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Research aims and hypotheses 

My dissertation focuses on the pilgrimage praxis related to Csatka, a small village in 

Komárom-Esztergom County, Hungary, where pilgrims come on September 8 each year to 

celebrate the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, also focusing on the religious and social 

manifestations of Gypsy pilgrims at this pilgrimage. The hitherto conducted 20th century 

researches have only presented disparate elements or offered more general, but superficial 

presentations of the events and ethnographic aspects of the pilgrimage have dominated these 

accounts. Since the previously documented situation has changed for the 21st century, the need 

arose for a more recent and comprehensive study that would also reflect upon the changes. 

One of the questions that arose during my research refers to the causes which have 

established specifically Csatka as the holy site of the Gypsies among several pilgrimage sites 

related to the Virgin Mary in Hungary. Why is it specifically this holy site that joins the Gypsies 

of the Hungarian language area? How is it different from other holy sites related to the Virgin 

Mary? Thus, I have also examined the measure in which the community character of the 

pilgrimage practice has survived in the light of the fact that large families, kinship ties, 

togetherness and joint celebrations are especially important for the Gypsies even in the context 

of everyday life.  

Along with the analysis of the events related to the pilgrimage at the level of the sacred, 

I have also focused on the social functions of the event within Gypsy society and on the manner 

in which these functions are realized. How do they celebrate this pilgrimage and what are the 

objects they use as their instruments? Is their ethnic identity reinforced, and can it be reinforced, 

on this occasion? 

I have also included into the scope of my research on the way in which the Church 

relates to this event which is in many respects atypical among pilgrimages, and also functions 

as a worldly “festival”, as well as the participation of the Gypsies in the organizational tasks. 

According to my research hypothesis, the holy pilgrimage from Csatka represents not 

only an experience of religiosity, significant due to the religious indulgence which is granted 



here and because of the relationship with the transcendent, but also as an occasion of 

maintaining social relationships and establishing or cultivating the extant economic ties. 

According to my hypothesis, the fact that this largest pilgrimage of the Transdanubian 

geographical area is also endowed with these secular meanings represents an undesirable aspect 

of the event for the Catholic Church.  

Regarding the methodology of this research, which was begun more than a decade ago, 

I considered it important for the most complete understanding of the subject matter to refer not 

merely to a single source, but to use all the information gathered from the many source types 

which were explored, even if this practice may seem to lead us to the border area of science, 

according to contemporary standard scientific criteria. Hence, along with the archival sources 

and written documents, I also had to use some source which have not been offered by the 

scholarly bibliography, since literacy itself is not decisively important for the event and the 

social group which is investigated. I have attempted to include all possible sources into the 

study of the event (e.g., guestbooks). Many of my information have been received on the basis 

of oral accounts, but I not always had the chance to record these conversations, due to the lack 

of consent of the people involved. My research was significantly hindered by the fact that the 

people involved did not always understand the purpose and my use of the information. They 

considered me a representative of the media, and thus repeated the usual phrases and formula. 

Thus, in order to reach the more authentic psychological depths, I have also visited the pilgrims 

in their family homes, where we had the chance of talking in more relaxed circumstances. 

An important source of the research consisted in the longer interviews conducted with 

the pilgrims before or after the pilgrimage event, in my discussions with the local Catholic 

priest as well as with the priests coming to this site in order to hold masses, in the interviews 

with the maintenance staff of the holy site and the hermits, and, last but not least, in the data 

collection based on interviews with the representatives of the Gypsy intelligentsia. 

In order to gain a more complete understanding of the subject, I have also conducted 

interview with religious representatives, including the vicar of Csatka and the bishop 

responsible for the pastoral care of the Gypsies, who participates yearly on this event. I have 

used the remarks of the bishop at many points in my thesis, since I consider that he has a good 

overview of the situation and the culture of Hungarian Gypsies, and maintains a regular 

relationship with the pilgrims. Thus, his thoughts on the pilgrimage can be considered as highly 

relevant. 

I have also made on overview of the archival sources on Csatka and Csatka-Szentkút in 

the context of my research, and used their relevant data for preparing my dissertation. 



Additionally, I have used material published by the media (news articles, descriptions, videos, 

etc.) as illustrations, as I have systematically followed these sources as well during the many 

years of preparation. Finally, I have attributed an important role to a newly emerging source 

type, i.e., the guest book, which is also published for the first time here as an annex. 

My dissertation establishes the fact that an important change has taken place, and is still 

going on, in the structure, functions, meanings, and symbols of the Csatka pilgrimage. It is 

primarily the task of ethnography to document and to interpret this transition. For Gypsies in 

Hungary and abroad, the pilgrimage of Csatka has become one of the most important occasions 

for meeting: it is a sacred site and religious event where everyone interested in creating and 

maintaining a unitary Hungarian Gypsy identity and community is simultaneously present. I 

have also established that the media representation of the Gypsy pilgrimage is superficial and 

one-dimensional, lacking the necessary depth to understand the essence and the significance of 

the event. According to my findings the Gypsy elite and politicians are considering the 

pilgrimage increasingly important, which may be of importance to them due to the larger 

support associated with it. 

