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Ferenc Juhász was born 1928, in the village of Bia in western Hungary. 
His family were peasants. He grew up as part of this peasant community 
of village and farm, and moved to Budapest in 1945. There he studied 
art and began writing poetry. His earliest collections, published in 1949 
and 1950, won him much prestige and the important Kossuth Prize. 
To many at this time, Juhász seemed to embody the spirit of Petőfi, the 
great nineteenth-century poet of Hungary: the same sweeping, epic 
talent, an awareness of the aspirations of the Hungarian people. But 
as events changed in Hungary and in Juhász’s personal life, the poems  
be came more intense, more self-involved: a dialogue between the poet 
and the wilderness he filled with prehistoric creatures, proliferating 
Bowers, mythical birds, and a sense of disconnection, bewilderment, 
strain. “In the years 1957–58 I could not work. Many questions 
troubled me, besides I was ill for a long time. I thought, I have to begin 
everything again … even the language has to be made new.” 
 Juhász has written more than any Hungarian poet of his time. 
His poetry is uneven, and his energy is colossal. His poetry comes 
from the grass-roots of Hungary: the peasant traditions of folktale and 
ballad, su perstitions, the cycle of life and death. He has a child’s eye 
for nature; a mare with her newborn foal: 

 And the foal slept at her side, 
 a heap of feathers ripped from a bed. 
 Straw never spread as soft as this. 
 Milk or snow never slept like a foal. 

And in ‘Comet-Watchers’ he describes how the entire village rushes 
out to watch the phenomenon in the sky: 

 Over the hill, the star-freaked sky 
 blazed brighter than burning hay – 
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 a stallion with wings and a diamond mane, 
 a mane of fire, a streaming tail of blood. 

There is an affinity between Juhász and Marc Chagall, a “natural 
wonder.” But a poet’s world is not so hermetic as a painter’s, and as 
Juhász begins more and more to look around him, his poetry becomes 
darker. On a vis it to a church in Batak, where 4,000 Bulgarians were 
slaughtered by the Turks nearly a hundred years ago, he is reminded of 
man’s struggle against oppression, and asks: 

What happened here? What does this crying emblem
mean, here in the heart of the church this once- 
soul and marrow-gifted crown? 
It mourns the madness of power, greed, pride – and the dignity 
of defiance, passion of man and woman, 
for you, you earth, the fiery unquenchable core in us 
 Liberty!

 
The poem, with its refrain “bone, vertebra, skull;’ is a cry against 
violence and tyranny, and is Juhász’s own cry of defiance, his 
attempt to state his role as a poet. The poem is written at white heat, 
condemning the “human pig-killing;’ the “blood-guzzling” that could 
happen again if people let it and the exalted sanctuary of the mind, 
the church, become a “stone coffin.” 

Bones, vertebrae, skulls … enough. 
Can my senses still live with this sight, 
this heaped imagery of horror? 
Is there one cell left in my body 
which hasn’t suffered the death these bones did? 

Is there a cell in my brain 
that isn’t part of this grandeur now? 
Have you an ounce of shame left, 
poet? Shame for yourself 
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as you stand here, in a white shirt, a summer suit, 
on the stones of this church in August ’52? 

This poem, ‘A Church in Bulgaria’, was a declaration and turning point 
for Juhász. Not overtly a political poet, involved in his own imaginary 
world, his poems nevertheless begin to reflect his own mood and 
the mood of the country, as he feels it, more and more. Following 
Bartók and Zoltán Kodály, he goes back to the ballads and folklore 
of Hungary, to a deeper vision of Hungary, away from the apparent 
futility of the present, the emptiness he writes of in ‘November Elegy’ – 
 

My mind hunts in circles, sober, ruthless and cold. 
The dull tapping of autumn rain numbs the soul…

where he talks about his “stunted dreams” of “revolutions not fought;’ 
and is reminded of his isolation, his sleeplessness –

                …And even if 
sleep comes, will tomorrow waken anything? 

In this poem, and in ‘The Seasons’, a personal lament written during 
his wife’s illness, there is despair. But the fertility, the noticing things, 
the involvement with man, animal and flower, is still there. Juhász’s 
fertility often leads to chaos. Many of his poems are wild, organic 
growths that get out of hand. No detail escapes his attention. What 
the gardener plants he becomes part of, gets carried away with. But 
from this nexus have come some remarkable poems. 
 The greatest of these, perhaps, is ‘The Boy Changed into a Stag 
Clam ours at the Gate of Secrets.’ The poem is a long allegory whose 
form and theme have roots in Hungarian folklore, although it is an 
entirely original creation. It is a poem of two voices. The mother, alone 
in her old age, calls out to her son to return, tries to lure him back 
with pleas and motherly promises. But the son has been turned into a 
stag: he can’t return now; if he did, he would destroy her and desecrate 
his father’s grave. Their voices arc back and forth across the poem, 
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calling, answering each other. The mother’s world is the home, the 
stag’s world is the forest: the forest of the past and the technological 
“stone forest” of the future. He stands “on the crest of all time;’ at the 
“gate of secrets;’ from which there’s no turning back except in death, 
where he and his mother will be joined: 

you can lay me out in my childhood home, 
with your age-veined hands you can wash my body, 
close my eyelids, swollen glands, with kisses. 
 And when the flesh falls off me, 
and the stench it was sweetens to flowers, 
 I’ll be a foetus drinking your blood, 
I’ll be your little boy again…

