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The Hungarian calligrapher George (in 
Hungarian: György) Bocskay (†1575) owes his 
international fame mostly to the two writing 
model books (1561–62, 1571–73) that were illu-

minated in the 1590s by the Flemish artist Joris 
Hoefnagel (1542–1601) for Emperor Rudolf II 
(1576–1612).2 International researchers also 
ascribe a role to Bocskay in the execution of the 
acid-etched inscriptions all’antica of the sepul-
chral monument of Emperor Maximilian I in 
Innsbruck (1563–68).3 What is less well-known, 
however, is that the calligrapher was also respon-
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Fig. 1. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the letters patent of Miklós Oláh, 1558–60;  
MNL OL, P 108, Rep. 2–3, Fasc. K, No. 163. fols. 2v–3r (photo by MNL OL, 2016)
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sible for decorating a considerable number of 
charters. By the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, the name Bocskay was already mentioned 
in the Hungarian literature in connection with a 
variety of letters patent granting armorial bear-
ings (hereafter: letters patent), although many of 
the pieces attributed to him actually originated 
only after his death.4 Later, the elaborately deco-
rated letters patent of Miklós Oláh (1558–60, 
Fig.  1) came under the spotlight of research.5 
This work even features the calligrapher’s signa-
ture (Fig. 2), which is also briefly described in this 
paper. In recent years, in addition to the Oláh 
letters patent, my research has uncovered a sig-
nificant number of other, previously unknown 
charters that can be included in the calligra-
pher’s œuvre. Outstanding among them are five 
extremely richly decorated manuscripts in book-

let form, commissioned by members of the Hun-
garian clerical and lay elites, or by the Habsburg 
ruler, to mark important occasions. This paper 
now presents these previously unexamined 
works, which are all of exceptional quality.

The artist’s œuvre includes a large number of 
charters, most of which were letters patent (e.g. 
grants/confirmations/augmentations of arms, 
grants of barony) issued to Hungarian nobles. 
The reason for this can be found in George Bocs-
kay’s thirty-year career at the Hungarian Court 
Chancellery6 in Vienna. This was the central 
governmental office of the Kingdom of Hun-
gary within the composite state of the Habsburg 
Monarchy: it was here that Habsburg rulers, in 
their capacity as kings of Hungary, issued docu-
ments (such as letters patent) that had a bearing 
on the internal affairs of Hungary. Based on my 
research in the archives, it is highly likely that 
Bocskay first came to the Chancellery in 15457 
as personal scribe to the deputy chancellor, the 
afore-mentioned Miklós Oláh (1493–1568). (For 
an overview of all the paid positions filled at court 
by Bocskay, see Fig. 3.) Bocskay’s subsequent 
appointment as Hungarian court secretary was 
an important promotion for him, as it meant that 
he was now an employee of the state. According 
to other recently unearthed archive sources, this 
took place in 1554,8 because from then on he 
received an annual salary for this from the Hun-
garian Court Chamber. (Fig. 3) He subsequently 
held this office for the rest of his life, and he was 
also appointed royal councillor at some point 
between 1562 and 1565.9 (Fig. 3) During this 
period the Hungarian Court Chancellery oper-
ated in Miklós Oláh’s own house in Vienna (Wall-
nerstraße), on the site where the seventeenth-cen-
tury Palais Esterházy now stands.10 The head of 

Fig. 2. Signature of George Bocskay (“15 FGB 60”)  
on the letters patent of Miklós Oláh, 1560;  

MNL OL, P 108, Rep. 2–3, Fasc. K, No. 163. fol. 2v, detail  
(photo by the author, 2011)

Position Title in Latin Title in German Location Dates Paid by
scribe of the 
Hungarian 
Chancellor

notarius / scriba Kanzleischreiber Hungarian Court 
Chancellery

1545–1554 Miklós Oláh Deputy 
Chancellor / Chancellor 
/ High Chancellor 
(Vienna)

Hungarian court 
(royal) secretary

secretarius 
Hungaricus

Ungarischer 
Hofsekretär

Hungarian Court 
Chancellery

1554–1575 Hungarian Chamber 
(Pozsony)

Hungarian / 
royal councillor

consiliarius regius / 
Hungaricus

Ungarischer Rat Hungarian (Royal) 
Council

1562/65–1575 Hungarian Chamber 
(Pozsony)

royal courtier aulae regiae 
familiaris / aulicus

Hofdiener Hungarian royal 
court

1559–1575 Hungarian Chamber 
(Pozsony)

courtier aulicus Hofdiener the joint Habsburg 
court

1563–1575 Court’s Paymaster’s 
Office / Hofzahlamt 
(Vienna)

Fig. 3. Paid positions occupied by George Bocskay in Vienna
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the Chancellery was the high chancellor, a posi-
tion that came with the office of Archbishop of 
Esztergom, but daily operations were run by the 
chancellor and the deputy chancellor, based per-
manently in Vienna. Within the Chancellery, the 
Hungarian court secretaries occupied positions 
of influence: they participated in preparing the 
documents, effectively standing in for the chan-
cellor and deputy chancellor, and they even had 
access to the ruler. In those days, two people were 
generally employed as Hungarian court secreta-
ries, both picked from the highest echelons of the 
Hungarian humanist ecclesiastical elite and the 
secular intelligentsia. Bocskay’s fellow secreta-
ries included, for example, the humanist András 
Dudith (1533–1589), the future leader of the 
Chancellery, János Liszthy (†1577, Figs. 7–10), 
and the historians Miklós Istvánffy (1538–1615) 
and Ferenc Forgách (1535–1577).11

