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The developments that deter-
mined the transformation of the pow-
er structure founded by the Hungarian 
clans settled in the Middle Danube re-
gion in the context of the second wave 
of the great migrations,1 in a kingdom 
under the spiritual governance of the 
Holy See and claiming an apostolic vo-
cation, are both a turning point in the 
history of Central and Eastern Europe 
and a demonstration of inclusivity on 
the part of medieval Christian civiliza-
tion. The sedentarization of these clans 
irreversibly changed the old Slavic–
German power condominium through 
the abolition of Great Moravia and 
called into question the missionary 
initiatives of German episcopates.2 
The conversion of the Hungarians to 
Christianity and the consecration of 
their kingdom through the coronation 
of King Saint Stephen (997–1038) 
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under the auspices of the conjoint forces involved in leading the Christian mis-
sion into the East and North marked, in terms of identity symbolism, the end 
of the moral crisis manifested in the collective mind through eschatological fear 
and the onset of the systematic efforts of the Christian Church to restore so-
cial order by imposing a norm in relation to arbitrariness.3 These developments 
highlighted by historical writings concerned with the Middle Ages and with the 
genesis of nations marked the evolution of the ethnic communities involved. 
The dynamics of the changes initially targeted the behavior of the holders of 
military power and subsequently the cultural background and political strategies 
of the old pagan elite, which, through the gradual assumption of the Western 
or Byzantine social-cultural paradigm, became the core component of the social 
scaffolding of the new states.

