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S. B. Vardy's Historical Dictionary of Hungary is one of the most comprehensive 
collection of facts, data, and basic information concerning the history of Hungary, 
published for nearly a generation. Its only predecessor worthy of mention is the 
Magyar Tajekoztato Zsebkdnyv (Hungarian Information Almanac), published in 
1943 under the aegis of the Magyar Nemzeti Szovetseg (Hungarian National 
Association) and written and edited mostly by Foreign Ministry personnel. It 
focused heavily on the attitudes of the neighbouring states toward their Hungarian 
minorities. Because of this, the Zsebkdnyv has been seen as a manifestation of 
Hungary's "Trianon syndrome." More than half a century later it seems that there 
has been hardly any substantive change in this regard. A great many historians, 
writers, political personalities, indeed even ordinary citizens in Hungary and the 
surrounding nations have had and still have an obsession with minority politics 
— including issues of language maintenance, minority education etc. However 
history is not politics and in spite of the persistence of nationalistic attitudes — 
especially among the Slovaks, Rumanians and Serbs — one can only hope for an 
eventual subsiding of such undue preoccupation with past problems. 

For the time being, however, nationality problems in the contexts above 
noted, are still serious issues which are seemingly intractable. Within a hopefully 
less tension-filled world of the future, nationalism as an all-encompassing ide-
ology should become less and less tenable. Nevertheless, the movement toward a 
less virulent nationalism, to civic patriotism coupled with cultural autonomy, is 
seemingly still a long way off. This is the case especially in those parts of the 
world where there is hostility toward those within local nation states who are 
different ethnically — such as the Hungarians of Slovakia and Romania — to 
take note of only the most prominent cases in East Central Europe. 

Hence when a Hungarian historian writes about peoples who at one time 
or another lived within the Hungarian state, he easily becomes a target for the 
chauvinists of our times in the neighbouring states and elsewhere; and this 



happens even if the Hungarian historian and/or historian of Hungary attempts to 
be as fair as possible. Numerous examples of this could be cited, but allow me to 
remain within the context of Bela Vardy's work. 

One reviewer of his book took issue with Vardy's opening sentence of 
the entry on Slovakia, which reads as follows: "Slovakia had no separate identity, 
not even in the form of an autonomous province, until the twentieth century." 
Vardy continues by explaining briefly the development of Slovak national 
consciousness in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In spite of what Vardy 
wrote, the reviewer states that while the above is undoubtedly a true statement, a 
less politically-charged sentence could have been used to introduce the concept of 
Slovakia. It is precisely is kind of sensitivity which causes most of the misun-
derstandings among nations. 

The above-noted reviewer also objected to the term "mutilation" used by 
Vardy to describe the treatment of Hungary by the peacemakers in the wake of 
World War I. However, if by "mutilation" one means the virtual destruction of a 
nation-state, the term may indeed have been used in the proper manner. One only 
wishes that the Hungarian viewpoint receive an understanding — and, perhaps, 
even sympathy — equal to that presently accorded to pre-1918 Hungary's 
nationalities who are now the dominant elements in their own nations. 

Regarding Vardy's Historical Dictionary, there are a few additional 
perspectives worthy of being noted. One of these is the extensive use of compar-
ative historical data, which allows one to see the contours of Hungarian history 
on a comparative basis. The volume also contains numerous entries devoted to 
Turkic and Balkan influences that played into the Hungarian past. Also useful are 
the many entries pertaining to the historical role of the Habsburgs and their 
impact on Hungary's evolution. 

It should also be noted that in his work Vardy paid much attention to 
historians and the practice of historical scholarship. Concerning writers, generally 
only those were accorded separate entries who either have had or still have a 
broader political or cultural impact. Needless to say the decision to include or not 
was a difficult, indeed, often a subjective choice. Writers and scholars in other 
disciplines — such as philosophers, social thinkers, and natural scientists — did 
not fare as well. 

Vardy's volume also deals with the theories about the pre- and early 
historical development of the Hungarian people. As we know, there is the 
Finno-Ugric theory of Hungarian origins. This hypothesis still commands the 
support of a large majority of the professional linguists and historians among 
Hungarian academics. However, many Hungarians are dissatisfied with this 
orientation and long for an interpretation which incorporates what they call the 
long-lost glories of the Magyar's alleged Sumerian and Hunnic-Turkic ancestors. 
Although professional historians such as Vardy refuse to associate themselves 
with such "pseudo-academic" writings, the extent and intensity of the dissatisfac-



tion with the so-called "official" Finno-Ugric orientation would merit more 
attention to these concerns. Perhaps an entry on this issue would not have been 
totally inappropriate, simply to register the widespread existence of such beliefs. 

Historical terms which refer to different eras in the history of Europe, 
such as the medieval era, the Renaissance, the Reformation (perhaps even the 
Counter-Reformation), Baroque, Enlightenment, Romanticism, Populism, etc., is 
in my estimation one of the weaker aspects of this outstanding historical dictio-
nary. More detailed essays within the dictionary itself could have provided a 
connecting link to elements of a common European civilization within the context 
of Hungarian history. 

From the perspective of this reviewer, the fact that this historical 
dictionary was produced and edited by a single individual is the source of many 
of its virtues. A collective venture may have resulted in a greater sense of 
orientation and possibly coherence of the information presented, but it would 
have undermined the very necessary sense of individual responsibility for what 
has turned out to be a very good volume indeed. 

The course of historical evolution points toward the coming of an age 
where the peoples of East Central Europe will live not within politically isolated 
nation states but in a united Europe where they will enjoy cultural and local 
autonomy. The achievement of these essentially lofty goals requires, indeed even 
mandates, an ongoing commitment to national traditions in a mutually tolerant 
spirit. The historical dictionary produced by Prof. Vardy is a proper and useful 
step in that direction as well as a necessary progression toward a new synthesis 
of Hungarian history. 

Thomas Szendrey 
Gannon University 

Editors' note: Professor Szendrey will return to a more comprehensive analysis 
of S.B. Vardy's scholarship and writings in an essay slated for a future volume of 
our journal. 

Richard S. Esbenshade. Hungary. New York: Marshall Cavendish, 1994. 
Cloth. ISBN 1 85435 588 0 

The Marshall Cavendish Corporation, a group of mostly Chinese editors, and 
author Richard S. Esbenshade have managed to produce a lavishly illustrated 
handbook of Hungary intended for the general public of the English-speaking 
world. It appears in the publisher's Cultures of the World series as one of about 
seventy volumes at the date of its publication. 

The appearance of such a book is always an exiting event as there are 
few such handbooks that one could recommend with confidence to non-Hungar-




