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ABSTRACT: The visual images, textual expressions, and rhetorical 
figures related to the image of the wounded, mutilated, and maimed 
country have become the cultural legacy of the Treaty of Trianon in 
Hungary, shaping collective identity. These representations have been 
influential in cultural memory throughout the 20th century until today 
in preventing Hungarian society from processing the collective trauma 
of Trianon. This process is linked to the present through many threads, 
among them the “Day of National Unity”, commemorating the signing 
of the Treaty of Trianon, introduced by the Hungarian government in 
2010. As the well-known images of wounds and violent rhetoric have 
become available in the new media, commemoration practices applied 
in schools may transmit the unresolved historical trauma yet again to 
younger generations.

Trianon as Metonymy, Chosen Trauma and the Frozen Currents

At the end of World War I, as the consequence of the peace agreement 
of the Treaty of Trianon (Treaty of Peace. 1920), Hungary lost more than 
two-thirds of its territory together with twelve million people, two-thirds 
of its population; was left landlocked and was deprived of the majority 
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of its railroad and public road network as well as most of its industry. 
The loss Hungary suffered was not comparable to any other country’s loss 
after World War I. (Figure 1) As in the Kingdom of Hungary the road 
and railroad network had been built in a radial structure with the capital, 
Budapest in the center, the newly defined borders paralyzed traffic, espe-
cially rail cargo traffic that played a strategic role in transporting troops 

during wartime and which would have been indispensable for post-war 
economic growth. Families were separated because of the newly defined 
borders, becoming migrants in their new countries without relocating, 
and, along with forced migration and newly established cultural and 
language barriers Hungarian minorities were created in the neighboring 
countries which applied measures to discontinue education and pub-
lic services in the Hungarian language. For example Czechoslovakia, by 

Figure 1. The Image of the “Maimed Hungary” in 20th Century Cultural Memory and 
the 21st Century Consequences of an Unresolved Collective Trauma: The Impact of the 

Treaty of Trianon. Source: Szikula.com
http://www.szikula.com/maps.htm
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forming new counties in a way that left the Hungarian population at less 
than 25%, avoided the obligation of establishing public administration 
in Hungarian as an official language. Although these measures can be 
considered a response to the former Austro-Hungarian Empire’s equally 
unjust minority policy, they nevertheless deepened and reinforced the 
trauma and provoked tension. Post-Trianon Hungarian nationalism and 
irredentism and the escalated regional tension were some of the main 
reasons why Hungary entered World War II as the ally of Germany.1

This paper will not discuss either the historical background of the 
above described process, or the events that resulted from it in the period 
between World Wars I and II. It will focus on the relationship between 
the contemporary and later images of the maimed country from a com-
parative cultural trauma studies perspective; It will analyze representations 
of Trianon2 – as it is referred to metonimically  in Hungarian. 

The name of a place (the Palace Grand Trianon in Versailles) where 
the event of signing the peace treaty and the preceding negotiations took 
place stands for a complex phenomenon and a variety of issues on dif-
ferent levels. The term Trianon implies the treaty itself, its consequences 
in terms of the change of borders, loss of land and population, the grief 
of Hungarians over what is interpreted as the largest national disaster; it 
symbolizes the resulting collective psychic/mental state of Hungary and 
the collective trauma that the country has not been able to process for 
almost a century. Moreover, according to a recent cognitive linguistic 
analysis based on data from a questionnaire, it is quite common even 
today to mention Trianon referring to the defenselessness and vulnera-
bility of Hungarians in Europe, in a certain “what they did to us” sense. 
(Domonkosi 2016, 5) 

This observation confirms, from the perspective of linguistics, the 
hypothesis according to which Trianon is a chosen trauma for Hungarians 
playing a determining role in shaping collective identity. From a psycho-
analytic point of view this hypothesis was explicated by Rudolf Pfitzner, 
drawing on both István Bibó’s writings from the 1940s about the char-
acteristics of Hungarian collective identity and Vamik D. Volkan’s theory 
of the psychology of large groups.3 (Pfitzner 2013, Volkan 1994, 1997, 
Bibó 1948) Volkan states that “large groups, like individuals, regress under 
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shared stress” and regression results in “increased suggestibility among 
group members”. (1997, 26-27) The term “chosen trauma” “refers to an 
event that invokes in the members of one group intense feelings of having 
been humiliated and victimized by members of another group.” The group 
psychologizes and mythologizes, dwelling on the event which becomes 
part of its ethnic identity. The group passes on “mental representations 
of hurt and shame and defences [sic] against them from generation to 
generation.” (Volkan 1994, 7-8). 

