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In the 1970s and 1980s, the Hungary of Janos Kadar, Communist Party 
chairman from 1956 to 1988, was widely recognized as the most liberal 
and open of the Eastern European communist regimes. With a mixed 
economy, the nation enjoyed relative prosperity and the status of "the 
happiest barracks in the Soviet camp." The Kadar era was also marked by 
a depoliticized citizenry more concerned with personal than public affairs. 
Kadar had been installed during the 1956 revolution, when he abandoned 
his initial support for the uprising and conspired with Soviet leaders to 
form a new government. The economic and social permissiveness that 
Kadar tolerated was the reward accorded the public for its political 
quiescence and acceptance of the legitimacy of his administration. This 
tacit bargain was struck as the communists sought to bring stability to the 
nation in the aftermath of the failed revolution and the period of brutal 
reprisals that followed it. 

Miklos Sulyok points out that this grand compromise required the 
public to do more than eschew politics.1 The communist regime's message 
was, "don't choose from that world that's closed to you, don't read any-
thing we don't place in your hands, don't look at anything we don't show 
you, don't think about anything we don't ask you to." This effort at mind 
control was intended not only to foster political apathy, but to erase 
memory of the past. In the words of Gabor Gyani, the essential element 
of the Kadarian depoliticization of society was the leaching out of collec-
tive historical memory.2 The compromise between the regime and the 
people "rested on nontalk,"3 and foremost among the taboo historical 
subjects was the 1956 revolution. 

However, the effectiveness of the state's policy of forced forget-
ting and the government's ability to erase memory has been questioned 



recently, as writers have noted the many ways in which information about 
the uprising circulated, either unofficially or as products of command 
culture.4 Gyani, for instance, disputes the myth of total amnesia, noting 
that 1956 leaked into public consciousness in countless ways: The sight of 
Russian soldiers stationed in Hungary was a visible reminder of the upris-
ing they had suppressed. The absence of the hundreds of thousands of 
people who fled the country in 1956 reminded their families and friends 
of the nation's loss. Even the experience of living under the relative com-
fort of "goulash communism" was an indirect reminder of the source of 
the compromise. 

Janos M. Rainer also refines the notion of collective national 
amnesia when he writes that the silence of the Kadar era hardly meant 
that people had forgotten what happened.5 The silence may have signalled 
acquiescence, he argues, but it did not imply public approval of the 
regime nor acceptance of its explanations about the "crimes" committed 
by the martyred revolutionary prime minister, Imre Nagy, and thousands 
of others. Besides, he points out, the silence was far from complete. The 
"counter-revolution" was taught in history classes, and it was the subject 
matter of television documentaries and journal articles on major anniver-
saries. Rainer makes a useful distinction when he points out that the 
revolution was off-limits as a historical subject in Hungary and was kept 
alive by emigres and picked up in the late 1970s by dissidents, but the 
counter-revolution, that is, the version of the events promulgated by the 
authorities, was indeed discussed.6 

This paper explores the role of film in the constitution of national 
memory about Hungary's 1956 revolution. From the period of massive 
arrests and reprisals, film was one site where images and interpretations 
of the events were presented to the public.7 During the high Kadar years, 
1956 was treated more subtly in such films as Zoltan Fabri's Twenty 
Hours (Husz ora, 1965) or Istvan Szabo's Father (Apa, 1966). In the 
decade leading up to the collapse of communism, the uprising was 
addressed openly by film-makers including Peter Gothar (Time Stands 
Still [Megall az ido], 1982), Pal Sandor (Daniel Takes a Train [Szeren-
cses Daniel], 1983), and Peter Gardos (Whooping Cough [Szamarkohog-
es], 1986). This paper is a first step in examining the shifting modes of 
presentation of the events of 1956 in feature films made during the Kadar 
years. My purpose is to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of 
the collective amnesia of the Kadar era as a case study in the formation of 
collective memory and national identity.8 Research questions to be 



addressed include the following: How have films about the 1956 uprising 
contributed to the establishment of collective historical memory about the 
events? What archetypal themes, images, icons, and musical motifs asso-
ciated with 1956 have been constructed and conveyed through film? How 
are the events and the historical agents involved in the events named? 
What is the relationship between the representation of these events and 
the historical backdrop against which they were produced and presented 
to the public? This paper will deal with films made during the immediate 
post-revolutionary period, that is, At Midnight and Yesterday. Before 
presenting my analysis, I want to offer some general remarks about featu-
re films that touch on 1956. 

An Overview of films about 1956 

There have been at least a couple of attempts to compile comprehensive 
lists of films that deal with the revolution. In 1991, Tibor Sandor pub-
lished a slim volume that comprises short descriptions of fifteen such 
films made between 1957 and 1990 (see Appendix A). The 1956 Institute 
published a comprehensive filmography in 1996 that includes feature 
films, documentaries, and television programs related to the uprising. 
Casting a broad net, the editors included films that can be read as veiled 
references to 1956, such as Miklos Jancso's The Round-Up (Szegeny-
legenyek, 1965), where reprisals after the 1848 revolution could be 
interpreted in light of more recent experiences, Peter Bacso's The Witness 
(A tanu, 1969), where a show trial can be read as the Rajk trial, or Karoly 
Makk's Another Way (Egymasra nezve, 1982), where the repression and 
intimidation of the characters recalls the climate of the times.9 Thus, the 
filmography lists 28 feature films that appeared between 1957 and 1989 
(see Appendix B). 

However, little sustained attention has been paid to film as a 
medium through which interpretations of 1956 were made available to the 
public. One exception is a chapter of Peter Gyorgy's Nema hagyomany 
(2000) in which he touches upon several films in the context of analyzing 
literature relevant to the uprising.'0 In fact, there is a misconception on 
the part of some writers that few such films were made. In his recent 
history of Hungarian film, John Cunningham writes that of the films 
released from 1957 to 1959, only Yesterday "relates directly to 1956."11 

Later in the book, he writes that the 1965 film Twenty Hours was "the 



first film to broach the subject of 1956."12 I hope this paper will begin to 
direct attention to the films of 1956 as a body of work rich for analysis. 

