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 Introduction  

Hungary’s developing economy was not in 
a position to promote the establishment of free 
royal boroughs in south-western Transdanubia 
(Dunántúl) until the 14th–16th centuries, when 
several country towns (oppida) came into being, 
mainly as sites dedicated to exchanging local 
agrarian produce. Documentary evidence in-
dicates that not only Hungarian merchants but 
also merchants from neighbouring countries 
– whose presence is attested in archaeological 
assemblages – attended the nation-wide fairs of 
signifi cant towns. In general, urban traits char-
acterise settlements of higher potential, espe-
cially demesne seats2.

The written sources give few indications 
about the relatively large number of country 
towns and few details about their characteris-
tics: almost nothing is known about their set-
tlement structure and how they differed from 
larger villages3. Archaeological research over 
the last two decades has slowly changed this 
picture, uncovering a wealth of new informa-
tion on settlements located along the region’s 
main trade route.

Relations with Italy improved during the 
Anjou reign. It is therefore no coincidence that 
the most spectacular development occurred at 
Keszthely and Kanizsa, two towns located on 
the trade and military route from Buda to the 
Adriatic that had been in existence since the 

1 Róbert Müller has pioneered the archaelogical 
and topographical research in the medieval count-
ry towns of Zala County. He has proposed and 
implemented the archaeological investigation of the 
Main Square of Keszthely.

2 KUBINYI 1989.
3 Ibid.

11th century. This was emphasized by the fact 
that these settlements were owned by baro-
nial families favoured by Carlo Roberto and 
Louis I. The Lackfi  family possessed Keszthely 
while the Kanizsa family controlled the epony-
mous Kanizsa4. Franciscan monasteries were 
established in Keszthely in the 1380s and in 
Kanizsa in 14185.

The emergence of Franciscan monasteries is 
a clear indicator of the economic development 
and increasing trade in these towns, which had 
created the basis to maintain these mendicant 
friar communities. Although landlords had ini-
tiated the foundation and construction of the 
monasteries, it was essentially the endowments 
of their surroundings that sustained them and 
it was the local artisans and the nation-wide 
or weekly fairs held in the towns and country 
towns that provided the means for the friars to 
collect alms6.

Consequently, monasteries of mendicant or-
ders were established in major country towns, 
like the Franciscan monasteries of Murasze-
menye, Keszthely, Nagykanizsa, Egervár and 
Zalaszentgrót7. The very late establishment of 
a monastery at Zalatárnok could be considered 
a signifi cant step towards becoming a country 
town but the Turkish wars halted it. A monas-
tery situated outside the town of Falkos consti-
tutes a single exception; it is located on a highly 
important north-south highway but it was nev-
ertheless a very small monastery compared to 
the others8.

4 VÁNDOR 1994a, 235–241. 
5 VÁNDOR 1986. – For early publication about the 

monastery, see I. HALIS, A Ferencrend kanizsai zár-
dája (Nagykanizsa 1899).

6 VÁNDOR 1986.
7 VÁNDOR 1994b.
8 VÁNDOR 1986; IDEM 1996, 208–216.
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As is known from the written sources, the 
bulk of the monasteries of mendicant orders lay 
on the outskirts of towns, principally along the 
main access roads. This also applies to the mon-
asteries of Zala County: the best-preserved is 
the monastery of Keszthely, while Egervár has 
retained its large brick church, and the monas-
tery of Zalaszentgrót is in ruins. They all stood 
at the southern edge of the former country 
towns9, whereas the monastic church of Zala-
tárnok with its Gothic-like shape and the com-
pletely devastated church at Szemenye stood at 
their eastern edge10. The monastery of Falkos 
differs in this respect too, since it was built on 
the edge of a ridge overlooking the settlement11.

The location of the Franciscan monasteries of 
the county is thus apparently well understood, 
and the archaeological and art-historical surveys 
of the extant buildings have been completed 
in most cases12. The investigation of the build-
ing in Keszthely has been concluded recently; 
new data, relevant to both the town and the re-

9 VÁNDOR 1986, 51–54.
10 VÁNDOR 1986, 50, 54.
11 VÁNDOR 1986, 51.
12 See VÁNDOR 1986; IDEM 1994b.

gion13, will no doubt emerge from its analysis. 
Although a gravel pit destroyed the monastery 
of Muraszemenye, its 16th century ground plan 
and its exact location are known14.

The identifi cation of one single building 
has posed a serious problem: the location of 
the Franciscan monastery which once stood at 
Nagykanizsa (medieval Kanisza), one of the 
most signifi cant towns in south-western Hun-
gary, is unknown. Without precise knowledge 
of the site of the monastery, previous attempts to 
defi ne the extent, situation and settlement struc-
ture of this country town have been thwarted.

