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J

ohn Hunyadi, who carried on his activities during an historical period marked by resounding successes and dramatic events, captured the attention of both his contemporaries and of generations to come. The result of the continuous research into his life and times is a vast bibliogra­phy of materials. 

The interest of his contemporaries and immediate posterity in the tumultuous career of John Hunyadi is manifest in documents and studies which belong, from the present point of view, to the category of histori­cal sources. Of these, the internal documentary sources, including official documents referring to John Hunyadi or containing information about him, many of them issued in his name, as well as his extensive correspondence, began to be published much later.

One of these primary sources is the epistolary of John of Zredna (c. 1408-1472), a remarkable scholar, a pioneer of humanistic culture, and friend of John Hunyadi, who occupied successively important positions, namely that of bishop of Oradea (in 1445), chancellor, and, finally, archbishop of Strigoniu. Throughout all this time he carried out numerous and important diplomatic missions. His letters, some of which were written on direct instructions from John Hunyadi, were published by Johannes Georgius Schwandtner[1] in the collection Scriptores Rerum Hungaricarum, in the second volume.[2] A subsequent edition, of better quality, was published in Vienna in 1878 by the well-known historian Fraknói Vilmos (1843-1921) in the original Latin version, and the Hungarian translation appeared during the same year in Budapest. Around the same time when Schwandtner published the letters, in the climate created by the development of culture in the direction of the Enlightenment, although deeply anchored, within the Hapsburg monarchy, in the erudite spirit of the previous century, Georgius Pray[3] published, in Vienna, his book entitled Annales Regum Hungariae, whose second and third parts refer to the epoch of John Hunyadi. The methodological conception of the book sets it at the border between a collection of documents and a historical work, in the modern sense.

Organized in a strictly chronological order, the book reproduces in extenso the documents known up to that time. Between documents, the author makes comments, sometimes interpretative, sometimes strictly pragmatic, sometimes only to establish a connection between one document and another. 

The first one to gather all the documents regarding John Hunyadi that were known up to that time, accompanied by passages from narrative sources, was Georgius Fejér (1766-1851), under the title Genus, incunabula et virtus Joannis Corvini de Hunyad, regni Hungariae gubernatoris.[4] Not long afterwards, another collection of documents centered round John Hunyadi’s activity appeared in volume X of the work of Teleki József, A Hunyadiak kora Magyarországon,[5] which we shall discuss later on. In time, the number of the documents that were discovered and printed in various publications increased. Among these publications, one should mention the monumental Hurmuzaki collection, especially volume I, part 2,[6] and volume XV, part 1.[7] An addition to the publication of documentary sources regarding John Hunyadi was brought by J. Hajnal, who published 87 registers under the title “Kivonatok Hunyadi János kormányzöi okleveleiból, 1446-1452,” in Levéltári közlemények, Budapest, 1923. It is useful to consult the volumes published by Mályusz Elemér under the title Zsigmondkori okléveltár[8] which, although they refer to a previous epoch, contain documentary sources necessary for understanding the historical phenomena of the time of John Hunyadi. 

Given the European proportions of the personality and activity of John Hunyadi and the diplomatic correspondence which he kept with the main European courts of the time, there are also numerous external doc­umentary sources which contain information about him. 

From the point of view of the epoch, this category may also include the documents originating from the chancelleries of the Romanian princi­palities of Wallachia and Moldavia, in which we are interested first of all, since they reflect a major aspect of the activity of John Hunyadi – his relations with each of the three Romanian principalities. 

Besides the volumes in the Hurmuzaki collection, one should also consult the last edition of the documents of Wallachia, Documenta Romaniae Historica, seria B. Ţara Româneascā, volume I (1247-1500),[9] the older edition published by Mihai Costăchescu, Documente moldoveneşti ȋnainte de Ștefan cel Mare,[10] and also volumes I and II of Documenta Romaniae Historica, seria A. Moldova, 1975-1976. 

Valuable sources from foreign archives, both documentary and narrative, were published by Nicolae Iorga in the collection Notes et extraits pour server a l’histoire des croisades au XVe siècle.[11]  Information on John Hunyadi can also be found in Ioan Bogdan, Documente privitoare la relaţiile Ţării Româneşti cu Braşovul şi cu Ţara Ungurească ȋn secolele XV şi XVI.[12]

The internal narrative sources begin with the well-known and Important chronicle by John Thuróczi, entitled Chronica Hungarorum, which first appeared in 1488 in two almost simultaneous editions, one in Brno and the other in Augsburg. The edition which has been commonly used until today is the one published by Schwandtner in volume I of the collection Scriptores Rerum Hungaricarum, mentioned above.

