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​The Sword, the Pen, and the Scaffold: The Life and Death of Petar IV Zrinsk

On 30 April 1671, two men were beheaded in the public square of Wiener Neustadt. They had been the most powerful lords in the Croatian frontier zone, a Ban of Croatia and the heir of the great Frankopan dynasty, and their execution, conducted in defiance of the constitutional law that should have protected them, marked the moment when the Habsburg drive toward absolutism finally overwhelmed the ancient sovereignty of the Croatian and Hungarian nobility.

The Sword, the Pen, and the Scaffold is the story of Petar IV Zrinski, general, poet, conspirator, and martyr, and of the world that made and destroyed him. Drawing on the full sweep of Croatian, Hungarian, and Habsburg history, Jacob Mountjoy traces the arc of a life lived at the intersection of three cultures and three crises: the permanent military emergency of the Ottoman frontier, the creeping encroachment of imperial centralisation on noble constitutional rights, and the extraordinary cultural flowering of the Ozalj Literary Circle, whose synthetic Croatian literary standard produced some of the most remarkable prose and poetry of the seventeenth-century European world.

From the myth of Szigetvár to the farewell letter written the night before the scaffold, this is narrative history at its most searching, the story of a man who wielded the sword with distinction, the pen with brilliance, and who faced the scaffold with a dignity that three and a half centuries have not diminished.
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​Chapter 1: The World That Made Them
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There is a particular kind of landscape that breeds a particular kind of man. In the arc of territory that stretched in the early seventeenth century from the Adriatic coast northward through the karst highlands of Croatia and eastward across the great Hungarian plain, the geography was not merely backdrop but argument. The river valleys cut deep into limestone plateaus, and where the valleys narrowed, men had built fortresses. Where the passes opened onto lowland, they had built more. The castles of this region were not the ornamental residences of settled aristocracies but working military installations, their walls thick enough to absorb cannon fire, their cisterns deep enough to sustain a garrison through a season of siege, their towers oriented not toward a comfortable interior courtyard but outward, always outward, toward the treeline where a raiding party might emerge without warning on any morning of any year. The men who commanded these fortresses understood, in a way that the courtiers of Vienna could never quite grasp, that the distance between civilisation and catastrophe was measured not in political abstractions but in stone and water and the number of armed men a lord could muster before dawn. This was the world that made the Zrinski family. It was a world under perpetual threat, and it had been for as long as anyone living could remember.

The seventeenth century opened with Central Europe in a condition that contemporaries described as crisis and that historians have since confirmed as systemic. The Ottoman Empire, having absorbed most of the medieval Kingdom of Hungary following the catastrophic battle of Mohács in 1526, controlled a vast swathe of territory that extended from the Adriatic hinterland across the Danubian plain to the Transylvanian highlands. What remained of Hungary as a functioning political entity, the narrow strip of territory running through the northern and western margins of the old kingdom, existed in a condition of permanent military emergency, defended by a chain of fortresses and the men who garrisoned them, funded inadequately by a Habsburg court that had other priorities and other wars to manage. Croatia, the southern kingdom bound to Hungary by a constitutional union going back to 1102, occupied the southwestern anchor of this defensive perimeter, its territory reduced by Ottoman encroachment to something contemporaries bitterly described as the remnants of the remnants, the reliquiae reliquiarum of a once substantial kingdom.

To understand the political consciousness of the Croatian and Hungarian nobility in this period is to understand a class that had survived not through accommodation to change but through resistance to annihilation. The great magnate families of the region, the Zrinskis, the Frankopans, the Batthyánys, the Erdődys, the Nádasdys, had watched the world of their fathers contract generation by generation. The fertile lowlands that had supported their medieval predecessors were gone, absorbed into the Ottoman administrative system or reduced to contested borderland where no crop could be safely harvested and no settlement could long endure. What remained to these families was a combination of things that proved unexpectedly durable: their estates in the frontier zone, their castles, their personal military followings, their constitutional privileges, and their memory of what they had once been. Memory, in the political culture of this nobility, was not sentiment. It was ammunition.

The Habsburgs had assumed sovereignty over what remained of the Hungarian Crown's territories through the election of Ferdinand I in 1526, in the immediate aftermath of Mohács, and the constitutional relationship between the dynasty and the Hungarian and Croatian nobilities had been contested and renegotiated at every subsequent moment of stress. The terms of this relationship were never quite what either party believed them to be. From the Habsburg perspective, the kingdoms of Hungary and Croatia were inherited territories whose traditional institutions could be respected within limits, limits defined, ultimately, by the dynasty's strategic needs and its interpretation of royal prerogative. From the perspective of the regional nobility, the constitutional autonomy of their kingdoms was not a concession granted by the Habsburgs but a pre-existing reality that the Habsburgs had agreed to respect as a condition of their election. The kingdom of Hungary had its own parliament, the Diet, which met in Pozsony, modern Bratislava, and which retained, in theory, extensive legislative and administrative authority. The kingdom of Croatia had its own parliament, the Sabor, and its own viceroy, the Ban, who exercised executive power in the name of the Hungarian crown. These were not empty formalities. They were the institutional expression of a political identity that the regional nobility would defend with considerable tenacity and, when necessary, with blood.

But the architecture of regional autonomy was under sustained pressure long before the particular crisis that would destroy Petar Zrinski. The process of Habsburg consolidation, accelerating through the second half of the sixteenth century and the first decades of the seventeenth, operated through a variety of mechanisms that did not always announce themselves as the encroachments they were. The War Council established in Vienna in 1556, the Hofkriegsrat, exercised increasing authority over military appointments and strategic decisions throughout the frontier zone, gradually displacing the regional nobility's traditional command of their own defensive forces. The Court Chamber, the Hofkammer, extended its fiscal reach into territories that had previously managed their own revenues with a degree of independence. German and Italian officers appeared in commands that had previously been the preserve of Croatian and Hungarian lords. Protestant noblemen, whose faith was constitutionally protected in the Hungarian kingdom, found themselves subjected to a creeping Counter-Reformation pressure that their constitutional guarantees did not always prove sufficient to resist. Each of these developments, taken individually, could be managed or absorbed. Taken together, over decades, they amounted to a systematic narrowing of the space in which the regional nobility could operate as genuinely autonomous political actors.

