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Rights and Restrictions of Women 
As Recorded in the 

" Classical" Hungarian Ballad 
Marianna D. Birnbaum 

It is not the intention of this paper to render an exhaustive 
historical treatment of the very complex issue of women's rights 
in the Hungarian tradition. There is no room within the scope 
of this study even to establish tentative dates for the particular 
ballads on the basis of prevailing laws. Although occasional 
reference will be made to them, I shall not attempt to identify 
the exact foreign sources of the individual pieces, even if they 
were rooted in countries in which similar laws have governed 
the lives of women. It is assumed here that regardless of their 
actual place of origin, the longevity and continued popularity 
of the "classical" ballads are proof of their "being Hungarian," 
and have reflected the social norms valid for Hungarian society 
for many centuries. 

The number of local variants (in some cases several hun-
dreds) testifies to the same, as do the many stubbornly held 
conventions in Hungarian peasant culture. My intention is 
to register some phenomena regarding the position of Hun-
garian women as revealed by the close reading of printed 
ballad texts.1 Although many legal and social changes affected 
Hungarian folkways during the past century, some of the 
basic principles that dominate the man / woman relationship 
have not undergone a corresponding transformation. 

Old as they may be, the ballads therefore express an un-
written standard, a social code against which the younger 
generation of Hungarian peasantry has started its revolt 
only in the last half-century. 

As can be expected, ballads, as well as tales, will more 
frequently have heroes than heroines. Men traditionally led 
a more active life, and just by seeking employment, making 
war, or travelling assumed a life-style that took them out of 
their homes and on the road of potential danger, but also 



of adventure. Therefore, the fact that in the classical ballad 
heroes are more numerous is merely a validation of its histor-
ical reality. The focus of the paper is not on numerical 
representation; its purpose is rather to investigate and dis-
play the accepted social norms and biases regarding women when 
they are featured. 

After the abolition of the recognition of descent on the 
maternal line it became legal that property could be inherited 
only by the husband's child, primarily his male offspring. 
Jhering postulates that one may discuss family relationships 
only f rom this period on. 2 In Hungary, subsequent to the 
disintegration of the clan system, the large patriarchal family 
became the basis of social structure, with personal property 
inherited by the descendants in the agnate line. Later this 
socioeconomic unit was transformed to the small family, 
yet the concept of the large family survived among the 
agricultural population, primarily among the small-holders 
and the medium landowners. Nizsalovsky points out that 
spouses were accepted in the large family even after the death 
of their marital partners, although a widower's position in 
such a situation was considered weak and "unmanly." 3 

According to medieval Hungarian law, a woman did not 
reach maturity until she married (although otherwise she was 
considered adult at the age of sixteen and legally adult at 
twelve), at which time her guardianship was removed but 
authority over her passed into the hands of her husband. 4 If 
her husband was a minor, he remained under the tutelage 
of his father, and his wife came automatically under the 
guardianship of her father-in-law. 5 Thus, though a self-
contained unit, the small family did not supersede but, at least in 
the countryside, supplemented the large family. Consequently, 
there were immediate and obvious limitations to any woman's 
legal status before her marriage and during it, unless, owing 
to her husband's prolonged absence or death, she was able 
to secure authority in her own hands. 

Naturally, sixteenth-century law applied only to the nobles 
and the free peasants; the daughters of the serfs had no rights 
whatsoever. Their parents, they themselves, and their hus-
bands were conceived as the legal property of the landlords, 
whose will replaced the laws and statutes that otherwise gov-
erned free men. Serfs could seek justice against their land-



lords only on the second level (and then in the presence of the 
bishops or the szolgabirak),6 while on the first level their case 
was judged by their respective lords. Female serfs who had 
no rights vis-a-vis their husbands or parents, had even less 
chance to find justice in the face of the barons. Regarding the 
rights of free women, a document from the fifteenth century 
illustrates the general attitude; the judge at Buda was obliged 
to hold court for men three times a week, on Mondays, Wednes-
days, and Fridays, while he was ordered to hear women on 
Saturdays only.7 This restriction not only reflects the desire 
to keep women from the courts, but also mirrors their true 
social situation. Women's cases were handled by parents, 
spouses, or guardians; only in special instances were they 
permitted to represent themselves legally. This legal climate 
reinforced the tradition expressed in the ballads. 

Hungarian ballads are usually grouped according to ap-
proximated dates. To the first large group belong the so-
called "classical" ballads flowering from the mid-fifteenth 
century until the end of the seventeenth century. Their roots, 
naturally, belong to a much earlier period. These ballads, 
in turn, have affected the composition of much later ballads, 
serving as structural as well as role models. Best known among 
them are "Clement the Mason" (Komuves Kelemen), "Kata 
Kadar," "The Cruel Mother," and "The Wife Who Was 
Lured Away"; but others quoted in this paper are also known 
in most Hungarian communities in one or another variant.3 

For the purpose of this investigation, however, I propose a 
different grouping: ballads will be classified according to the 
status of their heroine. 

The unwed mother 

Since for centuries marriage was the only socially accepted 
way of cohabitation, and since women were not capable of pur-
suing their own careers, it is only natural that most ballads 
that treat the problem of women deal with marriage. Excep-
tions are those devoted to the unwed mother, a social outcast 
whose fall, usually accompanied by the murder of her infant, 
is considered a justified punishment for her crime. It is inter-
esting, however, that in many of the hundreds of variants the 
seducer decides to die with his lover. This turn of events is 



possibly due to the traditional West European handling of 
the topic. It mirrors the spirit of the Renaissance Romance. 
Even some formulaic segments of the Hungarian pieces are 
identical to the best known French, Italian, and German bal-
lads of this type. A number of them could be considered vari-
ants of "Kata Kadar," or rather variants in which love between 
Kata and Gyula is also consummated. The fate of the fallen 
girl and her lover, or their punishment ordered by the mother 
(here the girl's) also follows the "Kata Kadar" pattern. 9 

Victim, of forbidden marriage 

The largest cluster of ballads relate tragedies when marriages 
are either forced or forbidden. It has often been suggested that 
a number of Hungarian ballads, among them some apparently 
based on social conflict, are concerned with offending the 
established rules of family structure (blood relationship). The 
forbidden marriage, one of the most frequent motifs in folk 
literature, especially in the ballad, would therefore concen-
trate on disobedience and its punishment rather than on the 
tragedy caused by the different social standing of the hero and 
the heroine. 

In one of the most popular ballads, "Kata Kadar," the plot 
indeed allows both interpretations.10 Although the son's actions 
were in opposition to his mother's wishes, it is clear from the 
ballad that her objections centre on the girl's social status. 
When the son wants to marry the "fair daughter of our serf," 
the mother answers, "marry a landowner's daughter." The 
human rights of the two women are clearly different. Kata, 
the daughter of the serf, has no right even to protect her own 
life. The noblewoman is allowed to have her killed. Her an-
tagonism is not personal, she simply acts as a representative 
of her class, and moves within the power allotted to her as head 
of her household. She eliminates Kata in order to remove any 
obstacle to her plans for her son. It has been proposed that a 
possible historical source of "Kata Kadar" is the Agnes Bernauer 
legend, which deals with the tragic love of the daughter of an 
Augsburg barber and Prince Albert III of Bavaria. According 
to that story, the Duke, infuriated by his son's choice, had 
Agnes drowned in the Danube.11 In another Hungarian version, 
"Fair Julia, Daughter of the Pagan King,"1 2 it is the father 
who says "do not love your serf," and has the lovers killed. Also, 



in "Little Lilia" a pagan father objects to his daughter's mar-
riage for no reason at all. He kicks his daughter to death, and 
her lover choses to die along with her.13 

How the treatment of women may reflect the social origin 
of a particular ballad can also be shown in the two variants of 
the "Daughter of the Pagan King."1 4 In variant A, the king 
forbids his daughter to love a serf. When she disobeys, the father 
has the young man tied to the top of the tower. Infuriated by 
his daughter's pleas to free her lover, the king orders him killed 
and has his liver and heart served to his daughter, who dies 
instantly. The plot, clearly influenced by the Italian "novella," 
reveals an upper-class origin, in terms of power as well as norms. 
In variant B, the social background of the lover is omitted, 
and when Lilia appears to beg for his freedom, 

The pagan king turned around, 
And kicked his daughter with such force, 
That her scarlet skirt got torn 
Tha t her scarlet blood ran out 
And she died there on the ground. 

Although both heroines die, "her" death in B has elements 
found even in the Old Testament. 

In a large number of ballads the girl is of elevated status. 
Nonetheless, she cannot marry her beloved. If she continues 
to disobey her father or mother, she will, without fail, cause 
the destruction of her sweetheart and often of herself as well.15 

One thing which should be pointed out here is the obvious 
inter changeability of the sex of the parent involved. It is quite 
remarkable how sharply the mother figures in the ballads dif-
fer from the other roles folk literature assigns to women. The 
representation of authority through the mother alone mirrors 
historical reality. Estates of the nobility were frequently run 
for long periods by wives while the heads of the families were 
away. Thus wives, especially widows of noblemen, frequently 
assumed the rights and privileges of their absent or deceased 
spouses. In the ballads such mothers manifest the kind of 
authority generally granted to the father. If both parents are 
present, the hero or heroine has only one authority figure to 
fight, either the mother or the father. Their sexual identity 
has no function in the ballad, thus their roles become inter-
changeable, showing their function merely as a narrative de-



vice by which power is depicted. Ballads, in which mothers are 
demanding certain behaviour from their children therefore 
are to be viewed as non-deviant from the general submissive 
roles of women found in the genre. 

Victim of a forced marriage. 

"Forced marriage" is primarily the other side of the same coin. 
It illustrates from another angle the lack of choice available 
to the girl. The sex of the decision-making authority is again 
secondary. More often than not the girl is forced to marry 
against her will by a male member of the family. In "Istvan 
Fogarasi" and in "Batori Gabor" the brothers sell their sisters, 
in both cases to marry in foreign lands.16 The same motif 
appears in a number of "forced marriage" ballads in which 
the girl unwillingly has to leave her home and village for a 
strange place. Beyond the obvious xenophobia displayed in 
the ballads, the true situation of the girl is also mirrored. "Pretty 
Rosy-Cheeked Erzsebet" is married off to a German, "Pretty 
Ilona Horvath" is tortured to death by her frustrated husband.1 7 

A poor mother "sells" her daughter to a murderer, and the 
girl returns home to die rather than live with her husband.1 8 

The mother is allowed to arrange for the marriage only when 
there are no males in the family. In the ballad "A Woman's 
Nine Sons" each son expresses his views about his sister's mar-
riage. Only after their statements does the mother give the girl 
away to a foreign groom.19 Even if in a number of ballads it 
is the father who forces the daughter to marry (as in "Barbara 
Seprodi," or in "Anna," who was sold before her birth), only 
in those where the mother is responsible for the marriage is 
the parent criticized.20 T h e mother is held responsible in cases 
when the daughter is leading an immoral life; according to the 
Ofner Stadtrecht, a mother who has "ire chinder gewenen zu 
Vnkeuschait" (brought up her children to be promiscuous) 
should be drowned in the Danube. There is no corresponding 
law for a father guilty of the same deed.2 1 

Even without the presence of parental authority, girls in 
the "classical" Hungarian ballads are not allowed to make their 
own choice regarding a husband. A typical case in point is 
"Szilagyi and Hajmasi," where the girl's role is altogether pas-
sive.22 Although the prisoners were able to escape only with 



her help, she is considered by them merely a "loot"; the deci-
sion over her fate is made by the two men. 

Thus the accepted social norms regarding proper behav-
iour for girls that can be gleaned from the ballads are as follows. 
They do not and should not have any right to decide whom 
they marry. They should obey their parents, even if it means 
pining away in a bad marriage or in an alien land. The mothers 
have decision-making powers over their children, primarily 
in situations where there are no male members of the family 
present. Any males have a more powerful place in the family 
hierarchy than the mother. Thus brothers may assume the 
same role of authority over girls as their parents (fathers) have. 
Since traditionally noble and peasant families made the same 
distinction between their male and female issue in terms of 
dower and dos,23 the attitude displayed in the ballads accu-
rately represents both strata.24 

The heroine's social role as mother 

Since the married woman's role in society was primarily con-
ceived as that of a mother, it is only natural that a plethora of 
literary pieces deals with women who have fallen short of the 
standards expected of them in their function. Among them, 
a number of ballads relate the story of the "cruel mother" who 
leaves her children in the forest. Even if the woman is given a 
name, as in "Ilona Budai," or is simply called "The Poor 
Orphaned Woman," it remains clear that the ballad is just a 
variant of "the cruel mother." 25 

The cause for the mother's behaviour varies. In many cases 
her failings are juxtaposed with the ideal maternal attitude, 
as exemplified by the animal world (doe, cow, etc., who tends 
her young). Although mitigating factors such as poverty and 
danger are presented in the ballads, her behaviour is condemned 
by the community. In each variant she will have to suffer the 
consequences of her misguided action, even in those where 
the children are ultimately saved. It is noteworthy that although 
more fathers than mothers abandoned their children owing 
to historical development, there are no ballads devoted to 
that subject. 

The "cruel mother" motif often governs ballads that tell 
the story of forced marriages (discussed above). It is frequently 



the merciless mother who compels her daughter to marry the 
"Great Mountain Thief , " 2 6 or she is the one who obliges her 
Catholic daughter to wed a Protestant German.2 7 In the 
Hungarian ballads of this type, the women will be solely re-
sponsible for the action of child abandonment, as opposed to 
a number of foreign pieces, in which the parents mutually decide 
to leave their children (e.g., "Hansel und Gretel"). Depend-
ing on which of her negative qualities are stressed in the ballad, 
the individual variant will belong either to the "wife who was 
lured away" or to the "cruel mother" group. 

The heroine's social role as wife 

Next in importance to motherhood, the woman's duty is to be 
a faithful wife. T h e hierarchy might seem arbitrarily set, yet 
it can be shown that, reinforced by the Judeo-Christian tra-
dition (especially with a view to the mother-child image in the 
Catholic faith), women are more often depicted as mothers 
than as wives. Since folk literature prefers a single-plot basic 
structure, most often the woman will be conceived in her role 
either as mother or as wife. Even in ballads in which she leaves 
husband and child behind, the stress will be on one aspect of her 
offense, making her deviant behaviour simpler to judge. Re-
ducing her guilt to a single offense makes the casual relation-
ship between "crime and punishment" as obvious as possible. 
This point can be illustrated by examining a large group' of 
ballads dealing with women lured away by strangers. The 
woman will desire to return either to her husband or, and more 
often so, to her child. 28 

Ballads about wives who have been enticed to leave their 
homes and are later murdered by their seducers are univer-
sally popular and appear in many variants throughout the 
world. In the "classical" Hungarian ballad the woman follows 
a stranger and abandons her husband and child. She is taken to a 
forest, under the murderer's tree on which the bodies of his 
previous victims hang. Aware of what is in store for her, the 
woman kills her seducer, dons his clothing, and returns to her 
family. Her identity is revealed. In some, upon her return she 
is rejected by her mother, who refuses to acknowledge her, 
emphasizing that is was in her role as a mother that she had 
failed. In those variants where the abandoned husband is the 



focus of the ballad, he is the first person to whom the woman 
reveals why she wished to return (c.f. "Anna Molnar," no. 14). 
In these versions she regrets her actions only when, having looked 
up at the murderer's tree, she faces her own death. Although 
she nurses her child upon return, this element serves as a func-
tion of identification rather than as an expression of maternal 
love, a point substantiated by one variant in which she first 
unbottons her dolman and nurses her infant and later repeats 
the action for the purpose of being recognized by her husband. 

Although this ballad, too, is of didactic and corrective na-
ture, it is important to note that the woman is able to escape 
her murderer. This is a unique Hungarian feature; in the 
European and, for that matter, in the Asian variants, the woman 
always falls victim to her seducer. The wife's "Hungarian" role, in 
general, is worthy of more detailed investigation, since she 
seems to be much more active in this type of ballad than in 
others. 

Even if the heroine is lured away, she ultimately makes her 
own choice; she is not kidnapped but is persuaded. She makes 
her decision to leave her family and also to return to it. She 
returns, however, by assuming the role of a man. She kills her 
seducer with a sword, changes into man's clothing, and appears 
at her home as a travelling stranger — in short, as a man. In most 
ballads the "adulterous" wife is killed by her husband (although 
in "Anna Molnar" the heroine is not caught in the act of infi-
delity, thus her guilt is not proved, only surmised). 

One is tempted to consider that her unusual and daring 
behaviour commanded a certain degree of respect in her hus-
band. The unfaithful wife of this group is treated as an equal 
upon her return. Yet the reason for it lies probably not in her 
aggressive, masculine behaviour, but in the existing laws that 
dictated this particular solution. Reconciliation between hus-
band and wife suggests that this subtype is of peasant origin 
and, again, reflects historical realities. Since the serf or the 
peasant had no jurisdiction over his wife, such a conflict was 
generally either resolved by reconciliation, or "literary tradi-
tion" would mete out a "supra-social" punishment to the un-
faithful wife in the form of unexpected death by drowning, or the 
like. The same historical prohibitions dictate the endings of 
the ballad in which the husband beats up his misbehaving wife 
instead of killing her . 2 9 (The comic figure of the cuckolded 



husband is a later, and quite possibly, anti-feudal develop-
ment. Alongside the clever servant who ridicules his master 
and thus expresses the aspirations of his class against the feudal 
lord, stands the deceiving wife who also ridicules her "master," 
including the same comic relief into which social protest was 
channeled.) Ever since St Ladislas (1077-1095), the Hungarian 
baron had the legal right to kill his unfaithful wife. This pri-
vilege was reconfirmed in Werboczi's Tripartitum, stipulat-
ing that if a nobleman forgives his wife her first unfaithful-
ness, he must not resort to capital punishment at a repetition 
of the same offense.30 

According to the testimony of the ballads, few wives were 
given a second chance. One group of poems in which the un-
faithful wife is punished by death, the "Barcsai" ballad and 
its variants, colourfully illustrates how the enraged husband 
takes his revenge.31 The ballad's merciless ending is not unique 
to Transylvania, where it was collected. A woman forced to 
die for her adultery is, of course, a popular motif, primarily 
in the Old Testament, but also in more recent traditions such 
as Slavic, Italian, and French. The element of burning a wife 
alive appears in another set of ballads, the so-called "cruel 
mother-in-law" type. Although the western origin is beyond 
doubt, two features f rom the Hungarian tradition seem present: 
(1) the killing of the beloved girl by the man's mother (Kata 
Kadar type of ballad) and (2) the "making a candle" of the 
girl (the "Barcsai" type of ballad).32 The earlier variants are 
rather simple; the mother hated her son's choice and that alone 
was a sufficient cause. More recent collecting shows that reasons 
were added to justify the hatred and thus the mother-in-law's 
action. Some versions introduce the element of intermarriage 
between Hungarians and Rumanians; in others the young wife is 
haughty.33 In none of the versions does the returning son re-
volt against his mother. In one his heart breaks; in another he 
laments; in a third he kills himself. No attempt is made to 
challenge maternal authority, which dates this ballad to the 
oldest stratum.34 In some variants, however, a concluding 
statement expressing the community's judgment curses the 
parents who separate lovers. Thus in the ballads that are pos-
sibly of aristocratic origin, the wife pays with her life for her 
transgressions. Also in Werboczi's Tripartitum, the law against 
adultery applies only to women, making it clear that no hus-



band was held guilty of the same misconduct.35 

There is a cluster of ballads in which the husband leaves 
his sick wife alone and visits his lover. He gets killed at the place 
of his mistress because her husband returns. Thus his punish-
ment is due to his challenging the rights of a husband, and he 
dies not for cruelty committed against his own wife but be-
cause of his disturbing another man's life. In some variants his 
own wife dies in childbirth.36 Other "bad" husbands appear in 
the ballads, for example, the man who does not believe that 
his wife is ill and tries to force her to cook and clean. Only when 
she lies on the bier does he finally accept that it was not laziness 
but sickness that made his wife incapable of fulfilling her mari-
tal duties. 37 

The role model for the submissive wife 

The wife's duty is to serve her husband and bear his children. 
Thus the archetype in which the perfectly submissive wife is 
depicted is at the same time the role model, its function being 
the justification and reinforcement of conventions and stan-
dards of social behaviour. An illustration par excellence in-
corporating almost the total convention is the ballad "Clement 
the Mason." In the ballad twelve masons decide to sacrifice 
the wife of one of them in order to stabilize the walls of a fort, 
and the wife accepts their decision. It is assumed that the events 
related are based on ancient foundation rites. H u m a n skele-
tons found under structures in the pre-Christian period in Europe 
as well as in South and Central America and the Far East bear 
witness to this assumption.38 Yet one cannot overlook the fact 
that the masons did not choose one among themselves (there 
could have been thirteen, and one would have had to be chosen), 
but they had picked a woman. This ballad type does not follow 
the medieval model in which the knight saves the virgin from 
the dragon, since in the Hungarian variants the choice falls 
always on a woman who is a wife and a mother. Thus the purity 
function is absent in the recorded versions in several variants 
of which she begs the masons to leave a hole in the wall through 
which she can nurse her son. (This detail again stresses her role 
as a mother.) 39 

If one disregards the oldest layer (of ritual function) of the 
ballad and follows the story only at a superficial level, the rea-
son for the wife's sacrifice is greed. The masons kill her to get the 



silver and gold they were promised. The behaviour of the masons 
is not dictated by abject poverty, as some Hungarian scholars 
have claimed, but a desire for additional wealth.40 Clement is 
devastated when his own wife is to be sacrificed; nonetheless, he 
makes no attempt to save her. 

