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A SHORT MEMORANDUM written 
in the year 1544 (but most likely re-
ferring to an earlier occasion) by a 
cer tain Transylvanian Saxon named  
Michael, as he entered office as a priest 
in Ghimbav (in Romanian, Weiden-
bach in German),1 lists various objects 
from the parish house and includes 
information that draws attention to 

parish churches of pre-Reformation 
-

Item, 
czum ersten, eynen gutten thysch . . .), 
Michael records the fact that he also 
found Item, des Bapst decret myth den 
decretalen der ablas in das erst, das ander, 
das dryth, in das 4, 5, 6 decretalen bu-
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cher, auch die Clementina und dy Silvestrina: a papal privilege (an indulgence, 
perhaps), and a small collection of very useful legal texts, composed of six 

Decretals, a volume of the Clementinas of 
Clement V and finally the alphabetic compilation on ethics and canon law by 
the Dominican author Silvestro Mazzolini (1456–1527), known as Summa sum-
marum

nature2 -
alent forms of the manifestation of literacy in the late medieval environment of 

Beyond the lack of research and publications regarding the forms in which 
the written culture manifested itself in the parishes of medieval Transylvania, the 
historiographical approach concerned with this historic space and chronological 
segment faces two crucial theoretical issues: the first one concerns terminology, 
while the other deals with the methodological aspect, especially underpinning 

and cannot include a discussion on theoretical and methodological terminol-

context it suffices to indicate that, at the present time, any approach to such 
a topic of cultural history should also include the corollary of Romanian sci-
entific language and of the historical realities it covers, as everything must be 

 It 

-
 3

Romanian researcher of medieval history faces when wishing to approach the 
topic according to the international analytical practice and historiographical dis-

4 A larger discussion on the precise Romanian expressions focused on 
the historical phenomenon of writing practices in the Middle Ages (in Latin), 
accompanied by a lexicographical recording5 of the main linguistic tools dealing 

-

Other preliminary perspectives that should be considered complement the 

any detail the interaction between the phenomenon of writing and the parish 
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churches of Transylvania will have to take into account two essential facets of 

-

between the two planes can one channel the survey results towards answers in 

-

established by the more important churches, emphasizes the ambiguity of an 

The same plurality can be observed when discussing the types of sources re-

have approached the documents and other old texts by specific categories, most-

or indirect involvement in the flow of medieval writing, a complete image of 
the range of texts that came into contact with a parish priest or one of his as-
sistant priests in the course of their careers may only be achieved by simultane-
ously combining the information conveyed by the archival document (under its 
many forms of expression) and the significant details mediated by the medieval 

-

to volumes dedicated to solving other associated duties of his office, such as 

a formal contact with the church or secular authorities at every level, supervis-

A wider editorial effort focused on archival documents, covering a wider 
time range, is recorded only for the Saxon Urkundenbuch, whose online version 
reaches the beginning of the 16th 6 two other major Transylvanian proj-
ects are still dealing with documents from the last decades of Angevin rule (the 
14th 7 As far as the medieval book, whether handwritten or printed, is 

manuscripts is beginning to emerge from those holdings that retain relevant ma-
8 for the early printed books, 
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the researchers of the Middle Ages can rely on a recent cumulative catalogue, 
which unfortunately does not contain, in addition to the identification of bib-
liographical data, the historical elements that may be associated with the former 

state of research compels the book historian to call upon the older catalogues 
th century, that is, 

for the last decades of medieval Transylvanian Catholic unity, which, as we will 

area under consideration, effective working tools are missing or are inefficiently 
 9

The time segment most generous in information starts with the death of King 
Matthias (1490) and concludes with the replacement of the Catholicism with 
the Protestant Reformation (chronologically placed between two moments: 
1542, the adoption of the Lutheran Reformation by the Transylvanian Saxons, 
and 1556, the dissolution of the Bishopric of Alba Iulia by the Transylvanian 

editions described above has a fairly faithful correspondence in the geographi-

the Middle Ages by hospites from Central and Western Europe, especially from 
German-speaking regions, focused around the Sibiu, Braºov and Târnava areas, 
supply the largest concentration of medieval documentary sources that provide 

archives of Saxon chapter churches, either privileged or subject to the jurisdic-
tion of the Transylvanian bishop, and libraries that not only preserve the medi-
eval bibliophile rarities purchased by modern collectors (Batthyaneum Library 
in Alba Iulia is a well-known example), but also books that prove beyond any 

The history of the medieval parish in Transylvania is definitely not a his-

sources outside Romania still available must not be forgotten, especially the 
10 of a very impor-

This project makes an extremely important contribution to the topic discussed 
here, but cannot completely substitute direct research in Romanian document 

