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A TENTATIVE RECONSTRUCTION OF TWO 
DISPERSED SETS OF 17TH CENTURY BEAKERS

*  Mureș County Museum, Târgu Mureș, kovacsmm@yahoo.com
1  Accession number of the Bethlen-cup: 4469. Height: 16,1 cm, sole diameter: 10,6 cm, rim diameter: 13,1 cm.
2  Accession number of the Göcs-cup: 30001. Height: 14,5 cm, sole diameter: 8 cm, rim diameter: 11 cm.
3  Miklós Bethlen of Bethlen was the son of János (1613–1678), chancellor of Transylvania and Borbála Váradi, daughter 
of Miklós Váradi, tradesman in Cluj. Lukinich 1927, 461; Bernád 1970, 23.

Mária-Márta KOVÁCS*
M.-M. Kovács

The Mureș County Museum’s collection holds two stacking beakers, one of them was part of chancellor 
Miklós Bethlen of Bethlen’s (1642–1716) collection, the other belonged to Sára Göcs (–1700), burgher of 
Cluj. One of the most frequent pieces of 17th century goldsmith’s and representation was the stacking beaker. 
This was always part of a larger set of six, twelve or twenty-four pieces. Our study attempts to reconstruct 
two series. It describes through the surviving items of the scattered sets, the circumstances of their produc-
tion and their history, thus providing an insight into the material culture of the 17th century Transylvanian 
nobility and bourgeoisie.

Keywords: goldsmith collections, stacking beakers, Miklós Bethlen, Sára Göcs, coat of arms, Renaissance, 
Baroque
Cuvinte cheie: colecții de argintărie, pahare îmbinate, Miklós Bethlen, Sára Göcs, blazon heraldic, 
renaștere, baroc

Nobiliary and bourgeois goldsmith collections 
of the early modern age are mostly known from 
archival sources and inventories. One of the most 
frequent pieces of 17th century representation 
was the stacking beaker. This was always part of 
a larger set of six, twelve or twenty-four pieces. 
Such cups were owned by high and middle aris‑
tocracy and town bourgeoisie alike. Along the 
centuries these sets were dispersed and items 
identified with great effort in collections of dif‑
ferent museums, churches or private persons 
offer the possibility of reconstructing these sets 
and getting acquainted with their history. Archi‑
val research reveals the age-long history of such 
a piece, one can uncover the frequency and the 
ways these items exchanged their owner and the 
fate other pieces of the same set shared.

The Mureș County Museum’s collection 
holds two stacking beakers, one of them was 
part of chancellor Miklós Bethlen of Beth‑
len’s (1642–1716)1 collection (Fig. 1), the other 
belonged to Sára Göcs (–1700),2 burgher of Cluj 
(Fig. 2). Both procurers are well known figures 
in the history of Transylvania and Cluj.

Miklós Bethlen3 held important offices in 
Transylvanian political life. Starting from 1667 
he was captain-general of Odorhei seat and 
Chioar, lord-lieutenant (comes) of Maramureș 
county, member of the princely council from 
1689, and chancellor of Transylvania between 
1691–1704. His activity and worldview was 
greatly influenced at first by his Transylvanian 
schoolmasters, Pál Keresztúri in Alba Iulia and 
János Apáczai Csere in Cluj, later by his study 
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tour in Western Europe. During 1661–1664 he 
studied philosophy, theology, ancient history, as 
well as civil and military architecture at German 
and Dutch universities.4 After returning home, 
he engaged in Transylvanian political life, and 
attracted prince Apafi’s attention on the occasion 
of the 1669 Diet. Miklós Bethlen was assigned 
an important role in imperial diplomacy in the 
1680’s and played a major part in drawing up 
Diploma Leopoldinum, a document that set‑
tled Transylvania’s status within the Habsburg 
Empire.5 He obtained in 1696 the title of count 
for his family. He spent the last years of his life 
in prison, later in exile in Vienna, where he 
wrote his major work, his Autobiography.6 The 
castle in Sânmiclăuș that he designed and had 
built (1668–1683) is a remarkable monument of 
late renaissance Transylvanian architecture.7 

In 1668 Miklós Bethlen married Ilona Kun 
of Osdola (1653–1685),8 and following her 
death in December 1685 he wed Júlia Rhédei of 
Kisréde (1669–1716)9 in February 1686.