A word about terminology: In an address to Parliament on 
November 25, 1956, Janos Kadar argued that the October events "cannot 
possibly be defined as a counter-revolution."13 However, as resistance 
among intellectuals and the workers' councils intensified, he reversed his 
position at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
on December 2, lashing out against the "counter-revolution."14 This term 
would remain the official designation for the October events until 1989. 
In February of that year, the reform communist minister of state, Imre 
Pozsgay, remarked on the radio show 168 Hours that the 1956 events 
constituted a popular uprising. He was quickly corrected by the secretary 
general of the Communist Party, Karoly Grosz, who stated that only the 
Central Committee of the party was in a position to assess the events. 
Nevertheless, within two week's of Pozsgay's pronouncement, the Central 
Committee recognized 1956 as a popular uprising.15 My project focuses 
on films made during the thirty-two years when 1956 was deemed a 
"counter-revolution." But the power to determine the use of political 
language was not always exercised, nor did it go unchallenged, and one 
of my aims is to examine the terminology used in the films to refer to the 
historical episode and its agents. In the interests of clarity, when writing 
about the actual events, I will use neutral terms, such as "uprising" or 
"October events." 

At Midnight 

At Midnight was released on December 25, 1957, just over a year after 
the uprising. Directed by Gyorgy Revesz and written by Ivan Boldizsar, 
this film addresses the theme of expatriation. Between 220,000 and 
250,000 Hungarians, over 2 percent of the population, fled the country 
during and after the uprising. More than half left by the end of November 
1956, and another forty percent left between December 1, 1956, and 
January 1, 1957.16 Some were forced to flee because of their involvement 
in the uprising, "but others were students and workers simply looking for 
greater personal liberty and a better life."17 The film dramatizes the 
momentous question of whether to leave or stay through the story of a 
young couple. Janos Karolyi (Miklos Gabor) is a successful actor married 
to Viki Dekany (Eva Ruttkai), a ballet dancer whose career has been 



shackled by her bourgeois family background. Frustrated by her inability 
to realize her artistic potential in Hungary, Viki is determined to move to 
Brussels where a position awaits her. Janos's livelihood and identity are 
bound to the Hungarian language, and he resists the idea of leaving the 
homeland. 

The plot spans the hour between 11 p.m. and midnight on New 
Year's Eve of 1956. The couple are in the living room of their apartment, 
waiting for a car that will arrive at midnight to take them to Vienna. As 
they wait, they toss photographs and papers into the fireplace and remi-
nisce about the past. The photographs motivate a series of chronological 
flashbacks that tell the story of their relationship, their experiences during 
the uprising, and their arguments over the question of whether to leave 
the country. The flashbacks begin just a couple of minutes after the 
credits end. With the exception of a couple of short cuts back to the 
present early in the film, the flashbacks extend until the last five minutes 
of the film. 

At that point, the plot returns to the present where it is now 11:55 
p.m. Janos has evidently agreed to defect, because a happy Viki flits 
around preparing to leave, seemingly oblivious to his morose demeanour. 
As the radio announces midnight and the national anthem begins, she 
hands the brooding Janos a glass of champaign and proposes a toast to 
their success in crossing the border. He slowly shakes his head no, and a 
quarrel ensues. While Viki is heard off-screen warning Janos that the car 
will arrive at any moment, the camera focuses on his hand as he turns up 
the volume of the radio. The national anthem fills the diegetic space as 
the film ends. 

How is the uprising presented? 

The opening scene provides the viewer with several clues that At Mid-
night is set against the backdrop of 1956. Shot in black and white, the 
film's credit sequence consists of several still shots of deserted city streets 
at night. When the credits end, the camera begins to move, panning up 
the exterior wall of an apartment building to a window. The sound of a 
gong acts as a sound bridge to a close-up shot of a radio. The announcer 
identifies the station as Kossuth Radio and states that in an hour, "we will 
take leave of the year 1956 and greet 1957." The year, 1956, is a synec-
doche for the October and November events, so the announcement 



immediately triggers an association with the uprising. The medium 
through which the announcement is made, the radio, is itself a signifier of 
the uprising in a couple of respects. First, memories of the October events 
are firmly grounded in the everyday, material culture of the 1950s. We 
see this, for instance, in the Budapest History Museum's display of 1956, 
where a typical kitchen of the period is exhibited. Secondly, the radio was 
widely used to access information during the chaotic days of the uprising. 
In the early days of the uprising, Kossuth Radio served as the mouthpiece 
of the Nagy government. However, on October 30, as the government 
adopted a multi-party system and Soviet troops began to vacate Budapest, 
Kossuth Radio became Kossuth Free Radio, with control in the hands of 
the Revolutionary Workers' Council of Free Hungarian Radio.18 The radio 
plays a prominent role throughout At Midnight, linking the couple to the 
world outside their apartment and to the public events that intrude into 
their private lives and ultimately determine their fate. 

