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700 years of common life, common danger and common work witness 

the common love of the motherland, the only for all of us. It is necessary 

to speak and write about it just as much as I have now the only task for 

me – together with You and other brothers in fate to measure the new 

way of cooperation in the future. I hope that in common work it will be 

possible to preserve everything that influenced our life in the native 

land. And that is the only reason why I now have the task to help to keep 

the Ēdole Castle and its history, and to help the elderly people with 

whom we and our families have been living together for ages. 

With best wishes to You and appreciating your work –

Yours Ulrich von Behr 

From Ulrich von Behr’s (1923–2011) letter to O. Spārītis on 12 January 1994.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Zlēkas Church, which is marking its 370th anniversary since the laying of 
the foundation stone, is the most spectacular investment of the ancient and out-
standing von Behr’s family in the sacral scenery of Kurzeme, the region of Latvia 
rich in cultural monuments. The church is an inseparable and the most expressive 
and beautiful component of Zlēkas cultural environment. The manor’s household 
buildings and the manor house were destroyed beyond recognition by the fires of 
the World War II and the time. 

It may be doubted to what extend we can rely on the statement mentioned 
in the von Behr’s family documents that already about the year 1500 a large building 
complex consisting of household buildings and a moderate-sized dwelling house 
in the centre, as well as the church existed in Zlēkas. At that time, Zlēkas belonged 
to the territory of Kurzeme Bishopric and was governed by the nearby Ēdole, 
a fortressed bishop’s fief, with a large household. In present day Zlēkas noth-
ing testifies about such ancient buildings that could be related to the Medieval 
period. Yet it is known that since 1561 economic activities had been resumed 
with renewed vigour in Ēdole manor due to political changes and the following 
change of the owners. After Kurzeme Bishopric was sold to the Duke Magnuss, the 
brother of the Danish King Frederic II, the owner of manors of Ēdole, Pope, Zlēkas, 
Ugāle and others became his confidante Ulrich von Behr (1532–1585) – the inten-
dant of Sāmsala–Vīka Bishopric and the cousin of the late Piltene Bishop. Since 
that time, considerable territories of Kurzeme fell into the hands of Ulrich von 
Behr and his brother Johann (1543–1613). During a few centuries, after splitting 
into several manors, their owners created building complexes of outstanding 
quality. Besides luxurious household buildings and the manor houses, towering 
architecturally expressive churches, as a component of the building complex, 
with crypts for the nobles in the cellars were built.

Johann von Behr was the initiator of the creation of the unique legal docu-
ment, which secured all properties into the hands of one family by concluding 
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“The Behr’s Pact” on 25 November 1606. Immediately after that he left all prop-
erties in Kurzeme to his sons Werner (1565–1612) and Friedrich (1584–1648). 
After the law studies at the universities of Rostock and Königsberg as well as after 
travelling several European countries, Werner, the eldest son of Johann von Behr, 
took over the properties and the management of Ēdole and Zlēkas manors. How-
ever, Duke Wilhelm invited Werner von Behr to accept the duties of the Envoy of 
Kurzeme; in 1596, he was sent to the King Rudolph II court in Prague. This event 
linked the von Behr’s family with sovereign gentility of Saxony and Silesia – Wer-
ner von Behr met Sibylla, the daughter of the magnates Johann von Schleinitz and 
Anna von Bieberstein, and married her in the autumn of the same year. After the 
wedding, the newly-weds settled in Ēdole Castle and chose that medieval fortified 
castle as their residence. The cognate links ensured exclusive cultural contacts 
with central Europe and Prague, thus advancing the concentration of excellent quality 
architecture and art in the estate of the von Behr’s family, not available for the rest 
of Kurzeme nobility. In 1613, Zlēkas was separated from the main estate of Ēdole 
manor and came into possession of Friedrich von Behr. Hereafter Zlēkas manor 
developed as a growing household unit with special proclivity for representa-
tiveness – the development of manor architecture and the building of the church. 
As Friedrich von Behr did not have a direct heir, according to the behest, after 
his death in 1648, Zlēkas manor was inherited by Johann Dietrich (15..–1654), 
his elder brother Werner’s son, and after him – the other Werner’s son Ulrich von 
Behr (1608–1667).

