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“The dead have no existence other than 
which the living imagine for them.” 1

Like the poor, the dead are always 
with us. As a social or historical category 
,,the dead” can only be approached 
through the expressed and recorded 
memories, hopes and fears of the living. 
Throughout history, it was proved 
virtually impossible for the living simply 
to ignore the dead. Over the last twenty 
years or so the social history of death, 
a once neglected field, has begun to 
interest historians, particularly for the 
late medieval and early modern periods. 

To date, however, relatively little of this scholarship has attempted to examine in 
any comprehensive way the role and status of the dead after the process of dying 
was completed.2 This lacuna is a significant one. An obvious consequence of the 

1  Jean-Claude Schmitt, Ghosts in the Middle Ages: The Living and the Dead in Medieval 
Society (Chicago and London, 1998), p. 6.

2  The historiography of this subject is now too vast to deal with comprehensively here, 
though particular mention should be made of the pioneering work of Philippe Ariès, The 
Hour of our Death (London, 1981), and also of a number of other French historians who 
have led the way in this field: Pierre Chaunu, La mort à Paris: XVIe, XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles 
(Paris, 1978), Jacques Chiffoleau, La comptabilité de l’au-delà: les hommes, la mort et la 
religion dans la région d’Avignon à la fin du moyen âge (Rome, 1980), Michel Vovelle, La 
mort et l’Occident de 1300 à nos jours (Paris, 1983). Historians who have most explicitly 
tackled an agenda similar to the one envisaged here have tended to be medievalists. See 
Patrick J. Geary, Living with the Dead in the Middle Ages (Ithaca and London, 1994), O. 
J. Oexele, ,,Die Gegenwart der Toten”, in H. Braet and W. Verbecke (eds.), Death in the 
Middle Ages (Louvain, 1983), pp. 19-77.



94

punitive mortality regime prevailing in pre-modem Europe was that, relative to our 
own society, throughout their lives people typically experienced the deaths of far 
greater numbers of children, kin or acquaintance. In such circumstances the dead 
were a significant social ‘presence’, their importance underscored by the fact that 
so many did not live to share what has been called the ‘disengaged social situation’ 
of the dying in the Europe of today.3

The purpose of the present study is to explore the spiritual and material aspects 
of the late medieval testaments done in the favor of the Virgin Mary Dominican 
friary of Sighişoara. I sought to determine what was the place of the dead, and 
how the friars/testators managed to ‘place’ the dead in physical, spiritual, and 
social terms. I am also interested in some further questions such as: what was 
the status of the dead? What obligations did the living owe to them, and how in 
fulfilling those obligations did the living allow the dead to shape patterns of social 
organization, and religious outlooks? In what circumstances did the dead threaten 
the living, and in what ways could the living exploit the dead for their own social 
and political purposes? What were the categories of the bequeathed objects and 
which characteristics of them were decisive in influencing their recipients? If we 
speak, as perhaps we must, of a ‘relationship’ between the living and dead, what, in 
specific historical contexts, were the parameters of that relationship, its successes 
and failures, functions and dysfunctions?

The examination of the bequests made mostly by medieval citizens of 
Sighişoara for the salvation of their souls to the Virgin Mary Dominican friary 
is based almost exclusively on evidence drawn from wills and pious donations 
of the period.4 The medieval ecclesiastical sources of Sighişoara (and implicitly 
Transylvania) are by no means abundant, and wills in particular have survived 
in small number. Perhaps it is because of the scarcity of the source material that 
Transylvanian testaments have not been subjected to examinations similar to those 
recently undertaken on English, French, German, and Italian wills. The testaments 
have been studied in the last few decades with increasing interest, not only as 
sources of legal or church history, but also in research on the history of society, 
economics, family relations, demography, gender roles, and much more.5 These 

3  R. Blauner, ,,Death and Social Structure”, Psychiatry 29 (1966), cited in K. Thomas, 
Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-
Century England (Harmondsworth, 1973), p. 723.

4  The collection of Karl Fabritius contains twenty-five late medieval testaments and 
donations to the Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Sighişoara: Karl Fabritius, ,,Zwei 
Funde in der ehemaligen Dominikanerkirche zu Schässburg,” Archiv des Vereines für 
siebenbürgische Landeskunde 5.1 (1861), pp.1-19. For the medieval history of the friary, see 
e.g. Mária Lupescu Makó, “A Domonkos Rend középkori erdélyi kolostorainak adattára” 
(The database of the Dominican friaries from medieval Transylvania), forthcoming 
in Történelmi Szemle 2004/1-2; Mihaela Sanda Salontai, Mãnãstiri dominicane din 
Transilvania (Dominican friaries in Transylvania) (Cluj-Napoca, 2002), pp. 228-257; Béla 
Iványi, “Geschichte des Dominikanerordens in Siebenbürgen und der Moldau,” Archives 
des Vereines für Siebenbürgische Landeskunde 50 (1941-1944), pp. 545-560.

