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t a n g e n c i e s

“Cultural landscapes con-
tribute through their origi-
nality to local and regional 
identity and reflect the  
history and interaction  
of mankind and nature.”
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search, Vienna. The aim of the project was to identify sustainable development 
strategies in the rural areas of both countries. The project research team reported 
on its results also in previous papers.1 

In this study, we focus on the results of the field trips done in Romania, to 
Rimetea (Torockó, Eisenmarkt) (Alba County) and Viscri (Deutschweißkirch, 
Fehéregyháza) (Braşov County), and on the relation between successful tourism 
strategies and cultural assets in the form of architectural heritage protection and 
commodification. The hypothesis was that local identity expressed through ver-
nacular architectural heritage was one of the main resources supporting future 
sustainable development in the researched settlements.

As the purpose during the field trips undertaken within the research project 
was to identify viable development models for rural areas in Transylvania, the 
original architectural elements of this region were deemed important compo-
nents of the local cultural landscape, because they were durable, standing the 
test of time. Traditional houses and their architecture are a result of combin-
ing different geographical elements, both physical and human, and they repre-
sent unique and original local identity features. For example, harsh winters with 
plenty of snow lead to houses with steeped roofs, while the locally available re-
sources lead to the use of different building materials and techniques. Therefore, 
traditional houses contain a brief summary of the local geography and provide 
the answer to many problems of sustainable development. 

At the international level, researchers have approached the preservation of 
the past (as reflected in spatial features) within the field of the geographies of 
memory.2 Practices in residential historic preservation were related with nos-
talgia and therefore integrated within geographies of memory and past geog-
raphies,3 where memory is considered “socially constitutive, something that 
is both socially situated and an agent of lived experience.”4 In this theoretical 
framework, researchers explored historic sensibilities, subjectivities, and their 
relation to places, the attentiveness to what is near,5 and the “everyday aesthetic 
of pastness, an embodied ethics of care rather than strict adherence to historic 
preservation codes and guidelines.”6

The built heritage, which is a historical proof of development, conveys to both 
inhabitants and tourists a sense of history, a “historic enchantment,”7 reflecting 
the creation of places. By perceiving the landscape of settlements in light of one of 
their main assets (i.e., architecture), the respective landscape “is positioned within 
its historical, geographical and socio-cultural context.”8 The architectural heritage 
(mainly the houses, in our case studies) presents a meaning which is part of the 
collective popular memory and of the cultural identity of the place. 

Therefore, our research could be partly included in the field of the geogra-
phies of memory and it also draws on an architectural geography, indicating that 
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“both as a practice and a product architecture is performative in the sense that 
it involves ongoing social practices through which space is continually shaped 
and inhabited,”9 promoting an “active and embodied engagement with the lived 
building.”10

Moreover, besides being products of their history, these iconographic land-
scapes were also seen as places of “resistance to urban speculation and economic 
globalization.”11 Other studies testify about a land-use conflict in the rural area: 
“agriculture is no longer the sole or principal activity in many hitherto rural 
areas, resulting in a redefinition of rural spaces which involves multiple actors 
and multiple variables, ranging from agriculture to tourism, forestry, nature 
conservation, landscape and heritage.”12

Another study underlines what is relevant for creating and understanding 
“collective community ownership” and “the creation of a sense of solidarity and 
self-worth,”13 advocating for aesthetic activism and community empowerment, 
which are all vital for a sustainable development of our research areas as viable 
tourist destinations, providing plenty of benefits for their residents. The benefi-
cial influences that the aesthetic of landscape improvements have on the citizens’ 
cultural and artistic education have been documented.14 In addition, researchers 
also advocate the need to preserve certain “conditions under which more sus-
tainable and locally governed rural livelihoods and landscapes might be built.”15 

At the European level, local development and heritage (material or immate-
rial) in the rural area are discussed together from diverse perspectives, among 
which the following two are the most common: the approach regarding tour-
ism16 and the one concerning the social capital,17 both closely related to the no-
tions of competitiveness and sustainability.18

