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Abstract 
Built on the place of an old wooden skete related to the name of Mihai 

Babeanu, a former secret chancellor, in 1784, Icoanei Church of Bucharest 
was built and painted in the fresco technique, through the works of Panait 
Babeanu, a great captain of mercenaries1.In the nineteenth century, the 
whole interior murals were covered in several stages by repainting in oil 
technique.The votive painting, a popular theme in Byzantine art depicting 
portraits of the church founders or of some major donors, sometimes with 
their families, was repainted in oil also adding portraits of other sponsors of 
the time.This study presents a historical analysis from the point of view of 
restorer on both identification of recovery stages and on identification of the 
old and new founders. 

Key words: Icoanei Church in Bucharest, votive painting, oil painting, 
the eighteenth century 

1. Introduction 

Towards the year of 1777, in the suburb of Ceauş David, on the 

place of a humble church, founded by the courier David Corbea, of 

Transylvanian origin, the Saint Constantin Brâncoveanu’s envoy to 

the Peter the Great’s court, Misail the Monk, from Băbeni descent, a 

private ex-chancellor and known under the monkish name Macarie 

Schimnicul, built another – wooden – church, with one belfry, having 

also some cells around it.2 

                                                            
1 Florescu , George D., Din vechiul Bucureşti. Biserici, curţi boierești şi hanuri în-

tre 1790-1791 după două planuri inedite de la sfârşitul veacului al XVIII-lea, Bucu-

reşti, 1935, p. 207. 
2 Documente privitoare la istoria oraşului Bucureşti (1594-1821), ed. Academiei 

R.P.R., Bucureşti, 1961, p. 478. 
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In April 1777, the founder made his will and established as his 

guardian his nephew, Panait Băbeanu, captain of hirelings , who later 

on become purveyor, to whom he left all his fortune. Panait Băbeanu, 

noting that the churchfrom the “Popa Dima’s” suburb had deteriorated, 

“being a wooden church, which almost became a ruin”, made a su-

pplication to the Metropolitan Gregory the 2nd, asking for his agree-

ment to thoroughly rebuild. Having received the Metropolitan’s 

agreement the church was rebuilt using bricks, in the year 1784 for 

this being witness the inscription made on the western façade at the 

left of the porch. According to the historical data, N. Iorga, in: 

,,Conducător istoric la bisericile din Bucureşti“, of 1935, mentions the 

fact that the church has an icon belonging to Brâncoveanu and 

Văcăreşti’s family, the Icon of the Mother of God silver-covered and 

manufactured by Filip Nicolau Argintarul. It was a present given by 

the lord Constantin Brâncoveanu to the small wooden hermitage, 

which in that time existed in the park. In time, following its name, the 

hermitage changed his name for Icoanei’s Church, and the street and 

park nearby took the same name.  

The building of Panait Babeanu 

comes into prominence by its sizes, 

relatively high, answering to some 

elegance inherited from the brilliant 

experience of the 17th-18th centuries. 

The church is divided into one sanc-

tuary, one nave and one narthex; the 

old porch is divided in half for the 

steel-lattice mast and a new little 

porch – exonarthex supported by six 

columns.  

 

 
 

Fig. 1. West facade of the 
church 
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2. Authors of murals 

The painting of the eighteenth century from Icoanei Church was 

made in “a fresco” technique by Alexandru and Constantin Zugravul 

(the Painter)3. The painting was restored in the nineteenth century, 

in multistages. According to the inscription on the west wall of the 

narthex, this church was "Restored and repainted in 1889. Mihail J. 
Babeanu, Churchwarden, with the well-meaning help of Mr. Gheorghe, 
Churchwarden" Churchwarden Mihail Babeanu, the church founder's 

successor, offeredfrom his own fortune all required amounts. 

Original frescoes were 

covered with a new painting in 

oil technique, in a realistic 

style, in the "modern style", by 

Mihail Dragomirescu4 

In 2010, it started a new 

campaign for restoration - con-

servation of murals.5 The gen-

eral concept of the ensemble 

final presentation seeks for re-

covery of the original fresco painting and preserving, as historical 

stages, of areas restored and painted in oil technique in the votive 

painting, the high steeple and vault of the narthex. Therefore, even if 

the west wall with votive painting was covered by restorations in oil 

technique, it was kept at this level as, according to historical data and 

stratigraphic surveys, it has been enriched with new images of 

founders since 1838.6 

                                                            
3 Florescu, George D., Din vechiul Bucureşti. Biserici,….op. cit. p. 208. 
4 Arhiva Parohiei Bisericii Icoana, Contract din 1889 semnat de M. Băbeanu şi 

pictorul M. Dragomirescu. 
5 Conform Proiectului de conservare-restaurare, avizat cu nr. 244/CA/23.07.2010 

emis de M.C.C. și a a avizului nr 5167/2010 emis de C.P.B., coordonator specialist- 

restaurator Gabriela Ștefăniţă.  
6 Gârboviceanu, Petru, Biserici cu averi proprii: note istorice și anexe documen-

tare.Administraţia Casei Bisericii., Seria II-a. Institutul de Arte Grafice Carol Göbl, 

Bucureşti, 1910, p. 10. 

