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Location and history of the institution

The present – as well as medieval – village of 
Zalavár is situated in the western basin of Lake 
Balaton on a ridge alongside the river Zala. The 
Benedictine monastery of St Adrian stood to the 
west of the village, on the largest island of the 
marshy lower valley of the river. Nowadays the 
site is called Vársziget, i.e. Castle Island. The de-
nomination of the monastery in the Middle Ages 
refers to this location: the monastery of Zala or 
monastery of Zala Island. The ‘Zalavár’ (Zala 
Castle) designation appears only in the 16th cen-
tury1. The 11th–13th century seat of county Zala 
was established on the same island, in the north-
ern neighbourhood of the monastery (Fig. 1).

Mosaburg, the centre of Carolingian Panno-
nia, had been located on the same island. The 
Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum records 
three churches as belonging to the settlement, 
dedicated to St John the Baptist, St Mary and 
St Adrian. There is archaeological evidence for 
their locations: St Adrian’s church occupies the 
central area of Castle Island, St John’s is to the 
west and St Mary’s is built in the southern part, 
within the fortifi ed manor house of the fi rst re-
corded landlord, Priwina2.

The monastery is known to have been estab-
lished in AD 1019, among the foundations of the 
fi rst Hungarian king, St Stephen (1000–1038). 
Though the foundation charter of 1019 is a 14th-
century forgery (together with two other royal 
charters of the abbey from 1024 and 1092), the 
date is supported by a record of the Annales Po-
soniensis for the year 1019: “dedicatur ecclesia S. 

1 F. L. HERVAY, Zalavár. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 524 f.
2 SZŐKE 2010. 

Adriani M”3. This record has been attached to 
the monastery of Zalavár because of the rarity 
of the patron saint in medieval Hungary4 and 
the Carolingian antecedents of the site.

The founders of the monastery church chose 
the site of the remains of the 9th-century church 
of St Mary instead of rebuilding the ‘venerable’ 
church of St Adrian. At the beginning of the 11th 
century there may have been some parts of the 
Carolingian residence still standing where the 
newly-arrived monks could fi nd shelter. These 
remains may have offered the physical basis for 
the pious intention to re-found the church and 
initiate the later construction works.

It may be possible to link the re-foundation 
to written sources5. This is supported by compi-
lations made in or around the 970s at Salzburg 
and Passau. These compilations – reusing the 
Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum in their 
texts – were obviously intended to infl uence the 
Hungarian Church to be newly founded6. In this 
way Mosaburg and its churches came to be re-
vived in the ecclesiastical tradition, and through 
it – around the turn of the 10th to the 11th century 
– in the Hungarian court. If a local tradition of 
St Adrian’s cult was attached to the site in the 
10th century, it cannot be demonstrated archaeo-
logically. However, this does not exclude the 
existence of some kind of cult dedicated to St 

3 G. GYÖRFFY, Diplomata Hungariae Antiquissima 
(Budapest 1992) No. 14, 17, 108/I. – This part of the 
annals was compiled at the latest under the reign of 
Coloman (1095–1116): L. VESZPRÉMY, Megjegyzések 
korai elbeszélő forrásaink történetéhez. Századok 
138, 2004, 325–347 here 342.

4 A. MEZŐ, A templomcím a magyar helységnevekben 
(11–15. század). (Budapest 1996); TÓTH 1999, 5.

5 D. DERCSÉNYI, Az újabb régészeti kutatások és a pan-
nóniai kontinuitás kérdése. Századok 81, 1947, 203–
211 here 210.

6 Gy. GYÖRFFY, István király és műve (Budapest 1977) 
76 f.

* Present article is funded by the Hungarian Scientifi c 
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Adrian that might confi rm the intentions of the 
founder7.

In the Major Legend of St Gerard compiled 
in the 14th century, two monks from the monas-
tery of Zala are mentioned as having helped the 
bishop in his Christianising activity in southern 
Hungary under the reign of St Stephen8. Matthi-
as Bel’s reference to King Andreas I (1046–1060) 
being the founder of the monastery and to his 
son, King Solomon (1063–1074), who suppos-
edly spent Christmas there, is a false interpreta-
tion9.

7 Further to the importont role of local traditions, see 
T. BOGYAY, Történeti forrás és művészettörténeti stí-
luskritika Zalavár körül (Megjegyzések Tóth Sándor 
„A keszthelyi Balatoni Múzeum középkori kőtára” 
című tanulmányához). (Probleme historischer Quel-
lenkritik und kunstgeschichtlicher Stilkritik um Za-
lavár [Bemerkungen zur Sándor Tóths Studie „Das 
mittelalterliche Lapidarium des Balatoni-Museums 
zu Keszthely”]). Zalai Múz. 4, 1992, 169–177 here 171; 
TÓTH 1999, 27.

8 “Igitur ad imperium regis congregati sunt monachi de di-
versis regni monasteriis: […] de Zaladino duo, Conradus 
et Albertus” (E. SZENTPÉTERY, Scriptores rerum hun-
garicarum. II [Budapest 1938] 493). 

9 M. BEL, Notitia Hungariae novae historico-geogra-

Authentic documents relating to the monas-
tery have survived from the second part of the 
13th century onwards, but this fact probably re-
fl ects the relative rarity and – undoubtedly in 
the case of Zalavár – the destruction of earlier 
charters. Among these the fi rst known lay dona-
tion by a nobleman and his wife from a nearby 
village has been preserved10. The earliest docu-
ment of the abbey’s activity as a locus credibile 
(meaning the convent was entrusted with no-
tarial functions) is dated to 126011. Laws did 
not restrict the fi eld of this activity to fi xed geo-
graphical territories. The jurisdiction of these 
institutions prevailed fi rst over dioceses (in the 
second half of the 13th century and in the 14th 
century) and later mostly over counties (from 
the 15th century onwards). Within a diocese or 

phia. In: G. Tóth et al. (eds), Comitatuum ineditori-
um. Tom. II (Budapest 2012) 459. 

10 1261 (Zala 1886, No. 30). In 1253 a noblewoman gave 
a manor in the same village (Orosztony) to her hus-
band before the chapter of Zagreb. At that time Za-
lavár was probably not yet active as a locus credibile. 
Ibid. No. 21.

11 1260 (Zala 1886, No. 27).
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Fig. 1   Zalavár-Vársziget (Castle Island): main elements of the 11th–13th century topography: 
1 Monastery 2 Manor of the county seat 3 Church (‘chapel’) 4 Tower.
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a county several loca credibilia were active (the 
most prestigious being the chapter of the min-
ster), and more than one could attend to a case 
pertaining to the same holding. From the 15th 
century onwards the clientele was referred to 
the institution lying closest to the holding. The 
chances of fraud decreased as the identity of 
the clients’ trustworthiness could be proved. At 
the same time, the expenses of the clients also 
decreased as the travel costs of the agent of the 
monastery (which were covered by the client) 
were lower12. These processes are clearly per-
ceptible in the activity of Zalavár.

The notarial function undoubtedly raised the 
status of these institutions above the average 
monasteries. However, in the fi rst half of the 
14th century fi ve other loca credibilia were active 
in county Zala, but from 1353 onwards only the 
abbeys of Zala and Kapornak were allowed to 
discharge these functions13. 

In 1341 a confl agration damaged the archives 
of the abbey, destroying the earliest documents 
of the church14. This event made it possible to re-
produce some important charters15 which could 
be decisive in legal actions concerning tithes 
against the bishop or pertinent to landholdings 
against neighbours. The latter often violated 
the lands in the 14th–15th century, and villains 
even threatened the abbey’s building complex16. 
From the 15th century onwards the king ap-
pointed commendators, who held the income 
of Zalavár. On the basis of tax declarations, in 
the 14th–15th century Zala abbey appears to have 
been among the less wealthy abbeys of the late 
medieval period17.

In the fi rst decades of the 16th century, an at-
tempt was made to renew the Benedictine mo-

12 F. ECKHART, Die glaubwürdigen Orte Ungarns im Mit-
telalter. Mitt. Inst. Österr. Geschichtsforsch. Ergbd. 9 
(Innsbruck 1915) 62–70, 100–105.

13 I. BILKEI, Hiteles helyek Zalában (XIII–XVI. század). 
In: B. Somfai (ed.), A Dunántúl településtörténete VII 
(Veszprém 1989) 343–350. – Concerning the seal of 
the convent from the middle of the 13th century, see 
I. TAKÁCS, Magyarországi káptalanok és konventek 
középkori pecsétjei (Budapest 1992) No. 60.1.

14 T. FÜSSY, A zalavári konvent, mint hiteles helynek tör-
ténete. Századok 25, 1891, 809–823 here 809 f.

15 See note 3.
16 FÜSSY 1902, 80, 96.
17 A. KUBINYI, Mátyás király és a monasztikus rendek. 

In: TAKÁCS 1996, 538–544 here 539.

nastic life in Hungary. Zalavár, as other royal 
abbeys, participated in the reform movement 
led by the abbot of Pannonhalma18. In 1575 the 
Diet obliged the monks and the archives of the 
abbey to move to Vasvár because of the constant 
Ottoman attacks, but the move took place only 
eight years later19. 

