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Contexts, methods and goals of the research 

Júlia Szendrey's second marriage was not only a matter of public opinion, but of literary 

history as well. “With Petőfi’s death his Juliska died as well –this often mentioned view, and 

the iconic “discarded widow veil” hid the figure of Júlia Szendrey, and did not give space to 

anything than blaming or making excuses for the new marriage. This also contributed to the 

fact that a significant part of Júlia Szendrey’s works, documents on her life and her 

everyday’s life after the disappearance of Petőfi in the period of the 1850s and 1860s was not 

attracted researchers. Although, from social historical and literary historical perspective this 

life period of her is as exciting as the period related to Petőfi due to the abundance of 

resources. On the one hand, because she became an author frequently writing and publishing 

poems, narratives and translations, and on the other hand, as she became part of one of the 

most educated, intellectual families of the era.  

 Her figure is surrounded by myth, misconceptions and stereotypes, while her literary and 

social role in the 1850s and 1860s, her relations and writings are unknown to the general 

public. I consider the reflection given to the layers of the cultural memory, to the stereotypes 

that are still in effect today, to the changes and the shift in the Júlia Szendrey -image 

particularly important, as it is a prerequisite for rethinking her career. In the discourse on Júlia 

Szendrey's figure, certain elements are inherited from both thematic and rhetorical aspects: 

constant modifiers, distinctive attributes and rhetorical turns. It is a common practice that 

instead of interpreting her works, the personality as the „Júlia Szendrey- phenomenon" is 

placed in the foreground. The constant presence of psychologization in the writings on Júlia 

Szendrey is interpretable in this context, and even works of such significant literary historians 

as János Horváth are influenced. 

Although the possibility of aesthetic, poetic evaluation of Júlia Szendrey's career is also open, 

my dissertation does not follow the canonical reasoning, does not analyze the literary values 

of the writings, but the cultural and social processes in which they were formed, the press 

medium in which they appeared, and the interactions that can be observed between the private 

writing exercises left in manuscripts and the publications. The exploration of different 

contexts, the application of social historical aspects reveal the wide-ranging aspects of Júlia 

Szendrey’s literary career and life, which would remain hidden within the framework of the 

methodology of traditional literary history. 

 



One of the most striking tendencies of the researches at the margins of literary history and 

social history is that they are not related to the traditions of the literary history of evaluation, 

they are not of aesthetic interest, and the inclusion of non-professional texts in literary history 

is an important part of their aspirations. As the realization that history is not only the actions 

of previously considered history-shaping personalities such as rulers, leaders, politicians 

brought essential inspirations and the renewal of many sub-disciplines for historiography, it is 

also revelative for literary history to recognize that it is not only the list of works in the canon 

that contain only a fraction of the harvest of a given era that literature is. It is not surprising 

that Peter Burke drew a parallel between questioning the great narratives of history and 

questioning literary and art canons. That is the reason why the literary approach that inspires 

more and more diverse research is of utmost importance. According to this approach we 

cannot ignore eighty to ninety percent of literary works only because they do not belong to a 

narrow group of masterpieces, what is more, it is worthwhile to deal with texts that do not 

count as literary works, as the essence and virtue of literature is much wider. Thus, the 

theoretical starting point of my dissertation is related to a literary concept that eliminates the 

distinction between literary and non-literary texts "in the perspective of the identity of the 

writing experience" and is interested in the contextual approach of the types of texts it 

presents. 

The aim of the dissertation is to interpret writing practices and publishing practices by which 

the characteristics of Júlia Szendrey's career seem to be most recognizable, as well as 

highlighting the peculiarities of social use of contemporary literature. In doing so, I will also 

analyze the relationship between manuscript culture and printed media through the documents 

of Júlia Szendrey's literary career. In the act of writing, in my interpretation, there are social 

practices that have important cultural aspects to be analyzed. Consequently, I do not interpret 

the main character of the dissertation, Júlia Szendrey, as a closed unit, but in her social 

interactions with her environment. I am devoted to the way of thinking that emerged from her 

own writings, and the possibilities of interpreting untreated sources, as well as the image 

creation in the texts about her of the contemporaries, which influenced the development of her 

network of contacts, the quality of her professional relations and friendships as well.  