All basic members of the small family unit are represented 
in the solution. The woman accepts her destiny; a formaliza-
tion of her actual status, manifested in its logical conclusion. The 
husband functions within the framework of accepted standards 
of the past, which were possibly up for scrutiny by the end of 
the sixteenth century. The tentative punishment he receives 
(himself surviving but losing his son) mirrors a crisis in the values 
of the collective. Yet the many potent versions, lively enough to 
influence the creation of a number of prose variants, show that 
the moral of the ballad has by no means become obsolete in 
the succeeding centuries. The basic tenor of the ballad is re-
tained even in a popular prose version (recently collected in 
Ajnad, Csik county.) Here the woman is walled in alive and gives 
birth to her son while immured. For seven years she nurses her 
son but finally sends him to his father, who is about to celebrate 
his new wedding. The child identifies himself with their old 
engagement ring. The husband runs to meet his wife who stands 
outside in the nude. He then tears off the clothes of his new bride 
and puts them on his wife, and while he carries her back in the 
house through one door, the new bride and her guests are forced 
to leave through the other door. Thus the husband is entitled 
to reject one wife and reinstate the other. While the injured 
wife gets satisfaction, the husband is not punished. In fact, it 
is the entirely innocent "future" wife who suffers degradation 
and unjust treatment, owing to the man's change of mind. 

In his introduction to Magyar nepballadak, Ortutay stresses 
the restrictive nature of feudal society, and emphasizes the 
virtual impossibility of breaking out from the closed system 
that determined the place and role for each person within it. 
He claims that the conflicts are primarily based on the indi-
vidual aspirations of the heroes versus the irreconcilable family 
and social structures governing their lives.41 Ortutay's claim 
is borne out by the unbending collective judgment of the 
"classical" ballads. Individual lives are determined by social 
convention. Property is protected, dictating decisions both in 
the family and vis-a-vis the community. Those who have less 



of it have fewer rights, and those who have fewer property rights 
have less freedom.42 In feudal society, women by the fact of their 
restricted property rights, have been forced into a position of 
limited freedom. Therefore, in a highly stratified society, within 
the same stratum, women are shown to be less equal than men. 
Unofficial as they are, the "classical" Hungarian ballads record 
the woman's status as clearly and convincingly as the law books 
that have codified it. 

NOTES 

1. I am using Magyar nepballadak, (Hungarian folk ballads) Gy. Ortutay, ed. 
(Budapest: Szepirodalmi Konyvkiad6, 1968) henceforth MN; any further numbering 
of page references are to this edition. The quotes in English are my translations or are 
from An Anthology of Ugric Folk Literature, M.D. Birnbaum, ed. (Miinchen: 
Finnisch-Ugrisches Seminar an der Universitat Miinchen, 1977) (henceforth AUF); 
translations from the latter are by M. Heim and Ch. Rogger. 

2. R. Jhering, Vorgeschichte der Indoeuropaer (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Hartel, 
1864): 61. 

3. E. Nizsalovszky, Order of the Family. Legal Analysis of Basic Concepts (Budapest: 
Akademiai Kiad6, 1968): 20. 

4. I. Werboczi, Tripartitum (Vienna: Singrenius, 1517) I, 111/2-4. The Tripar-
titum, a collection of basic laws and statutes, served as legal source-book during the 
sixteenth century. Its legality was fully established when in 1628 it was incorporated 
into the Corpus furis Hungarici, the Hungarian Civil Code. Henceforth Werboczi. 

5 . Cognate tutelage for girls was allowed only when the a g n a t e line of the family 
had died out (Werboczi , I, 112, 116/1). Tutelage of spouses was reinforced in Magyar 
torvenytar (Budapest: Franklin T&rsulat, 1874) II, no. 23 (henceforth MT). 

6. District administrators whose position remained powerful in Hungary until 1945. 
7. K. Mollay, Das Ofner Stadtrecht: eine deutschsprachige Rechtsammlung des 

15. fahrhunderts aus Ungarn (Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1959): 120 (henceforth 
Mollay). 

8. Comparative researchers have shown for a long time that the so-called "classical" 
Hungarian ballads are only Hungarian variants of a chain of international motifs. 
There is a plethora of publications dealing with them. For the purpose of simplicity 
I am referring to a very limited number of works by author and page, while I have 
many of the ideas and new notions on the subject incorporated in my paper. Reference 
will be made to Ninon Leader, Hungarian Classical Ballads and Their Folklore 
(Cambridge: At the University Press, 1967); Mircea Eliade, Zalmoxis ... (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1972), and Lajos Vargyas, A magyar nepballada es Europa 
(Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1976) (henceforth MNE). (An English translation of 
Vargyas's work is forthcoming.) 

9. Vargyas lists the type as No. 10 in MNE, and calls attention to the French, Spanish, 
and Portuguese variants. He also points out similarities between the Hungarian and 
the Ritter und Magd type from the Rhineland. 

10. MN, 6, 7, 8, 9. "Kata K&d&r" has over sixty recorded variants. Its main motif is 
widely used in western Europe and the Balkans (cf. "The Ring and the Veil" in the 
Rumanian tradition), and it also appears in Renaissance prose (cf. Boccaccio's "The 
Tale of Salvestra") and in numerous Italian ballads. The element of "love surviving 
death" is the central message of "Tristan and Isolde." For further discussion of the 
ballad's international ties see Gy. Kiraly, "Kad&r Kata balladaja," Nyugat I (1924): 48-64. 

11. Treated in detail by N. Leader, Hungarian Classical Ballads, 125-41. Vargyas 
postulates that the original piece was a French ballad. 

12. MN, 20. 
13. MN, 21, 25. A similar governing motif appears in "The Captive Soldier" in 



which the Turkish "emperor's" daughter falls in love with a Szekely soldier. She is 
burned to death and her lover is thrown into the sea. In "Erzs6bet Lazar" the Hun-
garian "emperor" forbids his son to marry the daughter of a mason (MNG ) . The ballad 
was collected in Moldavia; the mason is called Manole. It also mirrors the Rumanian-
Hungarian conflict. The mason's name is a possible transmission from the Rumanian 
variant of "Clement the Mason." 

14. Version A, "Fair Julia...," B is "Little Lilia." The word "pagan" is used in 
all probability to emphasize the cruelty of the father. Some of these motifs might 
belong to an even earlier stratum in which gods and godesses were killed for their 
deviant behaviour. 

15. In "The Baron's Daughter" (MN, 223-26), where the shepherd is hanged, it is 
the mother who orders the hanging. The social reason for murder however, is obscured 
in those variants of "Kata Kadar" that include the mother's tearing off the sympathetic 
flowers and the lover's casting a curse upon her. 

16. MN, 42, 44. 
17. MN, 40, 41, and 39, respectively. 
18. MN, 38. 
19. MN, 50. 
20. In "Fair Maiden Julia" (a ballad I have omitted, since I am convinced that is 

originally is of learned authorship, symbolizing a young girl's becoming a nun), the 
mother also has no decision-making power. (The hierarchy established in mundane 
society is acknowledged in the mystical ballad as well.) 

21. Mollay, 158. 
22. MN, 24. The plot, of course, dates the ballad after 1526, and is in any case 

probably of south Slavic origin. The princess' desire to move to Hungary expresses 
the spirit of Magyarizing foreigners, a Hungarian element in the nineteenth-century 
patriotic literature. This kind of patriotic stance is of learned origin in Hungarian folk 
literature. Its most extreme form is found in M. Jokai's Az uj foldesur (The new 
landlord), in which Ritter Ankerschmidt settles in Hungary and 'Magyarizes' his 
name to Vasmacskakov&csy. Jokai's tongue-in-cheek episode nonetheless mirrored a 
considered policy of'Magyarization' on the side of the Hungarian ruling class. 

23. Dower is a portion or interest in the wealth of a deceased husband that is given 
by law to the widow during her lifetime. Dos is a portion of the former which could be 
reclaimed by other heirs under certain specified conditions. 

24. Werboczi suggests having the female issue referred to as remainder rather than 
heir, since she will not equally inherit (I, 17/2). Even if the prevailing laws cannot be 
claimed to have "caused" the formation of such ballads, their existence reinforced the 
tradition and contributed to their "power of realism." 

25. MN, 10-12. In some variants the mother first leaves the daughter behind, and 
the son only thereafter, again expressing the historically developed preference for 
the male offspring. 

26. MN, 27. 
27. "The Daughter Who Was Sold," MN, 37. 
28. "Anna Moln&r" and its variants (MN, 14-16). It is generally known as the 

"Bluebeard" motif. 
29. The seducer is almost always a stranger; thus his person does not malign the 

community. He dies for his misconduct, punished for having disrupted the family 
unit. It is not implied or ever expressed that the heroine kills in defense of her honour. 

30. Werboczi, I, 105/1. (Only confirming St Ladislas, I, 13 and Vladislas, IV, 7/14) . 
There are, of course, numerous international parallels in contemporary penal codes. 

31. MN, 66, 67, 68. According to Vargyas, "The Wife Who Was Overheard" is 
an original Hungarian ballad, based on fourteenth-century western models ( M N E , 247). 

32. MN, 34, 35, 36. 
33. MNE, 307. 
34. A further affinity with "Kata Kad&r." The final curse also shows its influence. 
35. 1,105/1-2. 
36. "Imre Daniel," MN, 256. It does not belong to the 'classical' ballads, but being 

used here to illustrate that even in the more modern ballads the attitudinal content 
is the same. 



37. MN, 257, 258. More "modern" versions dealing with the "bad wife," are about 
women who stay out dancing while their husbands are dying (MN, 140, 141) or wives who 
look down on their husbands (MN, 142). 

38. For further reference see MNE, 13-43. Regarding the best known and most often 
quoted Rumanian parallel see "Master Manole and the Monastery of Arges," in M. 
Eliade's Zalmoxis, The Vanishing God: Comparative Studies in the Religions and Folklore 
of Dacia and Eastern Europe (Chicago, 1972), 164-90. Eliade also discusses cosmogonic 
myths in which immolation leads to creation (first of the universe, in later layers of 
buildings, bridges, etc.). Yet it cannot be overlooked that in the versions recorded to 
date the human sacrifice is always a woman. 

39. Cf. "Anna Molnar," "The Cruel Mother," etc., where nursing identifies the 
woman as the mother. 

40. Ortutay's claim in the "Introduction" to MN, 80-1. 
41. MN, 85. 
42. It is outside the scope of this study to determine the degree by which society's 

views of women have brought about the restrictions discussed in this section. 
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The Tragic Motif in the 
Ballad of "Kata Kadar" 

Marlene Kadar 

" We must not forget ... that the ballads of all countries 
and in all languages also deal to a considerable extent 
with subjects and topics, tragic and otherwise, that 
have always been the very stuff of life in society and 
the family and thus simply cry out for poetic 
treatment..." (Seeman et al., eds, European Folk 
Ballads, xxii). 

The Hungarian folk ballad "Kata Kadar" is one of the oldest 
recorded ballads in Hungary. 1 It belongs to the group of "old 
style ballads" which have certain discernible characteristics. 
Hungarian ballad collectors and folklorists separate these older, 
more "classical" ballads from newer types (uj stilusu nepbal-
ladak), such as the "betyar" or outlaw ballads, and local ballads 
of questionable literary merit. It is generally assumed that 
the older ballads are connected to heroic epic poetry and 
medieval romance and are, hence, more sophisticated works 
of art than the newer ballads. 

At the time of publication of the only English language 
collection of Hungarian ballads with commentary, Ninon 
Leader's Hungarian Classical Ballads, there existed at least 
fifteen versions of "Kata Kadar," all of which came from 
Transylvania, Bukovina, and Moldavia. Most were sung by the 
Szekely people and some by the Bukovinian and Moldavian 
Csangos. According to Leader, the Szekelys are a Hungarian 
clan of "uncertain origin" who have preserved archaic traditions. 
The Csangos are descendants of Szekely emigrants to Moldavia 
and Bukovina. The important point is that the Szekelys and 
Csangos have preserved most purely the oldest type of Hun-
garian folk ballad and music traditions. The ballad metre and 
music are marked by unique Ugrian and Asian features — most 
notably the pentatonic scale, on which Kodaly and Bartok 
based many of their compositions. T h e oldest ballads are 
characterized by frequent alliteration, parallelism, the repe-



tition of half-lines and international ballad devices (incremental 
repetition, formulas, epithets), all of which are evident in 
"Kata Kadar." 

Until recently the Szekely regions, Moldavia and Bukovina 
have been largely untouched by western European urban cul-
ture. These groups retain remnants of what must have once 
been an incredibly rich treasury of ballads. We must remember 
that Hungarians got off to a late start at collecting: when most 
nations were recording the poetry of their people, Hungary 
was involved in protracted struggles against Turkish and 
Habsburg forces of occupation. The first collectors did not 
print their findings until the mid-nineteenth century, after the 
War of Independence of 1848-49, and at least a century after 
Bishop Thomas Percy, for example, had published his Reliques 
of Ancient English Poetry (1765) at the other end of Europe. 
Hungarian patriotism grew steadily in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, and this patriotism fostered wide-scale 
interest in Hungarian culture. The Hungarian peasantry and its 
oral traditions represented a stabilizing force in a nation whose 
identity was unclear because of prolonged occupations. Some 
of the pioneers in folk ballad collecting in Hungary are Janos 
Erdelyi, NepcLalok es mondak (Folksongs and Tales), 1846-48; 
Janos Kriza, Vadrozsak (Wild Roses), 1863 (probably the first 
printing of "Kata Kadar" is in this book); and Lajos Kalmany, 
Koszoruk az A If old vadviragaibol (Garlands from the wild 
flowers of the Lowland), 1877-78. 

Hungarian scholars have speculated on the exact age and 
origin of "Kata Kadar." Sandor Solymossy, one of Hungary's 
first folk literature theorists, states that there have been three 
waves of ballad production in the Hungarian ballad province; 
that is, in those part of Central and Eastern Europe where the 
Hungarian language is spoken. Solymossy places "Kata Kadar" in 
the first wave of ballad production, which took place in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Contemporary ballad 
experts concur with this view. Ninon Leader calls the ballad that 
originated in this period the "classical ballad," and "Kata Kadar" 
is in her opinion one of the most popular of the classical ballads. 
Lajos Vargyas is even more specific. He maintains that classical 
ballads are really "medieval" ballads, and "Kata Kadar" is 
one of the earliest of the medieval ballads in Hungary. 2 

Old style ballads are characterized by the important fact 



that they have international counterparts or at least that they 
share motifs from the international ballad tree. "Kata Kadar" 
does not have an exact ballad counterpart in Europe or Asia, 
but it does have typological affinities with other ballads, or 
has borrowed motifs and episodes from other European ballads 
and medieval romances, namely, English and Scottish ballads, 
and the romance of Tristan and Iseut, or Isolt.3 "Kata Kadar" 
derives much of its force and its tragic meaning, from its 
borrowing of the motif of "The Twining Branches," listed in 
the Aarne-Thompson Motif Index as number 631.0.1: "twining 
branches grow from graves of lovers." 4 This motif is called 
alternately the motif of "The Two Chapel Flowers" by Vargyas, 
and "the sympathetic plants" by Leader. Whatever it is called, 
however, it refers to a symbol and an idea that together constitute 
"one of the most favourite motifs in romances and ballads." 5 

In order to see where and how the twining branches come 
into play in the ballad, a breakdown of the plot of "Kata Kadar" 
is needed. The following plot description is based on Version A 
(translated by N. Leader): 

Verse Description of plot segments 
1. Martin Gyulai asks his mother's permission to marry their 

serf's daughter, Kate Kadar. 
2. The mother refuses to give permission and orders him 

to marry a lord's daughter. 
3. Martin proclaims his love for Kate. 
4. Martin's mother disowns him. 
5. Martin orders his footman to prepare his horses. 
6. He bids farewell to Kate. She gives him a life token, a scarf 

that will change its colour should any harm come to her. 
7. During his travels the scarf turns red. 
8. Martin orders his footman to turn back to the village. 
9. At the edge of the village Martin meets a swineherd. He 

asks him what is new in the village (in Versions B and C 
Martin meets a miller, and in Version D, a "Wallach 
dandy"). 

10. The swineherd informs Martin that his mother has thrown 
Kate into "a bottomless lake." 

11. Martin makes a deal with the swineherd. If he will lead him 
to the place where Kate was drowned, Martin will give 
him his gold, his house, and his coach. 



12. Kate speaks to Martin from the lake. Martin jumps into 
the lake. 

13. Lady Gyulai has divers pull Martin and Kate out of the 
lake. She has one of the two buried in front of the altar 
and the other behind. 

14. Two chapel flowers grow from the graves of the lovers and 
embrace each other above the altar. Lady Gyulai plucks 
the flowers. 

15. One of the chapel flowers speaks and casts a curse on her. 
Although there are at least two other international motifs 

in the "Kata Kadar" ballad, 6 we are here concerned with the 
motif of the twining branches, or the two chapel flowers, which 
appears in verses 13 to 15. Each flower represents the soul of 
a lover, so that the intertwining of the flowers is the bringing 
together of their souls after life. Only in death are the lovers 
united. They are prevented f rom loving each other on earth by 
social conventions that prohibit the marriage of serfs with lords. 
These conventions are represented by the person of Lady Gyulai, 
who also happens to be the mother of Martin. In this context the 
two chapel flowers are structurally and thematically very 
important. Structurally, the motif rounds off the plot. The-
matically, the motif gives the ballad its tragic force and meaning. 
Even though the ballad is a genre transmitted orally among 
illiterate or semi-literate peoples, Francis Utley is right when 
he says that "some of the great ballads are worthy of the name 
of tragedy."7 "Kata Kadar" comes close to being worthy of 
the name, and as such, its relationship to some of the great 
literature of our epoch comes as no surprise. 

Aspects of form and structure have a lot to do with gener-
ating tragic effect in "Kata Kadar ." A closer look at metre and 
the arrangement of stanzas will reveal how form informs tragic 
meaning. It is not always easy to talk about the formal aspects 
of oral literature, because for obvious reasons oral literature does 
not adhere as regularly to literary devices and conventions as 
written literature does. But certain formal aspects of "Kata 
Kadar" are significant in the ballad traditions, either because 
they tend to conserve the norm, or because they diverge f rom it 
and in so doing emphasize important features of the poetry. The 
singer of Version A of "Kata Kadar" for example, has modified a 
conventional stichic metric scheme in order to achieve a certain 
building-and-relaxing effect. Stichic metre typifies old-style 



ballads in which the pace never lets up, whereas strophic metre 
is employed in the newer, less "tragic" ballads, the "betyar" 
ballads, for example. Stichic verse ballads are marked by a 
definite number of syllables per line, but newer versions of 
"classical" ballads may well mirror both stichic verse qualities, 
and strophic. This might be the case with Version A of "Kata 
Kadar", because it is by no means as metrically and structurally 
regular as, say, the English ballad "A Maid Freed from the 
Gallows" (Child, no. 95), and yet it does make use of elements 
we find in the English ballad. What, then, is the difference? 
The English ballad is more orderly, structurally more sophis-
ticated, and metrically more uniform. "A Maid Freed from the 
Gallows" is, in the abstract, a "chain of skeleton stanzas."8 and 
each stanza repeats refrains, questions-in-answers — the likes of 
which we encounter only in the introductory stanzas of "Kata 
Kadar" (see stanzas 1 to 4). The metre employed in "Kata Kadar" 
then, gives it a more contemplative tone; action is followed by 
a pause, or a caesura. 

A closer look at the metric scheme of "Kata Kadar" reveals 
a pattern that focuses the listener's attention on the tragic motifs 
in the ballad, especially on the central tragic motif. Most of the 
lines in Version A have eight syllables. This is not uncommon 
in Hungarian ballad metres, but it is more the norm in Rumania 
and Bulgaria. What is interesting about the way in which our 
particular ballad employs this metric measure, however, is 
that whenever there is a shift in viewpoint, motif, or style (e.g., 
from dialogue to description), the metre undergoes a change. In 
stanzas 5, 7, 9, and 11 there are only six syllables per line, and 
although the listener notices this change in measure, he is not 
shocked by it; unity of thought and action is maintained be-
cause the metre is stable within each of the digressing stanzas, 
and each stanza-type is repeated at regular intervals (every 
second stanza) in the ballad. The important transitional stanzas, 
however, those that either end or begin an episode in the action, 
employ the unique Deseterac (the ten-syllable line), which, 
according to Erich Seemann, 9 is the most notable feature of 
the oldest Serbocroatian ballads. Because the Deseterac stands 
out in "Kata Kadar" so too does the stanza in which it is used. 
It is no wonder then that the Deseterac is used to sing the most 
important motifs in the ballad: the life-token motif in stanza 6, 
the burial motif in stanza 12, and, finally the twining chapel 



flowers motif in stanza 14. These three stanzas are also the 
most descriptive in the ballad — the others are filled up with 
dialogue — and they are laden with symbolic meaning. Stanza 
14, especially, is full of emotional significance. It frames the 
"selected incident" in the narrative: the climax and the 
denouement. Not infrequently the central motif (the "selected 
incident") is withheld until the end of the ballad. As Walter 
Morris Har t has said, the ballad seems perfectly intelligible 
without the central motif, but it has none of its tragic special-
ness. "At the close a significant fact is revealed, and the hearer 
is compelled to re-interpret the whole story."10 

"Kata Kadar" is, essentially, a tragic tale. The same thing 
may be stated about "Kata Kadar" as Eugene Vinaver has said 
about "Tristan and Isolt": "it is a tale of a disaster caused by 
the clash of irreconcilable forces."11 "Kata Kadar" may be 
compared to Romeo and Juliet; as the chorus states in the 
prologue to Shakespeare's play: Romeo and Juliet is a tale of "a 
pair of star-crossed lovers" and "the fearful passage of their 
death-marked love."12 Like Tristan and Isolt and Romeo 
and Juliet, Kate and Martin are prevented from loving each 
other. What is tragic about this situation, however, is that we 
feel from the beginning of the ballad that this is their fate. Their 
choices are limited, and they act according to what is necessary. 
Kate and Martin are wronged; we feel that their love is sanc-
tioned by the singer and everyone who listens to his song. The 
audience is bound to experience a certain kind of "tragic" re-
lief when this love story, like all the others, ends in a death that 
finally and ironically brings the lovers together. It is the tragic 
motif of the twining branches that does this work for the ballad, 
as it does for "Tristan and Isolt." 

