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The frescoes of Saint Pafnutie — Parvu Mutu the Painter can only be analyzed within
the context of their time. Without a careful analysis of the specifics of the era, without an
overview of the political and cultural transformations, and of the personalities that marked the
end of the 17th century and the beginning of the 18th century, we cannot fully understand
why the work of this humble church painter, who joined the monastic community toward the
end of his life, is so distinctive. There will always be a tendency to exaggerate this work,
attributing to the iconographer's artistic elements and virtuosity that he never possessed. In
the last century, with the discovery of his frescoes, many art historians viewed Parvu Mutu as
a genuine reformer, a precursor to the great secular painters of the 19th century, a figure more
inclined toward originality than to a judicious adherence to the canon of Byzantine painting.
In other words, they saw Parvu Mutu as the key figure who, through his frescoes, contributed
to the evolution of local painting towards secularization. Many of these claims can be
supported with concrete evidence, especially considering his portraiture or the freedom with
which the master painter approached traditional hermeneutics in many cases. His portraits,
whether located in the belfry stairwell or on the arch of the entrance door, alone or
accompanied by disciples or wife, have also been seen as elements through which the artist
manifested his self-awareness, choosing to sign through these self-portraits, thus transmitting
his identity to posterity, unlike most old painters who deliberately chose to remain
anonymous.

The actual situation has been quite different. His wife's presence in many self-portraits
portrays him as a family-oriented man, which is not particularly common among secular
painters. It is also possible that Mistress Theodora was his apprentice and collaborator,
suggesting that we might be dealing with a well-knit family of painters. The concern for self-
assertion is also debatable, considering that there are several portraits featuring him alongside
his close collaborators, the most well-known being Stan and Radu the Painter, from whom we
have a valuable sketchbook of models. However, there are no specific records about his
painting techniques, chosen models, or sources of inspiration. Everything is shrouded in
silence, somewhat as an extension of the vow he took when he became a church painter. We
have little information about his education, literacy, or any theological, historical, or literary-
philosophical knowledge he might have had. It is certain, however, that he was not unfamiliar

with the cultural life of the time, nor with the intensity of local spirituality, being connected



to the old hesychastic tradition established in Wallachia, primarily through Saint Nicodemus
of Tismana.

This explains the similarity of his frescoes to the oldest ones, such as those at Saint
Nicholas Domnesc in Curtea de Arges, Cozia, or Tismana. It seems that his proper
apprenticeship began with observing these paintings, and it is known that one of the first
churches he worked on restoring was the princely church in Campulung, closely related to the
one in Curtea de Arges. He borrowed most of his models from there and drew inspiration for
organizing his iconographic program. However, he did not remain unfamiliar with the
tremendous Byzantine art; thus, his period as an apprentice in Northern Moldova allowed him
to encounter the painting of the Russian iconographic school, decisively influenced by
Theophanes, the Greek and the Cretan School. However, we cannot say that he was
decisively marked stylistically by Russian iconography; a certain restraint and even
reluctance toward their manner of working and representation can be observed. He
thoroughly absorbed the approach to hermeneutics, the freedom of interpretation concerning
the Byzantine canon, and the focus on expressiveness, often at the expense of accuracy in
reproductions. Few themes were adopted from Moldavian churches, especially in the nave
painting, where he often alternates between icons such as the Transfiguration or the Baptism
on the apsidal vaults, and in the narthex, where elements like the Hand of God (the Hand of
Providence) are inspired by Moldavian painting. He also adopted the so-called "New
Testament” representation of the Holy Trinity, which was little known and represented in
Wallachia.

