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Scholarly preoccupation with Hungary started in Italy centuries ago. The 
historical works of 15-16th century humanists, especially Antonio Bon-
fini's Hungaricarum rerum decades (1496), also had a significant impact 
on Hungarian historiography. The first linguistic treatise was published 
by the polyglot Gyorgy Kalmar in Rome, 1773 (Precetti di grammatica 
per la lingua filosofica, o sic universale, propria per ogni genere di vita). 
Half a century later, in 1827, the first Hungarian grammar was compiled 
by Zsigmond Deaki, canon of Gyor (Grammatica ungherese ad uso degli 
italiani). Such publications were, however, extremely infrequent, which 
explains why familiarity with Hungarian language and culture in Italy was 
virtually unheard of as late as the 19th century. 

In 1776, the Empress Maria Theresa awarded the Adriatic harbour city 
of Fiume to the Kingdom of Hungary. For the subsequent 140 years, until 
World War I, this city was the centre of Hungarian studies and education 
in Italian, and as such, the cultural link between the two countries. Ferenc 
Csaszar, a noted critic and poet of the 1840s, started his career as a high 
school teacher in Fiume. He wrote a Hungarian language book for Italian 
students and complemented it with a summary of 19th century Hungar-
ian literature {Breve prospetto della letteratura ungarica del secolo XIX, 
Pest 1833). After the 1867 compromise, several teachers in the same high 
school pursued significant scholarly work. Notable among them were the 
historian, Aladar Fest, and the linguists, Imre Donath and Sandor Korosi, 
the latter of whom compiled the first major Italian-Hungarian dictionary in 
1910. Out of the ranks of their students came a respectable generation of 
translators (Ignac Balla, Mario Brelich, Silvino Gigante, Paolo Santarcan-
geli and others) who were invaluable for popularizing Hungarian literature 
in Italy in the early 20th century. Pietro and Alajos Zambra, the first pro-
fessors in the Italian Department of the Pazmany University of Budapest, 
were also students from the Fiume high school. 

In the latter part of the 19th century, the Hungarian Academy of Sci-



ences initiated an exhaustive research project aimed at the assessment of 
Hungarian documents in Italian archives. In order to create a home base 
for this nation-wide project, the titular bishop, Vilmos Fraknoi, established 
a Hungarian Historical Institute at his villa in Rome in 1896. The activities 
and library of this institute formed the organic tradition and material base 
for the Hungarian Academy of Rome, established in 1927. The appointed 
director of this Academy was at the same time the incumbent of the Chair 
of Hungarian Language and Literature at the University of Rome. 

For political and historical reasons which are common knowledge, Hun-
gary and Italy established especially close ties after World War I. We may 
regard the cultural agreement that the two countries entered into in 1927 
as the direct stimulus for the subsequent intense educational, scholarly, 
and publishing activity. Following this agreement, teaching positions for 
Hungarian language were established at the universities of Rome, Milan, 
Naples, Bari, Genoa, and Florence. Among the documents of exemplary 
scholarship pursued in this period, we may mention, in the first place, Pro-
fessor Imre Varady's (Rome) history of the reception of Italian literature 
and culture in Hungary, which was complemented with another, second 
volume of bibliography.1 Because of the sizable research output of the 
interwar years, scholars of Hungarian are still unfamiliar with many publi-
cations from this time. Popularization of Hungarian literature in translation 
also made significant progress. 

World War II upset the Hungarian-Italian cultural contacts and agree-
ments, and the Hungarian Chair of the University of Rome ceased to exist in 
1950. At the same time, those Hungarian language teachers who stayed in 
Italy after the war established new chairs at different universities. Until his 
retirement or death, Varady taught in Bologna, Attila Fay in Genoa, Laszlo 
Palinkas in Florence, Laszlo Toth in Naples, and Pal Ruzicska in Milan. 
They enhanced their educational activity with the publication of valuable 
teaching guides. Generations of students used Toth's language book,2 Ruz-
icska's literary history,3 and Palinkas's Hungarological handbook.4 Apart 
from university chairs, Hungarian studies were facilitated by the transla-
tions of Folco Tempesti, Luigi Reho, Guglielmo Capacchi, and members 
of the older generation of translators, such as Santarcangeli. 

In the 1960s two events had a major impact on the development of Hun-
garian Studies in Italy. One was the first postwar Hungarian-Italian cultural 
agreement of 1965 which resulted in the gradual establishment of teaching 
positions for guest professors and language instructors from Hungary at 
four universities: Florence, Padua, Udine, and Rome. The other develop-
ment was the continuation of the activities of prewar Hungarian professors 
by their one-time Italian students. At present, the following Hungarian 
chairs are filled by professors with Italian university education: Bologna, 
Milan (State University), Naples (at the University Institute for Oriental 



Studies), and Turin. The Italian professor of the Catholic University of 
Milan also used to lecture at the University of Pavia, but this latter po-
sition is now vacant. The Hungarian guest professor at the University of 
Padua also lectures at the University of Venice. 

The same generation of young Italian scholars who took over the tradition 
of scrutinizing and disseminating Hungarian culture has also produced a 
respectable series of publications. Among these is Gianpiero Cavaglia's 
Gli eroi dei miraggi,5 a n d C a r l a C o r r a d i ' s Parma ed Ungheria,6 as w e l l a s 
the former's studies on Gyula Krudy, and Amedeo Di Francesco's papers 
on Balint Balassi. 

