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On September 2, 1936 Budapest celebrated the 250th anniversary of the
Battle of Buda. The celebration was to commemorate the victory of the
Holy League over its Ottoman counterpart whereby the European Chris-
tian mercenary army under the leadership of Charles V, the Duke of
Lorraine captured the Castle of Buda and ended its 145 years of Ottoman
occupation. Contemporary newspapers reported that at 9:00 a.m. Hun-
garian and foreign dignitaries and invited international guests — among
them descendants of those who fought at the siege in 1686 — gathered at
the Coronation Church of Our Lady (simultaneous events took place at the
city’s main Protestant and Jewish places of worship). The male audience
was seated inside the church’s nave and, because of lack of space, the
female audience was seated just inside the main entrance. The mass
conducted by Jusztinián Serédi, the Prince Primate of Hungary, included
the choral and orchestral performance of Matteo Simonelli’s Missa Buda
Expugnata (a piece written in 1686) and Zoltán Kodály’s Te Deum (a
piece composed for this specific occasion).1 After the service, the elegant
crowd of secular and religious leaders, led by Regent Miklós Horthy,
strolled from the Square of Holy Trinity to the Viennese Gate Square.
They were to officially unveil the female statuette of a winged protective
spirit /angel with the Apostolic Cross, signifying the triumph and virtue of
Christianity (Figure 1, see p. 50). However, before they could reach the
Viennese Gate Square there was a halt in the procession. Horthy stopped to
lay a wreath on the memorial of Abdurrahman Abdi Arnavut Pasha, the
last Ottoman vizier of Buda who fell while fighting against the troops of
the Holy League (Figure 2, see p. 51).2 Was this anything but a gesture of
respect toward a fallen enemy? Or perhaps does the very fact that in the
midst of the jubilee that was to celebrate Christian Europe’s victory over
its Ottoman foe, Hungary’s leader paused to pay his respects to the vizier
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tell us something about the complexity of the legacy of Ottoman occu-
pation? In this short paper — which by no means could or is even designed
to address the subject matter as a whole — I will argue that interwar Hun-
garian cultural diplomacy’s representation of the country’s Ottoman past
was not without challenges, nor was it one-dimensional. Why? On the one
hand Hungarians, just as many of their neighbors, aimed to emphasize
their central role in the struggle against the “Ottoman menace” in service
of Western Civilization.3 On the other hand, there was the mythical idea
and influence of Turanism, which promoted the idea of a Hungarian-
Turkish brotherhood. Finally, the practitioners of cultural diplomacy were
also keenly aware of the very real geopolitical significance of Turkey, and
Hungarian diplomacy aimed to thwart the establishment of regional
cooperation between Turkey and Hungary’s neighbours — most impor-
tantly Yugoslavia and Romania. To sum it up, in the interwar Hungarian
imagination the Ottoman Empire/Turkey was simultaneously viewed as a
historical enemy, brotherly nation, and potential ally.

Let me start with a brief explanation of the raison d'être of inter-
war Hungarian cultural diplomacy. The Treaty of Trianon — whereby
Hungary lost 71.5% of its territory and 63.6% of its population — pro-
foundly altered the way Hungarian leadership viewed the significance of
culture and cultural projects. As the First World War and the accom-
panying propaganda offensive was raging on, the image of Hungary
abroad was becoming a frustrating subject. For example, Count Albert
Apponyi pointed out rather bitterly the role that Lord Northcliffe’s media
empire and the Reuters’ monopoly played in Hungary’s negative image
abroad. However, he also emphasized that one should not be surprised that
the country had such a negative image, for the Hungarians themselves had
failed to provide information about the nation’s achievements, just as they
had failed to combat the negative depiction of the country in the foreign
press and public opinion.4 After 1920 the country’s foreign image was
seen as an issue with very grave consequences. Count Kuno Klebelsberg,
Minister of Education and Culture, argued that the negative image of the
country was responsible for the severity of the Trianon Treaty and the
country’s international isolation. Klebelsberg, and the majority of the
country’s political elite, believed that the restoration of the country’s
geographic integrity and international status — because of the lack of
other factors, such as military and economic power — required the
reconstruction of Hungary’s image abroad.5 The Ministry of Culture and
the newly established diplomatic corps of the Foreign Ministry aspired to
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deploy the country’s cultural capital — real and imagined — as their
primary instrument in influencing Western public opinion.