The camera lingers on the radio briefly and then scans the room, 
revealing scattered photographs, letters, and theatre handbills. An unseen 
hand tosses such items into a burning fireplace, suggesting the destruction 
of incriminating material and hinting at the house searches and arrests that 
began in early December of 1956. However, that grim reading is reined in 
by upbeat dance music emanating from the radio. The film cuts to a shot 
of Viki seated on the floor in front of the fireplace. As she continues to 
toss papers into the fire, she beams at Janos and reminds him that tomor-
row they will be in Vienna. The viewer is now certain that the couple 
have committed no offense; they are purging themselves of a past that is 
soon to be irrelevant when they start a new life in the West. The final 
allusion to 1956 in this opening scene also evokes memories of the state's 
crack-down as it sought to restore order. Emil, a film director who works 
with Janos, telephones to say that he will stop by to wish the couple a 
happy new year, and Janos asks whether Emil has forgotten that going out 
at night is prohibited. This remark also accounts for the empty streets 
shown during the credits.19 

The narrative structure of At Midnight — the lengthy flashbacks 
framed by brief scenes of the present — allows Revesz to devote most of 
the screen time to the couple's on-again, off-again courtship. Experiences 
such as the unexpected pregnancy, miscarriage, and recuperation of 
Janos's first wife, Agi (Zsuzsa Banki), suggest that the story takes place 
over the course of about a year. However, the characters are seemingly 
untouched by the dramatic political developments of 1956 — the Petofi 



Circle gatherings, the ejection of Rakosi, the reburial of Laszlo Rajk — 
until October 23, the day the uprising began. The first reference to that 
date occurs while the couple are on their honeymoon at Lake Balaton. 
Playfully enacting the role of a police agent, Viki asks Janos for his 
identity papers. She reads the information aloud: "Budapest, 6th District. 
Central Registry Hall. Married to Viktoria Dekany on October 9, 1956." 
She then adds, "And today is Tuesday, the 23rd. It's just been a couple of 
weeks." Viki is of course oblivious to the significance of her carefree 
remark, but it sets the viewer up for what is to come. 

At the hotel that evening, as Janos and Viki dance to "their song," 
one of the guests receives a long distance telephone call from Budapest. 
His side of the terse conversation reveals that something is amiss ("Why? 
What happened? Don't be so theatrical, Comrade Bodo, why can't you tell 
me over the phone?"), but neither he nor the other characters is yet aware 
of what is taking place in the capital. However, a delivery driver arrives, 
and when the desk clerk asks him what is new is Budapest, he replies that 
the students were holding some kind of demonstration and the streets 
were crowded when he left. Janos overhears this information, and the 
troubled expression on his face reveals his concern. 

The scene then shifts abruptly. Through an eye-line match, Janos 
is shown staring at the lobby door as it closes behind the delivery driver. 
The screen goes dark for several seconds, with Beethoven's Egmont 
Overture, "the anthem of the revolution,"20 beginning to play. This piece 
was written to accompany Goethe's tragedy, Egmont, which tells the 
heroic story of Count Lamoral Egmont, executed by King Philip II of 
Spain for his role in the Netherlanders' struggle for freedom. Played 
endlessly by Hungarian Radio during the uprising, its melancholic strains 
and glorious conclusion evoke the tragedies and triumphs of those 
October days. When the picture comes back into view, it is a nondiegetic 
insert consisting of a series of quick shots of waves breaking on the shore 
of Lake Balaton. One shot is particularly effective in conveying a sense of 
danger. The camera is positioned just above the water, squarely facing the 
incoming waves, so that viewers feel as if they are about to be inundated. 
In an earlier scene, Janos referred to Balaton as "Hungary's sea," under-
scoring its significance in national mythology and hinting at Hungary's 
tragic history.21 Backed by the haunting sounds of the Egmont Overture, 
this montage provides a powerful transition to the scenes that deal directly 
with the uprising. 



As the music continues, the action resumes at the hotel where it is 
now the morning of October 24. Janos and Viki are greeted by confusion 
and chaos when they go down to the lobby, as people scurry around, 
checking out or fruitlessly trying to place telephone calls. Among those 
who leave is an Austrian couple whom Janos and Viki have befriended. 
Their hasty, sheepish departure can be read as the abrogation of responsi-
bility by the West to intervene on Hungary's behalf. When Janos asks a 
police officer what has happened, he is told that "there are public distur-
bances in Budapest, with fighting in several parts of the city." The music, 
which started off as non-diegetic, is interrupted by the voice of a radio 
announcer saying, "Attention, attention!", followed by the sound of static 
and a close-up shot of the radio. As the hotel manager tries to tune the 
radio, the camera pans the anxious faces of the group that encircles it. 
When he finally manages to find a station, the program consists once 
again of the Egmont Overture.22 All of the technological means of access-
ing the outside world — the radio, telephones, trains — have been 
disrupted, signalling the turmoil caused by the uprising. 

The next scene is set several days later. Still unable to get through 
to Budapest, Janos and Viki speculate about what is happening. Janos's 
wording offers a characterization of the events that is similar to the 
interpretation presented through the dialogue of the delivery driver and 
the policeman. He says, "I can't imagine what's going on in Budapest.... 
Fighting in the streets, men in arms. What is all this?" While Janos is 
clearly concerned, Viki is frightened. She bursts into tears and repeatedly 
states that she is afraid. The next day, the couple set out hitchhiking. The 
truck that picks them up is ambushed by a small band of rebels and Janos 
suffers a minor wound. A village doctor patches him up, but he cannot 
travel for several days. The couple finally make it back to Budapest 
around October 31. Arriving at the flat of Viki's mother, they find a note 
telling them she is leaving for Vienna where they can find her at 10 Spie-
gelgasse. For the first time, Viki proposes that they leave the country. 
There is no response from Janos, and the scene shifts to the National 
Theatre where he wanders among the ruins, visibly torn over the decision 
he is forced to make. 

Back at the flat, he and Viki have it out. He tells her of his love 
for the stage, emphasizing that the Hungarian language is his only means 
of creative expression. As a near-hysterical Viki reminds him of the 
sacrifices she made for him, the frame is canted and the camera closes 
tightly in on her face, signifying that she is out of control. She storms out 



of the room, and the viewer's attention is refocused on the radio, where an 
announcer is relaying messages about people searching for relatives: 
"Three Indians send word to their parents that they're well. They've lost 
Little Brother. Micus... hasn't found Vera yet; they should take Ferike to 
Grandmother's house." Janos changes the frequency to Kossuth Radio, 
where the program is no less indicative of the nation's continuing crisis: 
"Dear Listeners, now a female worker from Ujpest will make a request to 
the striking miners." 