The chronicle was written in the time of King Matthias Corvinus, the son of John Hunyadi. Consequently, it has an obviously favorable attitude toward John and the Hunyadi family in general. Although it belongs to the internal narrative sources which were almost contemporary to the epoch and many of its accounts are admitted as basic information, the chronicle of Thuróczi is not free of errors. Some of these were deliberate, originating from the laudative intention of the author, others resulted from deficiencies – distortions and confusions of facts – of the sources he used.

Another chronicle favorable to the Hunyadi family, older than the one by Thuróczi, but briefer, was written by an anonymous author and is known under the title of Chronicon Budense. It first appeared in Buda in 1473 and was the first book printed in Hungary.[13]

A chronicle written not much later after the events is that of the Italian Marco Antonio Bonfini (Bonfinius),[14] who arrived in Hungary in 1486, in the entourage of Beatrice of Aragon, the second wife of Matthias Corvinus. His chronicle entitled Historia Pannonica sive Hungari carum Rerum Decades IV et dimidia and finished in 1495, under King Ladislas II, was published in many editions, beginning in the sixteenth century.[15] 

Following to a great extent the information given by Thuróczi, Bonfinius amplifies the latter’s accounts, especially in the description of the events, partly by adding new information, partly by inventing, with panegyric and rhetorical tendencies, in the spirit of humanistic historiography and imitating the Roman historians, especially Titus Livius.

That is why the chronicle of Bonfinius must be examined critically before accepting its statements, especially when it comes to details.

The chronicles written in the sixteenth century, like that of Gáspár Heitai,[16] follow Bonfinius to a great extent, and thus cannot be consid­ered primary sources. The Moldavian and Wallachian chronicles, written – even the older ones – after the period of John’s activity, contain brief information about him, preserving the concise character of the annals contemporary with the events on the basis of which these chronicles were composed. 

Thus, the two versions of the Putna Chronicle limit themselves to mentioning the fact that Peter II, prince of Moldavia for a short time, a protégé of John Hunyadi, ceded Chilia to the Hungarians. They continue by relating the ephemeral reign – information which is actually erroneous – of a Voievod “Ciubăr,” which could be the distorted name of a Hungarian army commander, Csupor, sent by John to Moldavia. The Moldavian-Russian chronicle provides the same information, while the Moldavian-Polish chronicle attributes the act of ceding Chilia to Voievod Alexăndrel: “he gave Chilia to the king of Hungary to protect him from the Turks, to which king it is not known.”[17] The Serbian-Moldavian chronicle contains brief pieces of information, short mentions about the battle of John against Mezid-bey and about his victory on the Ialomiţa, but with errors of place and time.[18] 

The great Moldavian and Wallachian chronicles written only in the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century do not have, for the epoch of John Hunyadi, the value of direct sources, as they are based, except for the inclusion of summary data from older internal sources, on the compilation of information from external sources. 

There are numerous external narrative sources which contain extensive references to the life and actions of John Hunyadi, as well as to his epoch. One of these, especially interesting, detailed, and with veridical information, is that of Jean of Wavrin, based on the accounts of his nephew Walerand of Wavrin, the commander of the Burgundian fleet during the campaign in the Straits and on the Danube in the years 1444-1445. First published in the nineteenth century under the title Anchiennes chroniques d’Angleterre, par Jehan de Wavrin, seigneur du Forrestel,[19] the fragments which are of interest for our book were reproduced by Nicolae Iorga in Buletinul Comisiei istorice a României, VI, 1927. This chronicle is also very important for the history of Wallachia around the year 1445. 

The great Polish chronicler Jan Długosz (1415-1480),[20] in his essential work Historiae Poloniae libri XII ab antiquissimis temporibus usque ad annum 1480, also has numerous references to our subject, manifesting however an unfavorable attitude toward John, although he recognizes, on the whole, his merits as an army commander. His chronicle was first published in 1615, then in Leipzig in 1712, and in 1863 it appeared in Cracow as part of the first edition of the complete works of Długosz. For us, a useful work is Informaţiile româneşti ale cronicii lui Jan Długosz by Ilie Minea.[21]

We can also consider as a Polish source the chronicle of the humanist of Venetian origin, Philippus Callimachus Buonacorsi da Gemignano (1437-1496), who emigrated to Poland in 1472, entitled Historia de rege Vladislao Hungariae, seu Clade Varnensi anno 1444 libri tres.[22] Andrea del Palatino, papal tax collector, also wrote an account of the Varna disaster under the title Litterae de clade Varnensi ad Ludovicum Cardinalem datae.[23] Mention should also be made, this time as a German source, of the rhyming chronicle of Michael Beheim (1416-1474), a soldier who participated in the campaigns against the Turks, published by Th.G. Karajan in Quellen und Forschungen zur vaterlandischen Geschichte.[24] This chronicle was thoroughly treated in Romanian historiography by Gr. Conduratu, Gedicht über den Woivoden Wlad II Dracul[25] and by C.I. Karadja, “Poema lui M. Beheim despre cruciadele ȋmpotriva turcilor din anii 1443 şi 1444.”[26] The so-called chronicle of the counts of Cilli, Die Freien von Saneck und ihre Chronik als Grafen von Cilli,[27] published by Fr. Krones, is written in a spirit clearly hostile to John Hunyadi. 

