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GOTHIC SCRIPT AND HUMANISTIC FASHION IN FIFTEENTH-CENTURY 

ORADEA: THE PALAEOGRAPHY OF JOHN VITÉZ’S BOOK OF LETTERS 

(VIENNA, ÖNB, COD. 431) 
          
 

ADRIAN PAPAHAGI
* 

 
 

Abstract Vienna, ÖNB, Cod. 431 transmits letters written by John Vitéz, 
bishop of Oradea (1445–1465), collected in this city – and possibly copied – 
by the canon Paul of Iwanich, in 1451. The paper studies the palaeography 
of the manuscript’s opening pages, which display the attempt to abandon 
late Gothic angularity in favour of the rounded aspect of humanistic 
minuscule, in order to meet the taste of the book’s author and sponsor. 
However, the scribe does not manage to write an antiqua, and thus the 
book remains a Gothic product with humanistic aspirations. 
Keywords John Vitéz; Oradea; humanistic; Gothic; manuscript; 
palaeography. 

 
 

Renaissance humanism was born from the idiosyncratic literary and artistic tastes of 
a handful of Florentines, and travelled North, throughout Gothic Europe, as a fashion 
spreading from scholar to scholar.

1
 It caught at times, but sometimes remained an 

isolated phenomenon; it coexisted with, yet never completely replaced the 
dominant spirit of late-medieval Gothic Europe. 

                                                        
*
 Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca. adrian.papahagi@lett.ubbcluj.ro 

The present research was supported through a grant from the Romanian National Authority 
for Scientific Research and Innovation, CNCS-UEFISCDI (project PN-II-RU-TE-2014-4-1795). 
Many thanks to Mag. Friedrich Simader, curator of manuscripts at the National Library of 
Austria for granting me access to the manuscript, and to Mr. Raoul Weiss and Mrs. Judit Lauf-
Nobili for helping me obtain a copy of Iván Boronkai’s edition of Vitéz’s works from the 
National Széchényi Library in Budapest. 
1
 On humanistic script, see B. L. Ullman, The Origin and Development of Humanistic Script 

(Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1960). 
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Humanism reached our part of the world by the mid-fifteenth century thanks 
to one identifiable figure in particular – John Vitéz of Zredna, prothonotary of the 
Hungarian royal chancery, private secretary of the Transylvanian voivode John of 
Hunedoara (Hunyadi), bishop of Oradea (Nagyvárad in Hungarian, Großwardein in 
German) between 1445 and 1465, and archbishop of Esztergom from 1465 until his 
death, in 1472. During the two decades spent as bishop of Oradea, “Vitéz created 
the first centre of humanism in the Kingdom of Hungary”, as Zsigmond Jakó showed 
in an influential study.

2
 I shall not dwell on Vitéz’s contribution to the birth of 

humanism in Hungary, a well documented cultural phenomenon, which has been 
celebrated in numerous ways – most recently through a large-scale exhibition at the 
Széchényi National Library of Hungary, in 2008.

3
 It is well known that the bishop of 

Oradea was an avid book collector, a competent philologist, as his numerous 
annotations demonstrate, and a skilled writer of humanistic letters and speeches. 
Only a fraction of his rich library can still be identified, but the surviving books are 
illustrative of the prelate’s humanistic interests.

4
 

Among these books, Vienna, ÖNB Cod. 431 contains some of Vitéz’s own 
works,

5
 a series of seventy-eight letters written since his consecration as bishop of 

Oradea in 1445, and collected between January and December 1451 by the canon 
Paul of Iwanich.

6
 The manuscript was regarded as “the first literary product of 

                                                        
2
 Zsigmond Jakó, “Oradea în istoria bibliotecilor noastre medievale” (Oradea in the History of 

Our Medieval Libraries), Philobiblon transilvan (Bucharest: Kriterion, 1977), 44. 
3
 Ferenc Földesi, ed., A Star in the Raven’s Shadow. János Vitéz and the Beginnings of 

Humanism in Hungary (Budapest: National Széchényi Library, 2008). 
4
 Klára Csapodi-Gárdonyi, Die Bibliothek des Johannes Vitéz (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 

1984). See also her previous study, “Die Bibliothek des Erzbischofs Johannes Vitéz”, 
Gutenberg-Jahrbuch 48 (1973): 441–447, and the pioneering investigations by Vilmos Fraknói, 
“Vitéz János könyvtára” (János Vitéz’s Library), Magyar Könyvszemle 3 (1878): 1–21, 79–91, 
190–201. 
5
 For the complete works, see Iohannes Vitéz de Zredna, Opera quae supersunt, ed. Iván 

Boronkai (Budapest: Akademiai Kiadó, 1980).  
6
 Franz Unterkircher, Die datierten Handschriften der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek von 

1451 bis 1500 (Katalog der datierten Handschriften in lateinischer Schrift in Österreich 3) 
(Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1974), 21, fig. 14; Csapodi-Gárdonyi, 
Die Bibliothek..., no. 50, fig. 33; Matthias Corvinus und die Bildung der Renaissance. 
Handschriften aus der Bibliothek und dem Umkreis des Matthias Corvinus aus dem Bestand 
der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek: Katalog einer Ausstellung der Handschriften- und 
Inkunabelsammlung der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek 27. Mai–26. Oktober 1994, ed. 
Ernst Gamillscheg and Brigitte Mersich, with Otto Mazal (Vienna: Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, 1994), no. 8, fig. 43; A Star in the Raven’s Shadow..., no. 34, figs 46–47, 76. 
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Hungarian humanism related to the chancery”,
7
 and has been the object of much 

critical attention, most recently and comprehensively by Edina Zsupán.
8
 Its editor, 

Iván Boronkai, believes that the Vienna manuscript is “most likely the original copy” 
of Vitéz’s epistles,

9
 and various scholars consider that “Paulus de Iwanich” is not only 

the editor, but also the scribe of the epistolary collection.
10

 At any rate, as Zsupán 
has shown, the frequent annotations by Vitéz himself, in addition to Paul’s own 
notes, suggest that the bishop of Oradea “was supervising the scribe’s work”.

11
 

It is precisely the scribe’s work that the present study intends to assess 
through a palaeographical examination of the opening pages in Cod. 431. Such an 
investigation has never been undertaken, despite the remarkable features of the 
book’s palaeography; for the most part, scholars have been interested in the 
contents of the epistolary collection, and analysis has confined itself to matters of 
style, rhetoric, language and composition. One may however attempt to extend to 
palaeography what Edina Zsupán wrote concerning the style of this “strange literary 
work, born at the junction of two ages – humanistic in its conception and in its spirit, 
but preserving in its language the stylistic tradition of medieval chanceries”.

12
  

A quick glance at existing facsimiles suffices to notice that the palaeography 
of Cod. 431 deserves more attention than it has received so far. One may agree with 
Csapodi-Gárdonyi’s cursory remark that Vitéz’s codices copied in Oradea display 
“Gothic and humanistic scripts, as well as transitional forms between the two”, but 
this does not address the nature of these scripts, and of their coexistence.

13
 Other 

opinions are more questionable. Thus, Mersich’s statement that the manuscript was 
copied in a “humanistica with Gothic elements”, adopted by Zsupán in her two 
studies, does not stand up to scrutiny.

14
 

                                                        
7
 János Horváth, Az irodalmi műveltség megoszlása: Magyar humanizmus (The Diffusion of 

Literacy: Hungarian Humanism) (Budapest: Magyar Szemle Társaság, 1935), 69, quoted by 
Edina Zsupán, “János Vitéz’s Book of Letters. Prologue”, A Star in the Raven’s Shadow..., 123. 
8
 Edina Zsupán, “János Vitéz’s Book of Letters. Prologue”, A Star in the Raven’s Shadow..., 117–

139; “Vitéz János Leveleskönyve, ÖNB, Cod. 431” (János Vitéz’s Book of Letters, ÖNB, Cod. 
431), Erdély Reneszánsza I. A 2008. október 8-11. között tartott konferencia előadásai (The 
Renaissance in Transylvania vol. I. Proceedings of the conference on 8–11 October 2008), ed. 
Csilla Gábor, Katalin Luffy, Gábor Sipos (Cluj: EME, 2009), 16–25. 
9
 In Iohannes Vitéz, Opera, ed. Boronkai, 13: “höchstwahrscheinlich das Originalexemplar”. 

10
 Unterkircher, Die datierten Handschriften…, 21; Mersich, in Matthias Corvinus und die 

Bildung der Renaissance..., 49. 
11

 Zsupán, “Vitéz János Leveleskönyve...”, 20. 
12

 Ibid., 17.  
13

 Csapodi-Gárdonyi, Die Bibliothek..., 68: “gotische und humanistische Schriftarten, sowie 
Übergangsformen zwischen beiden”. 
14

 Mersich, in Matthias Corvinus und die Bildung der Renaissance..., 49: “Humanistica mit 
gotischen Elementen”; Zsupán, “János Vitéz’s Book of Letters...”, 182; Zsupán, “Vitéz János 
Leveleskönyve...”, 19.  
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Actually, scholars have so far overlooked one salient feature of the 
manuscript. As can be seen in fig. II, the scribe crossed out the first page of the 
manuscript (fol. 1r), left its verso blank, and started from scratch on fol. 2r (Fig. III) 
using a different, more rounded script. One can only suppose that the sponsor 
(Iwanich or Vitéz himself), or perhaps the scribe (Iwanich or someone working for 
him) was unhappy with the angular aspect of the first attempt, and decided to give it 
another try, thus hoping to come closer to the newly acquired taste of the learned 
circles in Oradea. The result is by no means humanistic minuscule: it tends towards 
Gothico-antiqua, but remains essentially Gothic.

15
 As Albert Derolez wrote, “one may 

probably suppose that Gothico-Antiqua was normally the result of the inability of the 
scribe to write full Antiqua: the latter constituted such an archaism that many 
scribes could not succeed in freeing themselves entirely from Gothic features or 
shapes.”

16
 

Humanistic script was a “definite break with the Gothic tradition”, as 
Armando Petrucci wrote,

17
 but “the total mimesis of Caroline script never 

happened”, as Stefano Zamponi showed in a recent study.
18

 Thus, breaking away 
from Gothic habits acquired most likely in the chancery rather than in a scriptorium 
was no easy task for Vitéz’s scribe, although his attempt shows that he was a skilled 
man, capable of producing different scripts with a great degree of care and 
consistency. Despite his good will, he remains tributary to “the dominant Gothic 
aesthetic”, and only achieves a more rounded form, still haunted by the “remnants 
of Gothic angularity”.

19
 After all, as Armando Petrucci well noted, humanistic 

minuscule is “a typical elite script”, employed mainly in luxury books, and based on 
scholarly culture and perfect knowledge of classical Latin; this script “was not 

                                                        
15

 Giorgio Batelli uses “Gothico-humanistique pour la gothique qui révèle une influence plus 
ou moins marquée de l’humanistique” – G. Batelli, “Nomenclature des écritures 
humanistiques”, in Nomenclature des écritures livresques du IX

e
 au XVI

e
 siècle. Premier 

colloque international de paléographie latine, Paris, 28–30 avril 1953 (Paris: CNRS, 1954), 38. 
16

 Albert Derolez, The Palaeography of Gothic Manuscript Books from the Twelfth to the Early 
Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 179. 
17

 Armando Petrucci, “Anticamente moderni e modernamente antichi”, in Libri, scrittura e 
pubblico nel Rinascimento: Guida storica e critica, ed. Armando Petrucci (Bari: Laterza, 1979), 
29: “decisa rottura con la tradizione gotica”. 
18

 Stefano Zamponi, “Aspetti della tradizione gotica nella littera antiqua”, in Palaeography, 
Manuscript Illumination and Humanism in Renaissance Italy: Studies in Memory of A. C. de la 
Mare, ed. Robert Black, Jill Kraye and Laura Nuvoloni (London: The Warburg Institute, 2016), 
107: “L’asseverata mimesi totale non si realizzo mai”.  
19

 Derolez, The Palaeography..., 177. 
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normally taught in schools, but was reproduced exclusively through the imitation of 
ancient Caroline models, or of contemporary models”.

20
  

Paul of Iwanich or his scribe was obviously not yet able to imitate this elite 
script. As can be seen, the scribe set out to copy the text in a pointed and angular 
book script that hesitated between looped and loopless ascenders of b (figs I.2-3), h 
(figs I.6-7), and l (fig. I.31), being thus a semihybrida formata according to Albert 
Derolez’s terminology.

21
 If it were not for a few words (hincinde, l. 9, angulis, l. 10, 

fig. I.31, habendas, l. 14, fig. I.32), whose tall letters have loops, one could call the 
script hybrida formata. The aspect of the script is pointed and angular (cf. angulis, 
fig. I.31), with fractured letter forms (r, fig. I.9, v, fig. I.19) almost announcing the 
fractura fashion of the German imperial chancery. However, ascenders do not have 
spurs, as in the case of fractura.

22
 

Hybrida is a vexed term, as so much else in the nomenclature of Gothic 
scripts. Despite several attempts and pleas by important scholars, there reigns no 
consensus about what Gothic scripts should be called.

23
 Kirchner, Foerster, Gasparri, 

and Lieftinck in his early years simply called this type of script bastarda.
24

 Jacques 
Stiennon calls it cursiva formata or bastarda, and Karin Schneider refers to hybrida 

                                                        
20

 Armando Petrucci, Breve storia della scrittura latina (Rome: Bagatto Libri, 1992), 175: “una 
tipica scritture d’élite”; “non era normalmente insegnata nelle scuole, ma si riproduceva 
esclusivamente per imitazione dei modelli antichi in carolina o di modelli contemporanei”. 
21

 Derolez, The Palaeography..., 163–169.  
22

 Bernhard Bischoff, Latin Palaeography: Antiquity and the Middle Ages, trans. D. Ó Cróinín 
and D. Ganz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 140; Otto Mazal, Buchkunst der 
Gotik (Graz: Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1975), 44–45; Derolez, The 
Palaeography..., 169–171 and figs 111, 150 in particular. 
23

 See especially T. J. Brown, “Names of Scripts: A Plea to All Mediaevalists”, in A 
Palaeographer’s View: The Selected Writings of Julian Brown, ed. J. Bately, M. P. Brown, and 
Jane Roberts (London, New York: Harvey Miller, 1993), 39–45, figs 1–44; Françoise Gasparri, 
“Pour une terminologie des écritures latines: doctrines et méthodes”, Codices manuscripti 2 
(1976): 16–25; Françoise Gasparri, “La terminologie des écritures. Rapport présenté à la table 
ronde ‘Nomenclature et Terminologie’”, Paläographie 1981: Colloquium des Comité 
International de Paléographie, München, 15–18 September 1981. Referate, ed. Gabriel Silagi 
(Munich: Arbeo-Gesellschaft, 1982), 31–37. 
24

 G. I. Lieftinck, “Pour une nomenclature de l’écriture livresque de la période dite gothique”, 
in Nomenclature des écritures livresques du IX

e
 au XVI

e
 siècle. Premier colloque international 

de paléographie latine, Paris, 28–30 avril 1953 (Paris: CNRS, 1954), 32: “A la place de la 
textualis vient la bastarda, la nouvelle lettre des livres, avec des éléments cursifs fixes, mais 
sans boucles”; Joachim Kirchner, Scriptura gothica libraria a saeculo XII usque as finem medii 
aevi LXXXVII imaginibus illustrata (Munich and Vienna: Oldenbourg, 1966), figs 62, 65; Hans 
Foerster, Abriss der lateinischen Paläographie (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1981), figs 33–
34; Françoise Gasparri, Introduction à l’histoire de l’écriture (Turnhout: Brepols, 1994), 111–
112. 
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as “loopless bastarda” (“schleifenlose Bastarda”).
25

 Lieftinck later introduced the 
term hybrida, which Obbema defines simply as a “mengschrift” combining one-
compartment a and the long descenders of f and straight s of littera cursiva with the 
straight ascenders of b, h, k, and l of the littera textualis.

26
 

One can note the dominant letter forms of the scribe’s first attempt: cursive, 
one-compartment a with very faint spikes (fig. I.1), an angular uncial d (fig. I.4), the 
flat-topped, spiked Rücken-g, characteristic for Northern hybrida scripts (fig. I.5), the 
pointed descenders of f, p (fig. I.8) and straight s (fig. I.18) – the latter having the 
dagger shape characteristic for bastarda and some hybrida scripts –, and the cursive 
b-shaped round s in final positions (fig. I.17). Shading occurs in capitals Q (l. 14, fig. I. 
23) and T (l. 14). 

The ductus favours angularity and broken forms, especially visible in the 
shapes of d, r and v. The page looks neat and elegant, displaying a highly legible text, 
with very few abbreviations – but this was obviously not good enough for the 
humanistic taste of the bishop of Oradea. The first page was crossed out, but 
fortunately the bifolium containing it was not eliminated, which gives one the rare 
occasion to watch the scribe’s versatility in adapting his hand to new demands. 

As already said, the scribe’s intention was perhaps to write on fol. 2r 
something resembling an antiqua, but it was obviously a form he had never 
practised. The major humanistic features are all absent.

27
 The scribe still uses the 

Tironian et (7, in the rubric, l. 4), round Gothic s in final positions, although no longer 
in the cursive b-shape (fig. I. 24) and sometimes tending towards straight s in final 
position (see hiis, l. 28, fig. I. 35), v in initial positions, although he renounces the 
broken shape (fig. I.26), and round uncial d (fig. I.12), rather than the straight half-
uncial d of the antiqua. Fusions and ligatures are frequent – cf. be (fig. I.32) and ci 
(fig. I. 28), and or with a round r (fig. I.27) in all positions – cf. ordine (l. 17) or autor 
(l. 18). The i lunga is still present, and forms the typical Gothic y/ij (figs I.22/29); 
however, i’s are never dotted, not even as y/ij. The vowel ae/æ does not replace 
Gothic e, as is the case in humanistic manuscripts, and therefore one finds only such 
spellings as Prefatio (l. 1), eque (l. 11), que (l. 25), facte (l. 25) etc. Other spellings 
rebuked by humanists, such as michi (l. 19), apercius, pocius (l. 11), sacius (l. 29), are 
still present. If the second attempt had followed humanistic habits, one would also 

                                                        
25

 Jacques Stiennon, Paléographie du Moyen Âge (Paris: Armand Colin, 1991), 139–141; Karin 
Schneider, Paläographie und Handschriftenkunde für Germanisten: Eine Einführung (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer, 1999), 71–74, fig. 16. 
26

 Lieftinck, G. I. Manuscrits datés conservés dans les Pays-Bas, Tome I: Les manuscrits 
d’origine étrangère (816-c. 1550) (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1964), xiv–
xvii; Pieter Obbema, “De opkomst van een nieuw schrifttype: de littera hybrida”, De 
middeleeuwen in handen: Over de boekcultuur in de late middeleeuwen (Hilversum: Verloren, 
1996), 69. 
27

 See Bischoff, Latin Palaeography, 146. 
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have expected less abbreviations, but the scribe introduced abbreviated forms even 
where the words had been written in full in the discarded draft (e. g. Per, l. 3, patre, 
l. 7, epistule, l. 8). 

What the scribe achieves is a rounded Gothic textual script, with a visible 
chancery pedigree, that renounces loops and cursive letter forms, such as the one-
compartment a (cf. figs I.1/10). Most letters, such as d and g, lose their angularity 
(figs. I.4/12, I.5/13), although b retains it (figs I.2/11). The extremely long and 
pointed descenders of p, and straight s are abandoned in favour of shorter, blunt 
descenders, but they still extend slightly below the baseline (figs. I.8/15, I.18/25). 
The limbs of h are hooked and extend below the baseline, as is customary in Gothic 
script, and contrary to antiqua morphology (fig. I.14). Finally, letter shading is 
abandoned (fig. I. 30). 

To conclude, the Vienna copy of Vitéz’s letters, produced in 1451 in Oradea, 
discloses how a scribe worked in Central Europe, inside a Gothic chancery tradition, 
but also striving to emulate the new humanistic fashion adopted by his sponsor. We 
can actually watch him abandon his elegant, yet highly angular and pointed 
semihybrida formata to adopt a more rounded script that tends towards the 
antiqua, but retains all the features of Gothic textual script.

28
 The first two pages of 

Vienna, ÖNB, Cod. 431 are thus a rare and precious witness of the difficult birth of 
humanistic taste within a dominantly Gothic tradition. 

                                                        
28

 This happened only in Oradea, under Vitéz’s eyes; the copy of Vitéz’s letters in Prague is a 
purely late Gothic product (Archiv Pražskéjo hradu, Knihovna Metropolitní kapituly u sv. Víta, 
MS G.20). Many thanks to Mag. Tomáš Zubec from the Archive of the Prague Castle for 
sending me a picture of this manuscript. 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------–– 
 
    (1)   (2)      (3)      (4)           (5)     (6)      (7)             (8)        (9) 
 
 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------–- 
 
    (10)   (11)        (12)         (13)       (14)        (15)         (16) 
 
 
 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------––– 
 
  (17)        (18)            (19)   (20)         (21)               (22)               (23) 
 
 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------––– 
 
  (24)          (25)          (26)    (27)            (28) (29)             (30) 
 
 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------–––– 

 
     (31)                                     (32) 
 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

      (33)         (34)                 (35) 
 
Fig. I. Individual letter forms and words in Vienna, ÖNB, Cod. 431, fols 1r/2r. 
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Fig. II. © Vienna, ÖNB, Cod. 431, fol. 1r. 
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Fig. III. © Vienna, ÖNB, Cod. 431, fol. 2r. 



 
 
 
 
 

THE SEVEN SAGES AS READING FOR EDIFICATION: MEDIEVAL 

NARRATIVES OF THE SEVEN SAGES OF ROME 
          
 

CSILLA GÁBOR
* 

 
 

Abstract The paper deals with the medieval textual variants of the frame 
story of The Seven Sages of Rome, known and canonised as a masterpiece 
of Renaissance secular entertaining prose, with special emphasis on the 
details of textual tradition and the types of the versions. It presents two 
codices that contain the text: one from Alba Iulia, the other from 
Budapest. The paper analyses the allegorical interpretations (geistliche 
Auslegungen) of the work, which are found only in manuscript versions, 
and which present this secular frame story and the inserted stories in a 
spiritual and devotional dimension, due to which these were used as 
exempla in sermons during the Middle Ages. 
Keywords frame story, interpretation of exempla, sensus litteralis, sensus 
allegoricus, sensus anagogicus, The Seven Sages of Rome, medieval textual 
tradition, exegesis, hermeneutics 

 
 
Something about the preliminaries 
The work mentioned in the title is known to international research as Historia 
septem sapientum, but Hungarian literary history refers to it as the History of 
Emperor Pontianus, connecting it first to a translation by Gáspár Heltai

1
 published 

several times at the turn of the 16
th

-17
th

 century,  and second to a Viennese edition 
from 1573, by an unknown translator.

2
  

                                                        
*
 Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca. gaabor.csilla@gmail.com 

1
 I used the copy of the Teleki Library of Târgu Mureș *Marosvásárhely+: Pontianvs csaszar 

historiaia. Mikeppen az ö fiának Dioclecianusnak hét bölcs és tudos mestereket fogada, kik azt 
tanyitának az hét és nemes tudomanyokra, Lőcse *Levoča+, 1653 (RMNY 2472). Henceforth: 
Heltai-Pontianvs. 
2
 Pontianvs historiaia: az az Het Bölch Mestereknek, mondasit chiwda szep hasonlatossaoual 

foglaluan, mimodon, az Chazar Fiat Diocletianust hetzer halaltul meg mentettet legien, Bécs 
[Vienna], 1573 (RMNY 322). 
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I became interested in this history a long time ago, as a young academic: 
Heltai’s translation is accessible in several modern editions, and as a masterpiece of 
Renaissance secular entertaining prose,

3
 it seemed to be an efficient “bait” for first 

year students, who were, as a rule, reluctant to read old texts. However, during 
seminar discussions guided by often targeted questions, they usually listed their 
discoveries in amazement on the twists and turns of the story, the perfect structure, 
the colourfulness of terms and the outspokenness characteristic of the translator, 
the relation of men and women, and many more. The greatest praise coming from 
the students was to call the work modern. The reason this story was attractive to 
them was that, unlike the majority of Hungarian medieval and Renaissance texts, it 
could be approached only with the help of methods of text analysis, without a great 
deal of contextual knowledge. The Renaissance Year and the conference organised 
on that occasion in Cluj-Napoca in 2008 finally offered the opportunity to finalise this 
long-standing project, summarizing the observations and analyses. My study then 
comprised primarily the context of the history of ideas and rhetoric of the 
Reformation and the Renaissance.

4
  

However, the true origins of the text – apart from the compulsory, yet brief 
references to its Oriental and medieval (even ancient) beginnings – have escaped the 
attention. Literary historical research, as well as the seminar analyses have all 
evaluated it as a typical Renaissance work. The fact that medieval versions could 
offer approaches utterly different than the Renaissance versions, has also escaped 
the attention of researchers. The Viennese Pontianus, which is much closer to the 
medieval versions, and therefore this version too would deserve more attention, has 
also been completely neglected. (Moreover, an analysis which also encompasses the 
cultural context would perhaps reveal that it is not worthless even as translation and 
linguistic accomplishment).  

This study, in completion, rather than criticism, of the accepted knowledge 
in the subject, wants to take a step back in time: it will deal with the medieval 
versions of the Seven Sages. The choice of subject was inspired and motivated by 
two medieval, Latin versions I found in Hungarian territory, relatively unknown so 

                                                        
3
 See the classic study of István Nemeskürty, Heltai Ponciánusa és a magyar reneszánsz 

szórakoztató próza (Heltai’s Poncianus and Hungarian Renaissance popular prose) in Idem, 
Olvasók és olvasmányok: Tanulmányok a régi magyar irodalomról (Readers and readings: 
Studies in Old Hungarian Literature) (Budapest: Magvető, 1984), 118–119, which also 
summarizes the previous research on the work. 
4
 Gábor Csilla, A történet kerete, a keret története: változatok Ponciánusra (The Frame of the 

story, story of the frame: variations on Poncianus) in Erdély reneszánsza: A 2008. október 8–
11. között tartott konferencia előadásai (The Renaissance in Transylvania vol. I. Proceedings of 
the conference on 8–11 October 2008), ed. Gábor Csilla, Luffy Katalin, Sipos Gábor (Cluj-
Napoca: Erdélyi Múzeum-Egyesület, 2009), I. 147–160. English version: Csilla Gábor, “The 
Frame of the Story, the Story of the Frame”, Philobiblon 15 (2010): 176–193. 
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far. Despite reports on these codices at the turn of the 19
th

-20
th

 century, the 
medieval existence or popularity of the history of the seven sages has never been 
given any real insight in previous research. Nevertheless, the subject has been made 
much more accessible by Detlef Roth’s impressive critical edition. Roth recorded and 
described (and also used in the edition of the text) eighty-three predominantly late 

medieval versions  seventy-two manuscripts and eleven printed sources between 

1473 and 1526 , copies from academic libraries all over Europe.
5
 The declared 

purpose of his work is to stimulate further research based on his philological 
clarifications.

6
 Indeed, as I browsed through the work and the previous research on 

it, I found that, despite the enormous amount of international literature, the 
investigations that comprise the specifically medieval features and take into account 
the full text (with the additions that are not included into the Hungarian text) are 
rare and superficial. 
 
Versions and usage possibilities 
In parallel with the investigation of the medieval interpretations and usage of the 
story, one should also look at the textual transmission and the types of the versions. 
The comparison of the manuscripts revealed four basic types based on criteria of 
language, style, content and text form, and the contaminations between the 
versions are relatively rare.

 7
 It should be noted that the numbering does not 

necessarily imply a hierarchy: the recorded differences are related to various ways of 
usage, and the variants can be acknowledged as equivalent.

8
  

 Manuscripts of the first group contain the most complete text, and most 
of them also add moral interpretations

9
 called Reductiones or Moralisationes both to 

                                                        
5
 Detlef Roth, ed., ‘Historia septem sapientum’. Überlieferung und textgeschichtliche Edition, I–

II (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2004). 
6
 Ibid., 4. 

7
 Ibid., 18. 

8
 This is not the place for a comprehensive theoretical treatment of medieval manuscript 

culture, but I agree with Stephen G. Nichols’s statement, based on previous research results, 
illustrating that there is no need of hierarchy among the variants. He speaks about adaptation 
and translatio, “the continual rewriting of past works in a variety of versions, a practice which 
made even the copying of medieval works an adventure in supplementation rather than 
faithful imitation.” Stephen G. Nichols, “Introduction: Philology in a Manuscript Culture. 
Thoughts on the Discipline”, Speculum 65 (1990): 3. 
9
 A consistent use of terminology faces a series of semantic difficulties. The German literature 

uses the term “geistliche Ausgelegung” (which literally means spiritual interpretation), in Latin 
it is “per spiritualem intellectum”, also spiritual interpretation. Accordingly, we could simply 
use the term of spiritual meaning, but, as we shall see, the texts imply something more 
extensive than that. In addition to the unquestionable spiritual or intellectual aspect, there 
are also strong references to devotional or, to some extent, even Gnostic elements. Therefore 
in this paper I will alternately use the terms spiritual and/or intellectual and/or moral.  
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the frame story and the intercalated tales. I shall come back to these later, now let 
me just say that at first sight they seem to be allegorical explanations embedded in 
the text (this means, from a structural point of view, that the interpretation of the 
frame story is placed before the first insert, and the interpretation of the inserts is 
placed before the continuation of the story). A tale and the frame instance 
continuously follow each other, and compared to these, the spiritual interpretations 
of the new paragraph seem like additions, and even allow for a reading when these 
interpretations are left out altogether. Most codices which contain the Historia, also 
contain the Gesta Romanorum, and often also devotional treatises and sermons, 
indicating that these texts are used foremost for edificatory purposes.  

The texts of the second group are close to the first, the only difference is 
that only around a third of the manuscripts (9 of the 26 inventoried to date) contain 
spiritual explanations, and these are always placed at the end of the story as a 
separate unit and are always fragmentary, do not contain moralizations on the 
whole story. However, there are two manuscripts, traced back to a common source 
(one in the library of Würzburg, and the other in Bamberg), which claim that these 
appendices can be used in sermons with this subtitle: Incipit Moralitas Cuiuslibet 
hystorie in Speciali et sunt omnes predicabiles et proprijssime ad mores hominum 
trahende. This implies that these stories can also be used as exempla in sermons, 
and all of them are extremely appropriate to improve one’s morals. The moral use is 
thus still very clear, precisely due to these edificatory parts.  
The third group contains a significantly shortened text that can be traced back to the 
second, which adds new explanations both to the frame story and to the inserted 
stories. These are then embedded again in the story similarly to the first group. 
Detlef Roth concludes, based on the briefness of the stories, that these versions 
were primarily used for preaching.  

Finally, the fourth group differs significantly from the previous three in 
composition, it contains a much shorter text than the first or second group, 
sometimes omitting certain episodes. The division of the text basically follows that 
of the first group, but the spiritual interpretations are secondary, and in some cases 
they are left out altogether from the manuscript. The context of the texts in these 
manuscripts is a moralised Gesta Romanorum, as a further indication of their usage 
as preaching or devotional material.

10
  

 
Something about the codices in Alba Iulia and Budapest  
Two manuscript versions of the history of the seven sages, slightly different both in 
their text and in their textual tradition are in the possession of the Batthyaneum 
Library in Alba Iulia (Gyulafehérvár),

11
 Romania and the University Library in 

                                                        
10

 Details on the four versions: Roth, ed., Historia, 177–182. 
11

 Call number: R II. 75. 
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Budapest, Hungary.
12

 Not much is known about the 15
th

-century paper codex of the 
Batthyaneum, except for what the codex itself (as an object and as a text) tells us. 
Since it contains no possessor notes, its provenance is also a matter of uncertainty. 
What we know about it was written down by Elemér Varjú at the end of the 19

th
 

century with reference to the manuscripts and incunabula preserved in the Library. 
He claims that it cannot be verified but there is evidence that the material had 
arrived to the Batthyaneum as part of the Migazzi collection.

13
  The codex displays a 

bastarda type writing
14

 favoured in the late Middle Ages mainly by the scribal 
industry. According to Lajos Katona and Elemér Varjú, it was written in the mid-15

th
 

century by a scribe who was probably a German native,
15

 and it is a typical example 
of what we usually call a codex with mixed content. The first part contains the 
Psalms commentaries attributed to a 14

th
-century mathematician, astronomer and 

theologian, Heinrich Heinbuche von Langenstein, and to Saint Bernard of Clairvaux 
with the title Expositio psalmorum (2ra–182rb),

16
 followed after a blank half page by 

the Historia septem sapientum moralizata (183ra–212rb), then the Gesta 
Romanorum also moralizata (212rb–293ra), and finally a pseudo-Bernardian sermo 
“de assumption Beatae Virginis” (293va–295ra). The codex is in quite a bad state, the 
inner-bottom part of the leaves are torn, therefore the centre of the pages is often 
missing, and the rest is also often stained, as if having been wet. (Katona also 
reported on the damaged state of the codex, but he also said that “today almost the 
whole text can be read still, except perhaps one or two lines”.

17
 By now quite a few 

lost lines or half-lines exist already.) 
 Some external observations should also be made on the division of the 
Seven Sages-story within the codex: the individual units – frame story, inserted 
stories and the moralisations at the end of every unit – are divided by not very 
ornate initials, visibly serving transparency rather than decoration. The title of the 
Empress’s tale and the Masters’ tale only appears once on the margin, almost 
incidentally (arbor, 185va). Later on this mark is abandoned, the units are signalled 
by larger letter size and numbering (Prima narracio imperatricis, 185va; Prima 
narracio primi magistri, 186va and so on). A fortunate turn in the story for the 
Emperor’s son is also marked by larger letter size, in a title-like manner: filius ductus 

                                                        
12

 Call number: Cod. Lat. 25. 
13

 Elemér Varjú, “A gyulafehérvári Batthyány-könyvtár” (The Batthyány Library of Alba Iulia), 
Magyar Könyvszemle (1899): 209–243. 
14

 On the type of writing see Zsigmond Jakó, Radu Manolescu, A latin írás története (History of 
the Latin script) (Budapest: Európa Könyvkiadó, 1987), 162. 
15

 Cf. Katona Lajos, “A Gesta Romanorum gyulafehérvári kézirata” (The Alba Iulia manuscript 
of the Gesta Romanorum), Egyetemes Philologiai Közlöny (1900): 369–370. 
16

 Robertus Szentiványi, Catalogus concinnus librorum manuscriptorum Bibliothecae 
Batthyánianae (Szeged, 1958), 118. 
17

 Katona, “A Gesta Romanorum gyulafehérvári…”, 369. 
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fuerit ad imperatorem (205rb), then a rubrum marks the end of a story: Explicit 
Historia VII sapientum cum moralizacionibus (212rb). The concluding sentence of the 
following text, the Gesta Romanorum: “Expliciunt Gesta romanorum imperatorum 
moralizata a quodam fratre minorum et cetera” (293ra) betrays the Franciscan origin 
of the codex. 
 Compared to the Alba Iulia codex, the one in Budapest

18
 is better known. It 

was called Sztárai codex by Lajos Katona, who reported about it in 1898,
19

 and 
Gusztáv Heinrich as well in the same year.

20
 The codex contains signs that hint to its 

production in Hungary, which makes it even more valuable for a philologist searching 
for the medieval traces of the history of the seven sages on Hungarian territory. The 
note in red

21
 of the thirsty scribe (hogh yhathnam) is a refreshing Hungarian 

presence in the Latin text, but the reference to Várad and the date 1474 on leaf 47ra 
(1474 varadini) is more than that, a useful argument for the early diffusion of the 
Historia on the Hungarian territory. Another “mark” is the name of the Hungarian 
scribe, Máté Sztárai, who made the copy on the commission of the Episcopal 
governor of Várad, László Egervári, and whose identity could be established by 
Katona

22
 with the help of the signature of codex 71 of the University Library. This 

report has then found its place in Hungarian historiography; Klára Csapodiné 
Gárdonyi wrote, for example, after repeating the findings of János Csontosi and Lajos 
Katona, that the codex contained “a fairly good text variant of the Gesta 
Romanorum and a short summary of the History of Pontianus”.

23
 

 Katona was concerned in the first place by the Gesta Romanorum in case of 
both codices, but my interest in this finely executed paper codex written in neat 
bastarda script and preserved in good condition was the Historia septem sapientum. 
The scribe’s choice not to collect texts of various topics but include only two texts 

                                                        
18

 Online access: http://images.konyvtar.elte.hu/ECodLat25/. Accessed on 28 November 2016. 
19

 Katona Lajos, “A Gesta Romanorum Sztárai-codexe”, Egyetemes Philologiai Közlöny (1898): 
400–411. It should be mentioned that this codex returned to Hungary, into the possession of 
the University Library of Budapest in 1877 with other Corvinae, as a gift from Sultan Abdul 
Hamid II. However, Lajos Katona (referring to János Csontosi) claims that it is one of those 
codices “of which we can only secondarily suppose that were preyed by the Turks from King 
Matthias’s library or the old Hungarian royal library.” (Ibid., 402.) 
20

 Heinrich Gusztáv, “Bevezetés”, Pontianvs historiája Bécs 1573, ed. Heinrich Gusztáv 
(Budapest, 1898), 35.  
21

 Mentioned by Heinrich, “Bevezetés”, 35., and also Katona “Gesta Romanorum Sztárai”, 404. 
22

 Katona, “Gesta Romanorum Sztárai…”, 403. 
23

 Csapodiné Gárdonyi Klára, “A budapesti Egyetemi Könyvtár korvinái” (Corvinas of the 
University Library of Budapest), Magyar Könyvszemle 3 (1981): 224. In the light of the 
philological analysis of the codex, the term “short summary” needs some clarifications, to 
which I shall return later on. Also: Bibor Máté János, “A kéziratos és a nyomtatott könyv” 
(Manuscript and printed books), Az Egyetemi Könyvtár Évkönyvei, Budapest (2007): 233. 
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can be regarded as conventional in that age, given the large number of such 
combinations.  
 The new stories both in the Gesta and the Historia are signalled by a 
discrete initial in red. The decoration is moderate, once again its primary function is 
division rather than ornament. The applicatio is marked on the margins, in red or 
black, or sometimes with a pointing finger. In some places there are also keywords 
or insertions on the margins. The story of the seven sages begins at the bottom of 
leaf 83vb with only the incipit: “Hic incipitur historia vij sapientum magistrorum et 
philosophorum bene moralisata de quodam filio regis ffamosissimi et boni”. The 
story proper starts on the next leaf (84ra), with a large, fairly decorative initial. The 
first 1–9 lines of the story are written in larger, gradually decreasing letter size.  
 It is also important to note that, in addition to the initials, the inserted 
stories and their application are also marked in the text with subtitles which guide 
the interpretation, e.g. 85va: Prima narracio Imperatricis contra filium regis qui ex 
casu debebat loqui, followed by the application: Applicacio prime narrationis 
Imperatricis prout contra filium regis cogitavit (85vb). Then: Narracio primi magistri 
de filio regis (86ra), the application of the master’s story is not marked, nor is the 
target of the story (who or what it is written against). Then: Secunda narracio 
Imperatricis (86va), followed by: Applicatio narracionis Imperatricis (86vb), and so 
on, till the end of the history. The applications in case of the masters’ stories are not 
separated from the text, only in case of the Empress’ stories. I shall return to the 
possible reasons for this, now in anticipation let me only say that it is connected to 
the difference in the opponents’ way of argumentation: the masters’ exempla are 
very short and they imply the possibility of application, while the applicability of the 
Empress’ stories against the Emperor’s son and the masters needs detailed 
explanation, to say the least. Also, it draws the reader’s attention to the two distinct 
methods of application.  
 Next to the story of the Emperor’s son, the scribe also marks the 
application: Narracio ffilij Imperatoris contra Imperatricem et eius austuciam que 
valde dolose egit (97vb), and: Reduccio narrationis filij Imperatoris contra 
cauillaciones et mendacia Imperatricis et sic finem non habuit bonum (102ra). 
 While in the Alba Iulia version the moral and spiritual interpretations were 
inserted between the stories, in this one these make up a separate unit after the 
epic part, and the scribe marks the end of the story and the beginning of the 
interpretation: Explicit historia septem sapientum quantum ad textum. Et incipiuntur 
narracionem morales predicte quantum ad prolatum et sic est finis (102rb). The story 
itself is complete, but the explanations stop with the interpretation of the fourth 
master’s story: the text promises the Reduccio narracionis 4ti magistri (104va), but 
the interpretation is missing. The spiritual interpretation of the frame story is also 
missing from this codex.  
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 Summing up the findings, it is clear: the Alba Iulia manuscript belongs to the 
first group, the Budapest manuscript to the second, and both were undoubtedly 
meant for devotional purposes.  
 
Per spiritualem intellectum: the attached interpretations. On the frame story and 
its attachments 
Being aware of the medieval ways of writing and reading and the use of texts, it does 
not strike one as a surprise that this work, functioning also as a collection of 
exempla, has its allegorical interpretations which convey its spiritual meaning.

24
 

Consequently, these interpretations should not be regarded as inorganic additions, 
although this is what happened both in Hungarian and other literatures. When 
Georg Buchner edited the work in 1889 based on the earliest known manuscript 
from Innsbruck from 1342, he mentioned that every story of the Historia has a 
reductio, but he did not include these into the printed edition as he considered them 
unnecessary additions.

25
 Brigitte Weiske treated at some length the previously 

ignored spiritual interpretations of the Gesta Romanorum, a frequent codex 
neighbour of the Historia (indeed, her interest is an exception).

26
 Ralf-Henning 

Steinmetz
27

 and Detlef Roth
28

 both claimed that it would be important to treat this 
aspect of the works as well, but no thorough analysis has been performed so far.  
 The versions are accompanied by two kinds of spiritual interpretations to 
the frame story: one is part of the first and second versions (henceforth: A), the 
other is part of the third (henceforth: B). The fourth version only explains the 
inserted stories (marked with C).  
 According to explanation A, the Emperor should be understood as every 
person whose only son is their soul; they entrust it to the seven sages, that is, the 

                                                        
24

 The allegorical interpretation of works of the most varied genres, subjects or provenance 
was a tradition in the Middle Ages: Homer, Vergil, the Roman de la Rose, or the Poetic Edda 
were all endowed with allegorical meanings, and although medieval theologians liked to 
emphasize the essential difference between rhetorical and exegetical allegoresis, the actual 
interactions between them cannot be overlooked. (Cf. Hartmut Freytag, Die Theorie der 
allegorischen Schriftdeutung und die Alleorie in deutschen Texten besonders des 11. und 12. 
Jahrhunderts [Bern, Munich: Francke, 1982], 15.) Dante himself in Epistola XIII also 
differentiates between the literal and allegorical or moral or anagogical interpretation of the 
Divine Comedy (Dante to Cangrande, 7).  
https://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/cangrande.english.html. Accessed on 28 November 2016  
25

 Georg Buchner, Die Historia septem sapientum nach der Innsbrucher Handschrift v. J. 1342. 
(Erlangen, Leipzig, 1889), 6. 
26

 Brigitte Weiske, Gesta Romanorum. Bd. I.: Untersuchungen zu Konzeption und Überlieferung 
(Tübingen: May Niemeyer, 1992), 25–29. 
27

 Ralf-Henning Steinmetz, Exempel und Auslegung: Studien zu den »Sieben weisen Meistern« 
(Freiburg: Universitätsverlag, 2000), 48. 
28

 Roth, ed., Historia, 2. 
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seven acts of mercy, who will feed and teach them (ad nutriendum, doctrinandum 
tradere

29
), and lead them to eternal salvation. The sages build him a house outside 

Rome and fill it with the seven noble arts: this is how man must grow in everything 
which is not the vanity of the world, he must accept in his heart the seven virtues so 
that all his desire may be his growth in a life of God’s love. In the story the 
stepmother calls the son home: similarly, the body asks for bodily pleasures. The 
Emperor (that is, man) loves his wife (that is, the body) so much that he fulfils all 
her/its desires. The messenger who takes the letter is the evil thought, the letter is 
the consent to the evil thought.

30
  

 The narrative line of correspondences is replaced by an adhortative 
passage, when the sages observe the stars: “Fac ergo tu, homo, sicut illi fecerunt.”

31
 

That is, you should do the same, man, if you have evil thoughts, talk about it in 
confession and look at it in the light of the Holy Scriptures: there you will clearly 
recognise in the stars, that is, in divine justice, that if you give yourself over to bodily 
action, you will pay for the very first of such actions with death, eternal death.

32
 The 

parallel narration goes on: if they do not obey, the sages will lose their head; that is, 
if you do not suffer temptation this way, you will lose your crown as if it were your 
head. It is desirable therefore that the son understands from the little star, the 
divine mercy, that if he binds himself to seven days of silence, that is, he stays free 
from sin all his life, he will be saved, although he will face many troubles.  
 The stepmother wants to seduce the son, but he resists: this is how the 
wretched body drives the soul to sin. But – the explanation exhorts again – if you 
stand strongly against sin, you will please God.  
 The stepmother accuses the son who is taken to the scaffold every day, but 
the sages save him each time: the man striving for sanctity is often judged by the evil 
world, but his virtues always save him from mortal sin. The son eventually speaks on 
the eighth day, and saves himself as well as the masters, while the empress is burnt: 
the chosen man is glorified in eternal life, and his body, that is, his bodily desires 
which had previously held him captive, are eliminated by penitence. “Et sic poterit 
sine fine regnare.”

33
  

                                                        
29

 Ibid., 249. 
30

 Ibid., 249–250. (Since there are no significant differences, only stylistically relevant word 
order changes between this critical edition and the manuscript texts, I refer to the critical 
edition throughout the text).  
31

 Ibid., 250. 
32

 Ibid., 250, “Si cogitatio ad cor tuum veniat cum consensu, aperias consensum per 
confessionem et respice in firmamento, id est in sacra scriptura, in qua plane inuenies in vna 
stella, id est per diuinam iusticiam, quod, si vadas ad opera carnalia, in primo verbo, id est in 
primo opere, morte morieris, morte eterna.”  
33

 Ibid., 251. 
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 For the sake of comparison, here is the summary of the shorter B version. In 
this, the emperor is the Heavenly Father, and his son is the man whom he entrusts 
with the seven masters, meaning the five senses and reason and intellect (rationi et 
intellectui). These build a home for the man in a garden, ornated with the seven 
noble arts: they present man with eternity. The emperor marries: his wife signifies 
judgment; she wants to see the man, that is, to judge his life. The legation of the 
seven masters (the senses, reason and intellect) should be such that they would 
make the man be seen. The sages know from the stars, namely, from the writings 
and teachings, that if a man says one single word the first day, he will die a death 
(morte morieris), i. e., if God judged everyman right away, he would be lost. So one 
should act like the emperor’s son: be silent, be humble in front of God, and take the 
seven masters to hold on for him for seven days: for thus he uses all his strength to 
do good through seven-fold penitence. This way he will escape the judgment of the 
Father and the curse of the mother – i. e., judgment – and will be are saved together 
with his senses, his reason and his intellect.

34
  

 The spiritual correspondences with the elements of the narration are visible 
and traceable in the case of both explanations, just like the parallelisms of the 
interpretations: Diocletian’s individual story becomes a general example of human 
fate from the creation through committing sins, the troubles of earthly life, the 
dangers of damnation to the possible perspective of salvation. The procedure 
respects every criterion of allegorical thinking, the exegetic and rhetorical roots of 
allegory are readily visible: while it does not suspend, nor dismisses in the 
background the importance of the primary narrative as the literal sense (sensus 
litteralis) or the dynamic of the plot, it adds to each of its elements a secondary 
meaning by the recognizing or creating analogies. This way a coherent “other world” 
is created, a diversiloquium, or – regarding the thematic and conceptual difference 
between the literal and allegorical meanings – even an alieniloquium.

35
 This 

procedure matches perfectly to that endlessly repeated exegetical tradition 
inherited from the Church Fathers to the Middle Ages that the recording of the mere 
facts, the surface must be followed by a deeper sense, a mystery, which is revealed 
by the allegorical interpretation. This context also reveals another allegory: it 
connects the historical meaning with reading, and the allegorical meaning with 
understanding.

36
 And – perhaps unnecessary to mention – this exegetical procedure 

can be extended to other text types as well. As evidence for this stands precisely the 
reflexivity of the text of the seven sages: finishing the first part of the frame story, 

                                                        
34

 Ibid., 487–488. 
35

 Gerhard Kurz refers to the definition on allegory of Johann Gerhard Vossius, cf. Gerhard 
Kurz, Metapher, Allegorie, Symbol (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 34. 
36

 See the analysis of Henri de Lubac on allegorical exegesis, with many examples: Medieval 
Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, vol. 2, (Grand Rapids–Edinburgh: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. – T & T Clark Ltd, 2000), 83–89. 
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before moving on to the first interpretation, the narrator “speaks out” from the text, 
announcing the added moralitas, while also referring to the importance of the 
mystical meaning.

37
  

 The exegetical method also stretches the basic rhetorical meaning of the 
allegory as a chain of metaphors.

38
 For, at a closer look, in addition to static 

correspondences – namely, that each character of the narration has a corresponding 
character in the allegory – processes, events, actions are also brought into play: the 
soul is fed and instructed, the body asks for pleasure, the soul reaches understanding 
through divine mercy, and so on. It is also interesting that the interpretations in 
version B, maybe due to their shortness, make better use of this dynamic possibility 
when focussing more on processes than in version A. This is expressed linguistically 
in a direct and consistent way: addressing the readers/listeners personally in second 
person singular, and identifying them with the subject of the narration and the 
allegory. This way it makes them involved in what happens in the world and context 
of the narration. This linguistic formula implies: the story is about you. I see this 
version, compared to the distant, simply informational character of version A (which 
is only rarely interrupted by the personal addressing of the reader), as a message 
more spiritual, more devotional and meditative.

39
  

 There is another feature of version B that must be mentioned: the 
dissonance between some of the characters of the primary story and their allegorical 
“copy”. This is the case of the empress, whose well-known traits, in addition to her 
evilness, are lust and greed, and a stubborn unscrupulousness in her repeated 
attempts for seven days to kill the prince. One mustn’t wonder therefore if she is 
used in the spiritual interpretation as a metaphor for the guilty desires of the body, 
and her actions in the story are likened to the wily manoeuvres of tempting for sin 
(this is the case in version A.) In B however, she is identified with human judgment, 
considered valuable, as a gift. The fact that she called home the prince is nothing 
more than the judgment awaiting every human being, therefore in a moral 
perspective it counts positively, or at least neutrally. This interpretation can of 
course be in harmony with the internal logic of the reductio, the intention to 
emphasise the human freedom (and responsibility and sinfulness), but no matter 
how we look at it, it does not match the passionate fluctuations of the primary story. 
What is more, it definitely counters the tradition that sees the story of the seven 

                                                        
37

 Roth, ed., Historia, 487: “Nota, quod reduccio iam inponitur, sed postcedens racio 
concordat cum predicta racione, nisi semper moralitas interponitur propter misticum sensum 
etc.”  
38

 Cf. Quintilianus, Institutio oratoria, IX.2.46: “allegoriam facit continua metaphora”. 
39

 Just a short example from interpretation B of the frame story: “Tunc imperator accipit 
vxorem, id est iudicialem potestatem, que cupit te videre, id est iudicare vitam tuam. Et sic fiet 
legacio septem magistris, (…) vt te presentent.” (Roth, ed., Historia, 488.) 
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sages as a parable of misogyny and the justification of its ideology.
40

 However, this 
perspective in the present article is merely an interesting addition.  
 The allegorical interpretations, at a closer look, focus on, and draw 
attention to, the moral evaluation of human life and actions, staying within the 
dimension of temporality, but their horizon is an anagoge understood as a 
development of eternal life, or the allegorical meaning.

41
  

 We cannot analyse all the moralisations one by one, but it is worth 
nevertheless to make some summarizing observations on these.  
 
