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DOI 10.48612/IVRRAN/8p4p-r3dg-dm4u � Zsolt Szilágyi (Hungary) 

THE HUNGARIAN PRESS PERCEPTIONS OF MONGOLIA 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 20TH CENTURY

Abstract: During my research in Mongolia in recent years I realized 
that in addition to traditional historical sources, more attention is being 
paid to the recorded memories of the recent past of Mongolia, primarily to 
photos, travelogues, and press. By the 20th  century, the photo, but also the 
written press, became content with an independent meaning. In international 
historiography, the assessment of such sources changed from the second half 
of the 1980s, after more and more researchers claimed that the texts published 
in the press can be considered as sources for recording historical and social 
events.

The interest of Mongolian historians and ethnographers in this direction 
can be clearly seen in the recently published books and series, but I can 
mention our joint projects that we are working on now. These primarily 
mean the processing and publication of photographs and diaries recorded 
by Hungarian researchers György Kara, András Róna-Tas, and Vilmos 
Diószegi who visited Mongolia in the middle of the 20th century. This interest 
prompted me to try to find out what image appeared in Hungarian magazines, 
scientific and educational publications about Mongolia at late 19th  and 
the early 20th  century in Hungary.I chose this era because several decisive 
political changes took place in Mongolia at the beginning of the 20th century, 
within just two decades. The collapse of the Manchu rule, the establishment 
of the Bogd khaant Mongol Uls, and also the 1921 revolution. At the same 
time, this is the period when an idea, Turanism, gained strength in Hungary, 
which aimed to explore the Eastern connections of Hungarian culture, and is 
therefore one of the foundations of Hungarian Oriental research. The research 
is still in its initial stages, I am mainly working with qualitative data. The first 
quick review also brought new tangible results. I have already found data that 
we did not deal with before. For example, in addition to the previously known 
reports and travels in Mongolia, Ágoston Zichy’s trip in 1875, or Imre Sebők’s 
1913 trip and their reports have also been found. The research can therefore 
also provide new data on Hungarian-Mongolian relations.

Key words: digital source research, cultural perceptions, identity, media as 
a historical and socio-historical source, history, ethnology
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Жолт Силади 
 

УНГАРЫН ХЭВЛЭЛ ДЭХ
 ХХ ЗУУНЫ ЭХЭН ҮЕИЙН МОНГОЛ ОРОН

Товч агуулга: Сүүлийн жилүүдэд Монгол Улсад хийсэн судалгааны 
ажлынхаа явцад уламжлалт түүхэн эх сурвалжуудаас гадна Монголын 
сүүлийн үеийн түүхэн дурсамж, ялангуяа гэрэл зураг, аяллын тэмдэглэл, 
хэвлэл мэдээллийн эх сурвалжид илүү их анхаарал хандуулж байгааг 
би ойлгосон юм. XX зуун гэхэд гэрэл зураг болон хэвлэл нь бие даасан 
агуулга, шинжтэй болсон байв. Олон улсын түүх судлалд ийм төрлийн 
эх сурвалжийг үнэлэх үнэлэмж нь 1980-аад оны хагасаас өөрчлөгдсөн 
бөгөөд энэ үеэс судлаачид хэвлэлд нийтлэгдсэн текстийг нийгэм, 
түүхийн үйл явдлыг тэмдэглэх эх сурвалж хэмээн үзэж эхэлсэн билээ.

Монголын түүхчид, угсаатны зүйчид ч энэ чиглэлийг сонирхон 
судалж байгааг саяхан хэвлэгдсэн ном, цуврал бүтээлүүдээс тодорхой 
харж болно. Үүнээс гадна бидний одоо хэрэгжүүлж буй хамтарсан 
төслүүдийг ч дурдаж болно. Эдгээр нь голчлон ХХ зууны дунд үед 
Монгол Улсад зочилсон Унгарын судлаачид болох Дьёрдь Кара, 
Андраш Рона-Таш, Вилмош Диосеги нарын авсан гэрэл зураг, хөтөлсөн 
тэмдэглэлийн боловсруулалт, нийтлэлийг хамардаг.

