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Juraj Gembicky

The Bell Foundry Workshop of the So-Called Gaal Family in

the Spis region

Until today there exist, and are in use, some of the best
representatives of the medieval bell foundry-hand-
craft in Slovakia: gothic bells of the best quality, as well
as a collection of unique medieval bipartite calyx-
shaped bronze baptismal fonts, mostly still in use in
the territory of the Spis region. All of them came from
the so-called Gaal family bell foundry workshop, with
very typical relief decorations, epigraphic ornamen-
tation and perfect design.! They are real examples of
the diversity and progressivism of the bell foundry
handcraft in our territory, together with many lost or
still not discovered bronze-cast candlesticks, lamps,
tables, sculptures, liturgical vessels and other kinds of
products of this trade.

Master Conrad (called “Gaal”) is the founder of our
most important and earliest represented medieval
non-monasterial bell foundry workshop in Slovakia,
who, as a bell founder for this territory, is also the ear-
liest known by name.2 The so-called Gaal workshop
(or Gaal foundry) in Spi$ska Nova Ves (Slovakia) was
active between 1357 and 1516. In scholarly publica-
tions it was called so based on the family name of
most of the masters from there, reconstructed from
published historical sources, where the name “Gaal-
naw,” contracted as “Gaal,” is mentioned.3 In 1357,
master Conrad (“Conrad campanista”),4 working to-
gether with his brothers Nicolas and John (“Nicolao et
Johanni Campanorum fusoribus”),5 cast probably one
of the largest known bells of medieval Europe (with a
lower diameter of 280 cm, a height of 300 cm, and a
weight of around 13 000 kg, according to the recon-
struction based on research of the bell-form and the
place of its casting) for the royal court in Visegrad.6
King Louis the Great, of the House of Anjou, gave him
several privileges as a reward for this bell.7 It was the
beginning of his bell founding carrier, during which

Fig. 1. The reconstruction of the big bell in Visegrad.
Drawing: Gergely Buzas.

Fig. 2. Revuca: not-preserved medieval bell Quirin from
Hans Wagner. Photograph from publication:
DUBOVSKY, D.: Revticke kostoly, zvony a ich tvorcovia.
Reviica 2004.

his activities as well as his followers’ workshops were
relocated to the Spis region in today’s Slovakia, with its
centre in SpiSska Nova Ves, with easy access to natu-
ral sources—copper, wood and tin (very close to the
centre, Krakow in Poland).8 There is also one inter-
esting hypothesis in campanological literature about
an earlier bell foundry workshop (the so-called pre-
Gaal workshop, connected with examples of baptismal
fonts in Tvarozna, Stara Lesna and in KoSice), active
here before the time of the establishment of the Con-
rad family workshop in Spis, which would probably es-
tablish a continuity with the previous activities, and it
would also assume its ornamental structure forms.9

As for the concrete works of master Conrad there is,
for example, the bronze baptismal font in Svedlar
(originally cast for the locality Stillbach), in whose
decoration we can find 10 forms of the coat of arms of
Louis the Great of the House of Anjou;10 the big bell in
the village of Kysak (near Kosice) from 1375, the old-
est dated preserved bell in Slovakia,!t and the great
bell in HrabusSice (Spi$), from the 14th century, which,
according to legend, comes from the Carthusian
monastery in Klastorisko (Lapis refugii) in Spis.12 In
the latest unpublished article of Juraj Spiritzai3 there
are other works attributed to master Conrad: the lost
bell in Batizovce, the lost bell from the Spi$ castle
(with a fragment found),4 the bell from NiZné Lapse
(today in the East-Slovakian museum in Kosice),15 as
well as the so-called Middle-bell from campanile in
Poprad, Spisska Sobota,16 which might be connected
with the fragments of the bell found in the crypt of St.
Leonard in Wawel in Krakow.17

Regarding bell foundry activities in the period after
Conrad (from the 14th to the 15th centuries) we find bell
founder John from Spisska Novéa Ves (“Johannes Glo-
kengiesser,” sometimes mentioned in literature as Jan
Weygel),18 whose activities were recorded during his
stay in Poland between 1386 and 1389, where he left
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Fig. 3. Svedlar: detail of baptismal font from 14.century
from master Conrad. Photography: Juraj Gembicky.