This paper was written as part of a larger project aiming at develop-
ing the new scientific field of digital trauma studies, with a special focus 
on Hungary.4 One of the starting hypotheses of this project is the con-
cept of ‘frozen currents’ or ‘blocked avenues’ referring in a metaphorical 
way to certain unresolved collective traumas, a series of events in the 
twentieth century (World War I. and Trianon, World War II. and the 
Holocaust, the totalitarian dictatorship and the socialist regime and its 
fall) that hindered modernization in Hungary (and in Eastern-Europe). 
I am analyzing Trianon as a chosen trauma producing a frozen current, 
showing via examples (mainly literary texts and commonly used visual 
images) how after the first reactions of shock and denial the grief over 
Trianon developed into a collective trauma5 surrounded by silence, and 
how the image of the wounded and maimed country kept on living for 
more than a century, even if, after the communist period when the topic 
of Trianon was a taboo, some modifications were detectable at the end 
of the twentieth and again at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The Development of the Image of the Maimed Country in the Twentieth 
Century

There are many reports available from the 1920s that provide evidence 
on the micro-historical level, describing the initial shock and the short 
term consequences of Trianon for the private sphere, for families. For 
example, according to the letters of the renowned poet and writer, Dezső 
Kosztolányi, who was born in Szabadka, a town that was assigned to Ser-
bia after Trianon, and whose sister and parents lived there, their family was 
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torn apart. They could not see each other for six years until 1926 when 
the borders were reopened. (Kosztolányi 2002, 301) According to the 
biography which Ilona Kosztolányiné Harmos wrote about her husband, 
both the sister and father of Kosztolányi were struggling to learn the new 
official language, Serbian. The father used to be a headmaster, but was 
removed from this position after Trianon, and in order to keep his job 
at least as a teacher he was required to learn Serbian. The sister also lost 
her job, and in spite of having a secondary school degree in business, she 
could not find another one for years (Kosztolányiné 1990, 207-208) (Ko-
sztolányi is a good example because he has many connections to Trianon, 
some of which will be discussed later.) 

On the level of collective representations from the beginning of the 
1920s the image of the maimed country was dominant. At this point 
I would like to say a few words about phraseology and translation: in 
Hungarian the word ‘csonka’ means ‘injured’, ‘maimed’, ‘mutilated’, ‘not 
complete’, ‘not whole’, ‘truncated’. In English ‘to maim’ implies the loss or 
injury of a bodily member through violence; ‘mutilate’ implies a cutting 
off of an essential part of a person/thing impairing its completeness and 
functioning; and ‘dismember’ means to cut off body parts or cut into 
pieces. The Hungarian word ‘csonka’ thus combines the meanings of 
maiming, mutilating and dismembering with being truncated, not being 
whole. Some other expressions referring to the state of the country after 
Trianon were also common, such as ‘feldarabolt’, meaning ‘dismantled’, 
‘szétszakadt’, meaning ‘torn.’ 

What is common in these expressions is the context of violence, ag-
gression, harm, hurt, pain and suffering, and that the country is person-
alized, imagined as a living and feeling organism, a body. These elements 
were present in all the visual images that were common during the 
1920s-1930s, used on postcards, posters, towels and other household 
items as well as on the cover pages of school booklets. (Figures 2-8) The 
images expressed hurt in various ways: threatening hands tearing the 
country apart (Figure 2); present-day Hungary depicted as a black hole 
within historical Hungary, evoking the feelings of emptiness, nothingness, 
loss and mourning (Figure 3); the parts of Greater Hungary separated by 
the new borders placed far away from each other in a black background, 
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Figure 2. Source: 444.hu, 4th June 2015
http://444.hu/tag/trianon?page=1

Figure 3. Source: Source:
‘Gulyás Gergely szerint Trianon nélkül nincs magyar azonosságtudat’. [‘According to 

Gergely Gulyás there is no Hungarian identity without Trianon’] 24.hu, 1st June 2016.
http://24.hu/belfold/2016/06/01/gulyas-gergely-szerint-trianon-nelkul-nincs-mag-

yar-azonossagtudat/
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expressing again loss and isolation (Figure 4); a double cross thrust into 
the middle of present-day Hungary (Figure 5); a crown of thorns above the 
map of Greater Hungary nailed to the double cross evoking the image of 

Figure 4. Source: Nagy Magyarország Klub [Great Hungary Club]
http://nagymagyarorszag.network.hu/kepek/klubkepek/trianon_a_vilag_tortenelem_eg-

yik_legnagyobb_szegyene_igazsagtalansaga_es_kegyetlensege

Figure 5. Source: Magyar Revíziós Liga [Hungarian Revisionist League]
http://mrl.mindenkilapja.hu/gallery/19978060/renderimage/16691625/
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the suffering Jesus (Figure 6); swords in a circle from all directions pointed 
at a person fighting with a broken sword in a crouching position of defeat, 
with pain, despair and perplexity on his face, placed in the middle of the 
shape of Greater Hungary (Figure 7); a strong muscular hand stabbing a 

Figure 6. Source: ‘Trianon, amivel a hatalmasok a világ legrosszabb üzletét kötötték’. [‘Trianon, 
the worst deal in the world the powerful made’.] Híraréna.com, 9th November 2014 1 

http://www.hirarena.com/trianon--amivel-a-hatalmasok-a-vilag-legrosszabb-uzletet-ko-
tottek_650

Figure 7. Source: Postcard titled: Nem bátorság egy fegyvertelen ember megtámadása. [It is 
not brave to attack an armless person]. Without invertory number. Size: 9 X 14 cm, black 

and white digital copy: 1634 X 1070 pixel, 300 dpi
Erkel Ferenc Museum, Gyula, Hungary
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knife into the shape of Hungary at the new borders, cutting the country 
into pieces (Figure 8).

