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Péter Szabó

Woodland and Forests in Medieval Hungary

summary

I began studying ancient Hungarian woodland and its management seven years ago. My interest initially focused on upland areas that had been Royal Forests in the Middle Ages. Thus the examination of both woodland, as a type vegetation within a given area, and Forests, as the medieval administrative framework of the same area, appeared self-evident. As far as woodland is concerned, I had basically no Hungarian scientific literature to rely on. Earlier works on the history of woodland were really histories of forestry: these attempted to identify the methods of modern forestry in medieval sources and failed in this anachronistic task. The history of Forests (with capital F refering to an administrative unit and not necessarily a territory covered with trees) is a better studied subject. My main aim here was to put Hungarian Forests into a broader European context and interpret them therein. My research involved the study of written material (published and archival) as well as the use of archaeological evidence. I also carried out woodland specific archaeological fieldwork, which was the first such attempt in Hungary.

* * *

In the first part of the dissertation, I outlined the basic features of medieval woodland management in Hungary. A very important element in this investigation was the compilation and critical description of the list of available sources. Undertaking research on a hitherto unstudied subject, this part of my work served to establish the possibilities and limitations of woodland history in Hungary, while it also encouraged me to find new – and by Western standards sometimes unusual – sources to handle the deficiencies in the available material.

Palaeoenvironmental studies show that woodland has been cleared in the Carpathian Basin (the territory of the medieval Kingdom of Hungary) since at least the early Neolithic, although we know little about how this was done. Trees have had their ups and downs for millennia, and in certain parts of the Basin the dominance of open landscape goes back to Celtic or Roman times. I stressed that the conquering Hungarian tribes arrived to find a largely transformed cultural landscape where woodland was not quite as dominant as usually believed. The first solid written data about the proportion of woods in the countryside come from as late as the fifteenth century, and even then their quantity is hardly adequate. From estimations (a peculiar Hungarian legal institution of estimating one’s landed and other property) I could gather data about different types of land-uses for 300,000 hectares. Reflecting an earlier inheritance and the internal colonisation processes of the thirteenth century and later, data suggest that woods covered about twenty percent of the kingdom at the end of the fifteenth century. However, the distribution of woodland was uneven: some parts were more wooded than others, which feature most probably goes back to pre-medieval conditions. This had the important consequence that woodland was sparse enough in parts of medieval Hungary to inspire conservation measures and intensive management.

All three traditions of medieval tree management were present in contemporary Hungary, although direct written evidence about these is again sparse. The most important clues in written sources turned out to be the names of different types of woodland. Coppice woods, intensely managed and relatively small, were found all over the kingdom and had their own vernacular name: eresztvény. Large stools (the permanent bases of trees cut at short intervals) can still be found in Hungary, while woodbanks were certainly present and can be studied through fieldwork, although there is nothing yet to positively demonstrate that they existed in the Middle Ages. Wood-pasture was usually called rubetum in Latin, and although it was a form land-use found in a wide swathe of the countryside, I could not find its Hungarian name. Free-standing trees abounded in perambulations, and, as elsewhere in Europe, oak was most often recorded. Connecting pasture and free-standing trees, pollards (trees cut at 2-3 metres above ground level to prevent animals from grazing on the young shoots) were also present, and there are a number of medieval pollards still alive today. Their medieval Latin name in Hungary was troncus, which was a translation of tőke and törzsök. These terms may have had somewhat different meanings presently unknown.