George Bocskay spent thirty years as an 
officer of the Hungarian Court Chancellery, 
assisting in arranging a wide range of official 
documents. The most important, from an art his-
torical point of view, are the letters patent, which 
were drawn up on parchment, and fitted with a 
miniature depicting the granted coats of arms, 
usually accompanied with calligraphic decora-
tion.12 If the king conferred a coat of arms upon a 
Hungarian nobleman (grant/confirmation/aug-
mentation of arms), or elevated him to a higher 
rank, such as a barony, the letters patent certify-
ing such royal acts were issued at the Chancellery. 
The costs – the tax, the materials used (parch-
ment, cord, gilding, etc.), the fees for composing 
the text, the miniature of the coat of arms and, if 
required, any additional painted or calligraphic 
decoration – were covered by the grantee.13 Dur-
ing the decades of his tenure, Bocskay had ample 
opportunity to make good use of his skills as a 
calligrapher. Based on my research, a large num-
ber of the letters patent that have survived from 
his period of service at the Chancellery (1545–
75) can be attributed to him. Bocskay’s decora-
tive prowess was in high demand from members 
of the Hungarian ecclesiastical and lay elites. 
Evidence of this comes in the form of a letter, 
written in 1557 by a Hungarian magnate, János 
Révay, in which he stated that the new letters pat-
ent for the barony granted to the family “should 
be illuminated with gold lettering by Bocskay” 
(“ut per Boczkaj aureis li[tter]is illuminentur”).14 

Although this particular manuscript has not sur-
vived, an idea of the calligraphic artistry Bocskay 
used may be formed from looking at the other let-
ters patent (grants of barony) that are presented 
below. (Figs. 1, 4) It is worth noting that during 
Bocskay’s time in office, the quality of the let-
ters patent issued by the Chancellery fluctuated 
greatly, so only certain works can be attributed to 
him. Nevertheless, it is striking how many of the 
other (less excellent) manuscripts also feature the 
same script forms and ornaments that Bocskay 
frequently employed. This implies that the cal-
ligrapher, through his work at the Chancellery, 
established a kind of school, whose most dis-
tinctive decorative elements – albeit in reduced 
form – continued to thrive on letters patent even 
into the seventeenth century.

Below I present two further manuscripts 
(Figs. 11–12) which, in my opinion, can also be 
attributed to the calligrapher, but which – though 
also originating in Vienna – were not issued by 
the Hungarian Court Chancellery. They are mar-
riage charters ratifying the dynastic marriages of 
two Habsburg archduchesses. It is my view that 
Bocskay received the commission to decorate 
these highly important documents directly from 
the ruler himself, because within the court in 
Vienna, Bocskay also held a further, privileged 
position, which can best be defined as “calligra-
pher to the ruler.”

Evidence of this is revealed in numerous 
archive sources. The earliest known to us at pre-
sent is a document (letters patent [grant of lands]) 
from 1551,15 which was issued by Ferdinand I 
(King of Hungary: 1526–1564; Holy Roman 
Emperor: 1556/58–1564). In this document 
Bocskay is referred to as scribe to the Chancel-
lery and to Ferdinand I (“Notarius maioris Can-
cellariae nostrae Hungaricae et scriptor noster”). 
This latter role was emphasised by the calligra-
pher himself in his early signatures as well. In 
the writing model book he made for Ferdinand 
I (1561–62), he declared, in an extraordinary 
labyrinth of blackletters derived from the printed 
manual of Wolfgang Fugger,16 that it had been 
“written in Vienna by George Bocskay […] scribe 
to the king and royal courtier, in eternal memory 
of the art of the pen.”17 He identified himself as 
the calligrapher or “scribe to Ferdinand I,” even 
though by that time he had long ceased to be a 
scriba, having already been promoted to the posi-
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tion of secretarius at the Chancellery (cf. Fig. 3); 
he also used a humanist trope to declare that the 
memory of calligraphy, the ars scribendi, would 
survive for eternity.

At the same time, alongside the title of “scribe 
to the king,” he added the court title of “aulicus” 
to his signature, which, I believe, was also in hon-
our of his activity as a calligrapher. The title of 
royal courtier (aulae regiae familiaris / aulicus) 
had been used in the Hungarian royal court 
since the Late Middle Ages, but by the reign of 
Ferdinand I it was nothing more than a nomi-
nal title, granted by the king in exchange for a 
diverse range of official, intellectual or financial 
services.18 According to a recently discovered let-
ters patent, this title was conferred upon Bocs-
kay in 1559.19 Interestingly, in this document he 
is once again referred to as “scribe of the Hun-
garian Chancellery” (“scriba maioris Cancel-
lariae nostrae Hungar[icae]”), even though he 
had occupied the position of secretarius since 
1554 (cf. Fig. 3). This allows the conclusion to be 
drawn that the title of royal courtier was granted 
by the king, Ferdinand I to the calligrapher, that 
is, the “scribe of the Hungarian Chancellery,” as 
a reward for his artistic achievements. Bocskay 
also received an additional annual salary from 
the Hungarian Court Chamber, which was paid, 
in accordance with a royal instruction of 1561,20 
to the “royal courtier and scribe to Ferdinand I” 
(“aulicus et scriba noster”) (cf. Fig. 3). In the light 
of this knowledge, it is easy to see why Bocskay 
was so keen on repeatedly highlighting his newly 
granted title in the writing model books he pro-
duced for Ferdinand I (1561–62, 1562), because 
he had earned it from the ruler in recognition 
of his expertise at calligraphy. In addition to the 
example cited above, Bocskay refers to himself in 
these works as “royal courtier” on a further three 
occasions.21

It appears that Bocskay was allowed to keep 
his role as “calligrapher to the ruler” even after 
Ferdinand I was succeeded on the throne by 
Maximilian (as King Maximilian I of Hungary: 
1563–1576; as Maximilian II, Holy Roman 
Emperor: 1564–1576). Between 1563 and 1568 
Bocskay made the all’antica inscriptions on the 
sepulchral monument of Emperor Maximilian 
I in Innsbruck.22 In 1565 he decorated the two 
afore-mentioned marriage ratification charters 
(Figs. 11–12), which will be discussed in detail 

later. Bocskay dedicated his third writing model 
book to Maximilian II (I) (1571–73).23 It was 
almost certainly as a result of his activities as a 
calligrapher that he was awarded yet another 
annual salary from 1563 onwards. Bocskay’s 
name appears regularly in the account books of 
the Court’s Paymaster’s Office,24 which registered 
the amounts paid to the “Hofdiener” (courtiers 
of the joint Habsburg court) in Vienna (cf. Fig. 3).