The case of the Kingdom of Hungary stands out among the string of accom-
plishments of the Christian mission due to a series of traits that the otherwise 
few written sources and chronicles highlight in the immediate succession of 
events. The conversion of the Slavs to Christianity was the result of the initia-
tives of contiguous Carolingian and Byzantine power structures, which ensured 
their partial legitimation and provided them with the opportunity to organize 
their own ecclesiastical institutions or to participate in disputes regarding the 
Empire.4 The relationship between the Hungarians and the two forces that com-
peted for imperial succession consisted of conflicts generated by the Hungar-
ians’ plundering campaigns, successfully thwarted from the mid–10th century 
onwards. This state of affairs impacted historiographic tradition as well, in the 
sense that a tradition specific to Hungarian antiquity emerged, different from 
the paradigms of a Trojan origin developed by Western medieval chronicles.5 
Historiography sought the origins of these choices to reach out to the Scythian 
and Hunnish enemies of the orbis Romanus in the readings embraced expressis 
verbis by the authors of the first Hungarian chronicles,6 who favored the incor-
poration of the ancient past of Pannonia into the identity heritage of the region’s 
new inhabitants. A potential facilitating circumstance for the adoption of a past 
that privileged the uniqueness of the Hungarians resides, among others, in the 
specific singularities of their integration into christianitas and in the develop-
ments of the new kingdom’s first century of existence. The decision to adopt the 
faith of their former enemies is seen as an expression of the pragmatism of Hun-
garian leaders, motivated by the defeat they had suffered at Lechfeld in 955,7 
while the diplomatic proceedings to that effect involved negotiations with all 
the Christian centers engaged in leading the mission: the Byzantine Empire, the 
Holy See, and the Duchy of Poland, recently converted to Christianity in 966. 
The difficulty of reconciling the latter three’s jurisdictional interests and the divi-
sions among the elites of the Hungarian clans over accepting Latin Christianity 
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as promoted by Duke Géza through means whose brutality was remarkable even 
to the chronicles of the time interfered with the founding of Hungary’s first 
ecclesiastical structures, consecrated by the Holy See thanks to the missionary 
enterprise of Saint Adalbert of Prague, the future martyr of the Prussian King-
dom.8 This polycentric mission illustrates the manner in which Central-Euro-
pean aristocracy had undergone a certain type of deep Christianization through 
agents subsequently canonized, yet the records of the chronicles inspired by the 
Bavarian episcopates in the proximity of Hungary mainly credit the contribu-
tion of the German entourage of Duke Vajk, who, once baptized, became King 
Stephen I. The chronicle of Ulrich von Reichenau stresses the piety of Queen 
Gisela and her contribution to the support offered by the king to the first mo-
nastic foundations.9 The contribution of strangers to saving Hungarian Christi-
anity during the confrontation with the rebellion of the pagan Duke Koppány 
of Somogy, who claimed primacy within the Hungarian dynasty based on the 
principle of seniority, was placed in opposition to the Chistian tradition of pri-
mogeniture. The victory of the Christian forces led by Vecelin von Werzeburg, 
of German origin and supported by Bavarian contingents, was considered a 
Teutonic success against the Hungarians.10 The xenophilic choices of Hungary’s 
first Christian sovereign are even recorded by the aulic chronicles of the 14th 
century, which mention the inclusion among the nobility of guests from the 
principalities of the Empire and from the Latin kingdoms.11 Modern historiog-
raphy is still debating the authenticity of such royal tolerance, which is difficult 
to reconcile with medieval paradigms12—yet it may have been the result of the 
kingdom’s institutional vulnerabilities—and with its choices targeting an active 
foreign policy. Hungary’s involvement in the litigations that divided neighbor-
ing Christian states required the creation of long-term or circumstantial alliances 
with holders of power or dissident factions, thus incorporating, among others, 
a certain social and demographic mobility. Furthermore, this stage is associated 
with a certain trajectory of internal policy, namely, that of confronting insurgent 
regional centers, which was done out of loyalty to the Holy See, as was the case 
with the duchies of Banat and Transylvania.13 The restoration of royal author-
ity along Hungary’s eastern borders coincided with the campaigns of Emperor  
Basil II (976–1025) against the Bulgarian Empire,14 as well as with the recogni-
tion by the Holy See of the spiritual authority of the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
within its own sphere. The convergence of the interests of the new monarchy 
with those of the papacy and the former’s insistence on placing the Archbish-
opric of Esztergom (Strigonium) under the direct authority of the Pope set the 
stage for a decisively impactful move for the evolution of Christian Hungary, 
namely, the placement of the kingdom under the protection of the Supreme 
Pontiff.15 Such privileged relations conceal deeper significations than feudal-
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vassal affiliations, volatile to the extreme within christianitas, emerging as a suc-
cessful experiment within the Church efforts to take on the mandate of restor-
ing legal order among the states and peoples under its spiritual governance.16 
The inclusion of Hungary among the papal fiefs was spiritually justified by the 
missionary nature of that kingdom, located close to the Ponto-Caspian steppes 
inhabited by pagan populations, as well as to the borders of the two competi-
tors for imperial succession. From a legal perspective, the Pope’s position was 
a consequence of Pannonia being a part of the orbis Romanus, which was un-
der papal authority by virtue of a maximalist interpretation of the Donation of  
Constantine. Such developments were difficult to anticipate in the mid–11th cen-
tury, yet those prelates inspired by the agenda of the Cluniac Reforms would 
seek to turn this desideratum into an actual reality.

Such innovations that laid the ground for a historiographic discourse par-
tial to the avant la lettre tolerance postulated by Hungarian royalty were 
offset by the first manifestations of the aristocratic elite’s distrust in the 

