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Bound East for Exile:
The Case of Claude-Alexandre Bonneval alias Ahragh#

Abstract: Count Claude-Alexandre de Bonneval (1675-1747),etlymfter conversion to Islam,
Ahmet Pasha, is an exciting case of self-assumitveith imbroglios involving the big powers of the
day (Venice, Austria, Turkey, France) in the backmd. The politico-diplomatic and military
components of these relations were far from alienhi® personal life and public career. His
(spurious) Memoirs do not simply raise auctoriauiits. They host material of genuine interest for
the analyst of cultural identity/ies and of the gokogical threads that go into their making. This
paper deals with the long symbolic exile experienbgdan exciting character subject to public
metamorphoses. It also looks into the everydayrebdeby his interested eye spying customs, values,
protocols and practices of the Western and Eastaitures in which he lived.
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Inasmuch as exile is a stepping out of one’s ndtimd / culture / condition, inasmuch as
it means alienation from one’s own status, whettaural or acquired, and inasmuch as it
entails forms of acculturation and adjustment, #dgpand adopting otherness in the face
of, or, rather, for the sake of, sameness, the litbe&vknown eighteenth-century adventurer
Claude-Alexandre, Comte de Bonneval, deservesaihya¢llation. Born an aristocrat in the
French region of Limousin, on the 14 of July, 16BBnneval was to be educated in the
strictest Jesuit spirit, only to prove unorthodoxhis conduct quite early in life. He had
indeed been born on a revolutionary dayant la lettre and up to all kinds of
extravagances, not least of which a continuousncbéiidentity changes. His personal
“turbulence of spirit, (...) insolence, and (...) insubination” (Wilding 74) had been
blamed on his family’s eccentricity, the Bonnevaksing reputed as entertaining “des
relations a diverses reprises avec le Diable” (oheat 585). It is a fact that the image(s) we
have of him today have come down via #dlic conduitof non-western quarters, as
Turkish dignitary!(Fig. 1)
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In the prime of life he found himself happy in cagolitan Venice, the most serene
republic (la Serenissima Repubblica) full to therbwith foreigners, among whom many
exiles. Before long he was to be welcomed by ingbegircles in Vienna. Unpredictable
and difficult, he asserted himself as a supportéh® Pope, at the same time, playing the
role of partisan of themperiumand thesacerdotiumin the aftermath of the 1699 Treaty
of Carlowitz, which requested “the expulsion of therk from Europe” (Vaugahn 1). With
the genius of military stratagems, he was activeampaigns in Italy, under the command
of the Duke of Vendéme, the Netherlands and Austia got involved in hazy affairs
leading, at one point, to his condemnation to coattial. Bonneval extricated himself out
of imminent death by escaping to other lands. Héswas, in effect, a series dfilitary-
political-diplomatic exilesassociated with always renewed strategies of cleempromise
aimed at combatingersonal exile Such were the meanders of his public existenaehé
fought against his native French land, as agaiissatioptive Turkish one. When Turco-
Austrian interest in the Principalities of Wallashand Moldavia grew prominent, he
extended higpublic exile eastwards to the Balkans and reached as far agafel and
Sarajevo.

Fig. 1. ‘Ce beau Turc’, Portrait accompanying
Mémoires duComte de Bonneval,..
A Londres MDCCLV

In his private life, the proud aristocratic miliyaturned liaison officer among the powers
of the day was equally spurred by somelic force at times very hard to master. He
abandoned his bride in a matter of days after thweidding in Paris in 1717, and felt at
home in Casanova’'s company, from whom he seemelaim the risky business of
amorous exile for lifeLady Montagu remarked his “very bold and enteipg spirit” (266)
in a letter sent to a Viennese abbot. After theafyef Passarowitz, the next year, he came
very close to managing the status of Imperial Eneo@€onstantinople by Prince Eugene of
Savoy. In a letter to Leibniz Bonneval had pridedbeing asked by Eugene to stay in
Vienna, “where it is maintained that | ought not® badly off” (Brown 89). But he could
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not avoid getting in trouble for meddling with aghlife lady’s sentimental life. The
incident unleashed attacks of the kind that featnretandardchroniques scandaleuses
There followed an interval in Brussels, with Germiarench and Spanigiicanteriesadded
to his private existence abruptly ending in pristiien some time in the Hague, still
enjoying Prince Eugene’s protection, curbed by andtic fall out of favour and
banishment, and what definitely set in ggalonged exile