The tools of Christ’s suffering in the hands of angels  and the fragment of pulpit canopies 
witness about the distinct artistic appearance of the furniture of Zlēkas Church. On the left – the 

weathervane with the coat-of-arms of the von Behr’s family on the gable of the Church, 1700
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T h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  t h e  c h u r c h

The church is the building not only confirming the status and the funda-
mental possibilities of the owner of the manor, but also the centre of social and 
spiritual culture of the manor. All relatives of the von Behr’s family tried to dis-
tinguish the church architecture with some peculiar sign and grant its furniture 
the highest possible artistic quality. This criterion complies also with the present 
stonewall church in Zlēkas – the cultural monument of national importance, the 
370th anniversary of the laying of the foundation stone of which we are celebrating 
in 2015. Hence, the anniversary allows marking the beginning of the construc-
tion of the church by 1645, but the information found in the family archive links 
the consecration of the finished church building to 1648. Where the older church, 
mentioned in about 1500, was situated, is not known yet. Until the beginning of the 
17th century, Zlēkas existed as a separate household centre within the huge estate 
of Ēdole manor; it was the so-called “cattle manor” with cattle-sheds, stables, and 
other household buildings where peasants did corvée work. At that time, the manor 
was still missing the representativeness area – the landowner’s house and the 
infrastructure appropriate for permanent nobility family life. However, sup-
porting the spiritual life of the local inhabitants in 1608 by the means of Johann 
von Behr a church was built in Zlēkas, the place and fate of which is unknown 
nowadays. The family archive documents also mention “the built-in chapel in the old 
dwelling house”, which could serve the noble family and to a limited extent satisfy 
the spiritual needs of serfs, especially during the time when the current church 
was built or the existing one was improved. However, the celebration is to mark 
the anniversary of the whitewashed church, built on the small burial mound in the 
centre of the village, the spire of which, covered with tin-plate and painted in green 
dominates the landscape. Approaching the church, it surprises with the scale of 
the tower and the powerful walls, which are supported by multi-staged buttresses 
in the corners. It looks strange and illogical that such a massive-structured tower 
supports so modest spire, which looks as if sunken into the walls. The explanation 
is that initially the tower including the spire had been 198 feet or 60.35 metres 
high, besides the spire had two open sightseeing galleries resting on columns from 
where a vast area could be seen. Such a construction testifies to both the traditions 
of the Baroque tower construction and the ambitions of the church constructors 
and builders, creating for the country church a landscape dominant seen from afar 
as well as providing the possibility to enjoy from the spire the boundlessness of the 
vast estate and the economic majesty. In 1725, the lightning struck the spire and 
it burnt down to the walls of the tower, securing the church with its luxurious fur-
niture. During the next year, the spire was renovated to its previous height and 
luxury; nevertheless, its lifetime was only a little bit longer than that of man. 
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In the summer of 1834 during the thunderstorm, the lightning struck the spire 
again and it burnt down, without damaging the church furniture. Constructing the 
new spire, the landlord of the manor – Karl von Behr and the carpenters took into 
account the possible hazard and built the new spire twice lower, abandoning also 
the renovation of the sightseeing galleries. Thus, to the present time the surprising 
visual incompatibility has remained between the monumental part of the tower 
walls and its disproportionate spire. The two tower bells were moulded in 1834 
by Ulrich Johann Kleinschmidt, the blacksmith of Ance manor. One of them was 
presented by Karl Otto Ulrich von Behr, landlord of Zlēkas, Pope, and Ance manors; 
the other one, with the inscription Zu Gottes Ehr bin ich durch Feuersglut geflossen, 
Ulrich Johann Kleinschmidt aus Anzen hat mich gegossen. Anno 1834 reminding the 
tragic event was given by the blacksmith of Ance manor. 

Viewing from the side and the altar part, the church looks neither too im-
pressive nor too big but rather compact and modest. The bulky building boasts 
several constructive and decoration details which attach exceptional luxury to the 
church, uncharacteristic to Kurzeme countryside landscape. The church façade 
compiles several forms of stylistic traditions, the synthesis of which in a provoca-
tive and even in a contradictory overall image witnesses the special wish to amaze 
the viewer and visitor. During the construction of the church in the middle of the 

The sight of Zlēkas Church from the south-east
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17th century, the mature Baroque dominated not only in the culture of the North-
ern Europe but also in Kurzeme, governed by Duke Jacob. Therefore, the elements 
from the Gothic world seen on the church façade, such as a profiled-brick entrance 
portal, multi-staged buttresses, pointed arches of the window apertures, testify 
to the special intention of the church builders – one and a half century after the 
style of Gothic belonged to the past, to decorate the façade of a simple countryside 
church with forgotten but brought back to memory forms. Whereas the adequacy 
of the church to the latest aesthetics is reminded by the use of the round arch in 
the formation of the entrance portal and the plain pilasters built in between the 
windows which are typical of the Renaissance architecture. In plastered façades, 
the window apertures of the parish premises and the altar part are accentuated by 
alternately arranged plaster mouldings – the quote from the Renaissance culture 
heritage.

