FERENC RAKOCZI 11 AND CONFESSIO PECCATORIS

by GABOR TUSKES

Ferenc Rakoéczi 11 (1676-1735), Prince of Transylvania, is much bet-
ter known today in France, Hungary, Poland and Turkey than he
is in England, although between 1703 and 1711 his name appeared
frequently in the English press and international historiography
gives an account of him. In the last quarter of 1704, for example, the
Weekly Review of the Affairs of France (edited by Defoe) on several oc-
casions gave detailed accounts of events in the War of Independence
that he was waging in Hungary. For years the English government
played a high-level role as an intermediary between the warring par-
ties, and its extensive diplomatic correspondence testifies that even
afier the war had failed developments were attentively followed.
Rékéczi was, however, not just a politician and military leader
but also a writer. His principal work, Confessio peccatoris, is 2 less
well-known item that had its genesis at an intersection of various
cultures in early eighteenth-century European autobiography. It is
at the same time an original literary work, a unique source for his-
tory and the history of thought, and a moving personal document.
Rékéczi was a contemporary of Defoe, Swift, Steele and Addison,
but differed from them radically in that he represented a concept of
literature which was by that time seen as rather archaic. The com-
pound relationship of prince, private individual, secker after God
and narrator is one of the factors that contributes to a peculiar lit-
erary quality, as are exile as the basis of genesis and the context of
French-Austrian-Hungarian-Turkish thought. There is a close inter-
action between the characteristics of structure, content, style of nar-
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From the historical point of view Confessio is relevant because it
was composed in France and Turkey during one of the most turbu-
lent periods in European history, the years after the end of the War
of Spanish Succession; for a while the author played a role in interna-
tional politics at the head of an anti-Habsburg struggle supported by
Louis XIV. The work reflects from a personal standpoint a number
of important questions in the European politics of the time. It covers
the problems of the ending of Turkish rule in Hungary, which had
lasted for a century and a half, the country’s new political institu-
tions and its social and economic situation, and sheds light on the
struggles for the integrity of the Hungarian state, its modernisation
and presence in Europe in the last quarter of the seventeenth century

and the early cighteenth. It depicts the political alternatives, displays
Rakéczi’s network of international contacts, and refers to the posi-
tions adopted by contemporary European politicians. It analyses
from a princely perspective the changes in absolutism and discusses
the attempts that were made to create new balances of power and the
backgrounds to peace agreements.
In the depiction of historical and political events we are given
more than once an inside analysis of the situation and a sketch of
society. The author constantly comments on the diplomatic and gov-
ernmental principles of France, England, Austria, Poland and Rus-
sia, and relationships with Italy and Turkey. It is beyond doubr that
from the international political point of view Rakéczi overestimated
the significance of Hungary, Transylvania and his own role, and in
his plans frequently disregarded the realities of the policies of the
great powers. From a Hungarian perspective, however, his figure has
been for centuries a pillar of belief in the sovereigney of the state, in
patriotism and liberty, and together with the Freedom War that he
Jed he has been accorded a place of distinction in the nation’s self-
esteem and memory.

By this work Rakéczi created a personal variant of religious-
autobiographic Neo-latin prose, full of emotion, which in many
respects points to the psychological novel and individualisation.
Confessio can be placed in the process in the course of which Jan-
senism — together with other seventeenth-century theological and
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the new life following his conversion, with the intention of makingit
known and accepted. The work is at once a confession and a political
defence, the hidden aim of which is to struggle with the past and, in
a certain sense, to change it.

This compound setting of goals and the various elements adopt-
ed from various genres stretch the traditional framework of confes-
sion. Rakéczi refers to both the name and the text of Augustine’s
Confessiones, borrows from it theological views, rhetorical devices
and biographical motifs, and builds all these in creative fashion into
his work. The main differences are the greater proportion of histori-
cal content, the static characterisation of some of the minor figures
and the use of a princely style of speech in addition to sermo humi-
lis. Confessio is above all the depiction of internal maturing, taking
shape and struggle in a quite similar way to, for example, Heinrich
Seuse’s Vita and Teresa de Avila’s Libro de su vida; its genre is the
embodiment of autobiography in confession, an attempted synthe-
sis of confession and autobiography, an individual form of “spiritual

autobiography”.

