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The dissertation titled ‘»They make you love the 
homeland«1 – Ady, cult, nation’ examines the literary 
cults surrounding the famous Hungarian poet, Endre Ady 
(1877–1919). The history of his reception shows that – 
while there is a wide consensus about him being the first 
and leading figure of modern Hungarian literature – the 
significance of his works and his life in the 20th century 
extends beyond the realms of aesthetics and literary 
history, as he becomes a national hero. After his death he 
is increasingly seen first and foremost not as a literary 
innovator, but as a national prophet predicting tragedies 
to come and showing the way to the new Hungarian 
generations. The hidden stake of the literary debates and 
battles surrounding him is: whose concept of the nation 
triumphs over the concepts of others. Therefore, the 
dissertation examines the cults around Ady 
interconnected with the questions of nationalism. 
While there has been research into the cults around many 
important Hungarian literary figures who met a 
significant cult-like reception, including Sándor Pet fi 
and Attila József, there is no lengthy, in-depth analysis of 
Ady’s cults from this perspective. The dissertation takes 
steps in that direction with an intent to facilitate further 
discussion about the topic, which seems to be an 
important heritage of Hungarian literary tradition. 
Fittingly for the period covered by the doctoral school 
where the research was conducted, the paper mainly 
focuses on texts written in the first half of the 20th

century. 

                                                
1  The title is a quote from one of Ady’s ironic articles criticizing the 
federal nationalism of his era: ’Megszerettetik a hazát’. 
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The first part sets out to gather together the relevant 
scientific contexts of an examination of the nationalistic 
aspects of Ady’s literary cults. The methods of research 
for the subject of literary cults in Hungary were first 
outlined by the studies of Péter Dávidházi (his findings 
are available in English in his book ‘The Romantic Cult 
of Shakespeare: Literary Reception in Anthropological 
Perspective’), who highlighted their analogies with 
traditional religious cults and pointed out their 
connection to important romantic notions such as genius, 
originality and transcendental analogies of artistic 
creation. The dissertation summarizes the different 
Hungarian concepts of literary cults from the last two 
decades (citing and commenting on texts of István 
Margócsy, György Tverdota, Orsolya Rákai and many 
others). Of particular significance in this matter is a study 
by historian Gábor Gyáni who suggests that literary cults 
should be considered primarily not as quasi-religious 
practices but as phenomena fitting in the context of 
modern nationalism – a suggestion that applies well to 
the characteristics of Ady’s reception. Following Gyáni’s 
thesis the dissertation uses the term ‘nationalism’ not in 
its narrow political sense but in the wider scientific sense 
described in the works of Ernest Gellner and others: as a 
form of achieving and maintaining cultural homogeneity, 
solidarity and shared values in modern society. Literary 
cults can be viewed from this perspective as practices 
shaping national identity and memory, and as a means of 
national socialization. Another important factor to 
consider is that – much like how the works of Eric 
Hobsbawm describe it – the concept of nationalism in 
Hungary takes on different meanings and connotations in 
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accordance with the historical changes (while producing 
its own oppositions in the process).  
Considering all of these relevant ’frames’ for the analysis 
of Ady’s literary cults, the dissertation concludes that any 
cultic manifestation should be examined as a sum of 
three parts: 1. the tradition of customs and practices 
associated with literary cults in Hungary, 2. the author’s 
characteristics to whom these traditions are applied, 3. 
the goals, audience and beliefs of the interpreter who is 
applying these traditions. Considering the first point, it 
should be noted that it is common practice in the 
Hungarian tradition to blend the spheres of art, religion 
and authority in cultic statements so that the authority 
attributed to quasi-religiously depicted authors can be 
utilized in political contexts. 
The main question of the second part is how nationalism 
affects the interpretations of Ady’s role and texts. To this 
end, it identifies and analyzes some toposes and ways of 
thinking that are representative of literary cults 
overarching different historical eras. Ady expresses 
different views considering the future, the survival or 
demise of the Hungarian nation varying from the rare 
revolutionary optimism to the pessimism of his darkest 
poems verbally flagellating the nation or depicting its 
death. After he became famous in the first decade of the 
20th century, he was the subject of numerous 
conservative accusations based on his writings but not 
limited to the realm of literature, depicting him with such 
negative terms as antipatriotism and sickliness (the latter 
also meaning amorality), among others. The chapters of 
the second part of the dissertation deal with how these 
negatives were turned into positives, how they were 
channelled into the positive values of national discourse. 