The Military Frontier, the Vojna Krajina, was the most consequential expression of this dynamic. Established in its mature institutional form during the middle decades of the sixteenth century, the Frontier was a broad fortified zone running along the Ottoman border from the Adriatic coast through Croatia and Slavonia and into the Hungarian borderlands. It was garrisoned by a combination of professional soldiers, foreign mercenaries, and the Uskoks, a population of refugee fighters who had fled Ottoman-occupied territories and been settled in the frontier zone in exchange for military service. In principle, the Frontier served the obvious defensive function of checking Ottoman raiding and containing Ottoman territorial expansion. In practice, it served an additional function that became increasingly important as the seventeenth century progressed: it was a mechanism by which the Habsburg military administration could exercise direct control over a strategic zone that would otherwise have fallen under the jurisdiction of the Croatian and Hungarian nobilities. The Ban of Croatia, the most powerful regional official, had formal authority over the Croatian kingdom but not over the Military Frontier, which answered directly to the Hofkriegsrat in Vienna. This jurisdictional division was not an administrative accident. It was a structural expression of the dynasty's determination to keep the instruments of military force out of the hands of the regional lords who might one day use them for purposes of their own.

The great frontier lords understood this. The magnate families whose estates abutted or overlapped the Frontier zone, and the Zrinskis were among the most prominent of these, navigated the resulting tensions with considerable skill. They maintained their own private military forces, distinct from the imperial garrisons, funded from their own estates and commanded by their own officers. They cultivated personal relationships with the Uskoks and the frontier soldiery that ran deeper than the official chain of command, relationships built on shared experience of border warfare, on the particular solidarity of men who had faced the same enemies in the same landscape, on the distribution of plunder and the exchange of a thousand small favours that bound a frontier community together. These relationships constituted a form of power that the Hofkriegsrat could not easily replicate or replace, however much its institutional authority expanded. But they were also, from the imperial perspective, a standing provocation, evidence that the regional lords had not accepted the logic of centralisation and would not accept it without a fight.

The geography of Croatia and Hungary reinforced this political culture at every level. The Croatian lands comprised three distinct zones, each with its own character and its own relationship to the larger political drama. Along the Adriatic coast, the strip of Dalmatian territory still nominally under Hungarian-Croatian sovereignty was hemmed between the Venetian maritime empire to the south and west and the Ottoman advance to the east. The coastal towns, Zadar, Šibenik, Split, had their own civic traditions and their own commercial relationships with the wider Mediterranean world, and they looked as much to Venice as to the Croatian interior for their cultural and economic references. Behind the coast, the Dinaric karst, a landscape of bare limestone plateaus, deep gorges, underground rivers, and treacherous terrain, formed a natural barrier that had historically both protected the Croatian interior from coastal invasion and made communication between the littoral and the highland world difficult and slow. Further north and east, the terrain eased into the rolling hills and river valleys of the Zagorje and Slavonia, where the great castle-towns of the nobility commanded the routes between the Adriatic and the Hungarian plain.

It was in this intermediate zone, between the karst and the plain, that the Zrinski family had built their power. Their estates straddled the natural boundaries of the region, the castle of Ozalj in the Kupa river valley, commanding the routes between the Croatian interior and the coast; the castle of Čakovec in the Međimurje, the northernmost reach of Croatian territory, wedged between the Drava and the Mura rivers on the border with Styria. These were not isolated strongholds but the nodes of an integrated territorial system, linked by roads, by rivers, by the movement of tenants and soldiers and merchants, and by the personal authority of the lords who presided over them. To travel through Zrinski territory in the early seventeenth century was to move through a landscape that bore the imprint of their power at every turn, in the fortified mills along the river courses, in the churches built or restored under family patronage, in the villages whose inhabitants owed labour and military service to the castle on the hill.

Hungary, the larger partner in the constitutional union, presented a different landscape and a different political culture. The great Hungarian plain, the Alföld, had been the heartland of the medieval kingdom and was now largely under Ottoman control, a flat, fertile, sparsely wooded terrain ideal for the movement of cavalry and therefore for Ottoman raiding. What remained of Hungarian royal territory was the arc of hills and river valleys in the north and west, together with the Transylvanian principality in the east, which existed in a complicated semi-autonomous relationship with both the Habsburgs and the Ottomans. The Hungarian nobility that survived in the rump kingdom was a proud and legally sophisticated class, deeply attached to what they called the ancient constitution, the body of privileges, immunities, and procedural rights that defined their relationship to the crown and to each other. At the apex of this constitutional order stood the office of the Palatine, the viceroy of Hungary, a figure whose authority was theoretically second only to the king and whose role as the intermediary between the crown and the nobility gave him a political importance that went far beyond mere administration.

The relationship between the Croatian and Hungarian nobilities was complex and not always harmonious. The constitutional union of 1102 gave the two kingdoms a shared monarch and a shared upper chamber of the Diet, but Croatia retained its own Sabor and its own Ban, and the Croatian lords were not always willing to defer to Hungarian primacy on questions where Croatian interests were at stake. There were recurring disputes over jurisdiction, over fiscal contributions, over the language of administration, and over the respective rights of the two nobilities in the border zones where their estates intermingled. Yet the pressures of shared geography and shared threat, the Ottoman advance, the Habsburg centralisation, the erosion of noble privilege, gave the Croatian and Hungarian magnates a common cause that overrode their mutual irritations when the stakes were high enough. The conspiracy that would eventually bring Petar Zrinski to the scaffold in Wiener Neustadt would be, in part, an expression of this common cause: a last attempt by the regional nobilities of both kingdoms to assert, against the logic of imperial consolidation, the principle that their ancient liberties were not gifts to be revoked but rights to be defended.

