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A Szapolyai család Oklevéltára/Documenta Szapolyaiana I. Levelek 
és oklevelek/Epistulae et litterae (1458–1526) [The Archives of  the 
Szapolyai Family I. Letters and Diplomas (1458–1526)]. Edited by Tibor 
Neumann. Monumenta Hungariae Historica, Diplomataria. Budapest: 
MTA BTK Történettudományi Intézet, 2012.1 592 pp.

Research into late medieval Hungarian history was enriched late last year by 
an imposing source publication. Tibor Neumann, a researcher at the Institute 
of  History in the Hungarian Academy’s Research Center for the Humanities, 
has edited the first volume of  documents from one of  the era’s influential 
families, the Szapolyais, making it available to medieval studies and the inquiring 
general public. The publication fits organically into Hungarian research that has 
gathered strength in recent decades and is associated first and foremost with the 
name of  András Kubinyi (†2007).2 In the forefront of  this research stand the 
ages of  Matthias Corvinus (1458–1490) and, especially, the Jagellonian kings 
(1490–1526).3 For years Tibor Neumann has been systematically examining 
the history of  the Jagellonian era, as a result of  which numerous authoritative 

1 This research was supported by the European Union and the State of  Hungary, co-financed 
by the European Social Fund in the framework of  TÁMOP 4.2.4. A/2-11-1-2012-0001 ‘National 
Excellence Program’.
2 E.g., András Kubinyi, Matthias Rex (Budapest: Balassi, 2008); idem., “A királyi udvar a késő 
középkori Magyarországon” [The Royal Court in Late Medieval Hungary], in Idővel paloták… 
Magyar udvari kultúra a 16–17. században [Over Time Palaces... Hungarian Court Culture in the 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries], eds. Nóra G. Etényi and Ildikó Horn (Budapest: Balassi, 
2005), 13–32; idem “Két sorsdöntő esztendő (1490–1491)” [Two Fateful Years (1490–1491)], 
Történelmi Szemle 33 (1991): 3–54.
3 To mention just a few works: István Tringli, Az Újkor hajnala. Magyarország története 1440–
1540 [The Dawn of  the Modern Era. The History of  Hungary, 1440–1540] (Budapest: Vince 
Kiadó, 2003); Tamás Pálosfalvi, “Bajnai Both András és a szlavón bánság. Szlavónia, Európa és 
a törökök, 1504–1513” [András Both of  Bajna and the Slavonian Banate. Slavonia, Europe and 
the Turks, 1504–1513], in Honoris Causa. Tanulmányok Engel Pál tiszteletére [Studies in Honor of  Pál 
Engel], eds. Tibor Neumann and György Rácz. Társadalom és Művelődéstörténeti Tanulmányok 
40 (Budapest–Piliscsaba: MTA Történettudományi Intézete – PPKE Bölcsészettudományi Kara, 
2009), 251–300; Norbert C. Tóth, “Bátori (III.) István politikai pályafutásának kezdete (1503–
1511)” [The Beginnings of  the Political Career of  István Bátori III (1503–1511)], in Az Ecsedi 
Báthoriak a XV–XVII. században [The Báthoris of  Ecsed, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries], 
eds. Sarolta Szabó and Norbert C. Tóth (Nyírbátor: Báthori István Múzeum, 2012), 121–38; 
Tamás Fedeles, A király és a lázadó herceg. Az Újlaki Lőrinc és szövetségesei elleni királyi hadjárat (1494–
1495) [The King and the Rebel Prince. The Royal Campaign against Lőrinc Újlaki and His Allies 
(1494–1495)] (Szeged: Szegedi Középkorász Műhely, 2012).
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studies have appeared.4 In recent years his interest has focused on the history of  
the Szapolyai family, and he has already published several of  his partial findings 
thus far.5 The family, which provided the country with two palatines (Imre 1486–
1487, István 1492–1499) and a Transylvanian voevode (János 1510–1526), was 
elevated to the highest level of  power with the election of  János as king (1526). 
All this sufficiently explains why a number of  scholars have dealt with certain 
segments of  the family’s history previously.6 Nothing illustrates the topicality of  
the subject better than the fact that a Szapolyai conference was organized in the 
Institute of  History not long ago.7

