterbalance an environment opposed to 
given norms and values, and may create at 
least a state of consciousness which accepts 
that all those things as an end in themselves 
are contrary to socialist values and a 
socialist way of life.

Kálmán Kulcsár
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Külpolitika, (Foreign Affairs) is published 
by the Hungarian Institute of Foreign 
Affairs and edited by Gyula Bognár, a former 
Hungarian ambassador. In the past four 
issues a year were published, containing 
general articles on a variety of subjects of 
interest to all those seeking information on 
relations between states as well as aspects 
of politics and economics that go beyond 
the scope of dailies or weeklies; book 
reviews and Hungarian foreign policy 
documents, i.e. the text o f agreements, 
statements issued after official visits and 
conferences etc. was printed in full, giving 
real and practical access to matters of vital 
interest to all citizens.

This practice will continue but an ad
ditional, fifth, issue will also be published, 
a special issue as it were, devoted to a single 
subject. The first of these, 1981/2, dealing 
with the place of the developing countries 
in world affairs, has now appeared.

Róbert Garai, a Deputy Minister for 
Foreign Affairs writes on “Relations be
tween the People’s Republic of Hungary 
and the developing countries,” paying 
special attention to those countries which 
chose socialism as their developmental 
strategy, and also to regional differences. 
The concept of non-alignment and the 
discussion o f a now international economic 
order are given extensive treatment. In his 
conclusion Róbert Garai analyzes the 
situation and prospects o f Hungarian 
economic relations with the developing 
countries. Within these “cooperation in  
science and technology is becoming a factor 
of increasing importance. The developing 
countries are making more determined 
efforts towards an efficient exploitation o f  
the technological and scientific achieve
ments o f our age. They are also keen to get 
access to Hungarian experience, indeed, 
in particular cases their requirements far 
exceed what Hungary is able to offer.

Hungarian activities in this connection on 
the one hand form the basis of the country’s 
aid policy, on the other they form an organic 
part of foreign trade policy.” Róbert Garai 
then goes on to draw attention to the role of 
Hungary in the training of specialists. It is 
indicative o f the high reputation enjoyed by 
Hungarian educational institutions that, 
in the past two years, a number of develop
ing countries have sent students here at 
their own expense.

András Balogh discusses the expected 
role and situation of the developing coun
tries in the 1980s. He argues that, con
nected with the continuing demand for 
their resources, particularly oil deposits, 
the importance of certain of them will grow 
in the future as well, but the economic 
position o f developing countries as such will 
decline, especially if  the capitalist world 
economic crisis is not abated and the arms 
race is maintained at the present level. This 
implies potentiated polarization both as 
regards standards of economic development 
and socio-political orientation. This will 
not, however, hold up the second stage of 
the national liberation struggle, that is the 
ongoing fight for full economic indepen
dence. András Balogh finally points out 
that the basic identity of interests between 
the socialist community and the developing 
countries, and the near-identity o f their 
views on numerous questions o f crucial 
importance, will also continue.

Gábor Földvári writing on “The develop
ing countries and the U N ” discusses in 
detail how the U N  turned into an impor
tant base of the anti-colonialist struggle. He 
shows that changes in the composition of  
the U N  which resulted from former 
colonies becoming independent countries, 
and full members, were generally favourable.

Imre Marton writes on “The flow o f  
ideas at the time of the dissolution of the 
colonial system and the differentiation of
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the Third World”. He points out that, in 
the colonies, nationalism and the cultural, 
historical, religious and moral values which 
the intruding strangers had ignored, as well 
as revolutionary ideas, especially Marxism, 
all questioned the economic and cultural 
mission of colonialism. Developments in the 
fifties led to a stressing of the solidarity of 
the peoples o f three continents vis ä vis not 
only international finance capital but also 
proletarian internationalism. The change in 
the world balance o f  power in the sixties 
and the novel methods used by the im
perialist powers to maintain their hegemony 
made ideological confrontation more acute. 
The seventies proved less colourful and 
more contradictory. In many ways the 
situation of recently independent countries 
worsened. The political dimension of 
religious ideologies turned into a key ques
tion, as did the wide diffusion o f Marxist 
ideology. The universal validity o f Marxist 
theory is illuminated in a new way by the 
characteristics o f the Third World.

Magdolna Nagy-Tóth surveys the history 
of the movement o f non-aligned countries. 
After tracing its history she draws atten
tion to current developments involving 
polarization within the movement which 
raises major obstacles in the way o f active 
and united action. Anti-imperialism, how
ever, continues as the shared guiding idea 
which will always guarantee cooperation 
with the socialist countries.

Regional studies follow. Ferenc Somogyi 
writes on Black Africa, concentrating on the 
specific problems of those countries which 
have chosen a socialist developmental 
strategy, though their backward and dis
torted economies had not permitted the 
growth of modern social classes. “The 
developing countries and the Near Eastern 
question” is György Makai’s subject. He 
points out that tension, or worse, has been 
part of everyday life in the area for a good 
many years, and that the prospects of a 
lasting arrangement are slight. Sándor

Győri, writing on “Political power relations 
in the South East Asia of the early 1980s” 
draws attention to the dynamic changes 
which have taken place there. After out
lining the historical background and dis
cussing the countries of Indochina and their 
ASEAN neighbours he points out that 
regional political and economic relations in 
the 1980s are closely connected with those 
of the Great Powers with interests in the 
area. It is worth stressing that he concludes 
his survey with Japan which, as he argues, 
will have to chart a course in the new decade 
allowing her to serve her own national 
interests in a manner which contributes to 
regional and world-wide stability.

János Király writes especially on “The 
Latin American national liberation struggle.” 
Though there have been setbacks the 
liberation movements and revolutionary 
forces are on the offensive in Central 
America and the Caribbean which have 
become the fulcrum of the revolutionary 
struggle. The victory of the Sandinist 
revolution in Nicaragua was one of the 
major developments of the ’seventies.

The concluding article, by András Inotai, 
throws light on the role within the world 
economy o f  the developing countries, per
mitting a comparison between their political 
aspirations and economic strength and 
weaknesses. Inotai points to the rearrange
ments within the developing world due to 
the world economic processes of the seven
ties. The primary purpose of the piece is 
to offer detailed figures by way of illustra
tion o f the above process. Twenty-six 
statistical tables present information on the 
main trends of development, external 
economic relations, terms o f trade, the 
trade and payments balance, not neglecting 
future prospects. These tables in themselves 
will ensure that this Special Issue will be 
used for much longer than is customary 
with periodicals, and will indeed serve as a 
handy reference work.

R. F.



SURVEYS

TIBOR SIMÓ

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN COOPERATIVE FARMS

The stratification of cooperative farm 
members is currently undergoing great 
changes, as a result principally o f the 
socio-economic processes under way in 
Hungarian agriculture as well as o f the 
transformation and particularly rapid de
velopment o f production during the 1970s. 
These changes are not independent o f the 
transformation o f the whole structure of  
society which naturally exerts a decisive 
influence upon the situation of cooperative 
farm workers. Parallel to this, changes that 
have taken place in working and living con
ditions, have a fundamental reaction on the 
whole structure of society.

The socialist transformation of agri
culture and new farming technologies have 
brought about a radical change in the situa
tion of the peasantry, but this only by 
degrees. When cooperative farming began 
the earlier rigid stratification of the peasantry 
loosened up a great deal, but with the 
basically non-mechanized methods there 
could be no substantial transformation. Pro
duction in the cooperative farms retained 
many o f the features o f peasant farming. 
Self-sufficiency and remuneration in kind 
were characteristic, while personal incomes 
in general were low. Agricultural coopera
tives were not yet ready to carry out large- 
scale production, and therefore could not 
become large-scale consumers of industrial 
products either. A division o f labour could 
develop only to a modest extent. Differ
ences between town and village persisted.

The transformation speeded up when 
more mechanized production techniques 
began to be applied. The transformation of 
agricultural production, with the replace
ment of individual and labour-intensive 
farming by large-scale mechanized produc
tion, not only made it possible to accelerate 
agricultural development, with increased 
ability to meet a higher level o f needs, but 
also created an economic basis for raising 
the personal incomes of agricultural la
bourers and radically changed the previously 
rigid social stratification of the peasantry, 
and its working and living conditions. W ith  
the introduction o f large-scale production in 
agriculture, the incomes and living condi
tions o f the peasantry are now being im
proved, the character of peasant labour is 
being raised to an industrial level.1

There are three phases in this develop
ment. In the first in the early 1960s, 
cooperative organization marked a change 
from the division o f labour and collabora
tion between individual farms, but since it 
inherited the production pattern of peasant 
farms, together with their techniques and 
farming culture, the division of labour re
mained somewhat conventional, and the 
stratification of cooperative workers was in 
keeping with these conditions. In that period

1 Bethlendi, László: Iparosodás és hatékonyság a 
mezőgazdaságban (Industrialization and Efficiency 
in Agriculture). Közgazdasági és Jogi Könyvkiadó, 
Budapest, 1979, 132 pp.
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two large categories o f cooperative members 
could be distinguished:

(a)  soil-cultivators engaged in seasonal 
work;

(b)  livestock-tenders and carters employ
ed on a permanent basis.

Soil-cultivators were not employed all 
year round, had no permanent jobs, and no 
steady wages. Therefore the work performed 
in the cooperative did not represent their 
sole source o f income. This came from the 
household farm where they engaged in com
modity production. But the “leg-worker” 
was not an independent producer o f commo
dities, but was linked to the cooperative 
farm, an integral part o f it. The cooperative 
provided him w ith fodder, breeding animals, 
and various services, and helped him to 
market his produce. He was not indepen
dent, but was instead a subcontractor of 
the cooperative, and as such he did busi
ness, gathered market information (condi
tions of contract, preferences) and trade experi
ence, took risks on his own and contracted 
for work.

The second category included the live
stock-tenders and carters, who had per
manent jobs throughout the year. They 
accepted the work organization o f the 
cooperative and found their place in it; 
their household farms served to add to their 
incomes. Specialized literature calls the 
first category the “peasant” type and the 
second the “labourer” type of worker.

In this period the work organization of 
farmers’ agricultural cooperatives resembled 
that of the former large estates, where the 
permanent “labourers” and livestock-tenders 
were farm servants hired on a yearly basis, 
and where seasonal work was done by harvest- 
men and hoers from among the village poor, 
or by itinerant workers from other villages, 
who contracted for summer work.

Who was assigned what job in a coopera
tive was determined by the importance 
attached in the region to the branches of 
production in question, or by which groups 
of rural society had control over the leader
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ship of the cooperative. The attitudes adopt
ed by cooperative members, corresponding 
to their status as “peasants” or “labourers,” 
responded to the alternative conditions of 
existence offered by the socio-economic 
structure. This stratification was in con
formity with the traditional agricultural 
division o f labour.

In practice the cooperative farms develop
ed and introduced a system of direct interest 
in commodity production: plant cultivation 
paid by “proportionate” or “percentage” 
sharing in the crops. In this way the coopera
tive members, instead of receiving un
certain, low, and haphazard cash payments on 
a residual principle, received a definite per
centage share in the fodder produced, and 
the vegetables, grapes, and fruit sold. This 
incentive boosted commodity production in 
the cooperatives and fodder supplies for the 
household farms.

In the second phase, around the middle of 
the 1960s, agricultural machine stations 
were wound up and all machinery passed 
into cooperative ownership. W ith the ma
chines went the tractor-drivers, combine- 
harvester operators, mechanics, car-drivers, 
and technicians. Groups of these skilled or 
semi-skilled workers were differentiated 
according to a modern division of labour in 
the work organization of the cooperative. 
In that period, both conventional and mo
dern division of labour principles prevailed 
in the work organization and stratification, 
which o f the two would become predominant 
in the social structure of the cooperatives 
was not yet decided. The members of agri
cultural cooperatives were still at a disad
vantage compared with workers in other 
enterprises and cooperatives. This was true 
not only as regards income, but also in 
respect o f social provision (higher retiring 
age and lower pensions, a lower level of 
health insurance benefits, family allowances, 
etc.). Consequently, the skilled workers 
coming over from machine stations to the 
cooperatives would have qualified for more 
modest social benefits than before. But as
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technically skilled persons they could find 
jobs with other enterprises, since a great 
number o f them had the relevant qualifica
tions: thus these specialists did not become 
members of the cooperatives but accepted 
the status o f employees, meaning that they 
drew fixed wages proportionate to their 
work performance and received social alloca
tions equal to those enjoyed by the workers 
of other enterprises and cooperatives; at the 
same time they surrendered their right to 
cooperative membership. The waging of 
employees in the cooperatives was a model 
for extending the system of fixed task wages 
to the members.

The third phase may be reckoned from the 
late sixties and early seventies. The raising 
of agricultural prices, the introduction of 
the new system of economic management 
in enterprises, and the possibility of accu
mulation and amortization have accelerated 
social changes. Chemical weed-killing in
troduced in the meantime has put an end 
to manual labour-based plant cultivation. 
The establishment of the processing, sub
sidiary, and ancillary branches of produc
tion, the introduction of production systems, 
operation of interrelated vertical plants have 
brought with them not only new techniques 
but the training of skilled workers and 
specialists in the cooperatives. Qualified 
leaders, specialists, data processors, and a 
variety of white-collar workers have made 
their appearance. It has become possible for 
the farms to keep their workers employed 
throughout the year. The seasonal character 
of agricultural labour, especially plant culti
vation, has not, however, ceased to exist. 
Plant cultivation, except in horticulture, 
has been mechanized, and the labourers 
employed there can now work in the pro
cessing or ancillary branches designed for 
industrial activities. In a number o f coopera
tives the labourers employed in industrial 
activities for about 10 months a year take 
part in the harvesting work and gathering of 
fruit and grapes, for the other two months. 
Among the “leg-workers” of less mechaniz

ed horticulture the majority consist of 
women, a considerable number o f whom 
undertake to work from spring to autumn.

A new differentiation

The principal characteristics o f the 
changes in the situation of the peasantry 
and in the stratification of cooperative farm 
workers are the following:

— The isolation of agriculture, its prac
tical exclusion from society and social chan
ges, and the severe hierarchy of its social 
stratification have ceased. The cooperative 
farm and its workers, owing to the extension 
o f the modern division of labour, form an 
integral part o f the whole economy, society; 
the former peasantry has left the peripheries 
of society.

— The changes in the social stratification 
of the cooperative peasantry are tending not 
towards the consolidation of uniform models 
but towards the establishment o f a new 
differentiation on the basis not o f property 
qualifications but of the modern division of 
labour. However, these latter changes are 
signs, concomitants, o f a higher level of 
integration: they indicate that working and 
living conditions in agriculture are approach
ing those of the industrial working class.

After the most important results o f social 
restratification let us now take a look at the 
current stratification of the workers of 
farmers’ cooperatives. By the end o f the 
1970s their composition, according to the 
nature of work done, had shaped up as 
follows: skilled workers add up to more than 
a quarter (26 per cent) o f all active workers, 
and to 30 per cent of the manual workers; 
semi-skilled workers make up 47 per cent of 
all active workers, and more than half of 
the manual workers; unskilled workers com
pose 13 per cent of all active workers, and 
15 per cent o f the manual workers; those in 
office occupations (specialists, white-collar 
workers, managers) total 13 per cent of all 
active workers.

In cooperative farms the number and
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ratio o f customary jobs are decreasing in the 
traditional agricultural branches, while the 
ratio of modern jobs is increasing. Wheat
growing no longer provides work for “leg- 
workers,” but instead for tractor-drivers and 
combine-harvester operators, direct pro
ducers and carriers, storemen, mechanics, 
fitters, etc. But the jobs o f poultry attendant 
and raiser as well as other animal hus
bandry jobs are among the more modern 
occupations. There is a close connection 
between the technical equipment o f the 
economic organization and the workers’ col
laboration and division of labour. Today 
workers in an agricultural cooperative are 
no longer divided according to the conven
tional division of labour but instead as in an 
industrial enterprise operating at a similar 
technical level o f production. The difference 
in qualifications between younger and older 
manual workers as well as between the sexes 
is greater in farm cooperatives than in in
dustrial establishments. This, however, does 
not follow from the uniqueness of the 
cooperative form o f  property nor from that 
o f agriculture, but is due to the fact that 
the “industrialization” o f  cooperatives dates 
back about one and a half decades.

The place occupied in the organization 
o f work is an essential but not unique 
criterion in the determination of social 
standing. The status o f the individual is 
decided by all the positions and functions 
he holds in society—by the totality of his 
social relationships. The essential factors are 
therefore the occupational composition o f  
the families o f cooperative farm workers, 
the institutional positions held by the mem
bers o f their families in different organiza
tions, whether or not they conduct house
hold farming or do any other auxiliary farm 
work, etc. Thus it is o f great social signi
ficance that the one-time closed peasant 
families have become open families. Two- 
thirds of all active cooperative farm workers 
live together in their families with factory 
workmen and intellectuals. Today young 
people no longer enter careers in agriculture

1 4 4

because their fathers were employed in it, 
but through their own choice. One and a half 
decades ago it was believed that the “succes
sion of generations” (social rotation) meant 
that sons succeeded their fathers in the farm 
cooperative. But it appears from surveys 
that the principal source o f replacement is 
not constituted by young people starting on 
their careers. In the middle of the 1970s 
young school-leavers numbered about 7 
thousand a year of the entries to the 
cooperatives (97.9 thousand). At the same 
time nearly half the increment (48.8 per 
cent) came from other sectors of the national 
economy, almost two-thirds from different 
enterprises and cooperatives. The peasants 
secured the replacement o f manpower for 
their holdings by marrying off their children 
and setting the offspring to work. The large 
estates relying on cartage and manual labour 
acquired manpower by hiring labourers on 
the “local” labour market (reapers, day- 
workers) or on the sectoral labour market 
(itinerant workers). Since 1972 the coopera
tives have relied for manpower replacement 
mainly on labourers leaving other economic 
sectors.2

Having integrated agriculture, com
modity production has shifted the coopera
tive farms from the plane of the “local” 
labour market to that of the “national” or 
general labour market. Our survey results 
show that some 30 per cent of cooperative 
farm workers under 30 years and nearly 
one-third of those 31 to 40 years old did 
not commence their careers in agriculture, 
or even in a farming environment.3 It is 
not that the migration of labour has turned 
back, that manpower now flows from other 
economic sectors to agriculture; all that has

z Fazekas, Béla: A mezőgazdasági termelőszövet
kezeti mozgalom Magyarországon (The Agricultural 
Producers’ Cooperative Movement in Hungary). 
Kossuth Könyvkiadó, 1976, 237 pp.

? Simó, Tibor: Társadalmi tagozódás a mezőgaz
dasági termelőszövetkezetekben (Social Stratification 
in Agricultural Producers’ Cooperatives). Tár
sadalomtudományi Intézet, 1980, 167 pp.
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happened is that the "one-way” trend has 
become two-way. The number of those 
leaving the cooperative farms for other 
sectors of the national economy and that 
of those newly entering the cooperatives are 
by and large equal. Nowadays it is a socio
logical oversimplification to regard it as 
mobility "upwards” or “towards the main
stream” if  manpower drifted from agri
culture towards other economic sectors, i.e. 
if  agriculture was the sector that released 
manpower.

Conducive to this change has not only 
been the technology employed in the co
operatives. A very important factor is the per 
capita income of the labourers of coopera
tive farms which since 1968 has reached 
the income level o f factory workers. It is 
true that the income derived from house
hold farming is included in the income of 
cooperative farm workers, i.e. that the latter 
earn their income by working considerably 
more than the factory workers, whose 
earnings do not include what they gain 
through complementary economic activities. 
We are thinking here not only of surplus 
labour in various services: only 28 per cent 
o f those belonging to households engaged in 
small-scale farming are “peasants,” while 
31 per cent are workers and 17 per cent are 
members of households with two types of 
income.4 In 1975 the workers’ households 
had a greater share (30 per cent) in the 
incomes derived from household farming 
and auxiliary activities than cooperative 
households (23 per cent) or households with 
two types of income (18 per cent) did.5 
Furthermore, there are still differences in 
social benefits which go against agricultural 
manual workers.

But, even considering all this, the great 
differences of income between workmen and 4 5

4 Csizmadia, Mrs. E.: “A háztáji terme
lés új vonásai” (New Features of Household 
Farming). Valóság 1978/2.

5 A mezőgazdasági kistermel/sről (On Small- 
scale Production in Agriculture). Central Sta
tistical Office (KSH), 1977, 281 pp.

“peasants” that existed in the early 1960s 
had ceased by the end o f that decade. 
Agriculture has to a certain extent been 
upgraded. The fact that a considerable pro
portion o f agricultural work is skilled 
labour, not infrequently highly skilled 
labour, has been given greater appreciation, 
and this not only within the cooperative 
structure. Mechanics and building workers 
employed in cooperatives can make good use 
of their labour power within free time, in 
the services sector and in construction. Thus 
they face an alternative: on the one hand, 
they may utilize their free time in small- 
scale production or in services as best they 
can; on the other, a division o f labour may 
come about between those members of the 
family capable of work. This has made it 
possible for them to acquire goods which 
they cannot otherwise afford.

This development confronts the indi
vidual with an alternative in which striving 
for advancement in the hierarchy o f work 
organization is not the only possible course 
of action: he may also, in his leisure time, 
put his labour power to use in monopoly 
trades or “contract for work” in household 
farming. These possible choices must be con
sidered by the makers o f social policy, 
because the more rational utilization of 
such possibilities can put additional energies 
at the service o f the aims of society.

Manual skill and training levels

When examining how old structures act 
upon the stratification o f the cooperative 
membership today, we are seeking to estab
lish whether the historically evolved class 
differences survive in today’s structure, or 
whether they have faded away or disap
peared.

Since the main structuring factor as re
gards the peasantry is landed property and 
property ownership, we examined whether 
the size o f previous landed property plays 
a role, and i f  so what role, in the present 
differentiation. We know that the area of
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land owned by peasants does not entirely 
correspond to their position in rural society; 
essential differences may occur, especially 
in the case of groups which have risen 
closer to the level of the middle-classes 
(more intensive producers of commodities). 
Land nevertheless used to be the clearest 
indicator of the hierarchy o f rural society, 
and data relating to it can still be considered 
reliable.

In our survey of cooperative farm workers 
we assumed that if  the old structure makes 
its effect felt on the cooperative member’s 
position in society, then the members who 
previously had possessed a larger portion of 
land now occupy more favourable positions, 
and those who owned smaller pieces of land 
are relegated to more unfavourable positions.

Tire surveys have shown, however, that 
the proportion of skilled manual workers, 
and of those in white-collar and professional 
occupations, is higher among those who 
possessed little or no land when joining 
the cooperative than among those who 
brought with them a larger area of land. 
Significant differences in educational level 
have been found in favour of landless 
peasants.

In the past a peasant’s landed property 
determined, albeit not absolutely, the posi
tion of his family, and gave an indication 
of the place of his descendants in the rural 
community. It would then depend on the 
age and sex of the person concerned what 
position he or she would occupy in the 
family, the church, and the rural organiza
tions. Property, the status and connections 
of the family, as well as the peasant culture 
all confined the peasants to a definite place 
in society, and these values were not usually 
convertible. This explains their mystic 
attachment to the “ancient” land, the house, 
ancestral tombs, their original place of re
sidence. Thus it was understandable that 
the peasants refused to accept the risks o f 
learning and changing occupation. This 
attitude was largely eroded by commodity 
production, especially in the vicinity o f
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towns, schools, and good transport facilities. 
Nearly half of the cooperative members and 
employees brought no land with them into 
the cooperative, and young people enter the 
cooperative or take up jobs there with not 
a single piece o f land in their possession. 
At the same time it is they who in most 
cases possess qualifications, who have re
ceived higher school education, etc.

When examining the question from the 
financial angle, we noted that the lower 
income group comprises a greater propor
tion o f those who have brought with them  
to the cooperative large areas of land than of 
those who entered without land or with 
smaller pieces of land. Thus, for example, 
at the time of the survey in 1977, 8.2 per 
cent of landless peasants and 70 per cent 
of the former owners of over 20 acres of  
land in Hungary belonged in the group 
with an income o f less than 1,000 forints 
per month (excluding the income derived 
from household farming and other supple
mentary earnings!). In respect o f household 
farms the situation is the reverse: house
hold farms are owned by 72.7 per cent o f 
former landless peasants and by more than 
90 per cent of former owners o f over 20 
Hungarian acres o f land. Immovable pro
perty (which essentially means houses) is 
owned by a greater proportion of those who 
brought with them more land into the 
cooperative, but those who have brought no 
land at all into the cooperative possessed 
more rooms and modern conveniences. 
Those entering without land or with smaller 
plots of land also have a wider and better 
choice as regards changing their livelihood 
than those who entered with more land. 
This also applies to the possible choice of 
other jobs and to whether or not the member 
in question intends in the next 3 to 5 years 
to build (or purchase) a house, buy new 
furniture, send his children to school, etc.

But life can be contradictory. At the time 
o f the large-scale formation of cooperatives, 
members in most places showed a willing
ness to accept an apparently uncertain future
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only on condition that they were free to 
elect a president upon whom they could rely 
for good management. Most of the presidents 
thus elected were peasants who earlier had 
tilled a larger area o f land, since without 
land or with little land to till they could 
hardly have proved themselves as "good 
farmers.” Our representative survey o f the 
nationwide situation has shown that before 
the amalgamation o f cooperatives more top 
level cooperative managers than inferior 
managers were the children of parents who 
farmed more than 6 acres of their land. This 
category included 63.3 per cent o f coopera
tive presidents, 59.2 per cent o f high-level 
managers, and 52.7 per cent of low-level 
managers. At the same time a greater pro
portion of those whose parents had tilled 
only a small area o f land or none at all 
received a higher level o f education.

Among the managers whose parents had 
no land, 33.5 per cent completed secondary- 
school education and 34.7 per cent received 
higher education; 29.7  per cent of those 
whose parents owned over 6 acres of land 
completed secondary-school education and 
27.6 per cent received higher education. 
If the family owned a larger area o f pro
perty, then this offered a greater chance of 
becoming a manager at the time o f the 
establishment of cooperatives, but in per
spective a greater chance was open to those 
who had received higher education i.e. whose 
parents had farmed less land.6

It is important to bear in mind that the 
one-time landed proprietors are getting on

in years, and that young people posses no 
land on entering the cooperative. If we leave 
these two extremes out o f consideration: 
young people who possess no land, and who 
mostly have qualified in a trade, and the 
former owners of more than 20 acres of 
land, 80 per cent of whom are already 
pensioners—then we have to say that in the 
aggregate those who owned less land are at 
a certain advantage. As can be seen, the 
living conditions and values of cooperative 
members remain practically unaffected by 
the old structure, the former landed pro
perty; what determines their standing now 
is the position they hold in the modern 
division of labour, combined with the sub
sidiary activities they pursue and their age. 
As to values left over from the old peasant 
mode of life being incorporated into the 
new structure, there is today very little to 
say.

*

Over the past ten years, as a result of 
changes in production relations and the 
forces of production, a new era in rural 
society has begun. The traditional, rural 
social stratification has been replaced by a 
social differentiation which is adapted to 
socialist commodity production and based 
on the modern division of labour. In con
sequence of social development the histori
cally evolved class distinctions that existed 
between workers and peasants are also in the 
process of disappearing.

6 Simó, Tibor: A termelőszövetkezeti elnökök 
társadalmi mobilitása (The Social Mobility of 
Presidents of Farmers’ Cooperatives). Szövet
kezeti Kutató Intézet, 1975, pp. 63-64.
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Some notes on the background

One characteristic feature of the second 
half of the 1970s has been a growing 
scepticism in the West towards and dis
appointment in the Welfare State. Reasons 
for mistrust are manyfold, the most im
portant being the recession. Economic 
difficulties, heavy inflation, manifest and 
growing social inequalities and high rates of 
unemployment made the great masses 
doubt the effectiveness o f state intervention. 
Loud and influential groups began to blame 
expenditure on social policy for these un
desired phenomena. The strengthening of 
neo-liberal views, the desire to reduce taxes, 
arguments in favour of a new type of 
economic policy favouring capital invest
ments instead of social costs, and a new 
faith in free market processes reacted to the 
progressive and turbulent sixties.

Given such an atmosphere of discourage
ment, a great number of conservative poli
ticians seized the opportunity to reformulate 
old arguments for greater discrimination in 
social policy. It is unjust—they argued— 
that the community and the state should 
help everyone. Social security is a disincen
tive to work, what is obtained without 
effort is not valued; hence wide-ranging 
and too generous benefits destroy job morale. 
Furthermore, social policy schemes put an 
extra burden on the shoulders of taxpayers, 
discouraging them and high taxes dis
courage entrepreneurs. Therefore social 
policy is too expensive and ineffective in 
solving social problems. It should focus on

The paper was presented at a meeting on 
the “Use and Abuse of Social Services and Bene
fits,” arranged by the European Centre for Social 
Welfare Training and Research (Vienna). The 
meeting took place in Montreux (Switzerland) 
in November 1980.

those really in need, and should not be given 
to the non-deserving.

Practice followed theory: the application 
of means tests and selective measures has, 
for some ten years, grown apace in most of 
the Western countries.

Seeking out those who "abuse” com
munity help, who are as persons causes of a 
waste of public money, is one strand in the 
policy o f neo-liberalism. Some of those 
who want more cost efficiency in social 
policy, look towards technical solutions: 
sounder administration, better qualifications 
for social workers, and more information 
would reduce fraud and abuse. Others go to 
greater extremes. Penal clauses in legislation 
and more rigorous punishment for those 
guilty of abuses should act as deterrents.

Nevertheless there are many who, for
tunately, argue that the problem of abuse 
is negligible in comparison to other disfunc
tions of social policies: more important is 
the unequal take-up of services and benefits, 
favouring the better-off, Non-use, socially 
determined, as well, is quite a serious 
problem. Social policy should focus on 
reaching each section of the population. The 
best method, it is argued, is to widen 
general schemes, improving their quality, 
more spending by the social security, 
broadening the scope of services and bene
fits. Such methods would help to reduce 
poverty and social inequalities.

Such ideas and arguments are well- 
represented in recent publications on social 
policy. They are present in the current 
discussion on the prospects, aims, and 
priorities of Hungarian social policy as well.

Use, non-use, abuse

Before discussing use problems concern
ing social services and benefits in the Hun
garian context, one ought to make clear in



JÚLIA SZALAI: USE A N D  ABUSE OF SOCIAL SERVICES

what sense the three key terms: use, non
use, and abuse, are employed. As will become 
clear later, a fourth term is needed to 
provide a genuine sociological explanation 
for social and economic tensions in various 
fields o f Hungarian social policy, and that 
is the over-use of social services and pro
grammes which influences social attitudes 
toward take-up or non-use; relatively in
adequate supply facing powerfully expressed 
demand (an important source of generating 
and reproducing over-use) determines atti
tudes to and intolerance against abuse.

Use o f social services and benefits seems 
to be quite simple at first sight. Do those 
who are entitled to it take up a given 
benefit or not? The answer concerning each 
person or family can be a simple yes or no. 
On the societal level the use of a service or 
a benefit means a ratio of two numbers: 
how many of those formally entitled realize 
their rights? Therefore the meaning of non
use can only be the reverse of use—these 
two terms are actually inseparable.

Use and non-use in this sense are pure, 
value-free terms, the measurement of each 
does not imply more than a simple counting 
of those who meet the conditions of eligi
bility and of those who realize their rights. 
If regulations are clear enough (in modern 
social policy eligibility is declared in the 
form of laws or regulations), than counting 
becomes a relatively simple procedure. How
ever, if  not only the extent of use (non-use), 
but the causes of less than a hundred per cent 
realization have to be explained, the task 
becomes somewhat more complicated. In 
order to provide a satisfactory answer, the 
sociological study of human behaviour and 
motivations has to be introduced, and this 
inevitably implies value-judgements. N e
vertheless, I should like to emphasize that 
the pure registration o f use (non-use) o f a 
given service (or benefit) is not a question 
of values but o f facts.

Abuse is a different thing altogether. It 
cannot be discussed independently of mo
dalities o f social judgement and disapproval.
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Using the term abuse by definition implies 
disapproval.