The manuscripts discussed here tell us not 
only about the commissioners and patrons of 
George Bocskay, but also in a broader sense 
about the network of personal connections he 
established in the Viennese court. All the char-
ters were issued as official records of significant 
events, and they were ornately decorated, in 
accordance with their importance. However, 
as artworks of this kind, compared with writing 
model books, were much shorter in scope, the cal-
ligrapher was required to devote greater attention 
to decoration. As we will see, the artist fulfilled 
this demand by making simultaneous use of mul-
tiple letter forms and ornaments, creating a more 
decorative overall effect, which he enhanced fur-
ther by applying alternating colours. It was as 
though he were producing an abstract of a more 
extensive work, where the different elements, 
originally organised into separate writing sam-
ples, were concentrated into a single, overarching 
decoration. Closer inspection of this unique, con-
densed method of decoration will enable an idea 
to be formed of what types of script and orna-
mentation the calligrapher particularly favoured, 
and how he exploited various ways of combining 
them to generate different permutations.

Letters Patent Produced for the Hungarian 
Ecclesiastical and Lay Elites

The most numerous group of charters that can 
be attributed to George Bocskay consists of the 
letters patent issued by the Hungarian Court 
Chancellery in Vienna. Of these, three manu-
scripts in booklet form (libelli, singular: libellus) 
are presented in detail below. The earliest is the 
letters patent (grant of barony) issued to Márk 
Horváth-Stanchich (1510s–1561).25 (Fig.  4) The 
grantee had filled a number of significant military 
positions in the Kingdom of Hungary, includ-
ing captain general (1556–1557, 1558–1561) of 
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Fig. 4. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the letters patent of Márk Horváth-Stanchich, 1558;  
Levoča, Spišský archív v Levoči, Horváth-Stansith zo Strážok, bez signatúry. fols. 1v–2r (photo by the author, 2011)
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Szigetvár, one of the key frontier fortresses pro-
tecting the country from Ottoman invasion.26 In 
Bocskay’s œuvre, this work can be regarded as the 
partner piece to the afore-mentioned letters patent 
(confirmation of arms, grant of barony) of Miklós 
Oláh (Figs. 1–2),27 because the systems of calli-
graphic decoration on the two manuscripts are 
almost entirely identical. Both are letters patent 
(grants of barony) issued in Vienna by Ferdinand 
I in the same year, 1558. However, whereas the 
Oláh libellus has survived in good condition, the 
Horváth-Stanchich libellus is severely damaged.28

In the introduction it was stated that the let-
ters patent produced for Miklós Oláh (Figs. 1–2) 
was a work dated and signed by Bocskay. It was 
commissioned by the humanist prelate Miklós 
Oláh, Bishop of Zagreb (1543–1548), then 
Bishop of Eger (1548–1553), and later Arch-
bishop of Esztergom (1553–1568), who directed 
the Hungarian Court Chancellery between 1543 
and 1568 as deputy chancellor, chancellor and, 
finally, high chancellor.29 It was also mentioned 
that Bocskay almost certainly owed his position 
in Vienna to Oláh, for he had been brought there 
as the bishop’s personal scribe (cf. Fig. 3). The 
calligrapher was therefore commissioned to pro-
duce this extraordinarily high quality letters pat-
ent by his first patron in Vienna and his immedi-
ate superior at the Chancellery. The close rela-
tionship between the calligrapher and his patron 
explains why the artist’s signature appears on the 
document. The miniature painted coat of arms 
and borders occupy all of the margins on the left 
side of the two-page frontispiece of the letters pat-
ent. The coat of arms of Miklós Oláh is repeated 
in the border in the lower left-hand corner of the 
page. Behind the shield of this coat of arms can 
be seen a crucifix, whose lower upright bears the 
signature, written in gold. (Fig. 2) The previous 
literature30 has interpreted the signature as “15 
HGB 60,” but it ought instead to be read as “15 
FGB 60,” standing for “15 Fecit Georgius Bocs-
kay 60,” that is, “Made by George Bocskay in 
1560.” The calligrapher used the same signature 
(“FGB”) several times in the two writing model 
books produced around the same time (1561–
62, 1562).31 Although the charter was issued in 
1558, it seems that the decoration was only com-
pleted two years later, in 1560.

The remarkably similar Horváth-Stanchich 
letters patent (Fig. 4) must have been produced at 

the same time. The libellus manuscript in book-
let form comprises two parchment bifolia. The 
two-page frontispiece is located on fols. 1v–2r, 
and the text of the charter then continues on fol. 
4r. Fols. 1r and 4v are blank. As with the Oláh 
letters patent (Fig. 1), the entire left side (fol. 1v) 
of the frontispiece is also covered with decorative 
borders, and there is a miniature of the coat of 
arms in the upper left-hand corner, at the start 
of the text. The border decoration consists of 
grotesque elements: above and below there are 
acanthus leaves and putti, while the two sides 
are made of candelabra with fruits and masks, 
placed over a gilded ground. I have not been able 
to identify any signature on this severely dam-
aged page. The miniature of the coat of arms 
and the borders were painted by a skilled, as yet 
unidentified master.