Research questions at the monastery of 
Nagykanizsa (medieval Kanizsa)

The site of Kanizsa is known from a docu-
mentary mention of 1245. At this time the town 
was owned by a prince (comes) related to the 
Family of Bikács. The church at Kanizsa, dedi-
cated to Saint Margaret, is fi rst mentioned in 
126215. The castle at Kanizsa was built during 
the civil wars of the end of the 13th century and 
the beginning of the 14th; it came into the king’s 
possession in 1319, who in turn bestowed it to 
Lőrinc, of the Osl kin, who had rendered great 
services in conquering the castle. He and his 
descendants henceforth called themselves Kani-
zsai. The Family of Kanizsai had been one of the 
most powerful families since the second half of 
the 14th century until the extinction of the male 
line in 1532. The eponymous Kanizsa demesne 
had been the seat of the major line of the family, 
among whom several secular and clerical lords 
are known16.

At the end of the 14th century, Miklós Kani-
zsai, the chamberlain of Hungary invested heav-
ily in the development of the town; he built a 
castle that King Sigismund frequented. He also 
had a new church built in honour of the Virgin 
Mary and received a licence for a saint’s feast 
from Pope Gregory XI. His son János Kanizsai, 
Lord Lieutenant of Sopron County, founded a 

13 The author conducted the excavations in 2011–2012. 
Results have not yet been published. 

14 VÁNDOR 1986, 50, 67, Fig. 6.
15 VÁNDOR 1994a, 227.
16 VÁNDOR 1994a, 235–44; E. REISZIG, A Kanizsaiak a XV. 

században. Turul 55, 1941, 22–31, 71–81.

László Vándor

Fig. 1   Location of the Franciscan monastery in 
Nagykanizsa during the excavations of 1995 with 

the site of the gas factory in the background.
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monastery in 1418 for the Marian branch of the 
Franciscans. It was completed in 1423, and the 
monastery was dedicated to the Blessed Vir-
gin Mary17. The monastery was supported by 
the founding family on a grand scale. It hosted 
the Hungarian Franciscans’ general assembly 
in 1436. In 1484, the licence for a saint’s feast 
which Miklós Kanizsai had obtained for seven 
years was withdrawn after a year on account 
of misuse. The monastery was last mentioned 
in 1533. It must have disappeared during Sulei-
man’s campaign for Vienna. The Turkish army 
marched through Kanizsa town and the monas-
tery probably suffered such severe damage that 
it could not be rebuilt18.

Turkish raids became frequent in this area 
after the 1540s. The castle (known today as Prin-
cipális) was situated on an island of the Kanizsa 
Rivulet, and the area on its eastern bank was for-

17 VÁNDOR 1994a, 259 f.
18 VÁNDOR 1994a, 226–260; KARÁCSONYI 1922–1924, 118 f.

tifi ed to move the town’s population to this loca-
tion. Kanizsa Castle was the seat of governance 
between 1566 and 160019. It was then occupied 
by the Turks and became for 90 years the cen-
tre of the westernmost pashalik of the Ottoman 
Empire. The Turks occupied the castle only and 
the town was abandonned20. The castle reverted 
to Hungarian hands in 1690; its new inhabitants 
fi rst occupied the castle, then built a new town 
in place of the old one. After demolishing the 
redundant castle, a new Franciscan monastery 
was erected for the monks who were returning 
to the fast-growing town of Nagykanizsa21. The 
settlement of Kanizsa was undoubtedly in ex-
istence since the 13th century; it was destroyed 
in 1600 and left uninhabited for a century, until 
eventually the present Nagykanizsa was built 
on its site22.

Identifying the buildings of the medieval set-
tlement has long been conjectural. In 1986, when 
considering the monasteries of Zala County, the 
present author could only summarize opinions 
concerning its location given in the available lit-
erature. One author claimed that the new mon-
astery had replaced the old settlement, others 
placed it in the castle. Only an archaeological 
excavation could clarify this matter. 

A few years later István Méri, director of 
the archaeological investigations at the castle 
of Kanizsa, published his book on this project23. 

Based on this, as well as 15–16th century records 
and a 16th-century ground plan depicting the 
old castle and town, he was the fi rst to attempt 
sketching the situation of the medieval and ear-
ly modern town. His starting point was identi-
fying the L-shaped building noted as ‘Hungar-
ian church’ and ‘Arsenal’ with the Franciscan 
monastery that appeared on the ground plan of 
the plank-fenced 16th-century town established 
in the area east of the castle24. The area where 
this building stood could be equated with the 
present-day Elizabeth Square. Furthermore, he 

19 VÁNDOR 1994a, 299–353.
20 G. CERWINKA, Die Eroberung der Festung Kanizsa 

durch die Türken im Jahre 1600. In: A. Novotny/
B. Sutter (eds), Innerösterreich 1564–1619. Joannea 3 
(Graz 1968) 409–511; SZÁRAZ 2011.

