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Anotation 

This thesis deals with the issue of processes of 

formation the minor nobility at the turn of the late Middle 

Ages and the beginning of the Early Modern Period in 

the Bohemia. While the lordly status closed in Bohemia 

around 1500, the knightly status closed later. Yet in the 

15th century was the minor nobility divided into lower 

group – esquires and higher – knights. Yet in the 15th 

century sufficed to buy free possession and a burgher 

became a nobleman. Fixed rules appeared around halves 

the 16th century. Then was a man endowed of a coat of 

arms addressed as the famous esquire and third 

generation as noble knight. In the 16th century came up to 

change groups from which the new nobility arose. 

While in the 15th century the new nobility formed 

primarily from warriors and also burghers, in the 16th 

century more intellectuals, clerks and burghers were 

promoted. The 15th and 16th centuries were periods of 

changes. Came up to change groups from which the new 

nobility arose and the old minor nobility disappeared. 

Esquires´ group disappeared and freemens´ group 



reduced. Between members of the old and the new 

nobility came to disputes of titles. 
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Topics and aims of the work 

 
This thesis deals with the issue of processes of 

formation the minor nobility at the turn of the late Middle 

Ages and the beginning of the Early Modern Period in 

the Bohemia. While the lordly status closed in Bohemia 

around 1500, the knightly status closed later. In the 15th 

century, the minor nobility was divided into a lower 

group – esquires and a higher group – knights. 

At the turn of the 15th and 16th century in the 

Kingdom of Bohemia, the nobility was divided into a 

higher group, lords, and a lower group. Further, the lower 

nobility was divided into panoše, zeman, vladyka and 

knight. Panoše was the lowest level of the noble society. 

Initially, panoše was a nobleman who served a powerful 

lord. He often did not own any property. In the 15th 

century, many of them lived in towns. Next level was 

zeman - a nobleman who lived at his country estate, 

usually at a court, and made a living from agriculture. 

Another level of the lower nobility was vladyka, a 

nobleman who was a holder of a homestead and a few 

serfs. But this nobleman could not be proud of his old 



family tree. The highest level of the lower nobility was a 

knight. However, the boundary between the statuses was 

unclear and pervious in the 15th century. 

Some vassals (liegeman) and freemen belonged to 

the nobility. In the late Middle Ages and in the Early 

Modern Period, the population of the Kingdom of 

Bohemia was divided into two groups – free and unfree. 

On the borderland of these groups, there were freemen, 

people who, in fact, belonged to rustic people, but who 

had some rights of the nobility (personal and property 

freedom, right to be written into the Land Tables, right to 

have the serfs, right to hunting, right to brew beer etc.), 

but also obligations (obligation to pay taxes and 

obligation of military service). It is supposed that in some 

cases they were the impoverished nobility. On the other 

hand, yet in the 15th century sufficed to buy free 

possession and a burgher became a nobleman. 

In the 16th century, the characteristics of the 

groups from which the new nobility arose changed. 

Whereas in the 15th century the new nobility was 

primarily formed from the warriors, in the 16th century 



more intellectuals, clerks and burghers were promoted. 

They were called “armorial burghers”.  

The 16th century was a period of changes. The 

groups from which the new nobility arose changed and 

the old minor nobility disappeared. The group of esquires 

was dissolved and the group of freemen was reduced. 

That time disputes over titles among the members of the 

old and the new nobility broke out. The new nobility 

tried to get a good social position, but the old nobility did 

not accept their effort. They did not admit the members 

of the new nobility into themselves. At the same time, 

burghers were being promoted and the minor nobility 

was growing poor and drawn to towns. 

Armorial burghers were a group of the higher 

society that stood on the borderland between burghers 

and lower nobility. The gaining of the armorial burgher 

status was primarily expanded in the 16th century. A 

monarch awarded a burgher by a coat of arms and the 

title according to his merits. They were often burghers of 

royal towns or officers of manor estates. Later some of 

the armorial burghers were knighted. In the 16th century, 



they were one of the personal sources of the lower 

nobility which replaced old group of esquires. 

The main idea of this dissertation is the nobility 

divided not into two states (lords, knights), but into three 

(lords, knights and esquires). The hussite wars and the 

dispute over sitting on benches played a main role in this 

formation of states. It was a group of esquires who went 

through the process most significant transformation.  

