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The Carpathian Basin occupies a peculiar place in history. It was the 
ground where Roman-Germanic world met that of the Slavs and mounted 
nomad peoples, where no group had achieved sustained unity before the 
state of Hungary was founded.1 Its function was more as a kind of 
channel through which nomadic peoples, like the Ostrogoths, Gepids and 
Longobards, launched successful drives into the heart of Europe, or failed 
in the attempt, as in the case of the Huns (420-455), and subsequently 
broke up. The Huns opened up the road to Europe for the Germanic 
tribes, and the Avars opened up the Balkans to the Slavs, until the Hunga-
rians finally closed the channel off. The dominion of the Romans and the 
Huns was confined to certain areas of the basin. The Avars (568-803) 
took control of the whole of it, while Charlemagne's Frankish empire 
extended only to Transdanubia, the region's most developed area. 

It was here, on the remains of the Roman, Avar, Frankish and 
Frankish-Slav cultures, that the Hungarians settled in the tenth century. 
After Arpad and his successors secured the area, they set up the first 
bishoprics and organized the first counties. This basin can be regarded as 
a missing piece of an enormous jigsaw, filled in by the establishment of 
Hungarian power, aided to some extent by accidental events. After the 
Huns and Avars, the setting up of Hungarian rule was accompanied by 
consolidation and modernization of the basin, and was assisted by hitherto 
unknown stability in East Central Europe. The Slav peoples occupying the 
borders of the German empire were split into two parts that would never 
reunite. The Northern and Southern Slavs, after being separated, set out 
on their way to the founding of their states and the discovery of their 
national identities. The pattern for development was the same everywhere: 



multi-centred, i.e. tribe-centred, development had to be replaced by a 
process of creating a unitary state. This is what took place among the 
Hungarians, the Czechs and the Poles in the tenth century.2 The furthest 
progress down this road was achieved by the Czechs in Prague, where a 
secular centre coincided with an ecclesiastical one, whereas in Hungary 
and Poland at first several ecclesiastical and temporal centres developed in 
parallel: Esztergom, Szekesfehervar / Gniezno, Poznan, Wroclaw, Cracow. 
The formation of communities with national identities was not a necessary 
concomitant, however, and did not occur among the Slavs of the Elbe, for 
example. 

The claim concerning parallelism among Czech, Polish and 
Hungarian development is not made purely from the considerations of 
present-day politics. The events in the second half of the tenth century are 
indeed very close to each other: for example, the Polish king Mieszko I 
sought relations with Christendom in 963. The establishment of first the 
bishopric in Prague took place about a decade later. References in the 
chronicles about Hungarians starting to convert to Christianity appear at 
the same time. For the ruling elite of these emerging states, taking up the 
Christian religion presented an excuse for attacking and eliminating their 
pagan rivals. However, the assumption of Christianity was more than a 
political tool: the Christian faith was truly the basis of legitimacy for 
these new state entities. It was the medium through which they could 
access and become a part of the socially and culturally dynamic world of 
the Christian peoples, represented by the two "Roman" emperors: the 
German and the Byzantine, and stretching from the Kievan principality in 
the East to the land of the Franks in the West, and from Scandinavia in 
the North to the Mediterranean in the South.3 

The enterprise of founding the state of Hungary was undertaken 
by the Arpad dynasty, under the leadership of the first king's father, Duke 
Geza, who still bore a pagan name. Specific knowledge of the radical, 
bloody nature of the process only comes to us from the time of Stephen's 
rule, apart from the terse reference to the "bloody-handed" Geza in the 
legend of St. Stephen. Spreading from the top down, conversion was 
clearly forcible. It was directed not only against pagans but also against 
every centre of power that defied central — ducal and later royal — 
power in the name of non-Latin Christianity. Arpad's princely successors 
on certain occasions brought their might down on both pagans and Chris-
tians oriented toward Byzantium (Koppany, Gyula, Ajtony), in the process 
spreading their dominion to the East (i.e. Transylvania) and the south.4 



Under Stephen's rule Hungary would be converted to Christianity 
and the Christian Church would be organized in the country. With the 
help of the legends of the times, by the end of the eleventh century the 
memory of Stephen (by then canonized and referred to as Saint Stephen) 
as the man who had forced Hungary's conversion, had faded.5 Part of this 
process was the relegation of the achievements of Geza, Stephen's father, 
into the background and the emphasis on Stephen as an apostolic king. 
One legend claimed that a celestial apparition had prohibited Geza from 
laying the foundations of Christian Hungary and of the Church, since his 
hands had been smeared with human blood.6 According to this tradition, 
if there had been bloody measures taken to force Hungary's conversion, 
they took place during the time of Geza, and King Stephen had no 
conflict with his people over faith — he only confronted a few rival 
noblemen whose defeat automatically ensured the victory of the new faith 
in the country. 