On the other hand, R. During points out that spatial identity is more than a 
commodity (the other two types being the resistance identity and the social one) 
and it is formed by landscape, cityscape, region and political territory and, in this 
context, the tangible and intangible cultural heritage is a vector of identity, it 
underlies peoples’ identity because heritage is imbued with value and meaning, 
being a proof of their creativity.19 

Similarly, in the European Spatial Development Perspective (1999), the original-
ity of cultural landscapes is underlined in relation to identity and human-nature 
interaction: “Cultural landscapes contribute through their originality to local and 
regional identity and reflect the history and interaction of mankind and nature.”20 

In Romania, recent research on territorial identity has focused on its relation 
with the impact of historical factors on the shaping of a community, especially 
on the local folkloric identities of the peasant communities in Transylvania dur-
ing the 18th and 19th centuries,21 on revival initiatives in certain villages, among 
which Viscri was a case study on several occasions,22 with Rimetea following 
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suit,23 on methodological insights in the framework of interethnic relation-
ships,24 and also on its relation to vernacular architecture.25

In the context of territorial identity, the concept of cultural landscape was ex-
plored, underlining the need to make the local as well as the general population 
aware of the need to preserve and capitalize on the built heritage in a sustainable 
manner,26 with a special interest in the rural area of Romania.27 Many of these 
studies indicate that the community identifies itself through its built heritage. 
The architecture of the local dwellings is representative for their evolution; it is 
geographically, historically, socially and economically structured, and thus it is 
proof and symbolic of a certain way of life, it is an identity marker.

Moreover, in the Strategy for the National Cultural Heritage of Romania, 
landscapes are defined as “the link between the history of the past and that of the 
present, a history of identity,”28 while the recommended direction for action is 
to make the Romanian citizens at all levels (national, regional, and local) aware 
of the role that this heritage has in preserving the national and local cultural 
identity and also social cohesion.29 Again, in the Sectorial Strategy for Culture 
and National Heritage, preserving heritage as a cultural and social value and as 
an identity symbol is considered one of citizens’ legitimate needs,30 while main-
taining their cultural identity and local specificity.31 

From a methodological standpoint, certain studies gave evidence of the im-
portance of using visual material and methodology, for identifying and depict-
ing the genius loci and for preserving its genuine features, or in searching for 
architectural authenticity.32

Problem Statement

Taking into account previously documented examples of negligence and 
malpractice in restoring vernacular architecture in Romania, we con-
sider as a problem the local authorities’ bad decisions in preserving and 

capitalizing on the architectural heritage and cultural landscapes in general.33 
Secondly, one of the problems we noticed in the field was the discrepancy be-
tween the protected area requirements (the protection rules recommended by 
various organizations) and the local people’s needs (during interviews, the locals, 
underlined that they wanted the comfort of the present century, not of the 18th). 
Moreover, a major problem they mentioned was that the current agricultural 
practices, involving intensive exploitation, generated conflicts between the locals, 
who were no longer encouraged to practice the agricultural activities that led to 
the cultural landscapes we researched and which their villages were famous for.
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Research Questions

P lace identity is reflected by traditional architecture, as the latter is based 
on local needs, the availability of construction materials, and illustrative 
of local traditions. Traditional architecture reflects the environmental, 

cultural, social, economic, and historical context in which it exists (it is heavily 
influenced by it and thus it is an expression of the influence of climate, geomor-
phology and geology, economy and technology, culture and history, and of 
demography and social features). 

Considering this, our research questions were the following: How can local 
architecture be a source of revenue? What is the role of the local administration 
and of the ngos in promoting and protecting the built heritage/cultural landscape? 
What can be done in the future for Transylvanian rural development (in terms of 
transferring knowledge and examples of good practice to other villages)?

Purpose of the Study

By analyzing the answers to these questions, the aim of this contribu-
tion is to provide decision-makers in the public administration in Ro-
mania (at all levels) and researchers in the field of geography, history, 

architecture, etc. with relevant information regarding the ways of improving the 
sustainable protection and capitalization of the vernacular architecture of other 
settlements, while considering the two case studies as development models hav-
ing as the main resource the architectural heritage. A secondary purpose is to 
make the local inhabitants (from other settlements than the researched ones, but 
having a similar heritage) aware of the heritage they use for their present liveli-
hood and to support them in using it in a sustainable way, while also preserving 
it, for their own benefit. 

