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Eremitism in Central Europe Between East and West

(11th Century)

Marina Miladinov

The aim of the dissertation was to investigate the sources and manifestations of eremitism in Central Europe around the year 1000 and over the course of the eleventh century, as well as to make a first step towards a monograph that would view this phenomenon in a broader context, complementing and surpassing the articles that have hitherto been written on individual local occurrences of hermits. The phenomenon proved to be very heterogeneous, so it was crucial from the outset to redefine the term so that it could be applied to the time and space in question. The personalities practising a way of life that was recognised as eremitic by both themselves and their social environment covered a broad range of origins, status, and eremitic principles. Salvation and spiritual perfection, which were the final goal of all those individuals, were correspondingly pursued in versatile ways.

The reasons for the strong presence of hermits in the formation of spirituality in the newly Christianised regions were an important focus of attention. The border areas between old and new Christianity represented virgin soil for the transplantation of religious ideas from the areas with a centuries-long Christian tradition. Thus, one witnesses a highly interesting situation: a complex religious ideal such as eremitism was perfectly able to flourish in regions where a considerable proportion of the population still adhered to pagan practices and, moreover, it soon produced new autochtonous forms. The frontier character of Central Eastern Europe evidently inspired and stimulated spirituality that had once originated in the desert and similar uninhabited or hostile regions. In such ferocious environments, asceticism could recover its semblance of martyrdom characteristic of early Christianity; moreover, it frequently ended in martyrdom.

Nevertheless, we must be cautious in proclaiming the existence of independent Central European eremitism. It must be kept in mind that for this early period it is indivisible from the developments in neighbouring countries, particularly Germany, which was far more thoroughly permeated by Christian spirituality and also politically dominant in the region. The artificial separation of the young states (Hungary, Poland, Bohemia) from the German Empire seen in scholarly literature has been largely the result of the modern political constellation.  It is even more important than the language barrier, which is commonly made responsible for the lack of communication between scholars and the consequent appearance of missing links in history itself. The present-day process of reconnection between the Eastern and Western Europe is bound to open entirely new views on historical processes. For the border regions at the turn of the first millennium, the development of Christian spirituality holds a prominent place among these processes, since it largely determined the worldview of the social forces that created history.

It is important to keep in mind the fact that, notwithstanding the variability of the eremitic phenomenon, it was primarily those hermits who achieved fame that have reached us through the sources down to the present day. Most of the individuals that have been included in this dissertation acquired the status of saints and their cults flourished locally or within a broader geographical territory, sometimes even outside the region (though only to limited extents). This cult was not always official or only became so after centuries of unofficial veneration. However, their fama sanctitatis was sufficiently strong and persistent to find its way through the turmoil and vicissitudes of various periods, including the Reformation.

The dissertation is structured in three parts. The first part establishes a setting for the investigation of individual cases by discussing general issues such as the historical background and the relationship of eremitism to other strata of tenth- and eleventh-century society. The connection to monasticism, with which eremitism has been linked most closely throughout the history of Christian spirituality in terms of a dichotomy from cenobitism, kept the foremost importance. However, precisely for the period in question, the importance of clerical and royal orders for the development of particular eremitisms should not be underestimated. Various paths of irradiation of the eremitic concept from the regions with centuries-long Christian traditions (Germany and Italy, Byzantium and Eastern Europe) were investigated. The first section ends with the analysis of two cases of German eremitism, Bruno of Querfurt and Günther of Niederaltaich, which were chosen because they illustrate two entirely different directions that eremitism could take in this period (mission and martyrdom versus land cultivation) and also because both hermits were intricately connected with the Slavic world and with Hungary.

The second part of the dissertation is dedicated to an analysis of six case studies: individual hermits, eremitic groups and communities. The great divergences that can be observed among them are not due primarily to their geographic distribution, but rather to the variety of the sources of their spirituality. The analysis was carried out on several levels, concentrating in turn upon the ascetic ideal reflected in the eremitic practice, the organisational forms adopted, and the peculiarities of each case. The source-material consisted primarily of hagiographic accounts, but in some cases, such as the supposed laurae of Tihany and Visegrád (chapter 2.5) or the case of the “spurious hermits,” Martin of Podsused and Ivan of Bohemia (chapter 2.6), the evidence was exclusively archaeological and moreover scarce, only circumstantially supported by literary sources, so that argumentation necessarily remains rather speculative. By combining sources of various types (archaeological and written, that is, not hagiography, but rather scattered indications that helped in the construction of a hypothesis), analogies were established with other eremitic individuals and groups whose way of life was better documented. Notwithstanding this lack of direct evidence, the investigation of such cases rendered valuable information about the presence of eremitism in specific regions at a particular historical moment, both in the sense of actual engagement in eremitic practices and as an ideal that was considered holy and desirable and was therefore supported and encouraged by the ruler and the ecclesiastical establishment.

The dissertation represents an attempt to shatter certain petrified convictions about individual hermits that had been taken over from one hagiographer or scholar by another literally for centuries, modern scholarship included. This was the reason to integrate a third section into the dissertation, that is, the one in which the birth of such convictions was traced back to early modern hagiography and historiography. Because of limitations in space and time, this open-ended epilogue had to be restricted to the Middle Ages and later periods entered the discussion only when this proved particularly important (for example, when such information is all we possess about certain hermits). However, the research for this part of the dissertation demonstrated the immense usefulness of viewing the hermits and their cults through the eyes of later periods, which were guided and constrained by their own aims and worldviews.

Two appendices have been added for the same purpose. The first is dedicated to the question of the anachronistic “adoption” of several hermits into eremitic orders during the period when the first great histories of orders flourished. The second appendix, covering the veneration of Ivan of Bohemia in Croatia (seventeenth century) is important because this issue had not previously been researched systematically.

The investigation of Central European eremitism of the eleventh century has yielded valuable results. Its most evident peculiarity, at least to the extent to which it can be deduced from the sources, is the complete absence of a rebellious or reforming eremitism with respect to the ecclesiastical establishment, such as could be witnessed in the spiritually more developed regions of the West in France or Italy. The co-operation of the two estates of religious life (the monastic and the clerical) is particularly evident in the very beginnings of Christianity in Central Europe, since many of the individuals who practised solitary ascetic life in that period were precisely those who also participated in the establishment of the first ecclesiastical and monastic network of the young states. Moreover, from the tenth century onwards, it can be observed that the Benedictine scheme of cenobitic training followed by a plea to the abbot for permission to retreat into solitude was observed much more rarely than before. Search for an ascetic identity sometimes followed a diametrically opposite path and this phenomenon was directly related to the fact that hermits no longer came primarily from monastic circles. Clerics and laymen who felt a vocation for solitary life often chose to take the direct path and avoid the preparatory period, thus taking the fate of their religious progress into their own hands. The duration of their eremitic existence was correspondingly variable: not only could it last for any period of time, but a person could also walk in and out of eremitic status, or even reclusion, at will. Individuals were equally free to join together, sometimes forming colourful groups with varied backgrounds. Moreover, the links of hermits to the royal courts, present almost in all Central European case studies as well as in the background examples gave the eremitism of the period a distinctive character. The aim of this dissertation is therefore to contribute to the understanding of eleventh-century spirituality on the basis of one of its aspects: eremitism, viewed not as a common denominator for a number of anonymous individuals detached from society, but as a spiritual ideal of a broader social stratum, which served a number of purposes within the framework of private and public piety.
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