Let us now turn to the calligraphic details 
of the manuscript. Like other calligraphers, 
George Bocskay derived his writing samples 
from printed writing manuals, which enjoyed 
great popularity at the time. Unlike most of his 
contemporaries, however, he was not always sat-
isfied simply to copy different letter forms as they 
were, but liked to individualise them. Another 
feature that places him above others working in 
the same field was that he was equally at home 
producing humanistic and Gothic scripts, and he 
would even use these different hands in combi-
nation within the same text. Precedents for such 
diversity, and for the combined use of Italic and 
German letter forms on such a large scale, are 
nowhere to be found in any of the contemporary 
printed writing manuals or hand-written model 
books that have been handed down to posterity. 
This individuality can be seen on this work as 
well, which Bocskay produced using letter forms 
visible in the printed writing manuals of no less 
than three Italian authors – Ludovico degli Arri-
ghi, Giovanbattista Palatino, Vespasiano Amphi-
areo – and one German – Johann Neudörffer the 
Elder. The authors listed were the most influen-
tial writing masters of the age,32 which demon-
strates how widely read and up-to-date Bocskay 
was as a practitioner of his art. The same writ-
ing manuals were also demonstrably the primary 
sources for Bocskay’s own calligraphic writing 
model books.33

On the left (fol. 1v, Fig. 4), the letter forms 
in the individual lines – apart from the last line 
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– precisely follow the composition of the frontis-
piece in the Oláh libellus (Fig. 1). The only dif-
ference is that the letters in each line here have 
grounds of varying colour. This method of deco-
ration is one of the characteristics of the calligra-
pher’s writing model book of 1562, which also 
features variants of the same letter forms written 
on coloured grounds.34 The ground of the first 
line of the Latin text that begins with the word 
“Ferdinandus” is gold. It begins with an ara-
besque, which is slightly smaller and of a differ-
ent shape to the similar ornament on the Oláh 
letters patent. This is succeeded by an entrelac 
Fraktur (German blackletter) F-initial with flour-
ishes by Neudörffer (“Flechtwerkinitial”),35 and 
Roman inscriptional capitals (antiqua) in red, the 
latter also being supplemented by Bocskay with 
black arabesques. The ground of the second line 
is blue embellished with gold foliage, on which 
are aligned Amphiareo-style decorative Roman 
capitals in the form of tree trunks,36 written in 
silver. The third coloured unit of text is com-
posed of Arrighi-style gold blackletters, formed 
from banderoles,37 whose ground is red, adorned 
with silver foliage. In the fourth line, with a black 
ground, we come across another type of Amphi-
areo’s decorative Roman capitals,38 executed 
in silver, with the letters surrounded by gold 
patterning. The fifth line, written in gold, has a 
red ground once more, on which traces of silver 
ornament are still visible. Here Bocskay reverted 
to the Arrighi manual, using the Italian writing 
master’s decorative interwoven capitals.39 The 
last line reiterates the blue-and-gold ground, 
although here the calligrapher employed the 
only element not included in the composition of 
the Oláh libellus, namely Italian Gothic capitals, 
written in silver.

The letter forms on the right side of the fron-
tispiece (fol. 2r, Fig. 4) are also repetitions of the 
composition for the equivalent fol. 3r in the Oláh 
libellus. (Fig. 1) There is a continued accumu-
lation of humanistic and Gothic hands, includ-
ing, among others, Palatino’s rotunda (Italian 
Gothic),40 the same master’s swashed Lettera 
Trattizata,41 and Amphiareo’s blackletters with 
dotted42 or zigzagged43 lines. Finally, this is fol-
lowed by a German blackletter, which is replaced 
in the last line by bollatica (Italian Gothic script 
used in the Papal Chancellery). The text from 
there until the end is written using this same let-

ter form, with the more important words high-
lighted in gold Roman capitals. Deviating from 
the Oláh libellus, however, there are also rich 
interlinear foliate ornaments in gold.

The two letters patent examined below were 
both produced more than a decade later, and 
were decorated in different ways. George Bocs-
kay continued to combine humanistic and Gothic 
hands, but alongside the calligraphic details he 
also placed greater emphasis on varied ornamen-
tation. The compositions of different arabesques 
and foliate ornaments become increasingly dom-
inant decorative elements.

The letters patent (confirmation of arms, aug-
mentation of arms) of János Pethő de Gerse (III) 
(1525–1578) (Figs. 5–6) was issued in 1572 by 
Maximilian II in his capacity as King Maximilian 
I of Hungary. 44 The grantee was captain general 
of the major frontier fortresses Kassa (Kaschau, 
Košice, today Slovakia; 1557–1559) and 
Komárom (Komorn, Komárno, today Slovakia; 
1563–1566), and was an important member of 
the Hungarian royal court attached to the Habs-
burg rulers, serving as royal Hungarian master 
of chamberlains between 1561 and 1578; he was 
also a member of the Hungarian Council, and 
one of the few Hungarians to keep his own house 
in Vienna.45 In this instance, then, the letters pat-
ent George Bocskay decorated with sophisticated 
calligraphy was made for one of his colleagues on 
the Council.

The letters patent in booklet form (libellus) 
was produced on parchment, and consists of 
four bifolia. Fols. 1 and 2 are blank. The min-
iature depicting the coat of arms is on fol. 3r. 
(Fig. 5) The “second frontispiece,” with its calli-
graphic decoration, occupies the next two pages 
(fols. 3v–4r, Fig. 6). The text continues until fol. 
7r, while fols. 7v and 8 are also blank. The Hun-
garian royal seal of the issuing king, Maximilian 
I (II), has survived on the charter, as has the pur-
ple, gold, green and blue silk cord attached to it.

The manuscript differs from other letters 
patent produced around the same time in that, 
instead of the miniature of the coat of arms being 
placed at the start of the text, as was standard 
practice at the Hungarian Court Chancellery, 
in this libellus it was placed before the text on a 
separate page (fol. 3r, Fig. 5). The composition 
stands out among the miniatures featured on 
other letters patent emerging from the Chancel-
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lery in the same period both for its decorative-
ness and for its complex iconography. The art-
ist placed his signature (DH) in gold in the lower 
left-hand corner, on the reverse of the shield that 
can be found there. In my opinion, there is a pos-

sibility that the painter was Donat Hübschmann 
(before 1540–1583),46 who is known to have used 
a similar monogram consisting of two interweav-
ing Roman capitals. The artist, who hailed from 
Leipzig, lived and worked in Vienna from the 

