ZSIGMOND MORICZ

(1879 1042)

“Small netions talk mther definntly about their great men.
They know that the world really hag no time to discover
them.” So wrote the essayist Lészl6 Németh in an article
for German readers at the time of Méricz’s death in 19427
For Hungarians, Zsigmond Mdéricz is one of the outstanding
suthors of a period rich in good writing, a man with a
profound knowledge of his country and ite problems, bath
political and social. He entered into a literary tradition
whose mnin aim was to serve the nation, a littérature
engagée, in which it was seen as the duty of the writer to
criticise and instroet rather than merely to entertain. He
continned this tradition admirably, writing for o Hungarian
public on themes concerned with the life of the country.

He lived through a period of Furopesn history that
provided him with abundant material. He grew up during
the mpid industrislization snd sudden growth of Budapest
into the brash new metropolis it had become in 1896, when
Hungarians ealebrated the first thonsand yesrs of their
oceupation of the Danube basin with great ceremony, in-
cluding the innngnration of the first underground milway
in the continent of Europe. By contrast, the mechanization
of farming and the appalling social conditions prevailing
in the countryside led to the mass emigration of sgricultumml
workers to the United States g2 woll asu rush to find work
in the new factories that ringed the eapital, whose suburbs
rapidly evolved into slums. There was considerable unrest,
and a succession of weak governments did nothing to
alleviate the problem. On the surfuce there was relative

! Lésxlé Németh, « Morics Zeigmondrol, balfoldieknek™. In: Homdlybsl
homidlyba, Budspost 1977, Vol. 11, 420.
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prosperity and security, at least for those in power, who
saw 1o reason to tackle s guestion that had lain unsolved
for generations. Then in swift succession came the First
World War, the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy, the short-lived Hu Republic and the
Communist régime of Béla Kun, and finally the Treaty of
Trianon, which reduoed the territory of Hungary to almost
its present ares and deprived her of vital mw materials.
Then followed the Horthy régime and the clamour for
revision of the Trianon frontiers, the financial crises of the
inter-war period and the rise of faseism, which led inevitably
10 the Second World War. Rarely can a profoundly sensi-
tive and critieal writer have had s mucli contemporary
material at hand. It was the unsolved and ever more acute
sovinl problem to which Mérics kept returning; nowhere in
Butope was there such 4 huge gap between the privileged
fiw and the deprived masses, the rich aristocracy and the
poor peasants (and later the urban glum-dwellers), and it
was to the ncourate portrays! of the society in which be
lived that he devoted most of his work.

Méricz was born in Tiszaceéese, s small village in north-
east Hungary and o place he recslls with affection in On
the Willow-clad Banks of the Tisza, Where I Was a Child.?
His parents, in his words, “came from two different poles”:
his fathar was an ambitious peasant, all too ready to risk
his money in enterprises that came to nothing, und his
mother came from a long line of Calvinist ministers. His
futher's side of the family was on the way up, his mother’s
on the way down. “Peasant’ is an all-embracing term; in
Hungary it refers to the agricultural population who hap-

enod not t6 be noble and therefore had no electoral rights.

me had land, others had none; some possessed flocks or
lierds, others lived as day-labourers; some were compara-
tively well-off, but the majority of them lived in poverty
and virtual serfdom. The Mérica family, which eventually
included six boys and a girl, seesawed botween relative
wealth and abject poverty. The ambitions of the father

28ece p. 285.

pushed it up in the world for the first fow years of young
Zsigmond’s life, but then he overreached himself: he in-
vested in & steam threshing-muichine which blew up befors
it could be paid for, whereupon the family was foreed to
sell up everything and drmg out s miserable existence for
some years until the father’s industry put it on its feet
n. The atmosphere of this period is well caught in
Judith and Esther,” and indeed the ups and downs of his
early life left a lasting impression on Moéricz. He wrots an
unususl sutobiography entitled 7%he Noved of My Life!
whieh covers only the first ten years of that lifs, sinee

this was really the wholo of my lifo. Al that mods me what
T became happensd during this period. More coceurred to
me up to the age of ten than during the sucoreding fifty
wours !