From an artistic perspective, the most significant event of his career was his meeting
and occasional collaboration with the Greek painter Constantinos, a court painter of
Constantin Brancoveanu. An itinerant artist influenced by both the Cretan School and the
Epirus School, Constantinos was a highly skilled and meticulous painter who quickly made a
mark on 17th-century Wallachian painting. This was particularly significant as most local
representatives of the craft had lost touch with the old Byzantine iconographic tradition,
opting instead for a syncretic approach deeply influenced by naive local art. Constantinos
brought with him the rigour of hermeneutics, often excessive attention to detail, sumptuous
decor, and a unique colour palette focused on shades of red (an Epirus influence), which
seemed to align very well with the artistic vision and cultural identity projects of Prince

Constantin Brancoveanu. In simple terms, the Greek painter was the right person to faithfully



represent Brancoveanu's vision of the church and the boyar life in Wallachia. The incredible
complex at Hurezi abundantly demonstrates the skill and talent of Constantinos and his
apprentices and collaborators. It is no coincidence that a genuine and well-structured school
of painters emerged here, whose representatives would substantially contribute to the
affirmation and promotion of Brancoveanu-style mural painting.

Unlike the others, Parvu Mutu, who was already established when Constantinos
settled in Wallachia, preferred maintaining a certain distance from him, although there was
no strict rivalry. It seems that Parvu Mutu himself worked on several frescoes at Hurezi and
is also known to have initially collaborated with Constantinos on the painting of the
Monastery of the Dormition of the Mother of God in Ramnicu Sdrat. Many of the themes
from Hurezi also appear in the churches painted by Parvu Mutu, especially in the Buzau area.
However, when compared, the two styles show noticeable differences. While Constantinos is
extremely meticulous with the details prescribed by hermeneutics, Parvu Mutu prefers a
much more accessible approach, at the edge of the canon, but with a surprising visual effect.
This results in a sense of dynamism in his paintings, as opposed to the static hieraticism of
the icons at Hurezi, for example. The most noticeable differences are in portraiture. If the
votive portrait at Hurezi belongs to Constantinos, his art is superior to that of Parvu Mutu,
where traditional elements remain. The details of the portraits of Prince Constantin
Brancoveanu at Hurezi or of the grand cupbearer Constantin Cantacuzino cannot be
compared in any way with the portraits created by Parvu Mutu, no matter how much we wish
to promote his work and art. The differences are significant, and it is very possible that Parvu
Mutu himself intended this. This might be one of the reasons why he often chose to include
his self-portrait, to show that the painting is his work, distinct from that of Constantinos, who
was extremely popular at the time but intersected mainly in terms of chosen themes.

Defining for Parvu Mutu’s art is his connection with the Cantacuzino family, to whom
he remained attached until the end of his life. This connection likely caused Prince
Constantin Brancoveanu to call upon his talent only in very few instances (the frescoes at the
Monastery of Mamu and, partially, Ramnicu Sarat) and only during the period when his
relations with the Cantacuzinos were maintained in terms of friendship and collaboration.
Once these connections were severed, it was evident that Parvu Mutu could no longer work
on any of the prince's foundations. After the death of his wife, he chose the monastic path.

First, he retreated to the Monastery of Margineni, the great Cantacuzino foundation, where he



had previously worked on its painting. The downfall of Brancoveanu in 1714, followed by
the execution of his two significant supporters, Mihail Cantacuzino, the grand cupbearer and
Constantin Cantacuzino the grand cupbearer, as well as the death of one of his sons in 1731,
led him to leave Margineni and settle, probably around 1735, at the Monastery of Robaia in
Arges County, where he was also buried. For his outstanding role in the development of
Wallachian iconography and his spiritual life, Parvu Mutu was canonized by the Romanian
Orthodox Church in 2017, with his feast day celebrated on August 6. This spiritual gesture
not only recognizes the talent and zeal of the great painter of the Brancoveanu era but also
confirms one of the fundamental truths of the iconographer’s work: the quality of the work is
given by the perfect combination of craftsmanship and authentic spiritual experience.

Our objective is to highlight the exceptional work of Saint Pafnutie — Parvu Mutu,
with particular emphasis on identifying the theological and spiritual drivers and how they
provide a unique unity of representation in Wallachian iconography. To achieve this, it will
be necessary to study all frescoes carefully confirmed to belong to Parvu Mutu and the most
representative "competing” models of the era, such as those by the Greek painter
Constantinos. Through this, we hope to achieve a comprehensive picture of Wallachian
iconography from the Brancoveanu era.