Энэхүү сонирхол нь XIX зууны сүүлч болон XX зууны эхэн үед 
Унгарын сэтгүүл, шинжлэх ухаан, боловсролын хэвлэлүүдэд Монголын 
тухай ямар дүр зураг илэрч байсан талаар судалж үзэхэд хүргэсэн. Энэ 
үеийг сонгох болсон шалтгаан нь XX зууны эхээр Монголд хоёрхон 
арван жилийн дотор улс төрийн хэд хэдэн томоохон өөрчлөлт болсон 
явдалтай холбоотой. Манжийн ноёрхол унаж, Богд хаант Монгол Улс 
байгуулагдаж, мөн 1921 оны хувьсгал өрнөсөн билээ. Үүний зэрэгцээ, 
Унгарт Туран үзэл хэмээх санаа хүчээ авч, Унгарын соёлын дорнодын 
гарал үүслийг судлахыг зорьж, улмаар Унгарын дорно дахины 
судалгааны үндэс суурийн нэг болсон юм.

Судалгааны ажил маань одоогоор эхний шатандаа байгаа бөгөөд 
голчлон чанарын мэдээлэл дээр ажиллаж байна. Эхний тойм судалгаа 
хэдийнэ шинэ, бодит үр дүнг авчирсан байна. Өмнө нь судлагдаагүй 
зарим эх сурвалж илэрсэн. Жишээлбэл, өмнө нь мэдэгдэж байсан 
Монгол дахь аялал, тэмдэглэлүүдээс гадна 1875 онд Агоштон 
Зичигийн аялал, 1913 онд Имре Шебёкийн аялал, тэдгээрийн 
тэмдэглэлүүдийн талаарх мэдээллийг нээн илрүүллээ. Энэ судалгаа нь 
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Монгол, Унгарын харилцааны талаар шинэ мэдээлэл өгөх боломжтой 
байна.

Түлхүүр үг: дижитал эх сурвалжийн судалгаа, соёлын ойлголт, 
өвөрмөц байдал, хэвлэл мэдээлэл нь түүх, нийгэм-түүхийн эх сурвалж 
болох, түүх, угсаатны зүй

Introduction 
In this short paper, I would like to introduce the first experiences gained 

from my new research started in the last two years. In this research, I am 
investigating the perceptions that appeared in Hungarian scientific journals 
and daily papers in connection with Mongolians, using digital databases 
available in Hungary. In this article, I briefly describe the digital databases 
that make this research possible today. I introduce the first steps of the 
research, discuss the methodology, selected sources, and the research process. 
At the end of the article, I will briefly summarize the writings of two lesser-
known Hungarian travelers about Mongolia.

In this research, we go beyond the traditional source range of 
Mongol studies, as we do not deal with “classical” historical sources. By 
the 20th century, photography, as well as journals, became content with 
independent meanings. Since the second half of the 1980s, these sources 
have been considered in a different light by international historiography. 
An increasing number of researchers stated that texts published in journals 
should be considered as sources when recording historical and social 
events.

Nowadays, this interest can also be observed in Mongolia. More early 
travelogues are being translated into Mongolian, and photo collections 
and catalogs are being published. In addition to traditional historical 
sources, materials of more recent history, such as photographs, travelogues, 
and journals depicting recent and not-so-distant Mongolian history, are 
drawing more attention. These can be considered historical documents 
while supporting folklore and ethnological-linguistic research. Currently, in 
cooperation with our Mongolian colleagues, we are preparing to process and 
publish photos taken and diaries written by Hungarian researchers who visited 
Mongolia in the mid-20th century.