Sources of the research 

My Júlia Szendrey's research started in 2010, by exploring her manuscript collection of poems 

and other poetry manuscripts. In addition to the manuscript sources of her literary career, I 



also included the writings of her children in the analysis. As the focus of the questioning of 

several chapters was on the interpretation of the relationship between private writing practices 

and public publications, the manuscript source material and the contemporary press were an 

important starting point in writing the dissertation. The focus of the analysis of each chapter 

was mostly directed at different source groups. I considered the ego documents (diaries, 

correspondence, and memoirs) as well as literary works (mainly poems), reports in the 

contemporary press, discussion papers, and the texts related to the discourse of Gyulai’s 

women dispute to be particularly important. In addition to the abovementioned writings, I 

took all the sources that are directly or indirectly related to Júlia Szendrey's literary career into 

consideration. I include her additional poems beyond the collection of poems but an integral 

part of her ordinary writing practice, poem fragments, her list about her own works and 

publications in the former, while her correspondence with her girl friends, her later family 

correspondence, the diary records written at different times, the reflections of the 

contemporaries to Júlia Szendrey, as well as the broader contexts of publications published in 

the contemporary press in the latter. Júlia Szendrey's still unpublished writings and the other 

sources in connection to her writings are valuable in themselves, however, during their 

analysis, my goal was to show what novelties and what research opportunities they can bring 

in addition to being curios. 

Content review of the dissertation and summary of the outcomes 

I interpret the chapters as problem-centred case studies, which show the different contexts of 

Júlia Szendrey's career and thus the different cultural and social processes of the era. The first 

chapter of the dissertation examines why the discourse of Nyugat (“West”; literary journal) 

writers on Szendrey changed in comparison to the 19th century narrative and how it shaped 

her figure according to its own aspects. After that, each chapter interprets the different 

writings of Júlia Szendrey in different contexts: her letter writing, diary writing and poetry 

writing practises, the private and public aspects of her literary career and her relationship with 

the contemporary press. 

For Nyugat writers, Júlia Szendrey became an exciting figure, and the causes can be grasped 

in two interrelated aspects. By impressively re-interpreting and releasing Júlia Szendrey, the 

emphasis was placed on the modernity of their own age; a present-image was constructed, one 

of the main features of which was to rise above the traditional moral norms and ideals. On the 

other hand, Júlia Szendrey’s figure was shaped by the Nyugat writers into their own image, 



i.e. a figure was created they needed in their own Nyugat-centred discourse. The role of the 

femme fatale, the fallen woman, the eccentric and modern woman was embodied in her figure 

as an attractive woman type at the beginning of the 20th century, sharply different from the 

19th century feminine ideal. Thus, it could happen that Júlia Szendrey, who was seen by the 

contemporaries as masculine in the 19th century, became a symbol of modern femininity in 

the 20th century. Her figure underwent a change of image in the golden age of Nyugat, which 

was largely driven by techniques of special time management and emphatic epoch-making.  

In the second chapter I analyze the mental map of Júlia Szendrey based on her 

correspondence with Mária Térey, which also makes it possible to examine the relationship 

between the village – town – city. According to my approach, the mental map is not a static 

but a dynamic and changeable concept, which in the case of Júlia Szendrey I constructed 

based primarily on the purposes of her travels.  I start from examining the phenomenon, that 

one of the most important features of the Hungarian cultural life was the organizing power 

and dominance of Pest from the 1840s. The main common feature of the career paths of Júlia 

Szendrey's relations in Szatmár county is that they are both economic and culturally related. It 

is typical that despite the fact that they were economic persons employed by her father, Júlia 

Szendrey was mostly in contact with them for intellectual activities (learning French, journals 

in Pest, borrowing books, acquiring books). These included Ignác Riskó and Endre Pap, who 

were also known as local poets, but also published in papers in Pest, as well as the clerk 

Gusztáv Lauka from Erdőd, who later moved to Pest and built his career on the press that 

began to flourishing in the 1850s and 1860s. During the examined period, in the 1840s, many 

of the listed individuals were also present in the rural environment and in the press in Pest, 

and this duality drew attention to the alternatives that existed in parallel. Although the 

majority of the settlements mentioned in the correspondence of Júlia Szendrey and Mária 

Térey are located within the borders of Szatmár county, Pest, as a sought-after cultural 

(mainly literary and musical) centre hovered uninterruptedly in front of their eyes and 

predicted the co-ordinates of the later decisions that made Júlia Szendrey (mainly because of 

her marriages) choose between the rural and urban life. 

