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THE OBSERVANT FRANCISCANS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

LATE MEDIEVAL SAINTHOOD 

Carmen FLOREA* 

Abstract: This study wishes to investigate the contribution made by the Observant Franciscans to the 
development of late medieval sainthood. Existing research has argued that the friars’ ministry was first and 
foremost considering the propagation of universal cults (as represented by the Virgin Mary and Christ − 
centered devotion) and to a far lesser extent promoted emerging cults. A close scrutiny of the missionary 
endeavors the reformed friars embarked upon in late medieval Transylvania would reveal the role they 
played in the dissemination of recently developed Marian devotions, in the veneration shown to the Passions 
of Christ, as well as the contribution they made in the field of modern sanctity. 

Key words: Observant Franciscans; late medieval sainthood; Transylvania; archaism; modernity 

Rezumat: Analiza de faţă îşi propune să discute rolul jucat de franciscanii observanţi în domeniul sanctităţii 
evului mediu târziu. Deşi cercetările recente au subliniat contribuţia observanţilor în propagarea îndeosebi 
a unor culte universale, cum a fost cel al Fecioarei Maria sau devoţiunea cristică, o privire detaliată asupra 
apostolatului observant în Transilvania secolelor XV−XVI ar putea aduce mai multe nuanţe semnificative. 
Franciscanii observanţi s-au distins prin propagarea unor devoţiuni mariane recent apărute, prin venerarea 
arătată sacrificiului cristic şi, în modalităţi specifice, au susţinut modernizarea sanctităţii.      

Cuvinte cheie:  Franciscani observanţi; sanctitate medieval-târzie; Transilvania; arhaism; modernitate 

According to William A. Christian there were 
three different levels according to which the cult 
of the saints spread: cults originating in the early 
centuries of Christianity which enjoyed a large-
scale popularity and new cults reflecting 
devotions developed locally that gained official 
recognition through the papal policy of 
canonization. In-between these distinct models of 
sanctity it has been placed the one reflecting 
universal tendencies and local impulses, a mixture 
of factors prompting the revival of old, universal 
cults coupled with the emergence of new 
devotional models (Christian 1989, 152-177). A 
close scrutiny of these observations reveals that an 
understanding of late medieval sainthood cannot 
be separated from geography and the endorsement 
provided by the Holy See to the development of 
devotional models. The detailed, nuanced and 
highly influential analysis of André Vauchez has 
placed great emphasis on the interplay between 
locally emerged cults and the canonized 
sainthood. As such, in the late Middle Ages the  

 

geography of sanctity has led to the configuration 
of two different zones: one defined by an archaic 
and clerical model of saintliness common 
particularly to regions of East-Central Europe, the 
other being the result of a modernization process, 
of innovation in the field of sanctity to be found 
primarily in the Mediterranean Europe (Vauchez 
1997, 134-135). Undoubtedly, the feeble 
representation of Central Europe in the 
canonization trials along with the severe decrease 
in the number of the enquiries the papacy 
approved to be opened at the very end of the 
Middle Ages has given further weight to the idea 
that the less urbanized, rural regions of Central 
Europe continued to favor the models of 
saintliness promoted by the royal houses and the 
high clergy, models that were first of all 
comprised of the Virgin Mary, the dynastic saints, 
the apostles and the martyrs (Vauchez 1997; Zarri 
2005). 

It was with the equally impressive work of Robert 
Bartlett that the exploration of late medieval 
sainthood has been given an even more refined 
understanding that draws the attention to the 
ability of certain regions during certain times to 
generate new cults and to revitalize old ones. In 

*Babeş−Bolyai University, Faculty of History and
Philosophy, Department of Medieval, Early Modern 
and Art History, carmenflorea2008@gmail.com 
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other words, the research should focus more on 
particular contexts within which novelty and 
revival impacted on the development of saints' 
cults, instead of following how locally produced 
cults managed to find their way into the official 
calendar (Bartlett 2013). When placing the case of 
Central-European sainthood within these debates, 
it is not at all a surprise that this phenomenon 
came to be revisited and investigated in a 
thorough manner after the fall of the Communist 
regime. The review of the research results 
achieved has brought to light that while interest 
for studying the cult of the saints of Central 
European dynasties continued and even ramified 
in the last two decades, the role played by the 
Mendicant Orders as well as the interacting 
influences with the Byzantine world have also 
been privileged by the researchers (Klaniczay 
2012). In fact, the cult of the saints in Central and 
Eastern Europe has been recently thoroughly 
explored within a series of case studies that have 
tried to demonstrate that there was indeed a 
specific model of saintliness developed in this part 
of Europe (De Cevins, Marin 2017). By furthering 
the investigation on the nature of sanctity 
common to this region, the concept of archaïsme 
innovateur has been proposed, being considered 
that it encompasses the dynamism of Central 
European sainthood (Viallet 2017). 

It is within this analytical framework that I intend 
to study the contribution made by the Observant 
Franciscans to late medieval sainthood. There are 
several reasons justifying such an attempt. First of 
all, the friars were among the main beneficiaries 
of the canonized sainthood, they managing to 
obtain papal recognition of their candidates even 
in the course of the fifteenth century, when the 
"saints' factory" ceased to function for several 
decades (Vauchez 1997; Finucane 2011). But the 
friars were not only prominent with the Curia, 
they also benefited from an extensive and strong 
network of houses Europe-wide, something which 
allowed them to easily disseminate and further 
propagate the cults of the saints. It is precisely the 
success they enjoyed with late medieval society 
that could help explaining what the devotional 
models they promoted were and by which means. 

Therefore, it will be from this particular 
perspective that the ministry of the Observant 
Franciscans in Transylvania would be examined. 
When taking into account the model of sainthood 
cultivated in this region, it can easily be observed 
that it was an archaic and clerically oriented one. 
To this testify the parochial and altar dedications 
recorded in this region which for their greatest 

part illustrate devotion for the Virgin Mary, the 
apostles, the martyrs, and the saints of the 
Arpadian dynasty (Entz 1958; Günidsch 1987). 
This religious landscape seems to have been only 
to a limited extent modified by the apostolate of 
the Mendicant Orders. Highly successful in the 
kingdom of Hungary and indeed, in Transylvania, 
the friars tended to adapt themselves to the 
region's preferences in the field of sanctity. As 
such, both the Dominicans and Franciscans 
strongly supported the cult of the Virgin Mary, the 
apostles, devotion for the Holy Cross, whilst also 
engaging in a revitalization of old cults 
(Klaniczay 1983).  

These trends became even more important in their 
ministry with the adoption of the Observant ideals 
in mid-fifteenth-century. For example, the Friars 
Preachers introduced the cult of St. Anthony 
within their convent in the town of Cluj 
(Kolozsvár, Klausenburg), by transforming the 
hermit into a co-patron of this house, evidence 
about such a development occurring after the 
adoption of the Observant way of life. Similarly, 
the Observant Dominican houses of Sibiu 
(Hermannstadt, Szeben) and Bistriţa (Bistriz, 
Beszterce) contributed to the flourishing of the 
cults of Mary Magdalene, the penitential saint 
being chosen as patron of the nunnery of Sibiu, 
whilst a confraternity of the Rosary is attested as 
becoming highly popular at the end of the 
fifteenth-century in the town of Bistriţa (Florea 
2011; Gross 2004, 170-180). As such, it can be 
observed that the reformation of the Mendicant 
houses was also reflected in what concerns the 
cult of the saints in as much as old cults, suitable 
to the pristine ideal of poverty, humility and 
charity were revitalized alongside with the support 
provided to the dissemination of newly emerged 
Marian devotions. 

Similar tendencies can be detected in the 
apostolate pursued by the Observant Franciscans. 
The establishment of their vicariate in Hungary 
(officially sanctioned in 1448) was the result of 
and benefited from the activity of the Bosnian 
vicariate whose friars’ missionary undertakings in 
the Balkans and in the kingdom intensified since 
the second half of the fourteenth century and of 
the active and energetic missions carried out in 
this region by the two noteworthy Observant friars 
James of the Marches (1436−1439) and John of 
Capistran (1455−1456). Devoted to the papacy's 
ideal of enforcing and reinstating the unity of the 
church, “the two pillars” of the Observance 
considered in their missionary endeavors the fight 
against heresy, involvement in the anti-Ottoman 
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campaigns, the evangelization of the 
“schismatics”, as well as the creation and 
strengthening of the Observant network in the 
kingdom of Hungary (Galamb 2002; Andrić 2000, 
11-27; De Cevins 2008, 132-139). Enjoying 
constant and significant support from the royal 
house, the aristocracy and the nobility, the 
reformed friars managed to become the most 
important religious community, their houses 
totaling to seventy at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century (De Cevins 2008; Kertész 
2014). 

The Observant Franciscans’ presence in 
Transylvania is an integral part of their more 
general spread in the kingdom, one of the main 
traits characterizing their strategy of settlement 
being related to their missionary goals (De Cevins 
2015; Soós 2003). Even before the Observants 
gained official recognition of their autonomy in 
1448, there were three houses founded in 
Transylvania, those of Haţeg (Hacsak), Coşeiu 
(Kusaly) and Suseni (Felfalu) that were 
established in the first three decades of the 
fifteenth century thanks to the support provided 
by the royal house and by the powerful and highly 
influential noble family Jakcs of Coşeiu and the 
Losonci family (Karácsonyi 1924, 45-47, 72-73, 
110-112; Romhányi 2016). 

The most numerous friaries however were 
established in mid fifteenth - century, precisely at 
the time when the Observant vicariate was formed 
in the kingdom. The foundation of the convents 
from Şumuleu Ciuc (Csíksomlyó) (1441−1448), 
Teiuş (Tövis, Dreikirchen) (1444−1449), Albeşti 
(Fehéregyház) (1440−1448), and the transfer of 
Tg. Mureş (Marosvásárhely) friary from the 
Conventuals to the reformed branch in 1444 was 
primarily the work of John of Hunedoara, who not 
only initiated the construction of some of these 
friaries, but also sought to provide them with 
indulgences obtained from the papacy and 
privileges that would allow their functioning 
(Karácsonyi 1924, 26-28, 197-198; De Cevins 
2008, 579, 598). With the foundations of the 
Observant friaries from Mediaş (Mediasch, 
Medgyes) (1444; 1500), Hunedoara 
(Vajdahunyad, Eisenmarkt) (1465), Cluj (1486) 
and Braşov (Kronstadt, Brassó) (1507) in the 
second half of the fifteenth century and at the 
beginning of the following one, the Observant 
apostolate took firm roots, particularly with the 
help of the royal house, also in an urban 
environment (De Cevins 2008, 577, 587, 589, 
599). 

Therefore, the Transylvanian custody became an 
important one within the Observant vicariate of 
the kingdom of Hungary, according to the 
surviving information from the first half of the 
sixteenth century large-size and well-populated 
convents functioning in this region (Karácsonyi 
1924, 26-26, 102-103, 115, 116-118). 
Furthermore, existing documentation reveals the 
establishment of several houses of the Third Order 
(see Table 1), the majority of them being dated in 
the third and the fourth decade of the sixteenth 
century. These were female religious communities 
which continued to exist well after the spread of 
the Evangelical ideas and the expulsion of the 
friars from Transylvania in 1556, thus additionally 
illustrating the profound impact of the Observant 
ideals within the religious life of this region (De 
Cevins 2008, 396-397). 

The ministry and preaching of the Observant 
Franciscans is well reflected by the geography of 
their convents, they being located on noble 
domains, in oppida and large urban centers, from 
where the friars' missions of conversion among 
the Orthodox populations (such as it was the case 
with the friaries from Teiuş, Suseni, Hunedoara) 
or of the Hussites from the southern parts of 
Transylvania and Moldavia (Şumuleu Ciuc, 
Coşeiu, Braşov, Haţeg, Teius) could be initiated 
(Soós 2003).  

But what connections could be established 
between the Observant ministry and the cult of the 
saints? In order to find an answer to this question 
it would be worth enquiring the titular dedications 
of the Transylvanian Franciscan friaries. The 
majority of the attested dedications belong to the 
Virgin Mary (Tg. Mureş, Şumuleu Ciuc, 
Hunedoara, Cluj and Teiuş), whilst the remaining 
ones consider traditional saints such as St. 
Michael (Suseni) and St. John the Baptist 
(possibly the patron saint of the friary in Braşov), 
modern saints such as St. Francis (Albeşti) and St. 
Elizabeth (Mediaş) or doctrines of the faith such 
as the Holy Trinity (Coşeiu) (Karácsonyi 1924, 
De Cevins 2008; Lupescu 2003). When this group 
of holy figures is compared to that made available 
by Marie-Madeleine de Cevins regarding the 
Observant Franciscan friaries from the entire 
kingdom some interesting observations emerge. 
On the one hand, the preeminence of the Marian 
dedications is confirmed for the entire province 
where the Virgin Mary can be found in no less 
than twenty-nine cases out of the forty-three 
dedications that could be identified based on the 
surviving sources (De Cevins 2008, 507-602). On 
the other, the central role Mary played with the 
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Observant Franciscans is also proven by the fact 
that it was the only saint gathering such a high 
number of dedications, both in the Transylvanian 
custody and in the entire vicariate. 

The Virgin Mary was a universal saint not only 
because her cult spread Europe wide since early 
Christianity. The popularity of her cult is further 
revealed by church and altar dedications, 
confraternities, the number of her feast days, 
visual representations, sermons and devotional 
literature (Warner 1983). Devotion for the Virgin 
Mary is considered to have developed in the 
kingdom since the Christianization of the country 
and, with the exception of Christ − centered 
devotion, it has been unparalleled by any other 
cult at the very end of the Middle Ages (Pásztor 
1940). Of key importance in this growth were 
considered to be the Dominican and Franciscan 
friars who were giving strong impulses to the 
development of the Marian cult. Indeed, when 
taking again as an example the titular dedications, 
it can be seen that the Transylvanian Dominican 
patrocinia were as much concerned with Mary as 
those of the Franciscans. The Mother of God was 
the favorite patron saint of the Dominican 
convents in Transylvania, she of all saints being 
most frequently encountered as the friars’ 
protector (Salontai 2002). 

When trying to understand the contribution made 
by the Mendicant friars to the development of the 
saints’ cults, the competition which existed 
between the Dominicans and the Franciscans 
should also be taken into account. The Dominican 
and the Franciscan houses were located at 
distance one from another, a situation well 
reflected in the localities where the two orders 
settled (De Cevins 2003). Furthermore, the 
emergence of the Observant vicariate in Hungary 
occurred at the time when the reformation of the 
Dominican convents was also put in place by the 
activity of Jacobus Richer (nominated as vicar of 
the Dominicans in Transylvania between 1444 
and 1447 by Pope Eugene IV) and Leonardus of 
Brixenthal (Harsányi 1938; De Cevins 2008). As 
it has been mentioned earlier, the adoption of the 
Observance by the Transylvanian Dominicans 
contributed to the promotion of traditional cults 
embodying ascetic and penitential ideals such as 
St. Anthony, St. Egidius and St. Mary Magdalene. 
But the Friars Preachers were also disseminating 
recently emerged Marian devotion, as it was that 
of the Rosary. Evidence in this regard is the above 
mentioned Rosary confraternity of Bistriţa, and 
the Rosary chapel that has been founded at the 
end of the fifteenth century in the Friars 

Preachers’ church of Cluj (Gross 2004; Salontai 
2002). 

The competition between Dominicans and the 
Observant Franciscans is particularly reflected by 
the case of Cluj. The mentioning in 1455 of St. 
Anthony as co-patron next to the Virgin Mary of 
the Dominicans most likely occurred in the 
aftermath of the Observant reform (Florea 2010). 
When three decades later, the Observant 
Franciscans finally managed to start the 
construction of their house in the town, first of all 
because of the personal involvement of King 
Mathias, their patron became the Virgin Mary. 
But, significantly enough, Cluj Observant friary 
was placed under the protection of Our Lady of 
the Snows. According to the list put together by 
Marie Madeleine de Cevins, there were two such 
dedications in the entire Observant vicariate: the 
friary in Szeged (1480) and that from Cluj (1486) 
(De Cevins 587, 596).  

There is not much information concerning 
devotion for Our Lady of the Snows that has 
survived from medieval Hungary. The cult has 
developed in strong connection to the diffusion of 
the legendary foundation of Santa Maria 
Maggiore in Rome and its popularity starting with 
the second half of the fourteenth century reached 
its peak in the course of the following one 
(Bartlett 2013, 97). It has been suggested that 
cardinal Julien Cesarini, who vigorously 
supported the Observant Franciscans in mid- 
fifteenth century, may have introduced this cult in 
Hungary (Bálint 1977, 170). The celebration of 
Our Lady of the Snows is recorded among the 
feasts to be held in the diocese of Oradea 
(Nagyvárad) starting with 1524. Significantly 
enough, the Maria ad Nives observed on the 5th of 
August seems to be a local development, as this 
feast day was not considered by other surviving 
lists of feast days from the kingdom (Jaczkó 2011, 
125-126). It can be supposed that this new Marian 
devotion might have been introduced in the 
diocese by mediation of the Observant 
Franciscans who managed to found a house in 
Oradea, benefiting from Episcopal support, at the 
turn of the fifteenth to sixteenth century (De 
Cevins 2008, 590).     

With more certainty, however, can be argued that 
King Mathias who has been profoundly devoted 
to the Virgin Mary, the patron of the country 
(Kubinyi 1999, 335-341), and who has decisively 
contributed to the foundation of the Observant 
convents from Szeged and Cluj might have 
chosen or at least favored this particular 
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dedication. As this was a devotion spread and 
introduced in the liturgical calendar by the 
Observant Franciscans it can be argued that the 
King’s preference for the Marian cult and the 
friars’ propagation of recently emerged Marian 
devotions justified the transformation of Our Lady 
of the Snows into the protector of these two 
Observant friaries in the last quarter of the 
fifteenth century (De Cevins 2011).  

For Cluj, where the Dominicans were already 
popular with the townspeople, as illustrated by a 
good number of last wills and donations made on 
behalf of the Friars Preachers (Lupescu 2001), the 
selection of a newly introduced cult associated to 
the Virgin Mary by the Observant Franciscans 
reveals the goals of their mission. Whilst the 
Marian cult, including the recently emerged 
devotion for the Rosary, have been promoted in 
the town by the Dominicans’ apostolate, the 
Observant Franciscans on their part sought at 
making their own contribution to the ramification 
of the veneration shown to the Mother of God. 

When reading further the list of the Observant 
patrocinia, it can be observed that the reformed 
friars where indeed interested in promoting new 
Marian devotions. Highly relevant in this regard is 
the Visitation of the Virgin. Already included in 
the Franciscan calendar in 1263, this devotion was 
actively disseminated from then on, gaining ever 
growing success at the end of the Middle Ages. 
Officially confirmed at the Council of Basel 
(1441), the feast was additionally endorsed by the 
papal support (Zarri 2005, 238-243; Bartlett 2013, 
175). This tendency is well exemplified by the 
indulgence Eugene IV granted in 1444 to the 
Observant friary of Şumuleu Ciuc that was under 
construction at that time. According to the papal 
charter, Mary’s perpetual virginity, her status as 
Queen of Heaven, her qualities as Mother of God 
were all emphasized in a way that highlighted the 
precious mediation she could provide for her 
devotees (Szabó 1872, 153-154). 

The transformation of the Visitation of the Virgin 
into the patronal feast of the friary from Şumuleu 
Ciuc undoubtedly contributed to the shaping of 
the Observant Franciscan identity in the field of 
saints’ cults. It was not only that their church 
became the site par excellence where this 
devotion could be developed, but it is most likely 
that it has been disseminated well outside the wall 
of their friary. A first hint in this regard can be 
found on one of the feast-day side panels of the 
so-called “smaller altarpiece” from the parish 
church of Şumuleu Ciuc where the Visitation of 

the Virgin is represented (Sarkadi Nagy, 2011, 
161-164, Fig. II.62). 

Ernő Marosi has suggested several decades ago 
that the art of the medieval kingdom of Hungary 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries cannot be 
understood but within the framework of the 
cultural transfers from other European regions, as 
well as of intra- and inter-regional influences. He 
argued further that this process of exchange is 
particularly relevant in what concerns the 
understanding of both the spread of different cults 
and the agency of the Mendicant Orders which 
made a high impact on the artistic production of 
towns and of the nearby areas of their places of 
settlement (Marosi 1973, 33-50). Such an 
analytical attempt has been successfully 
concluded by Marie Lionnet who has proven that 
a particular way of representing the Mother of 
Mercy by including her into the Last Judgment 
scene originated in a Franciscan environment. 
Several mural paintings of the churches from 
Ghelinţa, Sic, Mugeni, Chilieni are presenting the 
Mother of Mercy who intercedes successfully for 
her devotees at the moment of Last Judgment, 
being considered that such a role has been devised 
for her by the apostolate of the Observant friars 
from Şumuleu Ciuc and Tg. Mureş (Lionnet 2005, 
25-49). 

Furthermore, the ground − breaking research of 
Maria Crăciun has demonstrated that recently 
emerged doctrines and devotions supported by the 
Mendicants found their way in the panel − 
paintings of dozens of parish churches from 
Saxon villages and towns from southern 
Transylvania as a result of the friars’ missionary 
undertakings (Crăciun 2011, Crăciun 2012a, 
Crăciun 2012b, Crăciun 2012c). The greatest 
majority of the altarpieces that have survived were 
produced in the time frame between 1450 and 
1550, precisely the time when both the 
Dominicans and the Franciscans adopted the 
Observant way of life.  

As it has previously been argued, these were the 
decades when the Observant Franciscans actively 
pursued their mission as reflected by the strong 
institutional network they managed to establish. It 
has been pointed out above that the Visitation of 
the Virgin, a feast celebrated with high reverence 
in the friary of Şumuleu Ciuc became popular in 
this market − town as exemplified by one of the 
surviving altarpieces. But the Observant friars 
were very active in propagating other Marian-
related devotions, among all the most interesting 
case being represented by the Immaculate 
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Conception. This doctrine remained a matter of 
dispute throughout the Middle Ages, particularly 
between the Dominicans who firmly opposed it 
and the Observant Franciscans who became the 
major advocates of the belief that Mary was 
exempted from the original sin. 