4  Sipos 1993, 13.
5  Tamás 2010, 11–12.
6  Bernád 1970, 7.
7  B. Nagy 1970, 162.
8  Ilona Kun was the daughter of István and Ilona Basa. Lukinich 1927, 462.
9  Júlia Rhédei was the daughter of István and Mária Perneszi of Osztopán. Lukinich 1927, 462.
10  Rosenberg 1922, 148.
11  Takáts 1900, 94.

It was with his second wife that he had the set 
of beakers made whose third piece is preserved 
at the museum. The series was made in the well-
known South-German center of Augsburg, and 
according to the goldsmith’s and authenticity 
mark on the cup’s bottom it was created by mas‑
ter Johann Wagner who was active in the period 
1677–1724.10 The town mark’s shape dates the 
set somewhere between 1686 and 1700 (Fig. 3). 
Augsburg goldsmiths often worked for Tran‑
sylvanian elites during the 17th century. Aris‑
tocracy ordered primarily different kinds of 
sets from the South-German center’s numerous 
masters, as they were the fastest to deliver these 
products.11

The beaker’s slightly broadening cylindrical 
body is divided by decorative lines carved above 
the base and below the lip. Its central motif con‑
sists of a joint marital coat of arms set in a cir‑
cular frame. Goldsmiths’ works used for repre‑
sentation were often decorated with their own‑
ers’ shield, armorial motifs were widespread in 

Fig. 1. Miklós Bethlen’s stacking beaker. Fig. 2. Sára Göcs’s stacking beaker.
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17th century ironworks. Joint property of eating 
and drinking vessels was marked by the hus‑
band’s and wife’s coat of arms. In 16–17th cen‑
tury heraldry the spouses’ shields next to each 
other (alliance) marked the couple,12 with the 
husband’s arms on the right, the wife’s on the 
left. Their frame varied according to the object’s 
grade and the master’s standards, but contrary 
to previous views, interconnected wreaths were 
not necessarily the sign of marriage occasion.

The associated marital shields (Fig.  5) of 
Miklós Bethlen and Júlia Rhédei are encom‑
passed by a finely engraved garland of acanthus 
leaves, batch of fruits and an earl’s coronet closes 
the composition. The latter’s importance in dat‑
ing the beaker is unquestionable, since Miklós 
Bethlen received the title in 1696. The set was 
certainly made after this date, presumably for 
the occasion itself. The heraldic representation 
of the Bethlen family of Bethlen – a snake wear‑
ing a crown and holding a pome in its mouth 
– BETHLEN COMES NICOLAUS, and that of 
the Rhédei family – an armored arm holding 
a sword above a swan – IVLIA REDEI COMI‑
TINA was provided with a circular legend in 

12  Ghyczy 1932, 68.
13  He died on April 19th 1700. Benczédi 1887, 253.
14  Pál Göcs Borbély was an academy-educated erudite man, elected director of the Unitarian School in Cluj on May 15th 
1600. In March 1602 he became the vicar of the Unitarian parish. Kénosi–Uzoni 2005, 396, 565.
15  Rácz 2016, 313; Székely 1839, 145.
16  Sára Göcs’s aunt of identical name, widow of Márton Gyulai (–1640) goldsmith in Cluj, was buried on January 17th 
1665. She probably had no heirs, since she left to the Unitarian church 8 forints, paid on June 13th 1665 by András 
Toldalagi, jr. Sára Göcs’s husband. Benczédi 1886, 223–224; Jeney 2004, 86.
17  Jeney 2000, 22; Binder 1982, 303.
18  Kelemen 1982a, 292.
19  Benczédi 1886, 223.
20  Kelemen 1982a, 292.

majuscules partitioned by flowers. The floral 
frame’s baroque-style tracing with its high-stan‑
dard finish reflects the goldsmith’s great skill. 
The beaker’s base and lip, as well as its interior 
are gold-plated, and the silver heraldic represen‑
tation also unfolds from a golden background.

The second cup in the Mureș County Muse‑
um’s property was part of Sára Göcs’s13 set dating 
from 1691. Burgher of Cluj, its procurer was the 
granddaughter of Pál Göcs (1570–1622) famous 
Unitarian priest in Cluj,14 and daughter of Pál 
Göcs (–1661) centumvir. References often con‑
fuse her for the priest’s daughter.15 The expla‑
nation lies in the sameness of her father’s and 
grandfather’s name, but her name is also identi‑
cal with that of her aunt’s.16 Sára Göcs’s father 
was in the 1640’s a member in Cluj’s ruling 
body, the centumvirate,17 and acquired signifi‑
cant wealth and well-born relatives for his fami‑
ly.18 He died in 1661, and on the occasion of his 
funeral on 29th October the Unitarian parish in 
Cluj received 1 forint 10 denarius.19 His branch 
of the family died out in his two daughters (Sára 
and Kata)20 who both married into noble fami‑
lies. Sára became on 13th May 1665 the wife of 

Fig. 4. Maker’s mark on the Göcs’s beaker: Brassai 
Dániel (1655–1695), silversmith from Cluj.