Whereas visual images focused on the expression of pain and violence, 
on the verbal level irredentism was more dominant.6 “No, no, never!” 
[“Nem, nem, soha!”] was the most common slogan accompanying the 
images of the maimed country. In 1920 there was a call for “Slogans, 
Poems and Prayers.” Submitted pieces were expected to express the in-
tention of reclaiming lost land. In the category of slogans the winning 
piece, submitted by Mihály B. Szabó, was “Maimed Hungary is no coun-
try, whole Hungary is paradise,” rhyming in the original via the words 
„no country–paradise”, expressing the antagonism strongly. [“Csonka 
Magyarország nem ország, egész Magyarország mennyország.”] The win-
ning prayer, titled Credo, written in fifteen stanzas by Szeréna Papp-Váry 
Elemérné Sziklai, was re-titled Hungarian Creed and was included in 
school curriculum: school children started their day by chanting it. („I 
believe in One God, / I believe in the unity of my Country, / I believe in 
one Eternal Divine Justice / I believe in the resurrection of Hungary!”7)

Figure 8. Source: http://www.markaz.eoldal.hu
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In 1921 an anthology was published, edited by Dezső Kosztolányi, 
titled Bleeding Hungary: Hungarian Writers for the Territory of Hungary. 
Prominent writers were united in writing about their grief after Trianon. 
In many texts it is observable how the loss turned into a trauma in relation 
to how suffering became part of the Hungarian national identity. 

Based on the theory of grief by Kübler-Ross (2005) anger, denial and 
bargaining (expressed here in the slogans and visual images) are commonly 
understood as the first phases of grief which are followed by mourning, 
sometimes depression and finally acceptance in cases of healthy recover-
ies. Research after Kübler-Ross has shifted away from phase-models of 
bereavement mainly because they are not considered capable of describ-
ing the complexity of the grieving experience. For example, post-grief 
resilience or the possibility of continuing bonds with the deceased is not 
taken into account by those models and it has been shown that grief is 
not “a predictable emotional trajectory leading from distress to ‘recov-
ery’” (Hall, 2011). I will use Kübler-Ross’s terminology because, one 
the one hand, it resonates with Volkan’s concept of chosen traumas and 
because, on the other hand, I find a phase/stage-model more appropri-
ate for describing the changes of collective grief over time. Volkan also 
explains the evolvement of chosen traumas in terms of the group being 
“too humiliated and angry to mourn” (1994, 8). As the widely used im-
agery shows, instead of reaching the phase of acceptance the trauma of 
Trianon deepened and later became surrounded by silence. According to 
main concepts of cultural trauma studies of the 1990s-2000s, one of the 
most significant characteristics of trauma is silence, the inability both of 
the survivors (as in primary traumatization) and of society in general (as 
in secondary traumatization) to speak about the traumatic event (Her-
man 1992, Felman & Laub 1992, Caruth 1995, Menyhért 2008). The 
fact that several contemporary texts refer to an inability to speak about 
Trianon seems to be in accordance with the characteristics of trauma 
and further confirms the hypothesis of Trianon becoming the collective 
/ chosen trauma during the 1920s that influenced the dominant political 
and social ideology of the era.

The element of silence appeared on the verbal level in several texts 
of the anthology Bleeding Hungary. In a letter addressed to his son the 
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writer Frigyes Karinthy expressed his inability to speak about Trianon 
comparing it to phantom pain:

„My sweet little boy, you cannot yet read, I can safely write to you and 
speak freely and frankly – to you and at the same time to myself – about 
something I have never spoken of, something I have never confessed, I 
have never dared to speak its name. (...) 

And I am not able to utter it, I can say just this: something that does 
not exist hurts. You will at some point learn about a painful wonder of 
life: those who had their hands or feet cut off will feel those missing 
fingers hurting for a long time afterwards. When you hear the words 
’Kolozsvár’ [Cluj], ’Erdély’ [Transylvania] and ’Kárpátok’ [the Carpathian 
mountains] – you will know what I meant.” (Karinthy 1921, 190-192)

The expression “something that does not exist hurts” [“valami fáj, ami 
nincs”] became an adage in the era. (Szegedy-Maszák 2010)

A poem written by Menyhért Kiss titled Close Your Lips [Csukd össze 
ajkad] talks about the imperative of not speaking in the era of great 
danger: „Close your lips, suck your teeth, / Don’t talk, don’t hum, don’t 
speak, (…) / Tighten your fist, strain your chest, / Be awake like a deer 
pursued, / Injured beast, learn from your murderer, / Collect gunpowder 
and keep silent.” (Kiss 1921)8

