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The Medieval Church in the Village of Secas (Arad
County) and its Vestiges™

Florin Marginean, George P. Hurezan, Augustin Muresan

Abstract: The present paper aims to bring a contribution to the repertoire of ecclesiastic monuments in
the mountainous region of Zarand. This would not have been possible if a decorated stone block hadn’t been
discovered in the summer of 2008, etched with a Christian inscription and Christian symbols. The stone block
allowed us to identify the exact location of the medieval church in the village of Secas. This paper also aims to
analyze a stone block and to decipher its message and decoration.

Keywords: medieval church, funerary stone, roadside crucifix, Zarand.

The village of Secas (in the municipality of Brazi, Arad County) is located in the southern part of
Gurahont Depression, at the feet of Zarand Mountains. Nowadays, the village may be accessed by
following a road that branches off from Road DJ 708, the one that connects the Crisul Alb and Mures
Valleys (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. The location of the village of Secas

Written sources do not provide much data on the past of this settlement and on the people who
inhabited it during the Middle Ages. The few mentions spread over several centuries are insufficient
for any reconstruction of the medieval period realities’.

It is known that in the end of the fourteenth century the domain of Siria included six Romanian
districts?, while in 1439, when the domain was transferred to Gheorghe Brancovici, seven such districts

English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
*  Roz, Koviach 1997, 218-219.
2 Caciora, Gliick 1980, 160; Borcea 1989, 186.
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were mentioned?. At least for the period of the fifteenth-sixteenth centuries, it is known that Upper
Secas and Lower Secas” are mentioned among the 45 villages and 5 deserted settlements in the district
of Capéalna (Kapolna). The settlement was not deemed notable by the era’s written sources, except for
data extracted from the urbarium of the fortification in Siria that mentions the fact that a certain
voivode, Petru More, resided there’.
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Fig. 2. The location of the ruin after the third Austrian military topographical survey

The present study attempts to show how a stray discovery allowed us to locate the medieval church
of the village of Secas. Today, the site does not preserve ruins that might indicate the existence of a
church from the medieval period. The only indications for it are stone fragments with traces of mortar
on the spot where the old village church once stood. The place is marked on the third Austrian military
topographical survey (Fig. 2).

Mentioned by nineteenth-century historians®, the medieval church was forgotten once the village
center moved and the ruins, visible until the middle of the twentieth century, were spoiled’. Most of
the structures that were still visible in 1942, when one photograph of the area was taken (see Pl. 1/2),
were reused in the construction of the C.A.P8 in the settlement?®.

Despite the fact that certain authors were interested in the ecclesiastical edifices in the area of
Arad, the scarcity of written sources and the limited number of medieval monuments in the moun-
tainous area of Zarand were not attractive enough to trigger more detailed researches. According
to data available so far on the medieval churches in this area, one can estimate that the number of
stone-built ecclesiastical monuments was relatively small in comparison to those in the surrounding

3 Borcea 1989, 188.

*  Eskenasy 1975, 81; Borcea 1989, 195.

5 Prodan 1960, 83.

6 Fabian 1834; Marki I, 753.

7 Popa 1942, 50-51.

Cooperativa Agricold de Productie (Agricultural Production Cooperative).
Information kindly provided by priest Petcut Tutu, whom we hereby thank.
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areas. There are various causes for this, thus we shall not dwell on them here. They were mentioned
in a relatively recent analysis of a medieval religious buildings inventory from this area'. The present
approach aims to contribute to the repertoire of stone-built ecclesiastical edifices, besides the already
well researched churches in Hilmagiu, Ribita, and Criscior.

In 2008, after we were contacted by the Town Hall of Brazi on the discovery of a stone block
with “Christian marks” on the spot of Biserica turceascd'' or Satu Bdtrdn, we went on site to verify the
information®.

