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W hen three and a half centuries ago an ambitious 
youth — the “upstart Shakespeare" as Green 
called him — set forth from Stratford-on-Avon to 

conquer London and England, the world had no idea that 
this conquest was to be the conquest for all time of civilized 
mankind.

At the time when in the first years of her espousal with 
greatness, glory and world power, happy England was losing 
herself in the astounding magic of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, the Hungarians in the East, engaged for a century 
and a half in bloody battles with the Turks, were dreaming 
dreams of happier days to come.

When seven years after the death of the “ Swan of 
Avon" the first complete edition of his works appeared, in 
which Ben Jonson prophesied that the theatres on the 
Continent would yet do homage to Shakespeare, Hungary, 
in addition to constant fighting against the Turks, was in 
the throes of the struggle for religious liberty.

When Shakespeare's works began their triumphant pro
gress on the Continent, when Voltaire, Letourneur and 
Mercier were translating them into French and Borck, 
Lessing, Herder and Goethe had fought their battles for the 
cult of the Shakespearean drama in Germany, we Hungarians

* On the occasion of the Centenary of the Hungarian National 
Theatre, which was celebrated on 22nd August, we take the opportunity 
of publishing this interesting article from the pen of the director 
of the leading Hungarian theatre.
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had only just begun to put up a fight for the legal rights of 
our national tongue, which was persecuted by Vienna.

And yet amidst the most unpropitious external circum
stance the force of the Hungarian spirit soon established 
contact with the great English genius and created a cult of 
which we have every right to feel proud.

At the close of the eighteenth century the rapid develop
ment of Hungarian national culture brought in its train the 
adoption and assimilation of the achievements of Western 
culture. One of the most significant phases of this very 
important work was the assimilation of Shakespeare's works. 
In the eighteenth century in was natural that the oppressed 
Hungarians shuold establish their contact with Shakespeare 
through the medium of German literature and the German 
theatre. The first performances worthy of mention of 
Shakespeare's plays took place in Budapest and certain 
provincial towns. The cult of the Shakespearean drama in 
the Hungarian language was inaugurated by literature and 
not by the theatre. Decades passed after the initial steps 
of reading, translating and reviewing the works of the great 
dramatist before the first independent Hungarian theatre was 
born and Shakespeare could speak to us in our own language. 
This literary origin lent a peculiar literary colour, an elegance 
of form and content differing from other foreign cults, to 
the Hungarian appreciation of the Shakespearean drama.

The first to discover the great dramatist, his first 
enthusiastic disciples in Hungary, were men of letters. 
George Bessenyei was the first Hungarian writer to mention 
Shakespeare's name in 1777, and from that time on our 
writers have never ceased to occupy themselves with him. 
In 1790 Francis Kazinczy translated “Hamlet” into Hungarian 
thus laying the foundations of the Shakespearean cult in 
Hungary. As a cultural event unprecedented anywhere in 
Europe, it may be mentioned that it was proposed to place 
Hungarian histrionic art, which was being organized in the 
same year, under the aegis of Shakespeare.

In 1794 Hungarian actors in Kolozsvar gave a per
formance of “Hamlet” and of “ Othello” . “King Lear“ was first 
played in Buda in 1795. In 1836 seven plays by Shakespeare 
were performed. The first of Shakespeare's plays performed
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in the Hungarian National Theatre, which was opened as a 
permanent theatre in 1837, was “ T h e Tam ing o f  th e S h rew ’ ’ . 
This was followed by “K in g  L ea r”  and “ H a m let” . In 1845, 11 
dramas were performed: the three mentioned above and “ T h e  
M erch a n t o f V en ice ” , “ C orio la n u s” , “ Ju lius C a esa r" , “ O th e l
lo ” , “ R ich ard  111” , “ M a cb e th " , “ R o m eo  an d  J u lie t"  and 
“ H en ry  I V ” . The number of Shakespeare’s plays on the Hun
garian stage continued to increase. By 1867 the National 
Theatre had given 301 performance of 20 of his plays to 
cultured Hungarian audiences inspired with enthusiasm and 
a love of Shakespeare's works.

