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There is undoubtedly much good biographical material on Sandor Marai; he was a prominent literary figure in his nation at his time.  Unfortunately, most of it is in languages I do not speak, so I have had to construct this biography using a few meager sources available to those who, like me, do not speak Hungarian.


Sandor Marai was born on April 11, 1900 in Kassa, Slovakia, a city in what was then upper Hungary, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  He was born to a distinguished bourgeois family.  His father was a lawyer, and his mother came from a family of military officers, government officials, and more lawyers.  He was the eldest of four children.  “To me,” he wrote late in life, “being a bourgeois was never a matter of class status – I always believed it was a calling. In my view, the bourgeoisie was the best human phenomenon that modern Western culture produced, because it was the bourgeoisie who created modern Western culture.”  


Marai had a private tutor until he was 10, and then attended a series of grammar schools.  He ran away from home while at the first local one, so he was sent to a Catholic school in Budapest, where he spent only a year before moving to another school.  His family was Catholic, but he lost his faith while still young.  He looked to bourgeois humanism for principles that could order and direct his life.  He read voraciously and took up writing at an early age, starting with poetry.  He published his first story in a Hungarian newspaper when he was 14.  He published his first collection of verse at 18.  In 1919 he worked in the short-lived Bolshevik commune as a journalist and was – only briefly – a communist.  When the Bolshevik administration lost power, his parents thought it best that he go abroad.


Marai went to Germany, where he began to study journalism at the University of Leipzig and philosophy at the universities of Frankfurt and Berlin.  He contributed to magazines and newspapers during that time, and translated works of Kafka into Hungarian.  He married a Jewish woman, Lola or Ilona Matzner, whom he had known in Kassa.  In 1923, he and his wife moved to Paris, where he pursued further studies of philosophy.  He earned his living by contributing to Hungarian-language publications.  He reported on court cases, sports events, and holiday resorts.  He also began to publish novels, novellas, short stories, plays and poetry.


In 1929 he and his wife returned to Hungary and settled near Budapest. By this time Marai was established as a writer, and he moved to a neighborhood that included many other prominent Hungarian writers of the time.  His face adorned magazines; his newspaper columns were collected and sold in book form.  He wrote as many as 46 books, 27 of them fiction.  These included Embers, written in 1942.  (Written, that is, at almost exactly the same time as the period in which it is set.)  Other works included an autobiography, Confessions of a Middle Class Citizen, marked by searching self-analysis. He became one of Hungary’s most popular writers of the inter-war period, and his work appeared in several languages.  

His heritage was important to him.  He wrote that people “should remain faithful to those to whom their descent, upbringing and memories bind them,” adding that he felt anarchy to be “immoral.”  His main inspiration came from nostalgia for the way of life destroyed in the upheaval after the First World War.  One of his memoirs describes his Budapest apartment as filled with furniture passed down from the estates of his family and that of his wife.  He mentions portraits of his father, grandfather, and other ancestors, and a library of 6,000 books.  He describes the white-gloved maid who cleared the dishes after 11 Marai relatives dined together.

In 1939 Lola gave birth to a son, Kristof, who died after a few weeks, following an internal hemorrhage.  It was a terrible loss.  They were to bear no more children.


The Hungarian government was an ally of Germany during World War II.  The Russians took over Budapest at the end of the war in 1945, during which process Russian bombing destroyed Marai’s apartment.  The Marais fled to a nearby village, where they looked after a young boy who would become their adopted son.  As the Communists solidified power in Hungary, Marai found that he could not live or publish in a regime so contrary to his own values.  In 1948, he and his wife emigrated to Switzerland.  They soon moved to Italy, where they spent four years.  


While in Italy, his diary includes a 1949 entry that “the world has no need of Hungarian literature.”  He added, “Back home, literature has disappeared … the country has collapsed; in its place all that is left is a communist Russian colony.”  He concluded that he faced two forms of artistic suicide: tailoring his work for “foreign tastes,” or writing for non-existent Hungarian readers in a “deaf nothingness.”  Indeed, back in Hungary, his name all but vanished, because the Communists did not publish his work; his books reappeared only after the collapse of Communist rule many years later.


In 1952, the Marais moved to New York City where, until he retired in 1967, Marai worked for Radio Free Europe.  In 1979, he and his wife settled in San Diego to be near their adopted son.  By then Marai had concluded that bourgeois civilization and bourgeois humanism had lost their luster and deteriorated into mass-market trash.  Throughout his tenure in the United States, he continued to write, but all of his works were nostalgic period pieces, written in Hungarian for a Hungarian audience.  They focused on faith and freedom of thought.  Some works were translated into German or French, but none was published in English in Marai’s lifetime.


Marai lost his wife to cancer in 1986 and his adopted son to cancer as well in 1987 (at age 46).  Both were devastating losses, for a man who by that time was wholly wrapped up in his family.  Overseas, his brothers and sister also passed away.  On February 21, 1989, after writing a note to his remaining family, Marai called the police.  He told them that he was about to kill himself, and added where to find his apartment.  He hung up and shot himself.   According to news accounts, it was only while cleaning out his apartment after his death that his American daughter-in-law and three granddaughters discovered what a prolific and prominent author he had been.  


Nine years later, in 1998, the Italian writer and publisher Roberto Calasso was flicking through a catalog of older works in Paris when he came across some Marai works in French translation.  This was the beginning of the Marai renaissance in the West, including the Janeway translation of tonight’s book, Embers.


Anecdotes revealing Marai’s personality are relatively sparse in the materials I reviewed.  One story illustrates his apparent intense, unbending personality.  When he heard that his estranged younger brother, a film director, had gone blind, he traveled across half the world to visit him.  On arrival his brother exclaimed, “Sandor!” to which Marai replied only, “You can see?” then turned on his heels and left.    


Another biographic insight concerns Marai’s devotion to his Hungarian heritage and language.  The biographer suggests that the isolated Hungarian language contributes to the strength of Hungarian identity and friendships (as illustrated in Embers) and also to the ultimate loneliness of the exiled Marai’s life.

