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HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL LIBRARY

In examining the anteced-
ents leading to the establish-
ment of the natonal library it
is important to note that no
collection comparable to the
libraries of the German Elec-
tors or the European rulers in
its wealth, the freshness of the intellectual
trends represented or its influence on the en-
vironment could have been formed in the re-
gion of the Carpathian Basin in the 16th to
17th centuries. However, some imembers of
the aristocratic families in Hungary could be
compared in the breadth of their reading to
their peers in Europe. It is also important to
stress the fact that members of the aristoc-
racy and prelacy in Hungary were not able
to shape their lifestyles or their collections
merely to suit their own personal taste. The
possibilities for buying books were very lim-
ited: there was no substantial production of
books in Hungary; the book trade was hard-
ly organised at all. We know of only a few
merchants in Upper Hungary and Transyl-
vania who also handled books but they aimed
this activity mainly at commoners. If they at-
tempted at all to establish regular contacts with
aristocratic families in Hungary, the agents of
foreign publishers (mainly in Vienna, South-
ern Germany and Northern Italy) were inter-
ested in selling books from their own publish-
ing environment and they had no real com-

petition. While students studying in Europe .

at the expense of different aristocratic fami-
lies effectively added to the family library,
their taste, studies and the nature of their
reading inevitably influenced the patron’s li-

brary. There was no real change in this situa-
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tion until the-second half of
the 18th century and by the
time of the Compromise of
1867 a book trade had devel-
oped along lines similar to that
already operating in the coun-
tries of Western Europe.

We do not know of any private library
in the 16th or 17th century serving the func-
tion of representation which became wide-
spread in the manor-houses and mansions
of the 18th century. By the second half of
the 17th century a change can be observed
in the book collecting habits of the Hun-
garian aristocrats living in the environment
of the imperial court in Vienna. Special men-
tion must be made in this respect of the lib-
raries of Ferenc Nidasdy (1623-1671) in
Pottendorff and of Pil Esterhdzy (1635-
1713) in Kismarton and Frakné.

The economic possibilities and scope for
political action of the Kingdom of Hungary
united under Habsburg rule were clearly
determined by the fact that the country had
been fimally liberated from Turkish domi-
nation under the leadership of a foreign
ruler. During the reigns of Charles IT, Maria
Theresa, Joseph II, Francis I and Ferdinand
IV considerations of empire increasingly
overrode Hungarian interests and the result-
ing tension eventually led to the outbreak of

an armed struggle for independence in 1848- %

49. In the course of the 18th century the dif-
ferent nationalities living in the Carpathian
Basin made increasing efforts to break away,

~developed their own cultural identities and

consequently also their own cultural institu-
tions (schools, libraries, printing houses).
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to us from most of the aristocratic family lib-

raries, a number of which later became pub-
lic institutions. The most important were un- -

doubtedly the Teleki library which also func-
tioned as the central library of the Hungar-
ians in Transylvania, established in 1802 by
Samuel Teleki (1739-1822), and the national
library of the Transylvanian Saxons, estab-
lished in 1803 by Samuel Brukenthal (1721-

1803) by transforming his private library into -

a public collection. One after the other the
other big family libraries also became public
institutions or were incorporated into such
institutions. Among others, the library of
Count J6zsef Teleki and his wife Kata Bethlen

enriched the Calvinist College in Nagyenyed

(1759), the collection of the Festetics family
served the Georgicon (from 1797), J6zsef Te-
leki (1790-1855) established the library of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences (1826) and
the Raday family library in Pécel went to the
Calvinist Academy of Theology (1862).
Leading scholars in the 18th century were
in a better position than their predecessors
in the 16th and 17th centuries. The book
trade was more organised and numerous at-
tempts were made to form scholarly soci-

establishment of the Hungarian Academy of

pen’od that almost without exception the lib-
raries of leading intellectuals eventually en-
riched one of the public libraries, from the
first half of the 19th century the National
Library or the Library of the Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences. This phenomenon con-
_ firms the sense of resp0n51b1hty of these pub-
~ lic figures and the conscious efforts they

made for Hungary’s cultural advancement.

