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Abstract 

 

The Intersection of Political Aspirations and Architecture in the 
Funerary Chapel of Tamás Bakócz 

 

Katherine Ann Sharrard, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Jeffrey Chipps Smith 

 
The Bakócz Chapel at St. Adalbert’s Cathedral in Esztergom represents the vision 

of the powerful politician and patron of the arts, Tamás Bakócz.  Built between 1506 and 

1519, the chapel was unique in Hungary at the time for its strict adherence to Italian 

Renaissance forms.  Although it was King Matthias Corvinus (1458-1490) who first 

brought all’antica architecture to Hungary, its influence was not widespread.  New 

structures continued to be built with a mix of gothic and renaissance forms into the 

sixteenth century.  Instead of reflecting contemporary Hungarian architecture, the Bakócz 

Chapel is a successor to late fifteenth-century Florentine chapels.   

 Cardinal Tamás Bakócz was Archbishop of Esztergom, head of the royal 

chancellery, and controlled Hungarian foreign affairs in the early sixteenth century.  The 

king, Vladislav II (1491-1516) was heavily influenced by his advisors, and Bakócz was 

his principal counselor.  In 1506, when Bakócz began construction on the chapel, he was 
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at the height of his power and aspired to become pope.  As his rise from outside the 

aristocracy to his position as the right-hand of the King demonstrates, Bakócz was 

politically savvy and extremely ambitious.  As he hired architects and craftsmen for his 

chapel, he had them create a monument that would be a lasting symbol of his wealth, 

power, and erudition.  But Bakócz very specifically did this in a manner that was entirely 

unlike anything else in Hungary at the time.  In the building that was designed to house 

his remains and be his memorial, Bakócz made the conscious decision to associate 

himself with Italy.  
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Introduction 

At St. Adalbert’s Cathedral in Esztergom, Tamás Bakócz created a monument 

that would represent a turning point in Hungarian Renaissance patronage (Figures 1-4).  

For his funerary chapel, Bakócz removed all vestiges of the Gothic, and instead drew 

directly from contemporary chapels in Florence.  Bakócz was an innovator in Hungary 

with close ties to Italy through his political and ecclesiastical careers.  The chapel is an 

expression of these connections and of his desire to be part of Italian society.  It was 

Bakócz’s aspiration to become pope, to attain more power than he could ever wield in 

Hungary.  Begun at the height of his prominence in 1506, the Bakócz Chapel is a 

stunning memorial and is unique in Hungary.    

It would be impossible to say, however, that this achievement in architecture 

would have occurred without the efforts of Matthias Corvinus (r. 1458-1490) to bring 

all’antica art and architecture to Hungary.  The story of Matthias Corvinus’ revitalization 

of Hungarian culture in the second half of the fifteenth century has proven to be beloved 

among twentieth-century Hungarian historians and scholars.  When discussing the 

Hungarian “Renaissance,” generally defined as beginning with the election of Matthias as 

king in 1458 and ending with the Battle of Mohács in 1526, everything begins with 

Matthias and remains historiographically tied to him.  Despite the often narrow approach 

to art patronage in renaissance Hungary, there are several other figures of note who have 

long been recognized as prominent if peripheral patrons, those who were less 
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documented and less prolific than Matthias.  The majority of these men were the wealthy, 

erudite “Church princes,” the bishops and archbishops of Hungary.   

Ecclesiastical humanism and patronage, always significant in fifteenth and 

sixteenth century Hungary, were never more so than after Matthias’ death.  Although his 

successor, Vladislav II Jagiello (r. 1491-1516) had interest in architectural projects, as 

evidenced by his construction at the Nyék palace, his lack of funds made it impossible for 

him to continue in his predecessor’s footsteps.  Rather, it was the Archbishop of 

Esztergom, Tamás Bakócz, who would amass the wealth and power necessary to make 

himself the most noteworthy patron of the arts after Matthias’ death in 1491. 

The patronage of Tamás Bakócz follows in the footsteps of Matthias Corvinus; 

however, Bakócz’s most personal, monumental project, his chapel at Esztergom 

Cathedral, displays a significant difference from the other architectural remains in 

Hungary.  The chapel’s design was current with buildings in Florence, rather than 

retaining many gothic structural elements.  I propose that this is a result of Bakócz’s 

goals at the inception of its construction in 1506.  Unlike Matthias, Bakócz hoped his 

future would take him away from Hungary to Rome and the papacy.  His ultimate goal 

was not to make Hungary equal or superior to Florence or Rome, it was to re-created 

himself as an Italian and become pope.  Thus his funerary chapel should not reflect 

Hungarian ornament or tradition, it should reflect his chosen culture of Italy.   
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Chapter 1, Foundation for the Patronage of Tamás Bakócz  

BUILDING A HUMANIST COURT 
First one must understand the patronage of Matthias and his court in order to fully 

appreciate the differences of the Bakócz Chapel.  The humanist court at Buda was not 

created in a few years, by only one man.  It was the cumulative effort of several 

successive scholars who maintained international relationships and promoted erudition 

and knowledge in a country that was largely illiterate. 

 Bishops in Hungary were among the first to adopt humanism.  Matthias’ tutors 

when he was young were Gregor of Sanok, from Poland, and Janós Vitéz, Archbishop of 

Esztergom (r. 1465-1472).  With these scholars, Matthias learned Latin at an early age, 

and Vitéz encouraged his interest in ancient authors.  Although Vitéz had never traveled 

to Italy, he was a scholar with great admiration for Italian humanists.  Vitéz was 

responsible for sending his nephew (the so-called Janus Pannonius) to study in Ferrara, 

and Vitéz also attempted to start a university at Pressburg, to have a center for 

scholarship nearby.1  Vitéz built his own library, famous for its scope and beauty, with 

imported books on various subjects.2  Scholarly friends dedicated numerous books to him 

as well, including Regiomontanus’ Tabulae ac problemata primi mobilis, Galeotto 

                                                
1 Pál Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen: A History of Medieval Hungary, 895-1526, Trans. Tamás Pálosfalvi 
(London: I.B.Tauris Publishers, 2001): 318. 
2 Klára Pajorin, “The First Humanists at Matthias Corvinus’ Court, the Early Inspirers of Flaunting Wealth 
and Power,” In: Matthias Corvinus, the King: Tradition and Renewal in the Hungarian Royal Court, 1458-
1490 (Exh. cat., Budapest History Museum. Budapest, 2008): 140; Ferenc Földesi, “A Society of Scholars 
and Books: The Library of János Vitéz,” In: A Star in the Raven’s Shadow: János Vitéz and the Beginnings 
of Humanism in Hungary (Exh. cat., National Széchényi Library, Budapest, 2008): 99. 
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Marzio called Vitéz the “Father of Scholarship” in the dedication of his text Liber de 

Hominae.3  Vitéz did not only have beautiful manuscripts, he also spent a great deal of 

time revising and correcting his books.4  He had enough skill in classical Latin that he 

would spend time correcting the language, and comparing the text to another reliable 

copy.  His books, and the obvious attention he paid them, are evidence of his long interest 

in the humanities and sciences.   

 This early supporter of humanism had a long and busy career in the Church, 

chancellery, and government.  Vitéz was from the lesser nobility of Zredna, Croatia.  He 

studied at the University of Vienna and after he joined the Church he progressed quickly 

in the Royal Chancellery.  During the politically tumultuous period after the death of 

Sigismund I on December 9th, 1437, Vitéz became acquainted with Janós Hunyadi, father 

to Matthias, who was quickly becoming extremely powerful in Hungary.  Along with 

tutoring Matthias and his older brother, Ladislaus, Vitéz served as an advisor to Hunyadi 

until the noble’s death in 1456.  Vitéz would later be instrumental in acquiring the throne 

for the young Matthias.      

In addition to his busy professional career, Vitéz maintained correspondences 

with a variety of scholars, some of whom were powerful men themselves.  Pier Paulo 

Vergerio, an Italian humanist, was a friend and guest of Vitéz, as were Gregor of Sanok, 

Regiomontanus (Johannes Müller), Galeotto Marzio, and Johannes Gatti.5  Vitéz was also 

                                                
3 Leslie S. Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” New Review of 
East European History XIV (1997): 104. 
4 Földesi, “A Society of Scholars and Books,” 99. 
5 Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” 103. 
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a friend of Enea Silvio Piccolomini, a humanist at the court of Frederick III (r. 1440-

1493), who later became Pope Pius II (r. 1458-1464).  The two were often opponents as 

when Enea Silvio Piccolomini was chancellor to Frederick III and Vitéz served as 

chancellor to Matthias.  However, they became friends and were correspondents until 

death, and Vitéz always had Pius II’s support.  Vitéz’s relationship with Pius II was likely 

significant to the early scholastic relationship between Hungary and Italy, as much of the 

scholarly contact between the two countries was initially through the Roman Curia.6  It 

would be another scholar, Janus Pannonius, who would begin to strengthen the 

relationship with Florentine humanists. 

Janus Pannonius, Vitéz’s nephew and Bishop of Pécs, was also likely a tutor and 

companion to the King after Janus completed his studies in Italy in 1458.  Both he and his 

uncle instilled a great love of reading in Matthias, and it was common in his court to read 

with a drink after banqueting.7  Vitéz and Janus probably suggested books to Matthias 

and advised him when he started collecting for his library.  Janus Pannonius was the 

preeminent Hungarian scholar, and an internationally respected poet.  He also was an 

excellent scholar of Greek in addition to Latin, a boon to anyone interested in collecting 

ancient texts.   

Unfortunately, Vitéz and Janus became disenchanted with Matthias during his 

reign.  Vitéz disagreed with the King about his military tactics against the Ottomans and 

thought his continual war with Bohemia had no real benefit.  Matthias had also imposed 

                                                
6 Pajorin,“The First Humanists at Matthias Corvinus’ Court,” 141. 
7 Ibid., 140. 
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extremely harsh taxes, including on priests and their dioceses.  In 1471, Vitéz, Janus 

Pannonius, and a few other conspirators invited the Polish King Casimir to take the 

throne of Hungary.  Matthias acted quickly and quashed the plot.  Janus fled rather than 

allowing himself to be taken captive, but he died only a few months later before reaching 

his beloved Italy.  Vitéz was taken and held at Esztergom, and died while still a prisoner 

in 1472.  The whole affair may have slightly tarnished Vitéz’s memory, but the fact 

remains that Matthias would not have become the patron he did without Vitéz.  He was 

not only a tutor and role model for Matthias, but “at least two generations of Hungarian 

humanists looked to him as a model and inspiration.”8   

HUMANISTS IN BUDA AND MATTHIAS CORVINUS’ ART PATRONAGE 
Matthias’s later humanist court was built slowly over time, exploiting the 

connections of his advisors who had contacts in Italy.  Matthias could not get the best 

caliber artists and scholars of the period to travel to Hungary; however, he persuaded the 

notable Giovanni Dalmata to come to Hungary, and one of his court humanists, 

Francesco Bandini, was internationally known.9  

In the early years of Matthias’s reign, Hungary’s closest ties with Italy were with 

the humanists working in the Roman Curia.  The Hungarian envoys to Rome were largely 

humanists, educated in Italy, who were friends with Vitéz.10  Vitéz’s friendship with Pope 

Pius II was no doubt a large part of the strong relationship with Rome.  In 1465, 

                                                
8 Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” 102. 
9 Rósza Feuer-Tóth, Art and Humanism in Hungary in the Age of Matthias Corvinus, Trans. Györgyi 
Jacobi (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1990): 52. 
10 Pajorin, “The First Humanists at Matthias Corvinus’ Court,” 141. 
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Hungary’s relationship with the city of Florence was strengthened by Janus Pannonius’ 

visit.11  Janus was already well respected in Italy, so his trip created the opportunity for 

further contact.  In 1469, Lorenzo d’Medici and the city of Florence sent a pair of lions to 

Matthias. 

A brief interruption in the relationship between Hungary and Italy occurred 

during Janus and Vitéz’s plot against Matthias.  These two men had been the main 

contacts with Italian humanists, and their treason resulted in their removal from positions 

of power.  However, it was not long before other scholars in Hungary, such as Miklós 

Bathóry, Bishop of Vác, formed new relationships with Italian humanists.  The important 

foundations of Hungarian humanism had been put in place by 1472 when both Janus and 

Vitéz died, allowing others to continue in their footsteps.  Notably, again it is bishops 

who had the most contact with foreign scholars.   

With the arrival of Beatrice of Aragon in 1476 the relationship between Hungary 

and Naples is solidified.  Matthias’ marriage to Beatrice increased his interest in 

patronage and expanded his contacts with Italian intellectuals.  Matthias began collecting 

manuscripts at a much faster rate, and later sent his court librarian, Taddio Ugoleto, on an 

extended trip to Florence in 1487-88 to commission texts for him.12  More humanists and 

artists were welcomed to the court at Buda, including Francesco Bandini, who made the 

journey at the behest of King Ferdinand of Naples, Beatrice’s father.  Bandini, who spent 

fourteen years at the Hungarian court, was a good choice of an advisor on matters of 

                                                
11 Pajorin, “The First Humanists at Matthias Corvinus’ Court,”142. 
12 Ibid., 142.  



 8 

architecture.  He had spent the 1470s in Florence, absorbing the architecture and asking 

masters about their projects.13  While humanists often lauded the art of their various cities 

and patrons, forming connections with the artists themselves and questioning them to 

further understand their trade was not as common.14  When Bandini contemplated the 

practical side of art that was generally snubbed by humanists, he was making himself 

even more indispensable to a king like Matthias who had not grown up in the midst of 

architectural development and art patronage.  Bandini attempted to procure a copy of 

Filarete’s treatise for Matthias, but was unsuccessful.  It was Antonio Bonfini who 

translated Filarete’s Trattato dell’architectura, today in the Biblioteca Nazionale 

Marciana, Venice, from Italian into Latin between 1487-89 for Matthias’ library.  