The Byzantine chronicles also represent an important source. They are rather well informed and what makes them especially valuable is the fact that the information they provide on this epoch is based on the knowledge of the realities in Southeastern Europe and in the Ottoman Empire. Thus, they present a picture from the perspective of the opposite side of the mobile barricade on which the great battles against the Ottoman expansion were fought.

An Important Byzantine chronicler of the fifteenth century was Doukas,[28] author of Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks, which treats the events between 1341-1462. This chronicle appeared in two “classic” editions, one in Paris in 1649, and the other in Bonn in 1834, edited by Immanuel Bekker, in the well-known collection Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae. In 1958, Vasile Grecu published a critical edition of the chronicle, which contains the original text and the Romanian translation. 

Laonikos Chalkokondyles,[29] in his Historical Chronicles, provides valuable information as well, especially concerning the great campaigns of John Hunyadi in the Balkans. Although it is difficult to make a judgement, given the uncertain coordinates to which we are limited, we consider, with reservation, that Chalkokondyles appears to have been more precisely informed and more moderate and realistic in his affirmations than Doukas. 

The chronicle of Chalkokondyles, which was also published in the above-mentioned Corpus in Bonn, in 1843, can also he consulted in the critical edition of Eugen Darkó, published in Budapest, volumes I and II, parts 1 and 2, between 1922 and 1927. In Romanian historiography, the same Vasile Grecu published, also in 1958, an edition similar to that of the chronicle by Doukas. As for Georgios Sphrantzes,[30] a third remarkable Byzantine chronicler of the epoch, his chronicle entitled The Fall of the Byzantine Empire contains, in general, less information on John than the works of his two contemporaries. However, here and there, Sphrantzes completes our documentation with veridical information, for which he remains the only source, such as, for instance, on the question of relations between John and Byzantium on the eve of the fall of Constantinople, and, in general, on the attitude of the Byzantine court toward the battles against the Ottomans[31] led by John Hunyadi. 

Further information, especially referring to the siege of Belgrade in 1456, can also be found in the work of another Byzantine chronicler, Michael Kritovoulos, who wrote, in a pro-Ottoman spirit, a biography of Mehmed II. 

When referring to external narrative sources, one must mention the Turkish ones as well. They began circulating throughout Europe due especially to the translations by the German Hans Löwenklau, better known under his Latinized name, Leunclavius.[32] In 1588, he published in Frankfurt Annales Sultanorum Othmanidarum, and in 1590, also in Frankfurt, an Ottoman history in the German language, followed a year later by a Latin version entitled Historiae Musulmanae Turcorum de monumentis ipsorum escrpitatae libri XVII. 

Subsequently, the Turkish chronicles were published in different countries, in the original or in translation, but no unitary collection was created, such as the one dedicated to Byzantine historiography. Dimitrie Cantemir, Hammer, Zinkeisen used these sources when writing their great Ottoman histories. Of the more recent publications we mention, in Hungarian historiography, the volumes published by Thúry Jözsef, Tórök történetirók, volumes I-II.[33] They reserve all important space to references to Magyar history. After World War I, Fr. Giese published a partial edition, as it is shown by the title: Die Altosmanische anonymen Chroniken, Breslau, 1922 (original text), and Leipzig, 1925 (translation). An important work of historiography was published by the famous Orientalist Franz Babinger, Die Geschichtsschreiber der Osmanen und ihre Werke, Leipzig, 1927. 

In Romania, a valuable first step was taken by Mihail Guboglu and Mustafa Mehmet who published Cronici turceşti privind ţările române, sec. XV-mijlocul sec. XVII (Turkish Chronicles Regarding the Romanian Principalities, from the Fifteenth Century to the Mid-Seventeenth Century), Bucharest, 1966, containing passages in Romanian translation accompanied by biographical introductions, observations regarding the value of the chronicles, and explanatory notes. Unfortunately, the Turkish chronicles do not have the value we might expect. Undoubtedly, they contribute to the clarification of certain data and to the completion of certain information, but they suffer from an uncertain chronology, exaggerations of the facts, a laudatory attitude toward the sultans, and, without exception, a tendentiously denigrating attitude toward their enemies. Their rhetorical style obscures even more the grain of truth they contain. The life and deeds of John Hunyadi became permanently established in scholarly works beginning in the nineteenth century, namely when a modern historiography was developing in the cultures of the peoples in that part of Europe, mainly the Romanians and the Hungarians. 

