
16. THE LOST CENTURY

(Hungary's history in the XVIllth century)

The first European generation of this century lived under the rule of the absolutistic kings,

such as France's Louis XIV Russia's Peter I and Germany's Leopold I. The second generation saw

the gradual weakening of these absolutistic empires. The third generation witnessed the rising of

the oppressed in Europe and in America and the birth of new social structures and new,

independent nations.

The Hungarians, with their “timeless” contempt for the logic of history, went through these

three phases — in the reversed order. They rose against the monolithic German-Austrian Empire

at the beginning of the century. They did the right thing —at the wrong time. The Empire had just

defeated the Turks and now stood at the zenith of its power under its most Olympian monarch,

Leopold.

Defeated, the Hungarians of the second generation watched at first stoically as their once

mighty foe began to disintegrate for a rather ironic reason: the Habsburgs, who had established

their rule over half of Europe through their clever marriage strategy, had suddenly run out of male

heirs. Then, taken in by a clever, pretty queen, the Hungarians rushed to the rescue of the tottering

Empire and offered their “Life and blood” to the same monarch whose grandfather had done his

worst to wipe the Hungarian nation off the face of the earth. Having saved the Habsburg dynasty —

the wrong thing for a Hungarian to do at any time — the third generation of Hungarians decided to

do nothing — and they did it at the wrong time. While the rest of the world was busy creating new

social, economic and state structures, the Hungarians turned their back to the world and went into

a national hibernation of smug conservatism.

“Cum Deo- Pro Patria et Libertate”

FERENC (FRANCIS) RAKOCZI II (1676-1735) was a descendant of some of the greatest

freedom fighters of Hungary. His mother, Ilona Zrinyi, the wife of Transylvanian Prince Ferenc

Rakoczi I, was the finest example of patriotic Hungarian womanhood. She held the family fortress

of Munkacs for three years against the Austrian-German imperial troops after the defeat of her

second husband, Imre Thokoly, a great “Kuruc” leader. After the fall of Munkacs, Ferenc was taken

to Vienna with his mother. There they were separated, never to meet again. The young Prince was

left to the care of the Magyar-hating Archbishop Kollonich, who had him educated in a Catholic

Austrian school. On completion of his studies, Rakoczi returned to Vienna, married a German

princess and remained under the watchful eyes of the Emperor Leopold, his godfather.

The handsome, mild-mannered Prince of the Holy Roman (German) Empire, a loyal

subject and a devout Catholic who could not even speak Hungarian, seemed unlikely to stir up a

Magyar rebellion, so the Emperor allowed him to visit his estates in Hungary.



It may well be that, on his arrival in Hungary, Rakoczi sincerely wished to reconcile his

rebellious compatriots with their pious Emperor. Soon, however, the impact of the conditions he

saw in Hungary and information gained from his Hungarian. friends began to change his views

about his “pious” godfather, the Emperor, and his “rebellious” Magyar subjects. He found the.

peasants and common people burdened with exorbitant taxes, the nobility intimidated and silenced

and. the imperial soldiers treating the country as their booty by right of conquest. His friends,

especially Count Miklos Bercsenyi, urged him to lead an armed revolt but Rakoczi agreed only to

begin negotiations with the dynasty. In his naive manner he wrote a letter to France's Louis XIV,

seeking his sympathy and moral support for Hungary's demands for her constitutional rights:

The correspondence was betrayed and the angry Emperor had Ra koczi arrested and held

in the same prison in which his grandfather, Peter Zrinyi had been executed for treason. Rakoczi

managed to escape, however, and took refuge in Poland. The Poles offered the crown of their

country to him, but he did not accept it.



In 1703 the insurgent peasants of Northern Hungary called upon Rakoczi in Poland to lead

their uprising against Leopold. This time, the Prince responded to their appeals and to his friends

urging and returned to Hungary to direct his nation's armed fight for freedom. In his moving

manifesto,  “Recrudescunt.   .“, he recounted his nation's grievances and stated that he wished to

fight for the freedom of the entire nation, including the serfs and national minorities. It speaks well

for the Hungarian aristocracy of the time that most of them joined Rakoczi's “Kuruc” troops. The

nobles and the urban middle class joined them without reservation and so did the Slovak, Ruthene

and Vlach peasants, and even the northern Hungarian Saxons. Catholics and Protestants swore



allegiance to flags bearing the image of the Holy Virgin, Patron of Hungary and the motto “Cum

Deo — Pro Patria et Libertate” (With God for Country and Freedom)

Only some prelates and magnates failed to join the uprising, either because they owed

everything to the Emperor, or because they thought that the war was ill-timed and wasteful for a

nation which had almost bled to death during the preceding three hundred years. Thus some

honest and patriotic Hungarians remained in the imperial camp and their loyalty to both the

Emperor and their nation was to alleviate later the sufferings caused by the war.

