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The Hungarian Image of Benjamin Franklin 

Anna Katona 

"The impact of this new American man upon Europe," commented 
Henry Bamford Parkes on Franklin, "was of the greatest importance."1 

The Philadelphia printer, son of a Boston tallow-chandler, acted as the 
agent of the Pennsylvania Assembly in London during 1757-1762 and 
resided in Paris during 1776-1785. Between 1778 and 1784 he served as 
the rebellious American colonies' minister plenipotentiary at the French 
court. Because of his prolonged stay in Europe, Franklin became a 
symbol for all ideas and ideals associated with America. "If eighteenth-
century America borrowed its theories from Europe," said Parkes, "it 
more than repaid the debt by the encouragement it offered, by its mere 
existence, to European liberalism."2 His long sojourn in London and 
Paris made Franklin the most accessible representative of the Founding 
Fathers to Europeans. Besides his political role, his invention of the 
lightning conductor, this epochal discovery in the field of electricity, 
contributed to Franklin's early fame in Europe, and brought him 
honors in all parts of the continent.3 Franklin, the scientist and poli-
tician, was soon to capture the attention of Hungarians. 

His European presence accounted for Franklin's early recognition in 
Hungary as an American patriot. Colonel Mihaly Kovats (who was to 
die in the defence of Charleston, S.C. in 1779), volunteered to serve the 
American cause in a letter to Franklin in January 1777.4 Janos Zinner 
(later a professor of philosophy and mathematics in Kassa), "prefect of 
the Imperial and Royal Academy of Buda," as he signed his letter to 
Franklin of October 26, 1778,5 asked Franklin for material for two 
books he was planning to write in Latin on the American Revolution. In 
a second letter, dated September 23, 1783,6 Zinner offered his Notitia 
Historica de Coloniis Federatis in America to the thirteen states. Since 
the Latin works have not been found, it is believed that the results of 
those researches had been incorporated in his other writings.7 His 
German Merkwiirdige Briefe und Schriften der beriihmtesten Generale 
in America [Noteworthy Letters and Writings of the Most Famous 
Generals in America] (1782),8 is a survey of the American Revolution's 



major military figures, both patriot and loyalist. It also contains a few 
Franklin letters and a short biography of the American in which he is 
described as an exceptional philosopher and statesman. Considering 
the political situation in Habsburg-dominated Hungary at the time, it is 
not surprising that Zinner cautiously refrained f rom speculating on the 
revolutionary struggle's outcome. Zinner's 1778 letter to Franklin tells 
much about political attitudes in Hungary and illustrates the sym-
pathies of her progressive-minded intellectuals. Zinner began with a 
tribute to the Habsburgs, a prudent caution lest his letter fell into the 
wrong hands. "I was born the subject of a great monarchy," he wrote, 
"and under a government whose rule is mild." But he soon revealed his 
t rue feelings about the War of Independence:" . . . I cannot tell you what 
joy I feel, when 1 hear or read of your progress in America. To speak the 
t ruth, I look upon you and all the chiefs of your new republic, as angels, 
sent by heaven to guide and comfor t the human race."Zinner confessed 
that his reason for writing his book was the desire to spread the ideas of 
the American Revolution. "To give a public manifestation of this senti-
ment, I have composed a work in Latin." Commenting on this letter in 
Franklin's Works, Jared Sparks noted the "interest taken in American 
affairs even in the remote parts of Europe."9 Because of her unfortunate 
political status at the time, Hungary was a remote country indeed in 
more than one sense of the word. 

