

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]




The Center for Romanian Studies


Oxford [image: image] Las Vegas [image: image] Palm Beach


Published in the United States of America by


Histria Books, a division of Histria LLC


7181 N. Hualapai Way


Las Vegas, NV 89166 USA


HistriaBooks.com


The Center for Romanian Studies is an imprint of Histria Books. Titles published under the imprints of Histria Books are distributed worldwide.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publisher.


Second Printing, 2020


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020941697


ISBN 978-973-9432-08-5 (hardcover)


ISBN 978-1-59211-082-7 (softbound)


ISBN 978-1-59211-090-2 (ebook)


Copyright © 2000, 2020 by Histria Books




Introduction


The Medieval Saxon fortress-churches — or Kirchenburgen — of Romania are amongst the most remarkable buildings of Europe’s Christian heritage. Rarely visited and little known outside of Romania and parts of the German world, they have an intrinsic appeal to all Christians as we come to the beginning of the Third Millennium. It was these lonely outposts on the desolate frontiers of Christianity, with their stalwart Saxon defenders, that staved off successive attacks by Mongols and Ottomans whilst the West squabbled among itself in bloody internecine theological disputes. In this book I outline the extraordinary story of the Saxon peoples in Romania and my photographs, I hope, will bring these brooding old architectural war-horses of Christendom to the attention of the many travelers who are now beginning to discover the rich and fascinating history of Romania.


For the convenience of English-speaking travelers, I have used modern Romanian place names — as opposed to Saxon — and I have highlighted the main towns where accommodation is readily available. By no means all of the Kirchenburgen are illustrated in this book — I trust that many visitors will discover more in the course of their travels. However, there are maps at the beginning and end of the book, which show all those illustrated in the photographs and also correlate to the suggested tours at the end of the book.


‘Getting around’ is not difficult but requires determination and a touch of bravado as the roads are far from perfect. Any old car will suffice — after all, the Romanians make do with ancient AROs and Dacias. But maps are in short supply and are best acquired in Bucharest. The key planning factor is to allow lots of time for pot holes, muddy tracks, and crossroads without sign posts. No one is in a hurry in Transylvania and the visitor needs to adapt to this dictum. It is indeed a strange contrast to the frenetic pace of Western Europe, but therein lies its charm — and challenge!


Like all endeavors of this kind, this was a team effort and I would like to thank, in particular, Klaus Popa in Germany and Dr. Hermann Fabini of Sibiu for their help and advice on the history of the Saxons in Transylvania; Alex Drake-Francis of London University for kindly casting his knowledgeable eye over it; Aida Ionescu in Bucharest for her impeccable research; Dan Smith, my enthusiastic assistant photographer; Jonathan Tickner in London for his superb printing of my photographs; Dr. Kurt W. Treptow of the Center for Romanian Studies in Iaşi who shared my quest to bring the story of the Kirchenburgen to an English-speaking audience; and British American Tobacco without whose support and sponsorship this book would not have been possible.


Alan Ogden
London, December 1999




Chapter I


The Great Trek Out and Back


There are five distinct groups of churches in the country we now call Romania. Each group both reflects a unique and particular history and yet belongs also to the wider Christian history of our continent. To the east lie the sixteenth century monasteries of the old Principality of Moldavia, with their churches brilliantly painted on the outside with vivid scenes from the Last Judgment and other biblical themes. To the south in what was formerly the Principality of Wallachia, tucked into the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, are the gracious seventeenth century church-monasteries from the reign of Constantin Brâncoveanu, splendid hybrids of the Byzantine and Palladian traditions. In the north stand the rustic wooden churches of the Maramureş District, each piece hewn by axe from the surrounding oak and beech-covered slopes. And in Transylvania, the traditional heartland of the Romanian people, stand the modest Gothic churches of pre-Reformation Hungary and the eighteenth century Catholic cathedrals of the Hapsburg Empire. Each of these four groups merits a study of its own. This book, however, records only the fifth group, the Kirchenburgen, the fairy tale fortress-churches of medieval Germans, which lie in the heart of Transylvania. How and why did they come to be built?


To answer these questions we must return to the twelfth century. In 1140, the Hungarian King Geza II looked out over the densely forested hills and sparsely populated valleys of Transylvania, which had recently been added to his kingdom, and pondered how he was going to defend this crucial Eastern border of his realm, dubbed terra ultrasilvana by the royal Hungarian chancellery. Literally this means “the land beyond the forests” but it suggested to Geza an unattainability: even the Romans never fully controlled Transylvania in the 150 years they spent in Romania before pulling out in 274 AD. The Kingdom of Hungary had been in existence for only one hundred and thirty seven years, and after endless successive invasions from the East by marauding Cumans, its future security was at stake. The barbarians were but a few hours away from this undefended desertum or wasteland. King Geza’s solution — ultra silvas versus Cumanos — was simple: through his wife’s offices, he invited settlers from the Moselle Valley and Lower Rhine area, including from what is now Luxembourg (the Teutonici) and Southern Flanders (the Flandrenses), to bear arms for him in exchange for land and privileges. This was a practical solution for it was common practice in those days to encourage people to settle in virgin territory. In due course, further settlers followed from Hess and Bavaria and it is from these pioneers that what came to be termed the Saxon “nation” in Transylvania originated.


Their journey was an arduous one. They had to be completely self-contained, not just on the journey but more importantly when they arrived. Carts were piled high with furniture, food, and every manner of supplies; plants and vines were packed and domestic animals of all sorts assembled. In long, snaking columns, resembling their nineteenth century counterparts in the United States, the wagon trains drawn by oxen headed east across the Rhine, through the German and Slavic provinces to the Hungarian border, along the same route that Godfrey de Bouillon and Peter the Hermit had followed in the First Crusade fifty years before. Ahead of them lay great stretches of sand and marshes, rivers without bridges, and countless bands of brigands. Nor should we forget the hazards of daily travel in medieval times like sickness, accidents, and attacks by wild animals — for bears, wild boars, wolves, and bison roamed freely. The further they advanced, the more inhospitable the countryside became: great swathes of forests, endless swamps, and a savage and hostile local populace. Driven by an optimism and determination that was to characterize their lives over the ensuing centuries, the first Saxons finally arrived in 1143 in the area designated by King Geza, at the centre of which now stands the city of Sibiu.
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