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THE EXAMPLE OF THE CSÍKSOMLYÓ SHRINE

Tőzsér, Anett

Summary

Csíksomlyó, as a  fundamental place for Szeklerland’s sacred practice has a  history 
of hundreds of years, and also became one of the most important shrine area for the 
Hungarian nation. The Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage is a  tradition that also has a  history 
hundreds of years long, and one of the examples stressing the importance of religious tourism 
known by many even today. On a regional scale, the shrine of Csíksomlyó also became 
one of the most well-known brand, which offers its services – beyond spiritual pleasures 
– to approximately 250.000 visitors each year. The goal of this study is to research the 
story, touristic importance and ever-changing role of the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, mainly 
from the perspective of the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage being a touristic product, what phase 
of its life cycle it is currently, what way it’s developing right now, and what future it’s 
heading towards. According to the studies, the farewell to Csíksomlyó is currently in the 
phase of development and consolidation. The increase in the number of visitors is still 
significant, but it is slowing down. The number of visitors is many times higher than 
the local population. More and more businesses are built on tourism, but there are many 
unexplored opportunities in the destination that the region seems to be responding to. The 
farewell product range is steady, its composition is stagnant, but all stakeholders agree that 
it is necessary to develop the tourism infrastructure for renewal, which would primarily 
be a summary of available capacities and the tourism stakeholders.

Keywords: religious tourism, Csíksomlyó Shrine, pilgrimage
JEL: Q01
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Introduction

Csíksomlyó is the largest pilgrimage site of the Hungarian people, and became 
a  positive example of religious tourism for everyone in the last 30 years. The 
Csíksomlyó pilgrimage has a significant role in strengthening beliefs and the national 
self-awareness, furthermore, it has a major effect on Transylvania’s and Hungary’s 
touristic development, since it generates a huge customer traffic, and consuming. 
Given that, according to expert estimates, up to 60% of the 1.2 million tourists 
who travel to Transylvania each year may be Hungarian (Nagy, 2013), an important 
objective is to evaluate the impact of the event, which has great significance for the 
attractive tourism of Csíksomlyó and Csíkszereda. 

The goal of the research is to examine what value the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage 
has as a touristic product, what effect it has on the tourism of the region, and what 
are its economic effects in Transylvania. This required us to use the method of data 
evaluation to examine the volume of the pilgrimage’s traffic, use the life cycle phase 
curve to measure the scale and orientation of current development, and to conduct 
interview with the Franciscan provincial chief of Transylvania.

During the research, we made the following hypothesis: the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage 
is still mainly considered an important asset for experiencing religious beliefs by 
the church, but its function as strengthening the self-awareness of Hungarians, and 
experiencing their unity also became a strong motivational factor.

Source and Method

During our research, we used both primary and secondary methods.
•	 We processed literary sources of this topic: that shed light on the connections 

between religious and cultural tourism, the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, and the 
spiritual and national charm.

•	 Using the methodology of document analysis, we evaluated the prior 
research that exists for the topic: sociological context of the pilgrimage’s ever-
changing role, statistical research on the number of participants, and the 
research papers looking at the product palette of the pilgrimage as a tourist 
destination, and its development state.

•	 An interview was conducted with Erik Urbán, the provincial leader of 
the Transylvanian Franciscans and the church director of the Franciscan 
monastery of Csíksomlyó in order to integrate the opinions and experiences 
of the expert of the topic into the results of the research on the changing role 
and economic significance of the Csíksomlyó farewell.
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Results

The Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage – spiritual and/or national destination?
In Csíksomlyó’s case, the problem of designating the boundaries of religious tourism 
also comes up, since the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage isn’t a spiritual experience from the 
perspective of faith exclusively, but also an important location of experiencing the 
Hungarian identity in the context of the Church.

The Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage retained its reliance on faith purely for hundreds of 
years, as a holiday of the Church. Based on sources from said Church, Csíksomlyó 
has been a  location for religious pilgrimages since 1444. This was declared by 
Pope Eugene IV. in one of his concordats that exists even today. Since 1567, the 
pilgrimage is a sacramental pilgrimage, which is the point where we can trace the 
Csíksomlyó Whitsun Pilgrimage back to. The oldest sources place the construction 
of the Csíksomlyó Shrine to the XV.th century. The temple survived the Turkish 
Occupation, which beliefs and national traditions consider to be the results of the 
Virgin Mary statue bringing forth miracles, kept in the temple (Vörös, 2005).

Due to the spiritual-physiological healing that often happened in Csíksomlyó, 
Ignác Batthyány, the bishop of Transylvania declared the Virgin Mary statue a miracle 
in 1789. The Virgin Mary reverence is further elevated by the Regnum Marianum 
circle, which stated that King Saint István offered his nation and country to the 
Virgin Mary in the form of the crown representing it. In light of this, the settlers 
crowding into the country, and the local Hungarian people found their common 
Virgin Mary reverence as a point to connect, and the Catholic Hungarian nation 
was united via this reverence irrelevant to ethnic groups. This is how the statue, 
and Csíksomlyó became the cultural centre and the symbol of keeping faith for 
Szeklerland, and later, Transylvania through the years. The century-old tradition of 
pious Virgin Mary reverence during the Whitsun Holiday was significantly cracked 
by the political and social changes of the XX.th century. In 1949, the reigning 
Romanian regime prohibited the pilgrimage. Though this prohibition was in effect 
until 1990, the local settlements kept sending pilgrims in the decades it persisted to 
Csíksomlyó (Vörös, 2005).

Multiple studies deal with the different motivations for visiting the pilgrimage 
(Mohay, 2006; Vörös, 2005). Taking part in the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage changed 
from its initial form of being an event dedicated to Catholic faith into a modern 
and popular belief tourism destination, due to the historical changes the XX.th 
century brought about. The Catholic faith still holds a  significant role in their 
motivation, and the pious visits they do to the other Christian believers on the 
grounds of being ecumenical, but nowadays, visitors with basically no pious belief, 
but persisting Christian roots have at least this much significance as well, whose 
main motivation is to experience national self-representation with the Hungarians 
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coming from the Carpathian Basin and other areas of the World. In the following 
part, we’ll summarise perspectives and opinions.

Earlier research suggest that the touristic interest for the event was first caused in 
the 1970’s-1980’s, when young intellectuals from Budapest flocked to the Somlyó 
Pilgrimage because they could meet Csango people there (Mohay, 2006).

In the later 1990’s, the fact that people going to the pilgrimage were not 
fundamentally from a regional, Szeklerlandian region, but from a broader distance, 
became a more significant fact. Ever since the 1990’s, people from the entire area 
of Transylvania and Hungary have been coming to the pilgrimage, and even other 
places inhabited by Hungarians, and countries beyond the sea represent themselves 
(Mohay, 2006).

The international popularity of the pilgrimage, which rose quickly, was partly 
due to the reporting of mass communication tools, like newspapers reporting from 
the pilgrimage, and radio- and television programmes. This process brought forth 
the changes in the Church’s holiday. This is how the self-representation in national 
categories became the main reason for those participating, taking over motivation 
resulting from faith (Vörös, 2005).

Based on the results of prior research also featured in this study, we can say that 
the Whitsun Pilgrimage in Csíksomlyó is also communicated as a national holiday 
by politics and the media, even though it’s basically a holiday of the Church, which is 
how they advance the visitation of Hungarians en masse. Despite this, the emotional 
relation of the masses visiting the holiday to the message of the holiday isn’t only 
due to this, as it’s more of a collective national community experience of the mass 
of people present. The national symbols, like the signs and flags held up by people 
during the march are a significant means to this (Vörös, 2005).