Matthias’s practical interest in architecture is similarly reflected in his two copies of 

Alberti’s De re aedificatoria, today in the Biblioteca Estense Universitaria, Modena, and 

the Státní Oblastní Archiv v Opave, Olomouc.  

 Out of all his projects, Matthias’ renovations of his palaces, churches and 

monasteries had the greatest influence on others.  The palaces at Buda and Visegrád were 

the most extravagant of his building projects.  Although both have been mostly destroyed 

in the ensuing centuries, they have also been the focus of archaeological digs and 

reconstruction work.  

 The royal residence in Buda would be the first to undergo extensive renovations, 

as it was the most significant building in which Matthias could demonstrate his taste for 

                                                
13 Feuer-Tóth, 62. 
14 Ibid., 62. 
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the new all’antica style.15  Nearly all of the palace’s renaissance buildings have been 

destroyed either during the Turkish invasions and regime (1551-1686) or during the 

Baroque reconstruction of the castle.  After World War II, the grounds were excavated 

and some 3,000 renaissance-era fragments were discovered.  These relics were identified 

by the all’antica details on the fragments of door and window frames, pilasters, 

balustrades and cornices.16   

Matthias had the castle at Buda redesigned by an Italian architect, Chimenti 

Camicia, who came to Buda in 1479 as an intarsia craftsman.  That is not to say, 

however, that the building was entirely in the Italian renaissance style.  In fact, the 

architecture during Matthias’ reign retains much of the traditional gothic style.  The 

alterations made were largely superficial, and did not change the basic ground plan, 

which had been built during Sigismund’s reign.17  The influence of Italy is felt most 

strongly in the embellishments and details of the buildings, which were constructed under 

the guidance of the Tuscan craftsmen who formed a workshop in Buda.18 

 The Court of Honor, constructed ca. 1480-1487, was a significant addition to the 

castle (Figure 5).  A two-story loggia, entirely in the renaissance style, was built above an 

older gothic arcade around three sides of the courtyard.19  The open walls of the two new 

upper floors of the loggia were balustrades subdivided with squared balusters, some of 

                                                
15 Rósza Feuer-Tóth, Renaissance Architecture in Hungary, Trans. Ivan Feherdy (Budapest: Magyar 
Helikon/Corvina, 1977): 14.  
16 Ibid., 14.  
17 Ibid., 17.  
18 Dora Wiebenson and József Sisa, Eds, The Architecture of Historic Hungary (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1998): 46. 
19 Feuer-Tóth, Renaissance Architecture in Hungary, 17. 
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which served as bases for columns.  Clear exemplars for these balusters exist in Italy, 

although they are used in the Court of Honor more extensively.20  The three floors of 

arcades are unusual.  The idea would be imitated throughout Hungary, as evident in the 

contemporary construction at Visegrád.21  The signs of the zodiac were carved into the 

ceiling of the upper floor, indicative of Matthias’ interests in science and astronomy.     

The focus of this courtyard was a fountain with the sculpture of Athena. Matthias 

used representations from Greek mythology throughout this palace, and Athena’s 

presence in the great courtyard represents the wisdom of the ruler who lived there.  

Matthias often used representations of Hercules, who was an apt comparison to the king 

who was an often-warring soldier himself.  The main entry to the castle reportedly had 

bronze doors with the trials of Hercules depicted on them.  From the very moment 

visitors arrived at the castle, they would be presented with positive mythical associations 

for Matthias.  To further this aim, inscriptions commemorating Matthias’ victories were 

placed on the marble doorways around the courtyard.      

The courtyard was adjacent to an even more important section of the palace, the 

rooms of Matthias’ famous library.  The library consisted of two vaulted chambers, 

positioned in the west wing of the Court of Honor, facing the Danube and next to the 

Chapel.22  The so-called “Bibliotheca Corvina” is thought to have contained at least one 

                                                
20 Wiebenson and Sisa, Eds, The Architecture of Historic Hungary, 49. 
21 Ibid., 51. 
22 Feuer-Tóth, Renaissance Architecture in Hungary, 17. 
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thousand manuscripts, and perhaps as many as two thousand manuscripts.23  Today, 

fewer than 200 “corvinas” remain in collections all around the world.  The manuscripts 

that Matthias collected speak to his varied interest in subjects such as history, philosophy, 

rhetoric, poetry, medicine, architecture, geography, astronomy, military tactics, and 

theology.24  Out of all his creations, the library remains the most famous, and may be the 

best testament to Matthias’ memory.   

Besides the palace in Buda, Matthias had many other estates and palaces.  The 

most extensive reconstructions occurred at Visegrád.  Visegrád was the royal seat of the 

country under the Angevin dynasty in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, but it 

fell into disuse until Matthias became interested in it during the 1470s.  The use of this 

property as an imitation villa, coinciding with Matthias’s marriage to Beatrice, is 

supported by the new decorative elements and gardens that developed within the 

following years.  In a letter to a friend in Florence, Bandini even uses the term villa for 

Visegrád.25  

The country palace, built shortly after Matthias’ marriage to Beatrice, 

demonstrates a mix of old and new forms, much like the palace at Buda.  The overall 

architecture of the palace remains largely in the late gothic style, and as in Buda it is 

mostly in the decoration that we can see the influence of the all’antica renaissance style.  

                                                
23 Jan Bialostocki, The Art of the Renaissance in Eastern Europe: Hungary, Bohemia, Poland (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1976): 7. Bialostocki suggests 1,000 volumes in the library.   Csaba Caspodi, 
“Die Bibliotheca Corvina und das Buchwesen,” In: Matthias Corvinus und die Renaissance in Ungarn, 
1458-1541 (Exh. cat., Niederösterreichischen Landesregierung Schloß Schallaburg,Vienna, 1982): 68. 
Caspodi suggests 2,000 volumes. 
24 Caspodi, “Die Bibliotheca Corvina und das Buchwesen,” 68. 
25 Feuer-Tóth, Art and Humanism in Hungary, 58-59. 
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Matthias renovated all the buildings of the palace, replacing the ceilings, balconies, 

aperture frames, loggias, porticos, fountains, tiles, and furniture.26  

 As in Buda, the area in Visegrád in which we see the strongest Italian influence is 

the northeast courtyard, where the King and Queen would reside (Figure 6). These royal 

apartments were renovated circa 1484, according to a carved date in the corridor. The 

loggia of the courtyard is of particular interest.  The entire inner courtyard was rebuilt, 

adding vaulted ceilings to the ground floor corridor and pointed-arch windows. 

Excavations in 1940-42 uncovered much of this lower level, with a full reconstruction of 

the courtyard occurring in 1999.  Miklós Oláh, writing in the sixteenth century, described 

the courtyard as being surrounded by a columned passageway.27  Because the ground 

level was discovered to contain no columns, but there are column fragments, it is 

plausible that there was a second floor loggia.   

The focal point of this courtyard was a fountain with a sculpture of young 

Hercules slaying the Hydra (Figure 7). The Hercules Fountain stood in the center, where 

its three-step base, three side panels, and many fragments were found.  After 

reconstruction, Hercules sits upon the hydras’s back as it flails and writhes beneath him. 

Hercules wears his lion skin, its paws tied about his neck and waist.  Despite being a 

child, Hercules looks to be in control of the situation, even if just for this moment. The 

                                                
26 Gergely Buzás, “The Royal Palace of Visegrád in the Time of King Matthias,” In: Matthias Corvinus the 
King: Tradition and Renewal in the Hungarian Royal Court 1458-1490 Exh. Cat. (Budapest: Budapest 
History Museum, 2008): 324. 
27 Gergely Buzás, “The Royal Palace in Visegrád and the Beginnings of Renaissance Architecture in 
Hungary,” In: Italy and Hungary: Humanism and Art in the Early Renaissance, Eds. Péter Farbaky and 
Louis Waldman (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2010): 397. 
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fountain offers up interesting views from all sides and has wonderful dynamic movement.  

The fragments were truly a remarkable find. 

Despite Matthias’ interest in his multiple artistic endeavors, he was not perceived 

by his court as neglecting his duties as king.  The court humanists stressed that Matthias 

used architecture as a form of recreation akin to reading, and that he only undertook these 

projects when he had free time.  Bonfini, when writing of the palace at Visegrád, 

describes the gardens as useful to prevent physical decay, and a way to relax after 

strenuous battles.28  When reviving Visegrád, the modernization of the royal residences 

was the most extensive project to provide every possible comfort for the King and 

Queen.29  Similarly, the castle at Buda served as an important signifier of Matthias’ 

wealth and reputation as a good leader and military commander. Matthias is the first 

Hungarian king not from a ruling dynasty.30  While not precisely a rags-to-riches story, it 

is true that a few generations earlier Matthias’ family was neither important nor very 

wealthy.  Moreover, they were from Transylvania, which due to its large area, 

mountainous terrain, and remoteness from Buda was generally ruled over by governors, 

or voivode, almost as if it were a separate state.  The two Hunyadi generations prior to 

Matthias progressed in the social ranks, becoming increasingly integral to a functioning 

government.  With his modest background, Matthias’ cultural sophistication and 

                                                
28 Feuer-Tóth, Art and Humanism in Hungary, 74. 
29 Gergely Buzás and József Laslovszky, “Life at Visegrád Palace Under the Reign of Matthias Corvinus,” 
In: Medieval Visegrád: Royal Castle, Palace, Town and Franciscan Friary, Ed. József Laslovszky, Trans. 
Magdaléna Seleanu (Budapest: Dissertationes Pannonicae, 1995): 20. 
30 Radu Lupescu, “Matthias Hunyadi: from the Family Origins to the Threshold of Power,” In: Matthias 
Corvinus, the King: Tradition and Renewal in the Hungarian Royal Court, 1458-1490 (Exh. cat., Budapest 
History Museum. Budapest, 2008): 35. 
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education would become important signifiers of his right to the throne.  In turn, the 

humanist model made popular by Matthias would inspire nobles and commoners alike to 

spend their wealth on lavish construction projects and personal memorials.     

EPISCOPAL PATRONAGE 
During Matthias’s reign certain trends emerge among bishops in Hungary.  They tended 

to be university educated, often in Italy, and they almost all held positions in the 

chancellery, an administrative department in the government responsible for official 

documents.31  The High Chancellery was particularly dominated by those who had 

studied in Italy, while the Low Chancellery had many graduates of the universities in 

Vienna and Cracow.32 Matthias also gave bishoprics to a number of non-noble, politically 

astute clergymen, including Tamás Bakócz.  

 Matthias’ influence on his learned court must have been significant.  Many in his 

court saw Matthias’ example and followed it, embracing learning, innovation, and 

personal promotion with artistic monuments. “Fully of envy, hatred and even jealousy, 

they nevertheless admired King Matthias; they followed his example, and commissioned 

buildings in the style chosen by Matthias for the royal court in Buda, the royal castle in 

Visegrád, the villa in Nyék.”33  One of Matthias’ bishop-chancellors who embraced this 

model closely was János Filipecz.   

                                                
31 Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” 102. 
32 Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” 102. 
33 Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, Trans. Lili Halápy (Budapest: 
Corvina/Helikon, 1987): 14. 
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 János Filipecz, Bishop of Várad (1476-91) provides an interesting foil for the 

career of Tamás Bakócz.  Filipecz was a foreigner, born in Moravia, which the king 

conquered in 1469.  Records from his early life are not extensive, but Filipecz is one of 

the few men raised to bishop without any prior church office.  Matthias often included 

men from merchant and peasant families in his court and councils.  He elevated far more 

men from outside the nobility to bishoprics than the previous or following rulers, and the 

first recorded peasant bishop occurs during his reign.34  In fifteenth century Hungary, 

social classes were entrenched and one of the few opportunities for advancement for 

those outside the nobility lay in the Church.  During this period, society essentially 

consisted of nobles and peasants, a class that included all non-nobles.  Thus it must be 

considered that some of the “peasant” men advanced through the church may have come 

from wealthy merchant families, and conversely nobles could be very poor.  It is unlikely 

that any of the Bishops came from the extremely impoverished farming peasant class.   

Matthias’ father experienced popularity with the peasant class as did the young 

king.  During his own election, those who contested Matthias’ right to the throne were 

from some of the oldest, most powerful families in Hungary.  After their disloyalty, 

Matthias may have found he often trusted commoners more than the independently 

powerful nobles.  It may also be a reason so many bishops served as advisors and had 

secular positions in addition to their religious appointments.35   Filipecz served as High 

                                                
34 Fügedi, “Hungarian Bishops in the Fifteenth Century (Some Statistical Observations),” Acta Historiae 
Academiae Scientarum Hungaricae xi (1965): 379. 
35 Ibid., 383. One quarter of bishops during Matthias’ reign were not ordained, thus could maintain secular 
careers, such as in the Chancellery. 
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Chancellor from 1481 to 1490.  A trusted advisor and ambassador, he completed 

diplomatic missions to Paris and Milan in 1487.36  During his visit to Milan, Filipecz was 

entrusted with the task of betrothing John Corvin, Matthias’ illegitimate son, to Bianca 

Maria Sforza, a significant victory for Matthias toward his goal of giving John the throne.  

 Filipecz and Bakócz both were among the group of non-noble, chancellery-

employed bishops who Matthias counted as advisors and ambassadors.  They must have 

worked together often as council to the King, and they were allies in supporting Vladislav 

II after Matthias’ death, at the expense of John Corvin.37  Despite the fact that they both 

proved able advisors to Vladislav, Filipecz quietly disappears from the records while 

Bakócz makes his fortune.  FIlipecz’s history remains tied to Matthias, and his patronage 

does as well.   

