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The subject of my research took shape through a long and gradual process in which my
academic interests and research experiences continuously contributed to the development of
my scholarly perspective. | find it relevant to present the intellectual and professional trajectory
that ultimately led me to the study of Kata Bornemisza’s life and personality.

From the time of my undergraduate studies, which focused on cultural tourism, | felt a
strong attraction to Hungarian and Transylvanian noble culture, the world of castles, and
architectural morphology. | was fascinated by the idea that buildings are not merely
constructions of stone or wood but reflections of the social relations and power structures of a
given era. The symbols, coats of arms, and other decorative elements adorning the fagades
fulfilled both aesthetic functions and served as visual expressions of the owners’ identity and
social status. These details inspired me to explore the hidden stories behind built heritage,
bringing me closer to those who once lived within those walls. This ability to “read” the built
environment became not only a stimulating experience in terms of art history but also a solid
foundation for interpreting historical sources.

Later, during my master’s studies in cultural heritage research and valorization, my
focus gradually shifted toward women's history, particularly the legal, social, and familial
status of noblewomen. My MA thesis analyzed the biographical trajectory of Krisztina Nyary
(1604-1641), with particular emphasis on her legal conflicts with her mother-in-law over the
recovery of property, movable goods, and guardianship of her children.

A key factor in my academic formation was the scholarly guidance and support
provided by Katalin Péter. Our relationship — carried out mostly through email
correspondence — had a significant impact on the direction of my research. Her extensive
expertise and intellectual commitment deeply influenced me and strengthened my resolve to
engage more profoundly with women’s history. Her advice, encouragement, and mentorship
affirmed my belief that studying the lives and social roles of noblewomen is both valuable and
necessary.

During a research fellowship, I explored the fate of Krisztina Nyary’s semi-orphaned
daughters, which reinforced my conviction that noblewomen were not merely passive subjects
of their time, but active agents in shaping their own lives — whether through estate

management, the defense of family inheritances, or the mobilization of kinship networks.



Although my focus remained on the nobility, my interest gradually turned toward the
Transylvanian aristocracy. This shift decisively influenced the further direction of my research
and deepened my curiosity about the internal dynamics of noble families in the seventeenth
century. By that time, early modern studies — particularly the seventeenth century — had
become a defining element of my academic path.

During my historical studies, | directed my attention to the history of the Banffy family.
My archival research at the Romanian State Archives gave me access to the Banfty family’s
documentary collections. There, | encountered for the first time the name of Dénes Banffy. His
accusation and execution became the central topic of my second BA dissertation, written after
completing my degree in cultural tourism and my MA in cultural heritage. This topic offered a
gateway into the political and legal realities of Transylvanian noble society in the seventeenth
century.

Although Kata Bornemisza’s name appeared only marginally during this early research,
it was already evident that her historical role extended beyond family ties and warranted more
focused scholarly attention. At the planning stage of my doctoral project, I initially intended to
conduct a broad study of the social, political, and economic roles of the Banffy women, with
particular emphasis on their relationship networks. However, the extensive volume of sources
and the complexity of the topic made such a wide-ranging investigation unfeasible within a
reasonable timeframe. Consequently, | narrowed the scope of my research, and since | was
already familiar with Kata Bornemisza through the figure of Dénes Banffy, it became a natural
choice to place her at the center of my inquiry.

Through the analysis of primary sources and a deeper understanding of her personality,
Kata Bornemisza emerged as a complex and compelling figure — strong, yet sensitive —
whose choices and life path increasingly captivated my academic interest. Her biography not
only offers a valuable entry point into the condition of seventeenth-century aristocratic women
in Transylvania but is also remarkable and fascinating in its own right. Her life unfolded in a
constantly shifting emotional and historical landscape: at times marked by stability and peace,
at other times shaped by threatening political or personal conflicts. Studying this often-
contradictory trajectory posed a challenge from a historical perspective but also encouraged
me, as a doctoral candidate, to delve more deeply into the layers of her personality and the
decision-making mechanisms that guided her actions.

As a result, | became increasingly convinced that my doctoral research should take the
form of a thematic biography of Kata Bornemisza. The objective of this thesis is not only to

present the chronological development of her life but also to interpret it from multiple



perspectives, enabling an analysis of her many social roles. Bornemisza was a defining
presence in her time — as a sister, household manager, wife, mother, relative, confidante,
widow, and patron — exerting considerable influence over those around her.

Nevertheless, historical research has so far paid limited attention to the multifaceted
ways in which noblewomen participated both in familial life and in broader social spheres.
While surviving sources often depict them in a single role, in reality, their lives and decisions
were closely intertwined with the functioning of early modern society and economy, as well as
with the dynamics of kinship and family networks. As historian Joan Scott has argued, women-
centered inquiries not only shed light on women’s social roles but are also inseparable from
the analysis of male positions and broader social structures. In this spirit, | approached Kata
Bornemisza not only as an individual historical subject but also as a lens through which broader
contexts may be reconstructed.

