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Dear participants,
In my presentation, I will discuss the peregrination of the bishops of the Reformed Church in Transylvania in the eighteenth century. In the first part of the presentation, I will outline the foreign university studies of the bishops themselves, while in the second part I will examine how this influenced their later service. The novelty of the research lies in the juxtaposition of data: this makes it possible to discern how important the phenomenon of peregrination is in the biographies of the bishops, and what role it plays. For the sake of clarity, I have aligned the written version of the presentation with the slides of the PowerPoint presentation.
In order to create the necessary context, it is important to know whom we are speaking about (slide 2). During the eighteenth century, the Reformed Church of Transylvania had 17 bishops, whose names are projected here. It is worth briefly mentioning that the social background of these later bishops was very diverse: among them we find individuals who rose from serfdom, as well as descendants of clerical dynasties. It is clear that in Transylvania, studying at foreign universities was a prerequisite for holding higher ecclesiastical offices: all 17 bishops studied abroad, and in 10 cases we know of published disputations as well. In what follows, I will approach the question from a statistical perspective and present where, when, and for how long the later bishops of the Reformed Church of Transylvania pursued their studies abroad.
The diagram projected on slide 3 shows the years in which the examined individuals stayed abroad. This helps us see whether there was any period of peregrination that appears in several bishops’ biographies, which might allow us to assume some connection between the time spent abroad and the election to the episcopate. When looking at the statistics, it becomes clear that the peregrination years are distributed relatively evenly—it is more accurate to speak of missing intervals than of a pattern in which those who studied abroad at the same time subsequently succeeded each other in the episcopal office.
Slide 4 shows how many future bishops studied at each university town. Naturally, the result is higher than 17, since peregrinants usually attended several universities during their stays abroad. It is clearly visible that the Dutch universities (marked in blue) lead this list: with Franeker at the top, followed by Utrecht and Leiden. Frankfurt an der Oder also stands out with six matriculations. In Switzerland, only one bishop studied, while in England, three. The lives of Hungarian students at Leiden University are the best documented, thanks to the research of Réka Bozzay. From this we know, for instance, how much financial support István Kolozsvári received for beer and wine purchases, or where Hungarian students lodged during their studies there.
This picture is nuanced by the diagram on the following, fifth slide. Here, it is also represented how many years the peregrinants spent at each institution. Altogether, the 17 future bishops studied abroad for 53 years, which amounts to an average of 3.12 years per person. I cannot cite exact comparative statistics, but I assume this is higher than the average length of study of most peregrinants. We can also observe that relatively few of them reached England, and those who did stayed there only briefly. Within the Netherlands, Franeker and Leiden stand out clearly, with several students spending multiple years there, while in Utrecht most stayed less than a year. Four individuals enrolled at only a single university, while the overwhelming majority studied at at least two academies. If we compare these data with the totality of Transylvanian peregrinants, we see that the bishops’ foreign studies reflect on a smaller scale what can be said more generally: they were determined by the same opportunities and constraints as the majority (e.g., financial means, scholarship), and there is no academic career path that clearly anticipated their later election as bishop.
Slide 6 illustrates the locations of published disputations. Here, it is even more apparent which universities were places of prolonged study.
Next, I will speak about the sources that are connected with the foreign studies of the bishops and allow us to gain a closer picture of their circumstances. On slide 7 we see the letter of Zsigmond Eperjesi, in which he requests the support of the Consistory for his studies abroad (he was in fact granted 50 forints for this). In the protocols of the Consistory we also find a similar request made by Péter Vajda Csernátoni.
The next group of sources (slide 8) consists of the Album amicorum. While it can be assumed that several of the future bishops possessed such an album, only that of Simon György Bonyhai has survived, preserved today in the University Library of Cluj. On this basis, both his peregrination route and his encounters abroad can be reconstructed. György Aranka Zágoni writes that he recorded in his “new album” the names of those he met in Lausanne, but unfortunately that album has not survived. In the Inscriptiones Alborum Amicorum database, prepared by the University of Szeged, 13 entries stem from the individuals under examination, though most of these originated in Transylvania.
Also worth mentioning are the ego-documents (diaries, autobiographies, slide 10) in which the bishops themselves speak about their experiences abroad. Bishop György Verestói wrote his autobiography after becoming bishop, in which he recalled who his professors were in Franeker. The Latin text and its Hungarian translation were the topic of my master’s thesis. György Aranka of Zágon produced travel notes about his Swiss peregrination, which allow us to follow his route and the main stages of his studies. Hungarian translations of these notes were published in 1940 by Elemér Jancsó in the journal Pásztortűz. János Kovács Pelsőczi surely also had travel notes, since Péter Bod quoted from them, though nothing more is known about the text itself. The richest source in this group is the diary of János Borosnyai Lukács, which, alongside family records and notes on his service, contains detailed descriptions of his peregrination experiences. He is also the one about whom we know that he made serious courtship attempts in the Netherlands: in verse he commemorates his former girlfriend, Charlotte Petronella, who chose instead to marry a man from Amsterdam, Hulltmann.
