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Nowadays, there is frequent reference to a typically Transylvanian Hungarian cuisine, 

yet in other historical periods, the prevailing view was that the diet in Transylvania was 

merely a special variant of Hungarian gastronomy. Since a wealth of historical sources 

concerning the noble and bourgeois diet of the princely era have survived, especially in 

comparison with the documentation available for other periods, and as these sources have 

been more or less assimilated into the public consciousness, the misleading image has 

emerged that today’s Transylvanian cuisine is largely a direct continuation of the gastronomy 

from that earlier time. However, the reality is that historical sources and literature on 

Hungarian food culture in Transylvania over the past three centuries are rather incomplete. 

Moreover, social relations, as well as social and mental aspects, have not been synthesized 

adequately, and bibliographical references are scattered, allowing illusions to take hold 

precisely because of these shortcomings. 

In this context, scholars of cultural history must recognize that they can do little more 

than contend with the tip of the iceberg, as the limited capacity of a single researcher does not 

permit the filling in of all missing details, particularly since the subject is extremely complex 

and intricately linked to a wide range of social phenomena. For this reason, I have chosen a 

subfield of research that, although rooted in historical inquiry, addresses public perceptions of 

Transylvanian food as a mental and emotional construct. 

This study has no notable precedent in terms of examining the image of Transylvanian 

Hungarian national cuisine or exploring the history of its development. Therefore, in certain 

sections (going beyond the standard framework), I not only address the topic itself, but also 

indicate potential directions for future research. One of the key contributions of this work is 

its presentation of a series of previously unpublished manuscript sources, hitherto unknown 

in the context of food history. By analyzing the artificially constructed mentality surrounding 

food (which often stands in contrast to historical fact), I was able to identify and examine the 

efforts to construct a national cuisine—efforts driven by social considerations, but only 

occasionally aligned with the actual culinary reality of Transylvania. 

In addition, I have detailed the contributions of key figures who played a role in 

developing emblematic dishes of Transylvanian cuisine, the political and identity-seeking 

intentions that shaped public opinion, and the role of the media in spreading these artificially 

constructed ideals. Because the majority of the sources employed are not interconnected, it is 

not yet possible to offer a comprehensive interpretation of dietary habits or the resulting 



sensibilities of daily life. Nonetheless, the conclusions, hypotheses, and connections that can 

be inferred from individual data points serve to rehumanize history. 

Throughout my research, it became increasingly clear that this topic cannot be 

examined solely through historical perspectives grounded exclusively in written sources; it 

must also be considered through its emotional dimensions. Therefore, I employed the 

interdisciplinary methodology of historical anthropology. I had to consider that certain 

elements of nutritional memory related to Transylvania are uncertain, and they were not 

always shaped by historians, but often by writers and ethnographers who paid little attention 

to historical antecedents. Consequently, I considered that any source, regardless of its 

domain, could be valuable in supplementing the body of knowledge in this field. 

Even so, the gaps in data remain significant, but I compensated for these by drawing 

upon specialized literature. Thanks to the interdisciplinary approach, I was also able to utilize 

insights that may be obvious to researchers studying their own culture, yet are sometimes 

difficult or even impossible to articulate into a coherent narrative in the absence of specific 

data. Ultimately, the chosen method proved effective, as the unknowns within scattered 

sources were linked and complemented each other through the mental guidance derived from 

the regularities of human nature, an approach known as the anthropological method. This also 

enabled the use of emotional elements, the flexible treatment of chronological aspects 

without formal rigidity, and other less "positivist" research options. 

For instance, the chronology did not always follow a linear temporal progression; at 

times, the inquiry moved backward or forward in time, occasionally skipping centuries. In 

this way, the constancy observed over extended periods could connect the mental space in 

which food habits characteristic of Eastern European processes changed very slowly over the 

years. Furthermore, I supplemented the missing historical data with information drawn from 

fiction, non-fiction, and academic literature, from ethnographic studies, and occasionally 

from the network of relationships surrounding historical figures connected to the topic. 

Ultimately, the quality of food in this region was not always adequately reflected by 

quantitative indicators or the prevailing economic and social conditions. Rather, it was 

shaped by custom, by expected standards, and by a general lack of information—all of which, 

it should be noted, primarily applied to the peasantry, which constituted the majority of the 

population even in the recent past. 



