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INTRODUCTION 

 

The ecclesiastical education in the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese between the 17th and the 

first four decades of the 19th century was not merely a religious institution but a pivotal determinant 

of the social and cultural life in Transylvanian Székely Land. Following the Reformation, Protestant 

denominations – particularly the Reformed Church – took upon themselves the critical task of 

disseminating literacy, establishing school networks, and fostering the cultural fabric of local 

communities. 

In Székely Land, education has traditionally held profound social value. The Székely society's 

unique legal and social systems, combined with communal liberties, nurtured the spread of literacy 

and the institutionalization of schooling. Education functioned not just as a mechanism for social 

mobility but also as a pillar of communal self-organization and identity preservation. Reformed 

Church schools by the 17th and 18th centuries emerged as central hubs of educational and cultural 

activity, providing foundational lessons in reading and writing alongside spiritual teachings. 

The organizational structure and operation of the Transylvanian Reformed Diocese were 

intrinsically linked to schooling. The ecclesiastical administration bore responsibility for maintaining 

parish and diocesan schools, appointing schoolmasters, and overseeing educational quality. 

Canonical visitations played a significant role, during which church leaders regularly inspected 

congregations for their religious, moral, and educational conditions. The detailed records from these 

visitations provide invaluable insights into the history of ecclesiastical education. 

This study aims to analyze the ecclesiastical education in the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese 

from the 17th century through the first four decades of the 19th century, primarily based on the 

diocesan visitation records. This timeframe was particularly crucial, as the Protestant educational 

system underwent significant transformation under the influences of the Reformation, the 

principality's religious policies, and the educational reforms introduced during Habsburg rule. 

The Udvarhely Reformed Diocese represents an exemplary case for such examination, given 

the Reformed Church's substantial influence and its extensive school network within the region. For 

local communities, schools were not only centers of learning but also critical agents in organizing 

communal life. The role of teachers extended beyond pedagogy to include responsibilities such as 

cantor duties, record-keeping, and community leadership, thereby enhancing their social importance. 



The visitation records serve as a rich primary source, meticulously documenting the state of 

parish life, school operations, the activities of teachers, and community attitudes toward education. 

These records enable a multifaceted exploration of education – not merely within institutional history 

but also concerning daily educational practices and social dynamics within Székely society. Special 

attention is devoted to the differentiation and emergence of the teaching profession, as well as the 

evolving relationships between teachers, pastors, and local communities. 

The period under study provides an ideal window to follow the evolution of ecclesiastical 

schooling from the early modern period to the beginnings of modern educational systems, tracing the 

intertwined processes shaping education within this unique regional and cultural setting. 

Through this research, we aim to contribute to a deeper understanding of the Protestant 

educational history in Transylvania and offer a nuanced portrait of the cultural dynamics in Székely 

Land during the early modern and Enlightenment eras. 

 

I. RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

 

The history of Protestant education in Transylvania stands as a prominent yet partially 

explored domain within cultural and ecclesiastical historical studies. Though significant scholarly 

works have emerged over recent decades addressing various facets of church and educational history 

in the region, a comprehensive and detailed treatment of Reformed education, particularly in the rural 

districts of Székely Land, remains wanting. 

This is especially evident in the study of village schools, elementary education mechanisms, 

and the wealth of educational data preserved in episcopal visitation protocols. These sources offer 

unparalleled opportunities to reconstruct the contours of a seldom-studied educational milieu. 

The existing literature primarily approaches the early modern educational history of 

Transylvania through church and cultural history lenses. The Reformation ushered in a pivotal 

transformation, situating literacy promotion, mother-tongue Bible reading, and organized schooling 

networks at the forefront of the Reformed Church’s mission. Consequently, education solidified its 

status as a cornerstone institutional and cultural responsibility for the Reformed faith. 

 

Among the landmark works is the monograph by István Juhász, which painstakingly uncovers 

the formation and organizational structures of Székely dioceses. The publication of visitation records 



from the Orbán Reformed Diocese by Árpád Csáki and Enikő Szőcsné Gazda established a 

foundation for source-based investigations. Other significant contributions include editions of 

visitation protocols from the Hunyad-Zaránd Diocese, Küküllő Diocese, and Sepsi Diocese by 

scholars such as Dezső Buzogány, Sándor Előd Ősz, and Vilmos József Kolumbán. 

While most Hungarian and Transylvanian Protestant education research has centered on larger 

urban centers such as Nagyenyed, Kolozsvár, or Marosvásárhely, rural elementary schools and 

community-based education systems have garnered comparatively less attention, especially within 

the Székely regions, an area underrepresented in the scholarly discourse. However, the past two 

decades have marked increased efforts to illuminate these neglected sectors. 

