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Gabriella Erdélyi

Introduction

The Faces of Peasants

There remains a vivid picture in academic circles, the larger public and in school
books of the peasantry living east of the Elbe as being “exploited” and “over-
burden” with forced labor. Furthermore, peasants endured this passively as they
sank into the state of “second serfdom” at the time when free peasant ownership
and personal status emerged in the West due to the active resistance of the
peasants there. This notion of a dual Western and Eastern model of European
peasantry—the systems of Grundherrschaft versus Gutsherrschaft—reached its
most extensive version, both in terms of its geographical scope as well as its
theses, during the time when Europe was divided by the Iron Curtain.1 In re-
sponse to this long-established paradigm based on the concept of two enormous
regions, over more recent decades the earlier observation—going back to Otto
Brunner himself—seems to have become prevalent again: that the immense
diversity of peasant conditions in Europe renders any grand-scale comparison
meaningless.2 As a result, local studies and national frameworks dominate the
field of the history of late medieval and early modern European rural society.3

1 On the historiography of the model see András Vári, “Kelet- és Nyugat-Európa agrártársa-
dalmi dualizmusa – tavalyi hó?,” Korall. Társadalomtörténeti Folyóirat 15–16 (2004): 117–44;
Idem, “Wirrwarr der Herrschaftstypen? Herrschaftselemente und regionale Typologien von
Herrschaft über Bauern,” in Historie und Eigen-Sinn: Festschrift für Jan Peters zum 65. Ge-
burtstag, ed. Axel Lubinski, Thomas Rudert, and Martina Schattkowsky (Weimar: Böhlau,
1997), 115–27.

2 See the results of the project called Potsdamer Studien zur Geschichte der ländlichen Gesell-
schaft (Böhlau: Cologne–Weimar–Vienna, 2001–2003), 4 vols. For more thoughts on this issue
see Katalin Péter’s chapter in this book.

3 As the editors of this collective volume note, the effort at a new comparison of European servile
status was induced by the lack of such modern scholarly output. Contributions in the book
stress the fundamental local variations of the conditions of serfdom. Paul Freedman and
Monique Bourin, eds. , Forms of Servitude inNorthern and Central Europe: Decline, Resistance,
and Expansion (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005). This impression is also reinforced by the survey by
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Is there a viable alternative to the oversimplified model shaped by political
ideologies and the empiricist narratives of a protean social reality? By its focus on
peasant revolts, the present edited volume attempts to narrate, on the one hand,
the entangled history of peasants and, on the other hand, to reflect upon the
entangledmemories of revolts and of their leaders.4 Such an approach is based on
the assumption that rebellions—I use the term revolt, rebellion, uprising and
unrest as synonyms—render themselves more apt for comparison since they
place peasants, otherwise portrayed as passive and exploited in their everyday
lives, on the stage amid independent action. In terms of methodology, this vol-
ume wishes to promote the move from local, national and sometimes com-
parative history, which have dominated scholarly literature on European peas-
antry and peasant revolts, to the history of interactions, transfers and
entanglements.5

With regard to the book’s geographical scope, it wishes to put under the
spotlight that part of Europe which is always missing from the comparative
analyses of European peasant revolts.6 Under the term Central Europe we focus
on the region that historians came to call “Habsburg central Europe” of the early
modern period: the Kingdom of Hungary and Croatia, territories of the Bohe-
mian Crown, the Austrian Hereditary Provinces, as well as the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation. The inclusion of northern Italy into our inves-
tigation had an a priori justification: the Ottoman expansion threatening Europe
on both land and sea, the military and political challenge of which placed ad-
ditional burdens on and increased the potency of social tensions among social
strata in both Central Europe and the Mediterranean.7 It turned out, however,

Peter Blickle in this book of the scholarly literature of rural revolts in the last fifty years. See
further literature there.

4 For the concept of entangled history or histoire croisée see Shalini Randeria, “Entangled
Histories of Uneven Modernities: Civil Society, Caste Solidarities and Legal pluralism in Post-
Colonial India,” in Unraveling Ties. From Social Cohesion to New Practices of Connectedness,
ed. Yehuda Elkana et al. (Frankfurt: Campus, 2002), 284–311; Bénédicte Zimmermann and
Michael Werner, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the Challenge of Feflexivity,”
History and Theory 45 (2006): 30–50.

5 On the concept cultural transfer in history writing and the advantages of this approach
compared to comparative history see Michael Espagne, “Au delà du comparatisme,” in idem,
Les transferts culturels franco-allemands (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1999), 35–49.

6 Hugues Neveuxmost typically writes about England, France and the German territories under
Europe: Hugues Neveux, Révoltes Paysannes En Europe (XIVe-XVIIe Siècle) (Paris: Albin Mi-
chel, 1997). The terms Central Europe designates the Holy Roman Empire of the German
Nation in Peter Blickle, ed., Resistance, Representation and Community (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1997). Peter Blickle’s chapter in this book is an exception in this regard: he includes the
Mediterranean (Italy and Spain) and also the post-communist countries of what he calls
Eastern Europe (Hungary, Czech Republic) into his summary of European revolts.