The Sources of the Research Project
It is often noted that Hungarians have always been interested in 

Asia. In the early stages of modern scientific life, they sought the eastern 
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connections of the Hungarian language and culture. This interest has gained 
renewed momentum from time to time. One notable example is the turn 
of the 19th and 20th centuries when technological development created 
the possibility of photography. Earlier textual travelogues could now 
be illustrated in this way, opening up new opportunities for travelers and 
researchers.

However, these photos have two meanings. On one hand, they document 
moments that the researcher or traveler could see, providing new and 
important information for those who were not present. On the other hand, 
the photos — especially the comments attached to them — say much about 
the photographer, researcher, or observer who captured the image. As a 
historian and researcher of Mongolian culture, I am interested in what image 
of Mongolia emerged from these reports in early 20th-century Hungarian 
journals, scientific, and popular literature. This may reveal the knowledge of 
everyday Hungarians about Inner Asia and Mongolia in various eras. How 
interested were they? Was there any connection between the two countries, 
the two cultures that appeared in journals? This can also have significance in 
the history of science.

The prominent figures in Mongolian studies in Hungary (in the 
19th century) are often discussed (19th century: József Budencz, Gábor 
Szentkatolnai Bálint; in the 20th century, Lajos Ligeti, György Kara). There 
were also ethnologists (Vilmos Diószegi, László Földes) and archaeologists 
(Tibor Horváth, István Erdélyi) who made significant contributions to this 
field. Their works influenced the history of Mongolian studies. It is worth 
focusing on this group of sources, so that these aspects of bilateral relations 
can be investigated.

We live in an era when technological advances provide us with new 
opportunities to rediscover materials that may have previously been 
the subject of research. This is the era of digital research, where digital 
humanities represent a new discipline. The databases available today and the 
IT infrastructure behind them allow us not only to quickly find individual 
items but also to connect documents, photographs, and possibly available 
audio and video materials related to certain topics.

Such collections and databases are already being built in Hungary. This 
research was significantly facilitated by the creation of a digital database in 
Hungary that is easily accessible to researchers. Among the similar initiatives 
that have been developed, the largest is Arcanum. It started as a private 
initiative and, through many years of work, has become so important that 



Монголчуудын соёлын өв: гар бичмэл ба архивын баримтын цуглуулга - VI 93

state-funded institutions are now participating in the project. Arcanum aims to 
create a large database of published journals, newspapers, and encyclopedias. 
This work is ongoing. The expansion of the database is well illustrated by 
the fact that at the beginning of 2023, 43 million pages were available on 
Arcanum; today, this number is 76,344,048. This includes not only printed 
works but also photographs, with the aim of eventually connecting the 
databases. For instance, photographs recognized by AI (artificial intelligence) 
should belinked to printed materials. There is a huge amount of material, and 
in such research, some focal points should be established on which the work 
can rely. 

Methodology
I am currently in the first stage of the research and can present the 

experience of the work carried out on a quantitative basis. The first step 
is to determine the source group to be examined. Here I have excluded 
encyclopaedias, focusing on thematic journals and partly on newspapers, 
since they do not primarily reflect the scientific understanding.

It is worthwhile defining the period to be researched too. At the first stage 
I focussed at the turn of the 19th 20th centuries, because apart from Hungarian 
Turanism, which will be discussed later, this was a period when important 
events took place in Mongolian history too. In 1911, a theocratic Mongolian 
state was established and 1921 was the year of the revolution. Neither was 
independent of world politics, therefore, it can be expected that some data 
should be found on them.