Research Material and Methods

The empirical part, which took place in July 2014, is based on case study 
evidence and qualitative methods (observation, interviews, and focus 
groups). The respondents in the interviews and focus groups were the lo-

cal people (entrepreneurs, farmers, public administration representatives, etc.) and 
representatives of associations or ngos (from within or without the two villages). 

The research material includes the sketches realized and photos taken by the 
co-author of this paper, interviews and focus group material, and relevant sci-
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entific literature from the fields of geography (especially cultural geography), 
architecture, and history. In addition, we analyzed our field trip impressions 
about the development of the respective villages.

Procedures. An original part of our research has to do with the fact that obser-
vation on the architectural heritage was processed and interpreted using draw-
ings and was analyzed in relation to the findings resulted from interviews and 
focus groups, as well as to the relevant information from the literature. There-
fore, the collection and analysis of data included the methods of observation, 
discourse analysis, and also visual ones (for images). 

Results and Discussions

The social and economic reality after 1989 required that many rural 
communities in Romania find rapid solutions for their survival. The 
triggering factors of development for Rimetea (Alba County) were the 

free movement across borders and tourism (due to the new mobility), industrial 
redundancy, structural changes in agriculture (and therefore the need for eco-
nomic growth), the built heritage, traditions (as a result of the new interest in 
the endangered culture and heritage), and a need for awareness raising.34 The 
last two factors were also true for Viscri (Braşov County), as the new freedom 
of movement after 1989 generated the exodus of the Saxon population.35 

On the Identity of Rimetea

R imetea (Torockó, Eisenmarkt) (Alba County) is a Transylvanian com-
mune with two villages (Rimetea and Colþeºti/Torockószentgyörgy, 
with about 600 inhabitants at the 2011 census), on the eastern fringe of 

the Western Carpathians. The village of Rimetea has an ethnic Hungarian ma-
jority (their ancestors being Austrian miners and Szekler border guards), with 
an economic background in mining, being close to Cluj-Napoca (Klausenburg, 
Kolozsvár) and Alba Iulia (Weißenburg, Gyulafehérvár) on the main thorough-
fare between these two large cities. 

The impressive and beautiful villagescape exists due to the protection of the 
vernacular architecture, and this made Rimetea one of the best promoted villag-
es of Transylvania. Rimetea is famous for the traditional architectural ensemble 
in its main square. Initiated by a founder and former vice-president of icomos,36 
the restoration of the traditional houses (more than 180) has been done under 
the supervision of Transylvania Trust,37 since 1996, through a yearly conserva-
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tion grant and with a sustained financial effort of the locals themselves. Nowa-
days a Conservation Area, as declared by the Romanian Ministry of Culture in 
2000, the village also enjoys international recognition (it received the Europa 
Nostra38 Medal international award even earlier, in 1999). 

The landscape, with a massive mountain and beautiful cliffs in the eastern 
part of the village, called by the villagers Szekler’s Rock, indicates the presence 
of a large Szekler population. The beautiful natural landscape combined with the 
great cultural heritage are the pillars of the new tourist activity. 

The first question to be asked is “How did the villagers manage to keep the 
original aspect of the houses?” and “Why does Rimetea have such a big tourist 
appeal?” To these questions, we received the answers below. 

The discussion with the local deputy mayor offered the first details about the 
village and the number of protected houses—more than 180 houses are under 
protection from any kind of modernization. More important is the fact that 
the inhabitants accept these restrictions (a quite rare case). There were cases 
in which the lower part of the houses was covered with stone slabs, but all the 
wrong changes to the original design were removed. Now, the inhabitants are 
competing for the beauty of their homes and proudly preserve the local archi-
tecture and history. The houses themselves have become a tourist attraction and 
the owners have learned to promote their homes by using old painted furniture 
in their guesthouses. One of the locals explained how much the tourists enjoyed 
to hear that they had slept in a 150 years-old bed. The mining and agricul-
tural tools are successfully used in decorating the yards. From the yards of most 
houses one can see the wild landscape of the mountains. In addition, the water 
from private wells is used for consumption, as in the past. The region is rich in 
limestone and that is why one finds here the best fresh water sources. 