The decades immediately preceding Petar's birth in 1621 had been marked by a combination of catastrophes that sharpened every tension latent in this political world. The Long Turkish War of 1593 to 1606, also known as the Fifteen Years' War, had devastated the Croatian and Hungarian frontier zones, depopulating entire districts and straining the resources of the regional nobility to breaking point. The war had also demonstrated, with painful clarity, the limits of imperial military commitment: Habsburg forces had fought, retreated, advanced, and negotiated in accordance with a strategic calculus that did not always align with the urgent needs of the frontier lords who bore the brunt of Ottoman retaliation. The peace of Zsitvatorok in 1606 had ended the war on terms that left the fundamental strategic situation unchanged, the Ottomans retained their gains, the frontier remained contested, and the regional nobility was left to rebuild as best it could with whatever resources remained to them.

The Thirty Years' War, which began in 1618, added a new dimension of catastrophe to an already stressed system. The war drew the military and financial resources of the Habsburg state westward, toward the complex of confessional and dynastic conflicts that consumed Germany for a generation. For the Croatian and Hungarian nobility, this westward orientation of imperial attention was both opportunity and threat. Opportunity, because the court's dependence on regional military manpower gave the frontier lords a degree of leverage they might otherwise have lacked, the Zrinski family, among others, contributed troops and commanders to imperial forces fighting in Germany, securing in return a measure of favour and access to the court. Threat, because the diversion of imperial resources toward the German theatre left the southeastern frontier more exposed than ever, and because the war's confessional dimension introduced new religious conflicts into a region already fractured by the competing claims of Catholicism, Lutheranism, Calvinism, and the various forms of Orthodox Christianity that prevailed among the Uskok and Vlach populations of the frontier zone.

It was into this world, a world of contested sovereignty, eroding privilege, perpetual military emergency, and deepening structural tension between the central court and the regional nobility, that Petar IV Zrinski was born in 1621. He arrived at a moment when the pressures that would eventually destroy him were already fully visible to anyone who cared to look, though the particular form they would take, and the particular choices that would seal his fate, remained as yet unwritten. The world that made him was a world already in the process of remaking itself, contracting around the regional lords, narrowing their options, testing their strategies, and demanding from them a response that the resources available to them could not ultimately sustain.

The Zrinski family's response to this world, across the generations that preceded Petar, had been to become indispensable. Indispensable militarily, as the commanders of a frontier zone that the imperial army could not defend alone. Indispensable economically, as the owners of estates whose productivity sustained a war effort that the court's own revenues could not adequately fund. Indispensable symbolically, as the descendants of Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski, the defender of Szigetvár, whose sacrifice in 1566 had become the founding myth of Christian resistance in Central Europe. This strategy of indispensability had worked, after a fashion, for the better part of a century. It had given the Zrinskis access to the court, honour at the Diet, military commissions and administrative offices and the formal recognition of their rank that the baroque political culture of the seventeenth century valued so highly. But it had not resolved the fundamental tension between the family's regional sovereignty and the dynasty's centralising ambitions. It had merely deferred the reckoning.

The reckoning, when it came, would be swift and thorough. But to understand why it came, and why it unfolded as it did, it is necessary first to understand the men and women who faced it, their inheritance, their formation, their marriages, their ambitions, and the particular combination of gifts and miscalculations that brought them, in the end, to the scaffold in Wiener Neustadt. That story begins not with Petar himself, but with the dynasty that produced him: a family ancient enough to remember a world before the Habsburgs, proud enough to believe that world could be recovered, and ultimately unable to survive the distance between the two.
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​Chapter 2: The House of Šubić and the Road to Zrin
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Every great dynasty begins somewhere older than itself. The Zrinski family, whose name would become synonymous with Croatian resistance and Habsburg repression in the seventeenth century, did not spring fully formed from the karst highlands of the Croatian interior. They were the product of a much older lineage, one whose roots reached back into the medieval Croatian kingdom centuries before the Habsburgs arrived to complicate everything, and whose original power had been built not in the fortified river valleys of the Kupa basin but on the Dalmatian coast, in the rocky headlands and fertile pockets of the region the medieval sources called the župa of Bribir. To understand what the Zrinskis became, and why they understood themselves as they did, it is necessary to understand what they had been, and the long, complicated road that transformed the lords of Bribir into the lords of Zrin, and eventually into the most celebrated and most doomed magnate dynasty in Croatian history.

The Šubić family of Bribir, the name by which the dynasty was known before the transformation of 1347, were among the oldest and most powerful of the great Croatian noble lineages. Their documented presence in Croatian sources extends back to the twelfth century, and their territorial base in the župa of Bribir, in the northern Dalmatian hinterland between the rivers Krka and Cetina, gave them a strategic position of considerable importance: close enough to the Adriatic coast to profit from maritime trade, far enough into the interior to command the routes that connected the coastal towns to the Croatian highlands. The Šubić lords were not merely local magnates in the sense that smaller Croatian noble families were local magnates, confined to a single valley or a cluster of villages. At the height of their medieval power, in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, they were the dominant political force in a vast stretch of Croatian and Dalmatian territory, their authority recognised by the Croatian nobility and contested by the kings of Hungary and the republic of Venice with equal energy and unequal success.

The apogee of Šubić power came in the person of Pavao I Šubić of Bribir, who bore the title of Ban of Croatia and effectively ruled as an autonomous sovereign over most of the Croatian lands in the final decades of the thirteenth century and the opening years of the fourteenth. Pavao's dominion extended from the Adriatic coast deep into the Bosnian interior, and his political reach was such that he was able to place and depose kings with a freedom that had no parallel in the Croatian noble tradition. When the Árpád dynasty of Hungary died out in 1301, it was Pavao Šubić who secured the Croatian and Hungarian throne for the Angevin claimant Charles Robert, a service for which the new king was appropriately, if temporarily, grateful. Pavao died in 1312 at the height of his power, leaving behind him a family that had grown accustomed to exercising a degree of sovereignty that could not long survive the reestablishment of effective royal authority.

The decline of Šubić power in the decades after Pavao's death was not sudden but it was inexorable. The family splintered across multiple lines of descent, each controlling a portion of the original territorial inheritance and none commanding the unified authority that had made Pavao so formidable. The restored Angevin monarchy under Charles Robert and his son Louis I, known to posterity as Louis the Great, worked systematically to reduce the great Croatian noble families to a more conventional subordination, using a combination of military pressure, strategic marriage, and the careful manipulation of dynastic inheritance to bring the formerly semi-independent regional lords within the orbit of royal authority. For the Šubić family, this process of subordination was managed through precisely the kind of territorial transaction that the Angevin monarchy had perfected across its multiple kingdoms: the negotiated exchange, by which a magnate family surrendered strategically important territories in return for royal recognition of their claims elsewhere.

