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"On the Trail of Our Anabaptist Forefathers," a travel report 
dated Summer 1968, written by Hutterite traveller Reverend 
Gross, contains the following passages: "A dream come true... It 
has been an experience more moving than any words can 
describe."1 The Hutterite Brethren travelled to historical 
places where their ancestors, the Anabaptists, once lived. 
According to the writings of Gross, in Hungary he and his 
companions were guided by Hans Pullman, a friend of Hutterite 
extraction, and by my father, the late Bela Krisztinkovich. 
Together they visited several libraries, examined eighteen 
illustrated Anabaptist manuscript books in the University Li-
brary and three more codices in the National Museum in 
Budapest. The Brethren travelled to Transylvania from Hun-
gary. In the Batthyaneum, a former episcopal library at Gyula-
fehervar (Alba Iulia), they inspected another eighteen codices 
which were still in good condition. From there, their journey 
led them to Alvinc and Szaszkeresztur (Kreutz) in the vicinity 
of Nagyszeben (Hermannstadt, Sibiu).2 An Anabaptist com-
mune (Haushaben) existed at Alvinc since the early 17 th century. 
A short-lived colony existed at Szaszkeresztur where Austrian 
refugees joined the Hutterites in the 18th century.3 

This sentimental journey made by the Brethren was made 
with good reason, namely: it was the first attempt to link the 
German-speaking Hutterite heritage with Hungary instead of 
with the Germanic countries or Russia. In Hungary, there are 
still visible traces of four hundred years of Anabaptist presence: 
the continued stay of the sect left a deep impression on 
Hungarian folklore. It can also be seen in many relics of the past, 
in museum collections of Anabaptist pottery, and in historical 
literature.4 

The cultural impact was reciprocal. The many centuries 
spent in the service of Hungarian landlords and among the native 
peoples did in fact create an impression on the culture of the 
Hutterites themselves. 





The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that an accultura-
tion of Hutterites took place in Hungary, and that traces of this 
acculturation can be detected in their Canadian colonies almost 
four centuries later. Two kinds of relics exist which today make 
this acculturation discernible: the old manuscripts, and the 
inscribed artifacts. T h e specific Hutterite talent for penmanship, 
reflected in manuscripts, pottery and needlework, has survived to 
prove this point. 

The dominant model of Anabaptist lettering was the Antiqua 
typeface, or less frequently, the so-called Fraktur. The Fraktur 
script was used by the early Reformation printers who fashioned 
this typeface after medieval German manuscripts. In the Middle 
Ages, Fraktur was produced on geometric principles by means of 
a compass and ruler; the letters were then broken or fractured 
into design. This medieval handwriting survived because it was 
adopted by the first Germanic printers of Gutenberg's time, 
and has consequently become the best expression for text in a 
Germanic language. It also became the vehicle for the ideas of 
the German Reformation.5 

The first Anabaptist books appeared around the time of the 
first printing presses, in Fraktur script. That fruitful beginning of 
the controversial Anabaptist religious literature was, however, 
followed by a time of persecution which ended in the suppression 
of the Radical Reformation and in the destruction of Anabaptist 
books through seizure and burning.6 

Anabaptists could no longer avail themselves of the services 
of printers. The first issues of printed books survived for centuries 
and deteriorated beyond repair. While printing presses con-
tinued to develop in the world around them, the Anabaptists 
were forced to resume the old practice of copying books by hand. 
They stubbornly used the Zuric Bible, published by Christoph 
Froschauer, a Swiss reformer. Froschauer's work was increasingly 
digressing from Luther's, therefore his Bible was banned by 

Sampler of Elisabeth M. Wurtz, born 1939; homespun linen, 
embroidered with red and multiple colours. Worked with initials 
EMW 1951, and with ten bands of alphabets, Antiqua 
illuminated with cross, loop, rose, Fraktur and three rows of 
numerals. Other ornaments: acorn corner motif, fruit basket, 
love-bird, rose star, tree of life. 





