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I. Introduction 

The cult of the Virgin Mary was introduced to Hungary at the time of the 
Christianization of the Magyar nation in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. 
This cult found a fertile ground among the newly converted Hungarians and devotion 
to the Virgin became an integral part of Hungarian Medieval culture. The first Chris­
tian King of Hungary, St. Stephen (1000—1038) after the loss of his only son and heir, 
dedicated his nation to Mary, and placed his newly Christianized people under her 
protection.1 This devotion to the Mother of God must have spread extensively in the 
land. An interesting indication of the penetration of the cult of the Virgin is the fact 
that the second oldest linguistic remnant of Hungarian literature is a poem on the 
Sorrows of Mary, written at the end of the thirteenth century.2 The late fifteenth century 
and the beginning of the sixteenth represents the last flowering of Hungarian medieval 
culture and is particularly important in its reflection of the deep devotion and mystical 
love toward the Virgin. She is the subject of countless legends, is commemorated in 
hymns, in prose and poetry. Since this period in the cultural history of Hungary also 
corresponds to the emergence of vernacular literature, the cult of Mary will be evident 
both in Latin and Hungarian literary products. The last decade of the fifteenth century 
and the first quarter of the sixteenth was a period of severe social tensions, economic 
decline and political factionalism in Hungary and the menace of the Turks on the 
southern borders of the nation was growing each year. Under these circumstances it is 
not surprising that the idea of Mary as the protector of the Magyars against foreign 
attack, particularly the "pagan" Turks, became stronger than ever before. With a weak 
king, a bankrupt nation and a violent peasant uprising in 1514, it is understandable 
that Mary was considered the protective shield, the only refuge of a nation drifting 
rudderless in the sea of disaster.3 

Although Hungary had its share of churches and cloisters dedicated to the Virgin, 
ample literary and artistic evidence of devotion to the Mother of God, yet, the cult of 
Mary was never as extensive as it was in Western Europe, particularly France. The 
excesses of Mariolatry which do appear on occasion in the West, do not seem to have 
affected the borderlands of Christianity. This does not mean that Hungary was outside 
of the mainstream of intellectual and artistic currents in the Middle Ages, far from it; 
Hungarians were full participants in the major theological and intellectual trends of 
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the late Middle Ages. This is very evident in the Mariological controversy concerning 
the Immaculate Conception. The problem of the Immaculate Conception of Mary 
attracted considerable debate in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, and pitted 
noted theologians and even religious orders against each other. This debate had its 
reverberations in Hungary and created considerable excitement among the theolo­
gians. The most vocal and successful scholars were the defenders of the idea that Mary 
was born without sin and, therefore, this Mariological controversy in Hungary was 
clearly won by those who supported the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin. 
Since a number of the books written by Hungarian theologians, supporting the 
Immaculate Conception were published and widely circulated, it is my intention to 
trace and explore the major features of this Mariological controversy in late Medieval 
Hungary. The only aspect of Mariology that will be treated in this paper is the problem 
of the Immaculate Conception, its major defenders in Hungary and its influence on 
vernacular literary development. 

The Council of Basel on September 17, 1439 proclaimed that the Mother of God, 
through the special grace of God was never tainted by original sin and was born 
immaculate, free from any imperfection. It was also ordered by the council that 
December 8 should be celebrated by the Church as the Feast of the Immaculate 
Conception. The problem, however, was not solved. The Council of Basel which in its 
36th Session had passed this as "doctrina pia et consona cultui ecclesiastico, fidei 
Catholicae, rectae rationis, et Sacrae Scripturae,"4 was no longer considered 
canonical, having broken away from Pope Eugenius IV. The theological controversy 
continued for decades and became, to a large degree, a dispute between the two 
mendicant orders, the Dominicans and the Franciscans. The Dominicans, following 
Aquinas, did not believe that Mary was conceived without sin, and felt that she was 
freed from original sin only subsequently. The Franciscans, with the support of Duns 
Scottus, argued for the view adopted by the Council of Basel. Pope Sixtus IV on 
February 27, 1477 issued a bull Cum praecelsa, which supported the celebration of the 
Feast of the Immaculate Conception, and prescribed the indulgences which went along 
with the celebration of the feast. Since the controversy did not diminish, Sixtus IV 
issued another document Grave nimis,5 in which he condemns some of the attacks of 
the Dominicans against the Immaculate Conception. The whole question was not 
solved, however, until the Post-Reformation era and the subsequent acceptance of the 
Immaculate Conception as a dogma of the Church. 