21 VÁNDOR 1994a, 277–393.
22 VÁNDOR 1994a, 366.
23 MÉRI 1988, 47–57.
24 Ibid.

László Vándor

Fig. 3   Eastern wall of the western part of the 
Franciscan monastery during the excavations 

of 1994 in Nagykanizsa, view from south.



rightly assumed that only one part of the town 
could have existed within the fortifi ed area ac-
cording to documents dated to between 1531 
and 1598 which repeatedly mention exterior and 
interior Kanizsa districts25.

István Méri searched for the town south of 
the presumed monastery, following the above 
argument and a plan to reconstruct or relocate 
Kanizsa Castle. The church depicted on the plan 
was identifi ed with the medieval parish church 
of Kanizsa; consequently, he located the medi-
eval settlement in an area around the present 
railway station26.

The topic surfaced again in volume I of the 
Nagykanizsa monograph, published in 1994. 
There I accepted István Méri’s opinion regard-
ing the location of the Franciscan monastery, 
but came to a very different conclusion on the 
situation of the medieval settlement27. Analysis 
of the material of the previous years’ rescue ex-
cavations and observations showed that medi-
eval fi nds had been made within one area: north 
of the fortifi ed town (today around Elisabeth 
Square), in Magyar Street and its side-streets 

25 Hungarian Archive (Budapest), Dic. Zala County. 
Abstract in Göcseji Mus., Documentation Dep., Zala-
egerszeg.

26 MÉRI 1988, 36. – For correction of this notion, see VÁN-
DOR 1994a, 265 f., 268. 

27 VÁNDOR 1994a, 265–267.

that had run along the shore of the former marsh. 
Large quantities of human bones were found at 
nos. 55, 75 and 77 Magyar Street suggesting a 
cemetery site. The 17th-century siege pictures 
from this area indicate a religious building28.

Thus, it has been possible to ascertain the lo-
cation of the medieval settlement. In addition, 
Méri’s book dwelt at length with a settlement 
called Szombathely, located in the northern part 
of the town, whose presence is fi rst mentioned 
in records of 1493 and whose last mention dates 
to 1530. On account if its location, he connected 
this settlement with the church to Szombathely 
whose remains were destroyed during the con-
struction of the Egyesült Izzó plant (today Gen-
eral Electric). He considered Szombathely an in-
dependent settlement29. Szombathely Street was 
later to emerge in this location, and later still the 
area was subsumed within parts of outer Kani-
zsa – as I have expounded in detail; this led me 
to the conclusion that only the eastern part of 
Kanizsa received a new status in the landlord’s 
will separating it from the country town30.

28 MÉRI 1988, 53 f., 82; VÁNDOR 1994, 266; see also Thúry 
György Mus., Nagykanizsa, Documentation Dep. 
316/1962.

29 MÉRI 1988, 14.
30 VÁNDOR 1994a, 266 f.
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Fig. 4   The cellar of the building of the Franciscan monastery in Nagykanizsa during the excavations of 1996, 
view from south-east.
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In 1994, I ithus dentifi ed medieval Kaniz-
sa with the area between Magyar Street and 
Egyesült Izzó. I accepted Méri’s assumption 
of the location of the Franciscan monastery, 
and, as the large church found in the grounds 
of the Egyesült Izzó plant had lain within the 
town’s territory, I believed it to be the country 

town’s parish church. Upon this assumption, I 
conjectured that the other church located in the 
territory of Magyar Street was the same as the 
medieval chapel mentioned in documentary 
sources31.

31 Ibid.

László Vándor

Fig. 5   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: 1–14 Ceramic vessels, stamp-decorated goblets.
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Practically at the same time as the fi rst vol-
ume of the Nagykanizsa monograph was be-
ing published, earth-moving work revealed 
the ruins of a church largely destroyed in 1969. 
Excavations carried out in its area entailed the 
reassessment and clarifi cation of medieval Ka-
nizsa32.

Excavation of the Franciscan monastery

In July 1993, as telephone cables were be-
ing laid down at the south-eastern corner of the 
Izzó (Tungsram Rt.) plant, walls were breached 
(Fig. 1). On 14 July 1993, Dr. László Horváth, di-
rector of the Thúry György Museum of Nagy-
kanizsa, conducted a reconnaissance there. At 
a depth of 80 cm he found two parallel walls 
80 cm thick, 7 m distant from each other, orient-
ed north-south; and, 2.65 m east of these walls, 
a wide, arched wall whose base was not reached 
at a depth of 1.15 m.

Excavations in the designated area were car-
ried out in three phases between 1994 and 1996. 
The fi rst excavation took place between 21 June 
and 8 July 1994 outside the area defi ned by the 
walls. 210 m2 were explored in six trenches cut 
through this much-disturbed area. Trench No. 1 
was extended to clarify the features marked as 
1/a and 6B (Fig. 2).

