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Introduction

A mong the multitude of painted churches on the territory of medieval Hungary, the churches 
that belonged to the Orthodox, i.e., Greek-rite,1 Romanians occupy a special place. Their deco-

ration surprises the viewer with the use of both Byzantine and Western styles and a number of icono-
graphic peculiarities. The paintings reflect not only the contact between the Eastern and Western artistic 
trends, but also aspects of the social, political, and religious life of the donors. Deciphering their message 
may contribute to a richer picture of these lesser local leaders about whom few historical sources have been 
preserved.

The most medieval churches founded by Romanian knezes have been preserved in Hațeg Land, 
although other churches also exist or have been documented in the rest of the Transylvanian voivodate 
and the neighboring counties.2 The churches were built in the twelfth-fifteenth centuries, with the majority 
of them dating to the last two centuries of the period. They are small in size and composed of a usually 
rectangular or polygonal sanctuary, a rectangular nave, and, quite frequently, a western tower. As a rule, 
they were knezial foundations.3 

At present, medieval wall paintings can be seen in approximately fifteen medieval Orthodox churches.4 
The paintings date to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and are fragmentarily preserved. Many are 
still in a poor state of conservation or partially uncovered. They contain Slavonic inscriptions and display 
a variety of styles: Gothic, Palaiologan, and a category that combines the Byzantine tradition with some 
Western influences.

1 Throughout this book I use the terms “Orthodox” for people and churches that followed the Greek, i.e., Byzantine, rite, and 
“Catholic” for those following the Latin rite.
2 Historical Transylvania was limited to the seven counties under the jurisdiction of the voivode as representative of the king 
– Belső-Szolnok, Doboka, Kolozs, Torda, Fehér, Kükülő, and Hunyad – and the Székely and Saxon seats and districts. After the 
Hungarian kingdom was dismembered in 1541, the Principality of Transylvania included neighboring areas to the north and west. 
Nowadays, in common language, the term Transylvania is frequently used in a wide meaning referring to a territory that extends 
to the north and west beyond voivodal Transylvania, including the neighboring regions of Maramureș, Crișana, and the Banat. 
See Ioan-Aurel Pop and Thomas Nägler, eds., Istoria Transilvaniei [History of Transylvania], vol. 1, Până la 1541 [Until 1541] 
(Cluj-Napoca: Institutul Cultural Român, 2003), 8–9. In this book, the term has been sometimes used also in its wide meaning.
3 It has also been argued that the knezes occasionally took over churches that had belonged to the Latin faithful; thereafter they 
remodeled the buildings and/or added to their decoration. For the historical circumstances that would have allowed such a 
transfer, see Adrian Andrei Rusu, Ioan de Hunedoara și românii din vremea sa [John Hunyadi and the Romanians of his time] 
(Cluj-Napoca: Editura Presa Universitară, 1999), 268–270.
4 The churches that preserve fragments of medieval paintings visible today are at Strei, Streisângeorgiu, Peșteana, Ostrov, 
Densuș, the monastery of Colț (Râu de Mori-Suseni), Sântămăria Orlea, Sânpetru, Leșnic, Ribița, Crișcior, Hălmagiu, Remetea, 
the monastery of Râmeț, and Zlatna. Fragments of frescoes were also recovered during archaeological excavations at the ruined 
church of Răchitova. When I call these churches “medieval Orthodox” I mean that they were used by Christians of the Greek, 
i.e., Byzantine, rite at the time when all or some of their now visible paintings were created. Given the fact that the church at 
Chimindia preserves a depiction of the holy kings of Hungary with Slavonic inscriptions, it is possible that the church was also 
used at some point for the Greek rite, but the history of the monument is as yet little researched. 
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The medieval paintings of Transylvanian Orthodox churches have a rich historiography of both gen-
eral studies and articles dedicated to individual churches. Ion D.  Ștefănescu, Virgil Vătășianu, Vasile 
Drăguț, and Marius Porumb are the main authors who approached the paintings in works of synthesis. 
I.  D.  Ștefănescu has analyzed the iconography, style, and technique of the murals in many medieval 
Transylvanian churches in a book dedicated to religious painting in Wallachia and Transylvania up to the 
nineteenth century.5 However, the fact that many of the paintings were yet to be uncovered or cleaned had 
consequences for his observations and conclusions. Short entries about some of the churches have also 
been included in the catalog section of Dénes Radocsay’s book dedicated to murals in medieval Hungary.6 
In his leading study of medieval art in Romania, Virgil Vătășianu has made new observations regarding 
the style and refined the dating for some of the Transylvanian paintings.7 The book of Vasile Drăguț Pictura 
murală din Transilvania is dedicated to mural paintings dated mainly to the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies and ascribed to Romanian donors or painters.8 The author makes a short stylistic and iconographic 
evaluation of each church and groups the paintings by period, based mainly on stylistic grounds, but also 
correlated with the general historical situation. Both Vătășianu and Drăguț approached the paintings of 
the medieval Orthodox churches also in later general works.9 In Pictura românească din Transilvania I., 
sec. XIV–XVII, Marius Porumb surveys the painting in the Transylvanian Romanian milieu from the four-
teenth through the seventeenth century, taking a chronological approach. He deals with both mural and 
icon painting and also mentions medieval monuments presumed to have had painted decoration, whether 
they are still standing or have only been documented by written sources or archaeological excavations.10 
Marius Porumb has also authored a reference work, Dicționar de pictură veche românească din Transilvania, 
secolele XIII–XVIII, which covers monuments, panel paintings, artists, artistic centers, and collections, 
each entry providing concise information and the relevant bibliography up to 1998.11 In 2001, Sorin Ullea 
published his book Arhanghelul de la Ribița, in which he analyzes some of the paintings of Ribița, Crișcior, 
Leșnic, Strei, and Densuș.12 Ullea concludes that they attest to the existence of a school of Comnenian 
painting, which was of Constantinopolitan origin and developed in the Transylvanian Romanian milieu in 
the twelfth century. While some of his stylistic observations may hold true, the preserved historical data do 
not support his conclusion with regard to the Romanian twelfth-century school of painting.13