John of Capistran defended and propagated the 
Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary as it is 
illustrated by his theological works Tractatus de 
utraque conceptione Beatae Mariae Virginis and 
Questio de conceptione B. M. V., as well as by the 
sermons he delivered (Bölcskey 1923, 103-109). 
Visual expressions such as the Virgin of the 
Apocalypse (Maria in Sole) represented on the 
polyptich of Biertan (Birthälm, Berethalom)   
(Fig. 1) and the statues from the shrines of the 
altarpieces in Sebeş (Mühlbach, Szászsebes) and 
Băgaciu (Bogeschdorf, Szászbogács), the Anne 
Thressome composition to be found on the panel 
paintings from Biertan, Şmig (Schmiegen, 
Somogyom), Şaeş (Schaas, Segesd) (Fig. 2), 
Armăşeni (Csíkmenaság) and Leliceni 
(Csíkszentlélek), and the Bodily Assumption of 
the Virgin depicted on the altarpieces from 
Mălâncrav (Malmkrog, Almakerék) (Fig. 3), 
Sântimbru (Csíkszentimre) and Leliceni 
ingeniously promoted by Franciscan mediation 
belief in the Immaculate Conception (Crăciun 
2011, 76-81). 

In 1511, the head of the Transylvanian custody 
entrusted friar Peter, son of Fabian of Sighişoara 
to bring from Moldavia the renown work Mariale 
eximii virii Bernardini de Busti to the friary of 
Albeşti (Fehéregyháza) (Karácsonyi 1924, 46). 
That this work also included an office for the feast 
of the Immaculate Conception is further evidence 
of the Observant friars’ strategy concerning the 
propagation of this belief. The two most famous 
Observant preachers in the kingdom, Pelbartus of 
Timişoara and Osvaldus of Laska have also 
disseminated through their sermon collections the 
devotion that Mary was preserved from the 
original sin. Given the strong impact made by 
Osvaldus’s work on the codices written primarily 
in the first half of the sixteenth century for the use 
of the Poor Claires and the tertiaries, the 
Immaculate Conception became one of the main 
themes of the devotional literature in vernacular. 
No less than nine codices compiled in a 
Franciscan milieu instructed the nuns and 
tertiaries about this belief and prompted them to 
pray to the Immaculate Virgin as it is exemplified 
by the Teleki codex (Dám 1955 24-37, 51-69). 

The Immaculate Conception has been of key 
importance in the missionary strategy of the 
Observant Franciscans as it has been revealed by 
the thorough analysis of both textual and visual 
evidence. The Teleki codex compiled for the use 
of Tg. Mureş tertiaries contains the most 
elaborated version of the legend of St. Anne 
(another cult asiduously promoted by the 
Franciscans in close connection to that of Mary) 
to have survived from medieval Hungary, detailed 
explanations of each letter composing Mary’s 
name and frequent references to her exemption 
from the original sin (Nagy 2015, 73-77; Dám 
1955, 56-57). Similar devotional ideas were 
represented on the polyptich of Biertan, where the 
Anne Threesome composition was meant to re-
enforce Mary’s invaluable mediation on  Heaven 
and Earth (Crăciun 2012c; Nagy 2015, 114-129). 

The Observant Franciscan dedications reffering to 
various Marian feast days from the liturgical year 
such as the Annunciation, the Visitation, and the 
Assumption (Fig. 3) found visual and textual 
expresssions, thus reflecting with accuracy the 
friars’ missionary strategy in their settlement 
region. When looking at the map detailing the 
spread of the Observant friaries and the 
provenance of the surviving altarpieces which 
depicted devotions the reformed friars supported, 
their role is even better highlighted. The friary of 
Mediaş established in the second half of the 
fifteenth century was less than 15 km away from 
Biertan, Şmig, and Băgaciu, whilst the friary of 
Albeşti was placed at a very short distance from 
Şaeş (less than 10 km) and Mălâncrav (around18 
km). Similar geographical proximity is evident in 
the case of the panel paintings survived from the 
Szekler counties, where the friary of Şumuleu 
Ciuc was less than 10 km from Leliceni and 
Armăşeni (see the Map). 

There is not much information survived about the 
territory on which the Observant friars were 
allowed to pursue their missionary goals. 
However, scarce reference concerning the areas 
from where they could collect the almsgiving was 
estimated at around 50−60 km from their 
convents, the friars being allowed to embark on 
such missions three times every year (Romhányi, 
2013, 202-207). This involvement is further 
confirmed by the recruitment of the Observant 
Franciscans that in the fourth decade of the 
sixteenth-century was predominantly local, from 
the villages and oppida and to a lesser extent from 
large urban centers (Romhanyi 2014, 131-135). 
The surviving list of guardians, friars and lay 
borthers from the friaries of Mediaş, Albeşti and 
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Şumuleu Ciuc additionally confirms this localism 
both in terms of recruitment and mobility 
(Karácsonyi 1924, 46, 115, 117). At the same 
time, the close scrutiny of the Observant 
Franciscans' impact on specific devotional 
patterns has revealed that attitudes and gestures to 
be followed and made during prayer were largely 
the result of the friars' ministry (Crăciun 2012a).  

It is therefore worth emphasizing that the 
Observant Franciscans actively and efficiently 
promoted the cult of the Virgin Mary in late 
medieval Transylvania. This was part of their 
more general strategy of supporting universal 
cults that could bring unity to a divided 
Christendom. But at the same time, they left their 
particular imprint on this cult by transforming it 
into a multifacetted one. By favoring certain 
moments from the Virgin’s life, as well as by 
vigorously defending and disseminating belief in 
Mary’s Immaculate Conception the apostolate of 
the Observant Franciscans made a decisive 
contribution in the field of sainthood. 

At this point I would like to further my enquiry by 
discussing the way the Observant Franciscans 
promoted the cult of their founder, St. Francis. 
This was a modern saint, whose cult was largely 
disseminated by the friars’ ministry, the 
foundation of the friary in Albeşti and its 
dedication to St. Francis could be considered as 
contributing to the shaping of the Observant 
Franciscan identity. The establishment of this 
friary in the timeframe between 1440−1448 by 
one of the members of the high nobility belonging 
to the family of Nadasd (or perhaps that of 
Vizakna / Ocna Sibiului) (De Cevins 2008, 581) 
occurred at the same time with the creation of a 
separate vicariate of the Hungarian Observants 
and when two other friaries were founded in 
Transylvania as a result of the initiatives of John 
of Hunedoara. 

Devotion for St. Francis was first of all connected 
to the order he founded. Illustrative in this regard 
is the vow taken by the novices who, when 
making their profession, submitted themselves to 
the Almighty God, to the Virgin Mary and to St. 
Francis (Batthyány 1827, 619-620). It was by 
institutional means that his cult could be promoted 
not only more widely, but also more successfully. 
In mid-fiffteenth century an indulgence has been 
granted to an altar of St. Francis of St. Michael’s 
parish church from Cluj (Gündisch 1975, 310- 
311). A decade later the vicar of the Observant 
Franciscans from Hungary, Michael Siculus 
accepted the entrance of tailors’ wives and 

children into a fraternity who pursued its 
devotional goals at the same altar of St. Francis 
(Zimmermann et al. 1981, 154). Despite the fact 
that in the town there was no Franciscan friary at 
that time, it can be argued that such a devotional 
comunity could have emerged as a result of the 
Observant ministry in a town that was undergoing 
rapid development and where the friars’ mission 
could attain its goals through the promotion of the 
cult of St. Francis (Florea 2010). 

The association to the merits which have been 
bestowed on his order by the exceptional way of 
life Francis embodied is even better illustrated by 
the affiliation with the Observant Franciscans. 
The great increase in the number of the lay 
persons who were associated with the friars in the 
last decades of the fifteenth century and the first 
decades of the following one, is an eloquent proof 
of the way the propagation of St. Francis’s cult 
has been furthered. This was also the time when 
the laity wished to become even more closely 
connected to the founder of the order as it is 
testified by the case of the cobblers’ guild who 
gained permission from the vicar provincial to 
celebrate all the feast days at the altar of St. 
Francis in the friars’ church of Hunedoara, the 
masters of this profession being granted the 
privilege to be burried in the same church (De 
Cevins 2008, 544).  

According to the Constitutions of Atya approved 
in 1499, the guardians of the friaries could allow 
pious lay people to have their resting place in the 
Observant churches, but only wearing the Order’s 
habit (Batthyány 1827, 622). Such decisions were 
undoubtedly the result of an increasing demand on 
the laity’s part to become associated in the after 
life to the merits of St. Francis and his Order, as it 
is proven by the case of Dionisius Veres of Sfăraş 
and Leonard Barlabási of Idrifaia who wished to 
be burried in the Observant friary of Tg. Mureş 
(Lupescu Makó 2012, 216, 221). 

Visual and textual evidence eloquently prove the 
efficient ministry of the Observant Franciscans in 
regard with the cult of the saints of their order. In 
Mălâncrav, the Virgin Mary church founded on 
their estates by the noble family Apafi, bears 
strong evidence of the Franciscan influence. The 
preserved panel and mural paintings are depicting 
St. Claire, St. Anthony of Padua, and St. Francis, 
including the episode of his stigmatization 
(Crăciun 2011; Crăciun 2012a). The proximity of 
the Observant friary of Albeşti and the more 
general support provided by the nobles to the 
Observant Franciscans additionally explain this 
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influence. A quite similar explanation that refers 
to the Observant ministry in the propagation of 
devotion for St. Francis is revealed by the 
representation of the stigmatization of St. Francis 
in the parish church of Sighişoara, a town located 
less than 10 km from St. Francis friary of Albeşti 
(Vătăşianu 1959, 765). The idea that the 
Observant apostolate contributed to the 
propagation of devotions they supported in the 
nearby area is also demonstrated by the depiction 
of the stigmatization of St. Francis in the Holy 
Spirit Church of Leliceni, a locality also at a very 
short distance from the friary of Şumuleu Ciuc.  

The stigmatization of St. Francis had also become 
one of the main traits characterizing Franciscan 
spirituality. The literal imitation of Christ as 
reflected by the stigmata of St. Francis was meant 
to enforce the role of the friars within the Church. 
The feast of the stigmatization has been 
introduced in the Franciscan calendar by the 
decision taken at the Chapter of Assisi in 1340. In 
fact, through the institutionalization of the 
devotion for Francis’ stigmata, particularly the 
friars attached to the Spiritual branch of the Order 
displayed the belief that the stigmatization of their 
founder represented nothing less that 
identification to the Rule and the apostolic way of 
life (Vauchez 1968, 620-621). 

The appropriation of the stigmatization of St. 
Francis as mark of identity by the reformed friars 
is well illustrated by the codices written in 
Hungarian. It was considered that the main aim of 
these works was that of promoting the Observant 
ideals (both within a Dominican and a Franciscan 
realm) being meant to instruct the nuns and the 
tertiaries (Korondi 2016). Among all the 
Mendicant saints, Francis was the most popular 
holy figure to be found in these writings.   
Virginia and Lázár-Zelma codices narrate the 
stigmatization taking place on Mount Alverna, by 
using as their source of inspiration the Speculum 
vite beati Francisci et sociorum eius (published at 
the beginning of the sixteenth century) and one of 
the sermons authored by the famous Observant 
preacher Pelbartus of Timişoar (Konrád 2017a,  
187). Of interest to my purpose is the Lázár-
Zelma codex which has been considered to have 
been used by the tertiaries from Tg. Mureş 
(Abaffy 1992). Recent research has convincingly 
argued that the stigmatization of St. Francis was 
fulfilling the role of a prayer and consequently 
contributed to the spiritual edification of these 
pious women (Korondi 2016, 185). It should thus 
be observed that the Observant Franciscans in 
Hungary produced works which made widely 

available the stigmatization of St. Francis, both in 
Latin and in Hungarian, devising thus means 
through which the exceptional nature of Francis’s 
sanctity shaped their identity. 

A noteworthy evolution in regard with the 
stigmatization of St. Francis has been related to 
the frequent representation of the saint in the 
scenes of Last Judgment, as it happened with the 
mural paintings executed in 1448 for the church in 
Şumuleu Ciuc giving thus further weight to the 
belief in Francis likeness to Christ (Konrád 2017b, 
191). As the stigmatization itself revealed the 
bodily imitation of Christ, the Observant 
Franciscans placed a tremendous emphasis in their 
ministry on the Passions of Christ. 

Evidence about the pursuing of a penitential way 
of life within the institutional framework provided 
by the Observant Franciscans is revealed by the 
success enjoyed by the fraternities of the 
flagellants from Pápa and Baia-Mare, as well as 
by the rules drawn for the tertiaries (De Cevins 
2008, 284). Such regulations survived from the 
third decade of the sixteenth century, the time 
when the number of the tertiaries increased in the 
kingdom and they provided instructions to female 
religious that were focusing on obedience, 
chastity, and humility in order to continuously be 
able to do penance (Volf 1884; Korányi 2005). 
The rules compiled by Francis of 
Sepsiszentgyörgy for the use of the tertiaries in 
Tg. Mureş enforced Christ − centred devotion by 
instructing the tertiaries to keep Christ crucified in 
their minds and hearts at all time and by revering 
Christ’s sufferings through meditating constantly 
on the holy way in which Christ’s blood was shed 
on the cross (Volf 1884, 400-401; Roest 2005).  

Thus, it can be observed that based on the 
surviving evidence, the cult of St. Francis was 
used in late medieval Transylvania by the 
Observant Franciscans within the process of 
identity construction. By emphasizing Francis 
likeness to Christ, the reformed friars actively 
supported and disseminated devotion for Christ’s 
sufferings (Fig. 4). The visual representation of 
Christ’s sufferings in a way that focused on 
humility and obedience are strongly marked by an 
Observant influence as it was the case with the 
representations of Christus Patiens to be found on 
the altarpieces from Mediaş (Fig. 5), Biertan, 
Prejmer, and Sibiu (Crăciun 2011, 84-87). By 
visual and textual means that were produced in an 
Observant Franciscan environment in 
Transylvania or have been permeated by the 
reformed friars’ ministry, the Passions became 
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constantly depicted in panel and mural paintings 
of the parish churches, whilst remembering and 
commemorating Christ’s sacrifice became the 
focus of tertiaries’ way of life. 

Very recently, Eszter Konrád has 
comprehensively analyzed the cult of the 
Mendicant saints in the Kingdom of Hungary, her 
research being not limited only to saints whose 
cults were imported to this region by the friars’ 
mission, but also to those holy figures originating 
from the kingdom who were regarded as blessed 
and venerated as such by the two orders (Konrád 
2017b). Such an analytical endeavour has the 
merit of highlighting the dynamics, “the saintly 
politics of the two great Mendicant Orders” as it 
has been called, which largely depended on the 
decision taken centrally by the governing bodies 
of the friars and the local conditions to which 
these decisions were adapted and adjusted 
(Konrád 2017b,  423-439). 

In what concerns the Observant Franciscans and 
the cult of the saints, existing literature has 
distinguished different stages in the way the cult 
of the saints was included in the friars’ ministry. 
Whilst the first generation of the Spirituals was 
interested almost exclusively in promoting the 
traditional saints of the Order, the Regular 
Observants, such as Bernardino of Siena and his 
followers were rather not interested in the cult of 
the saints, insisting in their preaching on moral 
reform and, as it has become well known, 
popularizing including by visual aids, devotion for 
the Name of Jesus (Klaniczay 2014, 231-247). 
With the beginning of the canonization campaign 
of Bernardino, in which John of Capistran played 
a tremendous, perhaps the most important role for 
its succesful completion, a renewed interest in the 
field of sainthood gained the attention of the 
reformed friars. Such an opportunity emerged 
relatively soon, with the dead of John of Capistran 
in October 1456, after the victorious battle of 
Belgrade. The efforts made in order to promote 
and further the case of Capistran, particularly in 
the first decades after his death, were thus 
illustrating the friars’ interest in the cult of the 
saints (Solvi 2013; Andrić, 2000). 

It would be thus worth exploring the way the 
Observant friars disseminated the cults of 
Bernardino and John of Capistran in Transylvania. 
These were recently emerged cults, one of them 
obtaining the papal approval, whereas the other 
one was under scrutiny. Furthermore, John of 
Capistran has spent several months in 
Transylvania in late autumn of 1455 and the early 

winter of 1456, giving thus further justification for 
such an enquiry. In the spring of 1453, John of 
Capistran has been prompted by King Ladislas to 
support John of Hunedoara in establishing a friary 
dedicated to St. Bernardino of Siena in Chilia 
(Pettkó 1901, 164-165). At that time, Capistran 
was in a preaching tour in Silezia, its most 
important and immediate consequence being 
considered to be the foundation of a friary in 
Wrocłav that has been dedicated to the same 
Bernardino (Gecser 2003, 6-8). 

John of Capistran has not only been the main 
advocate of Bernardino’s cult, his Central 
European missionary undertakings made a similar 
contribution in spreading further this devotion. 
Significantly enough, several friaries founded in 
Silezia and Poland were dedicated to the renown 
Observant preacher whose fame was embodied 
even in the name taken by the reformed friars of 
these regions, the Bernardins. From the point of 
view of the relationship between the apostolate of 
the Observant Franciscans and the cult of the 
saints, it has been considered that the newly 
emerged branch shaped its identity by employing 
to this end the cult of the modern saint Bernardino 
(Viallet, 2017). 

Returning to the case of Chilia friary to which 
establishment both John of Hunedoara and John 
of Capistran worked, it should be mentioned that 
it was founded in a region where the friars’ 
apostolate was very active since the thirteenth  
century (Dobre 2003). The choice of Bernardino 
as holy protector of Chilia friary could be 
integrated into the similar trend of spreading the 
cult of this pillar of the Observance into a far 
remote land, where the Observant mission was 
oriented towards both Catholic and non-Catholic 
communities. An indulgence procured in 1489 by 
members of the family Jakcs of Coşeiu for an altar 
dedicated to St. Bernardino whose cult was to be 
endorsed at this site on his feast day, that of St. 
Francis, as well as the feasts of Easter and 
Pentecost (Romhányi, 2013, 236) helps bringing 
into closer focus the Transylvanian supporters of 
St. Bernardino’s cult. 

Bernardino became well-known in Hungary as 
early as 1433, on the occasion of Sigismund of 
Luxemburg’s coronation as emperor in Rome, a 
ceremony attended by the would be saint. In fact, 
it was from the king’s retinue that the most 
numerous supporters of the Observant Franciscans 
and of the cult of St. Bernardino itself originated, 
such as John of Hunedoara, János Marcali, the 
family Jakcs of Coşeiu, the Losonczi family, to 
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name a few among many other representatives of 
the kingdom’s political and social elite (Konrád 
2017b, 372-374; Romhányi, 2016).  

The cult of Bernardino has been disseminated in 
the kingdom by John of Capistran who used 
various means in order to further promote this 
recently emerged devotion. Thus, the friar’s 
successful advocating to Bernardino eased the 
performance of miracles as it was the case with a 
certain priest Matthew de Sent-Endreas. The 
cleric was suffering from a severe illness for more 
than four months and was cured by St. Bernardino 
through the mediation of John of Capistran on the 
8th of December of the year 1455 in the town of 
Hunedoara (Konrád 2017b, 380). This miracle 
story was part of the Liber miraculorum compiled 
by one of Capistran’s disciple, Conrad of 
Freyenstadt who gathered 2517 miracle stories, 
two third of the miracles being in fact performed 
by Capistran (Jansen 1984, 130-140).  

This example is highly illustrative for the way one 
saint’s qualities enhanced those of a future 
candidate for sanctity, a trend highly visible in the 
working of the saintly pair Bernardino − Capistran 
(Andrić 2000, 194-196). Even the town where this 
miracle took place Hunedoara is highly relevant 
from this point of view. In fact, Capistran’s 
Transylvanian tour was prompted not only by his 
wish to meet John of Hunedoara and devise the 
anti-Ottoman campaing or the Bishop’s request 
for the friar’s preaching against the heretics and 
the “schismatics”, but also by Elizabeth Szilágy. 
In a letter sent to Capistran from Hunedoara on 
the 2nd of October 1455, the governor’s wife 
appealed to the merits of the would-be-saint in 
order to secure the cure of her daughter-in-law, 
whose health was in a such bad condition that she 
could not live, neither die (Pettkó 1901, 183). 
And, indeed, Capistran did go to Hunedoara and 
did perform miracles there, most likely on his 
own, but also by appealing to St. Bernardino. 

In 1455 there was no Observant friary in 
Hunedoara, but the friars’ undertakings were 
highly valued in the region that was part of John 
of Hunedoara’s properties. It could also be that 
priest Matthew, Bernardino’s miraculé, was from 
the same county, where a locality named after St. 
Andrew (Zenthandreas) has been mentioned 
already at the end of the fourteenth century 
(Vizauer 2012, 79). An Observant friary will be 
established in Hunedoara starting with 1465 
thanks to the strong support provided to this end 
by Elizabeth Szilágy and her son, King Mathias 
(Karácsonyi 1924, 75). Unfourtanetly not much 

information has survived up to these days about 
the extent to which Hunedoara became a place 
where devotion for John of Capistran developed. 
It would suffice to say that the King and his 
mother (who even offered her financial support to 
the canonization campaign of Capistran in the 
eight decade of the fifteenth century) were among 
the main promoters of this cult (Andrić 2000, 157-
159; Klaniczay 2013, 3-6). 

The Transylvanian cult of John of Capistran 
seems to have been related particularly to the 
political elite and the Observant friars. One of his 
closest companions, John of Geszti who has also 
fulfilled the office of guardian of the friary in 
Teiuş authored two miracle collections after 
Capistran’s death in Ilok. Among the beneficiaries 
of these miracles was also George, a student in 
Alba-Iulia (Andrić 2000, 276-277). The Episcopal 
town has also been visited by Capistran in late 
1455, something which might explain his fame 
within the city walls. Another former collaborator 
of the friar, Gabriel of Verona has been 
Transylvanian Bishop (1472−1475) and also a 
firm supporter of Capistran’s cause (Bölcskey 
1923, 591-592). Among the manuscripts once 
belonging to the cathedral there was a copy of 
Nicholas of Fara’s Vita et gesta beati Joannis de 
Capistrano, something which gives further weight 
to the idea that Alba-Iulia might have been a place 
where devotion for one of the pillars of the 
Observance grew in the late Middle Ages (Vekov 
2003, 339). 

