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Noble Residences and Their Social Context in Hungary

 in the Thirteenth through the Sixteenth Century

Dissertation Summary


The task I undertook for this research was the investigation of the problem of noble residences in medieval Hungary. I began to conduct research on medieval noble residences some seven years ago, beginning with investigating an excavated site in Pomáz, close to Budapest. The principal aim of this particular project was to discover new sources that might help to solve the problem of Hungarian medieval noble residences, that is, what kind of curia, castellum, or castrum (terms known from the written evidence) belonged to certain levels of noble society and what these building types looked like. Thanks to this site – and with an archaeological education in my background – I started investigating the co-existence of various settlement types from the point of view of non-fortified manorial buildings and the living conditions of the lower nobility in general. Reading some of the relevant literature I came to realise that there have been only a few systematic attempts to investigate non-fortified residences and Hungarian medieval noble society in general using complex archaeological methods. The collection of relevant sites, the complex analysis of at least one example, and a survey of investigation methods are all lacking. The creation of a site catalogue requires the work of several researchers, but single case studies and the methodological background are worth producing. This PhD dissertation, therefore, reveals new perspectives on studying noble sites in their social context. It also surveys the possibilities of using archaeology to study noble society from the point of view of living standards and the functions of residences.


The plan was to start with a detailed introduction, because the topic is complex. Since Hungarian scholarship on noble residences mainly focuses on the definition of terms, the introduction also concentrates on terminological clarifications. The main part of the dissertation covers three detailed case studies, followed by a collection of methods designed to be complete. This intends to summarise what can be known about the functions of and lifestyle in residential sites, and to explain how archaeology can contribute to the study of their social context. For illustrations of these points I often used English (and occasionally also French) examples. One reason for this is that English and Hungarian methodology proved to be complementary: the first concentrates mainly on function and typology and the second on terminology and topography. The other reason for the English references in this Central European study is the difference in surviving evidence; analysing the abundant English examples can show the theoretical case in Hungary, and offers better possibilities for developing investigation methods. The conclusion aims to summarise the major elements – how the international methodology is applicable to the three case studies and even more in Hungary – and attempts to set out a research programme for the future development of this subject. 


The question of how medieval noblemen lived has mainly been investigated only in the case of fortified sites. Although examples (like the manor of Pomáz or the site at Nyírbátor) provide evidence that even aristocratic families could have their residence in non-fortified buildings, scholars have only gradually realised the existence and importance of such noble dwellings. Research on this topic has now gone on for several decades in Central Europe, but non-fortified noble sites became popular in scholarship only after the 1980s or the 1990s, depending on the country. In Hungary, Tibor Koppány introduced the subject of seignorial dwellings other than castles in the 1970s, and we already have a catalogue of such places from Zala County created by László Vándor. Still, noble residence as a problem in itself has never been investigated from either a complex archaeological or historical point of view. Castles as dwellings, or solely the manorial sites, however, represent only a part of all residential sites. Therefore, any thorough investigation of these parts will never lead to complete and absolutely correct results. Fortified and non-fortified residences need a common study that should be interdisciplinary.

The archaeological investigation and the social interpretation of such sites are an urgent necessity. Although it is a commonplace that sources are scarce and limited in Hungary, it is far below the Western European standard. The charter collections especially have suffered serious damage over the last 500 years and the standing historical monuments are also few and far between. Increasing the number and extent of excavations would increase the database; however, the recent tendency is just the opposite: cultural heritage management in Hungary tries to limit the number of excavations to keep sites as undisturbed as possible. This underlines the importance of former and ongoing excavations and the necessity for publishing reports about the excavated residential sites. I took and take part in a series of excavations of relevant sites (Pomáz, Nyírbátor, Kisnána, and Ják), while Tar, Botszentgyörgy, ZaluSYMBOL 158 \f "Times New Roman CE"any, Žambokreky nad Nitrou, and Parižovce comprise the very small group of well-published sites from medieval Hungary with complex recordation. Additionally, one can find examples of partly excavated and semi-published sites, and just passing references to many other sites. Based on all these examples, I turned to concrete problems and investigated some aspects of the research into seignorial buildings. 

*
*
*

This dissertation includes a summary of the complete investigation of three archaeological sites and a historical study of the owner families (with a genealogy) of these noble residences. Pomáz, Kisnána, and Nyírbátor, which I consciously selected as having material for residential studies, cover the period from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century and despite their various shortcomings provide an opportunity to follow the changes in residential planning and noble society. Each site includes a noble residence, church(es), cemetery, village, and fields. In all cases the local people have always known the archaeological site. Still, the first investigations started only in the mid-twentieth century and the results remained basically unpublished. A control excavation, a systematic survey of the known documentation, and a study of the written evidence were all prerequisites to understanding and reformulating the phases, chronology, structure, and social context of these sites. The owners of the residential complex at Pomáz belonged to the courtly knights and had a direct connection to the royal court. The site was a residential centre with more domestic and economic roles than mere representation. It was built in the early 1300s and abandoned in the early 1500s. The owners of the residential site at Kisnána also belonged to the courtly knights, with connections to the royal court and the aristocracy. The site was a residential centre with less administrative and more domestic and representative roles. Finally, the evidence in Nyírbátor refers to an extremely rich and influential noble owner of the highest social position. As seen from the evidence, this residential site was almost solely for representation.

