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Abstract: The paper outlines some phenomena that may influence the popularity 
of saints’ names in Christian societies. The diachronic overview focuses on the 
Hungarian given name stock and its changes and alternations in time, space 
and society. The multidisciplinary approach is mainly based on historical and 
onomastic literature and large databases of given names from the Middle Ages 
to modern days. Among the religious factors, the study presents the impact of 
religious taboos, the interference between cults of saints of the same name, and 
the collective veneration of saints. Political factors are also introduced: the effects 
of the Reformation, Catholic Revival, and wars against the Ottoman Empire in the 
16th–18th centuries. 
Keywords: cults of saints, given names, Hungary, cultural influence, frequency of 
names.

Introduction
Personal names reflect political, social, economic, and cultural changes readily and 

remarkably due to their socioculturally embedded nature and short lifetime. For this rea-
son, they are outstanding sources for studies dealing with the influence, importance and 
changes of cults of saints in a given society. However, a diachronic survey struggles with 
a set of methodological problems, which must be handled to reach dependable results. 

The most challenging question is that of the motivation of name-giving. A 
change in the frequency of a saint’s name in a population may be due to the effect of 
the cult but other motives may cause it, too. For example, the names Mária ‘Mary’, 
Erzsébet ‘Elisabeth’, Margit ‘Margaret’ have been among the most frequent ones in the 
female population in Hungary for centuries but they have not been among the 100 
most frequent female names given to newborns for at least a decade. Contrary to these, 
the names János ‘John’, László ‘Ladislaus’, István ‘Stephen’ etc., which are among the 
most common male names in the Hungarian population, can still be found on the 
list of the 100 most frequent names given to boys in the present day.2 Nevertheless, it 

1 The paper was supported by the János Bolyai Research Scholarship of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences and the ÚNKP–19–4 New National Excellence Program of the Ministry 
for Innovation and Technology.

2 Based on the statistical data of the population registry: https://www.nyilvantarto.hu/
hu/statisztikak.



312  •  Mariann Slíz

would be a misinterpretation to conclude that the cults of Saints John, Stephen, and 
Ladislaus are stronger – or have a stronger influence on name-giving – than the cults of 
the female saints mentioned above. Actually, cults of saints have little effect on name-
giving in present-day Hungary. The difference is more likely due to the fact that con-
temporary parents are more innovative with regard to girls’ names, than those for boys. 
Fundamentally, the problem is not only the fact that the motivation behind name-giv-
ing cannot be determined without asking the parents (which is evidently impossible in 
diachronic studies) but also the fact that a name choice can be motivated by several dif-
ferent motivations at the same time. For example, the veneration of a saint is the most 
obvious reason for the choice of his/her name, but other reasons (e.g. the inheritance 
of a relative’s name, the popularity of the name) can also increase the frequency of the 
name in question, separately or simultaneously.

The diversity of possible motivations raises a methodological issue: what devices 
can be used to conclude, with an acceptable degree of certainty, that the changes in the 
frequency of a saint’s name were mostly caused by the cult of the saint? As a matter of 
fact, absolute certainty can never be reached, at least with respect to Hungary, since his-
torical sources do not reveal the reason(s) for or the sources of name choices, since per-
sonal name-giving was not regulated by laws until the Modern Age. An exception was a 
decision at the 1279 Synod of Buda, which restricted the circle of potential name givers 
to priests (Pauler 1899, 2: 360) but did not restrict the set of eligible names to names 
from the Bible or those from martyrologies. Consequently, non-Christian names were 
crowded out from the Hungarian name stock only by the 15th century, centuries after 
the conversion of the country to Christianity. The dates of the name bearers’ birth and 
their baptism cannot be revealed from the sources before the 17th–18th centuries, 
when the church registers were brought into practice. However, a multidisciplinary 
approach, the comparison of the name’s history with the cult’s history may provide 
some clues for the investigation. In the following, some religious and political influenc-
ing factors will be presented: religious taboos, the interference between cults of saints 
of the same name, and the collective veneration of saints from religious factors, as 
well as the effects of the Reformation, Catholic Revival and wars against the Ottoman 
Empire, which are among the political factors. It may be considered strange to rank the 
changes in the history of the Church mentioned above as political factors. However, 
the conflicts between Catholics and Protestants were strongly connected to politics, 
causing wars of words and weapons. Additionally, it is worth noting that changes in the 
frequency of names are always caused by the collective effect of several factors, as will 
be evident from the following examples.

