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Objectives of the Dissertation and Delimitation of the
Topic

In my dissertation, | examine the functioning of the
ecclesiastical tithe, an institution widespread throughout
Western Christendom, in its specific local implementa-
tion. Similar regional monographs are already available
for a number of dioceses, mainly in Germany, but only a
few have been written in an East-Central European con-
text. With regard to Hungary, the only substantial work to
be mentioned is the extensive book chapter by Jozsef Ho-
lub on tithing in the Diocese of Veszprém. Beyond the par-
ticularities found in every region, Transylvania, as a fron-
tier zone of Latin Rite Christianity, displays a number of
distinctive features for which no close parallels can be
found elsewhere, even in medieval Kingdom of Hungary
(such as the relationship between the local Orthodox Ro-
manian population and tithes). The choice of this topic was
further motivated by the fact that my previous and planned
future research focuses primarily on the medieval history
and source material of this eastern province of the king-
dom; consequently, a thorough understanding of local eco-
nomic, social, and ecclesiastical structures requires know-
ledge of the local system of tithing. Originally, | wanted to
write a comprehensive monograph covering all aspects of
the Transylvanian tithe. However, due to time and space
constraints, | ultimately limited my investigation to its
structural dimensions, specifically its material and per-
sonal aspects.

My research focuses exclusively on the tax collected
annually from lay people for the benefit of the clergy,
amounting to one-tenth of various goods (so, it does not
cover the ,,judicial” tithe, the papal tithe, various forms of



seigneurial tithes, or even individual offerings). The geo-
graphical framework of the investigation is the territory of
the Transylvanian diocese, while in chronological terms it
theoretically encompasses the entire medieval period up to
1556, when the Catholic bishopric was abolished. In prac-
tice, however, owing to the limitations of the surviving
sources, the analysis is confined only to the two and a half
centuries preceding that date.

Methods Applied

The two principal methods used in this dissertation
were the reconstruction based on primary sources (induc-
tive method) and comparative analysis. By the former, |
mean that in describing the situation in Transylvania, | did
not primarily rely on the conclusions of the existing liter-
ature, illustrated with local data. Recognizing that in many
respects either previous research had been too superficial
or that the situation in Transylvania differed from that in
other parts of Hungary, | rather explored the structure and
characteristics of the local tithe system based on a large
amount of archival data (which is likely to be complete).
For this purpose, | collected 447 charters and other (mainly
economic) documents from archives in Transylvania,
Hungary, and the Vatican covering the above-mentioned
period and region (see Section 10.2.1.). The digitization
efforts carried out in the 2010s in various countries and
institutions were of invaluable assistance in this endeavor.
From the unpublished portion of the collected sources, |
transcribed the most important texts and published them in
the Appendix (10.1.).

The application of the comparative method (primar-
ily through a more extensive use and detailed presentation



of Western literature than is customary in Hungarian
works) had a dual benefit. On the one hand, it helped to
interpret certain local phenomena within a broader Euro-
pean context, and on the other hand, it helped me to rec-
ognize the specific characteristics of Transylvanian tithing
compared to the European or Hungarian average.

In addition, within individual chapters or subchap-
ters, | employed approaches dictated by issue at hand. In
some cases, | focused on meticulous philological exami-
nations (2.1.2.1., 5.3.2.) or reconstruction of a single doc-
ument (5.3.3.), while in others, individual source texts
only served as elements for statistical aggregation (2.1.2.).
At times, the investigation was concentrated on the tithe
affairs of a paticular group of people in Transylvania (5.3.)
or a specific geographical area (7.7.1.—7.7.4.), whereas in
other instances, the unresolved nature of the issue forced
me to extend my source-level research to the entire terri-
tory of the Kingdom of Hungary (4.2.-4.3., 6.6.). Overall,
| strove for a systematic understanding and comprehensive
reconstruction, which is served by the tables mostly found
in the Appendix (10.2) or occasionally embedded within
the text. Another significant dimension of my research is
its topographical orientation, i.e., the analysis of the spatial
structure of the phenomena under study (4.2., 5.3.4., 6.3.,
6.6—7., 8.1.). This aspect is also expressed by the maps
prepared with the assistance of Béla Nagy and Gabor De-
meter (ELTE RCH Institute of History) (10.3.).

Main Theses of the Dissertation

1. The term decima, denoting the ecclesiastical tithe, is
used in sources not only in an absolute sense (‘full
tithe’), but also in a relative sense (‘net tithe’, i.e. the



larger portion of the tithe remaining for the bishop or
the chapter after deduction of the shares of smaller
tithe holders and other beneficiaries).

After 1300, the Transylvanian diocese did not extend
to the Kévar (Chioar) region and Lapos Basin (Tara
Lapususui). On the other hand, in the areas inhabited
by the Saxons, only the Szeben (Sibiu) Basin, the area
between Olt and Hortobagy (Hartibaciu) rivers and
Barcasag (Tara Barsei) did not belong to it. (1.2.)
The number of surviving sources on the history of the
tithe in Transylvania increases dynamically over time,
with a particularly large marked rise at the beginning
of the Jagiellonian period. (2.1.2.)

