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Köleséri Sámuel tudományos levelezése 1709–1732 [The Scientifi c 
Correspondence of  Sámuel Köleséri]. By Zsigmond Jakó. (Kölesériana 
1.) Edited by Zsuzsa Font. Latin text edited and summaries written by 
László András Magyar. Cluj: Erdélyi Múzeum Egyesület, 2012. 256 pp. 

In 1969, Zsigmond Jakó, one of  the most prominent medievalists in international 
scholarship, wrote a captivating article in German on the early period of  
Enlightenment thought in East Central Europe and, within this, one of  the most 
important fi gures of  the Enlightenment in Transylvania in the early eighteenth 
century, Sámuel Köleséri. Although the article was published also in Romanian 
and Hungarian, to this day only the members of  a small circle have a grasp of  the 
importance of  the array of  sources on which it rests. In the 1950s and 1960s, Jakó 
pursued research in libraries and archives in the cities of  Sibiu, Braov, and Cluj, 
where he compiled an indispensable collection of  documents from Köleséri’s 
correspondence with other scientists and scholars. However, he did not publish 
the documents he had assembled, but rather, in the interests of  facilitating further 
research, passed them on to Bálint Keser, with whom he had been continuously 
exchanging ideas on the unsolved questions of  Transylvanian cultural history, and 
the Department of  Hungarian Literature at the University of  Szeged. Thanks 
to Keser’s efforts, a team was organized under the leadership of  Zsuzsa Font, 
and the 112 letters that had been collected by Jakó were published, along with 14 
additional letters collected by the group in Szeged.
This book is particularly signifi cant in part simply because of  the remarkable 

personality of  Köleséri, who was born in 1663 and died in 1732. As we learn 
about the various twists and turns in his life, we get an impression of  the 
exceptional breadth and span of  his career. He was the child of  a Hungarian 
Calvinist family. His parents had intended for him to adhere to family tradition 
and become a pastor, but he decided not to complete a doctorate in theology, but 
rather to pursue studies in the medical sciences and mine-engineering and then 
to immerse himself  in the world of  the natural sciences, which was beginning 
to gain increasing importance. This decision was soon followed by a political 
event that was to have a shaping effect on his life, namely the incorporation 
of  Transylvania into the Habsburg Empire. As his family was Calvinist, one 
would assume that he would not have welcomed this change and would have 
showed signs of  at least passive resistance, along with many other Transylvanian 
protestants. Köleséri did not do this, but he also did not simply bide time and 
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wait to see what would come. Rather he sought out fi elds in which he could 
make useful contributions while also satisfying his curiosities and interests as a 
scientist. Various signs suggest that he attempted to do this in part by regarding 
his homeland as part of  a larger Southeast European region and working to 
promote cultural growth and development in the interests of  cultivating a 
“civilized” society. (His recommendations concerning methods of  containing 
plague epidemics, which were repeatedly breaking out, and his suggestions 
regarding hygienic measures and important tasks in the economic sphere offer 
concrete examples of  his commitment to his vision, which derived from his 
profound sense of  mission as a doctor.)
Naturally not every aspect of  the career of  a scientist, even a scientist who 

is acting out of  motives such as these, is so clearly oriented towards the practical. 
Keeping pace with the scientifi c tendencies of  Europe in the early eighteenth 
century, he authored works that deal with the geology and history of  the region (of  
these, one of  the most important is Auraria Romano-Dacica, which was published 
in 1717), as well as notions regarding the history of   Earth as a whole, notions 
that made the fossils found in the cliffs both in the Alps and in the Carpathian 
mountains exciting fi ndings for him. This is an additional reason why he deserves 
a place of  distinction in the history of  science, for he was one of  the fi rst people 
to accept the “diluvial doctrine” (in other words the belief  that world history was 
drastically affected by a great fl ood or fl oods) in the study of  rock deposits, and 
alongside Johann Jacob Scheuchzer he played an important role in enriching the 
source materials on which this doctrine was based. Miklós Kázmér, a Hungarian 
natural scientist, recently identifi ed eight fi ndings sent by Köleséri in the Cambridge 
Woodwardian Collection (which is named after John Woodward, the inventor of  
the doctrine). While neither Scheuchzer nor Köleséri was timid, they were clearly 
accepted as members of  the Royal Society because of  the importance of  their 
fi ndings (Scheuchzer’s son was also made a member of  the Society). 
I have already mentioned one of  the principal topics of  the correspondence, 

