
Primordial Hungarian Beliefs and 
Modern Literature 

Martin L. Kovacs 

In the opinion of historians of religion, the adoption and practice 
of monotheism, over time, does not exclude the possibility of 
reversion to some of the beliefs and rites of a much earlier level of 
development. In fact, it has been maintained as an axiom that a 
"dialectic of the sacred" has been at work in religious experiences all 
the time, predicating the possibility of "spontaneous reversal of any 
religious position."1 

It may be possible that the unusually great interest in primaeval 
beliefs, on the part of Hungarians, in the last 100 years or so, as well 
as today, derives from the above tenet. The pagan Hungarians did 
not have shamanism alone as their religion. There were adherents to 
several religions among them, including probably Jews and Moham-
medans. Nevertheless, there are only small fragments of these 
religions hidden in the beliefs, customs, and folklore of the common 
people of Hungary.2 

Undoubtedly, it is the tdltos, a shamanlike figure among the 
primordial Hungarians, who has attracted most attention from 
scholars and the general public alike. It is not our purpose to discuss, 
in this paper, the multifarious descriptions of this priestly figure, but 
rather, to present its many images created in the minds of modern 
poets, writers, dramatists and scholars. 

First of all, it must be stated that in certain regions of Hungary, 
people believe that some members of their communities deserve the 
name tdltos; not in the old sense of controlling the weather, or 
fighting another tdltos, but by being unusually clever or prof icient in 
some area of life.3 

Nowadays, the tdltos has transferred himself, to a large extent, into 
the realm of fairy-tales, as shown by several recent scholarly 
investigations. Thus, one author has been able to trace 468 versions 



of the fairy-tale about the tree that reaches up into the sky. The same 
author points out that the tdltos person often has his tdltos horse in 
the fairy-tale because the two of them can carry out superhuman 
and supernatural feats only if they are together. A further interest-
ing finding is that "the horse of the tdltos hero in the fairy-tale is 
identical with the shaman's drum; through the agency of the latter, 
the shaman can fly as fast as thought, and overcome or escape the 
harmful powers."4 

Agnes Kovacs provides documentary evidence in support of the 
existence of female taltoses f rom the sixteenth to the eighteenth 
centuries, as seen in the records of local witchcraft trials.0 These 
female taltoses are born with teeth and acquire their tudas (magic) in 
trances. They are known to fight, in animal form, male taltoses, even 
suspended in mid-air.b Nevertheless, it is the tdltos boy who has a 
horse, never the tdltos girl/ As folklore figures, both the tdltos man 
and the tdltos horse possess superhuman knowledge, they are seers 
who are able to recognize promptly the malice of witches and other 
superhuman beings.8 Yet the tdltos is not malicious, because he helps 
his relatives, his friends, or even strangers against the wicked.9 This 
is only possible for him, since he can foresee the future. During 
witchcraft trials, the claim was also made that the tdltos is the elect of 
God, and his task is to fight devils and witches.10 

Consequently, there evolved a peaceful coexistence of Christian 
ideology and tdltos beliefs. Agnes Kovacs concludes that Christianity 
has absorbed not only pagan elements, but also the tdltos tradition; 
that is why the latter has survived.11 

It seems to be a well-established finding that the qualities of the 
tdltos may derive from those of the herosz.12 The descent of the heros is 
partly or completely mythical because it is the triumphant instinct of 
life that creates for man a new friend in the tdltos whose magical 
power is heroic, yet he lives among people. Thus, the tdltos, still alive 
until recently, is a "culture herosz" of the folk-tales. The tdltos may 
become a herosz as a successful practitioner of an art or plyer of a 
trade in folk tradition: 

He who'd play the bagpipes well, 
First must needs descend to hell. 
There he may acquire the skill 
To play the bride's dance with a will.13 

We cannot review heroic poetry as such in this paper, but some 
reference should be made at least to "Zagon, the High Priest of 
Haddur, the Protector God of the Scythians," who produces a ball of 



flame in the sky as a sign, found in one of the earlier examples of 
heroic poetry in Hungary.11 

