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Abstract

This thesis examines national days in Hungary and Czechoslovakia from their establishment
as independent nation-states in 1918 to the collapse of Communism in 1989. The focus is on

the capital cities of Budapest and Prague, as the locations of the official commemorations.

In these eighty years both countries underwent major political, social and cultural changes that
were reflected in national day commemorations. In the interwar period these countries were
free to establish their own commemorative calendars and construct their own national historical
narratives. Whilst in Hungary this was a rather straightforward process, in Czechoslovakia

establishing the calendar was fought along a number of different battle lines.

During the Second World War Czechoslovakia was occupied by Nazi Germany and dismantled
with Slovakia becoming a Nazi ‘puppet state’, whilst Hungary became Hitler’s satellite.
National day calendars, rather than simply being completely cancelled, continued in some form

from the previous period, as this allowed the Nazis to maintain a semblance of normality.

The most significant overhaul of the national day calendar came with the Communist take-
overs. The Communist parties imposed a new socialist culture that included a new set of Soviet-
themed national days. However, they could not completely break away from the national days
of the independent interwar states. Eventually, especially from the late 1960s, the Communists
in both countries found that it was expedient to restore some of the interwar national days,

some of which still continue today, thus questioning how radical a break 1989 was.

Studying national days over the longue durée enables historians to uncover how the dynamics
of political power operated in Central and Eastern Europe over the 20th century. This thesis
concludes that national days are an example of both the invention of tradition as well as the
resilience of tradition, demonstrating how political regimes are always bound by the broader

cultural context.
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Introduction

1898 marked the fiftieth anniversary of Franz Joseph’s reign on the Austrian throne, and to
celebrate the occasion an elaborate Jubilee was organised in the Austrian side of the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy. The Hungarians, the Austrians’ partner in the Dual Monarchy, declined
to participate in the Jubilee celebrations, because, so they claimed, with the Compromise of
1867 Franz Joseph had been crowned King of Hungary, and hence, it was not Franz Joseph’s
fiftieth jubilee as their monarch. The Hungarians formally expressed their congratulations to

the Emperor, but no actual celebrations took place on Hungarian territory.'

By the time of Franz Joseph’s sixtieth jubilee celebrations ten years later, in 1908, relations
between the Czechs and Germans of Bohemia had deteriorated drastically, a product of
emerging rival national identities. The Czechs boycotted the procession in honour of the
emperor, which was intended to demonstrate the unity of the monarchy by including
representatives of all its peoples, because of a dispute with German nationalists over
participation of the Czech National Theatre in the jubilee festivals in Vienna.” The Hungarians
again did not turn up, on the basis that Franz Joseph’s sixtieth jubilee would not be until 1927
as he had only been their king since 1867.

Franz Joseph almost lived long enough to celebrate his seventieth year on the throne, dying
just two years before. In any case, the year 1918 was to witness the final dissolution of the
empire with the end of the First World War, and the creation of the independent successor
states of Hungary and Czechoslovakia. The different reactions to the anniversary of Franz
Joseph’s reign in the Kingdom of Hungary and the Bohemian lands encapsulate their different
statuses within the Habsburg Monarchy. The 1867 Compromise meant that the Kingdom of
Hungary enjoyed relative independence within the Dual Monarchy, with its own parliament

and control over its domestic affairs.” The Bohemian Lands were yet another part of the

! James Shedel, ‘Emperor, Church and People: Religion and Dynastic Loyalty during the Golden Jubilee of Franz
Joseph’ in The Catholic Historical Review, Vol. 76, No. 1. pp. 71-92, p. 71, n. 1. For a study of Habsburg imperial
celebrations see: Daniel Unowsky, The Pomp and Politics of Patriotism: Imperial Celebrations in Habsburg
Austria, 1848-1916, West Lafayette IN: Purdue University Press, 2005.

? Nancy M. Wingfield, Flag Wars and Stone Saints: How the Bohemian Lands Became Czech, Cambridge, MA
and London: Harvard University Press, 2007, pp. 114-115. [hereafter: Wingfield, Flag Wars]

? For a study on the administrative units of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and on the policies of the Austrian
state vis-a-vis nationalism see: Peter Haslinger, ‘How to Run a Multilingual Society: Statehood, Administration
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Cisleithania, where the Czechs were battling it out with other ethnic and linguistic groups
(specifically German-speakers), over the ‘nationalisation’ of public space, particularly in
provincial municipalities.” In contrast, to Prague and other parts of the Bohemian Lands in
Hungary ‘urban minorities’, especially Germans and Jews ‘were ready to assimilate into the

Hungarian majority’.”

The Compromise made it possible not only for the Hungarians to boycott Franz Joseph’s
jubilee celebrations, but also, for example, to stage their own millennium anniversary in the
capital of Budapest in 1896, marking the apparent thousand years since the arrival of the
Magyars in the Carpathian Basin.® Moreover, Hungary’s position in the Dual Monarchy also
enabled the Hungarians to commemorate their own national days, i.e. other than religious
holidays and holidays that referenced the Emperor. These were St Stephen’s Day on 20 August,
the day commemorating the founder of the Hungarian state and from 1898 11 April, the
anniversary of the signing of the April laws by Ferdinand V that codified some of the demands

of the 1848 revolutionaries into law.’

In the Bohemian Lands, on the other hand, only religious and imperial holidays were permitted,
and the ‘repressive policy of the Austrian state [...] forbade all organized forms of social
activity and persecuted any expression of political ideas.”® The expression of national feeling

through national days was therefore prohibited. Yet, there was still a burgeoning Czech identity

and Regional Dynamics in Austria-Hungary, 1867-1914" in Joost Augusteijn and Eric Storm (eds) Region and
State in Nineteenth Century Europe: Nation-building, Regional Identities and Separatism, Basingstoke and New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, pp. 111-128. Concerning Hungary’s position within the Monarchy after 1867
see: pp. 112-115. [hereafter Haslinger, ‘How to Run a Multilingual Society’]

* I use the term Bohemian Lands when discussing the pre-1918 period or pre-1945 developments in the Czech
part of Czechoslovakia. After 1945 I use the term Czech Lands. See also: Wingfield, Flag Wars, p. xvii. For ethnic
conflicts also see for example: Jeremy King, Budweisers into Czechs and Germans: A local history of Bohemian
politics, 1848-1948, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002; Pieter Judson, Guardians of the
Nation: Activists on the language frontiers of Imperial Austria, Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University
Press, 2006; Gary B. Cohen, The Politics of Ethnic Survival: Germans in Prague, 1861-1914, West Lafayette:
Purdue University Press, 2006 or Jan Kten, Die Konfliktigemeinschaft: Tschechen und Deutsche, 1780-1918,
Munich: Oldenbourg Verlag, 1996.

> Haslinger, ‘How to Run a Multilingual Society’, p. 114.

% See: [lona Sarméany-Parsons, ‘Ungarns Millenniumsjahr 1896’ in Brix, Emil and Stekl Hannes (eds) Der Kampf
um das Gedidchtnis: Offentliche Gedenktage in Mitteleuropa, Vienna, Cologne, Weimar: Verlag, pp. 273-291.

7 For 20 August see: Arpad von Klimo, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja: A nemzeti-vallasi kultuszok funciirél’ [The
Holy Right of the nation: On the functions of national-religious cults] in Replika, Vol. 37, 1999, pp. 45-56, p. 49.
and for the anniversary of 1848-49 see: Gyorgy Gyarmati, Mdrcius hatalma, a hatalom mdarciusa: Fejezetek
Marcius 15. iinneplésének torténetébél [The power of March, the march of the power: Chapters from the
commemoration of 15 March], Budapest: Paginarium, 1998, p. 19.

¥ Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative Analysis of the Social
Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations, New York: Columbia University Press,
2000, p. 61,
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throughout the 19th century, cultivated by individuals such as the historian FrantiSek Palacky
and later TomaS G. Masaryk, through whom a historical narrative that honoured Bohemian
historical figures, chief amongst them Jan Hus, the 15th-century Czech priest and religious

reformer, was developed.’

