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Abstract

Emperor Rudolf II's move to Prague fundamentally changed the relationship
between the Hungarians and the papal nuncios at the imperial court. The
administration of the affairs of the Kingdom of Hungary was spatially divided
and conducted through several channels. The Hungarian issues raised at the
Prague and later at the Vienna nunciature were of a personal, ecclesiastical
or political nature, in which the nuncio played a basically mediating role vis-a-
vis the court. At the same time, all these forms of contact remained ad hoc in
nature. Since neither the Hungarian nobility nor the clergy set up a
residence, contacts were neither infarmal nor spatially/representationally
institutionalized.

1 Introduction

In the following I will outline the relationship between the Hungarians and
the Prague nunciature, taking into account the available sources, mainly on
the basis of published and unpublished nunciature reports from the period
of the long Turkish war {1593-1606) and the period immediately afterwards,
as well as unpublished reports used in my researchs in the Archiv Apostolic
Vatican, which also provide insight into the relationship between the
Hungarians and the Prague court during the reign of Rudalf II, The
relationship between the Hungarians and the Prague nunciature cannot be
understood without knowing the relationship between the Hungarians and
the Prague court.

First, let’s briefly look at the political context in which the issue can be
placed. After the Battle of Mohdcs (1526), the death of King Louis Il of
Hungary and the Bohemians, and later of his successors, Ferdinand 1 and

John L, created a new political situation in the Kingdom of Hungary. The
central part of the country, together with Buda, the Hungarian capital, came

under direct Ottoman occupation, and the royal court of Buda was
abolished. The farmer royal court of Hungary moved its offices and officials
partly to Vienna, to the Habsburg court, and partly to Gyulafehervar (Alba
Julia), the new capital of the Ottoman vassal state, the Kingdom of Szapolyai,
which was formed from the eastern parts of the medieval kingdom of
Hungary.!

The aristocracy of the part of the Kingdom of Hungary coming under
Habsburg rule sought to gain positions at the imperial court in Vienna and to



build up their institutional and personal connections. At the level of
representation, this was reflected in the purchase of palaces in an attempt to
strengthen its presence in the imperial city. With the accession of Rudolf II to
power, the situation changed which also transformed the relationship
between the Hungarians and the imperial court.?

The offices did not follow the Emperor to Prague but continued their
operations either in Vienna or Pozsony [Eratislava,‘l.3 The same could be said
of the Hungarian elite, which was geographically more distant from the new
center of the Habsburg monarchy. This is of particular significance because
the Hungarian nobility could not stay away from their estates for any length
of time because of the border wars with the Ottomans. The Hungarians no
had a permanent residence in Prague. This also meant that the personal ties
that were essential to building a career at court were weakened. At the same
time, the Hungarian aristocracy retained close links with the court of
Archduke Matthias, who remained in Vienna, and with the government
bodies that remained there.*

The relationship of the Hungarians with the imperial court was always
controversial, as they saw the Habsburg dynasty as the main obstacle to the
realisation of a national kingdom. This relationship was further complicated
by the religious issue, in addition to the personality of the monarch. As a
result of the Reformation, the majority of Hungarians became Protestant,
who regarded the Ottoman vassalage and the Transylvanian Principality,
which had also become Protestant, as an ally. After the extinction of the
Szapolyai dynasty, the Bathory dynasty (1571), which succeeded to the
Transylvanian throne and included several illustrious soldiers, was seen as
the embodiment of the idea of a national kingdom.®

In 1604, an anti-Habsburg uprising of the Hungarian Protestant estates
broke out, led by Istvan Bocskal, an aristocrat of the Transylvanian
principality, who was personally well known at the court in Prague, where he
had been an ambassador (1538). The uprising he led (1604-1606), in addition
to the national antagonisms already mentioned, further strengthened the
Protestant-Catholic opposition.® The Hungarians saw the court of Vienna, led
by Archduke Matthias, as an ally against Rudolf II, and therefore sided with
him in the “Brothers’ Quarrel” {E‘ruderzm'sr}.? The consequence of this was
the dethronement of the Emperor from the Hungarian throne in 1608 and
the election of Archduke Matthias as King of Hungary.