Thus far I have only summarised those features that were similar to what emerges increasingly as medieval European woodland and tree management. However, anything that has to do with nature necessarily reflects local conditions as well. This is especially true for the Carpathian Basin, a huge tract of which – the Great Plain – is ecologically very different from north-western Europe: its natural vegetation is woodland-steppe, not woodland. Furthermore, traditions and customs affect the management of land as much as they do that of society. What were the specifically Hungarian elements in woodland management? First, animal husbandry needs to be mentioned. The Great Plain probably supported many large ruminant species in prehistory, and the pastoral tradition has been continuous ever since. The fifteenth century is of special significance in this respect because this may have been the time when the Hungarian Grey cattle began to emerge as a breed. In all events, tens of thousands of cattle were driven to Western Europe yearly. This might easily have lead to the creation of savannah-like landscapes. In connection with the flood-plains that once were so extensive in the Alföld, I suspect that the Hungarian berek and its Latin equivalent nemus refer to a local way of simultaneously managing trees, water, and grazing. Beside cattle, pigs were also important. Although in Western Europe, pannage was often no more than a topos connected to woodland, in Hungary pigs really created considerable incomes for the owners of woods. Pannage appeared in estimation guidelines, and we know that pigs were not only theoretically regular visitors to woods, but, as reported in many court-cases, this happened in reality as well.

* * * 

The second part of the dissertation comprised two case-studies of wooded Royal Forests: Pilis and Bakony, both in upland regions in the Hungarian Middle Mountain Range. I chose these two Forests because they are representative examples of Forests but are at the same time unusual in being located within early settled regions. Pilis and Bakony were already fully integrated in the county system in the eleventh century, so that the administrative marginality, traditionally associated with Hungarian Forests, was not one of their characteristics. This forced me to interpret their history (and consequently the history of Hungarian Forests) not as ‘wasteland transformed into cultural landscape’ but rather as ‘economically marginal land managed for a specific purpose.’ Sources allowed me to investigate the history of these two Forests in four main directions. First, I outlined their histories as Royal Forests, then I moved on to woodlands and trees in the Forests. After this, the settlement histories of the Forests followed, and I also dealt with monastic orders, whose characteristic presence is one of the strongest links connecting the histories of Pilis and Bakony.

Royal Forests definitely existed in medieval Hungary, although the distinction between woodland and Forests was never as clear as in contemporary Western Europe. This is also reflected in terminology: sources used the same silua to refer to a small wood and to a Royal Forest, although there was a tendency to call the latter silua regalis. The most fundamental reason behind this lack of distinction is that in medieval Hungary ownership of land and rights over land (the prerequisite for the formation of Forests) did not separate. In general, Hungarian Forests resembled early medieval Continental Forests more than late medieval British or French Forests. Hungarian Forests were originally loosely defined units with royal servitor populations. Hunting was a very important function of early Forests, both Pilis and Bakony containing a dense network of royal residences for the itinerant court. Forests were organised into functional units in the thirteenth century. In an administrative sense, they were ‘counties:’ they had a comes, and a boundary detectable on the ground. The people in charge of this kind of land were called Forest-guards (custodes siluarum). Already in the thirteenth century, however, the physical royal presence in the Forests gradually declined. The residences in Pilis, for example, were transformed into monasteries. In Bakony, fundamental changes began in the 1270s. For some time, the comites were exclusively members of the powerful Csák kindred, who also donated villages in the region. Their influence was further strengthened when they built a castle in Ugod and possibly another one in Hölgykő. From the 1280s to the 1320s, the situation was rather confused in the Bakony. Many Forest-guards were ennobled, and the comes was missing for more than three decades. At the same time, the physical boundary of the Forest seems to have existed as before.

The reign of Charles Robert was a turning point in the history of both Bakony and Pilis. The king, having secured his position in the country, took his time to handle such minor issues as Forests. In Pilis, this was done somewhat unintentionally when he moved his court to Visegrád, locating a powerful centre in the Forest whose influence no element in the later history of the Forest could avoid. On the other hand, Charles Robert’s choice was not accidental. Pilis was, after all, in the medium regni, with or without Visegrád. The new royal centre only reassured the stability of this position. In Bakony, the king grouped the remaining Forest populations into three privileged villages in an ambitious relocation programme, and made them royal hunters. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, there were ongoing conflicts between these people and the holders of the honor of Bakony Forest (especially when the powerful Gara family appeared on the scene) concerning the territory and the administration of the Forest. No one was really right in these disputes: what one was considered to be was largely influenced by who was looking at the person. With the appearance of the Gara, a remarkable process commenced in which the Royal Forest was transformed – at least in the eyes of the Gara – into a private Forest. 

