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At first sight, maybe, it may seem rather gratuitous and 
far-fetched to attempt to discover political connections 
with England or English cultural influences in the 

history of medieval Hungary, for surely the Island Kingdom  
would appear to have been very remote indeed from the 
Hungary of the kings of the House of Arpad and of the 
dynasty that followed. A nd that Island Kingdom was in 
reality very remote, —  particularly when we remember the 
difficulties and exhausting ordeals incidental to the long- 
drawn-out journeys of medieval times. A nd —  we would ask 
—  what business had the Hungarian of those days in Albion  
or the Englishman in Hungary at a time when the geograph
ical obstacles were aggravated by the difficulties of 
language?

The distance was indeed formidable in those days, and 
the long journey fraught with dangers and unknown perils; 
and only very rarely did anyone venture to undertake the 
risks attending the journey of several weeks. But the 
language difficulties were at that time not so formidable as 
they are today. Educated Englishmen and Hungarians had no

* The above essay from the pen of our distinguished contributor 
—  which was originally broadcasted by the Hungarian Radio on 
December 12th., 1937, —  we have much pleasure in publishing;
for, though the Review has already, in articles published in previous 
issues, dealt with some of the facts contained therein, the above essay 
offers an exhaustive and comprehensive picture of the political and 
cultural connections between the two countries in the Middle Ages. ED.
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difficulty in the M iddle A ges in understanding one another. 
Latin served as the connecting link between individuals; and 
the universal knowledge of the Latin language brought 
cultured nations far closer to one another than might have 
been expected to be the case in an age when technical 
science was still undeveloped. A nd the fact that educated 
persons and classes possessed a common language also 
explains the rapidity with which —  despite the difficulties 
attending communication —  ideas and conceptions spread 
throughout the civilised world. However, to those familiar 
with the history of the M iddle Ages there is nothing sur
prising in the rapidity with which ideas spread from country 
to country; for the propagators of thoughts and ideas —  in 
all countries alike clerks imbued with Latin culture —  were 
at home equally in all civilised centres. Consequently, the 
most important sine qua nons of international intercourse 
were to hand. A nd as a result there were no abstacles to 
English and Hungarian clerks meeting and conversing either 
at the world-famed international universities of Paris and 
Bologna, or at Rome, itself also one of the leading centres of 
intellectual life in the M iddle Ages, or indeed in the schools 
or monasteries of one or other of the great Orders of 
Monks.

However, we had other —  direct —  connections with 
medieval England, —  connections dating from periods when 
the caprice of history bridged over the wide gulf dividing 
the two countries from one another. The intermarriages of 
dynasties, common political aims and ideals, now and then 
tightened the bonds of intercourse between Hungary and 
England which appeared to be about to slacken or to break 
asunder; and Latin —  the common language of the educated 
and the refined —  on occasion proved able to introduce into 
the intellectual world of far-distant Hungary ideas originating 
from England which found no recipient farther east.

I.

In the five centuries known as the M iddle Ages —  on 
practically all occasions on which there were any political 
connections between Hungarians and Englishmen —  ties of
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relationship by marriage existed between the respective 
dynasties of the two countries. For, as is well known, the 
two young orphan sons of Edmund Ironside were received 
into his Court by St. Stephen of Hungary and were educated 
there in a spirit of tender affection. One of the two English 
princes died in early youth; while the other, Edward, for 
almost four decades enjoyed the hospitality of the kings of 
Hungary, not returning to his native land until 1057, when 
he left Hungary for England accompanied by several 
distinguished Hungarians in order, after the death of Edward 
the Confessor, to occupy the throne of his ancestors. Though 
he himself died shortly after his arrival in London, his family 
played a very distinguished role in the history of England.