  Filipecz emulated Matthias’ building campaigns with projects of his own, 

including construction on the Episcopal palace in Varád and the Felhévíz Abbey in 

Obuda.  His surviving memorial, however, is a book.  The Chronica Hungarorum, 

written by Janós Thuroczy, was printed on March 20, 1488 at the press of Konrad Stahel 

and Matthias Preinlein in Brno (then part of Moravia).  Although it is unknown if one of 

these copies was ever given to Matthias for his famous library, that the King loved books 

and reading was well known.  At the time the book was the most comprehensive history 

of Hungary, recording the period from the Scythian conquest to Matthias’ victory at 
                                                
36 Jolán Balogh, Die Anfänge der Renaissance in Ungarn: Matthias Corvinus und die Kunst (Budapest: 
Academische Druck, 1975): 7. 
37 Enikö Spekner, “The End of Matthias Corvinus’ Dynastic Ambitions: Contenders for the Throne,” In: 
Matthias Corvinus, the King: Tradition and Renewal in the Hungarian Royal Court, 1458-1490 (Exh. cat., 
Budapest History Museum, Budapest, 2008): 525. 
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Wiener Neustadt in August 1487.  A printed book, complete with forty-two woodcuts, 

seems a complement to Matthias’ own aims.  Although Filipecz may not have anticipated 

that the book in which he is not even included would be a testament to his memory, it 

affirms his commitment to Hungary and to learning.  It also demonstrates Filipecz’s and 

Hungary’s progress in that it was a quickly produced printed document.  Although not as 

beautiful as the manuscripts Matthias commissioned from Florence, the Chronica would 

have been able to reach a much larger audience because of its publication.   

 The book is illustrated.  In all extant copies, the prints remain uncolored, and the 

style appears consistent throughout.  While the woodcuts are executed in a simple and 

serviceable manner, they were among the first printed images to be distributed in 

Hungary. The artist or artists are unknown, so it cannot be stated that they were 

Hungarian.  The artist may have been hired by the publishing house.  The images 

themselves are irregular in size, but tend to cover two-thirds or three-quarters of the 

pages.  The frontispiece, printed horizontally, shows the earliest Magyars conquering 

local peasants.  They are depicted as the nomadic Scythian tribe from Central Asia, who 

were considered by Renaissance Hungarians to be their ancestors.   

 The various rulers depicted in the forty-one remaining woodcuts are distinguished 

not specifically through individualized facial features but through their clothing, hair, and 

position.  The artist used little modeling so the features are loosely drawn, yet no two 

rulers appear exactly the same.  The artist worked by recombining the limited variables 

he could depict in hair or hat, facial hair, clothing, body position and seat or throne in 

order to maintain individuality between the various Kings.       
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 Perhaps the most significant portion of the book concerns Matthias and his direct 

predecessors.  Thuroczy’s opinions on the rulers leading to Matthias display the 

contemporary biases of a man who was careful not to offend.  Thuroczy and the artist 

include Janós Hunyadi among the rulers, although he was never king.  He also has an 

entirely unique portrait in which he stands in full armor in a barely defined landscape 

(Figure 8).  Hunyadi is the only man shown standing, and the only in armor.  He holds his 

sword raised in his right hand, in a similar pose to that of Attila, the first portrait in the 

book and another warlord.  The general and regent Hunyadi may not be depicted with a 

throne, but the resulting portrait is the most remarkable in the book.   

 Oddly, the originality of Hunyadi’s portrait is not extended to his son’s.  Despite 

the fact that the image of the current ruler would ostensibly be the most important, the 

portrait of Matthias is a near copy of that of Ladislaus V, the boy-king who came 

immediately before him and who his father actually fought against (Figure 9).  The 

resemblance between the two kings is very close.  The portrait would have been a prime 

opportunity to set Matthias above his predecessors, the artist made no attempt to do so.  

 The Chronica was an inventive project that embodied the spirit of the renaissance 

in Hungary.  As previously mentioned, Matthias loved manuscripts and promoted 

learning.  Although this printed book with fairly simple woodcuts was not as sumptuous 

as Matthias’ many texts, it represented the interest in developing a more learned 

Hungary.  An easily mass producible book that cogently described the history of Hungary 

and effectively glorifies the country would be a first step towards creating an educated, 

patriotic citizenry.   



 19 

 Thuroczy was fully literate and had obtained a better education than most of the 

country, which was largely illiterate; however his chronicle has been criticized in modern 

times for its partisan attitudes and poor chronology.38  And while it may be true that these 

attributes are because “his intellect was far from outstanding,” it also seems possible that 

it is the result of Hungarian nationalism rising with a king who could defend the borders 

against the Turks and gained territory against the Hapsburgs and Jagiellonians.39  

Hungary was actually expanding under Matthias’ rule, and although taxes were extremely 

high to pay for the king’s many battles and extravagant patronage, the citizens were 

rewarded with a generally prosperous country.40  Matthias may have demanded total 

control and vast sums of money, but he still promoted a certain image.  

When Bishop Filipecz funded the printing of this book he was embracing a 

number of things encouraged by Matthias.  He is clearly demonstrating patriotism on a 

national level and also for the person of the king.  There are few items more patriotic than 

a book that records the great deeds of past rulers and glowingly describes the current king 

and his family.  For instance, Thuroczy’s discussed of Matthias’ prowess in battle 

exemplified by the fact that Mehmed II feared to meet him in battle; but does not fail to 

also mention his great kindness and generosity, as when he spared the citizens of Vienna 

                                                
38 Pál Engel, Forward to János Thuroczy’s Chronicle of the Hungarians, Trans. Frank Mantello, Ed. Pál 
Engel (Bloomington: Indiana University Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, 1991): 16-17. 
39 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 322.  
40 Matthias stabilized government by strengthening royal authority against the noble landholders.  His 
larger central government required more bureaucrats, providing more jobs for an increasing “middle class.”  
With peace inside Hungary, Matthias could also focus on stronger international relations, albeit not with his 
neighbors who he was constantly battling. János Bak, “The Hungary of Matthias Corvinus: A State in 
“Central Europe” on the Threshold of Modernity.” Bohemia 31-1 (1990): 339-349; and Engel, The Realm 
of St. Stephen.  
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after his victory.41  And although Matthias was interested in Italian culture, he never fully 

abandoned his Hungarian history.  Matthias was king of a large (and growing) country—

he did not want to become Italian, he wanted to make Hungary the cultural equal, or even 

superior, of a city-state like Florence or Rome.  By promoting Hungary’s history so 

zealously, Filipecz became part of the effort to create a strong national identity. 

 The patronage modeled by Matthias during his reign was designed to create a 

better Hungary, a state that could equal its more erudite, storied neighbors.  It was a 

significant moment of unification in Hungary’s history, but not one that continued after 

Matthias’ death.  While the power struggles continued within Hungary, the wealthy in 

Hungary continued to build.  When Matthias was alive, everyone adhered to his goals, 

and his ambitions.  But with a weak king on the throne it became possible for patrons to 

follow their own aspirations. 

                                                
41 János Thuroczy, Chronicle of the Hungarians, Trans. Frank Mantello, Ed. Pál Engel (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, 1991): 223.  
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Chapter 2, Tamás Bakócz: “in his home country, he is pope as well as 
king”42 

Tamás Bakócz, Cardinal and Archbishop of Esztergom (1442-1521, r. 1497-

1521), was an opportunistic man with the ability to capitalize on the tumultuous politics 

in Hungary.  Born into a merchant family, he managed to acquire great wealth as a result 

of his long career in the Church and as an advisor to three kings.  Bakócz first became 

involved in government under Matthias Corvinus, with whom he shared interests in 

scholarship, humanism and the arts.  After Matthias’ death, Bakócz became the foremost 

patron of the arts in Hungary and he spent lavishly on architectural projects.  But whereas 

Matthias never completed a building entirely in the Italian renaissance style, Bakócz 

ensured that the most important monument to his life would be wholly all’antica.  Started 

in 1506, the Bakócz Chapel at Esztergom Cathedral seems to be a record of his intention 

to attain the papal tiara.  Bakócz did not connect his funerary chapel to any other 

buildings in Hungary—rather, stylistically it consciously emulates current Florentine 

architecture.  He was fully committed to his future, which at that time he hoped would be 

at the Vatican.  Although Vladislav succeeded Matthias as king of Hungary, it was 

Bakócz who made most of the King’s decisions; the possibility of ruling not only in act 

but in name undoubtedly appealed to him. For this possibility Bakócz eschewed 

Hungarian examples and turned fully towards Italy. 

                                                
42 György Székely, “Reform und Politik im Leben des Kardinals Bakócz,” Reform, Reformation, 
Revolution: Ausgewählte Beiträge einer wissenschaftlichen Konferenz in Leipzig 1977 (Leipzig: Karl Marx 
Universität, 1980): 84. From the report of the Venetian ambassador in 1511.  



 22 

Bakócz gained his great wealth and control during the reign of Vladislav II 

Jagiello, elected in the general confusion after Matthias’ death on April 6th, 1490.  In the 

preceding fifty years, Hungary had already dealt with three difficult and contested 

successions of kings, in which the nobility struggled to gain control and there were often 

multiple elected rulers at one time.  To understand how Bakócz capitalized on the power 

struggle surrounding the 1491 election of Vladislav, it is beneficial to briefly examine the 

past political difficulties.   

EXCURSUS: TROUBLED POLITICS IN HUNGARY 1437-1491 
The reign of King Sigismund (1403-1437) stabilized Hungary and instituted a centralized 

government. However, after his death on December 9th, 1437, the nobility in Hungary 

seized their chance to regain some of the control they had lost during Sigismund’s rule.  

Sigismund had intended to pass all of his territories to his daughter, Elizabeth, and her 

husband, Albert V Hapsburg, but the barons in Hungary refuted Elizabeth’s right to the 

throne and only Albert was crowned on January 1, 1438.  Albert was elected king 

conditional to his agreement to various concessions of power.43  Unfortunately, Albert 

would be king for less than two years before becoming ill during a battle against the 

Ottomans, which would result in his death.   

Albert’s death on October 27th, 1439 did not improve matters.  His wife, 

Elizabeth, was pregnant at the time and considered her unborn child to be the heir to the 

                                                
43 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 279.  Specifically Albert had to terminate nearly the entirety of 
Sigismund’s reforms, creating a government friendlier to the nobles; he was also required to limit foreign 
influence, and cease taxation of the Church; he also agreed to give the royal council the final consent in any 
of his political decisions.   
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throne.  Many nobles, however, were not content to give Elizabeth control of the 

government until her child was able to rule.  These men chose Vladislav III Jagiello, 

King of Poland, as their new ruler.  When he entered Buda in late May of 1440, he made 

an unwelcome discovery: Elizabeth had given birth to a son, Ladislaus V Posthumous, 

who had been crowned king on May 15th.  The nobility divided into separate camps for 

the two Kings of Hungary, and it was in this void of true leadership that Janós Hunyadi, 

father of Matthias, amassed great wealth, property, and power as one of Vladislav’s 

generals.   

The constant struggle for power in Hungary, and the lack of any strong central 

leader for two decades was (briefly) brought to an end with the election of Matthias 

Hunyadi, Janós’ son, as king.  Although still very young when he began to rule, the 

absolute power that Matthias would yield later in his reign is a testimony to his 

understanding of the political climate he grew up in.  Matthias rejected the models of the 

recent kings and proved to be an admirable opponent for the nobles and neighboring 

kings in their plotting for power.  It is likely that many of the noble families who 

supported Matthias hoped that the young king would prove malleable and vulnerable to 

further political concessions.  On the contrary, Matthias very quickly began to remove the 

most problematic nobles from their positions in the government and replace them with 

new, more trustworthy men.  His fast actions provoked a response from some of the 

western nobility who decided that they would rather support Frederick III, Holy Roman 

Emperor, in his bid for Hungary.  Matthias’ relations with Frederick would be 

contentious for the duration of his rule, although Frederick’s initial attempt to become 
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King of Hungary was abandoned in 1463.44  There was very little peace for Matthias 

during his reign, but his nearly constant state of war resulted in expansions of territory to 

the north, south, and west of Hungary, as well as the title King of Bohemia, which he 

shared with Vladislav IV Jagiello (the future Vladislav II of Hungary).  

Many of Matthias’ closest advisors were from the lesser nobility or peasant class.  

It is evident that he sought out the company of these men, and while he did not shun the 

wealthier noble families entirely, Matthias supported many well-educated, intelligent 

men of humble origins by giving them bishoprics.45  In this light, his election to king can 

be seen as a sort of “victory of petty nobility,” who could now find themselves above 

their wealthier peers.46  Some of Matthias’ longest standing advisors were from outside 

the nobility entirely.  Janós Filipecz was a foreigner serving in the chancellery when 

Matthias rewarded him with the bishopric of Varád and would later elevate him to the 

position of High Chancellor; Filipecz served Matthias for sixteen years.  Similarly, 

Bakócz was the son of a wheel-maker.  His successful oldest brother, who became 

Provost of Titel, and who was ennobled, sent Bakócz to universities in Cracow, Ferrara, 

and Padua.  After completing his studies Bakócz returned to Hungary and began to work 

in the chancellery, where he worked when he first met Matthias.  By 1480, Bakócz was 

                                                
44 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 299-300. Frederick III had the crown of Hungary in his possession; as 
such Matthias could not be formally crowned until it was retrieved.  Matthias had to make concessions as a 
result of the peace treaty, primarily 80,000 florins and allowing Frederick to maintain his Hungarian royal 
title.  There was also a condition that if Matthias died without a legitimate male heir, Frederick or his 
successor would inherit the throne.   
45 Fügedi, “Hungarian Bishops in the Fifteenth Century (Some Statistical Observations),” 379. 
46 Domonkos, “Ecclesiastical Patrons as a Factor in the Hungarian Renaissance,” 102. 
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the personal secretary to King Matthias and in 1486 he was appointed Bishop of Györ, 

the first bishopric in his long career.   

