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CHURCH, SCHOOL AND SOCIETY: THE ROMANIANS FROM 

MARAMUREŞ (1867-1914) 

                                         (PhD Thesis Summary) 

 

                                                                   Flaviu Vida 
 

This study aims to provide an overview of a world of yore, of a past world, that is: the 

Romanian world of Maramureş in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the beginning 

of the twentieth. That world, the Romanian society of that time was predominantly rural, 

traditional, with goals and rhythms that revolved, for the most part, around the Church and 

religious values. A complex world and historical reality that are now becoming permeated by 

the spirit of modernity, which is bound to leave an imprint upon the still vibrant traditional 

specificity of the Romanian civilisation from Maramureş. 

 We have approached this topic for several reasons. What we have intended, first and 

foremost, is honouring the area of our birthplace, where we conduct scientific research that is 

respectable as well as useful to both scholars and the population of today’s Maramureş. We 

have also considered the need to fill a major historiographical gap, through a specialised 

monographic research on one of the most difficult periods in the existence of the Romanians 

as subjects of the Hungarian Kingdom, that is the period of Dualism (1867-1918). There is 

here a clear disproportion between the results of the Romanian historiography on the other 

Romanian provinces that were part of the Habsburg Empire (the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

after 1867) such as Transylvania, Banat, or Bucovina and the ones referring to Maramureş, 

about which much less has been written. An effort in this direction of historical research must 

therefore be undertaken, especially since despite obvious similarities with other Romanian 

provinces, historical Maramureş has its own specificity: the area is a world apart, which 

makes it all the more interesting and appealing for historiographical studies. 

We have considered mainly the ecclesiastical structures and institutions, as well as the 

people who gave them life and who bound their destinies to them. Thus, the first chapter 

focuses on the church structures of Maramureş in the period under consideration, a topic that 

encompasses, in the structure of the work itself, several levels, which have become separate 

subchapters within this study. There is, thus, a first subchapter of historical and geographical 

considerations on Maramureş, followed by another subchapter, of a more general character, 
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on the ethnic and confessional structure of the region. In the next one, we trace the main 

coordinates of church life for the Romanians in Maramureş, “between medieval and modern,” 

with emphasis on the medieval religious profile of the area, which is followed by an approach 

to the historical circumstances in which Catholicism reached the Romanians from Maramureş. 

The inclusion of the Maramureş Romanians in the structures of Greek Catholicism put them 

in the position of being subordinated to foreign hierarchies, which deployed plans for their 

assimilation on national and religious levels. A turning point in the life of the Greek Catholics 

from Maramureş was reached only in 1853, when they were detached from the Ruthenian 

Diocese of Munkács and included in the recently founded Romanian Diocese of Gherla. Thus, 

one chapter came to an end and another was to begin in the church history of the Romanians 

from Maramureş, amounting to a period that would bring their spiritual life within national 

frameworks. 

The next subchapter is also dense and substantial, dedicated to the development and 

organisation of the Greek-Catholic Church from Maramureş. We are interested here primarily 

in the problem of the detachment of the Greek-Catholic parish of Sighetu Marmaţiei from the 

Ruthenian Diocese of Munkács and its attachment to the Romanian Greek-Catholic Diocese 

of Gherla, founded in 1853. This separation never had merely ecclesiastical and judicial 

connotations but also, equally, national implications, since church institutions in the 

nineteenth century had a strong national significance for the Romanians, Ruthenians, 

Hungarians and the other peoples on the continent. In this respect, we believe that given the 

ecclesiastical, national and heritage related problems it raised, the separation of Sighet from 

Munkács was very similar to another separation process that also occurred in a compact 

Orthodox block, the Banat, at the middle and during the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

when there was drawn a demarcation line between the Romanian and Serbian hierarchies and 

when the Romanian Orthodox Church was established in Transylvania, on the grounds of full 

autonomy. 