Fig. 5. Donat Hübschmann (?): Miniature of the granted coat of arms on the letters patent of János Pethő de Gerse (III), 1572; 
MNL OL, P 644, No. 2.1.1. fol. 3r (photo by MNL OL, 2008)
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Fig. 6. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the letters patent of János Pethő de Gerse (III), 1572;  
MNL OL, P 644, No. 2.1.1. fols. 3v–4r (photo by MNL OL, 2008)
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late 1550s until his death, even being granted 
citizenship rights there. Although he is primarily 
renowned for his woodcuts, the account books of 
the Court’s Paymaster’s Office inform us that he 
regularly worked as a painter for the court and 
for the city.47 The idea that Donat Hübschmann 
was commissioned by János Pethő de Gerse to 
decorate his letters patent seems increasingly 
likely in view of some of the artist’s other com-
missioners, who included a number of important 
Hungarians in service at the Viennese court. In 
1560, for example, Hübschmann made a copy of 
the engraved portrait of Miklós Oláh (cf. Fig. 1), 
because the original copperplate (by Hans 
Sebald Lautensack, 1558) had become worn – 
the new, updated woodcut is also signed DH.48 
Another woodcut attributed to the artist (and to 
his brother, Martin Hübschmann) was commis-
sioned by the noted Hungarian court humanist, 
János Zsámboky (Johannes Sambucus, 1531–
1584). The depiction was made for a broadsheet 
which was published in Vienna in 1563 on the 
occasion of the coronation in Pozsony (Pressburg, 
Bratislava, today Slovakia) of Archduke Maximil-
ian as King of Hungary.49 The print contains a 
poem by Zsámboky, as well as the large wood-
cut by the Hübschmanns, which depicts in detail 
the events of the coronation. Zsámboky commis-
sioned Donat Hübschmann again in 1566, when 
he republished, this time in Vienna, the first 
printed map of Hungary (Tabula Hungariae / 
Lazarus map, Ingolstadt, 1528), which the Ger-
man master copied, once more signing the cop-
perplate engraving with his monogram DH.50

At the centre of the miniature (fol. 3r, Fig. 5), 
two oval cartouches contain the old Pethő coat of 
arms as well as the new one, with the augmenta-
tions granted by the letters patent. The old one 
is on the left, and was granted in 1507 by King 
Wladislas II Jagiellon of Hungary (1490–1516) 
to the then master of chamberlains, János Pethő 
de Gerse (I), the grandfather of the grantee of the 
letters patent in 1572. The original letters pat-
ent from 1507 has also survived.51 This exquisite 
work of art occupies a prominent place in the his-
tory of Hungarian Renaissance miniature paint-
ing, and was produced in the miniature workshop 
that operated in the royal court in Buda.52 Its most 
outstanding feature is that the coat of arms bears 
a portrait of King Wladislas II and his children, 
Anna and Louis (the future King Louis II Jagiel-

lon of Hungary, 1516–1526). A copy of this was 
placed on the composition in 1572, and must have 
been directly based on the old letters patent. The 
new coat of arms placed alongside it also bears a 
portrait of the king, this time the Habsburg King 
Maximilian I (II) of Hungary. Two further coats 
of arms in oval cartouches are arranged along the 
vertical axis of the composition, with that of the 
Holy Roman Emperor above that of the King of 
Hungary, both references to Maximilian. Both 
are flanked by a garland of fruit and with two 
seated, winged putti. The composition as a whole 
– presumably in accordance with the wishes of 
the grantee – places the main emphasis on János 
Pethő de Gerse’s military virtues. In the justifica-
tion of the grant, the text describes at length how 
Pethő, together with his hussars (Hungarian light 
cavalry), served in the armed forces of Emperor 
Charles V (1530–1556/58), and participated in 
several of the battles against the Ottomans in 
Hungary.53 His achievements are represented 
visually by the mass of military trophies depicted 
in the composition.

The “second frontispiece,” with its calli-
graphic decoration, which can be attributed to 
George  Bocskay, occupies the next two pages (fols. 
3v–4r, Fig. 6). On the left side (fol. 3v), the callig-
rapher once again chose the entrelac Fraktur ini-
tial of Johann Neudörffer the Elder54 for the most 
emphatic element in the Latin text that begins 
“Nos Maximilianus”. We have already seen in his 
earlier manuscripts that this ostentatious script was 
one of his favourites for decorating letters patent. 
After the first line, done in gold Fraktur, each line 
of the text is written using different script forms, 
although the Italian and German hands dominate 
once more. The selected letters, aligned with the 
emphatic initials, were composed from different 
Gothic scripts.55 Only the fifth line consists of clas-
sic Roman capitals, matching the last few lines of 
the titulary of Maximilian I (II) on the opposite 
page, as well as the running text, also written in 
antiqua. Judging from its exceptional perfection-
ism, the latter was probably also executed by Bocs-
kay. The colouring of the individual units of text 
in the opening alternates regularly, with two gold 
lines being followed by two silver lines, and so on. 
The interlinear spacing is filled with different ara-
besques and decorative foliate ornaments, whose 
colouring (black, silver, black with gold dots, and 
gold) also alternates according to a regular pattern. 
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The text is contained within two gold column-like 
borders, each of which has a silver disc.

The calligraphic text of the titulary of Maxi-
milian I (II) continues on the right side (fol. 4r). 

The first line on the page, written in gold, is 
emphasised by the bollatica (Italian Gothic) ini-
tials56 taken from Amphiareo’s writing manual. 
The colouring of the letters is different from those 

Fig. 7. George Bocskay: First page of the frontispiece of the letters patent of János Liszthy, 1573;  
Esztergom, Primatial Archives, Acta Radicalia Cl. T, Nr. 168. fol. 2r (photo by Esztergom, Primatial Archives, 2012)
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Fig. 8. Donat Hübschmann (?): Miniature of the granted coat of arms on the letters patent of János Liszthy, 1573; Esztergom, 
Primatial Archives, Acta Radicalia Cl. T, Nr. 168. fol. 2r, detail (photo by Esztergom, Primatial Archives, 2012)
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Fig. 9. George Bocskay: Second page of the frontispiece of the letters patent of János Liszthy, 1573; Esztergom, Primatial 
Archives, Acta Radicalia Cl. T, Nr. 168. fol. 2v (photo by Esztergom, Primatial Archives, 2012)
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on the preceding page, with the initial line in gold 
followed by German blackletters in blue and then 
a line of rotunda (Italian Gothic) in green, supple-
mented with gold initials. At the same time, the 
regular alternation in the colouring of the interlin-
ear foliage ornaments also changes: an element 
in black with gold dots is followed by a plain gold 
one, and then another black one with gold dots. 
The text is surrounded with a simple gold frame, 
embellished with arabesques in each corner. The 
same border is repeated on all the other pages in 
the charter that feature writing (fols. 4v–7r).

