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I. Research goals and objectives 

 

The goal of my doctoral dissertation is to study and examine the position of the Calvinist 

community in Kecskemét in the Early Modern Age, not only from an ecclesiastic historical, 

but also from socio-, economic and education historical approaches and perspectives. The 

subject matter is justified by one of the biggest market-towns in the region between the Rivers 

Danube and Tisza, Kecskemét having a substantial Protestant population since the 16
th

 

century. The time confines of the subject were determined partly by the generally accepted 

historical (1526-1790) and the ecclesiastic historical era confines (ca. 1520-1781/1791) and 

partly by the accessibility of the sources.  

 From the end of the 17
th

 century more and more sources subsisted about the life of the 

Calvinist parish in Kecskemét, however a comprehensive, detailed and monographic 

elaboration about the history of the congregation and the community in the 16-18
th

 century 

has not been heretofore made. There have only been short summaries concerning the history 

of the parish, which fundamentally based on the subsisting ecclesiastic historical work in the 

First Volume of the Matriculy of the parish from the beginning of the 18
th

 century by pastor 

János Kecskeméti Selymes, initially published in the articles of Sárospataki Füzetek by 

Sándor Szilágyi, in the second half of the 19
th

 century. Also issued in the 19
th

 century the 

invaluable information bearing historical summary by minister Mihály Polgár. 

 I examine the history of the Calvinists in Kecskemét in light of the historiographical 

disputes in recent decades. The confessionalisational theory, developed by the modern 

German historiography (primarily Wolfgang Reinhard and Heinz Schilling) emphasised the 

role of the Early Modern Age-conceived, competing, but similarly formed and similarly 

resourceful denominations in the revitalisation of religious life. Through this, with organising 

and supervising society, they contributed to the process of forming of modern states. Harsh 

criticism was conceived towards this theory, especially regarding the applicability in non-

German, and consequentially the complex Central-European and Hungarian circumstances. In 

denominationally varied areas, beside the role of the state, emerges the possibility of 

examining the local communities’ options as well. In connection to this, in Hungarian 

historiography, the dispute of squirely vs. market-town reformation, and lately the issues of 

market-town Reformation – market-town Catholicism emerged, especially concerning the 

Ottoman occupation. Ferenc Szakály stressed that the obvious choice of the wealthy and well-

informed merchant class, prevalent in the lives of local communities, was the Helvetic 
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direction of Reformation, or its more radical variations. However, Antal Molnár indicated that 

this very same environment could have chosen Catholicism as well. 

 Kecskemét is worthy of attention from the perspective of examining the history of 

Hungarian denominational organisation, because it belongs to the few towns, where both of 

the dominant denominations, Catholic and Calvinist, were present in great numbers. On the 

one hand, the Medieval Catholicism lived on, and in the Early Modern Age the presence of 

Catholics was continuous, forming one of the strongest communities in the Ottoman 

occupation. On the other hand, a considerable Protestant, and by the end of the 16
th

 century an 

unequivocally Calvinist congregation came into being, which consisted a significant portion 

of the population in the 17
th

 century. Therefore the two denominations were inclined to 

condition themselves to coexistence. Their relationship, besides the occasionally appearing 

conflicts, was characterised by peaceful coexistence and cooperation. It was based upon a 

compromise by external constraints of circumstances, towards the interest of the town itself. 

Therefore, while examining the history of the Calvinist community, we must always take into 

consideration the relationship with the local Catholics.  

 

II. Research methodology and sources of information 

 

Besides the main source, the ecclesiastic historical work by János Kecskeméti Selymes, the 

exploration and processing of several unpublished archived sources helped the research. 

These are mainly subsiting 18
th

-century sources, provided by the archives of the Calvinist 

parish in Kecskemét. The most valuable items are two registers from this era (I. 1712-1777, 

II. 1777-1803), and the church administrational documentation that contains different records, 

regulations and correspondences concerning the entirety of the congregation. In addition, 

curator logs of the church management, a series of account books and individual economic 

documents, wills and inventories, and documents regarding the church school constitute the 

available source materials. 

