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Viktor Kanász 

PÉTER PÁZMÁNY, THE JESUIT AND THE PRIMATE

“Péter Pázmány, the present archbishop, is of Hungarian origin and about 
fifty years old; he  was already a  Jesuit of  great reputation as a  scholar 
of theology and orator. He was a pious and worthy prelate, who during his 
short archbishopric laid the foundations of several institutions which pro-
moted the glory of God and the flourishing of the Catholic religion, though 
the  intervening war, which turned him from everything, prevented him 
from developing them as he had intended.”1 These were the words used by 
the Viennese nuncio Carlo Caraffa in October 1621 to describe one of the 
most important figures of  early modern Hungarian Catholicism, whose 
activities, not only as a writer and politician, but also as a church organiser, 
fundamentally changed the religious relations of the Kingdom of Hungary 
and thus of the whole Carpathian Basin.

His conversion, his youth, his vocation, his thought, and, as the quo-
tation shows, the  impressions of  his contemporaries, were profoundly 
influenced by the Jesuit order. Additionally, as Archbishop of Esztergom, 
he played an important role in the spread of the Society of Jesus in Hungary. 
It  is therefore worth discussing his function as archbishop and his Jesuit 
identity together. The  focus of his work as archbishop was to  strengthen 
Catholicism in Hungary, which was then in crisis. After a description of his 
early relationship with the Jesuit order, we will examine the most important 
points of this internal denomination-building activity.

1  Galla 1935, 6.
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THE JESUIT MONK

Born in  1570 in  the village of  Panasz, Bihar County, to  Protestant par-
ents, Péter Pázmány’s youth was greatly influenced by the Jesuit College 
of Kolozsvár (Cluj-Napoca), founded by the Prince of Transylvania István 
Báthory, where the young Protestant nobleman began his studies in 1582.2 
The young Pázmány’s conversion was also inspired by the Jesuits who served 
there, and dates from 1583–1584. He entered the Jesuit order on 8 September 
1588. He  spent his novitiate in  Krakow and  Jaroszƚaw in  Poland, then 
studied philosophy in Vienna (1590–1593), where he became friends with 
Wilhelm Lamormain, later confessor to  King Ferdinand II. He  studied 
theology at the Gregorian University in Rome.3 After his successful stud-
ies, he taught philosophy from 1597 to 1600 at the University of Graz, one 
of the most important educational institutions of his time and central to the 
Jesuits. Between 1601 and 1603 he worked as a gymnasium teacher and pre-
fect in  Vágsellye (Šaľa), Nitra county, where he  came into close contact 
with Bishop Ferenc Forgách of Nitra. Afterwards he worked as a mission-
ary in Kassa (Košice), and was present at the infamous occupation of the 
church in Kassa.4

Pázmány taught theology in  Graz between 1603 and  1607, during 
the Bocskai rebellion of 1604–1606. (The Calvinist István Bocskai, Prince 
of Transylvania, rebelled against the Habsburgs.) He obtained his doctor-
ate in  theology in 1606 and  took his fourth solemn Jesuit vows and  their 
additions in  Graz in  1607. Only afterwards did he  return home, where 
he became confessor to Ferenc Forgách, the newly-appointed Archbishop 
of  Esztergom, until 1615.5 In  the meantime, through his sermons, docu-
ments of faith and conversions, he became more and more active in mission-
ary activities, which earned him a national reputation. In addition, Pázmány 
became one of  the leaders of Hungarian Catholicism, alongside Forgách. 

2  On Pázmány’s family and his youth, most recently in Tusor 2016; Kanász 2019.
3  On his studies and his years in Vienna and Rome: Őry 1970. 
4  Bitskey 2001. Pázmány often appeared on public occasions at the side of Cardinal Forgách, 
who “entrusted him with all his secrets”, Tusor 2017, 316.
5  Shore–Tusor 2020, 532–533.
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However, this also brought with it the jealousy of some of his fellow Jesuit 
clerics, which had serious consequences.

Accused by his fellow clerics of  having a  secret relationship with 
a  noblewoman, he  had to  defend himself in  person in  Rome in  the win-
ter of  1614–1615 against unfounded accusations.6 He  defended himself 
so well effectively that subsequent accusations that he may have fathered 
a child, accusations also made by his fellow clerics, presented no problem 
for Pázmány. He was helped by the  fact that a medical commission also 
issued a certificate of innocence.