The last letters patent to be examined here 
(Figs. 7–10) is also linked to one of the leading 
figures of the Hungarian royal court attached 
to the Habsburg rulers. The grantee of this let-
ters patent (confirmation of nobility),57 issued 
in Vienna in 1573, was the humanist János 
Liszthy (Johannes Listhius, †1577), an official 
at the Hungarian Court Chancellery, and later 
its leader. Liszthy served at the Chancellery for 
several decades alongside George Bocskay. He 
was first mentioned in 1553 as keeper of the 
seals (conservator sigilli) and Hungarian court 
secretary, and was later – like the calligrapher – 
appointed councillor. He married Lukrécia 
Oláh, who was probably the illegitimate daugh-
ter of Miklós Oláh. After her death, he embarked 
on a career in the Church, becoming Bishop of 
Veszprém (1568–1572), then Bishop of Győr 
(1572–1577); after Miklós Oláh died, Liszthy 
took over the running of the Chancellery, first 
as deputy chancellor (1568–1573), and then as 
chancellor (other sources say high chancellor) 
(1573–1577).58 This means that Bocskay pro-
duced this elaborately decorated charter for one 
of his former colleagues at the Chancellery, who 
had in the meantime risen to become its head.

The libellus in booklet form consists of three 
parchment bifolia. The seal of the Hungarian 
King Maximilian I (Maximilian II, Holy Roman 
Emperor) has survived intact, as has the gold-and-
silver cord. Fols. 1, 5 and 6 are blank. The frontis-
piece is on fol. 2r. (Fig. 7) The miniature depicting 
the coat of arms (Fig. 8) is at the beginning of the 
text, in an oval cartouche. This is supplemented 
on the left by a decorative border of acanthus 
leaves, in which the shield is repeated. The min-
iature also contains the signature DH, like the 
one on the letters patent of János Pethő de Gerse 
(III) (Fig. 5), which is located above the military 

trophies painted in the lower left-hand corner of 
the cartouche. The two works were probably pro-
duced by the same painter, who may have been 
Donat Hübschmann, as both feature the same 
decorative elements of strapwork, scrollwork 
(“Rollwerk”), putti, garlands of fruit and military 
trophies. The modelling of the figures depicted on 
the two charters, however, is as different as can 
be, which means that we must proceed with cau-
tion regarding whether or not they were made by 
the same hand. The cartouche contains the coat 
of arms of János Liszthy. Above this is the coat 
of arms of the granter, Maximilian I (II), with the 
imperial crown held by two putti. The lower sec-
tion of the cartouche depicts military trophies and 
two weighty tomes, the latter probably referring to 
Liszthy’s humanist activities.

The two-page frontispiece (fols. 2r–2v, Figs. 
7, 9) was decorated with intricate calligraphy. 
Among the details that may be attributed to 
George Bocskay, the most striking element is once 
again the entrelac Neudörffer-style Fraktur.59 In 
comparison with the letters patent presented 
above, however, this letter form is used more 
prominently in this case, not only to emphasise 
the first line of the Latin text – in both the “M” 
and the “A” of “Maximilianus” – but also to begin 
every word on the page. The initials are in gold, 
and combined with German blackletters, which 

Fig. 10. Signature of George Bocskay  
on the letters patent of János Liszthy, 1573;  

Esztergom, Primatial Archives, Acta Radicalia Cl. T, Nr. 168. 
fol. 4v, detail (photo by Esztergom, Primatial Archives, 2012)
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are written in gold in the first and third lines, 
and in blue in the second line. The composition 
is supplemented with an extraordinary variety of 
black arabesques, with the one beside the initial 
“D” also being gilded. The interlinear spacing 

is filled with horizontal and vertical ornaments, 
which also form the frame around the text. No 
two are the same shape, and the differences in 
form are further accentuated by varying the pen-
work with hatching or by filling in the surface.

Fig. 11. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the charter ratifying the marriage of Archduchess Barbara of Austria and Alfonso II 
d’Este, 1565; ÖStA HHStA Urkundenreihen Habsburg-Lothringische Familienurkunden,  

No. 1355. fol. 1r (photo by ÖStA, 2009)
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The titulary of Maximilian I (II) extends across 
to the verso of the folio (fol. 2v, Fig. 9). This can still 
be regarded as part of the calligraphic frontispiece, 
because the most complex letter forms and ara-
besques continue for two more lines. The closing 

element at the end of a line of gold blackletters with 
black initials is treated particularly decoratively, 
with the Roman capitals (antiqua) in gold being 
surrounded by black ornaments of an arabesque 
character. The remainder of the text is written 

Fig. 12. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the charter ratifying the marriage of Archduchess Joanna of Austria and Francesco 
Medici, 1565; Firenze, Archivio di Stato, Trattati internazionali, V. fol. 2r  

(photo by Firenze, Archivio di Stato, 2007, su concessione del Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali del Turismo)
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in bollatica (Italian Gothic). In my view, Bocskay 
used letter form in deliberate reference to the for-
mal precedent of the Oláh libellus (Fig. 1), whose 
running text was written in the same script. This is 
a calligraphic means of expressing the instrumen-
tal role played by Miklós Oláh in the advancement 
of János Liszthy’s career at the Chancellery. The 
text in this charter continues until fol. 4v, where 
the signature of the issuing King Maximilian I (II) 
can be found. Although Liszthy now headed the 
Chancellery, he could not countersign his own let-
ters patent, just as Oláh had not countersigned his 
own charter when he had been the head. In the 
bottom right-hand corner, however, can be seen 
the signature of George Bocskay. (Fig. 10) I am of 
the opinion that the sophisticated stylisation of the 
name serves a dual function: not only is it the offi-
cial mark of the court secretary, it is also the signa-
ture of the calligrapher who decorated the work.