II. The Franciscan defenders of the Immaculate Conception 

In Hungary, as in the rest of Europe, the most vocal defenders of the Immaculate 
Conception were the Franciscans. It is from this order that we have the most illustrious 
exponents of the Marian theology in the person of Pelbartus of Temesvár (Pelbartus de 



MARIOLOGY AND VERNACULAR LITERATURE 229 

Temesvár) and Oswaldus of Laska. What makes these two Franciscans so important in 
late medieval Hungarian Mariology, is, first of all, the fact that their writings were 
published and republished in many editions, and second, that their Latin tracts became 
the basis of many Hungarian translations. 

Let us examine the career and major contributions of these two Hungarian 
Franciscans in greater detail. Born around 1440 probably in Temesvár in South-
Eastern Hungary (today Timisoara, Rumania),6 Pelbartus entered the Franciscan 
Order of the strict observance. His order sent him to study at the University of Cracow 
in 1458,7 just four years after the provincial meeting of the Order at Eger decried the 
lack of opportunities for higher education for the younger members of the Order and 
encouraged that more Franciscans should be sent abroad for studies.8 After the 
completion of his studies in the Arts Faculty, he studied Theology and received a 
doctorate in 1471, the year in which he returned to Hungary.9 Pelbartus lectured at 
Buda in the Franciscan Studium on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, also taught at the 
order's school in Esztergom, subsequently returned to teach at Buda where he died in 
January of 1504. 

Sometime between 1479 and 1481, Pelbartus became very ill and it was this event 
which led him to turn his devotion to the Virgin. He sought her aid, recovered from his 
illness and took up the pen to spread her devotion. The result was the composition of the 
Stellarium coronae benedictae Mariae Virginis.10 

This book served a dual purpose. It is first of all a beautiful exposition of love toward 
the Virgin, by a man almost intoxicated by his love for her. Second, on a more 
mundane level, the Stellarium is a collection of sermons written by pelbartus for the 
benefit of his fellow preachers, to give them material when they address their 
congregations. Throughout the sermons the author consistently stresses his belief in 
the Immaculate Conception.11 The success of the Stellarium was immense and 
immediate. There was great demand for copies of the book and the author was 
encouraged to expand his sermon collection. The result was the completion of a major 
work known under the collective title of Pomerium or Orchard. The Pomerium is made 
up of three volumes, Sermones de Sanctis, for the various saints' days of the ecclesiastical 
year, Sermones de Tempore sermons for Sundays and for the fixed feast days, and the 
Sermones quadragesimales, which contains material for sermons during the Lenten 
Season.12 

The Pomerium is not a collection of sermons which had already been given by the 
author or others, but a well developed, theologically sound exposition of the heritage 
of the late medieval Church. Pelbartus tries to present to his fellow clergy the tools with 
which they can improve their preaching, serve their listeners better. To enliven his 
sermons he draws heavily on legends (one important source is the ever popular 
Legenda aurea of Jacobus de Voragine), the Catalogus sanctorum, the Gesta Ro~ 
manorum and exempla of all kinds, writings of the Greek and Latin Fathers, the major 
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theologians of the Middle Ages, as well as popular tales. So vivid were the sermons of 
Pelbartus, complete with dialogues, that there is evidence that they were also used as 
stage plays.13 Both the Sermones de Sanctis as well as the Sermones de Tempore contain 
constant references to the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary in the almost 
500 sermons.14 

He also wrote a commentary on the Psalms and was working on a major theological 
work, when death overtook him. This last work, entitled Aureum rosarium theolo-
gicae15 was a scholastic work, based largely on the Sentences of Lombard and not very 
original. He took various topics of faith, quoted the usual scholastic authorities to 
explain his position in a rather mechanical manner. He completed three volumes of the 
work when he died, apparently while writing the entry on "Conceptio."16 The Aureum 
rosarium was completed by the confrère and student of Pelbart, Oswaldus of Laska. 

