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1. The interpretation of the correlation between the environment and man, and of
the role of this special system of relations in creating regional cultural variants is
one of the foundations of ethnological and anthropological conceptions.1 The study
of changes and the factors and historical processes evoking them, for example the
transformation of the environment and the effect on society and culture of the
resulting changed system of conditions, can provide findings that are just as
important as the reconstruction of earlier states. If the ethnologist wishes to
understand the „whole" and carries out „complex" investigations for this purpose,
the result will be a quite precise image of the stages in the history of the economy,
society and culture, and the changes made in and to the environment in these
stages. It will also throw light on the role played by the changing environment including also the social and cultural environment - in the cultural behaviour of the
members of the community, and on the possibilities available to man, as one of the
„dynamic elements" of the environmental factors, in the area of cultural adaptation,
assimilation and specialisation.2 Different social groups living under the same
geographical conditions, in the same area, may follow different modes of
subsistence; in other words there exist various alternative way of life strategies. It
is true that the „choice" is at times a social constraint and in general is influenced
by external influences and the cultural heritage, nevertheless ecological factors in
themselves only rarely represent a culture-shaping force.3
2. The relationship between the landscape and man living in it is organic; it is only
the means and methods of the disciplines dealing with it that differ. In 1947 in his
overview of human geography, the outstanding geographer Tibor Mendol, referring
to Ratzel's milieu theory, wrote: „Today's representatives of human geography no
longer see the main task of their discipline in the same way as Ratzel... According
to them, and it can be said according to all anthropogeographers today, the
principal subject of human geography is not the influence of the natural
environment on man, if for no other reason than that there is no discipline that
could in itself deal with such a highly complicated question. It must share in that
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with all the disciplines dealing with man, including also human geography. But the
main subject of the investigations of human geography is precisely the opposite:
man's activity in shaping the environment, or more correctly its result, the manmade environment."4 Elsewhere he raises the question in the following terms:
„.. .how did the landscape shape the peasantry, and how did the peasantry shape the
landscape?
Geography is able to give a picture of the way the peasantry shaped
the man-made landscape to the extent that it receives data from ethnology and the
social sciences."5 Allow me to cite another theoretical opinion, this time from the
field of ethnology: three and a half decades ago László Kósa wrote: „What the
landscape was like and what it became is
a problem for geography, but
ethnology and cultural history are also involved in the study of the means and
methods used to shape the landscape, the social motivations and conditions of the
process."6
Thus the emphasis in tracing the historical process of reshaping the
landscape is not merely on the state preceding the change and the changed
circumstances, but also on the organic relationship of the society and culture of
man who shapes the environment, transforms it with his activity and adapts to the
changed circumstances. The time frame of the investigations has also widened: the
ecological conditions for the neolithization of the Carpathian Basin7 can now be
seen, as well as the limits of forest clearing in the feudal age and its effects,8 or the
history of water regulation that is also related to the embourgeoisement of the
peasantry and its effect on the economy and culture.9
It is not simply due to the influence of the ecological approach that the
history of man as shaper of the environment has become a „fashionable" research
theme in recent decades.10 It can also be attributed to the recognition that the
historical process of the relationship between man and landscape is also of help in
interpreting the periods of production techniques and regional changes in culture.
There is a big difference in such study of the different regions: the appearance of
the different landscapes could not be changed to the same extent, but important
general summaries have been produced on practically all the major landscapes of
historical Hungary, and geographers as well as researchers of society and culture
have reported on the changing environment in conferences pointing the way
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ahead.11
3. The most striking landscape-shaping activity
forest clearing and water
regulation - were carried out in different social and production systems in the
Carpathian Basin. The expansion of agricultural areas at the expense of forests was
characteristic mainly of the feudal age,12 while state intervention was manifested in
regulation of the process and in measures to ease the serious resulting harm.13 In
contrast, early local attempts notwithstanding, the regulation of rivers was carried
out when embourgeoisement was under way in Hungary. Together with the
liberation of the serfs, it caused big social changes and it could only be carried out
through national measures, with the help of the state.
A few figures will give an idea of the impact and consequences of the
regulation of rivers in Hungary and also of the qualitative changes it caused.
Between 1879 and 1918, 2.5 million hectares were gained by draining marshes; up
to 1900 the Danube valley companies made 2 million hectares of land flood-free
and others in the Tisza valley recovered 4 million hectares. In addition, close to a
hundred drainage companies made nearly half a million hectares flood-free.
