







[image: image]


For Françoise, Cécile and Mathilde. Girls who died.


Contents

Preface

Introduction

1 An Incident at Midwinter

2 Ordeals and Confessions

3 The Pastor’s Denunciation

4 The Black Bey and the Heiress

5 At the Court of Lady Nádasdy

6 The Palatine and His Enemies

7 A Notorious Dynasty

8 The End of Elisabeth

9 Posthumous Verdicts

10 Stories of Witches and Widows

Epilogue

Plate Section

Maps

Acknowledgements

The Báthory Dynasty

Dramatis Personae

Bibliography

Notes

Notes on Pronunciation


Preface

During the 1980s a band of young musicians (operating in the hinterlands of the Goth, Industrial and Death-Metal genres) in their search for an arresting name with exotic and sinister associations chose to call themselves Bathory. The group has since disappeared and its leader, the reclusive Quorthon, gone to ground. Since 1991 horror fans have been able to subscribe to a fanzine dedicated to the macabre, published in Topeka, Kansas. Its name is Bathory Palace.1 In 1993 in Sunderland in the northeast of England a young vagrant raped and almost killed a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl, attempting during the attack to drink the blood from his victim’s wounds. At his trial police claimed that crime had been inspired by Malcolm Foster’s obsession with the sixteenth-century Hungarian noblewoman who was renowned for murdering female virgins and using their blood to preserve her beauty and who was sometimes referred to as ‘Countess Dracula’.2 A year earlier, a radically different reading of the same historical personage had inspired a young Dutch artist to change her Christian name legally to the Hungarian Erzsébet, to pluck her eyebrows and hairline to resemble more closely the images of her heroine and to appear in her own installations and at social gatherings in the costumes that her muse had once worn.

At the time of writing the most eminent movie-makers in Prague and Bratislava are trying to raise the funds to film a pre-war novel (Nižňansky’s Lady of Čachtice) based on the life of this same Countess Báthory – Meryl Streep is current favourite to play the title role – but in the meantime the anti-heroine is already on her way, like Nosferatu on his plague ship, heading westwards from her European home towards Hollywood where new patrons are waiting to reinvent her and exhibit her to a wider world. In the centenary year of that one dimensional fictional villain, Bram Stoker’s Transylvanian Count, Elizabeth Báthory, the woman caricatured in English as ‘Countess Dracula’, is an icon whose hour has come around.

Nowadays the standard biography in English resembles the middle-class novel with its use of an omniscient narrator telling a story woven seamlessly from unseen earlier histories and from the results of library researches. If the subject is a figure from English history, an an Elizabethan grandee, for instance (Elisabeth Báthory was a contemporary of her royal English namesake and of Shakespeare), the wealth of original documents that survive, together with the commentaries of successive generations of experts, will give a modern writer a head start. In the case of a Hungarian of the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, even one of the very highest rank, the chances of retrieving sufficient material for a comprehensive treatment are very remote indeed. The archive papers are scattered and incomplete, many collections are still unsorted and inaccessible following the turbulence of the last hundred years. In Elisabeth’s own day Hungarian nobles very rarely knowingly destroyed documents but many were lost in the upheavals such as the aftermath of the Rákóczi rebellion in the eighteenth century when the Habsburgs left many Hungarian castles and manor houses in ruins.

This book, the first to attempt to reconstruct and deconstruct Countess Dracula in all her many incarnations, is offered simultaneously to the vampire enthusiast, the armchair time-traveller, the amateur detective and the simply curious; it is not designed primarily for an academic readership, although it is hoped that scholars will approve of it. The intention is to gather together as many as possible of the fragments of information that remain, assemble them into a rough mosaic and see if a pattern or a picture emerges. Such a book, with its mix of history, digression, anecdote and opinion, is more likely to resemble not a twentieth-century novel, but an eighteenth-century picaresque or an amateur travelogue of the nineteenth.

To do justice to a being who is not simply ambivalent but multiple it seems best to begin by letting the past speak for itself. For this reason trial transcripts, letters, chronicles and contemporary opinions are reproduced here in something like their original form, often at length, enjoying the same status as authorial insights and perhaps helping the reader to come to some conclusions uncoerced. The reader will have to trust the writer in one respect; none of the important material relating to the Countess exists in the original in English, so almost every word has been subject to the added intervention of the translator. In another attempt at preserving authenticity, all sources have been translated expressly for this book, most of them for the first time. For the sake of coherence some concessions have been made to English style, but where strange formulations occur, these are (it is hoped) an approximation of those voices from the past as they were first recorded. Sources are given in the chapter end-notes and in the bibliography, but anyone requiring more detailed references is invited to contact the author, who will be glad to provide them if he can. Documents are reproduced with the permission of the institutions where they are held. All translations are the responsibility of the author: his gratitude to those who helped him is expressed in the acknowledgements at the end of the book.

TT. London, 1997
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Introduction

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,
Make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres . . .

William Shakespeare, Hamlet

In the years before she killed herself the Argentine surrealist Alejandra Pizarnik wrote dozens of tiny, fragmentary poems, or perhaps one great poem with many interruptions, a series of messages of anguish, delirium and violence, all seemingly dispatched from the edge of a private nightmare.1 She also wrote one short story, in the style of the ficciones of Jorge Luis Borges; the piece, which was written in the late 1960s, was entitled ‘Acerca de la Condesa Sangrienta’ – ‘Concerning the Bloody Countess’.

In this narrative, really a series of vignettes, Alejandra Pizarnik tells the story of a European aristocrat who rules a private, hidden world of torture chambers inside her mediaeval castle. Within this underground kingdom the Lady gives herself up to the passions of endless cruelty, watching from her throne as her silent crones whip, burn, cut and pierce the bodies of a procession of helpless peasant girls and seamstresses. Sometimes the beautiful and deranged Countess would simply sit and stare ecstatically, occasionally erupting in peals of demonic laughter or torrents of blasphemy; at other times she would take part in the torment herself, stabbing the girls with needles or pinching their flesh with silver tongs, placing red-hot spoons and irons on the skin of their arms and the soles of their feet, and when she was exhausted or prostrate with illness, reaching from her bed to bite them.

One episode – ‘The Lethal Cage’ – tells of a refinement in the method of torture used by the Lady and her assistants. This involves an iron cage lined with knives and decorated with sharpened blades which can be raised towards the roof of the stone chamber by a pulley. A naked maiden is shut into the cage by one of the old women and is lifted ceremonially into the empty air: ‘The Lady of These Ruins appears, a sleepwalker in white. Slowly and silently she sits upon a footstool placed beneath the contraption . . .’ The servant-woman, Dorkó, taunts the cowering girl from below with the glowing end of a heated poker. When the terrified victim recoils, she is pierced by the blades, ‘while her blood falls upon the pale woman who dispassionately receives it, her eyes fixed on nothing, as in a daze. When the Lady recovers from the trance, she slowly leaves the room. There have been two transformations: her white dress is now red, and where a girl once stood a corpse now lies.’2

Pizarnik took her black fairytale, abridged but almost unchanged, together with its title from La Comtesse Sanglante, a work published in Paris in 1962 by another surrealist, Valentine Penrose, the first wife of the English painter and critic, Roland Penrose, and a friend of Pablo Picasso. In Penrose’s 200 pages, which purport to be a work of history but read as a sustained hallucination, the Countess Elisabeth Báthory is situated in time and place: the end of the sixteenth century and Hungary. She is a being with a past and a future, a family, and a role in the world, who gradually allows her madness, coupled with her absolute power over her subjects, to transform her into an implacable monster: ‘Foul stenches did not revolt her; the cellars of her castle stank of corpses, though lit by a lamp of burning oil of jasmine, her room . . . reeked of spilled blood.’ Like those ascetic sectarians of the universal Mother, who kept their hands impregnated with the smell of rotting skulls which the Ganges sometimes throws up upon its banks, she did not shrink from the odour of death . . .3

Valentine Penrose also presents a series of cameos reminiscent of dark fairytales, many of which she adapted like much else in her book from a nineteenth-century source in the German language. This was one of the most widely quoted of the studies of the Báthory case, and the origin of the grim sobriquet which has stuck to Lady Elisabeth ever since it appeared: Die Blutgräfin – ‘The Blood Countess’. The work was published in Breslau in 1894 and its full title was Die Blutgräfin (Elisabeth Báthory): Ein Sitten und Charakterbild (‘A Study of Character and Behaviour’). The author was R. A. von Elsberg, actually the pen-name of the Austrian gentleman-essayist Ferdinand Strobl von Ravelsberg. Von Elsberg emphasises Elisabeth’s yearnings after her husband’s death:

She was still a woman desired, and lebenslustig [with a desire for life], surrounded by young lords. Once it was that she was riding to the castle accompanied by one of her ardent lovers and they passed by a mütterchen [little old lady] who was standing there on the wayside. ‘How would you feel if I commanded you to kiss this woman?’, the Lady asked her swain. ‘Brrr!’ he answered with a grimace. And she was struck with terror in the depths of her soul, for it would happen to her as well, just a short time would pass and she would turn from a desirable and celebrated beauty, whose kisses were the dream of every young gentleman, to an ugly and neglected old woman.

The Grand Guignol atmosphere and hyperbole of Valentine Penrose’s work, but not its quirkily obsessive charm, were reheated for the French market with Maurice Périsset’s Comtesse de Sang, published in Paris in 1975. Périsset recounts a formative episode from the same Countess’s childhood (she was born in 1560), an incident that taught the highly strung young girl how the power of life and death could be exercised with impunity over her social inferiors, and how snuffing out their worthless lives could be both exemplary and entertaining. The gypsies on her family demesnes in eastern Hungary were lower in status even than the Slav and Magyar serfs, eking out a living by burning wood for charcoal, mending pots and pans, or selling rotting horseflesh. One of these outcasts was suspected of selling his daughter to the Turks for cash, and was dragged before the local justices and condemned. The pubescent heiress was taken from the manor-house by her parents, or, some say, escaped from her tutor’s supervision, to witness the execution. In a ritual inspired by the pre-Christian nomadic culture of the Great Plain, a horse was disembowelled and the gypsy forced into its stomach, which was then sewn up, leaving him to die slowly inside the putrefying carcass. The young girl, at first repelled by the scene, is finally overcome by the black humour of it, and gives herself up to helpless laughter.

These same tableaux appear in one form or another in most of the literature which has grown up around the persona of the Bloody Hungarian Countess, but there is another scene, essential to her mythos, which is present in all the accounts. This was introduced for the first time to the wider English-speaking readership, or so later commentators have invariably believed, by the author of that rousing Victorian hymn ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, the Reverend Sabine Baring-Gould, in his Book of Were-wolves published in London in 1865. But, quite apart from the many entries in continental reference works which had appeared by the 1840s and which would have been accessible to the educated Englishman, there was another publication, rediscovered by this author, which more elegantly set out the essence of the Báthory myth in the English language as early as 1839. John Paget’s travelogue, long out of print, contains the following passage:

Elisabeth was of a severe and cruel disposition, and her handmaidens led no joyous life. Slight faults are said to have been punished by most merciless tortures. One day, as the lady of Csejta was adorning at her mirror those charms which that faithful monitor told her were fast waning, she gave way to her ungovernable temper, excited, perhaps by the mirror’s unwelcome hint, and struck her unoffending maid with such force in the face as to draw blood. As she washed from her hand the stain, she fancied that the part which the blood had touched grew whiter, softer, and, as it were, more young. Imbued with the dreams of the age, she believed that accident had revealed to her what so many philosophers had wasted years to discover – that in a maiden’s blood she possessed the elixir vitae, the source of never failing youth and beauty. Remorseless by nature, and now urged on by that worst of woman’s weaknesses, vanity, no sooner did the thought flash across her brain than her resolution was taken; the life of her luckless handmaiden seemed as nought compared with the rich boon her murder promised to secure.4

This is the nub, the kernel of the fable, which is shared by all the histories, the novelisations, the plays and poems and operas that took Elisabeth Báthory as their inspiration. Paget continues: ‘Not satisfied with the first essay, at different intervals, by the aid of . . . accomplices and [a] secret passage, no less than three hundred handmaidens were sacrificed at the shrine of vanity and superstition.’5

An image of the Lady of the Manor, seated in her marble bath and washing her white breasts and shoulders in blood, is the focal-point in the Paris-based Polish director Walerian Borowczyk’s portmanteau film, Contes Immoraux (‘Immoral Tales’) made in 1974.6 Countess Elisabeth Báthory is played by the fashion designer and socialite Paloma Picasso, daughter of the painter. The juxtaposition of crass soft pornography, action which veers between living sculpture and bedroom farce, and a poetic, surrealist vision of fetishistic beauty is typical of Borowczyk and evokes a quintessentially eastern – now we should say central – European atmosphere: the claustrophobia of landlocked places and the irruption of tragedy into slow, soporific lives.

A peculiarly French tradition of the avant-garde which appropriates historical figures for a cult of sin and erotic excess lies behind the work of Penrose, Pizarnik, Borowczyk who was in exile in Paris and the several operas and plays produced in the 1970s and 1980s which portrayed Elisabeth Báthory as a symbol of tragic, almost heroic, abandon. This tradition is epitomised by the writings of Georges Bataille, high-priest of transgression and promoter of an aesthetic of the morbid and the pornographic, coiner of slogans such as ‘eroticism is the affirmation of life, even unto death’. Bataille writes of Báthory as one of his outrés et dépensés exemplars of redemption through the practice of evil in works such as Les Larmes d’Éros (‘The Tears of Eros’). Her most memorable, indeed only, appearance under her own name in the English-speaking cinema was in a film which was to become a staple of late-night horror festivals and celebrations of kitsch cinema. It was this film, the 1970 production Countess Dracula, that introduced the nickname by which Elisabeth Báthory is often known in the English-speaking world.7 The film was firmly fixed within the popular horror genre for which Hammer films were known: the introduction of a female vampire was a logical progression from the standard plots based on variations of the Dracula, Frankenstein, werewolf and mummy clichés which Hammer had reinterpreted ad nauseam.