7 See for example the role of the extraordinary tax called Turkish Aid (Türkenhilfe) as a factor
thatmade the peasants feel that the social status quo had been damaged before 1525 and also in
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that we have an argument more relevant to our social historical perspective.
Marco Gentile’s case study of the 1462 peasant uprising in the territory of Pia-
cenza provides an exceptional insight into what has been deemed to be struc-
turally impossible by experts of Italian rural protests: the alliance between
peasants and urban commoners.8 The Gemeiner Mann of the Mediterranean
sounds, therefore, like an apt title for a future European research project.

This volume is an endeavor to unravel the ways in which ideas, rituals, people,
texts and images related to revolts migrated and met in Europe and how their
interaction mutually shaped them. The identification of the transfers and
adaptations between the ideas and practices of rebellious peasants in Europe is
facilitated by the chosen perspective. The authors who have contributed to this
volume sought to narrate the histories of peasant resistance from the perspective
of the actors—the peasants themselves.9 In historical narratives peasants most
often appear as the passive victims of great historical processes, such as the
rivalry between territorial states and landlords for control of the serfs, who from
that angle appeared to be the “Leibeigene” of their overlords.10 Historians who
are perhaps more interested in longue durée processes than the world of peasants
investigated the ways in which peasants contributed to themaking of themodern
state, which has become the mainstream approach of peasant revolts in the last
two or three decades.11 According to these investigations, the rebellion of peas-
ants against the state effectively served to advance the process of centralization.12

Although the approach interprets itself as a model of state-building from below,

Moravia in 1530 (on the latter see Martin Rothkegel’s essay in this volume). The role of the
anti-Ottoman crusade in the outbreak of the rural rebellion is most obvious in the Kingdom
of Hungary in 1514.

8 See the argument of Samuel Cohn, who established a divide between Europe north (France
and Flanders) and south of the Alps (Italy) along the existence versus lack of city–country
cooperation. Samuel K. Cohn, Lust for Liberty. The Politics of Social Revolt in Medieval
Europe, 1200–1425 (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2006), 157–76.

9 On the centrality of the concept of experience in the variant attempts of the transcultural
reorientation of historical scholarship see for example Michel Espagne, “Sur les limites du
comparatisme en histoire culturelle,” Genèses 17 (1994): 112–21.

10 As an example for this perspective see R. J. W. Evans, The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy
1550–1700 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991, first edn. 1979), 88–91.

11 See the volume on peasant resistance within the project entitled The Origins of the Modern
State in Europe. Peter Blickle, ed., Resistance, Representation and Community (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1997); Wim Blockmans, André Holenstein, and Jon Mathieu, eds. , Empo-
wering Interactions: Political Cultures and the Emergence of the State in Europe, 1300–1900
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2009); Peter Rauscher and Martin Scheutz, eds., Die Stimme der ewigen
Verlierer? Aufstände, Revolten und Revolutionen in den österreichischen Ländern (ca.1450–
1815) (Vienna–Munich: Oldenbourg–Böhlau, 2013).

12 Blickle, ed., Resistance, passim, for example 337; Blockmans, Holenstein and Mathieu, eds.,
Empowering Interactions, 218.
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it hardly goes beyond the Tillyan thesis of “wars made states,”13 extending its
explanatory value to peasant wars, and thus remains a top-down narrative of the
peasant world. And although its narrative, based on an evolutionary conception
of history, may seem persuasive to modern readers, the rebels would have been
surprised by the statement that they were, in fact, building the state from below
when they demanded freedom via armed uprising. The application of this state-
oriented perspective is anachronistic in an age when, for the peasants, authority
was essentially represented by the landlord and thus peasants never rebelled
against the king, but against his wicked advisors as well as the nobility and the
Church as a feudal institution.14

Contemporary peasants would be surprised not only by this image of the
homo politicus, but also by that of the homo oeconomicus, which they had been
considered in the 1930s. According to the latter concept, the peasants organized
their household and economy based exclusively on rational and economic
considerations, thus being driven solely by the aim of maximizing the profit
derived from the difference between the gross yield of their economic activity and
the taxes levied on it. The landlord, from this perspective, enters the life of the
peasant only in the role of the “economic exploiter.”15

Evidently, the high price to be paid for comparativism is oversimplification.
The present volume aims to avoid such perils through its focus on the lived
experiences of contemporary agents. As a first step in this endeavor, we return the
given names to the protagonists of our narratives, even if we are overly ac-
customed to books on the peasantry that do not use any personal names. Dis-
pensing with this anonymity, we wish to portray peasants as people with faces
and personalities; and more than that, as actors possessing independent spheres
of action, personal relationships with their landlords, private thoughts and even
emotions. The (loose) personal subjection and the (negligible quantity of) labor
services, or robot, was onerous for Hungarian peasants primarily in an emotional
sense, which made them invest an immense amount of money and know-how
into purchasing freedoms for themselves, as Katalin Péter argues in this volume.
Péter’s thesis represents a radical rejection of that which has become accepted
knowledge of the so-called second serfdom in East Elbia and in fact reminds the
reader of the embarrassment of the wealthy Dutch during the same time period
as portrayed vividly by Simon Shama.

13 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990–1992, revised edn. (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1992).

14 Rauscher and Scheutz formulate this problem of perspective, though nevertheless regard it to
be legitimate due to other aspects that remain unspecified. Rauscher and Scheutz, eds., Die
Stimme der ewigen Verlierer?, 23–24.

