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I. Choice of subject, purpose of the research 

 

Biographical work and shorter studies have already been published about more members of the 

Csáky family living in the 17th century. However, the figure of Count István Csáky (1635-

1699), being a prominent personality in the history of the family and who was appointed as 

Lord Chief Justice of the country in 1687 - yet, most of his life he belonged to the second line 

of the aristocracy - was overshadowed in historical works in Hungary. Among some work in 

which his personality was also mentioned, the book on Cardinal Imre Csáky, written by Ödön 

Malnási, published in 1933, is outstanding because his short biographical sketch can also be 

seen in it. To know about lords considered be aulic persons with a similar viewpoint to István 

Csáky, on the one hand was hampered by the late development of Hungarian institutional 

history writing, on the other hand, by the romantic narratives prevailing in the 19th century, and 

later because of the national independence trend in the research of history in the years of 1950–

1960s. As for Csáky, the breakthrough can be considered as two historians and a literary 

historian’s merit. Firstly, Emma Iványi, who described the Archivum Judicum Curiae of Csáky 

and also devoted a paragraph to his ascending career, directed the attention to his personality 

again. Then more than two decades later, Ágnes R. Várkonyi published two letters written by 

Csáky to Miklós Zrínyi together with her accompanying study. And after Emil Hargittay has 

undoubtedly proved that the work of Jesuit spirit Politica philosophiai Okoskodás-szerint való 

rendes életnek példája, which also contains state-theoretical arguments, was translated by 

István Csáky, the Lord Chief Justice has come to the attention of literary and ideological 

historians too. 

By drawing István Csáky’s life path, and his political and military career, I wish to 

contribute to the history of the 17th century political elite, while at the same time providing new 

data to the Wesselényi conspiracy, the absolutist experiment of Leopold and the history of war 

against the Turks beginning from 1684. During the research, I also tried to answer the question 

of whether the count had a "solid", "coherent" viewpoint, a "life strategy", while he had to adapt 

to a constantly changing political situation. The choice of topic itself is justified in two points 

of view. On the one hand, in recent years, the research of the early modern aristocracy has 

gained new impetus in Hungary, not independently from the latest results of the Austrian and 

Czech historiography. In addition to focusing on the research of the aristocratic courts of the 

Kingdom of Hungary, the network-like discovery of the aristocracy’s system of relationships, 

patronage, representation and musical life has also begun, taking interdisciplinary aspects into 

consideration too. At the same time, the interest in the historical biography whose raison d'etre 
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is questioned by the social science historiography has revived again, which is also well-

indicated by the increased number of work published in the genre besides the appearance of 

writings having theoretical demands. It should be added that the source material has made 

possible to write mostly about the traditional type of aristocratic biography of politics and 

military history, and because of this, I finally renounced my own demand to write an entire 

biography that represents the socio-historical aspects as well. 

II. Presentation and processing methodology of the source database, the difficulties of 

research 

 

I tried to do the processing of the individual issues on the basis of the possible widest range of 

archival material during writing the dissertation. I have tried to link the resources I have 

discovered with the correspondences and diaries already published by others, putting them in 

the right context using the literature. Out of the published sources I could rely heavily on László 

Bártfai Szabó's two-volume publication containing the Csáky family's most important 

diplomas. The second volume of this book contains the Family Green Book, containing the 

entries of the older and the younger István Csáky, providing important data, including the dates 

of births, deaths, baptisms and marriages too. 

The spatial, geographical dispersion and temporal uneven distribution of resources was 

a fundamental problem for the research, and it was a further difficulty that due to the 

overlapping of the positions held by István Csáky, which was very typical of the period, his 

political, public and military roles as well as his activity as squire cannot be investigated sharply 

separated. All to this day, the old fragmentation of the family archives can be felt, the bigger 

part of which is currently in the National Archives of Hungary, while the other smaller part can 

still be found in Lőcse (Levoča), in the Slovak National Archives. The researcher dealing with 

the family's history, cannot ignore the written documents of the Csáky family archives in 

Szepesmindszent (Bijacovce), which was saved in Vienna in 1944, currently kept as deposited 

material at the Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, however, relatively few well usable written 

documents can be found here relating to the ”hero” of this dissertation. At the same time, 

however, it is favourable enough that various kinds of family archives have a relatively large 

number of real sent letters that make somewhat possible to draw the count's personality and his 

informal system of relationships. Of these, there is of especially great value of the corpus of the 

correspondence of István and Ferenc Csáky and of the privy councillor János Rottal, who plays 

an important role in the Hungarian political life in the 1660s. In addition to the above 

mentioned, the sets of written documents created during the operation of the Viennese 
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governmental bodies are outstanding and they contain a number of data relating to István Csáky. 

