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THE EARLY use of vernacular in

writing remains a challenging, insuf-
ficiently investigated topic in Roma-
nian historiography (or for the current
Romanian space). Transylvania, in
particular, lends itself to this kind of
research. Modernity is also character-
ized by the abandonment of the lan-
guages of culture in favor of national
languages in written communication.
Therefore, the present study proposes
a discussion concerning the written
vernacular in Transylvania, analyzing
a private letter from the 16™ century,
written in Hungarian.!

First and foremost, it should be stat-
ed that in the Voivodeship of Transyl-
vania written communication was done
in Latin,? an international language and
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also the language of the Church and of state institutions. However, Transylva-
nia—and the whole Kingdom of Hungary, for that matter—was a multiethnic
region and, while Latin was the official language in written communication,? it
operated alongside German and Hungarian,* even if the latter two had no official
status. Thus, it was the vernacular that kept together a community, and commu-
nication was overwhelmingly oral. More often than not, the private correspon-
dence was done in the language used on an everyday basis by the members of a
given Transylvanian community>—German for the inhabitants of the Saxon cities,
and Hungarian for the Hungarian nobles and, generally speaking, for those who
knew how to write.® This does not necessarily mean that those who could write in
German were unable to communicate in writing also in Hungarian, or the other
way around, but this is a matter for future research.

One must not overlook the fact that letter writing was governed by a num-
ber of rules, even if said letter dealt strictly with personal matters or instructions
and was in no way legally binding.” A letter was supposed to have five parts:
salutatio, benevolentie captatio, narratio, petitio, and conclusio.® Apart from these,
a document of the littera missilis type had to include a date and a signature at
the end. More often than not, this was the signature of the author of the letter
or of the person sending instructions to a recipient, both situations applying
to a private letter. Although most of the missilis letters also had a seal affixed,
they were not legally binding, as the seals merely indicated the status of the
nobleman (private seal), confirming the authenticity of the letter. The private
correspondence in Hungarian increased in volume towards the middle of the
16t century, as there were more and more educated nobles, and also due to the
adoption of Protestantism.’

After this brief preamble, we come to the stated goal of our endeavor, namely,
the analysis of a private 16™-century letter. The main reason behind the choice of
this letter has to do with the fact that it fits the pattern indicated above. The letter
is 30x21 cm in size, written entirely in the Hungarian language, taking up nearly
all the available space on the sheet. It is not centered, featuring a blank vertical
stripe on the left side, and along the borders the author also left a blank space
roughly the size of one or one and a half lines. There are 37.5 lines in total, mak-
ing it rather long when compared to the other texts falling in the same category,
which amount to 11.5 lines,'® 15 lines,! or even 25 lines,'? plus the signature.'?
Also when compared to other letters, the words seem crammed closer together,
the lines are relatively straight, but in some places the letters overlap with those in
the previous of the following lines, leading us to believe that the author sought
to include as much information as possible on the limited surface of the paper.

There are no indentations or any of the breaks normally associated with to-
day’s letters. Instead, this letter abides by the conventions of official document
writing: the written text flows smoothly, without any erasures or corrections
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likely to indicate the hastiness of the author in conveying his message. While
the text seems to have been written at leisure, without any mistakes, bar the oc-
casional thickening of the letters, being quite a visible text, it is not necessarily
easy to read, especially for a reader of our time.

The modern features of this letter mainly have to do with the language in
which it was written and the signature. It was written in Hungarian by the man
sending the letter who, at the end, signed his full name with the mention “in
his own hand,” both elements being quite novel in a society still dominated by
the classical models, also when it came to the art of writing. Also, the author
was writing in the language he normally used in oral communication. It must be
said that while for Latin writing'* there were handbooks that taught the future
intellectuals the art of writing and the rules thereof, there was no such thing for
the Hungarian language in the 16™ century and in the immediately following
period. Hence the questions regarding the possible rules or norms abided by
those capable of writing in the Hungarian language.'®

In structural terms, the letter under discussion contains all the elements per-
taining to the writing of a littera missilis.'®

1. SaLuTATIO—the first three lines feature the various greetings and forms of
address whereby the author expresses his gratitude to the intended recipient, in
this case his mother, using a language typical for the family environment:

Thyzthelendw Es En zevelmes: azzonium, Es anjam, Ewrewkre valo alnzathos zol-
galathom vtan. kenanum the k. Mynd hazad Nepeuel Egessegeth. Hallany.
(Honorable and beloved lady and mother of mine, I bring to you my eternal
homage wishing good health to everyone in your household).

