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Preface 

In order to carry any w~ight, a recommendatory preface to a History of H,mgari'lTI 
Lima/lire must be honest, especially when it is wrinen, as l< the casc here, by somcone 
woefully ddiciOl! in his knowledge of H ungariau Iiteratmc. B ut this handicap aho 
has au advantage: it places the composer of the preface, very probably, into the 
same category as most of the readers of the work. For this History is, 1 believe, 
oricllted less toward the expert thm toward d,e comparatist curious about tbe 
literature :md culture of this lUlomalous lingllistic island caUod Hungary within 
a Germanic, Slavic, and Latin world, an Wand that has produced, "s we all l-"T1ow, 
3 share of world-renowned scientiStS and mn<iciaus (and beautiful women) far out 
of proportion witb its popularion. \Vhat we know much less about, howevec, is 
its literature. 

Had I been asked . whcn I was in high school, what Hungarian writer I knew, 
my answer would hav~ cOllSisted of one name only: PelOn. That name would. 
however, have bccn pronounced with youtllfu l enthusiasm, undiminished by the 
fu t rllat [had to read him in tr3Dslatioll . Even second-band the thematic mixture 0 

liberty, nature,:w.d love, ill youthful , unalloyed,stirrmg langUllge that no translation 
could dim, fired the dremu of this CyrnllasilUl. R""rcading Pet6fi recently, I fowld 
that advancing years bavc not reduced my &sciD.1tion with him but have developed 
a greater SClLSitivity to the more problematic aspects ofhis life, thought, and works. 

Ilut H ungarian literature is, of course. not just Pctofi, D.Or Molnar, perhaps 
dIe most success.fnJ H ungarian writer ever , ~t leasr ill the West. I Ienee I, personally, 
welcome the oppom mity of being introdnced by the present work to the broad 
spectrum of Hungmnn jirerarure. This Hislory takes nothing for b'T3lltcd. It dOd> 
not bury the reader Lruder heaps ofleamed, esoteric referen=, bLlt >traiglltforwardly 
LeUs bim or her the essential factS .bout the wri ter's life and rimes, the thrU5t of his 
thought, the nature of his works, and does not, fortunately, gloss O\'er weaknesses 
either, for everythillg caM o r be e<j llally good. 

I cannot, faille tit com,aissatl£e de cause, a<:lcss the accuracy of tbe literary, philo­
sophical, poli tical. social, and other j udgments and selections made ill the book. 
What I can do is to state whar it brougbt to me. Samples w iU have to do. 
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