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T o app roach t h e quest ions o f t h e h i s to ry o f the m e d i e v a l n o b i l i t y i n H u n g a r y , f i rs t o f 

a l l , I w o u l d l i k e t o quo te E r i k Fügedi 's o p i n i o n e x p l a i n e d i n t he i n t r o d u c t i o n o f h i s 

Social Mobility of the Hungarian Aristocracy during the Fifteenth Century ( 1 9 7 0 ) : 

"Hunga ry , one o f t h e C h r i s t i a n K i n g d o m s i n Eas t e rn Europe, h a d her pa r t i cu la r pa t ­

t e r n o f h i s t o r i c a l d e v e l o p m e n t , w h i c h was v e r y d i f fe ren t f r o m t h a t o f W e s t e r n 

Europe."" Presumably, this difference can already be observed d u r i n g t he earlier centuries. 

A s a m e m b e r o f the "Research Project o n N o b i l i t y i n M e d i e v a l and Ear ly 

M o d e r n C e n t r a l Europe" at C E U , I have s tar ted t o inves t iga te t h e system o f i n h e r i ­

tance o f several m e d i e v a l H u n g a r i a n noble k indreds . A f t e r some p re l imina ry study, i t 

seemed necessary t o clarify a few semantic quest ions i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the f o r m a t i o n 

and early h i s to ry o f med ieva l H u n g a r i a n n o b i l i t y . 

T o do t h i s , I checked b o t h t h e former and t h e recen t l i t e r a tu r e o n this t o p i c . O n e 

can b e g i n w i t h t h e famous debate be tween László Erdélyi and Káro ly Tagány i , i n t h e 

second decade o f o u r cen tu ry , o n t he ques t ion o f Arpád i an soc ie ty ( t e n t h - t h i r t e e n t h 

centur ies) 3 or Pé te r Váczy's basic w o r k about the servientes regis and p a t r i m o n i a l ru lc rsh ip . 4 

I n such a survey, one c a n n o t a v o i d discussing, above a l l , t h e ideas o f G y u l a Szekfű, 

Lóránd Szilágyi, E l e m é r Mályusz, György B o n i s , 5 a n d pa r t ly t h a t o f Er ik Fügedi, w h o 

were a l l deeply i n v o l v e d i n t h e quest ions c o n c e r n i n g m e d i e v a l H u n g a r i a n n o b i l i t y . 

Present-day scholars o f the f i e l d (Pá l Engel , G y u l a Kris tó , László S o l y m o s i , and A t t i l a 

Zsoldos) summar ized the i r ( a n d t h e i r predecessors') ideas i n the entr ies o f the r ecen t ly 

pub l i shed Lexicon of Early Hungarian History: Ninth-Fourteenth Centuries.6 D u e t o t h e 

na ture o f such w o r k , some ques t ions r e m a i n e d u n s e t t l e d or, f r o m our p o i n t o f v i e w , 

1 This paper was delivered in Rostock at the confetence on Mittelalterlicher niederer Adel in Ostelbien und Ostmitteleuropa; 
12-14 June, 1997. 

2 Erik Fügedi, A 15. századi magyar arisztokrácia mobilitása. [Social Mohility of the Hungarian Aristocracy during the 
Fifteenth Century! Budapest: KSH Könyvtára, 1970., 195. 
3 László Erdélyi, "Arpádkori társadalomtörténetünk legkritikusabb kérdései." [The Most Crucial Questions of the Arpádi­
an Society] in Történeti Szemle 3 (1914): 514-561., 4 (1915): 481-514., 5 (1916): 39-63.; Károly Tagányi, "Felelet dr. 
Erdélyi Lászlónak 'Arpádkori társadalomtörténetünk legkttikusabb kérdései1-re." |A Response to dr. László Erdélyi's "The 
Most Crucial Questions of the Árpádian Society"] in Történeti Szemle 5 (1916): 296-320., 417-448., 543-608. 
4 Péter Váczy, "A királyi szerviensek és a patrimoniális királyság." [Royal Servientes and Patrimonial Kingship] in Századok 
61-62 (1927/28): 243-290., 351-414. 
3 Gyula Szekfű, Serviensek és familiárisok. [Servientes et familiäres] Értekezések a történeti tudományok köréből vol. 23/3. 
Budapest, 1912., passim; Lófánd Szilágyi, "Az Anonymus-kérdés revíziója" [The Revision of the Anonymous-question] in 
Századok 71 (1937) 1-54.; Elemér Mályusz, "A magyar köznemesség kialakulása." [The Development of the Hungarian 
Lesser Nobility] in Századok (1942): 272-305., 407-434-; György Bonis, Hűbériség és rendiség a középkon magyar jogban. 
[Feudalism and Corporarism in the Medieval Legal System of Hungary) Kolozsvár: n.p., n.d. [1947], 122-195. 
6 Gyula Kristó, Pál Engel, Ferenc Makk, eds. Korai Magyar Történeti Lexikon, 9-14. század. [Lexicon of Early Hungarian 
History: Ninth-Fourteenth Centuries], Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1994., passim. 



were n o t t a k e n i n t o cons ide ra t i on . I n order t o create a so l id hasis for f u r t h e r steps, l e t 

us survey the t e rms a n d t i t les c o n c e r n i n g the H u n g a r i a n n o b i l i t y . 