This is & pardonable exaggeration, bt then the book itself
is an nnorthodox mixture of family history, local tradition,
folklore and « Iyrieal evocation of childhood.

Zsigmond received a good education, as indeed did all
his brothers and sister. His father held etrong views on the
subject, and even during the worst misfortunes of the
family the education of the children was never neglected.
Zsigmond was u bright boy and went first fo the prestigious
Calvinist college in Debrecen, one of the foremost schools
in the country; he revelled in it, despite the handicap of
being s poor pupil who had to earn money by tutoring.
When the family moved to Birospatnk, home of another,
equally famous Calvinist college, he was tansferrod there,
but failed to settle down in what he felt was too cloistered
an atmosphere. He finished his schooling in yet another
Calvinist school at Kisdjezillis on the Great Plain, where
a maternal uncle wus headmaster. Here he guickly recow-
ered his spirits snd gained a reputation for scholarship.
He had access to the staff library and was able to indulge
his passion for reading, which led him to history and philos-

* See p. 31.
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ophy in ular. He also enjoved walking the flat
county and meeting people; this was something he
maintained throughout his life, and helped to develop his
sharp eye and keen ear not only for dialects but also for
the nuances of expression and behaviour that ean be seen
throughout his work.

After school he first followed his mother's advice to study
theology, and went back to Debrecen. But he soon gave
this up in favour of his father’s recommendation to stady
law “to win back all the money those sharks of lawyers
have wrung out of me."® This did not satisfy him either;
he had already decided to become a writer and after moving
to Budapest in 1900 ho gave up law for litersture, His
maternal unele helped him to obtain a post as a clerk and
indeod encoumged him considerably in his efforts. Tt was
u lonely and dismal period, relieved briefly by a retumn to
teach temporarily at Kisgjszdllis. In 1903 he was offered
& job with the new daily A= Ujsdg (The News), for which
he wrote short reports of cultursl events in the eapital and
edited the children’s column. It gave him the opportunity
1o write, but he found it difficult:

I feli the ampty, facile contortions and the saperficiality
af what 1 was writing and T simply could nob changs it. .,
I folt sompellod to write and neglected my studies for
this. .. but it wouldn't work. I wrote day and night,
pouring ont words—but | had nothing to write about.!

Then his sympathetic unele died, and he bought a revolver
to end his life, convinced that he had come to the end of
his resources: he had no gualifications as a scholar and
could not-fulfil his ambition.

This romantic gesture on the part of a young man in his
twenties may appear strange towards the end of a century
in which creative artists have often made their mark later
in life, as did T.8. Eliot and Ralph Vaoghan Williams.
But in Mdériez’s youth the legacy of the nineteenth century

* Tamis Kiess, foy dt Moricz Zeigmond, B 1078, 58,
¥ Zeigmond Mdriez, “ Jdkai: Jegyzotek a belsd fajlddiés torténetihez", In:
Tamudmdnyok I, Budapest, 1078, 430,
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was still strong, particularly in Hungary. That had been
a time when a vast host “clambered up Olympus in sehool
uniform; throughout the world the poetry of the first half
of the century was that of callow youth, almest of child

” a8 one writer put it.* Keats, Shelley, Byron and
Petéfi had shown the way, and the pressure to produce a
masterpiece early in life was intense. Méricz was not alone
in hie sense of failure; the novelist Kdlméin Mikszdth
(1847-1910) had gone through a similar black period, and
his contemporary, the poet Ady (1877-1410), always felt
that he was old becsuse he did not produce a worthwhile
volume of verse until he was in his twenty-ninth year.
Fortunately Mériez overcame his impulse. He courted =
young teacher he had met and married ber in 1905. Eugenin
Holics, or Janks as he called hor, became the model for
several of his female chamcters s well as an indomitable
critio of his work. It was not s happy marringe; they were
both demanding personalities, and Janks found it increas-
ingly difficult to accept her husband’s frequent absences
and flirtations, for what he failed to find in her he sought
in other women. They remnined together for twenty years,
but then she committed suicide, It is no surprise that one
of Méricz’s recurrent themes is conflict between man and
woman, often based on sheer lack of comprehension. And one
of his favourite chamaoters is a man who is worn down by
two women, one who iz happy and the other besutiful.
Something of this tension can be scen in such tales as It
would Make the Tower of the Big Chwrch Fall Down, The
Doctor and Geese? Méricz's second marriage to the actress
Mérin Simonyi was no more succesaful and broke up after
ten years, by which time the daughters of his first ma.n::ga
had grown up and he was able to share some of their family
life. Between 1903 and 1907 he st Jast found congenial em-
ployment. He was engaged to collect folk tales and verse
in the region he knew and loved best, his home county.
This he did systemationlly and thoroughly, tramping from