Viki returns to the living room after a short temporal ellipsis to 
find a now-drunk Janos composing his own radio messages: "Janos 
Karolyi sends word to Budapest that the Stefanskirche is beautiful. But he 
would gladly exchange it for the little Ujlak Church, because when he 
was a little boy, his mother always took him there.... Janos Karolyi sends 
word to Budapest that the Champs Elysees and the Boulevard St. Michel 
are marvellous. It's just that if you step on somebody's foot on the metro, 
nobody says, 'Idiot, can't you watch out?!"' In this scene, the camera is 
canted to the left when it focuses on Janos and to the right when it 
focuses on Viki, signalling their conflicting points of view over the 
fundamental question of whether to go or stay and the despair each is 
feeling. As Viki attempts to calm him down, Janos laments the deteriora-
tion of family relations without naming the obvious cause: "Fathers send 
messages to their families. Children to their parents. Husbands to their 
wives. Everything is falling apart, even us." 

Viki reaches her breaking point in the final scene of this lengthy 
flashback. She and Janos are standing in the middle of a crowd in front of 
a bakery. Desperate for bread, people are pushing and shouting as they try 
to work their way to the front of the line. Shots are fired as fighting 
breaks out in the vicinity, and the frightened crowd disperses. Viki and 
Janos run to the safety of a nearby building, but the distraught Viki cries 
that she cannot take it any longer. She vows to leave, even if Janos 
refuses to go with her. This scene is unusual in several respects. First, it 
is the only scene that takes place outdoors in Budapest during the upris-
ing, thus virtually demanding some visual representation of the events. 
Along similar lines, with the exception of the ambush near Balaton, a 
brief and restrained scene, it is the only occasion in which violence is 
shown. Second, most of the film is quite stylish, with gorgeous actors 
playing elegant, sophisticated characters against the backdrop of Andras 
Bagya's easy-listening music and Barnabas Hegyi's atmospheric shots of 
the Danube, Margit Island, and other familiar landmarks. The footage here 



has a grainy, documentary look, particularly a crane shot of the crowd 
dispersing. Like the characters themselves, the viewers are jolted out of an 
affected world of glamour and artifice, and brought face to face with the 
historical reality of 1956. Finally, it is the only scene that casts the 
uprising in a decidedly negative light. Now, the uprising is remembered 
as an episode in which the Hungarian people showed great selflessness 
and solidarity, unified as never before by a common desire for national 
autonomy.23 In this representation, however, the mob is ugly — shouting 
at the baker, fighting with each other, divided by greed and self-interest. 

The work as a whole presents a surprisingly nonjudgmental 
representation of the uprising. In the words of Erzsebet Bathory At 
Midnight treats 1956 as a shocking event that fundamentally shook up 
Hungarian society, but it neither condemns nor celebrates the uprising.24 

The film focuses mainly on how it disrupted lives and separated loved 
ones. Conveniently, the couple are in the countryside during most of the 
uprising, far from the centre of the storm.25 There are no images of 
fighting or physical destruction, and both the events and agents are named 
only in the mildest terms: "student demonstrations," "public disturbances," 
"street fighting," "armed men." With his dedication to the homeland, 
Janos is clearly presented more sympathetically than Viki.26 However, 
Viki's desire to leave is justified by the discrimination she is subjected to 
by virtue of her social class. Indirectly, this premise casts attention on the 
fundamental problems of the dictatorial state that culminated in the 
uprising. 

In a 1977 television interview, the writer of the film, Ivan Boldi-
zsar, was asked if he always wrote the truth. At first he answers affirma-
tively, but later in the interview he modifies his claim: 

Montaigne said when he was about as old as I am now: "I 
always wanted to write the truth, but I did not always dare to. 
Now that I am older, I am more daring." I don't think that the 
daring to speak the truth depends on your age, more on the age 
in which we live.27 

Ignac Romsics writes that the early period of the Kadar regime 
"was one of dealing out bloody retribution on the insurgents, restoring the 
machinery of dictatorship, consolidating his personal authority, and 
winning international recognition for the regime."28 The period began with 
the establishment of the legal and institutional framework for carrying out 
the retaliations.29 At Midnight was made soon after the uprising, during 



the transitional phase when authorities were just beginning to restore 
order and stabilize the country. Once the system had rigidified and the 
apparatus of terror was fully engaged, a very different interpretation of 
1956 would be offered to the public.30 

Yesterday 

By the time At Midnight actually appeared on Hungarian theatre screens, 
the arrests, imprisonments, and executions had reached massive propor-
tions.31 Yesterday, directed by Marton Keleti and written by Imre Dobozy, 
was released on January 29, 1959, just over a year after At Midnight. In 
the interim, the communist government published a series of White Books 
that established the official historical account of the uprising. Illustrated 
with graphic photos of the mutilated bodies of lynched policemen, soldi-
ers, and party officials, the White Books provided the public with a 
gruesome source of visual memory. The final volume, The Counter-
revolutionary Conspiracy of Imre Nagy and His Accomplices, claimed to 
"prove beyond all doubt that well before the counter-revolution erupted, a 
secret underground organization led by Imre Nagy existed for the purpose 
of overthrowing the state."32 In the period between the release of the two 
films, the popular prime minister and several members of his inner circle 
were tried, convicted, and executed. 