At the same time when Hungary's political thinkers discovered 
Franklin the politician, her physicists realized his importance as a 
scientist. In 1776, the first lightning conductor was installed on the 
Royal Palace in Buda, and in his joy over the event, Lorinc Orczy, a 
rather conservative, aristocratic poet, dedicated a poem to Franklin.1 0 

If Zinner pioneered in making the versatile American known as a pro-
gressive statesman, a fellow-scholar in Buda, Pal Mako, was equally 
eager to acquaint his countrymen with Franklin's achievement in the 
field of electricity. His book on the subject appeared first in Latin, then 
in 1772 it was translated into German and finally in 1781 it also ap-
peared in Hungar ian ." In 1786, the periodical Merkur von Ungarn 
reported that another physicist, Elek Horanyi was teaching Franklin's 
theories on electricity to two young noblemen, Antal Grassalkovich and 
lgnac Almassy.12 As early as 1785-1788, Franklin's theory became an 
examination question at the College of Sarospatak, one of the country's 
most famous Protestant colleges.13 

The Jacobin conspiracy of 1794-1795 in Hungary was inspired by 
French ideological influences, but there was also an impact of American 
political thought. The writings of the conspiracy's participants reveal an 



acute awareness of the events in America, and Franklin's name is fre-
quently mentioned. Two facts are noteworthy about these references. 
First, the conspirators were aware of Franklin's prominence both as a 
scientist and as a politician. In his pamphlet Oratio ad Proceres et 
Nobiles Regni Hungariae, the conspiracy's chief figure pointed to 
Franklin, the inventor, as a man eminent in "disciplinis physicis et 
matematicis."14 At the trial of the conspirator Szecsenacz, the prosecu-
tion presented the lawyer Samuel Kohlmayer's letter, dated November 
20, 1790, as evidence. Referring to the accused, Kohlmayer cited Tur-
got's famous remark on Franklin "non quidem coelo fulmen, sed tamen 
eripuit sceptrum tyrannis."1 5 The second point about the Hungarian 
Jacobins ' Franklin image is even more important, because of its perti-
nence to Istvan Szechenyi's fascination with the American statesman, 
namely Franklin's dedication to the common good. Eighteenth-century 
Hungarian intellectuals very much appreciated Franklin's sense of pub-
lic service and respected his community-orientedness. In his funeral 
oration over the deceased Alajos Capuano, a friend and public figure, 
Ignac Martinovics cited Franklin as an example of a life's dedication to 
the common good.16 

Indeed, the main idea of Tempefdi (1793), a drama by the greatest 
poet of the age, Mihaly Csokonai Vitez, displayed a similar concern. 
"Blessed endeavor," one of the characters exclaims, "which though 
prompted by self-interest, works for the public good." Csokonai ad-
mired Franklin, one of the creators of a free republic. In a letter to 
Sandor Bessenyei, probably written in 1795, Csokonai voiced his most 
personal feelings and convictions: "An exile in my own country," wrote 
the poet after his expulsion f rom the College of Debrecen, "I am 
dragging along my days in boredom. My only happiness consists in 
finding a new world for myself, where I can build a Republic and a 
Philadelphia and — at least there, like Franklin did — eripio fulmen 
coelo sceptrumque tyrannis."1 7 

It is difficult to assess how widely Franklin was known in late 
eighteenth-century Hungary. There are a few safe guesses, though. 
Since the Hadi es mas Nevezetes Tortenetek [Military and Other Fa-
mous Stories] as well as the Bet si Magyar Kurir [Vienna Magyar 
Messenger] published obituaries on Franklin's death, it is fair to assume 
that newspaper readers were familiar with his name.18 The Sarospatak 
College examination requirement and Csokonai's comments on the 
American statesman suggest that Franklin's political activity was as 
well known among students as his scientific contribution. Recent as-
sessments rate the popularity of some of Martinovics's pamphlets rather 



high.19 The distribution of five-thousand copies within three days of 
publication was a considerable achievement. Franklin was certainly 
well-known among late eighteenth-century progressive Hungarian in-
tellectuals. He failed to reach a wider audience, however, before well in 
the nineteenth. 