sovereign’s foreign collaborators, associated with the presence of Queen Gisela 
and with the king’s nephew and successor, Peter I Orseolo.17 Latin-Hungarian 
chronicles blame the latter two’s influence on the final years of King Stephen’s 
reign and hold them responsible for the mutilation of Vazul, an alleged heir to 
the throne, as well as for the exile of his sons.18 The rebellion against King Peter 
is the result of the behavior of Latin and German officials who, under the inspi-
ration of furor Teutonicus, would defile the wives and daughters of Hungarian 
nobles.19 The abuse committed by the foreign king’s entourage turned into an 
indirect justification for the insurgency of certain noble factions, followed by the 
dethronement of the legitimate sovereign and the pagan uprising of 1046. The 
emergence of a new Árpádian ruler, the martyrdom of certain high prelates, and 
the intervention of Emperor Henry III in support of King Peter called into 
question the existence of the apostolic kingdom, yet the mobilization of the local 
elite around the new king, Andrew I the Catholic (1046–1060), who had re-
turned from his exile in Kyiv, ensured the restauration of internal order and 
paved the way for a kind of power condominium between the sovereign and the 
Hungarian aristocracy. The new king’s religious devotion ensured the survival 
of local ecclesiastical institutions and the support of the Holy See against the 
interference of the German emperor, yet the ruler was compelled to resort to the 
so-called servientes regis, whose loyalty was disputed by his brother, Duke Béla.20 
The preservation of internal peace required the division of the kingdom and the 
devolution of some authority to the younger king, yet another solution that 
became an instrument of maintaining internal peace, while the true restoration 
of royal power coincided with the rule of Holy King Ladislaus (1077–1099), 
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who was the embodiment of the ideal Hungarian medieval sovereign. His initia-
tives were aligned with his image as the protector of his country and subjects 
against the Pecheneg raids,21 while the hieratic dimension of his power was 
strengthened by the canonization of King Saint Stephen (1080). Royal primacy 
in relation to its vassals materialized into foreign policy initiatives with decisive 
consequences for Christian Hungary, which consisted in the initiation of the 
incorporation of the Kingdom of Croatia, by virtue of the family alliance that 
united the Árpád dynasty with the last Croatian kings.22 The annexation of an 
old Christian kingdom with its own specific institutional profile engaged the 
kingdom into a constant confrontation with the local nobility seeking to secure 
its traditional privileges. On the other hand, Hungarian claims encroached upon 
the jurisdiction of the Holy See, which led the Hungarian king to cultivate a 
closer relationship with Emperor Henry IV (1053–1106), who was himself at 
odds with the papacy on the matter of ecclesiastical investiture. The reign of 
King Coloman the Learned (1099–1116) marked the restoration of good rela-
tions with the Holy See, as well as the institutionalization of the particular status 
of Croatia within the Holy Crown through the issuing of the famous Pacta 
Conventa in favor of the Croatian nobility in 1102. The reignition of disputes 
within the royal family led to the return of aristocratic factions in the actual race 
for power, facilitated, among other factors, by the emergence of new challenges 
threatening the stability of the kingdom, brought about by the passage of the 
crusaders on their way to liberate the Holy Land. The abuse committed by the 
latter against the locals and the king’s intervention stirred hostile reactions on 
both sides, which continued throughout the following century.23 In the long 
run, due to the migration of large groups of people, this time from the West, 
which was in full economic swing and experiencing demographic growth, to-
wards the border regions of christianitas, inhabited by lesser-known communi-
ties enshrouded in negative prejudices by the chronicles of the time, yet rich in 
opportunities,24 the Kingdom of Hungary was faced with the challenge of adapt-
ing to the reality of such guests, which could potentially change the kingdom’s 
internal social hierarchy. The vulnerabilities of royal power in the first decades 
of the 11th century became manifest in the form of an increased importance at-
tributed to officials of the Court, where a significant role was granted to the 
relatives of foreign queens. Their real or presumed influence turned them into 
the object of chroniclers’ hostility. Queen Euphemia of Kyiv, banished by King 
Coloman, and her illegitimate son, Boris Árpád, in particular, are considered 
responsible for the confrontations which devastated Hungary during the early 
years of the reign of King Béla II (1131–1141),25 while Queen Helena, the 
daughter of a Serbian dynast, was seen as the one who inspired the massacre of 
certain nobles suspected of having suggested the mutilation of the king. Patron-
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age over royal power, legitimized by ethical rationales and by a concern for the 
protection of the kingdom, forced royalty to return to the xenophilic measures 
intended to lay the foundations of the military power required by an active for-
eign policy. The emergence of other communities that owed their status to their 
relationship with the king stirred the hostility of the aristocracy that dominated 
the royal counties and ecclesiastical institutions. The artisan of these innovations 
is considered to be King Géza II (1141–1162), who was involved in diplomatic 
and military enterprises during the conflict that pitted the Holy See against Em-
peror Frederick I Barbarossa (1154–1189), and who initiated the settling of 
German guests in certain Hungarian border regions.26 The granting of privi-
leges to the urban settlements founded by the newcomers is a feature shared 
with the neighboring Slavic states, but, as far as the internal social hierarchies 
were concerned, it implied the broadening of the pool of inhabitants enjoying 
free status and paved the way for that overlap between ethnic background and 
privilege,27 thus setting the stage for the genesis of that ethnic and religious plu-
rality of the countries belonging to the Crown of Saint Stephen, superficially 
identified with tolerance. The distrust in the foreigners’ influence on the Hun-
garian royalty acquired new dimensions once Hungary became more deeply 
involved in diplomatic enterprises in the region, through matrimonial alliances 
with the Comnenus dynasty, interested in restoring their good relations with the 
Holy See and in a potential religious reconciliation.28 The marriage of Duke Béla 
to a Byzantine princess, while seeming to open the path for the assumption of 
imperial dignity by a representative of the Árpád dynasty, turned out to be an 
obstacle in the way of the latter’s coronation as king of Hungary in 1172, when 
Archbishop Lucas of Esztergom refused to perform the ceremony, under the 
pretext of the potential risk that Orthodox influence might call into question the 
kingdom’s place within christianitas.29 The attitude of that first prelate of Hun-
garian origin who became the Primate of Hungary was inspired by jurisdic-
tional arguments concerning his relationship with the Holy See and the protec-
tion of the Church’s property rights. Such a precedent is relevant for the views 
of the aristocracy—from whose ranks the high clergy originated—regarding the 
right to sanction dynastic succession. In terms of the horizontal solidarity with-
in the legal society, this moment foreshadowed, a few decades before the Fourth 
Crusade, the abandonment of the integration policies of the first Árpádians and 
the adoption of an intransigent ecclesiastical discourse as to schismatics and pa-
gans, in pursuit of an internal policy agenda and of the redistribution of certain 
economic resources in the regions inhabited by non-Catholic communities.