True, it might happen that non-eligible 
persons enjoy a given service (or benefit). 
In these rare cases abuse may be used 
simply to demonstrate the illegal constella
tion of facts. These rare cases can emerge 
for a number of reasons. Since laws or regula
tions are always formulated in over-general 
terms to make the precise description of 
each and every situation possible, there 
always remains a wider or narrower area for 
the personal decision of administrators. Since 
there are borderline cases, decisions on eligi
bility cannot avoid a certain degree of 
arbitrariness (benevolence in cases of positive 
decisions, rigorousness and suspicion at 
refusals, causing non-use in the latter case). 
Another type of illicit use might occur 
because of over- or under-administration, 
that is because of an adequate functioning 
of the bureaucracy. But it is clear that these 
errors are relatively rare and can be easily 
rectified. Their occurrence does not explain 
the intensity of emotions which characterizes 
the crescendo of voices demanding a more 
effective fight against abusers. The vehe
mence regarding social, economic, and moral 
damage caused by abuse (and abusers) ap
pears not only in the media, but is also part 
of the context when decisions on social policy 
are taken.

In order to understand the basic social 
meaning of abuse, one must realize that its 
use in discourse is always based on some 
implicit or explicit value-judgement. That is, 
abusers are those who violate certain social 
norms of expected behaviour, or who use 
benefits and programmes in what is con
sidered an undesirable way. The question 
is not whether they meet rules governing 
eligibility, but whether they use their 
rights in a way that conforms to social 
norms. Therefore the declaration of abuse is 
always a negative judgement of non-con
formity about those who do not accept 
general (and therefore acceptable and requir
ed) customs and behavioural norms.
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It should be emphasized that while in 
the case o f non-use the essence of the pro
blem is generally that o f various conflicts 
between needs and regulations, ends and 
means, abuse is always a problem of a clash 
in values. One is on the level of conflicting 
facts, the other on the level of conflicting 
judgements.

The main question is whether the detec
tion of abuse can be justified social action? 
I am inclined to argue that abuse in the 
strict sense can be established only in those 
cases where regulations on eligibility involve 
the taxatíve declaration of expected behaviour 
regarding the process of using them. In these 
cases abusers are those who do not in fact 
behave in the expected way but pretend to  
do so to get social help, they mislead ad
ministrators in some way, etc.

In other words: abuse can emerge only 
regarding benefits that are awarded instead 
of being automatic consequences of meeting 
some well-defined criteria. In the latter case 
eligibility implies mostly clearly identifiable, 
undisputable demographic, economic, or 
other criteria, in the former they depend on 
the bureaucratic (though personified) justi
fication of deserving social help by fulfilling 
the expected social norms. This is the de
marcation line of two basic types of social 
benefits. The problem itself is more than 
the old one of universality versus selectivity. 
Universal rights are those where the only 
prerequisite for getting a given benefit is to 
meet the generally defined criteria of eligi
bility whereas selective social policy mea
sures are always based on individual studies 
o f means and merit.

My first and most important point is 
therefore that one can only speak of an 
abuse of social services and benefits in the 
case of selectively awarded social policy 
measures.

But it is well known that the term abuse 
is not used in that strict sense only. The 
world of social policy—in the East as well 
as in the West—is loud with clamour for 
more rigorous measures against abusers—con

cerning not only selective but also universal 
social policy practices.

The arguments are fundamentally the 
same: social policy should avoid wasting the 
money of taxpayers (or the state) on every
body; it should focus on those really in 
need. That solution would bring about at 
least two kinds o f gain: one would be the 
financial profit o f the whole o f the com
munity, the other would be to the advantage 
of the poor—those in real need would get 
more, etc. In such arguments rigorous dis
crimination is abandoned, no difference be
ing made between the two basic types of 
eligibility, universal or selective rights. The 
point is, however, that as far as universal 
rights are concerned the idea o f reducing 
waste by eliminating abuse is logically un
tenable. It involves a confusion of two 
quite different questions: one of meeting 
criteria of eligibility and the other o f mode 
of use; a confusion of undoubted rights and 
questionable judgements. Nevertheless this 
logically unsound shift appears frequently. 
What I propose to do is to give a sociological 
explanation o f  factors playing a role in that 
confusion.

The emergence of the old-type arguments 
on reducing waste via more discrimination 
has a history in Hungary that can be derived 
from the main features of the development 
of social policy following the Second World 
War. A source of intolerance is generated in 
conflicts between social ends and their 
financial backing and in the resulting over
use of services as well as the lack of social 
institutions to interrupt and effectively 
canalize the self-reproducing tendency of 
tensions.

Historical aspects

Before the war Hungarian was an under
developed agricultural country. This fact 
was reflected not only in the structure of 
the economy, of production, and employ
ment, but in every aspect of policy, includ
ing social policy. The earlier social structure
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and the policy maintaining it can be de
scribed briefly as extreme inequalities, guaran
teed privileges, and a multitude of disadvan
tages. The working class, whose rapid growth 
accompanied the growth of industry in the 
thirties, was not strong enough to change 
the semi-feudal character of society. It lacked 
the experience, traditions, and know-how 
needed to achieve democratic rights, or to 
found and organize successful and powerful 
institutions of self-defence. The trade unions, 
the potential bases for modern social policy 
in the history of Western societies, were 
weak, and lacked sufficient experience in 
the class struggle. The various interest 
groups were thus unequal not only in the 
extent o f their power, but also in the skill 
with which they used it.

This anti-equilibrium of power formulat
ed and determined the general social policy 
of the thirties, which in both ideology and 
regulations was a mixture of the conservatism 
of early capitalism and o f Bismarckian 
notions. Universal benefits, rights, entitle
ments were practically non-existent; there 
was not even a general social insurance 
scheme for those in employment. A great 
variety of benefits linked to a means test 
were in operation. They were uncertain and 
arbitrarily applied. Agricultural labourers 
and smallholders were excluded from any 
kind o f general statutory welfare policies, 
benefits, and programmes, and even from 
ordinary services offered by the underdevel
oped social security schemes. Social policy 
covered schemes for some of the better-off, 
and just patch-work do-goodery for the poor. 
The latter in their ongoing struggle for a 
subsistence minimum of existence in the 
midst o f fluctuating agricultural production, 
heavy unemployment, etc. depended almost 
exclusively on charity and voluntary agencies.

Eliminating earlier inequalities, assuring 
greater equality, and diminishing disparities 
in all aspects of life: these were the declared 
goals o f the new leadership of the country 
after the war, as fundamental principles of 
socialist change. Egalitarian goals were laid
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down in the Constitution, and enacted in a 
series of laws. Within the narrower confines 
of traditional social policy they involved the 
introduction of new principles o f entitle
ments for centrally organized and guaranteed 
services and benefits.

The previous preponderance o f means- 
test linked benefits came to an end, and most 
of the new types of benefits became uni
versal in the sense that eligibility was inde
pendent of one’s economic situation (the 
hated “certificate of poverty” was abolish
ed). Many of the benefits were not only 
universal but flat-rate, too. The high number 
of benefits in kind was seen also as a factor 
for reducing inequalities. Their existence in 
itself guaranteed a certain standard of con
sumption; they took a weight off family 
budgets, making certain kinds of consump
tion to some degree independent o f family 
income. (The latter function was emphasized 
by offering them free of charge or at a much 
reduced—-centrally subsidized—price.)

These steps in establishing a new system 
of social policy have to be seen as part of a 
radically new policy shaping and directing 
a radically new society. The basis o f the new 
society was meant to be a new kind of 
organization of the economy. The nationali
zation of the means of production was seen 
as the ultimate basis of a new, centrally 
planned and organized economy. It became 
an article o f faith that central planning of 
each and every aspect of the economy would 
be a guarantee in itself for a society more 
rational and more just than that of market 
economies. A centrally directed and con
trolled distribution of financial, material, 
and man-power sources would help to avoid 
the spontaneous and therefore irrational self
adjustment o f market processes. The gain 
would be a double one: a more rapid 
growth o f national wealth and a more equal 
distribution o f it.

The legal formulation of rules o f distri
bution, declared rights, and regulations 
seemed to be sufficient guarantees for the 
latter, detailed and omnipotent planning of
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economic processes translated into detailed 
directives for the former.

The first task was to change the structure 
o f production, modernizing it by speeding 
up the shift toward the dominance o f  
industry (first o f all heavy industry). The 
period is known as the period of forced 
industrialization. The material, financial, 
and man-power sources o f restructuring the 
economy were derived basically from agri
culture and collective consumption. (Agri
cultural-industrial price scissors, a series o f 
administrative directives mentioned above, 
new social and economic incentives for 
helping the rapid flow of labour from one 
sphere to the other, and a very low level o f  
investment into agriculture and the infra
structure, education, etc.—were the main 
elements for implementing that policy.)

One should remember that the infra
structure, education, etc., public services 
and programmes were underdeveloped before 
the war (a common feature of agricultural 
societies). It should be added that war 
damage increased poverty and backwardness 
in this field.

The root o f present tensions can be found 
in the fact that a relatively underdeveloped 
infrastructure had to face a sudden growth 
o f needs. The result, as regards collective 
consumption, was a growing gap between 
demand and supply. As a consequence o f  
new legal possibilities and guarantees, a 
great quantity o f  previously unsatisfied 
needs had to be met, while places in  the 
physical sense were not enough for realiza
tion. A bridging solution has been for years 
to overcrowd the existing network, without 
extra investments for widening it.

To be fair, one should say that, in spite 
o f overcrowding, a rapid improvement o f  
standards was achieved in the early years. 
The extension o f eligibility rights has led 
to a real improvement in the status and 
consumption o f the whole of the population.

The best example o f radically improving 
standards is given by the impact of extended 
access to health services. Hungary had led

the morbidity and mortality rates for tuber
culosis and other typical diseases of poverty. 
The new medical services gave access to 
treatment to the masses who had previously 
been excluded. Therefore the combat on 
these diseases was very effective and had 
spectacular achievements within a relatively 
short period (reflected in rapidly improving 
statistics o f mortality and morbidity).

On the other hand, these positive facts, 
the extraordinarily great and rapid change 
helped to hide the unpredictable inner ten
sions of the system. It turned out much 
later that a price had to be paid for those 
early achievements.

The health service

Structural problems and emerging social 
processes that now lead to manifest con
flicts within the social services, can be de
scribed most clearly in terms o f the present 
functioning of the health service.

Because other, basically economic goals 
were given priority and because o f the early 
success o f ways described, intensive, wide- 
ranging investments helping to close the gap 
between the material basis o f services and 
the pressure of expanded demand were post
poned for over twenty years. The conse
quences show in an extraordinary and lasting 
over-use of the system, that does not permit 
any improvement in standards. The main 
current problem is a double one: the quality 
of the services offered is deteriorating, while 
indices show an intensive and continuous 
growth o f use; on the other hand the basic 
goal of the health services, equal treatment 
for all, is in danger.

An equal right to free medical treatment 
is the constitutional right o f every Hungarian 
citizen ( lo o  per cent eligibility became law 
in 1975). Services are available almost ex
clusively within the scope of the public 
health service (private practice is negligible). 
But the health service is overburdened to 
an extraordinary degree. True the average
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number of patients per G.P. is about 2,500, 
but they still average around 50,000 con
sultations a year. The number of properly 
equipped surgeries is inadequate. All this is 
also true o f the higher levels o f the system 
(e.g. hospitals, out-patient clinics, etc.). 
Therefore an artificial but self-reproducing 
and self-strengthening vicious circle has 
come into being.

In terms of the organization of the 
system, any patient has to be seen first by 
the district G.P.* But because of long 
queues and other unsatisfactory conditions, 
the overburdened doctor lacks the time and 
the equipment to examine the patient pro
perly. He then shifts the responsibility for a 
diagnosis to others, referring the patient to 
the next grades, thus leading to overburden
ing there as well. The number of patients 
seen by the whole o f the health system grows 
year by year (out-patient services altogether 
average 15 visits a year per head o f popula
tion), and efficiency declines throughout.

At this point the spontaneous selective 
mechanism of the social hierarchy comes 
into play. Those who have better connec
tions or more money, want to ensure better- 
quality medical services. Uncontrolled in
equalities (concerning not only the quality 
of the given service, but take-up as well) 
are registered, while legal forms for canaliz
ing them are non-existent. Since tensions 
and dissatisfaction increase on both sides 
(doctors are dissatisfied as well as patients), 
there are pressures to reduce the extent of 
demand. One obvious pseudo-solution in 
similar situations is generally a search for 
those who are said to cause the problem. 
One frequently hears talk of excluding those 
described as abusing the system.

One of the typical arguments is that 
people have become lazy and indolent since 
the state guarantees them everything. They

4 It ought to be added that the system is not 
as rigid as the British health system. There is 
direct access to a large number of specialists, 
e.g. gynaecologists, pediatricians, ophthalmolog
ists, ENT specialists, etc., without prior referral 
from a G.P.—Editor.
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do not feel the burdens o f operating the 
system and therefore do not value it properly. 
People go and see the doctor with minor 
troubles, because it does not cost anything, 
etc. The proposed solution is to discriminate 
between acceptable and unacceptable de
mands and to select patients, refusing those 
who have unjustifiable needs (the old notion 
of the deserving and the undeserving poor 
makes a come-back here).

Others look for scapegoats as reasons for 
disfunctions. Those who tip doctors, it is 
said, damage the moral integrity of the sys
tem. In order to re-establish morality and 
equal treatment for everybody, those who 
tip and those doctors who accept tips, ought 
to be punished. (In this argument a struc
tural problem is handled in a purely mora
listic way, proposing prosecution as a pana
cea.)

The most sophisticated argument urging 
more selectivity runs thus:

It became apparent that the better-off 
enjoy more (in quantity as well as quality) 
of the service. They are also financially 
better off, to help them is therefore unjust 
and inequitable. It does not make sense to 
finance their consumption, since they can 
afford to pay market prices for the service. 
Free medical services should be available 
only to those who cannot pay. (The idea of 
means-test linked benefits, is making a come
back here.)

Such arguments, fortunately, did not 
influence policy, the basic goals were not 
given up. Selectivity o f access was not in
troduced to reduce demand, and spon
taneous channels o f selectivity, though 
hidden, function. On the other hand it is 
true that the earlier unambiguous socialist 
goals o f equality are questioned on the 
basis o f realism, and there are those who 
frequently formulate their disappointment.

Arguments about abusers generate an 
undesired atmosphere o f suspicion and in
tolerance. Some, who pay the price of this 
intolerance, are not articulate or influential 
enough to defend themselves.
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A BUDAPEST PEACE CONGRESS IN  1896

"The 7th Universal Peace Congress” was 
held in Budapest from 17 to 22 September 
1896A

The adjective ’universal’ in the title of 
the Congress o f  course has a different 
meaning from the one it bears today. The 
Congress included delegates o f pacifist 
peace organizations and adherents i.e. persons 
participating as individuals.

In addition to delegates of the Inter
national Peace Bureau and the International 
League for Peace and Freedom, organiza
tions from Germany, Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, the United States, France, Great 
Britain, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden 
and Switzerland were represented and the 
then recently founded Hungarian Peace 
Society as well. The list of adherents shows 
only one from a country other than those 
listed above: Nicolas de Nepluyew a 
Russian.

The International Peace Bureau, founded 
in 1891, organized the Congress. The 
Bureau’s headquarters were at Berne in 
Switzerland.

Many o f the leading members of the 
Bureau participated at the Budapest Congress, 
including Elie Ducommun, the Bureau’s 
Secretary General, who was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1902. Bertha von 
Suttner, who won the same prize in 1905, 
was also present.

The chairman of the Congress was the 
Hungarian General István Türr, a legendary, 
figure, who as a companion of Garibaldi, 
had fought for the freedom and unification 
of Italy.

Some of the material of this paper was pre
viously utilized by the author in articles published 
by Sijthoff and Nordhoff, Leyden, 1977 (in: 
Declarations on Principles—A Quest for Universal 
Peace, Liber Amicorum Discipulorumque Prof. 
Dr. Bert V. A. Röling) and by S. Karger AG, 
Basel, 1980 (in: Festschrift für Rudolf Bind- 
sctedler).

The Congress had a crowded agenda. 
Besides a general debate on the international 
events o f the day it was also scheduled to 
discuss subjects like “agitation in favour of 
a stop in armaments”, “the transformation 
of armies for peaceful purposes”, “the 
question of history textbooks”, “a European 
customs union”, “a project to establish a 
permanent court of arbitration”, “an inter
national language” and so on.

There was one subject which strongly 
divided the Congress: the relation between 
pacifism and the working class movements. 
A report on how to improve the participation 
of workers associations in the peace 
organizations served as a basis for discus
sion. While progressive-minded speakers 
urged the admission of workers’ associations 
and trade unions to the peace congresses, 
others feared that such action might result 
in their majority.

After the Great War Lenin himself 
seemed to be sceptical vis-á-vis the pacifist 
movements even if  led by trade unions. 
“We must explain the real situation to the 
people, show them that. . .  the ordinary 
workers’ organizations. . .  are utterly help
less in face of a really impending war. . .  
(in such situation) the question of ‘defence 
of the fatherland’ will inevitably arise, 
and. . .  the overwhelming majority of the 
working people will inevitably decide in 
favour of their bourgeoisie.. .  examples 
should be used as proof. . .  that the 
theoretical admission that war is criminal,

See: Bulletin officiel du VIIe Congrh miversel 
de la Paix tenu a Budapest du ly  au 11 septembre 
1896. Rédigé et publié par les soins du Bureau 
de la Paix á Berne. Imprimerie Michel and 
Büchler, 1896.
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that socialists cannot condone war, etc. 
turn out to be empty phrases. . .  ”2

The antagonism between pacifism and 
socialist doctrine has not changed since. 
The latter disapproves of pacifism as a 
liberal idea denouncing war as sinful and 
immoral, while rejecting revolutionary action 
by the masses as a means of defending peace. 
Socialist countries, o f course, approve of 
the present world-wide peace movement. 
It holds that the progressive peace-loving 
forces in the world, owing to their better 
understanding of the fundamental interests 
of the nations and their currently improved 
position, have better chances of success 
than pacifism has ever had.

It was not mere chance that Budapest 
was chosen as the seat of the Congress. 
The year 1896 was the one in which the 
thousandth anniversary of the Hungarian 
settlement was commemorated and ce
lebrated in endless festivities. Today, in 
retrospect, these festivities look like the 
exploitation by the Hungarian aristocracy, 
the gentry and the newly emerging 
bourgeoisie o f a chance to make their 
presence felt to the world.

The preparatory committee was chaired 
by General Tiirr and Mór Jókai, the most 
successful and prolific Hungarian author 
of romantical historical novels. Ármin Vám- 
béry, the orientalist and traveller was one 
o f the Vice Chairmen.

The Congress elected a president (General 
Ttirr) and vice-presidents from each of the 
twelve countries, the peace societies o f 
which participated in the gathering.

2 Notes on the task of our delegation at The 
Hague International Peace Congress convened by 
the Amsterdam International Federation of 
Trade Unions for 10 to 15 December 1922, in: 
V. I. Lenin, On the Defence of the Socialist 
Motherland, Novosti Press Agency Publishing 
House, Moscow, p. 151.

An important place on the agenda was 
accorded to the need to codify international 
law. Codification—meaning “the more pre
cise formulation and systematization of 
international law”—is now the concern 
of member states of the United Nations, 
but in 1896 it was only that o f idealists. 
That law and peace were closely related 
was not a new discovery. Thomas Hobbes 
in 1651 had argued that it was law—and law 
alone—that produced peace and order. 
Peace is, according to him, “the very 
fruition o f law” itself.

The agenda included a “Report of the 
subcommittee on the principles of inter
national law.” The subcommittee consistep 
of four members: Henri La Fontaine, 
a Belgian senator who later, in 1913, was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, Emile 
Arnaud o f France, Angelo Mazzolani of 
Italy and W . Marcusen of Switzerland. The 
subcommittee’s report was presented by 
La Fontaine. The participants at the Buda
pest Congress were with some notable 
exceptions laymen when it came to the law. 
Among the exceptions was Augusto Pieran- 
toni, professor at the University of Rome, 
one of the founders o f the Institute o f 
International Law. He informed the Con
gress on what learned societies had done 
to help codify international law.

One of the four members representing 
the Association for the Reform and 
Codification of the Law o f Nations (as the 
International Law Association was then 
called) was Joseph G. Alexander, Secretary 
General o f the Association between 1883 
and 1905.

The subcommittee’s report begins with 
making a case for the codification of 
international law. International custom had 
only been formulated in a few arbitral 
awards voluntarily accepted by the nations 
concerned. The nations, however, showed 
a tendency of transforming their treaties 
into international legislation—the report 
continues. The evolution of the internal 
legal systems of the states evidently
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predisposed them to bring into operation 
a similar evolutionin their international 
relations. Because of this generally re
cognized trend jurists had tried to formulate 
international custom in precise texts. 
Giving a practical character to works which 
had hitherto remained on the theoretical 
level was a compelling task for all those 
who wished the ideas of peace and justice 
to prevail among the nations—the authors 
of the report argued.

*
Such tasks were too ambitious to be 

accomplished. What remained of their 
labours is a resolution passed by the 
Congress entitled "International Law”. 
It consists o f nine “preliminary articles” 
and a first chapter of the envisaged code 
on “international persons”. The latter 
contains ten articles on the subjects of 
international law (“nations are the only 
international persons”), on the definition 
of the State (“a nation is a group of in
dividuals” etc.), on the coming into being 
of a State (“the existence of each nation 
shall be brought to the knowledge of the 
other nations by notification to be made 
of its constitution, the limits o f its terri
tory and the composition of its Govern
ment”) and so on.

The nine preliminary articles are listed 
below.

Art. i .  The principles o f morality 
and of law in regard to nations are of 
like character to those applicable to 
individuals.

Art. 2 . N o one has the right to be 
judge in his own cause.

Art. 3. N o state can of right declare 
war against another state.

Art. 4 . Every dispute between nations 
should be settled by a juridical method.

Art. 5. The autonomy of every nation 
is inviolable.

Art. 6. N o right to conquest exists.
Art. 7. Every nation has the right of 

legitimate self-defence.
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Art. 8. Every nation possesses the 
inalienable and imprescriptible right of 
entire freedom in disposing of itself.

Art. 9. There is solidarity between 
all nations.

*

More than four score years have na
turally tarnished the brightness o f this 
set o f rules.

Seen from today’s perspective, every 
word of each rule could give rise to comment. 
Basically, however, the performance o f the 
subcommittee and the Congress, which 
approved its report with minor qualifica
tions, can be regarded as quite remarkable.

Reading these articles at least three sets 
o f similar articles o f recent origin come to 
m ind: (i) the Draft Declaration on Rights and 
Duties of States prepared by the U N  
International Law Commission in 1949; (ii) 
the Declaration on Principles o f Interna
tional Law concerning Friendly Relations 
and Cooperation among States in accordance 
with the Charter of the United Nations 
(General Assembly Resolution 2625 /XXV  
o f 24 October 1970); and (iii) the Final 
Act of the Helsinki Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in Europe of August ist 
1975 including the Declaration on Prin
ciples Guiding Relations between Participat
ing States.

Compared with these newer texts the 
eighty-five year old Budapest articles re
present a fairly good performance, even 
i f  Article 4 seems to be more utopistic 
now than it was in 1896.

To the nine articles quoted above 
Article 14 can be added which found its 
place in the section on “international 
persons” under the subheading “nature of 
international persons” with the following 
text: “Nations are sovereign and equal.” 
W ith this addition the “preliminary arti
cles”—notwithstanding some imperfections 
and a degree of obsoleteness of the drafting— 
cover practically the whole ground of the
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seven principles o f Friendly Relations and 
Cooperation of States.

The basic difference between the Buda
pest articles and the new ones is, o f course, 
that while the former represent a visionary 
dream of a bunch of idealistic lawyers 
(“Art. 3. N o State can of right declare 
war against another State”—this was con
trary to the state o f affairs in 1896) the 
latter have been officially adopted by 
States as a statement of law.

W ith the codification of international 
law making progress, the certitude and 
clarity of the law increase. This naturally 
increases the moral obligation to comply 
with it. If codification of international law 
will ever be completed on the basis o f the 
consent of the whole community of nations, 
then the legal and moral obligation to 
observe the law will—in principle—reach its 
apogee.

This is the most important argument 
for the codification of international law, 
which—to assure the observence of the law— 
must be coupled with a permanent ma
chinery for the indispensable adjustment of 
the law to the ever changing requirements 
of international life.

*

Perusing the Final Act of the Helsinki 
Conference on Security and Cooperation 
in Europe one also finds a number of 
imperatives with a moral content: solidarity 
among nations, development of better and 
closer relations among them, overcoming 
distrust and increasing confidence, commit
ment to justice, good faith, the spirit of 
cooperation, mutual understanding, friendly 
and goodneighbourly relations, improving 
the welfare of the people, narrowing the 
gaps in economic development, serving 
the interest of developing countries through

out the world, full respect for and application 
o f the enunciated principles, promotion o f 
a climate of confidence.

Some o f these precepts have developed 
into legal principles, such as bona fiies, 
good faith, which today is the most 
fundamental and comprehensive of all legal 
principles. Others belong to the class o f 
“insufficiently elaborated norms”—as Reuter 
calls them. C. W. Jenks held that it is a 
challenging task for legal scholarship and 
for statesmanship to identify, to formulate 
and to transform into legal rules the 
generally recognized commands of reason 
and morality. Such a transformation will 
reduce the occurrence of cases where judges 
refuse to follow humanitarian considerations 
on the ground that a court of law "can 
take account of moral principles only in  so 
far as these are given sufficient expression 
in legal form. ”3

Is it possible for states today with different 
economic and social structures and cherishing 
different moral values to agree on widening 
the scope of reciprocally recognized interna
tionallegal principles by elevating moral rules 
to legally compulsory norms?

Peoples living in different social struc
tures may hold different views on moral 
questions and even the different classes o f 
the same nation may have a different 
morality—as Engels argued, who at the 
same time admitted that nations or classes 
may have much in common because of their 
common historical background.4

Some scholars only distrust the morality 
of those of the opposite camp, others 
question in general the possibility of 
agreeing on moral principles arguing that 
the ethos o f international relationships is 
the most difficult to grasp and perhaps

3 South West Africa case, Second Phase, 
Judgement, International Court of Justice, Reports, 
1966. p. 34.

4 Friedrich Engels, Herr Eugen Dühring’s 
Revolution in Science, chapter IX on “Morality 
and Law: Eternal Truths” in Marx and Engels, 
Basic Writings on Politics and Philosophy, edited by 
Lewis S. Feuer, Fontana Classics, p. 312.



T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A R T E R L Y

the most uncertain, since it is valid for men 
of different religions and of different, in 
part conflicting, political and social ideolo
gies.

Who would dare to say that Machiavelli’s 
words no longer linger in the minds of 
some statesmen: " . . .  a prudent ruler ought 
not to keep faith when so doing it would 
be against his interest, and when the 
reasons which made him bind himself no 
longer exist. . . ” 5

His advice may have sounded useful 
to the Italian princes of the sixteenth 
century. Indeed it was not. When all 
princes practice deceit it soon fails to get 
result for any o f them. But in our age 
of nuclear weapons they are completely 
out of date and self-destructive. Recent 
examples illustrate that the policy of 
justifying the means is doomed to 
failure. But there is no common language 
between those who deny the usefulness of 
the law, and that of the moral rules, 
given the present structure o f inter-state 
relations and those who think that inter
national law and its further development 
are needed for the survival and progress 
of mankind.

What we witness today in the field of 
international law is a purposeful and 
continuous dialogue both within and 
outside the United Nations on the norms 
of behaviour o f states, on the creation of a 
just and reasonable world order and this 
presupposes the general belief in the 
possibility o f firm agreements on the rules 
of international law and morality, the latter 
being progressively elevated to legally bind
ing norms, notwithstanding the difference 
in the economic and social structures of 
states.

*

1 5 8

5 Niccolö Machiavelli, The Prince. Oxford 
University Press "World’s Classics," translated 
by Luigi Ricci, revised by E. R. P. Vincent, 
chapter 18.

The participants at the Budapest Con
gress not only confirmed and restated the 
law, but proposed to create a bold and 
novel new law. They not only repeated the 
pacifist slogan that war is wrong and 
detestable, but proposed that it be outlawed 
by a firm provision of international law— 
subject only to provision being made for 
self-defence. That was the modern concept 
clearly expressed in Budapest by the then 
avant-garde European lawyers and approved 
by Hungarian intellectuals, professional 
people and businessmen who made up the 
great majority of the Congress.

La Fontaine and his companions in the 
subcommittee were fully aware of the 
innovatory nature of their draft. They 
pointed out that precisely because they 
rejected the idea that war was an unavoidable 
necessity they were dissatisfied with earlier 
attempts at codification.

It took long decades—replete with 
immense human suffering—until the con
demnation of recourse to war for the 
solution of international conflicts and 
ultimately the prohibition of the threat or 
use o f force in international relations found 
its way into the lawbook o f nations. It 
was this development which made inter
national law a true law.

It took long decades as well until the 
very idea o f codification on an official 
inter-state basis was reluctantly accepted 
and its implementation was set in motion.

*

However rudimentary the work under
taken by the 1896 Budapest Congress 
might seem in retrospect, one can consider 
the genuinely progressive elements of this 
work with an amount of satisfaction.

The moral which can be drawn from the 
story is that starry-eyed idealists also have 
their place under the sun. Their ideas, 
however utopian they may have sounded 
in their own times, may come true. The
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story further reminds us that there is 
much to be done for the ideas now generaly 
accepted in principle to be fully realized 
in practice: that the simple rules o f morality 
and justice become paramount in the 
intercourse or nations, that codification of 
international law and its continual adjust
ment follow their course, that nations 
observe the law and keep the peace.

*

One cannot leave unmentioned in this 
connection the Helsinki Final Act signed 
on August 1975, particularly the Declaration 
on Principles mentioned above. The title 
of this Declaration conspicuously fails to 
use the adjective “legal” in connection 
with the noun “principles”, although they 
are predominantly legal ones, and the text 
contains—as shown above—several pledges 
concerning attitudes of a moral character. 
The purpose o f the exercise, the creation 
of a climate of confidence—which the 
socialist states take very seriously—com
mands that the shadows of doubt and 
distrust be dispelled and that in the 
society of nations—not restricted to Eu
rope—not only legal norms in the strict 
sense be observed but also those moral 
rules the observance of which is indispensable 
for the maintenance of peaceful and 
cooperative relations among states.

It is true that moral ideas belong to the 
sphere of ideology and it has been often 
and authoritatively said that there is no 
peace and there cannot be peace between
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the major conflicting ideologies o f our time. 
Indeed, there is not and cannot be agreement 
on such questions as e.g. whether the moral 
standards of a social system based on 
private ownership, or those o f one based 
on socialist principles, are higher or more 
conducive to the realization of human ideals. 
It is true also that morals are part of 
ideology but so are laws. The theoretical 
difference between the two is obviously 
that while violations o f norms o f inter
national law imply the legal responsibility 
of the state, the violation of a moral norm 
does not. However, in certain circumstances 
an act against the commands of international 
morality may weaken or destroy confidence 
and thus its effect could be as detrimental, 
or even more so than the breach of a legal 
obligation. •

This leads to the conclusion that states 
with differing economic and social struc
tures and of different ideological persuasions 
serve their own interest and the interest o f 
international peace and security if  they agree 
on the legal norms o f their behaviour— 
mostly within the framework o f the 
codification and progressive growth o f  
international law, but also on the basic 
norms o f a moral character which should 
govern their international relations. In so 
far as these latter are insufficiently developed 
legal norms it is for those working in, 
and being responsible for international 
relations, that is statesmen, lawyers and 
diplomatists to define, develop and crystallize 
them into firm legal rules, however difficult 
this task may be.
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BAROQUE CU LTU RE IN  HUNGARY

Domokos Kosdry: Művelődés a 18. századi Magyarországon 
(Culture in eighteenth-century Hungary) Akadémiai Kiadó, 

Budapest, 1980. 757 pp.

Domokos Kosáry’s large-scale synthesis 
of Hungarian culture in the eighteenth 
century is undoubtedly one o f the most 
significant initiatives undertaken in the social 
sciences in recent years. It embraces the entire 
spectrum o f Hungarian culture from 
religious politics, sectarian movements and 
trends, philosophy, public education and 
the different branches of science to the 
arts, press and literature o f the period, a 
material so very complex that only the 
clarity o f the composition and structure 
renders it intelligible to the reader. Domokos 
Kosáry returns in this book to that ordered 
and civilised form of historiography which 
characterised this discipline back in the 
days when the ancients still considered it 
a literary genre. He adopts this valuable 
but long-forgotten tradition without any 
literary pretensions but with formal rigour 
and a very literary turn of phrase.

