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BOOK REVIEWS

A reformáció nyelve. Tanulmányok a magyarországi reformáció első 
negyedszázadának vizsgálata alapján. (Humanizmus és reformáció 34) 
[“Language of  the Reformation. Essays Based on the Study of  the 
First Twenty-five Years of  the Hungarian Reformation (Humanism and 
Reformation 34)”]. By Zoltán Csepregi. Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2013. 
558 pp. 

In the mid-1990s, in the introduction to his monograph entitled Mezőváros 
és Reformáció (“Market Town and Reformation”) historian Ferenc Szakály 
complains of  the lack of  sources that is generally considered characteristic of  
the early Reformation: “It is as if  there were a curse on the first decades of  the 
Reformation.”1 Anyone who takes Zoltán Csepregi’s book in hand will soon 
realize that the curse has been lifted. A professor at the Institute for Church 
History of  the Lutheran University, Budapest, Csepregi has provided the 
community of  historians and scholars of  theology with a sensitive, detailed, and 
complex analysis of  the early phases of  the urban Reformation in Hungary. In 
doing so, he has filled a gap in the historiography on the Reformation that had 
begun to seem enduring. He endeavored first and foremost to write a history 
of  the early Reformation on the basis of  a reassessment of  the theological 
traditions of  church-history. Perhaps the most innovative feature of  his inquiry 
is his emphasis not on events, but rather on uses of  language. This fundamentally 
new approach is possible in part because of  a significant expansion of  the 
sources on which he draws, by which I am referring not only to the discovery 
of  new sources in Slovakia and Germany, but also—a more basic solution to 
the frequently mentioned lack of  sources—to rereadings, recontextualizations, 
and reinterpretations of  sources that were discovered and published long ago, 
sources that have been used and in some cases perhaps even forgotten by several 
generations. However, only a scholar armed with wide-ranging knowledge and 
strong theological armor could successfully discern in the sources the contexts 
and meanings that lie beneath the layers of  meaning that have accumulated over 
time. Fortunately, Csepregi comes well-prepared.

1 Ferenc Szakály, Mezőváros és reformáció. Tanulmányok a korai magyar polgárosodás kérdéséhez [Market-town and 
Reformation. Studies on Early Hungarian Embourgeoisement], Humanizmus és Reformáció 23 (Budapest: 
Balassi, 1995), 16.
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The story, which is divided into fourteen chapters, takes place in the 
territories of  the swath of  cities from Sopron in the west to Brassó (today Braşov 
in Romania) in the east. The fourth chapter, which examines the royal court and 
primarily the faith of  Mary, Queen of  Hungary, is also tied to this stretch of  
urban communities by the affiliations and links of  the court preachers. Csepregi 
offers an overview of  the manifestations of  the Reformation in language from 
the first statements in support of  Reformation ideas up to the national assembly 
of  1548. Only the fifth chapter, which is devoted to George the Pious, Margrave 
of  Brandenburg-Ansbach (1484–1543), breaks the narrative of  the urban 
Reformation. It presents the Reformation on the Gyula estates of  the margrave 
as a “rural event.” The reason for the inclusion of  this chapter probably lies in 
the discoveries Csepregi made in the Nuremberg State Archive, though this also 
enabled him to compare the role the key figures of  the German and Hungarian 
Reformation played as church patrons in Hungary and Silesia. 

While the religious and social history of  the Reformation have long been 
separate, rival fields of  inquiry, the cultural history of  the Reformation, which 
began to gain ground in the 1980s, has persuasively demonstrated the close 
interaction of  ideas and social practices.2 Csepregi merges these two approaches, 
but not by adopting historical anthropology, an approach that has become 
common in Anglo-Saxon historiography. He uses several different methods in his 
nuanced inquiry, including thorough philological analysis, the history of  concepts, 
detailed reconstructions of  historical events, biography, the reconstruction of  
social networks, historical theology, and institutional history. He is thoroughly 
familiar with the German historiography of  the Reformation, and he begins 
his book, which starts with a concise overview of  the historiography, with a 
reference to Gerhard Müller, the Lutheran historian of  theology. The author’s 
close links to German historiography cannot justify though that the overview 
of  the East-European historiography of  the Reformation published in the 
centennial issue of  the Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte fails to mention Csepregi’s 
work, (most of  which has been published in German as well) in spite of  the fact 
that his contributions to the field could easily be compared with those of  Alex 
Ryrie (for instance).3

2 I am thinking first and foremost of  the work of  Robert Scribner, Natalie Zemon Davis and David 
Warren Sabean.
3 Maria Craciun, “Centre or Periphery? The Reformation in Romanian and Hungarian Historiography, 
1945–2008,” Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte 100 (2009): 175–92.
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The unity of  the work, its subtitle (which refers explicitly to essays, not a 
monograph) and the many shorter chapters and subtopics notwithstanding, is 
palpable in two logically executed endeavors. First and foremost, the chapters are 
bound together into a coherent whole by the postmodern approach, which makes 
language itself  the primary object of  study (as indeed is indicated by the title of  
the book). This constitutes an acknowledgment of  the fact that, like theological 
views, the use of  language mirrors shifts in religious identity.4 The adoption 
of  this approach is itself  perhaps Csepregi’s most original accomplishment. 
Furthermore, in his inquiry it does not become a self-referential game, but 
rather retains its exterior referentiality: the analysis of  the use of  language of  
contemporary agents as a factor in identity formation serves as a tool with which 
the historian can orient himself  or herself  in the tangle of  ideas, movements, 
and denominations. This means, to be specific, that he manages to identify the 
circle of  people who identified with the ideas of  the evangelical movement (a 
circle that until now had seemed impossible to circumscribe) by identifying 
the elements of  their shared language, thereby providing a tool with which to 
systematize the jumble of  late medieval reformers, Humanists, and evangelical 
preachers. 

