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"History is our mighty fort, defending the foundation of our rights. Should 
we ever become so perverted by foreign morals as to dare ruin and reject 
our history, we ' l l no longer be able to remain a nation of Hungarians among 
the motley peoples of this part of the world."1 

This quotation from 1869 by Kalman Thaly, secretary of the Historical 
Society, verifies the predominant conception, in late 19th-century Hungary, 
that history had taken over the role previously assigned to divine provi-
dence. Thaly ' s words, like those of the psalm: "A mighty fort is our God," 
substantiate Karl Lowith 's statement that historicism in the second half of 
the 19th century had a religious nature,2 built on the belief that history 
was the realization of man and national spirit. By recalling their glorious 
past and emphasizing the continuity between past and present, Hungarians 
hoped to achieve their new ambitions bolstered by the 1867 Compromise. 
This sense of historicism thrived in late 19th-century Hungarian culture, 
culminating in the grandiose celebration of the millennial of Hungarian 
statehood. 

This was by no means an exclusively Hungarian attitude. In Central 
Europe, it first appeared in Vienna during the 1870s and 1880s. The court 
painter Hans Makart ' s monumental canvasses, such as "Venice Hails Cate-
rina Cornaro" or "Charles V Enters Antwerp," were intended as a tribute 
to the dynasty 's and the empi re ' s former glory. The procession, panoramic 
perspective and tableau vivant, as products of historicism, were also artis-
tic expressions best suited to the tastes of the fin de siecle. 

In late 19th-century Hungarian painting, too, large canvasses and histori-
cal panoramas were frequent, if not dominant. Mihaly Munkacsy 's famous 
"Arpad 's Conquest" (1893, 453 x 1355 cm) and Arpad Feszty 's famous 
panoramic painting of the same subject attracted 142,515 visitors in three 
months.4 Both pictures are classical examples of actualizing historicism, 



that is, an outlook which regards the present as a direct projection of the 
past and, therefore, glorifies the former by hailing the latter. The millennial 
celebrations not only recalled bygone heroic times but also proclaimed a 
second "conquest" of Hungary. The festive paintings intended to assert the 
pre-eminence of Hungarian statehood in a multi-ethnic monarchy —a pre-
eminence that the ideological leaders of ethnic groups living in Hungary 
contested more and more. 

Central to the millennial celebrations and the essence of continuity be-
tween past and present was King Francis Joseph. Kalman Thaly "con-
firmed" that the king was a descendant of the Hungarian Arpad dynasty, 
f r o m the lineage of Bela III and Anna of Antioch.5 However, the symbol 
of Hungarian statehood was the Holy Crown of St. Stephen. This symbol 
reached its apotheosis during the millennial ceremonies. After being on 
publ ic display in Matthias Church in the Royal Castle of Buda, the crown 
w a s taken to the parliament buildings in a glass coach across the Margaret 
Bridge. Here, in the presence of the Hungarian crown but in the absence 
of the king, the Millennium was ratified.6 

Enjoying the lavish formalities of a very liberally interpreted past found 
expression not only in the fine arts but also in literature. Works in which 
dazzling historical images abound appeared frequently in the late 19th cen-
tury. One example chosen for the present paper is a short novel by Kalman 
Miksza th , / ! kisprim&s (The Little Primate), which, by actualizing an "Ital-
ian myth," also promoted the myth of a Greater Hungary. 

The four-hundredth anniversary of King Matthias 's death in 1890 fit ide-
ally into the historicizing currents described above. Historical scholarship 
also commemorated the anniversary. The most important academic event 
w a s the publication of Vilmos Fraknoi ' s monograph on the great king.7 

Mikszath, the diligent newspaper reader, noted in the daily, Pesti Hi'rlap, 
Elek Jakab's lengthy reviews of Fraknoi ' s book in the December 28, 1890, 
and January 1, 1891, issues. Jakab called the monograph an entertaining 
and enlightening book of great interest to the reading public. He mentioned 
specifically the appointment of Prince Hippolyte of Ferrara as archbishop 
of Esztergom by King Matthias. 

