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The Romanian nobility in Transylvania can still be considered a Cinderella of Romanian
historiography. A paradox: the social class best prepared to rule and influence history until the
modern period is little represented in research, even seeming that the problem has been avoided.
There are, of course, several objective causes for this situation, which include the minimising
perspective of works coming from Hungarian historiography, the before and interwar
approaches, as well as the early stage of research during that period, but especially the
ideological constraints of 1948-1989. Of course, during this time, there have also been numerous
relevant and commendable research papers that are fundamental to this work, and the period
after 1989 gave Caesar what is Caesar’s, especially regarding the Romanian nobility in Hateg
and Banat. However, at the level of public opinion, the idea remains that the Romanians in
Transylvania did not have a representative noble rank.

On this background, we considered that a study on the history of a family whose origins

are to be found in the first generations of documentary-certified Romanian nobles, those from
Maramures from the beginning of the 14th century, which is a focus from the general framework
to a specific case of the wider problem of the Romanian nobility in Transylvania, may be
appropriate and relevant. To understand its evolution, | sought to reconstitute every time, as
plausible as possible, the historical background - political, social, and economic.

The family that is the subject of this research emerged for the first time in history in the
15th century, in Calinesti, Maramures, with the patronym Sorba, as descending from the family of
Cosau knezes, mentioned in the previous century. In the 16th century, one of the family heads
emigrated to Cernesti, on the domain of the Chioar fortress. The surname of this branch is changed
to Sorban, with the renobilation, obtained in 1609. In the 18th century, a branch of the family,
which emigrates to the Western Plain, to Siclau, changes its name again, to Serban. Following the
Sorba/Sorban/Serbanfamily route was a starting point for researching the socio-political realities
in several sub-areas where it settled: Maramures, Land of Chioar, and Western Plain.

At the same time, studying the evolution of this family revealed how a consistent group of
leaders of the Romanian social and political life of the 19th century emerged. Thus, without
allowing us to speak of a social body that would have pursued a certain group strategy, the case of
the Sorban/ Serban de Cernesti family revealing of the diachronic evolution of the small Romanian
nobility, the opportunities that its members have exploited and the pressures they had to cope with,

depending on the general evolution of the region in which they lived.



The work is structured into six chapters, to which a conclusive chapter is added. The first
chapter suggests an interpretation anchored in the contemporary historiographic discourse of the
early medieval period in the northwest of present-day Romania, towards the end of which the first
Romanian social and political elites appear in the sources.

The second chapter deals with the emergence of the family, which is the subject of research
in written sources in the 14th century, and reconstitutes its evolution until the beginning of the
16th century. Also, in this chapter is reconstructed the historical path of the document issued by
King Louis the Great in 1361, which mentions knez Locovoi and his six sons. This is the “birth
act” in family history. Finally, I tried in this chapter to find the explanation for the name Locovoi,
a unigue anthroponym in the history of Romanians.

The third chapter discusses the general and local context that caused the impoverishment
of the Maramures nobility in the first half of the 16th century. Further, the phenomenon of
emigration from Maramures to the neighbouring regions is followed and, in the end, the socio-
historical picture of the emigration of a family head from Maramures in the southern
neighbourhood, respectively on the domain of Chioar Fortress, is reconstructed.

In the fourth chapter, we discussed the history of the family that emigrated to Chioar and
followed its evolution throughout the entire 17th century. I also tried to reconstruct the economic
and social realities of the Chioar citadel, considering them to be defining for the way the family
evolved during this time.

Chapter number five generally refers to the becoming of the family in the 18th century.
Thus, the emigration of a family head from Chioar to the plains drained by Mures and Crisuri and,
later, the move of two other heads of family, to Satu Mare County. | also followed in this chapter
the steps taken by all branches of the family, including the original one left in Maramures, for their
nobility to be acknowledged.

