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The “millenial” celebrations that took place in
Hungary in 1896 were a high point of liberal rule
in the eastern half of the Habsburg monarchy. In‐
spired  by  the  supposed  one-thousand-year  an‐
niversary  of  the  arrival  of  the  seven  Magyar
tribes into the Carpathian basin, the celebrations
showcased  Hungary’s  reemergence  in  the  latter
half of the nineteenth century as a modern and
self-confident  kingdom,  and  simultaneously  af‐
firmed the supremacy of the Magyars over half of
the population, which belonged to the various mi‐
norities. While the ongoing transformation of the
Hungarian capital,  Budapest,  into a grand Euro‐
pean metropolis and the popular exhibition that
was held in the city park were the focus of these
celebrations, festivities and building projects took
place across the country. 

In the past decade, a number of historians, in‐
cluding  Samuel  Albert,  Dorothy  Barenscott,  and
András  Gerő,  have  provided  useful  accounts  in
English of these celebrations, but their focus has
tended to be on events in Budapest.[1] In contrast,
this book provides a fascinating study of how the
“millenial” year was celebrated at the local level.
The author achieves this by examining the erec‐
tion of seven millennial monuments, five of which
were located on the multiethnic periphery of the
country where the government’s efforts to assimi‐

late the local population were concentrated and
contentious. Two of these monuments were con‐
structed in present-day Slovakia, at Devín just to
the west of Bratislava and on a hill  overlooking
Nitra.  A  third  monument  was  erected  in  the
Mukachevo  castle  in  present-day  Ukraine;  a
fourth was erected on a hill overlooking Brașov in
present-day  Romania;  and  a  fifth  monument,
which consisted of a tower topped off by the leg‐
endary  turul bird,  a  Magyar  national  symbol,
overlooked Zemun in present-day Serbia. The oth‐
er two monuments were located next to the Bene‐
dictine monastery of Pannonhalma, west of Buda‐
pest, and at Ópusztaszer, the reputed place where
the  Magyar  tribes  first  gathered after  they con‐
cluded their conquest, which is situated in the far
south of present-day Hungary. 

The  book  begins  with  a  brief  but  effective
overview of Hungary’s efforts to integrate its mi‐
norities in the nineteenth century and then pro‐
ceeds to  explain how the idea of  erecting these
monuments came to fruition through the efforts
of  the  influential  historian  and  fraudster  Zsig‐
mond Thaly. The core of this book consists, how‐
ever, of a series of studies of local conditions at
the end of the nineteenth century in each of the
seven localities in which a millennial monument
was erected. This is followed by an account of the



festivities that took place in four of the seven lo‐
calities when the monuments were formally un‐
veiled and the fate of all of these monuments af‐
ter 1896. 

Although the local history of Bratislava in this
period has  been covered by a  number of  other
studies,  such  as  the  valuable  monographs  by
Eleonóra Babejová (Fin-de-siècle Pressburg: Con‐
flict  and  Cultural  Coexistence  in  Bratislava,
1897-1914 [2003]) and Pieter C. van Duin (Central
European Crossroads: Social Democracy and Na‐
tional  Revolution  in  Bratislava  (Pressburg),
1867-1921 [2009]), all of the other locations have
been relatively neglected, particularly in English-
language scholarship. The impressive scope of the
research is  reinforced by the author’s  ability  to
use not only Hungarian but also German, Slovak,
Romanian, and Serbo-Croatian sources as well as
a  familiarity  with the  relevant  English-language
publications. This is, in short, “transnational” his‐
tory writing at its best. 

Through the use of these seven case studies,
this  book  makes  the  crucial  point  that  each  of
these  localities  was  shaped  by  its  own  set  of
unique  social,  cultural,  and  political  circum‐
stances,  and  that  it  was  these  specific  circum‐
stances that determined how the local population
responded  to  the  erection  of  these  monuments
and, by extension, the nationalist ambitions of the
Hungarian  government.  In  doing  so,  this  book
also illustrates the larger flaws that undermined
the attempt to impose Magyar culture on a multi‐
ethnic country.  Notably,  a skewed interpretation
of Hungary’s history, combined with a shortage of
funds,  insufficient  time,  government  meddling,
and an inability to accommodate local  sensitivi‐
ties ensured that even some Magyar nationalists
were disappointed with the resulting monuments,
while ethnic Romanians, Serbs, Slovaks, and Or‐
thodox  Jews  boycotted  en  masse  the  festivities
that  accompanied the  formal  unveiling  of  these
monuments. It is unsurprising, therefore, that fol‐
lowing the dismantling of Hungary in 1918, four

of  these  monuments  were  immediately  demol‐
ished, while a fifth, in Zemun, was stripped of its
Magyar nationalist trappings. 

It is unclear why the author sometimes uses
the  historic  German  names  of some  localities
(Pressburg,  Theben,  and Semlin),  sometimes the
historic Hungarian names (Brassó and Munkács),
and sometimes the modern place name (Nitra). I
would also have liked a fuller explanation of why
the  monument  at  Pannonhalma  was  first  dese‐
crated and then forgotten, while the monument at
Ópusztaszer helped transform the site into a na‐
tional shrine whose popularity has endured up to
the present.  These quibbles aside,  this is  an im‐
pressive work of scholarship, readable and com‐
pelling, that integrates local and national history,
sheds new light on the Hungarian state’s efforts to
integrate  its  minorities,  and  will  prove  thought
provoking and enlightening for both students and
scholars of modern Central European history. 
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