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A városi élet keretei a feudális kori Magyarországon. Kassa társadalma 
a 16. század derekán [The Settings of  Urban Life in Feudal Hungary. 
Kassa (Košice) Society in the Mid-Sixteenth Century]. By György 
Granasztói. Budapest: Korall, 2012. 415 pp.

Urban history did not come into the focus of  Hungarian historical research until 
the second half  of  the twentieth century, before which research on urbanization 
and urban society was regarded as the reserve of  local historians. It was only 
when the history of  events started to lose some of  its dominance and disciplines 
such as economic and social history made more headway that Hungarian scholars 
turned their attention towards towns as the mediator spaces of  craftsmanship 
and commerce.

Historians researching the towns of  medieval and early modern Hungary 
cannot rely on the same sources as are used for the study of, for instance, 
political history. In addition to charters and other legal documents, they have 
to use accounts, tax lists, wills, tithe lists, etc. These sources were discovered by 
archivists as early as the late nineteenth century and many of  them were even 
published then or in the early twentieth century, but they attracted little attention 
from researchers.

The fi rst written urban privileges date from the early thirteenth century, 
and literacy became widespread in Buda, Sopron, and towns in the north of  the 
Hungarian Kingdom (in present day Slovakia) in the fourteenth. Literacy became 
slightly more diverse as some of  the towns employed professional notaries. In the 
late medieval period, the free royal towns (towns subject to the direct jurisdiction 
of  the kings of  Hungary, and having the most privileges) had quite sophisticated 
systems of  administration1 This increasing complexity is well refl ected in the 
appearance and rapid diversifi cation of  town books (Libri civitatum).2 Apart from 

1 Katalin Szende, “Towns and the Written Word in Medieval Hungary,” in Writing and the Administration of  
Medieval Towns: Medieval Urban Literacy I, ed. Marco Mostert and Anna Adamska, Utrecht Studies in Medieval 
Literacy 27 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013) (in preparation).
2  On the role of  town books in urban administration, see Judit Majorossy and Katalin Szende, “Libri 
civitatum. Városkönyvek a középkori Magyar Királyság közigazgatásában” [Libri Civitatum. Town Books 
in the Medieval Hungarian Administration], in Tiszteletkör. Történeti Tanulmányok Draskóczy István egyetemi 
tanár 60. születésnapjára [Lap of  Honor. Historical Essays in Honor of  Professor István Draskóczy on 
his 60th Birthday], ed. Gábor Mikó, Bence Péterfi , and András Vadas (Budapest: ELTE Eötvös Kiadó, 
2012), 319–30. On urban administration in late medieval towns, see also Judit Majorossy and Károly Goda, 
“Städtische Selbstverwaltung und Schriftproduktion im spätmittelalterlichen Königreich Ungarn—Eine 
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their judicial affairs, towns had their own tax administration, and numerous tax 
and tithe lists are preserved from fi fteenth and sixteenth-century Hungary. Apart 
from these serial sources, one fi nds household conscriptions and—in the case 
of  Kassa—ambulations (ambulationes), documents that served both economic 
and military purposes.

Despite the early publication of  these sources, they were not subjected to 
systematic research until the 1960s. That was when more and more scholars began 
to follow historians of  the Annales-school who were increasingly shifting their 
focus to serial sources.3 Systematic analysis of  these sources went on in parallel 
with the development of  computer technology, which gained the attention of  
several French historians of  the period.4 Hungarian historians also showed 
growing interest in the use of  computers in fi elds such as historical demography 
and economic history, where the use of  mathematics and quantitative methods 
was fundamental.5 These included some historians who were already well 
established, such as Erik Fügedi, Vera Bácskai and József  Kovacsics, and others, 
such as György Granasztói, who were at early stages of  their careers.

Granasztói’s extensive volume on the sixteenth-century society of  Kassa 
(Košice) is a fruit of  the early phase of  computer-based quantitative historical 
research in Hungary. He started to work on towns in Hungary in the early 
1960s, and from early on his output had two facets: one was social structure and 
demography, and the other urban layout. In the 1960s and 1970s he analyzed 
serial sources to gain insight into the urban structure of  major towns from the 
Hungarian Kingdom such as Győr, Sopron, Kassa and Nagyszombat (Trnava).

The book reviewed here is not new; Granasztói wrote it in the early 1970s, 
and completed it in 1975, when it earned him a degree from the Hungarian 
Academy of  Sciences. It remained a manuscript, however, until the editors of  
Korall, a leading journal of  social sciences and social history, recently decided to 
publish it as part of  a new series: Társadalomtörténeti Monográfi ák (Studies in social 
history).

