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Határok, vándorok, kémek. A magyarokról és a románokról alkotott 
kép Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli írásaiban [Frontiers, Wayfarers, Spies. 
The Image of  Hungarians and Romanians in the Writings of  Luigi 
Ferdinando Marsigli]. By Levente Nagy. Budapest: Lucidus Kiadó, 2011. 
286 pp. 

Born in Bologna, Count Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli (1658–1730) entered Habsburg 
service in 1683 and spent nearly twenty years in the Southeast European region 
as a solider, diplomat, traveler, scientist and collector. Between 1682 and 1701, he 
devoted his activities to the liberation of  Hungary from the Ottomans: he fought 
as a soldier in the army of  Emperor Leopold I, was active as a diplomat in the 
peace talks with the Ottomans in 1690–1691 and 1698–1699, and in marking out 
the frontier between the Habsburg Empire and the Ottoman Empire after the 
Peace of  Karlowitz. He had started preparations for the latter work many years 
earlier, using scientifi cally based methods. As scientist and collector, he gathered 
together all kinds of  objects, manuscripts, codices, maps, original documents, 
Roman remains and more, and all kinds of  information: geographical, current 
political, historical, demographic, religious, etc. The lasting outcome of  his work 
is a body of  several thousand manuscript pages1 on Hungary and the whole 
Carpathian Basin, partly based on his own observations and partly drawing on 
local sources. Through modern analysis, it has yielded much information about 
the region and gives an accurate account of  contemporary political thinking of  
the time, including attitudes towards the Hungarian people.

Much has been published about Marsigli himself, including his own 
autobiography2 and biographies large and small by authors of  various 
nationalities, chiefl y Italians and Hungarians.3 Levente Nagy has been researching 
and publishing on Marsigli extensively for several decades. In the fi rst part of  
the book, he sensibly restricted the biography details to those required for an 
understanding of  events in the Carpathian Basin and the time he spent there. 

1  Endre Veress, A bolognai Marsigli-iratok magyar vonatkozásai [Hungarian Aspects of  the  Marsigli 
Documents in Bologna] (Budapest: Athenaeum, 1906).
2  Emilio Lovarini ed., Autobiografi a di Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli messa in luce nel secondo centenario della morte di 
lui dal Comitato Marsiliano (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1930).
3  See inter alia John Stoye, Marsigli’s Europe, 1680–1730: The Life and Times of  Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli, 
Soldier and Virtuoso (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); Magda Jászay, “Marsili, a katona, diplomata 
és tudós Magyarországon a török kor alkonyán” [Marsili: a Soldier, Diplomat and Scientist at the Twilight 
of  the Ottoman Era in Hungary], Történelmi Szemle 41, no. 1–2 (1999): 42–49.
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Under the heading Kalandok [Adventures], he gives a detailed account of  
Marsigli’s attempts to research the Matthias Library of  Buda and his diplomatic 
efforts of  1689–1691. A recently-formed hypothesis regarding the latter, fi rst 
put forward by Hungarian researchers,4 is that there were political purposes as 
well as scientifi c zeal behind the Italian count’s thirst for knowledge, i.e. he was 
working as a spy.

After the introduction, Nagy goes into the details of  Marsigli’s principal 
works. These concern the whole Southeastern European region, and not just 
the Hungarians and Romanians. One of  these documents, Descrittione naturale, 
civile e militare delle Misie, Dacie e Illirico libri quattordici, was written to serve the 
legitimization of  Habsburg rule over the lands recovered from the Ottomans. 
The part covering Illyria was not included, presumably because he had already 
written about the relations with the Dalmatian and Croatian lands and the 
sensitive question of  their connection with the Kingdom of  Hungary. He dealt 
with the former Roman province of  Dacia in considerable depth, markedly 
manipulating the description for political purposes. He greatly exaggerated the 
size of  the province and gave an account that went back to Roman times, one 
of  the fi rst elaborations of  modern Daco-Roman continuity. On the basis of  
the Dacia discourse, the author plausibly demonstrates that Marsigli described 
the regional units that made up the Kingdom of  Hungary using the names of  
the Roman provinces, by means of  arbitrarily changing their boundaries. This 
was part of  an attempt to fi nd precedents, in the form of  previously established 
states, for the restoration a putative past entity (the Roman Empire) within the 
Habsburg Monarchy.