Another important element is the number of guesthouses. Rimetea has more 
than 60, some of them with restaurants and other facilities. Even if the guest-
houses are family businesses, a part of the local workforce is employed in this 
tourist activity, official data indicating that more than 50% of the villagers are 
now employed or working in tourism. One of the most important issues related 
to these guesthouses are the taxes, which are collected by the county council, 
not by the local council. Only a little part of the taxes are given back to the local 
council, and this slows down the administration in implementing their projects. 
Fortunately, the population is not strictly dependent on tourism. 

Agriculture completes the other economic activities, as each house has a small 
vegetable garden and some families are keeping cows and goats for milk. The 
milk is collected in special places and sold to cheese producers. Animal breeding 
is in full revival, as an old traditional activity. Guesthouses use local agricultural 
products and that is why agriculture and tourism support each other as clean 
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Fig 1. Typical house in Rimetea, 
from the 19th century  
(house of a wealthy family)  
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi)
(a) Pent roof protecting the 
facade; (b) Pilasters and other 
ornaments on the main facade;  
(c) Raised house on brick base­
ment, (d) Entrance to the base­
ment; (e) Entrance stairs;  
(f) Entrance ornaments; (g) Summer 
kitchen and other annexes;  
(h) Stairs to the attic; (j) Chimney; 
(k) Vent windows; (l) Chestnut 
shaped roof ornament.

sources of income. More important is the fact that the village produces enough 
flowers to export to Hungary.

Nevertheless, the village has some problems, like demographic aging, which 
are threatening the fragile ethnic structure (an enclave in this part of Transyl-
vania), and also tourism itself, which is dependent on the Hungarian tourist 
market.

On the Vernacular Architectural Heritage of Rimetea 

There are several original features of the local architecture and space or-
ganization (e. g. the metal ornaments upon the housetops in the shape 
of a chestnut, and the multifunctional fountain placed in the middle 

of the village square). The fountain indicates that in the village there is a large 
number of animals, among which the horses are indispensable, frequently used 
for traction. This was a typical landscape for the 20th century in Transylvania. 

Near the market, a Baroque tower rises between old trees, belonging to the 
Unitarian Church built in 1670 (with expansions and renovations in 1780 and 
1804, as the old inscriptions on the entrance wall testify). This is sufficient to 
indicate the ethnic structure of the population, in which the Szeklers hold a 
special place. A second obvious feature is the grouping of houses depending on 
the owners’ social status: the first row in the western part of the market, with 
beautiful mountain views and rich decorations for the wealthy families (Fig. 1), 
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Fig. 2. Typical house in Rimetea, 
from the 19th century (house  
of a moderately wealthy family)  
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi)
(a) Pent roof protecting the facade; 
(b) Pilasters and other ornaments 
on the main facade; (d) Entrance to 
the basement; (j) Chimney; (k) Vent 
windows; (l) Chestnut shaped roof 
ornament; (m) Oil lamp.

and the other row, with smaller but still beautiful houses, for the middle class 
families (Fig. 2). The fact that all the houses are similar and date back to the 19th 
century indicated that there was a reconstruction of the center after the Great 
Fire of 1870. All the houses were rebuilt in the newly adopted style, with some 
elements inherited from the previous houses, but also with some new unique 
features.

The villagers developed a thriving economy based on mining and agriculture. 
A regular family had revenues from the sale of iron objects and also from agri-
cultural produce, which greatly increased the quality of life. This is to be easily 
identified in the architecture of the houses, with rich ornamentations (luxury 
items for that period). Thus, this place became unique, with original architec-
tural features. Traditional shutters painted in green, the iron art lanterns (m), 
the entrances to the basement and other details, such as the ornaments with 
religious and cultural significance, suggest the development of a community 
operating as an enclave, separated from the rest of Transylvania. To sum up, a 
detailed investigation of the architecture reveals strong connections with nature 
and other socio-economic aspects.