5  For an overview of the literature on wills, see e.g. Mária Lupescu Makó, „’Item lego...’ Gifts 
for the Soul in Late Medieval Transylvania”, Annual of Medieval Studies at CEU 7(2001), 
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issues have in recent years been explored in the context of fifteenth-century 
England, most notably in the writing of Eamon Duffy and Clive Burgess.6 They 
elaborate these broad themes within the context of the late medieval and early 
modern English community, demonstrating how the dead ‘perpetuated their 
identities’ through a remarkably successful series of strategies for remembrance, 
weaving their names and images into the fabric of the liturgy and into the material 
paraphernalia of parish worship. Perhaps most striking in this account is its 
emphasis on the corporate and communal character of commemorating the dead. 
The obligation of remembering extended well beyond the immediate kin-group. 
The involvement of wider forms of association, particularly confraternities, in the 
perpetuation of the memory of the dead has also been stressed by historians of late 
medieval Italy.7 For the humble this could provide the assurance of a standard of 
burial and intercessory prayer the immediate family could not guarantee, for those 
of higher status it could involve the representation of social power. Comparing 
with their western counterparts the Transylvanian testaments have not been used 
to shed light on the laity’s religious beliefs and practices, charity, funeral customs, 
and attitudes towards death, while similar English or Bohemian evidence has been 
effectively utilized for these purposes.8 However, in the past decades a number of 

 pp. 161-185, especially notes on pp. 162-163 and eadem, “Erdélyi késõ középkori nemesi 
végrendeletek tárgytörténeti tanulságai” (The history of objects as reflected in the late 
medieval noble testaments of Transylvania). In Emlékkönyv Kiss András születésének 
nyolcvanadik évfordulójára (András Kiss memorial volume in honor of his 80th birthday), 
ed. by Gábor Sipos, Rudolf Wolf and András W. Kovács (Cluj, 2003), pp. 317-330, 
especially notes on pp. 318-320. 

6  Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400-1580 (New 
Haven and London, 1992), chapters 9-10; Clive Burgess, ,,’A Fond Thing Vainly Invented’: 
an Essay on Purgatory and Pious Motive in Later Medieval England”, in S. J. Wright (ed.), 
Parish, Church and People. Local Studies in Lay Religion, 1350 -1750 (London, 1988), 
pp. 56-84; idem, ,,Late Medieval Wills and Pious Convention: Testamentary Evidence 
Reconsidered”, in M. A. Hicks (ed.), Profit, Piety and the Professions (Gloucester, 1990), 
pp. 14-33; idem, ,,The Benefactions of Mortality: the Lay Response in the Late Medieval 
Parish”, in D. M. Smith (ed.), Studies in Clergy and Ministry in Medieval England (Borthwick 
Studies in History, 1, 1991), pp. 65-86. See also C. Burgess and B. Kümin, ,,Penitential 
Bequests and Parish Regimes in Late Medieval England”, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 
44 (1993), pp. 610-630; V. Bainbridge, ,,The Medieval Way of Death: Commemoration 
and the Afterlife in Pre-Reformation Cambridgeshire”, in M. Wilks (ed.), Prophecy and 
Eschatology, Studies in Church History Subsidia, 10 (Oxford, 1994), pp. 183-204; A. 
D. Brown, Popular Piety in Late Medieval England: the Diocese of Salisbury 1250-1550 
(Oxford, 1995), chapter 4.

7  J. Henderson, ,,Religious Confraternities and Death in Early Renaissance Florence”, 
in P. Denley and C. Elam (eds.), Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of 
Nicolai Rubinstein (London, 1988), pp. 383-394; J. R. Banker, Death in the Community. 
Memoralisation and Confraternities in an Italian Commune in the Late Middle Ages 
(Athens, GA and London, 1988); Sharon T. Strocchia, Death and Ritual in Renaissance 
Florence (Baltimore and London, 1992).

8  Robert N. Swanson, Religion and Devotion in Europe, c. 1215 - c. 1515 (Cambridge, 1995); 
Barbara F. Harvey, Living and Dying in England, 1100-1540: The Monastic Experience 
(Oxford, 1993); John Klassen, “Gifts for the Soul and Social Charity in Late Medieval 



96

studies on testaments have appeared, emphasizing the postmortem services, the 
duties of survivors, the rituals of gift-gifting, and the testamentary practices in 
medieval Hungary.9

An awareness of the extensiveness of reciprocity and exchanges between 
the living and the dead has encouraged some historians to portray the dead as 
integral to contemporary constructions of community, to locate the dead within 
the very demographic structures of late medieval society. Thus for Natalie Zemon 
Davis the dead in traditional Catholic societies should be regarded as forming an 
‘age-group’, with distinct rights and responsibilities vis-à vis their ‘younger’ living 
contemporaries.10 In John Bossy’s view, envisaging the dead as an age-group meant 
that ‘relations with the living could be put on a manageable collective footing’.11 

In fact attitudes and practices pertaining to the dead could be marked by 
profound ambivalence, reflecting awareness that the interests of the living and 
the dead were not always as convergent as the model of reciprocity in prayer and 
intercession might imply. The dead might be hostile to the living, the living fearful 
of, or indifferent to, the dead. Moreover, late medieval perceptions of the status and 
place of the dead were by no means univocal, officially sanctioned exchanges with 
the dead operated alongside and within a ‘black-market’ of popular customs and 

 Bohemia,” in Materielle Kultur und Religiöse Stiftung im Spätmittelalter (Vienna, 1990), 
63-81; Thomas Krzenck, „Böhmische Testamente aus der Hussitenzeit”, Bohemia 34.1 
(1993), pp. 7-28.