In his mid-forties, Bonneval returned to Venicelwihe conviction that he would make
of this hive of exiles his adoptive home. This veashort-lived dream, for crazy plans of
taking his revenge on the Emperor pushed him iktnrielling Spanish manoeuvres in the
city of so many canals “full of weighted sacks @ning the bodies of those who [have]
made powerful enemies!” (Wilding 89). These wordsrevwhispered in his ear by a
masked gentleman during the carnival on Ascensiap b 1726. Banished from public
dignities in the west, he began to look for anrakiéive across the Continent and all the
way into its eastern end, leaving France and Sviézd behind, for Prussia and Russia,
and into the Ottoman Empire. To the latter he pavisdway by sending the Grand Vizir
encomiastic letters in the honeyed language ofr@alepraise, calling him a defender of
“the sciences and arts, (...) known throughout thevaree, and above all in Christian
countries, which admire the great genius of Youcdtency” (91).

Formerly an exile from the Doges’ city, then frohetCzar’s palaces, the French Count
was now hatching the plan of a final and utter fdary change as conversion to
Mahommedanism. This newly acquired status was fetli® newly established conviction
that Turks are “not such fools as they are madearoMienna, London, and Madrid!” (96)
With hardly any Turkish at all, Bonneval turned Aéinput hislinguistic exileto the use of
cleversocial sartorial and culinary assimilation The pleasures of Oriental otium, heavy
Ottoman garments, a bushy beard to counterbalasosmluminous turbaifFig. 2) and the
habit of throwing opulent parties, with gentlemeeated to alcohol behind closed doors
and ladies offered sherbets in ice-cool glassearheart and parcel of his new identity.

“What a magnificent Turk | make dressed up in tig$’ (98), he confessed with delight.
yo— TR

il

Fig. 2. Claude-Alexandre,
Comte de Bonneval, Alias Ahmed Pasha (1675-1747)
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A similar metamorphosis was undergone by his copteary, the Moldavian Prince
Dimitrie Cantemir, a classic of Romanian culturdyose portraits in OccidentdFig. 3.)
and Oriental attirdFig. 4), respectively, have long been landmarks of cultiglentity in
Romanian history books. Ahmet was bestowed upottitbeof pasha and turned on a new
page in his life by enjoying Istanbul, ‘the’ Citig the utmost. He had stepped out of his
Catholic faith into the faith of the Infidel (si@lung to this safer condition, yet lived in the
European section of onetime Constantinople. Stivemomed by hatred against the
Austrian Empire, he travelled to the Asian side badk, across the Bosphorus, on a daily
basis. The lifelong exile had grown into a promotérOttoman pride, an endeavour
rewarded with the title of Pasha with three hogdkst These honours entitled him to a
position of command in the Ottoman army, where lh@agd the ambition of modernizing
arsenals, strategies, attitudes and values acgptdinvestern standards. Praised by the
Sultan for having served the Sublime Porte likeBuwopean ever, he acclaimed Turkish
victories over the Austrians and the Russians. ety Janissaries and imperial guests,
Ahmet Pasha now considered a smooth retiremerftambt so hurried east. This made
Voltaire wonder that he had not contemplated thenyare comfortable shelter offered by
Persia!

IMPERII
TINCEDS

&>

Fig.3. Demetrius Cantemir (Occidenfa] attire) Fig. 4. Dimitrie Cantemir (Oriental attire)

The Bonneval under Ahmet’s skin gradually showedagain, dissolving the certainties
of officialdom with the acids ogxilic longing His last years were spent between one
westernized party and the next, with Europeanarisifilling his house. He went back to
his western gentlemanliness prone to stir the sityicand wonder of non- westerners.
Feeling more Bonneval than Ahmet, he hired a Freodk whosesavoir fairejust amazed
the distinguished company of his Istanbalons His gardener shared eastern with western
skills in planting fruit trees for special dessestfered in the greenery outside his master’s
residence, while the conversation was carried dtalian! He was perfectly Ottoman and
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Ahmet in observing the rules of the Koran, and ignagly Bonneval in keeping a reserve of
wines and liqueurs in a cunningly hidden little myowhere special treats were offered to
those worthy of his diplomatic confidence. As h# fmder the suspicion of the Sublime
Porte, he traversed his own Ovidian episode, shbeahished to the Black Sea coast, and
grew more and more nostalgic of France and Frenahners. Bonneval died an exile
among the Infidel, before he could ever make thalfdecision of reconverting to ‘the’
faith.

