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The Tragedy ofMtm is the most controversial work in the long history of Hun
gari:m litennure . When it was first published in ]an.uary 1862, it. was hailed as 
a greitt achievement, but at the same ume ,t gave nse to a mullItUde of ques
tions, both lircrary :tJ1d philosophical , that have been fiercely debated ever 
Wlce. 1t is also one of the most surprising works in Hungarian: it appeared 
suddenly from the pen of an unknown author and had no obvious anteCedents 
in tht Hungarian literary tnldirion. Moreover there is no thing, apan from 
a pa5sing reference to Hunradi In Scene H , to brand it as Hungarian-a unique 
phenom~non at a rime when Mad:ich's contemporaries were agonizing ova 
,be failure of the revolution of 1848 and its repercussions OD national life and 
e,pectatioDS. How then did a H ungarian country gentleman who spent most 
01 hi, ,hon lif" at home and rarely travcl1ed outside his narive count)' come to 

write a dramatic poem that takes its place in a broad European tradition repre
senred by ~ucl1 giant figures as Milton, Goethe, Byron and Ibsen' 
Th~re is nO straightforward answer, for M:idich left no diary :md no early 

draft, of his work.. O nly one manuscript of The Tragedy of Man h"" survived, 
together with a <crap of paper indicating a running Total of lines in each scene, 
the names and number of characters and the dates between which he wrote it. 
His earlier unpublished works and correspondence provide", few dues to his 
thought, but his Iamily and narrow circle of friends had nO idea of whllt he was 
writing in the 'Lion's Den', as he called his study, between 17 Febn r.uy 1859 
and 26 v tm::h 1860. His home was .in the small village of Als6sztregova, now 
Dol"" Strebo\", Slovakia, which lies in the foothills of the Carpathians onl)' 
sixty milts due north of Budapest as the crow /lies, but light-years away from 
the capital in all other respects . The county of N 6gr:id in which it lies was 
renowned in the nineteenth century for its sleepy conservatism, decaying eS

tales and the impoverished and eccentric gentry so admirably described in the 
stories oi K:iIrrcin ~,th (1847-1910), himself a native of the area. A1s6
sztregova had been the seat of the Madkh fantily for centuries when 1mre 
~I ad;\ch was born therein 1823, the third child and eldest son ina family offive. 
H IS home, a modest nco-classical mansion set in an extensi"e park, was then 
new, built by his grandfather to replace the 'old castle' wlnch still dominated 
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the \illage. The older Luther.w and ne"l\'~r Catholic churches both contain 
;'yiad.icil memorials, for dIe same gr.mdfather Iud reconvened to Catholicism. 
Ma<bd, 's father wed in 1834, leaving his determined widow to manage tl", 
~cattered esme of some 9,500 acres and bring up her I.ttge family, which she did 
with .met ~conomy, for the est:lte was heavily in debt, but also with due regard 
[0 the soci.1 conventions of the age. The children were thus educated at home 
by a 5ucc.ession of tUtors, their mother's French companion and visiting teach_ 
er.> of art, music and dancing. The house contained a large and wide-ranging 
library of books mainly in German, but also including works in Latin, French 
:md Hungarian, both c1JSSical and contemporary. This remained a civilized 
haven fOT Imre Madach, whose h~th was always poor; he dC!\'Oted much of 
his time to reading. 

In 1837 lmre and his two younger brothers were sent to Pest to COntinUf 
thllir educ:uion there; they were accompanied by a tutor and a housekeeper 
who mammined the strict economy they bad known at home. lrote was to pur. 
sue the legal srurues then cUStomary among the country gentry. But he found 
himself in the exhiLlnting aonosphere of a city full of ideas concerning reform, 
and it was the youth who were discussing and promoting them. In a country 
",h= literature pbyed the pan of the opposition in a democratic parlWnfn;, 
ther.: were new aod outspOken ventures in writing and what was to become the 
Natiorul Theatre had just opened. Madach soon became friends with fellow
students who later became political leaders; he joined in eager debates; fe ll in 
101'c for the first time and mmed his hand to romantic lyric and drama. Three of 
his poem~ appeared in 1839 in th~ litfT3J'}' journal Homniivesz and in 1840 he 
published at his own expense. volume of 26 poems entitled Lanl'lJiragok (L,'re 

lossoms) for his rcku,'es and friends. 1be theme or this book is his hopeless 
love for Etdke L6nyay, the sister of one of bis friends, yet it is dutifully dcdicat· 
ed to his mother, wbo strongly rusapproved of the attachment, since Etelke 
W'lIS a Prorestant. The poems ilispby linle else but a talent for imitation, but 
a lener of the same year reveah a depth of feeling and m,nurity of thought un
usual in a teeo~e youth.' 

