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The controversial and original Hungarian film director Ildiko Enyedi, in 
this her follow-up feature to the baroque feminist My Twentieth Century 
(1989), tantalizes and challenges us once again in Magic Hunter, a fable-
like recreation of the Faustian legend that plays with our notions of time, 
space, and cultural paradigms.1 In so doing, Enyedi unfolds the Hungar-
ian folk and religious myths that are central to her Weltanschauung, and 
reveals her essential optimism and belief in miracles, especially those 
wrought by women in a world of relativity, chance, and chaos. 

The film can be read on several levels as a "hopelessly preten-
tious meditation on the Weber opera Der Freischiitz"2 or how a child's 
power of imagination can save adults from danger,3 as a philosophical 
thriller,4 as a capricious and intense exploration of the notion of time,5 as 
a freewheeling miracle play,6 as a contemporary cop story, or as an "emo-
tional thriller built on a curious foundation of history, culture, and fanta-
sy."7 I read it as a feminist, artistic meditation on the notion of faith vs. 
fate, or providence vs. chance, with a detour into the examination of the 
nature of evil. 

Art in the form of opera, storytelling, and painting (and of course 
the film itself), provides the framing, and mirror in the sense of mimesis, 
to the story of a police sharpshooter's fall and redemption. The film 



begins with the slow, deep, and foreboding voiceover of a Satanic figure 
rhythmically counting magical numbers in German, among them the 
number seven. On the screen we see a mother narrating a story to her 
daughter about the devil, while sitting in the basement of what apparently 
is the Budapest Opera House during World War II with bombs falling all 
around them. The story involves a man, named Max, who is an excellent 
hunter, and who makes a pact with the devil, and in exchange receives 
seven magical bullets which will always hit their target. What the man 
does not know is that the seventh bullet will hit the target of the devil's 
choosing. 

As a sequence of shots depicts scenes of destruction, warplanes 
bombing Budapest, volcanic eruptions, fires, and as the background music 
works up to a crescendo, the mother denounces all human and natural 
catastrophes as evil and works of the devil.8 As she ends her narrative, 
her pearl necklace breaks, and one of the pearls falls into a storm sewer 
and rolls through it until it is plucked from its mouth by a bird at the 
other end, who is in the telescopic eye of a rifle. The sewer or tunnel 
through which the pearl has passed, as we shall see in other segments of 
the film, serves to link different times and spaces. Once again we hear the 
earlier voiceover chanting its black magic as we leam that it is a police 
sharpshooter in the woods outside Budapest, who is aiming his gun at the 
bird, then at a rabbit, then at a caterpillar, and finally at the abductor of a 
young woman, who is seen restraining her on the ground. After several 
tense moments the sharpshooter is given permission to fire at will, but 
miserably fails at his attempt for at the last moment, the abductor moves 
the girl into the line of fire, and instead of hitting him the policeman acci-
dentally shoots the girl. In the next instant we see a portrait of the Virgin 
Mary in a church, with a rabbit hiding under her robe near her feet. It is 
in the juxtaposition of these two scenes that Enyedi introduces the 
underlying philosophical conundrum of her film: fate, chance, or accident 
versus faith, providence, and miracles. This same painting of the Virgin 
will come to life several times during the course of the film: first to 
explain its provenance in the Middle Ages; and second, to become the 
means by which providence in the form of the Virgin intervenes in this 
film's human history in an action deemed miraculous by all scientific 
accounts. 

William G. Pollard in his book entitled, Chance and Providence, 
God's Action in a World Governed by Scientific Law, examines the 
tensions between two world views: namely, the traditional Judeo-Christian 



understanding of God, man, and nature, and the insights and understand-
ings of modern science, with the ultimate goal of reconciling the two. In 
his discussion of the laws of nature which he sees predominantly as 
statistical and unchanging in character, he argues for allowing alterna-
tives.9 One of his illustrations involves ballistics which has been used as 
an example of classical mechanics. Pollard posits the notion that in reality 
no ballistic missile ever behaves with the expected precision and fixed 
determination of path, but that a number of factors can dramatically 
influence and change a bullet's trajectory: the shape of the bullet, the 
accurate rifling of the barrel of the gun, the interaction of the bullet with 
the air it passes through, the turbulence of the air, and so on.10 In this 
same vein, according to Pollard, "divine providence may operate in the 
shaping of events within the framework provided for them by the laws of 
the natural world."11 