The bulk of the Kuruc troops consisted of light cavalry led by gallant, able but sometimes

undisciplined commanders. They scored some spectacular successes at the beginning of the war

but could not hold the occupied territory. More successful was the old general Bottyan in

Transdanubia. In Transylvania and on the Great Plain, the imperials held most of the fortified cities

but the Kuruc freed the countryside. In the north, the main theatre of operations, the Kuruc scored

several victories but could not win decisive battles against the well—trained and better equipped

imperials. In 1707 and again in 1710 the main Kuruc army was badly defeated, in both cases

because the Kuruc commanders ignored Rakoczi's orders.

The lack of equipment, the general shortage of food and the lack of financial resources

contributed to the final defeat of the Kuruc cause. Rakoczi did not tax the people. He tried to

finance the war from his own income and the revenues of mines and excise — a woefully

inadequate financial basis for a war lasting eight years. In 1710 a final, fatal blow struck the Kuruc

army: the plague broke out in the Kuruc-held territory and killed half a million people, a fifth of

Hungary's population.

Development in international politics also contributed greatly to Rakoczi's defeat. It had

suited Louis XIV to have a rebel army in the east of the Habsburg empire but he never seriously

considered concluding a formal alliance with Rakoczi. He kept encouraging him with vague

promises and occasional financial support. It was on Louis' instigation that Rakoczi agreed to the

dethronement of the Habsburg dynasty at the Diet of 0nod (1707). This assembly created Rakoczi

"Ruling Prince” of the country. The timing of this fateful step could not have been more unfortunate:

the Austrian-English victory over the French and Bavarians at Blenheim (1704) had already ruled

out the chances of a military co-operation between the French and the Hungarians.

Rakoczi tried to find new alliances and hoped to negotiate with Peter I of Russia, who was

even less reliable than Louis XIV. Still, the Prince went to Poland in 1711 hoping to meet Peter

there. During his absence, his commander, Sandor Karolyi, correctly assessing the situation as

hopeless for the Kuruc, concluded an armistice with the commander of the imperials,. Count John

Palffy, an honest Hungarian soldier and statesman. Both commanders overstepped their authority

but they were motivated by the best of intentions: the dying nation had to be saved.

“Vitam et Sanguinem."



The armistice and capitulation of the Kuruc army was followed by the Peace Treaty of

Szatmar (1711). Leopold had died in 1705: his successors, Joseph I (1705-1711) and Charles III

(1711-1740), showed a little more understanding of the grievances of the Hungarians. The Peace

Treaty granted amnesty to all participants and promised religious freedom and a constitutional

government for Hungary.

Rakoczi and his closest friends did not accept the amnesty and left for Poland, then France.

Eventually they were given refuge in Turkey, at Rodosto. The Prince died there in 1735 and his two

sons, both unmarried, died soon after him. They were the last scions of the Rakoczi, Zrinyi and

Bathori families.

Rakoczi’s outstanding intellectual and moral qualities would have made him the nation's

greatest king. It was his and the nation's tragedy that this charismatic leader was drawn into the

unsuitable role of a rebel. Still, his struggle was not entirely in vain: with immense sacrifices, the

Hungarians again proved that they would not tolerate tyranny. Rakoczi’s revered memory has since

lived as his nation's inspiration in victory and consolation in defeat.

The wars of the preceding three hundred years had taken a frightful toll: the country which in

Matthias time (1460) had a population of over 4 million (85% Magyar) had now about 2 1/2 million

inhabitants, only about half of them Magyars. The war-weary nobles were now only concerned with

their “privileges”, such as their tax-exemptions. The survivors of the Magyar peasantry were expected

to bear the crushing burden of taxation and to carry out the agricultural reconstruction of the country.

The Diet of 1723 accepted the decree called “Pragmatica Sanctio”, which assured the right of

succession of the Emperor-King’s daughter, Maria Theresa. In return, the sovereign, Charles III,

accepted the principle of “dual monarchy”: an independent Hungary united with Austria under one

sovereign. This “independence” was however, little more than “home rule” as the important portfolios

of Foreign Affairs, Defence and Finance remained under Austrian control. Neither was the territorial

integrity of Hungary restored: Transylvania remained a “grand-duchy” administered from Vienna and

the southern districts were made into a “military zone”, (against the Turks) similarly under direct

Viennese control.

