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HungAriAn royAl DynAsty:

THE SZAPOLYAIS
Edited by

Pál FoDor and szAbolcs VArgA

From the 1460s onwards, the Szapolyai family played a decisive 
role in the history of Hungary for more than a hundred years. 
The studies in this volume highlight the extraordinary careers 
of members of the family’s first generation, which made them 
the greatest landowning magnates of the country. Relying on the 
wealth, prestige and military force of the dynasty, John, a member 
of the second generation, successfully governed Transylvania for 
a decade and a half; it was partly due to this achievement that in 
1526 the majority of Hungarian noblemen found him worthy of the 
orphaned throne of Louis II. The writings in this volume explore 
King John’s foreign, urban and church politics, the cultural trends 
at his court, as well as his relations with the Ottoman Empire, 
and those of his successors (Queen Isabella and her son John II, 
elected king of Hungary). What we learn from these texts is that the 
history of the Szapolyais can be divided into two parts: after their 
successful rise as kings of Hungary, their family background was 
no longer sufficient for effective governance. The country became 

a battleground for global empires, and the Szapolyais, 
similarly to the Jagiellonians, were unable to 

overcome their vulnerable circumstances. After 
centuries of the subject being neglected, this 
volume undertakes to give the last Hungarian 
royal dynasty the evaluation it deserves.

MOHÁCS 1526–2026
RECONSTRUCTION AND REMEMBRANCE

MOHÁCS 1526–2026
RECONSTRUCTION AND REMEMBRANCE



285

*

 To date this list provides the most comprehensive information 
on the artefacts in the treasury of the Szapolyais. The exact circumstances under 

Szapolyais was not registered in the list. Apart from decorative weapons, 

 kept in 
diversae res preciosae , 

but, essentially, no further information is given. 

Some objects are described in more detail and could therefore be recognised at 
a later date, but hardly any of these are mentioned in other sources. One 

in una scatula 
. Horns of 

made possible by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences Isabel and Alfred Bader scholarship.

bishop of Vác.
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unicorns were very much sought-after by the treasuries of the sovereigns and 
nobles of the age. Traditionally they were made of the helical tusk of narwhals. 

 The horns were frequently 

can hardly have been a full-size horn. Indeed we can assume it was relatively 
small. Since it was decorated with precious stones, we can imagine it as some 

whose horn was formed from the aforementioned pointed diamond.

who took it to Poland, and bequeathed it in his will to the next prince of 
Transylvania, Sigismund Báthory.  According to the historiographer István 

 The will 
of Stephen Báthory contradicts this story, however. As stated in the will, the 

he did not, that is, purchase it from Bekes. According to the will, Báthory 
bequeathed the piece of jewellery to the Ottoman sultan on behalf of the people 

if they so wished.  Báthory thus considered it to be a worthy present for the 

by the magical power attributed to it, which also made it a suitable addition to 

pecunia redemptum, instituta solenni legatione in nomine Transylvanorum imperatori Turcarum 
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Szamosközy was thus mistaken regarding the objects, but this does not 
mean all his statements were incorrect. By way of example, he claimed that 

possess such an item of jewellery. In his will he bequeathed to his son a unicorn 

as well as the ring, shall be in the hands of my wife as long as she bears my 
name; should she marry, she is to hand them over to my brother, Gábor Békés.”

This inventory of movable assets is not the only source of information on 

gilded silver retable, which had most likely been owned by the Szapolyai family 

Merciful in Buda Castle.  After the defeat of Mohács, queen consort Mary had 
all the treasures of the castle chapel, together with its relic, taken away. Some 
vestments were returned by Tamás Nádasdy the following year, while the rest 

Vienna.  The chapel, deprived of its treasures, had to be restored by the new 
ruler for it to be worthy of a royal residence. It was presumably at this time that 
Szapolyai had the paraments brought here that, according to tradition, came 

the mayor of Eperjes, however, treasures which were later impounded in the 

. . 
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 There is no mention of the treasures during the next couple of years, 

request, the king sent some commissioners to estimate the value of the treasure; 
they compiled a detailed list of the objects, which now also serves as a source of 
information on the altar.

