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Szeged, the jewelry box of Hungary and the
fourth largest city in the country, is situated
160 km south of the capital, Budapest. The

river Tisza, which crosses the town, devastated
Szeged in the flood of 1879. The town was com-
pletely restructured and rebuilt at the end of the
19th century. Today Szeged is the city of lights, foun-
tains, and sculptures. She is the regional center of
education, sciences, and arts, and hosts a wide range
of fairs, festivals, and other cultural events.

It seems that Hungarians, and in particular the
people of Szeged, are fond of expressing their emo-
tions with monuments. A great number of statues
are found in the peristyle surrounding the Votive
Church, which was built to express the gratitude
of Szeged’s citizens for the rebuilding of the city.
Monuments are seen in various squares through-
out the city. Although no statistics are available,
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Cultural entomology is an ancient topic that is often overlooked, but it is a rich scientific subject area.
Cultural entomology concerns the many aspects in which insects are part of human life and influence human
culture. Hogue (1987, 1980, cited in Weidner 1995) presents a comprehensive review of cultural entomology
and suggests eight subdivisions of the subject: literature and language, music, art, history, religion, folklore,
entertainment, and ethnoentomology. Wennemann (2002) gives an overview of some articles of cultural ento-
mology published in American Entomologist. Weidner (1995) summarizes the contents of the first two issues of
the Digest of Cultural Entomology, an irregularly published journal dealing with all aspects of cultural entomol-
ogy. So far, four issues (June 1993, February and November 1994, and November 1997) have been published
by D. Sear (Hawaii, USA). Recently, Wennemann (2004) summarized the contents of the last two issues.

Insects as art are an important part of cultural entomology, and some papers on that matter have already
been published (Schimitisckek 1968 and 1977). Dicke (2000) investigated the use of insects in Western art,
visiting 107 museums and noting 1,942 pieces of art. Insect art also appears as motifs on such miscellaneous
items as tiles, candle holders, ballpoint pens, children’s backpacks, and garden chairs.

In this paper we report on a pair of monuments with entomological content. Monuments are defined here as
any sculpture or piece of artwork that is freely accessible or visible in a public place.
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Figure 1: Mayfly monument, Szeged (Hungary)
(picture by Wennemann).
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one soon becomes convinced that in Szeged, the
per capita number of sculptures must be one of
the highest in the world. Among these statues,
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strangely enough, one finds two monuments re-
lated to entomology.

The first, the Mayfly sculpture (Fig. 1), depicts
the courtship dance of mayflies [Palingenia
longicauda (Olivier 1791) Ephemeroptera:
Palengeniidae]. The statue is close to the Belvárosi
(Downtown) bridge, in the heart of the city. It con-
sists of several dozen emerging mayflies finely
welded together through the tips of their pinions
and directed uniformly toward the center of the
city. The mayfly (or trout-fly) is indigenous to the
Tisza river, but nowadays it is very rare. In Europe,
due to declining environmental conditions, only a
few rivers remain with considerable mayfly popu-
lations. Because of this, the mayfly was declared to
be an endangered species in Hungary and is cur-
rently a protected animal. This is crucial to the

Figures 2, 3, and 4: Moth of Freedom, Szeged
(Hungary) (pictures by Wennemann).

mayfly’s survival, since anglers know very well that
both the larvae and the fly are irresistible bait for
the freshwater sturgeon, or sterlet (Acipenser
ruthenus L.), which is one of the best table quality
fish of the region and a threatened species in the
area as well.

The naiads of the mayfly live for three years at
the bottom of the river. Around midsummer, usu-
ally at sunset, huge swarms of yellow mayflies
emerge to the surface and perform their court-
ship ritual. The event, which takes about 3–4
hours per day, can only be observed for a couple
of days. At the end of the dance, the exhausted
insects die and fall in the river, serving a copious
meal for the fish of the Tisza. This spectacular
event is called tiszavirágzás, which translates to
“flowering of the Tisza”. This Hungarian phrase
is used as a proverb in various contexts in spoken
and written language. Therefore, it carries many
hidden meanings, such as the unity of life and
death, the beauty of short but intense episodes of
life, and all the bitter-sweet feelings that can be
associated with the rising of these beautiful crea-
tures and their falling shortly after they have ful-
filled their mission in the world.