When MARIA THERESA (1740-1780) ascended the throne, the Hungarians accepted her

as their Queen but some provinces refused to do so. This eventually led to a war of succession

between Austria and France-Prussia-Bavaria. Maria Theresa, whom someone once called the

“only man of the Habsburg dynasty”, began to show some remarkable qualities - mostly feminine

ones, She had the Hungarian Diet recalled and appeared before the assembled nobles in

mourning. With her infant child in her arms and tears in her eyes, she looked very much like the

image of the Holy Virgin, Patron of Hungary — a familiar picture, indeed, as only a generation

before this emblem had decorated Rakoczi's Kuruc flags. . . Now the beautiful, young Queen

appealed to her “beloved, noble and chivalrous” Magyars for help against her enemies. Her “noble,



chivalrous” (and forgetful) Hungarians stood up and cheered, promising her their “Vitam et

Sanguinem. . .“ (“Life and blood. .")

Whatever the historians may say about her, Maria Theresa was quite a woman.

So Hungary, not long before a subdued colony, a defeated rebel, came to the rescue of her

oppressor, Austria. Hungarian hussars, commanded by Hungarian generals, fought gallantly to

defend their “Queen in distress”. Thanks to their help, the war, which began disastrously for the

Austrians, ended in a compromise; so did the following Seven Years War (1756-1763).

The Queen rewarded the Hungarians by respecting their constitution and by guaranteeing

the privileges of the landed nobility. Unfortunately, these privileges seemed to encourage

agriculture and discourage urbanisation and industrialisafion — in the age of the Industrial

Revolution. Thus Hungary remained the backward agricultural provider of rapidly progressing

Austria and Bohemia. It seems that, in addition to her other qualities, Maria Theresa was quite an

economist, too.

Her education policy was the product of “enlightened absolutism”: a central, state-

controlled system. Latin had been the language of government legislation and education in

Hungary since the XVIlth century. Some historians have called this a “tactful” arrangement, as the

use of Hungarian would have offended the nationalities. We have seen that, apart from the

autochthonous Slovaks, all nationalities were immigrants settled with or without the Hungarians

permission in the territory of Hungarian sovereignty. Thus this “tactful” arrangement is comparable

to the suggestion that the United States or Australia should replace English by, say, Esperanto in

order to spare the susceptibilities of its migrants.

Unfortunately, Transyilvania was still an Austrian colony and the drastic resettlement and

military recruiting methods used by the Austrian commanders led to many clashes, such as the

tragic incident at Madefalva where Szekely families were massacred for refusing to allow their lads

to be recruited for the Austrian army. As a result of this “Siculicidium” (“Szekely massacre”) (1764)

whole Szekely villages left their homeland and settled in Moldavia and Bukovina, then under

Russian and Turkish occupation. The Austrian military authorities encouraged the mass

immigration of Vlachs and Serbs to the eastern and southern depopulated areas.

Among the nobles of Hungary, unaware of all this, Maria Theresas benevolent repression

created an atmosphere of complacent, self-deluding euphoria.

Joseph II (1780-1790) brought the principle of “enlightened absolutism” to its logical

conclusion: he decided to make his subjects happy, whether they liked it or not. He refused to be

crowned and ruled by decrees, ordering reforms for which his multinational empire was neither

ready nor grateful. He abolished the religious orders and granted freedom to all religions. Then he

abolished the 700 year-old Hungarian county-system and replaced it with a German language

central administration. He eased the burden of the serfs and prepared plans for universal taxation.

Some of these reforms shocked the Hungarians and the other nationalities. Disappointed, Joseph

withdrew his edicts before his death.



His successor, Leopold II, had little trouble pacifying the nobles — they saw the unpleasant

things happening in France to nobles who insisted on their privileges.

At the beginning of his long, dull reign, Francis I (1792-1835) hastened to reiterate the

standard Habsburg procedure of reassuring the nobles that their privileges will remain untouched

— as long as they kept producing food for the Empire and stayed out of mischief. He had no cause

to worry: the world-shaking events in France found very little echo in Hungary. Only a small group

of amateurish intellectuals attempted to organise some sort of a “Jacobin” plot. This was promptly

discovered and quickly and ruthlessly suppressed by the most efficient branch of the Viennese

government, the police.

Thus Hungary's “lost century” ended with the nation still licking its well-healed wounds and

looking with full confidence into its glorious past. .



