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​The Bone of Empires: A History of the Sieges of Buda

For seven centuries, the limestone plateau of Buda Castle above the Danube has been the most contested piece of ground in central Europe. From Béla IV's construction of the first fortifications in the aftermath of the 1241 Mongol invasion, through the Ottoman occupation of 1541, the three failed Habsburg sieges of the Long Turkish War, the Holy League's seventy-six-day campaign of 1686, the Hungarian revolutionary storm of 1849, and the catastrophic Soviet-German siege of 1944 to 1945, the hill above the Danube crossing has been the place where the argument about who owns the centre of Europe has been made most directly, most violently, and most consequentially.

The Bone of Empires traces this extraordinary military and political history in full, examining not only the sieges themselves, their logistics, their tactics, their commanders, and their human cost, but the deeper questions they illuminate: about the relationship between geography and power, about the use of the fortress as political symbol, about the persecution of civilian communities in the aftermath of military victory, and about the contested memorial landscape of a contemporary city still arguing, in monuments and counter-monuments, about what its layered and violent past means for its present. A comprehensive, narrative history of one of the great strategic fortresses of European civilisation.
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​Chapter 1: The Hill Above the River, Geography, Geology, and the Logic of Castle Hill
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There is a moment, arriving in Budapest from the east, when the city announces itself not through the accumulation of its streets and squares but through a single geological fact. The traveller crossing the Pannonian plain, that immense, flat, almost featureless expanse of central Europe, where the horizon sits low and the sky is enormous and the land offers no particular reason to stop in one place rather than another, arrives suddenly at the Danube, and on the far bank, rising from the water with an abruptness that feels less like landscape than like argument, the limestone plateau of Castle Hill stands against the sky. It is not a dramatic height in absolute terms. The plateau reaches perhaps sixty metres above the river, and the hills around Vienna are taller, and the mountains of Transylvania are taller still. But in the context of the plain that surrounds it, that endless, indifferent flatness, the hill is a revelation. It is the only thing for miles in any direction that insists on itself. And it has been insisting on itself, in one form or another, for the better part of three thousand years.

This book is the history of what happened on that hill and before its walls: a history of sieges, of empires contending for a piece of high ground above a river, of men dying in the attempt to take or to hold a position that every general who ever looked at it immediately recognised as the master key of central Europe. To understand why the hill was worth dying for, worth dying for repeatedly, across seven centuries, in every season and in every variety of weather, under the flags of Árpád kings and Habsburg archdukes and Ottoman sultans and revolutionary generals and Wehrmacht divisions, it is necessary first to understand the hill itself: its geology, its topography, the underground world beneath its surface, and the peculiar geographical logic that made it simultaneously one of the most strategically valuable and one of the most naturally defensible positions in the entire middle Danube basin.

Begin with the river.

​The Danube at the Centre of the World

The Danube is the second longest river in Europe and the first in terms of its political and cultural significance. It rises in the Black Forest of southwestern Germany and flows nearly three thousand kilometres to the Black Sea, passing through or forming the borders of ten modern states and draining a basin that encompasses much of the European landmass south of the great northern plain. In the medieval and early modern period, it was the arterial highway of central Europe: the route along which armies marched and merchants traded and pilgrims travelled and ideas moved from one civilisation to another. The cities that rose along its banks, Regensburg, Vienna, Bratislava, Budapest, Belgrade, were not simply river towns. They were nodes in a system of connectivity that made the Danube, in the fullest sense, the spine of European civilisation between the Rhine and the Black Sea.

But the Danube is also a barrier. A river nearly three hundred metres wide at Buda, running cold and strong between two fundamentally different landscapes, is not easily crossed. In the pre-industrial era, the crossing of a major river was always a significant military event: an army in the act of crossing was at its most vulnerable, strung out across pontoon bridges or shallow fords, unable to concentrate force, exposed to attack from the far bank. Whoever controlled the crossing points controlled the movement of armies, and in central Europe, where the Danube separated the western and eastern halves of the continent with reasonable thoroughness, the crossing points were among the most strategically valuable real estate on the map.

At Buda, the river makes what geographers call the Danube Bend: a dramatic shift in direction as the river, flowing south from the Carpathian basin, is deflected westward by a resistant block of older geological material before turning south again toward Belgrade and the Black Sea. It is at this bend that the river narrows and where the crossing has been most practical since the earliest human settlement of the region. It is here, at the natural crossing point of the middle Danube, that the hill stands.

The coincidence, the natural defensive position coinciding with the natural crossing point, is not, of course, a coincidence at all. The hill stands where it does because of the same geological processes that created the ford: the resistant limestone block that deflected the river also produced the elevated plateau above the western bank. Geography is not random, and the relationship between the crossing and the height is structural, not accidental. For any power wishing to control the Danube crossing at this point, the hill was not merely an asset, it was a necessity. An army that held the crossing without holding the height above it could be shelled from above, its pontoons destroyed, its crossing denied. An army that held the height without controlling the crossing was simply sitting on a hill. The two went together, and together they defined the strategic logic of Buda for seven centuries.

​The Limestone Plateau and Its Geological Character

Castle Hill is a remnant of the older geological landscape that once underlaid much of the Pannonian basin before the great subsidence that created the flat plain. It is composed primarily of dolomite limestone, a sedimentary rock formed from calcium magnesium carbonate, harder and more resistant to erosion than ordinary limestone, and significantly more porous. The dolomite of Castle Hill was laid down in the Triassic period, roughly 240 million years ago, when the area now occupied by central Europe lay under a shallow tropical sea. Over geological time, the sea retreated, the rock was exposed, and the softer surrounding material was eroded away by the rivers and rains of successive geological epochs, leaving the resistant dolomite block standing above the surrounding landscape.

The plateau that this geological process produced is approximately one kilometre in length from north to south and between two hundred and three hundred metres in width from east to west, a narrow, elongated platform oriented along a rough north-south axis, with the long eastern face falling steeply to the Danube and the shorter western and northern faces dropping more gradually toward the surrounding low ground. The southern end of the plateau, where the medieval palace and royal fortress were eventually sited, commands the most extensive views: from its southernmost tip, a defender standing on the walls could see across the river to the Pest plain and, in clear conditions, far beyond it to the east, while looking south along the river toward the crossing points that led toward the Balkans and, ultimately, toward Istanbul.

The plateau's defensive virtues derived from several specific features of its topography. Its height above the river, sixty metres on the steep eastern face, meant that an attacking force attempting to approach from that direction faced a nearly vertical climb under fire, a tactical impossibility in any era before helicopter assault. Its narrowness meant that it could not be invested from multiple directions simultaneously without an attacking force dividing itself, and a divided attacking force was more easily defeated in detail. Its dolomite surface resisted mining operations: the rock was too hard for the shallow sapping techniques that could undermine the walls of a fortress built on softer ground, though the deeper cave systems that the dolomite's porosity produced proved double-edged, as later chapters will demonstrate. And its commanding position over the Danube crossing meant that it could be supplied and reinforced by river even when its landward approaches were entirely blocked, a feature that would save the fortress's garrison on more than one critical occasion.

What the plateau lacked in natural strength, its builders supplied. But before examining what human hands added to the hill's natural advantages, it is worth considering how long human hands had been at work there.

​Before the Fortress: Celtic, Roman, and Early Medieval Buda

The strategic logic of Castle Hill was apparent long before the Hungarian kingdom existed. The Celtic tribes who inhabited the Pannonian basin in the centuries before the Christian era recognised the hill's defensive potential and used it as a fortified refuge, a hillfort of the type that Celtic culture scattered across much of Iron Age Europe from Anatolia to the British Isles. The specific details of Celtic occupation at Castle Hill are fragmentary, the subsequent millennia of construction and destruction have eliminated most of the direct archaeological evidence, but the general pattern of Celtic hill fortification in the Pannonian basin is well enough attested to allow a confident inference that the plateau above the Danube was not being left unused by the most strategically sophisticated culture of the pre-Roman era.

It was the Romans who first imposed systematic military architecture on the landscape of the Danube at this point, though they chose the site slightly differently from those who came after them. The great Roman military fortress of Aquincum was established not on Castle Hill itself but on the relatively flat ground just north of the plateau, where the river's bank offered better conditions for a permanent military camp of the scale the Roman legions required. Aquincum became the capital of the province of Pannonia Inferior, a city of perhaps 60,000 people at its height, protected by the legionary fortress and connected by road to the broader Roman military system that ran along the Danube from Vindobona, the future Vienna, to Singidunum, the future Belgrade. The ruins of Aquincum survive today as one of the better-preserved Roman sites in central Europe, and the amphitheatre that served its civilian population is still visible among the modern apartment buildings of the Óbuda district.

The Romans did not, for the most part, fortify Castle Hill itself; their military engineering preferred level ground where the disciplined geometry of the Roman camp could be most efficiently expressed. But they were fully aware of the plateau's defensive potential. A Roman watchtower stood on the hill during the period of active Danubian defence, part of the system of signal towers and small garrisons that reinforced the main legionary positions along the river. When the Roman military system on the Danube began to unravel in the fourth and fifth centuries, under the pressure of successive migrations of peoples from the east, Goths and Huns and Avars and finally the Magyars, the strategic logic that had drawn Roman engineers to this bend in the river did not disappear. It simply waited for the next power capable of acting upon it.

The Avars, who dominated the Pannonian basin from the sixth to the ninth centuries, maintained control of the Danube crossings by force rather than by fortification: a nomadic military culture that could project power across the plain had less use for hilltop fortresses than a settled agricultural civilisation depending on permanent defensible positions. The Carolingian destruction of the Avar khaganate in the 790s created a temporary power vacuum in the basin, and it was into this vacuum that the Magyar tribal confederation rode from the eastern steppe at the end of the ninth century, in the migration that would eventually produce the kingdom of Hungary.

The Magyars under Árpád occupied the Pannonian basin around 895 CE, establishing control over the great plain and gradually converting from a nomadic raiding culture to a settled agricultural and military power. Their relationship to Castle Hill in this early period was ambiguous: the plateau would have been an obvious site for a defensible royal residence, but the early Árpád kings maintained a more mobile court, moving between seasonal camps and emerging royal centres. The true significance of Castle Hill for the Hungarian monarchy came not from the early Árpád period but from the traumatic reckoning of 1241.

​The Mongol Proof of the Hill's Necessity

The strategic logic of Castle Hill, the argument that whoever held the height above the crossing owned the centre of Europe, was made most devastatingly and most persuasively not by a Hungarian king but by a Mongol general. In the spring of 1241, the Mongol army of Batu Khan and the brilliant general Subutai crossed the Carpathians in multiple columns and descended on the Hungarian plain. At the Battle of Mohi on the Sajó River, the Mongols destroyed the Hungarian royal army with a tactical sophistication that left virtually no effective military force between the invaders and the western edge of Europe. The subsequent Mongol sweep across Hungary killed perhaps a quarter to a third of the kingdom's population: the death toll, proportional to population, was comparable to the Black Death that would arrive a century later.

What the Mongols demonstrated, with terrible clarity, was the indefensibility of the open plain. Towns without walls were burned, populations without fortified refuges were massacred, and the Hungarian kingdom's dependence on field armies rather than fortified positions was exposed as a catastrophic strategic error. King Béla IV, who fled before the Mongol advance and spent weeks as a fugitive, racing from one Adriatic coastal refuge to another while his kingdom was systematically devastated, drew from this experience a conclusion that would define the subsequent history of the Hungarian state. When the Mongols withdrew in 1242, called back to Mongolia by the death of the Great Khan Ögedei, and Béla returned to a kingdom of ruins and mass graves, he understood with absolute clarity what had to change. The open plain needed to become a network of defensible positions, and the most important of those positions had to be the natural fortress above the Danube crossing: Castle Hill.

Béla's decision to establish his royal seat on the plateau was thus not simply a practical choice but a conceptual one: a declaration that the Hungarian monarchy would no longer rely on military mobility alone but would root itself in stone. The fortifications he commissioned in the 1240s and 1250s were the beginning of an architectural conversation with the hill that would continue for six hundred years, adding layer after layer to the plateau's natural defences until the hill had become one of the most formidable man-made positions in central Europe. That conversation was never simply about military engineering. It was always also about sovereignty, legitimacy, and the claim to own the centre of the world.

