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Political Pilgrimage in Later Medieval 
Central Europe: a Case Study of a 
Hungarian Traveller to Ireland

Attila Bárány
University of Debrecen

Abstract

Political pilgrimage was a means of diplomacy in the medieval era. This study aims to il-
lustrate the political character of the pilgrimage of a Hungarian aristocrat, Lőrinc Tari, a 
member of the government of Sigismund of Luxemburg, King of Hungary, to St. Patrick’s 
Purgatory in Ireland, which is unique in contemporary Continental pilgrimages. No 
source has been found that attests to a penitential character in the pilgrimage. The lack 
of a traditional pilgrimage motive makes Tari’s extremely long journey seem exceptional; 
there is no real explanation for it. Thus, the aim of the pilgrimage presented was a cover 
and the reasons he gave for his pilgrimage are fallacious. Tari was deliberately sent to the 
Primate of All Ireland, since he was a potential ally of Sigismund in the work to convene a 
General Council and the pilgrim was to secure the vote and co-operation of the Irish del-
egates in the work of electing a new pope and bringing forward church reforms. The king 
might have wished to negotiate with the English government, but had to act cautiously 
and did not even want to send an official envoy but used a ‘pilgrim’ as an agent.

Tari Lőrinc írföldi zarándokútjáról a hazai történetírás is számosan megemlékezett. Én arra 
próbálom helyezni a hangsúlyt, miért és miképpen lehet Tari útja része egy komplex kapcso-
latrendszernek. Nem foglalkoztak vele, hogy miért töltött olyan sok időt, több hónapot Ang-
liában, s miért utazott olyan módon, népes kísérettel, apródokkal, látványos processzusokkal 
menetelve be a városokba. Ruházata, pompakedvelése nem illik a zarándok-képbe. A források 
alapján feltételezem, Tari követségben járt az angol királynál és az armaghi érseknél, hiszen 
többször is titkos követként járt el Zsigmond szolgálatában. A titkos követségre azért volt 
szükség, mert Tari útja idejében még az angol politika fő iránya a Luxemburgok ellenfelei, 
a Wittelsbachok felé irányult, akikkel IV. Henrik szerződése életben volt. Éppen Tari útja 
idején kezd el ettől a szövetségtől távolodni Anglia, s még haza sem tér, angol követek keresik 
fel Zsigmondot. Maga a tény, hogy Magyarországon ismert volt a zarándokhely, s voltak 
vállalkozók, akik útrakeltek a Patrick-kegyhelyre, mutatja, hogy nem választották el Ma-
gyarországot és Írországot áthidalhatatlan távolságok a 14. században.



Attila Bárány204

When approached as an aspect of medieval diplomacy, pilgrimage can be viewed as a 
sphere of indirect encounters, a way of intercommunication. A peculiar political type 
of pilgrimage is also one of the indirect, covert ways of enhancing dynastic relations. 
Political pilgrimage is a way to forge closer links, foster mutual interests or prompt con-
certed actions. It has a political motive, linked to grand policy. A political pilgrim does 
not set out for his own ‘innocent’ reasons, but has a political stimulus, or is animated 
by a political cause1.

Pilgrimage in royal families has to be seen in the context of dynastic representation. 
Devotional journeys were the means by which the authority and political power of 
royal families were manifested. An organic part of dynastic representation was to open 
pilgrims’ hospices (hospitium peregrinorum), found monasteries at places of worship, or 
to make donations, gifts that could even include landed estates, to certain shrines. 

Most of the royal houses in Europe had a national patron saint, the relics of whom 
newly crowned rulers would visit to establish a kind of spiritual relationship with the 
kingdom’s forefathers. When a foreign dynasty, like the Angevins in early 14th-century 
Hungary, assumed power, such pilgrimages were considered especially significant. It 
was of prime importance to the Angevins to signify the strength of their relationship 
to the saintly dynasty of the Árpáds. The new kings venerated the female saints of the 
House of Árpád, St. Elisabeth and St. Margaret. Pilgrimage to national memorials or 
dynastic shrines was also an outward show of political rapprochement between two 
kingdoms. For a foreign ruler, or even for a member of the dynasty to visit one of the 
national spiritual centres of the Holy Roman Empire – the symbol of the Empire, i.e. 
the relics of the Three Magi in Cologne, or the most important devotional centre, the 
Virgin Mary in Aachen – was an indirect way of demonstrating the political alignment 
with the cause of the Empire or the ruling Dynasty.

