INTRODUCTION

Mor Jokai was the greatest novelist of the romantic tradition in
Hungary: even now, more than sixty years after his death, he is
one of the country's most widely read authors. His fame and
popularily transcend the boundarics of language: no other Hun-

rian writer's works have been as widely and as frequently
granslated into as many languages as Jokai's. On onc occasion,
Zola, the greatest of all naturalist writers, whose approach to
the novel was diametrically different, called Jokai ‘the Homer
of the nineteenth century’ even thongh he had read only a few
of Jokai's works, and in very inferior translations.

Varjous critics have at times attacked Jékai for his lack of
realism. But his readers were never deterred. The crities have
peen forgotten: Jokai was read and is still being read; his novels
are filmed again and again, and many of his heroes still live in
the popular imagination as unsurpassed examples of noble and
ignoble conduct.

During the cight decades of his life (1825-1904) he witnessed
snd several times actively participated in the historical process
by which 2 backward, long-oppressed Hungary finally cmbarked
on the Toad to becoming a bourgeois society, trying to cover
two hundred years of evolution in one generation. He was
twenty-three years old and just reaching his first literary success
when the Hungarian revolution flared up in 1848 under Kos-
suth’s leadership. Then came the War of Independence, which
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was deleated after a year and a half of heroie struggle. Hunga,
came to lose even her formal political existence: for cighpas
vears she remained one among many oppressed, exploited
silently suffering and nearly despairing Habsburg principalitjes
None the less, by 1867 Vienna was forced to relent. The mare
of history could not be stopped: feudalism was coming to a
end, even in Hungary, and an urban middle class was develoning
at last. The stubborn, unrelenting resistance of the Hungarjup
people to Austrian rule continued to be a threat to the Habshyg
empire, The Hungarian landed aristocracy were ready for g
compromise with the Austrians, and they had a following in tie
new middle classes who were cconomically dependent on thep
By these, the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy was establish
a piebald federation united in foreign affairs, defence .
finance, but still remaining as two sharply divided and e
antagonistic nations. Although Hungary continued in this s
colonial state until the break-up of the monarchy in 1918, the
development of Hungary, however much it still lagged behi
could none the less follow Furopean trends after 1867,
This great upsurge of the nineteenth century soon bro
Hungarian literature in line with the Romantics of Wes
Europe. The long period of political oppression and the retard od
social development of the country prolonged our Romantic a:
before 1848, romanticism had offered inspiration, from 1849
1867, it brought comfort and from 1867 to the turn of the
century it formulated the ideals of the new middle classes. A ter
all, in any country where a middle class is in the process
establishing itself, the purpose of the arts is not realistic so
eriticism, but the romanticising of middle-class virtues, Ror an-
ticism was the literary equivalent and often the cxpression
liberalism in politics. It was this which made the great English
and French romantic poets and novelists so popular in Hungary,
Walter Scott, Byron, Dickens, Victor Hugo and Dumas pére
were the favourite reading of a public that had been growing
from a thin crost into a vast class. They served as models to a.
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_ . erowing Hungarian romantic literature. and they va.m:c S0
1y absorbed into Hungarian popular C}nlturc tha.t Wulter
dﬁp,_' Dickens and Victor Hugo have remained to this day at
!head of lending-statistics in ]Ehran’cs._ B
By the time the young Jokai. studymg-!aw. painting and
. rature simultaneously, appeared on the literary scene of the
hw(;"c ihere was already a Hungarian literature, mainly poetry,
:3: a]:o novels betraying the influence of ?ir_\\'aitcr Scott and
ic drama modelled on Victor Hugo. Jékai !1a_d learnt much
from his predecessors, and_even more I:rom t13e1r‘ models, but
'hi,j limitless imagination, \':sua! perception, gripping narra‘alm
technique and his unusuvally wide and m_al‘my-mded intellectual
iterests soon showed his to be a truly otrx_gn‘tal.t'c.ilent_. '
mﬁjs family belonged to the lesser nobility, living in middle-
cmsscircum-stances (his father was an advm;ate, to'o) and lie hfld
shsorbed at home a liberal, democratic spn:il which made him
join the revolution, and remain its champion to thc end. He
wus an sctive revolutionary in 1848, and was in hiding, under
un official death sentence, after 1849. Later he became an
influential journalist and in the years of th_e Compromise, a
member of parliament. After the Corrfpromlse of 1867 he be-
lieved, like many others, that the country’s progress could proceed
from where it had been interrupted in 1849. r‘!sl he grew older,
he became more and more aware of the reaimes:. that feudal
abuses had survived, and that the peo_plc were miserable and
helpless under a surface gloss of national 'mdgpendencc and
middle-class progress. Disillusion came slowly: it was h.ard I'qr
him to admit disappointment, But a critical tone crept into his
novels again and again, though paralleled by an even greater
romantic enthusiasm for escaping reality. His stories were be-
coming more far-fetched and more critical at the same tu}m.
In his old age, he began to formulate hopes of. a Ulopxan
socialism, though socialism remained incomprehensible, bas1‘cal-
ly, to his fundamentally liberal mind, just as the soul’s bitter
despair was ever unknown to his Olympian good humour,
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By the prime of his life, he had achieved unparalleled gg
temporary fame in his country, and his renown had b
through the continent. Jékai's novels and tales are alyy
delightiul reading: they express man’s finest aspirations, and |
unforgettable characters—even if they are dramatic exagge
ations or psychologically one-sided—symbolize the basic pg
terns of human behaviour, while his heroes represent all g
magnificent qualities which self-respecting men seek to achiey
Such an ideal, gniding example, such an envied and emulate
model is Ivdn Berend, the hero of The Dark Diamonds. ]