Considering their purpose, one would assume that such building complexes were richly ornamented and were full of high-value imported artefacts and pieces of knightly equipment. Interestingly enough, the case studies demonstrated that there is no direct relationship between the quality of the finds and the social position of the owners. As expected, written evidence in itself proved to be insufficient to study the social context of residential sites; therefore, an interdisciplinary investigation (including a history of the owner families) was necessary. Since scholars often do not know how to use archaeological evidence for non-archaeological subjects, one goal of this dissertation was to clarify these methods. The aim of selecting the case studies was to show alternatives in Hungary to the investigation of terms related to residences. The question is what we can learn methodologically from the selected cases; therefore, the task was to set up a new system based on archaeology, architecture, and architectural functions to survey how the complexity in residential sites can be investigated. One point was to reveal and to collect new aspects for studying noble residences; the other point was to study their social background and environment: to analyse the methods that archaeology can add to social studies in general. Archaeology can and should be used for studying society, and residence will surely be a flagship for that in the case of nobility. 

Various ways of interpreting residential sites were collected and described in six major groups under titles as listed here: 

- Typology is a typical method used in Hungary, but mainly without success. The majority of architectural typologies proved to be rather speculations. Only three original types and a number of tendencies have been established. 

- Functional analysis is a major technique in England and France for studying residential sites. Very recently, it has also been explored in Hungary: the royal palace at Visegrád is one of the few examples that provide sufficient evidence for a well-based study.

- Structural symbolism is the most advanced practice in England and France. It is also applicable in Central Europe especially for distinguishing security and defence and for reconsidering of the military and linear evolution formerly established in Hungary. The proper balance between military, symbolic, dwelling, and other functions of a noble residence is the task of further investigations, and should be analysed separately in every case. 

- Spatial analysis, that is, internal relations in a site, is favoured in England. It also makes sites comparable that seem too different to be compared. This approach proved to be promising, especially in the case of the relationship between church and residence. Based on the location and relationship of buildings connected with the necessary functions of a residential site, the nucleation process was examined. Having the dwelling, the church or chapel, the farm buildings, etc. separated from each other creates a dispersed residential complex. Inside of a site, the distance between single elements can be a few hundred meters, or more, while the same structure is also possible covering a region with kilometres in between (at Kisnána, for example). The process in time usually goes from the dispersed to the nucleated version (around a yard or yards). The other aspect is to distinguish patterns according to family members or the families in kindred. The ownership and usage of a residence and the network of such sites owned by people who were relatives created a pattern in space. Relatives might have preferred their residences close or far from each other, resulting in dispersed or nucleated site structures.
- Location and relation, that is, outside relations between sites, is recently favoured also in Hungary, but applied predominantly to castles. The creation of a site catalogue (of all residences) is really a prerequisite for such a study.

- Small finds/Material culture is the major subject of Central European scholarship and also one of the most fruitful research areas. The social status of the owners and the functions of rooms are established in three steps: deduced from single objects (like tournament lance-heads, a brass spur, “dragon” bones, or certain stove tiles), the constellation of object groups, and also from the whole find material as complex evidence. Contradictions between the pictures in the results gained from the material culture and the written or architectural evidence are considerable (especially in the case of Pomáz and Nyírbátor), but explanations are given.

*
*
*

In addition to the methodological summary and its application to the three case studies, reference cannot be omitted to certain terms mentioned in the introduction. Research into noble residences was based on the written evidence in Hungary. Because of this characteristic the focus point became terminology. Following the notions given by the sources can be, however, misleading for archaeology. Archaeologists have been completely taken in by the path created by historians, and they made a highway out of it leading nowhere. Forcing a clear definition of residence, the precise clarification of terms like curia, castellum, or castrum and their connection to a building typology, or the establishment of certain functions proved useless (and therefore, needless), for the picture is too fragmentary. A more structural study of better-collected evidence may help, but source material in Hungary is too damaged for (statistically) absolutely clear results. Terminological clarifications and the establishment of methodological principles are, however, prerequisites for understanding the results of field archaeology. Therefore, theoretical archaeology is needed in Hungary. 
Residence was defined by a group of criteria when scholars failed to explain the term with a simple definition. Also, an architectural form was constantly sought to fit these criteria. Residence and the owners’ community, however, seemingly lacked legal definition and geographical stability; residence was not connected to building types and fixed locations, but to the person. Therefore, residence is an object constantly changing in time and space, resulting in a notion that can only be explained socially. This also helps to explain the peculiarity called secondary or additional residence. The title “secondary” is a self-contradiction anyhow, for residence means only one central place, which was, however, always changing. Any of the several manorial centres of a nobleman could be considered his residential site for a while if the owner was present. Giving up an itinerant life caused permanent seating in one place, and a more or less continuous and regular occupation of a number of other places. Major and additional residences are only modern notions to name these features. Therefore, residence – in addition to a solely legal understanding, meaning approximately the present-day permanent address – was a social term. It will be hard to find one sole architectural characteristic for residences. Any kind of a house owned by a person of noble rank should be considered as a residence, because the so-called permanent residence depended on his person and his social environment.

