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A művelt arisztokrata: A magyarországi főnemesség olvasmányai 
a XVI-XVII. században [The Erudite Aristocrat: The Reading Materials 
of  the Hungarian Aristocracy in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries]. By István Monok. Budapest–Eger: 
Kossuth Kiadó–Eszterházy Károly Főiskola, 2012. 470 pp.

What kinds of  books did an aristocrat read or at least browse through in Hungary 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? This book offers an answer to this 
question, providing, after a few short introductory chapters, 23 analyses of  the 
books known to have been kept by 23 different aristocratic families.

The aristocracy has always been one of  the focal points of  interest among 
historians of  Europe and in particular Central Europe in the early modern 
era, as is clearly illustrated by a plethora of  comprehensive works and detailed 
monographs published in recent decades. I would mention the works of  Lawrence 
Stone, Jonathan Dewald, and Petr Maťa, which analyze the educational, cultural, 
economic, and political strategies of  the aristocracy of  individual countries or 
the entire continent.1 In the case of  Hungary, in spite of  the fact that the role 
of  the aristocracy was by no means less signifi cant than in other European 
countries, similar comprehensive works have not yet been published, although 
in recent years signifi cant research has been underway, for instance in the fi eld 
of  the cultural world of  the aristocracy.2

István Monok also approaches the subject from this perspective, the 
perspective of  the history of  reading. This interdisciplinary approach (which in 
German has come to be referred to as “Historische Leseforschung”) began to 
emerge in the 1970s. One of  the intentions was to begin to go beyond traditional 
literary history by considering the book supply and book erudition of  various 

1 Lawrence Stone–Jeanne C. Fawtier Stone, An Open Elite? England 1540–1880 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1984); Jonathan Dewald, The European Nobility 1400–1800, New Approaches to European History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Petr Maťa, Svět české aristokracie 1500–1700 (Prague: Nakl. 
Lidové noviny, 2004).
2 Recent Hungarian research is best represented by the following volumes: Katalin Péter, ed., Beloved 
Children. History of  Childhood in Hungary in the Early Modern Age (Budapest: CEU, 2000); Nóra G. Etényi and 
Ildikó Horn, eds., Idővel paloták… Magyar udvari kultúra a 16–17. században [Palaces in Time… Hungarian 
Court Culture in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries] (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2005); Klára Papp–
Levente Püski, eds, Arisztokrata életpályák és életviszonyok [Aristocratic Careers and Lifestyles], Speculum 
Historiae Debreceniense, 4 (Debrecen: Debreceni Egyetem Történelmi Intézete, 2009); Anna Fundarkova–
István Fazekas, eds, Die ungarische Aristokratie und der Wiener Hof  in der Frühen Neuzeit (Forthcoming, Vienna: 
Ungarischen Geschichtswissenschaft, 2013).
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ages from the perspective of  the reader (see the works mentioned on pp.30-31). 
István Monok is one of  the most prominent representatives of  this approach 
in Hungary. As a librarian, college and university professor, and director of  the 
National Széchenyi Library he has played an active role now for some 30 years 
in the collection, editing, and publication of  sources relevant to the study of  the 
history of  reading in Hungary. He has also authored numerous articles on book 
erudition in Hungary in the early modern era. In 2010 he collected those articles 
that pertain to the reading habits of  the aristocracy, to which he added some new 
chapters to make a monograph. This monograph, which Monok defended in 
2011 as his academic doctoral dissertation, has now been published as a book. 
The preface to the book, which constitutes one of  several introductory chapters, 
offers a discussion of  how the terms in the title are to be understood in the case 
of  “Hungary” (it refers to the Hungarian Kingdom, including Slavonia, but not 
the territories under Ottoman rule or the Transylvanian Principality and who 
can be considered an “aristocrat”. Monok does not give a detailed answer to 
the latter question, but rather refers to the conclusions of  the research group 
headed by Katalin Péter.3 It would have been preferable, in order to prevent 
misunderstandings, to have given a bit more attention to the precise meanings of  
this term or perhaps even to have included a short social-historical introduction, 
since in subsequent chapters the terms “noble” (“nemes”) and “aristocrat” 
(“főnemes”) are often used apparently interchangeably. One of  the members of  
the committee that assessed the book as a doctoral dissertation made a similar 
mistake, contending (inaccurately) that the distinction between the aristocracy 
and the lesser nobility was foreign to society at the time and is insignifi cant 
from the perspective of  cultural history. While a precise specifi cation of  what 
is meant by the term “aristocracy” (as the most prominent part of  the nobility) 
no doubt is only possible on the basis of  some consensus among historians,4 in 
Hungary a clear legal distinction was drawn between the common nobility and 
the aristocracy as of  the fi fteenth century, and there is widespread consensus 
in Hungarian historiography that this legal difference was a refl ection of  an 

