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SUMMARY: 

 

Generically, art brings man and life together. It settles order and harmony in one’s 

soul. Man is progressively shaped by the things he contemplates when they reveal 

themselves. Folk icons bear this privilege, too. It is a privilege owed to an acknowledgment of 

the so-called aesthetic triangle (author - work - receiver), which absorbs this creation of the 

soul, in terms of a piece of art with a religious theme, but with a profane artistic language. 

Upon the whole Romanian folk art, glass painting is in fact a special category that, 

apart from its forms, expressions and styles, hides true authentic feelings. These feelings are 

reflected by the peasant’s way of thinking as he seeks to express the beauty of both everyday 

life and the imaginary world, in a plastic form. 

It has been more than two centuries since the advent of glass painting and its story still 

fascinates. Nevertheless, the path of consecration, of valorization and of acceptance has not 

been an easy one. On the contrary, one could say that Romanian glass icon has pleaded for a 

waiting time until it was (re)viewed/ (re)designed as an artistic category. 

At first, peasants chose it because it fit their soul. The icon adorned the walls of houses 

and churches. Thus, it became a permanent element in all great moments of life. It narrated 

scenes and stories from a sacred time, which allowed the transition from the visible to the 

invisible and became a way of expressing their own selves. 

The spread was surprising. Glass painting was intended for the peasant and it was 

accomplished by the peasant. It had a plastic language and codes that could be perceived 

throughout entire Transylvania, which became the centre of those artistic manifestations. 



At the zenith of the genre, craftsmen achieved true works of art that astonish even 

today. At a closer look, glass icons convey the artist’s feelings and experience. They manage 

to create that specific miracle of transforming the spectator’s soul into love and forgiveness
1
. 

Once it was defined as a mass phenomenon, glass painting suffered a decay. Its simple 

forms with a naïve rendering of religious scenes awoke contradictory reactions among the 

various social categories, which were interested in foreign exuberant exotic patterns. 

Commonly, any form of an artistic act has its own increases and decreases. Thus, one is not 

amazed by the situation, especially as, at a certain point of existence, the peasants themselves 

disregarded glass icons and called them old and outdated. 

Searching the evolutionary line of this artistic phenomenon, the writer believes the 

very age of the icons awoke the intellectuals, historians and artists’ interest in the early 

decades of the twentieth century. 

We are witnessing a reversal of roles. On the one hand glass icons are depreciated by 

their own creators, while, on the other hand, they become noticeable for researchers: 

ethnologists, art historians, curators, who sense the remarkableness of this specific type of folk 

art. While in the middle of the nineteenth century glass icons, xylographs and pottery 

represented the main decorative elements in peasants’ houses, in the early decades of the 

twentieth century they became Museum objects or pieces of private collections. 

It was a cross point of ages, when the destiny of the glass icon greatly changed. It no 

longer served its primary purpose only, as a connection between man and God, but it was also 

appreciated for its aesthetic and documentary value. 

From this aspect, we consider the journey of glass icons to be at least interesting. 

There is a cyclicity of the phenomenon, starting with its birth and disappearance within the 

original space, and followed nowadays by a "reinvention", when glass painting is an 

expression of modernity. 

Coming back to its documentary value, research on glass painting meant completion of 

vision on old folk Transylvanian culture. It revealed a certain way of life, an archaic, but not 

devoid of charm, mentality, stressed by that permanent connection between man and nature 

(between man and God). A glass icon that is painted by a Romanian peasant reflects beauty, 

simplicity, longing, love. 

As stated, the subject of this research disputes the first scientific contributions in the 

field of glass painting and of Romanian folk xylograph, that is, the discovery, the appreciation 

                                                      
1
N. Gogol, In a letter addressed to poet Vasili Jukovski, dated 10. I. 1848, Apud. M.Quenot, Icoana. Fereastră 

spre absolut [The Icon. A Window towards the Absolute], Bucharest, Enciclopaedic Publishing House, 1993, 

page 101. 



and the "staging" of the two branches of Romanian folk art, which have been devoid of 

importance until the second decade of the twentieth century. 

Therefore, the credit for the first scientific research on the two artistic phenomena is 

owed to ethnologist Ion Mușlea from Cluj, a true pioneer. 

His first studies were dedicated to glass painting centres from Nicula and Șcheii 

Brașovului, and to the xylography centre from Hășdate. They debate the origin of both artistic 

manifestations, their evolution and how they spread within Transylvania, the work technique 

and the themes approached. Those studies have remained reference works in the professional 

bibliography until today. 

It is a fact that Ion Mușlea laid the foundation of the Folklor Archive of Romanian 

Academy in Cluj, to whom he dedicated most of his scientific activity. He also activated as a 

director of the University Library of Cluj. Moreover, his studies on folklore consecrated his 

name within Romanian ethnographic school, in general. 

However, if one takes into consideration the impact Ion Mușlea’s almost obsessive 

interests concerning the extensive and the intensive investigation on Romanian folk repertoire 

had, the exemplification sand the systematization of the material gathered, one could notice 

that his studies on folklore were somehow put into the shade. 