Sources on trees and woodland had a different structure in Bakony and Pilis. While in the latter there were few written sources and more archaeological evidence of high quality, in the former, archaeology comprised only my own fieldwork, but there was more written material of various kinds. Thus, the two analyses were particularly useful side by side, because they complemented each other. As far as individual trees are concerned, the species that would have caught the eye of the medieval traveller as unusually abundant in Pilis appears to have been the walnut. This tree was well-represented both in the written and the archaeological sources. Fruit trees, in general, were a speciality of the region. How intensely fruit gardens were managed, however, remains an open question. Most probably there were many versions from the formal gardens of the Royal Palace and the Cistercian monastery to the extensive management of fruit trees in woods envisaged by ethnographers. Information on woodland composition is missing from the written sources, but archaeological material suggests that we should imagine it as being similar to the “potential” vegetation of botanists. This, however, is rather vague and disregards local variations, changes through time, the effects of coppicing, etc. Perambulations from Bakony showed a dominance of oak, walnut, and willow. Data from estimations suggested that the Bakony region was approximately sixty percent woodland in the fifteenth century. This is less than what was imagined before, which becomes especially interesting when compared to the area west of Bakony, which was more wooded. Mentions of individual woods were numerous in charters, however, the map showing their distribution requires caution in its analysis. Such mentions appeared somewhat similar to the mentions of trees in perambulations in the sense that they could not be interpreted straightforwardly. Just as many oaks in perambulations did not signal the dominance of oak in woods, many woods in charters did not mean the dominance of woods in the landscape. As a special feature, Bakony seems to have been a stronghold for wood-pasture, also discovered in fieldwork, although written sources and field evidence remain hard to connect.

The settlement histories of the two Forests were markedly different. The Pilis region was not an exception to the general patterns of change in the medieval Hungarian settlement structure. The fact that many settlements disappeared in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was an overall trend in Hungary – and also in Europe. The settlement system of the Bakony region, however, was complete by the thirteenth century (or possibly earlier) and changed very little until the sixteenth century. There was no internal colonisation, because places that were considered habitable already had people in them, and those remaining were in a Royal Forest and were not intended to be populated. The spatial distribution of the settlements did not demonstrate any pattern of changes, either. What the sources (both written and archaeological) apparently show is a system that developed at a time before these sources were produced. Then, the different settlement stories of Pilis and Bakony were dramatically brought together by the Ottoman invasion. Both places were deserted: some continuity up to the present can be claimed for a mere ten percent of all settlements.

Altogether four monastic orders were present in Pilis and Bakony Forests, but the monastic presence was more diverse in the latter. In addition to the Cistercians and the Paulines, the Benedictines and the Carthusians also had monastic houses in Bakony. The Benedictine monastery in Bél was a foundation that made Bakony Forest similar to early medieval European Royal Forests. Here, there was no direct evidence for the presence of an early royal residence, however, an analysis of the monastery’s estate structure in the late eleventh century strongly suggested that the monks had taken over an existing system. The strongest similarity between Bakony and Pilis was the presence of the Cistercians. The Pilis and Bakony monasteries were established roughly at the same time and as parts of the same royal enterprise. In Zirc, the early royal centre was identified both in the written and the archaeological sources. The monasteries were also similar in their dependence on the secondary economy and in the apparent lack of land-colonisation and other such activities, traditionally associated with the order. The Paulines, although present in both Forests, had different histories. They were missing from the Bakony Forest until the fifteenth century, but they maintained many early monasteries nearby. While the Paulines were established in Pilis through royal power, in Bakony foundations were established by the nobility. An interesting aspect of the history of the Porva monastery (Bakony) is that its noble founders imitated, even if not intentionally, thirteenth century royal deeds in the fifteenth century. The appearance of the Carthusians in Bakony in the fourteenth century was, in many respects, a repetition of what had happened to the Paulines in Pilis one hundred years before. Lövöld was a royal foundation, and was intended to revive the ascetic discipline that was reported to have loosened among the Paulines. All monasteries, except for Bél, were similar at least in one respect. They were isolated and in a strategically important position at the same time. In practice, this meant a location comfortably close, but not quite on, a main commercial route. In Bakony, the place of location of the Carthusian monastery in particular displayed features in which monastic ideology and commercial reality were intricately mixed. The same held true for the Cistercian house in Zirc.