In 1715, almost two decades after the libera-
tion of Hungary from the Ottoman Empire, the 
benefi ce of Zalavár was endowed with the ab-
bey of Göttweig in Lower Austria; however, 
monastic life never revived within the ancient 
walls. By 1777 a new monastic building was 
erected at Zalaapáti, next to the village’s rebuilt 
medieval church20.

In 1873 the rather disadvantageous Göttweig 
connection was interrupted, and after twelve 
years of independence Zalavár came to be sub-
ordinated to the abbey of Pannonhalma21. As 
the monastic orders in Hungary were dissolved 
in 1948, the building complex of the abbacy at 
Zalaapáti was converted to a mental home. It 
has retained this function until today.

Medieval and early modern records of 
the buildings, liturgical fi ttings and fate 
of the library

The buildings of the monastery are fi rst men-
tioned in the 14th century, namely a chapel dedi-
cated to the Holy Virgin. It was used as a sacris-
ty, and the 1341 fi re mentioned above broke out 
there during Lent. Three wooden bridges lead-
ing to the abbey22 are mentioned in a charter of 
1413, and one of them is reported to have been 
maintained by the villains of Zalavár.

Though documentation increases from the 
second half of the 16th century, it refers to the 
fortifi cations and defence works23. In this con-

18 E. MÁLYUSZ, Egyházi társadalom a középkori Ma-
gyarországon (Budapest 1971) 221–228; ÉRSZEGI 1996, 
561. 

19 I. BILKEI, Hiteleshelyek a veszprémi egyházmegyében 
a középkorban és a kora újkorban. In: I. Hermann/
B. Karlinszky (eds), Megyetörténet. Egyház- és igaz-
gatástörténeti tanulmányok a veszprémi Püspökség 
1009. évi adománylevele tiszteletére (Veszprém 2010) 
57–68 here 65.

20 FÜSSY 1902, 263 f., 373 f.
21 FÜSSY 1902, 336, 353.
22 Zala 1886, No. 167.
23 B. IVÁNYI, Zalavár és a balatonhídvégi átkelő a 
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text the collapse of the western stone wall of the 
abbey and the bad condition of the church were 
reported in 1557, but the age of that stone wall 
was not known at that time24. The the tower of 
the church was ruined by 1568 and 156925. In 
this same year Giulio Turco, an Italian military 
engineer, made a survey of the fortifi ed abbey. 
His drawing was discovered as late as 1930 in 
the Military Archive in Vienna (Fig. 2)26.

On Turco’s plan the church has a large chan-
cel. The nave of the church might have been di-
vided into three aisles by two lines of columns, 
of which only the southern one is shown. A 
huge tower is attached to the western facade of 
the church. A short break in the eastern section 
of the southern wall of the church may indicate 
the entrance or exit to the cloister. The quadrum 

török időkben (Zalavár und die Furt bei Bala-
tonhídvég in der Türkenzeit). A Göcseji Mú-
zeum Jubileumi Emlékkönyve 1950–1960 (Zala-
egerszeg 1960) 161–180.

24 Á. SZALAY, Négyszáz magyar levél a XVI. századból 
(Pest 1861) 264 f.

25 Magyar Országos Levéltár (National Archive of Hun-
gary), Urbaria et Conscriptiones. Fasc. 55:56/1–3.

26 V. PATAKI, A XVI. századi várépítés Magyarországon. 
A Bécsi Magyar Történeti Intézet Évk. 1 (Budapest 
1931) 98–133 here 115 f.

lying south of the church has an eastern and a 
western wing, the latter joined to the southern 
wall of the tower. The buildings are surround-
ed by a double line of defence works: the inner 
‘castle’ consists of a quadrangular curtain wall, 
with round towers at the corners. A smaller 
quadrangular tower and a massive gatehouse 
are indicated on the eastern side and on the 
western side respectively. The gatehouse is sim-
ilar in size to the tower of the church. The inner 
and the outer defences are separated by a moat, 
with the outer defences consisting of an earth-
work and a palisade. 

This survey, together with a series of similar 
surveys carried out for military purposes, was 
conducted to plan and document the exact po-
sition and condition of the defence works and 
those buildings that were suited to defence. 
Thus it is hard to identify the small detail of the 
church on the survey of the fortifi ed monastery 
of Tihany, which belongs to the same series 
made in 156927. In Zalavár the unusual division 
of the nave can probably be explained by this 
fact too. However, according to an inventory 
made in 1553, a mill was kept in the church28; 
hence a division of the church for this purpose 
is also possible, as was the case of the church of 
the monastery of Somogyvár in the fi rst half of 
the 16th century29.

In the 17th century the building complex op-
erated as a border fortress under Hungarian 
control until 1702, when – after the liberation 
of Hungary from Ottoman rule – Leopold I of 
Habsburg ordered its demolition. The building 
was blown up on 28 August 1702.

The liturgical fi ttings are fi rst listed in an 
inventory made in 155330. The most important 
pieces of the ecclesiastical service are the fi fteen 
vestments, the seven gilded chalices with patens 
and three missals. Compared to the inventories 
of 150831 of sixteen other Benedictine monaster-
ies, Zalavár had average facilities. However, 

27 S. TÓTH, Tihany. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 677–678 here 677.
28 KUMOROVITZ/KÁLLAY 1960, 210.
29 K. BAKAY, Somogyvár. Szent Egyed-monostor. A so-

mogyvári bencés apátság és védműveinek régészeti 
feltárása 1972–2009 (Budapest 2011) 146 f.

30 The register is part of the inventory of the fortifi ed 
monastery, written in Hungarian. The whole text 
is published by KUMOROVITZ/KÁLLAY 1960, 204–209; 
Partly published by FÜSSY 1902, 125–128.

31 ÉRSZEGI 1996, 564. 
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Fig. 2   Survey of the building complex in 
Zalavár, 1569.



it possessed special treasures: among the rel-
ics three gilded arm reliquaries and a horn of 
St Stephen decorated with silver bands at both 
ends are inventoried32. A horn is mentioned in 
the inventory of the Minster of Gyulafehérvár 
(Alba Iulia, RO) in 1531, to keep consecrated oil 
(chrism) within33, similarly to the well-known 
‘drinking’ horns from the Cathedral Treasury of 
Esztergom (the latter were made at the begin-
ning of the 15th century, the horn from Gyulafe-

32 In scholarly opinion, the horn is taken as evidence 
of the foundation, since it was indeed the property 
of St Stephen, who preferred this region for hunt-
ing. He therefore founded a monastery there and 
donated it (among others) with his hunting horn. 
E. TÓTH, In paradisum deducant te angeli (A székes-
fehérvári szarkofágról). Alba Regia 36, 2007, 107–137; 
139–164 here 129. – This hypothesis is not mentioned 
in either German version of the paper: IDEM, Wieder-
verwendeter römischer Sarkophag aus Székesfehér-
vár. In: S. Lamm (ed.), Thiasos. Festschr. für Erwin 
Pochmarski zum 65. Geburtstag (Wien 2008) 1073–
1080. 

33 BARANYAI 1967, 25. 

hérvár has not survived.) 
The 1553 ecclesiastical inventory mentions 

seven pewter plates at the end, with the remark 
“from which the monks eat”. The horn of St 
Stephen occurs again in the Zalavár invento-
ries of 1568 and 156934, when liturgical fi ttings 
(and also charters) are reported as being kept in 
four chests in a large vaulted room, while eccle-
siastical vestments are registered in the church 
together with seven missals. The last inventory 
to survive dates to 1674; it only lists fragments 
of the earlier treasury, records charters, but mis-
sals (or books) are not mentioned35. The change 
is certainly connected to the removal of the 
monks in 1583.

34 Magyar Országos Levéltár (National Archive of Hun-
gary), Urbaria et Conscriptiones. Fasc. 55:56/1-3.

35 Magyar Országos Levéltár (National Archive of 
Hungary), Urbaria et Conscriptiones. Fasc. 99. Short 
fragments of two inventories made in the 17th century 
are reviewed by BARANYAI 1967, 23 f.
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Fig. 3   Map identifying the ruins at Zalavár, 1792.
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In 1553 the number of books recorded was 
127 in all. In 1568 fi fty old, ‘worthless’ books 
were seen on the ground fl oor of the tower of 
the church, next to gunpowder-barrels, chewed 
by mice and covered in pigeons’ droppings. In 
1569 seventy-three books were found there and 
a further eight were located in a storage-room.

After 1678 all traces of the remainder were 
lost. Between 1703 and 1705 the abbacy of Za-
lavár is given to the bishop of Nitra, Ladislaus 
Mattyasovszky. Even his attempts to fi nd the 
ancient treasures of his monastery were unsuc-
cessful36. It has been impossible to identify the 
inventoried liturgical items and the codices of 
Zalavár provenance ever since.