Synthetically on reductio 
If we read through the inserted stories without the applications and spiritual 
interpretations, we can find edifying stories on many versions of the opposition of 
good and evil. The narratives are shaped usually by the conflict of appearance and 
reality (Arbor, Canis, partly Puteus and Avis, Sapientes, Virgilius, Inclusa), 
complications around a love triangle (Puteus, Avis, partly Tentamina, Inclusa, Vidua), 
actions inspired by greed and envy (Gaza, Amantes, Medicus) or a combination of 
these. The structure of the stories is often similar, and so are the protagonists. A 
typical, recurring character is the emperor or king, the knight or the townsman, and 
of course all of them are blessed or cursed with a deceptive wife. It is also not 
indifferent that the husbands are mostly old and jealous, while the wives are 
attractive and young (although the interpretations usually fail to mention any of 
this). With such an onset, the story cannot really continue in any other way than the 
young wife deceiving her old and sullen husband with the help of a young lover. 
Then there are animals, objects and plants which behave like humans (they are good 
or evil), making adequate terrains for allegories. Their judgment in the story depends 
of course on the interest of the narrator: it is not accidental that the characters 
usually call exemplum what the narrator’s title refers to as narracio.  
 What are the correspondences that can be made between these characters 
and stories by the moralisatio? The emperor for instance can be identified with the 
Christian man, with the heavenly Father (in addition to the frame story, also in Aper, 
Amatores, Vaticinium/Amici); Christ (Gaza, Amatores), the man in the world, the 
powerful men of the world (Sapientes), or the man purified in baptism (Virgilius). 
The emperor’s/king’s wife can be (potest dici, as it is often read in the explanations) 
the church or the good conscience (Sapientes), or even man’s soul on the likeness of 
God, or man’s pure soul whom he loves very much (movingly this latter precisely in 
the Inclusa). And even more, the beautiful woman that the hideous, swollen-bodied 

                                                        
40

 The problematics of misogyny is repeatedly treated from different angles in Bea Lundt’s 
monography: Weiser und Weib. Weisheit und Geschlecht am Beispiel der Erzähltradition von 
den »Sieben Weisen Meistern« (12. bis 15. Jahrhundert) (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2002). 
41

 On the Patristic and early medieval approaches to the anagogical interpretation, containing 
also instances of devotional history, see: Freytag, Die Theorie…, 35–36. 
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king wants in the Senescalus is also an allegory of the soul purified by baptism. The 
woman, here, is therefore the embodiment of all kinds of divine values: their beauty 
is a theological category, a sign and a consequence of man’s likeness to God.  
 Other gentlemen of the stories are objects of similar identifications: the 
townsman can be any man, emperor, prelate (Arbor), Christian, or a man trained in 
divine teaching (Avis); the knight can also be identified with the man in the world, 
the Christian (Canis, Vidua), and also Christ (Vidua), the true Christian, the man 
immersed in the world (Puteus), Adam, our father (Gaza, Vaticinium/Amici), and the 
credulous man (Tentamina); or going deep enough, the devil itself (Amatores, 
Inclusa), and even the world – the case of the knight dreaming about the captive 
queen from afar (Inclusa).  
 The seven sages who appear in only two of the stories (Senescalus, 
Vaticinium/Amici) are identified with everything that can be connected to the 
number seven in theology: the seven deadly sins, the seven acts of mercy, the seven 
sacraments, the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit.  
 Wives of less aristocratic characters or other women sometimes also appear 
as seducers, but this role is not exclusive: the adulterous wife in Avis represents the 
pleasures of the body; it is true however, that in a different interpretation it signifies 
the Christians entrusted to the prelate. In yet other interpretation it is the body 
(Canis, Puteus, Vidua), but also the soul whom Christ took as his bride (Puteus, 
Tentamina, Vidua), vanity of vanities (Puteus), the world (Amatores). The two 
daughters of the knight of Gaza: the soul and free will; in other places the two 
essences: the spiritual and the physical, namely the love of God and of man; or, in a 
different understanding, pleasure and delight. The emperor’s daughter married to 
the shepherd boy in Aper is the mercy and the human soul; the mother of the 
deceptive wife in Tentamina is identified with the world and the church.  
 Finally, there are some considerations to be made about the allegory of 
natural beings (ignoring specific objects like the tower identified as a broken heart in 
Tentamina). Ravens because of their black colour exemplify the vanity of life, the 
desire of eyes and the body, and the sinful man (Vaticinium/Amici), the other bird, 
the truthful magpie stands for conscience, the preacher, and even Christ (Avis). The 
dog naturally means reason, good will, good conscience, just like the falcon (Canis), 
while the snake and the wild boar are the representations of Satan (Canis, Aper). The 
forest stands for the well known world, while the shepherd – no wonder – is the 
preacher himself (Aper). 
 Let me stop here: it is clear that some of the correspondences have long 
been fixed and are widely known, others are results of occasional identifications with 
a momentary use (although it is also possible that we, degenerate new-medieval 
postmoderns, fail to recognise them). It is also clear that the correspondences may 
place the characters on completely opposite poles (nothing is impossible for an 
allegoriser), or that they may at times be optional (not to say arbitrary), but they still 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
28 

 

offer a context – or we should say, a bit frivolously, a hermeneutical situation – for 
these stories. Furthermore, they have a common feature: the connection between 
the literal (within the story) and the allegorical meaning guides the attention from 
the heavenly to the earthly, from the visible to the invisible, from the known to the 
unknown.  
 But how do the mere stories relate to the situation in which they are told, 
what is the strategy of argumentation they become part of? How does the 
interpretive situation of the frame story treat the exemplum-stories becoming 
arguments in the moralizations? 
 
The interpretations of the empress and the masters 
The circumstances of telling the first inserted story are memorable: the empress 
wants to warn Pontianus about the dangers awaiting him by the story of Arbor, and 
to make it more emphatic, she also explains it, although the emperor does not seem 
to need it.

42
 At the end of the story the empress asks her husband if he understood 

what he had heard, to which the emperor answers: “Peroptime”. The empress 
continues still: “Now I will explain what I have said.”

43
 And the explanation goes: 

“The noble tree is you, through whom the ill, the poor and others find help.
44

 The 
small pine tree under the tree is your cursed son, who started to grow through 
knowledge. He now strives to cut the branches of your power, to get air, that is, 
fame and praise. After that he will ruin you so that he can rule after your death. So 
what if this happens? The ill and the poor will curse those who could have killed your 
son but didn’t. So I advise you that while you are in the prime of your power and 
health, kill him, lest the curse of the poor reach you.”

45
 Before making any remarks, 

let’s see the application of the first master, Bancillus, to his own story. After telling 

                                                        
42

 The medieval text and the Viennese edition are more sophisticated in suggesting the 
importance of the explanation than Heltai’s text. While the two former texts include a 
dialogue between the empress and the emperor after the story to check the understanding, in 
the latter version the empress’ application continues right after the story (see e.g. Bécsi 
Poncianus 85; Heltai-Poncianus C2 r–v.) 
43

 Roth, ed., Historia, 253: „Hiis dictis ait imperatrix: »Domine, intellexisti, que dixi?« At ille: 
»Peroptime.« Que ait: »Iam exponam, que dixi.«” 
44

 There is nothing unusual about this approach, the pine tree was the sign of power in the 
Middle Ages. 
45

 Roth, ed., Historia, 253–254: “Arbor ista tam nobilis est persona tua, per quam infirmi, 
pauperes et ceteri alii auxilium inueniunt. Pinella sub arbore est filius tuus maledictus, qui iam 
incipit per doctrinam suam crescere. Ille vero studet, in quantum potest, ramos potencie tue 
euellere, út aerem, id est famam ac laudem humanam, habebat. Deinde personam tuam 
propriam destruet, út post decessum tuum regnet. Sed si fiet sic, quid eueniet? Certe 
pauperes ac debiles dabunt maledicciones omnibus illis, qui potuerunt filium tuum destruere 
et non fecerunt. Consulo ergo, dum es in tua potestate ac sanitate, ut eum destruas, út 
malediccionem pauperum non incurras.”  
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the story, Canis, he also asks the emperor if he heard the story well, and the answer 
is again “Peroptime”. The master only adds: if the emperor kills his son as advised by 
the empress, he would do worse than the knight of the exemplum with his dog.

46
 

 The empress’ explanation applies all elements of her story to the emperor 
and his son, and structurally it is exactly the same as the spiritual interpretations 
discussed above: in that parallel world, everything corresponds to something else. 
The only (yet essential) difference from the spiritual interpretations is that, while in 
the empress’ narration the individual story is connected to an individual explanation, 
the reductiones are generalised.  
 However, the master chooses a different solution: he only warns the 
emperor of the analogical situation without any kind of allegory, and the way he 
achieves it is to disprove the empress’ attitude and implicitly her story. He adds no 
further details to the argumentative force of his story.

47
  

 There is no significant difference in the methods of argumentation also in 
what follows, the empress explains her stories element by element, while the 
masters always use short applications. The function of this is revealed if we 
corroborate them with other stories and their explanations. In the stories above the 
power- and value-relations between the characters were clear, and the stories, at 
least at a first glance, explained themselves. (There is, of course, some devious 
tendentiousness in how the empress identified the son with the little pine tree, 
which she presented as active, contrary to its role in the plot, while it would have 
been very much at hand to identify it with the empress; however, in that case her 
own exemplum would have spoken against the narrator and her intentions. Or it 
would have been possible to highlight the role of the fictional emperor in destroying 
the old tree, but then the empress should have also had to formulate a different 
message.) 
 However, the empress’ second story, Aper, told on the second day, does 
indeed need the special interpretation of its narrator, for it could not serve her 
interests otherwise. The shepherd in the story acts as a rescuer in the given 
situation, and although he cunningly kills the wild boar who threatens the people, he 
earns the emperor’s daughter and (as inheritance, after the emperor’s death) his 
country based on the emperor’s promise. The story is therefore about the struggle 
between good and evil, the message is unequivocal, and any average listener could 
easily establish the good and evil sides. Nevertheless, the empress offers a 
completely opposite interpretation: the wild boar is the positive character 
representing Pontianus’s power and strength, while the shepherd and his staff 
represent Diocletian and his knowledge, and the scratching of the boar to sleep 

                                                        
46

 Ibid., 264: “Amen dico vobis, si uos filium vestrum propter verbum vxoris vestre occiditis, 
peius vobis eueniet quam illi de leporario suo.”  
47

 Cf. Steinmetz, Exempel…, 133. 
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means the deceitful stories of the masters. Here the shepherd turns thus into a 
negative figure who, if not stopped, wants to drive his master out of his country. The 
empress’ interpretation fails to take into account two important circumstances 
appearing in the similarities: one is that the beast does endanger the safety of the 
forest and terrorises the people living there, and the other is that the marriage of 
the emperor’s daughter would also solve the problem of the inheritance of the 
throne, and does not mean to seize the emperor’s power. At the same time, the 
interpretation also questions the value of wisdom, as it is presented to be an 
illusion.

48
 The inherent message of the story and the empress’ explanation are thus 

utterly contradictory, which makes the reader suspicious also about the rest: is it 
correct to take her interpretation for granted?

49
  

 The empress and the sages are not only opposed in their intention to make 
the emperor take or preserve the life of Diocletian, but also in their methods. It has 
already been said that the empress explains her stories exactly on their reverse; one 
manifestation of this is allegory. In contrast, the masters’ unequivocal stories simply 
make references to important aspects of the frame story: the dangers of a hasty 
judgment (Canis, Avis), the fact that the voice of a slanderous wife can turn things 
upside down (Puteus) and so on. Speaking about the two kinds of use of exempla, 
Steinmetz draws attention to the fact that the interpretations of the masters refer 
the future possibilities: if you killed the boy, you would end up like...

50
 This part of 

the difference I do not consider to be that clear, for instance precisely in the case of 
Arbor, which the empress explains from the point of view of the future 
consequences of Diocletian’s staying alive. For, after identifying the larger tree with 
the emperor and the smaller one with the emperor’s son, and explained the story as 
an allegory of Diocletian’s ambitions, she continues: “and if this is so, the poor will 
curse you”,

51
 using futurum imperfectum in the Latin text: “Sed si fiet sic, quid 

eueniet? Certe pauperes ac debiles dabunt [italics mine] maledicciones omnibus illis, 
qui potuerunt filium tuum destruere et non fecerunt.”

52
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 Roth, ed., Historia, 271: “Aper iste tam fortis personam tuam designat, cui nullus potest 
resistere fortis nec sapiens. pastor iste cum baculo pastorali personam filii tui maledicti 
designat, qui cum baculo scientcie sue incipiet te deludere in tantum, quod, sicut pastor 
aprum scalpebat et fecit eum dormire et postea occidit, eodem modo magistri filii tui 
maledicti tantum per falsas narraciones te scalpebunt,quod filius tuus te occidet, út regnare 
possit.”  
49

 In general about this problem, cf. Steinmetz, Exempel…; the case of Aper: 91–96. 
50

 Steinmetz, Exempel…, 74. 
51

 Heltai-Poncianus, C2v. 
52

 Roth, ed., Historia, 254, see translation above. 
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Again on allegory 
It has been discussed above that the empress’ explanations of her stories and the 
moralisations are structurally parallel to each other, but the same thing can only be 
said with caution about the masters’ stories. The parallelism also appears in the fact 
that both cases contain unexpected turns: we find interpretations in some cases 
which an average person would hardly think of. However, the allegorical 
explanations do have some consistency in both cases: the empress wants to have 
the prince killed through these, and the reductiones always speak about the 
fundamental theses of moral theology and the perspectives and dangers of the road 
to salvation. Due to the narrative character of the story of Pontianus (and almost to 
the same degree of the inserted stories), the allegory or allegories based on them 
are also narrative in character, containing, of course, occasional descriptive 
elements.

53
 Examples could also be found in the inserted stories, but I will refer now 

to some instances of Canis which were left out of Heltai’s text: the three nannies 
hired by the knight (or the nobleman at Heltai), besides taking care of the child in 
any way, as we read at Heltai, had special tasks in the medieval versions: one has to 
feed him, one has to keep him clean, and one has to watch over his sleep. The 
medieval texts also relate that – what a miracle – the cradle has four legs.

54
 

 These instances have no further relevant function in the story itself, but the 
spiritual interpretations render them suitable for further explanations: in this sense, 
the three nannies are contrition, confession, satisfaction (variants A, C), or senses, 
mind and reason (variant B). Contrition leads the soul to virtue, feeds it with virtues, 
confession washes away the sins, and satisfaction ensures the calmness of good 
deeds (that is, calm sleep).

55
 The legs of the cradle, “Amen dico vobis”, as it is often 

said in the text for the sake of emphasis, are nothing else than the four cardinal 
virtues which offer shelter to the child (or the human soul in the allegorical 
correspondence) in case of danger.

56
 So, what we see here is the description of the 

landscape, the space, an object as it acquires an explanatory function.
57

  
 Beyond their use in sermons or as devotional material, what is the reason 
for the medieval popularity of this creative method? The examples show that the 
semantic ambiguity of the allegorical structure is also connected to some sort of 
hermeneutical situation (there is no work of art without interpretation and reflection 
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 Willi Erzgräber, “Zum Allegorie-Problem,” Zeitschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Linguistik 
8 (1978): 105–121. 
54

 Roth, ed., Historia, 259–261; 660. 
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 Ibid., 267; and 493. 
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 Cf. Kurz, Metapher, 43; 53–54. 
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thereof…), and this duality with multiple meanings is a requirement
58

 which makes 
the reception process truly dynamic. The work can be entertaining and instructive at 
the same time, and neither the author nor the reader must feel remorse because of 
the former function.  
 It is a recurrent statement in the literature that the allegory has a certain 
role of memory support in western culture: it is extremely suitable for preserving 
values.

59
 In a Christian sense, it is the manifestation of the sense of the faith: it 

repeats and represents the message of salvation history in the form of stories we 
would not even suspect. This happens in following the example of Christ who 
preached using exempla and comparisons, knowing that simple people remember 
these concrete stories more easily. At the same time, the literature also warns about 
the allegorical meaning that this is a collective name of the hidden meaning of texts, 
which can be very useful in preaching and private meditation within the hermeneutic 
hierarchy of the levels of exegesis (precisely with regard to the potential reader), but 
is much less functional in speculative theology, where the close commentary and the 
Aristotelian logic go hand in hand.

60
  

 If we leave aside the spiritual interpretations, Diocletian’s story can also be 
read as a story of formation and initiation from early childhood to adulthood (or 
becoming a good ruler), with all its troubles, dangers and pitfalls. The author is also 
aware of this possibility, as shown by the ritual moments of the narration. The 
allegorical interpretations (for we should not fully disregard them) ultimately also 
enhance this process of formation and initiation by guiding the secondary narration 
based on the moral and sometimes even dogmatic details of salvation.  
 

                                                        
58

 Ibid., 35: “Wenn wir einen Text auf eine Allegorie hin verstehen, dann imaginieren wir 
Situationen, in denen z. B. wie hier Schlüsselelemente des Textes einmal die und dann noch 
auch eine andere Bedeutung haben.”  
59

 Cf. Ibid., 45, with further readings.  
60

 Cf. A. J. Minnis, Quadruplex sensus, multiplex modus: Scriptural Sense and Mode in Medieval 
Scholastic Exegesis, in Jon Whitman ed., Interpretation and Allegory. Antiquity to the Modern 
Period (Boston, Leyden: Brill, 2003), 231. 
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APPENDIX 
 

The intercalated stories 
 

No. The narrator Title/type 

1. Empress / 1. Arbor – The tree 

2. Bancillas / 1. Canis – The dog 

3. Empress / 2. Aper – The wild boar 

4. Lentulus / 2. Puteus – The well 

5. Empress / 3. Gaza – The treasure 

6. Katho / 3. Avis – The bird 

7. Empress / 4. Sapientes – The sages 

8. Malquidrac /4. Tentamina – The test  

9. Empress / 5. Virgilius – Virgilius 

10. Josephus /5. Medicus – The doctor 

11. Empress / 6. Senescalus; Roma – The 
seneschal 

12. Cleophas /6. Amatores – The lovers 

13. Empress / 7. Inclusa – The imprisoned queen  

14. Joachim / 7. Vidua – The widos 

15. Emperor’s son (Prince) / 8. Vaticinium; Amici – The friends 

 
 

Translated from the Hungarian by Emese Czintos 
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THE LITURGICAL TEXT AS AUTHORITY IN PELBARTUS DE THEMESWAR’S 

SERMON FOR THE FEAST OF SAINT FRANCIS 
          
 

ESZTER LACZKÓ
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Abstract The present paper focuses on the relationship between liturgy 
and sermon-literature. Despite the fact that theoretical summaries do not 
mention it, there was a common practice that can be observed in the case 
of the sermon-literature of the Middle Ages and thus that of Pelbartus de 
Themeswar, namely that the liturgical texts are used as authorities 
supporting the teachings within the sermon, which explain and express the 
faith of the Church with a legitimacy similar to other prestigious 
references. We can observe the operation of the proverb-like theological 
principle lex orandi lex credendi behind this practice, according to which 
liturgy is also a source of faith, and in some cases it expresses the faith of 
the Church even more perfectly than the somewhat abstract 
manifestations of theology. Pelbartus chooses this particular way of 
reference in sermon 74 in the summer part of the Pomerium de sanctis, in 
which he contemplates on the stigmatization of St Francis. The liturgical 
authorities employed by Pelbartus de Themeswar in his sermons are 
meant to prove the authenticity of Francis’s stigmata and that they are not 
the invention of Pelbartus. We can find the parallels of the method in the 
sermons of Robertus Cracciolus and Osualdus de Lasko, where these 
liturgical citations appear with particular emphasis on their authority-
function. 
Keywords Pelbartus de Themeswar, liturgy, Saint Francis, sermon, 
authority 

 
 
Foreword 
Martin Morard compares the relationship between the thematic sermo

1
 and the 

liturgy of the Middle Ages to a marriage in which liturgy actually takes the sermon as 
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 I use the term thematic sermo based on Edit Madas, referring to scholastic sermons. Edit 

Madas, Középkori prédikációirodalmunk történetéből: A kezdetektől a XIV. század elejéig 
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a wife.
2
 Even though the metaphor might seem somewhat puzzling, it still sheds light 

on the defining role of liturgy concerning the genre of sermons, because the vast 
corpus of the sermon-literature of the Middle Ages is practically inseparable from 
the liturgical framework in which it was created and in which it functioned. The 
sermon-literature of the Middle Ages is therefore impossible to interpret without a 
profound knowledge of the liturgy of the age which determined the rhythm of 
people’s lives, marking and accompanying the important stages and stations of their 
existence.

3
 This organic union of the liturgy and of the sermons justifies a thorough 

examination of the liturgical references and background when interpreting the 
sermon-collections of certain authors. 

As liturgy affects the creation of sermons on several levels, in order to 
provide an interpretation to a sermon it is important to differentiate and mark the 
levels on which liturgy can affect sermons. In my research, I distinguished four 
different aspects regarding the relationship between sermons and liturgy. 

My research on the sermons of Pelbartus de Themeswar outlined four 
different layers concerning the relationship between liturgy and sermons: 

 Firstly, the liturgical event integrates the sermon, as long as the oral form of 
the sermon is presented within the framework of the liturgy, at a given time 
during the mass and in a designated place within the liturgical space. 

 Secondly, the liturgical event guides the preacher, as the liturgical occasion 
offers him the topic; the starting point of the sermon (the thema) is usually 
based on the texts of the daily liturgy. The construction of the model 
sermon collections follows the order of the liturgical feasts; the thematic 
structure of the annual liturgy enables the preacher to repeat the topics 
each year.    

 Thirdly, the texts of liturgical ceremonies are part of a textual universe, in 
which the compiling preacher highlights the parts of texts that support his 
argument, his point of view. In the sermons, a characteristic group of 
quotations is based on those citations about which the preacher actually 
says that they are taken from the liturgy of the church, and these 
quotations are traditionally introduced as Ecclesia canit or canitur, or by 

                                                                                                                                    
(From the history of medieval Hungarian sermons: from the beginnings to the early 14

th
 

century) (Debrecen: Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, 2002), 129–130. 
2
 Martin Morard, Quand liturgie eṕousa prédication: note sur la place de la pred́ication dans la 

liturgie romaine au Moyen Âge , VIIIe-XIVe siècle  in Pédication et liturgie au Moyen Âge, eds. 
Nicole Bériou, Franco Morenzoni (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), 80. 
3
 James Monti presents an apt illustration of the liturgy intertwining with every stage of the 

human life, when he refers to a triptichon painted by a 15th-century flemish artist, Rogier van 
der Weyden titled The Seven Sacraments, which shows the seven stages of man from birth to 
death accompanied by the Seven Sacraments. James Monti, A Sense of the Sacred: Roman 
Catholic Worship in the Middle Ages (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012), 1. 
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providing the liturgical locus and genre of the quote (in officio, in introitu 
missae, in collecta, in antiphona, in hymno, in prosa etc.). 

 The fourth aspect of the relationship between sermons and liturgy is when 
the sermon returns to certain segments of the liturgy, such as parts of a 
ceremony or certain texts, and it comments on or provides an explanation 
for them. 

This paper focuses on the third aspect concerning the relationship between liturgy 
and sermon-literature. 
 
Lex orandi lex credendi 
Despite the fact that theoretical summaries do not mention it, there was a common 
practice that can be observed in the case of the sermon-literature of the Middle 
Ages (and thus that of Pelbartus de Themeswar), namely that the liturgical texts are 
used as authorities supporting the teachings within the sermon, which explain and 
express the faith of the Church with similar legitimacy to other prestigious 
references (such as the Church Fathers and other influential Christian theologians). 
We can observe the operation of the proverb-like theological principle lex orandi lex 
credendi behind this practice, according to which liturgy is also a source of faith, and 
in some cases it expresses the faith of the Church even more perfectly than the 
somewhat abstract manifestations of theology.

4
 A religious text does not own this 

authority by itself, but by the legitimisation of the Church, therefore the principle 
can only be applied in the case of those texts which are composed and approved by 
the teacher of the true faith, the Church.

5
 In the introduction of his fourth sermon 

written for the feast of Saint Lawrence the Martyr, Pelbartus de Themeswar himself 
also talks about the authority of the Church manifest in the liturgical texts. The basic 
citation of the sermon is taken from the liturgy of the day, and he claims that the 
authority of the words of the Church overtakes that of the Holy Bible, and he refers 
the reader/listener to St Bernard and St Augustine to justify his claim.

6
 

                                                        
4
 Lajos Dolhai, “Lex orandi lex credendi,” Teológia 13 (1999/3–4): 97. Dolhai traces back this 

principle to the teaching of St Augustinus, from whose work De gratia et libero arbitrioit was 
emphasized by his follower, the leader of the Roman Papal Chancellery, Prosper of Aquitania. 
The principle had become part of the official teaching of the Church by the end of the 5

th
 

century and it was generally acknowledged because Dionysius Exiguus incorporated it into his 
collection of law. Ibid., 98. 
5
 Ibid., 100. 

6
 PA 049: “Laurentius bonum opus operatus est, qui per signum crucis caecos illuminavit. (A) 

Haec sunt verba Ecclesiae in officio ad laudem huius festivitatis, secundum quod Bernardus 
dicit: Ecclesiae verba magis sunt authentica, quam verba Pauli vel Iacobi apostolorumque 
aliorum, eo quod Ecclesia sponsa Christi est. Nam et Augustinus li. XI. Contra Faustum dicit: 
Ego evangelio non crederem – inquit –, nisi me catholicae Ecclesiae auctoritas admoneret. 
Haec ille.” 
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The sermon written for the feast of the stigmatization of St Francis 
To the question why Pelbartus chooses this particular way of reference we may find 
the answer in sermon 74 in the summer part of the Pomerium de sanctis, in which he 
reflects on the stigmatization of St Francis.

7
 Pelbartus provides an exceptionally high 

number of sermons in the honour of St Francis: we find seven in Pomerium, six in the 
summer part, one in the winter part, and it is only the feast of Jesus’s birth that 
competes with this number. These sermons provided sufficient sources for 
preachers both for the feast day and for the memorial days of Saint Francis of Assisi.

8
 

The thema of the sermon to be interpreted here is taken from Saint Paul’s letter to 
the Galatians, and it is the most commonly used citation

9
 for most of the Francis-

sermons (Pelbartus uses it in two of his speeches): Ego enim stigmata Domini Iesu in 
corpore meo porto.

10
 The different divisions of the sermo describe the following 

themes: Francis was stigmatised, he bore Christ’s crucifixion wounds, and he truly 
bore them on his body.

11
 In the first division, the preacher investigates why Christ 

wanted Francis to bear his wounds. In the second division, Pelbartus talks about the 
stigmatization itself, as a miraculous event. In the third part, he quotes the legend of 
the Saint and papal orders, which prove that the stigmata are genuinely authentic.  

The second division focuses on the appearance of the seraph,
12

 and finds it 
miraculous and admirable because of three aspects. Firstly, he claims that it is not 
common for this type of angels, to which Isaiah refers as six-winged creatures in 

                                                        
7
 PA 049: “Laurentius bonum opus operatus est, qui per signum crucis caecos illuminavit. (A) 

Haec sunt verba Ecclesiae in officio ad laudem huius festivitatis, secundum quod Bernardus 
dicit: Ecclesiae verba magis sunt authentica, quam verba Pauli vel Iacobi apostolorumque 
aliorum, eo quod Ecclesia sponsa Christi est. Nam et Augustinus li. XI. Contra Faustum dicit: 
Ego evangelio non crederem – inquit –, nisi me catholicae Ecclesiae auctoritas admoneret. 
Haec ille.” 
8
 In the Martyrologium Romanum besides the feast of Francis on 4 October there are 

memorial daysfor the saint’s stimatization and transfer of his relics, the former on 17 
September, the latter on 25 May: Martyrologium Romanum editio novissima SS. D. N. Pio 
Papa IX., (Roma: 1890), 208. 
9
 Piusz Berhidai, Temesvári Pelbárt helye a ferences irodalmi hagyományban in Plaustrum 

seculi IV. (The place of Pelbartus de Temeswar in the Franciscan literary tradition), ed. Ildikó 

Bárczi http://sermones.elte.hu/?az=341tan_plaus_piusz#_ftn21 accessed in29 March 2016. 
10

 Gal 6,17. Biblia Sacra iuxta Vulgatam Clementinam, editio electronica, ed. Michael 
Tuveedale, (London: 2005) http://vulsearch.sourceforge.net/index.html accessed on 29 March 
2016. The other sermon with the same biblical reference: PA 071. 
11

 PA 074 (A): “Primum, quod stigmatizatus est; secundum, quod Domini Iesu stigmatibus 
decoratus est; tertium, quod in corpore stigmata portavit vere.” 
12

 Bonaventura, Legenda maior in Analecta Franciscana, t. X. (Quaracchi: Collegium Sancti 
Bonaventurae: 1930), 619. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
39 

 

front of God’s holy throne praising His glory,
13

 that they would be messengers, that 
they would have a mission regarding humans.

14
 Francis, however, is an exceptional 

human being, whose spiritual blaze for God made him entirely similar to Christ. 
Pelbartus claims that this is the very reason why a seraph came to Francis, because 
the expression itself originally means “the one burning *with love+.”

15
 Furthermore, 

the vision is special because amid the wings of the seraph there was the image of a 
crucified man. For Francis it was amazing how the powerlessness of pain and 
suffering can befit the immortality of the seraphic soul.

16
 This is the point where 

Pelbartus poses the question (particularly important to Franciscans) whether the 
seraph that appeared to the founder of the order was Christ himself or just an 
angel.

17
 The preacher refers to theologians and teachers of the Church and 

concludes that it was Christ himself who appeared and stigmatised Francis;
18

 
however, Pelbartus does not quote any statement or argument on this, but simply 
states that all of this is obvious from the officium which had been legitimised by the 

                                                        
13

 Kornélia Koltai, “Angyalok az Ószövetségben” (Angels in the Old Testament), in  Angyalok az 
Ókortól Szent Tamásig (Angels from the Antiquity to Thomas Aquinas), eds. Géza Xeravits, 
Balázs Tamási, Xavér Szabó (Budapest: Sapientia Főiskola, L’Harmattan, 2011), 28. 
14

 PA 074 (E): “Et hoc fuit mirabile, quod ad beatum Franciscum missus est et descendit 
Seraph, quia de communi lege angeli ex ordine Seraph non mittuntur ad extra, sed semper 
Deo assistunt.” 
15

 Ibid.: “Prout dicit Dionysius li. De angelicis hierarchiis: Pro speciali ergo privilegio fuit, quod 
Seraph veniret ad beatum Franciscum, tum quia in rebus multum arduis solet Deus et raro illos 
angelos mittere, tum quia incendere veniebat, ut scilicet beatus Franciscus per incendium 
mentis transformaretur totus in Christi similitudinem, ideo Seraph, quod interpretatur ’ardens 
amore’, missus est.” The verb saraph can indeed have a burn, burning meaning, but it is to be 
connected with the winged snakes, the creatures of the Old Testament. Koltai, Angyalok az 
Ószövetségben, 29. 
16

 PA 074 (E): “Secundum mirabile in Crucifixi specie, quia cum praedictus angelus Seraph 
volatu celerrimo pervenit propinquius ad sanctum Franciscum, vidit inter alas effigiem hominis 
crucifixi in modum crucis manus et pedes extensos ac cruci affixos. Hoc enim fuit valde 
mirabile, ideo et Francisci mens de hoc vehementer stuporem incurrit eo, quod passionis 
infirmitas cum immortalitate spiritus Seraphici nullatenus conveniret. Mirum etiam fuit, quod 
lignum crucis et clavi, quibus affixi erant manus et pedes illius, cernebantur inter alas 
angelicas.” 
17

 PA 074 (F): “Quaeritur hic, utrum in ista forma Seraphica apparuerit Christusmet in propria 
persona, aut tantum angelus Christi.” Only some of the accounts of the stigmatization 
mention the figure of the seraph, among them that of St Bonaventure, which is the most 
prestigious of St Francis’s biographies. This is the one Pelbartus uses as a reference.  See: 
Octavian Schmucki, The Stigmata of St. Francis of Assisi: A Critical Investigation in the Light of 
Thirteen-Century Sources (New York: The Franciscan Institute St. Bonaventure University, 
1991), 180–195. 
18

 PA 074 (F): “Ad quod respondetur secundum doctores nostros, quod ibi fuit ipsemet 
Christus in propria persona stigmatizans beatum Franciscum.” 
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Church, and he continues with four citations from the breviary said on the feast day 
of St Francis.

19
 (See table 1.) Finally, he concludes his argument by quoting De 

conformitate vitae beati Francisci ad vitam Domini Iesu, the work of Bartholomaeus 
de Pisis.

20
 He then goes on to discuss the third miraculous aspect of the legend, the 

secret message uttered by the seraph. 
 
Table 1 

Pelbartus de Themeswar 

in antiphona: Crucis apparens hostia 
tensis in cruce brachiis, sex 
alis recta variis etc. 
Sequitur: Suaque sacra 
stigmata in eius carne 
protrahit 

Officium in festo 
sacrorum stigmatum 
sancti Francisci, Vesperas 
2., Antiphona ad 
Magnificat; Crucis 
apparet hostia tensis in 
cruce brachiis, sex alis 
tecta variis. 

in hymno: 
  
 

Ad quem venit rex e caelo  
amictu Seraphico  
sex alarum tectus velo,  
aspectu pacifico,  
affixusque crucis telo  
portentu mirifico.  
Cernit servus redemptorem  
passum impassibilem,  
saeculorum imperatorem 
etc. 

Officium in festo 
sacrorum stigmatum 
sancti Francisci, Vesperas 
1., Hymnus; Crucis Christi 
mons Alvernae (AH 4, 
140) 
 

in prosa: Tunc alatus vir hierarcha 
venit, ecce rex monarcha 
etc. 

Sanctitatis nova signa  
sequence 11. v.: Tunc ab 
alto vir hierarcha

21
 (AH 

55, 153) 

in versu: Signasti, Domine, servum 
tuum, Franciscum signis 
redemptionis nostrae. 

Officium in festo 
sacrorum stigmatum 
sancti Francisci, Vesperas 
1., Versiculus. 

      

                                                        
19

 PA 074 (F): “Ad quod respondetur secundum doctores nostros, quod ibi fuit ipsemet 
Christus in propria persona stigmatizans beatum Franciscum.” 
20

 Ibid.: “Ergo fuit Christus, sicut et revelatum esse legitur li. Conformitatum III.: O mira Christi 
clementia, quia sic apparuit ad transformandum.” 
21

 AF t. X., 402. 
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The table shows that the preacher uses the authority of several liturgical texts to 
interpret the figure of the seraph in the vision, and he uses these with the same 
attitude as he uses other prestigious references from the Church Fathers or 
theologians, or even biblical loci, because, as he claims, the text of the liturgy was 
sanctified by the Church (in officio per Ecclesiam approbato) and therefore it can be 
accepted as authentic and true. It can be derived from the theme that, in this case, 
Pelbartus could not take into account most of the traditionally referenced 
authorities, but he needed documents that testify the circumstances of the miracle, 
such as the different Francis-biographies, accounts from eye-witnesses, and papal 
bulls regarding the stigmatization. He uses the most prestigious Francis-biography by 
Saint Bonaventura, Legenda maior, and points out several accounts from eye 
witnesses;

22
 he also uses the work of Hugolinus de Monte Georgio entitled Speculum 

vitae beati Francisci et sociorum eius, and quotes the circumstances of the 
stigmatization in great detail, including the conversation between Christ and 
Francis.

23
 Although the rest of the legend quoted from Bonaventura contains some 

                                                        
22

 PA 074 (I): “Ut enim scribit Bonaventura, vir utique maximae sanctitatis in legenda, quod 
licet beatus Franciscus omni diligentia studeret haec stigmata abscondere portando semper ex 
tunc manus contectas et pedes calciatos, et sollicite occultando lateris vulnus, vidisse tamen 
Dei ordinatione et palpasse iuraverunt multi sanctissimi fratres, aliqui etiam cardinales, 
similiter et summus pontifex Alexander quartus, qui et in praedicatione publica se oculis 
conspexisse asseruit. Sed et in morte beati Francisci viderunt plus quam L fratres, et sancta 
virgo Clara cum suis virginibus inclusis, et saeculares innumeri, ac osculati sunt et 
contrectaverunt pro firmitate testimonii.” Bonaventura, Legenda maior, 619. 
23

 PA 074 (I): “Legitur enim in libro De vita sociorum beati Francisci, quod cum beatus 
Franciscus in latere Montis Alernae quadragesimam beati Michaelis ieiunaret, quodam mane, 
dum ibi oraret, miram dulcedinem divinam abundantius solito coepit sentire, et vidit de 
caelorum sublimitate descendere ad se Seraph ignitas scilicet alas et splendidas habentem, et 
mons cernitur inflammari. Appropinquante illo vidit inter alas Christum Iesum crucifixum, et 
vehementer obstipuit, maeroremque compassionis super Christo passo et gaudium super eius 
gratioso aspectu mens eius incurrit, ut dicitur in Legenda. Et cum arcana verba sibi revelasset, 
tandem dixit: “Para te, Francisce, faciam enim in te mirabilia.” Et ille: “Tu scis, Domine, quia 
paratus sum ad omnia tua mandata.” Tunc Christus extendit manum suam dextram super 
beati Francisci manum dexteram ponendo, ad cuius contactum Franciscus vulneratus in manu 
dolorosa voce exlamavit: “O Domine Iesu!”, et cecidit in terram, et sic attonitus ac stupens 
aspiciebat Christum. Cui stupenti ait Christus: “Surge, Francisce, extende aliam manum!” Et 
fecit consimili modo in sinistra manu eius, et iterato ille cecidit exlamans. Ad quem Dominus 
iterum ait: “Surge, Francisce, para te.” At ille: “Domine mi, paratus sum.” Et Dominus posuit 
pedes suos super pedes Francisci, et ille plagatus repente exclamavit, et cecidit in terram. 
Tandem dixit iterum Dominus: “Francisce, surge, ut perficiam in te, quae disposui, mirabilia.” 
Franciscus ait: “Domine, quis poterit sustinere tales dolores?” Cui Dominus: “Quid tunc 
fecisses, si verbera et spineae coronae punctiones, alapas, sputa et alias poenas, quas ego pro 
hominibus suscepi, sustinuisses?” Surgens ergo Franciscus dixit: “Quid iubes, paratus sum.” At 
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indirect reference to certain liturgical texts referred to by eye-witnesses,
24

 Pelbartus 
does not incorporate this part of the legend into his sermon, even though he could 
have used it to formulate his own line of thought.   

Pelbartus mentions four popes who had made statements regarding Francis 
and his stigmatization. First of all, he mentions Pope Gregory IX, who canonised 
Francis as a saint. Pelbartus refers to three of his papal bulls, and he mentions that 
Gregory IX claimed the stigmatization to be a matter of faith. In the case of Pope 
Alexander III, he mentions three bulls; he then refers to Pope Nicholas III’s letter, 
which begins with the line Exiit qui seminat, and which made it to the Liber sextus, a 
collection of canon law.

25
 Last but not least he mentions Pope Benedict XII, who 

ordered the feast of St Francis to be held each year.
26

 This last one is a mistake, 
however, because the feast was ordered by Pope Benedictus XI in 1304.

27
 It can be 

thus seen, that Pelbartus does not disregard the usual authorities; he does use them 
as references, but at the same time he finds it relevant to incorporate liturgical texts 
to support his argument – perhaps in order to cumulate the number of reference 
texts. To find out what other motivations Pelbarus might have had for turning to the 
officium for support, it is worthwhile to have a look at other authors’ sermons 
composed for the feast of Saint Francis. 

                                                                                                                                    
Christus amplexans illum iunxit latus lateri beati Francisci, et statim impressit plagam 
lateralem. Tunc Franciscus exclamans: “O pie Iesu!” – cecidit in terram quasi semimortuus, et 
Christus in caelum disparuit. Beatus autem Franciscus iacuit in terra usque ad nonam. Tunc 
frater Leo superveniens et videns prostratum levavit eum putans ex abstinentia defecisse. Et 
sic ab illa hora beatus Franciscus licet occulte, ut potuit, illa sacra stigmata in corpore 
portavit.” Damján Vargha proves that the description of the stigmatization is indeed 
originating in the referenced work Speculum vitae and it arrived in this from with Pelbartus’s 
mediation into the Lázár-codex. Damján Vargha, “Temesvári Pelbárt ‘Szerafikus szent Ferenc’-
beszédei és kapcsolatuk kódexirodalmunkkal” (Pelbárt Temesvári’s sermons on ’Franciscus 
Seraphicus’ and their relations to Hungarian codex literature”, in Emléksorok hazánk 
nagyjaitól a “Barátok” 700 éves jubileumára 1221–1921 (Memorials of great men of our 
nation to the 700

th
 jubilee of the “Brethren”) (Budapest: Élet Nyomda, 1921), 49. 

24
 “Viderunt etiam ex familiaritate, quam cum viro sancto habebant, aliqui cardinales laudes 

sacrorum stigmatum prosis et hymnis ac antiphonis, quas ad ipsius ediderunt honorem, 
veraciter inserentes, qui tam verbo, quam scripto perhibuerunt testimonium veritati.” 
Bonaventura, Legenda maior, 618–619. 
25

 VI. 5. 12. 3. 
26

 PA 074 (I): “Secundo probatur apostolicorum plurimorum bullis, scilicet Gregorii IX., qui 
hunc sanctum ascripsit catalogo sanctorum, qui de ista stigmatizatione mandat credendum 
fidelibus sub nota haeresis, et fecit tres bullas. Item Alexandri papae IV., qui etiam fecit tres 
bullas. Item Nicolai tertii, qui dedit bullam. Et extra de verborum significatione “Exiit, qui 
seminat” li. VI. facit de stigmatibus expressam mentionem. Item Benedicti XII., qui dans 
bullam ordini mandavit celebrari festum stigmatum.”  
27

 About the papal orders concerning the stigmatization see Berhidai, Temesvári Pelbárt helye. 
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Sermons on Saint Francis in contemporary sermon-collections 
Looking through the sermons written about St Francis at that time, it is conspicuous 
that the stigmatization does not occur among the themes of the sermos written 
about the founder of the order. Even if they do talk about the stigmata, the sermons 
– unlike Pelbartus’s – do not go into proving whether the stigmata were genuine or 
not. They merely refer the reader to the authorities of the Legenda maior, or the 
papal bulls. Below I have examined certain model sermon collections according to 
the types of the referenced authorities, but not in sequential order, considering the 
fact that the compiler of the Late Middle Ages would have not necessarily used the 
collections’ model sermons in their chronological order.  
 Some of the preachers refer directly and solely to the Legenda Maior of 
Bonaventura concerning the stigmatization and the possibility that the vision could 
be questionable does not even occur. In his second sermon on Saint Francis, 
Franciscus de Mayronis, the Franciscan scholastic philosopher from Provance 
contemplates on the similarity between Christ and the saint, and he derives his 
argument from a citation taken from the Book of Ezechiel.

28
 This similarity is proven 

in four points, including that of the miraculous events taken from the Legenda 
Maior, depicting the appearance of the holy wounds on Francis’s body, which he 
accepts as fact.

29
 

The Franciscan Iohannes Gritsch from Basel also refers to Bonaventure. In 
one of his sermons – written for the Saturday following the second Sunday of Lent – 
the preacher mentions the stigmatization of Saint Francis when he discusses the 
value of suffering. The fact that it is not a sermon written primarily about St Francis, 
the saint’s story merely representing an example to underpin the value of suffering, 

                                                        
28

 Franciscus de Mayronis, Sermo II. De sancto Francisco in Sermones de sanctis, (Basel: 
Jacobus de Pforczen, 1498), c. 01.: “Tu signaculum similitudinis plenus sapientia et perfectus 
decore in deliciis Paradisi Dei fuisti, omnis lapis praeciosus operimentum tuum. Ez XXVIII.” Ez 
28, 12–13. http://diglib.hab.de/inkunabeln/74-6-theol/start.htm?image=003936. Accessed on 
29 March 2016. 
29

 Ibid., c. 02.: “Primo fuit decoratus signo crucis in ore suo ut vidit frater Silvester trina vice, 
patet in III. capitulo Legendae magnae de institutione religionis. (…) Secundo fuit decoratus 
signo Thau in fronte sicut fratri Pacifico fuit divinitus revelatum ut dicitur in legenda (…) Tertio 
fuit decoratus signo crucis sive vulneris in latere, ideo dicitur in capitulo de stigmatibus 
dextrum quoque latus quando lancea transfixum rubra cicatrice obductum erat, quo saepe 
sacrum sanguinem effundens tunicam et femoralia infundebat.” (…) Quarto fuit decoratus 
sacris stigmatibus in duabus manibus et duobus pedibus, unde dicitur ubi supra: Apparente 
sibi spiritu seraphico in monte Alvernae statim in manibus eius et pedibus apparere ceperunt 
signa clavorum, quemadmodum Christi sibi apparentis conspexerat.” 
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might be the reason why he does not mention the problem of the authenticity of the 
wounds.

30
 

Other authors prefer to refer to papal bulls, as does Iacobus de Voragine, 
who dedicates his third sermon on St Francis entirely to the problem of the 
stigmatization. The basic citation of the sermon is the same part of the letter to the 
Galatians as it was in Pelbartus’s sermon. The first part of the sermon examines the 
reasons of the stigmatization, the second part talks about Francis as a soldier of 
Christ, whose wounds were given by Christ as weapons to fight evil. The last part 
enumerates five arguments which are to prove the authenticity of the stigmata: 
Francis’s vision, the blood from his body, the physical pain he suffered, the 
testimony of many eye-witnesses and the miracles, through which those who 
doubted the origin of the wounds died, while those who believed in the wounds 
grew stronger. The latter ones are authenticated by the person of Pope Gregory.

31
 

Pope Gregory IX had indeed stood up for the authenticity of the stigmata in several 
of his utterances, opposing and reprimanding the doubters, but we cannot certainly 
say what exact sources were referred to by the preacher.

32
 The events evoked in the 

sermon would justify referring to the legend as well, but the author does not find it 
necessary to support his argument with any further references. 

                                                        
30

 Iohannes Gritsch, Sermo ad feriam VI. post Reminiscere in Quadragesimale, (Strassburg: 
Drucker des Paludanus, 1486), (T): “Unde devotus doctor Bonaventura scribens de devoto 
patre nostro Francisco in legenda de stigmatibus eius sacris dicit: (…) Qui tandem passionis 
amore intime incaluit, quod a Christo in monte Alvernae passionis signa in manibus, pedibus 
et latere biennio ante mortem apparenter suscepit.” 
http://diglib.hab.de/inkunabeln/e-237-a-2f-helmst-1/start.htm?image=00151. Accessed on 29 
March 2016. 
31

 Iacobus de Voragine, Sermo III de stigmatibus Sancti Francisci in Sermones Iacobi de 
Voragine de tempore et de sanctis, (Basel: Iohannes Amerbach, c.1485), c. 03.: “Tertio 
ostenditur per hoc, quod ipse stigmata in corpore suo portavit, quod fuit argumentum 
omnimodae veritatis, quod multipliciter ostendi potest. Primo ex seraphica visione (…). 
Secundo ex sanguinis obmissione. (…) Tertio ex sensibili dolore. (…) Quarto ex multorum fideli 
attestatione. (…) Quinto ex multorum miraculorum ostensione, nam ex signis ipsos mortificat 
dubios, sicut patet in papa Gregorio, modo iuvat devotos, sicut patet hoc in milite sibi devoto, 
qui laetaliter seu usque ad mortem fuit sauciatus seu vulneratus. Modo convertit incredulos, 
sicut patet in clerico de cuius stigmatibus dubitanti et in manu sua vulnus 
recipienti.”http://diglib.hab.de/inkunabeln/e-115-2f-helmst-2/start.htm?image=00409. 
Accessed on 29 March 2016. 
32

 Pope Gregory IX’s Usque ad terminos (31 March 1237) bull was addressed to the bishop of 
Olmutz, who had doubted and denied the stigmata. In his letter Non minus dolentes (1237 31 
March) he suspended the Dominican monk Eberhardt from the right of preaching, because he 
had been preaching against Francis and the stigmata. His letter Confessor Domini gloriosus (5 
April 1237) is addressed to all the belivers of Christ, and he authenticates the origin of the holy 
wounds of Francis. Berhidai, Temesvári Pelbárt helye.  
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There are preachers who treat the miracle of the wounds as a fact, and 
talking about it they do not feel pressed to refer to any authority at all. In his second 
sermon written for the feast of St Francis, the Franciscan Contractus Iohannes 
explains the spiritual greatness of the saint using three factors: his contempt of the 
world, his achievement in contemplation, and the use of the fruits of the heavenly 
kingdom. He mentions pious prayers as a condition for a contemplative life, to which 
he brings the vision of the seraph, the stigmatization and the secret message 
delivered by the seraph as examples.

33
 The author does not go into detail concerning 

the miraculous event and he does not feel the need to name any authorities as he 
evidently incorporates the miracle in the sermon as a fact. 

The sermon collection of the Franciscan Henricus Herpf contains nine 
sermons to honour the saint, the first of which he exclusively dedicates to the feast 
day of the stigmatization. Starting with the basic citation of the sermon, the author 
examines the embodiment of love and he naturally refers the argument to St 
Francis.

34
 Besides beauty, kindness and faithfulness, he names generosity as a fourth 

characteristic and he talks about the spiritual gifts and physical signs (i.e. the holy 
wounds St Francis received through the vision in Alverna) given to Francis in 
connection with this.

35
 Henricus Herpf does not name his source either, although he 

does elaborate on the circumstances of the vision and the stigmatization in detail, 

                                                        
33

 Iohannes Contractus, Sermo II. de sancto Francisco in Sermones de tempore et de sanctis 
cum communi sanctorum et cum aliis sermonibus, (Köln: Johann Koelhoff d. Ä, 1478), CCXXIV.: 
“Tertius gradus est devota oratio. Can, III. dicitur de anima contemplativa: Quae est ista, quae 
ascendit per desertum sicut virgula fumi ex aromatibus myrrhæ, et thuris. Oratio enim duo 
requirit, scilicet carnis mortificationem, quae accipitur per myrrham et cordis devotionem, 
quae accipitur per thus. Utrumque habuit beatus Franciscus, ipse enim carnem per ieiunia 
flagellavit, per vigilias, per genuflectiones continue macerabat et devotioni cordis sine 
intermissione insistebat, et ideo non est mirum, si sursum per contemplationem ascendebat. 
In huius signum cum in monte aliquando vigiliis et orationibus et ieiuniis vacabat per 
contemplationis excessum totus in Deum ferebatur, in qua contemplatione seraph sex alarum 
sibi apparuit et stigmata sacra sibi impressit et secreta quaedam familiariter secum contulit.” 
http://digital.ub.uni-duesseldorf.de/ink/content/pageview/6016280. 
Accessed: 29 March 2016. 
34

 “Anima Ionathae conglutinata est animæ David, et dilexit eum Ionathas quasi animam 
suam.” I Sm 18, 1. 
35

 Henricus Herpf, Sermo in festo stigmatum beati Francisci in Sermones de tempore et de 
sanctis (Speyer: Peter Drach, 1484), *Bibl. nat. 149.+, (B): “Quarto propter affectus 
liberalitatem quantum ad donum copiosum. Et hoc ultimum singulariter praesenti 
speculatione convenit, quoniam in hac die tam excellenter in spiritualibus donis et 
corporalibus insigniis servum suum Franciscum divina pietas pervenit, quem divina dignatione 
seraphicandum duxit in montem excelsum Alvernae seorsum, sicut apostolos tres 
transfigurandus duxit in montem Thabor. Duxit – inquam – eum in montem illum solitarium, 
ut eo in solitudine ducto loquatur ad cor eius et de arduis gratiis adipiscendis certificetur.”  
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the time and place of the vision, the seraph and his wings – these all become the 
bearers of some allegoric meaning.  

The examples so far show that the remembrance about the stigmata does 
not necessarily imply their authenticity, so much so that some authors do not name 
one single source or authority when they talk about these events in the saint’s life. 
That is why it is striking to see a preacher who puts a special emphasis on proving 
the authenticity and reality of the holy wounds, and for this, he turns to the support 
of liturgical texts.  

The Franciscan Robertus Caracciolus in his Sermones de laudibus sanctorum 
dedicates his first sermon to the stigmatization of St Francis. The basic citation of the 
sermon is the aforementioned letter to the Galatians that was quoted by Pelbartus 
as well. The author expresses that the conviction of those who doubt the 
authenticity of the wounds is important.

36
 At the beginning of the speech he refers 

to St Augustine enumerating several mythological creatures and extraordinary 
events, and then poses the question why those who can imagine these as true things 
doubt the authenticity of the holy wounds of St Francis.

37
 It is plausible that 

Robertus Cracciolus speaks against those humanists who respect the Greek-Roman 
antiquity, and who willingly mocked and humiliated lengthy and pretentious 
preachers in their poems.