Apparently, Mikszath was fascinated by the anecdotal story of the child-
bishop. The Matthias anniversary contributed to the story's popularity 
and timeliness. T h e short novel was first printed in installments in Pesti 
Hirlap,8 then as an individual volume. 9 It begins with a much noted episode 
in Italian-Hungarian relations during Matthias's marriage to Beatrice of 
Aragon, namely, the appointment of the barely seven-year-old Prince Hip-
polyte, Beatrice's nephew (son of Eleonora, the queen ' s sister, f rom Ercole 
d 'Este) , as archbishop of Esztergom, the Primate of Hungary. Between 
1477 and 1485 the queen's brother, John of Aragon, filled this position. 
Upon his death, the Milanese court requested Matthias invite Cardinal As-







canio Sforza to the position. In the meantime, negotiations were under way 
to arrange a marriage between John Corvin, the k ing ' s illegitimate son, and 
Bianca Maria Sforza. Queen Beatrice had her own plan for the succession 
to the Hungarian throne. Feeling it threatened by the Sforzas' actions, she 
asked the king to continue the legacy of her deceased brother by giving the 
primacy to her nephew. While Pope Innocent VIII was reluctant at first to 
confirm the appointment of the child, he had to give in to Matthias 's strong 
determination, confirming Hippolyte 's primacy in 1487. 

Mikszath listed the historical sources for his novel: Fraknoi's monograph 
and other standard works such as Mihaly Horvath ' s history of Hungary1 0 

and Jozsef Teleki 's study on the Hunyadi era in Hungary,11 as well as the 
renaissance chronicles of Galeotto Marzio and Antonio Bonfini to which 
Mikszath referred in passing in the text (pp. 77, 92). Based on these 
sources, Mikszath composed a fictitious story of how Hippolyte and his 
little Hungarian friend, Gergely, exchanged clothes and temporarily as-
sumed each other 's identity. The short novel ends with their respective 
reinstatement. 

The novel 's message coincides with the essence of actualizing historicism 
— inasmuch as it is not the recreation of the past but the glorification and 
embellishment of the present. The historical record provides only a casual 
structure which results in several factual errors by the author. There are 
references to characters who, according to historical chronology, could 
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not have been present (pp. 93, 108, 113). Besides anachronisms, there 
are some extreme examples of projecting the present onto the past. Most 
conspicuous among these is featuring the court of Ferrara as some 19th-
century Hungarian country manor, and Prince Ercole as one of the gentry 
deep in debt: ". . . the garden of the Prince of Ferrara . . . looked rather 
humble. The prince himself didn' t exactly live in clover: debts he had but 
no money to pay them. . . . His court was patriarchal and simple" (p. 71). 

It should not be overlooked that Mikszath wrote this about Ercole I 
d 'Este, patron of the poet Matteo Maria Boiardo and the architect Biagio 
Rossetti, the ci ty 's urban planner. Ferrara was a centre of renaissance 
culture at that time, boasting such painters as Cosme Tura, Francesco del 
Cossa and Ercole de ' Roberti. Mikszath lent the historically inaccurate 
image of plainness to this town to provide a contrast for the richness and 
luxury of Hungary during the reign of King Matthias, which is simply a 
projection of 19th-century Hungary into another age. 

As Hippolyte 's retinue approaches Hungary, expectations are growing. 
People can hardly wait to see Matthias 's fabulous court. "I am eager to 
see Visegrad. I heard it was more beautiful than Paradise," as one Italian 
says (p. 82). As soon as they arrive in Hungary, descriptions of sumptuous 
processions abound. The king decides that the reception of Hippolyte 
must be dazzling: "Let the Pope see how the Hungarians receive the child 



primate. . . . And, especially, let everyone realize who is master in this 
part of the world" (p. 90). 

