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THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESES AND THE RESUME 

Our doctoral dissertation is intended to be part of and an addition to the recent emerging 

research concerned with the early modern devotional literature, including the meditative text 

type. As a starting point, we have presented in a research history overview the major 

international and Hungarian-language monographs and studies within this field. In addition, we 

indicated the methodological aspects through which our research is correlated to the previous 

ones. Our main goal was to present and work up the oeuvre of a lesser known Hungarian Jesuit 

author of the 17th century meditative literature. The lack of examination of Tarnóczy István’s 

works justified such an undertaking. The poor and sometimes erroneous data about Tarnóczy 

which can be found in dictionaries and encyclopedias urged the need of such a research. The 

third chapter of our thesis complements and systematizes the biographical information of the 

(un)known Jesuit writer. Also, with the intent of clarifying and completing, we listed in a 

chronological order all the works of Tarnóczy, as well as those writings which were wrongly 

attributed to him. In fact, some of the latter have been included in recent editions of different 

lexicons. The small number of studies concerned with the works of Tarnóczy, or even the ones 

which mention them in an indicative manner, show us that the literary-historical investigation 

has so far neglected or has almost completely forgotten about his life work. 

The primary sources of our research were old Hungarian prints. We have regretfully 

acknowledged that in our archives and libraries there cannot be found any manuscripts of these 

works, and that none of the few surviving letters written by Tarnóczy are linked to his literary 

oeuvre. To our knowledge, there exists only one such letter which was published in full by 

Acsády Ignác in 1887. However, today this cannot be found in the location to which he refers 

(National Archives of Hungary). In 1675 Tarnóczy addressed the letter to Esterházy Ferenc. In 

this he requests support for the publication of Mennyben vezető Kalauz, which he probably did 
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not receive given that his Bona translation was offered to Szegedy Ferenc. From our secondary 

sources we would like to mention the catalog of Lukács László which was of great help in 

writing the biography. The overview of the fragmentary literature regarding the works of 

Tarnóczy was described in the above mentioned literary-historical research. 

In the summary of his life course we have followed the frequently alternating locations of 

Tarnóczy’s student years and teaching days. Knowing the rules and regulations of the uniform 

Jesuit educational policy (Ratio studiorum), we have gained knowledge of the course of school 

years, the subjects and general methods of teaching, as well as of extracurricular activities. While 

presenting the teaching years of Tarnóczy, we discussed about his supervisory, spiritual and 

prefectorial tasks as well. Like his Jesuit companions, he has been given many assignments: he 

was the historian, councilor, monitor and regent of different colleges, later he became the rector 

of the University of Győr. He also served in local churches of several cities, while in Bratislava 

he was the president of the Agony Society. While studying the often changing locations of his 

life, we paid attention to the place and time of the appearance of his works. Thus, we managed to 

obtain data and conclusions regarding the circumstances of their creation, as well as about the 

presumed reader layer of his works. Among his patrons, in accordance with the contemporary 

practices, there were mostly high-ranking dignitaries and clerics. Among the recipients, the name 

of Vice General Bercsényi Miklós and that of Prince Esterházy Pál appear twice. In 1680 the 

Bellarmino translation was published and in 1685 the Jó akarat, both with the assistance of the 

former, while Esterházy Pál financed the first two volumes of the Latin eulogium series. 

We carried out basic research in what regards his career, as well as the approach, analysis 

and impact of his works. These were processed in chronological order and with special attention 

given to the language of appearance. Accordingly, in the fourth chapter we have discussed about 

the Latin writings, in the fifth chapter about the translations, while in the sixth and seventh 

chapters we studied the collection of meditative works written in Hungarian which represent the 

main part of our research. We discussed about the investigations concerned with the 

circumstances of their origin, as well as with characteristics regarding their content, structure, 

genre, rhetoric and style. 

The comparison of the translations with the source texts was done on the basis of 

philological and theoretical considerations. As a result, we can conclude that although Tarnóczy 

is loyal to the source text in terms of content and form, in some cases his translation shows signs 
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of text expansion tendencies.  This is mainly observed in the translation of cited quotations: in 

many cases he implements the Latin citations into the Hungarian text and freely interprets and 

explains them, according to the current message. Similarly to the Jesuit practice, Tarnóczy 

consistently replaces and corrects the missing or erroneous source references in both translations 

(especially in the case of the biblical verses).  Regarding the differences in length, we can 

mention that these are mainly due to the different structural characteristics of the source and 

target languages. The Hungarian language is more verbose than the Latin – this is partly due to 

grammatical traits and partly due to contemporary terminological problems. As we have seen, 

similarly to his contemporaries (e.g. Huszti István), Tarnóczy has created new terms for those 

Latin concepts which did not exist in the Hungarian language. The comparison between 

Giovanni Bona’s Manuductio and its translation by Tarnóczy was extended to the translations of 

the Protestant Huszti István. From the comparison of the translations made by the authors 

belonging to different denominations, we can obtain the following observation, which, in 

general, is typical for the 17th century meditative literature: while in the case of the Protestant 

translator there can be found several intentional mistranslations, these do not affect the essential 

message of the devotional work. The transcripts that modified the reports originating from other 

confessional affiliations are mainly concerned with differences in devotional practices and with 

the different organizational structures (monasticism). The possible expectations generated by the 

differences in the headline do not prove to be viable: the denominational differences are not 

greater than Tarnóczy’s more liberal treatment of the text. 