Madacb returned home in 1840 to enter the legal service of bis cow,ty while 
continumg his studies. There be was popular, though his career was interrupt
aI by visitS ro spas to seek relief from the heart and respiratory troubles that 
plagued him. He turned again to writing, this time in the form of drama. He 
wrote several plays on Hungarian historical themes, cumbersome ill strUcture 
and awkward in language, nOne of which were published or reached the stage. 
There was also a new cycle of love-poems to Lujza Danko, who died of tu W 
colosis in 1843, bUI once again these display more the results of his fam iliarity 
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"itl' the rom:llltic iwam of his age than origiIUl taL:nt. ..tuch more intnguiog is 
(:>S~\ on art which reveals his deep knowledge af Greek drama, an unusual 

: ,omphslunent in a country where classical studies arc generally resmored to 

[.Jon, and one sbared with his contemporary and I.ller mentOrJanos Aran,· . 
In Ius daily life Madach, who returned from Pest fuJI of reforming u:1l, 

j)~nunteted the frustr:ltioo.\ of the backwnd-lookmg aod cumbersome admio
;strJUOn of hIS home county and w-a, delighted to flOd ~ likf...mim.let.l friCDd 
wd Iilelon~ confidant, Pil Szontigh. Their correspondence sbeds light on 
,\1~d.....h's otherwise te>crved character There was ~ latent salinc..i srreak in 
him wbich was encour:lged by Szoncigh's iromc wit One by-product of their 
~~uon was ~ collection of epigrams on the county administrators, indud
wi-: themselves. Madich is characterized thus: 

You're alibaal now, with good CO(U1Cl.-oOnS ilnd leuning; 

Thn's wh) ) .' OU bold your liule snub no.se so rugh . 

Jwt wait. bit ulJ you'rr. [he deputy licutdUnr ot NOgr"i1d: 

Your pnncipl ... ",ill mdu.....y-.nJ you'll mil h"ld your "<»< up h~hJ 

It WAS probably Szont.lgh who introduced Madach to journalism. inspiring 
bim I " write a series of critical articles on county oHuirs for the mfluential n~ 
paper PI'Sti Hlrlap. Here he c1oaket.l his radicalism under the pseudonym 
Timcon", borro\\'ed from the French publicist Cormenin-Timon, wbose 

l'Ilrk he :JJmired. But in the county assembly he spoke openly on free trade, 
the .....fomt of the electoral 5}'~tcm and the ~balilion of dIe Jeath penalty. 
I"ml"" current in Pest but hardly app=i,ted in N6gr.id. In 18-13 ill-health 
rorccJ him to resign 1m post as depu,}' notary, whercuponhe was ..ccorded the 
rilie oj ~OUnty court Judge. He continued to write. though none of his p<JCIru. 

.!tun 'Iurio or dramas was published then. Only one pu.y, Oak rrefa Gm t 
l Joke}, IS llf ",rerest a.s revealing his perpetual struggle a.~ a radical against [he 
pc'ttinl'Ss ~nd servIlity he found around him Otllerwlsc, :u most hi. acti,;ty 
III'w~ his inJ,l!rest in dramatizing history and t!'·:t!uating Ihe role of women U1 

SOCle't... . 

In 18-1-l be mel his future wife En.seber Frater at ~ county ball. He was in the 
.J.-pth~ of Jepressmn, and she Semled l<l bim to lih him out of himself. He fell 
.ruJly in loye with her and courted her despite warning> from his friend Pal 
:tlonti;:h and th~ objections of his mothe,., who puinted out that sbe was flirra
noll.;, (If b.er r.mk 1U1d, what was more, a Prolestant too. At that time she was 
....-Vrrttten. , li\dv and passionate girl who was also highly neurotic. The mar
~;;~ I'wk pUce in 184'>, md the young couple nude their home some twenty 
mile" ~WJ)' in the village of Cses:ttve; d,eir estatc "'01> still M~dach prop"rty, 
hUI .ironicaUI pan of the disapproving mother's dov.·ry . At firs. all was h~ppj.. 

7 



ness. Although their first son died in infancy, three more children. ~ boy and 
twO girls, were born to them. But ttnsions began to develop; Erzsebet did not 
share her hlbb:md's £rugal tastes and love of leaming. She proved moody and 
e""trav~t. M.a= became wOrse when the revolution of 1848 broke out and 
Madicb became uwolved in it. In 1846 be had been elected to the post of chief 
commisslT for the COUDty, in peacetinle a sinecure. But in time of war it in
,·olved JIranging supplies for troops stationed in the county, a considerable 
task in an area of poor communications. Apart from a brief spdl in the spring of 
1848 Mad:ich. who was wholeheartedly on the side of the revolution, held d,is 
pOSt throughout the conflict, despite his poor health. His twO brothers also 
offered their services to the revolutionary government, and kept him weI! 
informed of events. Here at last the discussions and debates of earlier y~ had 
given place to action. and hopes ran high. But tragedy soon Struck, },pth na
tionally and personally. Not only did the revoltmon fail, but the Madach 
family was shattered by the death of Imre's brother P:il, a dispatch-carrier 
(whose features Madach incorporated in his paiming of 51. Sebastian in the 
Catholic churcb at Als6szrregova), and then by the murder of his sister Maria 
and her second husband at the hands of bandirs. They left a yotmg son whom 
Imre was to bring up with his own family. Then the father of his surviving 
brother'~ fiancee was hanged, me penalty for serving in the Ministry of f inance 
of the revolutionary governmellt, and his friend Pal Szomagh was semenced to 
tv.'O years m pnson. 