According to the inventory, on the enamelled silver retable the scene of 
the Adoration of the Magi was visible. In the composition the Star of Bethlehem 
was represented by a large amethyst, while the Massacre of the Innocents was 
depicted on the predella. The silver weighed twenty-nine and a half marks 

that the metallic treasures be melted down and their value be put towards 

vestments and some chalices could be retained by Eperjes, however. But this is 

that all the ecclesiastical treasures of Buda had arrived in Vienna totaliter et 
sine defectu . It is clear that, contrary to previous assumptions, neither the silver 
altarpiece nor the other precious metal objects were melted down. According 
to the acknowledgement of receipt, the silver altarpiece of the Magi can be 

.  It is therefore certain that this treasure arrived 

is no mention of it in later inventories of the imperial treasury.

Tanulmányok 

 

vergolt er

to the one described by Takács, it is not “carved” geschnitzt , but rather “enamelled” geschmelzt .
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 the large-scale dispersion 
of the treasury occurred, as is often the case, when the entire family died out. 

 in which he generously divides the items of his treasury among the 

of Krakow. Allegedly, Stephen Báthory had himself crowned with a crown 

FIGURE . ERHARD SCHÖN: PORTRAIT OF  
JOHN SZAPOLYAI, AROUND , WOODCUT  

INSCRIPTION: “JOHANS VON GOTTES GNADEN 
KÖNIG ZU HUNGERN”  

PHOTO © WIKIPEDIA COMMONS

FIGURE . NICOLO NELLI: PORTRAIT OF  
JOHN SIGISMUND, PRINCE OF OPOLE,   

INSCRIPTION: “IOHANNES SIGISM. HUNG. REGIS FILIUS 
DUX OPOLIENSIS” 

PHOTO © TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM
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The prince did not fail to mention in his will the representatives of the two 

great powers of the era, the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian II and Sultan 

Emperor Maximilian II can be traced for quite a while in various sources, because 
they feature not only in the text of the will but also in the delivery notes of the 

 The most precious item was a large, wide patera

sword with a beaded black velvet scabbard, and another pearl-decorated item, 
a sabre with purple velvet scabbard, which the sultan had sent to the prince in 

crosses, which must have been considered very valuable by those compiling the 
lists, because both of them are featured at the top of the register. The crosses 
were kept in separate cases. One was described as “in nomine domini”, and the 

unfortunately no information was revealed about the other. The fact that these 
items occupied a prominent place in the inventory nevertheless indicates that 

is unfortunately not enough to establish a direct connection between these 

The best-documented jewel, even if its real appearance is unknown, is the 

as has been noted several times, it is likely that the information relating to a 
number of crosses have been confused in the records.

EOE
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the golden cross, which once belonged to Gritti, and which is decorated with 
nine large diamonds and four large rubies, to the people of the three nations 
and to his followers living in the Hungarian part of the country, in order for 
them to remember that His Majesty not only took care of them in his life, but 
also values them highly after his death. This valuable cross shall not therefore be 
placed in the hands of the person who shall be their lord and prince, but instead 
shall be kept for the needs of the country.”  

our country a golden cross, in which there are nine large diamonds and four 
rubies, which he left to our country and not to the next prince, which was 

honourable and wise individuals, namely Simon Miles, mayor of Szeben, and 
the sworn members of the council whom we have strongly obliged to keep it 
for the country in its entirety and without any alterations being made to it.”  

where it could only be taken out with the combined authorization of the estates. 
A receipt for its deposit was then drawn up by Simon Miles, mayor of Szeben, 
judge royal Augustinus Hedwigk, judge György Csukás and the sworn burghers on 

two marks and three ounces, i.e. approximately half a kilogram, in gold.

four rubies, was especially valuable. As for its origin, it was revealed that it was 

obtained it from his father, who, according to the will, received it from governor 

Of these, only two are in fact likely to have originated from the Szapolyai family, so I focus on 

 Vol. I: Adattár

insunt, Mgtas [Maiestas]
[Maiestati] eius non solum viventi ipsos curae fuisse: verum 

. Heckenast, 

EOE 

continentem et totaliter una cum lapillis et auro marcas duas et piseta tria ponderantem. Presumably 
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trace the precious object back even further in time. 
The chronicle of István Szamosközy , when 

decorated with gemstones that the prince left to the country provided it might 
only be taken out of the treasury with the joint consent of the estates and for 