II 

The first a t tempt at introducing Franklin's ideas to a wider audi-
ence — with the twin purpose of entertaining and educating — was 
made in 1816. J a n o s Kis translated excerpts f rom Franklin's writings, 
probably from a German collection, without ever mentioning Frank-
lin's name. The message was important , not the man behind the ideas! 
Kis translated a portion of Franklin 's The Way to Wealth as A szegeny 
Jakab, kinek elegendoje volt [The Poor Jacob Who Had Enough]. He 
included it among other moralizing essays in part four of his Ifjusdg 
haratja vagv Hasznosan mulattato darabok a ket nembeli ifjusdg sza-
mara [A Friend to the Young or Pieces Providing Useful Entertainment 
for Both Sexes].20 The lengthy title clearly betrayed the intention of the 
translator and was quite characteristic of the development of Franklin's 
image in Hungary. From the very beginning of the nineteenth century, 
the "Poor Richard" image prevailed and Franklin came to be regarded 
as an exemplary, virtuous personality, whose private life and principles 
might have a beneficial influence on the youth. In contrast to eighteenth-
century thought, which celebrated Franklin the statesman and the 
scientist, Janos Kis saw in Franklin the educator of the young. This 
feature was to dominate the image of the great American in Hungary. 
Slowly but effectively it pushed the image of the politician into the 
background, and later into oblivion. 

A more complete selection of Franklin's writings was published in 
1836,21 the work of an anonymous compiler and translator, identified as 
"S . J . " A twenty-two-page introduction precedes eighty-one pages of a 
rather random collection, based probably on a German compilation. 
The preface emphasized Franklin 's virtues. The extremely long title 
suggests that the translator wished to attract all segments of society: 
Franklin arany kineses ladatskaja vagy Utmutatas, mikep lehet az 
ember munkas, okos, kedves, joImagabi'rd, renyes [sic] es boldog. Mint 
az elet minden viszonyaiban szerfelett hasznos, veneknek es ifjaknak, de 
kiildnosen az elsoknek, ne/kiilozheto tanacsadot, ugy ajanlja honfitar-
sainak S. J. Kassan 1836 [Franklin's Little Treasury Chest or Guide-
lines How to Be Zealous, Wise, Kind, Healthy, Virtuous and Happy. 



S. J. Recommends it in Kassa to All his Countrymen as a Useful 
Counsellor to All Ways of Life Both to the Old and the Young, but 
Especially to the Former], The title honored the spirit of contemporary 
Hungarian popular literature and that of Poor Richard's Almanack. 
The thirty-eighth chapter, entitled: "A szegeny, oreg Richard vagy 
modok, mikep lehet meggazdagodni" [Poor Richard or Ways to get 
Rich] rendered a more complete translation of The Way to Wealth than 
Kis's, which did not include the frame-story, Father Abraham giving 
advice to a gathering of people. 

Lajos Szilagyi's partial translation of The Way to Wealth, Franklin 
az dreg Rikhard neve alatt [Franklin under the name of Old Richard], 
184 8,22 has a preface with some political implications. The translator 
was keenly aware of the need for a policy embodying compromise 
among Hungary's numerous ethnic minorities and different religions. 
He admired Franklin as the representative of a nation where ethnic 
groups lived in harmony and as a man of tolerance, and proposed to 
translate the Autobiography as well as other parts of the Almanack. 
The political overtones of the Franklin image did not disappear in 
nineteenth-century Hungary altogether. Intellectuals involved in politi-
cal activity during the Reform Age recognized Franklin's achievements 
as a progressive statesman. The Transylvanian Ferenc Szilagyi, a future 
participant in the War of Independence of 1848-49 was busily engaged 
popularizing the image of Franklin. In 1818, he published a balanced 
Franklin biography in the periodical Erdelyi Muzeum.23 It paid obei-
sance to the multiple activities of Franklin, and considered both the 
positive and negative features of his character. Another Transylvanian, 
the first Hungarian ever to write a travelogue on the U.S., Sandor 
Farkas Boloni must be mentioned as a contributor to the Hungarian 
image of Franklin, the politician, with entries in the twelve-volume 
encyclopedia Kdzhasznu Ismeretek Tdra [Encyclopedia of Useful 
Knowledge], and random but perceptive and informative remarks on 
Franklin's political activities in Utazas Eszak Amerikaban (1834) [A 
Journey in North America].24 

