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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 




