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Hogyan lett egy nyomdászból miniszter és korának meghatározó tudósa? 
Matolcsi János (1923–1983) nyomdász, politikus, földművelésügyi miniszter,
a régészeti állattan nemzetközileg elismert kutatója és a Magyar Mezőgazdasági
Múzeum főigazgatója, majd tudományos munkatársa volt. A magyar háziállat-
történeti és archaeozoológiai kutatásokat meghatározó tudós előtt tisztelgünk 
ezzel a kötettel, melyben háziállataink, történelmi állatfajtáink és a régészeti
állattan legújabb hazai és nemzetközi eredményei mellett állattenyésztés- és
állatgyógyászat-történeti kutatásokat is ismertetünk.

How did  a printer become a minister and one of the most outstanding scientists 
of his era? János Matolcsi (1923–1983) was a printer, politician, minister of
agriculture, a world-renowned researcher of archaeozoology, director-general
and later curator of the Museum of Hungarian Agriculture.  We honour the memory
of the academic who played a defi nitive role in Hungarian animal domestication
history and archaeozoology research with this volume, which contains the 
latest national and international research results concerning traditional Hun-
garian domestic breeds, archaeozoology and veterinary science.
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Összefoglaló
Matolcsi János politikai pályafutást követően vált tudóssá. Földművelésügyi miniszterként és miniszterhelyet-
tesként is dolgozott, mielőtt 1957 és 1968 között a Magyar Mezőgazdasági Múzeum főigazgatójaként tevékeny-
kedett volna. Ebben az időszakban új szemléletű állandó és időszaki kiállításokat kezdeményezett, a múzeum-
ban megindult a módszeres műtárgybeszerzés és a mezőgazdaságtörténeti kutatás. Az eredetileg nyomdász 
képzettségű igazgató tudományszervezői feladatai teljesítése mellett sikeres egyetemi tanulmányokat folytatott 
a Gödöllői Agrártudományi Egyetem Mezőgazdaságtudományi Karán, ahol 1963-ban állattenyésztő agrármér-
nöki diplomát, majd 1966-ban doktori fokozatot szerzett. Az 1960-as évek elején létrehozta a Magyar Mező-
gazdasági Múzeum Csonttárát, amely hamarosan nemzetközi hírűvé vált. A gyűjtemény egyik különlegessége 
a magyar szürke marha koponyáinak és csontvázainak az a sorozata, amelyet Matolcsi János akkor szerzett be, 
amikor a mezőgazdaság modernizációjának jegyében ez a hagyományos fajta csaknem a kipusztulás szélére 
sodródott. Az ezen az anyagon végzett vizsgálatai nemzetközileg elismert tudóssá tették. Szervezői tapasztala-
tait közvetlenül is a tudomány szolgálatába állította, amikor 1971-ben Bökönyi Sándorral karöltve megszervez-
te a múzeumban azt a nemzetközi konferenciát, amely a későbbi Nemzetközi Archaeozoológiai Tanács alakuló 
ülésének bizonyult. A szervezet a hidegháború végén a kelet- és nyugat-európai tudósok közös fóruma volt, de 
mára világméretűvé vált. Matolcsi János saját kutatási eredményeit számos szakcikk mellett két könyvben is 
összefoglalta. Az első 1975-ben jelent meg A háziállatok eredete címmel. Ez évtizedekig a régészeti állattan 
egyetlen összefoglaló kézikönyve volt hazánkban. A második könyv, az Állattartás őseink korában 1982-ben, 
röviddel a szerző halála előtt látott napvilágot.