Countess Dracula was produced and directed by Alexander Paal and Peter Sasdy, both expatriate Hungarians. This concept was credited to the Hungarian writer Gabriel Ronay, who later produced a book, The Truth about Dracula, which claimed that Countess Báthory had indeed been a living vampire and the precursor of Bram Stoker’s Count, but that the drinking of human blood and the bathing in the blood of virgins had been thought too shocking and had been removed from the official evidence given against her in her lifetime (hardly a credible thesis given the horrors that were recorded).8 Despite its originators’ nationality there is no sense in the film of the primary colours of the hot Hungarian landscape in summer, nor of the black-and-white Slovak winter when an iron cold settles on the stark forests and mute villages. The sense of life as a gallop and a dance, punctuated with moments of passionate melancholy, that can sometimes still be felt in Hungary is missing.

At least 320 films with a vampire theme were released between 1920 and 1990. Strangely, for a medium and a genre that have thrived on exaggeration, the handful of horror films which have been based on the legend of Elisabeth Báthory have shied away from confronting the enormity of her wickedness. A straightforward dramatisation of the crimes alleged against her in her lifetime – the murder of more than 600 women, genital mutilation, cannibalism – would entail a bloodbath – figuratively and literally – that would stretch the tolerance of the most liberal of end-of-century censors and risk unsettling even the most hardened aficionado of splatter-movies.

Of the films based on Countess Báthory’s career only Peter Sasdy’s made the explicit link with ‘Dracula’, borrowing the name for purely commercial reasons which had nothing to do with the plot. Nevertheless, the idea that the Irishman Bram Stoker’s fictional Count Dracula was indeed based to a large extent on the personality of Elisabeth has been promoted by Raymond McNally, the American author who, sometimes writing with the Romanian Radu Florescu, has contributed a whole series of books and articles to recent vampire literature. After producing a biography of the historical Dracula, Vlad Tepes ‘the Impaler’, McNally briefly visited Austria and the then Czechoslovakia and wrote Dracula Was a Woman, subtitled In Search of the Blood Countess of Transylvania, (1983) which provided a brief summary of the career of Countess Báthory together with a long vampire-related bibliography and filmography.

McNally points out that there are several elements in Stoker’s novel (first published in 1897) which cannot be directly inspired by Vlad: Stoker’s vampire is one of the Székely people of Transylvania, ethnically Magyar not Wallachian; he is a count rather than a prince, and – perhaps most importantly – he enhances his youthfulness by drinking human blood, a detail not found in any of the other sources known to have been consulted by Stoker. The difficulty in confirming any such connection is that Bram Stoker kept copious notes during the long gestation period that his novel went through, and although it is known that he met the Hungarian Ármin Vambéry, an expert on his country’s history, there was no mention at all of Countess Báthory in those notes. It is certain, however, that Stoker was familiar with Baring-Gould’s Book of Were-wolves, quoted above, but had he been considering writing about a vampire femme fatale with strongly sapphic tendencies, Stoker need have looked no further back than 1871, to Carmilla, the heroine of the novella of the same name published by J. Sheridan le Fanu, another Victorian author of Irish blood.9

From folklore and anthropological studies le Fanu took the notion of an unquiet soul who returns to earth in human or animal form to drain the life gradually from its mortal victims. In his tale, set in the Styrian region of Austria, an undead countess, Carmilla Karnstein, befriends the heroine Laura, who, after half-remembered nocturnal visits from her strange acquaintance, finds herself wasting away. Le Fanu nowhere acknowledged the Báthory legends as the source of his work, and he need not have known of them firsthand to have introduced the device of a female aristocrat as villain; the concept had been rehearsed in Tieck’s Swanhilda, Hoffmann’s Aurelia and Poe’s Berenice among others. But the setting of the story in the lands of the Habsburg Empire may be significant, for it was there that the legends of the historical Countess Báthory had become embedded in folklore.

Thus it does seem likely that Elisabeth had infiltrated the literary consciousness of horror writers in English but was not acknowledged. Why was she herself not celebrated in Victorian fiction? European neighbours have found it difficult to appreciate the extent of a puritanism in Victorian society (even allowing for its seamier underworld) which lingered well into the 1960s. Any more than a hint of lesbianism, for example, let alone unnatural love coupled with female sadism, was a taboo until recently; and many people have found blood-drinking distasteful and blood-bathing even more so. One hundred years ago for a writer like Stoker, the idea of choosing as a heroine a blood-obsessed lesbian mass-murderess would have been a short cut to literary obscurity.

The first and last appearance of any Báthory in English literature was the invention of the fictional ‘Bethlen Báthory’ – an amalgam of Elisabeth Báthory’s nephew Prince Gábor and his successor, Gábor Bethlen, by Coleridge for his play Zápolya (his least successful work), which in its risibly confused version of Hungarian history – the historical tyrant King John Zápolya10 is transformed into Báthory’s mother – is characteristic of the cavalier way in which Hungary’s history has been toyed with by outsiders when they have bothered to consider it at all.11

To locate and make sense of Elisabeth Báthory is not going to be an easy task. Looking for her demands an imaginative displacement in space and time, to a part of Europe which, almost a century after the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and half a decade on from the end of communism, is still largely unknown or misunderstood, and to a time which forms a precarious bridge between our own post-Enlightenment reality – difficult enough to negotiate if we look back more than a generation or two – and the almost unknowable mediaeval world which went before.

During the long years of the Turkish wars Hungary was a place where only a handful of mercenaries and adventurers from the rest of Europe cared or dared to go. Captain John Smith, the husband of Pocahontas, fought there against the infidel, as did several of the Devonian ‘gentlemen of the West’ in Walter Ralegh’s circle.12 News of Magyar heroism and rumours of Byzantine excesses committed inside the ramparts of mysterious Transylvania filtered back to London and Paris by way of Constantinople, and when the Turks withdrew at the end of the seventeenth century there was an intense curiosity, especially in neighbouring Austria and Italy, about what really lay in these once forbidden territories on the ill-defined eastern fringes of the Christian world.

Vampire fiction has invariably been refracted to us through a Germanic lens – its dramas have been set among dank forests, brooding, cold fortresses, but Elisabeth Báthory’s history was played out not to the sound of groaning pipe-organs and beer-songs, but in a region where cimbalom and cithare music hangs in the warm air. The Scot William Lithgow records several times his wonder at the late-summer landscape of Hungary in 1616: ‘. . . Hungary . . . may be termed the granary of Ceres, the garden of Bacchus, the pasturage of Pan, and the richest beauty of Sylvan; for I found the wheat here growing higher than my head, the vines overlooking the trees, the grass justling with my knees, and the high sprung woods threatening the clouds.’13 Other later travellers from Britain and France indulged their prejudices and frequently complained about the bad conditions of the roads in Hungary, the ferocious aspect of the people, and the discomfort suffered in the inns and taverns which they were forced to patronise.14

It has always been the language of Hungary, sharing five or six words with Finnish but otherwise unrelated to any other European tongue, which has both symbolised and enshrined the separateness of its people.15 Some of Hungary’s neighbours had a deeply ambivalent appreciation of the cadences of the Magyar language. The ardent Romanian nationalist mystic Emil Cioran wrote:

Although I have known only its curses, I like the Magyars’ language infinitely, I cannot have enough of its silence, it enchants me and horrifies me, I surrender to its charm and its terror, to all its words concocted from nectar and cyanide, which so properly match what one’s death agony demands. We should all sigh out our existence with a Hungarian word; otherwise it is not worth dying.16

From the earliest days, visitors from the west returned with proverbial tales from the great store of anecdotes that already existed to illustrate the exotic customs and uninhibited ways of the Magyars. At the end of the sixteenth century the Frenchman Fumée told the tale of ‘a certaine tayler of Varadin’ who surprised his young wife in bed with one of his closest friends. The enraged cuckold, egged on by the townspeople, dragged his wife to the town square, where according to local custom he should execute her himself with a sabre. So piteous were the doomed girl’s pleas to be allowed to live that the jilted husband thought again, then decided to forgive her. The onlookers had also been won over by his wife’s display and applauded his merciful action. It so happened, Fumée went on, that not long after these events, the wife found her husband in the act of copulating with ‘a common wench’. The proceedings were repeated: the man was taken to the market square, the wife made ready to strike off his head, and the husband pleaded movingly for mercy. The watching crowd was poised to praise the woman for her forbearance, but she brushed aside the tailor’s promises and coolly beheaded him. Just a piece of colourful folklore, but the coming together of bravura and cruelty, the sense of a grim delight in mischief (although English has no word for it and has to borrow Schadenfreude from German, Hungarian expresses the notion by its own káröröm), will be encountered again and again in the search for Countess Báthory and the spirit of her time.

It is unfashionable now to talk of a ‘national character’, nevertheless, the modern traveller to east-central Europe, if she or he stays long enough, will experience the peculiar mixture of giddiness and introspection (‘one eye weeping while the other smiles’) which characterises the Magyars, and the wistful warm-heartedness behind the stoic countenances of the Slovaks. And it was Slovakia, although the region was then without a name and its people without a voice, that was the setting for Elisabeth Báthory’s eventual downfall.

In the Czechoslovakia that came into being in 1918 and later, from 1993, in the new Slovak state, Countess Báthory has had relatively little importance as a historical reality; few scholars have paid her serious attention, although her castle in Čachtice and the village below it have often featured in folktales and songs. An older generation of Slovaks were aware of the atrocities alleged against Bátorička (‘Little Báthory’) through short stories and articles dating from the turn of the century.

She is known today mainly from character sketches in periodicals and the semi-fictional romance Čachtická Pani (Lady of Čachtice), a melodrama by the journalist Jožo Nižňanský which was first serialised in the Czechoslovak newspaper A–Z in the 1930s.17 This work, which was later published as a 600-page novel, is the one certified bestseller among the middle-European dramatisations of the Báthory affair, a title still unknown outside the Slovak and Czech republics, where it has been in print since 1932 and has sold nearly three million copies. Nižňanský carefully studied the texts relating to the historical Countess Báthory and juxtaposed in his pages real characters with fictional creations to stage a struggle between good and evil reminiscent of the adventure novels of Walter Scott.

The late-twentieth-century versions of Nižňanský’s romance of the 1930s are two novels in English pitched squarely at the vampire and fantasy market, published, one in Britain and one in the United States, in 1994 and 1995 respectively. The Blood Countess by the Romanian-American author Andrei Codrescu intersperses buggery, sadism and masturbation with evocations of sixteenth-century pageantry and manifestations of Elisabeth’s baleful power in the present day, as when a Hungarian professor of history called Lilly Hangress (based on one of the Countess’s real biographers, Dr Katalin Péter) is suddenly possessed by Elisabeth Báthory’s restless spirit and orates in her voice: ‘Mass slaughters of peasants, the cyclical devastations of the Black Death, the unending battles, made my world an unsteady island on a sea of blood. There was literally and metaphorically no place for me to step without stepping in blood . . . Given this red liquid medium in which I spent my life, it would have been surprising if I didn’t bathe in blood.’18

As for the British novel, Blood Ritual by Frances Gordon, the blurb introduces its heroine and sets the tone: ‘She was dazzlingly beautiful, prodigiously cruel and possessed of a consuming vanity which led her to worship strange and dark gods. Her blood descendants still live on deep within the Carpathian mountains and are determined Elisabeth’s line should not die . . .’19

Both novels used the opening up of eastern Europe and the political turmoil there as a backdrop for the sort of neo-gothic fantasy that the American vampire authoress Anne Rice had pioneered (Gordon’s book actually advertised itself as being ‘in the great tradition of Anne Rice’). But neither conveys any sense of place; both play idly with the notion of a supernatural malignancy crossing from past to present. Otherwise they rely on easy thrills and contrived tensions.

Outside these works and the neat, finite references in anthologies and encyclopaedias of horror – ‘armed with her special flesh-tearing silver pincers, a manual of tortures her husband had used when fighting the Turks and a taste for flagellation learned from her aunt, she set out to indulge herself and while away the lonely hours . . .’20 – Countess Dracula’s is a name to conjure with, but not much more. After all, the repressions and tensions which made the vampire a potent symbol for the nineteenth-century consciousness no longer obtain. But vampires are surprisingly still with us, thriving in our popular culture: the Victorian gothic has become the amoral soap opera of Anne Rice. In fact, we can all be vampires now; we crave longevity, immortality, and it is offered in the form of cosmetic surgery and cryogenics. In the wealthier suburbs of Los Angeles and Sydney mummification is back in vogue. We can enjoy vicariously the catharsis of bloodletting that for our ancestors was viscerally real, watching our videos as the helpless doll-victims – college co-eds now rather than chambermaids or seamstresses – are racked, mutilated and bled, just as she is said to have watched.

The opportunity to explore the myth and reality of ‘Countess Dracula’ for the first time is an irresistible one for a writer. The persona of the Blood Countess is almost too rich in significance. She is two Jungian archetypes – the wicked stepmother and the fatal seductress – in one. She embodies so many modish end-of-century themes – she is an alleged murderess (in the 1950s and 1960s murderers were the outsiders, the supreme existentialists; now they are serial killers, the ultimate consumers), a vampire, a woman wielding power in a man’s world, and she is also from far away in time and place, so the Báthory biographer can fantasise that he is an early anthropologist, opening up new territory – in this case the forgotten eastern half of the European continent and the communities of 400 years ago.

It is not true, as the American authors McNally and Codrescu have written at different times, that the Hungarian authorities or the country’s academic establishment have conspired to hush up the case of Countess Elisabeth Báthory. What is true is that she has been marginalised in her country’s history and that, not surprisingly, Hungarians have not celebrated the memory of what may be their most monstrous forebear. Her picture does not hang in the National Gallery in Budapest next to the heroes of the Turkish wars and the struggle for independence, but is stored underground in darkness.

How did an heiress from an ancient and noble line come to stand accused by history of presiding over cannibal feasts, the application of systematic and imaginative torture and the extermination of maidens in their hundreds, all in the cause of cosmetic rejuvenation, stalking the labyrinths of the European imagination, her hands dripping with blood, part Morgan le Fay, part Lady Macbeth, part Morticia Addams?
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Chapter One

An Incident at Midwinter

Beate Ungheria! se non si lascia
Piu malmenare.
(Blessed Hungary! If she no longer allows herself to be mistreated.)