The present collection makes available 636 sources from the period 
between 1458 and 1526. The published material does not offer a reconstruction 
of  the Szapolyais’ former archives, but instead contains nearly one third of  the 
diplomas and letters issued by the family members. The editor – in a very practical 
manner – has not published the complete diploma corpus, which number over 
two thousand, since a significant portion of  these sources is made up of  legal 
papers related to the family members’ status as high dignitaries of  the kingdom, 
largely irrelevant from the point of  view of  the family’s history and the country’s 
political history. The documents of  cases heard before the court of  both the 
palatine and the Transylvanian voevode have therefore been omitted from the 
volume, as have been the documents relating to ecclesiastical government issued 

4 E.g., Tibor Neumann, “Békekötés Pozsonyban – Országgyűlés Budán. A Jagelló–Habsburg 
kapcsolatok egy fejezete (1490–1492)” [Peace in Pozsony – Diet in Buda. A Chapter in the 
History of  Jagellon-Habsburg Relations (1490–1492)], Part I, Századok 144 (2010): 335–72; 
Part II, Századok 145 (2011): 299–348.
5 Tibor Neumann, “Péter püspök és rokonsága. Az első Szapolyaiak” [Bishop Peter and His 
Relations. The First Szapolyais], Acta Universitatis Szegediensis, Acta Historica 127 (2007): 59–69; 
idem., “A Szapolyai család legrégebbi címere” [The Szapolyai Family’s Oldest Coat of  Arms], 
Turul 85 (2011): 123–28; idem., “Régi legendák nyomában. Szapolyai István nádor házasságai, 
leányai és leánytestvérei” [On the Trail of  Old Legends. Palatine István Szapolyai’s Marriages, 
Daughters and Sisters], in Tiszteletkör. Történeti tanulmányok Draskóczy István egyetemi tanár 60. 
születésnapjára [Lap of  Honor. Historical Studies in Honor of  István Draskóczy’s Sixtieth 
Birthday], eds. Gábor Mikó, Bence Péterfi, and András Vadas (Budapest: ELTE Eötvös Kiadó, 
2012), 431–38.
6 E.g., Richárd Horváth, “Adalékok a Szapolyaiak északkelet-magyarországi felemelkedéséhez” 
[Contributions to the Rise of  the Szapolyai Family in Northeastern Hungary], in Analecta 
Mediaevalia I. Tanulmányok a középkorról [Medieval Studies], ed. Tibor Neumann (Budapest: 
Argumentum, 2001), 99–112; Tanulmányok Szapolyai Jánosról és a kora újkori Erdélyről [Studies on 
János Szapolyai and Early Modern Transylvania], Publicationis universitatis Miskolciensis, Sectio 
Philosophica Tom. XIII. Fasc. 3, 2nd edition (Miskolc: n.p., 2008).
7 The conference was entitled “Az átmenet kora. Szapolyai (I.) János országa” [The Age of  
Transition. The Country of  János I Szapolyai].
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by Miklós as bishop of  Transylvania (1462–1467). The volume contains the 
material of  five major types of  sources: 1) letters (missiles); 2) charters issued to 
towns and settlements in the family’s possession (especially Késmárk [Kežmarok, 
Slovakia] and Debrecen); 3) economic documents concerning the family’s 
domains (primarily the estate centers); 4) charters (primarily those concerning 
appointments) connected to the right of  patronage (ius patronatus); 5) sources 
of  a civil law nature (donations made to familiares and ecclesiastical institutions). 
Nevertheless the collection of  materials may be called complete only with 
respect to the Medieval Database of  the Hungarian National Archives.8 At the 
same time, because of  the careers and international connections of  the family 
members, it is indisputable that in the future the unearthing of  the Szapolyai 
charters and letters likely located in foreign archives must also be carried out, 
which the editor likewise considers an important task.

The preface (in Hungarian and English, pp.7–28) is followed by the 
abbreviations (pp.29–37), and then the sources (pp.39–532). The source texts, 
which the editor—not including, obviously, those known only from mention of  
their content elsewhere and three copies (transsumptum)—has published in extenso, 
observe the following structure: 1) document number; 2) date (in Hungarian); 
3) a brief  extract of  the contents with the most important information; 4) 
the apparatus related to publication (material, type of  seal, comments on the 
condition, original archival reference number, information on publication); 5) 
the text itself; 6) the critical apparatus below the text. Use of  the edition is made 
significantly easier by the fact that the critical apparatus is not located in the 
notes but rather correspond to the numbered lines running alongside the main 
body of  the text. The standardizations effected in the body of  the Latin text 
(e.g., sew – seu, gwerra – guerra, wlgari – vulgari) likewise assist the user. In addition to 
the collection’s overwhelmingly Latin-language sources, due to the family’s wide-
ranging connections, the location of  their estates and the family members’ status 
as high dignitaries, a few Czech- (e.g., nos. 166, 282, 340, 371) and German-
language (e.g., nos. 189, 194, 197) sources are also to be found.