Kassa, the scene of  Granasztói’s book, fi rst rose to signifi cance in the 
Kingdom in the Middle Ages. In the classifi cation of  medieval Hungarian towns 

Quellenkunde für Ödenburg und Pressburg,” Österreichischer Arbeitskreis für Stadtgeschichtsforschung [NF] 13 
(2008): 61–100.
3  For instance, see the collection of  the studies on the topic written by Pierre Chaunu between 1960 
and 1975: Pierre Chaunu, Histoire quantitative, histoire sé rielle (Paris: A. Colin, 1978).
4  For instance, see the works of  Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie. 
5  Judit Pál, “‘Wouldn’t it be Better for Me to Enroll in the Mathematics Department?’—Interview with 
the Historian Vera Bácskai,” Colloquia. Journal of  Central European History 18 (2011): 186–95, esp. 189–90. 
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according to a detailed set of  criteria devised by the infl uential Hungarian urban 
historian András Kubinyi, Kassa accompanied eight other towns in the highest 
category. Kassa stood out even in this group, and only Buda, Pozsony (now 
Bratislava, Slovakia) and Kolozsvár (now Cluj-Napoca, Romania) are thought 
to have been more signifi cant centers.6 Kassa’s importance in many respects 
decreased during the sixteenth century, but that certainly did not affect literacy 
there: only Sopron and Pozsony have equally rich archives from this period. 
Despite its shrinking role as a center of  the urban network, Kassa remained an 
important town.

An analysis of  this transformation is part of  Granasztói’s agenda for the 
book. He attempts to reconstruct as many parameters of  the sixteenth-century 
Kassa society as possible using serial sources and with the aid of  a computer 
analysis. Before turning to that, he lists some factors that might infl uence the 
accuracy of  the datasets he used: 1) the total population of  the inner town; 2) 
the occupations of  the population as derived from the tax lists; 3) the ownership 
of  the estates; 4) the distinction of  family and household; 5) missing streets. 
These are all valid problems, especially considering the sensitivity of  the analyses 
he based on the datasets. They could have been partly treated by the study of  
other sources preserved in the archives of  the town, such as the large number 
of  charters or letters which are known from this period. These sources could 
have greatly helped him to determine, for example, what proportion of  the inner 
town population was represented in the documents. It is also true, however, that 
at several points in the book, Granasztói carefully refers back to these problems, 
and makes an indication that they are all general methodological problems when 
using tax lists and conscriptions to reconstruct the characteristics of  a certain 
society.7

6  András Kubinyi, Városfejlődés és vásárhálózat a középkori Alföldön és az Alföld szélén [Urban Development 
and Urban Network on the Great Hungarian Plain and its Fringes in the Middle Ages], Dél-alföldi 
Évszázadok 14. (Szeged: Csongrád Megyei Levéltár, 2000); András Kubinyi, “Városhálózat a késő 
középkori Kárpát-medencében” [Urban Network in Late Medieval Hungary], in Bártfától Pozsonyig: Városok 
a 13–17. században [From Bártfa (Bardejov) to Pozsony: Towns between the Thirteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries] (Társadalom- és Művelődéstörténeti Tanulmányok 35), ed. Enikő Csukovits and Tünde Lengyel 
(Budapest: MTA Történettudományi Intézet, 2005), 9–36. 
7  For the example of  Sopron, see Károly Goda, “The fl uctuation of  the number of  taxpayers and the 
sum of  the annual regular tax in Sopron, 1424–1686,” in Hungarian Atlas of  Historic Towns No. 1 – Sopron, 
ed. Ferenc Jankó, József  Kücsán and Katalin Szende with the contribution of  Ferenc Dávid, Károly Goda 
and Melinda Kiss (Sopron: Győr-Moson-Sopron Megye Soproni Levéltára, 2010), 55–57 and the associated 
maps.
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Granasztói starts the analysis of  social structure of  the town by reconstructing 
the population of  the (inner) town. His precise fi gures, based on conscriptions, 
show that it fl uctuated between 2000 and 2700 during the sixteenth century. 
The population was relatively high in the late medieval period, but decreased 
signifi cantly during the 1530s as the town was deeply affected by the wars of  
succession to the Hungarian throne. The analysis goes into the details of  the 
family structure of  the town center population, but omits a signifi cant part 
of  the population—those living in the suburbs and those connected with the 
military. The latter are particularly important as most of  them lived in the direct 
surroundings of  the “Ring”, the main market street of  the town, and as such 
were important factors in its everyday life.8 In recent years—thanks to the works 
of  István Németh H.—scholarship has a better insight to the problem of  military 
population living in the town of  Kassa.9 Despite this problem, Granasztói’s 
analysis of  the inner-town population makes a fundamental contribution to two 
long historiographical debates concerning: 1) the distinction between the family 
and the household in the urban context in pre-modern societies 2) the size of  
families in towns. Here Granasztói places his results in the international context 
by comparing his results with those of  similar investigations of  towns elsewhere, 
mostly in the German speaking areas and England.