In my dissertation, I call attention to the fact that after the “golden age” described by 

Aurél Vajkai, there are concrete changes taking place in all areas associated with the 

pilgrimage, both from the perspective of the Church, as well as from the viewpoint of the 

pilgrims themselves. As one of the most popular pilgrimage sites of the Transdanubian area, 

Csatka has been included among the holy places of worshipping Mary from this geographical 

region, and is, in fact, hugely popular, both as a sacred site and as a ritual, among the Catholics 

living here. Today it is the meeting point of masses of pilgrims arriving from several countries, 

including participants living outside of Hungary. There are several elements which are as 

important today as they were then, including the presence of the transcendent, and the “home” 

of the Virgin Mary, the celestial mother, who helps those who pray to her. These elements can 

be considered the most important characteristics of the sacred site. The water of the healing 

fount still attracts many thousands of worshippers to this place. However, the miraculous 

healings – or, at least, their written notation – is much rarer today. In this research I have paid 

special attention to the votive gifts dedicated at the pilgrimage site, which still fulfil an 

important fulfil an important function, although their form and functions has somewhat 

changed, becoming more adapted to challenges and expectations of our current age. The Gypsy 

community seems to have a growing need to visit the site also during the year, and as such, 

their presence is not restricted to the actual occasions of the pilgrimage. 



My research has revealed that the Hungarian Gypsy community is still strongly attached 

to the figure of the Virgin Mary, seeing her as a heavenly mother, or the mother of God, who 

helps, supports, and mediates. Hence, all holy sites dedicated to Mary are important for the 

Gypsy Catholics. I could not find a definitive explanation for the special attraction of Csatka, 

due to which it has become a pilgrimage site of the Gypsies, but it is certain that the members 

of this community are convinced that the place is special and sacred, and they pass this 

conviction on to their descendants within their families. The Hungarian Gypsy community has 

even confirmed its place at this pilgrimage site through symbolic and actual occupation of 

space, building a “Gypsy chapel” next to the old one. The only difference of Csatka from other 

holy sites dedicated to Mary consists in the fact that the number of Gypsy pilgrims is quite 

large here, which strongly influences the entire atmosphere, spatial structuring, acoustic and 

visual codes of the pilgrimage. Due to the changes in the importance of self-expression and 

self-representation, these have become not only specific for the occasions of pilgrimage, but 

have been extended to the entire year as an effect of the popularity of the internet, the media, 

and the social networking sites. One of the instruments of this change is the guest book, which 

has appeared in recent years, and which offers a way and a forum for keeping in touch with the 

transcendent throughout the year, transforming the visitor of the holy site into a real 

community. The pilgrimage is individualized by the fact that there is no cohesive group which 

would be considered important by the individual, and the pilgrim communities are less present. 

The most elementary as well as the most important medium of the pilgrim as an individual is 

the immediate family. It is with their families that the Gypsies visit the pilgrimage site for a 

Sunday afternoon, and they are also motivated by the need for relaxation and fun besides the 

religious aspect of the pilgrimage. 

The chapters about the way in which the Gypsies celebrate in Csatka reveal the deep 

importance of the sacred objective elements of the pilgrimage for the Gypsy families. In this 

part of my dissertation, I have presented the function of the gift objects, the clothes donated to 

the Holy Virgin, and of the sacred water. My analysis of the way in which all this can be 

harmonized with the music and dance of the festival, and with the aspects of over-

representation, has revealed that a self-representation is taking place also for their own ethnicity 

as well as the majority society. It can clearly be observed that the profane festive part of the 

events becomes a formative and supporting element of their identity. This pilgrimage has a 

symbolic importance for the Gypsies, and it primarily means togetherness to them. As such, 

they also include secular activities next to the specific religious rituals, in order to emphasize 

these aspects. 



My analysis of the Church’s relationship to the Gypsy pilgrimage of Csatka has 

revealed an interesting fact. It seems that the official representatives of the Church do not want 

to acknowledge the fact that the pilgrimage site of Csatka has undergone an important 

transformation throughout the decades and has become an important meeting site of the 

Gypsies. The news reports of the Church press and the “survival-based” behaviour presented 

by the interviews are clear examples of this. In other words, the Church currently lack the 

necessary motivation and strategy to take the festival, i.e., the more secular part of the 

pilgrimage, under its control. As the local vicar says: “One can bear this, and it is simpler to 

bear it than to fight against it.” As for the Gypsy politicians, they are primarily concerned with 

consolidating their own positions, as they appear in a place where Gypsies from all over the 

country are present. However, their main goal seems to be to entertain, as this is much simpler 

to achieve than real results of community work, although the religious event could provide an 

occasion for presenting and popularizing Gypsy traditions and values, and it could play an 

important role in bringing the community together. 