This approach itself  is not new, but until now no one has thought to use it in the 
study of  the early Reformation in Hungary. Csepregi uses philological methods, 
for instance minute intertextual analysis, to discern interconnections between 
the sources, for example in his discussion of  a letter written by Bartholomeus 
Francfordinus Pannonius in 1522, which constitutes the first example of  the use 
of  a new kind of  language in Hungary, though Csepregi convincingly argues 
that his style is more a representation of  Humanist linguistic practice than it is 
of  Reformation ideas. Csepregi also demonstrates how traditional criticism of  
the Church cherished by observant Franciscan circles intermingled with Luther’s 
new ideas in the views revealed during the inquest against alleged heretics in the 
city of  Sopron in 1524. In his reading, the rebellious miners of  the mining town 
revolt in 1525 used Saint Paul’s apostolic greeting (gratiam et pacem) as a means of  
identification within the evangelical movement, similarly to their co-religionists 
in Germany. Such careful reading of  texts enables Csepregi to make the claim, 
with justified confidence and for the first time in Hungarian historiography, 

4 According to Csepregi, the use of  the term “language event” (Sprachereignis), originally a notion 
introduced by Ernst Fuchs, began to spread in historical theology in the wake of  Gerhard Ebeling’s (1912–
2001) lectures on Luther. Gerhard Ebeling, Luthers Seelsorge: Theologie in der Vielfalt der Lebenssituationen an 
seinen Briefen dargestellt (Tübingen: Mohr, 1997).
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that the Reformation exerted a significant influence on the pre-Mohács (1526) 
German speaking communities in Hungary (Chapter II, “Hit által győztek meg 
országokat”: a szavak hatalma [“By Faith They Moved Nations”: The Power of  
Words]). 

Alongside Csepregi’s focus on the linguistic events that accompanied the 
spread of  the ideas of  the Reformation, the methodological program of  the 
urban Reformation also gives unity to his inquiry. The reader might well be 
prompted to ask why Hungarian historiography on the Reformation (which 
where other topics are concerned is often spry and agile5) is some 40 years 
behind when it comes to the study of  the urban Reformation.6 The explanation 
for this may lie in the fact that Hungary was a multi-lingual and multi-ethnic 
country, in which, broadly speaking, cities had German speaking populations, 
while market towns were inhabited by Hungarians. As a result, in the 1950s, 
the social history of  the Reformation focused on market towns, which were 
enfranchised settlements that earned livelihoods through long-distance trade 
and assumed the functions of  cities in regions without “real” cities. According 
to the narrative of  the “market town Reformation,” the Reformation among 
the Hungarian population was the achievement of  the “peasant burghers” of  
market towns, who brought—along with their cattle—new ideas and books into 
the country.7  

One of  the fundamental questions of  the international (and therefore 
Hungarian) social history of  the Reformation concerns who the agents of  religious 
change actually were. Was it the clergy or the laity that made decisions regarding 
the proper teachings and the path to follow? One of  the indisputable virtues 
of  the paradigm of  the market town Reformation (which Csepregi justifiably 
throws into question) is that it put emphasis not on celebrated preachers or their 
aristocratic patrons, but rather on the common man. Csepregi approaches the 
question of  the complex relationship between pastor, community, and landlord 
from several perspectives. First, he writes several fascinating case studies on the 
reception of  new teachings in the urban setting, the most interesting of  which 
is perhaps the one on the city of  Lőcse (today Levoča in Slovakia), in which 