Increasing geographical, religious, and political distance made
communication with the Prague court more difficult. In most cases, news
from Hungary and the Principality of Transylvania reached Prague via Vienna
rather than directly from Hungary. As there was no regular postal network in
the Hungarian territory, letters were delivered by merchants, couriers or
agents, usually acting on behalf of a military leader in the border area. These
letters, which were sent to the court in Vienna and Prague and, for example,

to the papal embassy and the embassies of the Italian states {Mantua,
Florence, Venice) in Prague, were used to produce awisos, which can be
regarded as the forerunners of modern newspapers.® Unfortunately,
however, very little is known about the mechanism of this, and the
Hungarian newspaper literature of the period is a little-researched subject.?

The transformation of the relationship between the Hungarian elite and
the imperial court naturally had an impact on the papal nunciature in Prague,
which had to adapt to the new situation.'® The question therefore arises:
before 1608, when the extraordinary political situation led to the
establishment of the Vienna nunciature in parallel with the Prague one, how
did the Hungarians maintain contact with the papal envoy in Prague? What
were the most important matters they dealt with and what channels were
available to them? How did the Hungarians and the Kingdom of Hungary
appear in the reports of the nuncio in Prague?

2 Between Vienna and Prague

The Hungarian issues in the nuncios' reports can be grouped around three
main themes: first, the filling of vacant ecclesiastical posts, processes and
requests for various dispensations, such as extro tempora, which were quite

common issues.!! Second, the monitoring of relations between the court
and the estates. The diets played a very important role, and the nuncios
always reported on them in detail and at length and attended them
personally whenever they could. To the modern reader, it may seem strange,
for example, that the nuncios paid so much attention to the issue of the
personal appearance of the emperor at the diet of Pozsony in 1581.12 In
addition to taxes, various religious complaints were regularly raised at the
Diet. Since the Hungarian representatives who appeared at the diet were
mostly Protestants, the subject of heresy naturally also appeared in the
reports, The instructions given to the papal envoys identified the fight
against heresy, the implementation of the provisions of the Council of Trent
and the promotion of re-catholization as the most important tasks. This is
understandable in a country such as the Kingdom of Hungary, where the
majority of the population belonged to on of the Protestant denominations.
In the practice, the unwritten law, i.e. the right of the king and the nobility to
nominate ecclesial benefices, proved to be particularly important. In
Hungary, there was no legal regulation of the exercise of faith similar to the
Religious Peace of Augsburg or the Edict of Nantes before 1606. The diet was
the only forum where the Protestant estates could speak with one voice on
the question of religion, But the same was true for the much weaker Catholic
estates and the monarch. For this reason, the assemblies and the personal
presence of the monarch were of particular importance to the orders.



The third important theme of the nunciature's reports was the question
of the Turkish threat. This matter concerned not only the internal politics of
Habsburg monarchy, but also the whole of Western Christianity. For the
societies of the Kingdom of Hungary and the Principality of Transylvania, the
fight against the Turks was not just a propaganda,'? or interesting news, but
a real and serious problem. The advance of the Ottoman Empire threatened
the societies of the region and the Habsburg rule, The Habsburg
government sought to protect them from the Ottoman advance. In this, it
could count on the pope as a natural ally, who, as a padre commune,
supported the universal defence of the Christian faith and also the
continuation of the mission to the east, aimed at re-Catholization and the
Orthodox lands. At the same time, politically, it was vital for the Papal State,
along with the other Italian states, to halt Ottoman expansion both on land
and at sea. The outbreak of the long Turkish war (1593) proved to be a
watershed, as the volume of war news increased radically, which also meant
that the Papacy's attention was permanently focused - as it had never been
before or since - on the Kingdom of Hungary and the Principality of
Transylvania, as well as on the Hungarians,'®

The radical increase in the volume of war news and the handling of
related matters also radically increased the tasks of the nuncios, This
became one of their most difficult tasks, as the Hungarian border was
hundreds of kilometres away from the nunciature. We have records that the
nuncio sent one of his officials,’® his auditore, to Vienna. In addition to live
word of mouth, news reached the nuncio in the form of reports, letters and
awiso (in German: Zeitung).