In some literature there is only an indication of the influence 
derived from ancient tradition. Thus, Mihaly Gal, the young 
farmer's hand, was taken advantage of by the farmer and the local 
dealer. With the help of his two small oxen, Mihaly turned against 
his adversaries and outwitted them. He called his oxen taltos-okrok 
without actually producing any evidence that they could be regard-
ed as taltoses. Nevertheless, the reader senses the presence of a 
magical power.1" 

Some researchers have come to the conclusion that animals as well 
have a rank order and that birds of the eagle family, like the turul, 
constitute totems of the royal progeny. One of the myths of the 
Buryats explains that the eagle was chosen by the benevolent spirits 
to become the shaman of man. Dezso Dummerth explains that the 
term "shaman" refers to the figure who acts as a priest and magician, 
as well as an intermediary between the gods and man." ' 

The king sent from heaven tends to be the same kind of 
intermediary and exceptional individual as the shaman is with his 
people, curing illnesses, foretelling the future, and ridding his tribe 
of maleficent spirits. Also in respect of animallike ancestors, the 
ordinary people cannot but utilize the power of the shaman and the 
magus.17 

The animal form of the animal forbear has the function of 
drawing attention to certain characteristic attributes: "he is as strong 
as a bear" or "he comes from heaven like a bird." In other words, the 
ancestors assume animal forms because they accept a mission of 
higher standing, either to undertake the healing of their people, or 
an even higher task. At a later stage of development, the totemic 
notions change into symbols. In the present case, as part of religious 
progress, the turul grows into a winged messenger not unlike the 
visions of the prophet Isaiah that at times refer to animals, often 
winged, that deliver various tidings. If this reasoning is applied, it is 
more understandable why shamans would put on wings or animal 
skins when performing their rites: to indicate that the nature of their 
effort is of the highest order, as is the case with healing or serving his 
people's well-being.18 

Dummerth assumes that Emese, owing to inherited beliefs and 
her imagination, not only underwent the birth process, but also 
prior fertilization by the turul bird; consequently, she could have 
been capable of communicating with the spirits. The boy she 
carried, Almos, was in any case the son of the chieftain, Ugek, who 
was also of the clan Turul. Thus the bird in Emese's dream also seems 



to have continued Almos's descent from the powerful clan. Further-
more, the dream served as evidence that Almos was superior to his 
father, because he resembled the familial ancestor, and therefore 
Almos would become a powerful leader.19 

Perhaps some kinds of totem animals provided Karoly Bari with 
inspiration in certain aspects of his poetry. Maybe he is the "Tdltos 
Boy" in his poem of the same title: 

I play smoke on the flutes of chimneys. 
Furious wind pounds my drums. 
The knives of fates dance before me. 
A skull snarls under the threshold.20 

It is thus possible that the "Shaman's Cry" represents his own 
lamenting: 

What country is your country, King Dul, 
If it trusts f uture to disguise? 
Famous tatters guard her crown. 
I am a shaman; fire barks f rom my throat.21 

In this context, a strange occurrence may be mentioned wherein 
the impact of primaeval beliefs was so great that the individuals 
affected were overwhelmed by it, with dire consequences. Pal 
Demeny, in his reminiscences, describes one of his fellow-prisoners 
in 1939. The man liked to call himself "Virraszto Koppany" 
(Koppany the watchful), in reference to Koppany, the uncle of (St.) 
Stephen I, the first Christian King of Hungary, who represented not 
only the principle of seniority in succession, but also the old pagan 
religion of the Magyars against Stephen. He had returned to the 
primaeval religion and not only adopted the turul, the totem bird of 
the Arpadian rulers, but also some of the pagan customs, such as the 
periodic sacrificing of the white horse. The latter act was merely 
symbolic; a few pounds of horse meat consumed in the open air in 
the company of a friend and believer. He would go out to the 
farmers in the Tisza region and offer medicinal water and ointments 
for illnesses. He believed in his own powers and had several dozen 
followers. The "pagan tdltos" was imprisoned for "stirring up 
disaffection" among the people in an unspecified way.22 