 In the same chapter, we considered it important to highlight the value of the church 

structure of the Vicariate Forane that was at work amongst the Romanians in the historical 

area of Maramureş. Thus, our study traces the origins of this institution back to the earlier 

centuries of Christianity, emphasising its mode of organisation and functioning, as well as its 

relations with other structures of church organisation, central or local, such as the 

archpresbyteriate, the archdeaconate, or the episcopate. From the theoretical and descriptive 

part, the dissertation moves on to the historical reconstruction proper of the organisation and 

functioning of the vicarial institution from Maramureş during the period under examination. 
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We have tried here to rechart the entire territorial network – the archpresbyteriates and the 

parishes that were comprised in the Vicariate Forane of Maramureş, which became a 

component part of the Greek-Catholic Diocese of Gherla, when the latter was established in 

1853. The study further highlights the people who managed the destinies of this church 

structure, that is the Vicars of Maramureş; it discusses the vicars appointed by the Diocese of 

Munkács in the eighteenth century and the first half of the next, as well as the vicars forane 

appointed from Gherla to manage these Romanian communities from the north of the diocese: 

the 94 parishes that broke away from Munkács and entered into the composition of the 

Diocese of Gherla, when it was founded in 1853. We have pointed out the dual quality 

assumed by the vicars in Maramureş in the second half of the nineteenth century and at the 

beginning of the next, as national and spiritual leaders of the Romanian community. 

 The second chapter deals with aspects related to the Church institution and the 

situation of the priests from the Greek-Catholic Romanian communities from Maramureş. The 

beginning of the chapter presents a brief description of the relations between the Church and 

the state and between religion and society in the modern period. This is followed by a long 

subchapter on the priests’ condition, an aspect that appears to be of utmost importance, given 

the contribution of the clergy to the formation of the Romanian elite during the period of 

dualism. Referring to the priests’ situation in the Vicariate Forane of Maramureş, the 

subchapter begins by treating their theological and spiritual significance and the role they 

played in parish communities, and continues by presenting several concrete instances of 

Romanian priests from Maramureş during the period in question. Space has been reserved, in 

the form of a subchapter, to the problem of the intellectual formation and training of the 

Romanian priests from Maramureş. Amongst the aspects worth mentioning in this regard is 

the access of young people from Maramureş to Catholic seminaries and universities from 

central Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as well as to the schools of the 

Romanian Greek-Catholic Church that were set up in the middle of the eighteenth century. 

The concrete situations that archival documents evince great variety, in the sense that there 

were priests who studied in Vienna and Budapest, as well as priests with a more summary 

education, the so-called “moralist theologians”: this situation was also encountered in other 

areas from the Diocese of Gherla. 

The spiritual and cultural climate in which the theologians from Maramureş acquired 

their training was different from case to case. Some of them learned European languages 

besides assimilating the new ideas of time, acquired a vast theological culture, and on their 
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return home, they contributed to raising the cultural level of those they shepherded. Studying 

abroad involved a series of advantages and disadvantages. Amongst the advantages, we may 

mention their graduating from secondary school, their acquiring education in civilised 

European cities and a high cultural imprint on their training, learning the Latin language and 

also the one spoken in that particular country, and, after their return home, attempting to 

replace the old cultural models, to replace the archaic mentalities and to strive to bridge the 

gap separating them from the Western world. In Vienna they would learn German, in 

Lemberg and Ungvar Ruthenian, and this offered them broad intellectual horizons and access 

to the cultural creations of those peoples, to the modern libraries, as well as rigorousness and 

a disciplined life. 

This subchapter devotes substantial attention to priests because we have focused on 

aspects that were essential to the shaping of the clerical profession, such as: the academic 

track (studies), the manner of instituting priests in office, the training of the clergy in the light 

of ecclesiastical legislation, the financial situation of the clergy from Maramureş – traced 

systematically, with data analysed at the level of the component archpresbyteriates. 