Dante, La Divina Commedia, Il Paradiso

The landscapes of Greater Hungary ~ Čachtice today ~ an incident at midwinter ~ George Dózsa’s peasant crusade ~ perpetual servitude ~ the Battle of Mohács and the Turkish occupation ~ nationality and identity ~ Transylvania ~ the Fifteen-Year War against the Turks ~ noble courts and their inhabitants ~ Rudolf II, the imperial recluse ~ along the Váh valley to Bytča ~ a mysterious correspondence

Borders in this part of the world have always been impermanent things; mountains and rivers have been the points of reference by which the inhabitants negotiated their worlds. The Danube, the greatest river west of the Volga, flows due east on its way to the Black Sea through the old Habsburg capital Vienna, now all triumphal arches and eagles, and curves gently southward a few miles further on to pass by Bratislava, whose foursquare, mournful castle guards the old walled and tiled city in its shadow. Today the other bank of the river, where the ferry used to embark, opposite the castle, is almost deserted, but the meadows that lie beyond have been covered by a giant complex of hundreds of panelled concrete tower-blocks; a showpiece megalopolis without a heart from the last years of socialist Slovakia. Barely a hundred kilometres downstream the green-brown river abruptly turns due south and passes between gorges, past miles of willow and poplar and shingle beaches to where the twin cities of Hungary’s capital stand, located, according to the latest satellite mapping, in the real geographical centre of the continent, so that the green hills of Buda, the ancient limit of the Roman Empire, lie in western Europe and the busy, noisy, dusty conurbation of Pest in the east.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the highlands were yet more densely covered in forest and the flat lands dotted with thickets and copses. Cross-country travel was almost impossible where creeks and marshes lay, and hard going even on the uncertain roads and bridges which were subject to flash floods, subsidence, rock-falls and the attentions of armed beggars and rogue soldiers. When a great lady or her lord pictured their homeland in their minds, they must have formed a vision of something like a green sea – dark green in the forested north, lighter green on the southern plains – from which rose islands of sunlit yellow, the citadels in which they lived (the vár, the castle above; the manor-house, the kastély, below), and which made a series of stepping stones connecting the little centres of power and civilisation, outside which were only nameless, powerless beings toiling in the fields and vineyards, gathering wood or tending their animals.

Here at the outset of the sixteenth century was a Greater Hungary, a kingdom more than twice the size of the present Hungarian state. Rising in the south, the Leitha formed its eastern border with the German-speaking Imperial provinces, while flowing into the Danube from the north were the rivers which dissected the old territory of Upper Hungary and delimited the administrative districts: the Váh, the Nitra and most importantly the Tisza (which for the court effectively separated the governable from the barely governable territories in those days). Mountains, too, were actual and symbolic barriers, the western Carpathians marking off Moravia, the Fatras and Tatras separating the prosperous west from the impoverished and troublesome eastern counties, and – a frontier at once natural, psychic and political – the high passes leading to the plateau of Transylvania.

Only a century ago Ferenc Baumgarten, an antiquarian and essayist who lived in Pest, wrote that as one entered Hungary from Austria the landscape subtly changed and the hills began to resemble reclining camels – the first intimation of the east. According to another writer, Hamvas, Hungary was the place where the five genii loci of Europe converged: the spirit of the northern forests which pervades an area from Scandinavia to Poland also penetrated the Slavonic lands of the former Upper Hungary. South-west and south of Lake Balaton, where a landscape of vine-covered hills and sleepy villages stretches through Croatia towards the Adriatic, there is an almost Mediterranean atmosphere. Far to the east in present-day Romania lay Erdély – Transylvania – which preserved among its strange mix of peoples a sort of post-Byzantine spirit. The towns of Györ and Sopron, where the German language could be heard, and Sárvár, where visitors from the Netherlands and Italy were entertained, represented the spirit of the west, while the Great Plain was where the endless grass-steppes of the Eurasian east spilled over into Europe proper.1

John Paget travelled through the region in 1836. He reported in detail on the topography, the history and the legends of the Waag (Váh) valley, drawing upon the work Erzahlungen, Sagen und Legenden aus Ungarns Vorzeit by Freyherr von Mednyansky, published in 1829.

About two hours from Pistjan [Piešt’ány] (that is, by the road our peasant coachman took us, across the ploughed fields) lies the castle of Csejta [Čachtice], a place so celebrated in the history of the horrible, that we willingly deviated a few miles from our track to visit it. I know not why, but one always feels less incredulous of the marvellous when one has visited the scene of action and made oneself at home in the whereabouts of dark deeds – as though stone walls had not only the ears so often attributed to them, but tongues also to testify to the things they had witnessed. The history of Csejta, however, requires no such aid to prove its credibility; legal documents exist to attest its truth.2

Paget’s Csejta or Csejthe, where the Danube Lowlands meet the Little Carpathian chain, then two or three days’ journey on horseback from the capital Bratislava, is now the small Slovakian town of Čachtice. The highlands, the Lesser Carpathians and the White Carpathians with which they merge here, are not the rugged peaks of vampire fiction but a broken line of tall steep-sided hills covered with woods of conifers and oaks either side of the broad valley (about a mile and a half wide) of the River Váh, which has been likened to the Rhine, but is narrower and more sedate, about the size of the Thames as it approaches London. The countryside is still relatively unpopulated, with long stretches of open field or forest isolating the communities strung along the river. The topography that Elisabeth Báthory knew is still visible and has not yet been effaced by the carparks and hypermarkets which will eventually follow capitalism across the borders.

Nowadays at Hallowe’en in Čachtice, the local people trundle carts full of flowers up the main street, past the late-seventeenth-century manor-house and the old locked church with its defensive stone wall and onion-domed tower, to gather in the newer Catholic cemetery where they place the flowers carefully on their family graves and light small candles which they arrange on the gravel between the individual plots. By dusk the cemetery will be lit with scores of flickering candleflames and the flashlights of families picking their way between the black marble tombstones.

The ruins of a once strong castle still remain on the summit of a hill which can be ascended only on one side; for, like many old Hungarian castles, Csejta is built on a limestone rock, forming an abrupt precipice on three sides . . . The castle, though once strong ... is now fast falling into decay. It is loosely built of unhewn stone, held together by mortar, and crumbles away with every shower and blast.3

One hundred and sixty years after Paget passed through, the late-October weather was mild and misty and away from the town centre, three kilometres along the track that rises gently past the single-storey gypsy houses and through the woods, the open hillside beneath the white stone ruins of Čachtice castle still smelled of herbs, damp grass and leaves and the last wild flowers. There was a benign quietness around the place, no sound carried up from the few houses down in the valley and the surrounding woods muffled any noises made by woodcutters or late-season hikers: ‘About the year 1610, this castle was the residence of Elisabeth Báthori, sister to the King of Poland [sic], and wife of a rich and powerful magnate. Like most ladies of her day, she was surrounded by a troop of young persons, generally the daughters of poor but noble parents, who lived in honourable servitude, in return for which their education was cared for, and their dowry secured.’4

By December the weather in this part of the Lesser Carpathians will be harsher, even in a good year. On the lines of steep hills along the valley of the Váh river, snaking north along the Moravian–Slovak border, there will be snow on the black pines, the air will be still and dry and freezing and there will be ice at the river’s edges. The year 1610 was not a good one. There had been a heavier than usual snowfall and it was exceptionally cold.

At around seven o’clock in the frozen evening of 29 December 1610, a detachment of soldiers, some on foot and some on horseback, led by a group of mounted gentlemen muffled in fur-trimmed cloaks and feathered hats of bear or wolf skin, advanced as quietly as they could in the darkness up the slight incline of the wide village square towards the church on the hillock at the top. One party had already left the road leading into the village to follow one of the forest paths up to the castle which they knew stood hidden by trees on the hilltop above them. Behind a series of stone walls just next to the church on the high ground there were lights showing at the windows of the manor-house. Outside, one or two watchmen stamped their feet on the cold stones of the courtyard and tugged on the leashes of the great white native dogs, placid Komondors or savage Kuvasz, both bigger and more powerful than giant mastiffs, that guarded the house.

Inside the manor, attendants were serving the evening meal to the lady of the house and a small group of companions seated around the long dining table. The gentlewomen of the court usually ate beside their mistress, together with noble guests, while the senior servants, stewards and bailiffs were allowed to dine in the same hall at a separate table. Although the decoration of the walls and floors of the place was simple by the standards of France or Italy – some Flemish tapestries, Turkish carpets, several large polished wooden chests with ornate Asiatic metalwork locks – the plates and goblets on the table were all of silver and the food was rich. The smell of the highly spiced dishes mingled with the acrid perfume of the wood fires and candlesmoke. Set into thick white walls above the diners were brightly coloured tiles and gothic angels in stone.5

Perhaps the guards were quietly surrounded and ordered to keep silent at the point of a sword, or perhaps they had already been tipped off to stand aside. Whatever the case, the soldiers burst open the heavy wooden doors and irrupted into the building, rushing down corridors into all the halls, chambers and annexes of the great house and hustling the astonished servants together. The gentlemen then made their way inside to confront those who had been interrupted in the middle of their meal. In the meantime, in the little houses around the square, there would have been panic. The country was no longer at war and this region was far from the Turkish front-line, but attacks by armed bands of brigands were common, and there had been rumours of uprisings in the air for some months. The soldiers probably went from house to house to reassure the people huddled inside that they had nothing to fear: the intruder in their midst was the Lord Palatine, the Habsburg Emperor’s representative, the Viceroy of Hungary himself, Count George Thurzó.

The words that passed in that climactic moment between two autocrats – Count Thurzó, black-eyed, black-bearded and glowering, and the imperious, pale fifty-year-old woman dressed in satin, lace and velvet who was seated at the head of the table – were not recorded. She knew well the features of the man who confronted her, and she would have recognised several of his companions; the faces belonged to attendants she had last seen in the company of her own daughters’ husbands and her young son’s tutor. Peering nervously over their shoulders were some she knew much better, for only moments before they had been rushing to carry out her commands there in her own home. Once the building had been secured, a handful of the Lady’s retainers were hustled away to be questioned and the woman herself was taken out of the house under armed escort. The official records state that she was removed instantly up to the high castle, but at the turn of the twentieth century the local people were still pointing out to visitors one of the long low barn-like houses belonging to the wealthier villagers in which, they said, the proud Countess had been confined for the night.6

The servants who had been singled out were bundled out of sight, but perhaps not quite out of earshot of their fellow domestics and, shut somewhere in the extensive cellars or the outbuildings, were put to torture by their captors. While the rest of the household held its breath, the soldiers took torches, lit bonfires and began digging in the frozen earth of the manor grounds. A strong guard was posted around Čachtice while the leaders of the raiding party rode to spend the night in the nearest suitable lodgings in the little town of Vág Újhely (today Nové Mesto nad Váhom) close by.

Some time the following day, the penultimate day of the year, Count Thurzó ordered the members of the Lady’s household and her guests to come together, assembled his own entourage and summoned people from the village and the nearby hamlets. Only the lady of the house herself was missing. In front of the estate managers, bookkeepers, watchmen, shepherds and scullery-maids he arranged an exhibition, a macabre tableau consisting of the naked, well-preserved corpse of a young woman, still showing traces of the soil from which she had been exhumed and of lacerations and bruising on her blue–white skin. There were other blemishes which might have been burns, and the marks of ropes were visible on her wrists. Also there on display before them was another girl who was still alive but suffering from grievous injuries; deep suppurating wounds to her back and buttocks were pointed out to the onlookers.

Thurzó addressed his audience and informed them that he had surprised the Countess Elisabeth Báthory, Lady Nádasdy, in the very act of murder. He knew, he thundered, that the innocent maidservant who had died at her hands was only one of many, and that the butchery which they could now see with their own eyes had been practised for years. Yet more victims had been found in the house awaiting torture, he told them, and in his capacity as the highest legal authority in the Kingdom of Hungary, he, the Lord Palatine, had decided then and there to pass sentence on the perpetrator of these outrages against the female sex. He had put her ‘between stones’ and she would remain imprisoned in her own castle above the village in perpetuity.

The Palatine’s claim – that he had stumbled on the Countess at the very moment of dispatching a helpless servant-girl – became a staple of the legend of Elisabeth Báthory, turned into a set-piece by a succession of chroniclers.7 In the inter-war years of our own century, the Czechoslovak journalist Jožo Nižňanský imagined for his readers the scene as Count Thurzó forced his way into Elisabeth’s secret inner chamber:

The Palatine turned the handle and swiftly opened the door. He was stopped motionless in his tracks. The first sight to greet him was Elisabeth Báthory herself, her face and arms with rolled-up sleeves were covered in blood. Bloodstains darkened her clothing. Her outrageous screeching against a background of demonic laughter curdled his blood. Dóra and Helena stood beside her, all three guffawing as if demented.8

The guards who escorted their noble prisoner from the village to the castle would have been careful to treat her with the courtesy which her rank demanded. She could not be manhandled. While the condemned woman was being allowed to walk unmolested into her detention, her assistants were undergoing the same cruelties that she and they stood accused of. The excruciating agonies that those servants experienced were no less keenly felt than they would be today, but for inhabitants of modern Europe physical suffering has become something exceptional, unexpected, and not the horribly familiar companion of everyday existence that it was for Countess Báthory’s contemporaries.

Unless it is understood that a culture of cruelty – not violence, but deliberate cruelty – was endemic in the era that has come to be known as the early modern, the Báthory story cannot be unravelled. The celebration of this culture was something common to all of Europe at that time and its practice had been embedded in Hungarian life, almost institutionalised, since the atrocities suffered by the peasantry in the early sixteenth century. Treacherous, rapacious nobles brutalised their own countrymen for short-term advantage and ignored the long-term effects on the prosperity and vitality of the whole nation. Many of the poor of Hungary became quite indifferent to the threat from the invading Turks and were disinclined to take up arms to defend their feudal masters’ privileges.