The mystical union of the twining branches calls into ques-
tion the reliability of the human order of things. In all of the 
tragic love stories mentioned above, it is always the supernat-
ural (i.e., the other-than-human) order that resolves the con-
flict, passes judgment by implication on the human order, 
and thereby exposes h u m a n fallibility. From the moment the 
supernatural element enters "Kata Kadar" in verses 6 and 7 
(the life-token motif), we become aware of two things: (1) despite 
the courage and integrity of the lovers, doom is impending, and 
(2) despite the fact that their humanness makes them fallible 
and their lot seems unmerited, the final destiny of Kate and 



Martin is determined by forces that are greater than human. 
We are allowed to hope that there will be compensation for 
their suffering. When the two lovers are pulled from the 
"bottomless lake" in each other's arms (verse 13), we have reason 
to believe that their death is not entirely meaningless. Inas-
much as death can have meaning, the motif of the twining 
branches is "tragic," because it embodies this contradiction in 
one pregnant symbol: two branches, or flowers, spring from 
the graves of the wronged, unfortunate lovers only to unite, 
intertwine above the earth, over the church, impervious to the 
will of Lady Gyulai and the conditions of life in the village. 
As R.J. Dorius states in the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry 
and Poetics, "courage and inevitable defeat" signal the tragic 
in "great literature." This is also true for folk literature and 
for the ballad. He further states that these two qualities affect 
us above all others because 

the first in any society is rare and the second is a 
prospect most men find intolerable. Without courage 
or endurance, the exceptional action or commitment 
(my emphasis) which characterizes tragedy would 
not be undertaken or sustained; without defeat, it 
would not be placed in the perspective of the ordi-
nary world. For the tragic gesture or thrust is on too 
grand a scale to conform to the ways of the world or 
to find means to alter them ... Tragedy stops history, 
it is a summit or end stage, always concerned with 
problems of value; it is human life seen in an ulti-
mate perspective. The tragic protagonist's courage 
must seem possible.. .(but) it must also be doomed.1 3 

Although the motif of the two chapel flowers is found 
throughout Europe and even Asia in both literary and folk-
lore sources, Lajos Vargyas claims that the "earliest occurence 
of the complete picture is in the French Tristan legend, before 
the appearance of the ballad genre. 14 Although Vargyas also 
sees obvious borrowings from and connections with the "Agnes 
Bernauerin" legend-ballad, he downplays this influence in 
favour of the Tristan influence. He notes that the "most 
characteristic motif of our ballad, the grave flower(s), is un-
known in German territory." He states that the exact and in-
tense image of the intertwining chapel flowers rising from the 
graves of the dead lovers is missing. This motif is truly visible 
only in Hungarian, English, and Scottish ballads, and it has been 



diffused through its rendering in the Tristan romance. Vargyas 
hypothesizes that the tragic motif travelled from France in the 
fifteenth century south and east to Yugoslavia and then north to 
the Hungarian ballad zone. (This theory would make sense 
in the light of the connections between the Croatian, Serbian, 
and Hungarian courts as early as the thirteenth century, and 
the links between them and the French nobility, especially 
with the court of Anjou.) At the same time, however, it trav-
elled west into Portugal and Spain and finally on to England 
and Scotland, where it is most popular in the European ballad 
tradition, most derivative of the Tristan romance, and most like 
its Central, or Eastern European counterpart in "KataKadar ." 1 5 

Although Vargyas is unable to document any version of a 
French ballad that might have evolved from the Tristan 
romance, he feels justified in hypothesizing that: 

There must, therefore, have been a French ballad 
which passed on to the southern and western 
neighbours, and to us (the Hungarians), the various 
elements, and in which social distinction, the obstacle 
to the lovers, as in the Hungarian and the Portuguese; 
the young man's enquiry on his return and his giving 
away (or exchange) of clothes, as in the English and 
Hungarian; the grave flowers with the birds and the 
vengeful mother (father's wife), which were preserved 
by the Portuguese, English and Breton with vary-
ing element.16 

There are several versions of the motif in the Portuguese 
ballad tradition, but unfortunately we cannot cover them here. 
If, however, we isolate the motif in the texts relevant to our 
comparison, Vargyas' theory does seem reasonable. In Bedier's 
edition of Le Roman de Tristan by Thomas, the "miracle des 
arbres entrelaces" bears remarkable similarity to "the two 
chapel flowers" of "Kata Kadar": 

Puis les deux amants furent mis au tombeau, et l'on 
raconte qu'Isolt, la femme de Tristan, fit enterrer 
Tristan et Isolt en deux tombes, des deux cotes de 
l'eglise, afin que meme apr£s leur mort ils fussent 
separes. Mais il arriva qu'un chene ou telle autre 
espece d'arbre germa de chaque cote du tombeau, 
et les deux arbres crurent si haut qu'ils entrelac^rent 
leurs ramures au-dessus du toit: par 1& l'on peut voir 
quelle fut la grandeur de leur amour. Et c'est ainsi 
que finit ce conte.1 7 



In this text the two lovers are buried on either side of the church, 
as though the author wants us to think for one split second that 
after their death they will be eternally separated. But out of 
their two graves two trees grow,18 and their boughs intertwine 
above the roof of the church. The author then comments on 
the significance of this miracle: the branches intertwine in order 
to reveal the magnitude of the love between Tristan and Isolt, 
a love that cannot be fulfilled in their lifetime. Their love is 
now immortalized. On this tragic note the story will end. The 
motif of the twining branches is used in a similar way in "Kata 
Kadar," but in some versions — the best versions — the ballad 
goes one step further thematically. When they embrace each 
other, the sympathetic plants reveal the power of love and the 
power of love then enables the plants to speak. They speak a 
crowning curse, the implications of which will be discussed in 
more detail later. 

The curse is a particularly interesting element in "Kata 
Kadar" and in the Hungarian love-ballad tradition in general.19 

In other European ballad traditions that employ the twining 
branches motif, the curse is rarely, if ever, a part of the motif. 
According to Leader the curse, "cast upon the cruel mother 
by the flowers, seems to be a genuine Hungarian addition to 
the ballad and it does not seem to exist in the English and Scottish 
ballad tradition.20 The tragic motif without this final element 
is very prominent. Take for example "Earl Brand, B" (Child, 
no. 7), verses 18 and 19: 

Lord William was buried in St Mary's kirk, 
Lady Margret in Mary's quire; 
Out o the lady's grave grew a bonny red rose, 
And out o the knight's a briar. 

And they twa met, and they twa plat, 
And fain they was be near; 
And a the warld might ken right weel 
They were twa lovers dear. 

Much like "Earl Brand" is "Lord Thomas and Fair Annet, A" 
(Child, no. 73): 

Lord Thomas was buried without kirk-wa, 
Fair Annet within the quiere, 
And o the tane thair grew a birk, 
The other a bonny briere. 
And ay they grew, and ay they threw, 



As they was faine be neare; 
And by this ye may ken right weil 
They were twa luvers deare. 

A more dramatic version of the motif occurs in "Lord Lovel, A" 
(Child, no. 15). Out of Lady Ouncebell's breast grew a "sweet 
rose," and out of Lord Lovell's "a bunch of sweet briar:" 

They grew till they grew to the top of the church, 
And then they could grow no higher; 
They grew till they grew to a true lover's knot, 
And then they tyed both together. 

In "Fair Margaret and Sweet William," (Child, no. 74), verses 
18 and 19, the rose and the briar. . . 

grew as high as the Church-top, 
Till they could grow no higher, 
And then they grew in a true lover's knot, 
Which made all people admire. 

The English and Scottish ballads seem to consistently comment 
on the importance of the twining branches as a public symbol 
of true love. This is not a feature of the Hungarian ballads, 
and it does not occur at all in "Kata Kadar ." 

In his remarks on "Earl Brand," Child comments exten-
sively on the popularity of the motif "the beautiful fancy of 
plants springing from the graves of star-crossed lovers, ... 
signifying ... that an earthly passion has not been extinguished 
by death."2 1 He cites ballads from all over the world that ex-
hibit a version of the motif and includes in his discussion 
references to written literature that use the motif. He even 
mentions a "Magyar" version, as he knows it from a German 
text of the ballad. It is clear, however, that he did not have 
any of the more reliable Hungarian ballad texts at his disposal.22 

Thus it would seem that what most clearly distinguishes 
"Kata Kadar" from, on the one hand, the Tristan romance, and 
on the other, the English and Scottish ballads cited above, is 
the curse. T h e most dramatic versions of "Kata Kadar" do not 
end with the simple description of the intertwining "chapel-
flowers" (A), the "white marble lily" and the "red marble lily" 
(U), the violet and the rosemary (C and D), or any other kind 
of flower or branch that might be part of some other Hungar-
ian versions. Three of the four versions included here end with 
a curse directed at the mother, spoken by the flowers (see 
Versions A, B and D). Verses 18 and 19 of Version B stand 



out in this regard. When Lady Gyulai plucks the flowers, a thorn 
pricks her finger, and Kate Kadar curses the mother of Miklos 
(her lover's name in this version). 

"May your wheat produce just one grain, 
And may that one grain be empty. 
May you go without bread, 
For nobody will be sorry. 

"May your wash water turn to blood, 
May your towels catch on fire, 
For when this curse falls on your head, 
I surely know how you will fare ." 

There are many more of these curses in the Hungarian ballad 
tradition, all of them equally venomous: "May the footbridge 
you want to cross go up in flames"; "May the road slope up-
wards in front of you"; "May mud spring behind you"; "May 
you be given a spouse who does not love you"; "May your bread 
turn to stone."2 3 

Leader argues that the addition of the curse to the ballad 
and the motif is valuable for three reasons. 24 

1. It is a good piece of ethnographical information, since 
it preserves ancient incantation formulas and folk beliefs. 

2. It lends a special structural importance to the twining 
branches; they are, of course, in all ballad sources a vehicle 
for communicating the magnitude of the love, but they are 
also a vehicle for delivering an effective curse; 

3. It neatly closes the ballad, a ballad type that we have 
established as tragic, from the ethical point of view. I would like 
to add here that instead of enhancing the tragic thrust of the 
ballad, it detracts from it. The curse reduces the tragic vision 
of the ballad, bringing the action back down to earth, dispelling 
tragic emotion, pity, and fear, and instituting revenge in their 
place. 

We must conclude, then, that the speaking plants change 
the finer tragic emotions in the ballad to the crude, less cultivated 
emotions of anger, revenge, and hatred. Furthermore, the 
struggle that was at one time resolved by supernatural forces, 
is re-established and left open-ended. The curse insinuates an 
ongoing battle on earth and a will to enforce retribution on 
earth. The ballad of "Kata Kadar" could easily turn into a 



continuing saga in which the curse is actually carried out against 
Lady Gyulai. 

Through the example of "Kata Kadar" we can see that 
thematically balladry and great tragic literature overlap; both 
"Kata Kadar" and the Tristan romance use the tragic motif effec-
tively to elicit tragic emotion and contribute to a tragic vision 
of the world in the poem. But the finer points of the ballad, 
not included in Tristan — especially the curse endings — make 
Kata Kadar's folk heritage obvious. Great tragic literature, such 
as the Tristan legend ends peacefully with perhaps, the twining 
branches. "Kata Kadar" belongs most certainly to the tradi-
tion of the ballad, an oral tradition with its own culturally 
determined repertoire of denouements and one rooted very 
much in an agrarian peasant culture and its everyday concerns, 
fears, and hopes. Although the balladry has freely borrowed 
elements f rom the great literary traditions, especially from tragic 
literature, one can never wholly define "Kata Kadar" in the 
tragic mode, as perhaps Francis Utley is wont to do. It is a 
genuine ballad that steals from the tragic mode but makes 
something quite new and special. 

APPENDIX: VERSIONS A, B, C, AND D OF" KATA KADAR" 

VERSION A 
KATE KADAR 

(The Two Chapel Flowers) 
1. 'Mother, mother, my mother! 

Lady Gyulai, my mother! 
I shall marry Kate Kadar, 
The fair daughter of our serf.' 

2. 'I will not let you, my son 
Martin Gyulai, 
Marry instead a lord's 
fair daughter!' 

3. 'I do not want a lord's 
fair daughter, 
I only want Kate Kadar, 
The fair daughter of our serf.' 

4. 'Then away with you, my son 
Martin Gyulai; 
I disown you, you are no son of mine. 
Not now, nor ever.' 



5. 'My footman, my footman, 
the one I hold more dear, 
Drag forth my coach, 
Place the horses between the shafts!' 

6. The horses were placed between the shafts 
They took the road. 
Kate Kadar gave him a scarf: 
'When its colour will turn to red 
then my life too (take note of this) 
will be changing.' 

7. Martin Gyulai goes 
Over hill and dale, 
All at once he sees a change 
on the embroidered scarf. 

8. 'My footman, my footman, the one I hold more dear, 
The land is God's and the horse is for the dogs, 
Let us turn back, for the scarf has turned to red, 
So Kate Kadar too has long met her end.' 

9. The swineherd was at the end of the village. 
'Hi, good swineherd, what is the news with you?' 

10. 'Our news is good, but there is ill news for you, 
For Kate Kadar has met her end. 
Your mother has had her taken away, 
She has had her thrown into a bottomless lake.' 

11. 'Good swineherd, show me where is that lake, 
And all my gold, my horse, my coach are yours!' 

12. So they went to the shore of the Lake. 
'Kate Kadar, my soul, speak one word, are you there?' 
Kate Kadar spoke to him from the lake, 
Quickly Martin Gyula jumped after her. 

13. His mother sent divers, 
They took them out dead, the girl in his arms, 
One of them was buried in front of the altar, 
The other was buried behind the altar. 

14. Two chapel-flowers sprang up out of the two, 
The intertwined on the top of the altar. 
Their mother went there, she tore them off, 
The chapel flower spoke to her thus: 

15. 'May you be cursed, may you be cursed, 
My mother, Lady Gyulai, 
You have been cruel when I was alive, 
And even now you have murdered me!' 



Hungarian original published in Gy. Ortutay, ed., Magyar 
nepballadak (Budapest: Szepirodalmi Konyvkiado, 1976): 23-4. 
English translation f rom N. Leader, ed., Hungarian Classical 
Ballads and Their Folklore (Cambridge: University Press, 1967): 
125-6. 

VERSION B 

KATA KADAR 
(The Two Chapel Flowers) 

1. "My dear sweet mother, allow me 
To take Kata Kadar for my wife, 
Kata Kadar, 
The fair daughter of my serf!" 

2. "Dear sweet son, I will not allow it, 
I will throw her into the bottomless lake. 
The village lords have many fair daughters: 
Why not marry one of them?" 

3. "My servant, my servant, my humble servant! 
Saddle my chestnut steed. 
We must set out on the long road, 
The long road to wander." 

4. Master Miklos set out 
On the long road to wander. 
Kata Kadar caught sight of him, 
And opened the door for her Miklos. 

5. "Do not open the door Kata Kadar! 
For I cannot come in. 
Now I must take to the long road, 
The long road to wander." 

6. "Master Miklos, spare me a few words! 
I will bring my white gown, 
I will bring you a bouquet of flowers. 
When the white gown has turned bloody 
And the flowers have wilted, 
Then Kata Kadar has come to her end. 

7. Master Miklos set out on the long road, 
The long road to wander. 
He came upon a miller. 
"Master miller, Master miller! 
What is new in the village?" 

8. "Certainly nothing is new 
But that Kata Kadar has come to her end. 
She has been thrown into the bottomless lake." 



9. "Master miller, Master miller! 
Take me there to that very place, 
The very place, that spot where she has been drowned, 
The edge of the bottomless lake. 
My chestnut steed, 
All my riches, my fancy raiments are yours." 

10. The miller did as he was beckoned; 
He led Miklos to the edge of the lake, 
To that very place, that spot, 
The edge of the bottomless lake. 

11. Master Miklos took off his clothes 
And leapt into the bottomless lake. 

12. Out of one spot grew a stalk of white lily, 
Out of another grew a stalk of red lily. 
The two grew out of the lake 
Until they intertwined. 

13. Miklos' mother went for a walk 
And saw the two flowers. 
She sent for a sea diver, 
She plucked the two flowers. 

14. For the one child she had made 
A white marble coffin, 
And for the other she had made 
A red marble coffin. 

15. The one child was buried 
In front of the altar, 
And the other was buried 
Behind the altar. 

16. Out of the one coffin grew 
A stalk of white marble lily, 
Out of the other grew 
A stalk of red marble lily. 
There the two grew 
Until they intertwined (embraced one another). 

17. Miklos' mother went for a walk, 
Found the two flowers and looked at them. 
She then plucked them both, 
But a thorn pricked her finger. 

Kata Kadar cursed Miklos' mother: 

18. "May your wheat produce just one grain, 
And may that one grain be empty. 
May you go without bread, 
For nobody will be sorry." 



19. "May your wash water turn to blood, 
May your towels catch on fire, 
For when this curse falls on your head, 
I surely know how you will fare." 

Hungarian original published in Magyar nepballadak, 25-7. 
English translation by Marlene Kadar with Victoria Toth. 

VERSION C 

KATA KADAR 
(Two Chapel Flowers) 

1. Wife of Gyula, my sweet mother, 
Allow me just this one thing: 
To ask for the hand of Kata Kadar, 
The beautiful daughter of our serf. 

2. I can not allow you, dear son, 
to take the hand of Kata Kadar. 
Here in the village live 
The king's daughter, the baron's daughter. 

3. But I do not want the king's daughter, 
I do not want the baron's daughter, 
I would rather go into exile, 
Into exile, on the long road. 

4. He set out on the long road, 
The long road, into exile. 
He wandered and wandered 
Until he came upon a millhouse. 

5. Heh there! Master miller, 
What is new in the village? 
Bad news I have not heard: 
But Kata Kadar has been kidnapped. 

6. Kata Kadar has been kidnapped, 
And thrown into the bottomless lake. 
Kata Kadar has been kidnapped, 
And thrown into the bottomless lake. 

7. Mar ton Gyula heard this, 
And went to the shore of the lake: 
Are you alive, my sweet rose, or are you dead, 
Or do you think of me? 

8. I cannot live, I cannot die, 
I only think of you. 
He blessed himself, 
And threw himself into the deep lake. 



9. From one spot on the lake grew a stalk of violet, 
From another grew rosemary. 
They grew so high 
Till they intertwined. 

10. Mother Gyula heard about this, 
She went to the shore of the lake, 
She went to the shore of the lake, 

And plucked both the flowers. 

11. You have not left me alone during my lifetime, 
And I am not left alone after death. 
The Lord in Heaven punishes 
He who forbids love! 

Hungarian original published in: Lajos Vargyas, A magyar 
nepballada es Europa,Vol. 2 (Budapest: Zenemukiado, 1976): 
112-3. English translation by Marlene Kadar. 

VERSION D 

KADAR KATA 
(Transylvanian Ballad) 

1. "Dame Gyulai, my good mother! 
Allow me just one thing, 
To ask for the hand of Kata Kadar, 
The fair daughter of our serf." 
"Rather than to permit you my son 
I would have her into a bottomless lake!" 

2 ."My servant, my servant, my dear servant, 
Bring forth my horse, 
Because I would go out into the world, 
From one country into another." 
He set out on his long journey, 
A long journey into exile. 
As he wandered, as he wandered, in the forest 
He met a Wallach dandy. 
"Listen, you Wallach dandy, 
What news of my village?" 

3. I have heard nothing else 
Than that Kata Kadar has been destroyed, 
Kata Kadar has been destroyed 
Flung into a bottomless lake." 
He went there to that place 
Set on the shore of the lake: 
"Are you alive, my rose, or are you dead 
Did you think of me?" 



4. "I am neither live nor dead, 
I think only of you!" 
His heart was gripped with sorrow, 
And he leaped into the vast lake. 
From one grew a violet, 
From the other a rosemary, 
They grew and grew until 
They embraced. 
Dame Gyulai upon this sight 
Torn them under her feet. 
Thereupon the flower spoke, 
"May the Lord in Heaven punish you 
Who are destroying love. 
You have not left me in peace when I lived, 
I cannot rest even after death." 

Hungarian original recorded in: Kodaly Orchestral Songs, 
Hungaroton. English translation by Laszlo Eosze. 

NOTES 

1. "Kata Kad&r" is the name of the heroine in the ballad, and the name of the 
ballad itself. Four versions of the ballad are included here; unless otherwise stated, 
comments in this paper will be made in reference to Version A, since it is the most pop-
ular version among scholars, and since it is the only version that has been published in an 
English critical edition. However, Versions B, C, and D have their qualities: although 
it is not well known, Version C is tidy and simple, and Version D is interesting because 
it is a recomposition of Kod&ly. It must be remembered that the effect of each version 
is heightened when set to music. I have heard only Versions A, and D, and D is a modern 
orchestral song. Hereafter "Kata Kadar" will be used to refer to the title of the ballad, 
and "Kate Kadar" to the heroine of the ballad. All four versions of "Kata Kidar" are 
included in the appendix. 