​The Cave System: The Hidden Dimension of Castle Hill

Beneath the surface of the dolomite plateau lay another world, one that would prove as important to the fortress's military history as the walls above ground. The porosity of dolomite limestone, its tendency to allow water to percolate through the rock and to dissolve the rock gradually along lines of fracture, had produced, over millions of years, an extensive natural cave system beneath Castle Hill. The caves were not exceptional by the standards of karst geology: they were not the vast caverns of the Postojna system in Slovenia or the deep cave networks of the Dordogne. But they were extensive enough, and close enough to the surface, to be of enormous practical value to the fortress's inhabitants.

Natural cave entrances had been known and used by the hill's occupants for centuries before systematic development began. In the medieval and Ottoman periods, the cave system was deliberately expanded and engineered: natural passages were widened to allow human movement, additional tunnels were cut to connect isolated chambers, cellar spaces were excavated beneath the palace buildings and the burgher houses of the town, and deep wells were sunk through the cave network to reach the water table below. By the seventeenth century, the subterranean infrastructure of Castle Hill comprised a multi-kilometre network of interconnected passages, storage chambers, and wells that constituted a complete parallel world beneath the fortress.

The military implications of this underground system were profound and intersecting. In an era when the standard response to a fortress capable of holding out against assault was to cut off its water supply, diverting streams, poisoning wells, blocking access to the river, Castle Hill's deep wells, sunk through the cave system to the water table, frustrated this tactic with geological stubbornness. The rock was too thick and the wells too deep for a besieging army to interfere with the water supply from above ground, and as long as the garrison could reach the wells, which the cave system, functioning as a bomb-proof underground corridor, guaranteed, thirst could not starve the fortress into submission as it had starved so many other defensive positions.

As artillery became progressively more powerful and more accurate during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the cave system acquired an additional function as a bomb-proof shelter. A mortar shell dropping vertically through the air and exploding on impact at the surface of Castle Hill would not penetrate to the cave network below: the dolomite rock absorbed the energy of the explosion, and the population sheltering in the caves, civilian and military alike, was protected from the effects of even intensive bombardment. The caves could not protect the walls, which were above ground and exposed to artillery fire. But they could protect the people who manned those walls and give them a place to rest, to shelter, and to survive between the moments of combat that artillery bombardment forced upon them.

The underground world of Castle Hill is not simply a curiosity or a footnote to the fortress's history. It is one of the explanations for why the fortress held as long as it did in so many separate sieges, and why the sieges of Buda so consistently defied the operational expectations of the forces investing it. A fortress whose water supply cannot be interdicted and whose population can shelter from bombardment is a fundamentally different military problem from a fortress that lacks these advantages, and the cave system was as much a part of the defensive architecture of Castle Hill as the walls and bastions above ground.

​The River as Highway and Barrier

Return, once more, to the Danube: to the thing that made the hill worth fighting over and that also made it possible to fight over for so long.

In the medieval and early modern periods, the river was simultaneously the principal route of strategic movement in central Europe and the principal obstacle to that movement. An army marching from Vienna toward the Balkans, or from the Balkans toward Vienna, had to cross the Danube somewhere, and the crossing at Buda was the most practical point on the middle river. The alternatives existed but were inferior: fords upstream were shallow and exposed, pontoon bridges downstream were vulnerable to river currents and flooding. Buda commanded the crossing that mattered, and commanding the crossing meant controlling the strategic movement of armies and supplies across the entire middle section of the river.

For this reason, every major power that sought to operate in central Europe was drawn inexorably toward Buda. The Hungarian kings who made it their capital were not simply choosing a pleasant location for a palace. They were placing themselves at the single most important point of transit in their kingdom. The Ottoman sultans who eventually seized the city were not simply acquiring another provincial centre. They were taking possession of the key that unlocked the door to western Europe: as long as the Ottomans held Buda, they held the crossing, and as long as they held the crossing, any further Ottoman advance toward Vienna and the Rhine had a secure logistical base. The Habsburgs who spent more than a century and a half trying to retake it were not simply pursuing dynastic prestige. They were attempting to close the door: to push the Ottoman logistical network back south of the Danube and restore the river to its function as a barrier rather than a highway for Ottoman power.

The river also shaped the military operations that determined the city's fate. An army investing Buda from the landward side was always aware of the Danube at its back, and the possibility of using the river to supply or reinforce the garrison, or, conversely, the possibility that a relief force approaching from the south could use the river corridor to strike the besieging army's flank, was a constant factor in the operational planning of every major siege the city experienced. The battles of 1541, of 1602, and of 1686 were all shaped in specific tactical ways by the presence of the river: its current, its width, the positions it controlled, and the opportunities and dangers it presented to both attacker and defender.

​The Corridor Between East and West

There is a temptation, in writing the military history of a single place, to treat it as a point, a dot on the map around which armies swirl, rather than as a position within a larger system of geography and movement. Castle Hill was not a point. It was the centre of a corridor: the passage between the eastern plain and the western highlands, between the Ottoman-controlled Balkans and the Habsburg-controlled western Europe, between the world that faced Istanbul and the world that faced Vienna. That corridor ran north to south along the Danube and east to west across the Pannonian plain, and it intersected at the hill above the river.

The corridor determined not only why the hill was strategic but how it was strategic in different periods. For the medieval Hungarian kingdom, the hill was the anchor of the western defence: the point from which royal authority extended eastward across the plain and from which military force could be projected to resist the incursions of eastern steppe powers. For the Ottomans, after 1541, the hill was the anchor of the northern frontier: the point from which Ottoman authority extended southward toward Istanbul and from which the garrison could resist the periodic Habsburg attempts at recovery. For the Habsburgs, through more than a century of failed attempts, the hill was the symbol of everything they had lost: not merely a fortress but the proof that the Ottoman Empire had established a permanent presence in the heart of Europe, a presence that could not be tolerated and could not yet be removed.

The corridor also shaped the experience of the sieges at a human level. Armies marching to Buda, Ottoman or Habsburg, medieval or modern, were always marching through the corridor, always subject to its seasonal rhythms, its logistical constraints, its particular vulnerabilities to weather and disease and the exhaustion of long marches across difficult terrain. The logistical framework that governed Ottoman campaigning, the inability to mobilise before spring, the dependence on grazing for the feudal cavalry, the absolute deadline of the October rains, was a function of the corridor's geography as much as of Ottoman military organisation. The Habsburg inability to sustain a siege army through the Hungarian winter was equally a function of the same geography: the plain that made movement easy in summer made it punishing in autumn and nearly impossible in winter, and the hill that was the objective of every campaign was always more easily defended in November than in July.

​The Proposition About Europe

The final thing to be said about the geography of Castle Hill, before the first stone of the medieval fortress was cut and the first garrison was posted on its walls, is that the hill was always more than a military asset. It was a statement.

In the political culture of the medieval and early modern periods, capital cities were not simply administrative centres. They were the physical embodiment of royal and imperial legitimacy: the places where the throne sat, where the crown was kept, where the law was made and the court assembled. A king without his capital was not quite a king, and a capital without its king was not quite a capital. When the Ottoman sultans took Buda in 1541, they were not simply acquiring a fortress and a river crossing. They were demonstrating, to every court in Europe, that the centre of central Europe now lay within the Ottoman order. When the Habsburgs finally recaptured it in 1686, they were not simply winning a battle. They were reasserting the proposition that the centre of Europe belonged to the western Christian civilisation whose defender the Habsburg dynasty claimed to be.

This is why the sieges of Buda were rarely simple military operations. They were always also political events, invested with symbolic meaning by the powers that prosecuted them and by the courts that observed them from a distance. The failure of a Habsburg siege was not merely a tactical setback. It was an argument that the Ottoman Empire was permanent and that the centre of Europe was irrevocably lost. The failure of an Ottoman relief was not merely a missed opportunity. It was a demonstration that the tide of empire might be turning. And the eventual recapture of the city in 1686, celebrated across Europe with a fervour that went far beyond the military significance of any single fortress, was received as the vindication of a century and a half of Christian humiliation and aspiration.

The proposition that Castle Hill embodied, the claim to own the centre of Europe, was never simply about territory. It was about civilisational identity, about the boundary between the world that faced east and the world that faced west, about the question of where Europe ended and Asia, in the cultural imagination of the early modern period, began. That the plateau of dolomite limestone above the Danube became the site on which this question was most repeatedly and most violently argued is a function of its geography: its position at the crossing of the corridor, its commanding height above the river, its natural defensibility, and the cave system beneath its surface. But it is also a function of something less tangible: the way in which geography, once it has been invested with the meaning of a contested battle and a contested sovereignty, becomes more than geography. The hill above the river was, from the moment Béla IV chose it as the seat of the Hungarian crown, a proposition about who owned the centre of the world, and it would remain that proposition, fought over, lost, recovered, occupied, sacked, rebuilt, and fought over again, for as long as empires had interests in central Europe to defend.

Every siege that followed was an argument about that proposition. And the arguments, as will be seen, were made with extraordinary violence, extraordinary tenacity, and an extraordinary disregard for human life in the service of a piece of high ground above a river.

The high ground waited, as it had always waited, for the armies to come.
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​Chapter 2: The Mongol Shadow, Béla IV, the Birth of the Fortress, and the Decision to Rebuild
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There are moments in history when a civilisation is forced to confront, in the most brutal and unambiguous terms, the inadequacy of everything it has built and believed about its own security. For the medieval kingdom of Hungary, that moment arrived in the spring of 1241, and it arrived with a speed and a violence that the kingdom's political and military leadership had no framework to comprehend. Within a matter of weeks, an army that many contemporary observers considered among the finest in central Europe was shattered beyond recovery. Within a matter of months, a kingdom that had taken three centuries to build was reduced, across vast stretches of its territory, to ash and silence. The catastrophe was so complete, the death toll so enormous, the psychological wound so deep, that its effects did not fade in a generation or even two. They shaped Hungarian strategic thinking, Hungarian architectural practice, and Hungarian political identity for the remainder of the medieval period and well beyond it. One of those effects was the fortress on the hill above the Danube. Before that fortress can be understood, the catastrophe that made it necessary must be understood first.

​The Mongol System and the Vulnerability of the Plain

The army that entered the Carpathian basin in the early months of 1241 was not simply a large force of mounted warriors from the eastern steppe. It was the instrument of the most sophisticated military system that the medieval world had produced: a force that combined the tactical mobility of nomadic cavalry culture with the strategic planning of a sedentary imperial administration, the logistical support of a continent-spanning supply network, and the operational intelligence of a reconnaissance apparatus that had been studying its targets for years before the first arrow was fired in anger. The Mongol generals, and above all the extraordinary Subutai, who had been planning the western campaign since at least 1235, knew the kingdom of Hungary in more detail than most Hungarian nobles knew it themselves. They knew its road network, its river crossings, its fortified positions, the composition and command structure of its army, and the political divisions between the Hungarian crown and the magnate class that would hamper any coordinated military response.

The campaign that Subutai designed exploited every one of these advantages simultaneously. The Mongol forces entered the Carpathian basin not through a single pass but through multiple columns advancing on different routes: Batu Khan's main force through the northeastern passes, a northern column through Poland that had already destroyed the armies of Silesia and Poland at Legnica on 9 April 1241, and a southern column through Transylvania that neutralised the defensive forces on Hungary's eastern flank. The effect was to prevent any concentration of Hungarian resistance: by the time King Béla IV understood the scale of what was descending on his kingdom, the passes were already behind the Mongol forces and the plain was open before them.

Béla's response was as capable as the situation allowed, which was not capable enough. He summoned the Hungarian nobility to a general levy, gathered the military orders and the contingents of the border peoples, and assembled a force that, by the standards of central European medieval warfare, was respectable in numbers and formidable in the quality of its heavy cavalry. The Mongol commanders were not impressed. They retreated before the advancing Hungarian army, drawing it eastward and northward across the plain toward the Sajó River, and then, in the early hours of 11 April 1241, while the Hungarian camp was still organising itself on the western bank, they struck.

​Mohi: The Destruction of an Army

The Battle of Mohi, named for the village near the confluence of the Sajó and Hernád rivers in northeastern Hungary, was one of the most complete military disasters in medieval European history. The details of the battle, reconstructed from the accounts of Roger of Torre Maggiore (who survived the subsequent Mongol occupation of Hungary and wrote a harrowing contemporary account called Carmen Miserabile) and other chroniclers, reveal a tactical masterpiece of coordination and deception. While Batu Khan's forces kept the Hungarian army occupied in a frontal engagement at the bridge over the Sajó, Subutai's corps crossed the river by a pontoon bridge constructed further south during the night and fell on the Hungarian camp from the rear. The Hungarian cavalry, confined within the tight perimeter of their wagon camp and attacked simultaneously from front and flank, had no room to deploy and no coherent response. The attempt to break out of the encirclement was initially successful, but the Mongols, following a tactic that Subutai had refined over decades of campaign experience, deliberately left one apparent line of escape open, funnelling the retreating Hungarians onto a road that became a killing ground.

