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Magánélet a régi Magyarországon  [Private Life in Old Hungary]. 
Magyar történelmi emlékek: Értekezések 2. By Katalin Péter.  Budapest: 
MTA Bölcsészettudományi Kutatóközpont Történettudományi Intézet, 
2012. 180 pp.

Katalin Péter’s name is certainly not unfamiliar to members of  the international 
readership who take an interest in the history of  the institution of  the family 
in early modern East Central Europe. As a prominent scholar of  Hungarian 
historiography, she has edited and written the introduction to a very important 
selection of  essays addressing the question of  childhood in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth-century Hungary, which was also published in English.1 Her 
continuing interest in the fi eld was documented by the publication of  her book 
on marriage in early modern Hungary2 and numerous studies, eight of  which 
are republished in this volume. Unlike the previous publications, which were 
focused on more specifi c fi elds, this volume addresses a wide variety of  topics 
related to what the author defi nes as “private life” in the meaning attributed to it 
by the fi ve-volume bestselling books edited by Philippe Ariès and Georges Duby: 
everything that is not connected to public life. Thus the reader fi nds analyses of  
female and male roles, attitudes towards childhood, and the specifi cities of  the 
marriage market. Much as the range of  topics is broad, the variety of  social strata 
under scrutiny is also wide: one fi nds studies focusing on emotional contacts 
between aristocrats as well as members of  peasant families. 

The book begins with two studies addressing the question of  gender roles in 
early modern Hungary, both of  which include cases that contradict the broadly 
accepted image according to which early modern families, and especially those of  
the peasants, were dominated by the male head of  the family, who left little scope 
of  action for anyone else. The chapter entitled “The Independence of  Women 
and Men in Society” presents various juridical documents regarding cases in 
which married women had approached the court, thereby displaying an initiative 
that was not allegedly their share according to the generally accepted paradigm 
of  early modern family history. Building on the case of  István Miskolczi Csulyak 
(1575–1645), a Calvinist preacher in Northeastern Hungary who taught his wife 

1 Katalin Péter, ed., Beloved Children: History of  Aristocratic Childhood in Hungary in the Early Modern Age 
(Budapest–New York: CEU Press, 2001).
2 Katalin Péter, Házasság a régi Magyarországon: 16–17. század [Marriage in Old Hungary:  the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Centuries] (Budapest: L’Harmattan, 2008).
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and later his daughters to read, Péter argues in the next chapter, “The Ideal of  
the Reading Woman in the Early Seventeenth Century”, that literacy also must 
have been much more widespread among women than is generally supposed.

The second and longest thematic segment of  the book is made up of  
studies on the world of  the aristocracy. In the chapter “What Were Princesses 
of  Transylvania Like?” Péter addresses the question as to whether there was 
a tradition of  fulfi lling the social role of  being the Transylvanian ruler’s wife. 
According to her, Zsuzsanna Lorántffy (ca 1600–1660), the wife of  György I 
Rákóczi (1630–1648), was the fi rst to fi ll this position with actual content and 
use her infl uence at court to promote her interest in theology, religious life and 
schooling, as well as being a strong emotional support for her husband. Whereas 
earlier princely consorts had not had the opportunity or personal motivation to 
give a clear form to their social role, the later ones merely attempted to follow 
in Zsuzsanna Lorántffy’s footsteps. Later, Péter devotes an individual chapter 
to this remarkable personality, her diverse activities and interests, as well as her 
feelings for the members of  her family. The same biographical approach is used 
in presenting a “male counterpart”, Tamás Nádasdy (1498–1562), a man who 
had one of  the brightest careers in sixteenth-century Hungary. The political 
career of  this man, who came from the petty nobility but eventually ended up 
as the palatine of  Hungary (and was thus the second most important man after 
the king), remains in the background in Péter’s account. She is more interested 
in Nádasdy’s ways of  making himself  liked, his manners and attitude towards 
the court and the Respublica Litteraria of  his age, and also his marriage, which was 
extraordinarily successful, both from the perspective of  his career and on the 
emotional level.3