Abstract
János Matolcsi became a scholar following an early career in politics. He served as minister and deputy minister 
of agriculture, before becoming director-general of the Museum of  Hungarian Agriculture between 1957 and 
1968. During this time period he initiated new exhibitions, introduced systematic acquisition and supported 
research in agricultural history. In addition to his management responsibilities he successfully conducted 
university studies and became an agricultural engineer in 1963 and obtained a university doctorate in 1966 
at the University of Agricultural Sciences in Gödöllő, Hungary. He founded the Osteological Collections of 
the Museum during the early 1960s which became internationally known for its series of Hungarian Grey 
cattle skeletons collected at a time when this traditional breed was nearly driven to extinction in the name of 
modernization. Studies carried out on this research material made János Matolcsi an internationally known 
scientist. His managerial talents were put to the service of science in 1971, when in cooperation with Sándor 
Bökönyi he organized an international meeting where archaeozoologists from Eastern and Western Europe 
could meet. This was a unique opportunity in the wake of the Cold War. The tremendously successful conference 
actually became the founding event of the International Council for Archaeozoology, a world-wide organization. 
The proceedings of this meeting were edited by János Matolcsi and published by the prestigious Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences. In addition to numerous scholarly articles, he wrote a volume on the origins of domestic 
animals in 1975. For decades this was the only handbook on archaeozoology in Hungary. A monographic 
treatise on the animal keeping of ancient Hungarians appeared on the market shortly before his death in 1982.

János Matolcsi and the development of archaeozoology
Matolcsi János és a régészeti állattan fejlődése

László Bartosiewicz1

Kulcsszavak: Matolcsi János, háziasítástörténet, kutatásszervezés, Csonttár,
Nemzetközi Archaeozoológiai Tanács
Keywords: János Matolcsi, domestication history, research management, 
Osteological Collections, International Council for Archaeozoology

1 Osteoarchaeological Research Laboratory, Stockholm University, Lilla Frescativägen 7106 91 Stockholm, Sweden, 
e-mail: bartosiewicz@ofl.su.se
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Introduction
János Matolcsi, one of the greatest Hungarian 
archaeozoologists in the 20th century, was born on 
20 November 1923. He grew up in a landless peasant 
family in the rural town of Berettyóújfalu in the Great 
Hungarian Plain that largely corresponds to the east-
ern part of Hungary (fig. 1). He died in Budapest on 3 
January 1983. 

However, by 1944 he joined the Communist Party 
operating illegally under the pressures of political 
persecution.

After 1945 Matolcsi became a career politician 
gaining various posts. The Communist Party re-
emerged from illegality following Soviet occupation 
that began in the eastern half of Hungary in 1944 
and he became a secretary general of the Hungarian 
Democratic Youth Organization in Berettyóújfalu. 
Soon he ended up in the Bihar County Committee 
of the Communist Party and took part in local land 
distribution in 1946.3 He emerged to the rank of sec-
retary general of the Communist Party in his home 
town. Following several party training courses and 
junior positions in the Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Workers’ (previously Communist) Party 
he reached the peak of his political career when 
he served as Minister of Agriculture from 15 Novem-
ber 1955 until the outbreak of the 1956 revolution.4 
He briefly served under the newly formed government 
between 24 and 27 October 1956. Following the fall 
of the short-lived uprising he was first the deputy edi-
tor of the journal “Economic Observer”, then briefly 
became Deputy Minister of Agriculture during the 
spring and summer of 1957. 

Scientific career
All the political detail provided above could look 
superfluous, should it not explain in many ways the 
second half of Matolcsi’s working life. One year after 
the tumultuous 1956 Revolution he was given the 
post of general director of the Museum of  Hungarian 
Agriculture (1957–1968). Such career moves for ordi-
nary politicians has been referred to as “parachuting” 
in colloquial Hungarian: landing in a soft manage-
rial position maintained for politicians who were no 
longer of imminent use in government. The archetype 
of such spent cadres maintained illusions of grandeur, 
exploiting their remaining raw power; they often 
ended up in corruption and even resorted to alcohol-
ism. This alternative is important to appreciate the 
rare positive example best represented by Matolcsi’s 
personal development. As will be demonstrated later, 
in his position as director, Matolcsi took creative use 
of his political experience and even his remaining 
network to benefit the museum and archaeozoology 
within. In addition to the large scale renovation of the 
permanent exhibition damaged during World War II 
and the armed conflict in 1956,5 he encouraged the 
establishment of new exhibitions and organized sys-
tematic acquisition policies. This included the stor-
age of relevant archaeological finds, increasing the 
number of the 45 museums involved with archaeo-
logical collection in Hungary.6 He also supported 
active research in the museum. 

