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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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Szabolcs Varga*

HOW THE SZAPOLYAI FAMILY  
WAS REMEMBERED FROM  

THE 16TH TO THE 20TH CENTURY1

INTRODUCTION 

Hungarian historical memory has treated the Szapolyais with extreme negligence, 

loci memoriae,  related to the Hunyadi family can 
be found both outside the current borders of Hungary, as in Nándorfehérvár 

family.  One could of course rightly argue that the Hunyadi family deserves to 

Kingdom of Hungary of the late Middle Ages, was an outstanding politician, 
victorious military leader and a generous patron all in one. The members of the 
Hunyadi family were, as research reveals, far from impeccable, however.

constantly enriched. In the light of their acknowledged political achievements, 
the history of the Hunyadi family has become a living historical memory, with 
its own rites and sites in the Carpathian basin.

Pálosfalvi for his help in the writing of this essay. 
Realms of Memory. The Construction of the French Past

. (Nemzet 

. (Társadalom- és 

Aetas
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As regards the Szapolyai family, we are not today able to speak of a living 

estates, constructions and the humanists that so frequently appeared at their 
court could all have played their part in building up a cult around the family.  

region, which was the ancestral territory of the family, all had the potential 

not.  This phenomenon is understandable, given that it took place in the early 
modern period, since this is when the region came under the rule of Holy Roman 

 the coat of arms of the Szapolyai family was torn down and 

no living cult of the Szapolyai family, so the family entered modern historical 

origin.
sculptures decorating the Hungarian parliament building in Budapest, on the 

his lord in his right hand, while folding down the eagle banner of the defeated 
Habsburgs with his left. The message of the piece is symbolic, with Szapolyai, 
representing the nation, depicted as the governor of Austria and Vienna.

cited as good examples of this.

down and desecrated by binding to a dog and burning it. The poor animal was then chased 

caniculum 

  Szerémi, 

Sectio Philosophica 
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Hungarian national architecture,  a copy of which was built in Budapest for 

called in this period, was commemorated by merely having a few streets named 

bearing the name Zápolya. This, however, lasted no longer than a couple of 
decades, as following the change of regime in Transylvania, street names were 

The dominant culture in connection with the Szapolyai family is that of 
silence, which explains why there are so few records of its members in the 

any kind of cult; neither were his wife or child perceived in an especially positive 
way. In stories that emerged from time to time about their lives, they either 
featured as people who had failed in their ambitions or their example stood as a 

family was perceived developed hand in hand with the changes in the layers of 
memory regarding the Battle of Mohács and was inseparably intertwined with 

Szapolyai cannot be regarded the primary cause of the painful strokes of fate that 

 which 

Hungarian history. This process is presented below. 

THE 16TH AND 17TH CENTURIES

wisdom, who also obtained outstanding experience in military matters.” If only 

. (Mohács 

Korunk
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had to face allegations formulated by writers opposing him, who either concealed 
his existence, like Cuspinianus,
that he was openly happy about the death of his king. The memoirs of György 

 
István Szapolyai played dirty and killed King Matthias, and received the Eucharist 

his country and his king, and years before the Battle of Mohács he had made an 

sure the Ottomans would win.

and masculine bravado.

not have to hold himself back, not even for fear of punishment, but this does not 
mean he can be ignored. The most far-fetched stories must have been circulating 

An example is his secret meeting with Ibrahim, which is also mentioned by the 
unknown author of the work Memoria rerum.

and he was prudent in dealing with various matters, but as king he did not dare 

God had taken away his valour.”

had a much more positive opinion of Szapolyai, but that image has since 
completely faded away. How these related to each other and how they were 
connected in time can only be reconstructed after a more thorough investigation.

Gesta

. 
Memoria rerum, 

suam. Szerémi, 
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On the basis of contemporary memories and historiographical texts 

as voivode of Transylvania is a clear success story,  one that has visibly been 
commemorated on a beautifully adorned door-frame in a house in Kolozsvár, 
built according to tradition by the city as a sign of its gratitude. The inscription 

 He was the most successful Hungarian 
military leader, one who victoriously defended the province entrusted to him 
and lead campaigns south of the Carpathians several times. His contemporaries 

 By this, Szapolyai wished 
openly to demonstrate to the public the continuation of the politics of the 
Hunyadis, and to exploit the growing popularity of the cult of Matthias. In a 

posthumously in Hungarian. The identity of the author remains uncertain,  but 

with deep respect. According to his description, when the people of Buda caught 

Hungarian homeland a Hungarian prince, so we will not be dependent on another 
nation and Hungarian blood will not die out.”  This overt expression of emotion 

Latin erudition. This is proved by the numerous charters of ennoblement which 

chancery.