The sixth and final chapter of the work, disjoins the history of the Sorban/Serban family,
so far treated unitary, in a series of biographies of some family members, who rose through their
activity to find themselves in the social, economic, and intellectual or political elite of their times.
This chapter is segmented, around 1900, with an overview of the evolution of the family during
the 19th century and ends with an overview of today’s descendants and an overview of the relations

between Sorbani and Serbani.
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The reconstruction of the history of a family, a history that extends, in the case of Sorban/
Serban, for seven centuries, is not complete, without elucidating how it acquired its privileged
status. It is frustrating, but it is precisely this founding moment, when an ancestor of knez Locovoi
rose above his fellow men, in the social hierarchy, that is impossible to reconstitute. Therefore, we
set out to replace this “lapsus” by reconstituting the history of the entire social category from which
Locovoi and his ancestors came.

Given the well-known lack of detailed sources regarding the beginning of the Romanian
Middle Ages, the reconstruction of those times is an arduous enterprise. However, we can say,
according to most historians, that the window of opportunity for the formation of state embryos in
the north Mures and west of the Carpathians was the period between the collapse of the Avar
khaganate (the last decade of the 8th century) and the installation of the Hungarians in the
Carpathian Basin (896).

This political formative period coincides, in the aforementioned area, with a period of
formation of the first Romanian-Slavic social elites of some scale and group cohesion. We see
these, for the first time, in the “Gesta Hungarorum”. Thus, after the defeat of Gelou (about 900),
this elite, including courtiers, castle-keepers and valley or village knezes, gather in Ashchileu and
makes a pact with Tuhutum, the conqueror of the voivodeship. It is a partnership between the local
nobility and the conqueror, perfect in the logic of time. Similar social developments must have
taken place in Maramures. Combining more disparate historical sources, it can be said that around
1200, when Maramures first appeared in written sources, there was at least one campulung in this
space, i.e. a territorial-political formation comprising several villages.

How the Romanian elites acted during this period comes to light in the “Epistle to the
Sorrowful Lament”, of Master Roger, an Italian monk surprised by the Mongol invasion of 1241
in Oradea. In a passage long discussed in historiography, Master Rogeri recalls a group of local
leaders, set up by the Mongol conquerors, whom he calls by the enigmatic term “canesi”. After a
critical re-reading of the main ideas recorded on this topic and capitalising on two relatively recent
historiographic sources, both from outside Romania, we believe that the identification of “canesi”
as being Romanian knezes is unquestionable. Therefore, Master Roger’s written testimony
contains the first description of how medieval Romanian society functioned. The brutal behaviour
of these knezes, who spoofed, humiliated, and liquidated their opponents of the same race, was in

the violent spirit of the times.



Returning to Maramures, we found that the two legends referring to the colonization of this
territory with Romanians, the “Legend of the Origins of the people of Maramures”, respectively
“Legend of Roman and Vlahata” are likely to capture the moment when the native nobles began
to be integrated into the frameworks of the Hungarian kingdom. Thus, the rejection of the Mongol
invasion of 1285 must have been the event that triggered or accelerated this phenomenon. Based
on the merits gained on this occasion, knezes from Maramures began to be acknowledged as
members of the mainstream nobility of the Hungarian kingdom, beneficiaries of privileges
emanating from royalty. Also during this period, the integrative pressure of the Hungarian
kingdom led to the permanentisation or perhaps only the strengthening of the elective institution
of the voivode, a pre-existing institution, which, until then, was temporary or perhaps permanent,
but formal, with a real role only in exceptional situations. In 1308 appears in the sources he who
might be the first voivode of Maramures, the one mentioned in Ottokar’s rhyme chronicle of Styria.

Therefore, in the first years of the 14th century, the structure of the upper class of
Maramures society was outlined in its essential features, with families of knezes of villages,
families of knezes of the valleys and an elected voivode, at the head of the local social pyramid
and mediator of the relationship with the king.

This is the hypothesis of reconstitution of the genesis and evolution of the Maramures until
the 14th century that we propose. Further, the family’s history begins to clear up. One of the valleys
knezes, the one on Cosau, whose name we don't know, had two sons, Albu and Locovoi. They
appear in a diploma of 14 May 1361, issued by Louis the Great. Through this act, the six sons of
Locovoi, respectively Bud, Sandor, Oprisa, loan, Dragomir and Baila, receive from the king the
kneziatum of half of the Ozon estate, territory taken from Stan, called Albu. The six received their
uncle’s estate with the same rights and obligations as he had previously, which shows that they
exercised not a plenary but a conditional dominion. They were therefore in an intermediate phase
of achieving full nobility.