The following three slides illustrate the routes of the later bishops. The first (slide 11) shows the route of János Borosnyai Lukács, which encompassed roughly 2800 km (one way), with major stops at Nagyvárad, Debrecen, Győr, Vienna, Breslau, Frankfurt an der Oder, Berlin, Hamburg, Amsterdam, and Leiden. If we overlay the entries from the album of Simon György Bonyhai (slide 12), we see that the same locations appear, suggesting that he likely traveled along the same route some 25 years earlier. Finally, if we add the route of György Aranka Zágoni to the map (slide 13), we can see that up to Vienna he followed the same route as well (according to his notes, at the outset he himself was uncertain whether he would go to Switzerland or to the Netherlands).
In the next section, I will examine how peregrination and its results reappear in the later biographies of the bishops. The first two aspects are observable after their return home but before their election as bishop (slide 13).
István Kolozsvári traveled to Western Europe between 1684 and 1686 as envoy of Michael Apafi, with a dual mandate: on the one hand to negotiate with Protestant powers about the future of Transylvania (and support for its independence), and on the other hand to oversee the printing of a new Hungarian-language Bible abroad. Details of this are known from the writings of László Zsigmond Bujtás as well as from the literature concerning Miklós Tótfalusi Kis. In short, we may say that already in his own time there was disagreement about the degree of success of his diplomatic efforts (Miklós Bethlen, in his autobiography, speaks about the journey with irony), and in the end Tótfalusi Kis bore the costs of the Bible printing himself. For our topic, this journey is relevant because Kolozsvári’s five years of foreign study undoubtedly played an important role in his appointment, and he revisited some of the same locations where he had previously studied (scholars disagree as to whether he once again reached England).
We can also regard the later translations prepared by the bishops as consequences of their peregrination. I will not go into detail here, since among us is Zsombor Tóth, who is a much better expert on the subject. I will only highlight that in examining the literary activity of the bishops, only two individuals are known to have engaged in translation. Interestingly, both translated from French, and part of their work remained in manuscript form. This confirms Zsombor Tóth’s observation that we must devote greater attention to the unprinted writings of the period as well as to French influence in Transylvanian theological literature.
Finally, I would like to point out how the question of peregrination reappears in the bishops’ work of church governance (slide 14). One important aspect is their role in regulating foreign studies. In the eighteenth century, ecclesiastical decisions were made that placed questions of peregrination directly under the jurisdiction of the bishop. In 1715 (confirmed again in 1721), a decision was made that no one could attend foreign academies without the bishop’s permission, and that it was also his duty to require written pledges from the students, stating that they would return to Transylvania, take up pastoral service there, and not linger abroad unnecessarily. It likewise fell under the bishop’s jurisdiction that no money could be collected in congregations for foreign journeys without his permission. In 1756, this was supplemented with the provision that the bishop would henceforth appoint two external examiners (not teachers of the College), who would assess the knowledge and moral character of students wishing to study abroad.
Before the conclusion, I would like to present a case in which a Transylvanian Reformed bishop was drawn into the crossfire of a Dutch theological dispute. In 1731, Antonius Driessen, professor in Groningen, accused Hermann Venema of Franeker of Arminianism. In his argumentation, he also referred to the fact that Venema had students in Transylvania, whom the local church was monitoring because of the doctrines they professed. In 1733, Hermann Venema himself contacted Ferenc Turkovics Csepregi, professor of the College in Kolozsvár, to obtain an official letter from the bishop that would refute the accusations. One year later, in 1734, Driessen also wrote to Simon György Bonyhai regarding the matter. Driessen had obtained his information about Transylvania from two Hungarian students in Groningen, István Rétyi and Gergely Szombati, the latter of whom also wrote to the bishop on the subject. Ferenc Turkovics Csepregi and György Verestói both declared that they adhered to orthodox confessions, and Simon György Bonyhai wrote to both Dutch theologians that the question/problem of Arminianism had not arisen in Transylvania.
As a conclusion (slide 15), we may say that regarding the course of their peregrination, no essential difference can be established between the later bishops and other students. What is clear, however, is that these were well-trained individuals belonging to the intellectual elite. A closer reading of writings about peregrination may reveal further details (such as recurring locations, individuals) that can help us understand the phenomenon more fully. After their return home, it is evident that the experiences gained abroad reappear in their individual careers, and as office-holders, the bishops of the Reformed Church in Transylvania continued to remain part of the European intellectual circulation primarily through the peregrinants.