Looking at the oeuvre of the Jesuit author, we can state that the features of Counter-

Reformation are totally absent from his writings (with one exception: the Bellarmino 

translation). Literary research concerned with the early modern age has noticed this tolerant trend 

which began to be a characteristic trait in the second half of the 17th century. The polemical tone 

between denominations is mainly left out from such devotional books. This explains why people 

read the works of writers belonging to other denominations and reveals the reason behind 

Huszti’s translation of the Cistercian monk’s Kalauz.  Besides the fact that Tarnóczy’s work lacks 

the argumentative tone (in matters of faith), his writings perfectly fit into the Catholic Revival 

reform program of the Jesuits. The eulogium series, written in Latin, targets the distribution and 

presentation of the (newly formed) respect for the holy Hungarian kings. Similarly, his book 

entitled Titkos értelmű Rósa – written in Hungarian, which was a novelty at that time – was 
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conceived with the intention of promoting the veneration of the Virgin Mary and the practice of 

the Rosary meditation. 

The writings of Tarnóczy have a cultural-historical significance, given that these were 

available and comprehensible for a wide range of readers. While his philosophy book written in 

Latin was aimed at students from Košice, the eulogium series was intended for the religious 

education of learned lay readers, as well as for foreign and domestic nobles and citizens.  Taking 

into account his entire literary work, we can say that he wrote strictly user literature. This mainly 

applies to his devotional works, as well as to his prayer and contemplation collections. His Latin 

writings, significantly different in genre, had a practical purpose. Examining his octavo format 

prayer and contemplation collections, we can discover the typical traits of 17th century 

devotional literature: the secularization of meditation, the mixing of genres, the intertwining and 

coexistence of different theological traditions. His contemplation collections were mainly 

intended for the private use of lay people. The target audience comprised sick, healthy, young 

and old people alike. Two of his translations, similarly to his critically acclaimed Holtig-való 

barátság, were books that did not only prepare the reader for a „good death” but also taught 

about life. Tarnóczy’s translation of Roberto Bellarmino’s De arte bene moriendi is 

pronouncedly interpreted as ars vivendi. This is suggested by the Hungarian title as well: Nagy 

mesterség a jó élet. It intends to be a guide on the road to salvation, but it is mindful of the 

possibility of death in every moment of the day. The author „is present” in the works through his 

admonitions and guidelines for prayer practice and behavior. His books are not only juxtaposed 

prayers and meditative texts, but also pieces of advice related to small details of everyday life, as 

well as comforting psalms quotes. 

The spiritual-historical significance of Tarnóczy’s devotional works is due to the fact that 

his books offered a kind of life program: they targeted the reinforcement in Christian faith and 

morality, as well as the development of an intimate religious life. On one hand, the prayers 

formulated in first person deepened the meditation, while on the other hand through these the 

theological message could reach more easily the pious reader. His last three writings: Jó akarat, 

Választott nyíl and Vigyázó Szem, which were published in Vienna, were thematically and 

structurally closely related. Their main thought revolved around the agreement with the divine 

will, as well as the renouncement of one’s own will. This is what Tarnóczy calls good endeavor.  

All three of his works are essentially based on the achievement and practice of these ideas and, 

8 
 



more broadly, this includes the essential message of his entire work. After all, this is presented to 

the reader as the art of good living, this being the key to the salvation of the soul. The message is 

usually transmitted through several chapters as a didactic treatise, which is followed by practical 

exercises: prayers and meditative texts formulated in first person. The scriptural references, the 

indications and quotations of religious and secular writers, the thesis-like parts containing 

expressive and colorful examples contribute to the comprehension, which is a condition for good 

deeds. The frequently used expression of „practicing the presence of God” is both an intellectual 

work and a volitional action. The importance of the oeuvre in literary history is partly due to the 

fact that the stylistic and rhetorical aspect, as well as the expressive and selected language of his 

books is extremely remarkable; additionally, his works influenced not only the religious 

literature, but also the secular poetry (presumably the Rózsakoszorú by Gyöngyösi István). The 

significance of Tarnóczy’s works in the history of art is reflected in the widespread distribution 

and popularity of the illustrations of the engravings presented in the biography of Saint 

Ladislaus. 
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