ELECTION OF VLADISLAV II JAGIELLO 
Although Matthias had hoped to start a dynasty and intended his illegitimate son John 

Corvin to be his heir, several other claimants to the throne came forward after Matthias’ 

death.  Maximilian I, the Holy Roman Emperor, John Albert Jagiello, heir to the Polish 

throne, and Vladislav IV Jagiello, King of Bohemia, all asserted their right to the 

Hungarian throne.  Although John Corvin had extensive land holdings and great wealth, 

ultimately he had very little support among the nobility.  Maximilian also had very little 

support within Hungary, whose nobles and dowager queen Beatrice elected Vladislav.  

Yet even after Vladislav had been selected by the majority of the nobility and crowned, 

his opponents continued their challenges.  The succession would be an extremely 

important time for Matthias’ old council to ensure their future, and Tamás Bakócz 

quickly made himself indispensable to Vladislav. 

 Vladislav need the support of Beatrice, who was still wealthy and in control of 

some armed forces.  She was vehemently against John Corvin ascending to the throne 

and hoped to maintain her own power through the succession.  In order to get her support, 

Vladislav made a offer of marriage, and they secretly wed two weeks after his coronation.  

Bakócz, then Bishop of Györ, officiated the wedding.  Only later did Beatrice realize that 

the ceremony had been a ruse to obtain access to her funds.  Bakócz knew how important 
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her support would be and had designed the plot himself.47  Before the wedding, Vladislav 

stated in front of witnesses that he was marrying under duress, invalidating the marriage.  

He proceeded to initiate a divorce as soon as he had rid himself of his adversaries, 

although it would take nine years for Pope Alexander VI to annul his marriage.  Thus 

Bakócz earned the trust of his new king, and would serve on his royal council as arch and 

secret chancellor. 

With the election of Vladislav came a reorganized system of government.  

Although Hungary remained a monarchy, the barons and nobles of Hungary made the 

most of their opportunity to seize whatever power they could during the succession.  

They forced Vladislav to accept certain terms in return for their support, but it seems that 

once given control he remained a diffident ruler.  Thus, his royal council and the diet 

considered themselves largely in charge of the business of ruling Hungary.  

Unfortunately, the king’s weak position left two separate governing bodies to attempt to 

assert their control over Hungary, which resulted in an ineffective government and a 

country with little money and no strong foreign policy stance.   

The royal council, as the group of advisors supposedly presided over by the king, 

considered itself the primary governing body with the diet playing little role.  Made up of 

select clergy and nobles, the council consisted of sixty or seventy members, with a more 

central ten to twelve members who handled the everyday matters of governing.  One of 

the most important of this small council was the chancellor, who was in charge of the 

royal seals and as such was privy to any of the king’s decisions.  In 1491 Tamás Bakócz 

                                                
47 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 346. 
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was appointed arch and secret chancellor to the king, and he would remain arch 

chancellor until his death in 1521.  Bakócz would continue to expand his wealth and 

power by becoming Archbishop of Esztergom in 1497 and Cardinal in 1500.  Perhaps 

because of his apparent skill for acquiring significant and influential positions in both the 

government and Church, Bakócz was often accused of greed and nepotism.48  He used his 

position to place his family and protégés in rich Church positions as well.  One of these 

men, “his own creature,” György Szatmári, would succeed him in his government and 

church positions.49 

 Although the nobility had regained the power they had lost during Matthias’ 

reign, Bakócz opposed their growing control.  He was a great landowner himself, but 

Bakócz consolidated power in his own hands and was not interested in sharing it.  That 

he was not from the nobility may have exacerbated his position.  Although his knowledge 

and taste were widely known, his peasant birth would not have been overlooked. The 

nobility must have resented Bakócz, as they wanted to assert themselves as the ruling 

class but had to battle Bakócz and Szatmári, also a non-noble, at every turn.  In 1497 the 

diet complained so vigorously to the King of Bakócz’s practices that Vladislav was 

forced to take some action.  He removed Bakócz from the position of “secret” chancellor, 

and appointed Szatmári in his stead.  Although Szatmári was closely allied with Bakócz, 

it must have stung Bakócz nonetheless to share some of his power with another ambitious 

man.  

                                                
48 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 353. 
49 Ibid., 353. 
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The diet, comprised of the nobility or their representatives, imagined themselves 

as the ruling government body.  Pushed into recession by Matthias, the council sprang 

into action and enacted hundreds of articles between 1491-1526 or more than had been 

passed in the previous five centuries combined.50  The diet quickly sought to limit the 

power of the Church and towns in Hungary, mainly by imposing unfavorable taxation 

policy.51  The nobles on the diet were also largely different from the royal council in that 

they were often uneducated and xenophobic.  In his Tripartite, Stephen Werböczy 

described the conquering Scythian ancestors as courageous masters of war, who 

condemned the weak or cowardly to serfdom while the brave ruled all as equals.52  

Werböczy was obviously courting the nobility with this description, legitimizing their 

ownership of land and serfs while implying that those in control were righteously 

sovereign on their own land.  By emphasizing their military heritage and patriotism of 

their own ancestors, he manages to ennoble their lack of education and distrust of 

foreigners by demonstrating the inherent superiority of the Hungarian bloodline.  

Although similar to Thuroczy’s Chronica Hungarorum in its patriotism and hyperbole, 

the text panders to the nobility in the way the Chronica flattered royalty.    

 Accordingly, the diet and royal council were often at odds.  Their differences led 

to Hungary’s rapid decline as a powerful country. Conversely, Bakócz’s power would 

increase through the first quarter of the sixteenth century.  In 1497 Vladislav appointed 

                                                
50 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 355. 
51 Ibid., 355. For instance, the lord owner was allowed to take his “ninth” before the church tithe, which 
ultimately meant the lord got 11% and the church 9% of the crops.   
52 Ibid., 351-352. 
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him Archbishop of Esztergom (after Bakócz may have compelled Ippolito d’Este to 

relinquish the position).53 This position was head of the Catholic Church in Hungary.  

With his extensive wealth, landholdings, and political influence, Bakócz was in the 

perfect position to involve himself further in international politics. 

 Bakócz made an important political partnership with Venice first.  Hungary had 

managed to suppress the Ottoman forces at their own borders for several decades, and 

their assistance was needed in a new alliance designed to contain the Turks.  This goal 

was especially important to Venice, as the Turks occupied several Venetian territories.  

Pope Alexander VI finally annulled Vladislav’s marriage to Beatrice to persuade him to 

join the alliance with Rome and Venice, while the Venetian ambassador in Rome asked 

the Pope to raise Bakócz to the rank of Cardinal, affirming the importance of Bakócz’s 

influence on the king.  The exchange of favors was apparently acceptable, as Bakócz was 

given a cardinal’s hat on September 20th, 1500.  Again in 1503 Venetian intercession 

would get Bakócz his next reward.  He arranged a peace treaty between Venice and the 

Ottomans.  To demonstrate his thanks, the Doge of Venice, Leonardo Loredano, sent an 

envoy to Rome to request that the Pope appoint Bakócz as Patriarch of Constantinople.  

                                                
53 Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 16. Horler reports that Bakócz forced 
Ippolito d’Este out as the archbishopric of Esztergom, although this is not mentioned in alternate sources 
when discussing the exchange of bishoprics. It is uncertain which event took place first, Bakócz’s 
appointment to Esztergom or his removal from the position of secret chancellor.  I surmise that the 
exchange happened in one of two ways: either Bakócz first forced Ippolito d’Este out and took over his 
position, increasing his power intolerably, resulting in the nobles calling for his removal from the 
chancellery; or Vladislav was compelled by the nobility to remove Bakócz from one of his positions in the 
chancellery and offered him the archbishopric as an exchange.  Further confusion stems from the fact that 
scholars disagree about Bakócz’s actual “start date” for his tenure at Esztergom. Péter Farbaky and Jolán 
Balogh date it in 1497 and Miklós Horler and Richárd Horváth use 1498. 
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This request would not be granted until 1507, after several years of insistence by the 

representatives of Venice and Bakócz in Rome.   

 Bakócz also became useful to a former claimant to the Hungarian throne, the Holy 

Roman Emperor, Maximilian.  According to an agreement signed by Matthias to retrieve 

the crown of Hungary from Frederick III, the throne should have passed to Maximilian 

upon Matthias’ death with no legitimate heir.  Maximilian continued to apply pressure, 

hoping to eventually obtain Hungary for himself.  He was opposed by the Hungarian 

nobles, led by Janós Szapolyai, who insisted upon a Hungarian king.  Maximilian hoped 

that Bakócz would support him, and wrote to Bakócz in 1505 that he would use all of his 

influence for Bakócz in the next papal election.54  It is unclear if Bakócz had papal 

aspirations before this, but Maximilian’s letter is the first recorded instance of his new 

objective.  In 1505 Bakócz held the highest ecclesiastic office in Hungary; he controlled 

Hungarian foreign policy; he had risen through the Church to become Patriarch of 

Constantinople, and he had the support of the Holy Roman Emperor and Doge of Venice.  

He had achieved all of this by being incredibly politically astute, determined man.  In 

1506, Bakócz would lay the foundation stone for his sepulchral chapel, his great 

memorial to his successes and abilities.   

                                                
54 Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 18.  
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Chapter 3, The Bakócz Chapel: “a magnificent and precious work”55 

ARCHITECTURE AND PRECURSORS  
Bakócz’s funerary chapel would be a significant monument in the study of Hungarian 

renaissance architecture solely for the fact that it remains intact (Figures 1-4).  That it is a 

remarkable example of all’antica architecture in Hungary makes it only more notable.  

Because of its extraordinary nature, it would be easy to place undue importance on the 

Bakócz Chapel as an example of Bakócz’s patronage and Hungarian renaissance 

architecture as well.  However, from the excavations and fragments from other buildings 

it does appear to be a truly unique building in Hungary because of its structure and 

decoration.  Beginning in 1506, Bakócz built the chapel from the ground up as a 

memorial to his life.  Undoubtedly this building was the artistic endeavor most personal 

and most important to him.  It was the building designed to protect his memory and 

represent his life.  How Bakócz chose to surround himself in death is can be linked to his 

bourgeoning career at the chapel’s inception.  

 The chapel has not survived entirely as intended.  The larger building of the 

Esztergom Cathedral was destroyed during the Ottoman conquest in 1543 and the 

subsequent battles in 1595, 1605, and 1683.  Beginning in 1759 there were plans to 

rebuild the cathedral with consideration to the chapel.  However, when the construction 

of the new cathedral finally began in 1822, the new plans required the chapel to be 

                                                
55 The 1536 description of Nicholas Oláh. Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” Acta Historium 
Artium III, 1956, 174. “…alterum sacellum in latere ecclesiae meridionali a fundamento ad summum usque 
intrinsecus ex rubro marmore eoque politissimo per Thomam cardinalem patriarcham 
Constantinopolitanum maximis impensis exstructum, hoc superne in orbem coarctatur et cupro inaurato 
concameretur, opus sane magnificum et preciosum.” 
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moved about seventeen meters from its original location.  Furthermore, the chapel had to 

be re-oriented.  Originally, the chapel was situated on the south side of the cathedral, but 

its move located it off the north side (Figure 10).  In order to keep the altar at the east 

end, the original north entrance was walled up, and the choir stalls from the south of the 

chapel were moved opposite to create an entrance in the south wall (Figure 11).  In 1875, 

the dome had to be replaced. The altarpiece has also been damaged and restored over the 

years.  Thus the chapel does not look exactly as it did when it was finished in 1519.  

Although these changes are unfortunate, the structural form remains much the same and 

the plans made during the chapel’s relocation provide excellent information regarding its 

original design. 

 During the nineteenth-century construction, János Máthes recorded the state of 

the old St. Adalbert’s Cathedral and Bakócz Chapel, included in his book published in 

1827.  It is from his notes that we know that there was another building on the site of the 

chapel, possibly the south porch of the cathedral.56  There were few options for Bakócz to 

consider as building sites, as there was no room for another addition on the north side of 

the cathedral, and furthermore, visitors approach St. Adalbert’s from the south.  Placed 

on the southern side, the chapel was one of the first visible portions of the cathedral.   

The centrally-planned chapel is one of the earliest examples of this form north of 

Italy. The chapel and cathedral were also interconnected in a way that was unusual 

outside of Italy. The central room of the chapel itself was about the width of the bays in 

the nave, creating a harmonious sense of space between the two.   A large arch in the left 

                                                
56 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 34.  
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aisle of the nave opened directly into the chapel, and the tall entrance allowed a person to 

better view the space of the dome, with the cornice and vaulting.  Inside the chapel itself, 

there is not room to see the entire structure.  But the original arched entrance was much 

taller than the three recesses, rising above the entablature, at 8.2 meters high (Figure 2).  

This offers the viewer a point from outside the chapel at which the central space and 

dome were visible.  It is a unique solution in that only this single arch was modified.  

There is precedent in Italy among chapels in which only from the entrance can a visitor 

view the cornice and dome, however in those cases the arch of the entry is of equal height 

to those on the three other sides of the room.57  The unusual entrance of the Bakócz 

Chapel was subverted when the chapel was moved, and now the disparate arch can been 

seen, sealed up, behind the choir stalls.  

The plan of the chapel was based on a Greek cross, with a barrel-vaulted entrance 

and three vaulted niches in the remaining walls.  The idea of a symmetrical, simple 

structure was one of the tenants of Renaissance architecture, based on ancient buildings.  