Based on the critical analysis of the existing information and interpretations so far, we
believe that Locovoi and Albu were brothers, who each ruled half the kneziatum of the valley of
the Cosau. In 1361, Albu fell into royal disgrace, the most likely cause for this being his transition
to Moldova, along with Bogdan, who was to become the first voivode of Moldova. As a result,
King Louis the Great confiscated his half of the estate, which he donated to the six sons of Albu’s

brother, Locovoi.



The estates on Cosau were overtaken by the Dragosesti family, who returned from
Moldova, towards the end of the 14th century, but the local knezes remained de facto masters, in
a form of vassality towards Dragosesti. At the beginning of the 14th century, Dragosestii fell out
of favour after their rebellion against King Sigismund of Luxembourg. It is the time when Vint,
Bud’s son, begins the steps to fully regain Locovoi’s legacy. First, in 1404, he presented himself
in front of the convention in Lelesz, where he obtained the transcription of his diploma from 1361.
Then, in 1405, together with three relatives, Dragos, Sandor and Bud of Cosau, he intervened at
the royal court to receive the estate back. At the end of the year, the four are given possession of
all villages in the valley: Berbesti, Feresti, Calinesti, Balotesti, Budesti, Vintesti and Valeni.

Throughout the 15th century, the history of families detaching from the common trunk of
Locovoi/Albu is quite complicated. During these years, they gradually emerge from the
condominium and evolve definitively from the ambiguous situation of valley knezes, landowners
based on Romanian customary law, to the status of full nobles of the kingdom. The nobles of
Cosau move from one village to another by marriage or inheritance, so that the same family can
be found as possessing lands in several villages. They are mobile, violent, attacking and defending,
judging and pervading each other. They fight with the king and gain his favour, or they do him
wrong and are punished. Some of them make a career, become king’s people or even noble judges.
Towards the end of the century, their estates are increasingly fragmented and divided, farther away
from the village of origin. Shortly, they are all people of their time, they act like all their fellows
in the Kingdom of Hungary and, by extension, in Europe.

On the other hand, starting with the 15th century, it is observed in several villages on the
Cosau Valley that certain patronyms have been established, derived from the first two generations
of Locovoi’s descendants. In Célinesti, from a Sandor mentioned in 1442, appears Dumitru Sorba,
the first by this name, mentioned in 1470 as a nobleman in this village.

The Sorba family individualises itself, as we have shown, starting at the latest from 1470,
as a noble family in Calinesti. We can reconstitute the frameworks of the evolution of the family,
looking at the general situation of the nobles of Maramures. Thus, since the end of the 15th century,
they have experienced a phenomenon of pauperisation and restriction of old freedoms. Then, in
1514, the small Maramures nobles entered into open conflict with the royalty, as allies of Gheorghe
Doja (Dézsa Gyorgy), in the peasant war led by him. After the defeat of the revolt, King

Wiadystaw II promulgates in 1515 tough legislation against the rebels, commissioning an



10

investigation against them. As a result of this investigation, dozens of Maramuresan nobles are
stripped of their estates, including a Theodore from Calinesti, possibly from the Iurca family,
closely related to Sorba.

Gheorghe Doja’s war was just a symptom of the malaise, which medieval Hungary was
experiencing. Not many years would pass, and in 1526, at Mohacs, the army of the kingdom was
crushed by the Ottoman armies. Unlike the Transylvanian army, which did not take part in the
battle, the Maramures troops were present, and many small nobles fell into battle. After Mohacs a
long civil war followed, at the end of which the Principality of Transylvania appeared on the map
of Europe, with Maramures annexed to it. Throughout this period and in the ensuing period, the
impoverishment of the petty nobility continues in Calinesti, captured in a series of conscriptions
dating from 1530-1555.