2. Solymossy, Leader, and Vargyas represent the main trends in Hungarian folk 
ballad scholarship. Their work includes commentaries on "Kata Kadar." See Solymossy's 
essay on "Ballada" in A magyarsag neprajza (Hungarian Ethnography), 4 vols. (Budapest: 
Kiralyi Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda, 1872-1924) vol. 3, 98-9; Ninon A.M. Leader, 
Hungarian Classical Ballads and their Folklore (London: Cambridge University Press, 
1967): 125-41; Lajos Vargyas, A magyar nepballada es Europa (Budapest: Zenemukiad6, 
1976) Vol. 2, 111-21; Vargyas, Researches into the Mediaeval History of Folk Ballad 
(Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 1967): 112-27. Although structuralism is starting to play 
a role in Hungarian folklore scholarship, nothing definitive has yet been written about 
"Kata K&dar" in this mode. 

3. The ballad and literary sources that are generally cited in relation to "Kata K&d&r" 
are as follows: 

a) the medieval French romance of Tristan and Iseut; 
b) Italian Renaissance short tales, such as those found in Boccaccio's Decameron, 

1348-53; Bandello's Tragical Tales, 1567; and Giovanfrancesco Straparola's Nights, 
1557; 

c) A clumsy Hungarian romance based on the legend of Telamon, written in 
Kolozsvar in 1578; 

d) the popular Bavarian legend "Agnes Bernauerin" based on the "Bernauer 
tragedy," which was a real event in Germany in 1435 (parallels are drawn by Leader 
and Vargyas); see the ballad in Konrad Nussbacher, Deutsche Balladen (Stuttgart: 
Reclam, 1967):52-4. 



e) other European ballads, especially English and Scottish, collected by Sir Francis 
James Child in The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, 5 vols. (1882; rpt. New York: 
Folklore Press and Pageant Books, 1956); see especially "Earl Brand" (no. 7), "Lord 
Thomas and Fair Annet" (no. 73), "Lord Lovel" (no. 75). Hereafter, Child ballads 
are referred to within the text; Gyorgy Kiraly links them in "Kadar Kata balladaja," 
Nyugat (1917): 48-60. 

4. Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk Literature, 6 vols., Indiana Univ. Series 
19-23, FFC 106-109 (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1957), Vol. 4, 411-13. This 
is part of the wider motif E630, "Reincarnation in Object," 411. 

5. Leader, 134-5. 
6. The two other important international motifs in "Kata Kadar" are: 

a) The motif of the life-token, Stith Thompson's motif no. E761, wherein "an 
object has mystic connection with the life of a person, so that changes in the life-token 
indicate changes in the person, usually disaster or death." This motif is missing in 
Versions C and D of "Kata Kad&r." In Version A the life-token is a scarf; in B it is a 
white gown. In the international ballad motif tree, however, rings are the most com-
mon life-tokens. They change colour or burst in order to reveal a change of some sort. 
See also George Laurence Gomme's The Handbook of Folklore (London: Published 
for the Folklore Society by D. Nutt, 1890), type no. 24. 

b) The curse motif, which in the case of "Kata Kad£r," is really part of the central 
motif of "the twining branches." The curse motif does generally appear, however, in 
other European ballads on its own. Leader refers us to Child, no. 10, "The Two Sisters," 
in which the harp that had been strung with the hair of the victim speaks against her 
murderers. 

7. Francis Lee Utley, "Oral Genres as Bridge to Written Literature," Acta Ethnog-
raphica 19(1970): 389-99. 

8. See chapter 10, "The Rescued Maiden," in Erich Seemann, Dag Stromback, Bengt 
R. Jonsson, eds., European Folk Ballads, European Folklore Series (Copenhagen: 
Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1967): 162-3. 

9. See Seemann's introduction to European Folk Ballads, xxii-xxiii. 
10. Ballad and Epic: A Study in the Development of the Narrative Art (New York: 

Russel and Russel, 1907 and 1967): 63. For a more detailed discussion of metric pattern 
and "meaning" see Alvert B. Lord's chapter on "The Formula" in The Singer of Tales 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1960): 30-67. 

11. Eugene Vinaver, Foreword to The Romance of Tristan and Isolt (version 
commune), trans. Norman B. Spector (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973): 
p. xv. 

12. William Shakespeare, The Complete Works, Alfred Harbage, ed.; Romeo and 
fuliet, The Complete Pelican Shakespeare (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1969): 859. 

13. Alex Preminger, ed., Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, enlarged 
ed. (Princeton University Press, 1974): 860. 

14. Lajos Vargyas, "The Two Chapel Flowers," in Researches into the Mediaeval 
History of the Folk Ballad (Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1967): 115. 

15. Ibid., 115-20. 
16. Ibid., 119. 
17. Thomas, Le Roman de Tristan, 2 vols. (Paris: Didot, 1902), vol. 1, 46. This motif 

is not included in the body of the text but is in a footnote. In an appendix Bedier has 
documented a fragment that includes a different version of the motif in the French 
romance. See vol. 2, 394. In this version a green briar descends from Tristan's grave into 
Yseult's and it will not be plucked: "De dedens la tombe Tristan yssoit une ronche belle 
et verte et foillue qui aloit par dessus la chappelle, et descendoit le bout de la ronche 
sur la tombe Yseult et entroit dedens. Ce virent le gens du pais et le compterent au roy. 
Le roy a fit par trois fois coupper: a l'andemain restoit aussi belle et en autel estat comme 
elle avoit este autrefois. C'est miracle estoit sur Tristan es sur Yseult." 

18. It is not always trees that spring from the graves of lovers. In the Hungarian ballads 
we have everything from plants to marble lilies to tulips. In the Tristan legend we seen to 
have oaken branches and green briar. In the English and Scottish ballads, however, the 
plants always seem to be a briar and a rose, or a briar and a birk. 

19. See Leader for other Hungarian ballads that employ the curse, especially "The 



Maid Who Was Cursed," 259, and "The Dishonoured Maiden," 180-3. 
20. Ibid,., 135. 
21. Child, vol. 1, 96. 
22. He refers to an atypical German translation of the ballad, "Schon Katchen," 

in which the motif of the twining plants appears twice, as in Version B. 
23. Leader lists a variety of curses and incantations (129). 
24. Ibid., 140-1. 
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Reconstructing Reality: 
The Hungarian Documentary and 

"Pseudo-Documentary" Film 
Graham Petrie 

The sporadic and arbitrary interest of North American 
film-goers in Eastern European cinema has shifted its focus 
from country to country and from director to director over 
the past two decades. After the brief flurry of interest between 
1960 and 1964 in Andrzej Wajda's and Roman Polanski's early 
films, Polish films were virtually ignored until three or four 
years ago, when the work of Krzysztof Zanussi and the newest 
generation of film-makers began to receive some attention. 
Czech cinema took the limelight in the mid-1960s, but interest 
fell almost to nil after 1968. In the late 1960s and early 1970s 
Miklos Jancso enjoyed the status of a minor cult figure, although 
his films never achieved popularity. His recent work has been 
largely denigrated, however, in favour of the films of his ex-
wife, Marta Meszaros.1 

Film in Eastern Europe cannot, of course, avoid being in-
extricably entwined with the politics of both the present and 
the past, and major political changes have often been heralded 
and accompanied by a particularly creative outburst of 
film-making energies. The obvious examples are the Prague 
Spring of 1968 and the way in which the often banned films 
of Zanussi and his slightly younger disciples like Feliks Falk, 
Janus Kijowski, and Krzysztof Kieslowski pinpointed the exact 
grievances that led to the formation of Solidarity and the still 
(at the time of writing) unresolved upheavals in the Polish 
political system. It is worth noting too that the first major cre-
ative period of Hungarian cinema after the Second World War 
came in 1955-56, with films like Zoltan Fabri's Merry-Go-Round 
(Korhinta) and Imre Feher's A Sunday Romance (Bakaruhaban). 

A recent article in Sight and Sound quotes a Polish film 
critic on the moral and political responsibilities of an Eastern 
European film director: 



The cinema ought to ... indicate the things that 
disturb, discern among what is the expected out-
come of our action that which is incidental and un-
welcome, and point to what may, if not seen in time 
or discounted, be sources of our weakness. The list 
will include, as well as familiar and diagnosed ail-
ments which social policy is attacking, ones which 
are still embryonic and only glimpsed or sensed by 
literature and the cinema: examples are loss of moral 
sensibilities and bearings, of consumer attitudes 
developing into acquisitiveness, self-seeking and 
careerism, of instrumental and manipulative treat-
ment of people, of inability to adjust to advances 
in the democratisation of our lives, of the emergence 
of pseudo-elites arrogating to themselves special 
privileges, of hypocrisy, cynicism and opportunism. 2 

Such a specific program necessarily involves a more direct 
confrontation with contemporary realities than has normally 
been the case in Polish and Hungarian cinema, where the pres-
ent situation has traditionally been mirrored in films set in the 
historic past, rather than being tackled directly. In both 
countries, however, dissatisfaction with this approach seems 
to have become widespread in the past decade, and interest-
ing divergent solutions have been devised in each in an attempt 
to find an alternative. The Polish method of fiction films directly 
dealing with examples of corruption, intimidation, cynicism, 
egoism, and opportunism has virtually no parallel within 
Hungary. Films that resemble this method include Pal Gabor's 
Angi Vera (1978) and Ferenc K6sa's The Match (Merkozes, 
1980), both of which seek to find the roots of contemporary 
problems in the traumatic events of 1949-56. Instead, the 
youngest generation of film-makers has chosen to try to find 
a new film language, mixing elements of both traditional 
documentary and fiction techniques, in order to examine the 
nature of contemporary realities. 

The new approach, signalled most clearly by Istvan Darday's 
Holiday in Britain (Jutalomutazas, 1974) and Judit Elek's two-
part A Commonplace Story (Egyszeru tortenet, 1971-75) has 
been given several names, none of which is totally satisfactory, 
such as "pseudo-documentary," "quasi-documentary," "docu-
mentary feature," "fictionalized documentary," and even 
"film-fact novel." All the names at tempt to describe the unique 
mixture of fictional and documentary elements that charac-



terize the films to varying degrees. The intention is to produce 
something that is neither conventional documentary (i.e., 
recording a situation as it happens as accurately as possible 
and with, ideally, the minimum of interference and manipu-
lation by the film-maker) nor conventional fiction (i.e., using 
professional actors and an invented plot). The method most 
commonly chosen is to take a situation based on an actual 
incident and recreate it in as realistic a manner as possible, 
using non-actors whose own lives and careers parallel those of the 
screen characters as closely as possible. 

Some of the directors most deeply involved in this approach 
have explained their reasons for adopting it. According to Bela 
Tarr, still in his twenties, with two feature-length films be-
hind him: 

... the documentary-feature film may be made in 
the most intensive and quickest way if I organize 
the real situations of conflict selected by myself, 
supplemented by situations created out of reality 
which I came to know, into a story. For this story, 
which is fiction, I select the interpreters who are 
in an identical situation of life, and thus carry the 
conflicts within themselves. But as the conflicts do 
not happen with them, they are also able to keep 
a distance. 3 

Ideally, then, these films take as their subject some particularly 
acute social problem or conflict (e.g., housing shortages, the 
backwardness of village life, bureaucratic rivalries and incom-
petence) to which a purely documentary film-maker would 
not normally be given privileged access. The essence of the 
conflict is recreated in dramatic form, but a sense of immediacy 
is retained by using non-actors whose own experiences allow them 
to understand and identify with the problems of the characters 
they are portraying. If it succeeds, the method should combine 
the rawness and intimacy of a true documentary with a sense 
of dramatic shape and purpose, thus avoiding the extremes of 
formlessness and unwarranted manipulation that often char-
acterize a purely documentary structure. Judit Elek has 
emphasized this element of structural control by the film-maker: 
"fiction may slip into the clothes of the documentary; may 
employ non-professional interpreters, may use improvised 
dialogues, but only within a structure constructed in ad-



vance." 4 Or in the words of Gyorgyi Szalai, who has been in-
volved as scriptwriter or co-director in almost all the most 
significant films of this type, "'shapeless' everyday reality ... never 
appears in the documentary-feature films as direct reality, 
but as film-reality reorganized in the sign of a certain 
observation." 5 

Sceptics, however, have not been slow to point out some of the 
obvious disadvantages of the style. The choice of non-profes-
sional actors was influenced partly by the fact that in a small 
country like Hungary the best professional actors are liable to 
suffer from overexposure, while there is also the problem (related 
to me by the director Istvan Gaal on my recent visit to Budapest) 
that it is becoming increasingly difficult for film-makers to 
lure actors away from the more lucrative field of television. The 
unknown faces in the "pseudo-documentaries" may offer 
freshness and a kind of realism, but by definition they lack the 
particular technical skills that allow a professional to repeat, 
vary, and develop a performance. As a result, most scenes can be 
shot only once; to compensate for this restriction and allow some 
degree of choice in the editing directors usually employ two 
cameras operating f rom different angles. In such situations it is 
also safer to concentrate on faces rather than on often awkward 
body movements and postures. Most of these films present a 
montage of "talking heads" and are thus more suited to television 
than to magnification on a large screen, and they can easily 
become stylistically monotonous. 

Furthermore, it is almost impossible for a non-actor (unless 
controlled by a director of genius like Robert Bresson) to create 
a sense of change and development in a character. The figures in 
the "pseudo-documentaries" are almost always static; they reveal 
their essence at the start of the film and merely continue to 
illustrate it as the film proceeds. In most cases, where the 
situation rather than the personalities is central, this drawback 
is not severe. But it adds yet another limiting factor to the whole 
technique. A final disadvantage, linked both to the use of 
non-actors and to the desire to recreate the overall rhythm of 
the real-life situation presented, is the often inordinate length 
of many of the films; several last well over two hours, while 
Darday's Film Novel (Filmregeny, 1977) is over four hours in 
length. Not surprisingly then, the style has roused more 
enthusiasm among intellectuals than among the general public, 



with a few exceptions, such as Holiday in Britain and Ferenc 
Kosa's The Portrait of a Champion (Kiildetes, 1977). 

Yet the "pseudo-documentaries" do include many works 
of real significance and have contributed to a renewal of some 
aspects of film language that should certainly be recognized 
outside Hungary. The film-makers involved are not always from 
the younger generation. Some, like Elek and Kosa, made their 
reputation with fiction films, while others, like the team of Imre 
Gyongyossy and Barna Kabay who made A Quite Ordinary Life 
(Ket elhatarozas, 1977), one of the most highly acclaimed of these 
films, operate on the basis of completely different philosophical 
and social assumptions from people like Darday and Tarr . The 
title "Budapest School," which is currently used freely in 
Hungary, is thus somewhat misleading and refers to an overall 
similarity of technique rather than to a shared political or social 
vision. It is no coincidence, however, that most of the films have 
come from a group of younger film-makers, who often 
collaborate with each other and interchange roles from one film 
to the next. All were trained at the Bela Balazs Film Studio, 
which is specifically designed to allow film students to experiment 
in every possible way, both stylistically and thematically. 

One major theme of the "pseudo-documentaries" has been 
the crucial conflict within Hungarian society between the values 
of the village and those of the city and the dangerous tensions 
that result when an attempt is made to impose modern techno-
logical values on an archaic social structure. The result is all 
too often a rootless and alienated younger generation immersed 
in pop culture and seduced by the glamour of the big city, yet 
tied to a traditional family structure that they resent but from 
which they cannot easily escape. At the same time, the 
assembly-line jobs available to them from the attempts to 
establish new industries in the countryside offer little real 
satisfaction, and night life is a pale copy of the city scene that 
they witness on television. 

Judit Elek's A Commonplace Story, the first film to attempt to 
examine these discrepancies in detail, is more traditional in 
its style than are some of its successors, but it exposes the 
problems in exemplary fashion. The film follows four years in the 
lives of two village girls, from the time they leave school to the 
point where they seem to have reached a decision about the 
direction their lives are to take. In this film the actual 



unpredictable events in the lives of the real characters are 
recorded as they take place. The camera is allowed privileged 
access to intimate family situations (some of which, for obvious 
technical reasons, must have been especially staged or restaged 
for it); and occasionally the characters are interviewed about 
their problems and feelings, and they respond directly to the 
camera. 

One of the young women, Ilonka, is totally enmeshed in 
the traditional village family structure and has few ambitions 
beyond perpetuating this pattern through her own early 
marriage. Her choice of partner — an impecunious young miner 
— rouses her family's disapproval, however, and only after a 
series of family quarrels, an attempted suicide, and Ilonka's 
pregnancy is the couple allowed to marry and move into her 
parents' home. The other woman, Marika, comes from the 
poorest section of the village, but has ambitions to escape by 
becoming a teacher. She is hindered by family commitments 
and by hostility and inertia within the village. She drifts into 
a series of dead-end jobs, is nearly raped by two young men 
and is forced by her mother to give evidence against them in 
court. After much discouragement she is able to enrol in a nearby 
training college. Her mother is prompted by this action to change 
her own pattern of life and moves to the town with her two 
younger children. 

The strongest impression left by the film is of the despair 
and lack of purpose of life in such a village. The younger gene-
ration appears to be offered no meaningful choice between 
mindless acceptance of an outworn traditional pattern and 
escape to a more expansive environment. 

A more recent film, Peacetime (Bekeido, 1979), directed by 
Laszlo Vitezy, examines a possible solution to the problem 
through the renewal and revitalization of village life. Here the 
method is more truly that of the "pseudo-documentary," with a 
fictionalized structure that parallels an actual occurrence and 
a cast of non-actors who play parts closely linked to their own 
real-life roles (the co-operative chairman, for example, is played 
by someone who is in fact the chairman of a co-operative). The 
film opens in a dying village whose remaining inhabitants are 
on the point of leaving. Bencsik, the chairman of the local co-
operative farm, is determined to keep the region economically 
viable and advertises jobs and free houses for families with large 
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numbers of children who are willing to settle in the village. 
The response is enthusiastic, and Bencsik pushes ahead with 
modernization, installing electricity and water supplies and 
initiating a modest local industry by building a slaughterhouse. 
Tensions arise between the newcomers and the local people, 
however, and Bencsik's somewhat high-handed methods of 
getting his way rouse considerable opposition, especially from the 
local party secretary, who feels he has been pushed aside. When 
Bencsik tries to build a new road to open up communications 
with the nearest large town, he is subjected to a disciplinary 
inquiry and reprimanded, although he retains his job. Because 
of local rivalries and jealousies the road remains unfinished, and 
the last shot of the film, from a helicopter overhead, shows it 
trailing away into dust in the middle of nowhere. The main 
problem with the film, for an outsider, is to decide on the 
attitude it takes towards Bencsik himself; his energy and enter-
prise are admirable, and his opponents generally petty and 
self-seeking, but he certainly is ruthless and arbitrary, trampling 
not only over privileged bureaucrats but over the rights of quite 
ordinary people in order to achieve his aims. 

Stratagem (Harcmodor, 1979) directed by Istvan Darday, 
tackles a somewhat related theme, again in the manner of the 
"pseudo-documentary." Dr. Toth, the head of a regional medical 
council, is shocked by revelations on a television program of 
the deplorable plight of old people in her district, and becomes 
determined to have a home built for them. Realizing that 
operating through conventional channels will take years, she 
decides to circumvent the normal bureaucratic system and obtain 
backing in various unorthodox ways. By pulling strings of all 
kinds, making use of her husband's influential connections, 
flattering, threatening, and cajoling, she finally gets the project 
underway and even persuades a few local functionaries to lend 
a hand with physical labour on the site. Like Bencsik, however, 
she tramples on too many toes in the process and threatens 
entrenched power structures. Her main (and initially reluctant) 
ally in the bureaucracy seizes a chance to wriggle out of the 
project and the regional council, with much fanfare in the 
media, announces its own rival old folks' home. At the last 
moment it runs into problems and is unable to make the widely 
publicized opening date. The only remaining alternative is to 
ensure the completion of Dr. Toth's scheme and then claim credit 



for it. At an elaborate opening ceremony, presentations are 
made to every bureaucrat in the area, including those who had 
opposed the plan throughout and had done their best to destroy 
it; the only exception is the one local functionary who had 
supported it from the beginning but ran foul of his colleagues 
for doing so. 

All three of these films seem to agree that some degree of 
modernization is desirable to bring the villages into the 
mainstream of contemporary life. Their scepticism is directed 
against the bureaucratic system that is normally entrusted with 
this job, because it is riddled with inertia, entrenched privilege, 
and moral cowardice. For Imre Gyongyossy and Barna Kabay 
in A Quite Ordinary Life, on the other hand, the traditional 
patterns and beliefs of village life are too valuable to be jettisoned 
overnight. They provide a link with the historic past and a sense 
of stability and belonging, and it is perhaps the loss of these that 
causes the rootlessness and aimlessness that other film-makers 
have chronicled. As in Elek's films, the method employed is that 
of traditional documentary, and the film follows some weeks in 
the life of an old peasant woman, listening to her as she talks 
about her life and her family and performs the routine tasks of 
her daily existence. The seventy-four-year old woman is indeed 
a "discovery"; she is articulate, energetic, humourous, and 
lively, despite the fact that her life has been full of tragedy. 
She has suffered the loss of her father, brother, husband, and 
four sons, almost all victims of the various wars and political 
upheavals in which Hungary has been involved this century. 
She has two ambitions that she is determined to fulfill before she 
dies: to visit her son, who had left Hungary in 1956 and now lives 
in Britain, and to clear and replant a section of the family 
vineyard. The film records the achievement of the first of these 
tasks, as she takes the unprecedented step of visiting Budapest 
and travelling on a plane.6 Her preparations are shown, 
including the ceremonial baking of a batch of loaves. The 
underlying spirit of the film is not calculated to arouse sympathy 
in a society that is officially committed to modernization and 
the elimination of superstitious and backward relics of the past, 
and it has in fact been most warmly received outside Hungary. 
In their own way, however, Gyongyossy and Kabay provide a 
necessary perspective on these aims and warn that much that is 
valuable and essential might be swept away along with the dross. 