38
 

                                                        
36

 Robertus Caracciolus, Sermo de sacris admirandisque stigmatibus seraphici Francisci in 
Sermones de laudibus sanctorum (Basel: Nicolaus Kesler, 1490), c. 01.: “Sed plerique dum haec 
audiunt, vel credere nolunt Franciscum signo Crucifixi fuisse insignitum, vel quod leve et non 
admirandum id assueverant. Quapropter ut novitas tantae rei cum devotione fidelibus 
innotescat, reprimatur, quod temeritas curiosorum in hoc sermone de sacris Francisci 
stigmatibus tractare decrevi.” 
http://diglib.hab.de/inkunabeln/92-3-quod-2f-2/start.htm?image=00245. Accessed on 29 
March 2016. 
37

 Ibid., c. 02.: “Idcirco Augustinus li. XVIII. De civitate Dei c. XIII. inquit: Fabulae factae sunt 
de minotauro, quod bestia fuerit inclusa Labyrintho, quo cum intrassent homines, inextricabili 
errore inde exire non poterant; de Centauris, quod equorum hominumque fuerit natura 
coniuncti; de Cerbero, quod sit triceps inferiorum canis; de Phryxo et Helle eius sorore, quod 
vecti ariete volaverunt; de Gorgone, quod fuerit crinita serpentibus et aspicientes convertebat 
in lapides; de Bellerophonte, quod equo pennis volante sit vectus, qui equus Pegasus dictus est; 
de Amphione vel Arione, quod citharae suavitate lapides mulserit et attraxerit; de fabro 
Daedalo et eius Icaro filio, quod sibi coaptatis pinnis volaverunt. Haec ille. Si igitur ista et alia 
huius excogitari potuerunt, quid mirum inquiunt increduli, si de Francisco aliquis fingendo et 
mentiendo dixerit, quod in manibus, pedibus et latere plagas quasi crucifixus habuit.” 
Augustinus Hipponensis, De civitate Dei contra Paganos libri XXII, (PL 41) 13–84., 18. 13 
http://www.augustinus.it/latino/cdd/index2.htm. ccessed: 29 March 2016. 
38

 About the mocking poetry of Ianus Pannonius and others see: Cecília Radó, “Roberto 
Caracciolo prédikációs működésének magyarországi vonatkozásai”, Plaustrum seculi VI., ed. 
Ildikó Bárczi http://sermones.elte.hu/page/369_tan_plaus_rcili.pdf. Accessed: 29 March 2016. 
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The first chapter of the sermon proves the reality of the stigmata in three 
ways. Firstly, he underpins it with the authority of the Church; secondly, with the 
holiness of the witnesses; and thirdly, with the miracles accompanying the 
stigmata.

39
 Talking about the authority of the Church, he claims that anyone 

doubting it should be considered a heretic and a non-believer.
40

 Then, he lists the 
texts of several pontificates and popes authenticating the holy wounds. Besides the 
legend written by Bonaventura, he refers to the same papal bulls that occurred in 
Pelbartus’s texts, but Cracciolus is more accurate concerning the authorities, 
because he provides incipits and quotations as well.

41
 Among the bulls he mentions 

the liturgical texts which are the works of highly esteemed churchmen or popes, and 
thus they are part of the holy liturgy. (Table 2.) 
 
Table 2. 

Robertus Caracciolus 

Rainerius cardinalis composuit 
hymnum, qui incipit:Plaude, turba 
paupercula 

Hymnus ad Laudes, Rainerius Cappoccius 
de Viterbio cardinalis diaconus. AH (52, 
181) 

Dominus Thomas cardinalisedidit 
hymnum, qui incipit:In caelesti collegio, 
et hymnum, qui incipit: Decus morum, 
dux minorum. 

Hymnus ad Nocturnas, Thomas 
Capuanus, cardinalis a S. Sabina. AH (52, 
179) 

Hymnus ad Vesperas 2., Thomas 
Capuanus, AH (52, 182) 

                                                        
39

 Robertus Caracciolus, Sermo de sacris admirandisque stigmatibus seraphici Francisci, c. 02.: 
“Primo ex Ecclesiae auctoritate; secundo ex testium sanctitate; tertio ex miraculorum 
claritate.” 
40

 Robertus Caracciolus, Sermo de sacris admirandisque stigmatibus seraphici Francisci, c. 02.: 
“Primo probamus veritatem stigmatum Francisci ex Ecclesiae auctoritate. Nam ut Christus 
dixit Matth. XVIII. c.: Qui ecclesiam non audierit, sit tibi sicut ethnicus et publicanus. ” 
41

 Ibid.: “Nam dominus Bonaventura cardinalis, episcopus Albanensis, vir eximiae sanctitatis, 
legendam sancti Francisci eleganter scripsit, in qua diffuse loquitur de stigmatibus illis. (…) 
Benedictus papa duodecimus bullam fecit de stigmatibus sacris, in qua statuit, ut fratres 
minores publice in Ecclesia officium stigmatum annuatim possent celebrare. Nicolaus papa 
terius in Extravaganti, quae ponitur in sex Decretalium et incipit “Exiit qui seminat etc.” dum 
regulam beati Francisci in multis extolleret postea ita subdidit: haec est cui attestante paulo 
nullus de cetero debet esse molestus, quam Christus suis sacris stigmatibus confirmari volens 
institutorem ipsius passionis suae signis notabiliter insignivit. Alexander papa quartus per 
suas apostolicas litteras Francisci stigmata comprobavit. Prima eius bulla incipit: Grande ac 
singulare miraculum. Secunda: Si novae laetitiae militantis Ecclesiae. Tertia: Benigna divinae 
operationis voluntas. In hac ita de stigmatibus loquitur: Iocunda dominicae passionis insignia 
in eiusdem sancti corpore dum ad huc vitali spiritu foveretur manus caelstis operatoris 
impressit. Et iterum ibidem in manibus eius et pedibus expressa undique similitudo clavorum 
de subiecto propriae carnis excrevit vel de materia novae creationis accrevit.” 
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Gregorius papaantiphonam fecit, quae 
cantatur in vesperis et de stigmatibus 
clare sic loquitur: Plange turba 
paupercula, ad patrem clama 
pauperum: hoc lugubre suspirium, 
pater Francisce, suscipe. 

Antiphona ad Benedictus et Magnificat 
infra octavam et pro commemoratione 
sancti Francisci¸ Owed to Pope Gregory 
IX. (AF X. 388.) 

Aliqui cardinales laudes sacrorum stigmatum prosis et hymnis et antiphonis 
ediderunt, quae perhibuerunt testimonium veritati. 

      
 

The argumentation of Cracciolus is based on the same line of thought that we have 
seen in Pelbartus’s work, namely that if the Church acknowledges certain texts as 
true and it also builds them into the liturgy, then these are evidential and are to be 
taken so, in the same way as the teachings of the church fathers or other 
theologians. The same argument can be read in Pelbartus’s text: in officio per 
Ecclesiam approbato. However, in Cracciolus, these liturgical texts are not 
mentioned on their own, but as parts of a long list, in which mainly the utterances of 
high-ranking churchmen, popes and bishops ensure the justification of the 
teachingwhich is why he adds the names of the authors with the texts. Pelbartus, 
unlike Cracciolus, reduces the long enumeration of churchmen to secundum 
doctores nostros, but he includes more and different specific quotations, i.e. in a 
given section he builds wholly on the authority of the liturgy. It is possible that he 
was considering the fact that the quotations in verse would affect the audience 
differently than the lengthy enumeration of papal bulls, although later, at the end of 
his sermon, he includes this list in a shorter form than the one found in Cracciolus’s 
sermon. 

We find a similar argumentation in Osualdus de Lasko’s sermon collection 
Biga salutis, where we can find four sermons honouring the founder of the order, 
one of which is dedicated to the feast of the stigmatization. The sermon talks about 
Francis as the angel of the last days based on the basic citation taken from the Book 
of Revelations: Vidi alterum angelum ascendentem ab ortu solis habentem signum 
Dei vivi et clamavit voce magna.

42
 The three reasons why Francis can be called and 

angel form the three divisions of the sermon: his personal dignity, his love of Christ 
and the admirable usefulness of Frances.

43
 Osualdus includes the question of the 

                                                        
42

 Apoc 7,2. The quotation is one of the most frequent themes in Francis’ sermons according 
to the Schneyer repertorium. It comes up in Pelbartus’s sixth sermon honouring the saint. (PA 
075). Quoted in: Berhidai, Temesvári Pelbárt helye. 
43

 Osualdus de Lasko, Sermo de stigmatibus sancti Francisci in Sermones de sanctis Biga salutis 
intitulati. (Hagenau, 1499), [Bibl. nat. Inc. 1030.], c. 02.: “Primo a personali dignitate, ibi: Vidi 
alterumangelum ascendentem etc.; secundo a speciali Christi caritate, ibi: habentem signum 
Dei etc.; tertio a mirabili utilitate, ibi: et clamavit voce etc.” 
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stigmata into the second division, discussing it in great detail. He introduces the 
vision by Bonaventure and refers to the authority of the Church by the papal bulls 
and the accounts on the stigmata by high-ranking churchmen the same way 
Cracciolus had done. Among the latter ones we can find Raynerius de Viterbio and 
Thomas de Capua, who are referred to by Cracciolus. However, Osualdus only quotes 
de Capua, the hymn beginning with Decus morum, dux minorum.

44
 It is clear that the 

way Osualdus composes his sermon is quite similar to Cracciolus’s argumentation 
and, what is more, here the focus is more on the personal authorities of the Church, 
rather than on the texts they had written, as Osualdus only quotes one of these 
word by word.

45
 Osualdus gives an account on Pope Gregory IX, according to which 

Francis came to Gregory in a dream to prove the reality and authenticity of his 
wounds, thus suspending the pope’s initial doubts.

46
 For the authentication of the 

wounds, Osualdus mentions the case of a Ioachim abbot, who – according to the 
tradition – had painted Francis’s figure bearing the stigmata well before Francis was 
born, and the painting can now be seen in St Marc’s Basilica in Venice.

47
 These two 

                                                                                                                                    
http://sermones.elte.hu/szovegkiadasok/latinul/laskaiosvat/index.php?file=os/os086. 
Accessed on 29 March 2016. 
44

 Ibid., c. 14.: “Hanc igitur stigmatizationem a Christo facta et miraculis innumeris confirmata 
nullus, nisi infidelis vel haereticus dubitat, cum Salvator Mat. XVIII. dicat: Qui Ecclesiam non 
audit sit tibi sicut ethnicus et publicanus. Sancta enim Mater Ecclesia approbavit, sicut 
Nicolaus III. in VI. Decretalium extra de verborum significatione „Exiitqui seminat”. Similiter 
Benedictus papa XII. bullam fecit de stigmatibus. Item Alexander papa quartus, similiter 
cardinales ipsa sacra stigmata verbo et scripto extulerunt, sicut sanctus Bonaventura, 
dominus Raynerius de Viterbio, dominus Thomas de Capua hymnum fecit de eo, in quo dicit 
sic: Regis signum ducem dignum insignit manu latere.”  
45

 Osualdus provides a liturgical reference in the first division of the sermon, to prove that 
Francis was sent by Christ, he quotes the sequence of Gregory IX, beginning Caput draconis 
ultimum. See ibid. c. 06.: “Quarto quoque, quod beatus Franciscus sit missus a Christo domino, 
probemus autentica attestatione. Nam papa Gregorius nonus in prosa, quam fecit de beato 
Francisco, quae incipit: Caput draconis sic dicit: Verum de Christi latere novus legatus mittitur, 
in cuius sacro corpore vexillum crucis cernitur.” (AF X. 401.) 
46

 Ibid.: “Nam et Gregorius papa IX. antequam beatum Franciscum catalogo sanctorum 
ascriberet, scrupulum in corde habebat, quo ad vulnus laterale. Nocte vero quadam (sicut 
idem pontifex referebat cum lacrimis) beatus Franciscus eidem facie dura apparuit, cuius 
cordis hesitationem redarguens elevavit brachium dextrum, vulnusque detexit ac phialam 
poposcit, quae porrecta videbatur sanguine ex lateris vulnere implere. Qui ex tunc ad illud 
sacrum miraculum tanta cepit devotione affici, ut nullo modo pati posset, quin severa 
increpatione feriret, qui ipsa stigmata impugnaret.” The same in Caracciolus: Sermo de sacris 
admirandisque stigmatibus seraphici Francisci, 246. 
47

 Osualdus de Lasko, Sermo de stigmatibus sancti Francisci, c. 04.: “Nam depingi eum fecit in 
ecclesia sancti Marci Venetiis super hostium sacristiae cum stigmatibus, sicut hodie 
cernentibus claret.” The same in Caracciolus: Sermo de sacris admirandisque stigmatibus 
seraphici Francisci, c. 03. 
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latter stories occur in Cracciolus’s sermon as well, it is probable therefore that 
Osualdus had the work of the Italian Franciscan at hand when compiling his own 
sermon. 

When comparing these sermons, it is clear that Robertus Cracciolus, 
Pelbartus and Osualdus use a similar logic when they build up their line of thought to 
authenticate the stigmata of the saint. Their sermons are written for the feast day of 
Francis, and they place a special emphasis on the authenticity of the wounds, and 
therefore they refer to the same, canonical authorities: Bonaventura’s legend, papal 
bulls and liturgical texts. The theme limits the range of works they can refer to, but it 
is conspicuous that they both incorporate liturgical texts. While Osualdus and 
Cracciolus build on the authority of certain people, Pelbartus does not consider 
naming the creator of the referenced texts relevant; for him, the authority of the 
Church and of the liturgical text is powerful enough to support his arguments. 
Pelbartus uses the repertoire of the liturgical texts for the feast more freely quoting 
them several times in his Francis-sermons. 

The canon of the works that can be used for the argumentation proving the 
authenticity of the stigmata is very thoroughly discussed in Batholomaeus de Pisis’s 
Liber Conformitatum, which is frequently quoted in the Francis-sermons. The 
authority of the Church is represented by eight papal bulls, some of which he 
presents in great detail, followed by the texts composed by popes or prelates and 
the 13

th
 chapter of Bonaventura’s Legenda Maior. In the table below I embedded 

only the liturgical references.
48

 
 
Table 3. 

Bartholomaeus de Pisis 

Papa Gregorius IX. in prosa, quam fecit 
de beato Francisco, quae incipit: Caput 
draconis ultimum. In atiphona: Plange 
turba paupercula, ad patrem clama 
pauperum: hoc lugubre suspirium, 

Prosa auctore Gregorio IX. (AF 401.)  
Antiphona ad Benedictus et Magnificat 
infra octavam et pro commemoratione 
sancti Francisci, Gregorio IX. attributa. 
(AF 388.) 

                                                        
48

 Bartholomaeus de Pisis, Liber Conformitatum III. 308–309., AF t. V, 406–408.: “Sic ergo 
apparet octo bullis summorum pontificum, scilicet tribus domini Gregorii IX., tribus domini 
Alexandri IV., una Domini Nicolai III., alia domini Benedicti, quomodo beatus Franciscus 
stigmata habuit.” In connection with Gregory IX, apart from the canonization of Francis, he 
discusses the following bulls: Confessor Domini gloriosus; Non minus dolentes; Usque ad 
terminos. From Pope Alexander he discusses: Grande ac singulare miraculum, Benigna divinae 
operatio voluntatis, Si novaelaetitiae; From Pope Nicholas, he refers to the one beggining with 
Litteras felicis recordationis, which got into the Liber sextus. However, about Benedict XII he 
only mentions the fact that he introduced the feast of Francis, without referring to any actual 
place. The critical edition refers to the latter papal bull reoccuring at the preachers as 
apocrypha.  
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pater Francisce, suscipe. 

Rainerius cardinalis de Viterbio 
composuit hymnum: Plaude turba 
paupercula. Idem antiphonam illam 
famosissimam composuit: Caelorum 
candor splenduit, novum sidus emicuit. 

Officium sancti Francisci, laudes, hymnus, 
auctore Rainerio Capoccio de Vitebrio. 
(AF 384. / AH 52, 181) 
Officium sancti Francisci, nocturnus, 
antiphona, assignatur cardinali Rainerio 
Capoccio. (AF 388. / AH 52, 181) 

Thomas cardinalis de Capua cum duos 
hymnos faceret: In caelesti collegio, qui 
dicitur ad nocturnum, et Decus morum 
dux minorum, qui in secundis vesperis 
cantatur. 

Officium sanctorum stigmatum sancti 
Francisci, nocturnus, hymnus. (AH 11, 
131) 
Officium sancti Francisci, vesperas 2., 
hymnus. (AH 52, 182) 

 
 
It is clearly visible that the same list of names can be found in Cracciolus’s and 
Osualdus’s sermons, and the quoted texts can also be read in Liber Conformitatum, 
therefore we can assume that for the two preachers this work served as the original 
example. Whether certain texts found their way to the sermons directly from this 
work or mediated by other texts cannot be known for certain, but it seems likely that 
this served as a basis for a Franciscan canon, to which Franciscans referred when 
they wanted to prove the holy origins of Francis’s stigmata. This canon is partly 
present in Pelbartus’s work, as he also refers to papal texts, and what exactly he was 
referring to can be deduced from the sources, as he quotes Bonaventura as well, but 
when it comes to liturgical texts, he follows his own motives and he chooses freely 
from the breviary written for the feast of St Francis. 

 
Conclusion 
From the comparison it is visible that the liturgical authorities employed by Pelbartus 
de Themeswar in his sermons prove the authenticity of Francis’s stigmata and that it 
is not the invention of Pelbartus. We can find the parallels of the method in the 
sermons of Robertus Cracciolus and Osualdus de Lasko, where these liturgical 
citations appear with particular emphasis on their authority-function. It is 
characteristic that the Franciscans are particularly keen on using this practice, 
especially when relying on the teachings embedded in the liturgy to support the case 
of a question so significant to them. However, the texts of Pelbartus can also be 
differentiated from the parallels, in that he is treating liturgical texts and references 
more freely, using them not based on their authors as personalities, but on the texts’ 
content. It can be concluded that the source of his argumentation is most probably 
the work of Bartholomaeus de Pisis, which plausibly filtered into the sermons of 
Pelbartus and Osualdus through the mediation of the works of Robertus Cracciolus. 
It is striking how the authentication of the holy wounds became such an empathic, 
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marked part of the sermons of 15
th

-century authors in particular. The question 
remains whether or not there had been a concrete historical event that gave a 
particular reason for both Hungarian authors to deal with the authentication of the 
stigmata in such detail. 
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Abstract This article focuses on three aspects of Pelbartus of Themeswar’s 
position on learning: how one should prepare before beginning to study 
theology, which sciences should one learn in order to better understand 
theology and in order to pursue a magisterium in this domain and, finally, 
what people have to learn in order to be saved. These three lines of 
investigation contour a true educational program. 
Keywords Pelbartus of Themeswar, theology, learning, Angelus of 
Clavasio, Antoninus Florentinus. 

 
 
The problem of what one should learn in order to better fulfil his duties or to excel in 
one’s studies preoccupies us all. Is it necessary to study Latin and history in order to 
better understand the thought of a medieval philosopher? Should one study German 
and French before leaping into the study of phenomenology? Is there any way 
analytic philosophy could be accessible to somebody who is not proficient in English? 
It is these types of questions that are at the basis of most educational programs (at 
least at the basis of the well-thought ones), whether they are institutional or 
individual ones. 

We can very well suppose that such issues prompted Pelbartus of 
Themeswar to include a chapter about what everybody should learn, according to 
each and every one’s status and obligations, in his alphabetically organised 
theological encyclopaedia, the Aureum sacrae theologiae rosarium.

1
 It should be 
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1
 The Aureum sacrae theologiae rosarium is a four-volume, alphabetically organized 

theological work. Each of the volumes follows the same theme as the corresponding book of 
Peter Lombard’s Sentences: the first one is about the divine Trinity, the second discusses 
creation, the third Christology and the fourth the sacraments. On the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard and its commentary tradition, see: P. W. Rosemann, The Story of a Great Medieval 
Book: Peter Lombard’s Sentences (Toronto: Broadviewpress, 2007); G. R. Evans, ed., Medieval 
Commentaries on the ‘Sentences’ of Peter Lombard, vol. 1 (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2002); Philipp 
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noted that his treatment of the aspect of what should be learned is very practical: he 
does not debate on abstract themes such as ‘Can we truly learn theology?’ or ‘Are 
theological notions accessible to the human intellect without some sort of 
supernatural revelation?’, but rather gives us a list of things we should know. 
By using such a title as ‘Addiscere’, Pelbartus places the entire discourse in the 
perspective of the pupil. It is not a text about what should be taught, but about what 
each and every one of us, as good students, should learn. This list of subjects one 
should master is a clear reflection of Pelbartus’s integration within the observant 
Franciscan study system

2
 as well as of his Cracovian past.

3
 

 
Part 1: Spiritual preparation 
According to Pelbartus, closely following the Summa of Antoninus Florentinus,

4
 one 

cannot simply begin to study theology. There is a set of rules which are to ensure 
that the student is able to reach the final goal of his endeavour, i.e. to know and love 
God.

5
  

                                                                                                                                    
W. Rosemann, ed.,  Mediaeval Commentaries on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, vol. 2 
(Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2010); Philipp W. Rosemann, ed., Mediaeval Commentaries on the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard, vol. 3 (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2015); Monica Brînzei, ed., Nicholas 
of Dinkelsbühl and the Sentences at Vienna in the Early Fifteenth Century (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2016). For a presentation of Pelbartus of Themeswar’s Rosarium and its relation to 
commentaries on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, see: Ueli Zahnd, Wirksame Zeichen? 
Sakramentenlehre und Semiotik in der Scholastik des augehenden Mittelalters (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 487- 491, and my article Alexandra Baneu, “The Ab auro Prologue of 
Pelbartus of Themeswar’s Theological Encyclopedia”, Studia UBB. Philosophia 60 (2015), sp. 
issue, 5–18. 
2
 I especially mean the fact that study is justified as a weapon against heresy and sciences are 

not to be learned for their own sake but only in order to better understand theology. On the 
educational system of the Observant Franciscans, see: B. Roest, A History of Franciscan 
Education 1210–1517 (Leiden, Boston- Köln: Brill, 2000), 153- 171 (From now on, A History of 
Franciscan Education); Bert Roest, Franciscan Literature of Religious Instruction before the 
Council of Trent (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004), 52–100. 
3
 Pelbartus of Themeswar’s matriculation within the Arts Faculty of the University of Krakow 

in 1458 is noted in the matriculation registry of the university. See: Antoni Gąsiorowski, ed., 
Metryka Uniwersytetu Krakowskiego z lat 1400–1508 (Krakow: Towarzystwo naukowe 
Societas Vistulana, 2004), 272. Also, the fact that he obtained his bachelor’s degree 5 years 
later, in 1463, is registered in the Liber promotionum of the same faculty. See: Antoni 
Gąsiorowski, ed., Liber promotionum Facultatis Artium in Universitate Cracovensi saeculi 
decimiquinti (Krakow: Nakladem Polskiej Akademii Umiej, 2000), 53. 
4
 Cf. Antoninus Florentinus, Summa theologica, III (Veronae: ex typographia seminarii apud 

Augustinum Carattonium, 1740), V, I, 2, 235- 236. From now on this work will be referred to as 
Antoninus Florentinus, Summa. 
5
 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Aureum sacrae theologiae rosarium, I (Hagenau: ex officinal Henrici 

Gran, 1503), ‘Addiscere I’, a8rb. From now on this work shall be referred to as Rosarium.  
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The first one is that the future student must admit his sins to himself and do 
penance for them. This is confirmed by the authority of Bernard of Clairvaux who in 
his Sermones super ‘Cantinca canticorum’

6
 states that the beginning of salvation is to 

know oneself and that without such knowledge it is impossible to know God. 
Therefore, theology would not be possible without good introspection, says 
Pelbartus with the help of Saint Bernard.

7
 Oddly enough, this reference does not 

seem to be copied from the text of the Florentine. This first condition establishes 
how the student should relate to himself: he must be honest and admit his faults. 

This prepares him for adhering to the second rule, which implies that he 
seek the help of God, asking him for wisdom. This point is strengthened with a quote 
from the Bible, more precisely from the epistle of James.

8
 From the position of 

weakness brought about by the admission of one’s sins, he is now able to ask for the 
help of God. This second condition refers to the relation between the student and 
God. 

The third condition necessary for learning theology is humility. The student 
has to be humble in order to submit himself to the authority of a master. This is 
argued for with two authorities. The first belongs to the Book of proverbs:

9
 “when 

pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom.” The second 
authority is the Philosopher

10
 himself stating that the person who is learning should 

believe in the doctrine he is learning and interrogate it in a humble way.
11

 This 
condition is copied, together with the authorities that sustain it, from the Summa of 
Antoninus Florentinus.

12
 Thus, in this third point it is established how a student 

should relate to his master. 
The fear of God in avoiding all sins constitutes the fourth condition and it is 
supported by a quote from the Book of Psalms

13
 and one from the Book of wisdom,

14
 

                                                                                                                                    
There are three more editions of the Rosarium: Venice 1586, Venice 1589 and Brescia 1590. In 
order to simplify the references, this article will only quote the first edition which was 
completed while Pelbartus was still alive and constitutes the best witness of his work. 
6
 Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones super ‘Cantica canticorum’,  sermo 37,  par. 1, vol. 2, p. 9, l. 

7- 16.  
7
 Pelbartus of Themeswar,  Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8rb. Johannes of Capistrano has the same 

opinion on the necessity of self knowledge. See: Pietro Delcorno, “‘Quomodo discet sine 
docente?’ Observant Efforts towards Education and Pastoral Care”, in A Companion to Reform 
in the Late Middle Ages and Beyond, ed. James D. Mixson, Bert Roest (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 
2015), 154. From now on referred to as P. Delcorno “‘Quomodo discet sine docente?’”.  
8
 James  I, 5. 

9
 Proverbs XI, 2. 

10
 Aristoteles Latinus, De sophisticis elenchis,  II, p. 78, l. 11 (165b 3). 

11
 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8rb- a8va. 

12
 Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, III, V, I, 3, 238. 

13
 Psalms 110, 10. 

14
 Wisdom, I, 4. 
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both of which stress that the true beginning of wisdom lies in the fear of God.
15

 So, 
after having established through these rules how a student ought to relate to 
himself, to God and to a master, Pelbartus goes on to stipulate how wisdom begins. 
It should be noted that for Pelbartus, in the good Scotist tradition,

16
 theology is more 

justly qualified as a type of wisdom (sapientia) than as a science (scientia), given the 
fact that it speaks of divine things.

17
 

As a fifth rule, Pelbartus stipulates the exercise of virtues in acting well. This 
could only be a consequence of the previous rule regarding the fear of God. Only the 
authority of Bernard of Clairvaux

18
 that states that true wisdom lies in doing good 

deeds and avoiding doing evil,
19

 showing us that this fifth rule is also about wisdom, 
just like the previous one. 

The sixth and by far the most interesting rule is that the student should 
show diligence in his studies. This position is reinforced with the help of Boethius’s 
authority. Pelbartus is not actually quoting him but a commentary attributed to 
William of Weathley,

20
 stating that diligence can soften the bluntness of any subject. 

Then, in order to better illustrate his point of view, he introduces two exempla. The 
first one is actually an analogy: a drop of water which can permeate rocks, not 
because of its strength but due to the fact that it falls steadily, is just like a man who, 
with the help of his mind, by frequently learning, can hunt down a meaning no 
matter how obtuse or difficult it might be. The second one rather paints a picture 
depicting a lazy person, acting like a monkey who throws away a nut because of its 
exterior bitterness, never getting to the sweetness of its core. Just as this monkey 
never gets to the sweetness of the nut, lazy people who give up as soon as they 
realise the difficulty of study never reach its sweetness.

21
  

The exemplum of the lazy and impatient monkey has a long history. One can also 
find it, for instance, in the De eruditione principum of William Peraldus

22
 to show 

                                                        
15

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8va. 
16

 It is better to speak of a Scotist tradition rather than of a Scotist school of thought, given the 
great differences that separate the authors who claim to be following the Subtle Doctor. The 
difference between a school of thought and a tradition is that a school is a tradition 
consciously formed around a limited number of postulates. See: M. Hoenen, “Scotus and the 
Scotist School. The Tradition of Scotist Thought in the Medieval and Early Modern Period”,  
John Duns Scotus - Renewal of Philosophy, ed. E. P. Bos (Amsterdam, Atlanta: Editions Rodopi 
B.V., 1998), 197- 210; B. Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 179–181. 
17

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Abyssus’, q. 3, a3vb. 
18

 Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones super ‘Cantica canticorum’, sermo 1, par. 2, vol. 1, p. 4, l. 4–
7. 
19

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8va. 
20

 Guillelmus Wheatley (dubium), In Boethii De scholarium disciplinis, cap. 5, p. 197, col. 2, l. 
49. 
21

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8va. 
22

 Guillelmus Peraldus, De eruditione principum, V, cap. 33, p. 447, col. 1, l. 8. 
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how some people do not try to obtain an education because of its exterior 
bitterness, and in James of Vitriaco’s

23
 sermons, to illustrate how people who lack 

intelligence run away from wisdom and prudence because they consider it bitter. 
Hence, this same example is used in different contexts in order to illustrate various 
aspects.

24
 

This condition clearly tells us that Pelbartus is fully aware of the difficulties 
one encounters while studying. His preoccupation with this aspect of learning is just 
as evident in his third sermon dedicated to the feast of saint Catherine of Alexandria, 
where he states that, while he was in Krakow, he knew a student who encountered 
difficulties with his studies and it was only through the intervention of the saint that 
he could successfully complete them.

25
 

The last condition is the love of God when perfecting one’s knowledge.
26

 This 
perfection, according to Bernard of Clairvaux, refers to perfecting your wisdom by 
progressing from the fear of God to the love for God.

27
 

 
Part 2: What sciences should one learn in order to better understand theology? 
These rules are followed by a second chapter, ‘Addiscere secundo’, which discusses 
whether it is more useful for salvation to teach theology or to attend to individual 
souls by performing the sacraments. Pelbartus’s answer is that it is more important 
from an absolute point of view to teach theology than to perform the sacraments.

28
 

Given that this article focuses more on the sciences that are considered necessary in 
order to learn theology, we shall not discuss the ‘Addiscere secundo’ in greater 
detail. 

In the third chapter it is asked whether in order to learn theology it is licit to 
study secular sciences or, on the contrary, one should not be preoccupied with them 
at all. Although sciences themselves are not bad, sin can occur if they are misused. 
The abuse of sciences, says Pelbartus following Antoninus Florentinus,

29
 can appear 

in three cases: if the things that are learned are bad in themselves, like poetic 

                                                        
23

 Iacobus de Vitriaco, Sermones vulgares vel ad status, sermo 6, prothema, par. 1, p. 101, l. 
25. 
24

 On the fact of reusing literary motives see: Flóra Rajhona, Eszter Laczkó, “The Forms of the 
Narrative Material in the Exempla of Pelbartus de Themeswar’s Pomerium”, in Fortuna, 
Melusine, Genovefa, ed. Dieter Breuer and Gábor Tüskés (Bern, Berlin, Bruxelles, Frankfurt am 
Main, New York, Oxford, Wien: Peter Lang, 2010), 35–50. 
25

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Sermones Pomerii de sanctis, II (pars aestiva) (Augsburg: ex 
officinal Henrici Gran, 1502), sermo 101, Yy 5ra. The edition of this sermon is available online: 
http://sermones.elte.hu/pelbart/index.php?file=pa/pa101. Accessed 28 November 2016. 
26

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere I’, a8va. 
27

 Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones de diversis, sermo 73, VI. 1, p. 312, l. 2. 
28

 Pelbartus of Themeswar,  Rosarium, ‘Addiscere II’, a8vb. 
29

 Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, IV, XVI, I, 2, 1272–1273. 
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science which inclines one towards carnal desire or necromancy; if the intentions of 
the learner are wrong, for instance if he learns in order to be known (vanitas) or if he 
learns in order to know (curiositas) or in order to gain a profit (cupiditas);

30
 and, 

finally, if the person who is learning loses his faith or is kept from doing his duty 
because of his studies.

31
 

The rest of the chapter is divided into five “difficulties” which closely 
examine which sciences should be learned in order to better understand theology. 
This part of the text can be seen as an educational programme that Pelbartus 
probably aims at young people who want to study theology. Keeping in mind what 
the title of this entry suggests,

32
 this text does not address teachers but pupils, 

discussing not so much what should be taught but what one should learn. 
The first difficulty concerns which sciences should be learned in order to 

gain better access to theological knowledge. Pelbartus claims that all those sciences 
which are not forbidden are useful for the study of theology. The seven liberal arts 
are very important. Those of the trivium are the first to be mentioned: grammar 
teaches us to properly write and speak or pronounce, logic is useful in order to 
discern between truth and falsehood, rhetoric teaches the student to speak in an 
adorned manner. The sciences of the quadrivium are also permitted: music, in order 
to know the proportions of sounds and voices; geometry, because it is about the 
measures of things; arithmetic, which is about numbers and their proportions, is 
especially important because, in theology, mysteries are sometimes signified by 
numbers, and finally, astronomy, because it teaches the movements of the heavenly 
bodies and of the celestial spheres.

33
 

Natural philosophy, metaphysics and ethical philosophy also play an 
important role, because they serve theology as handmaidens to their lady. In 
addition, attention should be paid to canon and civil law. The liberal arts, physics and 

                                                        
30

 Pelbartus explicitly mentions Bernard of Clairvaux as the source for this classification. See: 
Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones super ‘Cantica canticorum’, sermo 36, par. 3, vol. 2, 5–6, l. 25- 
4. Still, his direct source is Antoninus Florentinus: Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, III, V, I, 1, 
233. A similar characterization of bad and good learning can be found in the “Ab auro” 
Prologue of the Rosarium: some have tried to learn those things that surpass them out of 
pride or evilness, in a diabolical way (heretics), others have tried out of curiosity, in a human 
manner (the philosophers), whereas only a few have tried in a divinely inspired manner (the 
theologians). See: Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Ab auro’, a3vb. For a history of the 
concept of curiositas and its influence on modern science, see: Hans Blumberg, The Legitimacy 
of the Modern Age, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge-London: MIT Press, 1983), 229–401. 
31

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, a8vb–b1ra. 
32

 “Addiscere” means to learn as opposed to “docere”, which means to teach. So, this entry 
addresses the disciple and not the teacher. It is not an abstract theory about what should be 
taught, but rather a text aimed at those who want to study theology, telling them what they 
should learn beforehand. 
33

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1ra. 
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metaphysics make you know how to define, divide, argue for or reject a position and 
canonical science resembles a type of practical theology. So, according to Pelbartus, 
all these sciences are as useful for theology as practice is for speculation.

34
 

The next question is whether poetry should be studied, since it corrupts the 
souls of the young. Just a few lines above, while it is explained how sin can appear in 
learning, poetry is qualified as a science that is bad in itself given that it inclines one 
towards carnal sin and, just like necromancy, it simply should not be studied. But, on 
reviewing the issue in this second difficulty, Pelbartus, following the Summa of 
Angelus of Clavasio,

35
 divides the books written by pagans into two categories: books 

such as Ovid’s De arte amandi that nobody should ever read given that they are 
about impudent things

36
 and books that are useful, especially for the enrichment of 

one’s vocabulary, although some indecent things can be found in them.
37

 It is not at 
all unusual to use such justifications for the study of pagan authors. In 8

th
 century 

Gaul, where Latin was considered a foreign language, the monks were allowed to 
read the classical authors without any restraints in order to learn it.

38
  

In the third difficulty it is debated how mathematics might help in the study 
of theology. Although the solution to the first difficulty states that arithmetic and 
geometry might be useful because the first could help one decipher the numerical 
symbolism of the Bible, while the second teaches the student about the proportions 
of things, the issue is discussed in more detail at this point. Pelbartus thus 
establishes a distinction between ‘mathematica’ and ‘matematica’. The first is useful 
in the study of theology, while the second is the same as divination and it is thus 
forbidden to read or learn it.

39
 This passage closely follows the Summa of Angelus of 

Clavasio,
40

 but it goes further than the text of the Summa angelica, also explicitly 
quoting the Catholicon of Iohannes of Ianua,

41
 Angelus’s implicit source. 

                                                        
34

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1ra. 
35

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae (Nuremberg: impressa per Anthonium 
Koberger, 1492), ‘Magister’, 185vb. From now on: Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus 
conscientiae. 
36

 Oswaldus of Lasko has the same opinion about the works of Ovid. He severely criticizes the 
masters that read his poetry with their disciples. See: Oswaldus de Lasko, Sermones de sanctis 
Biga salutis intitulati (Hagenau: ex officina Henrici Gran, 1499), sermo 79, K1vb. The text is 
available online at the following address: 
http://sermones.elte.hu/szovegkiadasok/latinul/laskaiosvat/index.php?file=os/os079. 
Accessed 28 November 2016. Also, see: Ildikó Bárczi, Ars compilandi (Budapest: Universitas 
Kiadó, 2010), 316. 
37

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1ra. 
38

 Pierre Riché, Jacques Verger, Maîtres et élèves au Moyen Age (Paris: Tallandier, 2006), 26. 
39

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1rb. 
40

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae, ‘Magister’, 185vb. 
41

 Iohannes of Ianua, Catholicon (Venetiis: iussu et impensis domini Petri Lichtenstein, 1506), 
‘Matesis’, 3 5va–vb. 
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But what about the sciences of the quadrivium? They are permitted, but 
one should not insist on them for too long. The only exception is music, which is 
useful in singing praises to the Lord.

42
  Although these sciences do hold some truth, 

says Pelbartus naming Saint Jerome as a source,
43

 they do not lead to piety. That 
being said, they are of little use and incline one to sins such as curiositas. Astronomy 
and astrology are the ones which do the most harm, sending innocent souls towards 
sin.

44
 The explicit sources for this passage are Antoninus Florentinus

45
 and Angelus of 

Clavasio.
46

 
Astronomy played a very important role at the University of Krakow in the 

second half of the15
th

 century. Actually, it was the science that established its 
reputation. Some great astronomers such as Iohannes of Glogovia and Marcin Bylica 
studied at the Faculty of Arts in the same period as Pelbartus of Themeswar.

47
 It is 

thus difficult to explain such a critical attitude towards this subject, given Pelbartus’s 
education.  

The question concerning physics and the laws receives more of a legal 
answer: one can study those sciences if it does not intervene with their duties and if 
it can help them better fulfil their obligations. Members of a religious order who live 
in a monastery can only study such sciences if they do not leave the monastery for 
more than two months in order to do so, sub poena excommunicationis.

48
 The 

answer is copied from Angelus of Clavasio
49

 whom Pelbartus explicitly quotes. 

                                                        
42

 The importance given to music was not unanimously accepted by the Observant 
Franciscans. John of Capistrano actually considered that too much time from the education of 
novices is dedicated to musical instruction. See: P. Delcorno, “‘Quomodo discet sine 
docente?’”, 151. 
43

 Pelbartus actually quotes Gratian’s Decretum: Gratianus, Codex iuris canonici. Editio 
Lipsiensis secunda (Leipzig, 1879–1881), pars 1, dist. 37, canon 10, p. 138, l. 25–27. 
44

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1rb. 
45

 Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, IV, XVI, I, 5, 1279. 
46

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae, ‘Magister’, 185vb. 
47

 See: Paul Knoll, “The Arts Faculty at the University of Cracow at the End of the Fifteenth 
Century”, in The Copernican Achievement, ed. R. S. Westman (Berkeley, Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1975), 147. Also, for the curricula of the Faculty of Arts of the 
University of Krakow, see: André Goddu, Copernicus and the Aristotelian Tradition – 
Education, Reading and Philosophy in Copernicus’s Path to Heliocentrism (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 
2010), 5–167. The Statutes of this Faculty also specify what works one should have to read in 
order to graduate and how much time should be dedicated to each of them. See: Józef 
Muczkowski, ed., Statuta necnon Liber promotionum  (Krakow, 1849), 13–15. 
48

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1rb. 
49

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae, ‘Excommunicatio de casibus’, VII, 
casibus 6 et 7, 96rb. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
61 

 

The solution to the next difficulty, regarding the usefulness of alchemy, is 
also copied from the Summa Angelica.

50
 The fact is that alchemy should not be 

studied. This is not a true science: those who practice it either create false gold or 
silver, or they create real gold and silver through diabolical intervention.

51
 

To sum up, the sciences that Pelbartus thinks might be useful in the study of 
theology are: the trivial sciences, philosophy (more precisely, natural philosophy, 
ethics and metaphysics), canon and civil law and, from the sciences of the 
quadrivium, music. All the rest are permitted under certain conditions, or are 
completely forbidden. 

Nevertheless, what if somebody does not merely intend to better 
understand theology, but to pursue a magisterium in this science? Pelbartus answers 
this question in the fifth chapter (“Addiscere quinto”). In order to be a magister one 
must learn the scientias humanas: grammar, logic, rhetoric, philosophy, ethics, 
politics and, above all, metaphysics. These sciences teach one how to define, divide, 
prove or reject arguments, so whoever seeks to obtain a magisterium must know 
them, but not stop at them. As a source for this passage, Pelbartus quotes Augustine 
of Anchona,

52
 but he is actually copying from the Summa of Antoninus Florentinus.

53
 

Also, in order to become a magister in theology, one should learn canon 
law. The importance given to canon law together with that given to moral theology 
is a sign of the central place held by pastoral care within the observant ideology.

54
 

Theology and canon law do not differ from one another in their subject, but only in 
the manner in which they treat the same subject. That is to say, while theology talks 
about the sacraments in a subtle way, their very existence under discussion, canon 
law takes them as given and discusses them in a positive manner. Secondly, theology 
determines certain subjects in view of contemplation, whereas canon law 
determines them in view of action. Thirdly, while theology discusses things related 
to the cult of God out of belief, canon law mostly discusses the practical details of 
the cult, such as the order of ministers or their duties. Lastly, while theology is 
mostly about the introspection and the relation between man and God, canon law is 
about the relation between man and man and only concentrates on exterior aspects 
of the divine cult. Given this close relationship between theology and canon law, the 
student who is seeking to obtain a magisterium in theology should not only read the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard but also Gratian’s Decretum.

55
 The fact that the texts of 

these two authors are brought together this way is not at all unusual. Actually, 

                                                        
50

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae, ‘Alchimia’, 8rb–8va. 
51

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere III’, b1va. 
52

 Augustine of Anchona, Summa de potestate ecclesiastica (Romae: ex typographia Georgii 
Ferrarii, 1584), q. 108, art. 1, 535a. 
53

 Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, III, V, II, 239–240. 
54

 See P. Delcorno, “‘Quomodo discet sine docente?’”, 156. 
55

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere V’, b2ra–rb. 
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Gratian and Peter Lombard are very often quoted together. There is even a medieval 
legend according to which they were brothers or, in some instances of the legend, 
even twins.

56
 The issue of the necessity to study law in order to accede to a 

magisterium is once again treated following the text of Antoninus Florentinus.
57

 
Although Augustine of Anchona

58
 is explicitly mentioned in relation to the fact that 

theology and canon law only differ in regard to the manner in which they treat the 
same subject but not in regard to the subject itself, the reference is once again 
copied from the Summa of the Florentine. 

The next two questions of the “Addiscere quinto” are whether a member of 
a religious order should pursue a magisterium in theology and whether it is 
permitted for someone to try to obtain a licentia docendi in theology. Though these 
subjects are interesting, they are not directly related to our theme and shall not be 
treated here.

59
 

In conclusion, in order to obtain a magisterium in theology, one should have 
a good knowledge of both the human sciences and canon law. The first is necessary 
because it is those sciences that teach one to define, divide, argue for or against 
positions and speak in an adorned manner. The second is obligatory because canon 
law is like a type of practical theology: the two have the same subject which they 
treat in different ways.  
 
Part 3: What should everybody else learn? 
In order to see how Pelbartus answers this question, we should return to the 
previous chapter, the “Addiscere quarto”. There, he explains what every single 
person should learn, according to his or her status and duties, in order to be saved. 
What is worth mentioning is that this question extends much farther than those 
which we have previously discussed. We no longer have a text that tells students of 
theology what to do in order to better understand the subject matter of their 
studies, but a text that tells all Christians what they must learn in order to be saved. 
The answer is copied from the Summa de casibus conscientiae of Angelus of 
Clavasio

60
 and it implies that there are certain things that people must know 

according to their status and duties. Church rulers must insist on canon law. Princes 
and other secular rulers must learn civil law so that they may make fair judgments. 
They also have to know politics and defence. Judges are to know the civil laws. Those 
who have the souls of others in their care, such as confessors, should engage in the 

                                                        
56

 See A. Winroth, The Making of Gratian’s Decretum (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 1. 
57

 Antoninus Florentinus, Summa, III, V, II, 2, 241- 242. 
58

 Augustine of Anchona, Summa de potestate ecclesiastica (Romae: ex typographia Georgii 
Ferrarii, 1584), q. 108, art. 3, 536b- 537a. 
59

 For these two questions see: Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere V’, b2rb. 
60

 Angelus of Clavasio, Summa de casibus conscientiae, ‘Scientia’, 256ra–rb. 
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study of casus conscientiae. Doctors and preachers are to pay special attention to 
the study of the Bible. 

Those who belong to a religious order should respect what the rule of their 
order prescribes for each case. Learning the liberal arts, except music, is not 
mandatory for them, but it is advised that they study the trivial arts. They should 
also insist on philosophy, especially on moral philosophy and, of course, theology. If 
they neglect such duties, they are to be damned; Gratian’s Decretum

61
 is quoted in 

relation to this aspect, but Pelbartus does not quote it directly, but following the 
work of Angelus. The members of religious orders are to combine prayer and reading 
so as to find a good proportion.

62
 

All Christians should know the things that belong to the Christian faith: the 
Creed, elements of the Christian faith such as the fact that the feasts of the saints 
should be publicly celebrated, the Pater noster and the Ave Maria, the precepts of 
the Decalogue. Parents and godfathers who do not teach their children or godsons 
these things commit a deadly sin and so do the children post annos discretionis. Still, 
it can suffice if a Christian knows the information that these prayers contain without 
knowing how to recite them by heart. But, if he were to be asked about them he 
would know how to answer correctly. So, for instance if somebody were to be asked 
whether Jesus was the son of God and they would know to answer affirmatively they 
might be excused for not knowing the Creed by heart. Although such knowledge 
might suffice, Christians should be advised to learn these prayers and the precepts of 
the Decalogue by heart.

63
 Generally, the Observants emphasise the catechization of 

lay Christians. This is proven both by the contents of their sermons, as well as by the 
great number of Catechisms that originate from the observant milieu.

64
 

According to Pelbartus, people should know different things according to 
their duties. What is more interesting is that the lack of necessary knowledge can 
lead to damnation. So, if somebody does a bad job because of his lack of education, 
it is also considered a sin.  
 
Conclusion 
The main purpose of this article was to present Pelbartus of Themeswar’s opinion 
concerning which sciences should be learned in order to better understand theology. 
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 Gratianus, Codex iuris canonici. Editio Lipsiensis secunda (Leipzig, 1879–1881), pars 1, dist. 
37, canon 8, p. 138, l. 8 et sqq. 
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 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere IV’, b1va–vb. 
63

 Pelbartus of Themeswar, Rosarium, ‘Addiscere IV’, b1vb. 
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 See, P. Delcorno, “‘Quomodo discet sine docente?’”, 174–182. Also, on the great number of 
Catechisms see Bert Roest, Franciscan Literature of Religious Instruction before the Council of 
Trent (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2004), 230–313. 
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His theory is compiled
65

 from the works of Antoninus Florentinus and Angelus of 
Clavasio, as the rich critical apparatus of the article illustrates. However, his manner 
of bringing these opinions together in order to construct his text is remarkable: he 
manages to address all possible aspects that one can think of regarding the process 
of learning, beginning with how one should prepare oneself for the study of theology 
(“Addiscere I”) and ending with the conditions under which it is permitted for 
somebody to try and obtain a licentia docendi in theology (“Addiscere V”). 
Given that not all subjects were equally important for the theme, we have focused 
on only three aspects: how one should prepare for the study of theology, which 
sciences should one learn in order to better understand theology and in order to 
pursue a magisterium in this science and finally, what everybody should learn, given 
one’s status and duties, in order to be saved. These three aspects manage to round 
up the educational program put forth by Pelbartus of Themeswar. Despite the 
impressive number of sciences that Pelbartus thinks one should learn, the Observant 
ambivalence towards the subject of education is quite evident from his opinions

66
: 

pagan sciences can be studied only under certain conditions and in view of better 
understanding theology. 
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 On the technique of compilation, see Alastair Minnis, “Nolens Auctor sed Compilator 
Reputari: the Late Medieval Discourse of Compilation”, La méthode critique au Moyen Age 
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Abstract The paper presents a group of letters written and received by 
Miklós Bethlen, preserved in the State Archives of the town of Baia Mare, 
containing a full history of one of the financial matters of the Chancellor of 
Transylvania. The story revolves around a sum of money lent to the town 
of Baia Mare by Anna Hátszegi, widow of János Sombori, who was 
captured by the Tatars in 1660. The woman then left this money to the 
Bethlen family in her last will. The story begins for Bethlen in the 1680s, 
the attempts to collect the debt can be traced in five years’ 
correspondence, written by Bethlen and his brothers, and also other 
dignitaries of Transylvania and the Kingdom of Hungary.  
Keywords nobility, personal connections, financial matters, rhetoric of 
letterwriting 

 
 
The economic affairs of Miklós Bethlen have been very well researched, and as far as 
we know, it was an even more frequent subject of discussion of his contemporaries. 
The Maramureș Direction of the Romanian National Archives in Baia Mare contains a 
few letters written by him, and most of these letters present a relatively well 
outlined story of debt collection. The story is interesting not only on account of its 
characters, but also due to the logic of Bethlen’s argumentation, its rhetorical 
structure, and last but not least, from the perspective of the prudent negotiations of 
the town officials despite the pressure of the dignitaries. From this point of view, 
these letters could also be sources for a case study in town history. 
 The active participants of the story were the Bethlen family members 
(Miklós Bethlen, his two brothers Sámuel and Pál, and after Pál’s death, his son 
János), the dignitaries interceding in their case, István Csáki, comes of Bereg County, 
chief captain (főkapitány) of Sătmar and judge royal (judex curiae regiae), and 
Sándor Károlyi comes of Sătmar County. Many more of the dignitaries knew about 
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Bethlen’s legal case and their knowledge was used as arguments in the claims 
against the town officials. As the letters reveal, Octavian Nigrelli, imperial general 
and military commander of Upper Hungary, Siegfried Christoph Breuner imperial 
official (in the letters referred to as Prainer), and even Mihály Apafi I Prince of 
Transylvania knew about the case. The Prince was familiar with this debt affair not 
only from the part of the Bethlen family. The correspondence with the Baia Mare 
town council about this issue is now known from sixteen letters (none of which are 
written by the town officials, that side of the story can only be deduced from the 
answers written to them). Eleven letters were written by Miklós Bethlen, two of 
these signed together with one of his brothers, and the rest were written by 
intercessors or by Bethlen’s administrator, Lőrinc Fekete.

1
 

 The first letter extant – but not the first of the correspondence – is from 
1686,

2
 signed by Miklós Bethlen and Pál Bethlen, addressed to the town council of 

Baia Mare, in which they ask, straightforwardly but with determination, for the sum 
of two thousand florins lent with interest by “our poor deceased aunt, Anna 
Hátszegi, wife of János Sombori” to the town, and they complain that although the 
town would have had to pay back the interest too, they paid nothing. The basis for 
their claim is Mrs Sombori’s will, which they had previously sent to the town council. 
However, neither here nor in what follows shall we find out why Anna Hátszegi left 
this sum of money to the Bethlens. At first glance, it could be a family inheritance. 
Anna Hátszegi, wife of János Sombori is indeed a relative: she is the mother-in-law of 
the second cousin of János Bethlen, Mihály – mother of Mihály Bethlen’s first wife, 
Borbála Sombori.

3
 However, the story may be more complicated, if one takes into 

consideration the story of Anna Hátszegi, as much as we know of it: she was 
captured by the Tatars.  
 Georg Krauss mentions in his chronicle Mrs Sombori’s captivity when he 
relates how János Kemény fled to Maramureș to escape the Tatars in 1661:  

                                                        
1
 
 
Probably Bethlen’s servant and administrator, his name appeared in other letters of Bethlen 

as well, see: József Jankovics, ed., Bethlen Miklós levelei (Miklós Bethlen’s letters) (Budapest: 
Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987), 411, 719. 
2
 The letters starts: “Your Excellencies may remember that last year we wrote already to Your 

Excellencies… ” – so they already contacted the town officials a year before in this case, and 
that might still not have been the first occasion. Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte 
administrative, anul 1686, fasc. 1., nr. 4. 
3
 Somewhat more is known of János Sombori of Magyarnagyzsombor (Zimbor), husband of 

Anna Hátszegi. He was the cousin of Prince György Rákóczi I, we also know of his offices, he 
had an important role in the funeral of Prince György Rákóczi I, he was one of the men who 
held the body of the Prince. Ildikó Horn, who published the text, noted that János Sombori (d. 
1649) was cousin of György Rákóczi I, father-in-law of Mihály Bethlen, and comes of Turda 
between 1645–49. Ildikó Horn, Ismeretlen temetési rendtartások a 16–17. századból, 
(Unknown funeral regulations from the 16

th
-17

th
 century) Irodalomtörténeti Közlemények 5–6 

(1998): 765. 
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However, the Tatars lost track of Prince Kemény in Emberfő Mountain, 
turned to a different path and did not follow the prince. As we shall hear, 
the prince went on to Sighet, the next day to Técső, and on the third day to 
the castle of Huszt, where he camped on the field. So the Tatars lost track of 
the prince in the mountains, who could thus turn left; this happened 
because of divine providence. The Tatars moved right, towards Baia Mare of 
Hungary, and found several thousands of fleeing peasants whom they all 
captured and took with themselves. In the great haste a noblewoman 
named Mrs János Zsombori, wife of an illustrious nobleman, was a little late 
in her escape to Baia Mare and was also captured by the Tatars.