 Beyond the Calvinist archives, the documents of the city archives also provide 

additional sources, despite the fact, that a significant portion had been destroyed during World 

War II. However, printed excerpts of council records are available to use, and 18
th

 century 

correspondences, town censuses and testaments have also subsisted. Inspections and decisions 

regarding local matters by the Locumtenential Council and County of Pest-Pilis-Solt possess 

equal source value. Individual records of church visitation from the 19
th

 century are located in 

the Ráday Archives of the Danube-Basin Ecclesiastical District of the Hungarian Reformed 
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Church. Yet from the protocollums of the visitations by Gábor Báthory and Károly Szász, the 

material concerning the Diocese of Kecskemét is missing. Nonetheless, a series of records 

from the district and individual documents provide further opportunities to examine sources. 

 Sources of Catholic origins also provide us with valuable details, such as the records 

of church visitation of the Bishop of Vác, the historia domus of the Franciscan friary of 

Kecskemét, and even sermonic literature. We must primarily mention the valediction of 

Franciscan friar, Vince Blahó summarising the history of the town and the order, which was 

given upon the occasion of the handing of the parish managed by the Franciscans, over the 

white clergy, in 1772. József Telek’s speeches on Corpus Christi about the history and the 

relationship of the parishes also provide equally valuable and heretofore underutilized 

additions.    

 One of the fundamental works of the literature of local history is the monography of 

the town history by János Hornyik, published between 1860 and 1866, which contained 

invaluable, heretofore partially destroyed source material. For the research provided great aid 

the works, studies and edited source publications of Tibor Iványosi-Szabó, just as much as 

László Ferenc Novák's works, based on ethnographic research, on the ‘threetowns’. The 

recently passed László Orosz provided fundamental information on the history of literature; 

on architectural history, especially cemeteries, fundamental information was provided by the 

works of István Juhász. 

 I examined the Calvinism in Kecskemét not as separated, consecutive events, but as a 

case study, putting events into context. For this I analised the formation and development of 

the Calvinist parish embedded in the historical period of the town, presenting the local 

infrastructure and social hierarchy. I discussed shortly general historical questions, such as the 

market-town autonomy and the prevailence of squirely rights during the Ottoman rule, the 

relationship of the occupied market-towns to the Ottoman and Hungarian Royal authorities, 

and the reintegration into the feudal system after the wars of liberation. Furthermore, I 

overviewed the questions of the widespread of the Hungarian Calvinism especially in the 

Ottoman Hungary, the expansion of the Helvetic direction, and the emergence of the 

separated Reformed church organisation. I sought to present the parallels occuring during the 

examination of certain events, and the similarities and dissimilarities appearent in other parts 

of the country and neighbouring towns as well.  

 Reflecting this, the structure of the dissertation is divided into nine major chapters. 

After the local and ecclesiastical introduction, we look at the events and the history of the 

Ottoman era and the 18
th

 century. Further chapters discuss the position of Calvinists in urban 
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society, the internal and external affairs of the congregation in relation to demographic and 

migrational circumstances, position in public administration, the role of illustrious families, 

and the social uses of space. The main areas discussed regarding the subject of church and 

mentality are internal affairs, the community’s self-image, the position of pastors in the 

congregation and society, the material basis of the church, church discipline, family life, 

caring for the poor, preparing for death and burial customs. Separate chapters present the role 

of the church in education and culture, and the educationally or artisticly significant works of 

the Calvinist residents of the town, borned or settled here.  

 

III. Results 

 

In my dissertation, I took upon myself to present the Early Modern Age history of a very 

distinct, but simultaneously locally unique Calvinist population of a market-town, and to 

describe the characteristics of their everyday life, financial and intellectual culture, and their 

position in the local society. Based on my research emerged an image of a community, that 

played a significant role in the public administration, financial and intellectual life of 

Kecskemét, and whose members were connected to each other in many different ways.  

 Based on this, my dissertation presents the relationship between parallelly emerging 

and developing parishes and their effect on the life of the town. The duality is well-presented 

by the agreements regarding churches, the circumstances of the construction of the Calvinist 

church, and dual leadership in the town's government. The separation of the churches and 

subsequently the cemeteries in 1564, then in 1678 settled the relation between the parties for a 

prolonged period of time. However, after the expulsion of the Ottoman, conflicts continued to 

emerge between Catholics and Calvinists, which fits into the country-wide phenomenon of 

silent counter-reformation. Besides the occasional conflicts in everyday life, we can mention 

the disagreements over the usage of land granted by the town and the forceful taking of 

children. Beyond these cases, in the 18
th

 century severe conflicts were incited by the clerical 

dispute between Catholic and Calvinist guild members (not unique in the country) and the 

question regarding the treatment of the condemned. 

