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IN ORDER to have an overall perspec-
tive upon the subject, some specifica-
tions are needed: having in view that 
in Transylvania the archaeological re-
search of fortified as well as unfortified 
noble residences belonging to both the 
lesser and the middle nobility of the 
Arpadian and Angevin periods is only 
just beginning,1 by way of the present 
research we wish to present the current 
state and level of research in Romania 
in this particular field, to identify and 
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define the Transylvanian Saxon elite, as well as their residences, and finally to 
outline the background regarding the Transylvanian Saxon residences resorting 
to official documentary resources, to the existing archaeological research, and to 
the comparative method, by relating them to the investigations of other histo-
riographical fields in Central Europe.

 

I
N THE documents dating from the abovementioned period, the most notable 
members of the Transylvanian Saxon community are commonly mentioned 
in the context of several military actions and of political or diplomatic deci-

sions or lawsuits. In the documents from the 13th century and the beginning of 
the 14th century, they were granted lands (a donation from the Arpadian kings/
King Charles Robert, as a reward for their outstanding military skills) or were 
dispossessed (because of disloyalty or outrages against the king), received recog-
nition of ownership rights, were involved in sales and purchases, land exchanges 
or inheritances. Although these members of the military and political elite, who 
also had judicial prerogatives, can be identified in documents under different 
Latin titles (miles, comes, seniores, nobiles, judex, juratis, senatores, potiores), histo-
riography uses the term counts (Gräfen in German). This title was transmitted 
orally and translated into the Hungarian chancellery language as geréb, Gräf, 
Gräve; “both the German and the Hungarian version are dated for the first time 
in Transylvania in a document from 1364: comes vulgo greb.”2

The German and Transylvanian Saxon historiographies have been dealing for 
more than two centuries with the presentation of this social category; neverthe-
less, the interpretations are still contradictory regarding the origins of the counts 
and uncertain with respect to the function, the authority and the role of the first 
generations of counts; this difficulty comes from the fact that documents are 
missing for more than one century from the period of the German colonization 
in Transylvania and the following years. We shall briefly mention here one of the  
main theories widely circulated in the specialist literature. It belongs to V. Werner 
and was published in 1902. Werner studied the social structure on the settled 
territory and drew attention upon the German ministeriales, assuming that “the 
ancestors of the Transylvanian Saxons must have been peasants, accompanied by 
warriors, members of a new knighthood made of ministeriales.” Therefore, the 
counts played an important role during the settling of the Transylvanian Saxons, 
comparable to that of the locatores during the German colonization of other ar-
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eas.3 After World War II, K. K. Klein4 and Thomas Nägler5 thoroughly analyzed 
the issue of the origin of the counts and their initial role, endorsing Werner’s 
idea. A new approach to the study of the Transylvanian Saxon elite was intro-
duced by G. Gündisch6 and K. Gündisch.7 In their analysis, they also adopted 
the theories of their predecessors related to the origins of the first leaders of the 
community, according to which at least a part of them must have been knights, 
belonging to the category of ministeriales. In documents they are named comes, 
which means Gräf in Transylvanian Saxon, and are often referred to as judges in 
rural communities, and later on as judges and jurors in towns. Their economic 
power must have derived from trade privileges, the possession of lands that were 
in the vicinity of towns, of larger estates in rural areas, of houses, households, 
mills, as well as from the right of managing inns.8 

 

F
OR TWO centuries, historians have focused their attention mainly on the 
social category itself, and less on identifying the residences of the Tran-
sylvanian Saxon elite. Generally speaking, the issue of noble residences 

in Transylvania between the 12th century and the beginning of the 14th century 
has been unsatisfactorily approached and investigated. It has been frequently 
touched upon, but in the context of researches on medieval fortifications, or 
from different perspectives, such as that of the arts historian or of the architect; 
thus, we have a series of studies regarding the donjons.9 In what concerns the 
unfortified noble residences, historical and archaeological researches are by far 
less numerous.10 Having in view that the archaeological research regarding the 
noble residences (courts) in Transylvania is much too inconsistent, the issue 
of their chronology remains unsolved11––especially when we consider that at 

which dates from the 12th century12 and was attributed to the Borsa family; 
also in Streisângeorgiu there was discovered a noble residence which belonged 
to a Romanian family of knezes and which dates from the first half of the 12th 
century;13

