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In my paper, I make an attempt to analyse through the microscope of a historian the prostitutes` 

marriages and divorce trials, focusing on two cases, in the large cities, in our case Budapest, at 

turn of the 19th-20th centuries. 

To be more specific, I would like to find the answer for the question: the marriage can integrate 

the marginalized group of prostitutes, or not  

First of all, I think it is important to clarify the frames which can be relevant in terms of lower 

social classes, especially in the case of the prostitutes.  

I wouldn`t like to go through all the interpretational frames and major research topics which can 

be seen on the slide. I would only add instead, that in the various works these issues don`t appear 

separately but in a close connection with each other. In the followings, I would like to reflect 

briefly on the link between the history of the prostitutes and microhistory, especially because I 

would like to place my own research in this frame. 

In this context, we should mention two basic works: Patricia Cline Cohen`s  The Murder of 

Helen Jewett  and Amy Gilman Srebnick`s  The Mysterious Death of Mary Rogers: Sex and 

Culture in Nineteenth-Century New York.  Similar works have been published also in Hungarian, 

namely an article written by Mónika Mátay, who is present here, which article deals with the 

case of a double murder, and a recent work written by Roland Perényi revealing the famous 

story of a prostitute’s murder. The case was the subject of a museum exhibition, and also the 

theme of a movie. I don’t know to what extent did the story of Jack the Ripper inspire historians, 

but it seems that murders are popular topics of the microhistory. As for myself, I won’t discuss 

murders, but I can promise you some intrigues. 

According to my hypothesis there is a special micro world of the lower social classes, the poor, 

the marginalized people. This also means a separate subcultural entity, which determines the 

inner cohesion and rules of this microcosmos. Another relevant aspect is, that even though in a 

larger and more comprehensive context, what it could be for example the Hungarian culture, the 

lover social classes microcosmos in many aspects differs from it. Visually it could be 

demonstrated through circles build upon each other: they are built upon each other, being part of 

each other, but they are still separate circles, so they differ from each other. 

This can be described by Edoardo Grendi’s term, ’eccezionalmente normale’ term, which 

microhistorians in English call ’exceptionally normal’. This can also interpreted in a way that 
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breaking some norms may means the rule. In Steven Bednarski’s interpretation, the criminal 

event is not always that criminal. Following the path defined by Steven Bednarski, Carlo 

Ginzburg and others we believe that being a prostitute, and especially the marriages and divorces 

of prostitutes can be best describe and explained within the concept of ,,exceptionally normal”. 

During my research in the Budapest Capital Archives I came into contact with the divorce 

papers. I could collect documents about marriages of 39 prostitutes. The complete documentation 

does not exist but only in one case, and a partial documentation in another case. As a 

consequence, we cannot read witness testimonies which are so relevant from the perspective of 

the microhistory.  

In the following let's get to know the two cases investigated.  

The 19 years old Veronika Nagy, coming from a poor working class family, half orphan got 

married to the 26 years old Jakab Lienhard, who also resided in Budapest. As for his profession, 

Jakab was an iron and copper turner, therefore he could be a great choice for Veronika. They 

were both residents of the 8th district of Budapest. They were born there, they grew up there and 

they rented a common apartment there. The marriage took place in August 1908. But the 

marriage didn’t last long. It turned out that Veronika was a prostitute. We don’t know this from 

the documents, but it is easy to imagine that Jakab wanted Veronika out of his life. However, the 

girl didn’t leave with empty hands. Three weeks after the marriage he took his husband’s savings 

of 300 crowns, all his clothes and left. As it turned out, Veronika looked for a temporary 

apartment in the neighbourhood. She did not take his husband’s clothes as a souvernir. She gave 

it into a pawnshop for some money. She didn’t stay for long at the same place. For sure, she 

didn’t ask his husband to forgive her. In October she lived together with an employee of the state 

railways. By that time, she had spent all the money she had taken from his husband. At about this 

point, she went to one of Jakab’s friends, Henrik Peszt, a carpenter asking him to convince Jakab 

to have her back. Even if Henrik spoke with Jakab, he didn’t want to forgive her. Veronika didn’t 

have many choices: she became a prostitute.  

We don’t know neither when this happened, nor when she gave up this profession. It is a fact that 

between 23th March and 13th August of 1909 she was a prostitute with a licence from the police. 

Before and after she presumably worked in secret. That is, she looked herself for clients, with 

whom she went into a rented room. Among the prostitutes, these girls were probably the most 

exposed, the most vulnerable. 
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The example of Veronika and Jakab shows that the prostitution and the marriage were not 

compatible with each other. Therefore let’s see a case, where the future husband was aware of 

her fiancée’s job. Even more absurdly, this was one the reasons of the marriage. 

The 41 years old Antonia Schwartz, freelancer and the 42 years old Rezső Wagner got married in 

the autumn of 1909. Antonia came from Vienna while her husband was born in the 7th district of 

Budapest and lived there at that time. We don’t know where and how they first met, but we know 

that Rezső was aware of Antonia’s profession before getting married. 

While we know the first story mainly from Jakab’s perspective, in this case we can follow the 

evolution of the events from the prostitute’s perspective. Antonia described in detail in court, 

why she had got married. She expected from the marriage to get rid of her previous dirty and 

filthy live. She thought that her husband would provide her with everything. I think that Antonia 

did not just want to convince the judge, when she said that the marriage with Rezső was her last 

hope to escape the life of a prostitute. She was, however, disappointed. After getting married, he, 

who had told only nice things to her and he, who had promised a lot to her, changed radically. 

