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Historical writings about the urban network of 18th-century Transylva-
nia are not extensive. Certainly, a lot has been written about the towns
of this Principality in the Early Modern Era, but unfortunately not within
the last decades. As a result, most of the analyses use descriptive and
positivistic methods, without appealing to interdisciplinary research and
data interpretation - according to the contemporary ways of investiga-
tion. In fact, as far as we know, we only have one scientific work refer-
ring to 18th- and 19th-century Transylvanian towns that complies with
the new investigation criteria for the history of towns. The literature that
covers this domain is dominated by town and city monographs and pres-
entations of different aspects of the settlements’ past. Most of these writ-
ings were published before World War Il or somewhat later, in an age
obsessively focused on supporting a Marxist point of view, which means
insisting on economic, political and socio-cultural studies’.

*  Senior researcher, PhD. habil, Romanian Academy, “George Baritiu” Institute of
History in Cluj-Napoca.
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The recovery of Romanian historical writing on the subject is difficult.
Not even the Centre of City History Studies nor the Committee of City
History, founded after 1990 and editors of a very good periodical entitled
“Historia Urbana”, propose useful methods for investigating the history
of Transylvanian towns from the beginning of the Modern Era.

When we mentioned the only worthy study on the subject, we referred
to the excellent work by Sonkoly Gabor, Transylvanian towns in the 18.
and 19. centuries, but even that is not quite recent, considering that it was
published in 2001. Anyhow, the author is a highly experienced specialist,
educated in the spirit of the famous Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales. Based on his research on the subject, he sustained two PhDs, one
in France and one in Hungary, so his expertise can be considered a land-
mark for the topic presented here?.

Sonkoly’s work is structured on a large variety of urbanization indi-
cators that he has used for describing town networks in Transylvania.
According to these urbanization items of sociological, anthropological
and demographical nature and others coming from different fields, he
has elaborated several definitions of Transylvanian town, paying special
attention both to internal factors - specific to the Principality - and to
external ones. He goes well beyond the economic, political, social, and
cultural spheres used for classic analysis, interpreting the urban network
as a relatively compact living organism balancing between tradition and
modernism. Sonkoly proves that town growth depends not only on polit-
ical and economic changes, but also on their actual functionality, on their
connection with territories around them, and more distant areas - on so-
cial dynamics, on diverse cultural factors, on mentality changes, on urban
attitude and behavior and on many other elements.

t SeeV.Ciobanu,]. Pal, A. Spanu (eds.), 4 Historical Bibliography of Romanian Towns/
Bibliografia istoricd a oraselor din Romdnia, vol.l, Bucharest, Romanian Academy, 2008.
Vol. II of the work will be published this year.

2 G. Sonkoly, Transylvanian towns in the 18th-19th century/Erdély vdrosai a
XVII-XIX. szdzadban, Budapest, LHarmattan-Atelier, 2001.
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The most outstanding feature of his analysis, in our opinion, is the fact
that he is capable of avoiding the temptation of ethnical interpretations,
which regrettably possessed many other authors. These specialists were
influenced by the historical circumstances Transylvania was in, from the
Middle Ages until the beginning of the Modern Era. In those centuries, the
political, legal, and social system and the ethnical structure, consisting
of three political and constitutional nations (Hungarians, Transylvanian
Saxons, and Seklers) and four constitutionally admitted confessions (Cal-
vinists, Catholics, Lutherans, and Unitarians), overlapped. Moreover, the
privileged towns and urban markets had some specific ways of organiz-
ing their communities related to the nationality of their inhabitants. The
social élite - the nobility in the case of the Hungarians and the Seklers,
and the urban patriciate in the case of Transylvanian Saxons - embodied
political and extremely inaccessible castes. This reality led many histo-
rians to ethnical interpretations of the Transylvanian phenomenon, al-
though according to the 18th-century way of thinking, the idea of ethnic-
ity meant, in fact, the awareness of belonging to a social class or legally
and constitutionally determined group, and not to a nation in the modern
acceptance of the term.

