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Last year was the fourth centenary of the foundation 
of the oldest Protestant institute in Hungary, the 
Debrecen Reformed Church College. Throughout the 

length and breadth of Hungary great preparations were on 
foot to celebrate this important date, but political events of 
international import made it advisable to postpone for a 
year a jubilee which should be of interest to Western 
Europe too. The circumstance that the second Chair of 
English Philology and Literature in Hungary is to be form
ally inaugurated in Debrecen this autumn is an additional 
reason why we should now devote some space to that 
important event in the history of Hungarian culture. Of all 
the towns in present day Hungary Debrecen is the one that 
had the earliest contract with Protestant England, and it 
was on natives of Debrecen that the English spirit exercised 
the greatest influence in moulding their characters. Later 
on we shall return in detail to what we would merely men
tion here, viz. that Debrecen has played the same role in 
Hungarian cultural life as Cambridge has in Anglo-Saxon 
culture. For this reason Debrecen may well be styled the 
Cambridge of Hungary.

The greatest kings of the Hungarian Middle Ages were 
in touch with England. After the initial steps taken by St. 
Stephen, Bela III. and Sigismund, the friendship between 
England and Hungary first culminated in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. The important political acts of 
Zapolya, the Bathorys, Gabriel Bethlen, the two George
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Rakoczys and Francis Rakoczy II. in this field are more or 
less familiar. If we turn from those Princes to the Hungarian 
towns whose citizens had most in common intellectually 
with England, we must mention three: Enyed, Debrecen and 
Sarospatak. Each of them was a self-reliant stubborn Pro
testant republic, just like the towns of Holland or Northern 
Germany.

At the time of the rout at Mohacs (1526) Debrecen was 
the largest and richest town in Hungary. Its cattle markets 
supplied half Europe with meat. To its cattle-breeding it 
also owed its rapid and many-sided industrialization. But 
in this garden city inhabited mostly by peasants there was 
always a strong desire for culture. Slow and deliberate 
progress coupled with a stolid conservatism have always 
been the outstanding traits of Debrecen.

The ancient College has stamped its mark indelibly on 
the character of the town. No sacrifice for the college and 
its pupils was deemed too great by the citizens of Debrecen. 
During the 150 years during which Transylvania was an 
independent principality and Debrecen lay in the corner 
where all the parts of tripartite (Habsburg, Turkish and 
Transylvanian) Hungary met, the town, thanks to this for
tunate economic situation, began to increase in wealth 
rapidly. It was then that it started sending its young men 
in legions to the countries of the West on what was then 
called "peregrination” . Germany, Switzerland, France, Hol
land, Sweden and England exerted an influence that was 
to last as long as life itself on many young Hungarians.

Hungarian students began to visit England in large 
numbers when during the Thirty Years' War the armies of 
Spinola and Tilly burned down the German university 
towns. At that time there were hundreds of Hungarian stu
dents at the universities in the Netherlands, from whence it 
was an easy matter to cross the narrow channel to England.

The first student from Debrecen to study in England
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was Paul Kereszturi. Later he was to be one of Hungary's 
greatest educators and a formidable master of Calvinist 
theological polemics. In 1624 and 1626 respectively, Mathew 
Kecskemeti and Benedict Bakai, both of whom were later 
Rectors of the Debrecen College, were working in the 
Bodleian Library at Oxford. In 1626 John Thallyai, who two 
years later received a grant of 58 shillings from St. Andrews 
University, was studying at Cambridge.