By the end of the 1920s the topic of Trianon has become something 
that was discussed in a paradoxical way via the silence that surrounded 
it. The poem Trianon written by the prominent poet Gyula Juhász in 
1927 introduces the theme in the context of silence and remembrance: 
“There is no need to ever talk about it / But let us always, always think 
of it. / It can’t be forgotten, no, never, / until there are Hungarians and 
memory, / law, justice, virtue and hope, / that we used to have a country 
upon the Earth…”9 

From the beginning national identity vs. geopolitical issues were very 
strongly present in the interpretation of Trianon, in relation to the new 
borders and the newly created minorities. The questions ‘who is a Hun-
garian?’, ‘can people belong to a nation even if they live at other geo-
graphical locations / other states?’ were prevalent in public discussions. 
These issues, next to their political weight and emotional context, gained 
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philosophical and ethical dimensions during the 1930s, and became part 
of Hungarian national identity for generations. „Those who haven’t yet 
been Hungarians /don’t know what pain is”, wrote Jenő Dsida, a poet 
from Transylvania, the region that belonged to Romania after Trianon, 
in a poem titled Psalmus Hungaricus: Trianon Memorial Day.10 (Dsida, 
1936) There exists a slogan that has been attributed to several well-known 
writers over the decades, but in fact it is authorless, more like a proverb, 
the very existence of which shows that these ideas were widespread: “To 
be Hungarian is to feel the pain of Trianon.”

To return to the micro-historical level and to Dezső Kosztolányi: in 
1931 he visited Lord Rothermere as the representative of the Hungarian 
PEN Club. Lord Rothermere published an editorial in the Daily Mail on 
21st June in 1927, titled Hungary’s place in the sun: safety for Central Europe. 
He stated that the conditions of the unfair Treaty of Trianon should be 
revised, as the present borders, ethnically and economically unjust, meant 
danger for Central Europe and were bound to lead to another war. He 
suggested that the new countries formed after Trianon should voluntarily 
return some territories. (Viscount Rothermere 1939) He was the owner 
of the Daily Mail and of several other newspapers, thus had the means 
to make a large campaign with an impact all over the European press, 
inviting support as well as provoking counter arguments. (According to 
Kosztolányi, Lord Rothermere started his campaign after travelling to 
Hungary and participating in a rally where the desperate gestures and dev-
astated faces of the people present made a lasting impression on him.  Paul 
Lendvai provides a detailed and colorful account of how Lord Rothermere 
came to know about Hungary’s fate in the first place. (2003, 398-405)) 
Rothermere’s views fueled revisionism in Hungary and he became a cult 
figure for many. Kosztolányi reported in an essay how they discussed the 
necessity of the revision in order to secure peace in Central Europe. (Kosz-
tolányi 1943) Lord Rothermere sent word to the Hungarians “to hold fast, 
not to give up, not to quail, not to yield”, not to forget that despite of 
the loss Hungary is now independent. However, the message “You should 
never forget that you now exist, you do really exist” is burdened with the 
underlying suggestion that in fact it is doubtful whether Hungarians exist 
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or not. This is probably what Kosztolányi perceives when he makes the 
comment “Each of his sentences strike like a hammer.” 

This conversation encapsulates all the important elements of the Tri-
anon-problem between the two world wars, including the vision of the 
approaching World War II: Rothermere reassures Kosztolányi saying that 
“the Europe that made this unfair peace treaty is sick itself, just like the 
treaty,” and proposes the possibility of Germany helping out Hungary 
in the coming years sharing common political aims. He ends the visit by 
offering a literary prize of £1000 to be given yearly to the two best pieces, 
and further funds for translating Hungarian literary works to English so 
as to free Hungary from its linguistic isolation within Europe. Again, 
the underlying message confirms the isolation of Hungary. Kosztolányi 
informs his wife about these developments in a happy letter telling her to 
keep the prize secret until he returns home. (Kosztolányi 1996, 634, letter 
no. 1122) However, it is only five years later, in 1936, when Kosztolányi, 
after a prolonged, serious illness of cancer, shortly before his death, says 
to another writer, Sándor Márai (who reported this in his obituary of 
him): “The Hungarian writer dies of Trianon.” (Szegedy-Maszák, 2010, 
Márai, 2002, 57) 

After World War II, the topic of Trianon became taboo during the 
communist dictatorship and in the socialist era. This silencing further 
deepened the trauma of Trianon in collective memory, as this period, 
together with the preceding one of World War II and the Holocaust, 
brought further traumas that were layered onto the unprocessed trauma 
of Trianon. Dictatorship does not encourage trauma-processing, it does 
not encourage speaking about defeat, loss, failure and responsibility that 
would induce trauma-processing after mourning; it blocks trauma-pro-
cessing by pretending that traumas are non-existent via oppression, ban-
ning and tabooing in order to allow its ideology to settle into the lacunae 
created by silence. On the level of imagery the place of Trianon wounds 
was taken by the images enforced by the ideology of the communist state: 
red flags, tractors, happy factories, and worriless industrial workers. 