The partly removed foundations of a large 
building oriented north-south emerged, made 
of mixed brick and stone (Fig. 3). The northern 
end of this building could not be explored as it 
lay in the area of the gas reception station of the 
plant. The section of the building that was exca-
vated was 20 m long, 8.3 m wide on the outside 
and 6.7 m on the inside, with walls 70–80 cm 
wide. The south-eastern corner of the building 
had been propped up by an additional buttress 
made of bricks.

At a distance of 2.2 m from this building, a 
separate cellar also made of mixed brick and 
stone was uncovered; one section was exca-
vated (Figs. 2; 4). Two pits were also identifi ed. 
In Trench 5, Pit 1, with burnt sides, was found 
inside the south-western corner of the wall. Pit 
2 was discovered in Trench 2, along with frag-

32 See VÁNDOR 1999 in Kanizsa Encyclopedia, where 
I have published its discovery and situation in an 
article on the Franciscan monastery.

ments of stove tiles. A modern ditch had partly 
disturbed this pit (Fig. 2).

In the excavations carried out between 2 and 
20 October 1995, an opportunity to explore the 
area of the gas reception station became avail-
able. Trench 1, opened in the south-eastern cor-
ner of the reception station, yielded the north-
western corner of the large building found the 
previous year. The wall made of mixed stone 
and brick had been largely removed and its 
foundation trench had been backfi lled with de-
bris. Next to the western edge of the wall, a pit 
turned out to be a furnace, on the basis of the 
burnt-through clay covering its base (Fig. 2). It 
contained late medieval pottery sherds and ani-
mal bones. The continuation of the building’s 
southern wall was found in Trench 1995/2, 
opened by the fence of the reception station; 
there the walling had been removed down to 
the base of the foundation. To clarify the north-
eastern corner of the building, Trench 1995/3 
was opened at the outer, eastern side of the 
reception station fence. The foundation trench 
for the wall of the southern building was found 
there, continuing eastwards (Fig. 2).

The eastward wall could be followed for 
17.5 m in Trenches 1995/4 and 5 but it then dis-
appeared in Trench 5 (Fig. 2). The previous-large 
scale earth-moving works and utility trenches 
had completely destroyed this part of the build-
ing. Trenches 1995/6 and 7 opened in the area 
of the gas reception station proved negative. 
As the function of the buildings had become 
clear by then, Trench 1995/8 was opened at the 
northern side of the road leading to the gas re-
ception station to elucidate the area and extent 
of the former church (Fig. 2). At the southern 
end of the trench, at a depth of 30 cm, the base 
of the foundation covered with stone rubble 
clad in clay was found. This east-west orient-
ed wall section was about 0.9 m wide and lay 
10.5 m from the wall exposed in Trench 4. A seg-
ment of a Gothic arch rib was reovered from the 
part disturbed by the engineering works.

This excavation established that a monastery 
building had been found, whose eastward-ori-
ented church section had been built on a hill-
ock that had been almost completely destroyed 
by the construction of the industrial plant; the 
whole area had been levelled almost down 
to the base of the foundations. Nevertheless, 
the monastery section built to the south of the 
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Fig. 6   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: 1–12 Ceramic vessels: unglazed painted fragments.
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here the ground plan is reconstructible. The to-
tal length of the north-south oriented building 
section can be defi ned as being 21.8 m long. The 
exploration of the cellar in Trench 1995/9 (Fig. 
2), intended to fi nd the north-eastern corner of 
this building, was however unsuccessful.

The third excavation campaign took place be-
tween 15 September and 17 October 1996 when 
two trenches were opened. Trench 1996/10 ran 
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(Fig. 2). Its aim was to determine the direction of 
the northern wall of the monastery church. The 
subsoil was found below the backfi lled soil at 
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a depth of 45 cm. At this depth the fi rst mortar 
layer indicating the very base of the church wall 
foundations was encountered, as did the rub-
ble on the very base of the removed wall trench. 
This wall could unfortunately not be traced fur-
ther eastwards. The area had been levelled to 
such a depth that nothing survived.

Trenches 96/11 and 94/1 had revealed the 
cellar beneath the building section closing the 

monastery cloister on the south and there the 
excavation continued (Fig. 2). Exposing the 
large cellar of the 10 m wide building section 
was an enormous task (Fig. 4). As in previous 
years, the excavation was begun by hand, aim-
ing to cut a full section and revealing its stratig-
raphy, which would then enable the removal of 
the upper debris fi lls by machine.

Fig. 7   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: 1–14 Ceramic vessels: rim profi les of cooking 
and storage pots, and bowls.
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Fig. 8   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: 1–9 Stove tiles.
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The cellar, made of broken stones, was al-
most entirely fi lled with the fallen vault and the 
bricks of the building which had collapsed on 
it. The topmost fl oor level of the cellar appeared 
at a depth of 3 m from the present ground sur-
face. Moving from south to north the cellar was 

exposed to fl oor level in four-metre lengths, 
leaving the fl oor level intact, as it was intended 
to make cuts after removing the debris. Where 
this fl oor level was nevertheless dug into, 15th-
century fi nds were made. When it became clear 
that the excavation of the cellar would be too 
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time consuming, and the fi ll was not stratifi ed 
and contained only debris, the fi ll was removed 
by machine.