Fig. 3. Maker’s mark on the Bethlen’s beaker: Johann 
Wagner (1677–1724), silversmith from Augsburg. 
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András Toldalagi of Nagyiklód (–1703),21 while 
Kata married Pál Suki of Felsőzsuk,22 assessor of 
the Tabula Regia.23 András Toldalagi and Sára 
Göcs were the main patrons of the Unitarian 
church in Cluj. She and her sister sold the house 
they inherited to the Polish Unitarian priest 
András Lachovius in 1680 on the condition that 
it served as the place of worship for Cluj’s Polish 
Unitarians.24 András Toldalagi donated in 1685 
and 1687 a tenth of his incomes from his mill in 
Bobâlna and property in Iclod to the school in 
Turda, and also offered his lot in Cluj to the Col‑
lege in Market Square. He printed in 1695 on 
his own expense the prayer book of Unitarian 
bishop Boldizsár Solymosi Koncz.25 Upon his 
death in 1703, he left 100 Hungarian forints to 
the Unitarian parish in Cluj and a stock of valu‑
able clenodiums and textiles to the Saint Peter 
Church in Cluj.26

The family’s prestige is reflected by the fact 
that at Sára Göcs’s funeral on 25th April 1700 
it was the Unitarian bishop himself, Mihály 
Almási Gergely who preached and rector Pál 
Kolozsvári Dimjén was the orator.27 

Sára Göcs ordered the discussed set of bea‑
kers from a goldsmith in Cluj, fact proven by the 
striking master mark contained in a renaissance 
shield on the cup’s bottom (Fig.  4). The mark 
reads BD and can be identified as Dániel Bras‑
sai. He was active in the period 1655–1695, he 
became a member of the goldsmiths’ guild on 
17th April 1655. He was key master in 1672, and 
guild master in 1680 and 1685. His name was 
last mentioned in guild documents in August 
1695 when he was a guarantor on the occasion of 

21  Kénosi–Uzoni 2009, 178; Benczédi 1886, 224; András Toldalagi was the son of Ferenc and Kata Apafi. Nagy 1865, 
XI, 153.
22  Pál Suki was the son of Ferenc, commissionaire in Cojocna and Mária Bodoni. Nagy 1863, X, 401. 
23  Kelemen 1982a, 292; Rácz 2016, 312–325.
24  Rácz 2016, 313–315; Különfélék 1885, 384.
25  Solymosi Koncz Boldizsár’s work called Hetedszaki Reggeli és Estvéli könyörgések. Kénosi–Uzoni 2009, 182.
26  The set consisted of a gilded silver cup decorated with coins, a gilded silver chalice, two gilded silver plates, a linen 
tablecloth and two Turkish kerchiefs embroidered with metallic thread. Kelemen 1982b, 273.
27  Benczédi 1887, 253; Kénosi–Uzoni 2009, 572.
28  Bunta 2001, 218; Flóra 2003, 57, 60.
29  Bunta 2001, 218; Halasu 1978, 359–365; Kovács 2015, 39; Kovács 2021, 106; Mihalik 1893, 331.
30  Thallóczy 1878, 429.
31  Fehér 2007, 54.
32  Kovács 2021, 106.
33  Kiss 2015, 115.

Pál Katona’s admission into the guild.28 Brassai’s 
work defines him as a very significant goldsmith 
of the second half of the 17th century. Many of 
the pieces carrying his master mark have been 
kept and they all reflect his professional skill.29 
Of the goldsmiths from Cluj it was him who 
worked for prince Mihály I. Apafi’s court, along 
with Kristóf Tokaji.30 Brassai was often engaged 
by Mihály Teleki (1634–1690) who referred to 
him in his court-holding journal as Goldsmith 
Dániel.31 The lord lieutenant (comes) of Belső-
Szolnok, János Kemény (–1701) and Anna 
Teleki ordered from Brassai in 1685 a set of two 
gilded silver tankards, chalices and patens, as 
well a communion plate for the Old Town Cal‑
vinist parish in Cluj.32

The partially gilded silver cup’s cylindrical 
body slightly broadens at the rim. The smooth 
body is divided by three horizontal renaissance 
bands, formed of finely carved leaf motifs on 
an arching trailer. The engraved band of orna‑
ment around the rim is gilded, the lower two 
decorative lines matching the upper one were 
carved later. The central motif is the Göcs fam‑
ily’s coat of arms, contained in a laurel wreath 
(Fig. 6). The shield portrays a bird treading on a 
snake, holding a branch in its beak. The writing 
in majuscule reads: GOeTS SARA ANNO 1691. 