The onomastic sources of the research are the dictionary of personal names 
from the 11th–13th-century Hungary (Fehértói 2004; about 26,000 name data), my 
own corpus of personal names from the 13th–14th centuries (Slíz 2011–2017; about 
20,000 name data) and name statistics from the 16th–20th centuries published by 
Hajdú (2003). 
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Religious factors
In the following section, the effect of three religious factors on the popularity of 

the names of saints in question will be presented. The first factor is the taboo related 
to the Christian names of certain biblical characters, which had a negative influence 
on the frequency of these names in given historical periods. The second factor is the 
interference between the cults of saints of the same name, which may have increased 
the frequency of the name in question. The third factor is the collective veneration of 
saints. It could also have a positive influence, since the popularity of the less frequent 
name could be enhanced by the more fashionable names of saints from the groups 
venerated collectively.

Religious taboos 
It is common knowledge in onomastics that name taboos can be found in every 

religion. However, name taboos may vary by territory even within the same religion. 
The best example from Christianity is Jesus’s name: while it is a typical Spanish given 
name, other Christian peoples forbear its use in personal name-giving. Similarly, the 
names Júdás ‘Judas’ and Káin ‘Cain’ were rarely or never used in Hungary due to their 
negative connotations ‘traitor’ and ‘fratricidal’ (although Káin can be found on the 
present-day list of registrable names), while they are both used in the United States. 

Less evidently, the name Mária ‘Mary’ was only the 11th more frequent female 
name in the 11th–14th-century corpus of Berrár (1952, cf. Hajdú 1988), while it was 
not among the 15 most frequent female names in my 13th–14th-century database (Slíz 
2011–2017) despite the fact that it was borne by several saints. It may be hypothesized 
that this phenomenon was a consequence of the great intensity of Virgin Mary’s cult, 
which started fairly early in Hungary, in the 11th century. She has been venerated as 
Patrona Hungariae since the country was put under her protection by Saint Stephen, 
the first King of Hungary according to the saint king’s Greater Legend and his Legend 
by Hartvik (Érszegi 2004: 17–27, 27–46). The relatively low frequency of the name 
Mária is made even more conspicuous by the fact that in medieval Hungary the high-
est number of churches were dedicated to the mother of Christ: she was the patron 
saint of every 6th church (Mező 1996, 2003; Hoffmann 2016: 83). The discrepancy 
between the frequency of her dedications and her name in the given name stock may 
be accounted for by the retentiveness of her intensive veneration: like Jesus, she may 
have been considered too mighty for her name to be given to mortals (cf. Horpácsi 
1989: 236).

Interference between cults of saints of the same name
The frequency of a name is naturally increased by the fact that more than one 

saint may motivate its use. Moreover, the cults of these saints may interfere with one 
another, which can also promote the popularity of the name. For instance, one of the 
more venerated female saints in medieval Hungary was Saint Margaret of Antioch. Her 
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cult in the country started at the beginning of the 12th century and flourished in the 
13th–16th centuries (cf. Uhrin 2017, Orbán 2001). From the end of the 13th century, 
the cult of Saint Margaret, the daughter of King Béla IV may have also motivated choos-
ing the name Margit ‘Margaret’. Although her canonization was only achieved in 1943, 
she has been venerated as a saint in Hungary since her death in 1270. Consequently, 
it is no surprise that Margit was the 2nd–3rd most popular female name in all social 
classes in the 12th–15th centuries (Berrár 1952; Karácsony 1954; Hajdú 1988, 2003: 
374; N. Fodor 2010: 138; Slíz 2017b: 85). From the 16th century, the Reformation 
and the Ottoman occupation of the central area of the country caused a huge recession 
in their cults. The body of Saint Margaret of Hungary was moved to Pozsony (today 
Bratislava, Slovakia) and the convent where she had once lived was destroyed by the 
Turks. Additionally, Protestants were less willing to give the names of saints to their 
children, as they did not believe in sainthood. It is small wonder that the frequency 
of the name relapsed significantly: it was only the 8th most frequent name at the very 
beginning of the 17th century and dropped to the 20th position by the 1770s (Hajdú 
2003: 379–393). The fading cult of Saint Margaret of Antioch made interference pos-
sible: historical data testify that the waistband of the Hungarian saint was used as a 
helper of women in labour and she was considered a patron saint against plague, while 
the Antiochian saint was known in these roles earlier. Moreover, some churches rebuilt 
after the Ottoman era were dedicated to the Hungarian saint instead of their previous 
patron saint, Margaret of Antioch, due to her fading memory and the sameness of their 
names (cf. Orbán 2001: 156–159).