Prince Edward of England (Edward Atheling) wedded 
Agatha, daughter of St. Stephen, King of Hungary (997—  
1038), who bore him three children (all born in Hungary) 
the eldest of whom, St. Margaret of Scotland, was the most 
famous in history. A part from history proper, medieval 
legend too has woven a halo of glory around her figure; she 
was one of the most revered women of her time and rendered 
invaluable service by helping to civilise Scotland, then a 
wild country with barbarian manners. Apart from being 
Queen of Scotland, this princess of the House of Arpad, 
grand-daughter of St. Stephen, became the patron saint of 
her adopted country. In her days there must certainly have 
been a lively connection between England (or rather Scot
land) and Hungary —  so far as the conditions of that time 
permitted. Nor has history lost sight of the distinguished. 
Hungarians who went to England and then to Scotland in 
attendance on Princess Margaret. The Drummond family, for 
instance, which still occupies a place of distinction in Scot
land, is descended in direct line from a Hungarian noble 
named Georgius who accompanied Princess Agatha and her 
three children to that country. It was this Georgius that 
saved from shipwreck in a terrible storm the boat which was 
taking the disappointed royal family back to Hungary. —  
though they never reached that country, Fate having ordained 
otherwise. The storm drove their boat towards the coast of 
Scotland; and the King of Scotland, Malcolm, became 
acquainted with St. Margaret, the lovely and tender-hearted
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princess, whom he then wedded. A nd the grateful king 
bestowed extensive lands and enormous wealth on Georgius, 
the brave Hungarian who had saved the lives of the royal 
family. This same Georgius was in all probability a natural 
son of Andrew  I. of Hungary (1046— 60) known by name 
also to the writers of the Hungarian Chronicles. Nor a»-e the 
Drummonds the only distinguished Scotch family to trace 
its descent to Hungary; there are several other Scotch 
families of distinction which claim a Hungarian origin . . . 
after the lapse of well-nigh nine hundred years . . .

A  whole century then elapses before we find any record 
of a relationship between the royal Houses of England and 
Hungary. In this case too the chief figure is that of a great 
king of the House of Arpad, —  Bela III. (1178— 9 3 )f one of 
our most gifted kings, whose reign, as is well known, was 
marked by a decided preference for connections with the 
far-distant W est. His second wife, the French Princess 
Margaret, was the widow of Prince Henry, the unfortunate 
second son of Henry II. She had been crowned Queen of 
England, and —  prior to coming to Hungary —  had spent 
her life in Normany and England. Her large and magnificent 
retinue included, besides numerous Frenchmen of distinction, 
also many Normans and Englishmen. Among the latter was 
in all probability that ‘ ‘Robertus Anglicus” who later on won 
fame as Bishop of Veszprem and Archbishop of Esztergom  
respectively. The reign of Bela III. was the second period 
in which the intermarriage of the respective dynasties led to 
a livelier intercourse between England and Hungary. It is 
interesting to note that we have a personal description of 
this great Hungarian king of the House of Arpad from the 
pen of an English contemporary, a certain "Ricardus” , citizen 
of London. Other evidence of the direct contact between 
England and Hungary was the determination of the mighty 
King of England, Henry II., to pass through Hungary on his 
way to the Holy Land to carry out the Crusade he had 
undertaken as a penance. His primary object was probably 
to visit his relative, the Queen of Hungary. Though his 
unexpected death prevented Henry from carrying his purpose 
into effect, we have still in our possession a letter written 
by Bela III. in which the King of Hungary promises his
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royal kinsman every assistance and support to enable him 
to pass safely through Hungary.

W e  have once more to pass over a very considerable 
period, before we find a record of another marriage between 
the dynasties of England and Hungary. It is true, indeed, 
that our Angevin kings were related by blood to the 
Plantagenet dynasty; but their attention was directed rather 
towards Italy than towards the W est. There are not many 
traces of any intercourse between the two countries during 
the reign of Robert Charles (1306— 40) or Louis the Great 
(1340— 80 ); but there is no lack of such in the days of 
Sigismund (1387— 1437). He was the brother-in-law of a 
King of England. His sister Anne had been married to 
Richard II. of England, the ill-starred monarch whose pitiful 
fate is well known to all readers of Shakespeare.