The obvious impoverishment of the small Maramures nobles, many of whom were as poor
as the serfs, as well as the taxation of the possessed, was the main cause of the numerous
emigrations from Maramures, which have been recorded since the 16th century. In the context of
this pauperisation, the nobles were the first to leave Maramures in search of a better life elsewhere,
mainly targeting neighbouring counties. A natural outlet for them was the domain of the Chioar
fortress, commonly called the Land of Chioar. A family head, from Calinesti, moved in this context
to Cernesti, on the Bolaja Valley, just south of Cosau Valley.

We can only reconstitute its move only based on the context and traditions passed on in the
Sorban/Serban family until today. Thus, both the authors of the family who dealt with its history,
as well as the locals of the Serban family who still live in the village of Brebeni, commune of
Cernesti have recorded or know the tradition of coming from Maramures.

According to the family tradition, the one who moved from Maramures to Chioar was
called Samuil Lorba. The move took place after 1566, most likely around 1580. The three sons of
this Samuil achieved renobilation in 1609, in Cluj. The three, Simeon, loan and another loan
Sorban of Cernesti are also given a coat of arms — a deer framed above stones, on a red shield. The
diploma is signed by Prince Gabriel Bathory, who owned the Chioar estate as a personal fiefdom.

When the ennoblement diploma is issued, the name of the family changes, and he receives
a final “n”. The fact that it is the same family appears — in addition to family traditions and all

contextual arguments — from the transcript in Libri Regii, where the family name appears both in
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the form “Sorba” and “Sorban”. The situation will be repeated in a 1651 conscription when both
forms of the name were rendered by the reviewer’s hand.

Considering the heraldic insignia on the coat of arms, we consider that the motivation
behind the ennoblement was the deeds of courage or skill proved by the Sorbans during a hunting
party of the prince, on his domain in Chioar.

Further, during the 17th century, the existence and evolution of the Chernivtsi family are
surprised by the urbaries and noble conscriptions of the time. However, it cannot be detached from
the evolution of the Chioar domain, which becomes one of the main recruitment pools for
Transylvanian regular troops.

Thus, we can detach the following general picture: in the 17th century, the family evolves
in Cernesti exclusively through two branches, one slightly richer, that keeps the diploma of
ennoblement, and one less rich. One hypothesis that we consider plausible is that the richer branch
descended from Simeon, the elder of the Sorban brothers ennobled in 1609, while the second
comes from the second loan mentioned in the diploma, the smallest of them. Both are families of
drabants, serving Chioar citadel and part of an elite contingent of the Transylvanian army.

The end of the 17th century and the first half of the next one is a tragic period for Chioar.
It is an era of internal struggles and invasions, with changing loyalties of local troops, and
catastrophic economic consequences. From time to time the plague haunted, and if it was not
enough, the Tatars also invaded (1717). At the same time, however, by integrating the domain into
the Habsburg monarchy, there is a breakdown of the social fabric on which the Chioarul has been
based for hundreds of years, and an administrative and fiscal oscillation occurs between Hungary
and Transylvania. Last but not least, the land was an offensive field of Greco-Catholicism. At the
end of these developments, the Lad of Chioar was unrecognizable. From a social point of view, a
former land with a specific military purpose, constituted for the service of a fortress, became a
“classical” private estate, under the control of the Teleki family. From a military point of view, the
fortress, out of date, was dismantled with cannons in 1717. The emotional impact of this event on
the soldiers from Chioar is not historically documented, but it must have been a significant one,
symbolising the disappearance of a world in which they had found their purpose. The soldiers
became peasants, the small nobles no longer had any military function, and, moreover, they were

taxed. From an economic point of view, both categories were impoverished along the line of
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misfortunes upon the land. The administrative transition, from Hungary to Transylvania and back,
was not such as to create any sense of stability.

Faced with these profound transformations, hundreds of peasant and noble families from
Chioar emigrated. Most of them settled in the new territories conquered by the Habsburgs from
the Ottomans, in the fertile plains in the west of Transylvania, crossed by Mure; and the three Cris
rivers. Among them, between 1715-1720, a Sorban family head settled in Siclau, close to White
Cris. The branch of Siclau of the family remained Orthodox and lost its nobility (because the
diploma remained with the relatives in Chioar), but it was to multiply astonishingly, compared to
the previous century, and prosper.