Therefore, we can state that the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage went through various 
changes in meaning since the time of 1990, which made it differ from its spiritual 
meaning, and these changes represent national elements in the design of the 
holiday. However, this shouldn’t solely be searched for in the changes the holiday’s 
meaning went through. Beliefs play a significant role (both catholic and protestant 
beliefs) in keeping the Hungarian identity in Transylvania, mostly due to historical 
reasons, which is why it’s hard to differentiate between motivations fuelled by faith 
and national aspect when comparing people visiting the pilgrimage. Based on the 
experience of the interviews, we can say that experiencing faith is significant in the 
motivation to visit the pilgrimage, which lets us believe that the opportunity of 
experiencing their faith in a  region housing a  strong Hungarian community 500 
kilometres from the border is what attracts the mass of visitors (Vörös, 2005, Tőzsér 
– Bánhidai, 2016).
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Analysing the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage destination using the lifecycle curve
Tourism destinations have differing attributes, which is why the nature of tourism 
and the changes caused are very different for each one, but similar processes can be 
seen for all tourism destinations. This process is what the destination lifecycle model 
wants to represent on a theoretical level, which starts from the fact that the demand 
for the local tourism destination is in relation with the attitude locals have towards 
tourism, and the current development state of the tourism sector (Palancsa, 2007).

The most well-known tourism lifecycle curve is Butler’s model (1975). Butler 
believes the tourism lifecycle curve consists of six consecutive phases. The various 
phases bring different amounts (each more or less than others) and types of visitors, 
and have different development levels and tourism-brought effects (Palancsa, 2007) 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1: Tourism destination lifecycle curve model through the example of the  
Csíksomlyó Shrine

Source: self-made, based on Palancsa 2007.

Today, the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage is one of the most well-known element of 
Transylvania’s tourism offers, and hundreds of thousands of visitors arrive here 
annually. The seasonal tourism influenced by the pilgrimage as well also has an 
economic effect in the region: Harghita County accepts the highest number of 
tourists in the main season of Summer. 

The tourism lifecycle curve suggests the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage is currently on the 
border of the development and consolidation phases. The research conducted on-site 
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also supported that the number of visitors coming to the pilgrimage can only be 
estimated, and this number is on the rise, becoming higher each year.

The basis of using the tourism destination / product model for the analysis is that 
the theoretic starting points of the model are cross-referenced with data at hand.

According to the theoretical model, the first phase is the timeframe of discovery in 
a destination’s (currently, a tourism product’s) life.

This timeframe, based on the Butler thesis means that a small number of generally 
all-centric tourists visit. These tourists are here in the name of exploration, and are 
interested in novelties. As the tourism destination doesn’t have a tourism infrastructure, 
tourism itself has no significant economic, social or cultural effects. The area is hard to 
approach, and the interest is generated basically by natural treasures.

In the case of the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, the phase of discovery was the timeframe 
between 1970 and 1989. In the phase of discovery, theory and practice were almost 
perfectly aligned. Interest in the pilgrimage became more apparent from the 1970’s, 
when intellectuals from Budapest with a wanderlust were the main visitors, coming 
to meet Csangos (MOHAY 2006).

The next phase of the model is the phase of joining. Based on the theory’s 
description, developing the tourism infrastructure begins in this phase, mostly for 
lodging and guest services. The first investors appear, and the tourist season, which 
means the highest visitor count is also determined. Tourists come into direct contact 
with locals.

The timeframe of joining happened between 1990 and 1993 for the Csíksomlyó 
Pilgrimage. After the year of the political change, the amount of visitors that come 
to take part in the pilgrimage was on the rise. From the few university students 
visiting the event until 1989, a huge crowd grew that became interested in it, and 
it was so numerous that the shrine wasn’t able to welcome visitors anymore. After 
the Romanian Communist Regime fell, most of the people appearing at the first 
pilgrimage were from Transylvania. The mass and the pilgrimage were first held on 
the square before the shrine where the visitors were, and were later re-directed to the 
valley of Mt. Somlyó, where the open-area shrine’s construction begun. “The mass 
of people was so huge that the entire area was crippled. The mass was on the square 
before the temple at that time, and there were too many people that we had to take 
it out to the valley” (Erik Urbán’s interview).