Sigismund was all his life a sincere admirer of England. 
He was on friendly terms with four English kings in 
succession and had personal meetings with two —  with 
Henry IV. and Henry V . H e indeed made an alliance with 
the latter. On one occasion he spent four months in England 
with a large retinue of Hungarian and German nobles; and 
it was on this occasion that he concluded with the heroic 
victor of Agincourt the treaty known to history as the Treaty 
of Canterbury. O f his opinion of England we are informed 
by a statement made by him on one occasion at the Synod 
of Constance. He said that when in England he had felt like 
being in Paradise ( “ quasi esset in Paradiso” ). Nor did he 
even later on abandon his connection with England. Even 
after the death of his great personal friend, Henry V., we 
find him in lively intercourse with the next king, Henry V I., 
who sent him the dress worn by Knights of the Garter, 
which —  as the Chroniclers tell us —  was held in very high 
esteem by the Hungarian king.

W e  see, therefore, that on three occasions there were 
ties of relationship between the Hungarian and English 
Courts which rendered possible a close contact between all 
classes of the two distant countries; nor shall we be surprised 
to find that we have records also of cultural connections 
between Hungary and England dating from this early period. 
The closest political connections between our two countries
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certainly date back to the five centuries of the M iddle A ges: 
but it should not be forgotten that we have traces in other 
periods too of an episodic contact between the respective 
dynasties of England and Hungary. By way of epilogue to 
the W ars of the Roses (which raged for thirty years) we 
find the last of the “ W hite Roses” , Duke D e La Pole, seeking 
refuge at the Court of W ladislas II. of Hungary (1490—  
1516). In 1508 the last hope of the York Party spent a few 
months in Buda. This pretender to the throne of England was 
related to the Queen of Hungary, the wife of W ladislas II.; 
that was evidently the reason why he sought refuge in 
Hungary. A nd that is practically all we are able to say 
about the medieval connections between the respective 
dynasties of Hungary and England.

II.
Greater difficulty has to be encountered by the student 

of the cultural contacts, the record of which are far less 
distinct. Yet it is well worth our while to investigate more 
closely the effect exercised in Hungary by the English mind; 
for do we not so often hear of the similarity between the 
Hungarian and the English way of thinking —  between the 
Hungarian and the English mentality; and how often in the 
past have we witnessed the instinctive desire of the Hun
garian mind to trace the treasures of English culture which 
have borne such plentiful fruit in the constitutional, economic 
and intellectual life of the country. Recent history shows us 
how fertile the Hungarian soil has proved in receiving the 
ideas brought from England by gifted pioneers such as Count 
Stephen Szechenyi. How wonderful was the fertilisation of 
the whole public life of Hungary and its saturation with 
English ideas a century ago!!

A t  the time it had been proposed to reform the Hun
garian Constitution after the model of that of England; in 
our economic life efforts were being made to naturalise the 
principles enunciated by A dam  Smith and Bentham; English 
travellers who visited Hungary declared that the Shakespeare 
performances of our National Theatre created an impression 
of far greater grandeur than did those of the London
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theatres; the greatest of our poets —  from Vorosmarty to 
Arany —  showed a decided preference for the spiritual 
world and the poetry of England; Mrs. Gore, an English 
writer who then visited Hungary, established the fact that 
the intellectual life of Hungary was saturated with a love 
for everything English far exceeding anything of the kind 
in evidence in any other European country. A nd indeed, in 
the decades immediately preceding the year 1848, many 
reforms and Hungarian ideas were based upon English 
m odels; at no period in history was so much stress laid on 
the spiritual kinship between Hungarians and Englishmen. 
But what we are studying at present is the cultural influence 
of England on Hungary in the distant M iddle Ages. Is there 
any trace of such influence to be found in the history of 
the cultural life of Hungary? was Hungary then too as re
ceptive of English ideas as she was, for instance, in the 
days of Szechenyi or in the earlier days of Hungarian 
puritanism?