Marsigli characterized the nation (nazione) in terms of  origin, domicile, 
language, occupation and costume. Nonetheless, he nearly always referred to 
ethnic groups in terms of  a political unit, a state: Monarchia Hungarica (Hungary), 

4  For the history of  research in Hungary, see Levente Nagy, “Le generazioni di studiosi ungheresi e il 
Fondo Marsili,” Quaderni di storia 59 (2004) gennaio/giugno: 205–22; idem, “Magyar kutatógenerációk és 
a Marsigli-hagyaték” [Generations of  Hungarian Researchers and the Marsigli Legacy], in Humanizmus, 
religio, identitástudat. Tanulmányok a kora újkori Magyarország művelődéstörténetéről [Humanism, Religion, Identity. 
Studies in the Early Modern Cultural History of  Hungary], ed. István Bitskey and Gergely Tamás Fazakas 
(Debrecen: Kossuth Egyetem, 2007), 252–73; Mónika F. Molnár, “Le ricerche ungheresi del Fondo 
Marsigli di Bologna,” Annuario. Studi e documenti italo–ungheresi (Rome–Szeged: Accademia d’Ungheria in 
Roma Istituto Storico ‘Fraknói’–Università degli Studi di Szeged, Dipartimento di Italianistica, 2005): 
38–49. Signifi cant Marsigli researchers in Hungary today, apart from Levente Nagy, include Sándor Bene 
(Croatian aspects), Deák András Antal (maps), Mónika F. Molnár (Ottoman contacts) and Zsuzsa Kovács 
(bibliographic history, catalogues).
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Wallachia, Moldavia, Transilvania, Croazia, Impero Romano Germanico (Holy Roman 
Empire) and Impero Ottomano, and not as Hungarians, Vlachs, Croatians, Germans, 
Turks, etc.

Marsigli’s activity can be divided into two distinct periods: up to and after 
his inglorious dismissal from Habsburg service in 1703. The author pays great 
attention to the gradual progression and refi nement of  Marsigli’s ideas in 
his writing. He shows how different texts deal with the establishment of  the 
Principality of  Transylvania as an independent state and how Marsigli’s notion 
of  Dacia formed and evolved. Nagy demonstrates how Marsigli used the 
information he gathered from local intellectuals and politicians in these texts, 
and particularly what he incorporated and what he left out. He fi nds that most 
of  the Descrittione is a compilation. Marsigli added little to the text because his aim 
was simply to gather together information and not to evaluate it. Only in a few 
places did he interfere radically with what his informers wrote. The purpose of  
the Descrittione was fundamentally military: the retention of  Transylvania and the 
annexation of  the Romanian voivodeships to the Habsburg Monarchy. As regards 
the latter, Marsigli thought that Moldavia should be dropped, but he outlined an 
actual invasion plan for Wallachia. The military plan, however, had to be linked 
to a legal basis for bringing these lands under imperial control, and Marsigli 
achieved this by interpreting parts of  the Kingdom of  Hungary as “predecessor 
states.” Emperor Leopold I (1657–1705), as lawful king of  Hungary, could thus 
take possession of  the lands reconquered from the Ottomans. He reinforced 
this explanation in a later work showing which voivodeships and principalities 
belonged to “true Hungary.” This is inherent in the title itself: Monarchia Hungarica 
in sua regna, principatus et ducatus divisa, nimirum: Hungariam veram, Bosnam, Serviam, 
Croatiam, Sclavoniam, Erzegovinam, Moldaviam, Valachiam, Transylvaniam, Banatum 
Temesvariensem, Bulgariam.