When Emperor Charles IV of Luxemburg (1348-1378) paid a visit to Paris in 1378, 
he found it obligatory to visit the shrine of the saintly Capetian king, Louis IX in St. 
Denis, the spiritual centre of that dynasty. This also signified that he had come as the 
ally of the French monarchy, in order to renew the German-French alliance. When, 
however his son, Emperor Sigismund (King of Hungary, 1387-1437) visited France in 
1416, he deliberately did not visit St. Denis, thus signifying that he was not considering 
renewing the alliance with the French. Furthermore, when Sigismund wished to dem-
onstrate his sympathy towards the English cause, he made a pilgrimage, to the shrine of 
St. Thomas Becket in Canterbury. It was an act of political commitment and a manifes-
tation of the emperor’s readiness to contract an alliance with England against France.

Elizabeth, Charles I of Anjou’s wife and queen of Hungary (1301-1342), visited a 
number of famous shrines: Rome in 1343, Bari in 1344 and Aachen in 1357. Her pil-
grimages were diplomatic visits and served to promote Hungarian Angevins’ politi-
cal claims. She also made a tour of the most famous shrines in Italy in order to secure 
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the coronation of her son, Andrew, in Naples. She wished to demonstrate the spiritual 
honour and excellence of the dynasty in its practice of the Catholic faith. Charles’s 
son, King Louis I (1342-1382), also made a pilgrimage to all the seven churches of the 
pilgrims’ route (the Mirabilia), as well as viewing Veronica’s Veil, the Volto Santo. That 
act also demonstrated the king’s opposition to the papacy in Avignon and his political 
program of re-establishing the papacy in Rome.

This study aims to illustrate the political character of the pilgrimage of a member of the 
landholding elite, rather than of royal families. Laurentius (Lőrinc) Tari, who is gener-
ally known in several contemporary and early modern sources for “visiting the Hell” in 
St. Patrick’s cave, or “Purgatory” on Station or Holy Island (Insula Sanctorum), Lough 
Derg in County Donegal, Ireland, in 1411, was one of the first Hungarian noblemen to 
undertake a pilgrimage to remote parts, to one of the places of peregrinationes maiores. 
As is shown in this chapter, the pilgrimage can be understood as a medieval means of 
communication between the political centre of Europe, that is, the court of the Holy 
Roman Emperor, and the world beyond the Empire. It is, in fact, a journey to the end of 
the world, since in later medieval Continental Europe the Patrician cave was regarded 
as one of the most remote and dangerous pilgrimages. Thus a whole circle of myth de-
veloped around Tari and his journey, as recorded in several legendary accounts. To go 
on a pilgrimage to such remote parts was highly unusual, even for a pilgrim of an aris-
tocratic status. His pilgrimage was unprecedented, an unrivalled achievement in later 
medieval Central Europe, lasting as it did more than three years, costing a fortune and 
requiring great courage; hence my focus here on Tari’s motivations. I will also examine 
what motives and considerations, including political and diplomatic interests, may lie 
behind Tari’s meeting both the leaders of the Irish clergy and the King of England. 

Laurentius Tari started his career as a household knight and was subsequently elevated 
to the position of the King’s special consiliarius [counsellor]. He then rose to the circle 
of the king’s chief dignitaries, the barones regni (Cup-bearer to the King, Gentleman 
Carver and Cup-Bearer of the Queen and Chief Steward)2. 

