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Letter From Budapest 

Change in Hungary 
Kadar Is Satirized 

B U D A P E S T 

By local standards i t was 
a sensational event. Just af­
ter ha l f of Hungary's popu­
la t ion had settled down be­
fore t he i r television sets to 
watch the New Year's Eve 
show, a comedian started 
imita t ing^ the man whose 
voice, manners and style are 
known to v i r t u a l l y a l l Hun­
garians—Jarm^Kajflar , the 
Communist Par ty leader. 

The unannounced comedy 
rout ine was so unexpected 
that an ominous silence fe l l 
over the television studio 
audience. Suddenly a micro­
phone i n the back of the au­
d i t o r i u m picked up the 
voice of an old lady, f i l l e d 
w i t h apprehension, as she 
ut tered, "Jesus Christ ." 

The comedian, t o t a l ly un­
ruf f l ed , stepped out of his 
ro le and, look ing at the o ld 
lady, said: "No, no. You've 
got the r i g h t f loor but the 
wrong department." 

This broke the ice and the 
audience roared w i t h laugh­
ter as the comedian, Geza 
Hof i . con t inued gently to sa­

t i r i z e Hungary's leader by 
using Radar's penchant for 
chess to mock his pol i t ica l 
pragmatism. ("You've got to 
sacrifice a couple of pawns 

to get the queen.") 

The show was a great h i t 
and i t was rebroadcast re­
cently. Tha t Hofa could sa­
t i r ize the Communist Pa fry 
leader—even w i t h a good 
oeai A ambiguity—over the 
state-operated television net­
w o r k is an unprecedented 
event i n Communist Europe. 
Obviously, i t was staged 
w i t h the approval of Hjunga-
rv 'S m g h ^ t n a r t v mithniR. 

Normal ly , Communist 
Par ty chiefs are t reated as 
deities i n the party-con­
t ro l l ed media. Even i n nona-
l igned Yugoslavia, w i t h its 
more relaxed cu l tu ra l c l i - -
mate, no one wou ld dream 
of sa t i r iz ing President T i to . 
A n d Romania's President 
Nicolae Ceausescu enjoys 
the grandeur and glamor of 
an emperor i n his country's 
media. 

I n Hungary , however, sig­
nif icant changes have been 
tak ing place—changes i n 
style i f not i n substance. A 
few days after the show, the 
Budapest newspaper Est i 
H i r l a p broke another un­
w r i t t e n ru le of the Commu­
nist press when i t carried a 
f ront page cartoon of Kadar. 
I ts caption was to the effect: 
'1 also got a k ick out of i t 
(the T V show)." 
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managed to enhance his rep­
u ta t ion and w i n a degree of 
publ ic af fec t ion by pursuing 
policies aimed at domestic 
independence. 

The passage of t ime has 
b lu r r ed the stigma once at­
tached W Ms rote i n 1956, 
when Soviet tanks crushed 
the Hungar ian rebel l ion and 
instal led h i m as f i rs t secre­
tary of the Hungarian Com­
munis t Party. 

Over the past decade, Ka­
dar has gradual'y relaxed 
cu l tu ra l policies, phased out 
the rigidly ideological ap­
proach to the economy and 
cautiously switched over t o , 
market-oriented policies. As 
^ r e s u l t , Wimgarv'g s u u d a r d 
of l i v ing has been r is ing. 

Indeed, most Hungarians 
seem comfortable w i t h Ka­
dar and the unexpected T V 
spoof was interpreted by 
them as a sign that ^ a d a r is 
comfortably secure i n his 
pre-eminent position. W i t h a 
par ty congress coming up i n 
March, the people had wor­
r i ed about possible person­
nel changes. 

The h in t that Kadar w i f l 
continue i n his present post 
jS regarded as a positive de­
velopment. 

The relat ively relaxed cul­
t u r a l atmosphere includes a 
good deal of s t inging c r i t i ­

cism. One is even permi t t ed 
to poke fun at Hungary's 
subservient role i n the So­
vie t Jb loc—a l though not at 
the Russians di rec t ly . 

One cabaret, V i d a m Szim-
pad, has the fo l lowing com­
edy rou t ine i n i ts show: A 
young Hungar ian journa l i s t 
excitedly approaches his 
managing edi tor shouting, 
"There's been a coup i n Ru-
r i tania . How should we play 
the story?" 