The transaction of 1347 that gave the Zrinski family its new identity was one such exchange. King Louis I of Hungary, pursuing an aggressive policy toward Venice and seeking to secure the coastal fortresses that controlled access to the Adriatic, was particularly interested in the Šubić holdings along the Dalmatian coast. The coastal castles, Ostrovica, Klis, the fortified positions around the estuary of the Cetina, were strategically vital for any campaign against Venetian maritime power, and Louis was willing to offer substantial compensation to the Šubić branch that controlled them. The branch in question was the line descended from Pavao's younger relatives, and their representative in the negotiation was a figure whose name the sources record in various forms but whose willingness to conclude the deal was ultimately the decisive fact. In exchange for surrendering the coastal fortresses to the royal domain, the family received recognition of their claims to territories in the Croatian interior, territories that included the fortress of Zrin, situated in the hilly country of the upper Glina valley, in what is now the Sisak-Moslavina region of modern Croatia.

The fortress of Zrin was not, by any objective measure, an obviously advantageous exchange for the coastal positions the family had surrendered. The coast was wealth, commerce, connection to the Mediterranean world, and the strategic leverage that came from controlling access to the sea. Zrin was an interior fortification, commanding a modest river valley in a landscape that was strategically significant primarily in the context of the military geography of the Croatian-Bosnian borderland. But the transaction made political sense in a context that the coastal fortresses no longer offered: the Šubić lines that retained their coastal holdings were being progressively absorbed into the orbit of Venetian influence, their sovereignty steadily eroded by the maritime republic's insatiable appetite for coastal control. The branch that accepted Louis's terms and relocated to Zrin was trading a strategically exposed position for one that was, in the shorter term at least, more defensible. And from the fortress of Zrin, whose name they now made their own, the family could rebuild.

The adoption of the toponym as a family name was itself a statement of intent. The medieval Croatian nobility had a variety of naming conventions, and the use of a place name as a family surname was not universal. For the Šubić branch that became the Zrinskis, the change signalled something more than administrative convenience. It marked a deliberate reorientation of identity: a declaration that this family's future was bound to a particular territory, a particular castle, a particular landscape, and that the prestige they would henceforth claim would be built from that foundation rather than from the residual glory of the Šubić name and its Dalmatian associations. The Šubić lineage was ancient and honourable, but the Šubić moment had passed. The Zrinski moment was yet to come.

The early generations of the Zrinski name, the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, were years of consolidation and careful positioning. The fortress of Zrin itself was improved and expanded, its defences adapted to the changing realities of warfare as gunpowder technology began to transform the mechanics of siege and assault. The family's estates in the surrounding countryside were managed and extended through a combination of royal favour, judicious purchase, and the kind of strategic marriage that was the primary instrument of magnate territorial expansion in the medieval period. The Croatian nobility of the fifteenth century operated in a political environment of considerable complexity, navigating the competing claims of the Hungarian crown, the Croatian Sabor, the Ottoman advance from the south and east, and the chronic instability produced by disputed royal successions. In this environment, a family's survival and growth depended less on any single dramatic gesture than on the steady accumulation of relationships, obligations, offices, and alliances that constituted the practical currency of noble power.

The Ottoman advance transformed this environment in ways that no amount of careful positioning could fully manage. The great Ottoman expansion of the fifteenth century, which carried Mehmed II to Constantinople in 1453 and drove his successors relentlessly northwestward through the Balkans, reached the Croatian borders in earnest in the 1460s and 1470s. The raids that followed, conducted by Ottoman cavalry forces known as akıncı, operating far in advance of the main army, were devastating in their cumulative effect on the Croatian interior. Entire districts were depopulated, harvests burned, livestock driven off, and prisoners taken in sufficient numbers to constitute a significant demographic drain on the frontier population. The Croatian nobility that survived this onslaught were forced to adapt their entire way of life to the demands of permanent military emergency, transforming their estates and their family cultures in ways that would persist for generations.

The Zrinski family responded to this challenge with the combination of military competence and political astuteness that would characterise their house at its best. Through the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, successive Zrinski lords served as military commanders in the Croatian defence, contributing troops and personal leadership to the chain of fortified positions that attempted, with varying success, to check the Ottoman advance. They served as Bans of Croatia and as royal officials in the Hungarian kingdom, building relationships with the crown that gave them access to royal patronage and military resources. They married into other powerful Croatian and Hungarian families, extending their network of alliances and creating the web of mutual obligation and reciprocal loyalty that was the structural foundation of magnate power in this period.

It was through one such marriage, in the early sixteenth century, that the Zrinskis first acquired the Međimurje, the northern Croatian territory between the Drava and Mura rivers where the castle of Čakovec was situated, and which would become one of the two principal seats of Zrinski power in the seventeenth century. The acquisition was consequential in ways that went beyond the immediate addition of estates and revenues. The Međimurje was economically richer than the upper Glina valley, its agriculture more productive, its position on the trade routes between the Adriatic and the Hungarian plain more advantageous. It also placed the Zrinskis in direct relationship with the political culture of the Hungarian nobility, whose estates and interests were most concentrated in the northern and western regions of the kingdom. The family that had begun as Croatian lords of an interior fortress was becoming something more complex: a dynasty whose interests and identity spanned the Croatian-Hungarian cultural and political boundary, whose marriages and offices connected them simultaneously to the Croatian Sabor and the Hungarian Diet, and whose territorial base gave them a stake in both kingdoms that no purely Croatian or purely Hungarian magnate could match.

