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Abstract
The musical theater had a central intermediary role in the propagation of national consciousness
throughout East-Central Europe in the nineteenth century, and so too in Hungary. The Pesti
Magyar Színház (Pest Hungarian Theater), which was renamed after 1840 to Magyar Nemzeti
Színház (Hungarian National Theater), had an identical repertoire to that in all the Habsburg
Empire, following a tradition inherited from the German-language theaters. The festive
performances of the institution on occasions of political representation stand out. In honor of the
members of the Habsburg family, the theater performed mainly operas and music theater forms,
such as the works of Bellini, Donizetti, or Weber. The Hungarian national operas were also
present. The so-called Kaiserreisen (imperial voyages) of Franz Joseph I to Hungary in the 1850s
deserve more attention: the emperor visited the National Theater several times and was present
at the performances of Hungarian operas, such as Franz Doppler’s Ilka és a huszártoborzó (Ilka
and the recruiting of the Hussars), György Császár’s (Georg Kaiser’s) A kunok (The Cumanians),
or the opera entitled Erzsébet, which was written especially for the empress’s visit of 1857.

These performances of the Magyar Nemzeti Színház and its repertoire can be interpreted in
several ways. First, it was an adequate response to the imperial motto Viribus unitis: a Hungarian
contribution to the celebration of the royals as a part of the Habsburg Empire. Second, it served
as a form of “passive resistance”: in the decades in which the independence of Hungary was
under threat, it reinforced a re-enactment of the opposition between Hungarians and “the
others.”

The status of the extant material connected to the operation of the Magyar Nemzeti Színház is
varied. On the basis of a new appraisal of the playbills and the press, the present study examines
the program structure from the establishment of the institution (1837) to the coronation of Franz
Joseph I and Elisabeth in Hungary (1867), focusing on the festive performances that served as
political representation by studying the different layers of interpretation of the Magyar Nemzeti
Színház’s musical repertoire.
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Introduction
[1] Alongside the advancement of the nation-building process, musical theater had a central
intermediary role in the propagation of national identity throughout Europe.[1] Patronizing national
theater was a “patriotic obligation,” and therefore the cause of the institution became political
and even a parliamentary issue in Hungary from the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth
century on.[2] Identifying national affiliation was also a central question of Hungary in the
nineteenth century, and the main goal became the creation of a cohesive national community
based on ethnic self-realization and representation.[3] In the case of countries which did not reach
the status of independent national state, the virtual unity meant a cohesion of common
language, culture, and shared history.[4] This was the case with the nations of East-Central
Europe.[5]

The staging of musical theater performances and operas in the Hungarian language began to
strengthen in the early nineteenth century in the Hungarian capital, Pest-Buda, following the
traditions of the German-speaking and German-born musicians and actors operating in the
region.[6] At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the capital possessed advanced experience
regarding German-language theatrical productions. The Hungarian-language musical
performances of the capital began to develop rapidly in the 1820s and 1830s. The Hungarian
Theater of Pest was inaugurated in 1837, and from 1840 on it continued to operate with national
support as the National Theater. The core musical repertoire was played there and spread
throughout the country; it was identical with that of the German, Austrian, and Czech territories:
in addition to mainly Austrian and German pieces, Italian, French and English works were
represented.[7] Following the common practice, initially translations and revisions were made,
since only few original Hungarian pieces in the national language were available.

The interpretation of the Pesti Magyar Színház/Magyar Nemzeti Színház’s extant source material
continues to present challenges to researchers.[8] Besides the institutional histories written by
theater historians,[9] it is important to mention published sources[10] and works about the
operation of the musical department.[11] Moreover, various catalogues (with a different degree of
details) are also available, for instance the register of the pieces played at the Nemzeti
Színház.[12] For the time being, however, the most detailed picture of the repertoire still can be
acquired from a digitized collection of approximately nine thousand playbills from the period
between 1837 and 1867.[13] On the basis of a new critical appraisal of this playbill material, the
present study examines the program structure of the thirty years mentioned above, from the
establishment of the institution to the coronation of Franz Joseph I and Elisabeth, focusing on the
occasions and the repertoire of the festive performances that served as political representation.