Regarding the geographical scope of this study, I focused on historical Transylvania; 

thus, the sources and data analyzed are primarily linked to this region. Within this framework, 

I paid special attention to East European particularities, as changes in rural life in this area 

occurred three to four generations later than in other parts of Europe. Since the social 

transformations of the 18th century manifested much more slowly in everyday life, internal 

leveling among different social groups also progressed at a more gradual pace. This helps to 

explain how the mentality of a given era can sometimes disappear, only to re-emerge in a new 

context after a significant lapse of time. 

For this reason, the historical findings of Western literature must be applied with 

nuance and care, rather than imposed on the local economic and social specificities. 

Naturally, I have occasionally drawn on references from Western historiography not only due 

to methodological requirements, but also in the search for analogies, particularly concerning 

the social dimensions of food history. While the study of Transylvanian food culture 

traditionally demands engagement with Hungarian-language bibliography, I have sought to 

avoid overreliance on it, referencing only those works directly related to the formation of 

national visions of cultural practices. 

Instead, I emphasize Romanian-language literature concerning food culture, a field 

that is deeply intertwined with Transylvanian history in many ways, and remains 

underrepresented in studies of gastronomy. I believe this choice brings a new dimension to 

my research. 

The thesis comprises four chapters. In the first chapter, I present the historical 

sources, the relevant literature, and the historiography of Transylvanian food culture. These 

three topics are interconnected, as there are often sources that not only contain information 

about the food culture of a given period, but also offer insights into the contemporary modes 

of thought and, simultaneously, reflect on more recent eating habits. Some of the data I use 

include expressions and perspectives that are now outdated in both time and reality; however, 

they articulate expectations, desires, and misconceptions about cuisine that, over time, have 

become valuable indicators and sources in their own right. 

In the early literature, a clearly defined notion of a distinct Transylvanian culinary 

identity had not yet emerged, but the idealism that shaped the perception of local meals can 

already be observed in action. Of course, an imagined past must not be conflated with 

historical reality. Still, it cannot be ignored that every narrative was constructed around a 



specific theme, and therefore, even erroneous data form part of the cultural history of the 

subject under investigation. Since the aim of this thesis is not to establish a tradition, I have 

not explored the theoretical or practical applicability of all the information inherently tied to 

the topic; rather, I have occasionally indicated ways in which this material might be 

integrated into contemporary culture. 

The second chapter, titled 'Social Differences in Transylvanian Food Culture,' 

provides the historical background of nutrition as a basis for the third chapter. For example, I 

demonstrate that some dishes already had a documented local history before the idea of a 

national cuisine emerged. They were already discussed as part of a regional culinary identity, 

such as Cluj cabbage (in Romanian, varza à la Cluj), Somlói kalács, or the gingerbread 

specialties of the Székelys and Turda. 

The third chapter, titled Transylvanian Cookbooks and Their Sources, highlights and 

demonstrates the long-standing influence of a 17th-century work entitled The Little Book of 

the Cook, printed by Tótfalusi Miklós. The importance of this printed work is indisputable, as 

it contains descriptions of numerous dishes still considered representative of Transylvanian 

cuisine today. In this section, I argue in favour of the hypothesis that, although the only 

verifiable fact is that Tótfalusi printed the book, there are several clues suggesting that he 

may have also been its author. Following this, I supplement my arguments regarding the 

influence of cookbooks with a case study focusing on 18th to 20th-century manuscripts from 

the Trei Scaune (Three Chairs) region. I pay particular attention to the historically significant 

frequency of these documents in that microregion. On the one hand, I show that these 

manuscripts are linked to the household of the Apor barons. At the same time, these sources 

indirectly testify to the region's higher level of literacy and its aspiration to connect with 

Western culture. I also attempted to reconstruct a culinary recipe manuscript known as the 

Codex Emilia, dated to the 18th century and now lost, using early 20th-century descriptions 

that had previously recorded its existence and contents. 

After the section concerning the social incorporation of cookbooks, I proceeded to 

outline the social differences in nutrition. For the sake of schematic simplification, I gave less 

consideration to the details of the diversity among Transylvanian social categories, the 

numerous nuanced or more marked differences within national, geographic, and economic 

levels, as well as their overlaps. Consequently, I modeled three social strata: the nobility, the 

bourgeoisie, and the peasants, emphasizing their more distilled characteristics. For each of 



these categories, I enumerated the general features identified in the literature and examined 

the inherent possibilities of the sources that have already been discovered. 