"The cumulative effect of these disasters was deep and lasting. In me poems he 
"Tote at this time there are several pointers towards The Tragedy ofMan. "Lifo 
is a struggle, death repose," he writes in one verse, which ends: "I may fall in 
the struggle, but never shall I make a deal wim fate. n' And in a poem 
commemorating the death of his sister he has harsh words for the ingratitude of 
the masses when individual heroes sacrifice their all for them, a theme which 
recurs in the Ailiens scene in The Tragedy of Man.' Madach himsell was next 
to suffer for his parr in the revolution lOd irs aftermath. In 1851 he gave shelter 
to Janos Rakoczy, a distant rdative who had been secretary to Kossuth and was 
under semence of death. Rak6czy carelessly gave himsell away but managed to 
escape from his pursuers, " ,hile Madich was arrested and imprisoned first in 
P07.50ny (now Bratislava) and then in Pest. The revenues from his estates were 
also confiscated. Meanwhile his wife had to fend for herself and her family; her 
mother-in-law was unhelpful, as her increasingly desperate letters to her hus
band indicate. He returned home in August 1853 to discover thaL she had been 
unfaithful to him during his iroprisonment and that his marriage 'vas virtually 
in ruins. A further problem was that his mother had decided to hand over the 
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estate to her children; this meant that Irnre Madich lOd his family moved back 
to Als6sztregov~, where his mother srilllived in the 'old castle', offering ,;nd
Jess possibilities for further family friction. His marriage finally broke down io 
1854 when a divorce was agreed. Madach retained custody of his son and 
younger daughter, while bis estranged ,,~ie went to her home ,,~th the elder 
c:hughter. TI,is settlement did nOt last, since she was unable to provide properly 
'or her daughter, and eventuaUy the children were reunited in me Madich 
home. 

Imre Madach now became increasingly wirhdrawn, dc<.·oting mOSt of his 
time to reading and writing in the 'Lion's Den'. He maintained COntact with 
a Iew local friends, notably Pal Szomagh and the two village clergymen; there 
were also fu rther f1irtatio!lS, duly recorded in '·c~"'. But his mood of despair at 
the fate of HUll gary and at bis own personal tragedy persisted. In this he was 
not alone. The wave of optimism that had preceded the revolutio.n had given 
way to general self-questioning lOd doubt, against the background of hanh 
AUStrian reprisals. How had things gone so wrong? \X'ho was responsible? 
Above all, what was the fu ture in store for the country? Other writers WCre 
seeking me answers to mese problems in a sober reconsideration of the inlm~
diare past and a cautious glance at a necessarily gloomy future. TIlls was the 
atmosphere in which Madich in his isoJ.;uion pondered the ideas that eventu
ally emerged in The Tr,'getiy ofMan. Once more there arc clues in his poetry. 
The Creallon of \VQman depicrs an E"" who "scatters blessings and curses" like 
her oounterpart in the drama.' His versification of the Biblical srory of Cain 
and Abel not only shows that he had read Byron'S Cain, but also indicates hi s 
own State of mind, for he makes "freez.ing intellect" the real murderer, and this 
is a phrase that, with variations, recurs in The Tragedy ofMan where Lucifer's 
ratioD~1ism repeatedly dashes down Adm1's romantic idealism.' Two letters in 
verse to PaJ Szontagh also berray his mood: the first, dated II August 1856, 
contains an attack on marriage, while the second, of 7 February 1857, is a ter
rible cry of despair,' on the draft of wbich he wrore, "I have re-read the poison 
poured our for Pat . Why haven't I kept it to myself? Why not? This poison is 
the truth, even if it's tragedy tOO, and human nature has never denied irselI, and 
Adam from me time of creatioo.onwards keeps appearing in different guises, yet 
basicilly he remains the same feeble worm at the side of the even feebler E'·e. " 

Such evidence as this demonstrates how Mad:ich was gradually putting his 
own tragedy into a much wider setting and trying ro draw general conclusions 
from it. His reading included epics dealing with the fate of mankind and con
temporary works on the advance in natural sciences and the philosophy behind 
them. Wor.ks on social progress, biological determinism and enrropy (fore
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shado,"'lJ1g tbe coohng-down of the sun and the degmlation of the wm'O"Sc) all 
fOlTl1ed pan of his srudies. The only clues to his reading at this time, apan from 
those found in The Tragedy of Man itself, are scraps of paper on wllleh he 
noted quoutions IIlld id=, both his own and those of others. that intrigued 
him. These cover an inUI1eJ1Se range, but how deeply he read is another matter. 
Different philosophical concepts jostl~ e:\ch other throughout his ",,'Ork, as do 
diffcnmt scientific idea.5, while the PIubnsrery scene interpretS Fourier's work 
in a way that its aumor would not have recognized. 