Collective veneration of saints
Several saints are venerated in pairs or groups (e.g. the 4 Virgin Martyrs, the 

14 Holy Helpers), this makes them an apt device for the study of their influence on 
name-giving. Namely, if two or more children in one family were given the names 
of fellow saints, it is more feasible that their naming was motivated by the collective 
cult of these saints. For example, studying the genealogical works regarding noble 
families of Hungary between the 11th–19th centuries (Nagy 1857–1868; Karácsonyi 
1900/2004; Engel 2003) offers 16 cases of brothers bearing the names of the Three 
Magi and, additionally, Gáspár ‘Caspar’ + Boldizsár ‘Balthasar’ in 26 cases, Gáspár 
+ Menyhért ‘Melchior’ in 14 cases, while Menyhért + Boldizsár in 7 cases. Similarly, 
regarding fathers and sons, all 3 names were found in 4 families, Gáspár + Menyhért 
in 5, Gáspár + Boldizsár in 4, while Menyhért + Boldizsár in 1 family. It is noteworthy 
that no case where at least two of the names occurred together can be found from the 
11th–14th centuries, although the first traces of these saints’ cult in Hungary can be 
detected from the 12th century (cf. Bálint 1976: 136–137; MKL, s.v. háromkirályok). 
However, the majority of dedications of altars and churches to them along with arte-
facts are known from the 15th century, which – matching onomastic data – reflects that 
their veneration must have reached its zenith in the century. 

This delayed flourishing may be caused by the congestion of winter holidays 
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(Bálint 1976: 136) and the suppressive effect of the cult of another triumvirate: the 
Three Saint Hungarian Kings. The collective cult of the three royal saints of the House 
of Árpád (Saints Stephen, Emeric, and Ladislaus) started in the late 13th century and 
was highly supported by the Angevin dynasty for political reasons in the 14th cen-
tury (cf. e.g. Klaniczay 1986, Slíz 2013: 238–239, 2017a: 376). Since the Three Magi’s 
relics in Cologne were well-known in medieval Hungary and the portrayal of the 
three Hungarian saints shows great similarities to theirs, it is very likely that their cult 
served as an archetype of the Hungarian cult (Wehli 1986: 58–59; Barna 2006: 100). 
Nevertheless, while the popularity of the Hungarian saints’ names (especially the name 
of Saint Ladislaus) grew significantly during the 14th century due to the royal support 
of their cults (collectively and separately), the Three Magi’s cult and names – in the 
shadow of another triumvirate – must have needed more time to grow in strength. 

Political influencing factors
Beside religious factors, political changes may influence the frequency of saints’ 

names as well. For instance, the effects of royal families or religious orders promoting 
a particular saint’s cult have been documented in previous works (Slíz 2013, 2017a). 
In the following, some further examples will be demonstrated: the influence of the 
Reformation and the wars against the Ottoman Empire in the 16th–17th centuries and 
the Catholic Revival in the 17th–18th centuries. 

The influence of the Reformation and the wars against the Ottoman Empire 
While factors introduced above may increase the frequency of saints’ names, 

there are others which can influence their popularity negatively. For instance, the 
Reformation and the occupation of territories by the Turks led to the loss of several 
relics and the ruination of the centres of certain cults, which usually caused the cults in 
question to shrink and the popularity of the saints’ names to drop as well, as was seen 
in the case of Saint Margaret of Hungary. Saint Ladislaus serves as another example for 
this phenomenon: his tomb in the city of Várad (today Oradea, Romania) was ravaged 
by fanatic Protestants and his bones were destroyed in 1565. Moreover, the city, which 
was the centre of his cult, was occupied by the Turks in 1660, which led to the decline 
of the diocese (Magyar 2016: 34). The changes are well reflected in the frequency of 
the name: while it was among the 15–20 most popular male names during the 15th 
century (at least in the Northeastern part of Hungary, cf. N. Fodor 2010: 126–130), 
it cannot be found among the 25 most frequent names of Hajdú’s country-wide cor-
pus between 1526 and 1675 (except for 1601–1625, when it was in the 18th position) 
(Hajdú 2003: 371–380).

The naming habits of Protestants may have also led to a decline in the use of 
names of saints. Denying the veneration of saints, they more willingly chose names 
from the Old Testament. However, a great number of names from the New Testament 
and from martyrologies had become widespread and traditional by then; additionally, 
great Protestant leaders (preachers, princes) bore some of these names. Consequently, 
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the popularity of several saints’ names did not fall significantly. Similarly, wars with the 
Turks caused the frequency of names not only to decrease but at times even increase. 
Both phenomena can be exemplified with the name of Saint George (György). The 
name was relatively popular in medieval Hungary (it was among the 15 most frequent 
names in the 13th–14th centuries; Slíz 2017b: 54) and its popularity grew further 
between 1526 and 1750: it improved from the 7th position to the 4th (Hajdú 2003: 
371–389), despite the fact that the head relic of Saint George mouldered while being 
fled to safety from the Turks (Magyar 2006: 41). 