Documents issued by the Archbishop of Armagh (12 November 1411) establish that 
Tari spent a day in St Patrick’s Purgatory3. His Irish journey is also documented in the 
Memoriale of a royal notary in Dublin, Jacobus Yonge, who claims it was dictated by 
Tari himself4. A manuscript of the Memoriale, relating the visions of Laurentius in the 
cave of St. Patrick, is held in the British Library5. English charters attest that, on his re-
turn journey, he spent a few weeks in England. On 2 April 1412, King Henry IV issued 
a licence for Laurence de Pastoche alias de Tari to leave the kingdom6. Later medieval 
sources also preserved the memory of this pilgrimage7. A poem entitled Peregrinatio 
Laurentii Taar, praising his pilgrimage was written about 1520 by an unknown author, 
probably a Hungarian8. There is also a mid-16th-century chronicle-song, written by 
Sebestyén Tinódi Lantos, recounting Tari’s travels9.
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Tari is not the only aristocrat-pilgrim of the 15th century from Hungary. Two of his 
contemporaries, Stibor Stiborici and Péter Felsőlendvai Szécsi also went on pilgrim-
ages (to Compostela and the Holy Land, respectively) in order to do penance for their 
sins10. Nor is Tari the first Hungarian to go on a pilgrimage to St. Patrick’s Purgatory: 
one Georgius, son of a Hungarian baron, Grissaphan or Crissaphan, had visited the 
cave in the mid-14th century11. His visit is also attested by a charter issued by the prior 
of St. Patrick’s12 and by an anonymous writing, an account of the visions of St George, 
apparently written by an Augustine friar from Provence13. However, Tari’s pilgrimage is 
unique in its magnitude. 

The major point of the inquiry is to discover how someone like Tari could afford to 
travel to St. Patrick’s cave, a distance of about 1,500 miles. Moreover, a safe conduct 
issued by King Sigismund in 1408 indicates that he also planned to visit Santiago de 
Compostela14. Where would Tari have found the fortune required for such a costly 
journey? Tari came from a genteel knightly family of a relatively modest income. Nev-
ertheless, he was descended from a branch of one of the most distinguished kinship 
groups of the Hungarian nobility, the Rátót15. In comparison, the few pilgrims who 
travelled as far as Compostela and the Holy Land all belonged to the wealthiest mag-
nate clans. In 1376 Stephen Lackfi, voivod [warden] of Transylvania, went on a pilgrim-
age to the Holy Land16 and in 1430 it was Ulrich Cillei (in the German usage, Graf von 
Zilli, as he was also a Styrian landlord) who could afford such a huge enterprise17. Even 
if Tari had been travelling on foot, he could not have afforded the journey, when the 
expenses of food and clothing, crossing channels etc. are borne in mind. A Hungarian 
canon named Sixtus had been obliged to pledge estates in order to go on a pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land. Even in order to reach Rome, it was necessary to put a whole forest 
in pledge or borrow large sums of money18. The cost of a pilgrimage to the Holy Land 
amounted to thousands of florins. In 1393, a man of baronial rank, Mikcs Prodavizi, 
needed to pledge all his estates to meet the expenses for the preparations19. 

Although Tari was not regarded as being amongst the wealthiest landholders of the 
early 15th century, the description of his entourage in his procession in Dublin gives 
the impression of someone of a higher status, behaving like a king’s envoy, in proper 
knightly attire with his escort, his heralds and retainers: “in apparatu condecenti militari 
cum heraldo suo ceterisque sibi seruientibus”20. Why does he have such a large entourage, 
heralds, luxurious baggage, horses, treasure etc.? He is mentioned as travelling with his 
retainers, all his wealth and treasures, vessels, chattels, silver and golden jewels (“sua 
familia … cum suis rebus et bonis universis, equis, vaseliis, iocalibus, auro et argento et aliis 
clenodiis quibuscumque”)21. The safe conduct is also issued to him and his household22. 

Interestingly, no source has been found that attests to a penitential character in Tari’s 
pilgrimage. There is no indication in the sources that the pilgrim was to fulfil a personal 
oath, pledge or vow (the normal way of putting this would have been votorum suorum 
persolvendorum or persolvendi voti sui, “to fulfil one’s oath”). The sources do not say 
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whether Tari set out for the pilgrimage to save his soul; the usual terminology – causa 
salutis anime nostre – is absent from the sources. Also absent are the markers, the vocab-
ulary of a penitential pilgrimage, that is, pilgrimage be fulfilled as designated or ordered 
by God, deo disponente through the invocation of the Holy Spirit (spiritu sancto invo-
catione). The pilgrim Tari is not even reported to have any indulgences either, which is 
rather unusual. One is, then, obliged to seek other motives behind Tari’s pilgrimage. 