It would have been impossible to 
assemble such varied material and to find 
out much about the cultural movements 
of the period without a clear and definite 
basis. The foundations of the work’s 
structure are laid down in the large-scale 
European variant of the sociological model 
outlined in the introductory chapter. 
Eighteenth century Europe, after a long 
crisis enjoying a new lease o f life with 
population growth, a boom in  production 
increased standards of living and flourishing 
culture, entered this prosperous era at the

cost o f bloody battles and was faced with 
new conflicts and struggles which however 
no longer threatened disintegration and 
annihilation as they had done in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Kosáry 
differentiates within Europe cultural pla
teaus, centres and peripheries.

Kosáry’s model of European culture 
facilitates a comparative survey of the 
period, without which its phenomena 
could not be understood. His method 
however is not typological since the 
presentation of largely unknown Hungarian 
material scarcely allows room for a dis
cussion of European analogies. It would 
appear to be the need to preserve his 
composition that prevents him from making 
a typological survey since the composition 
is in any case severely tried by the complexity 
o f its material.

W e have long urged the importance of 
cultural history and Kosáry’s achievement 
and conclusions go a long way in assisting 
us in  our reflections upon this difficult 
subject. It would not be easy to find another 
Hungarian sociological work undertaking 
a task of similar complexity: social and 
economic history are here closely correlated 
with the history of philosophy and science 
ad well as with the history o f the arts and 
literature.

To return to the European model: 
Hungary is undoubtedly situated in its 
peripheries together with other eastern,
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northern and north-western zones. But this 
periphery—and Hungary within it—is in 
continous motion and development, since 
tardiness does not always imply total loss: 
indeed, it often proves an incentive for 
accelerated development. In Kosáry’s Euro
pean model, Germany is situated between 
the centre and the peripheries, thus 
becoming a mediator between the inner 
and outer spheres. The temporary peripheral 
situation in which Hungarian culture finds 
itself may mean delay and acceleration, 
but on no account does it imply the lack 
of an individual culture: the promise of 
a higher level of attainment is inherent 
from the outset. Kosáry is completely 
justified in disputing a later theory developed 
by an East-German historian, which tears 
Hungarian culture to pieces in terms of the 
German-Slavic dominance.

Kosáry’s second model distinguishes 
three levels in the social and cultural 
stratification of Hungary. For the present 
purpose, the first two of these—the 
aristocracy and the nobility—should be taken 
into consideration. Kosáry explains the En
lightenment, the emergence o f rococo and 
the permanent establishment of Baroque by 
the movements of these two levels. Accord
ing to him the entire period may be 
characterised as late Baroque.

It is however not without good reason 
that Baroque and rococo merit further 
consideration as cultural-historical categories. 
How the German history of ideas juggled 
around with these terms is common 
knowledge; it is unnecessary to play 
around with theories of “Baroque spiri
tuality” or “rococo harmony”, which ex
plained all—or nothing. Yet if  we take 
them out o f their ideological packaging 
we will realise that they are real and concrete 
categories in the history of art. It was with 
this in mind that many French historians, 
in particular Victor Tapié, adapted and 
applied these categories which were hitherto 
unknown in French cultural history. In the 
1930s, Valdemar Vedel, a Danish literary

historian was the first to attempt to apply 
Baroque as a category to the age o f Louis XIII 
■—that is to Pierre Corneille and the préciosité 
of the Fronde—for the first time. Victor 
Tapié’s method was different from the 
German history o f ideas in so far as he 
considered Baroque from beginning to end 
as an artistic and architectural phenomenon, 
and contrasted it with classicism in 
poetry—that is with the trend emerging 
from Boileau and his circle. In this inter
pretation Baroque and classicism are eternally 
bound up together, each as the negation 
of the other.

The emergence of Baroque in various 
spheres o f eighteenth century Hungarian 
life—applied arts, architecture, theology and 
political science—is undeniable, as is the 
presence o f rococo in the lifestyles, fashions 
and the artistic, decorative, theatrical and 
musical tastes o f the aristocracy. If I have 
referred to French historians, and in 
particular to Victor Tapié, in relation to 
a realistic and objective conception of 
Baroque, I cannot ignore Roger Lauffer 
and a new conception of rococo, according 
to which rococo is the general “spiritual 
style” of the eighteenth century. But i f  we 
classify eighteenth century Hungarian tastes 
as rococo, it would mean placing in one 
and the same category the Esterházy opera 
performances and concerts, the ideas of the 
Hungarian Jacobines and young Kazinczy’s 
Széphalom country seat—Kazinczy who ad
mired Mozart, who created a modern Hun
garian literary language and was a devotee 
of German classicism.

The major mistake of the history of 
ideas did not in its application of categories 
such as Baroque and rococo, but rather in 
its setting of these categories as uniform, 
absolute period styles and its disregard for 
those variants and phenomena which did 
not satisfy the criteria of rococo: in other 
words, its subjugation of the complex 
trends and phenomena present in each 
cultural-historical period to its theories. 
It has claimed to recognise uniformity
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where in reality there was complexity. 
Baroque and rococo were most significant 
in architecture, partially in the fine arts 
and to a large extent in the applied arts.

In these spheres, phenomena considered 
to be the styles o f the period were developed 
in everyday life in response to practical 
conditions. The shift from Versailles to  
Trianon-type dimensions in architecture 
called for new proportions and effects in 
all aspects from furnishing to decoration. 
The Baroque era did not end because of 
spiritual factors, but because o f the 
physical inconvenience and inpracticability 
it entailed; in time its splendour became 
a straitjacket.

Baroque and rococo in the applied arts 
did to some extent affect the human spirit 
and everyday life, but are not the manifesta
tions of a homogeneous and omnipresent 
phenomenon. The best proof of this is to be 
found in literature and poetry.

That Baroque was present in literature 
is indisputably true i f  one thinks of Milton  
or Gongora. Later however, Baroque is 
present in classicism everywhere except in 
French literature and elsewhere developing 
classicism retains its Baroque elements. The 
Italian Academy o f Arcadia created a theory 
of classicism which, though quoting as its 
authority the art o f  Antiquity, in reality 
bears hardly any relation to classicism 
since it brings into being a type o f 
classicism which, from the comic epic to 
the anacreontic, has in fact nothing to do 
with the ideals o f Antiquity. This Arcadian 
classicism, tempered with Baroque elements, 
is still different from the real Baroque 
poetry of the seventeenth century. Naturally, 
Boileau s doctrine, which to a large extent 
(though not completely) ousted the Baroque 
element from poetry, differs from this 
Baroque-tempered Arcadian classicism: 
which goes to show that in literature 
Baroque as an artistic method was not 
universal even in the seventeenth century. 
Rococo—despite its dominance in architectu
re and the applied arts—can be considered

to an even lesser extent as a dominant style 
in literature, and this not only because 
sentimentalism made its appearance simul
taneously (the two may even blend with 
each other) with Sturm und Drang, first in 
music, then in poetry, moreover with 
Winckelmann in the demand for a more 
authentic antiquity and in the new cult 
of Gothic art in England with Walpole. 
All that is considered rococo in literature 
—the anacreontic, the poetic letter, the 
epigram, the pastoral etc—came into being 
within the frame of Arcadian classicism, 
with the coming into prominence of the 
lesser, more “pleasant” genres.

Until the emergence of romanticism, no 
theory existed to oppose classicism. In spite 
of this, a comprehensive classicism did not 
exist in the eighteenth century—Arcadian 
classicism was slowly disintegrating, the 
Boileau ideal was becoming modified (with 
Voltaire), a new and more authentic, 
Greek-oriented classicism made its appear
ance with Andre Chenier—and so on. All 
this goes to prove that the Enlightenment 
was not dominated by one particular style; 
that classicism can be considered “its” style 
to the same trifling extent as rococo, as can 
the “dialogue” of both.

Therefore, because of the existence of 
contradictory phenomena, a theoretically 
rational analysis is necessary to bring out 
the presence o f Baroque and especially of 
rococo. Kosáry’s conclusions about rococo 
may be accepted without question in the 
case of architecture and the applied arts, 
but only incidentally as far as music is 
concerned—an indication of this is Haydn s 
Sturm und Drang period in the 1760s 
(this in spite o f his rococo environment), 
the gradual darkening of Mozart’s music 
and his consciously ordered classicism (as 
demonstrated by the Hungarian musicol
ogist Bence Szabolcsi).

The best example of the complexity of 
the situation is the development o f Mihály 
Vitéz Csokonai, the most outstanding 
Hungarian poet at the turn of the eighteenth
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century. Brought up on the academic 
models of Arcadian classicism, his style 
simultaneously takes on a rococo aspect in 
the way Arcadian poetry could itself become 
rococo on occasion. Csokonai’s last, most 
mature period, however, is characterised by 
a creative method as far removed from 
classicism as from the coming romanticism. 
This mature period must be seen as a self- 
contained, original poetic phenomenon, 
untouched by contemporaneous, previous and 
subsequent trends. It confirms Kosáry’s 
periphery theory—and it is possible, that the 
existence of typologically similar phenomena 
in Danish and Swedish poetry—which cannot 
be seen as merely accidental may provide 
the ultimate solution.

This all indicates that Baroque and 
especially rococo, should not be regarded 
as unequivocal phenomena; and that the 
usage o f the term late Baroque, which 
plays a special role in Kosáry’s work, calls 
for a more prudent, more nuanced, less 
definite employment.

At the same time, Kosáry rightly 
considers the culture o f the “second level,” 
of the Hungarian nobility; a Baroque-type 
culture. He cleverly points out, that this 
Baroque tradition, which considered itself 
to be national, was in reality the protector 
o f an earlier, European tradition, and rejected 
all that was new as alien because of this 
“misconception.” To this however should 
be added the fact that assimilation had 
already taken place as far as older, traditional 
elements and phenomena were concerned. 
A productive interrelationship exists be
tween national, European and international 
culture, European being transformed into 
national and national into European.

Kosáry examines the popularism of the 
lower, noble, Baroque layer, criticises the 
use o f the latter term and proposes in its 
place “a variant of provincial late Baroque”. 
It should be realized, however, that the 
lower layers o f the petty nobility were 
virtually absorbed by the moneyed peasantry 
and as far as culture is concerned the

former did not differ greatly from the 
latter. The search for things genuinely of 
the peasantry began with Bartók and Kodály 
and it is certain that the two greatest 
Hungarian poets o f the nineteenth century 
Sándor Petőfi and János Arany did not adopt 
authentic folk-poetry as their model when 
endeavouring to develop national poetry 
on the basis o f popular poetry. Petőfi’s 
poetic achievement lay precisely in his 
ability to create an authentic popular 
poetry from folk-poetical elements which 
were not always authentic. On the other 
hand the poetry of Arany would be in
conceivable without the Baroque-tinted 
provincial folklore of the “second layer” 
petty nobility—a proof of this is his 
interest in the eighteenth century lower 
layer Baroque poetry of the petty nobility 
(an interest that did not exclude “trash” 
poetry) manifest in his language, diction, 
critical writings and his manner of versifica
tion and formal approach. Arany generally 
endeavoured to blend the old with the 
popular, but for this he used not so much 
the work of great poets of bygone times as 
the lower-layer tradition outlined by Kosáry.

Kosáry’s analysis o f the Enlightenment is 
based upon a thorough examination of 
Hungarian and international studies. He 
rightly rejects the former division of the 
eighteenth century into “intellectual” and 
“sentimental” periods: he sees these as a 
single unit and recognises that emotion 
is not opposed to intellect in the Enlighten
ment—they are blended in Rousseau just as 
they are in Herder or Goethe.

His theory of cultural levels is the most 
conclusive in the chapter on the Enlighten
ment and contributes particularly to the 
clarification o f Bessenyei’s role. A good 
example of Kosáry’s dialectical way of 
thinking is his demonstration o f how 
György Bessenyei, the first poet o f the 
Hungarian Enlightenment, remained to the 
end within the ideological sphere o f the 
nobility-led Enlightenment—that is, he did 
not withdraw from it even in the last
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period of his life—but in the circumstances 
o f Hungary at that time even this was a 
great and progressive achievement.

We can be completely in agreement with 
Kosáry’s conception o f pre-romanticism but 
the reference to an antique-ornamented 
nationalism of the nobility makes us pick 
up our ears. It is true that he mentions 
no names; it would be particularly un
fortunate if  he had referred to Berzsenyi, 
one of the greatest Hungarian poets, but 
even if  one thinks o f  Benedek Virág or 
other similar minor poets the qualification 
seems something o f an over-simplification. 
After the disintegration of the Arcadian 
and Boileau-type classicism, the return to 
a more authentic antiquity with the rebirth 
of Horatian and Pindaric odes became 
characteristic o f Enlightenment poetry all 
over Europe. This objective was inspired 
by the influence o f Winckelmann—the 
indirect and naturally complex result of 
which is visible in Hölderlin’s poetry. The 
return to authentic antiquity in Hungarian 
poetry however—perhaps through problems 
o f prosody—created models the inspiration 
o f which can be felt Hungarian poetry as 
late as the nineteenth century. In other 
words, the antique quality in Hungarian 
poetry was never a decorative device, but 
for the most part a poetic achievement of 
great importance.

Kosáry does not agree with a separate 
literary periodization. The best solution 
would be to take a historical era as a 
framework and establish the network 
connections or conflicts, strengthening or 
weakening of literary trends within it.

There has not been an era in which there 
has not been more than one governing 
trend; it is more instructive to study the 
general aspect o f  the different trends or the 
phenomena outside the trends of the given 
historical period than the stages o f develop
ment of the trends themselves. W e must 
put an end once and for all to the academic 
practice which pursues the study of
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successive “stylistic periods,” in the me
chanical order o f which Baroque is succeeded 
by classicism, classicism by romanticism, 
romanticism by realism, naturalism, sym
bolism, and finally by the twentieth century, 
sometimes referred to simply as modern. 
This practice is in no way better than the 
periodisation which begins an era with the 
succession to the throne of a given monarch 
and ends it on the day of his death.

Dividing the end of the eighteenth century 
in Hungary into periods is a difficult task 
because this is the time when all those 
doctrines and trends which had developed 
in Europe over the previous one and a half 
centuries accumulated in Hungary. Boileau 
was there; but so was Batteux and Blair as 
well as Young and Goethe’s Werther; 
classicism and Marmontel existed side by 
side with Delille, Perrault, Voltaire, Rous
seau and others. The assimilation and 
reception of the new European culture in 
its entirety is one of the greatest intellectual 
achievements of the Hungarian Enlighten
ment-—and Kazinczy did not accept Wei- 
marian classicism though it undoubtedly 
was acceptable but because he believed the 
classicism of Goethe and Schiller to be a 
promising direction for Hungarian literature 
in the course of the transformation and 
investigation that Hungarian poetry was 
pursuing at the time.

I have referred only to the literary and 
historical aspects of Kosáry’s monumental 
work, but these aspects, especially in view 
of the creative methods characteristic of 
certain trends, are common to literature 
the arts, and certain sciences. Domokos 
Kosáry’s interest in and sensitivity to 
poetical and literary questions is unparallelled 
among art historians. His thorough know
ledge greatly enriches his work which, 
through its fundamental conception and 
detailed analyses, inspires and contributes 
to our literary knowledge.

István Sőtér



A CAMBRIDGE SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGIST 
IN A HUNGARIAN VILLAGE

C. M. Hann: Tázlár: a Village in Hungary. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 1980. 206 pp.

This book about a Hungarian village, 
written by an English social anthropologist 
on the basis o f long participant observation 
in the second half of the 1970s, is a major 
contribution to the literature of a subject 
of special interest to Hungarian social 
scientists. It provides insights into almost 
unknown rural conditions in Hungary and 
the transformations they have undergone. 
Many foreign experts might judge the chan
ges in Hungarian agriculture and rural con
ditions a success story, since agriculture is 
not only able to satisfy the growing demand 
for food, but also to export a considerable 
part of its products. Hungary, what is more, 
avoided some of the urban and rural pro
blems that emerged elsewhere in the wake 
of industrialization and the move to cities 
from rural areas. The real characteristics 
of this process, the achievements and failures, 
as well as present problems are, however, 
usually not fully known and often mis
understood.

For Hungarian readers the book is of 
special interest as it shows how an English 
social anthropologist, unencumbered by the 
personal experience and subjective judge
ments of those who were themselves part of 
these changes, sees and appreciates them.

It ought to be added that this type of 
village monograph is rare in Hungarian 
post-Second World War social science. 
Several authors have dealt in a general way 
with the changes in and present conditions 
of rural society in Hungary (Ferenc Donáth, 
György Enyedi, Kálmán Kulcsár, as well as 
the writer o f these lines), and a number of 
books by recognized writers, e.g. György 
Moldova and Gyula Csák, have appeared as 
part o f the new “Discovery of Hungary” 
series, but except for the well-known work of

Edit Fél and Tamás Hofer on the village 
Atany (Proper Peasants) ,  which dealt mostly 
with pre-socialist conditions, the only work 
of social anthropology on a related subject 
was produced by a team from the Ethno
graphic Research Group, on Varsány, a 
village in Northern Hungary. This in
vestigated the recent changes and present 
conditions in a rural community strongly 
influenced by the collectivization o f agri
culture and the industrialization o f the 
country.

Dr Hann selected a very different type 
of village. Tázlár is in the Great Plain, not 
a village in the traditional sense to start 
with, as it consisted of dispersed isolated 
homesteads, farmed by families originating 
elsewhere. Even now what is called a 
specialist cooperative operates there, and 
not the usual type o f agricultural coop
erative. Specialized cooperative means that 
members cultivate most of their land in
dividually, while the supply of materials 
and the sale o f products is partly organized 
by the cooperative, which also cultivates the 
“common” land area. In 1979 there were 
70 specialized cooperatives in Hungary, as 
compared to 1,350 agricultural cooperatives, 
where the greater part o f production is 
organized by the executive, and the greatest 
part of the land area is cultivated col
lectively. Both because of the lack o f  a 
compact and traditional village core and 
because of the presence o f a specialized col
lective, Tázlár is atypical and ought to be 
considered as an interesting extreme case. 
Dr Hann’s purpose in choosing to work 
there was to study ways in which a tradi
tional peasant community adapts to socialist 
conditions.

Nevertheless, as Dr Hann rightly points



166 T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A RTERLY

out, Tázlár was considerably influenced by 
the social changes in Hungary, and it 
would be a mistake to consider it as some 
kind of private sector, even i f  the peasants 
themselves, half-jokingly, sometimes say 
that Tázlár is a “private world.”

Landownership lost its significance in 
determining social status in the community, 
in spite of the fact that the peasants cultivate 
their land themselves. However, since the 
main sources o f income are the production 
of fruit and wine, as well as animal hus
bandry, the area o f land owned is not directly 
related to the size of the income obtained 
from farming. Fodder can be purchased 
through the cooperative. Family incomes are 
determined in the first place by the amount 
and efficiency o f work input. Many residents 
are employed outside the village on non- 
agricultural jobs, and this as well introduces 
external status criteria to the village com
munity. As a result most of the negative 
consequences of pre-socialist peasant strati
fication, e.g. rigid social hierarchies (well- 
to-do peasants, middle peasants, poor 
peasants, landless agricultural workers) and 
the enormous and often inhuman efforts 
by poor people to acquire some land, are no 
longer present.

Extremes o f inequality and poverty, 
characteristic o f the prewar period, have 
disappeared. It ought to be added that in 
Hungary as a whole, income differentials 
have not increased in the years following 
the 1968 economic reforms, although Dr 
Hann seems to think so (pp. 46 and 169). 
If he had observed growing income dif
ferentiation in Tázlár, he ought to have 
documented it. The reason for the absence 
of a growth in  income differentiation in 
Hungary is that, on the one hand, in con
sequence o f the shortage of manpower the 
wages o f the unskilled and therefore 
relatively low income categories increased 
considerably, and, on the other hand, that 
rural residents, previously the relatively 
poorest, fared rather well after the reforms, 
in consequence of the development of pro

duction of the small plots of peasants and 
rural workers. One index of the equalization 
of earning possibilities is the rather high 
rate paid to day-labourers in Tázlár, noted 
by Dr Hann. This tendency, however, does 
not mean that there are no poor people in the 
village, most of all old persons, and some 
subnormal people who are unable to work and 
to care for themselves. Social benefits, like 
child care allowances paid to mothers with 
children aged less than 3 years, mentioned 
approvingly by Dr Hann, as well as the 
care of old persons by public welfare ad
ministrators and of children living in con
ditions considered by teachers to be pre
judicial to their well-being to a certain 
extent alleviate the conditions of low-income 
families.

Thus, Dr Hann states, “if  collectiviza
tion is judged on the basis o f its general 
social and economic results the conclusions 
may be highly favourable from the point 
o f view of the peasantry” (p. 170). This is 
due to the special pragmatic and gradual way 
of Hungarian collectivization, a proof o f  
which is the maintenance of the special 
collective in Tázlár.

That does not mean, however, that no 
errors were made in the process of collec
tivization and that everything works per
fectly now. Dr Hann notes the failures of 
the attempts at collectivization in the first 
half o f the 1950s, the not really efficient 
common farming of the specialist cooperative, 
and problems in the working of cooperative 
and local village democracy. It ought to be 
mentioned, however, that the chapter on 
politics in Tázlár, including also the des
cription of the position and work of the 
churches, seems to have been given the least 
attention.

Dr Hann investigated the economy of 
Tázlár in the greatest detail. He discrimi
nates between worker-peasant households 
and full-time farming households. He finds 
that neither the mean size of arable land- 
holdings, nor the mean value of total 
production really differ significantly, thus
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the mixed households participate no less in 
the agricultural production than peasant 
households. The mean age of the head of 
household is, however, much higher, and 
the mean number of persons in the house
hold much smaller in the peasant households, 
indicating a tendency toward increasing 
mixedness.

The other most interesting and new 
classification introduced by Dr Hann is the 
division of farms into maximizers, who seek 
to combine optimal production strategies 
in order to maximize their production, and 
satisfiers, who try to maintain a traditional 
level o f production. Satisfiers were iden
tified amongst both full-time peasants and 
worker-peasants, and mostly among older 
people. Maximizing is more characteristic 
of worker-peasants and of young persons. 
In their case agricultural production might 
be considered as a part o f an overall ncome- 
maximizing strategy, embracing employ
ment outside the village in non-agricultural 
pursuits as well.

Cooperation between individual farms 
and specialist cooperatives is very intensive. 
The farms depend on the cooperative for 
material inputs, fodder, and machinery 
services and for marketing an important 
part o f their produce. There is also a di
vision of labour between them: individual 
farms tend to concentrate on labour- 
intensive products, while the common 
farming of the cooperative operates mostly 
on less labour-intensive but more machine
intensive activities.

Tile overall picture of the way of life 
of the people o f Tázlár suggests that they 
work long hours indeed, especially those 
who are part-time farmers, with a job 
outside the village or in some cases in the 
village (there is a small spinning mill in 
Tázlár), working on the farm in the morning 
and evening hours before and after their 
job, as well as at weekends. It seems that 
almost everybody who leaves agriculture 
and seeks employment elsewhere, maintains, 
at least temporarily, farming activity on a

part-time basis. This is, obviously, linked 
to the fact that an important part o f those 
who changed over to non-agricultural oc
cupations did not leave the village.

The importance of part-time farming and 
of the maintenance of a rural home is a 
general characteristic o f Hungarian villages 
today, i.e. o f those as well where an agri
cultural cooperative was organized (where 
members cultivate only the household plots 
and some other small plots, gardens, etc.) 
on a private basis. Dr Hann mentions that 
this is a consequence of the Hungarian 
strategy of industrialization, o f the neglect 
(at least in the first fifteen years following 
the war) of infrastructural improvement, 
housing construction, and of facilities o f an 
urban character. It ought to be added, 
however, that in the last two decades 
gradually more and more efforts were made 
to improve the infrastructure and to develop 
a network of settlements providing services 
of an urban type for all inhabitants of the 
country in a near-by town, and that rela
tively slow urbanization (the percentage of  
rural population is somewhat higher in 
Hungary than in other similarily developed 
countries, although this is partly a measure 
of the varying definitions o f urban areas 
used in different countries) seems to have 
been rather advantageous, as compared to 
countries in which rapid urbanization 
sometimes caused grave problems. At present 
the problem is discussed in Hungary rather 
in terms of ways of changing the allocation 
of infrastructural investments between urban 
and rural areas to ensure that villages obtain 
a greater share o f the available funds.

This combination of employment in the 
socialist sector with part-time farming on 
small plots clearly entailed long working 
hours, but it was also the basis o f improve
ments in standards of living and of living 
conditions in the villages, in consequence 
of which the income level o f the peasantry 
grew to that o f workers in industry. The 
products o f part-time farming also con
tribute to a very important extent to
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feeding the population of Hungary. There
fore one can hardly agree with the last 
sentence of the book, that “it might now 
be desirable that the national economy 
should face the massive investments neces
sary to enable agriculture to dispense with 
small-farm production and thus with the 
remaining features of peasant economy and 
the exploitation of marginal labour which 
have so characterized the szakszövetkezet

community.” (p. 172) Part-time farming, 
most of all certain aspects of it such as milk 
production, will not last for ever, and 
sooner or later investments will be necessary 
in state farms and agricultural cooperatives 
to make up for the gradual decline of the 
production of small plots. The later this 
decline will happen, however, the better 
it will be for the economy of Hungary.

Rudolf Andorra

A CONCISE ART HISTORY OF HUNGARY
Dezső Dercsényi and Anna Zádor: Kis magyar művészettörténet (A Short 
History of Hungarian Art). Képzőművészeti Zsebkönyvtár (Pocket Library 
of Fine Arts). Képzőművészeti Alap Kiadóvállalata, Budapest, 1980. 395 pp.

237 ill.

A new history of Hungarian art has 
recently been published; this is a great 
achievement even though four major works 
—not to mention the shorter ones—have 
already appeared this century. We should 
remember that these describe the objects of 
art o f a small country which has been de
vastated several times in the course of her 
history. Like all synthetizing works, this 
summary was necessarily preceded by careful 
consideration and correlation of partial re
sults. Also crucial was the revaluation of 
previous syntheses and the interweaving of 
the latest results achieved in the discipline 
with the established concepts.

These concepts were clearly familiar to 
the authors both of whom have been lectur
ing at Budapest University on the history 
of art in Hungary for many years. University 
lectures are the best means of forming a 
coherent approach to each period, artist, or 
work of art, and thus of enabling a thorough 
examination and evaluation.

A text written for those members of the 
general public who take an interest in the

subject without being experts, obviously 
cannot deal with the problems the authors’ 
future colleagues have to tackle at uni
versity; but the task is clearly similar. 
(On the other hand, a university training 
can profit from synthetic works of this kind 
because the author o f a summary is obliged 
to aim at a completeness unnecessary at a 
lecture, and—as the Latin proverb says, 
Verba volant, scripta manent—writing requires 
more reflection than speaking.)

One is justified in supposing that elabo
rate concepts underlie the work, since it is 
edited by Dezső Dercsényi and Anna Zádor 
who were the main inventors and promoters 
o f the last summary, which until now was 
the most comprehensive work of its kind, 
and is generally referred in professional 
circles to as "the two-volumes.” It consists 
of eight chapters written by eight authors, 
each expert on the relevant period. Its 
success is shown by four new, continually 
updated editions between the first in 1956 
and 1975. The authors of the present book 
wrote two of the chapters themselves: Der-
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csényi on Romanesque style and Zádor on 
classicism.

In case the reader is by now imagining 
otherwise: this book is entirely new and not 
merely a revised version of the previous one. 
The authors have even rewritten their own 
chapters from the two-volumed version. 
Greater conciseness became necessary be
cause of the changed size, which also 
resulted in a certain shift of emphasis. In 
the longer version, the aim was to deal with 
a greater number of works of art, leaving 
hardly anything unmentioned. Here the 
authors had a different intention: a thorough 
study of less items, with the aim of present
ing historical situations and grasping devel
opment as a process instead of describing 
separate events. Style and method o f pre
sentation are homogeneous—the authorship 
of the individual parts in the common book 
is not at all obvious, and only an expert 
reader of Dercsényi’s and Zádor’s works 
could distinguish their contributions from 
each other. (For those less practised let it 
be know that Zádor continued the work of 
her collaborator beginning with the chapter 
“The Rise of Baroque Art.”) This can be 
done only on the basis of certain signs 
which are not too marked but follow logi
cally from the author’s mentality—e.g. Der- 
csényi is more ready to accept new results, 
while Zádor makes it clear every time that 
the idea she has taken over has emerged 
recently and is hypothetical or not fully 
accepted. (We must admit that the earlier 
period is richer in discoveries—investigation 
seems to have progressed slower in the last 
century.)

Dercsényi’s text is precise, objective and 
his analysis gives detailed descriptions of 
buildings or works o f art. He indulges in 
historical and geographical digressions; in 
the chapter dealing with the Middle Ages 
he gives attention to details of the monetary 
system, the history of settlements, the 
effects o f the development o f legends, and 
the transportation of certain remains on 
iconography and sometimes even etymology.

Anna Zádor writes about a period nearer 
in time, and therefore does not feel it 
necessary to make historical or geographical 
digressions. Her attitude is sometimes rather 
defensive towards spoken or unspoken cen
sure and she tries to influence the reader’s 
opinion. She does this in defence of classicist 
and eclectic architecture and we should add 
that her effort is not totally unjustified, 
since a great proportion of the reading 
public is prejudiced against them. She lays 
more stress on the aesthetic analysis o f the 
works she presents, explaining their beauty 
and importance. She is at her best in pas
sages where she examines the reasons for 
some authors remaining beneath their po
tential. (Unfortunately, the history of nine
teenth-century Hungarian art has seen more 
than one such tragic case.)

Let us now examine the book in more 
detail. It is very difficult to find words to 
summarize the intention of the work—which 
is one of its main merits. The authors are 
apparently aiming at a clear, intelligible, 
detailed, but not overly so, presentation of 
the material, avoiding a more or less cons
ciously shaped preconception. . Perhaps they 
remembered and wanted to avoid the mili
tant tone of Hungarian works of art history 
between the two world wars. In that period 
authors tried to raise the value of Hungarian 
art through an abundant use of superlatives 
or wanted to defend its values against Ger
man efforts at monopoly. Dercsényi and 
Zádor have already proved that they prefer 
objective presentation to emphatic expres
sions. (Perhaps only in the case o f statue 
fragments from fifteenth-century Buda 
Castle or the neoclassic architects, Mihály 
Péchy and József Hild, do we feel that their 
appreciation exceeds real value.) Their aim  
is objectivity—this is best proved by the 
fact that they consciously avoid over-detailed 
discussion of their own field of interest, the 
chapters on Romanesque and neoclassic
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style being even shorter than they might 
perhaps merit.

Objectivity characterizes their views on 
connections with art abroad. Authors of 
national art histories often commit the error 
of over-emphasizing the importance of their 
own country and its influence abroad, or 
tending to underrate the influence of foreign 
countries. This characterized the earlier, 
frequently nationalistic Hungarian art histo
ries, but there is no sign of it in the present 
volume. The chapters on the Middle Ages 
display some especially clever examples of 
abandoning national priority in areas where 
it had been stubbornly defended previously 
—and the work loses nothing by this. It 
gives no examples of Hungarian influence 
abroad except certain aspects o f Hungarian- 
Polish connections which have ample histo
rical documentation and have never been 
questioned by Polish experts.

They avoid taking sides as regards the 
nationality of certain artists and works. 
Hungarian experts today are reserved or 
rather sceptical about the possibility of an
swering questions o f this nature, especially 
those concerning works which come from 
beyond Hungary’s present borders but from 
this side of the Carpathians—i.e. from the 
territory o f historical Hungary. The authors 
discuss these points without going into 
questions of national trends, and in every 
case indicate the present place-name after 
the Hungarian name. There are a striking 
number o f mistakes in the spelling of 
Rumanian and Slovakian names, amounting 
to about 20 or 25 per cent o f the total.