According to the tradition of the family, fixed in writing by Molse Nicoara — whose mother
was of the Serban family — this Sorban who emigrated, was accompanied by four sons. A census
of 1720 lists two Sorban family heads in Siclau, Petru and Gheorghe, of which Petru was probably
the father and Gheorghe the only major son. Over the next decades, Siclau thrives, as part of the
estate granted to the dukes of Modena, from the d’Este family. A 1746 conscription lists no less
than 11 Serban heads of family - this being the first time that the branch of Siclau appears in
sources with this name — among them the chief of the village, Petru.

For the Sorbans left in Chioar things went wrong, still. Therefore, about the middle of the
century, driven by impoverishment, a family head moves to the Tagsnad-Camar area, located at that
time in the counties of Crasna and the Middle Solnoc, at the north-western extremity of
Transylvania. This family head, whose name we don't know, kept the diploma of ennoblement, so
we can assume that he was from Simeon’s line. A second head of a family, Ilie, moves to Satu
Mare County, to Sanmicldus, also in the middle of the century. After 1753, he married the sister
of an important figure of the time, Demetrius Rat, a noble Ruthenian, rich and extremely influential
in the Greek-Catholic sphere. His brother-in-law, llie Sorban is the basis of a genuine dynasty of
Greek-Catholic priests from the Sorban family, who will operate in the northwestern parts of today
Romania. The branch originally emigrated to the Tagnad-Camar area will also move to Satu Mare,
to benefit from the advantages acquired by lIlies’s posture. Between these two lines, a close
relationship will be maintained until the twentieth century.

At the end of the century, a Serban from Siclau, namely Teodor Serban, parish priest of the
village travels to Chioar to acquire a transcription of the diploma of ennoblement, on which

occasion the connections between the various branches of the family were resumed. About the
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Sorbans left in Cernesti, there are no more details until the end of the 18th century. Some of the
members of the family in Cernesti continued to be professional soldiers, one of them, a
stragemaster in the imperial army, making several visits to those from Siclau, towards the end of
the 18th century and at the beginning of the next one.

Finally, the original family, remaining in Calinesti, had to prove their nobility in the noble
investigation processes carried out in Maramures County between 1749 and 1769. The Serba
family from Calinesti - which had also shifted to this form of the name — demonstrated their
nobility during the investigation of 1763-1769, on the same report as the lurca family, from the
same locality.

Since the 19th century, there are already numerous data that give the possibility of drawing
portraits of family members who have been distinguished by their work.

Teodor Serban(1766-1830), Orthodox parish priest in Siclau. He was the uncle of Moise
Nicoara. According to a yet unpublished testimonial of the Arad lawyer loan Arcosi, it was he and
Moise’s father, David, who had the idea of sending the former to Vienna, in order to lobby the
imperial court for the installation of a Romanian Orthodox bishop in Arad. He later supported his
nephew unconditionally, financially and morally.

Moise Nicoari (1784-1861), son of Maria Serban, sister of Teodor. He was one of the first
Romanian law graduates. Scholarly and polyglot, he argued at the Viennese court the cause of the
installation of a Romanian bishop in Arad.

Teodor SerbanLupu (1786-1861). The first “capitalist” in the family. He settled in
Reghin, where he was one of the most affluent people in the first decades of the 19th century. From
this position, he refounded the Romanian school in the village. Over the course of his life, he
donated large sums of money to support education. He attended the meeting in Blaj on May 15,
1848, where he was elected to the delegation designated to submit the claims of Romanians to the
Diet in Cluj. Later, he helped Constantin Roman Vivu and hid and protected the tribunes of his
legion. He was one of the top Romanian leaders who signed the application for authorisation of
ASTRA'’s establishment but died before its founding meeting.