T r y i n g t o grasp t he t e r m i n o l o g y o f sources, I w o u l d l i ke (or ra ther , w o u l d have 

l i k e d ) to start w i t h a n i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e e l e v e n t h - c e n t u r y H u n g a r i a n socie ty . T h e 

c o n d i t i o n a l f o r m refers t o the fact t h a t t he ear ly p e r i o d lacks those w r i t t e n sources 

w i t h o u t w h i c h i t is very d i f f i c u l t t o recons t ruc t t h e s t ructure o f a g i v e n society. 

Never the less , o n t h e basis o f St. S tephen ' s decrees, we c a n speak o f a b i n a r y society, 

t h a t is, t h e valens et dives ( t h e p o w e r f u l a n d r i c h ) a n d t h e pauper et tenuis ( t h e p o o r a n d 

s l i g h t ) . I n the e l e v e n t h and early t w e l f t h cen tur ies , t h e society was a d v a n c i n g f r o m 

t h i s e c o n o m i c " t e r m i n o l o g y " towards a legal one . T h e p e n a l art icles o f St . S tephen 's 

l a w b o o k repor t e q u a l i t y i n terms o f l aw, b u t d i f fe rence i n e c o n o m i c s i t u a t i o n , and 

d i s s i m i l a r i t y i n soc ia l p o s i t i o n : for e x a m p l e , those comités (members o f t h e r o y a l ret­

i n u e ) w h o k i l l e d t he i r wives paid 50 o x e n as compensa t ion , myites 10 o x e n , w h i l e vulgares 

pa id o n l y 5 o x e n . 8 

E v e n i f e l e v e n t h - c e n t u r y socie ty was ra ther u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d , i t i n c l u d e d a nar­

r o w s t r a t u m o f t h e closest r e t inue o f t h e k i n g and h i s d ign i t a r i e s . T h e y are t o be f o u n d 

i n the sources as t h e maiores natu et dignitate, persons o f h i g h e r r a n k due t o t h e i r b i r t h 

o r d i g n i t y , w h o ac tua l ly fo rmed t h e ear ly e l e v e n t h - c e n t u r y ar is tocracy. T h i s h ighes t 

segment consis ted o f t he descendants o f t he f o r m e r n o m a d i c ( and pagan) t r i b a l lead­

ers a n d those W e s t e r n European k n i g h t s w h o he lped the conso l ida t ion o f Stephen's 

power . C e r t a i n l y , one o f the most i m p o r t a n t p r econd i t i ons for the fo rmer g r o u p was t o 

be, at least f o r m a l l y , bapt ized; o the rwise there was n o way t o j o i n t he n e w l y f o r m i n g 

r o y a l r e t i n u e w h i c h ove r l apped w i t h t h e senatus. P rac t i ca l ly , these f i rs t d ign i t a r i e s 

were m o r e or less d e p e n d e n t o n r o y a l b e n e v o l e n c e a l t h o u g h t h e i r status o r i g i n a t e d 

f r o m t h e i r f o r m e r ro l e . I t seems i t was very useful t o stay close t o t he c o u r t because 

f r o m the t u r n o f t h e e l e v e n t h and t w e l f t h cen tur ies o n l y those w h o were i n v i t e d by 

t h e k i n g t o t he r o y a l c o u n c i l (aula, curia, senatus) we re regarded as ar is tocrats . T h e 

o thers o f h i g h e r r a n k outs ide th i s c i r c l e became i m p o v e r i s h e d d u r i n g t h e second h a l f 

o f the e l e v e n t h c e n t u r y , as i n d i c a t e d i n t h e laws of S t . Ladis las . 9 

H o w e v e r , those w h o were able t o m a i n t a i n t h e i r p o w e r c o u l d p lay a n i m p o r t a n t 

ro l e c o n c e r n i n g t he e q u i l i b r i u m o f ru le rsh ip , t ha t is, t h e inf luence o f the k i n g and tha t 

o f the aristocracy i n var ious d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g processes. U p t o the e n d o f t h e t w e l f t h 

c e n t u r y , they were ca l l ed i n the sources maiores, magnates, optimates, proceres, 

7 110 gold pensae compensation for everybody in case of homicide; Stephen's Lawbook 1: 14. See János M . Bak, György 
Bonis, James Ross Sweeney, eds. The Laws of the Medieval Kingdom of Hungary. 1000-1301. Décréta Rcgni Medievalis 
Hunganae 1000 to 1526. \DRMHj vol. 1. Bakersfield: Charles Schlacks Jr., 1989, p.4. 
H Stephen's Lawbook 1:15., DRMH 1:4-5. 
9 The Laws of St. Ladislas 2: 8/2., c.1077. DRMH 1:14. 