Nineteenth-century attempts at 
documentation and conservation of the 
remains

In 1736 the buildings are reported as ruinous 
and used as a den for bears and similar beasts. 
Moss and vegetation made the remains inacces-
sible and undetectable (Fig. 3)37. Nevertheless in 
the 1770s building material for the new abbey 
at Zalaapáti was extracted from the walls of the 
old monastery on Castle Island.

A hundred years later the authorities of the 
county decided to control the river Zala and 
develop the infrastructure of the region. Since 
most of its land was along the river the project 
was strongly supported by the abbacy. In June 
1841 two citizens of Pest visited Zalavár’s Castle 
Island: Jan Kollar, a Lutheran pastor and Anton 
Doležalek, the director of the Institute of the 
Blind. They found that the remains of the me-
dieval monastery were being used for stone. In-
deed the authorities of county Zala had ordered 
the material to be used for road construction 
and the operation was supervised by a repre-
sentative of the abbacy, the owner of the site. It 
was Kollar who had to explain the signifi cance 
of the site (even to the village priest who had 
guided the visitors to the Castle Island). The 
workers were immediately sent home and the 
ruins were examined by the visitors38. 

36 FÜSSY 1902, 215–217. 
37 FÜSSY 1902, 242.
38 DOLEZSALEK 1847, 153. 

Upon the request of Kollar and Doležalek 
the ruins were surveyed by an engineer, Vilmos 
Kehrn. On his survey the standing walls and 
the foundation trenches are shown in different 
ways (Fig 4)39. On Kehrn’s drawing the – more 
easily accessible – northern part of the building 
complex had already been almost completely 
destroyed; of the church, only a small chancel 
(“x”) could be recorded. In Kollar’s descrip-
tion, the basement consisted of ashlars resting 
on wooden posts. The walls were built of stone 
and brick. Fragments of frescoes lay near the 
chancel. Stone carvings were also reported by 
Kollar40.

Thanks to Doležalek’s intervention, the Pala-
tine Joseph of Austria (who was also the patron 
of the Institute of the Blind) halted the destruc-
tion. His interdiction however had no effect. Ac-
cording to a report of 1864, the county of Zala 
preferred utilitarianism to archaeological inter-
est and the ruins were totally demolished41.

In September 1881 Flóris Rómer, a Benedic-
tine monk, archaeologist and art historian, con-
ducted a fi ve-day excavation on the site. The 
traces of the walls and the confi guration of the 
surface were also documented on this occasion 
by an engineer named Hincz (Fig 5). By then the 
remains of the defence works and ecclesiasti-
cal buildings had disappeared from the north-
ern part, with the exception of an 8.85 m-long 
1.32 m-wide and 0.63 m-deep foundation, which 
stood on wooden posts and was strengthened 
by buttresses. On both ends of the wall “hol-
lows of foundation trenches” were noticed. A 
fragment of a greenish serpentine column was 
also discovered there. The excavated wall was 
identifi ed as the western façade of the church, 
though there were remains of a brick fl oor on 
the conjectured line of the northern wall of the 
church. Remains of two layers of pavements 
were observed to the east: “at a deeper level 

39 The survey was repeatedly published incorrectly in 
the 19th century. For the incorrect publications and 
for the original and correct plan, see Gy. PROKOP, 
Kehrn Vilmos 1841. évi rajza és tudósítása a zalavári 
várromról. Művészettörténeti Ért. 13, 1964, 230–232.

40 On the trip to Zalavár, see J. KOLLAR, Cestopis obsa-
hujicí cestu do Horní Italie a odtud přes Tyrolsko a 
Bavorsko (Prague 1907) 30–38. The text referring to 
the remains is published by HENSZLMANN 1864, 120–
122.

41 HENSZLMANN 1864, 121.
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than the brick fl oor some fl at stones, among 
them a marble cube, seemed to be a fl oor”. Un-
der this level burials were laid in stone-built 
graves42. The details of the southern part of the 
cloister were still recognisable on the site. The 
19th century records of the site have been sum-
marised and ‘developed’ on a map compiled by 
Rudolf Gyulai in 190243.

The excavations – a brief history

A 1928 aerial photograph documents the 
total devastation of the remains (Fig 6). By the 
beginning of systematic excavations in 1946 a 
sand-pit occupied the area of the ancient build-
ing complex.

In autumn 1946 Aladár Radnóti, one of the 
archaeologists of the Hungarian National Mu-
seum, started excavations of two sites in the 

42 RÉCSEY 1892, 68.
43 R. GYULAI, Zalavár legrégibb építészeti emlékei. In: 

FÜSSY 1902, 440.

fi elds of Zalavár, Récéskút and Castle Island. 
The aim of the excavations was to uncover Ro-
man remains and study the survival of Roman 
culture into the medieval period. These investi-
gations resulted in the uncovering of the basili-
ca of Récéskút and the chapel on Castle Island. 
A grid opened in the southern part of Castle Is-
land, i.e. in the area of the medieval monastery, 
was given up without any record. The work 
was continued by Géza Fehér senior, with a dif-
ferent emphasis and wider chronological limits: 
“We would like to fi nd a site which will enable 
us to understand the transition from the Roman 
to the Migration period. Concerning the latter 
period, we would like to examine the relation-
ship between the Avars and the Slavs in an at-
tempt to understand the way they infl uenced 
the formation of Hungarian society, and to see 
how life and work developed during the Roman 
period and look at how things continued from 
there onwards”44. Keszthely (Zalavár) fi gured 

44 Géza Fehér’s research plan (30.08.1951). Manuscript. 
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Fig. 5   Survey of the remains at Zalavár, 1881.Fig. 4   Survey of the remains at Zalavár, 1841.
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as one of the possible venues for this research 
project. From 1949 onwards, archaeology too 
was organised according to a fi ve-year plan. It 
was in the spirit of the time that the Hungar-
ian Academy of Sciences designated the mate-
rial culture and settlements of Pannonian Slavs 
as one of the topics that Hungarian archaeology 
was to pursue. This research was focused on the 
region of Zalavár. Although the new aspects 
of the research were, inevitably, not devoid of 
a political agenda, the site itself benefi ted from 
the decisions made.

In August 1951 Géza Fehér and his team sur-
veyed the Zalavár sites. The pilot excavations 
conducted that autumn proved to be promising: 
“We have some wonderful fi nds. Three ceme-
teries keep on providing valuable evidence re-
lating to the Slavs”45. The 1952 season yielded 
a large number of fi nds. At the same time the 
excavators had to face the diffi culties raised by 
the site. The area of Fehér’s large-scale excava-
tions was in the southern part of Castle Island, 

Archive of the Hungarian National Mus.: 8-1951-9/
RO 

45 Géza Fehér’s letter to the head of the archaeological 
department of the Hungarian National Museum, Mi-
hály Párducz, in autumn 1951.

on the eastern bank of a recent sand pit, where 
the most signifi cant remains were supposed to 
be. But this part of the island had been inhab-
ited continuously from the second third of the 
9th century to the end of the 17th century. The 
long and diverse history of the site produced 
features and archaeological contexts that the ex-
cavators found diffi cult to interpret. In addition, 
problems of methodology and documentation 
which arose in the fi eld made the processing of 
the fi nds particularly diffi cult.

Due to the Fehér’s deteriorating health, as 
well as changes in the political climate46, the 
fi rst phase of the Zalavár excavations ended in 
1954. Fehér died in 1955 and the results of his re-
search and fi nds have been partly published by 
his successor, Ágnes Cs. Sós. She then took over 
the running of the archaeological sites in the Za-
lavár area – among them the Castle Island site. 

In the 1960s, the emphasis of new research 
here concentrated on the period following the 
Hungarian conquest and state foundation. The 
aim of Cs. Sós’s excavations (1963–1965) was 
to locate the church and the monastery conse-

46 I. BÓNA, Bevezető Cs. Sós Ágnes Zalavár az újabb ku-
tatások tükrében c. előadásához. In: L. Kovács (ed.), 
Honfoglalás és régészet (Budapest 1994) 85. 

Ágnes Ritoók

Fig. 6   Aerial photograph of the area of Zalavár, 1929.
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crated in 1019 and to defi ne the fortifi cations of 
the early county seat. In 1966, the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences ceased to support the op-
erations on Castle Island. 

The next phase of the Castle Island excava-
tions started in 1973, on the northern part of the 
island. By 1990, Cs. Sós had again reached the 
area of the monastery, where she had started 
her research some forty years earlier. After her 
death in 1993 the excavations continued: from 
1994 onwards the collaboration of the Hungar-
ian National Museum and the Archaeological 
Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Science 
has made it possible to carry out continuous 
large-scale excavations and complex, multidis-
ciplinary analyses of the results and fi nds. The 
project is strongly supported by the National 
Cultural Fund of Hungary (NKA) and the Hun-
garian Scientifi c Research Fund (OTKA).

