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Abstract
 Doctoral Dissertation
Emese Sarkadi Nagy

Produced for Transylvania - Local Workshops and Foreign Connections.

 Studies of Late Medieval Altarpieces in Transylvania

The studies of several aspects of late Medieval altarpieces in Transylvania presented in the thesis provide a selected overview of a larger topic, particularly concentrating on the problem of local workshops versus invited foreign masters. The circumstantial title is meant to express this interest. 
Winged altarpieces of Transylvania are one of those art history topics which have long been talked round, fingered but never really grasped. The few studies, articles or catalogue entries that have been published on related topics over the last decades are mainly stuck in the results, interpretations or misinterpretations of Saxon research from the end of the nineteenth – beginning of the twentieth century. The 1916 overview of Victor Roth is still most  often used along with the mainly popularizing volume published in 1992 by Gisela and Otmar Richter, the conservator-art historian couple who ran the restoration workshop of the Lutheran Church during the 1970s-1980s in Kronstadt (Braşov, Brassó). Thorough case studies, based on personal investigation of the altars that have been preserved, leading to wider conclusions are missing. This is therefore the point where my dissertation has started filling in the gaps.
Along with literature published on the topic, early interest in the preserved altarpieces was mirrored by the care for them, by the fact that their restoration began at a very early date. Repair works were naturally continuously influenced by the attitude of the given period: thus, the eighteenth century was characterized by painting-over and in many cases complete transformation of the old altarpiece for the needs of the moment, nineteenth century restoration-works were in many cases carried out by foreign specialized conservators but their work was still marked by completions and over-painting. 
A short history of the restoration attitude as they changed over the centuries is presented in the introduction of the thesis, based on the data observable on the preserved pieces, closing with the most important era of Transylvanian altar-restorations marked by the operations of the Richter-workshop in Kronstadt. Because the photo-documentation made by Gisela Richter and her assistants before, during and after the restoration works was relatively rich, a considerable amount of not known previously information regarding the history of the altarpieces could be deduced. Thus, this documentation has been used as a main source of information during the whole thesis.
Altarpieces were mainly preserved in the territories inhabited by the Saxons. However, there are certain examples known from the Székely sedes, a region that remained overwhelmingly Catholic during the centuries. In spite of the fact that historical data clearly show that the territory of the noble counties of Transylvania had flourishing towns with a lively mercantile- and crafts environment almost no altarpiece has been preserved from these regions. A short part of the thesis deals with the historical, economic, ecclesiastical situation in these three large administrative territories naturally concentrating on their altar production and the written sources referring to this aspect.
A brief characterization of the early period (fourteenth and the early fifteenth centuries) of Transylvanian winged altarpieces aims at providing an image of the very beginnings of altar production in or for Transylvania. The few preserved examples and the written data on this period’s retables represent important preliminaries for understanding the art of the following decades and also consequently for the two main chapters of this thesis. Retables like the often discussed ones from Malmkrog (Mălăncrav, Almakerék) or Tartlau (Prejmer, Prázsmár) are presented in this section, bringing into play new aspects of their history and analysis. Additionally, an almost complete overview of this period’s preserved panel-paintings and wooden sculptures – most probably belonging originally to winged altarpieces – is offered, embedded in the general artistic, architectural development of Transylvania in this period.
The first significant period of Transylvanian winged altarpieces, a period from which the first large number of high quality retables has been preserved comes in the 1470s - 1480s. Although there a strong foreign influence is evident, these are the first pieces which permit conclusions to be drawn on local workshop production practices versus foreign masters and also important stylistic trends in Transylvania. A group of retables from the time of King Matthias which almost exclusively characterize the period from the stylistic point of view was selected in order to represent this era. These pieces reveal the strong influence of the Viennese Schottenmaster and his circle and are clustered in a quite narrow geographic region marked by the altarpieces of Mediasch (Mediaş. Medgyes), Grossprobstdorf (Proştea Mare, Nagyekemező), Birthälm (Biertan, Berethalom) and a wall-painting cycle from Schässburg (Sigişoara, Segesvár). Through a thorough analysis of these paintings along with the historical data related to the history of the given locality in that period, light has been shed on the circumstances under which these altarpieces came into being. Additionally, the nature of the relationship of the masters of these retables to the Viennese workshop of the Schotten-altar was analyzed. 
The heyday of unmistakably local, Transylvanian winged altar production can clearly be grasped in the first quarter of the sixteenth century. In order to offer a glimpse into this world, one special workshop from sixteenth century Hermannstadt (Sibiu, Nagyszeben) has been selected. The oeuvre of Master Vincentius offers a feasible and characteristic example of craftsmen’s lives and work in this period in terms of workshop activity as well as of the stylistic influences that may be detected at the beginning of the sixteenth century. A fairly large number of paintings (altarpieces and a wall-painting) have been attributed to this master, based partly on stylistic considerations but supported in certain cases by the presence of his signature and his – identified here for the first time - hall-mark. These features along with certain historical data known about him have made it possible to delineate and characterize his oeuvre and his workshop practices.
The writing of this theses has been preceded by a years long inventorying work, in which 98 altarpieces, fragments or sculptures that may once have belonged to retables were gathered. However, the thorough processing and analyzing of all these pieces understandably did not fit within the framework of a PhD thesis. This work will certainly keep me occupied over the next few years. Still, the dissertation concludes with the presentation of certain general aspects of Transylvanian altar production in this period based on the contours that became evident during the inventory work. Preserved retables, historical sources and the various studies made during these years made it possible to identify the main centers of Transylvanian altar production and certain hints could also be made concerning workshop-filiations in and among these towns.
A catalogue at the end of the thesis contains detailed data and objective descriptions of the pieces discussed in the chapters. 
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