The permanent war situation required the strengthening of the
temporary Hungarian presence in Prague. Whereas previously Hungarians
had appeared at the Prague court mainly for ecclesiastical matters and for
the Hungarian Diets,'® the former of course being handled by the nunciature
and not collectively, but personally, the long Turkish war brought a change in
this respect as well. The top Hungarian secular officials, the country’s most
distinguished aristocrats, such as Miklés Palffy or Ferenc Nadasdy, who were
commanders of the Hungarian troops in the war, visited Nuncio Speciano
several times to consult him and ask for his help.!” The meeting with
Madasdy, a Lutheran, was of particular importance to the nuncio, as the
court planned to send him to Transylvania in the spring of 1595 to discuss
the war. It was also at this time that there was talk of sending the papal
troops led by General Gianfrancesco Aldobrandini to Transylvania.'® Or, for
example, at the beginning of 1597, Emperor Rudolf Il ordered Hungarian
advisers to Prague to discuss the war and the relief of Transylvania. At that
time, a delegation of seven members, both ecclesiastic and secular, almost

the entire Consilium Hungaricum, appeared at the imperial court and the
nuncio.!?

3 The “Bathory Problem” and the Long Turkish
War

Although there had been peace between the Habsburgs and the Porte since
the Peace of Drinapoly (1568), the political relations of power in the Central
and Eastern European region changed in 1571, the year of the Battle of
Lepanto. The first sign of this was the aforementioned accession of Istvan
Bathory to the throne in Transylvania and his election as King of Poland in
1575. The papal diplomacy reacted quickly, as shown most clearly by the fact
that the correspondence of the nuncios of the period, in relation to the
Hungarians, contains a much more prominent reference to the Principality
of Transylvania and the Bathory dynasty than before. [stvan Bathory, who
was elected king of Poland in opposition to the Habsburg candidate, was
never in fact recognised as a legitimate king by the Habsburgs, who
regarded him as their enemy.

The Habsburg-Bathory conflicts were manifested in three main areas:
the Polish throne and, through it, the Polish policy of the Prague court, which
meant that the pre-existing Habsburg-Russian relations were not only
maintained but even somewhat intensified. The other area was the border
dispute between the Kingdom of Hungary, which is now to be understood as
the part of the country under Habsburg rule, and the Principality of
Transylvania, where a considerable part of the Bathory estates lay, Bathory
claimed back from the emperor the possessions he had lost in the border
war of the 1560s: although the Pope, through his special envoy Antonic
Possevino, tried to mediate in the dispute, no agreement was reached, 2’ This
problem of an internal political nature, strange as it may seem, appears in
much more of the correspondence of the Prague nuncios,”' than, for
example, the Polish-Austrian-Russian relationship, although Bathory led
three campaigns against the Tsar between 1578 and 1581.22

The third, but more important issue, which occupies the smallest part of
the correspondence, was Istvan Bathory's plan for a Hungarian kingdom.
This was based on the dissatisfaction of a section of the Hungarian nobility
with the Ottoman policy of the Prague court, which considered Rudolf IT unfit
to rule. Their hopes were embadied in Istvan Bathory, who led several
successful campaigns against the tsar and whose life program was to fight
the Turks. To this end, the king maintained very intensive relations with
Rome from the second half of the 1580s.24 But he also made contact with the
Hungarian malcontents, some of whom he was related to.2s



In contrast, the Holy See intended both monarchs to play a key role in the
creation of a great anti-Turkish holy league. These plans had been
formulated as early as the late 1570s, but Bathory's Russian wars meant that
substantive negotiations did not begin. This situation changed after the
Peace of Jan Zapolski (1582): from then until his death in 1586, Bathory’s
plans were the subject of intense papal diplomacy.?® The nunciature in
Prague played a subordinate role in the negotiations. This was simply
because the imperial court, despite the efforts of the Roman Curia, refused
to become involved in these negotiations. This is the reason why discussions
on the league plans are absent from the reports, and why, in addition to
domestic and ecclesiastical policy, the aforementioned subject of the frontier
region filled the bulk of the correspondence,

After the election of Clement VIII (1592), these plans took on a whole new
dimension, since the pope, whose motto was “marciare verso
Constantinopoli,” considered the expulsion of the Turks from Europe to be
his life's goal.Z” The Fifteen Years’ War, which officially broke out in 1593,
created a great opportunity to implement this plan, The role of the
Hungarians was enhanced by the war, and as a result they figured much
more prominently in the correspondence of the Prague nuncios from the
1590s onwards.