Protestants and Catholics alike. The Froschauer Bible survived 
mostly among the exiled Anabaptists. It was the prototype for 
Fraktur because of its clear type, pictorial decoration and 
popular language. Loved by Mennonites and Hutterites, it set 
for them the model for all calligraphic Fraktur in the future.7 

One such manuscript is now in Calgary, among the Hutterite 
relics at the Glenbow Institute.8 

When printing was invented, calligraphy was disseminated by 
means of manuals, which included pictorial engravings dem-
onstrating the various ways of forming a letter. In the 16th 
century the calligrapher's equipment consisted of a large number 
of tools, and the compass was seemingly the chief instrument used 
in the preparation of ornamental writing. The Hutterites of 
east-central Europe used to apply calligraphy to many different 
artifacts made for the Hungarian consumer. These calligraphic 
inscriptions, monograms, names, coats of arms, dates, biblical 
quotations on a silver spoon, knife, pewter vessel, pottery or lace, 
are recognized today as the hallmark of Anabaptist origin. 

A New Testament of 1541 is a good example of the early 
phase of Fraktur printing, entirely written in Hungarian 
language, printed with Fraktur typeface.9 To read even the title 
page is difficult indeed: this title was selected because it was 
printed at Ujsziget (near Sarvar) and the owner of the press was 
the same Count Tamas Nadasdy who is known to Canadian 
Hutterites from the Chronicle.10 

German persecution of the Anabaptists in the 16th century 
caused the dispersal of the sect. Mennonites fled towards the 
west, Hutterites towards the east. Thus not only a geographical 
but a cultural chasm developed between the two Anabaptist 
groups. Hutterites went to live in a different environment in 
Hungary, where they were exposed, to a greater extent than 
Mennonites, to a different typeface in printing, namely: the 
Roman letter. This typeface was spread by the advance of 
Humanism; it flourished in Italy and other non-Germanic 
countries whose language could be expressed more clearly by 

Sampler of Sara Hofer, born 1923: kitchen towel with striped 
border. Worked with twenty alphabets, Antiqua and Fraktur, 
and five rows of numerals. Other ornaments: cherry, heart, 
key, star. 





means of the classical Roman lettering called Antiqua. Although 
Antiqua lacked the letters K, W and Z, these were substituted by 
Fraktur letters. The existence of Fraktur lingered on for the 
simple reason of clarity. 

The printer reserved Antiqua for a Latin text, and used 
Fraktur as an appropriate contrast for the so-called "barbaric" 
languages (as all non-Latin languages were considered to be). 
The two typefaces were used, for example, in dictionaries and 
manuals intermittently. This phase led to the eventual modern-
ization of printing. It is noteworthy that two important 
contemporary presses used Antiqua typeface, exclusively, and, 
significantly, both presses disseminated radical Protestant ideas. 
One press was located at Kolozsvar (Klausenburg, Cluj-Napoca) 
in Transylvania, where the first Anabaptist book in Hungarian 
language, entitled: Konyvetske as igaz keresztyeni Keressztsegrol 
was printed by Heltai's press in 1570.11 The other Press using 
Antiqua was an Antitrinitarian (Unitarian) press at Cracow in 
Poland, which supplied the literature for religious debates both 
in Latin and Hungarian.12 

This resulted in the rich and varied exposure of the Hutterites 
of Hungary to different suitable models. Hutterite penmanship 
was also influenced by the contemporary Turkish "Firmans." 
These were mandates issued by the Sublime Porte and executed 
in Arabic calligraphy, or "Khatt ." Turkish writing was much 
admired by Christian scribes, especially Anabaptists. When the 
Word had to be rendered, they applied the same reverent 
approach to the Bible as the Turks applied to the Qu'ran.13 Some 
Turkish manuscripts survived in Hutterite possession, as strange 
mementos of the times when direct contact existed with Turkish 
authorities in occupied Hungary.14 

In the 17th century, literacy was not general. The Hutterites 
came as immigrants from more advanced countries, representing 
a learned group in a largely illiterate rural society. In Hungary, 
they had known how to read and write and possessed many skills; 
their place in society was a special one between the ruling and the 
subject classes. Hutterites were already maintaining regular 
schools in the 16th century, and the Anabaptist example was 

Handkerchief sampler-, ordinary handkerchief worked with 
multiple colours (1935). 





known to have been taken as a model by the noted educator 
Amos Comenius, a pioneer in disseminating literacy among the 
common people. In Hutterite schools both sexes were taught to 
read and to copy the Bible by hand, and young children were 
instructed in the current scripts. An elaborate alphabet was used 
for religious exercises, and a simplified script was taught for 
everyday business in the service of the overlord. 