Pal Farkas, the creator of the Mayfly monu-
ment, was born in Szeged and witnessed the mayfly
courtship dance several times when he was young.
Memories of the event moved him to design the
sculpture, which was unveiled in 1998. Sadly, the
sculpture was partly destroyed by vandalism, but
it was recently rebuilt and is once again displayed
to the public.

The “flowering of the Tisza” has inspired sev-
eral Hungarian artists to use this event as a meta-
phor to express their emotions. There is even a
very popular sentimental song (written by Szilard
Dancs and Elemer Salacz, but very often errone-
ously assigned to the famous gypsy violin player,
Istvan “Pista” Danó) that contemplates the motif
of the mayflies’ short life and sudden death. The
song is entitled “Temetö a Tisza mikor kivirágzik”
(The Tisza is a Graveyard when Flowering).

The Moth of Freedom
A second entomological monument of Szeged is

situated in Rerrich Béla Square near the cathedral.
The central compositional unit of the monument is
a gigantic moth being carried by ten tormented
people (Figs. 2–4). The people can hardly hold the
moth and have to support each other. The moth is
seemingly dead, and the faces of the people express
enormous pain and despair. Some of the faces ap-
pear to depict the agony of death, and the man in
the middle of the composition, holding the head of
the moth, seems to have just been hit by a bullet.
His posture is reminiscent of representations of
Jesus carrying the cross to Calvary.

This surrealistic monument was created by the
well-known Hungarian sculptor, Miklos Melocco,
with the help of his friends. The statue commemo-
rates the 1956 revolution of the Hungarian na-
tion against the Communist dictatorship of
Matyas Rakosi and his supporters. The revolu-

The Tisza is a Graveyard
when Flowering

(Original music:
Szilard Dancs, verses:

Elemer Salacz,
translation: Pal Sipos)

In spring, when the Tisza

is bursting into flowers,

flocks of yellow mayflies

dance over the water.

For them just some minutes

from emerging to dying,

thus Tisza is a graveyard

when it is blossoming.

My sweet, your love to me

is like Tisza’s blooming;

it has just been born

and so soon is ceasing.

Although bitter tears

fall from my sorrowful eyes,

my heart aches for your love,

even if it’s a mayfly.

The trees stand woefully

in the cold drizzle of autumn;

in vain I wait for you

with my heart and with my soul.

When I see that river,

tears burst into my eyes,

because your love for me

is what Tisza is for the mayflies.

Then again in springtime,

Tisza bursts in flowers,

a million tiny insects

dance over the water.

It’s just a few minutes

from emerging to dying,

thus Tisza is a graveyard

when it is blossoming.

My sweetheart, our love was just

like Tisza’s blooming,

Suddenly emerging

and rapidly decaying.

My sorrowful eyes are burning,

burning in bitter tears,

For our ephemeral love

which our hearts feel.
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tion broke out on the 23rd of October; and for
two weeks, it seemed to be the first successful free-
dom movement during the Communist regime.
Hungarians, after long years of misery, experi-
enced freedom, and felt that the moth of freedom
was flying again. Unfortunately, soon after the
revolution broke out, the Russian (Soviet) troops
invaded the country, and the revolution was ended
on the 4th of November. The revolt was sup-
pressed bloodily: several hundred revolutionar-
ies were executed or jailed, and hundreds of thou-
sands of people immigrated. During this time, they
were called deserters.

Miklos Melocco himself participated in the
fights of the revolution and was slandered for
this after the events. Today, the Berlin wall has
been torn down; Hungary is a free nation again;
and the people are permitted to talk about the
1956 revolution. Talking about the revolution was
taboo in the Communist era and was officially
called contra-revolution, but remembering the vic-
tims and the heroes is now allowed. This remem-
brance and commemoration is the aim of
Melocco’s statue, which was unveiled in 1997 and
which portrays some of the friends of the sculp-
tor who were associated with him during the revo-
lution. As a whole, it displays the pain of a fallen
dream and immortal hope, and the beauty of a
sudden emergence and rapid death, the theme that
could also be identified in the story of the may-
flies. This is a painfully gorgeous motif, which,
beyond its primary and universal meaning, is spe-
cial for almost all Hungarians, as emotions of this
kind are very deeply embedded in their proverbi-
ally rhapsodic spirit.
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