Kolozsváron

Kutak. Tanulmányok a XV–XVI. századi magyarországi 

Magyar 
reneszánsz udvari kultúra
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this with great satisfaction. It is no coincidence that the author of the diary 
wrote that “the king, his majesty, is loved by young and old, who feel sorry 
for his ill health”.  Before he left for Buda, he “spoke in a friendly way to the 

 A similar 
sentiment was expressed when the news of the birth of the heir apparent spread 

because the people loved the humble king, our majesty.”  At the same time King 

saying that “we cannot repudiate them, let them have mercy”.  Like Matthias, 

with whatever wind blows; the Turks come one today, they kiss their caftans, 
the Hungarians come the next day, they fawn over them; and they bless the 
Germans, should they come the day after next; they only seek their own good, 
and they would even deny their own homeland, if it proved necessary.”  Had any 

certainly have been included in it.

unconditionally, respected his person and used the following adjectives to describe 
.

(On the 

retribution that had fallen on Hungary would only be lifted if the lords sided 
with the “humble king”.

It is very interesting that the monarch, who remained Catholic throughout 
his life, was characterized by the Protestant Gáspár Heltai in his novel entitled 

 

epitheton ornans; we have to accept that this really was how these authors saw 
the king. 
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Hungary after the Battle of Mohács.  This thought was then taken up by the 

the most, in his poem entitled Ruinae Pannonicae.  This trend was then further 
reinforced by Gian Michele Brutus, whose aim was to prove the pro-Ottoman 
character of the politics of the Szapolyais,  and by his followers, namely 

 and 

evil sin”.

who believed that “there can hardly be any doubt that it was not so much 

on his memory in the public mind, but rather the occupation of Buda by the 

people believed he had paved the way for it to happen.”  Of his varied career 
path, posterity used what it pleased. This is why outstanding historian Emma 

“a coward and weak, but ruthless and bloody man, who was only afraid of 
hurting powerful lords.”

narrowed to the territory of the Principality of Transylvania. Second, by the 

. (Bibliotheca Scriptorum Medii Recentisque 

 

. Published by Kees Teszelszky and 

Magyar 
reneszánsz udvari kultúra,

. Budapest, 



SZABOLCS VARGA

318

politics had become clear to everybody, so recalling the circumstances of the 
establishment of the principality seemed inappropriate, even within its borders. 
An alliance with the Ottoman Empire was not consistent with any of the new 
political-theological slogans of the turn of the century (Protestant concordance 

was predominantly Catholic and Habsburg in spirit, with no room for rhetoric 
glorifying the Szapolyais.  

The most important historiographical work written in the Carpathian 

the history of the Hungarians, which had a fundamental impact on the view 
of history in Hungary.  The stories found in the work have almost come to 

Hungarian national memory. 

sources and complemented them with data and stories he knew from hearsay. 

not sine ira et studio. In the absence of a critical publication, a comprehensive 

his relationship with queen consort Beatrice. Later on in his work he gave an 

to obtain the throne , and his wish to conceal this desire. 

would eventually lead to the destruction of the country.

timely support to István Báthori, the ispán of Temes comes Temesiensis . Even 
when describing the period of retaliations, it is his honesty rather than his 
cruelty that is mentioned. All this remained without any consequences, however, 

 The 

 

Tanulmányok Szapolyai 
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all his actions. Interestingly, in connection with the military preparations in 

man who does everything in his power to defend the province. It appears that at 

upon the death of King Louis he set out to obtain the throne. The portrayal of 

is put as an example to follow. Regarding the alliance with the Ottoman sultan, 

An extremely negative assessment of the family is given in connection with 

inappropriate way of educating her child.  These adjectives and phrases will, as 
we shall see later, reappear in characterisations from subsequent periods.

Before moving on to the next century, a mention has to be made of another 

a massive source base, presenting the events from the point of view of the 

Szapolyai never wanted to obtain royal power, and, since he abhorred marriage 

accused of breaching the Treaty of Várad.
death, he portrays the king in an especially beautiful way. By quoting Brutus, he 

the spiritual grandeur necessary to help him live through weal and woe.  Then, 

the Hungarians. He was characterized by a desire for knowledge and sound 
prudence; he was careful and vigilant, and in private he was learned and humane. 

 Bethlen, 

.
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He kept saying that friends obtained through good deeds were his most precious 
treasure. This description reveals the image of a peaceful, well-educated and 

throughout his life and whose biggest sin was that he wished to reach his goals 
with Ottoman support, does little to damage this image.

was not able to show his real skills. According to Bethlen, the person was not 
evil, only the age in which he lived. He expressed this by putting these words 

misfortune was only the beginning of the other.”  Giving it more thought, this 

is a testimony to the fact that the cult of the Szapolyai dynasty still existed in 

THE 18TH CENTURY

 The 
independence of the Principality of Transylvania, handed down by the Szapolyai 

educated Catholic historiographers usually avoided the prehistory of the 
territory, especially the ecclesiastical circumstances there.  Nevertheless, it is 
perhaps not hopeless to try to draw some cautious conclusions.