5 I.D. Ștefănescu, La peinture religieuse en Valachie et en Transylvanie depuis les origines jusqu’au XIXe siècle (Paris: P. Geuthner, 
1930–1932).
6 Dénes Radocsay, A középkori Magyarország falképei [Wall paintings of medieval Hungary] (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1954).
7 Virgil Vătășianu, Istoria artei feudale în țările române [The history of feudal art in the Romanian countries], vol. 1 (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei, 1959; reprint, Cluj-Napoca: Fundația Culturală Română, Centrul de Studii Transilvane, 2001).
8 Vasile Drăguț, Pictura murală din Transilvania (sec. XIV–XV) [Mural painting in Transylvania (the 14th and 15th centuries)] 
(Bucharest: Meridiane, 1970). The book also includes a short chapter dedicated to the sixteenth century.
9 E.g., Virgil Vătășianu, “Arta în Transilvania în secolele XI–XIII” [The art in Transylvania from the 11th to the 13th century] and 
“Arta în Transilvania din secolul al XIV-lea pînă la mijlocul secolului al XV-lea” [The art in Transylvania from the 14th to the 
middle of the 15th century], in Istoria artelor plastice în România [The history of fine arts in Romania], vol. 1, ed. George Oprescu 
(Bucharest: Meridiane, 1968), 115–136 and 199–222; Vasile Drăguț, Pictura românească în imagini [Romanian painting in 
images], 2nd rev. ed. (Bucharest: Meridiane, 1976); idem, Arta gotică în România [Gothic Art in Romania] (Bucharest: Meridiane, 
1979); idem, Arta românească: Preistorie, antichitate, ev mediu, Renaștere, baroc [Romanian art: Prehistory, antiquity, Middle 
Ages, Renaissance, baroque] (Bucharest: Meridiane, 1982).
10 Marius Porumb, Pictura românească din Transilvania I., sec. XIV–XVII. Die rumänische Malerei in Siebenbürgen, Band I (14.–
17. Jahrhundert) (Cluj-Napoca: Dacia, 1981).
11 Marius Porumb, Dicționar de pictură veche românească din Transilvania, secolele XIII–XVIII [Dictionary of old Romanian 
painting in Transylvania, from the 13th to the 18th century] (Bucharest: Editura Academiei Române, 1998).
12 Sorin Ullea, Arhanghelul de la Ribița [The Archangel of Ribița] (Bucharest: Editura Cerna, 2001).
13 For a review that deals with some of the methodological and historical flaws in Ullea’s argumentation, see Adrian Andrei 
Rusu, “Geografia și evoluția picturii medievale românești din județul Hunedoara. Câteva răspunsuri domnului Sorin Ullea” [The 
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Many studies have been dedicated individually to Transylvanian churches, with the most prolific 
authors being Vasile Drăguț and Ecaterina Cincheza-Buculei. Ecaterina Cincheza-Buculei, particularly, 
has interpreted the iconography of the paintings in relation to liturgical and historical sources. Vasile 
Drăguț also began an inventory of medieval wall paintings in Romania, but only the first volume was 
published, in 1985.14 It contains studies by various authors dedicated to most of the wall paintings in medi-
eval Transylvanian Orthodox churches. Each study contains historiographical data, stylistic and icono-
graphic analyses of the paintings, and iconographic schemes with a detailed description of each subject. 
This volume, which also includes an epigraphic study and the results of technical analysis of the murals, 
has remained an important tool for students of the field. In recent years, other studies have been dedi-
cated to the churches at Densuș, following the restoration of its paintings,15 Sântămăria Orlea,16 Ribița, and 
Crișcior.17