The vertical arrangement of the chapel consists of three phases: the square walls, with a 

single opening into the cathedral; the tympana and pendentives that support the circular 

base of the dome; and finally the dome itself.  

Although the architect of the chapel is not known, its form is clearly related to 

chapel architecture in Florence.  The most basic form of the Bakócz Chapel can be seen 

in Filippo Brunelleschi’s buildings, with a square floor space and a domed ceiling on 

pendentives, as in the plan for the Sagrestia Vecchia of San Lorenzo (1420-1429) and the 

                                                
57 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 48. 
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Pazzi Chapel (1429-1451), both in Florence (Figures 12-13).  For the Sagrestia Vecchia, 

Brunelleschi designed a square central room covered by a dome, with another side room 

also covered with a small dome.  He expanded upon this same design for the Pazzi 

Chapel by flanking the central domed space with two smaller domes.  The decorative 

structures of both these chapels are also precursors of the Bakócz Chapel.  They feature 

pilasters, lunettes, roundels in the spandrels and a dome, but at an earlier stage of 

development.58   

Also in Florence is the Chapel of the Cardinal of Portugal (1461-1466) at San 

Miniato al Monte, designed by Antonio Manetti and Antonio Rossellino.  In this chapel 

recesses were placed into the walls of the square space, similar to those in the Bakócz 

Chapel (Figure 14).  These openings were arches much lower than the entablature, unlike 

the Bakócz Chapel, in which the vaults reach up to the level of the entablature.   

It is in Leon Battista Albert’s tribune in the Basilica della Santissima Annunziata 

(1470-1477) in Florence that the combination of pillars-arches with pilaster-lintels is 

realized (Figure 15).59  Alberti repeated this structure in the façade for the “large side 

chapels” of St. Andrew in Mantua, which was Alberti’s last major project.  

The Barbadori Chapel or sacristy in Santo Spirito (1488-1492) in Florence, is 

perhaps the strongest precursor to the Bakócz Chapel (Figures 16-17).  Designed by 

Giuliano da Sangallo, it is only a small chapel built in the old sacristy space, in the Greek 

cross plan.  The four niches that form the cross shape are framed by arched entries, which 

                                                
58 Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” Acta Historium Artium III, 1956, 72. 
59 Ibid., 78.  
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in turn have pilasters supporting lintels framing them. Bakócz was intentionally 

emulating these forms in the construction of his own chapel, creating a monument that 

would be stylistically equivalent to those in Florence.  As a funerary monument, his 

chapel would always be associated with him, and thus the chapel was not only for artistic 

expression but a status symbol.  By so directly referencing chapels in Florence, isolating 

himself from contemporary Hungarian architecture, Bakócz emphasized his association 

with Italy.  

Like many of these chapels from Italy, the Bakócz Chapel was a funerary 

monument, although it is uncertain where Bakócz’s tomb was actually placed.  The 

design of the space does not allow for any free-standing monument, and there was no 

room in the walls for a wall tomb.  Bakócz indicated in his will from 1521 that he was to 

be buried “in the soil” of his chapel, but no records of his funeral remain.60  A description 

from 1577 mentions two tombstones with illegible inscriptions, possibly those of Bakócz 

and Szatmári.61  One potential location of Bakócz’s tomb is the recess in the west wall, 

connecting to the sacristy. There is a barrel-vaulted recess, and in the other four walls, 

with two doors below.  This recess is twice as deep as the others, which lengthens the 

chapel east to west.  This deviation from the symmetrical space has not been explained.  

It is possible that this was space for Bakócz’s tomb set into the floor, although this theory 

has never been proven.   

                                                
60 Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 4.   
61 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 42. In the book published by Máthes he describes a 
fragment one of the tombstones, and its coat of arms, thought to be that of Szatmári.  
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Despite the evidence that Bakócz wanted to be buried in his chapel, it remains 

unclear if this was his original intent.  The earliest record of the chapel being referred to 

as a burial site is from a 1513 bull of indulgences in which Leo X mentions the great 

expense of the monument.  Before losing the papal election to Leo X in 1513, Bakócz 

may have hoped to have a tomb in Rome one day, worthy of the Pope.  After the defeat, 

he may have reevaluated his opportunity and ensured that the chapel in Esztergom was 

suitable for his burial site.     

The vertical space of the chapel is quite impressive.  The original dome being lost, 

it is not entirely certain if the replacement matches perfectly the measurements of the 

renaissance dome.  It could have been in the form of a hemisphere, with its height 

determined geometrically by the circumference of the circular base, or possibly a taller, 

more elliptical shape.  The supposition that the original dome was elliptical stems from 

the 1823 drawings of Johann Baptist Páckh, the architect overseeing the deconstruction 

and move of the chapel.   

The ceiling of the original dome was, from contemporary accounts, quite 

spectacular.  The dome was coffered with 3½ foot tall copper plates which had images in 

silver and gold.62  These pictures were reportedly scenes from the Life of Christ along 

with saint portraits.  Evlia Tchélébi said in 1663, “It is like a cup of copper covered inside 

with a net of gold.”63 It is unclear exactly how the gold and silver images were applied to 

the copper plates and if the plates were raised or chased as well.  It is also unknown 

                                                
62 Bialostocki, The Art of the Renaissance in Eastern Europe, 32. 
63 Jolán Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 176. “È come una coppa di rame ricoperta all’interno 
di una rete d’oro.”  
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where the plates were made and who completed the work- with the great attention to 

craftsmanship in the rest of the chapel it seems likely that these plates were also very 

fine, but there are no accounts of a workshop that may have produced these plates.64  

Although it is difficult to make any definite conclusions about the shape and 

dimensions of the original dome, some general details have been passed down to us.  The 

diameter, 6.07 meters, can be extrapolated from the stones of the cornice that supported 

the dome.65  In a description from the late seventeenth century the dome is described as 

being 4.42 meters, with a lantern that was a further 3.16 meters high.66  Considering the 

shape of the dome, with a proposed height of fourteen feet (excluding the cupola) the 

proportions of the dome would be slightly elongated as in Páckh’s drawing.  The lantern 

had eight openings with pairs of columns between them and a small dome above, 

crowned by a ball and cross.  The light from the lantern, combined with candles below, 

would have made the images on the copper dome come to life.  The richness and shine of 

the metals must have been dazzling.   

The support structure for the dome included twenty-four rib arches; the copper 

plates were placed on the iron grid structure.  This was an unusual construction choice 

and no one can answer the question of why it was built this way.  One possible reason is 

that they did not understand how to construct the dome in masonry.  The process of 

building a true dome, rather than a ribbed umbrella-vault, was being developed in Italy at 

                                                
64 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 90. 
65 Ibid., 88-89. 
66 Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 177.  “Inferior pars cupulae major ac latior habet 14 pedes 
in altitudinae, superior vero pars una cum laterna usque ad nodum 10 pedes.” There is no date to 
accompany this description, but Balogh places it from 1688-1695.  
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this time.  Perhaps as a compromise between the old pseudo-Gothic domes and the 

aspiration of a spherical masonry dome the metal skeleton was created.  

Although in Italy it would be more common to use grey and white stone for the 

body of the chapel, Bakócz availed himself of one spectacular local element: red 

limestone.  So close in appearance to marble that it is often mistaken for the harder stone, 

this dark red marbled limestone is reminiscent of porphyry and adds a certain grandeur to 

the building as the Viennese humanist Ursinus Velius remarked in 1527.67  Because of its 

use in Hungary, especially in the Bakócz Chapel, the red limestone would become 

popular throughout Bohemia and Poland as well, even with the added expense of 

shipping the rock quarried in Hungary.   

The use of the red stone was traditional in Hungary going back three hundred 

years to the reign of King Béla III (r.1172-1196).68  It was during his reign that St. 

Adalbert’s Cathedral in Esztergom was built, which also had red marble in the interior.  

Thus Bakócz adhered to Hungarian tradition in one way, and his chapel would appear 

seamless with the contiguous cathedral space.  The Italian custom of emphasizing the 

structural elements with grey stone against white walls is ignored in the chapel; instead 

the building is unified by the use of one type of stone.  The Bakócz Chapel is the first and 

last instance of a building made entirely of red limestone.69  While it had commonly been 

                                                
67 Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 170. “Augustum id revera templum in quo sacellum 
conditum est sumptis ingenti Thomae Cardinalis antistitis Strigoniensis illustre parietibus ex porphyry 
lapidae.” 
68 Lövei, “Renaissance in Red and White: The Use of Coloured Stone in Hungary at the Turn of the 16th 
Century,” In: Bonum et Pulchrum: Essays in Honor of Ernö Marosi on his Seventieth Birthday, Eds. Livia 
Varga et al. (Budapest: Argumentum Publishing House, 2010): 433.  
69 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 52. 
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used for ornament in varied undertakings such as tombs, columns, or fountains, red stone 

had never been used to construct an entire building.  Bakócz made a conscious choice, 

then, to use the red stone as his material rather than a customary neutral color.  He 

emphasized his superiority by creating a space so immediately different to the viewer, 

making obvious to even the most untutored eye that he was richer, grander, more 

important and a visionary in his time.    

In the west wall there is an arch-shaped window above the door leading to the 

sacristy (Figure 3).  This window was open to the small gallery along the inner wall of 

the sacristy, enough space for a small choir.  While there is no documentation of musical 

activity at Esztergom during this period, the choir at the royal chapel in Buda was 

renowned, making it possible there was a strong musical culture throughout Hungary.  

The two doors (one false) are also an important part of the composition of this wall.  

Topped with an entablature and tympanum with a shell inside, and a sort of floral 

acroterial sculpture, these doors were common in Italy and had also occurred in Hungary 

by this time.  

DECORATION 
A large team of stone-carvers and craftsmen worked to complete the chapel, and 

like the unknown architect, it is uncertain who the master of the decorative sculpting was.  

Although the names of many of those involved in the project are lost, we do know one 

sculptor by the name of Iohannes Fiorentinus.  Two other works with his signature exist 

in Hungary: a tombstone and the font of a Calvinist church in Menyö.  Based on this 

signed piece, the Menyö church portal and tabernacle have also been attributed to 
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Fiorentinus.  The third extant work by Iohannes Fiorentinus is the tomb of Jan Laski, 

Archbishop of Gniezo, still at the cathedral in Poland today.  This tombstone was ordered 

when Laski visited Bakócz at Esztergom in 1516.  It was Jolán Balogh who first 

identified Fiorentinus as possibly having worked on the Bakócz Chapel, on the basis of 

the similarity between the sacristy door and the church portal at Menyö.70  However, the 

differences in quality of the signed Fiorentinus works is evident.  The Laski tomb 

demonstrated skill and similar forms to those at Esztergom, which would support the 

assertation that Iohannes Fiorentinus worked at Esztergom.  However, the two extant 

Hungarian examples of his work are fairly poor in comparison. Miklós Horler suggests 

that these two objects were in fact completed by his assistants, but signed by Fiorentinus 

because they were both for important men in the Esztergom court.71  It cannot be 

conclusively proved if all of these works are actually by the hand of Firoentinus.  The one 

excellent signed work, commissioned while the patron was at Esztergom, suggests that 

the artist of that tomb was also working at Esztergom in 1516.  If Fiorentinus were in fact 

in charge of a workshop, resulting in the poorer works in his name, he may have been a 

more significant figure.  Possibly he designed the entire sculptural plan for the chapel.  

One powerful aspect of the design is the faux-structural decorative elements.  

There are ornamental pilasters topped by arches that frame the doorways, flanked by 

larger pilasters with Corinthian capitals, which “support” the entablature.  The pilaster 
                                                
70 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 26. In her 1955 monograph on the Bakócz Chapel 
(in Hungarian) she made this suggestion; however after considering his works further, and their 
inconsistent level of quality, she decided he was likely only one of the many less important stone-carvers.  
In the 1956 Italian edition she does not mention him.   
71 Ibid., 26. The tombstone was commissioned by the Esztergom castellan, for his brother; the church font 
was for the Esztergom governor.  Horler suggests Fiorentinus signed the works as a “token of friendship.” 
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combination that surrounds the niches and portals can be seen also in the Barbadori 

Chapel of San Spirito (Figure 16).  The form of the round window placed in a lunette 

above the entablature can also been seen in this room, in the upper story (Figure 17).  

These strong forms are countered by delicate flowers and scrolling vines.  The 

decorations include coffers with rosettes, coats of arms, Corinthian capitals, and relief 

sculpture in the spandrels.  Perhaps because of the massive unity of the red walls, there is 

an overall heaviness and sturdiness to the chapel.  Because the ornament of the chapel is 

in the same stone as the walls, the floral and animal details are not read clearly without 

concentration.  Once notices, however, the ornamental sculpture is often quite exuberant, 

especially in the spandrels.  The designs in the spandrels involve beautiful curling vines, 

cornucopias, acanthus leaves, rosettes and dolphins.  There are three walls with spandrels 

(the fourth wall was the large former entrance), and they do not have identical carved 

motifs. The west wall has a unique motif in the spandrels.  The shape is the same as that 

in the other spandrels: two joined, swirling figures.  However, the main forms in these 

spandrels are dolphins, with seashells beneath them (Figure 18).  On the east wall, above 

the altar, two whirling cornucopia are bound together with delicate leaf and vine tendrils 

scrolling to fill the space (Figure 19).  This same motif is used on the wall that is now the 

entrance.  Originally opposite, the cornucopias reflected those on the cathedral-side of the 

entrance portal. The entrance to the original chapel from the cathedral was a large arch 

framed by integrated pillars above which there was a frieze decorated with cornucopias 

and masks.  This entrance was destroyed, but a fragment of the frieze can be found in the 

crypt (Figure 20).  Because of the size of the arch, one could stand in the nave, viewing 
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the exterior of the entrance to the chapel, and see the far arched recess over the choir 

stalls and the cornucopia spandrels above.  The entablature in the cathedral, above this 

entrance, also had the motif of a dual cornucopia, tied together.  A visitor would be 

prepared for the interior of the chapel from the moment he faced the entrance.   