But the focus should be alternated from the 
particular Transylvanian context within which the 
Capistranean cult has developed to the more 
general policy the Observant Franciscans 
followed in relation to the cult of the saints in the 
last quarter of the fifteenth century. It was 
particularly in the field of hagiography that a 
significant change occurred and reverberated 
through ministry and preaching within the 
community of believers. Instead of promoting 
local saints, the  renewed strategy concerned the 
propagation of culs which could enforce the unity 
of Christendom. Sermones de laudibus sanctorum 
authored by Caracciolo da Lecce (a Conventual, 
former Observant friar) and published in 1489 
reveals a typology of sainthood which mirros the 
celestial hierarchy, a proeminent role being 
ascribed to the Virgin Mary and then to 
Bernardino, Capistran, the Holy Trinity, the 
Apostles, the Evangelists, the Martyrs, the 
Doctors of the Church, the Bishops and the 
Virgins, with equal attention paid to both 
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Franciscan and Dominicans saints (Solvi 2013, 
148-157). 

The sermonaria of the local Observant preachers 
Pelbartus of Timişoara and Osvaldus of Laska 
while being highly influenced by the work of 
Caracciolo da Lece as it has been observed 
present some marked differences. The first one 
consists in the great importance attached to the 
“Hungarian” saints Stephen, Emeric, Ladislas, 
Elisabeth, Gerald, Adalbert and Martin, a trait that 
could be well explained by the friars’ adaptability 
to the local sainthood. The other difference is that 
unlike Caracciolo da Lecce, the two most famous 
Hungarian Observant preachers did not allow any 
of the Dominican saints to benefit from their 
attention. From the 221 sermons composed by 
Pelbartus for the entire liturgical year fourteen 
have considered Franciscans saints, whilst from 
the 122 sermons compiled, Osvaldus has 
dedicated nine to the Franciscans saints 
(Klaniczay 2014, 244-245). 

The change in the strategy the Observants 
followed occurred during the pontificate of Sixtus 
IV, the former Minister General of the 
Franciscans who opened in 1474 the  canonization 
process of Bonaventure, a process which was 
successfully completed in 1482. As Ronald 
Finucane put it, Bonaventure was an old, yet 
according to the criterion of canonized sainthood 
a modern saint, whose cause was supported by 
both branches of the Order St. Francis founded 
(Finucane 2011, 33-71). It would be thus 
interesting to explore the way the cult of the 
Seraphic Doctor was supported by the Observant 
Franciscans in Hungary. On the one hand, such an 
enquiry would shed more light on the friars’ 
contribution at local level when a recent cult came 
to be disseminated. On the other, it would be 
equally interesting to decipher the modalities 
within which a new saint, a highly respected 
figure among the Franciscans despite their 
allegiance to one of the two branches of the Order, 
was appropriated by the reformed friars. 

Recent research has pointed out the great impact 
made by the theological and mystical works of 
Bonaventure on the sermons and devotional 
literature produced in Hungary at the very end of 
the fifteenth century and the first decades of the 
following one. Whilst for Pelbartus of Timişoara, 
Bonaventure’s example was worth following by 
the believers given his outstanding qualities as 
theologian, as a professor of Scripture who has 
been endowed with many graces by Christ, the 
most important one being the true wisdom, 

Osvaldus paints a slightly different image of the 
Seraphic Doctor in his sermons. Thus, great 
emphasize is placed on Bonaventure’s merits as 
Minister General of the Franciscans and on the 
ways he strove to impose on the friars the literal 
Observance of the Rule (Konrád 2017b, 400-406). 
For Osvaldus who filled three times the office of 
the vicar of the Hungarian Observants (1497, 
1499, 1507), negotiated the re-integration of his 
province within the cismontane family and 
authored the Atya Constitution of 1499 (which 
also regulated the celebration of the feast of St. 
Bonaventure on the next day after the feast of St. 
Margaret) (Kertész 2014, 175-182; Batthyány 
1827, 621), Bonaventure could not be but the 
perfect embodiement of the original ideal of the 
Franciscan community, a true forerunner of the 
Observant family.  

Bonaventure’s normative role has also been 
highlighted in relation to the impact made by the 
rules he authored, such as Regula novitiorum and 
De perfectione vitae ad sorores, on the regulations 
devised for the use of the Poor Claires and the 
tertiaries (Korondi 2016, 145-168). Particularly 
relevant in this regard are the rules composed by 
friar Francis Sepsiszentgyörgy for the house of the 
Third Order from Tg. Mureş. The community of 
the tertiaries was established there at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century and the Teleki 
codex, compiled between 1525−1531 was a local 
product. The friary of Tg. Mureş was among the 
most important Transylvanian ones, benefiting 
from a papal indulgence granted in 1400 which 
gave strong impulses to the solemn celebration of 
the feast of the Annunciation, played an important 
economic role and surely not least the reformed 
friars were regarded as precious mediators within 
the scheme of salvation as testfied by 
testamentary clauses (Soós 2003; De Cevins 2008, 
144, 198, 227, 255, 402, 405). 

The rules for the tertiaries compiled by friar 
Francis Sepsiszentgyörgy were considering a 
community of female religious which needed 
constant guidance and instruction in order to be 
able to live a penitential life. By taking as his 
source of inspiration Bonaventure’s works which 
insisted on monastic discipline, on obedience and 
humility, the friar devised for the tertiaries of Tg. 
Mures a daily conduct that would continuously 
illustrate these virtues. Moreover, Francis 
Sepsiszentgyörgy praises several times 
Bonaventure’s outstanding qualities as master of 
the Franciscans, by calling him our Father or 
Doctor. In order to transform Bonaventure into the 
true, authoritative voice the tertiaries must obey at 
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all times, friar Francis insists on drawing the 
female religious’ attention to the usefulness and 
beauty of the teachings the Seraphic Doctor has 
provided them with (Volf 1884, 400-403).  

There is scarce reference in the surviving sources 
of the decisions taken by the governing bodies of 
the Observant Franciscans from Hungary in 
regard with the tertiaries, a reluctance which 
gained more proeminence after the defeat of 
Mohács and the spread of the Evangelical ideas. 
Starting with the fourth decade of the sixteenth 
century, the entrance into the Third Order was 
prohibited, the friars were not allowed anymore to 
visit the houses of female religious and their 
enclosure was even more severly enforced (De 
Cevins 2008, 274, 289, 391, 395, 396). 

Thus, the rules devised for the tertiaries of Tg. 
Mureş capture with accuracy the efforts made by 
the Observant Franciscans to promote the cult of 
St. Bonaventure in a way that would endorse the 
way of life of these pious women. Furthermore, 
they not only transformed the Seraphic Doctor 
into the Father of these female religious, but also 
by this very process the reformed friars managed 
to appropriate Bonaventure’s cult in a manner that 
would strengthen their identity. 

This analysis has taken as its starting point the 
titular dedications of the Transylvanian Observant 
Franciscans and it evolved towards integrating a 
more focused discussion on the Marian cult, 
Christ-centered devotion, as well as the modern 
cults of Francis, Bernardino, Capistran and 
Bonaventure. Future research must necessarily 
consider not only the competition which existed 
between the Dominicans and the Observants in 
what concerns the Marian cult, but also the 
possibility of tension in the field of sainthood 
between the Conventuals and the Observant 
Franciscans. In Transylvania, this might be 
reflected by the same dedication, that of 
Elizabeth, a highly popular saint in the kingdom, 
in the case of the friary in Sibiu (that remained 
attached to the Conventual branch of the 
Franciscans) and that from Mediaş, a friary 
established by the Observant Franciscans in the 
second half of the fifteenth century. A more 
detailed discussion would also deserve the friary 
of Braşov, most likely dedicated to St. John the 
Baptist. Despite being established in the first 
decade of the sixteenth century and under very 
difficult circumstances which eventually led to its 
abandonment by the friars in late 1520s, the 
missionary undertakings of the Observants of 

Braşov in what concerns the cult of the saints 
could shed more light on the typology of 
sainthood cultivated in this region. 

At this point, it is important to emphasize that the 
Observant Franciscans’ strategy in the field of 
sainthood presents some noteworthy features. On 
the one hand, the reformed friars propagated in 
Transylvania recently emerged Marian devotions 
(such as the Immaculate Conception, the 
Visitation of the Virgin, Our Lady of the Snows). 
This was well adjusted to the region’s profile 
where the cult of the saints was largely dominated 
by the popularity of the Virgin Mary and the 
archaic saints. Yet, the Observant Franciscans 
used and ramified an old cult, such as the Marian 
one and managed to disseminate it well beyond 
the walls of their friaries. A similar trend can be 
deciphered in the propagation of Christ − centered 
devotion, focusing primarily on identification with 
Christ’s sufferings in ways that emphasized the 
virtues of humility and obiedience and St. 
Francis’s likeness to Christ. 

In fact, with the propagation of the stigmatization 
of St. Francis, the reformed friars started to 
employ the cults of the saints within the process 
of identity formation. The emergence of the 
Transylvanian custody occurred within a context 
marked by competition with the Observant 
Dominicans, as well as  with the parish clergy. 
Therefore, by appealying to cults which could 
enforce their specific way of life, the Observant 
Franciscans identified useful means to further 
promote their identity. The cults of Bernardino, 
Capistran and Bonaventure were not only best-
suited examples in this regard. They were equally 
construed as models to be followed in their daily 
conduct by both friars and tertiaries. 

Most likely this latter aspect regarding the 
Observant Franciscans’ strategy concerning the 
cult of the saints touches one of the very sensitive, 
yet highly relevant traits of their apostolate. 
Whilst Marian and Christocentric devotion were 
diversified and largely disseminated not only 
within the walls of the friaries, but also within a 
parochial milieu, the saints of the reformed branch 
were primarily confined to the Observant friaries 
and houses of the tertiaries. This course of action 
ultimately reveals that the agency of the 
Observant Franciscans not only adapted itself to a 
region where a traditional type of sainthood 
prevailed, but also that ingenously established 
paths for its further development. 
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Table 1 Observant Friaries and Houses of the Third Order 

 

Locality Friary (date of 

Foundation) 

Titular Dedication House of the Third 

Order (date of 

foundation) 
Albeşti 1448 St. Francis 1535 
Braşov 1507 St. John the Baptist 1534 
Cluj 1486 The Virgin Mary 1522 
Coşeiu 1422-1423 Holy Trinity - 
Harale 1500 The Virgin Mary 

(locus) 
- 

Haţeg 14th c. ? - 
Hunedoara 1470 The Virgin Mary - 
Mediaş 1444 St. Elizabeth - 
Şumuleu Ciuc 1410 The Virgin Mary 1535 
Suseni 1427 St. Michael 1535 
Teiuş 1448 The Virgin Mary 1520 
Tg. Mureş 1316 The Virgin Mary 1503-1506 
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THE POLYPTYCH OF DOBÂRCA AND THE ISSUE OF  

THE TEXT-RETABLE IN EARLY MODERN TRANSYLVANIA 
 

 

Maria CRĂCIUN* 
 

 

Abstract:  Starting from the detailed iconographical analysis of a particular artefact, the altarpiece from 
Dobârca (1629), this study explores the issue of the text or catechism-retable in early modern Transylvania. 
The essay defines the altarpiece from Dobârca as a type, deciphers its messages and determines its functions, 
placing it in its spatial, cultural and confessional context. The study also tries to assess whether preference 
for a particular type of altarpiece reflected a particular stage in the reforming process.   

Keywords: altarpiece, catechism-retable, Lutheran Reformation, confessionalization 

 

Rezumat: Pornind de la o analiză iconografică detaliată a unui artefact, polipticul din Dobârca (1629), 
studiul explorează problema retablului-text sau catehetic în Transilvania modernă timpurie. Articolul 
definește polipticul de la Dobârca ca tip, din punct de vedere formal și funcțional, îi descifrează mesajele și 
îi determină funcțiile, plasându-l în contextul său spațial, cultural și confesional. Studiul încearcă să 
estimeze dacă preferința pentru un anumit tip de retablu reflectă un anumit stadiu din procesul reformator.     

Cuvinte cheie: retablu, retablu-catehetic, Reforma Luterană, confesionalizare  
 
 

In 1629, the high altar of the church at Dobârca 
(Dobring, Doborka) was decorated with an 
altarpiece (Roth 1916, 184-186) (Fig. 1). At first 
glance, and except for the fact that it was 
produced for a Lutheran church, this altarpiece 
appeared to be very similar to countless medieval 
examples, especially since it was a polyptych with 
moveable wings, which opened and closed, 
revealing distinct, alternative pictorial 
programmes. However, on closer examination, 
one notices that, despite its traditional format, this 
artefact was very different from the altarpieces 
produced during the fifteenth century and the first 
decades of the following one. If one begins from a 
cursory survey of the open position of the 
altarpiece, the so-called Festtagsseite, one will 
first of all notice that its pictorial programme was 
completely different from that of medieval 
altarpieces. Thus, the central panel was decorated 
with the Last Supper (Fig. 2), while the 
superstructure was adorned with the Baptism of 
Jesus (Fig. 3). The date 1629 appears in the 
compositional field of the superstructure. 

 

 

These two episodes were rarely represented in 
medieval altarpieces from Transylvania. The Last 
Supper never appears on the central panel and 
only occurs twice on the predella, on the 
altarpiece from Şoroştin (Schorsten, Sorostély) 
and on a predella attributed to Vincentius, which 
has later been placed on the sarcophagus type 
predella of the altarpiece from Mediaş (Mediasch, 
Medgyes). The Baptism of Jesus was present on 
the wings of the altarpiece of Roadeş (Radeln, 
Rádos), inserted in a brief narrative of the 
Baptist’s life, and apparently also occurred on the 
central panel of the altarpiece of Cisnădie (Heltau, 
Nagydisznód), the structure of which is only 
known today from Pulszky’s description (Pulszky 
1879). Unfortunately, when this altarpiece was 
dismembered in 1880, the superstructure and the 
predella ended up among the holdings of the 
Brukenthal Museum, while the rest of the panels 
became part of a private collection (Roth 1916, 
150-152). 

The Baptism of Jesus appears to be present as part 
of the fifteenth-century Marian cycle visible in the 
open position of the altarpiece from Biertan 
(Birthälm, Berethalom) (Sarkadi Nagy 2012, 
45-47; Firea 2010a, 319-359, especially footnote 
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83; Firea 2010b, 51). Harald Krasser was the first 
art historian to suggest that this panel was the 
work of a different master and that it had been 
painted after the Reformation. He believed that 
the presence of the Baptism defies both the 
iconographical structure of this altarpiece and 
compositional rules prevalent at the time (Krasser 
1976, 193-214, especially p. 204). Building on 
this suggestion, I have argued elsewhere that the 
Baptism episode may have been integrated into 
the Marian narrative in Lutheran context, for 
doctrinal and devotional reasons, in order to shift 
the focus from the Virgin to Jesus (Crăciun 2004, 
61-96, especially p. 77-79, 93-95). 

Thus, not only were the episodes of the Last 
Supper and the Baptism of Jesus rarely 
represented in medieval context, they were also 
never associated within the programme of the 
same altarpiece in the manner seen in the artefact 
from the church at Dobârca.    

This difference and, dare one suggest, the novelty 
of the programme conceived for the altarpiece at 
Dobârca is further emphasised by the 
compositions present on the interior of the wings. 
The images representing ‘Moses Receiving the 
Tables of the Law’ (Fig. 4) and the ‘Descent of 
the Holy Spirit’ (Fig. 5) are rather small, while 
most of the surface of the panel is covered by 
inscriptions. The latter are in fact two quotations 
from the New Testament which refer to the 
sacrament: “Dominus Iesus in qua nocte 
tradebatur accepit panem et gratias agens fregit et 
dixit: accipite et manducate. Hoc est corpus meum, 
quod pro vobis tratur hoc facite in meam 
commemorationem” and “similiter et calicem 
postquam coenavit dicens: hic calix novum 
testamentum est in meo sanguine hoc facite 
ovotiescunque biberitis in meam 
commemorationem” (Roth 1916, 185).1 

1  Interestingly enough this text benefits from two 
scriptural references: “For I received from the Lord 
that which I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus 
in the night in which He was betrayed took bread; and 
when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This 
is My body, which is for you; do this in remembrance 
of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also after 
supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in My 
blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance 
of Me.” I Cor. 11: 23-25 and “And he took bread, gave 
thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, “This 
is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of 
me. In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, 
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, 
which is poured out for you.” Luke 22: 19-20.    

Moreover, the two images are also explained by 
inscriptions introduced in the compositional field 
itself: “Lex per Mosem data est” and “Gratia et 
veritas per Jesum Cristum facta est (Joh 1)”.2 

Besides these two inscriptions meant to identify 
the two compositions, both images are explained 
by a text which begins on the panel depicting the 
‘Descent of the Holy Spirit’ and ends on the one 
showing Moses: “Spiritus vivificat II Cor III” and 
“Litera occidit”, which marks the difference 
between the ethos of the Law and that of the 
Gospel.3 Moreover, on the Tables of the Law 
held by Moses, one is able to read the first three 
of the Ten Commandments, selected and arranged 
in the manner suggested by St Augustine, which 
was consistently used during the Middle Ages and 
preferred by Martin Luther in his catechisms: 
“non habebis deos alienos coram me”, “non 
assumens nomen deitu in vanum” and “memento 
ut dies sabbat” (Veldman 1995, 215-239, 
especially p. 216-217) (Fig. 6). 

The predella is primarily dedicated to an Old 
Testament quotation: “Vivo ego et nolo mortem 
peccaturis sed ut convertatur et vivat, dicit 
Dominus” from Ezekiel 33:11 (Roth 1916, 185)4 
(Fig. 7), while the second inscription alludes to 
the donor of the artefact: “Ad exornandum hoc 
altare contulit amplissimus dominus Georgius 
Stenzel huius temporis sedis iudex sabesiensis fl. 
15 grata redemptoris pandens hortamina latus” 
(Roth 1916, 186). Finally, the central panel 
depicting the Last Supper is also decorated with a 
text. Unfortunately, at this time this is barely 
discernible and thus impossible to read (Fig. 2).  

If one looks at the closed position of the altarpiece, 
the so-called Werktagsseite, one notices that the 
pictorial programme is one that was frequently 
used during the medieval period (Fig. 8).5 Thus, 

2 “For the law was given by Moses, but grace and truth 
came by Jesus Christ.” John 1: 17. 
3  The complete quotation reads “He has given us 
competence to be ministers of the new covenant, a 
covenant which is not of written letters; for the written 
letters kill, but the Spirit gives life.” II Cor.: 3.6.   
4 “Say unto them: ‘As I live, saith the Lord God, I 
have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that 
the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn ye, turn ye 
from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of 
Israel?” Ezekiel 33: 11.   
5  During the Middle Ages, several Transylvanian 
altarpieces were decorated with a pictorial narrative of 
the Passion, visible when the artefact was closed. This 
was the case at Mediaș, Dupuș, Cund, Sibiu, Roadeș, 
Fișer, Șoroștin, Șmig and Beia. For a discussion of the 
structure, meaning and function of Transylvanian 
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the exterior of the moveable wings and the fixed 
wings, only one of which was preserved, were 
entirely dedicated to the Passion. The upper half 
of the extant fixed wing represents the ‘Arrest of 
Christ’, commented by a quotation from Psalm 
XXII: 16 “circumdederunt me canes multi; 
cogregatio malignantium possedit me”6, while the 
lower half shows the ‘Flagellation’ with the 
inscription “Corpus meum deum percutientibus et 
genas meas vellentibus Esa L: 6”.7 The exterior 
of the moveable wings represents the ‘Coronation 
with Thorns’, with two quotations in the 
compositional field: “Ave Iudeorum Rex” and 
“Omnes videntes me substantenerunt me. 
Aperuerunt super me os suum Psalm XXII: 7”8 
This episode is contiguous with the ‘Crucifixion’ 
commented on by “Eli Eli Lamma Sabachtani” 
and “Factus est pro nobis obediens usque ad 
Mortem, Mortem autem crucis Phil I”.9 The other 
wing is divided between the ‘Deposition into the 
Grave’ commented by “Ero mors tua o Mors 
morsus tuus inferne Osea XIII” 10  and an 

                                                                                                   

medieval Passion narratives, see Crăciun (2010, 11-70, 
especially p. 20-31).   
6 “Dogs surround me, a pack of villains encircles me; 
they pierce my hands and my feet.” Psalm XXII: 16. 
The complete text in Latin should read: “Quoniam 
circumdederunt me canes multi; concilium 
malignantium obsedit me. Foderunt manus meas et 
pedes meos, dinumeraverunt omnia ossa mea. Ipsi vero 
consideraverunt et inspexerunt me.”  
7 “I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks 
to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my 
face from mocking and spitting.” Isaiah 50: 6. The 
complete Latin text should read: “Corpus meum dedi 
percutientibus,et genas meas vellentibus; faciem meam 
non averti ab increpantibus et conspuentibus in me.”    
8 “All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking 
their heads.” Psalm XXII: 7. The complete Latin text 
reads: “Omnes videntes me deriserunt me; locuti sunt 
labiis, et moverunt caput.” and “Aperuerunt super me 
os suum, sicut leo rapiens et rugiens.” The text is thus a 
conflation of verses 7 and 13.  
9  “And being found in human form he humbled 
himself unto death, even death on a cross.” Phil I: 8. 
The Latin text reads: “Christus factus est pro nobis 
obediens usque ad mortem, mortem autem crucis.”  
10 The complete quotation would be “de manu mortis 
liberabo eos de morte redimam eos ero mors tua o mors 
ero morsus tuus inferne consolatio abscondita est ab 
oculis meis” (I will ransom them from the power of the 
grave; I will redeem them from death: O death, I will be 
thy plagues; O grave, I will be thy destruction: 
repentance shall be hid from mine eyes) Hosea XIII: 14. 
There is a second and apparently longer inscription on 

extremely faded composition, which may have 
been the Resurrection.11 This is suggested by the 
shadowy outline of a figure with a crown-shaped 
halo, barely discernible in the centre of the 
composition. The panel also bore an inscription 
which is now illegible.12  

Thus, the altarpiece from Dobârca is striking, first 
of all because of the unusual, perhaps even 
innovative pictorial programme of the 
Festatgsseite and the much more traditional one 
of the Werktagsseite. The altarpiece is also 
unusual in its use of abundant quotations, mostly 
scriptural texts which seem to complement and, 
sometimes to overshadow the images. In fact, 
another striking feature of this altarpiece is the 
ingenious way that images were used in 
conjunction with texts. This last feature is 
however in stark contrast with the awkwardness 
of style and the conventional way that most 
episodes are represented. 