Heavenly apparitions, however, were not only characteristic of the 
legend as a genre, but could also be used to obscure the external circum-
stances of conversion, its international implications, and above of all, the 
role of Henry II, German King and (later) Holy Roman Emperor. Who 
initiated the conversion is an important factor because this act earned him, 
i.e. Henry, certain right of suzerainty over the converted area and legitimi-
zed his influence there.7 Not surprisingly, the polemicists in the service 
of the Holy Roman emperors kept referring to Henry's deeds for centuries. 
Countering the tendencies emerging from such claims, in the Hungary of 
the latter half of the 11th century there emerged an emphasis on Stephen 
as the state- and church-founder and the apostolic king. It has to be kept 
in mind that at the time the kingdom was in the cross-fire of papal and 
German political ambitions. It was the legends of the late 11th and early 
12th centuries that made the pope and contemporary Europe recognize the 
apostolic right of the Hungarian king.8 

The chroniclers of the Hungarian Kingdom's early history treat the 
subject of the conversion reticently, a fact which indicates that they did 
not want to depict conversion to Christianity as a radical transformation. 
They date the history of the Hungarian people from far before the 
Christian era because a sharp dividing line between the pagan and 
Christian ages would have questioned the justification of discussing 
Hungarian prehistory at length.9 Hungarian legends treat the subject 
similarly. This is not surprising in view of the fact that both they and the 
chronicles were part of, or were inspired by, the Kingdom's court litera-



ture. At the court, those who commissioned works expected the authors to 
apply the ideological and legal arguments prevalent at the time. The 
Greater Legend of St. Stephen stresses continuity just as the chronicles 
do. The former makes explicit mention of the fact that imperial Rome, 
just as the Kingdom of Hungary, became Christian after a period of 
paganism. In this manner it justified the ravaging of Christian Europe by 
the pagan Hungarians — upon divine inspiration — before their conver-
sion.10 This argument suggested that the German emperors, who professed 
continuity with the Roman Empire, had no valid ground to reproach the 
Hungarians for their pagan past. 

The best example of this position can be found in the Gesta 
Hungarorum. It was written by an anonymous chronicler around 1200 and 
is devoted exclusively to the prehistory of pagan Hungarians.11 It depicts 
these pre-Christian Magyars — the flagellum Dei or God's tool for 
punishing sinners — as being governed by the Holy Spirit even in their 
raids against the Christians and in their seizure of the land where they 
settled. The author of this gesta, known as Anonymus to Hungarians, con-
sciously searched for evidence of continuity in Hungarian history before 
and after the settlement. He found such evidence or historical link in the 
person of Attila, the king of the Huns, whom he inserted in the family 
tree of Hungary's Arpadian kings. With his Gesta Hungarorum Anonymus 
laid the foundation of a view prevalent in Hungary up to the nineteenth 
century. This view held that the occupation of the Carpathian Basin by 
the Magyar tribes in 896 had been preceded by the capture of the region 
by the Huns, a fact which legalized and justified the area's subsequent 
Hungarian settlement. Attila, another "scourge of God", could thus be 
more easily fitted into the early history of the pagan Hungarians.12 

The ultimate version of the theory of continuity between the 
Hungarians' pagan and Christian history was created by the chronicler 
Simon of Keza in the 1280s. To him the Huns and Magyars were not 
merely related peoples but they were identical; accordingly the settlement 
of the Hungarians in the Carpathian Basin in 896 was none other than 
their second settlement in the region.13 Simon of Keza also derived the 
origin of the community ("communitas") of Magyar noblemen and their 
claim to sovereignty over the land, from pagan, Hunnish traditions.14 