4
 

 
János Bethlen’s História contains this story almost verbatim:  

 
The following day, that is, on Saturday he [Kemény+ crossed the Emberfő 
Mountain and camped at the feet of these mountains that divide 
Maramureș and the rest of Transylvania near the village of Oláhlápos 
*Lăpuș+. He wanted to stay there also on the following day, on Sunday. But 
around eight o’clock that morning they reported that Tatars were seen not 
far, to the left. The result was evident. The Tatars sent to chase the prince 
lost his track on Emberfő mountain and after leaving him behind by mistake 
on the right, they hurried to Rivuli (which in Hungarian is Nagybánya). The 
widow of one of the noblemen, János Zombori, was unexpectedly captured 
together with thousands of peasants and moved on in a hurry. They 
oppressed regions which were under the supremacy of the Kingdom of 
Hungary.

5
  

 
Somewhat later, the story is again adopted in a similar way in András Huszti’s work Ó 
és Újj Dacia.

6
 

                                                        
4
 Georg Krauss, Erdélyi krónika 1608–1665, trans. Sándor Vogel (Miercurea Ciuc *Csíkszereda+: 

Pro-Print, 2008), 558–559. 
5
 Miklós Bethlen’s father started to write his history of Transylvania in Latin in the 1660s. 

Modern edition: Bethlen János, Erdély története 1629–1673, trans. Judit Vásárhelyi, P., 
afterword and notes by József Jankovics, indexes by József Jankovics, Judit Nyerges (Budapest: 
Balassi Kiadó, 1993), 96. 
6
 “Bontzidárol Kemény János Szomosujjvárra ment, onnan Négerfalvára, onnan az Emherfön á 

tal Oláh Láposra. A’ Tatárok pedig mindenütt nyomába érkezvén, az Emberfön az utat 
elvesztették‚ és bal kézre Nagy Bánya felé tértenek , és egy Fö Embernek, a’ kinek Neve 
Sombori János vólt, a’ Felefégét sok ezer paraszt emberekkel egygyütt véletlenül el-fogták. 
Szathmár vidékit fel-prédálták, és a’ Dománhidi határon egy rakásra hordották, а’hová Ali 
Basát-is várták. Az alatt Kemény János a’ Máramarosi Havason által, Szigeth, Tétsö és Hufzt 
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 Anna Hátszegi, wife of János Sombori was indeed captured by the Tatars, in 
her letter to the Prince of Transylvania written in Bakhchysarai in September 1665 
she asked help for her liberation: “Anna Hátszegi, widow of János Sombori, to Mihály 
Apafi [Prince of Transylvania], beseeching for her liberation from Tatar captivity. 
Written in the town of Bakhchysarai on 29 September 1665.” The letter was 
published by Lajos Szádeczky in volume 6 of Székely Oklevéltár,

7
 the original is found 

in the Cluj County State Archives in Cluj Napoca.
8
  

 Anna Hátszegi arrived home from her Tatar captivity in 1674 at the latest, as 
proved by the note in the town protocols of Baia Mare, which claim that on 4 July 
1674 the town borrowed through Mr Tamás Gyulai 2000 forints from Mrs Anna 
Hátszegi Sombori when István Dioszeghi was the judge of the town. The interest for 
this sum is 200 forints yearly.

9
 Another hand continued that the debt has been paid 

completely and the town is no longer indebted to Mrs Sombori.
10

 This proves that 
Anna Hátszegi lent 2000 forints to the town in 1674, and the debt was listed in the 
town debtor’s book. The payment of the debt was also listed, and the case was 
closed: the debt was paid partly in cash, partly by the village of Fernezely (Firiza).

11
 

Unfortunately, the note names neither the time, nor the people of the pay-off 
(probably because this volume of the protocols lacks at least one page around this 
note).  

                                                                                                                                    
felé Szathmár Várába ereszkedett, és magát Còmmendans Heisterrel egyben-tsatolta.” 
Huszti’s work was edited by Sámuel Dienes years after Huszti’s death: Ó és Újj Dacia, az az 
Erdélynek régi és mostani állapotjárol valo Historia, (Vienna [Bécs], 1791), 276. 
7
 Szádeczky Lajos, ed., Székely Oklevéltár, Vol. 6.: 1603–1698, (Kolozsvár: Ajtai K. Albert, 1897), 

letter 1245, 305–305. 
8
 Location: Pers. coll. Kemény József, fond 594, doc. nr. 762. 

9
 “Város Ados: 1674. die 4. July Nemzetes Sombori Jánosné Aszszonytul Nemes Hatszegi 

Annatul, Dioszeghi Istvan Uram Biróságában levált a’ Varos Gyulai Thamas ur által Summa 
2000 forintot. Interessi ezen penznek annuarim summa 200 forint.” (Dioszeghi was chief judge 
[judex primarius+ of the town from 1672, and praeconsul from 1677. Tamás Gyulai was 
praeconsul of the town from 1681 and judge in 1684. At the time of writing this letter, he 
probably had some office in the town council as well.) [The abbreviations used in the letters 
are written out in italics.] 
10

 “NB. Ezen adossagh ki fizetödöt egeszlen, és Fernezely adatot forint 1800. a’ többiröl kesz 
penzel contentaltatott, igy a’ város már semmivel sem adoss.” Location: Fond 1. Prim. or. Baia 
Mare, nr. Inv. 283. Protocol 5, p. 72. (previous leaf numbering p. 71. The next leaf in the new 
numbering is p. 73, in the old one it is p. 76, therefore two pages are missing. This book of the 
protocols contained the town’s various debts, and it was started by a special occasion: the 
collection of the tax of 10000 tallers imposed on the town in 1660 by Pasha Seidi Mehmet. 
This sum was collected as donations and loans of the inhabitants of the town and the 
neighbourhoods. Later, other debts of the town to its inhabitants were also listed in there.  
11

 A village situated at around 10-15 km from Baia Mare.  
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 This loan shows that Anna Hátszegi was a wealthy woman. This was 
probably also a relevant detail in her escape from the captivity of the Tatars. 
However, we can only make guesses on who helped her to come back home. We 
cannot exclude János Bethlen, who was repeatedly asked to help to pay the ransom 
or intervene for other prisoners of the Tatars. Researches of Mária Ivanics revealed 
that János Bethlen paid the ransom of people captured during the Polish campaign 
of the Tatars of 1657.

12
 

 
* 

 
The story of Miklós Bethlen and Anna Hátszegi, former prisoner of the Tatars, begins 
thus, from Bethlen’s perspective, in 1685 at the latest.  
 Bethlen and his brother, Pál, wrote from Sibiu to the council of Baia Mare 
on 11 March 1686, reminding them of their request addressed to the town a year 
before: to be paid the money that Mrs Sombori left them in her will.

13
 On 20 March, 

Bethlen wrote another letter to the town, reminding the council of his and his 
brother’s earlier letter and offers that the town could send him the sum more easily 
as he is staying at the moment in the nearby town of Sighet.

14
 The town probably 

replied to Bethlen, for a week later, on 27 March, he wrote another letter.
15

 At that 
time he was already aware that other people were also hoping to lay their hands on 
the debt, and Bethlen warned the town that the copy of Mrs Sombori’s will clearly 
showed to whom that sum of money should go.

16
 He was also generous: he said he 

understood the “great misery” of the town, therefore he did not even claim the 

                                                        
12

 Ivanics Mária, Rabszerzés és rabkiváltás a Krími Kánságban a 16–17. században (Az 1657.évi 
lengyelországi hadjáratban fogságba esett erdélyiek történetéhez) (Prisoners in the Khanate of 
Crimea in the 16

th
–17

th
 century. Data for the history of Transylvanians captured during the 

Polish campaign of 1657.) Századok 6 (2007): 1483–1514.  János Bethlen in his memoirs 
mentions one case when he paid the ransom. The Grand Vizier wanted the wife of Ghica, 
Voivode of Wallachia – after the Voivode fled to Poland – but after some wrangling they 
agreed on 4000 tallers that the woman had to pay in order not to go to the Grand Vizier’s 
camp. Although the Voivode’s wife could not pay this amount, János Bethlen lent her half of 
the sum. The Voivode’s wife was escorted to Hungary where her husband resided under the 
protection of the Roman Emperor. “Jóllehet ezt az összeget a vajdáné készpénzben megfizetni 
nem tudta, de Bethlen János annak fele részét rendelkezésére bocsájtotta. A vajdánét pedig 
illendő kísérettel Magyarországra küldték, ahol férje a római császárnak az oltalma alatt 
töltötte a napjait.” János Bethlen, Erdély története, 248.  
13

 Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte administrative, anul 1686, fasc. 1., nr. 4. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 “Kegyelmetek a Somboriné Aszonnak Testamentumát tudván; tudván azt is, hogy (…) 
szabadgyon etiam cum praejudicio fratrum et Consangvinorum disponalhat.” 
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capital, only the interest, not only for his own use, but also in the town’s interest, so 
that the town would not have to pay even more interest in the future.

17
 

 The next letter we know of in this correspondence comes from 1688, the 
only one from that year.

18
 Perhaps there was no other letter written between this 

one and the previous one mentioned. This letter also reveals that the town had not 
paid back its debt in the meantime. Making reference to the family relations and the 
testament, Bethlen requested again that the town paid at least the interest. 
 From the year 1689, no personally written letter of Bethlen addressed to 
the town council of Baia Mare has been preserved. However, his administrator, 
Lőrinc Fekete, wrote to the town twice.

19
 In a letter dated 24 February 1689, he 

informed the council of Baia Mare that Bethlen wrote to the commendans of Košice 
about the debt, also mentioning the name of János Dancs, the other pretender to 
the money (this is the first appearance of his name). Fekete repeated Bethlen’s 
earlier warning not to give the money to János Dancs. István Csáki

20
 replied to the 

letter sent by the Baia Mare town council in a letter sent from Levoča on 20 March 
1689: since the town had turned to him for justice, he examined Mrs Sombori’s 
original testament which the Bethlens had made available to him, and on that 
account he ordered the town not to give the money to Dancs, but pay off the 
Bethlens. He also contacted the imperial general Nigrelli, warning him not to 
interfere with military force on Dancs’s side to get the money. One month after 
Csáki’s letter, the comes of Sătmar County, Sándor Károlyi, also wrote a similar 
letter, somewhat more detailed, to the town of Baia Mare.

21
 Károlyi reminded the 

town that his father, the former judge royal, also knew about the case and saw who 
was right in it. On this account he also tells the town to pay back the money to the 
Bethlens. The next letter is again written by Lőrinc Fekete on 15 April 1689, 
reminding the council of the preliminaries (that Csáki wrote to Nigrelli on the matter, 
and, as the legitimate owner of the money was clarified, the Prince was also 

                                                        
17

 “Ami a’ Capitalis meg adasat nezi, kegyelmetek sok nyomorusagat és az időnek gonossagat 
meg tekintven, kivalkeppen penig hogy azon eggy Isten szolgai vagyunk; én halaszthatom 
*word underlined by Bethlen+ de az Interesset eggy atallyaba meg várom kegyelmetektől – ide, 
most [to Sighet], mert aval kegyelmetek tartozik és igen felette meg sem terheltetik, nagyobb 
akadallyara lenne kegyelmeteknek jövendöbe sokkal, ha az Interestis a’ Capitalis hatara hadna 
nőni.” 
18

 Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte administrative, anul 1688, fasc. 1., nr. 9. 
19

 The letters written in 1689 are preserved in: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte 
administrative, anul 1689, fasc. 1., nr. 3. According to the register of the archive, Miklós 
Bethlen wrote a letter with his brother Sámuel to the town about the debt. This letter is 
missing from the fascicle.  
20

 Comes of Bereg County, chief captain (főkapitány) of the castle of Sătmar, judge royal.  
21

 31 March 1689, Sătmar. Sándor Károlyi joined Rákóczi’s war of independence in 1703, he 
was involved in concluding the peace treaty of Sătmar.  



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
71 

 

informed about it). He reminded the council that the Prince of Transylvania 
contacted Sándor Károlyi’s father, László Károlyi, the previous comes of Sătmar (the 
letter did not say precisely when), after János Dancs had turned to him for legal 
assistance. (Prince Mihály Apafi I took measures indeed: he had the estates of Mrs 
Sombori be given to Dancs

22
). The truth is no longer at issue, as proved by the 

intervention of all these dignitaries, and Bethlen urges the council through Lőrinc 
Fekete to hurry and collect the money, being certain that these interventions will 
have their effects. Lőrinc Fekete already mentions in this last letter János Bethlen, 
son of Pál Bethlen who died in 1686, as the third lawful claimer of the debt. 
 However, after all this, the council of Baia Mare was still reluctant to collect 
the money. István Csáki ordered the town in February 1690 to pay their debt to the 
Bethlens without any further delay.

23
 Soon after Csáki’s letter, on 27 February, 

Miklós Bethlen also wrote a letter from Košice, saying that he did not want to cause 
any trouble, knowing that the situation of Baia Mare was different from that of 
Transylvania (depending on “Hungarian direction” too), therefore he did not want to 
take the case to even higher instances. Nevertheless, he talked about it with 
“Prajner” *Breuner+ and Nigrelli, but for the time being he only asked the judge royal 
to intervene in his case. Besides the authorities, Bethlen uses the argument of 
conscience as well, saying that the town should not delay the payment of the debt 
but hurry to free themselves of it.

24
 However, the case was not settled, and Bethlen 

– right after his return from Vienna with the Diploma Leopoldinum – wrote his 
following letter on 3 November from Kővár. At this point he was already willing to 
negotiate, and proved his generosity and indulgence: he let go 400 forints of the 
interest, and asked only for the remaining 600. He did not discuss this concession 
with his brother, Sámuel, so, if he did not agree with it, he himself would pay his 
brother’s part of the money. His representative is Mihály Ajtai. Bethlen was 
appointed in the meantimg, in October that year, comes of Maramureș County. After 
that, a relatively dense correspondence followed again. Five letters of Bethlen 

                                                        
22

 “Apafi Mihály 1688 márcz. 18-dikán Fogarasban kelt levelével megparancsolja Balis Ferencz, 
somlyai főkapitánynak, hogy néhai Sombori Jánosné Háczegi Annának eddig a fejedelmi 
kincstár számára lefoglalt birtokait Kövecsesi Dants Jánosnak, illetőleg nejének, Szénás 
Borbálának adja ki.” Petri Mór, Szilágy vármegye monographiája, Vol. 5. (Budapest: Szilágy 
Vármegye Közönsége, 1903), 328. One can perhaps suspect that the estates of Mrs Sombori, 
or a part of them, were pawned to get the money for the ransom – as it was a very frequent 
solution – and this is how they may have reached in the possession of Dancs.  
23

 “Kegyelmeteknek Fö Birój authoritásunk szerent parancsollyuk, az fellyül megh irt nehai 
Sombori Janosne kegyelmeteknél lévő pénzit, Interessével edgyüt, ne másnak, hanem emlitet 
Bethlen Miklós, Samuel, és Janos Urameknek, adgya, és megh fizesse.” 
24

 “kegyelmetek a pénznek megadását ne halassza, hanem igyekezzék könnyebbíteni magokat 
az adósságtól.” 
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written to the town in 1691 were preserved,
25

 one of which, the last one, is signed 
together with his brother, Sámuel Bethlen. The first letter is an answer written on 6 
January, sent from Sibiu, to the council’s letter written on 8 November 1690 (which 
was, in turn, a response to Bethlen’s letter from 3 November, there were no letters 
written in the meantime). In this short message, contrary to his previous indulgence, 
he now applied the means of threat. He wrote he would pay back his own debt with 
this money, and informed the officials of his decision to make Mihály Ajtai his 
representative, but, were they not to accept it, he threatened he would transfer it to 
pay his own debt to a German gentleman who would be perfectly capable to take it 
from them [the town].

26
 In May he wrote again. He said that he agreed for them to 

pay 500 forints less of the 3000 forints debt (previously, in his letter on 3 November 
1690, he talked about 400 forints), but he could no longer wait and claimed the 
whole sum, or else – he threatened them again – he would leave the money to the 
treasury of Szepes County, to which he was also indebted, and they would take the 
whole sum of 3000 forints from them.

27
 The town council replied on 7 June, as 

indicated from Bethlen’s next letter written to them. The payment had still not been 
made, but for some reason Bethlen was visibly indulged, as shown by his letter sent 
from Sibiu on 15 June.

28
 This letter revealed that the town was interested in the 

original testament, but he said he could not give it away because it also contained 
other things. But he would send a transcript, an authenticated copy, and the town 
should do with that for as long as he would go personally to Baia Mare and show the 
original document to the council.

29
 He offered to make further concessions again, 

and suggested that the town pay back the money in two instalments, 1150 forints at 
Gál’s day and 1150 forints at Saint Michael’s day. Should the town be unable to pay 

                                                        
25

 These are contained in the same fascicle, in three distinct groups.  
26

 “En ugyan valamiben tudok kegyelmeteknek bizony jo szivel szolgalni, kesz vagyok, de eggy-
atallyaba annyi penzert tsak szep szoval contentalodgyam lehetetlen; hanem im Ajtaj Mihaly 
Urat eö kegyelmet teszen ez irasom altal Plenipotentiariusomnak, ha kegyelmetek contental 
bene, ha penig nem: eggy levelem Betsbe vagy Cassára eggy betsületes Nemeth Urhoz 
*küldöm+ a’ ki minapibannis kere én töllem azt az adossagat és ugyan Betsbe le akara 
énnekem tenni azt az adossagot, én annak adom, az tudom meg tudgya venni kegyelmeteken, 
és oka ne legyek sok inconventiának, mellyet fog kegyelmetek szenvedni miatta, de ell hitesse 
kegyelmetek magaval hogy igy leszen (...)” 
27

 Letter dated 29 May 1691, no place indication. Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte 
administrative, anul 1690–1691, fasc. 1., nr. 1. 
28

 Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte administrative, anul 1691, fasc. 1., nr. 20. 
29

 The Baia Mare registers contain very accurate and detailed records of all the cases 
connected to the town. These included all the testaments as well which were somehow 
connected to the town. Indeed, this story would have been truly complete if I had found Mrs 
Sombori’s testament among these records, which unfortunately I did not. It was either not 
copied in the registers for some reason, or Bethlen failed to send even a transcript of the 
document.  
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the money and would rather pay in kind (“valami haszonnal contentálna”), he should 
be informed through Ajtai. In his penultimate letter, written in August, he only 
offered his services to the town.

30
  

 In December, Bethlen wrote another letter together with his brother 
Sámuel. They said to observe the acknowledgement received from Ajtai, and 
reminded the town that they had already renounced a part of the sum, and although 
they received some estates from the town, they could make no use of it.

31
 

 Eventually, by the end of that year, an agreement had been reached 
between the Bethlen brothers, their nephew and the town of Baia Mare. Both copies 
of the agreement – the Bethlens’ and the one written by the town – have been 
preserved in the Baia Mare archives. Another copy was received and signed by 
Mihály Ajtai, Bethlen’s administrator, as well. The village given in exchange for the 
debt was handed over on 31 December 1691 (only ten days after signing), as proved 
by the receipt signed by Péter Balog, councillor of Sătmar. The text of the two 
documents is basically identical, but the justification of the agreement is somewhat 
more detailed in the town’s copy: the main argument for the legitimacy of the 
Bethlens’claim was the name of János Bethlen, to whose heirs Anna Hátszegi had left 
the sum of money in question in her will.

32
 The reason for the testament is unclear: 

perhaps it was the family relations, or as a sign of gratitude for János Bethlen and his 
heirs for helping in her release from Tatar captivity, or perhaps both.  
 Bethlen’s political career probably also played  an important role in 
reaching this agreement. He was elected Chancellor of Transylvania at the beginning 
of that year, and his powerful office was an important matter also for the town of 
Baia Mare, which belonged to the Kingdom of Hungary. This is the confusing period 
following the Diploma Leopoldinum, when Transylvania and Baia Mare practically 
already belonged under the same ruler. Since the documents extant do not reveal 
the background deals of this agreement (if there were any), one must only advance 
assumptions about these. Nonetheless, we know that the case was solved after at 
least six years in December 1691.  

                                                        
30

 Location: Fond 1: Prim. Or. Baia Mare, Acte administrative, anul 1691, fasc. 1., nr. 20. 
31

 “sőt annak a hitván helynek is talis qualis contentatioul való elvétele nekünk nagyobb 
kárunkúl vagyon sokkalt, mert mi annak hasznát sem tudgyuk venni, a pénznek penig minden 
nap hasznát vettük volna.” 
32

 Ibid. “Mi Nagybánya szabad kiralyi Varossanak Biráia, Tanacsa és Jurata Communitassa; 
Adgyuk tuttokra mindenkinek, a’ kiknek illik ez irasunk altal; Hogy boldog emlékezetű Eleink 
kértenek volt Varosunk közönséges szükségére kölcsön Nehai Tekintetes Nemzetes Sombori 
Janos Uram özvedgyetöl, Nemzetes. Haczegi Anna Aszszonytul florens 2000 / hungarical, melly 
Summat Varosunk, a’ sok terheltetesek és nyomorusagok miatt, emlitet jo emlekezetű 
Creditrixnek eletiben meg nem adhatván, hatta volt Testamentaliter azt Nehai Meltóságos 
Urnak Bethlen Janos Urunk eö Kegyelme Tekintetes Posteritasinak, ugymint Tekintetes 
Nemzetes Bethlen Miklos, Bethlen Pal, es Bethlen Samuel Uraimeknak eö kegyelmeknek.”  
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 The story involves 2000 forints and the interest for five years. Anna 
Hátszegi, as apparent from the record in the town protocols, lent this money to the 
town of Baia Mare in 1674. The Bethlens did not claim the interest for the entire 
period, only for the last five years, meaning that they considered themselves to be 
legal possessors of this sum only since 1685. The letters reveal quite clearly that the 
reason for this was not that the town had regularly paid the interest before that 
date. It is more probable that Anna Hátszegi died that year, and before her death she 
had personally attended to that business. When the agreement was signed, the 
town paid 500 forints of the total sum of 3000 forints to which the loan and the 
interests amounted, and subsequently the parties always talked about 1800 forints, 
which suggests that the Bethlens eventually made a deduction of 700 forints. The 
agreement meant at the same time taking mutual responsibility: the town assumes 
to pay the sum in two instalments, and before the payment is completed, they hand 
over the village of Felsőfernezely to the Bethlens, which they return to the town 
when the second instalment is paid with no argument, and take responsibility 
thereof in the name of their heirs as well. The Bethlens also agreed to negotiate with 
the other pretenders to Mrs Sombori’s money and would not allow them to harass 
the town with their claim. The agreement specifically mentioned that such a claim 
could be expected from János Dancs of Kémer, and if the Bethlens did not settle this 
affair with him, the town would not have to pay the Bethlens, or if it had already 
paid them, it could reclaim the money. This was one end to the story.  
 The other end to the story extends into the 18

th
  century. A letter of Sándor 

Ajtai, Mihály Ajtai’s son, written on 5 May 1724 reveals that eventually the town 
failed to pay, Felsőfernezely was moved into the possession of Mihály Ajtai, who 
paid the 1800 forints, the town’s debt, to the Bethlens. Ajtai’s son wrote to the town 
about his right of possession over the lands and the bridge of the village.   
 The written sources of this story are thus the 11, hitherto unpublished 
letters of Miklós Bethlen, two of them signed together with a brother (one with Pál, 
and one with Sámuel), and the agreement signed with Sámuel, also in the name of 
János (son of Pál). Two other letters were written in the case by his administrator, 
Lőrinc Fekete; two high officials, judge royal István Csáki, and comes of Sătmar 
Sándor Károlyi also intervened on behalf of the Bethlens, and several imperial agents 
followed the case.  
 Miklós Bethlen’s letters were published almost thirty years ago. Their 
editor, József Jankovics, never considered that the collection of sources had been 
closed, he hoped that other letters of Miklós Bethlen could still come up in various 
document collections. His hope was not in vain: today, we know of unpublished 
letters of Miklós Bethlen from various sources, which should also be collected and 
published in the near future.  
 

Translated from the Hungarian by Emese Czintos



 
 
 
 
 

THE LEGACY OF HANS SACHS VON HARTENECK ON MIKLÓS BETHLEN 
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Abstract The article presents the controversies between Hans Sachs von 
Harteneck and Chancellor Miklós Bethlen by taking into consideration the 
financial and representation issues of the Three Nations of Transylvania on 
the brink of the 18

th
 century. 

Keywords Harteneck, Bethlen, contribution, Saxons, Hungarians. 

 
 
The end of the 17

th
 century was for the Transylvanian Saxons a difficult time. 

Although they were pleased by the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the 
Habsburgs, they had to rethink their political strategy. The German-language 
Habsburg rule seemed to be the natural choice for an alliance with the Saxon Nation, 
who tried to establish a special relationship with it. Hans Sachs von Harteneck 
adopted this policy, despite many concerns regarding the Roman Catholic 
propaganda of the Empire and the relations with the noblemen and with the 
Szeklers (Hungarians), who were much more interested in a Transylvanian coalition 
to rescue the Principality's status quo in matters of governing bodies and religious 
freedom. The disputes between the two fractions began with the distribution of very 
high wages to Vienna and fair representation of each nation in the official 
delegations. 

Due to the War of the Spanish Succession, emperor Leopold raised the 
annual tax of Transylvania to 800.000 fl. By the courtesy of Count Johann Friedrich 
von Seeau, chairman of the Cameratica Commissio, the amount was reduced to 
750.000. On the Diet of 1701 and 1702, the representatives of the three nations 
negotiated a system of division for this enormous amount of money. They also 
decided to send a delegation to the Viennese Court, hoping to achieve a further 
discount of 150.000 fl. After lengthy discussions, a delegation of three members was 
appointed: Chancellor Bethlen Miklós (nobleman), Lőrinc Pekry (Szekler) and Thomas 
Schmied von Scharffenbach as the Saxon representative. The Saxons, however, were 
not satisfied with the nomination of Scharffenbach, for whom not a single Saxon 
representative voted, because they did not trust him. They asked the Gubernium's 

                                                        
*
 The Central Archive of the Evangelical Church A. C. in Sibiu, Romania. abandister@gmail.com 
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permission to nominate their representative themselves, with the exclusion of the 
Diet's plenum. The Gubernium allowed an exclusively Saxon vote, but stated that it 
would not accept the appointment of a Gubernial councillor. The Saxon Diet 
members protested against this decision by withdrawing their support for the 
common delegation of the three nations, and announced that they would send their 
own delegation to the Court.

1
 The noblemen and the Szekler were appalled by the 

Saxon’s retreat, and held Johann Sachs von Harteneck, Count of the Saxon Nation, 
responsible for this “backstabbing”. These actions ignited a very passionate 
discussion between the Hungarian nations and the Saxons, of which Bethlen Miklós 
and Harteneck became the main exponents. 

In the Scriptum Anti-Bethlenianum,
2
 Harteneck depicts his opponent in the 

worst of terms. The pamphlet dates back to late 1701 or early 1702, but the original 
document is no longer extant. According to the document, young Bethlen was well 
mannered and seemed to have great intellectual abilities. After coming of age, he 
turned out to be a major disappointment, he let down his country, his nation, and 
his actions harmed his relatives and friends. Even as an adolescent, Bethlen was a 
problematic character. According to Harteneck, the future chancellor loved stealing, 
mocking and bullying his playmates, and these traits he also retained as an adult – 
he became arrogant, sarcastic, stubborn, tyrannical, greedy, hypocritical, committing 
lese majesties, disregarding his nation and disrespecting the Church. The major 
accusations against Bethlen are as follows: 

1. While the country was occupied by foreign troops and rioters raging against 
the establishment, pillaging and taking innocent lives, Bethlen thought that 
it would be better to depart for Vienna, where he could gain personal 
favours and influence.

3
 

2. As he returned from Vienna with the Diploma Leopoldinum, he could not 
refrain from bragging, stating that he was its author, as if he had held the 
king's hand and made him write. He was pursuing, regardless of the means, 
the office of Gubernator. 

3. After general Veterani lost the battle, he went to Vienna to negotiate, thus 
without official orders. 

4. The writing of the Columba Noe served no other purpose than his own self 
interest. 
Harteneck continues to denigrate the chancellor by claiming that his 

                                                        
1
 Ferdinand Zieglauer, Harteneck, Graf der sächsischen Nation, und die siebenbürgischen 

Parteikämpfe seiner Zeit, 1691–1703: Nach den Quellen des Archives der bestandenen 
siebenbürgischen Hofkanzlei und des sächsischen National-Archives in Hermannstadt, 
(Hermannstadt: Druck und Verlag von Th. Steinhaußen, 1869), 181–182. 
2
 Ibid., 277–285. 

3
 Ibid., 277–280. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
77 

 

character and actions had the following negative traits:  

 Like a Spaniard, hypocrisy and an excessive appreciation of his own person.
4
 

 The rapacity of the Dutch. 

 In the mixture of foul merchandise, a Savoyan. 

 French, in expressing concepts that can be easily mistaken. 

 Shares principles of the monarchomachs with the English 

 In his love for licentiousness, a Pole 

 Jealous, like an Italian 

 And so monstrous that it hardly deserves to be called anything other than 
some kind of Minotaur. 
In the conclusion, he states: “Indeed, his country is Transylvania, from which 

however, he hardly bares anything besides calling it his birthplace.” 
According to Zieglauer, this acidic tone was meant to cope with the 

Declaratio hungaricae et siculicae nationum ad saxonicam nationem, a document 
released by Bethlen on 19 May 1702, in which the chancellor revoked the Contract 
between the three nations from 1693, because the Saxon officials were on the verge 
of annulling or changing it.

5
 Bethlen states that the Hungarians could take over the 

Saxon's part of the contribution, but only if their gravamina were fully accepted and 
endorsed by the Court. The Hungarians’ major issue with the Saxons was the status 
of the latter ones, who wanted to be treated like noblemen, but pay wages like 
commoners. He also observed that the Saxons showed disrespect to the noblemen, 
and backed and inspired by the German occupation of the Principality, they strived 
to become the leading nation of the country, trying to discredit the Hungarians. As 
he finished describing how the Saxons found new ways to seize more power, Bethlen 
offered examples of how the Saxons despised Transylvanian noblemen, the best 
example being: “They usually speak in this manner: Even if I am a Saxon, I am noble 
and I do not consider myself inferior to any count”

6
 

Bethlen's declaration is more of a testimony of the disappointment of the 
Hungarians, rather than a systematic argumentation against the Saxon grievances: 
the Fundus regius, their only state, is richer than the Counties, and the Saxon officials 
and functionaries, even if they did not posses land, were not impoverished at all in 
later times.

7
 

On the other hand, Harteneck is much more methodical. On 7 January 1702, 
the Comes presents to the Diet an elaborated reform of taxation.

8
 It is a vast 

                                                        
4
 Ibid., 285. 

5
 Ibid., 265. 

6
 Ibid., 268: “Ejusmodi est talis loquendi formula: Etiamsi sim Saxo, non tamen me nobile 

quocunque comite reputo inferiorem.”  
7
 Ibid., 271. 

8
 Ibid., 225–255. 
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document that includes not just financial issues, but also political and juridical ones. 
A very interesting part about the Saxon's labour day is also included, in which 
Harteneck demonstrates that six or eight hours of hard work would not be enough 
for a craftsman to both sustain his family and pay taxes.

9
 

Some technical details of this proposal are treated tersely in Observationes 
momentosa, circa normam sub repartitionis quarti contributionalis, tam inter 
nationes, quam caeteras contribuentes provinciales in annis superioribus practicatae 
sub anno 1702 septembris scriptae.

10
 Even if the title is Latin, the text itself is 

German. It cannot be said for sure if the original text was indeed German, or 
someone had taken the liberty of translating it into this language. It is also intriguing 
that it is somehow structured like a catechism, with questions and answers. It could 
have been made for study purposes. In this case, it is very possible that Heydendorff 
himself had compiled it for his own use, from an original document that is now lost. 
The questions are as follows: 

1. Which are the Loca Taxalia, specified by the Approbate and Compilatae 
Constitutiones?

11
 

2. How many Loca Taxalia are there?
12

 

3. Whether the Loca Taxalia preceded Fiscalia, and how could some of them 
lose their status.

13
 

4. Whether some Loca Taxalia were annexed by the Counties, thus bringing 
prejudice to third parties, and making their new lords more competitive.

14
 

5. Whether the Szekler paid taxes, although they had the obligation to go to 
war on their own horses and with their own weapons if the Prince 
commanded so?

15
 

                                                        
9
 Ibid., 253. 

10
 National Archives of Romania, Sibiu Office, The records of the Lutheran Parish in Mediaș, 

No. 29, 286–307. It is a copy from the second half of the 1700s made by Michael Conrad von 
Heydendorff, part of the first volume of his Collectanea, which he began in 1752. Hans Sachs 
von Harteneck is indicated as an author in the index. A copy made by Josef Trausch (1795–
1871) is kept in the Archive of the Lutheran Church in Brașov, signature: IV.F.1.Tq.173/24, 
695–718. 
11

 Harteneck, Observationes momentosa, 268: “Waß vor Loca Taxalia in der Approbatis vel 
Compilatis Constitutionibus speciefieret seyn?”  
12

 Ibid., 290: “Wie viel Loca Fiscalia seyn?” 
13

 Ibid., 291.: “Ob die Loca Taxalia ehe bevor unter die Fiscalitätt gerechnet worden, und wie 
etl[liche]. davon weg kommen”  
14

 Ibid., “Ob nicht gewiße Loca Taxalia nicht in praejudicium tertij ad Comitatus getzogen 
worden, und die in beneficium Comitatum anietzo in ipsorum medium concurrirte(n)?”  
15

 Ibid., 292: “Ob die Szekler (in und zu) deren gemeinen Land Anlage(n) das ihrige 
contribuieret ungehindert Sie obligiert war(en) zu Feld zu gehen, und mit ihrem Gewehr und 
Pferdt(en) zu dienen, wohin der Landes-Fürst begehret hat? ” 
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6. When had a Contract been made between the Counties and The Saxon 
Nation, stipulating that the latter had to pay taxes for 1.400 households 
(porta)? How and when did the Counties begin to contribute the same 
amount as the Saxons?

16
 

Answering the first question, Harteneck enumerated the entities that were 
bound by law to pay taxes: the counties, the loca taxalia (privileged or free 
townships with representatives on the Diet), inordinary places (Lat. loca extra seriem 
dicarunt, Hung. rovatlan helyek), noblemen without possessions (Lat. nobiles non 
possessionati), Romanian priests (Germ. wallachische Popen), Greeks, border 
fortresses (Bran, Turnu Roșu, Dej, Bistrița), salt mines (Turda, Cojocna, Ocna de Sus, 
Ocna de Jos, Ocna Sibiului, Sic), the millers, the Szekler, the Saxons. The Saxons paid 
the highest taxes of them all, 36.000 fl, while the Szekler only paid 5.000 and the 
Counties paid 4.500 dollars (germ. Thaler). He also argued that the counties were 
trying to diminish the number of their households and that they had taken over in 
the past the so called extra villages,

17
 which were originally meant to be of common 

use. The impoverished noblemen also seized land by force, giving it over to the 
counties. The counties had taken over villages from the Saxons, like Huedin or 
Cerghidul Mic.

18
 

The second and third questions are answered by stating that the Principality 
also had its own domains, the loca fiscalia, managed by the Treasury. After listing all 
the places and dominions belonging to the principality’s treasury, the Comes 
criticised the fact that all of them later became free and privileged. He invoked a 
sentence spoken by many Hungarians: “Fundus Regius means nothing more than 
Fundus Regis”.

19
 Făgăraș, Abrud and Alba Iulia were considered to belong to the 

treasury, but he thought that they could have once been loca axalia; however, the 
records were not accessible to him.

20
In the issue of the annexed villages (4

th
 

question), Harteneck says that it is true and very clear (germ. ganz klar und wahr).
21

 
The Observationes momentosa continues by providing arguments against 

the exemption of the Szekler from paying taxes.
22

 Harteneck considered that the 
Szekler also had the obligation to pay taxes, as military service or otherwise. He 
brought up the Diet's decisions between 1586 and 1665 and delivered the 
chronology of Saxon contributions from this period. The Szekler were now strongly 

                                                        
16

 Ibid., 298: “Wenn der Contract über den Porten mit den Comitaten und der Sächsischen 
Na(ti)on gemacht ward, und die letztere die 1400. Porten übernommen? Dann wie und wann 
die Comitat den Sachsen gleich zu contribuieren angefangen? ” 
17

 Ibid., 286: “Dorffschafften extra dicas”. 
18

 Ibid., 286–290. 
19

 Ibid., 291: “Fondus Regius heiße so viel als Fundus Regis”. 
20

 Ibid., 290–291. 
21

 Ibid., 291–292. 
22

 Ibid., 296–298. 
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pleading for exemption. Their argument was based on the 14
th

 article of the Diploma 
Leopoldinum, which stated that the Szekler noblemen had been freed from all taxes 
and wages, but had to go to war on their own expenses.

23
 Harteneck explained the 

introduction of this article with the presence of Bethlen in Vienna, who argued that 
the Szekler defended the Fatherland not because they were obliged by law, but 
because of some particular agreement (e particularium quorundam consensu) and 
not for having to serve their lord and master.

24
 The delegation managed to receive 

the confirmation of the countries’ laws in a time when the monarch and the Court 
did not have the time to study them. Harteneck answered the alleged exemption by 
citing from the Diet's Articles from 1557, when the Szekler lords had to pay 5.000 fl. 
to Queen Isabella, thus demonstrating that this nation had in fact never been 
exempt from paying taxes. If they had never been free of taxes, the Diploma 
Leopoldinum's 14

th
 article is nothing more than an endorsement of this fact.

25
 The 

last question is answered by Harteneck on a vast number of pages.
26

 In 1661, the 
Saxons had to pay taxes for 2.400 households, and, in 1663, for 2.000 households.

27
 

The counties had always had fewer, around 1000 households. The high wages led 
the Saxons to poverty and made them gain debt, they could neither pay the troops, 
nor persuade their lenders to give them money, and realised that, in order to 
survive, they had to demand fewer households for which to pay. The discussions 
came to a conclusion with which the Saxons where not satisfied: the Hungarians 
agreed to reduce their taxes by 600 households. The new quantum was settled in 
the 1692 Contract between the three Nations, to 1.400.

28
 Since then, the Saxons 

tried to implement a new, much fairer contribution system. They even came up with 
the idea of a connumeration, a census, which could not be realised because of 
Chancellor Bethlen's opposition.

29
 

Harteneck ended his argumentation by enumerating facts regarding his 
Nation's disadvantages: 

 It was poorer and more in debt than the counties. 

 It had to accommodate more troops than the counties 

 The counties had a larger taxpaying population, even day labourers from 
the Fundus regius.

30
 

                                                        
23

 Carolus Szász de Szemeria, Sylloge tractatuum aliorumque auctorum publicorum historiam 
et argumenta b. diplomatis Leopoldini, resolutionis idem quae Alvincziana vocatur, 
illustrantium, Claudiopoli, Tilsch et filium, 127. 
24

 Harteneck, Observationes momentosa, 297. 
25

 Ibid., 297–298. 
26

 Ibid., 298–307. 
27

 Ibid., 298–299. 
28

 Ibid., 300–303. 
29

 Ibid., 304, his argument: It is not always good for a Prince to know the might of his realm.  
30

 Ibid., 304–306. 
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The document concludes with a plea to the sovereign: 
 

So it is probably fitting for a ruler (whose realm shall the Almighty protect until 
the end of times) to willingly and graciously protect the fistful of Germans, 
who held it together under the tyranny of the Hungarians, through many 
centuries and multiple changes, like a special Pearl of this Principality, so that 
they are not to perish now, or to become slaves of the Hungarians (whose 
cooks and waiters they could never be). However extreme, this is a possibility 
for the Saxons, if they are not able to pay their own taxes, or to get credit, and 
will have to sacrifice themselves and be the subjects of the Hungarian lords, 
from which God and the gentlest Emperor should protect us.

31
 

After the outbreak of the Rebellion and Harteneck's execution, the 
controversies between the Saxons and the Hungarian noblemen lost their 
importance. Nevertheless, Count Miklós Bethlen maintained a bad reputation among 
the Saxon historians of the century. Even Georg Michael Gottlieb von Herrmann 
judged him by his opponent's standards: 

 
Despite his advantages, he remained blinded by his own personality, and did 
not show the Nations and the Commander General the respect they should 
have deserved, estranging them. He also presented to the public a rough 
paper, called Columba Noe, thus delivering weapons in the hands of his 
enemies.

32
 

A more impartial perspective on Bethlen's actions and personality is delivered 

                                                        
31

 Ibid., 306–307: “So dann es ist vielleicht e ra(tion)one status eines teutschen Landes-Fürsten 
(deßen Dominiat der allerhöchste bis an der Welt Ende beschirmen wolle) die Hand voll 
Teutschen Geblüts welches ist viel secula durch unter ist vielen Veränderungen, unter Ungar 
Tyranneyen gleichwohl beysammen stehen geblieben, als eine sonderbahre Perle dieses 
Fürstenthums, nicht ietzo verloren gehen, oder zu der Unger Sclawen (wozu sie als Köch und 
Kellner es niemahlen bringen können, werden zu lassen), welche Extremität schon vor der 
Sachsen auch ausstehet, wenn sie aere proprio den Zinß nicht bezahlen können, auch keine 
Credit mehr haben, sie gehen denn und opfern sich den H(errn). Ungarn zu Unterthanen auch 
wofür uns Gott und der allermideste keyser allergnädigst bewahren wollen.” 
32

 Michael Georg Gottlieb von Hermann, Das Alte und Neue Kronstadt: Ein Beitrag zur 
Geschichte Siebenbürgens im 18. Jahrhundert, bearbeitet von Oscar von Meltzl 
(Hermannstadt: Michaelis, 1883), 81, “Bei allen seinen Vorzügen aber blieb er Mensch und 
ließ sich eben dadurch so verblenden, daß er die Stände sowohl, als selbst den 
commandierenden Generalen, durch den Mangel an Achtung, die ihnen gebühret hätte, von 
sich entfremdete und ihnen durch ein unzeitiges Projekt, das er unter dem Titel Columba 
Noae in die Welt gehen ließ, die Waffen wider sich selbst in die Hände gab.” 
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by Johann Seivert, who considered the chancellor to be a very educated man, a 
speaker of several languages (Latin, German, French, English, Italian), with 
knowledge of literature, geography, and history, who did compose the Diploma 
Leopoldinum himself, a true patriot, a loyal statesman and a good Christian. Seivert 
knows that Bethlen was not arrested because of his political pamphlets, but his 
enemies had used them in order to discredit him in front of his countrymen. 
Disillusioned, the former chancellor died in self-imposed exile in Vienna.

33
 

The early Saxon-Hungarian controversies started over financial issues and ended in 
one huge controversy over the relations between the two “nations” and their 
expectations from the new rulers in terms of the future form of the Transylvanian 
establishment. The Protestant noblemen tried to save the Principality's political 
institutions and, as Bethlen proposed in the Columba Noe, to establish an 
independent state recognised by both empires. His goal was to anchor the status 
quo of Transylvania, ensuring international guarantees for it. The Saxons had other 
priorities: they aimed for a more favourable position in central politics by 
establishing a direct line of communication with Vienna. Harteneck's policy was to 
strike a separate deal for his nation, appealing to the loyalty towards the Imperial 
House and the German tongue. 

In time, both parties came to a deeper understanding of Austrian politics 
and could join forces for a common goal, but they turned on each other if their rights 
and privileges were endangered. The 18

th
 century showed that it was impossible to 

evade Vienna's will to eliminate the power and influence of the three Transylvanian 
nations, and the struggle for existence made both figures (Bethlen and Harteneck) 
very important in the process of becoming nations based on ethnicity. 

 

                                                        
33

 Cf. Siebenbürgische Quartalschrift 5 (1797): 298–306. 
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Abstract The present research represents the history of a volume of the 
old Romanian book Pearls of Wisdom, written by John Chrysostom, printed 
in Bucharest, in 1746. The volume studied is part of the patrimony owned 
by the Orthodox Theology Library, branch of the Lucian Blaga Central 
University Library, Cluj-Napoca. It also contains a short presentation of the 
editions published in Romania, establishing the contents of this editionby 
tracingthe homilies in the Chrysostom volumes of the Patrologiae Cursus 
Completus. Series Graecae, the standard edition of the patristic works. The 
transcription of the notes within the book represents a source of 
information on the religious and secular history of Oradea in the 18

th
 and 

19
th

 centuries.  
Keywords Saint John Chrysostom, Oradea, history of books, sermons, 
patrology 

 
 
An important representative of the patristic period, St. John Chrysostom, through his 
theological opus, is one of the most profound thinkers and commentators of the 
truths of faith. The study will bring forth both the moral truths from Chrysostomian 
theology, and the local aspects of its history.  
   St. John Chrysostom came to be known among the Romanians not only 
through the liturgy that bears his name, but also through the translation and 
distribution of his opus throughout the geographic, ethnic and linguistic Romanian 
territories. I assume that some of his works – especially his sermons – will have been 
known shortly after his death in the former Roman (later, Roman-Byzantine) 
province of Scythia Minor (where he had been exiled), within the Bishopric of Tomis 
that was later transformed into a Metropolitanate.

1
 Much later, in the period in 

which Slavic was the language used in the Orthodox Churches, in the great voivodal 

                                                        
*
 Lucian Blaga Central University Library, Cluj-Napoca. marisoporan@hotmail.com 

The present study was published as part of the digitization project Carte veche românească 
(Old Romanian Books) MCVRO  PN-II-PT-PCCA-2013-4-2062 
1
 Mircea Păcurariu, “Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur în Biserica românească” (St. John Chrysostom in 

the Romanian Church), Revista Teologică 17.4 (2007): 39. 
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monasteries – especially in Moldavia – numerous Slavic and Romanian manuscripts 
from the opus of St. John Chrysostom had been copied, especially from his Homilies, 
also known as “Zlatousts”. Due to his oratorical talents, he was also known as John 
Golden-Mouthed, Chrysostom in Greek and Zlatoust in Slavic.

2
  

 The numerous manuscripts present in the collections owned by libraries and 
museums had been studied and described in the article written by priest Mircea 
Păcurariu regarding St. John Chrysostom’s presence and influence on the Romanian 
people. In 1443, monk Gavriil Uric from Neamț copied fragments from the 
Chrysostom works and gathered them under the title “St. John Chrysostom’s Pearls 
of Wisdom”.

3
 This manuscript was at the basis of the first printed edition of the 

“Zlatousts”, compiled by the brothers Radu and Șerban Greceanu in 1691 and a new 
edition was printed in 1746, commissioned by Metropolitan Nifon Criteanul. Here is 
a short list of editions of this collection of John Chrysostom’s sermons printed in 
Romanian over time:  
 1691 The first edition was printed in Bucharest, by the Metropolitan printing 
press, during the reign of Constantin Brâncoveanu and the Metropolitan Teodosie. 
The translation was made by the brothers Radu and Șerban Greceanu, who also 
authored the preface, stating that they had been helped by the High Steward 
Constantin Cantacuzino. The book contains 39 of St. John Chrysostom’s sermons. 
 

Mărgăritare, adecă cuvinte de multe fealiuri, acelui întru sfinți părintelui 
nostru, Ioan Arhiepiscopul Țarigradului; a lui Zlatoust și ale altor sfinți Părinți, 
de mulți dascali tălmăcite den limbă Elenească pre limbă Grecească, spre cea 
de obște a blagocestivilor și a pravoslavnicilor Creștini sufletească folosință. 
Iară acum întâiu cu porunca și cu toată cheltuiala, a prea luminatului și 
blagocestivului Domn și oblăduitoriu a toată Țara Rumănească Ioan 
Constandin Băsărabă Voevoda. S-au scos de pre limba Grecească, pre limba 
Rumănească, și s-au dat în tipariu, pentru cel de obște folos sufletesc, a tot 
neamul Rumănescu, care supt oblastiia Măriei sale lăcuiaște, luminând în 
pravoslavie. Și s-au tipărit în vestitul oraș al măriei sale, în București, în Sfânta 
și Dumnezeiasca Mitropolie, purtând acum cârma pravoslaviei Prea Sfințitul 
Kir Teodosie Arhiepiscopul și Mitropolitul a toată Țara Rumănească. Anii de la 
facerea Lumii 7199 [Pearls, words of wisdom of our saint Father John, 
Archbishop of Constantinople; of Zlatoust and of other saint Fathers, 
commented by many masters from Hellenic language into Greek, for the 
spiritual use of pious Orthodox Christians. The first, at the behest and full 
expense of the enlightened and pious Lord and protector of all Wallachia, 
Voivode Ioan Constantin Basarab. They were translated from Greek into 

                                                        
2
 Ibid., 31. 

3
 Ibid., 39. 
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Romanian and were printed for the spiritual use of all the Romanian people, 
who live under the reign of His Majesty, enlightened by Orthodoxy. They 
were printed in His Majesty’s famous city, in Bucharest, in the Holy and Godly 
Metropolitanate, now in the charge of His Eminence Kir Teodosie, Archbishop 
and Metropolitan of all Wallachia. The year of creation 7199].

4
  

 
 1746 The second edition was printed in Bucharest, during the reign of 
Metropolitan Neophytus of Crete.

5
  

 
Mărgăritare adecă, Cuvinte de multe fealuri, A celui dintru Sfinţi Părintele 
nostru, Ioan Arhiepiscopul Ţarigradului Zlatoust. Şi ale altor Sfinţi Părinţi, de 
mulţi Dascăli tălmăcite. După limba Elinească pe limba Grecească. Acum a 
doua oară Tipărite pe limba rumânească Cu blagoslovenia prea Sfinţitului 
Mitropolit al Ţării Chir Neofit de la Crit. Şi sau tipărit în oraşul Bucureştilor La 
anul de la zidirea lumii 7254. Iară de la Naşterea lui Hristos 1746. De 
cucearnicul între preoţi, Popa Stoica, Iacovici Typ [Pearls, Words of wisdom of 
our Holy Father, John Zlatoust, Archbishop of Constantinople. And of other 
Holy Fathers, commented by many masters. Translated from the Hellenic 
language into Greek. Printed for the second time in Romanian, with 
Neophytos of Crete, Metropolitan Bishop of Wallachia’s blessing. They were 
printed in Bucharest in the year of creation 7254 and, from the Birth of Christ, 
1746, by the most pious of priests, Popa Stoica,

6
 Iacovici Typ].

7
   

 
 1872 The third edition, following the texts in the previous editions, was also 
printed in Bucharest, with Metropolitan Nifon of Ungro-Wallachia’s blessing (1789–
1875), in Toma Teodorescu’s typography.  
 

Mărgăritare sau Colecţiune de cuvinte alese a celui întru sfinţi părintelui 
nostru Ioan Hrisostomul, arhiepiscopul Constantinopolului şi ale altor sfinţi 

                                                        
4
 Ioan Bianu, Nerva Hodoş, Bibliografia românească veche: 1508–1716. (Bibliography of Old 

Romanian Books: 1508–1716), Vol. 1 (Bucharest: Stabilimentul grafic J.V. Socec, 1903), 315–
321. 
5
 Tit Simedrea, “Tiparul bucureştean de carte bisericească în anii 1740–1750” (The typography 

of religious books in Bucharest between 1740–1750), Biserica Ortodoxă Română (Romanian 
Orthodox Church) 83. 9–10 (1965): 901. 
6
 For more information on the printer of this volume, see Dan Simionescu, “Tipografia 

Mitropoliei Bucureştilor (1678–1978)” (The typography of the Metropolitanate of Bucharest 
1678–1978), Repertoriul tipografilor, gravorilor, patronilor, editorilor cărţilor româneşti (1508–
1830) (Repertoire of printers, engravers, patrons, editors of Romanian books 1508–1830), ed. 
Eva Mârza, Florin Bogdan, (Sibiu: Astra Museum, 2013), 152; Tit Simedrea, 901–905.   
7
 Ioan Bianu, Nerva Hodoş, Bibliografia românească veche, 93.  
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părinţi, a treia oară tipărite în româneşte. Cu binecuvântarea Prea Sfinţitului 
Arhiepiscop şi Mitropolit al Ungro-Vlahiei şi Primat al României D.D. Nifon de 
Toma Teodorescu, Bucureşti, 1872 *Pearls or Collection of Words of Wisdom 
of our Father John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople and of other 
holy fathers, printed in Romanian for the third time. With the blessing of 
Archbishop and Metropolitan of Ungro-Wallachia and Primate of Romania 
D.D. Nifon, by Toma Teodorescu, Bucharest, 1872].