The coordinates of the dominant ideas of nineteenth century historiography are obvious in the manner in which the epoch and personality of John Hunyadi are presented in this historiography. In the first half of the century there was romantic climate, followed by the development of a positivist spirit which led to the broadening of documentation and to a more serious critical consideration of it, with the intention of establishing the facts with exactness. This evolution was marked, however, by the social and political conditions of the development of society – and therefore of culture as well – in Central and Southeastern Europe. It was the period of the struggle for regaining independence, for the formation of national states of the peoples in that part of the world. Taking place under the leadership of the bourgeoisie and of some elements of the nobility with more advanced ideas, the struggle for the independent national state was represented in culture in the colored images of bourgeois nationalism. The mentality created by this environment of historical development had repercussions on the interpretation of the events of the more distant past as well. The prevailing concern for the “political” determined a corresponding selectivity in the concerns of historiography at that time. The struggle for independence was searching for bases and traditions in the past: it found them in the evocation of the anti-Ottoman struggle, and the victories and defeats of John Hunyadi were viewed with Romantic enthusiasm. His life, his ascension from an obscure social rank to the highest dignities and to a wide European notoriety made him an ideal subject for those with Romantic propensities, yielding to hero worship. This perspective also included the intentions of both Romanian and Hungarian historians to demonstrate, through the exceptional personality of John Hunyadi, the capacity of their own people “to create history,” and, consequently, to justify certain political aspirations, the recognition of a prominent place in the eyes of the world. All these, however, were conjugated with the beginnings of positivist historiography, with the publication, critical or less so, of a considerable amount of documentary material. 

The factors mentioned above, excepting the use of a wide range of documentary materials, characterize the first modest monographic attempt in Romanian historiography, about John Hunyadi. It was written by Damaschin Bojincă[34] and appeared in Calendarul românsec de la Buda in 1830 under the title “Description of the Birth and the Deeds of the Famous Hero, Celebrated by the Entire Europe, John Corvinus Hunyadi.”[35]

The author claims that the monograph is a translation and, indeed, his main source seems to have been the work of Kovács Mátyás,[36] Biographia Joannis Hunyadi..., published in Eger in 1818. It is obvious, however, that at least partially we are dealing with the rewriting and not simply the translation of Mátyás’s work, the author having declared it a translation for purpose of facilitating its approval by the censors, given the spirit in which it was written. Half of the article is dedicated to the origins of John Hunyadi and contains a passionate pleading, in a polemical spirit, for his Romanian origin. Citing the main narrative sources (Thuróczi, Bonfinius) and some general historical works (Benkö, Pray, Engel, Fessler, etc., as well as Istoria pentru ȋnceputul românilor ȋn Dacia (The History of the Beginnings of the Romanians in Dacia by Petru Maior), Damaschin Bojincă closes the first part of his article in this way: 


Should there be someone who, for whatever reason, would dare deny the true and indubitable Romanian origin of John Hunyadi, he must be shown the documents cited here and taught that the entire history of the country is based mainly of Thuróczi and Bonfinius; and if they are not believed, having lived in those times, and if there is no confidence in the words of other patriotic historians who, being Hungarian, recognize the Romanian origin of John Corvinus, then the entire history of the country will have no credibility, and everyone will believe whatever he wants. 

But no one has said that John might have been anything other than Romanian, except those who, having embraced the above mentioned legend that he was supposedly the illegitimate son of Sigismund[37] and a Romanian maiden, want to revel in the idea that they might be able to take away from the Romanian people the praise that it deserves due to the deeds of this famous hero and to the glory of his son, King Matthias Corvinus; some prefer to ignore the fact that the Romanian nation produced a very famous Hungarian king. 


These conclusions prove that the article of Damaschin Bojincă was a rewriting with important personal contributions. They also demonstrate our previous considerations on the spirit in which a number of the first studies on John Hunyadi were written. 

The second part of the article is a concise narration of the deeds of John Hunyadi, written in a dithyrambic tone and having lacunas and errors of information. Consequently, its value is inferior to that of the first part. 

In Magyar historiography, a work of special importance is that of József Teleki,[38] A Hunyadiak kora Magyarországon. Conceived as a work of large proportions, only six volumes appeared during the life of its initiator. It was continued by others, among whom was Csánki, Dezsö, who published as part of it a valuable historical geography of Hungary during the time of the Hunyadi family. 