Description of the architecture (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2)
The roof, in this typical architecture given by its shape, slopes and structure (a), 
is a legacy of the wooden roofs built in the 17th century, with four slopes at the 
base and two slopes above, which were easier to build and much cheaper. This 
part of the pent roof (a) was preserved on the brick houses not just for aesthetic 
reasons, but also in order to protect the richly decorated house facade from 
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heavy precipitations. The front wall above the facade has several important func-
tions: it provides extra support to the roof burdened with heavy roof tiles (and 
also with snow in the winter) and enlarges the space required for storage under 
the roof. Vent windows are very common (k) and can be opened in summer and 
closed in winter. The chestnut shaped ornament of the roof (l) has several sym-
bolic meanings and it is similar to those of the church, and it indicates that the 
family belongs to the same confession. The chimneys are characteristic only of 
the 19th century houses (j), while the characteristic entrance to the basement (d) 
was a change brought by the miners in the area who needed easier access to the 
basement, for loading and unloading heavy materials. These entrances imitate 
the entrances to the mines and are unique features. Often, above these parts of 
the basement entries there are inscriptions (“Ahol szeretet, jóság + ott az Isten,” 
in translation, “Where there is love and kindness + there is God”). The base-
ment is an important part of the house, fitted with small ventilation windows 
(c), and it raises the house, so the stairs to the entrance are another characteristic 
feature (e). The wealthy homes have on the main entrance rich ornaments and 
sculptures (f). The ornaments of the main facade of the house (b) are carved in 
wood and are placed directly on the masonry and covered with whitewashed 
plaster, creating specific patterns (a technique taken from the houses constructed 
with wooden beams in the 18th century and whitewashed up to the level of the 
windows). The main building has annexes such as the summer kitchen (g).

On the Identity of Viscri

V iscri (Deutschweißkirch, Fehéregyháza) (Braşov County) is a small vil-
lage (about 450 inhabitants), located in Southern Transylvania, in a rural 
remote hilly area, near Sighişoara (Schäßburg, Segesvár) city, quite close 

to the main road between Sighişoara and Braşov (Kronstadt, Brassó). This vil-
lage is renowned in Romania for its Transylvanian Saxon architectural heritage 
and authentic villagescape, transformed over the last 800 years, dominated by the 
unesco listed fortified church, still preserved, although it has lost almost all its for-
mer population, and for the numerous projects that the locals initiated and imple-
mented, often assisted by ngos (the Mihai Eminescu Trust for the built cultural 
heritage and training in diverse sectors related to heritage preservation and tour-
ism, and adept Transylvania Foundation focusing on the natural environment). 

Viscri is considered a model for preserving the historical built cultural heri-
tage in the context of the “Whole Village Project” rural development strategy 
(there are recent studies about Viscri and the “Whole Village Project’” of the 
Mihai Eminescu Trust in Romania).39 
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Fig 3. The fortified church  
of Saschiz, on the unesco 
World Heritage List  
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi) 
(a) The massive church;  
(b) Defensive level above the  
main hall; (c) Buttresses and 
arches hiding the machicolations;  
(d) The parochial house;  
(e) The massive defensive tower 
turned into a belfry in 1677.

The results were better living conditions, diversified sources of income (the 
main source of income in the village is subsidized agriculture; besides, the tour-
ist potential is exploited through soft tourism), a strong social capital and a 
sense of pride of the present population (since the early 1990s, mainly Roma 
and Romanians).

Viscri has advantages such as natural pastures and meadows, extraordinarily 
rich in flowers, that increase the quality of the natural landscape. It has a strong 
image promoted at the European level, associated with the name of Prince 
Charles, it has a cultural heritage unaffected by modernization, and tourists are 
constantly coming and contribute to the wellbeing of the village. 

On the Vernacular Architectural Heritage of Viscri

On the way to Viscri, the landscape changes to mark the entry into a spe-
cific area, which, at first glance, is defined by numerous monuments, 
fortified churches with towers and a diverse built heritage visible from 

the road, such as the fortified church of Saschiz (Keisd, Szászkézd) (Fig. 3) and 
the abandoned fortress with the same name that commands the whole village. 
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Although in the past Viscri and Saschiz were not part of the same administra-
tive unit, Saschiz currently plays an important role for the entire region, being 
the seat of the adept Transylvania Foundation, which supports and promotes 
the natural landscape and especially trains farmers in more efficient and less in-
vasive agricultural techniques. 