Taking this description into account, the first 
question that springs to mind is whether this 
altarpiece was similar to others that were 
produced in Transylvania in the early modern 
period and whether it belonged to a specific type. 
Secondly, the question that comes to the fore is 
whether preference for a specific type of 
altarpiece responded to or simply reflected the 
needs of the commissioners and/or the 
congregations. Finally, one is bound to wonder 
whether preference for a specific type of 
altarpiece coincided with a stage in the 
development of the reforming process.  

In response to these questions, this study aims to 
determine the type or category of altarpiece that 
the artefact from Dobârca belongs to. To put it 
another way, this study wishes to define the 
altarpiece of Dobârca as a type, both formally and 
functionally. 
                                                                                                   

the side of the sarcophagus, but this is impossible to 
read.   
11  Roth (1916, 185) mentions the ‘Arrest’, the 
‘Flagellation’, the ‘Coronation with Thorns’, the 
‘Crucifixion’, the ‘Lamentation’ and the ‘Three 
Women at the Grave’. One of the fixed wings, 
according to him the left one, was already missing 
when Roth had seen the altarpiece. The last 
composition mentioned by Roth may well have been 
the Resurrection, as the ‘Three Women at the Grave’ is 
generally a secondary subject in a composition 
showing the ‘Resurrection’.    
12  One can make out the beginning of the word 
Absorpt.  
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In this particular endeavour, form is understood to 
refer both to the structure or architecture of the 
altarpiece in question, which is in fact the work of 
the joiner, and the pictorial programme devised 
for the artefact by its commissioner(s), probably 
in co-operation with the artist. In this sense, the 
analysis of this altarpiece brings to the fore the 
issue of the newly-developed pictorial programme, 
specific to the Lutheran context. 

This pictorial programme was meant to convey 
specific messages, adapted to the confessional 
culture, encouraging one to think about the way 
that meaning was articulated. This implicitly 
involves looking at the altarpiece as a specific 
medium of communication, but also taking into 
account the mechanisms deployed, such as the 
relation between image and word.  

Function, on the other hand is understood in terms 
of roles played by the altarpiece, both within 
ecclesiastical space and the religious and/or 
cultural experience of the congregation. By 
defining the polyptych of Dobârca in terms of 
function, the study aims to assess whether the 
traditional roles of the altarpiece were still present 
or whether the didactic dimension eliminated all 
other possible ways to interact with the artefact. 
Pursuing this particular line of investigation, one 
ultimately aims to determine whether the value of 
the altarpiece lay in its potential as a didactic tool.  

Thus, by analysing the architecture of the 
altarpiece and its pictorial programme, this study 
wishes to attribute the altarpiece from Dobârca to 
a specific category of artefacts, to decipher its 
message and to determine its functions. This 
would focus attention on both the production and 
the reception of the artefact, on intended meaning 
as well as appropriated ideas and, ultimately, on 
the means of communication, whether visual or 
textual, deployed in the dissemination of 
confessional messages.   

* 

Starting from the question whether the altarpiece 
from Dobârca fits easily into a specific category, 
one is tempted to compare it with artefacts 
produced during the fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries. Medieval altarpieces from Transylvania 
were either Schnitzaltäre of the Vierer type or 
retables with painted panels.13 The features that 
they had in common were the sets of fixed and 
moveable wings, the predella and the 
                                                                 
13 They have been catalogued by Sarkadi Nagy (2012, 
120-258), who lists 94 artefacts and Firea (2010b), who 
discusses 59 examples.  

superstructure. The moveable wings were meant 
to close over the central area of the altarpiece, 
thus providing the space for two distinct and 
alternative pictorial programmes. The difference 
was that the Schnitzaltäre had a shrine, generally 
surrounded by niches, which all housed statues 
(Fig. 9), while painted altarpieces had a large 
central panel, sometimes flanked by smaller 
intermediate ones (Fig. 10). In terms of their 
common denominator, one should call these 
medieval altarpieces polyptychs with moveable 
wings. These types of artefacts were a specific 
feature of the north, popular in the German 
territories and the Netherlands. Some of these 
artefacts had three-dimensional images in the 
shrine and carved reliefs on the interior of the 
wings, while others were entirely made of painted 
panels.14 

At first glance, it seems obvious that the altarpiece 
from Dobârca formally belongs to this traditional 
type, although it has a central painted panel rather 
than a shrine with a three-dimensional figure. 
Given the date of its production (1629), this is 
rather unusual, particularly in Lutheran context, as 
it has been noted in the literature that this type of 
artefact went out of fashion around 1584 (Koerner 
2004, 214). This conclusion does not ring true for 
the Transylvanian case, since the polyptych of 
Dobârca appears to formally belong to a series of 
altarpieces produced in the second half of the 
sixteenth and throughout the seventeenth century, 
which also had a set of moveable and a set of 
fixed wings flanking the central area of the 
artefact and were able to present alternative 
pictorial programmes. This group comprises the 
altarpiece of Agnita (Agnetheln, Szentágota), 
produced in 1650 (Fig. 11 and 12), the one from 
Meșendorf (Meschendorf, Mese), installed in 
1653 (Fig. 13), the one from Cincșor 
(Kleinschenk, Kissink) (Fig. 14) commissioned in 
1655 and the one from Veseud (Zied, Vessződ) 
dated to 1703.15 

                                                                 
14  For the structure of northern altarpieces, see 
Baxandall (1980); Woods (1990, 76-90); Harbison 
(1990, 49-75); Decker (1990, 90-105). 
15 The first documented example is the altarpiece of 
Șeica Mică (1565), which had already lost its central 
panel and superstructure by the time Victor Roth saw 
it. This artefact apparently had its wings decorated with 
scenes from the Passion, visible in both its closed and 
open position. This would justify its inclusion in this 
group of artefacts. For a description of this altarpiece, 
see Roth (1916, 186-187). Fabini (1998, 382) mentions 
the artefact on the south wall of the chancel in the 
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Thus, based on the structure of the artefacts, one 
is led to conclude that the altarpieces produced in 
Transylvania in Protestant context formally 
continued the medieval tradition until the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, although, in 
all surviving examples, the shrine and the 
surrounding niches have disappeared and been 
replaced with painted panels.16 This, in itself is 
not entirely original, as altarpieces with painted 
central panels and wings were also produced in 
the late medieval period.17 One is thus led to 
speculate that the originality of the altarpiece of 
Dobârca and, in fact, the distinctiveness of several 
seventeenth-century Transylvanian retables is 
conferred, not so much by their architecture as by 
their pictorial programme. This conclusion is 
further strengthened by a comparison with 
pictorial programmes devised during the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. 

Medieval pictorial programmes for Transylvanian 
altarpieces mostly acted as labels. In that sense, 
they served to identify the dedication of both high 
and secondary altars placed within the parish 
church. In the first instance, the most popular 
dedicatee was the Virgin, followed by a plethora 
of saints; in the second instance, dedications were 
shared between saints and particular mysteries.18 
As they were mainly intended to decorate parish 
churches, the Festtagsseite of these altarpieces 
reflected the structure of the liturgical calendar 
and included episodes related to major 
Christological or Marian feast days, while the 
Werktagsseite displayed either a gallery of saints 
or the narrative of the Passion.19 

                                                                                                   

church at Şeica Mică and enumerates the same 
episodes as Roth had mentioned.        
16 The last (surviving) example is the altarpiece from 
Veseud, now in the church at Cisnădie, produced in 
1703.   
17  Two relevant examples are the altarpieces from 
Mălâncrav and Sighişoara.  
18 For example, Mălâncrav, Biertan, Băgaciu, Sebeş 
and Şmig illustrate the dedication to the Virgin while 
Beia, Bruiu, Cund, Hălchiu, Roadeş, Fişer and 
Sighişoara illustrate the dedication to a saint. In the 
case of secondary altars, the altarpiece from Moşna and 
the pala considered to come from Şaeş illustrate the 
dedication to saints, while the altarpiece from Dupuş 
gives visual expression to Eucharistic theology and 
probably decorated an altar dedicated to the Body or 
Blood of Christ. For the latter demonstration, see 
Crăciun (2002-2003, 139-158).   
19  Biertan, Sebeş and Mălâncrav illustrate Marian 
feasts while Şmig, Băgaciu and Şoroştin present 

By contrast, early modern altarpieces tended to 
completely eliminate saints and thus entire 
pictorial programmes were dedicated to the life of 
Christ, particularly his Passion. This is 
persuasively illustrated by several 
seventeenth-century altarpieces, such as Agnita, 
Meşendorf and Cincşor where all available 
surfaces were decorated with an extended 
narrative of the Passion.20 Thus, Transylvanian 
early modern altarpieces seem to have had 
distinctive and narrowly focused pictorial 
programmes, although an interest in the Passion 
might reflect a preference for rather traditional 
subject matter. If seen from the perspective of 
their decoration, these artefacts would qualify as 
figurative altarpieces, while an attempt to define 
their type in terms of the manner of representation 
or subject matter, would dub them narrative 
retables. However, the particular object of this 
investigation, the altarpiece of Dobârca does not 
entirely fit into this group, as it only dedicates its 
Werktagsseite to the Passion.  

The common features of these 
seventeenth-century altarpieces are not restricted 
to their preference for the versatile polyptych 
format, accommodating as it was to visual 
narratives, or to the interest in the Passion, but 
also extended to the manner of representation, the 
abundance of text in conjunction with the image. 
The altarpiece of Dobârca is an excellent example 
from this perspective, as it is particularly striking 

                                                                                                   

predominantly christological episodes. The gallery of 
saints on the other hand is present at Proştea Mare, 
Jidvei, Băgaciu and Bruiu. For Passion narratives, see 
footnote 5.   
20 Of the three seventeenth-century altarpieces, only 
the one from Agnita still exists, apparently unscathed, 
in situ in the local parish church. The altarpiece of 
Meşendorf, although still present in the parish church, 
has been significantly modified. Victor Roth has still 
seen it when the interior of its wings was decorated 
with Passion scenes (Roth 1916, 191). However, in 
1923, the interior of the moveable wings was painted 
by Hans Hermann with portraits of the evangelists, 
which can still be seen today. Finally, the altarpiece 
from Cincşor was mentioned by Victor Roth as being 
part of the collection of the Brukenthal Museum. This 
is no longer true, as at present, the artefact is in the 
collection of the Museum of Făgăraş. Roth mentions 
that this altarpiece was decorated with a Crucifixion in 
the central panel, the Last Supper on the predella and a 
narrative of the Passion on the wings (Roth 1916, 
189-191, plate LXXXVI). I am indebted to Heidrun 
König for locating the altarpiece of Cincşor.    
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through its integrative use of images and texts. 
The important place afforded to texts in the 
decoration of this altarpiece, particularly the 
prominent display of the Words of Institution on 
the two wings, suggests that, in this particular 
case, the Image played second fiddle to the Word 
and seems to reflect the intention to create a 
different type of artefact. This warrants a closer 
look at specific types of altarpieces that were 
created in the Lutheran world, that is, in a new 
confessional culture.  

Discussed in the literature dedicated to the 
decoration of Lutheran churches, the text-retable, 
sometimes also referred to as the 
catechism-retable, is one new category, which has 
not been defined with any precision. While 
Dietrich Diederichs-Gottschalk discusses 
altarpieces that were completely covered in texts, 
Joseph Leo Koerner also includes examples that 
combine inscriptions with images.21 On the one 
hand, Koerner mentioned the Crucifix, projected 
against a bare background and surrounded by 
biblical quotations, calling it the most common 
type of image produced in Lutheran environment. 
He is however fully aware that such compositions 
were generally popular in funerary context, 
especially for the decoration of epitaphs.22 On the 
other hand, Koerner mentions two altarpieces that 
combine images with texts, both produced in 1537 
and placed respectively in the parish church of St 
George and the Hospital Church at Dinkelsbühl 
(Koerner 2004, 289).23 Because in all these cases 
the place of text is most prominent, these artefacts 
could be rightly called text-retables, but the term 

                                                                 
21 For a comprehensive survey of text–retables in the 
German lands, see Diederichs-Gottschalk (2005); 
Belting (2002, 11-32, especially p. 22) calls such 
artefacts “Antibild” and “Nichtbild”, ultimately 
contesting their value as images; Koerner (2004, 
289-303) tends to call them text-retables, 
text-altarpieces, text panels or catechism-retables 
suggesting that the two categories are interchangeable.      
22  Koerner (2004, 222-223) provides a relevant 
example, a painting, oil on canvas, produced by Lucas 
Cranach the Younger in 1571, a picture that is now part 
of the Lutherhaus Wittenberg collection. For further 
examples, see Harasimowicz (1991, 135-164); 
Harasimowicz (1998, 262-281).   
23  Diederichs-Gottschalk (2005, 21-23) ultimately 
considers this artefact the result of “late iconoclasm” 
and thus denies its nature as a text-retable, or as an 
“Antibild” or “Schriftikone”, in Belting’s definition; 
Belting (1994, 467) considers it one of the first 
altarpieces commissioned in the new doctrinal context 
and notes that the text is displayed in the place 
formerly occupied by images.      

catechism-retable was also coined to best express 
the content of the inscriptions, namely the fact 
that these altarpieces often displayed the Words of 
Institution, the Creed, the Decalogue and, 
sometimes the Lord’s Prayer.24 

Although Koerner believed that the text-retable 
had become a staple in Lutheran churches 
(Koerner 2004, 291),25 in actual fact it does not 
seem to have been particularly widespread, as a 
type, within the Lutheran world. The most 
numerous examples come from Denmark, 
Norway, Sweden, north-western Germany and 
Estonia (Koerner 2004, 300; Ekroll 2012, 277-310, 
especially p. 292, 299; Kodres 2012, 333-376, 
especially p. 361).26 

The particularities of this type of artefact, 
especially the predominance of the word make 
one wonder whether the polyptych from Dobârca 
could be included in the category of text-retables. 
At first glance, the importance afforded to texts 
and the way that words were used in conjunction 
with the images seems to suggest that it could. 
The relation between image and text on the 
Festtagsseite of the altarpiece, particularly the 
prominence of the quotations on the surface of the 
panels and the much smaller size of the images, 
would lead one to conclude that the artefact had 
been conceived as a text-retable. In this sense, one 
must emphasise the distinctiveness of these 
quotations even when compared with the 
inscriptions on the Werktagsseite of the altarpiece. 
The latter, although present, are much less 
prominent and, at least in terms of style and 
placement on the surface of the artefact, resemble 
captions. Consequently, only the pictorial 
programme of the Festtagsseite of the altarpiece 
of Dobârca suggests that this artefact may have 
been conceived as a text-retable.  

If one is tempted to tentatively conclude that the 
altarpiece of Dobârca belongs to the category of 
text-retables, one must also see whether the 
production of this altarpiece was a unique 

                                                                 
24 Koerner (2004, 300) mentions the altarpiece from 
Ballerup in Denmark as one of its panels (the one with 
the Ten Commandments) has survived. Many such 
altarpieces have disappeared during Christian IV’s 
campaign against Calvinism. Koerner further suggests 
that, “in spite of this iconoclasm of iconoclasm”, 
several catechism altarpieces have survived in villages 
throughout Denmark, Norway and southern Sweden.   
25  Belting (1994, 467) also considers that such 
text-bearing altars must have been quite common.  
26  Diederichs-Gottschalk (2005) passim deals with 
examples from Ostfriesland and Harlingerland.   
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occurrence or part of a more general trend. In this 
sense, one must ascertain whether other similar 
altarpieces were produced in Transylvania at this 
time.  

A striking example is the altarpiece from Sibiu 
(Hermannstadt, Nagyszeben) dated by inscription 
to 1519, which may have initially decorated the 
altar of the Holy Cross placed in the transept of 
the parish church. This altarpiece has undergone 
important transformations, first of all, in 1545, 
when Benedictus Moler was hired to renovate it 
and, later, in 1701, when Jeremias Stranovius was 
requested to repaint it.27 During this process, the 
images representing saints from the central panel 
of the altarpiece have been covered with blue 
paint and decorated with quotations from the Old 
and New Testaments (Isaiah 53: 11 − “Justus 
servus meus cognicione sui iustificabit multos. Ib 
ipse peccatum multorum tulit et pro iniquis 
rogavit” and Matthew 11: 28-29 − “Venite ad me 
omnes qui laboratis et onerati estis et ego 
refocillabo vos et invenientis requiem animabus 
vestris”).28 Following this intervention, only the 
Crucifixion remained visible, with the hands of 
the Magdalene embracing the cross as the sole 
witness from a much more complex composition 
(Fig. 15). 

Another detail becomes interesting from the 
perspective of the changes undergone by the 
altarpiece of Sibiu in 1545. The restoration 
undertaken in the workshop of Gisela Richter in 
the 1980s has preserved the repainting of 1701 on 
the interior of the wings, although it has removed 
the most recent layer of paint from the central 
panel of the altarpiece, bringing to the surface the 

                                                                 
27 The renovation carried out by Benedictus Moler has 
been suggested by Firea (201b, 306-307), on the basis 
of the initials present on the artefact itself, 
contextualised with the help of a document published 
by Roman (2007, 254). The painting from 1701 is 
mentioned by Roth (2016, 155). He alludes to the 
repainting of the altarpiece in 1701 at the expense of 
Thomas Schemel, a rich merchant from Sibiu. Mihály 
(2014, 75-94, especially p. 90, fig. 25) has published 
this inscription.  
28 “After he has suffered, he will see the light of life 
and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous 
servant will justify many, and he will bear their 
iniquities.” Isaiah 53: 11 and “Come to me, all you 
who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 
Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls.” Matthew 11: 28-29. 

medieval layer together with the intervention from 
1545.29 The decision to proceed in this manner 
has been prompted by the attempts to clean small 
portions of the panel’s surface, an action which 
allowed one to glimpse the inscriptions that seem 
to have covered the interior of the wings, which 
were probably contemporary with those on the 
central panel of the altarpiece (Sarkadi Nagy 2012, 
229) (Fig. 16).30 Fortunately, Gisela Richter has 
identified and copied some of these inscriptions. 
On the right wing of the altarpiece, the Ten 
Commandments from Exodus: 20 were inscribed. 
The reconstruction proposed by Ferenc Mihály 
suggests that the first three were written on the 
upper panel, while the last seven were inscribed 
on the lower panel (Mihály 2014, 89, fig. 23) (Fig. 
17). On the left wing of the altarpiece, there were 
some texts from the New Testament, more 
precisely from Paul’s epistle to the Galatians, 
chapter three on the upper panel (verses 13 and 14) 
and chapter four (verses 4 and 5) on the lower 
panel. 31  Finally, Victor Roth mentioned an 
inscription from the predella: “Hic est panis qui 
de coelo descendit. Qui manducat hunc panem, 
vivet in aeternum. Ecce panis Angelorum factus 
cibis viatorum. Vere panis Filiorum non mittendus 
canibus”, which represents a combination of John 
6: 59 and a liturgical hymn dedicated to the 
Eucharist from the office composed by Thomas 
Aquinas.32 

                                                                 
29 Richter (1992, 224) is the only one who believes 
that the medieval painting dates to 1480. In her opinion 
this layer of painting was removed with mechanical 
and chemical means.  
30 On the basis of Gisela Richter’s restoration report, 
Sarkadi Nagy states that the removal of the painting 
from the wings of the altarpiece had been forbidden by 
the authorities when the partial cleansing showed that 
the wings had also been covered in inscriptions. The 
coats of arms on the predella and the inscriptions on 
the central panel dating from 1545 were brought to the 
surface on this occasion.   
31 “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, 
having become a curse for us − for it is written,” 
“Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree” − in order 
that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might 
come to the Gentiles, so that we would receive the 
promise of the Spirit through faith.” Galatians. 3: 
13-14. “But when the fullness of the time came, God 
sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the 
Law, so that He might redeem those who were under 
the Law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.” 
Gal. 4: 4-5. Reproduced apud Mihály (2014, 80).  
32 “This is the bread that comes down from Heaven. 
Whoever eats this bread will live forever. Behold the 
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The presence of inscriptions, surrounding the 
Crucifixion, which was preserved on the central 
panel, recalls the already mentioned example 
produced in 1571 by Lucas Cranach the Younger 
and suggests that the intervention may be read as 
an attempt to transform the altarpiece from Sibiu 
into a text-retable (König, Rudolf 2017, 23-27).33 
In this case, a minimalist Crucifixion was framed 
by quotations from the Bible, exactly as in the 
examples discussed by Koerner (Koerner 2004, 
222, fig. 103). The only difference is that the 
altarpiece from Sibiu was not newly-produced but 
rather transformed in order to turn it into a 
text-retable. This process of adaptation makes 
sense if one considers the suggestion that the 
inclusion of inscriptions helped render an 
altarpiece more Protestant by affording a more 
important place to the word. 34  In the 
Transylvanian case, a look at the existing 
medieval altarpieces, especially at those that had 
been refashioned in the second half of the 
sixteenth century, with the intention of adapting 
them to the new Protestant environment, suggests 
that the inclusion of inscriptions in the 
compositional field and, implicitly in the pictorial 
programme of the altarpiece, was part of this 
transformation and perhaps part of the attempt to 
turn these artefacts into text-retables (Crăciun 
2016, 119-123). 

Other Transylvanian examples, such as Biertan, 
Mediaş and Hălchiu (Heldsdorf, Höltövény) 
suggest that the adaptation withstood by the 
altarpiece of Sibiu was not unique. In all these 
cases, a wish to compensate for the absence of 
statues, which had probably been removed from 
the shrines during the first decades of the 
Reformation, by the introduction of inscriptions, 
seems obvious.35 Archival photographs published 

                                                                                                   

bread of angels that becomes the food of voyagers. 
Truly the bread of the sons should not be fed to the 
dogs.” Reproduced apud Roth (1916, 157). Roth does 
not mention the date of the inscription but his text 
suggests that this may have been contemporary with 
the intervention from 1701.  
33 This transformation has already been discussed in 
Crăciun (2016, 120-121). For the meaning of the texts, 
see Pitters (2016, 177-194).    
34 For a discussion of the role of inscriptions, see 
Michalski (1996, 34-47).  
35  The removal of statues from the shrines of 
altarpieces is not just suggested by the empty shrine of 
several artefacts, but also by hic fuit inscriptions which 
appeared in the shrines during the second half of the 
sixteenth century, for example at Jidvei in 1584 
(Sarkadi Nagy 2012, 271, footnote 414). The removal 
of statuary from Hălchiu is discussed by Wetter (2006, 

by Victor Roth and, later by Harald Krasser testify 
that, at both Biertan and Mediaş, inscriptions were 
placed in the shrine exactly in the space formerly 
occupied by a statue or high-relief carving. 