First, I analyzed the cuisine of the nobility. I noted that coherent data about the upper 

class’s diet is scarce, although this social group produced most of the written documents up to 

the 19th century. Naturally, beyond typical social criteria, economic and psychological needs 

vary from family to family. I illustrated these possible variants through the listed case studies. 

I presented the noble category through the manuscript of István Wesselényi (1674–1734) 

concerning economic principles, dated 1722. These notes reveal the mindset of a rationally 

spending nobleman, influencing the family’s attitude towards food by managing the kitchen 

based on available resources. This document was previously unknown, as were the 

handwritten notes of Count Lajos Gyulay. The latter is unusual, since the prolific writer 

Gyulay filled blank pages in his mother’s German-language cookbook with a variety of 

gastronomic thoughts, including his observations on local nutrition, as well as anecdotes, 

fantasies, and the food customs of distant peoples. The most interesting among these are 

reflections on the diet of the Transylvanian peasant and his personal opinions about specific 

dishes. 

The third case study in the noble social category is likewise a source studied for the 

first time in this dissertation. Based on data from this manuscript, I identified the author of a 

household expense journal created approximately between 1870 and 1880 as Countess Kata 

Kemény (1804–1895). Regarding my theme, I could have focused only on the kitchen’s raw 

materials and their origins, since the document does not reveal dietary habits. However, this 

source could be supplemented with the family history memories left by Countess Kata’s 

granddaughter, Anna Kemény (1877–1935). These two sources complement each other and 

present the specific economic behaviour of part of the Kemény family. Kata Kemény, a high-

ranking noblewoman who methodically learned the skills of a housewife from a young age, 

not only cared for the members of her household regardless of their social status or 

nationality, but also meticulously recorded even the smallest varieties of staple foods, while 

spending for herself only what was strictly necessary. 

Next, addressing the possible characteristics of the bourgeois meal, I investigated, as a 

case study, the notes of the mill inspectors from Târgu Secuiesc. I analyzed a previously 

unstudied package of 18th-century documents covering 52 years. These records include a 

series of occasional or daily food items. The documents registered various food products 



intended for day labourers, city employees, or even privileged guests of the Székely town. 

Notably, “kürtőskalács” appears in the records in 1735, knowing that the first written mention 

of this dish dates back to 1723 and is linked to Borbála Kálnoky, wife of Baron Péter Apor, 

who lived in a neighbouring village. 

Regarding peasant cuisine, I processed two documents that I also analyzed for the first 

time. One included surveys conducted in 1937 in the villages of the Cluj-Turda Bishopric. 

Although the nutrition is not discussed in detail, it emerges that it is one-sided, poor, and is 

often cited as a major cause of illness alongside alcoholism. The other source, much more 

detailed, consists of notes prepared by student researchers of the village of Ungureni 

(Bálványosváralja) in 1943. This document reveals a very monotonous diet with low 

nutritional value. Since the small number of cases in which weekly nutrition was recorded is 

not representative of the village population, I compared the data with several other 

contemporary sources and demonstrated that not material or geographic differences, but 

rather mentality, the limited cooking skills of women, and the expected lifestyle rules 

primarily dictated the quality of nutrition. 

In the third chapter, I summarized the history of the creation process of the 

Transylvanian Hungarian national cuisine and reviewed the theoretical efforts toward national 

theorization. As an introduction, I defined the characteristics of symbolic foods, explained the 

criteria that foods needed to meet in order for their cultural history to be defined and for them 

to be linked to the symbols of Transylvanian cuisine, and outlined the historical context in 

which this approach developed. 

In connection with this endeavour, I delineated the portraits of two personalities who 

represented, to some extent, consciously, the theoretical spirit of Transylvanian cuisine. One 

of them is Etelka Hory, the wife of Zsigmond Gyarmathy. She was the first to consciously 

disseminate the symbols of Transylvanian cuisine through her writings and personal example. 

The second personality, who lived somewhat earlier, was a woman of humble social status, 

known to her contemporaries as Mámi, the wife of Ferenc Nappendruck from Cluj, from the 

mid-19th century. Cultivating the ideal of Transylvanian cuisine was not a conscious activity 

for her, but accounts of her kitchen convincingly illustrate that she was a defining personality 

of Transylvanian cooking. Referring to her, Count Sándor Teleki claims that the stuffed 

cabbage she created in Cluj sublimated everything the locals wanted to convey to the world 

about this dish. 