It is thus not surprising that at the end of the twentieth century, at 
the beginning of the post-communist period, when it was again possible 
to publicly speak about it, Trianon was still referred to as an unhealed 
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wound, but in comparison to the wound-image of the 1920s-1930s it has 
obtained the feature of being unseen and unheard. Extreme right-wring 
writer Péter Szentmihályi Szabó used the imagery the following way: 
“Trianon’s wounds were dressed by time, / yet blood still leeks through 
those wounds”11 (1999), as if the wound was hidden, the still-leeking 
blood was not noticeable because of the dressing/the time passed. Béla 
Pomogáts, a prominent essayist described the silence about Trianon during 
the communist / socialist period and its impact on today’s society in a 
research paper titled Trianon and Hungarian Literature via the following 
imagery: “The wound kept bleeding and putrefying.” “Without cutting 
the Trianon-abscess open and draining it, there wasn’t a chance of joining 
forces or propitiation” in Central Europe. (1996, 68) Consequently, on 
the level of verbal imagery, not only did the wound remain unhealed, but 
it has become putrified during the period of silence. 

Trianon in the Digital Era and the Day of National Unity

Societal and political tensions reawakened around Trianon when the 
topic was brought again into public discourse by political actors in the 
2000s.  According to János László and Bea Ehmann, who analyzed articles 
on Trianon in five year intervals between 1920 and 2010 (excluding the 
period of taboo, 1947-1989), focusing on trauma elaboration from the 
aspect of narrative social psychology, 

„By 2000 the emotionality level of the newspaper articles (…) had ap-
proximated that of the twenties-thirties of the past century. However, po-
litical orientation of the newspapers is a significant factor: right wing me-
dia seems to be more emotional (…) than left wing media. This increase 
in the symptoms characteristic of the early stages of trauma elaboration 
suggests that the historical trauma of the Trianon treaty is still alive. Its 
contemporary vividness is probably due to the re-traumatization, to the 
long silence around it, and to the sharp ideological division surrounding 
it.” (László & Ehman 2013) 
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Thus, around the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century 
we find Hungarian society in the “early stages of trauma elaboration” of 
a ninety-year old trauma. Consequently we can observe several different, 
sometimes opposing and at other times parallel and intersecting tenden-
cies in the political scene, in popular and in high culture. 

In the cultural field the year 2004 was marked by two important 
developments: the Trianon museum was opened in the town of Várpalo-
ta, funded by a foundation, and the first film was made on Trianon, a 
documentary directed by Gábor Koltai. In popular culture it became in-
creasingly common to re-use Trianon-wound and map images on everyday 
objects (just like it was common in the 1920s-1930s), such as stickers and 
fluffy toys for cars (Figures 9-10) quite neutrally, as if just to signal that 
the theme exists in collective memory. These representations sometimes 
include elements of mockery and sarcasm, which are the first steps of 
distancing and thus adjusting, that is, the first steps towards the belated 
trauma processing. The picture of the slice of bread in the shape of Great 
Hungary with a red spot in the middle shaping present-day Hungary is 

mocking both the Trianon wound and the most common Hungarian 
symbols: the bread, which is the symbol of the greatest national holiday, 
August 20th, St. Stephens’ Day, called also Foundation Day, Constitution 
Day, or the Day of the New Bread, and the Hungaricum paprika powder, 
the most important ingredient of Hungarian cuisine well known all over 

Figure 9. Source: http://www.turulbolt.hu
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the word. (Figure 11)12 At other times Trianon imagery is used with the 
revisionist intention similar to that of the 1930s. In Figure 12 the Trianon 
image is printed on the back of a t-shirt, and in the background of the 
photo national flags can be seen, so the man wearing it is probably taking 
part in a right-wing demonstration. Revisionism is especially characteristic 
of videos of poems from the 1930s recited and of songs composed in 
the 2000s, shared on YouTube, and I think this is where we can list the 
example of a Trianon tattoo, the bodily inscription of the wound/map 
image. (Figure 13)

The Orbán-government was elected for the first time in 2010, and 
one of the first bills the Parliament passed was the one titled Testimony 
to National Unity. (A nemzeti… 2011, 5-6) which made June 4th, the 
day of the signing of the Trianon treaty, the Day of National Unity, a 

Figure 10. Source: My own photo taken in a souvenir shop in the town Kőszeg
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Figure 11. Source: ‘Trianonon innen és Trianonon túl’. [Pre- and Post Trianon]. A monarchista. 
Monarchista.blogspot.com. 6th April 2013.

http://monarchista1.rssing.com/chan-11031495/all_p2.html

Figure 12. Source: ‘Szobota, Zoltán. 2010.  Trianon és a magyar néplélek. [Triaon and the 
Hungarian folk spirit.] Hetek.hu, XIV/5. 5th February 2010.