The theme of abundance continues in the many rosettes and floral capitals 

(Figures 21-22).  The rosettes appear throughout the chapel, most conspicuously inside 

coffers on the vaulted ceilings of the niches and on the double doors of the sacristy wall.  

The capitals each have an acanthus leaf and seashell motif; in some the leaves frame 

Bakócz’s coat of arms.    

Bakócz’s coats of arms appear in other locations as well, most conspicuously 

within circles on the pendentives (Figure 23).  In the pendentives, Bakócz’s coat of arms 

appears twice, in a diagonal pair.  The other two blazons are those of the Jagiellos and 

György Szatmári.  It remains unclear why the Szatmári coat of arms was included in the 

chapel, only that they are original.  The style and integration within the vaulting 

precludes the possibility that the emblem was added later.  Possibly Bakócz realized, 

after many years of being partnered with Szatmári in the chancellery, that it was very 

possible that Szatmári would inherit the archdiocese.  Perhaps Bakócz even used the 

chapel to indicate that he supported such a plan and was promoting Szatmári in the most 

significant place feasible.  

A choir stall, also carved from red marble, is positioned on the north wall opposite 

the entrance, originally placed along the south wall (Figure 2).  While Bakócz would 

have been able to acquire suitably grand and extremely fine wooden choir stalls, as seen 
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in the Báthori chapel at Nyírbátor, the choice was to maintain total unity and make the 

stalls out of marble, thus creating the appearance that they are formed directly out of the 

walls. While the use of marble ultimately meant that these stalls would be less 

ornamented than those at Nyírbátor, they are otherwise built in the same form as a 

wooden stall would be.  

An inscription runs around the entablature, reading: “Thomas Bakocz de Erdeud, 

Cardinalis Strigonien Alme Dei Genitrice Marie Virgini Extruxit Anno·M·CCCCC·VII·.”  

Like so many other wealthy, powerful patrons before him, Bakócz hoped to help himself 

through the afterlife by creating the image of a pious man, and leaving a place where 

others could pray for him.  Leo X granted an indulgence in his 1513 bull because of the 

great piety Bakócz demonstrated through the enormous expense that went to in the 

creation and maintenance of his chapel.72  Any penitential who visited the chapel each 

day of the Pentacost, and prayed for the souls of Bakócz and his family, as well as 

anyone else buried in the chapel, would receive a plenary indulgence.73  

There are also accounts of the many objects that decorated the space. Bakócz had 

intended to provide enough wealth for the maintenance of his chapel in perpetuity, and 

the chapel had its own treasury and valuable furnishings.  Unfortunately, the many riches 

contained within the chapel were not outside the grasp of the impoverished King Louis II, 

who was in desperate need of funds to repel the Turks.  Only ten days after Bakócz died, 
                                                
72 Balogh, “La cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 166. “…pietate ductus unam capellam sub invocatione 
Beate Marie Virginis ad latus dextrum dicta ecclesie magnis expensis fundaverit: nos cupientes ut dicta 
cappella, ad quam, sicut etiam accepimus, dictus Thomas Cardinalis singularem gerit devotionis affectum, 
ad Christfidelibus congruis frequentetur honoribus ac in debita veneratione habeatur necnon in suis 
structures et edificiis debite reparetur, conservetur et manuteneatur…”  
73 Ibid., 166. 
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Louis emptied the chapel and sold its fixtures at auction.  Even more tragically, the 

objects were squandered and sold at an extremely low price.  The envoy of the Duke of 

Ferrara described the scene at the chapel:  

For three days on end the silver vessels were carried about as if they had been 
pieces of pottery.  According to some people they weighed altogether six 
hundredweights.  A goldsmith insisted that their weight was certainly over two 
hundredweights.  One could see table ornaments, in the likeness of stags, wings or 
horns, and huge vessels worthy of an imperial court.  Pure silver was estimated at 
seven to eight gold florins and silver gilt at eight to nine per mark.  But even the 
gilded vessels were sold at six, nay even at five florins…Someone bought a cup 
for seventy florins and sold with a gain of thirty florins within a couple of days.  
Thus the treasure, its deceased owner had so jealously guarded, was squandered.  
If it had been sold in the right way and at the right time, the money obtained for it 
would have been sufficient to hold up the Turkish attack.74 
 

The fate of these objects is almost entirely unknown.  It is possible that some of the 

hundreds of goblets, lamps, candelabras, and liturgical objects survive today, not 

associated with Bakócz.  After this first ransack of the chapel, it was again robbed when 

the treasury was emptied between 1526 and 1529.   

 There are a few extant objects known to be from the Bakócz Chapel.  A chalice, 

today in the Hungarian National Museum, bears the Bakócz coat of arms.  A chasuble 

with the Bakócz coat of arms and a psalter are all remnants of the veritable treasure trove. 

The Esztergom psalter, now in the Esztergom cathedral library, was created in Buda 

between 1515 and 1520.  The miniature painter is also known for heraldry painting 

between 1514 and 1525, which could have been his main work.75  Characteristic of his 

                                                
74 Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral, 93-94.  
75 Gyöngyi Török, “Die Ursprünge der jagiellonischen Renaissance in Ungarn während der Regierungszeit 
des Königs Matthias Corvinus (1458-1490),” In: Die Jagiellonen: Kunst und Kultur einer europäischen 
Dynastie an der Wende zur Neuzeit, Eds. Dietmar Popp and Robert Suckale (Nuremberg: Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, 2002): 224. 
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work are the putti, beautiful women, and tritons seen in the frame on folio 11 verso 

(Figure 24).  Bakócz’s chasuble (1508-1513), still in the cathedral treasury, is a metallic 

brocade made either in Italy or Spain.  It has a red base, with yellow silk and silver thread 

embroidery; the cross is embroidered in gilded silver thread (Figure 25).  The gilded 

silver Bakócz chalice (1517) has six oval plaques around the top of the base, three with 

filigree and three with wire enamel, of which two are colored flowers and the other the 

Bakócz coat of arms (Figure 26).  The cup is well decorated with flowers and enamel, 

with further plaques around the basin of the goblet and flowers twining around the stem. 

It is also possible that the Matthias Calvary, today in the Esztergom cathedral 

treasury, was placed in the chapel (Figure 27). Originally made in 1402 for Philip the 

Bold, Duke of Burgundy, sometime between 1469-1490 a new base was created with the 

coats of arms of Matthias as King of Hungary and Bohemia.  The golden crucifixion was 

altered for Matthias, inherited by John Corvin, and then passed to Bakócz as collateral for 

a loan. This beautiful object luckily survived the liquidation of Bakócz’s assets, although 

it remains uncertain who took possession of it.   

 Another possible ornament purchased by Bakócz is a jeweled and enameled cross, 

considered by Janós Máthes to have been Bakócz’s archiepiscopal cross.  Recovered 

between 1725-1745 it could only have been that of Bakócz or Szatmári as no prelate was 

buried at Esztergom for 300 years after the latter’s death.  It remains possible that this 

cross was buried with Bakócz and was temporarily lost in the devastation and destruction 

of the chapel and cathedral. 



 46 

ALTARPIECE 
A large, white marble altarpiece by the Florentine sculptor Andrea Ferrucci stood 

in the east end of the chapel, to the left of the entrance (Figure 28).  Ferrucci is the only 

artist of name directly connected with the chapel, and his work on the altarpiece is 

recorded by Vasari in the second edition Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects. 

He wrote, “Again by his hand was a marble tomb, which was similarly sent to Esztergom, 

city of Hungary; in which was a very well done Madonna with other figures: where then 

the body of the Cardinal of Esztergom was placed in the tomb.”76  Vasari also noted 

Ferrucci’s work on a fountain for the King of Hungary in 1517, around the same time the 

chapel was under construction.77   

Although this altarpiece has been restored and altered, its size and the beauty of 

the white marble in contrast to the red stone of the walls gives the viewer an idea of the 

impression it must have made when complete.  Because of the dramatic coloring of the 

walls, the white marble altarpiece is sufficient decoration without polychrome.  It was not 

unusual in Hungary to juxtapose the red and white stones for dramatic effect.  The two 

colors were used in tombs during the 1490s: carved lids of red limestone sat atop neutral 

stone caskets.78  The colors were also contrasted on the façade of the Lázói Chapel in 

Gyulafehérvár; a coat-of-arms was craved from the red stone and set into an otherwise 
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78 Lövei, “Renaissance in Red and White,” 434-35. 
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white façade.  The Sigismund Chapel in Cracow also utilizes red stone for contrast in 

ornamentation.   

The scale and architectural aspects of the altarpiece were designed to integrate 

with the structure of the chapel. The cornice of the altarpiece is of equal height to the 

entablature on the walls, and originally the upper level was probably a semicircular 

tympanum that ran parallel to the barrel vault above it.79  This upper level has been 

altered significantly.  The only remaining fragment to suggest the shape is the sculpture 

of the angel’s head and cornucopia, placed above the Annunciation.  If one continues the 

line from this fragment to the base, it would naturally form the same shape as the vault.  

Aside from the damage to the lunette, the first injuries done to the altar occurred in the 

Turkish invasion, when they disfigured and destroyed the figural sculptures.  The saint 

effigies placed in the niches were lost entirely, and the evangelists above were defaced.  

Less significant damage was done to Gabriel and the Virgin in the Annunciation.       

The base of the altarpiece is now largely hidden by the red marble altar; but it is 

divided into three vertical portions as are the second and third layers.  The largest 

(second) level of the altarpiece consists of two side niches flanking a taller central recess 

whose arch breaks the entablature and extends into the layer above.  The niches are 

surrounded by a highly decorated predella, pilasters, and a simple architrave.  The interior 

of the arches in all three recesses is decorated with a shell pattern.  Only one of the 

original figural sculptures from this layer remains: the donor portrait, a kneeling Tamás 

Bakócz positioned to the right of the central niche (Figure 29).  His position makes it 
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likely that there was originally a figure of Christ or the Virgin in this center niche.  

Because the chapel is dedicated to the Virgin, it is believed to have been a statue of the 

Virgin or Virgin and Child. 

Vasari’s account of Ferrucci supports this assumption.  He wrote that Ferrucci 

carved a sepoltura of marble, and a Madonna for it.80  In the ensuing centuries Vasari’s 

use of the word sepoltura has been the focus of debate, as there is no evidence that there 

ever was a tomb as such.  In 1875 József Dankó interpreted the term to mean not 

sepulcher, but funerary chapel; thus he took Ferrucci to be the architect of the entire 

chapel.81  Károly Pulszky wrote in 1881 that Vasari had made a mistake with the term 

sepoltura, but that he was not essentially incorrect as Bakócz was in fact buried under the 

chapel.82  In 1908 Hugo Kenzler decided that Vasari was not mistaken at all, and that 

beside the surviving altar there must also have been a tomb, which later was destroyed.83  

Finally, Jolán Balogh maintains that the chapel was intended to be Bakócz’s burial place, 

and uses the term “sepulchral chapel,” but she does not further analyze Vasari’s text.84  

Although Vasari’s inconsistencies with the reality of the chapel must be noted, his 

description of a Madonna figurine is not necessarily incorrect.  In 1519 Bakócz wrote a 

letter to Alfonso d’Este, sent with Canon Giovanni Muzzarelli who was to be in charge of 

transporting back to Esztergom sculptures and pedestals made in Florence.  Bakócz does 
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not name the sculptor of these statues, but he does indicate that they are for his altar.85  

The statue Vasari refers to could easily be one of these figures, transported separately to 

Hungary after the architectural structure of the altarpiece had been installed.   

The identification of statues originally in the two side niches remains uncertain.  

In 1527 Ursinus Velius wrote that the altar contained “three goddesses of Luna marble,” 

which would suggest that the flanking statues were female saints.86  The concurrently 

constructed tomb of Pope Julius II also has a central Madonna figure flanked by saints.  

In the final version of the tomb, Rachel and Leah accompany the Virgin, although they 

are placed in side niches on the lower level (Figure 30). While there is no direct 

connection between these two projects, Bakócz was in Rome starting in 1512 and had 

intended to stay, and eventually be elected Pope.  It is not impossible that he would have 

been familiar with an early conception from 1505 of Julius II’s tomb, in which 

Michelangelo drew female saints in the side niches.  Perhaps in his desire to be linked 

with Rome and the Papacy Bakócz borrowed from the papal tomb designed by the 

famous Michelangelo.  

The third layer has four small pilasters dividing the space, with the central portion 

primarily occupied by the arch of the middle recess.  The two side sections are further 

divided in half in by a double arch, with an evangelist pictured under each.  The four 

pilasters also provide dimension to the cornice, by projecting forward and sideways to 
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emphasize the top boundary; it is also cohesive with the chapel as a whole as the cornice 

is equal in height to the inscribed entablature of the chapel.  

The upper-most level, the possible arched tympanum, contains a scene of the 

Annunciation.  If Miklós Horler’s theory regarding the shape were correct, the lunette 

would have further integrated the altarpiece into the structure of the chapel.  The 

Annunciation, at least, remains relatively intact with the damage confined to the faces 

and limbs of the Virgin and Gabriel.  The extant tympanum pieces include floral designs 

and a cherub head with cornucopia.  These were possibly part of a design meant to 

convey paradise or heaven, putting the Annunciation not in the company of mortals, but 

that of angels and God.   