Yesterday was adapted from Dobozy's stage play, Windstorm 
(Szelvihar), performed at the Jokai Theatre the previous year. It recalls the 
events of the uprising in two settings, an army garrison in a provincial 
town (shot in Vac) and a nearby village called Varjas. The two sites are 
linked by a father and son. Lt. Imre Csendes (Tibor Bitskei), is a young 
army officer stationed at the garrison, and his father, also named Imre 
(Zoltan Maklary), is a respected member of the Red Dawn cooperative 
farm near the village. The narrative begins at the garrison, which is 
threatened by an unruly mob demanding weapons. The government has 
given the insurgents until 10 p.m. to lay down their arms, and as a result, 
the commander of the post, Lt. Col. Szabo (Ferenc Ladanyi), has been 
ordered to avoid shooting unless it is absolutely necessary. Lt. Csendes is 
troubled by the ambiguity of the situation as is Szabo himself; neverthe-
less, Csendes leads a platoon out into the square where they face off aga-
inst the crowd. 



Among the soldiers is a young recruit, Andras Szusza Kis (Gyula 
Szabo, Jr.), who is also from Varjas. His crippled father was forced 
through torture to join the cooperative. He later left it, but his small 
parcel of land was not returned. The crowd implores the soldiers to join 
their ranks, and, uncertain of his loyalties, Szusza Kis finds himself pulled 
to the other side. Even though the security of the garrison is at stake, 
Csendes cannot shoot his childhood friend. The soldiers withdraw to the 
garrison, where Csendes, humiliated by insults hurled at him by the crowd 
and frustrated by his impossible position, argues with Szabo about 
whether revolt and mutiny are justified by the political mistakes of the 
past. 

The action then shifts to the village. The unpopular leader of the 
cooperative farm has fled, and the peasants are ransacking the place, 
carrying off livestock, feed, and equipment. At the same time, the de-
posed squire, Geza Macsay (Antal Pager), is taking inventory and plotting 
to regain his ancestral lands. Old Csendes hastens to the farm and restores 
order, threatening both the peasants and the former gentry with a pitch-
fork. Back at the garrison, the situation is becoming increasingly tense. 
The insurgents have secured weapons and wait only for the imminent 
arrival of a tank before launching their attack. However, when the tank 
arrives in the square, Szusza Kis appears from behind the turret, announc-
ing triumphantly that the government has reached a cease-fire agreement 
with the rebels. Once again, the officers are divided over how to respond 
to the government's inconsistent orders and capitulation to the rebels. In 
the heat of the argument, Csendes professes loyalty solely to his father. 
He storms out in defiance of Szabo's orders and heads home. 

Meanwhile, in the village, Macsay and other members of the old 
gentry meet in the headquarters of the Varjas Revolutionary Committee. 
In order to subdue the peasantry, they decide to get rid of Old Csendes. 
Szusza Kis arrives and demands that the gentry return his father's land. 
When Macsay, the squire, refuses, Szusza Kis rushes off to warn Old 
Csendes of their plans to capture him. However, Szusza Kis is shot by the 
gentry's ruffians just as he leaves the Csendes homestead. They then go 
after Old Csendes. He resists at first, but when they tell him that his son 
has joined their cause, he surrenders in despair. Lt. Csendes arrives in the 
village just in time to learn of the plot against his father from the dying 
Szusza Kis. He chases down the ruffians as they lead his father away and 
shoots them. Father and son join the other peasants now defending the 
collective property they have worked so hard to develop. The final scene 



shows the two of them at night standing guard at the entrance to the Red 
Dawn cooperative farm. 

How is the uprising presented? 

As was the case with At Midnight, Beethoven's Egmont Overture plays an 
important role in Yesterday. In this case, it is heard only at the beginning 
and end of the film, framing Yesterday as a drama about 1956. The 
opening bars of the music are heard for about twenty seconds against the 
backdrop of a black screen and the piece continues as the credits begin to 
roll. As with At Midnight, the film is shot in black and white, and the 
credit sequence establishes the location of the opening scene. Here, it 
consists of several shots in which the camera pans buildings of a typical 
provincial Hungarian town. While it is daytime, the streets are virtually 
deserted and the screen seems to darken, as if storm clouds were gather-
ing. The credits and music end simultaneously, cut off by a black screen 
and the voice of a radio announcer reading a government communique 
ordering the rebels to lay down their arms. As the announcement is made, 
a shot of a soldier comes into view. His face is expressionless and his 
head is cocked to the side, indicating his grave attention to the an-
nouncer's words. The camera begins to move, and the faces of other 
soldiers clustered around the radio are revealed. When the announcement 
ends, the music softly resumes as Lt. Csendes issues orders to the sol-
diers. Thus, as in At Midnight, the overture becomes diegetic here, 
emanating from the radio. The music ceases when this brief scene is over 
and is not heard again until the end of the film. 

The Egmont Overture is used at the conclusion of Yesterday to 
bring closure to an otherwise ambiguous ending. The penultimate scene 
shows the Csendeses and their comrades at the cooperative farm sitting 
around in the evening, smoking and listening to the radio. The camera 
explores their faces as the announcer states that the Cardinal Prince 
Primate, released from prison by the revolutionaries, arrived at his palace 
in Buda where he blessed the people who had gathered and spoke briefly. 
He vowed to continue the work he had to stop eight years ago and 
promised to make a public appeal two days later. In the final scene, it is 
the Csendeses' turn to stand guard. Pacing in front of the iron gate with 
its communist star, they hear a vehicle approaching in the distance. In a 
medium long shot, they are shown glancing at each other in acknowledge-



ment of the ominous sound, moving together to stand side by side and 
aiming their rifles into the night. Just when it sounds as if the vehicle has 
reached the gate, the frame freezes,33 the lens zooms in to a medium close 
up of the two figures, and the Egmont Overture's victorious finale is 
heard. The last several bars accompany the words, "The End." 

The reference to Mindszenty dates the film's conclusion to 
Thursday, November 1, three days before the second, decisive inter-
vention of the Soviet Union. The return of the "revanchist" primate and 
the spectre of a truck filled with insurgents suggest that the true revolu-
tionaries — those who would build a socialist state — still face obstacles 
and perils. However, the majestic ending of the Egmont Overture assures 
the viewer that now they are ready, certain of the Tightness of their cause. 