By 1918, the Habsburg empire had collapsed and the independent states of Hungary and
Czechoslovakia had emerged from its rubble, alongside Austria, Yugoslavia, Poland and
Romania. As part of their nation-building processes, both new countries sought to create
national day calendars. For the Hungarians, thanks to their already-developed commemorative
calendar, this was a relatively straight-forward process. The new element, however, was the
loss of two-thirds of Hungarian territory as a result of the Treaty of Trianon of 1920, the peace
treaty between Hungary and the Allies. This grievance was aggressively incorporated into the
post-1918 national rhetoric and fed into the discourse of the national days. Even so, the loss of
these territories made Hungary a mostly ethnically homogenous country. Czechoslovakia’s
difficulties, on the other hand, stemmed from the fact that it was riven with ethnic and religious
cleavages between Catholic and Protestant, Czech and Slovak, Slav and German, which were

strongly manifested in the debates over the composition of the national day calendar.

In this thesis I investigate the national days of Hungary and Czechoslovakia — from
independence in 1918 to the end of Communism — through a commemorative approach that
takes this differentiation between Hungary and the Bohemian Lands in the late Habsburg
Empire as its starting point. The two countries, Habsburg successor states with entangled
histories, have followed almost parallel paths in the 20th and 21st centuries, yet there are
distinct differences in the ways they commemorate: in Hungary, national day commemorations
are almost universally acknowledged and widely celebrated, whereas in Czechoslovakia and
the Czech Republic the creation of national day calendars was a long, drawn-out and divisive
process, which produced national days that were not often loved and today little

commemorated. Their differing statuses in the late Habsburg Empire, whereby the Hungarians

? See for example the 1903 Jan Hus celebrations which purpose was to lay the foundations for a Jan Hus memorial:
Cynthia Paces, ‘Rotating spheres: Gendered commemorative practice at the 1903 Jan Hus memorial festival in
Prague’ in Nationalities Papers: The Journal of Nationalism and Ethnicity, Vol. 28, No. 3, 2000, pp. 523-539.
The second half of the 19th century saw the rise of ‘national’ commemorations throughout Central and Eastern
Europe. For Poland see for example: Patrice M. Dabrowski, Commemorations and the Shaping of Modern Poland,
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2004. Especially pp. 18-21 where Dabrowski outlines
the start of what she refers to as ‘[t]he age of Polish commemorations’ in the second half of the 19th century.
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had their own national days for their own heroes and events as well as their own kingdom,

while the Bohemian Lands had neither, may account for this to a degree.

Alongside this comparative aspect, what is also fascinating are the continuously changing
political and social systems in both countries throughout the period covered. Over the course
of the 20th century both Hungary and Czechoslovakia were part of the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy, they then experienced independence after 1918, came under the influence of or
were occupied by Nazi Germany after 1938, following which both countries came under the
control of the Soviet Union.'” Each of these new governments/regimes wished to establish its
own national day calendar, a potent tool of political legitimisation and control, to
commemorate historic figures and events. Moreover, in most cases, each of these new political
systems claimed to be the opposite of its predecessor. I am thus interested in the way national
days, and their building blocks narratives and symbols, were adopted, adapted and utilised by
the different political systems from 1918 to the end of communism in 1989. A running theme
of the thesis, then, is how each new regime treats the national day commemorations of its
predecessor: even those regimes that claimed to represent a revolution and attempted to
introduce a whole new national day calendar still felt the need to keep a hold of elements from

the political system they had supposedly overturned.

Narratives

One of the conceptual tools used in this thesis is that of the narrative. In very simple terms, I
use narrative to mean the ‘story’ of the nation (or a historic episode or significant figure),
particularly its historical past from the (mythical) foundations until today. More specifically,
this ‘story’ is the one that the nation creates for itself. The (historical or national) narrative does
not necessarily reflect historical truth but is related to national identity and how the nation-state
perceives its past, which is a reflection of its current identity. Counter and dissenting narratives
are also present, some of which I will explore, however the main focus is on the official

narratives that are constructed by the official governments and regimes.

National days and official commemorations are especially salient ways of transmitting and

reproducing ideas of the historical narrative as they focus on what are considered the most

'% Since then, both countries abandoned Communism at around the same time, and joined NATO and the European
Union together.
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important events or individuals in the nation’s history. They also supposedly bring together the
whole nation/state collectively and officially. One of the characteristics of the national
narrative is that it is not strictly defined and it is not necessarily a written narrative (although
‘core’ versions of it are reproduced in school text books, official publications, etc.), and
therefore different versions can exist. Despite this flexibility, national days purport to represent

the actual historical truth and an official, state-sanctioned national (historical) narrative."’

Narratives are composed of a series of events that become connected through the telling of the
‘story’. By definition, a story has to have a beginning, a middle and an end (or the culmination
of the preceding eras), which in the case of the national narratives of Hungary, the
Bohemian/Czech lands and Slovakia are basically arranged around mythical origins and
freedom, followed by suppression by outside forces and, eventually, reclamation of freedom.
These narratives (and especially historical narratives) aim ‘to involve the listeners in the

narrated events, to let them take part emotionally in the drama.’'?

Moreover, in the case of
national days the narrator of the ‘story’ is usually the ruling elite, particularly in authoritarian

states.

Another salient aspect of narratives is that they are flexible, and they can be told and retold: as
long as the general overall ‘meta-narrative’ is maintained, the details can alternate, the
sequence of events be rearranged, the perspective from which they are being narrated change.
A narrative is also embedded within a broader network of episodes, events, perspectives,
voices. More pertinently, given that a narrative is comprised of a beginning, middle and end,
as well as various episodes, then the story that is told through a national day can extend to the
present day: its beginning may be the historical event or figure commemorated in the national

day, but the end of the story may be the present-day nation.

'""See for example: Krijn Thijs, ‘The Metaphor of the Master: “Narrative Hierarchy” in National Historical
Cultures in Europe’ in Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz (eds) The Contested Nation: Ethnicity, Class, Religion and
Gender in National Histories, Writing the Nation Series, 2008, Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
pp. 60-74. Especially pp. 69-73. Yael Zerubavel discusses the relationship between what she describes as the
commemorative narrative and the historical narrative. The commemorative narrative is ‘a story about a particular
past’. Zerubavel identifies the process of narrativisation as the defining feature of both commemorative and
historical narratives, which arrange a series of facts (real or fictional) into a narrative form. See: Yael Zerubavel,
Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National Tradition, London and Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1995, p. 6.

2 Jiirgen Straub, ‘Telling Stories, Making History: Toward a Narrative Psychology of the Historical Construction
of Meaning’ in Straub (ed) Narration, Identity and Historical Consciousness, New York and Oxford: Berghahn
Books, 2005, pp. 44-98, p. 57.

19



Symbols

One of the vehicles — apart from the choreography, speeches or media coverage — through
which national days can transmit these narratives is symbols. As anthropologist Jan Kubik has
argued in relation to Communism in Poland, new political elites have three choices in what to
do with symbols such as national days: they can impose ‘a totally new culture and the
socialization of the populace to accept it’; they may embark on ‘partially remodeling the
existing culture’; or, as a third possibility they could accept ‘or appearing to accept [...] the
existing (political) culture of the country.”'? Although Kubik is discussing the possibilities that
were open to the Communist parties throughout Eastern Europe following the end of the

Second World War, these three options are applicable to almost any form of regime change.

Throughout the 20th century, despite the frequent social and political transformations in
Eastern Europe, and more specifically in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, national days and the
narratives and symbols that are associated with these days proved to be enduring, multivocal
symbols of the state. Kubik notes that those Communist regimes that attempted to introduce a
completely new political culture — and he cites the example of Communist Czechoslovakia —
were bound to fail. Instead, it seems that most new regimes tend to choose Kubik’s second
option, choosing to remodel already existing cultural practices and symbols (such as national
days) rather than completely wiping them out or adopting them wholeheartedly. As will be
made apparent in this thesis, the more resilient symbols were also those that were ‘multivocal’,
symbols which can be interpreted differently by different groups, be attributed different
meanings. One such symbol was that of St Stephen, the founder of the Hungarian state, who
could be embraced by both liberals and nationalists, each group interpreting him in their own
vision, to the extent that even the Communists, who had attempted to erase him from the
commemorative calendar, had to consider restoring him. Symbols that had very specific
meanings, such as Jan Hus in Czechoslovakia, could be divisive, whereas a weak symbol, such
as that of St Wenceslas, which had a weak content and told a vague story, tended to be unable

to unite.