The increase can be explained by the joint effect of several factors. First, the 
name György was deeply infiltrated into the Hungarian given name stock (its first data 
is known from 1051; Fehértói 2004, s.v. Georgius). Second, two Calvinist princes of 
Transylvania bore the name in the 17th century (György Rákóczi I and II), which may 
have made the name more acceptable for Protestants, too. Third, Saint George was 
highly venerated by the mighty Báthory family (Magyar 2006: 47–50), which had sev-
eral influential members in this period (e.g. 4 princes of Transylvania). Fourth, he was a 
patron saint of soldiers, especially of cavalry and artillery, and his victory over a dragon 
symbolized the expected victory over the Turks. Like in other European countries, 
soldiers usually bore a coin called George around their necks as a talisman to guard 
them in battles. Fifth, like Saint Margaret of Antioch, he was a member of the 14 Holy 
Helpers, whose collective cult started in Hungary in the 15th century. His role in this 
group was to shield against religious doubts (MKL, s.v. tizennégy segítőszent), which 
made his name a perfect choice for parents who intended to express their conviction 
to Catholicism. And sixth, Saint George’s holiday (23 April) was regarded as the begin-
ning of spring and several folk traditions were connected to it (MKL, s.v. György). 

The effect of the Catholic Revival
Contrary to Reformation, the Catholic Revival had a positive impact on the pop-

ularity of saints’ names as a matter of course. The most spectacular example for this 
effect is the name Mária. While it was in the 23rd position among female names in the 
16th century (Karácsony 1954; Hajdú 2003: 374), it climbed to the 4th position by the 
end of the 18th century (Hajdú 2003: 556). This great change was the consequence of 
the newly reformed cult of Virgin Mary as Patrona Hungariae, which was an apt device 
in the wars against Protestantism and the Ottoman Empire. 

The frequency of the name István (‘Stephen’) was also promoted by Virgin Mary’s 
cult, since it was borne by the saint king who put Hungary under her protection. This 
act became the most prominent part of King Saint Stephen’s baroque cult, as is proven 
by a vast range of sermons, biographies, prints, frescoes, statues etc. (For further infor-
mation see e.g. Tóth 2016.) His figure became a means of politics in the struggles 
against Protestants. Additionally, he was the founder of the Hungarian Kingdom and 
the Hungarian Church, which made him the symbol of the territorial and ecclesiasti-
cal unity of the country during the 16th–17th centuries, when Hungary was divided 
into three parts (the Hungarian Kingdom under the reign of the Habsburgs, Ottoman 
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Hungary and the Principality of Transylvania). Moreover, his apostolic role was used 
as an argument in the contest with the Pope for the Habsburg monarchs’ claim for the 
presentation of prelates (cf. e.g. Bene 2006: 89).

In addition, the frequency of the name István was further increased by another 
saint: the first martyr of the Christian Church, who may have been considered a sym-
bol of fighting against non-believers (Protestants and Muslims) as well.

After the Turkish wars, Saint Stephen of Hungary became the symbol of the 
refoundation of the Hungarian state. Moreover, his cult was deliberately promoted 
by Queen Maria Theresa as a gesture towards Hungarians to ease tensions within 
the Habsburg Empire. She founded the Order of Saint Stephen (1764) especially for 
Hungarians and took great efforts to reclaim Saint Stephens’s major relic, his right 
hand, from Ragusa (1771) (cf. e.g. Bene 2006: 89).

Finally, it should be noted that the name István had a long history in Hungary, 
like Saint George’s name, since not only the first king was baptized with it, but also his 
father, Grand Prince Géza, at the end of the 10th century. Due to the collective effect 
of these various political, ecclesiastic and cultural factors, the name stably held the 2nd 
position among male names during the 16th–17th centuries (Hajdú 2003: 371–392).

Conclusion
As seen above, the presumable causes of the changes in the frequency of saints’ 

names in a population can only be explained on a multidisciplinary basis. Although 
it can never be known for certain that the influence of cults is truly reflected in the 
changes, comparing onomastic data with the results of other disciplines dealing with 
cults of saints may lead to fairly reliable conclusions. The picture could be completed 
with the aspects of the social, territorial, and denominational distribution of names. 
This would be especially useful in the case of saints venerated more by certain eth-
nic groups, social classes, or denominations of the Christian Church. Unfortunately, 
sources available at present do not provide adequate information for such a study but 
a more complete database with an enhanced time frame could diminish the implicit 
disadvantages of historical onomastic survey.
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