Z S O L T H U N Y A D I 

principes, iobagiones, potentes. T h e members o f the upper layer o f society, f r o m c.1138 

onwards, started to ind ica t e the i r descent, u s i n g the express ion de genere i n t h e i r names. 

I t is d i f f i c u l t t o p roduce a more precise d i v i s i o n a c c o r d i n g t o t he shade o f t h e m e a n i n g 

o f the a b o v e terms. None the l e s s , i t is l i k e l y , a c c o r d i n g t o Bonis, t h a t the iobagiones o f 

the t w e l f t h and t h i r t e e n t h centuries m o s t l y h e l d h i g h secular pos i t ions a n d offices i n 

the r o y a l h o u s e h o l d . 1 0 T h u s , they were s i m i l a r t o the principes, w h o were t h e m o s t fre­

quen t f igures o f th i s layer i n the sources. I n th i s respect, t h e t e r m magnates r ep laced 

optimates ( 1 0 7 0 - 1 1 6 0 ) a n d proceres ( 1 0 9 0 - 1 1 4 0 ) , and t h e w o r d maiores f r o m t h e t i m e 

o f S t e p h e n I I I also m i g h t be regarded as a s y n o n y m for iobagiones. O n the o t h e r h a n d , 

as Szilágyi po in t ed ou t , these iobagiones h e l d n o p e r m a n e n t m i l i t a r y office. T a g á n y i t r i ed 

t o p r o v e t h a t the n a m e o f the category iobagiones o r i g i n a t e d f rom the castle warr iors 

{iobagiones casta), w h o were dependent f r eemen a n d thus the l o a n - w o r d p r o b a b l y 

referred t o th i s sort o f dependence o n t h e curia.11 

P a r a l l e l t o t he rise o f the maiores ministři, a n e w n o t i o n o f nobilis is t o be f o u n d 

a m o n g Ladislas ' l a w s . 1 2 I t c an be easily p r o v e d t h a t t h i s express ion was a s y n o n y m for 

the t e rms jus t m e n t i o n e d u n t i l t he b e g i n n i n g o f the t h i r t e e n t h cen tu ry . A s such , the 

nobiles w e r e equal w i t h t h e principes up t o m i d d l e o f t h e t w e l f t h cen tu ry . A f t e r w a r d s , 

i n t he s e c o n d h a l f o f t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y , t h e t e r m was a p p l i e d to a broader a n d , at the 

same t i m e , lower s t r a t u m o f the society. Szi lágyi ca l l ed a t t e n t i o n to the d i v i s i o n o f the 

a n o n y m o u s scribe o f B é l a I I I w h o , i n h i s c h r o n i c l e , p l a c e d t he nobiles b e t w e e n t h e pri­

mates a n d t he milites.1^ Mályusz, based o n lega l sources, r e i n f o r c e d th i s idea for t h e t u r n 

o f t he t w e l f t h and t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s . 1 4 A l t h o u g h at t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e t h i r t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y t h e terms nobiles, iobagiones, principes, nobiliores, a n d potentes m e a n t persons o f 

h i g h e r r a n k , a n e w express ion appeared ( c . 1 2 0 8 ) , d e n o t i n g exc lus ive ly t he d ign i t a r i e s 

o f t h e r o y a l c o u n c i l : t h e t e r m barones. U n l i k e the t e r m potentes, t he G o l d e n B u l l o f 

1222 d i d n o t m e n t i o n barones. H o w e v e r , i n the t i m e o f A n d r e w I I ( 1 2 0 4 - 1 2 3 5 ) , the 

express ion o f baronatus maiores was k n o w n , a n d d u r i n g the r e ign o f B é l a I V 

( 1 2 3 5 - 1 2 7 0 ) , the t e r m barones became q u i t e f requent . 