Before he compl=d The Tragedy of Man Madach wrote yet anomer play, 
totally different from any of his other works. A civilizator (The Civilizer) is 
a shon Aristoplunic comedy presenting a sharply =irica! view of the POSt
revolutionary political scene in Hungary. It displays a new-found dramatic 
skill based on a good knowledge of Greek comedy, and is of particular interest 
here as a demonstration of his ability to break away from Hungarian literllry 
uadiDons. Not surprisingly its theme made tt unpublishable, but it deserves 
recognJ[ion as an indication of the mood of the period and as a document of its 
age. 

Of the actual writing of The Tragedy ofMan there are no records Or remini>
cences. When it was complete, MadXh set it aside and soon began work on 
a new Biblical drona, Mous, in which the hero is on~ again confronted by the 
ungrateful masses. uter he read The Tragedy of MIIJ'I to his friend Szontigh, 
who suggested some emcndnions and urged him to send it to Janos Arany, at 
that urne the mOSt influential figure in the Hungarian literary world, for an 
expen opinion. Meanwhile Madach came OUt of his retirement to play an active 
role in politics, as if the completion of his dramatic poem had helped him to 

come to terms with I:rimself. He was e1«ted a member of the Diet. where his 
fe'<\" speeches revealed him lIS ~ thoughtful and effective oraror. While in the 
C3piul be sent The Tr~gt'dy ofMan to Arany, who glanced briefly at it, noted 
Some infelicities of language and prosody ill the first few pages:md put it aside 
in tile bclic:f that it was a poor imirru:ion of Goethe's Faust. .But in May 1861 , 
.:alter the enthusiastic reception of a speech by Mad:ich On the constinltiona.i 
position of Huoga.ry. Army was persuaded to look once again at the manu
scripl. He discovered th:n: his earlier opinion had been mistaken; his cmhusiasm 
gre'<\' until finally h~ wrote to Mad2ch offering bis help with impTOV<men&$ in 
''OC:Ibubry and \'O'Sificaticm, all with the aim of rapid publication. Madach \Va!, 

delighted: be confessed that he would have burnt his work if Army's opinion 
had been negative. So the first edition, with Arany's emendations, was pub
lished in Janu:uy 1862 (though dated 1861). and it brought imrnedia~ fame to 
Madach. Litnary honours were heaped on him, but at the same rime he was 
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5ubj=ed to severe criticism, the precursor of me contrOversies which srilI COll
unue. Some of the first critics questioned deails, which induced Mad.ich to 

corren thern for me second edinon of 1863 . This j, now 3CCepted as the stand 
:udren. 

Madach continued to wrirc. He completed his play On Moses and submitted 
it [or" prize. but it was rejected. Some of his earlier poetry was published, and 
he was assembling a coUection of it when death came on 5 October 1864. H is 
reputation therefore rests solely 00 Tbe Tragedy ofMan. 

::. 

The structure of M.d.l.ch's dramatic poero-he did nor ca.IJ it ~ drama, 
though itS concepcion is dramati~i s straightforward. Of the fifteen sceDes, 
tit.! first three are .Biblical, set in beaven, parad.ise and otl",;de p=dise respec
tivdy. Scenes ~ to 14 contain Adam's visions: tbe first four of them are rooted 
in ancient and medieval histOry, from EgYPl to Byzantium, rhen follow three 
linked scenes set in Prague wi.th a forward vision of the French Revolution. The 
last historical scent depictS conremporary London. Scenes 12 to Ii deal with 
the future and end of humankind, separated by an atttmpt to escape from earth 
111m space. The final scene reverts to the place outside paradise as Adam wokes 
from his dream. 

1be first three scenes follow a pattern fam il iar to re:\clers of Genesis and 
Paradise Lost, but with subtle variations to suit Mad:ich', purposes.. Lucifer is 
estlblished as a sarcastic cri[ic of the creation and is allowed not one but "''0 

treeS in Paradise, those of knowledge and immonality ; these, he confidently 
believes, will enable him to work on Adam and wreck the divine order. He 
tempt3 both Ad:un and Eve to eat of the first nee, but they are prevented from 
sampling the . econd and driven out of paradise. The third scenc'eI!:!l them nos
t.1lgica.lly attempting to construct a new life outside pa.radC.-e, .md Adam 
dotunds that Lucifer keep his promise to impan knowledge. He wishes to 
know the fate of mankind, as indeed does Eve. The result is a fearsome vision 0 

the physical and chemical processes governing the eanh (as known to mid
mncteemh-cmtury scienti5ts), which scares Adam, since he cannOt cope wim 
them. Luctler then sutnmons the Spirit of the Earth to protect Adam and Eve, 
but instead of the gentle youth he had known in heaven, he is ~ temfyingJy 
powerful figure in his own sphere and only partially to be known to humans. 
AJam then demands to know wby he suffers and what me meaning of suf
kring c;m be, so Lucifer puts him and Eve to sleep in order to dream the future. 
Here it is wonh noting that the action is triggered by thirst for knowledge, not 
the disobedience of P"radise Lost. And it is significant that Lucifer, weD aware 
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of the tribulations that lie ahead, allows Ad:un and Eve:l tiny ray of light called 
Hope, offering an ~e..pe from the despair which concludes each scene. 