The planners of the campaign believed that the country’s alleged
“cultural superiority” [kultúrfölény] and assumed Western roots were mat-
ters that needed propagation abroad, for they saw these qualities as some-
thing that could justify Hungarian designs for revision of the postwar
political and geographical reality. The goals of Hungarian cultural diplo-
macy were to maintain and expand the country’s role as the primus inter
pares, that is, “first among equals” in the field of cultural achievements
among the nations of the region, and to portray its alleged superiority in
the West, Klebelsberg argued. 6 Of course, Hungarians were not alone in
their efforts. As Andrea Orzoff’s recent study illustrates, the entire practice
of interwar East Central European cultural diplomacy was built upon the
discussion of Europe and Europeanness, as each state “cited its adherence
to European cultural norms as proof of its moral worthiness,” its historical
achievements, and its role in defending and creating Western civilization.7

Their “stories,” as historian Holly Case refers to them, were “stories of
always having belonged to, protected and defended, preserved, and rep-
resented European culture and values.”8 The legacy of Hungary’s Ottoman
past was indeed one of these “stories” and intended to show the Hungarian
nation’s contribution to European and universal culture.

In order to appreciate the complexity of Hungarian-Ottoman/ Tur-
kish relations a brief overview of the two nations’ entangled history might
be useful. According to Pál Fodor, in 1389, when the Ottomans first
crossed into Hungarian territory, the Hungarians did not realize that they
were facing a new kind of enemy. However, after the Battle of Nicopolis
(1396) when the Christian army under the leadership of King Sigismund of
Hungary was defeated, in the Hungarian imagination the Ottomans were
transformed into the “wild, pagan, godless” main enemy of king, country,
and faith.9 Under the rule of Matthias Corvinus (Mátyás Hunyadi) and
later the Jagiellonians, as Hungary continued to face the Ottoman danger,
the Turks became the eternal enemy of Hungary. The struggle against the
“enemy of the faith” elevated the Kingdom of Hungary to “the shield and
bastion of Christendom which, through great loss of its own blood [was]
constantly guarding Europe.”10 Historian Domokos Kosáry argued that
during King Matthias’ reign a significant departure in Hungarian self-
identity and national construction occurred: “Hungary continued to paint
itself as a defender of universal Christianity, but the universal notion of
Christianity was by now colored by national pride.”11
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The defeat at the Battle of Mohács (1526) and the subsequent fall
of Buda (1541) not only led to the partition of the medieval Hungarian
Kingdom, but also ended the prestige that the country hitherto enjoyed on
the international stage. Self-assurance and national pride, argues historian
Ignác Romsics, gave way to “despair and hopelessness,” and in the ser-
mons of Protestant pastors the Turks were seen as “the scourge of the
living God and the wrath He unleashed” upon Hungarians for their sins.12

Others believed that Hungary was predestined to find its way between the
Ottoman Empire and the Habsburg Empire and called for unity.13 Finding
their way also meant relinquishing their status as the shield of Christen-
dom and building relationships with the Ottomans. After the Battle of
Mohács, Hungary faced three choices: maintain its independence, ally
itself with the Habsburgs against the Ottomans, or ally itself with the
Ottomans against the Habsburgs. King John Zápolya (János Szapolyai), on
the Hungarian throne simultaneously with Ferdinand of Habsburg, chose
the latter option and Hungary became an Ottoman vassal state in 1528.14

The Ottoman orientation and, consequently, the anti-Habsburg orientation
was especially pronounced in the politics of the Principality of Transyl-
vania. Under the leadership of Gábor Bethlen, István Báthori, and István
Bocskai the goal of the Transylvanian princes was to maneuver the princi-
pality between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs in ways that would allow
for the reunification of the Hungarian kingdom.15 Imre Thököly went so
far in opposing the Habsburg rule that some even referred to Hungary as
the “enemy of Christendom” — a label that, according to Béla Köpeczi’s
study on the subject, failed to gain currency in European public opinion.16

The 1699 Treaty of Karlowitz brought the end of more than a
century and a half of Ottoman subjugation of Hungary. While small
pockets of Hungarian territories — such as the Banat of Temesvár (today’s
Timişoara in Romania) — remained in Ottoman hands until 1718, conflict
between the Ottomans and the Hungarians ended. With this the image of
the Turks as the main enemy of Hungary was diminished. In many ways it
was replaced by the Habsburgs, thus the Austrians became the main
obstacles to the Hungarian aspirations that sought to resurrect the medieval
prestige and power of the Hungarian nation (even though the nation as
understood in the 19th century was yet to be). The Ottoman Empire
actually became a safe haven for anti-Habsburg leaders in the aftermath of
the Rákóczi Uprising (1703-1711). The small city of Tekirdağ — known
by Hungarians as Rodostó — on the shores of the Sea of Marmara
provided sanctuary to some of the leaders of the failed rebellion, including
Ferenc Rákóczi himself. After the failed revolution of 1848, the Ottoman
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city of Kütahya gave refuge to Lajos Kossuth. By the mid-19th century the
image of the Turks, as the eternal enemy, was transformed into an image
that celebrated Turkish-Hungarian kinship and friendship.

