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Hungarian History 101

Hungarians originated around the Ural Mountains in modern day Russia. Their language, Hungarian

(or Magyar) is part of the Ugric branch of the Uralic language tree and its closest relative is Mansi, a

language spoken by the Mansi people in Western Siberia with not even 1000 native speakers. During

the early Middle Ages, Hungarian nomads started moving southwest into what later was called Magna

Hungaria in Latin, or the Hungarians’ ancestral land. Moving further West, they briefly inhabited an

area referred to as Levédia, somewhere around the modern southern Russian-Ukrainian border. From

there, they moved to Etelköz, the area northwest of Crimea, and in 896, they settled in the Carpathian

Basin.

The Kingdom of Hungary was established in the year 1000, when Grand Prince Stephen (later

Stephen I) was crowned King of Hungary. The first decades of the newly founded kingdom were spent

by strengthening the rule of the House of Árpád, which included the transition from a nomadic pagan

society to a European Roman Catholic one. Rural farmers were slower to convert and the difficult

political situation (including an outsider ruler, the Venetian Peter Orseolo) lead to numerous pagan

uprisings, the biggest one of which is known as the Vata pagan uprising (1045-46), named after the

pagans’ leader. The Árpád dynasty’s rule was restored after 1046, and paganism was quickly repressed,

although remnants of it survive to this day in various folk tales, proverbs and expressions.

The Árpád dynasty’s rule saw the quick expansion of Hungary, as in 1091, Ladislaus I occupied the

territory of Croatia. Foreign nobles started settling in the kingdom and eventually assimilating into the

Hungarian society. Not only Western foreigners were allowed entry into the country, but also some

nomadic tribes from the East, who were running from the Mongols. These were the Cumans and the

Jász people, who were allowed to settle in Central Hungary and establish their privileged districts in

1239 in exchange for their military service. A Hungarian Dominican Friar called Julian set out in 1235

to find the ancient lands of the Hungarians in the East, and after years of trying, he finally succeeded.

The Eastern Hungarians warned him about the Mongol threat, which, upon his arrival back in the

Kingdom of Hungary, he told the king. The Mongol Horde reached Hungary in 1241 and pillaged

through the land, leaving devastation, after finally leaving in 1242. Seven decades later, in 1301, the

male lines of the Árpád dynasty died out after the death of their last king, Andrew III.

During the next two hundred years, many European dynasties tried to get a hold of the Hungarian

(“Saint Stephen’s”) crown, including the Houses of Přemyslid, Wittelsbach, Anjou, Luxembourg,

Habsburg, Jagiellon and the Hungarian Hunyadi and Zápolya (or Szapolyai) families, which all gave

monarchs to the kingdom. (This is called the era of kings from various houses.) Renaissance was

introduced to Hungary during the rule of King Matthias I (also called Matthias Corvinus), which lasted



from 1458 to 1490. Mathias’ concern for arts paved the way for Hungarian Renaissance, which later

lived through its golden age in the 16th century. Various works, ranging from law books through historic

tales and literary works to the first Hungarian grammar book, were published during this century.

The flourishing life of the Hungarian Renaissance was cut in half by the attack of the Ottoman

Empire in 1520. The Hungarian army was crushed at the battle of Mohács in 1526, King Louis II died on

the battlefield, and by 1541, the Kingdom of Hungary was torn into three parts. The remnants of the

actual kingdom (“Royal Hungary”) with its crown lay in the West, which was claimed by the Habsburg

dynasty. The central lands were occupied and annexed by the Ottomans, and Transylvania in the East

became independent, later forming the Principality of Transylvania. Almost all of the towns (except for

cities) in Ottoman Hungary got burned down or abandoned during the Turkish rule, only seeing new

settlers during the 17th century.

Hungarian attempts at driving out the Ottomans, including those by Miklós Zrínyi (or Nikola Zrinski

in Croatian) during the mid-1600’s went futile. Meanwhile, the Habsburgs aimed to centralize their

power in Royal Hungary, and the disappointed Hungarian aristocrats tried to overthrow them. The

revolt – called the Wesselényi conspiracy – failed and Leopold I introduced absolutism. Count Imre

Thököly and his rebel army revolted, and after the pro-Habsburgs’ failed attempt to clamp down on

them, the king was forced to restore the old system in 1681. An anti-Ottoman alliance of the leading

European powers, called the Holy League, was formed in 1684, and with their help, the Ottomans were

driven out from Central Hungary by 1699, uniting two-thirds of the old great Hungary as part of the

Habsburg Monarchy. Prince Francis Rákóczi II of Transylvania wanted to break the Habsburg rule and

lead his famous uprising between 1703 and 1711, which again, failed. The Principality of Transylvania

was claimed by the Habsburgs, but not united with the other parts of the Kingdom of Hungary.