Festive Performances in the Pesti Magyar
Színház/Magyar Nemzeti Színház
Regarding the practice of the theater, music and spoken theater performances were held almost
every day of the year.[14] According to the newly appraised material, an observation of the
additional inscriptions of the playbills seems to be an obvious criterion for defining the
celebrations, since the repertoire was often the same for them. The theater’s management
ordered the use of solemn decorative lighting and also mentioned it on the playbills regarding the



festive occasions: “full solemn floodlight of the auditorium.”

In the case of the festive presentations, four main interdependent categories can be set up: (1)
charity events, (2) guest performers, (3) performances in promotion of national culture, and (4)
anniversaries as well as occasions of royal representation. For the charity performances, whose
repertoire was mixed, the list of the supported institutions and individuals is extensive (e.g.
orphanages, hospitals, etc.). A good example is the series of charity concerts organized on behalf
of the Nemzeti Zenede (National Conservatory),[15] which took place nine times in ten years.[16] On
the occasion of the first gala performance given for the benefit of the conservatory, Franz Liszt
gave a concert on January 11, 1840.[17] Every member of the Pest-budai Hangászegylet (Pest-
Buda Society of Musicians) and also the staff of the theater participated for free that night.[18]

Regarding the names of the guest performers appearing on the stage of the National Theater,
Franz Liszt was a recurring artist, but other virtuosos and musicians, such as Ole Bull (1839),
Julius Egghard (1852), Julius Schulhoff (1852), Hans von Bülow (1853), and Anton Rubinstein
(1858), also performed and gained overall success. These events, however, require further
research.

Among the performances in promotion of national culture we can include the celebration of the
anniversaries of the “national geniuses,”[19] which were of great significance nationwide. Of
outstanding importance was the commemoration of the death of Count István Széchenyi
(1791–1860), who played a key role in the modernization of Hungary and also supported the
cause of the National Theater,[20] or the anniversaries of Ferenc Kazinczy (1759–1831)[21] and
Károly Kisfaludy.[22] They were leading figures of the Hungarian language renewal, which was
connected to the development of Hungarian theatricals.

Regarding the occasions of political representation, the almost one hundred performances
ordered in honor of the members of the Habsburg family stand out even just due to their great
number (see Table 1 and Appendix). The first major celebration organized in the theater for a
member of the Habsburg family was the birthday of Archduke Joseph (1776–1847), Palatine of
Hungary.[23] It was due to him that the Pest Hungarian Theater was first illuminated with gas
lamps on March 9, 1838. The festive lighting had since become an almost permanent
accompaniment to the extraordinary events of the National Theater. At the performances given
in honor of the Palatine, a wide range of the National Theater’s repertoire was played.[24] The
operas performed included Vincezo Bellini’s Norma and Beatrice di Tenda, Károly Thern’s[25] Gizul,
and Étienne Méhul’s Joseph. Ferenc Erkel’s music to a népszínmű (song-play)[26] entitled Két
pisztoly (Two pistols)[27] was performed on two occasions in 1844 to celebrate Archduke Joseph’s
anniversary and name day.



Table 1: Festive occasions in honor of the Habsburg family according to the playbills
of the National Theater (1838–67)[28]

[2] The performances given in honor of Ferdinand I (1793–1875) followed a similar practice. The
operas performed included Bellini’s Norma, Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore, and Weber’s Der
Freischütz; in addition, Mendelssohn’s oratorio Paulus was heard. We can also find an original
Hungarian piece: the premiere of Ede Szigligeti’s[29] play Micbán családja (Micbán’s family) took
place on the emperor’s name day. In honor of his wife, Maria Anna of Savoy (1803–84), Ferdinand
Hérold’s Zampa was given, and on the name day of Duchess Maria Dorothea of Württemberg
(1797–1855), the third wife of Palatine Joseph, Eduard Schenk’s Belisar was on stage.