T h e occurrences o f t he d i f fe ren t des igna t ions a n d t h e semant ic changes witness 

a r a d i c a l change i n t h e socia l s t ruc ture . W h i l e i n t h e f i rs t t h i r d o f the t h i r t e e n t h cen­

tu ry t h e t e r m nobiles d e f i n i t e l y referred t o "persons o f t h e h ighes t rank," t h e barones 

d e m a n d e d the exc lus ive usage o f th i s t i t l e s ince they were t he ma jo r r o y a l o f f i c e - h o l d ­

ers. I n con t ras t , i n t h e l o w e r social g roup t h e a d d i t i o n o f de genere t o the n a m e became 

1 0 Bonis, Hűbériség és rendiség a középkori inagyar jogban, 123-124. 
1 1 See the exchange between Szilágyi and Tagányi under the footnote no.3. 
1 2 The Laws of St. Ladislas 3:2., c.1070. DRMH 1:18. 
1 3 Szilágyi, "Az Anonymus-kérdés revíziója" [The Revision of the Anonymous-question], 8-9., 21-23. 
1 4 Mályusz, "A magyat köznemesség kialakulása." [The Development of the Hungarian Lesser Nobility], 286-289. 
1 5 DRMH 1:34-37. 



widespread by t h i s p e r i o d . O f course, t he barons o f t h i s pe r iod are n o t t o be confused 

w i t h those f r o m t h e late t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y onwards w h o were great l a n d o w n e r s b u t 

n o t necessarily ho lde r s o f "ba ron ia l offices." I n t he g i v e n pe r iod , b o t h t h e te rms barones 

a n d iobagiones i n d i c a t e a t i t l e c o n n e c t e d w i t h o f f i c e - h o l d i n g . Bonis c o n c l u d e d t h a t the 

t i t l e nobiles, because o f its i nde f in i t e na ture , became m o r e suitable for i n d i c a t i n g a b road ­

er social g roup f r o m the first h a l f o f t he cen tu ry ; f r o m t h a t t i m e onwards , t he l o c a l 

e l i t e , t he l o w e r pa r t o f the upper layer, was also c a l l e d nobiles.16 Never the les s , József 

H o l u b p o i n t e d o u t t h a t as late as 1223 the barones a n d nobiles were i n t h e same socia l 

layer, as, for e x a m p l e , t hey h a d t o pay, a c c o r d i n g t o cus tomary law, t h e same a m o u n t 

o f d o w r y . 1 ' 

T h i s may be the p o i n t t o emphasize that—as opposed to W e s t e r n E u r o p e — " t h e 

n o b i l i t y was a large socia l layer i n m e d i e v a l H u n g a r y , i t f o r m e d more t h a n one pe rcen t 

o f the t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n [ . . . ] . W h a t is m o r e a s ton i sh ing is t h a t t h e o r e t i c a l l y , every nob le ­

m a n was equal (una eademque nobilitas), regardless o f his wea l th , social p o s i t i o n and p o l i t i ­

ca l inf luence ." ' 8 A l t h o u g h , these words o f Fügedi referred t o the f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s i t u ­

a t i o n , the o r i g i n o f t h i s figure, t ha t is, the appearance o f a relatively h i g h p r o p o r t i o n o f 

n o b l e m e n is t o be sought pr ior to the m i d - f o u r t e e n t h century , by w h i c h t i m e almost a l l 

landowners were regarded nobles. 

N o w t h a t I have t raced t he f o r m a t i o n o f t h e H u n g a r i a n ar is tocracy, l e t us t u r n 

ou r a t t e n t i o n t o t h e o t h e r c o m p o n e n t o f n o b i l i t y , n a m e l y , the one la ter m e n t i o n e d as 

t h e lesser n o b i l i t y , w h i c h appears i n t he sources as veri nobiles regni, t h e " true" n o b l e ­

m e n o f the rea lm. T h e mean ing and reference o f b o t h veri and nobiles should be exp la ined . 

Probably , i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t he ar is tocracy, I h a v e n o t emphasized suf f i c ien t ly 

t h a t one o f t h e i r mos t i m p o r t a n t "pr ivi leges" (libertás) was t he i r j u r i s d i c t i o n a l i nde ­

pendence f r o m t h e l o c a l roya l officers. T h e y were e n t i t l e d to present t h e i r affairs 

d i r e c t l y to the k i n g or his deputy , t h a t is the p a l a t i n e . I t seems t h a t t h e ascending 

soc ia l group regarded th i s j u r i s d i c t i o n a l i n d e p e n d e n c e , a long w i t h l a n d e d proper t ies , 

t ax e x e m p t i o n , a n d m i l i t a r y service as t he conditio sine qua non o f t h e i r n o b l e status. 