Also in the case of curia, castellum, and castrum, differentiated architectural shapes were sought to conform to terms known from charters. Legal definitions and linear evolution were inferred. The archaeological evidence, however, shows that no building typology existed, and these terms were not so much legal as social ones. Structural symbolism may be the solution; moreover, I distinguished a de iure and a de facto symbolism. Building a castle fulfilled the apparent or real needs for symbolic representation, while obtaining an official licence to crenellate showed a legal or theoretical symbol of the petitioner’s power and political influence. The two could be separated – dependent on the actual interests – but in optimal cases both were present in a site. A building-complex itself was considered a simple house (domus) even if it was huge and richly decorated to enhance status. Therefore, a domus or curia could have had the dimensions of a castle, while a house could be called castellum or castrum in the documents in order to enhance status. On the one hand, the king would not have considered a huge and decorative house without fortifications to be important. On the other hand, licencing was not required if it was beyond the abilities or not in the interest of the owner. Royal licencing was more of a symbolic and political act than a legal or administrative one. The position of the owner or petitioner was more important than his real financial situation or the real architectural picture of the site. Terminology must be reconsidered from this perspective. This is the reason why the classification connecting aristocrats to castrum, great landowners to castellum, and other nobles to the curia is misleading; this is just an ideal correlation of buildings and social status. Instead of building type I would say “category used in official documents to represent status,” which, however, was often influenced by various factors (mainly the tendency to show off). Moreover, because of the Turkish wars in Hungary, these buildings either became real fortifications (that is, castles), or were destroyed. Following the recovery of the country after the Turkish occupation, the kastély of the late-seventeenth century onwards seemed a new building type, designed for a comfortable and prestigious life with only symbolic indications of a formerly fortified residential site. It was a real surprise for historiographers to realise that castellum had a medieval predecessor. Because of the post-medieval stereotype of the “true” castle and the function-oriented research, the symbolic significance of castellum was not incorporated into the Hungarian scholarship. Instead, research for signs of real fortifications was forced. The same story is applicable to castles (castrum), too.
In investigating noble residences a study on living standards is preferable to concentrating further on terminology. The living standard of a person is perhaps the most indicative of his social status. It has two basic characteristics: the actual standards, which can be measured, and the quality of life in a general comparison, that is, the lifestyle. Environment-behaviour interactions are typical of groups and most criteria for group membership can also be expressed in terms of lifestyle. Small-finds, buildings, and the use of space all belong to these criteria, which help to define social groups. To have such results, archaeological assemblages must be seen from more ethnographic, cultural anthropological, and other points of view. We should study historical examples to improve the ability to make inferences from material culture. Based on the example of residential studies I would question the direct search for the picture historians have drawn of medieval nobility. Instead of looking for the categories created on the basis of (predominantly legal) documents, let archaeology develop its own system with its own methods to create a picture that is comparable with the already existing one. Archaeology can investigate not so much the legal aspect, but more the material culture and lifestyle of the nobles. The three case studies of this dissertation show that there were many layers in noble society, and transitions between the layers were smooth and not necessarily co-ordinated in time with the change in status and position. Structural changes in nobility (such as social, generational, or family-kindred) are represented in the archaeological evidence. To get a complete picture, however, the pre-fourteenth century case must also be examined.

*
*
*

The aim of this dissertation was not to answer all the questions, but to collect them and to collect the methods that can help to answer them. The task for the future is to create a complete catalogue of residential sites that will serve as the basis for a more structured study. My suggested research agenda for the future includes:

- The use of small finds to research building function, topography, and society

- The use of castle symbolism to reconsider fortifications

- The functional study of the excavated sites 

- A thorough collection of references to early (that is, tenth- to thirteenth-century) residences

- An examination of the relationship between church and residence.

At the moment, these were applied to the three case studies. The typological, functional, and spatial study together with an evaluation of the structural symbolism and material culture in Pomáz resulted in the establishment of a social standard for the Cyko, which was, however, influenced by other factors, causing an archaeological over-representation. The same is true for Nyírbátor, with an opposite conclusion showing archaeological under-representation. The reasons for these deviations can only be estimated as yet. 


To sum up, the aim was to outline the major areas of research and to set up a research agenda for residential sites to show that archaeology can contribute to an interdisciplinary study of society in the later Middle Ages. New perspectives on residential studies were also collected in order that a new generation of archaeologists can study old and new sites with a wider vision.
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