Charters Produced in the Service of Habsburg 
Marriage Diplomacy

The last two charters dealt with in this paper that 
can be attributed to George Bocskay (Figs. 11–12) 
are not letters patent but marriage ratification 
charters. It is my opinion that the “calligrapher 
to the ruler” received the commission to decorate 
these documents directly from Maximilian I (II). 
This honour marked a further step of recognition 
in the artist’s career, for the task was one of great 
significance regarding the representation of the 
Habsburg dynasty abroad. Bocskay had already 
been entrusted with a task of similar prestige 
when he was ordered to make the inscriptions on 
the sepulchral monument of Emperor Maximil-
ian I in Innsbruck,60 a project that was already 
largely underway by 1565, the year in which the 
marriage ratification charters were decorated.

The marriage policy pursued by the Habsburg 
dynasty played a fundamental role in the family’s 
acquisition of estates and in its diplomatic suc-
cess abroad. Around the middle of the sixteenth 
century, seven of the ten grown-up daughters of 
Ferdinand I were married off to male members 
of different ruling families, four of which were in 
Italy. The last two Italian weddings, for which the 
marriage ratification charters in question were 
produced, took place within a short time of each 
other, at the end of 1565. Archduchess Barbara 

(1539–1572) became the wife of Alfonso II d’Este 
(1533–1597, Duke of Ferrara: 1559–1597), while 
Archduchess Joanna (1547–1578) was married 
to Francesco Medici (1541–1587, Grand Duke of 
Tuscany: 1574–1587).61 These marriages were 
the result of many years of diplomatic negotia-
tions. The Habsburg–d’Este marriage agreement 
came about in 1564, while the final decision to 
join Archduchess Joanna in matrimony to Fran-
cesco Medici was taken in January 1565. The 
latter marriage, which united the heir of Cosimo 
I Medici (Duke of Florence: 1537–1569, Grand 
Duke of Tuscany: 1569–1574) with the daugh-
ter of the recently deceased Emperor Ferdinand 
I and sister of the present Emperor Maximilian 
II, was of crucial importance to the Florentine 
family. The Medicis were already recognised 
by European ruling families as one of the long-
est standing noble dynasties, and this marriage 
would lead indirectly to them being granted the 
title of Grand Duke of Tuscany.62

To mark the two marriages, Emperor Maxi-
milian II and his two brothers, Archdukes Fer-
dinand (1529–1595) and Charles (1540–1590), 
issued charters ratifying the marriage contracts63 
that had already been concluded with the two 
Italian families. Both charters were issued at the 
same time and place, in Vienna on 1 Novem-
ber 1565.64 The Habsburg–d’Este charter sur-
vives in the archives in Vienna65 (Fig. 11), while 
the Habsburg–Medici charter is in the archives 
in Florence.66 (Fig. 12) This suggests that each 
of the charters was originally produced in two 
copies, although only one of each pair is now 
known. There are striking similarities between 
the calligraphic decorations on the two charters, 
even though they were issued for two separate 
events. This is probably due to the fact that in 
Vienna in 1565, preparations for both Italian 
marriages were carried out simultaneously; the 
dowries (clothes, jewellery, etc.), for example, 
were put together at the same time.67 Bocskay 
must therefore have been commissioned to deco-
rate all four of the charters at the same time. One 
copy of each ratification charter would then have 
been kept in Vienna, while the other copy would 
have been taken by the Habsburg archduchesses 
when they left for Ferrara and Florence. The lat-
ter, as the official written documents of the mar-
riages, would subsequently have been formally 
presented to the other families.
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The Habsburgs did their best to economise 
as much as possible, as evinced by the fact that 
Barbara and Joanna embarked for Italy as part 
of a joint entourage. They left Innsbruck on 14 
November 1565, and proceeded together as far 
as Trento, where they parted company, meet-
ing up again in Mantua on 30 November. From 
here, the two brides-to-be and their retinues con-
tinued separately, one to Ferrara, the other to 
Florence.68

The wedding in Ferrara was held on 5 Decem-
ber 1565. The accompanying festival closed with 
a costumed tournament held in one of the palace 
gardens, with the title Il tempio d’amore. The work 
proclaimed the power of virtuous love, and was 
probably written by the great Torquato Tasso, 
who was serving in the Court of Ferrara at the 
time.69 The copy – at present still unknown – of 
the richly decorated ratification charter (Fig. 11) 
was probably also presented to the d’Este fam-
ily during the celebrations. The increasingly close 
relationship between the two dynasties is demon-
strated by the fact that the costumed tournament 
held in Bratislava in 1572 to commemorate the 
coronation of Archduke Rudolf as King of Hun-
gary (King Rudolf I: 1572–1608, Rudolf II, Holy 
Roman Emperor: 1576–1612) was deeply influ-
enced by Il tempio d’amore.70

Joanna meanwhile, accompanied by her 
entourage, was making her way towards Flor-
ence, where she made her solemn entry on 16 
December 1565.71 The concept for the wedding 
festival and the specially built ephemeral edifices 
was devised by Vincenzo Borghini, while the con-
structions and artworks were made by Giorgio 