The best of our writers and poets, with Joh n  A ra n y , 
M ich a el V orosm a rty  and A le x a n d e r  P e to f i  at their head, 
undertook the task of translating Shakespeare into Hungarian. 
The publication of his works, begun in 1858, was taken over 
in 1864 by the Kisfaludy Society, which made a public 
matter of it. In 1871 and again in 1878 complete editions 
of Shakespeare's works were available for the use of the 
Hungarian reading public. Several of these translations are 
veritable masterpieces of Hungarian poetic art and rank 
among the best Shakespeare translations in the world.

The genius of the great son of Stratford-on-Avon not 
only inspired our poets to translate his works, but also 
exercised a definite influence on the development of Hun
garian drama-writing. J o sep h  K a ton a , the great writer of 
Hungarian historical dramas of immortal merit, was a 
spiritual disciple of Shakespeare. In addition the cult of 
Shakespeare also played a very significant role in the 
evolution of Hungarian theatrical art, refining the taste of 
the theatre-goers and developing Hungarian dramatic 
criticism.

The theatre which took the most prominent part in the 
cult of the Shakespeare drama has always been the National 
Theatre. The 1951 performances of Shakespeare's plays it has 
given since its opening a hundred years ago, assure it a high 
place among the European theatres devoted to Shakespeare. 
It is worthy of note that while only eight performances of 
one play ( “ T he Tam ing o f  th e S h rew ” )  was the role assigned 
to Shakespeare’s works in Paris in 1925 and 1926, the
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Hungarian National Theatre gave 58 performances of 15 of 
his plays in the same years. This number, in conjunction with 
those of Shakespeare's plays staged in other Budapest 
theatres, shows that Budapest is not far behind London 
in respect of the cult of the Shakespearean drama. 
In 1926, for instance, in London with its six million 
inhabitants 51 performances of 7 of Shakespeare's plays 
were given, while the National Theatre in a Budapest 
boasting of a mere million inhabitants gave 35 performances 
of 10 plays. On an average the National Theatre devotes 20 
performances annually to the works of the great English 
dramatist.

One of the most outstanding theatrical events of recent 
years was the revival of “ Timon of Athens” in the season 
of 1935—36, when this most unpopular of all Shakespeare's 
plays, which is rarely acted anywhere and never more than 
once or twice in a season, was played 12 times in Budapest.

All Shakespeare's plays are not equally popular in 
Hungary. “Hamlet” has been played most frequently — 
206 times in 100 years. Then follow in order according to 
the number of performances: “ Romeo and Juliet” (197), 
"A  Midsummer Night's Dream”  (183), “The Merchant of 
Venice”  (168), “The Taming of the Shrew” (140), “King 
Lear" (117), “ Othello” (117) and “Richard 111”  (111).

A  whole chapter might be written about the great 
Hungarian Shakespearean actors and actresses, several of 
whom enhanced the prestige of the Shakespearean theatrical 
art of Hungary with successes won abroad. Hungarian stage- 
managers and designers of scenery have also contributed 
much work of high merit to the cult of Shakespeare's plays 
all the world over. Special mention must be made of the 
extensive Hungarian literature dealing with Shakespeare. 
The volume and importance of that special literature is 
recognized all over the world. Like the great nations of the 
West, we, too, have our Shakespeare Society and Shakespeare 
Library, and our public schools take the study of the great 
master so seriously that for throroughness they are not 
equalled except in his native land and one or two other 
countries.
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Many promising signs are forthcoming as regards the 
future of the Shakespearean cult in Hungary. The unbounded 
enthusiasm, admiration and devotion with which, ninety 
years ago, our world-famed poet, Petofi, transcending even 
Ben Jonson, did homage to the English genius, still burns 
in the hearts of Hungarian lovers of culture and feeds the 
eternal flames kindled and cherished on the altar of 
Shakespeare's immortality.

—  y  —
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