The place where the stone was discovered led us to the ancient location of the medieval church in
Secas, upstream the confluence of the valleys of Mdrasca (Maraska) and Ferice (Pl. 1/1). It seems that
the church served the faithful from the Carjesti, Secasul de Jos, Secaul de Sus, Marisesti and Ferice
villages™. On site we could notice, on one end of a hilltop shaped like a mamelon, located on the right
side of the confluence of the two valleys, that several traces could still be seen on the surface (“forest
stones” as the local language refers to extremely friable sandstone blocks, showing traces of mortar)
that indicated the obvious existence of a stone building. The western end of the earth mound still
preserves traces of stone blocks connected with mortar that might have been part of the foundations
of the western tower, photographed in 1942 (PL. 1/2). Unfortunately, some of the landscape has been
modified, especially the part towards the valley where the foundations of the parish house were indi-
cated. Interventions were stopped in time, so that the possible negative impact on the integrity of the
monument and on local stratigraphy has been kept to a minimum.

Written sources are not very generous on the medieval church in the village of Secas, just as in the
case of other ecclesiastical edifices in the area under discussion. Thus, the urbarium of the fortification
in Siria only mentions the village priests'*. No other written source contains subsequent mentions
of this church. Its ruin is mentioned by historian Marki S., who calls it Biserica turceascd (The Turkish
Church), with three-four-meter-tall walls. He also notes that the church once had a porch and a semi-
circular apse®. One knows that in 1786 the old church was still used occasionally, since it was prob-
ably in disrepair®.

Even today, the spot is known in local folklore under the toponym of Biserica turceascd (The
Turkish Church)?’ or Biserica Bdtrdna (The Ancient Church)'®. Human bone remains have been recov-
ered periodically, very probably from the cemetery around the church. Another toponym, Dealul Crucii
(Cross’ Hill)* (located on a hill south of the spot of Biserica turceascd), might indicate another reli-
gious building or a cemetery.

Unfortunately, nothing has been preserved from what priest Dr. Roman Popa saw and presented
in a short article in 1942?°. The image published by the aforementioned author reveals a bell tower
(P+2) in an advanced state of degradation (Pl. 1/2). The same author mentions that the church was used
by the faithful from seven villages® spread along the surrounding valleys. He also mentions, and the
fact is partially confirmed by what has been preserved on the surface, that the church was built from
“stones broken off the rock and built with hydraulic lime”, but does not indicate the existence of any
architectural components. The author dates the church to the same period as the churches in Ribita,
Criscior, Hilmagiu, and Capéalna (unidentified exact site). The same author claims that the church was
used until 1837 when the present-day church in Secas was built. Notably he also mentiones the traces
of a building’s foundation that can no longer be seen on site, which, he reports, was part of a parish
house built of large blocks of cut stone.

10 Rusu, Hurezan 2000, 20-23.

11 See Marki II, 753.

The team included Peter Hiigel, Florin Mirginean (Museum Complex in Arad), Adrian A. Rusu (Archaeology and Art
History Institute Cluj-Napoca) and Ileana Burnichioiu (“1 Decembrie” Univ. Alba Iulia).

13 Vesa 2006, 438.

4 Prodan 1960, 81.

Marki I, 443; See Rusu, Hurezan 2000, 130-131, erroneously localized in the village of Secaci (municipality of Beliu).
% Marki II, 751.

17 See Marki II, 751.

18 Vesa 2006, 438.

¥ Vesa 2000, 68; Vesa 2006, 444.

20 Popa 1942, 50-51.

21 Data taken from G. Fabian, 221.
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The absence of written sources might be, in this case, supplemented by archaeological excavations.
Otherwise, one can only mention and place this church in a rather poor and insufficiently researched
context of ecclesiastical medieval buildings. The archaeological research of the site would certainly
enrich available knowledge on medieval churches built and used by Romanians in this area.