About two decades after Bonneval's death, Horacdp@la referred to him in his
correspondence with Horace Mann, British ministeiftiscany, whom he had met during
his Grand Tour in the company of Thomas Gray. Ttené&h Count appeared to Walpole as
a metonym of his contemporary John Wilkes, whofee df dissipation and extravagance
eventually secured him the status of member ofMieeimenham Abbey fraternity. The
ruined Cistercian abbey on the bank of the Thanaesbdeen converted by the clubbable
‘brothers’ into a meeting-place of convivialityei.debauchery. The company came to be
known as the ‘Franciscans’, after Francis Dashwoader of the place from 1755, or the
Hellfire Club, and led an utterly libertine existenunder the motto “Fay ce que tu
voudras”, reminding the visitors of the Rabelaisftsbey of Thelema. This is underlined
by Hogarth's parody of a Renaissance picture, tehvthe Protestant accent is added, to
show St. Francis reading ti&ible, instead of speaking to the birds. The ‘new Frainsi
gluttonously sweeping his eyes over a miniaturealenmude, rather than a doll, lying by
the side of the seventeenth-century erotic bookvknasElegantiae Latini sermonjs text
of fairly wide circulation among aristocratic ciesl in eighteenth-century France and
England. Likewise, the new Francis’'s halo reveals profile of the profligate Earl of
Sandwich, whose life of gambling, drinking and warzéng prompted him to invent a type
of fast food bearing his name to this day. The itp&dequented the Hellfire Club, among
which Frederick, the Prince of Wales, father of thure George lll, the very Earl of
Sandwich, and the cross-dressing Chevalier d’Edw lived half his life as a woman and
the other half as a man and was later called tin¢ gatron of transvestites!

Like Walpole, Bonneval himself engaged in a GraodirTof the Continent, focusing on
less typical places on the generally accepted ageyet not ignoring some of the musts,
certainly not Italy. In his mediations agja-betweerof immediate history, he was bound
east forpersonal and supra-personal exileeiterating, on a smaller scale, the century’s
drive eastwards in an ample colonial exercise @fgro “Ce beau Turc” (de Juniac 600) is
the caption engraved on his memorial monument. idé dn the birthday of the Prophet,
an irony which has not escaped sharp tongueshereite Christian, and the Muslim camp,
rounding off the historical and historic symbolisirhis birthday.

His existential vagaries remain excitingly doublbg his writings, whose textual
looseness and rhetoric of diffuse authorial idgnshould not surprise in terms of
eighteenth-century creative and editorial vaguenéssspurious memoirare an indication
in this sense. The 173@émoires du Comte de Bonnevat well as the 1748necdotes
vénitiennes et turques, ou Nouveaux Mémoires du€denBonneval depuis son départ de
Venise jusqu’a son exil a I'lle de Chibave raised no few questions of authenticity. The
former acknowledges that “écrire I'Histoire de mie Yt'est] une phantaisie, je le sais, mai
je la suivie’ for the sake of killing ‘I'ennui dalsolitude” (2). The latter announces in the
Prefacethe author’s irritation with westerners unableitmerstand thanecdote®f private
highlife, i.e. a profusion of spicy stories abol fgreat and the good who prove petty and
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fairly bad in private. On his guard against writegady to cook up fabulations, because of
‘idées Romanesques’ which make it impossible ttirdjsish “le vrai d’avec le fabuleux”,
Bonneval declares: “cette Histoire est un morcesne;relle m'a paru du premier coup
d’'oeil une espéce de Roman, mais je n'ai pu m’eim@€de la croire véritable” (5). Let us
recall that Fielding faced the same problem inrh&tatextual introductions to his novels,
wondering about the way in which mere histeriledin the space of literature becomes
‘history’.

University of Bucharest, Romania
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