The third chapter analyzing Júlia Szendrey's diary publications is based on the phenomenon 

that literary publicity has marked works of varying length and different text versions as a 

diary of Júlia Szendrey since 1847, while ignoring the importance of knowing not only a 

single diary and a single text version. The first editions of the diary extracts in fact, influenced 

both the interpretation of the texts and the reception of the later publications of Júlia Szendrey 



and the development of her image, thus pointing out that the philological aspects can 

determine interpreting practices for more than a century. The reflection given to this is the 

first step in creating the possibility for the texts to be interesting not only in the relationship of 

Petőfi-love but as independent writing exercises as well. In a broader perspective, the case of 

the 1847 diary publication can be adapted to the questioning of media and social history 

research, which is a telling example of the changes that may occur in publishing private 

writing practices for own use. 

The fourth chapter analyzes Júlia Szendrey's diary writing as well, but from a different point 

of view: it points out that her literary practices and emotional practices interacted closely. As 

diary writing was not a routine-like repetitive activity for her, but some mental state-inspired 

reflection and self-analysis, it was rather linked to the exaggerated or disillusioned mood of 

critical periods, to pensive thinking than to the feeling of unclouded happiness. The act of 

writing thus had an impact on how she processed her feelings as part of self-knowledge, while 

emotions decisively influenced when and how she wrote. The separation of the public and the 

private sphere, the society and the individual, the external and internal life, which is done by 

the second entry written in June 1846, basically determines the worldview of the diary texts, 

and even the function, quantity and quality of the writing. Since she does not consider daily 

events, ordinary events worthwhile of recording, only if they have a serious impact on the 

inner world of the human, she writes less often than most contemporary diary writers and 

focuses only on emotions and psychological issues. Thus, "soul events" determine her writing 

habits. The nuanced understanding her feelings, clarifying and organizing her thoughts, the 

main function of which she writes, is through fundamental human issues, through individual 

struggles that make Júlia Szendrey's text one of the most special women's diaries of the era. 

The fifth chapter is devoted to the analysis of Júlia Szendrey's poetry writing practices. One of 

the main paradoxes of 19th-century Hungarian "female literature" research is that while 

becoming a more and more fashionable speech topic and an increasingly popular research 

topic, a large part of literary texts written by female writers and other sources are still 

unpublished or only available in contemporary journals. I have published all the poems of 

Júlia Szendrey (parallel to writing my dissertation) in a critical edition in 2018. In addition to 

the philological analysis of the poem collection, I also interpret the worldview of the poems, 

as well as the special features of Júlia Szendrey's everyday writing, which are closely 

connected with the practices of poetry writing. 



As Júlia Szendrey's poetry writing practises can be understood more accurately, if compared 

to the practises of other poets of the era, I also compare them with the characteristics of the 

poetry writing of János Arany, Flóra Majthényi, Lujza Malom, Ottilia Wass and Lilla 

Bulyovszky. From this examination, it appears that there was a wide and colourful scale 

between private writing practices and public publications. Focusing in my research 

summarized in this chapter primarily on the unpublished texts has a methodological 

consequence; instead of female poets with independent volumes the versatile functions of 

poetry writing within each oeuvre came to the fore. 

After analyzing Júlia Szendrey’s letter writing, diary writing and poetry writing practises the 

following chapter examines her relationship with János Arany from the history of mentalities 

perspective. Although the social network analysis is becoming more and more popular among 

literary historians and social historians, less attention is paid to examining the factors 

influencing the quality of individual relationships. Though, analyzing this can be instructive 

not only for the two individuals concerned, but also for the interaction between contemporary 

thinking and relationship networks. The analysis of the relationship between János Arany and 

Júlia Szendrey illustrates that the stakes of the history of mentalities researches is not only the 

exploration of how the categories of perceptual, linguistic, thinking and behavioural 

determinants of an era determined the individual and collective experiences but also how the 

opinions emerging along these influenced the relationships between individuals and groups.  

The following chapters in particular from media historical and social historical point of view 

analyze what the constructions of the female and male identities were in the contemporary 

press, the issues that determined the discourse based on Pál Gyulai's famous article series 

Írónőink (Our women writers) of 1858, and whether it was a reality that the number of 

publishing women increased in the press as rapidly as it was visualized by János Arany in 

1861. There is also a separate section about how strong the professional identities of women 

were in intellectual fields in different fields of culture, and what communication and mobility 

strategies were used by them. The case studies presented here draw attention to the different 

roles played by the19th-century female authors and, therefore, how little can the image of 

"female writers" as a homogeneous group be maintained as constructed by the contemporary 

press, and also carried forward by the future literature. The Gyulai discourse did not clearly 

distinguish between the concept of female poet and writer, the former was often categorized 

in the latter category, despite the fact that the first two anthologies that gathered Hungarian 

poets appeared in these years. The examination of professional identity is important, among 



other things, because the self-reflection of female authors could influence their cultural 

position, their movement in the public sphere as well as because the expression of 

professional self-consciousness was in many cases connected with reflections given to social 

expectations. 