* Gyula Niyée, Petdfi [English edition), Bodspest, 1973, 64.
* Soe pp. 50, 207 and 214.
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villsge to village, visiting some fifty places in all. The
collection of folllore material in Hungary had been in
progress for over half o century, but there were still gaps
to fill. Moreaver thers was a new interest in it from the
musical side: it was in 1006 that Barték and Koddily
produced their pioneer collection of Hungsrisn folksong
settings.)’ Mérice recalls this time as ono which restored his
confidence in his future: “These four or five years spent in
travelling round these districts became my university.”
More important, he found here the material for his first
successful writing. He experienced village life in the mw, =
far ery from the idyllic village of the nineteenth-century
romattic novel or the operettas then fashionable, mnd
distant enough from his own childhood recolloctions of
Tiszacsdese, where hy was protected by the family.**

I 'wan young, snd I felt indeseribably happy thut | wae able
to walk sround this glad and shining world, But one winter
day T happenad to be sitting in s dark littls pessant house.
It was stuffy, smolly and gloory. Outside the snow sparkiad
like n fuiry-tale, while inside peopls lived like polocats in
lairs. Some young girls came over from next door and three
or four of than began 1o distate song-texis all togsther so
that 1 could hardly rsnsge to write thern down, .. All of
4 sudden the door was flung open and in rushed o young
man with 4 knife in his hand; he grasped the throst of an
old woman sitting by the stove and scresmed at her in o
wild, inhuman sareech, ‘T°ll kill you, yon ald brast, you're
oot my mother: T disown you, yon bitch. .." Everyone
froze. The mun looked ot me and, confused at the presence
of & stranger, let go of the old woman und elunk out of
the room. [ wag terribly shaken by this sosne

This was when Mdriez began to ecarry » small notebook
with him wherever he went, to record what he saw snd
heard—a conversation, an nneedote, u family svene, &

" Magyar népdalok, Budapest, 1006.
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dinlect ward—for use in lis writing. Thus oue of his short
staries is little more than s dinlogue overheard at a milway
junetion between tmins and another is the result of listoning
to fellow-travellers telking in the milway carringe. For
Méricz was n pood listener; he had the ability to mnke
others talk to him. Many photographs of him shuw him
sitting with someone, writing down their words in one of
hig meny notebooks, Here a more ext.mmaEnglnh e:@.mplp
comes to mind—that of Arnold Bennett sitting beside his
father’s bed recording the approsch of death, a scene he
nsed lster in Olayhanger. Or there i= Ronald Blythe, listen-
ing to the villagers who appear in his classic Abmﬁeitl
Miricz was able to win the vonfidenpe of his informnnts
by his approach. Walking was not only a favourite pastime,
but an invnlusble asset, In later life one of his slogans was
“It’s good to walk” (Gyalogolni jé), and it was a practical
piece of adviee, &Whhmy& rutcfrtd: _how tz::; m:ﬂhﬁ
lenders onee visited a large esto invest: he
situation of the farm-workers, They made the fatal }mﬂhka
of arriving in a carriage, whereupon the labourers :{nmodi-
ately classified them as gentry and auswered their well-
menning queries with the deference and total lack of
frankness approprinte to their betters, so that they never
discovered the truth)* This reealls the scens in Howard
Spring's Fame is the Spur, where Pen Muff mfnsas to go
home in a carringe from a socialist mesting, Mérics insisted
on walking even in his later years when he was troubled by
o bad leg. Shortly hefore his death in 1942 he visited
Transylvanis, eager to see how folk lived in the Bmﬁlr.?Iy
ragiﬂn;tothaauprheufhishmtshaimiﬂudonwalhng
or at most travelling third class or even on the back of &
lorry.™ And some of his experiences moved him wgmuﬂy
indoed. Shortly after he had made his name, in 1910, he
wag invited to tea by a Countess Teleki, who recotimtod
an appalling disaster that had just occurred in Eastern
Hungary. A big dance had been held in a barn st the

