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The question of the church-union of Armenians fleeing
to Transylvania from a series of pogroms and military
campaigns in Poland as well as Moldova between 1668
and 1672 has long been known to Hungarian and inter-
national church historiography. The Armenians of Tran-
sylvania have themselves borne it in mind, although more
often than not inauthentic legends and myths were ap-
pended to historical fact. Equally true is the statement
that this church-union remained outside the realm of do-
mestic and international research for a long time. The
church-union of the Armenians in Transylvania is usually
associated with the singular person of Bishop Oxendio
Virziresco' (1654-1715) and his missionary and organi-
zational operations encompassing some thirty years
(1685-1715), largely overlapping with the integration
of the Transylvanian Principality into the Hapsburg
Empire.?

The question arises why scientific research has not yet
addressed the question of the union of the Armenians in
Transylvania. One manifest reason lies in the fact that the
church history of the Armenians in Transylvania has al-
ways been treated as a marginal issue by ecclesiastic his-
toriographers. To make matters worse, the vast majority
of sources concerning the confessional composition of
the Armenians in Transylvania are found not in Hungar-
ian but in foreign archives.

A separate difficulty is raised among the Armenians in
Transylvania by the process of the church union itself.
Namely, the few and rather outdated writings that are
available on the matter have embellished the above
process of church history with many myths, which has
proved a great obstacle when one tries to subject the
issue to thorough and nuanced scientific research.
Archival investigations in recent years have, however,
clarified once and for all the circumstances under which
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the Armenians in Transylvania carried out their church
unification.

The question of religious union can be interpreted
in two ways. Firstly, the Armenian Apostolic Church
has, since the 5th to 7th centuries, kept a rather large
distance from both Constantinople and Rome, firmly
protecting its independence. The controversial Arme-
nian reception of the teachings of the Council of Chal-

1. The memorial tablet for the construction of the Armenian
Catholic church in Gheorgheni (1733)
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2. Armenian and Latin inscription on the former Elisabethopolis
church of the Armenian Catholic Mechitarist Order (c. 1795)

cedon (451), however, raised suspicion within the uni-
versal Orthodox Church of the time, leading to the not
infrequent accusation that the Armenians fell victim to
Monophysitism. From the early Middle Ages, down to
the end of the Early Modern Period, many church offi-
cials tried to talk the Armenians into an ecclesiastic un-
ion, with varying success.® Thus the church-union of
the Armenians in Transylvania should actually be seen
as the early modern version of an early medieval policy
of church-union. Furthermore, the problem is made
particularly poignant by the historical fact that the Ar-
menians lost their state independence very early on.
The term ‘Armenia’ itself had, by the 14th century, been
relegated to the level of a mere geographical denomina-
tion. In that fragile historic situation, the significance of
the Armenian Apostolic Church increased; after all, that
church and its head, the Catholicos embodied the Ar-
menian nation itself and the national consciousness
both in the diasporas and in the parent-state territories
of Armenia, now under foreign occupation. What is
even more, the concepts of church and nation merged
nearly inseparably together at the time. Therefore, dur-
ing the Middle Ages, the Armenians would be rather
hostile towards any church negotiation with even the
vaguest objective of unification, whether it came from
Constantinople or from Rome.*

Secondly, the process of church unification which
started during the last decades of the 17th century among
the Armenians in Transylvania practically coincided with
the period of Counter-Reformation or Catholic Revival

in Hungary and Transylvania. Within the southern,
northern, and eastern regions of the historic Kingdom of
Hungary, the Holy See provided instrumental assistance
to the Roman Catholic Church, which achieved spec-
tacular successes. Indeed, the process of re-Catholiciza-
tion gained new impetus among the Orthodox Romani-
ans in Transylvania and the Ruthenes in Upper Hungary.
The latter were substantially supported not only by the
apostolic missions and the leaders of the Hungarian
Catholic Church but also by the Catholic Hapsburgs.
Thus, the church-union of the Armenians in Transylva-
nia is not merely an issue for Armenian Studies but, in
fact, a cardinal question of universal missionary history.

For nearly twenty years, the idea of Catholic missions
among the Armenians who had found refuge in Transyl-
vania between 1668 and 1672 under the leadership of
Moldovan Bishop Minas Tokhatetsi (16102-1686) could
not come on the agenda at all. Although Bertalan Sze-
bellébi (1631-1707), the Roman Catholic Episcopal
Vicar in Transylvania and the Observant Franciscans in
Sumuleu Ciuc (Cstksomlyo) attempted to convert them
to Catholicism, it was to no avail due to the effective re-
sistance of Bishop Minas and the Armenian clergy in
Transylvania.®

Not until 1683 could the lately converted Armenian
Uniate Archbishopric in Lemberg (Ewoéw, L'vov, Lviv)
and the Holy See initiated a Catholic mission among
their ranks.® Lemberg attempted to support its positions
by stating that the Armenians flecing to Transylvania had
always been subject to the ecclesiastic administration of
that archiepiscopacy, which lawful right should be
enforced even after the religious union that had taken
place in the first third of the 17th century. What is more,
Archbishop Francesco Martelli (1633-1708), Apostolic
Nuncio at Warsaw, and Theatine Fr. Francesco Bonesana
CR. (1651-1709), Prefect of the Lemberg-based
Armenian College (Collegium Armenum, Collegio
Armeno) founded in 1664, also reported to the Holy
See that the Catholic mission among the Armenians in
Transylvania would be of primary importance.” The main
co-ordinating body of the Apostolic See, the Sacred
(Holy) Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith
(Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide) did not object
to this request or motion.
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