Rékéczi primarily intended his work to be an allegory and a
moral. This is basically identical with the attitude of the seventeenth-
century Hungarian memoirists, and differs on a number of points
from the Augustinian tradition. Rékdczi joins the Augustinian con-
fession-model to the range of Hungarian and Transylvanian memoir-
tradition which is close to confession, full of personal and national-
patriotic self-examination and framed in religion. This last the work
completes and in some respects closes it. In addition, Rakdczi adopts
and unifies elements from the genres of societal, historico-philo-
sophical and statesmanly reflection, political propaganda, essay, po-
lemic, journal, historiography, novel, travelogue, short story, prayer,
meditation, psalm paraphrase, complaint and mirror for princes.

Account has to be taken of the influence of the Iliterature con-

nected to Port-Royal, including memoirs of Augustinian-Jansenist
inspiration, autobiographies and other narrative forms. Some of
these appeared in print, some were published in the last decades of
the seventeenth century and the first of the eighteenth, and even
Rékéczi may have read some of them. There are several such mem-
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Turks; a biography of him was published in London in 1664. Six
years after the death of her husband she married Imre Thokoly; from
1678 he led first a rising, then a campaign against the Habsburgs,
while for more than two years she directed the defence of the fortress
of Munkics (now Mukachevo, Ukraine) against the imperial forces.
On 1 November 1700 Rékéczi wrote a letter to Louis XIV ask-
ing for his support in his political plans. His next letter to Louis was
intercepted and went to the Viennese court, as the result of which he
was arrested and imprisoned, but he escaped and fled to Poland. In
1703 he returned to Hungary, and with the support of Louis XIV
waged war on Leopold I, then on Josef I. On 18 May 1705 Louis
recognised Rakoczi as legitimate prince of Transylvania, but the
Viennese court, England and the Netherlands did not. After being
defeated militarily he again fled to Poland, rejected the compromise
agreed in 1711 between the Habsburg dynasty and the Hungarian
Estates, together with the offered amnesty, and sailed to France, call-
ing at Hull on the way. Louis allotted him an annual pension, and
he lived in the French court under the name of le comze de Charoche
(after his position as hereditary Lord Lieutenant of the Hungarian
county of Saros).

Rékéczi failed to have his claim to the principality of indepen-
dent Transylvania validated in the peace talks resolving the War of
Spanish Succession. In 1715 the Hungarian parliament stripped him
and his companions in exile of all their possessions and declared
them banished. In the same year he spent three days in Easter week
and the feast of Pentecost with the Camaldulian monks of Grosbois
(now Yerres); he rented a house beside the monastery and retired
there three days before Louis XIV died. He did general penance
and was accepted into the life of the community. It was here that he
began to write Confessio shortly before Christmas 1716, finishing
Book 1 before going to Turkey.

The idea of the work came to Rékéczi at the particularly griev-
ous point in his life when he realised that he had ceased to be an
emigrant and had become an outlaw. The starting point of the work
is the prince’s banishment and his struggle to discover a new purpose
in life: having previously played a leading role in his native land he
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cranslation of Lemaistre de Sacy and of the works of the Jansenist
Pierre Nicole can be detected.

From the literary point of view Rikéczi may have been stimu-
lated by the writings of such as Mateo Aleman, Boccaccio, La Bru-
yere, La Calprenede, Marguerite de Navarre, Mme la duchesse de
Mazarin, Montaigne, Charles Perrault, Racine, Saint-Evremond and
Scarron. These, which include 2 number of memoirs, were all to be
found in his library at Sarospatak. Of the library in Rodostd, about
a third were works of a Jansenist nature or Jansenist tendency, and
s0 included items by Arnauld, Quesnel, Nicole, Sacy, Le Tourneux,
Francois Paris, Duguet, Pouget and Dusaussoy.

Confessio is chronologically organised, divided into three books
representing the chief periods of Rakoczi’s life. Book I, which is in
literary terms the most finished, deals with his first twenty-six years,
from his birth to the years preceding the Freedom War. Book II
covers the years 170316, that is to say, his life between the ages of

twenty-seven and forty, and describes some of the more important
events in the Freedom War and the time that he spent in Poland and
France. Book I1I runs from 1717, when he was forty-one, until 1720,
the actual time of writing when he was forty-four, and deals with the
first four years of his time in Turkey. Despite the difference in the
lengths of time accounted for — 26, 14 and 4 years respectively — the
three books are roughly equal in length.

In all three books there is an steady alternation of narrative, au-

tobiographic and meditative, reflective passages. Rékéczi switches

regularly from objective description of the times in an even-paced
narrative style to an emotionally charged lyrical form of expression
which blends together national prospects and personal confession
when treating of questions of fate, religion, and subjective way of
speaking. He often signals in advance the change from one to the
other. Descriptions of the frequent removals and journeys increase
the variety of the narrative sections.

