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Synopsis 

 

The library of Zsuzsanna Bethlen, wife of Chancellor Samuel Teleki, is a "Hungarian 

biblioteca" comprising nearly 1,300 titles. This collection forms a distinct sub-library within 

the Teleki Téka in Târgu Mureș. The aim of this thesis is to explore the book-collecting 

practices, network, and literary pursuits of Zsuzsanna Iktári Bethlen, positioning her 

contributions within a virtual map of 18th-century Transylvanian women's literacy. Research 

into early modern and modern women's libraries holds particular significance, as this group of 

sources—alongside related collateral materials such as book lists, correspondence, accounts, 

and order forms—offers substantial insights from a social history perspective. 

The thesis addresses four fundamental questions based on what is known about 

Zsuzsanna Bethlen: 

1. What motivated an 18th-century Protestant aristocratic  woman  in 

Transylvania, the wife of library founder Samuel Teleki, to collect books for nearly three 

decades? The hypothesis suggests that Bethlen’s library reflects a distinct blend of 

functionality—serving the practical needs of the Countess—and rare acquisitions encouraged 

by Samuel Teleki. By tracing the chronological development of the library, the study uncovers 

an evolution both in the collection’s content and in the Countess's bibliographical expertise.  

To answer this question, the initial step was to delineate the collection’s content and 

establish a comprehensive inventory of the books collected by the Countess. While Gabriella 

Somkuti conducted an earlier descriptive study (Somkuti, 1991), her analysis required 

enhancement, as it relied on the printed catalogue of Samuel Teleki (1811)—a document 

reflecting the library's later state—and partially referenced the Countess’s manuscript 

catalogue. Through a comparative analysis of the manuscript catalogue and an autopsy of the 

collection (including ownership inscriptions, marginalia, and archival sources), a more accurate 

picture emerged of the books that belonged to the Hungarika sub-collection. 

This examination identified 720 of the 1,292 titles in the Hungarika collection as 

definitively acquired during the Countess's lifetime—these volumes feature her ownership 

inscriptions or are recorded in her book indexes. Additionally, the provenance of these titles 
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was analyzed, revealing how Bethlen's collection compares with later acquisitions by Samuel 

Teleki and subsequent librarians. 

By understanding the composition of Zsuzsanna Bethlen’s library, the thesis answers 

the first question posed. Her book-collecting motivations were complex and multifaceted. As 

a devoted companion to her husband, Bethlen actively contributed to Teleki’s passion for 

acquiring rare books—searching for Hungarian works, compiling lists, and organizing thematic 

sub-collections. Her acquisitions of historical volumes and theological manuscripts reflect a 

deliberate strategy, although the thematic structure evolved further after her passing. 

Furthermore, Zsuzsanna Bethlen sought to establish a functional library suited to the 

diverse contexts of her life. Her collection includes educational textbooks and practical guides 

for nurturing her children and household, as well as specialized works to support agricultural 

modernization. She displayed particular concern for the health of her family and community, 

evident in her acquisition of medical manuscripts and reference books widely used among 

aristocratic circles. Volumes related to etiquette, public representation, and political awareness 

also feature prominently in her library, underscoring their utility as tools for both personal and 

societal engagement. 

Finally, research highlighted the personal, intrinsic motivations behind Bethlen’s book 

collecting. The composition of her library reflects her individual intellectual pursuits, with 

religious texts—including recently published prayer books—and an extensive selection of 

works on physical theology dominating the collection. Strikingly, these acquisitions often 

entered her library soon after publication. Fictional works, another notable aspect of her library, 

dynamically align with her interactions within aristocratic circles in Vienna, Bratislava, and 

Pest. 

2. What were the practical ways in which this library was created, how it was 

recorded, how it grew, and how it was built in 18th-century Transylvania? The hypothesis 

posits that while Bethlen's 27 years of book collecting were carried out under the supportive 

authority of her husband, Samuel Teleki, her efforts were sustained by a network of connections 

she cultivated independently. This network occasionally intersected with Teleki’s own 

acquisition network, creating a collaborative dynamic. 
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The first subsection of the chapter provides a descriptive account of the Countess's ex 

libris, possessor’s notes, and annotations. Examples demonstrate how Bethlen, with Teleki’s 

assistance, developed systematic rules for marking her ownership in books. By analyzing the 

three book registers attributed to Bethlen, the study reveals the Countess’s progressive 

improvement in bibliographic expertise, with her cataloguing practices becoming increasingly 

clear and detailed over time. Comparisons of data across the catalogues also illuminate why 

Bethlen maintained several catalogues with nearly identical content within short timeframes—

the newer catalogues signal the mobility and evolution of the collection. 

The second subsection draws upon correspondence, archival documents from Teleki’s 

manuscript collections, and entries in Bethlen’s books to trace the procurement process. These 

sources also illuminate the individuals who interacted with Bethlen during the library’s creation 

and management, shedding light on her network of book enthusiasts. The network is 

categorized into three layers: 

 Family Members: This inner circle included grandparents Ferenc Wesselényi 

and Zsuzsanna Rhédei, aunt Kata Wesselényi, father Domokos Bethlen, 

husband Samuel Teleki, and son Domokos. 

 Direct Contacts: This group comprises individuals who donated books, offered 

them for purchase, or had direct associations with Bethlen’s library. It includes 

authors who dedicated their works to her—either in print or handwritten form—

and important figures of 18th-century Hungarian linguistic and scholarly 

renewal, who acknowledged Bethlen’s support for their work. Some gifted 

books as a gesture to strengthen ties with Samuel Teleki. 