The climax of Franklin's impact in Hungary was Count Istvan Sze-
chenyi's fascination with the American statesman.25 The compatibility 
of the two politicians' aims, ideas and achievements accounted for 
Szechenyi's interest in Franklin. The Hungarian Jacobins had been 
aware of Franklin's commitment to the public good. The same com-
mitment attracted Szechenyi, whose father possessed a copy of Zinner's 
book, and the young Szechenyi may have gathered his first information 
about the American statesman from this work. His own library boasted 



of three books on Franklin: a three-volume Londonedi t ionofhis works, 
a two-volume London edition of his correspondence, and a French col-
lection.26 He made the following entry in his Diary about the latter: "Ein 
Buch, welches auf mein ganzes Leben den groBten EinfluB haben wird" 
[A book that will have the greatest influence on my whole life].27 The 
book to which he alluded was only recently (1824) published in Paris by 
Ch. A. Renouard: Melanges de morale, deconomie et de politique, 
ex traits des ouvrages de Benjamin Franklin et precede dune note sur sa 
vie [A Moral, Economic and Political Miscellany, Excerpts f rom the 
Works of Benjamin Franklin prefaced with a note on his life]. The title 
with its references to morals, economics and politics, explains Sze-
chenyi's interest. He was getting involved with Hungary's political and 
economic problems, and he believed that these had moral implications. 

Szechenyi admired and imitated Franklin's method of exercising 
virtues and fighting vices.28 When we ask why, we cannot overlook the 
fact that Franklin's success story was also that of Philadelphia and the 
young American Republic. Szechenyi had something similar in mind 
for himself and his beloved Hungary. Because he endeavored to serve 
his country and to play a leading public role very much like Franklin 
had, he must have been fascinated with the American's deliberate and 
conscious effort to discipline himself and to educate himself into the 
kind of person who could succeed in a public career. Two ideas f rom 
Szechenyi's epilogue to his Hitel [Credit] illustrate the compatability of 
the two politicians. First Szechenyi emphasized his hatred of extremes 
of all sorts. He tried to describe himself as a peacemaker, a unifier 
searching for a middle of the road policy, Franklin's "golden mean," if 
you like. Szechenyi's ideas were those of a practical, pragmatic, pru-
dent, and cautious politician. Nobody could have been more com-
patible with Franklin's view of the useful public figure. Said Franklin: 
"I even forbid myself, — the use of every word or expression in the 
language that imported a fixed opinion, such as certainly, undoubtedly, 
etc., and 1 adopted, instead of them, I conceive, I apprehend, or I 
imagine a thing to be so or so, — for the last fifty years no one has ever 
heard a dogmatical expression escape me."29 In his second important 
statement in the epilogue to Hitel Szechenyi tried to focus the attention 
of his countrymen on a future they might shape; he begged them to turn 
away f rom the unchangeable past. Dedicated as he was to public affairs, 
he tried to prepare people's minds in Hungary for changes by publi-
cizing the issues. Szechenyi emulated Franklin's example: "I endeav-
ored to prepare the minds of people by writing on the subject in the 
newspapers."30 They both fought for a better future by "proposing new 
institutions."31 