On account of their advanced literacy, Hutterites were not 
simply tolerated, but protected and eagerly employed by the 
aristocracy.15 They utilized their superior education over the 
rural population to improve their political status. This was 
necessary because Hutterites could not, and would not, join the 
trade guilds. Their experience with the different trades was 
consequently guarded within the community in the interest of the 
sect. The Hutterite manufacturing processes remained exclusive 
to them; they held a monopoly. Anabaptists maintained not 
only their oral traditions, but also their written formulae for 
the essential crafts, such as: recipes for the healing arts at which 
they excelled, records of alchemical experiments, notes for the 
special foreign methods of agricultural and manufacturing 
technologies imported from their western homelands, namely: 
Italy, Switzerland, Tyrol, Holland, Silezia and Moravia. 
Hungarian authorities learned only much later about the 
Anabaptist libraries in humble rural colonies when, during the 
Counter-Reformation, the sect's books were seized.16 

Hutterites drafted Ordinances and communal rules which 
have been preserved and provide interesting reading. They set 
up accounting books, composed petitions, copied deeds and 
privileges, and produced inscriptions on ceramic, metallic, 
leather and textile wares. The coat of arms of their Protector was 
usually the decoration, or perhaps a monogram or pious 
inscription. For all the drawings and writings Hutterites needed 
experienced scribes, and they trained their scriveners for copying, 
first of all, their religious literature. They imitated the printed 
text so faithfully that at first glance it looked like veritable print. 

Hutterite penmanship continued to flourish in Canada at a 
lower level of workmanship, in the women's traditional 

Sampler of the Hofer family, homespun linen towel with blue 
border. Worked with inscriptions and numerals. 



needlework surviving to this day. Young girls first proved 
themselves as needlewomen by working Samplers, which were 
decorated with various ancient symbols. The main ornament 
of such a test-piece of skill was the alphabet. From simple letters 
to the whorls and spirals of floriated Capitals, twenty or more 
bands of alphabets and several rows of numerals in different 
style were executed on a piece of fabric. In old times, the fabric 
was homespun linen. The Hutterite girl usually embroidered 
on the Sampler such things as her: name, age, the date of her 
birth or the date on which her opus was accomplished (usually 
when she was twelve years old): 

SARA HOFER BORN IN YEAR 1925 JANUARY 30 
BAPTIDED (sic) IN YEAR 1944 IN T H E LORDS NAME 

or: 

REBEKKA HOFER GEBOREN IN JAHR 1925 
13JAHR 

or: 
ELISABETH M WURTZ GEBOREN DEN 7 OCTOBER 1939 
ANGEFANGEN DEN 17 JANUARY IN JAHR 195117 

Later Hutterite etiquette demanded that she embroider a 
handkerchief for her fiance. She stitched the name of the chosen 
young man and further decorated the handkerchief with one of 
the accepted quotations in lieu of a declaration of love, perhaps: 

IF YOU LOVE ME AS I LOVE YOU 
NO KNIFE CAN CUT OUR LOVE IN T W O 

or: 

THE W O R L D IS ROWND (sic) AND HAS NOW END 
AND SO IS MY LOVE T O YOU MY FRIEND 

Embroideries found in Saskatchewan contained the following 
names originally from Hungary or Transylvania: Entz, Hofer, 
Kleinsasser, Mandel, Stahl, Walter, Wipf, Wollmann and 
Wurtz.18 A remarkable towel, collected in Saskatoon, was 
worked with the names of the Hofer family. The Sampler was 
probably begun in South Dakota in 1890; the orthography in 
the stitchery changed gradually to English while the language 
remained German. The last inscription was embroidered in 
1916, entirely in English with—this t ime—German spelling. 



DARIUS HOFER GEBORN IN JAHR 1890 DEN 18 APRIL 
SANNA HOFER GEBORN IN JAHR 1890 DEN 24 DECEMBER 
SUSIE HOFER GEBORN IN JAHR 1911 DEN 23 JULY 
PAUL HOFER GEBORN IN JEAR 1913 DEN 4 APRIL 
KATIE HOFER BORN IN JEAR 1916 DEN 29 J ANUARY 

This Sampler demonstrates the acculturation process of a 
Hutterite family in North America. 