It is curious that Enyedi would employ the ballistics metaphor of 
the police sharpshooter whose bullet finds the wrong target to introduce 
her own inner conflict in coming to terms with the larger question of 
accident and destiny in human history. With the soundtrack of the opera's 
male chorus functioning as the chorus in a Greek tragedy, the policeman, 
who in real life is also named Max (Gary Kemp), is seen returning to a 
90s Budapest, to the comfort of his family, which consists of his wife Eva 
(Sadie Frost), and his daughter Lili (Alexandra Wasscher), the same two 
characters from the introductory framing scene. Running parallel and 
interwoven with the sequences depicting Max's life in Budapest are a 
series of flashbacks evoking the Hungarian medieval past. These are pre-
sented as if they are imagined by Lili, Max's innocent young daughter as 
she gazes into the trees outside her window at night, or as she digs into a 
mound of dirt on the playground. Enyedi, through transitory lyrical 
images of nature such as acorns, trees, waters, wild horses, flying geese, 
subtlety conveys the passage of time and the metamorphoses of nature 
until we are in the presence of missionaries preaching and trying to 
convert the Hungarian pagan throngs from tree-worship to Christianity. I 
interpret these medieval scenes, of which this is the first, as Enyedi's 
depiction of the long tradition of Christian faith and belief in divine pro-
vidence that has played a major role in Hungary's national identity and 
history.12 

In the vein of real life imitating art, and art imitating real life, 
after the botched shooting, Max too is offered seven magical bullets from 
his colleague Kaspar (Peter Vallai), bullets which never miss their mark. 



Of course Max does not know that we intuit that the diabolical Kaspar 
has some repayment in mind which is to be extracted when the last bullet 
is fired, when he says to Max, "I know you'll pay me back some day." 
Another folkloric medieval segment follows Max's acceptance of the 
magical bullets that mirrors Kaspar's attempt to acquire Max's soul. The 
medieval Mephistopheles, also played by the same actor as Kaspar, 
however, is the comical figure of Hungarian folktales, who is regularly 
trounced even by the poorest peasant. He is ridiculed by the villagers and 
eventually outwitted by a young man, who looks like Max, and who is 
able to trick the devil into accepting the soul of a snail instead of a 
human as payment for a new bridge. 

After Max passes his marksmanship test at the police academy 
with the magical bullets and reestablishes his credibility, he receives his 
gun back and is given his next assignment — to keep under protective 
surveillance a visiting Russian chess champion, Maxim (Alexander 
Kaidanovsky), who has been threatened by assassins.13 Enyedi's meta-
phoric use of chess and the chess master in her attempts to shed light on 
life as a game of faith vs. fate should also not escape our attention. The 
most important symbol of faith and divine providence in the movie, the 
image of the Virgin Mary is now reentered in another sequence of 
medieval times. We see the earlier villagers participating in a pilgrimage 
carrying the painting of the Virgin which we glimpsed at the beginning of 
the film. 

A number of subsequent scenes show the chess master engaged in 
multiple games with individual opponents alternately observed by Eva, 
Lili and Max in the viewers' gallery. Earlier, Maxim had met Max's wife 
and daughter in the park in a chance encounter. Again a projectile had 
gone astray; this time it was the ball of Max's daughter Lili that hit 
Maxim in the head. Maxim graciously accepted Eva's apology, and this 
initial meeting led to a series of meetings between the two, which caused 
a lot of tension in Eva's marriage, since Max had been secretly observing 
them. At this point we are once again sent flying back to medieval times 
through a sewer and are privy to a humorous discussion of two monks 
concerning the Virgin Mary, one of whom was blinded in one eye after 
he gazed upon her, as well as images and a musical soundtrack that evoke 
the Turkish occupation of Hungary.14 

Suddenly, we are back in the film's framing scene of the basement 
of the Budapest Opera House, and we hear the mother telling her daugh-
ter another story, this time about the Virgin Mary of the painting, and 



how she miraculously saved a little rabbit from being torn apart by three 
dogs. 