Vasari and his workshop.72 No less than eleven 
temporary triumphal arches were raised along 
the route of the procession, while the more per-
manent fixtures made for this occasion included 
the Neptune Fountain on the Piazza della 
Signoria, sculpted by Bartolommeo Amman-
nati.73 The final station of the entry procession 
was the Palazzo Vecchio, where Joanna of Aus-
tria was welcomed on the steps by her groom, 
Francesco Medici; the couple then proceeded 
into the palace through Michelozzo’s courtyard, 
newly refurbished for this occasion.74 Giorgio 
Vasari and members of his workshop decorated 
the courtyard in a magnificent Late Manner-
ist style; the columns were finished with stucco 
“alla Romana,” the vaults were given a variety 
of grotesque decorations, while the walls were 
painted with medallions and vedute also framed 
within grotesque elements.75 The medallions 
were imitations of ancient coins, and exalted the 
deeds of the groom’s father, Cosimo I Medici. 
The vedute, meanwhile, showed images from the 
bride’s dynastic lands, depicting seventeen cit-
ies (Vienna, Innsbruck, Prague, Linz, Bratislava 
and Graz, among others) under the control of 
the Austrian branch of the Habsburgs. Joanna’s 
reception was celebrated in the Sala Grande, the 
largest room in the palace, whose ceiling frescos 
– also by Vasari and his workshop –, with the 
apotheosis of Cosimo I Medici at its centre, had 
only recently been completed.76 The wedding 
ceremony was held two days later in Florence 
Cathedral. It was probably on the next day77 
that the Florentine copy (Fig. 12) of the ornate 
ratification charter was presented to the Medici 

Fig. 13. George Bocskay: Frontispiece of the letters patent of Sebestyén Thököly, Bratislava, 27 October 1572;  
MNL OL, E 148, Fasc. 132. No 17, detail (photo by MNL OL, 2008)



124 BORBÁLA GULYÁS

Acta Hist. Art., Tom. 57, 2016

family. The festivities – costumed processions, 
dramatic performances, tournaments, balls and 
banquets – lasted from Christmas 1565 all the 
way until Shrovetide 1566.78

Below follows a description of the two mar-
riage ratification charters. Both are parchment 
manuscripts in booklet form (libelli), measuring 
the same size (approximately 38 × 32.5 cm). The 
charter currently in Vienna, ratifying the d’Este 
marriage (Fig. 11), consists of two bifolia, with a 
truncated fourth folio, which was subsequently 
cut off at the sewing. The text occupies five pages, 
from the recto of the frontispiece (fol. 1r) until fol. 
3r, which bears the signature of Emperor Maxi-
milian II, who issued the document, and those 
of the two archdukes, Ferdinand and Charles. 
The manuscript probably once consisted of three 
bifolia, like its counterpart in Florence, but the 
blank first folio and the three wax seals are now 
missing. The charter in Florence today (Fig. 12) 
is somewhat longer, consisting of three bifolia, 
the first being blank. The text covers six pages, 
from the recto of the frontispiece (fol. 2r) until 
fol. 4v. Furthermore, it still bears the wax seals of 
Maximilian II, Ferdinand and Charles.

There is only calligraphic decoration on the 
charters (Figs. 11–12), which is almost entirely 
identical in both cases. The decoration on both 
of them can be easily attributed to George Bocs-
kay, except for the arabesques placed next to the 
initials in the upper section of both frontispieces; 
these arabesques are less expertly drawn than 
the rest of the ornaments, which indicates that 
they were probably executed by a different hand. 
The first line of the Latin text that begins “Nos 
Maximilianus” was decorated with the initials 
“N” and “M” in Neudörffer-style Fraktur79 in 
gold. The text continues in blackletter, written on 
alternate lines in gold or black. The composition 
is supplemented with extremely elaborate inter-
linear arabesques and foliate ornaments, and 
virtuoso marginal flourishes. In my opinion, the 
letter forms employed on the frontispiece were 
chosen not only with decorative requirements 
in mind. These distinctly German hands were 
intended to represent the Habsburg dynasty in 
an Italian environment. In this context, a con-
trast can be provided by the far more simply 
executed charter issued by the Medicis,80 in 
which Cosimo I Medici and his heir, Francesco, 
recognised the latter’s marriage to the Habsburg 

archduchess; this document was written in its 
entirety in elegant antiqua. The text on the two 
Bocskay-decorated marriage charters continues, 
from the verso of the frontispiece, in italic script. 
The names are picked out from the black text 
using expertly formed Roman capitals in gold. 
No additional ornamentation is to be found on 
the further pages. The high quality of the run-
ning texts on both documents indicates that they 
were also executed by Bocskay himself.

The calligraphic composition of the two 
frontispieces bears comparison with a number 
of other works by Bocskay. As we have already 
seen, the highly decorative entrelac, Neudörffer-
style Fraktur capitals play a key role on all the let-
ters patent in booklet form that can be attri buted 
to the calligrapher. (Figs. 1, 4, 6, 7) It should 
also be noted that the largest group of letters 
patent on a single folio issued at the Hungarian 
Court Chancellery, which can also be attributed 
to Bocskay, consists of manuscripts decorated 
with the same script. (Fig. 13) Neudörffer initials 
also appear regularly in the three known writ-
ing model books produced by the calligrapher.81 
The second characteristic of the compositions is 
the way in which the texts are richly embellished 
with a variety of ornaments. The interlinear spac-
ing is filled with arabesques and foliate orna-
ments, which are combined with extravagant 
marginal flourishes. Such decorative elements 
are also coloured gold, or black with gold dots, 
in line with the script itself. Regularly alternating 
the two types of colouring, both within the indi-
vidual interlinear ornament units, and together 
with the other interlinear ornament units, results 
in symmetrical formations. Similar ornaments 
frequently appear on letters patent attributable 
to Bocskay, especially on works whose main dec-
orative element is also Neudörffer-style Fraktur 
in gold. (Figs. 6, 13) Similarly refined marginal 
flourishes in black and in gold can also be found 
in Bocskay’s writing model books.82 In his man-
uscript of 1571–73, meanwhile, multiple use is 
also made of the regular interplay of black and 
gold interlinear arabesques.83

In summary, it can be said that letters pat-
ent and charters embellished with elaborate cal-
ligraphy – alongside his writing model books and 
his sepulchral inscriptions – constitute another 
important subdivision of the œuvre of George 
Bocskay. There can be no stronger evidence of 
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