17. “IN THE MIDST OF ARMS…"

(Hungarian literature and the arts in the XVlth - XVlllth centuries)

Literature and music during the Turkish wars

Threatened with destruction, the Magyars found strength, hope and consolation in their

literature and music during these turbulent centuries.

The wandering minstrels of the war, the “lute players”, were the soldier-poets and

musicians of the XVIth century. The best-known of these, Sebestyen Tinodi (called “Lantos”: lute

player), who died in 1556, sang the praises of the frontier soldiers to the accompaniment of lute-

music, composed by himself. His epic accounts of heroic deeds (e.g. “The Siege of Eger”),

exhortations or humorous sketches (“Of the Many Drunkards”) cheered the tired soldiers of the

border fortresses and spread the news of the glorious battles. His music, noted down and printed in

his life-time with his poetry, had a characteristically Magyar richness.

The greatest poet of the XVIth century was BALINT (VALENTIN) BALASSA (1554-1594),

an aristocrat who led a very eventful life, fighting as a volunteer among the frontier soldiers and

getting into all sorts of amorous and financial troubles. His poetry reflects all facets of emotional

expression: erotic passion and lusty love alternate with deeply religious sincerity and patriotic

devotion. His poetic technique was quite remarkable, his language rich and colourful, unmatched

by anything written in Hungarian until the XIXth century.

His “Soldiers song” is a youthful, glowing praise of the frontier-soldiers: their sorrows, joys,

sacrifices and rewards during a short life in the service of the nation. The poem "Forgive me” is a

moving credo of his deep Christian faith. Balassa was one of the Magyar millions, who died with

the name of "Jesus” on their lips. Mortally wounded, his last words were: “Jesus died for me — why

should I have any doubts — I have been your soldier, my Lord, I have fought in your army. . ." His

farewell songs and love poems show a fresh, natural inspiration, akin to that of folk poetry.

The ideas of the Reformation reached Hungary during the XVIth century. The need for

Magyar-language hymns in the Protestant service helped the development of religious literature:

original works and translations were required. The best-known poet-preachers were the

Transylvanian Protestant pastors, Gaspar Heltay, also known for his fables, and Gaspar Karolyi the

first Hungarian translator of the Bible. Their writings present many examples of a blend of patriotic

and religious inspiration.

The rich magnates of the territories not occupied by the Turks had replaced the royal court

as patrons of the arts.  Their composers and orchestras provided relaxation and emotional comfort

in the short periods of rest during the almost continuous fighting. Many of these composers'

melodies have survived in foreign collections bearing such titles as “Ungaresca”, “Ungarische

Tanze”, etc. The best-known Hungarian composer of the period was Balint Bakfark of Transylvania.

(“Lute Fantasia”).



The XVIIth century presents a picture of spiritual and Cultural consolidation. The Catholic

“Counter-Reformation” produced some great writers, such as Cardinal Peter Pazmany (1570-

1637), Archbishop of Esztergom. His many Magyar-language sermons polemic writings, prayers

and translations have greatly enriched the Hungarian language.  His contemporary, Albert Szenczi

Molnar, a Protestant preacher, scholar and humanist translated psalms and set them to music of

his own composition.

Count Mikios Zrinyi (1620-1664), the great general and statesman, was also a remarkable

poet. His long epic poem, the “Peril of Sziget” describes the heroic defence of Szigetvar by his

ancestor. Zrinyi dedicates his work not to the Muses, but to Hungary's Patron, the Blessed Virgin.

His numerous prose works are political and military studies concerning the war against the Turks

and written in racy, colourful Hungarian.

The two regions free from Turkish occupation had, by this time, developed a relatively

secure and civilised form of living.

Dance and entertainment melodies, many inspired by folk music, have been preserved in

notation in various manuscripts, such as the “Kajoni”, “Vietorisz” and “Virginalis” “codices”. The

collection of Prince Pal Eszterhazy (1635-1713), Catholic hymns (“Harmonia Caelestis”) contains

many fine compositions by the great statesman, including some inspired by Magyar religious folk

melodies.

The “Kuruc” literature and music

The freedom wars, led by Bocskai, Bethien, Thokoly and Rakoczi, have created a rich

treasure of poetry and music. These poems and melodies have survived by oral tradition only:it was

treasonable to write them down during the decades following the Kuruc wars. For the same reason

the authors preferred to remain unknown.