By the 18th century, Hungarian industry became obsolete as compared to Western Europe and had

to be developed further. The kingdom was also abundant in free land, and the ruling dynasty started

sending Austrian and German settlers to various parts of Hungary in the mid-1700’s. This lead to the

development of many exclusively German-speaking towns, the inhabitants of which only assimilated

into Hungarian society by the 19th century completely. The 18th century also saw the rule of some very

interesting monarchs. Queen Maria Theresa ruled from 1740 to 1780 and is most commonly known

today for her land reform in 1767 and the Ratio Educationis, the law regulating education in the

kingdom. After her death, her son, Joseph II became king, but denied being crowned, thus making

himself free of all obligations and receiving the nickname “the king with the hat.” Joseph II mostly ruled

by issuing edicts, passing out about 6000 of them during his ten years as King of Hungary.

Joseph died in 1790 and his nephew, Francis II ruled from 1792 to 1835, the era of which saw the

gradual appearance of Hungarian nationalistic ideas. Upon the French army’s arrival at the border of

Hungary in 1809, Napoleon Bonaparte issued his Schönbrunn Proclamation on May 15, calling on



Hungarians to rise up and break free from the Habsburgs. Napoleon wanted to crown prince Nikolaus

Esterházy II king, but the prince stayed loyal and refused the offer. A month later, the French defeated

the Austrian army at the battle of Raab, the only battle of the Napoleonic wars to be fought in Hungary.

After his travels in Western Europe, count István Széchenyi (commonly referred to as “the greatest

Hungarian”) took it upon himself to modernize the kingdom. His initial efforts lead to more aristocrats

following his example, which started the era known today as the Reform Era between the late 1820’s

and 1849. The Hungarian Academy of Sciences was set up in 1825, the National Casino, which offered

the chance for intellectuals to exchange their views, was founded two years later, and horse racing

was introduced the same year. The Hungarian National Museum’s current building was finished in

1847 and the Széchenyi Chain Bridge, connecting the capital of Buda to the city of Pest across the river

Danube, was built between 1842-1849 and became one of the symbols of the era. Hungarian became

the official language of public administration, replacing Latin for the first time in eight centuries, and

all of this was topped by the Palatine, Archduke Joseph’s sympathy for Hungarians. Beside István

Széchenyi, another great mind, Lajos Kossuth burst onto the scene during the 1840’s with his famous

newspaper, the Pesti Hírlap (“Pest Gazette”). Széchenyi and Kossuth both wanted reforms, but had

different ideas about their implementation. The old count Széchenyi wanted a slower, smoother

transition, while Kossuth’s ideas were more radical.

The news about the revolutions in Western Europe reached Hungary in March of 1848. The

intellectual youth of Pest already had their revolution planned, but after receiving news of the situation

in Vienna on March 13, they decided to start it on the 15th. Starting out from the Pilvax Café in

downtown Pest, the Hungarian revolution with its famous 12 demands succeeded without bloodshed

in one day, ending with the freeing of a political inmate, Mihály Táncsics from the Buda castle. The first

Hungarian government was set up a week later, on March 23, with count Lajos Batthyány as the first

Prime Minister. István Széchenyi was selected the Minister of Work and Infrastructure, while Lajos

Kossuth became the new Finance Minister. The April Laws, signed on April 11, made the Kingdom of

Hungary a parliamentary state, while still keeping it as part of the Habsburg Empire.

The ruling Habsburg dynasty couldn’t bear with the idea of an independent Hungary and during the

summer of 1848, they prepared to launch a military offensive to retake their power. On September 11,

the Croatian general, Josip Jelačić crossed the Southern border and the Hungarian War of

Independence commenced. After the initial defeats, the Hungarian Honvéd army turned their strategy

around and won some decisive battles against the invading Austrians. By this time, the government

stepped down and gave all of its powers over to the Honvédelmi Bizottmány, a new government

supervised by the army. The Habsburgs were forced to call upon the help of the Russians, with whom

they had been part of the Holy Alliance since 1815. The Russian invasion was successful, and the

Hungarian main army was forced to lay down their arms at Világos on August 13, 1849. The war finally



ended after the castle of Komárom was handed over to the Austrians on September 27. The thirteen

Hungarian generals were executed on October 6 in Arad, which date later (along with March 15)

became a national holiday.

