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" 0 happy Hungary, if she will resist 
Further abuse. . . ." 

— exclaimed Dante Alighieri in the XIX canto of his Paradise.1 In other 
works, such as De vulgari eloquentia, Dante also mentioned Hungary and 
her language. Petrarch addressed letters to King Louis the Great,2 and 
Giovanni Serravalle, bishop of Sermo, dedicated his Latin translation of 
the Divine Comedy to King Sigismund. (The translation, presented to the 
king of Hungary at the Council of Constance, is a well-guarded treasure 
of the Archdiocesan Library of Eger, Hungary.) After his election to the 
Holy See as Pope Pius II, Enea Silvio Piccolomini did not forget his friends, 
the Hungarian poets and scholars, Janos Vitez and Janus Pannonius. As 
well, not only Italian humanists but also short story authors wrote much 
in the 15th century about King Matthias and his renaissance court.4 Only 
gradually did the fabulous Pannonia of Rhodighinus5 turn into a land of 
wars and destruction in Italian proverbs, whither one sent his enemy to 
perish, telling him vai a Buda — or "go to hell."6 

Hungarian historians give credit to the Italian humanists who stayed in 
the court of the Hungarian kings for spreading the news of Hungary 's 
greatness and fostering admiration for her in 15th- and 16th-century Italy. 
In their letters and historical works, these humanists were thought to be 
the only ones to describe Hungary 's natural beauty, treasures and culture. 
No doubt, Bonfini, Galeotto Marzio, Ransanus, Callimachos Experiensis 
decisively influenced the image of Hungary, not only in Italy but also in 
the rest of Europe.7 That the reputation of these historical works climaxed 
in the 16th century when Hungarian glory no longer existed is a side issue. 
Also, while the presence of Italian humanists in Hungarian royal courts is 
a historical fact, the bulk of travel from Italy to Hungary started only after 



the marriage of Matthias and Beatrice —previously only a few physicians 
and administrators (such as Pier Paolo Vergerio) sojourned in Buda for any 
length of time. A significant but brief Italian presence in the royal court 
came to an end after the fall of Buda to the Turks in 1541, or rather, it was 
transferred to the Transylvanian court of Queen Izabella, then Zsigmond 
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(Sigismund) B&thori. And, as Ariosto pointed out, tongue-in-cheek, in 
spite of Hungary ' s legendary reputation it was not easy for an Italian to 
leave his sunny country for the cold Danubian Basin.9 

Nevertheless, as the example of Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio shows, 
Italian intellectuals were familiar with Hungary before the 15th century. 
The link between late medieval Europe and Hungary was the continued and 
numerically significant presence of Hungarian students at various foreign 
universities, especially in Italy. The number of Hungarian students in Italy 
between 1200 and 1800 can be estimated at several thousands.1 0 This fact 
explains not only the Italian influence on Hungarian culture but also the 
reason why the latter attracted the interest and respect of Italians at such 
an early date. 

Both Hungarian and international cultural history have devoted consid-
erable attention to the attempts of various kings to establish a Hungarian 
university: Louis the Great in Pecs, Sigismund in Obuda, Janos Vitez 
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in Pozsony, King Matthias in Buda. Notwithstanding the importance of 
these short-lived institutions, the fact remains that until the foundation of 
the university of Nagyszombat in 1635, there was actually no permanent 
university education in the Kingdom of Hungary. The leading scholars 
and clerics, physicians and humanists, had to go abroad, especially to the 
renowned neighbouring Italian universities, to pursue a higher education. 
Although we have some indication of the presence of Hungarian students 
at the universities of London and Paris as early as the 13th century,12 avail-
able data suggest that the greatest influence on Hungarian education and 
the development of an intellectual elite came from the Italian universities, 
above all Bologna and Padua. 

Studium fuit Bononiae (Bologna was wisdom itself) the professors and 
students of the University of Bologna in 1988 proudly proclaimed when 
they celebrated its nine-hundredth anniversary. In fact, the University of 
Bologna exerted its predominance not only in Italy but also in Europe 
and, for our purposes, Hungary.1 3 No matter how important the Faculty of 
Theology at the Sorbonne may have been, the number of registered and 
graduating young Hungarians in Bologna proves the validity of studium 
fuit Bononiae for medieval Hungarian education. The attraction of this 
university for Hungarians was its relative proximity, the authority of its 
eminent professors of ecclesiastical law, and the influence of the Bolog-
nese contacts in the Hungarian province of the Dominican order. This 
province was founded by a Bolognese graduate, Paulus Hungarus, proba-







bly of Dalmatian origin, who, accompanied by five others, went to Hungary 
in 1221 to set up the first Dominican monastery in that country.1 4 Attempts 
in the next century to establish a university in Hungary were all associated 
with the Dominican order, like the establishment of the first university in 
Pecs, 1367.15 These universities were modelled after the Bolognese alma 
mater. No wonder Hungarian Dominicans sent their most talented novices 
to Bologna. 