 Indirect Contacts: This broader circle involves Reformed pastors, officials 

linked to Teleki, and intermediaries through whom books were acquired. While 

these individuals may not have had personal connections with Bethlen, their 

involvement often coincided with the family’s movements. 

The study uncovered additional insights into Bethlen’s book suppliers. Correspondence 

revealed that Sámuel Türi, a Reformed Viennese agent, procured books for Bethlen in Vienna 

during the early 1780s. Meanwhile, Samuel Zilahi sourced volumes from various estates for 

both the Reformed College and Bethlen’s library. The autograph book index and 

correspondence further identified users of the collection within the inner circle of its network. 
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The third subsection delves into the period’s press to analyze the reception of Bethlen’s 

library. Publications such as Hadi and other notable historical records not only highlight her 

patronage of publishing but also recognize her as a figure of influence in contemporary fashion 

and behavior. Obituaries and funeral orations honoring Bethlen also praised her book-

collecting achievements, enumerating her contributions to cultural literacy. 

The fourth subsection is among the thesis’s most critical parts, as it examines the 

reception and legacy of Zsuzsanna Bethlen’s library. It details the contributions of Samuel 

Teleki and subsequent librarians who preserved, supplemented, and reinterpreted her collection 

over the 19th to 21st centuries. 

3. Did Zsuzsanna Bethlen approach her books as a bibliophile collector or as a 

knowledgeable reader? In the third part of this dissertation, traces of Zsuzsanna Bethlen's 

reading habits were investigated by examining her books through autopsy and analyzing her 

previously unpublished letters to Samuel Teleki. The hypothesis was that Zsuzsanna Bethlen 

not only collected books but also integrated reading into her daily routine. 

Concrete evidence uncovered during the research confirms that the Countess was 

indeed a skilled reader of her books. Analyzing the external features of her collection revealed 

that, unlike the conventions of her time, Bethlen did not employ a fixed motto. Instead, 24 

biblical quotations and paraphrases are discreetly embedded on the title pages—and 

occasionally on the front endpapers—of 26 books. The mottos were identified, their associated 

volumes examined, and their thematic alignment analyzed. In many cases, these mottos reflect 

the content of their respective books, offering insights into the Countess's intellectual 

engagement. 

The study further explored the genres that may have been Bethlen's favorites. Findings 

suggest her attraction to works of physical theology, alongside volumes promoting domestic 

worship. Additionally, her preferred reading material included Bible commentaries, sermons 

resembling live speeches, and prayer books tailored to enduring illness. These selections reveal 

a thoughtful and purposeful approach to her reading, deeply intertwined with her personal and 

spiritual life. 

4. To what extent does Zsuzsanna Bethlen's book-collecting profile align with 18th-

century practices? The final chapter of this dissertation examines the extent to which Bethlen's 
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book-collecting and library management habits, her attitude towards books, her self-declared 

goals, the community's reception of her collection, and her representation among the great 

women of Transylvania—including Kata Bethlen, Eszter Ráday, Klára Gyulai, Zsuzsanna 

Bethlen, and Krisztina Újfalvy—correspond with our historical understanding of book culture. 

The hypothesis posited that these women represent a distinct type in the Transylvanian 

spectrum, defined by their preferences, attitudes, and competencies in book collecting and 

literary engagement. 

In the comparative study, we found that Zsuzsanna Bethlen aligns with the family 

background, upbringing, and financial means typical of 18th-century Transylvanian women 

collectors. However, in terms of her collecting habitus and her motivation for founding a 

library, she represents a unique type among 18th-century aristocratic women collectors. Due to 

her modest, quiet character and the dominant personality of her husband, Samuel Teleki, who 

held substantial influence over family life, Bethlen’s personal voice is largely absent. Unlike 

Kata Bethlen’s autobiography, Zsuzsanna left behind no self-representational writings. 

Nonetheless, her developmental journey as reflected in her book indexes, the subtle but 

significant exchanges about books with her husband and others, and references to her collecting 

activities in contemporary sources all suggest that her contributions marked a step forward in 

female collecting practices compared to Kata Bethlen and her circle. Zsuzsanna Bethlen's 

book-collecting activities—through her bibliographical development, her complex network of 

acquirers, and the public and intended uses of her books—demonstrate an evolution in the 

approach to library curation among women of her era. 

As an appendix to this thesis, we have published the list of RMK (Régi Magyar 

Könyvtár) volumes in Zsuzsanna Bethlen’s library, aligning with the titles in her most 

comprehensive book catalogue (Names of My Books Which I Began to Acquire with the Help 

of My God G. Iktári Bethlen Susanna from 1770 Onwards, Târgu Mureș, Archives of the Teleki-

Bolyai Library, Teleki Personal Archives, II. c. 835.). It is important to note, however, that the 

cataloguing of her complete collection is ongoing, with efforts to organize and integrate the 

Countess’s three book catalogues. Additionally, the appendix includes items currently in 

abeyance but tentatively identified, providing as comprehensive a view as possible of the RMK 

volumes held by the Countess. 

The exploration of Zsuzsanna Bethlen's library and her personality is not just a research 

task but a journey to uncover the roots of Transylvania’s collective consciousness today—a 
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means of self-discovery. The interests of a Transylvanian woman 250 years ago, a mother and 

wife of a public figure who, despite her modesty, influenced the thinking of Transylvanian 

women, girls, and mothers-to-be, undoubtedly shaped society and, indirectly, the history of this 

region. 

Keywords: Zsuzsanna Bethlen, Samuel Teleki, 18th century, Transylvania, book 

collecting, library, bibliographical development, women collectors, RMK volumes, book 

catalogues, collecting network, female collecting practices, Transylvanian history, reading 

habits, community reception. 
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