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Zsibó, aristocrats, representation, gardens 

 

Under the title Country house-buildings patronized by the Wesselényi family in the 18th-

20th centuries, we have tried to realize a comprehensive and complex work on the Wesselényi 

family buildings, covering the various aspects related to them. The role played by the Wesselényi 

family in the history of Transylvania and Hungary is now well known and recognized, but the 

buildings patronized by the family, their role as patrons of architecture, have so far been less the 

subject of academic research than their political achievements. Our thesis is a gap-filling work, 

as there have been case studies and monographs on family-built country houses, but presenting 

them in the context of a comprehensive research and analyzing them in various aspects can be 

considered an innovation. Our aim in writing this thesis was to try to sketch a comprehensive 

picture of the aristocratUnder the title Country house-buildings patronized by the Wesselényi 

family in the 18th-20th centuries, we have tried to realize a comprehensive and complex work on 

the Wesselényi family buildings, covering the various aspects related to them. The role played by 

the Wesselényi family in the history of Transylvania and Hungary is now well known and 

recognized, but the buildings patronized by the family and their role as patrons of architecture 

have so far been less the subject of academic research than their political achievements. Our 

thesis is a gap-filling work, as there have been case studies and monographs on family-built 

country houses, but presenting them in the context of comprehensive research and analyzing 

them in various aspects can be considered an innovation. Our aim in writing this thesis was to try 

to sketch a comprehensive picture of the aristocratic buildings and country house culture of the 

Wesselényi family on the basis of systematic research. In our thesis, the term 'construction' is 

used primarily to refer to the building of country house and the development of the ensembles 

belonging to the country house, but where we had data, we also tried to reconstruct and present 

the country house gardens, because, from the point of view of art history, social history or 

cultural history, they are part of the ensemble and can only be understood together with the 

country house. In the paper, we tried to answer questions such as: Why do they build? How do 

they build? Why do they build in this way? Which branch of the family builds more? Why? 

Buildings, especially residences or country houses, highlight the representational needs and 

richness of the family under study and, in general, show the importance of the family in the light 
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of its buildings. In light of this data, it becomes apparent how much the family wanted to be seen 

and stand out since we can treat buildings as a form of display, of wanting to stand out and be 

seen. How much a family has invested in its country house goes beyond the aspects of housing 

and comfort, which could have been achieved with much smaller investments. The building of a 

residence and the investment of time and money in it is in fact a means of representation, a way 

of showing and displaying the family and its role. All this is brought to a fascinating point in the 

case of the Wesselényi buildings. 

Although we had not explicitly planned to carry out genealogical research from the beginning, 

we were obliged to do so because the construction works can only be examined, explained, and 

interpreted in the light of this data, integrated into a biographical and family history framework. 

This is the reason why we have also included a section on the family members who 

"commissioned and built" the country houses, in which we wanted to create as colorful and 

detailed a picture as possible of the family members who were involved in the construction of the 

aristocratic residences, in order to outline and justify their mentality, ideas, and expectations and 

how these influenced the design of the buildings. 

By analyzing the construction and architecture of country houses, the researcher realizes that 

research on aristocratic residences is much more than architectural history. The history of 

country house building combines the history of mentalities and culture, the fashions of the time, 

the political situation, the challenges, ideas, and culture of the client. The term 'country house' 

refers to a specific social stratum, a characteristic form of land ownership, and a demanding way 

of life, which is constantly changing and adapting over time1  and is 'history itself'.2   Country 

House-building flourished from the Middle Ages until the years after the First World War, 

making it the most important architectural genre alongside ecclesiastical architecture.3  After the 

First World War, between the two world wars, social transformations and the severe economic 

consequences of the Treaty of Trianon meant that commissions of this type became rare, and 

after that, country houses were hardly built at all. A country house is much more than a group of 