8
 

 
Other editions:  
 1994 Pearls of Wisdom, Bucharest, Pelerinul român Publishing House, 1994. 
 2001 John Chrysostom, Pearls of Wisdom, edited, index of names and 
glossary by Rodica Popescu, Bucharest, Libra, 2001, 518 pages.  
 2010 Pearls of Wisdom: the words of St. John Chrysostom and many other 
saints and masters, edited by Florin Stuparu, Bucharest, Sophia, Orthodox Cathedral, 
2010, 424 pages.  
 2011 Facsimile edition after the 1691 edition, published in Zrenjanin, at the 
Romanian Cultural Institute of Vojvodina, Republic of Serbia, as a bibliophile edition 
in the Patrimoniu collection. The original volume that underlies the facsimile 
reproduction belongs to the archive of the Romanian Orthodox Church in Banatsko 
Novo Selo (Serbia), which gave access to the volume to any who wanted to make its 
contents known.  
 The educated priest, librarian and theology professor Dumitru Fecioru 
(1905–1988) dedicated a great part of his activity to translating and commenting the 
patristic texts. He divided the theological opus of John Chrysostom into nine 
sections, based on their structure: 1. Treaties, 2. Catecheses, 3. Notes on the Holy 
Scripture, 4. Commentaries to the Holy Scripture, 5. Homilies, 6. Speeches, 7. 
Eclogues, 8. Letters and 9. Religious books.

9
 Studying the texts of the first two 

editions, Father Fecioru identifies in their contents 39 homilies that correlate with 
the volumes of the Patrologiæ græcæ collection.

10
  

 The following table contains the correlations of homilies established by 
Dumitru Fecioru between the two editions of the Pearls and volumes 47–64 from 

                                                        
8
 Bibliografia românească modernă: 1831–1918 (Modern Romanian bibliography: 1831–

1918), Vol. III (Bucharest: Editura Ştiinţifică şi Enciclopedică, Societatea de Ştiinţe Filologice din 
R.S.România, 1989), 268.  
9
 Dumitru Fecioru, “Introduction to St. John Chrysostom”, Scrieri (Writings), Part one 

(Bucharest: Editura Institutului Biblic şi de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, 1987), 20–
26. 
10

 Dumitru Fecioru, Bibliografia traducerilor în româneşte din literature patristică (The 
bibliography of Romanian translations of patristic literature), vol. I, Epoca de la 1691 până la 
1833 (The period between 1691 and 1833) (Bucharest: Institute for Graphic Arts “Bucovina”, 
1937), 9–13. 
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the Patrologiæ græcæ (PG) collection in the Migne edition from 1862, regarding the 
Chrysostom opus. 
 

No. Pages 
1691 
edition 

Pages  
1746 
edition 

Author, title and chapter number Correlati
on with 
PG 

1 1r-6r 1r-7v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Pentru a fiilor 
creaştere. Cuvânt întâiu (St. John 
Chrysostom, For raising sons. 
Introduction) 

PG, LXIII, 
763–
772

11
 

2 6r-8r 8r-10v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al doilea, 
Pentru frumuseţea muerilor (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter two, For the beauty 
of women) 

PG, LXIII, 
657–
666

12
 

3 8v-12v 10v-16v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al treilea, 
Pentru să nu necinstească nimeni 
Beseareca lui Hristos şi sfintele taine dela 
cuvântul sfântului Petru şi al lui Ilie (St. 
John Chrysostom, Chapter three, So that 
nobody blemishes the church of Christ 
and the holy sacraments, in the words of 
St. Peter and of St. Elijah)  

PG, LXIII, 
623–
632

13
 

4 12v-
20v 

17r-27v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al patrulea, La 
cuvântul lui David carele zice: Nu te teame 
când să va îmbogăţi omul (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter four, on the words 
of David, who says: do be overawed when 
others grow rich)   

PG, LV, 
499–
512

14
 

5 20v–
22v 

28r–30v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al cincilea, 
Pentru lăcomie (St. John Chrysostom, 

PG, LXIII, 
665–

                                                        
11

 Jaques-Paul Migne, ed., Patrologiæ Cursus Completus. Series Græca, vol. 63 (Paris, 1862), 
columns 763–772: “Logos 27. Peri kaidon anatrophes = Homilia XXVII. De liberorum 
educatione.” (Henceforth: Patrologia Graeca, vol. no.) 
12

 Ibid., columns 657–666: “Logos 14. Peri gynaikon kai kalous = Homilia XIV. De mulieribus et 
pulchritudine.” 
13

 Ibid., columns 623–632: “Homilia IX. De non contemnenda Ecclesia Dei et sanctis mysteriis = 
Logos 9. Peri tou kataphronein tes tou Theon Ekklesias kai ton agion mysterion.” 
14

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 55 (Paris, 1862), columns 499–512: “In dictum illud prophetæ David, 
ne timueris cum dives factus fuerit homo, et cum multiplicata fuerit gloria domus ejus (Psal. 
48. 17): et de hospitalitate = Eis to reton tou prophetou Dayid, to legon, Me fobou otan 
plouteon anthropos, e otan plethynthe e doxa tou oikou aytou, kai peri filoxenias.” 
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Chapter five, For greed) 672
15

 

6 23r-
24v 

31r-33v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al şaselea, 
Pentru necurata mândrie şi îndeşarta 
mărire (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter six, 
For the unholy pride and empty praise) 

PG, LXIII, 
671–
678

16
 

7 25r-
27v 

33v-37v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al şaptea, La 
prorocescul cuvânt ce zice: Insă în deşărt 
să clăteaşte tot omul viu şi pentru 
milostenie (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
seven, For the prophesying words: But in 
vain do all living men repent and for piety) 

PG, LV, 
559–
564

17
 

8 27v-
33r 

37v-45r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al optulea, 
Pentru judecata cea viitoare şi pentru 
muncă cum iaste nesfărşită celor ce nu 
cred că iaste muncă (St. John Chrysostom, 
Chapter eight, For The Last Judgement 
and for work is unending for those who 
think there is none) 

PG, LXIII, 
743–
754

18
 

9 33r-38r 45v-52v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al noaă, 
Pentru pocăinţă şi ispovedanie (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter nine, For penitence 
and confession) 

PG, LXIII, 
731–
744

19
 

10 38r-40r 52v-55r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al zeacea, 
Pentru zavistiia şi urăciunea (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter ten, For envy and 
ugliness) 

PG, LXIII, 
677–
682

20
 

11 40r-42r 55v-58r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 11, Pentru 
ţinearea mâniei şi a vrăjmăşiei (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter eleven, For restraint 

PG, LXIII, 
681–
686

21
 

                                                        
15

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63 (Paris, 1862), columns 665–672: “Logos 15. Peri kleonexias = 
Homilia XV. De avaritia.” 
16

 Ibid., columns 671–678: “Homilia XVI. De superbia et inani gloria = Logos 16. Peri alazoneias 
kai kenodoxias”. 
17

 Ibid., columns 559–564: “In illud propheticum, verumtamen frustra conturbatur omnis 
homo vivens (Psal. 38. 7): et de eleemosyna = Eis to prophetikon reton to legon, plen maten 
taryssetai pas anthropos zon, kai peri eleemosynesPatrologiæ.” 
18

 Ibid., columns 743–754: “Homilia XXV. De futuro judicio = Logos 25. Peri tes mellouses 
criseos.” 
19

 Ibid., columns 731–744: “Homilia XXIV. De peccato et confessione = Logos 24. Peri amartius 
kai exagoreyseos.” 
20

 Ibid., columns 677–682: “Logos 17. Peri phithonou = Homilia XVII. De invidia.” 
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of anger and hatred) 

12 42r-44r 58v-61r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 12, Pentru 
şinearea de mănie şi pentru nemăniia (St. 
John Chrysostom, Chapter twelve, For 
restraint of anger and for calmness) 

PG, LXIII, 
777–
788

22
 

13 44r-
47v 

61v-66v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 13, Pentru 
dragostea şi iubirea frăţiei (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter thirteen, For love 
and brotherhood) 

PG, LXIII, 
567–
580

23
 

14 47v-
58r 

66v-81v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 14, Pentru 
milosteniia (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
fourteen, For mercy) 

PG, LXIII, 
715–
732

24
 

15 58r-63r 82r-89r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 15, La sfânta 
Bogoiavlenie, adecă la Bobotează şi 
pentru ceia ce lasă sfânta slujbă nesfărşită 
şi es afară şi pentru carii să cuminecă cu 
sfintele taine nefiind vreadnici şi urmează 
pe iudei (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
fifteen, For the Epiphany and for those 
who leave the sermon and for those who 
receive holy sacrament without being 
worthy and follow the Jews)  

PG, XLIX, 
363–
372

25
 

16 63r-68r 89r-96r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 16, Pentru 
rugăciune (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
sixteen, For prayer) 

PG, L, 
779–
786

26
 

                                                                                                                                    
21

 Ibid., columns 681–686: “Logos 18. Peri misous kai ekhthros = Homilia XVIII. De odio et 
inimicitiis.” 
22

 Ibid., columns 777–788: “Logos 29. Peri akakias kai anexikakias kai mnesikakias = Homilia 
XXIX. De mansuetudine, et malorum patientia, et injuriarum memoria.” 
23

 Ibid., columns 567–580: “Homilia I. De dilectione = Omilia 1. Peri agapes.” 
24

 Ibid., columns 715–732: “Homilia XXIII. De eleemosyna et hospitalitate = Logos 23. Peri 
eleemosynes kai philoxenias.” 
25

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 49 (Paris, 1862), columns 363–372: “Pros tous apolimpanomenous 
ton theion synaxeon, kai eis to agion kai soterion baptisma tou soteros emon iesou Khristou, 
kai peri ton anaxios koinnonounton, kai oti oi ateleston katalimpanontes ten theian 
leitourgian, kai pro tes teleutaias eukhomenoi ton Ioudyn mimountai. Logos = Adversus eos 
qui a divinis absunt officiis, et de sancto ac salutari baptismate salvatoris nostri Jesu Christi, 
deque iis qui indigne communicant, et quod qui liturgiam imperfectam derelinquunt, atque 
ante postremam orationem egrediuntur, judam imitentur. Oratio.” 
26

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 50 (Paris, 1862), columns 779–786: “De precatione. Oratio II = Peri 
proseuches. Logos 2.” 
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17 68r-73r 96r-103v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 17, Pentru 
bunătatea şi răutatea (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter seventeen, For good 
and evil) 

PG, LXIII, 
753–
764

27
 

18 73r-
75v 

104r-107r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 18, Pentru 
jurământ (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
eighteen, For profession) 

PG, LXIII, 
771–
778

28
 

19 75v-
77r 

107v-109v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 19, Pentru 
pocaanie şi pentru cei ce rămân de 
săboară şi pentru sfântul preastol şi 
pentru judecată

29
 (St. John Chrysostom, 

Chapter nineteen, For penitence and for 
those who stay for liturgy and for the holy 
chancel table and for the Last Judgement) 

PG, XLIX, 
343–
350

30
 

20 77r-82r 109v-117r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 20, Pentru 
învăţătura cea nedescoperită (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty, For the 
undiscovered teachings) 

PG, LXIII, 
605–
616

31
 

21 82r-
85v 

117r-122r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 21, Pentru 
moarte şi pentru sfărşitul lumii (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty one, For 
death and for doomsday)   

PG, LXIII, 
801–
812

32
 

22 85v-
88r 

122r-125v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 22, Pentru 
smerirea şi direptatea (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty two, For 
humility and justice) 

PG, LXIII, 
615–622 

23 88r-
89v 

126r-128r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 23, Pentru 
suflet şi pentru nădeajde (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty three, For 

PG, LXIII, 
621–
624

33
 

                                                        
27

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63, (Paris, 1862), columns 753–764: “Logos 26. Peri aretes kai kakiys 
= Homilia XXVI. De virtute et vitio.”   
28

 Ibid., columns 771–778: “Homilia XXVIII. De juramentis = Logos 28. Peri orkur.” 
29

 This homily was separately translated and published by Dumitru Fecioru in the homage 
issue of the Romanian Patriarchate’s journal, entitled 300 de ani de la înfiinţarea tipografiei 
Mitropoliei din Bucureşti (300 years from the establishment of the Bucharest Mitropoly). See 
footnote 47. 
30

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 49, (Paris, 1862), columns 343–350: “Homilia IX = Aroias, kai eis tous 
apoleiphthentas en tais synaxesin, en ps kai peri tes ieras trapezes kai peri kriseos. Omilia 9.” 
31

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63, (Paris, 1862), columns 753–764: “Logos 6. Peri didakhes kai 
nouthesias = Homilia VI. De doctrina et correptione.” 
32

 Ibid., columns 801–812: “Logos 31. Peri Thanaton = Homilia XXXI. De morte.” 
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the soul and for faith) 

24 89v-
91v 

128v-131v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 24, Pentru 
veacinica şi fără sfârşit muncă şi pentru 
înfricoşata şi direapta judecată (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty four, For the 
eternal work and for the just Judgement 
Day) 

PG, LX, 
735–
738

34
 

25 91v-
95r 

131v-136v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 25, Pentru 
bogăţiia şi sărăciia (St. John Chrysostom, 
Chapter twenty five, For wealth and 
poverty) 

PG, LXIII, 
637–
646

35
 

26 95r-98r 136v-140v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 26, Pentru 
proniia şi promidiia lui Dumnezău. (Adecă 
pentru mai nainte socotinţa lui 
Dumnezău) (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
twenty six, For God’s providence)  

PG, LXIII, 
631–
638

36
 

27 98r-
100v 

141r-144r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 27, Pentru 
pocăinţă şi pentru împăratul David şi 
pentru a lui Urie (muiare) (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty seven, For 
penitence and for Emperor David and for 
Uriah’s wife) 

PG, LXIV, 
11–16

37
 

28 100v-
104v 

144v-150r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 28, Pentru 
pocăinţă şi postul şi pentru prorocul Iona 
şi Daniil şi cei trei coconi (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter twenty eight, For 
penitence, for lent and for prophets Jonah 
and Daniel and the three children) 

PG, XLIX, 
305–
314

38
 

                                                                                                                                    
33

 Ibid., columns 621–624: “Logos 8. Peri psykhes = Homilia VIII. De anima.” 
34

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 60 (Paris, 1862), columns 735–738: “De salute animæ = Peri soterias 
psykhes.” 
35

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63 (Paris, 1862), columns 637–646: “Logos 11. Peri ploutou kai 
penias = Homilia XI. De divitiis et pauperiate.” 
36

 Ibid., columns 631–638: “Homilia X. De providentia = Logos 10. Peri pronoias,”  
37

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 64 (Paris, 1862), columns 11–16: “Peri metanoias, kai eis to 
anagnosma tou David peri tes tou Ouriou = De poenitentia, et in lectionem de Davide et de 
uxore Urie.” 
38

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 49 (Paris, 1862), columns 305–314: “Tou aytou omilia peri nesteias 
kai eis ton propheten Ionan, kai Daniel, kai tous treis paiea. Elekhthe de eis ten eisodon ton 
agion nesteion. Omilia 5. = Ejusdem homilia de jejunio et in Jonam prophetam, et Danielem, et 
tres pueros, et de poenitentia. Dicta est autem in sacrorum jejuniorum ingressum. Homilia V.” 
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29 104v-
108r 

150r-155r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 29, Pentru 
pocăinţă (St. John Chrysostom, Chapter 
twenty nine, For penitence) 

PG, XLIX, 
283–
292

39
 

30 108r-
112v 

155r-161v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 30, 
Învăţătură pentru făgăduială şi 
rugăciunea, care sânt tot dentr’ale 
acestuiaş sfânt cuvinte, ce l-au numit el 
andriiande, cum s’ar zice stâlpi (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter thirty, Teachings on 
promises and prayers, which are from the 
same holy words he named andriiande, 
pillars) 

PG, LXIII, 
579–
590

40
 

31 112v-
117r 

162r-168v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 31, Pentru 
pocăinţă şi milostenie, ce s-au zis la 
dumineca brânzii (St. John Chrysostom, 
Chapter thirty one, For penitence and 
mercy, preached on Forgiveness Sunday) 

PG, LX, 
699–
706

41
 

32 117r-
119r 

168v-171r Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 32, Pentru 
boala şi doftoriia (St. John Chrysostom, 
Chapter thirty two, For illness and 
remedy) 

PG, LXIII, 
651–
656

42
 

33 119r-
122r 

171v-175v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 33, Pentru 
În sfânta şi marea zi Marţi, Pentru ceale 
zeace fecioare (St. John Chrysostom, 
Chapter Thirty three, For The Great and 
Holy Tuesday, For the Ten Virgins) 

PG, LIX, 
527–
532

43
 

34 122r-
126r 

175v-181v Sf. Anastasie Sinaitul, Cuvănt al 34, 
Cuvânt la cei adormiţi în Hristos fraţi, care 

PG, 
LXXXIX, 

                                                        
39

 Ibid., columns 283–292: “De poenitentia, et de moestitia regis Achaab, et de Jona propheta. 
Homilia II. = Peri metanoias, kai eis ten skythropoteta basileos Akhaab, kai eis Ionan 
propheten. Omilia 2.” 
40

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63 (Paris, 1862), columns 579–590: “Homilia II. De oratione = Logos 
2. Peri eukhes.” 
41

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 60 (Paris, 1862), columns 699–706: “Dominica tyrophagi de 
poenitentia et eleemosyna. Sermo II = Kiriake tes tyrophagou peri metanoias kai eleemosynes. 
Logos 2.” 
42

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 63 (Paris, 1862), columns 651–656: “Homilia XIII. De adversa 
valetudine et medicis = Logos 13. Peri arrostias kai iatron.”  
43

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 59 (Paris, 1862), columns 527–532: “In parabolam decem virginum, 
et de eleemosyna (Matth. 25. 1) = Eis ten parabolen ton deka parthenon, kai peri 
eleemosynes.” 
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să citeaşte în sâmbăta sufletelor (St. 
Atanasios of Sinai, Chapter thirty four, For 
the departed brothers of Christ, sermon 
read on the Saturday of Souls) 

1192–
1201

44
 

35 126v-
133r 

182r-191v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 35, Pentru 
mincinoşii proroci şi cei fără Dumnezeu 
eretici şi de seamnele veacului acestuia 
(St. John Chrysostom, Chapter thirty five, 
For the false prophets and godless 
heretics and for the auspices of this era) 

PG, LIX, 
553–
568

45
 

36 133v-
138r 

192r-199r S Efrem Sirul, Cuvănt al 1, prea mare şi 
foarte folositoare sufletului (St. Ephren 
the Syrian, Chapter 1, Words for the soul) 

B. 
Vaticana, 
I, 28–40

46
 

37 138r-
142r 

199r-204v S Efrem Sirul, Cuvănt al 2, La cruce şi 
pentru pocăinţa şi pentru dooa venire (St. 
Ephren the Syrian, Chapter 2, For the 
cross and for penitence and for the 
Second Coming) 

B. 
Vaticana, 
II, 247–
258

47
 

38 156r-
160v 

225r-231v S Anastasie Sinaitul, Cuvănt al 7, Pentru 
sfânta adunare adecă slujba besearecii şi 
pentru să nu osândim ţi să ţinem pizmă 
(St. Atanasios of Sinai, Chapter 7, For 
liturgy, hatred and envy) 

PG, 
LXXXIX, 
825–
849

48
 

                                                        
44

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 89 (Paris, 1865), columns 1192–1201: “Logos eis koimethentas pany 
ophelimos = Sermo in defunctos perutilis.” 
45

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 59 (Paris, 1862), columns 553–568: “Logos peri pseudopropheton, 
kai pseudodidyskalon, kai atheon airetikon, kai peri semeion tes synteleias tou aionos zoutou. 
Errethe de mellontos aytou ekdemein apo tou somatos = Oratio de pseudoprophetis, et falsis 
doctoribus, et impiis hæreticis, et de signis consummationis sæculi hujus. Dicta est Paulo 
antequam (sanctus) de vita migraret.” 
46

 Ephræm Syri, Opera omnia quæ extant græce, latine, syriace, tom. 1 (Roma, Bibliotheca 
Vaticana prodeunt, 1732), 28–40. 
47

 Ephræm Syri, Opera omnia quæ extant græcæ, latine, syriace, tom. 2 (Roma, Bibliotheca 
Vaticana prodeunt, 1732), 247–258. 
48

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 89 (Paris, 1865), columns 825–849: “Logos peri tes agias synaxeos, 
kai peri tou me krinein mnesikakein = Oratio de sacra synaxi et de non iudicando, deque 
injuriarum oblivion.” 
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39 176v-
178v 

255r-257v Sf. Ioan Hrisostom, Cuvănt al 7 la pilda 
celuia ce au căzut în tâlhari (St. John 
Chrysostom, Chapter 7, For the parable of 
the man who fell into the hands of 
bandits) 

PG, LXII, 
755–
758

49
 

Extracted from: St. Basil the Great (f. 171v); St. John Chrysostom (f. 175r–175v); St. 
Athanasius of Sinai (f. 176r–176v); St. Maximus the Confessor (f. 171r–171v); an 
anonymous lecture on the parable “Omul stăpân de case” (Man, master of a house) 
(f. 160v–163r) 

  
 Father Dumitru Fecioru translated many of John Chrysostom’s homilies, two 
of which were included in the Pearls, namely the homily on the texts from the Old 
Testament regarding the words of Psalm 48, 17, I-II, entitled, in the volume, “Cuvănt 
al patrulea, La cuvântul lui David carele zice: Nu te teame când să va îmbogăţi omul” 
(Chapter four, on the words of David, who says: do not be overawed when others 
grow rich) and “Cuvănt al 19, Pentru pocaanie şi pentru cei ce rămân de săboară şi 
pentru sfântul preastol şi pentru judecată”

50
 (Chapter 19, For penitence and for 

those who stay for liturgy and for the holy chancel table and for the Last Judgement). 
The priest and professor also studied them as homiletic teachings, as shown in his 
article “Omilie la duminica a IV-a după Rusalii”

51
 (Homily for the fourth Sunday after 

Pentecost).  
 The theological opus of St. John Chrysostom in Romania was also studied by 
other theologian researchers, such as Constantin Mihoc

52
 and Mihail Bulacu.

53
  

 The book
54

 is part of the patrimony collection of the Orthodox Theology 
Library, branch library of the Lucian Blaga Central University Library in Cluj-Napoca. 
The volume is part of the second edition of the Pearls, namely the one from 1746.  

                                                        
49

 Patrologia Graeca, vol. 62 (Paris, 1860), columns 755–758: “In parabolam ejus qui incidit in 
latrones = Eis ten parabolen tou empesontos eis tous lestas.” 
50

 St. John Chrysostom, “Despre pocăinţă. Omilia a IX: Despre cei ce pleacă de la Sfânta 
Liturghie” (On penitence. Homily IX: On those who leave holy liturgy), Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română 96. 9–10 (1978): 1146–1148. 
51

 Dumitru Fecioru, “Omilie la duminica a IV-a după Rusalii” (Homily for the fourth Sunday 
after Pentecost), Mitropolia Olteniei 24. 5–6 (1972): 456–468. 
52

 Constantin Mihoc, “Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur în spiritualitatea Bisericii Ortodoxe Române 
pînă la sfîrşitul secolului al XIX-lea” (St. John Chrysostom and the spirituality of the Romanian 
Orthodox Church until the end of the 19

th
 century), Biserica Ortodoxă Română 107. 11–12 

(1989): 112–131. 
53

 Mihail Bulacu, “Sfântul Ioan Hrisostom despre erezie, eretici şi combaterea lor” (St. John 
Chrysostom on heresy, heretics and confuting them), Glasul bisericii 35. 1–2 (1976): 98–115. 
54

 The volume can be found under the core number Patrim. 500. 
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 Volume characteristics: [3], 257, [3] f., in-4
0 

(27x18 cm.) new binding from 
the inter-war period, hardcover. It bears the markings of a restoration attempt, 
splices with spreadsheet and even plain white paper on the deteriorated parts; the 
paper is already partially ripped. Page 253 is completed with Latin characters, copied 
by hand. On the title page and on pages 2r, 3r, 126r, 139r there is an “Ex-Libris” 
stamp: “Biblioteca Şc*olii de+ Cînt*ăreţi+ Bis*ericeşti+/ seminarul/ Teologic – Cluj” 
(Church singers’ school library / Cluj theology seminar).  
 The book also contains numerous notes on the daily life of the past and the 
cultural preoccupations of that time. The following notes were deciphered, although 
many had been intentionally erased and others had faded in time. The volume is in a 
good state of preservation, but it had obviously been re-bound and thus, during this 
process, one of the notes had been cut on the length of the sheet, thus losing the 
beginnings of the lines. Where it was possible, for the sake of fluency, the words had 
been completed in [], and, in order to keep the original form of the note, the ends of 
the lines had been marked with / .  
 The notes in the volume cover a period of 70 years and they mostly 
represent possession. At the bottom of the title page there is an unsigned note that 
could not be identified based on its calligraphy; it is written in Cyrillic characters, in 
black ink: “Scrisaşte 1891”.  
f. 2r: deteriorated note in Cyrillic characters, in faded black ink, the page is torn in 
front of the first word: “a[ce]asta carte iaste” (this book belongs); 
f. 3r: almost illegible note in Cyrillic characters, in black ink, covered with black ink, 
later erased: “a lui popa andrei”

55
 (father andrei’s). 

f. 4r: note in Cyrillic characters, in black ink, covered with black ink, latererased: “(...) 
zesilulu” (?); 
f. 11r: pencil notes in Latin characters, next to the title: „cu mar-/ turisirea crestinilor 
sau intoarcerea de la faptele cele/ rele la bune” (with the con- / fession of the 
Christians or returning from the / bad deeds to good deeds);  
f. 81v: a note in Cyrillic characters, in black ink, written in verse: “Mai fericit iaste a 
da decât a lua/ Mai bine iaste ţinearea aminte decât un/ Vrab de ceaţă/ Cela ce nu 
să îndură de toţi uraşte pre fiul său/ Cela ce judecă pre cel drett a fi fând necurat 
iaste şi/ Urât înaintea lui Dumnezeu./ Pavel Făssie/ capelan Orăzii Mari. 1833” (More 
joyful it is to give than to receive / Remembering is better than a / Bit of fog / He 
who is not merciful hates his own son / He who judges the righteous will be unclean 
and / Ugly in front of God. / Pavel Făssie/ chaplain of Oradea. 1833);  

                                                        
55

 Nicolae Firu talks about a certain father Andrei Horvath (b. 1870 – d. 1929) as the archpriest 
of Oradea starting with the year 1912. It is possible that this note represents his signature. See 
Nicolae Firu Monografia Bisericii Sf. Adormiri Oradea (The monograph of The Church of 
Assumption in Oradea) (Oradea: Tiparul Tipografiei Diecezane, 1934), 129. 
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See f. 122r: it bears a note in Cyrillic characters, in black ink: “Această sfântă carte 
oau dat jupăneasa Gioriu-/ ţă Evdochie, pă sáma Sf. Bis. greceşti da’/ Oradea Mare, 
neunită, cine oa fura/ sau o va scimba să fie afurisit, sirac/ prin Ioann Clineon,

56
 

paroh neunit , 799/ pentru sufletul lui soborean./ 1799 /Dimmitrie. 15 ianua” (This 
holy book was given by townswoman Gioriu-/ ţă Evdochie to the holy Greek 
Orthodox church from / Oradea, whoever shall steal / or trade it be damned, poor / 
through Ioann Clineon, Orthodox provost, 799 / a liturgy for his soul./ 1799 / 
Dimmitrie. 15 January).  
See f. 215r: after the eighth commandment, there is a note in Latin characters: 
“Pavelu Fássie Preotu Ora*dea+ Ma*re+/ strádá Magiárilor n

ro
 261/ 22 1850” (Pavelu 

Fassie, Priest of Oradea / Hungarian Street n
ro

 261 / 22 1850); 
Final pages 
f. 1r bears a note in Cyrillic characters, the name is written in Latin characters, in 
black ink: “Această Sfăntă carte/ iaste a Sfintei Biserici/ de lege grecească ne unită/ 
din Oradia Mare prin ace*ceasta+/ sau scris pentru acee ade*că+ de/ să va perde săsă 
ştie./ Scrisore să scris în 28/ Septemvrie. Ana. 1820” (This holy book / belongs to the 
holy church / of Greek Orthodox confession / from Oradea and this is written so / 
that it is known if it were lost. / Letter written in 28 / September. Ana. 1820); 
f. 1v: note written in Cyrillic characters, in black ink, a sermon on the subject from 
chapter ten of the Gospel of John

57
: “Eu sânt Păstoriul cel bun. Păstoriul cel bun,/ 

Sufletul său îşi pune pentru oi. Ioann, cap.10
58

/. (I am the good shepherd. The good 
shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. John, chapter 10) 
Întru doară nu era altele fără număr prea slăvite nume,/ cu care să se poată Christos 
pre sine numi. Pentru ce dară îşi aleasă mai vârtos titula de păstori decât/ toate 
ceale prealuminate lui de Prorocul Isail cap. 9 stih 6 capete. Unde zice „Mi să chiamă 
numele lui de mare sfinţenie/ sfeatnic minunat, Dumnezeu tare biruitorii Domn Păcii/ 
părinte veacului ce va să fie”. Fii întru adevăr Christos iaste/ minunat pentru naşterea 
Sa cea minunată; Înger de mare/ sfat pentru propoveduirea; Dumnezeu pentru 
lucrurile sale/ ceale minunate; tare pentru patima sa ; Domn Păcii/ întru Înviarea Sa, 
părinte veacului ce va să fie întru fericirea/ năvealnică, întru carea se va odihni. 
Totuşi decât (...) aceastea alesături şi osebiri mai aleasă stine alea de/ păstori. Trei 
pricini frumoase a lucrului acestul aduc / priciniri. Cea dintâiul iaste umilinţa lui 
Christos, care/ îl face pre El să primească oblăduire foarte de neas-/ cuns socotită 
întră oameni. A doao iaste iubirea lui/ *de+ oameni, că, precum însemnează tâlcuitori 
acelaş/ cuvânt, carele însemnează păstori, la Evrei însemnează/ iubire. A treia sânt 
blândeţile lui, care alcătuesc/ iubirea cea adevărată a păstorului. Deci vom vedea, 

                                                        
56

 Ioan Clintovici, the first provost of “The Moon Church” in Oradea between 1784–1812.  
57

 The Gospel of John, chapter 10: “Jesus the True Shepherd. The Jews Reject Jesus”. 
58

 “Evanghelia după Ioan, cap. 10, versertul 11” (The Gospel of John, chapter 10, verse 11) in 
Biblia sau Sfânta Scriptură (The Bible or The Holy Scripture), ediţia jubiliară (Holy Year edition) 
(Bucharest: Editura Institutului Biblic şi de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, 2001), 1569. 
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care/ sunt osebirile ceale date de Christos la un păstori bun. Întâi hrăneaşte oile sale, 
adecă le paşte cu învăţătura Sa cea/ adevărată şi cu pilde sfinte. A doao El le apără 
de lupi,/ Pavel Făşie/ Capelan al Orăzii Mari/ 1820” (For there could not have been 
countless other holy names / Christ could have named himself. Then why did he 
choose the name of shepherd of / all other holy names given by the Prophet Isaiah, 
chapter 9, verse 6, where he says “and his name shall be called Wonderful, 
Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace”. Christ is 
the son of truth / wonderful for His wonderful birth; Wise angel of preaching; God 
for his / wonderful things; strong in his passion; Prince of Peace / for His 
Resurrection, father of time for the impetuous / joy in his rest. But instead of these 
(…) honours and praises, the most chosen is that of / shepherd. Three beautiful 
reasons for this bring / reason. The first is Christ’s humility, which / gives him rule, 
open-/ ly acknowledged by the people. The second is his love / of people, that, as 
interpreters say, the same / word that means shepherds, in Hebrew means / love. 
The third is his gentleness, which makes / the true love of a shepherd. Thus we shall 
see the likeness between Christ and the good shepherds. Firstly that he feeds his 
sheep, he grasses them with His true teaching / and with holy parables. Secondly he 
protects them from wolves, / Pavel Făşie / Chaplain of Oradea / 1820); 
f. 2v has three notes in Cyrillic characters and black ink:  
“Zlataditu. Cu a sfentoriului Dumnedeu/ şi *Îm+părat după rănduiala de episcupul/ de 
la Pragă amedate după cum ma*i+ sus am arătatu” (Zlataditu. With the stentorian 
God / and Emperor as established by the bishop / of Prague as decreed above); 
“Căpătăl” 
 “În annul 1836

lea
  în 7 zile iunie dominecă fiind s-au aprins  casa/ cătlăneacă a 

uniţilor. Şi au ars bisearica unită, şi uliţele a Isitfi a şoşului şi (...) copuţu-/ nerilor 
toate. În 8 zile, luni,  s-au aprins tot pe uliţa Ungurească 2

o
 (Răpciune?), şi în uliţa 

Vlăducului 2
o
 în 9

ad
 zile/ Marţi sau aprins tot pe uliţa Ungurească casa/ Gomb Kötö-

ului şi au ars casa lui Motuloii/ Notariuşului Gorasului şi uliţa Peţii toată dela casa lui 
*B?+aratchi Páll, şi de la a lui Ivani Zaniil, în sus toată şi bisearica copuţu-/ nerilor şi 
sărăria şi cetatea toată, numai/ un măgăzin au rămas şi cu un cuvânt şi comuna 
Varosu cu bisearica tot afară de/ bisearica catholicæ şi de căsile cămărești./ Pavel 
Făşie/ Capelanul de la/G*reco+-N[e]-U*niţilor+ din Oradia Mare” (In the year 1836, on 
the 7

th
 day, Sunday, the Catholic cătlan

59
 craftsmen house / was burned. The 

Catholic Church also burned, the roads of Istifi the Saxon and (...) of all of the Germ-/ 
ans.  In 8 days, on Monday, everything on the Hungarian road 2

o
 (September?) 

burned and on the Vlăducului road in 9 days / Tuesday on the Hungarian road the 
house of / Gomb Kötöului

60
 and Motuloii’s house burned / the town notary and all of 

Peţii road from the house of *B?+aratchi Páll and from the house of Ivani Zaniil, and 
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 Cătlan, cătlane = caldron used to warm or boil water. 
60

 The buttons maker 
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the Germ-/ans’ church and the salt mine and the whole of the citadel, only / a store 
remained and with a word and the Varosu township with its church except for / the 
Catholic Church and the pantries. / Pavel Făşie/ Chaplain of / The Greek Orthodox 
people of Oradea). 
f. 3r has two notes in Cyrillic, in black ink:  
“Martie/ Martii/ Acasta/ Acasta” (March / Martii (lat.) / This / This); 
“Domnearăsă asupra diavolului/ Preacăsta ai dat nouă că să seaturăsi/ cutremură pe 
suferind acăuta spre/ putearea ei că sorţili sculat si/ sortă ai prădat pentru asta/ 
închinăm sculări tale cei de' a-/ ciulea” (May she defeat the devil/ Virgin Mary who 
had let us be fed/ touched the suffering/ with her power to move fate/ and changed 
out fate/ we here pray for your assumption); 
f. 3v contains two notes, the first in Romanian in Cyrillic and black ink, the second in 
pencil, in Greek and in Greek alphabet, with an indecipherable ending: 
“Cu[m] uzeașce anul” (Whatever the year weaves) 
“Agnos areon, agnos etcheros, Agnos ar(...)/ Ios agnosimu./ Doxa ilore en no, en 
agnos glathmas I(...)” 
 After reading the notes, we can establish the path of this old Romanian 
book throughout history. According to the note from f. 122r, the volume was 
purchased by the townswoman Gioriuţă Evdochie

61
 during the time of Fathers Ioan 

Clintoc and Dimitrie Futurovici sometime in the second half of the 18
th

 century
62

 and 
was donated to the church known today as “The Moon Church”.  
 The fact that this volume was part of the collection owned by the church is 
proven by the note from f. 1r signed “Ana”, possibly referring to Ana Cosperda, 
when she was married to Nicolau Xant,

63
 Greek parish clerk at the Orthodox Church 

in Oradea.  
 The volume remained in the possession of the church for many years, as it is 
shown by Pavel Făşie’s notes. At first, he was a sacristan at the town church but, 
after becoming literate and being a good singer, he enrolled in the theology courses 
in Arad and became a parish clerk and a teacher at the Romanian Orthodox 
confessional school in Oradea; later, until his death, he was a chaplain. His memory 
lived among the Orthodox believers for a long time, who lovingly remembered “popa 
Pavel” (Father Pavel). According to the information provided by Nicolae Firu in his 
monograph, Pavel Făşie

64
 was a chaplain between 1832–1871, but according to the 
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 Evdochia Gioriuţă was the wife of a merchant who used to give financial aid to the church.   
62

 Nicolae Firu, Monografia Bisericii Sf. Adormiri Oradea (The monograph of The Church of 
Assumption in Oradea) (Oradea: Tiparul Tipografiei Diecezane, 1934), 118. 
63

 Gheorghe Tulbure. “Viaţa şi faptele mecenatelui Nicolae Jiga: discurs comemorativ (I)” (The 
life and deeds of patron Nicolae Jiga: commemorative speech), Biserica şi şcoala 36. 2 (1912): 
2. 
64

 Information on Pavel Făşie can be found in Teodor Neş, Oameni din Bihor: 1848–1918 
(Pleople from Bihor County: 1848–1918) (Oradea: Tip. Diecezană, 1937), passim.  
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note on the bottom of page 1v, he was also a chaplain in 1820, 1833 (according to 
the note on f. 81v), 1836 (according to the note on the bottom of 2v); in 1850 he 
signed as “priest” according to the note from f. 215r.  
 In 1921, the church became an Episcopal Church for the Orthodox flock in 
Oradea. In the monograph about this cathedral, Nicolae Firu

65
 also makes a 

discovery regarding the church’s books. 35 books out of 36 are numbered and 
described, number 34 having been omitted; whether this was on purpose or not, it is 
certain that the list lacks one description. One may wonder if the absent one is the 
“Pearls”. It is possible that the author of the monograph had seen this volume 
before it had been sent to Cluj, later erasing it completely from his work because, 
since it had been donated to the Theology Academy in Cluj, it was no longer part of 
the patrimony owned by the Church of Assumption. This is possible, although we 
have no proof. In the inventory of the Cluj Theology Academy library, registration 
number 2552 shows that the volume was part of this library’s collection. 
Unfortunately, there is no information regarding the donor or the approximate date 
of the book’s arrival.  
 The greatest fire in Oradea broke out in the 19

th
 century, on 19 June 1836, 

lasting three days and burning down the entire centre of the town, from the left 
bank of the Crişul Repede. The archives of the Moon Church note that around 3 PM, 
a barn caught fire on the Hungarian street, today named Dimitrie Cantemir street. 
Since all houses were covered with furring, hey or reed, a strong wind made the fire 
spread rapidly to all the houses on the street, all catching fire in mere hours. On the 
third day, the fire reached the Oradea Citadel, in the Subcetate neighbourhood and 
Velenţa village, a town neighbourhood at the time. 414 houses and annexes were 
burnt, as well as the Citadel, the Greek-Catholic Cathedral, the Town Hall, St. 
Ladislau Church and the Black Vulture Palace. Further, the beer factory, the Capuchin 
Monastery and the Orthodox Bishopric also burnt down. The churches started 
collecting money for the distressed people who had remained homeless, asking the 
bishops of Arad and Timisoara for support.  
 Father Pavel Făşie, on the bottom of f. 2v, notes a few impressions on this 
dramatic incident suffered by the townspeople, without mentioning the cause of the 
event. The brief presentation of an eye witness draws our attention to the ad hoc 
information he provides regarding the event.  
 Out of all of Father Pavel Făşie’s notes, I will focus on the ones that reflect 
his theological knowledge: on page 81v, there is a version in verse of the biblical text 
from Acts of the Apostles, chapter 20, verse 35; on the bottom of page 1v, a sermon 
written on the “good shepherd” in accordance with the Gospel of John 10, 11–15. 
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 Nicolae Firu, Monografia Bisericii Sf. Adormiri Oradea (The monograph of The Church of 
Assumption in Oradea) (Oradea: Tiparul Tipografiei Diecezane, 1934), 122. 
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These two texts show that the priest knew not only the biblical texts, but also the 
previous theological, religious and literary writings.  
 The study of the old texts that form the written heritage of a literature 
constitutes a step further in understanding the past. These sources can complete or 
clarify local histories or important events in the Romanian culture. This information 
creates a more exact image of the past, of the situations that included important or 
common figures and their decisions and attitudes in the face of imminent danger. 
The book presented in this foray in religious literature represents a collection of 
spiritual teachings and an instrument offered to history researchers for the analysis 
of numerous subjects.    
 

Translated from the Romanian by Anca Chiorean
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Abstract The present paper intends to discuss the issue of an “internal” 
literary history and the debate upon this topic in post-war Romanian 
literary criticism. We shall analyse the methodological influence and 
solutions suggested by structuralism or stylistics in critics’ attempts, 
starting with the 1970s, to remap Romanian literary history in terms of 
larger typologies or genres. On the other hand, we shall discuss the 
features of the Romanian critical environment which trigger the synchronic 
approaches, and their re-evaluating consequences in the local literature. 
Keywords structuralism, historicism, stylistics, aesthetic autonomy, 
sociology 

 
 
After the successive waves of post-structuralism, New Historicism or cultural studies 
have mined the purist assumptions of literature, last decades’ Western projects of 
literary history often found it difficult to focus their object of research. The idea of 
literature as monument, as canonical edifice and organic corpus of works fell under 
various contextualist approaches, which shifted from a history of literature to 
histories of culture, institutions or ideologies.

1
 This new cultural broadening marks 

the resurgence of historicism in literary studies, which came back in full force after 
being marginalised by the 1960s-1970s structuralism. When compared to the 
contemporary debate in the Western world, Nicolae Manolescu’s 2008 Critical 
History of Romanian Literature

2
 seems to stem from an older epistemological age, 

given its canonical and strictly aesthetic aims, but also in terms of its method, which 
the author envisions as a history of literary forms.  

                                                        
*
 Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca. adrstan@yahoo.ca 

1
 The History of the Literary Cultures of East-Central Europe: Junctures and Disjunctures in the 

19th and 20th Centuries, ed. Marcel Cornis-Pope, John Neubauer, Vol. 1–2 (Amsterdam and 
Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2004, 2005). 
2
 Nicolae Manolescu, Istoria critică a literaturii române: 5 secole de literatură (Critical history 

of Romanian literature. 5 centuries of literature) (Pitești: Paralela 45, 2008).  
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Actually, in a normal succession of critical paradigms, and if the nationalist-
communist climate had not blocked many intellectual initiatives, this type of history 
should have normally appeared at least two decades earlier. It is true, in fact, that 
the most substantial part of Manolescu’s History was indeed written prior to 1989: 
afterwards, several circumstances made the critic lose much of his prior vitality and 
interest for contemporary literature, and even more so his concern with post-1990 
international critical movements. In terms of conception, valorization, but also 
critical energy, the volume is mainly a product of the period between 1964 and 
1989, although two more decades had passed until its publication. Although 
delayed, Manolescu’s edifice still remains the stateliest and most influential 
enterprise after G. Călinescu’s History. On the one hand, Romanian literary criticism 
went through its most prolific phase during the national-communist age, but was 
unable to provide, during that time, a literary history of major scope and credibility. 
On the other hand, the same age created the circumstances for a formal approach in 
literary history, which could have fused the premises of then-fashionable 
structuralism with the aesthetic autonomy principles of local criticism and its 
attempts to recoil from political pressure. So what were, then, Romanian criticism’s 
prospects to elaborate a history of literary forms during national communism?     

Several local critics blame structuralism and its lasting impact until the late 
1980s for the decrease of interest in literary history. One cannot deny that 
structuralism does indeed seem to be in profound disagreement with historicism, or 
even in pure denial of history. It is true that, as early as 1960, Roland Barthes 
reshaped the problem of literary history – which French academic positivism had 
limited to a mere biographical practice – by shifting the focus from the “writer” to 
the “literary institution” and its functions (of production, dissemination and 
consumption).

3
 At the same time, in 1966, Gérard Genette envisioned a 

historiographic reform on formalist premises: “Conceived as such, literary history 
becomes the history of a system: it thus follows not the evolution of elements, but 
of the system functions; the study of synchronic relations must precede the study of 
processes”.

4
 But these were only sketches that were never put into practice. French 

structuralism and its European spectre did not renew literary history, but banished it 
on a secondary line of evolution, promoting instead the domain of general poetics. 
In this respect, in the afterword of his History, Nicolae Manolescu is right to consider 
the “Romanian intellectuals’” great fascination with French structuralism as a major 
reason for the delay of a new literary history long after G. Călinescu. However, his 
blame is only half legitimate, as Manolescu himself derived fertile critical 

                                                        
3
 Roland Barthes, “Histoire et littérature: à propos de Racine”,  Annales. Économies, Sociétés, 

Civilisations 15. 3 (1960): 524–537, http://www.persee.fr/collection/ahess. Accessed on 13 
December 2016. 
4
 Gérard Genette, Figures, II (Paris: Seuil, 1966), 168.  
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consequences from narratology and formalism in his 1976 exegesis of Sadoveanu or 
the essays on the Romanian novel and poetry published in the 1980s.    

Romanian criticism between 1948 and 1989 could not provide any literary 
history even remotely comparable to Călinescu’s masterwork. This does not mean, 
however, that all historiographic interests vanished during this age. In fact, from the 
beginning of the 1970s, Romanian critics showed growing interest in literary 
syntheses about genres, trends and bigger literary forms, all influenced by 
structuralist methods and concepts. If Romanian criticism of that age was indeed still 
reluctant towards historicism, that very reluctance was the one to trigger the vogue 
of structuralism, rather than being triggered by the latter. The dogmatic approach of 
the 1950s’ socialist realism determined Romanian criticism to be cautious with 
traditional historiography in general and delayed its renewal in line of mentalities or 
reception (a process that was expected to happen at least in the 1990s). The 1950s’ 
socialist realism exerted a traumatic and lasting impact upon Romanian critical 
thinking and made it develop reflex precautions towards ideology. Political 
restrictions still weighing on certain writers or on certain literary ages hindered the 
approach of Romanian literature “from its origins to the present, as a completely 
unitary text”,

5
 and also hindered the logical distinction between the normal limits of 

literary historiography and its former dogmatic excesses. For Romanian post-war 
criticism, historicism was delegitimised not by positivism, but by ideological 
dogmatism.  

In addition to that, the increasing prestige of minor critical genres like journal 
reviews or essays entertained the habit of text analysis and a “deprecating climate”

6
 

towards history or sociology. Last but not least, Călinescu’s views on the fusion of 
criticism and literary history were highly influential after 1964 and further minimised 
the relevance of determinist approaches, relegating the study of literary sources and 
influences outside the major concerns of the literary historian.

7
 (Of course, 

historicism should not be confused with determinism: however, the lack of both 
leads to a purely immanent approach). In conclusion, historiographic research in 
post-war Romanian criticism found it hard to develop a new and dogma-free 
conception of history. No wonder that contextualist approaches upon literary history 
were usually restricted to ages of cultural syncretism (the old age, the pre-modern 
age, the first decades of the 19

th
 century), whose literature could not be understood 

without considering its institutions or the public (such aspects are approached in 
complex analyses by Paul Cornea, Mircea Anghelescu, Doina Curticăpeanu, etc.).   

                                                        
5
 Mihai Zamfir, “Istoriografia literară în faza sintezelor” (Literary historiography in the 

syntheses phase), in Idem, Istoriografia literară românească: 1944–1984 (Romanian literary 
historiography: 1944–1984) (Bucharest: Minerva, 1984), 135.  
6
 Paul Cornea, Semnele vremii (The signs of time) (Bucharest: Eminescu, 1995), 266.  

7
 Andrei Terian, G. Călinescu. A cincea esență (G. Călinescu. The fifth essence) (Bucharest: 

Cartea Românească, 2009), 265–266.  



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
104 

 

But besides those special ages, Romanian critics’ perspective upon literary 
history did not refine on the whole, but rather in terms of particulars. Canonical 
writers were reinterpreted, often in an innovative manner. But critics tended to read 
them in isolation and seemed to avoid taking a holistic vantage point, as the idea of 
literary historicity was still tainted by the dogmatic precedent. One of the very few 
attempts to formulate a new point of view in the field belongs to Tudor Vianu.

8
 In 

1962, just before the age of cultural liberalization, Vianu suggested the necessity to 
replace the ideological and content-oriented historiographic approaches that had 
been dominant in the past decade. In terms reminding of Leo Spitzer, Vianu pleads 
for stylistics as “a domain where history of language meets history of literature”. He 
thus tries to place literary history within the more secure and ideology-free frame of 
linguistics, an extremely significant attempt in an age that was on the verge of 
waking up from the dogmatic sleep. Vianu is, however, quick to add that “we can 
explain literary facts by purely internal factors only to a certain extent”. Moreover, 
he places the comparative approach at the highest level of synthesis, based on the 
anthropological unity of the imaginary. Vianu would have too little time left to 
develop his projects, before his death. Even so, his entire work and activity following 
the 1941 Art of Romanian Prose-writers would inspire a lasting movement of 
interplay between literary and linguistic studies, a formalist direction of literary 
analysis, and literary history’s orientation towards stylistics and poetics. Although 
beneficial at first, because it helped de-ideologise literature, this orientation proved 
rather narrowing in the long run. Linguistics and, generally, formalism, may indeed 
revive textual exegesis, but could not provide the ground for a renewed historical 
perspective.  

One of the domains that stimulated, especially in the academic environment, 
this formal direction of criticism was the history of language. Set in 1948, following 
the lead of the Soviet Union, the history of language would steadily focus within next 
decades exclusively on the literary language and on stylistic approaches of Romanian 
canonical writers. On the one hand, the writers’ language was pondered up to its last 
adjective, in numerous studies promptly assimilated within school curricula. On the 
other hand, several literary critics also resorted, from the 1970s, to formalist-
linguistic methods, in an attempt to part with the journalistic tradition of post-war 
local criticism. With arguments and instruments derived from contemporary 
narratology, formalism or structuralism, these critics investigate, from their very 
debut, problems of literary history. Eugen Negrici, for example, ignores the cultural 
environment and analyses old literature works strictly through their linguistic 

                                                        
8
 Tudor Vianu, “Metoda de cercetare în istoria literară” (Research method in literary history), 

in Conceptul de istorie literară în cultura românească (The concept of literary history in 
Romanian culture), ed. Paul Cornea (Bucharest: Eminescu, 1978).   
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texture;
9
 the critic uses linguistic terms even regarding the issue of literary 

“expression”. Although he deals with embryonic literary genres, Negrici is not 
interested in assuming a historical perspective and assessing old genres from the 
perspective of their later evolution. Mihai Zamfir is even more at odds with 
historicism, which he considers “unquestionably failed”.

10
 In his opinion, literary 

history should shift its focus from author to stylistic form(ula), and completely 
replace the study of causes with stylistic exegesis.

11
 Moreover, Al. Călinescu  uses a 

part of Caragiale’s work
12

 to explain the typological mutation in Romanian literary 
modernity in terms of the canonization of lower genres: a perfectly legitimate 
theoretical hypothesis, but by no means specific (only) to Romanian literature.  

Anyway, these are just some examples of formalist approaches to parts of 
Romanian literary history. These attempts never congeal in an overarching map, a 
fact which definitely has to do with the symbolic division of labour within Romanian 
criticism. At least during the first years of the cultural liberalization, journalistic 
criticism and its VIP-s deal with contemporary literature, trying to select its emerging 
values and make a case for their aesthetic autonomy. These aims are reached 
through the confined, but strongly persuasive formula of reviews or critical essay. 
After 1964, Romanian literature has been dominated by lyricism, sentimentality or 
existential dramas, to which formalist instruments of analysis would have been 
rather inappropriate. Moreover, “formalist”-oriented critics of the 1970s deal with 
the literary past, with pre-literary forms or even foreign literatures, as Livius Ciocârlie 
or Mihai Zamfir do.