Following the transcription of the letter, the very first lines reveal a number of
visual elements pertaining to 16™ century writing in the Hungarian language:
in most cases the author writes the vowel 4 after several consonants, such as t, d,
g, ¢, in the form th, dh, gh, ch, revealing the influence of the spoken language.
Also, the vowels 6 or &, 4, é, 6—generally bearing diacritical marks, as featured
today in the modern Hungarian language—are altogether missing. Therefore,
the author, as well as anyone writing in Hungarian at that time, was forced to
find various letter combinations that would evoke the spoken words, hence the
oral character of Hungarian. This becomes apparent starting with the very first
word: Thjzthelendw (honorable) would be currently spelled Tisztelendd, but as
diacritical marks were not in use with vowels at that time, the two-dotted y was
used instead of i or j, and at the end of the word we find a w instead of an 6.
Throughout the text, many connecting words start with a capital letter, which
is likely to confuse the reader, as we are not dealing there with proper names.
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Besides, proper names and even one’s own name were not capitalized at that
time, as opposed to the norms of today. Then, two distinct words that should
have been written separately are spelled as a single word or, on the contrary, a
single word would be split in two. And these are just some of the differences
that we could highlight here. Also noticeable is the use of zinstead of the conso-
nant s, while o is replaced by % or »— zerelmes azzoninm—(szerelmes asszonyom
—beloved lady). Here, as well as in other parts of the text, the “yours” formula—
te kegyelmed—is mostly abbreviated as .£.'” Thus, as stated earlier, there were no
clear rules, and those who wrote in Hungarian were largely making their own.

2. BENEVOLENTIE CAPTATIO—this is represented by a segment roughly four
and a half lines long, where the author apologizes for the long time passed since
his last letter, which was not caused by neglect, but rather by the demanding
teaching activities that prevented him from writing to his parents:

Jol leheth En k. Regquitha Egjiigeth sem Irta(m), Meljeth krem k. hogh k. vesthsegem-
nek ne thulaydonjchon Merth thugin Isthen bogy Irta(m) vona de nem lehethe (t)
akor, Mykor valaky oda Menth, Merth azkor lechket olvasthak.

(It is true that I have not written to you for quite a while, but please do not
see this as a sign of disregard, for, as God is my witness, I would have written
to you but could not, as people went there as the lesson was being read).

3. NARRATIO—this is the longest part of the text, 23 lines in all, where the
author asks the mother to convey to the father the message that the son needed
money to pay his debts. He lists three such debts. First, to his professor, who
comes looking for him on an hourly basis, which is quite stressful, and to whom
he has made promises to pay; however, the insistence of the professor seems
to suggest that the student has a history of falling behind with his payments.
The second person that is owed money—38 florins, as indicated in the text—is
a medical doctor, who is also requesting payment. The inference is that the
student has had some health problems, which took him to the doctor whose
services remained unpaid. The third debt is to the student’s landlord, who had
actually lent money to the tenant for the purchase of the cloth needed for pants
and undergarments, the letter even specitying the type of cloth that had been
thus purchased. The student also explains that he would have not incurred this
latter debt had it not been for the fact that he had no shirts left to wear, a detail
potentially useful to a future socio-anthropological analysis:

De ma Mijnd addsy keresthe(m) Ideth hozza Migh ne(m) thalaltham, azzerth
krem .k.: Mynth zevelmes azzonjomath. hog k. zoljon vramnak hogy: az Mestherrel
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zerzegyek meyg: Es agion valamith Neky,
Merth oran kent kenthath ha hozzthak
valamith Nekj, anagy ha Jwth walaky k:
En Mjndenkor Mondom hogi Meyg lezen
az Ewue; de viamnak sok dolga vagio(n)
CT D Ly by g e T de Ew azth Mongja hogi ha vram akar-
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s = En vram zanaual, Egy Nadvagra valo
L. pozthoth, Es alaunaloth az poztho voth pur-
Fic. 1. The letter—recto, Romanian National gomal, fertalhean ket sengh annakwtanna
Archives, Cluj, coll. Gyulai-Kuun Family, kertem Egi Imegre valo pathlkos giochot,
ser. T—Medieval Documents, no. 103, fol 1. Melljet Bjizzon Nem kerthem vona de nem
vala Egy Ingemys .
(I tried and eventually I found the time, and therefore I ask you, beloved
lady, to tell the master [the father, our note]| that he must come to an un-
derstanding with the professor and send him something, because he comes
looking for me on an hourly basis, asking whether something had come for
him or it someone is about to reach you, and I constantly tell him that he
will be paid his due, that the master is quite busy, to which he replies that
the master could work it out if he wanted to by simply dispatching a servant
with something for him. Therefore I ask you to come up with something
that would spare me this additional problem. Quite recently the year has also
passed in the relation with my doctor, to whom I still owe eight florins, and
he kindly asks you to send him something as he is in dire straits. The year has
also passed in the relation with my landlord, and he wants to be paid for, on
behalf of my father, I requested from him cloth for a pair of pants and some
undergarments, and the cloth was of the Bergamo kind, and then I requested
cloth for a shirt, which I would not have done had I had any shirts left.)

4. PeTITIO—Aafter the description of the three debts that needed to be paid,
in the petitionary section he requests some money for himself, not much, just
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enough to get by, as the absolute prior- g
ity was the repayment of said debts: '

I
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Engemyjis, hane(m) kwigien k. valamij
keues penzth nekemyis

(Here I kindly ask you to think of me

and send me some money).
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Skolaba zenth Berthalan napian, Ishen

tharcha Meyg k. Miynd vramal Es Egyb
thagaymalys Epen, Nagi sok jideiigh
1540.

Fic. 2. The letter—verso, Romanian National
Archives, Cluj, coll. Gyulai-Kuun Family,
ser. 1—Medieval Documents, no. 103, fol 2.

(wishing to be forever your servant, |

wish you Amen, while at the school in Pécs on the day of St. Bartholomew
[August 24, our note]. May God bless you and the master [his father, our
note | and may the Almighty keep you long in this world, 1540).

The last line includes the signature of the author, which features his full name,
plus the mention “by my own hand”—Az the .k. alazathos fyn, Swiyok ferench
Ewmaga keze(uel) (Your humble son, Francis Swlyok, by my own hand) —
granting authenticity to the letter but no legal value whatsoever, as it is merely a
letter sent by a student of the school in Pécs.'® Notably, the additional formula
is also in Hungarian, whereas most letters written directly by their author would
feature the Latin formula, manu propria. It may be that the author chose to use
Hungarian for all the elements of a missilis letter which was in fact addressed
only to his family, allowing him to dispense with the protocolary elements.

As to the verso, we find a number of texts also written in Hungarian, but by
several hands. In the middle of the page we find the expedition formula, written
by Francis Sulyok, stating that the letter was addressed to his mother, Klara Kende,
Mrs. Stephen Sulyok, details which made it possible to identify the student:
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Thizthelendew Es en Zevelmes Azzonjom=j=nak kende Kalaranak Swljwk
Jsthuannenak Nekem ewrewke Valo thiizzthelendo Azzonjomnak es Anjlamnak
addassek etc.

(To the honorable and by me beloved Lady Klara Kende, Mrs. Stephen
Sulyok, this is to be handed to my mother whom I shall forever hold in high
esteem, etc.)

On the verso we also see the traces of a seal, most likely a signet ring of the au-
thor, indicating that he was of noble origin.

As the sheet was folded, we see how the writing space was divided up, allow-
ing for the later reuse of the blank spaces. The author himself was the first to
take advantage of the available space, jotting down on the third part of the page
a message seemingly related to the content of the letter. The form of address is
identical to the one at the beginning of the letter, the content is also related to a
debt to a teacher, this time his current tutor, whom the aforementioned former
teacher, whose name was Thomas, had advised to obtain a guarantee from the
students who owed him money: Thovaba zerethew azzonjom, zoljon k. uramnak
hogi Thamas mestherreljs vegezne merth igen zorgalmazthath, Imar az masthany
mestherth kervteis hogy zalagokath vege azoknak az kik tharthoznak neky. We believe
that the debt had to do with the students’ failure to contribute their share of the
teacher’s wages."