A comparison of the list of their respective major achievements dis-
plays amazing similarities. On Franklin's side: Fire Company, Sub-
scription Library, Orphan House, Philosophical Society, University 
and Hospital. On Szechenyi's side: the National Casino, the regulation 
of the Danube, the Chain Bridge linking Buda and Pest, and the Hun-
garian Academy of Sciences. Szechenyi's dedicated service to regenerate 
his country was an achievement similar to that of the Philadelphian 
nation-builder. Though under very different circumstances, ultimately 
both statesmen were involved in building a nation, Franklin in the 
literal sense of the word, Szechenyi indirectly but not less intensively. 
He certainly had the vision of a regenerated Hungary, and had a lion's 
share in its creation. Notwithstanding Hungary's calamity of 1849, and 
Szechenyi's personal tragedy, Hungary became a better country, and 
the Count 's contribution to its development cannot be denied. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century more accurate, detailed, 
and authentic information about Franklin came to the attention of 
Hungarian scholars, mainly from German and French sources. More 
and more original Hungarian works appeared, dealing with United 
States history, and all of them paid tribute to Franklin's statesmanship. 
The most objective and informative biography reaching Hungary was 
F.A.A. Mignet's Vie de Franklin, translated in 1874 as Franklin elete 
[Franklin's Life].32 However, this objective evaluation of the free-
thinker, cautious politician, and utilitarian businessman, seems to have 
had little or no impact on the Hungarian Franklin image. As Franklin's 
appeal reached a wider audience, his image lost its public and political 
features. The versatile real person came to be distorted into a one-
dimensional figure, an exemplary religious and virtuous idol showing 
people the safe and sure way to a successful personal life. In trying to 
assess this development, we have to consider two facts. One was the 
political situation in Hungary. In 1867, a political compromise was 
reached with the Habsburgs. Under the radically different circum-
stances created by the Ausgleich, Hungarian politicians lost interest in 
the United States as a democratic model state. As a result, the ardent 
political involvement with the young republic, so characteristic of many 
outstanding public figures in the Reform Age, like Sandor Farkas 
Boloni, Miklos Wesselenyi, Istvan Szechenyi and Lajos Kossuth, also 
declined. The other important fact to be considered was the change of 
the Franklin image in America. As the United States entered a new 
phase, Franklin, the successful businessman, overshadowed Franklin, 
the Founding Father, and he came more and more to be identified with 
Poor Richard who "made good." Also, all over Europe, Franklin came 



to be regarded as the archetype of the successful American businessman. 
The only Hungarian contribution on Franklin in the second half of 

the century with some political overtones came from Istvan Tiirr, a 
former participant in the 1848-49 War of Independence. He returned to 
his homeland on a pardon arranged by Queen Victoria. Tiirr was a free-
mason, hence his interest in Franklin. On the Budapesti Iparoskor's 
[Budapest Craftsmen's Association] request, he delivered a lecture 
about Franklin on 16 November 1880 to an audience of craftsmen. Tiirr 
recognized the special interest of his audience, and he talked about 
Franklin, the self-made man. With the number of hopeful emigrants 
f rom Hungary increasing, the image of the self-made man came more 
and more to be associated with America. In the same year, Ttirr's lecture 
was published as Franklin Benjamin elete es tanairol [On Benjamin 
Franklin's Life and Teachings].33 

The dominant tone of the approach to Franklin in the second half of 
the nineteenth century was set by Laszlo Szalay's biography, published 
in the series, Statusferfiak es szdnukok konyve[ Book of Statesmen and 
Orators] in 1850. Szalay emphasized the success-story aspect of Frank-
lin's life. He took extremely seriously the American's concern with 
being and appearing honest. Franklin had written in his Autobiog-
raphy: "In order to secure my credit and character as a tradesman, I 
took care not only to be in reality industrious and frugal, but to avoid 
the appearance to the contrary."34 Franklin, the tradesman and busi-
nessman, was to address himself to a wide audience in Hungary during 
this period. 