Clement VIII sent a new nuncio to the Prague court. Reading Cesare
Speciano's instructions,?® it may at first glance seem surprising that there is
no reference to war. Hungary is only mentioned in the text in connection
with the appointment of ecclesiastical benefices, which, like other European
countries, was a constant source of conflict between the Holy See and the

imperial court.?? Since the pope immediately contacted the Transylvanian
court to restart the negotiations that had been interrupted in 1586, and
immediately sent his special nuncio, Attilio Amalteo, to the court of the Prince
in Gyulafehervar in Transylvania, among other things precisely because of
the league plans,3? and we do not know of any other instruction, the most
likely explanation is that Speciano received verbal instructions.

The Hungarian aspects of Speciano’s reports are thus dominated by the
war against the Turks. 3! After the outbreak of the Turkish war, news and
reports about it begin to pour in huge guantities, overshadowing all other
news. It is almost impossible to find a report that does not give a longer or
shorter account of the events of the war. The nuncio was not in an easy
position, since he had not only to report on the events of the war, but also,
as the representative of papal diplomacy, to obtain the entry of the
Principality of Transylvania and Poland into the war within the framework of
a formal alliance, a league,

This was greatly helped by the establishment of the Transylvanian
nunciature in 1595, headed by Alfonso Visconti, who was originally destined

for Poland.* He was also formerly papal nuncio in Prague, The Transylvanian
nunciature was a real curiosity in the history of the papacy, as it was based in
a Protestant country between 1595 and 1599, where the strongest
denomination was the Antitrinitarian.>® The Transylvanian, Polish and Prague
nunciatures formed a tri-polar network, in constant contact with each other,
exchanging news regularly. Unfortunately, most of the correspondence on
this subject has not survived, and only the reports written to Rome give us an
idea of how this network worked.

In addition to the Transylvanian nunciature, the Jesuit order also played
an important role in the Prague nunciature's affairs of Hungarian interest:
the best example is the confessor priest of Prince Zsigmond Bathory of
Transylvania, the Spanish Jesuit Alfonso Carrillo, who, as the prince's
confidant, negotiated several times in Vienna and Prague on diplomatic
missions.* It was thanks to the joint efforts of the Jesuit and Speciano that
the marriage between Archduchess Maria Christina of the Styrian branch of
the Habsburg dynasty and Prince Zsigmond Bathory of Transylvania took
place in 1595.25 This established not only a dynastic relationship but also an
anti-Turkish alliance between the Emperor and the prince. Not least, the
Prague court hoped that the marriage would also serve the purpose of
uniting the areas of the Kingdom of Hungary under the dynasty's rule with
other parts of the kingdom not under direct Ottoman rule. As his marriage
and the war did not go according to his plans, the prince had already
announced his resignation in 1596, which he did in 1597.

Transylvania‘s presence in Prague reached its peak in terms of
representation during the visit of Prince Zsigmond Bathory to Prague, who
personally visited the imperial court in early 1597. The background to this
visit was his abdication, which both the Prague court and the Roman Curia
wanted to dissuade him from at all costs. Speciano, of course, mentions this
month-long visit in his letters, the highlight of which was the celebration of
the Prince’s knighthood on 10 March. During this time, he met the prince in
person several times 38 In addition to Speciano, Visconti and Carrillo, who
had known the nuncio persanally for several years and had accompanied the
prince to Prague, also sent reports to Rome on Sigismund’s stay and
negotiations in F‘raguwa.g‘Jr In Prague that Zsigmond met the papal general
Gianfrancesco Aldobrandini, who was leading the papal troops into the
Hungarian theatre of war for the second time in 1597.38 It was a real
“summit meeting”, since at that time Hungarian and Transylvanian affairs in
Prague were represented by two nuncios and a papal general at the Prague
court, who held several meetings with the Hungarian councillors who were
also in Prague.

The most spectacular part of the negotiations in Prague and of
Sigismund's stay there was undoubtedly the takeover of the Order of the



Golden Fleece, which was then considered the most prestigious order of
knights in Europe. Bathory's knighthood ceremony was attended by all the
court dignitaries, the embassies, including, of course, the nuncio Speciano.
The Grand Master of the Order in 1597 was Philip II, who, by admitting him to
the Order of the Golden Fleece, tried to dissuade the Prince from his
intention to abdicate and to reward his war services.