By this time, Pázmány was already seen as a possible successor to arch-
bishop Forgách both in Rome and at the Viennese court led by Melchior 
Klesl. It  was this exceptional moment  – the  unanimous will of  Rome 
and Vienna – that led to the unusual and complicated procedure by which 
the young Jesuit was able to take up the Archbishopric of Esztergom. This 
was preceded by problems of  canon law and  Hungarian law: on  the  one 
hand, the  fact that the  Jesuit could not, according to  the canonical oath, 
hold ecclesiastical dignity, and  on the  other, the  fact that the  Protestant-
majority Hungarian nobility had passed an  article of  law in  1608 which 
prohibited Jesuits from holding property in  the Kingdom, including 
ecclesiastical estates. For this reason, Pázmány’s “Jesuit character” had 
to  be abolished. In  April 1616, with the  Pope’s approval, King Matthias 
II appointed him Provost of Turóc, and he was briefly novice prior of the 
Order of the Somasca, unknown outside Italy. However, since, for various 
reasons beyond his control, he did not take the habit of the Order, did not 
take the vows, did not actually begin his novitiate, and was not encouraged 
to do so by the Pope, he can still be considered a Jesuit.7 However, when 
he was appointed Archbishop of Esztergom on 28 September 1616, he was 
still temporarily considered a candidate for the novitiate of Somasca, as was 
his confirmation by the  Pope, which came quickly. His patron, Cardinal 
Melchior Klesl, Bishop of Vienna, consecrated him Bishop of Esztergom 
in Prague on 12 March 1617.

6  Tusor 2001, 154–157.
7  For more details, see Tusor 2016.
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THE ARCHBISHOP OF THE DENOMINATION

As Archbishop of  Esztergom, Pázmány had to  face a  very difficult situ-
ation. Most of  the country, and  Esztergom itself, was under Ottoman 
rule, and  a  Protestant Prince headed the  Ottoman-vacant Principality 
of  Transylvania. By this time, most of  the territory of  the Kingdom 
of  Hungary had become Protestant, and  within it, mainly Calvinist. 
The Catholic institutional system in Hungary was in disarray, the Church’s 
financial foundations were shaken, and the number of monks and monaster-
ies radically reduced. There was a huge shortage of priests, and serious dis-
ciplinary and educational problems arose among the clergy, who were loyal 
to Rome. This was compounded by the Fifteen Years’ War (Long Turkish 
War, 1591–1606) and the ravages of the Bocskai movement of 1604–1606.

It was under these circumstances that Pázmány became the head of the 
archdiocese and  developed his denominational programme for the  radi-
cal renewal of  Catholicism in  Hungary. The  model for this renewal was 
Baroque Rome. In addition to his ordination in 1596, he visited the Eternal 
City twice more, from mid-December 1614 to  the end of  January 1615, 
and in the spring of 1632. During these visits, he was able to see the spirit 
of the Council of Trent put into practice. 

The focus of his activities as archbishop was to strengthen the Catholic 
Church in Hungary. Pázmány, who was deeply religious, carried this mis-
sion out not only as a writer, but also as a church (and political) organiser 
after he put on  the shepherd’s ring. His activity as a party organiser was 
characterised by great perseverance and tenacity, as well as a great desire 
to work, combined with a practical attitude, a good knowledge of human 
nature and the ability to think in the long term.

DEVELOPING MULTI-STAGE CATHOLIC EDUCATION

One of  the biggest problems of  Hungarian Catholicism at  that time was 
the  lack of  priests and  the poor level of  education of  the clergy and  the 
Catholic lay intellectuals. This was particularly true in the territory occu-
pied by the Ottomans and in Transylvania, where the pastoral care of the 
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Hungarian Catholic Church was not adequately provided. To remedy the sit-
uation, two very different responses were received from Rome and  from 
Nagyszombat. The  newly established Congregation for the  Propagation 
of  the Faith sent Italian monks and Bosnian Franciscans to  the occupied 
territory of  the Kingdom of  Hungary and  to Transylvania, which led 
to  numerous conflicts with the  Jesuits and  Hungarian Franciscans in  the 
area. Pázmány had already indicated to Rome in 1622 that foreign mission-
aries who could not speak Hungarian were not suitable for this task, but that 
the development of Hungarian Catholicism would be more suitable.8 From 
the time of his appointment as archbishop, Pázmány attached exceptional 
importance to  the proper development of  multi-level Catholic education. 
In a letter to Ferdinand II, he wrote: “I think day and night,” – Pázmány 
wrote to King Ferdinand II – “about how to seriously advance the Catholic 
religion, but I see no more suitable way than to educate the youth.”9