During the second half of the 19th century Turkish-Hungarian
relations continued to improve, because of the common fear of pan-
Slavism and an aversion toward the Russian Empire. In the fall of 1855,
during the Crimean War, two former Hungarian revolutionary officers —
György Kmety and Richárd Guyon — directed the successful Ottoman
defense of Kars against the Russian forces.17 During the 1877-78 Russo-
Turkish war there were anti-Russian demonstrations in Budapest and
elsewhere in Hungary. Gatherings, events, and publications celebrated the
shared history and heritage of the Hungarians and Turks — with emphasis
on reconciliation and friendship. For example, the 1877 publication of the
song Török-Magyar Bucsuzó [Turkish-Hungarian parting or goodbye]
commemorated the visit of a Turkish delegation. Both Hungarians and
Turks proclaimed their respective admiration of one another and their
common dislike of the Russians [muszka].18 Another publication, Rokon-
dalok [Songs of Kinship], tells the story of a commemorative occasion in
April 1877 when Hungary’s famed actress Lujza Blaha (billed as Mrs.
Lujza Soldos) performed a welcoming song while recalling the “bitter
fights” of the past, made it clear that nowadays the two nations shall
embrace one another and see only brothers.19 Symbolic gestures at the
highest level furthered reconciliation efforts.  In 1877 a Hungarian delega-
tion visited Constantinople and presented Abdul Kerim Pasha with an
ornamental sword.20 The visiting Ottoman delegation reciprocated with a
gesture of its own by returning some of the items that belonged to the
Bibliotheca Corviniana and were taken after the sacking of Buda.21 Histo-
rians and the political elite rediscovered the house of Rákóczi in Tekirdağ /
Rodostó and transformed it into one of the most poignant and revered sites
of Hungarian history outside of the country’s borders.22 By the turn of the
century plays and operas celebrated Rodostó and the Ottoman-Hungarian
shared past.23

Yet, despite the celebratory notes, the ambivalence to the view of
Hungary’s Ottoman past was already visible by the mid to late 1800s and
continued to divide the ways Hungarians reconstructed and remembered
their history. In many ways this was a historiographical development that
was rooted in the kuruc versus labanc dichotomy. While it is a rather
complex issue, for now suffice it to say that the kuruc mentality was
mainly represented by its anti-Habsburg stand and was most popular
within the Protestant and gentry strata, while the labanc character with its



Zsolt Nagy32

more pro-Habsburg position and a generally-speaking anti-Turkish stance
was rather representative among the country’s Catholic nobility. On the
one hand the works of historian Sándor Takáts’ romanticized account of
the 16th and 17th century, argues Pál Fodor, openly celebrated the chivalry
and courage of both Hungarians and Turks.24 In his account — which can
be seen as an extreme version of kuruc history — the Habsburgs were
responsible for the country’s suffering, while the Turkish-Hungarian past
was idealized.25 The short-lived Hungarian Scientific Institute of Con-
stantinople [Magyar Tudományos Intézet] was to be the crowning achieve-
ment of the cultural cooperation that was rooted in a mutual and entangled
historical past. Klebelsberg, the then head of the Hungarian Historical
Society [Magyar Történelmi Társulat], argued in 1917 for the necessity of
a government-organized and funded scholarship system that would enable
young students to further their education abroad and consequently provide
for the future intellectual reserves of the country.26 This institute was the
first realization of his dreams and as director between January of 1917 and
September of 1918 he organized a number of lectures and other events to
foster cooperation among Hungarian, German, Austrian, and Turkish
scholars.27

Perhaps it is not an exaggeration to say that no historian had
greater influence on interwar Hungarian historiography — and con-
sequently on the image of Hungary’s Ottoman past in cultural diplomacy
— than Gyula Szekfű. Klebelsberg understood the significance of finding
usable episodes in the country’s history. In his letter to Szekfű he pointed
out his wish that Hungarian historians would examine and write the history
of “Turkish peril.”28 Bálint Hóman’s and Gyula Szekfű’s multi-volume
work, Magyar történet [Hungarian History] in part answered the call. In
their works the Ottoman foe was once again vilified. As Steven Béla
Vardy notes, Szekfű “blamed the Turks not only for the economic plight
and personal harassment of the population, not only for the country’s
depopulation and for the general dislocation of Hungary’s historical evolu-
tion, but also for the destruction of the Hungarian soil, for the pollution of
the Hungarian waters, and for the putrefaction of the Hungarian air.”29

Szekfű indeed did not mince words; he proclaimed that Hungary’s struggle
against the Turks was simply “unprecedented in the history of mankind.”30

The Hungarians — argued Szekfű — unlike the Romanians, Serbs, and
Bulgarians, did not shrink from their Christian duties. Consequently, con-
tinues the author, the Hungarians’ fight for the “cause of Europe” was
characterized by an unyielding attitude, constant preparedness, strong
discipline, and deadly self-sacrifice — just as Rome’s struggle against the
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barbaric hordes.31 To be sure, in his narrative of the Ottoman occupation
of Hungary, one can clearly identify the story of victimization coupled
with the notions of Hungarian exceptionalism — two of the pillars of
interwar Hungarian self-identity. Cultural diplomacy’s task was to propa-
gate these and other perceived qualities abroad.

