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THE NATIONAL NOTATION OF
MATTHIAS FLACIUS ILLYRICUS

Ivo Banac

The reputation of Matya Vlacic of Labin, known in the West as
Matthias Flacius Illyricus (1520-1575), has been largely forgotten. Not a
single major study of his Iife and work has been attempted outside his
native land for more than a century — this despite the fact that in his
time Flacius enjoyed widespread renown.! As the standard-bearer of the
Gnesiolutheran party, which defended the integrity of Luther’s teachings
in the uncertain period after the reformer’s death, Flacius was the lead-
ing contender in every great controversy of the early Reformation, in-
cluding the disputes against the Synergists, Majorists, Adiaphorists, and
Osiandrists.

For all that, where Flacius 1s at all cited nowadays, it i1s usually on
account of his prickly defense of the substantialist heresy, the somber
doctrine that equated original sin with the very substance, not an acci-
dent, of human nature. That position made him an abomination to the
other Protestants. Derided and condemned in his lifetime, the teachings
of this ‘‘exile of God’’ were almost totally forgotten after his death. But
even though the vigorous theological salt of Flacianism truly lost its
savor 1n the permutations that brought mainline Protestantism to the
status of a moral science, it i1s still remarkable that Flacius’s enormous
intellectual labors, which were among the most erudite of the reformers,
have been relegated to the lesser ranks of Protestant scholarship. |

Flacius combined two somewhat diverse strains in the intellectual
frame of the Reformation. He was at the same time a scripturalist and a
humanist, the bond being his pronounced historicism. His biblical
studies, notably the hermeneutical essay from the Clavis scripturae sac-
rae (1567), the first work in comparative linguistics by a Croatian author,
have gained him the title of the ‘‘father of hermeneutics’’ among modern
practitioners. But his far greater historical output, especially the
Catalogus testium veritatis (1556-1562) and the Centuriae Mag-
deburgenses (1559-1574), though recognized as the first fruits of modern
ecclesiastical historiography (and the basis of comparative religious his-
tory), generally have been considered second rate in comparison with
the work of the Italilan humanist historians.

This view, shared by liberals and Marxists, 1s marginal to the real
technical faults of Flacius’s researches. Moreover, the critics of Flacius
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tend to affirm the methodological merits of his work. The Centuries,
especially, subjected the historical proofs of Roman Catholic legitimacy
to rigorous documentary criticism, thereby contributing to the growth of
historical consciousness on both sides of the great religious divide. In
carrying out his plan for the Centuries, Flacius had the help of several
assistants, who rummaged the obscure vaults of Germany in search of
sources, making this thirteen-volume work the first extensive collabora-
tive history. (Cardinal Baronius’s Annales ecclesiastici [1588-1607], also
multi-volumed and collaborative in organization, in turn applied histori-
cal proofs in defense of Catholicism.) But though the sectarian excesses
of the “‘Centuriators of Magdeburg’’ are duly noted, their modern critics
have found greater fault in Flacius’s unwillingness to accept the modern
distinction, typical of Italian humanist historiography, between sacred
and secular history. Flacius’s refusal to separate the history of salvation
from the very heart of human history has been indeed, his chief offense
against modern sensitivity.2

Though nineteenth-century Lutheran historians stressed the contri-
bution of the Centuries in the development of critical historiography,
Flacius did not become the model for Protestant historians. Orthodox
Lutherans, who were increasingly held in thrall to unilateral biblicism,
shunned Flacius after the controversy over original sin, his ideas on this
doctrine being condemned posthumously in the Formula of Concord
(1577). In rejecting Flacius, they settled on Martin Chemnitz’s Examen
concilii tridentini (1599) for all the historical refutations of Rome that
they considered necessary. As for the Calvinists, though they reprinted
the Catalogus on two occasions and generally were more receptive to
Flacius’s historiography than the Lutherans, their historical polemicists
nevertheless preferred to draw their aguments from primary sources
rather than from modern works.? All the more remarkable, then, that the
first historians of Croatian historiography, such as Ferdo Sisi¢ (1869-
1940), failed to claim Flacius as their own. Sisié recognized that the
““conflict and polemicizing between the Catholics and Protestants were
of significance not only for the origin of paleography and diplomatics but
for the beginning of modern historiography in general,”’* but he neg-
lected to include Flacius in the company of Marko Maruli¢ and Dinko
ZavoroviC, the initiators, in the sixteenth century, of modern Croatian
historiography. |