Besides Saschiz, along the road, there are historical monuments representa-
tive for the region, the attention being drawn mainly by the church towers, 
which, in a natural way, compete in beauty and have been the pride of local 
(disappeared) communities, such as those of Criþ (Kreuzdorf, Szászkeresztúr), 
Buneºti (Bodendorf, Szászbuda) and many other villages hidden among the 
neighboring hills. 

In the case of Viscri, the challenge was preservation rather than development. 
Compared to Rimetea, Viscri is a special situation of development, with a great 
story involving the drama of a large Saxon population leaving Transylvania, 
their home for the last eight centuries. After the Revolution of 1989, Viscri 
gradually lost the population that had shaped the village in the current form. 
This great and sudden change drove the village to poverty. But ten years later, 
the return of a Saxon family gradually managed to revive the village. Prolonged 
poverty and remoteness led to the preservation of the cultural heritage. In 2006, 
Prince Charles bought a house in Viscri and brought the village to the atten-
tion of the foundation he supported, the Mihai Eminescu Trust, a moment in 
which a new “Golden Age” really began, characterized by tourism and landscape 
conservation. From an invisible village, Viscri became a gem of Transylvania, a 
wonderful place. Agriculture was the source of income for the majority of the 
Saxon families and also the source of cultural heritage development in the last 
centuries. 

On the Fortified Church of Viscri

According to the archaeological excavations at Viscri, on the site of the 
present church there was once a small rectangular chapel built in white 
limestone by the Szekler community that originally lived there and relo-

cated after the Saxons colonization.40 At the time of the colonization, the Saxons 
found the chapel and used it, giving the name Deutschweißkirch (weiß = white 
and Kirche = church) to the small village. Later, the chapel was integrated by 
the Saxons in a single nave Romanesque chapel.41

The present church has a unique architecture, well-preserved and valorized. 
The evolution of the fortified church followed the same steps as the village econ-
omy. Each growth period led to the addition of new features. At first, in the 13th 
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Fig. 4. The fortified church of Viscri, 
on the unesco World Heritage List 
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi, based  
on sketches by Radu Olteana)
(a) The Gate Tower; (b) Main entrance; 
(c) Pedestrian entrance; (d) The Southern 
Tower; (e) The Southern Bastion; (f) The 
Western Tower; (g) The Northern Tower; 
(h) The Eastern Bastion; (i) The Church; 
(j) The Church entrance; (k) The Main 
Tower; (l) Defensive walls originally  
with passages, now with storage rooms; 
(m) Fragment of the outer curtain wall.

a. Agrigoroaei, Sãlãgeanu, Zamora, 
Jiga Iliescu, and Gruia; Avram, 45.

century, the Romanesque chapel was taken over by a noble family which built 
a tower dwelling (Fig. 4.k) for their purpose and an oval mantle crenelated wall 
that surrounded an old cemetery. This first stage of fortification was caused by 
the Great Mongol Invasion (1241–1243) that devastated Transylvania and trig-
gered the defensive reconstruction of the whole Kingdom of Hungary. After 
the death of the lord’s family, the chapel returned to the community and a lot 
of new changes were made.42 In the 14th century, a trapezium-plan choir was 
added (Fig. 4.i) to the existing building, supported by seven buttresses. The 
choir was surrounded by another row of buttresses, connected on their upper 
extremities, meant to support a defensive floor above them (like in Saschiz, Fig. 
3.b). It was an architectural mistake: because of this new type of vaulting, the 
great outward forces caused the Gothic ceiling to crack. That is why the Gothic 
ceiling was replaced with a coffered ceiling in the nave.43 The inscription on the 
arch acknowledges the meticulous demolition of the defensive floor above the 
nave. Still, in the 14th century, the mantle wall (Fig. 4.l) was reinforced and two 
towers next to the main entrance were built on the southeastern side (Fig. 4.d). 