The editor suggests that 
the young man c a l l the Hun­
garian Foreign M i n i s t r y for 
guidance. As he rushes to 
the telephone, an office sec­
re tary stops h i m saying, 
"Save yourself the t rouble , 
j u s t check the Tass w i r e " 
(the of f ic ia l Soviet news 
agency). 

H U N G A R Y ' S r i l T / T T I R A L 
c l imate x though relaxed i n 
comparison to that of some 
other Soviet bloc countries, 
is carefully supervised by 
he regime. A n d authori t ies 
are ready to crack down on 
offenders. 

Ar t i s t s and wr i t e r s are 
not supposed to crit icize the 
Soviet Union , or challenge 
rtungary's socialist system, 
or produce works that au­
thor i t ies regard as porno­
graphic. • 

"Those are the sacred 
cows % you cannot touch," 
said one Hungar ian ar t is t . 
"The rest is okay." 

By and large, the intellec­
t u a l communi ty is said to 
have accepted these rules. 

*When problems occur, how­
ever, authori t ies are ready 
to move against offenders as 
they d id i n the case of a 
group of left-wing intel lectu­
als last fa l l . 

The in ternat ional ly known 
w r i t e r G y ö r g y K o n r á d and 
sociologist I v a n SzelenyJ ek

on
yv

ta
r.s

k-
sz

eg
ed

.h
u



ek
on

yv
ta

r.s
k-

sz
eg

ed
.h

u

were arrested and held fo r 
f ive days on charges of hav­
ing engaged i n "subversive 
activities." The i r c r ime was 
producing a c r i t ique of the 
regime's cu l tu ra l policies 
and the i r corrupt ive i n f l u ­
ence on wr i t e r s and artists. 
A rela t ively unknown poet 
also was arrested for having 

read the offending manu­
script. 

Accord ing to a Western 
diplomat, there was l i t t l e 
support for the three men i n 
the in te l lec tua l communi ty . 

"The consensus was tha t 
Konrad and Szelenyi had 
Strayed f r o m tne ruies of 
tile" garim. A n d most intellec­
tuals have a vested interest 
i n preserving these unwr i t ­
ten rules because they fear 
any changes could only be 
for the worse," the d ip lomat 
added. 

But even i n this incident , 
according to wel l - informed 
Hungarians, the authori t ies 
went out of the i r way to be 
"gentle and reasonable, to 
compromise and conciliate." 
The three men were to ld 
that the i r k ind of manu­
script would not be toler­
ated i n Hungary but that i f 
they wanted to continue ac­
t ivi t ies along the same lines 
they would be given pass­
ports to go to the West. 

A t the same t ime, they 
were j r f M fo yemaifT i n 
Hungary and to ld tha t the 
regime would make sure 
tha t opportuni t ies here re­
main open for them. Bo th 
Konrad and Szelenyi appar­
ent ly decided to accept the 
regime's offer. I t was an­
nounced recently that Kon­
rad has signed a contract 
for a new novel w i t h a Hun­
garian publisher. 

OXE OF T H E most curi-
, ous byproducts of last year's 

"gold rush" i n the Uni ted 
States was a $50 m i l l i o n 
deal i nvo lv ing Hungary's na­
t ional bank. 

W i t h gold prices soaring 
on the w o r l d markets and 
the Americans unable to buy 
gold bu l l i on i n 1974, the de­
mand for o ld gold coins rose 
sharply i n the Uni ted States. 
The Hungar ian bank, follow­
ing a capitalist inst inct for 
making a quick buck, saw i n 
this s i tuat ion a golden op­
por tun i ty . 

Since the value of gold 
coins great ly exceeds the ac­
tua l amount of gold they 
contain, the Hungarians 
took a sizable amount of 
gold and min ted pre-World 
War I Hungar ian ^o^ns early 
last year. 

The freshly min ted " o l d " 
coins were sold through a 
Swiss in termediary to Amer­
ican coin dealers.The exact 
amount could not be learned 
here, since the whole epi­
sode is treated as a state se­
cret. 

But rel iable Amer ican 
sources said the total deal 
involved about $50 m i l l i o n 
w i t h the Hungarians making 
a p rof i t of w e l l over Slu m i l ­
l i o n , 

—Dusko Doder 
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