International recognition of Hungary’s historical deeds was vital to
legitimatizing revisionist claims, and as such representation and dissemi-
nation of the legacy of the country’s Ottoman past was an essential compo-
nent of cultural diplomacy. Interestingly enough it was not necessarily the
Hungarian victories, but rather their defeats and suffering that validated
Hungarian claims of Europeanness. All publications and lectures were
designed to convince educated foreign elites of Hungary’s credentials as a
European country, moreover one whose contributions were crucial to the
development of Western civilization. The basic idea was to represent
Hungary as the architect and guardian of, and the future key to European
culture in the Carpathian Basin. Apponyi — one of the Hungarian dele-
gates at Trianon — summed up this idea in this way:

The Hungarian nation had and has a lofty world-historic mis-
sion, determined by the achievement and tendencies of a
thousand years, in the fulfillment of which it has been ob-
structed and weakened by the catastrophe of Trianon. The mis-
sion was, and still is the defence and the peaceful extension of
the higher standards of Western life, by political and military, as
well as by cultural efforts, according to the requirements of the
age.32

Julius (Gyula) Kornis — state secretary of culture and member of the
Parliament — made a similar argument on the pages of the Hungarian
Quarterly, a government sponsored English language journal. According
to his understanding it was Hungary’s “historical mission” to be the
“defender of the West,” “the bulwark against tides of Orientals,” and “to
fight the Saracens for three centuries under the sign of the Cross.”33 Kornis
and others, such as János Pelényi (Hungarian ambassador to the United
States), offered the words of historians to illustrate their point about
Hungary’s status as the “shield of Christendom.” For example, in his
speech at Columbia University, Pelényi quoted French historian Jules
Michelet: “Europe can never repay Hungary for the service she rendered
when she protected Europe against the Turks and Mongols. While Hun-
gary erected dams against the barbarian invasions, arts could live and
prosper in the West.” In the same speech he also made reference to British
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historian Thomas Babington Macaulay, who supposedly said that “had it
not been for Hungary’s valiant defense of the cross against the Crescent it
might well be that the Koran [Quran] and not the Bible would be taught in
Oxford.”34

Hungary’s role in safeguarding and promoting Western Christi-
anity was and remained a dominant argument in proving the country’s
European character.35 The Hungarian Foreign Ministry ensured that all of
Hungary’s diplomats could act as historians abroad. Among the topics that
they were trained to discuss was Hungary’s role as the true “scutum fidei”
(Shield of Trinity or Shield of Faith). According to this view Hungary’s
role as the Eastern bastion of Western Christianity against the Mongols
and Turks exemplified the Europeanness of the country.36 A memorandum
entitled “Guidelines for contact with Americans” (“Irányelvek az ameri-
kaikkal való érinkezésre”) deemed the subject of “Hungary’s historical
role as the protector of Western culture and Christianity” an “effective”
topic. The instruction cautioned would-be diplomats to make audiences
aware that “the reason Western European culture could develop in peace”
was the “five centuries long” sacrifice of the Hungarian nation.37 Paul
Hanebrink’s recent article illustrated that the Hungarian understanding of
the country’s status as a shield of Europe continued into the twentieth
century, for religious and secular leaders and intellectuals promoted the
“ideological link” between Hungary’s struggle against the Ottomans in the
past and the Communist menace of the present.38

The country’s Ottoman legacy was also employed as an explana-
tion for the issue of demographics and ethnic composition of pre-Trianon
Hungary. Prime ministers Pál Teleki and István Bethlen both made argu-
ments to audiences in Great Britain and the United States in which they
argued that a consequence of the “inconceivable hardship and misery” was
that Hungary became “depopulated and devastated.”39 However, Hun-
gary’s victimization story was not yet over, for both Teleki and Bethlen
argued that with the end of Ottoman occupation came not liberty, but yet
another conquest, this time in the hands of the Habsburgs who resettled the
depopulated parts of Hungary with foreigners. This “racial expropriation
of Hungary by the Austrian Empire” — argued Teleki — forever changed
the ethnic makeup of Hungary and led to the “modern claims of nation-
alities.”40 In this narrative of double-victimization one can find an inter-
esting historiographical adjustment. By the 1920s in certain circles —
especially those connected with the foreign representation of Hungary’s
past — the kuruc-labanc dichotomy diminished and gave way to a histori-



In Search of a Usable Past 35

cal image in which the country was a martyr-like, underappreciated, and
misunderstood nation.41