My researches have demonstrated the fact that the structure of the Csatka pilgrimage 

has undergone a significant change throughout the last decades. As far as the roles and actors 

of the event are concerned, this change can be identified most of all in the fact that the 

pilgrimage becomes a mass event for the Gypsies who are visiting here in an increasingly large 

number. The traditional events of the pilgrimage (e.g., the processions, which are mostly made 

up of Swabians and Hungarians of the area) seem to become increasingly rare in later years, 

while the pilgrimage itself is more and more popular among the Gypsies, who are visiting the 

pilgrimage site of Csatka from more and more distant places. 

In close association with these events is the fact that the textual content of the 

pilgrimage (such as the sermons, testimonies, etc.) are becoming increasingly strongly linked 

to the Gypsy community. These texts can be increasingly often heard in the Gypsy language, 

are recited by Gypsies.  

As far as the acoustic codes are concerned, it is, again, the influence of the Gypsy 

community that brought about major changes, as the Christian pop music that they listen to has 

found its way into the liturgy of the mass as well. These texts are increasingly often sung in the 

Gypsy tongue. At the same time, the partying that goes on until dawn is also accompanied by 

Gypsy music. 

Changes can be detected also as far as the object codes are concerned. Most of the 

objects are adapted to the modern age, which, in the case of the clothes brought as a gift to the 

holy statue, manifests itself in the fabric and the design. The religious articles seem to emulate 



the design, material, and colours of modern interior utensils, as almost all of these can become 

the sacred ornament of the interior decoration of a family home. The objects are also 

increasingly adapted to the “Gypsiesque” taste through the simultaneous use of many colours 

and motifs. The clothing of the pilgrims and their objects (vehicles, beverages, foodstuffs) also 

show this tendency, and are adapted to the challenges and forms of the contemporary age. At 

the same time, it is important to note that these objects are also the instruments of 

representation. As such, their choice and preparation receive special care each year. 

As far as the use of space is concerned, the are used by the pilgrims is becoming 

increasingly bigger, but its distribution is unequal. While there are more and more tents 

associated with the event on the arable land that is used for the secular celebration, the space 

before the holy site that is used in the mass is shrinking in recent years.  

Regarding the use of time it can be established that the time spent by the pilgrims on 

the sacred site is shortening due to the development of the infrastructure. The access to the site 

requires much less time if contemporary vehicles are used. The time spent in the chapel is also 

shortened, as the custom of spending the night awake there is disappearing. There is less on-

site cooking, which was once very popular, and the time dedicated to this custom is reduced, 

as the pilgrims are bringing their food from home. 

Regarding the organizers of the pilgrimage, the most important change consists in the 

institutionalization outside the Church. The Church now organizes the pilgrimage with the help 

of an association, which takes on an active role in the preparations as well as in conducting the 

events themselves, even up to its important function in infrastructural development. All this is 

achieved, of course, not during the pilgrimages, but throughout the year. It is the association 

that takes on the role of ensuring the conditions for the formal employment of the so-called 

“hermit” (i.e., the caretaker of the chapel), dedicating special funds for this purpose. 

My research has also revealed that the pilgrimage of Csatka is increasingly gaining 

social importance for the Gypsy community. This fact is revealed both by the distribution of 

the time spent at the holy site as well as by the behaviour of the pilgrims. The Gypsies come to 

Csatka for a meeting. They want to meet the Holy Mother, and they also want to meet their kin 

from all over the country. The supposedly primary purpose, the meeting of the transcendent, is 

just one among the elements of the pilgrimage and far from the sole defining essence of the 

event. Similarly to other pilgrimages, the ritual is constantly changing under the pressure of the 

modern times, endangering the traditional cultural and religious values of the event. The 

increasing intensity of the secular elements represses these values. The attraction area, which 

used to be considered local, is disappearing also in the case of Csatka, and the event is 



increasingly becoming national or even trans-national in character. The community identity 

building functions of the pilgrimage are becoming more and more important. The international 

character of the Csatka pilgrimage primarily means that Gypsy individuals as well as families 

are arriving from several different countries. So it is no mere accident that the description of 

“Gypsy Csíksomlyó” is increasingly often used for this event. 

In conclusion, it seems that the Csatka pilgrimage fulfils specific ethnic, social and 

festive functions for the Gypsies who visit this site. At the same time, it cannot be stated that 

their faith in the Holy Mother is becoming less important or secondary, but the event now also 

hosts other important social moments, functions, and meanings. The choice of a mate is among 

these more recent functions, which may be under the control of the parents or of the youth 

(“eloping”), as is the demarcation and confirmation of the economic relationships of the 

participants, or the increasing space of political involvement. The pilgrimage offers an occasion 

for relaxation, characterised by a hedonistic and carnivalesque attitude. At the same time, the 

emphasis on external aspects is also gaining importance. Due to the large number of Gypsy 

participants, the pilgrimage often receives a political aspect as well, since the Gypsy political 

elite views the pilgrimage of Csatka as a change and an instrument of identity development. 
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