15 Cf. Wilhelm Abel, Agrarkrisen und Agrarkonjunktur in Mitteleuropa vom 13. zum 19. Jahr-
hundert (Hamburg–Berlin: Parey, 1935).
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This volume contends that the “political” moments of armed collective resist-
ance and the everyday lives of peasants seemingly dominated by their “economic”
activities can be better grasped in the process of Herrschaft, in which—if con-
sidered as a social practice—the relations between peasants and their overlords are
shaped within the dynamic of their everyday communication and interactions.16

From this angle, their everyday lives and exceptional moments of armed rebellion
appear as part of the social practice of “negotiating freedom.”17 This is highlighted
with exceptional clarity in the chapter by Marco Gentile in this volume regarding
the Rebellion of Piacenza in 1462, in which the author pinpoints the pivotal role
that rituals of negotiation played in the armed conflict and speaks of a limited or
regulated use of force. Gentile argues, moreover, that the well-known fact that in
Southern Europe and in particular Italy therewere relatively few rural revolts in the
fifteenth century can be seen as evidence of the effective use on the part of peasants
of existing legal channels for negotiating freedom.

The concept of freedom refers not to a human right,18 as it evolved in later
discourses of freedom, but to a practical matter, most typically an exemption
from a duty tied to the peasant plot. According to S. A. Eddie’s investigation of
rural life in Prussia, during the period under discussion such exemptions entailed
ad hoc deals in which peasants altered their economic and personal status.19 For
the individual, freedom in its fullness meant the possession of a plot free from
any taxes and services, in other words, reaching noble status.20 The status of
nobility could be purchased with money or earned through education or the
provision of services, just as it could through armed uprising. A different in-
terpretation of the demand of peasants for freedom also appears in this volume,21

which shows that more work should be done in this field in the future.

16 Cf. Alf Lüdtke, “Einleitung: Herrschaft als sozale Praxis,” in idem, Herrschaft als soziale
Praxis. Historische und sozialanthropologische Studien, Veröffentlichungen des
Max-Planck-Insituts für Geschichte 91 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), 9–63.
See also detailed case studies of other members of the Göttingen school (David Warren
Sabean, Hans Medick, and Jürgen Schlumbohm), which are strongly influenced by social
anthropology.

17 Thus I propose to extend the concept used by Katalin Péter in this volume referring only to
their everyday negotiations aimed at elevating their social status.

18 See the contrary argumentation of Samuel Cohn with regard to the aims of late medieval
revolts in Italy, France and Flanders in his book Lust for Liberty.

19 S. A. Eddie, Freedom’s Price: Serfdom, Subjection and Reform in Prussia, 1648–1848 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2013), 1.

20 As interpreted by Katalin Péter in this book.
21 See the chapter in the present volume by Peter Blickle, who argues that the slogan of freedom

represented the effort to abolish “Leibeigenschaft” and also to extend communal political
rights. Commoners in North Italy aimed to redress justice (overturned by new taxes) without
changing the social order, as shown by Marco Gentile in this volume.
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When did rebellion break out? From our anthropological perspective, at
moments when the mutually expected reciprocity of human relations was
undermined.22 If this premise is accepted, it logically follows that this happened
in both the West and in the East, in both the Grundherrschaft and Gutsherrschaft
zones of Europe. The most recent investigator of rural life in Prussia, generally
considered as the archetype of Eastern exploitation, asserts thatHerrschaft in the
Gutsherrschaft zone did not represent unilateral exploitation, but a mutually
beneficial relationship, “a more balanced system of mutual rights and re-
sponsibilities than the received wisdom has allowed… where peasants were well
capable of defending their rights.”23 In this volume, Katalin Péter also describes
Hungary in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as aGutsherrschaft zone. She
uses the category of Gutsherrschaft in its limited, original sense introduced by
traditional German history writing, thus denoting the relation in which peasants
became subjected to the manor through their possession of a plot (Gutsuntertä-
nigkeit).24 Péter therefore preserves the concept which originates from con-
temporary usage and discards its extended interpretation, which constructed a
homogenous social system from it whose central criteria are commonly held to
be the workings of the seigneurial Gutswirtschaft, the labor of the serfs for the
lord and the fragility of their personal rights and of their possessions. On the
contrary, in this volume one can read of the hereditary nature of the peasant
tenant plot, the far-reaching personal freedom of Hungarian peasants and of
their purposeful actions.

Shared Ideas and Experiences

Revolts were sparked off when thesemutual relations between peasants and lords
were damaged and the lords did not fulfill their obligations from the perspective
of the peasants. The language of negotiation, which escalated into conflict amid
the disappointment resulting from its failure, was very often that of religion in the
first half of the sixteenth century, when themajority of armed conflicts discussed
in this book took place. If we want to take seriously the actions and thoughts of
peasants, this deserves special attention. Therefore, the second section of this
volume (Part II) is dedicated to issues related to the role of religion in revolts.
With regard to this subject, the edited volume entitled Religion and Rural Revolt
signifies an important milestone, which, extraordinarily, discussed the role of

22 See also Blockmans, Holenstein, and Mathieu, eds., Empowering Interactions, 170.
23 Eddie, Freedom’s Price, 88.
24 Georg Friedrich Knapp, Die Bauern-Befreiung und der Ursprung der Landarbeiter in den