the same century and was attributed to a German knight (locator).14 Since the 
archaeological researches have not indicated the existence of unfortified noble 
residences (courts) in the German colonization area of Transylvania between the 
12th century and the 13th century, we shall further refer particularly to the forti-
fied noble residences belonging to the Transylvanian Saxon counts, which are 



archaeologically or/and architecturally documented and consist of three peculiar 
elements: a donjon, a chapel and an enclosure. Documentarily, we shall make use 
of the terms domus, curia or fundus curiae,15 which semantically cover a place of 
residence, but with no architectural or archaeological connotations. The docu-
ments record that some of the counts, most likely the richest ones, had several 
residences, among which at least one was located inside an urban area (Sibiu, 

Hospites  

T
HE SETTLEMENT of colonists in Transylvania organized by the Arpadian 
kings started early in the first decade of the 12th century, in the con-
text of the crusades. The first settlements with German inhabitants were 

founded between 1100 and 1150, around the episcopal seat in Alba Iulia (Ighiu, 
16

the aforementioned theory. Researchers discovered a rotunda (Doppelkapelle) 
showing strong Western influences and which was part of a noble complex dat-
ing from the first half of the 12th century, attributed to Anselm of Braz; he had 
emigrated to Hungary in 1103.17 A second stage of the German colonization, 
much more complex, took place during the reign of the Arpadian king Géza 
II (1141–1162). Starting with this period, researchers have repeatedly tried to 
determine the chronological order of the founding of villages in the so-called 
Fundus Regius. The theory according to which the Transylvanian Saxons settled 
between the second half of the 12th century and the early 13th century in the 
province of Sibiu––“formerly a small area including from two up to four vil-
lages, and later, during the 13th century, it extended with new settlements in 
the second half of the 13th century, between the Two Saxon Seats and the Saxon 

18––is partially disproved by the recent archaeological inves-

revealed cemeteries with anthropomorphic graves (the so-called graves with fosse 
anthropomorphe), attributed to the first German hospites, dating from the second 
half of the 12th century; this indicates a process of colonization simultaneously 

19

Various social categories, such as knights, priests, peasants, craftsmen, trades-
men, took part in the German emigration, all called up by the Arpadian royalty. 
As the Transylvanian Saxon historians have repeatedly emphasized, a consider-
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able number of warriors came together with the peasants and craftsmen, and 
they were “members of a knighthood made up by ministeriales;” one of the 
purposes they were called up for was the defense of the borders, but there were 
also economic reasons.20

As to the 12th century, when the German colonization took place, we have 
no documentary evidence mentioning the name of a ruler or a member of the 
newly-founded settlements in the south of Transylvania. In the course of the 
12th century, an elite category can be identified through the analysis of medieval 
names, or by way of anthroponomic and etymological researches. In the table 
below we notice how some settlements were given the name of the locator/the 
colonizing count/the founders.21 Just like in the West, these particular settle-
ments with names deriving from the eponymous hero allow us to assume that 
the knightly members of the Western ministeriales were the rulers of the com-
munities of the German hospites, at the same time playing the role of locatores.22 
Even though the archaeological evidence is absent in most cases, the settlements 
whose names derive from those of the eponymous rulers can be considered no-
ble residences founded by the elite of the newly arrived communities of the Ger-
man hospites, namely, the locatores/counts or their descendants.

Table 1. PROPOSAL FOR THE IDENTIFICATION OF THE NOBLE RESIDENCES BASED ON THE ANALYSIS 
OF THE NAMES OF THE SETTLEMENTS AND OF THE NAMES DERIVING FROM THE EPONYMOUS HERO

Name of 
eponymous hero

Name of place/settlement
(Lat.–Germ.–Rom.) Noble residence

Bagin/Bachin

Braz? rotunda + donjon 
+ enclosure

Christian? insula Christiana–Großau–Cristian chapel?

Eppo/Eberhard donjon?

Gerhard insula Gerhardi–Gierelsau–Bradu

Hagin/Hago/Hening villa Henndorf–Henndorf–Brãdeni

Held? villa Heltwen–Heldsdorf–Hãlchiu

Hening/Henric villa Heniungi/Heningfalva–Henningsdorf–
Henig 

Hermann villa Hermanni–Hermannstadt––Sibiu rotunda + donjon? 
+ enclosure

Hetzil/Hazil villa Echelini/villa Heclini–Hetzeldorf–Aþel donjon

Humbert

Jacob/St. Jacob? villa Jacobi–Jakobsdorf–Iacobeni donjon?

