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There have been a significant number of outline histories of post-medieval Hungary in recent years in 

the main western languages. Additions to their ranks need justification. This pair of volumes covers the 

ground in rather more detail than some of its rivals; it also uncovers links and contacts with France, 

both familiar and unfamiliar. That’s about all that can be said for Jean Bérenger’s account of the early 

modern centuries. Bérenger is one of the most noted international authorities on the subject, but here 

he, for the most part, rehashes earlier work. 

Thus he is strongest on financial matters, especially the fiscal system of the Habsburgs as kings of 

Hungary, and above all on the procedures and decisions of the diet with which they had to negotiate. 

Indeed, at times he provides essentially a chronicle of the country’s development viewed through the 

prism of its chief representative assembly. That is a perspective worth having, given the central place 

of the diet, like the sejm of the Polish Rzeczpospolita, in Hungary’s self-image, as well as her political 

practice; but here it has to do duty for any deeper analysis. The French dimension comes out mainly in 

relation to the foreign policy of the Habsburgs. The reader will pay attention when Bérenger cites 

French contemporary commentators on the reforms of their country’s ally Joseph II, or indicts Louis 

XIV of a want of vision when he failed to support the rebellion of Ferenc II Rákóczi as a weapon in his 

war against Austria. 

However, this is for the most part a dull narrative, with much careless repetition, and it rests on a 

bibliography that is seriously antiquated. Too frequent are the kinds of minor error which cumulatively 

become a damaging disfigurement. For example: Bocskay’s Turkish crown is not a treasure of the 

National Museum in Budapest (p. 101) but in Vienna; Gábor (not Zsigmond) Báthory was the prince of 

Transylvania deposed in 1613 (p. 110); the English mediator in 1706, George Stepney, was no lord 

(p. 192); Mariazell is in Styria, not Lower Austria (p. 254). Worse, having decided, sensibly enough, to 

employ only Magyar forms of place-names, Bérenger contrives to misspell Hungary’s then capital city – 

Poszony for Pozsony – whenever it appears, literally dozens of times.

The companion volume by Charles or Károly Kecskeméti is far fresher, sharper, and more engaging. 

Again the work is strongest on Hungary’s parliamentary tradition – where Kecskeméti too can draw on 

much original research of his own – and most revealing in its exploration of connections with France, 

as with the influences on the so-called »centralist« reformers in the 1840s, or the impact of the ideas of 

Frédéric Le Play on Hungarian agrarians. The text is replete with thoughtful insights into domestic 

political and social developments, as when Kecskeméti observes that censorship prolonged the legacy 
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of the Enlightenment in nineteenth-century Hungary (p. 78), or that Kossuth’s control of the dietal 

opposition by the beginning of 1848 had much to do with the government’s own curbs on other liberal 

leaders (p. 148). It is less strong on the diplomatic and military background: the high-profile and 

controversial siege of Buda in 1849 does not even earn a mention; the causes of war of 1859 remain 

unclarified; the German question is missing from the assessment of constitutional issues in the 1860s. 

The author’s shrewd appreciation of the Dualist era, while noting how gravely the arrangements 

provided for in the Ausgleich or kiegyezés were undermined by continuing lack of trust and harmony 

between the two partners, never quite explains the nature of the public-law relationship between 

Austria and Hungary (what the latter party called the közjogi kérdés). 

On the most fundamental problem facing nineteenth-century Hungary, the nationality question, 

Kecskeméti is balanced and fair-minded (belying the Magyar-national preface by Sándor Csernus and 

Noël-Yves Tonnerre which introduces his book). He exposes the increasingly myopic and vicious 

policies implemented by governments in Budapest, once they had scope for them from the 1860s 

onward. Indeed, by concluding his narrative in 1914 – surely a strange decision to leave out the last 

four years of »La Hongrie des Habsbourg? « – he seems to underline their sole responsibility for the 

country’s collapse and dismemberment after the Great War. Yet this is still a residually Magyarocentric 

interpretation, for in its coverage of cultural matters it dwells exclusively on contributions by those of 

Hungarian ethnicity. At the end Kecskeméti perorates on Hungary’s nineteenth-century achievements, 

foremost among them »[la langue] rénovée par cent ans d’efforts d’inventivité et de débats«. True 

enough for Magyar, the language he means. But Hungary had six other vernaculars, all of them 

recognized in that legislation of 1868 which had set out to pioneer a resolution of the problems of 

coexistence in a multinational state, but was aborted from the very start by vested interest and 

ideological incompatibilities.
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