Of course, Hungarians were not the only ones claiming their
Europeanness on the bases of historical deeds in service of the continent.
Austrians, Poles, Romanians, Ukrainians, Serbs, and Croats — diplomats,
historians, and artists — all argued for their role in safeguarding and
saving the achievements of western civilization. The Croatian narrative
went even further and proclaimed a “triple victimization,” in which Hun-
garians joined the Ottomans and the Habsburgs as oppressors.42 Romani-
ans used their opportunity to illustrate their heroic deeds in the face of the
Ottoman menace and in their representation there was nobody more
faithful to Christianity (albeit Orthodoxy) than the Wallachian prince,
Constantin Brâncoveanu. The prince was memorialized in the Romanian
section of the Nationality Rooms at the University of Pittsburgh’s Cathe-
dral of Learning. As the inscription in the room’s spectacular mosaic
states: “Prince Constantin Brâncoveanu and his family laid down their
lives so that faith in God and nation may live forever in Romanian hearts.”
His sacrifice became the symbol of Romania’s devotion to Christianity and
of Romania’s loyalty to Europe.43 Yet, perhaps no nation had more
credibility as the shield of Christendom against the Ottomans as Poland
and its king, Jan Sobieski. Even foreign newspapers celebrated this
historical figure as the savior of Christendom.44 Hungarians often felt
frustrated by the West’s perceived ignorance of Hungarian deeds and
Hungarian heroes. On one occasion the Hungarian consul general in
Washington D.C., György Ghika, addressed the lack of recognition of
Hungary’s hero János Hunyadi on the pages of The New York Times
arguing that historical inaccuracies were obfuscating Hungary’s
“centuries-long struggle.”45 Yet, perhaps the most bitter examination of the
foreign image and understanding of Hungarianness came from literary
historian Sándor Eckhardt. He argued that the negative image of
Hungarians abroad originated in the contemporary West’s reaction to the
Magyars’ sacking and pillaging in ninth and tenth century Europe. He
acrimoniously proclaimed that the West only appreciated Hungarian deeds
when it was in desperate need, otherwise what he saw as Hungarian
bravery and courage tended to be only referred to in negatives, as
characteristics of a barbarian horde that was and remained a “corps
étranger a l’Europe.”46 While Eckhardt was certainly not alone in his
grievances, the general tone of the representation of the country’s
historical and cultural deeds abroad remained respectful, one might say
politely informative, for Hungarians — just as their neighboring counter-
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parts — understood that they were not alone in their campaign to win
western acceptance and support.

Even though the overriding consensus among the political elite
pointed toward a European, that is Western leaning policy, there was a
significant portion of intellectuals and politicians who thought that Hun-
gary’s past and future rested in the East. This understanding was character-
istic of the Turanist movement.47 According to its followers, Hungarians
belonged to the Orient, as they shared the common Ural-Altaic origins
with Turkish, Bulgar, Finnish, Estonian, and Mongolian people. Some
even included Koreans and Japanese in this grouping and dreamed of a
pan-Turanian conglomeration that would counter-balance Western hege-
mony. Others saw it as a way to find equilibrium vis-à-vis pan-German
and pan-Slav ideologies. Turanist Society originated in the last third of the
nineteenth century as a real scientific — linguistic — project which sought
to prove or disprove the Hungarian language’s Finno-Ugric origin. Interest
in the movement was further amplified by political and economic
motivations, as the Hungarian half of the Dual Monarchy sought to carve
out its own area of influence. The Turanist Society [Turáni Társaság],
established in 1910, aimed to bring together the various interests in order
to promote further research. Hungarian orientalist and linguist, Ármin
Vámbéry’s 1914 book, A magyarság bölcsőjénél: A magyar-török rokon-
ság kezdete és fejlődése [At the Cradle of the Hungarians: The beginning
and development of Hungarian-Turkish kinship] provided new theories
about the origins of the Hungarian language and ethno-genesis of the
Hungarian people as a whole.48 Membership in the society was a sur-
prisingly diverse mixture of politicians and intellectuals from Mihály
Károlyi through István Tisza to Pál Teleki.49 In his 1914 speech to the
general assembly of the Turanist Society, Pál Teleki argued for the need of
continued scientific and economic cooperation that would bring together
all Turan nations, but these expansions — exhorted Teleki — must be in
harmony with the foreign policy parameters put forward by the joint
Foreign Ministry of the Dual Empire.50 In 1925 the vice-president of the
society, Alajos Paikert, explained that the goal of the group was to foster a
cultural, economic, and political cooperation between the related nations.
In his speech to the assembly he emphasized that while the society
believes and adheres to the ideas of the League of Nations, in its current
form — without Germany, the United States, Russia, and the Republic of
Turkey — it does not believe in its effectiveness. Instead, proposed
Paikert, Hungary should build stronger relationships with the likes of
Turkey (who successfully overturned the Treaty of Sèvres), Japan (one of
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the strongest naval powers), China (a nation with great potential), Finland
and Estonia.51 In many ways, I would argue, the Turanist Society was
representative of the same circumstance that characterized Hungarian
foreign policy as a whole, it was seeking to break out from isolation and
create new connections. Some of their efforts materialized by creating
Finnish and Estonian cultural institutes and Hungarian cultural institutions
and representations in places like Tokyo and Tartu.