Sonkoly did not use the criteria of ethnical delimitation, he focused on
political, legal and administrative realities of the Principality instead, ob-
taining a more accurate research. Basically, 18th-century statistics prove
that ethnicity was a requirement for being included in a fiscal record
only in extremely rare situations, and, even in such situations, it aimed
at pointing out the social group or the confession of citizens, not their
nationality. In this respect, for instance, mentioning an inhabitant as Ro-
manian, meant that the person was an Orthodox or a serfpeasant.

As for urban history, to study the 18th century, Sonkoly’s multidisci-
plinary research uses three main statistical sources: the first is the so-
called Acsady conscription, partly published in 1896 by the namesake his-
torian, which is actually a fiscal record of Transylvania made around 1720
and completed here and there with other statistics from the beginning of
the 18th century; the second is the great conscription of Transylvania of
1750, and the third is the population census ordered by Emperor Joseph
[, which took place between 1784 and 1786 in Hungary, and in 1786 in
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Transylvania. As one can easily observe, Sonkoly has used and processed
data from three statistics referring to the entire Principality: one preced-
ing the period of Austrian reforms, the second from the first decade of
Theresian reformism, and the third from the post-Theresian period. He
succeeded in presenting the history of Transylvanian towns on a vertical
axis of development, showing the way they evolved in time and using the
most updated research methods in the study of urban population avail-
able3. His work is well-known and, therefore, we are not going to insist
upon it. Nevertheless, we have to stress that this analysis draws attention
to the great importance of the Transylvanian conscription of 1750, prov-
ing that the complexity of procedures, the quantity and quality of gath-
ered information and the way of highlighting the characteristics of society
in the Principality surpasses any other statistics from the middle of the
18th-century on the Continent. On the other hand, specialists preceding
him (for instance, the well-known Hungarian social historian Tr6csanyi)
had indeed noticed the pivotal historical importance of this document
and stressed both its great significance and need to be published.

Nowadays, thanks to the editorial effort of a group of specialists from the
“George Baritiu” Institute of History in Cluj-Napoca belonging to the Ro-
manian Academy, the two-volume conscription of 1750 is now accessible.
The first volume contains two tomes* and the second one three tomes®,
meaning altogether several thousand pages. The archival material is pre-
ceded by an introductory study of over 360 pages dedicated to the in-
terpretation of the collected data. The conscription has many of the fea-
tures of a modern statistics, somewhat exceeding the way of thinking of

3 Ibidem. Suggestive comparison of statistic sources and deduction of evolution of
towns, market towns and urban categories at pages no. 50, 55, 134.

* L. Gyémant, R. Campeanu, A. Dorner, F. Muresan (eds.), The Fiscal Conscription

in Transylvania 1750/Conscriptia fiscald a Transilvaniei din anul 1750, vol.l, part I-II,
Description of conscripted settlements [Descrierea localitdtilor conscrise, Bucharest,
Enciclopedic Publishers, 2009.

5 L. Gyémant, R. CAmpeanu, A. Dorner, F. Muresan (eds.), The Fiscal Conscription
in Transylvania 1750/Conscriptia fiscald a Transilvaniei din anul 1750, vol. 1I, part I-11I,
Statistical Tables/ Tabelele statistice, Bucharest, Enciclopedic Publishers, 2016.
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its time, and it represents the best source for investigating the economy,
society and population of the Principality in Theresian times.

The publication of this work on urban data completes Sonkoly’s analy-
sis of urban history and continues his research. We can state this because,
on one hand, Sonkoly made a vertical, chronological inquiry, focusing on a
time-based evolution of towns in 1720, 1750 and 1786, and on the other
hand, the conscription of 1750 allows a horizontal analysis, i.e. the study
of the urban network in a defined moment of time, in this case in the mid-
dle of the 18thcentury. The horizontal approach is also useful, as it reveals
details concerning the urban network of the time and its links to all Tran-
sylvanian settlements.