After moving the chapel and reassembling the altarpiece, certain changes were 

made. The red marble altar in front of the altarpiece is not original either, and was 

possibly a side altar within St. Adalbert’s.87  The two steps were also added then, as were 

two wooden saint figures representing Saints Stephen and Adalbert. The Baroque 

restoration also sunk the entire altar deeper within the wall behind it, actually engulfing 

parts of the kneeling angels, which were sculpted in the round (Figures 31).  These angels 

were further defaced by the “little freakish hands, wings, and heads,” which have since 

been removed.88 The two statues of the saints in the niches today were added in 1875.  At 

the same time artists completed other restorations to the reliefs of the evangelists who all 
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have new heads.89  The marble statues are by the Italian sculptor Piero della Vedova, and 

a marble tabernacle, also added at this time, was designed by Jószef Lippert.  During the 

most recent conservation efforts, all the Baroque restorations were removed from the 

body of the altarpiece, although the niche statues remain.   

The Ferrucci altarpiece is clearly linked to Italian forms.  The tripartite, 

architectural form executed in marble can be seen in Ferrucci’s earlier altarpieces, 

specifically his altarpiece for the Matteo Gondi Chapel in the Florence Cathedral, and 

that for the tomb of Girolamo Martini at San Girolamo Church, also in Florence.   

The Matteo Gondi altarpiece, made in 1492-93, shows a classical influence in its 

form, reminiscent of a triumphal arch (Figure 32).90  The altarpiece was intended for 

Gondi’s funerary chapel in Santa Maria del Fiore, as instructed in his will.  Ferrucci 

placed fluted pillars in front of the three arched openings, and divided the decoration on 

the predella along with the pillars.  The side niches contain statues while the larger center 

arch houses a tabernacle, as does the Bakócz altarpiece today.  While it is certain that the 

altarpiece had figures of saints flanking the central arch, it remains unknown if a 

tabernacle was originally placed in the altarpiece as it is now.  

Shortly after completing the altarpiece for Matteo Gondi’s chapel, Ferrucci was 

commissioned for another similar piece to be placed above the tomb of Girolamo Martini 

(ca. 1493) (Figure 33).  The basic architectural structure remains very similar, with three 

distinct vertical sections between a predella and entablature, and smaller side niches 
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topped by circular openings.  The Girolamo altarpiece, however, has lost the free-

standing columns, instead using decoratively carved pilasters to divide the segments, 

more like the Bakócz altarpiece.  Ferrucci also added acroterial sculptures to the top of 

the entablature; although not as extensive a scene as in the Bakócz Chapel.  The kneeling 

angels on low plinths may give us a better idea of what their counterparts on the Bakócz 

altarpiece may have looked like before they were damaged.    

The Esztergom altarpiece and decorative motifs reflect contemporary Florentine 

artistic practices. Bakócz studied in both Ferrara and Bologna during his youth, and had 

strong ties to Rome, yet it was Florence whose art he chose to emulate.  The most 

straightforward explanation is the city of Buda was actually the primary influence.  Many 

of the Italian artists and craftsmen who came to Hungary to work for Matthias were 

Florentine, and his buildings subsequently contained many Florentine decorative motifs.  

It would have been easier for Bakócz to work with the artisans already within Hungary, 

and those Hungarian craftsmen they had trained, rather than import a new selection of 

artists.  While his altarpiece could be carved elsewhere and shipped to Esztergom, the 

architect and workshops had to work on site for several years to construct the chapel.   

Another factor may have been the enormous project in Rome begun only shortly 

before Bakócz started his chapel.  News of the tomb of Julius II, begun in 1505, may 

have reached Bakócz in Esztergom.  Perhaps Bakócz saw the Pope’s esteem for the work 

of a Florentine above all others as a sign of its supremacy in Italy, and sought to follow 

his example.  Although Bakócz could not begin to hope for work by Michelangelo, he 

could find someone to imitate the artist’s work in his own chapel.  This process can be 
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seen in the altarpiece.  Andrea Ferrucci actually worked with Michelangelo around 1516, 

ten years after the Bakócz chapel was begun.  It remains unclear exactly when the 

different pieces of the chapel and altarpiece were assembled. While it seems likely that 

Ferrucci had begun work for the Bakócz altarpiece by 1516, at least three of the statues to 

be placed in the niches were not delivered until 1519.  It is possible the altarpiece was not 

even commissioned for several years after the construction on the building began.  

Bakócz could have seen the drawn plans for Michelangelo’s altarpiece for Julius II’s 

tomb when he was in Rome during 1511-1513.  This drawing shows a plan for an 

altarpiece larger in scale but still similar in composition to Ferucci’s altarpiece for 

Bakócz.  Although the tomb for Julius II was not complete, the drawing for the altarpiece 

dedicated to the Virgin, surrounded by saints in niches, could have provided additional 

direction for Bakócz’s plan.   

Bakócz certainly saw other works of art while he was in Rome.  He had the 

opportunity to see the recently discovered ancient sculpture portraying the god of the 

river Tiber and one of “Cleopatra,” later identified as the sleeping Ariadne.91  These 

sculptures were prized, and the river Tiber figure was quickly brought to the Vatican after 

its discover in January 1512.  Bakócz must have seen the display of the latest antique 

treasures as an added benefit of being in Rome and another incentive to stay in a city that 

could dig masterpieces from the ground.   

The allure of an unpainted marble sculpture is obvious in the Bakócz altarpiece.  

The altarpiece is the focal point of the chapel, almost glowing against the red walls.  This 
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large work could have acted as a luminous counterpart to the shining dome above it, its 

elegant pale forms visible without gilding or paint.  It is a denial of colorful painted or 

wooden sculpted gothic altarpieces that existed elsewhere in Hungary, and an embrace of 

the modern and ancient marble sculptures Bakócz saw in Rome.   

RESTORATION 
Esztergom was recaptured by the armies of King Jan Sobieski of Poland in 1683.  

A century and a half after it was built, the chapel had suffered little damage to its 

structural form despite the many battles that surrounded it.  Although the Ottomans 

defaced the figures in the altarpiece, they also helped to save the chapel: Suleiman saw 

the Bakócz Chapel and requested that it be converted into a mosque in 1543.92  Not until 

the Ottomans attempted to regain the territory in 1685 did the chapel receive direct 

damage.  When the walls and dome were damaged the interior of the chapel was left 

exposed to the elements.  It would be a few more years before the cost of the repairs 

needed to protect the chapel were met, when Archbishop György Széchényi promoted the 

cause in 1687; in the spring of 1688 the restoration of the chapel began.  These repairs 

included walling up the old entrance from the cathedral, mending the skeleton of the 

dome, replacing the lost copper plates, destroying the lantern and placing a tent roof over 

the entire dome.  

In 1706 the chapel was damaged again when Ferenc Rákóczi II besieged the 

castle of Esztergom during his fight for independence.  The cathedral was also irreparably 

destroyed at this point.  It was unclear who was responsible for the maintenance of the 
                                                
92 Balogh, “La Cappella Bakócz di Esztergom,” 12.  



 55 

chapel, postponing further repairs.  Although the chapel remained in use, and in 1756 a 

crypt was built under the chapel and became the burial place for priests and dignitaries.  

During the construction of this crypt no further information regarding Bakócz’s burial 

place was discovered.  Despite this activity, some of the damage from the siege of 1706 

remained when the 1822 survey and restoration began.   

It was not until 1819, when the new Archbishop Sándor Rudnay supported the 

cause of the reconstruction of the cathedral, that any building was started.  Pál Kühnel 

was the original architect of the final plan for the new cathedral and integration of the 

Bakócz Chapel into the building.  Due to earlier ideas for construction, the ground around 

the chapel had been leveled, leaving the chapel eight meters higher than any new 

buildings.  The chapel would have to be moved to be connected to the cathedral in any 

way, so perhaps at this time the plan to include it within the space of the cathedral 

began.93  Kühnel recommended Johann Baptist Páckh to continue the design, and it was 

Páckh who turned the chapel 180˚ to make it fit easily within the space of the building.   

The move of the chapel was undertaken with great care.  Páckh created precise 

drawings and measurements of the chapel, and then each piece of marble was marked 

with letters and numbers which were recorded to identify its location.  These 1,600 pieces 

were then reassembled seventeen meters away and 11.4 meters lower than their original 

location.  The construction advanced very quickly, with the deconstruction beginning on 
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June 1, 1823; by November 12 the chapel had been moved and a new sacristy and brick 

dome had been completed.94   
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Conclusion 

While the chapel was begun when Bakócz was at his most powerful, the end of its 

construction came with the waning of his career.  He left for Rome in 1511 with high 

hopes for his election as pope only to be rejected and embarrassed in 1513.  After 

Bakócz’s return to Hungary, he increasingly lost prestige as his decisions began to 

backfire. 

PEASANT REBELLION OF 1514  
Bakócz was involved in an important political misstep upon returning home from Rome.  

The new Pope Leo X granted Bakócz permission to proclaim an anti-Ottoman crusade 

through Europe, and begin recruiting for an army in Hungary.  Bakócz hoped to console 

himself after his loss with a victorious crusade, but this project would be a spectacular 

failure, ultimately losing Bakócz a great deal of political support.  His crusade turned into 

the largest peasant rebellion Hungary had faced, and was notable for its extreme 

savagery.  Although crusade preaching often caused violence and social disruption, what 

occurred in Hungary was unusual in that the anger was directed at the landlord rather 

than Jews or clerics.95  The situation developed quickly. Bakócz was blamed for creating 

the conditions for revolt and being unable to control the crusaders.    

The crusade began benignly, although the motives for all those supporting the 

crusade were questionable.  Pope Leo X likely wanted the still-powerful Bakócz far away 

from Rome, while Bakócz did not want to appear defeated upon his return home.  The 
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royal council voted for the crusade more to reaffirm the power of the high lords over the 

lesser nobility, who needed their peasants during harvest-time.  Recruiting for the crusade 

was not immediately successful. Bakócz assigned the crusade preaching to the bishops, 

who were also landlords who needed peasants to work their land.  On April 25th, 1514, 

Bakócz wrote a letter to resolve the problem. Most importantly, he commanded the 

Observant Franciscans to begin crusade preaching across Hungary.  The preaching was 

very successful and in two weeks about 15,000 volunteers had joined the crusading 

army.96  

Tension began to rise as the army marched across Hungary, when the nobles 

attempted to retain their peasants for harvesting. 97  Additionally, the army plundered to 

provide for themselves causing further loss of income among the nobility. Bakócz was 

forced to suspend recruitment on May 15th due to pressure from the landholders.  

According to his letter from this date, priests, clerics, and individuals both ecclesiastical 

and secular had taken the cross without authorization.98  He continued to describe them in 

gatherings that denounced the dues of lords and royal taxes, as well as obedience to 

superiors.  They also advocated the murder and mutilation of tax collectors.  The 

preachers associated the call to crusade with a rebellion against the social order.  Bakócz 

attempted to disassociate himself from these men by calling them “apostates and 

excommunicates,” who acted without any authority.99  Despite his best attempts to deflect 
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criticism, Bakócz and the Pope were both being blamed for the mistakes and Bakócz was 

facing many attacks on his position among the nobility.  

His utilization of the Observant Franciscans was likely Bakócz’s major error.  He 

personally supported the order, as Matthias had in the prior decades.  The Observants 

expanded throughout Hungary during Matthias’ reign, settling in no less than 24 new 

places.100  During the peasant rebellion, however, there was a correlation between the 

centers of revolt and the locations of Observant houses, and three captains of the peasants 

were Observant Franciscans.  In 1515, after the rebellion, the Hungarian chapter of the 

Observant Franciscans passed decrees stipulating that no friar should give, take, or preach 

the cross without permission of the provincial vicar; no crusade bull allowed the friars to 

set aside obedience; and a friar might take up the cross, but only in a lawful manner.101  

From these decrees it can be inferred that the chapter felt it necessary to describe 

explicitly what a friar’s role should be in a crusade due to the recent abandonment of 

these same rules.  Their reforms appear to have mollified Bakócz; in 1517 he persisted in 

transferring an Augustinian convent to the Observant Franciscans despite legal opposition 

from the Augustinians.102 

The nobles were engaging in combat to keep their peasants, and on May 22nd the 

situation became violent when a group of peasants not yet with the main army defeated 
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the attacking nobles at Bihor.  The army, under the command of György Dózsa (who was 

handpicked by Bakócz) had ignored the order to cease recruiting and began to attack the 

forces of István Báthory, count of Timis, and Miklós Csáki, Bishop of Csanád.  Dózsa 

and the army surprised them and took the bishop as a captive.  On May 24th, Bakócz and 

Vladislav directed the army to disband, but it would prove to be beyond their control.  

The king guaranteed that all who returned home peacefully would be safe from any 

punishment by their lords, while any further disobedience would make them traitors.103  

Upon getting word of the order, Dózsa impaled the bishop along with their other captives.   

 Although there is no evidence that the peasants had any unified plan or goal in 

mind, their revolt continued through the summer as they were joined by merchants, some 

petty nobles, and the hajdúk, a class of armed guards for hire.  There were many different 

armies across the heart of Hungary acting autonomously.  One army marched down the 

Danube and laid siege to Bács, the home of the archbishop of Kalocsa.  Dózsa and his 

army continued to assault the castle Timisoara, the seat of Count István Báthory.   

Ultimately it would not be royal action that would regain control of the region.  

The powerful barons gathered their forces and the organized, experienced leaders soon 

forced the peasants into submission.  Janós Szapolyai, voivode of Transylvania, dealt the 

final blow to the rebels.  After he came to the aid of István Báthory and defeated the army 

that surrounded the castle walls, Szapolyai captured Dózsa, and had him executed in a 

horrific manner.  Dózsa was forced to sit on a smoldering iron throne to be mocked, with 

a heated crown on his head and scepter in his hand.  As his body “cooked,” his followers, 
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who had been starved, were brought before him and forced to eat his flesh.104  Vladislav 

provides the first surviving report, in a letter to Nicolai Székely de Kövend, legate to 

Maximilian I.  The story was later recounted in both Italy and Germany with additional 

details.  