There was a schism in the ideology and in 1920 a splinter group,
the Hungarian Turanist Union [Magyarországi Turáni Szövetség], began to
advocate an anti-Western orientation and became closely connected with
right-wing and racist groups with “pipedreams” about the decline of
Western Civilization and the subsequent ascendancy of the Orient. In this
new empire, which was to be the realization of Genghis Khan’s dream,
Hungary  once again was to be a border fortress, this time in the service of
the Orient against the Occident.52 It was in this spirit that a group of
Turanists gathered at the shrine of Gül Baba on September 2, 1936 to
commemorate the liberation of Buda in their own way. In their inter-
pretation the battle was not between the two Turan brothers — Hungarians
and Turks — but between East and West. If the two great people would
have worked together, continued the argument, than there would not have
been “narrow-minded” Paris Treaties and instead there would be two
powerful empires: the Hungarians and the Ottomans standing as barriers
against injustice, anarchy, and the red flood [of Bolshevism].53

There were certain aspects of Turanism that the Hungarian
political leadership accepted, such as the Hungarian-Turkish friendship,
but for the most part the Christian Nationalist political elite refused to
deviate from its Western orientation. Klebelsberg, for example, readily
acknowledged that Hungary’s roots were in Asia. He also went as far as to
agree that some of the racial characteristics remained intact. However,
argued Klebelsberg, for millennia Hungarians had been living in the heart
of Europe. He did not question the notion that Europe showed its
“ungrateful” side to Hungary at the Trianon treaty, which to him was
clearly “unjust and brutal,” yet he disagreed with those propagating a
break with the West. Breaking relations with the West would be the
rejection of a traditional European outlook that was exemplified by St.
Stephen, King Matthias, and István Széchenyi and would have amounted
to the rejection of the very essence of Hungarianness, argued Klebelsberg.
To refuse modern reforms in the center of Europe, concluded the minister,
would be “absurd,” and the nation would vanish.54 It is safe to say that
Turanism, especially the radical ideologies presented by the Hungarian
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Turanist Union, had little impact on the country’s diplomatic and cultural
diplomatic efforts.

Nevertheless, the main reason why Hungarians were careful about
their representation of the country’s Ottoman past was geopolitics.  During
the mid-nineteenth century Hungarian-Ottoman relations were improving
significantly, not at least because of a common dislike of Russia. During
the First World War, as allies, the improvement of relations continued and
in 1923 Hungary and Turkey signed a Treaty of Friendship. During the
1926 commemoration of the 500 years anniversary of the Battle of Mohács
— which greatly weakened the Hungarian Kingdom — Horthy declared
that the “one time foe became a friend” and the “two nations bound by
common kinship” overcame their differences and replaced them with
friendship and sympathy.”55 The Hungarian ambassador’s (László Tahy)
report from Ankara testifies to the jealousy-mixed admiration the Hun-
garian political elite felt about a country that was able to revoke the Treaty
of Sevres, and gain international recognition for the new Republic of
Turkey through the Treaty of Lausanne.56

Different foreign policy aspirations however placed strain on
Turkish-Hungarian relations. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s Turkey sought to
have friendly relations with all of its neighbors and aimed to avoid
entanglements with Great Power politics. Atatürk’s principle “Peace at
Home, Peace Abroad” was based on Turkey’s strategically important geo-
political location — which was advantageous and disadvantageous at the
same time — and the need to keep an independent / neutral stance in
international relations (this is why Turkey actually had treaties of friend-
ship and pacts of non-aggression signed with the Soviet Union, Germany
and Great Britain at the same time).57 On the other hand, Hungary refused
a relationship with the Soviet Union, a country whose support was im-
mensely important to Turkey’s leaders. Even more significantly, as Hun-
gary sought to break out from its international isolation and aimed to
secure the necessary foreign support for its revisionist goals, the Bethlen
government turned toward Mussolini’s Italy. It was a move that was not
welcomed by the Turkish government.

Contemporary documents indicate that Turkey’s political elite was
deeply concerned about growing Italian political influence on the Balkans
and as such was apprehensive about the closeness of Hungarian-Italian
relations.58 Hungarians sought to alleviate the growing tension by
explaining the usefulness of Hungary’s Italian orientation to various
Turkish leaders. For example Prime Minister Bethlen, during his visit to
Turkey told his Turkish counterpart, İsmet İnönü, about the practical side
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of Italian support, such as its support to the plebiscite in Sopron, its
support for a League of Nations’ loan, and general Italian support for
Hungary on the international stage.59 In the same visit Bethlen met with
Atatürk who surprised him with the idea of a Balkan Pact. Bethlen argued
against the idea and painted the threatening picture of a pan-Slav union
(led by the Soviet Union) and positioned Hungarian revisionist aims as
way to counter such aspirations.60