W h e n c o n s i d e r i n g t h e e l e v e n t h a n d t w e l f t h cen tur ies , one c o u l d c o u n t t h e f o l l o w i n g 

a m o n g the m e d i e v a l " h u m a n r ights ," as t he c r i t e r i a o f l i b e r t y (libertás): ( a ) personal l i b ­

e r ty , ( b ) p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p u b l i c affairs, a n d ( c ) possession o f arms. These c r i t e r i a 

became more a n d m o r e precise i n te rms o f legal t h i n k i n g a n d so p r o v i d e d a so l id basis 

for t h e se l f -pe rcep t ion o f the n o b i l i t y . 

A c c o r d i n g t o mos t scholars m e n t i o n e d before, t he antecedents o f t he lesser 

n o b i l i t y (nobiles regni) are to be sought i n the g roup o f r o y a l servitors (servientes regis) 

1 6 Bonis, Hűbériség és rendiség a középkori magyar jogban, 129-132. 
1 7 Holub, József. "Az Atyusz-nemzetség." [The Atyusz Kindred] In Turul (1937): 59-66. 
1 8 Fügedi, A 15. századi magyar arisztokrácia mobilitása. 197. 



and a m o n g the iobagiones castri (castle w a r r i o r s ) . Besides t h e aris tocracy, these t w o 

strata w e r e able to keep t h e i r r i g h t t o possess arms, w h i c h was ( a n d r e m a i n e d ) o n e o f 

the basic c r i t e r i a for t h e l i b e r t y o f f r eemen . A s is w e l l - k n o w n , s imi l a r l y t o W e s t e r n 

Europe, i t was qu i t e expens ive to o b t a i n su i t ab le arms o r t ake care o f t h e m p e r m a ­

n e n t l y , t h u s , o n l y c e r t a i n e lements o f t h e soc ie ty c o u l d afford t o act as war r io r s i n the 

k ing ' s a r m y . I n con t ras t t o the increas ing n u m b e r o f the i m p o v e r i s h e d free e l emen t s , 

the g r o u p o f the servientes regis, w h o h e l d t h e i r o w n lands, were at the k ing ' s disposal 

at any t i m e . T h e servientes regis were free l a n d o w n e r s unde r t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n a n d m i l i ­

tary a u t h o r i t y o f t he ispán (comes comitatus), a n d they f e l l u n d e r the r o y a l p o w e r . I n 

spite o f t h e i r status, t h e iobagiones castri we re n o t persona l ly free, b u t they were s i m i l a r 

to the r o y a l servitors i n respect to possessing arms, and t h e i r upper layer was comparab le 

to t h e m i n w e a l t h a n d soc ia l r ank as w e l l . 

H a v e these socia l groups, h o w e v e r , a n y t h i n g to do w i t h t h e n o b i l i t y i n H u n g a r y ? 

T o answer th i s p r o v o c a t i v e ques t ion , one s h o u l d t u r n towards t h e sources t o t race the 

steps o f t h i s "metamorphos is . " I n t he course o f i n v e s t i g a t i o n , a lmos t every scho la r has 

chosen t h e G o l d e n B u l l o f 1222 as a s t a r t i n g - p o i n t . B o t h t h e terms servientes and 

nobiles are t o be f o u n d i n its t ex t , a l t h o u g h apparen t ly r e fe r r ing t o s l i g h t l y d i f f e r en t 

groups. Erdélyi , Váczy , a n d Bonis, a m o n g o thers , d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t b e t w e e n 1221 and 

1231 t h e terms nobilis a n d serviens regis c o u l d n o t have b e e n equal n o t i o n s , t h u s the 

G o l d e n B u l l con ta ins t h e pr iv i leges o f t w o d i s s imi la r socia l groups. T h e n e x t step is 

perhaps t h e G o l d e n B u l l o f 1231 i n a s m u c h as t h e use o f t h e t e r m nobiles i n its 8 t h a r t i ­

cle m i g h t have app l i ed t o t he lower pa r t o f t h e h ighes t soc ia l r a n k w h i l e t h e 15 t h a r t i ­

cle r ep l aced the t e r m servientes o f t he 7 t h a r t i c l e o f t h e 1222 t ex t w i t h nobiles. 

I n v e s t i g a t i n g the char te r s issued i n t he g i v e n pe r iod , one c a n trace the n e w p h e n o m ­

e n o n i n smal le r steps: "nobiles de Jaku ( 1 2 3 3 ) ; universis nobilibus de Scepus ... nisi ipsa 

collecta ad servientes regis et alios quoslibet nobiles fuerit generalis ( 1 2 4 3 ) ; nobilis serviens 

noster ( 1 2 4 4 ) ; nobiles sen servientes regni" ( 1 2 5 7 ) . Para l le l t o t h i s change, t h e t e r m ioba­

giones was i n the process o f los ing e n t i r e l y its o r i g i n a l m e a n i n g and was b e i n g replaced 

by the t e r m barones w h i c h had been f i r m l y es tabl ished by t h i s p e r i o d . F r o m at least the 

m i d - f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h e t e r m iobagio m e a n t a t e n a n t peasant . 