Volumes 1 and II of this great work, published in Pesta in 1825, cover the period until the death of Ladislas Posthumous V (the end of year 1457). They are a detailed political history, based on a considerable effort of erudition. The numerous and extensive footnotes contain, very often, whole or partial reproductions of the original sources, remarkable being the considerable proportion of documentary sources, which in those days were still novel to a great extent. The intention of Teleki was a critical one, especially on a methodological level, as he tried to solve the possible contradictions of the sources and to establish the exact dates of the events. The contribution of this work to the knowledge of the life and activities of John Hunyadi was fundamental for that time and, to a certain extent, it has remained valid until today. 

Possibly inspired by Teleki’s work, but certainly as a result of the interest in the peoples that had brought their contribution to the revolutionary cause in 1848, a French work dedicated to John Hunyadi appeared, written by Charles Louis Chassin.[39] It constitutes the second part of a popularization work about Hungary; the presentation of the life and deeds of John Hunyadi, entitled significantly “a story from the fifteenth century,” has the same character.[40] Two decades after Teleki’s work began to be published, there appeared the monograph by Pór Antal, Hunyadi János. Elet-és korrajz,[41] which caused Romanian historiography to hark back to John Hunyadi, through an important study by George Bariţiu, “John Corvinus Hunyadi. His Origin, Genealogy, and Immortal Deeds.”[42]

Bariţiu resumes, although better informed, the ideas that Damaschin Bojincă had maintained in his time. He demonstrates, polemicizing rather vehemently with contrary opinions, the indisputable Romanian origin of John Hunyadi. He rejects with indignation the legends according to which Hunyadi might have been the illegitimate child of Sigismund of Luxembourg, seeing them – an erroneous opinion – as an intentional fabrication meant to contest the Romanian origin of John Hunyadi. Bariţiu declares clearly that the intention of his study is to prove that the Romanian people are capable of giving great personalities to world history through which it has brought an important contribution to the evolution of society, therefore deserving the same respect as any other people. 

“The affirmation of our genetic nationality before the Areopagus of the European peoples,” wrote Bariţiu, “is one of the main problems that we need to solve. The world asks not only about the ancientness of the origin of a people, but it rightfully wants to learn about the power of life and the productive power of our nation, productive not only in the physical but also in the spiritual sense. This can be proved especially by enumerating those individuals born within our genetic nation, who, through their deeds or writings, exerted a great, maybe even decisive influence, on the destinies of our nation or country, or even on other peoples or countries...[43] Among the monographs that appeared until the end of the nineteenth century, one should mention the work of Fraknói Vilmos, a well-known historian of the Hunyadi period, entitled A Hunyadiak és a Jagellók kora (1440-1526).[44]

In the second half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century, a large number of detailed studies were published, made possible by the more and more complete publication of the documentary sources.

These studies had a special preference for the campaigns of John Hunyadi, therefore for the military history of the epoch. Gradually, with all the profusion of derails allowed by the sources, there appeared studies, some with a character of small monograph, about the battles of Varna (especially),[45] of the Field of Blackbirds, of Belgrade, and also of others, like the battle with Mezid-bey or the less known campaigns in Serbia. There also appeared general studies on the anti-Ottoman campaigns of John Hunyadi, some of them insisting on the battles between 1440-1444, which was preeminently the offensive phase of these campaigns. 