For the time being, our research does not concern the matters pertaining to
the educational system, but the latter may be important elements of a future in-
vestigation. It is therefore possible that the author did not send the letter right
after he finished writing it, on 24 August 1540, and thus had the chance to write
an additional message to his mother before mailing it. The remaining blank spaces
were filled with other notes, all in Hungarian. However, the information pertains
to the agricultural field, with references to the harvest of wheat and oats, the
tithes, and to the quality of the aforementioned produce. Therefore, the verso
of the letter sent by Francis Sulyok was used by another family member, maybe
by his father, who made annotations regarding the harvest of wheat? for reasons
that went beyond the mere keeping of records. These additional notes also belong
to the category of written vernacular, reflecting another dimension of private life
centered on Hungarian as the main element of communication.

Our analysis can really benefit from additional information on the author of
the letter and on the period in which it was written. Francis was a member of the
old and noble Sulyok family of Szatmar, the son of Stephen Sulyok and Klara
Kende.?! The family actually originated from Bacs-Bodrog County, situated in
the southern part of the Kingdom of Hungary, its roots there going back to the
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reign of King Andrew II (13" century). There were therefore two branches of
the Sulyok family, Francis and his parents belonging to the Szatmdr branch,?
where they had significant political clout. Francis’s uncle, Blaise Sulyok (the
author of the letter was Francis II, given the presence of a homonymous uncle)
served for a while as camerarius to King Ferdinand of Habsburg, and his father,
Stephen II Sulyok, alongside the same Blaise Sulyok, had been the captain of
Sabac (Szabdcs) Fortress on the Sava river, one of the fortresses directly involved
in the anti-Ottoman struggle of the Hungarians in the 1520s.>* Another promi-
nent member of the family was George Sulyok, Francis’s uncle on his grandfa-
ther’s side, who served two terms as bishop of Pécs, between 1526 and 1535,
and then between 1537 and 1538, and whose last will and testament of 1537
is still in existence.?* He may have played a role in Francis Sulyok’s decision to
study in Pécs. Therefore, the author of the letter was a domidoctus from the
middling nobility who was completing his secondary education in Pécs. He was
definitely not attending university, as at that time the old medieval university of
Pécs was no longer in activity (it had operated between 1367 and 1390%°). He
was most certainly enrolled at the chapter school run by the Bishopric of Pécs.?¢

As to the political context, John Zapolya, one of the two Hungarian kings*”
competing for supremacy, died on 21 July 1540. His death caused disar-
ray among his supporters, some of whom went to the side of Ferdinand of
Habsburg. Shortly after receiving the news of John Zipolya’s death, the then
bishop of Pécs, John Eszéki (1539-1541), did the exact same thing and put
the bishopric and the town in the service of the Habsburgs. The changing of
sides by the bishopric hierarchy may have somewhat affected the student Francis
Sulyok (at least from the vantage point of his financial possibilities), as he was
a relative of the former bishop, George Sulyok, a supporter of the late king,
John Zapolya. There is no information on the precise reasons why Francis was
studying at the chapter school in Pécs,?® especially considering the geographic
proximity of other chapter schools, those of Oradea or Alba Iulia. Pécs might
have been chosen on account of having one of the most prestigious schools in
the medieval Kingdom of Hungary, or because of the student’s kinship to the
former bishop, George Sulyok.?? It is however certain that he was in financial
trouble, as stated in the private letter he sent to his parents.

Thus, this letter sent by a son to his mother reveals more than just the simple
intimate universe, allowing us to approach several more complex aspects pertaining
to the Transylvanian society in the century of transition from the voivodship to the
principality, touching upon political life, the educational horizon, and more.

Q
(Translated by BOGDAN ALDEA)
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1. This letter is not presented here for the first time. It has been discussed in Hungar-
ian historiography in several contexts—linguistic, as a source on 16™ century writ-
ing in Hungarian; historical-educational, approached within the broader topic of
the higher school in Pécs—but it has never been investigated in light of its primary
purpose: communication. Hence our interest and motivation in analyzing a let-
ter so far disregarded by Romanian historiography. Romanian National Archives,
Cluj (hereafter cited as RNA, Cluj) coll. Gyulai-Kuun Family, ser. 1—Medieval
Documents, no. 103; Béla Pettkd, “A Pécsi iskola torténetéhez,” Torténelmi Tiar
(Budapest) 10, 3 (1887): 802-803; Balint Cstiry, “Sulyok Ferenc levele anyjihoz
1540-bdl,” Magyar Nyelv (Budapest) 24, 5-6 (1928): 215-216; Remig Békefi, A
népoktatds torténete Magyarorszagon 1540-iy (Budapest: Magyar Tudomanyos Aka-
démia, 19006), 142-143; Attila Hegedds, Lajos Papp, Kozépkori leveleink 1541-ig
(Budapest: Tankonyv Kiado, 1991), 523-527.