In 1514 the peasants of Hungary (then still an independent kingdom) were ordered to gather together to assemble a mighty army to fight the Turks. When the country’s leaders saw what they had created – a vast and discontented horde intent on homicide and plunder – they panicked, dissolved the army and tried so send them back to their homes. Told by the man appointed to lead them, the squire George Dózsa, that their lords were afraid to fight and were abandoning the country to the infidel, the soldiers rose en masse for the first and last time against their feudal oppressors. The nation’s crises were usually decided in the east, and it was in Temesvár (Timişoara in Romania today) that the peasant revolt was crushed. As the writer Pálóczy-Horrăth imagined it in 1944:

Our lords prepared a spectacular end for the King of the Peasants. While they had an iron throne and crown made for Dózsa, his imprisoned footsoldiers were not given anything to eat for two weeks. Many perished. But some were still alive, half-mad with hunger when, on July 20 1514, our nobles instructed the gypsy executioners to make a big fire under the iron throne until it was white-hot. They had the white-hot iron crown for the Peasant King ready also. Then they placed our leader on the white-hot iron throne, put the white-hot iron crown on his head and forced his soldiers to eat his roasted flesh.9

In the same year that Dózsa’s revolt was suppressed, a noble expert in law, Stephen Werböczy, drew up a legal code known as the Tripartitum, which enshrined and confirmed the privileges of the nobility and decreed perpetual serfdom for the peasant populace. The feudal system which it consolidated remained in force in Hungary until 1848. The new code chose to see the peasants’ affrontery as a sin against the divinely ordained right to rule. It declared: ‘The memory and punishment of their treachery must be visited on their descendants, so that all mankind should know what a sin it is to rise against the lords. Therefore in this country all the peasants have lost their liberty by which they may move wherever they will. They are placed under eternal servitude to their landlords.’10

Both the higher nobility and the lesser gentry were exempt from all taxes and their absolute power as landlords was guaranteed by force. Serfs were tied to their masters’ lands, paid in cash or kind according to the whim of the lord in question, forced to pay tithes, give fifty days’ unpaid labour in every year and forbidden to own firearms. They could be judged and condemned even to death by their landlords according to the mediaeval pallos jog – the right of the sword – which in theory remained in force until well into the eighteenth century. Refusal to serve was viewed as an act of sedition and the poor were made to sign declarations of obedience whereby they forfeited their right to travel.

The privileges which the aristocrats were to enjoy were set out clearly in the codex, but exactly what their obligations were towards their fellow-citizens, and how they would be punished if they transgressed was not made explicit, even in the case of the murder of a servant by their master – or mistress. Social rank counted above all other considerations in all circumstances: even an act of rebellion against the legitimate ruler was treated quite differently when the rebels were of noble blood. When John Zápolya defeated the forces of two rival barons, Balassi and Majláth, who were trying to unseat him in Transylvania, he ceremonially returned their swords to them and pardoned them both, together with all their followers, who were allowed to rejoin their families unharmed.

The pleasures that the citizens of Hungary enjoyed during those years of the early sixteenth century must have been all the more intense for being so few and so fleeting; peasants and soldiers sleeping in the fields in the long soporific summer afternoons, dancing arm in arm to pipes and viols outside the itinerant wine-seller’s tent, while in their strongholds the great families feasted, prayed, arranged their children’s marriages and drilled their private armies. No sooner had the national trauma of the Dózsa revolt begun to dissipate than dynastic power struggles and the looming threat of occupation by the Turkish empire combined to throw the Kingdom into turmoil once again.

The name of the small riverside settlement in the south where the most devastating defeat in Hungary’s history took place has entered the language as a byword for disaster: it is a staple of modern black humour that a man whose whole family has been wiped out in an accident can be consoled by the set phrase, ‘Don’t forget, we lost even more at Mohács.’ Ulaśzló’s successor, the young King Lajos or Louis II, had not been on his throne long before the Grand Turk, Suleyman, known as the Magnificent, mounted a massive offensive, breaking out of the Balkans and overwhelming the Serbs, who were holding the frontier of Christian Europe, and pushing inexorably towards Vienna. The unpopular King first staged a spectacle for his subjects in his capital; a model of the coffin of the Prophet Mohammed was put on display, suspended as if by Islamic magic ‘between heaven and earth’, before being set ablaze in front of an exultant crowd. Then, surrounded by foreign counsellors and accompanied by his bishops, the Magyar nobles and mercenary commanders, the King led an ill-disciplined collection of 27,000 quarrelsome and dispirited troops, cumbersome heavy cavalry in the vanguard, out into the field to stop the Ottoman advance. He confronted the Turks at Mohács in the south of the kingdom in August 1526, but a pitched battle turned into an ignominious rout and Louis and 20,000 troops, including many leading churchmen and 500 of Hungary’s nobles, died as they fled the battlefield in panic. The Turks sacked the capital of Buda and left a landscape scattered with corpses and burned-out towns and villages before regrouping.11

A former nation defeated and paralysed by internal rivalries allowed the Ottomans to consolidate their position for a planned penetration further west. Their ultimate prize was the city of Vienna, from which they could dominate most of Christian Europe, but to ensure their supply-lines from Constantinople they had to pacify the entire turbulent region in between, a task they never fully completed.

Louis II was succeeded by King John Zápolya and there was a standoff until his death in 1541, whereupon the Habsburgs by dynastic agreement inherited the crown and took control of the west and north of the country. The Turks under Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent laid waste the central zone and fifteen years later retook the capital Buda. They occupied the whole of the south-central territories of Hungary, splitting off the eastern region, in which they installed Zápolya’s son as puppet prince. This disputed zone, known as Transylvania, was formally constituted in 1568 as a semi-autonomous principality owing allegiance to the Sultan in Constantinople. The defeat at Mohács was not only a psychic wound that stayed fresh for nearly two centuries, it was a strategic catastrophe which allowed the Austrian Habsburgs and the Turks to carve up the ancient Kingdom of Hungary. It is an interesting question whether, had Dózsa’s followers been given back their rights and incentives to honour their national heritage, the army facing the Turks at Mohács might have been 300,000 strong and united, instead of 27,000 and indecisive.

For 150 years after this, Hungary remained a divided and unstable entity, under constant threat of invasion from the Turks and from the Habsburgs, who needed Hungary (and coveted Transylvania) as a buffer against the Ottomans, but resented the independence of its powerful aristocracy. With open war or undeclared raids a constant threat in the south and east, the aristocrats of the Kingdom of Hungary remained west of Lake Balaton, on which their fleet rode at anchor beneath the castle of Szigliget, in permanent standoff against the Turkish ships whose topsails and pennants could be seen at the other end of the lake. The great families (sixteen of them owned more than half the surface of Hungary) fortified their palaces and moved in summer from the hot dry flatlands of the little Hungarian plain to the cooler uplands just south of the Danube, or across the river where Čachtice and Bytča can be found in present–day Slovakia.

The political manoeuvring inside the country throughout the years which followed defeat and partition was based on a tension between the ‘Habsburg Party’ – a faction within the aristocracy who thought that the power of the Austrian empire offered the best chance of reuniting Hungary, and the ‘Transylvanian Party’ – those who sided with the Transylvanian Prince and sometimes even with the Turks in the hope that this would bring about a new independence. These distinctions were never clear-cut, especially in that everyone concerned was aware of the tactical and emotional importance of Transylvania to the Magyar peoples. Even Count George Thurzó – known all his life as a Habsburg man – secretly nursed an ambition to rule there.

The sense of post-Mohács Hungary as a land deserted by God and good fortune was shared by foreign observers and Hungarians alike. The sixteenth century was a turbulent time for most European countries, with the religious upheaval of the Reformation and the fragmenting into competing beliefs and sects that followed. Then at the end of the century on the continent the Counter-Reformation began to build up momentum. The certainties and structures of mediaeval society were transformed under the influence of humanist intellectuals, and, while the European mind was struggling to cope with these changes, the European body was prey to epidemics. The age was brutal, but full of contrasts; feuds were commonplace, though mediated by codes. There was near-anarchy at times in the political sphere and economic and social progress stopped completely, but poetry flourished.

All of Europe was infected with cruelty, conspiracy and neurosis, but Hungary was in a more dangerously ambiguous state. Its traditions and institutions were still seemingly intact, but operating in an amputated portion of the old nation, threatened on the frontiers by anarchy, beyond the frontiers by hostile aliens, and alternately mocked, threatened and enchanted by the ‘fairy garden’ of Transylvania, with its febrile vitality and its own geographical integrity. Within the remains of the Kingdom loyalties were divided and allegiances uncertain and shifting: as the people lamented, the Protestant and Catholic propagandists each blamed the other for the tragedies which afflicted their nation.

In the occupied zone, the Turkish Vilayat, ruled from Buda, the Magyar peasants who had not fled their villages were forced to pay tithes to the local agents of Constantinople, but in some ways they were better off than those who lived in ‘free’ Hungary, who were bound to their masters’ land and had to submit to the hated robot system of forced labour. As rights and conditions for commoners slowly improved in England, the Low Countries and Germany, the lot of the three and a half million Hungarians and the 600,000 in Transylvania became worse. The manor estates of the great noble families were enlarged and the aristocracy took up trading in cattle, horses, wheat, wine, cloth and even metals, hoarding when prices were low and virtually crippling the peasant markets and the economies of the towns. Although the senior nobility could have nearly all necessities made on the estates – furniture, clothing, weapons, ornaments and jewellery – and to command their local economies, forcing innkeepers to sell only their wines, for example, the smaller feudal landlords often ran short of cash, and had to resort to moneylenders or pawnbrokers. The senior nobles oppressed the lesser nobles by using litigation, trickery or force to take over their properties and at the same time they enclosed common land: the local records show how the family of Count Thomas Nádasdy (later to be Elisabeth Báthory’s father-in-law), who already owned nearly a score of farms in the region, forcibly attached to their estates land belonging to peasants around Čachtice in 1569. To make matters worse for the great majority who depended on the earth for their livelihood, there was a series of poor harvests in the years after 1570 and some landowners reacted by increasing their demand for forced labour from their serfs from one to two or three days in every week; others like Countess Báthory herself later excused her villagers from the labour requirement, but replaced it with high taxes to be collected in the form of cash or wine. Many poor communities, after protesting to the authorities that their lives had become intolerable, staged local insurrections and suffered the terrible consequences. The peasants of Čachtice did not take up arms against their landlord, but did later lodge two formal complaints in Vienna against Count Francis Nádasdy and his wife which were, like all the others, listened to impassively by Rudolf II’s officials and then forgotten.12

Hungarian did not mean Magyar, but a citizen of the ancient territory of Hungaria or Pannonia, which had first been delineated by the Romans. Hungary and its offshoot, Transylvania, were said to be two patriae and one nation. This is because they had been constituted on the same legal basis and had the same common law, judicial traditions and rights towards the King. Legal and religious identity always took precedence over ethnic identity. The other feature of early modern Hungary that is difficult for citizens of modern western nation-states to grasp is its multilingual and multinational nature. In this the Kingdom of Hungary resembled the Habsburg Empire, which was made up of over a thousand separate territories, and in which the emperors themselves never explicitly identified with any particular nationality. Within Hungary there were cities and towns where the German language and customs predominated – among them modern Bratislava (then known as Pressburg in German, Pozsony in Hungarian and Prešporok to the Slovaks living around it), Sopron and Szepesség – and villages where the main language spoken was Slovak or Croatian, not to mention the mobile population of an unknown number of Romany-speaking gypsies.

The senior aristocracy who served the Austrian court were themselves of mixed origins: the Wallensteins and Zerotins were from Bohemia, the Zrínyis, the Pethös, the Keglevichs and the Kollonichs were Croatian; the Drágffys, to whom Elisabeth Báthory was related, were probably of Romanian blood. The Drágffys’ name means ‘sons of the dragon’, referring to the order of knighthood formed to fight the Turks from which Vlad Tepes, the historical Dracula (‘little dragon’), took his nickname. Elisabeth Báthory’s son-in-law Nicholas Zrínyi was the scion of the Croatian Zrinski warlords, and the Thurzó and Drugeth families likewise bore non-Magyar names. The lords and sometimes the ladies were fluent in several languages; George Thurzó wrote in Latin and classical Greek and, as well as his Hungarian mother tongue, spoke German and Slovak.

It is normal today in a spirit of rapprochement to gloss over the ethnic tensions between the Hungarians, those who oppressed them and those who they in turn oppressed. In the past these divisions were rarely referred to, and such matters are difficult to investigate, since most correspondence was carried on in Hungarian or in the Latin lingua franca, whatever language was spoken privately. Nevertheless, tensions were undoubtedly present, particularly in those parts of the kingdom such as the Nádasdy–Báthory territories in Nitra county where Magyars ruled over native Slavs, just as the Norman barons in England had ruled over their Saxon serfs, whose language they disdained and whose thoughts were hidden to them. Elisabeth Báthory was highly educated and knew Latin, some Greek and some German, but had been brought up in the parts of the Kingdom where only Hungarian was spoken. Whether or not one should learn the Tót (Slovak) or Horvát (Croatian) languages of the subject peoples was a matter debated in handbooks of aristocratic etiquette; the consensus among sophisticates was that it was not necessary.13 So, unlike the priests who preached in the church beside her mansion, the Countess could not communicate with the humbler inhabitants of her Čachtice estates and surrounded herself with Hungarian-speaking servants brought from the western parts of the country.

The ethnic mix in Transylvania was more complicated and more volatile: officially the principality was said to consist of the three nationes, Magyars, Saxons and Székelys. The Székelys were the descendants of a warrior caste who were ethnically identical to the Magyars, but who had been settled in those regions hundreds of years before to guard its frontiers. The German-speaking Saxons were farmers and merchants who had migrated east in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and now lived according to their own laws in a number of autonomous cities. They had the right to forbid the Prince from entering their territories. Of the Romanians almost nothing is written, and some Hungarian historians claim that there were few of them living within Transylvania at that time. (It was not until 1918 that the region became part of Romania.) But there were certainly serfs of Romanian, Wallachian and Moldavian origin, following the Orthodox faith, which was not officially recognised – the faiths that were accepted were Catholicism, Lutheranism, Calvinism and Unitarianism – as well as the gypsies, living without a voice under Magyar rule and Turkish suzerainty.