Historical and ecclesiastical studies by local historians and researchers have played a crucial 

role in enriching the understanding of educational conditions in the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese. 

Explorations into teaching personnel, community engagement with education, and the interplay of 

social structures provide invaluable context and nuances. 

This dissertation aims to fill the lacunae in our understanding of educational realities in the 

Udvarhely Diocese by extensive examination of visitation protocols and associated documentary 

resources. The study critically delves into organizational frameworks, pedagogical roles, school 

operations, and community attitudes to education. 

The principal primary sources remain the Episcopal visitation manuscripts held in the 

archives of the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese. These visitation records possess an ordered uniformity 

that presents the conditions of parishes in a systematic manner, with detailed concerns of 

ecclesiastical discipline, educational efficacy, and communal involvement. 

Combining qualitative text analysis with quantitative data extracted from the protocols – such 

as numbers of teachers and schools – this research paints a dynamic picture of longitudinal 

educational development across the Székely villages. Attention to historical-political-economic 

contexts allows a more comprehensive understanding of the transformation of Protestant education 

under the influence of the Reformation, principality policies, and Habsburg schooling reforms. 

 

 

 

 

 



II. THE CHURCH EDUCATION IN THE KINGDOM OF HUNGARY PERIOD (1000–1526) 

 

 II.1. The Position of the Church and Education in the Kingdom of Hungary Before the 

Reformation 

 

The history of the Kingdom of Hungary is inseparably entwined with that of the Church. 

Throughout the Middle Ages, ecclesiastical institutions, especially the Catholic Church, exerted 

profound influence on political, economic, and intellectual spheres. Prior to the Reformation, the 

Church was not solely a religious authority but also bore considerable social power. 

The Catholic Church acted as the principal engine of cultural activity and was the primary 

organizer and controller of education in the kingdom. Cathedral, monastic, and parish schools served 

as the centres of educational endeavors, typically under Church supervision. Only in exceptional 

cases were schools founded by feudal lords or secular dignitaries, but even these functioned under 

ecclesiastical authority. 

Among monastic reforms, the Kingdom of Hungary aligned primarily with the Gorze 

(Lotharingian) Benedictine movement, favoring a close relationship with secular rulers and nobility. 

The establishment of churches and monasteries preceded state formation and provided essential 

education for officials. By the early 11th century, monastic schooling was established, exemplified by 

the St. Martin Hill Abbey, whose monks were invited by Prince Géza in 996 after conversions in 

Bohemia and Poland. 

King Stephen’s coronation marked the rise of a reorganizing society, with the dual tasks of 

establishing a feudal state and Christianizing the Magyars to integrate into European Christendom. 

He founded numerous Benedictine monasteries, where abbots provided education aligned with 

clerical literacy standards. 

He also established two archbishoprics (Esztergom and Kalocsa) and eight dioceses, including 

Gyulafehérvár, where cathedral schools operated. Other institutions, such as the Pécsvárad, Zalavár, 

Bakonybél, and Zobor monasteries, gave a lower level of education mostly aimed at clerical duties. 

The students ranged from the wealthy to the less fortunate, who could obtain training in Latin 

grammar, reading of holy texts, and other ecclesiastical disciplines. Higher education abroad, 

particularly in Paris, also influenced the Hungarian clerical elite, contributing to literary and scientific 

development. 



The educational framework generally followed the trivium model – grammar, rhetoric, and 

logic – alongside early instruction in astronomical and calendrical sciences (computus). Cathedral 

schools became well-established from the 11th through the 14th centuries, supporting the training 

requirements for priests and the nobility’s offspring. 

 

II.1.2. Education During the Renaissance and Humanism 

 

The 14th century initiated profound transformations in European society and the Church, 

challenging traditional structures. The separation of clerical status and learnedness led to the 

emergence of the literatus (scholarly layperson). Humanist teachings began to permeate cathedral and 

parish schools, introducing classical Latin literature and broader cultural curricula. 

By the late fifteenth century, humanist ideals had cast their influence over Hungary's 

educational landscape, promoting secular learning alongside traditional ecclesiastical curriculum. 

Royal courts, especially under King Matthias Corvinus, supported humanist scholars and the 

proliferation of arts and sciences. 

 

II.2. The Position of the Church in Székely Land Before the Reformation 

 

Before the advent of the Reformation, the Church in Székely Land was characterized by 

medieval Catholic traditions intertwined with local community structures. Székely Land existed as a 

unique territorial entity within the broader Kingdom of Hungary, embodying a fusion of Eastern 

Byzantine and Western Roman Christian cultures, shaped by the local ethnic, economic, and social 

particularities. 