The final chapter analyzes the writings of Júlia Szendrey’s children. The legacy of Júlia 

Szendrey and Árpád Horvát family left a considerable amount of sources, which gives an 

accurate picture of the family's living space, everyday life and activities. While studying the 

texts, we can witness the confusion and close interplay between the private sphere and the 

public speaking modes of communication. The purpose of this chapter is to present the 

various aspects of manuscript and printed sources for family use in the context of 

contemporary media features, in the interplay between the public and private spheres. It 

follows that I not only use resources that foreign literature uses as "ego documents" to refer to 

the concept of writing practices (diaries, correspondence), but texts published in the press, as 

well as texts for private use that deliberately and reflectively imitate the characteristics of the 

public sphere. The sons of Júlia Szendrey and Árpád Horvát edited a hand-written newspaper 

with the title of Tarka Művek (Multicoloured Works) for family use; while examining the 

paper a constant interaction between the public and private spheres can be observed. As to the 

impact of contemporary media on children's writing, the elements that are naturally given in 

their writings can be really meaningful. 

The large-scale discourse flowing through the problem of "being a female writer" during the 

screening of their private writing practice does not appear as a conflict, as a description of 

different opposing positions, but in the form of assumptions and axioms, the background of 

which is the world of the press that basically influences children's thinking. The question of 

whether there is a justification for female writing is no longer relevant to them, it is natural 

that their mother creates and publishes on a regular basis. At the same time, it is also a very 

natural, non-reflective gesture from them, as they take over the most important components of 

the critical approach, the standard evaluation practices and arguments of the texts written by 

female writers. This may be due to the fact that Júlia Szendrey's authorship is accepted with 

the greatest naturalness, since her creative activity is interpreted as a kind of "family-use" 

literature, as a manifestation of her motherly love: she writes and translates the tales for her 

children, and also dedicates the Andersen volume for them that was in the centre of Gyulai’s 

attention. This can also explain why the assessment of literary career of Júlia Szendrey is 



based on the same principles in the press and in her own family, i.e. in the public and private 

spheres. 

The typical and atypical features of Júlia Szendrey's career cannot always be separated 

sharply; sometimes both combine in the same fact. Even though she had a family member 

dealing with literature (Sándor Petőfi), but he no longer lived, so he could not support her as 

an active editor-husband. She insisted on Pest-Buda as a place of residence, which determined 

both her professional career and her choice of couples, even though the conscious pursuit of 

the city characterized the male authors of the era. The same dichotomy can be observed when 

comparing the list of her publications and the remaining manuscripts. Júlia Szendrey - like the 

clever girl in the folk tale - met the expectations of female writers and did not. She was 

perfectly aware of the tendency to see female authors as a narrator in motherhood; and that 

was the success of her first poetry publication among other things. At the same time, she 

wrote a number of poems (and published some of them) that could have been unusual in the 

atmosphere of the age and deserve attention due to its special way of thinking. Although the 

desire to die, sadness as a topic appeared at other female poets, Júlia Szendrey created the 

texts of the contemporary tropes and rhetorical traditions into her own worldview with texts 

with a complex and diverse background. Thus, her poems can be interpreted not only as 

literary works, but also as a source of micro-history and history of mentalities. Although she 

was considered as a poet by her contemporaries as well, her private writer practice is more 

colourful than her publications suggest. 

This draws attention to the fact that the literature of the mid-19th century cannot be identified 

with the texts published in the printed press. As not only the public, but also the private sphere 

is an integral part of the existence of literature, and ignoring the manuscript culture can lead to 

serious misunderstandings. The significance of this is particularly true for female authors, 

whose manuscripts are largely unexplored until nowadays. Júlia Szendrey's career, of course, 

does not represent all the opportunities that a 19th-century female writer or poet could live 

with, all the more since she did not consider writing as a source of money. However, the 

comparison of her manuscripts and her published texts shows how the social environment 

could have influenced the development of a female author's literary career and image. The 

perception of her person and writings is still determined by the dominance of the printed 

publicity and the ignorance of manuscripts. Although we can only come closer to know Júlia 

Szendrey's life and career, if we let the sources she created finally speak in addition to the 

interpretations of others.  
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