It is certainly significant that in 1854, its first year, Vasarnapi Ujsag 
published a translation of Franklin's "Father Abraham's Speech."35 

Vasarnapi Ujsag was a popular magazine published for an unsophisti-
cated audience. Its interest in Franklin testifies to the fact that his name 
was a household word in Hungary, and that his appeal had shifted from 
the intellectuals to a less educated public. In 1873, Vasarnapi Ujsag was 
acquired by the Franklin Tarsulat [Franklin Society], founded in the 
same year for the purpose of popularizing knowledge in Hungary. It 
could not have chosen a better symbol for such an enterprise than the 
name of the Philadelphian who had dedicated so much energy to "con-
veying instruction among the people,"and who had tried to disseminate 
knowledge through his Almanacks.36 The contributions of the Franklin 
Tarsulat during its many decades of existence were enormous. Not 
surprisingly, in 1873 Vasarnapi Ujsag published Janos Domotor 's 
"Franklin Benjamin elete" [The Life of Benjamin Franklin], a biog-
raphy stressing industry, honesty and success.37 



Another popular publication, Kis Nemzeti Muzeum, also propagated 
Franklin's image as the exemplary, successful, virtuous businessman. In 
its fourth number in 1873, it included what was described as a second 
edition of an anonymous work,"Franklin Benjamin eletees bolcsessege" 
[Benjamin Franklin's Life and Wisdom], a writing vying with the others 
in its moralizing tone.38 It is noteworthy that this piece followed another 
moralizing story in the same issue, Heinrich Zschokke's "Goldmacher-
dorf" [Goldmaking Village]. 

All these works featured much correct information, yet distorted the 
true and complex Franklin image by unduly emphasizing certain fea-
tures in the character and life of this many-sided personality. Since 
Franklin was remarkably versatile, his figure lent itself easily to dis-
tortion by eager but well-intentioned interpreters who wanted to edu-
cate the unsophisticated public. A good example of this tendency was a 
book written by a Lutheran minister, Vilmos Gyory, entitled Egy igaz 
polgar elete [The Life of a True Citizen] in 1869. The Lutheran Society re-
published it in 1927 in its series "Heroes of Christianity."39 This time, 
the title was slightly altered to Franklin Benjamin, egy igaz polgar elete. 
In the preface, Gyory claimed to have based the book on Franklin's 
Autobiography. His main point was to prove that one can be simul-
taneously honest and rich. Claiming to have followed the Autobiog-
raphy, Gyory presented Franklin as a religious person. He certainly 
disregarded some of Franklin's confessions about his religious beliefs. 
"My indiscreet disputations about religion," the American wrote at one 
point, "began to make me pointed at with horror by good people as an 
infidel atheist." Later Franklin confessed: "I soon became a thorough 
Deist."40 To describe him as a hero of Christianity was to stretch the 
truth exceedingly. 

Ill 

The twentieth century brought no dramatic change in Franklin's 
Hungarian image. Besides routine references in history and physics 
textbooks, he is still very much a writer for the young. The conclusion of 
the most recent article on Franklin in Hungary is relevant f rom this 
point of view. Katalin Halacsy ends her brief survey by saying: "That 
grandpa in his hexagonal specs can still teach the younger generation 
the way to live an honest life."41 Symbolically, the first Hungarian 
contribution on Franklin in the twentieth century came f rom an educa-
tor. On 16 May 1906 Ferenc Kemeny delivered a lecture to the Magyar 
Tanitok Egyesiilete [Hungarian Teachers' Association], titled "Frank-



lin Benjamin." The lecture was later published in Magyar Pedagogia.42 

Kemeny drew a realistic image of Franklin the pedagogue, the self-
educated man, a person concerned with universal education, including 
women. The Teachers ' Association's special interests naturally limited 
Kemeny's approach to only one aspect of the versatile Franklin. 

It was Franklin, the public figure, who got lost somewhere along the 
way. Consequently, it was refreshing to see Franklin linked with Wash-
ington in the most detailed twentieth-century analysis of his personality 
in Lajos Joob's Washington es Franklin, published in 1910.43 Being a 
free-mason, the author 's interest in Franklin was self-evident. The great 
merit of Joob's 186-page biography lay in its emphasis on the many-
sidedness of Franklin's career. The author did not curtail the Franklin 
image to any particular endeavor, though he stressed the features most 
compatible with his own attitudes. Joob 's contribution was unique in 
Hungary. 