I have chosen, somewhat arbitrarily, to deal with the works of three writers 

work 

.  

. 
. 

 (Magyar 



HOW THE SZAPOLYAI FAMILY WAS REMEMBERED FROM THE 16TH TO THE 20TH CENTURY  

321

as the culmination of his oeuvre.  His family originated from Moravia, but 

light of the day on a territory that had once belonged to the Szapolyai family. 

in medias res

of his burial and also the inscription on his tomb; the last of these he had seen 
with his own eyes.
may be the reason why, after praising the deceased István Szapolyai, he also 

 

clientilis potens , and explains the events of the royal election on the basis of 
De Monarchia  Apart from this he also 

his desire to become king,
to represent his interests at the Porte. He recounts the events of the next couple 
of years without any accusations, in a well-balanced manner, and, as for the 

with both great powers, had the walls of Buda built, walls that continued to 

assessment Timon exonerated the Szapolyais, instead blaming the epoch for all 
the misery that occurred during their reign.

Matthias Bél, who in many aspects set the standard for upcoming generations. 
Bél wished to create a geographical and historical description of the country on 

Stephani primi regis apostolici, producta ad Annum MDCCXXXVI .

Epitome chronologica
Clio inter arma

. 
Timon, Epitome chronologica

.” 

gradu dignum egisse, consentiunt.” 
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the basis of the methods of German theories of the state.  He had a primary 
interest in geography, but, as an outstanding scholar, he was in fact interested in 
everything. The story he told of how Szapolyai received the castle of Trencsén 
for his bravery demonstrated in the Bohemian war was essentially based on 

 He noted that 

 The entry on the castle of 

may be somewhat surprising.  Knowing the history of the castle, it is not so 

a series of changes in ownership, it came into the possession of Péter Petrovics 
 Looking at it from the 

perspective of the remembrance of the Szapolyais, that visitors were able to see a 

at the same place must have been interesting. All this means that some form of 

collection on Szepes county, , which provided a 

(Studien zur Sprache, 

. 

. 
so must be a later insertion.
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very detailed description of the area,

centre in his work on the Szepesség region, as well.  In his writings he placed 
special emphasis on the genealogy of certain families; for this reason, his work 
was very popular in the upcoming decades. Iván Nagy methodically used his 

his writings on the history of Szepes county.  Alongside the history of the 

contains the history of the Szapolyai family, which has become the most famous 
collection of information on the family.

 The latter wrote about the 
Szapolyais in a rather hostile manner, and this hostility also found its way 

pro-Ottoman attitude of the family.
 

 As regards István, he 
emphasized his generosity and his military experience,  only a few lines later 
to accuse him of poisoning Matthias when he was captain of Vienna.  He then 

possession as much as four decades later. To this he added that as all accusations 

the Szapolyai family, he could not imagine that palatine István would treat his 
royal benefactor in such a way. It was more likely, wrote the historian, that 
these objects, marked with the coat of arms of the royal family, came into the 

cum specimine
Analecta Scepusii sacri et profane. Vols. I–IV

 

Genealogia

Analecta,

Analecta,

footnotes that according to other historians the murder was carried out by István Báthori.
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Vienna, reasoning that he had done so for the good of the country,  and it was for 
the same reason that he had actively supported the election of Vladislaus as king.

Having presented István, he turned to some of the female members of the 

 and published the anecdote 

the process by which the royal throne was obtained. Since the German humanist 
and trader clearly had a hostile attitude towards the Szapolyais, there is no 

the family. His wording on the period after the Battle of Mohács is surprisingly 

Pál Várday, archbishop of Esztergom, but rather by István Podmaniczky, bishop 

but distorted his physical appearance, describing him as a person with thin 
calves, a thin, reddish beard, and a sad face. True, on the last page of the family 

This short overview does not cover all aspects of the subject; many other 
writers and works could be included in more comprehensive research. The 
aim of this study has only been to present the way the Szapolyai family was 
remembered during the birth of Hungarian academic historiography. As we 
have seen, of all the existing historical texts, those written by pro-Habsburg 

palette of voices had been passed down to the next generation of writers. 

 descessit. 
Calendarium historicum.  

essay in the present volume.