The establishment of diocesan and secular administrative frameworks during the Árpádian 

kingship was firmly rooted here. The system of Székely seats (székek/scaune), alongside county 

systems, integrated the region into regional and national governance. 

Colonial policies extended special privileges to the Saxons, who settled in areas proximate to 

Székely Land. These urban communities evolved into local centres of economic and cultural vitality, 

contributing Western European urban-patriciate institutions. 

 



The earliest surviving ecclesiastical records, notably the papal tithe registers of 1332–1337, 

document 586 parishes in Transylvania, with a notable presence of 163 parishes in Székely Land, 

evidencing a structured church network. 

Despite Székely Land’s relative isolation, diverse trade connections extended to the 

Hungarian counties, Saxon settlements, and Moldavia, facilitating cultural and economic exchange. 

Prior to the Reformation, higher education access in Székely Land was limited, as evidenced 

by low numbers of students attending foreign universities compared to Transylvanian urban centres 

like Brassó and Nagyszeben. 

 

II.3. The Impact of the Reformation in Transylvania 

 

The early 16th century witnessed the spread of Reformation ideas, initially propagated in 

German-speaking towns, penetrating also parts of the Hungarian lands and the Partium. Within 

Transylvania, the stability of religious pluralism was remarkable, avoiding the religious wars of 

Western Europe. 

The 1557, 1564, and 1568 Diets of Transylvania established the principle of religious 

tolerance, granting four recognized denominations – Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, and Unitarian – 

the right to practice their faith freely. 

Reformation clergy, such as Johannes Honterus in Brassó, played instrumental roles in 

disseminating Protestant teachings and founding educational institutions with printing presses and 

methodical textbooks. 

The socioreligious makeup of Székely Land diversified significantly. While the Saxons 

embraced Lutheranism, the Hungarian majority increasingly adhered to Calvinism and Unitarianism. 

Support from Székely nobility, such as the Daczó family in Sepsiszentgyörgy, further entrenched 

Protestantism. 

Meanwhile, Catholic revivalism persisted, fostered partly by Jesuit missions, especially 

around Székelyudvarhely. 

Acknowledging the pluralism, Transylvania exemplified a multiconfessional society with 

overlapping faith communities coexisting, albeit with tensions. 

 

 



III. THE SITUATION OF PROTESTANT EDUCATION  

IN THE PRINCIPALITY OF TRANSYLVANIA (1526–1690) 

 

III.1. The Influence of the Reformation on the Development of Education in Székely Land 

 

The 16th and 17th centuries in the Kingdom of Hungary were marked by territorial 

fragmentation and religious division, shaped by Ottoman occupation, Habsburg rule, and the 

autonomous Principality of Transylvania. Concurrently, Reformation doctrines spread rapidly, 

embedding themselves in different social strata and institutionalizing Lutheran and Reformed 

Churches alongside Catholicism. 

In Udvarhelyszék, primary source material on the Reformation’s progress remains sparse. 

Nevertheless, church historians reconstruct it through ecclesiastical debates and the formation of 

Reformed and Unitarian districts. This region uniquely witnessed early coexistence of significant 

Catholic, Reformed, and Unitarian populations, with Sabbatarian congregations also emergent on its 

western periphery. 

Religious affiliation substantially dictated educational organization. Education predominantly 

served the nobility while gradually addressing the rising bourgeoisie’s needs. By the late 16th century, 

Reformed theological tenets crystallized official school systems wherein pastoral and ecclesiastical 

duties intertwined with teaching roles. 

Stabilized Catholic and Protestant school networks faced challenges from reformist zeal and 

denominational conflicts. However, post-Ottoman withdrawal and changing legal statuses in 

Transylvania from the late 17th century initiated new stages in educational reform and territorial 

integration, including reconsolidating school systems within formerly Ottoman-dominated zones. 

 

III.2. The Protestant School System: Unitarian, Reformed 

 

During the 16th century in Transylvania, Latin schools were established and managed notably 

by Reformed and other Protestant churches. These institutions followed collegiate models, beginning 

instruction in mother tongues then swiftly transmitting students into Latin literacy and higher studies. 



The formal structure recognized a rector leading the school, with preceptor assistance, 

continuing medieval traditions. These schools contained elementary and advanced levels under one 

roof, with increasing incorporation of academic content reflecting humanist legacies. 

Terminology evolved, as „collegium” replaced „schola” in Protestant contexts, specifying 

schools offering comprehensive education from basic literacy to theological training, paralleling 

Catholic counterparts. 

The 17th century reflected a transitional epoch where medieval legacies persisted while 

progressive elements foreshadowed modern educational structures, allowing simultaneous presence 

of traditional and novel pedagogies. 