http://www.hetek.hu/fokusz/201002/trianon_es_a_magyar_neplelek
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memorial day on which schools are obliged to commemorate Trianon. 
The bill states that:

“Hungarians subjected to the authority of several states and all their com-
munities and their members are part of the unified Hungarian nation; 
the across-borders belonging together of the unified Hungarian nation is 
reality, and at the same time it is a determining factor of the personal and 
collective identity of Hungarians”. (A nemzeti… 2011, 6) 

We can observe how the notion of collective identity expressed in the 
bill is essentially a linguistic and national identity. At the same time the 
excerpt echoes the words of Lord Rothermere that were simultaneously 
confirming and doubting the existence of the Hungarians, and mirrors the 
identity issues of the 1930s, when, using an unusual for a bill expression, 
it emphasizes and confirms the “reality” of the unified nation that can 
exist independent of geographical locations and states. According to Béla 
Pomogáts the notion of the spiritual/cultural nation was formed after 

Figure 13. Source: ‘A Trianoni tragédiára emlékszik a magyarság. Alfahír.hu, 4th June 2015
http://alfahir.hu/a_trianoni_tragediara_emlekezik_a_magyarsag
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Trianon. This notion referred to a nation the unity of which is based not 
on political or geographical elements, but on “a spiritual/psychic dimen-
sion (…) in which history, tradition, culture and communion plays the 
crucial role.” (Pomogáts 1996, 72) 

The representation of Trianon as a wound seems to be revived in the 
bill as well as in the online teachers’ manual and sourcebook provided by 
ministry educational experts to support schools in organizing the memori-
al Day of National Unity. On the one hand the manual encourages prac-
tical activities in connection with remembrance, such as the building of 
networks with schools/children from Hungarian minorities living in the 
detached territories via organizing exchange visits etc., so in that sense 
its approach advocates a modern European attitude of trans-cultural 
dialogue. Yet on the other hand the manual instructs teachers to keep 
“maps showing the dismembering of Hungary of pre- and post-Trianon 
Hungary in sight at all times” (A nemzeti… 2011, 46), and it uses the 
expression “parts of the body of our nation”[“nemzettest”] referring to 
the detached territories, (12) adopting yet again the revisionist terminol-
ogy of the past.

Political and revisionist popular cultural tendencies meet in the activ-
ities of the far right party Jobbik which frequently uses Trianon imagery 
on posters etc. for their party meetings and rallies.  Figure 14 is a poster 
inviting to a Trianon memorial celebration. Clouds are formed in the 
shape of Great Hungary, and a man is pointing his arm to the sky in a 
cry to God in a strong, fighting gesture. He is standing at the seashore, 
reminiscent of the lost seas. Jobbik, together with the revisionist World 
Association of Hungarians have been organizing a yearly demonstration 
in France in Versailles, at the venue of the signing of the Trianon peace 
treaty for the past six years. A few hundred participants usually attend. 
The 2015 demonstration used the proverb/slogan “To be Hungarian is 
to feel the pain of Trianon” as a lead.

On the 4th of June in 2011, the first year when the Day of National 
Unity was commemorated, my son, aged eight at the time, came home 
from school agitated and very scared.  He said he had seen bloody hands 
on the interactive board tearing parts out of Hungary. He asked me if 
it was true that Hungary lost a lot of people and a large part of its land. 
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He asked me why we could not prevent it, why we could not keep those 
people and what happened to them. He was visibly shaken. As when I 
was a child, Trianon was a taboo, I had no experience of how the topic 
was taught at school. I felt really sorry for my son, tried to calm him and 
explain things to him, but I do think that some harm was done. I am sure 
that his teacher meant well. She tried to make the memorial day livelier 
and used images of Trianon available online, among them two videos 
not suitable for children. I later asked her for the links to the videos: one 
of them was of a nationalistic-revisionist song by the band Skítia (Skítia 

Figure 14. Source: http://jasznagykunszolnokmegye.jobbik.hu/alapaszervezetek/kunhegyes



THE IMAGE OF THE “MAIMED HUNGARY”IN 20TH CENTURY 89

plays so called national rock, based on folk music elements);13 the other 
was about revenge: one can watch the cutting off parts from the map-
shapes of other European countries and see what they would look like 
after losing two thirds of their territory.14 

The song by Skítia makes an especially powerful impact because it 
resonates very strongly Appeal [Szózat] a nineteenth-century poem by 
Mihály Vörösmarty in the function of a second anthem, sang at the end 
of celebrations at schools thus known by heart by children. The text of 
Szózat with its commanding tone in itself is very problematic for a country 
that is part of 21st century Europe, as it talks about being tied to Hungary 
for life: “There is no other place / for you upon the Earth / let fortune 
bless or fortune curse / You must live and die here.”15 Skítia’s song adds 
the element of losing the only place on Earth where it is possible to live 
for a Hungarian: „There is no place for me on earth / where I could lay 
my head. / A border separates me from my / sweetheart (…) / Borders 
won’t separate us, we speak the same language, for god’s sake! / Hungarians 
suffer from Trianon, / Tell me, why did we allow this to happen, / why?!”16 

