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Abstract: In the Middle Ages, the founders designated the people who, through
initiated actions, made a concrete contribution either to the construction of a place of
worship or to ensuring the conditions for the survival of such an edifice.

All these categories of founders had the right to be mentioned in writing
(commemorations, registers, documents), epigraphically (funerary slabs, inscriptions)
and iconographically (votive or funerary paintings) and to benefit from special chapel
or commemoration services. They had the obligation to watch over the smooth
running of the life of the founded place, as well as the defence of the material goods
with which it had been endowed.

Such a constructive spirit was also answered by the great Crasnari boyars, those from
the old boyar families of Oltenia, probably from the beginning of the feudal state.
Originally from Cotofeni, where the family took its name, the Cotofeanu boyars are first
attested under this name at the beginning of the 17th century, when the documents
mention a certain Mihai Cotofeanu, son of Harsova and Preda from Tantareni.

The Crasnari boyars founded numerous churches in Dolj County, such as those in the
villages of Cotofenii din Fata, Rojistea and Saotesti (Sohotoesti).

All these churches built by the members of the Cotofeanu family highlight the role the
great founders played in Oltenia.
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In the Middle Ages, the founders designated the people who, through
initiated actions, made a concrete contribution either to the construction of a place
of worship or to ensuring the conditions for the survival of such an edifice®.

Depending on the role they had, the founders could be divided into several
categories:

a) De facto or initial founders, also known as “great founders”, represented
all those who conceived and put into practice the construction and endowment of a
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place of worship. The members of the founder's family had the same quality as the
one who had actually participated in the commission of the act;

b) Secondary founders or “new founders” were considered all those who
contributed to the completion of the endowment with movable or immovable
property of an already existing place, to the restoration, repair, transformation of
the initial edifices or to the addition of new ones within the same settlement, to its
painting or repainting.

All these categories of founders had the right to be mentioned in writing
(commemorations, registers, documents), epigraphically (funerary slabs, inscriptions)
and iconographically (votive or funerary paintings) and to benefit from special
chapel or commemoration services. They had the obligation to watch over the
smooth running of the life of the founded place, as well as the defence of the
material goods with which it had been endowed?.

Such a constructive spirit was also answered by the great Crasnari boyars,
those from the old boyar families of Oltenia, probably from the beginning of the
feudal state.

Originally from Cotofeni, where the family took its name, the Cotofeanu
boyars are first attested under this name at the beginning of the 17th century, when
the documents mention a certain Mihai Cotofeanu, son of Harsova and Preda from
Tantareni.

The Crasnari boyars founded numerous churches in Dolj County, such as
those in the villages of Cotofenii din Fata, Rojistea and Saotesti (Sohotoesti).

The construction of the church dedicated to the “Assumption of the Virgin
Mary” and “St. George”, in the village of Cotofenii din Fata, was begun, as it
results from the inscription carved in stone and placed above the entrance door, in
1827 by the cupbearer Gheorghe Cotofeanu and his wife Ecaterina and completed
four years later: “With the will of the Father and the Son and with the work of the
Holy Spirit, this holy and divine church was built and raised from the foundation a
church in which the patron saint of the Assumption of the Assumption and of the
Holy Martyr George is celebrated, and was embellished, as can be seen, which
began in 1827, in the days of His Majesty, the enlightened Mr. Gheorghe Ghica,
voivode, being the bishop of Ramnic of the New Severin, His Holiness Father
Neofit, when the royal Russian armies had come to this country, with all the
expense and effort, the great diligence of Mr. Gheorghe Cotofeanu, biv vel
cupbearer, and with his wife Ecaterina and the help of Smaranda Cotofeanu (the
wife of a boyar caller medelnicer — the person who pours water on the hands of the
lord, for washing), his aunt, and all that was needed, everything was done perfectly,
in order to be in glory to the name in all the help of God, and in the eternal and
complete memory of the above-mentioned founders and of all their people,

2 lbidem, pp. 191-194.
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Gligorie being also the steward of the cupbearer Gheorghe Cotofeanu, caretaker of
all the work of the holy church, until it was fulfilled in the year from the creation
7339, and from Christ 1831 March 20°.

The church dedicated to the “Assumption of the Virgin Mary”

Source: photo from the personal archive

The church has a rectangular shape, being made of porch, narthex, nave and
altar.

