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The evangelic church A. C. of Brassó, popularly known as the Black church, proudly bears 

adjectives such as „the greatest medieval church of Southeastern Europe” or the 

„easternmost gothic building of Europe”. Although the reliability of the terms and the 

justification of their citation are often questioned with good cause, they also express quite 

accurately the role that Brassó and its most important building, the parish church, played 

throughout the 13th–16th centuries. Located on the eastern border of the Kingdom of 

Hungary, it assumed the role of the strong frontier city, but also grew to be a pole of 

catholic proselytism, to which the greatness of the church was without a doubt a 

requirement and consequence.  

Regardless of how strong the desire is to envision the Black church as a pure gothic 

building baring the symbolism of its past significance, the edifice as it exists today, is 

much more a product of the 18th as that of the 14th or 15th century. Key importance in the 

church history bears the great fire of 1689, following to which destruction, the church was 

being rebuilt during almost a whole century. The significant destruction of the church, 

created a radically new situation at the end of the 17th century, as it abruptly eliminated 

large parts of the gothic building and furnishing, which probably survived to a large extent 

until then, despite the church Reformation in the 16th century. Thus, the fire symbolically 

placed a blank page in the hands of the Brassó townsmen what the town and the church is 

concerned, as a consequence of which, every action and decision that was taken, can be 

interpreted as a statement and as a reflection of the ruling mentalities. The decision to keep 

elements that survived the fire, or in contrary to dispense with them, the completion, 

reparation of surviving objects, or the conception, form and quality of certain newly 

donated objects, all reflect the mentality, the priorities, the correlations of the 18th century. 

 

On the 21st of April 1689, the city and the parish of Brassó were destroyed in a powerful 

fire. The church-roof burned and collapsed, destroying the vaulting and allowing the 

flames to penetrate the interior, were the whole furnishing and interior decoration perished 

or turned useless. The eighty-years rebuilding and refurnishing of the church included 

actions indispensable for the use of the edifice with ecclesiastical purposes, such as the 

rebuilding of the roof, the windows and doors, but to some extent, also the rebuilding of 

the pews, the altarpiece or the pulpit, but included also elements that can be considered as 

additions, such as the building of the galleries or most part of the donated liturgical objects. 

In both cases however, a definite tendency to create shapes and aesthetic similar to the 

surviving elements, and a desire to bond the present times to the era before the great fire, is 



to be sensed. Thus, the most important question that arises concerning this era is, to what 

extent this happened knowingly, to what extent the reconstruction can be considered to be 

historistic, or was it that the ancient forms experienced a natural long duration of their 

existence, which lasted up until the 18th century? 

 

Only one writing appeared about the church that claims a monographic exigency. The two 

volumes of Ernst Kühlbrandt’s book, edited in 1898 and 1927, analyze the archival and 

object-related data about the church in a thoroughly manner, yet somewhat positivistic. 

Otherwise, the history of the research and publications related to the Black church flocks, 

on the one hand around the era of restoration and intense archival research in the twenties, 

thirties, forties, and is on the other hand characterized by chapters in large synthesizing 

volumes discussing Transylvanian or Hungarian art history in general, in the seventies, 

eighties, nineties. Main concern and interest of these writings is without doubt the gothic 

period of the church. What the history of the 18th century is concerned, the interest lies 

mostly in the galleries and pews.        

After Victor Roth stated in 1905, that the side-galleries are – in opposite as thought until 

then – of modern, 18th century origin and characterized them as baroque-gothic, Egon 

Hajek and Ernst Kühlbrandt dedicated detailed analysis to the topic. In 1928 a study 

concerning only the problem of the side-galleries appeared, signed by Hermann Phleps, 

who offered a detailed description of the galleries and their sculpted ornaments, observed 

the work of two different hands and stated that in had been built by a craftsman named 

Johannes Freund. He dates the galleries between 1710 and 1714. The article triggered the 

inclusion of the example of the Black Church in Engelbert Kirschbaum’s book dealing 

with german gothic survival (Deutsche Nachgotik). One of the most exciting pieces of 

furniture that was produced after the great fire, the pew of the tailors’ guild is the main 

topic of Nicolae Sabău’s 1997 article, which identifies the graphic model from which the 

depictions of virtues as female allegories on the pulpit of the pew were copied. Again the 

pew of the tailors’ guild is theme of Silvia Popa’s master thesis, who tries to explain the 

decision of depicting allegorical virtues on the pew with the political and confessional 

context of the city. In his volume dealing with baroque sculpture in Transylvania, Nicolae 

Sabău once again discusses the period of the rebuilding of the church in the 18th century, 

not going any further as quoting earlier conclusions and information about the era. Myself 

I tried to offer a full chronology of the building and furnishing measures after the fire and 

summarized the rebuilding of the roof according to archival sources in two earlier studies.  