Briefly, the concription contains four tables. The main table contains
24 columns listing the tax payers’ details, such as their social status and
properties. Three auxiliary tables contain data about the public income,
public debts and deserted lands of each community and settlement. Each
settlement is presented by an introductory narrative, pointing out its eco-
nomic and geographical capacity, according to which the settlements are
classified. The tables also give an account of the contributions paid during
the two previous years, 1748 and 1749.

The space given for this study does not allow us to carry out a detailed
presentation of this extremely complex document. We will only mention
that it laid the foundations for a new taxation system in Transylvania (the
so-called Bethlen System), which functioned for almost a century.

Naturally, as well this fiscal record has its shortcomings, but it still
provides complete or partial information about 2117 settlements, that is
almost 94% of all the villages, market towns and cities of the Principali-
ty, permitting an outlook on their network. There were some tax-exempt
social levels or groups, such as the nobility with several plots of land, the
priests representing the constitutional confessions, the monks and mon-
asteries that possessed inherited tax-free land, the assessors (meaning
those who were part of the legal system), newcomers, those from the
public services, people without land properties, and others of less signif-
icance in proportion to the total population. We cannot enumerate all the
criteria of classification used for the settlements and inhabitants listed in
the conscription. We have to mention that they were the result of a prag-
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matic and mercantile way of thinking, and reflect the long-time struggle
of the imperial authorities to diminish the old privileges and the consti-
tutional autonomy awarded to the settlements and social groups of the
Principality. Usually, Transylvania was positioned against the Austrian
strategies directed to promote social and political uniformity, centraliza-
tion, and bureaucracy.

In fact, it is common knowledge that during the entire 18th century,
Transylvania was a symbol of the struggle between a nostalgic and re-
gressive mentality of the castes deep-rooted in medieval privileges, and
the imperial way of thinking, which meant to transform and reform soci-
ety by shortening the social and economic gap existing between different
classes and groups. This ideological clash involved not only old and new
social groups, but also the towns and market towns interested in preserv-
ing their privileged status, acquired centuries before.

Maintaining old privileges meant, naturally, placing an obstacle to the
development of a new tax system and to the increase in tax payers. Since
the medieval constitutional system of the Principality had been accepted
by Austrian authorities at the end of the 17th century, when Transylva-
nia became part of the Empire, it could not be changed. In this case, the
proper solution found by the central authorities was a constant but in-
cremental evasion of the system’s rules. In order to defeat the resistance
of medieval castles, the Empire used the strategy of slow social dilution
throughout the 18th century. For instance, the traditional nobility group
was weakened by massive ennobling of members belonging to various
inferior social groups who, in different ways, were faithful to the Imperial
Court. This phenomenon decreased the power of the old aristocracy to
oppose reforms and social changes.

A well-known historian specialized in 18th century history, I. T6th-Zol-
tan, asserted that at least half of the ennoblements made in Early Modern
Transylvania concerned Romanians®. In this way, a competent and faith-
ful nobility came into being, often working in administration, but with a

¢ L. Toéth-Zoltan, The 1st century of Romanian Nationalism in Transylvania 1697-
1792 /Az erdélyi romdn nacionalizmus elsé szdzada 1697-1792, Budapest, Athenaeum
Publishing House, 1946, p. 171.
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background in craftsmanship and trade. They were interested in serving
the Empire without benefiting from the old medieval privileges’.

The same social changes happened in towns and market towns. Al-
though the growth of new towns and market towns in Theresian times
was mainly generated by economic dynamics, it was also stimulated by
the political competition they faced from the privileged free royal towns
and market settlements, whose domination over the urban network they
tried to prevent.