9  For an overview of the recent literature on wills in medieval Hungary, see e.g. Lupescuné 
Makó, “Erdélyi késõ középkori”, pp. 320-321. See also Katalin Szende, “From Mother 
to Daughter, from Father to Son? Intergenerational Patterns of Bequeathing Movables 
in Late Medieval Bratislava”, Annual of Medieval Studies at CEU 7(2001), pp. 209-232; 
eadem, “Testaments and Testimonies. Orality and Literacy in Composing Last Wills in 
Late Medieval Hungary”, in Oral History of the Middle Ages. The Spoken Word in Context, 
ed. by Gerhard Jaritz and Michael Richter (Krems and Budapest, 2001), pp. 49-66; eadem: 
Otthon a városban. Társadalom és anyagi kultúra a középkori Sopronban, Pozsonyban és 
Eperjesen (At home in town. Society and material culture in medieval Sopron, Bratislava 
and Presov) (Budapest, 2004). On Transylvanian wills see Károly Vekov, “Végedi Imre 
tordai fõesperes 1541. végrendelete” (The last will of Imre Végedi, archdeacon of Turda 
from 1541). In Emlékkönyv Kiss András születésének nyolcvanadik évfordulójára (András 
Kiss memorial volume in honour of his 80th birthday), ed. by Gábor Sipos, Rudolf Wolf 
and András W. Kovács (Cluj, 2003), pp. 604-622 and Hadviselõ székelyek végrendeletei. 
Háromszék (The testaments of warfared Szeklers. Háromszék), ed. by Kinga Tüdõs S. 
(Târgu Mureş, 2003).

10  Natalie Zemon Davis, ,,Some Tasks and Themes in the Study of Popular Religion”, in 
C. Trinkaus and H. O. Oberman (eds.), The Pursuit of Holiness in Late Medieval and 
Renaissance Religion (Leiden, 1974), pp. 327-328. See also her ,,Ghosts, Kin and Progeny: 
Some Features of Family Life in Early Modern France”, Daedalus 106.2 (1977), pp. 87-
114. The concept of the dead as an ‘age group’ has subsequently been deployed by R. 
Muchembled, Popular and Elite Culture in France 1400-1750 (Baton Rouge and London, 
1985), p. 55; R. Dinn, ,,Death and Rebirth in Late Medieval Bury St Edmunds”, in S. 
Bassett (ed.), Death in Towns: Urban Responses to the Dying and the Dead, 100-1600 
(Leicester, 1992), p. 161; P. Geary, Living with the Dead, p. 36; N. Caciola, ,,Wraiths, 
Revenants and Ritual in Medieval Culture”, Past and Present 152 (1996), p. 7.

11  John Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400-1700 (Oxford and New York, 1985), p. 30.
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beliefs. In contrast to the authorized teaching that the souls of the dead proceeded 
immediately to a particular judgment by God and were assigned forth-with to 
Heaven, Hell or Purgatory, it seems to have been widely believed across Europe in 
the Middle Ages that for a period after death the dead remained in the vicinity of 
their bodies, liable to haunt the locations they had inhabited and the persons they 
had known when alive.12 

Attitudes towards dead in this period were often complex, if not contradictory, 
stemming from the confluence of a number of factors: official doctrine about the 
afterlife, folkloric ghost beliefs, natural affection for the deceased, horror of the 
corpse, the obligation to remember and the impulse to forget.13 Yet it is fundamental 
to remember that the ties between living and dead were not merely cultural and 
emotional ones, they were also necessarily economic, involving the disposition 
of property and the dedication of resources to the demands of intercession and 
commemoration. Over the generations, the effect was a cumulative one, leading some 
historians of later medieval Europe to speak of an unbearable weight of obligations, 
the over-burdening of the living by the dead.14 Unsurprisingly, at times the living 
could show themselves inattentive to the declared wishes of the dead: bequests 
might remain unfulfilled, chantries unfounded and annual commemorations of the 
dead might be amalgamated or abandoned.15

Last wills and testaments in medieval Sighişoara, similarly to those from 
Western Europe, were instruments that could control the allocation of funds in 
favor of family and friends but also in pursuit of spiritual benefits: late medieval 
wills appear as a binding expression of the wish to deflect a portion of one’s goods 
from the family to the promotion of spiritual welfare. They were always concerned 
with the funeral but increasingly they came to govern future commemoration. 
The last wills attempt to procure the optimal intercession for the testators’ souls, 
by the creation of multiple series of prayers, to be recited by many people on 
many occasions.16 The Sighişoara testators made gifts for purposes ranging from 
the directly spiritual (the salvation of the soul) to the pragmatic (provision for 

12  Davis, ,,Some Tasks and Themes”, p. 333; Muchembled, Popular and Elite Culture, p. 64.
13  For the range of emotions evoked by the spectacle of the dead body, see Vanessa Harding, 

,,Whose body? A Study of Attitude towards Dead Body in Early Modern Paris”, in B. 
Gordon and P. Marshall (eds.), The Place of the Dead. Death and Remembrance in Late 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 170-187. The view that the 
prime purpose of commemoration was to enable the living to forget the dead is a recurrent 
theme of Schmitt, Ghosts in the Middle Ages, pp. 5, 9, 35, 200.

14  C. Platt, King Death: the Black Death and its Aftermath in Late-Medieval England (London, 
1996), pp. 105-107; Swanson, Religion and Devotion, pp. 233-234.

15  A. Kreider, English Chantries: the Road to Dissolution (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 87-89; M. 
Hicks, “Chantries, Obits and Almshouses: the Hungerford Foundations 1325-1478”, in 
C. Barron and C. Harper-Bill (eds.), The Church in Pre-Reformation Society (Woodbridge, 
1985), pp. 123-142.

16  Preparation for death became more and more elaborate in the late Middle Ages and is 
reflected in the development of the genre of death literature such as the ars moriendi. 
N. L. Beaty, The Craft of Dying: a Study in the Literary Tradition of the Ars moriendi in 
England (New Haven, 1970).
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necessities of the friars). The two purposes were not incompatible; on the contrary, 
they were linked, and the interplay between them ensured that success in achieving 
one purpose implied success in the other.