The porch is open, supported by four brick columns and is covered with a
swing vault supported by double arches supported by cantilevered arches®. The
place of worship has a pulpit provided with wooden pillars and five arches,
positioned three in front and one on the side. Above it, there is a semi-cylindrical
vault interrupted by ribbed arches.

The narthex is rectangular in shape, covered by a cap placed on pendentives
and four double arches. From here, through a staircase, one can reach the bells. The
lighting of the narthex is provided by a window, located on the south side®.

The narthex communicates with the nave through an arch that is composed
of two masonry piers and two pilasters attached to the walls of the church. The arch
has an archivolt marked by withdrawal from the side of the wall it supports®.

3 Nicolae lorga, Inscriptiile din bisericile Romdniei, vol. 11, Bucharest, 1908, p. 38.

4 Anca Brituleanu, Ansamblu de la Cotofenii din Fatd, Dolj. Studiu istoric-arhitectural
(raport preliminar), in “Buletinul Comisiunii Monumentelor Istorice”, year X, no. 1-4, 1999, p. 21.
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The nave, rectangular in shape, is covered with a swing vault supported by
four double arches. It is separated from the altar by a wall temple decorated with
paintings and stuccoes.

The proscomidia and the diaconicon were replaced by small niches dug into
the walls of the apse.

The place of worship has a small pedestal, a girdle made of half a torus framed
by two rows of ridged bricks, and a barely sketched cornice. In front of the porch, the
girdle rises, framing the decoration created by the three-lobed columns and arches’.
The decoration with brick borders also covers the base of the bell tower.

The entrance to the church is through a door adorned with a stone frame
carved with floral motifs. Above the entrance door is placed the inscription carved
in stone®. The church is illuminated by four windows, arranged as follows: two on
the north wall and two on the south wall®.

At first, the place of worship was paved with brick, which was later replaced
by stone slabs. The roof was initially made of shingles, then changed with sheet
metal and in 1930, with planks®°.

On either side of the entrance door is the votive painting. On the left side
appear Maria monahia Cotofeanu, Gheorghe Cotofeanu biv vel stolnic-seneschal,
Nicolae Cotofeanu biv vel medelnicer, Paniteas Zoe and Ecaterina and Gheorghe
Cotofeanu biv vel cupbearer.

On the right side are the portraits of Constantin Cotofeanu biv vel medelnicer
and his wife Zmaranda, who are depicted with their daughter Pauna and their three
sons: Stefan, Gheorghe and Grigore™.

Inside, there are several old icons depicting the Mother of God, Jesus Christ,
the Holy Archangels, St. Nicholas, St. George, St. Paraschiva and numerous religious
books: Cazanie — homily, a sermon explaining the gospel, a large Octoechos,
a Liturgy Book, a Molitfelnic — Orthodox rituals and prayer book, a Prayer Book,
an Antologhion — an anthology of hymns and religious songs, a Psalter, a Gospel.

Over time, the place of worship undergone numerous repairs and modifications.
The first work dates back to 1868 and consisted of widening the windows. In 1886,
through the care of the Maldarescu family, the church benefited from a capital
repair, on this occasion the spire that had collapsed was rebuilt*2,

7 lbidem, pp. 21-22.

8 Dolj County Service of National Archives (further quoted as SJAN Dolj), Commission for
Historical Monuments, Oltenia Region, Craiova Fund, file 9/1923, f. 1; Ibidem, file 14/1928, f. 8.

% Anca Brituleanu, op. cit., p. 21.

10 SJIAN Dolj, Commission for Historical Monuments, Oltenia Region, Craiova Fund, file
14/1928, f. 8.

1. C. Filitti, Inscriptii si ctitori din bisericile Doljului, in “Buletinul Comisiunii
Monumentelor Istorice”, year XXII; leaflet 59, 1929, p. 44; Idem, Biserici si ctitori, Bucharest, 1932,
pp. 47-48.

