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T
he Hungarian nation is now celebrating the first 

centenary of the death of the world-famed Magyar 
savant, Alexander Csoma de Koros. The centenary 

celebrations were introduced by the lecture given at Kolozs- 
var University by Professor Tucci, of Rome University, on 
the occasion of his admission to the degree of doctor 
honoris causa. In his lecture on Alexander Csoma de Koros 
the Professor spoke of the eminent Hungarian scholar as the 
greatest of all those who have made researches in Tibetan 
lore and as having been responsible for laying the founda
tions of a scientific study of the languages of India. After 
the celebrations Marosvasarhely is to erect a monument in 
honour of the great Szekler savant.

Alexander Csoma de Koros, the pride of the Hun
garian people, was born on April 9th., 1784, and died on 
April 11th., 1842. His parents, poor Szeklers, were unable 
to afford to give him a thorough education; and it was only 
by undertaking to act as school-usher that he was able to 
complete a course of study at the Nagyenyed College. He 
rose at dawn, swept the rooms and lit the fires, serving 
the young gentleman-students; and it was with a body ex
hausted by the fatigue of his labours that he threw himself 
every evening on a rug spread on the floor. . .  He read till 
midnight by the light of an oil-lamp.

What interested him most was history; and above all 
the history of the Unknown East. . .  One day he lighted on 
a Turkish-Hungarian dictionary. It was this discovery that 
stirred Csoma's genius to action. Six months later Turkish 
diplomats visited the College; and the Szekler usher — to 
everybody's astonishment —  conversed fluently with the 
visitors —-  in Turkish!

From that moment he was no longer compelled to
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serve. He was rewarded by a scholarship and the possi
bility of continuing his studies gratis. The way leading 
upwards now lay open to Alexander Csoma de Koros. 
During the summer he still continued to reap and wield 
the scythe in the neighbouring villages; later on, however, 
be devoted every minute of his time exclusively to his 
studies. And subsequently he became professor in the 
ancient College at Nagyenyed of which he had at first been 
a student.

When thirty years of age he was given a scholarship 
to go to Gottingen to pursue historical studies. It was at 
that university that he first began too carry out researches 
into the origin of the Magyars. This research work sharpened 
his intellect and warmed his heart. By that time he was 
already able to write and speak six languages perfectly; 
besides Hungarian, Latin, Greek, German, French and 
Turkish, however, he spoke also broken English, Hebrew, 
Arabian, Tartar and Sanskrit. He had made up his mind 
that he would go to the East to try to discover traces of 
the origin of the Magyars, . .  On one occasion during his 
studies at Gottingen he lighted on a datum justifying him 
in supposing that a section of the Magyar people might 
still be found somewhere in a distant region of Asia, though 
probably absorbed by other peoples. The Idea had flashed 
on his mind; and Alexander Csoma de Koros determined 
to stake his life on it!

Csoma's first patron was Michael Kenderessy, govern
ment councillor, who gave him a hundred florins to cover 
his travelling expenses and engaged to pay him 100 florins 
every year, —  a trifling sum, indeed, which however as 
the result of Csoma's exceptionally parsimonious habits 
proved of extreme importance, seeing that it enabled him 
to start on his journey and gave him ambition and hope. 
He made his way towards his ultimate goal through Ru
mania, Bulgaria and Rumelic; then, taking ship, he 
disembarked in Alexandria, whence he proceeded to 
Palestine: subsequently, partly on foot and quite alone or 
joining caravns, he faced dangers and privations as he 
moved slowly, with a patience and a grit derived solely 
from his inexhaustible enthusiasm, passing through Aleppo
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and Bagdad, until finally, in the autumn of 1820, he reached 
Teheran, the Capital of Persia, where he learned the lan
guage of the country. The British Consulate at Teheran 
and British patrons of learning assisted him on this occasion 
—  as in his later journeys too — by offering good advice 
and supplying him with money.

In March, 1821, dressed as an Armenian, Csoma 
continued his daring journey of discovery; though, as a 
consequence of the wars then raging in the interior of 
Asia, he was only able to advance very slowly. He wandered 
via Bokhara towards the Gobi Desert; and, on reaching 
Tibet, he roamed through the valleys of the Himalaya, and 
the whole of Tibet itself, partly quite alone and partly in 
the company of a Britisher, Moorcraft, thoroughly master
ing the Tibetan language and literature. In Tibet he worked 
incessantly, day and night, in Buddhist monasteries, cut 
off entirely from the outside world, with the temperature 
of the unheated holes in which he lived 15° below zero, 
starving with cold and famished, displaying that unrivalled 
perseverance which was the principal trait of his character; 
and, writing down more than forty thousand Tibetan words, 
set an example of scientific martyrdom without a parallel 
in the history of exploration. When his great work had 
been completed, he abandoned his depressing solitude and 
started for Calcutta. In Calcutta, where his fame had 
preceded him, he was given the most cordial reception; both 
the scholars —  who were familiar with his work of scien
tific research in Tibet —  and the general public —  who 
were fascinated by the story of his selflessness and noble 
pride — received the stranger with a curious affection. 
Under the patronage of the Asiatic Society Csoma published 
Ms Tibetan grammar and dictionary, the scientific value of 
which is without a parallel; and then he began with renewed 
energy to study Sanskrit.

So selfless was Csoma that, seeing that the remunera
tion for his work received from the British was sufficient 
to enable him to eke out a modest existence, he offered the 
sum of 200 gold pieces ( out of the subsidy collected at 
home, which included the amounts of 200 and 450 gold 
pieces contributed by the Academy and Nagyenyed respec-
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tively) for the endowment of the capital funds of the Hun
garian Academy of Sciences, sending 450 gold pieces as a 
gift to the Nagyenyed College to be employed as an endow
ment fund bearing the name of the donor to commemorate 
his gratitude to his first benefactor. Csoma contributed 
numerous scientific articles to British periodicals and 
translated into Tibetan, for the use of British missionaries, 
the liturgy, psalms and prayer-books. From that time the. 
Calcutta and London periodicals dealing with Asiatic 
interests spoke continuously of Csoma in terms of the 
greatest reverence, publishing articles galore dealing with 
his work and personality; he was everywhere referred to 
as one of the most eminent scientific travellers and linguists. 
In 1835, after having completely mastered Sanskrit, he 
left Calcutta and the relatively peaceful and comfortable 
life he had lived there; and from the spring of 1836 until 
November, 1837, he once more sojourned in the hovels of 
natives living at the foot of the gigantic, heaven-storming 
Himalaya in order to continue in another direction his lin
guistic studies and historical researches. At that time he 
was convinced that it was among the Djungars that he 
would at long last be able to find the kinsfolk of the Ma
gyars and the descendants of the common ancestors, — a 
conclusion apparently supported by an affinity of language 
and historical records. In March, 1841, he reached Darjeel
ing, the frontier post of the British Empire lying at a- 
height of 7000 feet above sea-level. But he was very soon 
taken ill and, struck down by the dangerous fever prevailing 
there, died without having been able to visit the race which 
he regarded as akin to his own or to return to his native 
land, which he loved so well, never losing sight in his mind 
of its spell.

After his death the British Asiatic Society in token of 
its sincere reverence raised an ornamental monument over 
his mortal remains, planting rose-trees and weeping willows 
around the monument. And now there is already a Hun
garian memorial tablet there too proclaiming the profound 
reverence and gratitude of the nation to which he tvas so 
proud to belong.
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