This cautious approach to relations with Turkey continued under
Prime Minister Gyula Gömbös.  The new Prime Minister, accompanied by
his Foreign Minister Kálmán Kánya, visited Ankara in October 1933. The
two met with Prime Minister İsmet Pasha and Foreign Minister Tevfik
Rüştü and discussed the European political situation in their two-day
meeting. Among the issues discussed was the Four-Power Pact between
Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy that had been signed in June
1933. The Turkish hosts viewed the pact with a level of apprehension for
fears of the growing hegemony of Great Power politics vis-à-vis the
League, while the Hungarian leadership believed that such a coalition
would be beneficial as far as possible revisions of Trianon were concerned.
Balkan politics was another key theme of the meeting, for a proposed
Turkish-Romanian rapprochement was certainly against Hungarian
wishes. Hungary’s anti-Soviet stance — just as discussed during Bethlen’s
visit — once again proved to be a problematic issue, because Turkey was
looking to build and strengthen its relationship with the Soviet Union.61

Despite all its efforts, Hungarian leadership was unable to
influence Turkish foreign policy. Turkey mended its relationship with
Greece and, to the dismay of the architects of Hungarian foreign policy,
signed treaties of non-aggression, friendship, and cooperation with
Romania and Yugoslavia, culminating in the signing of the Balkan Pact in
February 1934.62 The Hungarian political elite looked at the Balkan Pact as
the definite sign of a break in the “traditional” Turkish-Hungarian
friendship. The very existence of the Balkan Pact and the subsequent
language of Turkish support of the status quo (and consequently the
support of anti-revisionism) made Hungarian politicians uneasy about
Turkey.63 Nevertheless the political leadership also realized that Hungary
could not afford to alienate its former ally and, for the remainder of the
interwar period, sought to maintain cordial relations with Turkey.

This cautious approach clearly manifested itself in the 1936
commemorative celebration of the 1686 liberation of Buda. From the
beginning the Hungarian Foreign Ministry advised that any and all
celebrations must pay due attention to the Turkish sensibilities and thus
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retained the right to check programs and speeches related to the events.64

Their restraints were justified, for the Turkish embassy sent word that its
government was growing more and more dissatisfied with tendencies to
place Hungary’s Ottoman past in the darkest light.65 I am using and have
been using the phrase “Ottoman past” not simply to differentiate between
the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey, but because this dis-
tinction — albeit not always adhered to — was seen as a very important
one to both Hungarians and Turks of the time. The Foreign Ministry, for
example, asked Endre Liber (vice-mayor of Budapest) in his radio address
celebrating the anniversary, to please refrain from using the words
“Turkish” and use instead “Ottoman,” avoid “captivity” and use “occupa-
tion,” and instead of “heathens” employ the word “Islam” when addressing
the historical issue.66

The episode involving József Damkón’s and Gyula Walde’s statue
of Pope Innocent XI — the main architect behind the 1684 creation of the
Holy League — provides a telling example of the sensibilities surrounding
this celebration (Figure 3, see p. 52). On the one hand the papal statue
suggested a clear connection between the Hungarian past and the universal
themes of Christendom. The bronze statue erected by the “grateful nation”
was commemorating the pope — “the saviour of Hungary.” The founda-
tion was honouring the great figures of the struggle against the Ottomans:
Pope Innocent XI, Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I, Jan Sobieski, and
Marcantonio Giustinian, the 107th doge of Venice. It is safe to say that at
no other time was Hungary so significant to its Western neighbours than
during its Ottoman occupation and no other major or minor Hungarian
battle was part of the Western historical memory to the degree than the
liberation of Buda was. The Hungarians understood this and when the
Turkish ambassador to Hungary complained about the anti-Turkish
rhetoric, the answer was a polite rejection of any charges and an argument
that stated that this was a celebration to signify and represent Hungary’s
historical traditions that — according to the Hungarian reply — were
steeped in the Western and Christian orientation. The ambassador’s
questions about the planned statue of Pope Innocent XI were not so easily
retorted. He argued that the fallen flag with the crescent at the foot of the
statue suggested disrespect and offered an analogy to his Hungarian host
about what his reaction would be to a statue celebrating the Ottoman
victory at Mohács with trampled Hungarian colors. Here, paying due
attention to Turkish sensibilities, a compromise was seemingly reached
whereby the dedication of the statue was not part of the official program,
but rather it was delayed a month.67
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The official ceremony did not only memorialize the recapturing of
Buda, but also offered parallels to the contemporary situation of the
country. Archduke József (Ágost) in his speech at the Hungarian Academy
of Sciences argued that just as Hungarians were able to break the Turkish
yoke so will Hungarians overcome the dark times of Trianon and the day
of commemoration should celebrate the future resurrection of Hungary.68