T h e r e is no d o u b t t h a t one o f t h e m o s t s ign i f i can t m o m e n t s was t he issuance of 

the decree o f Bé l a I V i n 1267. I n t he n a r r a t i o n par t o f t h e char te r , the k i n g speaks o f 

nobiles regni Vngariae universi, qui servientes regales dicuntur, t h a t is, he i d e n t i f i e d the 

group o f t h e n o b l e m e n w i t h t h a t o f t h e r o y a l servi tors . M o r e o v e r , the decree secured 

1 9 László Erdélyi, "Árpádkori társadalomtörténetünk legkritikusabb kérdései." [The Most Crucial Questions of the Arpá­
dian Society] 39-63; Péter Váczy, " A királyi szerviensek és a patrimoniális királyság." [Royal Servientes and Patrimonial 
Kingship], 249-251.; Bonis, Hűbériség és rendiségei középkori magyar jogban, 128-129. I 



t h e f u n d a m e n t a l p r iv i l eges o f t he servientes regis, t h a t is t o say, f r o m th is t i m e onwards 

t he p r iv i l eges o f t h e lesser n o b i l i t y o f t h e r ea lm . T o be precise , i t should be emphasized 

t h a t e v e n i f th i s decree was o f p r i m a r y i m p o r t a n c e , i t was n o t a watershed i n t h e l o n g -

t e r m t r e n d o f legal u n i f i c a t i o n up t o t h e m i d - f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . Besides A n d r e w II 's 

a n d B é l a I V ' s ro le , t h e decrees o f A n d r e w I I I i n 1290 a n d 1298 , and t h a t o f L o u i s I i n 

1 3 5 1 , paved the w a y for the n o b i l i t y t o m o v e t o w a r d a sor t of equal i ty o f r i g h t s w i t h 

t he a r i s toc racy . 2 0 T h e success o f these efforts caused a s trange s i t ua t i on , o n e w h i c h 

Fügedi ca l l ed "as ton ish ing" since i t c o m p l e t e l y disregarded t h e i r "wea l th , soc ia l pos i ­

t i o n a n d p o l i t i c a l i n f luence . " T h u s , s i m i l a r l y t o t he ar is tocrats , t he lesser n o b l e m e n (1 ) 

were e x e m p t f r o m t a x a t i o n and descensus ( h o s p i t a l i t y ) ; ( 2 ) t h e k i n g or the c o u n t pala­

t i n e exercised j u r i s d i c t i o n over t h e m ; ( 3 ) they c o u l d o n l y be arrested by c o u r t order; 

( 4 ) t h e y were supposed t o go to war exc lus ive ly under t h e k ing ' s banner . O f course, 

b e h i n d these orders a no t i ceab l e n e w l i festyle a n d a t t i t u d e is t o be observed. I n the 

words o f Mályusz: " those w h o fough t i n t he ba t t le f ie lds as equals, l i v e d i n t h e same way 

i n peace t ime , a n d were d e v o t e d t o t he same c h i v a l r o u s ideals, left the f r amework o f 

t he i r respective social groups i n order to be un i t ed w i t h " 2 1 t h a t o f the barons. 

O n e m i g h t w o n d e r where the i n i t i a t i v e for th i s soc ia l change is t o be f o u n d . 

M a n y scholars accept t he idea t h a t t h e k i n g , especial ly B é l a I V after t h e M o n g o l 

I n v a s i o n , needed a n a rmy w i t h fewer war r io rs b u t e q u i p p e d w i t h m o r e e f f i c i en t 

w e a p o n r y . A c c o r d i n g t o th is theory , at the k ing ' s request t h e w e a l t h y roya l servi tors 

f u l f i l l e d t h e i r m i l i t a r y d u t y i n r e t u r n for t h e i r p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n . H o w e v e r , as soon as 

t hey reached the des i red status, t he lesser nobles t u r n e d t o t h e k i n g and asked for a 

r e d u c t i o n o f t h e i r du t ies . T h i s fact raised t he q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r one can a p p r o a c h the 

p r o b l e m f r o m the oppos i t e d i r e c t i o n . I n o t h e r words , t h e g i v e n social g roup i n i t i a t e d 

t he change i n the h o p e o f r e c e i v i n g e x e m p t i o n s , and t h i s i n t e n t i o n sui ted t h e k ing ' s 

purposes. C e r t a i n l y , t h i s is a n idea t o be deal t w i t h ; h o w e v e r , i t is a reasonably weak­

er a r g u m e n t t h a n t h e former one. T h e s o l u t i o n m i g h t be sought i n the d i f ferent si tua­

t ions w h e n the members o f the lesser n o b i l i t y acted as a b o d y or as ind iv idua l s . I t h i n k 

th is demands fur ther research and analysis. 