Konrad villa Conradi–Konradsdorf–Poeniþa

Martin

Continued on next page



Name of 
eponymous hero

Name of place/settlement
(Lat.–Germ.–Rom.) Noble residence

Michael Myhalfalwa–Michelsdorf–Boarta

Peter the fortress of Sãscior?

Richwin

Rather/Rad

Tobias

Valentin?

Welmer? villa Welmer–Felmern–Felmer

During the first decades after the settlement of the German hospites in the south 
of Transylvania, the role of the counts/locatores is much more difficult to define, 
but it is likely that the difference between them and the other hospites (peasants, 
craftsmen) came from their social status as nobles (see the already mentioned 
noble complex with chapel and donjon) and from their wealth, which must have 
included larger landed estates (more lands than just the outskirts of the village), 
houses, yards, the right to run mills and particular economic privileges (trade 
rights throughout the Kingdom of Hungary, exemption from the payment of 
customs duties).

In the earliest stage of German colonization in Transylvania, meaning at the 
beginning of the 12th

Western hospites that we know by name and who possibly played the part of loca-
tor is Anselm of Braz, the castellan of Logne, the one who intended to emigrate 
together with his sons to Hungary.23 The document does not specify exactly 
where he settled in Hungary. However, it is assumed on the basis of etymologi-
cal research24

the idea that he or his family initiated the building of a rotunda with a strong 
Western influences and of a donjon (see Fig. 1); all have been dated to the 12th 
century.25 
built in the area during the earliest stage of colonization (the first half of the 12th 
century) or if Anselm of Braz came together with other knights.

As for the second stage of the German colonization, initiated by Géza II dur-
ing the second half of the 12th century, the existence of noble residences is also 
uncertain given the absence of the evidence required for a precise dating and 
identification. Nevertheless, it would be hard to assume the absence of noble 
fortified residences in the case of the already mentioned locatores/knights coming 
from parts of the Holy Roman Empire where such architectural elements built 

Table—Continued



PARADIGMS 9

by ministeriales were quite widespread. We do not know for certain whether 
the fortification of Sibiu, with many elements from the early stage of construc-
tion missing, was formerly a noble court26 or/and the main stronghold of Sibiu 
county.27 The uncertainty is caused by the discovery of a rotunda28 placed within 
the former fortified precinct of Sibiu and dating from the 12th century. Given the 

have assumed that this rotunda was also initially a double chapel that functioned 
as a noble chapel. Z. K. Pinter considers that the founder could have been a 
knight coming from the West, who assumed the role of locator during the Tran-
sylvanian Saxon colonization. Consequently, he may have been the Hermann 
who founded the settlement bearing his name, villa Hermanni.29 

that the first stone fortification was built in the southwestern part of the fortified 
city (Bergkirche), and that it also had a smaller enclosure, with a few towers, a 
Romanesque chapel and a donjon.30 The fortress is mentioned for the first time 
in 1280 (?).31 However, the situation becomes more complicated as a result of 
the archaeological investigations conducted between 1998 and 2001 at the Berg-
kirche, which led to the discovery of fragments from a circular chapel without an 
apse. The rotunda was dated back to the 12th century and the archaeologist D. 
Marcu Istrate believes that both the cemetery with anthropomorphic graves and 
the graves with no mortar pigments in the padding of the hole, discovered inside 
the present-day church and on its south side, belonged to this peculiar chapel; 
the graves were attributed to German colonists.32

Historiography has also recorded other possible rotundas at Saschiz, Cis-
nãdie, and Gârbova-sat (Gârbova-village), but none of them has been the object 
of archaeological research; therefore, no chronological assumption can be made. 
As for the rotunda at Saschiz,33 the similarities with the rotundas recently dis-

the Bergkirche
the 12th century and ascribe it to the first German colonists.34 At Cisnãdie,35 in 
the southwestern corner of the Romanesque church, there is a center-planned, 
double-leveled chapel within the defence tower of the fortification, dating from 
the 15th century; in the basement of this chapel there is a circular room with a 
vault supported by a central pillar; right there, an ossuary half filled with bones 
and skulls was discovered in 1911, during some restoration work. Underneath 
it there was discovered a 12th century processional cross.36 In the absence of any 
accurate field research, it is hard to determine the function of the already men-
tioned buildings at Saschiz and Cisnãdie, namely, whether they were chapels of 
noble residences, parish churches, cemeterial chapels, or simply had the function 
of ossuaries. 