The twentieth century has seen several editions of Franklin's works 
and some biographies published, mainly for the young. Followingalong 
line of more or less complete translations of The Way to Wealth (usually 
included in various compilations of moralizing pieces), a separate edi-
tion appeared in 1914, A gazdagodas utja amint azt a szegeny Richard, 
egy pennsylvaniai kalendariumban vilagosan megmutatja [The Way to 
Wealth as Clearly Shown by Poor Richard in a Pennsylvanian Alma-
nac].44 In his preface, M ihaly Lang, the translator, quoted several pages 
f rom the Autobiography which referred to Poor Richard's Almanack. 

In spite of the many allusions to, and occasional quotations f rom the 
Autobiography, no Hungarian translation of Franklin's work was pub-
lished before 1921. Pal Pruzsinszky produced the first Hungarian ver-
sion, Franklin Benjamin oneletrajza [Benjamin Franklin's Autobiog-
raphy], sponsored by the Franklin Society.45 The book's preface was a 
fur ther contribution to the distorted image of an exemplary, virtuous 
man. Very soon after , Odon Wildner published a second translation 
under the same title.46 Neither of these translations was complete. The 
first full translation had to wait until 1961. In Franklin Benjamin 
szamadasa eleterol [Benjamin Franklin's Account of His Life], Tibor 
Bartos produced an excellent version of this early masterpiece of 
American literature.47 The translation did not necessarily mean any 
increased interest in Franklin. It was due rather to the endeavor in the 
1960's and 1970's to compensate for the serious neglect in making 
American masterpieces accessible to Hungarian readers. A Magyar 
version of the Autobiography certainly was long overdue. 

Bartos's translation of that work marked the climax. What remains 



to be said is rather on the negative side. Early in the century, Vasarnapi 
Ujsdg dutifully tried to revive interest in Franklin with a short biog-
graphy, Franklin Benjamin elete [Benjamin Franklin's Life].48 Later, 
fictional biographies by well-known German and French novelists were 
made available in translation. In 1948, the Franklin Society published 
Franklin, egy optimista elete, translated from Andre Maurois's Frank-
lin, la vie d'un optimiste [Franklin, Life of an Optimist].49 The book was 
intended for children. Lion Feuchtwanger's Fuchse im Weinberg was 
translated three times,50 in 1948 by Ferenc Laszlo as A llanferfiak, csel-
szdvok, bohemek [Statesmen, Schemers, Bohemians], in 1953 by Gyozo 
Hatar as Rdkdk a szoloskertben[Foxes in the Vineyard], and in 1963 by 
Tibor Dery as Rokak a szdloben [Foxes in the Vineyard], The Franklin 
Society may have chosen Maurois's book because of its subject, but the 
interest in Fuchse im Weinberg was evidently prompted by Feucht-
wanger's fame rather than Franklin's. 

The original Hungarian contributions to Franklin biographies were 
intended for children, thus for a limited audience. In 1957, Endre Sos 
presented an elderly Franklin narrating his life, in Aki az egtol elra-
gadta a villamot [The Man Who Took the Lightning f rom Heaven].51 

An abridged version of the same book appeared in 1970, co-authored 
with Magda Vamos, and with a new title, Franklin vagyok Philadel-
phiabol [I am Franklin from Philadelphia].52 The book was rewritten in 
order to accommodate the series "Nagy emberek elete" [Lives of Great 
Men], 

Though Hungary dutifully celebrates all the commemorations rec-
ommended by the International Peace Council, the 1956 Franklin Year 
produced nothing of any importance. An article by Antal Matyas, 
"Franklin Benjamin kozgazdasagi nezetei" [Benjamin Franklin's Eco-
nomic Views]53 commands interest, because it attempted to establish 
Franklin among the forerunners of Marxism. His versatility may have 
lent itself to various interpretations and distortions, but it is difficult to 
see him as an early Marxist. 