The professional and intellectual journey described above clearly shaped the direction
that led me to the detailed analysis of Kata Bornemisza’s life and personality. Her figure
reflects both the everyday and exceptional destinies of early modern noblewomen and provides
a valuable opportunity to broaden our understanding of the social relations and power structures
within Transylvanian nobility in the seventeenth century. Through my research, | aim to
reconstruct not only an individual life path but also to explore its broader context: how
noblewomen navigated the legal, economic, and social frameworks of their time, and what
strategies they employed to strengthen their positions and ensure their families’ advancement.

The purpose of this doctoral thesis is therefore to contribute to a deeper understanding
of noblewomen’s history in the premodern period and, by extension, to enrich early modern
social history. One of the fundamental goals of this research is the identification and analysis
of primary sources related to Kata Bornemisza — including private letters, official documents,
invitations, property records, wills, and diary entries — which allow for a detailed
reconstruction of her personal life. Through the critical analysis of these sources, | examine the
roles of early modern noblewomen both through the lens of traditional categories of social
history — such as family and marital roles, property ownership and estate management,
political influence, or social representation — and from the perspective of individual agency
and everyday decision-making.

Kata Bornemisza’s correspondence and the documents preserved in connection with
her offer insights into her personal life while also shedding light on the legal struggles and
spheres of action available to noblewomen in the seventeenth century. Special attention is given

to her economic activities, as the autonomy she exercised in these domains vividly illustrates



the kinds of opportunities available to noblewomen in maintaining and developing their estates.
Through her example, | aim to investigate, from an interdisciplinary perspective, the avenues
of agency available to premodern aristocratic women, thereby contributing to new directions
in seventeenth-century social history research.

| paid particular attention to the analysis of the relationship networks of noblewomen,
as kinship ties and social connections played a key role not only on a personal level, but also
in political and economic affirmation. In this context, | also sought to understand how Kata
Bornemisza — as a member of a prominent noble family — related to the princely court and
to the political elite of Transylvania.

The dissertation is structured in three main chapters, which trace the different stages of
Kata Bornemisza’s life. The period under examination spans four decades, from 1656 to 1685.
The first chapter addresses her youth, a phase during which she had already gone through two
marriages and was living through her second widowhood, surrounded by a close-knit circle of
female support provided by her sisters. Familial cohesion played a decisive role in preserving
the family's properties and wealth in the late 1650s, despite the destruction caused by Ottoman-
Tatar incursions. During this period, both Kata and her two sisters faced considerable
challenges: Kata and Zsuzsanna, as widows, were striving to secure the future of their
respective families, while Anna’s husband was held captive in Crimea by the Tatars, prompting
the entire family to mobilize all available resources in an effort to obtain his release.

The second chapter presents Kata Bornemisza in her roles as wife and mother — a stage
of her life in which, having reached adulthood, she was required to face the challenges of
everyday existence. During this period, in addition to kinship ties, friendships also began to
take shape, significantly influencing her daily life. The chapter includes a data-rich case study
that examines the relationship between the couples Banffy—Bornemisza and Teleki—Veér,
identifying similarities in marital dynamics, everyday life, parental involvement, and the modes
of interaction between these two noble families. Special attention is given to the friendship
between Kata Bornemisza and Judit VVeér, which highlights the importance of emotional and
support networks among noblewomen.

The third chapter focuses on Kata Bornemisza’s widowhood, during which she
assumed the role of head of the family. By this time, her son had reached the age of majority
and started his own family, while she — as a grandmother, a capable estate manager, and a
woman with firm determination in defending her interests — managed her affairs with

confidence. This phase of her life brings into sharper focus the side of her personality marked



by perseverance, as she strove relentlessly to recover a significant portion of the Banffy estate
that had previously been lost.

Throughout her life, Kata Bornemisza had to constantly navigate between different
family models: in her relationship with her sisters, she cultivated an egalitarian alliance —
following a horizontal and symmetrical family pattern — while in her marriages she operated,
as per the norms of the time, within a more hierarchical framework. In her third marriage,
however, this relationship of subordination was less pronounced: Dénes Banffy often sought
her opinion, and Kata, as a wife, not only adapted to her husband’s decisions but also actively
participated in the management of family affairs, whether they concerned economic matters or
political issues that formally belonged to her husband’s sphere of authority.

After 1674, she assumed the role of head of the household: until her son came of age
and married, Kata stood at the top of the family hierarchy and managed the household’s affairs
with authority. Nevertheless, her sphere of agency was not always equally broad: there were
moments when she was able to assertively shape her own destiny and that of her family —
consolidating her material position and contributing to community life by founding churches
— but there were also periods when her possibilities were drastically limited, especially
following her husband’s political downfall.

Kata Bornemisza’s story is also one of transcending the limitations imposed by her own
time. She was an exceptional figure in that she engaged in domains that typically fell outside
the scope of noblewomen’s traditional roles. In a world where women’s duties were often
confined to family, household, and estate management, she achieved far more. Her economic
acumen stood out among her contemporaries: she followed developments in the land market,
understood the importance of long-term investment, and even took part in the trade of live
animals — an activity that could generate significant income.