What partly explains Simon of Keza's views is the serious controversy 
into which the king of the period, Ladislas IV, got with the Pope. The 
author, who was the king's court priest, probably wanted to prove that 
Hungarian history was guided by divine will even before the conversion 



and that the charge of heathendom against Hungarians and their ruler was 
senseless. As late as 1279 the papal legate to Hungary reminded the 
Hungarian king, Ladislas IV, that St. Stephen had subordinated his 
country to St. Peter, that is to the Apostolic See, repeating the papal 
court's well-known argument — which was consistently rejected by 
Hungarian elite. This argument had appeared for the first time in Gregory 
VII's letter to Salamon, the king of Hungary between 1063 and 1074, 
albeit some modern-day historians suggest that King Stephen himself had 
offered the country to the Virgin Mary in order to disarm any hegemonic 
claims to his kingdom by the papal court.15 

The main motive of those who stressed continuity between pre-
Christian and post-conversion Hungarian history was undoubtedly the 
desire to counter foreign accusations that were flung at the Hungarians 
already in the 11th century. Both the papal and the imperial propaganda 
questioned several times — not unreasonably in view of the large-scale 
pagan revolt of 1046 — the completeness or the sincerity of the Hungari-
ans' conversion. A similar situation existed in regard to Poland. In the 
11th century German-Polish historiographical polemics, the German 
writers equated the Poles' refusal to obey the German emperor with 
rebellion against the Christian church, citing the Poles' alleged or real 
superficial Christianity as proof.16 For revolting against the Germans, 
Thietmar of Merseburg in 1018 called Boleslav the Bold the "foe of all 
believers," just as 12th century writers Gerhoh of Rechersperg and Otto of 
Freising found correlation between the Hungarians' anti-German senti-
ments and their "infidelity" to Christendom.17 The latter even questioned 
the sainthood of King Stephen even though he was already widely revered 
as a saint at the time. These Germans emphasized a certain continuity in 
the Hungarian history as well: the Magyars' enduring "pagan" and "bar-
baric" traditions. The arguments of the Hungarian chroniclers and legend 
writers must be seen in the context of these anti-Hungarian polemics. 
There can be no doubt that this is why the spokesmen of the Hungarian 
nation stressed the continuity of Hungarian history, its divinely-ordered 
nature, as well as the rapid and complete success of Hungary's conversion 
to Christianity under St. Stephen. 

The Hungarian raids that plagued tenth century Europe had been 
ended through a political reconciliation between Germans and Hungarians. 
The process started with the arrival of a Hungarian delegation at the 
German emperor's court in Quedlinburg in 973, and ended with the 
Hungarian ruler Geza's son marrying Gisela some time in the 990s, the 



sister of the future German king and Holy Roman Emperor, the later 
canonized Henry II.18 It is clear from the historical evidence that the 
conversion must have been carried out with German assistance, probably 
with the substantial support of the Stephan's German wife and her retinue. 
As in Bohemia and Poland, German influences, chiefly Bavarian, left their 
mark also in Hungary in the areas of social life, culture and ecclesiastical 
organization — from the minting coins and making of laws to the produc-
ing liturgical books and issuing charters — paving the way for an intel-
lectual revolution in the recently Christianized country.19 

Gizela's marriage to Stephen paved the way for a turning point in 
Hungarian internal and foreign affairs: it cemented the Magyar nation's 
orientation towards the West. Under Geza, as recorded by contemporary 
chronicler Bruno of Querfurt, the first western missionaries (who included 
St. Vojtech [Adalbert]), took the Hungarian court only a little away "from 
sin," and only wreathed the Magyars in the shadow of Christianity: Geza 
paid homage to both pagan and Christian gods. Around the year 1000, 
however, an fundamental turn of events must have taken place. This is 
evident from the founding (in 996?) of the country's first - and still 
active - Benedictine abbey at Pannonhalma which was followed by the 
establishment of the first bishoprics in the kingdom. It is important to 
note that this commencement of ecclesiastical organization in Hungary 
preceded Stephen's coronation as king. 

While medieval Hungarian historiography acknowledged the role 
of German warriors in the consolidation Geza's and Stephen's temporal 
power, it refused to admit the existence of any such assistance in the 
sphere of church organization. The country, it was claimed, was converted 
by King Stephen I, a real apostle as it were, who also founded the 
Kingdom's archbishopric and chain of bishoprics. Hungary's medieval 
chroniclers attribute to no role in this work to Stephen's father; and they 
give no concrete information about how far Geza got in converting the 
Magyar people to Christianity. 

