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Context1 

The document published here is a tezkere2 issued in the first ten days of Rebīʿü’l-āḫir 

1092 (20–29 April 1681) by Muṣṭafā, mīr-alay and acting governor of Szolnok. It is pre-

served today in the archive of the Reformed Parish of Mezőtúr (Hungary), which 

possesses six Ottoman Turkish documents, all relating to the renovation of the church. 

These are catalogued under a single archival reference number.3 The present document 

authorizes the inhabitants of Túr (today called Mezőtúr) to repair damaged structural 

elements of their Reformed church and, most remarkably, to decorate its ceiling. 

While permissions for the repair of Christian churches were not exceptional in the 

Ottoman Empire, explicit references to the ornamentation of Protestant church 

interiors are rare. For this reason, the document provides valuable evidence for the 

material and visual culture of a Reformed congregation in the seventeenth-century 

Ottoman-ruled part of Hungary.  

At the time when the document was issued, Túr was a prosperous oppidum 

situated in the Great Hungarian Plain. Following its conquest in 1552, it became a ḫāṣṣ 

estate whose revenues were paid directly into the sultan’s treasury. Initially attached to 

 

1  The writing of this study was supported by the National Research, Development and Innovation 
Office under the project number K-145896. 

2  In Ottoman administrative practice, a tezkere was a document employed for communication 
between officials or individuals within the same administrative jurisdiction. These documents 
were generally brief and straightforward in style. Depending on their purpose, tezkeres could 
fulfill a range of administrative and legal functions, including the issuance of permits and official 
authorizations. M.S. Kütükoğlu, Osmanlı Belgelerinin Dili (Diplomatik) (Istanbul: Kubbealtı, 
1998), 245. 

3  Mezőtúri Egyházközség Iratai I. 268.k [Records of the Reformed Congregation of Mezőtúr I. 
268.k] Of the six surviving documents, three date from 1677, two—including the present 
tezkere—were issued in 1681, while the sixth remains undated. Although the documents bear the 
signatures of different officials, their content is essentially similar: each grants permission for the 
repair of the local Reformed church. The authorized works include the repair of the ceiling, 
replastering of the walls, and the replacement of shingles on the roof damaged by heavy snowfall. 
Besides the present tezkere, only one other surviving document explicitly mentions the 
ornamentation of the church ceiling. It should also be noted that a much larger corpus of 
Ottoman documents relating to Túr has survived. Today, this miscellany is preserved in the Jász-
Nagykun-Szolnok County Archives and consists of 155 documents (the archival reference of the 
letter bundle is HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.). Among them are two additional permissions 
concerning the repair of the local Reformed church, one dated to 1674/75 (the archival number is 
HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.B.134.) and the other to 1678/79 (HU-MNL-JNSZML-V.301.B.37), 
although neither document specifies the month of issue. 
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the eyālet of Buda, it was later transferred to the eyālet of Eger after the Ottoman 

conquest of Eger. The Ottoman rule in the town came to an end in 1692.4 

The inhabitants of Túr were among the earliest communities in the Kingdom of 

Hungary to adopt the Reformation. A grammar school was established in 1530, and by 

the middle of the sixteenth century the Reformed confession had become dominant 

within the settlement.5 According to later local church tradition, the medieval parish 

church, originally dedicated to Saint Elizabeth, passed into Protestant hands in 1562.6 

The subsequent history of the building is less certain. According to the same tradition, 

stones from the medieval church were reused in 1630 during the construction of a mill 

dam. Whether the building had already fallen into ruin by that time cannot be estab-

lished with certainty. Later sources indicate that the Reformed congregation 

worshipped in a church constructed of wood and reeds until further repairs were 

possible.7 

The text reveals that the inhabitants of Túr sought permission to repair their 

church after several of its supporting columns had fallen into disrepair. Significantly, 

the petitioners had already obtained authorization from the local sharia court (in this 

case located in Szolnok) before applying to the provincial authorities, demonstrating 

the layered nature of Ottoman administration, in which judicial and executive authori-

ties jointly participated in the authorization process. The issuance of the tezkere 

therefore represents the final administrative approval required for the proposed 

repairs. 