Nagy devotes a whole chapter to the information Marsigli gathered on the 
Hungarian and Romanian languages and linguistic relics: Székely runes, an early 
Latin–Hungarian–Romanian dictionary (the “Lexicon Marsilianum”) and a word 
list containing 2500 Transylvanian, Moldavian and Wallachian toponyms. In 
the story of  the research behind the latter, Nagy points out something which 
previous Marsigli scholars have tended to ignore: Marsigli always arranged the 
texts himself, whether he wrote or collected them. From his categorizations by 
subject matter, it is possible to establish the time and purpose of  their creation. 
For example, he started work on the vocabulary—compiling it or having it 
compiled—because it fi lled a pressing practical need in his border surveying 
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work of  1699–1701. After summarizes the disputes and opinions surrounding 
the much-researched Lexicon Marsilianum and makes a new attempt to establish 
its authorship. He concludes that it must have been the work of  several authors, 
and they must have used several existing word lists.

The long chapter Iratok [Documents] explores three documents on the 
history of  the Hungarians which Marsigli wrote entirely himself. Epitome della 
ribellione dell’ Ungheria con annesso il Prodromo del Protocollo de’ moderni confi ni Cesarei 
Ottomanici, probably dating from 1699, takes the most hostile tone. It consists 
largely of  clichés borrowed from Italian pro-Habsburg propaganda writers. The 
second, which survives only in fragments, is Memorie ed introduzione all’istoria della 
ribellione d’Ungheria. Nagy considers this and the foregoing work to have been 
preliminary studies for the third, Primo Abozzo del compendio storico dell’Ungaria 
per servire d’introduzione al trattato: Acta Executionis Pacis fatto dal generale co(lonello) 
Marsili5. The latter, written sometime between 1705 and 1718, was translated 
into Latin and intended as the foreword, a kind of  advertisement, for a planned 
compilation of  his writing, Acta executionis pacis.6 Its wording, and the way it 
judges and condemns the Hungarians differ at many points from the other two 
documents, which were written before his fall from grace at Breisach in 1703. 
His main thrust was the possibility of  reviving the old Roman Empire on lands 
which were occupied by the Scythians and their successors. This would form part 
of  a Christianized world empire where order, security and economic prosperity 
prevailed and whose trustees would be the Holy Roman Emperors and the 
Pope. The highly original way Marsigli arranged the information he obtained 
on Hungarian history to fi t his defi ned conception reveals his conception of  
the peoples and history of  the Carpathian Basin region. He highlights only fi ve 
basic episodes between the Scythians and the Peace of  Karlowitz (1699). In 
the last part of  Abozzo he enlarges his own role, considerably distorting the 
relative signifi cance of  events. Like all of  his works, his historical writing can be 
understood as a kind of  biography and speech for the defense. The author wryly 
remarks at several points how Marsigli, the upholder of  the nihil mihi principle, 

5  In Hungarian, see Luigi Ferdinando Marsili, A Magyar Királyság történetének kivonata [Extract from the 
History of  the Kingdom of  Hungary], trans. Levente Nagy (Máriabesnyő: Merhavia, 2009).
6  On the Peace of  Karlowitz and its implementation, i.e. his collection concerning the marking out 
of  the frontier. For more detail on this, see Sándor Bene, “Acta Pacis – Béke a muzulmánokkal. Luigi 
Ferdinando Marsili terve a karlócai béke iratainak kiadására” [Acta Pacis – Peace with the Moslems. Luigi 
Ferdinando Marsili’s Plan to Publish the Documents of  the Peace of  Karlowitz], Hadtörténelmi Közlemények 
119 (2006): 329–72.
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often put forward his own personality, ideas and proposals in his writing, plans 
and descriptions.