esses Fili modo corporis paulo majore ostenso Analecta,
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THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES

building a nation. The language of the texts also changed, with these new works 
mostly published in Hungarian. Historians and literary authors were more and 
more intensely attracted to the subject of the Battle of Mohács, with the opinion 
strengthening that it was the fatal turning point for the powerful Kingdom of 

disintegration.  Inevitably, the tone of scholarly and literary works written 

this age, likewise grew more and more sombre.
The change in outlook is well illustrated by A Magyarokhoz (To the 

blood-feuds in retribution.”  More straightforward is the opinion of the age in 
Somló, in 

Mohács is a milestone in this process, even though 
contemporaries were unaware of it.  Its motifs were not brand new, since 
domestic strife had already been blamed for the defeat at Mohács in earlier 
works, for example in the epic poem Magyar gyász

. (Loci 

. Budapest, 

!

– hátul áll. Sándor Kisfaludy, Somló
Mohács
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wound (Nem!

since it was during their reign that Buda got lost and the Hungarian Kingdom 

championing the cause of the liberation of serfs created a positive memory of the 

brutally executed, was mentioned with contempt as one who had put individual 
interest ahead of the interest of the nation and depraved his homeland with his 
megalomania.

Neither did it contribute to a more favourable image of the Szapolyais 
that, alongside the Hungarian élite advocating national independence, those 
who were appreciative of the rule of the Habsburgs in Hungary also had an 
equally negative opinion of the family. After all, if the golden age was brought 

 replete with slanderous 

of the Szapolyais. The Hungarian intellectuals in exile thought that, rather than 
bringing tranquillity, the Austrian dynasty further deepened the crisis brought 

 The authors of major syntheses along this line of thought, 
 and Mihály Horváth, opined that it was not the domestic strife 

that caused the fall of the country, but conversely historical necessity that brought 
about the crowning of two kings. In their judgment, both the Ottomans and the 
Habsburgs were enemies, so they did not condemn the Szapolyais for trying to 
seek a solution out of this unfortunate situation with the sultan.  Of course, 

Epistolájának 

. Lipcse, 
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 and 

aristocrat Tamás Nádasdy.
unchanged during the dualist Monarchy, which also explains why his biography 
was written not by a scholarly historian but by a lawyer from Kolozsvár, Mihály 

 this is his only biography to this day.

century, the assessment of the Szapolyais changed little. In vain did the 
intellectuals of the Reform Era turn with interest to Transylvania, the family who 
founded the independent principality did not receive a more positive evaluation 
in historiography or literature. The burgeoning cult of the defeat at Mohács and 

Hungarian noblewomen found its archetype. It is no accident that thanks to 
Endre Veress her biography was completed at the turn of the century.

in Budapest, but eventually he was not found worthy and was replaced by the 

It was self-evident to compare Mohács to Trianon, and all historical syntheses 
and political analyses pinpointed the primary source of the recent catastrophe 

 They held that it was factionalism, 

time, a nostalgia for Transylvania emerged, closely connected to the cult of 
Matthias Corvinus in Kolozsvár and to the romanticization of the period of the 
Hunyadis.  However, the Szapolyais were again the losers in the reinterpretation 
of the tropes of the Hungarian national character.

There is no room to list all the literature on this theme, but whether we 
 (Black 

Egy el fe-
le dett magyar királyi dinasztia: A Szapolyaiak

Fráter 
György
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historical synthesis of the age. The historian, who sympathized with the 

by surges of moods. He was not responsible for the disaster of Mohács; his 

before his contemporaries and for centuries of history to come. Remorse did not 

György Zápolya was also killed at Mohács, for whom he dressed in mourning.”  

Ages, when for lack of a strong central power the country disintegrated into 
parts, each only defending and caring for itself, and the central power became 
incapable of performing comprehensive tasks.”

The evaluation of the Szapolyais did not change with the fall of the Horthy 

national independence. The indictment of two long centuries was drafted by 

the Mohács debate in Hungarian historical studies.  The moot question was 
whether Hungary could have avoided the defeat at Mohács and the fall of the 
late medieval Hungarian state relying on herself alone, or whether the fate of 
the country already depended on the great powers. Although the dispute has not 
been ended with a convincing conclusion as yet, it now seems the Hungarian 
élite of this era, including the Szapolyais, did not bear full responsibility, for the 

 and Gábor Barta has written fundamental 
works on the Szapolyais.

he has described the initial phases of the birth of the Transylvanian principality. 

Mohács Festett király
Krúdy Gyula Mohács-trilógiája 
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It is to him that we owe an adequate methodology for the pursuit of further 
research.

stereotypes of the past and the new assessments of the present. In Transylvania, 

clearly positive development, and the historical investigations still going on may 
facilitate this process. It is still early to draw far-reaching conclusions from these 
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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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