                                                           
1 Kovács András: „A kastély már maga a történelem”, in Bordás Beáta: Erdélyi kastélyépítészet a historizmus 
korában (1840–1914), Polis Könyvkiadó, Kolozsvár, 2016, 7. 
2 Biró József: Erdélyi kastélyok. 1943, essay http://mek.niif.hu/04900/04920/html/mhodonerdely0058.html 
3 Bordás Beáta: Erdélyi kastélyépítészet a historizmus korában (1840–1914). Az egykori Kolozs, Torda-Aranyos és 
Alsó-Fehér vármegyék kastélyai. Polis Könyvkiadó, Kolozsvár, 2016,  8. 
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buildings. As a rural residence, it was the acropolis of art and culture, combining architecture, 

fine arts, garden architecture, aristocratic libraries, extensive aristocratic gardens, and a place for 

a social class that was privileged among other classes. In all cases, the country house also reveals 

the tastes of the commander and the owner because, in addition to the exterior architecture, the 

interior was most representative of the style, reflected in the fittings, furnishings and ornaments. 

At the same time, it was also the perfect place for representation, where the most exceptional 

ornaments and family portraits could be displayed, and in the Wesselényi family's country house 

in Jibou, the genealogies of some of the horses of the breed even hung on the walls. 

In the section on the architecture of country houses in general, we have tried to paint a unified 

picture of the residences of the nobility, where we had to come to the conclusion that the 

Transylvanian ones lag behind in size and quality even in comparison with their Hungarian 

counterparts, not to mention similar buildings in the West. In general, the aim was to follow the 

Hungarian Western model or to imitate buildings that had been seen and appreciated elsewhere 

but which would still have a distinctly provincial character after completion. 

In this thesis, we have not focused on a single historical period or architectural style. From 

Baroque to historicism, from Art Deco to country houses built in the third decade of the 

twentieth century, have been the theme of the research presentations. This explains the wide time 

span - from the first half of the 1700s to the first half of the 20th century - in which we studied 

representative buildings. In terms of architectural, cultural and artistic history, eight country 

house complexes were studied, four of which bear the stylistic characteristics of Baroque and 

four of which are historicist, although the last one falls outside the historicist period defined by 

József Sisa, which ended after the periodization of the style by the academician in 1914.4 

However, its eclectic and neo-Renaissance stylistic characteristics led us to classify it as a 

historicist building. Therefore, the country houses discussed and researched in the order in which 

they appear in this thesis are: the Baroque country house in Jibou, the country house in Comlod, 

the country house in Chiochiș, the country house in Obreja, the Wesselényi-Béldi country house 

in Jibou, the Baroque country house in Hodod, the Wesselényi-Degenfeled country house in 

Hodod and the country house in Dragu. As far as their geographical location is concerned, we 

should look for them in the current counties of Satu Mare, Sălaj, Bistrița-Năsăud and Alba. The 
                                                           
4 Sisa József: Kastélyépítészet és kastélykultúra Magyarországon. A historizmus kora. Vince Kiadó Budapest, 2007, 
9. 
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family owned a number of townhouses in both Cluj-Napoca and Zalău. The volume and 

complexity of the subject go beyond the scope of this thesis and, therefore, are not the subject of 

our doctoral research. 

            In the structure of the work, we have tried to establish a logical chronological order in the 

succession of the country house, while discussing separately the constructions of the family 

branch in Jibou from those of the branch in Hodod. The backbone of the work is, therefore, the 

chapters on the country houses, but these are preceded by a section on the family history and 

those members of the family who were re-cemented through their role as country house-building 

commissioners. Also included is a section on country house building in general, which facilitates 

placing the Wesselényi country houses in time, space and style. It was considered important to 

devote a separate chapter to a general section on garden construction, as the gardens of the 

Wesselényi country houses are an integral part of Transylvanian garden art. A separate chapter 

has been dedicated to each of the eight residences researched and, where possible, we have based 

our analysis on the same sub-chapters. In each case, we have attempted to sketch the history of 

the estate, and in the case of the history of the buildings, we have tried to supplement the 

information available in the literature with new archival information. The thorough stylistic 

descriptions of the buildings were justified in particular by the fact that not one of the buildings 

is in ruins today, so that we could record the conditions existing today, and for this reason we 

also recorded the text of the inscriptions on the buildings. Where the condition of the building 

allowed it, we also described the interiors and other aspects of the country house culture, and 

where we had the necessary data, we also described the garden. 