The next fou r scenes estabhsh the pmt'rn of all Adam's \';"ions, the pursuit 
of an ideal which is shatte~. In Egypt he appears as ~ youthful despot yearn
ing for eternal fame at Whate\"Cf hwnan COSt. Faced with an individual ex""'ple 
of thal COSt-and with Eve--heis brought to realiu the vani ty of his hopes and 
determines to " 'ork for a democr:uic ideal . BUl in the home of democracy, 
Athe"", he is the bero Miloades, now misrepresented and condemn
ed to death by the fickle masses who have been roused against him by dema
gogues. Eve, as his wife, CUrses them, and he tells Lucifer to take him to some 
new place where, away from loftr ideals, he can pursue a sensual life. The scene 
changes to Rome, where he enjoys the profl igate pleasures of a young parrician 
again.l: a background of death and pestileoce. He grows dissacisfied, and when 
the apostle Peter prophesies the destruction of such a degenerate society and 
preaches a new idea l o f brotherhood, he seek, a new wo.rld of chivalrous vir
rues where woman tOo shall be exalted . He is transponed to Constantinople at 

the time of the Crusades. As Tancred, the leader of a troop of Crusaders re
turning wearily from Asia, he finds that the ideals for wbich he has fo ught have 
rumed Sour; Christians arc engaged in hair-splitti ng petty dispures and charges 
of heres" fly th ick and fast. Eve, who appeared in Rome as a prostirute, is now 
a noble woman ; despite Adam 's deep love ior her she is compelled to enter 
a convent, not of her o.wn volition bur because of her father's vmv. As at the 
end of the Athens scene, Adam desires to get a'Nay from the masses and rest, his 
ideals shattered Once again. 

I" each of these scenes he is a heroic figure who panics Lucifer's often sarcas
tic challenges. The confrontation be[Ween them is to be seen as an argument in 
Mad:icb's own m.ind between roman o.c ideals and cold logic, and to this cno he 
takes considerable libenies with historical fact. Miltiades, fo r example, was not 
executed, nor were the C rusades, the deb ..e on the nature of Christ and the 
selling of indulgences ~ontemporaneous. Madach's approach I() history is that 
of ,he good epic poet ; he would have subscribed to Arany's theory o.f 'epic 
credibility', the poet's right to adapt history for his own purposes, provided 
that the result is credible in the eyes of me reader. 

The following three scenes mark a change. Adam is DOW older. H e leads alife 
oi cODtemplaoon a, Kepler, the Astronomer Royal in Prague. But he is forced 
to di,-ide his actiyities between the real science of astronomy and the false One 
of astrology in order to please his master, rhe Emperor Rudolf, and his extrava
gant and unfaithful wife, who cannO! understand his attachment to scholar
ship. He longs to knO\\' more of the eternal laws of science which will eventu 
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aUy bring a new age to sweep away the 'worn-Out lumber' of the world he 
inluhits. H e is Youchsafed a sudden .. ision of the future: the French Revolution 
has indeed swept ~way the old world, and Adam as Danton once more faces 
the masses, who are thirsting for blood. He attempts to save the life of E"e, the 
, iner of a yo ung m srocr.u., but she is killed, to reemerge as a woman of the 
masses who has killed a conspirator and demands her reward-to spend . night 
with the gre.t Damon. As he begins to recognize, to his horror, the fClUUl"es of 
the young aristocrat's ~ister in her, another mob enters to denou),ce him, and 
he goes to the scaffold after prophesying that Robesp.ierre, his -accuser, will fol
low him within three months. H e wakes again in Prague, to reflect on his hor
rible vision and to instm ct a pupil in the limitations of sciencc--a scene superfi
cial!} reminiscent of the dialogue betWeen Mephistopheles and the srudent in 
Faust. Abstract th eory is deadening; independence of thought and freedom of 
speech arc the real goal. 

These three linked scenes are by far the most personal ones in The Tragedy 
(]J Man, indeed some cri tics b.ve been led to believe that they were written as 
pan of ~ different work. Adam, the scholar and recluse, is close to Madach's 
hean. and Eve is clearly modelled on his wife. Moreover the role of Lucifer is 
reduced almost to extinction. The vision of d,e tarnished ideals of the French 
Revoluoon and the role in it of the masses is prompted by the Hungarian 
Revolution of 1848 and its failure. Revolution in itself was nOl l"vilin Mad:ich's 
eyes; bi, political pronouncements provide evidence of his longing for a new 
revolution in Hungary ' 