After hardly a day’s work, a modern cut on 
both sides of the cellar wall turned out to be a gas 
pipeline. Consequently the exploration came to 
an immediate halt and the area was backfi lled. 
The municipal offi cials agreed that the excava-
tions were of importance for the town’s history 
and were to be continued on condition that the 
pipeline was relocated. Thus the excavation 
ended in the hope of being resumed but this has 
not been the case so far.

Archaeological fi nds in the monastery

The artefacts recovered could only provide 
partial information about life on the site, mainly 
because the excavation area had been levelled 
by machine during construction of the plant and 
the higher northern part of the site, where the 
church had stood, had been removed. Conse-
quently, only a few, small, carved and profi led 
Gothic fragments and a much damaged piece 
of vault rib were preserved. Roof tile fragments 
showed how the monastery had been covered. 
The medieval burials had all been destroyed in 
the area under investigation, with only a few 
human bone splinters recovered in the debris. 
Moreover, the remaining parts of the building 
could not be explored, and the excavation only 
touched the cellar section, where a variety of 
fi nds could have been expected. Nonetheless, 
the fi nds from the excavation provide insights 
into the life of the inhabitants of this former 
clerical building.

The best ceramic vessel fragments were nu-
merous pieces of unglazed stamp-decorated 
goblets. Stamp decoration occurred in differ-
ent patterns, some goblets had red painting, 
and their stems came in many varieties of types 
widespread in western Transdanubia (Figs. 5,1–
14). Such goblets are known from the assem-
blages of Kőszeg and Kanizsa Castles33.

A relatively high number of painted un-
glazed fragments was also found. These pot-
tery sherds were always painted on the outsid  e, 
usually in a yellowish-red colour (Figs. 6,1–4, 
6–9). Some had decorated rims (Figs. 6,11–12). 
Vessels painted red are widespread east of the 

33 MÉRI 1988, T. XXII; HOLL 1992, Fig. 132.

Danube, in Transdanubia and Slavonia – today 
part of Croatia34. A single little vessel is known 
from this assemblage (Fig. 6,8). A greenish-yel-
low glazed goblet fragment stood out from the 
few glazed vessel sherds with stamp decoration 
similar to the unglazed goblets (Fig. 6,10). A 
decorated faience fragment was also found (Fig. 
6,5), paralleled in the assemblage of Kőszeg 
Castle35.

Unsurprisingly ceramic vessels formed the 
bulk of the assemblage. The upper, disturbed 
detrital layer yielded the majority of the fi nds, 
whereas signifi cantly fewer occurred in the 
undisturbed layer of the excavated cellar sec-
tion. The assemblage was so fragmented that 
no item could be reconstructed. Fragments of 
cooking vessels, storage vessels and bowls were 
recovered in large numbers. Rim profi les varied 
greatly from simple to multiple composite forms 
(Figs. 7,1–14). Unglazed fragments constituted 
the majority. Glazed pottery was recovered in a 
proportion of about 8–10 % of the assemblage. 
The vessels of yellowish as well as grey material 
were mostly made of well-levigated clay.

The fragments of stove tiles provide the best 
dating information. Trench 3 contained late 
Gothic, reticulated, imprinted fragments (Fig. 
8,1) and in Trench 4 fragments with ribbed trac-
ery were found (Fig. 8,2), paralleled in the as-
semblage of Kanizsa Castle. István Méri dated 
the latter to the 15–16th centuries, while Nán-
dor Parádi considered them local products and 
dated them to the end of the 15th and the begin-
ning of the 16th century36. In addition, sherds of 
green-glazed stove tiles have also been found 
(Figs. 8,3–4).

The unglazed grey moulded lion tile is a 
type of stove tile well known in western Hun-
gary and dated from the middle of the 15th to the 
middle of the 16th century37. So far this type was 
unknown at Nagykanizsa, but one fragment 

34 M. RADIĆ/Z. BOJČIĆ, Srednjovjekovni grad Ružica 
(The medieval city of Ružica). Muz. Slavonije (Osijek 
2004) 187–189 (dated mostly to the 15th–16th centuries).

35 HOLL 1992, Figs 138–140. 
36 MÉRI 1988, Tab. XXI; N. PARÁDI, A nagykanizsai vár 

középkori kályhacsempéi (Die mittelalterlichen Ofen-
kacheln der Burg von Nagykanizsa). Folia Arch. XIII, 
1961, 183–186 here 185 f.