The Mongol pursuit was as efficient as the battle itself. Roger of Torre Maggiore described the road away from Mohi as lined for miles with the bodies of Hungarian knights and foot soldiers, cut down as they fled. Among the dead were Archbishop Ugrin of Kalocsa, Bishop Mátyás of Esztergom, and a significant portion of the Hungarian ecclesiastical and noble leadership that had assembled for the campaign. King Béla himself survived only because his personal guard held off the Mongol pursuers long enough for him to reach the cover of the Carpathian foothills to the north, and even then his flight was a desperate and undignified scramble: the king of Hungary, pursued across his own kingdom by Mongol light cavalry, reduced to a fugitive in his own country.

What followed the destruction of the Hungarian army at Mohi was not simply conquest in any conventional sense. The Mongol army that swept across the Hungarian plain in the summer and autumn of 1241 was not an occupying force looking to establish a new administrative order. It was a force engaged in the systematic and comprehensive destruction of the human and material resources of the kingdom: a deliberate campaign of devastation designed to eliminate Hungary as a military threat and to render the plain available for Mongol use as pasture. Towns were burned, villages were destroyed, the population was killed or captured in enormous numbers. The chronicles describe a landscape transformed: fields left unharvested, orchards cut down, churches burned, and the road network through the plain strewn with the bones of those who had tried and failed to flee.

Modern demographic estimates of the death toll from the Mongol invasion of Hungary range widely, but most historians accept that between a quarter and a third of the kingdom's population perished in the invasion and its immediate aftermath, through direct killing, famine caused by the destruction of the harvest, and the disease that followed in the wake of both. Some regions of the plain suffered losses significantly higher than this average: archaeological survey of settlement patterns in the Great Hungarian Plain suggests that many villages established before 1241 were simply never resettled, their populations gone and their sites abandoned to the grassland.

​The King on the Run

While his kingdom burned, Béla IV was running. His flight from Mohi took him first to Pressburg, the future Bratislava, and then, as it became clear that the Mongol columns were advancing faster than the frontier defences could contain them, south and west through Austria and into the coastal territories of Dalmatia. The Austrian Duke Frederick II, whose relationship with the Hungarian crown had been contentious for years, added insult to catastrophe by extorting from the fugitive king a substantial sum of silver in exchange for the hospitality of Austrian territory, a transaction that Béla IV would remember with particular bitterness when the political situation eventually allowed for the settling of accounts.

The flight through Dalmatia brought Béla to the island fortress of Trogir, on the Adriatic coast, where he and a small court in exile waited through the winter of 1241–1242 for news from the devastated kingdom. The news, when it came, was of a nature to produce the particular kind of despair that only total defeat engenders: report after report of towns destroyed, of armies routed, of the Mongol forces crossing the frozen Danube in January 1242 and advancing into the western regions of the kingdom that had so far been spared. The Mongols reached the Adriatic coast and the approaches to Trogir itself before the news arrived that changed everything: in December 1241, the Great Khan Ögedei had died in Mongolia, and by the spring of 1242, the Mongol leadership was withdrawing eastward to participate in the kurultai, the great assembly, that would determine his successor. The western campaign was suspended. Hungary was released.

The reasons for the Mongol withdrawal from Hungary in 1242 have been debated by historians ever since. The death of Ögedei and the need for Batu Khan and other senior commanders to participate in the succession process was certainly a primary factor. Some historians have argued that the marshy ground of the Adriatic coast and the fortified cities of Dalmatia presented tactical problems that the Mongol army, optimised for the open plain, was not well equipped to solve, and that the campaign had already achieved its principal strategic objectives. Others have suggested that the logistical demands of maintaining a large cavalry force in central Europe over an extended period were approaching the limits of sustainability. What is certain is that the Mongol withdrawal was not a defeat: the army that left Hungary in 1242 was intact, unbroken, and entirely capable of returning if its commanders chose to do so. Hungary survived not because it had resisted successfully but because the Mongols had other business to attend to.

Béla IV understood this perfectly. He returned to his kingdom in the knowledge that the threat had not been eliminated, only suspended, and that the fundamental strategic vulnerabilities that the Mongol campaign had exposed remained entirely unaddressed. The open plain, traversable at speed by a mobile cavalry force, offered no natural obstacles to an army prepared to move fast and strike hard. The Hungarian military system, built around the feudal levy of noble cavalry and the military orders, had proven catastrophically inadequate against an opponent who refused to observe the rules of engagement that the system was designed to handle. And the kingdom's settlement pattern, dispersed across the plain in open villages and unfortified towns, had provided the Mongol forces with an essentially unrestricted field of operation, town after town falling without any capacity to resist or to delay the advance.

The strategic lesson Béla drew from this analysis was not a subtle one. Hungary needed stone walls.

​The Architecture of Trauma

The building programme that Béla IV initiated after his return to Hungary in 1242 was one of the most ambitious and consequential construction campaigns in the history of medieval central Europe. It was driven not by aesthetic ambition or dynastic display, the motivations that produced the great cathedrals and palace complexes of the high medieval period in western Europe, but by a specific and very recent military lesson about the relationship between stone fortification and political survival. Béla's instructions to his nobility were explicit: every major settlement was to be fortified, every strategic position was to be strengthened, and the resources of the kingdom were to be directed toward the creation of a network of defensible positions that would deny any future invader the kind of free movement across the plain that the Mongols had enjoyed in 1241–1242.

The crown's own contribution to this programme was the choice of the limestone plateau above the Danube crossing as the site of the new royal seat and fortress. The choice was not, in purely symbolic terms, the most obvious one available. The traditional centre of Hungarian royal power had been at Esztergom, the ancient seat of the archbishopric and the coronation city of the Árpád dynasty, situated on a loop of the Danube some forty kilometres northwest of Castle Hill. Esztergom had its own defensive virtues: it was also positioned on elevated ground above the river, and it had centuries of association with Hungarian royal legitimacy. But Béla recognised that Esztergom's symbolic centrality was inseparable from its military vulnerability: its elevation was less commanding, its approach from the plain more accessible, and its association with the ecclesiastical establishment of the kingdom gave it a character ill-suited to the military reorientation that Béla intended.

Castle Hill offered something that Esztergom could not match: the combination of commanding height, narrow plateau, and natural cave system that made it, in the military assessment of the mid-thirteenth century, very nearly impregnable to the kind of assault that the Mongols represented. A force of mounted cavalry, however mobile and however numerous, could not simply ride up a sixty-metre cliff face under fire. The plateau was narrow enough to be defended by a garrison proportionally far smaller than the force required to invest it. And the cave network beneath the surface, already partially known and already partially used for storage, could be developed into the water supply and bomb-proof shelter system that would eventually make the fortress resistant to extended siege. Béla chose Castle Hill because the hill made a specific military argument, and he was a king whose recent personal experience had made him unusually receptive to military arguments made by geography.

​Building the New Capital

The construction of the first stone fortifications on Castle Hill began in the 1240s and continued through the following decade, drawing on the resources of the crown and the skilled labour of craftsmen recruited from across the kingdom and from the communities of German and Italian immigrants that Béla actively encouraged to settle in Hungary as part of his broader repopulation programme. The earliest fortifications were relatively simple in concept if demanding in execution: a defensive wall circuit enclosing the southern section of the plateau, where the royal residence was to be located, with towers at regular intervals to provide flanking fire against any force attempting to approach the walls.

The German and French settlers who were granted burgher rights and settled on the northern section of the plateau, in the area that would develop into the commercial town of Buda, brought with them the architectural traditions of the Rhineland and the Loire Valley: traditions of stone construction, church building, and urban planning that gave the new settlement a character notably different from the dispersed rural settlement patterns of the Hungarian plain below. The relationship between the royal fortress at the southern end of the plateau and the burgher town at the northern end created a social and political geography of Castle Hill that would persist through all subsequent centuries of occupation and reconstruction: the fortress as the seat of military and royal authority, the town as the seat of commerce and civic life, the two existing in proximity but in a relationship defined by the castle's ultimate power over the community that sheltered beneath its walls.

Below the hill and across the river, other settlements were developing in parallel. The area that would become Pest, on the flat eastern bank of the Danube, was already a trading settlement of some importance, its flatness and river access making it ideal for the market functions that the elevated plateau could accommodate only with difficulty. To the north of Castle Hill, the older settlement of Óbuda occupied the site of the Roman Aquincum, maintaining a separate identity as the older Hungarian royal seat while the new fortified city on the hill assumed the crown's primary functions. These three settlements, Buda on the hill, Pest across the river, Óbuda to the north, would exist as distinct communities for more than six centuries before the administrative unification of 1873 created the modern city of Budapest, and their relationship through that long period was always shaped by the dominant fact of the fortress: the castle on the plateau was the military reality that all other settlement in the region oriented itself around.

Béla's building programme extended beyond Castle Hill itself. The king issued a series of grants and permissions to Hungarian magnates authorising and indeed encouraging the fortification of their own estates, creating the network of stone castles that would characterise the Hungarian landscape for the rest of the medieval period. The proliferation of fortified noble seats had political costs, it created the physical infrastructure of noble independence that would complicate every subsequent Hungarian monarch's attempts to centralise royal power, but Béla appears to have considered those costs acceptable. He had watched an open kingdom be swept from one end to the other by a cavalry force in a single season. The political inconvenience of a nobility with defensible residences was a problem that could be managed. The military vulnerability of a kingdom without them could not be.

​The Return That Did Not Come

The Mongol threat that Béla had built his kingdom to resist did not materialise in the form he expected. There were Mongol raids into Hungary after 1242, incursions from the Mongol Golden Horde that controlled the steppes to the east and north, but no repetition of the full-scale invasion of 1241. The reasons for this were partly logistical and political, connected to the internal dynamics of the Mongol Empire after the death of Ögedei and the subsequent succession struggles. But they were also partly strategic: the network of stone fortifications that Béla had constructed across Hungary presented a genuinely different military problem from the open kingdom that the 1241 campaign had traversed with such ease. A cavalry force that could sweep across an undefended plain in a season could not in the same time or with the same confidence reduce a network of stone castles, each requiring siege operations that the Mongol army was equipped to conduct but that consumed time and resources that a rapid campaign of raiding and plunder could not accommodate.

Béla's building programme worked, in other words, though not in the way its author intended. It did not prevent Mongol raids, which continued episodically through the second half of the thirteenth century. But it transformed the strategic calculus of a major Mongol invasion of Hungary from a relatively straightforward military operation into a prolonged and costly campaign for which the political and logistical circumstances were never again quite right. Whether Béla understood this or simply got lucky, whether the strategic reasoning he applied in the 1240s was truly prescient or whether subsequent events vindicated a more instinctive response to immediate trauma, is a question that the sources do not allow us to answer with confidence. What is not in question is the result.

Castle Hill was fortified, populated, and established as the seat of Hungarian royal power. It would remain so for the rest of the medieval period, through the reigns of the Angevin kings who followed the Árpád dynasty in 1301, through the reign of Sigismund of Luxembourg who transformed it into a palace of European splendour, and through the reign of Matthias Corvinus who overlaid Gothic martial architecture with the humanist aesthetics of the Italian Renaissance. The specific character of the fortress would change enormously in those two and a half centuries. Its fundamental strategic logic, the hill commanding the crossing, the walls above the caves, the garrison behind the stone, would not change at all.

​The Irony of Béla's Bequest

There is a profound irony at the heart of Béla IV's great building programme, one that became apparent only over the course of the centuries following his death in 1270. The fortress on Castle Hill that he built to resist the eastern steppe powers that had devastated his kingdom was never, in the event, seriously threatened by those powers again. The Mongols did not return in force. The later steppe peoples who penetrated the Carpathian basin, the Cumans, the Pechenegs, were absorbed rather than resisted, integrated into the Hungarian military and social system rather than confronting it as conquerors. The existential military threat that Béla's fortifications were designed to meet simply did not materialise in the form he had anticipated.

Instead, the fortress spent its history resisting entirely different adversaries. The kingdom of Hungary, trapped between the rising power of the Ottoman Empire to the south and east and the expanding ambition of the Habsburg dynasty to the west and north, became the arena in which those two great early modern empires contended for supremacy in central Europe. The armies that battered themselves against the walls of Castle Hill, the Ottoman relief forces of 1541, the Habsburg besieging armies of 1598, 1602, and 1603, the multinational force of the Holy League in 1684 and 1686, bore no resemblance whatsoever to the light cavalry of the Mongol horde. They were early modern military forces equipped with gunpowder artillery, trained in the systematic techniques of siege engineering, and capable of a sustained application of force that would have been logistically impossible for any thirteenth-century army to maintain.