Another group of films deal with the interrelated problems 
of the erosion of the traditional family structure, the conflict 
between generations, and the rootlessness and alienation of large 
numbers of young people. The gentlest and most light-hearted 
(though nevertheless penetrating) of these works is Holiday in 
Britain, while the most savage and disorienting is Family Nest 
(Csaladi tuzfeszek, 1978), directed by Bela Tarr. Holiday in 
Britain deals with the search to select a group of talented 
youngsters who are to make a visit to Britain. One of them, a 
young boy from the countryside with some musical ability, finds 
his mother suspicious of the whole project and unwilling to allow 
him to go. The mother is presented, not as an ogre, but as bland, 
homely, and immovably narrow-minded; she just knows that it 
is not good for her boy to go so far f rom home and mix with 
foreigners. The organizers of the trip plead and argue with her, 
but to no avail; for her stubborn intractability wears them down 
in the end. The boy himself is allowed little say in the matter , and 
the bureaucrats in charge of the project themselves are quietly 
mocked for their total lack of understanding of the people they 
are dealing with and their own single-minded certainty that they 
know exactly what is best for the ignorant masses. Finally the 
mother wins; the boy is replaced at the last moment by a 
singularly untalented young girl and is left to wile away the 
summer in the company of his friends. 

In essence the conflict is similar to that of Darday's later 
Stratagem-, namely, that it is vital to change the mentality and 
attitudes of the rural population if progress is to be made, but 
attempts to do so by force, brow-beating, and intimidation 
will quickly prove self-defeating. And when decisions are made 
by an entrenched bureaucracy and passed down dogmatically 
without any consultation with the' people whose lives are to be 
affected, they are liable (and justifiably so) to be sabotaged 
through passive or active resistance. 

Family Nest is very different in both tone and mood and is 
one of the most memorable of recent Hungarian films and also 
one of the most exhausting and painful. More than any other of 
the "pseudo-documentaries" it has the raw immediacy of real life, 
even if that life is somewhat one-sided in its relentless harshness, 
abrasiveness, and permanent conflict. The film is set in an 
overcrowded, one-room flat occupied by three generations of 
the same family and dominated by a repulsively authoritarian 



patriarch who spends all his time sitting, dressed only in his 
undershirt and trousers, directing a constant stream of orders, 
criticism, and abuse at his unlucky relatives. The main target of 
his attack is his daughter-in-law, who is forced by the housing 
shortage to live in his flat and whose efforts to find a home of 
her own are met by the official response that her situation is not 
nearly critical enough to give her any priority in the allocation of 
flats. The father succeeds in turning his easily manipulated 
son against the hated daughter-in-law, and in desperation the 
young woman leaves with her child and becomes a squatter in 
an abandoned house, in the (probably vain) hope that her plight 
will at last force the housing officials to act. 

The style of the film is intensely claustrophobic. The 
portrayal of the confined space of the overcrowded flat is 
intensified by the huge close-ups of the characters, especially the 
flabby, overweight patriarch. It is a film of this type that fully 
justifies the "pseudo-documentary" method, for one cannot 
imagine any family allowing a film crew to witness and record 
scenes as harrowing, intimate, and unflattering as these. Yet 
the fact that the characters themselves are linked by family ties in 
real life must have given them a genuine insight into the feelings 
of the figures they portrayed. 7 

Bela Tarr's most recent film, The Outsider (Foldfolt, 1980), 
also deals with a group of basically unsympathetic characters, 
although behind them one glimpses a society that has failed 
to live up to its stated obligation to provide the opportunity 
for a decent life for all its citizens. The central figure is a young 
"village Beethoven," a man of considerable musical talent who 
has been unable, partly through his background as an orphan 
and partly through his own vacillating character, to establish 
or stick to any goals in his life. He drifts from one temporary 
job and from one sordid lodging to another, drinks heavily, in-
dulges in occasional sexual orgies with prostitutes, and mingles 
with alcoholics, drug-addicts, and other frustrated and embit-
tered failures like himself. He is unable to accept any kind of 
authority, discipline, or restraint; for example, although he has 
fathered an illegitimate child and is prepared to acknowledge it, 
he will do nothing to support it. He finally meets and marries 
another woman, but again he cannot accept boundaries, and the 
marriage quickly disintegrates as he seeks brief satisfactions 
elsewhere. Although the focus is on the central character and 



he is held fully accountable for his own inadequacies, it is made 
quite clear that he is far from unique and that he typifies a social 
malaise that has ramifications in a whole underworld of derelicts 
and petty criminals. This underworld is growing rather than 
diminishing, and it includes on its fringes people who have 
deliberately chosen to abandon a society that they feel has 
nothing meaningful to offer them. 

Gyuri (Cseplo Gyuri, 1978), directed by Pal Schiffer, also 
examines a character on the margins of orthodox society, but 
in this case a member of a social group that has traditionally 
resisted or been refused full assimilation into a respectable 
environment. In another variation on documentary technique, 
here we have neither the recording of a life as it happens nor a 
"factual" presentation of a "fictional" event. The central figure 
of the film is a young gipsy whose history is reconstructed and 
relived for the camera; we first see the young man in his rural 
gipsy community, par t of a close-knit and independent yet 
backward and poverty-stricken world. He decides to leave for 
Budapest with two friends to acquire an education and a job. 
His two companions are quickly discouraged by initial set-backs 
and return home. Gyuri remains, finding work on a construction 
site and later enrolling in evening classes. He becomes outwardly 
assimilated to urban society, but he is lonely and disoriented 
and is finally driven to return home in an attempt to re-establish 
contact with his roots. He has changed too much, however, 
and realizes that he can no longer be contented with the old way 
of life. At the close of the film he returns to Budapest. 

Gipsies were at the centre of two important earlier Hungarian 
films: Sandor Sara's Gipsies (Ciganyok, 1962) and Imre 
Gyongyossy's Legend about the Death and Resurrection of Two 
Young Men (Meztelen vagy, 1972), each chronicling, though 
in completely different styles, the misery and frustration of 
their existence. Although Schiffer's film is partly in this tradi-
tion, it is not so much an indictment of official neglect and 
prejudice toward a particular segment of society as an 
examination of the kinds of problems dealt with in The Outsider. 
Unlike Tarr 's hero, Gyuri is industrious, sober, and reliable; 
but his dilemma is very similar, in that there is nowhere in the 
social framework where he can feel he belongs and where his 
abilities will be fully utilized. He is caught between the urban 
and gipsy worlds in much the same way that the "village 



Beethoven" straddles both the underworld and respectable 
society without being at home in either. Despite his return to the 
city, it seems probable that he will never be able to adapt 
completely to urban existence. 

A final thread in the pattern of contemporary Hungarian 
documentaries is represented by films such as The Portrait of a 
Champion directed by Ferenc Kosa, and The Valley of Blows 
(Pofonok volgye, 1980). Both are essentially interview films, 
although, unlike A Commonplace Story and Gyuri, their 
characters are not anonymous, commonplace figures but persons 
well-known in Hungarian society — namely, a former Olympic 
pentathlon medalist and a boxing champion. They talk about 
their past lives and present situations, and newsreel footage 
of their sporting triumphs are intercut with their account. 

Kosa's film is more interesting, and it caused a scandal when 
it appeared because of the protagonist's frank and often bitter 
comments on the way he had been treated by the sporting 
authorities after his retirement. Most unusually for a sporting 
hero in Eastern European society, he had refused to exploit 
his fame and spend the rest of his life in comfort, living on the 
various sinecures and financial perquisites readily available 
to him. To the amazement and disgust of officials, he actually 
preferred to continue with his modest way of life and to find a 
job where he could be of some use to the new generation of 
athletes. Even worse in official eyes, he openly condemned the 
system of privilege and corruption that he was rejecting. As a 
result, he suffered from increasing hostility and ostracism and 
finally found it impossible to obtain any kind of employment 
where his knowledge of sport could be fruitfully exploited. 

Although allowances probably must be made for exaggera-
tion and (doubtless justified) resentment, his story fits in well with 
the analysis presented by the other films discussed. A society is 
depicted where individual talent is stifled or frustrated by a 
system geared to conformism, self-interest, and the scramble 
for privilege and security. All kinds of people fall by the wayside, 
from those who, like the "village Beethoven," might well be 
misfits in any society, to others who look no further than 
attaining a moderate degree of justice and happiness, a decent 
job, and a home, and who find that bureaucratic inefficiency 
and inertia deny them even those goals. 

One can find in these Hungarian films all the ingredients 



of the new Polish cinema mentioned earlier: "loss of mor-
al sensibilities and bearings," "acquisitiveness," "self-seeking 
philosophy and careerism," "instrumental and manipulative 
treatment of people," "authoritarianism, elitism, and oppor-
tunism. They are generally presented within the framework of 
specifically Hungarian realities, most notably the problems 
of village life and of urban development; or of a bureaucratic 
system that has crystallized around the defence of its own 
privileges and has lost touch with the people whose interests it 
ought to be serving. The essential conflicts are the same as those 
of any advanced or developing society, whether socialist or 
capitalist, and the method chosen to depict them, particularly 
that of the "pseudo-documentary," allows them to be perceived 
with an unusual degree of freshness and spontaneity. It is perhaps 
too early to say whether the technique is capable of being 
extended further, or whether a certain degree of monotony and 
repetition will ultimately become evident. Films such as Holiday 
in Britain, Family Nest, and Peacetime, however, already 
represent a solid achievement on which to build. 

NOTES 

1. Lengthy defences of two of his latest films, Hungarian Rhapsody and Allegro 
Barbaro, however, appear in a recent issue of Film Quarterly (Fall 1980), together with 
reviews of several other Hungarian films. 

2. Jacek Fuksiewicz, quoted in David Robinson, "Gdansk 1980," Sight and Sound 
(Winter 1980-81): 38. 

3. Quoted in a pamphlet, Budapest Film School, made available by Hungarofilm to 
visitors to the 1981 Filmweek in Budapest. This extract is taken from an article, "Precise 
Facts in Dramatic Structure" by Laszlo Zoldi (9). These articles, together with some 
additional interviews and filmographies, have since been published by Hungarofilm in 
Budapest as The Budapest Film School (1981). 

4. Quoted by Laszl6 Zoldi in Budapest Film School, 8. 
5. Ibid. 
6. Much has been made by some Hungarian critics of the alleged fact that the old 

woman was not permitted to visit Britain and that the scenes supposedly filmed at London 
airport were actually shot in Prague. If this is true, it would not necessarily destroy the 
meaning of the film and would simply place it even more firmly in the "romanticized 
documentary" tradition of Robert Flaherty. 

7. Something of the same kind has been attempted, using traditional documentary 
methods, by film-makers like Allan King and television series such as An American 
Family. It would take an extraordinary combination of exhibitionism, lack of perception, 
and masochism, however, for any real-life person to approve of the portrait of the father 
that emerges from Tarr's film. 
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Activities of the Hungarian Film Institute 
and Archives* 

The founding charter of the Institute (Magyar Filmtudomanyi 
Intezet es Filmarchivum) defines its goals as follows: "to promote 
the publication of scholarly literature, periodicals, other printed 
materials and film criticism in order to make results of research 
available to the interested public, and to increase the standards 
of Hungarian film culture and the sophistication of its reception 
by our society." During its two decades of activity, the Institute 
has met these goals with a number of publications. These 
publications are co-ordinated with the general research schedule 
of the Institute and observe the needs of scholarship, the 
importance of public information, and the emerging current 
tasks in the field of the Hungarian film. 

The volumes of the Library of Film Art have been appearing 
since the founding of the Institute and may be considered its 
most ambitious undertaking. The volumes are internationally 
renown theoretical and historical works (by Arnheim, Bazin, 
Mitry, Metz, Vertov, and others), as well as significant studies 
by Hungarian film scholars, such as Ferenc Lohr's study of film 
sound, or Istvan Karcsai Kulcsar's, Istvan Nemeskiirty's and 
Karoly Nemes's monographs on different periods of the 
Hungarian cinema. To date, sixty-one volumes have appeared, 
with average printings of 300 copies each. 

The Pocket Library of the Friends of the Cinema series 
appears in the edition of the Institute, while its printing and 
distribution come under the auspices of the Bureau for the 
Promotion of Mass Education (Nepmuvelesi Propaganda Iroda). 
The series presents short, popularized monographs on Hungarian 
and foreign directors (such as Jancso and Pasolini) and actors or 
actresses (such as Klari Tolnai, Liv Ullman or Zbigniew 
Cybulski). Occasionally as many as 15,000 copies are printed per 

* Compiled by George Bisztray, based on information 
provided by the Hungarian Film Institute and Archives in 
August, 1980. 



volume, which demonstrates the widespread popularity of the 
series. Some of the most popular monographs have been re-
printed several times. Twenty-two volumes are in print, an 
additional four are in production. 

The Film and Public series is edited by the research group 
for film sociology at the Institute and is published jointly with the 
Corporation for Film Distribution (Mozgokepiizemi Vallalat 
/MOKEP). Its volumes present results of research on public 
film reception (e.g., Zoltan Fabri's film "The Fifth Seal," 
published by Laszlo Halasz), viewers' opinions, as well as statistics 
of distribution and ticket sales (e.g., Janos Tarnok on the 
audience of urban cinema theatres in 1972). To date, five 
volumes have been published. 

The Review of Film Research is an occasional publication, 
appearing four or Five times a year in order to provide the 
personnel of the Institute an opportunity to publish the results 
of their research. The issues also contain collections of essays 
about such topics as Bela Balazs or the modern West German 
cinema, and, occasionally, more important studies by foreign 
theorists and critics Q.C. Jarvie, A. Sarris, and others). So far, 
thirty volumes of treatises and anthologies have gone into print. 

The International Film Information series has been pub-
lished for the past ten years, in print runs of 400 copies per 
issue. The contents cover recent important studies and criticism 
from the international film press, as well as documents 
concerning the reception of Hungarian films abroad. The issues 
are sent free of charge to Hungarian producers, distributors 
and film press critics. 

Researchers of the Archives and Collections Group of the 
Institute prepare for publication series such as the Filmographic 
Studies, which contain annual statistical data about film 
production, distribution, and festivals. Another kind of pub-
lication are the filmographies, of which three volumes have been 
published to date; they offer data on Hungarian feature films 
made between 1945-69 and 1970-74, respectively, as well as data 
on Hungarian short films made between 1945-60. 

The Institute is responsible for the program of a Budapest 
cinema called the Film Museum. The film series and individual 
movies featured in this special cinema are accompanied by 
informative brochures published by the Institute and sold in 
the theatre. 



For certain occasions, such as film festivals and symposia, 
the Institute publishes materials outside the framework of its 
scheduled series. Other publications are produced in co-opera-
tion with different branches of the film industry. A result of 
the successful co-operation between the Institute and MOKEP 
is the publications for the general public of volumes about the 
development of the Hungarian cinema since 1945 and the 
Russian cinema since 1919. 
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Hungarian Cinema Studies at the 
University of Toronto 

Introduction 

The Cinema Studies Program at the University of Toronto offers 
some thirty courses, several of which survey different national 
cinemas. In the 1981-82 academic year, a Hungarian Cinema 
course was offered — for the first time not only in the history 
of the program but also in North American university education. 

Such a course could not have been offered without the 
availability of basic surveys, specialized monographs, bibli-
ographies as well as filmographies.* The two textbooks used 
in the course were Istvan Nemeskiirty's Word and Image: History 
of the Hungarian Cinema (Budapest: Corvina, 1968), and 
Graham Petrie's History Must Answer to Man: The Contem-
porary Hungarian Cinema {Budapest: Corvina, 1979). While the 
former is the best history of Hungarian film-making, the latter 
is an inspiring interpretation by a Canadian scholar of the 
"golden" decades of the Hungarian cinema: the 1960s and 1970s. 
A useful bibliography of relevant publications available in the 
University of Toronto's Robarts Library is I .L. Halasz de Beky's 
The Hungarian Cinema, I-III, containing 313 entries. An 
additional thirty-one publications not available in the Robarts 
Library are in the collection of the Chair of Hungarian Studies. 
Among these are indispensable filmographies issued by the 
Hungarian Film Institute and Archives and by Hungarofilm. 

The Hungarian film course scrutinized both the content and 
the artistic aspects of modern Hungarian cinema, following 
certain guidelines developed to encourage individual research 
in and interpretation of, a limited number of topics. The eight 
films screened constituted practically all the Hungarian films 
available for university distribution in Canada. The only film 
which may be classified as a historical piece was Frigyes Ban's 
Soil Under Your Feet (Talpalatnyi fold, 1948). Otherwise the 

* Lists of the production data of various films. 



discussion focused on the films of the last fifteen years, starting 
with Jancso's The Red and The White (Csillagosok, katonak, 
1967). The research papers developed in the course bear witness 
to the fact that modern Hungarian cinema is a highly effective 
medium of artistic communication and a source of inspiration 
even for students of non-Hungarian background. 

As the availability of Hungarian film studies in the English 
language is still regrettably limited, we decided to print abridged 
versions of the most interesting papers.* Our hope is to 
encourage younger scholars to direct their attention to Hun-
garian studies, especially in fields in which little has been 
published. A less direct but educationally very important goal 
of the course was to point out the value of visual communica-
tion in the teaching of Hungarian culture. In this regard a deeply 
rooted but unfortunately not quite correct educational belief 
dominates: that a prerequisite to learning about Hungary is 
learning the Hungarian language. This concept disregards 
the potential offered by the other forms of communication such 
as the arts, cinema, dance or music, all of which provide learning 
opportunities to individuals who have a serious interest in 
cultural studies but are reluctant to devote a great deal of time 
to the study of Hungarian. 

The following excerpts by three students are centred around 
one thematic motif and discuss the role of women in the 
Hungarian cinema. Silvia Miles chose a sociological approach 
by describing the emancipation process of women figures in 
selected films. Her findings are perhaps closest to the "classical" 
feminist theses. Sophie Maruszak took a more ethical view on 
the issue and found that the modern Hungarian cinema rep-
resented problematic human relations which have global 
relevance. Natalie Pawlenko went into an even more philo-
sophical direction when stating that the films reflected on human 
conditions such as loneliness and the individual's coming to terms 
with him or herself. Therefore, it was just coincidental and of 
little consequence that the films were made of (and occasionally 
by) women. 

*In the editing of these essays, some passages were omitted, 
others were summarized. Explanatory notes were added where 
deemed necessary, while some footnotes were left out. 



A brief filmography of the films mentioned in the papers 
is as follows, listing the director, the title of the film in English 
and Hungarian, and the year of production: 

Frigyes Ban: Soil Under Your Feet (Talpalatnyi fold), 1948. 
Miklos Jancso: Red Psalm (Meg ker a nep/Voros rekviem), 

1971. 
Zsolt Kezdi Kovacs: When Joseph Returns (Ha megjon Jozsef), 

1975. 
Marta Meszaros: Nine Months (Kilenc honap), 1976. 
Pal Gabor: Angi Vera, 1978. 

George Bisztray 

Silvia Miles: 

In his book, Present Hungarian Society on the Screen: 
1957-1972, Gabor Szilagyi published the results of a detailed 
study on behavioural patterns and conflicts in the Hungarian 
cinema.1 In a chapter devoted to the subject of women and 
feminist themes, Szilagyi observes some interesting changes in 
the portrayal of women in Hungarian film and reflects upon their 
underlying causes. He notes, for example, that contemporary 
women have attained in general a higher level of education 
than those depicted in the films of the 'fifties; they are not 
merely housewives and "professional" mothers, but become 
increasingly goal-directed career-women who like their work 
and for whom professions have an important role in the search 
for personal fulfillment. As for their emotional world, such 
women tend to be more self-reliant, more independent than 
their counterparts of the 'fifties. According to Szilagyi, "there are 
still some women who are exploited in their emotions by the 
opposite sex, but they are aware of this fact and strive against 
it ." It naturally becomes a priority for such women to eliminate 
sexual discrimination and to achieve equality both in the 
material and the emotional sense with the male members of 
society. Szilagyi believes that in this struggle, those women who 
are willing to compromise rarely achieve their objective; and 
those who do not accomplish what they desire tend to withdraw 
from society into some form of private seclusion. An extensive 
developmental process took place before the "new" emancipated 
woman emerged as a theme in its own right during the 1970s. 



Nonetheless, there is a clear progression toward this end. 
One of the first products of Hungary's new socialist film 

industry, Soil Under Your Feet, presents an example of a non-
liberated woman in the character of Marika. Made in 1948, 
this film is set in pre-World War II Hungarian society and 
depicts a young peasant woman who lives in a strongly male-
dominated society. Marika's lack of freedom is depicted at the 
beginning of the film; she is forced to enter into a marriage 
by her parents who owe money to her future spouse and his 
father, the richest peasant in the village. This film portrays a 
situation which is familiar to the reader of East European 
literature. A new twist occurs soon after the opening sequence, 
however, in that Marika is abducted during the wedding by 
Jancsi, her former lover, who is of the same economic and social 
status as she. Significantly, Marika plays no active role in the 
plan to thwart the marriage. The viewer is led to believe that 
if she had not been carried off unnoticed during the whirlwind of 
the wedding dance, she would have submitted and allowed 
herself to be married to a rich man whom she did not love, as 
is typically the fate of the heroine in this genre of story. Thus 
even though she ultimately escapes the prospect of a loveless 
marriage, it is not due to her own will and decisions. On the 
contrary, it is perhaps not exaggerated to say that even in this she 
is manipulated by her lover. 