In connection with rejtozes (ritual seclusion), Karoly Viski23 refers 
to Janos Arany's Toldi: 



But he does not die, only in the manner 
In which the person goes into a deep trance, 
And when he comes out of it after a while, 
One can hear wondrous accounts from him.24 

Arany's lines may imply that Miklos Toldi had become either a 
"regos" or, more likely, a certain type of tdltos. But Arany's choice of 
elrejtezik (deep trance) seems to refer to shamanic concealment 
connected with the inhaling of smoke or vapour in order to induce a 
trance.25 

It is interesting that some of the greatest Hungarian poets should 
have come from the same area: the Sarret and the Ermellek. Janos 
Arany from the westernmost region, Nagyszalonta; Ady from 
Ermellek in the northeast; and as to the Sarret proper, one can refer 
to Imre Nagy, a folk poet of more recent years than the other two. 
Another important difference that characterizes Nagy is the fact 
that he was a truly "peasant" poet. Living from 1896-1942, a good 
portion of his life coincided with that of Endre Ady, of whom Nagy 
was not only very fond, but whose poetry was a great influence on 
him. 

Nagy was a significant person in the village society of Sarretudvari 
and was invariably invited to weddings in order to toast the young 
couples with wedding rhymes, often of his own devising. Imre Nagy 
is now a recognized poet in Hungary, and a representative volume 
of his poetry was in its third edition in 1986.2<> Nagy is not only a poet 
of the Sarret areas, but is also deeply affected by their traditions, 
which includes his "Storm-Steeds that kick up sparks/In wine, in 
song, in flower, and in hearts." His "storm-steeds" have "flaming 
manes" and when the poet cracks his "flame whip," the Duna and 
Tisza "leap over their banks."27 

Perhaps his most explicit poem, in the present context, is 
"Locsontvaz a pusztan" (Horse Skeleton on the Puszta): 

Asia puffs its winds now, 
And this is, perhaps, a dream of the Orient: 
The skeleton of a horse, its skull, 
Glows on the incline of the Orhalom. 

As if my fate were dreamt up by the Orient: 
An anthill disintegrates under my feet. 
The Sun rises like a fiery wasp, 
And my fingers d rum in the dusk. 



On the horse-skull, which 
Now is the storm-shelter for worms and crickets. 
Its two eye-pits, still containing 
The magic of the taltoses, stare at the sky. 

As if I were calling the Sun to account 
For its nippers, for its snickers, 
For its stone-hardened hoofprints in the puszta, 
For its saddle embroidered with flowers. 

Asia puffs its winds now; 
Our horse stumbles with Hunger and thirst; 
His mane and tail fall in the wind, 
For we do not pray to the Sun. 

The fate of horses is the sorrowful Magyar fate. 
The grass burns out; the well dries up; 
And instead of the horse, the sweep of the well neighs — 
And the Orient rebels in dreams.2 8 

Not everyone views the Hungarian plain and its cultivators in the 
same vein as does Imre Nagy. Indeed, even the tillers of the land 
seem not quite natural in the poetry of Dezso Kosztolanyi; he refers 
to the Magyar farmer as "an enigmatic Oriental tdltos," or "an 
emissary of proto-Hungarians who had survived all tribulations." 
Some of his actual lines: 

He walks, leaving his wistful, sleepy 
Horse alone to do the ploughing, 
At times flinging out his arms like a tdltos. 
The snow-white frills of his shirt shine, glistening.2'' 

Bela Pomogats affirms that Kosztolanyi (unlike Ady) was interpre-
ting popular life in the style of the Szecesszio (Art Nouveau) of the 
early 1900s. His observations of village life were characterized by a 
distant unfamiliarity; he saw peasants only through the windows of 

so 
passing trains. 