The present book is a thoroughly revised part of my PhD dissertation.18 The research started from 
the premise that at least some of the wall paintings reflect the special social, political, and religious situ-
ation of the donors as knezes and Orthodox (Greek-rite) Christians in the Hungarian kingdom. Topics 
have been selected from the paintings of eight churches: the church of St. George in Streisângeorgiu (Hu. 
Sztrigyszentgyörgy), the church of the Dormition of the Virgin in Strei (Hu. Zeykfalva), the church of 
St.  Nicholas in Densuș (Hu. Demsus), the church of St.  Nicholas in Leșnic (Hu. Lesnyek/Lesnek), the 
Reformed church in Sântămăria Orlea (Hu. Őraljaboldogfalva), the church of the Dormition of the Virgin 
in Crișcior (Hu. Kristyor), the church of St. Nicholas in Ribița (Hu. Ribice), and the church of the Dormition 
of the Virgin in Hălmagiu (Hu. Nagyhalmágy). The churches were situated in two neighboring medieval 
counties – Hunyad, in the Transylvanian voivodate, and Zaránd – and the paintings date from the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries. The investigation is limited to Hunyad and Zaránd Counties, where the 
main body of medieval wall paintings in Orthodox churches has been preserved. In addition, the historical 
background of the donors is comparable in both regions. The pictorial subjects that have been selected for 
research are interpreted in relation to their social, political, and religious context. The study of the donor 
portraits, military saints, holy kings of Hungary, and the Exaltation of the Holy Cross focuses on their 