Altogether this means that around 9 million hectares of new agricultural land
became available in the course of the work directed by Jenő Kvassay and described
as a Second Magyar Conquest.14 The flood control works alone resulted in 6.5
million hectares of land, which meant that around 2.5 million hectares out of the
3.5 million hectares in the Carpathian Basin were gained through flood control.
(This is more than the combined total of the land gained in the valleys of the Po
and the Loire and the Dutch polders15.) In 1895 the total length of the levees
exceeded 4,000 kilometres, and there were more than 3,000 kilometres of inland
water drainage channels. Between 1846 and 1920 the length of the Tisza channel
network on the Great Plain grew from 24 to 12,000 kilometres. 240 million cubic
metres of earth were moved to build the levees and channels and more than 100
million cubic metres to cut off meanders in the rivers.16 As a consequence of the
river regulation, the landscape became more uniform, the age-old difference
between the levels of the Great Plain that were periodically inundated and those
that were flood-free, a difference that had determined the nature of human
settlement and farming, practically disappeared. The wetland flora and fauna
disappeared together with the water from the former floodplains and with them the
11

Andrásfalvy 1973; Andrásfalvy 1975; Réfi Oszkó 1997; Borsos 2000; Bellon 2003, 19;
Hoffmann 1994, 73-99.
12
Hoffmann 1994, 73-99.
13
For an overview: Takács 1980; cf. R. Várkonyi 1992.
14
Szuhay 1998, 146.
15
Ikvai 1991,335-336.
16
Frisnyák 1990, 98.

150

Gyula Viga

ancient way of life of hunting and fishing in the marshes and grazing cattle
outdoors all year round. Grazing land and the pastoral way of life were restricted to
the alkali flats of the former floodplains; elsewhere wheat, maize and fodder crops
occupied practically all the available space. 17
The clearing of forests and reed beds, the ploughing of meadows and
grazing lands was also a way in which peasant landowners increased their
holdings: between 1895 and 1913 the area of plough land increased by 1.4 million
hold (around 800,000 hectares) which affected small holdings because during this
period the total area of holdings larger than 100 hold (57 hectares) declined by
340,000 hold (around 194,000 hectares). Parallel with this, the area of fallow land
diminished by half and that of grazing lands by 1.4 million hold.18
The great work of shaping the landscape was done by the rural population
in Hungary. By the stratum which had not acquired a viable holding when the serfs
were liberated and by the time of the regulation of the rivers had irrevocably
become the agrarian proletariat. They found work as navvies or in the emerging
industrial sector, some went to work in the transport services that arose in the wake
of the big changes in the landscape, while others sought a solution through
emigration. However the majority, together with their descendants increased the
internal contradictions of agrarian Hungary.
The reshaping of the landscape also gave a decisive push to transformation
of the traditional society and culture. This process as a whole is generally called
embourgeoisement of the peasantry or, in another respect the period of
modernisation.19 The concept is open to debate, although the transformation took
place with regional variants and considerable differences in time, and it is certain
that there are regions where the embourgeoisement was achieved in all respects. It
is also certain that rural society shifted compared to its earlier state and changed.
4. Just as the European peasantry everywhere was able to expand the
frames of its production activity at the expense of forests and water, in the
Bodrogköz region too these provided the possibilities for the extensive expansion
of farming. 20
Forest clearing occurred continuously from the 13th century in the
Bodrogköz region, as in other parts of the Carpathian Basin which had a single vast
expanse of forest at the time of the Magyar Conquest. The process of settlement
and the expansion of farming continued for centuries while at the same time the
extent of the forests and waters was gradually reduced. The forests, watercourses
17
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and periodically inundated areas were closely connected, and in many respects the
historical stages of regulation of the rivers and forest clearing were also connected.
The oaks on higher land in the vicinity of settlements were the first to fall to the
axe although the extensive oak forests at higher elevations, mainly in the interior of
the Zemplén Mountains, continued to be of importance in feeding herds of swine
right until the mid-19th century. Up to the early 19th century the flood-plain forests
and plains forests had suffered the least harm as they could not be cleared until the
rivers had been regulated. The last big stage in the clearing of the forests coincided
with the regulation of the rivers in the Bodrogköz region.21
It was the forests and the flood-plain forests, and the hay produced on the
water meadows that provided the fodder for the flocks and herds kept in the
Bodrogköz region up to the mid-19th century. The clearing of the forests caused a
setback in this branch of farming, then when the entire structure of land utilisation
was transformed by the 1880s the practice of wintering cattle in barns increasingly
became the norm, while extensive grazing and common village grazing land still
survived in places as relics from the past.