The largest portion of a testator’s bequests went to the burial institution, 
the place where he had decided his body would rest until the Day of Judgement. 
An examination of desired burial places tells us something about the religious 
preferences of the laity (and not only) at a given time, what orders and institutions 
were favored and which were fashionable. The small number of wills and pious 
donations available for such an examination in medieval Sighişoara makes it 
difficult to identify definite patterns. It is very likely that the vagaries in the surviving 
evidence give a distorted picture. I should also mention that my article is based 
only on the published documentary sources of the topic under discussion, which 
are not comprehensive, so that the interpretation and conclusions leave room for 
future refinement. However, even with such a small sample certain trends emerge, 
and it is possible to comment on them without claiming them to be definitive. In 
medieval Sighişoara it seems that the Dominican friary was chosen by well-to-
do testators, mostly burghers, nobles and priests from the environs of Sighişoara. 
Unlike the poorer testators, who were buried in cemeteries, these richer testators 
instructed that they has to be buried inside the church, often in prominent positions, 
for example, in front of the high altar. Bishop Gabriel Polnar, in his will redacted 
in 1501 in the Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Cluj (Kolozsvár, Klausenburg), 
instructed that he should be buried in the choir of the Virgin Mary Dominican 
church of Sighişoara beside the main altar.17 Nobleman John Kenderesi asked for 
a burial place for his brother, Andrew, “near the great altar in the choir beside the 
sepulcher of Bishop Gabriel”.18 Michael, the priest of Budacu de Jos (Szászbudak, 
Budek), Nicasius, the priest of Vulcan (Volkány, Wolkendorf), and Andrew of Ulieş 
(Ölyves), also a priest, requested burial places in front of or next to the St. Dominic 
altar in the aforementioned friary.19 Other testators simply requested for burial 
inside the Dominican church without claiming a specific place. It is the case of 
Jacob Sartor, a proeminent magistrate of Sibiu who requested a burial-place for his 
sons. It is very possible that the father’s consistent gift containing in four chasubles 
assured a decent burial-place to them.20 Family connections with various religious 
institutions were of course important. The prestige and reputation of them also 
influenced the choice. Wearing the habit of one particular order before death was 
a widespread custom in the medieval world. In Transylvania, habits worn by the 

17  For the role played by the Polnar family in the life of late medieval Sighişoara, see: Richard 
Schuller, “Das Patriziergeschlecht der Polner in Schässburg”, Archiv des Vereines für 
siebenbürgische Landeskunde 27 (1897), pp. 345-349; Johann Duldner, “Gabriel Polnar, 
Bischof von Bosnien”, Archiv des Vereines für siebenbürgische Landeskunde 24 (1892), 
pp. 347-361. For his last will, see: Karl Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” p. 12 cp. Jolán Balogh, Az 
erdélyi renaissance, 1460-1541 (The Transylvanian Renaissance, 1460-1541) vol. 1 (Cluj, 
1943), p. 196 and Géza Entz, Erdély építészete a 14-16. században (The architecture in 
Transylvania between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries) (Cluj, 1996), p. 439.

18  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,” p. 18.
19  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” pp. 13-14, 17-18.
20  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” p. 10.
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Paulines, and also by the mendicants, were donned by some faithful before death. 
Relevant examples are that of Michael, the priest of Budacu de Jos and Nicasius, the 
priest of Vulcan who not only requested a burial place in the Dominican church of 
Sighişoara in return for their gifts, but also specified that they wanted to be buried 
in Dominican habit.21

The burial institution was enriched by the testators in a number of ways. Firstly, 
of course, the sums left for the funeral and burial and the services surrounding 
them must be taken into account. Most testators were very particular about the 
arrangements for their interment. The way one was buried was considered to 
have a direct influence upon his salvation. In dealing with the economic aspect 
of funeral arrangements a difference is noted between the wills of rich and poor 
testators. The less well off was very specific about sums of money. But many of 
the richer testators were rather vague about how much they were leaving for such 
practical affairs, perhaps because they had no fear of being assigned to a pauper’s 
grave. Others simply expressed the desire that everything be done properly.

Following the money to be extended on one’s funeral was usually a bequest 
to the fabric or the building works of monastic settlements, or for repairs to be 
made on friary or church buildings. Some sums, particularly those left to large 
religious houses, were simply stated as being ‘for works’ or ‘for renewal’. These 
bequests sound very formal. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Ladislas 
Bolkysz left a certain sum of money to the Dominican Friary of Sighişoara for the 
construction of the dormitory and to pay the wages of the carpenters.22 At the same 
time, Nicolas Bordi, a confrater of the Virgin Mary Dominican friary of Sighişoara 
left sixty florins to the Dominicans without specifing any request concerning their 
utilization. However, later records testified that the bequest of the confrater Bordi 
was used to repare the walls sourranding the courtyard of the friary.23 Thus, gifts 
to the church of the friaries for building projects and the purchase of necessary 
liturgical items were often specific and displayed good knowledge of what was 
needed. No doubt, priors ensured that likely benefactors knew, for example, that 
the vault and the windows were in need of repair. Sums were left for both of these 
purposes in several wills from Sighişoara. In his testament Gabriel Polnar, the 
abbot of the Virgin Mary Benedictine Abbey of Cluj-Mãnãştur (Kolozsmonostor) 
left significant sums of money for specific purposes to the Dominican friaries in 
Cluj and Sighişoara. As a result, the Dominican church in Cluj was vaulted, the 

21  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” pp. 13-14. For the custom of putting on a particular order’s 
habit before death, see: Lajos Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete a Jagellók korában (The 
religious life of the Hungarians in the Jagellonian period) (Budapest, 1940), p. 8.