Toma Sorban of Cernesti (1805-1881) Graduate of theology at Ungvar, established as a
priest at Carei, in 1845. He climbed the ranks, to the status of archdeacon of Satmar, parishioner
of the Romanian church in the Carei, vice-archdean of the district of Carei, etc. In these qualities,

he was among the prominent members of the Romanian community in Satu Mare County.
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Mihai Sorban/ Serban (1819-1888). A graduate of theology in Vienna, he was one of the
canonics installed at Gherla when the new Greek-Catholic diocese was founded here in 1853. He
supervised the education in the diocese, being also director of the pedagogic school from Gherla,
after its move from Nasdud. Polyglot and scholar, he was among the first Romanian composers in
Transylvania, and took part in the organisation of the first Romanian choirs, in Oradea. He was
also an acclaimed religious painter of the time.

loan Sorban (1826 — ca. 1869). An important personality of the Romanian community
in Partium in the years 1860-1870, Ioan Sorban remained an unknown figure in Romanian
historiography. The pages of this paper are the first contribution to the restoration of an important
figure of the time. He was deputy county leader of Bihor, supreme captain of the Stone Fortress
District (Chioar), first vice-president of the Romanian cultural association from Arad county,
animator and active participant in the cultural life of Romanians in Oradea. In his tenure as
supreme captain of the Chioar district, he built a modern edifice for the Romanian school in
Somcuta Mare and generally supported Romanian language education.

Cornel Sorban (1868-1959). Formed under the guidance of his uncle, the canon priest of
Gherla, Mihai, followed in his footsteps both in his ecclesiastical career and in erudition. He
switched to Roman Catholicism and graduated in theology in Eger. After serving in several
dioceses in eastern Hungary, he settled in Ineu, in the county of Arad, where he was a parish priest
for a long time. He published numerous religious studies and translations from Romanian, being
an author of Hungarian expression. He also wrote a history of the Catholic parish of Ineu. Towards
the end of the interwar period he was named canon priest of the diocese of Timisoara.

Guilelm Sorban (1876-1923). He was a famous composer at the time and a politician
with a promising career. While his musical work is well known, his political work is less. He was
a subprefect and prefect of Solnoc-Dabaca County, immediately after the Union. A leading
member of the NRP in this county, he had deeply democratic and regionalist beliefs and set out in
a study on the administration of Transylvania, which enjoyed notoriety at the time.

Mihai Serban (1887-1947). Agronomist and top politician, he founded and led the
current University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine in Cluj. As an agronomist,
he published numerous studies and books. As a politician, he began his career as a member of the
Transylvanian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference, where he also joined Masonry. Later, he

was a loyal ally of Alexandru Vaida-Voevod, whom he followed after leaving NPP. He was an
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undersecretary of state for agronomy and minorities in several interwar governments, with the
longest period in the Executive spent during the royal dictatorship.

Raoul Sorban (1912-2006). Art historian and painter, during the annexation of Northern
Transylvania to Hungary, was among the intellectual leaders of the Romanian community here.
After the war, he was rector of the Institute of Arts in Cluj, but then entered the disgrace of the
communist regime and was jailed for a while. In the latter part of the 1950s, he was rehabilitated
and pursued an academic career in art history, in Bucharest. After the regime change in 1989, he
was famed for his ultranationalist political affiliation and several chauvinistic, anti-Hungarian
volumes. For his role in saving Jews during the Holocaust, he received the title “Right Among
Peoples”, but his merits are seriously questioned by several recent studies.

Alexandru Serban (1922-2004). He worked in design as a graduate of Agronomy and
Construction before becoming a teacher at USAMYV, an institution founded by his father. He could
not obtain the degree of university professor because he refused to join the Communist Party. He
was the first mayor of Cluj after 1989. In the 1990s he edited the four volumes of memoirs of
Alexandru Vaida-Voievod.

Nowadays, two members of the Sorban/Serbanfamily continue the already bisecular
tradition of being in the front line of Romanian public life. On behalf of the Sorban branch, we are
talking about Maria-Elena Sorban, a distinguished musicologist, a scientific first researcher at
the “Gheorghe Dima” National Music University, and author of an impressive number of articles
and specialised volumes. On behalf of the Serban branch, we are talking about the internationally

renowned director, Andrei Serban.
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