The third segment of  the book is dedicated to the history of  the family 
as a social unit and the history of  childhood. In the chapter entitled “On the 
Children of  Serfs in Early Modern Hungary” Péter searches the rather scarce 
documentation illustrating early modern rural everyday life for traces of  the 
serfs’ feelings for their own children and the value they attached to them, even 
during the period of  a pregnancy. Citing a number of  cases from juridical records 
each of  which suggests that the children’s lives were generally highly valued 
even by members of  the lower strata of  society, she openly criticizes theories 
often found in international literature according to which the high level of  infant 

3 This is the only study from the volume that is also available in English: “Imitatio Rei Publicae 
Litterariae: Count Tamás Nádasdy (1498–1562),” in Republic of  Letters, Humanism, Humanities, ed. Marcell 
Sebők, Collegium Budapest Workshop Series 15 (Budapest: Collegium Budapest, 2005), 150–69.
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mortality created a level of  indifference towards children. The next chapter, 
“Love and Marriage East of  the Hajnal Border,” extends the inquiry to the 
feelings of  members of  married couples for each other, with a witty critique of  
the same functionalist interpretation of  family life, according to which the early 
modern Eastern European family was merely a production unit the members of  
which expected little in the way of  emotional investment or return. The most 
important exponents of  this historiography, as well as its theoretical implications 
for an imagined geography of  Eastern and Western Europe, are summarized in 
the last chapter, “On Family,” thereby making clear the importance of  the micro-
level of  family history to discussions of  the macro-level of  historical regions. 

The last chapter makes perfectly clear that in spite of  the long list of  
works that Péter regards as predecessors to her own research on private life, 
her approach to the topic is entirely different from that of  earlier Hungarian 
historiography. These nineteenth and early twentieth-century historians hoped 
to put together a history of  everyday life, using primarily the relatively rich 
documentation of  aristocratic families, according to a method that could be 
labeled commonsensical: they were looking for phenomena with which they 
were familiar from their own experience. Péter’s point of  departure, especially 
in the case of  the studies dedicated to peasants, is the theses presented in the 
classics of  family history from the last fi fty years, from the historical demography 
of  John Hajnal to the syntheses of  Jack Goody, Steven E. Ozment, Jean-Louis 
Flandrin or (closest in their fi eld to the region of  the author’s interest) Michael 
Mitterauer and Reinhard Sieder. 

These authors and their (in most cases) purely theoretical knowledge of  the 
situation in the Eastern part of  Europe, however, constitute only the source of  
questions, not the source of  the knowledge itself. With a pinch (and in some 
cases considerably more) of  irony, Péter contrasts the accounts of  a family 
in which emotions allegedly play only a minor role and the frequent death of  
children leads to the sullen indifference of  parents towards them with ‘small 
facts’ that she uncovered in the sources of  the period. She is especially critical 
of  the modernization theories built on these accounts, according to which the 
differences between the eastern and western parts of  Europe (the borders of  
which are running, according to John Hajnal, between Saint Petersburg and 
Trieste) can be explained by demographic facts and differences in basic family 
structures. Her dilemma is aptly demonstrated by the beginning of  the chapter 
entitled “On the Children of  Serfs”: in a court register we read that a certain 
peasant in Hungary in 1671 rocked his child’s cradle. This source (which must 
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have escaped or simply not caught the attention of  the earlier, “commonsensical” 
historiography) is rich with relevance in light of  the fact that Simon Schama, 
writing about a similar contemporary fi nding in the Netherlands, interprets it 
as clear testimony to early Dutch modernity, a sign that due to the wealth of  
the region, a new model of  parenting was emerging. Under the much poorer 
circumstances in Hungary, such a phenomenon should, according to the theory, 
be entirely out of  place.

The studies presenting such ‘small facts’ repeatedly address the question 
of  their relevance. Péter admits that the cases are few (and, due to a structural 
drawback of  such edited volumes, some are repeated in various chapters), but 
she suggests that it would be statistically impossible that there would have been 
so few cases but at the same time they would have been the only ones to have 
survived the massive loss of  sources that any scholar of  early modern Hungary 
has to face. Furthermore, the (primarily) court documents from which these 
excerpts were taken offer very little indication that the details that Péter has 
selected are in any way unusual. In other words, the matter-of-fact style with 
which the details are narrated suggests that the people who recorded them did 
not consider them worthy of  much comment, in contrast with, for instance, 
cases of  child murder, which are clearly condemned and punished and thus (one 
can conclude) are considered a transgression of  norms and outside common 
expectations regarding family life. 