22  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” p. 10.
23  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” p. 16. On the confraternities in medieval Hungary see the 

excelllent study of András Kubinyi, “Vallásos társulatok a középkori Magyarországon” 
(Religious fraternities in medieval Hungary). In András Kubinyi, Fõpapok, egyházi 
intézmények és vallásosság a középkori Magyarországon (Prelates, religious institutions 
and religiosity in medieval Hungary) (Budapest, 1999), pp. 341-352. On the confraternity 
of the Virgin Mary Dominican friary of Sighişoara, see Lidia Gross, Confreriile medievale 
în Transilvania (secolele XIV-XVI) (Medieval confraternities in Transylvania between the 
fourteenth and sixteenth centuries) (Cluj-Napoca, 2004), pp. 172-173. 
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walls of the Dominican church in Sighişoara were raised and vaulted, an organ 
was installed, glass windows were fitted and the All Saints altar was built.24

Bequests to buy liturgical items were also popular, and money was often left to 
purchase vestments and chalices. In 1519, the widow of Simon Sartor, left a certain 
sum to buy a dalmatic ,,in order to praise and decorate Virgin Mary’s house.”25 In 
1511, Stephan Pistor’s widow left in her testament a certain sum of money to pay 
for a golded chasuble ornated with flowers.26 Sometimes sums were left to buy 
liturgical books. Thus, aforementioned Stephan Pistor’s widow left a sum to buy a 
graduale of saints and an antiphonary.27 Apart from donations of money or goods 
to be sold for the purpose of improving the fabric or contents of the churches and 
friaries, many testators left personal possessions, items which could be converted 
to liturgical uses: crosses, goblets, and bowls. Gabriel Polnar left a similar gift in 
1501 to the Dominicans of Sighişoara. He also gave four hundred florins to purchase 
silver candlesticks, one silver lavatorium and one silver bowl ,,for the decoration 
of the altar.”28 Michael, the parish priest of Budacu de Jos bequathed to the same 
friary a chalice, silver ampoules, a silver necklace that worths twenty florins, and 
a silver picarium.29 The widow of George Hennig left to the Dominican Friary of 
Sighişoara a very beautiful chalice ornated with flowers.30 Most of these personal 
belongings were bequeathed to the friaries, the burial institutions or the personnel 
of the burial institution. In fact, such items were rarely left to other churches.

Gifts of textiles appear with instructions that they are to be made into altar 
cloths or used in the service of the church. Robes were also donated with the same 
intention. Anthony Polnar designated his robe for a choir-cappa in the Virgin Mary 
Dominican Friary of Sighişoara.31 Readymade liturgical vestments were sometimes 
left to a specific destination, mostly for an altar or to the sacristy. In 1499, Nicholas 
Bethlen, the patron of the Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Sighişoara, left two 
chasubles to the Holy Cross altar.32 Gabriel Polnar also gave two chasubles to the All 
Saints altar of the same friary.33 Michael, the parish priest of Budacu de Jos, donated 
a chasuble for the sacristy of the Virgin Mary Dominican church of Sighişoara; 

24  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,” p. 11.
25  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 18.
26  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 16. 
27  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 15-16.
28  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 12.
29  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 13; Pásztor, A magyarság, p. 8. 
30  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 12.
31  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 12.
32  ,,Duas Insuper Casulas unam de Purpura aureis floribus contextam cum Dalmaticis 

eiusdem coloris et floribus contextis Stolam vero de Rubeo Purpura Veneciana de meliori 
wlgo Swemmeth cum Dalmaticis et cum duplici Antependio eiusdem Altaris eiusdem 
valoris et coloris Casularum”: Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 8-9 cp. Balogh, Az erdélyi, pp. 
345-46.

33  ,,…duas casulas unam flavei coloris floribus aureis contextam videlicet Damszkiit, aliam 
Rubei coloris de optimo a wlgo nunccupante Sameth Veneciarum”: Fabritius, ,,Zwei 
Funde,” p. 12 cp. Balogh, Az erdélyi, pp. 196, 346.
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Nicasius, the parish priest of Vulcan left for the same sacristy a chasuble decorated 
with a very beautiful and fine cross.34 Chasubles and choir cappas could appear, 
however, among the gifts made by testators to the friaries without any specification 
as to their destination.

Belts and different pieces of jewels were bequeathed to be converted into 
chalices. In 1520, John Knochenhair’s wife Cristine left a silver belt and a silver 
picarium in her testament in order to make a chalice.35 Sometimes the kind of silver 
goods that were to be made into a chalice was not explained. For instance, in 1511, 
Stephan Pistor’s widow left ,,all her silver things to be made into a chalice.”36

Theological and canon law books were also bequeathed. In most cases, 
books were left without stipulation and/or their precise titles. For instance, 
in 1465 John Muress and his wife, Catherine left a very expensive pergamen 
Missale for the Virgin Mary Dominican friary of Sighişoara.37 A few years later 
Nicasius, the priest of Vulcan left for the same institution ten books.38 Anton, 
another priest bequeathed to the Dominicans of Sighişoara “precious books”.39 
These types of bequests were seen as benefiting the soul in different ways. They 
were yet another method of converting one’s material possessions and the earthly 
products of one’s labor into spiritual credit. The soul gained by the very act of 
leaving them for pious uses. 