The phase of joining is followed by the phase of development, which is in the 
process of happening, and started in 1993, based on currently available data. Based 
on the theoretic description of the model, this timeframe is basically when the mass 
of visitors grow: the number of people visiting increases beyond the number of 
locals. At the same time, the number of local entrepreneurships also increases, and 
the intensity of marketing-communications is also on the rise. Attractions made by 
man exchange the primary function of natural and cultural interests. 
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During the development phase of the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, pilgrims from the 
entirety of Hungary and Transylvania arrive, while the Carpathian Basin’s Hungarians 
and other countries from beyond the sea also represent themselves. As the interview 
conducted in the Grey friar monastery of Csíksomlyó also suggested, the development 
of touristic products can also be dated here. By relocating the pilgrimage from the 
shrine to the valley of Mt. Somlyó, the Church made the conditions applicable to 
accepting hundreds of thousands of visitors, but the open-area shrine planned by 
Imre Makovecz was also constructed to this end in 1996. Based on the opinions of 
expert asked during the interview, we can say that the capacity of hotels, hostels and 
private housing was also made during these years, which is expanding even today, and 
is capable of serving the hundreds of thousands of people arriving for the pilgrimage.

The phase of consolidation is described by a decelerating growth, and the search 
for new markets. To keep visitor number high, an intense marketing-communication 
activity is happening. Psycho-centric tourists appear between the visitors, and 
investors from abroad also start appearing in the economic life of the destination. 
The life quality of locals deteriorates, and resentment towards tourists also appears.

Today’s Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage can be described with the developing tourism 
infrastructure, the continuing construction of the Virgin Mary Road, the partaking 
in the Recultivatur international religious tourism project, and the expansion of the 
Church’s programs. According to the interview, making Csíksomlyó an attractive 
place even outside of the pilgrimage became the focus. Accepting visitors, and 
offering them programs, spiritual placation and practices not only at the Whitsun 
holiday, but during the entirety of the year also became important. This process 
is evident, thanks to the online communication (blogs of grey friars, websites of 
Hungarian travel agencies), and the programs of the Virgin Mary Road Community. 

The next phase of Butler’s thesis is the stagnation. This is where the number of 
visitors reaches the limit of the area’s capacity. The most notable effects are from 
insufficient exploitation and strong seasonality. The appearance of mass tourists 
signifies that the destination became an outdated fad. The dependence on returning 
tourists becomes strong, and entrepreneurships often change leaders.

Based on the interviewee’s experience, the increase in numbers visiting the Csík-
somlyó Pilgrimage is still happening, but a  kind of deceleration can be felt. The 
increase in marketing intensity can be felt in print and online media, lodgings that 
are open are reserved for the pilgrimage months before the event itself happens. The 
popularity of the destination persists. We can feel a strong seasonality, and pilgrim 
programs aren’t significant yet.

The last phase of our analysed model is degradation. In this phase, mass 
tourists choose not to visit, entrepreneurships cease to function, and the touristic 
infrastructure deteriorates. Seasonality becomes relevant for the entire year, while 
tourists search for new destinations.
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Degradation isn’t in effect for the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, as a touristic product 
currently, but for this to persist, the renewal of the event is necessary, which came 
into the planning phase last year.

Based on the analysis, the Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage shows both the attributes of the 
development and those of the consolidation phases of the lifecycle curve analysis at the 
same time. The increase in visitor count is still significant, but shows a decelerating 
tendency. The number of visitors is many times over that of locals, tourism sprouts 
more and more entrepreneurships, but many opportunities are still buried within 
the destination’s attributes, to which the region seems to react, in the form of 
development plans for the time being.