The scientific and literary life of medieval Hungary was 
naturally rather poor and rather lacking in colour when com
pared with the intellectual life of later centuries; but even 
so we find traces in that life of intercourse with England 
which prove that, albeit there were only few points of con
tact, the peculiar character of the English spirit did exercise 
a spell on Hungarian minds. W e  would cite a few instances 
in point from the history of medieval Hungary. It was during 
the reigns of Bela III. and Andrew II. that traces of this 
influence made their appearance in our intellectual life. This 
influence appears first in the "G e sta " relating to the con
quest of Hungary by the Magyars written by Anonym us, the 
Clerk attached to the Court of our “ most glorious King 
B6la’\ Geoffrey of Monmouth's “ Historia’’ was familiar also 
to our Anonymus Chronicler. Echoes of expressions and 
puns occurring in Geoffrey's work are indubitable evidence 
of this literary influence. Nor is it surprising that the Hun
garian Anonymus, being as he was a man of European 
culture, should have known the Latin “ Historia Regum Bri- 
ianniae” ; that book having been to all intents and purposes 
the greatest literary sensation of the twelfth century. It was 
known far and wide outside England; it found its way also
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to the University of Paris, where Hungarian students too had 
made their home. It may be that Anonymus made the 
acquaintance of the book while a student in Paris; though 
it is also quite possible that Queen Margaret may have had 
in her possession at Esztergom a manuscript of this widely 
read book which was being quoted everywhere. The woman 
who had once been Queen of England must have known the 
most celebrated English book of the century; so that it may 
have been read by Anonymus in Hungary.

Another interesting but rarely quoted fact shows that 
Hungary was connected with England at this period by 
intellectual or cultural ties. One of the earliest students of 
Oxford University —  then in its infancy —  was a Hungarian 
named “ Nicolaus de Hungaria” . This "Nicholas of H ungary" 
was at Oxford from 1193 to 1196. This fact is often cited in 
England in proof of the ancient origin of this famous English 
university. Even more interesting is the circumstance that the 
expenses connected with Nicholas of Hungary's education at 
Oxford were defrayed for three years in succession by 
Richard Coeur de Lion himself. This generosity on the part 
of the English king may be explained by the bonds of rela
tionship existing between the respective dynasties of Hun
gary and England. Richard I. of England was brother-in-law  
to Queen Margaret of Hungary, whose second husband was 
Bela III.

Early in the thirteenth century in particular there must 
have been a very lively intercourse between England and 
Hungary; and this intercourse helped to develop our constitu
tional life. A s  is well known, the Great Charter of liberties 
was obtained by the English in 1215; while the Hungarian 
Golden Bull dates from 1222. There are numerous striking 
similarities in form and content between the two documents. 
W hat is most interesting however is that the last clause in 
both is the same, —  the declaration of the “ jus resistendi” , 
the right under given circumstances to oppose the power of 
the king. This is a typical English idea —  a systemisation of 
the principle formulated by John of Salisbury. Can this 
similarity between the two charters of liberties have been the 
work of mere chance? W e  do not believe so. The signatories 
to the Golden Bull included Robertus, Bishop of Veszprem.
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A s  we have seen, this Robertus was of English extraction. 
Another of the signatories was Thomas, Bishop of Eger, 
who, as has been shown, spent months on a crusade in the 
company of several of the English barons who had insisted 
on the inclusion in the Magna Charta of the clause relating 
to the “ jus resistendi” . Another signatory —  who should 
have been mentioned first of all —  was the Archbishop of 
Esztergom, who two years prior to the granting of the Golden  
Bull had been the guest of Stephen Langton, the illustrious 
Archbishop of Canterbury who had drafted the text of the 
Great Charter. It is indubitable that these three powerful 
Hungarian prelates were quite familiar with the Charter 
which formed the classical corner-stone of English constitu
tional liberty.