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A key concept for turning the charge of antipatriotism 
into something acceptable, even positive is the traditional 
interpretation of reading the problematic texts (abusing 
the nation or dealing with ’the death of the nation’) 
figuratively, opposing their grammatical and rhetorical 
meaning. The figure protrope is defined as a call to 
action by using threats – utilizing this, one can argue that 
the aim of Ady’s nation-cursing texts is the direct 
opposite of their word-for-word meaning, taking them 
not as signs of hate but love. In this concept it becomes 
clear that the cultic interpretations of literature do not 
only need to show poets as infallible geniuses capable 
even of predicting the future, but they also have to 
harmonise this with positive narratives about the future 
of the nation. This harmonisation works in very similar 
ways in different interpretative texts by authors who 
otherwise have very little in common. For example 
Calvinist bishop Sándor Makkai in 1927 and communist 
ideologist József Révai in 1949 both argue that the true 
heirs of Ady are the ones who confute the poet’s disbelief 
or pessimism regarding the future of the Hungarian 
nation, and argue that this confutation is the very thing 
that justifies Ady’s weight in the history of the nation. 
Another important factor to consider is that the Treaty of 
Trianon, signed in the year following Ady’s death, 
brought on a significant change in the history and self-
concept of Hungary and was considered a form of ’death 
of the nation’; therefore, it was possible to see Ady as a 
national prophet predicting it (limiting the validity of his 
’prophecies’ and insults to the past). 
Sickliness was an integral part of the decadent figure of 
the modern ’damned poet’ – a role Ady tried to adapt 
from western models; his syphilis, alcoholism and early 
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death all contributed to this image. But this demonic 
aspect of his early cultic reception faded significantly, 
giving way to the apocalyptic concepts more commonly 
associated with literary cults and the Hungarian national 
canon. In this process the interpretation of illness 
changed, it was no longer a sign of decadent artistic 
sensibility, but took on a meaning more compatible with 
a nationalistic world view. In 1920, influential 
neoconservative historian Gyula Szekf  wrote that the 
fate of Ady was a manifestation of the decaying era he 
was living in, as he experienced the troubles of his nation 
on an instinctive level, in his body, but was unable to find 
an intellectual cure for them. In 1919, the famous 
ethnopopulist author and a fan of Ady’s, Dezs  Szabó 
also argues that the poet’s fate was extremely 
predetermined by his ’race’ (meaning ‘nationality’), and 
– despite his sicknesses – considered Ady to be ’a giant 
healthiness’ and the basis for a Hungarian renewal, again 
turning a negative quality into positive. Later in the 
decade, László Németh similarly argues that Ady’s 
works were a ’vaccination’ for the Hungarian nation 
causing fever but providing the nation with victorious 
immunity. This medical metaphor is also a form of the 
figure protrope: as the contents and the purpose of the 
vaccination are direct opposites, it employs sickness for 
health. It has to be mentioned though, that similar 
concepts of sickness can be found in different contexts in 
the writings of Ady’s contemporaries and fellow 
modernists, like Mihály Babits or Zsigmond Móricz, 
lauding the poet while he was still alive, for example in 
the special edition of the era’s defining modern 
periodical, Nyugat (meaning simply: West) devoted to 
Ady in 1909. 



8

In retrospect it seems clear that the artists gathering 
around Nyugat (Ady being probably the most radical 
among them) didn’t pose as big a threat to the Hungarian 
literary traditions as their conservative critics of the time 
perceived. The differing modernists writing for Nyugat 
were all dedicated to the nation’s future, although clearly 
opposing the conventional forms of nationalism and 
patriotism that the country’s increasingly conservative 
leadership used and – according to their modern point of 
view – exhausted. Examining the memorable 1927 
debate about Ady’s role and importance labelled a 
‘debate about literature split into two’ leads to the 
conclusion that behind the concept of the Hungarian 
literature breaking into two pieces there are clashing 
concepts of nationalism. The Nyugat’s representative 
liberal point of view (presented in the debate mainly by 
Mihály Babits) claims that it is equally important to be 
Hungarian and European at the same time, while the right 
wing consensus is that they are incompatible opposites. 
Setting the import of western ideas against the 
autochthonous views protecting local traditions is a pre-
existing practice in the history of ideas in Hungary, but 
anti-European sentiments were given new context and 
motivation by the Treaty of Trianon, which many 
interpreted as Europe’s treason of the country. 
The chapters of the third part discuss Endre Ady’s views 
on nationalism and literary cults citing mainly from his 
journalistic works, where the different aspects of his 
standpoint were discussed in the most detailed fashion. 
As he does with many central topics in his oeuvre, Ady 
creates a version of nationalism building upon a series of 
contradictions. He is anti-nationalist, expresses sympathy 
for internationalism and socialistic movements – while 
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staying within the frames of the nationalist discourse. He 
stresses the importance of both Hungarian and European 
values – but also voices autochthonous preconceptions. 