37 K. KOZÁK, XV. századi oroszlános kályhacsempék a 
Dunántúlon (Kacheln mit Löwenfi guren aus dem 
XV. Jahrhundert in Transdanubien). Veszprém Me-
gyei Múz. Közl. 1, 1963, 143–150.
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depicting a lion’s front leg (Fig. 8,6) is present 
in the assemblage from the monastery. Some 
unglazed stove tile edges seem at present to be 
unique types, either profi led or decorated with 
curly and wavy motifs (Figs. 8,5, 7–9).

Generally the stove tiles were grey or some-
times brick-red, of simple bowl shape; there was 
however one corner tile from   a stove-back, pos-

sibly reconstructible, with a spiral decoration on 
its side and a triple cross-shaped lattice on its 
back (Fig. 9). This type is well known from the 
excavations of Nagykanizsa; it is present in the 
assemblage of Kanizsa Castle38 as well as among 

38 MÉRI 1988, Taf. XXIII.

Fig. 9   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: Corner tile of stove back, with spiral 
decoration on its side, and triple cross-shaped lattice on its back.
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the fi nds of Botszentgyörgy Castle39. This type 
also appears in Austria40, but the latticed ver-
sion of the back plate is rare.

Only a few metal fi nds were recovered, com-
prising mostly iron nails but also a pair of large 
pincers, a bronze thimble and a bronze mount 
(Figs. 10,1, 8, 10). The relatively sparse glass 
fi nds mostly included fragments of round win-
dow panes (Figs. 10,6–7), as well as some wall 
fragments of vessels and a structured knob of 
a lid (Figs. 10,2–3, 5, 12), a fragment of a bottle 
with a twisted neck, and a small glass bead per-
haps from a rosary (Figs. 10,4, 11).

Finds pre-dating the 15th century did not oc-
cur in the area of the monastery, indicating that 
it had been built in a previously vacant space. 
The bulk of the assemblage recovered belongs 
to the 15th and the beginning of 16th century and 
is therefore concurrent with the period of use of 
the building.

However, the mixed layers provided some 
items relating to later times, i.e. the 17th centu-
ry. These included a pipe fragment and some 
coarse, hand-turned vessel fragments known 
from the assemblages of the Balkan population 
that had arrived along with the Turks41. The 
presence of this pottery suggests that Serbian or 
Bosnian people had dwelt, for a longer or short-
er amount of time, within the ruins of the mon-
astery. Remarkably, or surprisingly, a solid iron 
cannon ball 10 cm in diameter was also found in 
the area of the monastery. It might be explained 
by the fact that the monastery grounds had so 
often served as an encampment for the armies 
besieging Kanizsa Castle.

39 VÁNDOR 1995, Fig. VII.
40 TH. KÜHTREIBER, Die Ausgrabungen in der Alten Uni-

versität in Wien (1997–2002). Unpubl. Diss. Univ. 
Wien (Wien 2006) Taf. 84; Handbuch zur Terminolo-
gie der mittelalterlichen und neuzeitlichen Keramik 
in Österreich, ed. by Bundesdenkmalamt, Abteilung 
für Bodendenkmale. Fundber. Österreich, Materi-
alh. Reihe A Sonderh. 12, NEARCHOS, Sonderh. 18 
(Wien 2010) 74.

41 For recent literature about similar Balkan pottery, see 
T. PUSZTAI, The Pottery of the Turkish Palisade at Bá-
taszék. In: G. Ibolya/K. Gyöngyi (eds), Archaeology 
of the Ottoman period in Hungary. Papers of the 
Conference Held at the Hungarian National Muse-
um, Budapest, 24–26 May 2000 (Budapest 2003) 301–
310 here 303–306. 

Reconstruction of the ground plan of the 
monastery

The results of the excavation allow the 
ground plan of the monastery to be reconstruct-
ed (Fig. 11), bearing in mind that almost nothing 
of the foundation walls of the monastery had re-
mained and the eastern section of the complex 
could not be explored. Many uncertainties re-
main, but such a reconstruction will still be at-
tempted, based on the author’s excavations and 
an analysis of the order’s architecture42. It goes 
without saying that the resumption of excava-
tions to explore the eastern wing and supply 
missing elements (e.g. locating the tower of the 
monastery church) may modify the reconstruc-
tion.

In Hungarian Franciscan churches towers 
were built next to the sanctuary, usually at its 
northern side. Given that the foundations of the 
tower were certainly deeper than the rest of the 
building, there is a chance to fi nd it in the fu-
ture. Currently it cannot be investigated as the 
gas pipelines that halted the excavations lie in 
this area. There is another reason why the tower 
should not appear in the 16th-century drawing 
mentioned above in connection with Méri’s 
research. In south-western Transdanubia, all 
Franciscan monasteries that have been investi-
gated are situated north of the church and its 
adjoining tower43. There are however excep-
tions: at the Falkos monastery, the monastery is 
located on the northern side of the church, while 
the tower is on its southern side. As Kanizsa 
monastery is an exception, it is possible that the 
monastery was situated on the southern side of 
the sanctuary. There is one further Franciscan 
monastery in the region where – as at Kanizsa 
– the monastery is located on the southern side: 
Muraszemenye, unfortunately completely de-
stroyed. Its ground plan is known from a docu-
ment of 1569 which does not depict the tower44.