During his short life spent in public service he 
worked for the Museum of  Hungarian Agriculture 
for a quarter of a century. It was in this institution 
where his scholarly work and organizational talent 
contributed to the development of archaeozoological 
research not only in Hungary but also on an inter-
national level. Matolcsi’s career was unusual. He 
became a scholar after spending years in the work-
ers’ movement and various government posts. His 
achievements can be best appreciated against the 
backdrop of mid 20th century history of Hungary 
which impacted upon the development of archaeol-
ogy and its related disciplines in numerous ways.2

The early years
Matolcsi’s journey to science was long and varied. 
Following elementary school, he attended a four year 

“civil school” aimed at providing practical skills cou-
pled with religious, moral and general education. At 
the age of 18 he became an apprentice in Berettyóúj-
falu, his home town. Becoming a blue-collar worker 
meant a narrow path of social mobility available for 
talented youth in the most impoverished rural areas 
of Hungary at the time. In 1942 he became a typeset-
ter in Budapest working for the Franklin Literary and 
Printing Inc., a long established publishing company, 
then he moved on to the Pallas Literary and Printing 
Inc. where he joined the trade union. In early 1943 
he became a member of the Social Democratic Party. 

Fig. 1: The view of Berettyóújfalu in Hungary on a postcard 
from the early 20th century

2 Bartosiewicz et al. 2011
3 Matolcsi 1970a
4 Matolcsi 1955
5 Szotyori-Nagy 2013, 39.
6 Neustupný 1966, 166.
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Already in early 1961 Matolcsi organized the col-
lection of skeletal material of the traditional Hungar-
ian Grey cattle, a breed rapidly disappearing (in fact 
driven to the brink of extinction by that time7) due to 
the mechanization of agriculture as these excellent 
draught animals became redundant in a very short 
time (fig. 2). This effort yielded the core of the muse-
um’s Osteological Collections, whose founding was 
aimed at the “systematic acquisition of modern day 
animal bones for the purposes of comparative stud-
ies and statistical evaluation. The Osteological Col-
lections thus established preserves the skeletons of 
various breeds of domestic animals, of individuals 
of outstanding economic performance as well as of 
wild animals. Skins and other body parts of interest 
to biology and animal breeding are also kept in the 
collections”.8

In addition to his administrative responsibilities, 
Matolcsi accomplished university studies as well. In 
1963, at the age of forty, he received a diploma in ani-
mal science at the University of Agricultural Sciences 
in Gödöllő (fig. 3). Sceptics may note that a former 
minister and active museum director must have been 
given a green light at exams and sailed through stud-
ies easily at the ripe age of 40. However, he took his 
scholarly education very seriously combining it with 
active research. 

Using material in the newly created Osteological 
Collections first he cooperated in a project aimed at 
the radiographic distinction between the metapo-
dia of aurochs and modern-day domestic cattle.9 
Thereafter Matolcsi began publishing papers on the 
morphometry of cattle bones,10 using those data in 

developing algorithms for the estimation of live 
weight and withers height in cattle.11 Although most 
of Matol csi’s work was published in Hungarian, the 
latter article appeared in the prestigious journal 
Zeitschrift für Tierzüchtung und Züchtungsbiologie 
and brought him international recognition. He deve-
loped a method based on empirical data gathered on 
series of modern cattle metapodia from Hungarian 
Grey cows and Hungarian Grey cross-bred steers 
of known external body parameters and life history. 
Coefficients published in the paper are still used in 
reconstructing the withers height of ancient indi-
viduals using their bone remains from archaeological 
sites. The results of these investigations had already 
been formalized in the doctoral dissertation titled 

“The historical study of body conformation in cat-
tle on the basis of subfossil bone finds”, defended at 
the University of Agricultural Sciences in Gödöllő in 
1966. In this work, published in 1968,12 he utilized the 
skeletal measurements of 178 modern individuals, in 
addition to those taken of 1285 archaeological bone 
specimens.13

Following his resignation from the post of Direc-
tor-general of the  Museum of  Hungarian Agriculture 
in 1968, Matolcsi became senior research staff and 
head of the Osteological Collections, devoting him-
self totally to scholarly activity. Along with the col-
lection of bones, he also gathered reprints of articles 
in archaeozoology and procured the funds for their 
translation into Hungarian. 

