
OLDEST CULTURAL INSTITUTION OF 
SERBIANS OF HUNGARY BEGINS ITS 

ACTIVITY

by
CHARLES BALOGHY

After the battle of the Field of Blackbirds (Kossovo) the 
cultural development of the Serbian people subjected 
as a consequence to the Turkish yoke was paralysed 

for almost five centuries; and it was only in the closing 
decades of the seenteenth century that the groups of Serb
ians who had fled for refuge to foreign countries acquired 
a religious and cultural liberty resulting in the raising of 
Serbian culture to a European level. The first pioneers of 
modern Serbian literature and art were recruited from the 
ranks of those Serbians who about 1680 were settled, under 
the leadership of Arzen Tcharnoyevilch, Patriarch of Ipek, 
in the „Bacska‘ villages of the Magyars decimated by the 
Turks which here and there were completely depopulated. 
It is nearly three hundred years since the Slav peoples of 
Southern Hungary joined the community of the Magyars; and 
from that time onwards these Slav peoples have, by virtue 
of the special privileges accorded them by Hungary’s natio
nality policy, been able to continue uninterruptedly their 
development in church, economic and cultural respects alike. 
It was in Hungarian territory that the patrons of modern 
Serbian literature and culture established the first Serbian 
teachers’ training college and the first Serbian literary soc
iety; and it was the Serbians of Hungary that, in anticipation 
of all other Southern Slav peoples, founded the first Slav cul
tural institution — the “ Matica Srpska” — , institutions similar 
to which have already been established in all Slav States.

Shortly after the re-incorporation of the districts of 
Southern Hungary which have returned to the mother country 
the „Matica“ was able to begin its activity. The nationality
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elementary and secondary schools were opened; the news
papers re-appeared: and life once more became normal in 
every field. The only paper of the Serbians of the 
,,Bacska“ appearing during the Yugoslav occupation of these 
districts of Southern Hungary, again appeared under the title 
„Novo Posta“ ; and subsequently the Hungarian authorities 
permitted the publication of two other Serbian papers —  the 
„Illustrovane Novine” and the ,,Ponedeljek” . The Bunyevaci 
minority has started the publication of a paper — the Nase 
Novine — at Szabadka. In Southern Hungary there are 
functioning three Serbian secondary and many elementary 
schools, attended last year by altogether some 20,000 pupils 
of Serbian nationality. At Szabadka a Bunyevaci ,,gymnasium" 
(grammar-school) and a city school (board school) have just 
been opened. In addition, there is a Ruthenian and a Russ
ian ,, gymnasium" functioning at Ujvidek. In order to supple
ment the teaching staff of the secondary schools of the Slav 
minority, a Chair of Slavonic studies has been established in 
Szeged University. All this proves that the Hungarian Go
vernment is making a constant effort to induce a solution of 
the cultural questions of the Slav minority.

Last August, after an interval of more than two years, 
the ,,Matica Srpska" held its first committee meeting, thereby 
fully resuming its beneficial activity. This institution was 
founded in 1826 at Pest. A  group of Serbians of Pest in 1825 
started the first Serbian periodical, the ,,Letopia” , the ap
pearance of which was however very soon impeded by finan
cial difficulties. In the following year the Serbian writer, 
Jovan Hadzitch, addressed an appeal to Serbian society 
asking for support for the ,,Letopia“ . Thereupon six well-to-do 
Serbian citizens contributed 1000 florins for the support of 
the literary periodical, at the same time establishing a Serb
ian literary society called ,,Knjizsevra Zadruga" for the pur
pose of publishing Serbian books for general use. The „Leto- 
pia“  became the official organ of this society.

The activity of the Matica Srpska was extended in 1838, 
when Sebastian Thbkoly-Popovitch, the eminent Serbian Mae
cenas, presented his famous college, the ,,Th6kolianum", to 
the Matica. Until 1861 the seat of the Matica was at Pest; 
in 1864 it was transferred to Ujvidek. From that period on-
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wards the official organ of the Matica, the „Letopia“ , appear
ed six times a year. The revenue of this institution was con
siderably increased by endowments made by well-to-do citi
zens of Serbian nationality. The original object of the Matica 
was the protection of the Serbian nationality and the advance 
of its culture, though primarily the awakening of its racial 
consciousness. The institution in addition set itself the object 
of arranging literary soirees and concerts and of publishing 
and propagating respectively works of general use and 
belletristic works. It is still carrying on activity in this field, 
supported by the very conciliatory attitude of the Hungarian 
Government.

The first committee meeting of the Matica Srpska held 
in August was attended by the governmental commissioner, 
Paul Balia, Deputy Under-Secretary-of-State, who addressed 
the meeting in a speech in which he gave a retrospective sur
vey of Hungarian-Serbian cultural co-operation. He told his 
audience that after the brief interval due to the exceptional 
conditions in force the Hungarian Government had again 
given permission for the society to continue functioning, that 
being a concrete manifestation of its desire to pursue a policy 
of understanding towards the non-Magyar nationalities. The 
non-Magyar citizens living within the territor of the country 
— he said —  were entitled to a free cultivation and propa
gation of their languages and ethnic cultures. This natural 
right of the non-Magyar nationalities had always been 
acknowledged and ensured by the Magyars. That this was 
the case, was proved sufficiently by the long past (117 years) 
of the Matica and by the very considerable increase of its 
wealth and cultural achievements; but it was proved most 
pregnantly of all by the circumstance that the so-called voi
vode ship — to quote the words of the famous Serbian histor
ian, Stanoje Staroyovitch —  had since the eighteenth century 
been the cradle of Serbian culture, while the town of Ujvidek 
had been able to figure as the Athens of the Serbians. In con
clusion the governmental commissionar invoked God's bless
ing on and prayed for God's guidance of the activity of the 
Matica.

Paul Balia's speech was replied to by Alexander Mocs, 
President of the Matica. He stressed that the Matica, which
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had in the past maintained the closest connections with the 
literary and scientific life of the Magyars, would in the future 
too follow the same course. He then emphasized the fact that 
already in the pre-occupation period the Matica had main
tained intimate connections with the Petofi and Kisfaludy 
Societies, as also with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. 
They had exchanged publications, that showing that the co
operation in this respect was of a most intimate character. In 
conclusion the President declared that in its activity the 
Matica was guided by the same spirit as that reflected in the 
words spoken by the governmental commissioner.
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