The volume of the church consists of three main parts: the tower, the par-
ish hall, and the altar part. Its interior clearly reflects the same functionally div-
ided volumes. The first floor of the tower serves as a closed small passage at the 
entrance and at the same time as an anteroom before the parish hall, which step-
ping over the threshold, opens behind the second door. The use of three-zone plan 

The parish hall
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for the church hall had rarely been used in constructive and spatial formation of 
churches in the Latvian countryside. Zlēkas represents such an exceptional case. 
The cross vaults, based on two pairs of octahedron pillars, cover the 7.85 metres 
wide middle-zone and 3.7 metres wide side-zones, thus creating spacious and well 
viewable parish hall in a form of a prolonged rectangular. Having inner dimensions 
of 15.25 × 20.3 metres, it resembles a large auditorium which is visually close to a 
square planning, a characteristic form of early protestant churches. The fact that the 
builders of Zlēkas Church had been the masters of high class is testified by the lux-
urious touch of pillar decoration imitating the salient plastering of the consoles 
and capitals, characteristic forms of the Renaissance. The plain plaster, which 
covers the walls as well as the cross vaults and the profiled-brick ribs create the 
image of wealth and luxury in the interior of the church

The parish hall of the church ends in the Eastern End by symbolically the 
most significant and the most luxurious room – the altar part. Beneath it, hidden 
from the sight, there is a built-in cellar or crypt, called also “the president crypt”, 
the burials of Zlēkas manor noble landlords. This name was created by family mem-
bers granting the crypt where the district chief executives and presidents of nobil-
ity organizations were buried this distinguished title of honour and significance. 

The fireplace of the priest’s chamber and the passageway to the altar part
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Twenty-five relatives of the von Behr’s family are buried in coffins, of which two 
mummies of the most outstanding political and administrative figures are buried 
in luxurious tin-and-copper-plate sarcophagi. To protect the remains of the de-
ceased from vandalism, the only entrance to the crypt since ancient times was by 
the stairs, covered by heavy wooden board and clay tiles, and built in the floor in 
the parish hall opposite the pulpit.

The dimensions and formal construction of the altar part was created 
to look different from the parish hall. In order to concentrate the attention of 
the churchgoers on rituals, the parish hall is narrower and lower. The altar part 
is separated from the parish hall by a bulky semicircle arch, which symbolically 
separates the notion about the “secular world” where the parish gathers from the 
sacred site or the place of performance of sacraments. The altar is in the centre of 
the trapezium-shaped room and is open to the view of all churchgoers. The parish-
ioners could freely focus their attention on the priest’s activities. The luxurious 
ceiling of the altar room cannot be missed either. The dome of the altar room ceil-
ing, like in ancient Jewish priests’ “tabernacle”, is formed by eleven profiled-brick 
ribs, plastered and spread in the form of a fan, which creates the impression of 
bottom-up pyramidal construction. The ribs converge in one centre decorated by 
a downward massive decorative gimmick in a form of a cone or pendulum, the em-
phatic silhouette of which complements the luxurious altar underneath it. 

The unique character of Zlēkas Church is testified by a small spatial com-
ponent. The exploitation of the church is not imaginable without the priest’s cham-
ber or vestry. Like the majority of Kurzeme churches, also Zlēkas Church has such 
an attachment built to the northern wall of the parish hall. A partition wall div-
ides the vestry into two equal parts, one of which is a cold passageway connect-
ing the vestry with the parish hall, the other one is the priest’s chamber. Likewise 
in the parish hall, the ceiling of the vestry is covered by brick-wall vaulting, the 
aesthetics of which is shown by profiled and plastered decorative ribs that cover 
the ceiling of the vestry with four traverse constructions. The decorative plaster 
rosette at the cross-points of the ribs grants luxury to each traverse. Rich in plas-
tered plastic components, vestry is made even more luxurious by the fireplace built 
in the priest’s chamber. The heating appliance, the only one in the Baltic States, 
built in the church vestry has a decorative fronton, created in plaster relief over 
the fireplace, and saturated with Renaissance elements. The design details and 
decorations completely coincide with the stylistics of the oldest church furniture 
and testifies that the taste orientation of the von Behr’s family representatives was 
towards luxurious late Renaissance and early Baroque forms.
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T h e  c h u r c h  f u r n i t u r e