The idea of establishing the Hungarian
national library took shape together with the
intention to set up the national scholarly
society, an academy of sciences. In the ab-
sence of a national ruler these tasks were

undertaken as a matter of course by Hun—":

~garian aristocratic families.
Count Ferenc Szechenyl (1754—1820) was .
born into one of the country’s wealthiest fam— RSN |

ilies, whose estates were located mainly in the
fertile regions of Western Hungary. Ferenc
Széchényi consciously prepared for a political
career. After his studies in the Theresianum
in Vienna he went on a two-year tour of Eur-
ope, visiting Bohemia, the German principali-
ties, Holland, England and Italy. After his re-
turn he set up his library in Sopronhorpics =
and in the mansion at Nagycenk. His librar-
ians were Jozsef Hajnoczy (1750-1795) and
later Mihily Tibolth (1765-1833). In 1802
he donated his library for the establishment -
of a national library (Bibliotheca Regnicolaris),
obtaining authorisation from the ruler on No-
vember 26, 1802. Publication of the library’s
catalogue began in 1799, with supplementary
volumes printed in 1803 and 1807. Even af-
ter the establishment the count continued to
add to the collection so that at the time of his
death the library comprised more than 20,000
documents, including 6000 maps. Széchényi

had a two-fold goal in sight: to collectall docu-
‘ : ‘kfments frorn authors in. Hungary or contain-
eties. These efforts finally culminated in the

- prowde scholars 'm : ungary with the refer-
Sciences in 1828. It is characteristic of the

ence works needed to study modern Euro-

pean intellectual trends. Other aristocratsand =~

scholars followed the example of Ferenc Szé-

chényi and donated a considerable number =
of books to the growing collection. Some of =

these deserve special mention.

Istvin Tlléshazy, ancestor of Count Istvin
léshazy (1762-1838) rose to the ranks of the

Hungarian aristocracy in the 16th century. His <5
library in the Trencsén castle inventoried in =~

1603 bears witness to his love of books. Since
his opposition to the emperor led to his fall
from favour and the confiscation of his assets,
the family had to begin acquiring estates again.
They were greatly assisted in this by their
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achievements and of the general culture of
Hungarian intellectuals in the 18th-20th
centuries. Today the core collection consists
of 2.5 million books.

In 1949 the Collection of Theatre His-
tory was organised and the systematic pro-
tection of holdings began in 1952. The Col-
lection of Microfilms created at that time
now comprises more than 100 million films,
giving readers access to documents now pro-
tected in their original form. Independent
restoration activity began in 1964 and the
Hungarian national library now has one of
the world’s best teams of restorers.

The Collection of Historical Interviews
was formed in 1985. It systematically pro-
duces and collects documentary films and
television news films in Hungary and of
Hungarian relevance. The life career inter-
views conducted with leading figures in
Hungarian cultural, scientific, political and
economic fields are of inestimable value as
historical sources and are becoming increas-
ingly important for historical research. This
division also collects and processes films
(video cassettes) issued.

The library’s youngest collection was
formed in 2000, the Collection of Contem-
porary Photography, which also contains the
possibility of forming a umform collection
of photography.

From 1953 a new series of the Hungarlan
National Bibliography was launched. The
" modern blbhographles have appeared con-
tinuously since then. The national library is
the chief organiser and starting point of the
system of information and document provi-
sion set up in Hungary in the last 50 years.
It devotes special attention to locating docu-
ments of Hungarian relevance originating

outside Hungary, to their bibliographic list-
ing and naturally also to their acquisition.

After the nationalisation of the libraries
of the churches and aristocracy (1949-1952),
the Gyongyos Franciscan library, the Zirc
Cistercian library and the Keszthely Helikon
library were carefully preserved by the na-
tional library and have now been returned
to their original owners.

In 1952 a Library Science and Methodol-
ogy Centre was formed within the library; it
now operates, with changed functions, as the
Library Institute (2000). The Institute’s Spe-
cial Library for Library Sciences is one of the
biggest library science and library policy col-
lections in Europe and serves as a background
for the professional work of the Institute in
assisting the library network in Hungary.

The National Széchényi Library occupied
its present place in the Buda Castle Palace
in 1985, but its collections have now out-
grown this place too. The informatics de-
velopment begun in the 1970s and ac-
celerated in the 1990s has not eased the stor-
age problems either. The national biblio-
graphic records and the library’s catalogues
are now largely accessible online. In 1999
the Hungarian Electronic Library which
makes works of Hungarian literature and
non-fiction available on the Internet, was
also transferred to the national library. From
2002 the national library also hosts the joint
cataloguing program of libraries in Hungary.

The national library is an active member
of the international library community. In
addition to its membership of professional
bodies it makes great efforts to ensure its
presence as an institution in international
forums dealing with research on the his-

“tory of books and libraries.