The term esquire became later a designation of 

wide group of the lower status of the lower nobility. This 

group disappeared at the end of the 15th century. At the 

time, the nobility was divided into only two states. The 

concept of esquire was reintroduced for the social 

stratification of the lower nobility in the middle of the 

16th century. At the time fixed rules appeared. Then, 

having been conferred a coat of arms, a man should have 

been addressed as “famous esquire“ (panoše) and his 

third generation “noble esquire” (vladyka). The condition 

of admission to the aristocratic corporation from the 

assembly became an important element in the 20s and 

30s. 



The process of forming lower nobility can be 

studied in many ways. On the one hand it is study of 

national sources, such as many resolutions of assemblies 

or the land law. On the other hand it is research of towns, 

large estates or regional assemblies. The nobility was 

also a relatively important component of royal towns in 

the 16th century. At the same time, it is necessary to keep 

in mind that it is important to study armorial burghers 

who were accepted into the knight status. 

An overhead homestead of the nobility was 

expanded in our territory in the second half of the 15th 

century and mainly in the 16th century. The nobility 

began to make business in fish farming, corn growing 

and brewing. Therefore, in their domains, the nobility 

created manor homesteads which became the centre of 

the domain and its administrative unit. However, the 

nobility needed own sufficiently extensive and compact 

estate for prosperous production. That is why from the 

half of the 15th century rich noblemen bought up 

surrounding estates of minor knights to make their 

domain round. Therefore, quite an important group of the 

nobility that did not own estate but had a relatively big 



financial capital came into being. While some noblemen 

used this capital to credit business, others bought a house 

in a town and merged with burghers. The development of 

manor homesteads was fundamental not only for the 

lifestyle of the higher nobility but also for minor knights. 

Regional assemblies were also very important for 

the political life of the minor nobility. I studied the 

development of the lower nobility in our area. In 

neighbor countries, the lower nobility was not divided in 

the same way as in Bohemia and did not go through the 

same changes. Our lower nobility is possible to compare 

with the Polish nobility, but in Poland, the nobility was 

divided according to property and power. It is interesting 

that region assemblies in which the lower nobility 

participated existed in Bohemia and Poland. While in 

Poland region assemblies were held for many centuries, 

in Bohemia they were cancelled during the first half of 

the 16th century. The loss of the power of the lower 

nobility was connected with the calling off region 

assemblies. Then only the Czech Land Assembly in 

Prague worked in Bohemia. But poor nobility did not 



have financial sources to go to Prague and take part in 

negotiations. 

 

Methods and sources  

The sources for my thesis are primarily placed in 

district archive (e. g. in Chrudim), regional archives (e. g. 

Zámrsk) and the National Archive in Prague. Archival 

collections of towns are deposited in the district archives. 

It is important because a lot of the nobility lived in the 

royal towns in the 16th century. Edited documents are 

also very important sources, especially the Czech 

Archive edition. 

Collections of manor homesteads are located in 

regional archives. Some nobles lived at liege courts 

which belonged to manor homesteads. On the other hand, 

free estate was written into the Land Tables which are 

located in the National Archive in Prague. Some other 

sources are also deposited in Prague. They are primarily 

records from the chamber tribunal, the then institution 

which dealt with disputes of the nobility. It is interesting 

that in the 15th and 16th century, most of the minor 



nobility just lived at courts which were, together with 

fields, often their only family property and source of their 

income. In the 16th and 17th century even the minor 

nobility was impoverished. That is why they lived at 

liege courts and later they fell down into servitude. 

In the dominion of Pardubice, some nobility and 

armorial burghers lived at liege courts. Some of them, 

e.g. Burian Svitkovský of Škudly and Matouš 

Křižanovský of Živanice strove to change their liege 

courts to free courts. But the owners of the dominion (the 

Persteins or the Habsburgs) did not allow it. 

Sources documenting the life of the lower nobility 

in Chrudim are stored in the district archiv. These 

documents map aristocratic property in the town and help 

us to know coexistence with townspeople. 