Although Bathory abdicated his throne at the end of 1597, he returned
in August 1598, but a few months later, at the beginning of 1599, he resigned
again and handed the throne to his nephew, Cardinal Andras Bathory, These
unexpected political turns took not only the imperial court but also the
nunciature by surprise. Speciano’s successor,* Filippo Spinelli, had to face
perhaps the most complex problem of his entire Prague career, the
succession to the Transylvanian throne, from the very beginning of his term
of office. The new Transylvanian prince, who came to the throne in violation
of the Habsburg-Bathory Treaty of 1595, wanted both to have his rule
recognised by the emperor, who had chosen his brother Archduke
Maximilian as governaor of Transylvania, and to make peace with the Turks.
The latter would also have meant recognition of Ottoman vassalage. For the
papal diplomacy, Andras Bathory was an ideal candidate for the throne, so
that even after his divorce from the prince,* Maria Christina wanted to
marry the cardinal and tried to get the court in Prague to recognise Bathory
as the new prince of Transylvania. To this end, Germanico Malaspina, newly
recalled from his nunciature in Poland, was sent to replace Visconti, who had
left Transylvania in 1598. Malaspina had to mediate with Spinelli between
Andréas Bathory and Rudolf II. However, this failed and the Cardinal Prince
was killed in the battle of Sellenberg. This also changed the political situation
again: a military government was formed in Transylvania under the
leadership of the imperial general Giorgio Basta. From the end of 1599
onwards, the Prague nunciature had to communicate with Transylvania not
as a quasi-sovereign country, as before, but as a special military-controlled
territory of the imperial government until 1604, when the Bocskai uprising
broke out.

Zsigmond Bathory, who abdicated his throne several times and settled in
Bohemia from 1604, ended his life in Libochovice in 1613,* his tomb is in the
chapel of 5t. Sigismund in St Vitus Cathedral. He therefare has multiple links
with Bohemia and the Czech capital.

4 Faith and Politics: The Bocskai Uprising and the
Prague Nunciature

The Habsburg-Bathory marriage and Bathory's visits to Prague were a
special episode in the relationship between the Hungarians and the

Transylvanian Principality and the Prague court. Apart from the
aforementioned Jesuit Carrillo, there were secular envoys from the
Principality of Transylvania, among whom we find a mixture of Catholics and
Protestants. The nuncios made every effort to meet each of the
ambassadors personally and received them at their residences. In all cases,
the reports indicated the religious affiliation of the ambassador. One
interesting case was the embassy of [stvan Bocskai to Prague, where he
arrived in 1599 in the company of Demeter of Napraghy, Bishop of
Transyhania. Bocskai, who was the uncle of Zsigmond Bathory, played a key
role in the princedom’s entry into the war against the Turks in 1595. The
Chancellor and Bishop of Transylvania, Napraghy, was also a man of the
emperor. Andras Bathory, who ascended the Transylvanian throne in the
spring of 1599, sent them to get rid of them because he considered them
both to be Habsburg partisans.*3

They both met several times with Speciano’s successor, Filippo Spinelli
nuncio.* Bocskai's person attracted the nuncio’s interest, as indicated by
the fact that he devoted a whole report to him and returned to his person
later. He believed that the imperial court wanted him to stand as a candidate
for the position of Prince of Transylvania. He therefore tried to get to know
him, invited him to his house several times and questioned him. The
Transylvanian lord made a good impression on him, his only objection being
his Calvinism.*5 For Napraghy, this embassy meant disgrace, for Bocskai, two
years of house arrest in Prague, because he was suspected of trying to break
his cath to the emperor. The nuncio probably did not meet him during the
period of his imprisonment, as [ have found no mention of the Hungarian
magnate in the reports. But this "house arrest” certainly played a part, in
addition to personal grievances, in his being at the head of the anti-
Habsburg uprising in 1604, Bocskai's rebellion of 1604 to 1606 brought
victory for the Hungarian estates. In the Peace of Vienna, the emperor was
forced to accept most of the demands of the estates, the most important of
which was the free exercise of religion by the Lutheran and Calvinist

confessions 4

In addition to the Turkish War, the Bathory affair and the Bocskai
uprising, the presence of the Hungarians in Prague was noticeably re-
increased, which can be traced in the nuncio reports, when in 1608, as a
result of the above-mentioned uprising, an extremely complicated and
serious political situation arose in the Habsburg monarchy.*” The victory of
the Hungarian estates and the extracrdinary financial burden of the Turkish
war brought the Habsburg monarchy to the brink of collapse. In order to
avoid this, the Habsburg government was forced to make concessions to the
rebellious Hungarians and to make peace with the Turks. The emperor and
the pope refused to accept the free exercise of religion.