«

Since the authors are the most prominent 
experts in their field in Hungary, it would 
obviously be pointless to look for mistakes 
in their statements. However, there are one 
or two minor errors: e.g. the high altar in 
the church at Szepeshely does not represent 
the Hungarian king Louis the Great who 
was not worshipped as a saint, but the early 
canonized French king Louis IX—or sen
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tences like “ . . . t h e  county h a l l . . .  has 
become the stage and embodiment of a 
strengthening bourgeois self-consciousness" 
which evidently underestimates the role of 
nobility in the first half o f the nineteenth 
century.

The reviewer could be accused o f nit
picking in mentioning such negligible 
errors. The main point in fact is rather 
that the title of the work does not really 
correspond to its contents—although the 
authors can scarcely be blamed for that. 
Only the subtitle on the inside title-page 
tells us that this Short History of Hun
garian Art deals with the period between 
the Hungarian conquest and the end of the 
nineteenth century. Obviously the treat
ment of this century in a separate volume 
will be necessary as a result o f the limited 
size o f the series, but it would have been 
useful to indicate that, perhaps by a volume 
I inserted beneath the title. Moreover, in 
case size is so strictly limited, the presenta
tion of our century is going to be over
particular: eighty years in the same length 
as nearly thousand. In any event it is most 
desirable that the next volume follow in a 
short time.

As is common with paperback editions, 
the illustrations are not always o f the best 
quality. Almost all the pages are illustrated, 
but pictures tend to accompany the text 
rather than create an organic whole with it; 
instead of the work being analysed we often 
find another work by the artist. Two maps 
help in orientation: the first shows settle
ments important from the point of view of 
medieval relics, the second those with works 
from recent times. These maps prove very 
useful even though sometimes inexact—for 
example, a village shown in Austria is in 
fact to be found in Czechoslovakia, as the 
present name in brackets indicates.

Beyond these mistakes, however, we must 
appreciate the decision of the publisher to 
have issued the book in this series. A new 
edition of the old two-volumed book would 
not have been appropriate, as no text can
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be kept alive forever merely through its 
continual appearance in new editions. 
Though a new history of Hungarian art is 
in course of preparation, something should 
be available until it is completed. Finally, 
the series has enabled a very wide circulation,

unparalleled in works of this kind, since 
its relatively low price enables the book to 
meet the requirement of popularizing art 
and spreading general knowledge.

JÁNOS VÉGH

T H E  FIFTIES AND T H E  SIX TIES
Erzsébet Galgóczi: Törvényen kívül és belül (Outside and Inside the Law). 
Szépirodalmi, 273 pp. Emil Kolozsvári Grandpierre: Árnyak alagútban 
(Phantoms in the Tunnel). Magvető, 233 pp. Péter Esterházy: Függő (In
direct). Magvető, 185 pp. Mihály Kornis: Végre élsz_ (You Live at Last).

Szépirodalmi, 379 pp.

Although history does not progress in 
ten-year periods, it is nevertheless normal 
practice to refer to the particular decades as 
though they were marked with some uni
versal characteristic and a period atmosphere 
susceptible to change with the onset o f the 
next. Recently, for example, we have tended 
to speak about the sixties and seventies as 
i f  they were two clearly distinguishable 
periods in our recent past. And we cannot 
deny that there is something in this, even 
though it may be a matter o f chance. There 
is even less reason to speak of the fifties as 
a period in Hungary although this is an 
established label. And this not only to the 
effect that the fifties were like this or like 
that (the term implies that the period was 
uniformly of one sort or other; this, not 
usually true of a decade, is certainly not 
true o f the fifties in Hungary); these terms 
are also used as substitutes for the proper 
name o f the period or periods in question. 
For a time it was customary to speak of the 
period o f the personality cult or the Rákosi

era, but these labels are gradually being 
superseded by the term “the fifties”. It is 
not always clear whether this» is supposed to 
mean the “Rákosi era” which lasted merely 
from 1948 to 1953, or whether it should be 
taken to extend as far as 1956 or even 
beyond, which in itself would merge essen
tial changes into uniformity.

These essential changes, which in the 
fifties cost people their lives, are dealt with 
by Erzsébet Galgóczi’s new novelette, Tör
vényen kívül és belül. Miss Galgóczi is a 
writer o f peasant origins, a persevering 
explorer and outspoken chronicler o f Hun
garian country life which puts even our male 
writers severely to the test, among whom one 
rarely finds any who would display such a 
bold and assiduous approach in the midst 
of the delicate problems of public life as 
she does. She represents the generation who 
started out in life during the above-men
tioned critical Rákosi era, few of whom 
have been able to preserve their intellectual 
and moral integrity intact. Miss Galgóczi
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progresses with imposing consistency along 
the path on which she embarked at that 
time.

She has more or less retained the literary 
form of her choice. She writes short stories 
and novels for the average reader; for whom 
her books are perhaps his first piece of  
literary reading. She composes stories which 
arc o f public interest and easy to understand, 
usually dressing them in a plot full of life 
and tension. In reality there is no question 
of “dressing,” since fascinating excitement, 
often w ith the flavour o f a crime story, is a 
natural feature of her narrative. In the past 
two decades our writers have been increas
ingly hard up for topics, so that they tend 
either to introversion or to turn towards the 
past. They feel that the present is unevent
ful, monotonous, a formlessly whirling fog 
in which one knows hardly anything about 
one’s neighbour, and in fact completely 
devoid o f interest. On the other hand, Miss 
Galgóczi knows nothing but things of inter
est about a great many people, and it seems 
as i f  she cannot write enough stories full of 
events and action. Her books are proof that 
quite a lot h^j happened and is happening 
over here as well, and her heroes could 
certainly do with less of it.

The heroine of Törvényen kívül és belül is 
28-year Éva Szalánczky who, early in Sep
tember 1959, attempts an unauthorized 
crossing o f the frontier into Yugoslavia, but 
a patrol spots her and shoots her in the head. 
When Lieutenant Marosi o f the border 
guard looks into her identification papers, 
his heart stands still in bewilderment. H e  
asks for leave of absence and goes up to Bu
dapest. This is the classical overture for a 
crime story: somebody dies, and someone 
else sets out to detect the background of the 
case. There is nothing we can know about 
Lieutenant Marosi and Éva Szalánczky; all 
we know is that hidden behind the lieute
nant’s bewilderment and his turning pale 
is some secret, and this is what the book 
will be about. The novel holds additional 
suspense later, but its main line is charted

by a slip o f paper which Marosi finds among 
the victim’s personal effects and on which he 
reads the following: “Mohács, September 8, 
1959. Any explanation is out. One cuts 
one’s veins. . .  then somebody will come 
and e x p la in ...” We know also that Ma- 
rosi’s request for leave o f absence is dictated 
by his intention to seek an explanation.

Following Marosi’s action, Miss Gal
góczi introduces the reader step by step into 
the story of Éva Szalánczky’s life. The data 
accumulate, though not in chronological 
order and not along the chain of logical or 
emotional causality. The method is familiar, 
trivial we might say: Marosi starts with the 
phone numbers he finds in Éva Szalánczky’s 
notebook, thus coming to meet people and 
have talks which serve as the pieces o f a 
jigsaw puzzle. Éva Szalánczky’s casual 
diary-like notes come to light, furnishing 
additional bits o f information. What Ma
rosi had to do with Éva Szalánczky gra
dually becomes clear, although this is 
highlighted merely as an item in the in
vestigation and an unessential trait o f Éva’s 
portrait: Marosi and Szalánczky came from 
the same village, went together to secondary 
school in a nearby town, then from there 
came up to Budapest; and although Marosi 
was a lady-killer all his life and women 
constantly fell for him, he never succeeded 
in winning Éva Szalánczky’s heart although 
—or precisely because—he wanted her 
alone, and fell enduringly in love only with 
her.

Who was this Éva Szalánczky, and what 
explanation can be found for her attempted 
defection, which was probably tantamount 
to cutting her veins? Well, even if  Miss 
Galgóczi’s story-telling manner is not free 
o f stereotypes, and even if  there is a rather 
artificial tension in Marosi’s investigations, 
the composition-—how far this is due to 
trickery and how far to chance is not certain 
—reveals a figure and a life which keep the 
reader enthralled. In describing the fate of 
Éva Szalánczky, the author—possibly for 
the first time in the course of her career—
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used certain elements of her own fate and 
coupled them with others, condensing the 
story into a model work: a verification of the 
tragic misfortunes and vicissitudes of her 
generation and companions in distress.

Éva Szalánczky is a heretic, and this in a 
double sense. On the one hand, because she 
takes seriously the belief with which she 
was imbued in school, her communist 
conviction, which she is unwilling to dilute 
with any compromise whatsoever. She tries 
as a journalist to serve her ideal, but her 
reports are rejected one after the other. The 
newspaper she works for does not need her 
revelationary reports which disclose truth 
and render justice, and Éva is employed on 
a haphazard basis: the chief editor is afraid 
of compromising himself by employing a 
suspicious character who was a witness 
giving evidence in the trials following the 
tragic events o f 1956. One of the most 
gripping moments in Galgóczi’s book is 
when she plainly hints at the part which Éva 
played in the 1956 events: it emerges how 
the owners o f the names in her notebook 
had been swept away by the historic land
slide o f the recent past—one was put in 
prison, another defected, another committed 
suicide, until Éva Szalánczky was left to 
herself with her beliefs and her inflexible 
will. Even so she feels the country is her 
own, and she wants it—only the country 
does not want her.

She hopes to find consolation and support 
in love. The other side of her heresy is the 
nature o f  this love. For Éva Szalánczky is a 
lesbian. Miss Galgóczi describes with 
tremendous dramatic force, as an element of 
major importance in her story, her heroine’s 
love for an undeserving woman whose at
traction is particularly irresistible. Both in 
its description and in Éva’s thoughts this 
love is free o f self-justifying apology. For 
Éva it only deepens her feeling of being 
stigmatized. Her story emerges from a sur
viving friend of hers who made a narrow 
escape from the fate shared by many of 
Éva’s companions: after her husband, an

army officer, fired by disgust and jealousy, 
has shot at her with his service revolver, she 
lies in her hospital bed and, possibly 
paralyzed for life, confesses to Marosi while 
charming him with her seductive smile.

Éva Szalánczky sets out to cross the 
frontier after this accident which has en
tailed police interrogations. She can hardly 
be intending anything other than to invite 
the judgement of fate, since there is no 
other explanation of what happened. The 
lieutenant, at the end of his leave, cannot 
find a complete and satisfactory explanation 
at the conclusion of his investigations, but 
he does not abandon the hope that an expla
nation nevertheless exists and is worth 
seeking. Still worried, he returns to his 
post, but the reader has the impression that 
for Marosi, the case is still not closed.

*73

The subject of Emil Kolozsvári Grand
pierre’s new book, Árnyak a^alagútban, is also 
the fifties, including the Rákosi era. This 
book is the continuation of the author’s 
biographical cycle, the first volume of 
which, Béklyók és barátok, which deals with 
the late forties, was also reviewed in N H Q *. 
Visibly Kolozsvári Grandpierre writes these 
reminiscing volumes with great gusto. He 
does not write excuses, he does not attempt 
to explain anything or to paint a picture of 
the era, but simply describes in a talkative 
way what occurs to him about it and his 
contemporary self. Already Béklyók és barátok 
was characterized by a desultory discursive
ness, but some epic discipline still prevailed 
in it, events followed one another by and 
large in chronological order and in the 
channel o f a sort o f fiction—they had their 
nodal points, detours and piquant bits.

Árnyak alagiitban is practically devoid 
of any sort o f epic construction. Kolozsvári 
Grandpierre stacks up his memories un
inhibited. His manner has in it a certain

* See NHQ 79.
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provocative cheekiness and self-assurance. 
Most writers grapple with problems o f form, 
inhibitions to story-telling and this—to 
mention it again—with a penury of thematic 
material. Kolozsvári Grandpierre is dis
armingly natural in his anecdote-telling, 
gossip and exposing o f his trifling private 
affairs. He almost reminds one of Dezső 
Tandori who, incidentally, is immensely 
remote from him, the Tandori who also has 
verbal diarrhoea when chatting about his 
daily business and the childish small world 
of his imagination—-but he seems to tell 
his stories in quotation marks, as though he 
were doing so instead o f something else, 
instead of relating what does not exist 
because it is lost. Kolozsvári Grandpierre, 
on the other hand, is far too much at ease in 
the region of his reminiscences and has not 
the slightest doubt that all this, as it is, is a 
topic of public interest.

His book also reminds me of somebody 
else: Max Frisch, in his novella Montank 
which appeared a few years ago, openly made 
himself the protagonist, but instead of ap
pearing as a writer o f memoirs or keeper of 
a diary, he made him self the hero of such a 
story composed in literary style in which he, 
as a world-famous writer and a married 
man, embarked on an amorous adventure 
with a young female admirer of his. I am 
reminded of this book not only because 
Kolozsvári Grandpierre’s reminiscences also 
accord great importance to the love affairs 
of the writer and married man, presented in 
naked terms and with a certain braggadocio, 
but also because o f  the contradiction that 
possibly rather instrumental in the birth 
of Max Frisch’s work are the writer’s in
hibitions implied above: the problems of 
searching for theme and form, the dilemmas 
of desired authenticity. In his own intimate 
sphere Frisch recognized a last resort to 
sincerity and veritability; at the same time 
he consciously or unconsciously lived through 
the personal experience of a literary subject, 
a writer and lover, that is, by stealing back 
the outlawed hypocrisy.
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The dilemma of the duality o f fiction 
and documented truth was also a previous 
preoccupation of Kolozsvári Grandpierre, 
as he admits in the essay-style introduction 
to one o f his works. In Árnyak â _ alagútban, 
he also employs a method of combining true 
stories with imagined abstracts, but noveliza- 
tion of this kind is fast losing ground and 
its function is practical rather than aesthetic: 
the writer resorts to it where it would be 
painful or inadmissible to identify persons 
and events. Thus in the book the ambiguous 
situation develops whereby persons whose 
identification is undesirable are concealed 
behind fictitious names and types, while 
others, where there is no need for secrecy, 
appear under their real names. The scenes 
and episodes in which the author, in his 
own flesh-and-blood reality, has dealings 
with novelized types of the intellectual
literary life of the fifties—thus with phan
toms—are not really interesting, especially 
when, through the author’s person, other 
real characters and events appear in the 
story too. Whether this is the case because 
the mainly authentic material destroys the 
writer’s manoeuvring or simply because the 
manoeuvring is not sufficiently skilful is dif
ficult to decide. The fact is, however, that 
literary life in- the fifties, whatever ab
surdities it may have been encumbered 
with, and no matter how well it demonstrates 
the utter absurdity o f the era, is a domestic 
affair o f documentary value only, and, if  
anything, it is that documented truth which 
would be of interest to the reader.

Nonetheless, Árnyak a alagútban is an 
amusing collection of instances of duplicity 
and cowardice, and no less amusing and 
instructive is the description of the author’s 
domestic tiffs and pleasure-hungry conquests. 
It appears just as acceptable an attitude to 
adopt the survival strategies o f wholesome 
selfishness and cynicism-tinted humour in 
the face o f dogmatism as it is to point guns 
at stupidity. Yet we put down Emil Kolozs
vári Grandpierre’s cheerful account with 
mixed feelings: lacking in it is a hard dem-
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onstration of the fact that not everybody 
managed to get out of that interlude unscath
ed.

Péter Esterházy’s new novella, Függő, 
takes one back into the sixties, despite the 
fact that that particular period for the 
author signifies nothing more than his 
adolescence. Esterházy was born in 1950 into 
one of the most distinguished Hungarian 
aristocratic families which, before 1945, was 
also one of the richest. The family owned half 
of Western Hungary and were related to 
many influential families from the Austrian 
and Hungarian aristocracy. Peter’s grand
father Móric was Prime Minister for 
a short time in 1917 in the turbulent days 
that preceded the collapse o f the Dual 
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. He was one 
of those in the family who realized that the 
historic role o f the aristocracy was over. 
Péter and his brothers were born into a world 
in which this realisation was transformed 
into historic reality. (One o f Péter’s brothers 
is a prominent centre-forward who has, on 
occasion, played for Hungary.) After all, it 
was not a particularly promising proposition 
for an ex-count to beget sons in the Hungary 
of the early fifties. At that time the Ester
házy family met the fate o f the so-called 
iiclassl elements: they were “resettled” or 
rather deported—to which Kolozsvári Grand
pierre in the book reviewed above makes 
clear reference. But his father, for many 
years one of the NHQ  translators, did not 
allow the situation to get him down. He 
raised his sons in the fifties in the hope of  
a Hungary which only existed in his 
imagination.

For the time being precious little of all 
this can be gathered from Péter Esterházy’s 
works. Declining the possibly sensational and 
suspicious distinction that inevitably ac
companies his name and ancestry, he states 
that he acknowledges no such distinction.

H e simply regards him self as a member of 
his generation, and in Függő describes a cycle 
o f events from his teens with which all his 
contemporaries, and indeed all teenagers, 
can identify.

And, ensuring that the reader will seek 
in his books not the scion of the Esterházys 
but the individuality of a sovereign writer, he 
writes in an incomparably original manner. 
It is beyond doubt that, as far as his four 
books published hitherto are concerned, his 
is the most original style in recent Hun
garian prose. Esterházy can achieve with 
a prodigious virtuosity what Kolozsvári 
Grandpierre does not even attempt, and 
what Max Frisch manages only with great 
effort: self-irony. H e is like Tandori in 
that he puts him self between quotation 
marks; in his most outstanding work so far, 
“Production N ovel,” Esterházy related like 
his own Boswell the master’s weekdays’ 
which are of course not exactly worthy of 
a master but are like those of any other 
playful, grasshopper-minded contemporary 
of his wearing blue jeans. But he is distin
guished from Tandori by a certain secret 
warmth, a bashfully concealed sentimen
tality. Cheeky play-acting remains playful 
with him all the time, always identical with 
an ironic somersaulting style, which raises 
no doubts about its literary moulding which 
in fact it sharply emphasizes time and 
again; and in this way the duality o f man 
and writer, the tensions between the two 
spheres, become the supporting medium 
proper of the work. W ith Tandori it is the 
writer who comes into prominence, some
times within an inch o f casting doubts upon 
the existence of the man.

Függő also follows the above method. The 
title is a reference to the use of indirect 
speech in telling the story. "I narrate, but 
this T' is not a fictitious person, but the 
novelist, an embittered, disillusioned man 
experienced in many things. . . ” he begins 
the book in these words and immediately 
sets about his indirect narration. “ . . .  K. tells 
me that he told the woman in a crystalline
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night that he liked the night. . . ” K. is the 
protagonist o f  the book who narrates to his 
wife a summer of his salad-days, not 
"directly” but as though subsequently re
calling his narration for the writer’s sake who 
in turn quotes him. This treble super
imposition of the narrative situations—like 
three boxes placed inside each another—is 
not a mere playing around w ith form, but 
a vehicle for the ironical segregation of the 
author’s world of personal experiences. This 
manifold subordination of speech situations 
was carried virtually to absurdity by the 
Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard in one or 
two of his books, and on one occasion 
Esterházy also playfully pays homage to 
him as his inspiring master: he writes about 
a lime-burner and his night-watchman, 
Bernhard, then bursts into a veritable 
Bernhardesque passage in indirect speech, in 
the manner o f Bernhard’s novel The Lime- 
burner.

Függi is written in a single sentence. 
K., who is o f course none other than the 
novelist himself, in an ironically twisted 
single-sentence monologue, in which he 
imagines him self to be talking to the 
"woman,” recalls a certain summer of his 
adolescence; it was perhaps not even a single 
summer but a man looking back on his teens 
will always, after all, see them as one long 
holiday. The “experiences” themselves are 
entirely normal: merry-making, camping, 
get-togethers, moonlit nights; old ladies, 
old men, friends, touches, quarrels, disap
pointments—and a girl, the girl, whose name 
is Drahosch this time, and who is more 
boyish than the boys, the most vivacious of 
all the creatures in Esterházy’s book; only 
occasionally can one see flashes o f those 
things typical o f the sixties at which the 
well-informed can give a nod o f  understand
ing. All this in Függő, however, is only 
incidental; the main thing in  it is the 
homogeneous text in which the traditional 
relationship o f content and form is inverted 
and the events become the support form 
while the quality of text, the “texture,” is
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transformed into content. This quality is not 
alien from the world o f experiences described 
but more a literary quality, which is the 
most important thing that Esterházy and his 
generation have to say about it. What he 
wishes to describe is not “experience” itself, 
in whose existence he may not even believe, 
but rather one of its possible literary 
articulations. And, if  possible, greater stress 
is placed on “literature” than on articulation. 
It is no accident that the book and with it 
the projected cycle bear the subtitle “Intro
duction to belles-lettres.”

Again in Mihály Kornis’s first book, 
Végre éh^  (You Live at Last), typical 
situations from the sixties and also patterns 
o f events borrowed from more remote 
decades play only a side role. Mihály Kornis 
was born at Budapest in 1949, and later 
graduated from the stage-managers’ class 
at the Academy o f Dramatic and Film Art. 
H e has staged several plays in provincial 
theatres, and has now emerged as a short- 
story writer and playwright. This first 
volume contains fragments distorted into 
the grotesque fantastic, o f Familienroman that 
could certainly not be written today. Kornis 
was born into the Jewish petty bourgeoisie 
of Budapest, and he abstracts a bizarre 
and morbid fairy lore from twentieth-cen
tury history connected with this social 
group. The mentioning of Jewish
ness, though not in common use in de
scriptions of modern Hungary, is necessary 
here, firstly because Kornis himself empha
sizes this in connection with his characters, 
and secondly because the milieu from which 
Kornis has come, and which provides the 
basic elements of his writings, has always 
been a subculture with its own typical folk
lore and cast of mind, humour and ex
periences. It also has its own literature, but 
owing to certain inhibitions a differentiation 
o f the kind accepted for Jewish writers in
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New York is not made in respect of the 
Jewish writers o f Budapest.

In the final analysis, however, Kornis is 
in the same way a Hungarian writer who 
has grown up on Hungarian soil (insofar as 
he can be given the title o f writer on the 
basis o f one volume) as is any writer who 
draws on another local Hungarian culture, 
e.g. the folklore of a provincial district. He 
indeed is preoccupied with common Hungar
ian problems, albeit from the satirical angle 
characteristic of him. One of his best pieces, 
“Glazier in Heaven,” is a story which 
recounts that the world was created by a self- 
employed glazier from Budapest who used 
to stand in front o f the football-pools stall 
on Council Boulevard every Sunday morning 
and sell different periods of history and 
cultures, each one better than the other; 
but it never occurred to him to create 
a country named Hungary because it would 
have been a bad bargain. This task was thus 
left to the author’s father, a helpless specimen 
compared to the glazier, who when he one 
day found himself facing nothing in a dark 
Budapest street, suddenly realized, “Why, 
that’s it”, and created Hungary. “Stephen’s 
Letter to the Corinthians” relates the 
creation of this “nothing” in detail as the 
father unskilfully completes his trifling 
task: in twenty-four hours he runs through 
the creation o f Hungary from the time of 
Prince Árpád the conqueror up to our day. 
"If I create, I do so once,” the father says, 
“but then it w ill work for ever and aye, it 
will be like Guttmann’s trousers that w ill 
never tear!”

Kornis’s short stories have two vital ele
ments. One is the striking, bizarre, basic idea. 
“A Little Cannibal” is about how people 
slough off their different organs and new 
ones grow in their place, and what occasion 
this gives for cannibalistic teenage jokes in 
a secondary-school class—in that attended 
by Kornis. In “Father Wins” the father dies 
of a heart attack, which is qualified in his

office as a serious breach o f labour discipline, 
and the deceased himself, since his family 
are on their summer holiday at Lake Balaton, 
has to go about all the petty affairs of his 
dismissal and his funeral. But the real force 
of these stories is the text itself, in both 
senses o f the term: on the one hand, in its 
argot-like sense of a sweeping, overpowering 
monologue, in the sense o f making you 
believe that black is white; and on the 
other hand, in the recent literary sense of 
“text” according to which the writer tries to 
create an organic literary fabric, with the 
textual quality itself as the main vehicle of 
content. W ith Kornis this text is created 
out of present-day Budapest and school slang. 
Kornis speaks this lingo amazingly well, and 
knows not only the words but also their 
background; thanks to this he does not 
imitate and does not reproduce text patterns, 
but instead re-creates them, applying them 
in accordance with the requirements of his 
current monologue. It would be difficult to 
translate it all into a foreign language.

Kornis’s volume follows acyclic principle: 
his heroes are father and son. In the first 
story, entitled “Petition,” rhe father, in 
reply to the questions “What do you want?,” 
“How long do you want to live?” and “What 
for?,” asks the honoured directorate to 
permit him to live his life from 1909 to 
1970. The last story is about the father’s 
death. In between there are several descrip
tions of the son’s experiences o f the sixties, 
his adolescence, summer camps, first love, 
springtime exaltation, similarly distorting 
into grotesque grimaces the primary im
pression that is not free from a certain 
sentimentalism here either. The sixties, and 
with them the experiences o f a generation, 
it seems, are for the time being reflected 
in modern Hungarian prose in this over
stylised form which is then distilled into 
written text.

M iklós Györffy



NEW VOLUMES OF POETRY
László Kálnoky: Egy hiéna utóélete és más történetek (The Afterlife of a Hyena 
and other Stories). Magvető, 1981, 119 pp .; Miklós Mészöly: Esti térkép 
(Evening Map). Szépirodalmi, 1981, 105 pp.; Zsuzsa Beney: A második szó 

(The Second Word). Szépirodalmi, 1981, 35 pp.

In 1979. László Kálnoky published 
A szemtanú (The Eyewitness), a volume of 
selected poems on which I commented in
NHQ 78:

“ . . . a slim volume o f selected poems, in 
a limited edition. . .  Some very good poems 
have been left out, including everything 
which is not a self-portrait or personality 
description in some form or another. The 
book discusses the shaping of self-knowledge 
over time (I find the term ‘development’ in
appropriate in this case):

‘“sclerosis tightens the heart, the veins, 
the brain / but self-knowledge goes on 
expanding.’
"This poet has no characteristic background, 
and if, very seldom, he mentions his family 
forebears or concepts such as love, this is 
only to stress his loneliness through con
trast.”

At the time "The Eyewitness” appeared, 
Kálnoky began to publish a series o f poems 
in a periodical. These were entitled “From 
the Reminiscences o f a Rentier” and were 
in 1980 to form the last cycle in his “Col
lected Poems.” The cycle is a kind o f back
ground depiction, and autobiographical 
sketch, a collection o f versified essays and 
short stories. “The Eyewitness” was interest
ing for its moral stature, with no back
ground given, and here, we have the same 
stature but against a background. The new 
volume, “The Afterlife of a Hyena and 
other Stories,” is the continuation o f “From 
the Memoirs o f a Rentier.”

Kálnoky, whose first volume appeared in 
1939, began his career under the influence 
of Baudelaire. And in more than one sense 
too. The Baudelairean spleen was one o f  the 
basic motifs o f his poetry, and has remained

so in his latest poems. He followed Baude
laire in his strict moral bearing and in his 
attitude of an outsider; and that has not 
changed either. What did change, or to be 
more exact became modified, is his approach 
to the poem.

On the basis o f Baudelaire’s aesthetics 
(this was also suggested by Poe), a long poem 
is a self-contradiction. All epic and descrip
tive elements have to be eliminated from 
the poem. Until 1979, Kálnoky, with the 
exception o f his youthful masterpiece, 
“Nursing Home Elegy” (1942) wrote almost 
exclusively short poems. Due primarily to 
their conciseness, descriptive and narrative 
elements were practically ousted. In accord
ance with Baudelaire’s prompting, Kálnoky 
related his most personal experience, his 
“personal tragedies,” with a sense of their 
general validity.

Since 1979, the new Kálnoky has been 
writing versified and satirical stories. The 
change is in fact indicated in the titles; 
the word "memoir” appears in one of them, 
and “stories” in the other (“From the 
Memoirs of a Rentier,” “The Afterlife of 
a Hyena and other Stories”). He relates 
typical, interesting, or humorous stories, 
episodes meant to perpetuate the experience 
of a life-time. The poet narrates, tells 
anecdotes, and likes to turn from one story 
to another in an arbitrary manner. His old 
poems are characterized by a need to 
eliminate contingency, while the new ones 
luxuriate in it. Nevertheless, there is an 
essential kinship between the old and the 
new. Because Kálnoky has always had a 
very strong tendency to satire; because 
solitude has always been his key motif; 
and because he has never applied independent
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metaphor, so characteristic o f post-Rimbaud 
European poetry. He has “poetized” to the 
least possible extent and has used the least 
possibly exclusive idiom.

The title story is briefly the following. 
In 1964, Kálnoky was commissioned by a 
periodical to translate D. J. Enright’s poem 
into Hungarian. Years later, a Hungarian art 
historian edited an anthology of artistic 
works and poems about them. Kálnoky 
relates the vicissitudes o f identifying Ho
kusai’s woodcut, which inspired D. J. En
right’s poem. In Kálnoky’s poem, as in the 
rest of the volume, which deals partly with 
literary life and partly with different aspects 
of private life, it is not so much the story 
that matters as the humorous, ironical, and 
meditative comments added to it. And the 
poems are important not so much in them
selves but in their contribution to the volume 
as a whole. Because the new Kálnoky volume 
is a captivating report on the daily life o f a 
poet, his obsessions, his idiosyncrasies, his 
problems. It is a modern, metric picaresque. 
Kálnoky approaches versified epics from 
lyric poetry. His text is marked off from 
prose by its composition and conciseness. 
The rhythm of the long lines lies primarily 
in the pauses implied by the lay-out. The 
prosodic rule according to which the pause 
belongs to the rhythm of the poem is rarely 
evident as graphically as it is here.

Unlike Kálnoky, Miklós Mészöly ap
proaches poetry from prose. Mészöly’s first 
volume of short stories appeared in 1948. 
He gained popularity and prestige with his 
novels, A^  atléta haldia („The Death of an 
Athlete”) 1 (1966), Saulus1 2 (1968), and Film3 
(1976). Critics usually quote Camus and 
existentialism, and in connection with his

1 See NHQ 23
2 NHQ 34 
i NHQ 62

essays refer to Montaigne and Schopenhauer. 
Incidentally Mészöly, contrary to Hungarian 
essay tradition, is an adherent of the English 
type essay, which is not restricted to literary 
and artistic subjects.

“Evening Map,” as suggested so vividly 
by the title, is a summing up of the literary 
and human experience of several decades. 
These are experiences which have become 
independent o f time, and the phrasing of 
which, unlike in prose, is not subordinated 
to the logic of narration. Mészöly says o f his 
new book: “I gave as the subtitle ‘Accentua
tions’ ; and the reader would be well-advised 
to take this literally, thinking of that no 
man's land where prose is no longer prose 
and poetry is not yet poetry.”

“Evening Map” is a collection o f aphor
isms, stray thoughts, memories, metaphy
sical contemplations, paradoxes, and gro
tesque plays. Some consist of three words, 
like “Emblem” (“Volley! Bindflock! Le
gends!”), and some o f 25 to 30 lines. 
Sometimes he arranges them in cycles, 
as for example in “Escalator” and “Review,” 
and sometimes the accentuation is valid in 
itself, regardless o f its neighbours in the 
volume. Some o f the pieces in “Evening 
Map” are broken into lines and strophes, 
with the cuts being logical and film-like at 
the same time. Lines consisting of a meta
phor often appear as squares of film, which 
he arranges like a montage. In places Mészöly 
(distantly) reminds one of Jean Tardieu’s 
one-liners, and in others of René Char’s 
Feuillets d’Hypnos.

His principal motifs are war, love, and 
cognition:

“ . . . and yet, however it may be, 
it’s war that has become indelible,” 

he writes in “In Times Past.”
He characterizes his psychological at

titude in the aphorisms of “Love” :
“I am eternally building”
“I live en route.”



T H E  N E W  H U N G A R IA N  Q U A R T E R L Y

Zsuzsa Beney was born in 1930, and is a 
doctor by profession. Since 1958 she has 
regularly had her works published. Her first 
volume of poems, (TtJ /̂oM—Tierra del Fuego), 
appeared in 1972. It was followed by a 
volume of essays (Ikertanulmányok—Twin 
Studies), on some o f the noted Hungarian 
writers and poets o f the twentieth century, 
and then by a novel (Rontás—Bewitching). 
A második sfó (The Second Word) is her 
fourth book.