Out of the Viennese material the series of the Finanz- und Hofkammer Archiv Hoffinanz 

Ungarn has proved to be particularly usable, whose written documents of land ownership and 

finances have served a number of useful data for the individual career too. The utilization of 

this source material has proved to be of great importance in terms of more entire acquaintance 

of Csáky's military type of activity. For similar reasons, I need to underline Csáky’s pleadings 

and requests, submitted to the Chamber of Szepes (Spiš), now can be found in the National 

Archives of Hungary. Regarding the military career, the most important source of base is the 

protocol entries of the Aulic War Council. Furthermore, the relating material of the Ungarische 

Akten, which is in Vienna, has proved to be important, and records can be found in the written 

documents of some foreign families, counties and City Magistrates too. 

Unfortunately, I could not find a source database by the help of which I would be able 

to reconstruct István Csáky's network of servitors providing his regional political power and to 

operate his court, and because of this, I did not even have an opportunity to investigate the ratio 

of the overlap of servitors circle between the officer corps of the Hungarian border fortress 

troops under the Count's leadership and the officer corps of Bereg and Szepes Counties. Due to 

the lack of adequate source material, I could not set up a relevant picture within a separate 

thematic chapter about Csáky's relationship with some officials of the Court in Vienna or about 

the relationship between the Hungarian secular and clerical excellencies, nor about his military 

connections. There is little information about his functioning during the seats in Diets as well. 

 

III. The structure of the dissertation and the main results of research 

 

The dissertation consists of eight major chapters and a brief summary. The attached appendix 

contains Count István Csáky’s "itinerary" of 1655-1687, which makes it possible to learn his 

spatial and temporal movements. The sections of his life course are presented in basically 

chronological order, but the individual chapters are divided into thematic sub-chapters. In order 

the reader to get a more complex picture of the Count, following a larger unit which discusses 

his family background, education and youth, as well as the early phase of his career, which is 

still managed by his father, the chronology is broken by the chapters covering a larger time unit 

about his three marriages, estate affairs and correspondence with the privy councillor János 

Rottal. Then I discuss the Count's course of career between 1661 and 1687 which can be 

regarded independent, and here I applied the political and military-historical approach. The 

designation of the time limits was facilitated by the fact that the starting and end points of the 
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sections of the career path are actually coincident with the great turning points of the history of 

the Kingdom of Hungary. The dissertation adds new knowledge to the Hungarian history of the 

second half of the 17th century at several points. First of all, it should be emphasized that 

although the Count’s career – one of the great survivors of the era – was promising at the 

beginning, due to the constantly changing political and military situation and the location of his 

estates, he did not have the opportunity to prove his political abilities and his aptitude under 

consolidated conditions. Just for this reason, it is not easy to summarize the life path with the 

help of a unified explanatory principle, but at the same time certain permanent elements can be 

detected in the Count's path. 

In the first subchapter of the first chapter I present the information about István Csáky's 

ancestors. For the sake of a full picture, based on the extremely scattered data in the literature, 

here I give a brief summary about the history of the Léva (Levice) branch founded by László 

Csáky, Lord Chief Justice of the country, and to my knowledge, it has not happened in any 

other paper yet. In the next subsection, I summarize the little information available about István 

Csáky's upbringing, education and his youth, which has already largely known from Emil 

Hargittay's research. In the third subsection, I introduce the early period of István Csáky's 

career. Though the Count had received his first major titles and positions at that time, his 

activities were still clearly defined by the guidelines of his father who held the position of Lord 

Chief Treasurer. At the same time, the young man's advancement was helped by elder István 

Csáky, who considered him as his political heir, and consciously brought him into public life 

through his various mandates. The young István Csáky became the chamberlain of Archduke 