An early Kuruc poem: “Between the fire and the water” from around 1670 describes the

bitter dilemma of the Hungarians of that period: between the Turkish aggression and German

tyranny only their trust in God gives them consolation. The author may have been a Protestant

pastor. Another song —obviously created by a common soldier — expresses the same idea, using

the phrase, which has since become the motto of those troubled times: “Betwixt two heathens —

fighting for one countrv. —" the Kuruc soldier, always hungry, always in battle, sheds his blood for

one nation fighting the Turks and Germans.

The songs of the early Rakoczi period are more exuberant: they praise the bravery of the

gallant hussars and their leaders who raided Austria. They ridicule the imperials  (called "Labanc”:

from the German word “Lanze”), comparing the Kuruc colourful, fine uniforms with the shabby looks

of the “Labanc”.

Toward the end of Rakoczi's struggle the songs again become melancholic. They are full of

bitterness, recriminations and fear for the nation's future. The most moving of these poems is the



so-called “Rakoczi Song” known in many variations, including folk song versions. From these

elements an unknown poet composed the final version around 1730.

Ferenc Rakoczi himself was not only an inspiration to poets but also a forceful and

emotional orator, the author of manifestos, memoirs and history in Hungarian, Latin and French.

His faithful chamberlain, Count Kelernen Mikes (1690-1761), who followed him into exile

and died there, wrote a number of letters to a fictitious aunt in Transylvania. These “Letters from



Rodosto” are a deeply moving record of the lives of the exiles, a fine example of Transylvanian-

Hungarian style.

Literature during the period of repression and stagnation

After Rakoczi's defeat a period of constant “benevolent repressions” followed: the various

Habsburg regimes tried to Germanise the nation. At the beginning, the Hungarians, exhausted,

offered little or no resistance. In a gesture of defiance, the Catholic schools turned to Latin and the

study of classics, while the Protestant colleges maintained the use of the Magyar language. Some

writers, during the second half of the century, began to discover the inspiration of folk poetry.

Some young members of Maria Theresa's Noble Guard in Vienna became interested in

French literature and philosophy. The leader of this circle was Gyorgy Bessenyei who, influenced by

Voltaire, wrote several dramas as well as epic and lyric poetry of a philosophical nature with more

enthusiasm than success. His most memorable work is the political-satirical novel “The Travels of

Tarimenes.”

The repression and Germanisation increased under Joseph II. Even the complacent country

nobility began to show some mild resistance. Jozsef Gvadanyi for instance, ridiculed the propagation

of German and other foreign customs in his “Travels of a Village Notary”. Mihaly Fazekas' comic epic,

“Ludas Matyi” (“Matthias and the Geese”), satirised the archaic social conditions of the late XVIIIth

century in the form of a witty folktale in verse.

Music during the period of stagnation

The aristocracy of the XVIIIth century — especially in the western regions — welcomed and

promoted Austrian and German music in Hungary. In the East, especially in the Protestant colleges,

Magyar music became one of the means of maintaining and protecting the Magyar culture. The

Hungarian songs of these schools — including those from some Catholic schools —show the mixed

influence of western and Magyar folk melodic elements.

The army of the Empire was being organised as a permanent force. Recruiting for this army

used the methods of the “press gangs” of the British Navy, as the peasant boys showed little

inclination to leave their families for 7 or 12 years. The Viennese government knew what effect music

had on the emotional Hungarians and sent recruiting teams with bands of gypsy musicians to the

villages and towns. The band then played fiery music while the members of the team performed the

“toborzo” (“recruiting dance” also called: “verbunk”). The impressionable young men, tempted by their

favourite tunes, often joined in the dance — only to find that they had signed up by this symbolic act

as recruits. This clever method seems to bear the trademark of a certain Lady in Vienna who must

have been an expert in the psychology of Hungarian men.



The gypsies collected and ornamented many contemporary folk melodies. The richer, new-

style folk songs were particularly suitable for this type of orchestration. From this “toborzo” or

“verbunk”-type music evolved, during the XIXth century, the well-known “Magyar song”

Fine arts and architecture

The Baroque style reached Hungary through Austria during the XVIIth century. The

Catholic inspiration of this style found its main expression in church architecture, religious painting

and decorative sculpture. The church of the Minorites in Eger is the best example of this style in

Hungary. The simpler, one-tower type of Baroque church became the prototype of the numerous

village churches built during the XVIIIth century which constitute today the architectural image of

the Catholic villages in Hungary.

Secular architecture consisted mainly of palaces, such as the sumptuous Eszterhazy

residence at Fertod.

Baroque sculpture served mostly as a decorative element in ecclesiastical architecture.