The Northern Tower (Fig. 4.g) was built in 1630 by architect Johan Hart-
mann, as it is attested in an inscription which also features the words In pace de 
bello et in bello de pace cogitas [“In times of peace I ponder war and in times of war 
I ponder peace”]. In that century, the Western Tower (Fig. 4.f) was also built, 
which provided protected lodging for the priest in case of siege. 
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Finally, in the 18th century, a second outer curtain wall (Fig. 4.m) was added 
to the fortification, of which some parts have survived to the present day and 
several new cereal storage rooms have been added along the inner mantle wall, 
replacing the old defensive passage.44 

Since then, the fortification has been preserved in the initial form and only 
repairs following some storms or because of the building’s old age have been 
made. The most important renovation was in the 1970s.45 Later, the Mihai 
Eminescu Trust did many renovation activities, especially of the houses in  
Viscri, including the church, using only traditional and local techniques.46

One of the early features of Saxon villages, which made the inhabitants feel 
secure, is the compact and linear way in which the houses are placed next to each 
other, each house separated from the next only by the massive gate, as tall as the 
house. In this manner, the facades of the houses form a continuous alignment, 
like a colorful and ornamented defensive wall. Generally, the houses have an el-
evated ground floor (c), because of the basement and of the hilly terrain (which 
is predominant in the regions populated in the past by Saxons). Therefore, the 
access to the main entrance is by means of the stairs (e), creating the impression 
of a massive building.

The entrance to the basement is from the courtyard of the house, through 
a reinforced wooden door (d), and there food is preserved at constant and low 
temperatures. The facade of the house is richly ornamented (b), often with 
various colorful floral motifs (Fig. 6) and with large traditional windows with 
wooden frames, fitted with painted wooden shutters. The facade also includes, 
besides the ornaments, details about the construction of the house or about the 
people living in that house (e.g. the year of construction, of renovation, or even 
the name of the owners may be written in the plaster; in some cases, inscriptions 
or signs which show the religious confession of the family may appear either on 
the facade or on the roof of the house). Some houses may have a long porch 
(f) which offers access to all the elongated rooms of the house; sometimes this 
structure is made of wood. 

Almost all houses have annexes, among which the most important ones are: 
the summer kitchen, where there might be an oven, the summer rooms where 
the owners live, the stables and the massive barn (sometimes taller than the 
house), for the storage of hay. The bigger houses have the annexes set parallel to 
each other (i.e. the big house on the left and the small house on the right, sepa-
rated by the massive gate). Usually, the yard is paved with rolling stones and it 
hosts structures that support a grape vine, which, in certain cases, may cover the 
whole yard, providing shade in summer. Among the most underrated elements 
of the Saxon house is the bench near the gate, which in the past provided people 
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Fig. 5. Saxon house  
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi) 
(a) Pent roof protecting the 
facade; (b) The house facade with 
ornaments and lively painted 
shutters; (c) Elevated ground floor 
and basement; (d) Entrance to the 
basement; (e) Stairs to the main 
entrance; (f) Main entrance porch 
and hallway; (g) Summer kitchen 
and summer rooms; (h) Chimney.

Fig. 6. The facade  
of a Saxon House 
(drawing by Zoltan Maroªi)

with a place to rest after a day’s work and especially with a place for socializing, 
where the news spread from. 

Given the aesthetic value and their utility, the Saxon houses are unique, being 
a strict model for organizing the household according to the people’s activities. 

Recommendations and Conclusions

In this part of our paper, besides the conclusions, we formulated a series of 
recommendations (or solutions) for enabling a sustainable future develop-
ment of the rural settlements researched or elsewhere (at least in Romania, 

but also transferrable to other rural peripheries in the European Union), based 
on preserving and turning to good account their built heritage.
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In Romania, because of the serious damage suffered by the material and im-
material patrimony (e.g. the crafts) in the rural area, more attention should be 
paid to restoration and to observing authenticity during this process (a conser-
vative approach is recommended, observing the characteristic local features).47

A first possible solution could involve promoting the architectural heritage 
of these communities, and where possible, introducing the area on the unesco 
World Heritage list, or obtaining another kind of recognition and thus leading 
to a specific form of intervention. 