Consequently, the urban patriciate, i.e. the traditional urban elite, end-
ed up in competition with the councils of those new towns and market
settlements interested in attracting the population into the urban dynam-
ics more than the old local corporate administrations did. In the age of
Theresian reforms, urban networks started to spread from the Saxon ter-
ritories, with their medieval privileges and exclusivist patriciate, towards
the Hungarian counties and Sekler chairs, where there were far fewer
free royal towns and privileged market towns (see Sonkoly’s maps®). It is
obvious that such a policy of urbanization had as a goal not only to incor-
porate the Hungarian and Sekler territories, but the Saxon as well. Here,
small market settlements were also encouraged to compete with old priv-
ileged settlements using different strategies involving population growth.

Starting with the first decade of Theresian regime, urban economy did
not revolve merely around traditional trading centers under the supervi-
sion of the patriciate anymore. The urban network, which had been weak
at the start, would get stronger and focus on multiplying the number of
market towns and small towns, thus putting pressure on the gates of royal
and other privileged cities, as well. Little by little, as the targets of reforms
became clearer, the privileges of medieval towns, institutions and urban
corporative entities were diminished.

Let’s see some of the steps that defined this policy. First of all, Transyl-
vania was colonized by new financial competitors (Armenians, merchants

7 R. Campeanu, The Romanian Elite in 18th century Transylvania/Elitele romdnesti

din Transilvania veacului al XVIII-lea, second edition, Cluj-Napoca, University Press, 2008,
p.93.

8 G. Sonkoly, op. cit., passim.
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from south of the Danube, etc.), who were given commercial and territo-
rial privileges. Then, mining centres, as well as imperial administrative
centres and military headquarters, were reinforced. After that, Romanian
and Sekler border military units (regiments) were assembled, in some
cases in areas under the authority of privileged towns. Next, there was
a general encouragement of merchant companies (so-called Greek com-
panies) working on the outskirts of Saxon urban centers, such as Sibiu
and Brasov. Their privileges were reinforced, damaging Saxon commer-
cial interests and monopolies as a result. Another measure consisted in
appointing royal commissioners, usually officials, to supervise elections,
administrative and economic activity in privileged towns. Finally, town
councils were put under pressure, in order to sustain and increase Catho-
lic representation in urban institutions.

This imperial policy of small steps to diminish medieval urban privi-
leges, which had already been adopted in the first years of Theresian
reformism, reached its peak with the administration reform under the
rule of Joseph II, meaning the separation of the judicial system from the
administrative one. A new decree was also issued referring to all the in-
habitants of the Saxon territory, assuring them equal rights as citizens,
regardless of their nationality. Those measures destroyed almost entirely
the historical traditions, local particularities and medieval privileges of
preexisting administrative unities, forcing urban communities to open up
and break down almost all ethnical, social, and corporative barriers.

We would now like to describe the role of towns and market towns in
Transylvanian society in 1750 by means of briefly processing the most
important data provided by the conscription. In this aspect, we have to
appeal to the somewhat obsolete, but compulsory methods of quantita-
tive history. The gathering of information on tax payers and their listing
was organized separately in four administrative and jurisdictional uni-
ties: the Hungarian counties, the Sekler chairs, the Saxon chairs and dis-
tricts and the so-called taxation places, meaning areas out of the previ-
ously mentioned jurisdictions (9 free royal cities and towns, 45 market
towns and oppida, 4 Armenian communities and the Greek Commercial
Company from Sibiu).

REMUS CAMPEANU 22



Of all the listed families (170,537), 13% lived in urban areas (see
conscription’s tables). Taking into consideration the distribution of ur-
ban population, we can notice that almost half of it (45.3%) was settled
in Saxon territories. The density of urban population in Saxon districts
and chairs was so high, that at one point it reached 61,3% of the entire
population. One can observe an interesting phenomenon determined
by the dynamics and changes in economy, which broke the Saxon urban
corporatism. The presence of hundreds of Romanian and Hungarian
families, with or without properties, was reported in towns like Brasov
(Kronstadt/Brasso), Bistrita (Bistritz/Beszterce), Medias (Mediasch/
Medgyes), Sebes (Miihlbach/Szaszsebes), in their suburbs and in other
market towns such as Ocna Sibiului (Salzburg/Vizakna). There and in the
other urban areas, Saxons arrived from rural spaces, as did inhabitants
without private homes (mainly Armenians, Bulgarians, Serbs, Greeks and
Jews). After destroying the preexisting privileges rooted in the Middle
Ages, they were all listed as urban inhabitants.

