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The study of noble migration in early modern Europe has emerged as a critical 
and increasingly relevant area of historical inquiry, offering new insights into the 
political, social, and cultural dynamics that shaped the continent during a period 
of profound transformation. Historically, the focus has been on large-scale popula-
tion movements driven by war, religious persecution, and economic necessity, with 
less attention given to the voluntary or forced migration of elites. However, recent 
scholarship has shifted towards understanding the mobility of the aristocracy as an 
integral factor in the development of regional and transnational power structures, 
the spread of cultural practices, and the reshaping of local societies. This collection 
of studies contributes to this growing body of work, highlighting the intricate role 
noble migration played in the early modern period and its long-term impact on 
European history.

Noble migration was not a peripheral phenomenon; it was a central aspect 
of European politics and society. Aristocrats moved across borders for a variety of 
reasons—whether to escape political persecution, seek military or administrative 
positions, forge marital alliances, or expand their economic and political influence. 
These migrations were often facilitated by networks of patronage and kinship, allow-
ing elites to adapt and integrate into new environments. The fluidity of noble status, 
combined with the permeability of early modern borders, enabled the aristocracy to 
remain a dominant force, even as they navigated the changing political landscapes 
of Europe.

The six studies included in this thematic section each offer a unique perspective 
on noble migration, focusing on different regions and contexts within early modern 
Europe. Together, they provide a comprehensive picture of how noble families and 
individuals engaged in migration as both a response to and a strategy for navigating 
the complexities of power, identity, and status.
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In the first study of this thematic section, Caroline Le Mao provides a critical 
analysis of how the themes of travel and migration were perceived and represented 
in early modern French noble and intellectual circles, as well as the broader social 
attitudes towards elite mobility. The analysis is based on Delaporte’s eighteenth-cen-
tury Voyageur François, a vivid, compiled, fictional travel guide aiming to introduce 
Hungary and other European and Middle Eastern regions to the French audience. 
This work is particularly relevant to research on noble emigration, as it reveals what 
information French nobles deemed important about regions that could potentially 
become destinations for their own travels or connections. The text also illustrates 
how aristocratic circles, often filled with stereotypes and prejudices, equipped them-
selves with cultural orientation and knowledge of new regions—a crucial factor 
when they sought to settle or build relationships in culturally distinct environments.

Ferenc Tóth’s study offers an example of military career migration by focusing 
on the analysis of Jean-Louis de Rabutin’s memoirs, showing how these were edited, 
commented on, and published by his relative, the Duke de Ligne, in the late eigh-
teenth century. These writings also serve as valuable sources for the history of noble 
migration, as Rabutin himself exemplifies an aristocrat who found service oppor-
tunities in political settings foreign to his homeland. The memoirs highlight the 
importance of noble loyalty and military merit, particularly in a period when nobles 
were compelled to reinterpret their identities across various European empires, 
regardless of political allegiance.

Clément Monseigne’s study of Horace Saint-Paul, a British noble who served 
in the Austrian army during the Seven Years’ War, provides an excellent example of 
how noble migration facilitated stalled military careers. Exiled after a duel, Saint-
Paul joined the Austrian forces, using transnational service as a means of survival 
and career advancement. This analysis emphasizes the role of cross-border aristo-
cratic networks that enabled nobles like Saint-Paul to transition between different 
courts and armies, demonstrating how noble migration often allowed for rapid 
military promotion and adaptation within foreign elites. Saint-Paul’s career high-
lights a period in European history where patriotism and cosmopolitanism coex-
isted, and his story demonstrates how European elites leveraged their noble status to 
gain influence across borders while sustaining transnational ties. His service in the 
Austrian army connected him to a broad diplomatic and military network, showing 
how warfare provided new opportunities for nobles to secure positions and build 
careers across Europe’s courts, enhancing their influence on an international scale.

The third case study in this thematic section, by Michel Figeac, examines the 
life of Helena Potocka, a Polish noblewoman whose extensive travels across Europe 
reflect the broader patterns of aristocratic mobility. Her movements between Poland, 
France, Austria, and Ukraine highlight how noblewomen, too, played critical roles 
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in maintaining and expanding aristocratic networks through marriage, diplomacy, 
and cultural patronage. Potocka’s story offers a valuable perspective on the gen-
dered dimensions of noble migration, demonstrating how female elites navigated 
the political and social expectations of their class while crossing geographic and 
cultural boundaries.

Tibor Monostori’s contribution examines the life of Martin Somogyi, a 
Hungarian orphan who served in the Spanish Habsburg court in Brussels for forty 
years during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, achieving a rare noble rank for 
a Hungarian in the Low Countries. Somogyi’s career exemplifies noble mobility; he 
acquired estates in Flanders and Moravia, undertook diplomatic missions in Central 
Europe, and became influential through connections between the Habsburg courts. 
The study highlights the role of noble migration in preserving social status and pres-
tige, illustrating how noble families adapted to the rapidly changing geopolitical 
landscape and shifting political alliances within the Spanish Habsburg Empire.

The concluding piece in this thematic section explores elite migration in the 
Transylvanian Principality, examining how political pressures from the Ottoman 
and Habsburg empires shaped noble mobility and the composition of Transylvania’s 
elite between 1556 and 1586. Utilizing a prosopographical database, the study reveals 
that nearly sixty percent of the Transylvanian elite were newcomers—migrant nobles 
fleeing Ottoman conquests or dissatisfied with Habsburg rule. These migrant nobles, 
attracted by the opportunities for peace, political advancement, and military roles, 
often held smaller estates and faced significant obstacles in integrating into estab-
lished aristocratic circles. The analysis underscores the role of kinship and marriage 
strategies, showing that the old elite’s reluctance to form dynastic ties with the new 
arrivals hindered social mobility. Only about thirty percent of new noble families 
retained their elite status across multiple generations, underscoring the fragility and 
high turnover within Transylvania’s noble class in this period.

Together, these studies emphasize the importance of viewing noble migration 
not simply as a reaction to external pressures but as a proactive strategy employed 
by elites to maintain or enhance their social, political, and economic standing. They 
reveal the interconnectedness of European aristocratic families and highlight how 
mobility was a fundamental characteristic of noble life in early modern Europe. This 
collection contributes to a deeper understanding of how elites navigated the com-
plexities of power across borders, and how their movements shaped the political and 
cultural landscape of the time.
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