In 1949, Hungary adopted a national emblem that featured a red 
star radiating its bright light on a hammer and wheat sheaves, symbolic of 
the proletariat and the peasantry. One of the demands of university 
students in 1956 was the abolishment of this emblem. As the demonstra-
tions heated up on October 23, the communist insignia was cut out of the 
centre of the Hungarian flag, and the flag with a hole in it quickly 
achieved iconic status.34 In Yesterday, this symbol often appears in shots 
of the insurgents, and the context always casts them in a negative light. 
The viewer first sees the flag with a hole in it from the point of view of 
army officers as they watch the unruly crowd converging on the square. 
Similar to the familiar keyhole shot, a shot of Lt. Csendes looking thro-
ugh binoculars at the crowd is followed by a subjective shot in which his 
field of vision is framed by the horizontal figure eight of the binoculars. 
He scans the teeming crowd, pausing on a Holy Trinity statue. Reminis-
cent of still photographs of students at Bern Square in 1956, a large group 
is scaling the monument, waving flags. Csendes passes the binoculars to a 
comrade, and in a similar eye-line match, the viewer looks through the 
binoculars with the second officer. As a demonstrator in front of the 
statue waves his flag, a gaping hole in its centre becomes clearly visible. 
This shot is repeated a third time several minutes later from the point of 
view of Lt. Col. Szabo. His view of the crowd reveals numerous Hungar-
ian flags, some intact and some with the emblem removed. This type of 
shot physically aligns viewers with the authorities as they attempt to 
maintain order and protect public property from the lawless mob. 

A second important use of this symbol occurs in the confrontation 
between the army platoon and the crowd. Led by Lt. Csendes, the goose-
stepping, uniformed soldiers are disciplined and orderly, a sharp contrast 



to the frenzied mob. The leader of the mob is a beefy, middle-aged man 
dressed in a trench coat with a tricolour armband, beret, and leather riding 
boots. He has just arrived from Budapest, and we learn later in the film 
that he is Major Kalman Weller (Laszlo Ungvari), the former village 
squire's brother-in-law, and that he left the country in 1944. As the two 
sides square off, Weller breaks through to the front of the crowd, de-
manding weapons and brandishing a defaced Hungarian flag as if it were 
a bayonet. Csendes slowly leads the platoon forward, and when the two 
sides are just feet apart, Weller turns to the crowd, raises the flag, and 
shouts, "Forward, Hungarians!" But when the soldiers continue to ad-
vance, he slowly lowers the flag and begins to retreat. The camera then 
cuts to a shot of his boots. He slowly steps back, out of the frame, and 
the flag, which has now reached the ground, comes into view. Already 
desecrated when its emblem was cut out, the Hungarian flag is now 
dragged along the muddy pavement as the cowardly Weller retreats. 

Finally, the act of mutilation itself is shown in the most striking 
presentation of this symbol. A scene opens with a close up shot of a flag, 
the communist insignia filling most of the screen. Though the flag is still 
intact, an unseen figure is poised behind it and has just begun to cut out 
the emblem. As the fabric begins to fall away, the grinning face of the 
man who is doing the cutting is revealed. The size of the hole increases to 
reveal a young woman standing next to him, watching in admiration, and 
other people milling about in the background. The cutter triumphantly 
completes the job, the flag drops away, and the camera begins to pan to 
the right, revealing other people cutting the holes out of flags. The camera 
finally stops on the other main action of the scene, the distribution of 
weapons. Weller stands next to the back of a truck, smoking contentedly, 
while one of his sidekicks hands out weapons to a steady stream of men 
and woman, most of them dressed in civilian clothes, but others wearing 
army uniforms. The entire scene is captured in one shot, and the only 
discernible dialogue in the background chatter is the perfunctory com-
ments of the man handing out the guns. The camera focuses on the action 
— the defacing of the flag and the illegal distribution of weapons. This 
establishes a relationship of equivalence between the two acts and makes 
the most important symbol of 1956, the flag with a hole in it, the signifier 
of a reckless, treasonous affair. 

The rejection of the communist insignia in 1956 was accompanied 
by the widespread adoption of the 1848 Kossuth coat of arms, the most 
powerful symbol of the desire for national independence. It appeared 



spontaneously, handpainted on army helmets, sewn onto flags, and printed 
on the mastheads of newspapers.35 The Kossuth coat of arms shows up 
several times in Yesterday, on a sign identifying the Revolutionary Com-
mittee headquarters in Varjas, on the wall inside that same building, and 
on a tank. Other material objects that are now associated with 1956 were 
presented in filmic form here. They include weapons — automatic rifles, 
shotguns, pistols, machine guns — and vehicles — tanks, white sedans 
bearing a Red Cross flag, trucks with canvas-covered backs, cattle trucks 
filled with rebels waving flags and tossing out fliers. 

The main theme of Yesterday is the moral confusion and chaos 
caused by the uprising. As Lt. Col. Szabo remarks at one point, "Every-
thing has been turned upside down." The confusion is personified by the 
two soldiers who leave their post, Lt. Csendes and Szusza Kis. Young and 
inexperienced, Csendes is a loyal officer of the People's Army who loses 
sight of his principles in response to the government's equivocal response 
to anarchy. Szusza Kis is a simple, naive recruit who pins his hopes on 
the rebels as a means of reclaiming his father's land. However, by the end 
of the film, both of the men see the folly of their ways. Csendes's 
moment of truth comes when he learns that his father has been captured, 
and Szusza Kis's when he is told that he will not regain the land. He then 
denounces the rebels when he goes to warn Old Csendes that they are 
coming to get him: "This wasn't what I dreamed of, Uncle Imre." Then, 
as he lay dying in Lt. Csendes's arms, he tells Csendes that he was 
betrayed: "Imre, they've murdered me. They cheated me. You were right. 
We should have fired at them." 