The product palette of the pilgrimage is constant, its contents stagnate, but all 
persons of interests agree on how the touristic infrastructure has to be developed for 
the renewal process, which mainly consists of summarising capacities at hand, and 
collecting the local stakeholders of tourism.

Conclusions and suggestions

The goal of this research is basically to evaluate the changing form, and the national 
and touristic importance of the Csíksomlyó Whitsun Pilgrimage.

Summarising the research, we can say that the 30 years that went by since 1990, 
the year that brought popularity to the pilgrimage organised for the 453’th time 
in 2020, can be considered insignificant compared to the historical frame of the 
shrine’s existence. However, 30 years is more than enough to prove that the holiday 
attracting hundreds of thousands for four days is on the rise, and its popularity is 
ever-increasing, even today. This process is long-term, and worth investing in.

The data collected during the analysis, and the tourist destination lifecycle 
curve model employed for using said data both suggest that the increase in interest 
is continuous, even if it’s following a  slightly decelerating tempo. This practically 
means that since 1990, people visiting the event are more numerous every year, but 
we can’t talk about an exponentially increasing mass of visitors anymore.

During the on-site research, once again, we were able to prove that though 
the Grey friars deal with organising the pilgrimage alone, the huge volume of the 
event doesn’t make it unsuccessful, both from a sacrilegious perspective (as pious 
believers have four days to experience spiritual practices), and from a  touristic 
perspective (as both guests and locals accept the mass coming to the pilgrimage 
with persistent hospitality each year). The pilgrimage is also successful from an 
economic perspective, so to say: though we don’t have precise data on this, during 
the interviews, the focus turned to how SMEs can also profit from the visitors that 
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come during Whitsun; supported by both the leaders of the mundane and the 
religious worlds during their respective interviews.

As for environmental effects, we didn’t find any negative impact either. The nature 
of the event guarantees that visitors behave themselves appropriately, and this also 
develops in the proper way.

During the on-site research, our hypothesis which suggests that the pilgrimage re-
orientated to a mundane, national event didn’t hold true. Based on the experiences, 
the original nature and goals of the pilgrimage were kept intact, moreover, the 
Church’s primary goal – experiencing faith – is still the most notable factor. Due to 
the occupation of the Church, this event isn’t handled as a touristic product, which 
is why touristic validation isn’t a primary condition. 

The Csíksomlyó Pilgrimage, as a  touristic research topic doesn’t have a  long 
history. In recent years, multiple media products and organisations tried to measure 
the number of people visiting the pilgrimage using some sort of method. The 
research planned to continue from the current point requires that a methodology for 
measuring the visitor count is made, and used to conduct measurements.

Based on the experiences from Transylvania, local demands prioritise a  well-
thought out touristic infrastructural development. The shrine and its direct 
constructed environment are under national heritage protection, meaning 
implementing construction projects on a large scale is practically impossible. As for 
developments, the main demand is to renovate Church-owned buildings, and the 
construction of a Grey friar museum, which could introduce the 500-year history of 
the Grey friars to visitors, and their amassed spiritual and physical treasures.

All significant actors (friars, civilians, municipality) consider awakening the 
interest incoming tourists have in Csíksomlyó the most important task, not only 
during the pilgrimage, but beyond that as well, and to keep people who visit the area 
in place for as long as possible. In order to realise this, they try to increase the interest 
in religious tourism using events of the Church, and organising spiritual practices, 
and via different projects and the initiatives of civilian organizations.

Csíksomlyó, as a  touristic destination depends significantly on the Whitsun 
Pilgrimage for its development. In order to avoid falling into the trap of seasonality, 
and to make the area a  religious goal of tourists during the entire year, a  more 
intentional, professional and thought-out marketing practice is needed (mainly 
product development, and marketing-communications). Other than the pilgrimage, 
many other Church holidays should be advertised, which would increase the balanced 
popularity of the shrine itself.
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