The study of the organization and tactics of Hunyadi’s army, elements in which scholars tried to find an explanation for his successes, also intensified. These studies, dealing with military history, appeared mostly in the pages of the journal Hadtörtánelmi Közlemények, which began to be published regularly in l888. They were gathered later in a monograph on all the military aspects of John Hunyadi’s activity.[46] In more recent Romanian historiography the questions of military history regarding the epoch of John Hunyadi are focused on in the book of T. Nicolau, Ioan Huniade Corvin,[47] and especially in the valuable study of Mihail Dan, “The Army and Military Art of John Hunyadi (Based on Contemporary Chronicles).”[48] At the end of the nineteenth century there appeared the first Romanian monograph about John Hunyadi published as a separate work, not in the pages of a periodical.[49] The author, Iosif Bălan, did not have a special education as a historian, and his attempt is therefore tributary to the works that were in circulation at the time. A much better monograph is one written later by Teodor Popa, entitled Iancu Corvin de Hunedoara.[50] It is based, to a great extent, directly on the sources and succeeds in making a valuable presentation of the life of John Hunyadi, predominant being, however, the political and genealogical questions. Unfortunately, the author confused certain information. Mention should also be made of the article by Ioan Lupaş, ‘‘The Transylvanian Voievod John Hunyadi – ‘fortissimus athlete Christi’”[51] and the monograph by I. Lespezeanu and L. Marcu, Ioan Corvin de Hunedoara,[52] the latter placing the hero in a larger European context, dealing with the social basis of his power, and being written in a pleasant style, adequate for the purpose of popularization intended by the authors. Of great importance in Romanian historiography is the studies by Ilie Minea regarding the epoch of Vlad Dracul and his immediate predecessors or descendants, which reveal the political relations between Transylvania and Wallachia during the time of John Hunyadi.[53] During the years before World War I, the historians insisted on a few aspects of John Hunyadi’s activity about which previously only vague information, provided by the sources, had been recorded. Thus, on the one hand, the period of Hunyadi’s youth was analyzed more closely, by trying to separate the incontestable elements from the interweaving of reality and legend in which it was enveloped. In this context, they studied the relations of Hunyadi and his family with the military commander of Italian origin Filippo Scolari, also known under the name of Pippo de Ozora or Pippo Spano, who was in the service of King Sigismund of Luxembourg for many years and also occupied the dignity of equerry of Timişoara. Also, they worked on classifying the years that John, also in his youth, spent in Italy.[54]

In the same period, Francisc Pall published his first of many studies, bringing important contributions to the chronology and details of certain episodes in the life of Hunyadi which had remained obscure up to then. He elucidated the question of the fictitious character of a correspondence between King Ladislas I of Hungary and the Albanian hero Scanderbeg, in 1443-1444, and pointed out the certainty of relations between John Hunyadi and Scanderbeg on the eve of the anti-Ottoman campaign of 1448. The studies by Francisc Pall also brought a contribution to the controversial question of the Seghedin Peace and its hasty denunciation by the King of Hungary in the summer of 1444. They demonstrated the indubitable existence of a formal peace treaty, concluded by Hungarian messengers in Adrianople in June 1444, and confirmed afterwards on the occasion of the visit of Turkish representatives to Seghedin at the end of July of the same year.[55] 

In the last decades, historiography has broadened the perspective from which the personality of John Hunyadi, the results of his activities, and their significance are considered and explained. After studies that were oriented mainly toward political and military questions, there followed studies that emphasized a general consideration of the epoch of Hunyadi, its specific economic, social, and institutional aspects. The mutual conditioning and determination of such factors provided a solid basis for understanding and explaining Hunyadi’s personality, establishing his contribution and role in world history at their correct dimensions. Operating with the same coordinates, certain particular aspects of the life and activity of this great army commander were able to be revealed. Studies that intended to elucidate certain details at a factual level also continued. The Hungarian historian Elekes Lajos wrote a monograph of great dimensions and, on the whole, considered of unquestionable value, entitled Hunyadi.[56] Using a number of novel documents, reconsidering the interpretation of many of the known ones, clarifying certain chronological and factual questions, this monograph centers at the same time around the idea of state centralization as the pivot of Hunyadi’s politics. Lajos tries therefore to outline the adverse social forces representing the tendencies of feudal anarchy and those of order and authority – realizing, in this sense, a valuable study. But the author appears to be too dominated by certain schemes, he connects Hunyadi too exclusively to the categories of the lower nobility and townspeople, attributes too profound a significance to his relations with the peasants and workers, all these with the intention of finding a complex of great social forces which would have represented powerful and consistent support for Hunyadi in his struggle with the higher nobility and against the external danger. 

The valuable study of institutional history by Mályusz Elémer, “A magyar rendi állam Hunyadi korában,”[57] deals with the same sphere of problems – the basis and structure of power and the state institutions in fifteenth century Hungary – appearing more flexible, more nuanced in their treatment in comparison with the previously mentioned study. 1956, when 500 years from the death of Hunyadi were commemorated, marked an occasion to resume research of his epoch. 

There appeared a study by the Romanian historian Ștefan Pascu, “The Role of the Cnezi in Transylvania in the anti-Ottoman Struggle of John Hunyadi.”[58] Besides the gathering and presentation of the documents that attest to the permanent presence of this social class and of the Transylvanian Romanian element in the campaigns led by John Hunyadi, what makes this study interesting and valuable is the fact that it explains the ascension of the Hunyadi family, establishing an undeniable relation between its evolution and that of the class of the Romanian cnezi in Transylvania. The author presents the origins and ascension of John Hunyadi’s ancestors from a sociological perspective, reaching plausible conclusions and innovating in matters of method. In the following years, the most constant Romanian historian of the epoch of Hunyadi remained Francisc Pall, author of thorough studies which brought several new contributions: they proved that in 1438 the Ottomans organized a second campaign in Transylvania, short but violent, in Ţara Bârsei; they elucidated the problem of the duration and character of Hunyadi’s domination over Chilia; they specified the exact interval of the campaigns of Hunyadi in Wallachia and Moldavia, between 1447 and 1448; and, finally, they clarified the obscure question of the Wallachian interregnum of  1442-1443.[59]