The fortress that Béla built for the Mongols was adapted, generation by generation, to resist these new adversaries, the walls thickened, the towers modified, the bastions added and redesigned to accommodate the realities of gunpowder warfare. But the fundamental decision, to fortify this particular hill, to make the crossing of the Danube at Buda the seat of a stone fortress, was Béla's, and it was made in direct response to the Mongol experience. Every subsequent modification, every additional fortification, every architectural layer added by Sigismund and Matthias and the Ottoman governors and the Habsburg engineers, was built on the foundation that Béla laid. And that foundation was laid in the shadow of Mohi.

The catastrophe of 1241 was, in this sense, one of the most creative disasters in Hungarian history. It destroyed a third of the kingdom's population and left the landscape of the plain marked by abandoned settlements and unrecovered losses that persisted for generations. But it also forced the kingdom's ruler to think with unusual clarity about the relationship between geography, military architecture, and political survival. The conclusion Béla reached, that the hill above the crossing was the place that had to be held, and that it had to be held in stone, was correct, and it was a conclusion that the next six centuries of military history would validate with extraordinary regularity.

The hill that Béla chose because the Mongols had taught him to fear the open plain would become the place where the Habsburgs and the Ottomans argued, in steel and gunpowder and blood, about the ownership of central Europe. It would be the place where the Hungarian revolution of 1849 reached its most symbolically charged military moment. It would be the place where, in 1944 and 1945, two totalitarian military systems would reduce six centuries of accumulated architecture to rubble. And through all of it, through every assault and every defence, every occupation and every liberation, the dolomite rock would endure, as it had endured through the Triassic sea and the Roman legions and the Mongol tide, waiting for the next army to discover what Béla IV had understood in the wreckage of his kingdom: that whoever held the hill above the river held the argument about who owned the centre of the world.

That argument was about to become considerably more complex, and considerably more violent, than anything that the fortress's founder had imagined when he first looked up at the plateau and saw, in its geological stubbornness, the answer to his kingdom's most urgent strategic problem.
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​Chapter 3: The Gothic Palace, Angevin and Luxemburg Kings and the Making of a Royal Capital
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Power has always needed a stage. The most militarily formidable fortress in central Europe was, by itself, insufficient for the purposes of a medieval monarch: a king required not merely a position that his enemies could not take but a court that his allies would travel to, a palace whose magnificence communicated, without the need for words, that the person residing within it was a figure of consequence in the wider world. The history of Buda Castle in the century and a half between Béla IV's original fortification of the plateau and the transformative reign of Sigismund of Luxembourg is the history of a slow recognition of this truth, and of the architectural investment required to act upon it. What Béla had built was a fortress adequate to its immediate military purpose. What his successors discovered, generation by generation, was that a fortress and a palace were not the same thing, and that the plateau above the Danube, if it was to serve as the seat of a kingdom that claimed equal standing with the great powers of Latin Christendom, needed to become both simultaneously. The story of how that transformation was accomplished, and what was created in the process, is inseparable from the story of what was subsequently lost, and why the loss matters.

​The Árpád Twilight and the Angevin Arrival

The dynasty that Béla IV founded his fortress to protect did not long survive to inhabit it. The Árpád line, which had ruled Hungary since the late ninth century and produced a remarkable series of capable monarchs alongside the inevitable share of incompetents and catastrophists, came to its end with the death of Andrew III in 1301, the last male-line descendant of the dynasty that had organised the Magyar settlement of the Pannonian basin. Andrew's death without a clear direct successor opened the throne to competing claims from the royal houses of western Europe, each able to demonstrate some degree of Árpád blood through the female line and each backed by the political ambitions of different factions within the Hungarian nobility.

The outcome of the succession crisis was the installation of Charles Robert of Anjou, known to Hungarian history as Charles I, as king of Hungary, a process that was neither quick nor smooth, requiring several years of military and political pressure before the competing claimants were neutralised and Charles's position was secure. Charles was the grandson of Mary of Hungary, daughter of King Stephen V, and his claim was thus genuinely grounded in Árpád descent, however remote. But he was, culturally and politically, a product of the Angevin world: the network of French-origin royal houses that stretched from Naples through Provence to Poland and that shared a common set of cultural assumptions about royal magnificence, courtly culture, and the relationship between architectural display and political legitimacy.

Charles I's relationship with Buda Castle was characteristic of his reign as a whole: pragmatic, effective, and less interested in spectacular display than in the consolidation of the administrative and fiscal foundations of royal power. He moved the royal seat to Visegrád, a fortified position on the Danube Bend, for much of his reign, a choice that reflected both the political geography of his alliances in the first decades of his kingship and a certain ambivalence about Buda, which remained associated with the factional conflicts of the succession crisis. But he did not neglect Castle Hill. The building work that continued under his reign expanded and improved the defensive perimeter that Béla had established, and the administrative apparatus of the kingdom was gradually concentrated in the castle complex, establishing the institutional patterns that would make Buda the unambiguous political centre of the kingdom under his successors.

It was Louis I, Charles's son, who reigned from 1342 to 1382 and is remembered in Hungarian historical tradition as Louis the Great, who first began to transform Castle Hill from an administrative centre into a genuine royal residence of European ambition. Louis was a king of expansive political vision and considerable military energy: he pursued Hungarian interests in the Balkans, in Poland (of which he became king in 1370), and in the Adriatic, and he maintained a court that attracted artists, scholars, and diplomats from across Europe. His building campaigns at Buda Castle reflected this broader ambition, adding residential wings, improving the palatial spaces available for reception and ceremony, and beginning the process of architectural enrichment that would reach its fullest expression under Sigismund. Louis understood, as Charles had perhaps not quite understood, that a palace was an instrument of foreign policy: the court that foreign ambassadors visited and described in their dispatches to their masters was itself a communication about the kingdom's standing and resources, and a court that disappointed expectations communicated weakness as surely as a military defeat.

Louis's reign coincided with the height of the International Gothic style in central European architecture, and the buildings he commissioned at Buda reflected the aesthetic of that movement: the pointed arches, the elaborate stone tracery, the soaring verticality that expressed the late medieval synthesis of theological aspiration and technical virtuosity in stone. The specific details of his building campaigns at Buda are imperfectly documented, the subsequent centuries of destruction have eliminated most of the direct architectural evidence, and the surviving sources are better at recording the political events of his reign than the physical character of his residences, but the trajectory is clear: by the end of his reign, Castle Hill was a substantially more impressive place than it had been at the beginning, and the pattern of investment in royal magnificence as a political instrument was firmly established.

​Sigismund of Luxembourg and the European Capital

If Louis the Great established the ambition, it was Sigismund of Luxembourg who realised it with an energy and on a scale that transformed Castle Hill into one of the architectural wonders of late medieval Europe. Sigismund's reign as king of Hungary lasted from 1387 to 1437, fifty years of extraordinary political and military activity during which he also became Holy Roman Emperor (1433) and presided over the Council of Constance (1414–1418) that ended the Great Schism. He was, in other words, not merely the king of a middling central European kingdom but one of the central political figures of Latin Christendom in the first half of the fifteenth century, a man whose court was visited by popes and emperors and whose diplomatic correspondence touched every court in Europe. The palace on Castle Hill needed to reflect that status, and Sigismund ensured that it did.

The scale of Sigismund's building programme at Buda was, for the period and the region, astonishing. He effectively rebuilt the palace complex from the ground up, retaining elements of the existing structure where they were serviceable and replacing them wholesale where they were not, and adding entirely new wings, towers, and enclosures that dramatically expanded the footprint of the royal residence. The result, by the time of his death in 1437, was a palace complex of genuine European grandeur: a layered ensemble of Gothic halls, courtyards, towers, and residential apartments that occupied the entirety of the southern plateau and announced, to any observer approaching from the river or the plain, that the power residing on the hill was of a different order from the modest defensive works that Béla IV had commissioned two centuries earlier.

The specific elements of Sigismund's building programme that the historical and archaeological record allows us to identify with confidence include several structures of particular architectural and military significance. The Friss-palota, the "Fresh Palace," was a large residential wing providing new ceremonial and domestic spaces for the royal court: a building whose name, in Hungarian, friss means both "fresh" and "new", suggests that contemporaries experienced it as a genuine architectural innovation in the context of what had existed before. The István-torony, Stephen's Tower, was a substantial defensive structure named, in the Hungarian royal tradition, for the dynasty's founding saint, its mass and height providing both a genuine military function and a symbolic resonance with the kingdom's Christian identity. The Csonka-torony, the Broken Tower, its name acquired from some later structural damage or deliberate partial demolition whose circumstances are imperfectly recorded, served as a combined keep and treasury, the most secure internal space within the fortress complex and the last refuge of the garrison and the royal valuables in the event of a breach.

But the most militarily significant of Sigismund's additions were not the great palace wings or the named towers. They were the cortina walls: the parallel defensive barriers that ran from the edge of the plateau down the steep hillside directly to the Danube, enclosing a narrow corridor between them. The cortina walls solved a problem that any castle commander in the pre-industrial era would have recognised immediately: a fortress dependent on river access for its water supply and its communications was vulnerable to investment by a force that could reach the riverbank and establish itself between the castle walls and the water. The cortina walls made that interposition impossible. Even with a besieging army deployed around the base of Castle Hill and controlling the ground between the fortress and the river, the garrison could still move safely through the enclosed corridor to the water's edge and back, their passage protected by the parallel walls on either side. The cortina walls were not decorative. They were a direct response to the siege warfare conditions of the late medieval period, and they would prove their value in multiple subsequent sieges when the river access they guaranteed made the difference between a garrison that could hold and one that was driven by thirst to capitulate.

​The Palace as Political Theatre

The military functionality of Sigismund's building programme was entirely real, but it existed within a larger conception of the castle complex as an instrument of political display. This dual character, the building that was simultaneously fortress and stage, was not a contradiction or a compromise. It was the defining achievement of the Sigismund-era Buda, and understanding it requires stepping back from the specific architectural elements to consider the social and political life that the palace was designed to accommodate.

The court of Sigismund of Luxembourg was one of the most cosmopolitan environments in early fifteenth-century Europe. His political ambitions drew him into sustained engagement with every major power on the continent, and that engagement brought to his court a constant stream of ambassadors, princes, ecclesiastics, and scholars whose reports home shaped the European image of the Hungarian kingdom. The Council of Constance, which Sigismund organised and presided over at immense personal cost and political investment, brought together the leading figures of the Latin church in a sustained international assembly: the experience of organising that kind of event, of providing accommodation and ceremony and spectacle for hundreds of visiting dignitaries, shaped Sigismund's conception of what a royal court needed to be.

What it needed to be, above all, was convincing. The diplomatic culture of the late medieval period placed enormous weight on the physical environment of royal reception: on the quality of the halls, the elaborateness of the ceremonial spaces, the richness of the furnishings, and the sophistication of the artistic programme that decorated the walls and ceilings and courts of the palace. An ambassador received in a magnificent hall surrounded by fine stonework and painted imagery arrived at his meeting in a mental state already conditioned by the palace's implicit argument about its owner's power and civilisation. An ambassador received in a draughty, underfurnished, architecturally undistinguished space arrived in a different mental state entirely. Sigismund was a sufficiently sophisticated political operator to understand this and to act upon it with deliberate investment in architectural magnificence.

The result was a palace complex that served simultaneously as a military command centre and a setting for the elaborate rituals of late medieval court culture: the great feasts, the tournaments, the diplomatic receptions, and the ceremonial occasions that structured the life of a European royal court. The palace courtyards were laid out to accommodate processions and tournaments. The great hall provided the ceremonial space for formal banquets and receptions. The royal apartments provided the graduated sequence of spaces, from public reception rooms through progressively more private chambers to the innermost royal sanctum, that the elaborate choreography of late medieval royal access required. And throughout, the stonework was decorated with a programme of carved ornament that demonstrated the participation of the Hungarian court in the international artistic culture of the Gothic period.