Scene 11 is set in Dickensian London, where Adam and Lucifer obsen-e 
from the Tower the bustle of a large marker. TIus is the world of free competi
tion, where everything ha, its price and values have become corrupted and 
debased. Eve appears as a girl whose mOlher seeks a good marriage for her, and 
sharply rejects Adam 's advances when they first meet, for he is dressed as 
a workman; when, however, she is led to believe that he is a rich man in dis
gwsc, she welcomes him. The rich oppress the poor and even the beggars quar
rel. Adam is disillusioned once again, and demands to be led to a place where 
intellect rules, but before this happens the scene is transformed into a macabre 
dance of death round an open gw;e intO which all the characters leap. Eve 
alone is saved, the eternal woman led on by love, poetry and youth to the skies. 
Thus Mad:ich, in by far the most colourlul and kaleidoscopic scene, ends his 
historical survey oJ the progress and failure of mankind with the grim prospect 
of a whole society digging its own grave. If there are ovenones of Hoganh in 
this scene it is not surprising, since one of his caricarures hung in the house at 
Aisosztrcgova. 
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Th~ 1m three "isions mo"e away from history to the furure . The first of 
these is inspired by me work of the Ahb~ Charles Fouri~, who envisaged so
cialist communities of some twO thousand people living together in aPh:Uans
UoTy, directed by scientific knowledge. and working peacefully and nappily 
together (or the common good. Mad.3ch, however, adopts Fouri~'s fram e
work without his ~ioll- Adam and Lucifer, as visiting scientists, are introduc
ed to a world where initiative and individwlity have given pl;u:~ to total uni
funnilY, and all ,.,ho step Out of line are punished_ Among mese Adam recog
nius Pbto, Luther .and Michebngelo. Only what is deemed useful to society is 
pcnnitted, so there is no room for art and poco)'. Since human life On the earth 
has a limited future, a scientist is trying to create life, but ms experiment is sha t
tered by the Spirit of the Earth. Now Eve appears as a mother whose children 
llI"e due to be talren fl'Qm her 10 be trained according to the rules of mecommun
ity_ She protests, and Adam defend!i her, fin.tlly offeriog to marry her, but this 
IS against the scientific principles gon:ming the Ph:Uanstery: love has no place 
in tms environment. Adam and Lucifer leave this inhumane world of intellet't 
to reappear in space, flying l'2pidly away from the earth, doomed as it is ro cool 
dO\\'n. BUI this 100 is cfu.strous, since man cmnOI exist tben: in a world of 
spirits 3Jld God has forbidden it. The Spirit of the Earth recaI.Is Adam, and after 
a brief attempt '1 r~tance he demands to rerum, for life wim all its suffering IS 

better r.han 3JlJ1ihilarion. Lucif~ tries hard to dissuade him, recalling his failure. 
in prcviousincamacions, but Adam is deramin. d: 

I know th., I will fail.nd f.d .pn. 

I don'r at<- Af,<1' all, ..ho, i, the go:>! 

It is the ('nd o( "n h01l01..l.nblC' contt~Jt . 
Tho!:",l i., dem, but life <ons;,,, of strul!llie. 
The .truggle in i"elf mlJ" b. me go:>!. 

So Lucifer takes him to earth in il3 last days, when only a (ew degenerate Eski
mos Jre struggling for existence. Adam is now old and cr ippled, yet be and 
Lucifer are ~garded l1.S gods ""d implored 10 send m Ore seals and fewer 
hum:ms into the world. Adam is horrilied to recognize Eve in the wife of an 
Eskimo,3Jld asks Lucifer to release hinl from his dreams. 

The final scene finds Adam outside paradise once more, bewild~ and bro 
ken by his ,;sions of me future. Lucif~ tempts him to defy God by committing 
suicide, for this will prevem them from becoming realit}" As be prepares to do 
SO, Eve tells him th.o.rshe is to be a momer, thus frustrating bis purpose; shealso 
foresees the birth of another child wbo will bring brotherhood on earth_Now 
Adorn submits LO God in words neminiscent ()f those of Job, and Lucifer 
angrily realizes that he has lost the battle. The Lord appears in glory, and Adam 
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plies !urn with questiot15 which, bowever, remain unanswered. Eve is to be hIS 
guardian and companion. while Lucifer's icy Intellect is to act as lea\'CI1 to 

foment rebellion in him, though not for all time. The work ends wim the 
Lord's injunction to Adam to strive on (thus confinning Adam's realization in 
the space ,cene thaLlife is a struggle and the struggle itself is the goal) and to 

have faith . 

• 

NLtdich did nOI live long enough to reply to the numerous questions that 

critics railed wben The Tragedy ofMan was puhl.i.hed. Ne"crtheless there = 
twO letrers wbich offer a glimpse of the way in which his mind was working_ 
'Thr first was oddressed to Janos I:.rclelyi. who had written a lengthy critici<m in 
consecutive numbers of me shon-lived political dlli ly Magyaromag. 'O ErdeJyi 
3CCU~ed rum of pessimism, particularly io his 3CCOun[ of uropian socialism and 
in his iosistence on the declin~ of humankind. What Mruiich bad written WllS 

rather Tbe Comedy ofrbe De-vil than The Tragedy ofMan. Madacb replied: 