This dual identity was the Zrinskis' greatest asset and their most persistent vulnerability. In the Croatian political culture, they were the pre-eminent native dynasty, descendants of the ancient Šubić lords, defenders of the frontier, patrons of the Church and of Croatian letters. Their Croatian identity was not a performance or a strategic calculation but a genuine inheritance, expressed in language, in patronage, in the dense network of local relationships that bound the family to the communities on their estates. Yet in the Hungarian political culture, they were also significant actors, holders of offices in the Hungarian kingdom, participants in the deliberations of the Diet, intermarried with the great Hungarian magnate families whose names appeared alongside theirs in the royal charters and diplomatic correspondence of the period. At the Habsburg court, they were something else again: loyal servants of the dynasty, military commanders who had demonstrated their value in the defence of the empire's southeastern frontier, noble families whose ancient lineage and substantial estates gave them a claim to respect and reward that the court could not entirely ignore.

The problem with existing simultaneously in three political cultures was that the obligations and expectations of each were not always consistent with those of the others. What the Croatian Sabor expected of a Zrinski Ban, assertive defence of Croatian constitutional privileges, resistance to imperial encroachment on regional autonomy, priority for Croatian interests in the allocation of military and financial resources, was not always compatible with what the Habsburg court expected of a loyal magnate: deference to imperial authority, cooperation with the centralising programme, subordination of regional interests to the strategic priorities of the dynasty. The Zrinskis had managed this tension with considerable skill for generations, positioning themselves as loyal servants of the crown while simultaneously presenting themselves to their Croatian and Hungarian neighbours as champions of regional liberty. But the tension was structural, not personal, and no amount of individual skill could permanently resolve it.

The man who gave the Zrinski name its defining myth was Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski, the great-great-grandfather of Petar IV, and the family's understanding of itself in the seventeenth century cannot be separated from his legacy. Nikola was born around 1508 into a family that had already established itself as one of the most important military dynasties in the Croatian-Hungarian borderland. His career followed the trajectory that the family had been developing for generations, military service on the Ottoman frontier, administrative office in the Croatian and Hungarian kingdoms, careful cultivation of the Habsburg relationship, but he brought to these conventional activities an intensity and a military competence that raised him above the generality of frontier commanders. He served as Ban of Croatia from 1542 to 1556, a period of acute military pressure during which the Ottoman advance under Suleiman the Magnificent was at its most aggressive, and his management of the Croatian defence during these years established a reputation that was recognised across the breadth of Catholic Europe.

But it was the events of 1566, and specifically the siege of Szigetvár, that transformed Nikola IV from a distinguished frontier commander into something altogether larger: a martyr-hero whose sacrifice provided both his descendants and the broader Croatian and Hungarian political culture with a narrative of identity that would prove extraordinarily durable. The fortress of Szigetvár, in southern Hungary, was one of the key positions in the Habsburg defensive line, and its fall would have opened the road toward Vienna with consequences that the entire European political world understood to be potentially catastrophic. When Suleiman assembled his army for the campaign of 1566, the largest Ottoman force that had marched toward the Habsburg frontier in a generation, Nikola IV was the commander of the Szigetvár garrison, holding a position that the imperial forces were unable to adequately reinforce and that the Ottoman numbers made ultimately indefensible. The story of what followed, the weeks of siege, the gradual contraction of the defence as the outer works fell, the final assembly of the surviving garrison for a last sortie from the inner fortress, and Nikola's death in that final charge, belongs to a later chapter. But its consequences for the Zrinski family's self-understanding were immediate and permanent.

The family that survived Nikola IV was a family with an obligation. The mythology of Szigetvár, elaborated in poetry, in chronicle, in the visual arts, in the sermons of frontier priests who needed examples of Christian courage, placed the Zrinskis at the centre of a narrative of sacrificial defence that was simultaneously religious, national, and dynastic. To be a Zrinski in the decades after 1566 was to inhabit a legend, to carry a name that had acquired a weight of association and expectation that no individual could fully bear but that none could safely disclaim. The family's subsequent generations managed this inheritance with varying degrees of grace and success, but they could not escape it. When Petar IV, born more than half a century after Nikola's death, attempted to rally the Croatian and Hungarian nobility against the Habsburg court, the ghost of Szigetvár was present in every argument he made, implicitly and explicitly, in the literary work he sponsored and the political claims he advanced. The obligation of the name was one of the conditions of his existence, long before the particular circumstances of his life made it the condition of his death.

The century between Nikola IV's death in 1566 and Petar IV's assumption of the Banate in 1665 was not, for the Zrinski family, a century of uninterrupted ascent. There were setbacks, disputes, periods of friction with the court, moments when the family's dual identity and the resulting ambiguity of its loyalties brought it into conflict with one or another of the political systems it inhabited. But the overall trajectory was one of maintained significance and growing territorial and cultural complexity. The family continued to accumulate offices, estates, and connections. They continued to produce military commanders who served with distinction on the frontier. They continued to cultivate the literary and intellectual life of their courts at Ozalj and Čakovec, developing the cultural dimension of their identity that would eventually produce the Ozalj Literary-Linguistic Circle and the remarkable creative flowering of the mid-seventeenth century. And they continued, through marriage, to extend their network of alliances, most consequentially, through the union that would bring the Frankopan family's vast estates and ancient prestige into direct conjunction with their own.

By the time Petar IV was born in 1621, the Zrinski family had completed, over the course of nearly three centuries, a transformation of remarkable scope and depth. They had begun as a cadet branch of the Šubić dynasty, displaced from their coastal homeland by royal pressure and forced to rebuild their identity around an interior fortress in a contested borderland. They had survived the Ottoman catastrophe that destroyed or diminished most of their contemporaries. They had built an estate network that spanned two kingdoms and two political cultures, and a cultural identity that drew simultaneously on Croatian, Hungarian, and Habsburg traditions without being entirely reducible to any of them. They had produced a martyr-hero whose name gave them a claim on public admiration that political favour alone could never have secured. And they had positioned themselves, at the intersection of the Croatian, Hungarian, and imperial political worlds, in a location of maximum leverage and maximum exposure simultaneously.