The title carries several meanings. It 
might indicate that it is Beney’s second 
volume of poems and also that Beney con
siders poetry to be the truly significant 
means of expression. The volume contains 
thirty sonnets, which, at a time when free 
verse and prose verse are the fashion, means 
the re-assumption of the traditional artistic 
form. Using the idiom of sonnet is like using 
a festive language. But the title might have 
a different deeper meaning. The closing line 
o f the second sonnet runs:

“Every second word is unutterable.”
The volume’s unity lies in the problem 

of communication, which continually recurs 
by way of a leitmotif. Communication is pro
blematic in a dual sense: can the spectacle, 
the vision, the dread, and the experience, 
which belong to twentieth century man, be 
expressed in words, and if  so, is it worth 
while doing so, w ill there be anyone to hear 
and preserve it? And so the title “The 
Second Word” might also indicate the 
hopelessness and senselessness of communi
cation, but at the same time it can also mean 
the negation o f  hopelessness and seneless- 
ness. As Beney writes inh te tihrd, closing 
sonnet of the cycle “Signs” (and I quote in

I 8 o

prose): “Because he looked around and saw: 
there was no one to understand / his 
language, to take along the sentence.. .  / 
and we, with the splinters o f dread in our 
bones /  still carve signs / in the wall of the 
cell o f our nights”.

Beney dedicates the first three sonnets 
to the memory of Mandelstam, under the 
title “The Journey,” rendering in them the 
Russian poet’s vision o f Dante. The follow
ing "Six Sonnets” were written in memory 
of Simone Weil, and in them the poet 
synthesizes the philosophical and psycho
logical portrait with historical references 
and theological and epistemological ques
tions.

“because the firmaments o f heavens crack,
God is unable to hold any longer
all the torment He created”

(a prose translation of the closing sonnet of 
the cycle).

The poems dedicated to Mandelstam, 
Simone Weil, and then to Christ, mark 
Zsuzsa Beney’s points o f reference and ap
proach. The volume moves among the pro
blems of life, death, suffering, redemption 
and, as I have already mentioned, the con
nected problem of communication. Beney 
revives the Petrarch sonnet, and the struc
tural monotony, with the same structure 
repeated over thirty sonnets, enhances the 
tension o f “The Second W ord.” Not only 
the insoluble metaphysical and personal 
problems keep recurring, but their formal 
and technical arrangement as well. The 
thrill o f Beney’s poems lies in the calmly 
accomplished shaping o f disquieting and 
inextricable problems.

László Ferjenczi



ANOTHER FORCED MARCH: 
RADNÓTI IN TRANSLATION

Miklós Radnóti, Subway Stops. Fifty Poems. Translated, with an Introduc
tion and notes, by Emery George. (Ardis: Ann Arbor, Mich., 1977, 
95 pp.) Miklós Radnóti, The Complete Poetry. Edited and translated by Emery 

George. (Ardis, 1980, 400 pp.)

Hungarian poetry past and present is still 
receiving the attention of more translators 
than that o f almost any other nation. In 
every literature new translations may be 
undertaken as each age remodels its socio
cultural filters. However, the several English 
versions of so recent a poet as Miklós Rad
nóti (1909-1944) have been made less out 
of any conviction involving poetics than out 
of a desire to make available the work of one 
possessing special relevance for our age. The 
latest comprises two volumes by Emery 
George who is o f Hungarian origin: a 
selection of 50 poems (Subway Stops, 1977) 
and The Complete Poetry (1980). In his two 
introductions Mr George outspokenly offers 
controversial opinions on poetry and trans
lation. Doubtless he will expect reviewers 
to be equally forthright.

One must ask first whether Mr George 
has been sufficiently demanding of himself. 
Take the dates o f publication. The translator 
reveals, in a typical circumlocution, that 
he has devoted “a round half-decade” to his 
task. But on the evidence here this was far 
too short a time for translating Radnóti’s 
entire oeuvre (here over 300 poems or cycles), 
researching the poet’s life and times, 
studying his translations, investigating 
literary sources and influences, surveying 
critical and interpretative materials, plus 
being a teacher o f German and Comparative 
Literature at the University of Michigan. 
Unfortunately, a major part o f even this 
short period represents an apprenticeship, 
for serious errors occur in the first volume; 
few of these have been corrected in the 
second book where indeed new ones occur.

Consequently, we still lack a worthy English 
Radnóti. It is time to suggest that Hungarian 
poets may have to be declared an en
dangered species. One by one, like high
flying cranes, as Robert Graves might say, 
they are being brought to earth—Petőfi, Ady, 
József, now Radnóti—to be embalmed on 
library shelves in what may come to be 
regarded, if  only due to present financial 
exigencies in publishing, as definitive 
editions.

In these volumes, Mr George makes 
very considerable claims for himself. He 
dismisses an earlier translation, “if  I may 
say so, (it) is an extremely slipshod piece 
o f work.” (SS22) And o f him self he says 
“I feel that I have some right to regard 
Miklós Radnóti as a father and elder 
brother.” (CP5) Thereafter follow strictures 
on contemporary American poetics. Transla
tion surely requires more modesty. Of 
course, it is impossible to publish 500 
closely-printed pages without conveying a 
great deal of useful information. But these 
volumes are not offered as readers’ guides 
to Radnóti; they purport to be the very 
poetry itself! The aim is worthy; the means 
deficient. Granted that the task is enormous 
—for a translator a life’s work, or ought to 
be, no less than it was for the poet. Mr 
George has enthusiasm and industry. 
However, not only does his use of English 
leave much to be desired, both in rendering 
another’s poetry and in composing his own 
prose, there are besides not a few instances 
where his interpretation of the poetry seems 
faulty.

Interpretation is of paramount importance
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in translation. In the two long introductions 
and many pages o f  footnotes, the dominant 
principles are eclecticism, vague i f  well 
intentioned humanism, and a determination 
to view Radnóti in terms of the “humane”—  
and of his “cosmic awareness.” (SS21) But 
just who and what was Radnóti? What did 
he know, feel, desire? How did he apportion 
himself between his social and his private 
life, between his political commitment and 
his poetry? Outsiders are often struck by 
the note that recurs in Hungarian poetry, 
one that registers the experience of living in 
a society of deprivation in an economic 
sense, and o f dislocation in a social and 
emotional sense. Mr George is well- 
equipped to speak o f the books in Radnóti’s 
life. But what o f the life that lead to the 
books? The tense equilibrium achieved by 
the poet in his art cannot hide the fact that 
his life was a series o f yawning voids, and 
of attempts to bridge them. At his birth 
the poet lost his mother and twin brother, 
at the age of twelve his father and—through 
separation—his second mother and beloved 
sister, when poverty split the family, sending 
him to be brought up by an uncle. Death, 
deprivation, poverty, unemployment, racial 
and political discrimination, these dogged 
him all his life. The effort to overcome these 
contributed to Radnóti’s ironic and coolly 
distancing tone perhaps more than did an 
interest in Vergil. Though the translator 
performs a useful service in listing literary 
influences, he is rarely able to present them  
as more than parallels. It would be more to 
the point to account for why the writer 
turned to them ; for influences come to those 
who are ready for them.

Radnóti lived and died an opponent of 
his country’s social, economic, and cultural 
system. The form o f such opposition can 
only be political. But one would never guess 
at the depth o f Radnóti’s political convic
tions from Mr George’s Introduction. As a 
boy Radnóti pursued an education in 
economics and business, and at the age of 
sixteen was sent by his uncle to a textile
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m ill. The impressions the young poet 
gained there, for he was already writing, 
seem to have amounted to a sense of the 
injustice of the prevailing system (which 
the translator never specifies). These were 
given a human dimension through his 
encounters with working people who, as 
Mr George puts it “were to prove a lasting 
benefice (sic) for his thought and work.”
(55 10) He went on indeed to become 
“Poet, translator, critic, autobiographical 
novelist, political agitator, and martyr to 
the cause o f . . . humane socialism.” (5Slo) 
During his time at Szeged University 
(1930-35) he became involved in left-wing 
student groups and lectured to workers’ 
education circles. But thereafter his pros
pects in life were poor, in financial terms 
that is. He was unable to find permanent 
employment, due “partly to his Jewish 
background and partly to his politics.”
(5511) In 1931 the police confiscated Rad
nóti’s volume o f that year, Song of Modem 
Shepherds, as “an affront to religion and 
modesty.” One would have liked an analysis 
of that volume in the light of those charges. 
And one would have wished for details o f  
Radnóti’s political activities, loyalties, 
friendships.—Particularly as the translator 
says that the Horthy regime “would seem” 
—why so vague?—to have kept him under 
surveillance (if that is what is meant by 
“monitored his steps”). That Radnóti is 
described as being a close friend of the com
munist lyric poet Attila József in the spring 
of 1936 requires discussion.

Several questions come to mind. What of 
Radnóti’s socialist principles? Both books 
maintain a discreet vagueness. Can it be 
that the translator or his publishers believe 
that specific political convictions are incom
patible with artistic commitment? The iso
lated references in the first volume to Rad
nóti’s being socialist and communist are 
dropped from the Introduction to the Col
lected. There Radnóti is permitted merely 
“political” sympathies; even Brecht is desc
ribed only as “engage” 1. (CP 19) It is simply
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not good enough to retreat into verbal 
afflatus with the phrase ‘political winds,’ 
with all their “ambiguities and internal self- 
contradictions.” (CP23) One has to look 
elsewhere for correctives. Radnóti’s auto
biographical prose sketch Ikrek hava* opens 
with the declaration that even as a child, 
living near a great palace on whose steps the 
political process was translated, it was clear 
that “we were hanging around in history:” 
and the second page contains an account 
of an execution there. Again other sources 
show that the poet contacted the French 
CP on his first visit to Paris, that he had 
close connections with the illegal Hunga
rian Communist Party and worked for 
its periodical Gondolat (Thought).

And while on the subject of interpreta
tion, it may strike one that there is room for 
a Leslie Fiedler-type study of Love and 
Death in the Hungarian Poem. This is an 
under-researched area. And although Mr 
George discusses Radnóti’s love poetry and 
says something of its phases, he is coyly 
reticent about its erotic component. Finally, 
it has to be pointed out that in these volumes 
there is no considered treatment of Rad
nóti’s interest in or relation to the leading 
Hungarian poets o f his century. The Col
lected omits Mr George’s references in the 
first volume to Petőfi, Ady and József. 
The omission is the more serious, because 
the last named shared with Radnóti a con
nection with the illegal party: they were 
close friends; and Radnóti even published 
József’s early poems.

The poet was a victim of politics. Rad
nóti’s wartime experiences and death cannot 
but be of horrified interest to English- 
speaking readers whose countries have never 
been subjected to the horrors of N azi occu
pation. Between three periods of service in 
a forced labour brigade the poet twice took 
part in anti-war demonstrations. Then came 
the end. His death is as famous as that o f At
tila József: for Radnóti a bullet, for József the

* Under the Sign of Gemini, NHQ 76.

rails under the freight train. In the autumn 
o f 1944, his labour unit was marched 
Westwards during the retreat; then he was 
shot and buried in a mass grave close to the 
western border of Hungary. His remains were 
exhumed, and in his clothing was found a 
small exercise-book containing the carefully 
pencilled texts o f ten last poems written 
in a labour camp. In Anglo-Saxon countries, 
where some poets still approximate to the 
stereotype of the artist, there were but few 
who died in war. Certainly none was 
executed; none wrote from the edge o f the 
grave with such apparent equanimity. 
British war-poetry has been a record of a 
plunge into meaningless war and of revolu
tion. By contrast, Radnóti’s war had the 
clearest possible meaning; and the certainty 
of final victory in those last months must 
to some extent have dispelled the shadows 
of personal tragedy. Hence his otherwise 
inscrutable artistic response that was one of 
control, o f ironic yet sensuous observation, 
achieved with the spareness of modernism 
and the detachment of classicism. That at 
least is what he preserved in his last note
book. One recalls the photomurals in the 
Literary Museum in Budapest, the high 
feathery poplars and smudged field in the 
foreground where the grave was concealed. 
There impersonal nature is in complicity 
with the deed. And in the sense that the 
poems are political, it is at a similar level 
of generality.

For the enemy was impersonal. In the 
last of the final poem sequence— “Picture 
Postcards” is the title I—there is a phrase in 
German enquiring whether there is still 
life in one of the fallen. Regarding this, the 
translator refers to the debate as to whether 
the poet was substituting German for the 
Hungarian that was the more likely language 
of his guards. But surely the matter of 
nationality is irrelevant. It was ideology, 
not language, that was committing murder. 
The poet and his companions are portrayed 
in the poems as caught between the m ill
stones of great historical forces. Yet there

1 83
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is no word of complaint, self-pity, or 
hatred. It is the poetry’s sense of history 
that makes it classic, his historical material
ism that focuses the creative consciousness. 
The Radnóti that we need to know more 
about is the poet who combined political 
commitment, social consciousness and the 
broadest possible outlook on world poetry 
past and present, with refined lyricism, keen 
observation and recurrent interest in classic 
form. Had he survived, we would have seen 
some remarkable poetry indeed. The post
war social revolution in Hungary was at
tended by a creative up-surge of poetry; 
its exuberant lyricism was doubtless in
spired by what may be called the imagina
tion-liberating impact of Marxism. In ad
dition Radnóti’s discriminating talent could 
have provided a unique compound of 
mature literary culture and gentle self- 
deprecation together with a profound sense 
of history, this with an unrivalled mastery 
of form.

Both volumes reviewed here are from a 
new, presumably a commercial, publisher, 
Ardis, whose short list includes other 
Eastern European authors. One would have 
wished, particularly in view o f what I shall 
say below, for them to have been more 
generous in terms of space. The lengthy 
Acknowledgments, which are embarrassingly 
fulsome in tone, express the author’s 
gratitude to many individuals among whom 
there is not a single American poet and only 
one Hungarian poet (though he provided 
only background information apparently). 
The Select Bibliographies are useful as are 
the detailed if  eccentric Footnotes. There 
are two Introductions in which the translator 
provides some details o f the poet’s life and 
works, but where his interest in literary 
influences reflects his professional concern as 
a comparatist. This creates an imbalance. 
It also tends to be reductive, presenting a 
Radnóti who is plugged into a variety of 
sources from which he seems to derive his 
energy and radiance. Yet little is said as to 
the effectiveness of these influences, rhe
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way they are used. The listings are at the 
level of the possible rather than the probable. 
Thus references to J. S. Bach’s The Art of 
Fugue and Brecht’s Mack the Knife are 
linked with Radnóti’s poems by the 
inconclusive “reminiscent” and “almost 
reminding us”—well, does it or doesn’t it? 
one wants to ask.

Now while the comparatist approach 
may be reductive, the translator also gets 
carried away in the direction of over
inflation. Thus on the first book’s jacket 
there is the claim (presumably Mr George’s) 
for Radnóti that “almost unaided, he in
troduced. . .  trends which we identify as 
beginnings o f the postmodern phenomenon 
in letters.” While we note the qualifying 
“almost” and “beginnings,” there is little 
to indicate what is meant by this latest 
cult-term “postmodern.” This statement 
ignores the looming presence of Endre Ady, 
an earlier (1877-1919) poet o f greater in
novative power in virtually every area. 
But then, Mr George dismisses Ady as 
“apocalyptic and Dadaist,” though these 
terms apply to movements with which Ady 
had little or nothing in common. Unfor
tunately one reads what Mr George has to 
say about Radnóti’s significance with mount
ing scepticism. The parallel that he at
tempts between Radnóti and Petőfi is 
strained in its assertiveness and lacks 
development (references to Hungarian re
search are brief). It is the same with his 
statement that Radnóti was advantaged 
“unlike József,” because he had the op
portunity “to become acquainted with the 
problems of those many whom in a number 
of early poems he calls ‘the proletarians’ and 
‘my brothers.’ ” (5514-15) This advantage 
stems from nothing more than that Rad
nóti’s poetry is less oriented towards the 
proletariat than that of József. That these 
references to Ady, Petőfi and József are 
dropped in the second Introduction may 
suggest that Mr George has had second 
thoughts.

Questions of literary judgement come up
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in a more serious way concerning Mr 
George's response to some o f the poems. 
The translator’s prose unhappily prepares 
us for the verbal infelicities that mar the 
poems. H is ponderous style verges on 
terminological heavy-handedness. Thus Mr 
George can write that some of Radnóti’s 
poems constitute “one light ray rebounding 
from this facet o f his creativity,” while 
others are “many bright pieces.” (5S i7) The 
poet produces, apparently, not only some of 
the “best love poetry” but also “the best 
holocaust literature.” (SS17, 20) What kind 
of critical perception is it that can construct 
the grotesque phrase “the poet wins at his 
dice.” The ‘pedestrian shuffle’ of the maker 
of idylls is immediately confronted by the 
“athletic walk of the angry communist poet” ? 
(5519) Then take the “Second Eclogue” 
(5555-56) which is in the form of a dialogue 
between Poet and Pilot. Here as elsewhere1 
occur fatal verbal inaccuracies and poetic 
infelicities: “what a thick of firing,” 
"swept me up down here,” “when you’re 
flying in the thin.” “And I know: my love 
for the plane has grown exaggerated.” O f 
this poem Mr George professes bafflement 
at Radnóti’s choice of two such partners 
in dialogue: “The real historical question 
(sir) might be how much such men (fliers) 
care about poetry. . .  A strange encounter 
of the imagination with reality, indeed.” 
(55  note p. 93). To this it might be objected 
that, on the contrary, literature contains 
other examples of such encounters.

The misleading title of the first book, 
Subway Stops, poses a similar problem. There 
the poem “Paris” contains three lines in 
which “where are you, sudden music of 
subway stops” is followed by the rhythmical 
invocation o f the names of five famous 
stations in the Paris o f Radnóti’s awakening 
manhood. Incidentally, why “subway” and 
not "metro?” The subterranean quality of 
the subway, its urban night-life aspect, 
sleaziness violence, particularly to the 
American literary sensibility, are alien to 
Radnóti’s plein air sights and sounds,

awareness of nature, refinement o f tone and 
sensibility. Radnóti was a walker, not a 
subway rider.

The war poems in particular have come 
in for peculiar comment in these volumes. 
Take the deceptively muted “ May Picnic.” 
Putting aside the all too regularly appearing 
infelicities—“Victrola sits resounding in 
the grass,” “When they’ll have to kill, 
they’ll do it as ease”—one encounters in a 
footnote the jejune observation (on this 
late poem where Radnóti broods over the 
transformation of innocent youth into 
personnel of war) “This genre picture of 
Hungarian teenagers should be particularly 
appealing to the American reader.” (5594) 
One cringes at that word “teenager,” so 
inappropriate for the knowing children o f a 
country in 1944 staggering towards defeat, 
so revealing of a world of cultural and 
political misapprehension. As for "ap
pealing,” this “picture” with its last line 
“O tell me that it’s not without some hope,” 
cannot but be far from the experience o f the 
American reader.

Turning to the last poems of the camp 
notebook, any prose commentary must be 
hard put to convey their vision of the 
climax o f man’s misconceived relationship 
to man. But it seems incongruous indeed to 
refer to them, as Mr George does, as “the 
crown jewels” of Radnóti’s auvre. And the 
“cry” that they contain is emphatically not 
“gentle and urbane:” that is totally to 
misconceive the nature o f poetic economy.

1 In Subway Stops: “omnivorous reading,” 
“be the” (for “be they”), "embrace, her,” “veil
like trees,” “batallion,” callups,” “E. E. Cum
mings:” two instances of titles in the Table of 
Contents that are not identical with those that 
occur in the text; the layout of “Cartes Postales” 
that lacks the indents of the Hungarian; the 
first sentence on page 12 that is not a sentence; 
and the failure to correct the translator’s reference 
to the world-famous Szürkebarát wine as “Grey 
Monk" (instead of “Grey Friar”) which he 
attributes to the Tokaj region despite the appel
lation Badacsonyi, referring to a hill at Lake 
Balaton shown on each bottle’s label (corrected 
however in the Collected).
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N o r are they  expressive o f  an “essen tia lly  
saintly moral p o stu re .” Rather th e y  express 
the poet's con fident love for aspiring hum an  
consciousness th a t overcom es th e  m aterial—  
hence here th e  sensuousness o f  observation , 
the looking o u t to  others, th e  refusa l to  
yield  to se lf-con cern . T he translator’s very 
last word in  th e  first vo lu m e— fo o tn o tin g  
the harrowing la s t  poem  o f  th is  n otebook , 
the  poem  m o st  c ited  and b est k n o w n —  
strikes a n o te  o f  p edantic p a th o s: com 
m enting on  th e  G erm an phrase “D e r  s p r in g t  

n o d  a u f! ,"  M r G eorge observes th a t i t  m ig h t  
reflect "the p o e t ’s  fascination  w ith  foreign  
languages!” ( 5 5 9 5 )

W hat seem s to  emerge from  th e  trans
lator’s com m ents is  a m yth o f  R ad n óti as 
the poet o f  sa in tlin ess, o f  recon cilia tion . 
It  is as i f  M r G eorge equates fo rm ality  o f  
expression w ith  acquiescence on  th e  part 
o f  the poet. T h is  seem s to  be th e  case w ith  
the poem  “ E legy , or Icon, N a ille ss”— a title  
that may su ggest the reality i f  n o t the  
actuality o f  m artyrdom , perhaps referring to  
John the B ap tist. T h is poem  is about a 
labourer w h o  is  h it  by a car driven  by a 
wealthy coup le, and  w ho afterwards cannot 
get em p loym en t. I t  concludes w ith  h is 
escaping in  th o u g h t from  his present p ligh t 
to  that past e v e n t : “he thinks very far back” 
o f  how he h ad  been taken in to  th e  car, 
sitting next to  “th e  count’s lover” (let the 
male overtones o f  M r G eorge’s version 
pass) w ho h e ld  h is  head, and w h ose  scented  
scarf he w as aware o f  (a Salom é figure?). 
Then his m in d  sw itches to a d og  w h o , for a 
“single stroke (sic) o f  his" stayed  fa ith fu lly  
to  heel. —  T h o u g h  only for three days: 
after w hich, d id  h e  rise again, in to  som e sort 
o f  straying, so m e  more in d iv id u a l life?  
Anyway M r G eorge ignores th is , as he does 
the possible im plication s o f  th e  t it le , and 
says sim ply  th a t  “ the ultim ate to n e  (s ic )  in  
the poem  seem s to  be one o f  recon cilia tion .” 
W hy should  i t  b e , w ritten  as it  w as in  1 9 3 1, 
the period o f  R ad n óti’s grow ing p olitical 
consciousness (as the translator has already 
described it)?  A n d  whose reconciliation?

C ertain ly  n ot the p oet’s. T h e  labourer’s? 
H ard ly . Perhaps the latter is b itterly  n o tin g  
his a n im al-lik e  powerlessness, h is passiveness 
as receiver o f  gu ilty  gestures o f  reconciliaton , 
and fro m  th is  w ill return to  h is present and  
his rejection  o f  a dog’s status. O n e rem em bers 
other d ogs in  H ungarian poetry: Petőfi’s for  
instance, the  archetype o f  servile obedience, 
w an tin g  to  please, to  w h om  the p oet  
prefers th e  w o lf  w ith  h is prouder in 
dependence. T hus R adnóti seem s to  be 
saying th a t a dog w ill forget b u t m an should  
not.

A s to  the poem s in  these books, an  
uncritical general reader (but w ou ld  such a 
one ever take them  up in  the  first place?) 
w ill derive such inform ation  but less in  the  
w ay o f  insp iration  from  the E nglish  ver
sions offered here. H e  w ill have difficu lty  
in  recon cilin g  w hat is  said  in  the Introduc
t io n  about R ad n óti’s form al perfection  
w ith  th e  clum sy use o f  colloqu ialism s, such  
as “ L ong tim e, no see around,” “I ’m  
d isg u sted ” (5 5 4 7 ), “Y ou have it  g o o d ” 
(5 5 4 8 ), “right now  p len ty  worries their  
m in d s, poor o ld  fe llo w s!” (5 5 5 8 ), “ flower
lik e, a m ap w ould  b low  (.SS71), “abundant 
vice is  around” (S 586).2 But these have a 
certain  neutrality  o f  form ulation, desp ite  
their  inappropriateness, com pared w ith  such  
all to o  com m on grotesque phrases as 
“death has rum bled past there som eth ing  
fr igh tfu l since th en ” (5 5 5 3 ), “w ild  show ers, 
erratic d o se” (SS57)? Frequently there are 
several such  flaws in  one and th e  sam e poem . 
T h is  is  such a p ity :  above all for R ad n óti, 
b u t even  for M r G eorge. O ne flaw, just 
one, is  enough to  invalidate the w hole p o e m : 
lik e  a fly  painted  over on  a canvas by an  
in atten tive artist. N o  less so than poets, 
translators m ust be critics o f  their ow n work,

2 Among many examples (from 55): “cockeyed 
droplet bird whistle” (58), "for you I have 
walked the spirit’s full length as it grew” (81), 
“horripilate with fear" (88); “dreams got caught 
squeezed,” “Christs loomed tight, blue” (30), 
"slam down prone” (47), “mysterious, thin, and 
sage lines” (67).
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particularly of the way they put words 
together. 3 This involves patient examination 
of the acoustic properties of language,4 
and Mr George does not often show that 
he has the “good ear” he rightly considers 
essential. (CP42)

The main problem is that in the all too 
brief time he has allowed himself Mr George 
has not been sufficiently critical o f himself. 
He has however taken it upon himself to 
be critical o f others. Although he omits it 
from his second volume, in the first he 
devoted two pages to criticizing the by now 
accepted procedure by which a native poet 
works with a Hungarian co-translator. For 
his own method he maintains a preference: 
“I would like to state that I have done all 
the translating myself,” distrusting “col
laborations (sic) between non-poet speakers 
and nonspeaker poets.” But on the evidence 
here, Mr George has not satisfactorily 
carried off the role o f poet. He has been 
premature in his conviction that he has 
created “equivalents” “to my own satis-

3 A few examples of the general mis-use of 
words (in SS): “roes of eggs” (40), “poems on this 
line” (46), "they laid Ronsard to his peace” (46), 
“News. . .  travel fast” (47), of a pilot “flying 
in the thin” (55), "the riverbank spots up in 
darkness” (60), (in a prison) “the guard walking 
his clinks” (61), "crouched in bases of the masts" 
(68), “not even skin should hide you bare” (69), 
“drunk in the head” (72), “God d id . . .  say 
through your own words"! (87).

4  There are frequent instances of possible 
attempts (though one cannot be sure) at ono
matopoeia, in which the context and sense of words 
work against the sound: for example, in Subway 
Slops, “the flock crowds” (29), “that full follow 
in silence” (51), “a grasshopper pop” (69).

faction;” the evidence here does not show 
that “Radnóti’s poetry repays solitary 
work.” (5524)

There is a gulf between Mr George’s 
theory and practice regarding contemporary 
American poetic idiom. When he asserts 
that he “takes up camp,” as he puts it, 
against “looseness, sloppiness, contempt. . .  
for values,” in favour o f “the crafted and 
the sensitively precise” (5523, CP42) the 
reader will rub his eyes. For this confident 
pledge is difficult to reconcile with the 
creaking archaisms in these English ver
sions, such as “forsooth” (which the Hun
garian does not call for, CP151), or the 
patronizing “coloured folks” (Introduction, 
CP 18). Yet it is in the interest o f some 
progressive view of contemporary poetics 
that Mr George has discarded what he calls 
“fidelity of the picky, fussy kind.” (CP42) 
One may observe that such expressions are 
more appropriate to housekeeping than to 
literary criticism. In any case, they have not 
been applied by their originator. For readers 
would have preferred not to be confronted 
with such additions to the text as occur 
in “morning’s cutting calypso” (CP150), 
"the merry meadow laughs, sends a blink 
and a peek” (CP151), “from the vigilant 
mouse not a crink” (CP244).

Radnóti died once. But his poetry lives 
on, in Hungarian. As for its fate in English, 
one feels that after this “Forced March” 
(the title o f one of the last poems), like the 
fallen in its last line, the poet’s voice may 
still be heard calling faintly but persistently 
—“I’ll rise again.” (5588).

Kenneth McRobbie
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LOOKING BACK ON PALLADIO YEAR

In 1980 large-scale exhibitions abounded. 
Each o f these aimed at giving a complete 
representation o f the chosen subject-matter, 
period, or artist opening a wider perspective 
not only of the limited sphere of the given 
topic but also of the whole period it 
represented. And so the manifold connections 
of outstanding historical personalities or 
works of art with the era, society, and field 
they worked in were revealed. That wide 
and rich conception w ith their abundance of 
connections seemed almost independent of 
whether the exhibitions were successful and 
complete.

This enriching conception of exhibition 
organization promised to produce good 
results for the series o f exhibitions in Italy 
on the occasion o f the 400th anniversary of 
Palladio’s death. The aim was to present an 
artist who worked for forty years in all 
types o f architecture, but—as far as we 
know— never worked outside Italy or in any 
other field of art. The long-lasting popularity 
of this great personality may appear rather 
surprising considering the non-representa- 
tional nature o f architecture which renders 
access to it rather difficult.

Palladio’s lasting fame is unique in this 
field. He is popular not only in his own 
country but also all over Europe and even in 
North America; his works are known and 
copied. His art is continually studied and 
discussed, not only on the occasion of the 
anniversary of his death. Palladianism, the

architectural trend inspired by his works, 
appeared either in the eighteenth or nine
teenth century according to the historical 
developments and traditions in the given 
country and made its influence felt for a 
longer or shorter period.

History knows no other artist who exerts 
such influence, which cuts across the cen
turies and national boundaries. We, his late 
descendants, have good reason to look for 
explanations of this strange phenomenon.

In seeking an answer to that question we 
need not discuss the quality factor. However 
outstanding his art is, there are certainly 
other artists o f the same level—if  artistic 
qualities can be compared at all.

We must therefore seek other factors 
underlying his great appeal. Palladio’s at
tempt (sometimes conscious, sometimes 
spontaneous) to meet the demands of people 
who wanted an improved quality of life 
and work in his own age seems to be one of 
these.

Palladio’s works are for the most part 
town houses, built mainly in Vicenza, a 
small town in Veneto, for urban patricians 
and the bourgeoisie. These palaces are not 
comparable either in size or in richness of 
appearance to the palaces of Venice or those 
o f the contemporary Roman aristocracy. 
They are nonetheless noble and express 
perfectly the way of life and more moderate 
demands of their owners.

The other large part o f Palladio’s work
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consists o f the country buildings known as 
villas to be found in Veneto, mainly near 
Vicenza and Venice. The landscape there is 
not very varied—it has no great differences 
of altitude or picturesque mountains—yet 
Palladio offers considerable variations in his 
villa genre: buildings which were intended 
to serve as permanent residence and at the 
same time as a centre for the direction of the 
estate. None of them is great or splendid 
like the castles built on the other side of 
the Alps. Their decoration does not generally 
consist of painted or sculptured supplement; 
it becomes manifest in the connection of 
building and landscape, villa and garden, 
main building and annex. The way the 
wing o f outhouses leads to the main building; 
the latter grows arms to embrace one part 
of the garden situated on a somewhat higher 
level and isolate it from the outside world 
like a closed “nympheum” with fantastic 
sculptures and waterfalls—all this proves 
that Palladio had an unequalled ability of 
creating space and block. The way his best 
known work, La Rotonda (Villa Capra), 
emerges on the slightly rising hill with its 
colonnades of the same size and shape, like a 
finely faceted gem creates an impression 
which assimilates architecture to poetry and 
music.

The ground-plan and inner design of the 
buildings—both villas and town houses—is 
apparently simple, almost self-evident. There 
is always a big hall, frequently on two levels 
and usually in the centre of the building, 
accompanied by smaller living-rooms of more 
moderate style. In the case o f country 
buildings he pays great attention to the 
skylight of the hall (sometimes state-room) 
and the air current, because of the warm 
climate. The inner staircase is generally 
plain and often rather impractical; on the 
other hand, the main stairs are both practical 
and effective. The villas—in spite o f their 
variety—are all built to order: that is why 
they could survive.

Palladio’s churches form a smaller but 
nonetheless important part o f his work.

Here we mention only the most remarkable, 
though the fulfilment of various clerical 
commissions and participation in competi
tions was a constant source o f inspiration for 
him. The most outstanding are the churches 
built in Venice later on in his life : S. Gior
gio Maggiore and II Redentore. As the chief 
architect o f Venice he was responsible for 
the design o f both, and this was probably 
the high point o f his career. Both churches 
are distinguished by a splendid and effec
tive exterior and an interior vastness, but 
also their elegant proportions and extreme 
discipline in their decoration.