The second great Franciscan defender of the Immaculate Conception was Oswaldus 
of Laska (Oswaldus de Lasko), who was born in southern Hungary about 1450.17 He 
entered the Order of the strict observance and eventually appears to have worked 
under Pelbartus at Buda. There does not seem to be any indication that he attended a 
university abroad although it is possible that he might have studied in Cracow or 
possibly Vienna. He taught theology at Pest, became the head of the convent in 
1495-1497, and was twice vicarius of the Hungarian Province. He died at Buda on June 
10, 1511.18 Oswaldus was a worthy successor of Pelbartus both as a man devoted to the 
spread of the honor of Mary, as well as a theologian. His activities are many-sided. He 
wrote a life of fellow Franciscan Giovanni Capistrano, who had died in Hungary in 
1456, completed the fourth volume of Pelbartus' Aureum rosarium19 and following in 
his confrere's footsteps, wrote two major compendiums of sermons, the Biga salutis in 
three volumes20 and the Gemma fidei.21 Both of these works show a deep theological 
knowledge, acquaintance with patristic and scholastic sources and a considerable 
bitterness against the prevailing worldliness and social tensions of this age.22 

The most explicit expression of the Immaculate Conception is found in the first 
volume of the Biga salutis, in sermons 6 and 7. He marshals all of the supportive 
material of the major writers and organizes them into a logical sequence. He also 
collects all of the arguments which he can muster to counter those who oppose the 
Immaculate Conception.23 His argumentation and logical structure is more precise 
than that of Pelbartus and he seems to project his own personality into the sermons 
more than his predecessor. 

III. The influence of the Franciscan tradition 

The immense popularity of the work of Pelbartus and Oswaldus can hardly be 
underestimated. A certain German book publisher, Johannes Rymman, while on a trip 
to Hungary received manuscripts of both the works of Pelbartus and Oswaldus of 



MARIOLOGY AND VERNACULAR LITERATURE 231 

Laska.24 The city of Hagenau became the center of publication for the works of these 
two Franciscan friars, although there were editions printed in several other towns as 
well.25 No other Hungarian author of the period was published as often as Pelbartus. 
Laskai was somewhat less popular.26 Not even the great humanist poet Janus 
Pannonius could compete with the number of editions that the writings of Pelbartus 
achieved.27 It is evident from this that the writings of these two Hungarian Franciscans 
were read extensively outside the borders of Hungary as well as at home. Their well-
constructed sermons, vivid legends and exempla must have caught the imagination of 
thousands.28 Although the scholastic tone of these works was at variance with the 
humanistic trends which were sweeping over Europe, yet they attracted a large 
audience. It seems that a real contradiction existed in Hungary at the time when 
Pelbartus began the composition of the Stellarium. While he was the product of a 
monastic environment, used all the tools of the late scholastic speculation to write his 
book in his cell at Buda, just a few city blocks away, Matthias Corvinus,29 one of the 
great Renaissance princes, was holding court surrounded by humanist scholars, acting 
out his role as patron of arts and letters. Pelbartus and Oswaldus seemed as if they were 
light years from the polished, Neo-Platonist court of the king,30 while in reality the 
physical distance between them could be measured in yards. This illustrates an 
important dichotomy in the culture of Hungary in the second half of the 15th century 
and the first quarter of the sixteenth: humanistic culture and late medieval ideologies 
existing side by side, out of touch with each other. 

While there is no influence of these two Franciscans on the Royal court and its 
humanistic Latin culture, their effect on the growth of Hungarian literary development 
is very extensive. The books of these two men, but particularly the work of Pelbartus, 
became the basis of some of the most important vernacular texts in the history of the 
Hungarian language. Vernacular literature was slow in developing, retarded by a 
strong adherence to Latin as the only language of scholarship, and also, probably, by 
the difficulties of Hungarian ortography. When the flood of vernacular writings began 
at the turn of the sixteenth century, an overwhelming part of it was based on the 
writings of Pelbartus of Temesvár. 