2 SJAN Dolj, Commission for Historical Monuments, Oltenia-Craiova Region Fund, file
14/1928-1938, f. 14.



The Religious Fundations of Cotofeanu Boyars 99

Part of the votive painting

Source: htttp.//tzigara-samurcas.uaium.ro, box no. 44-54,
site accessed on August 19, 2025

At the beginning of the 20th century, the edifice was in an advanced state of
degradation. This convinced the priest M. Popescu, on April 5, 1922, to address the
Commission of Historical Monuments and to request the granting of the necessary
amounts for the restoration of the exterior plaster, the repair of the roof, the
replacement of the floor and the washing of the painting®. A few months later, the
need to carry out urgent works at this place was also signalled by the archpriest of
Dolj County and the bishop of the Diocese of Ramnic-Noului Severin,

In 1923, the Historical Monuments Commission allocated the necessary
funds for the execution of the repairs. The works were completed, as it results
from the minutes concluded on the occasion of the reception, on February 29,
1924. They were made by the entrepreneur Tudosie Gheorghe under the strict
supervision of the architect Al. Referandaru?®. At this place, on the occasion
of the restoration works, the exterior plaster and the interior floor were redone,
the window frames were replaced and the roof was changed?'®. The washing of

13 For mored details, see https://arhivacomisiuniimonumentelor.ro/, file 1279, f. 5, accessed
on August 19, 2025.

14 1bidem, ff. 6-7.
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16 |bidem, ff. 13-14.
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the church painting could not be carried out due to lack of competent
personnel?’.

In August 1924, priest M. Popescu addressed the president of the Historical
Monuments Commission requesting the allocation of the amount of 120,000 lei
necessary for the washing of the painting in the place of worship®®. He also asked
the painters who worked in the city of Craiova to send more offers.

On November 28, 1924, the painter Jean Listeveanu, in the offer sent to the
parish priest of the church in Cotofenii din Fata, specified that the amount needed
to restore the painting amounted to 70,000 lei'. The same amount was mentioned
by the painter I. Pupazescu®. The bishops of the church in Cotofenii din Fata
decided that the restoration works of the painting should be entrusted to the painter
Jean Listeveanu?. The importance of restoring the painting was also pointed out by
the architect Alexandru Referandaru in a memoir written in 1924: “This painting is
interesting. It is not a fresco, but the colours, drawing, style and composition are
good and original, it keeps the panels with the founders”?.

The repainting works of the place of worship were completed in November
1928. Their reception was held on November 28, 1928 and was attended by I. Mihail
from the Ministry of Cults and Arts and the architect lancu Atanasescu, delegate of
the Historical Monuments Commission for the Oltenia region?®. Referring to the
painting of the church, whose works he had received, I. Mihail underlined that: “The
painting of the church in Cotofeni is one of the most interesting in Oltenia and must
be preserved intactly, especially since it is well conserved”?*.

Other repair works at this place of worship took place in 1939. On June 7,
1938, loan N. Maldarescu, one of the owners of the Cotofenii din Fatd estate,
addressed the director of the Historical Monuments Commission asking for the
urgent appointment of a specialist to go to the site, to analyse the state of the
church in the locality and to give his consent for the start of the restoration. He said
that the roof of the edifice was almost entirely destroyed by the hail that fell in
1937, and the resistance of the walls of the vault and altar was affected due to the
rains. In the letter he sent, loan Maldarescu mentioned that all the expenses
necessary for the repair of the church will be borne by him and the parishioners®.
On October 20 of the same year, M. Popescu, the parish priest, asked the director

17 Ibidem, f. 12.

18 Ipidem, f. 21.
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of the Historical Monuments Commission to draw up the plan and estimate for the
start of the restoration works?®. The aim was to replace the sheet metal on the roof
with well-burnt earthen tiles, to restore the window frames and the pedestal, to
install new windows, to build a sidewalk around the church 0.70 m wide of pressed
factory brick. Also, on the occasion of these works, a few steps were made at the
entrance to the church, made of factory brick arranged on the edge and bound with
mortar. The total expenses amounted to 100,000 lei?’. The notice to start the works
was given only on March 18, 1939%. The earthquake of 1940 affected the place,
producing numerous cracks in the altar, nave and iconostasis. The architect of the
Technical Service of Dolj County, going to Cotofenii din Fata to ascertain the
damage caused by the earthquake, drew up a report in which he stated that at this
place of worship there was an urgent need for the walls to be reinforced by iron
links mounted along the temple?®. On July 9, 1953, the Metropolitan Church of
Oltenia asked the Historical Monuments Commission for approval for the exterior
whitewashing of the church. In the same month, the Commission gave its consent
for the execution of such a work, but requested the exclusion from this work of the
upper part of the porch that was painted.