3 “A magyar arisztokrácia családi kapcsolatrendszere a 16–17. században” [The System of  Family 
Networks of  the Hungarian Aristocracy in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries], 2006–2008, accessed 
May 29, 2013, http://archivum.piarista.hu/arisztokrata. – Here three aspects of  public law were taken into 
consideration: highest offi ce-bearers of  the kingdom, aristocratic titles granted by the king, and personal 
invitations to the diet.
4 Petr Maťa, Svět české aristokracie, 12–15.
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actual social difference.5 (An aristocrat was not a nobleman. As of  1553 every 
charter elevating someone to the status of  baron included the text, “e coetu 
et numero nobilium eximendum, … in numerum, coetumque baronum … 
recepimus”). Furthermore it is unquestionably the case that the greater fi nancial 
means enjoyed by the owners of  castles and adjacent major estates, together with 
the broad networks and consequent social capital of  national offi cials created 
cultural opportunities that were far more diffi cult to attain for other members of  
society and indeed were sometimes only within reach through ties to members 
of  the aristocracy (on the mutual use of  court libraries see pp.29–30). Thus 
aristocrats also played a key role in the fi eld of  culture.

The second part of  the introduction addresses questions of  interpretation. 
It touches, for instance, on geographical differences within the country (the 
disadvantageous condition of  Transylvania), the lack of  a prospering book trade 
(as a consequence of  which even wealthy aristocrats were somewhat at the mercy 
of  foreign book salesmen), and, simply, a widespread lack of  practical usage of  
books. Knowledge of  economics was not gleaned, in general, from books, nor 
for that matter was knowledge of  schooling and education. Of  the rich literature 
on education, for instance, only works of  moral philosophy and principum specula 
(books containing instructions for rulers on various aspects of  rule) made it to 
Hungary.

The next chapter examines the types of  sources on reading and book history, 
fi rst and foremost the various book lists, but also other kinds of  data (such as 
letters, book recommendations, comments and marks of  ownership in surviving 
books). The section on catalogues is particularly interesting (pp.38–41). These 
fi nding aids were clear signs of  deliberate and systematic use of  libraries and 
indeed themselves constitute important sources. 

Regrettably only a few have survived. Only two collections of  the era 
survive that comprise (complete with a contemporary catalogue) the library of  a 
Hungarian aristocrat (or aristocratic family) in its entirety as of  the seventeenth 
century (the books of  Miklós Zrínyi in the Library of  the University of  Zagreb 
and the Esterházy library in Kismarton [Eisenstadt, Austria] and Moscow).

The last chapter of  the introductory section addresses the infl uence of  the 
book culture of  the Hungarian royal court and the court of  the Transylvanian 
Principality. The author captures the fi rst only in the afterlife of  Bibliotheca 

5  Cf. the entry “nemes” [noble] by János Kalmár in Magyar mûvelõdéstörténeti lexicon [Encyclopedia of  
Hungarian Cultural History], ed. Péter Kőszeghy, vol. 8 (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2008), 159–62.