In the English language ‘Transylvania’ has come to signify one thing only: the home of the Vampire of popular repute. The real Transylvania – the Romans’ ‘land beyond the forest’, the Germans’ and Slavs’ Siebenburgen or Sedmohrádsky, ‘land of the seven castles’ – in those regions a byword for enchantment, bloody intrigue and almost permanent political chaos, was in Elisabeth Báthory’s day a nominal vassal of the Turkish Sultan. Transylvania’s instability extended across its mutable borders: between eastern Hungary and Transylvania was a disputed strip, the Partium, whose borders changed according to the tides of war: the townsfolk of Debrecen in the Partium had to pay taxes simultaneously to the Habsburg Emperor, the Hungarian crown and the Turkish Pasha of Buda, and to keep a wary eye on the tactics of whoever had managed to secure the Transylvanian throne. It was just west of the Partium, still within the Kingdom of Hungary, that the Báthorys’ ancestral seats of Nyirbátor and Ecsed were to be found. Modern guidebooks in English have followed the American author McNally in referring to Elisabeth as the Blood Countess ‘of Transylvania’ and asserting that her palace at Ecsed and the castle of Čachtice once lay within that principality’s borders, an idea that any citizen of the region will see as ludicrous – the old frontier at its closest was well to the east of the former and hundreds of kilometres from the latter. Despite her dynasty’s long links with Transylvania, there is no proof that Elisabeth ever set foot inside the country; indeed, she discouraged her husband from accepting office there.

For all of its troubled existence, Transylvania played a crucial role in the history – and the psyche – of Hungarians. When it was created, this last remnant of old Hungary had no clear political status. At first it went unrecognised by other nations, but eventually the former voivodeship where the Báthorys, although they possessed very little land there, had traditionally held sway, imprinted itself on the minds of early modern Europe as a real political entity.14 In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries many Hungarian aristocrats secretly looked to the Prince of Transylvania to re-create a Greater Hungary free of Habsburg and Turkish domination, while the lesser nobility in Hungary welcomed the Prince’s support in their resistance to the Habsburgs and their attempts to escape the oppression of their own social superiors. The princely succession which the Turks had intended to be hereditary became elective with the end of the Zápolya line, and every change of ruler meant a new outbreak of conspiracies and attempted coups. In fact any real attempts to reunite Transylvania with the mother-country would certainly have been scuppered by Constantinople, which later rebuffed Prince Gábor Bethlen with the assurance, ‘We shall never cede Transylvania to Hungary, for Transylvania was invented by Sultan Suleyman.’15

As for the Turks, they were characterised as lions or devils by their Christian foes, and Turkish domestic culture had little effect on the Protestant aristocracy’s habits. When Turks sent dresses as gifts, they were not worn, but made into bedcovers or sheets, even in Transylvania; only the cultivation and arrangement of flowers and fruit and the making of coffee, for example, were openly adopted. The fact that Turks were infidels precluded any serious attention to their way of life, although among some of those who saw the Turks at close quarters, on the battlefied or on diplomatic missions, there was a sort of mutual respect which even developed into friendship in the case of refugees like Bocskai and Bethlen, who were given sanctuary in the Ottoman court. Long after the Ottomans had been expelled, many Hungarian patriots admitted to a ‘Turkish-nostalgia’). If the Hungarian knights wore green into battle to mock their enemy’s sacred colour, they did not desecrate the Turkish graves on Hungarian territory. In the truces between battles, tournaments were organised in which the two sides jousted and duelled according to chivalrous rules; this did not prevent both armies from using terror tactics against one another during the many sieges; the exhibiting of heads and displays of mass-impaling beneath the walls of the besieged castle or city were common.

Where the values of the battlefield prevailed, it is not surprising that the adversaries came to mirror one another, each adapting the other’s accoutrements, especially weapons and horse-furniture. The Hungarians were resolutely, bravely Christian, but when today we look at the decorated ivory sabre-handles displayed in Sárvár castle which depict the Hungarian light horse soldiers, the Hussars, fighting with their counterparts, the Turkish Janissaries, it is difficult for us to tell one from the other. The German-speaking soldiers who periodically occupied parts of Hungary during the territorial struggles showed the same wilful ignorance and were hated by the natives for their chauvinism as well as their habitual cruelty. They considered that the Hungarians and Turks were one and the same, and when they reconquered a piece of land and were petitioned by the Magyar owners for its return, dismissed them with the stock response, ‘Go back to Scythia!’ (In classical writings Scythia was the homeland, north of the Black Sea, of warlike barbarian nomads known for their savagery.) Many many years before, during their nomadic wanderings on the plains of western Asia, the Magyar and the Turkic cultures had indeed come into intimate contact; there were still affinities between the two languages which made the learning easy. A number of Hungarian officers (possibly including Countess Báthory’s husband, Lord Francis Nádasdy) spoke some Turkish, and Turkish officers wrote letters in Hungarian. Not only did the nobles vie to mount recitals by captured Turkish musicians, but Hungary’s foremost romantic poet, Bálint Balassi, had his verses arranged for Turkish music.
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After more than a decade of uneasy standoff punctuated by local raids, sieges of border strongholds, advances and withdrawals, full-scale war between Christians and Moslems broke out again in 1591. The fifteen-year conflict, known as the Great Turkish War, was sparked by the Serbs, specifically the lawless uskok refugees who haunted the border areas; on the Turkish side, illicit raids were launched across the frontier by marauders known as akinci. But the fighting soon became generalised, the eastern and western powers locked into an inconclusive but bloody series of campaigns, and war became the raison d’être for another generation of men and boys.16 The picture of the period of the Turkish wars which has been sustained by Hungarian fiction since the nineteenth century is typified by Géza Gárdonyi’s novel, Eclipse of the Crescent Moon, first published in 1899, in which the dusty summer landscapes are crisscrossed by soldiers, their beards waxed and white with badger grease, travelling as best they can on one or even two wooden legs, missing an arm, a nose, ears. The whole book is pervaded by a kind of jauntiness in the midst of carnage.

It was perhaps the disappearance of the royal court, even more than the territorial losses, that had the most devastating effect on Hungarian society in that period. When Buda fell to the Turks in 1556, the country lost its administrative centre and its cultural and historical heart. The Habsburgs allowed the Hungarians to set up a new capital where the Diet sat at Pozsony, the present-day Bratislava, only a few miles from Vienna. They also maintained a royal court of Hungary as a place for ceremonies, retaining official posts and awarding titles, but all under their patronage. In return for the cosmopolitan culture which the Habsburg court embodied, the Hungarians lost most of their independence. While the alien King ruled from Vienna, it was the native Magyar magnates who were responsible for the functions that the monarch’s court fulfilled elsewhere: the great noble families set up schools, established printing presses and libraries, founded scholarly societies and academies and patronised the various churches. In the rest of Europe governments or parishes had just begun to acknowledge a need to take care of the poor and to set up hospitals to tend to the wounded returning from wars and shelter the veterans who survived. In Hungary this had to be done by the aristocratic families who donated land and left legacies for the first hospitals and themselves cared for the sick on their estates.

The courts of the great landowning families depended on the concept of familiarity: a network and hierarchy of related aristocrats and gentry down to the poorest tenants and serfs, all owing a particular service to their lord. At the main Thurzó seat of Bytča, there were about fifty members of the close household resident in the castle. Young men of the middle nobility provided armed retainers and other officials and guards were stationed in the town. George Thurzó kept heavy armour and weaponry at the easily defended stronghold of Árva (Orava) where the family would repair in times of danger.17

Elisabeth Báthory’s court at Čachtice was slightly smaller, with twenty to thirty people working in the manor house and castle and another thirty to forty tending to the fields and vineyards. The records of the estate show that the business of cultivation and husbandry was exceptionally well organised. Nobles sent their daughters to the courts of this most powerful of chatelaines from far away. It was a great honour for a girl to be given a position in her household, even that of a humble seamstress or chambermaid, and all her servants had to come recommended for a particular skill. Some witnesses testifying in the investigations into Elisabeth’s alleged crimes, however, claimed that the Countess had to lure girls into her service, and one witness among the hundreds who were questioned said that the poor families around Čachtice hid their daughters when they heard that the Lady was approaching. In fact, Elisabeth Báthory was related by blood or marriage to nearly all the victims named in the testimonies, which makes it difficult for some modern commentators to imagine that she could wantonly slaughter them. Had the relatives been aware of such cruelty, they say, surely they would not have sent their daughters to be educated at her court. But social tensions in the Hungarian territories had been heightened by the male-female imbalance which the wars had created. Towns and villages were filled with unmarried or widowed women, with the result that a dowry and the chance to acquire a skill or trade were even more desperately sought.

It was the twenty or so wealthiest families who owned more than a quarter of the land. The hereditary governor (comes) of each county was a member of the senior aristocracy, but the county assemblies were administered by the lesser gentry, who were not usually refined, but rather rough squires addicted to hunting and tippling. Many of these 9,000 families, whose nobility consisted of a coat of arms and exemption from taxes, were impoverished and in debt: the charters conferring the lowest levels of nobility were referred to as ‘dogskin parchments’, the lesser gentry as ‘the mean puttee-wearers’ or the ‘lords of seven plum-trees’.

Countess Elisabeth Báthory owed allegiance to the crown of Hungary, and that crown was worn in Vienna by an Austrian. The Habsburg family had ruled Austria since 1278 and the Holy Roman Empire since 1438, a rich, ornate, cosmopolitan and complex edifice that was landlocked but diffuse, introverted and quite without any geographical reason for its existence. In 1576 Rudolf II succeeded Ferdinand as ruler of the Empire, having already assumed the crown of Hungary, which the Habsburgs had acquired as a hereditary right by marriage. Much as the Hungarian nobility disliked Rudolf personally and resented being ruled by a foreigner, their sense of realism and their veneration for the Holy Crown of Hungary itself prevented them for the most part from openly defying Vienna.

Rudolf was obsessive, introspective and morose at the best of times, and seems to have lapsed into deep melancholia for months on end. Until recently it has been usual to dismiss him as a weak ruler, a mythomaniac and a decadent, whose failing sanity eventually left him incapable of government. After rejections by Maria de Medici and the Spanish Infanta, the unfortunate Emperor did not marry, and, although he fathered children by his mistress, Barbara Strada, lurid rumours accused him of sodomy and paedophilia and ascribed his physical and mental peculiarities to the onset of tertiary syphilis. Rudolf may be seen more sympathetically as a failed mystic, who dreamed of reversing the Reformation and uniting Christian Europe under the divinely sanctioned control of his family. Protestantism was forbidden in Vienna after 1598 and he enraged the proud Hungarians by persecuting the Lutherans and Calvinists who made up a majority of their senior nobility. His own eccentric religious ideas led him to abandon all acts of worship and he was said to be terrified by the sight of the sacramental host, leading gossips to surmise that he had been the victim of an evil spell cast by his chamberlain, Makovsky. It was murmured that Rudolf himself practised alchemy and cabbalistic magic.

As a patron of science and the arts Rudolf excelled in inverse proportion to his failings as a politician and soldier. He detested the rituals of the Vienna court and the half-civilised pastimes of its inhabitants, and in 1582 he moved his seat to the ancient and beautiful Bohemian capital of Prague, which he determined to transform into a model of refinement that would outshine even the Renaissance centres of Italy. The mathematician Johannes Kepler and the astronomer Tycho Brahe were welcomed to the court of the now reclusive Emperor in Hradčany castle, as were the English magus, Dr Dee, and a host of artists, sculptors, jewellers and musicians.

Although Rudolf was, to put it charitably, an indifferent politician, he excelled as a patron, actively intervening in artistic projects, as when he directed the painter Roclant Savery to draw rare species for his still-lifes, which are some of the earliest produced in Europe. It was the bizarre constructs of the Milanese Archimboldo which are the most characteristic of Rudolf’s tastes. Combining inanimate objects to produce portraits – a cook made of pots and pans, the Emperor as Vetumnus, god of the seasons, made of flowers and fruits. It is an aesthetic of novelty bordering on surrealism, but there is something airless and inconsequential about it.18

As the war against the Turks wore on, it became clear that the isolated Rudolf had become a liability to the house of Habsburg, and his brother the Archduke Matthias began to rally support for a palace coup. The actual events that toppled Rudolf were not the discreet decisions taken in family councils that Habsburg propaganda described, but rather a prolonged and undignified jockeying for power involving rival shows of military strength and threats of civil war. The result was a fortunately bloodless victory for Matthias, who, with George Thurzó’s help, made peace with the Magyar nobles in 1606, took the crown of Hungary in 1608 and became emperor in 1611.

This, then, was the backdrop against which Elisabeth Báthory, blessed with a degree of privilege and wealth second only to the King, conducted her affairs and was eventually judged and condemned. The Empire was a wider reality to which the Hungarian aristocrats had access, and yet was one from which they could withdraw when they wished, to listen to their plaintive songs tinged with memories of the east, and reflect in the pauses between battles on the mystique of their Magyar heritage of pride and apartness.

All along the Váh valley as it winds north-east, the ruins of a string of feudal castles cling to the peaks on the river’s edge. Not far north of Čachtice is the civic centre of Trenčín, then a free town and centre of trade, where a spectacular fortress begun by the Roman general Marcus Aurelius still towers intact over the plague column, the hangman’s house and the many churches in the streets below. Further along the riverside road – another hard day’s ride for a traveller on horseback – lies George Thurzó’s former fiefdom of Bytča, today a market town of 12,000 people. On a damp winter’s day in the late 1990s, Bytča is a rather sullen place, its many featureless factories apparently deserted and the streets empty of all but a handful of expressionless passers-by. There is a market square of burghers’ houses, once prosperous but now with shabby façades, and near by a crumbling synagogue, quite abandoned and ignored, on the edge of a small stream which links the moat of Bytča’s castle to the river. The turreted castle too is grey and somewhat forlorn, but is undergoing a leisurely restoration to the splendid white-walled, red-roofed landmark, rising from the water-meadows and dwarfing the little settlement outside its walls, that is shown in the sixteenth-century woodcut panoramas.

