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The research of 16-18" century history of books, reading and libraries in Transylvania, as well as the
reconstruction of the reader's mentality is difficult, for there is little information. While western European
cultures have kept documents that help this process (price lists, readers’ lists, letters, diaries, etc),
Transylvania lacks documents as well as the knowledge related to them. Only a few situations from this
period have been so far discussed, the lists of books are rather a proof of what a library contained, of what
could have been read, but not necessarily of what was actually read. This information can be enlarged by
analyzing the books and the marginals. A possibility for identifying a reader is to gather all this
information and to analyse the reading habits of a certain person.

In this PhD thesis I propose to reconstruct Cserei Mihaly's (1667-1756) own library, to gather all the
documents regarding his books and reading habits and to sketch his intellectual profile based on these.
The main aim of this research was to reconstruct his library's catalogue, that would highlight the value of
the books and his reading habits. In the Transylvanian history of the 17-18"™ century, Cserei played an
important role and his name was often cited. Many studies have dealt with Cserei’s life and his History of
Transylvania, but nobody has tried to reconstruct his library, so this thesis fills some missing parts of his
biography.

There are two main categories of sources that I used through my research: manuscripts and old
books from the 16-18" centuries. In the research of manuscripts written by Cserei I analysed only those
parts that refer to the library and his reading habits. My other source are Cserei's old books. These can be
grouped in different categories: books identified through autopsy, taking his former books in the hand and
books included in his lists. The starting point were his book lists. Although he had three lists, nobody has
tried to identify the titles. During my research I identified a new unpublished list, previous to the one from
1741. The list is dated around the year 1726 and it is importnt because it contains a series of titles that
only appear here and we have no other sources about their existence in Cserei's library.

In order to achieve my goals I studied the old books and manuscripts from the Lucian Blaga Central
University Library, the Library of the Romanian Academy from Cluj-Napoca, the Teleki-Bolyai Library
from Targu-Mures, the Széchenyi National Library from Budapest and the Library of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences. Beside these I also studied the Apor family's personal documents from the National
Archives in Cluj and Covasna counties, the Hungarian National Archives and those of the Reformed
Church in Aita Mare. During my researches in these places I identified 99 books belonging to Cserei's
library, 10 manuscripts and a part of Cserei's correspondance with other famous contemporaries.

By analysing the marginals in Cserei's identified books I succeeded to trace the origin of the books.

Beside the inscriptions related to the possessors, the other notes helped to reconstruct the reading habits



and offered valuable information about the history of libraries, history of literature, culture and mentality.
My entire work is based on the scientific analysis of Cserei's inscriptions.

The PhD thesis has two main parts: the first one is a theoretical one and the second is the catalogue
of Cserei's library. Conclusions, Bibliography and the Annex follow.

The first part starts with the Introduction followed by the chapter Historiographical Considerations
on Cserei Mihaly's life and activity. The actual state of the Romanian research in the field of history of
books and history of reading. This chapter contains data referring to Cserei's life and activity, as well as a
short presentation of the reasearch so far conducted in Romania regarding the history of libraries, history
of reading and especially studies about 17-18th century Transylvania.

The next two chapters deal with the background of Cserei's education. The third chapter, The
Hungarian culture in Transylvania in the second part of the 17th century and the first part of the 18th
century, presents the characteristics of the Hungarian culture in Transylvania with some relevant examples
for every aspect and with references to the culture of the Saxons and Romanians. From a cultural point of
view the Transylvanian horizon of the 17-18th century presents itself in a complex way. This is
characterized by the interaction of three cultural zones: the Hungarian, German and Romanian. The
Transylvanian cultural politics in this period was similar to the European one. Transylvania was very
receptive towards new ideas that could be found in European politics, mainly cultural-reliogious
movements like puritanism, cartesianism, cocceianism and also pietism.

In the 4™ chapter, The typology of Transylvanian libraries of the 17th and 18th centuries, I tried to
present in short the history of Transylvanian libraries from the 17-18th centuries. The presentation of these
collections of books follows Monok Istvan's typology. Thus the similar libraries are compared with the
intention of giving a picture of the important private and institutional libraries of the given period.

The 5™ and 6™ chapters contain Cserei's biography and a short analysis of his work entitled “The
History of Transylvania” [1661-1712].

The 7™ chapter is dedicated to Cserei's intellectual profile as revealed by the analysis of his
personal books. It is divided into several subchapters.

The subchapter called The main sources for history of reading in Transylvania: book lists used for
reconstructing Cserei's library is based on Istvan Monok’s typology regarding the sources for the history
of libraries and of reading in the 17-18th century. Beside the presentation of this typology, I also tried to
give an example for each type of source from Cserei's case. Thus, beside presenting a model for the
typology of sources, I also described the main sources of my research.