            By analyzing the number of country houses studied, we can see that five of the country 

houses surveyed were built by the Jibou branch of the family and three by the Hodod branch. 

This also reveals an answer to the question posed at the beginning of the research: which branch 

of the family commissioned more buildings? The answer to this question is clearly the Jibou 

branch. If we consider the presence and the public and political importance of the representatives 

of the two branches, the answer is also the Jibou branch, which also explains why this branch 

invested more in buildings. Let us see who built the country houses of the Jibou branch: the first 

Jibou manor was built by the diarist István Wesselényi (1674-1734) and restored by his son of 

the same name and his wife, Daniel Polixéna (1720-1775). The country house in Comlod was 

commissioned by István Wesselényi (1708-1758) and Daniel Polixéna, the manor in Chiochiș 
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was built by Daniel Polixéna after her husband's death, the Baroque country house in Jibou was 

built by Miklós Wesselényi (1750-1809) and Ilona Cserei (1754-1831), then their son Miklós 

Wesselényi Jr. (1796-1850) commissioned and realized the reconstruction of the country house, 

the country house in Obrejaa was built by Miklós Wesselényi (1869-1921) (IV.) grandson of 

Wesselényi Miklós Miklós (II.), and the Wesselényi-Béldi country house in Jibou was also built 

by the reformer's granddaughter Pálma Wesselényi (1881-1958) and her husband Kálmán Béldi 

(1882-1946). Analyzing the list of the names of the builder-commanders is striking because it 

includes the names of those members that even historical research considers to be the most 

famous representatives of the Wesselényi lineage. It can, therefore, be concluded that the 

members of the family, who were highly educated and also had political careers, were the 

country house builders. The reason for building a residence was often marriage, with the 

architecture of the buildings placing great emphasis on representation, display and standing out. 

The most prolific period for country house building was undoubtedly that of Daniel Polixena. A 

woman of unparalleled culture and strong will, for whom the court of her aunt Sofia Daniel and 

the court of Governor János Haller in Deva were a model of court life and building, she left a 

legacy that is still worthy of recognition if we consider the interesting iconographic program of 

the Comlod country house, reflected in the reliefs on the main façade. The medieval spirit of 

Miklós Wesselényi senior and his grandiose fantasy gave birth to the largest Baroque building 

complex in Transylvania, the Baroque country house of Jibou, which is impressive not only 

today but also in the 19th century. This vast building can undoubtedly be seen as an intended 

representation of the commander, reflecting the past, present, political role and power of the 

family. The modernization works carried out under the leadership of Miklós Wesselényi II. were 

not only a means of representation, but also a means of profitability, an estate, an innovative 

estate in the conditions of the 19th century, and consisted in transforming the centre of the estate 

in the spirit of liberal reformism. The construction of the country house in Obreja as a summer 

residence in the early years of the 20th century was a symbol of the importance and survival of 

the family. The construction of the Wesselényi-Béldi country house in Jibou, at a time when 

country house architecture was definitively eclipsed, reflects the economic power and still 

considerable role of the Wesselényi and Béldi families, as well as their desire for representation. 

            If we examine and summarize the new information discovered for each building, we can 

say that we have managed to complete the existing material for all the country houses with 
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relevant and important data. Also, in the case of the Baroque country house of Jibou, we have 

discovered a series of new and valuable data, although, after having researched a considerable 

part of the family archives, we can state almost with certainty that the documentary heritage 

preserved in the Cluj Archives does not contain clear data about its construction. This conclusion 

was first reached by Lajos Kelemen, who organized the documents after the family archives were 

moved to Cluj-Napoca. Kelemen explains the lack of these primary sources by the double 

destruction of the family archives.  Therefore, the researcher's task is much more difficult, as he 