The road from Bribir to Zrin, and from Zrin to the courts of Ozalj and Čakovec, was a road built from centuries of calculation, sacrifice, and adaptation. The men who had walked it before Petar IV had understood, each in their own way and each in response to their own moment, that the Zrinski family's survival depended on its ability to be useful to multiple masters without becoming fully owned by any of them. It was a difficult balance to maintain. In the end, it would prove impossible. But that impossibility was not immediately apparent in 1621, when a boy was born in Vrbovec to a family that had been managing it, more or less successfully, for three hundred years. The reckoning that awaited him was still, for the moment, in the future. The inheritance that shaped him was all that he and anyone else could see.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3: Nikola IV at Szigetvár, The Myth That Haunted a Family
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In the late summer of 1566, two men died within hours of each other on the same patch of contested Hungarian soil, and the coincidence of their deaths produced one of the strangest and most resonant legends in the history of Central Europe. One of the men was Suleiman I, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, known to his own court as Kanuni, the Lawgiver, and to the Christian world as Suleiman the Magnificent, the most powerful ruler of his age, the sovereign of an empire that stretched from the gates of Vienna to the Persian Gulf and from the Crimean steppe to the upper reaches of the Nile. He died in his tent, in the small hours of the morning of 6 September, of causes that his physicians and his court viziers conspired to conceal for long enough to manage the political consequences, dysentery, heart failure, old age, the accumulated exhaustion of a man of seventy-one who had been making war almost continuously for four decades and had chosen, against the advice of everyone around him, to make it once more. The other man was Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski, Ban of Croatia, commander of the garrison of Szigetvár, a Croatian-Hungarian frontier lord of ancient lineage and considerable military reputation who had held a fortress against the full weight of the Ottoman army for thirty-three days and who died, on the morning of 7 September, leading the survivors of his garrison in a final sortie from the burning inner keep into the Ottoman lines. He was approximately fifty-eight years old. He had known, for at least two weeks before the end, that no relief was coming.

The coincidence of their deaths, the greatest sultan of the age and the commander of a provincial fortress, dying within hours of each other in a siege that should, by any rational military calculation, have been over in a week, was the raw material from which the myth was made. Myths require proportion, and the proportion here was arresting: if Suleiman was the most powerful man in the world, and if Nikola's resistance had cost him his life, then Nikola's garrison had accomplished something that no amount of conventional military victory could have achieved. They had killed the sultan. Not directly, the dysentery had done that, or the heart, or the weight of years, but the siege of Szigetvár was the context in which Suleiman died, the last military enterprise of his reign, the obstacle that occupied his army in the weeks when his body finally gave out. The myth-makers of subsequent generations were not slow to draw the connection. In the narrative that crystallised in the decades after 1566, Nikola IV had not merely defended a fortress; he had held the line of Christendom long enough for God or providence or the logic of history to intervene, and the price paid by the greatest enemy of the Christian world for underestimating one Croatian lord was the sultan's own life.

This was not, of course, what had actually happened. The actual events of the siege of Szigetvár were considerably more complex, more ambiguous in their strategic significance, and more brutal in their human detail than the mythology that subsequently enveloped them. To understand what Nikola IV actually did, and why it mattered, it is necessary to reconstruct the campaign from its beginning, from the moment when Suleiman assembled his army for what everyone in Constantinople understood would be his final campaign, to the burning of the fortress's inner keep and the last desperate charge of the surviving garrison into the Ottoman lines.

The campaign of 1566 was the product of a strategic logic that had been building for years. The Ottoman-Habsburg frontier in Hungary had been essentially static since the Peace of Edirne in 1547, which had formalised a de facto division of the old Hungarian kingdom between Ottoman-controlled central Hungary, Transylvania under its tributary princes, and the arc of northern and western territory that remained under Habsburg administration. This stability had served the interests of both empires in a period when each was occupied elsewhere, the Habsburgs with the religious conflicts of the Holy Roman Empire and the pressures of the Atlantic world, the Ottomans with the Persian frontier and the consolidation of their Mediterranean dominion. But the underlying strategic competition had not been resolved, and by the mid-1560s a combination of factors, renewed border raiding, disputes over tribute payments from Transylvania, and the aggressive expansionism of the new Habsburg emperor Maximilian II, had persuaded Suleiman and his advisers that a major campaign was necessary to reassert Ottoman supremacy in the region and to address the vulnerability represented by the chain of Habsburg fortresses that projected into the Ottoman-controlled lowlands.

The fortress of Szigetvár was not originally the campaign's primary objective. Suleiman's initial target appears to have been Eger, the fortress in northern Hungary whose successful defence in 1552, another Croatian commander, István Dobó, had held it against an Ottoman force that vastly outnumbered his garrison, had become one of the defining episodes of the broader myth of Christian frontier resistance. But the army's line of march was altered, for reasons that the sources present variously as strategic recalculation, response to local conditions, or simply the accumulated fatigue of an aging sultan who could no longer sustain the pace of a long campaign. Whatever the specific cause, by late July 1566 the Ottoman army was approaching Szigetvár, and Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski was its commander.

The garrison that Nikola commanded numbered somewhere between two and three thousand men, the sources vary, and the precise figure was probably not fixed, given the nature of frontier military organisation in this period. They were a mixture of professional soldiers, Croatian and Hungarian frontier fighters of the kind that the Military Frontier system produced, and a smaller number of foreign mercenaries. The fortress itself was a substantial installation, its defences updated in the years before the siege to incorporate the bastioned trace that contemporary military engineering prescribed for resisting artillery, the angular projections and low profiles that deflected cannon fire more effectively than the high medieval walls of an earlier tradition. But it was not, by the standards of the great contemporary fortresses of western Europe, an impregnable position. Its main vulnerability was water: the fortress was surrounded by marshes and artificial ponds that complicated the approach of a besieging force but could also, if the hydraulic controls were seized by the attacker, be drained to create a firm approach across which an assault could be pressed home.

The Ottoman army that arrived before Szigetvár in early August 1566 was enormous. Contemporary estimates range from eighty thousand to three hundred thousand men, figures that almost certainly exaggerate the actual strength but that convey something of the qualitative disparity between the attacking force and the garrison it faced. More important than the raw numbers was the composition of the army: it included janissaries, the professional infantry corps who were the most effective assault troops in the contemporary world; sipahi cavalry; and an artillery train of considerable power, managed by specialists whose technical expertise had been refined over decades of siege warfare across three continents. Against this, Nikola IV could deploy his two or three thousand men, the fortress's own artillery, and his own military judgment.