 I approach the cross-parish relationship especially from the perspective of conflicts, 

for naturally these resulted in several sources in greater number. These refine the traditional 

image of the town as a paragon of religious tolerance. Of course this contains the truth 

concerning the importance of long-term, peaceful cooperation (or at least coexistence), and 

the occasional, neccesary unity.   
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 Most of the agreements regarding cross-parish regulations were conceived locally, 

without any external influence. The Ottomans initally supported the local reformators, but did 

not directly intervened with religious matters, aside from the exeptional sultanic permission of 

the construction of the Calvinist stone church in the 1680s. In the second half of the 17
th

 

century, squires also enacted their will, which affected the parish. Transylvanian Prince 

György Rákóczi I. supported the Calvinists, whilst supreme judge István Koháry supported 

the Catholics. However, Koháry also sought to establish peace for parishes, and had a 

significant role in the reconstructions and the settlement of disputes after the fire of 1678. The 

real reason behind the disputes of the 18
th

 century was the recatholicisational aspiration of the 

state power.         

 All of the aforementioned was affected by a gradual increase in ratio of Catholic 

population, caused by the demographic and migrational circumstances of the 18
th

 century. In 

addition, the revitalisation of the Catholic religious life was strenghtened by the settlement of 

the Piarist Order in 1715, in addition to the Franciscan Order, present since 1644. However, 

the Calvinists preserved their economical and cultural leading position. It stemmed from 

being present in great numbers amongst the wealthy civic landowners, whilst the Catholic 

population consisted of mainly poor classes, such as sheperds and farmhands. By the end of 

the 18
th

 century, based on the distribution of permanently practiced religions, Calvinists 

constituted only approximately one-third of the population. Although they possessed equal 

rights regarding the town’s governing. In favor of maintaining peace between parishes, the 

principles of parity between the parties and alternations regarding officials was established 

and prevailed for an extended period of time. 

 The position of Calvinists in the local society was reflected in social uses of space as 

well. The Calvinist institutes were located in central parts of the town, and the majority of the 

Calvinist population concentrated in specific parts of the town. This was caused by the 

refugee Calvinists, migrating from Transdanubia, settled in colonies in the town. 

 Concerning the internal affairs of the church, internal supervision was prominent; 

transgressions were prominent by the means of church discipline. At the same time, not only 

the believers were under community supervision, but the existential position of the pastors 

depended on recurring scoldings or dismissals, and for this the relationship between the pastor 

and believers was characterised by a mutual codependence. However, in the 18
th

 century the 

presence of pastors was far more prominent and continuous. 

 The operation of the church was assured by firm financial funds. Registers and other 

financial records documented regularly from the end of the 17
th

 century indicate that the 
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church aspired towards creating a regulated economy. In the 18
th

 century, the main source of 

income, besides the donations from the members of the church, was the rent from the shops 

built near the church, which were used by Greek traders settled in the town. In addition, 

different donations and heritages constituted the typical forms of financial support, which 

were mostly properties (houses, lands, mostly vineyards). The lands acquired this way, were 

mostly used as pastoral allowance, but the new cemetery opened in this era, was created also 

from a heritage vineyard. In extraordinary cases, donations were collected from neighbouring 

towns, for instance for the construction of the church, in other cases support was sent to other 

congregations as well. From the income, the church tried to benefit the pastors, teachers, 

cantors generously, however, in many instances, disputes erupted between the preachers and 

the congregation regarding the pastors’ salary. For the parish, substantial tasks and expenses 

were the institutions, primarily the maintenance of the school, sanitarium and cemeteries. 

 The Calvinist school played a defining role in the cultural life of the church, the town 

and its agglomeration. For until the establishment of the Piarist school in 1715, this was the 

only secondary educational institution. By the organisation of the separated Lutheran, and 

later the Calvinist parish, a new school was established, which became a secondary 

educational institution at the beginning of the 17
th

 century by reception the school from Tolna. 

The institute functioning as a particle for the College of Debrecen, became an independent 

college with its own rector-professor at the middle of the 18
th

 century. Besides forming and 

strenghtening the parish identity, it played a great role in providing pastors and intellectuals. 