has to piece together seemingly insignificant accounts and even the smallest references to the 

construction work to transform these small pieces of data into a useful and scientifically 

significant text. Although no plans or contracts with various architects have survived, the history 

of the construction and layout of the Jibou country house has been reconstructed. A better 

understanding of the contribution and work of Joseph Bittheuser could bring us closer to the 

potential architect who designed the building. We consider it important to identify the most 

important interior decorations of the country house, the landscapes painted by Franz Neuhuaser, 

kept today in the County Museum of History in Zalău, and we tried not only to delimit their 

theme but also to analyze them from the point of view of art history. We also succeeded in 

providing new data on the sequence and method of construction works carried out during Ilona 

Cserei's time and in determining the exact source of the wallpapers and textiles used for 

upholstering the furniture. The study of the period of Miklós Wesselényi II. has also yielded 

considerable data for the building: it was found that the neoclassical facade of the pavilions 

remaining after the demolition of the south wall was designed by the owner himself, but we also 

know that he made major changes to the interior of the country house, whose furniture and room 

interiors can be reconstructed from the country house inventory of 1836-1837. However, much 

valuable information has also come to light from this period in connection with the landscaping 

of the garden. Almost all we knew about the country house garden was what Kazinczy noted in 

his description of it on the occasion of his visit to Jibou in the early 19th century. By comparison, 

we were able to learn not only the types and origins of the ornamental stones in the garden grotto 

but also the plan of the hunting garden, the transformation of the Baroque elements into an 

English garden, the variety of ornamental plants grown, and a probably unfinished garden 

element, a design for a gazebo. The evolution of the family mausoleum and plans for its 

reconstruction are also included in a separate chapter of the thesis. Special mention should be 

made of the elaborate plans for the transformation of the crypt and the very interesting 
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theoretical explanations of the drawings provided by the authors of the reconstruction ideas. The 

role of Ferenc Kazinczy, a friend of the family, who the widowed baroness and her son asked to 

draw up a project for a new mausoleum, should be emphasized. Nevertheless, equally interesting 

and of high quality is the vision of Farkas Cserei, a man of extraordinary erudition, for a new 

burial place. 

            In the case of the country house of Comlod, we have another source proving that a manor 

house preceded this building and possibly we can also state that the layout of the country house 

of Hodod influenced the idea of the Comlod plan. We were also able to reconstruct the rooms of 

the manor house in Chiochiș based on the inventory we found dating from the beginning of the 

19th century. It turned out that the Obreja estate was not inherited, but bought by the two sons of 

the reformer Wesselényi, Miklós and Béla, in the second half of the 19th century. The most 

significant result of the research of the Béldi-Wesselényi country house in Jibou is that we have 

been able to challenge and contradict the existing data in the specialized literature, identifying 

not only the architect who designed the country house but also the year of construction. 

            From the country houses of the Hodod branch of the Hodod family, three other buildings 

were examined: the Baroque country house in Hodod, the Wesselényi-Bethlen country house in 

Dragu and the Wesselényi-Degenfeld country house in Hodod. All of them can be classified as 

small country houses, but still retain their architectural, cultural and art historical importance. 

The three country houses are essentially the residences of the grandsons of Ferenc Wesselényi 

(1705-1770), the founder of the Hodod branch, of whom József (1769-1826), István (1770-1840) 

and Farkas pursued a political career. The youngest, Farkas, as the committeer of central 

Szolnok, inherited the Baroque country house completed in his father's time. István is the builder 

of the country house in Dragu, while József turned the local inn into his own country house. In 

their case, too, we can see that the reason for the creation of country houses is always marriage, 

and in how they are built, we can also recognize the intention to show off and to represent. With 

the exception of the Baroque country house in Hodod, the archival sources of the buildings of 

this family branch are at least as incomplete as those of the branch in Jibou. However, the history 

of the construction of the Baroque Hodod country house has also been supplemented with 

information about the architects Josef Litzmann and Antal Soldati, who are little known in the 

literature. Interesting details emerged about the building history of the Wesselényi-Degenfeld 

country house in Hodod and its imposing garden, whose exterior architectural elements also 
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contain many interesting details. More was learned about the acquisition and commissioning of 

the Dragu facilities. The list could go on, of course, but the above shows that the research has 

produced significant results, which have brought us closer to unveiling the country house-

building culture of the Wesselényi de Hodod family. 