The castle was built in the Renaissance style by the Milanese Giovanni Kilian for Count George Thurzó’s father. In 1601 the famous wedding palace, decorated with frescoes of abundant fruits and fabulous animals, which still stands, was erected by George Thurzó just outside the castle proper, which at that time contained a school, a library and archive, a pharmacy and a prison. The Bytča estate was a centre of prosperity, enlightenment and entertainment for the aristocracy and their retainers, and was renowned for the lavish marriage feasts that the Thurzós regularly staged. For the peasants who lived in the surrounding countryside the court could be a source of largesse when the great families gathered there; at other times it was the fearful place from which unquestioned and absolute power was exercised.

On 27 December 1610 the young wife of the Count Palatine of Hungary sent a private message from Bytča to her husband, whom she had left behind two days’ ride south of Čachtice in the capital, Bratislava. The note, which survives, from Elisabeth Czobor to her husband George Thurzó, is fragmentary and mysterious, in part because it was at the heart of a secret conspiracy, in part because the writer was an ingénue who had been taught the alphabet by her husband, but who knew nothing of written style and committed her unpunctuated thoughts to paper just as they occurred to her:

My dearest, beautiful spirit . . .

As you bade me, I have also sent my estate manager and the old woman. They say that she [or ‘he’ – there is no gender in Hungarian] still says, but whether it is true or not only God knows. Those who do not obey the [first] commandment and act against it, then it is very likely that after this will do so easily [or ‘after that would act contrary to the others, too’], and it is possible that those persons will bear false witness against their fellows. That one who is in the castle, they say that she says that with her hand she beat them, and if she feels herself to be involved and had she known for certain, would have been investigated thoroughly as your lordship ordered.

I am going to attend to these things as well as I am able. My beautiful beloved spirit and my lord.19

This insight into the unedited thoughts of one of those who was intimately involved in the Báthory case is unique. The impression that emerges from Lady Czobor’s letter is of a rather garrulous, childlike woman (the terms of endearment are saccharine; the handwriting shows a mounting excitement as the note progresses) who is anxious to please her husband and to show herself as a clever adviser. Although she seems to be involved in the Palatine’s secret plans, we cannot know whether she was really playing an important role or whether her husband is indulging her. We do know that George confided in his wife, which means that, whether she was interfering, gossiping or had performed a vital part in the preparations for Elisabeth Báthory’s entrapment, her letter is a precious clue. If we could decode its text, we might know once and for all whether Countess Báthory was a monster or herself a victim, but the words are all ambiguous.

‘I have sent . . . the old woman’ – who is this that Lady Czobor has dispatched in the company of a senior servant, and where? A spy sent to infiltrate the Báthory court, an informant who will reveal the Countess’s secrets, or a guide to lead the raiders to their victim? Next, ‘whether it is true or not only God knows’ – there seems still to be doubt in the minds of the accusers forty-eight hours before the soldiers moved in; ‘it is possible that those persons will bear false witness’ – will they lie to their judges about their own actions, or lie to implicate an innocent? ‘That one who is in the castle’ – can we be sure who is being referred to, the mistress or one of her trusted aides? ‘She says that with her hand she beat them’ – are the two ‘shes’ one and the same, or is the first the informer and the second the accused?

On 30 December George Thurzó replied to Elisabeth Czobor, who was awaiting his news:

My dear love ... I have arrested Madam Nádasdy and they are taking her to the castle. Those who were torturing and killing the innocent ones, those wicked females, with a young lad who was the assistant in all these cruelties, I have sent to Bytča. And now with great care and security, they must be held in close captivity until God speeds me to the place and a court may be convened. The women may be held in the town, but the young boy placed in captivity in the castle. When our people went into the Csejthe manor, then they discovered a dead girl at that house and another one with wounds and dying from torture, and also there was a woman who had been tortured and was covered with wounds and another [or others] who was imprisoned who that damned woman was keeping for torture. I am waiting for that accursed woman to be taken up to the castle, and that they put her into her place. I have written in great haste on the Thirtieth day of December from Vág Újhely.

Your love, who so much loves you
        Count George Thurzó20

‘. . . that damned woman . . . that accursed woman . . .’ – is there any doubt about which woman Thurzó is referring to? Lady Czobor’s letter is intimate, cryptic and scarcely penetrable; his reads like a public declaration, which in a way it was. It contained his instructions and his authorisation for her to carry them out in his absence, and she would show it if necessary to his men in the town as a token of her authority.

When the visiting English gentleman and his companions looked over the scene of Elisabeth Báthory’s arrest and incarceration in 1836, the letters that passed between Count Thurzó and his wife were lying still undiscovered among the unsorted papers of the archives in the depths of the Palatine’s castle. Paget had only the terse narrative of the guidebooks and the legends as his inspiration:

With this tale fresh in our minds we ascended the long hill, gained the castle, and wandered over its deserted ruins. The shades of evening were just spreading over the valley, the bare grey walls stood up against the red sky, the solemn stillness of evening reigned over the scene, and as two ravens which had made their nest on the castle’s highest towers came towards it, winging their heavy flight, and wheeling once round, each cawing a hoarse welcome to the other, alighted on their favourite turret, I could have fancied them the spirits of the two crones condemned to haunt the scene of their former crimes, while their infernal mistress was cursed by some more wretched doom.21
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Chapter Two

Ordeals and Confessions

and the false nurse shall be burnéd,
on the fire there close by.

‘Long Lankyn’, traditional English folk song

John Ficzkó’s confession ~ techniques of torture ~ the evidence of the accomplices ~ proclamations by the Bytča court ~ thirteen further testimonies ~ the sentencing and the punishment ~ a public burning

The authorities who had detained Countess Báthory knew who else they were looking for. After being privately tortured and publicly confronted with two of their supposed victims in Čachtice, four members of her staff, three elderly women and one young man, were taken under guard to the town of Bytča to be put on trial. The four were examined again immediately after their arrival there and the same set of eleven questions was put to each of them in turn. We should pay especially close attention to the answers they gave since the accused, although they may have had much to hide and good reasons to lie, had been identified as the most intimate companions of their mistress and among the very few people in a position to describe the workings of the private inner court that operated wherever the Countess was in residence.

The trusted servants whom Thurzó’s henchmen imprisoned and tortured were a former wetnurse, Ilona (Helena) Jó, whose surname (literally ‘good’) is a common one, but might also have referred to her vocation, Dorottya (Dorothy) Szentes, known familiarly as ‘Dorkó’, who oversaw the female servants, and Katalin (Katherine) Benecká or Beniczky, called ‘Kata’, a laundrywoman. Also accused was János (John) Újváry, known to everyone as ‘Ficzkó’, either a manservant or a humbler Johannes Factotum (a jack of all trades or odd-job man), who was the first to be brought before the court.

The evidence regarding Ficzkó, like the others, is given in the third person in the form ‘he said . . .’, but the third person pronoun ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’ is the same in Hungarian. This leads to great ambiguity in all the accounts given, because it is not always clear which of the protagonists is being referred to. Likewise the word asszony, denoting a married woman, so ‘Mistress’, ‘woman’ or ‘lady’, cannot always be ascribed accurately either to Elisabeth Báthory or to one of her female servants. Strange gaps and illogical links in the text may be due to the inarticulacy of the witness, compounded by editing or even wholesale reconstructing by the scribe. In inquisitorial procedures at that time, the quantity of evidence, so long as it went to support the charges laid, was more important than its quality, so inconsistencies were often not picked up and blatant untruths were sometimes allowed to pass unquestioned. It is implied in the original trial documents that there was at least one other version of the confessions, kept in another place, and the copies that survived in the Thurzó archive in Bytča, in the Erdő’]dy archive in Galgóc and in the National Archives in Budapest differ in significant details.

Ficzkó’s responses are set down here just as they appear in the records, with some comments inserted, but no attempt has been made to improve the style or impose this author’s interpretation. (In the other testimonies which will be considered, some repetitions, irrelevancies and obvious errors have been removed for the sake of brevity.)

The preface of the ‘protocol’ or first draft summary of the servants’ interrogation reads: ‘This is the confessions of persons of low rank against Mistress Nádasdy, Elisabeth Báthory, on the Second of January in 1611 in the county town of Bytča. First János Újváry, otherwise known as Ficzkó, gave the following confession to the questions in order.’1

First question: How long has he lived with the lady and how did he come to her court?

Response: He has been living with the lady for sixteen years, if not longer. He was taken from Mrs Martin Csejthe, the wife of a student, by force.

Second question: From that time hence, how many girls and women had been killed? [Literally ‘had he/she killed’ – the reference is not clear.]

Response: He does not know of any woman or mistress, but of girls, since he has been living there, he knows of thirty-seven in number. Besides, when his Lord Palatine went to Pressburg, he [or ‘she’] buried five in a pit, two in a small garden and one under a drain. The one is dead who was found and showed to him [the ‘him’ is ambiguous]. Two were taken to Lešetice [a small village now called Podolie] into the church by night and they were buried there. They were taken there from the castle because that is where they were killed. Mistress Dorkó killed them.

Third question: Who were they that she had killed and where were they from?

Response: He does not know whose daughters they were.

Fourth question: Which and what manner of women were summoned to the court and taken there?

Response: Six times he himself, this witness, with Mistress Dorkó went to look for girls, and the girls were promised that they were taken to be merchants or serving-women somewhere. This last dead girl was from a ‘Horvát’ [Croat] village somewhere over near Rednek, and she was taken from there. She [presumably Dorkó] was there with her, and then she had her killed [or ‘caused her death’ – the use of the Hungarian causative structure is likewise ambiguous throughout]. With Mistress Dorkó to look for girls were also Mrs János Bársony who lives close to Gyöngyös in a place called Teplánfalva, and besides this there was a Croatian woman living at Sárvár, Mrs Matej Ötvös, who lives opposite Mrs János Zalay. Mrs János Szabó also brought girls. She brought her own daughter and she [either Dorkó or Báthory] had her killed as well, of which she [presumably the mother] was aware, but despite that fact, she brought more and took more girls there. Mrs George Szabó also gave her own daughter to her at Čachtice and she had her killed, but more she did not take. Mrs Stephen Szabó also brought many; Mistress Helena also brought enough. Mistress Kata never brought girls, she just buried those who were killed by Mistress Dorkó.

Fifth question: With what kind of treatment and by which method did she have them killed?

Response: They tortured in the following way: they tied the arms of the girls with Viennese cord. The woman called Mistress Anna Darvulia who lives [sic] at Sárvár tied their hands behind them – like the colour of death, their hands were – and they were beaten until their body was opened up. Their palms and the soles of their feet they were beating for as long – five hundred blows – as they beat the other captive women. But they learned how to torture from this Mistress Darvulia first of all, and they were beating them until they died. Mistress Dorkó also cut with scissors the hands of the one who did not die at Čachtice.

Sixth question: Who assisted in the killing and torturing?

Response: Besides these three women, there is a woman at Čachtice called Mistress Helena who is also called ‘the bald Mrs Kočiš’ and she also tortured the girls. The woman, she herself pricked them with a needle if the lace was not tight. The old women took them into the torturing house . . . they burned them with an iron rod and she herself and all the old women burned them on the mouth, the nose and the lips. She put her fingers into the mouth, pulled it apart, and that is how she tortured. If they did not finish their needlework, then they were taken to be tortured. They took as many as ten a day. Like sheep they were taken there; sometimes four or five naked girls were just standing before him [the accused] and the young lads could also see that. And even in these cases they did their needlework or tied the lace. And again she punished Sittkey’s daughter because she stole a pear. And she started to torture her and in the place called Piešt’ány with the old women they killed together those two who were suffering the pains of childbirth. She killed the Viennese girl Miss Modl at the place called Keresztúr.

Seventh question: Where did they bury the dead bodies; who hid the bodies . . . and how were they hidden?

Response: These old women hid and buried the girls here in Čachtice. He himself, the accused, helped to bury four of them: two in the place called Lešetice, one in the place called Keresztúr and also one in the place called Sárvár. The others were all buried in Sárvár, accompanied by singing, and also in Keresztúr and Lešetice. When these old women killed one of the girls, the Mistress gave them presents. She herself tore the faces and other parts of the bodies of these girls and pricked them under their nails. And after that the tortured girl was taken into the frost-covered field and cold water was poured over her with the help of these old women. She herself also poured water over the girl. The girl froze and died. Here at Bytča when he was leaving, at the place called Predmier, one of the girls was put up to her throat in water and had water poured over her – the girl who escaped from her at Illava and who was found and then she died in Čachtice.

Eighth question: Did the woman herself torture them and what precisely did she do when she tortured them and had them killed? [Another version of this question runs: What did she do then if she did not torture and did not have these unfortunate beings killed? – this might lead us to think either that the transcribers were recording loosely, or that the wording of the questions was changed for the final versions.]

Response: When she herself did not torture, just left this work to the old women, she was in the laundry-house. She did not give the girls anything to eat for a week, and if someone secretly gave them food, that person would immediately be punished.

Ninth question: In Čachtice, in Sárvár, in Keresztúr, in Beckov and in other locations, in which places did she have these poor ones tortured and killed?

Response: In Beckov in the chamber. Inside the furnace-house she had the girls tortured. In Sárvár they were torturing in the inner part of the castle, where no one was allowed to go. In Keresztúr they were torturing in the privy. In Čachtice they were torturing inside in the furnace-house. When they were on a journey, at that time she herself tortured in the carriage. She was beating them and pinching and pricking the girls’ mouths with a needle.

Tenth question: Of important personages, who was there, and who was aware of the deeds of the woman, and who saw the woman’s actions?

Response: The steward Benedict Dezsö [more usually ‘Deseő’] was aware of most things; he was more involved than the others, but he [presumably the accused] did not hear that this Benedict addressed the Mistress about these matters. It was also common knowledge among the servants, and the apprentices were also aware. There was also a person who was called ‘Ironhead Steve’ who had recently left the woman for Transdanubia: he was aware of everything – much better informed than this witness himself – and he had been playing freely with the woman [this tantalising comment could have a sexual sense, or mean that they literally played/gamed together, or that some power allowed him to toy with or behave over-familiarly with his mistress]. This man had carried more to be buried, but the witness does not know whither.

Eleventh question: For how long were they aware of the woman’s terrible deeds and when did these date from?