One of the few Hungarian sculptors was Sebestyen Stulhoff, a Benedictine monk.

While Austrian artists were commissioned to decorate the churches and palaces with their

paintings, Magyar artists were often obliged to leave the country for political or religious reasons.

To these belonged Janos Kupeczky, who spent most of his life in Germany, except during Rikoczi's

freedom war. His “Kuruc Soldier” was painted during that period.

Adam Manyoki (1673-1756), the greatest Magyar painter of the XVIIIth century, worked in

Rakoczi's court during the war. After the armistice he followed his Prince into exile. He painted his

masterpiece, Rakoczi's portrait during their exile. He captured the true personality of the great man

in this fine portrait.

Unknown, probably Hungarian craftsmen left fine examples of woodcarving in many

churches. Goldsmith Janos Szilassy of Locse used the Renaissance “filigree enamel” technique of

painted enamel work — a Hungarian innovation.

It seems that the Baroque, a form of artistic expression imposed upon the Magyar people

by a regime, which had remained foreign for centuries, had little appeal for the peasants. Their folk

art rarely uses Baroque motifs — a surprising fact if we remember what a deep impact Matthias

short-lived Renaissance had on folk art.

* * *

The damage caused by the Turkish and German devastations to the nation's spiritual and

artistic potential was not as obvious as the appalling loss of life and material but the result,

Hungary's cultural retardation, has taken much longer to remedy. This is why the foreign observers

of the XIXth and early XXth centuries were struck by the “conservative” or even “retrograde”

aspects of Hungarian art and way of life. Yet before the XVIth century Hungary was in the forefront



of European social and cultural progress. Even during the XVIIth century embattled Transylvania

managed to remain the eastemmost bastion of Christian humanism and culture.

Then, after the collapse of the last great struggle for freedom in 1711, the nation reached

the point of physical and spiritual exhaustion. The Magyar soul was empty, the one million

survivors of this people had lost their wish to seek new horizons.

So began a long century of cultural convalescence. Apathy, passivity, retrospection and

slow awakening marked the various stages of this period — from 1711 to the Vienna Congress,

1815 — while the rest of the world was making rapid industrial, social and cultural progress. When,

at last, the Hungarians awoke from their long torpor, the West was a century ahead of them.



18. “HERE YOU MUST LIVE AND DIE..."

(The life, customs and art of the people of the Great Plain)

Towns and settlement areas

The “Great Plain” is not large by Australian standards: only some 30,000 square miles, but for

the land-locked Magyars, surrounded by foreign, often hostile nations, the uninterrupted vistas create

the illusion of unimpeded freedom. “My spirit soars, from chains released, when I behold the

unhorizoned plain …" said the poet Petofi.

This area lies between the Danube river and the northern and eastern foothills of the

Carpathians. It is cut into half by the Tisza river. The Treaty of Trianon has allotted the southern

districts to Yugoslavia and the eastern fringes to Rumania.

Debrecen is the cultural and economic centre of the area east of the Tisza and the spiritual

centre of Hungarian Protestantism. This town played an interesting role during the Turkish occupa-

tion. Situated on the crossroads of the three divided parts of Hungary, the town managed to retain

some degree of independence by skilfully manoeuvring between the warring powers, paying taxes to

all when this was necessary. The town fathers peasants and burgesses with remarkable

commonsense and will to survive — made their town a refuge for the population of the nearby smaller

towns and villages plundered by the Germans and Turks. Their numbers were thus swelled and

reached a size, which had to be respected by the marauders.

The Hortobagy is a grassy plain between Debrecen and the Tisza. Until recently it was a

semi-arid area, called the “puszta” (desert). For centuries, the “puszta” represented, for the foreigner,

the genuine “Magyar” atmosphere and the primitive lifestyle of the semi-nomadic herdsmen (“csikos”)

and outlaws (“betyars”), tbe proverbial “Magyar” way of life. This myth, born in the imagination of the

XVIIIth century German travellers, was gleefully propagated by the Viennese rulers of Hungary and

gullibly supported by the songwriters of Budapest (who sweetened it, of course, with romantic “gypsy”

music). Irrigation and artificial fertillsation have now made this area fertile again and only a few

“reservations” remain where the “csikos” perform remarkable feats of horsemanship for the benefit of

tourists.