​The Stones Beneath the Forecourt

The proof of what Sigismund created, and of what was subsequently lost, came to light not in any surviving medieval source but in the mud of a construction excavation in the autumn of 1974. László Zolnay was a Hungarian art historian and archaeologist who had spent much of his career working in the difficult conditions that the communist-era management of the Buda Castle complex imposed on scholarly investigation: the palace had been rebuilt after the Second World War in ways that were not always sympathetic to its archaeological remains, and the political pressures on cultural institutions in Hungary in the 1950s and 1960s had not encouraged the kind of systematic archaeological investigation that the site deserved. When work began on reconstruction in the Northern Forecourt of the medieval palace, Zolnay was present to supervise the archaeological monitoring of the excavation.

What the excavation revealed exceeded any reasonable expectation. In the deposits beneath the forecourt, mixed with construction rubble and accumulated debris from centuries of building activity and destruction, Zolnay's team found several hundred carved stone fragments: architectural elements, decorative pieces, and, most extraordinarily, the components of multiple sculptural programmes that had once been displayed in the public spaces of the Sigismund-era palace. When these fragments were catalogued, cleaned, and studied, they proved to be the surviving remnants of at least sixty distinct figural sculptures, statues of knights, courtiers, ecclesiastics, and allegorical figures that had once stood in the halls and courtyards of the palace, representing the human world of Sigismund's court in stone.

The quality of the carving was remarkable. The figures were executed in the International Gothic style at its most refined: the soft drapery, the individualised faces, the elegant poses that characterised the best European sculpture of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. They were not provincial imitations of western European models but full participants in the international artistic conversation of their moment, comparable in quality to the best contemporary work from Burgundy, Bohemia, or the Rhine Valley. They demonstrated, beyond any archival evidence could have established, that the court of Sigismund at Buda was a genuine centre of artistic production, not a peripheral consumer of secondhand cultural imports but an active contributor to the pan-European culture of late Gothic aristocratic magnificence.

How had they ended up buried in the forecourt? The archaeological context suggested that the fragments had been deposited during or shortly after the period of Ottoman conquest and early occupation: the palace buildings of the Sigismund era were damaged or destroyed in the sieges and the subsequent transformation of the complex for Ottoman use, and the carved fragments, too numerous and too heavy to be systematically removed, too artistically alien to the Ottoman aesthetic to be preserved as decorative elements, were simply buried under new construction and accumulated debris. Some of the fragments showed evidence of burning, suggesting that the buildings that contained them had been fired. Others showed the clean breaks of deliberate demolition. Together, they constituted a buried record of a cultural moment that subsequent history had very nearly erased completely.

Zolnay's discovery transformed the scholarly understanding of the Sigismund-era palace and, more broadly, of the cultural history of the Hungarian court in the late medieval period. But it also had a more immediate and more melancholy significance. The sculptures in the Northern Forecourt were all that remained of an artistic programme that had once decorated a palace complex of European consequence. The rest, the painted halls, the carved altarpieces, the illuminated manuscripts, the textiles and metalwork and precious objects that had furnished the apartments of a monarch who was also Holy Roman Emperor, was gone. The subsequent history of the palace had seen to that with thoroughness.

​The Architecture of Authority: Form and Function Combined

To understand the full character of what Sigismund built, it is necessary to step back from individual buildings and individual artistic programmes and consider the palace complex as a unified spatial experience: the way in which it managed the movement of bodies through space, the controlled progression from public to private, from accessible to guarded, from the world of ceremony to the world of power.

The approach to the palace complex from the town, the burgher settlement on the northern section of the plateau, was itself architecturally staged. The visitor moved through the town's streets, past the churches and guild halls and patrician houses of the Buda bourgeoisie, and arrived at the outer gates of the palace precincts through a sequence of controlled transitions: each gate a filter, each forecourt a pause, each successive threshold a reminder that the space being entered was of greater significance than the one being left. This graduated approach was not merely aesthetic. It was functional: it allowed the palace administration to control access at multiple points, to separate different categories of visitor, ambassadors from petitioners, magnates from merchants, honoured guests from suspected threats, and to maintain the physical security of the inner complex while presenting an appropriately magnificent face to those whose business brought them to the outer courts.

Within the palace complex itself, the great courtyard served as the primary space of ceremonial public life. It was here that tournaments were held, that formal processions were organised, that the visual spectacle of royal power was most directly displayed. The great hall opened off the courtyard, its interior providing the space for formal banquets and receptions: a room scaled not for the comfort of its occupants but for the impression it made on those entering it for the first time, when the height of the vaulted ceiling and the extent of the floor and the elaboration of the carved stonework combined to produce the calculated sensation of entering a space whose proportions exceeded anything in ordinary human experience.

The towers, Stephen's Tower, the Broken Tower, and the others whose names are less clearly preserved in the historical record, rose above this complex of halls and courtyards to provide both military observation and symbolic verticality. The tower was the signature architectural element of medieval military architecture, and its meaning was legible to any medieval observer: it signified defence, permanence, and the willingness to fight for what was contained within its walls. A palace without towers was a residence. A palace with towers was a declaration. The towers of Sigismund's Buda declared, to any approaching army, that the kingdom of Hungary intended to defend its centre and that the man who sat on its throne was prepared to do the things that kings were expected to do: to rule, to dispense justice, to wage war, and to resist those who challenged his sovereignty by force.

The cortina walls, running down the hillside to the river, were the element of Sigismund's programme most directly determined by purely military calculation, and they were also the element most easily misread by the tourist or the casual student of the castle's history. Seen from the river, they appear as simply another element of the fortress's wall system, parallel barriers of stone descending the hillside in a way that has an almost aesthetic regularity. Understood militarily, they are something much more specific: the recognition, built in stone, that a fortress in the pre-industrial era could be defeated by thirst as surely as by assault, and that the access to water that the Danube provided was a strategic asset too valuable to leave exposed to interdiction. The cortina walls are the most direct expression in Sigismund's entire building programme of the lesson that the plateau's history had taught and that every subsequent commander who held or besieged the castle would have reason to remember.

​Buda and the European Court System

The significance of what Sigismund built at Buda was not confined to the Hungarian kingdom. In the broader context of European political culture in the first half of the fifteenth century, Buda under Sigismund occupied a position that is easy to underestimate from the perspective of subsequent history. The trauma of the Ottoman advance, the disasters of the sixteenth century, and the subsequent reduction of Hungary to a contested frontier zone have retrospectively diminished the status that the city held at its height, making it appear as a peripheral curiosity rather than what it actually was: one of the great capitals of Latin Christendom in the period between the end of the Avignon papacy and the beginning of the Italian Renaissance.

The foreign visitors who came to Buda in Sigismund's reign were not making a journey to the margins of European civilisation. They were visiting a court that could legitimately claim comparison with those of Burgundy, Bohemia, and France: a court with a sophisticated ceremonial culture, a developed artistic patronage programme, and a political network that stretched from the Atlantic to the Black Sea. The ambassadors who reported back to their masters on what they had seen at Buda described, in the aggregate, a city and a court that commanded respect, and their reports contributed to the European image of Hungary as a kingdom capable of playing a significant role in the great political questions of the age.

That image was not simply a matter of reputation or propaganda. It had practical political consequences. Hungary's ability to recruit allies, to attract military assistance in its conflicts with the Ottomans, and to maintain its position in the complex diplomatic calculations of the late medieval period depended in part on the impression that the Hungarian court made on the European political community. A court that could not maintain the architectural and ceremonial standards expected of a major European monarchy was a court whose voice in that community carried less weight than it would otherwise. Sigismund understood this, and his investment in the physical magnificence of Buda Castle was an investment in Hungary's diplomatic standing as much as in its military capability.

The irony, and it is a peculiarly sharp irony, given what followed, is that the moment of Buda's greatest cultural achievement coincided almost precisely with the moment at which the Ottoman threat to the kingdom's survival was becoming impossible to ignore. Sigismund's reign was not only the period of the palace's transformation into a European capital. It was also the period of the Battle of Nicopolis (1396), in which a Hungarian-led crusading army was destroyed by Sultan Bayezid I at the Danube crossing in Bulgaria, and of the sustained Ottoman pressure on the southern frontiers of the kingdom that would eventually produce the catastrophe of Mohács. Sigismund himself was present at Nicopolis and narrowly escaped capture, fleeing by boat down the Danube, a trajectory that, in its desperate southward-turning flight from Ottoman power, anticipated the experiences of the Hungarian royal family for the next century and a half.

The palace that Sigismund was building on the hill above the Danube was thus being constructed against a backdrop of intensifying military threat that its architectural magnificence simultaneously concealed and defied: concealed, because the splendour of the court culture projected an image of stability and power that the kingdom's military situation was beginning to undermine; defied, because the commitment of resources and energy to the creation of a great palace was itself an assertion that Hungary intended to survive and to remain what it was. Every carved stone fragment in the Northern Forecourt, every decorated capital and figured relief that Zolnay's excavation recovered from the rubble of five centuries, was an expression of that defiance, the defiance of a culture insisting on its own worth and beauty in the face of an advancing darkness.

​What the Excavation Taught

Return, once more, to the mud of 1974, and to László Zolnay's extraordinary find. The significance of the Northern Forecourt excavation was not simply archaeological, though it was certainly that, providing evidence of exceptional quality and quantity for the artistic culture of the Sigismund-era court. It was also, and perhaps more profoundly, a lesson in the relationship between creation and destruction, between the long effort required to build a civilisation and the relative ease with which that civilisation can be physically erased.

The sculptures recovered from the forecourt had been created with enormous care and skill over a period of years, probably decades: they represented the work of a sustained programme of artistic patronage and architectural embellishment that drew on the best available talent in the international Gothic tradition. They had stood in the halls and courtyards of the palace for perhaps half a century before the events of the mid-sixteenth century, the Ottoman conquests, the sieges, the transformation of the palace complex for entirely different administrative and military purposes, consigned them to the rubble of a building site. From that rubble they had lain, unnoticed and unimagined, for more than four centuries, until the accident of a construction project brought them to light.

The excavation taught, or should have taught, a specific kind of historical humility: the recognition that the physical record of the past is radically incomplete, that the things which survive to the present are a tiny and unrepresentative sample of what once existed, and that the absence of evidence for the cultural richness of a particular period or place is not evidence of the absence of that richness. The world of the Sigismund court at Buda was as real as anything that survives in the better-documented histories of the Burgundian court or the Florentine republic; it simply left fewer physical traces, because the violence that Buda subsequently endured was more thorough in its destruction than the violence that visited Dijon or Florence.

This matters for the history of the sieges because it shapes the moral weight of what is at stake in each of the military encounters that the subsequent chapters describe. A siege is not only a military event. It is a cultural event, an act of violence directed not only at the soldiers defending a position but at the entire civilisation that the position embodies. When the armies of the Habsburg emperor, or the Ottoman sultan, or the Holy League, or the Wehrmacht besieged the hill above the Danube, they were not only trying to kill the soldiers on the walls. They were participating in a process of destruction, sometimes deliberate, always inevitable, that consumed the physical record of the human past and replaced it with something different: rubble, then reconstruction, then new layers of meaning over old layers of loss.

The sculptures in the Northern Forecourt are, in this sense, the most honest document in the entire history of Buda Castle: more honest than the chronicles, which were written to serve specific political purposes; more honest than the surviving architectural fragments, which were preserved by accident or by the choices of subsequent builders; more honest even than the Ottoman and Habsburg administrative records, which tell us what their authors wanted us to know. They are the record of what was created and what was lost, preserved not by any human intention but by the simple geological accident of being buried deep enough to survive the destruction above them.

​The Stage Set for the Renaissance

The final thing to be said about the Gothic palace on Castle Hill, the palace that Béla IV's heirs built into European consequence and that Sigismund of Luxembourg transformed into a genuine political and cultural landmark, is that it provided the foundation, both literally and figuratively, on which the next chapter of the fortress's cultural history would be written. The buildings that Matthias Corvinus would commission in the second half of the fifteenth century, the Italian loggias, the humanist library, the Renaissance courtyard that would make Buda one of the first great centres of Renaissance culture north of the Alps, were built on, around, and among the structures that Sigismund had created. The Gothic and the Renaissance would coexist on Castle Hill in the way that successive architectural periods always coexist in a living city: not as a clean replacement of one by the other but as a layered accumulation, each generation adding its own language to the conversation that the stones were having with time.

The conversation was not to last much longer. The disaster of Mohács in 1526 and the Ottoman conquest of Buda in 1541 would end it with a violence and a finality that no contemporary could have anticipated at the height of the Sigismund palace's magnificence. But the conversation had been real, and its substance had been extraordinary, and the knowledge of what it contained, recovered, fragment by fragment, from the mud of a forecourt excavation, makes the subsequent chapters of the city's history legible in a way they would not be if Buda were simply a military asset whose only significance was strategic.