As Max continues his surveillance assignment, and before the 
relationship between Maxim and Eva can evolve into an affair, Max 
confronts Maxim in their apartment where Eva and he have invited him 
for coffee, and reveals to him that he has been watching his every move, 
and is there to protect him from an attempt on his life. At the same time, 
he is letting Maxim know that he knows about his and Eva's casual 
meetings, and will not tolerate their burgeoning relationship any longer. 
Both men exit the apartment assumedly to carry on their duties leaving an 
upset Eva behind. Thus, the chess master Maxim, on another level, also 
represents a threat to Max, and puts Max in danger of losing his wife and 
daughter which is akin to the danger of his losing his soul to the devil. 
Just as the suspense is mounting through a series of shots in which we 
believe Max has sighted Maxim's assassins, we see Kaspar in a telephone 
conversation directing Eva to where Max is on assignment. In the back-
ground we hear once again the diabolic voice counting in German as Max 
on a Budapest street is locating the assassin in his viewfinder and getting 
ready to shoot Maxim's would-be assailant. He fires his gun, but does not 
know that this last bullet is intended for Eva, for Eva is to pay her 
husband's debt to the devil with her soul. As the bullet is about to hit 
Eva in the chest, who in the meantime has come to find Max, the Virgin 
Mary from the painting in the Church which was constructed on the site 
of the original miracle which led to the people's (the Hungarians') conver-
sion to Christianity, comes to life and runs through traffic down the street 
in a desperate attempt to stop the bullet and save Eva's life. This is the 
climax of the film which I believe represents Enyedi's ultimate philosoph-
ical questioning concerning the nature of providence, chance, and evil. 
How can God allow this innocent woman to be accidentally killed by her 
husband, just as he allowed Max earlier to shoot the innocent abducted 
girl Lina (Ildiko Toth) instead of the criminal, although she ultimately did 
recover from her wound? (We know this from another scene in which 
Lina accidentally encounters Max in a coffee shop and like Jesus to a 
doubting Thomas shows him her wound.) How did it come to happen 
that Eva was there in the way of the bullet, exactly at the moment that 
Max was firing his gun? What is the nature of the evil that directed 
Max's last bullet toward Eva's heart in order to claim her soul for his 
own? Is God punishing Max, like he did Faust, and trying to teach him a 
lesson for his hubris? "God' s policy decision to permit gratuitous moral 



and natural evil means that God takes the risk that his project may not go 
exactly as he would like in every detail," states John Sanders in The God 
Who Risks: A Theology of Providence.15 Yet, Sanders argues that God 
continues to work to redeem the evil situation through the suffering and 
the miracle of resurrection of Jesus Christ. "God is not yet finished, and 
as long as God is working there is hope that the future will be different 
from what we presently experience."16 I purport that Enyedi shares this 
view, but believes that woman, or a feminized God is working to counter-
act the chaos and suffering created by men. Indeed, Enyedi's theodicy or 
account of reasons why God might allow evil to happen concur with 
Richard Swinburne's view in that God could not achieve some of his good 
purposes except by means of a delay before they are achieved, and these 
and other good purposes except by means of allowing evil to occur.17 

Furthermore, it seems Enyedi believes that the nature of Max's acceptance 
of Kaspar's evil offer was like St. Augustine said, a perversion of his will 
which was wicked towards the lowest things and away from the supreme 
Substance, the God which you are.18 

In the next scene we are back in the Opera House with Eva, Max, 
and Lili in the audience watching and listening to Weber's opera. Sirens 
go off and they are forced once again into the bombshelter. Lili asks, 
"What will happen now?" Eva responds, "I don't know. I'm going to tell 
you a story." As Eva continues to narrate we are once again back on the 
street with the Virgin Mary running towards Eva, only this time she has 
turned into Lili, who catches the bullet just as it is about to pierce her 
mother's heart. Our last image of the Virgin Mary is that of Lili's little 
girl face with a blue veil draped on her head. Embodied in the Virgin 
Mary, a feminized providence and symbol of faith, Lili has miraculously 
saved her mother's life and conquered the evil forces of fate. 

This complex, non-linear film weaves four different threads 
together: the artistic use of framing including a mother telling stories to 
her daughter with the mimetic representation of Weber's opera on stage, a 
90s detective thriller about a sharpshooter policeman in Budapest and his 
family, vignettes of medieval Hungary with Christian and droll, folkloric 
elements focused on the devil and the Virgin Mary, Hungary's patroness,19 

and finally lyrical transitional passages of nature imagery. It is a miracle 
in itself that Enyedi is able to maintain a semblance of a narrative given 
all the balls she has to juggle at once. In a cinematic style that combines 
realism with lyricism, legend and history, panorama and minutiae, Enyedi 
examines the theme of faith vs. fate and its relationship to evil, Hungary's 



historical past and its relationship with the present, the interconnectedness 
of contemporary events, and in a gigantic optimistic leap of faith places 
her trust in feminist miracles and the ability of good to overcome evil. 