Archduke Albrecht (1817–95), who fulfilled the position of the palatine as governor-general from
1851 on,  and his  wife  Hildegard  (1825–64)  were  frequent  visitors  of  the  National  Theater,
preferring the opera performances.[30] It is also worth mentioning the persistent polemics between
German- and Hungarian-language press: even though there were overlaps between the German
and  the  Hungarian  theaters’  staff,  insults  regarding  professionalism  were  commonplace  from
both sides.[31] An article in the periodical Hölgyfutár serves as a picturesque example. Donizetti’s
opera Lucia di Lammermoor was a frequently played piece with a successful cast, with Kornélia
Hollósy, Ferenc Stéger, and Giovanni Reina in the main roles. About a performance of the work on
January 12, 1850, one can read a report from an anonymous visitor from abroad:
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Lucia di Lammermoor had been given recently in the German theater and I left with discontent. Yesterday, the
same [opera] was played in the Hungarian theater, and I stepped for the first time into this edifice of art thinking
that if this beautiful musical drama was already weak in the German theater, then how it will be ruined by the
Hungarians,  who are only  capable of  fighting.  Unfortunately,  we foreigners  have not  been well  informed so far
about  the  state  of  Hungarian  art.  I  should  be  a  poet  if  I  wanted  to  paint  my  pleasant  surprise  with  sufficient
colors; but as I am not, I only want to simply and briefly apologize for my bias in public, and at the same time I
shall share my modest opinion about this performance. I heard Lucia from Malibran, and later from Persiani, who
was only slightly inferior to Malibran; I boldly put Kornélia Hollósi next to Persiani, and I am not exaggerating
when I say that, in the mad scene, I liked her song better. Steger will be a huge tenor, and even now he displayed
a strength that amazed me; I heard the finale of Act One and the dying scene sung in a more touching manner
only from Moriani, but Steger victoriously beat all the other Edgars—and I heard at least ten of them. Reina’s
enormous voice will remain for a long time. The sextet at the end of the second act, the choirs in general, and the
instrumental  music  were  so  precise,  so  satisfying  that  they  filled  me with  admiration.  I  considered  I  owed this
statement to give satisfaction for my one-sided distrust.[32]

The orchestra led by Ferenc Erkel (1810–93) and the soloists had a great part in the success. The
opera performances of the theater were highly successful, with a great frequency of full house
productions which, according to scholars, exceeded those of the Pest German Theater both in
quality and in quantity.[33] It also has to be mentioned that opera performances caused less
trouble regarding the problem of understanding the language. However, the archduke had an
increasing influence on the institution, which he wanted to operate on the model of the Viennese
court theaters. He was assisted in doing so by a Comité of Hungarian aristocrats, which took care
of financial affairs.[34] Particularly after 1849, the Habsburg family had a significant influence on
the institution. It was probably due to this aspect that Franz Joseph I visited the Hungarian
theater several times while he was in Hungary.

The Imperial Visits of Franz Joseph I
Franz Joseph I’s voyages in Hungary can be reconstructed in considerable detail. Historians have
already examined the imperial voyages of 1852 and 1857 on the basis of archival sources and
the press,[35] but the documents have not yet been appraised in terms of musical representation
and the exploration of the imperial voyages from the perspective of music history.[36] Both court
trips (Hofreisen)[37] required a great amount of preparation. As the National Theater took an
important part during the travels with regard to both the number and the significance of the
events, the festive performances organized at this institution in honor of Franz Joseph and
Elisabeth will be described further in the following.

The censored press reports depicted the events in the most brilliant colors, but the reality was far
more subtle. In 1852, there was still a tense general feeling. Since after the defeat of the
revolution in 1848/49[38] some of the extremely popular original Hungarian operas were
banned,[39] for instance Ferenc Erkel’s Bátori Mária and Hunyadi László, the management had to
reckon with limited opportunities regarding the national operas. During the voyage of 1852, the
organizers had to present the list of the works to be performed on the occasion of the Kaiserreise
in 1852.[40] This time Franz Joseph saw Franz Doppler’s[41] Hungarian opera Ilka és a huszártoborzó
(Ilka and the recruiting of the Hussars) on June 6, then, on July 12, by “full solemn floodlight of
the auditorium,” he listened to György Császár’s[42] opera A kunok (The Cumanians). In addition to
the regular performances of the imperial anthem, that is, Gott erhalte, these two works
dominated the repertoire of festive performances organized in honor of Franz Joseph.[43]A kunok



was performed during the celebration organized in honor of the emperor almost every year from
1851 on, to be precise, nine times in twenty years.[44] Even after the marriage of Franz Joseph and
Elisabeth in 1854, A kunok was performed after Gott erhalte. It is unknown whether the reason
for this was the popularity of the opera (it was played more than a hundred times), its
embeddedness in the tradition of Italian opera, or its emotional plot. The pseudo-historical opera
has a national theme connected to the topic of court and politics in Hungary of the thirteenth
century. As in Ferenc Erkel’s popular historical opera (also set in the thirteenth century), the
banned Bánk bán, the protagonist is not the king. Erkel’s work, however, was quite problematic,
since the assassination of the scheming Queen Gertrud is at the heart of the plot.[45] A kunok has
a less problematic libretto: the main thread can be interpreted on the surface as a complicated
love story between two nations. Probably this could be one reason it was kept in the repertoire.