It is a telling sign that not a single exact date of the early phase 
of conversion survives in these Hungarian works — including the year of 
Stephen's baptism or of his wedding. It is most likely that historiography 
of that time deliberately shunned the subject, reckoning with Hungarian 
history from the year of the coronation in 1000/1001. Typically enough, 
the Bavarian version of the St. Venceslav legend (Crescente fide) also 
distorts the facts when describing the very first phase of Bohemia's 
conversion, keeping silent about the details of earlier Moravian-Slavic 



evangelization.20 Not even the names of German missionaries survive in 
the Hungarian sources, except that of St. Adalbert, mentioned as the 
bishop of Prague, who became the patron saint of the first Hungarian 
archbishopric.21 

Nevertheless, the organization of the church did not become the 
subject of an open historiographic controversy because — unlike the 
bishopric of Lund in Scandinavia or that of Prague in Bohemia — Eszter-
gom, the Hungarian ecclesiastic centre, was raised to the rank of an 
archbishopric parallel with Gniezno in Poland (established around the year 
1000). This happened during the early phase of Hungary's conversion 
when the issue of "German dependency" was not as acute as it was later. 
The only moot question that remains is whether Stephen converted his 
people to Christianity out of his own conviction or in deference to his 
wife's wishes.22 

Several analogies can be cited to exemplify the "converting royal 
spouse."23 In the Polish chronicles, Princess Dobrava, the daughter of the 
Bohemian duke Boleslav I, helped the work of missionaries in Poland. In 
965 she married Mieszko, the duke of the Poles, an event that was 
followed a year later by the duke's baptism. Contemporary German 
historiographers emphasize the fact that "the poison of inborn heathendom 
left him [Mieszko] upon the frequent urging of his beloved wife." The 
missionary role of the royal spouse was accepted in Poland probably be-
cause Queen Dobrava's family ties with German imperial family were not 
close. 

The image of the royal spouse as an instrument of conversion was 
stressed by German chroniclers in connection with the Hungarians as 
well. Chroniclers of the mid-11th century, Wipo and Herimannus Augien-
sis, make the pointed remark that Gisela "converted her husband Ste-
phan," and through him, the entire Hungarian nation, by marrying him.24 

Medieval Hungarian historiography ignored Gisela's supposed missionary 
role. Quite the contrary, the Hungarian chronicle makes quite unfavoura-
ble mentions of Gisela, attributing cruel deeds to her. Underlying this was 
more of a wish to blur or discredit her role deliberately than reality itself. 
German liturgical sources on the other hand — the readings and prayers 
of the feast of St. Henry — propagated the opposite view. His vita, 
composed for his canonization in 1146, called Emperor Henry II "aposto-
lus Ungarorum" who "converted" the Hungarians with the help of his 
sister.25 



This historiographical dispute regarding the identity of the con-
verter of Hungary extends beyond the realms of the Germans and the 
Hungarians. The fact is that even some chroniclers in Poland commented 
about evangelizing in Hungary. Being aware of the controversy about the 
role of Queen Dobrava in the conversion of their own country, they 
present the converting of the Hungarians as their own achievement. They 
admit that Hungary's conversion might have been helped by missionaries 
such as St. Adalbert, whose activity in Hungary during Geza and Stephen 
was preserved by legends and chronicles alike. In fact in 12th to 15th 

century Czech and Polish sources he is depicted as the converter of "both 
Hung aria and Po Ionia." 

Consequences 

All that we know about the first royal coronation in East Central Europe 
is that Stephen received "a crown and a blessing at the mercy and behest 
of the Emperor," according to Thietmar of Merseburg, "to establish the 
bishoprics." Hungarian historical tradition (the Pozsonyi/Bratislava 
Chronicle) dates this to 1000, the Varad-Oradea/Zagreb Chronicle to 
1001, and prevailing opinion to Christmas or January 1000/1001.26 Other 
modem-day historians note that Holy Roman Emperor Otto III (ruled 983-
1002) was in Rome between August 1000 and February 1001, and then in 
Ravenna in April, where he would have had occasion to attend to the 
matter of the Hungarian coronation in consultation with Pope Sylvester II, 
his former teacher and close confidant, and with the duke of Bavaria.27 

Historian Janos M. Bak recently reminded us that Otto and Sylvester 
acted several times hand in hand.28 The story of the Hungarian delegation 
to Pope Sylvester II requesting a crown was written down only at the 
beginning of the 12th century (the Hartvic legend) on the basis of a 
possibly true historical tradition that is now completely unknown, and was 
the subject of an attempt at substantiation around 1630 by means of the 
fake papal bull attributed to Sylvester II. 