The earliest information to substantiate a Hungarian presence at the 
University of Bologna dates from 1221. In 1266 Istvan Vancsa, later 
archbishop of Kalocsa, took his doctoral examination.1 6 According to the 
Chartularium Studiae Bononiensis, between 1265 and 1269 more than thirty 
Hungarians studied in Bologna. Endre Veress ascertained that altogether 
eighty Hungarian students attended this university before the end of the 
Arpad dynasty in 1301.1 7 Already in 1265 Hungarian students formed their 
own association, the Nationes Hungarica, a few of whose members served 
as presidents of the Nationes Ultramontanes (Transalpine Students ' Assem-
bly). During the presidency of one of these Hungarians (named Jakab, later 
canon of Esztergom), a notorious student revolt erupted. Protesting against 
the death sentence that city authorities had meted out to a Spanish and a 
Hungarian student for their involvement in the abduction of a local girl, 
foreign students left Bologna and formed their own university at Siena.18 

In the 14th and 15th centuries, several important Hungarian clergymen 
pursued their studies, or even lectured, at Bologna. In 1348 Balint Alsani, 
in 1410 Tamas Postyeni, canon of Esztergom and provost of Nyitra, taught 
canon law at the university. Such academic contacts were mutual. The 
first professor of the University of Pecs was Galvano da Bologna. Gal-
vano eventually returned to Bologna to continue his career as university 
professor.1 9 

The other Italian university that played an exceptionally important role 
in Hungarian cultural history —the University of Padua —had been also 
founded by alumni of Bologna in 1222. By papal edict the school gained 
university status in 1260. Until recently it was believed that the first 
documented presence of Hungarian students at Padua dated from 1264, 
when Orban, the provost of Pozsega, received his doctoral degree.20 At a 
Hungarian-Italian conference on university history, held in 1981 in Rome, 
however, researcher Tiziana Pesenti disclosed information to the effect that 
several Hungarian students were taken to court in Padua as early as 1241 for 
not paying for their study books.21 Actually, it is now known that between 
1241 and 1526, 205 Hungarian students had studied in Padua.2 2 

In the 15th century the University of Padua became the citadel of Italian 
humanism. This is why Janus Pannonius continued his studies here after 
his years at Ferrara. Other Hungarians also studied or taught here in the 
16th century: Janos Zsamboki (Sambucus), Farkas Kovacsoczi and Faustus 



Verancsics, as well as several more who later became prominent figures 
of the Reformation, such as Peter Bornemisza and Mihaly Sztarai. The 
constitution of the university made it possible for non-Catholic students to 
pursue their studies here. When they graduated, the doctoral degree was 
conferred upon them not by the bishop but by the city council. 

Because of its humanist spirit and religious tolerance, the University 
of Padua was suspected of teaching heresy. In the second half of the 
16th century, Catholic leaders in Central Europe encouraged young people 
heading for Italy to take up their studies at the La Sapienza University in 
Rome, which was under the direct supervision of the church, rather than at 
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the northern Italian universities "infested" with heresy. The Jesuit order 
followed the same lead —which also served the education of the new lead-
ership of the Counter-Reformation— when it established university colleges 
throughout Italy after the mid-16th century. Aside from the Collegium Ro-
manum, the central seminary, there was an increasing need for a college to 
provide a high standard of education for religious intellectuals of northern 
and central European countries contaminated by the Reformation. Such an 
institution was to guarantee both the modern education of the leading ec-
clesiastic intellectuals and their unwavering loyalty to the Roman Catholic 
Church. Thus motivated, Saint Ignatius of Loyola founded the Collegium 
Germanicum in Rome in 1552, and fol lowing this example, in 1579 the 
Hungarian, Istvan Arator (Szanto), established the Collegium Hungaricum 
in the Hungarian Pauline monastery beside the Santo Stefano Rotondo on 
the Monte Celio. A year later Pope Gregory XIII merged this with the 
German college, establishing the Collegium Germanicum et Hungaricum 
(still in existence today). His deed of endowment assured twelve places 
for Hungarian students annually. This German and Hungarian College 
produced the leaders of the Hungarian Catholic renewal in the 17th—18th 
centuries. In this era, all primates of Esztergom after Peter Pazmany, such 
as Imre Losy, Gyorgy Lippay, Gyorgy Szelepcsenyi, Zsigmond Kollonich, 
many members of the Esterhazy family and Gyorgy Kaldy (translator of the 
Bible) were graduates of the Collegium Germanicum et Hungaricum. So 
were such representatives of the 18th century pre-Enlightenment as Ferenc 
Barkoczy and Karoly Esterhazy.2 4 