Results relating to the monastery

In the course of excavations in the area of 
the former monastery four types of features 
were uncovered: earthworks, wall foundations, 
graves and – unnoticed for a long time – a moat 
(Fig. 7). The earthworks surrounded Castle Is-
land, referred to as the ‘outer castle’ in the lit-
erature. This denomination is based on the in-
terpretation of the site: Castle Island, being the 
seat of the county, would have had a double line 
of defence works, with the earthworks along the 
banks of the island constituting the outer castle, 
and a precinct wall in its southern part the inner 
‘castle’. For this very reason the construction 
of the earthwork was dated to the 11th century. 
Recent dendrochronological analysis however 
backdates the construction to the last decades of 
the 9th century47. Thus this earthwork has noth-
ing to do with the monastery, although it obvi-
ously gave a certain protection to the building 
complex at an early stage.

Details of a precinct wall were unearthed in 
1952–1954 and 1963–1965. Its average width was 
1.6 m. The foundations were based on timber: 
piles (diam. 10–20 cm) were driven into the bot-
tom of the foundation trench. The walls encir-

47 Analyses were conducted and presented by András 
Grynaeus in 2010. His results have not yet been pub-
lished. 

cled a trapezoidal area (85×65×75×65? m). The 
south-eastern corner is unknown; the context of 
the postholes excavated there was not clarifi ed 
and excavation of this area was left unfi nished. 
The quadrangular tower supposed to be located 
there is a misunderstanding of an ambiguous 
excavation plan48. 

At the north-western corner, the crossing of 
the northern and western strip of the founda-
tion posts forms a buttress-like shape. A quad-
rangular, similarly timber-based, tower is joined 
diagonally to the north-eastern corner. 

Above the postholes some remains of the 
foundation were noticed: 
– in the middle part of the southern section 

the wall consisted of large stones of irregular 
shape bonded by strong, yellow mortar49;

– the eastern section of the northern wall was 
made of sandstone slabs and bricks bonded 
by strong sandy mortar50; 

– the southernmost section of the eastern wall 
was built of sandstones of irregular shape, 
with larger and more regular stones on both 
wall faces51;

– fl at stones were placed vertically and 
obliquely into earth or clay on the timber 
base of the foundation of the corner tower 52.
Otherwise, the postholes were covered by re-

cent topsoil or a grey, respectively yellow-grey-
ish, debris level. The structural deviations of the 
foundation cannot be explained at the moment, 
except that the tower was a secondary addition 
to the north-east corner. The function of the wall 
had been determined, already in 1953/54, as the 
precinct wall of the monastery53, but from 1963 

48 BÓNA 1998, 54: “there were quadrangular towers in 
the eastern corners”. The basis of this statement is to 
be found in CS. SÓS 1976, 118. – For unfi nished work 
and uncertain contexts see the site book entry for 29 
July 1966. 

49 Site book of Ágnes Cs. Sós (23.08.1963). 
50 Fehér’s site book (12.05.1953). In the publications 

the exact place of this observation is not mentioned: 
FEHÉR 1954, 240; CS. SÓS 1963, 139. 

51 Site book of Ágnes Cs. Sós (04.08.1965). Photo: CS. SÓS 
1971, 359. 

52 „Cette tour construite de pierres […] tenues seule-
ment avec de la terre.”(FEHÉR 1954, 249); „…als Bin-
demittel Lehm verwendet wurde.” (CS. SÓS 1963, 
139).

53 FEHÉR 1954, 238, 244: „l’enceinte du château”, respec-
tively „ils étaient les murs d’est et du nord du châ-
teau intérieur qui entourait l’abbaye”. In the German 
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onwards – after Cs. Sós – it has been identifi ed 
as the wall of the ‘inner castle’54. In the south-
western part, within the line of precinct wall, a 
quadrangular, (6.5×6.5 m) tower foundation in 
a similar timber-based foundation technique 
was discovered in 196255.

The identifi cation of the latter remains is 
debatable. Cs. Sós was convinced that she had 
found the tower of the church shown in the 
1569 survey56. Other scholars have pointed out 
the similar size of the gatehouse in the same 
drawing57. The conversion of the scale (passus to 

translation of CS. SÓS (1963, 140): „...von Stephan dem 
Heiligen gegründete befestigte Klostergebäude”.

54 First CS. SÓS 1963, 10.
55 CS. SÓS 1971, 353, Abb 5; EADEM 1973, 107–109; EADEM 

1976, 112 f., fi g. 2 and note 21.
56 CS. SÓS 1971, 353. 
57 I. MÉRI, A kanizsai várásatás (Excavations in the cast-

le of Kanizsa). Vázlat a kanizsai vár és város történe-

metre) was also questionable. The location and 
the dimensions of the whole medieval build-
ing complex was thus a question of importance 
(Fig. 8).

The situation was also complicated by the 
graves. In 1951–1954 parts of a stratifi ed cem-
etery were uncovered in the northern part of 
the excavated area. Graves of the upper lay-
ers belonged to the ‘monastery-period’. They 
were found on both sides of the northern sec-
tion of the precinct wall, but not a single grave 
overlay the foundations. The southern burials 
were thought to have been those of the church-
yard of the monastery, while the northern ones 
were supposed to be connected to an unknown 
church erected somewhere to north58.

tének kutatásához (Budapest 1988) 69, 71, notes 80, 
81; TÓTH 1990, 148 and note 13. 

58 CS. SÓS 1963, 155 f.; EADEM 1973, 109.

Ágnes Ritoók

Fig. 7   Zalavár, The old and new excavations in the southern part of Castle Island: 1 Foundations of St Adrian’s 
pilgrim church, 9th century; 2 Palisade of the manor of the county seat, fi rst decades of the 11th century; 

3 Timber-based foundations, 11th–13th century; 4 Postholes of the defence works, 16th century; 
5 Graves of the churchyard without grave furnishings, 11th–12th century; 6 Graves of the 

churchyard with grave furnishings, 11th–12th century; 7 Excavated area 1995–2012.
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The area north of the precinct wall has been 
excavated from 1995 to 201259. Many graves but 
no remains of any church have been discovered; 
consequently all the burials of the ‘monastery 
period’ in this area were certainly made in the 
churchyard of the monastery. Graves of this pe-
riod were destroyed or disturbed here by a wide 
but shallow moat that can be identifi ed, on the 
basis of the fi nds, as the moat of the late medi-
eval fortifi ed monastery. Though traces of this 
moat, which is shown as surrounding the mon-
astery in the 1569 survey, were also unearthed 
in 1952–1954 and in 1963, they remained unno-
ticed by the excavators.

Problems of chronology

Diverse methods were used for the excava-
tion of the remains of the foundations. Géza Fe-
hér uncovered the eastern and northern wall in 
large, side-by-side grid squares; Cs. Sós investi-
gated them by small cross-cuts and narrow trial 
trenches, given that her aim was to defi ne the 
whole extent of the construction.

No section drawings made on the site dur-
ing the 1950s excavations have been preserved, 
though Fehér’s chronology is based to some ex-
tent on stratigraphic elements. His starting point 
was that the monastery had been founded by St 
Stephen. He interpreted the precinct wall as a 
huge and homogenous construction, in keeping 
with this foundation60. There were no graves 
above the foundations but in some places buri-
als without grave goods were overlaid by the 
wall remains. In the most recent graves of the 
excavated area S-rings were found, which were 
then thought to be characteristic of the 11th cen-
tury. Therefore Fehér supposed that, after the 
construction of the monastery, the cemetery was 
moved north of the monastery, around another 
church whose remains had been discovered in 
1948 and dubbed the ‘chapel’61. The foundations 
of the precinct wall appeared in general at 1 m 
below the modern ground surface. The unique 

59 Results of the years 1995–2010: Á. RITOÓK, A zalai (za-
lavári) bencés monostor (The Benedictine monastery 
of Zalavár). In: E. Benkő/Gy. Kovács (eds), A közép-
kor és a kora újkor régészete Magyarországon (Buda-
pest 2010) vol. I, 333–347.

60 FEHÉR 1954, 244, 250.
61 FEHÉR 1954, 214.

interlaced stone fragment found during the ex-
cavations lay at this depth. Since this fragment 
was thought to date to the 11th century, its level 
was connected to the time of the foundation of 
the monastery and was used as one of the es-
sential elements of the chronology62. 

In the monograph on Géza Fehér’s excava-
tion at Zalavár, Ágnes Cs. Sós tried to replace 
the missing section drawings with reconstruc-

62 CS. SÓS 1963, Map 2 (legend of the levels).
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Fig. 8   Location of the late medieval fortifi ed 
monastery at Zalavár: 1 Reconstruction of Cs. Sós 

(1971); 2 Reconstruction of Méri (1988).
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tions compiled on the basis of the level data63, 
but she also made a drawing on the site in 1956, 
after Fehér’s death64. 