 

4  Z. Bodoki Fodor, Mezőtúr város története. (Mezőtúr: 1978), 13; 16. The towns that paid taxes 
directly to the Sultan were, without exception, located in secure and easily defensible regions: 
either along the Danube and Tisza rivers, or in the interior of the Great Hungarian Plain, where 
there was little risk of Habsburg attack. G. Dávid, “A budai beglerbégek jövedelmei és birtokai a 16. 
században.” Keletkutatás spring (Budapest: 1991), 62. 

5  Faragó, A mezőtúri református egyház története 1530-1917-ig. (Mezőtúr: 1927), 15. According to 
local tradition, Protestantism was introduced to Túr by Lukács Thúri Szabó, who returned to his 
native town after embracing the new doctrines in Wittenberg. Later, with the arrival of the 
renowned preacher István Kis Szegedi in the early 1550s, it is likely that the local congregation 
adopted the Reformed tradition. Faragó, A mezőtúri református egyház története 1530-1917-ig. 
(Mezőtúr: 1927), 15. 

6
  B. Holl, A váci püspöki egyházlátogatási jegyzőkönyvek protestáns vonatkozású bejegyzései a 18. 

században. (Budapest: Magyar Egyháztörténeti Enciklopédia Munkaközösség, 2004), 185. 
7  B. Faragó, A mezőtúri református egyház története 1530-1917-ig. (Mezőtúr: 1927), 20.  
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Particularly noteworthy is the permission granted for the decoration of the 

church ceiling with painted ornamentation. While permissions for the repair of 

Christian churches are well attested in Ottoman sources, explicit references to the 

decoration of Protestant church interiors are considerably rarer. The wording of the 

present document is therefore significant not only because it authorizes the re-

storation of the building, but also because it provides valuable evidence for the 

material and visual culture of a seventeenth-century Reformed congregation in the 

Kingdom of Hungary. 

The permission should be understood within the broader context of Reformed 

ecclesiastical art. During the early stages of the Reformation, the exterior appearance 

of churches generally changed little, whereas the interior underwent substantial 

transformation. Altars, statues, and devotional images were removed in accordance 

with Protestant principles, while surviving wall paintings, which were often more 

difficult to eliminate, do not appear to have caused particular concern in many 

congregations. Although simplicity remained an important ideal, Reformed com-

munities gradually developed a distinctive decorative tradition of their own. Reaching 

its height during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this tradition was 

expressed primarily through painted wooden ornamentation. Church ceilings, 

galleries, communion tables, Moses chairs, and church chests were frequently deco-

rated with elaborate floral and geometric motifs, creating a characteristic visual 

language that distinguished Reformed church interiors.8 

Painted wooden panel ceilings became especially characteristic of Reformed 

churches. The best-known surviving examples are found in Transylvania, where the 

abundance of timber made painted carpentry a practical and economical alternative to 

plastered vaults and ceilings. Similar decorative solutions, however, were also em-

ployed elsewhere in the Hungarian Kingdom, although documentary and material evi-

dence is considerably scarcer. Against this background, the permission recorded in the 

present tezkere acquires particular importance. Owing to the limited survival of both 

 

8  B. Dercsényi, Református templomok Magyarországon. (Budapest: 1992), XIII. 
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Ottoman administrative records and local ecclesiastical sources, no other document is 

currently known from this region that explicitly authorizes the painted decoration of 

the interior of a Reformed church. The reference preserved in the tezkere therefore 

constitutes an exceptionally valuable source for the study of Reformed visual culture in 

seventeenth-century Hungary.9  

The wording of the tezkere makes clear that the requested works were confined 

to the repair of damaged parts of the church and did not authorize any enlargement or 

structural alteration of the building.10 The document also concludes with the 

instruction that no one should interfere with the execution of the repairs, indicating 

that once permission had been granted through the appropriate administrative 

procedure, the authorities expected the decision to be respected. These provisions 

correspond to the administrative practice governing the repair of Christian places of 

worship in the Ottoman Empire. Rather than simply granting permission, Ottoman 

authorities carefully distinguished between the maintenance of existing buildings and 

the construction of new ones. Repair permits therefore regularly emphasized that only 

damaged sections could be restored and that no extension or alteration of the original 

structure was permitted. As recent scholarship has shown, however, such permissions 

should be understood not merely as the application of an abstract legal rule but as the 

outcome of a multi-stage administrative procedure involving local officials, the sharia 

court, provincial authorities, and, in some cases, the imperial administration. 