The Organ

Rapt by the luxurious view and proceeding further into the church, the 
visitor does not notice that he has already crossed that part of the parish hall, 
above which is a column-supported balcony and the organ built in the Carl Alex-
ander Hermann’s workshop in Liepāja in 1875. Looking back one can see that it 
is possible to climb the balcony along two slanting stairs, which at the northern 
and southern walls take straight upwards to the choir. Above the balcony railing 
decorated with Neo-gothic rosettes, there rises the organ backcloth matching 
to their forms. It is not very rich either in woodcarving or in any other elements 
witnessing the carpentry excellence. The viewable façade of the instrument de-
signed in C. A. Hermann’s workshop is a typical monument of the eclectic times 
with its language of forms characteristic of the 19th century and the motives 
of stylized Gothic architecture. In the organ façade as small colourful pieces of 
mosaic, there are four paintings on wood of an unknown artist. Two of them 
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feature Evangelists – Luke with the symbolic ox and Mark with the lion at his 
feet. Far away from the sight of the visitors – on the upper part of the organ 
backcloth – two little painted infill panels feature symbolic objects: a branch of 
a palm, a goblet, and open Scriptures, as well as a cross, an anchor, a book, and 
a crown. Allegorically they remind about Christian virtues and basic values of a 
believer, on which his moral and behaviour is based, i.e. proclamation of peace 
and respecting The Scriptures, living in faith, love and not losing the hope of 
resurrection pleasure after lifetime lived in good faith.

The organ of Zlēkas Church is an outstanding musical instrument, which 
complements the scenery of Kurzeme organs with its individual timbre sound and 
wide choice of registers. The musical capacity of the instrument far exceeds the 
liturgical needs of a simple countryside parish church, and in this aspect testifies 
the wish of the customer to enjoy the organ as a concert instrument. Of overriding 
noteworthy is the air supply device, a hand-turned wheel and crank-crank mech-
anism, which supplies air to the instrument bellows. The outstanding quality of 
the organ is witnessed also by the fact that its mechanism and bellows have been 
serving already for 140 years without repair.

Disposition:
I manual: Bordun 16’, Principal 8’, Hohlflöte 8’, Gemshorn 8’, Viola di Gam-

ba 8’, Octave 4’, Flöte 4’, Octave 2’, Mixtur 2–4 fach 2 2/3’, Trompete 8’. 
II manual – Schwellwerk: Lieblich Gedackt 16’, Geigenprincipal 8’, Salicio-

nal 8’, Zartflöte 8’, Flöte 4’.
Pedal: Principalbass 16’, Subbass 16’, Octavbass 8’, Posaune 16’.

     Luke the Evangelist          Mark the Evangelist
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The Benches of the Parish and Patrons

On both sides of the central aisle, which leads from the door straight to 
the altar, there are parishioners’ benches arranged in two lines, and along the per-
imeter, there are benches for the patrons and other parish members belonging to 
higher social layers. At the southern wall of the parish hall opposite the pulpit, there 
rises the spacious “box of lords” based on columns – the patrons’ balcony created 
in the form of Rococo in 1773 by woodcarver and carpenter Joseph Slaviček, an im-
migrant in Liepāja. From the end of the 18th century to the agrarian reform carried 
out in Latvia in 1920 the representatives of the plentiful von Behr’s family sat 
there very comfortably on individual chairs as in the theatre. At the northern wall 
of the church, there are two especially strikingly painted benches meant for the 
family members of the manor intendant or priest during the church service. The 
colourful decoration of the benches shows non-characteristic for the present time 
ways of painting the interior objects – incrustation techniques and the imitation 
of stone texture, ornamentation imitating the plane helps create the impression of 
illusory volume and spatial depth.

The patrons’ balcony. 1773
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All parish benches were made in the middle of the 17 th century. The quality 
of their making and decoration recalls the work of either a good manor carpenter 
or a master from the nearby Kuldīga. On the benches, there are painted either vases 
with flowers or plane ornamental floral compositions with elaborated stylized 
silhouettes of plants, birds or animals characteristic for Baroque art. Initially most 
of the benches had also painted doors and panels; however, the respectable age 
of the furniture has brought remarkable loses also to these carpentry articles. 
Historical photos show the patrons’ bench, the front wall of which was decorated 
by the pictures of Creation of the World as described in Genesis; the item was des-
troyed during World War II and the chaotic times following it. 