Such research involves a threefold methodology: a historical approach, which
highlights both the chronology of events and the contextual frameworks and essential events
of the era in which Parvu Mutu operated; a descriptive-analytical approach, specific to art
history, for deciphering the specific artistic elements; and a theological approach, aimed at
analyzing the spiritual context, forms, and representation solutions that the Wallachian
painter chose to give his frescoes a distinctive spiritual essence. Inevitably, using such a
methodology carries the constant risk of prioritizing one of the three analytical directions. To
avoid this risk, we have chosen to ensure that each analyzed element passes through these
filters and that the research results are formulated as concisely as possible.

The study of the frescoes and icons created by Saint Pafnutie — Parvu Mutu will
represent an academic novelty for a long time, as the number of subjects suitable for rigorous
analysis is quite large. Chromatics, character sketching, spatial arrangement, cultural and
political context, anti-Ottoman and national elements are just a few of the themes awaiting
extensive research. This study will focus on the relationship between technical elements and

theological contents from the perspective of creating a unified semantic image. In other



words, it will attempt to explain how the painter managed, through his art, to convey a
theological message of unparalleled depth to this day, a message that is both vivid and life-
giving. This is, in fact, the novelty we believe we bring to the understanding of the frescoes
of Saint Pafnutie.

Considering these general aspects, this work is divided into three main chapters. The
first, titled "The Mirror of the Palaiologos,” seeks to highlight three essential aspects of
analyzing the life and work of Parvu Mutu: the artistic context, marked by the influence of
late Byzantine art, generically known as Palaeologan art; the position and influence of the
Cantacuzino family in the evolution and development of Wallachia in the second half of the
17th century and the beginning of the 18th century; and, last but not least, the existence of
local iconographic models as well as sources of inspiration from both the Balkan and Russian
spaces.

Late Byzantine art is characterized by an increasing schism between the courtly style
(represented by the frescoes of the Church of Chora in Constantinople) and the monastic
style, specifically Mount Athos. This discontinuity is evident at all levels, both in the
composition of the iconographic program and its representation style, from the chosen forms
to the colour palette. This disjunction is less visible in the Balkans and Romanian
Principalities than in the Greek environment, with a more noticeable synthesis between the
two styles. The major Serbian monastic complexes, the churches of Novgorod or Moscow,
and the Bulgarian small churches all offer a stylistic blend where courtly sumptuousness
meets the asceticism specific to monastic life. Additionally, there is a common idea among all
leaders in the Balkan region, starting from the 15th century: the restoration of Byzantine
glory and authority. This is concretely marked by supporting monastic centres either in
Mount Athos or the Holy Land, increasingly pressured by Ottoman authority and claims.
Images of rulers with monastic inclinations, such as Saint Sava of the Serbs or Saint Neagoe
Basarab in Wallachia, are not coincidental in this context. However, beyond these aspirations,
Byzantine influence in painting often resulted in exaggerated mimicry, with few personal
interventions and a lack of necessary contextualization. Exceptions, notably the frescoes in
Northern Moldavia and those in 15th-century Wallachia, were soon countered by frescoes
whose theological and artistic value was subordinated to strict adherence to Byzantine
models, insufficiently processed and assimilated. Consequently, many frescoes from the late
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Moldavia) not only did not survive but also did not attract the interest of painters from the
Brancoveanu era. These painters, including Parvu Mutu, drew inspiration from the older
14th-century frescoes, still partially present at Cozia and Curtea de Arges.

However, Russian iconography, inspired by Byzantine art and represented by the
School of Theophanes the Greek, was much more influential. It brought freshness and vitality
to the models that the old Palaeologan art could no longer provide. As a result, Wallachian
iconography is influenced by the Byzantine-Russian painting school, especially in the
execution of portraits. The exact chromatic solutions can be observed by adopting similar
features, including in facial physiognomy. However, distinct are the details of the clothing,
where the Ottoman and Phanariot fashion predominates, which at the time was considered not
only a sign of elegance but also proof of the rulers' and the boyar class's loyalty to the
authority and politics of the Sublime Porte.