In the case of the polyptych from Hălchiu, 
inscriptions are also visible in the niches specific 
to the Viereraltar, which may have been placed 
there when the latter were empty, following the 
loss of statuary and before new three-dimensional 
images were installed in the seventeenth century 
(Fig. 18). Unfortunately, the inscriptions in the 
niches are impossible to read as they are both 
faded and placed behind the statues.36 Although 
less dramatic than the adaptation of the polyptych 
from Sibiu, the transformation of the artefacts 
from Biertan, Mediaş and Hălchiu also highlights 
the intention to turn these altarpieces into 
text-retables. Finally, the attempt to transform 
medieval artefacts into text-retables is further 
suggested by the research undertaken by Ferenc 
Mihály during restoration, which has highlighted 
the presence of inscriptions − today illegible − 
under the layer of painting at both Şaeş (Schaas, 
Segesd) and Roadeş (Mihály 2007, 49-74, 
especially p. 53, 63-64). 

Despite the apparent slimness of this file, the 
inclusion of inscriptions suggests, on the one hand, 
that medieval Schnitzaltäre, which have survived 
in Lutheran churches, did not function with an 
empty shrine. This is persuasively argued by the 
examples of Biertan, Mediaş and Hălchiu where 
an inscription has been placed in the vacuum 
created by the removal of statuary. On the other 
hand, it suggests that there was a conscious 
attempt to transform these artefacts into 
text-retables. This conclusion is further supported 
by the fact that medieval altarpieces with a 
painted central panel and wings were similarly 
decorated with biblical quotations, as 
convincingly demonstrated by the altarpiece from 
Sibiu. These converging developments essentially 
highlight the tendency, which seems to have 
prevailed at the beginning of the Reformation, to 
turn surviving medieval altarpieces into 
text-retables. 

It remains however to be seen if such text-retables 
were created in the new confessional context, not 
only by adapting medieval altarpieces, but also 

                                                                                                   

109–126, especially p. 121). For the incidents 
associated with the troops of Michael the Brave, see 
Quellen Brassó (1903, p. 54).    
36 Wetter (2006, 124) suggests that these inscriptions 
underline the role of the evangelists as witnesses to 
Christ’s life.  
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following specific commissions. A tentative 
answer is provided by the example of the 
altarpiece that stands to this day on the high altar 
of the parish church at Ţapu (Abtsdorf, 
Csicsóholdvilág). Dated to 1712, this altarpiece 
may well have been initially conceived as a 
text-retable. Hermann Fabini, who has seen the 
artefact at the time when he was preparing the 
publication of his catalogue dedicated to fortified 
churches, has described its pictorial programme 
(which included the Crucifixion on the central 
panel, the Last Supper on the predella and the 
figures of the four evangelists, as well as Moses 
with the Ten Commandments and an angel 
holding a cross, on the wings) and included a 
photograph of the altarpiece in the second volume 
of the work (Fabini 1998, vol. I, 4; vol. II, 2, 
figure 2g). 37  Unfortunately, the altarpiece no 
longer preserves the aspect shown in this 
photograph because all the images have 
disappeared (Fig. 19). 

The surface where the Crucifixion used to be is 
now covered with a quotation from John 3: 14-15 
and a paraphrase after John 3: 16.38 Written in 
Gothic script, this text is not dated. On the other 
hand, the text on the predella, a quotation from 
Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 11: 28-29) 
is dated to 1699 (Fig. 20).39 Although one is not 
aware of the circumstances or timing for the 
removal of the images photographed by Hermann 
Fabini, the fact that the uncovered surfaces 
display inscriptions suggests that this altarpiece 
may have been initially conceived as a text-retable. 
Although the quotation on the central panel is not 
dated, the particularities of the writing suggest 
that the two texts were contemporary. It would be 
consequently tempting to surmise that a 
text-retable had been produced in 1699 for the 
church at Ţapu, an altarpiece that was later, 
hypothetically in 1712, transformed by repainting. 

                                                                 
37 Unfortunately, the size of the photo does not allow 
the identification of the episodes.  
38 “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, 
so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who 
believes may have eternal life in him.” John 3: 14-15. 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 
only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish 
but have eternal life.” John 3: 16.  
39 “But a man must examine himself, and in so doing 
he is to eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For he 
who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to 
himself if he does not judge the body rightly.” 1 Cor. 
11: 28-29.  

Thus, if one accepts that the altarpiece from Ţapu 
was initially a text-retable, one could reach the 
conclusion that the popularity of this type of 
artefact lasted to the end of the seventeenth 
century.  

However, beginning with the middle of the 
seventeenth century, another type of artefact 
seems to have been increasingly favoured by 
commissioners and, perhaps artists: the altarpiece 
with extensive narrative decoration, as suggested 
by the examples of Agnita, Meşendorf and 
Cincşor. Although texts are also present in these 
cases, they are not an integral part of the 
compositions but rather captions, meant to aid in 
the decoding of the meaning of these images. In 
fact, the inscriptions seem to reference the image, 
or comment on it, signposting a shift in its 
function that will need to be further explored. 

The evidence provided by both refashioned 
altarpieces, such as the one from Sibiu and 
newly-produced ones, such as the one from Ţapu, 
provides some context for the production of the 
altarpiece from Dobârca and prompts its tentative 
inclusion into a new category of artefacts. Thus, if 
one takes only the Festagsseite into account, the 
altarpiece of Dobârca seems to fit, however 
uneasily into the category of the text-retable. This 
conclusion is somewhat encumbered by the 
situation of its closed position, which displays a 
narrative sequence of the Passion. This figurative 
decoration highlights similarities with both 
medieval altarpieces and with the artefacts 
produced in Lutheran context, beginning with the 
middle of the seventeenth century.  

Ultimately, this analysis seems to suggest that the 
altarpiece of Dobârca is difficult to fit into a 
specific category. One appears to be dealing with 
a hybrid artefact, a transitional piece, hovering 
between two different types, the text-retable, 
which seems to have been favoured beginning 
with the second half of the sixteenth century, as 
suggested by the example of Sibiu in its 1545 
form, and the narrative altarpiece, which gained 
popularity during the second half of the 
seventeenth century, as persuasively demonstrated 
by the examples of Agnita, Meşendorf and 
Cincşor. One may tentatively speculate that 
text-retables were preferred at the beginning of 
the Reformation in Transylvania and that these 
particular artefacts eventually fell out of favour 
during the second half of the seventeenth century. 
Within this broader picture, the altarpiece from 
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Dobârca may have been the product of an 
intermediate phase in the development from the 
text-retable to a type that easily accommodated 
grand visual narratives. This development also 
represented a shift from the hegemonic role of the 
text to a predominantly figurative decoration. And 
again, within the broader framework, the 
altarpiece of Dobârca, with its alternative pictorial 
programmes, visible in open and closed position, 
may well have given visual expression to this 
change in preference. 

The definition of the altarpiece of Dobârca as an 
intermediate type gains further strength from the 
comparison with altarpieces produced in 
Transylvania during the second half of the 
sixteenth century, on the one hand, and with 
artefacts commissioned beginning with the middle 
of the seventeenth century, on the other. The 
result of the comparison suggests that, while the 
altarpiece of Sibiu was refashioned in 1545 as a 
text-retable and, while the altarpieces of Agnita, 
Meşendorf and Cincşor definitely qualify as 
artefacts with figurative decoration and were 
probably produced as such, the piece from 
Dobârca remains in a category of its own. 

Fortunately, however bereft of Transylvanian 
analogies, the altarpiece from Dobârca does not 
stand alone in broader European context. Its 
closest analogy is the altarpiece of Kikelkonna in 
Estonia, produced in 1591, which was similarly 
decorated with the Last Supper on the central 
panel, while the wings bore the Words of 
Institution taken from Paul’s first epistle to the 
Corinthians (1 Cor. 11: 23-25) (Kodres 2012, 361). 
However, this isolated region was not likely to 
have been the birth place of this type of 
programme. This tentative conclusion prompts 
one to look further afield for analogies for this 
particular artefact. 

If one looks more closely at the German lands, 
one finds that the polyptych from Dobârca is also 
similar to the reconstruction proposed by Joseph 
Leo Koerner for the altarpiece which used to 
decorate the hospital church in Dinkelsbühl. In 
this particular case, the fragment that has actually 
survived in the church is the predella, with a 
central panel decorated with the Words of 
Institution, while the wings were inscribed with 
the Ten Commandments, symmetrically arranged 
(five on one wing and the other five on the 
other).40 Koerner has the merit of realising that 

40 Its current presentation has led some scholars to 
conclude that this is a text-retable completely devoid of 
images (Belting 1994, 467). Noble (2009, 110) briefly 

the panel, representing the Last Supper, found by 
Herbert Reber in the collection of the same church 
was part of the same altarpiece. Based on material 
evidence, he persuasively argued that this painted 
panel had been originally attached to the predella 
found in the church (Koerner 2004, 290-292).41 
Moreover, descriptions in written sources have 
further suggested that, also in 1537, the parish 
church of St George from Dinkelsbühl was 
decorated with a similar altarpiece comprising a 
panel with the Last Supper and a predella with the 
Words of Institution (Koerner 2004, 289). These 
analogies place the polyptych from Dobârca in a 
category of altarpieces that combine images with 
texts, apparently bestowing on them equal value. 
It is equally significant that these images and texts 
happened to include a representation of the Last 
Supper and the Words of Institution. Thus, the 
analogy is not limited to the equal use of image 
and text but can be extended to the subject matter 
of the altarpiece and hence to its message.   

Consequently, the presence of a visual and textual 
exposition concerning the sacrament of the 
Eucharist makes one wonder whether this type of 
artefact should not be included in the category of 
catechism-retables. As has been noted earlier in 
this study, the catechism-retable has two 
distinguishing features. Unlike the text-retable, it 
also displayed figurative decoration, while the 
texts included in its pictorial programme mirrored 
the contents and/or structure of the Lutheran 
catechisms, comprising the Creed, the Decalogue, 
the Words of Institution and, occasionally, the 
Lord’s Prayer.42 Thus, the presence of the Words 
of Institution on the wings of the altarpiece from 
Dobârca would fulfill at least one of the criteria 
that define the catechism-retable. The presence of 
the Last Supper on the central panel is equally 
suggestive, as this was a subject recommended by 
Martin Luther for the decoration of the altar, 
precisely because it alluded to the ritual enacted 

describes the example from the Hospital church at 
Dinkelsbühl but believes that the predella present in the 
church represented the entire artefact.  
41 Diederichs-Gottschalk (2005, 22-23) considers that 
it is difficult to determine whether the artefact present 
in the church is a predella or an altarpiece. He does 
however mention the panel with the Last Supper, 
allegedly discovered in 1995 and dated to 1550.   
42 Not all these texts needed to be present on the same 
altarpiece. For instance Diederichs-Gottschalk (2005, 
43) mentions an altarpiece from Norden which displays
the Decalogue on the exterior of the wings and the 
Words of Institution on the interior of the wings.  
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there and recalled the historical institution of the 
sacrament (Luther’s Works, vol. 13, p. 375).43    

Besides helping one to more firmly include the 
altarpiece from Dobârca into the category of 
catechism-retables, this association between 
image and text inevitably draws attention to the 
messages it transmitted to the congregation and 
ultimately to the function of the altarpiece.  

* 

The selection of episodes on the Festtagsseite of 
the altarpiece of Dobârca, the Last Supper and the 
Baptism of Christ, strongly argue, both for the 
originality of its pictorial programme and the 
importance of the doctrinal messages conveyed 
with the help of both text and image. For instance, 
the presence of the Last Supper on the central 
panel has the role of visualising the link between 
the communion ritual and its prototype, affirming 
the apostolic character of the church in which the 
altarpiece was placed (Koerner 2004, 291). This 
message is further underlined by the presence of 
the two biblical quotations that explicitly allude to 
this connection between the historical moment 
and its consistent reiteration during the divine 
service. Benefiting from biblical references that 
explicitly mention memory (Luke 22: 19-20 and 1 
Cor 11: 23-25), the two quotations also resemble 
the explanations concerning the Eucharist from 
Luther’s Small Catechism (Wandel 2006, 115).44 
It is perhaps worth mentioning that the reference 
to the canonical Gospels is supplemented by the 
allusion to Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians, a text 
frequently invoked by reformers in support of 
their doctrinal tenets during their theological 
debates concerning the sacrament of the 
Eucharist.45 

                                                                 
43 Luthers Werke (1888, 415) refers to instructions 
given by Luther in 1530. The adequacy of this subject 
for the decoration of an altar also occurs in Luther’s 
comment on Psalm 111.  
44 Lee Palmer Wandel, who mentions this text, focuses 
on its meaning as testament and promise, the essential 
connection between communion and forgiveness of 
sin.  
45 For example, Matthias Hebler quoted Paul 1. Cor. 
10 in Brevis confessio de coena domini ecclesiarum 
Saxonicarum et conjunctarum in Transsilvania, 1561 
(Teutsch 1883, 41, 45). Paul 1 Cor. 10 is also quoted in 
the Formula pii consensus inter pastores (Teutsch 
1883, 160), in reference to the words of institution and 
in support of the real presence. 

The representation of the Baptism of Christ in the 
superstructure is accompanied by the reference to 
Matthew 3, although unfortunately the text itself 
is no longer visible (see figure 3). However, the 
composition of this episode, with God the Father 
blessing from a garland of clouds and with the 
dove of the Holy Spirit descending upon Jesus, 
allows one to surmise that the chosen text was 
Matthew 3: 17, which refers to the divine mission 
that Christ was invested with, but also to the 
divine grace that was benevolently bestowed on 
mankind.46     

Equally interesting from the perspective of an 
iconographic analysis is the association of the two 
compositions, the Last Supper on the central panel 
and the Baptism of Christ in the superstructure, 
especially if one takes into account the new 
doctrinal and liturgical circumstances (Fig. 21). 
The association of the two episodes in the new 
confessional context is a direct allusion to the two 
sacraments maintained by the Lutheran Church, 
the Eucharist and Baptism. This association of the 
Last Supper with the Baptism of Christ is not 
frequent in the Lutheran world, but it does appear 
on one of the seminal altarpieces created in this 
context, the one that decorated the high altar in 
the church at Wittenberg, produced by the 
Cranach workshop in 1547 and installed in the 
ecclesiastical space at a sensitive time, one year 
after Martin Luther’s death. (Koerner 2004, 75-76; 
Noble 2009, 104)47 Because it included portraits 
of the reformers, such as Martin Luther, Philip 
Melanchthon and Johannes Bugenhagen, 
Christensen considered this altarpiece a memorial 
to the Reformation but also a depiction of the 

                                                                 
46 “As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of 
the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he 
saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and 
alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This 
is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” 
Matthew 3: 16-17.  
47  Joseph Leo Koerner, while considering that the 
altarpiece may have been commissioned before 
Luther’s death, suggests that, beyond honouring 
Luther, the altarpiece “also marked the place where the 
evangelical faith founded itself as church”. Bonnie 
Noble suggests that the installation of the altarpiece in 
1547 assumes greater significance in the aftermath of 
the reformer’s death and on the eve of military defeat 
and factionalism.   
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Lutheran conception of the sacraments 
(Christensen 1979, 140).48    

Moreover, from a doctrinal point of view, the Last 
Supper evoked the centrality of the sacrament in 
Lutheran theology. Being a rather discrete 
presence in the decoration of medieval altars,49 
the Last Supper or the Lord’s Supper, as it came 
to be called in Protestant context, occurs more 
frequently in Lutheran altarpieces as an 
expression of a specific conception concerning the 
sacrament (consubstantiality and ubiquity, the 
so-called communicatio idiomatum) and as a 
visual proclamation of the doctrine referring to the 
Church, understood as an assembly of the faithful 
(Christensen 1979, 146-152; Price 1996, 
578-584).50 Thus, the fresh popularity of the Last 
Supper in the case of altarpieces produced in 
Lutheran context may be explained by the 
prominence of Eucharistic theology in the debates 
of the reformers.51 

48 For the theme of the sacraments, see (Koerner 2004, 
74-77), who notes the resilience of this interpretation 
since Franz Kugler’s textbook published in 1842. 
Welzel (1991, 151) mentions that the altarpiece of 
Wittenberg is the only example where the Last Supper 
is integrated into a sacramentary cycle. Noble (2009, 
78) suggests that the presence of the Last Supper
defined a critical point of Lutheran theology, the real 
presence in the bread and wine. Moreover, the biblical 
Last Supper not only marked the initiation of the 
Passion but also marked the first Christian community.  
49 Christensen (1979, 140-149) underlines that, from 
441 medieval altarpieces inventoried, only four had the 
Last Supper as a subject. Koerner (2004, 340-346) also 
considers the Last Supper as rarely used in medieval 
times and restricted to secondary altars with a specific 
Eucharistic dedication or associated with relics that 
referenced post-biblical miracles involving the body of 
Christ. Noble (2009, 78, 110) also remarks that there 
was no strong medieval tradition for this subject. For a 
discussion of the topic in German medieval context, 
see Welzel (1991, 151).   
50  For the significance of the Lord’s Supper in 
Lutheran context, also see Koerner (2004, 361-376). 
Hotchkiss Price (2003, 250-258) considers that the Last 
Supper represented the institution of the evangelical 
community and invokes John 13 to argue this point. 
51The popularity of the subject for Lutheran altarpieces 
is however controversial. If Koerner (2004, 329) 
considers that the Lord’s Supper was a recurrent motif 
in the pictorial programmes conceived in Lutheran 
context, Noble (2009, 78, 110) is of the opinion that 
this theme does not occur frequently in Lutheran 
altarpieces. A series of empirical studies however 
indicate a high percentage of altarpieces that have the 
Lord’s Supper, either on the central panel or the 
predella. For examples, see Gertz (1936, 56, 64); 

Moreover, the visual representation of the 
sacraments retained by the Lutheran Church also 
alludes to liturgical practice and their actual 
celebration. Thus, many altarpieces from the 
German lands show the actual dispensation of the 
sacrament, in both kinds, with the clergy offering 
the bread and the wine from the two corners of an 
altar. (Brückner 2007, 65-66) Koerner mentions 
an early example, an altar frontal from Turslunde, 
Denmark commissioned by the minister Johann 
Jacobi, which shows evangelical communion, 
flanked by baptism and preaching. (Koerner 2004, 
314-315, fig. 160) Ritual specificities may be 
alluded to even when the administration of the 
sacrament is not explicitly depicted. Bonnie Noble, 
for instance, suggests that the very presence of the 
chalice is an allusion to communion in both kinds, 
as medieval Last Suppers de-emphasised the 
chalice to the point of omitting it entirely, a fact 
that stresses the significance of its inclusion in 
Wittenberg and other Lutheran paintings. (Noble 
2009, 110) 

Unlike many examples from the German lands, 
the images from the altarpiece at Dobârca portray 
the historical moment, the institution of the 
sacraments, rather than the form of their 
celebration in the Lutheran Church. However, the 
species of the sacrament are prominently 
displayed, as Jesus holds the host while a rather 
voluminous chalice is placed in front of him, 
suggesting that the congregation will have 
received both elements. It can therefore be 
construed that the image alluded to communion 
practice, although not in an explicit manner. 
Moreover, the inscriptions on the wings of the 
altarpiece of Dobârca obliquely refer to 
communion in both kinds as they explicitly 
mention the bread and the wine. Consequently, 
both image and text also refer to correct practice 
in the Lutheran Church, not just to doctrine.  

On the other hand, this altarpiece seems to be 
sensitive to the antithesis between the Old and the 
New Testament, as suggested by the presence of 
Moses receiving the Tables of the Law juxtaposed 
with the Descent of the Holy Spirit, an episode 
that brought together the apostles of the New Law. 
Thus, the Old Law offered by God to the people 
of Israel and the New Law, the Gospels that the 
apostles were meant to disseminate to the entire 
world were visually counter-posed. In case the 
meaning of these juxtaposed compositions would 

Oertel (1972); Ortel (1974, 223-270). For the 
controversies concerning the sacrament, see McGrath 
(1988, 117-129); Cameron (1991, 157-167).   
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have eluded the faithful, the two episodes are 
explained by the inscriptions that accompany the 
images: the Law is given with the help of Moses, 
while Grace and Truth are bestowed upon 
mankind with the help of Jesus. The fact that the 
images on the two wings had to be read together 
is suggested by a second inscription that unifies 
the two compositions, physically and 
ideologically. The inscription begins on the panel 
depicting the Descent of the Holy Spirit and ends 
on the panel representing Moses receiving the 
Tables of the Law. The content of this inscription, 
the idea that the Spirit resuscitates while the 
Letter kills expresses the relation between the 
Law and the Gospel, in agreement with Lutheran 
understanding (Christensen 1979, 50; Reardon 
1981, 67-70; McGrath 1988, 67-83; Cameron 
1991, 111-135). 

One needs to mention, at this stage of the 
argument that Lutheranism benefited from a 
specific understanding of the relation between 
Law and Gospel. In the world of the Law, the 
effects of original sin caused man to be the subject 
of divine judgment and his life was governed by 
the laws given to Moses on Mount Sinai. By 
contrast, the Gospel offers, through divine 
benevolence (grace) a second chance of 
redemption, a promise fulfilled by Jesus through 
his life and death, which served to annihilate the 
effects of original sin. This belief that the Gospel 
counteracted the consequences of the Law is 
clearly expressed by the series of explicitly 
antithetical compositions entitled the Law and 
Gospel, produced by the workshop of Lucas 
Cranach. 52  Moreover, as Bonnie Noble has 
suggested, the function and significance of the 
Law and Gospel as a pictorial type derives from 
Luther’s understanding of scripture. The 
compositions were meant to explain the defining 
point of Lutheran theology, the idea of salvation 
by faith alone: the dual gift of faith and grace 
made salvation possible, while God in his 
relationship to mankind was both judgmental and 
merciful, granting unearned salvation to sinful 
believers (Noble 2009, 32-36). 