Early in 1671 Paul Medgyesi, perhaps the greatest 
Protestant thinker of the seventeenth century, crossed to 
England. After passing seven years at Debrecen College, 
he was sent to study in England by the Town Council, which 
gave him two hundred ducats, one hundred Hungarian florins 
and one hundred Imperial thalers. He wished to go to 
England "to learn the language as well as many other useful 
things” , but his most serious reason was that he was eager to 
study the country whose sons had fought so bravely for 
liberty of conscience and democracy. He spent about six 
months at "that famous and memorable ancient Academy of 
Cantabrigia” in the company of his faithful friend Andrew 
Ruszkai. On his return home in 1631 he was elected Rector 
of Debrecen College. There he completed his great work 
begun in London, the translation of “Praxis Pietatis” , the 
Protestant manual of those times. This great work, almost a 
thousand pages in extent, ran to seven editions in 22 years, 
an unparalleled phenomenon when we consider the 
intellectual level of Hungary at the time. The six months 
spent at Cambridge made a tremendous impression on 
Medgyesi. In these years Cambridge became the Bulwark 
of English Calvinism. Here and there a self-examining 
Protestantism tinged with elements of Neoplatonism begem 
to urge social reforms. In the person and life-work of 
Medgyesi we find the most beautiful expression and 
perpetuation of that fine religious movement.
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From 1631 to 1658 Medgyesi published several volumes 
annually. His fertility, perseverance, and rapidity as a 
thinker were unparalled. In his books he enters the lists for 
equality of rights, for universal and national education and 
for the use of the vernacular. He strove to introduce into 
Hungary the technical application of the innovations put 
into practice abroad. He was the first in Hungary to have 
reprints made. He wrote the first theological work in Hun
garian, and was the first in rank among the writers of 
books of prayer and meditation. The London polyglot Bible 
inspired him to make a new translation, which was published 
by the Prince of Transylvania in an edition of 10.000 copies. 
(Of the Bible which prior to his had enjoyed the greatest 
circulation in Hungary, Albert Szenczi-Molnar’s translation, 
only 1500 copies were published.) Gabriel lncze, the greatest 
authority on the Hungarian Protestant literature of the 
period, compares Medgyesi with Gyongyosi and Zrinyi, the 
most eminent Hungarian writers of the century. As chaplain 
in ordinary to George Rakoczi I, Prince of Transylvania, 
and headmaster of the Prince's college at Gyulafehervar, 
he was largely responsible for the fact that so many young 
men from Transylvania were able to visit England in the 
following decades.

The hyper-conservative clergymen at the Debrecen 
Synod in 1638 thought it was time to prevent the innovations 
which "certain young Hungarian men in Holland and Eng
land are conspiring to introduce into the Church". Their 
efforts were however, of no avail. There were no means 
or regulations by which young Hungarians could be preven
ted from visiting England. In 1645 Matthew Nogradi, then 
teacher and pastor in Debrecen, later Superintendent 
(Bishop) went out. In 1654 Samuel Kolesvari was in England, 
and he learned English so well that he preached to the 
English in their own language. When he returned, he wrote 
and translated a whole series of books. He died in Debrecen
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as Dean. Another Debrecen pastor, Valentine Kereszturi, a 
friend of Paul Jaszberenyi, a famous Hungarian professor 
in London, spent four years in that city — from 1660 to 1664. 
Stephen Gydngydsi, a Senior of Debrecen College, and 
George Szilagyi, lived in Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1670 
and 1671 respectively.

But the most important sojourn of all was that of 
George Komaromi-Csip&es, whose statue was recently 
unveiled in Debrecen. He visited England at the beginning 
of the 'fifties. Having taken his doctor's degree in Utrecht, 
he crossed to England from Holland. Later on he became 
Professor of Biblical Languages and Philosophy in Debrecen. 
He published the first English grammar for Hungarians in 
1664 (exactly 250 years ago) under the title of "Specilegium 
Anglicum". It was in his time that the school in Debrecen, 
which till then had been styled “ schola", began to be called 
"collegium’. It is very probable that in preparing its curri
culum, which was drafted by the two professors who had 
been to Oxford, KomaromiJCsipkes and Matthew Nogradi, 
in collaboration with the famous George Martonfalvi, the 
system of an English college was copied. An examination 
of the old school systems in England would throw light on 
this question. Komaromi-Csipkes was a pupil of Nicholas 
Apati, the greatest Hungarian follower of Descartes and 
the author of Vita Triumphans, who learned English in 
Holland.