Of J6kai’s life-work, which exceeds a hundred bound volume
the best originated in the years after 1867, but before his disj]
lusion had set in during the middle 1870’s. In these vears,
wrote hardly any historical romances: the memory of 1848, th;
ever present recent past excited his imagination. He who couly
conjure up such splendid warrior heroes now created the proto.
type middle-class hero, sorely needed by the Hungary of the d
Ivdn Berend of The Dark Diamonds (written in 1870) was |
most perfect embodiment of the bourgeois ideal. His past wa
exemplary: he had been a cavalry officer in the revolutionary
forees. In the present-time of the novel, he managed his medium.
sized capital assets with faultless wisdom; as a natural scientist
he was brilliant and respected; expert in the tricks of the Stogl
Exchange, but at the same time, able to hold his own with
aristocracy: a reckless duellist, a heroic gambler, and it woulg
be difficult to imagine a more successful lover. Could there be
a man who would not wish to be like him? '

And the story of this outstanding career, the political, econon

a romantic, yet scientific, vision of man’s relationship with the
earth—not the soil, but the geology of the earth’s crust. A crisis
of nature and a brief phase of Hungary's history in the
oppressed vears preceding 1867 come together in the in
plot. The conclusion brings the reader to a Utopian soci

X

e the class-war ends in the love-match hcm_'een the sur-
.+ humane capitalist and a girl from his mine, who had
._cnlously retained her purity in the midst of physical dirt
moral corruption. "
hero and many of the incidents were closely m(?dellc(! on
ontemporary men and cvents, and Hungarian critics
argued much about whose character was most closely
pave ayed in Ivdn Berend, and which contemporary scandals
‘I'-eﬂrctad in the plot. But for the reader, this has lopg since
me unimportant; it no Jonger matters much, even in Hun-
and even less abroad. The work has outstppped by far
he s'.ourcc-s of the story and its romance has thrilled each new
; eration. The protagonists are known to thousands of readers,
and loved like personal friends; and Ivdn Berend remains for
an object for envy among men and among women, an

object for daydreams.
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