13
 These critics even extrapolate structuralist theories upon the 

whole of certain literatures (French, respectively Portuguese), which, by being 
foreign, are more approachable in terms of a methodological experiment.     

In any case, the growing impact of formalism in the literary history of the 
1970s can also be illustrated by Marxist- indebted critics. In his 1973 For a Theory of 
Literary History, Savin Bratu tries to reconcile rhetoric with sociology, the study of 
forms with the study of contexts and literary institutions. A formerly dogmatic critic, 
Bratu is somehow distressed both by its past and its present, and this conflict makes 

                                                        
9
 Eugen Negrici, Narațiunea în cronicile lui Grigore Ureche și Miron Costin (Narration in the 

chronicles of Grigore Ureche and Miron Costin) (Bucharest: Minerva, 1972). 
10

 Mihai Zamfir, Formele liricii portugheze (The forms of Portuguese poetry) (Bucharest: 
Univers, 1985), 19.  
11

 See also Mihai Zamfir, Introducere în opera lui Al. Macedonski (Introduction to Al. 
Macedonski’s work) (Bucharest: Minerva, 1972); Mihai Zamfir, Poemul românesc în proză (The 
Romanian poem in prose) (Bucharest: Minerva, 1981).   
12

 Al. Călinescu, Caragiale sau vârsta modernă a literaturii (Caragiale, or the modern age of 
literature) (Bucharest: Albatros, 1976).  
13

 Livius Ciocîrlie, Realism și devenire poetică în literatura franceză (Realism and poetic 
development in French literature) (Timișoara: Facla, 1974); Mihai Zamfir, Formele liricii 
portugheze. 
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him unable to decide between the two types of approach: “we should preferably 
lead two parallel, specialised studies, instead of mixing them in a single history of 
literature”.

14
 On several occasions, Ion Vlad also tries to bridge the linguistic-stylistic 

methods and the sociological perspective.
15

 Most often, the author states the issue 
in vague, didactic terms, so he comes no closer than Bratu to finding the properly 
balanced line of research. Both examples prove, however, that the idea of 
connecting linguistics and sociology is a common topic, indicating at least the 
attempt to upgrade the latter notion, mined by political connotations for so long.  

All in all, we see that the opportunity of formal methods in literary history is 
entertained even by critics structurally adverse to formalism. This is the 
consequence of the contemporary vogue of structuralism and of French nouvelle 
critique, which spread a wave of concepts within our academic and critical milieux. 
But besides this general climate and superficial circulation of concepts, were 
Romanian critics actually willing to write a formalist-oriented literary history? Adrian 
Marino, for example, is a critic with certain features recommending him for such an 
enterprise

16
 (which he himself seems to advocate in several articles). For a while 

indeed, Marino shows interest in formal methods; however, he ultimately goes in 
hermeneutic, documentary, comparatist directions, which are the farthest possible 
from the formalist approach.   

Furthermore, literary research of the 1970s seems to show, on the whole, a 
general evolution towards a formal synthesis. If traditional monographs of authors 
dominated the critical field of the 1960s, the 1970s display another exegetic 
practice, a sort of transversal monograph, dealing with certain literary categories 
and often testing the applicability of a theoretical model. This case is illustrated by 
several critics: Nicolae Manolescu in his analysis of the stylistic registers of 
Sadoveanu’s prose,

17
 Mihai Zamfir in his study of Macedonski’s poetic conventions, 

Al. Călinescu in his attempt to trace the linguistic formulae of Caragiale’s sketches, or 
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 Savin Bratu, Ipoteze și ipostaze. Pentru o teorie a istoriei literare (Hypotheses and 
hypostases. For a theory of literary history) (Bucharest: Minerva, 1973), 67. 
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 Ion Vlad, Descoperirea operei. Comentarii de teorie literară (Discovering the literary work. 
Literary theory commentaries) (Cluj: Dacia, 1970), 14; Ion Vlad, Lecturi constructive 
(Constructive readings) (Bucharest: Cartea Românească, 1975), 56. 
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 “The problem of structure has the highest relevance for the elaboration of literary history, 
aesthetics and history of styles, for the study of genres and literary categories, and it could 
ground an actual literary «rhetoric». (...) All that is universal and constant in literary history 
cannot be but structural”: Adrian Marino. “‘Cheia’ structurii literare”, Cronica 35 (31 August 
1968). 
17

 Nicolae Manolescu, Sadoveanu sau utopia cărții (Sadoveanu, or the book utopia) 
(Bucharest: Eminescu, 1976).  



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
107 

 

Marin Mincu in his essay upon textuality in Barbu’s poetry.
18

 Such critical exercises 
prove that the traditional study of an author can be replaced by the study of the 
typologies he exemplifies. Most monographs of the 1970s resort to a “trans-
documentary approach”

19
 and deal with intrinsic literary types, leaving out 

biographical aspects.  
The same decade multiplies the prospects of a typological literary history by 

the publication of numerous studies of literary trends and movements (avant-garde, 
Expressionism, pre-Romanticism, Romanticism). The trend is a milestone of literary 
history because, more than the age or the period, it implies “the correlation 
between system and history, between synchrony and diachrony”.

20
 Besides studies 

dedicated to one single literary trend, monographs of literary genres are also 
published in the 70s: Ioana Em. Petrescu’s book about comical epic, Ion Vlad’s - 
about the tale, Mihai Zamfir’s - about the prose poem, later, Nicolae Manolescu’s 
essay about the novel. Here we have enough ground to build a history of literary 
forms: Romanian literature has been remapped in terms of genres and trends, the 
theoretical climate is indebted to structuralism, the entire Romanian criticism tends 
to focus on pure, intrinsic literary types. Nevertheless, all these favourable premises 
do not build up to a unitary literary history. Romanian criticism of the national-
communist age has several excellent literary historians, but no actual historian of 
literature.  

One of the reasons that led to this deadlock might have to do with the way 
Romanian criticism altered, to its own profit, the formalist-structuralist methods. 
Contrary to what happened in other parts of Europe, in Romania these methods 
were never approached in terms of a general poetics of literarity, but applied in 
practical analyses. Therefore, their innovating potential was not pondered at the 
systemic literary level, but was assessed from the narrower perspective of text 
analysis. The dogmatic hiatus of socialist realism left behind an acute need to 
consolidate the purity of the literary object. This utopia fuelled the entire Romanian 
criticism after 1964, but also blocked changes in literary historiography: these would 
have required more nuanced views upon the impurity of the object of literary history 
has. As a matter of fact, European literary historiography managed to surpass the 
structuralist dead-end only by acknowledging the fact that literature has an impure 
nature. Starting from the 80s, the long-forgotten Theses of the Prague Linguistic 

                                                        
18

 Marin Mincu, Ion Barbu. Eseu despre textualizarea poetică (Ion Barbu. Essay on poetic 
textualization) (Bucharest: Cartea Românească, 1981).  
19

 Mihai Zamfir, “Istoriografia literară în faza sintezelor” (Literary historiography in the 
syntheses phase), in Istoriografia literară românească: 1944–1984 (Romanian literary 
historiography: 1944–1984) [n.a] (Bucharest: Minerva, 1984), 123.  
20

 Paul Cornea, Introduction, in Structuri tematice și retorico-stilistice în romantismul 
românesc (1830–1870) (Thematic  and rhetoric and stylistic structures in Romanian 
Romanticism 1830–1870),  ed. Gabriela Duda, et al. (Bucharest: Ed. Acad. R.S.R., 1976), 8. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
108 

 

Circle (I. Tînianov, J. Mukarovski) about parallel historical series, or M. Bahtin’s 
culturalist views on literary evolution were revived within the New Historicism. They 
all share a relativistic conception of the aesthetic, which is no longer assumed as a 
strong value, but understood as a volatile function changing according to collectivity, 
tradition, taste etc. On the contrary, post-war Romanian criticism was neither ready 
nor eager to negotiate the aesthetic principle. No wonder that the Prague Circle’s 
project of a parallel study of literary and cultural-historical forms was very little-
known in Romania, outside Mihai Pop’s ethnologic school

21
: a similar program, more 

closely derived from Russian historical poetics, is developed in Ioana Em. Petrescu’s 
excellent book about the comical epic.

22
 Otherwise, it is obvious that the limited, 

strictly analytical concept of structure applied by most Romanian critics could not 
have formed the ground for a history of literary structures: such a history should 
have, instead, rebuilt the bridges with structures of society, mentalities or reception.      

Once again, Nicolae Manolescu tries to connect the two levels, reflecting on 
the tallies between literary typologies and the sociological environment (in Noah’s 
Arc), respectively the variations of reception (in The Critical History of Romanian 
Literature). Without going into much detail, I shall confine the discussion to 
observing that the critic does not entirely follow the program he himself announces 
in both forewords of a parallel study of systems. The typology of the Romanian 
novel

23
 is, nevertheless, convincing and unequalled in efficiency up to this day; but it 

is built on immanent, narratological premises and, compared to this main level of 
analysis, the social structures the author mentions remain simplified and somehow 
exterior. Furthermore, his larger  project of a “history of forms”, supported by a 
certain tendency to marginalise literary contexts, is rivalled and, to some extent, 
even mined by the author’s canonizing aims. His History stands out not quite as a 
reflection upon the internal temporality of literature, but especially as an effort to 
canonise great literary works and great authors.  

But since the topic has already been much debated, towards the end of my 
paper I shall focus on two other projects of “history of forms” developed by 
Romanian critics. Mircea Scarlat’s praiseworthy History of Romanian Poetry

24
 leaves 

us regretting that it only covers a single literary genre. Of course, setting clear 
confines helps the researcher approach in a more focused manner the genre’s inner 
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historicity and the specific dynamics of poetic conventions. Scarlat’s overarching 
categories – the system of assumptions about poetry, materialised differently in 
every age and with different rhetorical strategies – are general enough to be 
considered trans-historic, but also flexible enough to assume various historical 
contents. Unfortunately, the historian uses a dichotomic terminology – and speaks 
of the “signified” and “signifier” of the poetic convention –, reminding of the 
outdated dissociation between content and form. However, on the whole, Mircea 
Scarlat manages to create an organic and convincing scenario, with evolution, 
growths and decreases, around a literary object carefully cleansed by “ineffable” 
connotations (the author is not speaking of Poetry, but of the “poetic convention”). 
It is true, the interpreter places perhaps too much emphasis upon the local, 
autochthonous factor and reduces, sometimes completely unduly, the contribution 
of foreign literary influences; but these shortcomings do not overrule the whole 
methodological gains of his history.  

 Finally, Mihai Zamfir’s project of “diachronic stylistics” extends over a long 
span of time, from the critic’s debut in 1971 until his 2011 Short History of the 19

th
 

century.
25

 All along this interval, the critic has not changed in the slightest his 
reluctance towards historical factology and literary contexts. This tendency might 
have been well understandable in the autonomist critical climate of the 1970s and 
1980s. But in 2011, this insulated conception of literature appears as an 
anachronism. Mihai Zamfir’s “history” is not only short, but essentialised, as the 
historian regards his matter from a superlative axiological level (“the perennial 
aesthetic value of the text”). The tendency already obvious in the excellent essays 
from The Other Side of Prose has now become a trap for the historian: he sees the 
exception everywhere, never the series. The only way Mihai Zamfir is able to explain 
how literary genres or formulae evolve is by pointing out the writer’s genius (usually 
born ex-nihilo), by stating that authors “feel the literary forms”. Instead of grasping 
the typological unity out of the variety of literary formulae – and thus fulfil his 
project of a diachronic stylistics –, the exegete dispels the “unity” in multiple 
“unities”. What we are left with is a sort of exception-ist literary history, where 
almost every author stands out from their range in one way or another, but the 
range itself is no longer discernible. A history of absolute beginners, where every 
writer heralds a new tendency, direction, formula, but their predecessors or 
followers fade away in the scenery. The historian places an exclusive – and 
inadequate for such an enterprise – accent on particularity, difference, discontinuity. 
He always points out the individual, but never the underlying system. Frequent 
qualifiers like “unpredictable”, “impossible to explain”, “unusual”, “strange in the 
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context”, “striking”, “atypical”, “instinctive”, “intuitive”, nouns like “miracle”, 
“exception”, or adverbs like “very rarely”, “seldom” seem to suggest atypicality is the 
norm in literary history.  

A consistent stylistician and a critic extremely well-learned in narratology and 
formalism, Mihai Zamfir would have, probably, had the best prospects to write a 
history (even a partial one) of literary forms. But instead, in bringing a confirmation 
and an apotheosis of his valuable contributions from the 1970s and 1980s, the 2011 
Short History falls one step back. The critic started from the most modern outposts 
of literary analysis, only to slide back to an old-fashioned aestheticism, and instead 
of painting the big picture, he chose to draw brooding portraits of “great writers”.  

In conclusion, we could observe that Mihai Zamfir’s evolution is symptomatic 
for the inability of post-war Romanian criticism to provide a history of literary forms. 
Although the 1964–1989 age produced a climate fruitful enough in this direction, the 
myth of the “great writer”, and a maximalist conception about “aesthetic value” 
(irreducible to series or typologies) hindered Romanian criticism from achieving such 
a project.    
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Abstract This paper sets out to retrieve and discuss a set of war poems by 
Romanian women poets, shaped around a pacifist strain that begins as a 
reaction to World War I, consolidates during World War II, and intensifies 
against the background of the communist propaganda in the second half 
of the fifth decade of the last century. The paper reviews war poems by 
women poets such as Carmen Sylva, Matilda Cugler-Poni, Maria Cunțan, 
Elena Văcărescu, Anișoara Odeanu, Magda Isanos, Maria Banuș, Veronica 
Porumbacu, and Nina Cassian. 
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The presence of women in the literature of war and the presence of the war in the 
literature written by women represent two steady directions in the recent literary 
history research concerned with the two world wars. In the work of combatant-
writers, in the French as well as in the Anglo-Saxon or the Hispanic space, the 
representation of women in literature reveals a shift away from the positive, candid 
image of delicate femininity that must be protected at all costs in the first years of 
World War I, and towards a subsequent negative view of women as ungrateful 
usurpers of the social role of the men who had gone to war. As Aránzazu Usandizaga 
Sainz points out, 
 

Uno de los fenómenos propios de la Gran Guerra es la creciente amargura 
que los soldados sienten hacia retaguardia. A medida que avanzan los 
horrores, se genera *…+ un intenso odio tanto hacia quienes les envían al 
sacrificio inútil, como hacia las mujeres que viven la guerra desde la 
seguridad de la retaguardia. Este resentimiento, unido a la profunda 
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inseguridad que produce entre los hombres el creciente poder de las mujer, 
estimula una gran misoginia que adquiere diversas formas en la escritura de 
guerra y posguerra

1
. 

 
A tendency already visible in the literature of World War I and more prominent in 
the writings of the Second World War, sometimes to the complete exclusion of the 
symbols of femininity from the reflection space of the literary work, the misogynistic 
attitude was not created, but rather reinforced by the war experience. As argued by 
Pierre Schoentjes, the unflattering representation of women stems from an 
accumulation of factors, without direct link to the war: « Héritière d’une tradition de 
misogynie bien représentée en France à la fin du XIX

ème
 siècle, et à laquelle n’étaient 

pas étrangères les théories biologiques et psychologiques étayant le naturalisme, la 
littérature qui s’inspire de la Grande Guerre montre rarement la femme à son 
avantage »

 2
. His observation extends, of course, beyond the boundaries of French 

literature. 
 Indeed, war did not create, but only added to the misogynistic outlook. On 
the other hand, it did lay out the premises for the emancipation of women. Forced 
by the specific historical circumstances to take on the role of enlisted men, many 
gone missing on the battlefield, women had the chance to experience a series of 
liberating metamorphoses:  
 

En efecto, durante la Primera Guerra las mujeres se cortan el pelo, se 
acortan las faldas para moverse con mayor facilidad; incluso se visten con 
pantalones para poder trabajar mejor en las fabricas. Tan pronto como 
empieza la guerra, las mujeres adquieren una gran independencia; se ven 
obligadas de moverse solas, sin acompañante, cosa impensable hasta 
1914

3
. 

 
Although during the interwar period women underwent a crisis of conscience, 
generated, on the one hand, by their having been removed from the positions they 
used to hold during World War I and by the social pressure asking of them to resume 
their traditional duties, and, on the other hand, by their inability to return to their 
previous statuses of wives, daughters, sisters or mothers without husbands, fathers, 
brothers or sons, the first steps towards their independence had already been taken. 
Gradually, feminine identity stopped defining itself against masculine identity, both 
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for the women who had lived through the Great War at home, without men, and for 
those who had experienced the war first-hand, as nurses on the frontline, in the 
presence of mutilated bodies. This dislocation of identity is analysed by Sharon 
Ouditt

4
 and synthesised by Mary Borden’s famous interrogation: “There are no men 

here, so why should I be a woman? They are heads and knees and mangled 
testicles”

5
. In other words, by mining the ancestral male-female dialectic, World War 

I has triggered the rebirth of women as individuals, enabling them to open doors 
hitherto closed, even in the field of literary (or non-literary) creation:   
 

As women moved onto occupations previously closed to them, they began 
to describe in writing all those areas that had traditionally been off-limits. 
Women covered wars for their newspapers, wrote war propaganda for their 
governments, published their wartime diaries, described fighting against 
men. They used their wartime experiences for their fictions and poetry, 
choosing the right to imagine war, just as men for centuries had written 
about war without actually experiencing it

6
.
 
 

 
As for the impact of World War II on the development of women’s self-awareness 
and on their role in society, it seems to subscribe to a logic of repetition, to follow 
the pattern that had emerged during World War I. As if the experience of the 
previous events had done nothing to change the collective mentality, the 
propaganda of the fourth decade of the twentieth century relied, just the same, on 
using the resourcefulness of women in tough times. Consequently, the same call for 
the immediate mobilization of women on all the levels of public life was followed, at 
the end of the war, by the same urge to return to their traditional role and duties. As 
Mary Cadogan and Patricia Craig noted, 
   

As far as women were concerned the fiction of the Second World War 
largely reflected the pattern of 1914–1918. Official propagandists and 
popular novelists joined forces to urge housewives out of their homes into 
war work of incredible diversity and challenge. Then, when the war ended, 
the media began once again to harp on traditional concepts to encourage 
women to give up ideas on independence and ambitions unrelated to the 
domestic sphere

7
.  
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Given the earth-shattering burst of emancipation of 1914–1918, with its 
reverberations during the interwar period, after World War II, the withdrawal of 
women from the public sphere and their confinement to anonymity was no longer 
possible, all the more so when it came to their literary activity, which had offered 
them visibility and even prestige, in most cultures of the world.   

War is a frequent theme in the work of women poets in the early part of the 
twentieth century, even if their notoriety does not stem from this particular concern 
since, generally, regardless of the status of the author (combatant or civilian 
professional writer, combatant or civilian amateur writer, man or woman) there 
were very few literary works valuable enough to survive the immense ballast of war 
writing. Although explored by all of the literary genres, the theme of war is more 
present in poetry, especially during the period of mobilization and the years of actual 
conflict (1914–1918 and 1939–1945, respectively). This can be attributed to the 
economy of the genre, to the power of poetry to encapsulate the emotion of the 
moment, to be published and easily memorised or inserted in the frequent 
epistolary exchanges of the time. Consequently, the emergence of this theme in the 
poetry written by women is not surprising, not even for Romanian literature, which 
had not yet developed a paradigm of women’s writing in the first half of the 
twentieth century, but had only known isolated cases of literary affirmation. Given 
the general rate of illiteracy of approximately 60 % in 1900 in the Romanian 
territories and of 30.9% among women in 1948,

8
 the derisory representation of 

women in literature is explicable, especially if coupled with the authority of male 
literary criticism at the time. Particularly eloquent in this regard remain the openly 
misogynistic remarks in G. Călinescu’s Istoria literaturii române de la origini până în 
present [The History of Romanian Literature from Its Origins to the Present]:  

 
A woman lives in society, with the role of producing individuals. This is why 
feminine literature has two directions that can be easily classified: there are 
the moral women, who write about their love for children, about domestic 
and civic virtues, and about love as an institution, but rarely about their 
homeland, which represents an ideal sometimes dangerous to the lives of 
their children and contrary to the selfishness of mothers; and, finally, there 
are the purely physiological women, like the Countess of Noailles, who 
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write unrestrainedly about their desire for copulation, about their longing 
to be loved by man and to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh.

9
  

 
However, an analysis devoid of gender prejudice might find Călinescu’s taxonomy 
rather hasty and reductive, since it ignores the fact that, in spite of the inchoate 
stage of the tradition of Romanian feminine poetry and, consequently, of the often 
naïve poetic expression, the homeland as an ideal appears in the verses of Romanian 
women poets rather frequently, as early as the second half of the nineteenth 
century. Carmen Sylva (1843–1916)

10
, for example, recalls the War of Independence 

in her poems (“From Pleven, creeping in and out of ditches/ The valiant Turks like 
shadows, barefoot and dragging chains,/ Keep coming, hungered, crippled, a limping 
string of sorrows,/ They crawl, the wretched, and barely, barely they trudge 
along.”

11
), Matilda Cugler-Poni (1851–1931) pleads for national unity (“Let us get 

together, old and young/ Man, child, or woman, doesn’t matter / And an oblation, 
from our heart,/ We each should offer, for the better// Let us get together, old and 
young,/ We all who share the dire hatred/ For the ruthless enemy thug/ Of all 
Romanian and sacred!”

12
), and Maria Cunțan (1862–1935) dedicates her texts to 

both past wars, such as the War of Independence, (“Our footmen stand adamantine/ 
Across the Danube, on the bridge/ Their rifles pointing to the sky/ Their gaze to the 
horizon’s fringe”

13
) and future battles. Relevant on this line is the poem titled 
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„Carmen Sylvei” *To Carmen Sylva+, in which Maria Cunțan, future daughter of 
charity,  foresees the danger to which Romanians would be exposed during World 
War I, and tries to poise it with a pacifistic attitude: “I’ve lived so long throughout 
the fighting/ Crossing the path of heavy duty/ Th’uninterrupted separation/ Of the 
realms of my own country./ I’ve dipped my pen for far too long/ In incessant tears 
and woe …/ Heaven forbid that fate should settle/ For brother to meet brother in 
battle.”

14
 This attitude is in direct opposition to that of the author’s earlier poems, 

which show her commitment to the mobilization discourse: “Up your pace, army/ 
It’s our turn/ We are the scouts/ Of this land belov’d/ … Hurry, great army/ Or your 
colours to us give”

15
.  However, later Cunțan becomes aware of the bitter irony of 

fate that would eventually make “brother meet bother in battle”, in 1916, when the 
Kingdom of Romania joined forces with the Allies, while Transylvania was still under 
the Austro-Hungarian empire. Although isolated, the transformation is illustrative of 
the way in which the literary perspective upon war changes everywhere in Europe at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, a departure from the spirit of the nineteenth 
century which, as Luc Rasson argues, « n’est guère pacifiste en littérature. La 
légende napoléonienne pèse sur la génération romantique qui regrette la gloire 
passée, et le réveil des nationalités opprimées ne contribue pas, cela va de soi, au 
rêve de la paix universelle »

16
. In line with this European tendency of permeating 

literary works with a pacifist spirit during World War I, Maria Cunțan’s work heralds 
a vein of pacifism in the war poetry written by Romanian women poets, which would 
become more apparent and better configured during World War II. Hardly visible at 
the outbreak of the Great War – an event that human naiveté endows with positive 
connotations, calling it “the war to end all wars” and promoting it with delirious 
enthusiasm – this pacifistic impetus emerges only after the horrors of the military 
conflict have shattered the trust in the myth of the technological and scientific 
progress of humanity.  
 As a matter of fact, the specific situation of the Romanian provinces, still 
separated in 1914, was unlikely to encourage pacifism. On the contrary, the 
discourse promoted at the time was one of active engagement in a world war that 
was expected to lead to the achievement of the national reunification ideal, which 
eventually happened through the Great Union of 1918. Under these circumstances, 
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 Luc Rasson, Ecrire contre la guerre: littérature et pacifismes. 1916–1938 (Paris: L’Harmattan, 
1997), 23.  
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the militant drive of the Romanian women poets of French expression reflects the 
general mood of the day better. Their verses encourage going to war even during the 
years of neutrality of the Kingdom of Romania. A poem such as Sus, națiune! [Rise, 
Nation!], dated April 1915, presents Elena Văcărescu (1864–1947) as a poet engaged 
in war propaganda: “Rise, Great Nation, break your iron chains, break free!/ Every 
second to the brave its duration gladly gives;/ With the canon’s shots the eagle to its 
triumph speeds./ And the oaks in the great forest change their leaf to laurel wreaths! 
// … Oh, my countrymen, your eyes see and reunite it all/ The black sparks and the 
blue lightening – from Traian and Decebal”

17
. Unlike Anna de Noailles (1876–1933) – 

author of an ample cycle of poems inspired by World War I
18

 that contradict 
Călinescu’s labelling her a “purely physiological” poet – for whom the homeland of 
wartime is France, not Romania, Elena Văcărescu always associates the notion of 
military conflict with the much wanted unification of the Romanian provinces. Her 
political activity as secretary general of the Romanian Association to the United 
Nations during the interwar period is perfectly attuned to her literary activity and 
retrospectively explains the political engagement of her writing: “My country’s heavy 
burden I love so much to sing,/ Its fervent, painful passion is what enhances me/ (…) 
I cannot be myself, my country, I am you”

19
. In the light of numerous other texts that 

are definitely worthy of becoming the object of future research, the Romanian 
women poets of French expression differentiate themselves from the pacifist 
orientation very timidly tackled by Romanian literature during World War I, but 
thoroughly explored during World War II, and later under the communist 
propaganda.  
 A notable exception among the pacifist-minded pro-soviet women poets, 
Anișoara Odeanu (1912–1972), a representative of the 1927 generation, better 
known for her prose work, published in 1943 a volume of poetry eloquently entitled 
Moartea în cetate

20
 [Death in the Citadel]. Neither pacifist and pro-communist, nor 

advocating the Legionnaire Movement (as could be speculated based on the writer’s 
publishing activity), the poems collected in this volume impress with the consistency 
of their lyrical finesse ceaselessly refusing to be subjugated to the brutality of the 

                                                        
17

 Elena Văcărescu, “Sus, națiune!” (Rise, nation!), in Idem, Țara mea (My country) (Bucharest: 
Editura Militară, 1977), 48. In the original: “Sus, măreață Națiune, frânge-ți lanțurile de criță!/ 
Orice clipă care trece, fie una de viteaz;/ Când obuzul pleacă iute, vulturul e-n biruință./ Codrii 
de stejari în lauri ramul să-și preschimbe azi!// (…) O, poporul meu, privirea ta cea ageră 
adună/ Sclipăt negru, albastru fulger – din Traian și Decebal (…)”.   
18

 See Anna de Noailles, “La guerre”, Les forces éternelles (Paris: Arthème Fayard & Cie, 1920).  
19

 Elena Văcărescu, “Eu și țara mea” (My country and I), in Idem, Țara mea (My country), 106–
110. In the original: “Povara țării mele îmi place mult s-o cânt,/ Prin forța ei fierbinte și 
dureroasă cresc,/ (…) Nu pot să fiu eu însămi, o, țara mea, sunt tu.”   
20

 Anișoara Odeanu, Moartea în cetate (Death in the citadel) (Bucharest: Fundația Regală 
pentru Literatură și Artă, 1943), 25.  
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events: “Oh, closed are all our paths/ Dead like our hearts/ Oh, haunted are our 
roads/ By the great winds/ And washed by tears of lost souls”

21
. Combining 

resignation and hope, Anișoara Odeanu’s war poems do not explore the theme of 
war in itself, but love in the time of war for the man on the front, be it brother (“My 
brother’s brow who will caress?/ He’s put on sad and withered dress/ For his long 
journey. (…)/ So many songs will fill the air this autumn,/ The trees will flinch at so 
much death/ And will no longer find their heart to follow.”

22
) or lover: “Oh, the hour 

still untimely is for love./ The prince of mountains still asleep. Clouds over his brow 
still lord/ On the flags of royal triumph,/ The holy blazons blaze in blood.//  (…) ‘No, 
still not the time for love, my fair./ In the enchanted forest, you hear the cavalcade?/ 
My arm fused with my sword, your body can’t embrace/ My eyes ablaze with 
lightning, how can they see your face?’// In the deep dark night of autumn,/ Your 
steps vanish in the dreary wind of dusk/ Towards the woods raging with the battle’s 
bark.”

23
 Most of these poems are set in a fantastic realm under the dominion of 

death, which becomes an obstacle in the path of love. Death, however, is shaped by 
the poetic imagination as a timeless, mythological fatality, and not so much as a 
trauma of the historical present: “Tell me if my lover, his arms melded to sword,/ 
Will climb up to legends, stars paving his road,/ Or if his young footstep down has to 
come,/ With the rays of sunshine, to fall on my path? (…) Yet you keep silent; the 
night heavy as if all/ The nights since the beginning of the world/ Have flown into 
this, weary and alone.”

24
 Without being pacifistic in declamation, Anișoara Odeanu’s 

poems remain peaceful in essence. Her poetic work leaves no trace of resentment 
against the war that had mercilessly amputated society, but releases a sadness 

                                                        
21

 Odeanu, “Moartea în cetate”, in Odeanu, Moartea în cetate, 25. In the original: “O, toate 
drumurile sunt închise/ Cu inimile oamenilor, ucise,/ O, toate drumurile sunt străbătute/ De 
vânturile mari/ În care plâng sufletele oamenilor pierdute (…)”  
22

 Odeanu, “Echinocțiu de toamnă” (Autumn equinox), in Odeanu, Moartea în cetate, 13. 
“Fruntea fratelui meu, cine s-o mai mângâie?/ Fratele meu a îmbrăcat cele mai vestejite 
straie/ De lungă drumeție. (…)/ Va fi atâta cântec în toamna târzie,/ Se vor speria copacii de 
morțile prea multe/ Și nu-și vor mai găsi inima să și-o asculte.”   
23

 Odeanu, “Întâlnire la miezul nopții” (Midnight meeting), in Odeanu, Moartea în cetate, 34. 
In the original: “O, pentru dragoste e astăzi prea devreme./ Craiul munților încă doarme. Pe 
fruntea lui se vântură norii/ Pe drapelele împărăteștilor victorii,/ Ard iarăși în sânge sfintele 
steme.// (…) «Nu, nu e ceasul dragostei, albă iubită./ Auzi pasul cavalcadelor în pădurea 
vrăjită?/ Cum să te cuprindă brațul meu, încremenit pe spadă?/ Ochii mei de fulger cum să te 
vadă?»// În adânca noapte de toamnă,/ Pasul tău se pierde în vântul cu mohorâta zare/ Spre 
pădurile în care vuiește lupta cea mare.”    
24

 Odeanu, “Îngerul morții” (The angel of death), in Odeanu, Moartea în cetate, 48. In the 
original: “(…) Spune-mi dacă iubitul cu brațul de spadă,/ Urcă-n legendă pe drumul de stele,/ 
Sau dacă pasul lui tânăr are să cadă,/ Cu acele soarelui, cândva pe potecile mele?/ (…) Nu spui 
nimic. Și noaptea e atât de grea/ De parcă toate nopțile de la-nceputul lumii/ S-au strâns 
trudite și însingurate’n ea (…)”   
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sublimated in the fantastic register, where the death of the beloved often becomes 
litotes: “My hands are frozen,/ No love can make them warm,/ My hands are not 
frozen like hands that still live”

25
. 

 For Magda Isanos (1916–1944), a poet who passed away a year before the 
end of the Second World War, at the age of only 28, peace is a clearly expressed 
desideratum: “I’m waiting for year one./ The year of peace among all nations./ The 
history’s great slaughterhouse/ will be taken down./ My heart already whispers: 
Brother,/ forgive me for th’ancestral spite,/ and in the name of human sorrow,/ our 
hands let’s unite./ (…) Hand in hand let’s take down the slaughterhouses/ of history. 
Get out of the coffin/ and look: the sun rises...”

26
 Although the premature departure 

of the writer discourages her being associated with the communist propaganda that 
escalated in the second half of the fifth decade, most of her war poems reveal a 
pacifist and progressive drive (“Don’t forget, good people,” (…)// Flags and hymns 
I’ve knitted,/ here, ‘mongst scythes and sickles,/ only flags and hymns, for the dawn 
of Good”

27 
), unseparated from the vindictive stance against those who legitimised 

the carnage of the innocents: “I’ve seen people going/ to war./ They were young 
peasants, half-naked,/ in freight cars, singing,/ lifeless, dreary songs. They’re gone/ 
(…) Never to return. Rye/ and wheat they have become in Russia.// Meanwhile, at 
home,/ the ungrateful and the shameless/ gaudily the streets of the city roam./ They 
didn’t even know for whom they died./ They were simple folk./ (…)  When the wind 
sighs, I seem/ to hear songs, thousands of feet/ walking in step. The fools/ who died 
in Russia return,/ to try you, pig snout,/ war profiteer, rich overnight!// You should 
tremble with fear,/ It is the day of doom!”

28
. Abrupt and ruthless, the poet’s 

                                                        
25

 Odeanu, “Întâlnirea iubitului” (Encountering the beloved), in Odeanu, Moartea în cetate, 48. 
In the original: “(…) Mâinile mele sunt înghețate,/ Nicio dragoste nu le poate încălzi,/ Mâinile 
mele nu-s înghețate ca mâinile vii (…)”  
26

 Magda Isanos, “Aștept anul unu” (I await year one), in Idem, Poezii (Poems) (Bucharest: 
Minerva, 1974), 8. In the original: “Aștept anul unu./ Anul păcii între popoare./ Ale istoriei 
mari abatoare/ vor fi dărâmate./ Inima mea de pe-acum murmură: Frate,/ iartă-mă pentru 
urile strămoșești,/ și’n numele suferințelor omenești,/ dă-mi mâna./ (…) Dă-mi mâna să 
dărâmăm abatoarele/ istoriei. Iești din sicriu/ și privește: răsare soarele…”   
27

 Isanos, “Testament pentru fata mea” (Bequest for my daughter), in Idem, Poezii, 56. In the 
original: “Să nu uitați, oameni, (…)// Steaguri și imnuri am împletit,/ aici, printre coase și 
seceri,/ numai steaguri și imnuri, pentru zorile Binelui (…)”   
28

 Isanos, “Am văzut și eu oameni plecând” (I’ve seen people going), in Idem, Poezii,  50. In the 
original: “Am văzut și eu oameni plecând/ la războiu./ Erau tineri țărani, jumătate goi,/ în 
vagoane de marfă, cântând,/ cântece monotone și triste. Plecau/ (…) Și nu s-au mai întors. 
Secară/ și grâu a crescut din ei în Rusia.// În vremea asta, acasă,/ se plimba arătoasă-n orașe/ 
nerușinarea și nemernicia./ Ei nici măcar nu știau pentru cine mor./ Erau numai simplu popor./ 
(…) Mie, când bate vântul, mi se pare/ că aud cântece, mulțimi de picioare,/ călcând în 
cadență. Nerozii/ care-au murit în Rusia, se’ntorc,/ să te judece, rât de porc,/ îmbogățitule de 
războiu!// Ai dreptate să tremuri,/ E ziua de-apoi!”   
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indictment is visionary – however ironical this might seem – as it anticipates the 
doom coming from Russia, with songs and feet walking in step, a real historical 
chapter, entitled communism, whose victims were not the ‘war profiteers’, but the 
entire Romanian people, for four decades.  
 Before being exposed as a bitter return of the repressed, the mirage of 
peace among nations fuelled the dreams of folk and the reveries of poets with the 
illusion of the original happiness: “Forgive me for th’ancestral spite./ Will you forget 
bad blood and step into my house,/ and share my meagre lunch,/ talk about a new 
age/ of love among people?”

29
 The desire to re-humanise the world also influenced 

the literary and artistic expression, long rooted in aesthetics. From this perspective, 
Magda Isanos’ work enters the process of an ‘ethical’ rethinking of Romanian 
literature. As Eugen Negrici noted, Magda Isanos was between the poets who felt, in 
1944, the guilt of their too long wander through the stellar spheres of poetry, far 
from human suffering.

30
 It is interesting that, against this background, her poetry 

undergoes a change not only in theme (“The war started/ to reap innocent lives./ 
Black flag flying over the city/ Only the burning gave light; Children while playing 
would die./ Moms robbed of sons were watching/ me with burning eyes./ I was 
ashamed to write about flowers.”

31 
), but also in the poetic formula that increasingly 

ignores metrical harmony and draws more on the economy of prose in an attempt to 
capture the narrative of the event as faithfully as possible. Thus, Isanos’ poetry fully 
assumes the author’s engagement, despite all of the aesthetic principles of highbrow 
literature: “So what if the warm blood of martyrs is shed?/ Poets, little you care/ 
About blood mixed with mud./ You sing the red of rose and poppy! But the other 
blood, so bright,/ of innocent victims?/ Let us search for it, search for it beneath,/ 
Lady Macbeth, her hands stained” (…)”

32
. It was an imperative thoughtless act in the 

name of human solidarity.  
 Immediately after having turned arms against Germany and signed the 
armistice with the USSR on 23 August 1944, Romania slowly entered a process of 

                                                        
29

 Isanos, “Iartă-mă, frate” (Forgive me, brother), in Idem, Poezii, 30. In the original: “Iartă-mă 
pentru urile strămoșești./ Vrei peste sânge’n casă să pășești,/ să-mpărțim prânzul sărac,/ să 
vorbim despre noul veac/ al dragostei dintre oameni? (…)”  
30

 Eugen Negrici, Literatura română sub comunism: 1948–1964 (Romanian literature under the 
communist regime: 1948–1964) (Bucharest: Editura Fundației Pro, 2006). 
31

 Isanos, “Am fost departe de oameni” (I have been far from people), 32–33. In the original: 
“(…) Războiul începea/ să secere viețile nevinovate./ Steag negru flutura peste cetate/ 
Incendiile numai, luminau; copii în toiul jocului mureau./ Mame jefuite de fii mă priveau/ cu 
ochi arzători./ Mi-era rușine să mai scriu despre flori (…)”

  
  

32
 Isanos, “Sângele” (The blood), in Idem, Poezii, 46. In the original: “Ce-i dacă se varsă sângele 

cald al martirilor?/ Poeților, nu-i un subiect pentru voi,/ sângele-amestecat cu noroi./ Cântați 
roșul macilor și-al trandafirilor!/ Dar celălalt sânge, atât de luminos,/ al victimelor 
nevinovate?/ Să-l căutăm, să-l căutăm pe jos,/ Lady Macbeth, cu mâinile pătate”   
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Sovietisation meant to allow, after the abdication of King Mihai I in December 1947, 
the official establishment of the communist regime for almost four decades. During 
this period, the communist propaganda encouraged anti-war literature for reasons 
of antifascism, thus facilitating the proliferation of pacifist poems written by women. 
Maria Banuș (1914–1999), Veronica Porumbacu (1921–1977) or Nina Cassian 
(1924–2014), to name just a few women poets, answered the imperatives of the 
propaganda and published numerous pacifist poems in the 1950s. Whether these 
works were the result of the personal convictions of the three Romanian writers of 
Jewish origin, or whether they were the expression of some sort of compromise with 
the communist authority so as to be allowed to continue to publish

33
, these poems 

eloquently add to the collection of Romanian pacifist poems authored by women. 
Although aesthetically unaccomplished, the war poems of these women poets are 
illustrative of how the experience of horridness became, at mid-century, a way of 
legitimizing the regime of terror, initially perceived as an epiphany. The harsh 
antithesis between the years of war and the dawn of communism, as reflected in the 
poems of Maria Banuș collected in the cycle Cântec sub tancuri [Song under tanks] 
(1940–1944), from the volume Bucurie

34 
 [Joy], serves as example on this line: “For 

whom?/ Th’ordeal, the exodus, the hunger./ For whom does the folk suffer? (…) We 
gave enough/ Life and blood,/ For a buffoon,/ Mellow harvest,/ For hollow nuts,/ 
Living limbs,/ For swastikas and claws,/ (…) So close the book/ Of blackness and 
gloom./ Listen, wanderer,/ The world’s not over,/ Love lightens you,/ Twining 
winds,/ The comrades of journey,/ Are comrades for good.”

 35
 This antithesis is 

reproduced in other poems of the volume, such as Marș or Ana, and can be easily 
recovered by the reader from the tension that builds between the antifascist texts 
(“The sleigh slides and skids,/ The wolf in snow feasts,/ Jerry in blood feasts,/ The 
sleigh slides and skids”

36
) alluding to anti-Semitic pogroms (“The butcher brands us 

in series/ With his hot iron, with death”
37

) and the pro-communist poems (“And our 

                                                        
33

 Nina Cassian’s debut volume of 1947 was considered “unprincipled” by the communists and 
led to the poet’s fall from grace until her “rehabilitation” of 1957. Therefore, between 1948 
and 1957 she focused on children’s literature and militant poetry (including pacifist poems). 
34

 Maria Banuș, Bucurie (Joy) (Bucharest: Editura pentru Literatură și Artă, 1949). 
35

 Banuș, “Teroare” (Terror), in Idem, Bucurie, 55–56. In the original: “(…) Pentru cine?/ 
Foamea, chinul, exodul./ Pentru cine pătimește norodul?/ (…) Am dat destul ,/ Sânge și viață,/ 
Pentru-o paiață ,/ Roade mustoase/ Pe nuci găunoase,/ Vii mădulare,/ Pe svastici și gheare,/ 
(…) Închide dar cartea,/ Cea neagră și tristă./ Ascultă drumețule./ Lumea există,/ Te fulgeră 
dragostea,/ Unduie vânt,/ Tovarășii drumului,/ tovarășii sunt.”   
36

 Banuș, “Cântec de leagăn (pentru copiii războiului)” (Lullaby for the children of war), in 
Idem, Bucurie, 50. In the original: “Trece sania, trece,/ Lupun’n zăpadă petrece,/ Neamțul în 
sânge petrece,/ trece sania, trece. (…)”   
37

 Banuș, “Progrom” (Pogrom), in Idem, Bucurie, 51–52. In oiginal: “(…) Pe rând călăul 
ne’nseamnă/ Cu fierul roșu, cu moarte”.   
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heart/ Beats under arms/ Always for peace/ Always for justice”
38

) that often valorise 
the new status of woman-citizen: “We, women who build, sow, master the tools/ 
Working hand in glove with our fellow man,/ (…) Wives and mothers, athirst for 
peace/ (…) We, women-citizens,/ We walk with the sun!”

39
 Femininity is now put in 

the service of peace, just as it was put in the service of war during the years of 
mobilization. 

The same acute sense of righteousness is also to be found in the poetry of 
Veronica Porumbacu, who prefers to use the second person singular, to configure 
an addressee as the recipient of an ample pacifist message anchored in exclamations 
that can be read as a refrain insisting on the woman’s duty to rememorise the past in 
order to valorise the present: “What I’m telling you now is no story of horror,/ and 
your eyes, you well know, have seen it before./ My blood fills my words as it does 
with my core/ You must never forget what the past has in store!// The harsh icy vigil, 
has it turned you to floe?/ As the envelope came, death it brought to th’abode:/ 
Wait no more for your man, he is not coming home!.../ You must never forget what 
the past has in store!/ The very foundations of world what’s shaken?/ To ruins your 
house made of clay has been taken,/ and you, lost, with your infant wondering/ the 
cities burning!// In the granaries of death what’s been taken?/ The bones of man 
burnt in the oven,/ The long wailing the world’s taken over…/ You must never forget 
what the past has in store!/ (…) A ray the endless, deepest dark to brighten:/ The 
Soviet soldier, soothing the wounded’s torment”.

40
 Similar to the work of Maria 

Banuș, in the poems written by Veronica Porumbacu after 1944 the recollection of 
the war refuses to circumvent references to the Shoah and imagines peace as a 
Soviet blessing. However, none of these notions is to be found in cer de război 
(wartime sky), a text written in 1942: “I thought the sky the quilt of the earth./ To 
fasten my gaze to its invisible nails – / an enormous land reveals itself/ furrowed by 
objects and grass./ (…) I’ve never known that on the street/ so many kinds of 

                                                        
38

 Banuș, “Pomenire (Tovarășilor căzuți)” (Memorial for the fallen brothers), in Idem, Bucurie, 
66. In the original: “(…) Și inima noastră/ Sub arme când bate,/ E tot pentru pace/ și pentru 
dreptate”.   
39

 Banuș, “Cântecul soarelui” (The song of the sun), in Idem, Bucurie, 99–100. In the original: 
“Noi, femei ce zidim, semănăm, stăpânim rostul uneltei/ Cot la cot cu tovarășul nostru, 
bărbatul,/ (…) Soții și mame însetate de pace/ (…) Noi, femei cetățene,/ mergem cu soarele!”   
40

 Veronica Porumbacu, “Ține minte” (Remember), in Idem, Anii aceștia. Versuri (These years. 
Poems) (Bucharest: Editura pentru Literatură și Artă a Uniunii Scriitorilor din R.P.R., 1950), 23–
24. In the original: “Ce-ți spun acum, nu-i poveste de groază,/ și ochilor tăi le-a fost dat s’o mai 
vază./ Azi sângele-mi bate ca’n vine’n cuvinte/ Ce-a fost, ține minte !// De ce te’ngheța veghea 
aspră, sticloasă ?/ Un plic se’ntorcea, era moartea pe masă:/ Să nu-ți aștepți omul de azi 
înainte!.../ Ce-a fost, ține minte!// Ce sgâlțâia’ncheieturile lumii?/ Casa-ți cădea în ruinele 
humii,/ și tu, rătăcită cu pruncul în fașe’n/ arzânde orașe!// Ce înghițeau ale morții hambare?/ 
Oasele omului ars în cuptoare,/ bocetul lung ce în spații se’ntinde…/ Ce-a fost, ține minte!// 
(…) O rază în noaptea cea fără de graniți:/ Ostașul sovietic cu pacea în raniți. (…)”   
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branches grow:/ (…) and draw on the cloth of the sky/ a chessboard/ whose pawns 
are the sparrows. // Below them/ soldiers, their heads on the sky,/ swinging their 
boots in the hollow of earth”.

41
 Metaphorical and elliptical, the description of the 

wartime sky as a chessboard whose pawns are the soldiers hidden by the sparrows is 
lyrical and thereby different from the anti-war poems that follow. Written in the 
middle of the Second World War, the text is, unfortunately, a lonely example of the 
way in which poetry could have genuinely explored the theme of war if the plague of 
militant art had not become a political panacea in Romania, in the second half of the 
last century.  
 After the public opprobrium triggered by her 1947 debut volume,

42
 

considered ‘unprincipled’ by the communist authorities, Nina Cassian resumes her 
activity as a poet with a series of militant verses meant to show her loyalty to the 
party. Therefore, many of her poems tackle the theme of healing the traumata of 
the war under the sign of socialist peace, since: “In the war, there was no home,/ no 
dark circles under eyelids,/ anywhere near not a soul,/ protected’gainst the 
agonies”

43
 Interestingly, when tackling the theme of war, Nina Cassian’s poems do 

not always refer to the years of the Second World War, the event closest to the 
moment of writing, but, at times, they return to the Great War, with the obvious 
purpose of eulogising the Bolshevik Revolution: “Lively year, nineteen seventeen!/ 
Like embers your cold autumn steams./ (…) On the frontline, soldiers lie in dampy 
tranches./ Hunger calms their hunger. Mire their thirst quenches./ (…)  The thieves, 
the powers that be, the wealthy, all scared/ The wind of the Great Revolution they 
dread”

44
. Nina Cassian’s poems then move on to the Spanish Civil War with a view to 

denounce fascism (“Spain, oh, Spain/ (…) Ah, the calendar,/ Blooded leaves/ Takes 
back in time, afar/ To nineteen thirty-six,/ That’s the starting point/ For a fascist 

                                                        
41

 Porumbacu, cer de război (wartime sky), in Idem, Anii aceștia. Versuri, 7–8. In the original: 
“Ceru-l credeam de mult plapuma pământului./ Să-mi agăț privirea de piroanele lui nevăzute –
/ mi se descoperă un pământ imens/ brăzdat de lucruri și plante./ (…) N-am știut că sunt pe o 
stradă/ atâtea feluri de crengi:/ (…) ce înseamnă pe fața de masă a cerului/ o tablă de șah/ ai 
cărei pioni sunt vrăbiile.// Sub ele/ soldați cu capul pe cer,/ bălăbănindu-și bocancii în golul 
pământului.” 
42

 See Nina Cassian, La scara 1/1 (On a scale of 1/1) (Bucharest: Forum, 1947).   
43

 Nina Cassian, “Vindecări” (Healings), in Idem, Tinerețe. Versuri alese (Youth. Selected 
poems) (Bucharest: Editura de Stat pentru Literatură și Artă, 1955), 207. In the original: “(…) În 
război, n-a fost casă mai ieri,/ fără cearcăn sub pleoape/ și nici suflet, aproape,/ ocolit de 
dureri”.   
44

 Cassian, “Înainte de semnal” (Before the signal), in Idem, An viu nouă sute și șaptesprezece. 
Versuri alese (Lively year nineteen seventeen. Selected poems), 27–29. In the original: “An viu, 
nouă sute și șaptesprezece!/ Frige ca jarul toamna ta rece./ (…) Pe front, zac soldații-n tranșee 
cu apă./ Îi satură foamea. Noroiul i-adapă./ (…) Tremură hoții, mai marii, avuții…/ Bate vântul 
Marii Revoluții”.   
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horde/ Your body to burn/ And your flesh to claw”
45

) and eventually stop to the 
Second World War in order to mourn the massacred youth of the poet’s generation: 
“You, my friends,/ The youth of the world,/ How many of you still in the tranches/ 
With no sweethearts nor names?// How many of you needlessly gone / Swept by the 
storm unjust,/ A cross stuck in your chest – / Token of your ‘having been’?”

46
 Love 

annihilated by war becomes a theme of reflection in Nina Cassian’s poems and takes 
the shape of an ample lamentation of the woman who lost her lover in battle: 
“Hey!.../My swain was so tall…/ You, comrades, you knew him./ (…) And then? A 
night/ Darkest, quietest of all./ From the country’s roof/ Roasted flames have burst/ 
A ditch has yawned the land/ The German death has spread/ (…) I could then hear 
the blast/ But no way I could know/ That dirt was filling up/ My swain’s mouth, still 
alive… ”.

47
 Once again, womanhood leads to another indictment against the war, 

instead of searching for an original voice to express the truly ravishing feelings that 
the catastrophe of war must have aroused.      
 As evidenced by this study dedicated to the Romanian poetry inspired by 
the experience of the two world wars, identifying and exploring the feminine 
contribution to war poetry demonstrates its own legitimacy. Only captured in its 
pacifist dimension, the poetry of war written by women represents just one of the 
numerous research directions that the interest of specialists in the field has begun to 
readdress, at the confluence of literature and history. Thus, while historical 
approaches appeal to the Romanian poetry of war in order to explain aspects related 
to national identity,

48
 literary approaches such as the present study draw on the 

historical context in order to elaborate and reflect upon some segments of 
Romanian poetry that had long been ignored. This overlooked category also includes 
war poetry, to which both men (either combatants or civilians) and women have 

                                                        
45

 Cassian, “Dans popular spaniol” (Spanish folk dance), in Idem, Horea nu mai este singur. 
Versuri alese (Horea is no longer alone. Selected poems), 187–188. In the original: “Spanie, 
Spanie/ (…) Calendarul, hăt,/ File sângeroase/ Duce îndărăt/ Spre treizeci și șase,/ Pe când s-a 
pornit/ O fascistă hoardă,/ Trupul să ți-l ardă,/ Carnea să ți-o-mpartă (…)”.   
46

 Cassian, “Tineri din lumea întreagă!” (The youth of the world), in Idem, Tinerețe, 204. In the 
original: “(…) Voi, prietenii mei,/ Voi, tineri din lume,/ Câți ați rămas în tranșei/ Fără iubite și 
nume?// Câți ați pierit fără rost/ Sub vântul nedrept,/ Cu-o cruce bătută în piept –/ Semn că 
„ați fost”?...(…)”.   
47

 Cassian, “Balada femeii care și-a pierdut iubitul în război” (The ballad of the woman who 
lost her husband in the war), in Idem, Horea nu mai este singur, 173–177. In the original: 
“Hei!.../ Era-nalt flăcăul meu…/ Voi, tovarăși, îl știați./ (…) Și apoi? A fost o noapte/ Neagră, 
surdă dintre toate./ Din acoperișul țării/ Zbucneau flăcările coapte/ se căsca în glie șanțul/ 
Prăvălise moarte neamțul/ (…) Auzeam bubuitura/ Nu puteam…atunci…să știu/ Că pământul 
umple gura/ Lui, iubitului, de viu… (…)”.   
48

 See Valentin Trifescu, “War Poetry: Identitarian Issues in the Poems Written on the 
Battlefield by Romanian Peasant Soldiers Fighting for the Austro-Hungarian Army”, Journal of 
Romanian Literary Studies 7 (2015): 990–1002.  
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equally contributed. During the years of war, women’s roles were extremely varied, 
which, as Nosheen Khan points out, accounts for the variety of stances they adopt as 
poets: “*w+omen poets see their roles variously as reporters, propagandists, 
interpreters, advocates, satirists, elegists, healers and visionaries, and their verse 
correspondingly expresses a comprehensive range of human emotions: pity, 
revulsion, horror, disgust, hate, anger, togetherness, isolation, love and 
compassion.”