To sum up, the Kanizsa monastery consisted 
of a Gothic church and an adjoining monas-
tery to the south, with buildings surrounding 

42 Ö. DÜMMERLING, A Ferencesrend középkori csúcsíves 
stílű építészetének emlékei Magyarországon (Buda-
pest 1944).

43 See note 9.
44 VÁNDOR 1986.
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the quadrangular cloisters. It had a gate facing 
south between the western and southern wings 
located above the cellar. The western wing was 
25 m long and 9 m wide on the outside, while 
the southern wing above the cellar was also 9 m 

wide. Taking further details and parallels into 
account, a church, some 45 m long and 14 m 
wide, could have stood at the northern side of 
the monastery.

Fig. 10   Nagykanizsa, fi nds from the Franciscan monastery: 1 Pincers; 2–3, 12 Glass wall fragments of vessels; 
4 Small glass bead; 5 Fragment of a bottle with twisted neck; 6–7 Fragment of a round window pane; 

8, 11 Bronze mould; 9 Structured knob of a lid; 10 Bronze thimble.
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Reassessment of the topography of the 
medieval country town of Kanizsa

The recovery of the Franciscan monastery 
has enabled the reassessment and clarifi cation 
of the topography of Nagykanizsa in the the 
13th–16th centuries (Fig. 12). The monastery was 
located at the north-eastern edge of the town, by 
the Regal Road towards Buda45 which was the 
site of market places mentioned in the charters 
as Saturday fairs; this suggests that the area was 
named Szombathely (Saturday-place) in the 16th 
century46.

45 It already appears in the deeds of the foundation 
of Tihany Monastery in 1055 as via Regis, and again 
in a charter concerning Kanizsa in 1257. It led from 
central Hungary to the Adriatic and Italy (VÁNDOR 
1994a, 227).

46 HOLUB 1933 (Kanizsa); VÁNDOR 1994a, 258.

About 800 m northwest of the monastery, the 
site of Magyar Street suggests the presence of a 
medieval church as evidenced by the numerous 
interments reovered there. The place was practi-
cally the centre of the medieval settlement. The 
so-called Regal Road from the monastery joined 
another highway coming from the north. Most 
probably, this was the site of the parish church 
dedicated to Saint Margaret already in ruins in 
the middle of the 16th century.

The print of a drawing of the capture of 
Kanizsa in 1600 depicts a square tower, as well 
as a building, and many prints and siege maps 
indicate this place quite accurately47. Having lo-
cated the parish church, only the location of one 

47 The location of the Chapel of Saint Nicholas 
mentioned in medieval sources (1402) remains a 
question; it might have been where the Inkey Chapel 
is located.

Fig. 11   Reconstruction of the Franciscan monastery of Kanizsa (13 th–16th centuries) by the author.

0 5 m

N



320 László Vándor

ecclesiastical building in medieval Nagykani-
zsa, the Chapel of Saint Nicholas remains open48. 

48 The famous captain of the castle, György Thúry was 
buried in this chapel. The sources describe it as a 
round chapel, spared even by the Turks, and it could 
only have remained in a place that did not support 
the besiegers. Thus it could have been located in the 
Kanizsa Brook valley by the road from the north, at 
the northern edge of the settlement, where the Inkey 

The area lies 800 m from what is known today 
as Elizabeth Square, where a road leads to the 
castle and where a fortifi ed town was built in 
the 16th century.

In the fi rst half of the 16th century, the me-
dieval town lay some 1600 m from the former 

barons – perhaps not by chance – had a shrine with 
round ground plan built in the 18th century.

Fig. 12   Reconstruction of the infrastructure in the vicinity of Kanizsa during the late 
Middle Ages by the author.
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highway49. Its early core had been in the area of 
Magyar Street around the parish church near 
the marshy valley of the Kanizsa Rivulet, fi rst 
mentioned in 1257. The island50 mentioned in 
a charter in 1262 in the marshy valley oppo-
site the church can be identifi ed with the area 
where today a disused slaughterhouse stands. 
In the 15th century, the country town’s houses 
did not reach beyond the Ördögárok Brook that 
bordered the area around present-day Elizabeth 
Square to the south (that is, the eastern fore-
ground of the castle). This is supported by the 
fact that the 2006 excavation in the area of the 
16th-century fortifi ed town did not yield fi nds 
earlier than this date51.

The population had moved to the fore-
ground of the castle at the time of the impend-
ing Turkish menace. Soon this area was en-
closed with planks and not only the population 
that had migrated but also some of the soldiers 
lived here. The Turkish raids led to the gradual 
depopulation and ruin of the buildings in the 
area beyond the plank wall. The monastery was 

49 HOLUB 1917. – Observations made during the laying 
of cables in 2008 provided new data for the extension 
of the settlement (SZÁRAZ 2011, 22).