 
 

Fig. 2. Inscription in the narthex 
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Votive painting 

Until the late eighteenth century, the painting of votive portraits, 

detached from the Byzantine religious painting traditions, was made 

in a laic vision with demonstrative ceremonial features both by so-

lemn attitudes and richness of garments, whose detailed description 

provides theincreased effect of religious authority. 

The votive painting of Icoanei Church is placed on the right and 

left side of the building access door, covering the entire western wall 

of the narthex.This votive picture was also „repainted with portraits 

of old and new founders, after previous models”7in multistages, in the 

nineteenth century, like the whole monument. 

Currently, on the left side of the southern wall, it is separately de-

picted the first church founder, Mihail Monahul (the Monk), present-

ing the first seventeenth-century wooden church. The founder of current 

wall church, Panait Babeanu, is also painted on the west wall, but 

next to the access door, having in his hands the model of the church 

built in the seventeenth century, namely 1784. Between Misail Mo-

nahul (the Monk) and Panait Babeanu, there are represented his 

brother, Ionita, together with his wife, Sofia, and their children Elena, 

Nicolae, Maria and Panait.  

 

     
 

Fig. 3. Left side of the votive painting     Fig. 4. Right side of the votive painting 
 

                                                            
7 Ibidem, p. 10. 
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A special situation is present on the right side of the votive paint-

ing. Here, according to inscriptions, there appear Pana Babeanu, Bal-

asa, Maria, Ecaterina and child Elena. But in 1905, historian Nicolae 

Iorga noted that in this part inscriptions mentioned „Stoian Pavel, 
Chancellor, Mrs. Balasa, his wife, Ana and Ecaterina”, stating that, at 

the respective time, the portraits were "upgraded.”8 This mismatch 

between inscriptions indicates that, at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, this scene was repainted in oil, when the name of Stoian Paul 

(perhaps his face, too) was replaced by that of Pana Babeanu, the 

next Churchwarden, grandson of founder Panait, shown on the left 

wall when realizing the fresco.9Also, the fact that Ana is now replaced 

by Maria indicates such repainting, and depiction of child Ilincaun is 

an addition to this votive painting. An explanation for identification of 

characters in this picture votive is offered by historical sources. Thus, 

historian Popescu, in his book, writes about the diptych of Mihai the 

Chancellor, from Babeni family, having founded both Icoanei Church 

and Hagiu Church in Bucharest,10 reporting that between the living, 

there are mentioned the following: Misail Monahul (the Monk), 

Stoian, Balasa Caloianu, Despa, Panait, Dumitru, Ion, Pauna, Sanda, 

Nicolae, Matei etc. Balasa, mentioned among the living is the niece of 

Misail Monahul (the Monk) (founder of the first Icoanei Church), sister 

of Ionita and wife of Stoian Paul, the "spiritual son" of Mihai the 

Chancellor. Historian Potra11 notes that Balasa and Stoian Paul had 

five daughters: Sanda, Maria, Ecaterina (Catriina, married with Ta-

nasie Balcescu, seneschal, whose daughter, Zinca, married with Barbu 

Petrescu, chancellor then baker, is mother of Nicolae Balcescu), Ilinca 

(Elena) and Pauna. 

                                                            
8 Iorga , Nicolae, Inscripţii din bisericile României, Fascicula I, N-rele 1-764, In-

stitutul de Arte Grafice şi Editura Minerva, Bucureşti,1905, p. 284. 
9 Bodea, Cornelia, Cernovodeanu, Paul, Materiale noi pentru biografia lui Nicolae 

Bălcescu (II) în: Studii, Revistă de istorie,Academia R.P.R., Bucureşti, an XVI, nr. 2 / 

1963, p. 373. 
10 Pppescu, Grigore N., Un colţ de oraş şi un sfânt locaş -Parohia şi Biserica Hagiu 

din Bucureşti, Atelierele Grafice Vremea, Bucureşti, p. 238. 
11 Potra, George, Documente privitoare la istoria oraşului Bucureşti (1594-

1821), d. Academiei R.P.R., Bucureşti, 1961, Documente din 1773, iunie 15 şi 1792, 

p. 482-483. 
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3. Experimental 

Identification of materials from the last character added to the 

votive painting, respectively child Elena, was obtained from the sam-

ples taken by the author, and analyzed by microscopy (microscope 

DinoLite AD413TA-I2V) and X-ray fluorescence (PXRF) in the labora-

tory of the National Museum of History in Bucharest. The results of 

PXRF provided us general information on the type of materials useful 

in identification. 

 
 

Fig.5. PXRF Spectrum achieved on samples taken from the narthex, votive 
painting, garment of character Elena from Icoanei Church of Bucharest 

4.Conclusion 

The pigments were recognized based on chemical elements in 

PXRF spectra for investigated samples, by peak energies of characteris-

tic X-ray.The main elements (identified by PXRF) were the following: 

 
Detected           ppm             +/- 
Ca 33880 921

Fe 1919 525

Ti 264 802

As 264 58

Zn 151 45

Pb 555 22

Sr 202 7

Cu 185 21

Hg 157 25



A historical reconstruction of votive painting from Icoanei Church in Bucharest 
 

 

75

The layer of color mainly contains pigments based on Fe (red 

soil), based on As (realgar or orpiment?) and Ti, Zn and Pb (possibly 

titanium white, zinc white and miniu or white Plumbum). Ca (Calcium) 

is identified in the painting support, made of lime and hemp. 

 