János Matolcsi was a contemporary of Sándor 
Bökönyi (1926–1994), who actually founded mo dern 
archaeozoology in Hungary in the early 1950s by 
establishing the Archaeozoological collections of the 
Hungarian National Museum.14 Given Bökönyi’s long- 
standing interest in early domestication and prehis-
tory in general, according to a gentlemen’s agreement 
Matolcsi specialized for animal remains represent-
ing later archaeological periods (between the Period 

Fig. 2: János Matolcsi with bovine skulls in his 
internationally renowned Osteological Collection

Fig. 3: Aerial view of the former University of Agricultural 
Sciences in Gödöllő

7 Bartosiewicz 1997, fig. 1.
8 Matolcsi 1971, 35, Matolcsi 1970b
9 Bökönyi et al. 1964
10 Matolcsi 1967
11 Matolcsi 1969; Matolcsi 1970c
12 Matolcsi 1968a
13 Vörös 2002, 591.
14 Bartosiewicz 1998
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of the Roman Empire and the Late Middle Ages; cf. 
titles in the Bibliography provided at the end of this 
paper). The work of these two outstanding scholars 
was also complementary in terms of geographical 
scope. Matolcsi’s excellent command of Russian, a 
skill acquired during the former political phase of 
his career, predestined him to rely extensively on 
literature published in the Soviet Union, integrat-
ing seminal osteological and archaeological work 
by Tserekaev, Liskun, Tsalkin and Vitt into his own 
research. By this time Bökönyi’s work was commis-
sioned by US and American teams working in Yugo-
slavia and the Arab World, where he took advantage 
of his knowledge of English. Matolcsi, on the other 
hand, took part in study trips to the Soviet Union (fig. 
4), where he could study materials along the route the 
putative ancestors of Hungarians followed from west-
ern Siberia to the Carpathian Basin.15 

International exposure
In addition to his research reaching international 
fame, Matolcsi’s organizational talent contributed to 
the development of archaeozoology way beyond his 
own research. The first major international conference 
of archaeozoologists took place as Session IV, titled 

“Domestication and the History of Domestic Animals”, 
during the Third International Congress of Agricul-
tural Museums in Budapest (19–23 April, 1971). The 
venue was chosen in celebration of the museum’s 75th 
anniversary and the meeting was hosted by Matolcsi 
with logistical support by Bökönyi (fig. 5). 

Fig. 4: Two sides of the postcard written by János Matolcsi 
to Sándor Bökönyi from the renowned experimental farm at 
Askania Nova in the Soviet Unio

This work was synthesized in the book “Animal 
keeping by our ancestors”, published in 1982 shortly 
before the author’s death. This was a book form of his 
dissertation prepared within the framework of his 
candidature for membership in the prestigious Hun-
garian Academy of Sciences. In addition to numer-
ous scholarly articles, János Matolcsi published the 
first ever book on the origins of domestic animals in 
Hungarian.16

15 Matolcsi 1975a-b, Matolcsi 1977a, Matolcsi 1983
16 Matolcsi 1975

Fig. 5: Official letter written by János Matolcsi to Sándor 
Bökönyi concerning the organization of the 1971 conference 
in the Hungarian Agricultural Museum

Fig. 6: Representation by major geopolitical regions at the 
1971 Budapest meeting

Matolcsi.indd   32Matolcsi.indd   32 1/25/16   1:12:04 PM1/25/16   1:12:04 PM



33

The 75 participants of this session arrived from 
18 countries.17 The majority came from Europe, but 
delegates represented both sides of the “Iron Curtain” 
(fig. 6). This was a rather remarkable development at 
the time. 

