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Klára Pajorin

The First Humanists at Matthias Corvinus’ Court, 
the Early Inspirers of Flaunting Wealth and Power

The death of Matthias Corvinus pút a halt to intensive work 
on large-scale plans in the areas of politics, scholarship and 
the árts. What little is known ab out the fmal stage of the 
work indicates a very high level of culture at the Buda court 
and permits us to imagine what might ultimately have come 
of Matthias’ plans. The codices which were retained in 
Florence fór copying after the King’s death, and Gáspár 
Heltai’s descriptions in his later chronicle of the plans fór the 
grandiose Buda Schola and the “ideál town district,”1 give a 
strong impression of a cultural edifice which—even in its 
unfmished state—conveys Matthias’ exceptional monarchical 
ambitions and his patronage of scholarship and the árts.

His ambition fed on the legacy of his father, John 
Hunyadi, whose famous victories over the Ottomans had 
been celebrated by all of Europe. When Matthias was three 
years old, his father was elected governor of Hungary, 
promising a bright future fór his children. John Hunyadi, as 
is well known, provided his children with the fmest training, 
entrusting their education to the Pole Gregorz z Sanoka, 
who remained in Hungary after the defeat at Várná and the 
death of King Wladislas I in 1444, and who found refuge 
with János Vitéz, Bishop of Várad (Oradea). His education 
presumably started with learning Latin, and then because 
they were still young children, it was thought better fór them 
to learn initially in Hungárián from a tutor. The choice thus 
feli on János Vitéz.2 He conducted Hunyadi’s correspondence 
until 1451, as documented in his correspondence book.3 
Although Hunyadi’s office of governor only came to an end 
in 1453, when Ladislas V actually commenced his rule, Vitéz 
presumably abandoned the correspondence when his 
followers Albert Hangácsi, István Várdai and Nicolaus Barius 
(Miklós Bánfalvi) returned to Hungary in 1450-1451 after 
gaining their doctorates in law in Italy. They had a more up- 
to-date education than he, and immediately stepped on to 
the international stage.4 Vitéz finished with his more or less 
regular teaching of the Hunyadi boys around 1450. About 
then, like earlier, after the tragedy of Várná, he prepared to 
go abroad to learn Greek and Latin literature, that is, a

1. Title page ofthe Dionysius Halicarnassensis Corvina, 1485-1490, 
Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria (Cat. 4.10)

Humanist qualification,5 bút the offices he had undertaken 
beside young King Ladislas V and the unstable political 
situation again impeded him in this fór a second time.

Vitéz’ learning was scholastic, acquired in Hungary and 
the University of Vienna. He naturally raised Matthias in 
this spirit. He taught the basics of literary scholarship, first of 
all the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, dialectics), and with great 
success: the Italians were later to marvei at Matthias’ refmed 
speech and learning. These were praised by Bartolomeo 
Maraschi, the papai envoy to Matthias, in a letter he sent to 
the Popé.6 Galeotto Marzio, who left to posterity the most 
credible account of the King, was nőt quite so impressed by 
his knowledge of Latin as the envoy of the Holy See. He 
alsó praised Matthias’ Latin and his oratory, bút mentioned 
a case when Matthias breached the rules of grammar in a 
speech.7 Solecisms of classical Latin, i.e. grammatical and 
semantic errors, and barbarism, i.e. incorporating words 
from the national language and words nőt used in ancient 
Latin, are found quite frequently in Vitéz’ Latin, too.8 After 
acquiring the basics, the King advanced his classical education 
by reading the greats of ancient Román literature and 
Humanist authors. He was encouraged in this above all by 
Vitéz, whose own reading had generated in him a thirst fór 
Humanist culture.

Matthias fully accepted and supported Vitéz’ cultural 
ambitions and plans fór a long period after acceding to the 
throne. His teacher had become acquainted with the display 
of royal power in the courts of Sigismund and Albert I 
Habsburg, and alsó had direct experience of the court of 
Frederick III. Vitéz’ nephew, the highly cultured poet Janus 
Pannonius, must have been a particularly attractive perso- 
nality to Matthias. Vitéz himself may have learned from 
him. Janus completed his Italian studies in 1458 and 
returned to Hungary to serve the King—and of course his 
own uncle. He was a living storehouse of Humanist 
scholarship. His youth, handsomeness and extraordinary 
wit made him an excellent companion, from whom the 
King could learn the most modern ideas without effort, 
almost as an entertainment. Matthias greatly esteemed 
Janus. He took him intő his confidence, learned from him 
and heaped him with favours.
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2. Medál of Marsilio Ficino, end of Í5th century,
Budapest, Szépművészeti Múzeum (Cat. 12.1)