-
cial knowledge of the relevant documentary material preserved among the vast 
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Some important details pertaining to European or regional historical con-
-

cation and of written culture within the parish churches of Transylvania before 

working hypothesis is defined by the expansion of higher education in universi-

increasing use of paper during the 14th century as material support for writing, 
-

ganically evolved in the 15th century, bringing together the emergence and af-
firmation of printing with movable type and the spread of universities in Central 

first university north of the Alps and east of Paris, meant lower costs for educa-
tion, and therefore a better access for interested students from those regions 
of Europe that had adopted Christianity around the year 1000 or later, thus 

intertwined and affected by the efforts of states to create a modern bureaucracy 

in the cultural history of the medieval Catholic parish clergy is represented by 
one of the famous Decretals of Pope Boniface VIII (1294–1303), a text known 
as Cum ex eo 11 The pope intended, by means of this decree, to 
reply to those who criticized the uneducated parochial clergy, often associated 

and Luke 6: 39–40), and allowed parish priests to take leave of absence for up 
to seven years in order to complete their studies (licentia studendi

-
strated its impact: in the first half of the 14th century, therefore immediately after 
the promulgation of the aforementioned decree, around 1,200 priests from the 
Lincoln diocese, the largest in England, left for university studies according to 

12 this type of information is confirmed by similar facts 

met specific political and religious contexts in each medieval Catholic European 
-

due to his poor education13

is recorded only in the second half of the century, after the founding of the 
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period (and especially after 1400) manuscripts from Sibiu (Brukenthal Library) 
have been found containing texts specific to university studies, especially the 
Sentences

the 15th

phenomenon of a Transylvanian presence in the milieu of medieval universities 
14

responsible for the moral integrity of the parishioners and was the mediator 
between the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the secular world, representing the local 

-
tor of the sacraments, a local judge in cases of moral and Christian conduct, a 
political, military and tax agent of the higher authorities, regardless of their na-

the hands of religious institutions, as priests were responsible for primary educa-

B
EYOND THESE brief theoretical considerations, necessary for positioning 
the research topic within medieval studies, some selective evidence can 
be brought forth by focusing almost exclusively on the Transylvanian 

 15

Several perspectives for the analysis of the relations between Transylvanian 

them will be brought forward in the context of the present study: namely, the 
issue of documents drafted by parish priests, the role of writing in the adminis-

Other aspects, such as the recourse to the services of those offices specialized in 
issuing documents, places for authentication (loca credibilia) or notaries public, 
the differences between urban and rural parishes or some epigraphic aspects of 

Priests from the communities of German settlers in Transylvania are men-
tioned as issuing legal documents from the beginning of the 14th century on-
wards in the context of trials involving several Saxon chapters against what was 
perceived as a series of abuses perpetrated by the episcopal authorities of Tran-

-
ted by the Saxons, issued by secular and ecclesiastical authorities in the Sibiu 

16 During this early stage of development, during 



TRANSSILVANICA • 115

the Angevin century, the deans of Sibiu sometimes sealed documents with the 
17 The evolution is rapid, and the docu-

ments issued by the Saxon parish priests grow in number: for example, a simple 
combined survey of the online version of the Urkundenbuch provides more than 

-

collections preserved at the Sibiu County Division of the Romanian National 
Archives, Documente episcopale (Episcopal documents) (also known as “Bischofs-

BU Capitlul Evanghelic Bistriþa (Bistriþa Lutheran Chap-
ter) over 30 documents could be extracted covering mainly the third and fourth 
decades of the 16th 18 These documents present in a very interesting 
manner the literacy level of the parish priests, as many such documents bear the 
autograph signature, manu propria
maturity sometime in the second half of the 15th century, attested by the pres-

19

If such documents, capturing various external aspects of parish life, represent 
a form of communication with the outside world, then the registers, called ma-
triculae or ecclesiae libri, in an ambiguous terminology, represent written forms 

widely used after the middle of the 16th century, are particularly interesting be-

household contains inventories of goods, whether movable (books, vestments 
Matricula Plebaniae Cibiniensis20 or the 

21 while at a higher ecclesiastical level such inventories can 

retain copies of documents important to the community (Liber promptuarius 
capituli Barcensis of Braºov)22 or, in the case of specialized registers held by chap-
ters, even decisions and sentences issued during trials (Protocollum capituli Cib-
iniensis 23 Depending on the status of the church that preserved such registers, 

vitricus in the case of the Sibiu Matricula, or even by experienced professional 

Certainly, particularly generous information is provided by an analysis of par-
th–16th centuries were gathered by parish priests 

in the libraries were parochial liturgical texts, biblical exegesis and homiletics: 
interpretations and biblical commentaries, sermons and other thematic compi-

-
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In addition to Latin texts, parish libraries in southern Transylvania included 
texts in German, an important aspect of the early beginnings of writing in the 