The proportion of plough lands increased in the wake of the reshaping of
the landscape, but this was not distributed evenly between the upper and lower
areas of the Bodrogköz because of the topographical factors. (The terms Lower and
Upper Bodrogköz are used in the literature to distinguish the territories belonging
to Hungary and to Czecho-Slovakia after 1920.) While - according to calculations
by Sándor Frisnyák - in 1865 plough land represented 37.4% of the total land area
in the Upper Bodrogköz region, and only 19.6% in Lower Bodrogköz, as a result of
the river regulation, flood control and drainage works by 1897 these proportions
were 57.1% and 49.2%. The area of grassland fell from 31.0% to 21.6% in the
Upper Bodrogköz region, but in the Lower Bodrogköz - where the marshes were
drained - it increased from 24.7% to 34.7%. However the most eloquent figures are
those on the areas unsuitable for agricultural use: these shrank from 17.2%, and
42.9% to 7.5% and. 9.9% respectively. The countryside's ability to sustain
population increased and elements of flood plain farming increasingly became
marginal relicts beside farming for the market.22
However, it is important to note that behind these overall figures there
were widely differing changes in individual settlements. Topography was a
decisive factor: elevations of 95-100 metres above sea level made possible entirely
different human activities. If we look more closely at changes in land utilisation in
the individual settlements we obtain a more nuanced picture and also answers to
the questions of how the landscape influenced the shaping of settlement groups and
the emergence of regional variants in production techniques and way of life. In the
21
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villages of the Bodrogköz region in the mid-19th century the share of plough land
in the village lands ranged from 6% to 62.5%. Naturally, the smallest plough lands
went together with the largest areas unsuitable for agricultural use: for example 6%
of the land around Tiszakarád was plough land and 76% was uncultivated, these
proportions for Luka (Bodroghalom) were 8.2%, and 50.40%, in contrast with
Bacska (Baéka) where 62.5% of the land was plough land and only 14.5% was
unsuitable for agriculture. After the regulation of the rivers, in 1897 the above
proportions changed to 40.7% and 6.1% in Tiszakarád, to 61.6 and 8.3% in
Bodroghalom, and in Bacska to 79.5% and 5.4%.23 Without automatically
interpreting the figures, anyone familiar with the ethnology of these villages is well
aware of the difference in their way of life and production traditions.24
The process of acquiring possession of the reclaimed land in the
Bodrogköz region was accompanied by much tension and social contradiction: on
the whole the new land did very little to improve the structure of land ownership,
especially among the poorest peasants, but instead strengthened the large estates
which were only slowly becoming capitalised.25
Together all this indicates the structural change in farming, but it was a
contradictory process - mainly because of characteristics of the structure of local
society, demographic history and the history of land ownership - despite the fact
that the parallel progress of reshaping the landscape and the slow
embourgeoisement of the peasantry can be observed in the changing culture of the
Bodrogköz region. In its details the flood control and regulation of the rivers
reshaped the settlements' subsistence system and with it transformed the earlier
settlement hierarchy. All this primarily involved an extensive increase in
agriculture and did not bring a major change in the production structure of peasant
farms. The predominance of grazing (fattened) beef cattle for sale remained,
together with the priority of grain production. However, as differences between the
utilisation of flood-free areas and the flood plains became only of secondary
importance, the latter meant an increase in wheat production over the traditional
rye crops grown on the sandy areas. With the gradual disappearance of fallow land,
the cultivation of forage root crops and field forage crops also spread from the turn
of the 19th to 20th century, but within the frame of the two-course rotation of crops
these were grown in many places alternating with rye on the sandy areas. On the
whole there was an increase in the importance of wintering in stables, but animal
husbandry was carried out in many different organisational forms and villages with
large grazing lands mainly beside water found themselves at a greater economic
23
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advantage over those with limited grazing areas. The settlements that were linked
to the circulation of the market as a result of construction of the railways were
placed in an especially favourable situation.
In our region the reshaping of the geographical environment is closely
linked also to the major periods in peasant culture: the regulation of the rivers in
the Bodrogköz region was the condition for the embourgeoisement - albeit slow
and contradictory - of peasant society. The process brought the differing structures
of farming in the villages of the region closer to each other, but traces of the earlier
traditions can generally be recognised in the changed structure.
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