älteren Theilen Preußens, vol. 1 (Leipzig: n.p. 1887), 22–23.
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religion in peasant rebellions in a global context already in 1982.25The research of
the Hungarian medievalist, Jenő Szűcs (1928–88), who enjoyed international
fame at the time appears to have influenced the choice of themes in the edited
volume.26 At the beginning of the 1970s, Szűcs expressed radically new view-
points concerning the revolt of 1514 in Hungary. The results of his research were
fully published in Hungarian and partially in German in 1972.27 Szűcs was the
first historian to divert attention from the economic and social contexts to the
religious rhetoric of texts possibly produced by the rebels themselves—thus
placing him a little before research concerning the German Peasants’ War of
1525, which gathered new impetus with the anniversary of 1975.28 His central
concern was the question of who had translated the orthodox Christian ideology
of the crusade against the Ottomans into a religio-political language (which he
called “popular crusade ideology”) that mobilized the masses and how they had
done so. Szűcs identified the young, “apostate”Observant Franciscan friars in the
role of military leaders and as forgers of the central idea of the revolt, which
claimed that the consecrated army of crusaders, being commissioned not only by
the pope, but by God himself, must fight not against the Ottoman-Turks, but
against the “infidel” nobility that failed to perform their duty. Szűcs reached this
insight through nuanced philological readings: on the one hand, he identified the
rhetoric of religiousmysticism and apocalyptic ideas in the texts produced by the
Observant Franciscans in the Kingdom of Hungary; while on the other hand, he
noticed that the centers of the revolt—as well as the regions which reacted most
intensely to evangelical ideas a decade later—coincided with the location of
major cloisters of the Observant Franciscans. Szűcs spoke of the ambivalence
inherent in the spirituality of the latter order: the social criticism preached from
the pulpit on the basis of the sermons of the leaders of theObservant Franciscans,
Oswaldus de Lasko and Pelbartus de Temeswar, combined with the spiritual
traditions of the order easily developed into a rebellion against all kinds of
authority. This, according to Szűcs, accounts for the fact that while the Observant
Franciscans were officially entrusted to preach the crusade in the name of the
pope and the king, the spiritual and military leaders of the revolt against the

25 JánosM. Bak andGerhard Benecke, eds.,Religion and Rural Revolt (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1984).

26 On the oeuvre of Szűcs and its reception in more detail on the twentieth anniversary of his
death see Gábor Gyáni, “Szűcs Jenő, a magányos történetíró,” Forrás 40, no. 6 (2008): 13–17.

27 On his works concerning the 1514 revolt see the study of Pál Ács here. In German: Jenő Szűcs,
“Die Ideologie des Bauernkrieges,” in Aus der Geschichte der Ostmitteleuropäischen Bau-
ernbewegungen im 16.–17. Jahrhundert, ed. Gusztáv Heckenast (Budapest: Akadémiai, 1977),
157–88.

28 Szűcs’s writings on the 1514 revolt were occasioned by official commemorations in 1972 of the
500-year anniversary of the “invented” birth year of Dózsa. See more on these commemo-
rations in the chapter by Pál Ács in this volume.
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nobility came from the same religious order.29 These insights, very novel in the
1970s, would merit further introduction and analysis since their reception by
international historical scholarship has been rather minimal.30 Nevertheless, his
observation that the popular public sphere of religion, revolt and reformationwas
organized in the early sixteenth-century Kingdom of Hungary by Franciscan
preaching has become accepted knowledge in the field of Hungarian historical
scholarship, a circumstance reflected in some of the studies in this volume.

Jenő Szűcs thus established the continuity between the peasant revolt and the
Protestant Reformation in Hungary. This continuity was provided—thus again
foreshadowing a subsequent tendency in international historical discourse31—
by the Observant reform movement of mendicant orders, most importantly the
Franciscans in Hungary.32 Although the dominant role of Observant Franciscans
in the first generation of evangelical preachers has by now been questioned,33 the
close connection between the Hungarian Peasant War of 1514 and the Protestant
Reformation has become an established premise: both are considered to be
religious movements of the common man (szegény község in Hungarian). The
recent historical narrative of the rural reformation in Hungary begins with the
Dózsa rebellion, since, as the author argues, it was based on popular belief in
Church tenets, namely the system of penitence and salvation. The cruel retri-
bution after the rebellion was suppressed also communicated its message in

29 Jenő Szűcs, “A ferences obszervancia és az 1514. évi parasztháború. Egy kódex tanúsága,”
Levéltári Közlemények 43 (1972): 213–63, here 235–36, 243–44; Jenő Szűcs, “Ferences ellen-
zéki áramlat a magyar parasztháború és reformáció hátterében,” Irodalomtörténeti Közle-
mények 78 (1974): 409–35, here 426.

30 This gap is partially filled by Pál Ács’s chapter in this volume regarding the intellectual genesis
of Szűcs’s thoughts on the Dózsa revolt and will be more fully addressed soon by a fort-
hcoming collection to be published by CEU Press of Szűcs’s studies in English translation
with an introduction by Gábor Gyáni, Gábor Klaniczay, and Balázs Trencsényi.