Many nations can take pride in Samplers, an important 
collection of which was recently sold at Christie's in New York.19 

The Hutterite Sampler remains undiscovered, however, even 
though in addition to the special inherent charm of any embroi-
dery it is also a manifestation of a religious creed. The Hutterite 
Sampler reflects more than ordinary female assiduousness, it 
reflects the world view of the sect, and because a sect does not 
change its customs a Sampler is an important repository of a 
cultural tradition leading back to the early Reformation. When 
comparing Samplers with other artifacts made by the Hutterite 
sect in the past, the resemblance is striking. 

Through these embroideries, Hutterite art and accultura-
tion in Hungary can be deciphered in retrospect. The symbols the 
Samplers have in common with Hungarian stitchery include: 
an amphora or vase, a bird, a bow, a cross, a crown, an eagle, a 
heart, a tree of life, a tulip or a rose. These patterns have many 
colors; for alphabets and numerals, however, red was predom-
inantly chosen. While the color of the embroidering thread was 
the choice of the individual, the lettering was not a matter of 
preference or personal creativity. This was to be formed after 
a prototype handed down by generations. 

Thus, behind alphabetical embroidery lies the art of 
calligraphy, which is the art of the cloisters. Adornment of the 
manuscript page when copying religious literature in the cloister 
was a custom -- in fact, almost a rule -- with the pious 
Anabaptists.20 

One might presume that the state of Hutterite spiritual affairs 
has changed in Canada, but this is not the case. Hutterite visi-
tors from the Prairies brought modern manuscripts with them. 
A number of these hand-copied books and documents governing 
the sect's affairs were microfilmed by the Glenbow Foundation. 
The interest in this tradition was first aroused in America when 
two highly important manuscripts, the Major and Minor 
Chronicles were discovered by a scholar in a colony of South 



Dakota.21 

In my essay about a Hutterite bookbinder, Isaac Dreller, 
attention was drawn to the significance of manuscripts still 
existing in Prairie colonies. Dreller was a scribe and also a 
renovator of some codices remarkable with regards to their 
calligraphy in 17th century Hungary. His copied work has 
survived in Canada.2 2 A systematic inventory of all Hutterite 
manuscripts in North America and Europe was attempted by 
the late Robert Friedmann, who published his "finding list" 
together with an Austrian scholar, Adolf Mais, in Vienna.23 

Admittedly, since the Radical Reformation four centuries 
have passed. Different influences from many countries acted 
in shaping Hutterite tradition. Albeit, the careful observer can 
discern among the decorative alphabets and numerals the old 
Fraktur and Antiqua scripts. Even the 18th century affectation 
of calligraphy can be found in Hutterite Samplers, which could 
have hardly been learned in Canada. It is, however, remarkable 
that the hundred years' sojourn of the Hutterites in the Ukraine 
has left in the Sampler no Cyrillic mark whatsoever. 

We heard recently from Saskatchewan that schools in 
Hutterite colonies are abandoning embroidery for the com-
mercial lettering kit. Perhaps they believe that pushing out letters 
and numerals from preprinted paper is a more worthwhile 
occupation than spending years stitching Samplers, working 
them with twenty or more bands of different alphabets, numerals 
and patterns. The loss of the art of the cross-stitched Samplers, 
however, means the loss of an historical tradition. 

A Pennsylvania author wrote about Dutch Fraktur: "With 
strange sensations we rescue from the Pennsylvanian garret 
evidences indisputable of the passing away in the New World 
of one of the fairest arts of the cloister, which meeting its 
deathblow at the invention of printing, crossed the Atlantic to 
linger among the pious descendants of the Reformers until 
recent years. " 2 4 

If a Pennsylvanian patriot wished to preserve Mennonite 
handwriting, how much more deserving of conservation are the 
Canadian Hutterite Samplers which have an additional historic 
depth and dimension of fabric, thread and color. As for the 
Hungarian educator in North America, it seems worthwhile 
studying such tangible documents of a common past. The 
political-religious atmosphere of past centuries have left a defi-
nite impression upon a colorful folk-art of present-day Canada. 
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