The porch of the church in Cotofenii din Fata before the repair works in 1939

Source: apud Ghika-Budesti, Evolutia arhiecturii in Muntenia si in Oltenia, Part Four,
Noul stil din veacul al XVIlI-lea, in “Buletinul Comisiunii Monumentelor Istorice”,
year XXIX, fasc. 87-90, 1936, p. 117, platter DXIII

2 |pidem, f. 25.

27 1pidem, f. 1.

28 |pidem, f. 13-14.
2 1pidem, f. 18.

30 |bidem, f. 9.
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In 1966, a lightning strike struck the place of worship. In the same year,
under the supervision of the Directorate of Historical Monuments, works were
carried out aimed at strengthening the walls and vaults, as well as restoring the
roof. Noticing that the painting of the church had suffered due to the smoke
produced by the candles, in 1968, the architect lancu Atanasescu drew up a
conservation project asking the state authorities to allocate the necessary amounts
for its restoration. The repainting works of the place of worship were completed in
1972.

Inside the church, there is the tomb of the medelnicer Constantin Cotofeanu,
father of the founder Gheorghe Cotofeanu. He had passed away, as evidenced by
the inscription carved on the tombstone in 1826.

Another religious edifice built by the Cotofeanu boyars is the church
dedicated to “Saint Hierarch Nicholas” in the village of Rojistea. It was initially
built of wood, in 1780 by Stefan Cotofeanu. On the wooden place, V. A. Urechia
mentioned that in 1794 it was in an advanced state of ruin, having no roof®. As it
could no longer be restored, the church was demolished and another wall was
erected in its place. The year of construction of the new place is controversial.
Various specialists have spoken out on this issue. While Alexandru-Toma Firescu
and Tonut Adrian Patularu claim that the church was built between 1820-1822%,
Those who made up the work Vieata bisericeasca in Oltenia. Anuarul Mitropoliei
Olteniei din 1941 mentions the year 1838 as the date of construction®. Both give
Stefan Cotofeanu as the founder of the new wall church. The information provided
by the last work is contradicted by the decision book of the Rojistea estate, drawn
up in 1895, in which the mention appears that in 1830 Stefan Cotofeanu was
deceased®*. Taking into account these data, we state with certainty that the church
in the village of Rojiste was not built in 1838, but dates back to before 1830. In
1831, Maria Cotofeanu, wife of Stefan Cotofeanu divided the Rojistea estate to her
two daughters: Elena, married to loan Ralea Golfineanu and Maria, wife of the
parish priest Nicolae Paianu. The northern part of the church went to the first, and
the south to the second, so that the religious building remained on the border. The
edifice was to be taken care of, according to Maria Cotofeanu's wishes, by both the
Golfineanu and Paianu families. After the death of the donor, between Nicolae
Paianu and Ioan Ralea Golfineanu, several misunderstandings arose over the parts
of the estate in Rojiste. Gradually, the care of the church came to be the concern of
only Maria and loan Ralea Golfineanu. In 1878, in order to be able to pay off the
debts, the two chose to sell their part of the estate in Rojistea to the guardianship of

31 lon Donat, Fundatiunile religioase ale Olteniei part | Mdndstiri si schituri, Craiova, 1937,
p. 67.

32 Alexandru-Toma Firescu, Ionut-Adrian Patularu, Biserici si asezdri doljene — file de istorie,
Craiova, Metropolitan Press, 2005, pp. 44-45.

3 Vieata bisericeascd in Oltenia. Anuarul Mitropoliei Olteniei, Craiova, 1941, p. 287.

34 SJAN Dolj, Hotarnicii Fund, file 695/1898, f. 1.
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the Madona Dudu Church. The sale contract stipulated that the Guardianship would
also take care of the maintenance of the church in the village of Rojistea®.