Lt. Col. Szabo personifies the mature, wise, responsible commu-
nist. (His communist credentials are established when he hotly tells 
Csendes that he has no father to turn to: His father was executed in the 
post-1919 reprisals.) He indirectly acknowledges the excesses of the 
Stalinist years, but argues that a few mistakes do not justify abandoning 
the socialist project. In the midst of an argument, Csendes says to him, 
"Let's be honest. It [read Stalinism] was pretty bad." Szabo's affirmative 
response is veiled in an analogy: "What do you want?! There's a hole in 
the roof, so we set the house on fire?" His faith is occasionally shaken. At 
one point he states that those who seek justice with bullets will be 
answered by bullets from him. However, as a high-ranking officer, Szabo 
is bound to follow the commands of his superiors. The government has 
been highjacked by an illegitimate authority, and as a result, he is unable 
to restore order. 



Imre Nagy is the unnamed villain, the illegitimate authority who 
has highjacked the government and brought about all this turmoil. The 
references to Nagy and his government are indirect and subtle. Major 
Fekete (Sandor Pecsi), a hardliner, insists that the soldiers must be 
ordered to fire into the crowd. Csendes replies, "Are you crazy? The 
Prime Minister is a communist." In response, Fekete states, "They 
betrayed us." Then, when the cease-fire is declared, Csendes complains to 
Szabo, "What are they doing to us? They make agreements, and we have 
to fight? ... When will they come clean? If they were in the right, they 
wouldn't dance around. If they aren't right, what do they want?" Old 
Csendes summarizes the lesson to be learned from Yesterday regarding 
Nagy's decisions and actions. When his son rescues him and unties his 
hands, he exclaims, "It's a wretched thing to have one's hands tied." 

On the surface, Dobozy resisted oversimplifying the positions 
adopted in 1956. The complexity of points of view was articulated by 
Szabo in a scene where he rejects Csendes's charge that he's opposing the 
whole country. He states, "There is no 'whole country' now, or half, or 
quarter. There are just people, different kinds of people. Some like this, 
some like that." Various positions are represented through the many 
characters, as if the film-makers wanted to offer all viewers someone with 
whom they could identify.36 The officers' opinions range from that of the 
uncompromising Fekete to the anguished Csendes. The peasants are 
similarly diverse in character. They range from Old Csendes, the personi-
fication of strength and responsibility, to the pitiful swineherd Pandur 
(Janos Gorbe), who seeks work from the squire so that he can put bread 
on the table. 

In contrast, however, the insurgents are uniformly unsympathetic. 
In reality, those who advocated regime change in 1956 were divided into 
a number of factions: reform communist politicians; students, writers, and 
other intellectuals; factory workers seeking workplace democracy; exiled 
reactionaries who favoured a return to the feudalistic social structure of 
the pre-war years. In Yesterday, this diversity is reduced to the homogene-
ity of an ugly crowd or to its most reactionary elements — the squire 
who remained in Hungary after his land was confiscated only because he 
was too cowardly to leave, according to his embittered wife, and his 
pompous brother-in-law, a former officer in Horthy's army who did leave 
the country. The news bulletin about Cardinal Mindszenty at the end of 
the film is a further allusion to the "forces of reaction." Mindszenty was 
imprisoned in 1948 for his opposition to the nationalization of church 



property and the secularization of education. As the leading figure of the 
conservative right wing in 1956, he opposed the reform communist Irnre 
Nagy and his followers as the "heirs of the fallen regime."37 

Romsics writes that by 1958 — the year Yesterday was made — 
"the task of restoring the political system to its pre-[1956] state was 
completed." However, he adds, "the process of consolidation was far from 
complete."38 Among the defiant social groups that remained to be dealt 
with were the Catholic clergy and the peasantry. In 1958, in an effort to 
break the resistance of Catholic priests and bishops, the Communist Party 
instituted a policy of tolerance for religious expression but uncompro-
mising intolerance for political opposition by the Church. Tensions 
between Church and state were thus eased only in 1959.39 

As for the peasants, they had abandoned the collective farms in 
droves during the uprising. By the end of 1956, Romsics reports, "barely 
6% of Hungary's peasants were members of a cooperative."40 Fully aware 
of the peasants' resistance to forced collectivization, the government at 
first pursued a policy of "friendly persuasion." However, it was largely 
unsuccessful, so that there was only a slight increase in cooperative 
membership by the time Yesterday was released.41 

Yesterday discursively reinforced the party's condemnation of the 
recalcitrant Catholic hierarchy through the reference to the Cardinal Prince 
Primate. The appropriate reaction to his return, implied in the film, was 
undisguised in the crass propaganda of the White Books: "Mindszenty's 
reappearance was a signal that we had to launch a counter-attack against 
the bourgeois reactionaries in order to defend the people's democracy."42 

In the case of the peasantry, the film's rhetoric is even more strident. The 
scenes of looting demonstrate that the peasants — hardly more advanced 
than the livestock they tend — needed the heavy hand of authority to 
tame their inherent selfishness and greed. When Weller first arrives in the 
village, he tells his brother-in-law that he and his men have taken com-
mand of the county seat and have now come to establish control in the 
countryside. M&csay warns him that the rural areas will be more difficult 
to subdue because the farms are scattered over vast distances. One of the 
other insurgents adds, "And these are stubborn people, terribly stubborn 
people." 