In part, the neglect of Flacius must be attributed to the stigma of
Protestantism. Mijo Mirkovi¢ pointed out in 1938 that ‘‘Croat Protes-
tantism [was] insufficiently explored. A consistently positive stand
toward Protestantism was assumed only by the Croats and Slovenes who
lived abroad ([Ivan] Kostrendi¢, [Matija] Murko). Positive appraisals of
Croat Protestantism continue to provoke the reaction of the Counter-
Reformation at home.”’S But Flacius did not seem alien to the Croat
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milieu only on account of his long exile and Protestant engagement. Juraj
KriZzani¢, too, spent most of his life outside Croatia, but his national
notation, once his work was rediscovered by Ivan Kukuljevi¢ and Vat-
roslav Jagic, was never in doubt. Leaving aside Flacius’s commitment to
the well-known evangelizing projects among the South Slavs (for exam-
ple the building of a South Slavic Protestant university in Regensburg or
Klagenfurt), was there evidence of Croatian national concepts, of a pro-
tonational 1deology, in Flacius, or more precisely in his historical works?
Or was Flacius a German Protestant of ‘‘Illyrian’’ origin?

The Magdeburg Centuries was clearly not a national history, though
its reference to Croat and South Slavic affairs points to Flacius’s per-
sonal interests: in the sixteenth century, no more than now, Western
historical surveys by Western authors did not include any references to
the South Slavic terrae incognitae except when some disadvantage or
peril to the West was involved. With the exeption of the portrayal of
Saint Jerome, who received very extensive treatment in the Centuries,
the more popular, but less studied, Catalogus testium veritatis 1S a surer
guide to the national themes in Flacius.

Croatia held a unique position in medieval and early modern
Europe. Though Catholic (and therefore separated from Orthodox Slav-
dom), Croatia alone was exempt from the general use of Latin as the
liturgical language of the Roman church, and it was therefore hardly a
typical representative of the trends in Catholic Slavic centuries.
Medieval Croats, especially in the northwest, including Flacius’s native
Istria, used glagolitic as their chief scriptory medium. Their literary ac-
tivity was based on the Croat recension of Church Slavonic, which ap-
proached the Croat Cakavian dialect by the high Middle Ages.

For all the great vigor of Croat Glagolism and its rich and varied
culture, the slavic liturgy was never fully legitimated in the Roman patri-
archate, despite the tradition of papal sanction. But since Saints Cyril
and Methodius, the originators of glagolitic script and the Slavic liturgy,
were Greeks, their handiwork became highly suspect in the West after
the Cerularian schism. The Croats, determined to prove the canonical
status of Glagolism, started attributing Glagolism to their own native
Dalmatian, Saint Jerome, whose orthodoxy and accomplishments on be-
half of the common — and Latin — version of the scriptures were be-
yond dispute (this despite the fact that the father of the Vulgate lived
before the Croat migrations to the Adriatic basin). Just as the Croats
increasingly looked upon themselves as a people autochtonous to the
areas they inhabited, having lost track of historical sequences, the tradi-
tion of the Cyrillo-Methodian derivation of the glagolitic script, too,
slowly atrophied, although it did not entirely disappear. Deacon Blaz,
the author of the glagolitic breviary of Priest Mavar (1460), writing only
sixty years before Flacius was born, demonstrated great reverence for
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the Salonican brothers, but located their birthplace in Salona (Solin),
moreover tracing their lineage from Diocletian and Saint Caius the
Pope.® The Croats, in short, sustained two cultural-historical traditions.
The Cyrillo-Methodian tradition of Glagolism was part of the tendency
toward maintaining some links with the Slavic East. The Hieronymian
tradition represented the centuries-old — though very slowly
developing — link with Latin classicism and Western Christianity.