From the point of view of methodology the work 

is based on a combination of several approaches. The 

main methods include social history, economic history, 

administrative history, historical semantics and 

microhistory. Josef Macek was an important source of 

inspiration. 



 From the viewpoint of structure the final thesis is 

divided into four basic chapters. The introduction 

contains a definition of the topic, a list of sources and an 

overview of research. The second chapter is the core of 

the work describing the processes and changes that the 

minor nobility underwent in Bohemia in the 15th and 16th 

centuries. The third chapter contains several regional 

probes. The last chapter is the conclusion, which 

summarizes the findings and opinions. 

 

Results   

In my dissertation, I studied the process of 

changes at the bottom stratum of the nobility. I tried to 

prove that the lower nobility was divided into two groups 

in the 15th century. The knights stood higher, the esquires 

were lower. This division was significant especially in 

the Hussite and posthussite period. The work also 

focused on several research probes from the Chrudim 

region. 

Armorial townspeople belonged to the elite 

members of high society of royal towns, members of 



these families usually belonged to the richest and most 

influential. They regularly appeared in the structures of 

administrative bodies, people around them considered the

m to be esteemed personsand from time to time they also 

strived for being knighted. In the case of those 

successful, we encounter the effort to adequately 

demonstrate their newly acquired social status such 

friendship with the neighbouring gentry or with a 

lifestyle. Most of them, however, failed to escape the 

shadow of their town and “came to a standstill” 

somewhere on the border between the townspeople and 

the lower nobility. 

House Franc of Liblic was also among a large 

number of families with their own coats of arms in the 

16th century. The founder of the family in the second half 

of the 15th century was draper Zikmund Franc, whose 

offspring split into two main branches, members of one 

of them were bestowed a coat of arms and a title in 1543 

and subsequently in 1545 they were bestowed a 

knighthood. This promotion strengthened the elite 

position of the family within the town even more. 

Members of the family owned many Chrudim pieces of 



real estate, regularly sat on the town council, and held the 

office of Primate or royal reeve. In one case, a member of 

the family, Simeon Franc, also owned a feudal mill and 

free villages. Until the second half of the 16th century, 

the main source of the family’s livelihood was drapery, 

which became the foundation of the family fortune. The 

family lived in Chrudim until 1660s when they 

disappeared. 

 Another example from the Chrudim region was 

the dispute between Jan Kapoun of Svojkov and the 

priest Sofián from the end of the 16th century. At the root 

of the dispute lied the fact that Kapoun the knight bought 

several local serf’s estates he settled down on, making 

them into his “residence”. These estates used to pay a 

regular fee to the local parish priest. Kapoun the knight 

as the new owner and a noble refused to pay such fee 

which lead to a conflict with the local priest.  

The dispute is interesting because there is a 

number of preserved documents containing a part of the 

communication, discussions and arguments of both 

parties. In particular, Kapoun’s arguments are intriguing 

as they are based on the principle of “aristocratic 



exclusivity”. It adds nicely to our knowledge of the life 

of poorer lower nobility who for various reasons lost 

their free estate and moved to a serf’s estate. The dispute 

shows that regardless of the size and type of their 

property these impoverished nobles refused to give up 

their exclusive rights.   

 The urban area was connected with the lower 

nobility. Nevertheless the property possession in towns 

or petty possession of country yards belong to less 

studied aspects of the real estate owned by the nobility. If 

the nobility’s property in towns is the subject of research, 

this mostly concerns residential or main towns in the 

country. In Chrudim, it was the gentry living in the 

surroundings of the town that had possessed the property 

since the early 15th century. They continuously extended 

their properties, transferred them to further generations 

or, on the other contrary, sold them. On the basis of 

studying the town books combined with other sources it 

is possible to try to learn reasons and intentions with 

which they approached the town property possession. 

While some of them were led by existential or political 

reasons, others bought real estate in towns due to the 



comfort offered by the town life financed by the revenues 

from their domains. Others bought real estate to resell it 

with profit in a relatively short period of time, creating 

price speculations this way. The group of heirs, who only 

sold inherited property, cannot be ignored either. 

 The town was also an important information 

center, a meeting place, networking environment and also 

a place where regional assemblies took place. 

A small probe into the census of freemen from 

1605 proved that some nobles were also counted among 

them. 
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