We have also referred to priests in the section entitled “Spiritual fathers and 

conscience mentors,” which deals with pastoral care and the manner of occupying parish 

positions. The paper further talks about the auxiliary church staff, such as cantors, vergers, 

etc., their situation and their income in their particular archpresbyteriates. A separate 

subchapter refers to the places of worship, in which we show the prevalence of wooden 

churches in Maramureş up to the middle of the nineteenth century. The documentation has 

allowed us to provide precise information concerning the construction of churches and the 

material used in each archpresbyteriate from the Vicariate Forane of Maramureş after the 

1848 revolution. We also refer here to the involvement of the community in church building 

and endowment. We also insist on religious books, and here we have resorted to earlier 

archival information and secondary literature. In conclusion, we may say that despite a 

quantitative majority of religious books coming from the Greek-Catholic centres (Blaj), the 

Greek-Catholic Maramureş was not cu off from the standpoint of cultural and spiritual 

communication with the rest of the Romanians: in the churches and parishes of the period 

under study, books printed in the Orthodox centres south and east of the Carpathians may be 

found. We have reproduced the titles of the existing books of worship from the churches each 

archpresbyteriate from the end of the nineteenth century, according to data published at the 

time by Ioan Bârlea. The final part of the chapter attempts a brief analysis of the priests’ 

cultural background, as well as the degree of Romanian culture at their disposal, under the 
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circumstances in which Bishop Vasile Hossu’s visit to Maramureş from 1913 clearly reflects 

that he had also been touched by the phenomenon of cultural assimilation in a Hungarian 

direction. 

 Chapter III, on the Church, school and cultural associationism in Maramureş, also 

poses some major problems for the region’s history during the period under discussion. Thus, 

the first subchapter refers to the legislation of the dual state on the theme of confessional 

schools. The evolution of school legislation clearly highlights the dualist authorities’ 

assimilationist project levelled at the non-Hungarian nationalities. Although the Nationalities 

Law of 1868 evinced incontestable liberal foundations and goals, the legislation that followed 

it turned away from its liberal spirit, forcing assimilation via the school institution. 

 The next subchapter undertakes a presentation of education in the Maramureş region 

in a multicultural context and is followed by a discussion of the priests’ efforts to support 

confessional schools. Moreover, priests had responsibilities in this regard, given that 

archpriests were also school inspectors at the level of the archpresbyteriate they pastored. We 

have tried to highlight what that meant for Maramureş, where the Church and the Romanian 

elites made efforts to preserve the schools’ confessional character. It should be said that in the 

area there was a greater number of students attending public schools compared with other 

regions where the Romanians were the majority population. Along with the archpriests and 

the priests, the vicars of Maramureş, Mihail Pavel and Tit Bud, proved to be exemplary 

organisers of the confessional schools for which they also conducted patronage activities. An 

important subchapter in the demonstration proposed by our study in relation to confessional 

schools is the next section, which examines the situation of Romanian teachers from the 

confessional schools in Maramureş, with emphasis on the following aspects: admission to 

teaching positions, the duties of “docents,” the regulations provided by the central 

administration (the Diocese of Gherla) on teachers’ obligations and mission, the relations 

between teachers and the civil authorities, with the church representatives and the community, 

the objectives and mode of action of the Romanian Teachers’ Assembly from Maramureş. 

The chapter continues with highlighting specific aspects of religious education: the 

curriculum, the students and their attendance requirements, the school buildings; we have 

resorted here to the diocesan schematisms from Gherla and to archival information.  

A separate subchapter is dedicated to institutions whose purpose reinforces that of 

schools, namely Romanian cultural institutions such as: the Association for the Culture of the 

Romanian People in Maramureş and the Romanian Teachers’ Training School from Sighet. 
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Its transformation into a state school has also been the focus of analysis. Last but not least, we 

have noted some aspects related to the activity of Astra in the historical region of Maramureş. 

The last subchapter of Chapter III approaches the relations between the elites and the 

communities in the Romanian society from Maramureş. In Maramureş during the period that 

we have examined, the structure of the elites underwent expansion and encompassed the 

Romanians too. In addition to the Greek-Catholic ecclesiastical elite, the secular intellectual 

elites started growing in the second half of the nineteenth century, and other socio-

professional categories imposed themselves at the top of the social hierarchy, such as doctors, 

journalists, lawyers, officers, etc. The extension of the elite structures evinces the degree of 

modernisation that also affected Romanian society. In the half century following the 1848 

revolution, Romanians had open access to universities from central and western Europe, 

which led to the formation of a modern secular intelligentsia, ever more consistent 

numerically. We have tried to use a broader concept of the elites in our study and to identify 

within it the key elite categories for the case of the Maramureş Romanians in the period 

studied. Thus, several main elite categories may be identified: political leaders, officials, the 

clergy; the subchapter goes on to examine their process of intellectual formation. Taking as a 

starting point a classic book on the Maramureş elites in portraits and medallions, we propose 

next a list of short presentations (“medallions”) of several intellectuals and leaders of the 

Romanian nation in Maramureş, such as Iosif Man, Ioan Buşiţia, the Mihalyi of Apşa family, 

etc. 