In Tari’s previous life, no serious offence can be found for which the pilgrim was bound 
to do penance in the form of going to the shrine of a saint, ad loca Santa. As far as one 
can judge – noting, nevertheless, the relative shortage of diplomatic sources for medi-
eval Hungarian history – Tari did not need expiation for any major sins, as opposed, for 
example to the above mentioned George, son of Crissaphan, whose soul was burdened 
with 350 murders23. From the 13th century in medieval Central Europe it was the com-
mon practice for the murderer and the victim’s family to come to an agreement in court 
on terms for the expiation of a capital offence. In the documentary evidence available 
there is no word of any crime, no trace that Tari had committed a serious crime or of-
fence, for which he could redeem his sin and the soul of his victim (the usual wording 
would here be pro (refrigerio) anima interfecti or causa salutis anime). There is no men-
tion of his being obliged to pay a certain amount of blood-money (homagium) to re-
deem his soul (pro redemptione animae suae) or, to heal his soul (ob remedium et salutem 
animae suae) and go on a pilgrimage to receive absolution (pro impetratione beneficii 
absolutionis) for the soul of the victim (pro alleviatione anima sua interfecti). Nor can a 
personal devotional motive be found; there is no evidence indicating that the pilgrim 
went with the purpose of prayer (i.e. the usual term would have been orationis causa). 

Such a lack of traditional pilgrimage motive makes Tari’s extremely long journey seem 
exceptional; there is no real explanation for the pilgrimage. The sole motive recorded 
in the Memoriale of the Dublin notary is that he had “errors and doubts” about the 
substance of the Holy Spirit and that he would receive the answer at the Purgatory. If 
one was “doubtful about the substance of the human soul, he had to enter St. Patrick’s 
Purgatory and he would certainly get an answer”24. How could a nobleman of the 15th 
century have used phraseology of this kind, maintaining that he would not accept the 
philosophers’ arguments for the substance of the Holy Spirit as being invisible, imma-
terial and having no sense? In the text there is another explanation: “he was to see the 
many wonders of Ireland and the miracles of saints of which he heard much from many 
sources”25. It is maintained that he was not only literate but “well-read” (expertus) in 
the miracles and legends of hagiography26. This is quite improbable since he certainly 
had no theological education27. It might, however, be seen as a pilgrimage of study, 
for spiritual learning, though the terminus technicus – causa studio – is not used in the 
documents either. Rather, one would take a peregrinatio maior for this reason. It would 
have been normal in this case is to go on a peregrinatio minor, to a less remote place of 
worship, like the Holy Blood sanctuaries in Wilsnack or Pulkau. Even though the safe 
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conduct of 1408 underscores that Tari also intended to practise knightly deeds and visit 
diverse interesting places on earth (sue mentis pulcritudine ductus pro actibus militaribus 
exercendis et augendis diversa mundi climata perlustrare intendit), we cannot assume 
that that was the real motivation of the journey28.

Thus, the aim of the pilgrimage presented in the sources is a cover. To do penance by 
visiting Purgatory in Ireland would mean that the supplicant had committed grave sins 
against the Ten Commandments. As an example in 1300, a Hungarian, Benedictus, 
pledged to go on a pilgrimage to Aachen and Rome to earn penitence for murdering his 
wife29. It is unthinkable that someone would spend his whole fortune on a pilgrimage 
unless he had committed a mortal sin. Thus, I contend that the penitential reason given 
for his pilgrimage is fallacious.

Therefore, the answer to the question of Tari’s motivation may lie in the exceptional 
position he held in the innermost circles of government. This would explain why he was 
selected for a mission concerning foreign diplomacy. He was in the entourage of Sigis-
mund, King of Hungary at the Council of Constance30. He was most active in the king’s 
foreign policy31. He was also present at Aachen at the coronation of Sigismund as King 
of the Romans (8 November 1414)32. He was on a secret mission in Venice in 1413, 
disguised as a traveller like a modern secret agent33. He was to negotiate a truce and had 
to persuade the Serenissima enter into an alliance and turn against the Turks34. 