Curricula similarities persisted across Catholic and Protestant middle schools, centralized on 

Latin proficiency, classical literature, and moral formation. This confluence sustained Latin culture 

as a foundation for prodigious educational aspirations lasting till the early 20th century. 

 

III.3. Protestant Schools in Udvarhelyszék 

 

The Reformation brought transformation to medieval educational institutions, saw the 

proliferation of rural schools aimed not solely at ecclesiastical or scholarly careers but broadly to 

educate a wider child population. 

Initially, pastors fulfilled teaching duties, but growing capacities allowed communities to 

employ dedicated schoolmasters (iskolamesters), who increasingly functioned as community 

intellectual leaders. These masters often undertook cantorial, administrative, and communal 

organizing roles, broadening their social significance yet often lacking formal higher education. 

Inspection records from visitations provide rich detail on school operations, teacher qualifications, 

and community attitudes toward education. They reveal educational practices and social expectations 

of instruction within those settings. 

The quality of instruction improved notably by the late 17th and early 18th centuries, with 

many former seminar alumni contributing to village education. Significant numbers of students from 

Udvarhelyszék's parishes studied at major colleges such as those in Nagyenyed, Marosvásárhely, and 

Kolozsvár, some becoming teachers themselves. 



The ecclesiastical visitation documentation mentions over one hundred seventy teachers and 

cantors over a span of approximately one-and-a-half centuries, predominantly Reformed and 

Unitarian, indicating Protestant educational dominance in the region. 

Teachers' tenures varied, with strong social mobility often characterized by movement 

between villages, occasional elevation from teacher to pastor, revealing the hierarchical ecclesiastical 

career landscape. 

Their social statuses were diverse – some from minor nobility, others as ordained ecclesiastics 

– with teaching representing upward social advancement for many. 

 

IV. THE IMPACT OF ENLIGHTENED ABSOLUTISM EDUCATIONAL POLICIES ON 

PROTESTANT EDUCATION IN SZÉKELY LAND (18TH – EARLY 19TH CENTURIES) 

 

IV.1. State Education Policies and the Transformation of Protestant Educational Frameworks 

 

The 18th century witnessed significant shifts under the centralized governance of the 

Habsburg monarchy. Empress Maria Theresa enacted successive reforms aimed at consolidating 

internal unity and enhancing administrative efficiency, including in education, which gradually came 

under state jurisdiction, moving away from exclusive ecclesiastical or noble oversight. 

Education thus became an area of laicized governance, though cooperation with Churches 

continued under closer state control. 

The 1777 proclamation of Ratio Educationis declared the state's responsibility for school 

supervision. Protestant communities largely resisted full adoption, asserting that education remained 

a prerogative of church-maintained institutions. 

Despite opposition, Ratio Educationis laid foundational frameworks for a unified, state – 

supervised educational system, introducing classification of subjects by necessity and optionality – a 

first in Hungarian curriculum design. 

However, the document preserved Latin as the primary language of education above 

elementary levels, relegating Hungarian to an auxiliary role, impeding the prior momentum of 

Hungarian language instruction. Conversely, German was prioritized as the foremost modern 

language, positively introducing vernacular foreign language study into curricula. 

 



IV.2. Educational Practice, Social Background, and Effectiveness in Székely Land 

 

In the latter half of the 18th century, village schools underwent expansion and renewal, spurred 

by enlightened absolutist educational reforms such as Ratio Educationis and Norma Regia. 

Between 1799 and 1839, the number of elementary schools grew moderately in 

Udvarhelyszék, reflecting increasing societal demand for schooling. 

The educational system, however, retained traditional features with varying local performance 

levels. 

Literacy diffusion was broader than in other parts of Hungary and Transylvania due to 

comparatively dense school networks and better educational conditions, although challenges such as 

irregular attendance, limited pedagogical innovation, and poor instructional quality delayed 

attainment of durable literacy. 

Social stratification persisted, with many able to read but not write, reflecting the primacy of 

scripture reading over comprehensive literacy. 

Teachers' social origins were mainly from peasant or free Székely stock, offering avenues for 

upward mobility, albeit often constrained by modest living conditions and strict ecclesiastical 

discipline. 

 

V. ECCLESIASTICAL EDUCATION IN THE UDVARHELY REFORMED DIOCESE 

FROM THE 17TH TO THE FIRST FOUR DECADES OF THE 19TH CENTURY,  

BASED ON ARCHDEACONRY OFFICE ARCHIVAL PROTOCOLS 

 

V.1. Formation of the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese 

 

The origins of the ecclesiastical divisions in Székely Land trace back to the mid-13th century, 

evidenced by surviving charters of archdeacons and sub-archdeacons, revealing the Telegdi 

archdeaconate’s dominance in the region. 