In the fi nal part of  the book, the author summarizes and places in a wider 
European context how nations, particularly the Hungarians and the Romanians, 
appear in Marsigli’s writing. He fi nds an imagological discourse conforming 
to strict rules, with peoples being judged on the basis of  their position in the 
structure of  states. In the late seventeenth century, premises based on classical 
traditions, namely Herodotos, Hyppocrates and Aristotle, formed the basis 
of  thinking about other peoples. Facets of  these abound in Marsigli’s writing, 
even where the basic notions go against his own personal experience. Marsigli 
claimed that the Hungarians inherited their pride, restlessness and querulous 
tendencies from their ancestors the Scythians and the Mongols, although the 
Huns and the Turks also entered the picture as relatives. A view of  Hungary 
espoused by a group of  largely Italian-born and Militärpartei-linked generals 
in the Vienna court, following the insights of  Raimondo Montecuccoli (e.g. 
Antonio Caraffa), found its way into Marsigli’s ideology.7 This had at its center 
integration of  Hungary into the Habsburg Monarchy, the key to the rise of  the 
authority and power of  Emperor Leopold. Settling the position of  Hungary was 
considered fundamental in the fi ght against the Ottomans. Besides the militarist 
conceptions, intended to represent the security of  the Emperor’s subjects, 
Marsigli greatly valued the development of  trade, on which he made specifi c 
proposals to the highest government circles in Vienna. These all followed 
the contemporary ideas of  establishing Austrian absolutism and making it 
competitive. For this, in addition to proper government and maintenance of  
order, Marsigli, as Leopold I’s commissioner directing the work on delineating 
the frontiers between the Habsburg and Ottoman empires after the Peace of  
Karlowitz,8 considered the security of  the frontiers to be crucial. The frontiers 
were what signaled alienness, that which was not to be integrated but segregated. 
The near obsession for seeking out, delineating and defi ning borders pervaded 
seventeenth and eighteenth century rationalist thinking. It was an attempt to 
create a new and meaningful order at a time when the sacred order of  things was 

7  See Fabio Martelli, “Generali italiani a Vienna tra scienza nuova, empirismo e ideali assolutistici,” in 
La politica, la scienza, le armi. Luigi Ferdinando Marsili e la costruzione della frontiera dell’Impero e dell’Europa, ed. 
Raffaella Gherardi (Bologna: Mulino, 2010), 45–100; Raffaella Gherardi and Fabio Martelli, La pace degli 
eserciti e dell’economia. Montecuccoli e Marsili alla Corte di Vienna (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2009). 
8  A small part of  the surviving documents on this have appeared in print: Luigi Ferdinando Marsili, 
Relazioni dei confi ni della Croazia e della Transilvania a sua Maestá Cesarea (1699–1701), ed. Raffaella Gherardi, 
vols 1–2 (Modena, 1986).
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collapsing. Marsigli’s aims regarding the Hungarians, as Nagy concludes from 
his discussion of  frontier history, were integration, elimination of  rebellious 
elements, and acceptance by Vienna, to which end he presented the Hungarians 
as peaceful Austrian subjects.

Since the book brings together research which Levente Nagy has pursued 
in several directions for more than a decade, its structure is not completely 
consistent. Its fi ve large chapters are only loosely interconnected, while a few 
major subjects recur, highlighting their importance. The book has a thorough 
index, and its extensive bibliography will be of  great assistance for further 
reading.

Overall, although Marsigli research in many areas is still unable to get 
beyond the level of  putting forward new questions and hypotheses, Nagy’s 
book fi ts excellently into the concept by which the publisher, Lucidus, intends 
to promote and disseminate scholarly work on the questions of  national self-
awareness and Hungarian–non-Hungarian relations. Nagy has dispelled many 
decades-old myths by putting certain Marsigli texts under detailed philological 
scrutiny. Since the author is competent in current European research and in early 
modern Hungarian and Romanian literature and history, he interprets the texts 
in a suitably broad context and sets them against well-selected control sources.

Translated by Alan Campbell
Mónika F. Molnár

HHR_2013_4.indb   949HHR_2013_4.indb   949 2013.12.10.   13:49:162013.12.10.   13:49:16