Gyl Peopls Puszia, Budapest, 1067, 225, .
:.: mﬁ’::&iy -uﬁw o azébelyek kozot.” In: Mdries
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village of Okoritd, and the doors bad been locked to prevent
intruders. The barn caught fire and 325 young men and
women from 18 villages died in it, while 99 were injured.
Méricz was so distressed that he took down the story in
his notebook as it was related, then forgetting his hostess
and his tea hurried away to write about it in one of his
mosh powerful reports.?® Thereafter he often used the theme
of fire ns something at once good and bad; one of his most
effective novels is entitled A fdldye (The Torch; 1017):
it concerng a young Calvinist minister who arrives in an
East Hungarian village full of plane to improve the lot of
his flock. He is determined to be a toreb to light the way
for them, but all he succeeds in doing is to burn himself
out wastefully, unable to achieve anything in the fuce of
the apathy and ignoranoe he encounters there. It is, inci-
dentally, an aceurate reflection of Mdricz's own state of
mind at that stage of the First Warld War.

He came to fame suddenly, a= the resull of cne short
story, Seven Pennies,'” a simple, unembellished tale of
mother and son who spend a whole afterncon trying to
discover seven pennies to buy a bar of soap. The search
is turtied into & game, and when all sttempts to find the
finul penny have failed, it is a beggar who provides it, This
would have made a dramatic end in itself, but Méricz goes
on: by now the whole exercise is proved fruitless, since it
is dark and there is no oil for the lamp. At this the mother
chokes with Jaughter and the boy has to support her; as he
does 8o, her blood drips on to his hand. The story, told
by the boy, is not autobiographieal. The evocation of
poverty is certuinly true, but Mrs, Mdriez did not die of
tuberculogiz in Zsigmond's bovhood, Judith und Esther'®
written at the same time, is much more concerned with real
events and ngein shows Mériez’s love of a sturtling ending.
He always possessed o strong sense of drama, but in these
carly stories he also demonstrated something unusual in

1« Okorit”™, Nyugat, 16 April 1910; also in Srkdlosi sarbantyi
(Tanulmdnyok 11), Budspest, 1082, 232— 40,

17 See p. 25.

15 See p. 31.
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Hungarian writers—uan ability to trest his readers as adults
who can draw their own conelusions from the evidence he
supplies. But if this beginning points to the muking of yet
another East European peasant-writer, Méricz’s subsequent
career belies it.

Having nchieved immediate recognition with Seven
Peanies and the volume that included it, hs became ab-
sorbed in writing. He produced altogether 36 novels and
novellas, some 600 short stories, s few plays, a large number
of so-called reports and literary studies and some poetry.
Of these, the novels, novellas and short stories are the most
important—and so are some of his reports which are
difficult to distinguish from the short stories. His plays can
be discounted, despite his fondness for the stage.

All hig life he struggled to write for the stags, and imieed
hi: wrote & great deal from caburel via opers librotti wnd
adaptations of his novels to musjor dramas, but he could
never produce dramatie form amd his works were sdmcm‘»
all unsaccessful or elus handly lived beyond the day of their
birth—writes his biographer Péter Nagy.™

As for his literary studies, they cover a wide range from
Greek drama, Shakespeare and Molidre to modern Hun-
garian literary problems and indicate the seope of his
reading and scholarship. The reports and short stories show
him at hiz best, and often use the same material. There is
iittle difference in style, and a lyrical note is liable to
sppear in both; mercover the voleano that smoulders in
Méricz can erupt with equal viclence in them. Thus Sullen
Horse®® has much in common with The Breath of Spring on
the Hortobdgy,™ and the directness with which he reports
the electior at Szeghalom?® is paralleled in many of his
stories.

A survey of the whole of Mériez’s work reveals first that
he wrote almost exclusively about contemporary Hungary.