NOTES 

1 Ildiko Enyedi was born in Budapest in 1955. She received a B.A. in 
economics after which she pursued film studies at the Academy of Film and 
Theatre in Budapest in 1980-84. Her filmography includes Rdzsalovag (a 
documentary, 1981), Az en XX. szazadom (1989), Buvos vadasz (1994), and 
Tamas es Juli (1998). By utilizing the Faust theme, Enyedi is following in the 
footsteps of her countryman, Istvan Szabo, who based his 1981 film, Mephisto, 
on the same premise. 

2 Stephen Holden, "'Hunter' fairy tale needs to bite the bullet," The Plain 
Dealer, Friday, November 15, 1996, E 9. 

I Pamela Cuthbert, "Hunter of the Imagination," Onscreen, June 27, 
1996. <http://www.eye.net/Arts/Movies/Onscreen/1996/os0627c.html> 

4 Louise Lagerstrom, "Magic Hunter by Ildiko Enyedi: Commentary," 
<http://www.filmfestivalen.se/1994/Magichunter.html> 

5 Peter Keough, "Magic Hunter is a smartly aimed modern Faust, "July 
18, 1996. <http://bostonphoenix.com/altl/archive/movies/reviews/0718-9/MAGIC 
HUNTER.html> 

6 F. X. Feeney, "The Magic of Fate Coincidence," Movie Reviews 
Archive, July 19, 1996. <http://www.mrshowbiz.com/reviews/moviereviews/ 
movies/magichunter.html> 

7 Liz Braun, "Hunter has own magic," Toronto Sun, Saturday, June 29, 
1996. <http://www.canoe.ca/JamMoviesReviewsM/magic_hunter.html> 

8 Upon hearing the devil's German monologue, seeing the scenes of 
destruction, as well as hearing the bombs falling near the Opera House, one 
cannot help but think of the massive destruction of Budapest during the last 
months of World War II by the fierce fighting between Axis (German-Hungarian) 
and Soviet troops. 

y William G. Pollard, Chance and Providence God's Action in a World 
Governed by Scientific Law (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958), p. 57. 

10 Ibid., p. 59. 
II Ibid., p. 61. 
12 Further evidence is found in Hungary's national anthem, which is a 

prayer asking God to bless the Hungarians, and to brandish his defending sword 
on their behalf. 

13 It is interesting to probe the meaning of the presence of a Russian 
chess master in the liberated Hungary of the 90s especially in relationship to the 



film's earlier references to German occupation and German-speaking diabolical 
symbols, perhaps pointing to Hungary's tragic history in the twentieth century as 
opposed to the film's medieval scenes depicting Hungary's conversion to Chris-
tianity. Likewise, it is curious to note Eva's ability to speak Russian, a language 
that was required study in Hungary until the fall of communism, but a require-
ment consciously ignored and despised by many Hungarians, because of its 
symbolic connotations. For a recent overview of Hungarian history see the 2001 
volume of our journal entitled Hungary: 1001-2001, A Millennial Retrospection, 
especially the essay by N. F. Dreisziger, "Thousand Years of Hungarian Sur-
vival" (vol. XXVIII, 2001), pp. 1-72. Also, A History of Hungary, eds. Peter F. 
Sugar, Peter Hanak, and Tibor Frank (Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana: 
Indiana UP, 1990). 

14 The Turks defeated the Hungarian armies of Lajos [Louis] II in the 
battle of Mohacs in southern Hungary in 1526 and in 1541 captured the country's 
capital, Buda. They remained rulers of the central portion of Hungary for app-
roximately one hundred fifty years. See Geza Palffy, "The Impact of the Ottoman 
Rule on Hungary," in Hungary: 1001-2001," cit., pp. 109-32. For another 
account, see C. A. Macartney's Hungary, A Short History (Chicago: Aldine Pub-
lishing Company, 1962), pp. 65-95. 

15 John Sanders, The God Who Risks: A Theology of Providence (Down-
ers Grove, Illinois: Intervarsity Press, 1998), p. 265. 

16 Ibid., p. 268. 
17 Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1998), p. x. 
18 James Walsh, S.J., and P.G. Walsh, eds. Message of the Fathers of the 

Church: Divine Providence & Human Suffering (Wilmington, Delaware: Michael 
Glazier, 1985), p. 30. 

19 The fervent religious nature of the Hungarian national anthem is 
closely matched by the popularity of Hungary's favorite hymn to the Virgin 
Mary, "Boldog Asszony Anyank, Regi Nagy Patronank" (Our Mother Blessed 
Lady, Great Patroness of Old). 