Sets of beakers identical in form and decora‑
tion were highly popular in the 17th century. It 
was a custom of Nürnberg goldsmiths to make 
series of similar objects. These sets consisted of 
objects of either the same, or gradually decreas‑
ing size.33 The expression “stacking beaker” was 
used in sources and inventories for both types 
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of series.34 These sets of six to twenty-four pieces 
decorated with their owner’s coat of arms were 
preferred representational goldsmith pieces of 
Transylvanian elite.

The Mureș County Museum holds the fifth 
and the third piece of Sára Göcs’s and Miklós 
Bethlen’s twelve pieces set. A beaker’s place in 
line is marked by the number carved on its side 
or bottom, the Bethlen beaker’s bottom contains 
an Arabic 3, while the Göcs cup holds on its 
side, beside the family shield a Roman V. Three 
further pieces of the Bethlen set of cups are held 
by the Hungarian National Museum.35 The set 
was dispersed along the 18th and 19th century, its 
seventh piece was the property of count Gyula 
Andrássy at the end of the 19th century,36 and 
ended up in the Hungarian museum in 1969. 

34  Bunta 2001, 7.
35  Bethlenek 2010, 67–68.
36  Ötvösműkiállítás 1884, Vth room. 21.
37  The 1908–1913 Acquisitions register of the Hungarian National Museum, 214.
38  Bethlenek 2010, 68.
39  The Mureș County Museum’s 1962 register.
40  Gábor Bethlen was the son of Bálint, Aiud district delegate and lord lieutenant and Mariann Bánffy. Lukinich 1927, 
561; Tamás 2010, 50.
41  Bunta 2001, 244.
42  The 1904–1906 Acquisitions register of the Hungarian National Museum, 35.

The sixth piece was bought in 1910 by the same 
museum at the Dorotheum’s auction in Vienna 
of Szemere Miklós’s collection.37 Beside the 
items held by museums, another piece of the set 
was identified in a private collection in Buda‑
pest.38 The Mureș County Museum’s item was in 
the Bethlen family’s property until the middle of 
the 20th century and was bought in 196239 from a 
descendant of the family, Gábor Bethlen (1914–
1981)40 an engineer living in Târgu Mureș.

The eleventh piece of the Göcs set is also kept 
at the Hungarian National Museum.41 It was 
bought in 1905 from antique dealer Benő Grün‑
blatt from Sibiu, along with another cup car‑
rying the engraving TOLDALAGHI ANDRÁS 
1685.42 The Târgu Mureș item of the Göcs set 
had been part of a private collection in Western 

Fig. 6. Sára Göcs’s coat of arm on the beaker.Fig. 5. Miklós Bethlen’s and Júlia Rhédei’s 
double coat of arms on the beaker. 
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Europe43 and proves that ironworks were often 
subsequently modified. Based on the Budapest 
piece one may conclude that the set’s pieces were 
initially decorated with an engraved renaissance 
band of ornament only along the rim. The deco‑
rative lines in both the piece’s middle and bot‑
tom were added later. 

The Bethlen set consisted of gradually 
decreasing cups, its third piece is 16,1 cm tall, 
the seventh is only 12,3 cm.44 The Göcs set con‑
tained beakers of identical size, both its fifth and 
eleventh items are 14,5 cm tall.

43  Klusch 2011, 284, 325. This erroneously identified it as the work of a master from Făgăraș. 
44  Bethlenek 2010, 67.

The Târgu Mureș beakers reflect the history 
and circumstances of creation of two dispersed 
sets of drinking vessels made in the 1690’s. Cus‑
tomers of different social status owned similar 
objects, indicating that by the last decades of the 
17th century well-to-do burghers’ beloved gold‑
smith products of representation and investment 
are equal to those of the aristocracy. The only 
difference lies in the origin of the goldsmiths 
entrusted with the work. While Miklós Bethlen 
ordered his set from an Augsburg master, Sára 
Göcs had her set made by a local goldsmith. 
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