Compared to external influences, whether Byzantine or Byzantine-Slavic, the local
element in Brancoveanu painting is difficult to discern. It is non-existent in Constantinos's
work, but in Parvu Mutu's paintings, certain elements related to daily life can be
distinguished, such as details in the depiction of the porch, clothing, physiognomy, and
decorative elements. However, their significance is minimal, and there is no substantial or
widely accepted argument for the consistent presence of local elements in Parvu Mutu's
paintings. Confusion has arisen between these types of elements and the specific details of
the era, without considering that they are not exclusive to Wallachia but pertain to the entire
Ottoman-influenced Balkan area, including fashion and mentalities. The influence of the
Cantacuzinos cannot be considered either in terms of incorporating constant local elements
into the paintings of the churches they founded. Their struggle against Ottoman authority
should not be confused with a national struggle. This notion emerged much later, at the end
of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, under the influence of the French Revolution.
More or less explicitly stated, their goal was to maintain their influence in the country's
governance and thus position themselves as continuators of the illustrious Byzantine
ancestors. Indeed, the humanism of the stolnic Constantin Cantacuzino was more aligned
with Western high culture and showed little interest in local cultural elements. His ideas
aimed to connect Wallachia with Western culture and history, with Latinism being one of
these elements. However, he was much more open than his contemporaries regarding

diplomatic dialogue, including at the religious and inter-confessional level, especially



concerning cultural borrowings. The Cantacuzino family introduced Baroque architectural
elements, which Constantin Brancoveanu later adopted.

This attitude influenced Parvu Mutu's art, with the most visible elements being in the
votive portraits. There is an entire diplomatic framework behind the image—a combination
of characters, details, and distinctive elements noticeable to experts but meaningless to
outsiders. Essentially, it depicts not just a family history or chronicle but an entire strategy
through which the Cantacuzino family attempted and partially succeeded in establishing itself
in the leadership of Wallachia, gaining both Ottoman Empire support through long-cultivated
relationships with the Grand Viziers and the backing of Christian powers, especially the
Habsburg Empire, through tacit assistance in their anti-Ottoman campaigns. In none of his
frescoes does Parvu Mutu present only the immediate family of the patron. Filipestii de
Padure has fifty-five characters, and at Magureni, a simple chapel, no fewer than sixty
characters, each identifiable. Among them are present or past rulers, who suggest the
voivodal descent and their political support, obviously pro-Ottoman. On the other hand,
however, there are elements of dissent, faces with a particular expressiveness, attire, and even
characters whose anti-Ottoman stance (the case of Toma Cantacuzino is the most well-
known) was evident. All these are melded in the crucible of Parvu Mutu's talent, who
manages to depict a vast fresco of the tumultuous history of the time without offending or
arousing the suspicion of anyone.

The second chapter is entirely dedicated to the churches painted by Parvu Mutu,
following a chronological criterion in their presentation. In most cases, the original frescoes
no longer survive. At Aninoasa, the first church painted by the mountain artist, only a few
decorative elements and images remain, so we cannot get a general impression of the
structure or quality of this early painting. No elements have been preserved from Campulung,
Cotroceni, or Margineni, which significantly complicates our analysis. A church of the
dimensions of Cotroceni or Margineni, recorded by foreign travellers as a true gem of
architecture and mural art, could have provided us with essential elements in the evolution of
Parvu Mutu's style. Unfortunately, history has made it impossible to recover any of these
frescoes. However, the complete fresco from Filipestii de Padure, Toma Cantacuzino's
foundation, is still preserved and is considered by Nicolae lorga as the "Sistine Chapel” of the
Romanian Lands. Here, we have the overall view of Parvu Mutu's working method and

iconographic program for the first time. The exceptional quality of the painting is matched by