1 Péter Nagy, Mdricz Zeigmond, Budapest, 1973, 91.
0 See p, 156.
i See p. 225.
=2 See p. 181,
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Trae, he wrote » vast historieal trilogy on Trunsylvania
( Evdély, 1922-35), painstakingly resesrched so that every
detail should be historically correct, and started on another
about Sindor Rézsa, s swashbuckling bandit who fought
in the 1848 revolution (Bizsa Sdudor u lovdt ugratjn; 1941,
and Rozsa Sindor dsszevonjn a szemildokét; 1942), bt these
works oontain more than a hint of contemporary social
attitudes and problems. This does not imply that he was
uninterested in the world owotside Hungary—indeed he
revenled himself as very much a child of his age in some of
his comments on the Europe he knew. And though he wrote
primarily for Hungarians, it is interesting that he financed
the translation of some of his work into German and tried
hard to interest North American publishers in his books.*

Secondly, it is clear that st some stage in his career he
st himself the task of writing abont the whole of Hungarian
gociety a# he saw it. No other writer gives such a complete
picture of it between 1800 and 1942. In the main it is n
sombre picture, based on his own observations of life in
hoth country and city, but it is tompered with compassion
for his fellow human beings—and not only the peasaunts
and slum-dwellers, There is the pccasional glint of humony,
as ean be seen in Evening by the Firs** and The Ram.™
After his first success as a short-story writer he produced
a long novel. Sdrarany (Pure Gold), originally written in
instalments in the journal Nyugat (West), was revised ex-
tensively before it appeared in book form in 1811. It con-
cerne the fate of an embitious peasant who cannot find room
for his talents to Howrish; he has plans to improve his
standard of living, obtain more Iand and grow better crops,
but he is ground down between two women, a faithful wife
und an attractive mistress, and is frustrated by the general
immobility around him. All his energy—and Méricz firmly
helieved in the iden of “primeval strenglh’'—goes to waste
and tirmlly ke commits murder. Tt is an extreme pictuve:

2 he Torch, tranalited by Emil Langyel, was pablished in New York
in 1931,
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the language is deliberately cosrse and the erotic scenes
are overplayed. Yet in the inevitable comparison with
Zola and Maupassant Méricz scores with his knowledge of
the different castes among peasants and their reactions;
moreover the tragedy arises from a gennine desire for
improvement, not from innate conservatism or hational
canses. Nevertheless this is the kind of novel that positively
invites a Stella Gibbons to go to work on it—some of the
descriptive passages and conversations would not be out
of place in Cold Comfort Farm. It is not surprising that
Frigyes Karinthy, whose parodies exposed the weaknesses
of many of his contempomries, wrote a merciless brief
parody of Pure Gold.*

Méricz moved on to small-town society in his next novel,
Az asten hito mogot (Behind God’s Buck; 1911), which
contains not o single peasant character. An elderly school-
master marries a young wife who tries desperately to find
some pleasure and excitement in the utter dullness of the
town in which she is foreed to live—ineidentally the kind of
environment from which Janks had come. She is trapped
there, and driven mad by frustration attempts to commit
suicide by jumping out of & window. But even this fails:
she merely lands with a bump in the mud. Her husband is
totally uneomprebending, nor can he understand why one
of his companions can never seem to get his name right.
“He always called me something like Bévdri, though Uye
told him often enough that my vame is P4l Veres, and
that's very different.”” And st the end of the book, un-
ashamedly inspired by Madome Bovary, but compressed
into a mere 48 hours, nothing at all hus changed. The Terch
introduces the clergy and at the same time continues the
ides of the struggling hero olready seen in Pure Gold, This
theme, the fate of & man of ideas whose reforming zeal is
quenched by the apathy around him, is often found in the
bitter novels of the nineteent h-century author Lajos Tolnai
(1837-1902), a writer Méricz much admired. It appears