Even the remaining objects of the interior allow conceiving spiritually 
saturated atmosphere of Zlēkas Church. The frontal panels and doors of several 
benches are covered by the paintings reflecting the stories of united allegories and 
emblems, the role of which were not only to educate the parishioners and teach 
them to recognize the Bible stories but also approach them in the language of 
Renaissance intellectuals. The parish benches of the right side were covered by 
paintings illustrating five senses. Such allegorical stories in the art of the Renais-
sance period stimulated philosophical thoughts about the human ability to catch 
and evaluate with these five senses the perfection of the world created by God. On 
the right side from the central aisle, the parishioners’ bench doors are decorated 

The parishioners’ benches with allegorical paintings. The middle of the 17 th century
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Allegorical paintings on the parish benches: Hatred, Love, Strength, Vision



16

by allegorical paintings of three Christian basic virtues: Faith, Hope, and Love. 
The left-side line of benches with the painted doors and the line of infill panels 
facing the pulpit, have served as the place reflecting allegorically the Christian 
virtues and seven sins onto death. However, only a small number of the allegorical 
paintings have survived.

The infill panels of the benches under the pulpit are decorated with 
several paintings. One of them shows a luxuriously dressed woman with a col-
umn over her shoulder so demonstrating the physical power, which allegorically 
voices the meaning of the power of faith. Another infill panel – a woman with a 
lamb biding on its hind legs allegory personifies the virtue of Christian meek-
ness. Whereas the allegorical paintings on the doors on the left side of the central 
aisle, illustrate other human character traits and teach Christian virtues. One of 
the paintings shows a repulsive woman with two faces, snakes in her hair and 
a mirror in her hand – the personification of hatred and hypocrisy that could 
turn a human obsessed with blind hatred into gorgon Medusa. The mirror in 
the composition of the painting stimulates the thoughts about the contradictory 
nature of the human. The allegorical image of the woman with two faces invites 
not to split the personality but to create one’s life as monolithic as possible. This 
can be achieved by preserving moderation depicted by an allegorical painting of a 
woman with a mug and a glass in her hands.

In the altar part of the church, two particularly effective seats of patrons 
attract attention. The forms and painting of the bench on the left side of the altar 
leaves the impression of an archaic but a luxurious Renaissance piece of furniture. 
The front of the bench is decorated by infill panels separated by pilasters, with 
the recurrent arch motive cut in a shallow carving. It has been achieved by imitat-
ing the garlands of bright and sanded gemstones in green, white, red and golden 
colours. Those sitting on the bench could rest their backs against the smooth rear 

The patrons’ bench. The middle of the 17 th century
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The patrons’ bench with allegories of Virtues. The middle of the 17 th century

The patrons’ bench. The first half of the 17 th century
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wall, which rises above the heads and is painted in several rectangles imitating the 
spatial inlay composition.

The patrons’ bench on the right side of the altar without doubt is the most 
luxurious carved piece of furniture within the range of church objects in Latvia. 
It reminds an impressive box created with the help of colourful carvings, decora-
tive columns and sculpture synthesis, the position of it and the form attracted 
the sights and the attention of the parishioners, at the same time symbolically 
acknowledged the high social status of the nobility sitting there. The front of the 
unusual furniture is decorated by carved moulding images holding symbolical 
attributes in their arms – a cross, an anchor, a child, which testified in an alle-
gorical way the Christian virtues, which those nobles possessed: Faith, Hope and 
Love. The allegorical image of the fourth virtue – the personification of strength 
and power – a woman carrying the column over the shoulder supplements the infill 
panel line illustrating the basic virtues of the Christian ethics. This personifica-
tion, which refers equally to the physical and spiritual power and to the quality 
of power embodied in social status, gives the necessary “key word” to the under-
standing the complicated content of the frontal wall of the patrons’ bench. The fact 
itself that the advantages supplied by the high social status – secular power and 
wealth – can guarantee possibilities almost close to paradise complacent life is 
witnessed by the canopy hanging as a décor over the heads of the nobles sitting on 
the patrons’ bench saturated with floral wreaths and exotic images.