Your ICctlsation Juggc.c;u thaI I was tf):ing to m~ke soci.Uism an object o( scorn. 1hc 
f'undMllcnul id..of my ...hol...ork is intendc:d to be thIS: when m..bruk..,...y from 
God.Jod bqins m otCtrdying00 b.isoWDS[rcngth.hcpu.mle5 thiscounemroughJ.luc..
cession 01 the gn..... and most """"d td.... of rmnlUncl True, he biU c--orywher., md 
what causes his (:)ilure cvtT}"Whtn is" iii 'Yo'ukneiS thallurk& in the innamoft rec~s.ses of 
human D.lturC; hr i"J po",,~ess to sh;ake it off (in my humbf~ opu:rion, this would be 
mgc:dy) but, thougb in hi, despm h. boli.'''''' rh...11 hi••ffortuo for hovedr.uned h.. 
energy. his d""c!opmeot has a1w.~s contioued to go .b..w; hununiry lu. conquered 
t'Vm if tbe 5!TlJgg/ing individu,1 ho, Dot recognized this, and !he guIding lund of di.inr 
pro\,idence makes up for !.he humAn w~kntss he anno\ O\iucomc by himsell. ILlS 
thi> thuth. ·Striv.o••nd trust· of thewtl«nrTd.~.n.... l luven-ied mo11TWS. the 
separ.1tc -'Cenes or clTCllIIl$UI1CQ conJKUUvelyt in iuch a WlY that th", IoUo... each 
othc:r 11J. if frmn psychological nccwicy u br u On.e /JifrtlOlLfrpto~onist i, concem~. 
~hyb. J bave not,u=ed.d in do.i.og tbu at .II, indeod I lurso.1 merely ,,';uu to nuke 
the poiDt th2t ""hec you IC~ me of mocking socu.lism you may also accuse me of 
doing the ..m. with liberty, Christimi,,·, l ..rrung, frtttr.d.eand all tho.. ida. inNCh 
pan tim I Ita". cho,,,,, d.eliberatdy bc<ause 1 reg-;ud them to be tho main faro,.. in the 
developmenr of m>nkind. This ;. howl rcgOlTd ,ociaJjst Ida, too, ..d Wl i. " 'hl I haY. 
includc:d thorn in 0", scm •. It i. "".!h.. Ad.m fails in ..ch otto. But b. f,iI, bccanscof 
the intangible waitn..'", that aisr in his n.m", and th.t only me h..,d of God em 
m-ake up for. we idea continues to d(!Velop, it be<:omes vic"[orlOu:5 and is ennobled. In ;sjJ 
this my .aim has mnply been to resc\le my inteDtJons in your eyes; I wanted to reh;ahili· 
tate the man in me, c.cn.tinly nOllhearrist. rwould ra.mtth.newrinm;l b.d TragtJyOJ 
M.n lQ which I h.Y< Dot ,ucceeded in stnUing g""" ...d u<mf ida! th'2ll • good 
Comedy 01 the Devil", whieh I held them up to ridicule_" 
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Th~ second II!'1UT \\';15 to Karoly Stisz, many of whose criuc:U observations led 
M:.dkb to make changes in the teXt of the second edition of The Tragedy ~ 
/H,m. Suisz :lSkl:d him why he bad omitted the Reformation, which surely 
counted as an importlnt stage in the history of mankind. Madich wrote: 

1mtirdy agrtX .rim YOtl, indeed this truth occurrra to me while 1 WO» writing! bm 
I dccid..! thol in the tngcdy I could nOI nuke use of the Reformation as som<thin~th.. 
conquered, for if I h,d ",ed il I . hould Wo hlve been rompdkd to end with the ..me 
son of disillusjonIDr:nt :as in the other sunesj in oilier ...-ords it would nor haff .fuitt"d 
my purp05e. I ! 

These com mentS demODStTate the working of Madach's mind as he wrore, and 
if is interesting to note t1ut his reply to Erdelyi shows yer again his kno wledge 
of Greek tragl:dy in which the hero has an inherent. weakn~. But mmy prob
lems remain unan5wered, among them Mad:ich's negative vIew of the role of 
the masSeS (and here it is important to note that they are not to be identified 
with any particular social class), or the relationship between the three main char
aClers. Why does Lucifer's role suddenly duninish in the Prague and Paris 
scenes, and why are Eve's reincarnations so inconstant ? The confrontanons be
tween Adam and Lucifer. as alre:.dy suggested, reflect the arguments in 
M:.dich's own mind between the idealist whose faith had been severely shaken 
by the tragedies he had endured and the welJ..reaci ratiorulisr whose satirical 
and potent rC3S0ning n~'ertheless fails ro break his questing spirit. The Lord's 
instructions to Lucifer in the last scene ruggesr that the arguments are ro con
tinue, but under the watchful eye of divine providence. Eve may be seen as an 
embodiment of Madach's experience of woman as a disappointment an d an 
ideal-and It is the latter wbo £inalIy accompanies AdlUD into hisrory; here she 
has much in common with Milron's Eve at the end of Paradise Lost. She ~. also 
based on much study, for Madach had long been interested in the role of 
women. When e1eeted to the H ungarian Academy be chose as the subject of his 
inaugural lecrure (which he was too ill to deliver) 'Woman, particularly from 
the aesthetic point of view'; in it the references ranging from Lao-Tzu and 
Homer to contemporary European authors demonstrate both his bscination 
for the subject and his breadth of reading. It would be wrung to limit his por
trayal of Eve to hi. 0"'"11 experience of a dominating mother, a neurotic wife and 
srver:tl fli rtations. 