Further characteristics of the structure are discontinuity, the
montage-like arrangement and a constant change and merging of
time-levels. Events in the course of life, various experiences, por-
craits, Biblical stories and spiritual contemplations create a system
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Rakéczi views his career as a process of development, but he pres-
ents the phases of it in various ways, with different degrees of detail.
He combines the epic designs of accounts of conversion and via sa-
[utis with the structure of the broken arch of his curriculum vitae,
while repeatedly calling his life a pilgrimage. The idea of desire for
the principality appears frequently. He acknowledges his shortcom-
ings as a military leader and concedes his failures as a politician. The
meditations and supplications point beyond themselves; they link
events together and evaluate them. He frequently draws parallels be-
tween his fate and Biblical stories. At the end of Book III he calls
his work a sacrifice, defends it against future critics, and asks God
to accept it.

As Rékéczi sees it, history is not a completed process; he puts the
fate of Europe, the history of Hungary and his own life consistently
into the history of salvation. The apocalyptic view of history appears
as part of the religious symbolism which permeates the work. Rako-
czi updates and develops further a conception of history, sixteenth-
century in origin and widespread in a variety of forms, according to
which the Hungarian nation, once endowed by God with all good
things, would suffer ruin for its sins until it purged them.

The main elements in policy were the display of the experience
of the Freedom War that he waged, its idealism, and the role that in-
ternational politics played in it. He places particular emphasis in his
narrative on the oppression of the Hungarian people by alien powers
and the proof of the right to resist that this conferred. He sheds light
on the historical reasons for this, criticises the Hungarian aristoc-
racy and the Habsburg rulers, and depicts in detail che duties of the
prince. He clarifies the complex relationship beeween the freedom of
the people and that of the Estates, and adopts a stance on the side of
the unification of Christian denominations and religious tolerance.
He is explicit in recognising that his person has, for the most part,

been merely a pawn in the political activity of the great powers. His
subjective judgements are often extended to cover historical events
and their participants.

Fundamental in the assessment of the authenticity of historical
and personal connections is the fictive rhetorical position announced
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Confessio is characterised by a high degree of conscious stylisa-

tion aimed at giving conviction. There is a clear distinction between
the elegant presentation of the autobiographical, narrative passages,
in which minute details are treated quite freely, and the style of the
meditations — elevated, passionate, sometimes theatrical, pathetic,
and enriched with supplications, paratactic structures and repeti-
tions. Rakéczi makes fluent use of both to suit the event or subject
in question. The vocabulary is rich and varied, and there are to be
found technical words and expressions current in theology, politics,
military science and law alike. He generally describes his experiences
graphically, observantly, adapting his style to events as they turn out
and making varied use of modes of presentation. Descriptions are
sometimes emphatically simple, mundane, almost journal entries;
the favoured method of summarising vicissitudes is condensation.
He frequently quotes exchanges of political views in the form of
dialogue, and in meditative passages exploits the possibilities of dia-
logue structure to the full.

The main characteristic of the manner of narration is the jux-
taposition of the rational and the metaphysical, the clash of literary
expression and spiritual inspiration, and the mythicisation of nar-
ration. The faces of the narrator I and the narrated I blur into one
another, the autobiography becomes poeticised. Rakéczi actually
creates a fictive face by language, stylistic and rhetorical devices. The
voice of the lay narrator blends into the speech of the Christian mak-
ing confession, the different layers are built up on one another and
the fictional elements are integrated most circumspectly, almost im-
perceptibly. Rakéczi makes skilful use of storytelling techniques as
part of the tactics of persuasion. He often expresses political mean-
ings and personal associations by means of religious symbols, allego-

ries and metaphors.