At Gârbova, in the middle of the 
village,37 there is a small fortification 
belonging to a Transylvanian Saxon 
count; in its southeastern corner lie 
the remains of a chapel with a semicir-
cular apse, covered by a rough-stone 
semi-calotte. Given the size of the arc 
segment, this could indicate the ex-
istence of the rotunda’s apse.38 The 
donjon, the chapel and the enclosure 
(see Fig. 2) were dated to the end of 
the 13th century and the early 14th cen-
tury,39 despite the absence of any ar-
chaeological investigations.

It is difficult to establish how these 
small noble fortresses relate to the cre-
ation the royal counties (comitatus) or 
of the Transylvanian borders counties 
(marchia/comitatus confinorium) from 

the 12th century. It is possible that they originally played a dual role, for a short 
period, as seats of the counties and noble residences for the leaders of the Ger-
man communities (locatores), who initially might have also fulfilled the function 
of comes, given that by 1224, according to the Andreanum Diploma, the terri-

Fundus Regius) had been divided into 
several counties. In 1224, these were abolished and merged into one county, 
called Sibiu county.40 We do not have any knowledge about the seats of the 
counties mentioned in the Andreanum, we can only make assumptions given 

If we were to make a comparison with the medieval society of the early 12th 
century in the Arpadian kingdom, the status of those who possessed such small 
fortresses, people like Anselm of Braz, must have been similar to that of royal 
castle warriors (iobagiones castri), with extensive privileges, among which full 
personal freedom and legal immunity. The iobagiones castri were part of the 
privileged elite, enjoying a status of “conditional freedom.”41 They “had landed 
estates that they owned in a hereditary way like any nobleman,” and their pos-
sessions could not be taken away by the king himself; their main privilege was 
exemption from taxation, but in exchange “they were compelled to fight . . . and 
there was no limit to their military obligation, in contrast to real nobles whose 
service was voluntary.”42 We tend to believe that Anselm of Braz, originating 

Fig. 2. Gârbova. The plan of the noble fortress: 
13th century (redrawn by M. Crîngaci ÞIPLIC  
based on documentation by ANGHEL, 120)
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from a region where the vassal-seigniorial concepts were highly regarded, pre-
served his knightly status in his new “homeland,” or at least its equivalent within 
Arpadian society, later known as servientes regis.

Hospites 

S
TARTING WITH the beginning of the 13th century, we find the first docu-
mentary references containing the names of the German community lead-
ers in southern Transylvania. After having analyzed all the documents, we 

can say that until 1241 they were mentioned several times as miles43 (Johannes 
Latinus), once as comes (comes Iwachinus of Cibinio), and once as bailiff (pristaldus 
Andreas from villa Vratotus).

Beginning with the 13th century, the institution of the royal servants (servien-
tes regis) became increasingly common throughout the Kingdom of Hungary,44 
gradually replacing the unsatisfactory services of the iobagiones castri.45 A part of 
the Saxon elite (the counts, the knights) joined the category of servientes regis,46 
gaining remarkable economic and legal advantages in exchange for various mili-
tary services to the crown. Relevant in this respect is the document dating from 
1204 and issued by King Emeric to Johannes Latinus inter Theutonicos Transi-
luanenses in villa Riuetel, to whom the king granted the right to freely enter the 
court in exchange for his services to the crown; it generally exempted him from 
the customary Saxon obligations and from the payment of any of kind of taxes. 
In exchange, he was obliged to participate in military operations.47 The docu-
ment further states that King Emeric (1196–1204) had granted these privileges 
to other people like Johannes the Latin. In 1206, King Andrew II expanded the 
privileges of Knight (militis) Johannes Latinus previously granted by Emeric, 
by giving him and his family members (famuli) the right to be tried only by the 
king or the comes palatines, the right to travel freely without paying customs du-
ties, and offered him an estate, terra Cwezfey. It is interesting that the Cwezfey 
(Vãleni) given to Johannes Latinus had belonged to pristaldus Andreas filio Teu-
tonici Martin de villa Vratotus, the testimonial land being taken by the king from 
Andreas because of the latter’s lack of loyalty.48 It can be said that Andreas was 
guilty of felony, and was consequently dispossessed of his lands.