The hill mattered because of what was built on it. The sieges mattered because of what was destroyed in the building. And what was built, what the carved figures of Zolnay's excavation represent, what the cortina walls and the Stephen's Tower and the Friss-palota expressed in stone, was the proposition that civilisation was worth defending, even when the armies at the gate were too powerful to be turned away.

That proposition was about to face its most severe test, and the man who would bring it was advancing from the south with the largest army that central Europe had seen in living memory.
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​Chapter 4: The Renaissance Fortress, Matthias Corvinus and the Last Golden Age
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There are figures in history who seem, in retrospect, to have been placed at a particular moment and a particular place with a deliberateness that mere chance cannot entirely explain: individuals whose personal qualities happen to coincide so precisely with the needs of their era that the relationship between the person and the time appears almost designed. Matthias Corvinus, who became king of Hungary in 1458 at the age of fourteen and ruled until his death in 1490, was such a figure, and also, in a way that only retrospect can fully appreciate, a figure whose very completeness made the inadequacy of his successors more catastrophic than it would otherwise have been. He was the right king for Hungary at the wrong moment in history: a monarch of exceptional military, political, and cultural gifts who arrived just in time to demonstrate what the kingdom could be at its best, and whose death left it exposed, without the institutions or the leadership that might have allowed it to survive what was coming. To understand the last golden age of Buda Castle, it is necessary to understand the man who created it, and to understand him requires holding simultaneously in mind the two worlds he inhabited with such apparent ease: the world of the soldier and the world of the scholar, the world of the fortress and the world of the library, the world of steel and the world of ink.

​The Making of a King

Matthias was born in 1443, the second son of János Hunyadi, the great Hungarian military commander whose campaigns against the Ottoman Empire in the 1440s and 1450s had made him the most celebrated soldier in Christendom and the de facto ruler of Hungary for much of the decade before his death in 1456. János Hunyadi was a man of the frontier: a commander of Serbian and Romanian as well as Hungarian descent who had risen through military distinction rather than noble birth, whose career was defined by the practical necessities of resisting Ottoman expansion, and whose personal authority derived from the respect of fighting men rather than from the prestige of ancient lineage. His son Matthias inherited this martial tradition and the political networks that sustained it, but he also inherited something that János Hunyadi had never possessed and might not have valued: an intense and genuine engagement with the intellectual culture of the Italian Renaissance.

How a boy growing up in the military household of a frontier commander on the edge of the Ottoman advance acquired a passion for classical learning is not entirely clear from the surviving sources, but the influence of his tutor, the Hungarian humanist János Vitéz, was clearly decisive. Vitéz was one of the most sophisticated humanist scholars in central Europe: a man who had studied in Italy, maintained correspondence with the leading figures of Italian humanism, and brought to his role as Matthias's educator a conception of learning that went far beyond the practical military and administrative training that a Hungarian noble heir would conventionally have received. Under Vitéz's guidance, the young Matthias learned Latin to a high standard, he would later be described by contemporaries as capable of conversing fluently with Italian humanists in their own language and register, and developed a wide-ranging curiosity about classical history, philosophy, and literature that would shape his conception of kingship throughout his adult life.

The political circumstances of his accession were violent and confused. His older brother László was executed in 1457 on charges of treason, almost certainly politically motivated, and Matthias himself was imprisoned by the Habsburg King Ladislaus V. When Ladislaus died unexpectedly in November 1457, the Hungarian nobility, led by Matthias's uncle Mihály Szilágyi, secured his release and elected the fifteen-year-old to the throne. The election of a teenager from a non-royal family to the Hungarian throne was itself a remarkable statement about the political situation of the kingdom: the conventional options, Habsburg or Jagiellonian candidates with stronger dynastic credentials, were rejected in favour of a boy whose claim to the throne rested entirely on his father's reputation and his own presumed capacity to grow into the role that the crisis demanded. The presumption was vindicated, but it took years of political consolidation and military demonstration before the doubters were silenced.

The young king who rode into Buda in 1458 to take possession of his capital inherited the Gothic palace that Sigismund had built and the military situation that Sigismund's successors had failed to manage. The Ottoman Empire, under the exceptional leadership of Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople in 1453, was advancing with increasing confidence into the Balkans, pressing against the southern frontiers of the Hungarian kingdom with a strategic intent that the Hungarian political class was still struggling to comprehend. The kingdom itself was divided between magnate factions that had spent the previous decade using the weakness of royal authority to expand their own power at the crown's expense. And the financial and institutional resources available to the new king were substantially inferior to those that a monarchy with Matthias's ambitions required.

What happened in the subsequent three decades was one of the most remarkable achievements of personal kingship in the history of medieval and early modern Europe. Matthias rebuilt the financial base of the Hungarian crown through systematic tax reform, reducing the immunities of the nobility and expanding the resources available to the central administration. He created a professional standing army, the famous Black Army, that was capable of sustained military operations independent of the uncertain feudal levy that had been the traditional basis of Hungarian military power. He fought the Ottomans, the Habsburgs, and the Bohemians in a complex multi-front strategic environment, winning more than he lost and maintaining the integrity of the kingdom against pressures that would have overwhelmed a lesser ruler. And simultaneously, with a consistency of purpose that is itself remarkable, he transformed the physical and cultural character of his capital from a late medieval fortress into one of the most admired centres of Renaissance culture north of the Alps.

​The Italian Vision on the Danube

The transformation of Buda Castle under Matthias Corvinus was not a single building campaign but a sustained programme of architectural investment that continued throughout his reign, accelerating as his political position consolidated and his financial resources expanded. Its guiding principle was the deliberate introduction of Italian Renaissance aesthetics into the existing Gothic architectural framework of the palace: not the demolition and replacement of what Sigismund had built, but the addition of a new architectural language that coexisted with the old in a hybrid that contemporaries found remarkable and that later historians have struggled to categorise precisely.

The key agent of this transformation was the Florentine architectural tradition that Matthias encountered through multiple channels: through the Italian humanists he invited to his court, through the craftsmen he recruited from Florence and other Italian cities, and through his own study of the architectural treatises that circulated in humanist intellectual networks. The name of Chimenti Camicia, a Florentine master builder, appears in the sources as a significant figure in the Buda building programme, and it is likely that other Italian craftsmen whose names have not survived were also involved. The result of their work was a palace complex that Italian visitors described with genuine admiration: the loggias with their classical columns and round arches, the courtyard fountains with their sculptural programmes, the hanging gardens with their elaborate terracing down the hillside above the Danube, and the window surrounds and doorframes with their classical mouldings and carved ornament.

The most celebrated of these additions was the great marble fountain installed in the palace courtyard, an object that contemporaries described as one of the finest pieces of decorative sculpture in central Europe, with a centrepiece depicting Hercules and a surrounding programme of mythological figures in carved marble. The fountain was both a practical amenity and an aesthetic statement: it demonstrated that the court of Matthias had moved beyond the purely functional orientation of medieval fortress culture and had embraced the Renaissance ideal of beauty as a value in itself, worth the considerable expense of importing marble and the craftsmen capable of working it from Italian workshops. The choice of Hercules as the fountain's centrepiece was not accidental. Matthias identified strongly with the hero as a model of virtuous strength combined with civilised achievement, a combination that expressed, in mythological terms, the dual character he was attempting to embody in his own kingship.

The architectural programme extended beyond the palace complex itself to the chapel, which Matthias had reconstructed and redecorated in a style that mixed Gothic structural elements with Renaissance decorative details, and to the gardens that terraced the western and southern slopes of the plateau below the palace walls. These gardens were not simply pleasure grounds, though they provided that function for the court. They were, in the vocabulary of Renaissance garden design, an expression of the relationship between natural order and human cultivation: a demonstration that the power residing on the hill above was capable not only of the crude imposition of force but of the subtle art of making wild things submit to human design. The gardens of Buda Castle were described by foreign visitors as among the finest in central Europe, their terraced beds and formal plantings and water features representing an investment in beauty that said something specific about the civilisation that had created them.

What all of this meant, in the context of a kingdom under sustained military pressure from one of the most powerful empires in the world, was a deliberate and politically sophisticated statement about Hungary's place in the European order. Matthias was not building a pleasure palace as a distraction from military realities. He was building an argument: the argument that Hungary was not a frontier outpost of Latin Christendom but a full participant in its civilisation, a kingdom whose cultural achievements entitled it to the diplomatic solidarity and military support of the western European powers that might otherwise have been content to let it absorb Ottoman pressure from a comfortable distance. A court that could produce buildings, books, and works of art of the quality that Buda was producing under Matthias was a court that deserved to be taken seriously, and Matthias understood that being taken seriously was a prerequisite for the alliances and the assistance that Hungary needed to survive.

​The Bibliotheca Corviniana

The most celebrated cultural achievement of Matthias's reign, the achievement that would define his reputation in the humanist intellectual community of the fifteenth century and secure his fame in the histories written by scholars who had little interest in his military campaigns, was the library. The Bibliotheca Corviniana, the collection of manuscripts assembled in the royal apartments of Buda Castle over the course of Matthias's reign, was by any measure one of the great libraries of fifteenth-century Europe: an accumulation of perhaps two to three thousand volumes that represented the most systematic and the most expensive programme of manuscript acquisition and production in the history of the Hungarian kingdom.

The library was not assembled accidentally or through the opportunistic acquisition of whatever happened to come to hand. It was curated with the deliberate intention of creating a collection that could stand comparison with the great libraries of the Italian humanist tradition, the collections of the Medici, the papal library, the libraries of the great Italian ducal courts, and it was organised with a clarity of purpose that reflected the intellectual framework of the humanist movement. The collection was divided between classical texts, Greek and Latin authors, many of them available in recent humanist translations and critical editions, and contemporary humanist scholarship, including works produced by the Italian scholars who visited or corresponded with the Buda court. Alongside the texts were scientific works, mathematical treatises, historical chronicles, and theological writings, assembled with the breadth of interest that the humanist ideal of encyclopaedic learning demanded.

The physical character of the manuscripts was as impressive as their intellectual content. Matthias commissioned new copies of texts from the finest scriptoria in Florence and other Italian cities, and the books produced for the Corvinian library were decorated to the highest contemporary standards of manuscript illumination: the borders crowded with the classical ornamental motifs, the putti, the wreaths, the urns and candelabra, of the Florentine Renaissance style, the initials gilded and painted with the heraldic devices of the Hungarian crown, the texts written in the clear humanist script that the Italian tradition had developed as a conscious rejection of the cramped and difficult Gothic hand. Many of the surviving Corvinian manuscripts, perhaps some two hundred are known to exist today, scattered across the libraries of Europe and the United States after the dispersal that followed the Ottoman conquest, are objects of extraordinary beauty: things that demonstrate, as directly as any surviving evidence can demonstrate, the quality of the cultural production that was occurring on Castle Hill in the second half of the fifteenth century.

The paradox that the library represented, a supreme product of humanist learning assembled within the walls of a military fortress whose ultimate purpose was the organised application of violence, was not lost on the humanist scholars who wrote about it. Indeed, it was precisely this paradox that many of them celebrated, because it exemplified the Renaissance ideal of the princely virtuoso: the ruler who combined martial prowess with intellectual cultivation, who was as formidable in the library as in the field, who understood that the governance of a kingdom required not only the capacity to defeat enemies but the wisdom to understand what was worth defending and why. Matthias was compared by his humanist admirers to the great philosopher-kings of antiquity, to Marcus Aurelius, to Alexander, to the ideal ruler described in the Platonic tradition, and while these comparisons were conventional in their form, they were not entirely empty of content. Matthias was genuinely and seriously engaged with the intellectual world that his humanist court inhabited, and his library was the physical expression of that engagement.

What was being assembled in the tower rooms and vaulted apartments of Buda Castle was not a vanity project or a diplomatic prop, though it served both those functions. It was the record of a king's genuine conviction that knowledge and beauty mattered, that the cultivation of the mind was not a luxury to be afforded when the military situation permitted but a necessity to be pursued precisely because the military situation was so demanding. A king who understood what he was fighting for, who could read Thucydides on the fate of empires and Livy on the character of Roman virtue and Cicero on the nature of justice, was better equipped to fight for it than a king who was simply following the martial reflexes of his class. Whether or not this conviction was correct as a matter of political philosophy, it produced, as its most tangible result, one of the greatest libraries in the Europe of its time, and then, within a few decades of Matthias's death, that library was scattered, plundered, and largely destroyed by the same Ottoman advance that Matthias had spent his reign attempting to contain.