The gifts also illustrate the importance of a friary as a burial institution to the 
testator and his desire to contribute to its material condition. Usually the whole 
maintenance of the church was taken into consideration, but sometimes the testator 
was careful to ensure that the immediate surroundings of the burial site were to 
be improved. Besides this, there was a further advantage in bequeathing items to 
be displayed in the church. The gifts would remain visibly associated with the 
deceased, and this increased the chances of being remembered in the prayers of 
the friars. Dorothy, the widow of Martin Cruez from Braşov, found a very ,,visible” 
way to express her wish to be remembered: she built a chapel dedicated to Virgin 
Mary, St Dominic, St Francis, St Hubert and St Udalric at her own expense in 
front of the Virgin Mary Dominican church of Sighişoara, made to it a very nice 
vault and decorated it with a panel-painting worth twenty-four florins. She also 
left twenty-six florins in order to purchase a chalice and two chasubles.40 The 
aforementioned widow of George Hennig was convinced that the best way to 

34  “... deditque casulam optimam pro Sacristia cum Cruce pulcherrima ac nobilissimo 
labore...”: Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” pp. 14; Pásztor, A magyarság, p. 8.

35  Fabritius, „Zwei Funde,” 19.
36  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 15-16.
37  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 6.
38  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 14; Pásztor, A magyarság, p. 8.
39  Fabritius, “Zwei funde”, pp. 6-7.
40  “…fecit propriis suis in expensis fabricari Capellam ante fores Ecclesie In honorem virginis 

gloriosissime Marine (sic!) atque beatissimi patris nostri Dominicii et beati Franciscii 
necnon Beatii Hupertii et Beatii Vidalricii Fecit denique testitudinem sine Boltam fieri in 
eadem Capella et cum tabula pro 24 fl. ornari Insuper fecit ecciam fieri Calicem pro 26 fl. 
et duas casulas de optimo serico vulgariter Damaszkit Albo cum omnibus pertinenciis et 
antipendiis”: Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 16-17.
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keep alive the memory of his family is to set up an altar dedicated to the Fourteen 
Auxiliary Saints provided with an antependium and an altar-panel.41

Liturgical vessels could have the same meaning. Since the chalice and the 
silver altar-cruet were used during mass, Michael, the parish priest of Budacu de 
Jos, was convinced that the friars would always be grateful to him.42 The desire for 
visibility was strong among medieval testators, and some missed no opportunity 
to jolt the memory and solicited prayers from the living. John Muress and his wife, 
Catherine, Jacob Sartor, John Bessel, George Schwarz and Gabriel Polnar enriched 
the Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Sighişoara so generously that the community 
of the friars guaranteed that their anniversaries will be noted in the calendar of the 
friary, and masses mentioning their names will be held on their anniversaries.43

Finally, we must underline again that this type of bequest also illustrates the 
testator’s wish to be associated after his or her death with the sacred function of the 
Church in a quite material manner, by donating personal, often domestic, items to the 
burial institution. A cup which had been in the deceased’s household, when converted 
into a chalice, would hold the blood of Christ, while his bed linen might cover the 
altar as an antependium. The fact that these goods went to the churches of the friaries 
meant that they in some way remained associated with the testator’s body. The items 
which had surrounded the testator in life would still be around him in death as he lay 
either within or outside the church whose fabric he had also improved.

Gifts with a practical reason could be made not only for the construction or 
repair of a friary or church, as has already been discussed above, but also for the 
personal needs of the friars. These gifts, including food and vestments, illustrated 
the more worldly and material aspects of the bequests. While the aforementioned 
Ladislas Bolkysz, Dorothea, Martin Cruez’s widow, Thomas, a burgher of Sighişoara, 
and John Kenderesi left different sums of money to the Dominican Friary of 
Sighişoara for food, the widow of George Hennig and Dorothea, Martin Cruez’s 
widow gave several urns of wine.44 Others, like Laurence Müssen, a magistrate of 
Sighişoara town simply stated that he left a fishpond and a meadow to support the 
friars’ needs.45

Some gifts to the friars had no liturgical connotations and were intended 
merely to please the recipients and possibly make them feel well-disposed towards 
the deceased and more likely to remember him in their prayers. In 1520, John 
Knochenhair’s wife Cristine left a cup ornamented with flowers to Peter of Ruppe, 
the prior of the Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Sighişoara.46

One of this study’s recurring themes is how the relations of the living with 
the dead were profoundly embedded in religious cultures, and, further, how those 

41  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 12.
42  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 13.
43  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 6, 10-11.
44  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 10-14, 16-17, 18.
45  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, pp. 5-6.
46  Fabritius, “Zwei Funde,”, p. 19 cp. with Radvánszky who supposed that in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries existed a ,,Transylvanian cup” with a specific shape and decoration: 
Béla Radvánszky, Magyar családélet és háztartás a XVI. és XVII. században (Hungarian 
family life and household in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) vol. 1 (Budapest, 
n. y.), p. 135.
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relations were not only shaped by, but themselves helped to shape the processes 
of religious change. Like many other historians of the late Middle Ages, I reflected 
on A. N. Galpern’s striking observation that the pre-Reformation Catholicism was 
in large measure ‘a cult of the living in the service of the dead’.47 The prominence 
of the dead in late Medieval Latin Christianity was pre-eminently the result of 
the conjunction of two compelling ideas. The first was the gradual evolution and 
eventual formalization of the belief that the majority of the faithful dead did not 
proceed immediately to the beatific vision, but underwent a painful purgation of 
the debt for their sins in the intermediary state (and place) of Purgatory.48 The 
second was the conviction, predicated upon the theory that all faithful Christians 
in this world and the next were incorporated in a single ‘communion of saints’, 
that the living had the ability (and the duty) to ease the sufferings of a dead in 
Purgatory. Masses, prayers, alms-giving and fasting were all held to be beneficial 
to the dead, as increasingly in the later Middle Ages were indulgences.49 As it 
was virtually universally accepted that it was more efficacious to pray for the 
dead individually than collectively, the naming of the dead in a liturgical context 
(memoria) played a crucial part in preserving the memory of dead individuals in 
the minds of the communities charged with praying for them, perhaps also in the 
formation of medieval consciousness of the past more generally.50