50 VÁNDOR 1994a, 227.
51 SZÁRAZ 2011, 17–21.

last mentioned in 153352 and its later fate is un-
known. In 1554, the church had no roof and the 
existence of the parish can only be traced until 
the 1560s. Instead of the perilous church, prob-
ably a wooden or canvas church was erected in 
the fortifi ed town (which had no predecessor), 
called the ‘Hungarian Church’ to denote the 
ethnicity of its users. The numerous German 
soldiers were mostly Lutheran and held masses 
in the castle53.

After the Turks had captured the town in 
1600, all its fortifi cations and houses were de-
molished. During the 90 years of Turkish oc-
cupation, only the castle was inhabited and 
the town went to waste. In 1702, the castle was 
ordered to be demolished, the population reset-
tled to its former place, and a new town was 
built in place of the old one54. 

In this article an attempt has been made to re-
eavluate the town’s medieval topography and 
pave the way for future investigations through 
the exploration of the Franciscan monastery.

52 KARÁCSONYI 1922–1924, 119; VÁNDOR 1994a, 260.
53 MÉRI 1988, 48, 183; VÁNDOR 1994a, 327.
54 Z. KAPOSI, Kanizsa topográfi ai helyzete 1690–1753. In: 

J. Béli/M. Rózsa/A. R. Lendvai (eds), Nagykanizsa. 
Városi monográfi a II (Nagykanizsa 2006) 59–66 here 
62–64.
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Summary

In south-western Hungary, no larger towns had developed in the Middle Ages. Economic demands 
however led to the emergence of a great number of country towns (oppida) which were mainly market 
places and centres of small-scale industry to supply local needs. Kanizsa and Keszthely were located 
along the main trade route across the region that led from the centre of Hungary to the Adriatic and 
they became signifi cant towns. Attempts at understanding the history of settlement in these towns 
have been made in the past, but only the archaeological excavations of the last two decades have en-
hanced our knowledge of these towns’ settlement structure. The investigation of the structure of the 
town of Kanizsa has been impeded by the fact that a completely new town (Nagykanizsa) was built 
in the place of the one devastated by the Turkish wars. The discovery of the local Franciscan monas-
tery has led to a considerable revision of the picture provided by formerly known sources. Although 
modern constructions have largely damaged the remains of the medieval buildings, the ground plans 
of these buildings have been elucidated. The fi nds assemblage recovered clearly confi rm the historic 
existence of the monastery (1423–1533). The assemblage includes types of pottery and stove tiles pro-
duced in Western Hungarian workshops as well as local wares. The excavation of the monastery has 
helped provide a more accurate view of Kanizsa’s late medieval settlement structure.



323Data for the topography of the medieval country town of Kanizsa

Zusammenfassung

Angaben zu der Topographie der mittelalterlichen Agrarstadt von Kanizsa – 
die archäologischen Denkmäler des Franziskanerklosters zu der Seligen Jungfrau

In Südwestungarn entstanden während des Mittelalters keine größeren Städte. Die wirtschaftli-
chen Interessen haben aber zu der Entstehung zahlreicher Agrarstädte (oppida) geführt, die vor al-
lem als Märkte eine Rolle spielten und den örtlichen Handwerksbedarf abdeckten. Es wurde bereits 
versucht, die Siedlungsgeschichte der zwei wichtigsten Orte entlang des die Region durchquerenden 
Haupthandelswegs, Kanizsa und Keszthely, zu rekonstruieren, aber erst während der Ausgrabungen 
der letzten zwei Jahrzehnte konnten konkrete Daten für deren Topographie gewonnenen werden. Im 
Falle von Kanizsa wurde die Lage zusätzlich dadurch erschwert, dass an der Stelle der während der 
Türkenkriege zerstörten Siedlung eine vollkommen neue Stadt, Nagykanizsa entstand. Die anhand 
der bisherigen Daten gezeichnete Siedlungsstruktur konnte nach der Entdeckung des lokalen Fran-
ziskanerklosters neu beschrieben werden. Obwohl die späteren Bauvorhaben die mittelalterlichen 
Befunde stark störten und teils zerstörten, konnte der Grundriss des Gebäudekomplexes rekonstru-
iert werden. Das zum Vorschein gekommene Fundmaterial korrespondiert deutlich mit der historisch 
belegten Nutzungszeit des Klosters (1423–1533). Das Fundmaterial enthielt neben den in Westungarn 
verbreiteten Typen auch lokale Töpfer- und Kachelware. Die Ausgrabungen des Klosters ermögli-
chen, ein genaueres Bild über die Siedlungsstruktur Kanizsas im späten Mittelalter zu zeichnen. 


