
 

 

“La pluma es la lengua del alma.” 

(Miguel de Cervantes) 

 

 

ISTVÁN ORMOS: AN ACADEMIC PROFILE 

 

 

István Ormos was born on 15 June 1950 in Szeged, South Hungary, into a family of 

physicians of two generations. Thus, not surprisingly, after finishing secondary 

school in 1968, he became a medical student in his hometown. However, after five 

years of diligent studies, his juvenile interest in the Semitic languages made him 

abandon the profession of his parents and grandparents. He decided to continue his 

studies first in the Faculty of Arts and Humanities at the University of Szeged, and 

then, from 1974 on, at the Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, in the only depart-

ment of Arabic and Semitic philology in Hungary at the time. 

Apart from his major subject, he also took classes in a whole range of Semitic 

languages. In 1977 he spent a year with a scholarship in Baghdad furthering his 

knowledge of the Arabic language, then obtained his MA degree in the next year. 

The following two years found him in Cairo, where he also attended classes of 

Ethiopian languages, Ge’ez and Amharic. 

In 1980, he embarked upon his career as a university lecturer, which has con-

tinued to this day, educating generations of students. Over the past four decades, he 

has taught a wide range of subjects, including the analysis of various texts in 

Classical Arabic, other Semitic languages such as Hebrew and Syriac, comparative 

Semitic linguistics, and Arabic sources for the prehistory of the Hungarian people. 

He was appointed to the professorship of Arabic and Semitic studies in 2012, also 

being the head of the department between 2010 and 2015. 

By virtue of his former studies at the faculty of medicine, the history of mediaeval 

Arabic medicine remained one of his main fields of interest in the following years, 

leading to his doctoral dissertation on Avicenna’s treatise on phonetics in the early 

eighties. In particular, he examined Avicenna’s theory of sound and voice produc-

tion, as well as his views on the structure of the larynx and the tongue. He then 

conducted further research on this subject, as a result of which he published several 

articles on Avicenna and other medical topics, alongside many book reviews 

concerning the history of Arabic medicine. 

István Ormos’s interest in the Semitic languages urged him to visit Ethiopia in 

1984 for the sake of furthering his studies in Ge’ez and Amharic. This research 

eventually resulted in several of his publications, among others the translation of a 

selection from The life of Saint Täklä Haymanot, followed by an article on his life as 

a source for the popular religious practices in Ethiopia.  
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Ormos joined the Oriental Collection of the Library of the Hungarian Academy 

of Sciences as part-time curator of Arabic and Hebrew manuscripts in the mid-1980s, 

from which post he resigned after twenty years of service at the end of 2003. His 

employment at the library gave him the opportunity to organise colloquia and publish 

several volumes and articles on the basis of the Oriental Collection. 

From the eighties onwards, István Ormos has carried out thorough research on 

the Arabic sources concerning the early history of the Hungarian people. This 

resulted in his profound intimacy not only with the primary sources but also with the 

relevant scholarly literature on the subject. This is shown by a series of long review 

articles – or, better said, collections of meticulous essays – in which he attempted to 

provide a comprehensive analysis of the relevant geographical and historical sources. 

In the mid-nineties, he became acquainted with a prominent figure in Egypt at the 

turn of the 20th century, the Hungarian architect Max Herz – or, as known in Egypt, 

Herz Pasha – through his correspondence with the Hungarian scholar of Islamic 

Studies, Ignaz Goldziher. Subsequently, István Ormos’s extensive research in 

Hungary, Vienna, Cairo, and elsewhere led him to a comprehensive knowledge of 

the life and career of Max Herz, with particular attention to his various activities in 

Egypt as an architect, conservator, museum director, and architectural historian. His 

research on the subject resulted first in his habilitation dissertation in 2003, and then, 

six years later, in his fascinating two-volume monograph on the life and activities of 

Max Herz Pasha. Since this publication, Professor Ormos has continued his research 

in the field, mainly by further exploring a particular sphere of Herz Pasha’s career: 

the planning and implementation of the Cairo Street at the World’s Columbian 

Exposition in 1893 at Chicago. After several thought-provoking articles, he has now 

completed a monograph on the topic, which is to be published later this year. 

Last but not least, mention must be made of another territory in István Ormos’s 

manifold scholarly projects: he wrote the biography of two previous heads of the 

Arabic Department. After a series of articles, he also published a book on one of 

them, Mihály Kmoskó, in which he not only draws a sensible portrayal of the private 

and public life of Kmoskó but also provides a detailed insight to the society of 

Hungary in the aftermath of the First World War. In this brilliant book enriched by 

extensive notes and illustrations, the author also presents a special gem to the readers 

in the appendices: the edited report by Kmoskó on his official travels in Greater Syria 

in 1916. 

In tribute to Professor Ormos’s erudite and enduring contributions to the wide-

ranging fields of scholarship described above, his colleagues, friends, and former 

students offer the following papers to celebrate the occasion of his seventieth 

birthday. 
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