Undoubtedly one of  the most important parts of  source material 
publications is the suitably structured index, since it is this that determines 
the utility of  such publications. In the case of  the present volume the editor’s 
painstaking work may be assessed in the compilation of  the indices (index locorum 
et personarum, pp.535–70; index rerum, pp.571–87; index vocum vulgarium, pp.588–89) 
as well. The Latin-language index of  names is quite detailed, as it displays the 
most important data concerning the individual persons and settlements, and 

8 Accessible at: http://mol.arcanum.hu/dldf.
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the origin and meaning of  Hungarian words cropping up in the texts. Thus, 
for example, we learn that Benedictus de Görgő was tricesimator, i.e., collector of  
the thirtieth tax, of  Kassa (Košice, Slovakia) (1491), castellan of  Tokaj (1493) 
and canon of  Szepes (1496) (p.545), and that the weapon called hoffyncza can 
be traced back to the Czech houfnice and the German Haubitze (p.588). The 
tastefully produced volume is completed by sixteen color plates, on which high-
quality color reproductions can be seen of  charters and letters issued by family 
members, the seals used by them, and their manu propria.

With respect to their content the sources are exceptionally variegated, 
and consequently they also offer a wide range of  possible uses. Because the 
Szapolyais occupied high offices of  the kingdom during these seven decades, 
the published sources offer important information about the general history of  
the period as well. In addition to all this, their bearing on economic and social 
history and the history of  mentalités is not negligible either. By its very nature 
a review can undertake only to direct the readers’ attention to the new work; 
consequently I shall highlight below only two areas researchable on the basis of  
the sources – indicative mostly of  the present reviewer’s interests.

The collection offers an extremely rich resource for research into military 
history. Numerous sources report about the battles of  the 1460s in northeastern 
Hungary (e.g., nos. 12, 19–26, 38, 45, 54), which were fought mostly against the 
foreign mercenary troops ravaging the territory. This goes without saying, since 
both Imre (1460–1463) and István (1460–1465) as supreme captains of  the 
Upper Parts (partes superiores, Felső Részek) directed military operations there.9 In 
connection with the preparations for the sieges of  fortresses (Sáros [Šarišky hrad, 
Slovakia], Rihnó [Richnava, Slovakia], Újvár [Hanigovce, Slovakia] – nos. 14–16, 
20–24) our sources inform us of  the mobilization, the types of  troops, weapons 
and ammunition alike. In July 1461 the people of  Bártfa (Bardejov, Slovakia) had 
to hasten to the siege of  Sáros cum curribus ac gentibus et bombardis vulgo ’felsepathanthee’ 
(no. 20). To the chief  gunner (pixidarius) in Késmárk Imre Szapolyai promised to 
send brass, which was needed for pouring the cannons (pixides fundere) (no. 124). 
István Szapolyai made a promise to free the foot soldiers (pedites) raised by the town 
of  Eperjes (Prešov, Slovakia), who had fallen into captivity (no. 84). A number of  
sources (nos. 320–22, 325–26) inform us about the Hungarian–Austrian War of  
1506 as well, providing information for interpreting this less studied event. The 
published sources also report on the various military operations of  the peasant 
rebellion led by György Dózsa in 1514 (nos. 391–97, 404–06, 406–08, 410). The 

9 On this see Richárd Horváth “A Felső Részek kapitánysága a Mátyás korban” [The Captaincy 
of  the Upper Parts in the Age of  Matthias Corvinus], Századok 137 (2003): 929–54.
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anti-Ottoman campaigns, mobilizations and reports of  the period also crop up in 
numerous charters and letters. Stephen Szapolyai informed the town of  Bártfa of  
the successful Bosnian campaign of  his brother Imre, governor of  Bosnia, and 
King Matthias (1464, no. 65). Parallel to the Ottoman threat, growing from the 
1510s on, reports and warrants dealing with battles along the southern border 
(1515–1516: e.g., nos. 417, 421, 431–32; 1521–1522: e.g., nos. 538–40, 543, 558; 
1526: nos. 615, 617–18, 623–24, 626, 628, 631, 634) multiply.