Unlike previous German emperors, Otto III viewed East Central 
Europe as an enormous political chessboard or, rather, as a region fantas-
tically favourable for a religious revival, the Roman "renovatio" in the 
strictest sense of that term.29 His vision took in the entire area from the 
Adriatic to the Baltic Sea, and he planned to spread his empire from 
Venice, through Prague, to Gniezno, by founding new kingdoms and 



archbishoprics.30 For diverse reasons, his efforts had only varying degrees 
of success. Among the region's new states, only in Hungary was a king 
crowned during Otto's reign, in 1000 or 1001. Much ink has been ex-
pended on the question of why such coronation did not happen in 
Bohemia and Poland. Among the Poles, it was probably impediments of 
the canon law that prevented both Gniezno's establishment as an arch-
bishopric and Boleslaw Chrobry's coronation. A contributing factor to 
Otto's failure to have a Christian king crowned in Bohemia was the 
intensification German-Czech tensions, the Premyslida-Slavnik conflict 
and the Czech leaders' anti-Otto and anti-Piast policies. Most important of 
course, was the untimely death of the "great chess-player." 

Otto's successors, Henry II and Conrad II, understood the lan-
guage of armaments much better than the refined manners of political 
negotiations. The victims of this turn of events were Poland and Bohemia, 
whose incipient development as Christian kingdoms came to a temporary 
halt, as is illustrated by the long wait for the Prague bishopric, which had 
been founded around 972, to be raised to an archbishopric — which did 
not actually take place until 1344. The duke of Bohemia assumed the title 
of king on a continuous basis only in 1197. (Although this did happen 
earlier on occasions on an individual basis: Vratislav II became king in 
1085 and Vladislav II in 1158.) The Poles had to wait until 1025 for the 
first coronation, and until 1300 their ruler bore the title of king only 
sporadically. These problems were felt least in Bohemia, which was 
throughout this period the closest to Western standards: statistical indica-
tors for the country during the Middle Ages — such as population 
density, the density of parishes, and degree of urbanization — consistently 
surpassed those of Hungary and Poland.31 

A key characteristic of Hungarian development was the fact that 
the Arpad dynasty held sway over the entire country which had been 
presented to Stephen I as a kind of "tabula rasa', that is he was left with 
a free hand in setting up Hungary's ecclesiastical organization. Stephen 
founded bishoprics without papal interference throughout his whole life, 
even if not twelve of them as a legend claims. By virtue of this central-
ized development and the good relations that prevailed between Hungary 
and the Holy Roman Empire during the reign of Henry II, the Hungarians 
were able to stand up to the German armies in 1030 during the first post-
1000 Hungarian-German armed conflict, when the attackers were forced 
back and dealt a humiliating defeat at Vienna.32 The Hungarians were 
assisted by the swamps and rivers that defended their western frontier. 



These wastelands, augmented by castles and water defences, helped to 
fend off what were in every case militarily much stronger attackers, right 
up to the last German onslaught in 1108. 

The constant border disputes between the Czechs and the Poles 
were not paralleled in the Hungarians' relations with their neighbours. 
The country's boundaries along the Carpathian mountain ranges presented 
effective defense, except for the debacle against the Tartars in the thirt-
eenth century. Another factor that may have reduced the number of 
conflicts the Hungarians had to cope with was the incomplete settlement 
of the Carpathian Basin's frontier areas, as a result of which internal 
population surpluses — as well as the influx into the country of large 
numbers of refugees — could be accommodated through the process of 
the settlement of these regions. No lasting military threat arose from the 
country's immediate neighbours: the Austrian or Moravian dukes, or from 
those of Galicia, Wallachia or southern Slav areas. At the same time, the 
vastness of the Carpathian Basin was one of the impediments to the 
expansionist ambitions of Hungary's rulers: population growth could not 
be sustained at a rate sufficient to support political and military expan-
sion. Expansion into Galicia (Halic) and the Balkans would only have 
been viable in the long term if it had been possible to Magyarize the Slav 
populations there, which was not feasible. Prior to the appearance of the 
Turkish threat, Hungary's rulers had surprisingly wide strategic and 
political freedom of movement, sufficient even to enable them to find the 
means and the time to correct their bad decisions, and win back the 
territories and fortifications that they had lost. 