In connection to the discovery that indicated the location of the medieval church of the village
of Secas, we will subsequently attempt to determine the function of this stone block with Christian
decorations, marks, and messages in the structure of the ecclesiastical building. The stone block, irreg-
ular in shape, measures 95 cm in length, an average of 26 cm in width, and 18 cm in thickness. It is
currently preserved inside the Orthodox church dedicated to the “Descent of the Holy Ghost™*? in the
village of Secas.

Several depictions have been preserved on the surface of the stone (a more resistant sandstone):
one cross, solar decorative (geometrical) motifs, and an inscription®. It is very likely that the hard-
ness of the sandstone did not allow the stonemason to carve these elements very precisely.

One cross (of the roadside crucifix type) is placed in the center of the upper part; under the hori-
zontal arm one can see the short variant of the name Jesus Christ, to the right side of the arm initials
IX (Jesus) and to the left XC (Christ); lower, the vertical arm of the cross is flanked by two solar motifs.
Under the cross and under the two symbols one can read the following inscription: NU-XA (probably
NIKA). A disk is placed above the cross and another solar motif can be seen under the cross and under
the word NH-XA. In fact the letters are not Cyrilic (excepting the C in XC where C maybe very well be
Sigma) but Greek?®. Such solar motifs are a recurrent feature in Romanian folk art, from embroidery
to sculptures in wood and stone”. A similar decoration, with a rosette, can also be traced in Hungary
(Veszprem county, on the north shore of Balaton Lake) where, in a Calvin cemetery one could see
hundreds of tomb stones with this motif, though different in drawing and muster®. Considering the
fact that the stone’s discovery context remains unknown, as it was found in a secondary position, its
probable role and meaning could be of that marking a tomb or, probably, a crossroad crucifix.

The discovery is not unique in the area under discussion, though it is known that such finds are
rather rare. In one of his recent articles, Pal L6vei analyzes the issues connected to the introduction
and use of funerary markings in cemeteries during the medieval period in the Hungarian Kingdom?”.

Funerary stelae or tomb stones are mentioned in Tebea, Baia de Cris, Conop, and Zabrani®®, and
one such item seems to have been built in the wall of the church in Dezna®. One only knows that the
item in Conop was discovered in an archaeological context, placed on top of tomb no. 14. The authors
of the discovery have provided two possible datings of the stone under discussion: one to the Neolithic
and one to the twelfth-fourteenth century, using as argument the context in which the other discov-
eries in the cemetery researched on the spot of “Cotarci” were made®. A stone with a similar inscrip-
tion to the one on the item from Secas is preserved in the storage rooms of the museum in Arad. Its
place of origin remains, unfortunately, unknown. It seems to include, besides Jesus Christ’s initials,
the year 1748.

Very little is known on the funerary practices during the period when the village and implicitly
the church in Secas are mentioned, and even less on markings employed as tomb signs or indicators
of prayer places. This is partly due to the scarcity of written mentions, but there are also too few

22 The noble coat of arms of Cyro Nicolici is depicted on the western wall in the Orthodox church in Secas, built in 1837.
Cyro (Cyrill) Nicolici was a Romanian of South-Danubian origin, land owner with properties in the settlements of Secas
and Madrigesti, in the comitatus of Arad. Kyro Nicolici, an important merchant from Vienna, received as donation the set-
tlements of Secas and Madrigesti on December 30" 1819, while on May 30% 1821 he also obtained Slatina (present-day
Slatina de Mures); soon afterwards he made his noble title public (see Muresan 2012, pp.215-219).

% The stone block was recovered from the site of the old medieval church in the village of Secas and was transported in 2008

to the new village church by priest Petcut Tutu.

We would like to give special thanks to Dr Ioan Albu, who gave us pertinent suggestions regarding our researches.

% Oprisan 2003, XLIIL

% We would also like to give special thanks to Dr P4l Lévei for his remarks and suggestions.

27" Lévei 2005.

% Boroneant, Demsea 2005, 46-47.