The selection of the location of the drawn 
sections was not favourable: the reconstruct-
ed section runs parallel to the northern wall, 
through fi ve grid squares north of it, represent-
ing the depth and extent of the features exca-
vated there, but their contexts remain obscure. 
According to the results of the recent excava-
tions these fi ve grid squares were opened in the 
late medieval/early modern castle moat. (The 
above-mentioned stone fragment with interlace 
pattern was in its backfi ll.) The eastern bank 
of this moat can be seen even on Cs. Sós’s re-
construction. The moat however destroyed the 
medieval layers and stratigraphy in this area. 
‘Section I’ was marked out at right angles to the 
eastern section of the earthwork surrounding 
Castle Island and the precinct wall. The struc-
ture of the earthwork is identifi able but its re-

63 CS. SÓS 1963, Map 2.
64 CS. SÓS 1963, Map 3.

lation to the precinct wall was left unexplored 
owing to a modern disturbance. Here, grass 
grew above the postholes of the foundation, as 
had already been reported by Fehér in 195365. 

In the same monograph Cs. Sós consequently 
used the ‘11th century’ attribute for the precinct 
wall, and she did not question the evidence of 
the level data. Her opinion was based on the 
evidence provided by the burials. She supposed 
that 9th–10th century graves (without grave 
goods) were overlaid by the timber-based wall; 
the dead with S-rings were all buried in the 11th 
century, in the contexts mentioned above66.

In 1963–1965 several sections were drawn 
by Cs. Sós on the cross-cuts of the remains of 
the timber-based foundation excavated in those 
years. Nevertheless no evidence supporting an 
exact dating could be found (and documented). 
The foundation was covered by modern top-
soil or a greyish debris layer with fragmentary 

65 G. FEHÉR, A zalavári ásatások (1951–1952). (Ausgra-
bungen in Zalavár [1951–1952]). Arch. Ért. 80, 1953, 
31–52 here 48.

66 CS. SÓS 1963, 155 f.

Ágnes Ritoók

Fig. 9   Zalavár, Castle Island, location of the late medieval fortifi ed monastery based on the new excavations.
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stones and bricks dated by late medieval fi nds. 
Under the foundation, settlement features of 
the 9th century were observed. Cs. Sós did not 
change h 11th-century dating of the foundation 
in later years either; moreover its material and 
structure was used as evidence for the building 
in the 11th century of the stone basilica at Ré-
céskút67.

The phasing of the excavators has hardly 
been questioned or denied, mostly because of 
the absence of analogies. In 1989 István Feld 
considered the problem of Zalavár as unre-
solved from an historical-archaeological point 
of view68. 

Criticism by István Bóna concerning the 
theory of the defence systems of Zalavár were 
published only after the death of Ágnes Cs. 
Sós, in 1995 and 199869. Bóna did not exclude 
an 11th-century date, but “a precedent for it is 
however known from a much later period […] a 
precinct wall of quadrangular plan surrounded 
the Benedictine abbey of Kolozsmonostor (Cluj-
Mănăstur, RO), but, based on archaeological 
evidence, it was built at the end of the 12th or 
the beginning of the 13th century”70. According 
to the preliminary report of the excavation at 
Kolozsmonostor, only a section of the precinct 

67 CS. SÓS 1973, 111. – The evidence consists of the fl at 
sandstones and the timber-based foundation.

68 I. FELD, A Dunántúl várépítészetének korszakai (Die 
Epochen des Burgenbaus in Westungarn). In: B. Som-
fai (ed.), A Dunántúl településtörténete VII (Vesz-
prém 1989) 9–36 here 11.

69 BÓNA 1998, 52–54. 
70 BÓNA 1998, 54.

wall and an adjoining corner were uncovered 
at that time. A grave with an obol of Géza II 
(1141–1161) on his or her jaw was disturbed by 
the building of the foundation wall. Next to the 
wall, on the construction level, thin grey shreds 
of fi ne material, dated to later than the 13th cen-
tury, were found. In the excavators’ opinion the 
uncovered remains belong to a wall and a tower 
that is indicated on early modern drawings of 
the fortifi ed monastery71. In the light of these 
elements, the Kolozsmonostor precedent would 
be even further removed in time from the pre-
cinct wall of Zalavár.

Nevertheless there is evidence for early pre-
cinct walls in fi ve monasteries founded in the 
11th–12th centuries: at the Benedictine nunnery of 
Esztergom-Island (founded at the end of the 11th 
century) only short sections of the precinct wall 
were uncovered. The precinct wall was about 
1 m wide, consisting of large stones bonded 
with clay72. The provostry of Dömös (founded 
around 1107) has a precinct wall of irregular lay-
out, probably because it was erected in the 12th 
century on a former earthwork. Buttresses were 
added 200 years later73. The precinct wall of the 

71 P. IAMBOR/M. STEFAN/A. HALASU, Noi cercetări arhe-
ologice de la complexul medieval timpuriu de la 
Cluj-Mănăştur (Betrachtungen zum chronologischen 
Verhältnis zwischen Siedlung und Friedhof von Cluj-
Mănăştur). Acta Mus. Napocensis 18, 1981, 131–146 
here 138.

72 Zs. LOVAG, Esztergom-Sziget. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 679–
681 here 680 (and her friendly verbal information).

73 I. HORVÁTH, Dömös. Műemlékek, természeti értékek. 
Tájak, korok, múzeumok kiskönyvtár 229 (Buda-
pest 1986). –Plan: no information about the wall is 
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Fig. 10   Stone Carvigs from Zalavár: a Brick with inscribed interlace pattern, 9th century; b Floor slab, 
11th century; c Fragment of a panel of a rood screen, 11th century. 
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Cistercian abbey of Pilisszentkereszt (founded 
1184) was made of random ashlar on a quite rec-
tangular plan, surrounding a court with pond. 
It was built in the 13th century74. At Csoltmon-
ostor (founded at the beginning of the 12th cen-
tury above an earlier church) two precinct walls 
were observed. Traces of the earlier circuit were 
uncovered under the southern wing of the quad-
rum. In the 12th century the whole complex was 
surrounded by a timber fence, but it was burnt 
down and rebuilt in stone and brick75. A section 
of the precinct wall of the monastery of Krasno 
(SK; dedicated in 1143, also built above an earlier 
church) was found to the east of the buildings. 
The wall follows the circuit of the earlier (9th–11th 
century) moat and earthwork. It was made from 
large ashlars bonded with strong mortar with 
high lime content. The ashlars may have come 
from the old, destroyed church. The Krasno ar-
chaeologist supposes that the precinct wall pre-
cedes the monastery or is contemporary with it, 
but a bronze coin of Stephen II (1162–1163) is 
mentioned among the fi nds of the settlement 
layers cut by the foundation trench76. These ele-
ments prove that it was not uncommon to build 

given in the preliminary report of the excavation, see 
L. GEREVICH, The Royal Court (curia) provost’s resi-
dence and the village at Dömös. Acta Arch. Acad. 
Scien. Hungaricae 35, 1983, 385–409.

74 L. GEREVICH, A pilisi ciszterci apátság (Szentendre 
1984) 18 f., fi g. 89.

75 I. JUHÁSZ, A Csolt nemzetség monostora. Mű-
emlékvédelem 36, 1992, 91–118 here 100 (the precinct 
wall is not shown on the plan).

76 B. POLLA, Košice-Krasna. K stredovekým dejinam 
Krasnej nad Hornadom (Bratislava 1986) 131–133, 
141, 166, 172. 

precinct walls in the 11th–12th century, but they 
do not help to determine the precise date of the 
wall of Zalavár. 

The part of the cemetery excavated to the 
north of the precinct wall is fairly well dated 
from the second half of the 11th to the beginning 
of the 12th century: the graves contained coins of 
Solomon (1063–1074), prince Géza (1064–1074) 
and Ladislaus I (1077–1095) – though they may 
have been in use at the beginning of the 12th cen-
tury77 – together with much characteristic jew-
ellery of the period (Fig. 14). No later coins or 
grave furniture have been found in the almost 
400 graves, indicating that this section of the 
churchyard was given up at the latest at the be-
ginning of the 12th century78. In my opinion the 
abandonment was caused by the erection of the 
precinct wall, separating those buried here from 
the church and from the relics within, by this 
means excluding them from the Christian com-
munity.

At the end of the 11th century, Benedictine 
monastic life in Hungary was to meet new re-
quirements. The Benedictine order played an im-
portant role in the Christianisation and Church 
organisation of Hungary. The two monks of 
Zala, who helped the bishop St Gerard organ-
ise his diocese, have been already mentioned. 
By the end of the 11th century the period of de-

77 L. KOVÁCS, A kora Árpád-kori pénzverésről (Über die 
ungarische Münzprägung in der frühen Arpaden-
zeit). (Budapest 1997) 126. 

78 In 2001, still during the churchyard excavation cam-
paign, I supposed a 13th-century date for this con-
struction, based on a group of stone carvings from 
Zalavár: Á. RITOÓK, Zalavár. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 325, 675.

Ágnes Ritoók

Fig. 11   Marble beam with interlace pattern and inscription on the adjoining side, 
Zalavár, 9th and 11th centuries.