​The Black Army and the Architecture of Defence

If the library was the most celebrated cultural achievement of Matthias's reign, the Black Army was its most consequential military one, and the two are more closely related than they might at first appear. The creation of a professional standing army, paid in cash, trained to a consistent standard, capable of sustained operations across multiple seasons without the logistical and political complications of the feudal levy, represented the same fundamental insight applied to military affairs that the library represented applied to cultural ones: the recognition that the challenges facing the Hungarian kingdom exceeded what the traditional institutions could handle and that new instruments, built on different principles, were required.

The Black Army, its name derived, in the most commonly accepted etymology, from the black armour that distinguished its heavy cavalry, though other explanations have been proposed, was recruited from the professional military class that existed across central Europe: mercenaries, adventurers, veterans of the Italian wars, Czech and Polish and German soldiers available for hire to any employer willing to pay reliably and to keep them in the field. What Matthias provided, that most employers could not, was a financial base substantial enough to maintain a standing force of tens of thousands of men through multiple years of continuous campaigning, and a command structure capable of coordinating their operations across a complex multi-front strategic environment.

The army's tactical capabilities were the product of its professional character. Unlike a feudal levy, which assembled for a single season and then dispersed, expecting to return to its estates and its administrative obligations, the Black Army could be kept in the field indefinitely, could be trained and drilled to consistent standards, and could be deployed in the sophisticated combined-arms operations that the military theory of the late fifteenth century was developing in response to the gunpowder revolution. Matthias was himself an attentive student of military technology and theory, and the Black Army incorporated the most current thinking on the use of field artillery, the coordination of cavalry and infantry, and the engineering techniques of siege warfare. The army that fought at the siege of Jajce, at the defence of Belgrade, and in the complex campaigns against the Habsburgs and the Bohemians was not the blunt instrument of the feudal tradition but a precision tool of some sophistication.

Buda Castle's role in relation to the Black Army was both logistical and symbolic. The castle was the army's political headquarters: the place from which orders were issued, where strategic decisions were made, and where the financial and administrative apparatus that sustained the force was concentrated. The treasury in the Broken Tower held the revenues that paid the soldiers' wages, revenues derived from Matthias's tax reforms and from the systematic exploitation of the kingdom's mineral wealth, particularly the gold and silver mines of Transylvania. Without the financial management concentrated in the castle, the Black Army could not have existed, and without the Black Army, the castle would have been merely a monument to ambition rather than the seat of effective military power.

The relationship between the fortress, the treasury, and the army expressed in physical form the central insight of Matthias's reign: that military power in the late fifteenth century depended on financial resources as much as on martial virtue, and that the capacity to maintain a standing professional force required the kind of centralised administrative control over the kingdom's wealth that only a strong royal government could exercise. The castle was the physical node of that government, the place where the threads of financial administration, military command, and political authority converged, and its architectural elaboration under Matthias was not separate from its military and administrative function but integral to it. A palace that projected magnificence projected, simultaneously, the financial capacity that magnificence required, and a king who could afford to build Italian loggias and fill his library with illuminated manuscripts was a king who could also afford to pay 20,000 soldiers for as many years as the strategic situation required.

​The Campaign Record

Against this backdrop of cultural achievement and institutional construction, the military campaigns of Matthias's reign unfolded with a complexity that defies simple summary. He fought, at various points in his reign, against the Ottoman Empire, against the Habsburg Monarchy, against the Bohemian kingdom, and against the periodic rebellions of his own Hungarian nobility, managing the resulting multi-front strategic situation with a flexibility and a pragmatism that his humanist admirers chose to see as wisdom and his critics characterised as opportunism. Both characterisations contain truth.

His record against the Ottomans was creditable but not decisive. He understood, with a clarity that the western European powers frequently failed to match, that the Ottoman Empire was not an enemy that could be defeated in a single campaign or a single generation: it was a state of enormous resources and extraordinary military sophistication, capable of absorbing reverses that would have destroyed a lesser power and of learning from its tactical failures with a speed that its opponents often found disturbing. Against such an opponent, the realistic objective was not victory in any final sense but the maintenance of a defensive line that preserved the core of the Hungarian kingdom and denied the Ottomans the free movement through the Pannonian plain that would allow them to threaten the western European heartland.

Matthias achieved this objective through a combination of fortress construction, diplomacy, and carefully chosen offensive operations that kept the Ottoman frontier stabilised without overextending the resources of the Black Army. The great fortress system that he developed or reinforced along the southern frontier, the chain of strongholds that ran from the Adriatic coast through Belgrade and along the Save and Danube rivers, was one of the most thoughtful applications of late medieval defensive strategy in the European record, and it held. The Ottoman advance into the core of the Hungarian kingdom did not occur during Matthias's lifetime. It occurred in the thirty-six years after his death, when the institutions he had built were systematically dismantled by the magnate class that had always resented them.

His relationship with the Habsburgs was more complex and, in the long run, more consequential. Matthias regarded Frederick III of Habsburg as a persistent obstacle to his own political ambitions in the Holy Roman Empire and as the patron of the faction within Hungary that challenged his own legitimacy. The extended military and diplomatic conflict between Matthias and the Habsburgs consumed resources and energy that might otherwise have been directed against the Ottomans, a strategic choice that Matthias's contemporaries debated and that historians have debated ever since. The most dramatic episode of this conflict was the capture of Vienna itself: in 1485, Matthias's forces took the Habsburg capital and held it for the last five years of his reign, making Buda the seat of a king who also controlled Vienna, a situation without precedent in central European history and without successor.

The Vienna campaign demonstrated the Black Army at its most capable: the systematic siege operations, the logistical management of a sustained campaign at extended range, and the final reduction of a major fortified city through the application of professional military technique. It also demonstrated the fundamental strategic error of Matthias's later years: the investment of military energy in the western direction, against a rival power that was not an existential threat to the Hungarian kingdom, rather than in the southern direction, against the power that was. The resources consumed in taking and holding Vienna were resources not deployed against the Ottoman advance. And the political capital spent on a western policy that alienated potential allies was political capital not invested in building the coalition that Hungary would desperately need when the Ottoman pressure intensified.

Whether Matthias understood this tension and made a calculated decision to accept it, or whether he was simply following the logic of immediate opportunity without sufficient attention to the longer-term strategic picture, is a question the sources do not clearly resolve. What is certain is that his death in Vienna in 1490, at the age of forty-seven, suddenly and without a legitimate heir, left Hungary exposed in ways that became apparent with terrifying speed in the years that followed.

​The Raven King and His Kingdom

The image that contemporaries constructed of Matthias Corvinus, and that subsequent Hungarian historical tradition embraced with understandable enthusiasm, was the image of the just king: the ruler who dressed sometimes as a commoner and moved among his people to hear their grievances directly, who punished corruption and protected the weak against the powerful, who built a kingdom of order and culture in the midst of the chaos of central European politics. The raven that appeared on his heraldic devices, the corvi of the Latin Corvinus, the Hungarian Hollós, became the symbol of a reign remembered as a golden age, and the phrase that Hungarian folk tradition attributed to him, "Matthias is dead, justice is fled", captured the popular sense of what had been lost with his passing.

The tradition is not false, but it is incomplete. Matthias was also a king capable of ruthlessness, of political manipulation, and of the kind of concentrated personal power that depended too heavily on his own exceptional qualities and too little on the institutional structures that would have allowed the kingdom to function without him. The tax reforms that funded the Black Army were unpopular with the nobility and with significant sections of the peasantry, generating resentment that the king's personal authority could contain but that his successors could not. The centralisation of power that made his government effective also made it brittle: when the exceptional personality at its centre was removed, the structure lacked the institutional depth to sustain itself without him.

The scholarly culture he had nurtured at Buda was similarly personal in its dependence. The humanists who gathered at his court, Galeotto Marzio, Antonio Bonfini, Johannes Regiomontanus, and others, were there because of Matthias himself: his patronage, his intellectual engagement, his genuine participation in their world. When he died, they left. The library remained, but the living culture that had produced it and animated it dispersed to other courts and other patrons, and the building programme that had added Italian beauty to Gothic strength on the hilltop above the Danube found no continuation under the men who inherited his throne.

​The Dissolution: 1490 and Its Consequences

Matthias died in Vienna on 6 April 1490, probably of a stroke, having shown signs of declining health for several years. He left no legitimate heir, his illegitimate son János Corvinus was the obvious candidate for the throne, and Matthias had spent the last years of his reign attempting to secure the nobility's acceptance of this succession, without success. The Hungarian magnates who had resented the Black Army's cost, the tax reforms that funded it, and the personal authority of the king who enforced both saw in his death the opportunity to reverse everything he had built.

The succession that followed his death was a catastrophe managed in slow motion. The Hungarian Diet chose Vladislaus II of Bohemia, a member of the Jagiellonian dynasty who was acceptable precisely because he was expected to be weak, and who fulfilled that expectation with consistency throughout his reign. The magnates who had elected him quickly secured his agreement to dismantle the institutional infrastructure of Matthias's government: the tax system was reformed in their favour, the professional administration was weakened, and, most consequentially, the Black Army was disbanded. The soldiers were discharged and not paid, producing the predictable result: several thousand experienced, armed, and furious mercenaries who expressed their dissatisfaction with the kingdom's financial management by ravaging the Hungarian countryside before dispersing or finding employment elsewhere.

The dissolution of the Black Army was not simply a military event. It was a statement about what kind of kingdom Hungary was going to be in the years following Matthias's death: a kingdom in which the magnate class had recovered its dominance over the crown, in which the fiscal discipline required to maintain a professional standing force was no longer politically possible, and in which the southern frontier defences that Matthias had maintained through a combination of professional military power, systematic fortification, and personal strategic attention were now dependent on the uncertain feudal levy and the inadequate resources of a central government that had been deliberately weakened by the men who benefited from that weakening.

The Ottoman Empire, under Bayezid II and then under the exceptionally able Selim I, was watching. The intelligence apparatus that the Ottomans maintained about conditions in the neighbouring kingdoms was sophisticated, and the reports reaching Istanbul through the 1490s and 1500s would have described a Hungary progressively shedding the military capacity that had made it a serious opponent under Matthias and progressively concentrating the resources of the kingdom in the hands of a nobility more interested in its own privileges than in the defence of the kingdom's frontiers. The Ottoman strategic planners who began preparing the campaign that would culminate at Mohács were not operating blind. They knew what had changed in Hungary since 1490, and they adjusted their calculations accordingly.

​The Library's Fate: A Premonition

Before the chapter closes, it is worth lingering for a moment on the fate of the Bibliotheca Corviniana after Matthias's death: a fate that functions as a kind of concentrated prophecy of everything that was about to happen to the kingdom as a whole.

Under Vladislaus II, the library was neglected. The financial and institutional apparatus that Matthias had built to maintain and expand the collection, the agents in Italian cities who acquired new manuscripts, the scriptoria that produced copies, the scholars who managed the collection, ceased to function as Matthias's personal patronage network dissolved. Books were lent to foreign visitors and not returned. Others were dispersed through the informal transactions of a court that was losing the organisational coherence to track its own assets. The physical condition of the manuscripts deteriorated as the maintenance routines that a properly managed library required were no longer enforced.

When the Ottoman forces entered Buda after the victory at Mohács in 1526 and again after the definitive occupation of 1541, what remained of the library became a prize of war. Some manuscripts were carried to Istanbul, where a portion of them survived in the collections of the Ottoman imperial library, testimony to the Ottoman court's own genuine interest in books, regardless of their origin. Others were plundered by individual soldiers and scattered across a continent. Many were simply destroyed: burned in fires lit for warmth or cooking, used as packing material, lost in the chaos of an occupied city being administered by people for whom the content of illuminated Latin manuscripts was simply irrelevant.

Of the two to three thousand volumes that Matthias had assembled, fewer than two hundred and fifty are known to survive today. They exist in libraries from Vienna to Wolfenbüttel, from Istanbul to New York, each a fragment of a collection that was once one of the great intellectual resources of its age. Their dispersal is the dispersal of Matthias's kingdom in miniature: a unified thing broken into pieces by the violence of an advancing empire and by the failures of the political class that should have defended it.

The fortress that had housed the library, that had provided the physical security within which all this cultural production had been possible, would survive the library by several centuries, enduring siege after siege and reconstruction after reconstruction. But the specific world that the library represented, the world of the Corvinian court at its height, did not survive Mohács. It ended not with a dramatic military event but with the slow attrition of neglect and political failure that preceded the disaster: the magnates dismissing the soldiers, the books gathering dust, the Renaissance loggias going unrepaired, and the Ottoman army advancing northward through the Balkans with a patience and a purpose that no one in Buda seemed quite capable of taking seriously until it was too late.