29 Greceanu, Munteanu-Trucd 1980, 184.

%0 Boroneant, Demsea 2005, 44.

24
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discoveries of the sort. In their case, it is very possible that the markings were made of wood and thus
decayed in time, and only the rich could afford such stones inscribed with Christian signs and posthu-
mous messages made from durable materials.

It is very likely that the discovery under discussion was part of a roadside crucifix aimed at
marking the ancient spot of the village church in Secas. Besides, one knows that towards the end of
the eighteenth century and in the beginning of the nineteenth century the old church was gradually
abandoned, and this is the probable chronological interval when the stone was carved.

Florin Marginean
Museum Arad

Arad, ROU
finnlands@yahoo.com

Augustin Muresan
Museum Arad

Arad, ROU
augmuresan@gmail.com

Boroneant, Demsea

Borcea 1989
Caciora, Glick 1980
Eskenasy 1975

Fabian 1834
Greceanu, Munteanu-Truci 1980

Lévei 2005
Marki 1892

Muresan 2012
Oprisan 2003
Popa 1942

Prodan 1960
Roz, Kovach 1997

Rusu, Hurezan 2000
Vesa 2000
Vesa 2006

George P. Hurezan
Museum Arad

Arad, ROU
gphurezan@yahoo.com

BIBLIOGRAPHY

V. Boroneant, D. Demsea, Cercetdrile arheologice de la Conop Cotdrci, din 1972.
Probleme legate de stela funerard din cimitirul de secol XII-XIV. Ziridava XIV,
2005, 43-56.

L. Borcea, Consideratii cu privire la satele, cnezii si voievozii din Zarand si cimpia
Aradului. Crisia XIX, 1989, 181-203.

A. Caciora, E. Gluck, Cnezate si voievodate romdnesti arddene. Studii privind
istoria Aradului, (Ed.) E. Gliick. Bucharest 1980, 151-174.

V. Eskenasy, Hdlmagiu, un sat medieval din Tara Crisului Alb (sec. XIV-XV).
Consideratii istorice. Ziridava V, 1975, 21-37.

G. Fébidn, Arad vdarmegye leirdsa, vol. 1. Buda 1834.

E. Greceanu, L. Munteanu-Truca, O constructie medievald din familia ctitoriilor
cneziale romdnesti (Dezna, jud. Arad). Ziridava XII, 1980, 181-191.

P. Lévei, Temetdi sirjelek a kozépkori Magyarorszdgon. OpHung VI, 2005, 77-83.
S. Marki, Aradvdrmegye és Arad szabad kirdlyi vdros torténete, I-1I. Arad
1892-1895.

A. Muresan, Biserica “Pogordrea Duhului Sfant” din satul Secas, judetul Arad -
pdstrdtoare de simbol heraldic. Administratie roméneasca arddeana Studii si
comunicari din Banat - Crigana, vol. V, Arad 2012, 215-219.

L. Oprisan, Troite romdnesti. O tipologie. Bucuresti 2003.

R. Popa, Urmele unei vechi biserici pe valea Crigului Alb. Biserica si Scoala, year
LXVI, no. 7, February 15™ 1942, 50-51.

D. Prodan, Domeniul cetdtii Siria la 1525. AIL 111, 1960, 37-102.

A. Roz, G. Kovach, Dictionarul istoric al localitdtilor din judetul Arad. Arad
1997, 218-219.

A.A. Rusu, G. P. Hurezan, Biserici medievale din judetul Arad. Arad 2000.

P. Vesa, Bisericile de mir arddene intre traditie si modernitate. Arad 2000.

P. Vesa, Episcopia Aradului. Istoric. Culturd. Mentalitati (1706-1918).
Cluj-Napoca 2006.



258 ¢ Florin Marginean, George P. Hurezan, Augustin Muresan
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Plansa 1. Secas: 1. Localizarea amplasamentului bisericii medievale; 2. Imagine cu ruinele turnului
de vest al bisericii (1942); 3. Piatra cu decor, inscriptie si insemne crestine descoperita pe vechiul
amplasament al bisericii; 4. Imagine dinspre SV cu amplasamentul fostei biserici; 5. Detaliu cu o piatra
de la baza promontoriului, posibil marcaj de mormant sau ramasa in urma spolierii monumentului.
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Norsk Numismatisk Tidsskrift.