Still, given the poisonous public discourse surrounding the upris-
ing in 1958, Yesterday is more restrained than one might expect. At first, 
the crowd greets the soldiers with chants of solidarity: "Long live the 
Hungarian soldiers!", "Arms to the people!", "Whoever is Hungarian is 



with us!" As the tension intensifies, the crowd does begin to taunt the 
soldiers, addressing them as "henchmen," "traitors," and "bloodsuckers." 
In turn, the inflexible Fekete refers to them as "scum," though not to their 
faces. While the insurgents occasionally refer to the events as a "revolu-
tion" or "fraternal war," the term "counter-revolution" is never heard. The 
only hint in that direction is when Lt. Col. Szabo states that what is 
happening "is no longer a peaceful demonstration." Interestingly, at one 
point, the characters themselves reflect on the language used to name the 
events and its agents. Lt. Csendes poses a rhetorical question: "If they're 
freedom fighters, are we the enemy?" Perhaps that question is meant to 
imply a follow-up: "If, on the other hand, we're the heroes, then aren't 
they the villains?" But that question remains unstated. 

Film and collective memory 

If the film-makers were circumspect in how they named the uprising and 
its instigators, reviewers of the film were not. In a review in Filmvilag, 
Lajos Mesterhazi writes that the lesson to be drawn from the film is that 
"a predominantly well-intended mass was led astray and followed an 
armed, counter-revolutionary minority that knew exactly what it was 
doing." Through cultural expressions such as this film, "society can 
examine its conscience and finally be cleansed of the scum and filth of 
the counter-revolution."43 Similarly, Nepszabadsag reminds readers that 
the ceasefire agreement that hamstrung the army was the result of "Imre 
Nagy's compromise with the bloodthirsty rabble."44 Lest Yesterday's 
viewers have any doubt, reviewer after reviewer explained the meaning of 
the film, imploring them to recognize themselves in the characters and to 
take stock of their own responsibility for the treasonous events: "Our 
'yesterday' stands before all of us. This yesterday raises a question and 
expects an answer: Remember where you stood, on which side! Where 
the October storm swept you! Why did you stand on the other side, or 
only on the sidewalk, or maybe behind the windows?"45 

Thus, we see the interaction of film with other media in shaping 
public perceptions and attitudes toward 1956. As Harold Adams Innis 
would put it, the bias of film as a medium of story telling is such that its 
creators must exercise some subtlety in their depiction of historical events 
if the audience is to suspend disbelief and temporarily adopt the film's 
premises. However, it then stands as a text for reinterpretation and 



commenta ry in m e d i a that are not constrained by this considerat ion, where 
the convent ions at play set the reader up for vitriolic hyperbole. O n e thing 
is fo r sure: As of 1959, the Kadar regime did not yet feel secure enough 
to launch its p r o g r a m of forced forgetting. The mind managers were still 
busy at work, shap ing public perceptions of 1956. 

The year af ter Yesterday appeared, its sequel, Day is Breaking 
(Virrad), was produced by the s ame group of f i lm-makers . It depicts the 
fate of Lt. Col. Szabo and Lt. Csendes in the early days of November . 
And at the end of 1960, A Town without Aspect (Az arcnelkiili varos), 
T a m a s Fejer 's d r a m a about a mine strike in N o v e m b e r 1956, appeared. In 
the world of f i lm, 1956 then goes silent until the Golden A g e of Hungar-
ian f i lm-making , when such respected f i lms as Zoltan Fabr i ' s Twenty 
Hours (1965), Is tvan Szabo's Father (1966), and Karoly M a k k ' s Love 
(1970) appeared. Exploration of these works is likely to reveal very 
d i f ferent presentat ions of Hungary 's 1956 revolut ion. 
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Appendix A 

Films included in Tibor Sándor's Forradalom 1956 

1. Éjfélkor 1957 György Révész 

2. Tegnap 1959 Márton Keleti 

3. Virrad 1960 Márton Keleti 

4. Az arcnélküli város 1960 Tamás Fejér 

5. Húsz óra 1965 Zoltán Fábri 

6. Tizezer nap 1965 Ferenc Kósa 

7. Apa 1966 István Szabó 

8. Szerelem 1970 Károly Makk 

9. A közös bűn 1977 Imre Mihályfi 

10. Szerencsés Dániel 1982 Pál Sándor 

11. Szamárköhögés 1986 Péter Gárdos 

12. A másik ember 1987 Ferenc Kósa 

13. Napló apámnak, anyámnak 1990 Márta Mészáros 

14. A halálra itélt 1989 János Zsombolyai 

15. Magyar rekviem 1990 Károly Makk 



Appendix B 

Feature Films listed in the 1956 Institute's Filmography (in Hegedűs, 
Beck, and Germuska 1996), 1957-89 

1. Éjfélkor 1957 György Révész 
2. Tegnap 1959 Márton Keleti 
3. Az arcnélküli város 1960 Tamás Fejér 
4. Virrad 1960 Márton Keleti 
5. Párbeszéd 1963 Jáqps Herskó 
6. Húsz óra 1965 Zoltán Fábri 
7. Apa 1966 István Szabó 
8. Szegénylegények 1966 Miklós Jancsó 
9. Keresztelő 1967 István Gaál 
10. Tizezer nap 1967 Ferenc Kósa 
11. A tanú 1969 Péter Bacsó 
12. Szerelem 1970 Károly Makk 
13. Szerelmesfilm 1970 István Szabó 
14. Kopjások 1975 György Palásthy 
15. Két történet a félmúltból 1979 Károly Makk 
16. Kettévált mennyezet 1981 Pál Gábor 
17. Egymásra nézve 1982 Károly Makk 
18. Megáll az idő 1982 Péter Gothár 
19. Szerencsés Dániel 1982 Pál Sándor 
20. Napló gyermekeimnek 1983 Márta Mészáros 
21. Szamárköhögés 1986 Péter Gárdos 
22. Lélegzetvisszafojtva 1985 Attila Janisch 
23. Hajnali háztetők 1986 János Domolky 
24. A másik ember I-II 1987 Ferenc Kósa 
25. Kiáltás és kiáltás 1987 Zsolt Kézdi-Kovács 
26. Napló szerelmeimnek 1987 Márta Mészáros 
27. A dokumentátor 1989 István Dárday 
28. Eldorádó 1989 Géza Bereményi 