The legal background to this procedure was closely connected with the status of 

the Christian population as zimmīs (Ar. dhimmīs). As members of a protected non-

Muslim community, they were able to maintain existing places of worship, although 

substantial repairs generally required official authorization. 11 Christians were granted 

 

9  I. Tombor, Magyarországi festett famennyezetek és rokonemlékek a XV-XIX. századból (Budapest: 
1968), 15. 

10  Ottoman legal regulations imposed severe penalties for exceeding the scope of an authorized 
church repair: even minor additions to the original structure could lead to substantial fines and 
the demolition of the building. U. Heyd, Studies in Old Ottoman Criminal Law. (Oxford: 1973), 
284. 

11
  In the Ottoman Empire, the term zimmī was used to designate non-Muslim subjects living under 

Islamic rule. Within the Ottoman legal system, the zimmī status was interpreted and applied in 
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the protection of the Islamic state and were therefore allowed to practice their religion, 

subject to certain conditions, most notably the payment of the poll tax (cizye). By ful-

filling these fiscal obligations, Christian communities were generally permitted to 

retain their churches and, under certain conditions, to carry out repairs. Rossitsa 

Gradeva has demonstrated, on the basis of Ottoman documents relating to the repair 

and, in some cases, the construction of churches in the Balkans, that the Ottoman ad-

ministration did not apply a uniform practice throughout the Empire. The handling of 

such cases varied from region to region, and the role of local officials in the 

authorization process was of particular importance. While some requests were referred 

to the imperial centre, many were dealt with locally. In such cases, an investigation 

was often ordered, sometimes involving witnesses who confirmed the necessity of the 

proposed repairs. Depending on the locality and administrative circumstances, the 

case could be examined by the local kadı, voyvoda, bey, kaymakam, or other officials.12 

The document from Túr illustrates the practical operation of this legal frame-

work. Rather than representing an exceptional concession, it demonstrates how the 

Ottoman administration regulated relations with its non-Muslim subjects through 

established administrative and judicial procedures. 

In the case of Túr, the tezkere is particularly significant because it offers rare evi-

dence concerning a Reformed congregation living under Ottoman rule. Together with 

the other surviving repair permits from the 1670s and 1680s, it demonstrates that the 

local community maintained an active administrative relationship with the Ottoman 

authorities and repeatedly obtained official authorization for the preservation of its 

church. The document should therefore be understood not merely as an administrative 

 

accordance with the principles of Islamic law, providing a recognized legal framework for non-
Muslim communities. As zimmīs, Christians and Jews were regarded as legitimate members of the 
Islamic state who were permitted to retain their own faith, religious institutions, and communal 
organization in exchange for acknowledging Muslim political authority and fulfilling certain legal 
and fiscal obligations. İslâm Ansiklopedisi. İslâm Âlemi Tarih, Coǧrafya, Etnografya ve Biyografya 
Lugati. 13. cilt. (Istanbul: 1986), 566. 

12  R. Gradeva, “Ottoman Policy Towards Christian Church Buildings.” Études Balqaniques (Sofia: 
1994/4), 16-24. 
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record but also as an important source for the interaction between provincial govern-

ment, Islamic legal institutions, and the everyday religious life of a Christian com-

munity in seventeenth-century Ottoman Hungary. 

 

Transcription 

Hüve 

Vech-i taḥrīr-i ḥurūf oldur ki // ḥāliyā Ṣolnoḳ sancaġında ḥavāṣṣ-i [!]13 hümāyūn 

ḳurālarından varoş-i Ṭūr ehālīlerinüñ // kilise-i ẓulmet-enīslerinüñ bir ḳaç sütūnı ḥarāb 

[!]14 olub tecdīde muḥtāc olmaġın // ve hem kilise-i ẓulmet-enīslerinüñ ṭavānuñ 

muʿtādları üzre naḳş etdürilmek // içün ḳabl-i şerʿden tezkere alub ṭarafımuzdan daḫı 

istīzān ṭaleb itmeleriyle // işbu mühürlü tezkere yedlerine virilmişdür ziyāde ve noḳṣān 

binā olınmamaḳ bābında // muḥtāc olan yirleri taʿmīr edüb ṭaraf-i āḫardan ferd-i māniʿ 

ve dāfiʿ olmayalar // el-vāḳiʿ fi evāʾil-i Rebīʿü’l-āḫir 1092. 