At present, the questions that arise about the period of reconstruction of the Black Church 

after the great fire in 1689, concern the extent of the reconstruction, to what degree it can 

be considered innovative and to which extent it relies on older, traditional forms, 

structures? What are the terms of reference by the refurnishing of the church? Which social 

and intellectual structures and what kind of mentality voices in the rebuilt edifice? These 

are the questions that present dissertation aims to answer.  

 

The paper is composed of three large chapters.  

 

The first deals with the premises of the rebuilding. The aim here relies in the attempt to 

reconstruct the state of the church in the moment it burned down and thus show to what 

extent the reconstruction can be considered as a close copy of what once existed or rather a 

historistic attempt to revive ideas and principles related to the destroyed edifice. This is 

analyzed by a detailed description of the church, including a separation of the numerous 

building periods that can be identified in the structure, their chronology and the 

reconstruction of building phases. Thus, our information regarding the history of the 

church can be refined and the 18th century reconstruction can be placed on the timeline of 

construction, completion and reconstruction from the end of the 14th century until 

nowadays. Besides the restorations of the 19th and 20th centuries and the building activity 

of the 17th century, two eras of the church history, the gothic building period and the era of 

Reformation are discussed in more detail, beyond mere chronological recital, reflecting 

also on building contexts and discourses. This seemed important mainly because of their 

definite reception during the 18th century reconstruction. Discussing the historical context 

in Transylvania and Brassó at the end of the 17th and first half of the 18th century allowed 

to critically analyze the contemporary discourses concerning the great fire, that without 

doubt greatly influenced the means of reconstruction too. 

 

The second chapter reveals in detail every step of the reconstruction. Working mostly with 

unknown and unpublished archival sources, it was possible to reconstruct the eighty-years 

lasting building period, that is, the early measures (1689–1690), the reconstruction of the 

roof (1689–1694), the refurnishing of the church, the building of the side galleries (1710–

1715), the building of the chancel pillars (1728–1730), and the re-vaulting of the church 

(1762–1772), the completion of which in 1772 stands also symbolically for the completion 

of the reconstruction too. Besides the reconstructed architectural elements, a great attention 



was granted to the refurnishing of the church, discussed in chapters concerning the 

different object groups. The pews, altarpiece, pulpit, windows and doors, antique ottoman 

carpets, liturgical vestments, church endowments and vasa sacra, were analyzed 

concerning the means of their offering, their making, their habitual use, their donators, 

creating craftsmen, workshops and art historical localization. These information and the 

statement of these objects trace the characteristics of the rebuilding more vividly as the 

architecture could do so: the identity of the constructors is revealed, the implication of the 

townspeople and different active groups differentiates clearly, the priorities of the 

reconstruction are to be recognized, which show in the direction of constructing a Lutheran 

space and staging the past of the city. The stylistic contextualization of the objects exposes 

the universe of craftsmanship, art and intellectual values that influenced the reconstruction 

and refurnishing. In this case too, one of the recurring questions deals with the extant 

innovation and traditionalism. Special attention was lent to the side-galleries (1710–1715), 

which – due to their size and prominent position and due to the tension relying in their 

apparently true gothic forms and early baroque ornament – have grown to symbolize the 

period of reconstruction in the 18th century. The question of the existence of real premises 

to these side-galleried was analyzed, hypothesis about its possible size and form were 

considered, the possible reasons for its early and 18th century construction were analyzed 

and after the reconstruction of their building process, the objects were identified based on 

the applied ornaments as products of a workshop active in Southeast-Transylvania and 

Valachia. 

 

The third chapter defines the characteristics of the newly accomplished space, concluding 

from the results of the first two chapters. According to this, the space, interpreted here 

beyond its quality as room or territory, as a clearance of interaction between space, 

individual, groups, time, becomes the expression of religious and social identity. The 

construction of the church, this common and primordial mean of representation in the city,  

of the city, grows to express a denomination through the priorities of the reconstruction, the 

positioning of the townspeople and towns-groups in the newly furnished church but also by 

their participation in the reconstruction itself, through the choice of artistic forms and 

iconographical contents. This spoken credo of the city of Brassó in the first half of the 18th 

century has two focal points: one, expressed trough the building of the large side-galleries, 

the construction of the specific church topography, the loyalty to the principal of the 

conserving power of Lutheranism, is the Lutheran confessional identity. The other, 



expressed by the characteristic tendency of gothic revival, the staging of the power of 

Brassó as a trade- and crafts-center and the pointing out of the continuity with earlier 

generations, the political and social identity, among the constitutive elements of which the 

contractual relationship with the Hungarian king, the religious and jurisdictional autonomy, 

the trade and crafts privileges may definitely be mentioned. All these, although part of the 

past at the beginning of the 18th century, count as constitutive for the identity of the town, 

which they surely tried to revive, especially in the political situation at the turn of the 

century that, if so, endangered their way of being.        

 

The dissertation is completed with a catalogue, listing the objects that where donated 

during the time of the 18th century reconstruction. 
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