Kecskemet is a sprawling town between the Danube and the Tisza, situated in a region ideal

for fruit-growing. During the Turkish occupation, this town — in the centre of the Turkish occupation

area — remained relatively unharmed because the astute town-leaders managed to make the town a

“Sultans fief”. This assured its protection against plundering troops at the cost of enormous collective

taxes paid to the Sultan. Other large towns (Szeged etc.) followed Kecskemet's example, protecting a

considerable number of refugees, mostly peasants.



The city is Zoltan Kodaly's birthplace and the fine “Kodaly Music School”, the prototype of

scores of music schools, preserves his memory.

Large areas around Kecskemet are settled by scattered farmsteads, called “tanya”. The

“Bugac” “puszta” is a grazing area among barren dunes with some relics of primitive agriculture of the

past (sweep-wells with their tall upright and cross-beams). It has a “romantic” reputation similar to that

of Hortobagy.

Szeged, on the banks of the Tisza in the south, is well-known for its “Votive Church” (in

memory of the 1879 flood), which forms a majestic background to an open-air theatre with 7,000

seats. The rich alluvial soil around the town produces the famous “paprika” (red pepper or capsicum)

rich in Vitamin C (the study of which earned professor Szentgyorgyi his Nobel Prize).

Kalocsa, near the Danube, was one of the original archbishoprics founded by Saint Stephen.

Two of the archbishops. died on the battlefield commanding Hungarian armies.  The peasants of the

neighbouring villages have enjoyed great prosperity since the draining of the swamps at the beginning

of the last century. They have used their affluence to develop luxurious folkwear and decorative

artifacts.

Certain regions were already settled by non-Magyar ethnic groups before the Turkish

occupation. Such a region is the Kunsag (Cumania) in the north. The ancestors of the Cumanians

were eastem nomads (related to the Magyars), when they fled to Hungary in the XIIlth century before



the Mongol onslaught. They were given refuge and have since completely assimilated into the

Hungarian population.

The Jaszsag is a neighbouring area populated by the descendants of the “Jasz” (Yazygs), a

people of Caucasian (possibly Iranian) origin. They came to Hungary at the same time as the

Cumanians and integrated the same way.

The Hajdudg around Debrecen is named after the “Hajdus”, who were Magyar cattle drovers,

then, during the Turkish wars, foot-soldiers.  In recognition of their gallant service, Prince Istvan

Bocskai of Transylvania gave them special privileges and resettled them in this area.

The people and their art

The Great Plain is the most typically Magyar region of the Carpathian basin. Arpad's

Magyars settled here first and in Transdanubia. Their descendants constitute the hardy peasant

stock, which has survived a thousand years of floods, droughts, wars, pillage and destruction. Their

destiny is best described by the words of one of the Hungarian national anthems: “Here you must

live and die.

The peasant culture of the Plain is remarkably uniform as the development of large market

towns and easy communication have prevented the formation of specific regional cultures.



History left its mark on the art of the people here. The inheritance of pre-Christian art still

lives in certain ornamental patterns on carved objects. Asian motifs are sometimes found in folk-

costume decorations, such as the patterns of Iranian inspiration in the Jasz region. The

Renaissance culture left its mark on costume decoration. Turkish influence was also rather strong:

gaudy ornamental patterns were introduced by Turkish craftsmen.

In this treeless area the main building material used to be reinforced adobe. Timber

structures are found in the north-eastern wooded areas only, around the town of Nyiregyhaza,



where several villages have fine timber belltowers with steeples topped by four little turrets.

Woodcarving has been an ancient art in the Nyiregyhaza district, the best example being the

Calvinist church at Nyirbator. Furniture carvings often preserve the religious medieval inspiration on

the hewn (bridal) chests. Around Kalocsa, women paint the furniture and walls with improvised, gay

flower designs.

Leatherwork and horn-carving had been the favourite craft of the nomadic horsemen

before their settlement in Hungary. Shepherds and others connected with animal husbandry have

kept this ancient art alive till the present times.

The Plain is a thirsty country — drinking vessels of various shapes, mugs, pitchers and

jugs are popular artifacts. During the Middle Ages potters settled in special towns and specialised

in certain types of pottery.

The cold winters of the continental climate suggest the use of hides and sheepskin as the

basic material of the shepherds outer clothing. Short jackets, called kodmon” or “bekecs”, are worn

by men as well as women. The shepherds' thick coat, called “suba” is made of the skins of long-

woolled sheep. The wool is left in its natural state whilst the skin side is often ornamented with

applique embroidery made by the men. It protects the wearer against the extremes of the Plain

climate: in summer, with the wool outside, it protects him from the heat; in winter the wool is inside

to keep him warm. The “szur” is more elaborate: it is a frieze mantle or felt-coat with applied

embroidery.