If analyzed over an extensive period of time, Mușlea’s studies outline the "story" of a 

repeated research action, that was possible due to both Mușlea’s field work and the 

correspondence he had with village intellectuals, who became partners of dialog concerning 

the study of folk culture, by the questionnaires of the Folklor Archive. 

In our approach we had in mind, on the one hand, the analysis of the issue concerning 

research on glass painting and on xylography, which was challenged by Mușlea through his 

thematic studies and articles, correspondence and fragments of memories. On the other hand, 

we followed the journey undertaken by the glass icons and the plates that, at one time, formed 

his private collections and were at the basis of his investigations, providing comparative 

approaches and interpretations. 

First of all, we underline that the herein thesis is neither a comprehensive approach 

about the problem of glass icons, nor a detailed one concerning each Transylvanian painting 

centre, with its specific characteristics, similarities or differences. Whereas, we focused on 

centres researched by Ion Mușlea. Consequently, we endeavoured a recomposition of his 

entire scientific activity related to the two areas of folk art and we outlined arguments, ideas 

and facts that shaped the personality of a great scholar. 



The first chapter of the thesis, entitled Research on Glass Icons and Romanian Folk 

Xylography in the Mirror of Time, achieves a return on the time axis in order to establish a 

concrete route undertaken by glass icons, starting with denial and contradiction, then, 

acceptance of their artistic and patrimonial value. For that purpose, we outlined the main 

approaches about the two aesthetic categories, according to researchers: ethnologists, 

historians, writers or Church people. Tangentially, we also discussed the genesis moment of 

glass painting at Nicula.  

The second chapter, Ion Mușlea–A Representative of the Ethnological School in 

Cluj, disputes aspects related to Mușlea’s life and work. It also issues critics’ approach about 

the matter (mostly prestigious Romanian folklorists), starting with the aspect of laying the 

foundation of the first Romanian Folklore Arhive. We insisted on those moments that led to 

the foundation of the Institute, as we considered it an essential part of Mușlea’s Work. We 

traced how the idea was materialized into deed, the dream came true and Mușlea tenaciously 

accepted his statute as a man-institution. 

Rethinking essential moments of the existence of the institution gives us a clear view 

of Ion Mușlea’s vision of folklore, of the techniques and methods used in his vast action of 

gathering folkloric material, of the fate the documents had when they arrived in the Archive 

funds and how they were valorized. The proceeding is mainly relevant to our topic because 

Mușlea endeavoured the first research on glass icons. 

Ion Mușlea - Initiator of Research on Glass Painting and Romanian Folk 

Xylography considers two distinct phases that we identified in Mușlea’s research on glass 

icons and wood xylography. 

The Museum Stage, entitled as such, since the first meeting between the researcher 

and the glass icon happened at the Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania in Cluj, where he 

activated between 1926 and 1929. This stage covers Mușlea’s first scientific contributions in 

the field, when he investigated and analyzed almost all issues concerning folk art: a detalied 

research on the two areas, Nicula and Olt County, technique details and methods of valorizing 

glass icons, questioning the last remaining glass painters alive, as well as important historical 

data. 

Our endeavour meant a succession of interrogations that were centred on main specific 

aspects regarding glass painting from Nicula and Șcheii Brașovului: How has Nicula become 

a village of painters?; Who paints on glass?; Where does the glass icon get?; How does it 

influence the perpetuation of this craft?; How is the icon painted? or What is it painted on the 

icon? Finally, boundaries between art and domestic industry were drawn. 



The second stage, the Archive, focuses primarily on letters received by Ion Mușlea 

from respondents for the Folklor Archive of Romanian Academy in Cluj, who, in their replies 

to the questionnaires, added important information about glass painting at Nicula and the 

xylographs at Hășdate. In this respect, the epistolary
2
 contains letters between Mușlea and five 

respondents, which also deal with issues related to our field of interest. A detailed analysis of 

the letters revealed that Mușlea made use of those Transylvanian teachers and priests’ 

information. Some aspects of Mușlea’s investigations were assured, while new data about the 

two artistic areas were added.  

The next chapter of the thesis, Folk Xylographs from Hășdate, is dedicated to wood 

engraving in Hășdate It is the second artistic area in which Mușlea is considered a pioneer in 

research and valorization. Similar to the case of glass painting, we present the genesis and the 

evolution of the phenomenon, as well as important data related to: engraving craftsmen, the 

technique used and the theme chosen, the outlet of the plates. We noticed that the two folk arts 

(the glass painting from Nicula and the xylography from Hășdate) co-existed and manifested 

as two mirrored phenomena. 

Furthermore, we underline a very important aspect within our thesis. Our research 

revealed Ion Mușleaas a collector of folk plates. He gathered approximative one hundred 

pieces, mostly during his field investigations carried out in Hășdate village. In the early fifties, 

due to his material situation, he was forced to regretfully alienate them. 