During this work, I tried to develop a keyword-based search method. 
Based on my experience so far, it can be stated that this will not be an 
easy task. During the research, the archaic Hungarian way of speaking of 
the era and the fact that there was no specific method for transcribing the 
Mongolian language into Latin letters must be taken into account. Here I 
will mention only a few examples of the spellings I found of certain terms 
that were decisive in the era and were therefore also used during the search: 
bogdgegeen - bogdaláma (bogda lama), qutugtu - khutugtu - huchtuchtu, 
Kína (China) - Chína vs. Sína, or Mongólia (Mongolia) Mongolország 
(Mongol Uls). This latter is interesting as it is practically a literal transcription 
of Mongol Ulus. For the expression’Mongolország (Mongol Uls)’there are 
2 779 hits in the database of Arcanum. The oldest dates from 1831. The names 
of the Huns and Xiongnus also appear. It refers to the connection between 
them. 
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I will organize the results collected during the search based on their 
numerical value, and then I would like to subject them to a quantitative 
analysis. The number of results published determines which terms I deal 
with first, and which journals and periodicals I make the subject of the 
analysis. Based on these, I would like to highlight two journals from each 
example here. On the one hand, these are closely related to the issue under 
investigation. On the other hand, they provide the primary publication 
platform for the Hungarian expeditions that became more intensive during the 
period of this research.

Journals Examined in the First Stage
In the first phase of my research, I focused on two thematic journals. 

One of them is Turán (Turan), and the other is Földrajzi Közlemények 
(Geographical Bulletins). Turanism was a system of scientific and political 
views that constituted an important basis for the interest in the East shown by 
Hungarians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

The Turán was a comprehensive journal on this topic, existing from 
1913 until 1944. Initially, it was produced with scientific rigor, but later its 
standards changed. In its early phase, Turanism was a scientific concept that 
emphasized the eastern origins of Hungarians. As Asia was little known in the 
western world until the mid-19th century, Turanism became a comprehensive 
label for everything and everyone considered outside of Semitic or Indo-
European stock. To put it simply, it represented the study of Finno-Ugric, 
Turkic, and Altaic cultures, which played a role in the ethnogenesis and 
origins of Hungarians. Thus, it served as an important foundation for the 
scientific interest directed toward Inner Asia.

However, it did not only inspire researchers interested in the eastern 
connections of Hungarians; it also served a distinct colonialist purpose 
aimed at the Balkans, the Ottoman Empire, and even at Russia as 
potential targets. In Central Asia, Hungarian economic interests were to 
be promoted on the basis of “relationship,” colonizing “with the power of 
love.” Once banned under communism and marginalized to the far right, 
this alternative interpretation of historical facts — known as Turanism — 
is now being revived by the Hungarian government at the highest levels. 
Some of Turanism’s central claims have already been incorporated into 
Hungary’s national school curriculum, presenting an alternative Hungarian 
origin story. 
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At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, Hungarian travelers and 
researchers inspired by Turanism launched many expeditions to Asia, which 
is why we have a wealth of information in the journal Turán. Preliminary 
searches for expressions connected to Mongolians in the journal Turán 
produced almost 100 hits, including descriptions of a journey made by 
ImreSebők in Mongolia in 1913.

The second important source is the journal Földrajzi Közlemények 
(Geographical Bulletins), which started in 1873 and is still published today. 
It is the journal of the Hungarian Geographical Society, reporting on every 
significant expedition. The travelogues of 19th-century Hungarian travellers 
who reached Inner Asia were also published here. Along side the founder, 
János Hunfalvy, many earlier and later notable Hungarian explorers, such 
as Ármin Vámbéry, János Xantus, Lajos Lóczy, and Jenő Cholnoky, laid the 
“cornerstone” of the journal on 12 January 1872. Moreover, it does not only 
discuss expeditions led by Hungarians but also the travels of foreigners in the 
Far East and Inner Asia. Forty-one hits were identified for the period of 1874-
1938 related to Asian expeditions. 

In addition to these scientific journals, it may be interesting to consult 
daily and weekly papers, such as Pesti Hírlap (Pest Newspaper, 1844-1944), 
Tolnai Világlapja (Tolnai’s World Newspaper, 1901-1944), and Nép (The 
People, 1921-1925), which often published intriguing reports on Mongolia 
and the Mongols during various periods.

