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HUNGARY:  
HURTLING TOWARDS DARKNESS
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I follow events in Hungary with concern. 
Of course I was born there, so Hungary 
has complex significance for me. When 
I first returned to Budapest after my 
third book, in 1984, I was so affected 

by the experience it changed the rest of 
my life. Not only did I begin to write about 
the country but, despite not having spoken 
the language for 28 years since leaving as 
an eight-year-old child refugee in 1956, I 
began to translate from Hungarian: first 
poems, then drama, then fiction, so it was 
not only the life in my head that changed 
but life as work. After 1984 I was no longer 
a poet-painter but a poet-translator. So it 
has gone on to this day.

The world looked very different back 
in 1984. It was essentially bipolar with 
the Western camp opposed to the Soviet 
camp and with Hungary in the latter ever 
since the war. Hungary was a proper Iron 
Curtain state. Budapest was a half-restored 
heap of magnificently romantic semi-
ruins. Doubting Thomas could poke his 
finger into any wall in Pest and assure 
himself that the battles of 1945 and 1956 
had been all too recent and too real. 

Then came Gorbachov, glasnost, 
perestroika and a period of anxious gaiety. 
How long would he last? How far could 
Hungary go? It was pretty plain by then 
that no one in Hungary actually believed in 
communism but the Party was a structure 
of some sort for many, offering an edgy, 
down-at-heel security. Russian visitors 
called Hungary Little America. It was the 
home of goulash communism, the happiest 
barrack in the Soviet camp. The country 
seemed to be full of brilliant intellectuals: 
poets, novelists, essayists, historians, 
filmmakers, dramatists and dancers – all 
talking at the same time. I got to meet most 
of the great older poets – all now dead – and 
picked up the language again feeling I had 
an alternative spiritual home. 

We spent most of 1989 there watching 
the system collapse in slow motion. The 
trouble was I knew only Budapest, not the 
provinces. We lived in the heart of the city 
and met many of the ever-more-active 
members of an underground that was 
just breaking the surface. Everyone was 
scared and dizzy. People were gingerly, if 

enthusiastically, planning a new society. 
By mid-summer it was clear that such 
plans would soon require concrete form. 
The process lurched on and by August it 
was over. There was eventually a general 
election according to a constitution 
that was the old constitution with many 
corrections. A right-of-centre conservative 
party was elected. Friends went on to 
become diplomats, ambassadors, press 
attachés, members of parliament; one 
of them even became 
president of the country. 
He was a very good, much 
admired man. Surely all 
would be well. 

Following the velvet 
revolution, the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and the 
execution of the Ceausescus 
in Romania it was time to 
see what a new European dispensation 
might look like. No one expected paradise 
but surely, with all those clever new people 
in charge, there was a decent chance of 
Hungary eventually developing into a 
civilised, constitutional, relatively affluent, 
democratic state.

Wrong. The fact that one knows many 
nice intelligent people does not mean the 
country will be modelled on them. It soon 
became clear that people were divided, 
less on ideological issues as on cultural and 
historical loyalties. That should have been 
obvious from my reading but I discounted 
the difference between the two modern 
literary movements: the ‘urbánus’ and the 
‘népies’, as a relic of the past. 

The two literary terms connote far more 
than schools of writing. They represent 
counter tendencies in Hungarian society, 
so are worth examining in a little detail. 
The word ‘urbánus’ means simply urban, 
but suggests metropolitan, internationalist, 
westward looking, liberal values. English 
doesn’t really have a direct equivalent of 
‘népies’ but the German word, ‘völkisch’ 
comes close, implying, as it does, ruralism 
and populism and, beyond that, a form of 
ethno-nationalism. Writers of the ‘népies’ 
school weren’t necessarily racists or 
nationalists but their values, themes, and 
forms of address were adapted from folk 
culture. This distinction is not specifically 
Hungarian of course. We have only to think 
of our own divide between ‘the liberal 
metropolitan elite’ and those to whom the 
right-wing press refer as ‘the people’. It 
simply bites deeper in Hungary.

It is hardly necessary to add that, in 
Central Europe, the term ‘metropolitan’ 
carried strong Jewish associations and 

indeed some of the major 
‘urbánus’ figures were 
secular non-practising Jews. 
Some people talked not of 
Budapest but Judapest.

This is not purely an 
intellectual issue. The 
first group of people to 
prosper after 1989 were 
perceived to be the owners 

of small shops, the ‘boutique owners’ or 
butikosok. They were, as people told us, 
not only newly-rich, but smart, vulgar 
and exploitative. I didn’t fully grasp the 
significance of the description at the time 
but it seems obvious now. These were 
terms commonly applied to Jews.

A little historical background is 
necessary here.