Secondly, the offer of these rural settlements is part of the experience econ-
omy, a theory introduced by Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore: “Goods 
and services are no longer enough to foster economic growth, create new jobs 
and maintain economic prosperity. To realize revenue growth and increased 
employment, the staging of experiences must be pursued as a distinct form of 
economic output.”48 This was discussed in detail for the “land”-type units of Ro-
mania49 and can be easily transferred to such traditional communities like Rim-
etea and Viscri, thus making it easier to understand their present development 
and envision a sustainable future one. The only significant difference that one 
may find between the offer of the experience economy and the one of the two 
villages is that of the prices, which are rather low in the latter case, something 
that was invoked by the local entrepreneurs as a serious hindrance (i.e. tourism 
is not profitable enough to ensure their livelihood). On the other hand, through 
their tourist offer, such settlements may represent weekend retreats for the ur-
ban population and this could be one solution for decreasing urban sprawl.

Thirdly, a successful heritage preservation is heavily influenced by local atti-
tudes towards that and towards its benefits for their wellbeing and for tourism-
based development. This attitude can be reflected in their activities and in build-
ing a strong social capital (relationships among the locals, based on a strong 
local identity and trust, and on the creation of co-operation networks), and it is 
an advantage for preserving and at the same time promoting, by way of various 
economic activities, their cultural and natural landscapes and heritage. 

For our two researched settlements, we underline that the work of the ngos 
had a significant impact on the inhabitants’ cultural and civic education (re-
flected in their care for preserving their built heritage and its aesthetic value) and 
also on their moral and psychological wellbeing. The local administration had a 
rather passive role.

In this historical process of place-making and of the present place-led de-
velopment, the benefits of great places that such settlements offer are the fol-
lowing: promoting a sense of comfort (visually pleasing, generally stimulating, 
a sense of belonging), nurturing and defining a sense of community (sense of 
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pride and volunteerism, perpetuation of integrity and values, greater community 
organization, self-reliance—less need for public administration control), social 
interaction (improving sociability, more cultural exposure, interaction, drawing 
in a diverse population, more women, elderly people and children, encouraging 
community creativity), building and supporting the local economy (small-scale 
entrepreneurship, economic development, higher real estate values, local owner-
ship, local value, more desirable jobs, greater tax revenue).50

Rimetea and Viscri are vernacular settlements characterized by the harmony 
between their built heritage and the natural landscape, easily identifiable in the 
uniformity characterizing the architectural features of the buildings. The pro-
tected built environment of Rimetea observes a series of rules meant for the 
preservation of an assembly of original buildings of historic value, which have a 
cultural and identity function for the respective community, inhabiting a vernac-
ular settlement. Their landscape reflects certain livelihoods and the development 
experienced during a series of historic periods. These villages are good examples 
of the quality of rural livelihoods and of their sustainability, while social capital 
use and entrepreneurial activities are good ways to prevent the disappearance of 
rural localities.

Future development—tourism, at this moment, seems to be their safest solu-
tion for development—should make it possible to defend the local traditional 
architecture (in close relationship with nature and the social, economic and his-
toric conditions), which itself represents the local identity and contributes to the 
wellbeing of the local population. These two case studies could be considered 
for knowledge transfer and good practice dissemination.

q
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Abstract
Transylvanian Cultural Landscapes Promoting Rural Development

We focus on the results of the field trips done in Romania, to Rimetea (Torockó, Eisenmarkt) 
(Alba County) and Viscri (Deutschweißkirch, Fehéregyháza) (Braşov County), during an inter-
national research project, and on the relation between successful tourism strategies and cultural 
assets in the form of architectural heritage commodification and protection. The hypothesis of our 
research was that local identity expressed through vernacular architectural heritage is one of the 
main resources supporting future sustainable development. The empirical part is based on case 
study evidence and qualitative methods (observation, interviews, and focus groups). An original 
part of our research is that the observations on the architectural heritage were processed and 
interpreted using drawings and analyzed in relation to the findings resulted from interviews and 
focus groups. We concluded that the two case studies could be considered development models 
for other settlements capitalizing on vernacular architecture.

Keywords
vernacular architectural heritage, cultural landscape, local identity, rural development, Rimetea, 
Viscri