The siege proceeded through a sequence of phases that the sources, Ottoman chronicles, European diplomatic dispatches, the later literary treatments that elaborated the story into heroic narrative, allow us to reconstruct in reasonable detail, though always with the caveat that every account was shaped by its author's purposes and that the line between history and hagiography was crossed early and repeatedly in the transmission of these events. The Ottoman forces invested the fortress, established their siege lines, and began the systematic work of reducing the outlying positions that constituted the fortress's first lines of defence. Nikola's strategy, as best as it can be reconstructed, was to contest every metre of ground, to make the Ottomans pay in time and casualties for each successive position they took, and to delay the final assault on the inner keep for as long as possible, not in the hope of relief, which even in the early stages of the siege was a contingency that the absence of any approaching imperial force made increasingly unlikely, but in the hope that delay itself would accomplish something: that the season would turn, that the army would suffer, that the sultan would tire or die or decide that the prize was not worth the cost.

The costs on the Ottoman side were real, even if the garrison's capacity to inflict them was limited by its numbers. The marshes that surrounded the fortress complicated the movement of heavy equipment and forced the besieging engineers to construct causeways and earthworks under fire before the main assault positions could be established. The summer heat in the Hungarian lowlands was extreme, and the Ottoman army, like all early modern armies that remained in the field through July and August, suffered from disease in proportions that the official sources minimised but that the evidence of subsequent military incapacity suggests were considerable. Suleiman himself, conducting the campaign from a litter because he was too ill to ride, was aware that his army's effectiveness was diminishing with each week the garrison continued to resist. The siege lasted thirty-three days, longer, by a significant margin, than the strategic calculus of the campaign had allowed for.

By the first days of September, the outer works had fallen, the lower town had been taken and burned, and Nikola and the survivors of his garrison, perhaps a few hundred men, by this point, though the numbers in the sources are as uncertain as they are for the original strength, were confined to the inner keep, a fortified enclosure of considerable strength but limited extent, surrounded now by Ottoman forces and by the fires that the siege had set burning in the lower town. The keep contained a powder magazine, and on the night of 6 September, the magazine exploded, whether by accident, by enemy action, or by Nikola's deliberate decision is a question that the sources cannot resolve with certainty, though the subsequent tradition preferred the interpretation of deliberate sacrifice, a final assertion of agency in the moment of defeat. The explosion killed several hundred Ottoman soldiers in the forward positions and left the keep's interior a ruin.

On the morning of 7 September, Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski led the surviving members of his garrison out of the ruined keep and into the Ottoman lines. He was in full armour, reportedly wearing the decorations he had received for his military service, the chain of gold that the emperor had given him, the formal dress of a lord going to a formal appointment rather than a man going to his death. The Ottomans, forewarned or simply alert, met the sortie with overwhelming force. Nikola was struck by two arquebus balls and an arrow and fell, dying or already dead, within metres of the keep's gate. The sortie was annihilated within minutes. The fortress of Szigetvár passed into Ottoman hands, and the campaign that had cost Suleiman his life, the sultan had died in his tent the night before, his death concealed from the army until the political succession could be managed, ended not in the sweeping victory that had been its objective but in a peculiar, ambiguous outcome whose historical significance was immediately contested and has been debated ever since.

The strategic consequences of Szigetvár were, in the longer view, relatively modest. The fortress fell; the Ottomans had achieved their immediate military objective; but the campaign's delay and the sultan's death meant that the follow-up offensive into Habsburg territory that the campaign had been designed to enable never materialised. The Ottoman army, confronting the news of Suleiman's death and the necessity of managing a succession, withdrew without exploiting its victory, and the Habsburg-Ottoman frontier reverted to the approximate status quo ante. Nikola IV had not saved Vienna. He had not turned the tide of Ottoman expansion. He had held a fortress for thirty-three days and died in its ruins. By any purely military accounting, the siege of Szigetvár was a defeat, a costly, hard-fought, and honourable defeat, but a defeat nonetheless.

What transformed this defeat into myth was the work of a specific cultural and political moment, operating through specific cultural instruments. The decades immediately after 1566 produced a remarkable flowering of literary and artistic treatments of the siege, as the Croatian, Hungarian, and broader European cultural worlds worked to make meaning from events whose human drama was obvious even if their strategic significance was ambiguous. The earliest treatments were straightforwardly commemorative, funeral orations, Latin elegies, the conventional apparatus of aristocratic mourning adapted to celebrate a death that had acquired unusual public resonance. But almost immediately a more ambitious literary response emerged, one that sought not merely to commemorate Nikola IV but to transform his death into an argument, an argument about Christian resistance, about the obligations of the frontier nobility, about the relationship between individual sacrifice and collective survival, and about the meaning of death in defence of a cause larger than personal survival.

The most significant of these literary responses, and the one whose consequences for the Zrinski family would prove most enduring, was the Croatian poem composed in the generation after the siege that celebrated Nikola's defence and established the narrative template that all subsequent treatments would follow. But it was the later Hungarian epic by Nikola VII Zrinski, Petar's older brother, that elevated the myth to its most artistically accomplished form, and it is with that work, and with Petar's subsequent translation of it into Croatian, that the literary history of Szigetvár reaches its apex. These texts belong to later chapters of this story. What matters here is the foundation they built upon: the raw material of the myth that the cultural moment of the late sixteenth century produced and transmitted to the generations that followed.

The myth, as it crystallised in the decades after 1566, had several components that proved remarkably stable across its multiple elaborations. The first was the image of Nikola himself: not merely a brave commander but a figure of tragic grandeur, a man who had known that relief was not coming and had chosen to die in the defence of his post rather than surrender or escape. The historical Nikola had, in fact, received and rejected an offer of safe conduct from the Ottoman command, a detail that the myth seized upon as evidence of conscious, deliberate martyrdom, the voluntary acceptance of death in preference to dishonour. Whether the historical Nikola understood his situation in these terms, whether he was genuinely offered safe conduct on honourable terms or whether the story was elaborated in the telling, is not something the sources allow us to determine with confidence. But the image of the man who chose death over surrender became the myth's emotional core, the detail around which everything else organised itself.