HHR_2013_1.indb   197HHR_2013_1.indb   197 2013.06.14.   13:57:282013.06.14.   13:57:28



198

Hungarian Historical Review 2,  no. 1  (2013): 178–207

Corviniana (the fi fteenth-century Renaissance library of  King Matthias Corvinus 
in Buda). The  (unsuccessful) attempts to reunite the dispersed collection 
(pp.48–51) became a symbol of  the reunifi cation of  the country itself. Monok 
gives a brief  summary of  the history of  the Gyulafehérvár (Alba Iulia, Romania) 
library of  Transylvanian princes Gábor Bethlen and György I Rákóczi (pp.51–
54), although this may have had little infl uence on the Hungarian aristocracy, 
since very few members of  the aristocracy actually saw it. It might have been 
preferable to have examined the infl uence of  the book culture of  the existing (but 
not independent) Hungarian royal court of  the Habsburgs in Vienna and Prague. 
However, according to the author, “Hungarian scholarship on cultural history 
has failed as of  yet to provide a detailed study of  … the infl uence of  the Royal 
Hungarian court of  Prague and Vienna … on the culture and cultural habits (and 
within this the habits pertaining to book collection and the support of  books) 
of  … the aristocracy” (p.55). This is precisely why I had hoped for an overview 
at least as detailed as the one given of  the Gyulafehérvár library. Furthermore, 
over the course of  the past decade serious studies have been published on the 
cultural and social infl uence of  the Habsburg court on Hungary, for instance 
with respect to music and the arts (Géza Galavics,6 Petr Fidler,7 Péter Király,8 
Géza Pálffy,9 István Fazekas10 and others).

6  Géza Galavics, “The Hungarian Royal Court and Late Renaissance Art,” Hungarian Studies 10 no. 2 
(1995): 307–32.  Géza Galavics, “Niederländer in Wien – Auftraggeber aus Ungarn. Ein unbekanntes 
Modello für ein Altarbild des Rubens-Schülers Jan Thomas (1669),” Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 51 
(2007): 209–23.
7  Petr Fidler, “Die Bautätigkeit der Pálffys im 17. Jahrhundert und der Umbau des Schlosses Bibersburg-
Cervený Kamen,” Ars 27 (1994): 3, 213–36.
8  Péter Király, “Wolfgang Ebner levelei Batthyány Ádámnak (1643–1650)” [Ebner Wolfgang’s 
Correspondence with Ádám Batthyány (1643–1650)], Magyar Zene 39, no. 1 (2001): 85–99. Péter Király, 
“Wolfgang Ebner és Wendelin Hueber levele Esterházy Lászlónak” [Ebner Wolfgang’s and Hueber 
Wendelin’s Letter to László Esterházy], Magyar Zene 39, no. 4 (2001): 375–81.
9  Géza Pálffy, “Der Wiener Hof  und die ungarischen Stände im 16. Jahrhundert”, Mitteilungen des 
Instituts für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung 109, no. 3–4 (2001): 346–81. Géza Pálffy, “Hofwechsel und 
Einfl ussverlust. Der ungarische Adel am Hof  der Jagiellonen und am Hof  Ferdinands I,” in Maria von 
Ungarn (1505–1558). Eine Renaissancefürstin, eds. Martina Fuchs and Orsolya Réthelyi, Geschichte in der 
Epoche Karls V., 8 (Münster: Aschendorff, 2007), 245–60.
10  István Fazekas, “A Melith-fi úk bécsi tanulmányai 1630–1631-ben” [The Melith Boys’ Studies in 
Vienna in 1630–1631], in Tanulmányok Szakály Ferenc emlékére [Essays in Memory of  Ferenc Szakály], eds. 
Pál Fodor, Géza Pálffy, István György Tóth (Budapest: Históriaantik, 2002), 139–58;  István Fazekas, 
“Adalékok az ifjú Bocskai István bécsi udvarban eltöltött éveihez” [Additional Material on the Years Spent 
in the Vienna Court by István Bocskai], Studia Caroliensia 7, no. 1 (2006): 73–85.
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This is followed by the bulk of  the book, which consists of  a presentation 
of  the collections of  individual aristocrats (to the extent that the sources permit, 
of  course). The analysis of  the collections of  24 Hungarian families offers a 
profi le of  the reading culture of  the contemporary Hungarian aristocracy. Most 
of  them were educated and erudite, so a basic part of  their collections was 
comprised of  school books (classics of  Antiquity) and the books that they had 
acquired during their travels abroad. (Protestants like Mihály Forgách, János 
Ostrosith and Imre Thurzó traveled to Wittenberg, while Catholics traveled to 
Italy and Bavaria.) The collections differed considerably in their size and content, 
but almost all of  them contained books on religious question and religious 
debates, as well as works on Hungarian history (authors such as Bonfi ni and 
Istvánffy). Several aristocrats were quite deliberate in their acquisition of  works 
pertaining to Hungarian history and culture (p.151, p.205). Miklós Zrínyi even 
made a separate group out of  such works (which he named Historici Pannoni et 
orientalium). Surviving exemplars permit us to venture the conclusion that they 
do not seem to have concerned themselves much with the exteriors of  the 
books, but some used ex libris that were printed and pasted into the book and 
even supralibros that were impressed into the binding. The court libraries were 
almost always open collections, so in addition to close family members, friends 
and noble servants (familiares) also made use of  them. In some cases, the practice 
of  collecting books as additions to libraries was guided by a clear desire to 
promote culture and erudition, such as in the case of  Boldizsár Batthyány, who 
collected books for the school in Németújvár (Güssing, Austria), or Zsigmond 
Rákóczi, who enriched the library of  the college in Sárospatak. Almost every 
Hungarian aristocrat supported Church institutions, to which they also donated 
books. Imre Forgách, for instance, provided books for the Protestant school in 
Trencsén (Trenčín, Slovakia), Pál Pálffy and László Rákóczi for the Franciscans 
in Malacka (Malacky, Slovakia) and in Sebes (Nižná Šebastová, Slovakia), and 
György Illésházy for the Jesuits of  Trencsén. Almost every Hungarian aristocrat 
had books dedicated to him by clerical or lay authors. A few of  them even had 
printing presses in operation on their estates, and not only protestants, such as 
Zsigmond Rákóczi in Vizsoly in northeast Hungary, but also Catholics, such as 
Ferenc Nádasdy in Lorettom on the Lajta river, today in Burgenland, Austria.