Despite the challenges to the throne in medieval Hungary, the 
kingdom was rarely seriously threatened by lasting territorial divisions, 
and the chiefs of the administrative units along the borders (the Transyl-
vanian or Slavonian officials), more often than not remained loyal vassals 
of the king. Indeed the extent of the Hungarian king's power was written 
about with astonishment by the German historian Otto of Freising in the 
middle of the 12th century.33 This situation presented some disadvantages. 
Being a centralized country, in Hungary regional political centres that 
could have led to the formation of local centres of culture and learning 
failed to develop. Furthermore, since Hungarian-language literature was 
associated throughout this age with paganism, the written language of the 
realm remained Latin. There are only two short Hungarian-language 
sacred texts that survive from before 1300, although there is some oral 
record of Hungarian heroic poetry.34 



The foundation of the Hungarian state had a determinative influ-
ence in the history of what are now the Central European countries of 
Croatia, Slovakia and Romania, since their present-day territories partly or 
wholly consist of land that lay within the Kingdom of Hungary. By the 
end of the 11th century, Hungarian expansion had secured for its kings the 
crown of Croatia, a country that was coveted by both the Venetian and 
Byzantine empires and had already adopted the Latin Christian faith. The 
Croatian crown was retained by the Hungarian kings right up to 1918, but 
Croatia retained its territorial integrity throughout, largely as the result of 
the inability of the medieval state of Hungary to bring about the devel-
oped coastal areas' full economic and political integration into the 
Kingdom of Hungary. It is not an unrelated fact that the borders of Latin 
Christendom in the Balkans have remained coincident with the borders of 
Croatia right up to present times. 

A particular mention should be made of the Hungarian Kingdom's 
relations with Europe's great powers, or more precisely, with the Holy 
Roman and Byzantine empires. As a medium-sized power, Hungary 
could not take up the struggle against either of these with any hope of 
success; however this did not have to be done often in the period under 
discussion. In the challenge from the Holy Roman, i.e. the German 
Empire, the years between 1030 and 1108 were critical: there was a real 
danger that in the midst of the country's periodic civil warring the 
German Emperor could reduce Hungary to vassalage.35 Fortunately, 
Hungary's natural defences, in particular the marshlands of the kingdom's 
western approaches, often helped to thwart German incursions. When the 
imperial armies managed to penetrate the kingdom and it came to open 
warfare, the situation was different. Under these circumstances the 
Hungarian army never won a significant battle during this period, and 
indeed in 1044 (at Menfo not far from the fortified city of Gyor), it 
suffered a spectacular defeat. Crucial to Hungary's success in avoiding 
subjugation was the intensifying struggle between the emperor and the 
pope, which relegated the Hungarian front to a second-rank theatre of 
conflict for the German imperial court. 

We can reach a similar conclusion regarding Hungarian-Byzantine 
relations. During the resurgence of Byzantine power in the 12th century, 
Hungary had to retreat in the face of Constantinople's belligerent military 
and foreign policy. An event of major significance was the defeat in 1167 
(at Zimony, today in Belgrad) suffered by what was the century's stron-
gest Hungarian army — comprising half of the country's total military 



forces and equipped with Western European-type armour and arms. The 
territory given up to Byzantium as a consequence was only regained by 
the Hungarians (by King Bela III) after the death of the Byzantine 
Emperor Manuel at the end of the century. It was partly in response to 
these events that the above-mentioned chronicler Anonymous felt obliged 
to deny the justifiability of the Byzantine territorial claims, and to bolster 
his argument, began tracing the Arpads' rightful title to the entire Carpa-
thian Basin as far back as the Attila the King of the Huns, thus laying the 
foundations for a virulent Hungarian political myth that lasted for centu-
ries. 