a profound spiritual understanding of the entire program, making it unique among all the
foundations of the Brancoveanu era. No other church, not even the grand church of the
Hurezi Monastery, presents the theological depth that can be found at Filipestii de Padure.
From the same period, the end of the 17th century, date the other frescoes in the Prahova
County area: Margineni, Magureni, Filipestii de Targ (destroyed), Sinaia Monastery, the "St.
Nicholas" Skete — Lespezi, Poiana Campina Monastery, Calinesti, and Magureni. Until
recently, only Filipestii de Padure and Sinaia had clear sequences from the original fresco.
Fortunately, the recently restored frescoes at Lespezi and Magureni provide new details on
the evolution of Parvu Mutu's painting. An increased attention to portraits can thus be
observed, but the same cannot be said about the iconographic program. No other church in
Prahova will develop a program comparable in richness and refinement of details to that of
Filipestii de Padure. Undoubtedly, the rapid pace at which work was done on all these sites
(completed in less than ten years) and the distribution of many of the frescoes to his
collaborators, particularly painters Radu and Marin (probably the same Marin who painted in
Scheii Brasovului), led to the emergence of many distinguishing elements. However, these do
not affect the stylistic and theological unity of the ensemble.

A significant evolution can be observed at Berca, where Parvu Mutu demonstrates the
measure of his artistic maturity. Unfortunately, the existing fresco fragments offer only a pale
reflection of the initial beauty of this church. There is a noticeable approach to the style of the
Hurezi school, particularly in the chromatic plan, where the blue and azure typical of the
Prahova period are replaced by red, burgundy, and even ochre, characteristic of
Constantinos's style. A possible explanation is the collaboration of the two painters in
decorating Constantin Brancoveanu's foundation at Rdmnicu Sarat. However, it is equally
plausible that such a chromatic palette better suited the expansive space of the Berca
monastery. Additionally, there has been a hypothesis that Parvu Mutu might have
collaborated with a close disciple of Constantinos at Berca, likely loan the Painter, whose
style can be observed mainly in the painting of the naos.

Only the narthex of the "Coltea" Church remains from the last part of his painting
career. Considering the intensity and complexity of this fresco and the fragment preserved on
the tambour of the dome above the naos, Parvu Mutu could have confirmed and developed
the maturity demonstrated at Berca in this church. There are also hypotheses suggesting that

Parvu Mutu might have painted the churches of "Sfantul Gheorghe Nou™ or "Negustori" in



Bucharest, but these cannot be confirmed. At Sfantul Gheorghe Nou, the few preserved
fragments of the original fresco point more towards Constantinos’ school, a connection
supported by his proximity to the founder, Prince Constantin Brancoveanu. As for the
"Negustori" church, the dating of the fresco around 1726-1727 makes Parvu Mutu’s presence
there impossible, as he had long left the capital to retire as a simple monk at Manastirea
Margineni. Besides these frescoes, a few wooden icons from Lespezi, Sinaia, and Coltea,
attributed to Saint Pafnutie — Parvu Mutu, are preserved. However, they do not represent any
particular deviation from the general style of the era.

The third and final chapter of the work is dedicated to the theological analysis of
Parvu Mutu's frescoes. Given the limited bibliography on this topic and the absence of a
comprehensive analysis, we have ventured to undertake this pioneering research. It represents
the main novelty of the thesis, and we hope it will open new avenues of study on a subject
still underexplored. We started with a unified theological discourse, beginning with the
iconography of the narthex and extending to that of the Holy Altar, typically organized
linearly according to the sequence of liturgical themes. However, this linearity is altered at
key theological moments through the refined use of parallelism and chiasmus—two stylistic
figures more characteristic of rhetoric but frequently employed in the theological literature of
the early Christian centuries. The expressive power of these methods lies in concentrating
multiple factual realities through overlapping or intersecting them into a single overarching
idea, thus achieving a coherence of the theological message that is impossible to overlook. In
the narthex, for example, the eschatological dimension of the ensemble can only be fully
understood through the intersecting arrangement of cosmological and moral-ascetic themes.
The result is an image of the Last Judgment in which divine justice and goodness are
perfectly manifested in the redemption and restoration of humanity and all creation.