Decorative woodcarvings on the patrons’ bench
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 The Pulpit 

In the middle of Zlēkas Church parish hall closer to the altar part, at the 
left-side pillar there is the pulpit, speckled and richly decorated with sculptures. 
Its body seems visually protruded into the parish hall, so the priest can overlook 
and approach the parishioners very conveniently from there. The theoreticians of 
the early Protestantism regarded the sermon from the pulpit as the main weapon 
to proclaim the ideas of reformists, and this consideration encouraged the prag-
matically oriented theologians to put the pulpit in the centre of the church and 
allot to it the place similar to the lecturer’s rostrum in the university auditorium. 
The pulpit of Zlēkas is the most luxurious and impressive furniture object of such 
type in the whole culture environment of the protestant church in the Baltic States. 
Very easily as if dancing the alate angel known as a personification of the “strong 
angel” holds the massive body on its head. Its task is not only as caryatid to support 
the pulpit but also encourage the parishioners to reflect on the strength of faith – 
physically “move the mountains” and endure boundless trials on behalf of faith. 
The sides and the ascent of the pulpit, speckled, gilded and richly decorated with 
late Renaissance ornaments, like a jewellery box, are filled with carved images 
of Christ’s disciples, the names of which the painter has written in gold at each 
disciple’s feet. Particularly effective the carver has made the pulpit’s entrance. 
It is decorated as a portal with architectural construction where two Tuscan order 
columns are supporting the horizontal lintel. The door of the pulpit is decor-
ated by the sculpture of John the Baptist, but in the lintel above the door there are 
carved the coats of arms of the church builders – Johann von Behr’s and his second 
spouse Anna von Döhnhof’s. The top of the portal is decorated by the composition 
of complicated S and C form ornamentation, in the twines of which there are three 
sculptures of dancing or flying angels. The construction of the pulpit canopies, re-
minding a tower, does not fall behind the podium in the terms of the number and 
density of sculptures and decorating details. The wide and horizontally stretched 
edge of the pulpit canopies is decorated with the white-painted heads of winged 
seraphs. In the tower-type superstructure construction, which rises above the 
flat part of the pulpit canopies, there are half-naked putti or children sculptures 
characteristic of the Renaissance art. In their hands, the artist has placed the sym-
bol of Christ’s suffering path – the handkerchief of Saint Veronica, as well as the 
torture tools: nails, a hammer, tongs, a ladder, and a spear. The message included 
in the sculptural décor of the pulpit canopies tells about the physical suffering of 
the Redeemer with which he has redeemed the sins of mankind so that any Chris-
tian can face the death and believe in everlasting life. The content is emphasised 
by a small sculpture of the angel with the horn of the Last Judgement in its hand, 
placed on the spike of the pulpit canopies.
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Infill panels of the pulpit with the images of Bartholomew, Peter, Andrew, 
and the sculpture of the pulpit support
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The entrance portal to the pulpit with the sculpture of John the Baptist
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The Altar

The correctness of the use of religious terms requires defining – what is 
the altar? If we want to express ourselves precisely, then the altar or the place of 
sacrifice is the construction of a high table or stage where the priest places the com-
munion wafer, the wine and carries out the sacramental transformation rite. The 
altar symbolizes the Christ’s grave from which the Redeemer resurrected on the 
Easter morning, set out to people and continued to preach. In everyday speech and 
in essays devoted to art ‘the altar’ is called also the decorative attachment at the end 
wall of the church – the altarpiece (Latin – altare). It could be created as an archi-
tectural construction or a decorative wall with sculptures, paintings and rich orna-
mental decoration. With its formal expressiveness and the content based on art 
works, it attracts the eyes of parishioners, arouses their feelings, and creates both 
the visual centre of the church, and the symbolic and emotional centre of the liturgy.

The altarpiece of Zlēkas Church is an extraordinary expressive piece of art, 
the complicated theological concept of which is heralded by several sculptures of 
The Old Testament and The New Testament, carved mouldings and paintings re-
vealing the last scenes of Christ’s life. The altarpiece structure is the architectural 
construction of several layers in a pyramidal form, where in a chronological se-
quence, like in a film or a line of scenes, is represented the Christ’s life, sufferings, 
death and the Resurrection. The low plinth of the altarpiece serves as the basis of a 
complicated formation. The notions “foundation stone”, “foundation” in the context 
of the establishment of the church are metaphorically related to the merits of the 
manor owners in the construction of the church. The foundation of the altarpiece 
with the coats of arms of the noble families on it distinguish the role of the foun-
ders, the establishers and the sponsors of the church. In constructive meaning, the 