According to the teachers’ manual mentioned above, the aim of me-
morial day classroom commemorations is “to make students realize both 
emotionally and intellectually that not only do we need to remember 
Trianon as the greatest tragedy of Hungary’s modern history”, but we 
also need to understand it, and we have “the task to prove” (…) “that 
Hungarians are capable of national renewal” even after this tragedy. (A 
nemzeti… 46) My son’s teacher did make children realize that Trianon in-
deed was a great tragedy, the children must have emotionally understood 
that trauma of Trianon at least partly, but there was no solution offered to 
them as to what they should make of this knowledge, they were pushed 
into a quasi-traumatic state instead.

The lack of the solution in the classroom mirrors the general 21st 
century perplexity over Trianon as a heritage. The parallel versions of 
history range from the politically oriented official version of the memorial 
day and double citizenship offered to Hungarians from the minorities 
of the detached territories, the revisionist right-wing version of Jobbik 
and the World Association of Hungarians, several versions in popular 
cultural from the revisionist ones to the simply noting the fact the we do 
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have Trianon as a heritage, to modern, self-conscious, European-value 
oriented art projects and scientific studies, and to liberal and left-wing 
political parties according to whom Trianon is of no interest anymore. 
This multiplicity could lead to a fruitful outcome in due course if left to 
develop on its own in an organic way; in this sensitive phase it would be 
especially important that the belated trauma processing should not be 
hindered again by political pressure. Yet unfortunately at the moment  
further development of trauma processing seems doubtful due to the 
populist and semi-dictatorial practices of the present government that 
are capable of reinforcing large-group regression in the Volkanian sense.

A few years after the classroom memorial, I took my son to the Trianon 
Museum in Várpalota.17 He was old enough by that time to understand 
some of the complexity of Trianon. I could also draw his attention to the 
museum’s style and shortcomings: although it presents a large collection 
and a lot of very valuable material in an impressive way, it has theatrical, 
pathetic overtones, and does not place Trianon in the context of anteced-
ents (such as the unjust minority policy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
and its role in World War I.)

I myself took part in a simulation game/planspiel that was organized by 
the art organization Tranzit.hu. It restaged the decision-making situation 
of the historical event. Participants were playing the roles of politicians 
present in the Castle of Trianon in 1920, “approaching historical trauma 
by looking critically at historical facts” and “acting out revisionist and 
chauvinist sentiments instead of suppressing them”. Tranzit.hu adapted 
a simulation game developed by the Berlin based Planpolitik group, titled 
“Renegotiating Peace. Versailles and Beyond”, “but with an important 
alteration. While the original game focused on the opposition of the win-
ner and defeated great powers as well as the tensions between the players’ 
differing real and assumed nationalities, the Tranzit.hu planspiel unpacked 
the problematic and the contradicting definitions of nation states in the 
Central-East European region.” (Twelve to Make Peace)

The fact that there is interest toward the peace treaties ending World 
War I in other parts of Europe, even though it is not focused on Hungary 
and on the impact of Trianon, suggests that perhaps it is possible to make 
Trianon remembrance an issue that concerns not only Hungarians; to 
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make Trianon a common European heritage that deserves attention. To 
ask Europe to remember Trianon was one on the list of tentative sugges-
tions by Balázs Abloncy at the end of his book Trianon-Legends, among 
others such as teaching the languages of the neighboring countries at 
schools, or else to make a resolution not to talk about Trianon anymore. 
He concludes that the task, however difficult it is, is ours. (Abloncy 2010, 
157-158)

I am also convinced that several issues that might seem to be far-
fetched are in fact related to the manifold impact of Trianon: Hungary 
scores one of the highest on the pessimism scales of countries according 
to Gallup, getting the 139th place out of 143. (Sonnenschein 2012). Ac-
cording to the research results of János László, the collective emotional 
disposition of Hungarians and the related historical national narrative is 
characterized by the keywords of fear, hope, enthusiasm, disappointment, 
pessimism and sadness, compared to, for example, to the American key-
words of confidence, enthusiasm, security and hope, or to the Armenian 
loneliness, attachment, pain and hope. (László 2014, 49-50) 

There are three factors brought by the twenty-first century that are 
new to the issue of Trianon and which will provide a different perspective 
and context in the coming years: Hungary as a member of the European 
Union, mass emigration, and the digital environment. Being a member 
country of the European Union has helped Hungarians to travel and relo-
cate abroad and in a historical sense it has helped overcome the problem of 
borders that has existed since Trianon. A pro-active attitude in promoting 
trans-cultural dialogue and intercultural exchange with other countries 
would be a more likely solution now, in a paradoxical way due to the 
present political environment that in fact opposes European values: the 
worsening economic and political situation of Hungary has caused a large 
emigration wave during the past few years. Groups of Hungarians living 
in other countries set up their own social media networks in which they 
discuss their reasons for leaving Hungary and their feelings about being 
migrants, as well as practical issues of their new lives, i. e. they touch upon 
sensitive themes connected in an indirect way to the collective traumas 
of Hungarian history.18 In the framework of my research on the impact 
of the digital environment on trauma narratives I will follow blogs of 
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Hungarian migrants and the analysis of the collected material will most 
probably provide insights about the afterlife of the collective trauma of 
Trianon as well.
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NOTES