Muṣṭafā  

mīralay ve ḳaymaḳām-i Ṣolnoḳ 

 

Translation 

He (God) 

The reason for the issuance of this document is that currently, several columns of the 

church of the inhabitants of the varoş15 of Túr, one of the imperial hass settlements in 

the Sanjak of Szolnok, whose companion is darkness, have fallen into ruin and are in 

need of restoration. Furthermore, since the ceiling of the aforementioned church of 

people, whose companion is darkness, is to be decorated with paintings upon its 

beams according to their customary practice, they first obtained an authorization from 

the sharia court and subsequently petitioned us as well for permission. Therefore, this 

sealed tezkere has been delivered into their hands. They may repair those parts that 

 

13
  It should be ḫavāṣṣ but is written this way here. 

14
  It should be ḫarāb but is written this way here. 

15  The word varoş means “town” in Hungarian, and this term was also used by the Ottomans. 
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require restoration, provided that no additional construction is undertaken and 

nothing is altered beyond what is necessary. After the repairs have been completed, no 

one shall hinder or obstruct them in this matter. 

Written in the first days of Rabiʿ al-Akhir, in the year 1092 [A.H.].16 

Muṣṭafā , 

Mīralay and Ḳāymaḳām of Szolnok 

 

 

 

16 The document was issued between 20–29 April 1681, according to the Gregorian calendar. 
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Facsimile 

 

 

 



70 | Keshif: E-Journal for Ottoman-Turkish Micro Editions, Summer 2026, vol. 4/2 

Bibliography  

Primary Source: 

Mezőtúri Egyházközség Iratai I. 268.k [Records of the Reformed Congregation of 

Mezőtúr I. 268.k] 

Secondary Sources: 

Balázs, Dercsényi; Gábor, Hegyi; Ernő, Marosi; Béla, Takács. Református templomok 

Magyarországon. [Reformed Churches in Hungary]. Budapest, 1992. 

Bálint, Faragó. A mezőtúri református egyház története 1530-1917-ig. [The History of the 

Reformed Church of Mezőtúr, 1530–1917]. Mezőtúr, 1927. 

Béla, Holl. A váci püspöki egyházlátogatási jegyzőkönyvek protestáns vonatkozású 

bejegyzései a 18. században [Protestant-Related Entries in the Episcopal 

Visitation Records of the Diocese of Vác in the Eighteenth Century]. Budapest, 

2004. 

Géza, Dávid. “A budai beglerbégek jövedelmei és birtokai a 16. században.” [The 

Revenues and Estates of the Beylerbeys of Buda in the Sixteenth Century]. In 

Keletkutatás 1991. spring, 49–64. 

Ilona, Tombor. Magyarországi festett famennyezetek és rokonemlékek a XV-XIX. 

századból [Painted Wooden Ceilings and Related Monuments in Hungary from 

the 15th to the 19th Century]. Budapest, 1968. 

İslâm Ansiklopedisi. İslâm Âlemi Tarih, Coǧrafya, Etnografya ve Biyografya Lugati. 13. 

cilt. [Encyclopaedia of the History, Geography, Ethnography, and Biography of 

the Islamic World] Istanbul, 1986. 

Kütükoğlu, Mübahat S. Osmanlı Belgelerinin Dili (Diplomatik) [The Language of 

Ottoman Documents (Diplomatics)] Istanbul: Kubbealtı Akademisi Kültür ve 

San’at Vakfi, 1998. 

Rossitsa, Gradeva. “Ottoman Policy Towards Christian Church Bulindings” In Études 

Balkaniques, 1994/4, 14-36. 

Uriel, Heyd. Studies in Old Ottoman Criminal Law. Oxford, 1973.  



Erika Öner, A Permission to Repair and Decorate a Church│71 

Zoltán, Bodoki-Fodor; Zsigmond, Bodoki-Fodor. Mezőtúr város története (896–1944). 

[The History of the Town of Mezőtúr (896–1944)I.] Mezőtúr, 1978. 