The Lord Mayor of Budapest, Jenő Sipőcz, in his radio speech emphasized
that with the victory at Buda Western civilization got back its eastern
bastion and just as before, once again — according to its historical
mission, continued the Lord Mayor — Budapest and Hungary served as
dam against new barbarism threatening Europe.69 Bálint Hóman, Minister
of Culture, offered similar symbolism and message in his speech focusing
on the example of the past as a model for “today’s struggle” for
“Hungarian resurrection.”70

What role did Hungary’s Ottoman past play in the country’s
cultural diplomacy? Interwar Hungary was a small and largely powerless
country with a proud past, and future dreams of grandeur. At one time
Hungary was significant to Europe as a whole. For example, when Thomas
More penned his famed spiritual work, A Dialogue of Comfort against
Tribulation, he placed his narrative in 16th century Hungary. More
explained that if Hungary was lost — “which up till now has always been
a very sure stronghold of Christendom” — it would open up an Ottoman
conquest of the rest of Christendom.71 Of course, More’s Dialogue is not
about Hungary, but the fact that he chose to set his story in Hungary, I
think, is representative of the universally recognized value of Hungary’s
struggle — as universal as far back as 16th century Europe’s fear of the
Ottoman was concerned. The decision to spotlight Hungary’s Ottoman
past in interwar cultural diplomacy was certainly not without logic. After
all, with perhaps the exception of the Hungarian Revolution of 1848-1849,
there was very little in the country’s otherwise long history that mattered
to the rest of the world. Hungarians sought to suggest — albeit indirectly
— that the West owed them for their suffering and deeds. Intellectuals,
artists, and diplomats worked together to gently remind their foreign
audiences of the victimhood, one could say martyrdom, of Hungary as the
bastion of western culture and civilization. While Christendom was
definitely a universal concept in the 16th century when More was awaiting
for his execution, the problem for the architects of cultural diplomacy was
that in the 1920s and 1930s — amidst Great Power politics concerned with
nationalism, Communism, Fascism, Nazism and so on — the concept lost
its universal significance. Hungarian musicians were able to compose
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music, painters and sculptors depicted heroic deeds, and scholars wrote
historical studies all showcasing Hungarian deeds in service of
Christendom, but cultural diplomacy only works if there is interest on the
side of the target audience. To the Western European and American
public, the main targets of Hungarian cultural diplomacy, the value of past
deeds mattered very little. One does not necessarily have to subscribe to
the realist school of international relations to see that during the interwar
years military and economic considerations decided where the Great
Powers’ interest lied.

While highlighting the country’s Ottoman past might not have
successfully influenced the international situation, it did have an impact on
the ways Hungarians understood their Ottoman past and viewed them-
selves vis-à-vis the rest of the continent. The story of Hungarian heroism
continues to be disseminated even nowadays. Six-graders still struggle to
read Géza Gárdonyi’s 1899 romantic novel Egri csillagok. Known in the
English-speaking world as Eclipse of the Crescent Moon, it tells the story
of the 1552 siege of Eger and paints an epic picture of the small Hungarian
garrison’s victory against overwhelming Ottoman forces. To be sure, Hun-
garians continue to see their heroic struggle against the Ottoman foe as
their badge of honor and validation of their European credentials, but the
Turks are no longer the enemy. On the contrary, most Hungarians have
favorable views of the Turks. The focus on the shared past is celebrated in
exhibitions and gatherings.72 In Szigetvár, the site of Hungary’s first epic
poem Szigeti veszedelem (The Peril of Sziget), there is now a memorial
park commemorating both Miklós Zrínyi and Suleiman the Magnificent.
Talking about Suleiman, I cannot help but mention that currently on Hun-
garian television one of the most successful programs is the Turkish soap
opera Muhteşem Yüzyıl (titled Szulejmán in Hungarian, Magnificent
Century in English).73 The issue of Hungary’s Ottoman past continues to
resurface even in Hungarian political discourse. Its latest manifestation is
the Jobbik program — Hungary’s ultra-right party — which calls for
closer ties with Turkey (and the East in general) and even seeks to create a
commemorative day to celebrate common ancestry of the Turanian
people.74

In this light Miklós Horthy’s gesture toward a fallen enemy might
be no more than a gesture of respect for a valiant foe. However, the story
of interwar Hungarian cultural diplomacy’s search for a useable past could
also tell us that no nation has total ownership of its own history. History
was and remains a political tool, but there has to be an understanding that
one nation’s history is always intimately linked with the history of others.
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Presenting it in a biased and ahistorical way will not bring benefits — it
actually diminishes the possibility of constructing and developing a true
understanding of a nation’s history.
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Figure 1.
Béla Ohmann’s bronze statuette signifying the liberation of Buda in

1686.
Author’s Photo.
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Figure 2.
Kálmán Zsille: Memorial of Abdurrahman Abdi Arnavut Pasha

Author’s Photo
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Figure 3.
József Damkón and Gyula Walder: Pope Innocent XI (Author’s Photo)