Pázmány was also concerned with the network of  schools in villages 
and rural towns, and their proper maintenance and development were given 
great emphasis at the diocesan synods, that he convened.10 The archbishop 
also sought to  strengthen Catholic lower education on  his own estates. 
In  one of  his manorial instructions, for example, he  wrote that the  Lord 
of  the Manor should forbid the  sons of  serfs to  attend Lutheran schools, 
but should provide Catholic teachers to teach literacy and piety.11

He was also concerned with the development of secondary education: 
as early as 1616 he  moved the  Jesuit gymnasium from Vágsellye to  the 
centre of the archdiocese, in Nagyszombat (Trnava), which had nearly 300 
students in  its first year. He  also founded a  seminary and  a  convent for 
poor and wealthy students in the town. He did not only focus on the schools 
of  Nagyszombat, but  also founded or supported Jesuit schools in  Győr, 
Pozsony (Bratislava) and Szatmár (Satu Mare).12 Nevertheless, it is his work 
in higher education that is better known and more lasting.

8  Tóth 2000; Bitskey 2015, 170, 173.
9  PPÖL I, 479.
10  Butcher 1987.
11  Péter 1995, 184–185.
12  Bitskey 2015, 185–187.
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As archbishop, he paid special attention to promoting the study abroad 
of the Hungarian clergy. One important step in this direction was the found-
ing of the seminary named after him, the Pázmáneum, in Vienna in 1623, 
which served to ensure the university studies of Hungarian clergy students 
in Vienna. Run by Jesuits, the seminary initially started with sixteen stu-
dents, and the archbishop continued to provide the institution with endow-
ments and regular food and other supplies.13

The Pázmáneum also provided the most talented students with an even 
more prestigious training place, sending them to the Collegium Germanicum 
et Hungaricum in  Rome. Even before his archbishopric, Pázmány had 
already tried to send as many students as possible to Rome, and after 1616, 
he  provided the  Jesuit-run institution with substantial financial support 
to enable an increasing number of Hungarian alumni to go to the Eternal 
City, for whom he  also paid the  travel expenses. This re-establishment 
of a regular Hungarian presence in Rome contributed significantly to  the 
emergence of a new generation of bishops influenced by the  ideas of  the 
Council of Trent, as many of  the later Hungarian prelates emerged from 
the Collegium. Pázmány’s work was recognised by the papacy, and he was 
appointed one of the institution’s cardinal protectors.14

However, Pázmány’s most significant foundation was the  University 
of  Nagyszombat, which, according to  its founding letter, was modelled 
on  the  University of  Graz and  was established at  his own expense “for 
the  purpose of  promoting the  Catholic faith in  Hungary and  supporting 
the dignity of the noble Hungarian nation”, and provided with appropriate 
foundations, a  teaching staff and a  library. On 12 May 1635, in Pozsony, 
he  issued the  charter that established the  oldest university in  Hungary, 
the University of Nagyszombat, the predecessor of today’s Pázmány Péter 
Catholic University and  Eötvös Loránd University, which has had such 
a great influence on Hungarian history and has been in continuous opera-
tion ever since. Founded in the spring of 1632 in Rome with a preliminary 
papal authorisation and confirmed by the Emperor and King, the university 
opened its doors with a splendid ceremony on 13 November 1635. Another 

13  Bitskey 2015, 169, 187–188.
14  Bitskey 1996, 66–77; Tóth 2018, 94–106.
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prominent Jesuit, György Dobronoki, was chosen as Rector. Initially it con-
sisted of  a  faculty of  philosophy and  theology, the  latter opened in  the 
autumn of 1638.15

BUILDING CATHOLIC INFRASTRUCTURE IN ACCORDANCE 
WITH THE COUNCIL OF TRENT 

His work in organising education is impressive in itself, yet it was only one, 
albeit very significant, part of his denominational organising. His attention 
also extended to  the funding, management and  control of  church build-
ing projects.16 In doing so, he  encouraged the  construction or restoration 
of many churches, monasteries and other ecclesiastical buildings. In his let-
ters, he often dealt with the employment of craftsmen, architects and artists, 
the procurement of suitable materials, and in more than one case he person-
ally inspected the work.