Less evident, these structures are also visible in the narthex, where the scenes of the
Akathist Hymn and those inspired by the lives of saints predominate. The proper
understanding of the entire ensemble is achieved in the frescoes where the icons of the
Ecumenical Councils are inserted (Filipestii de Padure and, partially, Lespezi): They bridge
the confession of faith as a synthetic expression of the revealed Gospel and the authentic
Christian life, intensely lived, whose perfect model is the Mother of God. All other
iconographic elements of the narthex are subsumed under this idea, finding their true

theological significance within it. The votive paintings must also be integrated into this



ensemble, with the painter often suggesting integrating figures from the frescoes dedicated to
the founders into this spiritual ascent under the protection of the Most Holy Theotokos. It is
not accidental that the narthex features scenes seemingly out of context, such as the Hand of
God on the archway of the entrance door (Lespezi, Magureni) or some disparate sequences
from the Ladder of Paradise (Filipestii de Padure). These reinforce our idea that Parvu Mutu,
in most of the iconographic programs developed in the churches he painted, sought to
highlight, in addition to the liturgical dimension of the succession of icons, the mystical one,
where linearity is replaced by the perspective of ascent, of spiritual ascent, under the constant
protection of Providence.

This theological-mystical element is most visible in the nave of the Church of
Filipestii de Padure, where an apparent inversion of the canon transforms the entire
iconographic program into a confession of faith in an ascetic key. The dialogue begins under
the sign of the light of the Resurrection, traversing the stages preceding the Passion as icons
of the soul's initial sharing of divine grace. It then progresses in an ascending rhythm, with
the icon of the Crucifixion and the iconographic exegesis of the soul's struggle to attain
divine grace and perceive the unapproachable light. The climax is reached with the
Transfiguration, which the spiritual person achieves only after having traversed the hell of
despair and humility, being crucified with Christ, dying and then rising with Him through
grace. The final of the iconographic program of the nave at Filipestii de Padure concludes
suggestively with the icon of the Holy Trinity — the Theophany at Mamre, to show that
beyond the ascetic effort, knowledge and living in Christ are divine gifts par excellence.

The nave also offers us another perspective on Parvu Mutu’s portraiture talent. At the
Monastery of Mamu, for example, we find some of the most beautiful icons of the Military
Saints and the Holy Angels, an exceptional Deisis icon due to the quality of its details, and a
series of scenes whose stylistic and chromatic subtlety is unmatched. These aspects confirm
Parvu Mutu's extraordinary spiritual personality, demonstrating his ability to distinguish
between the iconographic discourse with historical or political accents used in the narthex for
the votive paintings and the theological-spiritual discourse in the nave, where the focus is on
the image of holiness. Even so, the presence of “domestic” icons, such as the Deisis or the
icon of Saints Constantine and Helena, showcases his skill and the subtlety of his thought.

Finally, the theology of the fresco in the Holy Altar completes the iconic discourse

mentioned above, but not in an emphatic, solemn manner. Instead, it does so in a humble,



almost simple way compared to the baroque compositions found in the nave or the narthex.
Essentially, it represents a conclusion, in the same ascetic and Hesychast tone, of the dialogue
started in the nave. Beyond the iconostasis, one enters the darkness of the divine Mystery; the
altar is revealed as a space of sacrifice but also of deification, a place where heaven and earth
celebrate together. Everything is again placed under the protection of the Virgin Mary to
highlight once more the model she represents in the work of salvation. Apparent minor fresco
elements, such as the Lamb icon on the window arch or the image of Jesus in the tomb from
the proscomidiar's alcove, emphasize the symbolism of the Holy Altar's iconographic
program, highlighting, in a mystagogical manner, its constitution as both an altar and a
throne, a space of birth, sacrifice, and Resurrection.

Viewed in its entirety, the iconographic work of Saint Pafnutie — Parvu Mutu the
Painter represents one of the prominent landmarks of Brancovenesc art. Aesthetically, it
stands at the intersection of Byzantine tradition and the new trends developed in Russian
painting schools without being able to consider that it aligns more or less with either of these.
Although less prominent in the era compared to Constantinos, Parvu Mutu stands out for his
extraordinary ability to endow his frescoes with an impressive and profound theological
dimension without diminishing or ignoring the importance of aesthetic elements and the rules
of the erminia. Unfortunately, his works still await a careful study to provide a complete
picture of their artistic and theological dimensions. This work offers a solid starting point in
this challenging endeavour to understand the personality and labour of Saint Pafnutie — Parvu

Mutu, iconographer of spiritual ascent.
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