When he realized that her wife doesn’t earn a lot of money being a prostitute, Rezső treated her 

with the ’rudest brutality’. She claimed that she doesn’t work to spend his money on her. He 

forced his wife to prostitution, and he obliged her to earn him money. He set a rule for Antonia, 

according to which she could leave the house after paying 50 (korona) crowns. 

Now, I would like to illustrate with some more examples, why I think, that prostitutes’ family 

life can be described with the concept of the ‘exceptional normal’. 

First, let us see how prostitutes’ marriage patterns developed.  

Analising data from 1912-1913, Barbara Papp came to the conclusion that only 64 out of 698 

prostitutes were married. Analysing data of 1280 prostitutes, I have found myself on that only 

124 of them were married. In the first case it was about womens who wanted to be a prostitute. 

In the second case it’s about the criminal prostitutes.  

If we discuss the geographical distribution of prostitutes, we cannot neglect the fact, that the 

majority of prostitutes in Budapest lived in the 6th, 7th and 8th districts. Right there where 

Veronika and Antónia did. The 8th district, despite an era of prosperity at the end of the 18th 

century, became partly characterized by poverty by the end of the 19th century. 
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The cases of Veronika and Antonia reflect two different marriage strategies. Even if in both 

cases we can talk about persons belonging to the lower social classes, to the working class, their 

marriages didn’t go the same way.  

In Veronika’s case we don’t know the reasons of getting married. There is far more we can learn 

from the case of Rezső and Antónia. Antónia’s wedding strategy points to the lack of perspective 

what most prostitutes had to face. The marriage, instead of getting Antonia out from her hopeless 

situation, put her in an even more worse situation and made her even more exposed and 

vulnerable. Their case is a good example to show that in the struggle for everyday survival the 

values and norms of society did not really matter any longer. Anything could be sacrificed in 

order to get out of the poverty: in Antonia’s case her body, in Jakab’s case Antonia herself. In 

this micro- and subcultural environment, life was shaped by different rules and norms. 

We have to consider what the married life of the prostitutes was like. May be it turned out 

previously, that these marriage can be considered as exceptionally normal. And even if 

Veronika’s and Jakab’s marriage does not seem to support this view at first sight, there is one 

detail in the testimony of a witness, which suggests that it is still so. 

Previously, we have learned that Veronika, after she ran out of all her money, went to her 

husband’s friend, Henrik Peszt, to see if he could convince Jakab to have her back. Veronika was 

hiding in Henrik’s carpenter workshop to listen to his conversation with Jakab. After an attempt 

of reconciliation of about 15 minutes, Jakab left upset. Veronika  ‘cried bitterly’ as she came out 

of her hiding place. Henrik tried to console Veronika, Veronika is saying: ‘I wish I could have 

such a husband –  and he hugged me, and a little later I had a sexual intercourse with him, then I 

had lunch with him”
1
. In the evening, Veronika went back to the workshop and asked Henrik to 

try again to achieve  a reconciliation with Jakab for her. This time, however, Henrik refused to 

help her, at least this is what he said as a witness in court. 

This short episode demonstrates the ambiguity of the situation in which the prostitute wants to 

save her marriage while (as a result of her job) she thinks it absolutely normal to live a sexually 

promiscuous life. And, in case of need, to pay with her body for a favour. This strengthens our 

opinion that prostitutes’ marriages belong to the category of ‘exceptional normal.  

Getting closer to the end of this paper, let`s see the outcomes of divorce trials. 

                                                           
1
 BFL – VII.2.c. – 1910.V.0139. M. Kir. Törvénszék. Tanukihallgatási jegyzőkönyv. 1910. 
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You will probably not be really surprised to learn that both divorce trials ended in the 

annullement of the marriage. 

Although Jakab had sent Veronika away already after three weeks of marriage, he applied for the 

annullement of their marriage only on 21th February 1910. We learn from the case that Veronika 

still worked as a prostitute in September 1909. Even if this was enough to annul their marriage, 

we don’t possess the sentence, and do not know when was it pronounced. 

In the case of Antónia Schwartz and Rezső Wagner, in April 1910, it was not the husband, but 

the wife who initiated the annullement of their marriage. The final sentence was pronounced on 

the 2nd October 1913. 

For some reasons these divorce trials didn`t start right after the party broke up, only months or 

years later. The table summarizing the information about the 18 divorce trials confirms this.  

But what can be the explanation for this? There could be several: 1. one of the spouses, in our 

casss Veronika and Rezső didn`t want to get divorced 2. According to legal tradition, as long as 

spouses didn`t come to a common agreement, the court didn`t pronounce the final sentence. 3. 

As a third possibility, it can be assumed, that spouses were living already separately before the 

divorce was pronounced. Veronika left Jakab already after three weeks. Also Antonia lived only 

for a couple of months with his husband. After that, she temporarily moved back to Vienna.  

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In this paper we focused to the level of actor, the active individual to show the prostitutes’ 

marriages and divorces in Budapest, and then, to reflect on something out of what I call 

prostitute’s subculture or micro world. And why not? Prostitutes’ marriages fit and can be well 

described by the category “exceptional normal”. 

I have to concede that, the present paper, though formulated a problem and a hypothesis, 

yet it did not achieve much more. To put this discussion on a more solid footing, what we need is 

additional research focusing on acting persons with details about her surroundings. Thank you 

for your attention! 