" fgy_m fi 1, Budapest, 1012,
T Az isten hita magitt, Moriez Zsigmond regingel I, Budapest, 1975.
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again in ri muri (Gentlemen Having Fun; 1928), whose
herp is a progressive landowner and an eceentric; at the
height of & huge party be sets fire to his honse to provide
more light for his guests and then commits suicide. The
book is much more subtly written than its predecessors;
the aneedotes which appear frequently reveal the characters
of the merrvmakers and carry the plot forward to its
drumatic conclusion, Moreover there is 4 splendid mixture
of guiety and gloom, mud snd paradise, and the gentry
in the midst of it all are not condemned outright by the
author, as some critics try to make out. For at least until
the lnst decade of his life Méricz believed that the key to
the future prosperity of Hungary lay in the hands of the
authorities and the gentry. Gyorgy Boizddy stresses the
point that he was an objective observer of the whole of
society. Some of his friends,

who could not see the wholo of Zsigmond Mériez but only
the sidlé that pleased thiem, could not reconcile themsselves
{0 the fact that he occasionally sxpressed a good opinivn
of ‘officiuls’. . . They would like to have made him belong
to a party, in literature and publie life alike, But he did
not belong to any ‘side’; he belonged to Hungarisndom as
a whole ®

Criticism of the gentry doss appear very forcefully in
the last of hig novels en the theme of the struggling hero.
In Rokonok (Relations; 1932) the nepotism and corruption
of amall-town society overwhelm the central chamcter, who
is driven to attempt suieide. But hers he is himself a weak
and vacillating person, as grey as his opponents and rela-
tives who weave the web of corruption around him. 1t is
a bleak novel with no dramatic ecnclusion; we do not even
kunow whether the hero dies or returns to his problems.

1f the picture of these novels is sombre and serious, this
is explained in a letter Méricz wrote to his eldest daughter,
Virdg, in 1930, Recalling his early attempts at writing, he
states:

= Op. eit., 125-6.
18

I wrote and wrote, but escl of my efforts was worse than
t_ha last. I did not know what T ought to describe. Here was
lifie, and everyonn talked in the same way, in Hungarian:
how was it possible to charmetorize peopls, to diﬁémntiak;
them? And what was there in o person’s life that was
worth deseribing and hud to be desoribed?

It took e o very long time to lenrn this thoroaghly, 1t was
ve.r_;: late indeed, after the age of twenty-eight, '“:'].FE'JI I
rr:nhs:z-r.? that in reality you cun anly desoribe what causes
¥ou pain, What wounds you, And what is revenge.®

?{l:ixrl;s is c:;rtmnly true of many of the short stories, like
tmrﬁf’- thp mie‘nf @ man whose name (‘John Little’ in
: r 1on) is as insignifioant ms his life and snnoticed
;:; . or mﬂarbunmw,"‘ with its grim depiction of greed
and meaningless bratality in peasant society. And at th
end of these stories there is no suggestion hat anythi .
can or will ehange. But the letter continues: i

And_ then at -:l'w age of forty-cight 1 learnt that it was
poas_nbln tar wn%o sotething elss that was not an individuaal
affsir—something that can give delight.

This new ingredient is best seen in one of his
ushqnl boolfs, A boldog ember (The Happy Man; T‘él‘?;} H?n
:_r- ich n‘dlstant relative tells the story of his ’hnppv ’lifa
1p1;;?11*1mtf.}11!1dhcmid through early manhood before the First
thrhn K:finr to the px‘e&:nt. It is based on o real aceount, but;
e nd of the experienced author guides it. The tale is
old naturally, with a gentle humour and no tmace of
complaint or rebellion, All the hero does iz to work hard

and try not to mak i
i ake any enemies: he is g surviv
vontent with his lot, ' ; b

tlls_tnyﬂ‘l in the village. Now 1've gob eight acres of land
wre. I've brought ap five chilileen. I've given away two

= Wﬁ G
o :l;;ncz. Apdm regénye, Budapest, 1003, 34.