In the twentieth century, Franklin's image underwent great changes 
in America. The contradictions and ambiguities in his personality were 
exposed, and explored, and consequently, a complex, sometimes con-
troversial figure emerged. What makes the present Hungarian image so 
inadequate is the lack of any honest at tempt to construct a complex 
image of a truly great historical personality. Marxists could hardly be 
expected to appreciate Franklin, the successful businessman, but 
Franklin, the participant in the American War of Independence, should 
still command their interest, even if he was not a revolutionary. The 



contradictions and paradoxes in his character lend themselves easily to 
a dialectical interpretation and his negative views on religion must 
endear him to all Marxists. Indeed, it is surprising that no Hungarian 
Marxist has taken up the challenge to present a Marxist view of Ben-
jamin Franklin. 

To sum up, in the Hungarian reception of Franklin we can discern a 
pattern of a changing image matching a changing audience. Franklin's 
extreme versatility has enabled different ages and different audiences to 
choose those aspects in his character which most closely corresponded 
with their needs. At no time has Franklin been presented to Hungarians 
in his full complexity. In the eighteenth century he attracted only mem-
bers of the intellectual elite. They respected and admired him as an 
outstanding scientist and as an exceptional public figure who devoted 
his life to the public weal. This image survived in the nineteenth century 
among some of the greatest Hungarian patriots, such as Boloni, and 
Szechenyi. But the nineteenth century also witnessed the broadening of 
Franklin's appeal on the social scale. Hand in hand with this develop-
ment came a definite change in emphasis in the evaluation of Franklin. 
The scientist and the politician were replaced by the Poor Richard 
image. His personal success story overshadowed his contribution to the 
public good. Those trying to popularize the exemplary, virtuous Frank-
lin cited The Way to Wealth rather than the entire Poor Richard's 
Almanack. This is a pity. Whereas Father Abraham's Speech cham-
pioned only the prudent and sober virtues of hard work and thrift, the 
Almanack covered much wider ground. Besides disseminating knowl-
edge and encouraging private virtues, Franklin also tried to educate 
people to be good citizens: "Nature expects Mankind whould share/ 
The Duties of the publick Care."5 4 In nineteenth century Hungary, the 
colorful, many-sided, flesh-and-blood Franklin was whittled down and 
distorted into a symbol of bourgeois virtues. No attempt was made in 
the twentieth century either to revitalize or rectify the Franklin image. 
Though Franklin would never have denied those virtues, they were only 
a part of his many-sided character. After all, he spent twenty years in 
establishing himself as a businessman, and forty in serving the public 
good. It is this combination and this proport ion which make Franklin 
an uncomfortable figure and an unlikely idol in today's Communist 
Hungary. 
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To write a brief factual account of an institution's history is not an 
insurmountable task for a trained historian. Many of them can also 
produce respectable monographs on limited topics — be these biog-
raphies of historical figures, or detailed studies on limited problems in 
history. To produce a major and complex synthesis of a nation's his-
tory, however, is quite another matter. Usually, only mature scholars 
can tackle such undertakings with a reasonable hope of success. Not 
that others have not made such attempts. But the results were usually 
feeble chronological summaries, with little or no understanding of the 
forces and major trends of the nation's history. 

If we look back in the history of Hungarian historical studies, starting 
with the emergence of "scientific" historiography in the third quarter of 
the nineteenth century, we note that only a handful of major (mostly 
multivolumed) syntheses of Hungarian historical developments have 
appeared. These were written either by such exceptionally gifted his-
torians as L. Szalay (1813-1864), M. Horvath (1809-1878), I. Acsady 
(1845-1906), H. Marczali (1856-1940), B. Homan (1885-1951) and G. 
[J.] Szekfu (1883-1955), or by a group of outstanding scholars under 
the direction of a gifted organizer, such as S. Szilagyi (1827-1899).1 The 
most exceptional among these summaries was undoubtedly Homan's 
and Szekfu's joint eight-volume (later five-volume) Magyar History 
(1928-1934),2 which is still to be surpassed in its sheer brilliance as a 
synthesis of Hungarian historical developments. 