This antithetical approach to the Law and Gospel 
is illustrated in Transylvania by the pictorial 

                                                                 
52 The Law and Gospel compositions are discussed by 
Christensen (1979, 124-128); Scribner (1981, 
216-219). The altarpieces produced by the Cranach 
workshop are discussed in detail by Noble (2009, 
27-137).  

programme of the altarpiece of Dobârca. In this 
particular case, the Law is illustrated by Moses 
receiving the Tables of the Law on Mount Sinai, 
while the Gospel is visually expressed by the 
apostles, gathered together in the presence of the 
Holy Spirit, receiving the mission to spread the 
evangelical message (see figures 4 and 5). The 
antithesis between the two is expressed by the 
inscriptions, not just by the statement that Moses 
brings the Law, while Jesus brings truth and life, 
but also by the juxtaposition of the Law that kills 
with the Spirit that resuscitates, as affirmed by the 
inscription linking the two panels. The verbal link 
is just as necessary as the visual juxtaposition 
because, as Bonnie Noble has persuasively argued, 
the law makes it possible to identify sin while 
highlighting the necessity of grace (Noble 2009, 
37). Thus, a doctrinal message is once again 
conveyed in an original manner, not just through 
visual means and the choice of specific episodes 
but also by the selection of the most appropriate 
quotations and, ultimately through the ingenious 
combination of image and text. 

Moreover, as it has already been mentioned, on 
the Tables of the Law held by Moses one can read 
the first three of the Ten Commandments, in fact 
those which, in Lutheran understanding, regulated 
the relationship between God and mankind. The 
fact that these commandments represent an 
injunction against idolatry, a condemnation of 
blasphemy and an admonition to observe the day 
of the Lord, no doubt through attending the divine 
service, gives expression to a concern for 
religious and social discipline emphasising the 
agenda of the Lutheran clergy.53  

If one considers the injunction against idolatry, 
one comes to the conclusion that this draws 
attention to one further detail. The Decalogue is 
organised according to Augustinian suggestions, 
distancing itself from Hebrew tradition while 
practically eliminating the second commandment 
concerning the making of graven images. In this 
manner, the focus is directed towards the first 
commandment and thus only idolatry, i.e. the 
abusive veneration of images is condemned, 
rather than their actual production. Consequently, 
the message conveyed is subsumed to the 

                                                                 
53  For an in-depth discussion of the use of the 
Decalogue in Transylvanian Lutheran visual 
programmes, see Crăciun (2017, 18-38).  
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theology of the visual, elaborated by Martin 
Luther.54  

In one turns to the messages of the Werktagsseite, 
one notices that, with the exception of the 
Crucifixion (Phil 1:8), all images are commented 
on by quotations from the Old Testament chosen 
from the Psalms (particularly Psalm XXII) and the 
Prophecies (mostly Isaiah and Hosea). The texts 
in question can be interpreted as an allusion to the 
sufferings of Christ, as they foretell violence, 
betrayal, rejection, derision, contempt and 
mockery, but also highlight submission to God’s 
will. Finally, some of the texts stress the 
deliverance of the faithful from the power of sin 
and death. The main message transmitted is that 
salvation was made available through the 
suffering and death of Christ and thus sinners 
should merely repent and believe in the Gospel. 

Two things become particularly striking in this 
situation: firstly, the fact that these texts do not 
reference the images, but rather metaphorically 
allude to their meaning by creating typological 
associations. Consequently, meaning is no longer 
reliant on a straightforward account of the events 
but rather on the ability of the viewer to associate 
Old and New Testament episodes. Secondly, the 
alternative programmes of the open and closed 
position of the altarpiece are commented on with 
texts from the New Testament, in the case of the 
festive side and mostly from the Old Testament, 
in the case of the everyday side. Once again 
meaning is conveyed in ingenious ways, by 
creating an antithesis between the two 
programmes that ultimately complement each 
other.    

Finally, the inscription on the predella, an 
abridgment of Ezekiel 33: 11 urges abandonment 
of sin in order to attain eternal life. Thus, an 
exhortation to recognize sin and repent is linked 
to the hope of salvation. The chosen text also 
underlines individual responsibility before God 
and subliminally urges congregations to beware of 
unworthy reception of the sacrament.  

One can only conclude that the altarpiece 
produced in 1629 is laden with messages 
concerning doctrine (the preservation of only the 
two sacraments that benefit from a scriptural 

54 Christensen (1979, 53-54) underlines the way that 
Luther has nuanced the understanding of the 
interdictions of the Decalogue when he opted for the 
medieval arrangement of the commandments in both of 
his catechisms. As a consequence, the image has 
gained a significant place in Lutheran religious culture. 

reference, Baptism and the Eucharist, recognition 
of sin and repentance, a theology of the visual that 
allows the retention of images in the church, and 
the two fundamental principles of Lutheran 
thought, sola fide and sola gratia), practice 
(communion in both kinds, the correct 
administration of the sacraments) and conduct 
(attendance at church and avoidance of idolatry 
and blasphemy).  

If one considers the specific vehicles of 
communication deployed in this context, one 
comes to the conclusion that these messages were 
transmitted with the aid of both image and text. 
This conjunction between image and text places 
the altarpiece even more firmly in the category of 
the catechism-retable, as the quotations, 
particularly those visible in the open position of 
the altarpiece, were not used merely for 
identification, but were an intrinsic part of the 
intended message, disseminating the finer points 
of doctrine. The text does not merely accompany 
the images, commenting on them and/or decoding 
them; the text is also presented as an image, 
particularly in the case of the Words of Institution 
displayed on the interior of the two wings. 
Although these quotations can be associated with 
the image on the central panel, the depiction of 
the Last Supper, they are not used to adorn the 
image, to serve as captions to the image, but are 
presented separately, as an image. Moreover, the 
message was conveyed, not just through the text 
itself but also through its spatial arrangement, its 
distribution within the image or on two different 
panels, which sometimes indicated how the 
images and quotations should be read. 

* 

The discussion concerning the messages conveyed 
by this altarpiece brings to the fore the issue of 
communication and consequently the question of 
function, which needs to be addressed in the 
context of the new confessional culture. This 
discussion will focus partly on the altarpiece of 
Dobârca as a relevant example of the category of 
catechism-retables and partly on other examples 
of Transylvanian text-retables. 

Medieval altarpieces were considered to have 
educational, mnemonic and devotional or 
interpelative functions. 55  Some scholars are 

55 Kemp (1990, 1-20, especially p. 7) considers that 
altarpieces were intended to instruct in the faith, to 
serve as reminders and to stimulate devotion. Noble 
(2009, 74-75) suggests that an altarpiece adorned and 
designated the holiest part of the church, either the high 

192



Brukenthal. Acta Mvsei, XIII.2, 2018 

Maria CRĂCIUN 

 

 

particularly attached to the educational function, 
following Gregory the Great in equating 
altarpieces with the books for the unlettered 
(Kemp 1990, 7; Woods 1990, 86). Others define 
altarpieces as Kultbilder and consider them 
primarily devotional artefacts (Kemp 1990, 4; 
Decker 1990, 90; Nieuwdorp 1994, 137-150; 
Ridderbos 1994, 151-157). Finally, many scholars 
are tempted to associate the altarpiece with the 
liturgy and consider the artefact in its ritual 
context (Ehresmann 1982, 359-369; Ploeg 2002, 
102-121; Lane 1984; Woods 1990, 84-86; 
Harbison 1990, 67). By contrast, it is generally 
assumed that in Protestant context, when 
altarpieces were retained in the churches, their 
educational function completely overshadowed all 
other ways of interacting with the artefact.56 

One is led to conclude that altarpieces were 
retained precisely because they were meant to 
instruct the congregation. And they instructed 
primarily by visually conveying messages 
concerning doctrine, religious practice and 
devotional models. The most readily available 
vehicle for conveying such messages was the 
image, the pictorial programme devised in the 
new Lutheran context. In order to be effective, 
this pictorial programme needed to be different, in 
both its structure and its composition, from a 
medieval one. By analysing the existing evidence, 
one could conclude that early modern altarpieces, 
produced in Lutheran context had more narrowly 
focused programmes which reflected doctrinal 
preferences. The life of Christ, particularly his 
suffering and death became the central theme of 
these programmes. Moreover, in keeping with 
prescriptions for devotion, these Christocentric 
narratives replaced the stories of saints’ lives 
aiming to remove them from the prayers of the 
faithful. The didactic function of such images 
owes much to Martin Luther’s rather pragmatic 
approach: when they depicted events from the 

                                                                                                   

altar or an altar in a side chapel, it marked the location 
of rituals, it helped define identity and guide the 
worshipper’s devotion, it instructed in theology, either 
by illustrating a point of dogma, depicting an object of 
veneration or emphasising one, such as a holy relic.   
56 Noble (2009, 75, 124) suggests that a Lutheran 
altarpiece guided the religious experience of the 
viewers by teaching Lutheran salvation. Lutheran 
altarpieces rejected traditional functions in favour of 
proclaiming and celebrating communal and 
confessional identity. Consequently, the image was a 
pedagogical tool.      

Bible, images narrated and instructed in much the 
same way as the biblical text did. As Hans Belting 
has persuasively suggested, the narrative image 
thus became a permissible alternative to the 
prohibited cult image. Because quotations were 
generally added, the painted images acted as 
illustrations of the word or of the deeds of God 
recorded by the word (Belting 1994, 466-467).         

Consequently, as the specificity of Lutheran 
altarpieces is their generous use of text, one is led 
to speculate that inscriptions may have played a 
significant role in defining the function of these 
artefacts. In this respect, a comparison with 
medieval altarpieces may highlight significant 
differences in the uses of inscriptions and the 
function of the altarpieces themselves. The 
analysis of the inscriptions deployed in medieval 
altarpieces tends to suggest that these were used 
to model piety as they were mainly prayers 
intended to be memorised − for instance “Ave 
gratia plena” in scenes of the Annunciation (Fig. 
22) − or exemplars of devotional behaviour meant 
to be copied by the faithful, for instance in the 
portraits of the two donors, Mihály Apafi and his 
wife Klára (probably Mácedoniai) depicted on the 
central panel of the altarpiece of Mălâncrav (Dijk 
1999, 420-436, especially p. 421-423) (Fig. 23). 
In several other situations, inscriptions simply 
served as labels and helped identify either biblical 
episodes or characters. Finally, inscriptions served 
to integrate images within the liturgical context, 
reproducing passages from the offices performed 
in church, for example “Nunc Dimittis” in the 
Presentation at the Temple from the altarpiece of 
Biertan (Fig. 24). Consequently, in the context of 
the medieval Catholic Church, the role of 
inscriptions, besides that of acting as helpful 
labels, was to offer adequate devotional models 
and stimulate lay piety by inviting the faithful to 
interact with the image through individual and 
collective prayer.57 In fact, even narrative cycles 
could be integrated into devotional exercises 
(Crăciun 2012b, 393-416; Crăciun 2008, 
191-211).  

By contrast, the inscriptions, introduced on the 
panels of altarpieces after the Reformation, fall 
into different and, perhaps more complex 
categories. Some of them merely offer 

                                                                 
57 For the role of the image in private devotions, see 
Hamburger (1989, 20-46). For Transylvanian 
examples, see Crăciun (2012a, 107-138, especially   
p. 115-121). 
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information concerning the commissioner of the 
artefact in question and the date of its production 
or restoration, as can be seen in the case of the 
altarpiece from Dupuş. 58  In other cases, 
inscriptions simply helped to identify images, as 
suggested by the example of Hălchiu, where the 
statue of Jesus placed in the shrine is 
accompanied by the caption Christus Triumphans 
(Fig. 25).  

However, inscriptions sometimes served not so 
much to identify episodes in narrative sequences 
but to justify their selection and in a way to 
legitimise the choice through appeal to biblical 
references. This is obvious in the case of Agnita 
and also Meşendorf, but not in the closed position 
of the altarpiece of Dobârca. While at Agnita and 
Meşendorf the inscriptions are fragments from the 
Gospels of Matthew and John, meant to provide 
scriptural references to the depicted episodes, the 
texts from Dobârca are not taken from the 
Gospels, but rather from the Old Testament, the 
Psalms and the Prophecies (Isaiah and Hosea). 
Thus, in this case, one is not dealing with a 
scriptural reference able to at once identify and 
legitimise the images. They were used, as has 
already been noted, to convey their meaning 
through typological associations. The text thus 
became, in Koerner’s opinion an aesthetic 
emblem of the truths expressed (Koerner 2004, 
223, 229).  

One may thus conclude that texts were important 
because of the messages they conveyed. In fact, in 
Lutheran confessional culture, it was considered, 
on the one hand, that images functioned better if 
they were accompanied by texts. On the other 
hand, in some cases, texts were treated as images, 
beautifully written and displayed in the church 
(Koerner 2004, 290-291, 297). 

When texts were an obvious vehicle for meaning, 
inscriptions were primarily intended to encourage 
the correct reading of images. For example, at 
Dupuş, an altarpiece decorated with specific 
Eucharistic imagery, the introduction of an 
inscription from John 6: 51 is instrumental in 
conveying doctrinal messages directly related to 
the meaning of the sacrament.59 The abridgment 

                                                                 
58  “Hanc aram inveteratam propriis sumptibus 
comparavit et renovari curavit et huic ecclesiae 
piamente dicavit Johan Wellther domaldiensis P.P. 
Pastor H.L. Anno 1720”. (Roth 1916, 72)  
59 “Ego sum panis vivus qui de caelo descendi si quis 
manducaverit ex...” (Ioan 6: 51). The inscription on the 
altarpiece is in fact incomplete as it should continue 
with “hoc pane vivet in aeternum”. Roth (1916, 72) 

of the inscription, which focuses attention on the 
real presence, may have been deliberate and 
intended to emphasise the educational function of 
this particular altarpiece (Crăciun 2002−2003, 
155-157; Crăciun 2016, 122, 160).  

Dupuş is certainly not the only case of this kind 
and one may safely assume that all the altarpieces 
created in the second half of the sixteenth and 
during the seventeenth century, which conveyed 
doctrinal messages to the congregation had a 
strong educational function. 

On the other hand, inscriptions seem to have 
served to channel or to invite a different reading 
from the traditional one. For example, at Biertan, 
the inscription introduced in the shrine, John 3: 16, 
allows a new reading of the narrative sequence, 
initially focused on the life of the Virgin, which 
was re-interpreted in the new context as a life of 
Jesus. The faithful/spectators were thus 
encouraged to read the episodes, many of them 
marking major Marian feast days, as scenes from 
the infancy of Jesus. This is not a singular case 
even for Transylvania, as John 3: 16 was 
repeatedly used, for example at Mediaş, Hălchiu 
and Nemşa, throughout the early modern period. 

One difference that can be noted and tentatively 
discussed is that between the more broadly 
educational and more specifically catechetical 
function of these altarpieces. For instance, at Sibiu, 
while the inscriptions introduced on the central 
panel very straightforwardly convey doctrinal 
messages, underlining its educational function, the 
texts on the interior of the wings, the Decalogue 
and selections from Paul’s epistle to the Galatians 
are to greater extent guidelines for the behaviour 
of the faithful. While the first three 
commandments regulate God’s relation to 
mankind, the next five regulate relations within 
society itself and the last two attempts to control 
the private sphere of the individuals, their 
thoughts and attitudes. In this sense, the first three 
injunctions regulate not just belief, but also 
religious practice through reference to blasphemy 
and church attendance. The second half of the list 
contains definitions of sin, as it alludes to murder, 
adultery, theft, calumny and envy. One must note 
that sin is articulated in the terms set by the 
Decalogue, emphasising transgressions that 
involved the word, such as blasphemy and slander 
and unequivocally condemning insubordination to 
                                                                                                   

provides the complete version of the quotation: “I am 
the living bread that came down from heaven. 
Whoever eats this bread will live forever. This bread is 
my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.”      
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both parental and civic authorities. The altarpiece 
from Sibiu could thus be easily used in the 
teaching of the catechism, assuming a catechetic 
function and becoming part of a disciplining 
process in both religious and social terms. 

The catechetic function is equally easy to 
highlight in the case of the altarpiece from 
Dobârca, because parts of the catechism, such as 
the Words of Institution and a fragment of the 
Decalogue are included. The inclusion of the first 
three commandments on the Tables held by 
Moses on the wing of the altarpiece of Dobârca 
suggests that they were meant to regulate the daily 
behaviour of the faithful, both in devotional and 
the most mundane terms (Crăciun 2017, 24-33). 

The inscriptions from the altarpiece of Ţapu 
convey major doctrinal points as they proclaim 
salvation by faith alone (John 3: 14-15 and John 3: 
16). They also tend to engage with the 
congregation regulating not just their outward 
behaviour but also their spirituality as they refer 
specifically to unworthy reception of the 
sacrament (1 Cor. 11: 28-29). 

This emphasis placed on instruction and, more 
specifically catechesis, highlights the fact that 
altarpieces, with their images and texts were used 
to mould perfect Lutherans, essentially 
constructing their confessional identity. The 
re-fashioning and continued production of 
altarpieces in the second half of the sixteenth and 
during the seventeenth century, not only gives 
expression to Lutheran visual theology but the 
very presence of these decorated artefacts in the 
church becomes a significant marker of 
confessional identity, helping to distinguish a 
Lutheran church from the ecclesiastical buildings 
of its confessional rivals. In this vein, specific 
doctrinal messages conveyed through visual and 
textual means further consolidated the identity of 
Lutheran congregations.  

* 
This analysis leads one to conclude that the 
altarpiece of Dobârca, although probably 
conceived as a catechism-retable, also served to 
ease the transition from a text-retable to the 
figurative and narrative altarpiece preferred 
during the seventeenth century. Placed on the high 
altar of the parish church of Dobârca, this 
altarpiece transmitted specific and highly 
confessional messages, articulating the salient 
points of Lutheran doctrine and setting guidelines 
for correct practice. In this sense, the altarpiece of 

Dobârca had primarily educational functions but it 
did not merely aim to instruct, in the sense of 
conveying information but rather, by encouraging 
typological associations and establishing complex 
relationships between texts and images, this 
altarpiece encouraged familiarity with the biblical 
text. Produced with the involvement of a 
prominent member of Saxon society, Georgius 
Stenzel, and very probably the parish minister, 
Laurentius Aquilinus (Adler), the altarpiece 
presented the congregation with clear confessional 
messages intended to model their identity and 
behaviour (Wagner 1998, 134, position 1223). If 
the doctrine of the Eucharist is the central 
confessional element that distinguishes Lutheran 
beliefs from those of other denominations, the 
Last Supper together with the Words of Institution 
constitute the most suitable programme for the 
decoration of the altar, as they were able to give 
visual expression to these fundamental tenets of 
faith.  

A discussion of function does not satisfactorily 
answer questions pertaining to the choice of type 
and format, especially if one considers that the life 
of the catechetic-retable in early modern 
Transylvania was rather short and this type of 
altarpiece was soon replaced by artefacts with 
figurative decoration, entirely devoted to 
portraying the life of Christ and particularly his 
Passion. Strangely enough, an explanation for this 
change could be afforded by revisiting the issue of 
identity, as the Lutheran Church underwent 
profound ideological turmoil in the middle of the 
seventeenth century. The latter induced a quest for 
identity and propelled the Lutheran Church 
towards confessionalization, in other words, 
towards firmer choices in favour of Lutheran 
orthodoxy and orthopraxy. 

The theological choices of the Lutheran Church 
seemed to be clear in 1572, when, perhaps in 
response to the laws against innovation, it adopted 
the Formula Pii consensus inter pastores, which 
defined sacramental theology in the terms of the 
Confessio Augustana Invariata (1530) (Teutsch 
1883, 139-175). However, local theologians and 
clergy remained sympathetic to Melanchtonian 
theology and several synods of the Lutheran 
Church, for example those of 1578 and 1607 
drifted away from the orthodox interpretation of 
the sacrament, proposed by the Invariata. A few 
years later, the Lutheran Church again embraced 
Lutheran orthodoxy. Thus, the synod of 1613 
adopted the Confessio Augustana Invariata, while 
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the gathering held at Mediaş in 1615 voted in 
favour of articles regarding communion which 
expressed strictly orthodox Lutheran views on the 
matter, overshadowing any crypto-Calvinist 
leanings. Finally, the synod of 1651 explicitly 
forbade any public preaching of Calvinist 
teachings, while the Lutheran clergy was 
requested to swear allegiance to the Confessio 
Augustana Invariata upon appointment in office.60 

In these circumstances, the type of altarpiece used 
in the church, together with its decoration became 
increasingly significant through its potential to act 
as a marker of confessional identity. As the 
Lutheran Church developed, institutionally and 
theologically, the furnishings of churches changed, 
visually marking the stages in the process of 
reform. And as this study has tried to show, this 
was not only accomplished through different 
pictorial programmes, which incorporated images 
and texts, but also through the type and format of 
altarpieces. 

Thus, when it first emerged in Transylvania, the 
text-retable helped delineate the Lutheran 
community from the Catholic one through a 
specific manner of decorating the church building, 
essentially abandoning images in favour of words. 
A case in point would be the much-invoked 
altarpiece from Sibiu, which was refashioned 
from a highly figurative artefact into a profoundly 
textual one. Later, when the Lutheran Church had 
to deal primarily with Reformed rivals, who, 
especially during the rule of Calvinist princes 
(1613−1660), implemented religious policies 
which attempted to draw the Lutherans closer to 
the Reformed Church, one witnesses a shift from 
the text-retable to figurative altarpieces. In a sense, 
this time the word was abandoned, although not 
completely, in favour of the image. If the 
Lutheran Church wished to assert its identity in 
opposition to the Reformed, what better way than 
introducing figurative altarpieces that would help 
identify their churches as accommodating to 
images, rather than texts. This may have been an 
effective strategy, as Reformed churches were  

60  For the process of confessionalization in the 
Lutheran Church see Szegedi (2002, 31-62); Szegedi 
(2005, 237-262).  

often decorated with texts, the Decalogue among 
them, although not placed on altarpieces but 
rather on boards.61 This strategy is not unique, as 
Christian IV, the king of Denmark, in his struggle 
against Calvinism had ordered text-retables to be 
replaced with altarpieces with figurative 
decoration as he wished to express Lutheran 
moderation in the treatment of images (Koerner 
2004, 300). This confirms the idea that, in 
Transylvania the return to figurative decoration 
and the option in favour of narrative became 
strong identity statements precisely at the time 
when the principality was ruled by Reformed 
princes, like Gábor Bethlen and the two György 
Rákóczi who strongly supported the Calvinist 
Church. 