As Marika and the wealthy peasant's son were already wed 
in church, she and Jancsi cohabit in an untraditional common-
law marriage. Jancsi works as a navvy. A scene which further 
illustrates the passive and submissive role of a woman in a 
male-dominated society is that in which her husband's employer, 
the steward of the local estate, attempts to rape Marika. Again 
she is helpless without the aid of Jancsi and other men. More-
over, where it comes to "settling accounts" between the attacker 
and his victim, it is again a matter between the boss and the 
common-law husband whose "proprietary" rights have been 
infringed upon. 

Even Marika's occupations serve to underscore the subor-
dinate role assigned to women in the society in which she lives. 
Marika is no more than a housewife who looks after the house-
hold, tends to the elderly parents and, later, to her child, and 
works in the garden or on the piece of land her husband buys, 
almost as though she were a serf. Jancsi, on the other hand, is 



the breadwinner. Several sequences capture the hardship of 
woman's life in the lower classes in the midst of which there is not 
even time to think or rebel against one's condition. Unques-
tioning submission seems to be the only course open to her, 
whereas men like Jancsi come upon the idea of "class struggle" 
and retain it for what they envision as a better future. The 
women, however, are not partners in this struggle. 

Red Psalm by Miklos Jancso, is another highly symbolic film 
dealing with a clash between peasants and landowners in rural 
Hungary in the imagery of class struggle and revolution. 
Significantly, men and women play equally important roles 
in the conflict depicted by the film. In his book, History Must 
Answer to Man, Graham Petrie documents this and writes of 
Jancso's work: "there is no one leader among the peasants: several 
of them, both men and women, take turns to exhort and inspire 
them, but decisions are reached and acted upon by common 
consent." 2 

Though they share common objectives with the men, the 
women, in those incidents where they are the initiators of the 
action, employ weapons which might be thought typical of their 
sex. When the authorities send soldiers to quell the rebellious 
agricultural workers, the women undress before the troops. 
Their nudity figures first of all as a weapon against the threat 
presented by the soldiers, who are now reminded of their wives, 
lovers or female relatives; while on another level it underlines 
the courage of these women as they march defenselessly toward 
the armed troops. In this scene, where the women are shown 
to be more than the equals of the men, they do not have to 
give up any of their femininity in order to be so, but achieve 
their end through their femininity. 

In Jancso's film various cinematic devices are employed to 
reinforce the significance of the female role. On the simplest 
level, it is noticeable that women, whether seen at a distance 
or in close-ups, singly or in groups, have an equal share in the 
screen-time and -space with the men. The very first frames of 
the film, which serve as a kind of leitmotif, show a woman 
holding a dove, the symbol of peace; and the last sequence shows 
the same woman dressed in a red gown, holding a gun and firing 
on the soldiers. Thus the symbolic range of the female figure is 
extended to encompass the causes of peace on the one hand 
and social revolution on the other. 



Though in Red Psalm women are depicted in a central role 
in the class struggle, nothing is shown of the changing role of 
women within the smaller element of society, namely in the 
family. In fact, not much is done with this theme until the films 
of the 'seventies. In that decade for instance, Marta Meszaros' 
film, Nine Months presents the viewer with a fully rounded 
and thoroughly contemporary portrait of a woman and the 
conflicts arising out of differing perceptions of her role within 
the family. 

The film is the story of Juli, a young woman who works in 
a brick factory and, at the same time, is trying to finish her 
university studies by correspondence. She has a son from a 
previous affair with a married man, and when the film opens 
she is becoming involved in a relationship with Jancsi, a foreman 
at the factory where she works. Juli's love affair with Jancsi is 
complicated, however, by the differing conceptions of marriage 
held by each of them. Jancsi cannot understand, for example, 
why Juli should want to finish her university degree, since she 
does not need an education in order to perform the functions 
of a wife. He thinks it is enough if she knows how to run a 
household and raise children. But Juli is no more willing to give 
up her studies than she can agree to give up her son whom 
Jancsi encourages her not to see, as though he wanted to 
wipe out her past and all traces of attachments other than 
to him. Jancsi, in short, is unable to realize that Juli is not his 
possession, an object which he can manipulate at will. 

This claim to subjugate the woman physically is depicted 
in its most brutal form when Jancsi literally rapes Juli. Her 
reaction describes his behaviour for what it is: "You use me, 
like an animal." Juli becomes pregnant with Jancsi's child and 
after much agonizing soul-searching asserts her dignity and 
personal independence by deciding to face life on her own, 
together with her son and the baby which is to be born to her. 

Throughout the film the viewer can scarcely fail to be 
conscious of the fact that Juli and her plight are the centre of 
the director's attention, since close-ups of her occur in the footage 
with great regularity. Juli's superiority, even when her social role 
placed her in a position of subordination, finds graphic 
expression through the composition of some individual frames. 

Other frames represent the irreconcilable polarity and 
contradiction of the two main characters. The director shoots 



the couple separated by a fence, for example. The fence is 
like the barrier between the lovers. Juli is situated in an open 
space in which she moves freely, suggesting her inner freedom 
and self-reliance. Jancsi, on the other hand, is portrayed as a 
person boxed in within the confines of the conservative and 
outmoded attitudes which he tries to impose on Juli. 

The three films reflect the respective periods in which they 
were made with regards to the position of women within 
Hungarian society. Through these films, the viewer gained 
insight into important developments within Hungarian social 
life, both within the family and society. More importantly, the 
films provide the audience with an intimate portrayal of the 
difficult struggle for social equality on the part of women, which 
has been ongoing in the Eastern bloc countries as well as in 
the West. 

NOTES 

1. G. Szilagyi, A mai magyar tarsadalom filmen, 1957-1972 (Present Hungarian 
society in Film, 1957-1972) (Budapest: Magyar Filmtudomanyi Intezet es Film-
archivum, 1972). 

2. G. Petrie, History Must Answer to Man (Budapest: Corvina, 1979): 59. 

Sophie Maruszak: 

Pal Gabor in Angi Vera presents the woman as a responsible 
individual without an emphasis on her being in fact, a woman. 
The film is set in 1948: the Hungarian communist party is 
consolidating its power and is looking for careerists and 
opportunistic individuals to expand the ranks of the party elite. 
Governed by a strong sense of justice, Vera, a young war orphan, 
exposes unhygienic practises at the hospital where she is 
employed as a nurse. As a result of this action, she is sent to a 
party school in order to become "a better citizen" and, 
ultimately, to be granted a higher position in "the new society." 1 

In the beginning of the film, a series a static portraits of Vera 
are shown. The series refers to her intellectual profile as it was 
developed in the party school: that is, in her compliance with 
the rules and regulations of a new order, she has become little 
more than a pawn and has given up all sense of individuality 
and dynamism. This becomes most evident towards the end of 
the film in her denunciation of her teacher and lover, Istvan 



Andre, who made her question the dehumanizing political system 
in the first place. Whether photographed against the back-
ground of the cavernous gymnasium of the school or amidst a 
group of people during recess, Vera remains alone. The dilemma 
results: "in her tragic betrayal of herself and her lover. Her 
choice ... provides an illustration of the fact that it is possible 
to manipulate society only if there are individuals who are willing 
... to be manipulated. Vera is such a person." 2 

It is not Vera who forms the primary focus in this film, for as 
Gabor states, she allows herself to be manipulated; nor is it Istvan 
Andre whose motivations remain undelineated. Instead, it is 
Maria Muskat, a good-natured peasant girl who leads shower 
room sing-a-longs and discussions about sex. Although she is 
ethically bound to the party, Maria is also morally bound to a 
spirit of humanity. When Vera has second thoughts about 
her denounciation of Istvan Andre and stands out on a cold 
balcony in her night clothes as though waiting for an outside 
force (perhaps sickness and/or death) to save her from living 
with the consequences of her act, Maria Muskat convinces her to 
go back into the dormitory and face the responsibility of her 
decision. In the final sequence, the image of Vera in the comfort 
of the car which takes her to a "deserved" career in the capital 
remains a static portrait. It is Maria Muskat who is seen in the 
midst of a dialectical struggle. She was not a "success" in the 
party school and did not obtain a good position; she is depicted 
pedalling her bicycle against the wind. 

While Angi Vera's primary concern lies with the responsi-
bility of the individual set in a historical perspective, When 
Joseph Returns presents a concern with current social issues. 
Recently married to a seaman who is gone ten months of the 
year, Marika is employed at an unfulfilling job in a Budapest 
factory and writes meaningless letters to a husband who insists 
on continuing his career. Trapped in a claustrophobic apart-
ment with her mother-in-law Agnes, Marika is reduced to 
watching the love affairs of others which only increases her 
loneliness and alienation. She begins a temperamental love 
affair with a chauffeur, and succeeds only in getting pregnant 
and gaining the disapproval of her mother-in-law. The primary 
concern seems to be what Joseph will be told when he returns. 

Ironically, Agnes is not much happier than Marika, and 
she engages in casual love affairs as well. Nevertheless, she re-



proaches Marika saying that she was never unfaithful to her 
husband while she had been married to him. Significantly, as a 
member of an older generation, she maintains some adherence 
to a morality which demands that a woman stifle her own 'illicit' 
sexual urges in support of a social code that is rapidly changing. 
But one cannot divorce the social f rom the psychological 
element. Domestic circumstances, the banality of everyday life, 
and her own personal character lead to a deterioration in 
Marika's life and the miscarriage of the child. Each alone in their 
plight, the two women join forces against the alienating elements 
of a new society; their roles within this society remaining 
ambiguous. 

A number of similarities and differences exist between When 
Joseph Returns and Nine Months, which is Marta Meszaros' 
"development of her thoughts and ideas about the complex set 
of problems that the issue of a status of genuine equality for 
women presents." 3 Unlike Marika, Juli is a determined woman 
who fights to gain her own independence. Set in a working 
class environment, Nine Months captures a certain realism in its 
portrayal of the relationship between men and women in socialist 
society. It is certainly a far different society than that portrayed 
in The Soil Under Your Feet. 

Meszaros has maintained, from her very first film, that 
with the obstinacy of a mule she has pursued her attempt to 
study the character of types of women with a strong personality 
capable of forming decisions for themselves." 4 Nine Months 
portrays just such a character in the form of Juli Kovacs, who is 
anything but the "soft-spoken, passive, obedient, acquiescent 
sort" which Hungary and Europe have known for centuries. 5 

Nine Months is not a woman's film but a reevaluation of current 
social issues. In an era where divorce rates are ever increasing, 
the examination of marriage and the relationship between 
men and women, not as foes but as people, is especially relevant. 

The role of women has evolved tremendously since The Soil 
Under Your Feet. In films such az Angi Vera, When Joseph 
Returns and Nine Months, she is no longer simply a wife and 
mother, nor an instrument of a socialist movement;she is first and 
foremost a responsible human being. As such, these Hungarian 
films of the 1970s do not belong to a separate category of art. 
They present the view that women's concerns and the films that 



depict them are similarly those of Hungary and in a larger 
sphere, the world. 

NOTES 

1. Edwin Kephart, "Angi Vera," Films in Review (March 1980): 180. 
2. "Angi Vera," Hungarofilm Bulletin 79/4, p. 23. 
3. "Nine Months," Hungarofilm Bulletin 76/4, p. 13. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 

Natalie Pawlenko: 

The most important quality inherent in When Joseph Returns, 
Nine Months, and Angi Vera, is perhaps the concept which Lina 
Wertmiiller writes of in the following quotation: "My characters 
are symbols for me of certain things having to do with human 
beings, quite independently of their sex." 1 Molly Haskell places 
emphasis on the characterization of men and women in films 
as above all, human beings. In her book, From Reverence to 
Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Moines, Haskell states 
that "The concept of a 'woman's film' and 'women's fiction' as 
a separate category of art, implying a generically shared world 
of misery and masochism the individual work is designed to in-
dulge, does not exist in Europe. There, affairs of the heart are 
of importance to both men and women and are the stuff of 
literature." 2 Haskell's observations may be supported by an 
examination of the role of women in modern Hungarian cinema. 

"As a term of critical opprobium, 'woman's Film' carries the 
implication that women, and therefore women's emotional 
problems, are of minor significance."3 The three Hungarian 
films examined in this essay are not "women's films," and this 
may be verified by noting the chief characteristics of each. First 
of all, a woman is the central character in a woman's film. 
Central to these films is the notion that "the circumscribed world 
of the housewife corresponds to the state of woman in general, 
confronted by a range of options so limited she might as well 
inhabit a cell. The persistent irony is that she is dependent 
for her well-being and 'fulfillment' on institutions — marriage, 
motherhood — that by translating the word 'woman' into 'wife' 
and 'mother, ' end her independent identity."4 The main 
characters of When Joseph Returns, Nine Months, and Angi 



Vera — Maria, Juli and Vera, respectively, do not, in any way 
way fall into any of the above categories. 

Zsolt Kezdi Kovacs' film of 1975, When Joseph Returns, is not 
so much a film about an abandoned wife, as it is a film about 
a human condition — loneliness. That the central character 
of this film is a woman, played by Lili Monori, is merely 
representative of a wider, more universal situation. Where 
human relationships are concerned, the film could just as well 
be about a man, so that Joseph's absence throughout most of the 
film can represent the absence of the basic necessities in life, 
namely love and understanding. 

The central theme of the film is that if love is not nurtured, it 
will result in isolation, loneliness and fleshy, false love affairs, 
that both men and women are prone to. Thus, what seems to 
be pure and honest love between Maria and Joseph at the be-
ginning of the film, proves to be nevertheless, a love that does not 
yet have strong roots, or firm support. Kezdi Kovacs' refusal 
to romanticize the film is central to the film's theme, for there is 
nothing romantic about loneliness and casual affairs. As viewers, 
we feel more angry than sympathetic with Maria; "Kezdi Kovacs 
never makes excuses for the girl, merely showing how her 
character and domestic circumstances lead to the deterioration 
in her life." 5 

An outdated, unyielding "woman's film" might show the 
problems that a young bride encounters as a housewife, while 
When Joseph Returns reveals the story of a newly-married 
woman's predicament of having to live with her mother-in-law 
in a three-room flat, and work in a factory, while her seaman 
husband travels the world. Kezdi Kovacs emphasizes the initial 
strain in Maria's and Agnes' relationship by the almost wordless 
scenes in their dreary apartment. The two characters become 
inhuman to a certain degree, living their lives selfishly and 
thoughtlessly. 

The title of the film, When Joseph Returns, refers to the 
future, and therefore illuminates the temporary nature of 
loneliness; not that the return of Joseph, in Maria's case, can 
or will change what Maria has undone, but that the possibility or 
hope remains. The most important relationship in the film 
becomes not one between a man and a woman, as in a tradi-
tional "woman's film," or even between the two women, but 
rather, the relationship with oneself, where it all begins. 



Marta Meszaros, the director of Nine Months, has been 
placed side by side with Lina Wertmiiller for the reason that they 
are the only women "working regularly today who have directed 
more than three widely-released feature films in the past decade; 
who are, in other words, comparable to reputable men in the 
field such as Scorcese or Coppola, Tanner , Saura, Jancso, Olmi, 
Truffaut, Ray, comparable in the sense that their names are 
valid currency in their own production milieu, that they can 
count on being able to get their next script produced, or if 
not that, then another ."6 

Concerning the role of women in her films, Meszaros states: 

In my films, as a mat ter of fact, I tell banal, common-
place stories, and in them the leads are invariably 
women--I portray things from a woman's angle. Male 
directors are never questioned to tell why it is that, 
in their films, they concern themselves with men. If 
Andrzej Wajda chooses to make a works manager the 
centre of his film's story, why, that's only natural 
that it is his problem, that's what interests him. Yet 
it is always asked of me why I choose women for my 
films. 7 

Where Lina Wertmiiller has been accused of "using women 
as traditional objects, receptacles, even dumping grounds 
for male hostility and ridicule,"8 Marta Meszaros has been 
heralded as a "prolific feminist/socialist f i lmmaker ," 9 who 
has not yet had her films widely distributed in North America, 
as Wertmiiller has. The practise of labelling people often results 
in evaluations which are constricting and inaccurate, as wider 
examinations of Meszaros' and Wertmiiller's respective careers 
and philosophies reveal. 

Meszaros' Nine Months demonstrates that, like Zsolt Kezdi 
Kovacs, Marta Meszaros is concerned with both men and women, 
and especially in the context of the world's constantly changing 
social mores. 

The film's main character, Juli, is a lonely, somewhat 
independent iron foundry worker at the beginning of the film. 
Again, as in When Joseph Returns, it is the desolation and the 
need to be loved that unites Juli and Janos in a relationship that is 
fleeting and shallow. Regarding the role of women, Meszaros 
reveals not only the problems of "a determined modern young 
woman who braves all odds to go her own independent 



way,"1 0 but also, how this emancipation affects the role of men. 
Thus, the film becomes a reflection of a modern human rela-
tionship and not a one-sided exposition of a modern woman. 

Central to Nine Months is the theme of entrapment, for 
not only is it reflective of the modern woman's dilemma that 
concerns Meszaros but it also represents the pitfalls that men 
can be subject to. Janos's pride in his newly-built house 
represents, in actual fact, a self-imposed entrapment. Juli clearly 
assumes the more mature role of the two, however, her seeming 
independence at the end of the film does not ensure her 
happiness. She is faced with raising two children on her own, 
one from a previous affair and another from Janos. What seems 
to be the central message in Nine Months is not only Meszaros' 
concern for the role of women in modern society, but a greater 
philosophy that is found in Meszaros' attitude toward love and 
relationships: "Love involves a responsible activity: a process of 
getting to know each other. It is not all burning passion; it is 
also an alliance." 11 

In discussing his film, Angi Vera, Pal Gabor states, "The 
message is that, in the last analysis, we are responsible for all 
our actions, and that you cannot shift the onus of your errors 
to society so you may get yourself exonerated."1 2 Such 
statements, and more importantly, the viewing of the film itself, 
may lead one to deduce that Angi Vera, When Joseph Returns, 
and Nine Months cover much more than what may be defined as 
simply a "woman's film," according to Molly Haskell's definition. 

Angi Vera is more than a film about a woman who lives 
in turbulent times, it is, in the words of Gabor "about the 
responsibility of the individual and the individual quality of 
responsibility. It is about ill-advised choices made and the 
consequences stemming from such misguided moves, conse-
quences that affect the whole society." 13 Though sincere at the 
start, Vera becomes a Party opportunist, who, as Gabor states, 
"belongs to a class of people of the type of Julien Sorel. T h e 
course of events lead her to the realization that there is in 
existence a 'cassock' — which, if donned and worn in the proper 
manner, will sweep the person who is wearing it higher and 
higher." 14 The fact that Endre Veszi, whose work Gabor based 
the screenplay on, uses a woman to represent such a person, 
is not condescending on this part , nor has it any effect on the 
role of women in the film, for Gabor's sympathies clearly lie with 



Maria Muskat in the film — the "courageous defender of those 
attacked at the self-criticism session, champion of a hearty 
humanness." 15 

The fact that two of the three films examined in this essay 
were directed by men proves to be significant, for if an audience 
was to view all three films, without knowing by whom they were 
directed, the viewers would have a difficult task of guessing 
which, if any of the films, were directed by a man. When women 
are portrayed realistically, and in the context of larger, universal 
social and cultural situations, as they are in When Joseph 
Returns, Nine Months and Angi Vera then it is clear that the 
films are concerned with revealing the role of women and the role 
of men, honestly and without bias. 
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An Interview with Mark Twain 
Anna B. Katona 

In early spring, 1899, Mark Twain visited Budapest for one 
week on the invitation of the Hungarian Journalists' Associa-
tion to deliver a lecture during the Jubilee Celebration of the 
Freedom of the Hungarian Press. Accompanied by his wife 
and two daughters, he arrived on March 23, and departed on 
March 30. Lionized in Vienna and well-known in Hungary, 
the American writer was given much attention in the Buda-
pest press even before his arrival. 

The first interview appeared in the most widely circulating 
daily Pesti Naplo (Journal of Pest) on Friday, March 24, 1899; 
the article was entitled "Mark Twainnel Galantatol Budapestig" 
(With Mark Twain from Galanta to Budapest). An enterprising 
young reporter boarded the train in Galanta on March 23rd, 
and interviewed the American humorist. Mark Twain answered 
his questions in broken German; evidently, like most Hungarian 
intellectuals of his time, the journalist was unfamiliar with 
English. 

As the reporter did not sign the article and his identity has 
not been established, there is no way to check on his background 
knowledge of Mark Twain. Consequently, there is no way to 
determine with any certainty how much of his impressions 
were genuine, and how much he was influenced by popular 
opinion. Because of the great publicity about the distinguished 
visitor in the Habsburg capital, however, it is fair to guess that 
the reporter must have had substantial information about him. 
As he was the first Hungarian journalist to meet Twain in person 
on Hungarian soil, the interviewer started his article with a 
description of the visitor's outward appearance. 

A snow-white-haired old man, his back bent, his 
moustache brimstone-colored from smoking the pipe, 
a kind of meticulous white-collar worker, who keeps 
on looking at you from behind his glasses, his brows 
bushy and severe, becoming a general; this is Mr. 
Samuel Clemens, alias Mark Twain, the great 
American poet (sic!) and world famous master of jokes. 