As time progresses, the sources increasingly acquire a
secular character, both in terms of their provenance,
nature, and the identity of their issuers. (2.1.2.)

The 1589 register, which is fundamental for the study
of the tithe relations in Transylvania, contains approx-
imately 97 percent of the tithe-paying locations in the
seven counties of the region. (2.1.2.1.)

The situation described in the 1589 register can gen-
erally be projected back to the late Middle Ages, alt-
hough at the local level it was not uncommon for the
amount or internal distribution of tithe to change
within a few decades. (2.1.2.1.)

Until the 1940s, Western literature on the history of
tithing was dominated by German research, particu-
larly diocesan monographs. Thereafter, Anglo-Amer-
ican and French researchers became predominant.
The former have tended to focus on more specialized
topics, while the latter have been characterized by a
guantitative approach. (2.2.1.)
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In Hungarian historiography, research on tithing prior
to 1945 was largely the domain of Catholic clergy.
During the period of state socialism, however, it be-
came fully secularized and was simultaneously ne-
glected. Its post 1990 revival has once again been as-
sociated with scholars of Catholic affiliation and, at
the institutional level, with Pazmany Péter Catholic
University. (2.2.2.)

Until the end of the 15th century, the range of tithe-
liable goods was regulated neither by universal nor by
kingdom-wide norms, since the Church, at least in
principle and in this respect, maintained the claim to
totality characteristic of early Christianity. (4.1.)

In practice, however, objective factors (geographical
and structural conditions) as well as local customs re-
stricted which products were subject to the tithe. (4.2.,
8.

Occasionally, or in certain smaller regions, items were
also subject to tithe (e.g., foals, calves) that earlier
scholarship had excluded from this category. (4.2.2.)
Personal tithes (decime personales) were paid as a
regular tax only by the ruler, from his regalia income.
(4.2.3))

While the object of tithe varied in certain regions (Sla-
vonia, Szepes [Spis]-Saros [Sari]), the counties of
Transylvania and the Saxon territories represented an
average case, where almost exclusively the most
widespread items (grain, wine, lambs, bees, and, less
frequently, flax, hemp, and peas) occurred. The salt
tithe was the only distinctly local feature. In Székely
Land, however, it seems that only sheep and honey
tithes were collected. (4.2.)
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Over time, the spectrum of tithe-liable goods became
narrower and more simplified, with local particulari-
ties gradually disappearing. (4.2., 8.)

Contrary to earlier scholarly interpretations, the dis-
tinction between major and minor tithes according to
the type of tithe-liable goods was also known and ap-
plied in the Kingdom of Hungary, but only grain and
wine tithes were considered major tithes in terms of
generating significant income. (4.3.)

Within the Catholic population of Hungary, until the
second half of the 14th century, liability for tithe pay-
ment was determined primarily by economic criteria,
namely the existence of an independent holding;
thereafter, legal status became decisive (nobles and
some predialists being exempt), while at the very end
of the Middle Ages territorial considerations — specif-
ically the ,,legal status” of the individual plot — were
also taken into account. (5.3.2.)

Catholic ethnic groups possessing their own self-gov-
ernment and privileges (Pechenegs, Jasz, Cumans,
Saxons, Székelys, etc.) did not enjoy a special status
with regard to tithe obligations. (5.3.2.)

In the 13th and 14th centuries, Orthodox Romanians
living in the Kingdom of Hungary did not pay tithes
at all, as no such tradition existed among them and
they mostly settled on previously uninhabited areas
(novalia). (5.3.1.) This also remained true for Roma-
nian villages established later through the cultivation
of virgin lands.

Romanians living on church estates were not uni-
formly obliged to pay tithes; in this respect, their sit-
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uation did not differ from that of their counterparts re-
siding on secular estates, as in both cases only those
settling on “Christian lands” (terre Christianorum)
were subjected to tithe obligations. (5.3.2.)

The obligation of Romanians settling on “Christian
lands” (i.e., villages formerly inhabited by Catholics)
to pay tithes was first formally declared by the Tran-
sylvanian provincial assembly of 1408. (5.3.3.)

This regulation was a response to the significant eth-
nic and confessional changes that took place in the
southern and eastern parts of the Mezdség (Campia
Transilvaniei) region, as well as in the area between
the Maros (Mures) and the Kis-Kiikiillo (Tarnava
Mica) rivers. (5.3.4.)

The principle of tithe obligation for Romanians set-
tling on “Christian lands” was only put — more or less
— into practice around 1500, but only in villages that
had recently become Romanian; it was not applied
retroactively. (5.3.4.)