The second component was the relationship between Nikola's sacrifice and the sultan's death, the idea, already noted, that the stubborn resistance of a Croatian lord had cost the greatest Ottoman sultan his life. This element of the myth was historically dubious in its causal logic but emotionally irresistible in its symmetry, and it persisted through all subsequent versions of the story with remarkable tenacity. The Zrinski family, needless to say, found this element of the myth particularly useful. If their ancestor's defence had killed Suleiman the Magnificent, then the family's claim on the gratitude of Christendom was not merely sentimental but historical, a debt recorded in blood and acknowledged by the very fact of the sultan's death.

The third component was the image of the final sortie itself: the emergence from the burning fortress in full armour, the deliberate choice of honourable death over survival, the handful of survivors marching into overwhelming force with the full knowledge of what awaited them. This image, which lent itself extraordinarily well to visual representation, and which was indeed depicted in paintings, engravings, and eventually theatrical productions across the breadth of European culture, functioned as the myth's culminating moment, its most intense and most transferable scene. It was the image that commemorators returned to again and again, that poets elaborated and painters visualised and orators invoked, because it contained in concentrated form everything the myth was trying to say about sacrifice, honour, and the relationship between individual courage and collective meaning.

The transmission of this myth through the Zrinski family across the century between Nikola IV's death and Petar IV's political crisis was not passive. Each generation of Zrinskis actively managed the Szigetvár legacy, deploying it in contexts that served their current political needs and elaborating it in ways that kept it relevant to changing circumstances. The family patronised the literary and artistic works that celebrated the defence. They maintained physical memorials to Nikola IV at their castle courts. They incorporated the Szigetvár imagery into their heraldic and decorative programmes, placing the iconography of the defence in the visual environment of their households in ways that ensured their children and dependants grew up surrounded by reminders of what the Zrinski name meant and what it demanded. The myth was not something that happened to the family; it was something the family curated, shaped, and deployed as a deliberate instrument of political identity.

The political utility of the Szigetvár myth was considerable, and its uses were multiple. Within the Croatian political culture, it established the Zrinskis as the pre-eminent family of the frontier nobility, the dynasty that had, at the moment of maximum peril, provided the defining example of Croatian martial virtue. This position gave them a moral authority that translated directly into political influence: other Croatian lords who might otherwise have contested Zrinski pre-eminence were constrained by the Szigetvár legacy from doing so too openly, because to challenge the Zrinskis was, implicitly, to diminish the legacy of the man who had died holding the line of Christendom. Within the Hungarian political culture, the myth positioned the Zrinskis as heirs to the tradition of Hungarian frontier heroism that the defence of Eger had also expressed, giving them a claim on Hungarian noble solidarity that their Croatian origins might otherwise have complicated. And at the Habsburg court, the Szigetvár myth provided the family with a narrative of sacrificial loyalty, the idea that the Zrinskis had given everything, including their greatest ancestor's life, in the service of the dynasty and of Christian Europe, that the Habsburgs could not easily dismiss without seeming ungrateful for the very sacrifice that the myth celebrated.

This last use of the myth was the most politically sophisticated and also, ultimately, the most dangerous. The claim of sacrificial loyalty is a powerful rhetorical instrument precisely because it implies an obligation on the part of its recipient. If the Zrinskis had given everything for the Habsburg cause, then the Habsburgs owed the Zrinskis something, protection, respect, the preservation of their privileges, the maintenance of the regional autonomy that the family's military service had been defending. The myth, in other words, was not merely a celebration of past heroism but a claim on future treatment, an argument that the family's extraordinary service entitled them to consideration that ordinary subjects could not expect. When Petar IV, writing in the literary hybrid of the Ozalj circle, translated and elaborated his brother's epic poem about Szigetvár, he was not engaged in a purely literary exercise. He was deploying the family's most powerful political weapon in the context of a deepening crisis with the very court whose ancestor's war Nikola IV had, in the myth's formulation, given his life to serve.

But the myth had a shadow side that Petar and his brother seem not to have fully reckoned with. The image of Nikola IV at Szigetvár was an image of defeat, a glorious, meaningful, mythologised defeat, but a defeat nonetheless. The final sortie was not a military victory; it was an act of defiant self-destruction, the gesture of a man who had run out of options and chosen to die on his own terms rather than on the enemy's. The myth celebrated this choice as the highest expression of honour, but it also encoded, at its core, a narrative of inevitable destruction, the idea that the Zrinski destiny was to resist overwhelming force until resistance was no longer possible, and then to die rather than yield. This was an inspiring model for a family's cultural identity. It was a dangerous model for a family's political strategy. When Petar IV, in the spring of 1670, found himself facing a different kind of overwhelming force, not Ottoman cavalry but imperial administrators and imperial armies, the model his ancestor's myth provided was not one that offered many paths to survival.

The ghost of Nikola IV haunted the House of Zrinski not as a reproach but as a template. Every Zrinski man who picked up a sword on the frontier, every Zrinski woman who managed an estate while her husband was at war, every Zrinski writer who reached for the Hungarian and Croatian literary traditions to give their family's experience a shape and a meaning, all of them were living in the shadow of a man who had chosen a magnificent and useless death over a pragmatic and survivable surrender. The template was inspiring and imprisoning in equal measure. It told the family who they were and what they were for. It did not tell them how to survive in a world where the enemy they faced could not be repelled by a suicidal sortie and would not be embarrassed by a dying man's courage.

That lesson would have to be learned the hard way. It would take another century, and another generation's worth of Zrinski blood, before the family, or what remained of it, understood fully what the myth of Szigetvár had cost them. But that reckoning was far in the future on the morning of 7 September 1566, when Nikola IV Šubić Zrinski walked out of the burning keep into the Ottoman lines and into the permanent custody of Croatian memory. What he left behind was not merely a name or an estate or a constitutional office. He left a story, the most powerful story the family possessed, and the obligation, binding on every descendant who bore his name, to live up to it or die trying.
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