il 8aep. B3I
2 Virdg Mévicz, loc. eil.
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icn' ue has altered; instead of leading
g:‘m mfg:t@n;oh:h:l]ﬂk wnd bruta]l world that t!emnnds
reform, he leaves him to the disturbing realization tha.t‘
the hern’s ha is based on an absolute minimum nf
demands from life and a total lack, indeed ignorance, of
the benefits of modern civilization. The Happy Man i8 &
mixture of novel and report. The naivety of its ueqm‘ﬁ
character recalls that of the child-hero of one of Méricz's
most, populsr works, Légy jé mindhaldlig (Be Faithful unto
Death: 1821). Méricz relaxes when e writes about ahﬂclfnn
and young ndulle; he understands the problems of growi ng
up and trests them with sympathy msd gel.lﬂrﬂmﬁ—-ﬂhlar-
aeteristics not associated with much of his writing. Be Faith-
ful unto Death describes the vicissitudes of s small boy whe
arrives from s peassnt home to study ab tho:- Calvinist
College of Debreoen. Misi has been brought up in & loving.
home, and believes that the adult world is good. His faith
ia shaken by his experiences in Debrecen, but not broken,
and his chamscter is strengthened ss he endures life ‘::1
school. Certainly there is much unwhiognphn.nl mamd
hers, bt the book was not intended to bea straightforwe
achool story. Méricz was surprised at the reaction of .
publie that normally read between the lines but totally
failed to do go on this ocoasion. He later declired:
tragedy of Misi Nyilas it was certainly not. his
m nt Dibrwen that 1 was desoribing, but the uu_ngq
{ euifered during and after the Commune, .. At that time
I whst the vietim of & terrible storm. 1 experienced w kind
of natye and obildish suffering thut could only Do demon:
strated through the mysteries of & ohild's roitnd; bt then:;
the whole world acospted and ssw in it the fate of u child.

) iex Zivh ; 1076, 311,
4 4 boldog ember, Mdricz Zaigmond regényes, IV, Budapsst, .
" I..-vttsr.g! 12 December 1930 to Olgs Kardos, née Magoss, quotod

in Phrer Nagy, op. cit,, 213.
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Bo Mdricz, like many of his econtemporaries, had to write
out of himself the emotions aroused by the cataclysmic
events of 1910 and their aftermath. But he continuned the
story of his yonng hero in two other hooks, Kamaszok
(Teenagers; 1928) and Forr a bor (Wine in Ferment; 1931),
though neither of these reached the standard or popularity
of Be Faithful unto Death, The little boy in The Ram™®
demonstrates something of Mdbricz’s lightness of touch
when writing about children, but where they are victima
of eruelty his anger is uppermost, as in Jitle Orphan
Anwin

It was in Budapest, that Méricz began to study young
folk. The lad and girl in Angels of Latile Wood™ are por-
trayed with sympathy and understanding; both the girl
and her father have much in common with the hero of
The Happy Man, making the most of life and helping
neighbours in the shanty-town that did indeed exist on
the south side of Pest. Gitka, with her ready tongue and
obvious delight in chesting the tram-company, is an ex-
ample of urban youth encountered later in the orphan
heroine of Chicken®® and Lodgers™ These tales aro based
on the stories of a slum girl who entertained Mériez with
her apparent naivety and fertile imagination, and intro-
duced him te a new section of society. He oventually
adopted her, somewhat to his family’s consternation, and
she took his name.

The blurred distinction between report and story ia
evineed in many of his shorter pieces. He wrote on all
aspects of contemporary Hungarian life, and one of the
most pressing problems of the inter-war period was the
single-child family, which is the background to The Flock
and its Shepherd \" It was not poverty alone that caused
parents te have just one child, but the law of inheritance,

5 Beo p. 210.
9 Sen p. 218.
37 See p. 129,
32 Bea p. 185,
¥ Boe p. 199.
“B"’F‘ 88,
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sccording to which inherited land was divided equally

among a decensed parent’s children. So if the first child was
a boy, it was common, particularly in Protestant com-
munities, to have no more children; girls could be married
into other families. In Méricz's story the minister, like the
teacher in The Scholarship,® has no answer to the argu-
ments advanced by men who know more of life than he
does. Nor does the author: all he does is to pose the problem
and show how absurd it is to expect accoptance of a parti-
cular solution, however rational it may appear. The same
kind of situation oceurs in The Swincherd’s Filthival Shirt,**
where there is no ‘meeting of cultures’, as Mdriez puts it;
medical science and folk beliefs simply collide and the
vietim dies.