49
 In an attempt to understand the way in which these emotions 

become essential attitudes in the evolution of the Romanian poetic forms and ideas, 
the present research takes a step forward over the sometimes problematic 
boundary between literature and history. 

                                                        
49

 Nosheen Khan, Women’s Poetry of the First World War (Kentucky: The University Press of 
Kentucky, 1988), 5.  
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TOWARDS A NEW AESTHETIC VISION: RYŪNOSUKE AKUTAGAWA IN THE 

POLYPHONIC READING OF YASUNARI KAWABATA 
          
 

RODICA FRENŢIU
* 

 
 

Abstract. The present study debates the way in which the Japanese author 
uniquely re-semanticises old Japanese aesthetic concepts such as mono no 
aware (‘the beauty of simple and transient things’) or yūgenbi (‘mysterious 
beauty’), by exploiting the valences of sight, in an interdisciplinary analysis 
where the poetic perspective and that of cultural semiotics is foremost. If 
touch, taste, smell and kinesthetic sense are senses centred on the body, 
which privilege direct, unmediated contact, it is acknowledged that 
hearing and seeing are senses that imply distance and perspective. 
Harnessing this characteristic of the optical, the Neo-Perceptionalist 
Japanese author Yasunari Kawabata (1899–1970), in his novel House of the 
Sleeping Beauties (Nemureru bijo, 1961), transforms sight into a narrative 
technique that tries to re-sacralise the real world. A millennium after the 
The Tale of Genji, the first Japanese novel, signed by Murasaki Shikibu, in 
which the ideal of pure beauty was given by the faceless woman, reduced 
to long hair and 12 layered kimonos (junihitoe), the nude and sleeping 
female body in House of the Sleeping Beauties becomes the transient 
moment of pure beauty in what the Japanese woodblock print calls “the 
floating world” (ukiyo) or the infinite variety of an ephemeral world. In a 
house of pleasures where elderly clients either dream pleasantly or 
remember their youth during the nights they spend next to (drugged) 
sleeping maidens, old Eguchi, who delights in contemplating the sleeping 
beauties’ bodies, finding himself somewhere between mystery and 
voluptuous fantasy, gains “the last gaze”. Before fading away, it captures 
the image (imago) and the icon (eikon) of impermanent things, changing 
them into purity and beauty. 
Keywords: sight, mono no aware (the beauty of simple and transient 
things), yūgenbi (mysterious beauty), ukiyo (the floating world) 
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Alive today in this floating world, 
tomorrow I may end as sea-wrack on the 
rough shore... 

Ihara Saikaku (1642–1693) 

If I reduce myself as a man, I get "my 
animate organism" and "my psyche", or 
myself as a psychophysical unity – in the 
latter, my personal Ego, who operates in 
this animate organism and, "by means 
of" it, in the "external world", who is 
affected by this world... 

 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations 

On the 9
th

 of January 1968, the Japanese athletics champion Tsuburaya Kōkichi 
committed suicide at the age of twenty-seven. His farewell notes were published in 
the press at the time, and the one he addressed to his parents, in which he 
confessed not only to the "pleasure" he felt when celebrating the New Year with 
them, but also his weariness with running, peaked the interest of Yasunari Kawabata 
(1899–1972) in particular. The latter was interested in the aesthetic quality

1
 of an 

amateur's note, which he believed to be superior to his own writing, through its 
"beauty", "sincerity" and "sadness": “In the simple, plain style and in the context of 
the emotion-ridden note, the stereotyped phrase ‘I enjoyed’ is breathing with truly 
pure life. It creates a rhythm pervading the entire suicide note. It is beautiful, 
sincere, and sad.”

2
   

Beyond emphasizing the literary merit of the suicide note, however, the 
Japanese author's commentary also revealed interest in the "qualities" of the 
outlook of he who has decided to die, probably the only viewpoint that can offer 
extreme lucidity over the reality of things. Ryūnosuke Akutagawa (1892–1927), one 
of the founders of modern Japanese literature, who committed suicide at 35, called 
it "the eyes of a dying man" (matsugo no me). Feeling that the "beast" within him 
was dying, or, put otherwise, that the strength to live was leaving him, Akutagawa 
rediscovered the world with a different eye. The last image of the world, imprinted 
on the retina of he who is about to leave it forever, became the true revelation of 
life: 

I am living in a world of morbid nerves, clear and cold as ice... I do not know 
when I will summon up the resolve to kill myself. But nature is for me more 

                                                        
1
 See Makoto Ueda, Modern Japanese Writers and The Nature of Literature (Standford: 

Standford University Press 1990), 198–199. 
2
 Yasunari Kawabata, apud Ueda, Modern Japanese Writers, 199. 
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beautiful than it has ever been before. I have no doubt that you will laugh at 
the contradiction, for here I love nature even when I am contemplating 
suicide. But nature is beautiful because it comes to my eyes in their last 
extremity.

3
  

 
Clear headed observer and a born aesthete, Yasunari Kawabata openly 

confessed the admiration that the phrase "matsugo no me" ("the eyes of a dying 
man") stirred in him. He did so not only in the essay he wrote as a young man, 
Matsugo no me (1933), but also in his Nobel Prize for Literature acceptance speech 
(Stockholm, 1968), called Utsukushii Nihon no Watashi (Japan the Beautiful and 
Myself). Kawabata admitted that, for those brought up in the faith of Buddha, the 
concept of death is completely different from that of the West – in fact, death 
means to live, since there is no art superior to it: "Among those who give thought to 
things, is there anyone who does not think of suicide?"

4
 The Japanese author 

considered that, beyond all doubt, these "eyes of a dying man" are the only ones 
that can see the "sadness" of daily reality, turned to rustling crystals of beauty. Thus, 
it is not at all surprising that Yasunari Kawabata would devote his entire work to 
"eyes in their last extremity" and to the affinity that these can distinguish between 
"sadness" and "beauty". For example, in the novel Snow Country (Yuki Guni, 1935–
1937, 1947), the voice of a heroine can be heard "so beautifully it becomes sad," 
while in the novel House of the Sleeping Beauties (Nemureru Bijo, 1961), a female 
body moves "to tears" with "so much beauty". In truth, Kawabata translated into 
words what Japanese aesthetics calls mono no aware, or the "pathos" caused by the 
beauty of simple and transient things: “In traditional Japanese aesthetics, ‘pathos’ 
referred to an emotional impact that emerged when a person was confronted with 
an immense cosmic power and was sadly made aware of the mutability of human 
life.” 

5
 

Before the Meiji Restoration (1868–1912) the standards of Japanese 
intellectuals had been represented by the studies of Chinese classics, although a 
reaction to this movement quickly appeared in the form of a nationalist ideology 
which had Motoori Norinaga (1730–1801) as an illustrious representative. Motoori 
Norinaga, later considered the most important savant of "national studies" 
(kokugaku), attempted to counterbalance the "Chinese spirit" (karagokoro) and the 
"Indian" (hotokegokoro) with a "Japanese spirit" (yamatogokoro) through the 
formula known as mono no aware (“the beauty of simple and transient things”). This 
would symbolise the literary ideal of the first Japanese novel, Genji Monogatari (The 
Tale of Genji), written by Murasaki Shikibu in the 11

th
 century: “A voir, à entendre 

                                                        
3
 Ryūnoske Akutagawa, apud Yasunari Kawabata, “Discurs” (Discourse), Tribuna 36  (1970):  8. 

4
 Ibid., 8. 

5
 Ueda, Modern Japanese Writers, 200–201. 
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quelque chose, on pense que c’est émouvant, triste, etc. Ce mouvement du coeur, 
c’est précisément éprouver le mono no aware.”

6
 

In Japanese culture and mentality, aware expresses the nostalgia of the 
transient, but it also becomes an answer to the impermanence of perceiving a 
sound, a gesture or a season. This is the mournful background claiming all literary 
works signed by Yasunari Kawabata.

7
 The loneliness, death and beauty of this 

“floating world” (ukiyo), in which man is meant to live his life, were also carefully 
explored by the Japanese author in the novel published in 1961, titled Nemureru Bijo 
(House of the Sleeping Beauties). Kawabata replied to the present proudly by using 
the past, attempting to translate the “mysterious beauty of the world” (yūgenbi) into 
words: "At the same time, he can appreciate the visual charm (en) of beauty and 
convey the deepest mystery of yūgen.”

8
 

The title of the novel, Nemureru Bijo, is extremely ambiguous – it follows a 
tradition that preferred euphemisms to direct naming. For example, nakunaru (“to 
disappear”) is favoured in Japanese when speaking about death, rather than the 

verb shinu (“to die”); kabuki (歌舞伎), which would literally translate into “the art of 

song and dance”, although the initial meaning was “debauchery” or “abandonment”, 

as it was believed that women seduced men by dancing and singing; shunga (春画), 
the Japanese equivalent for erotic (even pornographic) woodblock prints, whose 

literal translation would, in fact, be “painting of the spring”; or baishunfu (売春婦), a 
name used for pleasure houses, but whose literal translation would be “woman who 
sells the spring”. The verb nemureru means “to sleep”, while bijo, composed of two 

ideographs: 美 (bi, “beauty”) + 女(jo “woman”), could find an English correspondent 
in the noun “beauty”. Yet, seeing that the Japanese noun does not bear the 
grammatical category of number and determination (definite or indefinite), the term 
could also be translated with “a beautiful woman”, “some beautiful women” or “the 
beauty”, and “the literal translation of the title would become “the beauty/the 
beauties who sleeps/who sleep”. But it does not speak of Sleeping Beauty, fallen 
under a spell and waiting for a prince, but of the young bodies of virgins in artificial 
sleep, alongside whom lonely old men spend their nights, admiring them or resting 
beside them. Physical pleasure is replaced by dreaming or reverie.  

Eguchi, the protagonist of the novel, is 67 years old and visits this unwonted 
house with no signboard above its door, which shelters the sleeping beauties. He 
calls on them five times, in a time interval spanning the end of a year and the 

                                                        
6
 Motoori Norinaga, apud Kōjin Karatani, “D’un dehors à l’autre. Kawabata et Takeda Taijun,” 

in Litterature Japonaise Contemporaine. Essais, ed. Patrick De Voss (Bruxelles: Editions Labor, 
1989), 37.  
7
 Cf. Gwenn Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water. Understanding Tanizaki, Kawabata, 

and Mishima (Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1979), 155. 
8
 Ibid., 187. 
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beginning of the next, and the sleeping beauties aid him in connecting the present, 
through sight, touch or smell, to the memory of the past. As such, Nemureru Bijo is 
not a love story, but rather the tale of a soul that alternately emphasises its animus 
(masculine) and anima (feminine) components. This is achieved through reverie, a 
reverie without drama, without events or complications, offering Eguchi “feminine 
rest”,

9
 or true rest. Although, in Japanese, one cannot speak about the “feminine” or 

“femininity” of words, since the Japanese noun is deprived of the grammatical 
category of gender, dreams and reverie, daydreams, illusions and memories seem to 
set the protagonist's states of mind in the feminine as well. Within him dreams his 
own anima:     

 
More than sorrow or loneliness, it was the bleakness of old age, as if frozen 
to him. And it changed to pity and tenderness for the girl who sent out the 
smell of young warmth. Possibly only for purposes of turning away a cold 
sense of guilt, the old man seemed to feel music in the girl's body. It was a 
music of love. As if he wanted to flee, he looked at the four walls, so 
covered with velvet that there might have been no exit.

10
 

 
For Eguchi, reverie is not a fallen dream, lacking mystery, but a spiritual 

event, through the intervention of conscience. If nocturnal dreaming seems 
connected to censorship and repression, reverie does not cancel the lucidity which 
makes Eguchi admit to himself that visiting the house of sleeping beauties is a story 
that he only tells himself. Through reverie, a personal world is born, in which Eguchi 
sinks carefully, but fearlessly. A beautiful world that offers the ego a close, friendly 
non-ego,

11
 with the help of which the ego connected to the world of the real is freed 

from the function of the real through reverie. It frees itself by assimilating it and 
determines Eguchi to create what he sees: “Was that why, in ‘the house of the 
sleeping beauties’, as he lay with the girl's arm over his eyes, the image of the 
camellia in full bloom and the other flowers came to him?”

12
  

The dreamy loneliness in which he finds himself helps the protagonist, who 
is preparing for death, enter a cosmic reverie in which memories take the form of 
paintings, and the sets come before the drama. His remembrances are neither sad 
nor happy, but laden with a halo of melancholy:  

 

                                                        
9
 Gaston Bachelard, Poetica reveriei (The poetics of revery), trans. Luminiţa Brăileanu, preface 

Mircea Martin (Piteşti: Paralela 45, 2005), 28. 
10

 Yasunari Kawabata, House of the Sleeping Beauties and Other Stories, trans. Edward 
Seidensticker, introd. Yukio Mishima (New York: Kodansha International, 2004), 21. 
11

 See Bachelard, Poetica reveriei, 22. 
12

 Kawabata, House of the Sleeping Beauties, 53. 
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It was a house frequented by old men who could no longer use women as 
women; but Eguchi, on his third visit, knew that to sleep with such a girl was 
a fleeting consolation, the pursuit of a vanished happiness in being alive. 
And were there among them old men who secretly asked to sleep forever 
beside a girl who had been put to sleep? There seemed to be a sadness in a 
young girl's body that called up in an old man a longing for death.

13
  

As it unfolds, the entire novel shapeshifts into dream from reverie and into 
reverie from dream. And, since the past invoked by reverie is not a “stable” one,

14
 it 

does not have the same features or the same nuances when recalled to memory. 
The past remembered by Eguchi is not just one of perception, but also of 
imagination, while reverie idealises both its subject and its dreamer. 

At the end of his life, Eguchi lives his own reverie, in which the first sleeping 
beauty he meets, whom he likens to “life itself”, reminds him of the first love of his 
youth, a love lost and regretted. The strong scent of the second maiden reminds him 
of his daughters, especially of his youngest. When travelling alongside her to the 
Tsubaki temple, the two had seen a 400 year old camellia tree, in which flowers of 
five different colours bloomed. The third sleeping beauty he meets is young and 
inexperienced, wild and uneducated, reminding him of a relatively recent 
extramarital affair, which had made him think that it might have been his last 
relationship with a young woman. In the fourth night, spent in the company of a girl 
smelling of sweet perfume, he remembers a kiss that had happened forty years 
before, but also stirs demonic thoughts in him. On the fifth and last night, he meets 
two girls who somehow reflect the contrast of light and darkness – one of them is 
small and white-skinned, radiantly beautiful, while the other is dark-skinned, cold 
and oily to the touch, bringing back memories of his mother's death and preparing 
the end of Eguchi’s experience in that house.  

This time as well, Eguchi had taken his sleeping pills, but, when he awakes, 
he realises that the dark-skinned girl is dead. Immediately summoned, the house 
matron ceaselessly denies the death of the girl, asking Eguchi to return to the other 
maiden, since the house rules do not permit leaving at such an early hour. But 
allusions to a possibly manifested death have already been made in the text through 
the use of the numeral “four / shi” (the fourth night, the fourth girl), a homophone 
for “death” in Japanese. Also notable is the white (mourning colour in Japan) 
butterfly he glimpses in the reverie called forth by the company of the first beauty, 
the white of the camellia flower in the presence of the second girl or the multitude 
of butterflies in the company of the fourth. However, the mystics of harmony

15
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 Ibid., 59. 
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 Cf. Bachelard, Poetica reveriei, 109. 
15

 See Jean Chevalier & Alain Gheerbrant, Dictionnaire des symboles. Mythes, rêves, coutumes, 
gestes, formes, figures, couleurs, nombres (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont S.A, 1982), 254. 
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contained by the number five (five colours of the rainbow, of the camellias, five 
senses, five nights) will enrich the symbolism of death which burdens number four. 
What seemed to be life has gained the connotation of death, and, conversely, what 
seemed like death has turned into life. 

Eguchi's reverie is the “offering of an hour”
16

 which knows the plenitude of 
the spirit, a reverie that feeds on itself. Yet, the quiet of a feminine essence met in 
the house of the nameless sleeping beauties is combined with the sadness of the 
“floating world”, creating images of older or newer memories. At one point, the 
camellia flower becomes the “direct object”

17
 of reverie. Eguchi placed the world 

under the spell of this object, to be found nowhere else: “Camellias are said to be 
bad luck because the flowers drop whole from the stem, like severed heads; but the 
double blossoms on this great tree, which was four hundred years old and bloomed 
in five different colours, fell petal by petal. Hence it was called the 'petal-dropping' 
camellia.”

18
  

In Japan, ukiyo (浮世), or ‘the floating world’, becomes an interest theme in 
woodcut and literature in the 16

th
 and 17

th
 centuries, illustrating courtesans and tea 

houses (brothels), actors and sumo wrestlers, merchants and ronins (masterless 
samurai), the shop, the street, the theatre. The world of pleasure is that of a 
“floating” world, unshadowed by moral or intellectual preoccupations.

19
 Writers and 

painters admire beauty and life wherever they can be found, especially in the world 
of fleeting pleasures, of unwritten laws, known to those interested in them, a world 
that has sidestepped the supremacy of strict Confucianism. Ukiyo reminds one of the 
brevity and uncertainty of life, although by the middle of the 17

th
 century it had 

already acquired the acceptation of “modern”, “fashionable”, or even “quick”.
20

 Racy 
gossip was called “ukiyo stories”, while songs interpreted by courtesans were known 
as “ukiyo tunes”. Ultimately, ukiyo means a life of pleasure, without concern for the 
future. In this “floating” world, life is a multitude of meetings and partings, and 
Yasunari Kawabata reascribes the meaning of the term in the novel Nemureru Bijo 
with the lucidity of memories stirred by “the eyes of a dying man.” Allowing himself 
to drift on the currents of life, Eguchi tastes the pleasures offered by the company of 
the girls or the flowers around him. And, as he recalls them during his reveries, his 
imminent end confers a different value to his remembrances, regaining the Buddhist 
sense of the term, which suggests the mournful passing of worldly things towards 
death. Despite the fact that it is a hedonistic, materialistic attitude, directed 
preferentially towards the concreteness of life, as suggested by the bodies of the five 
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 Bachelard, Poetica reveriei, 70. 
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 Ibid., 182. 
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 Kawabata, House of the Sleeping Beauties, 49. 
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 Cf. Howard Hibbett, The Floating World in Japanese Fiction (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Hibbett, 
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beauties, it seems to be the somewhat static axis of the whole novel. The sleeping 
beauties move in their sleep, whether quiet or haunted by nightmares, and their 
lascivious movements betray energy and temperament, even impulsiveness, vanity, 
shyness or coquetry. The gala of Eguchi’s experience, remembered during his 
reveries in the presence of the sleeping beauties, occupies the span of an entire 
lifetime, and it is his approaching death itself that seems to endow it with 
uniqueness. 

Within a dialectic of light and shadow, Eguchi experiences the manifestation 
of the human, but, in reverie, life and death somehow become terms that are too 
direct. As a result, only the metaphysics of night

21
 could cancel out the possible 

borders between existence and nonexistence, between ego and non-ego, between 
day and night... If sometimes the night, in opposition to the day, is simply a sign of a 
dark heart and of the hopelessness of a lonely soul, here it becomes a prologue to 
the aforementioned day. It is ineffable and mysterious, allowing lost memories to 
resurface in the heart,

22
 the same as sunset mist, while the sleep that accompanies 

the night opens a path towards rediscovery of the maternal home and femininity. 
While light favours ascensional schematics, nocturne opacity makes way for intimate 
descent, and night reverie dyes the drapes that cover the house of sleeping beauties 
blood-red. Eguchi's memories are steeped with the colours of the rainbow that 
accompanied him, sometime during his youth, on his journey to Kyoto with the first 
girl he loved – this remembrance opening the series of reminiscences in the house of 
sleeping beauties begins. 

However, all the visual remembrances that happen during these visits at the 
house of sleeping beauties unfold over the background given by the roar or the 
silence of the nearby sea. This background amplifies the peace of reverie and leads 
Eguchi to a state of restfulness given by the “good of anima”:

23
 

The high waves were near and seemed a great distance away, partly 
because here on the land there was no wind. He saw the dark floor of the night of 
the dark sea.

24
 

In the Japanese novel as well, the sea seems to be that “feminised and 
maternal abyss”,

25
 the archetype of descent and return to original sources of 

happiness; as, in fact, openness towards the world happens during childhood 
through a “revolution of the soul”.

26
 Reverie cannot be narrated; it only creates 

guiding moods that lead through one's own self, liberating it from the past. As such, 
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for Eguchi, memory seems to be “a disorderly crowd of recollections”
27

 which need 
to be reinvented here and there: “[...] Beyond the path they climbed a blue stream, 
where a waterfall roared down, its spray catching the sunlight. In the spray the girl 
stood naked. The facts were different, but in the course of time Eguchi's mind had 
made them so.”

28
 

But reverie is also a “polyphony of senses”
29

 through which the spiritual 
void can be banished. From visual, olfactory and tactile points of view, Eguchi 
rediscovers the memory of a lost time, and the association of senses leads him to a 
“personal season”.

30
 He spends this season in the house of the sleeping beauties, a 

privileged space that has integrated, through thoughts, reminiscences, and dreams, 
an old man in search of sleep similar to that of the maidens with whom he spends 
his nights.  

Eguchi sees his hand touching the bodies of the beauties and thus becomes 
aware of his own corporality and perceptive organ. However, since it senses 
distance, sight is not enough to achieve realisation of the body, and only touch, 
through the closeness it acquires, makes this possible. From that of a stranger, his 
body has become his own, his sensations have been localised, and the sheltering 
house has acquired history, ensuring not only physical security for the guest, but also 
moral safety. From an exterior, invisible entity, for Eguchi the abstract body has 
become a concrete physique, interior and visible in its corporeality. The body, as a 
reality from which man cannot distance himself, is firstly expressed as a physique 
endowed with different sensory fields (visual, tactile, auditory, etc.). Eguchi 
perceives the things around him through his own body, in the specific sensory fields, 
and the sensations he experiences seem to later be constituted within the features 
of those things themselves.  

In turn, the sleeping beauties do not seem to possess bodies, but they are 
the body itself, becoming the face of another and offering new openings for non-
verbal language through this “interface”

31
 of the carnal. If verbal language conveys 

information, body language expresses an “interpersonal attitude”,
32

 emphasising the 
reaction of a subject towards what he is saying, hearing or feeling. The expressive or 
emotional function of the body as language is strongly exploited by reverie, since the 
dreamer contemplates the worlds through the senses, without the "distance" 

33
 that 
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marks the world when perceived genuinely: “There could be no greater happiness 
than thus drifting off into a sweet sleep. He wanted to do just that. He slid quietly 
towards her. As though in reply, she turned gently toward him, her arms extended 
under the blanket as if to embrace him.”

34
 

The rapport between one body and the other is complex and plurivocal in 
the Japanese novel. If, in general, a meeting between two bodies leads to an erotic 
relationship,

35
 and if viewing a nude acquires, par excellence, such significance, in 

the case of Kawabata, however, an ethical relationship of an ascetical type is 
established through the nature of the context. Although, normally, the ethical 
neutralises or inhibits the eros,

36
 "erotic ethics" may be recognised when it comes to 

the Japanese author. Here, the nudity one usually associates with lust has been 
replaced by the metaphysics of death. 

In House of the Sleeping Beauties, nudity lies under the sign of fragility and 
evanescence, while the feminine prolongs the mystery of a world unseen to the 
naked eye, but visible by means of reverie and “the eyes of a dying man”. Nudity and 
night, mysteriously connected to femininity, bring to the foreground reverie and the 
memories it triggers, opening them within the phenomenological dimensions of 
fecundity and filiality, maternity and paternity. Somehow provoking the ensigns of 
tradition, the sleeping nudes in the Japanese novel exploit the positivity of nudity. 
Indeed, the beauties seem to feel comfortable in their own skin, although, through 
the sincerity of Eguchi's gaze, these nudes could be seen dressed in the pure beauty 
of youthful innocence. For Kawabata, to be dressed seems to mean to be caught in 
visual form, in a determined mundane context, since, in the outside world, the other 
becomes an “object” when dressed.

37
 In the case of the Japanese author, the 

definition of the body/physique ends with the tension of a phrasing that joins nature 
and culture: if the physique seems to be regarded as a mass of fragile, sensitive, 
ephemeral flesh (ukiyo), the body seems to relate to cultural meanings (mono no 
aware). 

The existence of man is corporeal, but submitted to constant social and 
cultural treatment,

38
 so that each society, within its vision of the world, possesses a 

singular cognition with regard to the body: “The modern notion of body represents 
an effect of the individualistic structure of the social field, a consequence of the 
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rupture of solidarity that conjoins the person to a collective and to the cosmos 
through a web of correspondences where everything is connected.”

39
 

Representing a symbolic construction and not a reality in itself,
40

 in 
Japanese society as well, the body does not appear as an indisputable given, but as 
an effect of a social and cultural construction. Thus, in Japanese culture, the body 
has for centuries been only a stand for clothing, somehow generating an 
asymmetrical relationship between it and the soul. If Greek and Roman art 
propounded a beauty ideal based on corporal nudity, the Japanese artist was 
uncertain when converting the three-dimensional perspective into the two-
dimensional perspective, even in the shunga erotic woodblock prints. He preferred 
to dress the body in countless garments, until it nearly disappeared, while the face 
remained uncovered but was so stylised that it seemed to be a mask.

41
 Within a 

Confucian ethical tradition, which projected man as a holder of social status, clothes 
represented the first clue in this direction, while the nude would certainly have 
seemed vulgar

42
 in such a social context.  

But the absence of the nude in Japanese art also emphasises the fact that 
the body was not seen, in this part of the world, as a form realised through the 
proportional balance of component parts, as was the case with the Greeks and 
Romans. Nor did it turn into the carnal, becoming the opposite of the spirit and the 
source of evil, as in Early Christianity, and neither did it transmute into a symbol of 
the sacred, as in the case of the Italian Renaissance.

43
 Strongly influenced by 

Confucian ethics, Japanese tradition has stressed upon society rather than nature, 
showing greater interest in political power rather than sexual power. It also gave 
priority to history rather than mathematics. As there is no motivation to justify the 
idealisation of the nude independently from its social role, the feminine ideal (bijin-
zo) shaped itself under the influence of the Chinese pattern from the Tang Dynasty 
(618–907). In the Heian era (9

th
–12

th
 century) it implied a round face, with full 

cheeks, strong eyebrows, narrow eyes, a small mouth, showing the entire body,
44

 
but covered with many garments from head to toe, completely hiding its shape. 
Thus, the Japanese women in the scrolls that illustrate The Tale of Genji (Genji 
Monogatari), from the 9

th
 century, are dressed in junihitoe, ceremonial clothing that 

consisted of 12 overlapping kimonos. Their faces show the stereotypical expression 
of the hikime kagibana style, with a straight nose and narrow eyes, drawn in a few 
lines, while the hands are only slightly exposed. These are female faces that can 
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express emotions, but they are not at all personalised, since the feminine ideal of 
the period is given by a faceless person, reduced to clothing. However, Buddhism 
cannot be held responsible for such an attitude, as it introduces the notion of beauty 
in the human body.

45
 Neither can one reproach Confucianism for the attitude, since 

the doctrine, albeit promoting the practice of abstinence, will influence Japanese 
society only later in time. Thus, the only available explanation is a cultural one, 
connected to the emphasis on the social significance of clothing. The portrayal of 
beauties continues in Japanese art with the Bijinga current (“portraits of beauties”), 
which appears at the beginning of the 17

th
 century, and whose heroines are no 

longer the beauties at the imperial court, but dancers, prostitutes, the wives and 
daughters of merchants, or kabuki actors performing female roles. Therefore, the 
groundwork is laid for ukiyo-e (“images of the floating world”), or the Japanese 
woodblock print. It is a product of the culture specific to the Edo period (1600–
1868), becoming famous throughout Japan during the second half of the 17

th
 

century. Its subjects are beautiful women and red light districts (pleasure districts), 
and it uses a special lighting technique: “In terms of color, the use of the tonal 
shading techniques is absent in ukiyo-e prints. Light is emitted from one source and 
spreads evenly over the entire picture with no sharp contrast between light and dark 
tones.”

46
  
As such, Japanese society seems to have first discovered the body and only 

later, the physique. Late preoccupations with the individuality of the subject led to 
art that concentrated directly on the person and on the refining of feature 
representation, where man came to enclose himself in his own physique: 

 
In community type societies, where the meaning of existence marks fidelity 
towards the group, the cosmos, and nature, the body does not exist as an 
element of individuation because the individual is not singled out from the 
group. At most, he represents a singularity in the differentiated harmony of 
the group. [...] The body of modernity, which results from the recoil of 
popular traditions and the apparition of Western individualism, marks the 
frontier between one individual and the other, the closing of the subject 
within himself.

47
 

Against this background, the novels of Yasunari Kawabata intervene, 
revitalising the mystery of the body and reactivating the corporeal dimension as a 
place of beauty and death, not as a machine or a mechanical toy. Furthermore, the 
author supports the phenomenological perspective, arguing that man is inseparable 
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from his body, which cannot be considered a “circumstantial possession”, since it 
embodies man’s very being in the world.

48
 Thus, the Japanese author calls upon the 

nudity of the sleeping beauties in an attempt to prove that existing does not mean 
owning a body as an attribute, for, in this case, death would mean very little; nothing 
more than losing an item, to be precise: “The ambiguity of the notion of body is a 
consequence of the ambiguity of man’s embodiment: the issues of existing and 
having a body.”

49
 With Kawabata’s narrative, the geography of the body and the 

physique changes in Japanese literature. The body no longer favours the mouth as 
an organ of avidity or of contact with others through speech, and the eyes become 
the centre of interest. Sight now acquires the significance of distance, authorising 
communication but also keeping the “reserved attitude”

50
 of the speaker. The body 

turns into the physique that becomes a mediator between the subject and the 
world, participating in the sensory awareness of the world. Since their eyes are 
closed, the beauties keep Eguchi from the possibility of discovering them. Yet, if their 
eyes cannot speak, nor be read, their bodies are free to express themselves. A 
seeker of emotion, Eguchi needs sight to anchor himself in the presence of another, 
but he is refused and this is precisely why reverie is possible. The domination of 
unidirectional sight allows Eguchi to appropriate the space that surrounds him and 
makes way for the natural association of the sleeping maidens and life memories. 
Although nothing dramatic seems to happen as the story unfolds, the internal 
conflict of the narrative falls on visual-tactile and visual-olfactory rapports in the 
construction of the hero’s corporeality. The interference between sensory fields 
does not promote the certainty of reality as much as it does the favourable 
conditions for reverie, in the pre-reflective experience of insomnia. Although every 
object seen is simultaneously touched, what does “seeing” mean, to Kawabata? 
Touching passively or actively? In what sensory degree? Intentionally or not? 

In the house of sleeping beauties, with a touch that seems to be existential, 
sight then associates with scent, as extremes of the sensory hierarchy, scent being 
the sensory stimulus which attempts to communicate possibly the most intimate 
and least transmissible facet of the physique. The sleeping beauties have turned into 
an olfactory cover which signals their presence in the world. Their physiques have 
become scents, or “the sensory part of the soul”,

51
 and the sensations that Eguchi 

experiences in their presence, the emotions, gestures, attitudes that control his 
interactions with the sleeping beauties happen with a high degree of variation. In a 
society somehow based on the absence of the physique, where rites of avoidance 
prevail (not to touch another, not to expose one’s nude body, to suppress expression 
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of feelings), it is easy to understand the privileged position that sight occupies, as a 
method of distancing oneself. However, Kawabata endows it with a particular 
connotation that does not remove the sensory fields of touch and scent, but brings 
them closer. Eguchi is a contemplative subject with an aestheticising psychology, 
who enjoys the freedom to dream. He recognises the beauty of the world he 
contemplates, which he has come to know through the senses: 

 
He locked the door, drew the curtain, and looked down at the girl. She was 
not pretending. Her breathing was of the deepest sleep. He caught his 
breath. She was more beautiful than he had expected. And her beauty was 
not the only surprise. She was young too. She lay on her left side, her face 
toward him. He could not see her body – but she would not yet be twenty. 
It was as if another heart beat its wings in old Eguchi's chest.

52
 

Yet, to Kawabata, the body also seems to be the link between man and 
time, in the same way that the physique links the human being and death. In other 
circumstances, the physiques of the maidens could not be conceived in the presence 
of helpless old men. However, since sleep suspends the depreciative gaze of 
another, the personal consciousness of aging is somehow delayed and old age 
ultimately proves itself to only be a feeling. Perhaps, in some way, the sleep of the 
maidens is a blessing, as the physique consumed by the passing of time is not 
exposed to the gaze of another in an unfavourable light. The aged physique retreats 
within itself, closes itself inside its own territory. His relationship with his own aging 
reminds Eguchi of the precariousness and fragility of the human condition in this 
“floating” world. To avoid an increasingly restricted and devalued self, Eguchi 
frequents the house of sleeping beauties. With their help, through “the eyes of a 
dying man”, he attempts to keep his senses awake. Proust considered that, out of all 
human realities, old age remains the most abstract for the longest period of time.

53
 

Yet, in this house, Eguchi recognises the passing of time, and the physiques of the 
sleeping beauties re-ascribe value to the consistency of life, for only an instant. At 
the same time, they offer him the possibility to reconnect with the world, from a 
certain point of view. The physique as such and the discursively constituted 
physique, situated between “seeing” and “imagining”, originate in the various 
obligations of the observer when in the position of looking (touching) and imagining: 

 
If she were to awaken upon such a slight motion, then the mystery of the 
place, which old Kiga, the man who had introduced him to it, had described 
as 'like sleeping with a secret Buddha', would be gone. For the old men who 

                                                        
52

 Kawabata, House of the Sleeping Beauties, 18. 
53

 Apud Le Breton, Antropologia corpului, 143. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
141 

 

were customers the woman could 'trust', sleeping with a beauty who would 
not awaken was a temptation, an adventure, a joy they could trust. Old Kiga 
had said to Eguchi that only when he was beside a girl who had been put to 
sleep could he himself feel alive.

54
 

In European tradition, the two constitutive “realities” of the human being, 
the body and the spirit, were initially coined by Greek philosophy in a strict 
axiological and ontological hierarchy,

55
 and the physique was considered from 

essentially distinct comprehensive angles: metaphysical, theological and scientific. 
Seen as an “instrument” of the soul, the body was ontologically subordinated to it, 
while the soul (rationality, thought) had to “master” the body and “free” it from the 
yoke of primal instincts. Furthermore, from an ontological point of view, the soul 
was regarded as the eternal “true being”, while the body represented the “transitory 
being”, fragile and perishable. Later on, Christian theology assumes the Greek 
duality, but affirms the “deification” of the body, so that biological and medical 
sciences would see the physique as a perfect machine created by nature. As such, 
from the “metaphysical depreciation” of corporeality, there is a passage to a 
paradoxical theoretical position of “theological restoration”, which also led to a 
“deepening study” of the subject from biological and medical perspectives.

56
 

However, in Yasunari Kawabata’s narrative, the usual dualism does not rip 
the body from the soul, but offers them countless hypostases, depending on 
circumstances. It is not the “body” object that immediately preoccupies, but the 
experience of sensations though the body and the existential connotation that it 
could receive. If in good working condition, the body turns into the physique without 
particularly standing out. Special circumstances are needed for it to be noticed, and 
one of these is the process of aging. Eguchi discovers his body in a particular way, 
not representing it artistically or looking at himself in a mirror, but through the sight 
of the bodies of sleeping beauties. The emotions caused by the visual sensory field 
are combined with tactile and olfactory sensations. “The eyes of a dying man” have 
the suppleness of associated perception, which permits the protagonist to react to 
the multiplicity and volatility of images in the immediate reality or in reverie. They 
are perfectly integrated in the movement of Eguchi’s body or the bodies of the 
sleeping beauties, in order to construct “more direct sensations”:

57
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[Her pulse] was gentle and regular. Her quiet breath was somewhat slower 
than Eguchi's. From time to time the wind passed over the house, but it no 
longer carried the sound of approaching winter. The roar of the waves 
against the cliff softened while rising. Its echo seemed to come up from the 
ocean as music sounding in the girl's body, the beating in her breast, and 
the pulse at her wrist added to it. In time with the music, a pure white 
butterfly danced past his closed eyelids. He took his hand from her wrist. 
Nowhere was he touching her. The scent of her breath, of her body, of her 
hair, were none of them strong.

58
 

Preoccupied with his body, Eguchi gives his existence a physique. When he 
rediscovers the reserve of emotions he had stored during his lifetime, he tries to 
dissipate anxiety by relating with another through data that refers to the body. 
Within the sphere of his emotion, he analyses not only what he perceives, but also 
how he perceives his meetings with the sleeping maidens. The world itself seems to 
have disappeared and Eguchi, now concentrating on the reflexive method of 
perceiving his own acts and sensations, manages to gain closeness to his personal 
ego within the body he had regained as a psycho-physical unit. But this search 
causes the divine to irrupt in the man,

59
 and the reverie regarding bodily beauty 

somehow brings about the sacralisation of the body: 
 
He had seen it at an inn by a river in Kanazawa. It had been on a night of 
snow flurries. So stuck had he been by the cleanness that he had held his 
breath and felt tears welling up. He had not seen such cleanness in the 
women of all the decades since; and he had come to think that he 
understood all cleanness, that cleanness in secret places was the girl's own 
property. He tried to laugh the notion away, but it became a fact in the flow 
of longing, and it was still a powerful memory, not to be shaken from the 
old Eguchi.

60
 

Eguchi becomes aware of the fact that his presence in the world is 
determined by his body, that he acts upon the world through his body. In the same 
way, the world acts upon him through his very body. Phenomena of the body, like 
nudity or old age, constantly define human existence and configure one's way of 
being in the world. Starting from itself, the physique finally becomes a body again, 
passing to a higher level of significance. In the case of the Japanese author, that is an 
aesthetic level: “Probably there was no one in the world besides Eguchi who knew of 
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that incomparable cleanness, and with his death, not far away now, it would quite 
disappear from the world.”

61
 

Yasunari Kawabata committed suicide on the 16
th

 of April 1972, without 
leaving a note. An apparent mystery, but his death seems to confirm his delicacy of 
senses associated with sensitivity to beauty. As he himself affirms in the lecture held 
at Hawaii University (May 1969), a short time before his death, his purpose in life as 
a person and as a writer seems to have borne the mark of revealing the beauty of 
the "floating world" one can find everywhere. It is a world that can be glimpsed in 
the light of a tropical morning or in regular objects at close quarters: 

 
And yet I discovered, by means of the morning light, the beauty of drinking 
glasses on a terrace restaurant. I saw this beauty distinctly. I encountered 
this beauty for the first time. I thought that I had never seen it anywhere 
until then. Is not precisely this kind of encounter the very essence of 
literature and also of human life itself? If I say this, is it too much of a leap, 
too much of an exaggeration? Perhaps so, but then again, perhaps not. In 
my seventy years of life until now it was here that I first discovered and 
become conscious of this kind of light which is given off by drinking 
glasses.

62
  

Yasunari Kawabata is a contemplative subject who constructs reality, an 
eternally unstable truth, through literature that creates meanings. He constantly 
recognises the saddened beauty of the world (mono no aware) revealed by "the eyes 
of a dying man" (matsugo no me), which they constantly affect. But the Japanese 
author not only sees the world beautifully. He also prolongs this beauty, reuniting, 
through literature, all the fragments of the tangible universe of the "floating world" 
(ukiyo) in a universe of eternal beauty (yūgenbi). 
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Abstract The present paper is committed to the topic of time and 
narrative. We will firstly draw a contextualizing outline, emphasizing the 
conditions which brought about the postmodern shift, followed by a 
cursory survey concerning the cultural aspects of postmodernism. In the 
second part of the paper, we will review some of the major works in the 
field of time and narrative. In the last part, we will finally investigate a 
postmodern British novel (Ian McEwan’s Atonement) by using structuralist 
and phenomenological instruments of analysis. 
Keywords time, narratology, postmodernism, reading, phenomenology. 

 
 
Postmodern, Postmodernity, Postmodernism 
David Lodge showed that postmodernity typically includes a vast range of cultural 
styles, attitudes, and arguments: deconstruction, post-structuralism, post-
industrialism, consumerism, quantum physics, or cybernetics (amongst others).

1
 It is 

an event or set of events (some of these events include: the universalism of 
technology, the collapse of spatial distinctiveness and identity, and the uncontrolled 
acceleration of temporal processes)

2
 which dramatically alter the ways in which we 

view the world, calling our ideological assumptions into question.
3
 Richard Rorty’s 

pragmatism, the work of philosophical scientists, Michel Foucault’s genealogies, 
catastrophe and chaos theories, Jean-François Lytorad’s war on totality, fractal 
geometry, Jean Baudrillard’s simulations, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomes – all of 
these add up to what postmodernity feverishly celebrates: pluralism and the 
rejection of all cultural certainties (anti-foundationalism and anti-authoritarianism).

 4
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Indeed, Hayden White convincingly argued that the rejection of history was 
the result of the tension between a series of conceptual, epistemological, ethical, 
and aesthetical oppositions: fact and fiction, subject and object, form and content, 
surface and depth, sense and reference.

5
 The collapse of time horizons and the loss 

of temporality led to the disappearance of depth, bringing about a constant 
preoccupation with the problem of instantaneity. Jörn Rüsen argued that 
postmodernity’s orientation towards the past reveals a desire to understand the 
present.

6
 Nevertheless, this relationship is intentionally blurred because, as Fredric 

Jameson has shown, the ‘truth of experience no longer coincides with the place in 
which it takes place’.

7
  

Consequently, postmodernity marks a shift in representation and the ways 
in which knowledge – as commodity – is produced, distributed, and consumed. 
Postmodern novels customarily show us dazed and confused characters having 
serious ontological doubts (being aware of their own status as characters). This 
marks the shift from an epistemological to an ontological paradigm. In Atonement, 
for instance, the epistemological binary opposition between the verbs to know and 
to be told gradually transgresses into an ontological one. 

The anti-modern aesthetic of postmodernism was described as playful, 
schizoid, and self-ironizing (the use of modern strategies in the first part, for 
instance, and the meta-fictional end twist, in Atonement, are relevant illustrations of 
this aesthetic). It employs a language of commerce and commodity, emphasizing 
difference, fragmentation, simultaneousness, instantaneity, and indeterminacy.

8
 

Postmodernism – or, in Jameson’s words, the cultural logic of late capitalism – is 
generally defined by the use of pastiche, because artists and writers are no longer 
“able to invent new styles and worlds.”

9
 While parody imitates another style in order 

to mock it, pastiche re-creates the past by ignoring historical specificity. 
Furthermore, pastiche involves the disappearance of the individual subject and, with 
it, the difficulty of representing the present for ourselves.

10
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At the opposite end, Linda Hutcheon suggested that one can only revisit the 
past through the use of irony and parody

11
 Indeed, Nigel Watson’s essay 

Postmodernism and Lifestyle or You Are What You Buy similarly reveals a self-
conscious condition of the postmodern world about its past and an ironic sense of 
playfulness.

12
 “Historiographic metafiction”, as defined by Linda Hutcheon, is a self-

consciously distorted history (self-reflexive experimentations, anachronisms, ironic 
ambiguities, the contestation of classic realist representation, and the blending of 
history and fiction).

13
 Furthermore, “historiography and fiction are seen as sharing 

the same act of refiguration of reshaping of our experience of time through plot 
configurations.”

14
 Other postmodern narrative features include multiple endings, 

text fragmentation, or participatory attitudes.
15

  
Postmodernism doesn’t deny the existence of the past, but simply 

questions our ability to know it.
16

 Arguably, the only way in which one can truly 
know the past is through its textualised remains which possess an inherent 
ideological content (the ideological and the aesthetic are virtually inseparable).

17
 

Consequently, when writing about the past, one has to open it up to the present in 
order to prevent it from being “conclusive and teleological.”

18
 

 
Time and Narrative 
Paul Ricoeur famously argued that time is anthropomorphised when it is organised 
as a narrative because narratives portray the temporal features of experience: “time 
becomes human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and 
narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of temporal 
existence.”

19
 In order to discuss the temporal dimensions of narrative, Ricoeur 

reverted to St. Augustine’s aporias of time, also picking up Aristotle’s Poetics in order 
to distinguish between mimēsis and muthos. Voicing his ideas, we conclude that 
mimēsis represents the mimetic activity which is a creative type of imitation (or 
representation), while muthos stands for the mimetic activity as emplotment (or the 
organization of events).

20
 Imitation, for Ricoeur, is not the representation of real life, 
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but rather a certain type of organizing events through emplotment.
21

 In other words, 
narrative (not the subject of action) is the sole object of representation (or 
imitation). Representation, in its turn, can only be applied to genres (ways of 
organizing the elements of narration).  

Keeping in mind the fact that muthos is the object of mimēsis, we will follow 
Ricoeur by reproducing his famous dialectics of mimēsis: mimēsis 1 is the first step in 
the poetic composition (the composition of the plot grounded in a pre-
understanding of the world of action, its structures, symbols, and temporal 
character); mimēsis 2 is the imitation of creation (the mediating or configuration 
process of emplotment); mimēsis 3 is the mimetic activity of the reader (who 
mediates between time and narrative, because all narratives receive their full 
meaning when they are restored to the time of action).

22
  

Mimēsis 3 marks the intersection of the world of the text and the world of 
the reader (interweaving history and fiction).

23
 We can narrate human action 

because it is already symbolically mediated (articulated by signs, rules, and norms). 
Ricoeur makes use of Leibniz’s opposition between intuitive knowledge as direct 
insight and symbolic knowledge as abbreviated signs in order to stress the fact that 
cultural symbols underlie action and constitute action’s power of signification.

24
 

Moreover, artistic works refer to the world of action through metaphorical 
reference.

25
 

Ricoeur justly observed that the story happens to someone before anyone 
tells it. Telling and understanding (or simply reading) stories is the “continuation” of 
these untold stories.

26
 Thus, poetics is not only about structure, but also about 

structuration. The latter is an oriented activity that is only completed in the mind of 
the reader (the written work being a sketch for reading).

27
 Consequently, if the 

present stands for the possibility of redemption, the fictional postmodern now 
endows the reader with the power of absolving a writer’s characters. Recognizing 
the transformative powers of fiction and their positive influence upon life and 
customs (the effects of fiction are brought about by the experience of reading), 
Ricoeur argues that ‘the key to the problem of refiguration lies in the way history 
and fiction, taken together, after the reply of a poetics of narrative to the aporias of 
time brought about phenomenology'.

28
 Husserl’s phenomenology of internal time 
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consciousness and Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology of temporality open 
the way for narrative to offer a poetic solution to the aporias of time.

29
 

With a nod to Genette’s theories, Ricoeur believes that the literary text 
transcends itself: the world of the text opens up to the other by revealing its internal 
structure

30
 through the reader’s own process of interpretation (reflective reading).

31
 

Defined as the continual interplay between modified expectations and transformed 
memories, the process of reading affects the reader: ‘reading is a picnic where the 
author brings the words and the readers the meaning’.

32
 In Walker Gibson’s 

footsteps, the real reader is construed as the concretization of the implied reader 
which was intended by the narrator’s strategy of persuasion.

33
 Adopting a rhetorical 

stance, Ricoeur finally suggests that the strategy of persuasion used by the implied 
author seeks to impose on the reader the force of conviction.

34
 The instant has a 

twofold function (as break and as continuity) and a twofold meaning: as a source and 
as a limit.

35
 Finally, there are, in Ricoeur’s understanding, three modes of time 

responsible for organizing our experiences: duration is the quantity of existence; 
succession is the regularity of composition; coexistence is the simultaneity of 
inherence.

36
  

Two temporal dimensions are always combined by/through emplotment: a 
chronological dimension which reveals the episodic dimension of narrative and the 
configurational dimension in which the plot transforms the events into a story

37
 (also 

responsible for the “sense of an ending”).
38

 In Ricoeur’s view, to understand a story 
is “to understand how and why the successive episodes led to this conclusion, which, 
far from being foreseeable, must finally be acceptable, as congruent with the 
episodes brought together by the story.”

39
 Ricoeur also believed that “an 

inconclusive ending suits a work that raises by design a problem the author 
considers to be unsolvable.”

40
 Christianity values the present as the now because it 
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presents the possibility of redemption or atonement.
41

 Atonement's inconclusive 
end represents a problem which McEwan considered to be unsolvable.  

Interestingly, Mark Currie begins his analysis by clearly stating that Ricoeur 
was wrong to divide novels in tales of time, on the one hand, and tales about time, 
on the other. Instead, he posits the idea that all novels are novels about time and 
that, some of them, are about “about time”, emphasizing that a backward 
temporality is always at work in each and every narrative.

42
 Thus, the postmodern 

experience of time is seen as the relation between the phenomenological experience 
of time and the way it is presented to human consciousness and to the collective 
consciousness altered by the shared conditions of technological innovations.

43
 

Radically, Currie suggests we replace narrative with reading while asking us 
to imagine the process of reading with a bookmark: the position of the bookmark 
would indicate the present of the reader. The left of the bookmark is the past or the 
already known; conversely, the right of the bookmark represents the future or the 
not yet known. The past is fixed while the future is still open. In fact, a reader’s 
present is never actually present – it is always past. What we read is, in fact, 
somebody else’s present related to us in the past tense. This is why, Currie suggests, 
we experience the past tense in the present. Consequently, every narrative is 
understood as retrospection. Hence the reason we view the present as the object of 
a future memory and why we live it as such anticipating of the story we will tell. The 
author defines the present as “a place” from which we continually revise stories 
about this future-past. The continuous anticipation allows us to attach significance 
to present moments. All in all, Currie suggests that anticipation is a mode of being 
which allows us to experience the present as the object of a future memory

44
 (a 

mode of anticipation which structures the present). In a sense, an event is recorded 
not because it happens, but it happens because it is recorded.

45
 Currie defines 

prolepsis as the anticipation of retrospection. Prolepsis is the basic temporal 
structure of human experience and narrative.

46
 

 The relation between a text and its reading offers a model of time: the 
passage of events from a world of future possibilities into the actuality of the 
reader’s present and onwards into the reader’s memory.

47
 He contrasts the unreality 

of the future in real life with the already-there-ness of the future in fiction. The idea 
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that moving forwards in time involves backward narration represents, he contends, 
the shape of time itself.

48
 The future of narrative is already in place because it has a 

spatial existence,
49

 while the present is re-experienced and represented as the 
past.

50
  

Mark Currie expounds the ‘inauthentic present’ as an act of reading which 
consists in the presentification of the past and the ‘authentic present’ as a mode of 
being which consists in the projection towards a future which looks back on the 
present:

51
 “the temporal distance that separates the past from the present, and 

which permits the moral self-judgement of confession is immanent in the present.”
52

 
Currie's most spectacular insight into the nature of the novel and the way it 
represents time is that the forward motion of life mimics the backward motion of 
explanation and that they are articulated to each other.

53
 The future of fictional 

narratives is always already laid out spatially and, most importantly, reading allows 
us to interact with the past which lies ahead of us, while the future of narrative is 
always already a past event.

54
 

 
At-One Time 
In an essay entitled “Only Love and Then Oblivion”, McEwan himself said that 
“imagining what it is like to be someone other than yourself is at the core of our 
humanity. It is the essence of compassion and it is the beginning of morality.”

55
 His 

decision to remove closure is construed as a postmodern technique, dragging the 
readers out of the realist dream and reminding them that the author’s control is 
another name for destiny. Fictionality is exposed by challenging the reader’s 
expectations.

56
 Alistair Cormack, in his essay “Postmodernism and the Ethics of 

Fiction in Atonement”, argued that the novel presents a complex novelistic 
discourse, a collision between different styles and modes of representation, a self-
conscious reference to a pantheon of canonical English writers and a postmodern 
conclusion.

57
 Cormack showed that the novel doesn’t necessarily challenge the 

functions of the novelistic discourse. Instead, it attacks morally disengaged 
modernism.