[3] We do not have any record of a high number of newly composed songs or works connected
with these visits, but a few compositions exist. One of the leading figures of the Hungarian
national opera, Ferenc Erkel, composed a choral work (perhaps with orchestra) entitled Ferenc
József császárt üdvözlő Ének (Salutatory song for Franz Joseph) especially for the visit of 1852 on
Johann Ludwig Deinhardstein’s German text. The premiere was on September 25, 1852, in the
National Theater.[46] The autograph of the salutatory song is lost and remained unpublished, but
one can find articles about its premiere. The Pesti Napló provided a positive review with a
detailed description of the scenery:

Last Saturday evening, prior to the opera Lucia di Lammermoor, in the fully and brightly illuminated National
Theater, a greeting song was given by the entire theatrical establishment and the disciples of the musical
conservatory staged in a superb tableau in honor of our gloriously reigning Emperor and King, His Imperial and
Royal  Apostolic  Majesty,  Francis  Joseph  I,  providing  an  extraordinary  and  magnificent  festive  delight  at  the
National Theater. … In the background, on a taller stand, a bust of His Imperial and Royal Apostolic Majesty was
installed; on the platforms to its right and left, the representatives of all classes and groups of the Hungarian
nation, lords, noblemen and noble ladies, citizens, peasants, artists, craftsmen, men, women, and children, all in
national clothing according to the different regions of the country, surrounded the statue, paying their respects.
In the front stood singers of both sexes, similarly dressed up in national clothing. From afar, the peal of bells and
the salute of cannon-shots were heard; music was sounding and the national anthem (Hymnusz) was beginning.
Its  sublime  idea  had  a  truly  inspirational  effect  on  the  enthusiastic  audience,  who  loudly  cried  “Long  live  our
Francis Joseph!” every time the opening line of the national anthem occurred. The author of the lofty anthem,
conveying the nation’s piety, was honored by being called out.[47]

The next Kaiserreise was in 1857, when Franz Joseph arrived with his wife Elisabeth and their
children. It was the first time that all members of the royal family visited Hungary.[48] The first two
acts of Doppler’s Ilka és a huszártoborzó (Ilka and the recruiting of the Hussars), which occurred
frequently on the theater’s program, were also seen by Empress Elisabeth during the 1857
Kaiserreise in the company of Archduke Albrecht and his wife Hildegard. The performance took
place on May 12 to great success according to the press. The Habsburg family followed the piece,
which was received by the audience both inside and outside the theater with an ovation, “with a
lively interest and pleasure.”[49] On the occasion of the 1857 visit, not only was the opera Ilka
given at the National Theater but a new opera as well. The joint work of Ferenc Erkel, Franz
Doppler (1821–83), and Karl Doppler (1825–1900), the homage opera entitled Erzsébet, was
specifically commissioned and presented at the National Theater for the occasion of the imperial
couple’s visit to Hungary.

The Viennese press reported for the first time about the new opera. On February 17, 1857,
Blätter für Musik, Theater und Kunst wrote about the plans of the work commissioned by Count



Gedeon Ráday (1841–83),[50] with a plot devoted to the life of Saint Elizabeth of Hungary set in
the thirteenth century. Following the article in Blätter für Musik, Theater und Kunst, the press in
Pest-Buda continuously reported about the genesis of the opera, including news about the
rehearsals, preparations, the cast, and the first performance.[51] While staging the work, the
theater had to meet strict requirements: the names of performers, the style of costumes, and
even the dance choreography were predetermined.[52] Count Móric Almásy (1808–81), a member
of the already mentioned economic Comité of the National Theater, played an important role in
the preparations. He was also responsible for handling the cost of fourteen thousand pengő forint
for the refurbishment of the imperial box,[53] which was also reported by the press. During the
renovation in honor of the visit, new scenery painting and dressing rooms were set up and a
separate entrance was made for the imperial box.