The volume offers abundant data concerning the family’s devotion, which 
is inevitable during any complex examination of  late medieval aristocratic 
religiosity.10 Among the monastic orders the Szapolyais supported in particular 
the Paulines and the Carthusians. The donations for the redemption of  the soul 
(pro salute et refrigerio animarum nostrarum) made to the Hungarian-founded Paulines 
are in keeping with the practice of  the period’s Hungarian aristocrats, nobles and 
burghers (nos. 93, 105, 134, 136, 287, 346, 354, 441, 503).11 It is noteworthy 
that of  the six medieval Hungarian Carthusian monasteries three (Menedékszirt 
[Klaštorisko, Slovakia], Lehnic [Lechnica, Slovakia], Lövöld) were supported by 
the Szapolyais (nos. 332, 342, 517). In addition to the close geographical proximity 
of  the family estates and the monasteries endowed, naturally personal devotion 
also played an important role when it came to making pious donations. István 
Szapolyai’s widow, Duchess Hedvig of  Teschen, was one of  the most important 
patrons of  the Monastery of  Saint John in Menedékszirt (no. 342).12 Based on 
Beáta Vida’s presently ongoing research, it also appears likely that several of  
the family members were members of  the order.13 Among the manifestations 
of  religiosity we may list the donations made to charitable institutions. The 
family aided the hospital established in Késmárk,14 as Imre Szapolyai explained 

10 On the topic see Tamás Fedeles, “Egy középkori főúri család vallásossága. Az Újlakiak 
példája” [The Religiosity of  a Medieval Aristocratic Family. The Example of  the Újlakis], 
Századok 145 (2011): 377–418.
11 On this see Beatrix Romhányi, A lelkiek a földiek nélkül nem tarthatók fenn. Pálos gazdálkodás a 
középkorban [The Spiritual Cannot Be Maintained without the Earthly. Pauline Estate Management 
in the Middle Ages] (Budapest: Gondolat Kiadó, 2010).
12 On this, see Stanisław Sroka, Jadwiga Zapolya (Krakow: Societas Vistulana, 2005), 63–70; 
Beáta Vida, “Fejezetek a karthauzi rend kutatástörténetéből” [Chapters from the History of  
Research into the Carthusian Order], in Középkortörténeti Tanulmányok 7, eds. Attila P. Kiss, Ferenc 
Piti and György Szabados (Szeged: Szegedi Középkorász Műhely, 2012), 106.
13 Beáta Vida (personal communication).
14 On medieval Hungarian hospitals and their social connections, see Judit Majorossy and 
Katalin Szende, “Hospitals in Medieval and Early Modern Hungary,” in Europäisches Spitalwesen. 
Institutionelle Fürsorge in Mittelalter und Früher Neuzeit, eds. Martin Scheutz, Andrea Sommerlechner, 
Hervig Weigl and Alfred S. Weiß (Vienna–Munich: Oldenbourg, 2008), 409–54.
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in connection with his pious donation, ut pauperes in eodem hospitalem degentes 
comodius in eorum necessitatibus supportentur (no. 96). In addition to their patronage 
of  ecclesiastical institutions, the family, in keeping with the customs of  the age, 
also funded private masses, with which they attempted above all to promote the 
salvation of  the deceased forbears.15 Among these the instructions composed 
for the clerics of  the Corpus Christi Chapel, founded in the family’s burial place 
at Szepes (1510), stands out. According to this a solemn requiem mass was to 
be sung for Imre and István Szapolyai every day; and on every day of  the week 
Holy Mass was to be offered for the following intentions: on Sunday in honor of  
the Holy Trinity; on Monday a requiem mass; on Tuesday for the sainted Prince 
Emeric; on Wednesday for sinners; on Thursday in honor of  Corpus Christi; on 
Friday in remembrance of  Christ’s ordeal; and on Saturday for the Virgin Mary 
(no. 347).

In summary it may be stated that the charter collection published by 
Tibor Neumann represents a great boon to medieval studies, which researchers 
dealing with the history of  the medieval Kingdom of  Hungary (Hungarians and 
experts from the neighboring countries alike) will certainly consult with profit. 
I recommend this publication to the attention of  interested readers in the hope 
that the next entry in this large-scale undertaking will appear as soon as possible.

Translated by Matthew Caples
Tamás Fedeles

15 Arnold Angenendt, “Missa specialis. Zugleich ein Beitrag zur Entstehung der Privatmessen,” 
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 17 (1983): 153–221; Lajos Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete a Jagellók 
korában [The Religious Life of  the Hungarian People in the Jagellonian Era] (Budapest: METEM, 
2000).


