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Introduction

Hungary’s reputation for hospitality dates back
a thousand years. St. Stephen, the country’s first
king, wrote in the early eleventh century, “Visitors
and newcomers bring such gain that they may
worthily stand in sixth place in royal dignity.” The
Hungarian belief in the importance of learning
from abroad has changed little, too, and this
combination of good-natured openness and self-
respect is a very attractive Hungarian trait.

This is worth emphasizing especially because
of Hungary’s recent history. From the end of
the Second World War until 1990, Hungary was
part of the Soviet bloc’, that Eastern Europe of
workers, tractors, factories, grey and blue clothes,

and solemn streets. Today Hungarians is part

! of Central Europe again, the Europe that once
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belonged to the Habsburg empire’, full of Barou
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churches”, and sturdy” nineteenth-century schools,

town halls, barracks’, and railway stations, such as

1020

Czech Republic, Austria, and Romania.

In a religious and intellectual sense, Hungary

lies north and west of the dividing line between
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running through Hungarian society. It’s like

the old divide in France between Catholic and

. . 1 r a
anticlerical’. The two strands were known here in

the 1930s as nép-nemzeti and urbdnus, which today
are translated into “conservative” and “liberal.” G
Many are dismaved” to see this division back, but
it’s best to be aware of it. Churchgoing, choosing
a school, even going to a film or a play is a more
political act than in English-speaking countries.

So what are modern Hungarians like? Para-
doxical’, you could say. They are talkative, but
reticent’; they are voluble”, amusing, and full of an
irony verging on cynicism’. But beneath the self-
denioration’ lies a strong confidence in their own
culture, way of life, and achievements against all
the historical odds. This faith in themselves is a

private matter that they may not like to bother you

with. They love to solve problems and overcome a
crisis, but they may lose interest when everything’s
running smoothly. They are cheerful, but leful®,

There’s fatalism mixed into the optimism, and

resentment found among the pride. There’s no
easy way to sum up the fascinating complexity of
the Hungarian character. Knowledge, the key to
understanding, is what Culture Smart! Hungary

sets out to provide. Read on, and enjoy the

journey!