What Méricz shows throughout his work is that the
lowest strats of society are not to be regarded as stupid.
They have brains and use them, though their logic may
appear strange to the educated. 8o the old peasant in The
Scholarship, already suspicions of the young teacher when
he arrives at the school, simply regards his proposal as a
trick to take away what is his by right, He is not cencerned
that his grandson is the bright hope of the school and
deserves n good edacation; he is merely a unit of labour,
and as such must be replaced if he goes away. The teacher
cannot understand this attitude, like the patronizing gentle-
man in ICs Incomprehensible,® whose offer of help Is so
decisively rejected, or the kindly sister at the old people’s
home in Celestial Bird ™ All of them believe that they are
doing good to those less fortunate than themselves and
they eannot understand why their offers are rebuffed or
how they have offended against human dignity.

This does not imply that Mériez has s nostalgic view of
the pust or believes thst society is static. He looks to the
future and enjoys the challenge of the new, as can be seen

4 Sea p. 1561
Be0 p. TR
i Bea p. 0.
Whes p. 178,

in his sympathetic portruit of the boy in Sullen Horse® who
is determined to escape from the traditions of the Horto-
bagy. This is paralleled by hiz marvellously Iyrical account
of the arrival of spring in the same region, where the
introduetion of rive, & totally new crop, offers hope for the
future. The Breath of Spring on the Hortobdgy,'® one of
Méricz's lnst pieces of writing, is a masterpiece of descrip-
tion. It is to be compared with Sullen Horse: in the former
the author is the only human being in the scene, listening
to bird-song and observing nature in detsil, while in the
latter all is noise and human life with nature in the back-
ground. Both read like filmscripts.

Méricz wroto little about his attitude to writing, In a
radio talk of 1930 he declared that he saw himself a5 s
sentry on the wateh, “If I do say anything, J feol a sense
of respousibility—what is it that I must say to ull Hun-
garians? “7 That feeling was and is shared by most Hun-
garian writers, who believe that it is their responsihility to
point the way to a better future. He carried this sense with
him when he was invited to join the editorial bonrd of
West aftor the death of its editor-in-chicf in 1928, and he
tried hard to widen the horizons of what was already the
most influentin] liternry journsl in the country. When his
effiarts failed, he took over another journal Kelet Népe
(People of the East). in 1930, in order to write a8 he wanted
and to suggest practical ways of ensuring a better future
for the country. "Stop playing politics, just build!” was
one of his slogans, and one that he himself put into prac-
tice nt his country cottage nt Leanyfalu, north of Budapest,
though typically he employed lsbourers who were good
talkers and weuld often entertain him when he went to
supervise operntions. He also advoented cottage industries,
which seemed an intensely practica) plan to bring life to
the countryside at a time when raw materinls were in short
supply. And by this time his own ebservation of Hungarian

4 Seu p. 150,
¥ Bes p. 2245,
 Virdg Méricz, op. oit., 400,
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society, and more particularly of the situation of the peas-
ants, had been corroborated by the disturbing muass of
evidence collected by the so-called ‘village researchers’:
their statistics and photographs revealed a situation just as
grim as Mdricz had painted it in his reports and stories.
One of his last ventures was concerned with the dissemina-
tion of culture. He compiled & cheap paperback anthology
of Hungarian literature, mainly poetry, entitled Magvets
(Sower; 1940) and in a brief foreword emphasized the role
of literature in national life, indicating that he had chosen
living works that would inspire particularly the youth of
the country.

Moéricz wos 6 passionate obssrver of the human scene
and a skilful portrayer of its follies. What he saw was bleak
and sombre, and he conveyed this with dramatic intensity.
But he van be properly aceused of merely posing problems
and offering no solution; he has no redemptive or reforming
message, no glorious future to proclsim, and he rarely
probes below the surface. Yet it is precisely his capacity to
disturb the conscience of the reader that is his strength.
“A real writer,” he declared once, “can only discover,
communicate and recreate life.”*® This is what he does for
Hungarian and foreign readers alike.

George I'. Cushing

4 < Vallomds az irérél”. In: Tanulmdnyok I, Budapest, 1978, 771.
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