 The political stability of the kingdom took a turn during the reigns of King 
Béla III’s (1172–1196) immediate successors, Emeric I (1196–1204) and espe-
cially Andrew II (1205–1235). Loyalty to the king proved to be providential for 
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the preservation of the principle of primogeniture challenged by the rebellion of 
the nobles in the south of the kingdom,30 yet the premature disappearance of the 
king and of his underage son triggered a series of political and ethical crises that 
eventually came to nullify the innovative initiatives of King Andrew II, a worthy 
contemporary of Emperor Frederick II (1215–1250). His marriage to Gertrude 
of Merania, who belonged to a Bavarian family linked to the Hohenstauffen dy-
nasty and involved in diplomatic actions on the confines of Slavic and German 
states, aroused the opposition of the aristocracy, vexed by the alienation of the 
Crown’s possessions in favor of the queen’s relatives. Disputes culminated with 
the queen’s assassination in 1213, during the king’s absence from the country.31 
That act, which met the criteria of a nota infidelitatis, remained unpunished, but 
distrust towards the attempts of German guests to ensure their ecclesiastical au-
tonomy by organizing their own prepositures outside the authority of Hungar-
ian dioceses became a leitmotif of the correspondence between the said dioceses 
and the Holy See. The opposition of the nobles proved to be strong enough to 
counteract the sovereign’s foreign policy initiatives, in spite of their proactivity. 
His attempts to incorporate the western Russian knyazates resulted in a series 
of campaigns that ruined royal finances, while also paving the way for the king-
dom’s involvement in the expansion into regions suffering from a void of politi-
cal authority. The title of Rex Galiciae et Lodomeriae now assumed by Árpádians 
became the grounds for legitimizing the Habsburg Monarchy’s participation in 
the first division of Poland.