Mad,rh's insistence on the progress of humanity despite repeated failure, so 
emphatically reiterated in his letter to Erdelyi, and his inclusion in the drama of 
the tiny ray of hope-how he would have appreciated that once popular pic
ture of Hope by G. F. Watts-suggest a possible link with Hungarian tradition. 
The poet Mih:ilr Voriismarry (1800-1 855), himself troubled by the contrast 
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berweetl idealism and reality, reflecrcd on the problem in his sombre poem 
'1'hought:l in the Library' (18+4). After. catalogue of failures, he wrires: 

And )'t't. Uld yet we muSt su;\·e. 

A DeW spirit begins [0 win irs w"y. 

A new dlCcccion brC'aks through Olen"s 50UJs. 


and later: 

Wbitt is our wk in the world ?To stJUgsl~ 

AnO give nourishment to our M)ub' desires. 


This he repeatS with a nriation : 

What is. our task in the world ? To srrugslc: 
For the noblest ai.ms as our strength ~iu." 

Like his contemporary Arthur Hugh Clough, Madich believed that the 

struggle was nor in vain. 
The last scene has probably caused morc controversy than anything else in 

Tbe Tragedy of J,{"". Why, after the long succession of failures in Adam's 
dream, should there nOt be a pessimistic conclusion? Here it must be remem
bered thaI the end of the work is the beginning of history, and that Madach had 
selected his material carefully so that each scene would end in disillusion; as his 
letter to Suisz indicates, he had nor included significant events in the hi.qor)" of 
mankind that did not fit bis plan. And in Madach's own time there was ample 
",.iJencc of the progress of man ; if this wa.< less obvious in post-revolution 
Hungary, it was nevertheless clear in the rest of Europe, whid, is where 
:\1adach's reading took him; the scrapS of paper containing his thoughtS and 
aphorisms show his preoccupation with the subject. The faCl that the Lord 
leaves Adam's questions unanswered is a reason fo r him to Strive further, and 
he has been shown to possess an ever-questing spirit even at the time of his 
worst failures. Moreayer in the last scene he regains the favour of the Lord and 
is given Eve as a guide. All these are reasons for optimism. If there is an ultimate 
aim for mankind, it would appear to be brotherhood (the 'fraternity' of the 
hench Revolution). and this is foreseen by Eve when she refers to the birth of 
Christ. There is then something to strive for under the guiding hand of divine 
providence, a message consistent with the Catholic teaching tbat Madkh had 
long before assimilated, though without the meotion of redemption. 

Thus The Tragedy ofMan is very much a product of its age, a rime of doubtS 
and developments that led to re-examination of prC\~ouslr held beliefs. It re
flects one man's attempt to think through the confusion that surrounded him. 
The result is a mosaic of ideas, not a consistent philosophical scheme, gleaned 
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from a variety of recognizable sources bur fused together in his mind. Some
nroes th~ burden of the ideas is almost beyond Mad.ich·s capacity to expn?.>s 
them md bis lmaginarion Iiills to Illlttch them. \X'bL'n he tries to be dnun.nc, his 
weaknesses become only tOO evident: IUs power.; of mvention are hmired nnd 
IUs charact<'TS tend to be Stereotypes borrowed from his reading. BUl there .Ire 

moment> of beaury-Eve's brief speech ;u the end of the London scene is one 
of them-and of ~3! drama. Mad3ch is 3.1 his best in kaleidoscopic scen.:s like 
tho~ set in Consunrinople and London. 

Although M:wach describes The Tragedy of Man as a dramatic poem. he 
envisaged it as a play, with suitable stage directions. The problems of produe
ing what is in effect a ~eries of consecutive scenes without l development of the 
plot arC considerable. TI,e highly eompressed arguments are difficult crough tn 
read and, indeed, re-read, and tend to be lost ot 2 single hC:lring on the stage 
Moreover the sudden changes of scene and the inclusion of supernatural ele
ments present formidable technictl problems. NcvCJtheless The Tragl!dy of 
I(an w~ firslSUged in Budapest in 1883 and has become pan: of the permanent 
repertory of the Huog:uun theatre, allowing producers ample scope for inge
nuity. It has also becnperformed with great su= in Prague (where the 
French Rt!\'olution scene was received so enthusiastically that the Austrian aU

thorities promptly b3.lU1ed it in 1892), Vienna and the Gemu.n-speakinglands. 
Poland, Slo\,<1kia, Croatia, EstOnu wd the Soviet Union; 3 pUppet version was 
pcrfOlTlled in Paris in 1937, and itll3S also been broadcast in v:uious Europe..n 
cCl llnme. and the United States. It is on record WlIt Bccrbohm Tree had plans 
to stage The Trage,'y 0/ Man at Her Majesty'S Theatre in 1899. but nothing 
"ame of them. 

Mad.tch would have been asronished at the lasting interest evinced in the 
work he conceived in the isolation of AlsOsztregova, as wclJ as at the flood of 
bookli and articles thar offer n...w interpretatiom and comma:nrs. The bct tlut 
The Tragedy of Mlttl continues to fascinate and provoke new generations is an 
indic"rion of both irs greatness and iu relevance in 3D evel'-changing world." 

G. F. C USHING 
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