There are several kinds of evidence concerning such parish libraries,24 which 
place this European phenomenon in the late 15th

compiled and continuously adjusted whenever an important gift (rarely a pur-

notes have survived about the former library, contemporary or not, as is the case 
of the library belonging to the Black Church in Braºov or the small book collec-

third situation, represented by churches in Sebeº and Cisnãdie (we may as well 
-

acterized by the preservation of medieval volumes, which are not accompanied 

of this phenomenon in Transylvania remains the parish church of Sibiu, where 
the 1442 list, to be found in the aforementioned Matricula, already lists over 

of these can still be found in the collection of codices preserved at Brukenthal 
incunabula that can be linked 

to the same library, and future research on books in the first half of the 16th 
century could contribute enormously to a virtual reconstruction of the previous 

-

where 12 manuscripts and 3 incunabula
is one of the few parish libraries that are still in situ

probably had at least 20 books, if one takes into account other manuscripts and 

T
HE PRESENT considerations have, to be sure, an expository role rather 

-

and future detailed research would mark an important step forward in answer-
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Notes

Primãria oraºului 
Braºov. Colecþia socoteli ºi impozite ale satelor din Þara Bârsei, shelf mark “Pachet 

Eyne Vermerkunk aller czu stand des pfarhoffs czwr weydenbach wo 
ychs Michael pfarrer bey der Warheyth hab yn meinnen beruffen eyngang entfangen (“A 
note about the status of everything that I, priest Michael, truly received in the par-

paper bifolium

Michael Lieb (Amicinus), parish priest in Ghimbav from approximately 1529 to 
1557, is mentioned at least one more time by his contemporaries dealing with 
books: dominus Michael ligavit libros 3 parocho Cibiniensi ex iussu domini decani  
See Quellen zur Geschichte der Stadt Kronstadt in Siebenbürgen

From memory to writ-
ten record: England 1066–1307 nd edition Ox-

Speculum
Pragmatische Schriftlichkeit im Mittelalter: Erscheinungsform und 

Entwicklungsstufen

Schrift und Gedächtnis: Beiträge zur Archäologie der literarischen Kommunikation
 (Munich: Fink, 1993), 

Die Wirklichkeit der Medien: Eine Einführung in die Kom-
munikationswissenschaft -

Das 
kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Identität in frühen Hochkultu-
ren

Vocabularul cãrþii man-
uscrise

The Vocabulary of Intellectual Life in the Middle Ages (Turn-

geschichte-der-deutschen-in-siebenbuergen-online/

Magyar vonat-
kozású oklevélközlések Romániában -

Ediþii de docu-
mente medievale privind Transilvania, available on-line 
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Lesestoffe des 16. 
Jahrhunderts in Siebenbürgen

Pastoral 
Care, Clerical Education and Canon Law, 1200–1400 (London: Variorum Reprints, 

University Education of the Parochial Clergy in Medieval England: 
The Lincoln Diocese, c. 1300–c. 1350

Transilvania: Studii istorice (sec. XIII–XVII)
âne

-
Archiv des Vereins für Siebenbürgische Landeskunde 

Erdélyiek egyetemjárása a középkorban (Bucha-
Die Bürger von Kronstadt im 14. und 15. Jahr-

hundert: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Sozialstruktur einer siebenbürgischen Stadt 
im Mittelalter The University 
of Paris and its Hungarian Students and Masters during the Reign of Louis XII and 
François Ier

Formation intellectuelle et culture du clergé dans les territoires angevins 
(milieu du XIIIe–fin du XVe siècle)

Urkundenbuch zur Geschichte 
der Deutschen in Siebenbürgen
also Enikø Csukovits, “Egyházi és világi oklevelek hitelessége a szentszéki bíróságok 

Emlékkönyv Jakó Zsigmond születésének nyolcva-
nadik évfordulójára

68, 69g, 70, 76, 77, 80, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86, 87, 89, 92, 93, 95, 97, 98, 99, 100, 101, 

Urkundenbuch
Catalogus concinnus librorum manuscriptorum Bibliothecae Batthy-

anyanae -
Századok

-
Beiträge zur Geschichte der ev. Kirche A. B. in Sieben-

bürgen
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Emlékkönyv Kiss András születésének nyolcvanadik évfordulójára, 
 -

Protocollum Capituli Cibinien-
sis

Schriftkultur im südsiebenbürgischen Raum um 1500/Cultura scrisului 
în Transilvania de sud în jurul lui 1500, exhibition catalogue edited by Begegnungs- 
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Ownership marks on manuscripts from Sibiu and Cisnãdie

Paul Benkner, priest and dean of Braºov parish, 11 February 1531, 
Romanian National Archives, Sibiu County Division, Bischofsurkunden, no. 139

Michael, priest of Aþel parish and general dean, 31 January 1531,  
Romanian National Archives, Sibiu County Division, Bistriþa Chapter, no. 44

Michael, priest of Brateiu parish and general dean, 13 January 1531,  
Romanian National Archives, Sibiu County Division, Bistriþa Chapter, no. 26
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Abstract 
Medieval Literacy in Transylvania: Selective Evidence from Parish Churches

-
ture among the parish priests during the medieval period in Transylvania, with specific emphasis 

still available today in various collections, in an attempt to pave the way for a future investigation 
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