Leopold in the Diet in Pozsony (Bratislava) in 1655, at this time he had possibility to get 

acquainted with the crème de la créme of the country's politicians. Four years later, it was 

already he who managed the affairs, and in addition to receiving the office of Lord Lieutenant 

of Bereg, in the spirit of anti-Turks struggle – at the same time for the protection of family 

estate – he already then attempted to get the position of Captain General of Szatmar too. In the 

middle of January 1661, as royal councillor, he attended at the meeting where the Hungarian 

councillors rejected Leopold I's standpoint for defence and outlined the way of organizing the 

international alliance and the offensive war strategy against the Turks. In addition, he was 

already actively involved in the communication with some Transylvanian politicians, including 

the Prince of Transylvanian, János Kemény who died tragically, and his successor Mihály Apafi 

I. Despite his limited scope, Csáky later also worked tirelessly to establish links between the 

Viennese and Transylvanian politicians and to improve the already existing relations. 
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In the second chapter, which consists of two units, I discuss parallelly but somewhat 

overlapped István Csáky's three marriages and estate affairs. In the course of the presentation 

of the estate affairs, I mainly used the series of Finanz- und Hofkammer Archiv Hoffinanz 

Ungarn as source base, which, in case of Szomolnok (Smolník), was well-supplemented by the 

relevant materials of Münz und Bergwesen and Vermischte Ungarische Gegenstände which are 

kept as separate series. Further important documents were pleadings, requests, chamber 

transcripts from the archives of Chamber of Szepes, and, to a lesser extent, documents and 

diplomas kept in the family archives. Certainly, here too, the emphasis is on the time limit set 

in the dissertation, but I could not ignore the outlook for the following period either. In the case 

of marriages, beyond mapping the interests, I tried to reveal unknown or forgotten data about 

the three spouses, Margit Lónyay, Klára Melith and Mária Barkóczy; in the latter case, also 

followed the way how the estates broke up and became smaller in the inheritors’ hands after 

the death of her husband. 

The basis of the family estates was Szepesvár (Spišský hrad) and its belonging parts 

acquired by elder István Csáky. From his first two marriages, the younger István Csáky would 

expect estates mainly in Bereg and Szatmár (Satu Mara) Counties. Besides through his first 

wife Margit Lónyay, the Count received a quarter of the castle of Aranyosmeggyes (Medieșu 

Aurit), which used to serve as a shelter for the late János Kemény, in exchange for his unpaid 

salary as captain general he also received some properties of the castle estates of Szatmár as 

pledge, in November 1667. In the following decade, he tried to exchange the latter ones with 

late István Bocskai’s Parno stately home but these were unsuccessful attempts. It should also 

be pointed out that in the 1660s Ferenc and István Csáky together with János Rottal, who were 

related to the family through the Thurzós, attempted to take pledged Lubló (Ľubovniansky hrad) 

and the 13 Szepes towns for Poland out of the pledge but their pursuit was unsuccessful. From 

the aspect of estate it is an important element that after the death of his brother Ferenc Csáky at 

the end of 1670, István Csáky's efforts were primarily aimed at keeping together, retrieving and 

re-strengthening the family estate. One of the important results of the research is that the Count 

would have been willing to replace Szepesvár for Füzér Castle, and later attempted to rent 

Késmárk (Kežmarok) and the Szepes Abbey. In addition, time and time again he attempted to 

get or retrieve Tarcal, Regéc – which was impounded after Imre Thököly had fallen – and a 

part of Szomolnok copper mine which was confiscated after Ferenc Csáky's death, all three 

which had already been claimed back by his father as well. In exchange for Szomolnok, Stósz 

(Štós) and Svedlér (Švedlár), and having paid 46,000 forints, Csáky finally received Nagyida 
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(Veľká Ida) and Gönc in pledge, and later other estates too, including Gölnic (Hnilec) and 

Szepesremete (Mníšek nad Hnilcom). 

In the third chapter I present István Csáky and his brother, Ferenc and the privy 

councillor János Rottal's correspondence among one another, which means one of the most 

important sources of the dissertation. In this case, I was able to rely heavily on my source 

publication of 2017 provided with an introductory study and critical notes as well as the results 

presented there. Besides presenting various aspects of this correspondence, I outline shortly 

János Rottal and Ferenc Csáky's life path too, for the sake of a more complete picture. I also 

considered it particularly justified in the case of Rottal, meaning the most important relation to 

the Court in Vienna for István Csáky, because although various historical works have repeatedly 

described him as a very important figure of the Hungarian political life in the 1660-1670s, still 

little is known about the nature of his activities. Besides being the eldest male member of the 

family, Ferenc Csáky had practically taken over the role of "family leader" after the death of 