geography and evolution of Romanian medieval painting in Hunedoara County: Several answers to Mr. Sorin Ullea], Studia 
Universitatis Babeș-Bolyai. Historia 48/49 (2003/2004), 109–116.
14 Vasile Drăguț, ed., Repertoriul picturilor murale medievale din România (sec. XIV–1450). Partea 1 [Repertory of medieval wall 
paintings in Romania, from the 14th century to 1450. First part] (Bucharest: Editura Academiei, 1985).
15 Ecaterina Cincheza-Buculei, “Din nou despre pictura bisericii Sf. Nicolae din Densuș” [Again about the painting of the church 
of St. Nicholas in Densuș], AT 19 (2009), 89–98.
16 Tekla Szabó, “Az őraljaboldogfalvi falfestmények feltárása és korabeli másolataik” [The uncovering and contemporary copies 
of the murals of Sântămăria Orlea], Műemlékvédelmi Szemle 14 (2004), 39–68; Tekla Szabó, “Az őraljaboldogfalvi református 
templom falképei” [The wall paintings of the Reformed church in Sântămăria Orlea] (PhD diss., Eötvös Loránd University, 
Budapest, 2007). In her dissertation, Szabó puts to use valuable archival material related to the church and summarizes the 
history of the research on the monument. She also revises the history of the building and carries out a stylistic and iconographic 
analysis of the paintings.
17 Ecaterina Cincheza-Buculei, “Ipoteze și certitudini în frescele descoperite la Ribița (jud. Hunedoara)” [Hypotheses and 
certitudes in the frescoes discovered at Ribița (Hunedoara County)], AT 5 (1995), 85–91; Valentin Trifescu, Bisericile cneziale 
din Ribița și Crișcior (începutul secolului al XV-lea) [The knezial churches in Ribița and Crișcior (beginning of the 15th century)] 
(Cluj-Napoca: Eikon, 2010). In her article, Cincheza-Buculei makes a short presentation of the frescoes uncovered in 1994 by the 
restorer Dan Căceu. In his book, Trifescu gives a historical introduction and describes and shortly analyzes the architecture and 
painting of the two churches.
18 Elena Dana Prioteasa, “Medieval Wall Paintings in Transylvanian Orthodox Churches and Their Donors” (PhD diss., Central 
European University, Budapest, 2011). I would like to thank Assistant Professor Judith Rasson who kindly proofread the English 
language of this book when the text was in almost final form; any mistakes are my responsibility and are due to my later changes 
and additions to the text.



12 Medieval Wall Paintings in Transylvanian Orthodox Churches

relevance for the social and political life of the knezes. The study of the paintings in the sanctuaries mainly 
sheds light on aspects of the religious life of the donors or local communities.19 The images are analyzed 
taking into account the use and meaning of their subjects in Eastern and Western, particularly Hungarian, 
painting, and the available information regarding their historical context. While indeed the pictorial mes-
sage may be understood only through its historical background, the paintings themselves can also suggest 
new directions for research or favor a particular interpretation suggested by other types of sources.

Previous scholars have approached most of these subjects to some extent (military saints, votive 
paintings, the holy kings of Hungary, the iconography of the sanctuary), and the present research adds 
nuances, broadens or revises their interpretations. Other topics have not yet been investigated (the Holy 
Apostle Bartholomew), or have received only cursory treatment in the literature (the Exaltation of the 
Cross). This work uses a variety of sources and incorporates recent studies on the Romanian elite, the history 
of the church in Transylvania, and particular iconographic subjects in Hungary and elsewhere. However, 
research on paintings in medieval Orthodox churches in the Hungarian kingdom has always faced two 
major problems: the paucity of sources about the donors and the Romanians’ life in general, and the paucity 
of appropriate comparative material from the same period in Moldavia and Wallachia. In order to bridge 
these gaps, I have resorted to using multiple types of sources and comparisons from more distant regions. 
As much as possible, I have tried to be cautious in making generalizations. If sometimes the final answer 
remains open to question, the present research has still tried to put together a mosaic of information that 
may provide the basis for further interpretations, especially if new data are introduced into the equation. 

The book is structured into eight chapters. The first two chapters set the historical background to help 
in the interpretation of the paintings. Chapters three through six deal with iconographic subjects that are 
closely related to the social and political situation of the donors. The last two chapters approach subjects 
that are mainly relevant to their religious life. The catalog presents basic information on the eight churches 
from which the paintings have been selected. Throughout the book all the churches are mentioned by their 
present-day dedication or confession. The place names are those in use today; however, when referring 
to medieval Hungarian counties, the Hungarian name was used. The index at the end of the book gives 
equivalents in other languages, mostly Hungarian and German, of present-day place names.

19 As compared to my doctoral dissertation, this book does not include a study of the overall iconographic program of the 
sanctuary, which will be published separately in a revised form.
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