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Cambridge History for Schools: 

Religious Tolerance in Early Modern Transylvania – Teacher’s Guide 

Elvira Tamus 

 

Thanks to Dracula, Transylvania is often associated with vampires, castles and mountains. 

However, there is so much more to the history of this East Central European region. Since the 

Middle Ages, Transylvania had been the home of Hungarians, Szeklers, Saxons and 

Romanians. By the sixteenth century, it became the melting pot of Roman Catholics, Calvinists, 

Lutherans, Antitrinitarians, Jews and Orthodox believers. Most importantly, in the age of 

religious persecutions throughout Europe, Transylvania was a place where communities 

enjoyed relative religious freedom. In this workshop, we will explore the various ethnic and 

religious groups and the culturally diverse princely court of Transylvania. We will explore Early 

Modern Transylvania as an example of religious tolerance, an idea which is very relevant today. 

 

Workshop aims: 

By the end of this workshop, pupils will be able to 

1. improve their knowledge on Transylvania, a historical and geographical region less 

discussed in the English-language scholarship and rarely taught in the UK history 

curriculum; 

2. understand the ways in which the political and social conditions of early modern 

Transylvania affected its religious landscape; 

3. reflect on the difference between the concept of religious tolerance in today’s 

interpretation and that of the sixteenth-century experience. 

 

Workshop length: 

The recorded video is 20-minutes long. With the three activities, the workshop lasts 

approximately 60 minutes. 

 

Target audience: 

Key Stage 3, pupils at the ages of 11-14. The content of the workshop is suitable for pupils at 

the ages of 15-16 as well.  

 

Materials: 
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1. Paper 

2. Pens, coloured pens and pencils 

 

Instructions: 

00:00 – 01:30 Introduction and aims of the workshop 

01:30 – 02:10 What do know about Transylvania? Geography, popular culture 

02:00 – 02:57 Historical background from Middle Ages until 1526 

02:57 – 04:00 Historical background after 1526 

04:00 – 04:54 Ottoman depictions of Sultan Suleiman and Transylvanian rulers 

04:54 – 05:44 Ethnic, linguistic and religious groups of Transylvania 

 

05:44 – 07:08 Activity 1: Mindmap (please pause the video at 07:08) 

Our keyword is diversity and I indicated four aspects of this term. Please think of as many 

words as you can by reflecting on questions like: What differences can you see within your own 

society? Are there only different groups in your environment, or do people differ from each 

other even as individuals? How are these various groups connected with or perhaps separated 

from each other? What are the places where they interact with one another? What are the 

benefits, the advantages of living in a diverse community, what can we learn from each other? 

Are there any challenges, difficulties of living with people who have different customs and 

habits? And finally – how are heterogeneous communities managed, governed, and in general, 

dealt with by our leaders? This activity should last approximately 10 minutes. 

 

07:08 – 08:38 Protestant Reformation and Antitrinitarianism in Europe  

08:38 – 09:35 John Sigismund’s background 

09:35 – 11:45 Giorgio Biandrata’s life before Transylvania 

11:45 – 13:20 Ferenc Dávid, public religious debates, and John Sigismund’s support for 

Antitrinitarians 

13:20 – 16:25 Edict of Torda and religious tolerance (1568) 

 

16:25 – 17:20 Activity 2: John Sigismund – his life and orders (please pause the video at 

17:20) 

I am asking you to find reflect on John Sigismund’s life and try to find the events of his life and 

the orders he took among the list on the page. Please be aware that there might be items that do 

not belong to John Sigismund but to later rulers who we do not talk about today. After this 
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exercise, try to find the chronology of the items. This activity should last approximately 10 

minutes. Answers:  

• The 3 items that do not belong to John Sigismund are: became King of Poland-

Lithuania, preferred Catholics, participated in the Fifteen Years’ War (1591-1606). 

• The right order of the 5 right items that belong to him (1 & 2 as well as 4 & 5 are 

interchangeable):  

1. inherited a state which was located between two empires 

2. grew up in his mother’s cosmopolitan court 

3. was influenced by the Italian theologian Giorgio Biandrata 

4. encouraged and attended religious debates 

5. Edict of Torda (1568): acknowledged religious freedom as a collective right. 

 

17:20 – 20:33 Conclusions: why was Antitrinitarianism successful in Transylvania?  

 

20:33 – 21:49 Activity 3: Imagine and draw a religious dispute (please do this activity at 

the end of the workshop) 

Imagine how a religious dispute might have looked like, getting some inspiration from the 

nineteenth-century depiction of the 1568 Diet of Torda that you can see on the last slide. Think 

of the emotions of the participants’ faces, the behaviour of the orators as well as of the ruler 

who attended such an event. This activity should last approximately 20 minutes. 

 

Thank you very much for your attention and participation. 