1. The following books provide general information about Trianon in English: 
Romsics 2002; Zeidler 2007. 

2. On collective traumas and representations from the aspect of narrative 
social psychology see: László 2014.
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3. Pfitzner refers to an essay by Bibó that is not available in English, however, 
other important texts are available in English in Bibó 1991.

4. My plans include widening the scope of my research field by comparative 
analyses from an international perspective, focusing on comparing the case of 
Hungary with the case of Germany (especially the GDR), as the latter is similar in 
many aspects of the historical background and the roles and fate of the countries 
in and after World War I and II, but it is dissimilar with respect to the impact 
and interpretation of the historical traumas. See Ustorf 2010 on trans-genera-
tional traumas and their recent interpretation in Germany, and Plamper 2015 
on how the notion of German victimhood emerged from the identity forming 
concept of the perpetrator status, and how recent-years immigration has changed 
German memory culture.

5. An interesting aspect of the evolvement of the Trianon trauma is shown by 
Hanebrink (2006) who writes about the role of the main Christian churches and 
their relation and responsibility to/for the growing nationalism and antisemitism 
in the interwar period in Hungary. According to the author the reason for Hun-
gary being the first country in twentieth century Europe to pass an anti-semitic 
bill (the 1920 numerus clausus restricted the number of Jewish students in higher 
education to 6%) was that the Jews were accused (by many, on different levels, 
for example Catholic Bishop Prohászka and historian Gyula Szekfű) for ’eroding’ 
the Hungarian spirit and the national will by their alien, liberal, antinational 
ways. Supposedly this weakening led Hungary to its defeated state, and that is 
why the nation could not remain intact after Trianon. (79–95) See Szekfű 1920 
and Prohászka 1929.

6. For an overview of the irredentist representations of the era see: Zeidler 2007.
7. Unless noted, all translations are my own. The original: „Hiszek egy Isten-

ben / Hiszek egy Hazában, /Hiszek egy isteni örök igazságban, / Hiszek Magya-
rország feltámadásában.”

8. The original: “Csukd össze ajkad, szívd a fogad, / Ne szólj, ne hümmögj, ne 
beszélj, / Csak ostobának pattog a nyelve, / Ha tornyosul a nagy veszély: / Szoríts 
a markod, feszítsd a melled, / Ébren légy, mint a kergetett szarvas, / Megsebzett 
dúvad, tanulj gyilkosodtól, / Gyűjtsd a puskaport és hallgass.” 

9. The original: “Nem kell beszélni róla sohasem, / De mindig, mindig gon-
doljunk reá. / Mert nem lehet feledni, nem, soha, / Amíg magyar lesz és em-
lékezet, / Jog és igazság, becsület, remény, / Hogy volt nekünk egy országunk e 
földön (…)” 

10. The original: „Fáj a földnek és fáj a napnak / s a mindenségnek fáj dalom, 
/ de aki nem volt még magyar, / nem tudja, mi a fájdalom!”
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11. The original: “Trianon sebeit az idő bekötözte, / de a vér átüt még mindig 
a sebeken.”

12. http://monarchista.blogspot.hu/2013/06/trianonon-innen-es-trianon-
on-tul.html

13. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ge4wQ6OxxzM
14. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LXUpDENvfsE
15. My translation. The translation of Theresa Pulszky and John Edward Tay-

lor is the following: “Oh, Magyar, keep immovably / your native country’s trust, 
/ for it has borne you, and at death / will consecrate your dust! // No other spot 
in all the world / can touch your heart as home— / let fortune bless or fortune 
curse, / from hence you shall not roam!” The original: „Hazádnak rendületlenűl 
/ Légy híve, oh magyar; / Bölcsőd az s majdan sírod is, / Mely ápol s eltakar. / 
A nagy világon e kivűl / Nincsen számodra hely; / Áldjon vagy verjen sors keze; 
/ Itt élned, halnod kell.”

16. My translation. The original: „E földön nincsen számomra hely, / hol 
fejem lehajthatnám. / Egy határ, mi elválaszt kedvesemtől, / de szívem hazajár. 
(…) Határ minket el nem választ, / hisz egy nyelven szólunk az Istenért! / Tri-
anontól szenved a magyar, / Mondd miért hagytuk, miért?!”

17. The Trianon museum’s website is at: www.trianonmuseum.hu
18. See for example the Border-Crossing [Határátkelő] blog: http://hatarat-

kelo.blog.hu/