The years following 1849 became known as the era of reprisal, starting off with the executions

carried out by the orders of Austrian general, baron Haynau, and later evolving into a neoabsolutistic

system, commonly referred to as the Bach-era between 1851-1859. Hungary lost its government and

constitution, Latin was reintroduced as the official language of public administration and many people,

who took part in the revolution and the war, had to emigrate, and some never returned, just like Lajos

Kossuth, who died in Turin, Italy in 1894. The Interior Minister, Alexander Bach was let go in 1859, and

a freer era followed. Nevertheless, Hungarians never gave up on their idea of an independent Hungary,

and eventually pressured the Austrians into the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867. The Habsburg

Empire officially became known as the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, or just simply Austria-Hungary, or

as today’s Hungarians refer to it, the Monarchy.

Austria-Hungary had two capitals, Vienna was the capital of Austria and Budapest the capital of

Hungary. Transylvania also became part of Hungary for the first time in more than 300 years and

Hungarian was reintroduced as the official language in these territories. Both Austria and Hungary had

separate governments, but foreign and military affairs were shared. The army got divided into three

parts: the common “K.u.K” or “Imperial and Royal” army, the Austrian Landwähr, and the Hungarian

Honvéd army. The common army recruited from all over the Empire and was the main body of the

military structure. The Landwähr army recruited from the states and provinces belonging to Austria,

and was designed to be able to fight a defensive war inside the territory of Austria. The Hungarian

Honvéd army had the same function, but recruited from the counties, districts and seats belonging to

Hungary (including Croatia and Slavonia).

The Compromise brought peace to the Empire and prosperity to Hungary. Rapid industrialization

followed and Budapest became an internationally renowned city. This era, fondly remembered by

many as the “boldog békeidők” or the “blissful years of peace,” saw Hungary develop into a modern

state. Although many Austrians stayed skeptical about Hungarians, the Empress and Queen, Elisabeth

(or Sissi) showed great affection towards them and even started learning their language. The ideas of

nationalism also spread, and not just among Hungarians, but also the other ethnic groups living in the

kingdom, such as Romanians, Serbians, and Croatians. On the other hand, German communities

showed the exact opposite and quickly assimilated into the Hungarian society. Zionism appeared

among the Jewish population, but many city-dwelling Jewish families decided to assimilate into the

Hungarian middle and upper middle class, marrying non-Jewish people and some even changing their

German surname to Hungarian. The year 1896 marked the 1000th year of the Hungarians’ settling in

the Carpathian Basin. This year, called the “Millennium” was celebrated in the capital of Budapest with



a huge national fair. The world’s second and continental Europe’s first subway line and some of the

city’s favorite tourist attractions today were also built during this time, including Heroes’ Square, the

Palace of Art, the Museum of Applied Arts and the Liberty Bridge (formerly called the Franz Joseph

Bridge).

Despite the rapid industrialization, the rural areas of Hungary were still far behind compared to

their Western European counterparts, and with the news of free land and prosperity in America, many

Hungarians set out to travel across the Atlantic Ocean and start a new life across the pond. Some

families had the father travel alone to make money first and then return home, but after getting a

taste of the better living conditions, most of them were followed by their families too.

Meanwhile, those who stayed behind experienced the tensions rising between the different ethnic

groups and also the problems the Monarchy’s expansion into the Balkans brought. Seeing as Austria-

Hungary had no colonies aside from a small concession zone in Tianjin, China, which they received in

1901 after taking part in the repression of the Boxer rebellion, the Habsburg dynasty sought to annex

Bosnia and Herzegovina and turn it into a quasi-colonial land of theirs. After successfully annexing the

territories, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz Ferdinand took an official visit to the

Bosnian capital, Sarajevo in 1914, upon which visit, a local nationalist called Gavrilo Princip

assassinated him. Following a series of unsuccessful negotiations with the Serbians regarding the

aftermath of the situation, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, which action of theirs kicked into

gear the elaborate system of alliances and forced almost all European powers into hostility against one

another.