' Jan Kubik, The Power of Symbols against the Symbols of Power: The rise of Solidarity and the fall of state
socialism in Poland, University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994, p. 3.
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Capitals

Although the contexts for this thesis are Hungary and Czechoslovakia, the main focus will be
on commemorations in the capital cities of Budapest and Prague. This was partly to keep the
thesis within manageable limits, but also because its primary approach is to analyse the creation
and utilisation of national days by the political elites. In this sense, I am interested in the official
state versions of national days — especially since it is the state that defines, organises, controls
and performs national days and they are, effectively, reflections of the state, of how the state
perceives itself.'* As such, national day commemorations almost invariably, unless there are
special historic or symbolic reasons, take place in capital cities. Capital cities are where the
organs of the state are to be found, and where the political elites are most often based or meet.
They are often also where the events or figures being commemorated may have taken place or
been active, or where special monuments to them have been built, which themselves have over
time acquired a particular resonance. The physical space of the city is thus itself part of the

performance of the national day."’

As historian Andreas Daum writes in a study of Berlin and Washington as capital cities:
‘[c]apitals are expected to perform specific functions for their nation-states. [...] a capital
mediates between its urban space, the surrounding society, and the nation no less than between
the nation-state and the international world.”'® Daum identifies four different functions that
capital cities perform: political, economic, social and cultural functions.'” For my purposes, the
cultural function is the most important, as it is through this that the capital enacts its
‘representative and symbolic functions’. These include the presence of the parliament, the seat

3

of power, architecture and national memorials and its ‘performative functions’, which —

although Daum does not include it amongst these events per se — the staging of national day

' See for example: Hobsbawm, Eric ‘Introduction: Invention of Traditions’ in Hobsbawm, E. and Ranger T. (eds.)
The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, pp. 1-14. [hereafter: Hobsbawm
‘Introduction: Invention of Traditions’] and Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the
Origins and Spread of Nationalism, London and New York: Verso, 2003. [hereafter: Anderson, Imagined
Communities]

"> T do not mean to claim that only capital cities are useful in the study of national day commemorations. Other
regions, such as borderlands can also offer a unique insight, for example through the contestation of public space
by different ethnic or linguistic groups.

'® Andreas Daum, ‘Capitals in Modern History: Inventing Urban Spaces for the Nation’ in Daum, Andreas W.
and Christof Mauch Berlin-Washington 1800-2000: Capital Cities, Cultural Representation, and National
Identities, Cambridge and Washington DC: Cambridge University Press and German Historical Institute, 2005.
pp. 3-28.p. 3.

" Ibid. pp. 13-19.
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commemorations.'® The ‘performative function’ gives the capital ‘the ability to stage events
and put the political mission of a state and the idea of national identity on display’ and enables
the capital to ‘mediate between the nation-state’s past, present, and envisaged future.’"’
National days can thus be seen not simply as commemorations but also as displays, mediating
messages about the state and projecting its self-image to the country’s population and

internationally.

National days — definitions

National day commemorations often commemorate events in the distant past, while they
themselves are annually repeated events that follow a certain ritual choreography, the meanings
and explanations of which also lie in the past. A commemorative or even festival atmosphere
surrounds them, and they are often holidays from work, separated from the normal organisation
of time and daily life. This therefore gives the illusion that they are timeless and unchanging,
and adds to their ‘sacredness’; in reality, however, they are most often relatively recent

inventions, and in many cases have undergone significant changes over their lifespans.

Yet, they may often have been invented by a new regime, or be already-existing
commemorations that a new regime has appropriated and adapted in some way. It is always
important for new regimes and governments to establish their own narratives, signs and
symbols. As Lynn Hunt argues in relation to the French revolution, ‘[t]here is no government
without rituals and without symbols, however, demystified or unmagical government may
seem.’>’ Moreover, as she continues: ‘[g]overning cannot take place without stories, signs, and
symbols that convey and reaffirm the legitimacy of governing in thousands of unspoken ways.’
Any regime or government that wants to overthrow a previous one must also defeat it on the
symbolic level and also legitimate itself symbolically. Hunt believes that the challengers ‘must
go about inventing political symbols that will express accurately the ideals and principles of

the new order.””!

Hunt was discussing the Republic established after the French Revolution which, as Mona

Ozouf has analysed, formulated not only a whole new set of festivals — such as the Féte de la

"® Ibid. p. 16. and p. 18.
" Ibid. p. 18.
2 Lynn Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution, Los Angeles and London: University of
2(;/ali’fornia Press, 1984, p. 54. [hereafter Hunt Politics, Culture, and Class]
Ibid. p. 54.
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Fédération, which the first great revolutionary festival to celebrate the establishment of the
constitutional monarchy — but also new ways of measuring time with the adoption of the French
Revolutionary calendar.”” Moreover, these French Republic festivals were the first models of
secular national days. Yet, as discussed above, symbols and national days are often multivocal
and hence can be inherited or adapted by different regimes to transmit their messages, or make
them more palatable, or at the least to gain the approval of the populace.

523

National days serve as ‘key markers in national biography’”” and are ‘invested with

extraordinary significance and assigned a qualitatively distinct place in our conception of the

past. 24

My interest is not in all ‘significant days’ or all holidays or red letter days but primarily
the state holidays which, by virtue of being literally days off work, school and ‘normal life’ in
order to commemorate certain aspects of the state, are made ‘different’ and somehow
separate.”” Therefore, in this thesis I do not study religious holidays — such as Easter or
Christmas — or international holidays — such as New Year’s Day — unless they happen to
coincide with national days, such as some saints’ days or 1 May, the feast of work.?® Moreover,
I also restrict my study to days that were officially included in the national day calendar through

the passing of legislation.

Here a note is necessary on the terminology of national days in Hungary and Czechoslovakia.
In this thesis I refer to these events in English as national days, primarily to avoid confusion
and so as to use one expression throughout the thesis.”” Even so, in both Hungary and
Czechoslovakia national days are referred to in a number of different ways, often reflecting a
certain hierarchy within the commemorations. In Hungary public holidays — that is days off

work — were grouped into two categories: the state holiday (dllami tinnep), which is the most

22 Mona Ozouf, Festivals and the French Revolution, trans. Alan Sheridan, Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard
University Press, 1988. [hereafter: Ozouf, Festivals]

¥ David McCrone and Gayle McPherson, ‘Marking Time: The Significance of National Days’ in McCrone and
McPherson (eds) National Days: Constructing and Mobilising National Identity, Basingstoke and New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 212-221. p. 213.

* Barry Schwartz, ‘The Social Context of Commemoration: A Study in Collective Memory’, Social Forces, Vol.
61, No. 2, 1982, pp. 374-402, p. 377.

% See also: Carola Lentz, ‘Celebrating independence jubilees and the millennium: national days in Africa’ in
Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 19, No. 2, 2013, pp. 208-216. See especially pp. 208-210.

% The same guidelines are also used by: Karen Gammelgaard, and Ljiljana Sari¢ ‘Discursive construction of
national holidays in West and South Slavic countries after the fall of communism: Introductory thoughts’ in Sari¢,
Ljiljana, Karen Gammelgaard and Kjetil Ra Hauge Transforming National Holidays: Identity discourse in the
West and South Slavic countries, 1985-2010, Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company,
2012, pp. 5-31, p. 6. [hereafter: Gammelgaard ef al., ‘Discursive construction of national holidays’]

" The term ‘national holiday’ would be misleading in this thesis as these commemorative days were not always
holidays or days off work.
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important national day and national days (nemzeti iinnep).”® These categories were used from

the interwar period to today.