31 On different aspects of the continuity between the late medieval Observant reformmovement
and sixteenth-century reformations see Kaspar Elm, ed., Reformbemühungen und Ob-
servanzbestrebungen im spätmittelalterlichen Ordenswesen, Berliner Historische Studien, 14;
Ordensstudien, 6 (Berlin: Drucker&Humblot, 1989); Dipple, Geoffrey, Antifraternalism and
Anticlericalism in the German Reformation: Johann Eberlin von Günzburg and the Campaign
against the Friars (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1996); Rex, Richard, “The Friars in the English Re-
formation,” in The Beginnings of English Protestantism, ed. Peter Marshall and Alec Ryrie
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); and Johannes Schilling, Gewesene Mönche.
Lebensgeschichten in der Reformation (Munich, 1990).

32 The possibility of the link betweenObservant Franciscan preaching and revolt is also raised in
the case of the rebellion of the common man (alliance of urban and village ordinary men) in
the territory of Piacenza in Lombardy. See the study byMarco Gentile in the present volume.

33 And other aspects of the continuity have been suggested, like that of the typical career of
humanist canons turning into radical Protestant preachers. Cf. Zoltán Csepregi,A reformáció
nyelve. Tanulmányok a magyarországi reformáció első negyedszázadának vizsgálata alapján
(Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2013), passim.
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Christian symbols.34 In other words, both parties—the ruling élite and the
peasants—understood and used that language.35

Peasant resistance and Protestant Reformation, due to its inversed chronology
in comparison to the events in Hungary, is more obviously intertwined with the
German Peasants’War of 1525. It has been a unanimously held view for decades
now that the German Peasants’ War signified the reformation of the common
man: the norm of scripture provided universal legitimation to the previously
fragmented, local and secular agendas of small communities and thus galvanized
social movements.36 By contrast, the reception of evangelical ideas among the
Hungarian rural population, both villagers and residents of small towns, seems
not to have taken place within the context of the process of domination. As has
been recently proposed, after the open conflict between lords and peasants in the
1514 peasant revolt, the issue of religion became neither a tool with which to elicit
the obedience of subjects nor a means of everyday peasant resistance in the
sixteenth century.37 Because landlords expressed little or no interest in the reli-
gious practices of their serfs (what kind of services they attended and who
performed them), the latter were able to freely choose their religion. The freedom
of religious choice meant that some serfs embraced the new tenets, while others
refused them. If this is accepted, then the circumstance that some communities
were concerned with issues of religion and acted autonomously regarding them,
while others seem to have been disinterested and passive, can presumably be
interpreted in the context of intra-communal/locality politics.

The above interpretation of the rural reformation as a predominantly religious
event in Hungary needs to be tested by further empirical research. The scholarly
evaluations, however, of the religious profile of the Dózsa revolt are highly
controversial. Some authors stress that an originally orthodox crusade-religion
provided the stimulus, social integration and symbolism for what they deem to
be a social revolt.38 In 1514 peasants fought for their “salvation” under the sign of
the cross in the name of the pope, the king and God against the “infidel” land-
lords and tax collectors with the battle cry “Jesus.” Others stress the revolt’s
revolutionary character, placing it in line with the German Peasants’War fought
in the name of “Godly law.”39 Additionally, Szűcs, as we have seen, stressed the

34 On the Christocentric symbolism of the public execution of peasant leaders see Gabriella
Erdélyi’s study in the present volume.

35 Katalin Péter, A reformáció: kényszer vagy választás (Budapest: Nemzeti Tankönyvkiadó,
2004), 48–50.

36 Robert W. Scribner, The German Reformation (London: Macmillan, 1986); Peter Blickle, Die
Reformation im Reich (Stuttgart: UTB Ulmer, 1992, 2nd edn.), 122–23.

37 Péter, A reformáció, 108−17.
38 Norman Housley, Religious Warfare in Europe, 1400−1536 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2002), 20−22, 69−75.
39 See Peter Blickle’s essay in this volume.
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vital role of Franciscan spiritualism. All in all, the general claim of Norman
Housley that both traditional and innovative religion could work as stimuli for
armed revolts, providing its form, language and symbols, seems to be well-
grounded. A more precise understanding of the ideas shared by the peasant,
lesser noble and clerical participants in the Dózsa revolt is, however, a task to be
completed in the course of further research based on expanded source material.
This expansion of source material is to be understood in terms of the qualitative
nature of the sources involved, since we have so far had access to very little that
was produced by the rebels themselves and it is common scholarly practice to
deduce from sources produced by the powerful what peasants believed and
planned. It is, however, possible to retrieve rebel voices from the “archives of
repression”40 as the analysis of petitions from clerical rebels to the pope re-
questing his pardon for committing homicide and partaking in warfare included
in the present volume attest.41

This volume aims to identify interactions and adaptations among the cultural
patterns that governed the practices of negotiations—peaceful and armed—
between authorities and their subjects. Martin Rothkegel describes in detail the
process of how the Anabaptist craftsmen of Moravia translated some of the
violent and rebellious attitudes of the peasants of 1525 into their urban milieu
based on the principle of biblical peace. The author convincingly argues based on
newly revealed documentation that in the religious culture of the Hutterite
Anabaptists, certain subversive concepts and rebellious practices (the rule of
God’s word, community of goods, banning the clergy, refusal to pay war tax) that
had their origins in the revolutionary dynamic of German Peasants’ War were
reinterpreted and transformed into enduring religious principles and practices.
Fundamentally, Rothkegel proposes the thesis that the Hutterites practiced a
symbolic form of “permanent rebellion,” thus going beyond the centuries-old
dichotomy of historical representation that either portrayed Anabaptists as
politically subversive rebels or, to the contrary, as religious idealists.