The presence of these servientes regis among the Saxons counts, designated as 
miles49/milites (soldiers/knights)50 in the documents from the first half of the 13th 
century, remains uncertain. The document from 1204 offers reliable evidence 
regarding the existence/formation during the early 13th century of an elite of 



counts based upon military merit, whose members obtained special privileges 
and landed estates outside the Royal Saxon territory, in the noble lands. We must 
consider that the privileges of Johannes Latinus had been obtained long before 
the year 1222, when the Golden Bull was drafted, or before 1224, when the 
Andreanum was issued. 

The sons of Johannes Latinus, Corrard and Daniel, who are referred to in 
documents as milites nostri Saxones Ultrasilvanos,51 together with Fulkun the 
Saxon (Fulkun Saxo), who died in 1241 after fighting the Mongols and whose 
abandoned land called terra Zek was given by King Béla IV to comes Vincencius, 
son of Szekler Akadas,52 must have belonged to the same social category of ser-
vientes regis.

Although we have only few documents available, we can say that among the 
southern Transylvanian Saxon hospites a privileged group was constituted as early 
as the first half of the 13th century, mentioned in documents as milites/milites Sax-
ones. They are those servientes regis who, in exchange for their military services, 
were granted estates in the noble lands and a series of privileges, usually greater 
than those of the Saxons from Sibiu county.

Comes Iwachinus de Cibinio, the son of comes Bech, held an unusual position 
within the Saxon elite of the 13th century, as King Andrew II made him “head 
of the army” during the military campaign against the Bulgarian Vidin. For this 
military expedition, comes Iwachinus “has gathered Saxons, Romanians, Petch-
enegs and Szeklers.”53 This character is even more interesting because he was 
comes of Sibiu county before 1224, while we know that by then the counties 
mentioned in the Andreanum Diploma had been abolished and merged into the 
single Sibiu county. 

The most important political achievement of this elite was to secure a set 
of privileges in 1224, known in historiography as the Saxons’ golden privilege 
diploma, or the Andreanum Diploma. The privilege from 1224 states that the 
merchants of the German hospites had the right to trade freely within the King-
dom of Hungary, without paying custom duties.54 It is possible that these mer-
chants mentioned in the 13th century by the Andreanum were the counts them-
selves.55 They negotiated the granting of new privileges or the confirmation 
of older ones; they were the ones who acted swiftly against those who tried to 
limit the rights of the inhabitants of Sibiu (Libertas Cibiniensis), as for example 
in 1277, when the Saxons led by Count Gaan from Ocna Sibiului attacked the 
diocese of Alba Iulia, or in 1308 when the comites Gobelinus and Nicolaus acted 
similarly during the conflicts between the Saxon dioceses and the bishopric of 
Alba Iulia—namely, Voivode Ladislaus Kán—or again in 1324, when the Saxons 
led by comes
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to the measures taken by King Charles 
Robert, the battle taking place near 
Rupea fortress.

While the elite category from the 
13th century is documentarily attested, 
the situation is inconclusive in terms  
of the field identification of their resi-
dences. Unfortunately, excavations have 
identified only one such residence, at 

-
logical researches carried out there 
between 1970 and 1971 uncovered 
a relatively small church, dated in the 
second half of the 12th century, and a 
donjon dated some time during the 
first half of the 13th century (see Fig. 
3). During the 13th century the two 
buildings were surrounded by an oval precinct wall.56 Unfortunately, those who 
had commissioned the construction remain anonymous, considering that the 
first document to attest the village dates from 1449.57

It is possible that Knight Johannes Latinus also had a noble court in his vil-
lage of Ruetel, between Cisnãdie and Cisnãdioara, a settlement that no longer 
exists. In this area there were mentioned in the 19th century the traces of a me-
dieval chapel dedicated to St. John (Johanneskapelle), and the place is still called 
Gehones (Johannes).58 We have made a connection between the gravestone (13th 
century) that was discovered near that place––and which is kept in the Lutheran 
church in Cisnãdie––and Johannes Latinus.59