In Czechoslovakia, the calendar throughout the period 1918 to 1993 was more complex. During
the interwar period — apart from religious holidays — public holidays were divided into two
categories: state holiday (statni svatek) and memorial days (pamdtné dny). These were all days
off work. With the Communist usurpation of power from 1948 the national day calendar of
Czechoslovakia was transformed, and the types of national days were also changed. Three
categories of highly hierarchical types of national days were introduced. The most important
national day was categorised as a state holiday (stdtni svatek), followed by public holidays (dny
pracovniho klidu). These were all days off work. Another two categories included significant
(vyznamné dny) and memorable days (pamatné dny). These were not days off work, and were
of a lesser status.” After the fall of Communism a new national day law was passed and the
categories of national days were revised again. The most important national days remained in
the state holiday category. A new category was introduced under the banner of other holidays

(ostatni svatky). The categories of significant and memorable days were also kept.

The changing nature of the terms used to categorise national day commemorations reflects the
unstable nature of these commemorative events as symbols of the nation. American political
scientist Michael E. Geisler argues that national day commemorations ‘are relatively weak and
extremely unstable signifiers of national identity’, especially when we compare them to ‘other
national symbols’, such as national anthems or flags.’® Even so, I believe that their instability
is precisely why these events are of such interest to study over the longue durée. Their
weakness and instability makes them malleable and changeable, and they can thus be used by
different regimes or groups to mean different things. The dramatic social, political and regime
changes in Hungary and Czechoslovakia during the 20th century also affected what was

1
commemorated.

** Although during the discussion of the new national day calendar in 1991, members of the new, democratic
Hungarian parliament stressed that the status state holiday is simply a protocol status and not a hierarchical one.
See for example: ‘Speech by Tamas Isépy [Christian Democratic People’s Party], Secretary of the Ministry of
Justice, Hungarian Parliament, 5 March 1991 at hAttp.//www.parlament.hu/naplo34/084/0840005.html [last
accessed: 20 December 2015]

1 will discuss this further in Chapter Four.

3 Michael E., Geisler, ‘The Calendar Conundrum: National Days as Unstable Signifiers’, in McCrone, David and
Gayle McPherson (eds) National Days, pp. 10-25. p. 14. [hereafter: Geisler, ‘The Calendar Conundrum’]

3! See also: Gammelgaard ez al., ‘Discoursive construction of national holidays’, p. 10.
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The function of national days

Despite their instability as signifiers, national day commemorations are an important device in
the construction and reproduction of national narratives as they can mobilise the whole nation
or ‘mnemonic community’ to remember a historical event, a shared image of the past.’* The
emphasis, as Paul Connerton in his book How Societies Remember suggests must be on the
word ‘shared’.*® Participants must have a basic knowledge regarding what is commemorated,
they must have access to the ‘background story’. This can be achieved in a number of ways
(education, socialisation etc.), but one of the most important aspects in this regard is that these
commemorative events are repetitive. These commemorative events happen (usually) annually
and on the same day. This repetitive nature ‘automatically implies continuity with the past’*
or, more precisely, these events, as Eric Hobsbawm writes, ‘normally attempt to establish

continuity with a suitable historic past’.* In this sense, national days are a perfect example of

Hobsbawm’s concept of ‘invented traditions’.

Another interesting aspect of the types of events that are selected as national day
commemorations is time. At any one of the periods (and even in the periods preceding 1918)
under scrutiny here the spread of events that is commemorated reveals that they can be divided
into two separate groups: events that occurred in the distant past (for example the foundation
of the Hungarian state by St Stephen or St Wenceslas in the Bohemian lands) and ones that
occurred in more recent times (for example the 1848-49 uprising against the Habsburgs in
Hungary or the foundation of Czechoslovakia in 1918). Eviatar Zerubavel, the sociologist of
time, analysed the commemorative calendar of 191 countries and concluded that ‘different
qualities’ are attached to the concept of time in all these countries, which he labels as ‘marked’
or ‘extraordinary’ time, and ‘unmarked’ or ‘mere ordinary’ time.’* While ‘unmarked’ or
‘uneventful’ periods ‘of history are essentially relegated to social oblivion’*’ — despite covering

299

the vast majority of historical time - it is the “eventful”, ‘historically “significant™ or ‘sacred

periods’ that society collectively remembers and commemorates’. Moreover, it is ‘ritual

32 Eviatar Zerubavel, Time Maps: Collective Memory and the Social Shape of the Past, Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 2004, p. 4. [hereafter Zerubavel Time Maps)|

33 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1989, p. 3.

* Ibid. p. 45.

3> Hobsbawm ‘Introduction: Invention of Traditions’, p. 1.

3¢ Zerubavel Time Maps, p. 26.

37 Ibid, p. 45.
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commemoration [that] helps mnemonic communities explicitly articulate what they consider
historically eventful’.*®

This insight into time, memory and community underlines the important role of national day
rituals not simply in constructing and articulating history, memory and identity but in creating
a sense of ‘community’ or collective identity amongst the nation. Moreover, through national
days, this ‘national’ or, to borrow Benedict Anderson’s phrase, ‘imagined community’ is
experienced as a continuation of the national community of the past: time is flattened and
modern Hungarians or Czechs are made members of the same community as medieval

Hungarians or Czechs.*

The selection of periods that are considered to be eventful or uneventful in a nation’s history
is particularly salient. In his study of the commemorative calendars of 191 countries Zerubavel
found that the periods that ‘mnemonic communities come to regard as their history [are]
unevenly distributed chronologically’.** In other words, the historical periods are not tidily
arranged or divided equally in a nation’s commemorative calendar. If we look at the
distribution of the dates that are commemorated what is striking is the long stretches of time

when seemingly nothing happened, i.e. nothing is commemorated.

National days by their very existence turn the citizens of a country into a collective whole and
a community for the purposes of national commemoration, regardless of the extent to which
each individual participates in these rituals. They mobilise the concept of a collective
community in a very real way: almost everyone within the country on the occasion of a national
day shares in the fact that this day is different from regular days, regardless of their own
personal level of involvement (whether they are great enthusiasts who line the streets to watch
the parade or someone who avoids the commemoration events but is still affected as their
workplace is closed and they cannot go to the shops). In his comparison of national days with
other types of national symbol such as flags, Michael Geisler makes the point that: ‘By sheer
virtue of the 24-hour caesura in our daily routines, national days cannot be entirely

“overlooked”. [...] One may choose not to observe or celebrate a national day, but it is pretty

¥ Ibid. p. 29.
3% Anderson, Imagined Communities.
40 Zerubavel Time Maps, p. 29.
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hard to miss’.* Regular time is stopped, seemingly placing us in a special ‘historical’ time that

links directly to the idealised past.

Even so, for national days to be successful a number of factors need to be present. Sociologist
Gabriella Elgenius suggests in her study of national day commemorations in Denmark, Sweden
and Norway that ‘[d]ifferences in the popularity of national days [in these three countries]
suggests that historical prerequisites and national day design are crucial in the making of

. 42
successful ceremonies.’

Whilst in Norway Constitution Day is widely celebrated, in
neighbouring Sweden and Denmark the equivalent national days ‘have not appealed to the
imagination of the citizens’. A similar pattern has also been observed by historian Vera Simon
between another set of very similar neighbours, France and Germany. Whilst Bastille Day ‘is
generally accepted to be the archetype of national celebration and is often cited as a role-model
for other national celebrations’, in Germany Reunification Day is a rather sombre affair.*’
Similarly, in both of these cases the countries with the successful national day celebrations see
these events as uniting and as commemorating a historic watershed, while in those countries
where the national days are less successful, although they are officially considered to be
important, they are also wrapped up in historical dilemmas. This reflects my observations on
Hungary and Czechoslovakia both historically, in the 20th century, and today. Whilst in
Hungary national days have proved to be popular days of celebration (and at times anti-
government protest) in Czechoslovakia these days were more sombre (and at times divisive),

with an emphasis on political speeches rather than festivities.