After the required payment for the ceremonial surroundings of the actual 
burial and the gifts to the reconstruction of church buildings, the largest single 
expenditure was on masses, mostly to be said for the testator’s soul. But wills 
also gave people the opportunity to endow prayers for the souls of their ancestors, 
spouses, and benefactors. Masses were an intrinsic part of the funeral ceremony, 
and those said on the day of one’s burial were considered particularly effective. At 
the beginning of the sixteenth century, Francis Kolmis left eight possessions to the 
Virgin Mary Dominican Friary of Sighişoara in his testament and required masses 
to be said for himself, his wife, and both his ancestors and descendants.51 When 
Dorothy, Martin Cruez’s widow, made her testament in 1520, she required masses 

47  A. N. Galpern, ,,The Legacy of Late Medieval Religion in Sixteenth-Century Champagne”, 
in Trinkaus and Oberman (eds.), The Pursuit of Holiness, p. 149.

48  Jacques Le Goff’s deservedly influential Naşterea Purgatoriului (The Birth of Purgatory) 2. 
vols (Bucureşti, 1995) argues the idea of Purgatory took hold in the late twelfth century. 
A number of scholars have questioned this chronology, without, however, contesting 
the importance of the development itself: P. Ariès, ,,Le purgatoire et la cosmologie de 
l’au-delà”, Annales 38 (1983), pp. 151-157; B. P. McGuire, ,,Purgatory, the Communion of 
Saints, and Medieval Change”, Viator 20 (1989), pp. 61-84.

49  The quadripartite schema of intercession was variously attributed to Augustine and 
Gregory the Great, see S. Powell and A. Fletcher, ,,’In die Sepulture seu Trigintali’: the 
Late Medieval Funeral and Memorial Sermon”, Leeds Studies in English 12 (1981), p. 197. 
On indulgences, see: R. W. Schaffern, ,,Learned Discussions of Indulgences for the Dead 
in the Middle Ages”, Church History 61 (1992), pp. 367-81.

50  On memoria, see P. Geary, Living with the Dead, pp. 87-91; D. L. d’Avray, Death and the 
Prince: Memorial Preaching before 1350 (Oxford, 1994), pp. 60, 69-70; J. Wollasch, ,,Les 
moines et la mémoire des morts”, in D. Iogna-Prat and J. Ch. Picard (eds.), Religion et 
culture autour de l’an mil. Royaume Capétien et Lotharingie (Paris, 1990), pp. 47-54.

51  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” p. 7.
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to be said for the souls of her parents and her late husband every week for twenty 
years.52 While Andrew, the priest of Ulieş requested one mass every week.

The attempts to mitigate future suffering in purgatory did not end with the 
funeral. Those who could afford it instituted the observance of periodic occasions 
for commemoration when masses and prayers were said. These could vary from 
an annual mass to a perpetual chantry. Chantries would usually spend some of 
their endowed revenues on distributions connected with the anniversary of the 
founder. The 1499 donation of Nicholas Bethlen, vicevoivode of Transylvania, is 
a particularly impressive example of prayers of remembrance requested for his 
benefactor. He asked for perpetual chantry to Christ and Virgin Mary not only 
for his, his heirs’ and his descendants’ souls, but also for the soul of the late King 
Matthias. It is also significant that the days on which the prayers were required were 
specified: every Tuesday a funeral mass for the late King Matthias, every Friday a 
mass of Christ’s sufferings for Nicholas Bethlen, his heirs and his descendants, and 
every Saturday a mass in honor of Virgin Mary. In addition, vigils, special prayers 
for the dead, were requested. On February 25, the day of Apostle Matthew and 
the following day the whole community of the friars should sing nine lectiones of 
the death’s vigils and should say a mass for the late King Matthias. On November 
11, St. Martin’s day, the same prayers should be said for Nicholas Bethlen and his 
heirs. He also instructed that every Sunday their names had to be mentioned from 
the pulpit, and the friars had to pray together with the faithful for the salvation of 
their souls so that in case they were in Purgatory they should be liberated by the 
merciful God.53

However, to characterize the relationship between the living and the dead 
in late medieval society merely in terms of the former’s service for the latter 
might misconstrue the interiority of pre-Reformation religious attitudes. Much of 