Womens, dresses are, of course, much brighter and more varied. The Kalocsa region is

world famous for its brightly coloured, embroidered dresses. The colour schemes are gay (22

shades are used), as befits the sunny climate, and the decorative patterns are mostly stylized

flowers (roses and tulips): their choice of colouring shows the effects of Renaissance taste. The

white apron is trimmed with lace, the full skirt pleated and. many petticoats are worn under it.

Coloured stockings and (red) slippers complete the dress. Unmarried girls wear a bright-coloured

headdress (“parta”) which they exchange for a bright-coloured kerchief after marriage. As they

grow older the colours become sombre. Blue is the colour of the widows.



Embroidery in all shades is frequently applied not only to dresses but also to pillow slips,

tablecloths and bedcovers. The designs often contain imaginative flower patterns or shapes re-

sembling peacock-tails. In the Cumanian region homespun linen is decorated with applique

homespun wool — a special art, the Cumanians' eastern inheritance.

Folk customs

Unlike folk music and poetry, customs do not change with the times. They perpetuate the

original gestures and actions connected with some long-forgotten myth or rite of pagan times or some

mystic, superstitious belief, which is no longer respected. The pantomime-like movements add colour

and mystery to, festival occasions of the peasants life without any religious, or moral relevance.



The folk customs mentioned in this chapter are common to most regions in Hungary. The,

central and open location of the Plain did not favour the development of characteristic regional

folklore.

Easter is the first festival of spring and spring is the herald of love. Thus on Easter Monday

the boys sprinkle water on the girls in a poetic well-wishing gesture. Usually scented water is used,

except when things get out of hand with a few bucketfuls of fresh well-water “thrown in”. The girls

thank the boys for the gesture by offering them colourful painted eggs — an old pagan symbol of

spring. This old custom has survived everywhere in Hungary and even among Hungarians settled in

foreign countries.

Setting up maypoles on the first of May used to be a popular custom. The lad set up a tall

pole with a large bunch of lilac (a native Hungarian flower) at the top in front of the house of his

sweetheart. She indicated her acceptance by adding colourful ribbons to the decoration of the pole.

Each region has its characteristic wedding customs with local songs, dances, well-wishing

and farewelling addresses in verse. The most moving scene is the brides farewell to her parents and

their reply, often tinged with nostalgic childhood reminiscences and good peasant moral philosophy.

Peasant weddings are elaborate and expensive affairs and it is no wonder that divorce is unknown

among peasants: obviously no one can afford two weddings in a lifetime.

Harvest and vintage festivals are still popular in a country where so much depends on the

year's harvest. At these festivals, a variety of slow and fast dances and songs expresses the various

moods of the harvesters: the dignified ritual of thanks-giving alternates with the more temperamental

celebration and tasting of the results of their toil: the fresh bread and the new wine.

The long continental winter is the period of light work around the house, rest and relaxation

for the peasant.  The winter calendar has many festival days connected with some ancient customs

which have lost their original significance. The period before Christmas is also the right time to kill the

fattened pigs, which provide many items of the farmers winter diet. The killing and preparing are

usually done in a co-operative fashion with the help of the neighbours, who stay for the tasting of the

fresh products.

The Christmas and Epiphany customs with their Christian religious character are discussed in

Chapter 21.

On New Years Eve and on New Years Day the usual revelries are often seasoned with

certain customs of pagan origin. Such a custom is the “kongo (sounding), a noisy procession. The

noise is supposed to “frighten the darkness away”: a relic of pagan Winter Solstice rites.



Name-days are welcome opportunities for family celebrations, especially in winter.

Hungarians do not celebrate their birthdays, but they celebrate the Church feast day of their patron

saint, whether they are Catholics or Protestants. On this day, especially if it is a parent's name-day,

the family and friends gather and often sing one of the beautiful well-wishing folksongs and include

the name of the person celebrated. By the same token, Catholic villages hold their annual fair

(“bucsu”) on the feast-day of the patron saint of their local church.

Constant social changes characterise the peasants' life today. Young men and girls flock to

nearby towns or big cities to find employment, abandoning their ancient, peasant way of life. Thus

much of the folk art, music and customs have ceased to be the spontaneous manifestation of the

peasant soul. Instead it has become a carefully preserved and treasured cultural heritage. Folklore

and folk art have, by their originality, inspired urban art, music and literature and by their very decline

have helped to create a revival of folk-inspired art and music in Hungary.