The premiere of Erzsébet thus took place under magnificent conditions on May 6, 1857.
Confirming the former presumption,[54] it was a private performance, or at least on that day the
theater did not list any revenues, according to the cash registers.[55] Three composers worked on
the opera in three acts. Franz Doppler composed the overture and wrote the first act and the
sword-dance of the third act; Ferenc Erkel composed the second act, the instrumentation of
which partially originates from Franz Doppler; and Karl Doppler wrote the third act.[56] After its
premiere, the opera Erzsébet gained opposite reactions from the press. Its festivity was
emphasized, and the second act written by Erkel and the singer of the title character Kornélia
Hollósy were fully acknowledged,[57] although the lack of musical unity was often criticized.[58]

The Hungarian music publicist and composer Kornél Ábrányi (1822–1903) had a devastating
opinion about the afterlife of this occasional work: “This opera did not leave any traces in the
operatic literature of the century. It was of a purely occasional character. ... The audience
welcomed it with the appropriate national piety. The ruling couple listened attentively to it and
presented the composers with valuable souvenirs. … It was no equal to the Elisabeth album.”[59]

An examination of the playbill material, however, reveals that the opera Erzsébet did not bring
such bad results after all. It is certain that Erzsébet was one of the most frequently performed
pieces of the obligatory performances organized in honor of the royal couple. Until 1879, a total
of sixteen performances took place, including two revivals: the first one in 1865, which was
premiered on the eve of Franz Joseph’s birthday, and the 1879 version, first performed on the
occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the imperial and royal couple’s marriage.

Figure 1: Playbill of the National Theater, August, 18, 1865, the Országos Széchényi Könyvtár,
Színháztörténeti Tár (National Széchényi Library, Theater History Collection), [without Fond
number]

Elisabeth’s Memories
[4] Apart from the opera, another important work which was also mentioned by Ábrányi was born
outside of the walls of the National Theater as the result of the visit. On May 6, 1857, the day of
the premiere of Erzsébet, a delegation of Hungarian aristocrats in charge of fine arts went to the
emperor for a private audience at 3 p.m. It was probably at that point that a piano album entitled
Erzsébet-emlény (Elisabeth memories) was handed over to the ruling couple.[60]



Figure 2: Title page of the Erzsébet-emlény, the Országos Széchényi Könyvtár,
Zeneműtár (National Széchényi Library, Music Collection), Mus pr 13560

The album of 1857 was released under the auspices of the Rózsavölgyi Publishing House[61] and
probably followed the model of the Elisabeth-Fest-Album released by Haslinger to commemorate
the imperial wedding in 1854.[62] The aforementioned Kornél Ábrányi referred to it as “a precious
relic” in his study A magyar zene a 19-ik században (Hungarian music in the nineteenth
century).[63] Ábrányi himself was a supporter and even an author of the piano album, which casts
his negative assessment of the opera Erzsébet in a new light. Compared to the opera, he
considered the impact of the piano album to be much more significant.
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Table 2: Contents of the Elisabeth albums

Similarly to the Elisabeth-Fest-Album, which contained character pieces composed by eight piano
virtuosos of the period (Alexander Dreyschock, Adolph von Henselt, Wilhelm Kuhe, Theodor
Kullak, Franz Liszt, Julius Schulhoff, Charles Voss, and Rudolf Willmers), the authors of the
Erzsébet-emlény included acknowledged figures of contemporary Hungarian musical life. The
composers sought to emphasize the Hungarian characteristics in their work (or rather
characteristics that were perceived as such) and tried to combine them with more universal and
sometimes virtuoso musical idioms. The character pieces of the album highlight their Hungarian
connection already in their titles: examples include Magyarország határánál (At the border of
Hungary) by Ábrányi, Pusztai élet (Life of the Puszta) by Michael Brand (later Mihály Mosonyi),[64]

or Honi üdvözlet (Greetings from Hungary) by Imre Székely, who gained success as a piano
virtuoso throughout Europe.[65]