The local students took part in peregrination in great numbers, even at the time of the 

Ottoman occupation, or during times of war, strenghtening the connection with Western-

Europe, and conveying the recent ideologies. Students graduating from this school, besides 

undertaking church duties, could bolster the ranks of the intellectuals practicing law, thus 

helping public administration, which indicates a gradual expansion and differentiation of 

literacy. 

 The Calvinist school regularly took part in the musical life of the community, students 

usually sang at funeral. The development of the local book culture is strongly connected to the 

school. Students homecoming from abroad, usually returned with books as donation, 

establishing the library of the college. Pastors and rectors from Kecskemét wrote several 

works themselves, with outstanding literary value in many cases. 

 Only handful, but nevertheless impressive examples of ecclesiastical art have 

remained. The Calvinist stone church, because of its exeptional history of construction, is a 

beacon of memories in the Great Hungarian Plain. With its style connecting it to the Upper-



8 

 

Hungarian and Transylvanian late-Renaissance, and during the renovations in the 18
th

 

century, it gained Classicist and Zopf details. In time it got several bells; amongst its 

clenodiums the 17
th

 century late Renaissance communion vessels, made by the local 

goldsmith guild, are remarkable in country-wide level. Further artistic works are connected to 

Gáspár Göböl, Sámuel Kiss's portrait and the paintings of Péter Herczeg depicting registry 

events, from the Second Volume of the Matriculy of the congregation.  

 In summary, we can conclude, in spite of any vicissitude during this era, the Calvinist 

parish in Kecskemét, by the end of the 18
th

 century, became stronger and preserved its 

cultural embedment later on. Both economically and politically influential families and 

ordinary believers making sacrifices contributed to the longevity.  

 Reviewing the data, not only the life of the whole community becomes appearent, but 

personal destinies, individual situation, success or tragedies unfold for history. This 

dissertation cannot be viewed as complete. The research towards the local Calvinism requires 

deeper digging into the already existing sources, and into those, that are yet unexplored, 

enabling further exploration into the subject matter. Researching specific history and the life 

of specific families or individuals can provide microhistorical results that may enrich the 

history of the community. 

 

IV. Publications related to the research 

 

Devóció és disputa, egyháztörténet és felekezetközi viszony Telek József kecskeméti 

prédikációiban. In: Fiatal Kutatók és Doktoranduszok V. Nemzetközi Teológuskonferenciája, 

DOSZ HTO (Doktoranduszok Országos Szövetsége Hittudományi Osztály). Budapest, Károli 

Gáspár Református Egyetem Hittudományi Kara, 2014. október 24-26. Konferenciakötet. 

(megjelenés alatt) [Devotion and dispute, ecclesiastic history and cross-parish relationship in 

József Telek’s sermons in Kecskemét; under publication]  

 

Egy kecskeméti peregrinus viszontagságai az osztrák örökösödési háború idején. Szatmári Pál 

odera-frankfurti tanulmányútja 1742-1743-ban. In: Fiatal Kutatók és Doktoranduszok III. 

Nemzetközi Teológuskonferenciája, Budapest, 2012. november 2-4. Konferenciakötet. 

(megjelenés alatt) [The vicissitudes of a peregrinant from Kecskemét during the Austrian 

hereditary war. The study tour of Pál Szatmári to Frankfurt an der Oder in 1742-1743; under 

publication] 
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Egy elfeledett humanista költő kapcsolatrendszere. Kecskeméti Agricola János versei 

wittenbergi diáktársaihoz. In: „Hiszek, hogy megértsem!” Konferenciakötet. Doktoranduszok 

Országos Szövetsége Hittudományi Osztály, Fiatal Kutatók és Doktoranduszok IV. 

Nemzetközi Teológuskonferenciája, Budapest, 2013. november 30. Szerk.: Gér András László, 

Jenei Péter, Zila Gábor. (Károli Könyvek – Tanulmánykötet). Károli Gáspár Református 

Egyetem – L’Harmattan Kiadó, Bp., 2015. 262-271. [The system of connections of a 

forgotten humanist poet. Poems of János Kecskeméti Agricola to his student mates in 

Wittenberg] 

 

A kecskeméti református templom és az erdélyi késő reneszánsz építészet lehetséges 

kapcsolatai. In: Táguló horizont. Tanulmányok a fiatal művészettörténészek marosvásárhelyi 

konferenciájának előadásaiból. Szerk.: Kovács Zsolt, Orbán János. Maros Megyei Múzeum, 