From the very beginning of his archdiocese, he placed great emphasis 
on creating a baroque archbishop court worthy of his rank. At the same time, 
there was both a  strong need for aristocratic representation and  a  desire 
for frugality. Since the  seat city, Esztergom, had been occupied by 
the Ottomans, the archbishop’s headquarters were in Nagyszombat, which 
became the administrative centre, and the chaplaincy was also active there. 
For this reason, he was particularly concerned with the development of the 
city, and  was instrumental in  shaping its Baroque appearance. In  1623, 
he  founded an  archbishop’s printing press in  Pozsony in  the Jesuit resi-
dence, under the leadership of Jakab Némethi. He was a constant supporter 
of the printing house, and also took care to ensure the quality of the paper. 
In addition to publishing his own works, he supported the writing and pub-
lishing of  many books, both morally and  financially, such as the  history 
of Hungary by Miklós Istvánffy, the Catholic Bible translation by György 

15  Báthory 2001, 387–394; Hargittay 2010.
16  See Báthory 2001, 380.
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Káldi, or  the  history of  the Catholicisation of  Mihály Veresmarti.17 His 
patronage extended to the whole multicultural region. For example, he sup-
ported local Slavonic sermons in Nagyszombat and completed a translation 
of his Kalauz.

On Pázmány’s initiative, many new parishes were opened during his 
lifetime. Between 1631 and 1633 he had eleven new churches built in the 
archdiocese of Pozsony alone and he also gave considerable support to the 
monastic orders, especially the Jesuits and Franciscans. As we have seen, 
he also entrusted the management of the University and the Basilica to the 
Society of Jesus, and founded a Jesuit college in Pozsony. He also supported 
the rebuilding of the Franciscan monastery in Nagyszombat, the Franciscan 
churches and monasteries in Érsekújvár (Nové Zámky) and Körmöcbánya 
(Kremnica), the  Franciscan churches in  Szombathely and  Komárom, 
the Franciscan monasteries in Pozsony and Zágráb (Zagreb), and he com-
posed the first Hungarian monasterology.18

His elevation to the position of Cardinal in 1629 gave him another build-
ing task: he restored his titular church in Rome, the Church of St Jerome 
(Chiesa di San Girolamo dei Schiavoni), at his own expense.19 His fellow 
bishops followed his example. Bishop Miklós Dallos of Győr, for example, 
founded a Jesuit college in his seat with Pázmány’s help.20 However, the idea 
of founding the bishoprics of Szepes (Spiš) and Rozsnyó, an idea that he had 
repeatedly advocated in Rome, did not occur until the 18th century. He cre-
ated the financial basis for this multifaceted and extensive construction by 
putting the management of  the archbishop’s estates in order. In doing so, 
he not only rationalised the operation of  the archdiocesan estates, but he 
also constantly held on to the rights and revenues of the archdiocese.

17  Bitskey 2015, 178–181.
18  Bitskey 2015, 172–17; Shore–Tusor 2020, 536–537.
19  Sárközy 2010, 160; Tusor 2001, 157–161; Tusor 2014b, 292–296.
20  Fehér–Kanász 2015; Kádár 2020, 70–75.
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SYNODS, VISITATIONS AND LITURGY

In addition to supporting the Jesuits and Franciscans, he was also responsible 
for the reform of the Pauline order, as he chose János Marnavich Tomkó, 
the titular Bishop of Bosnia, to renew their rule, and Urban VIII appointed 
him apostolic visitor to the Pauline monks.21 He sought to strengthen the dis-
cipline of the Church by convening diocesan and provincial synods, as pro-
vided for by the Council of Trent. He convened a diocesan synod in Pozsony 
in 1628, a provincial synod in 1629 in Nagyszombat, and national syn-
ods in 1630 and 1633. These synods were of fundamental importance for 
the establishment of the provisions of the Council of Trent in Hungary.