The first codices containing Hungarian texts were usually translations of the 
writings of Pelbartus from Latin to Hungarian, made for the use of a diverse reading 
audience. Some of the vernacular translations were made for the Poor Clares, living 
near the capital, also for béguines, lay persons, and even members of the clergy.31 The 
Franciscans were involved in the creation of a large number of these vernacular 
codices. The Stellarium and the Sermones de Sanctis are the two main sources for the 
vernacular codices.32 These volumes carry the views of Pelbartus on the Immaculate 
Conception directly into Hungarian literature. Since the Stellarium and the Sermones 
de Sanctis were the most important works where Pelbartus dealt with the problems of 
Manology, it is through these translations that so much Mariological material passes 
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into Hungarian literature. A total of seventeen vernacular codices were associated with 
the Franciscans, the largest single group of Hungarian vernacular writings.33 Almost 
invariably they carry material directly from Pelbartus, in fact, are sometimes simply 
translations of parts of his writings. Some of these vernacular translations were made 
during the time when Oswaldus of Laska was vicar of the Hungarian province and he 
probably encouraged the many translations from the writings of his confrère.34 

The very large number of editions of the writings of Pelbartus of Temesvár made his 
writing in Latin known to a wide and cosmopolitan audience, in Eastern and Western 
Europe. His work also became the basis of a large portion of vernacular literature in 
Hungary and must have enjoyed a considerable audience both in the form of sermons, 
presented by preachers, as well as devotional readings to persons, who either did not 
know Latin at all, or had greater facility in the native tongue.35 The popularity of the 
Steliarium and the Sermones de Sanctis for both Latin and Hungarian audiences, 
insured that the views of Pelbartus on Mariological problems received very wide 
exposure. 

IV. Carthusians and the Immaculate Conception 

Let us turn to the representatives of other religious orders who expressed support of 
the Immaculate Conception. 

An early supporter of this theological view comes from a most unexpected source: a 
Carthusian monk, who used to be a soldier in the army of János Hunyadi, the great 
Christian general who defeated the Turks in 1456 at Belgrade. He later ended his life in 
an Italian monastery. His name is Andreas Pannonius.36 

Born in the early 15th century, Andreas Pannonius became a soldier in the service of 
János Hunyadi at an early age. He fought under the great general for five years, was 
present at the baptism of Hunyadi's younger son, the future Renaissance ruler of 
Hungary, Matthias.37 He probably entered the Carthusian Order in 1445, but not in 
his native land but in Venice. He subsequently lived in Bologna and in Ferrara where 
he was elected prior of the monastery but was prevented from filling the office. In 1467, 
he wrote a tract, De regiis virtutibus, dedicated to the Hungarian king, Matthias. He 
also wrote a book, Libellus de virtutibus which he offered to Ercole d'Esté,38 a number 
of theological works and sermons. Fortunately the Hungarian National Library has a 
copy of his commentary on the Cantica canticorum,39 in which he uses the Old 
Testament text to honor the Blessed Virgin. In his commentary he treats the 
Immaculate Conception at considerable length (fol. 29r-34v.). Andreas Pannonius 
considers the problem of the Immaculate Conception from three points: its possibility, 
its reasonability, and its necessity. He marshals the learned opinion of Sts. Augustine, 
Ambrose, Leo the Great, Anselm, Bernard, Grosseteste and even Aquinas to prove his 
view, that they all supported the Immaculate Conception by stating, "One only has to 
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understand them correctly."40 He concludes that those who do not believe in the 
sinlessness of Mary at the time of her conception, are fighting a losing battle because 
the view is already very widely held in England, France, Hungary, Germany and 
especially in Rome, and the feast of the Immaculate Conception is celebrated 
everywhere. The most important religious orders, i.e. the Carmelites, Carthusians and, 
most important, the Franciscans celebrate the services in honor of the Immaculate 
Conception. The date of composition of the Cantica canticorum commentary is 
uncertain, but must be placed toward the last third of the fifteenth century. It, 
therefore, predates the work of Pelbartus and Oswaldus and is one of the first major 
statements on the Immaculate Conception by a Hungarian author.41 