Entz Géza Művelődéstörténeti Alapítvány, Erdélyi Múzeum-Egyesület, Marosvásárhely – 

Kolozsvár, 2013, 33-45. [The Calvinist church in Kecskemét and its possible connections 

with Transylvanian Late Renaissance Art] 

 

Templomépítés és közösség a Biblia tükrében. A kecskeméti református templom példája. In: 

Lét- és önértelmezés a Biblia tükrében (tanulmánykötet). (Arianna Könyvek 5.). Szerk.: Nagy 

Márton Károly, Pafkó Tamás, Páli-Nagy Veronika. Kiadják a Lét- és önértelmezés a Biblia 

tükrében konferencia szervezői, Bp., 2012, 43-48. (Interneten olvasható változat: 

http://syrena.hu/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Lét-és-önértelmezés-a-Biblia-tükrében-online-

kiadás-2013.-április-25..pdf) [Construction of church and community in the light of the Bible. 

The example of the Calvinist church in Kecskemét] 

 

Meghívások és marasztások – Lelkészek és a gyülekezet viszonya a 18. századi Kecskeméten. 

In: „Vidimus enim stellam eius…” Konferenciakötet. Szerk.: Szávay László. (Károli Könyvek 

– Tanulmánykötet). Károli Gáspár Református Egyetem – L’Harmattan Kiadó, Bp., 2011, 

444-451. [Invitations and detainings – relationship between the pastors and the congregation 

in the 18
th

 century Kecskemét] 

 

A kecskeméti református templom és az erdélyi késő reneszánsz építészet kapcsolatai. In: „És 

az oszlopok tetején liliomok formáltattak vala” – Tanulmányok Bibó István 70. 

születésnapjára/”Now the capitals that were on the tops of the pillars in the vestibule were of 

lily-work” – Essays in Honour of István Bibó. Szerk.: Tóth Áron. CentrArt Egyesület, Bp., 

http://syrena.hu/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Lét-és-önértelmezés-a-Biblia-tükrében-online-kiadás-2013.-április-25..pdf
http://syrena.hu/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Lét-és-önértelmezés-a-Biblia-tükrében-online-kiadás-2013.-április-25..pdf
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2011. 73-78. [The Calvinist church in Kecskemét and its connections with Transylvanian Late 

Renaissance Art] 

 

Kecskeméti református lelkészek kapcsolatrendszere a 17-18. században. In: Fiatal Kutatók 

és Doktoranduszok I. Nemzetközi Teológuskonferenciája, Budapest, 2010. október 8-10. 

Konferenciakötet. Szerk. és lektorálta: Szávay László, Csűrös András Jakab, Faragó Dávid. 

Bp., 2010. 159-165. [The system of connections of Calvinist pastors in the 17-18
th

 century 

Kecskemét] 

 

Az egyházi anyakönyvek mint történeti források. In: Múzeumőr, 2010. tél, VIII. évf., 4. szám, 

8-10. (Interneten olvasható változat: 

http://muzeum.kecskemet.hu/kiadvany/muzor/data/muzor10_04.pdf) [Church registries as 

historical sources] 

 

Egyház, mezőváros, művészet: A kecskeméti református egyházközség temploma és 

klenódiumai a 17-18. században. In: ARS PERENNIS. Fiatal Művészettörténészek II. 

Konferenciája/2nd Conference of Young Art Historians, Budapest, 2009. CentrArt 

Művészettörténeti Műhely Tanulmányok/CentrArt Arthistorical Workshop Studies. Primus 

Gradus Tanulmányok/Primus Gradus Studies. Szerk.: Tüskés Anna. CentrArt Egyesület, h. n. 

(Bp.), 2010. 87-92. [Church, market-town, art. The church and liturgical objects of the 

Calvinist congregation in Kecskemét from the 17-18
th

 centuries] 

 

Kecskeméti reformátusok végrendeletei a XVII-XVIII. századból. In: Cumania 24. A Bács-

Kiskun Megyei Önkormányzat Múzeumi Szervezetének Évkönyve, Kecskemét, 2009. 199-

284. (Interneten olvasható változat: http://muzeum.kecskemet.hu/kiadvany/cum/data/24.pdf) 

[Testaments of Calvinists in Kecskemét from the 16-18
th

 centuries] 
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