U n l i k e t he m o r e o r less s t r a igh t fo rward process o f t h e servientes regis, i t was n o t 

easy o r a u t o m a t i c for t h e o t h e r groups a p p l y i n g for s i m i l a r soc ia l or at least lega l status 

t o o b t a i n t he same r i g h t s or pr iv i leges . For ins tance , o n l y t h e upper s t ra tum o f t h e ioba­

giones castri c o u l d merge i n t o the group o f servientes regis, a n d t h u s " c l i m b the social lad-

2 0 For the laws after 1301 see János M . Bak, Pál Engel, James Ross Sweeney, eds. The Laws of the Medieval Kingdom of 
Hungary. I30 I - I457 . DRMH, vol. 2. Salt Lake City: Charles Schlacks Jr., 1992. The laws of Louis I , 8-13. 
2 1 Mályusz, Elemér, "Hungarian Nobles of Medieval Transylvania." in History & Society in Central Europe 2 (1994) 26. 



der." S i n c e they were unfree, the m o s t p rac t i cab le w a y t o j o i n t he lesser n o b i l i t y was 

t o be g r a n t e d l i b e r t y (perpétua libertás) o r t o be e n t i t l e d as nobles - d i r e c t l y (nobilita-

tio). T h e process o f t h i s "social r i s i n g " s tar ted at t h e v e r y end o f the t w e l f t h c e n t u r y 

a n d c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y a n d b e y o n d . T h i s c h a n g e c o n c e r n e d 

t h e g r o u p o f liberi, t h a t is, t he i m p o v e r i s h e d descendants o f the f o r m e r e l i t e , a n d t h e 

hospites (set t lers) as w e l l . H o w e v e r , b y t h e first h a l f o f t h e four t een th cen tury , one seg­

m e n t o f the "free elements" remained o u t o f the c i rc le o f the lesser n o b i l i t y . T h i s was t he 

g roup o f free l a n d o w n e r s (homines possessionati) w h o were able to r e t a i n t h e i r lands i n 

t h e course o f the f u n d a m e n t a l social changes i n t he t h i r t e e n t h cen tu ry . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , 

n o n e o f the class i f icat ions e labora ted by H u n g a r i a n scholars c o u l d f i n d t he p roper 

place for t h e m a l t h o u g h this group d e f i n i t e l y b e l o n g e d t o the upper layer o f t he social 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h T a g á n y i pu t f o r w a r d t h e idea t h a t t h e lesser n o b i l i t y i n t he var ious 

regions o f the H u n g a r i a n K i n g d o m deve loped d i f ferent ly , Mályusz p r o v e d t h a t i n spite o f 

t he fact there were i n d e e d t e m p o r a l d ivergences a n d l o c a l pecu l ia r i t i es t h e r e were n o 

r ad i ca l differences b e t w e e n the "core" o f the c o u n t r y a n d its o t h e r par ts . T h u s , " the 

lesser n o b i l i t y o f C o u n t y T u r c k a n d Liptó i n U p p e r Hunga ry (present-day S lovak ia ) 

e v o l v e d m a i n l y f r o m the castle warr iors" 2 2 : i n the f i r s t case f r o m the filii iobagionium o f 

T u r ó c , a n d i n the second, the "lancers" o f Liptó . S i m i l a r l y to the T r a n s y l v a n i a n r o y a l 

servi tors , they became nobles o n t h e basis o f t h e i r m i l i t a r y service, t h o u g h t he fo rmer 

g roup — and t h e i r "companions" i n S l a v o n i a (present -day C r o a t i a ) - a c q u i r e d the r i g h t 

o f t he veri nobiles regni by the r o y a l decrees o f 1290, 1298, and 1324- Never the le s s , a 

f i n a l equa l i t y came i n t o existence by t h e decree o f L o u i s I i n 1351 w h i c h p r o v i d e d t h e 

same r i g h t t o t he coetus et universitas nobilium regni nostri, saying t h a t universi veri 

nobiles intra terminos regni nostri constitua, etiam in tenutis ducalibus sub inclusione termi-

norum ipsius regni nostri existentes sub una et eadem libertate gratulentur a l l t m e nobles 

established w i t h i n the borders o f our k i n g d o m , i n c l u d i n g also those l i v i n g o n ducal t e r r i ­

to ry w i t h i n the borders o f our k i n g d o m , should enjoy one and the same l i b e r t y . 2 3 