Leafmg through books over a drink after a banquet was 
a favourite mode of learning. Such a conversation in 
Esztergom is reported by Galeotto Marzio.9 The Buda 
symposia, which became particularly famous after the arrival 
to Hungary of Francesco Bandini in 1476, followed, or 
rather revived, an earlier tradition. One of the best-known 
participants in the Hungárián symposia of the time was Janus 
Pannonius, who in 1469 received from the Florentine 
Humanists, together with Marsilio Ficino’s commentaries to 
the Platonic Symposium, and injunction to “educate” the 
Hungarians by propagating the works of Plató. The main 
recipients of his propaganda were Matthias and Vitéz and his 
followers. Janus aroused the King’s interest in the teachings 
of ancient philosophy, with the result that after Bandini 
arrived in Hungary, the translations and neoplatonic 
philosophy of Ficino were warmly received by Matthias and 
those around him.

The King’s enthusiasm fór books and propagating them 
stemmed from his early influences, Vitéz and the Hungárián 
humanists. Vitéz, who according to Georg Peuerbach was 
regarded as “the only devotee, scholar and reformer of 
learning among the northern peoples,” created a library of 
his own of unmatched value to “enrich Pannónia and Dacia” 
before 1461 (the year of Peuerbach’s death), stocking it with 
books “obtained at great expense from diverse countries.”10 
Vespasiano da Bisticci alsó reports that Vitéz had books 
brought from all over Italy and beyond fór his magnificent 
library, in which he collected writing on all kinds ofsubjects, 
and spared no expense on these fme codices with emended 
text. If he found them nowhere else, he would write to 

Florence in search ofthem. “He ennobled his own country,” 
wrote Bisticci, “by providing it with books.” There were 
few Latin books which could nőt be found in his library.11 
It must have been above all the example of Vitéz that was in 
Matthias’ mind when he sent Taddeo Ugoleto on a journey 
to obtain books in 1487-1488. Ugoleto was in Florence in 
1488,12 where he ordered a great many books. Vitéz and 
Janus Pannonius were previously among Vespasiano da 
Bisticci’s best customers, and this is the mean reason fór the 
Florentine Humanist including their biographies in his book 
Vitae (together with György Handó, Provost ofPécs).13 Vitéz 
and Janus almost certainly had a considerable influence on 
Matthias’ choice of reading and provided help and guidance 
on collecting books. From several surviving codices from the 
Bibliotheca Corviniana, it may be inferred that he had an 
extensive collection of Humanist books in 1472, before the 
deaths of Vitéz and Janus. A military tract dedicated to him 
by Roberto Valturio indicates that he started collecting fór 
his library already around 1465.14 (Cat. 8.1)

János Vitéz and his Hungárián Humanist protégés were 
well practised in supporting and making gifts to foreign 
literati. In April 1453, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, secretary to 
Frederick III, who later acceded to the Papai throne as Pius 
II (1458-1464), wrote a letter to Nicolaus Barius. This 
reveals that he had received from Vitéz a fine horse and furs 
worthy of a king.15 Vitéz and Barius had, in the court of 
Frederick III, early the previous year, paid their respects to 
the young King Ladislas V, Piccolomini’s protégé, before he 
set out to take the Hungárián throne. Thus it may be 
supposed that Vitéz sent the gifts to the Italian Humanists in 
gratitude fór their role in persuading the Emperor to permit 
the departure ofthe legal King of Hungary. Just as his uncle 
had to Piccolomini, Janus, when in Italy as envoy in 1465, 
presented a fme horse to Battista Guarino, who could hardly 
express his gratitude to the poet.16 Making gifts was alsó 
customary when asking fór protection. On 5 January 1465— 
that is, during Janus’ mission to Romé—Cardinal Jacopo 
Ammannati Piccolomini sent three letters to Hungary.17 In 
the letter to Janus, he thanks him fór the gifts and begs 
pardon fór nőt fulfilling Janus’ requests.18 In the letter to 
István Várdai, Archbishop of Kalocsa, he alsó asks to be 
excused fór failing to fulfil Várdai’s orders because of the 
death of Popé Pius II in the meantime.19 The requests, first 
of all Várdai’s appointment as cardinal, had been initiated by 
King Matthias in autumn 1463 through an envoy sent to the 
Popé, Bishop Mark of Knin.20 Várdai backed up his request 
with the lavish gift of a magnificent góbiét fór Ammannati 
who wrote to express his gratitude, saying that this gift 
would be the centrepiece of his table. From the context, it 
may be inferred that Várdai gave to the Román cardinal an 
exceptionally valuable gilded drinking véssél decorated in 
relief.21
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Those who gave gifts of books and dedications alsó 
received lavish rewards. It is nőt known exactly how Vitéz 
recompensed the numerous books dedicated to him, bút he 
certainly gave generous gifts to their authors. It is well 
known, however, that Matthias royally rewarded the works 
of literature and poetry dedicated or presented to him. There 
is an oft-quoted eye-witness account of New Year gifts by 
Galeotto Marzio, who found that the covers of codices in 
the royal library containing his own works had been füled 
with silver and gold.22 Foreign envoys alsó received 
considerable gifts on their arrival and departure,23 and took 
home even more splendid gifts fór their masters.