Yet Palladio’s fame derives mainly from 
his public buildings, principally from the 
Vicenza Basilica. He began its rich recon
struction as his first work, girdling it on sev
eral levels with loggias; but the work was 
not finished until after the death o f the 
master.

His other famous public building is the 
theatre of Vicenza, the Teatro Olimpico. 
This is an incomparably effective composi
tion, with its rising semicircular seats, closing 
colonnade, and stage streets opening between 
lines of houses; these all provide it with a 
permanent scenery. It gives not only a 
synthesis o f Palladio’s work but also sum
marizes that o f his age; ingenious, illu
sionist mannerism, combined with nobly 
proportioned, non-ornate antique ele
ments.

The buildings built to order represent 
only one trend within the diversity of Pal
ladio’s works. It was his way of creating his 
work—harmonizing the main buildings 
with their annexes and the whole work o f art 
with the landscape and environment—which 
exerted a great influence. In this respect he 
had put his finger so exactly on his con
temporaries’ aesthetic senses that in spite of 
the ever changing demands and trends over 
the centuries, Palladio’s fame and, even 
more significantly, imitations of his work, 
have existed virtually until modern times. 
This phenomenon is so unusual, indeed 
unique, in the entire history of architecture
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that further investigations wiil be needed 
to  pinpoint the factors underlying it.

So we arrive at the third motif, which 
connects Palladio’s works not only with 
Italian but also with European and American 
tastes. The source o f this is really the 
classicism of the master, his harmonious 
and balanced composition which applies the 
most important elements of antique archi
tecture, the order o f the columns. W ith his 
delicately emphasized variants on detail 
and ornaments he creates a natural atmos
phere; and he uses only those ornaments 
which support and do not disturb this 
noble classical rhythm. Palladio’s art 
represents the peak o f that of his own age, 
not only from the point of view of block 
and space formation but also in the choice 
o f proportions and in the adequate use o f 
the necessary rhythm. His artistic ability is 
further enhanced by a refined sense of pro
portion: his proportional relations seem to 
the viewer to be simple and self-evident, 
and only careful examination reveals the 
variations and contrasts the master used to 
achieve his aim.

He had a thorough knowledge o f antique 
architecture which he consolidated by 
visiting Rome on more than one occasion, 
where he carried out studies and research. 
One o f the results was the now famous work, 
I Quattro Libri i i  Arclitettura. He combines 
the plans for his own works with the 
drawings of antique buildings. This book 
has been issued in innumerable editions and 
translations and is a kind of architectural 
bestseller.

It is only natural that the 400th anni
versary of Palladio’s death was accompanied 
by a whole series o f exhibitions and other 
events aimed at promoting deeper knowledge 
o f his art. I am not including in my con
siderations here the international conference, 
lasting several days with almost fifty lectures, 
on Palladio’s art and enduring fame, which 
involved the best experts o f the period. This 
was intended primarily for the specialists 
and will merit more detailed consideration

once the lectures have been published. 
Neither do I intend to go into details about 
the beautiful and instructive film produced 
by the Harvard professor, James A. Acker
mann, with Italian and American cooperation. 
Its landscape shots and light exploited the 
changing effects o f the day and were shown 
from various angles by the camera, which 
approached them from high up and from 
far away, thus producing new and new 
beautiful sights. That effective opening 
for the conference merits international 
presentation.

Almost every Italian town associated 
with Palladio organized an exhibition. 
Sometimes these dealt with only one topic, 
very expressively, e.g. the small exhibition 
in Bassano on Palladio’s bridges. On the 
other hand, sometimes they extended the 
Palladio question to embrace the entire 
culture o f the Cinquecento, for example, 
the spectacular exhibition in the Palazzo 
Ducale in Venice, entitled “Palladio e 
Utopia,” which was based mainly on docu
mentary material.

Although these exhibitions were very 
informative and provoked new, both general 
and substantive, ideas, I shall go on to deal 
in greater detail with two other comprehen
sive exhibitions. One of these was held in 
Verona, and the other in Palladio’s own 
town, Vicenza.

The exhibition “Palladio e Verona” gave 
an incredibly rich overview o f the master 
and his era, emphasizing the role o f Verona. 
The richness o f the material and the diver
sity of genres meant that the viewer could 
meet employers, friends, critics, important 
town officials, and fellow artists through the 
paintings and sculptures, drawings and 
engravings. Beside the social and cultural 
phenomena, the Verona of Roman times 
was emphasized: the relics and sometimes 
already ruined remains were frequent themes 
of Palladio and his contemporaries and 
predecessors in their drawings, engravings, 
and publications.

It was a uniquely rich survey not only of

•4 Andrea Palladio: Design for a sepulchral chapel in Florence

Courtesy Museum o f  Fine A r ts , Budapest, Reproduction by M iria  Szenczj
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the art and architecture in Verona which 
emerged with the appearance on the scene of 
Palladio, but also o f the work o f all the 
outstanding artists in the town, both in 
engravings and in drawings. The organizer, 
Licisco Magagnato, director of the Castello 
Vecchio in Verona, carried out his enormous 
task of arranging the vast range of material 
with his over thirty Italian and foreign 
collaborators.

The exhibition had great rarity value in 
that the display of many original Palladian 
drawings could only be done here. The 
material was made available not only by 
various Italian collections but also by 
English galleries which are especially rich 
in Palladio’s drawings, in particular the 
former Burlington Collection. Plans and 
works, details and variants could be studied 
in unprecedented abundance. Palladio’s 
autographic studies to the Quattro Libri 
were also exhibited, along with the illus
trations published in that volume. That 
richness naturally threw up several problems 
—perhaps the Corpus o f Palladian drawings, 
now in progress, will cast some light on 
these.

One of those problems is what has been 
known as a shop drawing, held in the col
lection of the Budapest Museum of Fine 
Arts. Experts from the exhibition and con
ference pointed out unanimously that this 
is the autographical work of the master. 
It is a cross-sectional drawing of a chapel 
which belongs to a hitherto unidentified 
church in Florence. This discovery not only 
increases the number of authentic drawings 
but also adds to Palladio’s known scope of 
activity—up till now we have had no 
positive knowledge about his work in 
Tuscany.

From the point o f view of scholarly care 
and completeness, the exhibition in the 
Vicenza Basilica was outstanding. It was 
based entirely on photographical documenta
tion and was mainly concerned with pre
senting Palladio’s lasting influence. It 
enumerated not only the usually cited

countries o f North America and Europe but 
also the smaller ones including all the East 
European countries. It used Palladio’s own 
works only to exemplify the problems or to 
determine the starting-points. The examples 
taken from different countries gave in
teresting information about the main 
questions o f facade proportioning and the 
stairs, motifs o f decoration and proportion
ing, and the connections between the main 
building and the annex. Perhaps this was 
the only exhibition which showed Palladio 
not only as an animator of classical harmony, 
a conscious representative of ordered archi
tecture, but which also emphasized his 
many-sided talents, his representation of 
different tendencies. It became evident here 
that Palladio had been a mannerist in more 
than one respect, and moreover, that he had 
been a source o f the baroque space and 
block conception. The important difference 
between Palladio and Palladianism in 
certain areas also became manifest. Even 
though for easily explainable reasons only a 
few works from certain countries could be 
displayed, the organizers were able to show 
not only the similarities resulting from 
Palladianism but also the differences arising 
from the mental attitude and traditions of 
the given countries.

The Vicenza exhibition was organized 
with moderate funds and adopted rather 
conservative principles of arrangement. 
Compared with the splendid exhibitions 
going on at the same time it perhaps seemed 
overmodest-—but that is not the angle to 
examine it from. The true greatness and 
unrivalled influence of the master was 
shown in its entirety by this puritan exhi
bition, which contained no superfluous 
ornamentation. The excellent photos were 
well presented and the exhibition was ac
companied by a scholarly catalogue which 
would have been the pride o f many events.

This latter exhibition was arranged by the 
head o f the Palladio Centre in Vicenza, 
Professor Renato Cevese. The rich catalogue 
(Palladio e la sua Ercditä nel Mondo)  was
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written by the best Italian and foreign 
experts, giving a comprehensive introductory 
study to each particular problem. Illustrating 
analogies and variations, the catalogue almost 
excels the exhibition itself. It is not merely 
by chance that this exhibition has been 
presented all over Europe—it has had a great 
success in numerous large towns this year.

Anniversary ceremonies such as this 
always set off developments from the point 
of view of research. The Palladio exhibitions 
—varied both in their material and in their 
conception—gave plenty of food for debate, 
development, and further investigation.

They serve as a basis not only for examining 
Palladio’s art and influence—there are many 
fundamental questions to be answered here, 
such as the interdependence of tendencies 
diverging from Classicism in the works of 
the master and his followers (in this case 
Mannerism and Baroque). Or that o f the 
generally reserved decoration and the im 
portance of plain, undecorated surfaces 
which almost anticipate certain trends o f the 
early twentieth century (Loos and others). 
W e could go on listing the questions, but 
instead of that we look forward to the 
academic results o f the anniversary.

TENDENCIES 1970-1980
A Series of Exhibitions

The second half of the 1960s saw a new 
florescence on the Hungarian artistic scene. 
Young artists displayed their latest works 
—which has previously not been included in 
“official” exhibitions—in clubs, cultural 
centres, and student’s hostels, demonstrating 
relationships with the latest trends in 
European art.

The exhibiting artists represented a new 
generation in progressive art, actually the 
third since the Hungarian avant-garde, re
presented by Kassák and his circle. Parallel 
with them there also appeared a second 
avant-garde generation, whose members had 
been relegated in the fifties to the back
ground—expressionist, cubist, fauvists, non- 
figurative, and surrealist artists, who formed 
an intellectual community within the 
European School established in 1946.

At the beginning of their careers, some of 
the young artists turned for their examples 
to certain eminent masters of the second 
generation. Working relations and personal 
friendships were formed between the elderly 
artists and their young colleagues, although

these remained accidental, on the periphery 
o f artistic life. They did represent an 
attempt to bridge the gaps that divide 
generations, but these failed to assure un
broken communication. The history o f mo
dern Hungarian art has been dogged by that 
conflict: great bursts o f activity followed by 
long periods of standstill, with the emerging 
generations always new and independent, 
yet in essence not striving for anything very 
substantially different: a receptibility to 
new phenomena in art, a revolution o f the 
demand for modernity, and an independent, 
individual framing o f new artistic trends and 
tendencies.

Yet these goals have always remained far 
too general to provide a basis for further 
differentiation, which is why independent 
artistic groups with differing programmes 
have failed to emerge. Instead intellectual 
communities have been formed dominated 
by a certain stylistic pluralism, as in the case 
of the present third generation: those pop 
art, informal, hyper-realistic and new ab
stract creators are known in Hungarian
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literature the Iparterv (“industrial architec
ture”) generation, simply because in 1968 
and 1969 it was the Industrial Architectural 
Design Enterprise, abbreviated in Hungarian 
as Iparterv, in Budapest’s city centre which 
housed their exhibitions.

*

The series o f exhibitions Tendencies 1970- 
1960 aimed to provide a comprehensive pic
ture of the development o f that group of 
artists, beginning with the third generation. 
Held between June 1980 and April 1981, 
it was instituted by the Art Historians’ 
Section o f the Hungarian Association of 
Fine and Applied Arts. Each exhibition was 
organized by a different art historian, with 
the idea that the exhibited collections in 
the series o f six shows should offer a reliable 
picture o f art in the seventies, and its search 
for new avenues. That was especially im
portant since no similar treatment had ever 
been given to the period by any other 
artistic institution, and so the series was of 
unique significance in Hungarian artistic 
life. The exhibitions were to a large extent 
dominated by historical motifs, which the 
organizers dispensed with only exception
ally; these exceptions however weakened the 
overall concept of the series.

The exhibition New Art in 197o, gave a 
view of the latest situation o f the new 
artistic trends which began in the sixties.

From the European School and the 
second generation, Margit Anna,1 Endre 
Bálint,1 2 3 4 5 Dezső Kornissi and Tibor Vilt4 
exhibited works, together with Mihály 
SchénerS and Erzsébet Schaár.6 O f the Euro
pean School representatives, Dezső Korniss 
had established fairly close links with cer

1 NHQ 32, 69, 72.
2 NHQ 18, 23, 29, 38, 52, 64.
3 NHQ 39, 70, 80.
4 NHQ 21, 41, 62, 69.
5 NHQ 62, 77.
6 NHQ 25, 40, 61, 69.
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tain noteworthy young artists: Ilona Kese
rű,2 Tamás Hencze,8 Tibor Csiky,9 and 
Endre T ót,10 whose works naturally also 
featured in the exhibition. Dezső Korniss, 
whose artistic reserves appear endless, relent
lessly followed modern forms of pictorial 
expression, aiming ceaselessly to integrate 
them into his art. His young fellows pro
ved good and willing collaborators in this 
laborious task. The stylistic pluralism of 
the one-time European School was rather 
close to Korniss’s heart, and he considered 
changes in form and material a means 
o f revival and rejuvenation necessitated by 
the demands of the modern age.

That demand for revival was typical of 
the whole period, which saw the heyday of 
pop art, action painting, and the new ab
stract art in Hungary. As well as in the 
Korniss circle, young artists also met and 
discussed their professional problems in the 
Csernus and Zugló Circles. Those artists 
who wanted to produce something new and 
modern on the soil of their traditional post- 
imptessionist academic training rallied round 
Tibor Csernus11 in Paris. Csernus began 
painting his magical realistic pictures under 
the influence of the surrealistic works of 
Simon Hantai, who also lives in Paris. 
Csernus’s work has later been described as 
supernaturalistic, a term which has been 
applied to the Csernus Circle as a whole. 
Their canvases actually reflect an extremely 
realistic attitude, containing many sur
realistic and irrational elements, through 
which they launched a process in the course 
o f which pictorial elements became inde
pendent; this later led to the cool object- 
orientation of pop art.

The Zugló Circle, in Sándor Molnár’s12 
home, was the meeting place primarily of 
young non-figurative artists, where they

7 NHQ 43, 74-
8 NHQ 68, 78.
9 NHQ 81.

10 NHQ 37.
11 NHQ 22.
12 See also page 200.
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could study and analyse the works and theo
retical writings o f great contemporary 
artists. They learnt pictorial methods and 
approaches from each other and by observing 
one another, and considered this to be a com
plementary study to their college training; 
later they were to make that exploratory, 
analysing attitude their programme for life.

The exhibition organizers did not make 
any reference to the artistic precedents of 
the unfolding trends, nor did they intend 
to demonstrate the various forces and centres 
of gravity involved; instead they presented 
the viewer with a large-scale documentation, 
a chronological cross-section, illustrated by 
works, that embraced all the important 
trends of the late sixties.

«

The second in the series of exhibitions 
was entitled Material and Pictorial Metamor
phoses, and presented artists o f surrealistic 
tinge, most o f whom drew their inspiration 
from the Csernus Circle, while others con
sistently drew upon the surrealistic montage 
principle. This exhibition offered a historical 
survey of the development from surrealism 
through pop art to hyperrealism in Hun
garian representational art, reaching back to 
the mid-fifties when Endre Bálint produced 
his photomontages, and Lili Ország’3 ex
hibited her picture Anguish; while the ante
cedents of hyperrealism were traced back 
to i960, when László Lakner’4 painted his 
Sewing Maids after a photograph.

The activity o f the Csernus Circle was 
rightly accorded important emphasis, with 
Tibor Csernus’s canvas Angyalföld (1958), 
and László Lakner’s Rembrandt Studies. In 
Csernus’s brilliantly painted canvas, the 
colours become increasingly independent of 
the form, virtually recalling tachist gestures. 
Lakner uses motifs from Rembrandt, but 
broad gestures, clumsy industrial stencil

*3 NHQ 30, 51, 75.
'4 NHQ zz.

letters, and incongruous surfaces of crumpled 
draperies work their way in between the 
extremely detailed classical pictorial ele
ments. The exhibition does not include 
Lakner’s later pop art pictures, in which 
the artist applies plastic elements between 
the pictorial ones, and in which the classical 
pictorial montage, as it also appears at the 
exhibition, is replaced by assemblage, that 
Rauschenbergian plastic montage.

The pop art period was also represented 
by György Jovánovics’s sculpture, Man, 
which consists o f mechanically prepared 
plaster-cast elements. The head is the cast 
of a naturalistic human head, and the gar
ments are the plaster cast of finely pleated 
drapery. The fleur-de-lis design of the un
covered parts of the body form a strange 
contrast with the pure, smooth surfaces of 
the drapery, and similar contrasts appear 
between the classical frontal posture and the 
trivially formulated details.

By the end of the sixties, pop art brought 
a refreshment and renewal in representative 
art, which, by the seventies, survived merely 
in its teachings. That particular road was 
traversed by László Méhes, who by painting 
montages worked out the rules of mechanical 
adoption in an experimental way. He painted 
his first photo-realistic picture, Weekday, as 
early as 1969, virtually simultaneously with 
the appearance of the trend in Europe. 
Méhes took a photograph of a trivial scene 
on a tram, and transferred it detail for detail 
on to his canvas; but the reformulation of 
the picture still shows pop elements. But 
Méhes soon created a unique style with his 
Venus pictures, also displayed at the ex
hibition. These ethereal body imprints show 
a relationship with Jovánovics’s pop-inspired 
sculptures. In them Méhes elaborated a 
specific romantic variety of hyperrealistic 
painting, when instead o f a photocopy he 
used the translucent imprint of a female 
body on a moist canvas, subtly interpreting 
it and developing it with naturalistic fidelity.

A similar romantic spirit is reflected in 
László Lakner’s scriptural pictures. After

*95
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1970 Lakner took to copying into his paint
ings old postcards, picture cards, and mes
sages noted in old types of writing. Unlike 
the works o f the pop period, the pictures 
show no trace of alienating effects. The 
artist elaborates every minute detail with 
loving care. The objective coolness o f pop art 
is felt only in Károly Kelemen’s works. 
The rubber picture is his invention: he sets 
the m otif down in charcoal on the primed 
canvas, then goes on to shade off the details 
and tones w ith an indiarubber, and finally 
draws the copied photopictures with na
turalistic fidelity, and with broad gestures. 
The confrontation of deification and rejec
tion is most strongly felt in his subjects that 
recall the classics o f modern art. The great 
asset of this exhibition lay in its tracking 
down the antecedents and course o f that 
artistic trend.

*

The third in the series, Geometrical and 
Structural Trends, offered a reliable picture 
of the flourishing of constructivism—a trend 
with great Hungarian traditions—and the 
appearance o f  its modern forms. It presented 
a mature work by each leading artist in this 
field, and gave an account o f the offshoots 
of geometrical abstraction.

Tamás Hencze’s Black, White -j- Red was 
placed in the centre of the exhibition, with 
the result that its tremendous colours radiat
ed tension throughout the whole room. 
This was the room in which the main works 
were displayed, offering a counter to the 
illusion of motion in Hencze’s picture, a 
mobile by Haraszty,>5 a sculptural machinery 
of mechanical motion. Among the works 
highlighted was one each by Imre Bak16 and 
István Nádler.17 Bak’s emblematic Square, 
Cross is the outcome of a long search for 
motifs. He systematized a huge amount of

*5 NHQ 69.
16 NHQ 68.
17 NHQ 71.

196

material ranging from signs carrying ancient 
world images, to trivial signs nowadays in 
use to arouse attention. István Nádler’s 
motivic variation, In White, plays on the 
colour scale o f white. The three geometrical 
formations, which vary in texture, reflect 
the light with differing degrees of force. 
The delicacy of the transitions push on the 
boundaries of perceptibility.

The sculptural section was the strong 
point of the exhibition. Works by Tibor 
Csáky,'8 Mária Lugossy,1® Gyula Gulyás,20 
László Paizs,21 and Zoltán Bohus22 offered 
a comprehensive picture of the art produced 
within that trend subsequent to “minimal 
art.” The show also presented cases on the 
borders of that trend; for example an exhibit 
by Páter Türk, who attracted great attention 
with his conceptual works. His geometrical 
“parables of hiatus,” also featuring at the ex
hibition, enriched this tendency in art 
through their aesthetical formal systems and 
their conceptional systems, which already 
point beyond its limits to the future. 
András Mengyán’s and Dóra Maurer’s2? 
serial works, with their permutations of 
form and colour, also look ahead to beyond 
the geomettizing concept.

*

The next display, Fiction and Objectness, 
presented graphic artists Margit Balla24 and 
András Felvidéki, and applied graphic artists 
Tibor Helényi2? and György Kemény.26 
The works of Balia, Felvidéki, and Helényi 
share in common a search for the fantastic, 
an archaic tendency and pictorial remi
niscences of mannerism. There is nothing 
archaic in Kemény’s work: he stated out

18 NHQ 81.
*9 NHQ 70.
20 NHQ 20, 78.
21 NHQ 64.
22 NHQ 71.
2? NHQ 62.
24 See also page 198.
25 NHQ 55, 74, 75.
26 NHQ 55.
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from pop art, and has maintained these 
roots to the present dap.

The exhibition was not intended to give 
an analysis o f the Hungarian graphic art of 
the 1970s; the organizer took a group which 
seemed to be homogeneous enough, and 
presented four noted artists from it. But 
this display deviated from the overall con
ception of the series, since it failed to 
introduce through these four artists the 
graphic art o f the seventies. Works by 
artists like Béla Kondor, 27 László Lakner, 
János Majos, Dóra Maurer, etc. were missing 
from the walls, and even from within the 
selected group, Károly Schmal27 28 did not 
feature, despite the fact that he is an out
standing representative o f the graphic art 
that followed concept art, and therefore an 
absolute must. The works that were on 
display were good examples of the archaic, 
romanticizing trend in Hungarian graphic 
art, albeit brought together in a somewhat 
accidental and arbitrary composition.

*

The fifth exhibition presented five great 
artists from the seventies. The organizers 
had the idea of indicating five different out
looks and world views, five completely 
different paths, without attributing an ex
clusive place to any o f these noted artists. 
They could not in any case have done so 
because they would have needed to highlight 
a good many other artists as well, which 
would however have called for proper ex
hibition space. The individual paths of the 
two painters, Tamás Hencze and Ilona 
Keserű, move along even and parallel tracks. 
Hencze's pictures have for the past fifteen 
years been exploring the possibilities of 
expressing the illusionism o f plane and space, 
while Keserű has discovered a strange motif, 
reminiscent o f wings or an undulating mo
tion, which has been the touchstone of her

27 NHQ 17, 40, 48, 53.
28 NHQ 55.

pictorial expression over the last decade. 
Pál Deim29 reformulates in his paintings 
the traditions of his direct environment, 
the town o f Szentendre, with its many 
national minorities; and more recently he 
has extended this to his sculptures. In 
Deim’s work the traditionally rooted motifs 
become arranged into purely constructive 
structures.

Jovánovics’s development proceeded in 
the 1970s towards an enrichment o f the 
intellectual content transmitted by his work 
and later on towards the fullest possible 
possession o f expressive powers. Jovánovics 
has created a mysterious figure, Lisa Wiath- 
ruck, and has woven a peculiar mythology 
round her. His works are parables o f spatial 
illusionism, which, with this peculiar my
thological meaning and strange, enigmatic 
female figure in their centre, allow for many 
kinds of interpretation.

The closing exhibition of the series, Hard 
and Soft, presented post-conceptual tenden
cies, with a view of the art o f the 1980s, 
without reaching back to the blossoming 
concept period of the seventies. The hard 
line was introduced by the works o f two 
artists who died at an early age, Sándor 
Altorjai and Tibor Hajas. Altorjai’s hard
ness and directness lay in his daring collage 
technique, while Hajas directed his brutal 
and cruel performances against himself, 
provoking his viewers with the example of 
affliction. Miklós Erdély’s3° hardness re
called the determination of the environ
mental protectors when he presented his 
environment, One Has to Think about Arti
ficial Fertiliser. Along the soft line, Zsig- 
mond Károlyi has manipulated photos into 
a strange geometrical blend, taking care to 
have virtually nothing that would be re
miniscent of the original. András Baranyay’s

29 NHQ 77.
3° NHQ 64.
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photo versions preserve something o f the 
original, but the pictures copied one upon 
the other destroy the individual meaning 
and also that o f their collective ensemble.

The series o f exhibitions, which were 
spread over nearly a year, attempted to 
survey the changes that took place in the 
radical arts of the 1970s, with the emergence 
o f new trends and prominent artists, and
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they also offered suggestions for a view of 
the period and a systematization of its, 
various contexts. They pointed to values 
documenting and organizing them, and in 
o doing have contributed, as far as they 

could, to laying the foundations of future 
academic study.

PÉTER SlNKOVITS

THREE PAINTERS. THREE WORLDS
Margit Balia, Dezső Vali and Sándor Molnár

Budapest’s Dorottya Street Gallery has 
been the scene o f a varied, rich and 
mature exhibition by the young artist Mar
git Balia, who displayed the fruits o f several 
years’s work: paintings, sculptures, drawings 
and reproductions. She is a graphic artist 
with a painter’s make-up. Her etching nib 
runs along sure lines, and her virtuosity 
appears completely self-evident. Her drawing 
is as meticulous as that of the old masters; 
her subjects are always figures, chiefly 
human figures, almost always with animals 
and plants as well. In other works she adds 
elements of architecture and wood-carving. 
Her style is quite clearly determined by the 
fact that she, like so many Renaissance 
painters, initially wanted to be a goldsmith 
(yet another genre); her forebears are Bosch 
and Arcimboldo, and her artistic style 
shows traces of mannerism, a homage to 
Biedermeyer, a persiflage of Biedermeyer, 
and mock Romanticism together with 
Romanticism proper; all that tinted with 
art-nouveau, and through it with a formality 
inherited from Far Eastern art.

Her idiom is sometimes open, sometimes 
definitely enigmatic. She does not conceal 
her playful, lyrical nature, and her irony is 
rather gentle, her humour virtually hidden. 
In the final analysis, her pictorial formulation

is clear. She assembles strange elements in 
immense abundance, in an animated, 
Protean variety, yet not in the classical 
assemblage method. Her innovation lies in 
the interconnecting o f heaps of incongruous 
pictorial elements and the tracing of 
everything back to real shapes, forms and 
motifs, which thus creates her own reality 
from a collection of random elements.

Her mentality is clear even from the fact 
that from the very outset she has been 
greatly attached to traditional copperplate 
techniques. In Jasons Dream (1975) the 
symbol of the Golden Fleece provided the 
opportunity for a splendid animal depiction. 
Kite Flying (1978) is based on a pun: the 
fantastic figure blows kites instead of smoke 
from his pipe, or at least kite-shaped puffs of 
smoke (in Hungarian, the verb ereget can be 
applied both to flying a kite and to blowing 
smoke). The dragon is a favourite animal of 
Margit Balia. The oval-shaped line en
graving etched on copper plate is perfectly 
described by its lengthy title: Little Red 
Riding-Hood and the Dragon go for a Ride, but 
the Car will not Start (1979). Here, too, 
miracle blends with the everyday, the days 
of yore with the present to emerge as an 
organic unity on the plate. The latter two 
prints are hand-coloured; the artist uses
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deep and warm colours, with a propensity 
for gold paint. This colouring lends a dif
ferent content to the work from the normal 
black and white. In the six items of the 
series Fin de siede (1980), the tightly phrased 
titles are virtually complete equals with the 
pictures (for example: A Minor Croup of 
Aircraft Throwing Tear Gas on the Desert. 
One Young Lady is Immune to the Cos. She finds 
the Cocherel Shaped Lollipop to Her Taste). This 
as it were epigraphic section is given further 
emphasis by the text being engraved in 
calligraphic writing on separate plates, which 
the artist has printed for every picture, for 
every occasion.

Her pencil drawings of a silver-point tone 
use a different technique. The Wood-Pigeon 
Pecks Unmixed Wheat (1981) is still based on 
playfulness albeit with traces of irony, but 
the mythology, Margit Balla-style of the two 
wooden dolls carved out of roots and 
indicating baleful tragedy (Philemon and 
Baucis possibly), leaves no room for humour.

It is not only in her coloured copperplates 
that the artist has abandoned monochrome, 
but also in a number of paintings, including 
transpositions of copperplates, with both 
versions now on show. These are panel 
pictures painted on wood, with a small, 
fine brush reflecting the influence of 15th- 
17th century Dutch painting. I said at the 
beginning o f this article that Margit Balia 
was a graphic artist with a painter’s make
up; I should now add that she is a painter 
with a graphic artist’s make-up. Her message 
is the same in her paintings as in her other 
genres, stated with the same resolution, only 
in a different formal idiom. Her Dave- 
Taking at Sea (1981) is displayed at the ex
hibition both as a copperplate and a canves, 
with the same subject and form, and yet so 
different. It Is Snowing In Hampton Court 
(1981) and In Gerrit Dou’s Window (1981), 
on the other hand, are independent oil 
paintings without any graphic antecedents. 
In the latter, Balia places the scene, a woman
faced and woman-handed bird (a siren?) 
and a black bird embracing her, on the stage

of a round-arched window, after the manner 
of the 17th century Gerrit Dou. The Dutch 
landscape, lacking any atmosphere and 
painted in minute detail, in the distant 
background is counterbalanced by the fresh 
leaves in a glass pitcher in the foreground.

The third section of the exhibition con
sists o f minisculptures. The material of 
these statuettes enclosed in glass cases—like 
the Yound Lady Playing with Her Favourite 
Dragon (1979) and The Birth of Hermaphrodite 
(1978)—is real object trouve (for example, the 
base of a glass, wax, ostrich feather, beads, 
chain, candle, enamelled bird, wood). 
I feel in the resolut, deliberate eclecticism 
of these idols the same endeavour as in the 
artist’s copperplates and paintings. And 
indeed, this type of plastic art is perhaps 
Margit Balia’s most personal artistic creed.

The style of nonfiguration represented 
by Dezső Vali has filled a missing link in the 
history o f Hungarian painting, and his ex
hibition in Budapest Art Gallery has been 
long overdue. Rothko’s inheritance is un
deniable in Váli’s art, and far from denying 
it, he is proud of it. But he fills the chosen 
heritage of his chosen forebear with so many 
sensitive individual features, translating it 
into Hungarian as it were, that this oeuvre 
can safely be considered a oneman Hungarian 
school.

Dezső Vali is an intellectual artist, who 
works with a huge, rather academic ap
paratus, collecting material, reading, taking 
photographs and engaging in several areas of 
interdisciplinary study. He documents his 
own works, arranges them systematically, 
and numbers them. He continually repaints 
his pictures, working on them for many 
years, as is borne out by the dates in the 
catalogue, and very often destroys them. 
Vali had prepared for this exhibition with 
the thorough care that befits his personality. 
The works on display can be clearly divided 
into a cycle o f works of darker tone, painted
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with more robust demands, and a group of 
lighter, more easy-flowing paintings. Think
ing about this article, I have come to the 
conclusion that I have little to say about the 
dramatic works, but all the more about the 
lyrical ones. This art is difficult to approach 
verbally but in the final analysis one can 
actually speak o f it only in the most concrete 
terms, however little material it contains 
for one to grasp hold off.

The table of Order During Work (1973 -  
80) is dominated by broken yellows, ochres, 
greys and some pale greens. Here the patches 
are more sharply delineated than in other 
Vali pictures. There is even some associative 
reference: and one can even make out the 
shape of the easel. The confined colour 
fields of Walking with You (1972) are more 
restricted, with little animation, but a 
refreshing red patch retains its intensity even 
in this tempered environment, and, indeed, 
enlivens it. The logical balance seems to be 
self-evident, even though faultlessness is not 
really a natural feature of Váli’s work. The 
picture is placed within a thick, ornamented, 
unfashionable yet fashionable gilded frame. 
Morning, or Rather Dawn (1974) follows the 
Rothko line in its chordal realm: the picture 
plane is divided into three colour fields, 
and the oil painting, a work rich despite its 
poverty of colours, is animated simply by a 
few pencil marks. Lovers of Avignon (1971) 
is painted on four different wood-fibre 
plates of unequal size, with the joints 
between them clearly visible, and even 
accentuated. The painter offers no sensation 
in his colours o f yellowy, ochre, brown- 
tinted fields, but this was not his intention; 
instead he offers different brushwork on each 
plate. It is possible that here Váli has 
prepared a collage using some of his own 
sawn-up pictures.