Although the genre of  the sources (most of  which are inventories, catalogues, 
and lists) may tempt one to offer little more than dry philological musings, the 
book is enjoyable from start to fi nish, and sometimes even amusing. Monok 
is not afraid of  making subjective (but well-founded) statements of  opinion. 
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For instance, regarding the book list of  István Csáky (1699) he comments, “I 
expected to fi nd a more lavish assortment of  historical works, but a signifi cant 
collection had been assembled in Szepesvár nonetheless” (p.257). He is really 
in his element when he begins to identify the books and sketch their cultural-
historical backgrounds. He is careful to keep in mind that the book lists are 
just that, lists. They do not necessarily mean that the books themselves were 
read or even seen by the (alleged) owners. In many cases Monok persuasively 
demonstrates that the book lists did not actually belong to a layman aristocrat, 
but rather were the property of  a church or a relative who was bishop (p.190, 
p.195).

Perhaps because of  the conversational style of  the text, the author uses 
some historical terms, such as “court,” incorrectly. The term court refers to a 
group of  people who are in a direct relationship with the aristocrat, in other 
words his family, understood broadly. Thus one aristocrat can have only one 
“court.” (The Habsburg rulers also had only one court, whatever the number of  
kingdoms in which they may have ruled at a given time.) The mention of  “the 
courts of  Ádám Batthyány (Németújvár, Szalónak [Stadtschlaining, Austria])” 
is therefore misleading, as are such statements as “began to favor the court in 
Kismarton” (p.142) and “the court in Biccse [Bytča, Slovakia] in the Thurzó 
era” (p.163). Nor was it the case that “the fi rst element of  the court system as 
an institution was the organization of  courtly education” (p.21). The court had 
many functions, and while in some cases education was unquestionably among 
them, in Hungary in the early modern era this was by no means the fi rst priority. 
The most important task of  the courts in Hungary was military service.

Nonetheless, István Monok’s book is not simply a valuable and even 
exemplary overview of  the scholarship (launched largely by him) on the history 
of  books and reading culture, but also constitutes an important contribution to 
a monograph still waiting to be written on the social history of  the Hungarian 
aristocracy in the early modern era.

Translated by Thomas Cooper
András Koltai
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