Reconfiguration in the mid-16th century replaced fading episcopal organizations with new, 

smaller ecclesiastical units. 



While sparse documentary data impedes precise tracing of the diocese's foundation, historical 

records depict intense Catholic-Reformation tensions in Udvarhelyszék, among the sharpest in 

Transylvania. 

The first explicit references date to the 1568 Diet of Torda, affirming religious freedom and 

shared temple use by various confessions. 

Subsequent decrees applying the „majority” and „minority” principle influenced the diocese’s 

development amid persistent feudalistic confessional disputes. 

Early comital and canonical registries from 1695, 1705, and 1715 list the diocese’s parishes 

and filiations, showing growth and adjustment. 

By the 18th century, the diocese encompassed around 60 parishes, including territories beyond 

Udvarhelyszék proper. 

 

V.2. Visitation in the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese 

 

The canonical visitation (visitacio canonica) was an established form of ecclesiastical 

oversight traced back to Catholic Church traditions. International scholarship from France, England, 

and Germany has advanced its typological and social-cultural understanding. 

Hungarian scholarship earlier focused primarily on Catholic visitations due to available 

editions. Protestant churches, particularly the Reformed, adopted the visitation practice in adapted 

forms. 

Visitations were conducted by diocesan officials – bishops or their delegates – inspecting 

church life, clergy activities, school operations, and congregation finances. 

Early mandates ordered annual visitations, evolving by the late 16th century into systematic 

procedures involving senior clergy checking schoolmasters, preachers, and ecclesiastical servants. 

By the 18th and 19th centuries, visitation records became rich historical sources, recording 

changes in church organization, parish statuses, religious discipline, and educational oversight. 

The Udvarhely Reformed Diocese archival protocols, spanning 1644 to early 19th century, 

include detailed visitation reports. These utilized fixed routes covering all parishes systematically. 

Compared to other dioceses, Udvarhely's visitation involved shorter visitation stages and 

often multiple parishes inspected per day, reflecting efficient administrative practices. 

 



V.3. Visitation and Church Organization: Historical Analysis of Visitation Questionnaires in 

the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese (17th – 19th centuries) 

 

The visitation institution became a pivotal instrument of Reformed church governance in 

early modern Transylvania, evolving from Catholic antecedents into an archidiaconal (particular) 

visitation system overseeing religious, moral, educational, and economic matters in parishes. 

Visitation questionnaires evolved to reflect shifting priorities and communal transformations 

over two centuries. 

The earliest known questionnaires, attributed to Archdeacon Mihály Nánási (1696–1706), 

combined moral evaluation of preachers and schoolmasters with financial and administrative 

questions, including household composition. 

The eighteenth century visitation emphases were strongly normative and moralistic, 

containing detailed queries about temperance, church attendance, teaching diligence, relationships 

with suspicious persons, and observance of church customs. 

By the early 19th century, visitation questions had become more formalized and institutional, 

focusing on proper administration, financial accountability, register keeping, and equitable payment 

of ecclesiastical office holders. Visitation also functioned as a communal ritual involving ministers, 

presbyters, justices, and laity, embodying collective oversight and societal regulation. 

This transition signals broader ecclesiastical centralization and professionalization amidst 

social change, with moral oversight gradually ceding ground to organizational and administrative 

concerns. 

 

V.3.1. The Structure and Content of the 17th – 18th Century Visitation Questionnaires 

 

The visitation questionnaires of the 17th and 18th centuries primarily reflected a strong focus 

on personal morality, religious practice, and community comportment. The inspection centered on 

the lifestyle, habits, and spiritual fidelity of pastors and schoolmasters, alongside their roles within 

the communal framework. 

Questions probed the diligence of attendance at church, engagement in sacramental practice, 

avoidance of drunkenness and profane speech, and relationships with suspect individuals.  



The schoolmaster was evaluated not only as a teacher but also as a moral exemplar, whose 

conduct was expected to inspire and uphold communal norms. 

The questionnaires’ tone was normative and at times paternalistic, emphasizing correction 

and communal discipline. They reveal a society governed by shared moral ordinances, where 

ecclesiastical oversight served both as control and purification. 

 

V.3.2. The Questionnaires of the Early 19th Century 

 

By the early 19th century, visitation questionnaires had evolved to adopt a more formalized 

and institutional character. The scope expanded to include administrative governance, financial 

stewardship, record-keeping, and the legal order of parishes. 

The questionnaires separated evaluations of pastors, schoolmasters, and church councils, 

focusing on the faithful execution of duties, proper collection of revenues, and overall parish 

coherence. 