but as is perhaps not surprising given that we are speaking of  the exchange of  ideas 
between two natural polymaths in the eighteenth century, the correspondence 
addresses an array of  other subjects pertaining to the sciences. Köleséri was 
intensely interested in the questions of  linguistic relationships, and in his writings 
he touches for instance on the practical problems  of  compiling a Finno-Ugric 
glossary and also on the possible relationship between Romanian and Welsh. 
Infl uenced by one of  the prominent traditions of  Central European humanism, 
he was preoccupied with the antiquities, understood in the broadest sense, of  the 
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Roman province of  Dacia. He also deals with questions that were being raised at 
the time in philosophical inquiries, though to a smaller extent. As his exchange 
of  letters with Michael Gottlieb Hansch reveals, he was remarkably versed in 
these question as well, and Christin Wolff, whose privations in Germany he 
seems to have looked on with great compassion, had a signifi cant infl uence on 
his thinking. Some of  the references indicate that for a time at least he exchanged 
letters with Wolff  himself, although these letters have not survived. His other 
letters not only give a clear impression of  his insatiable thirst for knowledge, but 
also reveal the diffi culties with which he had to contend in order to maintain 
his erudition and his knowledge of  many fi elds of  inquiry, both of  which were 
virtually unparalleled in East Central Europe.
What Köleséri wrote on the religion of  the pagan Dacians is interesting in 

part simply because, perhaps surprisingly, neither theological nor denominational 
questions fi gure among the topics. But it is also interesting because it is the only 
document in which it becomes clear that Köleséri’s letter to András Huszti begins 
to gesture in the same direction. Like many of  his contemporaries, Köleséri 
showed an interest in a kind of  ancient religio naturalis. The strength of  his interest 
in the creation of  a religion that would be above denominational differences is 
illustrated clearly by many of  his other statements and gestures, fi  rst and foremost 
his republication of  the texts of  two signifi cant theologians and philosophers 
(Pierre Poiret and Jacobus Gardenius) with his own commentaries on them. 
(The publication, as part of  a continuation of  the series that has begun with this 
volume, of  these and similar introductory commentaries will constitute a major 
step forward in the research on the religious Enlightenment in Transylvania.) If  
one applies to Transylvania the approach developed by Johannes van den Berg and 
David Sorkin (among others), the century that preceded mature Enlightenment 
thought, sometimes treated as something of  a stepchild of  Hungarian cultural 
history, appears in an entirely different light, and the works of  many interesting 
authors, predominantly Protestants, emerge from obscurity as writings worthy 
of  our attention. This volume is indispensable, however, not simply because of  
the importance of  Köleséri and the topics with which he was preoccupied, but 
also because of  the exemplary thoroughness with which the team following in 
Zsigmond Jakó’s footsteps prepared the material for publication. The preface 
and the afterward provide a concise and objective description of  the situation 
with respect to the sources. For instance, we learn which letters belong to which 
period of  Köleséri’s life, and which letters came from which collection. There 
is also a separate summary of  where these documents can be found today. As 
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collections that serve as sources for the inquiry have been moved many times in 
recent decades, the task of  locating them cannot have been simple, even if  the 
editors were able to count on the assistance of  young Transylvanian scholars. 
Naturally at the beginning of  the book there is a precise list of  the letters that 
are included, and of  course there is also an index of  names and places and a 
summary in German and Romanian.
The admirably detailed index of  subjects, which betokens discriminating 

philological precision, will make the book remarkably easy to use. The thoroughness 
of  this breakdown was made possible by the erudition of  András László Magyar, 
a scholar of  the history of  medicine and the history of  the sciences who worked 
together with the editor in the preparation of  the source materials for publication. 
Thanks to the work of  this precise scholar, who compared the Latin texts with the 
originals, there are, alongside Jakó’s succinct but sometimes sparing summations 
(which indicate the subjects of  the letters), comprehensive summaries that touch 
on the relevant details at the beginning of  each letter. Given the wide array of  
topics, the composition of  these summaries must have required meticulousness 
and unusual breadth of  knowledge, since in the majority of  cases we are speaking 
of  an exchange of  ideas between people who made casual and frequent use of  the 
technical terms and jargon of  their fi elds of  inquiry.
The notes, which have been done with the proper degree of  attentiveness 

to the sources, make the historical background (including the history of  science) 
comprehensible and the material engaging and useful to a wide readership. 
Zsigmond Jakó’s precision and legendary erudition as a historian combine with 
Zsuzsa Font’s knowledge of  the institutional, philosophical, and scientifi c history 
of  the Early Modern Era. The secondary literature on the individual fi gures 
offers the reader an image of  the network of  relationships among scientists and 
scholars within which Sámuel Köleséri, a man who by no means sought isolation, 
but who nonetheless was in many respects a lonely fi gure, pursued his work.
This book, which is indispensable to anyone who is interested in the cultural 

history of  Central Eastern Europe, is the product of  a rare, harmonious encounter 
between generations of  scholars, ateliers, and individuals capable of  cooperating 
in the interests of  furthering the sciences. The Transylvanian Museum Society 
was responsible for the last stages of  publication. Hopefully and presumably it 
will become a part of  the collections in the most important libraries and research 
institutions where scholarship is pursued on the Early Modern Era. 
Translated by Thomas Cooper

Mihály Balázs

HHR2014-1.indb   241HHR2014-1.indb   241 2014.04.29.   14:11:172014.04.29.   14:11:17