A peculiar and fortunately exceptional event of Hungarian history 
prior to 1300 was the clash between the Mongol Empire and Hungary. 
Although the Mongol-Tatar advance did not catch the country unawares, 
the kingdom's army nevertheless suffered a catastrophic defeat at Muhi 
(not far from modem city Miskolc), in the spring of 1241. Afterward the 
invaders took possession of large parts of the country, with the exception 
of some fortresses.36 The massive demographic losses suffered as a result 
of this conquest by the kingdom's Magyar ethnic group became a political 
question only several centuries later, and the Mongol occupation's rather 
short duration did not undo the country's international reputation. Indeed, 
the country's reconstruction resulted in economic and social advances and 
the attainment of a new level of modernity. It was the defeat at Muhi that 
first generated the idea of seeking Western assistance for the country. In 
response to the defeat of the Hungarians the Pope and the German 
emperor started to recruit a Christian army, but their efforts were frus-
trated by distrust between the two and by the pope's untimely death.37 

This would not have been the first instance that an international peace-
making force did not get organized in time, and the Mongol victory 
certainly demonstrates that without foreign assistance, Hungary had little 
chance against the vast conquering empires emerging from Asia even in 
the days of its greatest military glory. 

Population density figures offer a further insight into the situation 
in East Central Europe of the times.38 Unfortunately, the data available is 
unreliable and is somewhat contradictory. The reconstruction of the demo-
graphic situation in the Carpathian Basin between the 9th and 13th centu-
ries is very difficult. No censuses were conducted in Hungary until the 
eighteenth century. The first Hungarian census, that of 1784/87, gave the 
population of the kingdom as 8,492,000. Estimates for the country's 
population in 1495 range between 2 and 3.5 million. The first reference to 



the numbers of the Hungarians before the conquest comes from the 
writings of the Arab historian Ibn Rusa, who claimed that around 880 the 
Hungarians had 20,000 armed horsemen. Some modern-day historians 
(Gyorgy Gyorffy in particular) infer from this that there were 400,000 
Hungarians and 200,000 Slavs in the Carpathian Basin at the beginning of 
the tenth century. Others (Gyula Kristo for example) have recently 
proposed radically smaller figures, putting the Hungarian population at 
120,000, with a local non-Magyar population being about the same size. 
The calculations rest largely on whether the Hungarians are thought to 
have been semi-nomads, as in Gyorffy's view, or full nomads, as in 
Kristo's, because the population of semi-nomads derived from the number 
of warriors is estimated using a multiplier that is twice as high. Another 
recent reassessment challenges the proposition that the Hungarians 
necessarily required superiority in numbers to assimilate the existing Slav 
population and to retain the Hungarian language. Of the Carpathian 
Basin's 330,000 square kilometres, some 200,000 may be taken as being 
inhabited at that time, which with Gyorffy's figures gives a population 
density of 3 per sq. km., and at the end of the 11th century, the population 
figure of 1 million gives a density of 5 per sq. km, which matches the 
figures for Poland of the time. The lower estimates put population at the 
end of the 11th century as only half a million. The comparative figures 
around 1000 are: Italy, 7 million with a population density of 24/sq. km; 
Germany, 5.4 million, with 10/sq. km; and Bohemia, 1 million, with a 
population density of 7.8/sq km. 

Conclusions 

Even Stephen's contemporaries must have been in awe of the enormous 
significance of his life's work, because they usually referred to him as a 
saint long before his canonization in 1083. The turning point from a 
constitutional point of view came with the rule of the Hungarian king, 
Andrew I, who came to power after the bloody civil wars that followed 
Stephen's death. He anchored the legitimacy of his rule directly to the 
person of Stephen, by seeking out Stephen's coronation jewels when he 
took the throne. The canonization of Stephen, the first in Hungary, took 
place during the rule of Ladislas I (ruled 1077-95). Stephen was the first 
in the ranks of European royal saints who did not suffer martyrdom; he 



achieved his elevation by virtue of his distinctions as ruler and spreader 
of the faith.39 