 The historiographer provides much complementary 

us with more information on the origin of the treasure. As he understood it, 
the cross had been in the possession of the Hungarian kings, and was passed 

 Subsequently, without providing 
any details as to the circumstances of the next change of ownership, it describes 

obtained by Lodovico Gritti. After Gritti was killed, the cross was returned 
to Szapolyai, and was then passed down to his son. At the time the chronicle 

services rendered, conferred the cross on the prince.  

to the correction, Báthory received the cross as compensation for his military 

to protect Várad, the country sold it to Sigismund Báthory for money in such a 
way that they did not have any money.” In a note at the bottom of the page the 

de aurea 

 
. Vol. I. . (Monumenta Hungariae 
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.  This latter source document is 

whereas, as we have already seen, no data regarding the estimated value or 
weight of the item can have originated from it. 

note at the bottom of the page, indicates one of the fonds of the archives of 

 It cannot be stated with all certainty, but the 

a golden cross decorated with gemstones is regularly mentioned in accounts of 
that event. According to the account given by Szamosközy, at the time of his visit 
the prince was wearing a highly valuable pectoral cross. The piece of jewellery 

 

in Zimony the prince was wearing the object mentioned in the will, and that the 

according to Sándor Szilágyi, not only did the historiographer provide a detailed 

year before it was handed over by the city of Szeben to Sigismund Báthory. 

description of it, and the sheet with the graphics has since been lost. According 

Szamosközy,

. Vol. II.

that originated from his father, not pieces of the royal treasury.
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to his description, the nine diamonds were not on the cross itself, but rather 
on nine removable rings attached to the cross, while the four uncut rubies 
were on the arms of the cross. The cross had at the time an estimated value 

 Based 
on the number and type of gemstones it is almost certain that the drawing was 

is more likely to be of a piece of jewellery, like a pectoral cross, than of an altar 
cross. It is striking, though, that no mention is made of the provenance from 

he did not state with any certainty. 

known to us from the entries in a journal attributed to a certain György 

diamond and four large marvellous garnets, as they are called, more beautiful 
than anything else; the goldsmiths estimated a long time ago to be worth one 
hundred thousand gold coins.”

The phrase “new diamond”, used to describe the decoration of the jewel is, 

their size and quantity, not by their age. As seen earlier, the descriptions in the 

 A’ Magyar Nyelv-

. 

Magyarázat, [ ]
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between the Latin words ‘novem novum
the Hungarian words ‘kilenc új
raises certain doubts, however, as to whether or not the journal writer was 

jewellery on the basis of personal experience.  

the original text, but a Latin translation of a Hungarian manuscript belonging 
 Since Thordai usually worked from the 

absent from this version.  

with Gergely, it is easy to read Gregorius in place of Georgius ( .,

to Thordai, which, in turn, according to a note in it, was based on a translation prepared in 

the phrases “new diamond” or “new diamonds” in the description of the piece of jewellery. 
 was in Latin, yet in 

the dedications presumedly written by him he claims that he translated the texts in the 
volumes during his stay in Constantinople from Turkish
Another problem, whose solution cannot be given within the scope of this present essay, is 

 regis Hungariae ad 
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In this version of the description of the jewel, only one diamond and four rubies 

that goldsmiths had valued at one hundred thousand gold coins.”

clear the texts contain no additional information compared to the description of 

Regis Vngariae ad Imperatorem 
profectio can be found in one of the songs  published 

Ruinae Pannonicae, 

.  It appears, therefore, that no mention 
of the nine diamonds was made in the earliest sources. It is likely that this detail 

came into the possession of Sigismund Báthory. According to historical sources, 

city of Szeben to return the cross, and then gave it to Sigismund Báthory as 

of the cross being reclaimed, and a description of it was once again provided. 

 an  vala egy 

na
.

Schesaeus, . (Bibliotheca Scriptorum Medii Recentisque Aevorum. 
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rubies, but as one decorated with pearls and gems 
pretiosis ornatam . Hence even in connection with this object the suspicion could 
arise that it is not the same as the one named in the will. 