A novel has been written by Laszlo Gasparovich on the life and 
customs of the people of Hungary during the reign of Prince Geyza, 
the father of Vajk, later Stephen, the first King of Hungary.31 The 
author does his best to provide a sense of the social and cultural 
conditions in the country at the time. Taltoses of different kinds 



appear, including a Greek one (a conditional one, should his wife 
want to have one); also carvers and regoses turn up, working on 
"magic poles." Besides, reference is made to Emese's dream about 
the turul. 

Stage acting, as well as primaeval beliefs, are discussed by Tekla 
Domotor in one of her studies.32 She praises Ferenc Hont's volume 
for the particular attention with which he treats monodrama, which 
he calls tdltos szinjatszas (tdltos acting).33 Then Domotor goes on to 
point out that foreign researchers, like Mircea Eliade and Carl 
Niessen, have identified the theatrical ingredients in the work of the 
shaman when he acts out his journey upwards (or downwards) to 
meet with spirits. Domotor suggests that the shamanic rites of the 
early Magyars, too, included similarly theatrical elements.34 In any 
case, she reminds us that the shaman of the primaeval Hungarians 
was only an "Actor," as with other pastoral peoples, and not the 
"stage manager at their communal festivities." His primary task was 
to maintain contact with the spirits, as well as to perform such other 
duties as healing. His reviiles was awe-inspiring, but otherwise it did 
not affect the viewers with any degree of ecstasis. Domotor draws our 
attention to a significant folk-cultural change — persons assumed to 
have supernatural powers have ceased to have any function in such 
folk activities as the jeles napok (the marked days of the year). The 
specific figures affected are the tdltos, halottldto (seer of the dead), 
nezo (seer), javas (healer) and so on. 

Historical plays that include aspects of primaeval beliefs have 
always been fashionable in Hungary. The following two plays were 
described to the present writer and referred to as most popular. 
First, Assist the King! by Jozsef Ratko: the three main figures — King 
(St.) Stephen I, the Old Man and the High Priest — are presented in 
the situation of casting an account. Their self-examination is 
marked by the approach of death. The High Priest is threatened 
owing to the untimely and fatal accident sustained by his pupil, 
Stephen's only son and heir, Prince Imre. The Old Man (a tdltos and 
regos), who represents the past, senses his own early end. 

The long dialogues between the High Priest and the Old Man — 
that is, the new and the old outlooks — dominate the play. Thus the 
High Priest acknowledgingly remarks, "He is, it is true, a pagan, yet 
he acknowledges God. He is wise. Whatever he says is no dull prattle. 
His words are most profitable to his listeners." With these words, he 
expresses his opinion that it was an error to apply force against the 
Old Man's notions. In the end King Stephen states: "I have robbed 
my kin. I have turned them out of their nature and taken away their 
past. I have deprived them of their songs." T h e tdltos presented in 



the play, "the pagan devil," in other words, the Old Man, would like 
to appear as an ally of the Christians. For, according to the play-
wright's sources, shamans would refer to themselves as "baptized." 
They raised their voices in regos songs: "We are not devils, but St. 
Stephen's servants." Of the writer's friendly feelings towards the 
Old Man — indeed, he has an important role in the play, at the 
beginning and at the end — a portion are given to Vaszoly, who is 
much different from Ady's Vazul, which is also indicated by the 
Magyarization of his Byzantine Bulgarian name.3 , 

Magda Szabo's Bela Kiraly deals with a later era, in which German 
cultural and other influence is revealed. It was during Lent 1241 
that a threatening message was received from Batu Khan, prompt-
ing the king, Bela IV of Hungary, to give it serious deliberation in his 
council. Indeed, Hungary was on the eve of the devastating invasion 
by the Mongol armies led by Batu. Szabo dramatizes the period and 
underlines one potential weakness of Hungary in the continuing 
clash between Christians and the remnants of the primaeval 
religion, known to us even today.36 

