István Udvari

THE RUSYNS - AN EAST SLAVIC PEOPLE

I.

Rusyns in the Hungarian Kingdom


In earlier centuries the Hungarian language (both literary and everyday) used the word orosz (Russian) for the denomination of the East-Slavs living in the territory of the Hungarian Kingdom. A change in the semantics of the ethnic name took place in the 19th century. The Rusyns of Hungary called themselves Ruskij, Rusnak or Rusyn. In the terminology of the Rusyn intellectuals already in the 17th century the ethnonym Uhroruskij (Rusyn of Hungary) appears. This word is used in the title of the catechism printed for the Rusyns in 1698 in Nagyszombat. The contemporary Hungarian translation of the ethnonym Uhroruskij, the word Magyarorosz, was first used in the 18th century Hungarian publications (cp. Décsy Antal: az magyar oroszokról való igen rövid elmélkedés. Kassa, 1797). [For the ethnonym Rusyn the following synonyms can be found in Hungarian scientific literature: Rut(h)en, Kárpátorosz (Carpatho Rusyn, Carpatho Russian), Kárpátukrán (Carpatho Ukrainian), Magyarországi Kisorosz (Little Russian of Hungary), Rusznák (Russnak), Rusznyák (Russn’ak)]. 

Although there are various hypotheses and opinions about the settlement of the Rusyns in the Carpathian basin, only one of them is documented by the historians. According to this conception the settlement of this nomadic and peasant population was a long and peaceful process which took place in the periodbetween the 14th and 18th century. The settlement was organised by the kenéz and soltész (two names used for the same notion). The earliest immigrants were the Dolishniaks (ie. the Rusyns of the lowlands), who appeared soon after the Tatar-Mongol invasion. At this time the ”gyepü” (wasteland) defence system was liquidated and the settlement moved from the south (from the fields) to the north, to the woods, to the ridges of the Carpathians. According to a romantic theory the ancesters of the Rusyns inhabiting the lowlands were brought to the territory of Hungary by Theodor Koriatovich, prince of Lithuania. The followers of this opinion claim that Theodor Koriatovich founded the Basilian monastery of Munkács-Csernekhegy which later organised the Church in this territory.

After the expulsion of the Turks the destroyed villages in Borsod, Abaúj and the Lowlands were peopled by Rusyns in larger and smaller groups coming from the rather overpopulated counties Bereg, Zemplén and the mountains of Máramaros. Their southernmost colonies were in the regions of Bácska, the Szerémség and Szlavónia.

In the 18th century the Rusyns lived in compact ethnic blocs in counties Máramaros, Ugocsa, Bereg, Ung, Zemplén and Sáros and in scattered settlements, in diaspora in counties Szatmár, Szabolcs, Bihar, Borsod, Abaúj, Szepes and Bács. According to Church administration, the Rusyns lived in the territory of the diocese of Munkács and Eperjes (after 1818). So, up to the 18th century the overwhelming majority of the Rusyn villages were in the territory of the Munkács see. Here in several villages they lived together with Hungarians and Rumanians. The Munkács see consisted of village parishes and was ruled by the provost (ihumen) of the Csernekhegy monastery. According to Antal Hodinka, monographist of the history of the diocese, it was formed in the years 1439-1445. In the first half of the 17th century a ”unionist”movement started among the priests of the see, which in the first half of the 18th century resulted in the ”Union” of Munkács with Rome. From the very beginning of this movement, ie, from the middle of the 17th century to the 20s of the 18th century the Rusyns had two bishops at the same time, one Uniate (Greek Catholic) and one orthodox. The acceptance of the Union with Rome had its economic reasons as well. The orthodox priests by accepting the Union with Rome hoped to have equal rights (economic and social) with the Catholic priests and liberation from the power of the local landlords.