Even the first procession to honour the little primate in the town of Gyor 
is truly grandiose: 

Transdanubian nobility came to Gyor in great numbers. When the 
procession set off, it looked like an entire army. A dark cloud of 
dust rose as it unfolded endlessly. . . . The splendid mantles, the coats 
decorated with diamonds and pearls which lent an overwhelming array 
of colour to the dazzling spectacle, would have covered the cost of 
ten royal weddings. The gold-studded bridles of the horses j ingled 
merrily: the red, white and green flags, with either Matthias's crest — 
the raven —or the image of the Holy Virgin, solemnly flutter in the air. 
The eagle feathers on the caps of the knights seem to wave a greeting 
to the egret plumes on the caps of others present. 

But lo! there is Esztergom! The procession had reached the city 
gates. The bells began to ring in the tower of St. Adalbert 's Cathedral, 
(p. 91) 

Clearly, the young primate's arrival is an excuse to highlight the splen-
dour of this period of national history and to emphasize the solemnity of 
the event underlined by the bell-ringing in the cathedral named after the 
bishop of Prague, one-time converter of the pagan Hungarians. In just a 
f e w lines, all the glory of the past marches before the reader's eyes. The 
decorative culmination of the short novel is the description of the great 
procession at Esztergom, reminiscent of the millennial celebrations which 
took place after The Little Primate was published: 

Now the mounted delegations of the counties dash forth with their 
flags: Baranya 's with the grapes, Nograd 's with the knight holding 
a shield. The three churches of Bars, the three rivers of Gyor in the 
scarlet field fly in the sunshine. The golden deer prances jauntily on 
the golden wheel in Pozsony's coat of arms. The bird of Vas county 
sits atop a silver fort with a ring in its beak. Bihar ' s rich sheaf g leams 
reassuringly. The fish of Zemplen swim happily around. The bow 
of old hero Szabolcs is drawn in his county 's coat of arms, even 
though its master has gone somewhere. Maybe he walked over onto 
Komarom county ' s shield to sport his scary gleaming sword. (If he 
is not Szabolcs, he could be.) Ugocsa ' s crab wriggles in the wind, a 
bear is licking Krasso's beehive. One can almost hear how the pines 
of M&rmaros whisper on the silk flag. Mosony is but one county, yet 
it has two lions: in a blue field they stand, whisking with their four 
tails. Tur6c ' s bear looks polite with that bunch of flowers in its paw. 
The serpent is squirming in the red beaks of the Heves stork. I t ' s as if 



you can feel the gentle breeze coming f rom the six hills in Zo lyom ' s 
coat of arms. On the three silver fesses , the winged lady of Saros 
displays only her upper body. Torna ' s turtle-dove appears to be ready 
to take wing. . . . And how many m o r e deputations f r o m cities and 
guilds too —how many more flags by the hundreds! (pp. 95 -96 ) 

The elaborate descriptions remind the reader of the theatricality of the 
millennial festivities. In particular, this last description of the procession 
held to honour the little pr imate recalls the parade of June 8, 1896, on 
the field of Vermezo under the royal cast le , where 1,700 delegates f r o m 
the k i n g d o m ' s 90 administrat ive districts gathered in expectation of St. 
S t ephen ' s Crown which w a s about to be exhibited in the Matthias Church 
for two days. Both in Miksza th ' s prose and the lavish celebrations, w e 
notice the tendency to interpret the past as a reassuring treasure-house of 
images and glory. 

It is impossible to ignore the fact that the monarchy would last on ly 
two more decades. The counties ment ioned by Mikszath: Bars, Zo lyom, 
Saros, Torna, Tur6c, Zemplen , Pozsony, Ugocsa , Bihar, Krasso and m a n y 
others, would no longer be long to St. S t e p h e n ' s Crown. Indeed, the spirit of 
millennial Hungary is separated f rom the post-Trianon country by centuries 
rather than decades. 

Mikszath did not live to see historical H u n g a r y ' s dissolution. Yet, wh i l e 
reading The Little Primate, besides a naive nationalistic opt imism, we also 
sense a fee l ing of nostalgic melancholy for a vanished t ime which the 
written word of the great story-teller has kept alive for us. After the dis-
appearance of historical and geopolit ical structures, literature has managed 
to preserve the values and ambiance of this bygone world. 
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