The innovative aspect of this present study, however, is that it takes both a comparative
approach and a long-term one. Moreover, it aims to examine the national day calendars as
complete units, rather than isolated commemorations, thus examining the selection of
commemorated days as part of a broader process and in relation to each other. As described
above, the histories of these two countries are closely linked and entangled, not simply because
they were part of the Habsburg/Austro-Hungarian Empire, but because their histories have
overlapped greatly even after 1918. The circumstances were at times different, but a common

historical timeline can be drawn up for both countries: post-Habsburg, interwar independence;

*! Geisler, ‘The Calendar Conundrum’ p. 11.

2 Gabriella Elgenius, ‘The politics of recognition: symbols, nation building and rival nationalisms’ in Nations
and Nationalism, Vol. 17, No. 2, 2011, pp. 396-418, p. 412.

# Vera C. Simon, ‘Nations on screen: Live broadcasting of Bastille Day and Reunification Day’ in European
Review of History/ Revue europeenne d’histoire, Vol. 15, No. 6, pp. 615-628, p. 616.
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association (forced or otherwise) with Nazi Germany during the period of the Second World
War; Communist dictatorships between 1948 and 1989, followed by a post-Communist

democratic era.

A particular dynamic of this thesis, then, is the dramatic changes that Central Europe generally
and Hungary and Czechoslovakia went through during the 20th century. This was a period that
was punctuated by dramatic social, cultural and political changes, alternating from
authoritarianism to democracy and back to authoritarianism again. My interest here is in how
the historical narratives present in national day calendars were adapted for use by one political
system to another. How did the democrats of interwar Czechoslovakia and the communists of
post-war Czechoslovakia treat Jan Hus? How did the authoritarian regime of interwar Hungary

and the communist regime of post-war Hungary respond to the messages of 15 March?

This thesis concludes that the history of national day commemorations is not only a ‘ruptured’
history, but one that is also characterised by surprising continuities. As many studies have
shown, at times of dramatic social and political change, the new governing regimes usually
introduce a new set of symbolic markers, such as a new group of national day
commemorations.** Despite this trend, in both Hungary and Czechoslovakia there were
specific national day commemorations that occurred in each of these very different historical
periods, even if their content was dramatically rewritten. I thus seek to explain and understand
the ways in which national days were reworked, adopted and adapted, contested, rejected and

reclaimed.

Aside from the similarities there are, of course, also important differences between the two
case studies. As a result of Hungary’s privileged position in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy,
Hungarian politicians and nationalists were able to officially commemorate national days prior
to 1918. This was not the case for the Bohemian Lands under the Empire. This could explain
to some extent why in Hungary the main question after 1918 was not what should be
commemorated, but how and by whom. In contrast, in Czechoslovakia the question was who
or what, and why certain events needed to be commemorated. These differences did not only

run along ethnic lines — between Czechs and Slovaks — but also along religious lines, between

* A classic study on this is Ozouf, Festivals.
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Catholics and Protestants.”> These questions were not only asked during the interwar period,
but also during the Second World War and in the post-1989 period. During the Communist
period many of the ‘previously existing’ national day commemorations were still
commemorated in some form, although as I will discuss in Chapters Four and Five, their
meanings were developed along the lines of Communist ideology. The comparative perspective

will enable me to approach these continuities and discontinuities in a more nuanced way.

Moreover, the comparative approach will also enable me to avoid the pitfalls of exploring these
national day commemorations only through the prism of national history (specifically, that of
my own country, Hungary) and to locate the developments in both these countries within a
broader Central European perspective. The thesis thus focuses on Hungary and the
Bohemian/Czech Lands of Czechoslovakia. There will be diversions to Slovakia when
pertinent, in particular in Chapters One, Two and Three. Slovakia contained (and still does) a
large Hungarian minority, while friction between Czechs and Slovaks impeded the smooth

adoption of a national day calendar for Czechoslovakia.

Sources

I use a wide variety of primary material, ranging from archival, parliamentary and (local)
government sources as well as contemporary publications (such as history books) and
newspapers. The primary source material was largely gathered from the National Archive of
the Czech Republic, the Hungarian National Archives, the Budapest City Archives as well as
from the Nitra State Archives in Slovakia.*® The contemporary printed material — such as
books, pamphlets etc. — were mainly consulted in the National Library of the Czech Republic,
the Slovak National Library and in the National Széchényi Library in Hungary. The sources

are in four different languages: Czech, German, Hungarian and Slovak.

The wide range of sources was necessary to be able to study national day commemorations
over the long timeframe. Between 1918 and 1989 Hungary and Czechoslovakia experienced at
least three different political realities and the type of sources used for each period are reflective
of the different political regimes. In the interwar period, parliamentary sources for both

countries — especially for Czechoslovakia, where the national day law debate highlighted the

% Ethinic differences also manifested themselves amongst the Czechs and the Germans of Czechoslovakia. See
for example: Wingfield, Flag Wars, pp. 172-174 on German attitudes towards the commemoration of 28 October.
I would like to thank Dr Miroslav Michela, who shared his Nitra State Archive Sources with me.
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cleavages between the different groups —, proved to be valuable. Parliamentary sources,
however became less pertinent for the periods of totalitarian regimes, although in the case of
Czechoslovakia the national day law announcement — rather than a debate — during the
Communist period offered a great contrast with the interwar period. I also relied on legislation
as signposts for major changes within the national day calendar and the parliamentary sources

further helped me to interpret these developments.

Local government sources, especially in the interwar period and during the Second World War
such as the minutes of the Municipal Council of Budapest proved to be a fruitful source of
information on national day commemorations. In Czechoslovakia for the period of the War the

Office of the Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia was also especially rich in sources.

In the Communist era, by the nature of the political system, official Party sources were
particularly useful. In Hungary, 1 especially relied on sources from the Agitation and
Propaganda Department, which acted as the main organiser of national days. In Czechoslovakia
the most useful sources regarding national day commemorations were found in the archives of
the Central Committee of the Czechoslovak Communist Party and the Central Committee of

the National Front.

Throughout the thesis I also used newspaper articles, as reports in the newspapers on the
celebrations enabled me to see what actually happened on the official national day
commemorations. Where possible I attempted to use a wide range of newspapers to be able to
see the commentary by different party and social factions. Even so, at times of totalitarian
regimes, this was not possible and thus I relied on the official Party newspapers in the
Communist era. Of course, these were heavily censored and reports tended to repeat the same
platitudes every year, but they reprinted the official programme and also the speeches by

leading Party comrades.

Contemporary publications — especially history books and special anniversary publications —
also proved invaluable. These — usually — official publications provided an extended version
of the official narrative on these commemorative days and the figures that were being
commemorated. For example, once the Communist takeover in Hungary was complete the
figure of St Stephen, the mythical founder of the Hungarian state was cancelled from the 20

August national day. The day was also renamed Constitution Day from St Stephen Day.
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However, as the first king of Hungary he was still included in the official history textbooks and

thus the Communist interpretation of Stephen could be extracted from these publications.

Using mainly official sources also has its disadvantages. These sources were especially useful
for my main aim which was to study national day commemorations over a long timeframe to
explore how the different regimes over time utilised commemorative days. In each period I
tried to cover the main threads/ events of opposition to the official national days mainly through
police sources — such as in the case of Hungarian minorities in Slovakia and their attitudes
towards Czechoslovak and Hungarian national days, or the protests by Czechs in Prague during
the Protectorate — or through the secondary literature. The disadvantage of this approach was
that I was only able to cover the main protests, and not the output and views of the protesters
themselves. Even so, within the scope of this thesis it would not have been possible to gather

bottom-up sources.

Structure of the thesis

The thesis is structured chronologically and is divided into three sequential parts: the interwar
period, Second World War and Communism. The first part of the thesis, the interwar period,
is divided into two thematic chapters. Chapter One asks why the commemoration of medieval
saints and martyrs became key dates in the national day calendars following the collapse of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. These medieval figures were considered not only to prove the
historical longevity of the nation, but also to legitimise the new nation-states that were being
born after 1918. Even so, in Hungary following the Treaty of Trianon and the loss of two-thirds
of the country’s territory, St Stephen’s Day — the medieval founder of the mythical Hungarian
state — was celebrated as evidence that the Treaty was an injustice. In Czechoslovakia, the
choice of which medieval hero(es) should be commemorated, who should be commemorated
in which territory, and even whether these figures should be commemorated at all was the main
contention. Many in the governing elite of the Hrad (Castle), amongst them President Tomas
G. Masaryk, wished to commemorate Jan Hus, who symbolised an anti-Catholic and anti-
Habsburg tradition. This was opposed, naturally, by Czech and German Catholics and Slovaks,
who looked to medial figures such as St Wenceslas, Jan Nepomucky, or even Ss Cyril and

Methodius, as alternatives or counter-balances.