After making an example out of the presumed “leader” of the rebellion, the nobles 

enacted no great military retaliation.  Instead, at the following diet in October 1514 they 

curtailed the rights of the peasantry.  They were denied the right of free movement, and 

their descendents would similarly be tied to the land, to serve the lord “perpetually.”105  

Their right to bear arms was also restricted, and the peasants were order to pay for the 

damages their lords suffered. 

Bakócz’s involvement in the uprising would not be forgotten, and as the nobles 

gained greater power his position weakened.  However, he remained incredibly wealthy 

and he kept his positions as archbishop and on the royal council.  His close ally, György 

Szatmári, remained politically significant, so Bakócz still had a great deal of indirect 

influence.  

BAKÓCZ’S SUCCESSORS    
Bakócz’s heir in the political and ecclesiastical realms would be György Szatmári, 

the man he had been both allied with and pitted against in the three decades they both 

worked in the chancellery.  Szatmári was Bakócz’s successor in the artistic sense as well, 

becoming the most important patron in Hungary during the second decade of the 
                                                
104 Paul Freedman, “The Hungarian Peasant Revolt of 1514,” In: Grafenauerjev Zbornik, Ed. Vincenc 
Rajsp (Ljubljana: Znanstvenoraziaskovalni Center SAZU, 1996): 435. 
105 Engel, The Realm of St. Stephen, 364.  



 62 

sixteenth century.  Unfortunately, almost all evidence of his projects has been destroyed.  

There are few traces of the activities of a man who may have surpassed even Matthias in 

his constructions.  Szatmári, following in the footsteps of Bakócz, created Italianate 

buildings while he was Bishop of Pécs (r. 1505-1521).  The chapter house next to the 

cathedral at Pècs was rebuilt in the style of the Italian Renaissance, and named the 

“Domus Sakmariana.”  Szatmári also built a villa atop a nearby hill similar to the Villa 

Chigi alle Volte in Siena (Figure 35).  

An early addition by Szatmári to the cathedral was a red marble tabernacle (1506-

1510) (Figure 36).  One of the complete surviving objects from the Pécs Cathedral, it is 

closely related to the Bakócz Chapel.  The carved decoration is so similar to that in the 

chapel that scholars speculate the tabernacle may be from the same workshop.106  It is a 

masterpiece, the culmination of composition seen in earlier tabernacles at the Visegrád 

chapel and Parish Church of Pest.   

The tabernacle consists of a base with the Szatmári coat of arms, and a niche 

framed by pilasters and topped with a wide entablature and semicircular tympanum.  The 

carving on the base is very delicate.  The shield is clutched by the dragon, used for 

members of the Order of the Dragon, with a mitre atop the dragon and a laurel wreath 

surrounding all.  The entire coat of arms is cradled by two acanthus branches, as if they 

are supporting it. 
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The central niche depicts a room under a barrel vaulted ceiling, utilizing 

perspective grid “floor tiles” to complete the illusion of depth.  On the back wall of this 

room is a crucifix, alluding to the Host, or body of Christ, contained inside the tabernacle.  

On the right and left walls of the room are niches, with three praying angels in each.  

There are three cherubim in the ceiling of this hall, also focusing on Christ, and two 

angels in the spandrels.  The angel in the left spandrel holds a bread basket, on the right 

the angel has a torch.   

This type of illusionistic three-dimensional room was attempted, but not as 

successfully, at Visegrád and Pest before (Figures 37-39).  Although the Pest tabernacles 

(1503-1507) are also very fine examples, they are not as well executed as the Pécs 

example, and at Visegrád the remains are too fragmentary to make any strong 

conclusions.  These four tabernacles share similar iconography, with three cherubs in the 

arched ceiling, and angels standing in recesses along the walls.  The architectural setting 

of the Pécs tabernacle is perhaps strongest to that in Visegrád, although it can be difficult 

to be certain considering the fragmentary remains from Visegrád. 

Two extant constructions also directly reflect the influence of the Bakócz Chapel.  

In Gyulafehérvár Cathedral, the Lázói Chapel’s façade (1512) has a similar composition 

of pilasters and entablature (Figure 40).  The interior of the chapel has gothic vaulting 

and thus is consistent with Matthias-era gothic-renaissance hybrid buildings, rather than 

Bakócz’s truly Italianate chapel.  The door frame, however, with its combination of 

pilasters and an arched entrance, framed by additional pilasters supporting an entablature, 

was possibly borrowed from Bakócz’s chapel or its architect.   
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Outside of Hungary, the Sigismund Chapel in Cracow is also reminiscent of the 

Bakócz Chapel (Figure 41).  Extremely ornate and decadent, the Sigismund Chapel 

(1517-1533) in Wawel Cathedral was stylistically current with chapels in Italy it was 

modeled upon.  The Sigismund Chapel, designed by Bartolommeo Berecci, was certainly 

based directly on Italian chapels, such as that of the Cardinal of Portugal in Florence, not 

the Bakócz Chapel.  The resemblance between the two buildings is largely due to the fact 

that both were designed with close attention to the same chapels in Florence.  However, 

in one detail the Sigismund Chapel borrows directly from Bakócz’s chapel: the use of red 

stone (Figure 42).  Although the interior of the Sigismund Chapel is not entirely in red 

limestone, they quarried the rock from Esztergom specifically for the effect it had 

visually.  To complete a large wall tomb entirely in red limestone had the same richness it 

did in Hungary, and it was part of a regional tradition.  

AFTER BAKÓCZ 
Ultimately, the ideal version of the chapel existed for only a few years.  

According to Bakócz’s letter, it was not until 1519 that the last of Ferrucci’s sculptures 

arrived in Esztergom, leaving him barely two years to enjoy his own great creation.  With 

the beginning of the chapel’s despoilage occurring only just over a week after Bakócz’s 

death, it is important to consider that there were innumerable objects missing in even 

some of the earliest accounts of the chapel’s appearance.   

When the altarpiece was finally complete Tamás Bakócz was elderly and sickly.  

He rarely left Esztergom.  An innovative politician, scholar, and patron, he created a 

monument that survived the centuries and is today the only survivinh example of a purely 
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all’antica architecture in Hungary.  The building demonstrates his fascination with Italian 

culture and his real dreams of a career in Rome.  After effectively ruling Hungary for 

years, Bakócz aspired to the highest church office and failed.  Today his chapel stands as 

the most tangible monument to his life.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 1. Bakócz Chapel, view facing the altar, Primatial Basilica of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary assumed into Heaven and St. Adalbert. 1506-1519. Esztergom. Taken 
from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 



 67 

 

 

Figure 2. Bakócz Chapel, view facing the north wall, Primatial Basilica of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary assumed into Heaven and St. Adalbert. 1506-1519. Esztergom. 
Taken from 360cities.  
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Figure 3. Bakócz Chapel, view facing the sacristy, Primatial Basilica of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary assumed into Heaven and St. Adalbert. 1506-1519. Esztergom. 
Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 4. Bakócz Chapel, view facing the entrance, Primatial Basilica of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary assumed into Heaven and St. Adalbert. 1506-1519. Esztergom. 
Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 



 70 

 

Figure 5. Reconstruction of the Court of Honor at Buda Palace. Taken from Dora 
Wiebenson and József Sisa, The Architecture of Historic Hungary. 

 

Figure 6. Reconstruction of the Northeast Courtyard at Visegrád Palace. Taken from 
Gergely Buzás, Mária Réti and Endre Szonyi, The Hercules Fountain of 
Giovanni Dalmata in the Royal Palace of Visegrád. 
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Figure 7. Fountain of Hercules Slaying the Hydra from the Northeast Courtyard, 
Visegrád Palace. 1484. Visegrád. Taken from Gergely Buzás, Mária Réti 
and Endre Szonyi, The Hercules Fountain of Giovanni Dalmata in the Royal 
Palace of Visegrád. 

 

Figure 8. Portrait of Janós Hunyadi from the Chronica Hungarorum, first edition, 
published in Brno. 1488. Taken from Matthias Corvinus und die 
Renaissance in Ungarn, 1458-1541, Exhibition Catalogue. 
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Figure 9. Portrait of Matthias Corvinus from the Chronica Hungarorum, first edition, 
published in Brno. 1488. Taken from Matthias Corvinus und die 
Renaissance in Ungarn, 1458-1541, Exhibition Catalogue. 
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Figure 10. Plan of St. Adalbert’s Cathedral in ca. 1519 the Bakócz Chapel in its original 
location. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom 
Cathedral. 
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Figure 11. Plan for the new St. Adalbert’s Cathedral with the Bakócz Chapel in its 
modern location. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of 
Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 12. Filippo Brunelleschi, Sagrestia Vecchia of San Lorenzo. 1420-1429. Florence. 
Taken from ARTstor.  

 

Figure 13. Filippo Brunelleschi, Pazzi Chapel, Basilica di Santa Croce. 1429-1451. 
Florence. Taken from ARTstor. 
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Figure 14. Antonio Manetti and Antonio Rossellino, Chapel of the Cardinal of Portugal, 
San Miniato al Monte. 1461-1466. Florence. Taken from ARTstor. 

 

Figure 15. Leon Battista Alberti, Tribune in the Basilica della Santissima Annunziata. 
1470-1477. Florence. Taken from Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 16. Giuliano da Sangallo, Barbadori Chapel, Santa Maria del Santo Spirito. 
Florence. 1488-1492. Taken from Wikimedia Commons.  
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Figure 17. Giuliano da Sangallo, Barbadori Chapel, Santa Maria del Santo Spirito. 
Florence. 1488-1492. Taken from Wikimedia Commons. 

 

Figure 18. Detail of dolphin spandrels, Bakócz Chapel, South Wall. 1506-1519. 
Esztergom. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom 
Cathedral. 
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Figure 19. Detail of cornucopia spandrels, Bakócz Chapel, West Wall. 1506-1519. 
Esztergom. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom 
Cathedral. 

 

Figure 20. Frangment of the entablature of original entrance to the Bakócz Chapel. 1506-
1519. Esztergom. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of 
Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 21. Detail of rosette coffers, Bakócz Chapel. 1506-1519. Esztergom. Taken from 
Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 22. Detail of capitals, Bakócz Chapel. 1506-1519. Esztergom. Taken from Miklós 
Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 

 

Figure 23. Bakócz Coat of Arms, Bakócz Chapel. 1506-1519. Esztergom. Taken from 
Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 24. Esztergom Psalter, Folio 11v. 1515-1520. Esztergom Basilica Library. Taken 
from Matthias Corvinus und die Renaissance in Ungarn, 1458-1541, 
exhibition catalogue. 
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Figure 25. Chasuble. Esztergom Basilica Treasury. Taken from Matthias Corvinus und 
die Renaissance in Ungarn, 1458-1541, exhibition catalogue. 

 
Figure 26. Bakócz Goblet. 1517. Hungarian National Museum. Taken from Matthias 
Corvinus und die Renaissance in Ungarn, 1458-1541, exhibition catalogue. 
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Figure 27. Matthias Calvary. 1402, new base added 1469-1490. Esztergom Basilica 
Treasury. Taken from Matthias Corvinus und die Renaissance in Ungarn, 
1458-1541, exhibition catalogue. 
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Figure 28. Andrea Ferrucci, Bakócz Chapel Altarpiece. 1506-1519. Esztergom. Taken 
from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 29. Detail of the portrait of Tamás Bakócz on the altarpiece. 1506-1519. 
Esztergom. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom 
Cathedral. 
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Figure 30. Michelangelo Buonarotti, Sketch for the Tomb of Pope Julius II. 1505. Taken 
form ARTstor.  
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Figure 31. Detail of the tympanum of the altarpiece during early restorations, ca. 1940. 
Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 

 

Figure 32. Andrea Ferrucci, Matteo Gondi Altarpiece. 1492-1493. Gondi Chapel, Santa 
Maria del Fiore. Florence. Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of 
Esztergom Cathedral. 
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Figure 33. Andrea Ferrucci, Girolamo Altarpiece. ca. 1493. San Girolamo. Florence. 
Taken from Miklós Horler, The Bakócz Chapel of Esztergom Cathedral. 

 

Figure 35. Villa Chigi alle Volte. Begun in 1505. Siena. Taken from the University of 
Sienna website. 
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Figure 36. Tabernacle, Pécs Cathedral. 1506-1510. Taken from the Fine Arts in Hungary 
website.  
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Figure 37. Tabernacle, Inner City Parish Church. 1507. Pest. Taken from the Fine Arts in 
Hungary website.  
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Figure 38. Tabernacle, Inner City Parish Church. 1503-1506. Pest. Taken from Dora 
Wiebenson and József Sisa, The Architecture of Historic Hungary. 
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Figure 39. Tabernacle Reconstruction, Visegrád Palace Chapel. Taken from Gergely 
Buzás, Mária Réti and Endre Szonyi, The Hercules Fountain of Giovanni 
Dalmata in the Royal Palace of Visegrád. 
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Figure 40. Lázói Chapel Façade. 1512. Gyulafehérvár. Taken from Dora Wiebenson and 
József Sisa, The Architecture of Historic Hungary. 
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Figure 41. Sigismund Chapel, exterior. Wawel Cathedral. 1517-1533. Cracow. Taken 
from Wikimedia Commons. 

 

Figure 42. Tombs in the Sigismund Chapel, Wawel Cathedral. 1517-1533. Cracow. 
Taken from Wikimedia Commons.  
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