Flacius was clearly aware that the liturgical status of Croatia was
unique. Writing about the testimony of the ‘‘Illyrian churches,’’ he
noted: “*Ad haec publica Ecclesiarum testimonia addutur & illud, quod
Illyricae Ecclesiae ad huc hodierna die in publicis sacris uulgariutuntur
lingua.”’” The reference to the use of the vulgar or comon tongue in the
liturgy is evidence of the extent to which the Croat vernacular of
Flacius’s time appropriated the glagolitic letters and quietly started
dominating not just the nonliturgical texts but also the sacred writings.
The vulnerability of Church Slavonic in Croatia prevented its clerical
users from evolving into a conservative establishment, which regularly
felt duty bound to safeguard the integrity of dead — but sacred —
languages, as happened in the Orthodox Slavic countries (Bulgaria,
Serbia, Russia). Instead, the Croatian recension of Church Slavonic was
permeated by the spoken — largely ¢akavian — Croatian, leading to a
proliferation of hybridal texts, which were increasingly written entirely
in vernacular Croatian. Yet despite the observation on Croatian linguis-
tic practices, Flacius had a surprisingly imperfect knowledge of the
Croatian language question.

Flacius knew nothing of the origins of Croatia’s liturgical-linguistic
singularity. He evidently believed that the ‘‘Illyrians’’ maintained their
own, apostolic, local church, which ws independent of the papacy during
much of 1ts history. (Flacius explicitly says that the Illyrians were not
under the Roman pontiff during the reign of Emperor Theodosius the
Great [379-395].%) But he did not know that Glagolism was linked to the
Christian East. Flacius, in fact, knew very little about the Orthodox
churches and their doctrine, and discounted their influence in Croatian
affairs. In the Balkans, besides the Greek church, he knew of the
Macedonian, Moesian, and Wallachian Orthodox churches, which prob-
ably correspond to the Archbishopric of Ohrid, the Serbian patriarchate
(revived in Flacius’s time), and, least recondite, the Metropolitanate of
Moldo-Wallachia.® But though he praised their opposition to papal pri-
macy, the doctrine of purgatory, private masses, and priestly celibacy,
he also wrongly believed that the Orthodox were against the penance
imposed by confessors and that they did away with the prayers to the
saints and Mary, abolishing fasts, monastic vows, veneration of the
cross, and belief in the miracles of saints. Flacius also readily admitted
that he did not know the deeds and words of Photius, giving his account
of the Photian schism from Platina.!®
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Still, in the light of the Croatian Cyrillo-Methodian tradition, it is
more surprising that Flacius evidently knew nothing about the mission of
Cyril and Methodius, including its Greek provenance. At the same time,
it can be inferred that he also rejected the Hieronymian tradition of
Glagolism. Flacius’s portrayal of Saint Jerome is based on the evidence
of Sulpicius Severus, according to whom Jerome ‘‘non solum Latinis
atque Graecis, sed & Hebraeis etiam ita literis institutus est.’’1! Flacius
did not attempt to enhance Jerome’s reputation for erudition by assign-
ing the glaolitic script to the Dalmatian doctor, though it is inconceivable
that he was ignorant of this bogus tradition. '

Flacius’s knowledge of the Cyrillo-Methodian ministry was, of
course, secondhand and acquired in Germany. He noted among his wit-
nesses a “‘certain [quidam] Methodius Illyricus, a learned man, who
flourished around the year of the Lord 860, but attributed his own
cognizance of Methodius to the Bavarian Annals of Aventinus, who, in
turn, wrote that Methodius ‘‘Slauis literarum characteres inuenerit, Sac-
rasque literas in uulgarem sermonem uerterit. Ait quoque eum impulisse
Dalmatas, aliosque Illyricos, ut abolita lingua Latina, uulgari in sacris
mysterljs peragendis uterentur.’’!? Flacius was himself noncommittal on
the accuracy of Aventinus’s claim. He repeated his earlier acknowledg-
ment that church services in Illyria were conducted in the vulgar tongue,
though he was not certain whether Methodius introduced this practice or
whether the situation obtained ‘‘from the beginning.’’'® His sorrow at
the want of Methodius’s writings was deep and genuine: ‘‘Vtinam aliqua
elus scripta extarent, historiamque certaminum ipsius notiorem
haberemus. Nam non parua, nec uulgaria fuisse oportet.’’!4