Another avenue pursued by the sovereign in his quest to offset the vul-
nerabilities of his internal position was his active involvement in the 
crusading initiatives aimed to protect the Eastern Latin Empire.32 His 

marriage to Yolanda of Courtenay33 created the opportunity of an imperial 
succession, while the daughter born of that marriage, honored by the Roman 
Church with the attributes of sanctity, Saint Violant of Hungary,34 inaugurated 
the privileged relations between the Kingdom of Hungary and the states of the 
Iberian Peninsula under the auspices of a permanent crusade. The sovereign’s 
ambitious foreign commitments were faced with the limitations of his institu-
tional resources, which made him dependent on the ability to secure the loyalty 
of the high social classes. Hungary’s participation in the Fifth Crusade (1217) 
dealt a decisive blow to the country’s financial stability and forced it to turn to 
the king’s Jewish and Muslim traders. The cessation of some of the Crown’s 
properties in favor of those traders, combined with the protests of the nobility 
and the clergy, led to repeated interventions on the part of papal legates, culmi-
nating with the excommunication of the king. The need for a political solution 
imposed the adoption of the Golden Bull of 1225 in favor of the kingdom’s 
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nobles. Historical writings have sought to identify similarities between this piece 
of legislation and the Magna Carta Libertatum,35 given the chronological coin-
cidence and the more volatile nature of power relations in the border regions of 
christianitas. The corroboration of its provisions with those of other similar doc-
uments issued by lay and ecclesiastical power-holders testifies to a general desire 
to set the relationship between power and society within a legal framework, 
under the auspices of a reconciliation between the attributes of the state as em-
bodied by the authority of the sovereign, on the one hand, and the privileges of 
the aristocratic elite and of free citizens, on the other. The privilege granted by 
King Andrew II, which became the keystone of the legal identity of the medieval 
Hungarian nation, is distinguished by the relationship between belonging to the 
said nation and the properties of the Crown, which could not be ceded to for-
eigners.36 The legal guarantee of this new relationship between the aristocracy as 
a founder of the motherland and the patrimony of the Holy Crown was ensured 
by the famous ius resistendi, the nobility’s right to oppose those of the king’s or 
officials’ measures that they deemed abusive, as well as by the universal nature 
of the privilege’s provisions, which concerned all of the kingdom’s nobles. This 
legal consecration of a state of things that resulted from the evolution of terri-
torial institutions secured the monarchy’s option to collaborate with categories 
of people at the bottom of the Hungarian privileged society, which were expe-
riencing a degradation of their economic and social status in the competition 
against the members of the aristocracy, yet were enjoying sustained numerical 
growth thanks to military campaigns along all the borders, which Hungary was 
engaged in throughout the 13th century.37 The availability of these dynamic so-
cial categories animated by solidarity, among which meritocracy tended to take 
precedence over material status, is illustrated by the development of advisory 
institutions at county level and in urban centers after 1250.