The Hungarian students who had been to the West of 
Europe brought back more than new manners and new 
ideas. Their trunks were filled with books. In this way the 
library of the Calvinist College in Debrecen waxed and grew 
rich, until it became the finest and most valuable provincial 
collection of books in Hungary. The theses of the Hungarian 
candidates for a doctor’s degree saw the light in the best 
printing-presses of the period. Among the beautiful Elzevir
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editions we find several Hungarian dissertations. No wonder, 
then, if in the Debrecen Library we find copies — in number 
some five hundred odd —  of one-third of all the known 
Elzevir editions, those elegant examples of the printer's 
art. We also find the works of the great thinkers of the 
seventeenth century, Grotius, Descartes, etc. evidence 
enough that the descendants of the Hungarian peasantry were 
very receptive of the teachings of rationalism.

One of these early rationalists was Paul Gydngybsi-Arva, 
who spent a year and a half in the English university towns, 
in Oxford, Cambridge and London, somewhere about 1700. 
He was ordained in London and boasted much on his return 
of his right to the title of “Presbyter Ecclesiae Anglicanae.” 
He brought five or six hundred books home with him, but 
at the frontier the Jesuits confiscated his luggage. Gyon- 
gyosi appealed to Paget, the English Ambassador in Vienna, 
through whose intevention Kollonics was prevailed upon 
to restore one-sixth of his books to Gyongyosi, though the 
rest were burned as dangerous to religion and the State. 
Gyongyosi had very much trouble at home. He arrived in 
a wig and was forbidden to wear it by the Tarpat Synod. 
Once, during his ministry in Kassa, he was heard to speak 
mockingly of a statue of the Virgin Mary. He was sentenced 
to death by the Jesuits and it was only with great difficulty 
that he succeeded in having this harsh sentence commuted 
to one of exile.

In 1693 Stephen Huszti-Szabo, Doctor of Philosophy 
and Medicine, paid a visit to England. He worked in the 
Staphorst chemical laboratory in London and took part in 
the public debates at Oxford. He became court physician to 
Michael Apafi II, the last Prince of Transylvania, and in 
1700 was elected professor in Debrecen College and chief 
medical officer of the town.

Towards the middle of the eighteenth century the
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most famous professors of medicine were teaching in the 
English university towns. It was here that the rational 
treatment and nursing of the sick first began to be practised. 
Our physicians began to join the Hungarian theologians 
studying in England. In the 'fifties of that century the 
English Faculty of Medicine had a Hungarian pupil who 
made a name for himself afterwards. He was Stephen 
Veszpremi-Csanddi, the later famous doctor and historian. 
He studied medicine in Oxford and Cambridge in 1754 and 
spent much time gleaning knowledge in the libraries. He 
also stayed in London for a year and a half, working in 
the hospitals. It was while he was in London that he pub
lished a dissertation in Latin which attracted so much 
attention that it was translated into English and French. 
Veszpremi-Csanadi settled in Debrecen and was chief 
medical officer of the town for several decades.

While he was in England George Kalmar, a student of 
Oriental languages who had been a pupil of Debrecen College, 
was also at Oxford. His was a life of adventure, and his 
ambition was to create a world language.

In the eighteenth century English Protestantism provided 
Debrecen not only with spiritual food but also with material 
means. Professor Nicholas Sinai, who later on was Superin
tendent (Bishop), sojourned in Oxford from June 1756 to 
March 1757. During his sojourn in England he managed to 
secure an exceptionally large donation for the assistance of 
Debrecen College. In answer to the appeal made by Thomas 
Harring, Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bench of Bishops 
and the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge collected 
about two thousand pounds sterling. The interest of this 
sum was enjoyed by the College right down to the beginning 
of the Great War, through at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century the Vienna Government tried to make difficulties. 
A  little circle devoted to the spread of English culture
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gathered in Debrecen around that Sinai to whom the College 
owed this bounty, and generation handed down to genera
tion the tradition of an Anglo-Himgarian friendship.