In Chapter Two, I discuss those national days that commemorated more recent historic events.

For Hungary, this was the 1848-49 revolution, commemorated on 15 March. The day did not
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become an official national day until 1927, by which time it was appropriated by the social
democrats. Even after it became an official national day, the Horthy regime remained rather
ambiguous towards the day, feeling its revolutionary and democratic dimensions were a threat.
In Czechoslovakia, the days were 28 October, the anniversary of the foundation of the state in
1918 and 2 July, commemorating the Battle of Zborov of 1917, the first victory of the
Czechoslovak legionnaires over the armies of Austro-Hungary. 28 October came to be
challenged by the Slovaks, in a kind of counter-attack to Czech proposals to commemorate Jan
Hus. Chapter Two also deals with how the Hungarian minorities celebrated 15 March in

Slovakia and what their attitudes were towards 28 October.

Chapter Three asks how national days could be commemorated during the Second World War,
under Nazi occupation and oversight. Hungary became Nazi Germany’s ‘reluctant’ satellite
state, in the hopes that the territories ‘lost” as a result of the Treaty of Trianon would be
reversed. Ironically, the most coveted territories of the Felvidék and Transylvania now
belonged to Slovakia and Romania respectively, both allies of Nazi Germany. Slovakia had by
now become an ‘independent’ puppet state, whilst the Czechs were living under the
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. In the Protectorate Nazi officials attempted to continue
with the commemorations of St Wenceslas as they believed that he represented good historical
relations between Germans and Czechs, and the contemporary Czechs would thus be easier to
‘Germanise’. Instead, the saint’s day and other national days became an opportunity for
symbolic protest by Czech people and the resistance. The Slovak leaders, on the other hand,
were able to establish or consolidate national days that they perceived to be central to Slovak

national identity.

The Communist period is the subject of Chapters Four and Five. Chapter Four seeks to
understand how, in the period up until 1956, the Communist parties in both Hungary and
Czechoslovakia attempted to create new socialist societies that still utilised historical
narratives. These narratives derived from some of the previously established national day
commemorations, especially those that could be connected to the rhetoric of revolutionary
traditions. In Hungary this day was the anniversary of 1848-49 on 15 March, whilst in
Czechoslovakia Jan Hus Day was chosen. Even so, once the Communists had completely
monopolised power in 1948, these nationally-oriented days were demoted in the hierarchy of
national days and those with a Soviet-theme, such as Liberation Day and 1 May, were installed

in their place.
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Chapter Five explores the fate of national day commemorations from 1956 to 1989. In Hungary
following the 1956 revolution and the de-Stalinisation efforts national day commemorations
also underwent certain modifications. The previously not commemorated Hungarian Soviet
Republic of 1919 was given its own national day. In the mid-1960s the anniversaries of the
1848-49 revolution, the Hungarian Soviet Republic and Liberation Day became known as the
Revolutionary Youth Days, their aim supposedly being educate the youth. The biggest
transformation was that of 20 August, which from 1949 no longer commemorated St Stephen
and the foundation of the Hungarian state, but the 1949 Stalinist Constitution. Even so, from
the mid-1960s Stephen was restored to the narrative, this time as King Stephen. By the 1980s
the official commemorations of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party were being challenged

by the emerging opposition groups, especially on the anniversary of 1848-49.

In Czechoslovakia the changes were subtler. De-Stalinisation did not happen until the early
1960s, and national day commemorations more or less continued on in the same vein till then.
Attempts were made in 1968 to reform the system during the Prague Spring, as 1 May that year
will show. Whilst some changes were introduced to national day commemorations, significant
developments — on a par with those in Hungary — did not happen until the 1980s. This reflects
the more rigid nature of the Czechoslovak communist regime, in contrast with the more liberal

communism of Hungary.

After 1989, as is discussed in the Conclusion, things had almost come full circle. With the end
of communism, countries of the former Eastern bloc shed their Soviet days and looked back to
those of the interwar period. Both Hungary and Czechoslovakia today commemorate more-or-
less the same national days as when they first became independent states in 1918. Even so, this
‘restoration” was not even: while Hungary slipped naturally back into its commemorations of
St Stephen and 15 March, the Czech Republic commemorates the foundation of a state that no

longer exists (Czechoslovakia).
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Chapter One

Stephen, Wenceslas, Hus: Medieval figures in the building of the modern
nation-state

In his survey of national days in 191 countries, the sociologist of time Eviatar Zerubavel
observed that ‘around the entire world, only nine countries actually commemorate on their
national holidays historical events that occurred between 680 and 1492°." Eight of these
countries are in Europe (India being the ninth), including Hungary, the Czech Republic and
Slovakia. Furthermore, this period neatly covers what is conventionally called the medieval
period or the Middle Ages. This underlines the importance of medieval history to national
historical narratives in Europe, and particularly in the countries that are the subject of this
thesis.> More pertinently, the subjects commemorated in Hungary, and Czechoslovakia/the
Czech Republic and Slovakia are not events but historical figures, who play an important role
in the historical and commemorative narratives of both Hungary and the Bohemian lands.
Figures such as St Stephen, the king and founder of Hungary, St Wenceslas, the Duke of
Bohemia, and the Czech religious reformer Jan Hus are used in the national historical narratives
to signify the deep historical roots of the new nation-state, to cement its position in Europe
(both after 1918 and 1989) and to represent its political values. This was especially important
in the period after 1918, when these new European states were created. The peace negotiations
following the Great War and the final breakdown of the Habsburg Empire required Hungarians
and Czechoslovaks literally to compete — and with each other — using historical justifications

for the existence and boundaries of their new states.

Stephen, Wenceslas and Hus had been present in the collective memory of their respective
nations since at least the 19th century, but it was only after 1918 — especially in the case of
Czechoslovakia — that they could be officially commemorated as an embodiment of the state.

Yet, throughout the 20th century, this central position has often been challenged and

' Eviatar Zerubavel, ‘Calendars and History: A Comparative Study of Social Organization of National Memory’
in Olick, Jeffrey K. (ed), States of Memory: Continuities, Conflicts and Transformations in National
Retrospection, Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003, pp. 315-337, p. 330.

? See for example the ‘Introduction’ by Clare A. Simmons in Medievalism and the Quest for the Real Middle
Ages, by Clare A. Simmons (ed.), London: Frank Cass, 2001, pp. 1-28. On East-Central Europe, see the chapters
in History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe: Junctures and disjunctures in the 19th and 20th
centuries, Volume I, Marcel Cornis-Pope and John Neubauer (eds), Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins
Publishing Co., 2004.

35



undermined and their commemorations sometimes completely removed from the calendar,
invariably in a reflection of the political context and the regime of the time. In this chapter I
investigate how these three medieval figures came to be commemorated in the period after
independence in 1918 until the outbreak of the Second World War. [ am interested in why these
new nation-states looked back to medieval figures to symbolise, legitimise or represent them
and in how complex the process of establishing commemorative calendars was: was this a
straightforward process or was it a convoluted and disputed one, and if so where did the fault
lines lie? These commemorative calendars were not comprised solely of days dedicated to
medieval figures, however, and modern ‘civic’ or military events were also commemorated, as

will be discussed in Chapter Two.