In Hungarian historiography, the distinguished medievalist Pál Engel also published several important works: Kiraly hataloru éarisztokrácia vitzonya a Zoigmond Korbau, 1387-1437 (Budapest, 1977); “János Hunyadi: The Decisive Years of His Career, 1440-1444,” in From Hunyadi to Rákoczi: War and Society in Medieval and Early Modern Hungary (New York, 1982). A contribution of American historiography was made by Joseph Held with Hunyadi: Legend and Reality (Boulder, New York, 1985), 268 pages, with an extensive bibliography, it, however, ignores many recent studies and it neglects Romanian historiography, except for Nicolae Iorga. In the light of what we have shown above we can consider that historiography has extensively covered the life and times John Hunyadi. The documentation of his epoch may yet contain unknown pieces, but it is unlikely that they might conceal sensational revelations and thus determine an essential change of perspective, either in the general considerations, or in the detailed knowledge. 

Nevertheless, research on this subject does not find itself in front of a closed case. The way for reconsidering the interpretation of many phenomena of the epoch is still open, especially in the area of the economic and social basis of the activity of Hunyadi. And the personality of John Hunyadi, a firm defender of the political freedom of the peoples in this part of the world, will always deserve the homage of posterity, through the agency of historians.

Chapter II

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

“The Crescent’s Furious Storm...”  
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A

lmost one thousand years ago the life of the peoples of Europe and Asia was becoming more peaceful, after it had been for a long time full of unrest and struggles that had determined the collapse of the old slave­-owning society and of the Roman Empire, creating, in their aftermath, the new feudal society. 

One after another, coming from the north or the east, German, Slavic, and Asian peoples had penetrated the weakened borders of the Roman state, had overthrown its domination, and had thus opened the possibility for European society to develop, in difficult conditions, but freer than those before. This was the time known as the period of the great migrations and of the barbarian invasions. 

The last invasions that upset the east of Europe and the Near East took place in the tenth and eleventh centuries.[60] Among the peoples that, beginning with the eleventh century, appeared east of the Mediterranean Sea and at the boundaries of Europe, playing a long-term role in the history of this continent, the most important were the Turks.

The Turks, coming from Central Asia, penetrated into Iran and Iraq in the middle of the eleventh century, occupying successively the small Arab states and even Baghdad, the capital of the last Arab caliphs.

They threatened for a long time the eastern borders of the Byzantine Empire. In 1071, the armies of the Byzantine Empire suffered a severe defeat by the Turks, who took the emperor himself, Romanos IV, prisoner. As a result, in less than twenty years they conquered Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine. The Byzantine Empire was in great difficulty, as were the economic ties between the states in the west of Europe and the eastern regions of the Mediterranean Sea. To stop the powerful expansion of the state of the Seljuk Turks – as they were called after one of their leaders –, the Western states – France, the Holy Roman Empire, England, the Italian cities, and others, organized the crusades which succeeded in taking back from the Turks some territories in Asia Minor and on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. 

As the Seljuk sultan and the army commanders around him – the emirs – took possession of vast lands, of riches resulting from the spoils of war, and from the exploitation of subject populations, these represen­tatives of the ruling class of the Turkish tribes began to carry out their own policies; they would not submit any longer to the authority of one sultan. The Seljuk state was divided up into a few smaller states, among which a rather important one was formed in Asia Minor, around the city of Iconium (Konieh in the Turkish language). 

In the thirteenth century, the Seljuk states were threatened by the danger of a new invasion which was making its way toward them from the east, through the south of the Caspian Sea. They were the Mongols, who in their immense expansion conquered the principalities of Kievan Rus’ and penetrated into Central Europe, while, after 1250, another branch made its way to the Near East. Most of the states of the Seljuk Turks were conquered by the Mongols or became dependents of them. The sultanates and emirates in Asia Minor were somewhat better pro­tected, but even they were considerably weakened following the Mongol incursions.

The Mongol invasion pushed another branch of Turks further west, not very numerous, simply a tribe of shepherds and warriors. Later on, also after the name of one of their leaders, they would be called Ottoman Turks or Osmanlis, a term which would acquire a political significance, defining the relations between the sultan and his subjects. According to tradition, this tribe, headed by a leader with the name of Suleiman, left its native land in central Asia sometime at the beginning of the thirteenth century, forced out by a Mongol invasion. That was probably the campaign of the Mongols led by Genghis Khan against the Horezmian state, around the years 1219-1220. 