The brothers Budai were Sinai's pupils. Isaiah Budai 
taught Theology, History, Latin and Greek in Debrecen 
College. In 1793 he was working in Oxford. He visited a 
compatriot of his who had made a great name there. This 
was John Uri, a native of Nagykoros, who was considered 
so eminent an authority on Oriental languages that he was 
entrusted with the task of arranging the collection of Orien
tal manuscripts in the Bodleian. It was in his time that 
Debrecen began to be the Cambridge of Hungary, a leading 
centre of the natural sciences which, nevertheless, did not 
neglect the world of the classics. In addition to editions of 
the works of Latin authors, grammars and books on botany 
in Hungarian were also published, and a society was form
ed for the production of etchings and the drawing of 
terrestrial globes. It was then that Debrecen came to be 
something unique, something apart, in Hungarian intellectual 
life.

About 1776 Michael Benedek (who was later to be a 
Bishop), the compiler of the Reformed Church hymnbook 
still in use, was studying in Oxford. Between 1788 and 1796 
Francis Pet he travelled for considerable periods in Holland 
and England. He was a fellow of Debrecen College, a great 
pioneer in the literature of Hungarian national economy, the 
man who introduced national methods of agriculture and 
made the Dutch windmills popular in the Great Plain of 
Hungary. For a book of Psalms which he published in 
Utrecht in 1794, King George IV —  then Regent —  rewarded 
him with a present of 36 pieces of gold. Pethe's work 
entitled “ Systematic Agriculture” is one of the most im
portant books in the branch of Hungarian literature dealing 
with political economy.
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For a time he was professor at the Georgicon Academy 
of Agriculture at Keszthely and later he became steward of 
the famous Eszterhazy and Festetich domains.

Among the Debrecen lovers of England in the ‘nineties 
of the eighteenth century we find Stephen Segesvari, who 
translated an English medical work into Hungarian; Bishop 
Francis Hunyadi-Szabo, the translator of Milton's works, 
and Samuel Szilagyi, who translated Pope's epigram on 
Newton. Small wonder that when Robert Townson travelled 
through Hungary in 1793 he was surprised and pleased to 
meet in Debrecen —  “ the biggest village in Europe", as he 
called it —  four or five gentlemen who had spent a consider
able length of time in his own country.

Michael Csokonai-Vitez  was a pupil of Isaiah Budai, 
and we may presume that to the latter's influence was due 
the fact that in his essay the former more than once refers 
to English sources. The close connection between his comic 
epic ’’Dorothea'' and Pope's "Rape of the Lock" has been 
definitively established by philological research. It is very 
interesting to find him giving the following advice to the 
Hungarian nation in one of his essays: "Remember, my dear 
Hungarian, how the immortal Kaunitz declared that only 
the English and the Hungarians have a national character."

The first of our poets to read English books in the 
original were Adam Pdloczi-Horvath  and Joseph Peczely. 
They learned English in their studient days in Debre
cen. They lived and studied in the same room as Paul 
Nemeti, the tutor, later on, of the Teleki boys, who inplanted 
in his pupils an admiration of England. Another to master 
the rules of English grammar in his college years in Debre
cen was Joseph Peczely  jun., librarian and professor of the 
College and member of the Royal Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences. He also visited England sometime between 1813 
and 1816.
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One of the most distinguished students of the Debrecen 
College, Francis Kolcsey, did not read English authors — 
Byron for instance —  in the original until he was an old 
man. In his notes John Arany says that one of his professors, 
Paul Sarvari, who had been educated in Gottingen, sent for 
him several times and each time encouraged him to study 
Shakespeare with the words "Nothing but Shakespeare, 
Shakespeare, Domine" (sic!). Arany was one of our greatest 
Shakespeare-translators.