5 As Csepregi notes in his introduction, the international program of  the “rural reformation” was 
formulated in the 1990s. See for example C. Scott Dixon, The Reformation and Rural Society. The Parishes 
of  Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach, 1528–1603 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Hungarian 
historian Katalin Péter was prominent in the promotion of  this thesis in Hungary. See Katalin Péter, A 
reformáció: kényszer vagy választás (Budapest: Európa, 2004), 74–89.
6 See Bernd Moeller, Reichsstadt und Reformation (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, G. Mohn, 1962).
7 Szakály’s 1995 book is testimony to the resilience of  the thesis. See note 1.
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Csepregi concludes that in their decisions pertaining to matters of  religion, 
city leaders were more concerned with maintaining peace than they were with 
theological tendencies (chapter X/5, pp.333–40). Moreover, the main actors of  
Csepregi’s books are the urban reformers who worked in the shadow of  the 
celebrated preachers. By providing his readers with biographies of  these figures, 
Csepregi restores actors to the narrative of  the cultural history of  Hungary in the 
first half  of  the sixteenth century of  whom historians have had at best distorted 
impressions. (For instance, with regards to the first generation of  reformers, in 
addition to the frequently mentioned Franciscan friars, Csepregi calls attention 
to the prototypical figure of  the Humanist parish priest or Humanist canon who 
turned towards the new teachings [chapter VII/4]). Another one of  the “by-
products” of  the biographical sketches of  the reformers is Csepregi’s thoroughly 
documented insight that northern Hungary should be treated together with 
Moravia and Silesia as one region. The main actors moved within the borders of  
these territories in their searches for employment [chapter VII/2]). In the course 
of  his detailed inquiry into these two topics, Csepregi gains the experiences 
which help him to reflect on the issue of  historical agency. He calls attention to 
the importance of  the dialogue between preacher and community. A preacher 
had to find his place within the complex web of  local political relationships if  
he wanted to become the accepted leader of  a community (p.362). One of  the 
most recent and most frequently cited narratives of  the English Reformation 
also places the political dimension of  the process of  the religious conversion 
of  a community into the foreground, drawing attention, in other words, to the 
interplay of  power relations and religious issues.8

By combining the linguistic approach with the study of  the urban 
Reformation, Csepregi arrives at one of  the most interesting, if  hypothetical 
conclusions in the book. He observes that different communities often failed to 
learn one another’s languages, and there was very little translation between the 
various vernaculars. He interprets this (along with other phenomena) as a sign  
that in the sixteenth century mother tongue was the determining factor in the 
creation of  identity, not confessional difference, which was only subsequently 
perceived as decisive. In other words, to the ethnically diverse urban population, 
whether a sermon was delivered in its mother tongue mattered more than whether 
the teachings were Catholic or evangelical in spirit. According to Csepregi, the 

8 Ethan H. Shagan, Popular Politics and the English Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003).
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polyglot nature of  the communities offers an answer to an old question in the 
historiography, namely why did the decisive majority of  Hungarians adopt 
Calvinism in the sixteenth century, in contrast to other nationalities in Hungary 
or in the neighboring states. As the borders of  language shaped religious 
choices and differences, in their relative linguistic isolation the Hungarians 
followed their own path. In other words, in the sixteenth century there was a 
“Hungarian,” “German,” and “Slovak” religion, while Lutheran or Reformed 
identities became more significant only in the eighteenth century. According to 
Csepregi, the distinctive development of  the Hungarian-language Reformation 
is explained in part by the fact that Hungarian reformers learned German poorly 
in Wittenberg (he notes somewhat sarcastically that because of  their strong 
knowledge of  Latin, they preferred to attend Melanchton’s lectures in Latin over 
Luther’s exegeses, which were held in a mix of  languages). This explains their 
“original theological thinking,” in other words the distinctly different substance 
of  Calvinism in Hungary. Thus one of  the important conclusions of  the book 
is that the distinctive aspects of  the Reformation in Hungary were due in part to 
the reformers’ insufficient knowledge of  German.

I have mentioned only a few of  the basic theses of  the work. It also contains 
a discussion of  the ideas of  Mátyás Dévai, the first influential Hungarian 
reformer, who—a notion striking for its time—included women in Luther’s 
idea of  the priesthood of  all believers. Csepregi analyzes Dévai’s ideas not 
according to the mechanical accusation of  Anabaptism, but rather in the context 
of  his own “personal experience and creative vision.” Given the dire state of  
affairs in the country, which had been devastated by civil war, the reformer, 
who never married, may well have perceived it as the order of  the day that 
women assumed active roles as preachers and confessors (VIII/5, pp.228–38). 
Csepregi also provides a similarly enlightening analysis of  the concept of  the 
Reformation in Reformatio ecclesie Coronensis (1543), a work by Johannes Honterus 
(a reformer of  the Transylvanian-Saxon city of  Brassó, known as Kronstadt 
to the Saxons). Csepregi situates Honterus’ notions at the intersection point 
of  several traditions, including the philologically and pedagogically motivated 
Erasmus movement, the southern German urban Reformation, and the gradually 
emerging Catholic revival. In other words, at the time (the early 1540s) the term 
Reformation included reforms that were acceptable to every trend in thinking, 
thereby containing some promise of  the preservation of  unity. It thus fell quite 
far from the meanings it has acquired today, which emerged in the wake of  the 
first centennial celebrations in 1617 (IX/7, pp.270–85). 
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I will stop here, lest I deprive the reader of  the pleasure of  making several 
fascinating discoveries on his or her own. This pleasure will come at the price 
of  some pains, since Csepregi, who is thoroughly familiar with the complex 
texts and historical contexts, is inclined to abandon his reader at times in the 
thick of  the data and arguments. His book constitutes a fundamental study of  
the early Reformation in Hungary. Like any fundamental study, it is dense. An 
attentive reader, however, stands to glean from it innumerable new insights and 
perspectives.

Translated by Thomas Cooper

Gabriella Erdélyi