2. Susana Andea, “Exercitiul scrierii si Cancelaria voievodald din Transilvania (sec.
XII-XIV),” Anuarul Institutului de Istorie “George Baritin” (Cluj-Napoca), 58
(2019): 17-29.

3. Adinel C. Dincd, “Scrisori private din Transilvania medievala in context local si Euro-
pean,” Anuarul Institutului de Istorie “G. Bavitin” (Cluj-Napoca), 59 (2020): 361-384.

4. Albert Berger, Urkunden-Regesten aus dem Avchiv der Stadt Bistritz in Siebenbiirgen,
vol. 1-3, edited by Ernst Wagner (Koln-Wien: Bohlau, 1986-1995), apud. Maria
Lupescu Mako, “Lingua franca—Lingua materna. Limbi si comunitati in orasele
medievale din Transilvania,” Anuarul Institutului de Istorie “G. Barigin” (Cluj-
Napoca), Supplement 58: Culturd scrisi si civilizatie in Transilvania secolelor XI11-
XIX (2019): 11-31. The order of this enumeration is not accidental because, if we
look, for instance, at the statistical data on the documents kept in the archives of the
town of Bistrita for the period 1203-1570, we see that out of a total of 3677 docu-
ments, 82% were in Latin, 11% in German, and only 7% in Hungarian. It is precisely
towards the middle of the 16™ century that we see an increase in the number of texts
written in Hungarian, but even so they will account for only 2% of the 542 docu-
ments dated between 1541 and 1550. From the following decade, 1551-1560, we
have 615 documents of which 9% are in Hungarian, on a par with those written in
German, but the majority remained in Latin.

5. Laszl6 Solymosi, “Anyanyelv és jogi irdsbeliség a kozépkori Magyarorszagon,” Tor-
ténelmi Szemle (Budapest) 53, 4 (2011): 479-501. The first document known to
have been written in German in Transylvania dates from the year 1411. It is a prom-
issory note confirming the debt of a citizen of Sibiu, Martin Chraus, to a citizen of
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Sopron and Bratislava at the middle of the 14™ century. German became the official
language of the two towns towards the end of the 14™ century, diminishing the
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chiefly those who held public office. At the end of the 15% century—the beginning of
the 16™ century we find a significant group of Atteratiamong whom Hungarian was the
dominant language. Before the end of the 15™ century, the number of writings in Hun-
garian could have been greater if, for instance, the clergymen had been in the habit of
jotting down their sermons in Hungarian of if the monks had communicated in writing
instead of orally. Besides, the literate nobles could have written their documents them-
selves instead of delegating this to their scribes or translators. Thus, we see a gradual
transition from spoken Hungarian to written Hungarian. The /Z#terati who used Latin
in school and in their various social positions did not disregard the vernacular. On the
contrary, they sought to elevate the Hungarian language and make it equal to Latin.
Tarnai, 267. The letter of Aladar Viardai, of 1486, is deemed to be the first known
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Abstract
Elements of Modernity in Written Communication in Transylvania: A Private Letter
from the 16™ Century

The early use of vernacular in writing remains a challenging, insufficiently investigated topic in
Romanian historiography (or for the current Romanian space). Transylvania, in particular, lends
itself to this kind of research. Modernity is also characterized by the abandonment of the lan-
guages of culture in favor of national languages in written communication. Therefore, the present
study proposes a discussion concerning the written vernacular in Transylvania, analyzing a private
letter from the 16™ century, written in Hungarian. This letter, from a son to his mother, reveals
more than just the simple intimate universe: the writing allows us to approach several more com-
plex aspects pertaining to the Transylvanian society in the century of transition from the voivod-
ship to the principality, touching upon political life, the educational horizon, and more.

Keywords

written communication, private letter, Hungarian language, Transylvania