He wants a modern Hungarian nation and democracy – 
but repeatedly expresses that it is his noble origin that 
gives him the right to participate in the discussion about 
the future of the nation. He complains about the national 
memory being the product of the manipulative gestures 
of the leaders of the state – but believes in the existence 
of the quintessential Hungarian, and holds some cultural 
traditions in high regard. His criticism of nationalism, 
however crushing, annihilating it may be, in the original 
context of his articles usually functions as political 
opposition and criticism regarding the leaders and the 
political direction of his homeland. It is not so much a 
rejection of as an attempt at improving nationalism itself. 
It is crucial to note though, that he wasn’t first and 
foremost a revolutionary optimist, but a pessimist with 
tragic premonitions regarding the success of the changes 
he thought necessary, and also saddened by the loss of 
some old Hungarian values. His views about literary cults 
are similarly contradictory in nature, although less 
complex: he voices strong criticism against the 
monopolistic ways of literary cults overseen by the state 
(most notably the national literary cult of Pet fi), but his 
writings on Pet fi also use monopolizing gestures, and he 
also relentlessly works to build his own cultic reception.  
Ady’s reception over the course of the 20th century 
proves that it is entirely possible to extract several 
simplifying stories by highlighting or emphasizing 
different elements of Ady’s life and complex oeuvre; 
over these decades, he became a symbol of different 
values, meanings and processes, and his significance was 
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reformulated repeatedly according to the different 
concepts regarding the Hungarian nation, its history and 
the values attached to them. This is clearly traceable in 
the different presentations of Ady in the changing high 
school textbooks of the century, all trying to make Ady 
into a ‘textbook case’ of something. The dissertation’s 
fourth and last part analyses these textbooks with the 
conviction that they have a prominent role in shaping the 
concepts of understanding Ady and literature itself, 
presenting literary canons and cults to society. 
In the beginning, many thinkers voiced serious concerns 
about Ady’s pedagogical effect and usefulness, but later 
his popularity (and his increasingly important place in the 
national narrative after his death) made it necessary to 
deal with his works in school. At first, he became part of 
the curriculum as a sort of ’cautionary tale’. These texts 
usually echo the conservative accusations of anti-
patriotism and sickliness, while gradually presenting 
Ady’s literary accomplishments in a more and more 
positive light, eventually proclaiming him to be the 
biggest talent of the modern era of Hungarian literature. 
These texts sometimes depict Ady’s intellectual 
‘development’ as a way leading up to his ‘conversion’ to 
Christianity (he was born a Calvinist and wrote many 
poems about the concept of God, which was attractive 
and problematic for him at the same time, and not just in 
his last years), or presenting him as a modern ‘prodigal 
son’ who repents his sins towards the end of his life. The 
decades after the end of the 2nd World War bring on a 
drastic change, the new regime sees and shows Ady as 
one of its most important forerunners. The textbooks of 
the 50’s describe Ady almost exclusively as a ’poet of the 
revolution’, he serves as a left-wing icon of pre-
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socialistic Hungarian history. This is the picture that the 
textbook writers of the next few decades try to enrich and 
clear of eminent ideological exaggerations. These two 
consecutive eras tell opposing stories about the 
‘evolution’ of Ady’s works and world view; the arbitrary 
nature of these narratives can be detected for example in 
the fact that the poems supposed to signal different 
destinations at the end of Ady’s intellectual journey in 
two different textbooks both come from his same book of 
poems, published relatively early in his career. 
These and other different literary cultic interpretations 
and political monopolising acts were made possible by 
the varied and consciously controversial, contradictory 
nature of Ady’s oeuvre, but every one of these 
monopolising interpretations aimed to simplify these 
contradictions and threw off their delicate balance. It is 
important to state that his nationalistic and so-called 
‘civic radical’ (a mixture of liberal and socialistic 
elements, a unique Hungarian political movement of the 
era associated with Oszkár Jászi) views never became the 
official state ideology in Hungary in the 20th century, and 
the radical changes in Hungarian history and nationalism 
made part of his agenda anachronistic. Therefore, the 
complex views of Ady cannot be reconstructed from 
either of his literary cults, but maybe it is possible to do 
so from their whole. Examining the string of different 
interpretations of Ady, it seems that the word 
‘Hungarian’ gathers many meanings and veils many 
differences. Behind the supposed consensus about Ady 
being (one of) the biggest Hungarian poet(s), there are 
numerous underlying irreconcilable disagreements 
resulting from the different definitions and concepts of 
the word. 
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