The coat-of-arms of the von Behr’s 
family on the plinth of the altarpiece

altarpiece foundation supports architec-
tural construction where the sculptures, 
paintings, mouldings and biblical texts in-
cluded in the framework of columns and 
ornaments of abstract forms reveal multi-
layered theological epistle. The Old Testa-
ment Prophet Moses sculpture in the niche 
on the left side of the altarpiece testifies to his 
significant mediator’s role in receiving the 
basic principles of the Christian ethics – the 
Ten Commandments directly from the hands 
of God. The sculpture of The Old Testament 
priest Aaron in the right side niche of the 
altarpiece is to remind about the covenant 
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The moulding Agony in the Garden of Gethsemane

The moulding The Last Supper
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that he concluded with God on behalf of all the believers. Between those two sculp-
tures, two coloured scenery mouldings, one over the other, depict significant episodes 
of Christ’s life: praying in the Gethsemane Garden and the establishment of the Last 
Supper rite for spiritual unity with the Redeemer. On the lower part of the altarpiece, 
in abundance of colourful ornaments there are two rather small half-naked human 
figures in the manner characteristic of Renaissance art, which express the allegor-
ical meaning of Faith and Hope – two basic principles of Christian ethics.

The first and the second layer of the altarpiece construction is divided 
by entablature, the plates of which are filled with imitations of many-coloured 
jewels and belts of arabesque ornaments – motifs of plant stalks, stylized leaves, 
anthropomorphic masks and the pods intertwined into spiral. Above the luxuri-
ously ornamented entablature, there rises the architectural construction with the 
painting of complicated composition. It depicts the episode of Christ’s sacrilege – 
there are seen several people both those who are involved in the cruel torture and 
those who are watching the ongoing. An unknown artist has borrowed the com-
position from the Dutch painter Joachim Sadeleur’s copper carving made in 1582, 
and painted it on wood in colours. In the niches on the both sides of the picture 
placed in the painted woodcarving there are sculptures of the Apostle Paul (on the 
left) and Apostle Peter (on the right). The podium surrounded by decorative orna-
ments, above which rises the crucifix concludes the top of the altarpiece. A golden 
sculpture on the left side of the podium represents crying Maria, the Mother of 
Christ, but on the right side – the Apostle John looking upwards.

The painting Christ’s Sacrilege
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Sculptures on the top of the altarpiece: Maria, Christ on the Cross, the Apostle John

The sculpture of the Apostle Peter on the top of the altarpiece
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The Question about the Dating and the Author of the Furniture

Naturally, anybody may have questions: Who is the author of the luxuri-
ous furniture objects of Zlēkas Church? In which workshop could they be made? 
The similarity of the church furniture in Ēdole, Strutele, Jaunpils, Zlēkas, and 
Bērstele churches allows the researchers of Latvian art history identifying all of 
them as related to the hands of Tobias Heintz, the woodcarving master of Kur-
zeme Duke’s court, who is known as the author of the altar and the pulpit com-
position of Jelgava St. Trinity Church made in 1642. During the period between 
the wars (1933–1941) Sten Ingvar Karling, a Swedish guest professor working 
in Tartu University, pointed to several other woodcarvers who were connected 
with Tobias Heintz workshop; in 40s–60s of the 17 th century he had completed a 
number of orders of making church furniture in Latvia and Estonia. Whereas the 
archive documents of von Behr’s family as the author of the altar and the pulpit of 
Zlēkas Church mention Frantz Hopenstet.

The work of this sculptor is characterised by architectural frame over-
crowded with ornaments of abstract shapes, the favourite mode of late Renais-
sance masters. Even outstanding brave Northern European masters of mannerism 
style could envy Hopenstet’s imagination and craftsmanship of ornamental plas-
tics which he achieved as if playing with imagined hybrid shapes of vegetation, 
grotesque masks and fantastic images. He tried to achieve the three-dimensional 
effect by depicting the movement in his sculptures, fixing the heroes of the Bible 
and allegorical images in theatrical gesturing positions. The colour iridescence 
of Zlēkas altar and pulpit overall image, the huge amount of gilding, silver and 