0 10 cm



velopment of the church organisation came to 
an end; Christianity is generally accepted in the 
country according to contemporary opinion79. 
At the beginning of the 12th century the major-
ity of the population was Christian, was bur-
ied in churchyards, and the exclusion from the 
churchyard and the withdrawal of the Christian 
funeral ceremony became a means of punish-
ment80. Monks could return to their monasteries 
– and they were obliged to do so by the canons 
of the synods held at the end of the 11th century81 
– keeping themselves away from the lay world, 
respecting the Benedictine rules. The new pre-
cinct wall at Zalavár may be an indication of the 
boundary between the community of monks 
and the ‘world’ in a period, in which there is no 
evidence from Hungarian monasteries for the 
development of the quadrum, the ideal architec-
tural answer for monastic isolation.

79 “[…] christianissimus  rex noster Conlunbanus […] pos-
tquam vidit adultam fidem perfecte religionos robor ac-
cepisse” (Colomanni regis decretorum liber primus). In: 
L. ZÁVODSZKY, A Szent István, Szent László és Kálmán 
korabeli törvények és zsinati határozatok forrásai 
(Budapest 1904) 182.

80 Á. RITOÓK, Szempontok a magyarországi templom 
körüli temetők elemzéséhez. In: B. F. Romhányi et al. 
(eds), Es tu scholaris. Ünnepi tanulmányok Kubinyi 
András 75. születésnapjára. Mon. Hist. Budapesti-
nensia XIII (Budapest 2004) 115–124 here 117.

81 1092:39§; 1104–1112/113:23§, 38§, 41§. In: J. M. Bak et 
al. (eds and trs.) The Laws of the Medieval Kingdom 
of Hungary 1000-1301, Vol. 1 (Bakersfi eld, CA, 1989).

The tower that once stood on the north-
eastern corner of the precinct wall of the Zala-
vár monastery had a foundation structure very 
similar to a tower-like building (10x10 m) situ-
ated in the northern part of Vársziget82. Neither 
of them can be strictly dated by fi nds or stratig-
raphy. The date of the appearance of these tow-
ers in Hungary is debated, but in the region of 
Zalavár they are detected from the second half 
of the 12th century. Based on the similarities of 
the foundation technique, the corner tower of 
the precinct wall cannot have been built much 
earlier.

It is hard to date accurately the quadrangu-
lar, timber-founded tower, which has been un-
covered within the precinct wall. Cs. Sós did 
not date this building and never published it on 
the same drawing as the precinct wall, but often 
with Giulio Turco’s survey of 1569. New (still 
unpublished) observations lead to the conclu-
sion, that timber-based foundations were not 
employed in the construction of the late medi-
eval walls at Zalavár; thus these structures may 
refer to a practice current in the 11th–13th centu-
ries. A more precise chronology cannot yet be 
proposed.

The exact location of the building complex 
surveyed in 1569 and of its remains in 1841 and 
1881 respectively can be pinpointed as a result 
of the unearthing of the northern part of the 
churchyard. The long section of the outer de-
fence works revealed here (moat, rampart) and 
the extension of the churchyard determine the 
position of the church in the northern part of 
the sand pit. It is certain that the gate building 
stands on the quadrangular timber-based foun-
dation; therefore it is not a late medieval con-
struction, though its reconstruction is reported 
in 1557. A late medieval curtain wall surrounds 
an area smaller than the precinct wall of the pre-
vious centuries. Only its northern and southern 
wall was partly incorporated into the new cur-
tain wall (Fig. 9). The proposed earliest dating 
of the building is the anarchic period of the 
1440s, when a series of churches and monaster-
ies in the region were attacked and plundered. 
For the successive Ottoman attacks after 1526 

82 Á. RITOÓK, Zalavár Árpád-kori „tornya” (A towerlike 
building at Zalavár-Vársziget). Zalai Múz. 17, 2008, 
221–228.
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Fig. 12   Reconstruction of an altar with the stone 
fragment decorated with a symbol of 

St John the Evangelist.
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Fig. 13   Zalavár, The  9th-century moat and the variable depth of the graves in the northern part of 
the churchyard.
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further fortifi cations were built in the middle of 
the 16th century.

Inside the precinct wall

The systematic archaeological investigations 
have not yet yielded suffi cient information con-
cerning the buildings standing inside the wall. 
Thus archaeologists and historians of art and ar-
chitecture dealing with the monastery consider 
two groups of evidence: the surveys of the 16th 
and of the 19th century described above, and the 
stone carvings of Zalavár provenance. 

Hypotheses were developed on the basis of 
the detailed survey of 1569. The church dedicat-
ed in 1019 appears on this drawing with the di-
vision of the nave dated to the 16th century. The 
church is consistent with the specifi cations for 
the fi rst churches of the Hungarian Kingdom: it 
is of a two-cell design with a (large) semicircular 
chancel and it could serve as prototype for the 
village churches of the region83. It must how-
ever be emphasised that a single 16th-century 
military survey is itself insuffi cient evidence for 
any architectural phasing of previous building 
activity on the site. 

Stone-carvings84

Most of the stone carvings of Castle Island 
provenance were published in the 19th century 
already. Some pieces dated to the Roman pe-
riod were fragments of altars and tombstones. 
They were taken to Castle Island probably from 
Roman graveyards and buildings in the sur-
roundings of Zalavár85. Roman bricks, presum-
ably of the same origin, were also often reused 
in the 9th-century buildings of Castle Island. No 
evidence of an intensive Roman settlement with 
stone remains has been found on the island it-
self, though traces of a Roman timber building 
were excavated in 2003 in the northern part of 

83 ENTZ 1964, 45; K. KOZÁK, Félköríves szentélyű temp-
lomaink a XI. században (Les églises hongroises 
à chevet en hémicycle au XIe siècle). Arch. Ért, 93, 
1966, 47–64 here 51; IDEM, XI–XII. századi építészet 
Veszprém megyében (Kirchenarchitektur des XI.–
XIII. Jahrhunderts im Komitat Veszprém). Veszprém 
Megyei Múz. Közl. 8, 1969, 223–234 here 225.

84 TÓTH 1990, 156.
85 I. BILKEI, Római kövek Zalavárról (Römische Steine 

aus Zalavár). Zalai Gyűjt. 8, 1978, 23–30.

the site, under burials of the cemetery belonging 
to an 11th–13th century church (the ‘chapel’).

About thirty medieval stone carvings are 
known to have come from Zalavár86. Their con-
texts are obscure: in the 19th century they were 
seen in or around the ruins or were noticed in 
the surrounding villages and manors. The sys-
tematic excavations of the 20th century yielded 
only small fragments87 – from the backfi ll of the 
late medieval moat. They can be divided into 
two groups, based on their material: marble and 
sandstone carvings. 

The marble group consists of slabs decorat-
ed with interlace and intertwining circles (Fig. 
10c). Further pieces have incised letters, some 
of which, similarly to intertwining circles, have 
framed animal fi gures (Fig. 10b). The most con-
troversial piece is a marble beam with interlace 
pattern and with an inscription on the adjoining 
side (Fig. 11). It was broken into three pieces. 
Two of them were reused as a step in a man-
or. Both the decorated surfaces are abraded. A 
(lost) tomb slab and a small piece of a capital 
also belong to this group. 

The majority of the fragments may have been 
decorative elements applied to the chancel area 
of the church as panels of the rood screen and 
pavement leading to the chancel. The recum-
bent tomb slab was presumably laid in the nave. 
The marble beam has been defi ned as a door 
jamb, sill or lintel.

Given the lack of any architectural or archae-
ological context, the chronology of this group 
has been based on documentary evidence, epig-
raphy and style criticism. Among scholars there 
has been a mutual understanding that in the 
medieval series of stone carvings from Zalavár 
these pieces are the earliest in date. In 1892 the 9th 
century was favoured, since “the material and 
the quality of decoration of these stones refer to 
a happier age than the plain monastery period 
as Zalavár appears through the excavations. 
These are the remains of a princely building 
and support the historians’ opinion of Privina’s 
palace and a luxurious church at Mosburg”88. 

86 ENTZ 1964, 22–31; TÓTH 1990, 162–165, Figs. 8-25, A-J; 
SZŐKE 2001, 61 f.; TÓTH 2001, 450–452; SZŐKE 2010, 26.

87 FEHÉR 1954, 243; TÓTH 2001, Cat. V.64 (trunk).
88 RÉCSEY 1892, 68 (He cites the opinion of Flóris Rómer 

on the connections between the masters of Privina’s 
buildings and of the abbey of Vézelay).
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Two years later József Hampel agreed with this 
hypothesis, interpreting the carvings as a legacy 
of the fl ourishing of Christianity in 9th–century 
Pannonia. 

From 1864 onwards a sarcophagus has ap-
peared among the parallels for this group. It 
was identifi ed as the stone coffi n of St Stephen 
some 70 years later, in 193089. Basing himself on 
this identifi cation and the 1019 date of the foun-
dation of the monastery, Tibor Gerevich revised 
the chronology of the carving: the whole Zala-
vár marble group was dated to the 11th century90. 