.When in 1849 the Hungarian Government fled from 
Pest before the army of Windischgratz, to assist whom the 
Russians had invaded the country, all the great politicians 
of the Hungarian reform age betook themselves to Debrecen. 
Many of them had been in England towards the end of the 
'thirties; and the Protector himself, Louis Kossuth, was an 
ardent admirer of the English: he once, in fact, began a 
translation of "Macbeth". These men must also have been 
influenced by their stay in Debrecen. Charles Szasz, for 
instance, began to learn English there, and four years later 
he published a translation of the English poems he had read 
at that time. This ministerial secretary from Debrecen be
came the most prolific translator of English books in the 
whole history of Hungarian literature. He translated into 
Hungarian enough of the works of the Victorians to fill a 
library, as well as no less than eight of Shakespeare’s plays.

From 1851 on English was always taught in Debrecen 
College. The first Professor of English was Alexander P. 
Nagy, who wrote an English grammar in leaflet form in the 
'fifties. Almost all the clergymen and Bishops of Debrecen 
visited England sometime or other. Michael Konyves Toth, 
who translated Macaulay into Hungarian, was there in the 
'sixties. His son Kalman spent six months in London in 1863, 
and the reminiscences of that journey are read to day by 
many children in his novel "Vilagjarok" (Globetrotters).
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The perfect Hungarian personification of the puritan 
English spirit, the great Stephen Tisza, another Debrecen 
student, paid a visit to England in 1884. The English political 
economists of the classical school made a great impression 
on him, and whether he was writing about agrarian questions 
or the international situation, his arguments were always 
influenced by their opinions. It is interesting to note that 
when in 1891 the Sick Relief Bill was being framed Tisza 
advocated the English form of workers' insurance instead of 
the German system that was adopted. He was always very 
careful to devote space in the "Magyar Figyelo" to articles 
and debates about English political and intellectual life.

Two of our modern poets, Arpad Toth and Lawrence 
Szaho, were also students of Debrecen College. Arpad Toth's 
"Orok Viragok" (Unfading Flowers) is a collection of the 
most beautiful English poems translated with incomparable 
delicacy. The lyrical poetry of Milton, Keats, Shelley, Byron 
and Browning not only affected him profoundly as a form 
of emotional escape; they have also through him won the hearts 
of the Hungarian readers of poetry. At the age of twenty 
Lawrence Szabo translated all Shakespeare's sonnets and 
Coleridge's "Ancient Mariner” , His translations of" Timon 
of Athens” and "As You Like It” , which were produced in 
the National Theatre lately, are so perfect that they may 
justly be compared with those of Vorosmarty and Arany. 
These poets, as we know, transformed the works of the 
great English dramatist into Hungarian classics.

It is worthy of note that the first Hungarian history of 
philosophy in English was published in Debrecen. Its title 
is "Hungarian Philosophy", and it is the work of Professor 
Bela Tanko. And since last Christmas an international 
periodical in five languages, one of which is English, is also 
being published there. It is called "Helicon", and is devoted 
to literature and aesthetics. Professor John Hankiss is the
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editor of this splendid review, the same professor who 
inaugurated the Debrecen Summer University courses at 
which lectures are also naturally delivered in English to 
meet the requirements of the numerous English-speaking 
visitors attending them.

Now that an opportunity has arisen of disseminating 
English culture, not only in the Budapest University, but 
also in one of the provincial university towns, no better 
place for this purpose could possibly have been chosen than 
Debrecen. The present holder of the Chair of English 
Language and Literature in Debrecen, is Professor Alexander 
Fest, who has done more than anyone else to throw light 
on the history of Anglo-Hungarian intellectual contacts. The 
significance of this Chair of English in the "Hungarian Calvi
nist Rome” , as Debrecen is called, is particularly great; for 
we must not forget that south of the Rhine there is no 
country in Europe in which two university chairs proclaim a 
similar keen and ardent interest in English culture.*

* For additional data relating to the subject of this article see 
“ Hungarian Protestants and England in the XVI—XVIII Centuries.” 
(Danubian Review, 1934. No. 5.)
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