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Preface

The essays gathered in this volume offer a modest selection 
from the work of Mihály Szegedy-Maszák, one of the most dis-
tinguished Hungarian literary scholars of the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries. For several decades, Szegedy-Maszák 
was a figure of international recognition in the humanities, both 
as a historian and interpreter of Hungarian literature and as a 
scholar whose work consistently sought to place Hungarian cul-
ture in dialogue with broader European and global traditions. His 
books and essays were widely read and discussed well beyond the 
boundaries of Hungary, and his writings contributed in import-
ant ways to conversations about literary history, translation, canon 
formation, and cultural identity.

For Szegedy-Maszák, literary history was inseparable from 
broader questions of culture, and his work consistently moves 
across disciplinary boundaries. Literature is often his point of de-
parture, but the essays repeatedly engage with music and the vi-
sual arts, often in ways that challenge the assumption that the arts 
can be studied in isolation from one another. The opening essay 
in this collection, for example, reflects on the risks and possibili-
ties involved in drawing parallels among different artistic media. 
Rather than offer easy analogies, Szegedy-Maszák emphasiz-
es the distinct systems through which the various arts produce 
meaning and the care required when attempting to interpret them 
in relation to one another. This kind of methodological caution is 
typical of his writing.

Equally characteristic is his attention to the historical and lin-
guistic conditions that shape literary production and interpreta-
tion. For Szegedy-Maszák, literature was inseparable from lan-
guage, and language from history. Several essays in this volume 
explore the relationships between language, national culture, 



2

and literary tradition. Yet these discussions avoid the simplifica-
tions that often accompany debates about national identity. Sze-
gedy-Maszák repeatedly insists that cultural identities are histori-
cally constructed, internally diverse, and open to reinterpretation. 
His reflections on Hungarian literature thus tend to situate this 
literature within broader networks of cultural exchange, rather 
than presenting it as a self-contained tradition.

One of the recurring concerns of these essays is translation. 
Translation appears here not only as a practical activity but also 
as a broader cultural phenomenon and a process through which 
works of literature move among languages, interpretive com-
munities, and historical contexts. Szegedy-Maszák approaches 
translation with a mixture of skepticism and curiosity. On the 
one hand, he is keenly aware of the limits of translatability and 
the ways in which linguistic differences shape meaning. On the 
other, he treats translation as an essential condition of literary 
life in a world in which cultures are in continuous contact with 
one another. The essays on canon formation and the international 
circulation of Hungarian writers illustrate how translation can re-
shape the reception of works of literature and alter the boundaries 
of what is considered central or peripheral.

These questions remain particularly relevant in the present cul-
tural climate. The late twentieth century bore witness to increas-
ingly rapid changes in the circulation of texts, ideas, and artistic 
forms, and the early twenty-first century has only seen these pro-
cesses intensify. The tension between cultural specificity and glob-
al cultural exchange (between distinctive traditions and the pres-
sures of homogenization) is a question to which Szegedy-Maszák 
frequently returns. His essays do not offer simple solutions to this 
tension. Instead, they explore how local traditions persist, change, 
and sometimes disappear within broader international contexts.

The essays in this volume continue to speak to debates that 
have become even more visible in recent years. Discussions about 
globalization, cultural memory, and the futures of national lit-
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eratures are now common in literary scholarship. Long before 
these themes became standard topics in the humanities, however, 
Szegedy-Maszák was already examining how literary traditions 
are shaped by linguistic diversity, historical discontinuities, and 
the complex movement of texts across cultural boundaries. In his 
work, he frequently situated Hungarian writers alongside figures 
from other European traditions and drew on these examples to 
shed light on broader questions about interpretation and cultural 
history, combining close attention to specific texts with a broadly 
comparative perspective.

The essays gathered here reflect this combination of focus and 
range. They address subjects as varied as the relationship between 
music and literature, the limits of translation, the reception of 
Hungarian writers abroad, and the role of language in shaping cul-
tural identity. Although the topics differ, the underlying concerns 
are closely related. Again and again, Szegedy-Maszák returns to 
questions about how works of art acquire meaning against partic-
ular linguistic and historical backdrops and how those meanings 
change when the works move beyond their original contexts. This 
collection is not intended to provide a comprehensive overview 
of Szegedy-Maszák’s scholarship. Rather, it offers a set of essays 
that illustrate several of the questions that occupied him over the 
course of his career: the relationship between language and lit-
erature, the circulation of works across cultural boundaries, and 
the continuing significance of local traditions in an increasingly 
interconnected world.

I would be remiss if I were to fail to mention, in these pref-
atory remarks, the many people whose invaluable contributions 
made this collection possible. I am grateful first and foremost to 
Dr. László Borhi, who conceived the idea of putting together this 
volume and made funding available through his tireless efforts as 
chair of the Tetmajer Committee. I owe a special debt of thanks 
to Valéria Varga, whose careful and attentive editorial work guid-
ed me whenever I had missed shades of meaning in the original 



texts. I would also like to thank Edit Zsadányi for her invaluable 
help in selecting the essays included here. This volume is the re-
sult of a collaborative effort undertaken by people who were for-
tunate enough to have known Mihály Szegedy-Maszák, both as 
a teacher and as a friend.

Thomas Cooper