Among the features of the manner of narration are tendencies
to simplification, to lyricism and to rhetoric, but we also find sub-
jective reference to the past, emotional continuity, apocalyptic tone
and selfstylisation. The nuancing of events and characters is often
assisted by brief references and additions. At other times, pages of
discussion, commentary or analysis are added to the brief descrip-
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lZxon of an event. Rékdczi’s direct, casy-going personality is signalled
y the repeated placing of subjective factors in the fore rounc% he
lsloucrices too ibnldi}clatle that as prince - untypical for the t?mc - h.e:i:c;
ard to establish close links with his subi
alters his recollections slightly or delibcrifsltys.r?nsl;;;rsr:itl?;? ¢ Oﬁfen
exam}?le, in his account of his escape from prison. He often r’ ; W
ch'oosmg between events and to the fact that he is not sayin o
thing that he knows, what he heard, or in what he took Zrt g
' A wish to entertain the reader is shown by the millaliat;l
traits .and well-rounded anecdotes and descriptions of natur . P(;;—
contained, effectively drawn and full of tension. R:ikc')czic _asic :
?::;rr‘;tzt’ ser\;:/itive pic.tures, of his stepfather, nobles taking pzrtnitr:
gt Th(;:r; PO:;:,r ;?:2) ﬁ\ﬂlpeople in the Church and imperial of:
: a loose series; i
are in the main painstakingly exc:cutcd,s atr?jycisrrcl:gsol:ﬁ:hamaerf’
personal sympathies and biases. e il
. The religious symbolism that runs through the entire work
tmportant means of self-expression. Rékéczi adopts a spiritual el
pretation of the Bible in accordance with the Port—Ropyal tradli?er_
izlcnd r.eprelsents that variant of typological thought in which thel:E
p goric role of tbc prefigurations was reinforced, the reference of the
igures to individual persons came into the foreground (subjectivi
ltloln), andbd;j rhlc;oricisation of the typology was achieved i{c ;‘c,lgs:
arly uses biblical /oci to refer to hi ' -
his own fate and Biblical cventt(; i;‘g:jf:;‘:;imws A
fouoglii chl; " Rékf')czi symbolism is fundamental: the notion of
cross i v Bl gy o e 218
Rvou Images, for example, are the le of
Isracl wandering in the wilderness, Moses thcp A
the good Samaritan. In the image of the ﬂc;ck wigtiojns::fi}tl}elglil’ta?ld
shepherc'i Rdkéczi applies to himself one of the favourite contemtoi:
lr::gi :otflon; of the theory of the state. At the end of Book I, bcf}c))re
35k g for Turkey, he quotes the example of David being led by the
Cor among t.he Philistines. As in Mémaoires, he uses the symbol of
h.acsar scrossing the Rubicon, taken from Roman history, to parallel
1 own crossing of the Polish-Hungarian frontier that marked the
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start of the Freedom War. The contrast between Jesus’ poverty and
Rékéczi’s former princely wealth is stressed throughout the work.
Part of the stock of rhetorical devices consists of metaphors and
forms of thought, images and symbolic motifs based on metaphor.
Favourite metaphors, for example, are the theatre and the road, and
the wanderer approaching God by a rough, stony road or through a
swamp. Rakéczi uses the figure of Proteus as a metaphor for man’s
innate selflove, which lived in him too. Transitory scenes of loneli-
ness and want form a series of literary motifs, and Rakéczi frequently
uses rhetorical devices to arouse sympathy. ;
After 1720 there may have been more than one manuscript of
Confessio. The only one presently known, preserved in the Biblio-
théque nationale de France in Paris, was bound together with manu-
scripts of two other Rakéczi works, Aspirationes/Aspirations (in Lat-
in and French) and Réflexions sur les principes de la vie civile. The text
of the latter, in which subjects related to Confessio are to be found,
was completed by Rékéczi in 1722 in Rodosté. Between 1721 and
1723 he wrote Meditationes/Méditations, parts of which relate to the
body text or some soliloquy in Confessio, a number of the motifs and
typological patterns of which run through it, and with which paral-
lels of form and views can be found. Tractatus de potestate/ Traité de la
puissance was composed between 1722-25 in Latin and French; like
Confessio, it is a work of a typological nature; the two share sources
in terms of content and attitude and have some topics in common.
In a letter to the Camaldulians at Grosbois dated 23 July 1726, in a
time of plague at Rodost6, Rakéczi bequeathed his heart to Grosbois
(it was sent there after his death) and commended to the monks the
reading of Confessio.

Two eighteenth-century translations of Confessio into French are
known, the one complete, the other partial. The former was made by
Chrysostome Jourdain, head of the Grosbois house in about 1776.
'The latter is an adaptation and contains only the part up to the jour-
ney to Italy in 1694. It was found among the manuscripts of the
Benedictine monk Jean-Baptiste Bonnaud (1684-1758), a former
member of the Oratorian community, who died in the monastery
at Saint-Germain-des-Prés, and is presumed to have been his work.
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The .Latin manuscript lay hidden for a long time, and Confessi
was published, in a defective edition, only in 1876. Th’C first H i
ian translation appeared in 1903; a shortened version of ]ourliing'af—
Frcinch. translation, modernised and contaminated with the te am;
Merfzozres, appeared in 1977, and a new Hungarian translation c);tr:
out in 1979. The work has been constantly used in Hungarian hi ?
toriography and literary tradition since the end of the finctec l;
century, and is very often and from many perspectives reck I;t
basic and highly esteemed account of Rékéczi’s ima oc and

: med ge and time and
a primary source of historical value.
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