58
 We make sense of the fictional universe through the process of 
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narrative which, in this case, proves to be misleading, thus the novel is about the 
ethical dimension of the processes of reading and writing fiction.

59
 

In her essay, “Ian McEwan: Contemporary Realism and the Novel of Ideas”, 
Judith Seaboyer reasons that Atonement allows us to experience the ethics of 
writing and reading.

60
 It is important, however, to acknowledge the fact that this 

experience is fundamentally a temporal one, an experience delivered through and by 
narration. According to Philip Tew, the narrator seems to be powerless in its 
relationship with the past, transforming the past into a forever-now: a kind of 
perpetual back and forth reverberation.

61
  

Coming back to time and narrativity, we will note that Briony’s play was 
composed “in a two-day tempest.”

62
 After she completed her play, she had nothing 

else left to do because she could not, in real life, speed up the pace of action: “When 
the preparations were complete, she had nothing to do but contemplate her finished 
draft and wait for the appearance of her cousins from the distant north.”

63
 

Furthermore, for Briony, as well as for Ricoeur, time only becomes human when it is 
narrated. Briony understood life only within temporal change represented by stories. 
Her present was constantly archived within diaries, notebooks, and letters. This 
detail is revealing if we think about the old Briony's account of her memories. Even if 
she had problems remembering different things (due to her vascular dementia), the 
memories of her younger days were safely kept as secrets: “here she kept a diary 
locked by a clasp, and a notebook written in a code of her own invention. In a toy 
safe opened by six secret numbers she stored letters and postcard.”

64
 The use of 

such material is meant to convey the impression of great closeness between writing 
and living. 

Her expectations are formulated in fictional or literary terms. What’s more, 
her experiences are shaped by her literary expectations, falling into different 
variations of what Abbott calls “masterplots”. For example, here are Briony’s 
thoughts, immediately after witnessing the fountain scene: “The sequence was 
illogical – the drowning scene, followed by a rescue, should have preceded the 
marriage proposal. Such was Briony's last thought before she accepted that she did 
not understand and that she must simply watch.”

65
 In a sense, her memories (as 

written evidence) and her expectations (or her wanting of reality to fit into different 
pre-fabricated stories) constitute her mode(s) of viewing the present. This is how 
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Briony measures time: she constructs her impressions and images of the present 
into her works of art: “at the age of eleven she wrote her first story *…+ the play she 
had written for Leon’s homecoming was her first excursion into drama”,

66
 “she may 

have experienced nothing more than impatience to begin writing again.”
67

  
The matryoshka goes as follows: there is the first novel, as a whole, written 

by old Briony; secondly, there is the novel within a novel which refers to the first 
three parts of Atonement (diegetic imitation) with the exception of the epilogue, 
London, 1999; and, thirdly, there are the works of young Briony: The Trials of 
Arabella (dramatic imitation). Of course, McEwan’s novel encompasses all of them. 
Finally, there is the reader’s novel.  

The actual novel is composed of three parts. The first part is about the hot 
long summer day in 1935 when Briony was thirteen years old. This is, in its turn, 
constituted from fourteen numbered chapters. The first chapter is narrated in a 
third-person narrative having Briony as its main centre of consciousness (Briony is 
thus the reflector or the focaliser of this first chapter). The second chapter is also 
narrated in a third-person narrative, but, this time, Cecilia plays the role of the 
reflector. The third chapter is where Briony first witnesses the fountain scene. It is a 
third-person narrative, and, obviously, Briony plays the role of the reflector. This is 
also the chapter in which Briony decides that she would rewrite the scene three 
times over, from three points of view. Furthermore, this is where Briony realises that 
“only in a story could you enter these different minds and show how they had an 
equal value. That was the only moral a story need have.”

68
 The fourth chapter has 

Cecilia as its reflector. The fifth chapter reveals a shift between an omniscient 
narrator and Lola as a reflector. The sixth chapter has Emily Tallis as the reflector. 
The seventh chapter returns to Briony's role as the central reflector. The eighth 
chapter belongs to Robbie. Chapter nine is, once again, seen through Cecilia’s eyes. 
The tenth chapter is dominated by Briony’s point of view, while the eleventh focuses 
on Robbie. This is the chapter containing the love-making scene. The twelfth chapter 
belongs to Briony’s mother. The thirteenth chapter is delivered through Briony’s 
consciousness and it is here we encounter the so-called rape scene. Finally, the last 
chapter oscillates between Briony’s point of view and the omniscient narrator’s. 

The second part of the novel is Robbie’s account of the Dunkirk retreat. Its 
chapters are not numbered. It could be inferred that the lack of numbered chapters 
is a formal expression which emphasises the chaos and the temporal disruptions 
caused by the war. While not dismissing this idea, we would argue that, in fact, the 
main reason for which the second part lacks numbered chapters is because the 
seventy-seven-year-old Briony (from the epilogue) wanted to confer the feel that 
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these are Robbie’s real thoughts and words. The first part and its numbered chapters 
reveal Briony’s (both young and old) sense of order and her wanting to have a sense 
of continuity. The third part is about the time Briony spent at St. Thomas’s Hospital 
in London and about her literary endeavours (also containing the death-bed scene) 
The epilogue is entitled “London 1999”. It is, in fact, Briony's account of what had 
really happened to Robbie and Cecilia. This is the moment in which we realise that 
all that we have read is, in fact, a conscious and premeditated product of a novelist. 
Briony's actions were not driven by an ethical belief, but from a literary one 
(although McEwan would argue they are the same thing). 

The beginning is represented by the events that took place in the long hot 
summer day of 1935. The story develops after Marshall rapes Lola. Briony 
understands both life and fiction through the processes of fiction: schematization, 
synthetization, and assimilation. Influenced by what she has read, Briony believes 
that, according to her narrative or literary logic, Robbie is the only one capable of 
doing such a thing. The middle of the story is composed of the second and the third 
part, while the end is constituted by the epilogue. The plot is built through the 
logical construction of time and not by the chronological construction of time. We 
cannot truly speak about interaction because everything that happens is imagined by 
Briony, the writer. Of course, the conflict is evident, but it is consciously presented 
from the point of view of a doubly-articulated unreliable narrator.  

The only authentic sense of time is found in the epilogue, which is actually 
dated 1999. This is the only clear and real reference, within the fictional world (with 
the exception of the battle). The measurement of time (in the first three parts) is an 
imaginary measurement of an imaginary time. This is why we can come back to it, 
re-read it and interpret it from an entirely new perspective. This re-evaluation of 
time is assessable only from the point of view of the last chapter because this is the 
only stable account of time. Evidently, if we view it from the perspective of its real 
author, the last part also becomes untrustworthy. In the sense envisaged by Ricoeur, 
poetic structuration is made affordable through the existence of the last chapter. 

The reflexivity of the configuration act gives birth to different temporal 
levels. We can acknowledge the self-reflexivity of the first part in which Briony 
announces her wish to rewrite the same scene from three different points of view. 
Thus, the rhetorical and stylistic powers of narrative have deformed the reality of 
events. The grammatical tense loses its function of designating the past because the 
narrated action did not properly occur. In this sense, we can observe a double-loss or 
a paradoxical-direction in which the grammatical tense functions. Firstly, it is used to 
designate an unreal past. Secondly, the same grammatical tense gains fictional 
reference if viewed from the point of view of the last chapter. 

Atonement is a tale about time in the sense that it is about writing and 
reading fiction. Both writing and reading take time. The process of writing is, as we 
have seen, a threefold process. Reading also takes time, but reading also involves 
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the unfolding in front of the reader's eyes and in his imagination of both the time of 
narration and narrated time. There are several break-points in Atonement: “She bent 
her finger and straightened it. The mystery was in the instant before it moved, the 
dividing moment between not moving and moving when her intention took effect.”

69
 

These pivotal moments include Briony's reading of Robbie's letter, Briony's 
witnessing the scene at the fountain, and Briony's appearance in the love-making 
scene. It is obvious that Marshall's raping of Lola is also a ‘pregnant moment'. The 
twofold meaning of the moment (as a source and as a limit) marks Briony’s transition 
from childhood into adolescence. 

The time of the novel has a threefold existence. The time, as described by 
Briony, has a specific duration. This is the quantity of its existence. It is represented 
as the period contained between the 1935 and 1999. Although, as we have already 
argued, the largest part of it is actually imaginary. Further on, there are two types of 
what Ricoeur called succession. The first version is the one that we, as readers, 
believe to be true until we reach the last part of the novel, and, obviously, the 
second version is that we re-imagine after having read the last chapter. Coexistence 
is applicable only to the last part. It is found in an open future. The two versions of 
succession do not influence its existence in either of them. In a sense, the last part is 
simultaneous because it is inherent in both of these two versions. 

In Atonement, the reader is the one who, by moving forward, is forced to 
move backward in time in order to establish the reality of events. The priority of the 
future or the priority of Briony’s final confession requires a moral (self)distancing 
stance which could be interpreted as the authentic part of the present. In the end, 
the narrated time catches up with the time of the narrative. Currie argues that when 
this happens, there is nothing left to remember but memory itself and nothing left to 
write about but the act of writing. The past lies ahead in the sense that all moments 
are passed in respect to the act of reading, and furthermore, the real past lies ahead 
in Briony’s future confessions. Even the future is a past event because Briony’s 
confessions were only published after her death. 

Consciousness is responsible for our awareness of time and the passage of 
time. We represent our conscious awareness through language. In the first part, 
McEwan represents the characters' awareness of time by verbally dividing it into 
small intervals such as immediately,

70
 quickly,

71
 a few seconds later,

72
 instant, 

moment,
73

 several minutes,
74

 not long after,
75

 suddenly,
76

 two minutes later.
77
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However, the first part is also divided into Victorian timetables, such as tea-time, 
bath-time. Briony’s act of atonement and, in fact, the essence of the novel, can be 
summed up in the following passage:  

 
Six decades later she would describe how at the age of thirteen she had 
written her way through a whole history of literature, beginning with stories 
derived from the European tradition of folk tales, through drama with 
simple moral intent, to arrive at an impartial psychological realism which 
she had discovered for herself, one special morning during a heat wave in 
1935. She would be well aware of the extent of her self-mythologising, and 
she gave her account a self-mocking or mock-heroic tone. Her fiction was 
known for its amorality, and like all authors pressed by a repeated question, 
she felt obliged to produce a story line, a plot of her development that 
contained the moment when she became recognizably herself. She knew 
that it was not correct to refer to her dramas in the plural, that her mockery 
distanced her from the earnest, reflective child, and that it was not the long-
ago morning she was recalling so much as her subsequent accounts of it. It 
was possible that the contemplation of a crooked finger, the unbearable 
idea of the other minds and the superiority of stories over plays were 
thoughts she had had on other days. She also knew that whatever actually 
happened drew its significance from her published work and would not have 
been remembered without it.

78
 

 
Conclusions 
Although it is narrated, as we have seen, through the eyes of a doubly-articulated 
unreliable narrator, the novel remains inconclusive and irresolute, yet fully 
acceptable and congruent within its own visionary project. Poetics is the inextricable 
gathering of structure and structuration. While structure refers to the organization of 
representation, structuration is a constant reminder of the real-life grounding of 
creative activities (composing and reading). Consequently, the transformative 
powers of fiction are entangled with issues of authorship and readership. Most 
importantly, we can conclude that reading – defined as the interplay of modified 
expectations and transformed memories - offers a model of time. Fascinatingly, 
reading McEwan's Atonement represents a temporary solution to the permanent 
impossibility of redeeming a culpable experience, mimicking both the prospective 
movement of life and the regressive dynamics of fiction.  
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Abstract More than fifty years after his tragic death, John F. Kennedy 
continues to fascinate and incite the interest of a large public. The 
American Camelot endures, despite numerous and various revisionist 
historiography evaluations of JFK’s presidency and personal life. 
Conspiracy thinking underlies both the idealistic and the unflattering views 
of the Kennedy image and has proved to be a considerable factor in the 
proliferation of this cultural construct. However, very little has been 
written on the psychological, social and cultural mechanism which keeps 
the JFK flame burning. Don DeLillo is the only American novelist who 
transcends the mere sensationalist side of the Kennedy assassination 
toward a personal, yet historically informed, fictional analysis of November 
22

nd
 1963 and its aftermath, in his 1988 novel Libra. 

Keywords John F. Kennedy, historiography, truth, revisionism, conspiracy 
thinking, imagination, public opinion, Modernism vs. Postmodernism.  

 
 
For over half a century, John F. Kennedy’s memory has been the subject of 
numerous inquiries, historical and fictional, and has attracted a great amount of 
controversy, which only speaks of the wide interest in possibly the most iconic 
American public figure to date. Few have attempted to understand and further 
explain this popular fascination with the Kennedy image and even fewer have 
interrogated its roots and the forces which propelled the 35

th
 president of the 

United States to mythological status. Don DeLillo is the only American novelist who 
has tackled the Kennedy assassination beyond the readily available sensationalist 
angle and with the end in view to expose the intricate process of mythmaking and 
the role of the imagination and personal representation for individual and national 
narratives. 

In 1988, a quarter of a century after John F. Kennedy was murdered, Don 
DeLillo published his ninth novel, Libra. In his alternative account of the event, its 
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causes and aftermath, DeLillo brought together three parallel, eventually converging 
stories: a biography of Lee Harvey Oswald, a CIA plot meant to result in the near 
assassination of president Kennedy and the actual assassination of Castro, and the 
efforts made by a retired secret service agent to write a secret history of the 
assassination for the CIA.  

Libra is divided into twenty-four chapters, of which half tell the story of Lee 
Harvey Oswald’s life between 1956 and 1963 and are titled after the places where he 
spent these seven years. The other chapters cover the plot against Kennedy and are 
named after the dates that mark its development between April and November 
1963. A temporal gap inevitably occurs between the two narrative strands that run 
parallel to each other, but is eventually bridged, as Oswald comes into contact with 
the conspirators, in April 1963. 

The first two chapters and the titles they bear are significant for both the 
content and the narrative strategy of the book. Content wise, the first chapter, In the 
Bronx, clearly points to Lee Harvey Oswald as the protagonist of the novel and to his 
status of a misfit, a figure of the underworld, riding the subway daily, in an attempt 
to meet other lonely frustrated people. The second chapter, 17 April, offers the 
reader a clue early in the novel about the main reason why, in this fictional world, 
Kennedy was killed: it was Kennedy’s failure to make amends for the Bay of Pigs 
Invasion of April 17

th
, 1961, which resulted in what was probably one of the greatest 

embarrassments of US foreign policy. As far as the narrative strategy is concerned, 
the two chapters seem to make of Libra yet another novel with multiple beginnings 
in the tradition inaugurated by Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. 
However, as the reading advances and the plot, in both senses of the word, unfolds, 
the two beginnings converge, toward the end, in a story that defies ultimate closure 
and invites the reader to re-visit a world made of and at the mercy of words. 

Both Oswald’s biography and the conspiracy narrative are subordinated to 
Nicholas Branch’s account, meant to provide the CIA with satisfactory answers to the 
questions raised by the Kennedy assassination. The function of this character, who is 
ontologically superior to all the characters in the novel, whether they are based on 
real people or they are invented, is to endorse a small-scale conspiracy. 

In Libra, the original plot is directed against Castro and not against Kennedy. 
Win Everett, a demoted CIA agent, who, after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, is forced to 
leave the foreground and teach at Texas Woman’s University, cannot reconcile with 
being relegated to a petty job and searches for a solution to make the administration 
go back to Cuba. He needs what he calls an “electrifying event” and he finds it, or, 
rather, stages it: an attempt on the President’s life, in Dallas, that would point to the 
Cuban Intelligence Directorate. Kennedy must be scared into overthrowing Castro: 
“We don’t hit the President. We miss him. We want a spectacular miss.”

1
 However, 
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T-Jay Mackey, one of Everett’s fellows, secretly alters the initial plan: he recruits 
Ramon Benitez and Frank Vasquez from the growing community of Cuban exiles in 
Miami, and Wayne Elko, a soldier of fortune, but fails to inform them that the 
shooting has to be a miss and not a hit. 

The conspirators need a scapegoat and when Win Everett has devised a 
profile for him, by a lucky coincidence, George de Mohrenschildt, a CIA-related 
businessman and Guy Banister, former FBI agent, come up with Lee Harvey Oswald, 
a Marine who defected to the Soviet Union, lived in Minsk, married a Russian 
woman and, back in the United States, distributes “Hands off Cuba” leaflets and 
makes no secret of being a leftist. 

In the scenario advanced by DeLillo in Libra, the first bullet, which hit 
Kennedy in the throat, is fired by Oswald, from the Texas School Book Depository. 
His second bullet misses Kennedy, but hits Governor Connally. He then aims for the 
third time, shoots, and, as he fails again, he has time to see Kennedy’s head blow off 
and is struck by the idea that he might have been set up. It was the Cuban exile, 
Ramon, who, from behind the fence on the Grassy Knoll, fired the fatal bullet. From 
here on, Libra follows the official version of the Warren Report Commission: Oswald 
kills police officer J. D. Tippit and then is apprehended by the police in the Texas 
Theater. Finally, he is shot by Jack Ruby, in the basement of the Dallas police 
headquarters, in front of a national TV audience. 

Libra’s plot, both the story and the conspiracy, complied with the cardinal 
military rule of KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid! and, as such, evolves within plausible 
boundaries. Even if DeLillo’s novel revises the Warren Report with fictional tools, it 
is, nevertheless, a piece of “minimalist revisionism.” Upper-case Conspiracy would 
have been at odds with the realistic context described in Libra. By the same token, 
Oswald had to miss; otherwise, he would have contradicted himself and the novel 
would have lacked in thematic coherence.

2
 

Oswald’s final miss is yet another failure in the long range of failures that 
make up his life. In the end, even if he wished so much to become a historical figure 
and a constitutive part of his times, that is, to take his life into his own hands, 
Oswald lends himself to the circumstances that created him and, ultimately, to 
chance: “He misses  because he is Oswald… the antihero can’t even be a hero 
himself. Oswald has to know he has not killed the president. Another failure. It is the 
overwhelming theme of his life… Oswald would not have walked two blocks to shoot 
at the president. But the president came to him.”

3
 

 In what might be interpreted as one of several ways of debunking the 
Camelot myth, DeLillo chose Lee Harvey Oswald as the thematic centre of the novel, 
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rather than President John F. Kennedy. Oswald undergoes an identity crisis and 
needs to project it on the nameless, faceless people he sees everyday in the subway. 
He has to check his troubles against a group of people because by transferring his 
fear and discontent with society, he is reassured to belong, to be a cog in the wheel. 
He needs to experience anger within a framework which he creates and of which he 
then becomes part. Ironically, when he finds himself in Minsk and has the chance to 
be just a brick in the wall, as he has wished, he suddenly realises he wants to dream 
the American dream: “He is a loner seeking connection in the United States, and he 
is a ‘comrade’ seeking individuality in the Soviet Union.”

4
 An excerpt from one of 

Oswald’s letters to his brother, which DeLillo chose as an opening to the novel, 
suggests that Oswald’s  need to become integrated in the larger flow of History is a 
key theme of the story: “Happiness is not based on oneself, it does not consist of a 
small home, of taking and getting. Happiness is taking part in the struggle, where 
there is no borderline between one’s own personal world and the world in general.”

5
  

If life could be compared to a circle, then Oswald could be pictured as the 
centre and the circumference of his own circle. He is the lead character of the stories 
he himself has devised. His obsession with making projects of his self and trying to 
enact them reaches its climax toward the end of the novel, when Oswald is satisfied 
to have become part of History and to have found his goal, i.e., to analyse his 
assassination of the president. But Oswald did not live to enjoy self-discovery. The 
way he died, though, was consistent with the way he lived: he died watching himself 
die, he was actor and witness to his own assassination by Jack Ruby: “He could see 
himself shot as the camera caught it. Through the pain he watched TV (…) Through 
the pain, through the losing of sensation except where it hurt, Lee watched himself 
react to the angering heat of the bullet.”

6
 The same uncanny effect is aimed at when 

another character, the wife of a CIA agent, suddenly realises that Oswald can 
actually see himself die, and, thus, makes everyone watching his accomplice to the 
murder of the President:  

 
There was something in Oswald’s face, a glance at the camera before he 
was being shot, that put him here in the audience, among the rest of us, 
sleepless in our homes— a glance, a way of telling us that he knows who we 
are and how we feel, that he has brought our perceptions and 
interpretations into his sense of the crime. (…) He is commenting on the 
documentary footage even as it is being shot. Then he himself is shot, and 

                                                        
4
 Christopher M. Mott, “Libra and the Subject of History,” Critique: Studies in Contemporary 

Fiction 35 (1994): 131–145. 
5
 DeLillo, Libra, 1. 

6
 Ibid., 439. 



IDEAS • BOOKS • SOCIETY • READINGS 

 
161 

 

shot, and shot, and the look becomes another kind of knowledge. But he 
has made us part of his dying.

7
  

 
This brief moment of communion in violent death probably best explains DeLillo’s 
description of the Kennedy assassination as “the seven seconds that broke the back 
of the American century.” In Timothy L. Parish’s words, “he goes from a writer of a 
plot he cannot complete to being an actor in a plot he did not write.”

8
 Oswald’s 

validity as a character is guaranteed by his writer persona. This was most apparent in 
his so-called “historic diary”, a piece of writing DeLillo found “enormously chaotic 
and almost childlike”, unlike a surprisingly “intelligent and articulate” radio 
appearance he made in 1963.

9
 To call Oswald a writer, even a “failed” one, based on 

a number of letters and some reading notes on Marx, Lenin and Trotsky is too much, 
unless the word is used in a broader sense to designate the notion of “plotter.” 
However, in DeLillo’s scenario, he ends up being just a pawn and a scapegoat.  

It is a common narrative strategy, especially in the case of novels with a 
metafictional propensity, for an author to insert a representative of his own in the 
text, in order to orient or, as the case may be, disorient the reader with respect to 
which interpretive path he or she should follow. Usually, the delegate of the author 
is an artist, particularly a writer. Timothy L. Parish believes that “Oswald is the writer 
in Libra who compels and ultimately best represents DeLillo’s own authorial interest 
in the story” more so than two other characters: Win Everett, the demoted CIA 
agent who initiated the whole shoot-but-don’t-kill-the-President plan, or Nicholas 
Branch, whom the CIA authorised to go through all the evidence and write the secret 
story of the assassination. I would argue that a novel like Libra does not encourage 
such a reading simply because even as it advances an alternative explanation of the 
assassination, it does so within a fictional framework that challenges closure: to 
intimate that Oswald is the delegate of the author in the text is to force the reader 
within an interpretive enclosure, which goes against the inner logic of the novel and 
is dangerous because of the nature of the association. Rather, I would argue that it is 
Nicholas Branch who echoes DeLillo’s “voice” in the text and his modernist take on 
historiography.  

Parish attributes the whole responsibility for Libra’s network of conspiracy 
to Don DeLillo’s imagination. He authors this version of November 22

nd
 1963 with all 

its interpretive ramifications – a rather superfluous statement to those who have no 
difficulty in discriminating between a factual and a fictional account. Surprisingly 
enough, there still are such people among well-read readers. The inability or 
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unwillingness to accept the aforementioned difference underlies George F. Will’s 
Shallow Look at the Mind of an Assassin review of Libra, published in Washington 
Post, on September 22

nd
, 1988.  

George Will characterised Don DeLillo’s Libra as “an act of literary 
vandalism and bad citizenship,” an “exercise in blaming America for Oswald’s act of 
derangement” “valuable only as a reminder of the toll that ideological virulence 
takes on literary talent.”

10
 Will accuses DeLillo of inconsistency because on the one 

hand he stated in the final Author’s Note that he had not tried to provide “factual 
answers” and, on the other hand, in an interview claimed to have developed “the 
most obvious theory” that “does justice to historical likelihood.”

11
 However, the two 

statements are mutually reinforcing. Will misread the phrase “historical likelihood”, 
because he focused on the word “historical”, whereas DeLillo’s argument centres on 
the concept of “likelihood”, the understanding of which is the key to the whole 
debate. The “as if” logic of fiction is the issue at stake and George Will failed to read 
Libra for what it is: a novel. Here is the Author’s Note that DeLillo placed at the very 
end of the novel to create and maintain the suspense effect:  
 

This is a book of imagination. While drawing from the historical record, I’ve 
made no attempt to furnish factual answers to any questions raised by the 
assassination. Any novel about a major unresolved event will aspire to fill 
some of the blank spaces in the known record. To do this, I’ve altered and 
embellished reality, extended real people into imagined space and time, 
invented incidents, dialogues and characters. Among these invented 
characters are all officers of intelligence agencies and all organised crime 
figures, except for those who are part of the book’s background. In a case in 
which rumors, facts, suspicions, official subterfuge, conflicting sets of 
evidence and a dozen labyrinthine theories all mingle, sometimes 
indistinguishably, it may seem to some that a work of fiction is one more 
gloom in a chronicle of unknowing. But because this book makes no claim 
to literal truth, because it is only itself, apart and complete, readers may 
find refuge here_ a way of thinking about the assassination without being 
constrained by half facts or overwhelmed by possibilities, by the tide of 
speculation that widens with the years.

12
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Although this statement leaves no room for an interpretation of the nature of the 
account, Will read Libra as a piece of historical writing. His critique takes a moralizing 
turn when he argues that novelists drawing on historical events should be true to 
life: they should be “constrained by concern to truthfulness, by respect for the 
record and a judicious weighing of probabilities.”

13
 And when self-censorship does 

not work, George Will feels that it is his duty to warn the reading public against the 
harm a book like Libra might do. Based on a character’s definition of “history” as 
“the sum total of what they aren’t telling us,” Will counts DeLillo among the 
“paranoiacs” and “conspiracy addicts.” But again, he fails to realise that this is a 
conviction of a character, i.e., a paper being living in an imaginary universe more or 
less tangential to the real world, and that a character’s thoughts and feelings should 
not be attributed to the author. A one-to-one character-author correspondence is 
counterproductive first of all because an author cannot be identified with each and 
every character and second, because an author is ontologically superior to the 
figments of his or her imagination.  

Will goes on to say that DeLillo, as the representative of the American left, 
saw the Kennedy assassination as “the turning point in consciousness” for Americans 
and the event that fueled Americans’ scepticism about historical objectivity. The 
President was killed – sad, but true. The President is dead – long live the President. 
Oswald was killed – justice was done. Oswald is dead – long live America! The 
Warren Commission Report came out and questioning an officially established truth 
is an unpatriotic act. This, in short, is George Will’s argument. His major criticism is 
that DeLillo pictured America as a sick society that breeds extremism and 
conspiracies” and Oswald as “a national type, a product of the culture.”

14
 It is true 

that DeLillo placed Oswald within a social and political context, which could not be 
but America in the late fifties and early sixties, but he did not portray Oswald as a 
national type— that is too far-fetched. Will goes as far as to suggest that DeLillo’s 
definition of a writer as “the person who stands outside society, independent of 
affiliations (…) the man or woman who automatically takes a stance against his or 
her government” almost associates a writer with an assassin. A parenthetical note— 
“Henry James, Jane Austen, George Eliot and others were hardly outsiders.” – comes 
down to saying: either you are with us, or you are out of the canon. It is Will’s belief 
that DeLillo’s political affiliations make him “a good writer and a bad influence.”

15
 

In an interview which appeared in Rolling Stone magazine one month after 
George Will’s review, Don DeLillo emphasised the purely fictional nature of the 
scenario he advanced in Libra. However, he made it clear that the fictional 
scaffolding he raised was undeniably steeped in facts:  
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If I make an extended argument in the book it’s not that the assassination 
necessarily happened this way. The argument is that this is an interesting 
way to write fiction about a significant event that happens to have these 
general contours and these agreed-upon characters. It’s my feeling that 
readers will accept or reject my own variations on the story based on 
whether these things work as fiction, not whether they coincide with the 
reader’s own theories or the reader’s own memories (…) I wanted a clear 
historical center on which I could work my own fictional variations.

16
  

 
If there is an ideal reader for the Warren Commission Report, then that is Don 
DeLillo, because he actively read the twenty-six-volume report before he set to write 
what he called “a work of imagination.” Someone who has done so much research 
work must have his own opinion about the Kennedy assassination, although Libra 
makes no claim to historical objectivity. Without denying the importance of history 
as a discipline or the validity of historical writing, DeLillo’s endeavour proves that 
novelists do have a say not only in universal matters of the heart, but also in 
historical matters. Asked what fiction offers to people that history denies them, 
DeLillo answered that “fiction rescues history from its confusions (…) providing the 
balance and rhythm we don’t experience in our everyday lives, in our real lives (…) 
finding rhythms and symmetries that we simply don’t encounter elsewhere.”

17
  

The Kennedy assassination has given rise to a great number of conspiracy 
theories and continues to challenge the minds of people looking for an answer, or, 
rather, the answer. DeLillo argued that this event has left an indelible stamp on the 
American collective psyche which has never recovered from the shock: “We seem 
much more aware of elements like randomness and ambiguity and chaos since then 
(…) we’ve developed a much more unsettled feeling about our grip on reality.”

18
 

Moreover, due to the extensive media coverage of this tragedy, Americans have 
become aware of what DeLillo calls “a sense of performance.”  This has been taken 
to the extreme by such people like Arthur Bremer and John Hinkley who “have a 
sense of the way in which their acts will be perceived by the rest of us, even as they 
commit the acts.”

19
 

This explanation cannot be conceived by people like George Will simply 
because it is an attack on the American way of life and the values it entails, such as 
the ideas of objectivity, justice, truth and progress; it is equal to saying that 
something is rotten in the United States and that would violate the City-upon-a Hill-
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dearly-held myth. The same way of reasoning accounts for the “lone gunman” 
explanation, which is rooted in the archetype of the individual, and overrules the 
possibility of a plot or conspiracy in the case of the Kennedy assassination. To accept 
that more than one person can be held accountable for the murder is to admit that 
America has degenerated to the level of the European way of solving conflicts. No 
wonder that George Will perceives a work of fiction like Libra as a threat and that he 
favours the banishment of the artist from the perfect State, so much like in Plato’s 
fashion.  

The blatant ignorance of, or refusal to distinguish between historical and 
fictional modes of reference reiterates the old Plato/Aristotle conflict over the 
concept of “mimesis.” In the last book of The Republic, Socrates gives his reasons for 
having banished “imitative poetry” and the “imitative tribe” from the ideal state. 
Taking a bed as an example, Socrates describes the three levels discernible in the 
structure of each and every object: the original level is that of the ideal bed, created 
by God, the second level is represented by an actual bed made by the carpenter, 
who imitates God, and on the last level stands the poet or painter’s bed, which is 
nothing but a second-rate copy. In Socrates’ view, an artist doesn’t have full 
knowledge of the object he tries to reproduce and the artistic product has no value 
in itself because it is two times separated from the truth.  Imitation is not a serious 
activity because it draws upon the “rebellious principle” or the irrational part of the 
soul and impresses undesirable emotions upon the audience. The immediate 
consequence is that the audience will identify with and imitate what it sees. The only 
poetry that Socrates will allow in the State is “hymns to the gods and prayers to 
famous men.” He concludes that “the imitative art is an inferior who marries an 
inferior and has inferior springs.”

20
 

Aristotle, on the other hand, believes that “it is not the function of the poet 
to relate what has happened, but what may happen, what is possible according to 
the law of probability or necessity. The poet and the historian differ not by writing in 
verse or in prose. The work of the historian Herodotus might be put into verse and it 
will still be a species of history, with meter no less than without it. The true 
difference is that one relates what has happened, the other what may happen.”

21
 As 

far as tragedy is concerned, if it produces within the audience such feelings as fear 
and pity, it also turns them to good account, in the sense that these feelings also 
produce a purgation and thus an elevation of the soul during the aesthetic 
experience or what Aristotle calls “catharsis.”  
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George Will’s fallacy is that he dismisses fiction drawing on the historical 
record as a threat to common sense and denies the novelist the right to address 
controversial issues. Contrary to Will’s belief, a novel like Libra rejects any claim to 
objectivity, without arguing against the idea of historiography. As DeLillo himself has 
explained, the novel might offer the reader a stay against the confusion raised by the 
assassination at least for the actual time of reading. But it can also prompt him or 
her to read history. 

Apart from the morally and politically-oriented conflict that it raised, Libra 
became an object of dispute between literary critics that consider it to be another 
example of postmodernist fiction, more precisely of what Linda Hutcheon termed 
“historiographic metafiction”, and those who argue in favour of it being a modernist 
novel. 

As the very name points out, “historiographic metafiction” displays a hybrid 
nature due to its double orientation: it represents the meeting point of two opposite 
notions: art for life’s sake and “art for art’s sake.” On the one hand, it is concerned 
with history and with the way in which the past has come down to us, and, on the 
other, it feeds on itself, due to its metafictional bias. Linda Hutcheon argues that 
such a narrative reconsiders the relationship between historiography and fiction, 
and concludes that they do not stand apart, due to the former’s claim to objectivity 
and the latter’s tendency to depart from and distort reality. On the contrary, 
historiography and fiction come together on account of their being mere discourses 
and, as such, prone to subjectivity. Since they are both products of the human mind, 
which is time-, space- and ideology-conditioned, neither can escape the personal 
touch inherent in any form of discourse. The fact that historiography sets forth with 
the end in view to offer an objective, credible picture of ‘what really happened’ does 
not exempt it from participating to a discursive experience. It only establishes 
degrees of fictionality among forms of discourse. After all, the very notion of picture 
cannot be conceived of independently of a beholder and a certain point of view, 
hence its built-in subjectivity. Fiction and historiography have a common intention. 
Broadly speaking, they are attempts to nibble at the strangeness of the past. They 
both endeavour to render coherent a chaotic reality, by translating it into a familiar 
language. Because they both use language as a means of expression, their 
communicative effectiveness is one of degree.

22
 

Postmodernist literary critics term Libra a postmodernist novel because it 
draws on what they consider to be the first postmodern event in American history 
and because it uses postmodernist techniques to deal with it. Dallas, November 22

nd
, 

1963, had often been referred to not only as a turning point in the twentieth-
century, but also as the event that ushered in the postmodern era. It is the point in 
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time and space that engendered a culture of violence and, at the same time, a 
nostalgic longing for lost innocence.

23
 Norman Mailer reads the Kennedy 

assassination as the moment since which “we have been marooned in two equally 
intolerable spiritual states, apathy or paranoia,” while Frederic Jameson interprets it 
as having raised the curtain on what he calls “a collective communicational 
festival.”

24
 Drawing on Linda Hutcheon’s distinction between “events” and “facts,” 

that is, the real, historically accountable happenings and the historicised recording of 
them, which is time-, space-, and ideology-conditioned, Jameson suggests that the 
assassination established what had before been only a tendency, namely, the 
ascendancy of facts over events, as the media, especially television, gained more and 
more importance and influence in society.

25
  

Carmichael argues that Libra plays upon this cultural phenomenon 
extensively and that it dramatises this crisis of representation that historiography 
continues to undergo. Furthermore, the critic maintains that DeLillo illustrates the 
shift from the modernist to the postmodernist paradigm most clearly in the narrative 
strand dedicated to Nicholas Branch and his efforts to write a secret history of the 
Kennedy assassination for the CIA. The retired agent characterised the Warren 
Report as “the Joycean Book of America” and “the megaton novel James Joyce 
would have written if he’d moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred” and the 
event that prompted it as having generated “an aberration into the heartland of the 
real.”

26
 One of the paradigmatic features of postmodernism is the crisis of the 

subject and, consequently, of language. In this respect, Oswald’s own writings 
reproduced in the Warren Commission Exhibits, with their broken syntax, 
misspellings and malapropisms, are, in Carmichael’s view, additional proof that Libra 
draws on the postmodernist thematic repertoire.  

Other literary critics, prominent among them Glen Thomas, insist on the 
postmodernist quality of narrative and character construction in Libra. For example, 
Win Everett’s plot rebels against its author, assumes its own life and ultimately kills 
him; the plan is challenged by Mackey’s retaliatory urge and by historical fact, since 
the initial miss turns into a hit. At the character-level, Oswald is the one most 
extensively analysed within postmodernist parameters: he is the marginal, de-
centred figure, who lives his life in claustrophobia inducing spaces, struggles to 
become part of capitalised history and writes his way into a framework more 
coherent than the one he experiences daily, even though his texts are inarticulate 
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and, at times, incomprehensible. Oswald’s divided personality is most apparent at 
the end of the novel, when he is killed by Jack Ruby. The uncanny effect of his death 
is that he is portrayed as subject of and simultaneously witness to his own dying.

27
 It 

is noteworthy that Glen Thomas’s theoretical and interpretive leanings transcend 
the content and penetrate the language of his critical discourse. For example, he 
refers to Oswald’s troubled character in terms of a “dispersed, split and fragmented 
sign,” obviously drawing on the jargon of poststructuralist linguistics.

28
 

N. H. Reeve, too, admits that the aftermath of November 22
nd

, 1963 
displays characteristics of postmodernism: inconclusiveness, scepticism about all-
encompassing narratives and the proliferation of such questions as: who actually 
shot Kennedy? Was it from the Texas School Book Depository or from behind the 
fence on the Grassy Knoll? Was there a lone gunman or a conspiracy that should be 
held accountable for the murder?

29
 Notwithstanding these features partaking of the 

postmodernist paradigm, Reeve makes an even stronger case for the modernist bias 
that underlies even the most paranoid of theories: the belief in and the craving for 
“the pure and the uncontaminated”— this appears to be the driving force behind 
the plotters in Libra, as well as behind all those who still try to solve the Kennedy 
mystery.

30
 

Rather than considering Libra a piece of postmodernist fiction, and, more 
specifically, another example of the flourishing genre of “historiographic 
metaficton,” Reeve believes that DeLillo’s alternative account of the Kennedy 
assassination shares in the humanist, modernist endeavour to deal efficiently with 
chaos and to set the individual and collective consciousness at rest. By definition, 
“historiographic metafiction” purposely blurs the difference between history and 
fiction and questions authoritative and authorised historical truth. Libra goes beyond 
this rationale because, on the one hand, DeLillo uses historical evidence quite 
substantially, even as he draws attention to the fictionality of his account, and, on 
the other hand, there has never existed an undisputed explanation of the Kennedy 
assassination: the Warren Report raised question marks and suspicion from the very 
day of its release. Therefore, it would be fair to say that Libra is modernist in content 
and message, but postmodernist in technique and treatment. 

The modernist vs. postmodernist debate is ultimately a purely theoretical 
dispute that can never be resolved, simply because different critics use different 
criteria by which they label literary works as belonging to one or the other aesthetic 
code. Whether one favours the content or the narrative strategies in deciding where 
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to place a work of fiction is another reason why this technical conflict cannot be 
settled. 

Although the distinction between form and content is possible only for 
methodological and analytical reasons, I believe that the return to thematic criticism 
in recent years can partly be accounted for by works like Libra, which, far from 
neglecting the formal aspect and far from serving a propagandistic purpose either, 
do have a powerful message that cannot be overlooked.  

In the case of Libra, the subliminal message has to do with the relationship 
between history and fiction. DeLillo’s novel draws on the historical record and, what 
is more important, on a controversial event. As a “work of imagination,” it is both 
world-reflecting and self-reflexive in a well-balanced proportion. Rather than 
endorsing an attitude of scepticism and distrust about the possibility of reaching a 
satisfactory explanation or about the use of undertaking such an endeavour, Libra 
reflects the individual’s hope for and belief in a world that makes sense. Fiction and 
historiography, DeLillo implies, complement each other in the attempt to give shape 
and order to the world we live in.  
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BOOK REVIEWS 
          
 
 

 

DORU RADOSAV, Cartea cu prieteni. Solidarităţi intelectuale interetnice în 
Transilvania secolului al XVII-lea (The book of friends. Intellectual inter-ethnic 
solidarities in Transylvania in the 17th century) (Cluj-Napoca: Presa 
Universitară Clujeană, 2016). 

          
 
 
Doru Radosav’s book proposes an intellectual biography, elaborated from the 
viewpoint of modal biography. Through Mihail Halici Junior, the historian presents 
the social and intellectual scenery of the 17

th
 century Banat region and Transylvania. 

Mihail Halici Junior (1643–1712?) came from a Romanian family from Caransebeş, 
the Banat region, and he became an important humanist scholar. His education was 
completed in the colleges of Sibiu and Aiud and, later, in 1665, he enrolled at the 
University of Nuremberg (Germany). Between 1667 and 1669, he was the rector of 
the Reformed college in Orăştie. He left his homeland and travelled to the 
Netherlands and later to England. He probably died in London, where the last 
mention of him dates to 1712.  
 As a modal biography, Professor Doru Radosav’s book marks three 
historiography registers: cultural history, late Romanian humanist culture and 
European humanist and Baroque culture. From the viewpoint of cultural history, the 
book analyses the social and religious circumstances that defined the 17

th
 century, 

the “confessional options and vernacular cultural initiatives” among the Romanian 
elite in the Transylvanian Principality, focusing on a series of private writing practices 
and asserting what is called the sociability of friendship. Doru Radosav’s interest for 
debates regarding the characteristics and values of Romanian humanist culture in 
Transylvania comprises several aspects. Such are the translations of religious books 
and their publication in Romanian, the first attempts of Romanian lexicography, 
oridentifying the intellectual profile and revealing dynasties of Romanian 
intellectuals from Banat region and southern Transylvania. .Mihail Halici Junior’s 
intellectual profile and the place of his writings within the intellectual trends of his 
age (Pietism, Puritanism, Cartesianism, Presbyterianism, Cocceianism), the dialogue 
between Halici Jr and his Transylvanian and European peers defines a horizon of 
intellectual solidarity of the time, a “Republic of Letters” (“Good Lords, great 
Doctors, Masters and good Ladies”, as he wrote in one of his odes), of which he was 
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a member. The schools he attended in Sibiu, Aiud, the Netherlands and England, his 
peers, his friendships, the inventory of his library and the intellectual network 
revealed by his will represent the main arguments for the agenda of the “Republic of 
Letters”. In the author’s words, the book’s objectives are stated as follows: “The 
present research is structured in several introductory chapters about friendship, 
about cultural, historical and intellectual landmarks regarding the age of Halici, a 
Romanian nobleman and intellectual of the 17

th
 century, about the religious options 

and projects for promoting the vernacular language within the project of humanism 
and the Baroque. Then follows the analysis of M. Halici’s connections with what was 
the early stage of the European Republic of Letters, as it was perceived and applied 
in 17

th
 century Transylvania. ”.

31
 

 The subjects discussed by historian Doru Radosav represent an extension of 
the analysis of the late humanist culture of Banat, a field to which he had repeatedly 
returned before.. The basis of the present book is a previously unknown manuscript 
of Mihail Halici Junior (1633–1712), colligated to the work of  Pál Keresztúri, 
Csecsemő Keresztyén, printed in Alba Iulia (1638), found today in the collections of 
the library of the Protestant Theological Institute in Cluj Napoca. The manuscript 
contains “ten odes dedicated to his *Mihail Halici junior’s – A/N I.C.] friends, 
intellectuals and patricians of the Hungarian and Saxon communities in 
Transylvania”.

32
 Some of Halici’s friends were: Ferenc Pápai Páriz (1649–1716), ode 

published in 1674 in Basel, upon receiving his doctorate from the university; Valentin 
Franck von Franckenstein (1643–1697), who later became royal judge and Count of 
Saxons, personal counsellor of the Prince of Transylvania and member of the 
Gubernium Council; Petrus Bayer (17

th
 century), having studied theology, became a 

preacher in Smig, a village near Sibiu; Daniel Fronius (17
th

 century), a citizen and 
famous merchant from Sibiu; Johannes Keiserus (17

th
 century), a patrician from 

Sibiu; Petrus Fabricius (17
th

 century), dean of the Chapter of Sibiu, “an important 
figure in the city’s religious life”; Johannes and Christian Haasz (17

th
 century), son 

and father , rector of the gymnasium of Sibiu, bishop since 1682 and, in 1684, first 
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priest of Sibiu; Andreas Henning (17
th

 century), a patrician of Sibiu; Joannes Cekelius 
(17

th
 century), dean of the Chapter of Mediaş; Petrus Melas (d. 1675), a student of 

the gymnasium of Sibiu who continued his studies at the University of Altdorf 
(Germany) and later at the University of Strasbourg, became a teacher at the 
gymnasium of Sibiu and preacher also there; Petrus Henning (1633–1686), a teacher 
at the gymnasium of Sibiu.  
 The book includes annexes containing the transcriptions and translations of 
the eleven odes dedicated by Mihail Halici to his friends, a unique chapter to which 
Professor Radosav adds other writings authored by the humanist scholar.One of 
these is Halici’s will edited by Nicolae Drăganu. Doru Radosav also transcribes and 
translates a “poetic invocation” written by Halici Junior, a text also integrated in the 
manuscript. As proof of the “intellectual dynasty” from Banat, the author presents 
the first transcribed and translated psalm in Romanian with Hungarian orthography 
written by Mihail Halici Senior in 1640. The author also includes the catalogue of 
Halici’s library, made in 1674 and edited in 1964 by László Musnai, János Dani and 
Károly Engel. The description of this library is seconded by the lists of books 
belonging to Ferenc Pápai Páriz and Petrus Nelas according to the edition of Géza 
Nagy in the first case and Radosav’s own translation for the latter, in accordance 
with a list kept in the collections of the Archives of the Chapter of Sibiu and 
preserved today in the Romanian National Archives.  
 Apart from the written sources presented above, Professor Doru Radosav’s 
book brings forth a network of 17

th
 century Transylvanian intellectual sociability, 

connecting scholars of different ethnicities, creating the bond between Mihail Halici 
and his friends, developing a true culture of friendship. Mapping the intellectual life 
in Transylvania and in the Banat region in the early modern age, using these 
interpretive and analytical schemes and using new historical sources that were 
previously unknown to the academic world represent essential aspects of the unique 
contribution of Professor Radosav’s historiographic endeavour.          
 

Translated from the Romanian by Anca Chiorean and Emese Czintos 
 

IONUȚ COSTEA 
costea06@yahoo.com 
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IONUȚ COSTEA, A existat Jacques Le Goff? Biografie, autobiografie, istorie și 
memorie (Has Jacques Le Goff ever existed? Biography, autobiography, 
history and memory), (Cluj-Napoca: Argonaut, 2016) 

          
 
 
A fascinating figure, not only for his prestigious academic activity, and one of the 
most important representatives of the French historiography of the 20

th
 century, 

Jacques Le Goff continues to be a true intellectual model, even for today’s younger 
historians. Uninhibited by the French historian’s personality, historian Ionuț Costea 
rhetorically asks the postmodern question of whether Jacques Le Goff truly existed, 
thus following the course established by the historian himself when he asked 
whether King Louis IX of France truly existed. Besides the intentionally ambiguous 
tone of the title, the Cluj-based historian poses a very profound issue, underlining 
the complex relations between biography, autobiography, history and memory; 
Ionuț Costea’s volume is part of today’s debates regarding the role of the historian in 
society and the crisis/crises of historical interpretations. Elaborated as a 
deconstruction exercise, the book analyses the avatars of Jacques Le Goff’s 
discourses, from his historical discourse to his self-reflexive one and, without 
negating the role biography plays in his personal history, the author focuses on the 
identities present in discourse, discussing them in an interrogative spirit.  The two 
directions of deconstruction in Ionuț Costea’s analysis justify his interpretation 
endeavour. Therefore, the process of deconstruction follows, on the one hand, 
Jacques Le Goff’s interest for biography, hoping to one day write a totalizing 
biography, especially for the notable individuals who had left a mark on their time 
periods (much like King Louis IX), and, on the other hand, his interest for 
autobiography and its testimonial and introspective nature, searching for the 
meaning of life in relation with the historian profession. One of the major interests 
of this volume regards illustrating the way in which, through his opus, starting with 
his personal history, Jacques Le Goff articulated his view on history.  

A existat Jacques Le Goff? Biografie, autobiografie, istorie și memorie (Has 
Jacques Le Goff ever existed? Biography, autobiography, history and memory) 
includes four chapters, each of which illustrates the effort of deconstructing the 
historical discourse that uses biography and/or autobiography as mandatory aspects 
in finding a resumptive view on history. In the first interpretive register, in order to 
better understand the purpose, changing the perspective of the approach and of the 
interpretation, Ionuț Costea begins his analysis with Le Goff’s historical biography 
texts, with a discussion on the limits of this historiography genre; in the second 
interpretive register he presents the relation between the events in the historian’s 
biography and their determinative role in his intellectual biography. Thus, the first 
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chapter focuses on defining the biographic genre and the relation between 
biography and history. Marginalised by historical positivism, biography as a genre is 
revived in the historiography of the 20

th
 century and, together with the new 

researches in the field of narratology, it will represent an analysis instrument 
considered by historians to be necessary for the interpretive exercise. Jacques Le 
Goff experimented with the genre, constructing the monumental biography of King 
Louis IX, published in 1996, after a decade of research. Transforming the king into a 
true character, identifying an entire epoch with his image, the way in which the 
French historian compiled his arguments is analysed by the Romanian historian who, 
in the second chapter of his work, establishes the entire scaffold of biographic 
construction, in order to later apply it to his own interpretation of the character 
Jacques Le Goff. From the biography of King Louis IX, compiled from a summarizing 
view on the entire epoch, to the studies of the tireless French historian dedicated to 
Francis of Assisi, the interpretive distance is closely analysed by the Romanian 
historian, noting the change in narratological nuance in Jacques Le Goff’s discourse. 
This change does not imply an abandonment of the summarising view in making 
history, but, on the contrary, with finesse, fascinated by the solar image of St. 
Francis, the French historian dissociates between the different natures of his 
characters who are entitled to different manners of interpretation in relation with 
the cognitive constitutive models of the symbolic figures represented by each 
character: the hero and the saint. In the third chapter, starting with the 
autobiographical texts written by the French historian, Ionuț Costea analyses the 
way in which a similarly personal investigation inventory was used, especially in the 
two autobiographical writings published nearly ten years apart – the text on ego-
history published in the volume coordinated by Pierre Nora in 1987 and a volume of 
interviews, entitled Un historien de dimanche, published in 1996. But, after also 
analysing the autobiographical text Avec Hanka, published in 2008, Ionuț Costea 
concludes that, for Le Goff, the profession of a historian is not without relevance in 
elaborating an autobiographical discourse, but, in accordance with his view on 
history, it also had a primary role in the French medievalist’s career. In the fourth 
chapter, all these premises guide Ionuț Costea to define   Jacques Le Goff’s approach 
to biographical discourse; the analysis of the French historian’s types of narrations – 
totalizing biography, “another kind” of biography and autobiography – leads to the 
interpretation of his approach to summative history. By also using narratology 
instruments, the Romanian historian describes the narrative identities built by 
Jacques Le Goff around key concepts such as: time, place, and social environment, all 
making the autobiographical discourse coherent. Analysing the ways in which these 
concepts moulded Jacques Le Goff’s thinking and view, Ionuț Costea manages to 
outline the French historian’s image, using mostly his testimonies, as well as the 
discursive possibilities used by the professional historian. In relation with the crisis of 
historiography declared in the 1980s, the French historian’s intention to write an 
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autobiography is not an action adjacent to the scientific field, but, through his 
exercises of ego-history, though the narration of his own biography, he stimulates 
introspection and, due to his talent, Jacques Le Goff presents the role representation 
has in the lives of individuals and of society in general. Being aware of these debates 
regarding the crisis of historiography, Jacques Le Goff is also aware of the fact that 
the historian’s role in understanding the past is not limited to interpretations of 
phenomena, but also that the past, once understood and assumed, is in dialogue 
with the present.  
 Preoccupied with the social significances of memory, as well as with the 
manner in which, in relation with biography, Jacques Le Goff’s life and career 
moulded into a true intellectual model, in this volume Ionuț Costea publishes the 
first approach of this kind to the personality of the intellectual who was formed by 
the Annales School and is one of the most representative French medievalists. 
Understanding memory as a form of representing the past and a form which is not 
foreign to the idea of deconstructing any discourse about history, but also 
reconstructing the historical past through a new, assumed discourse, Ionuț Costea’s 
study is part of a larger interpretation perspective that combines the historical and 
narratological discourse. This publication is not a traditional biography, a simple 
chronological description of the life and career of the French historian, but, 
surpassing the presentation of the French historian’s personality, through a 
hermeneutical and deconstructivist investigation, the Romanian historian means to 
use discourse to deconstruct historicism through autobiographic discussion.  
 Through a deconstructive and hermeneutic analysis, Ionuț Costea not only 
manages to provide a well written text about Jacques Le Goff’s personality, but to 
also elaborate a complex discourse on the purposes of history and the historian in 
today’s world.   
 

Translated from the Romanian by Anca Chiorean     
 

FLORINA ILIS 
florina.ilis@bcucluj.ro    
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