The importance of these new political forces proved to be decisive during 
the crisis that threatened the very survival of the apostolic kingdom, occasioned 
by the Mongolian invasion of 1241–1242. The destruction of the royal army at 
Mohy and the temporary withdrawal of King Béla IV (1235–1270), the for-
mer regent agreed upon by the noble factions opposing his father, put to the 
test the monarchy’s capacity to ensure by its own means the safety of the king-
dom’s inhabitants in the face of this final offensive of the world of the steppes 
against the sedentarized Christian world. Faced with that twofold pressure, the 
Hungarian royalty carried out a new attempt at legitimizing its position as the 
defender of the borders of Christianity. In his address to the prelates gathered 
at the Second Council of Lyon, King Béla referred to Hungary as finis christi-
anitatis38 and called for the mobilization of crusading forces in its defense. The 
arguments of the Hungarian diplomacy capitalized on a certain tendency within 
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Roman Church ecclesiology, which had started in the second half of the 12th 
century, to prioritize the so-called Cismarine Crusade over fighting for the de-
fense of Jerusalem, as a premise for preserving the purity of the doctrine of the 
Christian Church. The privileged position claimed by Hungary as the border 
of christianitas justified a certain amount of tolerance as to the king’s relations 
to pagan or schismatic communities, such as his patronage of the Cumans and 
his dynastic alliances with the western Russian knyazes or the Lascaris dynasty. 
His recourse to the military resources of such allies aroused the mistrust of the 
Holy See, which found in the local noblemen an interlocutor more willing to 
embrace its choices in ecclesiastical policy, according to which the properties of 
non-Catholics became a potential target for the expansion of the nobility’s pos-
sessions.39 The resumption of an active foreign policy aimed at acquiring land 
along the western border of the Lands of the Crown in the context of the escheat 
of the Babenberg dynasty40 and the opportunities brought about by the disinte-
gration of the Vlach-Bulgarian Empire of the Asenids in the Balkans41 generated 
further suspicion among the papal legates, who were concerned by the employ-
ment of contingents of Cumans, who were the former adversaries of the Latin 
crusaders in the Balkans and whose conversion was deemed uncertain, while the 
experienced failures triggered a new crisis among the Hungarian elite, this time 
in the form of an intergenerational conflict. The attempts at dividing power be-
tween the king and Crown Prince Stephen, the future Stephen V (1270–1272), 
by resorting to the old way of dividing the kingdom, set the stage for a series 
of civil wars42 brought to an end through the mediation of the kingdom’s high 
prelates, while the ascent of the young king hastened an open confrontation 
between the magnates who owned land in the northern and western parts of 
the kingdom, who requested support from Bohemia and the nobles of Styria, 
on the one hand, and the young magnates involved in the campaigns of former 
Duke Stefan of Bulgaria, who held fiefs along the northern and eastern borders 
of the Crown. The achievements of that short rule led to the realignment of 
the monarchy with the agenda of the Holy See through a dynastic alliance with 
the Angevin sovereigns of Naples, the papacy’s lay partners in Italy, who were 
seeking to restore the Eastern Latin Empire.43 The disappearance of the king 
under circumstances that were never fully clarified and the rule of his underage 
son, Ladislas IV the Cuman, delayed the restoration of royal power until the as-
sumption of the crown by his Neapolitan relatives. The members of the nobility 
who had become the de facto deciders of kingdom policy proved to be efficient 
enough to preserve its unity and to successfully oppose a Mongolian invasion, as 
well as internal insurgencies stimulated by the vulnerability of the royal power.

The historiographic manifestation of such innovative dispositions consists of 
the significations incorporated in the Latin-Hungarian chronicles written dur-
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ing this period, where the protagonists of the history narrated by the authors are 
mainly members of aristocratic clans, invested expressis verbis by Simon of Kéza 
with the right to manage the public affairs of the Holy Crown.44

The political experiment embodied by the founding dynasty of the Kingdom 
of Hungary marked the completion of the integration of the Hungarian clans 
that settled in Pannonia in the late 9th century into the development frameworks 
of medieval civilization, while the choice to preserve the type of state typical for 
the preclassic Middle Ages entailed the sharing of power with certain categories 
of the privileged elite. This diarchy did not interfere with the functioning of the 
state thanks to a division of competences between the royal power and the natio 
nobilium, which, during this process, acquired a legal identity and outlined its 
own identity-related views in relation to the past and present, thus influencing 
the long-term development of the modern Hungarian nation.

q
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Abstract
Royalty and Elites in the Countries of the Crown of Saint Stephen:  
Medieval Solidarities and Identities in the 11th–14th Centuries

Political stabilization, along with the onset of the economic revival of the late first millennium 
AD, entailed a double genesis, of both ethnic and institutional nature, characterized, in the case of 
Central-Eastern European states, by their integration into the Christian world. While the choices 
of the ruling elite of the Hungarian clans settled in Pannonia in the late 9th century ensured the sur-
vival of the nation in the long run, even through crises that challenged its institutional autonomy, 
the changes they brought about triggered an active dialogue between power and society, which 
led to the outlining of two parallel views among the actors competing for political power and for 
the discourse that legitimized it.
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