The adjective "snow-white-haired" was to stay with the visitor 
in all subsequent Hungarian reportage. The anonymous re-
porter's presentation of Mark Twain corresponds with authentic 
sources that describe his "bushy white hair, brows ... shaggy 
and thick" and his "eyes ... piercing, look(ing) out ... from a 
furrowed face." 1 The reference to Mark Twain's heavy smoking 
is also sustained by ample evidence about this "inveterate 
smoker." 2 

The description of Mark Twain's outward appearance is 
followed in the report by a character-sketch. 

As I entered the compartment in Galanta, I noticed 
a morose old man sitting on the ticket-inspector's 
narrow seat reading furiously from under his eye-
glasses the Neue Freie Presse (New Free Press); as 
a matter of fact, he rather deciphered it out loud 
as heavy-headed children would do. I would have 
thought him to be anybody else rather than an 
American and a humorist for that matter. My guess 
would have been that he was Mr. Giesecke from 
Berlin: a character in Blumenthal's and Kadelburg's 
plays, a German expert on bacilli, or a Hungarian 
governmental official. He much more resembled any 
of these than the author of wall-shaking jokes, of 
many hellish satires, of thousand humorous details. 
When somebody assured me on his word of honor 
that this man was really Mark Twain, I introduced 
myself with the respect due to a genius. Very soon 
I had to find out that the Gaspar-Kovacsi school 
text-book3 is right: the outward appearance is, 
indeed, misleading. This seemingly angry old man 
would frequently burst into hearty laughter: on such 
occasions he would look on the brighter side of things 
without any severity, with so much serenity and joy 
as if he were a student on vacation. Once he realized 
that I was a scribbling young man, he shook hands 
with youthful vehemence, let his glasses slide to the 
end of his nose in a patriarchal manner, and started 
to chat about everything that came to his mind 
with immense good will but in terrible German. 

The young journalist was either well-read about Mark Twain 
or he was extremely perceptive; in either case he did a very 
good job in presenting the American writer's character in all 
its complexity. In the anonymous article, we are first introduced 
to Mark Twain reading a newspaper, and resembling a grim 



scientist or government official: a reminder of the writer's 
"occasional attitude(s) of pessimism and bitterness." 4 Then the 
journalist successfully points out the American's susceptibility 
to sudden changes of mood in his description of the jovial 
greeting he received from Mark Twain. 

The conversation seems to have started with a discussion 
of the German language, with Mark Twain's confessions about 
his deficient German. 

"To tell the truth, my German is rather poor. I would 
not know tomorrow what I had perfectly mastered 
yesterday. All the same I picked up a few phrases 
in Vienna. Back home, fifteen years would go by 
before you would find the knowledge of German of 
any use. As far as I am concerned, in all my life I 
only spoke German once in America; a poor German 
woman accidentally missed the railroad station, and 
there was not a single soul who could understand 
what her problem was. I was the only one capable of 
giving her some directions, but neither before this in-
cident nor since have I found any use of my German." 

This little anecdote conveniently demonstrates Mark Twain's 
story-telling vein, his well-known ability to come up with a 
suitable story on any topic and in any situation. More important 
than that, his difficulties with the German language must have 
endeared him to the reporter and to most Hungarians who 
even decades after the 1867 Compromise harbored unfriendly 
feelings towards the Habsburgs. The reportage then continues 
with the journalist's question: "Does Mrs. Clemens not speak 
German either?" Twain replied: "On the contrary, she speaks 
well. Even my daughters have mastered the German tongue 
perfectly." 

In 1878 Mark Twain wrote from Heidelberg, Germany to 
William Dean Howells: "Drat this German tongue, I never shall 
be able to learn it ... Mrs. Clemens is getting along fast ." 5 Since 
Mark Twain mentioned his daughters while discussing the 
German language, it was appropriate that the reporter intro-
duced them to his readers. 

"My daughters" refers to two very good-looking young 
persons; one of the two Miss Mark Twains (sic!) is a 
slender girl, with a Romantic face, a little pale; she 
looks tense, wears a blue dress buttoned to the neck 
and a small golden chain; the other, the younger, 



is much more naughty and more lively; she is plump, 
snub-nosed and wears on her short light coat a dark 
blue bouquet of violets from Parma. While their 
world-famous fa ther escapes to the ticket-inspector's 
leather-seat, they make themselves comfortable in 
the compartment playing cards; those tiny cards with 
orange-colored backs are unknown to us; the young 
ladies triumphantly acknowledge the hits with hearty 
laughter. A still good-looking woman dressed in 
all black is enjoying the country-side around the river 
Vag through the compartment window: this is Mrs. 
Clemens, Mark Twain's earthly providence. 

The reader cannot help detect a subtle touch of misgiving in 
the journalist's comment on the two daughters. There is a slight 
indication that their cheerfulness may have forced their grumpy 
father out of the compartment. As far as the author's wife is 
concerned, the reporter must have done his homework well. 
The statement about Mrs. Clemens as her husband's "earthly 
providence" testifies to his knowledge about the beneficial role 
Livy was supposed to have played in Mark Twain's life. Indeed, 
this remark strongly suggests that the interviewer prepared 
himself thoroughly for the encounter. 

The conversation turned to the inevitable topics. The 
reporter wrote: "I asked the author of The Prince and the 
Pauper, Is it true that you got the name 'Mark Twain' by acci-
dent?" The reporter mentioning this particular book was by 
no means accidental. First published in Hungarian in 1880, 
it was one of the three so-called "children's classics" (The 
Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventure of Huckleberry 
Finn being the other two) which were accepted as good literature 
even by Hungary's sophisticated intellectuals who objected to 
the lack of refinement in the other American works. 

Mark Twain kindly gave a detailed answer about his 
penname. 

"Indeed, it was quite by accident. It happened back 
in 1857, more than forty years ago; I was going down 
the river.6 The sailors there speak a very special 
language, harder than the usual speech in order to 
make the command come through louder. When they 
measure the water's depth, they would say to each 
other: mark twain! This would mean something like 
this: the water is two fathoms deep. The term hit 
my fancy so much that one day I said to myself: Mark 



Twain would not be a bad penname. I have tried it 
and it worked. Of course, that was forty years ago." 

Without any break, the report then proceeds to Mark Twain's 
statements about his working habits. 

Then he turned to his career as a writer; he told me 
that he would work six full hours every day, from 
11 a.m. to 5 p .m. without interruption. At home 
he would get up at 9, but in Vienna it is usually noon 
or 1 p.m. by the time he finishes dressing. And yet 
the old man does not look like a dandy of fashion; at 
the inside of his narrow black bouquet, at the margin 
of his golden shirt-button the unruly buttonhole seems 
frazzled, indeed. 7 Here, of course, he is a guest, lives 
a leisurely life and has more time for laziness than 
at home. Back home in America, he would still 
relentlessly work six hours a day though work does not 
come easily to him; he proceeds slowly, hesitantly, 
deleting a considerable amount of passages. 

This is reminiscent of a letter Twain wrote about a year earlier, 
January 22, 1898, to William Dean Howells: "I couldn't get 
along without work now. I bury myself in it up to the ears. Long 
hours — 8 and 9 on a stretch, sometimes. And all days, Sundays 
included." Equally relevant are the comments in an unmailed 
letter of May 14, 1887 to Jeannette Gilder: "It is my habit to 
keep four or five books in process of erection all the time and 
every summer add a few bricks to two or three of them." 8 

Any Hungarian reporter interviewing a foreign celebrity 
would eventually ask the inevitable question about the visitor's 
knowledge of Hungary. So did the anonymous young journalist. 

"During our conversation I asked him to tell me 
sincerely whether he had heard about us at home; 
whether he had known before coming here that some 
place there were Magyars living, and if so, what kind 
of notion did he have about the Hungarian people." 

Mark Twain's answer must have been gratifying for the reporter 
and even more so for the newspaper readers the following day. 

"Had I heard of them? Very much so! In America 
people would still talk about the Hungarian emigrants 
who had come after 1849, esp. about Lajos Kossuth! 
I am truly sorry that I learnt too late about last year's 
national celebration: the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Hungarian freedom fight. Had I heard about it in 



time, I would have come by all means in order to 
celebrate with you." 

Unquestionably, this passage contained the most important 
message of the interview for the readers. The reasons for inviting 
Mark Twain to Budapest are not quite clear. Since sophisticated 
intellectuals objected to this "vulgar, rough style," he could 
not have been invited for literary reasons, nor was the occasion 
a literary one. On the other hand, Mark Twain, the 
self-appointed ambassador-at-large of the United States in 
Vienna, may have been regarded by Hungarian journalists as 
a symbol of freedom, and since he was already a Viennese 
celebrity, a safe choice at the same time. During the Jubilee 
Celebration, many a speaker's reference, to the United States 
as the fatherland of European liberty bears out this suggestion. 
Mark Twain's own remarks about Kossuth's popularity in 
America and about the Hungarian War of Independence of 
1848/49 are extremely significant in this context. 

The conversation on the train then turned to small talk. 
He lit a cigar, it was Viennese; he delighted in smoking and 
evidently liked the Austrian brand. He observed it almost 
tenderly, lovingly. 

"It is a good kind of cigar, if only we had one like 
this! But the American cigar is bad and the tariff on 
the Havana cigar is so high that the poor citizen of the 
Union cannot pay the price. And yet the tobacco 
is of great importance to the addicted smoker who 
would smoke without a break from morning to 
evening. Ten-fifteen cigars, twenty-five to thirty pipes 
daily, isn't that something?" 

"Doesn't that much smoking make you nervous?" 
"Nervous? I have known this term so far only f rom 

the dictionary." 
"How come that people in America find the 

tobacco-tariff high? Here in Europe we believe that 
everybody who lives in the Union is a millionaire." 

Heartily laughing he made a joking gesture with 
his hand. 

"Well, well. There are more poor people over there 
than in these regions here. But, of course, you hear 
only about the railroad magnates and the oil kings." 

"With some poetic imagination we would even call 
any unexpected, or any very much hoped for, good 
luck an American uncle." 

"You better do not find out that the American 



uncle carries sacks or paints bridges for his living..." 

What started as small talk about smoking touched on a 
significant issue. The discussion about the legendary Ameri-
can millionnaire lends insight into European folklore about 
America, in particular, the reference to the American uncle, 
sheds light on the Hungarian variation of that folklore. 
Mark Twain's sobering answer also reveals the truth about the 
hard way some of those American "uncles" earned the money 
part of which they sent back home to help the folks in the old 
country. 

Now it was Mark Twain's turn to ask and he came up with 
every writer's inevitable problem: 

He was curious whether his books sold well, whether 
they were translated into Hungarian, and was 
extremely pleased to learn that our critics would call 
the more talented humorists "Hungarian Mark 
Twains." He was roaring with laughter and repeated 
cheerfully: That 's a real compliment! 

Indeed, on his subsequent visit to the famous Otthon (the 
Journalists' Club, called "Home"), Viktor Rakosi was introduced 
to the American as the Hungarian Mark Twain. 

The interview covered one more significant topic. 

He was about to talk about the Viennese Reichsrat's 
sessions where he spent the most enjoyable moments of 
his life, when the train stopped at Ersekujvar* station, 
and the American humorist came face to face with 
one interesting specialty of Hungary: the gipsy. When 
he found out that at this station all passanger trains 
were received with music, he applauded cheerfully: 

"This must be a happy country, where people 
live in permanent cheerfulness..." 

At the sound of the music the Mark Twain misses 
(sic!) rushed to the window to watch the gipsy-band 
with their lorgnettes. 

The band was playing the Rakoczi-march in a 
melodious waltz beat. In this dubious moment they 
must have received a most exotic impression of the 
unknown country... 

*At that time trains between Vienna and Budapest passed 
through Ersekujvar (Nove Zamky), which is presently Czecho-
slovakian territory. 



For lack of any other convincing evidence we must presume 
that Mark Twain undertook this trip out of curiosity. Hungary 
has maintained, even in the twentieth century, a kind of exotic 
appeal for visitors from the English-speaking world. The 
gipsy-music played at the Ersekujvar station was one of the many 
unfortunate features that promoted an entirely false image of 
Hungary to visitors from the West. 

From the concluding par t of the report it becomes evident 
that the beauty of the Duna-kanyar (the bend of the Danube), 
the view of Visegrad, the Danube, and the mountains of Buda, 
as they unfold before travelers approaching the Hungarian 
capital f rom the West, did not fail to impress Mark Twain, 
though the young journalist evidently exaggerated the gran-
diousness of the scenery. 

And I must confess tha t after Dunakeszi the old m a n 
became more and more uncommunicative, and in an 
appropriate moment escaped with American phlegm 
(sic!) into the neighboring coach. I was not hur t by 
his behavior since it made me feel good to see the 
great American humorist watch with curious eyes as 
Budapest unfolded itself to our view. Already around 
Visegrad he burst into enthusiastic exclamations 
and looked with amazement at the immense Danube 
winding its way into the picturesque mountains with 
majestic quietness. 9 He became speechless; excited 
as a child, he gazed through the window. After this 
he spoke only once, when the train turned into the 
railroad station, and all he said was this: 

"You see, as soon as we got to the frontier I knew 
I was on Hungarian soil." 

The express stopped. An enthusiastic crowd was 
cheering outside. His hat in hand, the snow-white-
haired Mark Twain descended the steps of the train. 

In conclusion, we can assume that without displaying any 
brilliancy or an unusually imaginative approach, the young 
reporter demonstrated initiative and ability. He must have been 
overwhelmed with the occasion and with Mark Twain's fame 
and personality. Obviously, it was the famous visitor who guided 
the conversation all the time after graciously letting himself be 
interviewed by "a scribbling young m a n . " That young scribbler, 
though, was quite well prepared. He did not ask any surprising 
questions; on the other hand, he asked all the obvious ones. 
He was also tactful and avoided possibly painful topics like the 



author's recent bankruptcy or his beloved Susy's death. On the 
whole, he should be commended for his insight into a complex 
character. The Mark Twain that emerged from his report 
was a friendly, generous man liking companionship but who 
in his gloomier moods preferred solitude. The unknown young 
Hungarian journalist's Mark Twain was "an utterly winsome 
sort of teddy bear in need of all the love he could get," as 
characterized by Kurt Vonnegut.1 0 
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Review Article 
A New Literary Monograph Series 

George Bisztray 

Steven C. Scheer, Kdlman Mikszath (1977), 161 pp. 
Clara Gyorgyey, Ferenc Molnar (1980), 195 pp. 
Anna B. Katona, Mihaly Vitez Csokonai ( 1980), 170 pp. 
(All published by Twayne Publishers: Boston, MA) 

Twayne Publishers have produced hundreds of monographs 
about major writers from virtually all parts of the world. A 
few years ago, Twayne initiated a Hungarian Series as part of 
its major World Authors Series. For a number of reasons this 
event should be considered important by everyone involved in 
the study of Hungarian literature. First, this series is unique 
in the English-speaking world, where publishers have never 
attached particular priority to monograph series that introduce 
individual authors. Secondly, the volumes reviewed here are 
the first and thus far the only full-length books written in 
English about the whole oeuvre of Mikszath, Molnar and 
Csokonai. By the time one finishes reading the volumes a 
third point emerges which demonstrates their importance. I 
shall return to this in the conclusion. 

The monographs follow the standardized formula of the 
Twayne series. Written with the intention to introduce Mikszath, 
Molnar, and Csokonai to readers who know little or nothing 
about Hungary, all three authors provide useful historical and 
cultural background information. 

The first in the series is the book on Kalman Mikszath by 
Professor Scheer, whose judgments are convincing in many 
crucial aspects. Scheer outlines for the English-speaking reader 
the difference between Mor Jokai, the first great Hungarian 
prosaist, and Mikszath, who belongs to a younger generation, 
by detailing Jokai's fixation with the War of Independence 
(1848-9), which no longer motivated Mikszath's artistic aspira-
tions. Scheer presents a well-proposed, extended argument for 
the permanence of irony in Mikszath's oeuvre, which challenges 



the shaky but surprisingly uniform attempts of recent Hun-
garian literary scholarship to establish three developmental 
stages in this oeuvre. Especially fortunate are the comparisons 
between certain artistic characteristics of Mikszath's prose and 
achievements of writers well known from world literature, such 
as the juxtaposition of the structural unity in A tot atyafiak 
and A jo palocok with Joyce's Dubliners and Sherwood 
Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio. 

Despite the assets of the first Twayne monograph on a 
Hungarian writer, I cannot conceal numerous critical points 
which surfaced while reading this volume. Professor Scheer 
deliberately adopts structuralistic methods and some termi-
nology in presenting Mikszath. In this sense, the intention of 
making "the reading of this book worth the while of the ad-
vanced Mikszath scholar as well" (p.7) was perhaps realized. 
It is rewarding to find that modern critical approaches can be 
successfully applied in the analysis of classical Hungarian 
literature. One questions, however, whether catering to academic 
scholarship and adopting its fashionable terms and methods 
should be the aim of a popularizing monograph series, espe-
cially in the case of less-widely known literature such as Hun-
garian. Professor Scheer also demonstrates how historical, social 
and formal methods can be utilized simultaneously with re-
warding results. In my opinion, however, his structuralistic zeal is 
misplaced. 

Since the author of the volume points out the significance 
of irony in Mikszath's prose, the reader may not understand 
why Scheer is indifferent to Count Istvan Pongracz's "madness" 
(Mikszath himself repeatedly asked in Beszterce ostroma whether 
the Count was really mad) or why he insists that Mikszath never 
identified with his characters. In fact, Mikszath had a romantic 
leaning to the cult of young innocence, especially virginity; he 
hardly ever described young lovers in ironic terms. Despite 
this, the evaluation of Mikszath in the concluding chapter as 
a romantic and visionary rather than a realist leaves a feeling 
of dissatisfaction in the reader. This interpretation is not 
implausible, but the author defines realism as if it was identical 
with naturalism. Perhaps a more discriminating discussion, 
comparable to Gyorgy Lukacs' argument on realism and 
naturalism, would hajve resulted in a more complete descrip-
tion of Mikszath's place in Hungarian literature. 



The principles serving as a basis for the critical apparatus 
were, in my opinion, unsatisfactory. Scheer uses a double set 
of references, citing quotations from the fifteen volume collec-
tion Mikszath Kalman Muvei, (which is incorrectly listed as 
Mikszath Kalman Munkai in the Notes, p. 151) and employing 
other references from Mikszath Kalman Osszes Muvei (whose 
publication did not conclude in 1973 as listed in the Bibliog-
raphy). 1 The reason for this confusing practice is not explained 
to the reader. Moreover, critiques of Mikszath reviewed by 
the author are haphazardly selected. Fine critical evaluations, 
such as those of Negyesy, Gyongyosy and Rejto are missing; 
whereas Bela Illes, the notorious political opportunist and 
literary nonentity, is referred to as "a more recent critic" of 
Mikszath. North American scholars of Hungarian literature 
and culture could surely afford to be more selective in choosing 
their references, especially from post World War II Hungary. 

In comparing the volume on Mikszath with the second in 
the series, Clara Gyorgyey's monograph on Molnar, the following 
question is raised in the reader's mind: what separates greatness 
from skillfulness? Probably the fact that greatness yields to a 
wide variety of interpretations and approaches, whereas skill-
fulness does not. It would be impossible to apply Professor 
Scheer's structuralist method to scrutinize Molnar's dramas. 
This method surely never occurred to Gyorgyey either. In this 
respect, her monograph is a lucid, straightforward, easy-to-
read account of Molnar's works. If anything, the monograph is 
slightly "positivistic" with its numerous plot summaries, care-
ful chronologies and personal background information. 

Why is Mikszath a great writer? If there are those who dis-
like him it is not because of the quality of his work. In Molnar's 
case, those who dislike him also question his place in Hun-
garian literature. One may question if there is anything genuine 
about his works at all. Gyorgyey is fair in pointing out Molnar's 
weaknesses, that is: narcissism, snobbishness, repetitiveness, 
eclecticism, and a lack of genuine human depth beyond tech-
nical sophistication. It is undeniable, however, that Molnar's 
plays have been among Hungary's best known cultural export 
items. Gyorgyey emphasizes Molnar's "Hungarian-ness," perhaps 
in order to down-play the often heard charge of rootless cos-
mopolitanism. Still, any theatre or TV audience, whether North 
American or Hungarian, will find Olympia or The Play's the 



Thing equally entertaining. In Molnar, we admire the skill, 
the genuine craftsmanship of knowing how to use each word 
and each second on stage to attain a maximal effect; which 
is, of course, no small accomplishment. Because such skill is 
easier to appreciate than genius, Molnar will be with us for 
a long time. It is almost unbelievable that no single mono-
graph before Gyorgyey's has attempted to summarize Molnar's 
artistic achievements in English. 

There are certain sections, especially with regards to the 
background information, which may raise questions in the 
reader's mind. An example of this is the statement that the 
turn-of-the century urban middle class which made Budapest 
an economically advanced, politically progressive and culturally 
brilliant metropolis, consisted virtually of Jews. This is "sub-
stantiated" by a single, fairly biased quote f rom Ignotus. 
Gyorgyey occasionally leaves the otherwise wisely followed 
golden middle road in her use of idioms as well. Perhaps in-
spired by Molnar's style, she describes episodes f rom the author's 
life in language which is hardly suitable for a literary mono-
graph, even if it aspires to reach a wider reading public. The 
following quote is such an example: 

Molnar admired his boss, Jozsef Veszi, perhaps the 
most influential editor in the country. Veszi liked 
to invite handsome, brilliant young intellectuals to 
his frequent parties. He had four highly cultured 
daughters. It did not take Molnar too long to select 
sixteen-year-old Margit, who had a devilish, chal-
lenging look in her eyes. (p. 35) 

The semantic exaltation of the adjectives lends a 
gossipy character to the style which the bulk of the monograph 
does not warrant. 