Response: Even when the Master was alive she had been torturing girls, but in those days she did not kill them as she now did. The poor Master complained about this and he disapproved, but she did not care about the warning. But then after Mistress Anna Darvulia arrived, that one [presumably Darvulia] started to kill the girls, and after that the Mistress herself became more and more cruel and wicked. With the help of a tiny box with a little mirror set in it, she was beseeching. The wife of the Majoros [the tenant farmer] in Myjava prepared some water and at about four o’clock brought this water and had the woman bathed in a bread-pan. She poured the water out into the brook, and from the second mixture in the pan they wanted to bake a sort of bread which they wanted the King, my Lord Palatine and also Imre Megyery to eat and thus poison them. But these lords recognised this [enchantment] and moved against the woman, because as they ate from the first baking, they complained of their stomachs, and she then did not dare arrange the second baking.

What we know for sure about the real Ficzkó is little more than his name: he is mentioned in many of the accusations collected during Thurzó’s inquiry, but the stories told by witnesses hostile to him were not all necessarily accurate. In the literature that grew up around the persona of the Blood Countess, Ficzkó features prominently; his precise age was not specified at the trial, although his youth was referred to in the judgement and in separate documents. George Thurzó and the pastor of Čachtice, Ponikenus, call him ‘the young man’. This, coupled with his nickname, which can be translated as ‘the Lad’ or ‘Boy’, is significant as it helps to explain his transformation in fiction. Some writers, puzzled that an adult had kept this childish sobriquet, decided that it referred to his size or the fact that he was treated as a plaything. By the nineteenth century a French source was referring to him as ‘Filsko [sic], nain de sa cour’ (‘her court dwarf),2 a hundred years later he is ‘a kind of idiot hunchback gnome, very vicious, but at the same time docile’.3 Just as Elisabeth herself seems to have provided a character for gothic romances, Ficzkó may be a precursor of a stock figure still to be seen in debased form in cartoons and video games, the evil and misshapen retainer.

There are several points in Ficzkó’s confession which deserve attention. First and foremost, the way he frames his answers to the first four questions coupled with the ambiguity inbuilt in his native language mean that he may be accusing Dorkó rather than Elisabeth. Later, however, he does seem to be implicating the Countess herself.

There are some curious passages; for instance, Ficzkó says that as a very young boy and presumably an orphan he ‘was taken by force’ from ‘the wife of a student’ (deák, the Hungarian word, often also denoted an educated person or clerk). Although women were sometimes lured into service and homeless children were occasionally adopted by noblewomen, it was very rare for them to be abducted. Perhaps the comment is an error by the transcriber, or perhaps the accused is trying to emphasise his helplessness in the affair.

When Ficzkó reacts to the second question, he may be trying to impress the court with his truthfulness, or possibly it is a hint of bravado, or else simply the literal response of an unsophisticated person. Later, though, his testimony does seem questionable as he claims not to know any details of the girls who died, yet remembers the names and even addresses of the women who procured them.

Two other significant details are the mention – one of only two among the hundreds who testified – of a girl escaping from the clutches of the Countess, and the reference to magic. Ficzkó describes his mistress using her mirror to ‘beseech’ – to call up spirits, cast spells or ask for supernatural aid, and gives details of the ritual preparation of the deadly cake, although he does not explain how Elisabeth could have sent it to the intended victims or persuaded them to eat it.

Finally there is the strange matter of Istok (the diminutive form of István, Stephen), nicknamed ‘Ironhead’. Here Ficzkó may simply be trying to shift some of his blame on to the other man’s shoulders – may even have invented an alter ego in his desperation, but this is also the one and only possible reference to sexual impropriety in the thousands of words recorded against Elisabeth at that time. In other investigations of prominent women, as we shall see, allegations of promiscuity or infidelity were common. In the court records Elisabeth’s ‘Ironhead Stephen’ simply ‘disappeared into Transdanubia’, and strangely no one else even mentioned this memorable character.

While we are looking at the information provided to the court by Countess Báthory’s assistants, we must keep in mind that their words had been transcribed shortly after they had undergone a second session of torture ordered by the Palatine, George Thurzó, and supervised by the examining magistrates.

Torturing those accused or suspected of crimes or their accomplices was an accepted part of judicial process in what the English historian Bindoff called ‘an age of paid witnesses, faked testimony, of prosecuting counsel who were allowed to do almost anything they liked, and defendants who were allowed no counsel at all’.4 It was institutionalised all across central Europe, and was unquestioned until the eighteenth century (and even then it was criticised as being an inefficient and counter-productive way of obtaining evidence, rather than as immoral or inhumane).

The methods of torture did not depend on sadism or arbitrary cruelty on the part of the torturers. Nevertheless it was well known that the quality of evidence produced in this way was likely to be inferior, and it was probably George Thurzó himself who struck out the words ‘et tortura’ in the draft of the report sent to the King about the executions of Elisabeth’s accomplices, presumably to lend more credibility to their forced confessions.

The skill of eliciting such confessions entailed more than causing physical pain. By Elisabeth’s day the inquisitorial process had undergone 200 years of refinement, culminating in handbooks for inquisitors which instructed them in exactly what should be asked, and what responses could be expected in a prescribed sequence of interrogation. In a telling precedent the Knights Templar – members of a hardened and supremely disciplined chivalrous order – had been forced in the fourteenth century to submit to interrogation. At first these warrior-monks proudly rejected all the accusations made against them, but once the torturer’s expertise was brought to bear they confessed at length; in their delirium they scoured their imaginations for the most elaborate blasphemies and abominations to admit to. If paragons of knighthood were helpless before the rack, how much less resistant would a loutish young manservant and three elderly women have been?

The expert in charge of the torturing, usually the local executioner, would be a professional, rewarded for his services, typically by a fixed cash payment for each instrument applied.5 Executioners lived well, but were local pariahs – the word executioner, hóhér, was a term of abuse (applied by her judges to Elisabeth Báthory and later by Lady Listhius to her despised husband) and even their touch was regarded as a cause of lifelong shame. The chief torturer would begin by displaying the instruments of torture to the subject, who would have been stripped naked and restrained: this in itself might prompt a first confession. The standard panoply included wooden wall- and floor-stocks, iron vices serving as finger-screws, iron collars spiked on the inside, the boot – a wooden or metal cylinder with studs on the inside that could be tightened by the driving in of wedges. There were also two-foot-long metal pincers and flails consisting of slender barbed chains attached to a wooden handle. Next, some of the array of torture devices would be placed on the victim’s body. The mere touch of the thumbscrews or the iron boot would concentrate the subject’s mind, but, if this was not enough, the various tools were put to work, starting with the agonies of crushed fingers and legs and proceeding if necessary through lighted matches under the finger- and toenails via the rack (either an upright bench or ladder on which the suspect was stretched with the aid of weights or a rectangular frame from which the subject was suspended) and the strappado to scourging, burning, branding, boiling and whatever local refinements were in vogue.6

In the twentieth century Hungary has a particular tradition of relishing the romantic barbarism of the exotic past in its popular fiction:

But the real days of celebration were those when to cheer up the folk, to excite their fighting spirit, the magister torturarum, imported especially for the task, prepared and laid out his instruments of practice. This was the time for the hoisting up, the scorching with slow fire, the crushing of bones. This was a most effective method for quickening the lazy blood that was turning to whey in the veins. It was gaudy amusement, cruel amusement.7

After Ficzkó had replied to the interrogators’ questions, it was the turn of the women – they are invariably described in the literary sources as ‘crones’, but we know nothing of their appearance or manner, only that they were all three elderly.

The next ‘accomplice’ to confess was the woman Helena Jó, widow of a certain Stephen Nagy. She informed the investigators that she had served the Lady for ten years (either the information was wrongly recorded or she was minimising her involvement – she must have been with Báthory for eighteen or nineteen years at least) and had acted as wetnurse to the Lady’s two daughters and to her son Paul (she did not mention Andrew and Ursula, the other boy and girl born to Elisabeth, which suggests that they had died almost at birth). She knew that the crimes that her employer had committed had begun before she arrived, but during her service her mistress had killed many girls – perhaps more than fifty, but she could not be sure. She did not know whose children they were, but could remember some instances: a girl named Zichy murdered in Ecsed, George Jánosy’s younger sister, a well-born girl from Pol’any, the two Sittkey women.

In answer to the fourth question Helena Jó supplied a list of those who had assisted in procuring girls, including three women from Sárvár, the wife of John Bársony, John Liptay’s wife, and the wives of Stephen Szabó and Balthazar Horváth; she herself had accompanied Daniel Vas in the search for victims and had brought two girls, one of whom was dead and the other, ‘the little Csegleí’, was still alive. The latest victims from the Čachtice surrounds had been recruited to serve the Lady’s daughter during her wedding celebrations. Helena explained that her mistress threatened some women who brought her serving-girls and rewarded others with gifts of clothing. For whatever reason, women continued to supply girls even though they knew that they were going to their deaths.

Helena Jó admitted assisting the Countess in torturing victims, but said she was forced to do so. She named Dorothy Szentes and Katherine Benecká as others who had tormented the maidservants, the former sometimes cutting the girls’ swollen flesh with pincers (in another version they are scissors); Ficzkó would also slap the girls’ faces whenever he was told to, but the cruellest was Anna Darvulia, who beat the girls when she had the strength to do so, but also forced them to stand in freezing water and poured more cold water over them. Darvulia had later become paralysed and, later still, blind, whereupon the other assistants had had to take over the tasks of punishment. The Countess had learned the techniques of torture from Darvulia, who was her intimate companion. Often the mistress herself would torture the girls unassisted, heating up keys and pressing them on to the girls’ flesh, a technique which she repeated with coins if girls stole or concealed money they had found. Years before in the summer at Sárvár the Lady’s husband had come upon a young girl bound and naked in the open air; she had been smeared with honey and left for a day and a night in the palace grounds to be bitten by ants, wasps, bees and flies. This girl who was a relation, she said (presumably of the Nádasdys), had fainted away in her agony. When that happened, said Jó, there was a method of revival that Lord Francis Nádasdy had taught his wife, which was to place coils of paper dipped in oil between the fingers or toes of the unconscious person and light them: the shock of the burning would jerk the victim back to their senses.

Helena told of the great volume of blood that was spilt around the Countess – so much that the Lady was forced frequently to change her saturated clothes and have the walls and floors of her rooms washed down. When the naked female servants were beaten by Dorkó in the Lady’s presence (presumably en masse in their sleeping quarters), the blood around their beds was so thick that ashes or cinders had to be spread about to soak it up. At other times the Lady had used candles to burn the genitals of the maidens and needles (or knives) and even her own teeth to lacerate them. In a much quoted sequence, this witness gave evidence that when Elisabeth Báthory was in residence in her townhouse in the centre of Vienna, the cries of her victims were so loud and incessant that the monks living next door (the houses adjoined, probably on the corner of the Lobkowitz Square and Augustinerstrasse) used to throw their clay pots against her walls in protest.

When others were beating the girls, Helena stated, the Lady (or it might be ‘the woman’) would urge them on, shouting ‘Üsd, üsd, jobban!’ (‘Beat, beat, harder!’)

Dorothy Szentes, known as Dorkó, the widow of Benedict Szöcs, was the third member of Elisabeth’s entourage to be questioned. She said that Helena Jó had recruited her into the service of Countess Báthory and that she had been employed for only five years. She did not know when her mistress had begun to practise her cruel crimes; she was aware of about thirty-six maidens’ deaths, but did not know the victims’ names or their families or where their homes were located, only that they had been engaged as seamstresses and servants and had come from many different places. Szentes told her interrogators that she had helped her mistress to torture girls because she had been ordered to do it. If she did not beat the girls, the Lady would do it herself, and would also pierce the girls’ lips with needles, burn them with spoons and with irons on the soles of their feet and pinch their flesh with tongs. Once when the Lady was too sick to punish the girls, she was ordered to take them to her bedside, whereupon the Lady bit lumps of flesh from her victim’s face or shoulders. On one occasion at Čachtice five girls died in the space of ten days as a result of torture. Szentes also implicated Katherine (Benecká), referring to her concealing corpses in Lesětice.

Szentes is said at times to ‘declare as the others said’ or ‘agree with the previous witness’, which might be a device by the scribes to avoid the tiresome transcribing of similar statements, or may demonstrate that the accused were giving evidence in each other’s presence. Whatever the case, there was a consensus that local women had conspired with Elisabeth and her accomplices to supply the court with girls, that torture and murder had taken place over many years wherever the Countess was in residence, and that other members of the estate households, including the steward Benedict Deseő, the stablemaster Daniel Vas, the estate manager Jacob Szilvássy and others named as Balthasar Poky, Stephen Vágy (both of whom had testified at the earlier secret hearings in April 1610) and a certain Kozma had been aware of what was happening. All the confessions named the late Anna Darvulia, who had served Elisabeth and her husband at his court of Sárvár, as the instigator of the earliest and worst cruelties.

The last of the inner circle to be interrogated was Katherine Benecká or Beniczky, a woman whose name suggests a rank in the lesser gentry and whose husband, John Boda, and two daughters were still living at the time. She said that the wife of Bálint Varga, the mother of the present priest of Sárvár, had invited her to Elisabeth Báthory’s court, where she had worked as a laundrywoman. She did not know how many young women had been killed, but thought that the number was around fifty. She herself had not recruited girls for the court, so she could not say where they had come from. She said that Dorothy Szentes had supplied the largest number of girls, including those who had died in the recent past. Helena Jó had also assisted the Countess on many occasions and joined her in her cruelty as she was an especially close confidante of the Lady, but Helena was no longer able to use her own hands in the beating (perhaps due to rheumatism or arthritis); nevertheless she was the most ruthless in supervising punishments. When Katherine Benecká had refused to help she had herself been beaten and had to stay in bed for a month to recover. Dorkó had deprived the girls imprisoned at Čachtice of food and drink and she and Elisabeth Báthory had tortured girls together, on one occasion killing five by beating them. The five corpses were stuffed under a bed and she (Benecká, or it may have been Dorkó or even the Lady) had continued to bring them food (another version has ‘talk about them’) as if they were still alive. The smell of decomposition had filled the manor-house so that everyone became aware of it. Then the Lady departed for Sárvár after ordering Katherine to scour the floor and conceal the bodies, but she had not been strong enough to move them and so, with the help of two women named Kate and Barbara, she dragged them to a grain pit, later burying them with Dorothy Szentes’ help in an orchard (or, in another version, in a ditch). The Mistress had killed eight maidens within a short space of time and had tortured the daughter of Helena Herz or Harczy in Vienna. Benecká had also taken bodies to be buried in the graveyard at Lešetice.