Through János Vitéz’ large-scale cultural activities, and 
with the involvement of Hungárián Humanists schooled in 
Italy and their Italian friends, the systematic development 
of Humanist culture in Hungary accelerated after the 
coronation of King Matthias in 1464. The King gave Vitéz 
and the Humanists surrounding them his full support, and 
by their work and by making use of their foreign contacts, 
they contributed to an increase in the King’s international 
standing.

Hungary’s diplomatic ties were a major factor in setting 
up foreign cultural links. In the early years of Matthias’ reign 
these were closest with humanists working in the Román 
Curia.24 The Hungárián envoys who shaped its diplomacy 
were all humanists close to Vitéz, educated in Italy. Vitéz’ 
own diplomatic activity up till the recovery of the crown 
mainly comprised negotiations with Frederick III, and at the 
same time it was the humanist Enea Silvio Piccolomini, later 
Popé Pius II, who was most influential among the 
Hungarians.25 As a friend of the Popé, Vitéz achieved nearly 
everything he wanted in the Holy See. Negotiations on the

founding of a Hungárián university in Pozsony (Bratislava), 
the Academia Istropolitana, probably started during Pius II’s 
life. During his mission to the Holy See, one of Janus 
Pannonius’ primary assignments was to obtain permission 
fór the university. Credit fór the foundation was due to 
Vitéz, bút it was in Matthias’ name that the petitions were 
written, providing a full guarantee that the university would 
actually be founded. In connection with the founding of the 
Pozsony University, Vitéz requested the opinion of a 
professor at his alma mater, the University of Vienna, 
Leonhard Huntpichler, who incorporated intő his advice 
specific Central European and Hungárián considerations. 
The professor approved of a university accessible to both 
the Slavs and the Greeks, being founded in Hungary. 
A Graecophile attitűdé was natural fór the humanists, and was 
boosted by the shared Turkish threat. Ágnes Ritoók-Szalay 
has hypothesised that Vitéz and the Greek-born Cardinal 
Bessarion, with whom he may have met in Vienna, contrived 
somé common plán in this area. This may be inferred from 
his close links with Georgius Trapezuntius in 1467 and from 
the invitation to Hungary ofjohn Argyropoulos in 1471.26 
In 1450, on writing De liberorum educatione, Enea Silvio 
Piccolomini regretted that Ladislas V had nőt studied Greek. 
He considered it important fór the future to know Greek 
because, as he noted, there were many Greeks in Hungary.27 
This may have been taken intő account in connection with 
the Hungárián university. Matthias’ designated heir, John 
Corvinus, is well known to have been educated in Greek 
language and literature.28 When the Pozsony University was 
founded—and fór somé time afterwards—it was hoped that 
the Ottomans would be forced out of Constantinople and 
Jerusalem. In this perspective, a cultural centre in Hungary

3. Medál of Galeotto Marzio, second half of 15th century, Budapest, Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum (Cat. 12.2)
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4. Janus Pannonius’ Book of Gospels in Greek, 10th—1 lth century, Budapest, ELTE Egyetemi Könyvtár (Cat. 12.7)

could have acted as a bridge between the reunited eastern 
and western branches of Christendom, the dream of 
Bessarion, which came to pass in Florence. That the unión 
came about was mostly due to Cardinal Bessarion, who until 
the end ofhis life (1472) struggled fór its actual implementation 
and survival.