Religious adherence and moral surveillance remained priorities but were embedded within a 

framework of ecclesiastical administration and accountability. This progression reflects the growing 

professionalization and centralization within church governance. 

Specific queries detailed school operation, pupil attendance, curricular offerings, and teacher 

conduct. The oversight increasingly emphasized institutional function and community well-being 

alongside individual virtue. 

 

 V.3.3 Comparative Analysis of Visitation Questionnaires Used in the Transylvanian Reformed 

and Unitarian Churches in the 17th and 18th Centuries 

 

It is pertinent to acknowledge that the following comparison involves varying visitation 

levels: episcopal for Unitarians and archidiaconal for Reformed. Unitarians’ visitation records have 

been less thoroughly explored, partly due to archival challenges. However, their earliest visitation 

regulations were promulgated under Bishop Máté Toroczkai in 1614. The Toroczkai visitation statute, 

spanning sixteen points, aimed comprehensively at church discipline, community oversight, and 

institutional supervision of clergy and schoolmasters. 



Unlike the Reformed questionnaires’ pragmatic focus on personal morality of masters and 

preachers, the Unitarian regulations explicitly addressed school maintenance, master remuneration, 

and mandated clergy’s provision for impoverished children under instruction. 

Notably, disciplinary actions against clergy withholding masters' salaries or misconduct were 

stipulated. 

Both church systems regarded the schoolmaster not simply as an instructor, but as a moral 

and ecclesial figure whose virtuous life was integral to communal health. 

Although sharing similarities in moral expectations, the Unitarian visitation demonstrated 

more advanced institutional concern for school function and welfare, while Reformed protocols 

concentrated more on individual morality and submission. 

This reflects the independent development paths and organizational priorities within these 

two Transylvanian Protestant traditions during the early modern era. 

 

V.4. Examination of Congregations Through Education-Related Notes in Protocols 

 

Before delving into individual parish case studies, it is instructive to consider the earliest 

ecclesiastical references to education in the region. Many settlements within the Udvarhely Reformed 

Diocese trace their documented origins to medieval times, notably appearing in 14th century papal 

tithe registers and royal charters. 

The „Reader of Udvarhelyszék” compiled by Hermann Gusztáv Mihály and Árpád P. 

Buzogány enumerates villages recorded in the papal tithe from 1332–1337, many of which later 

comprised the Udvarhely district. 

This book provides a basis for cross-comparison with the number of settlements in the 1557 

land conveyance, revealing close correspondences and illustrating the parish-to-village ratio of an 

average of three villages per parish. 

This chapter investigates the educational and ecclesiastical conditions of Reformed parishes 

in the Udvarhely Diocese from the 17th to the early 19th century, focusing on the multifaceted role of 

schoolmasters, school operation, and community engagement in education.  

Drawing upon seven key archival protocol volumes, including episcopal visitation records 

and synod decisions, we aim not at comprehensive settlement histories but at a critical 

historiographical analysis of educational source material. 



Education in these rural congregations was not an isolated activity but deeply embedded in 

community life, with schoolmasters serving as moral exemplars and active participants in liturgical 

and civic functions. 

While many villages maintained functioning schools, financial constraints, moral disputes, 

pastor-teacher conflicts, and variances in instructional quality also marked the social landscape. 

 

V.4.4. Summary of Rural Educational Conditions in the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese 

 

The rural schooling system within the Udvarhely Reformed Diocese from the 17th to early 

19th centuries exhibited considerable diversity and complexity, shaped by local social, economic, and 

ecclesiastical realities. 

While many villages maintained operating schools, often under the supervision and financial 

support of their congregations, significant challenges persisted. These included teacher shortages, 

intermittent school operation, infrastructural deficiencies, and occasional conflicts between pastors 

and schoolmasters. 

Schoolmasters in these communities were multifaceted figures, serving both as educators and 

as exemplars of religious and moral conduct. Their responsibilities commonly extended beyond 

instruction to include roles as cantors, record keepers, and community figures. 

Financially, schools relied heavily on in-kind contributions – such as grain, firewood, and 

labor – from local parishioners, supplemented in some cases by monetary gifts or legacies. The 

adequacy of such support varied widely with the prosperity and cohesion of each community. 

Visitation protocols reveal the attentive church oversight aimed at ensuring educational 

continuity, teaching quality, and moral discipline, while highlighting the practical limits imposed by 

local conditions. 

Overall, the rural education system was not a monolithic institution but a dynamic network 

rooted in local agency, ecclesiastical regulation, and communal participation, forming an essential 

pillar of Székely social and cultural life. 