Slightly less important than this college in Rome was the other one, 
the Hungarian-Illyric College of Bologna. It was founded in 1553 by Pal 
Szondy, canon of Esztergom, provost of Zagreb and confessor to Hungari-
ans in Rome. Its importance lay less in the standard of education that made 
its counterpart in Rome famous, than in the fact that the Hungarian-Illyric 
College, attached to the University of Bologna, was a haven for young 
noblemen from Hungary and Croatia w h o chose to pursue their clerical 
studies away from their war-torn native lands, in a quiet town that boasted 
one of Europe ' s greatest universities. Thus , the presence of Hungarian stu-



dents in Bologna did not cease after Buda's fall, but continued throughout 
the 16th—18th centuries. 

Until recently, little had been known about the Hungarian-Illyric College. 
When the University of Bologna celebrated its nine-hundredth anniversary, 
historians of the university and the Hungarian Chair of the University of 
Rome published the annals of the college kept between 1553-1764. 2 5 As 
the introduction emphasized, the increasing proportion of Croatian students 
in the 18th century could not obliterate the fact that the college had been 
founded by a Hungarian who had stipulated the equal representation of 
Hungarian and Slavonian students.2 6 Hungarian presence at the college 
continued throughout the 18th century when the ecclesiastic leadership of 
the country received its highest education in Rome. Presidents and patrons 
of the college were keen to avoid any discrimination against either Hun-
garians or Croatians, as two works by Gyorgy Patachich suggest. One was 
a history of the college published in 1699 under the title, Gloria Collegii 
Ungaro lllyrici, the other a "parallel history" of saints and historical heroes 
of the two nations, Heroes Hungariae et lllyrici. The frescoes in the re-
fectory of the college, which were painted by Giacchino Pizzoli between 
1690-1700, reflect the same spirit, featuring St. Stephen opposite St. Bu-
domir, St. Imre opposite St. Ivan, and so on. On the ceiling we can see 
the widow of the Illyrian King Zolomir presenting the Croatian crown to 
her brother, the Hungarian King St. Ladislaus.27 As the Hungarian-Illyric 
College of Bologna proves, political feuding between the two nations was 
non-existent until the end of the 18th century: the universalist ideology 
of the counter-reformation and their common struggle against the Turks 
excluded any serious conflict of interest. 

After 228 years of activity, the college ceased to exist in 1781. It was 
in this year that King Joseph II forbade his subjects to attend universities 
outside the realm. On October 18 the last president of the college, Antonio 
Turkovich, sold the imposing building (which still stands in the city centre) 
to the Carmelite nuns for sixty thousand liras.28 As a result of the same 
royal decree, places reserved for Hungarian students at Rome's Collegium 
Germanicum et Hungaricum remained unfilled for half a century. 

Perhaps the most important role of the Hungarian college in Rome and 
Bologna was that for three hundred years after the glorious 14th and 15th 
centuries, during the dismemberment, impoverishment and subjugation of 
their country, young Hungarians still maintained contacts with trans-Alpine 
Europe, that is, the culture to which St. Stephen the Nation-Builder had 
tied the country. Thanks to the returning students, the tradition that had 
inspired Hungary during the Anjous and King Matthias 's renaissance court 
continued to influence the nation. These young intellectuals, some of whom 
had also studied elsewhere in Italy (particularly at the Collegio dei Nobili in 
Parma), played important roles in Hungarian cultural life. Ferenc Faludi, 



this early outs tanding modern Hungar ian poet, began writing dur ing his 
so journ in Rome and was elected a member of the Arcadian A c a d e m y of 
Poet ry there. All o ther significant Hungarian poets of the 18th century —the 
s ing le exception b e i n g Gyorgy Bessenyei— found their individual style by 
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fo l l owing Italian examples . This , however , was the beginning of a new 
era rather than the af termath of the Hungarian Golden Age. 
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