In the second scene, Father Paul, Inquisitor-General of Hungary 
and King's Conf essor, and John the Teuton, the papal legate, carry 
on a discussion in which Paul represents moderation against 
followers of older, pagan beliefs. John wants to know why Paul does 
not take stronger measures against the pagans, to which Paul replies 
that kindness is a more effective instrument than coercion.37 John 
states, "I am convinced you will give an explanation that is not only 
acceptable, but also adequate, to explain why the Holy Inquisition in 
Hungary, placed under your direction by the Holy See, defends 
pagans and hampers them from salvaging their salvation, at least 
through receiving worldly punishment." Paul counters, "Father 
Legate, these are not pagans; these are Christians, just like you 
or I"38: 

JOHN: Take the village of Kald. A shaman denuded a body, closed 
it into a chamber among heated bricks, and thrashed it red with 
switches of birch. It was immoral sorcery. 

PAUL: But the person was healed, Father Legate. 

JOHN: And the songs at the water of the fountain? The bone-setter 
at Sumeg? And the godless one who was cutting cataracts and giving 
his blessings to the falcons? 

PAUL: It is a folk-custom. It is as old as history. And besides, the 
patient recovered.39 



The case of Laszlo Waszlavik — "Gazi" — may be regarded, in the 
present context, as the latest symptom in the process of intellectual-
ization of the tdltos heritage in Hungary. Young Gazi is representa-
tive of the rock-and-roll generation, a phenomenon that has come to 
that country somewhat belatedly. A student of languages, including 
English, he has acquired a deep interest in rock music. What is 
surprising for us, however, is a large sign found in his garden 
with the English inscription, "East and Global European Rock-
Shaman."40 This was revealed in an interview, in part to show how 
Laszlo came to organize a rock competition of shamans and to adopt 
his present stage name and shamanic office. According to Gazi, 
shamans in their day were actual sources of knowledge. They were 
at once physicians, biologists, diviners, meteorologists, advisers and 
clairvoyants. By acquiring the formal vocabulary of shamanism, 
Gazi thought to pay tribute to this primaeval concept of en-
cyclopaedic learning. The shaman's job in his society was to collect 
observations, societal and purely physical, and then hand them 
down. It could be said that the shaman was the forerunner of the 
library and the modern computer centre. Gazi's shaman staff 
displays a number of symbols that are in themselves unimportant, 
but which take on a deeper meaning when regarded as symbols. 
Along with the feather, the velvet ribbon, cables and carved signs, 
there is also a computer service part. 

"One of my musical routines is called 'medvetor (bear feast) in 
Atlantis'," Gazi says. "Medvetor is meant to be a shamanistic intellec-
tual ceremony in which individual pieces deal with Hungarian 
studies in a visionary manner from pagan Magyar symbolism to the 
era of the East-West conflict."41 

A new period is about to begin in fine arts, Gazi says, which he 
supports. He sees an eventual return to established values, their 
reassessment, and he hopes to see new life infused into old ideas. 
"The essential thing is that the fundamental method of art is 
irrationality. There is a trend to get the world to use scientific 
method in obtaining knowledge, but this has its own limits. Where 
there is no go with rationality, the magic, irrational approach will 
help." Gazi sees shamanship as a "game of irony" in which images 
are important. He has chosen, through the ritual of rock music, a 
typically eastern European "mask." Working with several media — 
pictures, music, tones, movement, sight, lecturing, action, movies 
and other elements — Gazi feels he can compete within the context 
of contemporary communicational expectations. According to him, 
television offers such heavy competition that subtlety is the only way 
to deal with it. And so he favours innovation in Bartok's manner as 



well, by building upon Hungarian roots and traditions.42 Perhaps 
there is more to it than impishness when he declares, "A shaman 
corner is mine in life.... And anyone I point my shaman shaft at may 
have a good time, or maybe an evil one."43 

It has been the intention of this essay to provide a sample of a 
larger study on some wider aspects of primordial Hungarian beliefs 
and their influence upon select regions on this side of the ocean and 
in Europe. 
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