The subchapter The history of Cserei Mihaly's library is mainly based on analysing the sources

unknown for the public. My goal was to detect and analyse these sources, in our case the manuscripts and
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old books from Cserei's library identified through his inscriptions. The notes of possession in the books
from Cserei's library allow us to reconstruct the chronology of acquisition as well as the history of
Cserei's library after his death. In order to grasp the greatness and value of his library I used the
manuscripts, the 99 printings identified through autopsy and the lists of books written by Cserei in
different periods of his life. The creation and development of the library was totally Cserei's merit.
Starting from the notes of possessions in the identified books we can reach the conclusion that the
majority of Cserei's books were either bought by him or received as a present and only four of them have
his father's name, Cserei Janos, in the notes of possession. In marking the ownership of his books Cserei
did not use exlibris or supralibros but the motto Deus providebit from the Book of Genesis, chapter 22,
verse 8. The most complete register of books, the one from 1741, mentions 231 titles. If we add the books
that were identified by using bibliographies and catalogues, we can affirm that Cserei's library constisted
of 310 books. The greatness of this library points out that it was a scholar's, a historian’s library, not that
of'a nobleman. The number of books in a middle class nobleman's library was around 50 volumes.

The reading practice and its methods changed during the years but this was due to many factors.
The chapter Cserei Mihaly's reading habits presents in short the reading practices of the 17-18th century
as well as Cserei's own methods. By examining the marginals we can say that he belonged to the intensive
reader type. He did not read his books just once, but many times and he put down his impressions about
the reading, the events in Transylvania, his family's life and his personal life. According to the richness
and variety of his writings, Cserei was not an ordinary reader but a compulsive one. His books were filled
with sentences, aphorisms, maxims, apothegms and parables. The reading could be done in many
different ways, but we suppose that Cserei practiced a silent reading which was characteristic to the
experienced reader. The silent reading permitted a personal piety, a devotion, a different relationship with
the sacred. This was Cserei's case as well, his library was the place where he could isolate himself from
the rest of the world, a place where he could find a refuge. In his old age, in his solitude in Aita Mare,
after his son's marriage in 1740, Cserei found in reading the compensation for the eventless days in a
remote place where nothing was happening.

The chapter The genres of Cserei Mihaly's books proves once again the hypotheses that books and
manuscripts are excellent reflections of the flow of ideas, of the intensity of the intellectual life. The
catalogues from the modem period show a new western European way of thinking, namely that reading
books not only satisfies the strictly scientific development but it also fulfills curiosity and enjoyment. The
analyis of the genres shows great diversity, we can find books of religion, history, literature, rhetoric, law,

medicine, geography, etc. Yet, the majority of the books are religious and historical.



The subchapter Cserei’s intellectual profile as shown by notes in his books analyses the sources
forgotten by historians: inscriptions from old books and almanacs are priceless for the history of libraries,
reading and culture. I made a classification of the inscriptions to trace the main lines of his intellectual
profile, everyday life, the thoughts of a Transilvanian erudite reader. The analysis of all the notes was not
possible so I tried to establish a typology of the inscriptions by giving examples to each of them. The
analysis of the inscriptions makes it possible to reconstruct the spiritual foundation from a literary and
intellectaul point of view, which constitutes the basis of this individual's education. Dealing with them
helped us find answers to questions like: what kind of inscriptions did he have, what was the role of
writing in his life and the role in his family’s life, the importance of religion in his life, how was the place
he occupied in society reflected, how it presented Cserei as a religious man, a fierceful calvinist, the man
of words and of poems, the nobleman with an interest in the law. These short notes about religion, history,
internal and external politics, economic and social history, military history, natural disasters, family life,
personal life, copying and translating manuscripts, literary activity etc. all enlighten Cserei's education,
ideals and preoccupations and help us reconstruct his intellectual profile. Cserei was a reader, a receiver of
culture, but also a producer. We can easily trace a relationship between his reading and his writing, his
creation. These two activities are strongly connected, the books from his library attest that Cserei did not
just read a lot, but also wrote a lot. His reading activity was a very complex one, it included reading,
underlining and commenting as well. His poems reflected the rhetoric talent of an author who in the face
of his isolation succeeded in offering great and valuable cultural and political works.

A special interest for the history of Cserei's library is the in-folio edition of Josephus Flavius
work, printed in Frankfurt-am-Main in 1580. In this case Cserei did not stop at writing marginals, but he
used these inscriptions in 1709, when - during his exile from Brasov pro lustrando tempore - he copied
and added them to a manuscript entitled Compendium theologicum et politicum. In the chapter Case study:
Compendium theologicum et politicum 1 present this work briefly and since PhD student Agnes Széles
works on its transcription, I only stress upon some fragments that reflect the relationship between the
original ideas and their secondary use. I wanted to prove especially the fact that it was not a simple
rewriting of those thoughts, but an original and valuable piece of art, and that in its creation Cserei used
several of his own books.

The annex of the PhD thesis contains the reproduction of the lists of books and some of the
inscriptions that have been chosen after consulting the entire catalogue and considered to be the most
significant and characteristic ones related to the problems this thesis deals with.

Cserei has an important role among the Transylvanian private library owners from the 17th century and

the first part of the 18th century. Cserei had an erudite’s library, he was a man praised for his reading, a
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man who read attentively, who showed his agreement by writing marginals, taught himself continuously

and had a remarcable intellectual potential which was reflected in his responsability and special

awareness in educating himself (and his children). The genres and titles from his library certify that the

Transylvanian culture was continuously receptive to the European thoughts, both puritanism and

cartesianism had a strong impact in Transylvania.

This research wants to fill the blank spots in Cserei's life and to offer a synthesis of the

information from different points of view: history of books, history of reading and history of libraries and

at the same time to give a solid support to the history of church, law and culture in general.
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