Numismatische Zeitschrift, herausgegeben von der numismatischen
Gesellschaft in Wien. Wien.

Oxford Journal of Archaeology, Oxford.

Opuscula Hungarica. Budapest.

Praehistorische Bronzefunde.

Potaissa. Studii si comunicari. Turda.

Prihistorische Zeitschrift. Berlin.

Régészeti Fiizetek. Magyar Nemzeti Muizeum. Budapest.

Revue des Etudes Sud-Est Européenes. I’ Institut d’Etudes Sud-Est Européennes
de I’Académie Roumaine. Bucuresti.

Revista de Istorie, Institutul de Istorie , Nicolae Iorga”. Bucuresti.

Revista Muzeelor. Centrul pentru Formare, Educatie Permanenta si
Management in Domeniul Culturii. Bucuresti.

Revue Roumaine d’Histoire, Academia Romana. Bucuresti.

Sargetia, Muzeul Civilizatiei Dacice si Romane Deva.



Savaria

SCIVA
SCN

SCSI

SIB
SlovArch
SMIM

SMK

SSCR

Speculum
StComCaransebeg
StComSatuMare
Stratum plus

Studia Caroliensia

Studia Comitatensia
Szazadok

Terra Sebus
Thraco-Dacica
Transilvanian Review
TS

UPA

VAH

VMMK

World Archaeology
ZfA

Ziridava

ZMSW
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Savaria — a Vas megyei muzeumok értesit6je. Pars historico-naturalis.
Szombathely.

Studii si Cercetari de Istorie Veche (si Arheologie). Bucuresti.

Studii si Cercetiri Numismatice. Institutul de Arheologie ,Vasile Parvan”.
Bucuresti.

Studii si Cercetari Stiintifice. Istorie.

Studii de Istorie a Banatului. Universitatea de Vest Timisoara.

Slovenskd Archeolégia. Bratislava.

Studii si Materiale de Istorie Medie. Institutul de Istorie ,Nicolae Iorga”.
Bucuresti.

Somogyi Mizeumok Kézleményei. Kaposvar.

Social Science Computer Review. North Carolina State University.

Speculum. Cambridge Journals Online. Cambridge.

Studii $i Comunicari. Etnografie. Istorie. Caransebes.

Studii si Comunicari. Satu Mare.

Stratum plus Journal. High Anthropological School University. Cultural
Anthropology & Archaeology.

Studia Caroliensia. A Kéroli Gaspar Reformdatus Egyetem szakfolyéirata.
Budapesta.

Studia Comitatensia. Tanulmanyok Pest Megye Muzeumaibél. Szentendre.
Szézadok. A Magyar Toérténelmi Tarsulat Folyéirata. Budapest.

Terra Sebus. Acta Musei Sabesiensis. Sebes.

Thraco-Dacica. Bucuresti.

Transilvanian Review/Revue de Transylvanie. Cluj-Napoca.

Torténelmi Szemle. A Magyar Tudomdnyos Akadémia Torténettudoményi
Intézetének Ertesitoje. Budapest.

Universititsforschungen zur Prihistorische Archiologie. Bonn.

Varia Archaeologica Hungarica. Budapest.

Veszprémi Megyei Mtzeumok Kézleményei. Veszprém.

World Archaeology. London.

Zeistchrift fir Archiologie. Berlin.

Ziridava, Complexul Muzeal Arad. Arad.

Zeitscrift fur Miinz-, Siegel- und Wappenkunde. Berlin.
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