At the Synod of Kolozsvár in 1629, he dealt with the redefinition of the 
canonica visitatio. He also paid great attention to the control of his entire dio-
cese, the lower clergy and the chaplaincies (Pozsony, Szepes) during the vis-
itations, which were mainly carried out by his archdeacons. At that time, 
the state of the diocesan lower clergy was not yet very encouraging: many 
of them were married, many had converted from Catholicism to Calvinism, 
Lutheranism and  Anabaptism, and  in many places, licensed clergy were 
employed to replace them. The financial situation was not favourable either: 
the churches and villages suffered not only from the Ottoman destruction 
but also from the campaigns of István Bocskai and Gábor Bethlen. Despite 
this, reforms slowly became noticeable, and well-educated, worldly-minded 
priests began to appear in rural parishes.22 He also tried to change the situa-
tion by severely punishing priests who clung to the concubinage.

The archbishop also worked to  unify the  liturgy. At  the  National 
Synod of Nagyszombat in 1630, it was voted to adopt the Roman Missal 
and Breviary, ordered by the Council of Trent, supplemented with the feasts 
of the saints of Hungary, instead of the local liturgies of medieval origin. 
To this end, in 1625 he published the Rituale Strigoniense, which had been 
revised in accordance with the decisions of the Council of Trent and whose 
compulsory use was prescribed by the diocesan council of 1629.23

21  Shore–Tusor 2020, 537; Galla 2015, 5–13.
22  These church visitation records were published in Beke 1994.
23  Tusor 1999, 34–38; Füzes 2010–2011, 230–237.
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RELATIONS WITH PROTESTANTS

The archbishop took a  pragmatic approach to  Protestant denominations. 
He deeply believed that there was no salvation outside the Catholic Church, 
so he made every effort to push back Protestantism and bring as many souls 
as possible back into the Church. At the same time, he saw Protestantism as 
a reality with which Catholicism in Hungary would have to live. He there-
fore took a  pragmatic approach to  the question of  religious freedom for 
Protestants in Hungary as early as 1608, and saw compromise as inevitable. 
He clearly saw that no lasting success could be achieved by force alone, by 
the power of arms and by laws. He considered verbal and written persua-
sion much more useful, and saw that it was primarily through the organiza-
tion of the Catholic denomination, the building up of institutions, education 
and well-trained priests, as well as the categorical refutation of Protestant 
doctrines, that the ecclesia Catholica could be strengthened. At the same 
time, when he had the opportunity, he also hindered Protestant construction 
and foundations.24

After Pázmány’s appointment as archbishop, he continued to place great 
emphasis on personal pastoral care, as well as on the development of  the 
ecclesiastical framework of Catholicism renewed by the Council of Trent. 
This strong pastoral line from the very beginning was also decisive for his 
contemporaries. Its effectiveness is well illustrated by the fact that he con-
verted many Protestant nobles and  noblemen, such as Ádám Batthyány 
the famous Baron of Transdanubia, to Catholicism and remained in contact 
with them in later years.25

24  Bitskey 2015, 15–23; Báthory 2001, 381–382.
25  Péter 1995, 183–185; Iványi–Fazekas–Koltai 2008, 15–19; Tusor 2016, 316; Shore–Tusor 
2020, 540.
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SUCCESSION

Pázmány died on 19 March 1637, aged 67. He was buried in  the Basilica 
of the Coronation in Pozsony on 3 April.26 Yet his church-organising activi-
ties did not go to his grave. During his lifetime, he  succeeded in chang-
ing the Kingdom’s religious relations, and his foundations were maintained 
and his ideals continued to be lived by his chosen successors, such as Imre 
Lósy (1637) and  György Lippay (1642–1666), who studied in  the educa-
tional institutions he built, and later by György Szelepcsényi (1666–1685) 
and György Széchényi (1685–1695), who contributed substantially to  the 
eighteenth century blossoming of Hungarian Catholicism.

C

26  Cf. Hargittay–Käfer–Kránitz 2007.
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