Lord Chief Treasurer, István Csáky, and from the middle of the 1660s as captain general of 

Upper Hungary, he also became the military superior of his young brother, who served as 

captain general of Szatmár. Overall, it can be stated that Rottal strived to pave the way for 

István Csáky's career in Hungary, and from the very beginning he tried to arrange for his protégé 

to spend more time in the Court in Vienna. In contrast, as for Ferenc Csáky's case, the patronage 

by the imperial councillor was less perceptible, and later, due to his role in the time of uprising 

in Upper Hungary, he finally lost his trust. All in all, it can be stated that integration with the 

aristocracy of Court in Vienna was great challenge for István Csáky, similar to the majority of 

Hungarian nobles. The reasons for this among other things are, that he had spent little time in 

the emperor’s court and did not seem to be very good at knowing the German language either, 

which was a serious obstacle to build a multi-level court-relation system. 

The time limits of the first major unit of the independent career path is nominated by 

the appointment of István Csáky as captain general of Szatmár in 1661 and the resignation of 

the post, the latter coincided and linked with the nobles’ uprising in Upper Hungary. I tried to 

walk around the subject in two bigger chapters. Chapter Four focuses primarily on the Count's 

activity as captain general, here the history of events is in the background. Next to the 

documents relating to his office found in the family archive, the source materials were mainly 

the documents of the Hoffinanz Ungarn Akten series, the records of the Aulic War Council and 

the Count’s submissions and requests to the Chamber of Szepes, however, on the basis of the 

Count’s private correspondence, it can be clearly proven that Palatine Ferenc Wesselényi, privy 

councillor János Rottal and Lord Chief Justice Ferenc Nádasdy equally supported him in 
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gaining his office. While the relationship between Csáky and the Palatine has become worse by 

the middle of the decade, his connection with Rottal and Nádasdy, who became rivals of each 

other, could be considered good later too. During his office, he had to operate in quite difficult 

circumstances, all the time in subordination of the imperial commanders and the current captain 

general of Upper Hungary. In the second half of the decade, in exchange of his own neglected 

pay, he wanted to settle his infantry soldiers’ state, who were unpaid, from the income of the 

estates he intended to rent, however, his ambition towards this did not seem to be successful. 

In chapter five, divided into five subchapters, I present his political type of activity 

which cannot be sharply separable from his role as captain general of Szatmár. Here it seemed 

more practical to deal separately with the period before the Vasvár Peace Treaty and the 

subsequent period. Although the story of events is dominant in this chapter, yet, built largely 

on the Count’s private correspondence, I have been striving for presenting in a thematic way 

his opinion and concept in every issue, his position in the political relations with Vienna and 

Transylvania, and his point of view in the question of Palatine dignity. Csáky, since 

representing the same point of view in the question of war against the Turks, became a member 

of the cooperation of the Hungarian estates which policy was coordinated by the Ban of Croatia, 

Miklós Zrínyi and Palatine Ferenc Wesselényi, but little is known about his practical activities. 

Through his formal and informal talks with Mihály Teleki, he participated in providing the 

connection between the nádor and Prince of Transylvania, Mihály Apafi I., but it is not clear 

whether there were examples and, if so, in what cases he acted, circumventing the people who 

represented the court's policy. On the basis of the examinations made, however, we can 

definitely say that he only had quite a limited margin of maneuvering for independent 

politicking. Following the Treaty of Vasvár Peace, he tried to become more informed in foreign 

policy, regularly exchanging news with Ferenc Nádasdy, the Lord Chief Justice, and István 

Zichy, the president of Hungarian Royal Chamber. Furthermore, it was he who always provided 

the smooth flow of exchanging messages between János Rottal, representing the Court in 

Vienna, and Dénes Bánffy and Mihály Teleki, who had great influence on forming the 

Transylvanian politics. In the matter of the Palatine dignity becoming vacant due to the death 

of Ferenc Wesselényi, on the basis of their statements, István Csáky and his brother, Ferenc 

Csáky both supported János Rottal, but owing to the correspondence, it needs to mention that 

István tried to keep good relationship with Ferenc Nádasdy too, who was appointed locum-

tenens with limited power of law until the Palatine’s election. 