The fourth chapter focuses on a theme that breaks somewhat with the traditional 

canons of historiography: The Church and society: between prescribed religion and lived 

religion. The chapter begins by providing a few theoretical considerations on the theme, and 

then tries to identify, with particular reference to Maramureş, forms of conveying religious 

message: synodal resolutions, circulars, sermons, catechisms, and devotional literature. Next, 

the chapter approaches the role of canonical visits in “evaluating” the current religious 

practice at the level of the communities of believers. Important information, in qualitative and 

quantitative terms, may be extracted from the protocols of canonical visits, concerning the 

manner in which preached religion intersected with and related to lived religion. The 

conducting of a canonical visit assumed the dimensions of a solemn moment for that 

community, an occasion for celebration; when a vicar or the bishop made their visit, this 

occasioned the celebration of solemn liturgies and a series of dispensations, and it was a 

means of transmitting and updating faith teachings. The materials resulting from these visits 

convey an objective picture of the realities existing at the level of the community of believers. 
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The historical-ecclesiastical significance and relevance of the information gathered here 

resides also in the answers to the questions related to the religious life of the believers: church 

attendance on Sundays and holidays, the structure of religious service, prayer, fasting and the 

observance of communion with the Holy Mysteries. 

The chapter then moves on to highlighting forms and expressions of popular piety: 

donations of religious books, pilgrimages, patron saints’ days, the cult of icons, the cult of 

saints, the cult of the cross, the Holy Sacraments. In Maramureş villages, except for the 

official holidays, certain “extraordinary devotions” – which bordered the religious limits 

prescribed by the Church – were admitted with the approval of the bishop. The cult of saints, 

prayer, fasting, pilgrimages, and the cult of icons were the constituent elements of religious 

practices of Eastern extraction, to which would be added, in time, elements of Catholic piety. 

Religious holidays in everyday life – between canon and tradition, is the subject of the 

next subchapter. The conclusion is that in the Romanian rural world, besides the official 

religious calendar, there also existed a folk calendar which was a time-measuring device for 

planning all the activities according to the seasons, months, weeks, days and the times of the 

day, created by the people and transmitted exclusively along folklore-type channels. By 

strictly maintaining the dates enshrined in the tradition of observing customs and holidays, the 

folk calendar coordinated the material and spiritual life of the communities. In traditional 

collectivities, customs imparted a self-paced rhythm to life. Their strict observance and 

practice according to tradition gave a certain cadence to community life, to family life and to 

the general social life of the village. During the period of agricultural labours, they established 

a balance between work and rest, through the stages that marked the end of some labours and 

preparation for others. 

The chapter next approaches aspects of family life with the Romanians from 

Maramureş, between the exigencies of the Church and quotidian realities: here we discuss the 

manner of couple formation, the relation between ecclesiastical and secular law, the 

imposition of civil legislation as binding on marriage, which actually meant the imposition of 

a modernity that departed from the ecclesiastical spirit in marriage. The documents consulted 

outline a world mostly attached to priests and to Christian values, to tradition and the family. 

However, behavioural and moral deviations may also be encountered in a tiny percentage at 

the level of the communities of parishioners. Stigmatised in both ecclesiastical and social 

terms in the community, moral deviations tended to be contained and their propagation area 

was minimised. 
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The last subchapter of Chapter IV deals with Prescribed religion - lived religion and 

the efforts of the Church to purify religious life. In a traditional society, such as the Romanian 

society in Maramureş during this period, popular piety, as an objectivation of prescribed 

religion, occupied a central place in the composition of religious sentiment. Religion was 

lived by the entire community and those who would try to practice indifferentism were few. 