Benecká also described how Anna Darvulia, originally the most adept at devising tortures, had been struck blind, after which the other women had learned to take her place. She also related how, when her mistress’s daughter Anna, the wife of Count Zrínyi, was visiting Čachtice, the Countess cleared her servants out of the manor-house to make way for her, dispatching them all to the castle on the hill under Dorothy Szentes’ supervision. Szentes kept the serving maids under lock and key without food or drink, doused them with cold water and made them stand stark naked overnight, deprived of sleep. She cursed and threatened anyone who thought of giving them food. When the Lady wanted to depart with her daughter to Piešt’any to take the waters, she sent Benecká to summon maidservants to accompany them, but Benecká found that the maids were in a pitiable state and not one of them was strong enough to travel. The Lady was furious with Dorkó, and the elderly Katherine had to accompany the group herself.

There are discrepancies in the surviving versions of the evidence, different documents ascribing the same statement to different witnesses. Variant versions of proper names and the confusion over pronouns and verb forms makes it difficult to decide exactly who is acting and who is being acted upon. Nevertheless it is possible to reconstruct a general summary of the testimonies of the four defendants which contains themes and incidents echoed in the evidence given by others before and after their indictment. All the accused agreed on the methods of ill-treatment: beating, piercing, cutting, burning, biting and freezing with water and snow. All said that girls had been buried, some with and some without proper ceremony, in village cemeteries near the Báthory estates, sometimes with the help of local priests.

The estimates of the number of victims vary but there is some consistency: Ficzkó and Dorkó suggest thirty-six or seven, Helena Jó and Benecká around fifty. Naturally, accomplices to mass-murder are likely to minimise their involvement and knowledge, but if we consider that these figures are very roughly accurate, but were actually deaths from natural causes, the totals could be credible, given epidemics, accidents and violence. A figure of five to ten deaths a year among a female staff (in the Lady’s larger estates across the country) of a couple of hundred is not beyond possibility, but we will see these estimates change dramatically as other witnesses are called.

The four accused were examined on New Year’s Day, and the court assembled on 2 January 1611. Unsurprisingly, given the venue, the proceedings were conducted almost entirely by persons in the pay of, or in some way dependent upon, George Thurzó. Theodore Syrmiensis, a representative of the royal assizes at Bratislava (and a personal friend of Thurzó), was presiding, with Eördögh from neighbouring Trenčín, and Caspar Bájaky and Caspar Kardoss, who were both employed by Thurzó at Bytča.8

The full court convened on Monday, 7 January, with a jury of twenty including John David, sometimes known as Szent-Peter, and Caspar Ordódy, the assistant justices of the nearby Thurzó seats of Orava and Trenčín respectively, as well as the presiding dignitaries. The prosecutor, Thurzó’s secretary George Závodský, formally proclaimed to the court that the Lord Palatine had acted to protect the goodly and the innocent and to bring the Widow Nádasdy’s inhuman crimes to an end. He had gone, Závodský announced, with his retinue and in the company of lords Nicholas Zrínyi and George Drugeth, and Paul Nádasdy’s guardian, the knight Imre Megyery, to Čachtice where he had surprised Countess Báthory in flagrante delicto in the act of torturing her victims. One girl was already dead and two others were dying. The Palatine, in his anger at her bestial cruelty, there and then had the Lady confined as ‘a bloodthirsty female’ and pronounced upon her a sentence of life imprisonment in the castle of Čachtice. The woman’s accomplices had been tried there at the Bytča court and justice had been done. Závodský introduced the certified documents recording the accomplices’ confessions into evidence and these were read out to the assembly. The four accused, who were deemed to have pleaded guilty by their confessions, repeated that they had been forced to do what they had done; they added nothing further.9

At this point thirteen other witnesses were heard. Nine of these were people of low rank brought from Čachtice, the other four had come from the Nádasdy estates south of the Danube in western Hungary, or at least had knowledge of events which had taken place in that region.

The first to testify, George Kubanović, said that he had seen the body of the last girl to have been murdered. She had lived at the manor-house and her body had been removed after the Lady’s arrest. There had been signs of beating and burning on her body. (Kubanović did not name the girl but others did, calling her Doricza. The rumour was that she had angered the Countess by stealing a pear.) The next five witnesses, John Válko, Martin Janković, Martin Krsko, Andrew Uhrović and Ladislas Antalović, supported this evidence without adding anything significant. The seventh witness, Thomas Zima, said that he knew that two bodies had been buried in the cemetery in Čachtice and one in Lesetice. When the priest from Čachtice had criticised the Lady, bodies from Čachtice had been taken to Lesetice in secret.

John Chrpman supported the previous testimony and said that he had once asked a girl who had escaped from the Countess who her accomplices were. This girl had said that Báthory had acted alone, but was sometimes assisted by a woman who was disguised as a man.10 Andrew Butora, the following witness, was recorded as giving similar evidence. The next to testify was a woman, identified only as Susannah, who said that Countess Báthory had been helped in her torturing by Helena, Dorothy and Anna, known as Darvulia (in some versions ‘nicknamed Delbora’). John Ficzkó had also been involved, although Katherine was kindlier and had brought food to the maidens who were awaiting their cruel fate. Susannah said that several of her own friends had been killed by the Countess. She also informed the court that Jacob Szilvássy (the administrator of Léka and Keresztúr castles) had found a list of the Lady’s victims in a casket (or chest) and that this list contained 650 names. The eleventh witness, Sarah Baranyai, agreed with Susannah and said that in the four years that she, Sarah, had been serving the Lady eighty people had died. She knew this from Bicsérdy, the castellan at Sárvár, but she had seen it also with her own eyes.

The penultimate witness was Helena, the widow of Stephen Kočiš (this may be the ‘bald Mrs Kočiš’ whom Ficzkó accused of joining in the torturing, but the name is a common one). She confirmed the stories of murder, but added that the Widow Nádasdy was also practising witchcraft and was adept at preparing poisons. She planned to kill the King and the Lord Palatine and Imre Megyery in this way. The last to be called, Anna, the widow of Stephen Gönczy, said that her own daughter aged ten years had been one of the victims and that she had not even been allowed to see her.

This part of the trial documentation also seems to be constructed from a number of different copies, signed by different notaries. Some phrases are entered illogically, out of place. It is also conceivable that some of the alleged crimes relate to Dorothy Szentes and not to Elisabeth Báthory. The witnesses once again employ the causative structure in Hungarian, which blurs the distinction between ‘did’ (oneself) and ‘had done’ (by someone else), even when less ambivalent forms could have been used. Some of the archaic vocabulary is also ambiguous: ‘She used her teeth to tear the flesh of the girls’ could also be rendered ‘She used tongs to tear the flesh of the girls’.

The statement from ‘Susannah’ was one of the most sensational of the whole investigation. She estimated that 650 girls had been killed – by far the highest number mentioned in connection with Elisabeth – and said that the court official Szilvássy had seen the proof in the form of entries in Countess Báthory’s journal. Those modern writers who have taken the depositions by witnesses at face value and who are convinced of Elisabeth’s guilt quote this as the ultimate proof of the scale of the woman’s serial sadism. The weavers of legend have included this strand, too; in their versions the notebook in its secret casket also contains, like a seducer’s diary, comments on the girls’ features and figures.

In a modern courtroom drama such a devastating allegation would be followed by gasps of incredulity and indignation, then an impatient shuffling while Szilvássy himself is called to the stand to corroborate or deny. The bare written records from 1611 are silent; the witness said no more and a full year elapsed before the name of Szilvássy was heard again.11

When the presentation of evidence was over, the court went on to pronounce its sentences immediately. The published judgement read as follows:

The lady has committed a terrible crime against the female blood, and in this Dorothy, Helena and John Ficzkó were privy and purposeful accomplices and under interrogation the accusation proved to be well-founded and to determine more of the matter, Dorothy, Helena and Ficzkó were submitted to torture on the same occasion of the questioning. The accused persons then confirmed their previous statements and added even worse details of the terrible crimes committed by her ladyship, the widow Nádasdy. All the accused before the court, in the confessions that they made voluntarily and also under torture, and in other confessions, prove beyond doubt the guilt of the accused which surpasses the imagination in the many murders and slaughter and specific tortures and cruelty of all kinds and evil. And as these most serious crimes should be matched by the severest punishments, we have determined and we hereby decree that regarding firstly Helena and secondly Dorothy as those most implicated in the bloody crime, and as murderers, the sentence is that all the fingers of their hands which they steeped in Christian blood and which were the instruments of murder shall be torn out by the executioner with iron tongs, after which they shall be placed alive on the fire. As concerns John Ficzkó, his guilt and punishment is alleviated by his youth and his lesser participation in the crimes. He is therefore sentenced to lose his head; only his dead body will be placed on the fire with the two other condemned persons. And Katherine, as her two female companions stated that she had not participated in these affairs [sic], on only the basis of John Ficzkó’s confession she cannot be condemned, therefore she shall be kept in close confinement until her guilt may be determined.12

In fact the truth was the reverse: Ficzkó had spoken in Benecká’s defence, the two women had tried to implicate her.

This sentence has been pronounced publicly before the accused and the punishment has immediately been carried out. As wider proof and as an example for future times, this document is signed in our hand and affirmed by our seal, and we order that it be dispatched to his excellency the Palatine. Dated 7 January 1611.

There followed the signatures and seals of the twenty jurors.13

The punishments handed out to those found guilty were carefully graded and designed to match the crime. This was an age in which the idea of rehabilitation was unknown and punishing was carried out as a social ritual to deter and, just as importantly, to enact retribution, ensure public approval and to purify the whole community. As well as its pillory (instead of the wooden stocks, larger Hungarian communities favoured wrought-iron cages suspended above the marketplace) every village had its gibbet as a reminder to potential miscreants, and towns and castles kept their instruments of chastisement on public display. At Bytča there was a prison within the castle itself, where Ficzkó was kept, and a public jail for common criminals in the town, where the old women were held.14 Public executions were held outside the town on meadowland by the river, overlooked by a line of hills. Here large crowds could assemble, and, if the wind blew from the right direction, the stench of the pyre could disperse along the valley. The condemned were usually brought out in carts early in the morning as bells tolled. They would be standing or sitting in an open cart, restrained by chains or a sort of scold’s collar: a wooden yoke with a line of holes for the head and the two wrists held one before the other.

In death by burning it was thought that the forces of nature were annihilating the guilty, and not just the hand of man; it was one of the longest-drawn-out and most painful forms of capital punishment, usually reserved for witches or heretics. Hanging was considered to be the most shameful form of death and beheading the most noble in the prescribed range of capital punishment.

In Hungary, as in the rest of Europe, the moments before the act of execution could be a confused, sordid and shaming experience, or they could provide the chance for the condemned to enjoy, fleetingly, an audience before which he or she could repent, ask forgiveness and vouchsafe a few words for posterity. No account of the executions at Bytča has survived, so we do not know how Ficzkó and the women faced their deaths. In a comparable case in Engand, there would have been pamphlets printed and doggerel rhymes and songs composed, but Bytča was Thurzó’s fiefdom, the few printing presses were all in the hands of the nobles and dissent was not tolerated, so any public response could only have been oral and transitory.

So died the human instruments of Elisabeth Báthory’s cruelty, if the evidence and the verdict can be trusted. Apart from her, they were perhaps the only individuals who knew the truth about the deaths of so many innocents, and they could no longer be brought back to fill in the many gaps in their testimonies or alter their stories to exonerate the woman they served. Whether or not they deserved to die, the speed with which these lackeys had been condemned and the sentence carried out was unusual and irregular, but they were, with the exception of Benecká, who was spared, people of absolutely no consequence in society and therefore expendable.

The judgement pronounced on the three servants who had suffered the death penalty was proclaimed publicly in all the areas where Elisabeth’s family had landholdings. Shame was a powerful weapon in the early modern period, and the potentates of the late Renaissance were experts in black propaganda: the ‘facts’ that had been revealed brought ignominy on Countess Báthory and by extension upon her late husband, but did so without smearing any other high-born individuals.

Of the ultimate fate of Katherine Benecká, the only one of the inner circle of servants to escape immediate execution, we know nothing at all. Arbitrary justice could work both ways; unexpectedly merciful treatment was almost as likely as disproportionate harshness, and Benecká, especially if she had relatives from the gentry to agitate on her behalf, may have walked free once a decent interval had passed (there were two men of the same family name recorded in documents of 1612 as living in the Bytča area and owing allegiance to the Thurzó family). Unluckier prisoners – war captives who could not be ransomed, minor miscreants without friends of substance, or victims of embarrassing miscarriages of justice – were generally left, literally, to rot.

There was one more gruesome entertainment for the citizens of Bytča that January. On the 24th of the month the stake was raised again in the meadow outside the town and the kindling and faggots piled around it. Without ceremony and without, it seems, any formal trial, the other named confidante of the Lady of Čachtice, the old woman Erzsi ‘Majorosné’ (the name translates as Beth ‘the Farmer’s Wife’), the witch of Myjava, who had, it was said, helped the Countess to bake her magic cake with which to kill her enemies, was brought out and burned alive for sorcery. The farmer’s wife was rushed to her death without being questioned, without being required to undergo the ordeal by water or the oath purgatory, which would have proved or disproved her guilt.

We might, as most historians of the last century did, accept the evidence presented here as being trustworthy, and take this as the whole of the story. But the trials of the servants at Bytča, the condemnation in absentia of their mistress and the burning of her witch was neither the beginning nor the end of the official investigation into the alleged massacre of virgins. Nor is it possible for us to judge Elisabeth Báthory finally for ourselves until we have considered her life and her age in more detail, and examined the remainder of the documents that have been left for us by her accusers and by the Lady herself.
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