 

 

 



V.5. Operational Characteristics and Development Tendencies of the Udvarhely Reformed 

Diocese’s Rural School System 

 

Analysis of individual village cases reveals that the educational system of the Udvarhely 

Reformed Diocese was neither uniform nor static. Rather, it reflected a gradual progression toward 

better organization and regulation, differing in pace across settlements. 

Strong, well-established communities exhibited stable schooling with consistent teaching 

personnel, regular attendance, and sustained financial support. In these communities, schools served 

as cultural and social hubs, reinforcing religious and moral norms, with visitation reports focusing on 

improvement and expansion. 

Conversely, smaller or economically weaker parishes often faced difficulties in maintaining 

continuous educational services, experiencing teacher turnover, inadequate infrastructure, and 

community disputes. Despite such hardships, education was never entirely forsaken, owing to 

collective parish efforts and administrative oversight. 

A noteworthy transformation over this period was the shifting emphasis from purely moral 

and ritualistic evaluations of schoolmasters to detailed inspections of pedagogical quality and school 

operation. 

Ultimately, the Diocese’s rural schools formed a complex mosaic heavily dependent on local 

conditions, institutional regulations, and social structures, mediating change and continuity in 

Székely educational culture. 

 

V.6. Reception, Election, and Placement of the Teacher 

 

Within the Transylvanian Reformed Church, the roles of pastor and schoolmaster were 

institutionally distinct, with the former ordained clerics and the latter often progressing from seminary 

education or local training. 

Placement and appointment of schoolmasters operated through a carefully regulated process 

involving both congregational input and diocesan authority. Community petitions (instantiák) for the 

appointment or removal of teachers reflected local preferences and concerns, while ultimate decisions 

rested with ecclesiastical hierarchy to maintain order and standards.  



Clerical patrons sometimes exerted significant influence, advising or proposing candidates, 

yet the Church upheld formal procedures ensuring stability and suitability. 

The itinerant nature of teaching appointments showcased a dynamic placement system 

balancing community demands with personnel availability, contributing to both mobility and 

continuity within the educational network. 

 

V.7. Duties and Responsibilities of the Teacher 

 

Teachers bore multifaceted roles encompassing education, liturgical participation (cantorship, 

hymns, bell-ringing), and community leadership. 

Defined by ecclesiastical statutes such as the Ruberiánus and Geleji Canons, schoolmasters 

were expected not only to instruct in reading, writing, and religious catechism but also to live 

exemplary Christian lives. 

The church’s oversight was rigorous, including annual visitations evaluating the teacher’s 

pedagogical efficacy, moral conduct, and compliance with duties. 

While the initial focus remained on moral behavior and obedience to clergy, the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries witnessed increasing focus on teaching quality, scholarly preparation, and 

systematic assessment, reflecting the gradual professionalization of the vocation. 

 

V.8. Ecclesiastical Discipline and the Behavior of Teachers 

 

In the late early modern period, the rural schoolmaster was enjoined to embody not only 

pedagogical competence but also moral rectitude, serving as an exemplar to the community. 

Ecclesiastical regulations, including the Geleji Canons, stipulated strict expectations 

concerning temperance, decorum, and fidelity to ecclesiastical authority. Transgressions – ranging 

from intemperance and neglect of teaching duties to disputes with clergy and public scandal – invoked 

visitation investigations, disciplinary proceedings, and penalties from admonitions to removal from 

office. 

Importantly, the schoolmaster’s family, notably wives and children, were subject to scrutiny, 

as their comportment reflected upon the teacher’s standing. 



Disputes surrounding teaching responsibilities, such as delayed or omitted liturgical duties 

(e.g., bell-ringing, hymn-leading), highlighted the multifaceted nature of the master's role and the 

community’s high expectations.  

Such conflicts often mirrored broader tensions between pastoral and teaching offices, 

including matters of authority, remuneration, and social status. 

Over the 18th and 19th centuries, disciplinary processes became more systematized, 

incorporating testimonies, written accusations, and formal adjudications. 

Despite increasing recognition of teaching as a profession, the schoolmaster remained subject 

to stringent ecclesiastical oversight and social constraints, embodying a tension between status and 

subordination. 

 

V.9. The Pastor-Teacher Relationship in the 18th Century and the Turn of the Century 

 

The dynamic between pastor and teacher in the Reformed Székely communities was complex, 

blending hierarchical subordination with evolving assertions of teacher autonomy as the 18th century 

waned. 

Conflicts often arose from overlapping roles, material concerns, and social ambitions, with 

teachers increasingly seeking recognition and equitable status alongside pastors. 

Notable disputes such as the Etéd case (1795–1796) exemplify challenges to pastoral 

authority by assertive schoolmasters, resulting in ecclesiastical sanctions affirming clerical primacy. 