Another Carthusian author also deals with this Mariological problem in the early 
sixteenth century. Since we do not know his exact identity he is generally referred to as 
the "Anonymous Carthusian."42 About all we know of him is that he was the 
procurator of his order at the monastery of Lövőid in Western Hungary and most of 
his work was produced in the critical period of Hungarian history, the years around the 
battle of Mohács (1526).43 

The major work of the Anonymous Carthusian is contained in the Érdy-codex, the 
longest and most valuable of the vernacular collections of the early sixteenth century.44 

The work contains 104 sermons, arranged according to the ecclesiastical year, most of 
these based on the sermons of Pelbertus of Temesvár, also 90 legends of saints and a 
poem about St. Stephen. The Èrdy-codex contains a beautiful sermon for the feast of 
the Immaculate Conception. He mentions that there is still considerable debate among 
theologians on this point, but systematically attempts to prove that it is proper and 
logical to believe in the Immaculate Conception. In other sermons, in the legends 
which he presents as well as in an exposition on the "Ave Maria", he constantly weaves 
into them the theme of the sinlessness of the Virgin at the time of her birth. The Érdy-
codex is, therefore, not only a valuable jewel of Hungarian vernacular literature, but an 
interesting source of Mariology.45 

i 

V. The Hermits of St. Paul and their work 

The only religious order native to Hungary was the Fratres ordinis S. Pauli primi 
eremitae founded in the mid-thirteenth century. The order spread rapidly and enjoyed 
popularity as well as rich patronage. From the fourteenth century on, there were 
Hermits of St. Paul in Poland, Germany, Spain and Portugal.46 

This native Hungarian order also produced a number of defenders of the 
Immaculate Conception. The first among these is a certain Michael de Hungária who 
had studied at the University of Paris,47 received his doctorate there, and was a resident 
of the monastery of Budaszentlőrincz near the capital. Among his theological works, 
three have survived: De operibus emeriîarum, De Spiritu Sancto and De Immaculata 
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Conceptions*8 The history of his order records that this noted Hebraicist carried on an 
important debate at Buda with a certain Dominican father, named Antonius, on the 
question of the Immaculate Conception. Although it appeared that Antonius was 
going to emerge as victor in the debate, Michael de Hungária, in a brilliant fashion, 
destroyed the arguments of the Dominican. This debate took place in the presence of 
the king, probably Matthias Corvinus, and many important members of the court.49 

Whether the victory of Michael de Hungária had any effect on the Mariological 
orientation of the king is uncertain. The two splendid Missals which belonged to the 
king, and are now in the Vatican Library, seem to indicate that Matthias was inclined 
toward the belief in the Immaculate Conception.50 Michael de Hungária subsequently 
returned to Paris and died there.S1 Since there seems to be another Michael de 
Hungária who lived at this same time, possibly a Dominican, there is considerable 
confusion among scholars as to which Michael wrote exactly what." 

A second hermit of St. Paul who defended the Immaculate Conception was 
Johannes de Posonio (Pozsony), whose work is known through the transcription of his 
sermons made by the Jesuit Laurentius Chrysogonus Dalmata in the collection 
Mundus Marianus in the 17th century.53 Johannes de Posonio wrote his sermon on the 
Virgin between 1465 and 1488. His Mariological works are over 50 folio pages long, 
and are filled with devotion toward the Blessed Virgin and her Immaculate 
Conception.54 

Another devotee of the Immaculate Conception was Albertus de Chonadino 
(Csanád), who wrote poems in praise of the Virgin at the turn of the sixteenth 
century.55 The last hermit of St. Paul to take up his pen in defense of the Immaculate 
Conception was Gregorius Bánffy, known as Caelius Pannonius, who died in Rome in 
1545. His two important books were the Collectanea in Sacram Apocalypsin Divi 
Joannis Apostoli et Evangélistáé and the Expositio in Canticum Canticorum.56 In both 
of these works he makes a strong argument for the Immaculate Conception, stating 
that the Divinity of Jesus demands that His Mother should have been conceived 
without sin. 