A head of the seraph in the decoration of the pulpit canopies
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metallic shine in details, especially refined 
decoration of columns, frames, flat surfaces 
with glued sawdust, pieces of wood in a size 
of corn or a little bigger makes us realize the 
boundless installation skills of the sculp-
tor, with which he tried to achieve unusual 
texture effects. Frantz Hopenstet’s effusive 
plastic of ornaments and expressive use of 
bright colours and gold was characteristic 
of the sculptors of the first half of the 17 th 
century and the middle of the century in 
order to achieve striking effect. It might be 
assumed that Frantz Hopenstet cooperated 
with some of the painters of Tobias Heintz 
circle, for example, Hans Veidman from Jel-
gava whose style was characterised by ex-
cessive use of gold and silver. The furniture 
of Zlēkas Church has intensive component of polychrome, which raises it far above 
other church furniture created in the art space of the Baltic States in the middle 
of the 17 th century. Exactly this statement leads to think about special concepts 
of environment and art quality corresponding to the social status, which could be 
characteristic only for small, the wealthiest circles of Kurzeme barons, including 
von Behrs, von Rekes, von Firkss, von Korfs and some other.

The question of making and dating the furniture objects of Zlēkas Church 
is still open; however, the fact of consecration and use of the new church in 1648 
testifies the existence of the necessary inventory objects and possibility to use the 
church for services. Thus, the existence of the basic objects of the furniture – the 
altar, the pulpit, as well as parishioners and patrons benches should be indisput-
able. The collection of the National History Museum of Latvia stores an orna-
mental addition of a perished interior object of Zlēkas Church, most probably, of 
the patrons’ bench with inscription in an oval frame and with allegorical sculp-
ture of Love at the end of the composition. Both the formal style features of the 
woodcarving and the painting make the fragment identical to the other luxurious 
furniture objects of Zlēkas Church, besides it is dated from 1652. This reference 
concerns the painting of the inventory, which usually was done some years later 
after the piece of furniture for the church had been made. Thereby, based on the 
few known facts and the method of stylistic analogical interpretation, the period 
of the creation of the church interior can be considered from the beginning of the 
church building construction in 1645 to 1652 when the painted woodcarving 
fragment is dated. 

A grotesque mask in the decoration 
of the altarpiece
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The communion wafers box. The turn of the 17 th/18 th centuries

The sacristan’s rostrum. The middle of the 17 th century
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Other Inventory

The welfare and the special status of von Behr’s family in the chivalry hier-
archy ensured Zlēkas Church a special place in the cultural heritage of Kurzeme. 
That is reflected also in seemingly insignificant inventory of the church which 
has accumulated in quite a large number during the centuries reflecting both the 
period and the change of the notion of taste, and which is necessary in different 
procedures in the parish life. As a special rarity is the sacristan’s rostrum made 
of wood in the middle of the 17 th century, whose non-traditional shape of support 
testifies to the provocative attitude of the 17 th century art to the logical object 
construction. Within the range of unusual accessories there is also a donation 
bowl made in Rococo shape with a long shaft so that it is more convenient to pass 
to those parishioners sitting in the further benches. During the church services, 
the altar is decorated by big silver candlesticks and the Baroque shape altar vases 
made of tin presented by the owner of Zlēkas manor Ulrich von Behr (1608–1667), 
probably in the third quarter of the 17th century. As in every church, also in the 

                  An altar candlestick                                                          An altar vase



The Holy Communion goblet. 
The turn of the 17 th/18 th centuries

The christening water bowl. 
The middle of the 17 th century

inventory of Zlēkas Church there is a silver wine pot, a Holy Communion goblet 
and a communion wafers bowl. The christening bowl carved of copper tin plate 
in the middle of the 17th century is the only so luxurious object of this inventory 
category in Latvia. It could tell a lot about the lives and fates of many inhabitants of 
Zlēkas. It is a large-sized plate of octagonal shape decorated with several stylized 
belts of birds, plants and ornaments; in the centre, there is a picture of a woman 
of high ranking with a tulip in her hand made in the technique of carving and 
engraving. Most likely, the ornamental plate of Zlēkas manor with the message 
of the presenters had been sent to the church and since then has become a part of 
the liturgical inventory. Both the children of nobles and the children of peasants 
have been baptised for 370 years by that opening the way for them to their fate. 
Nowadays the priest with this christening bowl establishes the unity between 
the Christian church and the newly-born of Zlēkas and strengthens every 
parishioner’s belonging to the church and to Kurzeme. The ancient christening 
bowl is the evidence of Christian mission of Zlēkas Church and the symbol of 
the highest purport of the church existence.
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