Religious sensitivity is necessarily reflected in perceptible and visible forms. This is also 

evident in the case of the Romanian community from Maramureş, whose complex religious 

life comprised two fundamental levels: prescribed religion and lived religion. While 

prescribed religion, preached or taught was the “official” religion, delivered by the Church, 

the religion experienced and lived on an everyday basis included elements of the religion 

transmitted from the pulpit, through catechesis or preaching, etc. but also elements of folklore, 

such as superstitions or beliefs that orbited out of authentic Christian spirituality. The 

existence of this wealth of religious life in the nineteenth century, when the Romanians from 

Maramureş had only barely been affected by the influences of urban culture, makes the topic 

all the more interesting as a subject for historical research. 

The last chapter talks about convergences and divergences existing in the inter-

confessional relations of the Romanians from Maramureş during the period studied. In the 

early twentieth century, the first cracks appeared in the solid ecclesial identity of the Greek-

Catholic communities in Maramureş, in the sense that while up to then, the Romanians from 

Maramureş had been exclusively Greek Catholic, now the presence “of the second pew” 

began to make its presence felt. The first conversions appeared, the first “defections” from the 

Greek-Catholic confession: embracement of Orthodoxy occurred in a few localities only, such 

as Săcel and Dragomireşti, but they were significant enough to mark a crisis of Greek-

Catholic confessional identity in the area. These conversions were a sign of the confessional 

mobility also present amongst the Ruthenians in the region, during the decades preceding 

WWI, as historian Maria Mayer contends. 

There were two communities in Maramureş that changed confession: Săcel and 

Dragomireşti, thereby causing a change of balance in favour of the Orthodox confession, 

which would consolidate in the region in the new political-state circumstances following 

WWI. Given that these facts are virtually unknown in Romanian historiography, it was 

necessary to compile a narrative reconstruction of these “religious crossings,” to put it 

straightforwardly. This involved an extensive effort of synthesis on our part, assembling and 

processing the abundant information of archival provenance that we have examined. 
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The conversions from Săcel had several overall features that were also encountered in 

other regions that experienced in modern times the phenomenon of confessional change. 

Thus, it seems clear that attachment to a particular religious identity, on the one hand, and 

the desire for changing it, on the other were decisively influenced by a particular priest’s 

relations with his community. The Săcel case is peculiar also in the sense that while at the 

beginnings of Greek Catholicism the one who usually decided upon the conversion had been 

the priest himself, now the option for changing denomination belonged to the community. 

The “religionary” conversions from Săcel were not strictly confined to the community, 

involving both the ecclesiastical and the political-administrative spheres: the Vicariate of 

Marmaţia, the Greek-Catholic Diocese of Gherla, the Orthodox Archdiocese of Sibiu, the 

Ministry of Cults and Public Education, and the comitatense authorities of Maramureş. The 

role of a catalyst in all these conversions was played by the Orthodox Archpriest of Dej, 

Teodor Herman, who managed the problem with substantial tenacity but also with tact and 

diplomacy. The first conversions unleashed an entire phenomenon, the number of those 

joining the local Orthodox community growing steadily, albeit within reduced numerical 

limits, until the WWI. 

 Săcel gave the signal which propagated a shock wave that would be strongly felt in 

many Romanian Greek-Catholic communities from Maramureş. The neighbouring locality, 

Dragomireşti, followed Săcel’s example shortly afterwards, and the following pages deal with 

this case. 

The presence of Orthodox parishes in Maramureş produced changes in the collective 

mentality and the people’s sensitivity, so much so that Greek-Catholic priests had to be very 

careful with their own parishioners. The prospect of the “schism” propagating itself led the 

priests not to require litters any longer, to settle for lower fees for religious services, many of 

them living on state aid. The revival of the Orthodox confession in Maramureş had the 

beneficent role of compelling the Romanian Greek-Catholic priests in the area to address the 

problem differently and become better Romanians and more compassionate spiritual fathers. 

At the same time, it should be said that these conversions led to bi-confessionalism – which 

was characteristic of all the Romanian territories in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire – 

becoming rooted in Maramureş, which had been dominated exclusively by the Greek-Catholic 

confession. 
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