One can only conclude that the preference for 
text-retables belonged to the incipient stages of 
the reforming process when evangelical reformers 
wished to distance themselves from the Catholic 
past. Images were thus gradually replaced or 
dominated by texts, especially when the influence 
of Swiss theologies was growing. If one were to 
use the synods of the Lutheran Church to mark the 
stages of reform, one may conclude that the era of 
the text-retable probably coincided with the shift 
towards Swiss theologies, with the dates of the 
synods that adopted the Confessio Augustana 
Invariata, 1572 and 1615 as its outer limits. The 
decision to return to figurative altarpieces, on the 
other hand seems to have coincided with the drive 
towards confessionalization and towards Lutheran 
orthodoxy compounded with a wish to distance 
the Lutherans from the Reformed, which 
manifested itself in the middle of the seventeenth 
century. Thus, preference for a type of altarpiece 
did mark the stages in the process of reform and 
probably reflected the agenda of the Saxon 
ecclesiastical and secular authorities.   

Note: The article is based on the state of the 
artifact, when I photographed it in 2016. Since 
July 2018, the Dobârca altarpiece restoration has 
begun, which may reveal more adaptive 
interventions. 

61  For the decoration of Reformed churches, see 
Murdock (2005, 231-250). 
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Fig.1. The polyptych of Dobârca in open position 

Fig. 2. The central panel of the polyptych of Dobârca Fig. 3. The superstructure of the polyptych of Dobârca 

Fig. 6. Moses with the Tables of the Law Fig. 4. Panel with Moses Receiving the Tables of the Law 
Fig. 5. Panel representing the Descent of the Holy Spirit 
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Fig. 7. The predella of the polyptych of Dobârca 

Fig. 8. The polyptych of Dobârca in closed position 

Fig. 9. The altarpiece from Băgaciu  

Fig. 10. The altarpiece from Mălâncrav  

Fig. 11. The polyptych from Agnita in open position  

Fig. 12. The polyptych from Agnita in closed position 

Fig. 13. The polyptych from Meșendorf in closed position 
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Fig. 14. The polyptych from Cincșor in open position 

Fig. 15. The central panel from the polyptych of Sibiu 

Fig. 16. The panel repainted in 1701 from the polyptych of Sibiu, with inscriptions visible 
underneath the layer of paint 

Fig. 17. The reconstruction of the polyptych from Sibiu in its 1545 presentation 

 

205



Brukenthal. Acta Mvsei, XIII.2, 2018 

The Polyptych of Dobârca and the Issue of the Text-Retable in Early Modern Transylvania

Fig. 18. The shrine of the polyptych from Hălchiu 

Fig. 19. The altarpiece from Țapu 

Fig. 20. The predella of the altarpiece from Țapu  

Fig. 21. Association between the Last Supper and Baptism 
on the polyptic of Dobarca
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Fig. 22. Annunciation on the polyptych of 
Mălâncrav 

Fig. 23. The central panel from the polyptych 
of Mălâncrav  

Fig. 24. Panel representing the Presentation at 
the Temple of Biertan 

Fig.25. Detail with inscription on the shrine of the 
polyptych of Hălchiu 

207





 

 

 

THE MURAL PAINTINGS OF THE FORTIFIED CHURCH IN CURCIU 

 

 

Raluca Georgiana COBUZ* 

 

 

Abstract: This article attempts to include the Curciu mural paintings in the continuously growing list of the 
Transylvanian churches that shelter important medieval wall paintings. The study seeks to present the entire 
pictorial programme, to identify and to analyse each scene, following with the deciphering of the message 
transmitted, the connection with the religious practices that took place in the church, and to identify the role 
which the donor or the community played in regards to the selection of these images. 

Keywords: mural painting, Transylvania, Curciu, Christ’s Passion 

 

Rezumat: Articolul de față dorește să includă picturile murale ale bisericii din Curciu pe lista în continuă 
creștere a bisericilor transilvănene care adăpostesc importante picturi murale medievale. Studiul urmărește 
prezentarea în ansamblu a programului pictural, identificarea și analiza fiecărei scene, urmând să se 
descifreze mesajul transmis legătura cu practicile religioase care aveau loc în biserică și să identifice rolul 
pe care comanditarul sau comunitatea l-a avut în ceea ce privește selecția acestor imagini.  

Cuvinte cheie: pictura murală, Transilvania, Curciu, Patimile lui Iisus 

 

 

Curciu was in the Middle Ages a free village 
included in the Mediaș seat (Fabini 2002, 358), 
located 15 km north-east of the town of Mediaș. 
The fortified church, initially a Romanesque 
basilica, was reconstructed at the end of the 14th 
century in Gothic style, resulting in a three nave 
basilica (Fabini 2009, 157), a tower on the 
western façade, choir, sacristy and a polygonal 
eastern apse. The church, dedicated to Saint John 
(Fabini 2009, 157), is surrounded by a defensive 
wall, with a gate tower and a chapel, on the south-
eastern side. 

Beside the wall paintings, the main subject of our 
study, one may consider also the elegance of the 
sculptural details of the church: the western 
portal, the sacramentary niche, the sedilia, but 
also other decorative details from stone, 
impressive for their artistic quality and elegance. 

Until recently, the wall paintings of the church in 
Curciu were not in the focus of the art historians 

because of their fragmentary state which made 
them partially illegible. For a long time there were 
mentions of some wall painting fragments on the  

 

interior of the northern choir wall and only in the 
last decade there were identified some images 
from Christ’s Passion: The Crucifixion and Jesus 
in front of Pilate (Kiss 2013, 387) together with 
some consecration crosses, dating probably from 
the 14th century (Burnichiou 2014, 74). The 
technique in which the wall paintings were made 
are both fresco and painting al secco, being 
considered of great value because of the 
expressiveness of the characters and the realism of 
their anatomy (Kiss 2013, 387). Considering these 
aspects, Kiss Lóránd has dated the paintings in the 
15th century (Kiss 2013, 387), while Dana Jenei, 
in her most recent book, has dated the wall 
paintings of Curciu after the year 1427, in which 
Sigismund of Luxemburg named the nobleman 
Nicolae of Ațel Count (greav) of Curciu, who 
also, in her opinion, appears in the Last Supper 
image as a donor (Jenei 2016, 61). As for the 
pictorial programme, it has been mentioned 
recently the existence of some scenes from the 
Passion cycle and the presence of an image of the 
saints Cosmas and Damian (Jenei 2016, 100, 
135). Therefore, until now, the historians have 
mentioned a few details about the dating of the 
wall paintings, the stylistic characteristics and the 
painter’s background. However, no one discussed 
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the iconography of the scenes or at least no one 
has presented the entire pictorial programme, 
which is so important in shaping an idea about 
how the decoration of this wall might have looked 
like.  

The pictorial programme of the northern wall  
amazes with its narrativeness, underlined also by 
the large number of the selected episodes, 19 in 
total, placed in three horizontal registers and three 
vertical registers, only on the northern wall of the 
sanctuary (Fig. 1, Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). This 
observation raises questions referring to the 
articulation of the programme, including the 
selection of the scenes, their spatial layout and the 
details of the compositions. On the other hand, we 
wish to know what are the functions and the 
messages of this programme, and we also wish to 
explore the motivations of the patrons. 

Therefore, this study aims to recreate in the first 
place the pictorial programme of the church, to be 
more precise, of the sanctuary, starting with the 
images that survived, trying to find analogies and 
also written references. The recreation of the 
programme will allow us to highlight its 
peculiarity, its integration in the Liturgy which 
took place in the sanctuary and to visualize it in 
the ritual context. 

Starting the analysis with an attempt to recreate 
the layout of the scenes on the surface of the 
northern choir wall in the sanctuary, we notice 
that besides the scenes placed on the upper part of 
the wall, under the vault, which are disposed 
horizontally, the rest are disposed vertically. The 
scenes are framed with decorative belts with 
elegant Gothic motifs. The layout of the scenes is 
parallel, from the left to the right. This layout 
dates from the early Christian period, for example 
the Roman church San Paolo Fuori le Mura, 4th 
century, the old church Saint Peter in Vatican, 4th 
century, or the mosaics in the Sant’Appolinare 
Nuovo church in Ravenna, dating from the 6th 
century (Baschet 2008, 126). This parallel layout 
can be read also from the right to the left. After a 
period of absence from the pictorial cycles of the 
Middle Ages, this layout can be seen again 
starting with the 13th century, at Assisi (the first 
half of the 13th century) (Baschet 2008, 127). 

At Curciu, as in some other churches like 
Mălâncrav or Râșnov, the images are read from 
the western façade to the eastern apse. In Jérôme 
Baschet’s opinion, the narrative programs, 
especially those who belong to the parallel type, 

like in Curciu’s case, are following the axiality of 
the church and they evolve towards the sanctuary, 
thus towards the Eucharistic fulfilment of the 
stories depicted (Baschet 2008, 111). Although 
Baschet, in his book, is referring to Saint-Savin’s 
Old Testament’s cycle in the nave, the 
interpretation is valid also in our study. Here at 
Curciu we see depictions from the Passion of 
Christ, and by their placement directly in the 
sanctuary, their Eucharistic significance is even 
more underlined by the subject of the episodes: 
the sacrifice of Jesus for the salvation of 
humanity. 

Once the layout of the scenes is discussed, it is 
necessary to establish the way in which the 
episodes were selected for being illustrated on the 
northern choir wall. Being an extensive Passion 
cycle, it is important to identify the scenes 
according to their chronological order. The visual 
narrative begins in the upper register with the 
Entry into Jerusalem, celebrated in the liturgical 
calendar on Palm Sunday (Fig. 4). Here we see 11 
figures, from which we recognise Jesus in the 
middle, riding a donkey, going towards the right 
side and blessing the citadel. Behind Jesus we see 
the apostles, following their leader. At the 
citadel’s gate we see a boy spreading a garment 
onto the ground while other two figures are 
watching and cheering towards Jesus. These three 
characters represent the multitudes (Matthew 
21:7-8, Mark 11:7-8, Luke 19:35-37, John 12:12-
14). This kind of composition is representative for 
The Entry into Jerusalem episode. In the 11th 
century, we see it in the Sacramentary of Saint-
Étienne de Limoges, Bibliothèque Nationale, 
Paris, from around 1100. For the 12th century we 
have two mosaics of this episode in the Cappella 
Palatina, Palermo, placed on the southern wall of 
the sanctuary and on the western wall of the 
southern transept, the first one dating from around 
1140-1170 and the second one from around 1180. 
For the 13th century we have as an example the 
altarpiece from 1270 by Guido da Siena, now at 
Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena, and for the 14th 
century there are even more images. For the 
German area we have the Speculum Humanae 
Salvationis manuscript, from 1379 (Additional 
Ms. 16578), in the British Library, London. For 
the Italian area we should not forget the Cappella 
Arena in Padua by Giotto di Bondone, Entry into 
Jerusalem, from around 1304-1306. Some other 
examples are Duccio di Buoninsegna, with his 
altarpiece from 1308-1311 at Museo dell'Opera 
del Duomo, Siena, Pietro Lorenzetti, his fresco in 
the Lower Church, San Francesco, Assisi, from 
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around 1320, Lippo Memmi, the fresco with 
Scenes from the Life of Christ (first bay), from 
around 1340 in Collegiata Santa Maria Assunta, 
San Gimignano and Giusto de Menabuoi, the 
frescoes on the west wall of the baptistery in 
Padua, dating from 1378. For the 15th century we 
have many more examples, but for the Italian 
space we will mention just Fra Angelico’s panel 
with Scenes from the Life of Christ, from 1451-
1452, now in Museo di San Marco, Florence, but 
also an example from the Low Countries, Hans 
Memling with his panel with Scenes from the 
Passion of Christ (left side), dating from 1470-71, 
today in Galleria Sabauda, Turin. In each of these 
images, despite the passing of the centuries, we 
see the same composition, identical to what we 
see in the painting at Curciu: Jesus riding a 
donkey, going towards the right side of the image, 
the apostles following him, and in front of them 
the Jerusalem citadel, with the multitudes outside, 
cheering Jesus and laying garments onto the 
ground in front of him. 

The story continues in the upper register, with The 
Last Supper (Fig. 5), which took place Thursday 
evening. In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus sits with his 
twelve apostles and while they eat, he says that 
one of them will betray him (Matthew 26:21). The 
apostles are beginning to ask him who it will be, 
until Jesus said that it will be the one who dipped 
his hand with him in the dish (Matthew 26:22-23). 
Judas is asking if it is him, and Jesus agrees 
(Matthew 26:25). After this, he blesses the bread, 
shares it and he does the same with the wine 
(Matthew 26:29). In Mark’s Gospel the episode is 
almost identical (Mark 14:18-25), except that 
Judas is not asking at all if it is him who will 
betray Jesus. In Luke’s Gospel the episode begins 
first with the bread and wine sharing, and after 
that Jesus tells them that he will be betrayed, 
Judas is again not mentioned. John’s Gospel does 
not mention the Last Supper at all, instead it 
presents directly Jesus’s Arrest (John 18:1-11). 
Regarding the composition of the scene at Curciu, 
we can see that around a rectangular table there 
are ten figures, Jesus being in the middle. He 
makes the blessing gesture with his right hand, 
therefore being illustrated the moment in which 
Christ blesses the bread and the wine, mentioned 
in Matthew’s Gospel, that is the moment in which 
the sacrament is established, repeated in each 
liturgy. The other eight figures are the apostles. 
On the other side of the table, in front of Jesus, 
Dana Jenei identifies the kneeling person as the 
donor of the mural paintings, but without any 
further information (Jenei 2016, 172). The table is 

covered with a pale pink cloth, on which rests the 
bread and a dish containing a miniature lamb, a 
powerful sacrificial symbol that reminds us of the 
Pesah, being also a symbol of Jesus, the God’s 
Lamb (John 1:29). The lamb on the plate is often 
present in the depiction of this episode. We see it 
in the 11th century in the fresco from Sant'Angelo 
in Formis, Capua, dating from 1080 and again in 
the mosaic of the Cappella Palatina from Palermo, 
on the western wall of the southern transept, 
dating from 1180. For the 14th century we have 
Duccio with his Last supper scene from 1308-
1311, today at Museo dell'Opera del Duomo in 
Siena, Lippo Memmi’s fresco, 1340, first bay, in 
Collegiata Santa Maria Assunta in San Gimignano 
and Mariotto di Nardo, in his panel from 1395, 
now at Musée du Petit Palais, Avignon. In the 15th 
century we see the lamb again in Jaume Huguet’s, 
Last Supper from 1423, today at Museu Nacional 
d'Art de Catalunya, Barcelona and in Master of 
the Housebook’s panel in Staatliche Museen, 
Berlin. In all these images, as in the case of 
Curciu, the lamb represents Christ’s sacrifice for 
the salvation of the humanity and the victory of 
life upon death (Chevalier, Gheerbrant 2009, 586-
587). Unlike the scene of Entry into Jerusalem, 
this episode has many variations in terms of its 
composition over time, being one of the most 
important episodes from Christ’s Passion. In all 
these depictions we can see many kinds of tables: 
round, semicircular or rectangular, the latter being 
visible at Curciu. Some depictions in which the 
rectangular table is present are Lippo Memmi’s 
fresco from 1340, in Collegiata Santa Maria 
Assunta in San Gimignano, Paolo Veneziano’s 
Polyptych from 1350, now in Gallerie 
dell’Accademia in Venice or Jaume Huguet’s Last 
Supper panel from 1470, now in Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya in Barcelona. The closer 
resemblance is with Paolo Veneziano’s work, in 
which we have Judas in the first register, in the 
middle, opposed to Christ. Although the presence 
of Judas in this place is very common, in the 
painting at Curciu Dana Jenei identifies the 
kneeling person as the donor of the painting, 
Nicholas of Ațel (Jenei 2016, 61), because of his 
position kneeling with his hands together as if he 
is praying (Jenei 2016, 172).  

The third scene is The Agony in the Garden of 
Gethsemane (Fig. 6), unfortunately only partially 
visible. On the left side we see a part of Christ’s 
halo and his face, while he is kneeling and 
praying towards the upper right corner of the 
image. From there the angel’s hand blessing 
Christ is visible. The angel is usually depicted 
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with a cross on his shoulder, but here the image is 
too damaged for it to be seen. Between these two 
figures, on the cliffs the cup is visible, mentioned 
in the Gospels (Matthew 26:36-44, Mark 14:32-
40, Luke 22:39-44, John 18:1). On the lower side, 
near the cliffs, there are now visible three 
apostles, sleeping with their hands at their chests. 
According to the Gospels, they are Peter and the 
two sons of Zebedee (Matthew 26:36), meaning 
the apostles James and John. This image has a 
very powerful meaning because Jesus, although 
he is aware of his inevitable death in the near 
future, he voluntarily accepts his fate, the cup in 
front of him being, thus, the symbol of his 
sacrifice, and along with the bread, the most 
important items used in the Liturgy. Like in the 
previous case, this episode has many variations 
during the middle ages. We can see images in 
which Jesus is praying towards the left side, for 
example in the Lippo Memmi’s fresco from 
around 1340, in Collegiata Santa Maria Assunta, 
San Gimignano, or towards the right side, as in 
Giusto de’Menabuoi’s fresco from around 1378, 
in the Baptistery from Padua. In both these 
examples we can see all the apostles sleeping, not 
the only Peter, John and Jacob, but the three of 
them are clearly separated from the group. As in 
Curciu’s case, there are depictions with only the 
three of them, for example in Andrea Mantegna’s 
panels from 1455 in London or the one from 
1457-1459, today in Musée des Beaux-Arts, 
Tours. The closest link with what it is visible at 
Curciu in terms of composition is one of 
Masaccio’s works, Christ in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, from 1424-1425, now at Lindenau-
Museum in Altenburg. It has the same 
composition, with Jesus to the left, praying 
towards the angel situated in the upper right 
corner of the image, and the apostles sleeping in 
the lower right corner of the scene.   

The narrative continues in the middle register, 
from the left side, with The Arrest (Fig. 7). We 
see a group of angry people, with Jesus in the 
middle, with a calm attitude symbolising the 
acceptance of the moments that are to come. On 
the left side we see the moment in which Peter 
cuts Malchus’s ear (John 18:3-10), while the rest 
of the soldiers are all crowded in the back 
(Matthew 26:47-51, Mark 14:43-47, Luke 22:47-
50, John 18:3-10). There are many small 
variations of this episode too, but the composition 
has not changed very much throughout the 
centuries. According to Anne Derbes, one of the 
first depictions of this episode is on the cross from 
Sarzana Cathedral, by Gullielmus, dated in 1138 

(Derbes 1996, 36). We see the same events as in 
the image at Curciu, with almost the same 
composition, with Judas kissing Jesus, Peter 
attacking Malchus and Jesus pointing his hand to 
Malchus’s ear to cure it. Derbes is analysing the 
evolution of Christ’s attitude towards the conflict 
between Peter and Malchus, and after some 
decades of absence starting from the Sarzana 
cross, Jesus turns again towards the two men to 
stop the conflict. The author gives as an example 
the Betrayal of Christ panel from 1275-1280 by 
Guido da Siena and also the scene from the Upper 
Church of San Francesco in Assisi, paintings from 
around 1290. In both of the images Jesus has a 
serene attitude, accepts Judas’s embrace and 
gestures towards Malchus’s ear to heal it. Even 
though in later depictions as in Duccio’s Maestà 
and in Giotto’s mural paintings at Arena Chapel 
in Padova Jesus is not focusing his attention in 
any way to Peter and Malchus, at Curciu these 
details are clearly present. 

The next image is The Hearing before Herod (Fig. 
8). Christ is on the left side, surrounded by 
soldiers who are immobilizing him. Jesus looks at 
his judge, on the right side, who sits on a richly 
decorated throne. The judge, with grey hair and a 
beard, wears a crown on his head. The way in 
which he is pictured makes us believe that he 
could be more Herod rather than Pilate. Herod is 
mentioned in Luke 23:7-8, though he is rarely 
pictured without the other judgements before 
Annas and Caiaphas (Matthew 27:11-19, Mark 
15:1, Luke 23:1, John 19:13). On Duccio’s 
Maestà panel, we see both Herod and Pilate. 
Herod is depicted with a crown and a beard, like 
at Curciu, and Pilate, who seems younger, has a 
laurel wreath on his head. In Agnolo Gaddi’s 
Feast of Herod, besides the fine garments and the 
crown, he also has grey hair and beard. This 
means the crowned enthroned man at Curciu may 
be the king Herod. 

Unfortunately the next image is badly preserved 
(Fig. 9). It is probably The Flagellation, in which 
we see Christ tied against a red column. Around 
him there are a few figures, but only one survived 
almost entirely. The figure stands with his back 
towards Christ and he may have held in his hands 
a whip, now almost gone. Usually there are 
depicted different kinds of whips and stakes, but 
unfortunately they are not visible anymore 
because of the damage. Behind the figures there 
are some architectural details. In Matthew’s 
Gospel this happens after the meeting with Pilate 
and before the crowing with thorns (Mathew 

212



Brukenthal. Acta Mvsei, XIII.2, 2018 

Raluca Georgiana COBUZ 

 

27:26), as in Mark’s Gospel (Mark 15:15), outside 
Pilate’s house. There are many Italian depictions 
of this scene in which Jesus is tied behind a 
column (see Guido da Siena, Cimabue, Duccio, 
Lorenzetti and Ugolino di Nerio) dating from the 
13th and 14th century, but at Curciu he is presented 
in front of the column. Some examples of this 
kind, from the middle of the 15th century, are The 
Flagellation by Pierro della Francesca, from 
around 1455, now at Galleria Nazionale delle 
Marche, Urbino, and a more similar image we 
have on the Scenes from the Passion of Christ 
panel by Hans Memling, dating from, 1470-1471, 
today at Galleria Sabauda, Turin. Christ has 
almost the same position as in the painting in 
Curciu, and even though the positions of the men 
around him vary, we may think that the painter at 
Curciu was influenced by the second half of the 
15th century type. 

The next episode is also badly damaged, mostly in 
the centre (Fig. 10). Only three figures can still be 
identified, and it is probably The Crowning with 
Thorns (Matthew 27:29, Mark 15:17). In the 
centre we can see Christ, flanked by two men who 
are pressing the crown with thorns on his head, 
using two wooden stakes, an image common in 
the late middle ages, especially in the northern art. 
This episode also is visible on Duccio’s Maestà 
panel, from 1308-1311, composition that we see 
much later in The Crowning with Thorns of the 
Master of the Karlsruher Passion, dated in 1440 or 
the Crowning with Thorns of the Master of the 
Lyversberger Passion, from around 1464-1466. 
Unfortunately, because of its damaged state we 
cannot analyse much the image. From the man in 
the left only the head and the hand which holds 
the stake are visible, while the man on the right 
cannot be seen anymore. Only the lower part of 
the scene is left, where the garments of the figures 
can be seen, showing that Jesus, dressed in white, 
is flanked by two persons. In the background an 
architectural décor can be seen again, that acts 
like a decorative niche for the episode. 