The value of  computer-based analysis shows up best in the chapter on 
professions and social stratifi cation in Kassa. Granasztói applies a method by 
which he clearly demonstrates, for example, the strong correlation between the 
amount of  grain and wine kept in households and the wealth of  families. Later 
scholarship has shown that many burghers had a share in the export of  Hegyalja 
wine to Poland,10 and those who were involved in long distance trade seem to 
have had more reserves than others in the town.

After the analyses of  social stratifi cation, the presence of  professions in the 
town and the fi nancial status of  the burghers, Granasztói turns to Kassa’s role 
as a trade center in the region. He is most interested in determining why Kassa 

8  On the confl icts between the army and the burghers, see István H. Németh, “Kassai polgárok és katonák 
a 16. században: a hadsereg beköltözésével járó társadalmi és közigazgatási jelenségek a felsőmagyarországi 
városok életében a Mohácsot követő évtizedek során” [The Košice Burghers and Soldiers in the Sixteenth 
Century. Social and Administrative Concomitants of  Military Settlement in Upper Hungarian Towns after 
the Battle of  Mohács], Levéltári Közlemények 68, no. 1–2 (1997): 143–97.
9  Cf. footnote 8.
10 István Draskóczy, “Borkereskedelem a 15–16. század fordulóján” [Wine Trade at the Turn of  the 
Fifteenth Century], in Borok és korok [Wines and Eras], ed. Ferenc Benyák and Zoltán Benyák (Budapest: 
Hermész Kör, 1999), 99–114, 325–30. (2nd ed. Budapest: Hermész Kör, 2002, 115–30, 379–82).
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never became as important as Buda, Kraków or Vienna in the urban network 
of  Central Europe. Granasztói shows how the town lost its importance in long 
distance trade by the mid-sixteenth century. The two key factors were the loss of  
medieval privileges and a lack of  assets. Without investments, Kassa could not 
play a role in the long distance cattle trade, provenly one of  the most profi table 
businesses of  the century. Granasztói also shows the structure of  industries 
to have changed, putting Kassa at a disadvantage against other towns in the 
region. As the price of  agrarian products rose after the end of  the Middle Ages, 
Kassa’s industrial role decreased and its market shifted towards the exchange of  
agricultural products. The change in the town’s industry was accompanied by a 
transformation in the composition of  its population by nationality. Throughout 
the late medieval period, like the other major towns of  the Hungarian Kingdom, 
Kassa was dominated by a German elite, but the infl ux of  a substantial 
Hungarian population in the period following the battle of  Mohács changed 
power structures of  the town.11

In the 1970s, Granasztói’s work was a ground-breaking study in many senses. 
He pioneered the use of  computer-based quantitative methods to reconstruct 
characteristics of  the population of  an area, and was one of  the fi rst to study 
the social dynamics of  a community based on previously underestimated serial 
sources.

Granasztói’s monograph remains an undoubted achievement even if  
signifi cant improvements in two areas over the last 40 years have challenged the 
validity of  his results. Firstly, historians and archivists have studied a huge amount 
of  archival material kept in the archives of  the Habsburg central administration 
and apart from that hundreds of  charters, private letters and accounts relating 
to the history of  Kassa are now available online or in source publications. These 
sources have led to signifi cant progress in issues such as the military population 
and the changes in Kassa’s economic role in the late medieval period and the 
fi rst decades of  early modern times.12 Secondly, the computer methods used 
by Granasztói have gone through signifi cant transformation, and historians 
have expressed their doubts about the validity of  studies based exclusively on 

11  Zsuzsanna J. Újváry, “Kassa polgárságának etnikai-politikai változásai a 16. század közepétől a 17. 
század első harmadáig” [The Ethno-Political Changes of  the Kassa Bourgeoisie from the Mid-Sixteenth 
to the First Third of  the Seventeenth Centuries], in A magyar polgári átalakulás kérdései. Tanulmányok Szabad 
György 60. születésnapjára [Questions of  the Hungarian Civic Transformation. Studies in Honor of  György 
Szabad on his 60th Birthday], ed. Iván Zoltán Dénes, András Gergely, and Gábor Pajkossy (Budapest: 
ELTE BTK, 1984), 9–36.
12  See the works of  István H. Németh and Zsuzsanna Újváry in the topic.
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the analysis of  variables. Despite these changes, the results of  Granasztói’s 
painstaking analysis of  the unique sources preserved in the archives of  Kassa are 
still used by Hungarian historians. It has therefore been well worth publishing 
the study, and we can only regret that it did not happen in 1970s.

Translated by Alan Campbell
András Vadas
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