The three rooms o f the exhibition offered 
a good view from 45 metres of the huge 
panneau, Gallery Gate (1972, 548 X 3 14 cms). 
Váli has proved that his painting is not 
restricted to the usual dimensions of the 
panel pictures, and he is able to express

himself in monumental dimensions as well, 
saying the same thing; a more intensive 
volume and different dimensions do not 
frighten him. The work combines the 
dramatic and lyrical features of his painting. 
Here the associative feature appears more 
strongly in his abstraction, for example in the 
gate motif, but that one can see only if  one 
becomes profoundly immersed in introspec
tion. The picture is dominated by a deep 
blue, with the rest o f the sections mere 
accessories: the rustically applied parts o f 
rocky brushwork, and the orbitally closing 
yellow plane o f the vaulted gate. The painter 
has firmly placed the colour action into the 
lower third o f the picture that reaches to the 
ground, the section that is directly before 
the viewer.

Employing a popular technical term, the 
painter calls the works listed so far "empty” 
pictures. The emptiest empty picture is 
entitled Yes, There Is Silence (1974-81). The 
upright rectangle presents three shades of 
lustreless grey, with only the middle, dark- 
grey section occupying a larger field, flanked 
by a narrow lightgreen strip above and a cold 
grey one below. The lower domain is crowned 
by a concave arch, and the fields of greys are 
to a certain extent divided by two faint, 
thin red strips. It would be difficult to give 
a more detailed description of the painting, 
as it represents almost nothing. And that 
exactly is the trouvaille in it, that perfect 
sense of proportion and colour, and that 
profound empathy with which the painter 
has applied those three elements. This 
picture could easily be seen as Dezső Váli’s 
signature.

$

Sándor Molnár is a painter par exellence. 
He takes a sensual pleasure in painting. 
Alongside this his pictorial attainment is also 
of the highest order. He is a large-scale 
painter, in both the figurative and literal 
sense; the average size of his pictures is 
some 2 to 3 square metres, but the exhibition
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Margit Balla: Gerrit dou (5 5 X 3 7 ,5  cm, oil, wood, 1981)
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R ó z s a  P o l g á r : W a t e r  b o x  

(PAINTED SILK, 7 4 X 7 4 X 7 4  CM, 1980)



Géza Molnár

G iz e l l a  S o l t i  : S t il l - l if e  ( w o o l , c o t t o n , g o b e l in ) i 980



M a r ia n n  S z a b ó : C u l t ic  o b je c t s  ( w o v e n  s c u l p t u r e s , 1976-80)
Géza Molnár



György Kemény: Family prospects (environment with 3 tv sets, 1977)
(200 X 100X 100 c m )



Ferenc Kov.

Bél a  Ko n d o r : M o d e l  for  t h e  s e r ie s  '.C a t a s t r o p h e , 1971 72  

TIBOR CSERNUS: ANGYALFÖLD, A SUBURB (OIL, WOOD-FIBRE, 9 5 X ■ »  ™
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even displays a composition—an object— 
of 20 square metres. Yet by describing Mol
nár as a large-scale painter, I chiefly mean 
that he is a substantial artist, with a grave 
and strong pictorial message. H is work 
shows no playfulness or humour at all.

The material o f his one-man show in 
the Budapest Art Gallery can be divided 
into two sections: works from his earlier, 
abstract period, and his recent works which 
are best classified within biological sur
realism. A critic, Katalin Bakos, cleverly 
described his abstract panels thus: “His com
positions are clean, but without being 
sterile”. In that period Molnár constantly 
reduced his materials, approaching the bare 
minimum. The panel o f Princípium (1978) 
is a unicolour greenish-blue. And yet what 
richess in that monochrome! One can feel 
the horizontal brush strokes, with plenty of 
motion, even within that one colour. In the 
lower quarter o f the picture the painter has 
placed red stripes, which i f  seen in profile, 
appear as staves; another plastic element 
which also emerges from the picture plane 
is a system of vertical paper stripes painted 
on the colour o f the picture. But even that 
proved to be too much, and in his later works, 
Molnár seems to create pseudo-window 
frames or pseudocanvas stretches. In these 
compositions the surface o f the picture is 
white, and its cross-shaped insert stands 
out from that white; a counterpiece to it, 
this time in black, is also displayed at the 
exhibition. Molnár has reached the last 
stage: the virtual minimum. Here there 
remains only the frame and the cross
shaped brace, this soft-wood structure, 
interwoven densely with string. The four 
squares of the picture are literally empty: 
the wall of the exhibition hall shows through 
them. (All the works mentioned here bear 
the title Princípium, and only the dates, 
indicate the difference: 1976, 1978, 1979, 
1980.)

There remained no way o f proceeding 
further towards reduction, as nothing else 
would have remained except the empty wall.

So there followed a metamorphosis. (In fact, 
this new series o f paintings bears the title 
Metamorphosis.') As a reaction to puritan 
reticence, there followed cumulative ex
pression, a desire for a rich, pliant formal 
idiom, and even more important, the ac
complishment of that desire: the series of 
biological surrealism. The manner o f paint
ing, with the varying contents and shapes, 
in the same as in the past, and despite the 
radical differences Molnár’s mark is un
deniable. His subject now is the inside of 
the human body, in a complete metathesis. 
His work have been mockingly described as 
an atlas o f topographical anatomy; that, 
however, is far from the truth, since their 
significance is much more than that. Could 
they be sections taken by anatomists? 
Perhaps they are. Anatomy? They might be 
that too. Their surface reminded me of 
medieval royal robes or the splendour of 
pontifical chasubles. Looking at the stridency 
of this biological cycle, the division of 
colour-fields, the bordering of harmonious 
disharmonies, some have suspected the 
influence of Hundertwasser. They are quite 
possibly correct. Yet Molnár’s realm is 
radically different from that of the Austrian 
painter, primarily in its content. Further
more, Hundertwasser’ varied colour scheme 
possesses a completely different, gay mood: 
his are harmonious colours, while Molnár 
always used dramatic colours, which, albeit 
loud, are always sonorous, and as opposed 
to Hundertwasser’s planarity, Molnár ap
plies a striking, accentuated plasticity.

In Molnár’s pictures it is the painting, 
the colour that is decisive. He paints in 
shining, oily colours, with a penchant for 
glazing, and his colour fields are character
ized by transparency and profound lustre. 
Even his blues shine, and with his reds this 
is self-evident, even though most o f his 
reds are rather purple. The deep colours 
are broken up by flashing chromium yellows, 
resounding mature oranges and greens. The 
surface of the colour patch is always 
animated, each element apparently three
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dimensional, and the form that frames the 
depiction in most cases appears as though 
breaking loose from the square of the picture 
frame; the base is modelled, and its 
plasticity is further reinforced by relief-like 
techniques. For example, he paints some of 
his forms on separate panels, which he 
applies to the picture; or in other cases, he 
intensifies convexity by attaching a number 
of small bags stuffed with cotton-wool,

and painting them with the colour of the 
background, not for decoration, but be
cause they have a definite role, a definite 
message to convey in the composition.

The Molnár exhibition was supplemented 
by a number of sculptures, including 
sculptures in artificial leather which were of 
special interest. These merit a separate 
review.

János Frank

SOFT MATERIAL, HARD CONTOURS
Contemporary Hungarian textile art

This is not the first time that these 
columns have seen talk of the new Hun
garian textile art, which has surprised its 
(unfortunately not too wide) public with 
variety, vividness, and real modernness.1 
This time it reappears in focus on the 
occasion of its first large-scale exhibition 
in the most important Hungarian exhibition 
hall, the Art Gallery in Budapest.

Casting a retrospective glance at the 
antecedents: it was the 1968 exhibitions of 
“Textile W all Pictures” which represented 
a seemingly sudden turning-point, which 
rendered the incredibly varied potential o f 
textile art perfectly clear. As the title itself 
indicates, the acknowledgment of textile 
wall pictures as an independent genre meant 
a break-through—the end of the monopoly 
of representative Gobelin.

At this point past appeared as new as the 
ideas which were still to be discovered: the 
reviving o f the old techniques of weaving 
and embroidery, forgotten traditions of 
twisting and mesh netting became a kind 
of revelation combined with the attempt to 
get away from the wall or combine textile 
with different, extraneous material, with

individual adaption of traditional techniques. 
Motifs from ancient folklore and entirely 
new achievements helped the artists to take 
the first steps towards a non-applied, non- 
decorative (or at least not merely decorative) 
art bearing the hallmark of individuality 
and self-expression. The works of Zsuzsa 
Szenes,2 Margit Szilvitzky.3 Gábor Attila,4 
Judit Droppa,5 Erzsébet Golarits, Aranka 
Hübner, Eszter Sándor, Marianne Szabó, 
and others proved that the unlimited 
versatility and possible amplification of 
textile materials and techniques had passed 
beyond mere hypothesis to fact. Textile can 
serve as the material for pictures, sculptures, 
reliefs, dresses, curtains, walls, carpets, 
blankets, objects, concepts—and a parody of 
all o f these, a paraphrase with ironic- 
grotesque overtones.

When a branch of art is, like this one, 
inspired by great discovery, even its more 
moderate products have a certain atmosphere 
in common with the outstanding works of 
art which give the representative answers to 
the central problems of the epoch. That

2 NHQ 56, 81.
3 NHQ 56.
* NHO 48.
S NHQ 801 See NHQ 56, 70
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period of Hungarian textile art between 
1968 and 1974-75 was characterized by this 
kind o f freshness, with every gesture 
pointing towards the new values, backed up 
by the versatility o f textile.

Yet it is an experienced fact in art 
history, inseparable from development, that 
a “collective nucleus” such as this, which 
offers an outlet to artists with differing 
interests and formal ideas, will soon be 
divided. The various offerings first seem to 
be the astoundingly manifold realizations, 
inexhaustingly diverse repetitions of the 
same idea—when all at once it becomes 
obvious that they have already departed 
from their common origin and have gone far 
away on their chosen solitary ways.

It was primarily the function of textile 
which became the centre o f pointed debate. 
Traditional textile—especially classical Go
belin—had had a definite, express function 
even if  it had not really been the proper 
medium for topical ideas: that o f noble 
inner decoration creating an atmosphere of 
warmth. (In Hungary, in contrast to certain 
developments abroad, Gobelin has remained 
classical and distinguished despite the fact 
that it has aimed at independent expression 
and values: it has not been able to assimilate 
the forms o f twentieth-century painting and 
plastic art.)

The exhibition in the Art Gallery is a 
true review o f the achievements of the last 
ten to thirteen years, and demonstrated that 
some of the artists will most probably con
tinue along the ways on which they have 
embarked, by logically following newer and 
newer ideas.

We should first o f all mention the name 
of Judit Droppa. She has been a strikingly 
conscious artist right from the beginning, 
with her elegant, simple, and ingenious 
works. Being an industrial designer she 
started with knitted fabric, with whose 
specific qualities she has long been acquaint
ed. She summarized these in 1976: “Flat 
knitted fabric has a quality resulting from 
the technology o f knitting, which is that the

regular order of stitches can be altered 
without disorganizing the structure of the 
material, or by stretching or straining it. 
The effect of thickening or thinning in the 
material is produced depending on the 
longitudinal or diagonal deformation of 
stitches. It is the unique quality of knitted 
fabric that it follows and makes visible the 
lines of external forces which produce an 
effect from any direction, and that it replies 
to these effects in the third dimension, with 
with foldless deformation.” Droppa’s strong 
analytic inclinations and cool soundness are 
combined with a special graphic sense, and— 
as her exhibited works prove—she has really 
learned how to “draw” in knitted fabric. 
From the red-white-striped works from the 
beginning of her career—one o f these, a 
system of space lattices, can be seen in the 
Art Gallery.—she ventures step by step into 
the combined application o f different 
colours. Though her multicoloured works, 
stretched on frames placed one after the 
other, are all decorative and exciting, she 
is at her best when using one colour only, 
when she is at less risk of diverting the 
viewer’s attention from her inventions 
concerning from and material. Her Wavel 
I-IV  would be a pleasing sight on the wals 
of a flat and at the same time, enlarged, it 
could serve as a space-forming element, a 
“live” partition wall.

Erzsébet Golarits’s collection is very 
exciting too. From the graphic technique of 
textile printing—her original field o f in
terest—through graphic forms and effects 
she arrives at the space lattice systems. She 
presents an ingenious series of various paper 
models.

Rózsa Polgár is almost a surprise. The 
artist, who has been known for her hand- 
coloured silk dresses, has surprised here 
public lately with a gobelin (a prize-winner 
at the 1980 Biennale) and her work ex
hibited here, Wet Cube, is again made o f her 
own material, hand-coloured silk. It has a 
very pleasant effect, making the most of 
every possible sensory and aesthetic im
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pression of the “wetly" painted, fine, 
translucent silk, which has been stretched 
on a cube frame. That lively work is one of 
the most harmonious items at the exhibition.

A longer study would be needed to 
examine all the ideas connected specifically 
with textile which go beyond ideas o f purely 
material and graphic inspiration. Among the 
playful ideas and works indicating such new 
prospects we have Gizi Solti’s woven fruits 
(here bottled fruits and fresh salad), Ma
rianne Szabó’s magical objects, Margit
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Szilvitzky’s cool, sound, folded linens, 
Lujza Gecser’s wall pictures “woven” of 
photographic paper, Gábor Attalai’s felt 
works from 1970, and Zsuzsa Szenes’s 
objects dressed in striped material.

The exhibition proves that Hungarian 
textile art still has plenty of reserves, and 
even if  the present period is not as brilliant 
as that o f five or six years ago, it has still 
not dropped below the level attained prior 
to that.

Éva Forgács



THEATRE AND FILM

OSSIA TRILLIN G

IMPRESSIONS OF A RETURN VISIT 
TO BUDAPEST

In the past 2 5 years I have visited Buda
pest five times as a theatre critic. I have 
written about the dramatic and the music 
theatres, in my own papers in Britain and 
abroad, or broadcast about what I’ve seen 
and heard. It would formerly have been 
inconceivable that on my return to London, 
I should have seen, as I did after my last 
visit, a TV-film, made jointly by the B.B.C. 
and Danish and West German stations, in 
which in an interview my friend, the editor 
of this journal, among others, insisted that 
Hungary had always been, and was still, 
as much a part o f the western, as she was of 
the eastern civilization. The film went on to 
demonstrate the very truth of this assertion.

The Budapest Spring Festival opened on 
March 20th with a double event. The first 
was a concert to celebrate the centenary of 
the birth of Béla Bartók at the Redoute, or 
Vigadó, garishly restored to its former 
architectural glory in the disconcertingly 
unflattering style o f the mid-I9th-century. 
The other was a new version of I, Claudius, 
the drama about the eponymous Roman 
Emperor that the English playwright John 
Mortimer had based on Robert Graves’s 
two books about Claudius. The Hungarian 
version received its premiere during my visit, 
when I was able to see it staged in the 
magnificent neo-classical splendour of the 
rebuilt Castle Theatre in ancient Buda. 
Gutted by war damage, the theatre now 
boasts a much smaller, intimate auditorium

to conform with modern audience practice 
spacious foyers and an art gallery. The erotic 
drawings by a contemporary artist recalled 
those by some o f the 18th-century French 
painters in the Museum of Fine Arts where 
I had just been to catch a fresh glimpse o f 
my favourite Rembrandts and El Grecos.

When I drew the attention of my charm
ing lady guide and mentor—my companion 
during my theatre hours—to their thematic 
resemblance, her comment plus fa change 
was to be expected. The Castle Theatre has 
evidently inherited the traditions o f the 
defunct “25th Theatre”, which helped, 
under the inspired management of László 
Gyurkó, assisted by Miklós Jancsó and his 
colleagues, to boost the sexual revolution 
that has clearly overtaken Hungary.

The new production of the triple bill o f 
Bartók’s only three stage works Bluebeard's 
Castle, The Wooden Prince and The Miraculous 
Mandarin coincided with the simultaneous 
broadcast on British and Hungarian T V  of 
Miklós Szinetár’s ingenious production of 
the one-act opera on film, made in the T V  
studios in Budapest, with the singers, 
Sylvia Sass and Kolos Kováts mouthing their 
own words on the recording, with Sir George 
Solti conducting the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra, that Decca had made in London 
only two years or so previously. There was 
little to choose between the singing per
formances since, in the stage version, Kata
lin Mészöly and György Melis, looked and
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sang just as enchantingly as their screen 
counterparts. The difference was in the 
staging rather than in the musical achieve
ment, for which at the vast Erkel Theatre 
(used exclusively during the State Opera’s 
rebuilding) all praise to János Ferencsik as 
conductor. This production wholly lacked 
the obtrusive naturalism of the T V  version. 
The stylized symbolism of András Mikó’s 
direction and Gábor Forray’s decors opened 
up a tantalizingly mysterious dreamworld 
in the spectator’s imagination as the huge 
prismatic stalactites of the set with their 
multi-coloured projections slowly rose and 
fell. The unseen chamber o f blood-stained 
horrors into which the infatuated Judith was 
irresistibly drawn seemed far more gruesome 
than its explicit counterpart on the box.

The whole conception contrasted strongly 
with earlier productions I had seen in Bu
dapest before the inhibiting influence of 
what used to be called “socialist realism” 
had begun to wane. In the sphere o f stage- 
design alone, a welcome revolution has taken 
place. Much o f what I have seen today is the 
equal o f work of the highest standards 
anywhere in the world. For being able to see 
so much, I have to thank the arrangements 
made which allowed me to attend 15 per
formances in eight gruelling days of theatre
going, that included three morning dress- 
rehearsals, and regular matinees and after
noon performance for the young. I also had 
a rare opportunity to see a private screening 
of the TV-film  of King Lear, directed by 
László Vámos, with its affecting performance 
in the title-role of Ferenc Bessenyei, 
strongly supported by Gábor Miklós’s 
woebegone Fool and György Cserhalmi’s 
ill-used Edgar. This film, designed with 
imaginative ingenuity, was shot entirely in 
the studio and for that reason alone, i f  for 
no other, compares favorably with examples 
of films made in an identical way in the 
current B.B.C. Shakespeare series.

Vámos, formerly of the Madách Theatre, 
where I have seen several inspired stage 
productions o f Shakespeare in the past, and

where his Much Ado About Nothing is still 
in the repertoire, is now at the Castle. Here 
the two outstanding productions by him are 
The Tempest, with Miklós Gábor as Prospero, 
and the sado-absurdist monodrama Miss 
Margarida, by the Brasilian Roberto Athayde, 
with the Protean actress Irén Psota in the 
title-role of the sex-obsessed schoolmistress 
who treats the spectators as the unruly 
pupils o f her imaginary classroom. Vámos’s 
directorial skills are further in evidence at 
the Operetta Theatre with The Csardas 
Princess and a record-breaking Kiss Me Kate. 
I saw two productions at the Castle by the 
extremely gifted young director István 
Iglódi, each impressive in a wholly different 
way. Besides I, Claudius, which Tamás 
Ungvári had translated into Hungarian, 
Iglódi also staged Ungvári’s adaptation of 
Horace McCoy’s novel They Shoot Horses, 
Don’t They, better known as a successful. 
Hollywood film, about the demoralizing 
commercialization o f uprooted Americans 
by the ruthless operators of dance-mara
thons. In this the actors and actresses of the 
ensemble displayed their uncommon ver
satility in various aspects o f stagecraft and 
the performing arts, a versatility that was 
much in evidence once more in I, Claudius.

Though John Mortimer’s B.B.C. T V - 
serial has been shown in Hungary, the 
original stage-version was never done. Ung
vári, encouraged by the novelist and the 
adaptor, reworked the English text, while 
the Castle Theatre’s “dramaturg,” András 
Forgách, completed what is now essentially 
a Shakespearean rather than a Brechtian 
drama, none the worse for its gratuitous 
references to ancient Pannónia. Iglódi’s eye
catching production was clearly framed as a 
lesson for our times, and made no bones 
about the violence and treachery (as well as 
some near-nudity) that helped to turn an 
unwilling clown into a ruthless tyrant. In 
this he was immensely helped by the shift
ing, stepped rostrums and cleverly stylized 
lighting effects designed by Péter Stefano- 
vits. Dezső Garas gave an absorbingly
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touching performance as the sorrowful and 
sorrowing Emperor strongly supported, in the 
large company, by Gabi Jobba as a matronly 
Lívia, Márk Zala as a cynical Tiberius, 
Péter Trokán as an epicene Caligula, and 
Athina Papadimitriu as the erotic Messalina.

Ferenc Bessenyei and György Cserhalmi 
were seen to advantage as the King and as 
Prince Hal in István Vas’s new translation 
of the two parts o f Henry IV, directed at the 
National Theatre by Gábor Zsámbéki. An 
adjustable setting with platforms, wire
netting, and suggestions o f Gothic arches, 
neatly designed and lit by Gyula Pauer, 
guaranteed the Shakespearean sweep and 
fluency of the performance, which would 
not have disgraced, both in concept and in 
execution, the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 
Stratford stage today. Here, too, violence, 
treachery, spectacle, and comedy—with 
Ferenc Kállai stealing the show as the 
ebullient Sir John Falstaff—mingled nicely 
to ensure the poet’s urgent humanitarian 
message.

At the Madách I caught the latest revival, 
by György Lengyel, o f The Tragedy of Man, 
by Imre Madách, with percussively rhyth
mical off-stage music by Emil Petrovics, 
and an ultra-modern symbolical setting, 
consisting largely o f a timbered open-stage, 
with projections thrown onto flown cut
outs, that contrasted markedly with the 
deplorably traditional decor I had seen at the 
National 25 years beforehand. This welcome 
attempt to find a visual equivalent for the 
poetry o f Madách’s neo-Faustian theme 
foundered on some pretty ragged movement 
by the supers and the declamatory delivery 
o f the three, otherwise quite acceptable, 
principals, Jácint Juhász (Adam), Éva Almási 
(Eve) and Péter Huszti (Lucifer). At the Tha
lia, Károly Kazimir has for many years been 
creating a similar kind of theatrical atmo
sphere for his adaptations, in which the 
conventions of poetic and epic drama find 
their mirror-image in the stagepicture. 
I was able to see his 12-year-old version o f  
the Finnish epic poem Kalevala, that I first

saw in Finland, with a new company. The 
production had lost none o f its vitality and 
youthful energy and the impact it was 
making on the predominantly young spec
tators at the performance I attended was 
most encouraging.

Most foreign visitors would need briefing 
on the ins and outs of modern Hungarian 
life to savour to the full the subtleties of 
the late Milan First's 30-year-old novel 
The Clever Clown, that Péter Valló adapted 
and staged at the Vígszínház, with a score 
of mainly synthesized pop-music by Gábor 
Presser. The first night audience evidently 
warmed to the story and to its critical 
implications and András Kern’s performance 
in the role o f Efráim Goldnágel, the wretch
ed Jewish clown of the title, deserved the 
ovations at curtainfall. Miklós Fehér’s 
crowded circus setting provided a colourful 
background for the picaresque adventures 
of the play’s tragi-comic hero manqué, 
whose unrequited love for Judit Hernádi’s 
deceptively amatory Snake-Lady, and the 
viciousness of the world he inhabits, are 
conveyed with a rare poignancy. This lavish 
spectacle was, for me at least, wholly 
overshadowed by another triumphant pro
duction by Valló of what one Hungarian 
critic called “the last play that Örkény 
never wrote.” After Molnár, István Örkény 
is probably Hungary’s first writer to be 
exported on any sizeable scale. Valló made 
a collage of his various jottings with the 
title In Memóriám I. Ö. To see it, 80 of us 
were placed on the main stage o f the Víg 
behind a lowered iron-curtain on two an
nular rings of seats surrounding a small 
circus-ring, filled with small white pebbles, 
that at times revolved together with the 
audience for dramatic effect. A highly 
versatile ensemble, that included András 
Kern, and the beautiful Márta Egri, who 
had no qualms about displaying her bodily 
charms when the text demanded it, spoke, 
sang, danced, acted and mimed their way 
around the ring, as the tragically eventful 
life-story o f the author unfolded through
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war, revolution, political enmity, wanton 
killings, humiliations, tears, friendship, 
love and death: a moving panorama of 20th- 
century Hungary as seen through Örkény’s 
eyes. This, added to an adaptation of 
Bulgakov’s play about Moliére, and Örkény’s 
own play, at the Vlg’s small stage, the Pesti 
Színház, Pisti in the Bloodbath, which has 
been written about so much in these pages 
that any comment from me would be super
fluous, except to express my own admiration 
for the directorial genius o f  the late Zoltán 
Várkonyi, bolster my nomination of the 
Vígszínház as my favorite Budapest play
house.

One other play I saw at the Pesti Színház 
merits some observation. Örkény’s play 
languished for many years before it reached 
the stage. The implicit and explicit criticism 
of contemporary topics was deemed prema
ture; the audience, it was said, was not 
mature enough to receive the author’s mes
sage. This is something an outsider cannot 
judge. The same reasoning delayed István 
Csurka’s Deficit, written ten years ago but 
only recently staged. This portrays a well- 
heeled provincial managerial foursome at 
odds with the world o f the “affluent con- 
sumerist society”. The search for an outlet 
out o f frustration through an unorthodox 
sexual experience, that o f wife-swapping, 
recalls Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf:5 
that Csurka is said to have seen only after

he had finished his own play. Would it have 
been a better play if  performed ten years ago? 
It would certainly have appeared to be more 
topical. I find it hard to justify the concept 
that there are persons who know best, or 
at any rate better than the author and his 
potential producer, when an audience is 
ripe enough to be allowed to see a givenplay.

Why are certain foreign plays left unper
formed, or given only in outlying regional 
theatres ? During my last visit a large number 
of plays by English, American, and other 
authors were on show in the capital. The 
English dramas, besides five other Shake
speares, included The Comedians by Trevor 
Griffiths, The Dresser by Ronald Harwood, 
Equus by Peter Shaffer, Whose Life is it Any
way? by Brian Clark, and The Kitchen by 
Arnold Wesker, which had this in common, 
that each treated in one way or another the 
topic of man’s inhumanity to man. There 
is an evident demand for new English 
drama of a certain kind, as exemplified by 
the titles I have mentioned (there are 
several more). Does it not seem a curious 
paradox that the authorities should have 
been reported as having for three years 
running withheld from the National Theatre 
permission to put on Saved, Edward Bond’s 
15-year-old morality drama about the ob
scenity o f gratuitous violence among the 
socially deprived classes in Britain as “too 
brutal for Hungary” ?

THREE FILMS BY ISTVÁN SZABÓ
I. The prize of surrender — Mephisto

One of the outstanding successes of this 
year’s Cannes Film Festival was István 
Szabó’s Mephisto* which was awarded two 
prizes: one for the best script and one con-

* Produced by MAFILM in cooperation 
with Manfred Durniok Productions

ferred by FIPRESCI, the International 
Federation of Film Critics. Szabó’s name is 
not unknown in the international film world, 
many of his films having achieved well- 
merited success and won prizes both in and 
outside Hungary. H is Confidence, made before
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Mephisto, was until the last moment on last 
year’s short-list for an Oscar. However, 
Mephisto is a milestone in his career although 
not in the sense that some of my colleagues 
would suppose.

Both in the Festival press conference and 
in interviews many people asked Szabó why 
he had broken with his long-standing 
method, and what considerations had moved 
him, the consistent representative of the 
lyrically-inspired cinema d’auteur, to choose 
a well-known novel (Klaus Mann’s Me
phisto), as the subject of his film. Szabó’s 
answer to such questions, however, can be 
accepted only as a congenially self-ironical 
snub. He said that, together with many 
others, he had begun to doubt whether he 
would be capable of making a traditional 
film using the “customer’s own materials” ; 
he wanted to prove to himself and to others 
that he could do it. However, as far as we 
know, nobody ever doubted his ability and 
professional skill, and so I believe this is 
not the true reason and am inclined to doubt 
the justification for the question itself.

Mephisto, although inspired by the novel 
and despite the fact that another writer— 
Péter Dobai—collaborated in the script, is 
an author’s film just like Szabó’s previous 
films, and a sovereign vision of life reflected 
in the specific mirror of an age—as Szabó’s 
every film so far has been. Its message is an 
integral part of the problem complex which 
has been Szabó’s major concern since his 
successful early works such as Álmodozások 
kora (The Age o f Day-Dreaming) Az_ apa 
(The Father), Szerelmesfilm (Love Film): 
this concern could best be called the once 
victorious once unsuccessful fight o f the 
socially-determined individual to preserve 
his autonomy and sovereignty as a human 
being.

If Szabó had made a film exactly after 
Klaus Mann’s novel (as Ariane Mnouch- 
kine did) it would probably have been a 
good film but only one of many high- 
standard works of art aimed at unmasking 
fascism. Szabó, however, did much more

than this. Starting from the je prends mon 
hien oü je le trouve principle he placed Klaus 
Mann’s novel and its characters under the 
prism of his own original interpretation, 
reshaped and sometimes reorganized them 
in the service of a deeper and more generally 
valid message. Without wishing in the least 
to diminish the value of Klaus Mann’s work 
which was in its time a revelatory ren
dering of the age, it can be said that he 
described his characters from the vantage 
point o f the outsider, indeed from the high 
moral viewpoint of the opponent, and not 
from within, and so he merely unmasked 
them. (Today this simple unmasking of 
fascism would be commonplace in a film). 
Szabó goes one step further: he wants to 
understand the motives o f his characters 
with the help of social criticism and deeper 
psychological analysis. There is no doubt 
that the time which has elapsed since has 
helped us to want more than merely to 
render the social and human traits of 
fascism; we want to grasp and understand 
the roots o f the dehumanization process. 
This was Szabó’s ambition, and if  Klaus 
Mann, on the basis of personal experiences, 
described the characteristic figures of his age 
in a roman a clef, Szabó tried to find the key 
to the age itself among its typical characters, 
and did his best to avoid any possibility of 
concrete identification; he tried to generalize 
Mann’s determined, identifiable characters 
into universal types.

Szabó's Mephisto centres around success— 
the greatest tempter of human life and often 
its main corrupting force. Who does not 
crave general esteem and the opportunity to 
develop his abilities? Szabó found the most 
appropriate character for this problem in the 
representative of a profession—acting— 
which depends existentially on direct 
success, ovation and popularity; this char
acter moves in a social-political configura
tion which at the time heaped success upon 
success, monopolized career opportunities and 
donated them as a privilege. Apparently this 
is also the topic of the novel as expressed in

209
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its sub-title: The Story of a Career. But while 
Klaus Mann’s hero concludes a pact with 
fascism as a consequence of his own per
verted character and becomes—in the words 
of the author— “the symbol of the system 
of mendacious comedy in every cell of his 
body” (i.e. age and society are adequate 
reflections o f each other), the film, to quote 
the director himself, “wanted to show a 
character who instinctively seeks to adapt to 
the role offered by history and the given 
socio-political situation. Our film is the 
story of an extraordinary capacity for self
adaptation, the story of a man who con
siders that his only chance in life is to be 
accepted by always subjecting himself to 
others. For him  the only way to feel secure 
is to be fully accepted, to have success: he 
always lives his part sincerely and totally. 
This is not a cynical and evil man: on the 
contrary, he is emotional and respectful 
towards power because this is what gives 
him internal, emotional security. . .  This is 
a basic type which can be absorbed by every 
bad system and negative community be
cause never, in any situation can he bear to 
remain in the shadow, not being accepted 
by others. . . ”

I quoted Szabó extensively here because 
he was successful in these objectives; thus 
the quotation becomes the accurate charac
terization of the work itself. Szabó’s concern 
is not the process of the originally corrupt 
and immoral person towards fascism—in 
this case affinity is natural—but the cor
rupting process which, as demonstrated by 
many examples in the history o f nazism, 
drove highly intellectual people to surrender 
if their high intellectual standards were ac
companied by only medium or even weaker 
moral resistance.