            Research has shown us the difficulties and sacrifices involved in building a country 

house. The numerous sources and correspondence we have researched all confirm that in the 

Transylvanian landscape it was an almost impossible task to hire a reliable, well-trained 

architect. This is the reason why, in Hodod, he did not bring craftsmen from Cluj-Napoca but 

from Debrecen and the Satu Mare region. Another explanation is that these settlements were 

geographically closer to each other, and perhaps the professionals were not as busy and 

expensive in that part of the country as they were in Cluj-Napoca, where demand exceeded 

supply. Our assumption can be confirmed by the design and construction of the second building 

in Hodod, which was built exclusively by craftsmen from Carei, from carpenters to locksmiths. 

According to the letters sent by Miklós Wesselényi senior to Count Antal Károlyi and by Ilona 

Cserei to the secretary of the estate, Vajna Antal, it was apparently impossible to find a good 

surveyor or architect, as well as carpenters or other reliable specialists. That is why they turned 

to the architect of the Károlyi family from Carei, Joseph Bittheuser, despite all the difficulties 

they had to build. The Wesselényi family, but not only the Wesselényi family, built new country 

houses mostly for weddings or restored old ones. The need to build modern country houses and 

residences can also be linked to noble representation. The family, which played a key role in 

political and cultural life, could not live in a second or third-class manor; the residence had to 

reflect the nobility and the owner. Often, the vision for the new chateau was beyond the client's 

financial means or grandeur at the expense of comfort. In the case of the Baroque country house 

in Hodod, the design of the multi-storey building is executed as a ground floor. In the case of the 

Baroque country house in Jibou, the medieval interpretation of the country house type in the Pest 

region made the huge building uncomfortable. 

            Representation also played an essential role in interior furnishings, interior design, and 

wall decoration. If we consider only the canvases commissioned from Neuhauser, which also 

contained hunting scenes of Wesselényi Miklós senior, in addition to depictions of nature. We 

can see the commissioner's desire to show himself, but the numerous portraits in the family 

portrait gallery, the multitude of weapons according to the 1836 inventory, and the genealogy of 
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the racehorses on display confirm the same. No less importance was given to the upkeep of the 

country house libraries. Two library inventories were found during our research. The catalogue 

of books showed a wide range of interests and erudition. It is certain that the Wesselényi family 

not only collected but also used them. Miklós Wesselényi senior was noted by his 

contemporaries as having a thorough knowledge of the works of certain ancient Roman authors, 

but his enthusiasm and support for the theater, as well as the fact that he himself wrote plays that 

were performed on the open-air stage of the garden in Jibou, are also evidence of his culture and 

erudition. József, the first owner of the Wesselényi-Degenfeld country house in Hodod, read 

Latin authors and translated poetry from Spanish into Hungarian even in the last years of his life. 

It is no coincidence that his love of books prompted his father to bequeath him the family library. 

The garden elements also played a symbolic and representative role. Along with following the 

fashion of the time, they often had symbolic and allegorical meanings, such as statues of 

mythological figures and metaphorical embodiments of virtues and positive qualities. A 

cornerstone of the representation of the Wesselényi family is the frequent placement of the 

family coat of arms, especially on the facades of their country houses. The display of the family 

coat of arms and heraldic elements was also a reflection of the noble privilege, which they 

consciously used. 

            After all this, our thesis is timely and fills a significant gap in the literature. It presents the 

Wesselényi family country houses and all their accompanying layers in a single volume, drawing 

attention to their value as built heritage. It is topical because it can provide a basis and starting 

point for the interventions and restoration work so urgently needed for many of these noble 

residences. 
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