The next episode is Christ Carrying the Cross 
(Fig. 11), but only some fragments have remained 
(John 19:17). Jesus is to the left surrounded by 
soldiers. The cross is also visible, in a diagonal 
position, as it is carried by Jesus, with a multitude 
of spears in the background. This episode is 
mentioned in Matthew 27:31-32, Mark 15:20-21, 
Luke 23:26-31, in which is mentioned Simon 
from Cyrene who helps Jesus to carry the cross, 
while in John 19:16-17 he carries it all by himself. 
This episode is not presented in much detail in the 

Gospels, but for the medieval art this is one of the 
most important images in the Passion cycle. 
According to Anne Derbes, in the first depictions 
from the 13th century it was Simon that carried the 
cross, like the image on the Sarzana Cross, 1138, 
but from the middle of the 13th century and until 
the end of it Christ is shown carrying the cross 
himself, like on the Enrico de Tedice’s cross, 
1245-1255 (Derbes 1996, 114-115).  In the 
painting at Curciu, from the fragments that had 
still remained, it seems like Jesus is carrying his 
own cross, according to John’s Gospel. If we look 
closely we can see that Jesus, even though he is 
carrying the cross, is not visibly affected by its 
weight, maintaining his head high. According to 
Derbes, this type of image was common between 
the middle of the 11th century until about the 
middle of the 13th century, when the depictions in 
which Jesus is exhausted by the weight of the 
cross appeared. 

The next image is almost entirely lost (Fig. 12), 
the only visible fragment is in the upper left 
corner, where the face of a man and another one’s 
helmet are still visible. It is possible that this 
scene is The Rising of the Cross, because the two 
figures are oriented towards the upper right corner 
of the image. In the Gospels is not mentioned 
anything about the rising of the cross (Matthew 
27:33-34, Mark 15:22-23, Luke 23:33, John 
19:17), but the visual tradition comes with 
additional details to this scene. Derbes discusses 
this episode by stating that it first appeared in the 
middle of the 12th century on the San Gimignano 
cross, by Coppo di Marcovaldo (around 1261). A 
later example is also the miniature by Pacino di 
Bonaguida in The Morgan Codex, folio 22, from 
1320. Even though at Curciu the scene is almost 
lost, we can still see the two figures placed to the 
left, gazing towards the top right of the scene, 
where the cross may have been raised. 

Unfortunately, the following image is completely 
lost (Fig. 13), though it may have been The 
Crucifixion, because this episode is followed by 
The Deposition (Fig. 14), which took place on 
Friday evening (Mark 15:46, Luke 23:53). 
Luckily, most of the image survived. We see 
Jesus dead, in Mary’s arms, an image which 
reminds us of Pietá. Behind Mary is John, always 
present in this scene, and the other two women 
may be Mary of Cleophas and Mary Salome. In 
the background we can see the ladder by the 
cross. Some similar images are The Deposition, 
by an anonymous Italian artist, from around 1180, 
in the Basilica di Aquileia’s crypt, The Deposition 
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by the Master of St Francis, from around 1260, in 
the Lower Church of San Francesco, Assisi, and 
Guido da Siena’s wooden panel from 1270 now at 
Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena. In all these 
depictions, as in the painting from Curciu, we see 
Christ facing upwards, in Mary’s arms, John up 
on the ladder handing Jesus to Mary and around 
them the rest of the crowd, making us believe that 
the painter at Curciu was influenced by the Italian 
painting from the 13th century. 

The first image of the lower register is The 
Entombment (Fig. 15), judging by the stone 
sarcophagus in which we can see a body wrapped 
up in a white shroud and at least two persons who 
are holding him. This image also is damaged in 
the central part, but we can see in the back two 
figures, Joseph from Arimathea with Jesus’s 
mother, Mary, and the person in front of the 
sarcophagus, whose legs are the only ones that are 
still visible, is probably Nicodemus (Matthew 
27:59-61, Mark 15:46-47, Luke 23:53-55, John 
19:38-42). The same composition is also present 
on Duccio’s Maestà, in Pietro Lorenzetti’s fresco 
in the Lower Church of San Francesco, Assisi, or 
in Ugolino di Nerio’s panel with The Entombment 
from 1325-1328, now at Statliche Museen in 
Berlin. 

The second image is The Resurrection from 
Sunday morning (Fig. 16). Although the moment 
when Jesus rises from the tomb is not described in 
the Gospels, the visual tradition enriches the 
episode with additional elements  (Matthew 28:1-
7, Mark 16:1-8, Luke 24:1-8, John 20:1-10). Here 
at Curciu, Jesus is depicted in the centre of the 
composition, rising from the tomb while blessing 
with his hand. In the back we see one of the 
guards asleep. The rest of the image is 
unfortunately destroyed. Some other examples of 
Christ rising from the tomb, surrounded by 
sleeping guards are the fresco of Pietro Lorenzetti  
in the Lower Church of Assisi, from around 1320, 
Ugolino di Nerio’s panel from 1324-1324 from 
the Santa Croce Altarpiece, now at National 
Gallery in London, the central panel of Niccolò di 
Segna’s altarpiece from Duomo Sansepolcro, 
from around 1350, Andrea del Castagno’s fresco 
in Sant'Apollonia, Florence, from 1447, the 
Ressurection by Piero della Francesca and on the 
wall paintings in Pinacoteca Comunale, 
Sansepolcro, dating from 1463-1465. A more 
closer parallel in terms of composition and also 
closer to Transylvania is Thomas de Coloswar’s 
work The Resurrection, from 1427, now at 
Christian Museum, Esztergom, in which we see a 

more dynamic figure of Jesus while exiting the 
tomb, and not so rigid, as in the Italian examples. 
His position is almost identical to what we see in 
Curciu. Last but not least, the year in which this 
painting of Thomas de Coloswar was made (1427) 
is very close to the dating of the paintings at 
Curciu (between 1427 and the end of the century). 
Dana Jenei affirmed that the characteristics of 
Thomas’s painting are present here, enriched with 
more complex compositions and the 
expressiveness of the characters depicted (Jenei 
2016, 61). 

The next episode is The Harrowing of Hell, 
according to Dana Jenei (Jenei 2016, 57, 111) 
(Fig. 17), mentioned in I Peter 3:18-19. Christ is 
shown to the left, holding the flag and helping the 
saved souls exit Hell. According to the visual 
tradition, the first persons saved are Adam and 
Eve. Here at Curciu, because of the damage of the 
scene, only Adam is visible. Some examples of 
this episode are the Christ in Limbo scene on 
Duccio’s Maestà (1308-1311), Pietro Lorenzetti’s 
fresco in the Lower Church in Assisi (1320), 
Giotto’s Descent into Limbo on the wooden panel 
now at Alte Pinakothek in Munich (1320-1325), 
Fra Angelico’s fresco in Convento di San Marco, 
Florence (1441-1442), and the Master of the 
Osservanza’s Descent into Limbo at Fogg Art 
Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge (around 
1445). We see almost the same composition, with 
small variations, the work of Fra Angelico being 
the closest one in terms of chromatic 
characteristics. The only thing that concerns us in 
the case of the image from Curciu is that the 
chronology of the narration is not respected, 
because this image is placed after the 
Resurrection, and not before it. 

The next three scenes are very damaged and they 
can no longer be recognised (Fig. 18, Fig. 19 and 
Fig. 20). In the first one, in the upper left corner 
we see a part of Christ’s halo, meaning that there 
is at least one scene in which he is depicted. If the 
chronological order has been respected and if the 
scenes are still part of the Life of Christ cycle, 
there might have been images with Christ’s 
apparitions after the Resurrection. Unfortunately 
only small fragments are visible, but not enough 
for us to identify a particular scene. We can look 
at other examples, though, to see what these 
images might have been. In Giotto’s Arena 
chapel, the next scenes with Christ after the 
Resurrection are Noli me tangere and The 
Ascension, and on Duccio’s Maestà there are Noli 
me tangere and The Road to Emmaus. For a more 
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local parallel, if we look at Mălâncrav, for 
example, the scenes after the Resurrection are 
Noli me tangere and The Ascension, which means 
that it is possible that these images are present 
also at Curciu. 

The last two images are fortunately in a better 
state (Fig. 21 and Fig. 22). According to Dana 
Jenei (Jenei 2016, 100, 135), besides the Passion 
cycle at Curciu, there is also a depiction of the 
two saints Cosmas and Damian. In the first image, 
the two saints are standing behind a body whose 
right leg is cut, meaning that this is the episode 
when Cosmas and Damian are transplanting the 
dead Moor’s leg onto an ill Christian. Some 
examples of this scene are the panel of Matteo di 
Pacino, St. Cosmas and Damian, now at North 
Carolina Museum of Art in Raleigh (1370-1375), 
Fra Angelico, The Healing of Justinian by Saint 
Cosmas and Saint Damian, today at Museo di San 
Marco in Florence (1438-1440) and the panel 
Saint Cosmas and Damian Healing a Christian 
with the Leg of a Dead Moor, of School of Castile 
and Leon (1460-1480). It has not been clarified 
yet why there is an image of these two saints at 
Curciu. Usually the presence of some saints along 
with the Christological narrative is due to the 
dedication of the church, in Curciu’s case saint 
John, but their presence here might be because of 
their healing powers. Cosmas and Damian were 
two brothers, saint martyrs from the 3rd century 
Middle East who were known for their voluntary 
healing activities, in the name of God 
(Kirschbaum VII, 344). They appear also on the 
southern choir wall in Mălâncrav, even though the 
church is dedicated to the Virgin Mary. The two 
saints appear there as full-body portraits and not 
in a particular healing scene, as here at Curciu. 

The last scene is highly damaged too (Fig. 22), 
and unfortunately no longer recognisable. There 
are two men standing straight, the one on the left 
elderly and the one on the right dark-haired with a 
beard, looking towards the upper right corner, 
while another dark-haired man is in front of them, 
looking towards the opposite direction. In the 
lower part of the image it can be seen another 
figure kneeling, with his hands together, but 
because of the damage to the fresco it can no 
longer be identified. The two standing men have a 
majestic appearance underlined by their richly 
decorated headdresses. 

After the recreation of the pictorial programme is 
completed, we may say that at Curciu we have a 
predominance of the Passion of Christ cycle, but 

also a few scenes from his apparitions after the 
Resurrection. Besides this narrative, there is also a 
healing scene of the saints Cosmas and Damian 
and another scene, unfortunately now lost.  

As we have seen, the main works that had 
influenced the paintings in Curciu come from the 
Italian space. The north Italian influence is very 
well known in Transylvania in the early fifteenth 
century, that along with the international gothic 
style and the bohemian “Gothic court” have 
marked the stylistic characteristics of many mural 
paintings of the Transylvanian churches, 
including the church in Curciu (Jenei 2016, 53).  

Regarding the aesthetic value of the paintings, the 
painter was very particular about the character’s 
faces, but the garments and the body’s anatomy 
were not executed with the same artistry. The 
main colours that survived are the green, brown 
and the red of the garments and architectural 
details, along with the dark blue of the sky. The 
drawing is mostly fluid and almost transparent, 
and the characters have an unique expressivity. 
The contoured hands and the legs are unusually 
big and drawn quite naively, in comparison with 
the realism of the figures. Despite the fragmentary 
state of the paintings and the transparency of the 
colours, the mural paintings from Curciu amaze 
with their draughtsmanship and the dramatic 
expressions of the characters. 

As mentioned above, the iconographic 
programme of the sanctuary consists mainly in 
Christ’s Passion. The relation between the 
paintings and the Gospels is quite tight, in some 
cases the episodes are present in all four Gospels 
(The Entry into Jerusalem, The Agony in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, The Arrest, The 
Judgement, The Rising of the cross, The 
Entombment, The Resurrection while in other 
cases the episode is described in only one Gospel 
(Christ carrying his cross – John 19-17). 

Curciu is not the only Transylvanian church 
decorated with Christ’s Passion on the northern 
wall of the sanctuary. The most known example is 
the church in Mălâncrav, where there are 15 
scenes. The narration begins with The Last 
Supper and it concludes with The Resurrection. 
Another church with the same decoration on the 
northern wall of the sanctuary is located in 
Râșnov, where eight of the most important 
episodes survived until today, starting with The 
Last Supper and finishing with The Resurrection. 
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At Curciu there are many more episodes depicted 
from the life of Christ, 19 in total.  

As we can see, in each case the number of the 
episodes is different, for various reasons. First, the 
number of the scenes can be limited by the 
architectural space. At Mălâncrav the narrative 
occupies the entire northern wall of the choir and 
even continues on the north-eastern wall of the 
apse too. At Râșnov, there are only a few scenes 
selected, but they only decorate a well limited part 
of the northern wall of the choir. As regards the 
Curciu church, the scenes decorate no more, no 
less than the entire northern wall of the sanctuary. 
Another aspect is the size of the images. At 
Curciu we have so many episodes because they 
are quite small, so it is the case of Mălâncrav, but 
at Râșnov the images are indeed few, but they are 
a lot bigger in size. In any case, this may reflect 
the options of the community or the donor, who 
chose which episodes to emphasise more. At 
Curciu we have clearly an emphasis of Christ’s 
suffering, illustrated through many episodes, but 
also on his Resurrection and his apparitions, while 
at Sibiu, for example, there is a single but 
monumental Crucifixion image that emphasises 
the Eucharistic nature of Christ’s sacrifice. 

The presence of these scenes on this wall is not 
accidental because this is the dedicated place for 
the tabernacle. This is significant because the 
tabernacle was used to preserve the sacrament 
during the Liturgy. In many Transylvanian 
churches, as in Curciu’s case, instead of a 
tabernacle there is a sacramentary niche, often 
richly decorated with sculptural details. The main 
message of the pictorial programme is referring to 
the Easter feast days that started with the Palm 
Sunday and ended with the Pentecost. The 
episodes depicted here are the most important 
events in Christ’s life that took place in the 
Passion Week, which culminated with his death 
and resurrection. The images are directly 
connected with the significance of the liturgical 
act and with the practices during the Liturgy. 
Some of the episodes present on this wall, 
especially The Last Supper and Agony in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, emphasize the doctrine of 
transubstantiation, meaning the transformation 
during the Liturgy of the bread and wine into the 
body and blood of Christ. Also, the chalice that 
contained the wine and the host, as Eucharistic 
symbols, suggested the doctrine of concomitance, 
meaning that the blood and the body of Christ 
were present in both the wine and the bread 
(Crăciun 2010, 60). The chalice and the host were 

kept in this sacramentary niche, surrounded by the 
mural paintings. The message transmitted by the 
episodes depicted emphasized the sacrament 
present in the niche, and also vice-versa.  

These murals were very often seen by the 
medieval people because of the importance of the 
Liturgy, when the whole community had to 
participate. Maria Crăciun in one of her studies 
stated that the clergy tried to impose the laics to 
participate every Sunday and in the feast days, 
closing the city and also the taverns, so that 
nothing would interrupt the service (Crăciun 
2005, 81). This means that the medieval people 
were encouraged to be in permanent contact with 
these images during the entire liturgical year, 
especially during the feast days. As regards the 
function of the narrative, we may think that 
because of the importance given to the Liturgy, an 
also to the murals presented there, the images had, 
obviously, the role to instruct, but they also had a 
devotional purpose, meant to challenge the 
viewer, inviting him to meditate and to empathize 
with Christ’s suffering. The message was 
transmitted, thus, in three ways: visually, through 
the paintings, acoustically, through what the priest 
said during the Liturgy and also physically, 
through the administration of the sacrament. 
Therefore, we can state that the paintings had an 
active role in the religious services. 

Last but not least, one of the most important 
factors is the significance of these images. In all 
these churches the majority of the scenes are part 
of the Passion cycle, but in some cases there are 
also some apparitions after the Resurrection, for 
instance at Curciu and also at Mălâncrav. In both 
of these churches there are many scenes that 
depict the tortures which Jesus endured (The 
Flagellation, The Crowning with Thorns, The 
Carrying of the Cross), events that culminate with 
The Crucifixion, an episode which unfortunately 
at Curciu did not survive. We see that the main 
focus in these images is the suffering of Jesus that 
started on Monday, culminated with his 
crucifixion on Friday evening and his resurrection 
on Sunday morning. The paintings at Curciu 
continue these events with several scenes from 
Christ’s Death (The Harrowing of Hell), The 
Resurrection and at least one of his apparitions 
after that, maybe even his Ascension, but 
unfortunately the paintings are too damaged to be 
deciphered. Even though these images are not 
visible anymore, the images after the Resurrection 
underline Chris’s divine nature and the miracle of 
his Resurrection, but also his human nature and 
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his suffering during the Passion Week. Eugene 
Honeé discussed this emphasis on Chris’s 
suffering, physical, moral and psychological, 
stating that it was promoted by the Franciscans 
who believed that the imitation of Christ’s 
suffering was one of the fundamental components 
of the devotional acts (Honeé 1994, 164).  

A more detailed view of the Franciscan influence 
over the mural paintings is Anne Derbe’s book 
Picturing the Passion in Late Medieval Italy, in 
which she analyses every episode from The Arrest 
to The Raising of the Cross, discussing the 
evolution of the images and also the Franciscan 
influence over the later depictions. Derbes 
mentions that starting with the 1230-1240 period, 
in the new artworks commissioned by the 
Franciscans Jesus started to be presented as 
Christus Patiens (as a human, suffering victim of 
the tortures) and not as Christus Triumphans  (as a 
saviour, invincible) as it was before (Derbes 1996, 
64-65). The Franciscan writers also insisted on 
Christ’s suffering and his voluntarily acceptance 
of death. Among the works discussed by the 
author are Pseudo-Bede’s De meditatione 
Passionis Christi per septem diei horas libellus, 
Bonaventure’s Lignum vitae and Apologia 
Pauperum, and last but not least, Pseudo-
Bonaventure’s Meditationes vitae Christi. 
Another detail that received a great attention was 
the rope which kept Jesus’s hands tied during the 
Passion, Derbes declaring that the Franciscans 
adopted the rope as a characteristic feature of the 
Order, because Saint Francis refused a belt and 
chose the rope instead (Derbes 1996, 92). Saint 
Francis also followed Christ in terms of humility 
and he was mocked as well by the community 
around him, sometimes he even asked the friars to 
mock him, thus imitating every aspect of Christ’s 
Passion (imitatio Christi), considering himself as 
Alter Christus (Derbes 1996, 108-110). Lastly, 
Francis’s ideology of mission was based on a 
biblical passage that said “Whoever wants to be 
my disciple must deny themselves and take up 
their cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24), 
assuming in this way the role of a crusader, being 
marked with a cross, and also adopting the image 
in which Christ is carrying his cross as a symbol 
of the Franciscan Order (Derbes 1996, 130). 
Summarizing this discussion, it is obvious that 
this emphasis on Christ suffering during his 
Passion underlined his human and fragile form. 
The contemplation and the meditation on his life 
eventually encouraged the imitation of his 
suffering, encouraging the people to identify and 
empathize with Christ.  

As mentioned at the beginning of the study, 
Curciu was in the 15th century a free village that 
was included in the Mediaș seat, meaning that the 
donor of the paintings was the community itself. 
Thus, the organisation, the layout and the number 
of the episodes selected could reflect the 
community’s options. As mentioned before, 
Ciprian Firea stated that in the Transylvanian 
villages, even though the local educated 
personalities, that had economic or political 
power, might have helped with the building of the 
churches, it was still the priests who had a big role 
in the decoration of the church (Firea 2016, 237). 
This means that for the selection of the scenes 
were involved both the community and the local 
priest. Even though until now there is no clear 
written evidence of who the priest or the donor of 
the paintings was, Dana Jenei stated that it is 
Nicholas of Ațel, depicted in the image of The 
Last Supper, kneeling in front of Jesus, taking into 
consideration his usual position as a kneeling and 
praying donor, without mentioning other details 
about him. Some other representations of priests 
we see at Hărman, the donor being depicted near 
the Crucifixion scene, at Alțâna, where we see a 
priest inside the sedilia (Kónya 2013, 52), and at 
Cisnădie, on the interior of the eastern window, 
Petrus Plebanus, who had an important role in the 
construction of the church (Dâmboiu 2009, 38). 
The donors or the patrons of the churches had also 
some privileges, one of them being the dedicated 
seating place, sedilia (Firea 2016, 236), present 
also at Curciu. The placement of the sedilia, the 
dedicated seating place of the donor, on the 
southern wall (present also at Dârlos, Alțâna and 
Alma) offered a complete view of the mural 
paintings and over the entire sanctuary, the most 
important and sacred place in the church. Also, if 
these paintings of the Passion cycle are on the 
northern wall of the chancel, they are directly 
opposite and fully visible from the sedilia.  

As a conclusion, we think that the church in 
Curciu deserves much more attention not only 
because of its extended Passion cycle, but also 
because of the presence of the images after 
Jesus’s Resurrection. It is also curious the image 
with the saints Cosmas and Damian, but also the 
last scene from the lower register, not yet 
identified. Further analysis is required also 
regarding the stylistic attribution that impresses 
the viewer with the dramatic figures of the 
characters depicted, and also regarding the painter 
himself. The Passion cycle here is one of the most 
extended ensemble that we have seen until now in 
Transylvania, placed in the sanctuary, because it 
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begins with The Entry into Jerusalem, and it ends 
long after the Resurrection, that along with the 
saints Comas and Damian and the last scene, it 
covers the whole northern wall of the sanctuary in 
no less than 19 images. The emphasis on the 
moments from the Passion Week, that is the 
arrest, the unjust judgement, the torment and the 
suffering of Christ, culminated with his death, 
resurrection and the apparitions, underline the 
importance of his suffering, fragile humanity, but 
also his triumphant, divine nature. The placement 

of this programme on the northern choir wall 
strengthens the sacrality of the message, the 
sacramentary niche being, thus, surrounded by 
images regarding the sacrifice made by Christ for 
the humanity, resumed at each Liturgy. The 
church in Curciu joins in with the churches whose 
sanctuary keeps important paintings about the 
Passion week, underlining the importance of these 
images in the religious lives of the medieval 
people. 
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