The recognition of Stephen as an apostolic king and a founder of 
church and state became particularly important to Hungary in the second 
half of the 11th century, when the kingdom became caught up in the 
crossfire between papal and German imperial claims. Legends from this 
time relate the quest for recognition of the Hungarian king's apostolic 
rights from the pope and contemporary Europe. These legends were the 
basis for the Hungarian kings' petition for papal recognition of Stephen's 
virtues, and indeed it was the writer of the third legend of St. Stephen, 
Hartvic, whose ecclesiastical-legal arguments gained the approval of a 
later pope, Innocent III, in 1201 — with the exception of the parts most 
offensive to the papacy. In 1233, King Andrew II ascribed the origin of 
his power expressis verbis to Stephen. The process went in parallel with 
the cult of St. Wenceslas in Bohemia and partly with that of St. Vojtech / 
Adalbert in Poland, where the key figures in the formation of Christian 
nations became the patron saints of the countries and kings in perpetuity 
("rex perpetuus"). 

From the time of Ladislas and Coloman (in Hungarian, Kalman, 
ruled 1096 to 1116) the source of legitimacy for Hungary's kings was the 
person and reign of Stephen, and so matters related to him took on a 
unique significance. Stephen has nearly every virtue of the mythical state-
founders of medieval legends: he makes laws, mints coins, makes peace, 
adopts literacy, founds towns and churches.40 Much of court pomp and 
ceremony is associated with Szekesfehervar, made by the king into the 
country's sacred centre, on the model of Aachen: from Coloman onwards 
most Hungarian kings were buried here, they were crowned here, the 
royal throne was kept here. A condition of legitimacy was that the 
coronation be carried out with St. Stephen's crown and take place in 
Szekesfehervar. It was here that the royal archives and treasury were kept. 
The royal assizes that involved court and legislative sessions were also 
held here, on the holiday of the sainted king. This date has a particular 
significance in the history of legislation in Hungary.41 

The beginning of the 11lh century marks the end of the first great 
stage in the process of founding church and state in Hungary. Hungarian 
Christianity and the kingdom's ecclesiastical and temporal administrations 
survived the onslaughts of pagan uprisings (in 1046 and 1061) and 
reached consolidation towards the end of the 11th century, especially 
under Ladislas I and Coloman when the feudal order was finally estab-



lished, the first saints were canonized, and new dioceses were founded. 
The canonization of Stephen I constituted the recognition that Hungary 
had finally arrived among the Western, Latin Christian kingdoms. Even 
among contemporaries, this process became merged, partly unconsciously 
and partly by design, with the memory of the first king. By around 1100 
it had become widely believed that the state of Hungary and its church 
had been founded by King Stephen as the single resolution of a sovereign 
ruler. 

King St. Stephen himself regarded the conversion to Christianity 
to be the main achievement of the age of the Hungarian kingdom's 
establishment. This is the message of his "Admonitions," the earliest 
"king's testament" in East Central Europe. Written by an anonymous 
ecclesiastic but attributed to the king, this document expressly links the 
future of the country with the keeping the Christian faith. In his Admoni-
tions Stephen counsels his son, and all his descendants, to act accordingly. 
The posterity took St. Stephen's advice to heart: his Admonitions were 
embodied in the Laws of St. Stephen and remained the basis of the 
Hungarian Corpus Iuris up to the twentieth century.42 

In time, the three news states of Hungary, Bohemia and Poland 
became part of Christian Europe, "Europa occidens" as opposed to the 
world of the Byzantine Orthodox Christendom. In medieval times the 
modern political terminology of "Central Europe" or "East Central 
Europe" were unknown.43 In the first centuries of these kingdoms' exis-
tence, the dynasties of the new states forged close relations with each 
other and with the ruling houses of their "Western" neighbours through 
marriage alliances. These three countries also joined the world of the 
Western, Latin church and accepted its traditions including monastic life. 
Nevertheless, modern historians have rightly pointed out that the new 
states that occupied the swathe of land between the Adriatic and the North 
Sea bear similarities in their statistical indicators which, despite variations, 
classed them as a group of countries undergoing a shared process of 
social and economic development. Having started off with clear disadvan-
tages, these countries' social and economic development during the 11th 

and 12th centuries had brought the region very close to the standards of 
more advanced Western lands by the following century. Total integration 
into — and complete catching up to — "Western" Europe was never 
achieved and the new lands remained a zone of the frontier or periphery. 
The eleventh century in Europe gave birth not just to new states but to a 
new region which later became known as East Central Europe.44 
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