Linked to this ideological digression, I also included a summary of the cultural history 

of cabbage-based dishes in Transylvania. It seems difficult to establish anything new about 

this type of food, which has been analyzed many times, but I believe this time I was able to 

highlight new aspects, while previously known data were placed in a different light. To 

express the essence of this endeavour in a single sentence: I succeeded in highlighting the 

degree of awareness among Transylvanians regarding the cooking of cabbage. 

I continued the thesis with the cultural history of other dishes. The first in this series is 

the well-known kőrtőskalács. After summarizing the data already discovered, I reviewed the 

research history of this preparation. I drew attention to two aspects inadequately resolved in 

the existing bibliography. One concerns the author of the 1784 recipe manuscript that 

contains the first description of the dish. Based on the biographical data I analyzed, I 

attributed this recipe to Mária Mikes, wife of József Teleki (circa 1760–1846), rather than to 

Mária Mikes, wife of István Dániel (1736–1817), as had been erroneously claimed until now. 

The second observation seems more important to me, relating to clarifying the origin of the 

name. I am convinced that it does not derive from the well-known cylindrical form of the 

chimney-shaped oven today, but rather from the open stoves, called kőrtőkályha, which were 

used in some regions even until the beginning of the last century. 

The next subchapter is dedicated to polenta-type foods. First, from a historical 

overview perspective, I described the particularities of this dish, its persistent presence from 

the "ancestral layers" of Transylvanian nutrition up to the present day, and then I focused on 

the mental incorporation of its well-known form, puliszka. Although it was considered a 

staple food of the lower social classes even in the early decades of the 20th century, its 

consumption was not limited to them. The upper classes also enjoyed it, and moreover, from 

the second half of the 19th century, it was already consciously identified as a dish 

characteristic of Transylvania. However, being considered too simple a dish, it was gradually 

pushed out of the ideal area of the Hungarian cuisine in Transylvania as a result of the 

political changes of the 20th century. The explanation for this cultural phenomenon, which is 

clearly at odds with everyday reality, is primarily its identification with Romanian cuisine and 

its association with poverty and an unpretentious lifestyle. It is also interesting the case of a 

version of this dish that can be documented as early as the 17th century—balmosh 

(bálmos)—which Romanian linguists have classified as being of Hungarian origin, contrary 

to Hungarian public consciousness and our linguists. Consequently, by the end of the 19th 

century, balmosh was known as a representative dish of the Hungarian elite in Transylvania. 



Among dishes now completely forgotten, I highlighted zabkiszi, as it was considered a 

characteristic of Székely cuisine and was still consumed in more isolated mountain villages 

until the early 20th century. Regarding the honey gingerbread of Transylvania, we know 

rather little and will probably not be able to significantly expand our knowledge due to the 

lack of sources. However, fortunately, opinions and information on this subject that appeared 

in the press are more abundant and show that the underlying Transylvanian identity of the 

gingerbread is much richer at the mental level. Our current knowledge allows us to conclude 

that the gingerbread, called pogácsa with honey in Transylvania, has always been 

“surrounded” by an emotional characteristic that would be difficult to support with only 

concrete data. It was created from a meeting of cultures, but the probable reason it could be 

exported to Eastern countries is that it combined indigenous artisanal knowledge, perpetuated 

top-down, with more rudimentary culinary knowledge and practices. Consequently, here the 

craftsmanship of the West met the local characteristics of Transylvania. 

I illustrated the Transylvanian character of the gingerbread with examples from Turda 

and Târgu Secuiesc, where important centres of production existed. Regarding the reputation 

of Turda roast, it was influenced not only by the taste and practical preparation method 

adapted to the market environment, but also by the awareness of the Turda residents 

regarding the qualities of this product. Flekken from Marosvásárhely (Târgu Mureș) also 

belongs to the varieties of fried meat already linked to the restaurant world. 

The history of foods created in a bourgeois or restaurant environment and endowed 

with Transylvanian characteristics does not span a long period, but press materials referring 

to these dishes and the fashion of social occasions belonging to the bourgeois lifestyle 

quickly gave them a reputation. The creation of the national aspect of the cuisine also 

contributed to this phenomenon, gaining more presence in the press, especially during the 

period between the two World Wars. In response to this spirit, additional dishes were added to 

the list of ideal preparations. Although kászútúró was produced for tourism reasons, it was 

not often mentioned as a symbolic Transylvanian dish, as it had only been briefly referenced 

in the past, even though it was identified as a typical Székely dish. Additionally, I presented 

somlóikalács from Rimetea (Torockó), lönye, körelepcs, levensült, and vargabéles as less 

frequently mentioned Transylvanian foods. The symbolic images were especially associated 

with the latter. The list closes with the subchapter on Transylvanian beverages, since the 

mentality toward spirits and wines is poorer from the perspective of typical Transylvanian 



identities, making it a less researched domain. Nevertheless, I included new aspects here as 

well by synthesizing the existing ones.  