In this matter, in Hungary they could count on one person, Cardinal
Ferenc Forgach, Archbishop of Esztergom, who, in addition to his
ecclesiastical offices, also held the offices of Governor and Grand-Chancellor
of the Kingdom of Hungary.* All this was known in Rome, which explains
why he was elected Archbishop of Esztergom in 1607, and later Cardinal,
even though he was a convert whose parents were Lutherans#? Forgach
belonged to one of the wealthiest families in Upper Hungary, and was
converted by the Jesuits. After his studies in Rome, he quickly rose through
the ranks, soon becoming Bishop of Nitra and Chancellor of Hungary. His
political career began during the aforementioned Bocskai rebellion, when
the Peace of Vienna, signed by the emperor and the Hungarian estates on 23
June 1606, was not implemented as chancellor-general, in accordance with
the will of the emperor, after Bocskai's death a few months later. This made
his relations with Archduke Matthias and the court of Vienna extremely
tense, which was exacerbated by the fact that in the spring of 1608, in order
to obtain the Hungarian thrane, the Archduke made a confederation with
the Hungarian, then Austrian and Moravian estates, with whose help he
dethroned his brother and crowned himself King of Hungary. As the political
situation was tense, Forgach had to stay in Hungary at all times, so he liaised
with the imperial court, including the then papal nuncio Giovanni Stefano
Ferreri, through his agents and the nuncio’s ouditore. In 1608 the Holy See
sent a papal legate to resolve the political situation. As a result of the trip of
Legate Giovanni Miling, the Holy See dropped the charges brought against
Matthias by Forgach and the resulting inguisition suit, and established the
Vienna nunciature.®® From 1608, the Vienna nunciature, headed by Placido de
Mara, maintained contact with Furgéch.51 Due to the loss of the Vienna
nunciature and the Hungarian crown, the new nuncio in Prague, Antonio
Caetani, made far fewer references to Hungarians and the Kingdom of
Hungary in his correspondence.

5 Conclusions

The special political situation of the Kingdom of Hungary and the move of
the court to Prague meant that neither the Hungarian estates nor the
Hungarian barons and clergy had any permanent representation in Prague.
The presence of Hungarians in the multicultural court of Prague was minimal
compared to that of the archducal court that remained in Vienna: this
separation had geagraphical, political, financial, religious/cultural, infarmal,
and personal aspects.

For these reasons, the nunciature in Prague was not able to establish an
institutional relationship with the Hungarians in addition to the personal
one. The letters show that the nuncios were informed by news coming
mainly from Vienna to Prague. Some of his business was conducted with an

official in his cabinet, the guditore. In addition to the more or less routine
ecclesiastical and domestic matters, news of the Turkish war is particularly
important. Of these, the period from 1595 to 1597 can be regarded as the
high points, as this was when the Transylvanian Principality entered the war,
when Zsigmond Bathory married the Habsburg Archduchess Maria Christina,
and when he divorced and renounced his homeland in favor of the
Habsburgs.

The situation is somewhat different with the Principality of Transylvania,
where, especially after the outbreak of the Turkish war and because of the
Habsburg-Bathory alliance, embassies arrived relatively regularly, as
Transylvania was considered an independent country. The nuncios also tried
to establish personal contact with the envoys, while in other cases they
communicated with the imperial councillors and minions or sought
information through agents. This situation only changed in exceptional
cases, such as the personal visit of Prince Zsigmaond Bathory of Transylvania,
or the extraordinary political situation in Hungary, the Bocskai uprising or
the dethronement of Rudalf 1. This is also the reason why the nunciature
network split, albeit temporarily, in 1608, when the nunciature of Vienna was
established alongside that of Prague.
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