At the current stage of our investigation, we consulted the digital database and the 

repository at the Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania in Cluj. We identified 34 plates that 

were part of Mușlea’s Collection (according to the original inventory list, L.O. 12-95034, 

S153-S186), which we reproduced atthe Appendices (A.3-A.36). These plates have various 

themes, particularly religious elements, but with numerous laic aspects. The fact allowed an 

interpretation of some of them, in order to establisha connection between the topic chosen by 

the iconographe rand aspects of his daily life, perceptions of life and death, beliefs or 

superstitions. 

The fifth chapter, Glass Icons in Ion Mușlea’s Collection at the National History 

Museum of Transylvania in Cluj, also valorizes the scholar’s same preoccupation concerning 

the collection of folk art objects. His intention was to create a Museum of glass icons. It was 

                                                      

2
Ion Mușlea, Schimburi epistolare cu respondenții la chestionarele Arhivei de Folklor a Academiei Române 

[Correspondence with Respondents at Questionnaires of the Folklore Archive of Romanian Academy], volumes 

I-II, Critic Edition, notes and introductory study by  CosminaTimoce-Mocanu, Foreword by Ion Cuceu, ”Mega” 

Publishing House, Cluj-Napoca, 2014-2015.
 

 



his way of valorizing and advertising glass painting to researchers and the general public. 

Enthusiasm and great ideas have always characterized Ion Mușlea, a great lover of folk culture. 

He put his whole strength and devotion in the service of great ideals. Consequently, one could 

definitely state Mușlea had a vocation for institutional innovation and an illuminating spirit. 

However, his actions of valorizing the field of folk art were up difficulties. 

First of all, there was the sad destiny of the rich documentary material (a detailed 

research, information on the craft of glass painting at Nicula and Olt County, numerous 

historical data and an impressive collection of photographs and glass icons) that was sent to 

Duchartre French Publishing House in 1929. A Limited Edition was meant to be produced: 

„Lʼimagerie et le verre peint des paysans roumains par Ion Mușlea. Un volume (23×29) cm 

sur beau papier grenu mat, 110 pages, 92 illustrations en electrotype et 8 facsimilles hors-

texte en couleurs. Couverture en couleurs”
3
. It would have rewarded Mușlea’s efforts from 

his early years of research in the field of folk painting. But, the economic crisis and the 

bankruptcy of the Publishing House prevented the appearance of the volume, while the icons 

and the photographs have not been recovered. As a joke of fate, there was the same case with 

Mușlea’s last study on glass painting and folk xylography. Editor Ioan Șerb promised a 

Limited Edition of the volume, which also has never appeared. Nevertheless, things were not 

irrecoverably lost because in 1955, after long expectations, a popularizing edition came out: 

Romanian Peasants’ Glass Icons and Xylographs from Transylvania
4
. 

Let us reconsider Mușlea’s intentions from 1940 when he meant to create a Museum of 

glass icons. He was supported by Gheorghe Pavelescu. Mușlea gathered several scores of icons 

from Sebeș River Valley and completed previous collections. However, the war outbreak put 

an end to his endeavour. Later, in 1964, the pieces collected during that efficacious campaign 

were added to the collections of the National History Museum of Transylvania in Cluj. We 

examined the antiquarian documents and the digital database of the Museum. The result 

consisted of 34 icons from Mușlea Collection, extremely precious ones due to their beauty and 

age. We reproduced the images we analyzed during our research at the Appendix (A. 37 – A. 

71). We mostly highlighted those images that distinguished by the technique, the coloring and, 

above all, their power to convey emotion to the beholder. 

                                                      
3
The title that announced the literary work, in the sales leaflet of the ”Duchartre” Publishing House, 1930. 

4
Ion Mușlea, Icoanle pe sticlă și xilogravurile țăranilor români din Transilvania [Romanian Peasants’ 

Glass Icons and Xylographs from Transylvania], Bucharest, ”Grai și Suflet – Cultura Națională” Publishing 

House, 1995.
 

 



The last chapter of the thesis, symbolically entitled Iconographic Workshop, 

suggests a personalized approach about the image of the Virgin Mary and the Crucifixion, an 

association of meanings between the message proposed by a particular subject painted on the 

icon and its perpetuation beyond the transparency of the glass, in the Romanian peasant’s 

opinion on life, in his way of thinking and of expressing his feelings, fears or joys. In his 

simplicity, the Romanian peasant always sought to understand the essence of unusual and 

irrational things. If the meaning was refused, he would create an imaginary world, which 

would be found in games, songs, stories or icons. 

We strove to underline that, in essence, folk perception of the divine nature is the same 

both in icons and in oral literature. Thus, images of the Virgin Mary painted on glass mix with 

those in legends, fairy tales, superstitions or beliefs in the protective nature of the loving 

Mother. At a psychological level, a world full of symbolic meanings transfigures. It confers 

the opportunity to escape from a confined space, such as daily reality, and to meet the 

unknown.  
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