In the final chapter, I answer the research questions formulated at the beginning of the 

thesis. First, I assumed that a typical Transylvanian dish is created by the public and received 

this label as a result of a specific socio-political situation, or was defined as such over 

generations by tradition. A clear answer to this assumption is not possible, since the foods 

classified as Transylvanian in the thesis were interpreted by the public as local in different 

eras and different ways. Therefore, they cannot be clearly linked to any historical event, 

political change, or economic manifestation with common features, but in most cases, 

Hungarian press texts published between the two World Wars drew attention to already 

existing symbolic foods and simultaneously introduced new ones into public consciousness. 

However, many nationally symbolic dishes revived in the first decades of the 20th century 

fuelled an archaic image of Transylvanian cuisine. 

The second assumption concerns the role of the press in influencing public opinion. 

The answer to this is closely linked to the first question. The impact of public discourse 

created by the press is clear; what was defined as Transylvanian food gained ground in public 

literature from the early 19th century and consequently in the media area as well, while 

cookbooks and menu descriptions do not abound with such recipes. Among the first dishes of 

this kind mentioned in the press were Cluj cabbage and kürtőskalács, which from the outset 

were associated with Transylvanian food, especially in wedding reports. Puliszka, that is, 

polenta, was rarely mentioned but only related to balmosh, for which Transylvanian 

identification was more clearly defined, even though it was associated with Romanian 

cuisine. In the press, the identity of Székely cuisine was defined through kiszi, kászútúró, 

kürtőskalács, fenyőpálinka, and more rarely lőnye. The artificially created image thus did not 

address only distant regions, but also the consciousness of citizens, these dishes symbolizing 

the uniqueness of Transylvanian Hungarians and their cultural distinction from Romanians. 

The symbols of Transylvanian cuisine suggested simultaneity and continuity, 

becoming “mandatory” figures in Hungarian press and ethnographic publications and in the 

local self-image. Regarding puliszka, it is evident that this dish formed the basis of the 

popular diet here, regardless of nationality. However, due to its identification with poor 

cuisine, public opinion has always held a negative attitude toward this food. It was considered 

inferior to bread, merely a necessary solution, and was presented only as the poor food of 



Romanian peasants. This contradicted reality, since even the Hungarian peasant population 

consumed polenta regularly. The mentioned delimiting attitude became even more 

pronounced after Transylvanian Hungarians became Romanian citizens. Thus, despite its 

popularity at the tables of Hungarians of all social categories, puliszka could not become a 

dish that identified Transylvanian Hungarian cuisine, even though documents and economic 

statistics prove its importance in local nutrition. 

The assumption that the image of Transylvanian Hungarian national cuisine was 

present in the daily practice of people living at various dietary levels cannot be proven due to 

the scarcity of coherent data in this regard. For example, most cookbooks mention Cluj 

cabbage, kürtőskalács, vargabéles, and Székely gingerbread, but dishes prepared with 

puliszka appear more frequently among recipes in the press, while kiszi, körelepcs, and lönyé 

are rare. At the same time, representative dishes are listed in reports on hospitality in 

Transylvania. 

Finally, the overlap between the types of food appearing in historical sources and the 

foods catalogued by the press as Transylvanian, on the one hand, and the culinary reality, as 

already suggested in the previous question, on the other hand, is quite small. Thus, I can say 

that the ideal of the cuisine was more a mental and imagological category than a real fact, 

something we can also observe in today’s culinary practice. Dishes endowed with 

Transylvanian character are largely connected to their regional dimension through stories 

associated with these foods. They can be linked to Transylvania through geographical names, 

narratives, available documents, and emotional projections of dishes, rather than through raw 

materials and techniques used, which point toward a universal cuisine. 

In conclusion, the primary aim of this dissertation is to contrast the past imagery of 

Transylvanian gastronomy with culinary facts and reality. However, I hope that, on this 

elusive and allusive subject, I have managed to produce a readable and worthy work for 

consideration. 
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