Family-related conflicts, like the well-documented Bikafalva scandal (1804), revealed that 

domestic discord within church officials’ households impacted communal morale and church order. 

The pastor-teacher relationship profoundly influenced not only educational quality but also 

social cohesion, with collaboration or discord shaping parish life. 

 

V.10. The Question of the Schoolhouse 

 

The physical infrastructure of rural schools remained a persistent concern, with visitation 

records detailing the poor conditions of school buildings and the pressing need for suitable 

classrooms. 



Church authorities linked the dignity and effectiveness of education to tangible, well-

maintained schoolhouses, often mandating renovations or new constructions. 

Prolonged neglect or inadequacy of school facilities could lead to decreased attendance and 

educational quality, compelling intervention by ecclesiastical and communal authorities. 

Schoolhouses thus held both symbolic and practical significance, serving as the physical locus 

for instruction, communal identity, and religious formation. 

 

V.11. Taught Subjects 

 

The curriculum in Udvarhely Reformed Diocese schools from the late eighteenth to mid-

nineteenth centuries witnessed gradual enrichment and structuring, adapting to emerging pedagogical 

and cultural imperatives. 

Core subjects remained foundational: reading, writing, arithmetic, catechism, biblical history, 

prayers, and hymn singing – forming the pillars of religious literacy and moral formation. 

From the 1830s, supplemental instruction expanded to include geography, national history, 

moral regulations, and occasionally rudimentary natural sciences or liturgical knowledge. 

Evidence of common pedagogical standards emerges from visitation reports, marking student 

progress with repeated phrases lauding diligence and comportment, reflective of communal teaching 

ethos. 

Teacher competence and enthusiasm, community support, and student attendance critically 

influenced the quality and breadth of instruction. 

 

V.12. Teacher Remuneration 

 

Schoolmasters’ livelihoods relied predominantly on in-kind contributions – grain, firewood, 

bread, and occasionally monetary gifts – regulated by local conventions. 

Complications often arose from inconsistent payments, disputes over shares between old and 

new teachers, and conflicts with clergy regarding salary portions. 

Records indicate regional disparities, with teachers in the Udvarhely Diocese generally 

receiving lower remunerations compared to those in more affluent neighbouring dioceses. 



Frustrations over delayed or insufficient compensation were common, prompting legal 

actions or ecclesiastical interventions. 

The multifaceted remuneration system, often blending ecclesiastical stipendia with 

community obligations, attested to the precarious social status of teachers despite their crucial 

communal functions. 

 

V.13. Dáné Zsigmond – A Székely Teacher's Life and Legacy 

 

The figure of Dáné Zsigmond, a schoolmaster active from the late eighteenth into the early 

nineteenth century within the Udvarhely district, embodies the complex social and educational 

dynamics of Székely rural communities. 

Emerging from a modest noble lineage, Dáné's career spanned decades, initially marked by 

dedicated service and community esteem, though later shadowed by declining pedagogical rigor and 

personal controversies. 

Archival records reveal disciplinary actions, legal disputes, and community tensions, 

underscoring the multifarious challenges faced by rural teachers balancing pedagogical expectations 

and socio-economic realities. 

Dáné's legacy illustrates the lived experience of schoolmasters, not as illustrious savants but 

as everyday facilitators of literacy, moral instruction, and communal cohesion amid normative and 

material challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



VI. SUMMARY 

 

This study has undertaken a comprehensive examination of ecclesiastical education in the 

Udvarhely Reformed Diocese from the seventeenth through the early nineteenth centuries, centered 

on canonical visitation records. 

The complex interplay between ecclesiastical norms, local practices, and communal relations 

emerges as a defining feature, challenging simplistic or monolithic portrayals of early modern 

Protestant education. 

Education was deeply woven into Székely communal life, with schoolmasters serving 

multifaceted roles beyond instruction, encompassing religious, social, and administrative functions. 

The heterogeneous development of schools across parishes reflected economic disparities, 

social structures, and episcopal supervision, producing an intricate mosaic of educational provision. 

Despite recurring tensions – material deficits, personnel instability, pastor-teacher conflicts – 

schools persisted as vital expressions of confessional identity, social cohesion, and cultural 

transmission. 

The progression from predominantly moral and religious schooling towards more structured, 

professional, and pedagogically diverse institutions parallels broader socio-political and cultural 

shifts. 

Visitation records portrayed both a normative ideal and the pragmatic realities of education, 

depicting a system of oversight, adaptation, and gradual modernization within enduring local agency. 

This research enriches understanding of Transylvanian Protestant education and underlines 

the significance of community-based schooling in shaping early modern Székely society. 
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