We notice, on the traces of Sonkoly, that there are several ways of de-
fining “towns”, “cities” and “market towns”. Among the indicators used
to define communities of this sort, we can enumerate: population gath-
ering, political involvement, economic, political, administrative, juridical
and cultural functionality, offered services, consuming rate, capacity in
absorbing population, commercial importance, specific habitat and be-
havior, a certain kind of attitude, a particular consciousness, mentality,
a special relationship with the controlled surrounding areas and other
closer or more distant territories. As for the Middle Ages, the most impor-
tant aspects of the time remain economic, administrative and commercial
power and population size. These features sketch the portrait of an 18th-
century Transylvanian town, while the specifics of a modern city would
arrive much later, sometime in the 19th century.

Even though the conscription of 1750 describes many aspects of Tran-
sylvanian society, the main role was played by economy. From this point
of view, we can trace economic issues back to the respective urban groups
and levels. Here are some data about them. For instance, out of the 14,462
families of craftsmen in the Principality, 44.8% were to be found in ur-
ban areas, and 52.2% in the countryside. In Saxon territories, we can find
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30.6% of all Transylvanian craftsmen, representing 51.3% of this entire
social group. If we divide craftsmen according to their fortune and in-
come, we can see that only 3.1% had a good estate, while three quarters
of them lived in towns, mainly in Saxon districts and chairs.

We are not going to insist upon the thousands of data and varied ways
of interpretation that they can be subjected to using an interdisciplinary
approach. However, we want to specify only that the statistics concerning
merchant groups highlighted the importance of urban settlements, where
73% of them worked®.

We have only offered a few examples we consider outstanding of what
Transylvanian urban settlements represented in the middle of the 18th
century, after the first decade of Theresian regime. Far from being the
main economic engine in the province, Transylvania still activated and
catalyzed dynamic social categories and, as it was getting rid of medieval
privileges, it absorbed more and more demographic resources, slowly
gaining modern features. The development was not quick, but was accel-
erated by the reform policy. Urban development did not involve cities and
large towns, but rather small towns, which were enlarged and fortified at
a pace that would not be equaled even in the first half of the 19th century.

° Statistical data are taken from vol. II, part. [ of The Fiscal Conscription in
Transylvania 1750/Conscriptia fiscald a Transilvaniei din anul 1750, Statistical
Tables/Tabelele statistice.
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Annexes

Maps of Transylvanian market towns in the middle of the 18th century

Conformable to G. Sonkoly, Transylvanian towns in the 18. and 19. Centuries/
Erdély varosai a XVIII-XIX. szdzadban, Budapest,
L'Harmattan-Atelier Publishing House, 2001

TRANSYLVANIA'S URBAN NETWORK AT THE MIDDLE OF 18TH CENTURY
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SETTLEMENTS WITH MORE THAN 2000 INHABITANTS AT THE MIDDLE OF 18TH CENTURY
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TRANSYLVANIA'S TOWNS AT THE MIDDLE OF 18TH CENTURY
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Data concerning urban and rural population of Transylvania
in the middle of the 18th century

Conformable to L. Gyémant, R. CAmpeanu, A. Dorner, F. Muresan (eds.), The Fis-

cal Conscription in Transylvania 1750/ Conscriptia fiscald
a Transilvaniei din anul 1750, vol.ll, part I-111, Statistical tables/
Tabelele statistice,Bucharest, Enciclopedic Publishers, 2016