The principle of tithe obligation for Romanians set-
tling on “Christian land” was primarily enforced in
villages destroyed by Ottoman incursions in the vicin-
ity of Gyulafehérvar (Alba Iulia), Szaszsebes (Sebes),
and Szaszvaros (Orastie). (5.3.4.)

Romanians forced to pay the tithe were not obliged to
give a sheep fiftieth (quinquagesima ovium). (5.3.4.)
In villages with a mixed populations (Hungarian—-Ro-
manian or Saxon—Romanian), Romanians generally
did not pay the tithe. (5.3.4.)

Catholics settling in Romanian villages nevertheless
remained subject to tithe obligations. (5.3.5.)
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The structure of tithe ownership in Transylvania does
not follow the model generally regarded as normative
(the so-called “Veszprém-model”); the essential di-
vergence is manifested in the ownership of the (pure)
tithe and the quarta. (6.2., 6.6.)

The “Transylvanian” model prevailed in the dioceses
of Zagrab (Zagreb) and — broadly speaking — Eger,
while the traditional model characterized the dioceses
of Veszprém and Gyor. In the dioceses of Esztergom
and Vérad, mixed systems combining elements of
both models can be observed. (6.6.)

In the Transylvanian diocese, the bishop and the ca-
thedral chapter shared tithe revenues not vertically but
horizontally: both held the “pure” tithe (or the presitly
census paid in lieu thereof), though in different terri-
tories. The chapter possessed it in the archdeaconries
of Hunyad, Kiikiilld, and Kézdi, in part of its own es-
tates in Fehér County, as well as in the deaneries of
Sebes (Sebes) and Medgyes (Medias), while the
bishop held it in all other regions. (6.3.) The tithes of
a few villages were held by minor tithe holders. (6.4.)
The separation of episcopal and capitular tithes in the
Diocese of Transylvania — on the basis of Hungarian
analogies — likely took place largely in the first dec-
ades of the 13th century; subsequently (1302, 1443),
however, the chapter also received the tithes of certain
newly acquired estates. (6.3., 6.6.)

Capitular dignitaries, cathedral altars, and certain
Pauline and Dominican convents acquired their own
tithe revenues secondarily, by obtaining the episcopal
or capitular share either through pious donations or by
exchange. (6.4.2-6.4.4.)
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In the Transylvanian diocese, the territorially compe-
tent archdeacon was everywhere entitled to a full
quarta (except for the Saxon deaneries paying a cen-
sus). (6.5.)

The archidiaconal quarta likely emerged even before
the archdeacons “moved into” the cathedral chapter
house around 1200. (6.5.)

The share of tithe of the parish priests regarded as the
most common in Hungary (1/16 of the tithe) is
scarcely attested in Transylvania (but it appears in the
areas beyond the Meszes [Meses] Mountains). In
most of Saxon Land and in the deanery of Régen
(Reghin), the parish priest was entitled to the full tithe
(libera decima), while in the county territories the
possession of the quarta or the complete absence of
any tithe share was the most common arrangement.
(6.7.)

In the county territories of Transylvania, parishes with
identical tithe shares were typically spatially clus-
tered, forming larger contiguous groups (for example,
quarta-holding churches were characteristic of the
Saxon deaneries located within county jurisdictions,
as well as of Kalotaszeg [Tara Calatei] region, of the
area along the Nagy-Szamos [Somesul Mare] river,
and the Fehér County section of the Maros Valley).
(6.7.3.)

In county areas, the extent of share of tithe of the
priest correlates with secular and ecclesiastical privi-
leges, the ethnicity of the faithful, and the person of
the landowner. (6.7.3.)



37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

In the Transylvanian diocese, the main territorial unit
of tithing was the comitatus, which in terms of its ex-
tent roughly corresponded to the archdeaconries;
smaller units — the subcultellus and the districtus — ap-
peared only in connection with tithes administered by
the cathedral chapter. (7.1.)

Until the mid-15th century, the administration of epis-
copal tithes in historical Transylvania was directed by
the bishop himself, while beyond the Meszes Moun-
tains it was overseen by his local vicar; in the late
Middle Ages, however, this task was assumed by the
provisores of nearby episcopal estates. (7.2.1.)

The jurisdiction of the provisores was roughly out-
lined by the geographical location of their seat, alt-
hough that of the provisor of Gilau (Gyalu) was nar-
rower than expected, while that of the Gyulafehérvar
provisor was broader. (7.2.1.)

Among episcopal tithe collectors, who usually admin-
istered the tithes of one or two comitatus, a process of
secularization can also be observed in the mid-15th
century; (7.2.1.) by contrast, capitular tithe collectors
retained their ecclesiastical character throughout.
(7.2.2))

The collection of the priestly census originating from
Saxon Land was not carried out by tithe collectors: in-
stead, the bishop dispatched ad hoc commissioners
for this purpose, while the chapter charged the deliv-
ery of the funds to the affected deaneries. (7.2.1—
7.2.2)

10
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