It is always these ‘small facts’ to which Péter gives priority, in contrast 
with the conclusions drawn on the basis of  macro-historical facts. This can be 
demonstrated by her debate with the Swiss historical demographer, Arthur E. 
Imhof, whose monograph The Worlds We Have Lost, with its strong criticism of  
modernity, is also available in Hungarian translation and thus is relatively well-
known among her primary audience. Imhof  attempted to answer the question 
as to how society was able to deal with the high rate of  infant mortality by 
adducing an interpretation based on theology: he suggested that early modern 
common people did not see the world simply within the framework of  life on 
earth, but also considered the afterlife an integral part of  it, thus death in this 
world actually had considerably less signifi cance than it does nowadays. Péter 
convincingly shows the fragility of  this interpretation, built on logical deduction, 
in light of  sources that provide her with a great deal of  data on husbands 
mourning their wives, parents going out of  their way to fi nd cures for their 
children, or even theologically educated noble women scolding their servants for 
having endangered the life of  a peasant boy out of  negligence.
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Throughout the book, one fi nds outstanding examples of  the author’s 
creativity in her use of  sources. Diaries, autobiographies and other ego-
documents, which in a Western European context constitute the most widespread 
source for the history of  private life, are scarce in Hungary and only available 
in relation to the social elite, i.e. aristocrats and members of  various churches. 
Ironically enough, Péter uses an ego-document (the autobiographical account of  
István Miskolczi Csulyak in his omniarium) only once in the volume, to address 
not the career of  the preacher himself, but rather the question of  female literacy, 
which plays an insignifi cant role in the original narrative. Péter even attempts to 
provide a pool of  statistical data on the basis of  which the basic demographic 
facts of  early modern Hungary could be established. Since in this period the 
classic source of  demographic studies, the registers of  births, marriages and 
deaths, were not yet in use (and the very few examples are so fragmentary that 
they yield no reliable data), the author set out to use data from court registers 
instead. A database was compiled, including 100 women, 307 men and 66 married 
couples, on the basis of  which Péter addressed some of  the generally accepted 
stereotypes regarding family structures east of  the Hajnal border. 

The pool admittedly remains too small to support any strong thesis, but it 
does raise the relevant question as to whether this situation could be changed 
if  a large research group were to dedicate time and energy to the extraction of  
further data from similar court documentation preserved in local archives all 
over historical Hungary. In any case, Péter’s database does yield some intriguing 
preliminary results (which are nevertheless also accepted only hypothetically 
by the author), such as the signifi cantly lower ratio of  the age group above fi fty 
years among women than men, which may point to their lower life expectancy 
and thus their privileged position on the marriage market. While this remains 
a hypothesis, there are convincing results in other fi elds, such as the author’s 
skepticism regarding the thesis according to which in the eastern part of  
Europe couples married at a very young age, almost as children. Even if  she 
is unable to refute this statement on a quantitative basis (the pool of  data on 
persons under eighteen is very small, given the nature of  juridical records), 
some qualitative elements, such as the terminology used by the sources, make 
her argument convincing. She lists several examples indicating that in early 
modern Hungary men sixteen years of  age were still referred to as children, 
and she also found no example of   the use of  the term “unmarried” for boys 
under eighteen, which suggests that they were not generally expected to marry 
under this age.
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All in all, this collection of  studies by Katalin Péter offers intriguing insights 
into the private lives of  the inhabitants of  early modern Hungary, as well as the 
discussions regarding them. The author’s creativity in her use of  sources and her 
critical assessment of  the grand narratives of  modernization theories through 
the prism of  ‘small facts’ render Private Life in Old Hungary a thought-provoking 
read that masterfully meets the expectation placed on a historian: to bring his or 
her audience closer to a bygone reality.

Gábor Kármán
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