Hungary lost over two-thirds of its 
Jewish population (of around 861,000) 
in the Holocaust. Those remaining were 
overwhelmingly from Budapest, where 
the chances of survival were as high as 
50 percent. My father had survived a 
long, potentially fatal spell in labour 
brigades just behind the Russian front: my 
mother had survived two concentration 
camps, Ravensbruck and Penig, while the 
rest of her family were wiped out. The 
first Russian-backed government after 
the war, including the dictator Mátyás 
Rákosi, had a strongly Moscow-trained 
Jewish constituent. Jews, for many 

“The country 
was full of 
brilliant 
intellectuals – 
all talking at 
the same time”

Rally in Budapest on 2 April protesting legislation to 
force the Central European University to close; guns 
in front of Dohány Street synagogue, October 1956; 
meeting of Jewish leaders, Budapest, early 1950s

Antisemitism and racism are erupting in Hungary under the government of Viktor Orbán.  
How did we get there – again – asks Hungarian-born British writer George Szirtes
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Hungarians, represented money  
on the one hand and Bolshevism on  
the other. Either way Jews had far too 
much influence.

This, of course, is not uncommon 
in Europe but there are certain added 
elements in the Hungarian case. First: 
the isolation of the language and the 
consequent mixture of pride and 
vulnerability. Second: the auxiliary 
role played by Hungary in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. Third: the treatment 
of Hungary following the end of World 
War I. Losing almost three-quarters of its 
territory and more than two-thirds of its 
population through the Treaty of Trianon 
left a great deal of historical Hungary, 
and, perhaps just as importantly, much of 
the Hungary of the imagination, in newly 
hostile hands. Families were broken up by 
it. The trauma has never healed and is the 
cause of an intense resentment that can 
always be drawn on. 

The long and short of it is that Hungary 
is a brittle, isolated, wounded nation 
with a very long memory of defeat and 
humiliation at the hand of greater powers. 
Its considerable intellectual resources (a 
good proportion of it Jewish) have often 
needed to find fulfilment abroad. Wave 
after wave of emigration has accustomed it 
to a draining away of vital energies.

The sometimes dizzy, occasionally 
cautious, optimism of 1989 soon foundered 
on economic rocks. The body politic 
lacked cohesion. The country had no 
stable political culture, was vulnerable to 
corruption and fierce hatreds and, once 
Hungary joined the EU in 2004, was felt 
by some, despite enormous economic 
advantages, to be in danger of losing its 
much-threatened identity. Political parties 

were born, died, ruled and failed. The 
‘urbánus’ tradition may be said to have 
been represented by the liberal and soft 
left, the ‘népies’ by the conservative right, 
and eventually the conservative right came 
to be represented by Fidesz, a party that 
had begun as a political organisation for 
the liberal young.

It is the current prime minister, Viktor 
Orbán, who pushed it to the right and 
the party has marched ever further right 
since. Since Fidesz won the 2010 general 
election by a landslide the constitution 
has been rewritten and modified several 
times with power ever more concentrated 
in the hands of Fidesz and its 
wealthy oligarch supporters. 
The press, the media, the 
judiciary, education and civil 
institutions have, one by 
one, been taken over. Orbán 
announced a further round of 
press squeezing at the Fidesz 
annual gathering a couple of weeks ago.

There is no room here to tease out 
the various strategic and executive 
strands whereby Fidesz has attained and 
strengthened its position. The fact is that 
most other parties, apart from the even 
further right Jobbik, are in disarray and are 
very unlikely to prevent Orbán winning his 
third straight election next year.

It was Orbán who coined the 
term illiberal democracy a few 
years back, illiberal democracy 
being essentially a populist 
democracy in which the tyranny 
of the majority is ensured by the 
creation of various perceived 
threats to its very existence. There 
is nothing new about the strategy. 
Talking up the danger of 

accommodating refugees goes along with 
the continuous affirmation of a Hungary 
of the past that is united by its Christianity 
and proud independence. Much is made 
of the threat of Islam. There are currently 
about 5,500 Muslims in Hungary and 
any EU-administered refugee quota that 
increases that number is regarded as 
an invasion leading to potential loss of 
cultural, religious and civil sovereignty. 
Hence the double wire fence and the 
detention camps. Although only half 
the Muslims declare themselves Arab 
by ethnicity, none of the others can be 
regarded as properly Hungarian. 

That is also the case with 
two other groups, though less 
conspicuously so. Those are the 
Roma, to whom Orbán once 
referred as a non-national 
burden that might be passed 
on to other countries in the 
region, and of course, the Jews.

The affaire Soros is a clear example. 
George Soros is the son of a Jewish 
Hungarian lawyer who wrote his wartime 
memoirs of hiding out under Nazi 
occupation in Esperanto. He left Hungary 
after the revolution of 1956 and lived in 
New York. Young Soros worked at various 
jobs before he entered the world of finance 
and became a wildly successful investor 

and speculator. 
At a certain point in his fortunes 

he decided to turn to philanthropy 
in order to promote his vision 
of a world-wide free market, a 
socially and politically liberal 
pattern of society, and free 
movement of people and labour. 
He was particularly active in 

his native Hungary 

by offering American scholarships and 
fellowships, and supporting liberal 
and social democratic groups under 
communism. He established Open Society 
Foundations in 37 countries in the mid-
80s and was a factor in the undermining 
of Iron Curtain communism. After its fall 
he financed various NGOs to support civil 
liberties and, as his crowning achievement, 
sponsored the founding of the Central 
European University in Budapest, in 1991. 