Flacius took Methodius for a native of Illyria, but he also set down
that the Slavic missionary had operated in Bavaria. After the priests and
bishops of the land had incited the princes and people against him,
Methodius fled to Moravia, where he died, Olomouc being his burial
site.!> Like Aventinus, Flacius was not certain whether his Methodius
was the same as another Methodius, a Moravian bishop, who, according
to this anachronistic reconstruction, received a written message from
Pope Eugene II (824-827). Small wonder that Flacius failed to notice any
connection between the refuge of Methodius Illyricus and the consecra-
tion and mission to moravia by Archbishop John, and the Bishops Ben-
edict and Daniel, by, according to Flacius, Pope John VIII around 880
AD. Moreover, Flacius printed the letter of protest to the pope against
this mission by the Bavarian episcopate, led by Thotmar, archbishop of
Salzburg, and four of his suffragans. Flacius read the letter as another
historical witness of Christian resistance to papal tyranny, though it was,
in fact, an unevangelical and anti-Slavic document, claiming Bavarian
ecclesiastical and secular jurisdiction over the Slavs by right of con-
quest.'® But though Flacius, as did all Lutherans, certainly gloried in
examples of regal and princely supremacy over the papacy, himself hav-
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ing praised Pope Leo IV for the pontiff ’s obedience to the emperor,!7 it
should not be surmised that he approved of every secular intervention in
ecclesiastical affairs. For all his dependence on the Germans, Flacius
condemned their role in the wars against the Hussites, noting that Ger-
many, too, helped the Antichrist in persecuting the Bohemian church.!8

An additional — and rather mysterious — Croatian witness appears
at the very end of the Catalogus. Flacius listed him as Theodoricus,
Episcopus Croatiae (Episcopus Croatus in the Frankfurt edition of 1672)
and claimed that this prelate was first a Franciscan and that he lived
around 1410. A printed version of his rhymed prophecies, predicting the
demise of the Roman see, was apparently available to Flacius.!® It is
ditficult to make out just who this Croatian bishop was. Nobody by that
name appears in the Croatian episcopal chronologies in the cited period.
The title Episcopus Croatus, however, was associated with Nin, the first
diocese on the territory of Croatian rulers. Theodosius, the first bishop
of Nin (879-886) under Prince Branimir, was the same Episcopus
Croatus who disappointed Popes John VIII and Stephen VI by his loy-
alty to the metropolitan see of Aquileia. And indeed, there was a Fran-
ciscan bishop of Nin in 1410, a Trevisan by the name of Nicholas. Was
Flacius’s Theodoricus the result of an elaborate miscall, Incorporating
elements of Theodosius and Trevisanus Nicolaus?

By the end of his life Flacius claimed, in the Clavis, that the unre-
deemed man (homo vetus), ‘‘who is not born again, is the work of the
Devil, and made for the works which the Devil prepared for him, in
order to be tied to them and serve the devil against God, and every piety
and honesty.’’?% This was an essentially orthodox doctrine, which can-
not be linked with the Neomanichean heresies and their Bosnian and

other South Slavic manifestations. In fact, though there was no mention
of the Bosnian dualists or their Eastern or Western equivalents (Mani-

cheans, Bogomils, Paulicaians, Catharists, Patarins, Albigensians) in the
Catalogus, Flacius explicitly rejected Manichean deliria in the Clavis 2!
Flacius Illyricus tried very hard to adhere to the theological orthodoxy
of Martin Luther. Though profoundly originative, he never wanted to be
original.

The gaps in Flacius’s knowledge of South Slavic affairs are as obvi-
ous as his eagerness to bring the ‘‘Illyrians’’ into the mainstream of
ecclesiastical history and Protestant resistance to Rome. Though con-
scious of his patria, in the Renaissance meaning of the term, he was first
of all a Protestant militant. Except for his championing of the vernacular
in liturgy, no aspect of his historical system can be traced to specifically
Croat national traditions. Though nationally minded, Flacius did not ad-
vance any sort of Croat protonational ideology, however rudimentary.
His case — and one suspects not his alone — demonstrates that the
Reformation, at least among the Croats, did not offer any advantage to
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the ideologists of nationhood, Baroque Croato-Slavism being a product
of the Counter-Reformation. Moreover, the 1deological realm of
Glagolism, especially during its golden age that predated the Reforma-
tion, was less universal, hence more national, than the best products of
the Croatian reformers, Flacius included.
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