The Rusyns who settled in the southern region of Bácska first belonged to the jurisdiction of the bishopric of Kalocsa and later to the bishopric of Kőrös (Krizevac) established at that time. Their priests, however, during the whole 18th century came from Subcarpathia. Up to 1771, when the bishopric of Munkács was canonized ie. acknowledged by Rome, the see belonged to the jurisdiction of the Catholic see of Eger. In this way the bishops of Munkács were vicar generals, taking oath of allegiance to the bishops of Eger. The Rusyn Church leaders tolerated this dependence with ever increasing indignation and had all the time various legal (canonical) proceedings against the bishop of Eger usually about the right to celebrate their old feast days, about the ordination of priests and the building of new churches or establishing new parishes - all 

these in reality symbolized their efforts to reach independence. The bishops of Munkács tried to organize their bishopric and educational system according to the model of the Roman Catholic Church. The administrative language of the bishopric was Latin and a variant of Church Slavic which had elements both of the local Rusyn language and of the Ukrainian language used in the administration of Galicia. This special language, a kind of synthesis of various elements codified and normalized only in the practice of the Church offices of the Munkács diocese, can be regarded as the literary language of the Rusyns in the 18th century. In the last third of the 18th century the Rusyn language was used in 750 settlements of Hungary by more than 300 000 Rusyns. The Rusyn society was made up by Church intellectuals, priests, monks, schoolmasters and by a small number of lower nobility, the majority of the population, however, consisted of peasants and shepherds. Up to the beginning of the 18th century there are no reliable data about the training of the Rusyn priests. It is generally accepted that due to the lack of an organized training the requirements for the future priests were not on a high level. The old monasteries of Munkács and Körtvélyes also took part in the training well before the organized training started. The priests could be ordained by the bishop only after a successful exam in church singing, in liturgics and in moral theology. The regular and organized training of priests started only in 1744 when bishop Manuel Olsavszky founded a seminary and a school for cantors in Munkács. At first the seminary founded by Olsavszky had only two-year-courses. When tho seat of the bishopric was tansferred from Munkács to Ungvár (1776-78) the seminary also moved to the ancient castle of the Drugeths. The training was extended to four years. In the 18th century in addition to the seminary of Munkács and Ungvár, Greek Catholic priests were also trained in Nagyszombat, Eger, Vienna, Pest and Lemberg. The Rusyns of Hungary not having their own typography with Cyrillic letters bought their church books in Russia and in Poland. The most needed books, however, primer, cathecisms and kazuistics, were published for them since the end of the 17th century in Nagyszombat, Kolozsvár and Buda. The Sockage Regulation of Maria Therese also used the Rusyn language. The declarations of the Rusyn peasants in the questionnaires of the Regulations were written in Slovak in counties Szepes, Sáros Zemplén and Ung but in Rusyn (with Hungarian orthography) in counties Bereg Ugocsa and Máramaros.

Up to the 18th century the majority of the Rusyn churches were made of wood consisting of usually 3 square places built along an axial and a central line. One of the characteristic features of these churches is the iconostas separating the inner sanctuary from the external one.

The Rusyns always were the champions of the Hungarian cause sharing a common fate in everything. They participated in great number in the war of independence of Rákóczi, making up almost the whole special guard regiment of the prince.

The Rusyn harvesters worked for centuries seasonally on the Lowlands (Alföld). After having finished harvesting, thrashing and threading out, they returned home with cartloads of wheat enough for their needs in the coming winter. From the sockage regulations it is known that in the 1770s, from every fifth Rusyn village, the peasants worked in the vineyards of the Tokaj region. From the Middle Ages up to the 70s of the 19th centuries, when the railways appeared, lots of Rusyn villages made a living by felling trees and running timber down the rivers. The fruit from Bereg and the salt from the salt-mines of Máramaros and the wooden instruments were transferred on rafts down the Tisza to the Lowland (Alföld). On the other hand these seasonal works of the Rusyns, made far from their homeland, contributed to the development of their culture as they got acquainted with new technical methods, instruments and ideas. Their frequent contacts with other ethnic groups is felt in the loanwords of their native language, where the number of Hungarian elements is significant.
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II.

THE RUSYNS AT THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM


The descendents of the Rusyns of the former Hungarian Kingdom now live in 6 different Middle-European coutries and many of theim in the U.S.A. The Rusyns of the region Bács-Szerém in Yugoslavia have standardized their literary language already at the beginning of the 20th century. The University in Újvidék has a Department of Rusyn Studies.1 


The Rusyns in Slovakia managed to do the same in the middle of the 90s but they use it at all levels of the education.2  Serious steps were also taken in this respect by the Rusyns of Subcarpathia. In Addition to the periodic works, several books (scientific, belletristic) were published, and recently a grammar of the Rusyn language.3  


The sixth world-congress of the Rusyns will be held in Prague, in the Czech Republic, in 2001.4  I give here the data of the most importante Rusyn works and periodicals printed recently as a short information for specialists interested in this subject.