The hermits of St. Paul, just as the Franciscans and the Carthusians, produced some 
vernacular translations of devotional material which are of great interest. Two of these 
are particularly important: the Czech and Festetics codices57 written by the hermits 
for a lay woman, Benigna Magyar, widow of Pál Kinizsi, a hero in the wars against the 
Turks.58The two codices contain much important Mariological material and the 
Officium S. Mariae in sabbato. The hermits celebrated Saturday as a special day 
dedicated to the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin.59 

Since these two codices were written by the hermits of St. Paul for a lay woman, this 
tends to support the view that the Immaculate Conception was popular among the 
laity and was not only discussed by learned theologians. 
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VI. The Dominican reaction to the Immaculate Conception 

Although the Dominican order was considered to be the major opponent of the 
Immaculate Conception in the fifteenth century, no major effort was made by the 
Hungarian Dominicans to counter the work of the Franciscans and other orders. 

This is especially remarkable if we consider that the Hungarian Dominicans were an 
active force in the intellectual life of the nation. After being reformed by the Viennese 
theology professor Leonardus Huntpichler in the mid-fifteenth century,60 the 
Dominicans seem to have flourished. Their Studium generale in Buda even attracted the 
noted Tomistic theologian and Hebraicist Petrus Niger, who dedicated his Clypeus 
Thomistarum to Matthias Corvinus.61 The king, anxious to improve the intellectual 
level of his nation even tried to elevate the Dominican stúdium into a full university.62 

Besides Petrus Niger, a number of other members of the order taught at the Buda 
stúdium. Among them was Nicolaus de Mirabilibus, Jacobus de Lillienstein and other 
theologians.63 Yet, among all the teachers of the order, not one important theologian 
takes up the question of the Immaculate Conception, with the exception of the Pater 
Antonius mentioned in connection with his debate against Michael de Hungária in the 
presence of the king and his court. 

It is possible that this Antonius is identical with Antonius de Zara, confessor of the 
queen Beatrice of Aragon.64 This Dominican friar was given permission to assume the 
magisterial dignity at the stúdium generale at Buda in 1477.65 As confessor of the 
Queen he seems to be the only Dominican friar named Antonius sufficiently important 
to have been able to debate the problem of Immaculate Conception before the king and 
his court. 

The vernacular codices attributed to the Dqminicans also avoid any attacks on the 
Immaculate Conception. Although 17 vernacular codices are considered by scholars to 
be connected to the Order of Preachers, none of them contain open attacks on the 
Immaculate Conception.66 

VII. Conclusion 

An examination of the sources shows a deep mystical and at times almost desperate 
devotion to the Virgin Mary amiong the Hungarian clergy and laity of the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries. This devotion is evident both in the Latin as well as the 
newly developing vernacular literature of the country. 

The Mariological controversy concerning the problem of the Immaculate 
Conception had strong reverberations in Hungary. A number of very vocal advocates 
of the view that Mary was conceived without sin take up their pens in defense of this 
view. As in Western Europe the most vocal and successful defenders and promoters of 
the Immaculate Conception were the Franciscans, and Pelbartus of Temesvár and his 
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confrère Oswaldus of Laska carry on this tradition in Hungary. Much of their work is 
in support of the cult of the Mother of God and they joyfully preached the Immaculate 
Conception. The many editions of Pelbartus insured that his work reached a large 
audience in its Latin form and the many Hungarian translations and extracts indicate 
his popularity among the less educated. 

Support for the Immaculate Conception is also evident in the writings of Hungarian 
Carthusians, especially Andreas Pannonius, and among the Hermits of St. Paul, a 
native religious order. 

It is interesting to note that the Hungarian Dominicans did not enter the controversy 
with any great force, as their brethren in the West were prone to do. They show a certain 
passivity in this whole matter during the period under discussion. 

The examination of the problem of the Immaculate Conception in late Medieval 
Hungary is made more interesting by the appearance of vernacular sources which add 
an extra dimension to the study of this Mariological problem. 

All indications lead us to believe that the belief in the Immaculate Conception of 
Mary was quite widespread in late fifteenth and early sixteenth century Hungary, not 
only among the regular and secular clergy, but also among the laity. 

! 
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