According to the petrographic analysis, the 
material of the fragment with rosette decoration 
came from the Alps, probably from the region 
of Salzburg91 (no other fragments have been 
analysed).

In 1941 a new member of the group was dis-
covered: an altar fragment. Though the carving 
carrying the symbol of St John the Evangelist 
is of a lesser quality, its fi nder, Tamás Bogyay, 
assigned the stone to the Zalavár group for its 

89 S. TÓTH, Szent István-szarkofág (sírláda és fedéltöre-
dék). Ars Hungarica 35, 2007, 30–50 here 34 f. (with 
other hypotheses on identifi cations).

90 L. GEREVICH, Magyarország románkori emlékei (Bu-
dapest 1938) 155–159.

91 F. PAPP, Szent István korabeli építőkövek a Dunántúl-
ról. Technika 10, 1938, 359–365 here 360.

marble material, and dated it to the fi rst half of 
the 11th century (Fig. 12)92. 

In 1964 Géza Entz wrote an essay on “an 11th-
century stone carving workshop at Zalavár”93. 
He gave detailed descriptions of the marble 
fragments and – as implied by the title – dated 
them all to 1040s. It was established that both 
the material – marble – and the technique of the 
workshop (relief en noeuds, with colouring of 
deeper parts) were homogenous. The tripartite 
interlace pattern is characterised by a wider mid-
dle and narrower outer strand. Entz remarked 
however that the ribbon pattern of the marble 
beam was different, the widths of the strands 
being equal; but he did not remove the piece 
from the 11th-century series. He found a paral-
lel in the steps of the throne of the patriarch in 
the dome of Aquileia (consecrated in 1031). The 
abrasion of the surface with the inscription was 
probably caused by the function of the beam: 
it was the stone-frame of the monastery’s door 
(the interlace pattern has been damaged by its 
use as a step in the manor).

92 T. BOGYAY, Szent István korabeli oltár töredéke Za-
lavárról a Vasvármegyei Múzeumban. Dunántúli 
Szemle 8, 1941, 88–93 here 92.

93 ENTZ 1964.
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Fig. 14   Zalavár, Coin fi nds and pathways in the churchyard: 1 Manor of the county seat, fi rst decades of the 
11th century; 2 Foundations of St Adrian’s pilgrim church, 9th century; 3 The new pathway; 

4 The old pathway; 5 Coin of Solomon (1063–1073); 6 Coins of prince Géza (1064–1074); 
7 Coin of Ladislaus I (1077–1095).
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A new hypothesis was suggested by Sándor 
Tóth in 1990. He dated the marble group with 
interlace or with intertwining circle patterns 
to the seventies-eighties of the 11th century, be-
cause a palmette appears both at Zalavár and 
on the plinth of a pillar from the monastery of 
Zselicszentjakab, founded in 1061. In addition, 
he supposed that the sarcophagus of St Stephen 
was made for the elevation of the king’s body in 
108394. In 1990 Tamás Bogyay objected to this in-
terpretation on two counts: the interlace pattern 
of the marble beam was to be dated to the 9th 
century and it was reused and inscribed in the 
11th century. It this case, the 11th century would 
mean the reign of St Stephen and not his eleva-
tion.

By the time of this debate the leader of the 
Zalavár excavations, Ágnes Cs. Sós, had found 
further evidence: she uncovered the church of 
the ‘venerable’ St Adrian in the centre of Cas-
tle Island, and it seemed prestigious enough to 
receive the marble beam. Furthermore, an in-
scribed interlace pattern similar to the incised 
ornament of the marble beam was found on 
two bricks of a grave lined with brick and stone. 
The 9th-century grave belonged to the cemetery 

94 TÓTH 1990, 150; S. TÓTH, A székesfehérvári szarkofág 
és köre. In: Á. Mikó/I. Takács (eds), Pannonia Regia. 
Művészet a Dunántúlon 1000–1541 (Budapest 1994) 
82–86.

of St Adrian’s pilgrim church (Fig. 10a)95. New 
excavations provided further support for a 9th-
century date in the form of small fragments of 
stone carvings from the backfi ll of the founda-
tions’ robber trenches and from the archaeologi-
cal features around the building96.

The sandstone carvings are represented by 
statues representing fi gures (a sitting man, a 
gargoyle and a bearded head), and architectural 
elements (detail of a portal, a capital and frag-
ments of columns). All are dated to 1220–1240, 
when the monastery may have carried out im-
portant construction works. The fi gures of the 
sitting man and the gargoyle are the earliest 
examples of the ‘statues in the round’ in Hun-
gary97. 

As the latest carved stone fragments of art-
historical value at Zalavár can be dated to this 
period, it seems that the later works here could 
have been limited mainly to the defences. 

95 The plan of St Adrian’s church was presented in a 
paper shortly before the death of Ágnes Cs. Sós (see 
note 44). First published by SZŐKE 2001, 25 and 62, I.7 
(in Szőke’s description, the provenance is uncertain: 
“the area of St Adrian’s pilgrim church”). Later the 
exact record was found in the bequest of Ágnes Cs. 
Sós.

96 SZŐKE 2010, 21–26; IDEM, Bogyay Tamás és a Karo-
ling-kori Mosaburg/Zalavár (Thomas von Bogyay 
and Mosaburg/Zalavár in the Carolingian Age). Ars 
Hungarica 38, 2012, 62–76 here 67.

97 TÓTH 1990, 150.
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Fig. 15   The monastery at Zalavár today.



300

Outside the precinct wall: the character 
and development of the early churchyard

Discussions of monasteries generally do not 
focus on churchyards. However, the analysis of 
the excavated churchyard at Zalavár provides 
an opportunity to reconstruct the 11th-century 
environment including pathways in detail, as 
well as the process of Christianisation. 

Data on the environment 

The graves of the northern part of the church-
yard of the monastery overlay a number of de-
stroyed elements of the Carolingian settlement, 
but none seemed to have had an infl uence on 
the burials: A large east-west aligned 9th-centu-
ry moat crosses the area. Its western part was 
fi lled in already in the 9th century; the eastern 
section remained open in the Carolingian pe-
riod. The deepest graves were found in the area 
of the moat, implying that its sunken outline 
was clearly visible even in the 11th century. The 
natural sedimentation of the eastern section cer-
tainly took longer and this part of the site may 
have been under water quite frequently. Thus 
it was the less frequented area of the cemetery, 
and burials accumulated along the banks of the 
depression. The highest grave depths above sea 
level were recorded on the northern edge of the 
11th-century churchyard, in the southern neigh-
bourhood of the 9th-century church of St Adrian, 
indicating that the 9th-century church was erect-
ed on a natural mound. Nevertheless there is no 
evidence of restoration or reuse of the 9th-centu-
ry building in the 11th century or later (Fig. 13).

Given that the grave fi lls contained much de-
bris, fragments of stones and bricks, the surface 
of the area must have been covered with this 
material. It may have come from the destruction 
of St Adrian’s church and from the levelling of 
demolition material. However, there are two 
grave groups whose backfi ll is clear of debris, 
or present only in very small quantities. One lies 
just next to the former church. People inhumed 
there may have been buried before the large-
scale demolition. The other group is situated 
in the middle of the 9th-century moat in a band 
5 m wide. Presumably this was where the stone 
demolition material from St Adrian’s was car-

ried across to the new construction site, and for 
this reason it was left free of debris.

Communication routes

On the basis of the alignments of the graves 
and the areas free of burials, it has been pos-
sible to identify the lines of 11th-century path-
ways. The earlier such track followed the south-
ern walls of the (ruinous) church of St Adrian, 
then turned southwards and probably led to the 
western façade of the Adrian’s church. How-
ever shortly afterwards the track moved some-
what to the west, and graves occupied the strip 
once occupied by the old pathway. This modifi -
cation may have been caused by the building of 
the precinct wall (Fig. 14).

Developing a Christian cemetery 

According to canonical law the main bound-
aries of a cemetery must be marked out early 
on. The pathway mentioned above served as 
the western section of this boundary, and the 
orientation of the graves dug here adopts the 
north-south alignment of the pathway. Within 
the main boundaries smaller areas were marked 
out for small communities (families). Some of 
these communities had characteristic burial cus-
toms, e.g. with arms bent on the body.

At the beginning of the organisation of the 
Hungarian church, the cemetery around the 
monastery of Zalavár must have been open to 
all who wanted a fi nal resting place there. At 
this time it was probably not yet stipulated that 
any major donations were needed for the use of 
the graveyard. However, as can be judged from 
the fi nds and from the preliminary anthropo-
logical analysis, the wealthier or highly respect-
ed people were buried closer to the church: in 
most of the graves excavated in the presumed 
area of the former chancel of the church in 1951, 
it was men and women of mature and older ma-
ture age that were buried. Among them there 
is a woman wearing jewellery made of electron 
and gold, including a necklace with gold deco-
ration98. The area furthest from the church was 
used by a poorer community around the middle 
of the 11th century: silver S-rings are rare within 
that group of fi nds.