I divided the sixth chapter into two subchapters covering the period between 1670 and 

1681, which includes the elimination of Wesselényi conspiracy, an experiment for absolutism 
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by the Viennese government and the evolvement of the Kuruc movement. In the summer of 

1669, Csáky already requested his protector János Rottal’s intercession in order to resign his 

office, but his resignation was only a year later, when the nobles’ revolt erupted in Upper 

Hungary. On the basis of the available sources, in my opinion, it is not possible to decide 

whether Csáky voluntarily joined the insurgents, or just the events drifted him themselves. 

Naturally, he later denied the charges himself and tried to distance from the insurgents as time 

went by. The Count eventually avoided the accusation and was appointed Lord Lieutenant of 

Szepes for his late brother Ferenc Csáky’s place, who died at the end of the year. Nevertheless, 

it is can be considered that his public career broke in half since besides his title Lord Lieutenant 

of Bereg and Szepes Counties he did not hold any other offices during the following more than 

one decade, in addition, because of Ferenc Nádasdy's political fall and the president of 

Hungarian Royal Chamber, István Zichy’s resignation, his political relationships have also got 

weakened. Trust for him slowly and gradually recovered, the important step of which was that 

in the middle of the decade he received seats in the political and religious committees whose 

aimed at making the fugitives return to the king loyalty and settling the Protestants’ status. At 

the same time, as Lord Lieutenant of his counties, he endeavoured to protect the interests of the 

nobility of the county against the Viennese government too. With regard to his network of 

contacts, it should be noted that by the end of the decade, first he built up a closer cooperation 

with György Szelepcsényi, Archbishop of Esztergom, and then with Pál Esterházy – who was 

nominated to Palatine – too. Among others, he could thank to the latter that the Diet in Sopron, 

which can be regarded as the closure of the experiment for absolutism or can be interpreted as 

a restoration of estates, appointed him captain general of Upper Hungary. 

In the seventh chapter, I present my results connected with Politica philosophia 

okoskodás which was published in Latin by István Csáky in Kassa and in his own Hungarian 

translation published in Lőcse in 1674. Csáky presumably published the state-theoretic work of 

Jesuit spirit to convey his political views. The important results of this research include 

demonstrating that the original of Csáky's works was the second, shorter edition of Nexus 

philosophiae theorico-politicae, seu theses ex universa philosophia peripatetica, which was 

published for knight Ferdinand Christoph von Scheidler’s exam, who was later awarded the 

title Vice-Chancellor of Bohemia. With the help of legible thoughts in the work, Csáky, like 

more of his contemporaries for example György Szelepcsényi and Pál Esterházy, could argue 

for a kind of middle way, moderate, political concept, which was not only consistent with the 

political interests of Hungarian estates, but also with the political concept of the exclusivity of 

the Catholic religion, rejecting both the absolutist aspirations of the Court in Vienna and the 
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ideal of the "noble republic", which is popular among the Hungarian gentry, bearing the features 

of the feudal anarchy. 

The eighth chapter includes the period of István Csáky's career between December of 

1681 and the end of the year of 1687, from the appointment of captain general of Upper 

Hungary till the appointment of the Lord Chief Justice of Hungary. While the first subchapter 

relating with political and military history because of the historical situation is basically 

dominated by history of events, I have had the opportunity to present a more analytic description 

of his military activity. In the third subchapter, I discuss his political role. Due to the uprising 

of Imre Thököly, and the siege of Vienna, Csáky did not have the opportunity to effectively 

perform his duties until 1683 and, after the battle of Kahlenberg, the decisive turning point in 

the war against the Turks, he had to operate all the time under the subordination of the imperial 

commanders. His margin for manoeuvre was further narrowed by the fact that it was not he 

who became the leader of the upper Hungarian corps (corpus), but his brother, László Csáky, 

as general. His political activity of that time, however, greatly contributed to his appointment 

by the ruler in 1687, as the successor to Miklós Draskovich, who deceased at the time of the 

Diet in Pozsony. István Csáky namely did not waver for a moment during 1682–1683, but with 

a handful of nobles, remained on the dominant loyalty of the Habsburgs, and with his 

steadfastness in the Turkish siege of Vienna he could finally forget the unpleasant memory of 

the spring of 1670. In addition, during the war against the Turks, which began in 1684, the court 

also benefited greatly from his mediator’s experience, because Csáky lured back many of Imre 

Thököly's supporters to the fidelity of Leopold I. 
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