An important aspect in the reception of both the opera and the piano album is the fact that the
figure of Empress Elisabeth was identified in the nineteenth century with St. Elizabeth of
Hungary.[66] According to the reports of the Budapesti Hirlap, the official Hungarian newspaper of
the visit, the Kaiserreise of 1857 not only gave new impetus to the cult of St. Elisabeth in musical
life but inspired a number of novels and picture albums dealing with the life of the saint.[67]

Ábrányi’s recollections also allude to this aspect by comparing two works of Franz Liszt. During
the 1867 Hungarian coronation ceremonies, he reported that Liszt wrote his Ungarische
Krönungsmesse (Hungarian Coronation Mass) in honor of Franz Joseph. On the other hand, he
referred to the oratorio Die Legende von der heiligen Elisabeth, presented in Vigadó (Redout) in
1865, as the twin composition of the Mass, but from a psychological point of view it was
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expressly performed in honor of the empress and queen Elisabeth.[68] If we were to question
Ábrányi’s words, we have a list of obituaries that appeared at the death of Elisabeth: the victim of
the 1898 murderous attempt was compared not only to St. Elizabeth of Hungary but also to the
Virgin Mary.

What we mourn in this holy woman is not only the martyr, not just the empress, not just a worthy partner of a
wise king. As if the mother of each and every one of us had been murdered; as if the cold iron that was in her
heart would penetrate the heart of the nation and with her precious blood was the blood spilled from the life of
the Hungarians. In the first hours of horror we get silent to our heart: our patron, our sacred Erzsébet of Hungary,
has died.[69]

In his study on the Hungarian cult of Elisabeth, András Gerő states that “from the middle of the
1860s Elisabeth gradually took over the politically missing psychological role that became vacant
following Archduke Joseph’s death.”[70] Thus, while Franz Joseph stood for the unity of the
empire,[71] Elisabeth—similarly to Archduke Joseph—symbolized the common future full of hope.
An examination of the repertoire strategies in the sources of the Pesti Magyar Színház/Magyar
Nemzeti Színház evokes a picture of music as a means of national representation and as a
symbol of cohesion. The opera Erzsébet, however, did not have an unequivocal effect on
Hungarian musical life, nor did the Erzsébet-album. According to the latest press research, no
mention of the album has yet been found in the press of the period under study. The two pieces
were important rather in their function of creating a Hungarian contribution to music through the
figure of Empress Elisabeth.

Conclusion
The festivities and the repertoire organized at the theater in honor of the Habsburg family can be
interpreted in several ways. As an adequate response to the imperial motto of Franz Joseph
(Viribus unitis), symbolic elements of Hungarian national culture were chosen to celebrate the
royals as being part of the Habsburg Empire. However, a significant part of the Hungarian-
language historical literature clearly draws a negative image of the 1850s, which directly followed
the Revolution of 1848–49. Both reflections from the 1850s and the studies analyzing the period
refer to it as the period of oppression, thus strengthening the sense of centuries-old neglect. The
monograph of Bálint Varga confirms this view: in the decades in which the independence of
Hungary was under threat, the self-image of the Hungarians as a “monumental nation”[72] was
severely damaged, thus reinforcing the re-enactment of the opposition between Hungarians and
“the others,” a contradiction which was a consequence of the process of national movements.[73]

The concept of Kulturnation also strongly defined the image the Hungarians of the mid-
nineteenth century had of themselves, which also had a significant impact on the repertoire
performed on festive occasions. Although the successful Hungarian-language musical theater
repertoire was not broad, it was able to inspire the desire to create national works later on. The
linguistic and cultural set of tools was expanded and conferred a national character under the
influence of Herder; a framework of cultural institutions was established, thus strengthening the
national culture. Catching up, achieving acceptance, and advocating the nation’s own interests
were the goals in an era when the aspirations for independence could not be achieved
politically.[74] The same goals, however, could be achieved on a different level: by re-enactment
through a culture of a reconstructed image of the glorious past, by the sacralization of the



canonized heroes.[75] Thus, the desire to expand the Hungarian national culture internationally is
also manifested through the repertoire of the Pest National Theater’s festive occasions.

Appendix
The following table shows the works performed on festive occasions in honor of the Habsburg-
family in the National Theater, based on the playbills of the institution.[76]
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Table 3: Performances in honor of the Habsburg-family in the National Theater; to
display the entire table, click on the images above or follow this link.
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