Examples of travellers
And lastly, let me mention two travellers whose works have not been 

in the focus of public attention. One of them travelled to Ugra in 1875, two 
years after Gábor Bálint of Szentkatolna, the first Hungarian philologist who 
made a fieldwork in Mongolia in 1873, and almost 20 years prior to the great 
Hungarian Asian expeditions leaded by Gróf Zichy Jenő.

The other one visited the Buryats who live along the border land of 
Russia and Mongolia, at the time when the important Russian-Mongolian 
and Russian-Chinese treaties were concluded, during the first years of the 
theocratic Mongolian state. Usually, the great expeditions of Jenő Zichy 
are mentioned in connection with the research of the cultural roots of the 
Hungarians. It is a little known fact that Count Ágoston Zichy had visited 
Ugra much earlier.
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Count Ágoston Zichy (1852-1925) He was a count, 
a lawyer, a traveller, a geographer and a 
correspondent of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences. In 1876 he left for a two-year-long 
journey. He visited Siam, Japan and China. After 
Shanghai and Beijing he left for Urga, across the 
Gobi Desert. Hardly 3 years after Gábor 
Szentkatolnai Bálint, but preceding Jenő Zichy’s 
Asian expeditions by nearly 20 years.1 The 
descriptions given by him support those written by 

Gábor Szentkatolnai Bálint. They contribute with some new data to our 
knowledge of the region. He was not a linguist, he visited this area as an 
interested geographer. His observations were focussed on this field too.He 
wrote about his journey in Földrajzi Közlemények and he also published a 
small booklet on it.2 Ágost was accompanied on his journey by his brother, 
József Zichy, who recalled the Asian trip in the first volume of his travel 
diaries.3

Dr. Imre Sebők (1878-1917) was a Catholic 
priest and he formerly worked for the folklore 
Department of the Hungarian National Museum. 
In 1913, he spent a longer period in the Mongolian 
regions right at the time of the Theocratic 
Mongolian State.He visited the Buryats and made 
folklore and ethnographic observations. In 1913, 
he travelled in the Asian regions of Russia and in 
the Mongolian border land. His memoirs were 
published on nearly 60 pages in the journal ‘Turán’. 
The journal called Turán- White horse sacrifice 
1917. He made observations concerning the 

Buryats living in the border land of Russia and Mongolia that are interesting 
even for today’s historians and ethnographers. In his longer summary, 
The Yellow Question, published in 1916 and which he called a cultural 
geographical study, he discussed the social and political role of Mongolian 
Buddhism and the responses of Mongolian culture to new, modern impulses. 
Although he himself did not define his study as an ethnographic description, 
1	 https://zichy.hoppmuseum.hu/en/pages/3accessed 2025. 02. 28.
2	 Zichy Ágost, 1877. 
3	 Zichy Mihály, 2013.



Монголчуудын соёлын өв: гар бичмэл ба архивын баримтын цуглуулга - VI 97

his report contains very interesting findings from both a historical and 
ethnographic perspective, not only about the Mongols, but also about the 
given cultural environment. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to find any 
photos so far, but as he worked for the Hungarian National Museum for a 
year, chances are that they are kept in the archive there.

The 1920s brought decisive political and social changes in Mongolia. 
From the barely decade-long era of Mongolian theocracy, the country entered 
the period of Soviet influence, which resulted in the establishment of a 
completely new system and also brought the period of the institutionalization 
of modern Mongolian scholarship. Hungarians were still in the country at that 
time, but they were drawn to this region more by their adventurous life than 
by their scientific interest. However, we can get important snapshots of the 
country from József Geleta’s report, which was recorded by László Forbath 
(FORBATH, 1934), and from the photographs of Andor Radnóti Róth. 
Geleta’s detailed writings also shed light on the everyday life of the Mongols, 
the social role of Buddhism in the early 20th century, and its everyday 
practices. However, these reports are much more similar to materials collected 
by expeditions in the second half of the 19th century than to summaries of 
targeted ethnographic collections. A detailed analysis of the materials they 
publish will be the next task of the program.
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