During his mission to Italy in 1465, Janus visited Ferrara 
and Florence, where he purchased books and renewed 
acquaintances and friendships from 1458. From that time 
onwards, Hungarian-Florentine relations steadily strength- 
ened until 1472 and remained the most influential alongside 
the links with Bessarion and the Román Humanists. In 1469, 
there was a veritable Hungárián colony living in Florence, 
headed by Péter Garázda, a relation of Janus and Vitéz. The 
Hungárián youth had a close friendship with Bartolomeo 
Fonzio, and was liked by several other Florentine literati, 
including Vespasiano da Bisticci, Ugolino Verino and Pietro 
Cennini. They were all later to have a role in the culture of 
Matthias’ court. He was alsó in close relationship with 
Lorenzo de’ Medici and Marsilio Ficino,29 and the latter had 
him take the comment of Plato’s Symposium, mentioned 
above, toJanus in 1469.30Janus sent somé ofhis poems, in
cluding the elegy Ad animam suam,31 which included neo- 
platonic elements, to the Florentine interpreter of Plató.32

Ficino and Lorenzo de’ Medici primarily owed their 
enthusiasm fór Plató to a friend of Bessarion, John 
Argyropoulos, who primarily interpreted the works of 

Aristotle at the University of Florence. Argyropoulos was 
friendly with Cardinal Bessarion and had taught in Florence 
since laté 1457, where he received considerable matériái and 
morál recognition.33 He had studied in Italy, which gave 
him the best knowledge of Western scholasticism among 
any of the Greeks living in Italy, and he combined this in his 
philosophical thinking with Aristotle and Plató and other 
Greek philosophers and church fathers.34 He is known to 
have accepted an invitation to Hungary in 1472, bút his 
journey was cancelled because of the plot against Matthias 
and the death of his Hungárián sympathisers. His pupil, 
Bartolomeo Fonzio,35 was similarly invited to Hungary, bút 
owing to the same conspiracy against Matthias he was alsó 
unwilling to come.

Under the intellectual control of Vitéz and Janus, the 
Hungarians who studied in Florence alsó made a contribution 
to strengthening the links of political interest between 
Hungary and Florence. The city of Florence and Lorenzo 
de’ Medici are known to have sent a pair of lions to Matthias 
at the end of 1469, at the recommendation of the Hungárián 
envoy István Bajoni. Péter Garázda, whom they wanted to 
escort the lions, declined the duty and proposed to the 
Signoria that they entrust the task to János Telegdi (Leontius, 
Oroszlános).36 Matthias received the animals in Vienna,37 
symbolically conveying to the inhabitants of the imperial city 
and to Emperor Frederick III that Florence was paying 
homage to him as the ruler of secular rulers, so that he was 
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superior to the Emperor. The letter expressing the King’s 
gratitude fór the lions was presumably composed by Janus 
Pannonius, who wrote four epigrams in honour of the gift.38 
In one, he takes the aspect and character of the King and 
appearance and natúré of the lion to identify Matthias with 
the king of the animals.39 Making use of the renaissance 
revival of the ancient study of physiognomy, Matthias was 
frequently portrayed with leonine features.40 It was Lorenzo 
de’ Medici and the Florentine Humanists, as well as Matthias’ 
Neapolitan wife, Beatrice of Aragon, and her relatives, who 
above all supported Matthias in the display of power which 
he pursued on an increasingly grandiose scale towards the 
end ofhis life. Making the gift ofthis pair of lions and sending 
them to Vienna constituted the first expression ofthis.

The sending of the lions, and the symbolism it carried, 
is an early demonstration of the expectations that Florence 
and the Hungárián humanists placed on Matthias’ aspirations 
to power. Janus Pannonius was already invoking the prospect 
of the imperial title. “You are King and Emperor,” he wrote 
to Matthias in 1467, dedicating to him the work of Plutarch, 
translated with the title De dictis regum et imperatorum. He 
added as an explanation: “King by title, emperor by virtue 
of unrelenting warfare.”41 Indeed, he wrote, Matthias could 
be Trajan: like the Román emperor who had reformed the 
Empire, Matthias was reviving Christendom, which had 
started towards decline, and if he conceded certain 
conditions, such as listening to good counsel, satisfying 
everyone’s demands of him and requesting God’s favour, he 
would make great progress.42

The King’s epithet Corvinus alsó came intő being as the 
result of the pre-conspiracy Hungarian-Florentine co- 
operation and—nőmén est ómen—embodied his aspirations 
to power in the Holy Román Empire. The name Corvinus 
first appears in a letter of 1472 sent by Bartolomeo Fonzio,43 
who most likely got his information from his friend Garázda. 
The King did nőt use it himself, bút it became the surname 
ofhis illegitimate són John, born in 1473. From a name well 
known from ancient history, it could be inferred that the 
Italians were tracing Matthias to the Romans, declaring him 
one of their own.44