Zoltán Csepregi’s study provides another interesting case study regarding the
way communal rituals of resistance were transferred across the borders of politics
and religion just as well as they were across those of social strata. Csepregi explores
the different appearances of the Bund tradition symbolized by the Bundschuh,42

well-known from the rural areas of the German territories before and during the

40 The concept was coined by Dominique Julia, “La religion – histoire religieuse,” in Faire de
l’historie, vol. 2, Nouvelles Approches, ed. Jacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora (Paris, 1973), 137–
67, here 147.

41 See the chapter by Gabriella Erdélyi in this volume.
42 More recently on the old theme see Peter Blickle and Thomas Adam, eds., Bundschuh:

Untergrombach 1502, das unruhige Reich und die Revolutionierbarkeit Europas (Stuttgart:
Franz Steiner Verlag, 2004.)
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rebellion of 1525, in the Kingdom of Hungary during the early Protestant Refor-
mation.More concretely, he looks at the cases in which urban communities forged
a life-long alliance with their spiritual leader against the interference of Roman
Catholic authorities (kings or bishops) if these exerted pressure in order to remove
“heretic” preachers from towns. This chapter most importantly demonstrates that
such Bunds were formed by the German-speaking citizens of Moravia and Upper
Hungary (today Slovakia) already before Thomas Müntzer and others did so
during the German Peasants’War; moreover, it proves through concrete example
that this communal ritual of resistance crossed both linguistic and ethnic borders.
Hungarian-speaking communities also implemented reformation ideas through
their insistence on choosing their own pastors. Obviously, the alliance between the
community and the leader elected by it also served to communicate with au-
thorities and to regulate the relationship with them. This study essentially re-
inforces the validity of studying the tools of negotiation between subjects and
authorities within the dynamic of the universal and the local.

Entangled Memories

The interpretation of revolts as events of collective violence also highlights the ex-
periences of participants, both rebels and rulers. Authors who contributed to this
volume seek to answer questions related to the experiences of collective violence
among participants and the ways in which individuals and groups used re-
membering and forgetting as a means of forging an identity for themselves. Instead
of the narratives of the powerful that became the normative stories of history, the
perspective of the rebels more forcefully uncovers the everyday faces of revolt.43

The interpretation of the public executions of peasant leaders, whom the
powerful regarded as traitors, using the tools of cultural history aims to decipher
the contemporary meanings and messages that these public rituals may have
carried instead of regarding them simply as the manifestation of barbarism and
extreme brutality.44 The comparative analysis of the brutal public executions of
the Hungarian and the Croatian peasant leaders, György Dózsa and Matija
Gubec, illuminates not only themeanings that these acts carried to contemporary
actors and spectators, but also shows how the memories of the two legendary
martyrs intermingled in early modern cultural memory.45

The historical interpretations of late medieval and early modern instances of
violence are closely intertwined with inquiries into the collective memory of

43 See for example the chapters by Nataša Štefanec and Gabriella Erdélyi in this book.
44 See the piece by Nataša Štefanec in this volume.
45 Ibid.
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revolts, the subsequent representations of violence and functions in the process
of identity-formation of the same representations. Thus, contributors examine
how later narrators used the rebels for their own purposes, in other words the
subsequent representation of the revolts and their leaders in images, literature
and historiography comes into focus. Most of the cultural-historical approaches
of memory and violence aspire to render more comprehensible the impact of
twentieth-century total wars on the individual, community, state-building and
the economy.46 One of the central topics is, for example, how individuals expe-
rienced, interpreted and processed the diverse phenomena of collective, often
extreme, violence. The personal narratives are usually considered as memory
practices, which, in close interaction with public memory discourses, served to
present and maintain individual identity. The different forms of textual repre-
sentation—in literature, the press or in history writing—of war and violence and
their usage in the course of their visual representation represents another key
issue. The study of the memory wars over the monopolization of the inter-
pretation of past events is also important, since such wars may have a shaping
influence on the making of the myths of collective cultural memory.47

The cultural history of early modern memory and violence also concentrates
on the theme of wars and rebellions.48 Such a focus is possible since a relatively
large number of diaries and memoirs, written by both soldiers and civilians in
this period, have been preserved and serve as a tool to examine how individuals
perceived and processed the horrors of war.49 Moreover, as a consequence of the

46 See for example Stefan Goebel and Derek Keene, eds. , Cities into Battlefields: Metropolitan
Scenarios, Experiences and Commemorations of Total War (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Jay M.
Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in the 20th Century
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2006).

47 How this happened after the Dózsa revolt is addressed by Gabriella Erdélyi in this volume.
The chapter by Gergely Tóth shows, moreover, that the humanist historical tradition, at the
beginning of which stands the contemporary author Stephanus Taurinus, had an enormous
influence on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historical representations and the public
memory of the revolt.

48 To cite only a few important examples: Hans Medick, “Introduction. The Thirty Years War in
Experience and Memory,” in idem and Benjamin Marschke, Experiencing the Thirty Years
War. A Brief History with Documents (Boston–New York: Bedford–St Martin’s, 2013), 1–28;
John Gibney, The Shadow of a Year: The 1641 Rebellion in Irish History and Memory (Wis-
consin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013); Alain Hugon,Naples insurgée. De l’événement à
la mémoire, 1647–1648 (Rennes: Presses Universitaires Rennes, 2011); Philip Benedict,
“Shaping theMemory of the FrenchWars of Religion. The First Centuries,” inMemory before
Modernity. Practices of Memory in Early Modern Europe, ed. J. Pollmann, E. Kuijpers, J.
Müller, and J. van der Steen (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 111–25.