In Hungary, the medieval figure selected for primary commemoration was St Stephen (Szent
Istvan kirdly), the king and founder of the Hungarian state, who reigned from c. 997-1038. St
Stephen is the predominant figure in the national and cultural identity of Hungary: not only is
his national day a major event, but other political symbols associated with him, such as his
crown and mummified right hand, are ever prevalent in Hungarian social and political life,
while references to St Stephen are legion in Hungarian political rhetoric.’ The most prominent
national day in the Hungarian calendar since independence was, and still is, 20 August, the
anniversary of when he was canonised and made a saint in 1083, although the event actually
celebrated is the foundation of the state in AD 1000.* In Czechoslovakia another medieval ruler
was commemorated, St Wenceslas, the 10th-century Duke of Bohemia from 921-929. He was
assassinated on 28 September 929, it is believed by his pagan brother Boleslav, and in the
interwar period this date was commemorated as St Wenceslas Day. The Czechs also
commemorated Jan Hus Day on 6 July, the late 14th-/early 15th-century religious reformer and

martyr who was burned at the stake on 6 July 1415.

These three medieval figures had been important in the creation of national identity and a
national historical narrative from the 19th century and even earlier. Their usefulness was
magnified in the interwar period as, in the eyes of the political actors, they helped to legitimate

and consolidate Hungary and Czechoslovakia on the post-1918 political map of Europe,

3 See, for example: Arpad von Klimo, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja: A nemzeti-vallasi kultuszok funkcioirél’ [The
Holy Right of the nation: On the functions of national-religious cults] in Replika, Vol. 37, 1999, pp. 45-56.
[hereafter Klimé ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja’].

* See: Robert Nemes, The Once and Future Budapest, DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2005, p.
110. [hereafter: Nemes, The Once and Future Budapest]
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showing that they had existences as state formations before being incorporated into the
Habsburg Empire. The perceived roles of Stephen and Wenceslas as founders of the ‘original’
medieval states of Hungary and Bohemia gave them added symbolic weight for the creation of
the modern states. The function of Jan Hus is more complicated, as his commemoration
strained cleavages within Czechoslovakian society rather than created unity. Yet, he was
promoted by many within the Bohemian lands, in particular the political elite and Protestants,
as a symbol of democracy and progress. He may not have underlined historical and territorial
unity, as Stephen and Wenceslas did, but he represented a democratic and anti-German/-

Austrian identity among the Czechs, which had added value in this period.

More generally, however, the medieval past was becoming a period of fascination in 19th and
early-20th century Europe. Medieval figures were being ‘rediscovered’ in the 19th century
when the Romantics and scholars sought continuity with the past in order to promote the
territorial claims of one particular ethnic group over another.” In this period the attention of
scholars and historians also turned to the construction of group identities and the construction
of a shared past.® However, to achieve these goals it was no longer viable to symbolise the
nation with ‘the old mould of heroes’, i.e. kings and military leaders, but the new symbolic
discourse asked for ‘genuine great men, who rose to prominence, not because of their
privileged background, but due to their contribution to the destiny of the nation’.” In many
cases this led to the re-evaluation of heretics and religious reformers in the nation’s historical

canon, as was the case with Jan Hus in the Bohemian lands.®

> Monika Badr, ‘Heretics into National Heroes: Jules Michelet’s Joan of Arc and Frantisek Palacky’s John Hus’
in Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz Nationalizing the Past: Historians as Nation Builders in Modern Europe,
Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 128-148. p. 136 [hereafter Baar, ‘Joan of Arc and
Hus’], and Miroslav Hroch, ‘National Romanticism’ in Balazs Trencsényi and Michal Kopecek (eds) Discourses
of Collective Identity in Central and Southeast Europe (1770-1945) Texts and Commentaries Volume II: National
Romanticism — The Formation of National Movements, pp. 4-18. p. 6. [hereafter Hroch, ‘National Romaticism’]

% Hroch, ‘National Romanticism’ p. 6.

7 Badr, ‘Joan of Arc and Hus’ p. 18. See also Paul Stephenson’s study, The Legend of Basil the Bulgar-slayer,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, for the use of this Byzantine emperor in early-20th-century
Greece.

¥ See for example: Baar, ‘Joan of Arc and Hus” on how Joan of Arc and Jan Hus were transformed into ‘acceptable’
national symbols by two 19th-century historians, Jules Michelet and FrantiSek Palacky respectively. For an
example of how Joan of Arc became an all-encompassing national symbol, used by both the left and the right see:
James F. McMillan, ‘Reclaiming a martyr: French Catholics and the Cult of Joan of Arc, 1890-1920” in Diana P.
Wood, (ed) Martyrs and Martyrologies: Papers Read at the 1992 Summer Meeting (Glasgow) and the 1993
Winter Meeting (London) of the Ecclesiastical History Society, Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, pp. 359-370.
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Even so kings were not fully out of favour with 19th-century national thinkers, especially since
they helped to promote the apparent historical longevity of the nation and the importance of
territory. One of the most efficient ways to prove historical longevity and territorial belonging
was the utilisation of the mythical founders of the state in the national discourse. These
foundational figures serve two, very much interlinked purposes. They legitimise the present-
day existence of the nation, even if the nation was under foreign rule for a period, and they also
legitimise the territorial space that these nations claim as their own. This point is especially
salient in both the countries under scrutiny, as territorial disputes are present in both cases. In
fact, the historical territories of both the Bohemian lands and Hungary can be referred to in
terms of St Wenceslas and St Stephen as ‘the Crown Lands of St Wenceslas’ or the ‘Crown

Lands of Bohemia’ and the ‘Crown Lands of St Stephen’.’

In this chapter, therefore, in order to examine how these cults came to represent their respective
nations after 1918, I also aim to understand the significant developments in the preceding 19th
century and earlier. All three of these cults went through a great transformation (St Stephen
and St Wenceslas) or were placed at the forefront of the national narrative (Jan Hus) during the
‘national revivals’. These transformations very much impacted on how these previously
primarily religious cults and, by now, national days, were utilised in the post-1918 period.
These cults also played a crucial role within the symbolic landscape of Budapest and Prague,
through the erection of statues as well as the physical act of their commemoration, and this

19th- and 20th-century urban transformation will also be touched upon.

St Stephen
The cult of St Stephen can be traced to the 11th century, almost immediately after his death in

1038. Even so, it was not until the end of the 18th and through the 19th century that the cult
started to shift from a religious, Church commemoration to a national, secularised one
(alongside the parallel religious commemoration).'® His cult was promoted by the Habsburgs
as a way of strengthening the loyalty of the Hungarian nobility to the Habsburg rulers. The
Habsburg emperor (or empress, in the case of Maria Theresa) was also the king of Hungary

(even in the case of Maria Theresa) — just as they were also the king of Bohemia — and were

’ The Hungarian phrase was coined by Ferenc Deak in 1861. Ferenc Dedk, ‘Zagrabmegye korlevele és az
egyesiilés’ [Circular of Zagreb county and the unification] in Pesti Naplo, 24 March 1861, pp. 1-3, p. 3. [hereafter:
Dedk, ‘Zagrabmegye korlevele’] For the Czech phrase I have not been able to find an origin, and it also less used.
' K1imo, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja’ pp. 46-47.
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crowned as such with the crown of St Stephen. Maria Theresa founded the Order of St Stephen
in 1764, and returned the Holy Right to Buda from Croatia in 1771. More significantly, she
ordered that the Holy Right be carried around Buda on Stephen’s feast day, thus establishing
the traditional ritual of the procession and a day of commemoration for him. A mass was also

held, followed by feasting and games for the people.'’

In 1819 the rules for the event were laid down by Archduke Joseph, Palatine of Hungary.
Representatives of the Hungarian nobility were called to attend the procession, which served
to further integrate the noble elite into politics.'? It was with Palatine Joseph’s support that St
Stephen’s Day became ‘one of the most impressive religious holidays in Hungary, yearly
celebrated with devotion and solemnity.”'® The procession, however did not only aim at
integrating the Hungarian noble elite, but it also showed the ‘corporate order’ during the
procession upon which the authority of the ruling house rested: ‘The alliance of throne, town
and altar was spatially illustrated in the procession’s route from the royal palace to Buda parish

church and in the close proximity of the archbishop and the archduke in the procession.”'*

Until the 1848 uprising St Stephen’s Day and the Holy Right procession were very much a
religious, Church affair."’> Hungarian nationalists started to be critical of the day in the early
1840s, arguing that it was not a national day with all the religious and German elements that
were associated with it.'® They were, however supportive of commemorating St Stephen. The
issue of language was also tied up with the broader political controversies of the time,
especially with the nationalist movement’s calls for the use of the Hungarian language in the
Church. With the 1848-49 revolution, however, St Stephen’s Day became more nationalised

and politicised.