O f course, as m e n t i o n e d before , some p a r t i c i p a n t s o f th is soc ia l change , at a cer­

t a i n p o i n t o f th i s d e v e l o p m e n t , h a d t h e chance t o become par t o f t h e lesser n o b i l i t y ; 

never theless , i n t h e e n d , they r e m a i n e d ou t o f t h i s c i r c l e . A p a r t f r o m t h e a b o v e - m e n ­

t i o n e d free l andowners (homines possessionati), those w h o stayed o n t h e l anded proper ty 

o f t he C h u r c h n e v e r o b t a i n e d t he same libertás a l t h o u g h the i r o r i g i n a l status a n d sub­

sequent e v o l u t i o n was similar i n te rms o f duties. T h e upper layer o f the "descendants" ( i n 

2 2 Mályusz, "Hungarian Nobles." 28. 
2 3 The Laws of Louis I . , 1351:11., D R M H 2 : 11. 



t h e soc ia l sense) o f t h e e l e v e n t h - c e n t u r y équités and ministři are referred t o i n t he t h i r ­

t e e n t h - c e n t u r y sources as iobagiones équités, exercituantes, bellatores, and f i n a l l y , f r o m 

1232 , as nobiles iobagiones o f the C h u r c h . T h e y f e l l u n d e r t h e seigneuria l j u r i s d i c t i o n 

o f some pa r t i cu l a r c h u r c h organiza t ions t h o u g h t h e y succeeded i n es tabl ishing thei r 

o w n loca l au tho r i t y . Moreove r , they were supposed to go t o war under the banne r o f t he i r 

lords , t h a t is, t h e i r prelates, and i n r e t u r n for t h e i r serv ice , they rece ived lands f r o m 

t h e m . T h e y , perhaps, h a d a s im i l a r l i fes tyle t o t he f o r m e r roya l servi tors b u t , f r o m a 

lega l p o i n t o f v i e w , t hey lacked c e r t a i n r igh ts , for ins tance , i n regard t o t a x a t i o n or 

descensus. R e c e n t l y László S o l y m o s i has c o n f i r m e d t h e o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t f r o m the end 

o f t h e t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , based o n t h e i r lands o f service (praedium), t hey appear i n the 

sources as nobiles praediales ( p r ed i a l nob les ) , a n d th i s t e r m becomes more a n d m o r e fre­

q u e n t i n the cha r t e r s . 2 4 O t h e r scholars, for ins tance Pál Enge l , emphasize t h a t as a 

soc ia l g roup t he nobiles iobagiones s hou ld be d i s t i ngu i shed f r o m t h a t o f the nobiles prae­

diales, despite t h e i r s i m i l a r legal a n d e c o n o m i c s i t u a t i o n . A c c o r d i n g to Engel , they 

stayed o n lands b e l o n g i n g to a par t icular royal castle, and they rendered services to the 

cas te l lan , w h o h e l d t he castle and its lands as a t enure {honor). W h a t is m o r e , Engel 

i nc ludes the p r e v i o u s l y m e n t i o n e d filii iobagionium o f C o u n t y T u r ó c and t h e "lancers" 

o f C o u n t y Lip tó a m o n g the p red ia l nobles , stressing c e r t a i n s imi la r i t i e s b e t w e e n t h e m 

b u t n o t c l a i m i n g t h a t t h e y were i d e n t i c a l social g roups . 2 5 

S u m m i n g up w h a t we have h i g h l i g h t e d i n the course o f t h i s shor t survey, we can 

see t h a t t he m a i n l ines o f semant ic change are v i s ib l e a n d may apply to t h e changes 

t h a t t o o k place i n t h e social s t ruc ture o f the early H u n g a r i a n ar is tocracy a n d lesser 

n o b i l i t y . N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , there are m a n y m i n o r ques t ions s t i l l t o be answered c o n ­

c e r n i n g the c h r o n o l o g y , t he stages o f t he d e v e l o p m e n t , t h e i n f luence o f these changes, 

or t h e discrepancies t h a t have been de tec ted . W h e n w e app roach the late f o u r t e e n t h 

a n d f i f t e e n t h cen tur ies , the increas ing n u m b e r o f sources may y i e l d m o r e precise 

results bu t , as the q u a n t i t a t i v e inves t iga t ions o f E r ik Fügedi have s h o w n , a c lear -cu t 

p i c t u r e o n t he m e d i e v a l H u n g a r i a n n o b i l i t y is s t i l l far away. 

2 4 László Solymosi, "Hospeskiváltság 1275-ből" [Liberty of Hospites from 1275] In Tanulmányok Veszprém megye múltjából. 
Ed. L. Madarász, Veszprém: Veszprém Megyei Levéltár, 1984-, 17-96. 
2 5 Pál Engel, In Korai Magyar Történei Lexikon., 556-557. 