In order to follow the sequence of the series, we go back-
wards in chronology to Anna Katona's volume on Mihaly Vitez 
Csokonai (no. 579) which was actually published in the same 
year as Gyorgyey's monograph on Molnar ( no. 574). 

Csokonai was born in the Hungarian university and peasant-
merchant town Debrecen, a centre of advanced European 
knowledge, yet also of extreme conservatism. Coincidentally, 
Professor Katona is also a native of Debrecen; her sensitive 
interpretation of Csokonai's background, schooling and attach-
ment to his native town, are, in particular, assets to her work. 



Katona also succeeds in convincing the reader that a poet as 
heterogeneous as Csokonai may be represented in his multi-
faceted totality. 

To accomplish this was no easy task. Csokonai was, in one 
person, a classicist, a mannerist, an early naturalist, the first 
to introduce folk elements in modern Hungarian poetry and, 
concurrently, the most refined rococo poet of his nation. Finally, 
he was also a versemaker of incredible vulgarities, banalities, 
and hardly appreciable folksy "humor." The explanation of why 
so few book-length studies have been written about Csokonai for 
almost two centuries may be in the variety and unevenness 
of his oeuvre. Katona surveys all the paradoxical tendencies in 
Csokonai's works, (tendencies which are dominant in certain 
periods of his activity) and makes repeated cross-references 
to them, while also tying them in with similar trends in world 
literature. The result is a successfully integrated Csokonai 
monograph in which the artistic genius of the author serves as 
a unifying focus for the kaleidoscope of writings produced 
during a tragically shortened life. 

The art-centred analysis of Csokonai's oeuvre, character-
istic of pre-World War II interpretations, is a welcome change 
from the nonsensical ideological speculations which have char-
acterized critiques of Csokonai during the past decades. It has 
become customary to write about Csokonai's "balking" after 
the Jacobin dictatorship in France and the execution of Mar-
tinovics and his comrades in Hungary. Moreover, his work 
was characterized with labels such as "dark pessimism" and 
"submission to the reaction." Fortunately, however, the gen-
erosity of Hungarian party critics proved victorious. The 
following quote is particularly illustrative of this type of Csokonai 
"criticism": "Nevertheless, we cannot let the enemies of the 
revolution, the reactionary nobility, claim Csokonai's post-1795 
writing for themselves." 2 

Katona neatly disregards these irrelevant ideological in-
terpretations by stating that Csokonai's "business was not politics 
but poetry," (p. 101) and that he never wavered in his ideals 
of patriotism and enlightened humanism. As for the reaction-
ary nobility, Katona retorts that "a nobility that also produced 
a Festetich and a Szechenyi {sic, referring to Ferenc Szechenyi) 
cannot be dismissed as reactionary as a whole" (p. 100). 

The volumes contain many technical errors. In particular, 



the indexes share serious shortcomings which would be rela-
tively simple to correct, that is: poor Hungarian orthography 
(e.g. mennyegzo); the lack of proper diacritical marks ("Locse" 
instead of Locse); incorrect word division ("Hus-zar"); and mis-
spelling of not commonly used but historically important names 
("Rackoczy," "Ropespierre," "Noble Prize").Such glaring errors 
and misspellings, some of which are detectable by non-Hun-
garians as well, may considerably damage the prestige of the 
series. 

The notes and bibliography sections of the Mikszath and 
Molnar volumes share many of the same annoying problems 
found in the indexes. These sections in the Csokonai mono-
graph are in correct form, however, the index in this volume 
is similar to the other two in the frequency of errors. Concepts 
such as "Calvinistic," "citizen," "existentialist" and "modern" 
are also listed in the index; such listings are too general to be 
useful. Moreover, it is highly unusual to include adjectives as 
main entries in an index. 

It would be unfair to dwell only on these aspects of the 
three monographs. Overall, they are proof of the existence 
and necessity of autonomous North American Hungarian 
scholarship. Moreover, these authors provide alternatives to 
the biases of recent Hungarian criticism. In contrast to thirty-
five years of predominantly one-dimensional interpretations, 
Scheer demonstrates that it is futile to insist on an ill-defined 
Mikszathian realism, since Mikszath was at least as much of a 
Romantic as he was a "realist." Gyorgyey illustrates that 
technique cannot be discarded for ideological reasons; the 
expectations of the audience are more important in the theatre 
than historical materialism. Finally, Katona argues for a poetry-
centred Csokonai interpretation in the spirit of the great pre-
World W a r II tradition of Janos Horvath and Antal Szerb. 

It is refreshing and rewarding to learn from these mono-
graphs that ideology may have a place in literary evaluation, 
but that its place is fairly marginal and is actually filled by 
different, even contradictory ideologies which nevertheless do 
not diminish poetic greatness. It is equally rewarding to real-
ize that these are the kind of volumes which, although they 
may never find the way to ten million Hungarians, will still 
primarily inform a potential reading public of millions of 



English speakers about Hungarian literature. The greater and 
the more urgent need is to correct the formal shortcomings 
of the series. 

NOTES 

1. Mikszath Kdlman Muvei (Writings of Kalmln Mikszath) (Budapest: Magyar 
Helikon, 1965-1970), 15 volumes. 

Mikszath K&lm&n Osszes Muvei (The Complete Works of Kalman Mikszath) 
(Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1956- ). 

2. A magyar irodalom tortenete (The History of Hungarian Literature) (Budapest: 
Akademiai Kiad6, 1965), Vol. 3, p. 236. 
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Book Reviews 
Albert Tezla, ed., Ocean at the Window. Hungarian Prose 
and Poetry Since 1945 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1980) XVII, 481 pp. 

In the preface to 44 Hungarian Short Stories, C.P. Snow wrote, 
".. .the anthology will teach us something, and something very 
important, about a remarkable country, and a remarkable 
literature." When a new anthology appears, each student of 
Hungarian literature expects an ultimate collection which 
will demonstrate to the western world the true quality of 
Hungary's contribution to modern literature. Irrespective of 
how ambitious the collection is, no anthology can meet such 
maximalist expectations. This attractive volume under review 
is a labor of love, and of sweat and tears, I 'm sure. It will have 
to share the fate of earlier anthologies, however, if scrutinized 
from the same perspective. 

While no editorial policy can please every reader, it is the 
type and quality of selection which nonetheless determines 
the overall value of a collection. In the preface, Professor 
Tezla explains the principles which have governed his selection: 

I did not consider authors whose lifework could not 
be represented adequately by their short writings. 
More important, those chosen had to be among the 
writers who are widely read by intellectuals in 
Hungary, who exert considerable influence on current 
literary developments, and who measure up to the 
critical standards of world literature... 

There are two ways to approach this statement. The reviewer 
may disagree with the policy but believe that he can do justice 
to the work by addressing himself to whether the aims expressed 
by the editor have been achieved in the volume. Or, he may 
state that such editorial principles a priori jeopardize the success 
of the volume, because no anthology can legitimately represent 
modern Hungarian writing, especially one in which names such 
as Fust, Dery, Nemeth, Weores, Konrad, Esterhazy — to 
mention only a few — are missing. 

A compromise is necessary, and this is what Professor Tezla 



must have felt when he was faced with the problem of 
compressing The Ocean into one volume. Concentrating on what 
is there, rather than on what is missing, one can state that 
Professor Tezla has brought together a vast, and at least topically 
representative collection which provides enjoyable reading. It 
is unfortunate that he did not use the excellent translations 
available for Pilinsky, or the expertise of Clara Gyorgyey who 
first introduced Orkeny to the American public. This is just 
an arbitrary sampling; there would have been many other 
translators who could have contributed to the volume, including 
J. Kessler and the excellent W.J. Smith. But among those par-
ticipating, a number of them, especially G. Gomori, E. Morgan, 
and K. McRobbie have, as usual, completed outstanding work. 

Following the editorial statement, a short introductory essay 
informs the reader, in broad terms, of the major trends in 
Hungarian belles lettres since 1945. This is followed by a brief 
explanation, by Professor Orszagh, on how to pronounce 
Hungarian words. While this renown scholar adds prestige 
to the volume, one cannot help but think of the Hungarian saying 
"agyuval 16 verebet" (shooting sparrows with a cannon). Professor 
Tezla could have provided explanations to pronunciation, as 
well as the accompanying key. 

The total impact of the anthology, however, does not depend 
on such trivial points but on its general effect on the reader. 
I made use of the volume last year in a course designed to 
familiarize students with postwar Hungarian literature. While 
there were several who expressed reservation regarding the 
quality of some translations (especially in comparison with 
pieces published in Modern Hungarian Poetry), all in all, I found 
it to be a helpful, although expensive, teaching tool. There 
are, however, a number of bibliographical inexactitudes and 
some unfortunate omissions which, I hope the editor, who is 
famous for his reference publications, will correct for the next 
(paperback?) edition. 

Marianna D. Birnbaum 

Ferenc Fabricius-Kovacs, Kommunikacio es anyanyelvi neveles 
(Budapest: Orszagos Pedagogiai Intezet, 1980) 96 pp. 

The tragically early death of Ferenc Fabricius-Kovacs (1919-
1977) deprived Hungarian linguistics of one of its most versatile 
scholars. Through his leading position at the Orszagos Peda-



gogiai Intezet (National Pedagogical Institute), Fabricius-Kovacs 
earned a reputation as an outstanding practicing teacher who 
recognized no sharp boundary between research and teaching. 
Against current orthodoxy, Fabricius-Kovacs considered psycho-
linguistics and sociolinguistics as the fundamental matrix from 
which linguistics emerges. In addition to sterling service to 
Slavonic, Uralic and general lexicographic studies in Hungary, 
his distinctive and unique contribution to Hungarian linguistics 
was probably his championship of the unfashionable and almost 
entirely forgotten Sandor Karacsony and the linguistic theory 
embedded in the latter's work.1 While one of these works, 
Magyar nyelvtan tarsaslelektani alapon, has now attracted the 
attention of a young Hungarian linguist Peter Simoncsics, 2 not 
only is Fabricius-Kovacs's role as the first to rediscover Ka-
racsony's work nowhere acknowledged, but Simoncsics also fails 
to make many of the wider connections that Fabricius-
Kovacs has made. Karacsony, following Wilhelm Wundt , argued 
that language, by which he meant speech, comes into being 
through the social interaction of two people, the speaker and "the 
other person." Moreover, he developed some of the consequences 
of this fundamental insight for linguistics, psychol-
ogy, teaching and general social theory. His work went un-
recognized, however, by many of his mainstream contem-
poraries in these fields of study in Hungary. 

Compiled in Fabricius-Kovacs's memory by his family and 
colleagues, the first three papers in this small collection of seven 
are devoted to the elucidation of Karacsony's views in the light of 
developments in contemporary theories of communication 
and of semantics. The other four, (one is, in fact, a long review 
rather than an article) though informed by the same spirit, focus 
on the utilization of the insights gained in the theory and 
practice of teaching. Readers without access to Hungarian 
may find it useful to know that the first two papers have appeared 
in English translation. 3 

It is gratifying to see that Fabricius-Kovacs has not been 
forgotten by his friends and colleagues in Hungary. It is un-
fortunate, however, that in a country famous for the high quality 
of its printing and book-production, this little book is so poorly 
printed and bound that it literally falls apart in the reader's 
hands. The subject deserves better. 

Peter Sherwood 



NOTES 

1. Sandor Karacsony, A nevelestudomany tarsas-lelektani alapjai, I: Magyar nyelv-
tan tarsas-lelektani alapon (Budapest: Exodus, 1938), and IV: A tarsas-lelek also hatara 
is a jogineveles (Budapest: Exodus, 1947). 

2. Peter Simoncsics, "Egy magyar nyelvtan a 30-as evekbol," Samu Imre, Istvan 
Szathmari, Laszlo Szuts, eds., A magyar nyelv grammatikaja. A magyar nyelveszek III. 
nemzetkozi kongresszusanak eloadasai. (Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1980): 695-705. 

3. "Linguistics, Communication Theory, and Social Interaction Psychology," Adam 
Makkai, ed., Toward a Theory of Context in Linguistics and Literature (The 
Hague-Paris: Mouton, 1976): 51-80. See also "On the Social Character of Language," 
Acta Linguistica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae {1975) 25, nos. 1-26,31-8. 

Walter W. Kolar and Agnes H. Vardy, eds., The Folk Arts of 
Hungary (Pittsburgh: Tamburitza Press, 1981). 

The Folk Arts of Hungary is a collection of papers originally 
delivered to the Pittsburgh Symposium on Hungarian Folk Art 
in April 1980. The Symposium was sponsored by the Duquesne 
University Tamburitzans Institute of Folk Arts (DUTIFA), and 
featured scholars f rom both Hungary and North America. 

Ten papers are included in the collection. Although the 
papers are haphazardly arranged in the book, the careful reader 
can discern four thematic areas: folklore and folk literature; 
anthropology; Hungarian (folk) music and dance; and, bibli-
ography and research. The papers are uneven in quality; some 
are more academic than others, and some are better written 
and/or edited than others. The volume must be taken seriously 
by those of us who are interested in the broader field of Hun-
garian Studies, especially since it is not often that such materials 
are available in English. What follows is a brief survey of the 
papers according to the above thematic areas. 

Folklore 

Though poorly edited, the first three papers in The Folk Arts 
of Hungary cover three different aspects of the folklorists' 
concerns. Tekla Domotor surveys "Hungarian Folk Customs," 
concentrating on "certain festive customs," such are wassailing 
and log-pulling. She explains that unlike the rest of Central 
European customs, Hungary's uniqueness lies in her "life-cycle" 
celebrations and not in her "calendar customs." Calendar 
customs would include those customs which are associated with 
religious holidays, though not exclusively with the church. 
Though not always presented with clarity, she describes some 



festive occasions more thoroughly than others and is careful to 
point out the non-Christian origins of celebrations such as St. 
Lucy's Day (December 13), St. George's Day (April 24), and 
Easter and Christmas. Though the facts are interesting, there 
is no overall theme in the paper, and the reader is caught in 
what appears to be a list of life-cycle celebrations — everything 
from grave-posts to initiation practices (the whipping of young 
boys). It becomes difficult for the reader to process otherwise 
valuable information, including translated songs and rhymes. 

Linda Degh's knowledge of the Hungarian village, through 
work in the field, is revealed in "The Magic World of Hungarian 
Storytellers." Degh begins her paper by introducing the reader 
to the popular storyteller, Mrs. Susan Palko, who lends the 
structure of the ancient magic tales to the modern urban 
experience. Though Degh does not always explain what certain 
terms mean, she talks about the magic tale in conjunction with 
the larger genre called Marchen. She analyses the magic tale 
in terms of a repeated metaphor: its hero wanders between two 
worlds — the village and the city, the world of hopelessness 
and the world of hope. 

Degh identifies tale types in order that the reader may see 
common structural traits and she points to hierarchical and 
patriarchical social norms which regulate the action. She 
concludes that the overall structure of the magic tale is 
determined by "tale-justice," a system in which "rich and poor, 
peasant and master are fundamental opponents." Degh con-
cludes by hypothesizing that "dime novels, cartoons" and 
television have replaced the magic tale in the modern world. 

Unlike Degh, Ildiko Kriza Horvath's method is historical, 
and to a lesser extent, archetypal. Poorly edited and awkwardly 
titled, "Historical Strata of Hungarian Folk Ar t , " the paper 
describes different national and historical influences from the 
mediaeval period to the modern. Kriza Horvath occasionally 
documents her presentation with examples of foreign influence 
in, say, furniture decoration and costume design. She explains, 
for example, that fifteenth century Hungary could not avoid 
the influence of the Italian Renaissance, if only because so many 
Italian craftsmen had settled in Hungary to work. Much of the 
paper simply describes traditional village costume, but is, for the 
uninitiated, hard to follow without simultaneous illustrations 
and photographs of such items as different head-dresses (parta) 



or coats (szur and suba). (Actually, there are a few illustra-
tions, but they are printed at the end of the article, without 
captions). Kriza Horvath's study is an example of what Bela 
Maday later describes az neprajz, or Hungarian ethnography, 
a largerly descriptive discipline. 

Anthropology 

The papers on anthropology are the best written and most 
theoretical in the collection. Marida Hollos and Michael Sozan 
have both been involved in extensive anthropological research 
in different villages in Hungary. They both rely on their 
knowledge of Hungary's political and economic life to make 
certain conclusions about trends in the social values that 
correspond to the successful building of a collective farm 
(Hollos), and the relationship between community and family life 
(Sozan). They use similar methods of inquiry, and both are 
critical of existing village institutions. In his essay, "Social 
Transformation of Hungarian Rural Society," Sozan is partic-
ularly sensitive to village relationships after what he calls "the 
peasant renaissance" of 1956 to 1959. He claims that this 
"renaissance" was set off by the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, 
and marked by a decrease in taxes and a relaxation of certain 
laws governing the cooperatives. The sub-theme of women in folk 
life emerges late in his paper. He correlates what he calls an 
increase in the woman's household power with the "peasant-
ness" of the "rural" family. Though a potentially interesting 
idea, once again we f ind certain terms not clarified — it is 
difficult to know exactly what this peasantness refers to — and 
errors which could have been corrected by careful editing. 

Hollos begins her study, "The Effect of Collectivization on 
Village Social Organization," by asking the question: have 
Hungary's economic and agrarian reforms allowed for the kind 
of social transformation envisioned by Marx and Lenin? By virtue 
of painstaking comparisons, sometimes supported by statistics, 
Hollos concludes that the collective farm arrangement in the 
community of Tiszakecske is more successful than its counter-
part in Nagykoros (which is twice as large) because a new "system 
of stratification based on new criteria, occupation and income, 
is developing." She explains those criteria, which often match 
Sozan's findings, in terms of "new elite groups." In the less 
successful Nagykoros, Hollos maintains that social power is still 



based, in part, on "pre-war ownership." 
Bela Maday's study is of use to all students of anthropology 

and/or ethnography. He compares the two disciplines, for 
although North American and European scholars work together 
and exchange information, their assumptions and their goals 
are quite different. Maday explores the origins of "ethnography" 
and accordingly prefers to call it neprajz, a word which has 
implicit "folk" overtones. Neprajz is largely a "descriptive" 
discipline, whereas, according to the author, anthropology is 
"holistic and global" in its focus, synthesizing "cultural, 
linguistic, archaeological, and somatological dimensions of 
man as he is, not as he ought to be." Neprajz assumes that the 
peasantry has preserved "the true cultural heritage of the society 
better and more authentically than either the rural middle and 
upper strata of the urban population." Unfortunately, Maday's 
paper appears at the end of the book between the essays on folk 
music and folk dance, and as a result, may be overlooked by 
the reader whose first interest is anthropology. This paper would 
have been a good introduction to Sozan and Hollos, if not to 
the entire collection. 

Folk Music and Dance 

Two of the papers in this book address themselves to Hungarian 
music and dance. Benjamin Suchoff has detailed the relationship 
between Bela Bartok and Hungarian folk song in a way that 
illuminates both. Indeed he clarifies the relationship between 
what he calls authentic German language Volkslieder and the 
"urban, Gypsy-disseminated pseudo-folk songs." The quality of 
the research is good, although the English is occasionally 
awkward. Suchoff argues that Gypsy music is in fact not 
Hungarian folk music, and illustrates how Bartok came to this 
conclusion himself while collecting folk songs in Transylvania. 
He surveys a number of composers in order to demonstrate how 
they used, or misused, Hungarian folk song in their compositions. 

Judith and Kalman Magyar insist that our understanding of 
folk dance depends on our "practice" of it, and illustrate their 
point in "Hungarian Folk Dances — in Hungary and America." 
They offer a synopsis of dances, f rom girls' round dances and 
shepherds' dances to csardas and verbunk. They organize 
different dances according to type, New Style and Old Style, 
as folklorists have done with ballads. They also divide dances 



into three major "Hungarian dance dialects," namely: Western 
or Danube region, Central or Tisza region, and Eastern or 
Transylvanian region. They dispel the popular belief that the 
csardas is Hungary's national dance. 

Bibliography 

There are two bibliographical essays in this collection. The first, 
"Research in Hungarian American History and Culture: 
Achievements and Prospects," by Steven Bela Vardy and Agnes 
H. Vardy, is a thorough synopsis of a century of "research and 
writing on Hungarian-American history and immigration." The 
authors include in their study a useful twenty-six page bib-
liography of Hungarian and English language sources (with 
the emphasis on the United States, rather than Canada). Their 
work is complemented by August J. Molnar's shorter paper, a 
survey of "Hungarian American Archives and Other Research 
Sources." 

The potential merit of a collection such as The Folk Arts of 
Hungary cannot be overlooked. The volume provides an 
opportunity for both Hungarian and North American scholars to 
publish and share their research in a field, which is thus far 
young, and too rarely accessible to a non-Hungarian academic 
audience. In order to continue to foster international scholarly 
relations, however, and establish a reputation in wider academic 
circles, we must be responsible for the way in which the research 
is presented. Better planning, more diligent and competent 
editing, as well as copy editing, would have made this volume 
more acceptable to the world of scholarship, and especially to an 
English-speaking readership, who may be insulted by the sloppy 
style and the errors in composition and grammar. In considering 
the lack of precision in the papers and the lack of editorial 
discretion (the papers vary too much in length and composition), 
we are forced to evaluate the ability of such a volume to have 
a lasting influence. T h e original purpose, namely to foster 
international scholarly relations, may be threatened. The Folk 
Arts of Hungary might have fulfilled this purpose, but in its 
present format, we cannot be sure. 

Marlene Kadar 
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