98 CS. SÓS 1963, 151.
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In the last decades of the 11th century new 
areas were opened and further areas (the old 
pathway) were added to accommodate some 
rich families of newcomers. Their graves con-
taining silver jewellery were aligned facing east, 
at right angles to the older burials in this area. 
The distribution of the graves showing empty 
areas indicates that the use of this part of the 
cemetery was interrupted because of the build-
ing of the monastery’s precinct wall. 

As a result of Jan Kollar’s and Anton 
Doležalek’s visit in 1841, it was intended to build 
a memorial chapel from the material accumu-
lated on the site. Based on the stone-and-brick 
walls they saw there, the idea of a ‘Byzantine 
style’ chapel which would have been a place of 

pilgrimage was raised. Plans were drawn up by 
a young architect, Josef Pan, and it was decid-
ed to dedicate the chapel in 1850, marking the 
millennium of the dedication of the fi rst church 
of Mosapurc/Zalavár99.  But Doležalek died in 
1849 and the idea of the memorial fell into obliv-
ion owing to the revolution of 1848/49 and its 
cruel defeat.

Today a wood has sprouted in the gaping 
sand pit that occupies the site of the ancient 
monastery (Fig. 15). The medieval building 
complex is marked by the foliage on the hori-
zon.

99 DOLEZSALEK 1847, 153. Jozef Pan’s plan has not been 
located to date.

301The Benedictine monastery of Zala/Zalavár (County Zala)

References

BARANYAI 1967
B. Baranyai, Adatok a zalavári apátság közép-
kori felszerelésének történetéhez (Angaben zur 
Geschichte der mittelalterlichen Kirchenaus-
stattung der Benediktinerabtei von Zalavár). 
Művészettörténeti Ért. 16, 1967, 23–34. 

BÓNA 1998
I. Bóna, Árpádok korai várai (Debrecen 1998). 

CS. SÓS 1963
Á. Cs. Sós, Die Ausgrabungen Géza Fehér’s in 
Zalavár (Budapest 1963).

CS. SÓS 1971
Á. Cs. Sós, Neue Angaben zur Frage der Kon-
tinuität der mittelalterlichen Festungssysteme 
in Mosaburg-Zalavár. Arch. Polski 16, 1971, 
347–362.

CS. SÓS 1973
Á. Cs. Sós, Slawische Bevölkerung Westun-
garns (München 1973). 

CS. SÓS 1976
Á. Cs. Sós, Megjegyzések a zalavári ásatások 
jelentőségéről és problematikájáról (Remarks 
on the Signifi cance and Problems of the Exca-
vations at Zalavár). Zalai Gyűjtemény 6, 1976, 
105–140.

DOLEZSALEK 1847
A. Dolezsalek, Az első keresztény egyház- 
romjai Szalavárott. Honderű 5, 1847, 153 f.

ENTZ 1964
G. Entz, Un chantier du XIe siècle à Zalavár. 
Bull. du Mus. Hongrois des Beaux-Arts 24, 
1964, 17–46.

ÉRSZEGI 1996
G. Érszegi, Hétköznapok a középkorvégi ma-
gyarországi bencés monostorokban. In: TAKÁCS 
1996, 561–571.

FEHÉR 1954
G. Fehér, Les fouilles de Zalavár (1951–1953). 
Rapport préliminaire. Acta Arch. Acad. Scien. 
Hungaricae 4, 1954, 201–265.

FÜSSY 1902 
T. Füssy, A zalavári apátság. A pannonhalmi 
Szent Benedekrend története VII (Budapest 
1902). 

HENSZLMANN 1864
I. Henszlmann, A székesfehérvári ásatások 
eredménye (Pest 1864). 

KUMOROVITZ/KÁLLAY 1960
B. L. Kumorovitz/E. M. Kállay, Kulturtörténeti 
szemelvények a Nádasdiak 1540–1550-es szá-
madásaiból. In: M. Belényesi (ed.), Történeti-
néprajzi füzetek II (Budapest 1960) 

RÉCSEY 1892
V. Récsey, Zalavári emlékek. Arch. Ért. 12, 
1892, 58–68.

SZŐKE 2001
B. M. Szőke, Catalogue I,3–5. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 
61 f.

SZŐKE 2010
B. M. Szőke, Mosaburg/Zalavár und Pannoni-
en in der Karolingerzeit. Antaeus 31–32, 2010, 
9–52.

TAKÁCS 1996
I. Takács (ed.), Mons Sacer 996–1996. Pannon-
halma 1000 éve (Pannonhalma 1996).



302

TAKÁCS 2001
I. Takács (ed.), Paradisum plantavit. Bencés 
monostorok a középkori Magyarországon (Be-
nedictine Monasteries of Medieval Hungary). 
(Pannonhalma 2001).

TÓTH 1999 
E. Tóth, Szent Adorján és Zalavár. Századok 
133, 1999, 3–40.

TÓTH 1990
S. Tóth, A keszthelyi Balaton Múzeum közép-
kori kőtára (Das mittelalterliche Lapidarium 

des Balaton Museums zu Keszthely). Zalai 
Múz. 2, 1990, 147–187.

TÓTH 2001
S. Tóth, Catalogue V,64–65. In: TAKÁCS 2001, 
450–452.

Zala 1886
Zala vármegye története. Oklevéltár, I.  Nagy/
D. Véghelyi/Gy. Nagy (Budapest 1886).

Ágnes Ritoók

Summary

The Benedictine monastery dedicated to St Adrian of Zala at Zalavár was founded in 1019 by the 
fi rst Hungarian king, St Stephen, on Castle Island, above the remains of the 9th-century Mosaburg. 
The abbacy survived until 1948, though from the 18th century onwards it functioned in other circum-
stances and in another locality. Documentary evidence relating to the monastic buildings, liturgical 
fi ttings and library elements surviving from the late medieval period are discussed in this paper. The 
medieval buildings were demolished in the 18th–19th centuries. Some details were surveyed in the 19th 
century. The sole architectural remains – timber-based foundations of a precinct wall and gatehouse 
– were uncovered by excavations in 1951–1954 and 1963–1965. The new excavations undertaken from 
1995 onwards have not reached the foundations, but the results have already shed light on questions 
relating to the interpretation of the excavated remains and the exact locality of the late medieval build-
ing complex as well as on questions of chronology.

The architectural splendour of the buildings inside the precinct wall is refl ected in fragmentary 
form by the stone carvings from Zalavár dated to the 11th–13th centuries. The reuse of some 9th-century 
pieces in the 11th century monastery has been proven by the fi nds of the excavations of the last twenty-
fi ve years. The analysis of the excavated part of churchyard provided an opportunity to reconstruct 
the conditions prevailing in the 11th century in detail.
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Zusammenfassung

Das Benedektiner-Kloster von Zala/Zalavár (Komitat Zala)

Das dem Hl. Hadrian/Adrian geweihte Benediktinerkloster von Zalavár wurde von dem ersten 
ungarischen König, Stephan I., auf der Burginsel in Zalavár im Jahre 1019 gegründet, über den Resten 
der Marienburg von Mosaburg aus dem 9. Jahrhundert. Die Abtei überlebte bis 1948, aber seit dem 18. 
Jahrhundert übernahm sie neue Aufgaben und befand sich an einem anderen Ort. Historische Über-
lieferungen, die über die Geschichte des Klosters Aufschluss geben, sowie liturgische Gegenstände 
und literarische Überlieferungen aus dem späten Mittelalter werden in diesem Beitrag ausgewertet. 
Das mittelalterliche Gebäude selbst wurde im 18.–19. Jahrhundert zerstört, obwohl manche Teile bis 
ins 19. Jahrhundert erhalten blieben. Bauliche Überreste in einem Teil des Klosters – die Holzbalken-
Fundamente einer Ummauerung  und eines Torhauses – wurden bei Ausgrabungen 1951–1954 und 
1963–1965 entdeckt. Die neueren Ausgrabungen seit 1995 haben diese Fundamente nicht mehr vorge-
funden, aber mit deren Ergebnissen konnte die Debatte über die Interpretation der Befunde und über 
die exakte Lage und Datierung des spätmittelalterlichen Gebäudes beendet werden. 

Die künstlerische Qualität der Architektur des Gebäudes innerhalb der Ummauerung wird beispiel-
haft durch Steinschnitzereien aus dem 11. und 13. Jahrhundert verdeutlicht. Die Wiederverwendung 
von Stücken des 9. Jahrhunderts in dem Kloster des 11. Jahrhunderts konnte durch die Ausgrabungen 
der letzten 25 Jahre ebenfalls nachgewiesen werden. Die Erforschung des erschlossenen Teils des 
Kirchenhofs erlaubt ausschnittsweise die Rekonstruktion der Verhältnisse im 11. Jahrhundert. 