The originality and powerful impact of 
the film is due to the masterful rendering o f 
that demonic corruption. It shows the 
process o f the destruction of weak resistance, 
the exposure of ideological cliches, moral 
ways out and self-justifying mechanisms, 
such as “if  I don’t do it, others will do

worse”, “so I can still do something to help 
my friends”, “I defend the values o f cul
ture”, “one must adapt to existing con
ditions”, “I have only one life”, “I have a 
right to my vocation”, “I have a right to 
obtain what I deserve”, etc. which step by 
step, through conditional compromises and 
self-delusory illusions, lead to total surrender 
when the person becomes a tool. In the 
extraordinary adaptability of Hendrik Höf
gen, enhanced by his acting capabilities, 
the author analyses, in condensed form and 
under a magnifying glass, a psychological 
mechanism which, if  perhaps not in that 
extreme form, characterizes the attitudes of 
masses of people, and permits and insight 
into a historical process just because it 
demonstrates relatively justified human 
aspects. He places the career o f the formerly 
antifascist “cultural Bolshevik” who turned 
from communist sympathizer into a Nazi 
opposite the development of his colleague 
Hans Miklas, intellectually less brilliant 
but ethically much stronger, who started 
out as a fanatical N azi but on seeing the 
way, the system really functioned gradually 
changed until he reached a stage of resistance 
so that the Nazis killed him because he had 
believed in their social demagogy and 
demanded that they fulfil their prom
ises.

Szabó’s film renders this moral mimicry 
with psychological authenticity; and another 
merit of his work is the monumental, sug
gestive and sometimes grandiose rendering 
of the sociological environment which 
provokes this mimicry.

His very joviality makes the seducer, 
the prime minister and general modelled 
after Goring, frightening. The portraits of 
the different actors and members o f the 
intelligentsia are also direct hits: they 
demonstrate every shade of human be
haviour from total surrender to refusal and 
resistance. And I have never seen a film 
which offered such an authentic picture of 
the destructive role o f the Nazi mystique in 
culture, of the cultural policy of Goebbels
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and their debasement of culture for their 
own cultic aims.

So when I said that this film was a 
milestone in Szabó’s career I did not mean 
that he had given up the concept of film 
d’autcur but that, while preserving his 
originality, this delicately lyrical poet o f  
confessions has managed to join the ranks 
of the best contemporary epic film-makers. 
The loving care and high aesthetic standards 
which characterize his earlier works are also 
to be found here. He wants to achieve 
authenticity as fully as possible; the visual 
formation of his scenes, his casting and 
directing o f the actors all serve this goal. 
The choice of the film’s lead, the Austrian 
Klaus Maria Bandauer, was extremely for
tunate, and the other actors are also from

the elite o f the profession both in Hungary 
and the GDR. The achievements of this 
faultless troupe merit another review but 
besides Bandauer I should give a special 
mention to György Cserhalmi as Hans 
Miklas, R olf Hoppe as the Göring-style 
general and Christine Harbor (Lotte Lin
denthal), modelled on Göring’s mistress. 
Even the smallest parts were played by 
actors who created true types. The work of 
cameraman Lajos Koltai merits every 
praise: his splendid light effects and the 
suggestive handling of his camera made 
him a partner of equal rank who contributed 
much to the exceptional qualities o f his 
film.

Ervin Gyertyán

II. Love in a cage
Bizalom (Confidence); Der grüne Vogel (The Green Bird), 1980.

István Szabó’s latest film is about un
requited trust: Bizalom (Confidence). In all 
of Szabó’s films, he has tried to show how 
man’s destiny slips from his grasp, as his
torical and geographical realities impinge 
on one’s free will. For Szabó, hope lies in 
the emotional force which develops be
tween people, no matter how dark and 
threatening their past, present, or future 
seems, nor how unwilling they may be to 
enter into that kind o f metahistorical play 
o f passions. “It’s bigger than most o f us,” 
Szabó said in discussing the films, both 
premiering at the Berlin festival where he 
was about to receive the “Bear” for best 
direction of Confidence. Szabó ignores the 
fact that most o f what one can say or show 
about love is cliche-ridden; thus it is a 
tribute to his sensitivity—as well as polite

recognition o f  his repetitious denial that his 
films are autobiographical—to say that he 
taps the well-spring of cliches to show us 
what human flaws and virtues we all 
partake of.

A simple story, Confidence shows two 
people forced together by historical events 
(rather than forced apart as in Lovefilm or 
Der grüne Vogel, a film made for Federal 
Germany), who ultimately find it impossible 
to commit themselves to loving each other. 
Therefore, trust is the more pertinent topic: 
can people who do not trust each other love 
each other? It depends upon their reasons 
for distrust. Szabó allows an old newsreel 
to speak for him in the opening scene: “To 
know the causes of those terribly frighten
ing noises you hear during an air raid 
mitigates fear,” says the announcer in that
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upbeat tenor of World War II corre
spondents. “Different aircraft produce dif
ferent noises, identifiable to the experienced 
ear.” (We are well into the war.) The 
ludicrous reportage dispenses with bombers 
and turns to sports. “The Germans, in 
white, met the Hungarians on the playing 
field a t . . . the score was tied, two to tw o.” 
The camera has been withdrawing into the 
cinema, revealing the backs o f heads, 
among them a blonde, who rises and walks 
out (on the newsreel?).

On a rainy, deserted street a man appears 
to accost her, grabbing her arm to steer her 
in the opposite direction—as men will be 
doing throughout the film. Her resistance 
subsides as soon as she hears his reasons: 
the police are at her home, searching for 
her husband, who has gone underground. 
Her husband’s and daughter’s safety are 
assured, as is her own, if  she go directly to a 
hospital where she will be given a new 
identity. As they sit on a bench by the 
river, the man cross-examines her: how 
much did she know about her husband’s 
activities? She seems genuinely surprised 
at the question, and yet the man’s reaction; 
“Yes, you must always reply that way to 
that question,” reveals the extent to which 
comrades willingly accept truth as untruth or 
vice-versa. The ambiguity of their secrecy 
is reinforced by Szabó’s filming them from 
the rear, so that we watch in half-profile. In 
addition her failure to challenge any of the 
man’s proposals or claims could indicate 
complicity. In short, the actress Ildikó 
Bánsági has a conscious naivete not to be 
confused with innocence, a quality Szabó 
often seeks in his lead actresses. She is a 
woman o f uncertain sophistication; in that 
she dresses a bit too self-consciously for 
her wide-eyed vulnerability. The paradox is 
attractive and endows her with a degree of 
artless sex symbolism that marks her as a 
woman who needs to be protected—and 
therefore needs to be trusted.

To protect her as well as themselves, her 
husband’s comrades give the woman a

completely new identity: Katalin Biró, née 
Simó, 28 years old, with a daughter, etc. 
None of the alterations are incongruous 
with the woman we have watched for the 
first ten minutes, and as if  to establish their 
aptness, Szabó includes a physical examina
tion at the hospital where the doctor “re
christened” her. Her chest X-rays, height 
and weight, age, childhood diseases, even 
the blood pumped from her arm attest to 
the physical existence of Katalin Biró, who 
by the end of this ironic and cleverly cut 
sequence of body parts backed up by her 
recital of her personal data, has eclipsed 
the previous reality of Kata.

As she emerges from the hospital, she 
climbs abord Szabó’s ubiquitous yellow 
streetcar to reach her destination, an un
known room she will share with an un
known man. In this curious vacuum, the 
man seems unknowable, except for the odd 
bit of “acting” which is deliberately humane 
enough to secure their safety, and human 
enough to contrast with his otherwise 
mechanical behaviour. We first see “János 
Biró” through the jail-like fence around the 
house where they will be staying, as he 
rushes forward to embrace Kata. The close- 
ups of her face register her fear o f this cage 
and foreshadow the loneliness which will 
force her to establish some basis of trust 
with a man who will become her keeper.

Unlike love, trust does not occur at 
first sight. János takes advantage of her 
first absence from their room to rifle her 
handbag, where photos of her husband and 
child remain, despite orders to destroy any 
and all evidence o f a previous life. This lays 
the cornerstone of his distrust, followed by 
his stone-walling reaction to her command
ing and demanding presence. In one scene, 
where her genuine concern for her own 
daughter would supply realistic detail to 
their mutual concern for their Active child, 
János berates her for describing a daughter 
to their landlady; in yet another scene, he 
criticizes her appearing outside the house 
in a nurse’s uniform provided her as cloth-
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ing because she doesn’t “look” like the 
nurses in the area. His criticism and worries 
are justified, since any slip-up could betray 
them both, but his excessive anger betrays 
himself.

Although János is a man who has worked 
for years in the underground resistance and 
has dedicated his life to a political cause, 
his commitment, like that o f many an 
activist, embraces mankind while balking at 
the needs of a fellow human being. His 
perception o f their danger is correct, but he 
fails to share it with her except in prohibi
tions and impersonal tolerance. In the 
scenes of them together in their room, Szabó 
maintains a steady rhythm of medium shots 
and only slips into faintly paranoiac camera 
angles when they are having dinner with 
their landlord and their four heads appear 
in quick succession, exchanging glances or 
bent too intently over the soup. When Já
nos takes refuge in the bathroom to read a 
letter, Szabó allows a fish-eye deformation 
of the scene, which seems to call attention 
to our own observation of the scene and deny 
the possibility o f privacy. János’s initial re
fusal to betray a single incident or fact of 
his background is, paradoxically, his way 
of concurring with a policy that prohibits 
privacy of any kind. His anonymity is like 
that of an extortionist, commanding ever- 
greater involvement in return for his pro
tection. He refuses, on the other hand, to 
allow Kata, as long as she is Katalin Biró, 
any privacy but that of dressing and un
dressing for bed. Her probes into her 
personality, testing her discretion in the 
presence o f a trusted comrade, and bating 
the landlady about conversations with Kata.

His own reluctance to open up to Kata, 
even after they have begun their love affair, 
has reasons both above and beyond the his
torical vacuum of their refuge. One flash
back reveals that a girlfriend had betrayed 
him to the Nazis when he was a student in 
Germany. A letter-exchange with his wife 
shows her frustration in trying to establish 
even a modicum of sodality within the

confines of marriage; his response to her is a 
hasty telephone call to assure her that he 
loves her, although he explains to Kata later 
that his wife is his best friend. In fact, she 
is functional, preventing him from too 
deep an involvement with Kata. His basic 
nature is untrusting, that of the pessimist 
prepared.

In one sequence where Kata’s past 
penetrates their cloistered love, she is 
summoned via a messenger to meet with 
her husband. Upon her return the next day, 
János welcomes her with civility, draws her 
bath and abandons her, requiring no ex
planations and offering none when he re
turns to find her asleep ir a tub o f cold 
water (a scene repeated be ween husband 
and wife in Der grüne Vogel.) "You only 
did what would be expected o f you”, he 
explains as she struggles to express her feel
ings to him. In another place, he tells her, 
“I am reserved. I like my reservations. I cope 
with them well.” Szabó does not stage 
these scenes in the “back-to-back” poses by 
now traditional for people talking past one 
another in films. The fact that a man, who 
needs a woman for his literal survival and 
metaphoric salvation, can face that woman 
and deny her in his behavior as well as in 
his own mind says more about man’s in
humanity to man—not to mention woman— 
than all the nauseous existentialism of non
narrative structuralism.

János’s inability to seal hermetically 
their inner exile is likewise his impotence 
in sealing off his own feelings. Once Kata 
came to share his room, she would perforce 
share his experiences there and, in turn, 
share hers with him. Their love affair 
seems inevitable: two attractive people re
sisting each other in the narrow confines of 
their own paranoia eat from the same tree 
of knowledge as Adam and Eve, Szabó’s 
love scenes create an intimacy and knowl
edge both carnal and social, as the two 
lovers indulge in the minor life-affirming 
details of a love affair—explaining scars, 
probing for sexual reassurance. After their
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first night together, Kata gazes fondly at 
János sleeping in his bed and says, “I have a 
lover. My first lover,” with the latent 
recognition that a wider world exists where 
lies a second or third lover. W hen Pali, 
János’s comrade, cynically calls them 
“honey-mooners,” Kata instinctively admits 
to him that they are in love. Her need to 
confirm their love in an expanded social 
context is, however, no less a form of 
control than his need to contain their 
emotional state within the hot-house of a 
false identity.

Szabó’s tries to make the point that 
confidence and trust must be an adjunct of 
love, but as we have seen in  his earlier 
films, love cannot surmount geographical or 
historical barriers, and trust is equally 
handicapped, when it is fostered in an 
artificial environment. To embark upon 
such an emotional exploration in an atmo
sphere infested with Nazi sympatizers and 
equivocating Hungarians is to commit one
self to a priority higher than survival—mu
tual protection of mutual interests.

Kata acquires more and more responsi
bility, as János’s love for her extends to 
trust, while her love for him  is too pas
sionate for that of a wife, too claustrophobic 
for the purposes of an ephemeral identity. 
There come the inevitable accusations: 
Kata’s “I have allowed you men to use me, 
to lim it my freedom to love anyone,” and 
János’s “Can’t I even step out o f the house 
without your asking where I’m going? I hate 
this constant ‘Do you love me?’ ” The 
dependency o f their love an need brings 
them to realize the desperation of their 
situation. János repeatedly denies the feel
ings he expressed the previous night in bed, 
and his physical movements fail to inspire 
trust, for he is prone to slink around corners 
and shift his eyes. Kata is, however, so 
forthright when gazing at herself in the 
mirror the morning after (close-up on her 
eyes), as to be dangerously naive and aware 
of the present more than of the future.

Bizalom (whether one prefers the terse

214
translation “trust” or the Latinate flourish 
o f “confidence”) is a film about security 
and embraces the same paradoxes one finds 
in a world where security is often invoked 
as an excuse for secrecy or behaviour which 
inspires anything but confidence. Szabó 
shows us the effects rather than the causes 
o f a world where one is not secure in one’s 
own identity. János explains that he is 
a son o f the bourgeoisie, but of late he 
claims to be descended from the new 
aristocracy of labourers and peasants, and 
the lie has become so ensconced in his own 
version of reality that one could say he 
“believes” it. Thus is his security purchased 
with the same false coin as his father’s, who 
lied about his Serbian heritage. János, the 
revolutionary, believes that reality and 
identity are flexible enough to be altered by 
will. Kata, a mother and wife, is bound to 
respond to others’ needs and demands; thus 
she is more inclined to betray her own false 
identity than to betray another woman in a 
queue who is being threatened by a per
fidious old hag. Although her memory also 
falters in the face of a woman claiming to 
have known her since childhood, Kata is in
clined to protect her.

János’s chameleon nature ensure his 
survival in such a way as to leave the final 
scene open to several interpretations. As he 
runs through the people waiting in this 
brave new world to claim back their identity 
cards, he calls, “ Mrs. Biró, Mrs. Biró!” 
Does he believe that Kata’s war-time 
persona is still valid, that she has not re
ported to the authorities who and where 
they were during the last year, or is it that 
János’s self-deception is so thorough that 
he believes that what was true underground 
can survive above ground? However one 
integrates this final surprise panic in János 
into his interpretation of Confidence, the 
film has romantic, haunting reverberations. 
Szabó has “returned to realism”, but 
beneath the modern detail is the mythic 
stuff o f Orpheus and Eurydice. In a scene 
of them huddling in the darkness below the
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bombing, they admit that the hell o f this 
war has been their refuge and that its end 
will be like the separation of death.

Szabó is wont to use an underlying 
metaphor or image: like the green bird in a 
cage at the end of Der grüne Vogel, love in 
better off confined. These two films are two 
sides o f the same coin, the currency being 
a rapturous sexuality not seen in any of 
Szabó’s earlier films. One has seen the 
effects of sexuality and love in couples 
sharing a tender gesture in Budapest Tales, 
in shared anxiety in 25 Fireman’s Street, in 
a young man’s longing for a girl in France, 
but these have been merely erotic hunger 
pangs. In 1980 Szabó has feasted on 
eroticism, and his taste is admirable.

Produced in West Germany, Der grüne 
Vogel could be described as Szabó’s private 
SALT history (Sexual Assault Limitation 
Treatise) against the background of the 
more momentous news that rippled through 
the 1970’s. A Polish physicist, Jan (Peter 
Andorai), and a German woman doctor, 
Renate (Hannelore Eisner), fall in love in 
Vienna when they are both assistants to 
older doctors running a conference on 
medical research, Renate fascinates Jan with 
her carefree eccentricity and intelligence, 
made explicit in these early scenes where she 
dances in the street, singing, “Green am I, 
I am the green bird!”. The green bird 
would seem to be a symbol of the freedom 
unavailable to Jan and Renate: after their 
first love scene, Jan comes to Renate’s room 
to tell her that he had wanted to get her a 
green bird, but they were all of another 
colour—no green bird far and wide. Their 
love affair is carried then by postcard, letter, 
airports, hotels, telephone calls, all of which 
appear very cool and frustrating, when com
pared with the physical intimacy so well 
played in their love scenes. For example, 
Jan becomes embarrassed when Renate 
telephones him, interrupting a Christmas 
dinner-party he and his wife are giving at 
home in Poland, and forcing him into the 
discomfort of half-truths about colleagues.

Jan’s marriage presents him with as great 
a dilemma as the political situation, and the 
film depicts them as mutually inclusive by 
making Jan’s wife, Katzka, a news-caster 
(played like fragile crystal by Kristina 
Janda), for it is her reports on television 
which indicate the political barometer of 
East—West relations. For example, the 
initial scene is followed by 1968 footage of 
the Kennedy/King assassinations: a bleak 
beginning. A later scene of Renate reciting 
a letter to him is followed by footage of 
women as VIP’s—Indira Ghandi, Golda 
Meir, etc. Another strip of Vietnam footage 
promises peace in Southeast Asia, and each 
piece of news prophesies the conditions of 
their next meeting. After an outing to 
Auschwitz (a sequence filmed in total silence) 
during a conference in Vienna, Renate and 
Jan return to the hotel to find Katzka there, 
prompted by a bad dream and fears of 
betrayal to join her husband. The relaxation 
of world tension is reflected in footage of 
Nixon’s resignation and the end of the 
military dictatorship in Greece, signalling 
future meetings of this sort in the West.

In fact, the political rapprochement is 
deceptive: although it officially indicates 
scientific and cultural exchange, all such 
intercourse is carefully monitored and 
controlled. In Paris, Szabó shows the lovers 
separated by a glass pane through the Orly 
airport chapel. Jan cannot leave the transit 
terminal; Renate cannot enter it. The “in
visible shield” between them acquires 
metaphoric meaning, as their relationship 
also relaxes enough to allow Renate to visit 
Jan and Katzka in Warsaw, as well as Jan’s 
visiting Renate and her new husband in 
Germany. Nevertheless, the problems re
main, as Renate tells Jan, those o f loving 
and not being loved, loneliness and success, 
being sick of fighting disease, and the fact 
that politics change nothing.

Szabó limits his comment on the 
political upheavals of the Seventies to a 
very personal, i f  not autobiographical, 
reflection of a world he must deal with,
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since his value as a director fluctuates on 
these same currents. It is his first film not 
about Hungary, and it is obvious that he 
was not able to confront the specific 
political obstacles o f  countries he doesn’t 
know well. But he safely moves onto the 
metapolitical territory o f emotions and 
psychology. He points to the way sexual 
mores have changed, allowing colleagues 
— Renate’s, at least—to view their relation
ship with sympathy, although one surmises 
that Poland is unlikely to be as indulgent 
with Jan’s marital misery. Der grime Vogel 
depends upon a certain understanding of 
the dicey nature o f the absolute as well as 
the ambiguous levels o f East—West relations. 
The absolute is expressed in policy and 
reflected in the news; the ambiguous is 
expressed through the collaboration of  
artists and scientists from both realms, 
whose success or failure, incidentally, is 
viewed so positively as to influence policy 
from time to time. At the end of the film, 
Renate and Jan are in Vienna about to be 
interviewed together for a television broad
cast about their own research. As doctors, 
they are comrades and thus newsworthy; as 
human beings frustrated by international 
politics, they are politely overlooked.

Such love-stories are not rare along these 
borders, but obviously one cannot point to 
sociological studies and statistics about them. 
It is exactly the delicacy of such a situation 
that Szabó best portrays. What a Westerner 
may decry as hypocrisy and inhibition, some
one from the Socialist countries would be 
inclined to see as “the green bird, ” which 
Jan defines in one of the last scenes as “not 
happiness which is blue, but perhaps in
security, anxiety compromise, and loneli
ness.” When at last they spy the green bird, 
it is not very pretty, not very happy, and 
confined to a cage too small for it. It is an 
American woman who holds it at the air
port—a souvenir? What Szabó does not say 
or show, he obliquely reflects with this 
metaphor, as well as with the riddle of 
trust in Confidence that is, that absolute 
security can only be found in a maximum 
security prison. In his winsome way, Szabó 
shows passion trapped in a no-man’s-land 
between war and peace, between East and 
West. In these films, love is a refuge from 
reality, and lovers refugees.

Karen Jaehne



THE WHOLE THEATRE IS A THEATRE
Miklós Hubay—István Vas—György Ránki: Three Nights of a Love; Anton 

András Sütő: Nuptial at Susa; Mihály Kornis: Hallelujah

End-of-Season Fare

The end of the 1980-81 season displays 
exactly the same kind of general picture as 
in more recent years — at least as far as 
content, character and style are concerned. 
That this season cannot be confused with 
that, say, o f three years ago, is due to  
standards. T hat is, to the drop in standards. 
I t  would be lenient to  say that this was 
a mediocre season for the Hungarian theatre. 
In  my report on the early premieres back 
in  September and October I still entertained 
hopes that the theatre companies would 
warm to their task and tha t there was still 
time for some loud and resounding successes. 
In retrospect, however, the performances 
condemned then appear wothy of a more 
restrained judgement, for seen in  the overall 
weak context they no longer appear so me
diocre. A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Kapos
vár, directed by János Acs, the premiere in 
Győr of Péter Nádas’s The Cleaning, which 
strikes a new note in the Hungarian theatre, 
Ferenc Kállai’s splendid Falstaff at the 
National Theatre, and the presentation in 
Miskolc o f The Night oj the Tribades by Per 
Olov Enquist (all reviewed by me in  NHQ 
81 and 82) were among the significant and 
enduring accomplishments: and on the 
whole this is as much as the memory retains. 
The opinions o f various critics o f the various 
papers and regular theatregoers may of 
course differ from this brief list of mine in 
one or two points. But a counter-list would 
be short. The first surveys of the season are 
now beginning to  appear. The more opti
mistic have theories about a change in tone, 
epoch or generation, although none of these 
has changed to  any greater degree than gene
rally accepted. To speak of a “sudden stand
still” is to  use a more vigorous term, yet

this is still refined judgement. In my opi
nion there is no reason to sound the alarm 
bell yet: a weaker season is not a crisis, even 
if  the preceding one was not much better.

The Hungarian theatre owed its grati
fying upward trend at the beginning and 
middle of the 1970s primarily to two fac
tors. One of these was the growth in the 
number of original personalities and— 
therefore in the number of significant works 
to give new inspiration. And the other fac
tor was the emergence of a new, young and 
talented generation of stage directors who 
soon rose to positions of leadership. These 
factors coincided precisely.

By the end o f the seventies Hungarian 
drama had become jaded. The most signif
icant writer, István Örkény, died. The 
authors of earlier successes appeared more 
rarely, and frequently with second-rate 
plays. Many young stage directors—by 
this time heading the country’s leading 
theatres—seemed to become temporarily 
uncertain. Their production grew less ma
ture, and more superficial—with few ex
ceptions.

There was ample talk of all these prob
lems in Miskolc at the conference arranged 
in the framework of a meeting o f studio 
theatres. After an interval o f more than 
a decade this was now a new opportunity 
for the public to see within a period o f nine 
days what were regarded as the best o f the 
chamber performances. Studio, chamber, 
experimental, cellar and pocket theatre, all 
contributed to the discussion. They indicat
ed that neither in the aesthetic sense nor 
in the functioning of Hungarian theatres 
had the function and responsibilities of the 
largely experimental, little theatres (accom
modating audiences of between 60 and 100) 
been clarified. Even in the artistic and mate
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rial sense these little theatres belong closely 
to some large theatre, and within its shadow, 
partly of necessity, they lose their indi
viduality. On one night they are compelled 
to play, say, a Beckett type of piece, and on 
the next, a piece by a writer like, say, N eil 
Simon. The latter is the price o f the former. 
And out of this will come no definite artis
tic profile, no worthwhile, experimenting 
workshop, no new contact with the public.

These problems are of course well known. 
The critics try to do their share in resolving 
these problems mostly by being far too in
dulgent or too severe in their judgement. 
Instead of the ailing finger they amputate 
the whole arm at once—or simply turn 
their heads aside. What to one critic is 
a "rousing success,” a “memorable perfor
mance,” is rejected by another because of 
its superficiality and epigonism. This is not 
simply a matter o f the usual differences in 
viewpoint, but o f the general uncertainty in 
the Hungarian theatre itself.

And what does the theatre do amidst its 
cares? For one thing, it thrives—because it 
would be a mistake to believe that with the 
arrival of the sweltering days o f spring and 
early summer the public turned its back on 
it. Occasionally there are one or two perfor
mances where the theatre embarrassingly 
echoes with emptiness—but generally even 
the weaker productions have successful runs. 
Perhaps because—this could be one of the 
possible answers to its problems—the 
theatre directs attention to itself. The 
“theatre within the theatre” is a fad which 
characterizes not only the end o f season, 
but the whole season as well.

As is customary at the end o f the season, 
farces, comedies and light musical buffoo
neries increased. The theatres dug out works 
by Labiche, Feydeau and Offenbach and 
they play the Italian Straw Hat, the A Lady 

from Maxim’s and Parisian Life. And what 
emerges? Repeatedly the fact that our theatres 
relate to these authors in the wrong way. 
They either regard them as manufacturers 
of laughter provoking punch lines, on the

basis of whose books only saucy farces can 
—certain of success—be thrown together; 
or they regard them at the level of Shake
speare and Moliere, and recast their pieces 
at all costs. Naturally in both instances 
success fails to materialize.

Alongside the newer failures one of the 
oldest Hungarian musicals, which its auth
ors called a musical tragedy, the Three Nights 
of a Love, has reaped fresh success. The now 
twenty-one year old piece (text by Miklós 
Hubay, lyrics by István Vas and music by 
György Ránki) has been rejuvenated by its 
young stage director at Miskolc. Here again 
the Second World War provides the time 
setting: the friends of a young poet en dea- 
vour to hide him to save him from being 
taken away for forced labour. Youth, love 
and fear are able to make even the months 
of hiding beautiful and happy at times. Yet 
in the end the young poet has to set out 
towards death, and his wife learns the news 
of his death only from his companions who 
manage to struggle back, the “three kings,” 
or the magi. Despite the tragedy it is 
not war and killing that triumph, but 
love, which is stronger than all else.

The director did not care much about 
the war, o f which he himself has no personal 
experience. The story plays amidst emi
nently suitable, but only indicating, décor. 
He has shifted the story the present, believ
ing that even if  a world war does not envelop 
the earth in flames and blood, there is an 
abundance of fear and danger threatening 
young people and young artists. If the piece 
had remained in the original time of its 
action, then today it would unavoidably 
have the impact of a happening with which 
we would have ever less in common. In this 
manner, however, the completely rearranged 
and abridged text—which still preserves 
some of its historical allusions—has become 
fresh and topical. Even if  ability, voice and 
dancing skill were not always present in the 
actors, they had sufficient ambition and will 
to realize this concept with an unusual 
effect.
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Ways of survival

It was also the National Theatre which 
first presented a new play, Nuptial at Susa 
by András Sütő, a Transylvanian Hunga
rian writer. Perhaps this was the premiére 
that was awaited with the greatest expecta
tions of the season. Sütő’s trilogy (A Horse 
Trader’s Palm Sunday, Star at tie Stake, Cain 
and Aiel), particularly in respect of intel
lectual force and stylistic effects, is regarded 
as among the best of contemporary Hunga
rian drama, and structurally too, more and 
more mature works have been turned out 
by the writer who, according to his own ad
mission, is really at home only in prose. 
In all three of the above works the play 
centred round two principal male figures, 
whose conflicts were related: those of the 
political realist and the poet. Each was 
a confrontation between two friends, or two 
brothers. One with a soaring imagination 
who desired everything, and the other who 
sought to preserve only the existing. One 
who held his head high, and the other who 
bowed his head. In a sense both are right, 
but they cannot both be right at the same 
time. And the greater truth lies with the 
dreamer. They loved, they love each other 
— but one o f them has to die. The other, 
the one who remains alive, must now be the 
political realist and poet himself, both 
realist and dreamer, with his head held high.

The writer promised Nuptial at Susa 
as an expansion of the trilogy. The new 
work, however, is a self-contained play. 
It is significant, but it does not reach the 
others. The title refers to that historical day 
when ten thousand soldiers o f the victorious 
Alexander the Great, at his command, take 
ten thousand Persian girls as their wives, 
thus ensuring that the conquered people 
mix with the Greeks through their offspring. 
This depicts the sphere of problems connec
ted with the coexistence o f large and small 
nations, seen characteristically by the writer 
living in Eastern Central Europe with a 
sound knowledge of the long history of the

peoples in that region. The fundamental con
flicts are presented by the relationship to 
Alexander’s command, between the extremes 
o f resistance to the bitter end on the one 
hand, and immediate submission on the 
other.

The performance at the National Theatre 
was quite successful. József Ruszt seems to 
have concentrated his energies, which this 
season were spread around the directions of 
eleven (!) plays on this production. He 
reinforced the two voices in the piece 
which were only touched upon: eroticism 
and irony. In his hands this wedding was 
in reality an exciting, grand, mass nuptial 
feast. The main thought of the play, that 
of resistance, is a temptation—a temptation 
for us to picture ten thousand Persian girls 
as recalcitrants. Whereas it is certain that 
on that day the overwhelming majority of 
them were concerned not with politics, but 
with the man that blind chance had given 
them; and possibly with the man they would 
have to leave because of this marriage. 
Sensuality and nudity of sophisticated 
courtly grandeur establish the tension within 
which the political and national question, 
presented somewhat parabolically and left 
rather essayistic, could then be really cre
dible. Ruszt emphasizes that even the most 
positive figures bear ironical self-criticism, 
and he intimates that even Alexander the 
Great—who otherwise does not appear in 
person—is not purely a tyrant who sup
presses nations (though he is that, too), but 
a planning politician of great ideas. W ithin 
the play fate passes judgement on him in 
his death on the day of the mass nuptials.

The author’s personality, and of course 
the sympathy shown towards his earlier 
works, as well as the theme and the appeal 
of the production rewarded Nuptial at Susa 
—despite its shortcomings—with fine
acclaim.

In the growth, strengthening and moder
nization of the new Hungarian theatre, 
alongside András Sütő’s play and Péter 
Nádas’ The Cleaning, the youthful Mihály
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Kornis’ play, Hallelujah, has played a signi
ficant role. It is a chamber piece—with 
seventy participants. Only two are given 
really significant roles in the action. A “very 
old” grandfather and his grandson are pre
sent on stage throughout. The grandfather 
is continuously “very old,” but the grandson 
is first one, then ten, and then thirty years 
old. This play is a longitudinal section of 
three decades, which, without further ado, 
interweaves the scenes and even the senten
ces, treating time with complete freedom. 
Technically it is a very clever text; its Hun
garian and foreign antecedents are discer
nible, but they are not at all disturbing. 
Two men play, quarrel, fight, converse, and 
jest with each other, an old man and a young 
man. An aged one who lived through and 
experienced history, surviving world war 
and persecutions; and a youth who feels he 
was left out o f history. This young man is 
entirely Platonovian, but he does not endea
vour to withdraw, instead seeking refuge in 
excitability. And he will survive his troubles: 
he is not the type to succumb to them. And 
when he, too, is very old, he w ill generally 
be like his grandfather.

The writer describes his work as a piece 
“lacking love,” and the director saw it as

a work o f the “solitary mass.” He squeezes 
the two principal characters and the two 
episode figures (who appear as two, and then 
five figures) into a crowded railway car in 
the concluding half hour: we see that the 
passengers are exactly the same kind of 
queer fish, fallible, frail creatures, as the 
grandfather and his grandson; and just as 
all o f us are.

The young man manages to fight his way 
through this mass, to fight his way through 
the three hours of the theatre night, the 
three decades of his life. He is left to him
self in his deteriorated home, and suddenly 
complete darkness descends on his kneeling 
figure as he repeats a single word. He is at 
the turning point of his life, he now ought 
to start doing something with his life, he 
now ought to arrive safely at a haven, he 
should now understand that he, too, is a part 
of history. He kneels and keeps repeating 
a single word. Tired, furious, glancing back 
and ahead, he pronounces, muttering the 
word:
“Hallelujah.”
Without an exclamation mark.

T amás T arján
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