​The Golden Age in Retrospect

Matthias Corvinus died in 1490 in the palace at Vienna that he had taken from the Habsburgs and that his successors would immediately surrender back to them. He was forty-seven years old. The kingdom he left behind him was, by any objective measure, stronger than the one he had inherited: better administered, more defensible, more culturally sophisticated, more recognised in the councils of Europe. Within thirty-six years of his death, it was shattered at Mohács, and the palace he had adorned with Italian marbles and filled with illuminated manuscripts was in the hands of a conquering empire whose administrative and aesthetic priorities were entirely different from his own.

The golden age that the phrase "Matthias is dead, justice is fled" commemorated was real. The buildings were real, the library was real, the Black Army was real, and the relative peace of the southern frontier during his reign, maintained against an Ottoman Empire that was simultaneously capable of destroying it, was real. These things existed, and their existence demonstrates what the kingdom of Hungary was capable of achieving when it was led with the combination of military competence, political skill, cultural ambition, and genuine intellectual engagement that Matthias brought to the enterprise of kingship.

The irony that the fortress built for Béla IV's Mongol nightmare had become, under Matthias, one of the great centres of Renaissance civilisation north of the Alps, was not lost on the humanists who wrote about it. Nor was the further irony, which only retrospect made fully visible, that the fortress's moment of greatest cultural achievement was also, in some respects, the moment of its greatest vulnerability: that the magnificence of the Corvinian palace concealed, beneath its Italian loggias and its carved marble fountains, the political and military weaknesses that would make everything it represented possible to destroy.

The hill above the Danube had been a military proposition since the day Béla IV looked up at the dolomite plateau and saw in it the answer to his kingdom's most urgent strategic need. Under Matthias, it had also become a cultural proposition: the claim that beauty and learning were not luxuries but necessities, not distractions from the business of survival but expressions of what survival was for. Both propositions would be tested in the decades that followed, tested with a severity that neither Béla nor Matthias had imagined and that the men who inherited the kingdom were entirely unequipped to meet.

What came next came from the south, and it came with an army that made the Black Army look small, and it came with a purpose that made the question of what had been worth defending painfully, permanently clear.
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​Chapter 5: Mohács and Its Aftermath, The Fracturing of Hungary
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There are battles that decide campaigns, and there are battles that decide centuries. The distinction is not always apparent in the immediate aftermath of the fighting, when the ground is still thick with the dead and the survivors are still processing the shock of what has happened. But Mohács, fought on a flat plain in southern Hungary on 29 August 1526, was understood to be of the second kind almost immediately by those who witnessed it, because the scale of what was destroyed in those two hours of fighting left no room for the comforting illusion that something might yet be recovered, that the loss might be reversed, that the kingdom might regroup and try again. The Hungarian army that had assembled on the Mohács plain was not simply defeated. It was obliterated, and with it was obliterated the political order that the Hungarian kingdom had maintained, with varying degrees of success, since the time of Saint Stephen. What came after was not a continuation of Hungarian history under new and difficult conditions. It was a rupture, a before and an after, separated by a morning's fighting, and the world that emerged from the rupture bore so little resemblance to the world that had preceded it that the contemporaries who survived the transition struggled throughout their remaining lives to find language adequate to the magnitude of what had changed.

​The Kingdom on the Eve

To understand Mohács, it is necessary to understand what the Hungarian kingdom had become in the thirty-six years between the death of Matthias Corvinus and the battle that ended its independent existence as a major European power. The process of dissolution that began in 1490 with the disbanding of the Black Army and the systematic weakening of royal authority had not been reversed but had continued and deepened under two successive Jagiellonian kings, Vladislaus II and his son Louis II, whose reigns were defined by the progressive capture of royal institutions by the great magnate families and the corresponding erosion of the financial and military capacity of the crown.

The tax system that Matthias had constructed to fund professional military power had been dismantled under magnate pressure in the years immediately following his death. The revenues that had paid the Black Army and maintained the southern frontier fortresses were now distributed through a system of noble immunities and exemptions that left the crown with a fraction of what it had previously commanded. The professional military apparatus was gone. The feudal levy that replaced it was uncertain in its assembly, limited in its operational range, and divided in its loyalties among the magnate commanders who brought their contingents to the field with the expectation of exercising independent judgment about when and how to fight. The southern frontier fortress system that Matthias had maintained with disciplined attention was now chronically undermanned and undersupplied, its garrisons reduced and its engineering maintenance deferred as the revenues required to sustain it failed to materialise.

Vladislaus II, known to his Hungarian subjects with mordant affection as Dobzse László, "Vladislaus the Good-for-Nothing," a reference to his habit of approving every petition placed before him with a docile "dobzse," the Bohemian word for "good", presided over this dissolution with the benign passivity of a man who had never understood the kingdom he ruled and had never particularly wanted to. His court at Buda retained the physical shell of the Corvinian magnificence, the Italian loggias still stood, the library still occupied its vaulted rooms, but the animating energy that Matthias had provided was entirely absent. The humanist scholars had departed. The Black Army was scattered. The fiscal machinery that had made everything work was broken. And the castle on the hill above the Danube, which under Matthias had been the nerve centre of a genuinely powerful state, had become something more like a stage set: a magnificent facade behind which the realities of political weakness and fiscal exhaustion were becoming progressively harder to conceal.

Louis II, who inherited this diminished throne in 1516 at the age of ten and came of age into a political situation that would have challenged a ruler of exceptional gifts, possessed gifts that were not exceptional. He was young, personally brave, and fundamentally unprepared for the crisis that the advancing Ottoman Empire was about to place before him. The reports reaching Buda through the early 1520s should have produced a systematic military response: Suleiman the Magnificent, who had become Ottoman sultan in 1520, was demonstrably a commander of strategic ambition and military capability, and the fall of Belgrade in 1521, the key fortress in Hungary's southern defensive line, which Matthias had held and which the weakened kingdom of the post-Matthias period could not, was a signal that the Ottoman pressure on Hungary had entered a new and more dangerous phase.

The signal was received but not acted upon with anything approaching the urgency it demanded. The magnate factions continued their political conflicts, the revenues continued to fall short of military requirements, and the diplomatic appeals to western Europe for assistance in resisting the Ottoman advance produced sympathy and relatively little practical support. When the Ottoman army began its march northward from Istanbul in the spring of 1526, Hungary faced it with a military force significantly inferior in numbers, in professional quality, and in artillery power to the force that Matthias's combination of fiscal discipline and military organisation had been able to field in the same theatre of operations thirty years earlier.

​The March of Suleiman

The Ottoman army that crossed the Sava River into Hungary in the summer of 1526 was one of the most formidable military instruments that the early modern world had produced. Suleiman the Magnificent had been sultan for six years, and in those six years he had demonstrated the military and administrative qualities that would make his reign the Ottoman Empire's historical high-water mark: the capture of Belgrade (1521), the conquest of Rhodes from the Knights of Saint John (1522), and a series of administrative reforms that had strengthened the fiscal and judicial foundations of the imperial government. The army he was leading northward through the Balkans in 1526 reflected this combination of military and administrative capability: well-supplied, professionally organised, equipped with the most advanced artillery in the world, and commanded at every level from the sultan himself down to the corps commanders by men who had been selected for their positions through a system of meritocratic competition that the European feudal tradition could not match.

The army's core was the Kapıkulu, the Household troops of the sultan, which included the Janissaries, the elite infantry whose training and discipline were the foundation of Ottoman tactical effectiveness, and the Sipahi cavalry of the Porte, the household cavalry that provided the shock element around which the army's broader tactical dispositions were organised. These were supported by the provincial troops: the Timariot cavalry, drawn from the feudal landholders of the empire's various provinces, who were less uniformly capable than the household troops but who provided the numbers and the tactical flexibility that the army required for its diverse operational tasks. Alongside the infantry and cavalry was an artillery arm of exceptional quality, whose technical sophistication reflected decades of Ottoman investment in gunpowder technology and whose senior officers were drawn from across the Ottoman world and from among European renegades with specialist expertise in cannon founding and ballistic calculation.

The army's logistics were managed with the systematic attention that Suleiman's administrative reforms had improved significantly. Supply depots had been established along the march route, the river system of the Sava and Danube was used to move heavy equipment that could not be transported overland at the required speed, and the provision arrangements for men and horses were calibrated to the operational requirements of the campaign with a precision that the Hungarian command apparatus could not have replicated. The Ottoman army that arrived before Mohács was not an improvised force operating at the limit of its logistical range. It was a carefully prepared instrument, well-supplied and intelligently managed, at a point in its operational cycle where its effectiveness was at or near its peak.

Against this force, Hungary assembled what it could. The army that gathered on the Mohács plain represented the maximum military effort of a kingdom that had been systematically weakening its military institutions for a generation, and the maximum was not enough. The estimates of Hungarian force strength at Mohács vary in the sources, but a figure of approximately 25,000 to 28,000 men, including perhaps 10,000 to 12,000 cavalry and a more limited infantry and artillery force, represents the probable range. Against an Ottoman army that likely numbered between 60,000 and 100,000 effective combatants, the precise figure is disputed in the scholarship, the Hungarian force was outnumbered in total strength, substantially outgunned in artillery, and significantly inferior in the tactical coordination and professional discipline that translated numerical strength into battlefield effectiveness.

​The Fatal Decision

The strategic question facing the Hungarian command in the days before the battle was not complicated in its terms, though it was agonising in its implications. The army assembled at Mohács could either attack the Ottoman force before it had completed its deployment on the plain, accepting the tactical risks of offensive action in the hope of exploiting whatever advantage surprise or terrain might offer; or it could withdraw northward, trading space for time and waiting for the reinforcements that were theoretically available, the Transylvanian army under John Zápolya, the Bohemian and Polish forces that Vladislaus's old dynasty might provide, the mercenary forces that the Croatian nobility and the papal subsidies might eventually deliver. The withdrawal option was militarily correct. It offered the prospect, however uncertain, of assembling a force capable of mounting a credible defence of the kingdom's core rather than committing an inferior army to a battle it was likely to lose.

The withdrawal option was not chosen, and the reasons it was not chosen illuminate the fundamental dysfunction of the Hungarian political system in 1526. Withdrawal required consensus among the magnate commanders, and consensus among the magnate commanders was not available. Some urged caution. Others, including Archbishop Pál Tomori of Kalocsa, who functioned as one of the principal military commanders, and György Szapolyai, the palatine, argued for immediate engagement, on the grounds that further delay would allow the Ottoman army to advance deeper into Hungary and that the symbolic and political costs of retreat without battle were unacceptable. The young king, Louis II, who had arrived at the army's camp and whose presence both symbolised the crown's commitment to resistance and complicated the command arrangements by introducing a decision-making authority that the magnate commanders could not quite ignore but did not quite obey, proved incapable of imposing a coherent strategic direction on the quarrelling factions around him.

The decision to fight was taken, or rather, it emerged from the failure to take any other decision, and the Hungarian army deployed on the plain of Mohács in a formation that reflected the tactical thinking of its commanders: an initial cavalry charge designed to break through the Ottoman centre before the superior Ottoman artillery could be brought fully to bear, exploiting the brief window between the opposing forces' initial contact and the moment when the Ottoman deployment was complete and its firepower fully organised. It was not an irrational plan, given the constraints the commanders were operating under. It was a plan that required everything to go right simultaneously in a situation that offered no margin for error, and in the event it went wrong almost from the first moment.

​Two Hours

The battle of Mohács lasted, by the estimates of the surviving accounts, between ninety minutes and two hours. In that time, the Hungarian army was destroyed.

The sequence of events, reconstructed from the accounts of the few survivors who left coherent testimony, unfolded with a terrible simplicity. The initial Hungarian cavalry charge achieved local successes against the Ottoman advance elements, there was a period of genuine fighting in the centre of the plain during which the outcome was briefly uncertain, before the full weight of the Ottoman artillery and the Janissary infantry was brought to bear on the attacking force. The artillery fire, delivered from a well-prepared position with a rate and accuracy that the Hungarian commanders had not fully anticipated, tore through the cavalry formations with an effect that contemporaries described with a horror that reads clearly through the formal language of chronicle prose. The Janissary musket fire supplemented the artillery with a disciplined volley capability that the Hungarian infantry could not match. And when the Hungarian cavalry charge lost its momentum under this fire and began to falter, the Ottoman cavalry, held back during the initial phase of the battle, was released in a flanking movement that enclosed the increasingly disordered Hungarian force on multiple sides simultaneously.
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