2 bells in Holy Mary’s Basilica (Kosciol Marijacki) in
Krakow.19 The “Urban” bell in Biecz (Poland) is also
attributed to him.20 Then, after master John, Nicolas
the younger (Big bell in Harichovce), supposed to be
Conrad’s nephew, and bell founder Mathias (“Mathias,
Mattes Glockengisser de Nova Villa”),2! were active
during the 15th century, who were followed by another
generation of bell founders, by brothers Vincent and
Paul (“Vincentius fusor campanarum, Paulus dictus
Gaal”), probably grandsons of Conrad’s brother Nico-
las the Older.22 In the latest research of Juraj Spiritza,
according to the interpretation of the uncial initials
“MG,” used on some artefacts from the bell foundry in
Spis$ (baptismal font in Lubica, Kezmarok), another
one is identified and supposed to be made by a mem-
ber of the family, Monogramist MG, who was origi-
nally identified as Mathias Gaal.23 The last known
and important master of this family workshop was
Hans Wagner (magister iohannes Wagner de nova
villa, Hannes Wagner), active between 1475 and 1513
(with his work continued by his unknown journeyman,
working together with his widow Ursula until 1516, ac-
cording to J. Spiritza).24 His most progressive, late
works (baptismal font in Spisské Vlachy) belong to the
early examples of Renaissance art in Spis.

There are other known works—bells and fonts—at-
tributed to this workshop, which are located outside
the Spis region, for example, a clock-bell in the Cathe-
dral of St. Elisabeth in KosSice from 1516, a lost bell of
magister Augustinus in Turfia nad Bodvou near
Kosice,25 another lost bell in Reviica (Gemer region),26
a bell preserved in Zehiia (Sari$ region), Gemerska
Poloma (Gemer), Janik and Ceéejovce (in the sur-
roundings of KoSice),27 a bell in Lupca (Liptov re-
gion),28 and a bell in Sabinov29 or in Bardejov3e (Sari$
region); a baptismal font in Stitnik in Gemer;3! as well
as others in more distant localities, like a bell from
Nizné Lapse (today in Poland), bells in Krakow, a bap-
tismal font from Liptovska Tepla (Liptov region, today
preserved in the National Museum in Budapest),32
and a baptismal font in Gyongyos. These examples in-
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dicate the influence and spreading of the products of
the workshop in a territory larger than the homeland
Spis or Eastern Slovakia during the active period of the
existence of the workshop.

The latest international Slovak-Hungarian research
concerning the bell foundry workshop of Master Con-
rad and his followers has yielded new and important
findings and interpretations. Participants were a
group of specialists from the Hungarian National Mu-
seum in Visegrad and Juraj Gembicky from the Mon-
ument Protection Office in KoSice (Slovakia, in con-
nection with a project for the years 2007-2009). The
aim of the project was the preparation of detailed doc-
umentation and an international exhibition comple-
mented with a catalogue, as well as ideal and real re-
constructions of Conrad’s largest bell in Visegrad in
the future.

The preserved artefacts from the territories of Slo-
vakia, Hungary and Poland, the products from Master
Conrad’s bell foundry and the beauty of these histor-
ical bells and baptismal fonts form an important part
of our common European cultural heritage.

The cooperation between our office (the Monument
Protection Office, its colleagues and authors) with
Mrs. Prokopp in preparing the international exhibition
on medieval wall paintings in the heart of Europe
(which has also been presented in part in Ko$ice) was
a heart-warming example of collaboration between
Hungarian and Slovakian researchers.

This tradition may be seen as continuing as a new
cooperation has begun in our Office with Hungarian
colleagues in, for example, researching the Gaal fam-
ily bell foundry. We hope that the two Slovak articles
in this collection will express our sincere thanks for
this collaboration.

Fig. 4. Bardejov, Slovak-Hungarian team in bell-re-
search: Juraj Gembicky, Zsuzsa Groész, Matyas Széke,
Gergely Buzas. Photography: Erika Zoltan.
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