52  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” pp. 16-17.
53  “…pro salute animarum ... Nicolai de Bethlen et domini Regis Mathie oraciones 

effundere ac Missas sive divina singulis Ebdomadis in communi occurrentibus modo 
subscripto celebrare teneantur. Item primo smgulis feriis Terciis pro Refrigerio ut dicitur 
anime ipsius olim domini Mathie pro defunctis, singulis vero feriis sextis pro salute 
dicti Nicolai de Bethlen et suorum heredum et successorum de passione Christi, nec 
non singulis Sabbatis diebus de beata virgine ad placitum misse personnaliter per ... 
fratres claustro ... celebrentur, Item pro prenominato domino Mathia Rege in festo 
beati Mathie apostoli annuatim occurenti vigilias mortuorum, novem leccionum cum 
missa sequenti die Totus conventus eiusdem Claustri decantare teneatur, demum post 
festum beati Martini Episcopi et confessoris annuatim pro ipso Nicolao Bethleni et 
suis heredibus per eundem conventum similes exequie administrentur, postremo vero 
nomina eorundem in Ambone singulis diebus dominicis perpetuis semper successivis 
temporibus in Registris mortuorum, Idem Conventus recitare et communes oraciones 
pro animabus dictorum Nicolai de Bethlen ac eiusdem heredibus et successoribus, nec 
non dicti domini Mathie Regis per communes populos efundere petat et faciat, ut si in 
purgatorio fuerint a domino misericorditer eliberentur”: Karl Fabritius, Urkundenbuch zur 
Geschichte der Kisder Kapitels vor der Reformation und der auf dem Gebielte Desselben 
ehedem Befindlichen Orden (Sibiu, 1875), pp. 118-120 with wrong date cp. Zsigmond 
Jakó, ed., A kolozsmonostori konvent jegyzõkönyvei, 1289-1556 (The convent records from 
Cluj-Mãnãştur, 1289-1556) (Budapest, 1990), vol. 2, no. 3094.
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the recent writing on medieval ‘popular religion’ has emphasized the themes of 
reciprocity, exchange and mutual gift-giving between the living and the dead.54 
The saints in heaven interceded for the living, as the living interceded for the 
dead in Purgatory.55 In praying for the souls of the departed, Christians performed 
a quintessential good-work for which in due course benefits would accrue to 
themselves. Moreover, by bestowing benefactions on the community through their 
testaments, the dead established a claim on the memory of the living, and, explicitly 
or implicitly, and in a virtually contractual manner, required the ‘counter-gift’ of 
prayers for their souls in Purgatory.56

At other times, the testators specified that the required masses had to be 
said from the pulpit. Examples include Anthony, a priest from Sânmiclãuş 
(Szászszentmiklós, Klossdorf), Michael, a priest in Budacu de Jos, and the wife of 
Stephan Pistor, who asked for masses from the pulpit of the Dominican Friary of 
Sighişoara.57

Testators often left money to several ecclesiastical institutions for masses and 
prayers specifying exactly what kind of masses were to be said. The vicevoivode 
Leonard Barlabási left fifty forms in his will to the Franciscan Friary of Târgu Mureş 
(Marosvásárhely, Neumarkt), his future burial-place, and twenty-five forms to each 
of the Franciscan friaries of Albeşti (Fehéregyháza, Weisskirch), Mediaş (Medgyes, 
Mediasch) and Teiuş (Tövis) for the Dominicans of Sighişoara and for the Paulines 
of Sâncraiu de Mureş (Marosszentkirály).58

This concluding survey answers to our most important question concerning 
the caracteristics of the movables that were decisive to the soul of the testator after 
his death. The movable objects mentioned in the wills and pious donations were 
generally suitable for fulfilling the material needs of the bequeathed persons (in 
our case the community of the friars from the Virgin Mary Dominican friary of 
Sighişoara), showing in the same time the prestige of their owners and their social 
status. The different objects that can be sorted in several groups fulfilled these 
functions with vary intensity. Firstly, it is clear that the Church was enriched by 

54  P. Geary, ,,Exchange and Interaction between the Living and the Dead in Early Medieval 
Society”, in Geary, Living with the Dead, pp. 77-94; Swanson, Religion and Devotion, 
pp. 212-215; P. Binski, Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation (London, 1996), pp. 
24-25, 93; Peter Dinzelbacher, Angst in Mittelalter: Teufel-, Todes- und Gotteserfahrung: 
Mentalitätsgeschichte und Ikonographie (Paderborn, 1996); M. Tetel, Life and Death in 
Fifteenth-Century Florence (Durham, NC, 1989); N. Ohler, Sterben und Tod im Mittelalter 
(Munich, 1990); P. Jezler (ed.), Himmel, Hölle, Fegefeuer. Das Jenseits im Mittelalter 
(Exhibition catalogue, Zurich, 1994); A. Borst (ed.), Tod im Mittelalter (Constance, 1993); 
C. Blum, La représentation de la mort dans la Littérature française de la Renaissance 
(Paris, 1989); Chiffoleau, La comptabilité.

55  On this the most important recent work is André Vauchez, Sainthood in the Later Middle 
Ages (Cambridge, 1997).

56  Gordon and Marshall (eds.), The Place of the Dead, pp. 4-5.
57  Fabritius, ,,Zwei Funde,” pp. 6-7, 13, 15-16.
58  Samu Barabás (ed.), Codex Diplomaticus Sacri Romani Imperii Comitum Familiae Teleki 

de Szék. A Római Szent Birodalmi Gróf Széki Teleki család oklevéltára, vol. 2 (Budapest, 
1895), pp. 450-51.
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each testator according to his or her means, but in general the same preoccupations 
and order of importance are evident in all the wills. The burial institution received 
the bulk of the bequests, the next most important category being sums left for 
purchase of masses and prayers. Very few of the wills show any desire to spread 
bequests outside the diocesan area, and where many testators were concerned the 
area was even smaller, centered on the Dominican friary. This can be interpreted as 
proof of a community spirit and the desire that one’s money be spent within one’s 
locality. The many bequests to the poor, coupled with the donations to hospitals 
and other charities (which were not considered here), show that the testator’s 
decision on how best to distribute his movables portion was based on values that 
could be social as well as spiritual.