In the aftermath of the 1956 revolution, a prag-
matic variety of socialism evolved in Hungary du -
ring the 1960s characterized by elements of market 
economy and a certain degree of political toler-
ance. Budapest thus became equally accessible to 
archaeozoologists from Eastern Europe and their 
colleagues representing the “Western World”. It 
was of great help, however, that many attending 
the meeting had personal contacts in these oppo-
site halves of Europe. Several German scholars had 
already known each other from the time before the 
Berlin Wall was erected in 1961. Sándor Bökönyi 
had already formed working relations with British 
and US colleagues through his research in Yugo-
slavia, Iraq and Iran.18 It was, however, Matolcsi’s 
good standing and diplomatic prowess that made 
the meeting acceptable with the authorities. He 
also edited and published the proceedings of this 
academic event.19

The long list of foreign guests included several of 
the “founding fathers” of what was to become the 
International Council for Archaeozoology (ICAZ), the 
world-wide organization of our discipline. This infor-
mality of human relations and the keen consciousness 
of the need to cross-cut political boundaries have 
become long-term strengths of the organization. At 
the beginning it was decided that ICAZ International 
Conferences should be held every four years at ven-
ues alternating between Eastern and Western Europe. 
There were 31 active participants in this meeting. 
Overall ICAZ representation by geopolitical regions 
at the organization’s 11th International Conference in 
Paris in 2010 are summarized in fig. 7.20 

These two arbitrary end-points in time indicate a 
tenfold increase in the number of scholars involved 
with the ICAZ conference: over four decades the 
membership increased by an entire order of magni-
tude. Meanwhile the number of countries involved 
with the organization more than tripled. Although 
János Matolcsi could not have foreseen these spectac-
ular figures, with his keen political sense he played a 
key role in an initiative that pre-dated the unification 
of Europe by two decades. 

17 Matolcsi 1972, 95.
18 Bartosiewicz – Choyke 2002, 121. 
19 Matolcsi ed. 1973
20 Vigne – Lefèvre 2010, 2, Figure 1.

Fig. 7: ICAZ representation by major geopolitical regions at the 2010 Paris meeting (after Vigne – Lefèvre 2010)

Matolcsi.indd   33Matolcsi.indd   33 1/25/16   1:12:10 PM1/25/16   1:12:10 PM



34

Epilogue
The short life of János Matolcsi was rich and varied. It 
is an example of a personality whose intellect could 
thrive in spite of changing political circumstances 
and of an inquisitive mind who finds problems to 
solve. The two cannot be separated: in the first 15 
years of his adult life (until the age of 34) he worked 
as a politician. He was then engaged in cultural 
administration (as director) for two decades until 45. 
The rest of his life was spent in service of research. 
Over the years, his time-tested, creative initiatives 
on behalf of the  Museum of  Hungarian Agriculture 
have become fruitful enterprises long after his 
passing. The Osteological Collections has retained 

international reputation serving as a valuable source 
for archaeozoological research.21

I owe personal gratitude to János Matolcsi as my 
research career began in the Osteological Collections 
he headed. I started working there as an undergraduate 
student in animal science in 1974. “The Doctor”, as 
we agreed I should address him thirty years his junior, 
acted as co-supervisor to my craniological studies on 
Hungarian Fleckvieh directed by the late Tibor Gere. 
This work was subsequently published in the journal 
of the Osteological Research Laboratory of Stock-
holm University, my workplace four decades later.22
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MAGYAR MEZŐGAZDASÁGI MÚZEUM ÉS KÖNYVTÁR

Hogyan lett egy nyomdászból miniszter és korának meghatározó tudósa? 
Matolcsi János (1923–1983) nyomdász, politikus, földművelésügyi miniszter,
a régészeti állattan nemzetközileg elismert kutatója és a Magyar Mezőgazdasági
Múzeum főigazgatója, majd tudományos munkatársa volt. A magyar háziállat-
történeti és archaeozoológiai kutatásokat meghatározó tudós előtt tisztelgünk 
ezzel a kötettel, melyben háziállataink, történelmi állatfajtáink és a régészeti
állattan legújabb hazai és nemzetközi eredményei mellett állattenyésztés- és
állatgyógyászat-történeti kutatásokat is ismertetünk.

How did  a printer become a minister and one of the most outstanding scientists 
of his era? János Matolcsi (1923–1983) was a printer, politician, minister of
agriculture, a world-renowned researcher of archaeozoology, director-general
and later curator of the Museum of Hungarian Agriculture.  We honour the memory
of the academic who played a defi nitive role in Hungarian animal domestication
history and archaeozoology research with this volume, which contains the 
latest national and international research results concerning traditional Hun-
garian domestic breeds, archaeozoology and veterinary science.
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