Europe was politically torn into two parts: the Central Powers on one side, with the leadership of

the German Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire, and the Allied Powers

on the other side, with the leadership of France, the British Empire and Russia. World War I was fought

between 1914-1918 with Hungarians fighting primarily on two fronts: against Italy in the southwest

and Russia in the northeast. The Great War, commonly referred to today in Hungarian as the “Nagy

Világégés” or the “Great Burning of the World” was a huge blow to the seriously outnumbered Central

Powers. Austria and Hungary had to sign their own treaties, and the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, 51

years after the Compromise, ceased to exist. King Charles was forced to abdicate and Hungary once

again became an independent state. By this time, huge ethnic blocks formed on the peripheries of the

country, such as Slovaks in the north, Romanians in the southeast or Serbians in the south. The Treaty

of Trianon cut these territories off Hungary and many Hungarian families were forced to live in their

new countries.

After the end of the war, Hungary became a republic for the first time in its history, but it didn’t last

long, as in March of 1919, communism from Russia spread to the country and Soviet Hungary was

formed. The Red Terror only lasted 5 months, and after the Romanian army’s invasion and the



occupation of Budapest, a democratic government was set up. Romanian troops soon left the country

and in 1920, Hungary was restored as a kingdom. There was no king, though, so the National Assembly

chose Miklós Horthy as regent. The former King Charles IV wished to retake the throne and returned

to Hungary in 1921, however, his efforts were futile, and Horthy was able to strengthen his position.

Hungary’s economy soon collapsed, and in 1932, Horthy appointed Gyula Gömbös, an openly anti-

Semitic politician as Prime Minister. Gömbös started to gradually turn Hungary into a fascist state, but

couldn’t carry out his plan, as he died in 1936. Still, during his term, tens of thousands of Hungarian

Jews and people with German or German sounding surnames were forced to change their surnames

and started facing discrimination on a level never before seen.

Hungary has followed a revisionist political agenda since the Treaty of Trianon, and with the rise of

far-right regimes in the West, it built up cordial relations with Hitler-led Germany and Mussolini-led

Italy. By the end of the 1930’s, Hungarian fascist groups already arose, and the new government

stumbled to keep up with their repression. According to the Viennese Decisions of 1938 and 1940,

Hungary was able to reacquire some territories from Czechoslovakia and Romania, but their possession

did not last long.

With the start of World War II, Germany asked Hungary for help with invading Poland, but the

Hungarians declined it, saying they would never attack their old friends. Although initially independent,

Hungary joined the war against the Soviet Union after the city of Kassa (today Košice, Slovakia) was

bombarded by unidentified planes. The Second Hungarian Army was sent into the Soviet Union in

1942, and was completely destroyed by 1943, which was a huge blow to the country and an even

bigger tragedy for the families back home. The Hungarian Prime Minister, Kállay Miklós started secret

negotiations with the Soviets to pull out of the war. After the German leadership learned about this,

Germany invaded Hungary. Nevertheless, the Hungarian leadership, including the regent Horthy, did

not give up on this idea, and signed a ceasefire with the Soviets on October 11, 1944. According to the

agreement, Hungary would’ve had to attack Germany afterwards. Horthy announced the ceasefire on

October 15, but the very same day, his son was kidnapped by the German secret police, the Gestapo.

Horthy was forced to abdicate and a Hungarian Nazi party, the Arrow Cross Party took over with the

leadership of Szálasi Ferenc. By 1945, the Soviet Union occupied the entire territory of Hungary.

After the end of the war, Hungary did not settle with the idea of a communist system right away,

but the Communist Party quickly gained popularity, and by 1949, Hungary was converted into a

communist state. After the death of Stalin in 1953, Nagy Imre was selected as Prime Minister of

Hungary, and thanks to his reforms, the Hungarian communist system eased up a bit. The Soviet

leadership did not like this, and Nagy Imre had to resign. A revolution against the oppressive Soviet

leadership broke out on October 23, 1956. The revolution grew into an armed conflict between the

Hungarian revolutionaries and the Soviet loyalist, and the Soviet Union commenced its attack on



Hungary on November 4. By November 11, the revolution got repressed, and in the following weeks

and months, thousands of Hungarians fled the country to evade incarceration and execution.

Hungary once again became a totalitarian regime under the dictatorship of Kádár János. The system

again started to ease up a bit after 1962, and the era following it is known today as the era of “Goulash-

Communism” (gulyáskommunizmus). The economy, however, started to struggle severely by the

1980’s, and in the Soviet-type dictatorship finally fell with the Rendszerváltás (“Regime Change”) in

1989. Hungary transformed into a republic, and the first free elections were held the next year,

however, the country ran into a crossroad with the question of identity. Many wanted to join the West,

and others saw the future in an independent country. For the most part, the first idea prevailed, as

Hungary joined the NATO in 1999, and the European Union in 2004.