Pearls have not yet been mentioned, but one should not forget that on this 
occasion the recorders did not and could not see the cross, as they had just sent 
to Szeben for it. The jewel arrived in Medgyes four days later, and was handed 

 All the recorders knew was 

every reason to believe it was adorned with pearls and other gemstones. On the 
other hand, the detailed description of the pre-history of the object, according 
to which the country once entrusted the judge royal, the mayor and the council 
of Szeben to keep the cross, and the fact that it was now their common wish to 
recover it, in my opinion leaves no doubt that the source is describing the same 

 

gold coins to Báthory. Borsos saw the cross with his own eyes, and he even 
claimed that he had held it in his own hands, so he can be regarded as a credible 
eyewitness. Nevertheless, it has to be taken into consideration that he wrote 
his memoirs a decade and a half after the event took place. He did not see any 

eight rubies.  Even though the proportions of the gemstones do not exactly 

EOE 
.,

 regnicolari conventu nostro in ecclesia 

Super hujusmodi restitutione et assignatione dictae crucis aureae prefatos judicem regium et magistrum 

that it was not worth it, yet he would take it. This cross had stood in Szeben since the times 
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explained by him not remembering exactly after so many years. He said the 
cross was the size of the palm of a hand, which suggests that the object in 

An alternative explanation for the provenance of the cross given to Sigismund 

to his account, it was Sigismund Báthory who requested this treasure, described 

the object was a two-barred cross made of pure gold and adorned with precious 

Báthory received it, it was placed on the altar of Medgyes church.  It is thus 
certain that Miles was referring to an altar cross. Even though the historical 
account given by Miles was written well after the event, his information does 

he used comes from Schesaeus, and the unpublished songs of Ruinae Pannonicae 
have come down to us in his transcripts. It cannot therefore be ruled out that 
another cross, one in the shape of a two-barred altar cross decorated with 
precious stones, also came into the possession of Sigismund Báthory; neither 
is it impossible that the cross had previously been owned by the Szapolyais, 
although, considering what has been previously stated, he probably did not 
obtain it at the diet of Medgyes.

a pectoral cross decorated with four rubies and some diamonds, which he 

golden cross adorned with nine diamonds and four rubies that he bequeathed 
in his will to the country and that he can certainly have traced back through 

. 

 
daher hats Sigismundus empfangen.

more than one and a half kilograms, ordered by voivode Alexander from the goldsmiths of 

her 
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his father to Lodovico Gritti. This view is supported by the fact that the same 
number of rubies is mentioned in the description of both objects, and that 
it was decorated with diamonds, even though not all the sources mention 

the drawing by Szamosközy and the description by Borsos, that suggest that the 

in the description of the treasure, given my knowledge of the pre-history of 
the object, I would still argue that the item handed over to Sigismund Báthory 
at the diet of Medgyes was identical to those described earlier. It must also be 

Sigismund and documented with an acknowledgement of receipt, the council of 
Szeben could hardly have given back another cross instead of the real one. It can 
nevertheless be considered likely that Sigismund Báthory also obtained a larger 

One thing that remains unexplained is what source of information Sza-

Emperor. This provenance did actually appear in other sources at around the 

councillor to the emperor, mentioned a piece of jewellery with diamonds, which 
the oral tradition traced back to Sigismund, Holy Roman Emperor, and which 
he wished to obtain from the Csáky family.  According to the legend, however, 

rather through István Szapolyai, the count of Szepes, and eventually ended up 

and entrusted him to take it to Princess Maria Anna of Bavaria as a betrothal 
gift. The prince passed away before his request could be carried out, however, so 

of Bekes, it came to be owned by his widow, Anna Sárkándy, who brought it 

become especially valuable, and at this moment in time it was not in the hands 

been pawned, and only István Csáky had the right to redeem it. Nevertheless 
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he promised that, when redeemed, he would have it transported, together with 
other beautiful objects in the possession of the Csáky family, to Prague without 
any delay. 

not the piece was registered in the treasury of Emperor Rudolf II. Otherwise, 
the story of the piece of diamond jewellery is in several respects similar to 
that of the aforementioned unicorn pendant, also decorated with diamonds, 

no unicorn in connection with the jewel he describes, however, these facts 
cannot as yet be applied to the piece owned by Csáky.