Both the dating, in the first half of the 13th century, and the initial function 

60 for 
instance that the tower would be older than the original Romanesque basilica 
and that it had been a donjon,61 or that it dates from the beginning of the 13th 
century.62 Archaeological surveys conducted in 1986 confirmed quite the op-
posite, i.e. that the foundation of the tower and that of the “transept” are con-
nected, being dug at the same depth and made of the same material.63 The situa-
tion is equally uncertain in the case of the donjon at Ocna Sibiului,64 as its dating 
varies from the first to the second half of the 13th century,65 the tower being built 
over chancel of the the Romanesque church, which still preserves important ar-
chitectural and artistic elements specific to the first half of the 13th century. The 

Fig. 3. Viscri. The plan of the noble fortress: 
the first half of the 13th century  

(drawn by M. CRÎNGACI ÞIPLIC based  
on documentation by DUMITRACHE, 36)



south portal is the most special one, 
featuring in a semicircular stay a relief 
depicting “the tree of life between two 
affronted felines.” A similar relief lies 
in the tympanum of the Vurpãr church 
portal. The specialist literature dates 
this edifice from before the Mongol in-
vasion, based on the similar relief style 
and the heavy forms of the construc-
tion.66 The issues of the date and origi-
nal functional purpose of these towers 
as donjons will remain unsolved until 
more complex field research is done.

In the present state of the research 
we cannot support any theory regard-
ing the distribution and presence of 
small noble fortresses in southern Tran-

Fig. 4. Câlnic. The plan of the noble fortress: 
the second half of the 13th century  

(redrawn by M. CRÎNGACI ÞIPLIC based on  
documentation by FABINI, 344)

Fig. 5. Câlnic. The proposed reconstruction of the noble fortress at Câlnic:  
the second half of the 13th century (acc. to NIEDERMAIER, 222)
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sylvania, such as at Viscri, or of the donjons which were part of noble residences. 
We have neither documen tary, nor archaeological proof for the existence of any 
unfortified noble residence during this period. Furthermore, we do not know to 
what extent the small noble fortresses were affected by the prohibition of stone 
constructions inside the voivodate by Andrew II (1205–1235) and then by Béla 
IV (1235–1270).67 However, it is not unlikely that they were built during the 
first half of the 13th century in southern Transylvania, if we take into account 
the fact that King Andrew II supported the Western-style feudal system or that 
those servientes regis of German origin were associated with the ministeriales, 
who were known for building small fortresses within the Holy Roman Em-
pire. One has also formulated the idea that the defensive structure of southern 
Transylvania during the first half of the 13th century was based on these small 
noble fortresses,68 and within the Land of Bârsa on the fortifications raised by 
the Teutonic Knights, a fact which would at least partially explain the difficulties 
encountered in 1241 by the Mongols in Transylvania, especially in its southern 
areas.69

Relying on the information mentioned above, we believe we have enough 
arguments to outline a possible evolution of the fortified noble residences dur-
ing the 12th and 13th centuries (see Figs. 1–5).

 1. Unfortunately, Transylvania still awaits a systematic archaeological investigation of 
its medieval monuments or sites. There was one such an initiative belonging to ar-
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The Archaeology of Noble Residences in Transylvania:  
The Residences of the Transylvanian Saxon Elite  
(12th Century–First Half of the 13th Century)

The author offers a new interpretation on the elite of the German hospites and their residences 
in southern Transylvania. After a brief survey of the current state of the research concerning the 
Transylvanian Saxon elite and their residences, on the basis of the existing archaeological discover-
ies, analyses of medieval names, anthroponomy, and documentary resources, the paper reviews the 
theory of the chronology of fortified noble residences as formulated by some specialists, introduc-
ing a new proposal for the chronology and for the possible evolution of the fortified residences 
belonging to the Transylvanian Saxon elite during the 12th and 13th centuries. Thus, despite the 
absence of documentary evidence, it is possible that among the southern Transylvanian Saxon 
hospites a privileged group was constituted as early as the first half of the 13th century, mentioned 
in documents as milites/milites Saxones. They are those servientes regis who, in exchange for their 
military services, gained estates in the noble lands and a series of privileges, usually greater than 
those of the Saxons from Sibiu county.

Transylvania, 12th century, 13th century, noble residence, German hospites, elite