Román origins offered a legitimate foundation fór 
Matthias to ascend to the (Holy Román) imperial throne. 
Ludovico Carbone, a former schoolmate of Janus from 
Ferrara, had already openly expressed the Italians’ expectations 
in this regard around 1475.45 These had largely arisen from 
the King’s victory over the Turks in 1475, the recapture 
of Szabács (Sabac) Castle and the announcement of his 
engagement to Beatrice of Aragon in 1475, a prospective 
Hungarian-Italian, or Hungárián-4Román” conjunction. 
Matthias’ name was celebrated in Romé. Jacopo Ammannati 
Piccolomini wrote to Gábrielé Rangoni, Bishop of Eger, on 
7 March 1476: “King Matthias is being exalted to the 

heavens. Praise in Romé fór the invincible monarch could 
nőt be higher than it is now.”46 Matthias’ popularity in Romé 
suggests that the fresco in a house of Campo dei’ Fiori47 dates 
from this time.

The conspiracy against Matthias in 1472 does nőt seem 
to have resulted in so severe a hiatus in fifteenth-century 
Hungárián culture as might be thought. After getting over 
the trauma caused by the fali of Vitéz and Janus Pannonius, 
his former Florentine friends again found Garázda and 
Miklós Báthory.48 The latter was recognised in Florence by 
Ficino, possibly in 1470, having arrived with a letter of 
authority from Matthias.49 After a three- or four-year break, 
the Hungárián relations of Ficino and the Florentine hu
manists revived through the old friendships when Francesco 
Bandini arrived in Hungary. Apart from those already

5. Tombstone of János Vitéz, Archbishop of Esztergom (d. 1474), 
Esztergom, Basilica. Crypt
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mentioned, and Péter Váradi,50 Ficino and the Florentine 
neoplatonists did nőt make new friendships or relationships 
with other Hungarians.51 Váradi had been a protégé of the 
conspirator Vitéz, and he preserved the memory of Janus 
Pannonius, collecting his verses under the orders of 
Matthias.52 Around 1483, Callimachus Experiens was shown 
poems by Janus Pannonius and Péter Garázda in Buda.53 
Soon after, in 1484, Váradi feli out of favour and was cast 
intő prison. Ficino’s critic Ioannes Pannonius—who is 
frequently referred to erroneously under the name of Janus 
Pannonius in foreign literature, even very recently—was 
alsó familiar with his correspondence partner’s work from 
the early youth of the Florentine humanist.54 From the 
1480s, with the sole exception of Váradi, no further Hun
gárián joined the representatives of Florentine-Hungarian 
Humanist relations.

Matthias’ patronage of the árts and scholarship was 
crucially influenced by Vitéz and by the Hungárián Humanists 
who had studied in Italy, even if the King would hear nothing 
of them after the conspiracy. The key conditions and 
institutions of Humanist culture were in piacé in Hungary by 
1472; most of the later cultural links were already established; 
and major elements of the King’s personal image and the 
display of his regal power had taken shape. The great cultural 
regeneration in the second half of the 1480s produced little 
that was new in terms of institutions, phenomena or even 
personalities. It seems that in 1479 Matthias wanted to offer 
a teaching job to nőne other than John Argyropoulos, whom 

Vitéz had earlier invited to Hungary, bút the Greek scholar 
appears to have turnéd down the offer on this occasion.55 
Matthias then approached Ficino, with Miklós Bátori 
putting in a request in support, bút Ficino was nőt persuaded 
either.56 Fonzio, who Vitéz and Garázda had invited around 
1471, ultimately came to Hungary in 1489. He was instru- 
mental in building up the Corvina library.

Following Vitéz’ example, Matthias sent Taddeo 
Ugoleto abroad to seek books fór the library. In piacé of the 
University of Pozsony, which had closed on the death of 
Vitéz and the flight of the professors, the King, according to 
Ludovico Carbone, intended to found a new university 
around 1474.57 Sources on the Buda Schola58 alsó imply that 
the King did nőt give up on the founding an institution of 
higher education. The printing of secular books alsó 
restarted, if nőt in Hungary, then at least with a work by a 
Hungárián author, Thuróczi.59 It is alsó interesting that the 
revival of printing in Hungary in 1487 started with a history 
of the Hungarians, just as the first Hungárián press, initiated 
by Vitéz, produced Chronica Hungarorum as its first 
publication.60 After the death of Vitéz and his associates, the 
Renaissance and Humanism in Hungary acquired little new 
content, although there were new emphases and of course 
new people. There was, however, a major qualitative 
difference: in the second half of the 1480s, after the siege of 
Vienna and Matthias’ military successes in Austria, the 
existing institutions and Humanist initiatives were revived 
on an exceptionally grandiose and monumental scale.
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