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E. A. MARTEL IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA :
DID WE FIND MARTEL'S SIGNATURE IN A CAVE?

ABSTRACT
E. A. Martel was in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1893. as a part of the visit to the Dinaric karst. He wrote 
to the minister about that excursion, but there are a few more testimonies. One of them is Martel’s text 
about the spring Buna in Blagaj, and his sketch of the spring of Bosna in Sarajevo (field diary). There is 
also one Martel’s photo near Blagaj. Martel founded the Speleogical society in 1895. and on one meeting 
Viktor Apfelbek presented a report about cave fauna in B&H. I believe that this happened as a result 
of them meeting in Sarajevo. That short examination was published in the first issue of the magazine 
Spelunca. In the National Museum’s library in Sarajevo, there are a few first issues of this magazine and 
three bibliographic units. In one cave near Trnovo, we recently discovered a signature MARTEL. Our 
assumption that this was the original Martel’s signature is supported by Martel’s note in the field diary, 
where he wrote that he visited a cave near Sarajevo.  
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RIASSUNTO
E. A. Martel è stato in Bosnia Erzegovina nel 1893 durante la sua visita nel Carso Dinarico. Del suo 
viaggio ne scrisse al ministro, ma vi sono anche altre testimonianze. Una di queste è il testo di Martel 
sulla sorgente del fiume Buna a Blagaj e il suo schizzo della sorgente del fiume Bosna a Sarajevo (diario 
di campo). C’è anche una foto di Martel vicino a Blagaj. Martel fondò la società speleologica nel 1895. 
In una riunione Viktor Apfelbek presentò un rapporto sulla fauna delle grotte in B&H. È probabile che 
ciò sia accaduto in seguito al loro incontro a Sarajevo. Quel breve testo fu pubblicato nel primo numero 
della rivista Spelunca. Nella biblioteca del Museo Nazionale di Sarajevo, vi sono i primi numeri di questa 
rivista e tre unità bibliografiche. In una grotta vicino a Trnovo, abbiamo scoperto una firma “MARTEL”. 
L’ipotesi che questa sia una firma originale è supportata da una nota di Martel sul diario di campo, dove 
scrisse di aver visitato una grotta vicino a Sarajevo.

Parole chiave: E. A. Martel, firma, grotta, Trnovo, Bosnia Erzegovina.

Our attempts to find any trace of the visit E. A. Martel Bosnia and Herzegovina 1,893 years in 
the National Archives or the local newspapers have failed. Although he was a significant figure 
in the scientific world at the time, the newspapers in Sarajevo at the time, as the capital, did not 
utter a single word. Although this would be to be expected given the poverty of events that, at the 
time, this backward country offered.
We know about the visit to Bosnia and Herzegovina, as part of the visit to the Dinaric Karst, 
from two of Martel’s letters (shorter on two pages and longer on six pages, both dated November 
9, 1893) to the Minister of Public Education (André et al. 1997). The content of these letters 
was commented by Andrej and Maja Kranjc (1988). The letters show that Martel visited the 
surroundings of Sarajevo (spring of Bosnia, Glasinac plateau), passed through Konjic and Mostar 
(Neretva valley) to the source of the Buna, visited Nevesinsko polje and finally Popovo polje. He 
writes a special article about the Buna spring (Martel 1897). From various sources we know of 
several photographs (Abyss in the vicinity of Blagaj, Megara cave on Glasinac, Buna spring). The 
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field diary contains a sketch of the spring of Bosnia (André et al. 1997), and the book Les Abimes 
contains a sketch of the spring of the Buna (Martel 1894). Certainly, there are other documents 
in Martel’s archives related to the visit to Bosnia and Herzegovina.
During his visit to Sarajevo, E. A. Martel certainly met with leading scientists of the time who were 
gathered around the National Museum, then the leading scientific institution in the country, as 
he had excellent recommendations received from the Austro-Hungarian government in Vienna. 
It is almost certain that in some way his “host” was Viktor Apfelbeck, a curator who was already 
known in Europe at the time as an entomologist and researcher of underground fauna in caves 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Two years later, V. Apfelbeck will attend the founding meeting 
of the Martel Speleological Society Société de Spéléologie and on that occasion submit a short 
paper on cave fauna in Bosnia. This paper will be published in the first issue of the magazine 
Spelunca (Apfelbeck 1895). From the list of members of the Société de Spéléologie for 1904, it can 
be seen that one member is from Bosnia and Herzegovina (Shaw 1994). It is realistic to assume 
that the consequence of this membership is several issues of Spelunca magazine (magazines 
from the first few years) in the library of the National Museum. In addition to the magazine, 
the library also has three monographic editions - two separate: Martel E. A., 1896. Les Abîmes 
Du Dauphine. Annuaire de la Société des Touristes du Dauphiné, Tome II, 62 pp. and Martel 
E. A., 1896. Retard of cartography and official topography in France. French Association for 
the Advancement of Sciences, Fusion with the Scientific Association of France. Congrès des 
Carthage, 8 pp te knjiga Van Den Broeck E., Martel E. A., E. Rahir, 1910. Les cavernes et les 
rivières souterraines de la Belgique (2 tomes), Bruxelles: H. Lamertin, 1592 pp. Along with these 
editions, Martel certainly sent an accompanying letter, which we unfortunately could not find.
There is also a note in Martel’s field diary that on October 5, 1893, he visited a cave near Sarajevo. 
Recently, while visiting a cave near the village of Kisjelice near Trnovo (about 30 km south of 
Sarajevo), we found many signatures on the wall at the very end of the cave. Almost as a rule, 
these are Czech, Hungarian or German surnames, because at that time, after the arrival of the 
Austro-Hungarian monarchy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the caves were visited only by workers 
(hikers, excursionists) from the monarchy. The local people became more seriously interested 
in speleology only after the First World War. Among those signatures, we found the signature 
“MARTEL”. Since this surname is not common for countries from the Monarchy, we assumed 
that it was the signature of E. A. Martel. Regarding the originality of Martel’s signature, we 
consulted T. Shaw, who agreed that it could be Martel’s signature. Daniel André, the best 
connoisseur of Martel’s work, whom I also asked for his opinion, expressed a reservation as 
Martel never signed only with MARTEL but always with the addition of E. A. To his knowledge 
Martel very rarely signed on cave walls. Three of his signatures are known, from the Mammut 
Cave in Kentucky (USA) in 1912, from the Padirac Cave (France) in 1899 and one signature from 
the cave in l’Ardèche (France) in 1883. For this last D. André is not sure that it was written by 
Martel’s hand. The photographs of these three signatures that I received from Mr. André, and 
for which I sincerely thank him here as well, are part of this text.
In any case, only the signature of the name MARTEL is located in a cave near the village of 
Kisjelice (Trnovo municipality) together with numerous old signatures of visitors.
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Fig. 1 - Martel’s signature from Mammot Cave in Kentucky (USA) (courtesy of D. André)

SIGNATURES BELOW PICTURES

Fig. 2 - Martel’s signature from the Padirac cave (France)
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Fig. 5 - Signature MARTEL 
(photo by Behudin Alimano-
vić)

Fig. 4 - Part of the rock 
with signatures (photo 
by Behudin Alimanović)

Fig. 3 - Martel’s signature from a 
cave in l’Ardèche (France)
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Fig. 6 - Members of the Center for Karst and Speleology at the entrance to the cave (photo by Behudin Alimanović)
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