The Hungarian government regards the 
CEU as Soros’ university, producing highly 
qualified people imbued with Soros’ values 
– and a form of opposition it has tried to 
strangle ever since its election in 2010.

Soros is, of course, Jewish. Being a 
liberal is one problem, being extremely 
wealthy and socially active is another, living 
overseas is yet another and being Jewish 
is the hidden fourth. The government 
will declare that that is irrelevant to their 
loathing of him but the terms in which they 
have portrayed and pursued him are full of 
classic antisemitic tropes. 

It is not only the university that Orbán 
wants to close down, it is the NGOs too, 
or at least to squeeze their finances so 
hard that they have to close down. That 
has been his method of dealing with 
any serious independent organisation, 
including TV, radio, press and indeed 
every branch of civil activity.

Orbán’s policy of illiberalism requires 
that Jews subsume their identity in that 
of Hungary itself. They must prove they 

are Hungarians first and foremost. They 
must not claim to have been special victims 
of the Hungarian Holocaust. Hungary, 
the policy claims, never persecuted and 
willingly transported Jews to their deaths. 
Not as such. The victims of the war were 
all just a bunch of Hungarians dealt a bad 
hand by those foul outsiders, the Germans. 
Hungarians were the good guys. Jews can 
practise their religion all they like but, in 
public, they must follow the party line on 
the war. People don’t forget they are Jews 
of course and antisemitism can be covertly 
celebrated. Nothing specific needs to be 
said. Everyone will know who is being 
talked about.

The demonisation of Soros reached 
saturation pitch just a couple of months 
ago, with his face displayed on large 
posters over every possible available 
surface with the legend: Don’t let Soros 
have the last laugh. This is part of the drive 
towards ethnic and political exclusivity in 
pursuit of cohesion and command. The 
actions of the Fidesz government have 
been directed to that point: the changes to 
the new constitution, the election rules, 
the handling of civic society in terms 
of politics, education, health, culture, 
the financing of national and regional 
organisations have all tended the same 
way. Soros has become Orwell’s Goldstein.

The hopes of 1989 have long vanished. 
It is the spirit of the 1930s that is being 
conjured now. There is a road that leads 
from there and, despite the disapproval  
of the EU, Hungary is proceeding down  
it, much as Poland and Turkey are. It is  
a familiar road.  n

George Szirtes' latest book of poetry is Mapping 
the Delta, Bloodaxe books, 2016, £12. 

“Some people 
talked not of 
Budapest but 
Judapest”

THE POETRY
OF MIKLÓS
RADNÓTI 

Born in Budapest to Jewish parents, 
Miklós Radnóti worked in his 

uncle’s textile business before turning 
to poetry. His first collection was 
Pogány köszöntõ (Pagan Statue, 
1930), which was rife with pagan 
imagery. He went on to publish eight 
more collections and one memoir,  
Ikrek hava (Under Gemini), during  
his lifetime.

In 1942, Radnóti was called up for 
a second period of forced labour. After 
his discharge he converted to Roman 
Catholicism, but it did not help: in May 
1944 he was sent to a labour camp in 
Serbia. Then he was marched with a 
group of 3,200 Hungarian Jews back to 
central Hungary. On the way, Radnóti 
was shot dead and thrown into a mass 
grave near the village of Abda. 

Eighteen months after his death, 
the grave was exhumed. In the pocket 
of the poet’s overcoat was a notebook, 
containing some of his most powerful 
poems, many of them contrasting 
dreams of bliss with his wife Fanni with 
the terrible reality he had to endure.

FROM SEVENTH ECLOGUE BY 
MIKLÓS RADNÓTI
 On boards among vermin I lie, a beast 
in a cage;
 while the flies’ armies rest, the fleas 
renew the assault.
 It’s night. Confinement’s another day 
shorter, my love;
 life, also, is less by a day. The camp is 
asleep.
 The moonlight rekindles the 
landscape, retightens the wire;
 you can watch through the window 
the shadows of guards with guns,
 pacing, cast on the wall in the many 
voices of night. 

 The camp is asleep. See their dreams 
rustle, my love;
 he who startled up snores, turns in his 
narrow confinement,
 falls asleep again, face in a shine. 
Alone, awake,
 I sit with the taste of a cigarette-end in 
my mouth
 instead of your kiss, and the melting 
dream doesn’t come, for
 I neither can die nor live any more 
without you. 

Lager Heidenau: in the mountains above 
Zagubica. July 1944.  n

Miklós Radnóti: The Complete Poetry, 
Bilingual Edition, translated by Gabor 
Barabas, McFarland, 2014. 

Hungary’s famous 20th-century 
poet lived only to the age of 36

Left: Shoes on the Danube memorial, Budapest, to 
commemorate those murdered by the Arrow Cross 
during World War II; above: scenes of Jewish Budapest 
late 1940s and early 1950s; top right: George Szirtes 
(right), his mother and brother, Budapest, early 1950s
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