 
‘The Stag’ has affinities with Bartók, particularly the Cantata Profana. 
‘The structure and rhythms of the poem derive to some extent from 
the regös – lays, the shaman-songs of ancient Hungary, where there is 
a magical creature called the Sun Stag who resembles the magic lamb 
in the ballad ‘Fair Maid Julia:’ 

It carried the sun and moon between its horns, 
It carried the sparkling star on its brow. 
On its two horns were Ay! two fine gold bracelets, 
Ay! at its sides were two fine burning candles, 
As many as its hairs, so many the stars upon it…
 

who in turn resembles the stag in Juhász’s poem: 

Each branch of my horns 
is a coil of gold rings 
each twig of each branch 
is a candlestick cluster each fang-sharp tip 
is a fine funeral candle…
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which, as the poem develops, becomes: 

each prong of my antlers a twin-legged pylon 
each branch of my antlers a high-tension wire…

 
‘The Stag’ is the finest example of Juhász’s use of folk tradition and bal-
lads to create an original allegory that is both personal and universal. 
It is a total creation that carries all its levels of meaning along with it: 
the past to which one can never return, but to which one must return 
in order to find meaning in the present and strength to go beyond. 
It is where Juhász cuts himself adrift from the powers and certainties 
he relied on in the past. Like the poem ‘Rainbow-Colored Whale’, 
addressed to the grave of his father, it is a summation and farewell: 

Life here is peaceful 
without you. 
Flower then, flower into 
the death-wish of the lily. 

Juhász is a poet at odds with his time. His weapons are not irony, 
allu sion or insinuation, but energy, imagination, and a passionate 
“Hungari an-ness” that he gets from his peasant background. His poetry 
shows very little literary influence, none of the fashions or styles of the 
time: he is a native product, touched by surrealism perhaps, whose 
real roots are in the ballads and folksongs of Hungary. His own vision 
of Hungary, with which he identifies himself, isolates him from the 
“huge merry-go-round” of the neon world he sees developing around 
him where, in the city on rainy night, he sees the “neon monsters” the 
beasts of the past return: 

A bestiary 
of red, blue, green and yellow faces…

 
– a world where man walks alone, where it is “not permitted” to cry 
out or complain: 
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 Where am I going? 
 What song am I singing? 

Juhász is disillusioned with man’s ability to accept substitutes, the arti-
ficial – to accept them until reality comes, unrecognised, and destroys 
him. He has tried to create his own mythology, to express an elemental 
vision, a totality however chaotic, to set against the world of statistics, 
paper forms and evasions. His enormous body of poetry is uneven. 
But he’s written some of the finest poems of his time. Speaking out for 
himself and, one feels, for Hungary, he ends this last poem, ‘Thursday, 
Day of Superstition’: 

 Hell-bent on life, like a sponge, I head for home 
 in the red, green and blue rain: in the age of socialism. 

This selection of Juhász’s poems was chosen by Flora Papastavrou and 
myself. I do not know Hungarian, and these translations could not 
have been done without Mrs. Papastavrou’s insight, imagination and 
enthusiasm. She did the roughs, and unlocked many of the poems 
for me by her interpretations and suggestions; so it was a joint effort. 
I would like to thank István Siklós, who read the manuscript, made 
suggestions, and provided me with notes. And also the National 
Translation Center, Austin, Texas, whose grant helped me to go on 
with the work. 

D.W. (1970) 



SA
MPLE

R

Part 1



SA
MPLE

R



SA
MPLE

R

17

Silver 

The traveller stands in the freezing cold 
surrounded by drowsy old men. 
His moustache is ice, his eyelashes 
inhuman half-moons of silver. 
He stands watching the horses, 
the snow dusting under their hooves 
like a cloud of millions of comets 
misting the milky star-roads. 
His ears are silver, his hair is silver. 
The horses twitch their manes and tails. 
Silver the velvet nostrils, the steaming flanks. 



SA
MPLE

R

18

Gold

The woman touches her bun 
of thinning hair. She laughs, 
and drops a spoon and a hunk of bread 
in their reaching, grubby hands. 
Like roses divining water 
the circle of thin red necks 
leans over the steaming plates; 
red noses bloom in the savoury mist. 

The stars of their eyes shine 
like ten worlds lost in their own light. 
In the soup, slowly circling 
swim golden onion rings. 
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Birth of the Foal 

As May was opening the rosebuds, 
elder and lilac beginning to bloom, 
it was time for the mare to foal. 
She’d rest herself, or hobble lazily 

after the boy who sang as he led her 
to pasture, wading through the meadowflowers. 
They wandered back at dusk, bone-tired, 
the moon perched on a blue shoulder of sky. 

Then the mare lay down, 
sweating and trembling, on her straw in the stable. 
The drowsy, heavy-bellied cows 
surrounded her, waiting, watching, snuffing. 

Later, when even the hay slept 
and the shaft of the Plough pointed south, 
the foal was born. Hours the mare 
spent licking the foal with its glue-blind eyes. 

And the foal slept at her side, 
a heap of feathers ripped from a bed. 
Straw never spread as soft as this. 
Milk or snow never slept like a foal. 

Dawn bounced up in a bright red hat, 
waved at the world and skipped away. 
Up staggered the foal, 
its hooves were jelly-knots of foam. 
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Then day sniffed with its blue nose 
through the open stable window, and found them – 
the foal nuzzling its mother, 
velvet fumbling for her milk. 

Then all the trees were talking at once, 
chickens scrabbled in the yard, 
like golden flowers 
envy withered the last stars. 