TABLE 1 — THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CONTRIBUTOR FAMILIES
FROM THE URBAN AND RURAL AREAS OF THE JURISDICTION IN TRANSYLVANIA

CONTRIBUTOR FAMILIES
Number of

iurisdicti URBAN AREA RURAL AREA
]urlsf;i(l);tllons TOTAL
Transvlvania % of total % of total

y No. families number per | No. families number per

principality principality
25 22,366 131 148,171 86.9 170,537

TABLE 2 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CONTRIBUTOR FAMILIES
FROM TRANSYLVANIA BY JURISDICTION AND SOCIAL-LEGAL CATEGORIES

No. of jurisdictions from Transylvania 25

SOCIAL-LEGAL CATEGORY No. %
Small nobles 6,901 4
Clergies 305 0.2
Townsfolk 10,444 6.1
People of free condition 34,456 20.2
Serfs 67,417 39.6
Landless peasants 34,085 20
Unsettled people 12,679 7.4
Gypsies 1,997 1,2
Others 2,253 1.3
total 170,537 100
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TABLE 3 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF PEOPLE EXEMPTED FROM
CONTRIBUTION IN THE URBAN AND RURAL AREAS OF THE JURISDICTION FROM TRANSYLVANIA

EXEMPTED FROM CONTRIBUTION
Number of

iurisdicti URBAN AREA RURAL AREA
]urlsffé;tllons TOTAL
Transvlvania % of total % of total

y No. number per No. number per

principality principality
25 4,879 11 39,320 89 44,199

TABLE 4 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CRAFTSMEN FROM THE URBAN
AND RURAL AREAS OF THE JURISDICTION INCLUDED IN THE TAX CENSUS OF TRANSYLVANIA

FROM 1750
CRAFTSMEN
Number of
iurisdicti URBAN AREA RURAL AREA
]urlsfil;rtllons TOTAL
Transvlvania % of total % of total
y No. number per No. number per
principality principality
25 7,369 44.8 9,093 55,2 16,462
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TABLE 5 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CRAFTSMEN FROM THE
JURISDICTIONS OF TRANSYLVANIA ACCORDING TO OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES

CIRCUMSTANCES
Number of
]urlsff:;?ons GOOD MEDIUM POOR INDETERMINABLE TOTAL
Transylvania % of total % of total % of total % of total
No. number per No. number per No. number per No. number per
principality principality principality principality
25 514 3.1 1,832 11.1 11,021 67 3,095 18.8 16,462

TABLE 6 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CONTRIBUTOR FAMILIES
FROM TRANSYLVANIA BY JURISDICTION AND SOCIAL-LEGAL CATEGORIES

No. of jurisdictions from Transylvania 25

SOCIAL-LEGAL CATEGORY No. %
Small nobles 498 3
Townsfolk 4,669 28.3
People of free condition 2,283 239
Serfs 2,669 16.2
Landless peasants 1,483 9
Unsettled people 1,020 6.2
Foreigners 241 1.5
Gypsies 504 3.1
Undeterminable 3,095 18.8
total 16,462 100
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TABLE 7 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF TRADERS FROM URBAN AND
RURAL AREAS OF THE JURISDICTION INCLUDED IN THE CENSUS FROM 1750

TRADERS
Number of

iurisdicti URBAN AREA RURAL AREA
]urlsffcl)irtllons TOTAL
Transvlvania % of total % of total

y No. number per No. number per

principality principality
25 862 73 319 27 1,181

TABLE 8 - THE NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF TRADERS FROM THE
JURISDICTION OF TRANSYLVANIA ACCORDING TO THEIR CIRCUMSTANCES

CIRCUMSTANCES
Number of
Jurlsff;::llons GOOD MEDIUM POOR INDETERMINABLE TOTAL
Transylvania % of total % of total % of total % of total
No. number per No. number per No. number per No. number per
principality principality principality principality
25 80 6.8 134 11.3 719 60.9 248 21 1,181
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