49 See, for example, Benigna von Krusenstjern and Hans Medick, Zwischen Alltag und Kata-
strophe. Der Dreißigjährige Krieg aus der Nähe,Veröffentlichungen desMax-Planck-Instituts
für Geschichte l48 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999); Yuval Noah Harari, Ren-
aissance Military Memoirs. War, History, and Identity, 1450–1600 (Woodbridge: Boydell
Press, 2004).
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printing revolution, Europe was flooded with richly illustrated leaflets and re-
ports on wars and revolts that were designed to meet the demands of a growing
reading public hungry for all kinds of news and horrors. While pamphlets and
woodcuts depicting actual warfare served to construct andmaintain the image of
the brutal and barbarous enemy, the visual representations of revolts with their
central image of the exemplary and severe retributions exacted upon rebels also
delivered powerful messages to their subjects.50 The image of the Hungarian
peasant leader, Dózsa, with a burning iron-crown on his head and silently suf-
fering his torture circulated throughout Europe on the title sheets of leaflets.51

The rebels who turned into martyrs can thus be regarded as the characteristic
themes of an early modern “transnational memory.”52 Erdélyi’s chapter seeks to
answer the questions how the self-image of society in early modern Hungary was
shaped by the textual and visual representations of Dózsa as martyr. The author
argues that in the German territories the identities of rebel and Lutheran became
entangled because the 1525 peasant war was instrumentalized in the construction
of Catholic and Protestant identities; by contrast, in Hungary, instead of the
figure of the rebel, the extreme brutality of the death of the “peasant king”Dózsa
came to epitomize later memories of the revolt.

It was the suggestive vision of the humanist writers which most influentially
shaped the historical representations of coming centuries—therefore the de-
construction of this tradition, the identification of the intertextual references of
the humanist narratives of the revolt, surfaces recurrently in various chapters.
Seen through this prism, the savage and audacious figure of Dózsa and his
prototypes in antiquity—Caesar, Catilina and Rufinus—become visible. How-
ever, at the moment of his death the demeanor of the peasant leader changes: in
humanist dramaturgies he faces his torments with stoic self-assurance or Christ-

50 Dietmar Peil, “Strafe und Ritual. Zur Darstellungen von Straftaten und Bestrafungen im
illustrierten Flugblatt,” in Wahrnehmungsgeschichte und Wissensdiskurs im illustrierten
Flugblatt der Frühen Neuzeit (1450–1700), ed. Wolfgang Harms and Alfred Messerli (Basel:
Schwabe, 2002), 465–89; and Péter TóthG., “A lator teste és a lator test. A bűnösség kultúrája a
kora újkori Magyarországon és a büntetés-emlékeztetés problémája,” Korall. Társada-
lomtudományi Folyóirat 5−6 (2001): 141−62.

51 Series of pamphlets published in German cities in late 1514: Zeckel Jorg, “Die auffrur so
geschehen ist im Vngerlandt mit dem creutzern vnnd auch darbey wie man der creutzer
haubtman hat gefangen vnnd getoedt [1514],” in Monumenta rusticorum in Hungaria re-
bellium anno MDXIV, ed. Antonius Fekete Nagy et al. (Budapest: Akadémiai, 1979), no. 227.
On the interpretation of the imagery of the public execution of the Hungarian peasant leader
see Marianna D. Birnbaum, “A Mock Calvary in 1514? The Dózsa-Passion,” in European
Iconography East and West: Selected Papers of the Szeged International Conference, ed.
György E. Szőnyi (Brill: Leiden, 1996), 91–108.

52 Dagmar Freist: “Lost in Time and Space? Glocal Memoryscapes in the Early Modern World,”
in Memory before Modernity, ed. Pollmann, Kuijpers, Müller and Steen, 203–22.
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like humility.53 Paradoxically, the religious dimension yet to be found in hu-
manist narratives—even if it is a game with mock passions54—sinks under the
narrative surface of the revolt stories in the age of confessional rivalry.55Dózsa as
a Christian martyr resurfaces with overwhelming force in the literature of the
first half of the nineteenth century,56 after which the progressive, leftist tradition
would soon fabricate from the leader of the 1514 peasant rebellion the figure of an
ecstatic revolutionary. The plebeian revolutionaries then were endowed with a
coherent social program by Marxist history writing. In this book some of these
myths are also deconstructed.57

The multi-faced and ambiguous figure of Dózsa constructed by humanist
writers and the space left open for interpretation, as pointed out by Farkas Gábor
Kiss in this volume, serves also as a tool for putting literature on the market,
which enhanced livelihood of the author in the world of patron-client relation-
ships. The chapter by Pál Ács also calls attention to the significance of the close
connection between the author’s identity and his interpretation of the past. Ács,
writing at the beginning of the twenty-first century, thinks that Jenő Szűcs, when
he wrote about the Dózsa rebellion in the early 1970s, was primarily interested in
the relationship between intellectuals and mass movements. Ács argues that
Szűcs was capable of placing the figure of the Observant Franciscan friars in the
role of the radical “intellectual” and the anti-establishment “opposition,” since
the Franciscan Observant movement was in many respects analogous to the 1968
generation, most importantly in the unsteadiness of their ideologies.