The growing importance of the procession for Hungarian national identity and as a means to
establishing a Hungarian political culture and symbolic system was further illustrated during

the 1848-49 uprising when key figures of the revolution — Istvdn Széchenyi, Lajos Kossuth and

"' Nemes, The Once and Future Budapest, p. 110.

12 K1im6, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja’ p. 49.

1> Nemes, The Once and Future Budapest, p. 110.

“ Ibid. p. 111.

'> Gabor Gyani, ‘Kommemorativ Emlékezet és Torténelmi Igazolas’ [Commemorative Memory and Historical
Justification] in Veszpémy, Laszl6 (ed) Szent Istvan és az allamalapitds, Budapest: Osiris Kiado, 2002, pp. 569-
581. p. 570. [hereafter, Gyani ‘Kommemorativ Emlékezet é¢s Torténelmi Igazolas’]

'® Nemes, The Once and Future Budapest, p. 112.
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Bertalan Szemere — all attended the procession.'” Thus, the achievements of the 1848-49
uprising were not only political and social but, as Gadbor Gyani highlights, they also marked
the starting point of the process of making 20 August and St Stephen’s Day into a national
event.'® Even so, the results were not immediate. The 1867 Compromise which established the
dual monarchy of Austria-Hungary did not result in major changes to the content of the 20
August holiday, which was by then becoming increasingly popular also outside of Pest-Buda,
as the two cities that later unified as Budapest were then jointly known."” It was not until 1895
that St Stephen’s Day became a fully nationalised commemorative event. By this time the
number of participants reached into the many thousands, and from this year on state buildings
displayed the national flag,*® although in legislative terms it was only in 1920 that St Stephen’s

Day officially became a national day.”'

In addition to the Holy Right, another important symbol of the nation is connected to St
Stephen, namely the Holy Crown, today housed in the Hungarian Parliament. According to the
popular legend, the Crown was given to Stephen by Pope Sylvester II. Art historians in the
19th and 20th centuries began to question this myth, however, and it is now widely
acknowledged that Stephen never actually wore this crown.”? Even so, as Hungarian historian
Tibor Glant observes ‘the myth stuck’: the Crown is still very much connected to St Stephen
and the doctrine of the Holy Crown is ‘an integral part of Hungarian constitutional tradition.’*
The Crown also came to symbolise the territorial integrity of the nation from 1790, when the
Hungarian diet ‘claimed to legislate for the other Lands (regna) under the Hungarian crown.”**
Before 1790 this legislative power only extended over Hungary proper. The conflation of the
symbol of the crown with the territory of Hungary and its political exploitation became
apparent after the 1830s when ‘the liberal nationalists called for all the Lands of the Hungarian

crown to be reunited in a single governmental system’ as part of the efforts to establish an

"7 K1imé, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja’ p. 49.

'® Gyani ‘Kommemorativ Emlékezet és Torténelmi Igazolas® pp. 570-571.

' K1imo, ‘A nemzet Szent Jobbja’ p. 50.

>0 Ibid.

! Gyani, ‘Kommemorativ Emlékezet és Torténelmi Igazolas® p. 571.

2 péter Laszlo, ‘“The Holy Crown of Hungary, Visible and Invisible’ in SEER, Vol. 81, No. 3, 2003, pp. 421-510,
pp. 424-425. [Hereafter: Laszld, ‘The Holy Crown of Hungary’]

** Tibor Glant, ‘American-Hungarian Relations and the Return of the Holy Crown’ in Hupchick, Dennis P. and
R. William Weisberger (eds), Hungary’s Historical Legacies: Studies in Honor of Steven Béla Vardy, New York:
Columbia University Press, 2000, pp. 168-186, esp. p. 168.

 Laszl6, ‘The Holy Crown of Hungary’ pp. 421-510, esp. p. 458. The crown lands included the Kingdom of
Hungary (including the Principality of Transylvania and the former Voivodeship of Serbia and Banat of
Temeschwar), the Kingdom of Croatia-Slavonia and the City of Fiume with territory.
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independent Hungarian state.”> This underscores the links between Stephen and the Crown,
and the concept of the Crown as symbolising constitutional rule over what are considered the
historical Hungarian lands. In this sense, Stephen/the Crown were presented as historical
‘evidence’ and a justification for Hungarian constitutional autonomy over the ‘lands under the
Hungarian crown’ before independence in 1918. After 1918 and the Treaty of Trianon they

were used to promote the ‘rightness’ of Hungarian claims to these crown lands.

The significance of the crown, as a national symbol and a religious relic, was confirmed in the
1848 April laws,?® which promised greater Hungarian autonomy and were passed in response
to the March uprising, which ‘ordained the creation of “the complete dlladalmi [state] unity of
the territory under the Hungarian Holy Crown”.”*’ These laws established a Magyar state that
was to have its own Diet or parliament and control its own budget, military and foreign policy.
It was to be united with the Austrian Empire only in the figure of the king-emperor. Although
Emperor Ferdinand I of Austria (in Hungary and Bohemia known as Ferdinand V) ratified
these laws on 11 April 1848, the Austrians no longer recognised them after the eventual defeat
of the Hungarian revolution in 1849. Nonetheless the April Laws will play a significant role in

the commemoration of the 1848-49 revolution at the end of the nineteenth century.”®

Despite the failed uprising, efforts for autonomy continued until the Compromise of 1867. A
few years before, in 1861, a new phrase had been coined by Ferenc Dedk, the Hungarian
statesman and Minister of Justice in the Batthyany government (the first autonomous
government after the April laws) and one of the key architects of the Compromise. In an article
discussing the constitutional standing of the Croatian Lands of the Crown of Zvonimir in the
newspaper Pesti Naplo, on 24 March 1861 Deék referred not to the ‘Lands of the Holy Crown’,
but to the ‘Lands of the Crown of St Stephen’.” Deak’s phrase came to be used widely,

> Ibid.

11 April commemorated the signing of the so-called April (or March) Laws (Aprilisi térvények) in 1848 by
Ferdinand V. The law was passed by the Hungarian Diet that at the time had its seat in Pozsony (today Bratislava,
in Slovakia). The Laws were more or less based on the Twelve Point manifesto that was circulated in Pest-Buda
on 15 March 1848 when the revolution erupted. They granted Hungarian control over the National Guard, national
budget and foreign policy and also removed serfdom. After the crushing of the Hungarian revolution the Laws
were largely void, but Hungary did gain autonomy within the Habsburg Empire after the 1867 Compromise
(Ausgleich/Kiegyezés). Gyorgy Gyarmati, Mdrcius Hatalma a Hatalom Marciusa: Fejezetek Marcius 15.
Unneplésének Torténetébdl [The Power of March, the March of the Powers: Chapters from the commemoration
of 15 March] Budapest: Paginarum, 1998, p. 31. [hereafter: Gyarmati, Mdrcius Hatalma]

27 L4sz16, ‘The Holy Crown of Hungary’ p. 459.

8 Gyarmati, Mdrcius Hatalma, pp. 10-11.

¥ Dedk, ‘Zagrabmegye korlevele’
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although in legal enactments the phrase ‘Lands of the Hungarian Crown’ remained in use until
the end of Austro-Hungary.’® Deak perhaps chose to talk more specifically of the lands of the
Crown of St Stephen as the Croatian lands were coming to be described as the lands of the
Crown of Zvonimir, the 11th-century Croatian king. This would make the Hungarian crown
lands less of an abstract concept and attach to them the glory of a medieval king and saint. This
was particularly important as this term could make Hungarian claims stand out amongst all the
other claims for greater autonomy being put forward by the peoples under Austrian imperial

rule.

The importance of Deak’s phrase will be seen especially during the interwar and the post-1989
periods, when irredentists are still today employing it to highli