In our decade, a series of further developments strengthened Hungarian 
education and research. One of these was the Italian university reform of 
1980 which introduced far-reaching changes in the status and discretion 
of different teaching appointments. Intended to streamline and standardize 
a chaotic system of casual teaching positions, the reform elevated a good 
number of these appointments to the level of university chairs. As such, 
they fell under the customary regulations of hiring by announced compe-
tition and subsequent screening and selection of candidates by an Italian 
committee. The eventual incumbents for these chairs became tenured pro-
fessors with considerable power to enhance the scope of their chair. They 
can, for instance, persuade their faculty to invite guest lecturers from other 
Italian or foreign universities, whose field of competence differs from the 
chairholder's. Directly affected by the reform were the Hungarian teaching 
positions at the universities of Rome, Bologna, Naples, and Turin—all four 
are now independent chairs permanently occupied by professors who can 
thus develop long-range programs. 

Another practical outcome of the same university reform was the nation-
wide organization of research in different disciplines by the establishment 
of national university centres (centro interuniversitario). These centres are 
supported by state grants and make coordinated interdisciplinary research 
possible in any viable field, such as Hungarian Studies. At Hungarian 
meetings in the early 1980s, the need for a Hungarian centre was raised 
with increasing urgency. In the fall of 1983, when the University of Rome 
(La Sapienza) and the Lorand Eotvos University of Budapest formalized a 
bilateral agreement, the president of the former university also committed 
himself to further the establishment of such a centre in Rome. After a year 
of organization, which involved all Italian universities that offer Hungarian 
or Finno-Ugric Studies, the Italian Interuniversity Centre for Hungarian 
S t u d i e s ( C e n t r o Interuniversitario per gli Studi Ungheresi in Italia) w a s es -
tablished in April 1985 at the University of Rome. Invited professors from 
ten Italian universities agreed to develop joint projects, publications, and 
host regular meetings. The Centra's first president is Professor Amedeo Di 
Francesco (Naples), while the secretariat is located at the Hungarian Chair 



of the University of Rome. Incumbents of the different university chairs 
in Hungarian Studies constitute the Academic Council of the Centre. This 
new co-operative institution is another step towards the development of 
a strong and well-financed Italian network for interdisciplinary Hungarian 
Studies. As elsewhere in Europe, the classical educational concept of teach-
ing primarily language and literature as representative aspects of a culture 
has prevailed in Italy. Therefore, the Interuniversity Centre puts special 
emphasis on promoting research about Hungarian history, social studies, 
folklore, and the arts—that is, fields not represented at Italian universities. 
Another, urgent goal of the Centre is the publication of up-to-date surveys 
of Hungarian language, literature, and history, in Italian. 

A significant achievement for the Centre has been the publication of 
the interdisciplinary journal, Rivista di Studi Ungheresi. This periodical is 
a forum for all Hungarian scholars in Italy to publish their research and 
thereby inform the Italian academic readership about Hungarian culture, 
history, and the state of the art in international research. Two issues have 
been published thus far, in yearbook format, at least for the time being. 
Each issue is 160 pages in size and contains contributions in Italian exclu-
sively. The editorial office is at the Hungarian Chair of the University of 
Rome; and, the first issues were published with a substantial subsidy from 
that university. 

The establishment of the Interuniversity Centre and the publication of 
R. S. U. are the direct outcome of and further catalysts for developments in 
the teaching, dissemination of, and research on, Hungarian culture. Since 
1968, when the Cini Foundation (Venice) entered into a cooperative agree-
ment with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, scholars from the two coun-
tries have met every three years to discuss the history of Italian-Hungarian 
cultural interaction. The proceedings from these conferences have been 
published in six volumes thus far.7 The most recent meeting took place 
in Budapest in 1986. Between 1973 and 1981, the Hungarian Academy 
of Rome and the Hungarian Ministry of Education hosted biennial confer-
ences for teachers of Hungarian in Italy. The University of Rome also or-
ganized meetings independent of the regularly scheduled conferences, like 
the one in 1981 on historical connections between Italian and Hungarian 
universities.8 The new Interuniversity Centre will coordinate and enhance 
such events in the future. The first conference that the Centre organized 
was in February-March 1986 on the theme: "Those Strange Hungarians" 
(Ungheresi, strana gente), that is, the image of Hungary. This meeting was 
followed by a number of others: on San Giovanni da Capistrano (in 1986), 
on the reception of Hungarian literature in Italy (in 1987), and so on. The 
Centre also mounted several sessions at other conferences. 

The Italian university practice of teaching a certain culture is very dif-
ferent from the North American—it may even strike one as confusing. In 



the first place, it is still based on the old European principle that the uni-
versity is an open institution. Students may visit classes at their will, since 
there are no prerequisites and only their examination results are graded. 
Consequently, any university student (such as an architect or economist) 
can participate in Hungarian courses. To serve virtually every interest, all 
subjects are taught in Italian, which means that familiarity with language is 
only one aspect of, but not a prerequisite for, studying a certain culture, or 
even a national literature. In effect, only students whose major subject is 
Hungarian and who pursued such studies for four years have to take a lan-
guage examination as part of their comprehensive exams before graduation. 
Those students, however, who are from other fields and have only limited 
interest in Hungary should also be satisfied by the professor of Hungarian. 
He or she may expect them to study Hungarian works in Italian transla-
tion from their field of interest as an exclusive classroom or examination 
requirement. On the one hand, this system assumes that the professor is 
a real cultural historian with polyhistoric, interdisciplinary knowledge—or 
else turns him/her into such a genius. On the other hand, the same system 
also makes the explicit need for visiting specialists understandable.9 

Translated by George Bisztray 
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