This tribe settled, in those years, east of Asia Minor, northwest of lake Van, and then between the cities of Erzerum and Erzigean. In the following years, it made its way into northern Syria but, while crossing the Euphrates, the leader of the tribe, Suleiman, supposedly drowned (around 1227). After this accident, a part of the tribe, overcome by nostalgia, was thought to have returned to their native land. However, around 400 families, under the leadership of Ertoghrul, the son of Suleiman, started west and entered in the service of the Seljuk Sultan Ala-ed-Din Kai-Kobad. The latter established as their settlement the region of Kara-Dag, near Ankara. After they proved themselves meritorious in a war with the Mongols, probably at the time when the latter conquered Persia, forming a khanate there (1258), the Turks of Ertoghrul were rewarded by another sultan with a region in northwestern Asia Minor, around the city of Soyut (whose Greek name was Thebasion).[61] He gave them this small territory as a kind of fief, instructing them to defend in return the borders of the sul­tanate against the Byzantines and giving them total freedom to undertake incursions into the Byzantine lands near the sea. These were the modest beginnings of the future Ottoman Empire.

The Ottoman Turks were at the time a people of shepherds. Even their leaders were still living in tents. When they organized a plundering incursion, they would form bands led by the so-called alps or ghazis, who formed an aristocracy of the tribe. Following the conquering and plun­dering campaigns that they led everywhere, they acquired fortunes, took possession of lands, and gradually became feudal proprietors, whose per­manent incomes came from taxes on the subject populations. Their authority was now grounded on fortune and not on the prestige of the bravery shown in battle. The historical circumstances in which such social classes and the Ottoman state came into being determined its founders to create a powerful military organization which allowed them to conquer relatively easily the regions in the west of Asia Minor and in Europe. Everywhere they encountered and subjugated populations which were, compared to them, on a superior level of economic and social development: they had been practicing agriculture and trades from ancient times, while the Turks were just surpassing the pastoral stage. The Ottoman ruling class realized soon that the plundering and subjugation of more developed peoples could represent a productive source of revenue. That is why the wars of expansion and plunder became a fundamental feature of the policy of the new Ottoman state. The Turks did not and were not able to bring any contribution to the development of the production of material goods or to the cultural progress of the territories they conquered. On the contrary, they were the ones who had things to learn from the more advanced peoples. The Turks limited themselves to imposing different taxes on the conquered population, exploiting it, and keeping it subjugated with the help of the army. As a result, a somewhat different feudalism formed in the Ottoman state, namely one with a pronounced military character, based first of all on the conquest of territories and the subjugation of other populations, exploited through taxes, while the ruling element contributed nothing to the organization and development of production. The expansion of the Ottoman state in the second half of the thirteenth century was facilitated by the fact that the incursions of the Mongols had weakened and divided up the Seljuk sultanates in Asia Minor. The Ottoman Turks, more protected through their geographical location from the Mongol invasion, became more powerful than their rulers and began the conquest of the sultanate of Iconium which, eventually, they would subject entirely.[62] 

To the west, the circumstances were also favorable for them. The Byzantines had succeeded in reconquering Constantinople in 1261, which had been taken away from them in 1204 during the Fourth Crusade, and were now busy reestablishing their authority in Europe, neglecting the Asian part of their possessions. According to tradition, around 1281 the semi-legendary Ertoghrul died, at the age of 90. He was succeeded by his son Osman, a character with whom the history of the Ottoman Turks begins to be more precise. He is thought to have begun his reign around the year 1300.[63] In his time, until around 1326, the Ottomans already extended their conquests in the Byzantine territories. Osman’s son and successor, Orkhan (1326-1359), occupied the important cities of Brusa and Nicaea. The former became the capital of his state. 

In the middle of the fourteenth century the Byzantine state was going through a period of internal unrest caused by the conflicts among different parties that supported rival pretenders to the imperial throne. One of the rival parties called upon the assistance of the Ottomans, especially against a popular uprising which broke out in the city of Thessalonika and in Thrace. Thus, the Ottomans had the welcome opportunity to intervene in Europe as well. At that time, around the year 1350, they possessed a powerful and well-organized army. The elite corps of their infantry, called janissaries



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEFENDER OF CHRISTENDOM

HISTRIA
ROOKS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.jpg
CENTER FORA

azrranias
{STUDIES





d2d_images/image003.jpg
3 J OHAN HUN\IIAD Gouverneu

r() van Hongarien ctc . ;





d2d_images/scene_break.png