The prominent provenance described above did not only appear in connection 

to the treasury of the Hungarian kings. Its description is very much similar to 
the information provided by Matthias Miles, except that this appeared not in 
the possession of Sigismund Báthory but in that of István Báthory, judge royal 

upon Báthory to hand over the golden cross that “undoubtedly” originated from 
the Hungarian royal treasury, and which contained remnants of the holy cross 

 He also requested 

possession be sent to him with some of his loyal men so that he could have a 

agree on a price; should he not, he would return it. 
There are two sources from which we know that Báthory did indeed send 

inter alia, that 
familiaris

and would arrive in Prague within a couple of days.  On the other hand, István 
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emperor either did not want it, or they could not agree on a price.  In his will, 
Báthory also gave instructions regarding the future of the object. He wished to 

them two and a half thousand forints. I gave it to their father as a guarantee, 

In all probability, the cross was passed on from Erzsébet Báthory to her 

the marriage as dowry, or had acquired by way of inheritance, were to be given 

 Among the objects reclaimed we can 

a “golden cross with stones”, a “tapestry with golden pearls” and a “golden lion”. 

the estate, and he may have become the next owner of these objects, because his 

and a rather torn beaded tapestry came in my hands.”

however, he would have needed several thousand forints in cash, but Rudolf II was more keen 

Veronika Vadász, 

value of the object, because it was common practice to pawn objects below their real value. 
This was a kind of guarantee that the owner intended to redeem the pawned object.

 [The agreement between Lord 

but was a joint list of several other inventories of objects that Anna Nádasdy had already 
received from there, mainly as dowry (or objects that she took by force after the death of 
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The aforementioned beaded tapestry is also likely to have originated from a 

out, it can be assumed that it came into the ownership of the Báthory family in 

royal, who drew up his will a couple of days prior to the Battle of Mohács 

as a gift from King Matthias. Pursuant to his verbal promise made earlier in 

Szapolyai would protect his family and keep his property for his children.
Although we have no real reason to doubt that the last wish of the judge 

royal was not respected and followed, it still seems that no similar tapestry 
appeared among the possessions of the Szapolyai family, whereas one did appear 

her late husband and could even carry it into her second marriage, with György 
Báthory of Ecsed. The tapestry, woven with golden threads and decorated 

tapestry I leave to Erzsébet.”  That this item of textile was the same as that 
originating from the treasury of King Matthias was established by a list of items 

Item aulea 
Mathiae regis aurata et gemmata.  Its fate was identical to that of the golden cross 

 (“I leave 

for the blood he spilt and for his loyal services in providing forty thousand forints, to my Lord, 

a view supported by the fact that György Báthory gave instructions in connection with it in 

belonged to Báthory earlier than that date.
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of the will were the Polish relatives of the prince, but Hungarian lords also 

 
a lavabo set appeared, which, according to the description, had originated from 

.  As mentioned by the compilers of the inventory, eight of 

Given what we know about the fate of the estate, however, this was only a small 
part of what must have entered the treasury of the emperor.

 A richly-decorated sabre, bequeathed to 

will. It is not impossible that the same weapon could later have appeared in the 
possession of his descendants.  

Certain objects originating from the Szapolyai family were noted even in 

koncerz  

works grouped according to their value and the type of the object. Since this set is among the 

of outstanding value.
. 

. Vol. III. Budapest, 
 (“King 

sword repaired.
frameam pulchram, cuius vaginae ima pars, circui 

nigro zamantz ornati.

koncerz; I leave 
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Memories of the provenance of objects do not usually stretch beyond more 
than two or three generations, so the later an object appears in a sources, the 

inventories of the treasures of the Esterházy family often originated objects 
from various monarchs, princes and prelates, and since that was the time when 
treasuries started to take form, we can sometimes observe items that ‘switched 

 hardly a decade later, he wished to 
see it as a piece that had originated from King Stephen Báthory of Poland.  
By contrast, modern research sees the object as originating from the treasury of 

 

 (“One large red coral, a rosary of ten beads, with a gilded metal 
piece with a large button at one end, and with a golden Turkish ring, which used to belong to 

. 