She was in direct proximity to political events. Her sister, Anna Bornemisza, as Princess
of Transylvania, was one of the most influential women in the country, and Kata, through this
sisterly connection, had unmediated access to the political life of the time. This closeness,
however, while advantageous in many ways, also carried serious risks. The most dramatic
event of her life was the execution of her husband, Dénes Banffy — an episode that, beyond
the deep personal loss, endangered her material security and social standing. Very few
noblewomen of the time could say that their husband had been convicted and executed for high
treason, an event that turned their family into a victim of political power struggles. Even so,
Kata did not collapse. She managed to preserve the family's status, and the Banffy lineage

continued to be influential within the world of Transylvanian nobility.



At the same time, Kata Bornemisza’s daily life resembled, in many respects, that of her
contemporaries: she lived her existence within the family sphere, surrounded by her child and
relatives, and, as was typical, she bore direct responsibility for the management of the
household, estates, and everyday affairs. Nevertheless, due to her exceptional circumstances
and remarkable personal qualities, her biographical trajectory reflects not only the fate of a
single noblewoman but, when placed within a broader context, becomes a meaningful example
for the study of noblewomen’s history in the early modern period.

Her life story is particularly valuable in that it offers access to both the microhistorical
and macrohistorical processes of the seventeenth century. On the one hand, her individual path
illuminates the opportunities, struggles, and decision-making mechanisms available to
noblewomen; on the other hand, through her relationships and actions, we gain insight into the
internal workings of the political and social structures of early modern Transylvania.

It is not possible to fully grasp all the decision-making processes that lay behind her
choices. Due to discontinuities and gaps in the surviving sources, we are at times compelled to
formulate hypotheses — especially since the reality was undoubtedly far more complex. What
is certain, however, is that the life of Kata Bornemisza can be considered one of the most
compelling examples of early modern noblewomen’s history. Her path was marked by dramatic
turning points and moments of vulnerability, yet she was never passive. Her life did not consist
of resigned acceptance but of determined action, guided by will and foresight.

This research, beyond enabling the exploration of an exceptional female life story, has
also led to the formulation of key historiographical questions essential for a deeper
understanding of the social structure, power relations, and emotional world of the
Transylvanian nobility in the premodern period. One of the most important conclusions of the
dissertation is that the study of noblewomen’s history is not merely a restorative scholarly
endeavor, but a necessary condition for interpreting the social history of the period in a more
complex and nuanced manner.

As | delved further into these historical interconnections, it became increasingly clear
that Kata Bornemisza’s story is not an isolated case, but part of a multi-voiced family narrative
in which well-known names appear, such as Banffy, Teleki, Apafi, Szentpali, Wass, Kemény,
and, of course, Bornemisza. From epistolary fragments and official documents, a mosaic
gradually emerged — a seventeenth-century Transylvanian noble social network in which
kinship, friendship, and political alliances shaped the sphere of action and the weight of

decision-making for historical actors.



This deep embedding in social networks also highlighted a significant historiographical
gap: for a long time, the figure of the noblewoman remained overshadowed by the history of
her husband. While the political career of Dénes Banffy has been documented in numerous
studies and monographs since the nineteenth century — including works by Sandor Szilagyi
and Ferenc Zsinka — the historical role of his wife has remained unjustly marginal. Yet the
preserved sources clearly attest that her life trajectory, decisions, and social presence cannot be
considered mere appendices to her husband’s biography, but demand an autonomous and
distinct interpretative framework.

It is not my intention to claim that this doctoral dissertation offers definitive answers to
all the questions it raises. From the outset, the research was not aimed at reconstructing a
complete biography, but rather at applying a thematic approach focused on the life trajectory
of Kata Bornemisza. The objective was to examine the various social roles and life contexts in
which she acted — as sister, wife, mother, widow, patron, estate manager, political actor,
confidante, grandmother, and more — and, based on these positions, to formulate questions
that go beyond the individual fate and contribute to a better understanding of seventeenth-
century Transylvanian nobility, particularly noblewomen.

It is my hope that this doctoral dissertation will contribute to the well-deserved
recognition of Kata Bornemisza within the history of the female elite in Transylvania, while
also encouraging further research into the social roles of noblewomen in the broader context of
premodern social history. The richness of detail offered by the analyzed documentary material
not only sheds light on a remarkable life path but also allows for a more vivid and nuanced
understanding of the entire era. At the same time, it is evident that this research does not
represent a finished process, but one that remains open to continuation and development.

Even at this stage, it has been possible to reconstruct a rich and multifaceted portrait;
however, the potential of the archival sources is far from exhausted. It is possible that
previously unknown documents will emerge in the future, or that certain details, treated here
as secondary, may become starting points for other investigations. In this sense, the dissertation
should not be seen as an endpoint, but rather as a stage — a point of departure which, through
its observations, interpretations, and methodological approaches, seeks to contribute to a more

layered and interconnected reading of seventeenth-century women’s biographies.
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