But we may go farther still in our work of tracing the 
development of constitutional usage in England and Hun
gary and of demonstrating the surprising parallel character 
of that development. A  few decades after the granting of 
Magna Carta, in the days of the weak king Henry III., the 
first English Parliament was summoned to assemble —  in 
a primitive form, of course —  by the mighty English baron, 
Simon de Montfort (1258). Three decades later there was a 
“ parlamentum publicum" in Hungary too. Although little is 
known of this new institution, the English-sounding title of 
the Royal Council shows that people in Hungary had 
followed with interest the struggles going on to save the 
English Constitution. A nd  those who followed these struggles 
learnt their lessons.

Nor did the interest in the political and constitutional 
life of England slacken later on either. After his visit to 
England in 1415 (when he attended a sitting of the English 
Parliament) King Sigismund of Hungary declared that what 
he had admired most in that country was the good govern
ment. That we today here in Hungary are able to understand 
the constitutional attitude of the English people, is —  as 
may be seen from the few data given above —  quite com
prehensible; we have been trained to do so historically.

It was in the days of Sigismund that the waves of a 
mighty English spiritual revolution —  W iclifism  —  reached 
the shores of Hungary, It is true, indeed, that W iclif's
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teachings were first made known to Hungarian theologians 
in the University of Prague, where John Hus explained and 
propagated them; for there were very close connections 
between Prague and Oxford in the days when the sister of 
Wenceslas and Sigismund was Queen of England. There is 
nothing surprising in W iclif's teachings having made most 
headway in Bohemia and Hungary; but it would be a mistake 
to believe that the W iclifism  of Hungary was solely and 
exclusively due to Hussite mediation. It should not be 
forgotten that one of the cardinal principles professed by 
W iclif the reformer was the necessity for a translation into 
the vernacular of the text of the Bible. He himself trans
lated the New Testament; while his followers rendered the 
whole Bible into English in order to spread the knowledge 
of the Scriptures among the people. The Bible was very soon 
translated by the Wiclifites of Prague who were later known 
as Hussites. W e  have also a fragmentary translation of the 
Bible dating from this period; and, though we know little 
of its history, we cannot forget that the translation was 
done in Moldavia. However, in this connection we must not 
forget either that we have in our possession a letter written 
by a celebrated English W iclifite of the name of Peter 
Payne, who sought refuge first in Prague and then fled for 
safety to Moldavia, —  a letter which tells us that during 
his stay in Moldavia Payne converted many Hungarians to 
Wiclifism. This Peter Payne was one of the most zealous 
propagators of the idea of Bible translation; and it may be 
that it was due to his influence that the first Hungarian trans
lation was made. The translation of the Books of the New  
Testament has prefaced to it a calendar —  the first of the 
kind in Hungary. This calendar contains the names of English 
saints not to be found in any other Hungarian calendar. 
These English names also point to Payne having been 
responsible for the translation.

W e see, therefore, that notwithstanding the scantiness 
of the data referring to our early cultural history, we never
theless here and there come across intellectual products 
bearing unmistakable traces of English thought. W e  find an 
echo of Geoffrey of Monmouth's remarkable book in the 
work of Anonymus; and we followed in the steps of medieval
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England when that country began to lay the foundations of 
its constitution. The ideas propagated by W iclif brought 
about an unparalleled intellectual revolution in Hungary as 
well as in England. A nd indeed at times in the history of 
medieval Hungary we find a surprisingly faithful reflection 
of the intellectual life of England. W hen we add that recent 
literary research has discovered elements originating from 
English poetry in two famous Hungarian sagas recorded in 
the sixteenth century —  those of Lawrence Tar and Nicholas 
Toldi — , we may safely say that the mental structure of 
the Hungarian long prior to the days of Sz6chenyi —  in the 
less known M iddle A ges —  showed a certain readiness to 
receive and absorb English thought. The intellectual treasures 
of England were —  partly, at least —  familiar to medieval 
Hungary, which showed a full appreciation of those pro
ducts; and the roots of our love for English life are deeply 
embedded in the soil of the far-distant centuries known as 
the M iddle Ages.