. 
Ars Decorativa

András 

FIGURE . CORAL ROSARY FROM THE ESTERHÁZY COLLECTION

PHOTO © MUSEUM OF APPLIED ARTS, BUDAPEST
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The Szapolyai cup

owner may of course survive for centuries. Interestingly enough, here we see an 

arms of the Szapolyai family, a chrysoprase cup kept in the treasury of the 

Neither can we establish for certain when the object entered the treasury 

o

putti on it; 

shaped decorations on the lid, the closing part decorated with pomegranates, 
and the herald holding the coat of arms of the Szapolyai family on the inside. 

same object, since the cup does indeed have a gilded silver mount, and the main 

easily apply to many other objects. 
Inventories made in later years do not make the situation any better. 

 One would hardly 
be able to establish a connection between the “silver vessel with a jasper bowl”, 
the description of which does not even mention whether or not the object was 
gilded, with the object in question, had this inventory not served as the basis 
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FIGURE . CHRYSOPRASE CUP WITH SZAPOLYAI’S COAT OF ARMS FROM THE ESTERHÁZY COLLECTION 
PHOTO © MUSEUM OF APPLIED ARTS, BUDAPEST
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The earliest description that in my opinion may be associated with this 

includes items that had previously been delivered to Eszterháza but that had to 

of arms.

catalogue, understanding that chrysoprase was mined in Silesia, considered the 
object to originate from Silesia.

Since it is not known when the object was included in the treasury of the 

as a hypothesis, as there are no written records to document its transportation 
in either direction.

mentions, as we have seen, had become less frequent by the second half of this 

. Budapest, 

.
. Budapest, 

. Vol I.

Károly Layer, the coat of arms in the foliage of the chrysoprase cup and node is a later ad-
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 artefacts believed to originate from the Szapolyai 

 

the daily paper 
vessel alongside the welcome cups, which is decorated with reliefs. In the four 
segments divided by columns, the Parable of the Lost Son is depicted. The node 
is represented by an eagle sitting on an arm and holding a mace; the handles are 
formed in the shape of a woman leaning out and placing her feet on an old head. 

the lid.”  In reality, neither a coat of arms nor a date features on the object, and, 

from Anna Salbeck, niece of Károly Salbeck, bishop of Szepes.  

 as well 

Sectio Philosophica

Nefelejts,
Századok

. (A Magyar Nemzeti Galéria 
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disputed origin.

pendant is one of the most beautiful and most frequently published jewels in the 

have been made only after the era of the Szapolyais.

*

some of the pieces can be traced in the sources for quite a long time, none of 

can assume that most were melted down over the years. After studying the 
sources on the treasures of the Szapolyai family, our knowledge of the objects 

believed credible and to have been given by eye-witnesses, it turns out their 
authors were in fact not present during the description of the event. In the case 
of accounts of the same object it was later revealed that the accounts were 

also provided an easy-to-follow overview of how respect for the House of 

mentions of his treasures.

.,
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A Forgotten

HungAriAn royAl DynAsty:

THE SZAPOLYAIS
Edited by

Pál FoDor and szAbolcs VArgA

From the 1460s onwards, the Szapolyai family played a decisive 
role in the history of Hungary for more than a hundred years. 
The studies in this volume highlight the extraordinary careers 
of members of the family’s first generation, which made them 
the greatest landowning magnates of the country. Relying on the 
wealth, prestige and military force of the dynasty, John, a member 
of the second generation, successfully governed Transylvania for 
a decade and a half; it was partly due to this achievement that in 
1526 the majority of Hungarian noblemen found him worthy of the 
orphaned throne of Louis II. The writings in this volume explore 
King John’s foreign, urban and church politics, the cultural trends 
at his court, as well as his relations with the Ottoman Empire, 
and those of his successors (Queen Isabella and her son John II, 
elected king of Hungary). What we learn from these texts is that the 
history of the Szapolyais can be divided into two parts: after their 
successful rise as kings of Hungary, their family background was 
no longer sufficient for effective governance. The country became 

a battleground for global empires, and the Szapolyais, 
similarly to the Jagiellonians, were unable to 

overcome their vulnerable circumstances. After 
centuries of the subject being neglected, this 
volume undertakes to give the last Hungarian 
royal dynasty the evaluation it deserves.
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