In 1411, Sigismund was negotiating for a general council to end the Western schism, 
that is, he was making efforts to have the three popes, those at Avignon, Pisa and Rome, 
deposed with the common consent of all the Christian nations. He might have wished 
to discuss this via cessionis solution with the English government, with whom he con-
tracted an alliance earlier that year. But Sigismund had to act cautiously not to pub-
licize the alliance. The deposition of the three popes meant a decisive step further as 
the first fruitful result in negotiations that had started in the late 1390s. The king did 
not even want to send an official envoy to seek the agreement of Henry IV of England 
(1399-1413), and might have preferred a to use secret agent. One way to disguise this 
mission was to have Tari travel as a “pilgrim”. Sigismund could well have had a hand in 
the mission. Tari travelled through England twice, and spent several weeks in the coun-
try. English foreign policy took a new turn under the direction of the regent prince of 
Wales – the future Henry V – who was governing the realm at the time of Tari’s jour-
ney, because of his father’s illness. The prince wished to take an aggressive stand against 
France and tried to detach Sigismund from the traditional French alliance with the 
Luxemburgians. In July 1411, just before Tari arrived in England, an English embassy 
was sent to Hungary to discuss Prince Henry’s schemes against France35. Henry was to 
attempt to discover what Sigismund had in mind regarding an alliance and, if possible, 
to obtain his support in case of an English intervention in France36. The English were 
thinking in terms of a long-term political relationship with the Luxemburgians37. A ver-
sion of the letters of credences (i.e. instructions for the envoy) nevertheless, proves that 
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the king of Hungary had taken the initiative for an Anglo-Hungarian alliance38 and, 
in 1417, Sigismund himself stated that he had agreed to an English alliance in 141139. 
Thus, the pilgrim might have been sent to confirm English co-operation. In support 
of this theory, it might be mentioned that the “simple pilgrim” travelled with quite a 
numerous entourage, with a splendid company of escorts and surrounding pageantry40. 
Correspondence and embassies continued in 1412, resulting in significant success: Si-
gismund wrote a letter to King Henry IV in March 1412, proposing to have England 
enter a joint crusade against the Infidel41 – about the same time that Tari was begin-
ning on his return from England (he received his licence to leave the kingdom in April 
1412)42. An English envoy – in parallel with Tari’s return journey – brought King Hen-
ry’s answer to Buda in May 1412 when Sigismund invited several European monarchs 
to a ‘grand congress’43.

Tari arrived in Dublin in the autumn of 141144. He met Nicholas Fleming, the Arch-
bishop of Armagh, to whom he delivered Sigismund’s letter. Then he was escorted to 
the Purgatory. The Prior of the Chapel of St. Patrick warned him that many people 
never returned from the cave because they did not possess firm faith in God. Therefore 
each penitent had to live on bread and water for 15 days and confess beforehand45. It is 
quite surprising to learn that Tari simply lived on bread and water for a mere five days. 
On his descent, he entered the “Hell”, where he first met two wicked spirits, then an old 
man abusing the Faith and third a beautiful young woman trying to seduce him. Last 
he met a wicked spirit in the form of Archangel Michael46. 

Conclusion

Even if Tari’s journey to England can be explained by King Sigismund’s secret diplo-
matic schemes, the question why his agent also visited Ireland remains to be answered. 
The explanation might be political: in organising the general council at Constance, 
Sigismund needed as many allies as possible for the purpose of ending the schism and 
advancing ecclesiastical reform. That is why he wished to negotiate with those Catho-
lic churchmen who were champions of ecclesiastic reform in capite et in membris, and 
in whom he could place his trust in the work of ending the schism and deposing the 
three popes. One of these clerics was the Archbishop of Armagh, Nicholas Fleming, 
who went to the Council of Constance a few years later and worked in concord with 
the members of the German and English nations. Fleming had already indicated his 
commitment to ending the schism at the council of Pisa through his intermediaries, 
and helped to depose Pope Gregory XI and elect the pope Alexander V, elevated by the 
reform council in Pisa instead.

The important point is that Tari was deliberately sent to Nicholas Fleming, not only 
because he was a potential ally in the field of unio et refomatio, but because he was the 
Primate of All Ireland. Sigismund wished to secure the vote and co-operation of the 
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Irish delegates in the work of the upcoming council. That is why he sent Tari to the 
Insula Sanctorum, the sacred place of the first primate, St. Patrick. Significantly, Tari 
was first to deliver Sigismund’s letter to Nicholas Fleming and meet the Archbishop in 
Dublin. The wording of the letter to the prelate is significant: “we are especially solicit-
ing Your friendship, fraternity and benevolence” it reads47. Fleming then stated in a let-
ter that Tari had visited the Purgatory and spent a day there – in part to emphasize the 
legitimacy of the pilgrimage as such and then to mask any diplomatic considerations 
attached to the journey. 
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