Following the investigations of early modern representations, Part IV of this
volume is dedicated to an analysis of the ways in which the figures of various
peasant leaders were used by nineteenth and twentieth century literature and
historical scholarship as well as by the visual arts. Márton Szilágyi’s chapter is
important because, in addition to its insight into the image of Dózsa in the
literature of the 1840s, it entails crucial consequences with regard to the working
of cultural memory. This chapter contests the notion that approaches to the past
emerge one after the other, in other words, the evolutionary concept of public
memory. In the “experimental laboratory” of the literature of the first half of the

53 In his study, Gergely Tóth stresses the influence of the Sallustian epic pattern and the figure of
Catilina on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century historians. The complex intertextualmotifs of
the epic by Stephanus Taurinus (Stauromachia, 1519) is analyzed by Farkas Gábor Kiss in this
book.

54 This is suggested by Farkas Gábor Kiss based on the cover illustration of the epic by Taurinus.
55 For more details on this see the chapter by Gergely Tóth.
56 For more detail on this see the study by Márton Szilágyi in this volume.
57 Giorgio Politi makes the plausible case that the leader of the Tyrolian peasants in 1525,

Michael Gaismair, cannot be the author of the written program of the revolt, generally known
as Gaismair’s Landesordnung. On Müntzer’s and Dózsa’s social programs in Marxist nar-
ratives of the peasant uprisings see Márta Fata’s essay in this volume.
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nineteenth century Szilágyi shows that collective memory is always polyphonic,
since earlier memory practices do not disappear with the emergence of new ways
of relating to the past, but coexist with new practices.58 The conceptual frame-
work usually described as “conservative,” which envisioned Dózsa as a beast and
massmurderer and the revolt led by him as a period of anarchy leading directly to
the collapse of themedieval Kingdomof Hungary at the Battle of Mohács in 1526,
endured in the nineteenth century even after the emergence of positive, “liberal”
images of Dózsa.

Márta Fata contributed to the volume with an important case study about the
entangled public memories of the Hungarian and the German peasant wars,
which—as she argues—can be traced to Engels, who in 1850 discussed the
Hungarian peasant revolt as an antecedent of the 1525 “plebeian revolution” and
thus—fairly exceptionally—put the Hungarian event on the map of Europe.
Some characteristic similarities between the public memory of Müntzer and
Dózsa are identified: they both appear in the middle of the nineteenth century in
the role of the first revolutionaries as well as Christian martyrs.59However, Fata’s
article stresses their divergent roles in the legitimation of communist regimes.
While Dózsa remained the leader of peasants and thus did not become part of the
canonized national pantheon in Hungary, in Eastern Germany, which had to
justify its existence as an independent state,Müntzer became a founding father of
the state and a national hero. We furthermore receive an exciting insight into the
process in which individual and collective memories are smoothed into basic
stories of normative claim, capable of forming the experience of present and
future alike. The commemorations occasioned by anniversaries form especially
intensive periods in the construction of national identity and thus some of the
contributions in this volume focus on them.60 From the study of László Szörényi
we learn that already on the occasion of the first centenary of the Hungarian
peasant revolt in 1614, the rebellion was recalled by memory agents as one of the
national movements for independence. Similar to this period following the na-
tional movement led by István Bocskai, Dózsa was a prime candidate to serve as a
national hero and leader of the oppressed following the repression of Hungary’s
war of independence in 1848–49 and during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution as

58 Cf. Judith Pollmann and Erika Kuijpers, “Introduction. On the Early Modernity of Early
Modern Memory,” inMemory before Modernity, ed. Pollmann, Kuijpers, Müller, and Steen,
1–2, 22–23.

59 On the literary representation of Dózsa’s death as Christian conversion see Márton Szilágyi’s
study.

60 Cf. David Cressy, “National Memory in Early Modern England,” in Commemorations. The
Politics of National Identity, ed. John R. Gillis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994),
61–73. See also the chapter by Erzsébet Tatai on the commemorations performed by the visual
arts on the invented 500 anniversary in 1972. On the commemorations by historians see the
essay by Ács.
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well.61 That Dózsa was not finally cast in this role was due to power games related
to memory politics during each period.

Finally, the central objective of this volume is to provide a more nuanced
historical conception of peasant revolts. Instead of the binary model of sei-
gneurial oppression versus peasant resistance, it depicts revolts within the rela-
tional paradigmof Herrschaft, described here as a process of negotiation between
lords and their subjects. From this perspective, revolts do not appear as func-
tional disorders and events of extreme violence and senseless brutality, but rather
as the negotiation of freedom pursued with other means and with another lan-
guage.Moreover, commoners living in both towns and villages are put on stage as
active agents with independent spheres of action, having the ability to assert their
own interests. Consequently, the contours of the frontier that sharply divided the
commoners of Europe into Western and Eastern types have begun to fade.
Moreover, though our focus on transfers and reinterpretations of a variety of
objects—communal rituals, religious concepts, memory practices, and so
on—that governed the practices of negotiations, both peaceful and armed, be-
tween authorities and their subjects and the way in which these crossed the
boundaries between social strata, languages and political borders, we wish to
contribute to the making of a European history of peasants and armed conflicts
with their overlords.
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