As an important aspect of the relationship between the monasteries and woodland, I studied the industrial activities of the orders. In the Pilis Cistercian monastery, workshops for metal, brick, and floortile production are supposed to have existed around the monastic complex, which imply the intensive use of woodland resources. Far less is known about the possible industrial activity of the orders in Bakony. This is entirely due to the absence of archaeological excavations at the sites. Even in Zirc, where there were excavations, nothing is known about the monastic precinct. Given the very limited nature of the written evidence, if we want to learn more about the interactions between woodland and the monasteries we shall have to hope for considerable advances in the monastic archaeology of the region.

CURRICULUM  VITAE

PERSONAL DATA

Date of birth: 

May, 02, 1972

Place of birth:
 
Fehérgyarmat, Hungary

EDUCATION

1998 – 2003

Central European University, Budapest, Department of Medieval Studies PhD candidate

1997 – 1998
Central European University, Budapest, Department of Medieval Studies MA in Medieval Studies

1990 – 1997

Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, Faculty of Arts




MA in History and English

ACADEMIC SERVICES

2002 – present
co-ordinator of “Archaeological and Natural Scientific Investigations on the Medieval Royal Palace Garden and Royal Parkland at Visegrád “ project of the Department of Medieval Studies, Central European University and the Hungarian Agricultural Museum

July 2001 – July 2002
co-ordinator of “People and Nature in Historical Perspective” Summer University Course at the Department of Medieval Studies, Central European University

December 2000
advisor to the “Application by the Republic of Hungary

for the Inclusion of the Medieval Royal Seat and Parkland at Visegrád into the UNESCO World Heritage List”
RECENT PUBLICATIONS

“Medieval Trees and Modern Ecology: How to Handle Written Sources.” Medium Aevum Quotidianum 46 (2002): 7-25.

“Erdők, erdészek, erdészettörténet” (Woods, forestry, history of forestry). Soproni Szemle 56, no. 3 (2002): 163-165.

“’Mert a fának van reménysége’: Csonkolt fák Magyarországon” (‘There is hope for a tree’: Pollarding in Hungary). Korall 9 (2002): 155-172.

“Történeti források és a természettudomány” (Historical sources and the natural sciences). Soproni Szemle 56, no. 1 (2002): 59-65.

“’There is Hope for a Tree’: Pollarding in Hungary.” Medium Aevum Quotidianum 44 (2001): 41-60.

“A Pilis a középkorban” (Pilis in the Middle Ages) Magyar Múzeumok 4, no. 2 (2000): 12-13.

“Pilis: Changing Settlements in a Hungarian Forest in the Middle Ages.” Annual of Medieval Studies at CEU (1997-1998): 283-293.

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS

“Medieval Life and Modern Ecology: Sources and Approaches.” 9th International Medieval Congress. Leeds, England. 10 July 2002.

“Forests and Woodland in Medieval England.” Roundtables in British History. Eötvös Loránd University. Budapest, Hungary. 4 April 2002.

“Tree Pollarding in Medieval Hungary.” 1st International Conference of the European Society for Environmental History. St. Andrews, Scotland. 8 September 2001.

“Silua Bakony: In Quest of a Royal Forest.” 35th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, USA. 5 May 2000.

“Pilis Forest: Natural or Cultural Heritage?” National Heritage, World Heritage, Medievalism: An International Workshop. Central European University. Budapest, Hungary. 24 January 2000.

“Walking on the Boundary: Perambulations as Sources for the Woodland Historian” Constructing and Deconstructing Frontiers: An International Workshop. Central European University. Budapest, Hungary. 20 February 1999.

“Pilis: Changing Settlements in a Hungarian Forest in the Middle Ages.” 5th International Medieval Congress. Leeds, England. 15 July 1998.