At the beginning of the 20th century, the place of worship was in an
advanced state of degradation. On May 4, 1910, 1. Parvanescu, the architect of the
Church House, addressed a memorandum to the Guardianship of the Madona Dudu
Church, in which he presented the situation in which the church was, insisting on
the repairs that needed to be made as urgently as possible. According to the
architect's report, it was necessary to clean the plinth of the earth that had been
deposited, to consolidate the foundation, the masonry arches and the vaults, to
restore the roof structure of the spire and the masonry from the porch, to replace
the windows from the spire, to place a carved wooden door at the entrance, to build
a wooden bell tower and a sidewalk around the church made of basalt slabs and
paving stones, placement of gutters and downspouts of galvanized sheet,
replacement of the old floor inside and porch. The one inside was to be made of
mosaic and the one in the porch of basalt paving stones®. On May 22, 1910, the
bishops of the Madona Dudu Church commissioned the above-mentioned architect
to address the Historical Monuments Commission and to present the state of the
place of worship in the village of Rojistea and to try to obtain the start of the
restoration works®’. Eforia offered the amount of 25,000 lei for the renovation of
the church®,

The restoration works were completed at the end of November 1910. On
December 5, 1910, the bishops of the Madona Dudu Church addressed the architect
T. Parvanescu, informing him that the reception of the works and the consecration
service of the edifice was to take place on December 1, 1910. As the laying of the
inscription above the entrance door was not finished, the events were postponed to
December 14. The reception of the works was made on December 14, 1910 by a
commission consisting of the bishop of the Diocese of Ramnic Noul Severin, V.
Stefanescu, the chief engineer of the Craiova commune, Captain M. Leoveanu, the
architectural engineer of the Guardianship of the Madona Dudu Church and T.
Parvinescu, the architect of the Church House®. Before proceeding to the
preparation of the reception report, the members of the commission were presented
with a memorandum drawn up by the architect T. Parvanescu under whose careful
supervision the works had been carried out. In this document it was specified that
the plinth was cleared at this place, the foundation was consolidated, drainage
slopes were made so that the waters would no longer infiltrate the foundation, the
construction of a concrete screed at the vault of the pantocrator tower, the roof
structure and the cornice masonry were restored, the tower coupling was covered

35 |dem, Guardianship of the Madona Dudu Church Fund, file 60/1878, passim.
36 |bidem, file 48/1910, f. 3-3v.

37 Ibidem, f. 25.

38 |pidem, f. 39.

39 |bidem, ff. 41, 27.
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with copper, the masonry of the tower cornice was completed with brick, the
restoration of the roof structure, the installation of a brass cross at the top of the
tower, the replacement of the tower's windows as well as the reinforcement of the
arches and vaults*. The restoration works aimed at replacing the old floor with a
new one made of mosaic, building three steps at the entrance to the place of
worship, placing the inscription above the entrance door, placing a polished white
marble slab on the base of the altar table*.

At the end of the memorandum, the architect T. Parvanescu mentioned that
the amount allocated by the Guardianship of the Madonna Dudu Church was not
enough to complete the entire restoration work, the place of worship being left
without a bell tower and unfenced*?. He expressed his hope that the Guardianship
would allocate the necessary amounts for the execution of the two works in the
following year.

The church in the village of Rojistea

Source: SJAN Dolj, Guardianship of the Madona Dudu Church Fund,
file 48/1910, f. 52

Some of the restoration works carried out at the church aroused the
dissatisfaction of G. N. Paianu, one of the owners of the Rojistea estate. On April
6, 1912, he addressed the Guardianship of the Madona Dudu Church, claiming that
his mother, Maria N. Paianu, born Cotofeanu, placed a marble stone over the tomb
of his parents, which was inside the church. He also said that in 1910, when the
floor of the place was restored, the stone was buried underneath. He asked the

40 Ibidem, f. 42.
41 |bidem, f. 47
42 1bidem.
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Diocese to take measures so that the inscription carved on this stone would be
saved®,

The church underwent a new repair in 1922, the expenses being borne by
two of the bishops of the Madona Dudu Church, Ralian and Grecescu®.

The place of worship is built in the shape of a nave, with thick brick walls,
an open porch, in Brancoveanu style and a spire above the nave.

Another church founded by Cotofeanu boyars is the wooden one dedicated
to “St. George” in the former village of Sohotesti, which belonged to the
commune of Dobrotesti. In 1805, Gheorghe Cotofeanu built a wooden place in this
locality. This church is also mentioned in the Census of 1840.

All these churches built by the members of the Cotofeanu family highlight
the role the great founders played in Oltenia.
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